Chapter One 

A Body and a Barnacle

Daisy Picklesworth believed firmly in three things: a proper cup of tea required exactly two minutes of steeping—no more, no less; a good book was worth sacrificing sleep for; and dead bodies shouldn't turn up on one's private beach before breakfast. Especially not during the Conch Key Annual Seafood Jamboree.

"Well, butter my biscuit and call me Sally," Daisy muttered, tightening the belt on her turquoise caftan as the morning breeze off the Gulf of Mexico ruffled her impressive silver bouffant. She squinted at the unexpected arrival that had washed up approximately twenty feet from The Barnacle's back porch steps.

The corpse in question—bloated, sun-reddened, and definitely past its prime—was dressed in what had once been an expensive cream linen suit, now soaked with seawater and decorated with strands of seaweed that gave the unfortunate gentleman the appearance of wearing a particularly unappetizing corsage.

Daisy adjusted her cat-eye reading glasses, which dangled from a beaded chain around her neck, and took two cautious steps closer. The morning sun was climbing steadily over the horizon, casting a deceptively cheerful glow across the crime scene. A flock of seagulls circled overhead, their raucous cries adding a macabre soundtrack to the grim tableau.

"Not before I've had my coffee," she grumbled, glancing back at the mint-green Victorian beach house she shared with her three best friends. "And definitely not in Gucci loafers."

The dead man's feet were indeed clad in what appeared to be genuine alligator-skin loafers, their leather darkened by seawater but still unmistakably expensive. This detail struck Daisy as particularly odd, given that she'd attended enough beach funerals over the years to know that no sensible person wore fine Italian footwear to the shore.

A loud gasp from behind made Daisy turn, nearly losing her balance in the soft sand.

"Sweet mother of Methuselah!" came the dramatic exclamation, delivered in a voice that could carry to the back row of a Broadway theater without amplification.

Barbara "Babs" Zuckerkorn stood frozen at the bottom of the porch steps, one heavily ringed hand clutching the doorframe while the other pressed against her ample bosom. She wore a leopard-print silk robe that billowed around her like an exotic tent, her flame-red hair (which owed its vibrant hue to monthly appointments with Giuseppe at Curl Up and Dye) was secured in large velcro rollers, and her face was covered in a green mask that gave her the appearance of a surprised extraterrestrial.

"Is that—?" Babs began, taking a tentative step forward.

"A dead man on our private beach? Yes indeed," Daisy confirmed, her Mississippi drawl thickening as it always did in times of stress. "And judgin' by the smell, he's been marinatin' for a spell."

Babs clutched at her throat, the numerous gold bracelets on her wrist clanking like wind chimes in a hurricane. "My word! And just when I was about to try that new French toast recipe. There goes my appetite." Despite her words, she moved closer, her natural curiosity overcoming her initial shock. "Who is it? Can you tell?"

Daisy shook her head. "Face is too bloated. But those shoes..." She pointed with the tip of her walking cane, which she carried more for dramatic effect than actual need. "Those are Brock Hamfist's alligator loafers if I've ever seen 'em."

"The Bulldozer?" Babs gasped, referring to the real estate magnate's well-earned nickname. "Are you sure?"

"About as sure as I am that you've been secretly smoking cigarettes behind the gardenia bushes again," Daisy replied dryly.

Babs had the grace to look momentarily abashed before returning to the matter at hand. "We should call Morty."

"Already on it." Daisy pulled a cell phone from one of the many hidden pockets in her caftan—a feature she insisted upon when ordering her extensive collection from her favorite online store, Dramatic Drapes for Distinguished Dames. She punched in the number she knew by heart but would never admit to having memorized. "And put some clothes on, Babs. Last time you greeted the police in that getup, Officer Butterworth walked into a palm tree."

Babs sniffed indignantly. "That boy needs to learn focus. Besides, women my age are invisible to young men."

"Not when they're wearing animal prints and enough perfume to asphyxiate a manatee," Daisy muttered as she waited for the call to connect.

As if on cue, the back door of The Barnacle slammed open again, and Rita Calabaza emerged, wooden spoon in hand, dressed in a sensible cotton housedress covered by an apron that proclaimed "Kiss the Cook (At Your Own Risk)." Her salt-and-pepper hair was pulled back in a no-nonsense bun, and she wore practical slip-on shoes that Daisy privately referred to as "surrender to the aging process footwear."

"What's all the commotion? The fritatta is getting cold, and—" Rita stopped short, her gaze landing on the corpse. She crossed herself rapidly. "¡Dios mío! Is that a body?"

"No, Rita, it's a new type of seaweed designed to look exactly like a dead real estate developer," Daisy replied, rolling her eyes. "Yes, it's a body. And I'm fairly certain it's Brock Hamfist."

Rita's eyes widened as she moved to stand beside her friends, her wooden spoon now held like a weapon. "The man who wants to build that horrible resort? The one who called my award-winning key lime pie 'pedestrian' at last year's bake-off?"

"The very same," Daisy confirmed.

"Hmph," Rita snorted, looking suspiciously unmoved by the man's demise. "I'm not saying he deserved to drown, but perhaps the sea has better taste than the Conch Key Bake-Off judges."

The sound of delicate footsteps on the wooden porch announced the arrival of the fourth resident of The Barnacle. Mabel "Mae" Noodleman peered out from behind her oversized spectacles, a fluffy pink cardigan wrapped around her slight frame despite the already climbing temperature. Her silver-gray hair was styled in a perfect bob, and she clutched a mug of tea in hands adorned with a collection of knitted wristbands she'd made herself during her "fiber arts phase" last winter.

"Good morning, everyone. I thought I heard voices and—oh my!" Mae's hand flew to her mouth as she spotted the body. "Is that person... sleeping?"

"Only in the permanent sense, honey," Babs said, patting Mae's shoulder. "It's Brock Hamfist, and he's kicked the proverbial bucket."

"Oh dear," Mae murmured, looking genuinely distressed. "Should I... should I check if there's anything I can do? I was a nurse for forty-two years, you know."

"Unless you've discovered how to resurrect the dead, I think he's beyond medical help," Daisy said, finally connecting with someone on her phone. "Morty? It's Daisy Picklesworth." She paused, listening. "No, I'm not calling about the noise ordinance this time. We've got something considerably more interesting on our beach... Yes, more interesting than Mrs. Huffington's midnight saxophone practice... It's a dead body, Morty. And unless I'm sorely mistaken, it's your old fishing buddy, Brock Hamfist."

The squawking from the other end of the line was loud enough for all four women to hear.

"Yes, I'm absolutely sure it's a dead body. I've been to enough funerals to recognize the condition," Daisy continued, her tone dripping with sarcasm. "No, we haven't touched anything... Well, of course I looked at his shoes, Morty, they're Gucci alligator loafers in a town where most men consider flip-flops formal attire... No, that's not tampering with evidence, that's basic fashion observation... Just get over here, would you?"

She hung up with a huff. "He'll be here in ten minutes. Says to secure the scene and not let anyone near the body."

"Secure the scene?" Rita echoed, looking around at the open beach. "What does he expect us to do? Form a human chain around the corpse?"

"I have crime scene tape in my crafting supplies," Mae offered helpfully. "From my murder mystery dinner party phase."

The other three women stared at her.

"What?" Mae blinked innocently. "I like to be prepared."

"Of course you do, sweetie," Babs said, patting her arm. "Why don't you go get it while I put on something more appropriate for receiving law enforcement?"

"By 'appropriate,' do you mean something that doesn't cause cardiac events in men over sixty?" Daisy asked dryly.

"I was thinking my blue sundress," Babs sniffed. "The one with the strategic support."

"That'll be a first," Rita muttered.

As her friends dispersed to their various tasks, Daisy remained by the body, her keen eyes scanning the scene with more attention to detail than she'd ever admit to. Something wasn't adding up, and it wasn't just the unexpected arrival of a dead developer on their private beach.

For one thing, Brock Hamfist was notorious for his pathological fear of water—a peculiar phobia for a man determined to build a beachfront resort. He refused to set foot in any body of water bigger than his marble soaking tub and was known to break out in hives at the mere mention of swimming. Yet here he was, having apparently drowned.

For another, while his face was too bloated for easy identification, Daisy was certain about those shoes. Brock had commissioned them specially from an Italian designer and never missed an opportunity to mention their cost—a detail that had made Daisy dislike him instantly, as she firmly believed that discussing money was only slightly less vulgar than serving red wine with fish.

But most importantly, there was something about the positioning of the body that struck her as odd. If he'd drowned and washed up with the tide, he should have been face down. Yet Brock lay on his back, arms spread wide as if embracing the sky, his waterlogged watch (which Daisy recognized as the limited-edition timepiece he'd boasted about at the last town council meeting) still secured to his wrist.

"This isn't right," she murmured to herself, carefully circling the body without disturbing the sand around it. "Something here is fishier than Rita's experimental anchovy soufflé."

A flash of color caught her eye—something small and iridescent nestled in the sand near Brock's right hand. Squinting, Daisy leaned closer without touching it. It appeared to be a tiny charm in the shape of a jellyfish, its tentacles rendered in delicate silver filigree tipped with what looked like small gemstones. The morning sun caught the facets, sending prisms of light dancing across the sand.

The sound of a siren in the distance made Daisy straighten up. She memorized the charm's exact location before quickly scanning the rest of the scene. There were no obvious footprints other than her own and her friends', the overnight tide having washed the sand smooth. No signs of a struggle, no 

convenient murder weapon half-buried nearby—not that Daisy had expected a smoking gun, but crime novels had given her rather theatrical expectations of murder scenes.

The siren grew louder, and soon the distinctive sound of Chief Mortimer "Morty" Crabbitz's ancient cruiser—which wheezed and backfired like an emphysemic dragon—could be heard pulling into the shell-lined driveway of The Barnacle.

Mae reappeared, somewhat winded from her trip up and down the stairs, clutching not only crime scene tape but also a collection of plastic evidence markers she'd fashioned from ping pong balls and Popsicle sticks.

"I found them!" she announced triumphantly, her face flushed with excitement. "And I brought my investigation notebook too." She held up a floral-patterned journal with "CLUES" written across the front in glitter pen.

"Mae, honey, this isn't one of your murder mystery dinner parties," Daisy began gently.

"I know that," Mae replied, looking slightly wounded. "But proper documentation is essential for any investigation. That's what my nephew Tyler says, and he watches all those crime shows."

Rita returned with a thermos of coffee and a basket of muffins. At Daisy's questioning look, she shrugged defensively. "What? You know how Morty gets when his blood sugar is low. Besides, it's rude not to offer refreshments to guests, even if they're here for a dead body."

Babs was the last to rejoin them, having transformed herself with impressive speed. Her hair was now styled in voluminous waves, her makeup applied with precision that suggested years of practice, and she wore the aforementioned blue sundress, which managed to be both tasteful and attention-grabbing—a balance Babs had perfected over decades of dressing to be noticed.

"How do I look?" she asked, striking a pose that seemed out of place given the circumstances.

"Like you're auditioning for 'CSI: Retirement Community,'" Daisy replied.

Babs looked pleased. "Perfect. I want Morty to regret divorcing his third wife. It keeps him humble."

The police cruiser door slammed, and heavy footsteps crunched on the shell path that led around the side of the house to the beach. Chief Crabbitz appeared, his perpetually sunburned face clashing violently with his white hair and mustache. He wore the standard Conch Key Police Department uniform—khaki shorts, a light blue polo shirt with the department logo, and a wide-brimmed hat that did little to protect his chronically reddened nose. Despite being seventy-two, he moved with the purposeful stride of a man half his age, though the effect was somewhat undermined by the antacid tablet he was openly chewing.

"Ladies," he greeted them, his voice gruff. "This better not be another false alarm like the 'suspicious prowler' that turned out to be Mrs. Finkelstein's escaped ferret."

