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  Chapter 1

  
  







Quiet surrounded Harper as she began the nightly closing routine at the library. Everyone else had already gone home for the evening and she was on her own. There was peace in these quiet moments, all alone in the library, full of familiar stories that were like old friends.

When Harper Lansbury moved to the island five years ago, this was the peace she had been craving in her life. A small island and a small library were such a contrast to her old life back in Los Angeles, and she loved it.

Pushing the book trolley in front of her, Harper collected stray books that library visitors hadn’t returned to the shelves or the book return. When she was certain she picked up all the books, she pushed the trolley back to the front and left it by the circulation desk.

Quickly wiping down the various desks with disinfectant spray, Harper checked that off her to-do list before she moved to the back wall where the computers were. Switching all the computers off, Harper made sure everything was shut down properly.

“Computers, check. Chairs, check,” she muttered, pushing in all the rolling desk chairs so everything was neat and organized.

All that was left to do was gather her purse and turn the lights off before she left. As she walked over the plush blue carpet towards the staff lounge, Harper’s mind was already tuned in to the rest of her evening—book club.

Tonight was the first meeting for the new book at her monthly book club. The other ladies would be at her house in an hour so she needed to get home and make sure everything was ready for their meeting.

Thump! Freezing in place, Harper held her breath and strained her ears. Other than the library cat, Pippin, she was alone. The staff lounge door was closed behind her, blocking her view of the rest of the library. Had a book fallen over on a shelf or off the display table?

“That was probably just a book,” she whispered, trying to convince herself that not every strange sound was something bad as she grabbed her purse.

Marilee Island was normally a fairly safe place, but there had been a few dangerous incidents lately.

She ignored the noise, sure that she imagined it or that it was nothing serious. Then it happened again—thump—and Harper cracked the door to the staff lounge open, peeking out into the library.

From that vantage point, she didn’t see anyone but the thump sounded again. Pippin, their resident library cat, didn’t usually make noises like that. Unless he decided to play whack-a-mole with the book display up front.

Stepping out, Harper looked around but couldn’t see much. The staff lounge was at the back of the library and tucked into a little alcove for privacy. If she wanted to find out what the noise was, she would have to leave the relative safety of the back of the library.

“Pippin, did you make that noise?” she called out, stepping around the corner.

Pippin sat on a nearby table and looked at her, meowing softly. That was strange. Usually, he was a fairly vocal cat. The fact that he was quiet made her worry.

The light gleamed on his sleek black fur and his eerie green eyes stared back at her. Years ago, he sneaked into the library and lived there without letting any of them know about it. Visitors would report hearing strange sounds and little “presents” would appear at the door or the front desk. It took them a week to realize a cat had taken up residence at the library.

Harper had rushed him to the veterinarian only to discover he was hungry and wanted a home. The other librarians agreed that he could be the library’s cat.

Now he was a mischief-maker who greeted every visitor and cuddled with anyone who wanted to pet him. Except Harper didn’t think he was the one making the mischief at the moment.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Pippin was right in front of her. There was no way he was responsible for the noise. That meant someone else made that sound.

“This is the part in movies when someone dies,” she muttered and steeled her spine.

It could just be that someone wandered into the library thinking it was still open. There was no need to panic just yet.

“Hello?” Harper called out as she walked further into the main part of the library, glancing around for a late-night visitor. “I’m sorry, but the library is closed for the day.”

A moan echoed around the library and she paused, straining her ears to hear better. Where did the noise come from? When it happened again, she knew it came from between the bookshelves near the reading circle.

Rushing forward, she walked quickly along the aisles of books, peering down each one. In an aisle angled toward the middle reading area of the library, she saw a man slumped over, head hanging down as he leaned against a bookshelf.

“Hello?” she said.

He turned towards her and the fear in his dark eyes made her hesitate. He used his hand on the bookshelf to pull himself down the aisle. For a second, Harper wondered if she should run.

“Help,” he gasped, reaching out his hand as he stumbled down the book aisle towards her.

Harper froze as she stared at him, realizing his hand was covered in blood. Then she rushed into action, running over to him just as he collapsed to the floor in the large reading area at the center of the library.

“What happened?” she asked, trying to determine which injuries were the ones that needed immediate attention.

He mumbled something unintelligible and she pulled out her phone to make a call. There was no time to try and get him to talk to her.

Dr. Katherine “Kat” Rolland was nearby. Kat was a veterinarian, but her clinic was right around the corner and she would make it to the library faster than an ambulance. Kat usually dealt with dogs and cats, but she could treat minor wounds and maybe keep the man alive long enough for the paramedics and police to arrive.

“Hey, lady. What’s up?” Kat answered with a smile in her voice.

“Kat, I need you at the library. Someone’s hurt,” Harper yelled into her phone as the man passed out on the floor.

“On my way. Call the police,” Kat said, voice going from friendly and cheerful to a capable doctor in an instant.

Hands shaking, Harper ended that call and then dialed the police. While she relayed what little information she had, she checked out his injuries while she waited. A gash on his head was red and angry. Checking carefully, she ran her fingers through his dark hair to look for more wounds. A bump on the back of his head made her frown, but the worst injury was what looked like a gunshot wound to his side.

“Harper?” called Kat.

“In the reading circle!” Harper yelled back and heard Kat’s footsteps run towards her.

“What happened?” Kat asked, setting down a medical bag and pulling out bandages while she checked the man’s pulse.

“I don’t know. I was closing up and he ran in here asking for help. Then he passed out.”

“He didn’t say anything?”

“No. From what I can tell, he has a gash on his temple, a bump on the back of his head, and a possible gunshot wound to his side.”

Kat paused and looked up at the man and then over to Harper. “A gunshot wound?”

Harper nodded.

“We better hope the paramedics and police get here soon. I’m used to keeping animals alive, not humans.”

Three loud pops in quick succession and then shattering glass interrupted them and they ducked low, freezing in place.

“That came from up front,” Harper whispered.

“The windows?” Kat asked.

“Maybe.”

“Were those gunshots?”

Harper nodded and glanced towards the front of the library, worried now. Why would someone shoot out the library’s windows? Did it have anything to do with the injured man lying on the floor next to her?

“What were you involved in?” Harper muttered, staring down at the unconscious man.

Now that she could get a good look at him, she realized how young he was. Probably no older than twenty years old if she had to guess. So why did such a young man stumble into the library with serious injuries? Who was he? What happened to him? And who was after him?

Sirens wailed outside, getting closer before tires screeched to a halt. The cavalry had finally arrived.
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It was history repeating itself. She had been through something like this before but she never expected it to happen on peaceful, safe Marilee Island. Yet here she was, surrounded by police and paramedics as the red and blue lights of emergency vehicles bounced off every available surface and reflected back at her.

Detective Marc Andersen strode around, talking to paramedics and other officers. Watching him gave her something to focus on.

When he first came to the island a few months ago, the book club ladies said he was a Viking. With his blond hair and vibrant blue eyes, not to mention his six-foot-four height and muscular frame, she was inclined to believe him.

Right now, though, she was just glad he was a detective.

“Are you okay?” Marc asked, voice tense as he walked up to where she stood with Kat in the front courtyard outside the library.

“Me? I’m fine, but that man…” she said, voice fading when the paramedics brought him out on a stretcher.

She watched as they rolled him past her. Kat’s hand rubbed soothing circles on her back, but Harper was too stressed to find much comfort in that at the moment.

At least the man wasn’t in a body bag. It was a small blessing but she would take comfort in the fact that he was still alive.

She, on the other hand, was fine—physically. Mentally was a whole different situation. It was like she was back to what happened five years ago at the library in Los Angeles.

The situations were so similar. A young man ran into the library with severe injuries and asked for her help. Five years ago, the young man died. At least right now, the man from tonight was still alive. Whether he stayed that way or not was the question.

“The windows will have to be boarded up tonight,” she said in a blank voice as she stared at the mess.

Shattered glass lay on the floor inside the library, with a few shards out on the front sidewalk.

“Can you tell me what happened?” Marc asked.

Taking a deep breath, Harper nodded and tore her eyes away from the destruction of the library.

“I was closing up for the night,” she began and took him through everything she did until she heard that thumping noise and found the man. “Then he collapsed and I called Kat since she has more medical training than me and is right around the corner. I knew she would get here before the paramedics. Then I called the police.”

“Did he say anything?”

“He only said ‘help’ but nothing after that.”

“Did you see anyone outside the library?”

Harper shook her head. “We were in the middle and on the floor, so we couldn’t see the front windows. I didn’t see anything.”

Marc nodded and made a note in his notebook before he looked back up at her. “Do you know the man or recognize him from anywhere?”

“No. I don’t remember ever seeing him before.”

“Okay. What about you, Dr. Rolland? Did you see or hear anything on your way to the library?” Marc asked, turning to her now.

Kat’s arm wrapped protectively around Harper and she said, “No, nothing. I didn’t see anyone lurking outside either but I wasn’t paying much attention. Harper sounded pretty frantic on the phone so I knew it was an emergency. I didn’t have time to stop and look around.”

“That might be for the best. You showing up when you did is what kept that man alive,” Marc said.

“Who would do something like this?” Harper asked, looking up at Marc. “This is Marilee Island, not Los Angeles. Things like this don’t happen here.”

“They did tonight,” Kat murmured.

“I don’t know, but I’ll find out. For now, you two can go home,” Marc said.

Harper pointed and said, “The windows—”

“I’ll take care of it,” Marc said.

One of the officers waved at them and Kat went over to gather their purses and her medical bag.

“This is just like what happened five years ago,” Harper said softly, the reality of it hitting her smack in the face as the ambulance drove away.

“I’ll figure it out, Harper. I promise,” Marc said gently.

“Do you think he’ll be okay?”

Marc hesitated and then said, “I don’t know.”

Harper smiled sadly. “Thanks for being honest.”

“Lying never got me anywhere before.”

She nodded and watched the ambulance disappear down the street. There was only one small hospital and medical clinic on the island, so she knew where he would be. Tomorrow, she would go check on him. Then, she would dig deep to figure out what happened.

“I can already see the wheels turning in your head,” Marc said, smiling slightly at her.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she joked.

He gazed at her steadily. “Just remember that this is already a dangerous situation, okay?”

“I will. Can we leave now?” she asked as Kat joined them again, handing over her purse.

“You can. We’ll be here for another couple of hours. I’ll call you if I need anything,” Marc said.

Harper nodded but she was still hesitant to leave.

“Come on. I’m taking you home,” Kat said and steered her away from the library. “I already texted the others but they insist on feeding us dinner. I tried to get them to cancel book club but they’ll show up at your house anyway.”

“I forgot all about the book club,” Harper said as they walked down the street.

The hair on the back of her neck stood up and Harper glanced over her shoulder. It felt like someone was watching them. Or it could just be her paranoia after what happened.

“What’s wrong?” Kat asked, stopping to look over her shoulder too.

“Nothing. I think I’m just on edge,” Harper said, peering into the darkness behind them only to find nothing but the police lights flashing.

“Me too. I’ve never been through something like that before,” Kat said softly.

There’s nothing there, Harper told herself as she pushed that feeling away and they started walking to the veterinarian clinic again.

“I don’t know about you, but I could use a glass of wine,” Kat said when they made it back to her clinic and stepped inside the pristine front waiting area.

Compared to the mess at the library, it was a sterile room.

“I was thinking a whole bottle and a chocolate cake,” Harper said.

“Chocolate cake,” Kat moaned out. “What a good idea. Come on, let’s go.”

Kat dropped off her medical bag and they left the clinic, getting in Kat’s golf cart. Only emergency services were allowed to drive regular vehicles on the island. Everyone else—tourists and residents alike—had golf carts.

As much as Harper didn’t want to rehash what happened, she knew the book club ladies would be there to help. It was time to put their sleuthing hats on again and see if they could figure this mess out. After a glass of wine and chocolate cake.
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“Ready to face them?” Kat asked as they parked along the street outside Harper’s beach cottage.

“If they have wine and cake, then I’m ready,” Harper said, hopping out of the seat.

Before she even reached the porch steps, the front door flung open and Dana rushed out to meet them.

“Oh, you poor dears,” said Dana as she wrapped her arms around both of them before she pulled back to look at them with pity in her blue eyes. “Come inside. Let’s sit you down with some wine.”

Dana Whitby was a local artist and one of the oldest members of the book club at sixty-five years old. Remnants of paint usually covered the tips of her fingers while a collection of bracelets wrapped around her wrists and a matching collection of necklaces hung from her neck. She always wore turban hats reminiscent of the ‘60s Hollywood style. Tonight, it was a blue turban hat with feathers sticking up from the middle.

Leading the way inside, Harper inhaled deeply and let the lavender scent of her home soothe her nerves. She inherited the three-bedroom cottage from her grandmother five years ago and made it her own before she began working at the island library.

The French doors to the backyard were open and the white curtains billowed in the soft breeze that swept through the cottage. Harper moved through the living room and went straight out to the deck with Kat and Dana right behind her.

Someone had already arranged the teak furniture on the deck into a circle just like Harper usually had it for book club. The bistro lights that zigzagged across the backyard and wrapped around the deck were also turned on. There was nothing she had to do other than sit down and try to push the image of that young man out of her mind.

“We have wine and plenty of food. The two of you sit down and let us serve you,” Bernie ordered as they stepped out to the deck.

Harper was too tired to argue with her and nodded as she stepped toward the sofa.

Bernadette “Bernie” Alcott was the same age as Dana and was the founding member of the group. While Dana had the artsy style, Bernie had the coastal grandmother aesthetic with a cardigan wrapped around her shoulders, a plain shirt, and capri pants. Silver hair in a pixie cut framed her face and set off her blue eyes.

“Which wine do you want?” Libby called out from the bar cart set up under a window.

“Cabernet Sauvignon, please,” Harper said, plopping down on the sofa.

“The same for me,” Kat said as she collapsed into a chair.

Libby Hernandez was Harper’s closest friend and owned the best coffee shop on the island—Bouncing Beans. It was even better that the coffee shop was right next door to the library.

Every year when Harper would spend the summer on the island with her grandmother in her youth, she and Libby would run around the island, read books, play on the beach, and go shopping. Nobody had been more excited about Harper’s move to the island five years ago than Libby.

At the table set up with food off to the side, Sasha Orwell scooped portions from all the dishes onto two plates. From what Harper could see, there was lasagna, garlic bread, roasted vegetables, and a side salad. She watched as Sasha put a generous portion of croutons in each salad.

Harper smiled at that. At least her friends knew her well.

Sasha ran a bed and breakfast on the island with her husband. Now that their children were grown and had flown the coop, so to speak, Sasha and her husband were living out their dream of running a bed and breakfast. While Sasha was usually a reserved person, she perked up when books or wine were discussed.

“Here you go. Eat up. There’s plenty more and I made a chocolate fudge cake for dessert,” Sasha said, bringing over the two plates to Harper and Kat.

“Chocolate cake,” Kat moaned as she accepted the plate.

“You’re a goddess,” Harper told Sasha.

Sasha winked and said, “My husband tells me so regularly.”

Laughing, Harper felt some of the tension leave her body. She knew the other ladies had questions and their curiosity had to be burning through their veins, but nobody asked anything while they ate.

Kat turned to Harper and asked, “Do you know what I find amazing?”

“How we haven’t been bombarded with questions yet?” Harper teased.

Kat held up her wine glass and nodded. “Exactly.”

“We were trying to go easy on you!” Bernie exclaimed.

“I am shocked,” Harper teased them.

“Well, if you’re up for a few questions, then…” Dana said, holding her hands out, palm up as if to say let’s get started.

“Wait. Let me get a refill on my wine first,” Kat said, pushing up from her chair.

“Me, too. And chocolate cake would be nice right about now,” Harper said, giving Sasha a meaningful glance.

“Give me just a minute and I’ll serve it up,” Sasha said, rolling her eyes. She knew how much Harper loved that cake and Harper wasn’t about to let Sasha forget that she brought it.

Bernie and Dana muttered to each other while Harper and Kat refilled their wine glasses. Once they sat down, Sasha passed out slices of chocolate fudge cake with a decadent chocolate frosting on top.

It was pure deliciousness. Harper slid her fork through the cake, smiling as it easily cut through the fluffy chocolate sponge layers and the creamy chocolate filling. When she took a bite, the chocolate practically melted on her tongue and she closed her eyes in delight.

Opening her eyes, Harper sighed and looked around at the group of ladies staring at her expectantly. “Okay, go ahead and ask your questions.”

“What happened?” Bernie demanded, leaning forward in her chair.

Harper explained about the young man who ran into the library, telling them everything that happened and how Kat showed up to help.

“Who was he?” Sasha asked.

“I have no idea,” Harper said, shrugging.

“Why would he go to the library?” Libby wondered.

“No clue. Maybe it was the closest place that was open that he could reach?”

“Or maybe he saw the lights on and thought he could get some help,” Bernie suggested.

Harper nodded. “I hadn’t turned the lights off yet, so that’s entirely possible.”

Dana frowned and asked, “What about the thumping noises you heard? Did you find out what that was?”

“Nope. It could have been him bumping into the bookshelves if he was running away. He wasn’t very steady on his feet when I found him.”

“We’re investigating, right?” Kat asked before she finished off the wine in her glass.

“Of course we are! How could we not?” Bernie said firmly.

Dana and Sasha both nodded emphatically, but Libby was the only one who was quiet. Their little book club was affectionately called Wines and Spines. When the first murder on the island drew them in, they changed it to Wines, Spines, and Crimes for the month. Ever since then, they’d all been bitten by the sleuthing bug and wanted to investigate whenever a mystery came their way.

Now that a mystery had fallen into Harper’s lap—again—it seemed like everyone was on board the investigative train. Everyone except Libby.

Harper nodded slowly and said, “I want to, but this is a much more dangerous situation than we’ve dealt with before. I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

“We’ll do things the way we always have—carefully and without getting too involved,” Sasha said.

