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Chapter One
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I stepped out onto the porch of my cabin and stretched my arms over my head, pulling in a deep breath of clean country air. The sky was clear, the birds were chirping, and the weather was perfect for a jog. Or as perfect as it could be for such masochism. Let’s be clear—I run so I can eat cheesecake, not because I enjoy it, though it is a good time to think. Bear, a Leonberger I’d adopted shortly after moving to town, fell in time beside me, tongue lolling.

I’d moved to Mercy, Georgia from Florida a couple of months ago, and was still adjusting to the slower pace and eccentric synergy of life in a small town. Leaving a big city and coming to a small, rural community had been a bit of a test, but I was managing. Despite the vast differences—or maybe because of them—the place was beginning to grow on me. It felt like home. I was glad to trade the rat race for gossipy neighbors, though a couple all-night carry-out places would have been nice.

I focused on building a breathing rhythm—three steps to inhale, four steps to exhale—as I jogged past the run-down lodge I’d purchased with the lion’s portion of my divorce settlement. It wasn’t the grand place I’d been expecting, but it was going to be. Granted, it needed a lot of work but I didn’t mind that, especially considering I had plenty of new friends to help me. 

After I’d gone my first half mile, I realized Bear wasn’t beside me, and I hadn’t seen him since a couple minutes after we’d left. Unlike me, he wasn’t worried about burning as many calories as he could in three miles, so he often took off in one direction or another to chase squirrels or explore scents. I didn't worry too much because we were way out in the boondocks away from traffic or neighbors and he always came back, but he’d been gone longer than usual this time. 

I slowed a little and wiped my forehead on my shirt sleeve, then glanced toward the trees to my left. I didn't see hide nor hair of him.  A little niggle of worry slithered down my back and I came to a stop, dust poofing up from under my running shoes. "Bear," I called, my gaze running along the edge of the woods. "Come here, boy."

I waited, hands on my hips as I let my breathing return to normal. "Bear," I called again, drawing my brows together.

The bushes rustled as he came plowing through the brush to the tree line, tail wagging and tongue lolling. He gave one deep bark before he turned and ran off again, his fluffy tail waving at me as he disappeared into the trees.

I tapped my foot, irritation coursing through me. "Bear, get back here!" I huffed as I marched after him. I had no idea where he had gone, just the general direction. "Crazy dog," I mumbled to myself. Of course he picked one of the more difficult areas to traverse. There were rocks everywhere, tree branches scraped at my arms, and brambles and thick bushes made it impossible to chase him in a straight line. 

My toe caught on a root and I face-planted onto hard earth, scraping my knees and elbows. I growled and pushed myself to my feet, wiping myself off and swearing like a well-educated sailor. I closed my eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. Once my blood pressure dropped out of the red zone, I opened my eyes. "Bear," I barked as I resumed my journey, noting that the soil was changing from loamy to mushy. I must have been getting close to the lake that adjoined my property. 

Hiking through this stuff made me appreciate the manicured lawns, well-trimmed hedges, and carefully kept sidewalks of my former hometown. This was getting ridiculous—I was almost to Mercy Lake. I had half a mind to leave him and let him find his own way home.

I called to him again as I entered a clearing that opened up to the lake a hundred yards or so away. I turned in a slow circle, looking for any sign of him. Two sharp barks came from my left and I spun toward it, ready to give him what for. He was at the base of a huge oak tree, pacing and staring at something on the ground in front of him. I picked my way closer through the weeds that separated us, and a patch of bright orange fabric caught my eye. Likely, somebody had dropped a backpack or some other item in the middle of the forest in the excitement of the hunt. 

As I got closer and could see past the grass, I realized it wasn’t a pack or hunting vest—it was a man lying on his side. 

I didn't know if he was injured or sleeping, so I stopped several yards shy of him. The last thing I needed to do was disturb some homicidal drifter without giving myself at least a little bit of a head start. "Sir,” I called leaning forward on my tiptoes to get a better look. “Are you all right?"

The man didn't answer. He didn't even move.

"Sir," I said a bit sharper as I drew closer to him. 

Nothing. His back was to me as I knelt down carefully and reached out to shake his shoulder. Even though I barely touched him, he flopped over onto his back, his right arm landing with a thump in the soil at my feet. I fell onto my backside, covering my mouth with my hand as I gasped. 

There was no need to check for a pulse. The small round hole in his forehead and the sightless eyes staring beyond me at nothing told me he was well beyond needing CPR.

"This is not happening again," I whispered to myself, squeezing my eyes closed for a couple seconds. He was still there when I opened them, not that I expected Murphy to cut me any slack at that point—he was perched firmly on my shoulder, it seemed. I scrambled to my feet, glancing around. I didn’t see anybody, but that didn't mean anything. We were in the woods for heaven’s sake—there were plenty of places to hide. 

I slipped my phone out of my fanny pack, hoping that for once the mountains weren’t blocking the single cell tower on my end of town. No such luck. I clipped a leash on Bear and scrambled back to the trail as quickly as I could go without breaking my neck, glancing at my phone every few paces to check for signal. I was almost back to the lodge before a single bar flickered onto my screen. I stood stock still and dialed nine-one-one, sighing as I did.

The sheriff was not going to be happy I’d landed smack-dab in the middle of another crime scene, but there wasn’t much I could do about it.
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"NINE-ONE-ONE, WHAT is your emergency?"

I closed my eyes and shook my head. Of course it was Linda. I didn't understand how the biggest gossip in town had landed a job as the town emergency dispatcher, but far be it for me to question whoever made that call. If there was a method to that level of madness, I didn’t want to know it.

"Hey, Linda,” I said, trying to think of a way to get the sheriff there without giving her any grist for the gossip mill. “This is Toni. Is the sheriff handy?" 

"Oh hey, Toni. Sure thing, but he’s in the bathroom. What seems to be the problem?"

I cringed as I realized I would have to answer her question. There was no way around it without flat-out lying. I cleared my throat. "I found a body out here in the woods."

I heard Linda's sharp intake of breath. "A dead body?"

I rolled my eyes, wondering what other type of body would be hanging out in my woods. "Mm-hmm." I managed. “Dead as a hammer.” 