"Good morning to you too, Morty," Daisy replied coolly. "I see you're as charming as ever before your second cup of coffee."

Morty's retort died on his lips as his gaze landed on the body. "Well, I'll be damned."

"Language, Chief," Mae admonished gently, though no one paid her any mind.

"Is that who I think it is?" Morty asked, approaching the corpse with the caution of a man who'd seen enough floating bodies in his thirty years on the force to know they were rarely pleasant experiences.

"If you think it's Brock 'The Bulldozer' Hamfist, then yes," Daisy confirmed, falling into step beside him. "Though you might want to check dental records to be absolutely sure. His face isn't exactly in yearbook condition."

Morty pulled a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and snapped them on with practiced ease. He knelt beside the body, his knees popping loudly in protest. "Any of you touch him?"

"Of course not," Rita said, sounding offended. "We watch crime shows. We know about contaminating evidence."

"Though Mae did consider checking for a pulse," Babs added helpfully.

"Just out of professional habit," Mae clarified, looking embarrassed. "But then I remembered that lividity is a much more reliable indicator of death than pulse absence in apparent drowning victims, and I could clearly observe fixed lividity along the posterior surface, indicating—"

"Thank you, Nurse Noodleman," Morty interrupted, looking slightly queasy. "I'll take it from here."

He examined the body with methodical thoroughness, occasionally grunting or murmuring to himself. The four women watched in silence, each making mental notes for their inevitable discussion later. Finally, Morty straightened up, wincing slightly and pressing a hand to his lower back.

"Well?" Daisy prompted.

"Well what?"

"What's your professional assessment, Chief?" she pressed. "Accidental drowning or something more sinister?"

Morty gave her a look that suggested she was overstepping, but years of dealing with Daisy Picklesworth had taught him the futility of trying to keep her out of police business. "Hard to say without an autopsy. Could be drowning, could be something else. The body's been in the water for hours, possibly overnight."

"During the Seafood Jamboree," Babs noted. "When the whole town was at the harbor."

"Including Brock," Rita added. "I saw him arguing with Gladys Pickle by the crab cake judging table around seven last night."

Morty's eyes narrowed. "You saw him at the festival?"

"We all did," Mae confirmed. "He was wearing that same suit, actually. I remember thinking it was impractical for a seafood festival. Tartar sauce stains are nearly impossible to remove from linen."

"But he wasn't wearing those shoes," Daisy said firmly. "He had on white deck shoes. I specifically noticed because they were the only sensible thing about his outfit."

Morty glanced down at the victim's feet. "You're sure about that?"

"Morty, I spent forty years teaching fashion history at Emory. I notice footwear the way you notice fishing conditions. He was wearing canvas deck shoes at the festival, not alligator loafers."

This seemed to interest the chief. He pulled out a small notebook—standard issue, not floral or embellished with glitter—and made a note. "Anyone see him leave the festival?"

The women exchanged glances, each mentally reviewing their memories of the previous evening.

"I left early," Mae admitted. "Around eight. The crowd was getting a bit much for me."

"I stayed until closing," Rita said. "But I was busy arguing with Lou about the proper way to steam clams. That man wouldn't know authentic cuisine if it slapped him with a wet fish."

"I was judging the Miss Seafood Pageant until nine," Babs offered. "And then I had a nightcap with Eugene from the bait shop." At the others' raised eyebrows, she added defensively, "It was purely professional. He's designing a fishing lure inspired by my statement earrings."

"And you, Daisy?" Morty turned to her.

"I was at the library fundraiser booth until they closed down at ten," she replied. "Then I came straight home and finished my mystery novel with a glass of sherry on the porch." She nodded toward the wicker furniture visible on The Barnacle's back deck.

"So none of you saw Hamfist after the initial sighting around seven?" Morty clarified.

"No," Daisy answered for the group. "But Morty, don't you think it's odd that a man with hydrophobia ended up drowned?"

"With what?"

"Fear of water," Mae explained. "Brock was famously terrified of the ocean. He wouldn't even wade in the shallows during the Blessing of the Fleet last year."

Morty frowned, adding another note. "And you think that's suspicious?"

"About as suspicious as finding a vegan in a steakhouse," Daisy said dryly.

"I'll take it under advisement," Morty replied, though his tone suggested he already was. He glanced down at the body again, then at the water line. "Tide was high around midnight, then receded. Body could have washed up anytime after that."

"There's something else," Daisy said, lowering her voice conspiratorially. "Look there, by his right hand."

Morty followed her gaze to the small jellyfish charm glinting in the sand. "What is that?"

"Some kind of jewelry piece. A charm, I think. And look at the marks on his face and hands."

The chief leaned closer, examining the reddened welts visible on the victim's bloated skin. "Could be jellyfish stings. We've had a bloom of moon jellies this week."

"Maybe," Daisy allowed, though her tone suggested she wasn't convinced. "But don't you think it's quite a coincidence to find a jellyfish charm right next to supposedly jellyfish-stung victim?"

Morty straightened, a familiar expression of exasperation crossing his features. "Daisy, are you playing detective again?"

"I'm merely making an observation, Chief Crabbitz," she replied primly. "As a concerned citizen."

Before Morty could respond, the sound of another vehicle pulling up interrupted them. A moment later, Officer Peanut Butterworth came jogging around the side of the house, his athletic build and boyish good looks making him seem out of place in tiny Conch Key, like a television cop who'd wandered onto the wrong set.

"Chief, dispatch said—whoa." He stopped short at the sight of the body, his hand automatically moving to the service weapon on his hip before he registered that the threat, if there had been one, was long past. "Is that Brock Hamfist?"

"That's what we're figuring," Morty confirmed. "Radio Doc Patel and tell him we need him here ASAP. Then get the scene secured properly." He cast a pointed look at Mae's homemade crime scene tape, which she was still clutching hopefully.

"On it, Chief." Peanut pulled out his radio and stepped away to make the call, but not before offering a respectful nod to the assembled women. "Morning, ladies."

"Good morning, Officer Butterworth," Mae replied with a warm smile. "I made blueberry muffins if you'd like one later."

"Thanks, Miss Noodleman," he answered with genuine appreciation. "Maybe after we get things squared away here."

As Peanut walked back toward the cruiser to retrieve proper police tape, Morty turned to the women with his best official expression. "I'm going to need statements from all of you about your movements last night and when you discovered the body. And I'd appreciate it if you'd refrain from discussing this with anyone until we've had a chance to notify next of kin and determine cause of death."

"Of course, Morty," Daisy agreed, a little too readily for the chief's comfort. "We wouldn't dream of speculating about whether Hamfist was murdered and who might have wanted him dead."

Morty's already ruddy complexion darkened. "I didn't say anything about murder."

"Didn't you?" Daisy's eyes widened with faux innocence. "My mistake. Must be all those mystery novels affecting my thought process."

The chief looked like he wanted to say something more but was interrupted by a commotion from the direction of the street. A sleek red convertible had pulled up behind the police cruiser, and a woman was now making her way toward them, navigating the shell path in stiletto heels with surprising agility.

"Oh lord," Babs muttered. "It's Candi Bubbleshine."

The woman approaching them looked like she'd been designed by a committee with conflicting ideas about subtle taste. Her platinum blonde hair was piled high in a style that defied both gravity and current fashion trends, her makeup applied with a generosity that suggested she bought cosmetics in bulk, and her outfit—a form-fitting pink ensemble adorned with an improbable number of sequins—sparkled blindingly in the morning sun. Despite being well into her fifties, she moved with the confidence of someone who considered age to be nothing more than an administrative detail.

"What's happened? I was driving by and saw the police car," Candi called out as she approached, her voice carrying the slight nasal quality of someone who'd spent significant time in New Jersey despite claiming to be a Florida native. "Is everything—OH MY GOD!"

Her scream upon spotting the body was theatrical enough to make Babs—no stranger to dramatic reactions herself—roll her eyes.

"Is that Brockie?" Candi wailed, taking a step toward the corpse before Morty blocked her path.

"Ma'am, this is an active investigation scene. I need you to step back."

"But that's my Brockie! My poor baby!" Candi attempted to push past him, her numerous bangle bracelets jangling with the effort. "What happened to him? Is he hurt?"

"He's dead, Candi," Daisy stated flatly. "And unless the afterlife includes a significant wardrobe upgrade, he's going to be buried in that unfortunate suit."

Candi's painted mouth opened in a perfect O of shock before her knees buckled. Officer Butterworth, returning with the proper police tape, dropped everything to catch her before she hit the sand.

"Nice save, Peanut," Babs commented appreciatively. "Those reflexes come in handy for more than just directing traffic at the elementary school."

"Ms. Bubbleshine, I think you should sit down," Peanut suggested gently, guiding the distraught woman toward the porch steps.

"How long were you and Mr. Hamfist involved?" Morty asked, following them.

"Eight glorious months," Candi sniffled, producing a lace handkerchief from somewhere within her outfit. "We were soul mates. He was going to leave his wife for me."

"Ex-wife," Rita corrected. "They divorced three years ago."

Candi shot her a venomous look. "Well, he was going to make an honest woman of me, anyway. We had plans." She gestured vaguely toward the water. "His resort was going to have a special cabaret lounge just for my performances. 'Candi's Sugar Shack,' he called it."

Daisy and Rita exchanged glances that spoke volumes about their opinion of this proposed establishment.

"When did you last see Mr. Hamfist?" Morty continued, pulling out his notebook again.

"Last night at the festival," Candi replied, dabbing at her eyes carefully to avoid smudging her mascara. "Around nine. He said he had a business meeting and that he'd call me later, but he never did." Her bottom lip trembled dramatically. "And now he never will!"

This prompted a fresh wave of tears. Mae, ever compassionate, sat down beside her and patted her sequined shoulder. "There, there. Would you like a muffin? Carbohydrates can be very comforting in times of grief."

"I'm watching my figure," Candi replied automatically, then paused. "What kind of muffins?"

"Blueberry with a streusel topping."

"Well... maybe a small one."

As Mae led the still-sniffling Candi toward the house, accompanied by Officer Butterworth who seemed torn between duty and the promise of baked goods, Morty turned to the remaining women.

"I need to secure the scene and wait for Doc Patel. I'll take your statements once he's examined the body."

"We'll be right inside, Morty," Daisy assured him. "Not discussing potential murder suspects or anything like that."

The chief gave her a warning look. "Daisy, I mean it. No amateur detective work. Let the professionals handle this."

"Absolutely," she agreed solemnly. "Though I do wonder who Brock's business meeting was with last night, don't you? And why he changed his shoes."

Morty's expression suggested he was calculating the days until his retirement. "Inside. All of you."

"Come on, Daisy," Rita said, taking her friend's arm. "The fritatta is getting cold, and we can't solve crimes on empty stomachs."

"We're not solving anything," Morty called after them as they made their way back to the house. "This isn't one of your mystery novels!"

Daisy merely waved without turning around. Once they were out of earshot, she leaned closer to Rita and Babs. "Did either of you notice the jellyfish charm in the sand? Or the fact that those welts don't actually look like jellyfish stings up close?"

"What do they look like?" Babs asked, curiosity piqued.

"I'm not certain yet," Daisy admitted. "But I intend to find out. And I'm also very interested in who Brock had that business meeting with."

"Daisy Picklesworth, are you suggesting what I think you're suggesting?" Rita asked, though her tone indicated she already knew the answer.

"I'm suggesting that a man with hydrophobia doesn't accidentally drown," Daisy replied firmly. "And I'm suggesting that someone in Conch Key knows exactly how Brock Hamfist ended up dead on our beach."

Babs clapped her hands together, eyes sparkling with excitement. "Ooh, this is just like that mystery novel you lent me! The one where the victim appears to have drowned but actually was—"

"Shh!" Daisy hushed her, glancing back at Morty, who was now crouched beside the body again. "Let's discuss this inside. Over breakfast."