Dana nodded and clapped her hands together twice. “Well, that’s settled then. Our book club is Wines, Spines, and Crimes again. Ladies, roll up your sleeves and get ready to investigate.”

Everyone cheered, but Libby sat still and watched Harper carefully. Harper knew what she was thinking, but she would wait until the others left before she said anything.

“Right. Where do we start?” Bernie asked, rubbing her hands together.

“I don’t even know who the young man is. Tomorrow, I’m going to the hospital to see if I can get an update on him and I’ll try to find out more. Until we know who he is we can’t do much else,” Harper said.

Dana nodded and said, “Then we’ll wait for you to give us an update.”

Harper nodded and rubbed her forehead. She probably shouldn’t have had that second glass of wine, but she thought it might help her relax a bit more. Once the others left, she would take something for her headache and fill up the bathtub with lavender bubbles to soothe her.

“Well, I think we should call it a night and let Harper rest. Kat, too. They both had an eventful evening. We can make up the book discussion at our next meeting,” Sasha said as she stood up and began to clear away the plates on the deck, carrying them inside to the kitchen.

Everyone helped take things inside before they left. The other ladies all left together, but Libby stayed behind to help clean up.

“Are you going to be okay?” Libby asked softly.

Out of all the ladies, Libby was the only one who knew what happened to Harper five years ago.

Harper blew out a long breath and said, “Yeah. I mean, I’m really worried. It’s so similar to what happened back in LA and I’m scared that history is going to repeat itself.”

Libby nodded. “The man didn’t die tonight, so maybe things will be different this time.”

“I hope so. I really do,” Harper said as she shut the dishwasher now that it was full.

The last thing she wanted was for the young man to die. It would be just like what happened five years ago if he did.

Tomorrow, she would go to the hospital and find out everything she could about the young man. Then, she would uncover who attacked him and destroyed her library.

The killer got away with murder five years ago. She wouldn’t let that happen this time.
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Since she rode home with Kat last night, Harper left her golf cart at the library. She debated riding her bicycle but then she would have both her bicycle and her golf cart at the library. Somehow, she would have to get both of them home.

While she stood outside her cottage trying to decide what to do, a voice called her name from across the street. Whirling around, she found Marc striding towards her.

Shortly after he moved to the island, she found out he was renting the little green bungalow across the street from her. At first, she was horrified that he was so close but she was used to running into him now.

“How are you doing?” he asked as he joined her outside her house.

“I’d be better if I could make a decision,” she said.

“About what?”

“Getting to work. If I ride my bike, then I’d have to bring both my bike and golf cart home somehow.”

He smiled slightly and said, “Is that before or after you go to the hospital to check on John Doe from last night?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, shifting slightly so he wouldn’t read her face as easily.

She had never been able to hide her thoughts from him and he had an unnerving knack for reading her like an open book.

“Uh-huh. Well, I’m going to the hospital to check on him so if you want to come with me I could drop you off at the library on the way to the police station. Unless, of course, you have absolutely no interest in seeing him again,” he teased her.

“You’re not going to tell me to stay out of your way?” she asked, curious why he would change from doing what he usually did.

“Would it do any good?” he teased and then sobered. “I know you won’t let this go and I would rather you keep me in the loop instead of running off by yourself when there is a shooter on the loose.”

The concern in his blue eyes made something somersault in her stomach but she pushed it away. There were more important things to focus on at the moment. Like the fact that he was offering her a ride to talk to the mysterious young man. She could worry about everything else later.

“Okay. Thank you. I would love for you to take me with you,” she finally said.

“Then let’s go,” he said, holding out his hand to gesture across the street to his golf cart. “What time do you have to be at the library?”

“As soon as possible. We’ll have to clean up the inside and call someone to fix the windows,” she said, already making a to-do list and coming up with an explanation for her boss as Marc started the golf cart and they drove towards the small hospital.

“I don’t think we’ll be at the hospital for very long. My experience with this kind of situation is that the victim won’t be up for much conversation.”

“But he’ll be awake, right?” she asked, fear gripping her that he might have died during the night and history would repeat itself.

Marc briefly covered her hand where it clutched at her purse strap.

“I called the hospital already and spoke with his doctor. He’s alive,” Marc said softly.

He knew the bare facts about what happened five years ago but she hadn’t told him any details. The fact that he would tell her that now meant he could tell how anxious she was about this.

“Good. That’s good,” Harper said, but her worry didn’t decrease at all.

If anything, her anxiety skyrocketed as they approached the hospital. Even when Marc parked the golf cart, Harper’s nerves wouldn’t settle. Would the man be awake? Would he talk to them? Could he tell them anything?

Harper didn’t know what to expect as they walked into the lobby of the hospital. She let Marc lead since he seemed to know where they were going. He went straight to the elevator and up to the second floor. At the reception desk up there, he asked a nurse to see Doctor Paulson.

While they waited, Harper kept going over everything that happened last night. She couldn’t think of anything that she missed or forgot about. It all happened so fast from the time he stumbled into the library to when the police showed up.

“Detective Andersen? I’m Doctor Paulson, the physician in charge of our John Doe,” said a woman as she approached them.

Long blonde hair was pulled up in a high ponytail. If Harper had to guess, she was middle-aged.

“Thanks for seeing us. This is Harper Lansbury, the one who found him,” Marc said, introducing her.

She appreciated that he didn’t just push her behind him and take charge of the situation, acting like she was invisible. Instead, he included her.

“You got to him at the right time. Any later and he might not have made it. That was good first aid, too,” Doctor Paulson said.

“I can’t take credit for that. Dr. Kat Rolland helped, although she usually works on animals,” Harper said.

“You know Kat?”

“I do. She’s a good friend.”

“I haven’t been on the island long enough to make too many friends, but the medical community is pretty small here—even including the veterinary medicine gang. It’s good to know she was on hand to help.”

“What can you tell us about our John Doe?” Marc asked, interrupting them.

“Ah, him. Well, not much. He had a gunshot wound to his side that almost hit an artery. The gash on his temple was pretty bad but it’s the bump on the back of his skull that worries me the most. We can’t tell much about that wound until the swelling goes down a bit more.”

“This was definitely an assault of some sort, right?”

“Well, I doubt he did it to himself,” Doctor Paulson said.

Marc nodded. “Is he awake?”

“Yep, but you should know that he doesn’t remember much. Right now, he’s on pain medication for his injuries but when he woke up after surgery he didn’t know what happened to him,” Doctor Paulson said.

“Does he know his name?” Marc asked, frowning at this new information.

“No, he doesn’t remember. He can tell us basic information like what year it is and who the president is, but nothing about his personal life. Except that he’s twenty years old, according to him.”

“He didn’t have any ID on him when the paramedics brought him in?”

Doctor Paulson shook her head. “Nothing.”

“Does that mean he has amnesia?” Harper asked, feeling pity for the young man and frustrated that no answers would be forthcoming.

“Retrograde amnesia, to be precise. He remembers certain facts from years ago, but nothing from the recent past. Right now, it’s safe to assume it’s from the head trauma he suffered. Until the swelling goes down it’ll be difficult to say much more. This could just be temporary. All we can do is wait and see,” Doctor Paulson said.

“Can we see him?” Harper asked.

Doctor Paulson nodded and said, “Just be gentle. He’s a little scared and on edge since he doesn’t remember much. I don’t know how much help he’ll be, but you can see him for a few minutes and then we’ll need to let him rest. That’s the best thing for him right now.”

“Thank you, Doctor Paulson,” said Marc.

She nodded and walked away to go see another patient. Harper wanted to know more but Marc steered her down the hall until they found the room for John Doe.

Stepping inside, she saw him before he noticed them. A bandage wrapped around his temple and he was hooked up to various monitors. Quiet beeping noises filled the room.

When he heard them walk in, he turned to face them. Dark brown eyes watched them warily but no recognition was on his face. Harper guessed the pale pallor to his skin was because of the blood loss and trauma, and that his real skin tone was a dark olive shade.

“Hi, how are you feeling?” she asked quietly as she stepped up to the bed and sat down in a chair angled towards him.

“Who are you?” he asked as he watched her sit down.

Harper hesitated. How weird would it be to say she was a librarian? It was the truth, but if he didn’t know what happened to him then telling him that might make him even more confused.

“My name is Harper. I found you last night,” she said instead, knowing the full details could come later.

“Do you know what happened to me?”

Harper shook her head. “I’m sorry. I was hoping you could tell me. I’m just glad I was there to help you.”

Marc cleared his throat and Harper glanced over at him and sat back in the chair to let him take over.

“I’m Detective Andersen, the one in charge of your case. Is there anything you can tell me?” Marc asked.

John Doe shook his head and said, “No. I don’t remember anything from last night. They said I was shot.”

“Among other injuries, yes. You don’t know who would want to hurt you?”

“No, man. I don’t remember anything. Not even who I am,” he said, panic making his voice wobble.

“Do you know where you are?” Marc asked.

“Marilee Island. At least, that’s what all the hospital stuff says,” he said, pointing to the medical bracelet around his wrist with the hospital name on it.

“So you don’t know what you were doing here or where you were staying? Nothing like that?”

“No, sorry. My mind is a complete blank.”

Marc nodded and said, “That’s okay. Doctor Paulson said you need to focus on resting so your body can heal. We’ll leave you alone now. Thanks for talking to us.”

“You’ll find out what happened, right?”

“I will. For now, just focus on getting better,” Marc said.

Harper didn’t want to leave but the young man couldn’t tell her anything. It wouldn’t help if she sat there and grilled him.

“Get better, okay? Detective Andersen is good at what he does,” Harper said, standing up and smiling at him before she left with Marc.

“I’m good at what I do, huh?” Marc asked when they were alone in the hallway.

“You are,” she said simply, walking ahead of him to hide her flushed cheeks, even though he easily kept pace with her.

She refused to face him but studied him out of the corner of her eye. Marc glanced at her and smiled slightly before he pulled out his notebook and made a few notes while they took the elevator back to the ground floor.

The whole time, Harper’s mind whirled with questions. Who was the young man? How long would the amnesia last? Would he remember everything when he woke up?

“I didn’t expect him to have amnesia,” she said as they walked to the golf cart.

“Neither did I. It throws a wrench in the case, that’s for sure,” Marc said, rubbing the back of his neck.

“But if it’s just temporary, then it should wear off soon, right?”

“Let’s hope so.”

She had gone to the hospital to find out why the young man with a gunshot wound ran into her library for help, but all she had now were more questions than answers.
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“Please tell me there’s a perfectly good explanation for this,” Martin said with a heavy sigh as they surveyed the library from the courtyard.

It looked normal other than the plywood that covered the empty spots where the glass windows used to be.

Martin Hayworth was the head librarian. Other than her, he was the only professional librarian on the island. The other four employees at the library were assistant librarians.

Martin was the head honcho and had been there for at least twenty years. His normally kind blue eyes looked pained behind his wire-rimmed glasses as they studied the windows boarded up with plywood. Harper wondered if his salt-and-pepper hair would be more white than gray after this case was solved.

“Well, there was a man with a gunshot wound and another person who was chasing after him. Is that a good explanation?” Harper asked, standing next to him.

“Not really.”

Marc dropped her off at the library like he promised and she waited out front for Martin so she could explain the situation. Now she told him what happened last night, watching him wince at certain details—like the windows being shot out.

“Are we going to find bullet holes in any books when we go inside?” Martin asked.

“To be honest, I have no idea. The police sent me on my way while they finished up here,” Harper said, wondering what the state of the library would be inside.

“Let’s go in and find out.”

Taking a deep breath, Harper followed him to the doors and waited for him to unlock them before they stepped inside and flicked on the overhead lights. She expected to find shattered glass all over the floor, but there wasn’t any.

“Marc said they would clean up but I didn’t expect them to sweep away the glass,” she said.

“That was kind of them.”

Together, they walked around the library checking for damage. In one of the bookcases, they found a bullet hole. The police removed the bullet for evidence and all that was left was the puncture wound in the solid wood bookcase. The side wall and the front desk both had bullet holes in them.

“Thank goodness you weren’t hurt,” Martin said.

“I think we were pretty well hidden in the middle,” she said as they moved to the reading circle, swallowing hard at the evidence right in front of her that she couldn’t ignore.

“Who was he?” Martin asked as he stared down at the bloodstain on the carpet. It would take a thorough washing to remove that.

“I don’t know. He has amnesia now, too, so he doesn’t know either,” she said.

“Amnesia? Goodness. I guess that means we don’t know why this all happened,” he said, waving his hand around at the windows up front.

“Not yet.”

“Well, the good news is we don’t have to put the library back together. The bad news is we need more windows,” Martin said, turning to look at the boarded-up windows at the front of the library.

With those windows gone and covered with plywood, the light inside the library was dimmer than normal without the natural light filtering in.

How long would it take to get replacement windows to the island? Harper didn’t know but they would find out soon. As the head librarian, that was Martin’s job. Harper, on the other hand, would have to deal with the bloodstain on the ocean-themed rug in the reading area.

This had always been her favorite part of the library before now. A dome arched high above the center of the library, with skylights fanning out like a starburst from the center, casting light down below. Comfy chairs sat scattered around the large, open area with reading lamps resting on side tables. During children’s story time, the comfy chairs were pushed to the outer edge of the area so there was plenty of room for children and parents.

A thick ocean-themed rug sat beneath it all—now stained with blood.

It would probably be best to replace the rug entirely. She would have to talk to Martin about that when he got off the phone with the window repair people. For now, she would do her best to remove the bloodstain.

To keep people from seeing it or sitting on it, Harper would rearrange the chairs so one would cover up the stain once they opened the library for the day. That would do until they ordered a new rug.

For the next hour, she scrubbed and scrubbed, but the stain was still there. It wasn’t as bad as before, but it wasn’t gone completely.

Martin was still ironing out details for the window and would have to take measurements so the glass could be transported to the library. Living on a small island had many advantages, but the window repair shop didn’t carry the right size glass for the library windows in the store. It would have to be ordered and shipped from the mainland.

At nine o’clock, the library officially opened but Harper hadn’t even had a cup of coffee yet. After a sleepless night, no answers at the hospital, and finding the remnants of last night at the library, she desperately needed something to keep her moving.

Standing up, Harper stretched her arms overhead. She needed coffee.

As she went up front to tell Martin about her break, Rebecca “Reb” Devon arrived and wrapped her arms around Harper. She was one of the assistant librarians on the island and a busybody to boot.

“Oh, you poor thing. Why do you keep getting into trouble like this?” Reb asked, cupping Harper’s cheeks in her hands.

“It’s not my fault,” Harper insisted.

Reb shook her head at Harper, her blonde bob haircut swinging around her face, and put her hands on her plump hips. “I know that but it’s like trouble follows you around. Is that man okay?”

“He has a few injuries but he should be fine.”

“Good,” Reb said, nodding before she leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Is Martin terribly upset?”

Harper glanced over at him as he stood with the window repairman. “He took it rather well, actually.”

“He’s mellowed out in his old age. Fifteen years ago he would have chased the shooter down the street.”

“Martin would have done that?” Harper asked, not believing it at all.

Reb nodded. “Back then, he was as fierce as a tiger.”

Thinking of Martin as some sort of wild animal made Harper’s brain hurt. She shook the image away and rubbed her forehead.

“I was going to go over to Bouncing Beans for coffee. Do you want one?” Harper asked.

“Please. I’ll hold down the fort until you return,” Reb said, smiling.

Nodding, Harper went to the staff lounge and grabbed her wallet before she headed out the door. Bouncing Beans was right next door to the library—a blessing for Harper and visitors alike. Caffeine was always within arm’s reach, which made it easier to deal with these types of situations.

Libby decorated the chic and cozy coffee shop with a beach theme to bring the outdoors inside. The interior didn’t have much seating but the large outdoor patio area is where most tourists and locals congregated anyway. Stepping inside, the aroma of fresh-ground and roasted coffee beans assailed her senses and Harper breathed deeply.

“You look like you desperately need coffee,” Libby said from behind the counter.

“You’re spot on. I’ve just been cleaning blood out of the reading rug for the past hour,” Harper said.

“Just a regular morning at the library, huh?” Libby teased.

“Yeah. Can I get two lattes and a black coffee, please? And maybe some of those cranberry triangle scones,” Harper said, pointing to the large scones with a drizzle of sweet icing on top.

“Coming right up!”

Harper leaned against the counter while Libby made coffee. There was a lull in the customers at the moment.

“How are you doing this morning?” Libby asked as she set the black coffee on the counter in front of Harper.

“I’m fine. We went to the hospital to see the man—”

“We? Who’s we?”

“I went with Marc.”

“You did?” Libby asked, eyes wide as she stopped what she was doing and stared at Harper. “Together? Just the two of you?”

“I had to either ride my bike to work or walk and he came out of his house when I was trying to decide and offered me a ride. He already knew I was planning on going to the hospital.”

“You two talked about that?”

Harper pouted slightly. “No. He just knew.”

“How annoying,” Libby teased.

Harper tossed a playful glare her way. Ever since Marc showed up on the island, the book club ladies had tried to push her and Marc together. Recent events only solidified their matchmaking even though Harper wasn’t sure what she wanted.

“Anyway, we went to the hospital but the man doesn’t remember anything about what happened. He doesn’t even remember his name.”

“Amnesia?”

“The doctor said it’s retrograde amnesia and is most likely temporary because of his head trauma. I hope it’s temporary anyway. Otherwise, it will be hard to find out what happened,” Harper said.

“You’ll have to ask Marc to go to the hospital again. Together,” Libby said, her brown eyes twinkling as she teased Harper.

“Maybe I will. I don’t think he wants me to go by myself anyway in case the man is dangerous.”

“How sweet.”

“He’s a detective. It’s his job,” Harper reminded her, trying to ignore the little flutter in her stomach at the thought of Marc being concerned for her.

The door opened behind Harper and Libby glanced over her shoulder with a welcoming smile on her face.

“Hi there. I’ll be with you in a second,” Libby said.