"Oh, honey, that's awful,” she drawled, and I could almost see her flapping her hand. “You really seem to be a magnet for that kind of thing, don't you?"

I frowned as I held the phone away from my face and looked at it. What was that supposed to mean? I brought it back to my ear, but before I could say anything, she asked, "So who is it?"

I frowned. “I’m not—”

“Hang on a sec, Toni,” she said, cutting me off. I could hear her talking to someone in muffled tones. Hopefully she was sending the sheriff my way rather than putting me on hold to share the scuttlebutt with her fellow dispatchers, if Mercy even had more than one. 

“Okay, I’m back,” she said a few seconds later. “The sheriff’s on his way.” She lowered her voice. “Now, who’s the stiff?” 

I took another deep breath. Who knew I’d need deep breathing techniques more in this small town than I ever did in the city?  I racked my brain trying to think of where I’d seen the man before. His face was vaguely familiar, but the bullet hole was about the only facial feature that had jumped out at me. 

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“Oh,” she replied, disappointment tingeing her tone. 

“I’m sure the sheriff will know,” I said, anxious to get off the phone. “I’m gonna hang up and go wait for him.” I figured it would be best to end the call before she had a chance to ask me for any more details. The last thing I wanted was for her to come up with the wrong ID based on my description—that had hot mess written all over it. 

It only took the cavalry fifteen minutes or so to get there, but it felt like hours. I’d taken Bear up and put him in the lodge then taken a seat on the front porch to wait. When a cruiser rolled to a stop in front of the house, I stood and straightened my shirt, tucking my phone into the back pocket of my yoga pants. I offered Gabe, Mercy’s sheriff, a tentative wave.

He nodded as he walked toward me, shaking his head. “Toni,” he said, brow raised. “So you’ve lived here, what, two months now or so?”

I nodded. “Something like that.”

“And in those two months, you’ve stumbled across two dead bodies. I’m pretty sure that’s a record, considering we average a murder a decade or so.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s something of a personal record for me, too. Believe it or not, I hadn’t found a single dead body in my entire life before I moved here.” 

The sheriff grunted. “So where is it? He? She?”

“He.” I pointed in the general direction of where I’d found the body. “That way, almost to the lake.”

He looked in the direction I was pointing and nodded. “And how do you know for sure he’s dead? You didn’t touch anything this time, did you?” 

I cringed and chewed on my lip as I nodded, but I knew I had to say something. He’d need to know the guy wasn’t on his back when I’d found him. “Sort of.” 

Gabe sighed and shook his head. “What did you do?”

I shrugged one shoulder. “I thought he was sleeping or something, so I just shook him a little bit. You know—to try to wake him up.”

The sheriff closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose with his right thumb and forefinger. The last time I’d found a dead body, my now-bestie Dee had been standing over her, murder weapon in hand. It had nearly landed her in prison. “Anything else I need to know?” he asked.

“Nope. When he flopped over and I could see he was dead, I took off and called you. Oh, and Bear’s technically the one who found him, so there will probably be dog prints around him.” 

“Okay,” he said, turning toward the road. “That’s not as bad as smearing prints all over the murder weapon like Dee did last time, I suppose. Why don’t you take me to him and we’ll see what’s what.”

Ah, nuts. I’d really hoped he could just do that without me, but I supposed I couldn’t just leave him to it. After all, I’d found it and it was my land, which made it my responsibility. Sometimes being a rational, responsible adult sucked.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Three



[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


ONCE I’D LED HIM TO the body, he’d told me I was free to leave. There was a murderer on the loose, though, and I didn’t feel right leaving him out there alone even if he was armed to his eye teeth and plenty savvy about what went on in the woods. He didn’t have eyes in the back of his head, and I didn’t want him to have a hole in it, either, so I refused to hang him out to dry no matter how much a hot cup of tea and a heaping helping of denial sounded to me. I waited until two deputies and the coroner showed up. I didn’t envy them, having to haul that man out of there. It was hard enough walking through that area when you didn’t have to pack anything with you. 

I went back to the caretaker’s cottage, my temporary home until I could get the lodge up and running. After I changed into some jeans, I made a cup of chai tea and curled up on the sofa my hands wrapped around the warm mug. It wasn’t cold outside, but I couldn’t seem to get warm. Shock, I supposed.

I’d just settled onto the couch and pulled my feet underneath me when the air shimmered several feet from me and a human shape began to form. Maisey, Mercy Lodge’s original owner and current ghost, materialized in front of me. She’d taken to appearing slowly rather than popping in all at once ever since I’d dumped an entire cup of scalding hot tea in my lap when she’d caught me unaware. She still forgot sometimes, but I thought it was nice of her to put in the effort most of the time.

We’d first met when Dee and I had inadvertently put her nose out of joint by ripping down the hideous cabbage rose wallpaper in the great room. Apparently, she’d picked it herself and despite it being stained and tattered, she’d still had a soft spot for it. Though to be honest, I don’t think it was the wallpaper per se. I think she just had a problem with strangers making changes to her house without even asking for her input. To be fair though, it wasn’t like Dee and I had thought to shout requests for permission into the ether just in case the original owner was still around a couple centuries after the house had been built.

That was a mistake we’d remedied as soon as she’d made herself known, though. We’d come to a compromise—she could have input on the redecorating in exchange for knocking off the spooky shenanigans she’d been pulling in an attempt to scare us off. After I’d wrapped my head around the existence of ghosts, it hadn’t taken me long to recognize her value. She was good company, at least when she wasn’t being cantankerous. She did tend to be a bit of a helicopter haunt though, and we’d had to discuss some boundaries. For example, our nearest neighbor was a super nice guy who also happened to be smoking hot. He and I had fallen into a casual flirtation and were working our way toward more at our own pace. Unfortunately, we weren’t getting there as fast as she figured we should, so she tended to pop in when he was around and point out his strengths. And by that, I mean she appreciated his fine physique as much as I did, and some of her comments tended to be of the eyebrow-wagging variety. Who knew little old dead ladies could be lascivious?