"And mimosas?" Babs suggested hopefully. "Murder investigations call for champagne, don't they?"

"It's not even nine in the morning," Rita pointed out.

"It's five o'clock somewhere," Babs countered. "Besides, I can feel a hot flash coming on. Champagne has medicinal purposes."

As they climbed the porch steps, Daisy cast one last look at the scene behind them—the body on the beach, Morty kneeling beside it, and the small glint of the jellyfish charm catching the morning sun. Something wasn't right about Brock Hamfist's death, and if there was one thing Daisy Picklesworth couldn't abide, it was an unsolved puzzle.

"Ladies," she said as they entered the kitchen where Mae was serving muffins to a still-sniffling Candi, "I believe we have a mystery on our hands."

"And a dead developer on our beach," Rita added pragmatically. "Which means we'll need to delay the garden club meeting scheduled for this afternoon."

"Death waits for no gardener," Babs agreed solemnly, heading straight for the refrigerator and the bottle of champagne she'd been saving for a special occasion. "Now, who wants mimosas while we compile our suspect list?"

Outside, the tide was beginning to rise again, gradually erasing the footprints around the body. But as Daisy knew all too well from her mystery novels, not all traces were so easily washed away. And she had a feeling that the secrets surrounding Brock Hamfist's death would prove far more persistent than mere footprints in the sand.

What she didn't know—couldn't know yet—was just how dangerous those secrets would turn out to be.

Chapter Two 

Muffins and Motives

"I still don't see why we need to make a suspect list," Rita Calabaza said, vigorously whisking orange juice into the champagne Babs had poured. "Morty specifically told us not to get involved."

The kitchen of The Barnacle was a testament to the eclectic tastes of its four inhabitants. Vintage floral wallpaper provided a backdrop for Rita's collection of international cooking implements, hanging alongside Babs' framed playbills. The large pine table at the center—rescued from a going-out-of-business sale at Conch Key's only antique store—was surrounded by mismatched chairs, each one chosen by its owner. Daisy's was a high-backed wicker throne upholstered in turquoise fabric; Babs' was a plush pink velvet number that had once graced a Las Vegas showgirl's dressing room; Rita's was a sensible oak captain's chair reinforced to withstand her energetic cooking demonstrations; and Mae's was a delicate painted rocker adorned with needlepoint cushions she'd made herself.

"Since when have we ever done what Morty told us to do?" Daisy replied, settling into her wicker throne and accepting a mimosa from Babs. The morning sunlight streamed through the large bay windows, casting a warm glow over the breakfast spread that Rita had prepared before the unexpected arrival of their deceased visitor.

"Besides," Babs added, carefully pouring a small amount of champagne into a flute for Candi, who had moved from sniffling to quiet hiccupping, "we're the ones who found the body. That practically makes us involved by default."

Mae nodded in agreement as she bustled around the kitchen, adding a plate of bacon to the already impressive breakfast array. "And as the person closest to the victim, Candi might have valuable insights." She patted the sequined woman's shoulder sympathetically. "If you feel up to talking about it, of course."

Candi dabbed at her eyes with a monogrammed handkerchief, somehow managing to avoid disturbing her elaborate makeup. "I suppose Brockie would want me to help." She took a delicate sip of her mimosa. "He always said I was the most observant person he knew."

"Did he now?" Daisy murmured, exchanging a skeptical glance with Rita. "How fascinating."

Outside, they could hear the increased activity as more police vehicles arrived. Officer Butterworth had reluctantly returned to his duties after accepting a muffin "for the road," and through the kitchen window, they could see Doc Patel's distinctive vintage Volkswagen Beetle pulling up behind the police cruiser.

"They're going to take him away soon," Candi said, her voice wavering. "My poor Brockie."

"Yes, dead bodies typically don't make good lawn ornaments," Daisy observed dryly, earning herself a reproachful look from Mae.

"Daisy, please. Show some sensitivity."

"My apologies," Daisy said, not sounding particularly apologetic. "The discovery of a corpse before my morning tea tends to sharpen my tongue."

"Everything sharpens your tongue, dear," Babs replied. "It's one of your more consistent qualities."

The kitchen door swung open, and Chief Crabbitz entered, removing his hat and looking uncomfortably warm in his uniform despite the early hour. His perpetually sunburned face had taken on the deeper hue it acquired when he was stressed, making him resemble an agitated lobster in khaki shorts.

"Ladies," he greeted them, nodding to each in turn before his gaze landed on Candi. "Ms. Bubbleshine, I'll need to ask you some more questions once the medical examiner has finished his preliminary examination."

"Of course, Chief," Candi replied with a sniff. "Anything to help find out what happened to my darling Brockie."

Morty's expression suggested he was struggling not to roll his eyes, a restraint that Daisy noted with mild admiration. "In the meantime," he continued, "I need statements from each of you about when and how you discovered the body."

"I made fresh coffee," Mae offered, already reaching for a mug. "And there's plenty of breakfast if you're hungry."

The chief's resolve visibly weakened at the mention of food. He glanced at the spread on the table—fluffy frittata, blueberry muffins still warm from the oven, crispy bacon, and fresh fruit arranged in an artistic pattern that only Rita could achieve—and sighed in defeat.

"Maybe just a quick cup of coffee," he conceded, accepting the mug Mae handed him. "And perhaps one of those muffins. For energy."

"Sit down, Morty," Rita instructed, pulling out the chair across from her. "You look like you're about to pass out from hunger, and I refuse to have another body to deal with today."

The chief complied, dropping heavily into the chair and taking a grateful sip of coffee. "Doc Patel's looking at the body now," he informed them. "Preliminary cause of death appears to be drowning, but we won't know for sure until the autopsy."

"Those marks on his face and hands didn't look like typical drowning indicators to me," Daisy observed casually, buttering a piece of toast with exaggerated focus.

Morty gave her a sharp look. "And when did you become a medical examiner, Professor Picklesworth?"

"I haven't," Daisy replied serenely. "But I have read extensively about forensic pathology. Did you know that jellyfish stings leave very distinctive marks? Usually multiple parallel lines where the tentacles make contact."

"Is that so?" Morty's tone was carefully neutral, but Daisy could tell he was listening.

"Indeed. And the marks on Mr. Hamfist's face looked more like... well, I'm not sure what, exactly, but not jellyfish stings."

"There have been a lot of jellyfish in the bay lately," Mae commented, passing a plate of frittata to Morty. "I nearly stepped on one during my morning walk yesterday."

"The moon jellyfish mating season," Babs interjected with authority. "They always bloom this time of year. Something about the water temperature." At the surprised looks from the others, she shrugged. "What? I dated a marine biologist once. Number four—or was it five? Anyway, he was very educational."

"Brockie hated jellyfish," Candi volunteered, her painted lips turning down in a pout. "He hated anything in the water, really. Wouldn't even go in the shallow end of a pool. He had a special lounge chair built for his deck so he could sunbathe without getting wet."

Daisy filed this information away, her suspicions about the incongruity of Hamfist's supposed drowning growing stronger. "Yet he supposedly drowned," she mused. "How very odd."

"People with aquaphobia drown all the time," Morty countered. "In fact, they're often at higher risk because they panic in water."

"But why would he be in the water at all?" Rita asked, voicing exactly what Daisy had been thinking. "Especially at night, in his expensive suit?"

"That's what we're trying to determine," Morty replied, taking a large bite of muffin and chewing thoughtfully. After swallowing, he turned to Daisy. "Now, tell me exactly how you discovered the body."

For the next twenty minutes, each woman provided her statement about that morning's events, with Daisy carefully recounting her observations without mentioning her suspicions about murder. Candi had little to add, having arrived after the body was discovered, but she did confirm that she'd last seen Hamfist at the festival around nine p.m.

"He said he had an important meeting that could change everything," she recalled, twisting her handkerchief. "He seemed excited, not worried."

"Did he say who the meeting was with?" Morty asked.

Candi shook her head, causing her elaborate hairstyle to wobble precariously. "No, just that it was about the resort project. He'd been having trouble getting the final approval from the town council." She leaned forward conspiratorially. "That awful Gladys Pickle and her turtle-loving friends have been blocking it for months. Brockie was furious."

"Gladys is passionate about environmental conservation," Mae said diplomatically. "Her turtle sanctuary does wonderful work."

"Well, that 'wonderful work' was costing my Brockie millions," Candi sniffed.

The back door opened again, and Officer Butterworth appeared, looking solemn. "Chief, Doc Patel's ready for you. And the, uh, removal service is here for the body."

Morty nodded, rising from his chair and setting down his empty coffee mug. "Thank you all for your cooperation. I'd appreciate it if you'd stay available for further questions. And please, no amateur detective work." This last comment was directed pointedly at Daisy, who met his gaze with an expression of perfect innocence.

"Why, Morty, whatever do you mean?" she asked, placing a hand over her heart. "We're just four retired ladies having breakfast."

"And one grieving girlfriend," Candi added with a theatrical sniff.

The chief looked unconvinced but merely put his hat back on and followed Butterworth out to the beach. As soon as the door closed behind them, Daisy leaned forward, lowering her voice.

"Now, about that suspect list..."

"Daisy!" Rita exclaimed. "He just told us not to get involved."

"No, he told us not to do any amateur detective work," Daisy corrected. "Making a list is simply organizing our thoughts. Besides, don't you find it suspicious that a man terrified of water supposedly drowned? And in his expensive suit, no less?"

"It is rather odd," Mae admitted, collecting the empty plates and stacking them neatly. "And there's the matter of his shoes. If he was wearing deck shoes at the festival, as you said, why was he found in loafers?"

"Precisely!" Daisy exclaimed triumphantly. "Someone changed his shoes. And there's the jellyfish charm I spotted near his hand—a piece of evidence that Morty would have missed if I hadn't pointed it out."

"You think he was murdered?" Candi gasped, her eyes widening dramatically. "My poor Brockie!"

"It's too early to jump to conclusions," Daisy cautioned, though her tone suggested she'd already leaped to several. "But if he was meeting someone about the resort project last night, that person may have been the last to see him alive."

"The resort project has caused quite a stir in town," Rita observed, beginning to wash the dishes. "Brock had his share of enemies."

"Starting with Gladys Pickle and her Conservation Crusaders," Babs said, rising to help with the cleanup. "They've been fighting the development for months."

"Gladys wouldn't hurt a fly, let alone a person," Mae protested. "She dedicated her life to saving animals after her husband died."

"People have killed for less noble reasons than protecting endangered species," Daisy pointed out. "And Gladys did threaten to 'stop Hamfist by any means necessary' at the last town council meeting."

"She meant legally," Mae insisted, but her voice carried a hint of uncertainty.

"Then there's Ziggy Hamfist," Rita added, scrubbing a pan with unnecessary vigor. "Brock's son hasn't exactly been subtle about wanting his inheritance."

"Ziggy's in town?" Daisy asked, surprised. "I thought he was living in Australia or some such place."

"He showed up yesterday," Candi confirmed, reapplying her lipstick using a compact mirror. "Caused quite a scene at Brockie's office. I heard them shouting at each other about money."

Daisy made a mental note to follow up on this information. "And let's not forget Councilwoman Moneypenny," she continued. "She's been suspiciously enthusiastic about the resort project, especially for someone who campaigned on preserving Conch Key's 'small-town charm.'"

"She just bought that ridiculous gold-plated golf cart," Babs recalled. "Must have cost a fortune on a councilwoman's salary."

"And Captain Crustybutt refused to sell his beachfront property to Brock, even though it's the perfect location for the resort's main entrance," Rita added.

"The captain has turned down offers from every developer for the past thirty years," Mae pointed out. "He's hardly going to start committing murder now."