“Thanks. I…Harper? I was going to go look for you later at the library,” the man said.

Looking over at him, Harper froze in shock. Eyes widening at the man who stood there, it took a moment for it to sink in.

Friendly brown eyes peered at her from a handsome face while brown hair peeked out from beneath a baseball cap. His skin was tan from time outside in the sun and his lithe six-foot frame suggested he was more of a runner than a weightlifter.

That’s when it hit her. She knew him.

Andrew Haberman, an old friend from college. They had taken the core classes together at university before he switched to a culinary school, but they would get together every now and then over the years when their schedules allowed it.

She hadn’t seen him since she left LA. The last she heard, he was working at a restaurant in Italy.

“Andrew! What a surprise,” Harper said, reaching up to give him a hug, which he happily returned.

“A good surprise, I hope,” he said, smiling down at her.

“Of course! What are you doing on Marilee Island?”

“I’m moving here.”

“You are?” she asked, shocked.

He had never given any indication that he wanted to live on a small island or take part in small-town life. He was a chef and businessman who preferred big-city living to small towns.

“I’m opening a restaurant here, actually. The restaurant I bought used to be called Island Fusion.”

“Really?” Harper asked, hesitating at that name.

She knew it very well. Too well for comfort.

He grinned. “Really. Want to come to my opening night? Say yes.”

She eyed him carefully and said, “I don’t know. The last time I went to that restaurant, there was a deadly jellyfish and a murder. What if that’s a precedent?”

He paused. “I can’t promise those won’t be there, but they won’t be there intentionally. Also, this is not what you told me Marilee Island is like. Imagine my surprise when the realtor disclosed the murder to me.”

“Sorry about that.”

“I wasn’t surprised to learn you were somehow caught up in it all.”

Harper laughed slightly. Her reputation for getting into trouble preceded her, apparently.

“Here’s your coffee, Harper,” said Libby, setting the last of her order down on the counter as she glanced back and forth between Harper and Andrew, a curious gleam in her brown eyes.

“I have to get back to the library but since you’re staying on the island we should catch up soon,” Harper told Andrew as she paid for the coffee, not wanting to hang around and answer Libby’s questions.

“I’d like that.”

“And I’ll come to your opening night. Murder won’t keep me away from the delicious food you make.”

“Good. I’ll make a special reservation just for you. Bring your friends if you want,” he said, grinning at her.

“I will. See you around,” she said, smiling at him and then waving at Libby before she left.

Libby would have a lot of questions if the look in her eyes was any indication. She gave Harper a very pointed look that was hard to ignore, but Harper didn’t want to answer any questions right now. She had to focus on the library and their John Doe. Libby’s questions could wait.

Hurrying around the corner of the planter full of baby palm trees, Harper walked quickly back to the library. As she stepped into the courtyard in front of the library, something bright red caught her eye. Whatever it was lay on the ground near a planter at the edge of the courtyard toward the street.

Taking a slight detour, Harper walked over to it and bent down. It was a lighter. Picking it up, she realized it was a lighter from one of the nearby hotels. Most of the hotels offered monogrammed lighters or matchboxes. This was one of them.

What was a lighter doing outside the library?

“A tourist probably dropped it as they walked past,” she said, shrugging and putting it in her pocket.

The library had a lost and found box for these types of situations. She would put it there until it was claimed. If nobody came for it, she could take it over to the hotel and see if they wanted it back. Otherwise, it would be thrown away.

Lighters aside, she had a library to run and a mystery to solve.
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Harper called the hospital for the past two days to check on John Doe, but Doctor Paulson said he still didn’t remember anything. The last thing Harper wanted to do was cause further trauma by interrogating him and prevent him from healing at all. If she did that, he might never remember what happened.

Itching to go to the hospital to check on him in person, Harper did the next best thing—she went to Bouncing Beans.

“You’re here early,” Libby said when Harper walked into the coffee shop.

“I thought the smell of your coffee might distract me so I don’t storm the hospital and demand answers,” Harper said.

“My coffee does tend to work miracles. Do you want one of those raspberry and white chocolate muffins, too? I made them fresh today.”

“Yeah, that sounds good.”

A sudden rush of tourists coming into the coffee shop made Harper move off to the side to wait for her drink. One of Libby’s employees helped take orders while another one jumped over to the espresso machine to make the coffee. Libby finished with Harper’s order and brought it over to her.

Harper smiled and saluted her with the to-go cup of coffee before she turned away. Or tried to turn away, but a tug on her purse strap pulled her back around to face Libby.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Libby asked, hand gripping Harper’s purse strap.

“Back to the library,” Harper said, raising an eyebrow at Libby’s clinginess. They had both been too busy in the past two days to have any sort of long conversation and Harper knew the inquisition was coming.

“Without spilling the beans? How rude.”

“Spilling the beans about what?” she asked innocently, not wanting to give in to Libby too easily.

“Who was that man the other day?” Libby asked.

“Andrew? He’s an old friend from LA.”

“Competition for Marc is more like it. Maybe Marc will make a move now.”

Harper rolled her eyes. “It’s not like that at all. Don’t go telling the other ladies about this or Bernie won’t let it go.”

“Fine, but at least tell me about it. You don’t have to be at the library for another half hour,” Libby nearly whined.

Just as Harper was about to tell her all about Andrew, her cell phone rang.

“Saved by the bell,” Harper said, smiling as she pulled out her phone and then frowned.

“Who is it?”

“Liam,” Harper said and then answered the phone. “Hi, Liam.”

“Morning, Harper. Did you hear about it?”

“Hear about what?” she asked, looking at Libby to see her frown now.

“They found a body down at the docks.”

“A body? Who is it?”

“I don’t know. But I thought you might want to come down and find out to see if it has anything to do with what happened at the library.”

“I’ll be there in two minutes,” Harper said and hung up the phone.

“A body?” Libby asked.

“A body. I’m going to go check it out in case it has something to do with John Doe. I promise I’ll tell you all about Andrew later,” Harper said.

“You better!” Libby called after her as she hurried out of the coffee shop.

The walk down to the docks only took a couple of minutes, but every minute felt like an eternity as her mind raced with questions. Did the dead man have anything to do with John Doe or what happened at the library? Or was he just a drunk tourist who fell into the water after one too many drinks?

When she arrived at the docks, the area was covered with the majority of the small police force on the island along with paramedics and tourists gathered around to watch from a safe distance. She spotted Liam doing crowd control at the top of the walkway leading down to the docks and he waved her over.

Liam Rolland was an old friend of her grandmother’s and the current mayor of Marilee Island. His tan face was weathered by his time out on the sea in his fishing boat but he had the muscular build of a man much younger than his mid-fifties.

Despite having the same last name as Kat, the two were not related to each other—although it was a bit of a joke on the island and they would playfully refer to each other as uncle and niece.

“Liam? What’s going on?” she asked, stepping up to the older man who had been like an uncle to Harper and like a son to her grandmother.

“Hey there, little miss. We’ve got a dead body on our hands again. You know anything about this one?” he asked, pulling her away from the crowd so they could speak in some semblance of privacy.

“Not that I know of. Who is it?”

“You’ll have to ask your detective friend over there. He’s the one in charge. I’m just helping keep the tourists away,” Liam said.

As the mayor of the island, Liam took his role seriously but without the pompous arrogance that others would. He had been a last-minute write-in vote after one of the other candidates had been murdered and the other candidate had been found guilty of all sorts of business crimes. Everyone on the island unanimously agreed that a mayor who cared about the island and the residents was the best option—which made Liam the perfect candidate.

Following Liam’s outstretched arm, she spotted Marc down along the docks, staring at the dead man. She couldn’t tell anything from her vantage point up but she doubted Marc would allow her to go down to the crime scene.

“I thought you would want to know about this in case it helped you solve the case,” Liam said.

“Marc would tell you to leave it up to him,” she joked.

“Yeah, well, I know you better than he does. You won’t let this go so it’s better to keep you in the loop than push you off to the side. Besides, it was your library that was attacked.”

“That’s true. Did you see the dead man?”

“I was the one that found him a little bit ago. He looked like he had been in the water for a while if you know what I mean.”

She grimaced, knowing exactly what he meant. She had seen what happened when a dead body was in the water too long.

“The strange thing is that I saw him several nights ago down here at the docks. He was with someone else and I think it was that man who ran into the library.”

Harper froze and stared at him. “Are you sure?”

Liam scratched his chin. “Not one hundred percent, but pretty close. I think this dead man and your John Doe knew each other.”

“That would connect the two of them.”

“There was also someone else who was watching them, but I didn’t get a good look at them.”

“A third person?” she asked.

“They were lurking in the shadows, but I swear that person was watching our two mystery men.”

So not only were the dead man and John Doe connected but there was a third person involved in all this. Who was it? Why were they down at the docks?

“Thanks, Liam.”

“Any time, little miss. I better get back to helping up there before the tourists get too rowdy,” he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder before he waved at her and headed back over to the crowd.

Harper turned back to face the docks and found Marc staring at her. She wouldn’t be able to hide now no matter how hard she tried.

He said something to another officer down there before he headed up the docks straight toward her. Was he going to send her on her way or tell her what he found?

“Fancy seeing you at my crime scene,” Marc said as he walked up to her.

“Wild horses couldn’t keep me away,” she joked.

“I guess I should know that by now.”

“Who died?”

“Straight to it, huh?”

“Beating around the bush doesn’t help,” she said.

The corner of his mouth quirked up slightly before he said, “I don’t know who it is. He didn’t have any identification on him.”

“Just like the man from the library.”

“I’m not sure they’re connected yet.”

“But they could be. Two deaths this close together is suspicious.”

Marc nodded. “I still have to go by the facts. Until I find out who this guy is, I won’t know more. We’ll run his fingerprints through our database later and see if we get anything.”

“How did he die? Was it murder or accidental?”

“Gunshot wound. I can’t tell you any more than that until the coroner checks him out. In the meantime, you need to go open the library, don’t you?” he asked, giving her a pointed look.

Harper sighed, knowing that was all she would get out of him at the moment.

“Yeah, thanks for letting me know, Detective,” she said.

He shook his head and smiled slightly. “I think our mayor likes you better than me.”

“Oh, definitely. He was a good friend of my grandmother’s and he always gives me fish that he catches. I’m his favorite,” she said, nodding primly.

“Figures,” he said, fully smiling now.

“I’ll see you around, Detective,” she said, smiling brightly as she stepped away from him and left.

Harper waved a quick goodbye to Liam before she looked behind her and saw Marc standing there still watching her. Was he making sure she left or making sure that she was safe? She didn’t know but she liked that he hadn’t immediately told her to leave the investigation up to him.

Should she have told him about what Liam said? Harper shrugged. Liam had probably already told him and if not, she could always tell him later.

Now that there was another murder to solve, the book club ladies would have even more work cut out for them.
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“Look, Miss Harper! I finished ten books already,” Aubrey said as she held up the paper with the list of books and her mother’s signature on it.

“Wow! You did? Good job!” she cheered, smiling down at Aubrey Pierre, a ten-year-old who visited the library every weekend with her mother to check out more books. “I think you’re the first one to finish level number one. Congratulations! Let me go get the prize box for this one. I’ll be right back.”

Standing up, Harper smiled at Aubrey before she went to the staff-only area and picked up a small box that held little prizes. Every summer, the library ran a reading program for kids up to eighteen years old. The program was divided into levels based on the number of books. The lowest level was ten books and the highest level was one hundred books.

At each level, the kids would win a prize and the prizes became progressively bigger with each level. At the end of the summer, the library threw a big pizza and ice cream party for those involved in the reading program. Little Aubrey already cleared the first level and it was only the first week of summer.

The prize box for the first level had a few options Aubrey could pick from, including a bookmark and various candy bars. More advanced levels had larger prizes, such as a free cookie from the Cookie Shack or a free ice cream. It was a way to encourage and reward kids for reading.

Angry muttering caught her attention as she carried the prize box up to the front and she set it down on a nearby table to go investigate. She followed the noises to an aisle of books and paused. It was the same aisle the John Doe had stumbled down the other night before he collapsed in front of her.

Standing at the end, Harper peeked around the corner and saw a man standing there. After what happened the last time she found a man in this aisle, Harper wanted to be alert and ready for anything.

His stocky build and frantic movements made her approach cautiously. Gray hair hung down over the collar of his shirt and silver whiskers covered his jaw. She couldn’t remember ever seeing him in town before so he was probably a tourist.

“Where is it?” the man muttered, riffling through the books on the bookshelf, shoving some aside with a few falling on the floor.

Harper frowned. That was not usually how library visitors treated books and it put Harper a little on edge.

“Can I help you find something?” Harper asked, approaching the man but staying several feet away because something felt off about the man.

“No. I’m just looking,” the man growled, glaring at her.

“If you’re looking for a particular book you can use the computers to help you find it.”

“I’ll do that.”

Harper nodded and moved away, glancing over her shoulder at him to find him watching her. Something about that made shivers run down her spine. What was he looking for?

Carefully picking up the prize box again, Harper moved back to the front where Aubrey waited for her. Once she was at the front circulation desk Harper glanced back to find him still watching her and heading her way. When he reached the front, he gave her one last hard stare before he turned on his heel and left the library.

Letting out a breath, the tension drained from her shoulders. Harper hadn’t realized how stressed he made her until he was gone.

“Now, you can only take one so choose wisely,” Harper said, smiling as Aubrey’s brown eyes lit up in delight as Harper opened the box.

Harper looked up to see Aubrey’s mother smile at her daughter’s enthusiasm for the prizes. She picked a bookmark covered in pressed flowers beneath the glossy laminate covering.

“I’m going to get all the way to one hundred books this year, Miss Harper,” said Aubrey in a determined voice.

Aubrey had participated for the past two years but had never made it to one hundred books. Now that she was older, Harper believed she would this time.

“I bet you will. Don’t forget about the pizza and ice cream party at the end of the summer.”

“Oh, I won’t,” Aubrey promised and waved before she skipped out of the library with her mother right behind her.

Harper and Reb smiled at each other.

“Ah, the joy of young readers. It makes you feel all warm and fuzzy inside,” Reb said.

“I’ve always loved this part of the job,” Harper said and picked up the prize box again to put it away.

On her way to the staff-only area, she glanced at the book aisle where she saw that man earlier. The books he knocked down lay scattered on the floor.

Harper frowned and went to pick them up, setting them gently back in their spots on the shelf. What had he been looking for?

Shaking her head, Harper pushed that mystery aside. She didn’t have enough brain space for a third mystery at the moment.

Going back up to the front, she found Marc waiting for her. He and Reb chatted for a minute until he saw her and waved.

“What brings you to the library, Detective?” she asked.

“Coffee and a cookie,” he said, holding out a coffee from Bouncing Beans and her favorite double chocolate chip cookie from the Cookie Shack.

“What did I do to deserve treats?” she asked, reaching out to accept the goodies.

“I’m hoping what I’m about to tell you will jog something in your memory from the other night.”

“So honest. You could have just said you wanted to give me something nice,” she teased.

Marc smiled and said, “That, too.”

“Go on. Tell me whatever it is.”

“We found out who the dead man is. His name was Otto Vanderwall, but he checked into the Sea Breeze Hotel under the name John Smith.”

“How original. Why would he use a fake name?”

“That’s what we’re checking out right now.”

An idea came to her and she smiled like she cracked the case wide open.

“Hotels! A hotel on the island should be able to recognize John Doe, right?” she asked.

Marc nodded but frowned. “I thought of that and showed his picture to every hotel and B&B. None of them recognized him.”

“So then where was he staying?”

“No idea. We also don’t know how he got to the island, since the ferry has no record of him. That’s another mystery to add to all the others,” he said tiredly.

Sighing, Harper leaned against the counter. If John Doe hadn’t checked into a hotel then how could she find him?

“Wait. Did you say the Sea Breeze Hotel?” she asked, standing up straight again.

“Yeah. Have you heard of it?”

“Of course. The island is a small place after all. But that’s not the point,” she said, waving for him to follow her over to where they kept the lost and found box behind the staff-only area. “I found this the other day.”

She pulled out the red lighter with the hotel’s name and logo on it. Taking it in his hand, Marc studied it and then glanced up at her.

“Where did you find this?” he asked.

“Outside at the edge of the courtyard closest to the street. I thought a tourist dropped it but maybe it belonged to Otto Vanderwall if he followed John Doe here that night.”

“It’s possible. Mind if I take this?” he asked, pulling out a little plastic evidence bag.

“Go ahead. I doubt anyone will come to claim it.”

“Thanks.”

“If that was Otto’s lighter, does it mean he was hanging around the library?”

Marc glanced up at her. “It’s possible, which means it’s possible he could have been the one to attack our John Doe and shoot out the library’s windows.”

“But then how did Otto end up dead?”

“I don’t know. We know John Doe didn’t do it because of the time of death.”

Harper nodded. “Liam said there was a third person.”

“Did he? And what did this third person do?” Marc asked, crossing his arms over his chest as he studied her.

“Watch the other two when they were down at the docks the other night. Didn’t Liam tell you that?”

“No. You’re his favorite, remember?” he joked. “Did Liam happen to know this person’s name? Or even a description?”

“Alas, no. It was dark and he didn’t say if it was a man or a woman. Sorry.”

“No, this was helpful. Thanks.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to deputize me?” she teased, grinning at him as he stood up.

Marc held up both hands as if to ward off that particular fate and said, “I wouldn’t dream of taking you away from the library.”

Harper smiled and then sobered. “Have you heard from the hospital at all?”

“Not yet. Doctor Paulson said she would call when something changed. Try not to worry about it too much,” he said softly.

Harper wanted to say she wouldn’t, but that would be a lie. It was constantly on her mind. There was no way she could stop worrying about it.

If John Doe didn’t recover or get better, then history would repeat itself. She couldn’t let that happen.
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Ever since Marc showed up at the library earlier, Harper hadn’t been able to focus. It wasn’t because of his stunning good looks or the borderline flirtatious exchange they had, but because of their brief talk about John Doe.