Since he didn’t know she existed, I’d asked her to keep the commentary to a minimum after I’d slipped up and rolled my eyes at one of her comments. He’d caught me and thought the gesture was in response to something he’d said, and that just wouldn’t do. She’d agreed ... in exchange for my promise to bump renovating the gardens to the top of my list. Her husband had built what I had to admit was a gorgeous garden behind the house, complete with walking stones and a unicorn fountain. He’d ordered her exotic roses from around the world every year for her birthday, and miraculously enough, most of them had survived the overgrowth of weeds and nearly a century of neglect. It was a deal I’d been happy to strike.

Since there hadn’t been a woman in the house for nearly forty years, she’d had no idea it was now okay for women to wear pants. As soon as she discovered that, she’d traded her day dress for a pair of bibs. It was a slight improvement for her, though the rest of her fashion taste ran toward the gaudy. Since she was outdoorsy and hats were as much a part of an outfit as underwear, she almost always had on her floppy hat, though the color of the dahlia on the brim changed colors on a daily basis. She also liked galoshes, mainly because they came in so many different colors, and she didn’t give a rat’s furry behind whether they matched her outfit or not. According to her, she was both dead and widowed, which meant she had the luxury of wearing whatever she wanted, fashion be damned. It wasn’t logic I could argue, especially considering my choice of clothing ran toward a pair of jeans and whatever t-shirt or sweatshirt came out of the laundry basket first.

When I’d blown most of my divorce settlement on what I thought was a grand old house, sight unseen, I’d imagined a place that would provide me with the peace I needed to get my life back on track. Little did I know then, my haven was rundown to the point of being ramshackle and haunted by an old woman who was only six felines away from crazy cat lady. At least she wasn’t stuffy, unless I forgot to use a coaster or mentioned tearing down walls. Then it was on.

Once Maisey materialized and got a good look at me, a frown marred her soft features. “Holy horse hockey, girl, you’re paler than I am. You’re not getting sick are you?” She made to mother me, forgetting for a second that she couldn’t actually lay the back of her hand on my forehead. Thankfully, she remembered in time to keep from passing her hand through my head, because I was already having trouble staying warm. If you’ve never had a ghost pass a part of them through a part of you, just try to imagine what it would feel like if an ice cube could sink right through your flesh and you’ll have a good idea. Not pleasant on the best of days.

“Well,” I said with a sigh, “I suppose finding dead bodies doesn’t lend itself to a peaches-and-cream complexion. As a matter of fact, I feel pale now that you mention it.”

Her silvery brows shot into her hairline, nearly disappearing underneath the band of her hat. “What do you mean, finding dead bodies?” 

“Exactly what it sounds like,” I said, relishing the warmth of my mug. “I found a body in the woods over near the lake. Shot dead.” 

She pursed her lips together. “How’d it get in our woods?” 

I snorted. “Don’t look at me. I know for sure I didn’t put him there, and I’m pretty sure Dee and Scout didn’t either.” 

“Well, I’m sure the sheriff will figure it out soon enough. I assume he’s already out there?” 

I nodded. “Yeah, after making it clear he wasn’t pleased that I’d found my second dead person in as many months.” 

To my surprise, she laughed, causing the brim of her hat to quiver. “I don’t know him well, but he seems an awful lot like his great-great-grand pappy, and he was a stuffed shirt, too. Why, Winona Abernathy—the prettiest girl in town—had a few too many snoots of her grand mammy’s shine at a church social and laid a lip-locker on him that set the town’s gossips flappin’ their lips for a week. He didn’t know what to do. The man blushed to his roots, then fell backward into the trough tryin’ to get away from her.  He married her six months later. We all reckoned it took him that long to recover. Anyway, my point is that he’s probably got a good heart under all that gruff. He knows you’re innocent.” 

The warmth was returning to my body as the initial shock wore off, thanks in large part to Maisey’s distraction, and I gave her a small smile. “I sure hope you’re right. It’s not like there’s any evidence I did it or anything. All I did was find him.” 

I took a sip of my tea as a car pulled up outside, then turned toward the door when Dee pushed her way in. When her aunt—the first body I’d found—was murdered, she’d needed a place to stay. I’d offered her a place until she could find something better, and it had turned into a permanent arrangement even after she’d inherited both her aunt’s house and café, which had an apartment above it. She was struggling to get the cafe back on track, mostly because it had been a mess for years due to Fiona’s stubbornness, and was about to work herself to death. She hadn’t needed a car when she lived above the cafe, but since she now lived on the other side of the boondocks with me, we were sharing a vehicle.

“Sorry I’m running a little bit late,” she said as she pushed the door shut and toed off her shoes. “I had to pick up the new menus from the printer and drop them back off at the café.” She scrunched up her face. “Sadly, there isn’t going to be a lot to choose from because there isn’t a lot I can cook, at least in large quantities on the fly.”

I got up and followed her to the kitchen, then took the keys from her outstretched hand. “Maybe you can focus more on making it a bakery or a coffee shop or something. You know you’d rather do that than cook.” Though Fiona had relegated her to a server, Dee’d gone to culinary school and could whip up just about any kind of cake, pie, or pastry you could ask for with one hand tied behind her back. 

She shook her head. “No. Since Gabe told me I could reopen it if I wanted to, I’ve been thinking about what I want to do with it. And I really think I want to make it a fully functional café again.” She shrugged. “There aren’t a lot of dining opportunities around here, so supply and demand kind of leads me to that decision. I just wish I could cook as well as I can bake.”

I nodded, understanding where she was coming from. I was her polar opposite—I  made a mean spaghetti sauce, but ended up burning half the cookies in a batch every time I tried my hand at baking. I was much more a pinch of this and a sprinkle of that type of cook, and that just didn’t lend itself to baking if you didn’t know what you were doing.

Dee looked at me, I mean really looked at me, and touched my arm, her face full of concern. “That’s barely a blip on the radar today, though. Are you okay? I heard you found a body on the property.”

I drew my brows together. “You already heard? It’s barely been an hour.” 

She smiled. “You know Linda’s working dispatch today.” 

“Of course she is. How could I forget? Still, that has to be some kind of a record.” I shook my head. I was learning that life in a small town had its ups and downs, and I was still on the fence about how fast news traveled. On one hand, I never felt like I was out of the loop. On the other, I cherished my privacy and didn’t like the idea of everybody knowing my business, especially considering I’d decided to open the lodge as a B&B. I wasn’t sure how people would feel about staying in a place where dead bodies turned up.