"We're merely compiling possibilities," Daisy said soothingly. "Not making accusations."

"Well, if you're making a list, you should include that awful Lou from the Fishy Business restaurant," Candi declared. "He and Brockie had a terrible argument last week about the chowder contest. Lou accused him of bribing the judges."

Rita's eyes narrowed dangerously. "Lou wouldn't know a good chowder if it slapped him in the face with a halibut. He uses canned clams." She pronounced this last part as if describing a particularly heinous crime.

"Perhaps we should write all this down," Mae suggested, ever practical. She disappeared briefly and returned with her floral investigation notebook and a set of colorful gel pens. "For organizational purposes only, of course."

"Of course," Daisy agreed, hiding a smile. "Now, does anyone know if the town council approved the final permits for the resort? Brock said he had a meeting that could 'change everything'—that sounds like a significant development."

"The vote was scheduled for next week," Candi replied, surprising everyone with her knowledge of local government procedures. At their looks, she bristled slightly. "What? I pay attention to things that affect me. The resort was going to include my own performance venue."

"Yes, the, ah, Sugar Shack," Daisy recalled, struggling to keep her tone neutral. "How... imaginative."

"I still don't understand why someone would change his shoes," Rita mused, drying her hands on a dish towel embroidered with dancing spatulas. "What possible reason could there be for that?"

"Perhaps to make it look like he went into the water voluntarily?" Mae suggested. "Deck shoes would be more appropriate for boating or walking on the dock, while loafers suggest he was dressed for a meeting."

Daisy gave Mae an appreciative nod. "Excellent thinking, Mae. Someone could have been trying to create a specific narrative about his movements last night."

"Or maybe he really did change his own shoes for a meeting," Babs pointed out reasonably. "Men can be surprisingly vain about footwear. My third husband had different shoes for every occasion, including 'meeting the ex-wife's lawyer.'"

"Brockie was particular about his appearance," Candi confirmed. "He always said presentation was ninety percent of success."

Through the kitchen window, they could see the medical examiner's assistants carefully loading a body bag onto a stretcher. Candi let out a small sob at the sight, and Mae immediately put a comforting arm around her shoulders.

"Perhaps we should move to the living room," she suggested gently. "Away from the window."

The living room of The Barnacle was a comfortable clash of four distinct personalities. Daisy's literary influence was evident in the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lining one wall, organized by genre and then alphabetically by author. Babs' theatrical flair manifested in dramatic artwork and a collection of ornate mirrors strategically placed to maximize the light. Rita's practical nature could be seen in the sturdy, comfortable furniture, while Mae's gentle touch appeared in handcrafted quilts draped over the couches and potted plants that somehow thrived despite the salty air.

As they settled into their usual spots—Daisy in the wingback chair by the window, Babs on the chaise lounge, Rita in the oversized armchair with the best view of the kitchen door, and Mae on the floral loveseat—Candi hovered uncertainly before choosing a spot beside Mae, perhaps drawn by the woman's nurturing presence.

"Before I forget," Daisy said, turning to Candi, "did Brock wear any jewelry? A bracelet or perhaps a charm?"

Candi looked surprised by the question. "Not really. Just his Rolex watch—he never took it off—and his college class ring. Why do you ask?"

"I noticed a small charm in the sand near his hand," Daisy explained. "A jellyfish design, quite delicate, with what looked like tiny gemstones on the tentacles."

Candi frowned, clearly puzzled. "That wasn't his. Brockie hated jewelry on men. He even refused to consider a wedding band for when we..." Her voice trailed off, and her bottom lip trembled again.

"Interesting," Daisy murmured, filing this information away. "Very interesting indeed."

"Perhaps it belonged to whoever he met with last night," Mae suggested, already jotting notes in her book with a purple gel pen.

"Or it could have simply washed up with the tide," Rita pointed out pragmatically. "The beach is always depositing odd things. Last month I found half of a porcelain doll's face—gave me nightmares for a week."

"True, but the timing seems rather coincidental," Daisy countered. "And coincidences make me suspicious."

"Everything makes you suspicious," Babs said affectionately. "You once conducted a three-day investigation because someone ate the last piece of your key lime pie."

"And I discovered it was you," Daisy reminded her. "Mystery solved."

"The pie was calling my name," Babs defended herself. "It was practically entrapment."

A knock at the front door interrupted their banter. Mae rose to answer it, returning moments later with Gladys Pickle in tow. Despite the already climbing temperature, Gladys was dressed in her trademark outfit: khaki pants, a button-up shirt with multiple pockets, and a wide-brimmed hat adorned with buttons proclaiming various environmental causes. Her silver hair was pulled back in a no-nonsense braid, and she carried a clipboard that seemed permanently attached to her left hand.

"Ladies," she greeted them, her keen eyes taking in the gathered group before landing on Candi with obvious surprise. "Ms. Bubbleshine. I didn't expect to see you here."

"I came when I heard about Brockie," Candi replied, lifting her chin defiantly. "Not that it's any of your business."

"My condolences," Gladys said stiffly, before turning to the others. "I apologize for dropping by unannounced, but I heard about what happened from Peanut—Officer Butterworth—when he was redirecting traffic past my turtle sanctuary."

"News travels fast in Conch Key," Rita observed, rising to her feet. "Can I get you some coffee, Gladys? Or perhaps a muffin?"

"Coffee would be wonderful, thank you," Gladys accepted, taking the seat Rita had vacated. "Is it true? Hamfist drowned?"

"That appears to be the working theory," Daisy replied carefully, watching Gladys's face for any reaction. "Though the medical examiner hasn't confirmed it yet."

"How terrible," Gladys said, though her tone lacked genuine sorrow. "Especially given his fear of water."

"You knew about his aquaphobia?" Daisy asked, leaning forward slightly.

"Everyone knew," Gladys shrugged. "He made a scene at every waterfront event. Remember the Blessing of the Fleet last year? He refused to even step on the dock for the ceremony."

Rita returned with a mug of coffee, which Gladys accepted gratefully. "I heard you had quite the confrontation with him at the festival last night," Rita remarked casually. "Something about the crab cake contest?"

Gladys's cheeks colored slightly. "He accused me of influencing the judges against his restaurant's entry. Which was absurd. The Bulldozer Grill's crab cakes tasted like seasoned rubber. They lost on their own lack of merit."

"You were seen waving a serving fork at him rather aggressively," Babs noted, reapplying her lipstick without using a mirror—a skill she'd perfected during her years in theater. "Some might interpret that as threatening."

"I was making a point about sustainable seafood harvesting," Gladys defended herself, setting her coffee down with enough force to slosh some over the rim. "And if I'd wanted to harm Brock Hamfist, I certainly wouldn't have done it in front of the entire town."

"A fair point," Daisy acknowledged. "Though I'm curious about what happened to his resort project. The final vote was next week, correct?"

Gladys nodded, her expression grim. "Yes, and it was going to be close. I've spent months gathering evidence about the environmental impact the development would have on the turtle nesting grounds, but Hamfist had deep pockets. He'd been wooing certain council members with promises of economic growth and increased tourism."

"By 'certain council members,' you mean Meredith Moneypenny?" Mae asked innocently.

"Among others," Gladys confirmed. "Though lately, there had been rumors that the project might be facing unexpected obstacles."

This caught Daisy's attention immediately. "What kind of obstacles?"

"Financial ones, primarily," Gladys explained, warming to her subject. "Word around town was that his investors were getting nervous about the delays and the mounting opposition. The Conservation Crusaders have been very effective in our public awareness campaign."

"You mean those posters showing bulldozers running over baby turtles?" Babs asked. "Subtle."

"Effective," Gladys corrected primly. "We've gathered over two thousand signatures opposing the development."

"Did you speak to Brock after your argument at the crab cake contest?" Daisy inquired, steering the conversation back to the previous night's events.

"No," Gladys replied firmly. "I said my piece and then went to help judge the sandcastle competition. I didn't see him again after that."

"And where were you around midnight?" Daisy asked, her tone conversational.

Gladys's eyes narrowed. "Are you interrogating me, Daisy Picklesworth?"

"Merely making conversation," Daisy replied smoothly. "As one does when a body washes up on one's beach."

"I was at home, reviewing environmental impact reports until nearly one in the morning. Alone, if that's your next question." Gladys took a sip of her coffee, her gaze challenging over the rim of the mug. "And before you ask, yes, I wanted Hamfist's resort project stopped, but not at the cost of a human life. Contrary to what some people think, environmentalists don't value turtle lives over human ones."

"No one's suggesting that," Mae soothed, though Candi's expression clearly indicated she might be doing exactly that.

"Did you know Brock's son is in town?" Daisy asked, changing tack. "Apparently they had quite the argument yesterday."

Gladys looked genuinely surprised. "Ziggy's here? Last I heard, he was living on some commune in New Zealand, making hemp sculptures or some such nonsense."

"Hemp necklaces," Candi corrected sourly. "He tried to give me one last time he visited. Looked like something the cat coughed up."

"And you say they argued?" Gladys asked, her interest clearly piqued. "About what?"

"Money, according to Candi," Daisy replied. "Though the specifics remain unclear."

"Brockie refused to keep funding Ziggy's 'alternative lifestyle choices,'" Candi elaborated, making air quotes. "Said it was time his thirty-five-year-old son got a real job instead of, as he put it, 'braiding plant fibers and chasing spiritual enlightenment on Daddy's dime.'"

"How did Ziggy take that news?" Rita asked, rejoining the group after cleaning up the breakfast dishes.

"Not well," Candi admitted. "There was shouting, something got thrown—a paperweight, I think—and Ziggy stormed out yelling that Brockie would regret cutting him off."

"That sounds potentially significant," Daisy remarked, exchanging glances with her friends. "Did Brock seem concerned about the threat?"

Candi waved a bejeweled hand dismissively. "Brockie said Ziggy was all talk. 'That boy couldn't follow through on ordering a pizza, let alone a threat,' is what he said."

"Still, a financial motive combined with a recent heated argument..." Daisy let the implication hang in the air.

"Are you ladies playing detective again?" Gladys asked, looking from one to another with a mixture of amusement and concern. "Because I distinctly heard Chief Crabbitz telling you to leave the investigation to the professionals."

"We're simply discussing the situation," Daisy replied primly. "As concerned citizens."

"With a murder suspect list," Candi added helpfully, pointing to Mae's notebook where "SUSPECTS" was written in glittery purple ink at the top of a page.

"It's a 'persons of interest' list," Mae corrected hastily, closing the notebook. "For organizational purposes."

Gladys sighed, setting down her empty coffee mug. "Well, if you're making a list, you might want to add Councilwoman Moneypenny. That woman's sudden support for the resort project never made sense, given her campaign promises. And her new golf cart isn't the only unexplained luxury she's acquired lately."

"You think she was taking bribes from Brock?" Daisy asked, intrigued.

"I have no evidence," Gladys replied carefully. "But her voting record took a suspicious turn right around the time she began renovating her house with imported Italian marble."

"Fascinating," Daisy murmured. "And the council vote was next week, you said?"

"Yes, and—" Gladys stopped short as the front door opened again, this time admitting a harried-looking Rita Morty, trailed by Officer Butterworth.

"Ladies," Morty began, then spotted Gladys. "Ms. Pickle. I didn't expect to find you here."

"I came to check on my friends after hearing about the incident," Gladys explained smoothly. "And to inquire if the Garden Club meeting is still on for this afternoon."

"I'm afraid we'll need to reschedule," Mae told her apologetically. "Under the circumstances."

Morty looked around the room, his expression making it clear he suspected they weren't just discussing garden club business. "The medical examiner's preliminary findings indicate drowning as the cause of death," he informed them. "But there are some... unusual aspects to the case that warrant further investigation."

"Such as?" Daisy prompted when he hesitated.