He had no name, no memory, and no hotel key. Who was John Doe and where was he staying? Why was he on the island to begin with? And how was he connected to Otto Vanderwall, victim number two?

None of it made sense but what bothered her the most was the similarities to the past.

This case constantly reminded her of what happened five years ago. She thought she dealt with it before now, but this brought it all back to the surface. If she didn’t solve this case, if she didn’t help John Doe, then she would be haunted by this forever.

Harper leaned against the wooden railing that separated the boardwalk from the sandy beach below and stared out across the ocean. The sun had just begun its slow descent over the horizon, painting the sky with brilliant and ever-changing shades of red, orange, and purple. She let the last of the rays warm her skin, glad she wore a sleeveless blouse to work with the warmer summer days.

The breeze tugged at her short brown hair, pulling it over her face while the salty sea air made the strands wavier than normal. Harper closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, trying to release some of the stress that built up in her body throughout the day.

She couldn’t stop thinking about that man from earlier and how agitated he had been. Something about the way he rifled through the books bothered her. She couldn’t shake the thought that he’d been looking for something specific and she didn’t think it was a book.

What if John Doe left something in that aisle and the man from earlier was looking for it?

“That’s a bit of a stretch. Just because the man acted strange doesn’t mean he’s connected to John Doe,” she muttered to herself.

“Talking to yourself?” Marc asked, startling her as he joined her at the railing.

“Thinking out loud. I have a lot on my mind.”

“Me too. Want to share?”

Harper glanced over at him. “Do you really want to know?”

“Only if you want to share.”

Harper nodded and turned to stare back out over the ocean. Maybe she should tell him. He already knew a lot of the details from looking into her when they first met—but that was a police report with just the facts, not a human being telling their personal experience.

“You don’t have to tell me,” he said softly, reaching up to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“I want to.”

He gazed down at her and said, “Okay.”

Taking a deep breath, Harper began. “You already know most of it. I was closing up the library I worked at in LA. It was one of those big public libraries, much bigger than the one here. I had just turned off all the computers and grabbed my purse to head home. A boy ran into the library, yelling for help. It wasn’t the first time something like that happened but this time was worse.”

She watched the waves roll into shore and then ebb back out to sea, timing her breaths with each slow roll.

“He was already bleeding from a stab wound to his shoulder. I called the police but in a big city it can take them too long to arrive. The next thing I know, bullets are flying everywhere. Two of them hit him and one grazed my shoulder,” she said, touching the faint scar absentmindedly.

“What was his name?” Marc asked, his eyes flicking down briefly to the scar.

“Joseph. He wanted to go to college and be an architect. He never got the chance to do that. He had so many plans and hopes for the future. He told me about them while he bled out on the floor. All I could do was hold his hand and wait for the police. Whoever shot him didn’t stick around for long.”

“How old was he?”

“Eighteen, but he sounded more like a little boy. He came to the one place he thought he would be safe. But it wasn’t safe. He died, Marc, and there was nothing I could do. The police never found out who killed him, either.”

A tear slipped down her cheek at the memory and she brushed it away. The pain and grief were still there, even after five years. She didn’t want to add to it with this case.

“I can’t let this go, Marc. I need to find out what happened or I’ll be haunted by this as well as the other one,” she said.

He gazed down at her, his intense blue eyes softening as he studied her before he nodded slowly.

“I figured as much. You don’t give up on anything, do you? Or anyone,” he murmured, gazing down at her with those intense blue eyes.

“A character flaw, I’m sure,” she joked, trying to lighten the situation.

“It’s admirable but in this case, it’s also dangerous.”

Harper sighed. She knew that. But she also knew that no amount of cajoling would convince her to step back and ignore what was going on. A glance at Marc showed he knew that, too.

“Fine. But you have to promise me something,” he said firmly, crossing his arms as he gazed down at her.

“What?”

“Be careful. Whoever killed Otto knew what he was doing. This person is dangerous and I don’t think they’ll leave you alone if you poke your nose into this.”

That reminder was like a cold bucket of water thrown in her face. They went after Carlos. They shot out the windows in the library.

Marc was right. The killer was dangerous.

“I’ll be careful. I promise,” she said.

She might be careful but that didn’t mean the killer would leave her alone.
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“He remembers?” Harper asked as she stared at Doctor Paulson in shock the next morning at the hospital.

“He remembers a couple of things, but not everything. I’ll let him tell you,” Doctor Paulson said.

“Can I see him?”

“I thought you might want to and he said earlier that he would be up for it earlier. Let’s go.”

Harper followed her to the man’s room, wondering if she got her hopes up or if he really remembered things that would help them.

“Carlos, do you remember her?” Doctor Paulson asked as they stepped into the room and she waved at Harper.

Carlos? So that’s his name, Harper thought as she smiled at the young man.

“I remember her from the other day but not before that,” he said but waved and smiled. “Hi again.”

“Hi. You’re looking much better.”

“Thanks.”

“I hear you’re feeling better, too.”

He nodded. “I do, and I remember some things, like my name.”

“You remember your name?”

He nodded and smiled slightly. “Carlos Estefan.”

“That’s great,” Harper said, grinning. “Nice to meet you, Carlos.”

“He’s making progress but he’s not all the way to the finish line yet,” Doctor Paulson said, giving him a sharp look.

He gave Harper a sheepish look and said, “I remember that I’m not from the island but I don’t know what I’m doing here. Until I do, she won’t release me.”

“Do you remember if you came here with someone?”

“Not that I know of.”

Harper wondered whether she should tell him about Otto Vanderwall but a glance from Doctor Paulson made her think twice. Telling Carlos too much might be like information overload and interrupt his healing. So she kept it to herself. If Marc wanted to tell him, then he could do it.

“You’re on the road to recovery and that’s all that matters. Give yourself time,” Harper said, even though it felt like time was running out.

Carlos smiled slightly and then frowned. “There’s something else that I remembered but I don’t know what it is.”

“Can you tell me?”

“Fly hope. That’s it. Just the words ‘fly hope’.”

“Fly hope? What does that mean?” she asked, frowning as she tried to figure it out. It wasn’t even grammatically correct.

He shook his head. “I don’t know. It just came to me when I woke up today. But it wasn’t a person. I saw it written down, like on a sign or something.”

“A sign? I wonder what it’s for.”

“Beats me. I don’t remember,” Carlos said, grinning at his own joke.

Harper laughed, glad he was in such a good mood despite everything.

A gasp from the doorway made her look over to see a middle-aged woman walk in with a hand over her mouth. She had the shiniest black hair Harper had ever seen, with brown eyes full of tears.

“Oh, Carlos. My Carlos. What happened to you?” the woman asked, as she took a few hesitant steps inside the room, eyeing him up and down as she checked his injuries.

Harper didn’t know who this woman was. Glancing over at Carlos, he didn’t seem to recognize her either. He stared at her, eyes wary. Whether that was from the appearance of a strange woman or the tears streaming down her face, Harper couldn’t tell.

“Oh, Carlos! You look horrible,” the woman said.

“Um, who are you?” he asked, leaning away from her as she leaned in with her arms outstretched for a hug.

She pulled back and dropped her arms. “You don’t remember me? I’m your auntie. Aunt Esther.”

“Aunt Esther?” he echoed, eyebrows furrowed as he stared at her.

Doctor Paulson explained to Esther what happened, going over his injuries and ending with the amnesia. The whole time, Harper studied Esther and Carlos. He didn’t seem to recognize her at all but she appeared to know him.

If he didn’t recognize his own aunt, then his head injury was severe. Was this the amnesia making itself known?

“We don’t know how long it will take for his memories to come back, if they ever do,” Doctor Paulson finished.

“I see. So it might be permanent. Thank you so much for taking good care of him,” Esther told her.

Carlos watched Esther carefully, studying her as he looked for something that was familiar. When he glanced over at Harper, it looked like he was asking her for help. But what could she do? Harper barely knew him either.

“Who are you?” Esther asked her.

Looking away from Carlos, she said, “I’m Harper. I was at the library when he ran inside.”

“She saved me,” Carlos said, a bit defensively

Harper smiled. “I had a little help.”

“Saving someone’s life is nothing to brush off. Thank you so much, Harper. I don’t know what I would do if my nephew was…you know,” Esther finished with a whisper.

“I’m just glad I was there to help when he needed it. And now with you here, maybe his memories will return. Having someone familiar close by might help.”

“Yes, let’s hope.”

Doctor Paulson cleared her throat and Harper pulled herself out of her thoughts, standing up.

“Well, I should get to the library for work. Carlos, I’m so glad you’re doing better. Don’t rush your recovery, okay? I’ll come back to visit you again soon,” Harper said, smiling at him.

Something in his dark eyes made her want to stay. It was just like five years ago with Joseph, how he had looked at her with the innocence and fear of a child about to be left alone in a strange place. As much as Harper wanted to stay, he had his aunt now.

“Remember, he needs plenty of rest,” Doctor Paulson reminded Esther as she walked out with Harper.

Once they were far enough away from the room, Harper asked, “Are we sure that’s his aunt?”

Doctor Paulson raised an eyebrow and asked, “Do you doubt her?”

“I don’t know. It just feels like something is off and Carlos didn’t seem very comfortable around her.”

“It could just be his memory loss but I’ll keep an eye on him. Carlos still needs a lot of rest if he’s going to fully recover. If I have to, I can kick her out.”

Harper nodded but she wasn’t convinced. Maybe it was just his amnesia that made him react like that, but people’s gut instincts don’t change just because they lose a few memories.

If Carlos didn’t trust Esther, then maybe something was locked away in his memories that held the key to all of this.
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Book club this week would probably be just like last week—less about the book they were reading and more about the strange mysteries on the island. Had it really only been a week since Carlos ran into the library? So much happened since then that it felt like a whole month had passed already.

Shaking her head, Harper parked the golf cart in the small parking spot nestled between her house and the one next door. After seeing Carlos that morning, her emotions had been a mess—pleased that his memories were coming back but confused because of how he reacted to Esther.

Pushing those thoughts aside, she tried to focus on what was immediately in front of her. The book club ladies would be at her beach cottage in an hour. That gave her just enough time to set everything up and make a quick batch of brownies so they would still be warm in the middle by the time they got to dessert. Who didn’t love a gooey, warm brownie?

Stepping inside, she breathed in the lavender scent and tried to shake off her stress. There would be plenty of time to discuss the mysteries later.

Rushing around, she opened the French doors to let some summer evening air in while she made the brownies and slid them into the oven. While they baked, she went out to the back and arranged the furniture into a circle on the deck. She rolled the bar cart over to rest beneath the window and made sure the side table was ready for food.

“Yoo-hoo!” Bernie called from inside.

“Out on the deck, Bernie,” said Harper.

Bernie stepped outside with a longing glance behind her and said, “I know we’re supposed to eat dinner first, but those brownies smell absolutely divine.”

“I smell brownies! Harper, you angel,” Libby yelled as she ran out to the deck carrying a large bowl of salad.

“Wait until later,” Harper said, pointing to the table so Libby would set the salad down.

“I say we skip dinner and just eat brownies all night,” Dana said as she joined them on the deck with a bowl of mixed fruit in her hands. “I don’t think fruit salad will be good enough.”

“I didn’t make enough brownies for that,” Harper teased.

“We can always make more,” Sasha suggested as she nearly bumped into Dana at the food table with a platter of cold-cut meat and cheese in her hands.

“After all the trouble I went through to buy this artisan bread?” Kat asked, staring at them in fake affront before she smiled. “I guess sacrifices need to be made. Bread or brownies? I’ll take the brownies.”

“Would all of you behave? We’re having dinner first and then brownies,” Harper said firmly.

Bernie glanced at the others before she turned mischievous eyes on Harper and said, “We’ll behave…but only if you tell us all the juicy details of your date with the Viking detective.”

“What date? I didn’t go on a date,” Harper said, confused. “Can we just fill our plates so we can talk about the book and everything else?”

“In a minute. First, you have some explaining to do,” Dana said.

“I didn’t know I’d be interrogated the second you all got here tonight.”

“Then you two shouldn’t have been getting all lovey-dovey at the boardwalk the other night,” Kat said.

“We weren’t being lovey-dovey,” Harper insisted, heat rising to her cheeks at the memory of his hand brushing her hair back.

Okay, so maybe there had been one brief moment where a passerby might construe that as lovey-dovey. But the conversation had been anything but romantic.

“That’s not what we heard,” Dana crooned.

“It wasn’t a date. We were discussing the case. That’s all. I swear,” Harper insisted.

When Bernie opened her mouth to say something else, Harper raised her hands and interrupted.

“If we stand around talking about this, then the brownies will cool completely and they won’t be warm the way we like them,” Harper said, giving Bernie a pointed look.

“Oh. Nobody wants cold brownies. Fine. You drive a hard bargain,” Bernie said with a heavy sigh. “Okay, ladies, fill your plates or Harper will hold the brownies hostage.”

Rolling her eyes at the dramatic conversation, Harper went over to the bar cart and poured herself a glass of Cabernet Sauvignon. She would need it to get through tonight if the past few minutes were anything to go by.

Once everyone sat down with wine and food, Harper cleared her throat.

“I know it’s only been a week, but a lot has happened,” Harper said.

“I heard Carlos woke up,” Kat said.

“Did that dead man have anything to do with him?” Sasha asked.

“Does Carlos remember what happened?” Dana asked.

“Wait, what about that other man? Andrew?” asked Libby.

Everyone’s heads swiveled in Libby’s direction as the other ladies all stared at her. Harper had completely forgotten about that.

“Andrew? Another man? What’s going on?” Bernie asked, eyes flicking between Harper and Libby.

“Nothing. He’s an old friend who moved to the island and is opening a restaurant. We’re all invited to his opening night, by the way. It’s in two weeks. I thought we could have our final monthly book club meeting there,” Harper said.

“That’s fine. But back to this new man. Is he competition for Marc?” asked Kat.

“That’s what I think. You should have seen the way he looked at Harper,” said Libby.

“You’re all crazy,” Harper muttered. “Nothing is going on between us.”

“But Andrew wants there to be something. I’m sure of it,” Libby said.

Harper held up her hands and said, “Can I tell you all what happened and then you can discuss my non-existent love life? Please?”

“Proceed,” Libby said, waving her hand magnanimously.

“You’re so kind. Okay, so. At first, Carlos had amnesia, which isn’t surprising considering the head trauma he suffered. Then, a man was found shot to death down at the docks. He was using a fake name but his real name was Otto Vanderwall. Before he died, I found a lighter for the Sea Breeze Hotel outside the library. Guess where Otto was staying?” Harper said.

“The Sea Breeze Hotel?” Sasha asked.

“Bingo. It could just be a coincidence, but I don’t believe in coincidences.”

“So he was at the library before he died. Could he have been the one who shot Carlos and the library windows?” Kat asked.

“It’s possible. But since someone shot Otto, I’m inclined to believe there’s a third person involved. Liam even said he saw a third person watching Carlos and Otto when they met at the docks.”

“Hold on. If Carlos and Otto were seen together at the docks, then that means they knew each other,” Libby said.

“And could have been involved in whatever unsavory business led to this whole situation,” Dana added.

“That’s what I think. Now that Carlos’s memories are starting to come back, I’m hoping he remembers what he was doing and who he was with.”

“Did Carlos remember anything important?” Bernie asked, leaning forward in her chair.

“He remembered the words ‘fly hope’ but he said it was written down like it was on a sign or something similar. He didn’t know much besides that. When his aunt showed up at the hospital, Carlos closed up a little,” Harper said, frowning as she remembered his reaction to Esther.

“His aunt?” Libby asked.

“A woman showed up claiming to be his Aunt Esther but Carlos didn’t remember her and he seemed uneasy around her.”

“Maybe she’s not really his aunt,” Sasha suggested. “If there is a third person running around, it’s suspicious that she would appear out of nowhere a week after Carlos was attacked.”

“I don’t know, but something about her makes me wonder how close they are. Or maybe I’m just paranoid because of everything that’s happened,” Harper said, frowning as she doubted herself.

She wasn’t usually like that but the case brought up unpleasant memories and she was a little off-kilter lately.

“Why are you doubting yourself? This isn’t like you,” Sasha said, frowning slightly as her brown eyes filled with concern.

Should she tell them? They were her friends and she knew they would understand, but she had kept it to herself for so long that breaking the dam and letting it all out might be too much for her emotions. At Libby’s encouraging nod, Harper began her story.

“Five years ago, a young man ran into the library I worked at in Los Angeles. He was wounded and then he was shot at while he asked me for help. He died in my arms. What happened here was so similar that it’s throwing me for a loop and I can’t find my equilibrium,” Harper said quietly, staring down at the table and tracing the wood grain with her eyes.

“Oh, my dear,” Dana whispered.

Harper finally looked up to see them all watching her with sympathy. Sasha had tears in her eyes and even Bernie blinked back a few tears. Libby reached over and squeezed Harper’s hand in comfort. Now that she told the story, even an abbreviated version of it, she felt lighter.

“That’s what I was telling Marc down at the boardwalk the other night, so he would understand why I was so determined to help Carlos,” she said softly.

“So it wasn’t romantic,” Bernie said, nodding before she sighed heavily. “It’s not what I was hoping for.”

“There’s always next time,” Dana said, patting Bernie on the shoulder.

Shaking her head, Harper didn’t even bother to argue. There was no point. They could dream of her imaginary romance with Marc all they wanted. At least now they knew that it wasn’t a date. The important part was that she finally opened up and told them what happened.

Still, the thought of going on a date with Marc was…intriguing. To be honest, it wasn’t the first time she thought about it. But that warning from him to be careful made her wonder if it was concern he had for her as a man or as a detective. Shaking her head, she pushed that aside.

All she was going to focus on for the time being was helping Carlos regain his memory.
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Now that the second week of summer had officially begun, Harper had to make sure all the prize boxes were full for the reading program. So far, only Aubrey had come in to claim her first prize but Harper knew it was only a matter of time before others followed suit.