“What hasn’t made the rounds yet,” she said, pouring herself a glass of tea, “is who it was. Did you recognize him?” 

“I didn’t at first,” I said, shaking my head, “but the sheriff did. It’s Frank from the feed store.”

Dee raised a brow. “I can’t say I’m entirely surprised. The guy was a jerk to everybody, and probably a crook to boot.”

“So he wasn’t exactly an upstanding citizen? He seemed okay the few times I ran into him.”

Dee shook her head. “No. He made Fiona look like a decent human being. If he seemed nice, you must not have exchanged more than a few words with him. Even then, I’m surprised.” Her aunt had been meaner than a snake, constantly putting Dee down and talking to her customers like they were stray dogs. It was no wonder Dee was having such a hard time getting the diner afloat.

If Frank was even worse than she had been, that was really saying something. I grimaced. “Yikes.”

“Yeah, yikes,” she said, then glanced at her phone and back at me, giving me a once-over. “Unless you’re wearing yoga pants to work, you better get changed. You’re going to be late if you don’t leave in the next five minutes.”

I leaned over and looked at the face of her phone—she was right. I bolted to my room and shimmied into a pair of jeans and the first t-shirt I pulled out of my dresser. I grabbed a scrunchy and pulled my hair into a messy bun on my way back to the kitchen. “If Gabe comes back up here, will you tell him I went to work?” 

“Sure thing, sugar,” she said, tilting her head at me. “Are you expecting him to come back? There weren’t any cars down there when I came home.” 

Maisey drifted into the kitchen. “I just popped down there and they’re already gone. I know I had the right spot because there’s police tape strung around the outskirts of the woods.” 

For some reason, I’d expected the sheriff to have more questions, but after thinking about it for a second, I realized it wasn’t like he didn’t know where to find me.

I just hoped he didn’t have any reason to. I was seriously over dealing with murder on any level. 
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WHILE I DROVE TO THE Dead End, Mercy’s best dive bar and my current place of employment, I thought about the turn of events. What had started as a gorgeous, bird-chirpy day had gone to hell in a hand basket in two shakes of my dog’s tail. Now, no matter how much I wanted to rewind the day and skip my jog altogether, I couldn’t unring that bell. A dead body had turned up on my property and there was nothing I could do to change that. And I was dreading going in and facing everybody because I had absolute faith in Linda’s information dissemination skills. 

It didn’t take long to get to the bar from my house, and before I’d figured out how much I was going to tell folks or how I was going to avoid the gossip when I was living squarely in it, I was pulling into the gravel lot. I parked my SUV in the usual spot near the door. That was one of the perks of working at a bar in a small town—though crime was low, everybody recognized it was a little nuts for me to park in the dark outer edges of the lot when I had to walk to my car alone at two in the morning. And I appreciated that.

I turned off my ignition and climbed out of my vehicle. The only other car in the lot belonged to my boss, Don, and I was positive he was just itching to go fishing for catfish or some other thing I had no desire to ever eat in my lifetime. I was right—I’d barely stepped foot in the place when he blew past me and out the door. 

“Hi, Toni. Bye, Toni. I already put away the beer order. Try not to find any dead bodies when you take the trash out,” Don said, grinning, with a wave over his shoulder.

“Funny!” I called to his retreating back before the door swung shut. 

“I thought so,” he called back. “Have a good one.” 

One of the best things about Don was that he was a water off a duck’s back type of guy. Nothing rattled him and he didn’t care what was going on as long as his bar was taken care of and his various big-boy toys were in fine working order. The bar was littered with pictures of him doing outdoorsy things—riding his ATV, fishing, camping, hunting, and working on classic muscle cars with his buddies. He was at the age where he was ready to slow down and enjoy life, and he wasn’t above admitting it. 

I grabbed an empty pitcher off a nearby table as I made my way behind the bar. I hung my keys on a little hook underneath the bar, picked up the television remote and began channel surfing. I wouldn’t be busy for another hour or so, and I knew without looking that everything was stocked and clean. That meant I was gonna be bored stiff if I didn’t find something good to watch. The fishing channel Don had been watching wasn’t going to fly with me, pun intended. And since I was the only one in the bar, for now, I was going to change it to something more tolerable.

I finally settled on a crime drama. I was just putting the remote back under the bar when the door opened and two men walked in. They nodded at me and walked back to the pool table.

I grabbed my apron and tied it on before hustling over to them. “Hey gentleman! What can I get you?”

They were both young-ish, wearing ball caps turned around backward, and could have passed for brothers except for their height. The taller one glanced at me and smiled in greeting as he pulled a pool cue down from the wall. “Whatever’s on tap.”

The shorter one was racking the balls up and nodded in agreement.

“You got it,” I said as I hurried back to the bar. “You hungry, or just thirsty?” 

“We’re good,” Tall Guy said. “We’re just here so I can teach him how to play pool.” He grinned at his buddy, who gave him a disbelieving look. 

“Yeah, yeah,” he replied. “Keep it up. Or maybe put some money where your mouth is.” 

While they talked smack, I went back to the bar and filled a pitcher, then grabbed two frosted mugs out of the cooler and took the guys their beer.

“Too bad about old Frank.” The tall one pulled a ten and a couple ones out of his pocket and handed it to me. “Keep the change.” 

The other one let out a derisive snort. “Hardly.”

“Come on,” the first one continued as he leaned over the table and broke. “It has to be hard on Scott.”

“Right,” his buddy said, cuing up to sink the one ball. “Because his dad was such a good guy. If you ask me, Scott is going to be a lot happier now that his old man is gone.”

“Maybe you’re right.”

“Wait,” I said, “Scott’s his son? Is that the blonde guy who worked at the store with him? Mid-twenties?” 

Tall Guy nodded as he took a sip of his beer. “Yeah, that’s him. And I’m Dave by the way. And this here’s James.” 

James bent his head toward me. “Pleasure. You’re the one that bought the old lodge, right?” 

“Yeah,” I said, handing him his beer after I poured it. 

“So you’re the one who found him then,” Dave said. It wasn’t a question.