Morty gave her a look that suggested he knew exactly what she was doing. "Such as details that I'm not at liberty to discuss at this time," he replied firmly. "Ms. Bubbleshine, if you're feeling up to it, I'd like to ask you a few more questions down at the station."

Candi nodded, gathering her purse. "Of course, Chief. Anything to help discover what happened to my poor Brockie."

"And Ms. Pickle, I understand you had an altercation with Mr. Hamfist at the festival last night," Morty continued, turning to Gladys. "I'll need to take your statement as well."

"I'd hardly call it an altercation," Gladys protested. "A heated discussion about judging standards in the crab cake contest, nothing more."

"Nevertheless, I'd appreciate your cooperation," Morty insisted. "You can follow us to the station in your own vehicle."

Gladys sighed but nodded agreement. "Very well. Though I should check on the turtle sanctuary first. My volunteers were expecting me an hour ago."

"I can call them for you," Mae offered helpfully. "Tell them you've been delayed."

"Thank you, Mae," Gladys said, rising to her feet. "The number's on the website."

As the trio prepared to leave, Daisy called out, "Oh, Morty, one quick question—did you find anything unusual near Brock's right hand? A small jellyfish charm, perhaps?"

The chief paused at the door, his expression confirming Daisy's suspicion before he even spoke. "As a matter of fact, yes. The crime scene techs collected it as evidence. How did you know about that?"

"I noticed it when I first discovered the body," Daisy replied innocently. "It seemed out of place."

"It's been logged as potential evidence," Morty told her, his tone making it clear he wasn't going to elaborate. "And I'd appreciate it if you ladies would refrain from discussing case details with anyone."

"Of course, Morty," Daisy assured him with a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "We wouldn't dream of interfering with your investigation."

The chief looked skeptical but merely nodded before escorting Candi and Gladys out. As soon as the door closed behind them, Daisy turned to her friends, her expression triumphant.

"Did you hear that? 'Unusual aspects' that warrant further investigation. He suspects foul play!"

"That doesn't necessarily mean murder," Rita cautioned. "It could be any number of things."

"Like what?" Babs challenged. "A man who's terrified of water just happens to drown while wearing expensive loafers that aren't the shoes he had on earlier? And with mysterious marks that don't look like typical drowning indicators? Come on, Rita, even you can't be that skeptical."

"I'm just saying we shouldn't jump to conclusions," Rita defended herself. "And even if it is murder, it's not our job to solve it."

"Maybe not our job," Daisy agreed. "But certainly our civic duty to assist the investigation with our unique perspectives and local knowledge."

"In other words, you want to snoop," Rita translated flatly.

"I prefer the term 'conduct informal inquiries,'" Daisy corrected with dignity. "And you have to admit, we have advantages that Morty doesn't."

"Like what?" Rita asked, folding her arms across her chest.

"For one thing, people talk to us," Mae pointed out, reopening her notebook. "No one sees four older ladies as threatening."

"For another, we're already involved by virtue of finding the body on our property," Daisy added. "And we have connections throughout town that even Morty can't match."

"Plus, I can flirt information out of half the male population over fifty," Babs contributed with a wink. "A skill the Conch Key Police Department sorely lacks."

Rita's resistance was visibly weakening. "And I suppose my regular customers do tend to gossip quite freely at The Salty Mermaid," she admitted reluctantly. "Especially after a glass or two of my sangria."

"Exactly!" Daisy exclaimed. "Between the four of us, we can gather information from practically every corner of Conch Key without raising suspicion."

"Unlike Morty, who can't order a coffee without everyone knowing he's investigating something," Babs added.

"So it's settled," Daisy declared, rising to her feet with purpose. "We begin our inquiries immediately. Rita, you open The Salty Mermaid as usual and keep your ears open for any gossip about last night's festival. Babs, you were scheduled to help with the set decoration for the community theater's production of 'South Pacific' today, correct?"

"Yes, and half the town volunteers there," Babs confirmed, already planning which of her most flattering outfits would be appropriate for interrogating unsuspecting set builders.

"Perfect. Mae, didn't you have your weekly visit to the senior center today?"

Mae nodded. "I lead the gentle yoga class at eleven and then stay for lunch. It's pot roast day," she added with a small smile. "Very popular."

"Excellent. The seniors see everything in this town and love to talk about it. And I," Daisy continued, "have a meeting with my book club at the library, where Meredith Moneypenny happens to be the guest speaker today."

"The councilwoman?" Rita asked, impressed despite herself. "What's she speaking about?"

"'Fiscal Responsibility in Small Town Governance,'" Daisy replied with a smirk. "Which should be fascinating given her recent spending habits."

"And what about Ziggy Hamfist?" Mae asked, making notes in her book. "Shouldn't we try to locate him as well?"

"According to Candi, he's staying at the Conch Key Cabanas," Daisy recalled. "Perhaps we could pay him a condolence visit later today."

"A condolence visit with interrogation on the side," Rita muttered, though she was clearly warming to the plan. "Morty's going to have a conniption when he finds out what we're doing."

"If he finds out," Daisy corrected. "And by then, we'll hopefully have some useful information to share. Now, let's get ready. We each have our assignments."

As the women dispersed to prepare for their respective missions, Daisy paused by the front window, looking out at the beach where Brock Hamfist's body had lain just an hour earlier. The crime scene tape still fluttered in the sea breeze, a jarring contrast to the picturesque setting.

Something about this case bothered her beyond the obvious incongruities. The jellyfish charm, the changed shoes, the mysterious meeting that could "change everything"—all pieces of a puzzle that didn't quite fit together yet. But Daisy Picklesworth had never met a puzzle she couldn't solve, and she wasn't about to start now.

What she didn't realize was just how dangerous this particular puzzle would prove to be—and how close to home the danger would strike.

Chapter Three 

Snooping at The Salty Mermaid

The Salty Mermaid Café occupied prime waterfront real estate along Conch Key's main harbor, a testament to Rita Calabaza's business acumen rather than the astronomical rents that had driven most local establishments inland. She'd purchased the building twenty years ago when waterfront property in the sleepy town could still be had for a reasonable price—before developers like Brock Hamfist had arrived with their luxury resort dreams and inflated valuations.

At ten o'clock sharp, Rita unlocked the café's front door, flipping the hand-painted "CLOSED" sign to "OPEN" with the practiced flick of someone who had performed the same action thousands of times. Morning sunlight streamed through the large windows, illuminating the café's cheerful interior with its nautical decor that somehow managed to avoid the kitschy tourist-trap aesthetic that plagued many of Conch Key's eateries.

Hand-carved mermaids with the faces of famous women throughout history—Rita's personal touch—served as the café's signature design element, watching over patrons from their perches on exposed ceiling beams. Tables crafted from reclaimed boat wood gleamed with the patina of countless meals and conversations, while bright blue chairs added a pop of color against whitewashed walls decorated with local artists' seascapes and the occasional prize catch mounted by a regular customer.

"Good morning, Ms. Calabaza!" called a cheerful voice from the kitchen. Lupe Mendoza, Rita's assistant manager and culinary protégé, was already hard at work, her round face flushed from the heat of the ovens. At twenty-eight, Lupe represented everything Rita loved about the younger generation—hardworking, respectful of tradition but not afraid to innovate, and completely immune to the lure of chain restaurants and their microwaved mediocrity.

"Morning, Lupe," Rita replied, tying her signature apron around her waist—royal blue with "The Queen of Cuisine" embroidered across the front, a Christmas gift from Mae three years ago. "Sorry I'm late. We had a bit of excitement at The Barnacle this morning."

"I heard!" Lupe exclaimed, eyes wide. "Is it true Brock Hamfist washed up on your beach? Dead as a doorknob?"

Rita sighed, mentally calculating how many times she'd need to recount the morning's events before the day was through. News traveled at supersonic speed in Conch Key, usually gaining embellishments with each retelling.

"It's true," she confirmed, washing her hands at the sink. "Though I'd say he was more dead as a developer than a doorknob. Any coffee made yet?"

"Just finished brewing," Lupe replied, gesturing to the industrial coffee maker that Rita considered the café's most important appliance. "Sourdough's in the oven, key lime pies are cooling, and I've prepped the vegetables for the lunch specials." She hesitated, clearly bursting with questions. "Did you... I mean, were you the one who found him?"

"Daisy found him first," Rita explained, pouring herself a much-needed cup of coffee. "I was the third on the scene, after Babs. Poor Mae nearly fainted, though she recovered quickly enough to start taking notes."

"Notes?" Lupe raised an eyebrow. "Are you ladies investigating again?"

Rita gave her a warning look. "We're simply being observant citizens. And you didn't hear anything about notes from me."

Lupe grinned, making a locking motion across her lips. "My mother didn't raise a gossip. Though speaking of gossip, Lou from Fishy Business was in here at dawn trying to sweet-talk our bread recipe out of Miguel." She nodded toward the young baker who was shaping dough in the back corner. "Said something about how he'd need to 'upgrade his menu now that he'd be getting all the Bulldozer Grill's business.'"

Rita narrowed her eyes. "Did he, now? Seems he's wasting no time capitalizing on Brock's death."

"That's what I thought," Lupe agreed. "Especially since I'm pretty sure I saw him arguing with Mr. Hamfist at the festival last night. By the chowder booth."

This caught Rita's attention immediately. "Really? What time was this?"

Lupe thought for a moment. "Must have been around nine-thirty? After the crab cake judging but before the fireworks. They looked pretty heated—Lou was poking Mr. Hamfist in the chest with a ladle."

Rita filed this information away to share with Daisy later. "Interesting. Did you happen to hear what they were arguing about?"

"Something about the restaurant, I think. Lou was saying 'You won't get away with this' or something dramatic like that." Lupe shrugged. "I didn't stick around. Lou gets red-faced when he's angry, and I was worried the ladle might start flying."

The bell above the door jingled, announcing the first customers of the day—a group of regulars Rita affectionately referred to as "The Morning Manatees," four retired fishermen who had been starting their day at The Salty Mermaid for so long that Rita kept their preferred mugs on a special shelf.

"Gentlemen," she greeted them warmly. "The usual?"

"Morning, Rita," called Herbert Finnegan, the unofficial leader of the group, his weathered face creased into a smile beneath his ever-present captain's hat. "Heard you had quite the surprise delivery this morning. Hamfist washed up deader than last year's catch, they're saying."

"News travels fast," Rita observed dryly, gesturing for them to take their regular table by the window. "Though I'd appreciate it if you didn't discuss a dead man quite so casually in my establishment. It's bad for digestion."

"Sorry, sorry," Herbert apologized without sounding particularly remorseful. "But you gotta admit, it's the most excitement we've had around here since that pelican got stuck in the church bell tower during Easter service."

The others chuckled as they settled into their chairs, the familiar sound of their good-natured ribbing providing a comforting backdrop of normalcy after the morning's macabre discovery.

"Coffee's coming right up," Rita promised, turning to prepare their usual order—black coffee for Herbert and Roy, cream and sugar for Dennis, and a strange concoction involving three sugars and a splash of half-and-half for Wally, which Rita maintained would eventually give him diabetes but fixed for him anyway. As she arranged their preferred breakfast pastries on a serving tray, she kept her ears open, knowing that the Manatees were better than the local newspaper for current events.

"...saw him at the docks after the festival," Dennis was saying in a low voice. "Arguing with that hippie son of his. What's his name? Ziggy?"

"That boy's a disgrace," Roy declared, adjusting his hearing aid. "Forty years old and still living off his daddy's money. My grandson's half his age and already running his own business."

"Thirty-five," Wally corrected. "And from what I hear, Daddy dearest had just cut off the money tap. Told him to get a real job or forget about his inheritance."

Rita nearly dropped the sugar bowl. This aligned with what Candi had mentioned earlier. Setting the coffee pot and mugs on a tray, she approached their table, moving with deliberate casualness.