The level one prize box was ready to go. At the end of the summer pizza and ice cream party, all the participants would receive a t-shirt with the reading program’s logo. That box arrived last week and Harper just had to organize the shirts by size.

“Harper, there is someone here to see you at the circulation desk,” Reb said as she poked her head around the corner of the staff-only area, her blonde bob swinging at the movement.

Standing up, Harper went out to the front and saw Bernie waiting for her, tapping her foot impatiently. Low lighting from the boarded-up front windows gave Bernie a slightly grumpy look on her face from the shadows, but Harper knew the woman was just too excited to wait patiently. Years of experience taught Harper that Bernie would burst with excitement if she kept important news to herself.

“There you are!” Bernie exclaimed.

“Hi. What brings you to the library?” Harper asked.

“It’s a boat!” Bernie blurted out.

“Shh,” Martin chastised as he walked by.

Harper smiled apologetically at him before she turned back to Bernie. “A boat? What are you talking about?”

“Flying Hope. It’s a boat. I saw it while on my morning constitutional with Dana. We walked along the boardwalk after watching the ferry come in and then walked along the harbor. That’s when we saw it. The blue letters on a white background—Flying Hope. It’s the name of a boat,” Bernie said, her smile beaming pride for her sleuthing skills.

It took a second for Harper’s brain to catch up but when it did she smiled, her heart thumping with excitement. No wonder Bernie was in such a good mood.

“A boat. Why didn’t I think of that? If he’s not from the island he could have taken a private charter over from the mainland. Good work, Bernie.”

Bernie sobered up and hugged Harper before she pulled back, saying, “We all know what’s at stake for you and we’ll do everything we can to help.”

“Thanks, Bernie.”

“Now, you better get back to work. I’ll see you later. Ta ta!”

With that, Bernie sashayed out of the library, pulling her bug-eye sunglasses down as she stepped out into the warm summer sun.

“A boat. I wonder what it has to do with Carlos,” she muttered as she carried a book to the book return trolley.

Whatever was so special about that boat that Carlos remembered it before anything else, she wanted to find out. Maybe there was a clue or some sort of a hint that would lead to the killer—or at least an answer as to what Carlos was doing on the island.

When it was time for her to take a break, she went to the one place she knew she could find someone to go along with the plan forming in her mind.

Walking into Bouncing Beans, she found Libby and Kat chatting while Libby made coffee. Perfect. They could both go with her.

“I’m glad you’re both here,” Harper said.

“That sounds suspicious,” Kat joked.

Harper smiled and asked, “How do you feel about staking out the harbor after work tonight?”

“I didn’t bring my binoculars with me but I have an empty paper towel tube,” Libby said without missing a beat.

“My manicure appointment was canceled, so I guess I’m free,” Kat said.

“Good. Synchronize your watches. We’ll meet at the library after I close up tonight,” Harper said.

“Is the rest of the book club coming?” Libby asked.

Harper hesitated and then said, “That would defeat the purpose of a stealthy stakeout, don’t you think?”

Kat raised an eyebrow. “So this is a secret mission. Got it.”

“We’ll be ready,” Libby said.

Harper grinned.

It was time to stake out a boat.




* * *




Staking out the harbor was not something Harper had on her to-do list for the day, but it was what she ended up doing anyway. Harper couldn’t help it. She had to see the boat for herself.

“Why are we staking out the harbor?” Kat asked as they walked down to the harbor from the library.

“Yeah, what are we looking for?” Libby asked.

Harper glanced at them and said, “A boat called the Flying Hope. Bernie said she saw it this morning and it matched what Carlos remembered.”

“What does it look like?” Kat asked.

“I think the boat is white and the name is blue or navy. Something like that. It might be hard to see details from this far away, so let’s just look for the name,” Harper said, glancing up at the sky where the sun moved closer to the horizon as they walked down to the harbor.

Tourists mingled about, going to dinner. Some traveled in large groups and others were couples out for a romantic evening together. It was pretty normal to have bachelorette and bachelor parties on the island, too. They passed one bachelorette party where the bride wore a sash, a veil, and a crown.

When they made it down to the harbor, they stood at the top of the boardwalk and leaned against the railing. Harper scanned the boats in front first but didn’t see the Flying Hope.

“Is it a big boat or a small one?” Libby asked.

“I have no idea,” Harper muttered, realizing she didn’t ask Bernie that earlier.

Kat pointed down the boardwalk and said, “Let’s go this way a little bit. I think we’ll get a better view of the boats further out if we do.”

They walked that way and then stopped again. Each one took a different direction to look in, scanning the moored boats for the one Bernie saw.

“There it is!” Harper cheered, pointing out to the farthest row of docked boats where the Flying Hope sat anchored in the harbor.

“We found it. I don’t think we can get close to it, though,” Kat said.

The boat itself was anchored away from a dock, which meant whoever was on board had to take a dingy to the docks or shore. There was no other way to get to and from the boat.

Looking around, Harper tried to find someone who could take them closer. If she asked Liam for a ride, he would do it without asking too many questions but she didn’t see him. At the other end of the boardwalk, two people caught her attention. It was that man from the library the other day—the one who had been agitated and looking for something—and a woman.

“I think that’s Esther,” she mumbled, getting a good look at the woman’s profile when she turned slightly.

“Who?” Libby asked, turning to look.

“Where?” Kat asked, doing the same.

Harper pointed. “Over there. That’s Carlos’s aunt.”

“Who is she talking to?” Kat asked.

“I don’t know but I saw him in the library the other day,” Harper said.

She needed to find out who that man was and how he was connected to Esther.

“Save that for later. We need to focus on the boat right now. What do we do?” Kat asked, turning her attention back out to the Flying Hope.

“I don’t think we can get to the boat,” Libby said.

As Harper studied the boat, wondering how they could find out more about it, a police boat and coast guard boat sped towards the Flying Hope. At the same time, two police Jeeps screeched to a halt at the top of the boardwalk while a helicopter zoomed overhead.

Police swarmed the docks, surrounding the boat from land, water, and air while curious tourists caught sight of the commotion and gathered around to watch.

“What in the world is going on?” Libby asked, eyes wide as they stared at the scene unfolding in front of them.

“I don’t know,” Harper muttered, wondering what sort of situation they stepped foot in now.
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Trouble walked towards them in the form of Marc and John frog-marching a man up the docks. They had been the officers on the police boat.

At the top of the docks, they handed the man off to other officers to be led away in the police cars. Harper stood there and watched them. As if he sensed her gaze, Marc turned towards where she stood with Kat and Libby and pinned her with a hard stare.

“Uh oh. Are we in trouble?” Kat asked.

“Why? We haven’t done anything,” Libby said, laughing nervously as Marc started striding towards them.

“Wait here. I’ll go talk to him,” Harper said, stepping forward to meet him near where the boardwalk met the ramp going down to the docks.

“What are you doing here?” Marc asked, voice low and tense as he stared down at her.

“Looking for a boat. What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Raiding a boat. You shouldn’t be here, Harper.”

“I didn’t know you’d be raiding a boat tonight or I might have waited. It was the Flying Hope, wasn’t it?”

He eyed her carefully and slowly nodded. “And just how do you know that?”

“A little birdy told me.”

“Does this birdy have a name?”

Harper rolled her eyes and said, “If you must know, Carlos remembered the phrase ‘fly hope’ but not what it was or where it came from. Bernie saw the boat on her walk this morning called the Flying Hope. I just thought I would come to see it for myself since it was too much of a coincidence. ”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all. It wasn’t planned, Detective, no matter how much your suspicion radar is going off.”

“Suspicion radar? That’s new,” he said, smiling slightly. “I didn’t know Carlos told you that. He mentioned you dropped by early yesterday morning, but nothing else.”

“Did he tell you about the boat?”

Marc nodded. “He told me the phrase he remembered but not that it was a boat. When we got a notice from the Coast Guard about potential activity on a boat with the same name, I thought they might be connected.”

“Potential activity for what?”

“Drugs, Harper. The Flying Hope transports drugs. We found two hundred kilos of cocaine on board, ready for delivery in Los Angeles.”

She glanced out to the boat with wide eyes, surprised at that news. Drugs? She hadn’t even considered something like that.

“I didn’t know,” she said.

“I know and I’m telling you this for your own good. What you’re doing is dangerous. These people won’t care that you want to help Carlos. Okay?”

“I didn’t expect anything like this to happen when we came down here.”

“I know but you need to be careful. Carlos is mixed up in all of this somehow.”

“Carlos doesn’t seem like someone involved in drugs,” she said.

“Which makes this all the more troubling. He knew that boat. Maybe he saw something or overheard something and whoever is in charge thought he might get in the way. I don’t know yet. The only thing I know is that the people in charge of the drug operation wanted Carlos dead. So I’ll say it again. This is dangerous, Harper.”

She nodded. “I hear you. I won’t do anything dangerous like go out to the boat.”

He snorted. “You better not. It’s a crime scene now.”

“Rats. There go my plans for the evening,” she joked.

He huffed out a laugh and rubbed the back of his neck. “Will you and your book club friends go home now? I have to get back to work.”

“Go right ahead. I won’t stop you,” she said without promising to leave, which didn’t escape his notice.

“If I had known this island would be so troublesome, I’m not sure I would have taken the job. I was promised relaxation in paradise.”

“You don’t find this relaxing?” she teased.

The pointed look he threw her way made her smile.

“We’ll leave now. Thanks for the show,” she teased, saluting him before she whirled away and hurried back to Kat and Libby.

“What was it? What did they find on the boat?” Libby asked, bouncing on her feet from her curiosity as Harper approached.

“Drugs. A lot of drugs,” Harper said quietly so other people wouldn’t overhear.

“Drugs? On Marilee Island?” Kat asked, shocked.

“Marc said they were being transported to LA.”

“Via Marilee Island? That doesn’t make much sense,” Libby said.

Kat nodded and said, “Unless you’re trying to sneak them in unnoticed. But how did Carlos know about that boat?”

“Does this mean Carlos knew about the drugs, too?”

Harper shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s possible that Carlos is somehow involved. He remembered the boat’s name so he must know something.”

That was the one thing Harper was positive about. Carlos, Otto, Esther, and the mysterious man—all of them knew something. She just had to figure out what it was.
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Taking a deep breath, Harper stared out over the ocean and watched the crystal turquoise water slowly ebb and flow along the beach. She dug her toes into the sand, letting the bubblegum pink polish disappear beneath white grains of sand.

Finding out peaceful Marilee Island was becoming a hotspot for drug transport upended her whole world. If Carlos was involved…She shook her head. He was definitely involved. The question was, how involved was Carlos in this whole mess?

“So many questions and a patient with amnesia who can’t answer any of them,” Harper said quietly as she watched the waves toss a strand of seaweed on the shore.

Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply and forced the questions aside. She needed a clear head if she was going to figure everything out—not to mention make it through her workday at the library.

There were still a few minutes before she had to head to the library to open it for the day, so she sat still and enjoyed the peace. It was still early and not many people were on the beach. Most tourists would head down in the late morning. For now, she had it mostly to herself.

Turning her face up to the sun, Harper soaked up the warmth before she stood and brushed the sand off her backside. Moving up the beach, she slipped her sandals back on when she reached the boardwalk where she left her sunny yellow beach cruiser bicycle.

Now that the weather was always nice and warm, she didn’t drive her golf cart as much. Besides that, she needed the exercise to clear her mind after everything that happened recently.

Pedaling down the boardwalk, she veered left at the corner as the main road continued up the hill. If you followed that road it led to a large community of vacation rentals nestled into the hillside facing the ocean with its own little cove down on a private beach.

She passed by Bouncing Beans and parked her bike in the bike rack outside the library. Checking her watch, she realized there were still a few minutes before she had to open it.

“Plenty of time to grab a coffee,” she said, smiling as she did an about-face and headed towards the coffee shop.

The heady aroma of fresh-roasted coffee beans assailed her senses and she breathed deeply.

“I saw you coming and already started your latte,” Libby said, grinning at her.

“I knew there was a reason why we’re best friends,” Harper teased.

Libby winked. “No one else would have us.”

“No one else but the book club,” Harper said, laughing.

Libby set a latte down on the counter between them.

“Did Marc tell you anything else yet about the boat or whoever he arrested?”

“Nope. I haven’t heard a peep from him in a couple of days.”

“What about Carlos?”

Harper hesitated and said, “I haven’t been to see him either. He needs to recover and his aunt is there, but I also don’t know what to say to him. How do I ask him if he’s involved in drugs?”

“Well, we already know he was involved so you can skip that part. Maybe it’s better to ask how he knew Otto or even the boat.”

“Maybe. For now, I need to open the library. I’ll see you later,” Harper said, saluting Libby with her coffee before she left the café and went back to the library.

Using her free hand, Harper pulled out her keys and found the one to the library. As she bypassed the newly replaced front windows, she looked inside and froze.

“What in the world?” Harper muttered, staring at the destruction behind the windows.

Bookshelves were toppled over. Books were strewn all over the floor. Chairs were out of place. That was just what she could see from outside.

She had to be imagining things. Shock held her rooted in place before anger took over and finally propelled her into action.

Rushing to the front door, she held out the key to unlock it and realized there was no need. The door was ajar like someone opened the library already.

Cautiously, Harper pulled the door open and took one step inside. The destruction was even worse now that she could see it up close.

“Meow!” Pippin cried, winding around her ankles.

“Pippin! You nearly gave me a heart attack,” Harper said, clutching her chest as her heart pounded furiously.

“Meow!”

“Are you okay?” she asked, setting her coffee down and picking him up, checking for injuries.

When she didn’t find any obvious injuries, she sighed in relief. Looking back at the mess in front of her, she knew it wasn’t because of Pippin. He was mischievous, but not destructive. Besides that, the bookcases were solid wood. There was no way he could knock them over.

They didn’t have an alarm system because it was Marilee Island and nobody would ever break into the library for anything valuable. It’s not like the library carried money in a lockbox or anything like that. So who would do this?

“I think we better call the police,” she said, holding Pippin close as he purred against her neck.

Quickly, she made the phone call and stood there staring at the mess. It would probably be better to wait outside but she doubted whoever did this had stuck around for the library’s opening time.

Who would do this? Why was the library targeted? First, the windows were shot out, and now this. Had whoever done this been looking for something, or was it a message to her?

Either way, this destruction took things too far.

Pippin stayed in her arms, snuggling against her chest while purring softly. She ran her hand down the silky fur on his back and tried to not squish him too much. None of them ever worried about leaving Pippin at the library by himself at night, but he could have been trapped beneath a bookshelf or hurt by the intruder.

“Harper! Are you okay?” Marc asked as he and John ran into the library with a couple of other officers.

“I’m fine but this…” she said, waving at the mess with a free hand while she kept Pippin in her arms.

“Why didn’t you wait outside?”

“I don’t think anyone’s here.”

“Did you look?” he asked sharply, but she saw genuine concern in his eyes at the thought of her walking through the library when someone could be lurking behind a still-standing bookcase.

“No. I haven’t gone past this point.”

“Okay. Stay here while we look around. I mean it. Don’t move.”

Harper nodded and watched as the four of them swept through the whole library, checking behind doors and bookcases, calling out when the coast was clear every now and then.

While she waited for Marc to give her the all-clear, she studied the mess. Books lay all over the floor like they were ripped off the shelves and tossed aside. Bookcases were toppled over.

How dare someone treat books like that? How dare anyone come into her library and do this?

Marc strode back to her and said, “There’s no one here. Did you see anyone when you got here?”

“No. I saw the mess from outside and then came in just to make sure I wasn’t imagining things. But, Marc, the front door was already open.”

“It was unlocked?”

“Yeah, and the door was ajar.”

He frowned and took a look at the front door, squatting down to check the lock.

“Looks like it was forced open.”

“Why would someone break into the library? We don’t have anything!” she insisted.

He quirked an eyebrow. “It’s not the first time.”

“That was different. There was a very expensive, old, and rare book locked in my desk. I don’t have anything like that right now.”

“There’s nothing someone would want to take?”

“Not unless some kids really want the prizes for the summer reading program and didn’t want to read books to get them.”

He nodded. “We’ll dust for prints and I’ll take you on a walk-through to check for anything missing.”

Pippin meowed in protest when she set him back on the floor and started walking through the library with Marc protectively at her side. With every step, Pippin stuck with her.

She walked by every aisle and stopped for a long time next to the areas where bookcases had been knocked over. Maybe they should bolt them into the floor from now on.

“I can’t see anything missing but I’ll have to pick everything up to be sure,” she finally said.

“That’s good,” he said and then gave her a studious look. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Besides being angry at whoever did this, yeah, I’m fine.”

“Marc, can I talk to you?” John called out.

Marc gave her one last look before he joined his partner over at the circulation desk.

Staring at the books laying haphazardly in a pile on the floor, Harper frowned at something sticking out from between the books. It looked like a page.

Had the burglar ripped a page out of a book? If they did, they better hope Marc got to them before she did. It was sacrilegious to rip pages out of books. No librarian worth her salt would tolerate such behavior.

Reaching down, she pulled it out of the pile and frowned at a red smudge on the corner of the paper. Was this folded paper tucked between the books?

Glancing around and seeing the aisle number sign lying a couple of feet away, she realized it was the same aisle that Carlos had stumbled down that night—and the same aisle that strange man had been in while looking for something.

Carefully opening the paper, it revealed a list of numbers. She blinked, trying to make sense of it all but couldn’t decipher it. Maybe Marc would know what it was. Turning the paper over, she looked closer at the red smudge and realized it was a fingerprint.

“Hey, Marc? I found something that doesn’t belong here,” she called out, looking over to where he stood with John.

He glanced up and then frowned at the paper in her hand before he strode over to her.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I don’t know but this is the aisle Carlos was in when he ran in here and someone was looking for something in this same aisle a few days ago,” she said, handing it over to him.

“Who?”