“That’d be me,” I said. “Just call me lucky, I guess.” 

He gave me a lopsided grin. “Well, I reckon the one good thing about finding him dead in your woods is that he probably didn’t insult you or stick his hand in your pocket while you weren’t looking.” 

“True story,” James said.  “The only reason any of us tolerated that old coot was so we could use his boat for fishing in the spring and summer, and the cabin for hunting in the fall. You know Scott will inherit all those things, and he’ll still let us use them. We just won’t have to put up with his father anymore. Win-win if you ask me.”

“I suppose,” Dave hedged. “But it was still his dad.” 

“Suppose nothing,” the second guy answered, drawing his brow down and cracking the three ball into the corner pocket. “The next time we go fishing with Scott, his asshole father won’t be joining us, and there’s not a single downside to that.”

“We probably shouldn’t have left him alone up there,” Dave said as James took a shot at the five ball and missed. 

Dave laughed. “Like we had a choice. He drove the boat to shore, kicked us all off—his own son included—and told us to get off his property or he’d shoot us for trespassing. After we left he probably threatened to shoot the wrong person and they shot him first.”

They quit talking as the game got real, so I meandered back to the bar. I wanted to dig for more information, but they didn’t seem to want to talk about it, and I couldn’t think of a valid way to justify my nosiness. I was just wetting a clean bar towel when the sheriff walked in. 

“Gabe,” I said with a slight head nod. “Can I get you a beer?” I doubted he was there to relax, but I figured if he was going to ask questions, he may as well do it with a beer in his hand. Lord knew with the day he’d had, he was probably ready for one. I knew I was.

He shook his head as he glanced around the bar. “Believe me—I’d love to, but I just came in to have a word with those two,” he said as he lifted his chin in the direction of the two men playing pool.

I glanced back at them and nodded. From what I’d heard of their conversation, they’d been with Frank before he’d died. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

He scowled as his eyes cut to me. “Now what makes you say something like that?”

I shrugged my shoulders as I wrung out my rag and draped it over a handle attached to the sink. “Um, because they were fishing with the victim yesterday?”

He sighed. “You should probably let me do the detective work around here. I know you had a hand in solving Fiona’s murder and I appreciate it, but this time, it may not be as simple as a domestic incident gone wrong.”

I put my hands up in a surrender gesture. “Look, that time I was just trying to help a friend, but this time, I swear, I wasn’t interfering in your investigation. They were just talking between themselves and I pieced things together. I wasn’t being nosy, but it’s hard not to listen in when we’re the only people in here and they’re talking about the dude I found dead as a hammer on my property not three hours ago.”

That seemed to pacify him because he leaned against the bar and cleared his throat. He glanced back at the two men before asking, in the quietest voice I had ever heard him use, “So what did they say?”

I rolled my eyes and frowned at the man. “Really? You just told me I should leave the detective work around here to you.”

The Sheriff’s lip twitched. If I didn’t know better, I’d almost think he was amused. He took a deep breath and shook his head. “You’re a potential witness and I’m just questioning you.”

I cocked my head to the side, deciding to mess with him a little. I know it was mean, but I couldn’t resist. “So you came here to question me, or you just decided to do it right now?” 

The Sheriff pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger as he closed his eyes. I wondered if anyone else stressed him out that much, or if it was just me. “I just decided. If you overheard any good dirt that they wouldn’t tell me, then I’d owe you one.”

“Fine,” I said with an exaggerated huff and a smile. I relayed what little I’d heard, adding on my own opinion at the end. “They definitely didn’t like Frank, but I’d be surprised if they—or at least Dave—had anything to do with his murder.” 

He considered that for a minute. “Why do you only say that about Dave? Why not James?” 

I lifted a shoulder. “Nothing in particular. Maybe it’s because he didn’t add any caveats to his dislike. He made it clear the world—including Frank’s son—was better off.”

Some of the tension left his shoulders and a smile spread across his face. “Now was that so hard?”

“Horrible.” I glanced at the two men playing pool.

He grinned. He really was a good guy, and seeing as how Dee had a thing for him, I didn’t want to be too hard on him.

“Seeing as how you dragged me away from a perfectly good box of donuts to come traipsing through Hell’s half-acre to find a corpse, you’ll have to pardon me if I don’t feel too bad about pulling some info out of you. Now I’m gonna go talk to your boys.” 

“They’re not my boys,” I said, picking up the rag and wiping non-existent crumbs from the bar. “Knock yourself out.” 

He was only back there for about ten minutes, but it seemed like a whole lot longer. 

Finally, he came back up to the bar, setting his now empty cup on it. 

“Thanks, Toni. You have yourself a good night,” he said as he reached up and slightly tilted the front of his hat.

“You too, Gabe.”

No sooner had he gone than the two pool players slammed the rest of their pitcher and hurried out the door. They didn’t so much as glance my way, and I had to wonder if that was because they’d seen me talking to the sheriff or they had something to discuss with somebody and didn’t want to do it over a cell phone. 
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I STOOD UP AND STEPPED away from the old oak cabinet I’d finished staining. I tilted my head as I examined my work. Not bad. If only my writing were coming along as well. But with any luck, all of these decorating distractions would help with my creative constipation.

Dee came barreling past me, nearly knocking over the can of stain sitting on the floor beside me. I loved her to pieces, but she had the grace of a pregnant camel. Between her and Bear, I had to keep anything spillable or breakable well out of the line of fire. Speaking of, our monster dog gave a soft woof of greeting as she flew through the room. She paused long enough to give him a quick ear scratch, then continued toward the door like her tail was on fire. 

"Mind if I borrow the car? Something came up at the cafe," she hollered over her shoulder, jiggling the keys over her head and not waiting for an answer as she charged toward my SUV. She wasn’t being obnoxious—we’d agreed she could use it anytime she needed to, and I’d already told her I was planning to stay home all day.

"Go ahead," I called after her, frowning as she jumped in, fired it up, and threw it in reverse.