"Here we are, gentlemen," she announced, distributing the mugs. "Almond croissants for Herbert and Roy, cinnamon roll for Dennis, and a slice of orange cardamom bread for Wally." She poured their coffee with practiced precision. "Now, what's this about Brock cutting off his son?"

The men exchanged glances, seemingly deciding whether sharing the gossip was worth potentially incurring Rita's disapproval. Herbert finally shrugged.

"Town's small, Rita. Voices carry on the water. Especially angry ones. Hamfist and his boy were going at it something fierce down by slip fourteen last night, sometime after the fireworks. The kid was shouting about his 'rights' and his 'inheritance,' and Brock was telling him to grow up and get a job."

"That doesn't sound like a peaceful father-son chat," Rita observed, refilling Herbert's mug.

"Wasn't," Roy confirmed, dunking his croissant in his coffee despite Rita's disapproving look. "Ended with the kid shouting something like 'You'll be sorry' before storming off toward town."

"And Brock?" Rita prompted. "Where did he go after that?"

Dennis shrugged. "Can't say for sure. I left to catch the shuttle back to Lighthouse Point. But he was heading toward the marina office last I saw."

Rita nodded thoughtfully. The marina office closed at ten, according to the posted hours, but she knew the harbormaster, Eugene Finch, often worked late during festival weekends. Perhaps he had seen Brock later in the evening.

"I heard Ziggy's staying at the Conch Key Cabanas," Wally volunteered, clearly enjoying being the center of attention. "Showed up two days ago without a reservation, flashing cash around like he's some big shot. Judy at the front desk says he's been charging everything to room service—champagne, fancy meals, you name it."

"Spending the inheritance before it's even his," Herbert snorted. "Some people's kids, I swear."

"Speaking of the resort," Dennis said, lowering his voice, "I heard Hamfist had a meeting with someone from the town council last night. Very hush-hush. Something about changing the plans."

This piqued Rita's interest. "Changing the plans how? And which council member?"

Dennis shrugged. "Don't know the details. My nephew works security at Town Hall, said he saw Hamfist and Councilwoman Moneypenny going into her office around ten. Said they looked mighty serious."

Rita mentally added this to her growing list of information to share with Daisy. The Town Hall being open that late during the festival wasn't unusual—many official functions took place there during town celebrations—but a private meeting between Brock and Meredith Moneypenny was certainly intriguing.

"Interesting," she murmured. "Very interesting."

The door chimed again, and Rita looked up to see Eugene Finch himself entering the café. Speak of the devil, she thought, noting his uncommon appearance this early in the day. The harbormaster was a creature of habit, typically taking his lunch at The Salty Mermaid at precisely 12:30, never earlier or later. His arrival at barely 10:15 was unprecedented.

"Morning, Eugene," she called. "You're early today."

Eugene—a barrel-chested man with the permanent tan of someone who spent most of his life outdoors—nodded distractedly as he approached the counter. "Morning, Rita. Just needed some coffee to go. Been up since before dawn dealing with police questions."

"About Brock Hamfist?" Rita asked, already reaching for a to-go cup.

"What else?" Eugene sighed heavily. "Last person to see him alive, apparently. Besides the killer, I suppose." He rubbed a hand over his face, looking exhausted. "Chief Crabbitz has been grilling me for hours."

Rita nearly dropped the coffee pot. "The last person? When did you see him?"

"Around ten-thirty last night," Eugene replied. "He came by the marina office asking about boat rentals, of all things. Me, I thought it was a joke at first—man's afraid of water, everyone knows that. But he seemed dead serious. Wanted something small and easy to handle."

"Did you rent him a boat?" Rita asked, trying to keep her tone casual as she filled his cup.

"Course not," Eugene scoffed. "Marina was closed by then anyway. I was just finishing up paperwork. Told him to come back during regular hours, and he got all huffy about it being 'urgent business.' I reminded him that the last time he was on a boat, during that charity fishing tournament two years ago, he threw up over the side for three hours straight and had to be towed back to shore."

"How did he take that reminder?" Rita asked, securing a lid on the coffee cup.

"Not well," Eugene admitted. "Called me some names I won't repeat in mixed company, then stormed off toward the public dock. That's the last I saw of him." He accepted the coffee with a grateful nod. "Cream and three sugars?"

"Just how you like it," Rita confirmed. "The public dock, you say? Not the private slips?"

"Definitely the public dock," Eugene said, dropping a few bills on the counter. "Which is odd, since that's just for day visitors, fishing charters, and water taxis. No private boats moored there."

"Very odd," Rita agreed, making change. "Especially for a man who hates the water."

Eugene shrugged. "People do strange things when they're angry. And Hamfist was definitely worked up about something." He pocketed his change. "Thanks for the coffee, Rita. Doubt I'll make it for lunch today—still have to deal with the festival clean-up and the police want to search the marina again."

As Eugene left, Rita's mind was racing. Brock Hamfist, a man famously terrified of water, had been looking for a boat the night he drowned. Had he found one despite Eugene's refusal? And if so, who had he gone out with? The public dock hosted water taxis to neighboring islands, fishing charters, and sightseeing boats—all of which would have stopped operating by that hour unless specially chartered.

Rita was so deep in thought that she nearly missed the arrival of her next customer. The bell's cheerful jingle drew her attention to the door, where Councilwoman Meredith Moneypenny stood adjusting her designer sunglasses with manicured fingers. Even for a casual café visit, Meredith was impeccably dressed in white linen pants and a coral silk blouse that probably cost more than Rita's monthly utilities. Her honey-blonde hair was styled in a sleek bob that somehow never moved despite the sea breeze, and her makeup was flawless—all part of the polished image she had cultivated since winning her council seat three years ago.

"Good morning, Rita," Meredith greeted her with the practiced warmth of a career politician. "Ghastly business about poor Brock, isn't it? The whole town's simply beside itself."

"Good morning, Councilwoman," Rita replied, gesturing to an empty table. "Yes, it's been quite the shock. Coffee?"

"Please," Meredith said, settling into a chair with the grace of someone who had taken deportment lessons. "And perhaps one of your famous blueberry scones? I have a council emergency meeting at eleven, and I doubt I'll have time for a proper lunch."

Rita nodded, signaling to Lupe to prepare the order. "An emergency meeting about Brock's death, I presume?"

"Partially," Meredith confirmed, removing her sunglasses to reveal expertly applied eye makeup. "But also to discuss the status of the resort project. There are investors and contracts to consider, not to mention the economic impact on the town."

"I imagine his death puts the whole project in jeopardy," Rita observed, placing a napkin and silverware before the councilwoman. "Unless there's a contingency plan."

Something flickered across Meredith's perfectly composed face—so quickly that Rita might have missed it if she hadn't been watching carefully. "Yes, well, these large development projects always have complicated legal structures. I'm sure Brock's business partners will sort it out eventually."

Lupe appeared with a coffee mug and a freshly warmed scone on a blue plate decorated with hand-painted mermaids. "Here you are, Councilwoman. Cream or sugar?"

"Just a splash of almond milk if you have it," Meredith replied with the air of someone accustomed to having her specific preferences accommodated.

As Lupe returned to the kitchen, Rita decided to take a chance. "I understand you met with Brock last night at Town Hall," she said casually. "After the festival."

Meredith's coffee cup paused halfway to her lips. "News certainly travels quickly in this town," she remarked, a slight edge to her voice.

"Small towns," Rita said with a shrug. "Was it about the resort project?"

Meredith set down her cup with deliberate precision. "It was a routine meeting about town business, nothing more. Though I suppose there's no harm in mentioning it was related to the final permit approvals for the resort. Everything was in order for the council vote next week." She took a small bite of her scone. "Delicious as always, Rita."

"Thank you," Rita acknowledged the compliment with a nod. "It must be quite a shock, working closely with someone on a project of this magnitude and then having them die so suddenly."

"Devastating," Meredith agreed, though her tone suggested more inconvenience than devastation. "Particularly given the timing. We were so close to finalizing everything."

"What happens to the project now?" Rita asked. "Does it die with Brock, or is someone else waiting in the wings to take over?"

Meredith's perfectly shaped eyebrows rose slightly. "That's a rather direct question, Rita."

"I've never been one to waste time dancing around a topic," Rita replied unapologetically. "And given that the resort would dramatically reshape our town, I think it's a fair question for a business owner like myself."

"The project's future will be determined by legal and financial considerations," Meredith answered smoothly. "Brock's company has several partners and investors. I believe his business attorney, Harold Jenkins, will be addressing the council at our meeting today." She glanced at her diamond-encrusted watch. "Speaking of which, I should finish up. The mayor insists on punctuality."

Rita nodded, recognizing the deflection but deciding not to push further—at least not yet. "Of course. Would you like a coffee to go?"

"That would be lovely," Meredith replied, reaching for her designer handbag. As she opened it to retrieve her wallet, Rita caught a glimpse of something glittering inside—a charm bracelet with what appeared to be several ocean-themed charms dangling from it.

"That's a beautiful bracelet," Rita commented, nodding toward the bag. "I noticed it sparkling. Is it new?"

Meredith quickly snapped her purse shut, a fleeting expression of alarm crossing her face before her political smile returned. "Just a little something I picked up on my last trip to Miami. Now, about that coffee?"

As Rita prepared the to-go cup, her mind was racing. The glimpse had been brief, but she was almost certain one of the charms on Meredith's bracelet had been in the shape of a jellyfish—quite similar to the one Daisy had described finding near Brock's body.

"Here you are," she said, handing over the coffee. "Good luck with your meeting."

"Thank you, Rita," Meredith replied, placing a crisp twenty-dollar bill on the table. "Keep the change. And please, give my condolences to your friends for the unpleasantness of this morning's discovery."

As the councilwoman departed in a cloud of expensive perfume, Rita remained by the table, her suspicions growing. First the secretive meeting with Brock the night before his death, then the evasiveness about the resort's future, and now a bracelet that potentially connected her to the crime scene? Meredith Moneypenny had just moved several spots higher on Rita's mental suspect list.

The morning continued at a steady pace, with the café filling up as locals and visitors alike sought both breakfast and the latest information about the town's unexpected tragedy. Rita moved efficiently between tables, simultaneously serving food and collecting gossip, carefully noting anything that might be relevant to Brock's death.

By eleven-thirty, she had amassed quite a collection of potentially useful tidbits:

Captain "Barnacle" Bob Crustybutt had reportedly received a "final offer" from Brock for his prime beachfront property the day before the festival—an offer that was apparently high enough to make even the notoriously stubborn captain consider selling. 

Ziggy Hamfist had been seen entering the Bulldozer Grill—his father's restaurant—shortly after his argument with Brock, where he'd apparently helped himself to several expensive bottles from the wine cellar before the manager could stop him. 

Gladys Pickle had been overheard telling her Conservation Crusaders that she had "big news" that would "change everything" about their fight against the resort project, planned for announcement at their meeting scheduled for the day after the festival. 

Candi Bubbleshine's claim to be Brock's steady girlfriend was being disputed by at least two other women in town who believed themselves to hold that title—including, most surprisingly, Fleur DuBois, the reclusive French artist who owned the gallery next to Town Hall. 

Just as Rita was contemplating taking a quick break to call Daisy with these updates, the bell above the door jangled again, and a collective hush fell over the café. Rita looked up to see Ziggy Hamfist himself standing in the doorway, looking decidedly uncomfortable under the sudden scrutiny of every patron.

Despite sharing his father's substantial height and broad shoulders, Ziggy couldn't have been more different from Brock in appearance and demeanor. Where Brock had been meticulously groomed and dressed, favoring expensive suits and a military-precise haircut, Ziggy wore tattered hemp pants, a faded t-shirt emblazoned with "Save the Whales, Shoot the Whalers" in peeling letters, and his dark hair in tangled dreadlocks that reached halfway down his back. Multiple beaded necklaces adorned his neck, and his feet were clad in sandals that appeared to be constructed from recycled tires.