“I don’t know, but he was agitated. I saw him at the harbor the other day with Esther, too.”

“Esther? Carlos’s aunt?”

Harper nodded and then pointed to the paper. “Can you tell what these numbers are?”

He frowned and studied the numbers before he looked up at her. “These are coordinates.”

“Location coordinates? For what?”

“I don’t know, but if Carlos is the one who left it here then he may have been trying to disrupt the drug trade somehow.”

“He’s still in danger, isn’t he?” she asked.

“I can’t say for sure and until he regains his full memory it’s tough to be one hundred percent positive about any of this. But I’d say it’s a likely possibility. John, we need to make sure someone’s always at the hospital with Carlos,” he called out.

“There’s a fingerprint on it, too,” Harper said, pointing to the back of the paper.

“We’ll get it tested to see if it’s a match for Carlos. In the meantime, little librarian, you need to be careful. I’m going to assign an officer to be here all day, too,” Marc said and held up a hand when she started to argue. “He won’t interfere. I promise. He’ll stay outside the front door and just glare menacingly at anyone suspicious, okay?”

Harper sighed. “You promise he’ll just glare at them?”

“Very menacingly. I swear,” Marc said, nodding seriously.

She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. “Okay, fine.”

One menacing officer, one amnesic witness, and one tired librarian all walked into a bar. It was the beginning of a bad joke and Harper wasn’t laughing.
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All morning she picked up books and checked for damage before putting them back on the shelves. It had taken her, Martin, and two others to lift the bookshelves back into place.

When she left the library for a coffee break, she almost ran into an officer standing outside the front door. Giving him a closer look, she recognized Damien Price. He used to come to the library all the time when he was a teen a few years ago. Now he was an officer.

“Are you the security squad sent over to glare menacingly at anyone suspicious?” she teased.

“I sure am, Miss Harper. Detective Andersen gave me strict instructions,” Damien said, giving her a wide grin.

“I bet he did. Do you want anything from Bouncing Beans? I was just heading over there.”

“One of Miss Libby’s iced tea lemonades, please.”

“I’ll be right back with it,” she said, making a mental note to buy him a snack, too.

Stepping into the coffee shop, Harper didn’t even have to say anything before Libby came around the counter and gave her a big hug.

“Are you okay?” Libby asked.

“No. I’m angry and frustrated. Why would someone damage the library?”

“They were looking for something, weren’t they?”

Harper nodded, fuming again. “Marc better hope he catches up with them first. If any of us librarians get this guy, we’ll torture him with literature.”

“Or beat some sense into him with a book?”

“Don’t be silly. That would damage the book’s spine.”

Libby snorted. “I guess you’re fine if you’re making jokes like that. Okay, coffee for you. Anything else?”

Harper ordered Damien’s drink and a muffin for him, as well as coffee for the other librarians. It had been a long morning so far and it was only ten o’clock. If they were going to make it through the rest of the day, they needed caffeine.

Now that the library was put back together, she just hoped it would stay that way. She wasn’t sure how Martin would respond if something else happened.

“Here you go,” Libby said, setting the drinks in a carrier to make it easier for Harper to carry.

Picking up the drinks, Harper stared at the snack she bought too and wondered how she would carry it all back to the library. It would be a handful.

Carefully, she thought.

Then she picked up the paper bag with the muffins and scones when a chuckle from behind her caught her attention.

Turning around, she found Marc watching her with amusement.

“Damien said you came over here. Thirsty, Miss Lansbury?” he joked, eyeing the drinks in her hand.

“One is for Damien since some rude detective is making him stand in the hot weather all day,” she teased.

“Rude detective, huh?”

“My words, not Damien’s. Were you looking for me?”

“Yeah, I needed to tell you something.”

Harper glanced over his shoulder—or around his torso, since he was so much taller than her—and saw Libby give him a pointed stare.

“First, you’d better order something or Libby will be mad at you,” she said.

He smiled slightly and said, “Libby’s a con artist, isn’t she? That friendly demeanor of hers disappears when it comes to business.”

“She runs a tight ship around here. Go on and order. I’ll wait for you.”

While Marc ordered something for him and John, another man stepped inside the coffee shop and Harper smiled.

“Fancy seeing you here,” she said.

“I figured if I didn’t see you here I could go over to the library. You would be in one of those two places,” Andrew said, smiling at her.

“You were looking for me?”

“Yeah. I wanted to show you a preview of the opening night menu to see what you thought,” Andrew said, holding his cell phone out to her with an image on the screen.

“Me? But I’m not a chef. I wouldn’t even know where to begin,” she said, aware of the curious glances Marc threw her way.

“Just look at it and make sure it will appeal to people who live here. That’s all I’m asking.”

“Okay,” she said, taking his phone and zooming in on the photo of the menu.

It had everything from burgers to seafood to pasta. Everything looked absolutely delicious and she had his cooking before so she knew it would taste good no matter what.

“Honestly, I think it looks great,” she said, smiling at him and handing his phone back.

“You’re sure? I really want this to be successful.”

“Are you kidding? I think it’ll be amazing.”

“You’ll be there, right?” Andrew asked.

“Don’t worry. I’ve already told my book club. There are six of us. Should I call to make a reservation?”

“No, I’ll take care of it. Thanks, Harper,” he said, wrapping his arms around her in a big hug just as Marc came back over.

Andrew glanced at Marc and then looked at Harper with a question in his eyes.

“This is Detective Marc Andersen. He’s in charge of the case I’m helping with. Marc, this is Andrew Haberman, an old friend of mine who’s opening a restaurant on the island,” she said, introducing the two men.

“Nice to meet you,” Andrew said, reaching out his hand.

“And you,” Marc said, his voice carefully neutral.

Harper glanced between the two of them, realizing how much the temperature around their little group had cooled. Looking over at the counter, she saw Libby shake her head and shrug.

“Anyway, we’ll be there for your opening night,” Harper said, wanting to put an end to the awkwardness and also get back to the library so she wouldn’t drop the drinks.

“Good. I look forward to it,” Andrew said, smiling softly at her before he nodded tersely at Marc and left.

“A friend of yours?” Marc asked, watching Andrew leave before he glanced down at her.

“From college, yes.”

“Are you sure he’s just a friend?”

Harper paused and stared at him. What was Marc talking about? Of course Andrew was just a friend.

She noticed how tight Marc’s shoulders had become and he wasn’t as friendly looking as a few minutes ago. The way the two men had studied each other made Harper frown. What had that been about?

“You wanted to tell me something,” she reminded him, ignoring his question because she didn’t want to deal with whatever the answer would lead to.

“Yeah. Let’s head back to the library.”

Libby gave her a pointed look and made a kissy face at her to mock Harper for the romantic tangle she found herself in. Although Harper didn’t believe Andrew had romantic intentions towards her at all.

They walked back to the library without talking and she handed Damien the drink and muffin she bought him before they went inside. Marc followed her around while she passed out the drinks to the other librarians until she reached her desk in the staff-only section.

“You come back here an awful lot for not being staff,” she said, pointing at the sign that clearly labeled it a restricted area.

He glanced at it and said, “You should make me an honorary librarian.”

“Only if you make me an honorary detective.”

Huffing out a laugh, he rubbed the back of his neck and leaned against her desk.

“What did you want to tell me?” she asked.

“Otto Vanderwall was an undercover detective,” Marc said, sobering up as he said those words, blue eyes dark with barely restrained anger.

She sat upright in her chair, staring up at him in shock. “A detective? He was undercover?”

“That’s why he used a fake name.”

“Why was he undercover on Marilee Island?” Harper asked.

“Drugs. He had infiltrated a drug operation and followed them here.”

Sitting back in shock while that sank in, Harper had to wonder what else happened on the island that nobody knew about. Marilee Island prided itself on being a paradise without poverty or homelessness or violence or drugs.

There had been more violence lately, but that was mostly because of the influx of tourists, not because residents were killing each other. The drugs, on the other hand, were a different story. She didn’t know where they came from.

“Does that mean Carlos was involved in drugs?” she finally asked, heart sinking.

“Most likely. I don’t know how involved he was, but he was most certainly involved.”

“Has he remembered anything else yet?”

“Not as of this morning. He didn’t seem to know about the drugs on the boat, either.”

“Speaking of the boat, who did you arrest?” she asked, looking up at him again.

“Luther Evans, a fisherman from Newport Beach. He was helping smuggle packages into the country without knowing the packages contained drugs. He said he would receive information of where to pick up the packages from another boat and then follow a predetermined route to bring them to LA under the radar.”

“He never looked inside the packages?”

“He was warned about tampering with them and he needed the money too badly to ignore that warning. I don’t think his curiosity is anywhere near as big as yours,” Marc teased, smiling at her.

“Well, nobody is perfect,” she joked.

“I guess not,” he said and then glanced around the library. “You cleaned this place up pretty fast.”

“Anger fueled us. Did you figure out what the coordinates are for?”

“Not yet.” His phone buzzed and he glanced at it before he stood up. “I need to get back to the station. Be careful, Harper.”

“You too, Detective.”

She watched him leave and sighed. The puzzle pieces were coming together but they were moving too slowly for her liking. With the way things were escalating, Harper didn’t think there was much time before something even worse happened—or someone else died.
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“You should have seen the way they stood next to her,” Libby said, regaling the other book club ladies with her version of Marc and Andrew meeting at the coffee shop the other day.

After a long week full of mysteries and uneasy revelations, Harper wanted to relax with the book club ladies and talk about their latest read. She should have known it wouldn’t work that way. Instead of relaxation and a good book discussion, she was the topic of conversation. At some point, she just gave up and sipped her glass of wine.

“Was it a wrestling match?” Dana asked, leaning forward to listen more intently.

“No, it wasn’t. All they did was shake hands,” Harper insisted, exasperated with how involved they were in her love life.

“Oh, I’d pay good money to see that Viking detective wrestle somebody. Imagine the muscles,” Bernie gasped, falling back into her chair in half a swoon.

“Is this even a book club anymore or just a Marc fan club?” Harper wondered, even though nobody paid any attention to her.

“Both,” Kat said, grinning mischievously. “So what did Andrew want?”

“To make sure we were coming to the opening night at his restaurant. I’ll have to call him tomorrow and tell him it’s just me. I can’t take you all with me if you won’t behave,” Harper said, giving them all a pointed look.

Bernie held her hands up in defeat. “We’ll behave. For now.”

“Fine. If you’re all done discussing Marc and Andrew, would you like an update on the case?”

“Is there new information?” Sasha asked, leaning forward now.

Normally, Sasha was quiet and reserved but would go toe-to-toe with anyone when it came to books and wine. Lately, that also included a good mystery. Out of everyone in the group, Sasha was the least likely to investigate and yet had such a keen interest that always shocked Harper.

“Lots more. Buckle up, everyone. We’re going down some rabbit holes tonight,” Harper said, raising her wine glass in a cheer before she told them everything that happened, from Bernie finding the boat in the harbor to watching the boat be seized by the police to the library being broken into to finding that note and learning Otto was undercover.

It was a lot to explain and a lot for everyone to take in. When Harper finished telling them everything, she sat back for a breather while they gathered their thoughts. Then the questions came pouring out.

“Drugs?” Bernie exclaimed, clutching at her chest in horror.

“Undercover?” Dana practically yelled.

Hopefully Harper’s neighbors were inside and not in their backyards tonight or they would hear some strange things.

“Wait, Bernie found the boat?” Sasha asked.

“But did Carlos remember anything else?” Kat wondered.

“I’m more interested in taking bets on how long Damien will be guarding Harper at the library,” Libby said, grinning slyly.

Harper shot her a look. “Damien is guarding the library, not me.”

“That’s not true. Marc picked him specifically to guard you.”

Harper ignored Libby and pushed down the strange fluttering in her stomach. Marc had never given any indication that he was interested in her in a romantic sense. Sure, they had a few moments here and there that were flirtatious but that was it. Besides, Harper thought it was more likely that he was simply worried because she tended to stick her nose into situations—and this one was more dangerous than normal.

“You said the boat captain was transporting the drugs after he picked them up, right? What if those coordinates are locations for drug pickups?” Libby asked.

“So then, was Carlos trying to stop the drugs from being transported to LA?” Kat asked.

“Marc said Otto Vanderwall was an undercover police officer investigating drugs. He could have asked Carlos to get him some information to pass along,” Harper mused.

“Which would mean Carlos isn’t a bad guy and was trying to do the right thing,” Dana said.

“Making him a target to whoever is in charge of the drug operation,” Bernie added, eyes lighting up as she sat forward.

Harper nodded as it all made sense. “So who is the person in charge? That’s the main question I have right now. Someone is behind all of this. If Otto is dead then that means there’s a third person.”

“I think you need to go see Carlos again. He’s the key to figuring everything out,” Libby said.

Everything seemed to begin and end with Carlos. Otto was connected to Carlos. The note in the library was connected to Carlos. The boat was connected to Carlos. Even the strange man who had been to the library looking for something was most likely connected to Carlos.

Carlos was at the center of it all and he didn’t remember any of it.
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Today, she would get some answers. Everything centered around Carlos. If he couldn’t help her figure things out, she wasn’t sure she ever would.

Pulling her golf cart up to the hospital, she parked in a visitor spot and went inside. When she reached the second floor, Doctor Paulson stood behind the nurse’s station with a wheelchair. She looked up when Harper approached.

“I brought the wheelchair for Carlos if you feel up to taking him outside for a bit,” Doctor Paulson said.

“Did you know I would be coming?”

“I had a feeling,” Doctor Paulson said, smiling at her. “Besides, both Kat and Detective Andersen warned me that you wouldn’t stay away.”

“And here I thought I was being inconspicuous,” Harper joked.

“Detective Andersen said you’d say something like that.”

Of course, he did, Harper thought.

“Esther isn’t here? I thought she would stay with Carlos.”

Doctor Paulson shook her head and frowned, “For someone so concerned about him when she first arrived, she hasn’t been here much. She brought a man one time, but I don’t know who he was.”

“A man? Maybe it was Carlos’s uncle.”

“That would be the logical conclusion, but Carlos didn’t recognize him either.”

“How are his memories doing?”

“He’s getting there, but it’ll take time and rest—plenty of both, so don’t overdo it on your quest for justice.”

Harper held up her hands in defeat and said, “I won’t. If it’s really okay to take him outside, then I’d be happy to. He’s got to be going a little stir-crazy stuck in his room.”

“He’s not stuck. He’s being treated,” Doctor Paulson insisted.

“Of course,” Harper teased, rolling the wheelchair down the hall as Doctor Paulson led the way to Carlos’s room.

“How about we take this for a spin?” Harper joked as she pushed the wheelchair into the room.

“Only to the courtyard,” Doctor Paulson warned, giving them both a stern look.

“Come on, Carlos. Let’s get you some sunshine and fresh air,” Harper said, patting the chair.

“If Doctor Paulson says it’s okay, then I guess I should,” he said, standing up and moving over to the wheelchair with slow and careful movements. So far, he had only been allowed to walk short distances down the hall and back to his room.

“Don’t be gone too long. You don’t want to overdo it,” Doctor Paulson warned.

“Half an hour, no more. I have to get to the library by nine,” Harper said.

Doctor Paulson nodded and Harper pushed the wheelchair down the hallway. Once they made it out to the little courtyard behind the hospital, she parked the wheelchair next to a bench and sat down beside him.

“How do you feel today?” Harper asked as she set an alarm for thirty minutes on her phone so she wouldn’t get in trouble with Doctor Paulson.

“Better. A lot better. I remember a lot more, too,” Carlos said, grinning.

“You remember more? That’s great!”

“Not everything, but it’s starting to come back faster now. Doctor Paulson said it’ll probably take a bit longer and that some of it may never come back.”

“You’ve made a lot of progress. I’m surprised they’re keeping you at the hospital.”

Carlos shrugged. “I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

“But your aunt is here. You could always stay with her.”

When she mentioned Esther, Carlos’s eyes twitched and he glanced around the courtyard, eyes flicking from one spot to another without landing anywhere. His fingers tapped the arm of the wheelchair nervously. Why was he so agitated all of a sudden?

Was he nervous because they were outside? That didn’t seem right since he was eager to leave the hospital. Was it because she mentioned Esther? That was more likely. Could it be that he was upset about his memories? That was also a definite possibility.

There were so many questions to ask, but one look at his face made her hesitate. His eyebrows were furrowed and he kept glancing around nervously. If she pushed right now, it could set his recovery back. She wanted answers but not at the expense of his health.

Harper decided to change the topic and not push him, instead telling him about how she used to visit the island every summer before moving there permanently five years ago. She told him the story about how Grandma Angie used to camp out with her in the backyard and how they had bonfires down on the beach.

He listened with rapt attention, laughing at the more outrageous stories of Grandma Angie. While she spoke, Harper realized she hadn’t revisited those stories in a while.

He told her what he could remember about his childhood, how he lost his parents when he was young and moved from one relative’s house to another relative’s house until he was eighteen. It didn’t fit with Esther being so concerned about him but Harper knew families could be complicated.

The alarm on her phone interrupted them and she knew their time was up.

“Already?” he asked, a bit forlorn. “I’m tired of being in the hospital.”

“I know, but Doctor Paulson can’t release you until you recover more,” she said.

He sighed heavily and nodded. “Thanks for taking me outside for a bit.”

“You’re very welcome. Now, let’s get you back inside before Doctor Paulson comes out to glare at me, okay?”

Standing, she pushed the brakes on the wheelchair and they headed back inside. As they went back inside, she still didn’t see Esther. Where was his aunt?

“I’m surprised your aunt isn’t here. I thought she would be glued to your side while you recover,” Harper said as Carlos shifted from the wheelchair to his hospital bed when they were back in his room.

“I don’t think she’s my aunt,” he muttered.

“What was that?” she asked, leaning closer, sure that she misheard him.

“I remember a lot of things, but I don’t remember Esther. At all,” Carlos whispered, gripping Harper’s hand. “I remember running into the library and seeing you, but I don’t remember her.”