I shook my head. She’d been rushing forward at breakneck speed trying to pull her new business back from the brink of disaster. What had seemed like an easy fix in the beginning was proving to be on scale with turning a runaway train, and I was afraid she was gonna find herself under the wheels. The food at the little diner had been sub-par at best, and she wanted to start fresh—get it right from the get-go. She wanted to make the cafe the go-to place for folks looking for a decent meal. She was right when she said dining options in Mercy were limited, and if she played her cards right, she’d corner the market. The problem was, she was playing against a stacked deck. Still, I had faith in her. She was pouring her heart into making it work, and I had no doubt it would pay off if the stress of it didn’t kill her first.

“That girl’s running herself ragged,” Maisey said from behind me. “It ain’t good for her. You can only burn the candle at both ends for so long before you run out of wax.” 

“I know,” I said, noting the worry lines creasing my new ghostly mother figure’s mouth. “She’s about got it, though. She and Jeremy are working on a menu. Her only problem is that she’s gonna have to do some of the cooking shifts herself until she can afford to bring on a second cook. That’s not exactly her forte, but she doesn’t really have a choice right now.” I was being generous; she made the most mouth-watering desserts I’d ever tasted, but when it came to cooking, the girl would burn water.

“Well then here’s hopin’ the place takes off before too long. You’re a good cook. Why don’t you help her?” 

I raised my brows and shook my head. “Oh no,” I said, “The last thing she needs is me in that kitchen. There’s a massive difference between cooking a huge meal for several people and cooking dozens of single ones.” 

“Then why doesn’t she invest some of the money Fiona left her?” Her silvery brow was furrowed in thought. She tended to be a fixer and looked for solutions rather than excuses.

“I don’t think she has a lot of that left. She got a nice chunk, but the bathrooms needed a serious upgrade—the toilets were leaking and one of the sinks only had cold water going to it. Then the dishwasher broke. Several of the booths were so old, the springs were poking through. Fiona’d just sectioned them off, but that’s wasted seating. Plus, it looked horrible.” 

“Still, maybe new booths could have waited until she was up and running a little better.” 

“Maybe,” I replied, “but it needed doing and she wants to draw a clear line between the old, Fiona-run cafe and the Phoenix she’s coaxing out of the ashes, so to speak.”

“Well, at least her baking business is taking off. Hopefully, it won’t take long for her to be able to hire another cook.” 

A familiar niggle of guilt worked its way through my mind. Right after we’d solved her aunt’s murder—or rather, right after Bear had sniffed out the evidence—a guy named Jason Cade had contacted us about staying in the lodge while he worked on a road construction project not far away and we’d agreed. Despite my protests, Dee had insisted on helping me pay for a new roof on the lodge so it would pass all the necessary inspections in return for using the kitchen for her baking business. 

Thankfully, Jason’s job had been pushed back by a month, because the roofers had just finished. I’d used the last of my savings to furnish the place, and now the place was all set for business. Jason had spread the word to a couple of his coworkers, so we had three guests renting rooms for the duration of their project, which was set to run for a couple of months. I still wasn’t sure if it was the right call, but I figured I could use Jason and his buddies as a dry run to see what I thought of being an innkeeper. I could always change my mind when they left if I didn’t like it. The place was, after all, mine free and clear. 

I had to admit, I was looking forward to trying something new. My goal when I’d moved to Mercy was to settle into a quiet life and try to get my writing career off the ground. I’d had a little money put back, and I’d figured I could live off it, at least for a while. As often happened, life didn’t go as planned. The lodge had been a mess, and I’d found Dee standing over her aunt’s body on my second day in town. In a weird way, it had been a blessing because we’d become fast friends, but I was worlds away from where I’d anticipated. 

“I think once she revamps the menu, she’s gonna be just fine. Like she says, there’s not exactly a lot of competition. If Jeremy’s willing to help her with the books, she should be able to back off and focus on her bakery.” 

I hadn’t really taken a good look at her when she’d popped in, but when I turned to her because she didn’t respond, her mismatched galoshes jumped out at me. I cocked a brow at her. “Nice boots.” 

Rather than scowl at me like I expected, she preened. “I know. I couldn’t decide between the bright green ones and the pink ones, so I wore one of each.” 

Sometimes the best thing to say is nothing at all, but when she didn’t get a response, she shrugged. “What? It’s not like I’m on the hunt for a man, and you’re the only person besides Dee who can see me anyway. I spent my whole life dressin’ to suit others. Now I’m dead. I reckon I’ll wear what I want.” 

Logic I couldn’t refute. There were a lot of words to describe my new life, but boring wasn’t one of them.
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I CLEANED OUT MY BRUSHES and decided to go for a run before the temperatures crept into the intolerable range. Summer had set on with a vengeance, and though I was used to it, that didn’t mean I wanted to run in it. This time I planned to stay on the paths. Aside from my personal aversion to stumbling across dead bodies, I was pretty sure the sheriff would have an aneurysm if I did.

It didn't take me long to throw on some clothes. I trotted downstairs and patted my leg. "Are you coming, Bear?"

The big lug groaned but dragged himself off the couch, then took a moment to stretch and shake before he trotted to my side. I opened the door and followed him out, doing a few of my own stretches before taking off. I hadn't gone far when Scout’s ancient pickup truck made the turn onto my driveway.

He stopped next to me, leaned across the cab, and rolled down the passenger side window.  I chuckled as I watched him strain to roll it down all the way. “You know, they started making trucks in the eighties with windows you can roll down with a push of a button.” I’d teased him about his dinosaur of a vehicle since the first time I’d seen it, but he claimed it was a classic.

He offered me a big smile. "Yeah, but where’s the fun in that? It’s good exercise to help me keep my biceps big and strong.” He flexed and made an exaggerated caveman face and I couldn’t help but laugh and shake my head. “Am I interrupting?"

I glanced down at Bear, who was wagging his tail so hard his butt was shaking. I shook my head. "Nope. Just heading out for a run before it gets too hot, Mr. Cromagnon. I’m off today. What's up?"

He lifted a white paper bag, and the smell emanating from it made my mouth water. I was pretty sure there was bacon and biscuits in it—the kind of meal that was the polar opposite of running. "Just thought I'd bring some breakfast by."

The last time Scout had brought me breakfast, it had been homemade blueberry muffins that he’d made himself. I smiled; the man was handsome and good in the kitchen. Talk about the total package. "Well, if it's half as good as your baked muffins ..."