"Uh, hey," he mumbled, raising a hand in an awkward wave. "Heard this place has good food."

Rita approached him, professional smile firmly in place despite her internal curiosity. "Welcome to The Salty Mermaid. Just one today?"

"Yeah," Ziggy replied, shifting uncomfortably as he noticed the stares from the other customers. "Maybe somewhere quiet? If that's cool."

Rita nodded, leading him to a small table in the corner partially screened by a large potted palm—her designated spot for patrons seeking a bit of privacy. "Our lunch specials are on the board," she told him, gesturing to the chalkboard menu. "Today's soup is roasted red pepper bisque, and the catch of the day is mahi-mahi with mango salsa."

"Got anything vegetarian?" Ziggy asked, slouching into the chair. "I don't eat, like, anything with a face."

"The roasted vegetable panini is quite popular," Rita suggested. "Or I could have the kitchen prepare a quinoa bowl with seasonal vegetables and avocado."

"That sounds dope," Ziggy nodded. "The quinoa thing. And maybe an herbal tea? Something calming?"

"Chamomile with lavender," Rita recommended. "Good for stress."

Ziggy gave her a grateful look. "Perfect. Thanks, uh..."

"Rita," she supplied. "Rita Calabaza. I own the place."

Recognition dawned in his bloodshot eyes. "Oh, right. You're one of the old ladies who found my dad."

Rita bristled slightly at the "old ladies" designation but maintained her professional demeanor. "Yes, that was quite a shock this morning. I'm very sorry for your loss."

Ziggy's expression was difficult to read—a mixture of grief, anger, and something else that Rita couldn't quite identify. "Yeah, well... it's complicated," he muttered. "Dad and I weren't exactly tight, you know?"

"So I've heard," Rita replied neutrally. "Still, losing a parent is never easy."

Ziggy shrugged, picking at a loose thread on his shirt. "Guess not. The cops have been grilling me all morning, like I had something to do with it."

"Standard procedure, I'm sure," Rita said, though she was mentally cataloging his every word and reaction. "They have to talk to family members first."

"Yeah, but they seemed extra interested in our argument last night," Ziggy continued, apparently not noticing Rita's sudden heightened attention. "Like, yeah, we fought. We always fought. Doesn't mean I wanted the old man dead."

"Of course not," Rita soothed. "What were you arguing about, if you don't mind my asking?"

Ziggy hesitated, then sighed. "Same old stuff. He wanted me to 'grow up,' get a 'real job,' stop 'wasting my potential.' I wanted him to stop destroying the environment with his tacky resorts and actually listen to me for once." He ran a hand through his dreadlocks. "Then he dropped the bomb that he was cutting me off financially unless I came to work for his company. Like, actually put on a suit and help him destroy pristine coastlines for profit."

"That must have been upsetting," Rita observed.

"Yeah, it sucked," Ziggy admitted. "But not kill-him upset. More like get-drunk-and-steal-his-wine upset, which, yeah, I did." He looked momentarily abashed. "Not my proudest moment."

Rita nodded sympathetically while mentally adding this confession to her notes for Daisy. "I'll put your order in right away," she promised. "The tea will be out in just a moment."

As she turned to head back to the kitchen, Ziggy called after her, "Hey, is it true he washed up on your beach? Like, right behind your house?"

Rita paused. "Yes, that's true."

"Weird," Ziggy remarked, shaking his head. "Dad hated the water. Wouldn't go near it if he could help it. Used to joke that he built beach resorts for people braver than him."

"That's what makes his drowning so... unexpected," Rita agreed carefully.

Ziggy's brow furrowed. "Yeah. Super weird." He leaned forward suddenly. "The cops aren't saying much, but... was there anything strange? About how they found him?"

Rita hesitated, weighing how much to share. "I'm not sure what you mean."

"Like, was he wearing his watch?" Ziggy asked. "His fancy Rolex? He never took that thing off. Said it was his first big purchase when he made his first million."

"I believe he was still wearing it," Rita confirmed, remembering the waterlogged timepiece on Brock's wrist. "Why do you ask?"

Ziggy sat back, looking troubled. "Just checking something. Dad always said if he ever got mugged, they'd have to cut his arm off to get that watch. It was like... his thing, you know? So if he still had it on, probably wasn't a robbery."

"I wouldn't think robbery would be a likely motive in Conch Key," Rita noted. "We hardly have any crime here."

"Yeah, well, not the obvious kind maybe," Ziggy muttered. "But Dad always said the worst thieves wear suits and carry briefcases. Should have listened to his own advice."

Before Rita could inquire further about this cryptic statement, the kitchen door swung open and Lupe emerged with a steaming mug of tea. "Here you go," Rita told Ziggy, accepting the mug from Lupe. "Your food will be ready shortly."

Leaving him to his tea and thoughts, Rita returned to the kitchen, where Lupe was already preparing the quinoa bowl. "So that's the son?" her assistant asked in a low voice. "Doesn't look much like his father."

"Takes after his mother, I imagine," Rita replied, glancing through the service window to where Ziggy sat slumped at his table, staring morosely into his tea. "Keep an eye on him, will you? I need to make a quick phone call."

Slipping into her small office at the back of the kitchen, Rita pulled out her cell phone and dialed Daisy's number. After three rings, her friend's distinctive Southern drawl came through.

"Daisy Picklesworth speaking."

"It's Rita," she said without preamble. "You'll never guess who just walked into my café."

"Unless it's Brock Hamfist's ghost ordering the catch of the day, I imagine I'll need more hints," Daisy replied dryly.

"His son, Ziggy," Rita informed her. "Looking like he just stepped off a Grateful Dead tour bus and ordered possibly the first quinoa bowl in Conch Key history."

"How fascinating," Daisy murmured, her interest clearly piqued. "And has young Mr. Hamfist had anything interesting to say about his father's untimely demise?"

"He confirmed their argument last night," Rita reported. "Brock was cutting him off financially unless he joined the family business. He also admitted to stealing wine from his father's restaurant afterward but denies any involvement in his death."

"As most murderers tend to do," Daisy observed.

"There's more," Rita continued, lowering her voice though the office door was closed. "Eugene Finch was in earlier. Says Brock came to the marina office around ten-thirty last night asking to rent a boat."

There was a pause on the other end. "Our aquaphobic victim wanted to rent a boat? How curious."

"Gets better," Rita promised. "Meredith Moneypenny stopped by too. Admitted to meeting with Brock at Town Hall after the festival, supposedly about permit approvals, but she was definitely being evasive. And Daisy—she has a charm bracelet. I only caught a glimpse, but I'm almost certain one of the charms was a jellyfish."

"Now that is interesting," Daisy said, and Rita could practically hear her friend's mind working. "Very interesting indeed. Did she seem nervous when you noticed it?"

"Snapped her purse shut faster than Babs at an all-you-can-eat buffet," Rita confirmed. "And changed the subject immediately."

"Excellent observation, Rita," Daisy commended her. "My book club meeting with the councilwoman has been postponed due to the emergency council session, but this gives me something specific to look for when it's rescheduled."

"How's your investigation going?" Rita asked.

"Quite productive," Daisy replied with satisfaction. "I've learned that our dear departed developer was seen arguing with not only Gladys Pickle and his son last night, but also with Harold Jenkins—his business attorney—near the bandstand around nine-forty-five. According to Mrs. Finkelstein, who was manning the Friends of the Library booth, they were having a 'heated discussion about paperwork' that ended with Jenkins saying something to the effect of 'You can't do this' and Brock responding that 'It's already done.'"

"What do you suppose that means?" Rita wondered.

"I'm not entirely sure yet," Daisy admitted. "But apparently Jenkins left the festival immediately afterward, looking, in Mrs. Finkelstein's words, 'like someone had just told him his stock portfolio had crashed.'"

"Curiouser and curiouser," Rita murmured. "Oh, and The Morning Manatees mentioned that Captain Crustybutt received a 'final offer' from Brock for his beachfront property the day before the festival—supposedly high enough to make even him consider selling."

"That piece of land is the lynchpin for the entire resort project," Daisy noted. "Without it, they'd have to significantly alter the design or abandon it entirely."

"And according to town gossip, Gladys Pickle was planning to announce some 'big news' that would 'change everything' about the fight against the resort at today's Conservation Crusaders meeting," Rita added.

"The plot thickens like your famous gumbo," Daisy remarked. "I wonder if—"

A sudden commotion from the dining area interrupted their conversation—raised voices, followed by the distinctive sound of something shattering.

"I need to go," Rita said quickly. "Sounds like trouble out front. I'll call you back."

Hanging up without waiting for a response, Rita hurried from her office to find Ziggy Hamfist standing toe-to-toe with Lou Pescatore, owner of the competing Fishy Business restaurant. Lou—a short, stocky man with a perpetual scowl and a questionable approach to seafood preparation that Rita had been criticizing for years—was red-faced and pointing an accusatory finger at Ziggy, while the younger man stood with his fists clenched. Between them lay the shattered remains of what had been Ziggy's mug of tea.

"You've got some nerve showing your face around town after what you did!" Lou was shouting, his thick New Jersey accent becoming more pronounced in his anger. "Your father wasn't even cold yet, and you were helping yourself to his wine cellar!"

"Back off, man," Ziggy growled, his earlier slouch replaced by a tense, defensive posture. "You don't know anything about me or my dad."

"I know he was about to cut you off without a penny," Lou sneered. "And suddenly he's dead. Mighty convenient timing, wouldn't you say?"

The café had gone silent, every patron watching the confrontation with undisguised interest. Rita moved swiftly between the two men, her wooden spoon appearing in her hand as if by magic.

"That's quite enough," she declared firmly. "Lou Pescatore, you are causing a disturbance in my establishment. Either sit down and order something or leave immediately."

Lou glared at her. "You're serving this ungrateful punk after what he did? His father was a pillar of this community!"

"My father was a pillar of crap," Ziggy retorted. "And you were just mad because his restaurant was putting yours out of business with actual fresh seafood instead of whatever frozen garbage you serve."

Lou's face darkened further, and for a moment, Rita thought he might actually take a swing at Ziggy. Instead, he jabbed his finger toward the younger man's chest.

"Your father and I had our differences, but at least he understood business. He had respect. You? You're nothing but a leech. Everybody knows you needed his money."

"That's enough!" Rita stepped fully between them, wooden spoon raised like a weapon. "Lou, I won't tell you again. Out of my restaurant, now, or I'll call Chief Crabbitz myself."

Lou glared at her for a long moment before adjusting his stained chef's jacket with an attempt at dignity. "Fine. But don't say I didn't warn you about serving murderers." He turned to the rest of the patrons, several of whom were openly recording the confrontation on their phones. "You all saw him arguing with Brock last night! You all know he got cut off! Follow the money, that's what I say!"

"OUT!" Rita bellowed, brandishing her spoon with enough menace to finally send Lou backing toward the door.

"This isn't over," he muttered as he departed, the bell jangling discordantly with his forceful exit.

The café remained silent for several uncomfortable seconds before Rita turned to address her customers. "Show's over, folks. Please return to your meals. Lupe, bring Mr. Hamfist a fresh tea, on the house. And a broom for this mess, please."

As the normal buzz of conversation gradually resumed, Rita turned to Ziggy, who stood looking equal parts embarrassed and furious. "Are you all right?"

"Yeah. Sorry about the..." he gestured vaguely at the broken mug and spilled tea on the floor. "I'll pay for it."

"Don't worry about that," Rita assured him, guiding him back to his table. "Lou has always had more temper than sense. And he's been trying to sabotage my business for years, so consider anything he says highly suspect."