“Maybe it’s taking you longer to recall some memories,” Harper said gently.

“Then why isn’t she in any of my childhood memories?”

Harper paused and looked at him, seeing fear in his eyes. “I don’t know.”

She didn’t want to ignore his fear and worries, but she didn’t know what to say. It was probably just the head trauma. Memories and brain injuries worked in ways that even doctors didn’t fully understand. It could just be that his brain got shaken a little too much and things weren’t quite coming back online in the order everyone expected them to.

Still, she didn’t want him to feel unheard so she did the only thing she could think of.

“Here. This is my cellphone number. You can call me if you remember something and want to talk, okay? Day or night,” Harper said, writing her phone number down on a piece of paper and handing it to him.

He nodded and slipped it under his pillow. That was a strange place to keep a phone number so maybe he was really worried about Esther.

“Will you be okay?” she asked, not wanting to leave him.

He smiled but she could tell it was a fake smile. “Yeah, Doctor Paulson is here.”

Harper nodded. “Okay. Call me if you need to, okay?”

He nodded and she left his room. Their conversation about Esther bothered her. Carlos sounded so certain about Esther but Harper didn’t know if it was just because of the head trauma or if it was something more concerning.

She ran into Marc in the small parking lot. Waving to him as he pulled the police Jeep into a spot, she waited for him on the sidewalk.

“What brings you by so early in the morning?” he asked.

“I just wanted to see Carlos before I head to work. He’s doing a lot better.”

“He is. Doctor Paulson thinks he’ll recover fully soon enough.”

“Good. I’m a bit worried about how he reacts to Esther, though. He acts like he’s…scared is too heavy of a word, but he’s uneasy around her,” Harper said, frowning as she remembered his actions every time with Esther.

It was a gut reaction, an instinct, not necessarily a memory. The problem was that it was constant.

Marc rubbed his neck. “I noticed that, too, but it checks out. He has an aunt named Esther Navarro. I’ll keep an eye on it, but since she has proof that they’re family there’s not much I can do.”

Harper nodded but she wasn’t satisfied. Something was wrong there.

“Do you have a few minutes? There’s something I need to tell you,” Marc said.

“That sounds ominous,” she said, looking for a hint of whatever it was on his face, but he gave nothing away. “Can it wait until later? I have to open the library in ten minutes?”

“Would tonight be okay?”

“It must be pretty important if you’re scheduling a time to tell me about it,” she said, a bit nervous about it now.

“It is but it can wait until later.”

Harper studied him and then nodded. “I’ll finish at the library at five tonight.”

“I’ll meet you down on the beach at five-thirty if that’s okay.”

“Sure. I’ll see you later,” she said, looking at him one last time before she left the hospital.

What did he have to talk about that was important but not so important that he could wait? Was it about the case? Or was it more personal?

For so long, they had been in a sort of limbo, testing the waters but neither stepping over the line drawn so firmly in the sand. If it was personal, she didn’t know what she would do.

Shaking her head, she waved away those thoughts but the nerves remained.

All day, she went through her tasks at the library and alternated her worry between Carlos and Marc. When her shift at the library finally ended, she walked out into the sunshine that still blanketed the island and drove home.

At her house, she changed into shorts and headed down to the beach. Marc said he would meet her there at five-thirty.

As she reached the end of the boardwalk, she could already spot him standing down on the white sand where it met the ocean. Anxiety curled in her belly, wondering what he had to tell her.

The late afternoon sun made his skin more golden than normal and she paused to appreciate how handsome he was before she shook herself out of that stupor.

“Get it together, girl,” she told herself as she walked down the loose sand to join him on the shoreline.

Whether he heard her or saw her out of the corner of his eye, he turned towards her while she walked up to him.

“Thanks for meeting me,” he said.

“So formal. What’s going on?” she asked, stepping up to his side and watching the waves roll in.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I looked into what happened five years ago with Joseph,” he said softly as they stared out across the ocean.

She froze and then glanced at him sharply but didn’t say anything. Out of everything she imagined he would say all day, this wasn’t it.

“I know there were questions that were never answered—questions that bothered you to this day. I’ve had cases like that where they’ve gone unsolved and it eats away at you. I just wanted to help you find some answers,” he said.

Holding her breath, she nodded.

“Did you find anything?” she finally asked.

“A few things. I reached out to someone at the police department in LA that I know. The same gun that was used to kill Joseph was used in a double homicide a year ago. They caught the person responsible.”

She didn’t look at him as that information sank in. She just stared out over the ocean as the wind whipped her hair around her face.

“Who did it? Who killed Joseph?”

“A gang member. He was out for revenge and mistook Joseph for someone else,” Marc said.

Harper’s breath caught in her throat and she finally turned to face him. “They mistook him for someone else?”

Marc nodded slowly and a tear slipped down her cheek, followed by another and another. Joseph hadn’t even been the real target of that attack five years ago. He died because of senseless violence. And all these years, there had been no justice. Until now.

It wasn’t much, but it was better than not knowing what happened.

Gently, he reached up and wiped her tears away. Leaning her head forward, she let herself rest against his shoulder, hiding her face from the world while pain leaked out of her heart. He stood there, strong and firm, letting her lean against him without saying anything.

“I know it’s not what you wanted to hear and I know it doesn’t offer much comfort, but Joseph’s killer was caught,” Marc said softly when she pulled back.

Harper hiccuped as her tears subsided and she stood up straight, looking him in the eye.

“It’s closure, I guess,” she whispered.

He nodded. “Joseph’s mom is doing okay, too, but I think you already know that.”

She glanced away from him. “I couldn’t just do nothing.”

“So you played fairy godmother again?” he asked, bumping his shoulder into hers gently, a soft smile on his face.

“Grandma Angie left enough money and then some for me to live off of, and my job at the library already pays the bills. I just want to help people when I can now that I have the means to. Besides, Joseph isn’t around to take care of his mom anymore.”

One of the first things Harper did after she received her inheritance was pay off all of Joseph’s mom’s debt—including house and car payments. She wasn’t able to help Joseph, but she could help him take care of the person he thought about in his last moments.

“You’re a good person, Harper Lansbury,” he said softly.

“You’re not so bad yourself, Marc Andersen,” she whispered back.

There was senseless violence in the world everywhere you looked, but there were also good people who tried to shift the balance. She needed to remember that.

And she wouldn’t let the same thing happen to Carlos. Neither would Marc. She was sure of that.
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Tonight things would go either one of two ways—the book club ladies would behave or they wouldn’t. Harper didn’t have any idea which way would win out in the end. This time at the restaurant, she just hoped murder wasn’t involved.

Opening night at Andrew’s new restaurant was a big deal and she didn’t want to be the one to ruin it. She would leave that up to deadly jellyfish—which was hopefully absent this time around.

Andrew’s restaurant wasn’t a little hole-in-the-wall diner or a high-end restaurant, but somewhere comfortably in between. The book club decided it would be nice to dress up and go out anyway but they wouldn’t dress to the nines.

Pulling on a light yellow sundress and espadrille sandals, Harper pinned back one side of her hair and splashed on a light layer of makeup. Swiping the lipstick over her lips, she finished just in time to hear a knock at her door.

Rushing to answer it, she was surprised when she opened the door to find Marc standing there.

He froze when he saw her, eyes widening almost imperceptibly before he found his stoic control again.

“Marc. Hi! I was just about to leave,” she said, slipping dangling gold earrings into her ears.

“Leave?”

“The book club and I are going to the opening night at Andrew’s restaurant.”

“Oh, right. I heard about that.”

A beep-beep from the street caught her attention and she glanced around Marc to see Libby waving at her from her golf cart. They were going together to save parking spaces for others.

“Sorry, did you need something?” Harper asked after she waved at Libby.

“The detective from Joseph’s case sent over his report and I thought you might want to see it,” Marc said, holding up a manila folder. “But I don’t want to ruin your night out.”

Did she want to see it? Hearing from him the other night had given her some answers so maybe reading the report would give her the closure she had been chasing for five years.

“No, it’s okay. I’d like to read it if you don’t mind me keeping it for a day or two,” she said quietly.

He held it out to her. “It’s all yours. I don’t need it back.”

Taking it in her hand, Harper stared at it and nodded. “Thank you, Marc.”

“You’re welcome. And you look lovely. Enjoy your night out,” he said, taking a step back on the porch and smiling at her.

“Thanks. You should see Bernie and Dana. I bet they’re dressed to the nines like old Hollywood glamour.”

“Now that must be a sight to see.”

“I’ll take a photo and show you later,” she said, setting the envelope on the table just inside the door and stepping outside with him.

He laughed and walked down the porch steps with her. “See you around, Harper.”

“See you, Marc.”

She watched him cross the street to his own house before she got in Libby’s golf cart—but it didn’t move.

“What?” Harper asked, sighing as she glanced over at Libby.

“That was cozy. Do you two often have little meetings on your porch in the evening?” Libby teased, grinning slyly at her as they sat in the golf cart without going anywhere.

“It was not cozy,” Harper insisted and then told Libby about how Marc looked into Joseph’s death. If she didn’t, Libby would just tease her mercilessly.

“Marc did all of that? Wow.”

“It was nice of him.”

“Nice? Harper, that wasn’t just nice. That’s a huge thing to do. He knew how important it was to you and he went out of his way to help you. I think you need to revisit your definition of nice. Don’t you have a dictionary in that library of yours?” Libby asked, finally putting the golf cart in motion.

Harper didn’t want to do that because she already knew that Marc was more than just nice. But that was it. There had never been one step out of line or outside the border of friendship even if there had been a few flirtatious moments.

She didn’t want to ruin their friendship when things had just started to be good between them now that he didn’t warn her about interfering in police investigations or lecture her anymore. Or maybe she was just hemming and hawing so she wouldn’t have to change how things were.

She wasn’t the biggest fan of change.

When they rolled up to the restaurant, they saw Bernie and Dana standing outside—dressed to the nines just like Harper thought. Bernie wore a burgundy floor-length dress with black lace gloves that ended just above her wrists and a black shawl hung over her shoulders. Dana chose a roaring ‘20s dress, complete with a sparkly turban hat. Together, they looked completely out of place and Harper loved it.

“Quick, let me get a photo of you,” Harper told them.

Immediately, they struck a pose. And then another one and another one and another one. If she didn’t get them inside soon, they could start charging tourists for photos.

As she ushered them inside, Kat and Sasha arrived. Now that the whole gang was there, they could go in. Stepping inside, a waitress saw them and immediately disappeared. She returned a minute later with Andrew. He went straight to Harper and gave her a big hug.

“Thanks for coming,” Andrew said after he released her.

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Andrew, these are my book club ladies,” she said, introducing each one in turn.

“A pleasure to meet you, young man. How do you know our dear Harper?” asked Bernie as she pinned him with a sharp stare.

“We went to college together for a year before I transferred to a culinary school,” he said.

“And what do you think of her now?” Dana asked, eyeing him appreciatively.

“That she’s the same as I remember her,” he said, smiling.

“Okay, that’s enough. We’re here for dinner and our book club meeting, remember?” Harper told the ladies.

“I’ll take you to your table,” Andrew said, a look of relief on his face as he smiled at her gratefully.

“Behave, all of you,” Harper hissed to them as Andrew led them into the main dining room.

“It looks so different in here now. I like it,” Libby said.

“It was a little dark and dreary for my tastes when I bought it and it didn’t fit my restaurant’s theme, so I made a few changes,” Andrew said.

“A few? Andrew, you wouldn’t even know this was the same restaurant as before,” Harper said.

“Good. I’ve ordered the wine for tonight so it will complement the food and it’s on the house.”

“You can’t do that, Andrew. You need your opening night to go well,” Harper protested.

“I’m not too worried. I’d rather have your excellent opinions on whether I need to change anything.”

“We’d be happy to, young man,” Bernie said, smiling at him.

“Excellent. I hope you enjoy your meal.”

“As long as nobody is murdered this time, I think it will be fine,” Harper joked.

He smiled gratefully and said, “I’ll be walking around if you need anything. Otherwise, enjoy.”

As soon as he walked away, five pairs of eyes turned on her and pinned her to her seat.

“What now?” Harper asked.

“He’s nice, but I like Marc better,” Bernie said, nodding firmly.

“I agree with Bernie,” said Dana.

“So do I,” said Sasha.

Harper stared at her in shock. “Even you, Sasha?”

Sasha shrugged while Libby and Kat voiced their agreement, too.

“I’m so glad you all have such a keen interest in my love life but can we just enjoy our dinner?” Harper asked, exasperated.

“We can do both,” Dana said, unfolding the fabric napkin and placing it on her lap while a waiter poured wine for everyone.

It would be a long dinner at this rate.

Once dinner arrived, they actually managed to discuss the book of the month. It was a miracle Harper didn’t expect. For a full hour, they discussed character motivations and decisions, the direction of the plot, and they made guesses about how the story would end.

After the main part of dinner finished, Andrew had time to stop for a quick chat.

“How was everything?” he asked, glancing at all of them and ending with Harper.

“Wonderful,” she said.

“Young man, you are a fine chef. It was absolutely delightful,” Bernie commended him.

“Thank you. I’m so glad you enjoyed it,” Andrew said.

“Those rolls were delicious. I don’t know why, but they taste so different from the ones at the store or bakery,” Kat said.

Andrew’s eyes twinkled and he said, “That’s my own secret recipe.”

“You won’t share it with us?” Kat asked, raising an eyebrow at him even as she smiled.

“Chef’s secret, you know?”

“Even if I say pretty please?”

Watching Kat and Andrew talking, an idea came to Harper. What if she set the two of them up? Andrew was new to the island and he wasn’t interested in her, so what about Kat? Personally, she thought they would be great together.

When Andrew left, Bernie asked her about Carlos and the case.

“There’s something that’s been bothering me about this case,” Harper said.

“Only one something?” Libby asked.

“More than one something, but this one is sticky.”

“Go on, tell us,” Dana encouraged.

“It’s Carlos. He seems to be at the center of it all, right? He’s connected to Otto, to Esther, to the boat—all of it. Yet he’s still alive. Doesn’t that seem strange?” Harper wondered.

“Would you rather he be dead?” Bernie asked, eyes wide.

“No, of course not. I just find it odd that he is somehow involved in all of this and he’s not dead. It makes me wonder if the killer has plans for him.”

“Or if he’s not as innocent as he appears,” Sasha suggested.

“I thought about that, but he seems genuinely like he was running away from whoever the bad guy is.”

“Maybe the killer forgot about him,” Dana said, then frowned at her own suggestion.

“Or they’re just biding their time, kind of like unfinished business,” Kat said.

“What did you say?” Harper asked.

“Unfinished business. You know, whoever shot Carlos the first time didn’t kill him so what if that’s unfinished business?”

“Nothing has happened to him while he’s been in the hospital,” Harper mentioned but internally she agreed with Kat.

“Maybe they’re waiting to see if Carlos remembers anything. If he doesn’t, then he’s not a threat. But if he does…” Libby let the last part trail of but they all knew what she meant.

If Carlos remembered everything, he would be a threat and the killer would try to eliminate him. Thank goodness for the officer Marc had stationed at the hospital so Harper didn’t have to worry about Carlos’s safety there.
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Unfinished business. Kat’s words from earlier echoed through her mind like a broken record. There was more unfinished business waiting for Harper at home. She tried to not think about it all during dinner but it weighed her down like wearing a metal suit at the bottom of the ocean.

“Do you want me to stay with you?” Libby asked gently when they reached Harper’s house.

“What?”

Libby rolled her eyes and gave Harper a pointed look. “I know you’re just going to stay up and read that file Marc gave you.”

Harper opened and closed her mouth like a fish before she sighed.

“I don’t think I can sleep right now anyway,” Harper muttered.

“I don’t mind staying if you want some company.”

Harper smiled and said, “Thanks, Libby, but I think this is something I need to do by myself.”

Libby nodded. “Then go make yourself a cup of tea before you get started. And call me if you change your mind.”

Leaning over, Harper gave her a big hug and said, “I will. Thanks.”

Hopping out of the golf cart, Harper went up the stairs and waved to Libby from the small front porch before she went inside. As soon as the door was closed behind her, Harper leaned against it and glanced over at the folder that sat innocently on the table.

Ignoring it, she kicked off her shoes and went to her bedroom to change into her comfy pajamas. There was no point in reading unpleasant information while dressed up. If she was going to face the past, she would do it in comfortable clothes.

Leaving her bedroom, she bypassed the envelope without sparing it a glance and went to the kitchen to fill up the tea kettle. While she waited for the tea kettle to boil water, she paced around the small kitchen and refolded the same dish towel every time she passed it.

When the tea kettle whistled, she filled up a mug with hot water and plopped a chamomile tea bag into the steaming mini-cauldron.

Absent-mindedly dunking the tea bag in and out of the hot water, Harper stared at the envelope. It was right there, waiting for her to open it—and yet she couldn’t reach for it.

Leaving the tea bag alone while it steeped, she walked over to the table she had left the envelope on and stared down at it. Marc already told her what happened. Did she really need to read the official police report?

Harper sighed. She knew if she didn’t read it then it would always haunt her in the back of her mind.

Going back to the kitchen, she took the tea bag out of the mug. She had to read the file.

Marching back to the table with renewed determination, Harper picked up the envelope and carried it over to the living room. She set her cup of tea down on a side table and placed the envelope on the coffee table. Then, she sat back and stared at it.

Why was it so hard to open it? She knew the end result—Marc had already told her.

Maybe she had clung to Joseph’s death for so long and now that she had answers, she would have to let the past rest. Was that it? Did she not want to let go because she carried it with her for the past five years?

That bothered her. Harper didn’t want to be stuck in the past or buried under a mountain of heartache. She wanted to live in the present and surround herself with joy.

Glancing at the envelope again, she sighed. If she wanted to live her life looking forward instead of behind her, then she needed to put her past to rest. That meant opening the envelope.