He shook his head. "I'm afraid I had nothing to do with this other than ordering it, and it isn't baked goods this time."

I stopped dead and turned to look at him, afraid he may have decided to do a pick-up from Dee before I remembered she’d just left. No way had she had time to get to the diner in time to cook something toxic and put it in a bag. Still, that left few options and none of them were particularly palatable. "Just where did you go to get us this wonderful repast then?"

My face must have given me away, because Scout chuckled and said, "Don't worry. Dee is great and one hell of a baker, but the woman can't cook an actual meal to save her life. She is not responsible for cooking this."

My body relaxed almost immediately as I smiled and nodded.

"Do you want a lift, hot stuff?” He waggled his brows at me. We’d been playing the flirting game for a few weeks now and had gone on a couple dates. I was worried that he was in a better spot for a relationship that I was, so I was taking my time and keeping a bit of distance. I was fresh out of a divorce and didn’t want to confuse rebound emotions with real ones. That wouldn’t be fair to either of us.

I snorted. "It's, like, fifty-feet away, Romeo.” I gestured toward the lodge. “I think I can manage."

Scout shrugged. "Suit yourself. Your loss, riding in this fine machine," he said as he gunned the engine and took off.

He barely beat me and I shook my head as I reached into the open window and grabbed the takeout from the passenger seat of the truck. Scout climbed out of the truck carrying two to-go cups of coffee and followed me to the door of the lodge, bending over to love on Bear while I unlocked the door and pushed it open. Tossing my keys into a dish on the bureau in the hallway, I walked into the kitchen and fished the food out of the bag. I frowned as I recognized the packaging from the cafe. "Hey, I thought you said you didn't get these from Dee."

Scouts eyes twinkled. "No, I said Dee didn't make them; I never said I didn't get them from the cafe."

"Oh, Jeremy’s working,” I said. “I wasn’t thinking.” 

Scout nodded. "Yeah. He used to fill in for Fiona off and on when she needed a day off, but to be honest, she probably did more business on the two days a week he worked than she did the rest of the week combined.” 

I didn’t doubt that one bit. “I only ate there once but I’m not sorry about that. If the burger she cooked was any indication, I’d have been doing a lot of cooking at home.”

Scout chuckled. "Yeah, about the only good thing about her place was that she kept it immaculate. You may have choked to death on her dry meat, but food poisoning wasn’t a concern. It’s a good thing for Dee that Jeremy decided to stay on, for a couple reasons. People already know he can cook, so if he’s there regularly, she’ll be showing an increase in profits right off the bat. Assuming she doesn’t do much of the cooking. Also, he’s got a good head for books.” 

Not sure what to expect when I opened up my container, I was surprised to find a breakfast burrito inside. It was stuffed with eggs, tomatoes, hash browns, onions, garlic, cheese and jalapeno peppers, and was the perfect temperature for eating. I bit into it and closed my eyes as I chewed. It was honestly one of the best breakfast burritos I had ever had. The veggies were cooked to a perfect al-dente and the whole thing had some sort of seasoning that heightened all the flavors without overwhelming them.

"Well,” I said, chasing it with a drink of coffee, “if he can cook like this, then I'm sure the cafe’s problems are going to be far behind them in no time."

Scout took a bite and nodded as he moaned in appreciation. "Like I said, that café was packed when he was cooking, and that was even with him working off her menu rather than his own."

“If Fiona would’ve hired him full-time and let him do his thing, her café would’ve done a lot better.” 

Scout rolled his eyes. “Can you imagine Fiona relinquishing control of her café to someone else while she was alive?”

I chuckled. Fiona had definitely been one hell of a control freak. “No, not really, but I don’t understand why she wouldn’t have at least wanted to start taking some time off. She was pushing retirement age.”

Scout shook his head. "Fiona couldn't stand to have anyone around that was better at something than she was. Dee was the only exception, but she kept her in check by taking credit for all of her baking and not paying her any extra for it."

"So this breakfast burrito is on the new menu?"

Scout swallowed a huge bite and shook his head. "No. Jeremy deviated a little from the menu and made these especially for us with what he found in the kitchen. He’s actually good about making special orders."

"That's good,” I said, rushing to catch some juice before it ran down my elbow. “People like to be able to order something off-menu if that’s what they want. The only thing is I could see it becoming a problem if he’s slammed.” 

"Maybe, but I don’t think it’s ever that busy. I’m telling you, he’s good. You haven’t lived until you had his meatloaf.” Scout looked around as he munched. “So, not to change the subject, but have you decided what part of the remodel you’re going to take on next?"

He’d helped us at various points, and though the lodge was ready for guests, there was still a lot of work to be done on it.

I shook my head as I looked around. We hadn’t gotten around to refurbishing the floors, so there were a lot of rugs scattered about. The wood was mostly solid, but it wasn’t pretty in some spots. "Not really. We've come a long way on it, but we have a lot more to do and money’s pretty tight. Until we have more funds to play with, I guess I’ll do a little here and a little there as I can. Jason and his friends are due to arrive next week, but we’re ready for them. I hate to do much while they’re here, though." 

"Anything I can do to help?" he asked past a mouthful of food.

I shook my head. "Not at the moment."

He nodded, his eyes glinting with mischief. "But let me guess, you'll keep me in mind."

I laughed out loud at the memory of my response to him the first time he’d offered to help. The result of that particular stubborn streak had been a night spent shivering 'til my teeth rattled because I’d been too proud to accept his help with building a fire in the wood burner. 

"Yes, I will definitely keep you in mind." I paused as I thought about the floors again. If things took off, who knew when the lodge would be free of guests next? 

“Come to think of it,” I said, holding up a finger, “I could use a carpenter. There’s some damaged hardwood on some of the upstairs flooring. I haven’t checked into how much the lumber will cost yet. And I don’t have much money for labor.”

He shook his head and held up a hand to stop me. “You can make me a nice dinner or something to cover the labor. As for flooring expenses, all we have to do is find some old pallets. We can break them down, sand them up, use a router to put some grooves in so they fit together like the tongue-and-groove stuff you can get at the store, stain them and then lay them. In the end, the only expense you’re going to have will be the stain, nails, and glue. Worst case scenario, I’m friends with the guy who owns the lumberyard and can probably get you enough in scraps to make the repairs.”