Ziggy slumped back into his chair, running his hands through his tangled dreadlocks. "People are gonna think I killed him, aren't they? Because of the money thing."

"People will speculate about all sorts of things," Rita replied diplomatically. "It's human nature, especially in small towns."

"It's just—" Ziggy began, then stopped as Lupe approached with a fresh mug of tea and his quinoa bowl. He waited until she had departed before continuing in a lower voice. "It's just that Dad and I fought all the time. It wasn't new. Yeah, he was cutting me off, but that wasn't new either. He'd done it before when I joined that pipeline protest in North Dakota." He shook his head. "He always came around eventually."

"I see," Rita said, sensing there was more to the story. "And you weren't concerned this time would be different?"

Ziggy hesitated, poking at his quinoa with a fork. "Actually, I think this time he might have meant it. He seemed... different. Said he was 'making changes' and that it was 'time to set things right.'" He frowned. "I thought he was just on one of his self-improvement kicks again. Last time it was CrossFit and protein shakes."

"Making changes?" Rita repeated, mentally filing away this interesting phrase. "Did he elaborate on what kind of changes?"

"Not really," Ziggy replied. "Just said he'd had a 'wake-up call' and was 'reassessing priorities.' Corporate buzzword bingo, basically. I didn't take it seriously." His expression grew troubled. "But now I wonder if he was really planning something major, you know? Something that got him killed."

Rita carefully kept her face neutral despite her internal excitement at this potential lead. "It's possible, I suppose. Did you mention this to Chief Crabbitz during your interview?"

"Yeah, for all the good it did," Ziggy muttered. "He seemed more interested in where I was after ten o'clock last night."

"And where were you?" Rita asked, unable to resist the direct question.

Ziggy's eyes narrowed slightly. "You sound like the cops. But whatever—I was at the Conch Key Cabanas, drinking the wine I took from Dad's restaurant and feeling sorry for myself. The night manager can vouch for me. I tried to get him to join my pity party around midnight, but he was too professional." He attempted a weak smile. "Probably for the best. I passed out shortly after that anyway."

"I see," Rita nodded. "Well, try to ignore Lou and his accusations. Grief makes people behave strangely sometimes."

"Lou didn't even like my dad," Ziggy pointed out. "They were competitors."

"True," Rita acknowledged. "But Brock's death affects the whole business community here. Change makes people nervous, especially unexpected change."

Ziggy took a small bite of his food, then looked up at Rita with surprising earnestness. "This is really good. Thanks for, you know, not throwing me out after that scene."

"You're welcome here anytime," Rita assured him, feeling a surprising pang of sympathy for the young man. Despite his disheveled appearance and apparent lack of ambition, there was something vulnerable about him that reminded Rita of her own son in his rebellious phase—before he'd straightened out, gotten married, and moved to Phoenix, where he now called her only on major holidays.

"I should get back to work," she added, gesturing to the other customers. "But please, enjoy your meal. And don't let Lou's outburst bother you."

As she moved away to check on her other patrons, Rita's mind was racing with the new information. Brock had been "making changes" and "reassessing priorities." He'd had a "wake-up call." He'd gone to the marina seeking to rent a boat despite his fear of water. And according to Eugene, he'd headed toward the public dock after being refused a rental.

The public dock, where water taxis and sightseeing boats departed... including the late-night glass-bottom boat that took tourists out to view the bioluminescent bay. The "Midnight Glow Tour," as it was advertised, departed at 11 PM every night during high season—which would have been right around the time Brock was seen heading in that direction.

Rita made a mental note to check with Bobby Glowacki, who operated the tour boat. If Brock had gone out on the glass-bottom boat, Bobby would know. And more importantly, he might know who else had been on board that night.

The lunch rush picked up, temporarily pushing thoughts of murder investigations to the back of Rita's mind as she focused on keeping her customers fed and happy. It wasn't until nearly two o'clock, during a brief lull, that she was able to step into her office again and call Daisy.

"It's Rita," she said when her friend answered. "Sorry about cutting you off earlier. Had a bit of a situation with Lou from Fishy Business confronting Ziggy in the middle of the café."

"How dramatic," Daisy remarked. "Did fisticuffs ensue?"

"Nearly," Rita confirmed. "I had to intervene with my wooden spoon. But the interesting part is what Ziggy told me afterward. He said Brock had been talking about 'making changes' and 'reassessing priorities' after some kind of 'wake-up call.'"

"Indeed?" Daisy's interest was palpable even through the phone. "That aligns with what I've discovered. According to Harold Jenkins' secretary, who frequents my favorite bookshop, Brock had scheduled an urgent meeting with the entire legal team for this morning—which obviously he didn't live to attend."

"Did she know what it was about?" Rita asked.

"Unfortunately not," Daisy replied. "But she did mention that Brock had requested his entire file on the resort project be prepared for review, along with his personal will and estate documents."

"His will?" Rita repeated, surprised. "That seems ominous in retrospect."

"Indeed. As if he anticipated trouble," Daisy agreed. "I've also learned from my sources at the library that Brock had recently donated a substantial sum to Gladys Pickle's turtle sanctuary—anonymously."

"What?" Rita nearly dropped her phone. "But he was fighting her conservation efforts at every turn!"

"Apparently his public and private positions had diverged," Daisy observed. "Which makes me wonder what other changes he might have been contemplating."

"I think I might know a way to find out more," Rita said, explaining her theory about the glass-bottom boat. "I'll try to catch Bobby before his afternoon tour."

"Excellent thinking," Daisy praised her. "Meanwhile, I'm heading to the Bulldozer Grill to speak with the manager under the pretense of discussing catering for next month's library fundraiser. Babs is still at the community theater gathering intelligence, and Mae called to say she's learned something 'very interesting' at the senior center but wants to tell us in person."

"Shall we meet back at The Barnacle at, say, five o'clock?" Rita suggested. "I close early on Mondays anyway."

"Perfect," Daisy agreed. "I'll bring the wine, you bring the food?"

"As always," Rita confirmed. "See you then."

After hanging up, Rita checked the time. Bobby's afternoon Glow Tour preparation usually began around three, which gave her just enough time to walk to the public dock if she left now. After instructing Lupe to handle things in her absence, Rita removed her apron, tucked her wooden spoon into her large handbag (one never knew when it might come in handy), and headed out the back door.

The harbor was busy with the usual Monday afternoon activity—fishing charters returning with their catches, pleasure boats being refueled, and tourists wandering the boardwalk in search of souvenirs and cold drinks. Rita moved purposefully past the various attractions, nodding to familiar faces but not stopping to chat as she normally would. She had a mission.

Bobby Glowacki's glass-bottom boat, the "Glow Rider," was docked at the far end of the public pier—a sleek vessel with underwater lights and large viewing panels built into the hull. As Rita approached, she could see Bobby himself on deck, methodically cleaning the glass panels in preparation for the afternoon tour.

"Ahoy, Bobby!" she called, waving to catch his attention.

Bobby straightened up, pushing his captain's hat back on his head. At forty-five, he had the weathered tan of a lifelong boatman and the perpetually cheerful disposition of someone who genuinely loved his work. "Rita Calabaza! To what do I owe the pleasure? Don't often see you away from your café this time of day."

"Special circumstances," Rita replied, stepping carefully onto the boat's deck. "Mind if I come aboard for a quick chat?"

"Always welcome," Bobby assured her, setting aside his cleaning supplies. "Everything okay? Heard about the excitement at your place this morning. Body on the beach, they're saying."

"News travels fast," Rita observed, wondering how many times she would make that statement today. "Yes, it was quite the shock. Actually, that's what I wanted to talk to you about. Did you run your Midnight Glow Tour last night?"

"Sure did," Bobby confirmed. "Clear night, perfect conditions. The bay was putting on quite a show—best bioluminescence I've seen this season."

"And did Brock Hamfist happen to be one of your passengers?" Rita asked directly, watching Bobby's face closely.

The captain's cheerful expression faltered. "Well now, that's a specific question. Any particular reason you're asking?"

"Bobby," Rita said patiently, "the man was found drowned this morning. I'm trying to piece together his movements last night. Was he on your boat or not?"

Bobby sighed, glancing around as if to ensure they weren't being overheard. "Yeah, he was. Surprised me, too. Everyone knows Hamfist hated the water. But he paid for a ticket like anyone else, so I didn't ask questions."

"Was he alone?" Rita pressed.

"Nope," Bobby replied, lowering his voice. "Came with a woman. They sat at the back, kept to themselves. Seemed like they were having an intense conversation the whole time."

Rita's pulse quickened. "This woman—was it his girlfriend? Candi Bubbleshine? Blonde, lots of makeup, sequins?"

Bobby shook his head. "Definitely not. This lady was classy, you know? Understated. Dark hair, expensive clothes. No flashy jewelry or nothing like that."

"Could you identify her if you saw her again?" Rita asked.

"Maybe," Bobby said uncertainly. "It was dark, and I was focused on giving my tour spiel. Plus, I try not to stare at the customers, you know? Bad for business."

"Did they stay on the boat for the entire tour?" Rita continued, her mind racing through the possible identities of Brock's mysterious companion.

"That's the weird part," Bobby told her, leaning closer. "We do that slow circuit through the south bay, right? Takes about an hour. But when we were at the furthest point from shore, near Turtle Rock, they both got off."

"Got off?" Rita repeated, confused. "In the middle of the bay?"

"There was another boat," Bobby explained. "Small fishing skiff, no lights. Just appeared alongside us. The woman left first, then Hamfist followed—looking scared out of his mind, I might add. Nearly fell between the boats. I figured they'd chartered a private return or something."

"Did you recognize the other boat? Or whoever was piloting it?" Rita asked urgently.

Bobby shook his head. "Too dark to see clearly. But it had that distinctive engine sound—you know, the old Johnson outboards with the timing slightly off? Makes a sort of uneven putt-putt-putt noise."

Rita knew exactly the sound he meant—and she also knew only one person in Conch Key who still used that particular vintage of motor: Captain "Barnacle" Bob Crustybutt, the very man who had supposedly received a "final offer" from Brock for his beachfront property the day before.

"Bobby, has Chief Crabbitz questioned you about this yet?" she asked.

"Nope, not a peep from the police," Bobby replied. "But I figured it was just a matter of time, what with Hamfist turning up dead and all." He looked troubled. "You don't think I'm in any trouble, do you? I didn't know he was going to... you know..."

"I'm sure you're not in any trouble," Rita assured him. "But when the police do come asking, tell them exactly what you told me. It could be important."

Bobby nodded solemnly. "Will do. And, uh, Rita? I'd appreciate if you didn't mention I told you all this first. Don't want Morty thinking I'm gossiping about official police business."

"My lips are sealed," Rita promised, though her mind was already racing ahead to how she would share this information with Daisy and the others. "Thanks for your help, Bobby. I should let you get back to your preparations."

As she made her way back along the pier, Rita mentally reviewed what she had learned. Brock Hamfist, despite his fear of water, had taken the Midnight Glow Tour with an unidentified dark-haired woman. They had transferred to a small boat—likely Captain Crustybutt's—at the furthest point from shore. And sometime after that, Brock had ended up dead.

The pieces were starting to come together, but the picture they formed was still unclear. What had been so important that it drove Brock to overcome his aquaphobia? Who was the mystery woman? And what role, if any, did Captain Crustybutt play in the developer's demise?

As Rita approached The Salty Mermaid, her phone chimed with a text message. It was from Babs:

"MAJOR NEWS from theater. Moneypenny spotted with Fleur DuBois last night AFTER festival. Very cozy. Meet at Barnacle ASAP. Bringing costumes."

Rita frowned at the cryptic last line but quickened her pace. If Babs was bringing costumes, it could only mean one thing: tonight's investigation was going undercover.
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