Taking a sip of tea to soothe her, Harper steeled her spine and picked up the envelope. When she touched the opening, she paused.

Finally, she opened the envelope and slid the papers out. Flipping through them, she found the original police report with her statement and then additional reports from the new detective on the case.

Taking a sip of tea, she pulled the original police report in front of her and read through it carefully. She knew it by heart. As she read it, the events in the factual report came to life in her mind like a movie replay.

When it reached the part where Joseph was dying, Harper set the paper down and sighed. Why was she doing this to herself?

“For closure,” she reminded herself quietly.

Taking a sip of tea, she picked up where she left off. When she reached the end of the report, she let out a deep sigh and set the paper down gently. The hardest part would be the new report.

She picked it up and read the basic information about the suspect and the other crime. The second report was similar to the first—clean and factual, with no human emotion behind it at all. Just the facts.

When it came to the connection to Joseph’s death, Harper leaned forward and read each word intently. It was exactly as Marc had said—Joseph’s death was a case of mistaken identity that ended in murder.

Leaning back, she dropped her head onto the back of the couch and closed her eyes. The report was still clutched in her hand and she forced herself to relax her fingers.

It was closure, but it was hollow. She had her answers now. It was time to leave the past where it belonged—firmly in the past.
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A sharp ring woke her out of a restless sleep. She was having dreams about Joseph again after reading the file Marc gave her. Reaching out blindly for her cell phone, she felt around on the nightstand until she found it.

“Hello,” she mumbled, eyes still closed.

“Harper?” a quiet voice asked.

Groggy from sleep, Harper frowned and looked down at the screen on her phone. It was the hospital’s number.

“Who is this?” she asked.

“Carlos. You said I could call.”

“I did. Sorry, I’m a little slow when I wake up. Is something wrong?”

“I think she’s going to kill me,” he whispered.

“Who?”

“Esther. She’s not my aunt. Not at all. I remembered her and everyone else. Harper, she’s part of the drug operation. I took something from her and now she’s going to kill me,” he whispered, each word coming out more frantic than the last.

Sitting straight up in bed, she used her free hand to wipe the sleep out of her eyes. He was terrified and she didn’t know what was going on.

“Slow down. Just slow down, Carlos. Esther Navarro isn’t your aunt?”

“No.”

“But you remember her from somewhere else?”

“All of them. I remember all of them. Detective Otto was trying to help me. Nigel is the one who chased me that night and shot me. And Esther is going to finish the job. I heard her on the phone a few minutes ago.”

“Nigel? Who is that?”

Heavy breathing came over the line and he panted, “He’s the one in charge. Please, Harper, they’re going to kill me.”

“Okay. Okay, just try to slow you’re breathing,” she said, already throwing the blankets off and standing up. “I’m on my way and I’m going to call the police. Press your call button and ask for Doctor Paulson—and don’t let up until someone other than Esther or this Nigel guy comes to your room, okay? I’ll be there soon.”

“Don’t hang up,” he begged.

“Carlos, the only way I can help you is to call someone else. Press your call button. Do it now. I’m on my way and so are the police. Wait, do you see the police officer outside your room?”

“No. I think Esther did something.”

“Okay. Help will be there soon. I promise. Just hang on, Carlos.”

Hanging up the call with him, she called Marc but it went to voicemail so she left a quick message before calling the emergency line. The police said they would check it out but Harper had to be sure. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she didn’t go to the hospital right that second and check on Carlos.

Maybe nothing would happen. Maybe he was delusional because of pain medication. Maybe he was lying. She didn’t know.

All she knew was that she wasn’t going to risk it if he was actually in trouble.

“Hang on, Carlos. Just hang on,” she muttered as she hopped in her golf cart and drove towards the hospital.

When she got to the hospital, she had barely parked the golf cart before she ran towards the doors. Her phone rang and she answered it absentmindedly.

“Harper, where are you?” Marc asked.

“The hospital,” she whispered.

“Harper, don’t go inside,” Marc said.

“I can’t do that, Marc. If Carlos is in trouble, I can’t just stand here and let it happen.”

“We’re almost there. Just wait for us.”

“Carlos might not have that much time. I won’t do anything reckless, but I’m not going to just leave him alone.”

“Harper—”

“I’m going in. You better hurry,” she said, hanging up the phone as she stepped inside the lobby of the hospital.

The front desk was almost empty but she saw Doctor Paulson sitting behind it making notes on a computer.

“Didn’t Carlos call for you?” Harper asked as she ran up to the desk.

Doctor Paulson blinked at her and said, “No. Was he supposed to?”

“He thinks Esther is going to kill him and he said he couldn’t see his security guard anymore. I told him to page you or a nurse just so someone would be nearby.”

Doctor Paulson began to run to Carlos’s room—taking the stairs instead of waiting for the elevator—and Harper was right behind her. When they reached his floor, Doctor Paulson paused at the empty nurse’s station and pointed to something. Peering around her, Harper saw two feet sticking out from behind the desk.

Harper glanced around before she took a step closer and gasped. It was the officer who was supposed to be guarding Carlos’s room. A nurse lay on the floor next to him. Doctor Paulson quickly looked for a pulse for both of them and then started triage.

This was out of Harper’s depth. She had no idea what to do.

“I have to check on Carlos,” she whispered.

“Go, but be careful. Whoever did this knew exactly what they were doing,” Doctor Paulson said, already calling for an extra doctor, nurses, and hospital security.

Harper hugged the wall and quickly but carefully walked down the corridor to Carlos’s room. When she reached the room, she stopped beside the door and listened for any sound that came from within.

“You shouldn’t have done that, Carlos. Not after we were so good to you,” Esther said.

Esther? Had Carlos been right about Esther not being his aunt?

“Just do it already. We’ve wasted enough time on this island. If we stay any longer, someone might figure it out,” a man said.

Who was that? Carlos mentioned a man on the phone. What was his name? Nigel?

“We need him to tell us where it is,” Esther argued.

“I couldn’t find it when I went to the library either time. Maybe he dropped it somewhere else or maybe it’s nowhere on the island. Either way, we’re wasting time,” the man said.

“I’ll get it out of him,” Esther said.

“You better hope so. We’ve already killed a cop. I don’t like leaving a trail of dead bodies behind.”

They killed Otter Vanderwall, Harper thought.

“We know Otto tricked you into helping him, but we’ll forgive you for that if you just cooperate with us now,” Esther said again.

Peeking around the door frame, she froze when she saw Esther leaning over Carlos and holding a needle in her hand. Then she got a good look at the other man and realized he was the one she had seen at the library looking for something. Both he and Esther had been together at the harbor that day the Flying Hope had been raided.

“Let’s try this again. Tell me where the coordinates are,” Esther demanded.

Carlos tried to reach for the call button, but his movements were slow and sluggish. All Esther had to do was pin his hand down and he couldn’t move at all. Had she given Carlos some sort of drug? Was that what was in that needle?

“Where are the coordinates?” Esther demanded again, voice louder this time.

There was no time to think or hesitate. Harper pulled a piece of paper out of her purse and folded it quickly. All she needed to do was buy Marc a minute. That was all. He would be there soon. She didn’t think Esther would ask nicely more than once.

Leaning against the one, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Then, she did something she knew Marc would lecture her for—dove headfirst into danger.

“You mean these?” Harper asked, holding up the paper as she stepped into the doorway.
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“You!” Esther yelled as she turned towards Harper.

“Me. And you must be Nigel,” she said, glancing at the man, who glared at her.

“I should have killed you when I had the chance,” he threatened.

“Maybe, but you didn’t and you won’t be getting another chance to kill me or Carlos.”

“Give us the coordinates!” Nigel snarled at her.

“No,” Harper said, taking a step back into the hallway and seeing people approach her out of the corner of her eye.

She could just barely make out Marc and John in full police gear as they moved silently down the hallway toward her. Glancing at them would give them away, so she forced herself to keep her eyes on Nigel and Esther. If she could draw them out of the room, then Marc and John could get them.

Taking another step back, she nearly smiled when Nigel followed her.

“Don’t go out there,” Esther hissed.

“Why not? We took care of the security guard and nurse. No one else is around,” Nigel said confidently.

Marc must have figured out what she was doing. He and John ducked into the room next to Carlos so Nigel wouldn’t see them. If she could just draw Esther out of the room, too, then everything would be okay. She had to get them away from Carlos, although she suspected that whatever was in the needle Esther held had already been administered to him.

“Give me the coordinates,” Nigel ordered, holding out his hand as he stepped into the doorway. It still wasn’t enough for Marc to get to him.

“Come and get it,” she said, taunting Nigel by waving the paper.

Nigel let out something like a growl and stepped further into the hallway. As soon as he did, Marc stepped out of the neighboring hospital room and ordered him down on the ground, shouting commands like a drill sergeant. When Nigel realized there was no way out, he did, yelling profanities that made her ears burn.

While Marc took care of Nigel, John went into Carlos’s room to apprehend Esther, who didn’t put up nearly as much of a fight but still cursed at Nigel for getting them into so much trouble. They were too busy arguing with each other to yell at Harper—a fact she was grateful for.

It all happened so fast that she barely had a second to breathe before she was yelling to Doctor Paulson and explaining about the needle. Doctor Paulson rushed into the room and started barking orders when she looked at the needle and appraised Carlos’s condition. The relief nurses she called in earlier jumped into action immediately.

Through it all, Harper stood back and leaned against the wall. The only thing holding her upright were her knees locked into place in the joint socket.

Nurses ran in and out of Carlos’s room, trying to undo whatever it was Esther did to him. He was in another fight for his life and if Harper had waited even a second longer to come to the hospital he might have already been dead.

Eventually, Marc handed Nigel over to the other officers and came back to her side. He took one look at her before he led her down the hall to a small waiting area for family and pushed her gently into a chair. He disappeared for a minute and came back with a bottle of water.

“Come and get it?” Marc asked, giving her a disbelieving look after she took a few sips of water.

“I didn’t know what else to say. My mind went blank,” she said.

“You do know it’s generally a bad idea to provoke a killer, right?”

“Like I said, my mind went blank. Besides, I knew you were right there.”

His gaze softened when she said that.

“That was reckless and dangerous and if you hadn’t done it Carlos might be dead,” he said.

“I’m confused. Is this a lecture or a compliment?”

Marc snorted. “Both.”

Harper smiled at that and then frowned. “Will Carlos be okay?”

He glanced down the hallway and said, “I don’t know. I think Doctor Paulson got to him in time, but we’ll just have to wait and see. It could be a long day.”

Leaning her head back to rest against the wall, Harper nodded and closed her eyes. It was still the wee hours of the morning and the sun wasn’t up yet. The adrenaline began to fade as she sat there and exhaustion crept in.

“You got here faster than I thought you would,” she whispered.

“We were already on our way when you called but had to put our tactical team together. The officer outside the door missed his hourly check-in and we figured something was wrong. With everything Carlos remembered, we were able to piece it all together and realize Esther and Nigel were involved.”

“Esther isn’t his real aunt, is she?”

“No. Her name is Elise Madeira. He does have an aunt named Esther, but there’s no record of her in California because she moved out of the country. Elise took on his aunt’s identity in order to fool everyone. It worked, too, except it didn’t fool Carlos.”

“He knew the whole time but didn’t realize that he knew. The mind is a funny thing,” Harper said.

“Thanks to Carlos, we were able to catch another drug transfer.”

“How did you know?” she asked.

“The coordinates that Carlos hid in the library were for drug pickup locations in the ocean. They could be tied to buoys or docks and dropped with an anchor of sorts so they would stay in place. Then someone, like Luther Evans, would go along to the locations and pick up the packages of drugs before transferring them to the next location—usually LA or another major city.”

“You’d think Luther would realize there’s something sketchy about picking up packages in the middle of the ocean.”

“Money makes people less curious sometimes. They were paying him five grand per pickup.”

“That’s pretty generous. How do Esther and Nigel play into all of this?”

“Nigel Hawkins is the head honcho in charge of the whole operation.”

“He’s the one who chased Carlos,” she said, remembering what Nigel said in the hospital room.

Marc nodded. “And Esther, or Elise, is the one who helped Nigel with the drug suppliers in Mexico. No one ever suspected her because she’s so friendly and gets along with everyone.”

“They’re going to jail, aren’t they?”

“Definitely. They killed Otto, who was trying to help Carlos get out of the operation. Carlos began supplying Otto with information, who then passed it along to his superiors and the district attorney. The DA is interested in continuing the work with Carlos so they can make a solid, airtight case against Nigel and Elise. If Carlos makes it through this, that is.”

At that reminder, Harper let her head fall back against the wall again. They weren’t out of the woods just yet even if they caught the killer. Now it was just a waiting game.
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Now that Marilee Island was drug-free and murder-free once again, things could go back to normal. And maybe the book club could go back to being a book club again instead of a crime-solving club. Harper was pretty sure they would never be just a book club again and she grinned at the thought that she corrupted them.

Dana and Bernie were already at her house putting the finishing touches on dinner for the book club. Sasha was out on the deck arranging the furniture while Harper finished making their dessert—an apple pie.

Three strong knocks on the door interrupted her as she carried dessert plates out to the deck. Handing them off to Sasha, she went to answer the door and smiled when she saw who was on the other side.

“Marc! What brings you by? Decided to finally be brave enough to come to a book club meeting?” Harper asked, teasing him.

“Someone wanted to tell you something,” he said, smiling as he stepped aside to reveal Carlos behind him.

“Carlos! You’re out of the hospital,” she said, grinning when she saw him looking healthy.

“Doctor Paulson released me today and Detective Andersen said he would give me a ride to the ferry,” Carlos said.

“You’re leaving?”

“Yeah but I just wanted to see you one last time and say thanks for everything,” Carlos said, smiling shyly.

“I’m glad I could help,” Harper said, giving him a warm hug. “There’s one thing I’m still curious about if you don’t mind me asking.”

Carlos gave Marc a smirk and said, “You were right.”

“What?” Harper asked, glancing between the two.

“Detective Andersen said you would interrogate me and you wouldn’t let me leave until you got some answers.”

“Did he? Well, he’s right. Come on in for a snack.”

“There’s not enough time, Harper. The ferry leaves in half an hour,” Marc said.

She sighed. “Fine. Just one question then. Elise said Otto tricked you into helping him. Is that true?”

Carlos frowned and shook his head. “It’s true that Otto was an undercover cop, so he kind of tricked me by not telling me that. But he didn’t trick me into helping. I did that all on my own when I realized how deep of a mess I landed myself in when I started working for the operation as a delivery driver. Detective Otto said he could help me get out and he put me in touch with the district attorney to shut the operation down.”

“Elise just said that to get Carlos to confess. She and Nigel planned to kill him no matter what he said,” Marc added.

“What will happen now?” Harper asked.

Carlos grinned at her. “That’s two questions.”

She laughed. “I see you’ve been spending a little too much time with Marc. Fine, it’s two questions.”

“I’ll answer, but only because I like you so much,” Carlos joked and then sobered. “Now, I go back to LA and help the district attorney put together their case. I’ll have to testify and maybe even go into protective custody. But it’s worth it if it means putting Elise and Nigel in jail. I just wish Otto could be here to finish it.”

“You can finish it for him,” Marc said, patting Carlos on the shoulder before he glanced at his watch. “Time’s up, Harper. We have to go.”

She nodded and gave Carlos one last hug. She was glad Carlos was all better now, but she would miss him. She only hoped he would have a good life from now on and not get caught up in any more dangerous situations.

“Here you go, young man. You can’t take the ferry without lunch,” Bernie said, coming out and handing him a bag full of food—more than a single person could eat in one sitting.

“Thank you, Miss Bernie,” he said.

She laughed and gave him a bear hug. Over the last few days, Bernie had taken it upon herself to adopt Carlos as her honorary grandson after Harper told them what happened. She must have known Carlos would be leaving today.

“You could always stay on the island if you want. Start over,” Dana suggested.

“I have to finish helping the district attorney and tie up some loose ends in LA. But after that, who knows?” Carlos said.

“You’re welcome back to the island at any time,” Bernie said, giving him one last hug before he left with Marc.

There might be senseless violence in the world, but there were also good people who looked out for neighbors—even new ones—and came together to help. The world wasn’t all bad. Harper knew some of the best people and was proud to call them her friends.

“It was a good thing you did for him,” Dana said, wrapping her arm around Harper’s shoulders as they watched Marc drive away with Carlos. “We all need someone to help us from time to time.”

“Now would be a good time to help me carry all this wine inside,” Libby said as she struggled up the porch steps with more wine than they needed.

“Why did you bring so much?” Harper asked, moving to help her.

“We’re celebrating! But also, I won’t have to bring so much next time and it was on sale at the grocery store,” Libby said, grinning at her.

“Hey, ladies. I’ve brought those delicious rolls from Andrew’s restaurant,” Kat said, jogging up the porch steps with a takeout bag of artisan rolls in her hand.

“You stopped by Andrew’s restaurant?” Harper asked, eyeing Kat.

“We liked them so much when we went there that I thought they might make a nice side for our dinner,” Kat said.

“Did you say hi to Andrew while you were there? We want to stay on his good side,” Libby said.

“He came out of the kitchen to talk with me for a few minutes.”

Harper glanced over and saw Libby wiggle her eyebrows. They were on the same wavelength about Kat and Andrews, it seemed. Good. Harper could use a helping hand in the matchmaking scheme.

“Dinner is served!” Bernie sang out as she carried a big casserole dish out to the deck with Dana right behind her with another dish.

“It smells heavenly,” Kat said.

“Wine, everyone?” Libby asked.

“Definitely,” Harper said, smiling as everyone made themselves at home out on the deck.

“I’ve decided what our next book should be,” Bernie said with a mischievous gleam in her eyes that spelled trouble. “A bodice ripper!”

Sipping her wine, Harper sat back and let the chaos unfold. There would be no arguments from her no matter what book Bernie chose. She was just grateful the mystery on the island was finally solved and that life could get back to normal—for a while, at least.