I grinned. I hated to put him out, but trying to get this lodge done with just Dee’s help was so stressful. The expense of some of the repairs was enough to make my head explode and though I was pro with Google, DIY had never been my thing. “Wow. You’re kind of handy to have around.”

“Yep,” he said, swallowing the last bite of his burrito and wadding up his napkin. “I’ve been trying to tell you that this entire time. I’m more than just my rugged good looks.”

Laughing, I gave his shoulder a shove. “And modest, too. You really are all that and a bag of chips.” 

Something warm and furry nudged my leg and I looked down into two soulful eyes. Bear glanced back and forth from my eyes to the last bite of burrito in my hand and I sighed. Table food wasn’t good for him, but I couldn’t resist that look. I held the final scrap of egg and veggie goodness down and he gently took it from my fingers before dropping it to the floor. I watched as he nudged it open with his nose and pushed the tomato out of the way before gulping the rest of it down.

“Really?” I asked him. “Beggars can’t be choosers, you know.” 

Scout laughed. “I’m pretty sure he doesn’t see it that way. He figures you should be lucky he lets you feed him.” 

“Nah,” I said, bending down to give Bear’s scruff and good scratching. “That’s how cats think. This big guy here thinks the sun rises and sets on anybody who feeds him.” I was rewarded for my attention with a big, sloppy kiss all the way up the side of my face.

When he was sure there were no more handouts forthcoming, he turned and trotted up the stairs, probably heading to one of the rooms to take a nap. I shook my head as I bent down and scooped the piece of mushy tomato off the floor with a napkin. “Note to self—next time, take the tomato off before I give it to him.”

Scout chuckled. “Or just stop eating food with tomato on it. That’ll make him happy and avoid the problem altogether."

I rolled my eyes. “I’ll go to a lot of lengths to make him happy, but I’m not giving up tomatoes.  He's better at shaming than my mother, but I’m only going so far." I gathered the containers and stuffed them all back into the bag before tossing the whole thing into the trash. When I squished the bag, the faint remnants of the scent of our breakfast whooshed up and hit me in the face. I shook my head, amazed at how great everything had tasted. Dee could have never managed this, so I was glad she had someone good to help her out with the cooking. Now just for her to find a second someone, then maybe a third. If she was going to be open for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, she’d need at least three, bare minimum. That was a worry for another day though.

"So you said you were off today," Scout said. “Any big plans?” 

I shook my head. "Nope. I’d hoped to get a run in this morning but now I’m stuffed, so that’s off the table. I’ll putter around and maybe get some stuff done in the garden."

Speaking of the garden, I was surprised Maisey hadn’t stopped in. She liked Scout and rarely missed an opportunity to tease me about him when I couldn’t respond to her. I’d been considering introducing them, but I wasn’t quite sure how to go about it, or how he would respond. I mean, how do you go about telling a guy you like that your house is haunted without sending him running in the other direction? I shook myself out of my reverie because he was speaking to me.

"If you’re free, would you like to do something later?" 

I paused for a second, considering. We hadn’t really discussed my situation, or his for that matter. I didn’t even know if he’d ever been married, or much else about him for that matter. He kept bending and unbending the wrapping paper of his burrito. I liked him. A lot. But I’d only been divorced for a few months. Of course, my marriage had been over much longer than that, but was I ready to go there? And what would happen to our friendship if this went south?

"I mean, as friends." His eyes drifted to his burrito as he continued to play with the wrapping.

I gave him a wispy smile. “I’d like that. And just so you know, it’s not that I’m not interested. It’s just ... I really like you. But just came out of a long marriage, and I don’t want to lead you on. I need some time to get right in my own head before I bring another person into my crazy. It wouldn’t be fair to you for me to move forward before I know for a fact I’m ready.” 

“Oh,” he said with a lopsided grin. “Is that all? Here all this time I was thinking I needed better deodorant or something.” His kind blue eyes turned serious. “Thanks for telling me. If that’s all it is, I’m willing to hang out and just see what happens. No pressure. I like you, and friends are hard to come by. Even if that’s as far as it ever goes, I’ll still consider myself one lucky guy.” 

Wow. I didn’t even know what to say to that, so I didn’t say anything. I just smiled. 

“Now that we got that out of the way,” he said, “I have some errands to run, and I’ll check into getting you some pallets. I can be back here around four if that works for you.” 

“Four’s perfect,” I said with a decisive nod. “I’ll see you then.” 

This was either going to be the best decision I'd ever made or the worst decision

I'd ever made. I just couldn't decide which.
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SCOUT WAS ON MY DOORSTEP at three fifty-nine. I’d taken the time to run a flatiron through my hair and had even put on some makeup. I hadn’t lied when I said I really liked him, and I wanted to look nice. He saw me all the time in ratty jeans and t-shirts. I figured it wouldn’t kill me to pretend to be a real girl every once in a while. l looked down at my slacks and sweater, wondering if I had dressed appropriately for the occasion or if I was way too overdressed. Of course, to anybody else, I was still in casual attire even though I felt almost ready for the ball.

Taking a deep breath, I opened the door and was instantly glad I’d decided to dress up a little. Scout was wearing a nice pair of jeans and a navy dress shirt that set off his eyes nicely. He’d also shaved, and I wasn’t sure which look I liked better. There was definitely something to be said for the clean-shaven look, but I liked him with some scruff too.

He looked me up and down and gave a low whistle, and I could feel my cheeks flame. Stupid Irish blood. It didn’t matter that it was Black Irish—I still had a milky complexion that was just perfect for showing off a blush. No way to hide it.

“Ready?” he asked.

I nodded as I glanced back at Bear, who was sound asleep on the couch. “So where are we going?” I shut and locked the door and followed him down the steps.

He hurried around to my side of the truck, opening the door and holding it for me. “I thought we’d go to Dee’s. I talked to Jeremy this morning when I was there. He’s pullin’ a double and Dee’s running tables, so I figured it was as good a place as any to grab a bite to eat.”

“Sounds great,” I said. I’ll finally get a chance to try his cooking.”

“Trust me—once you try his meatloaf, you’ll be a convert.” 

I laughed. “Considering I don’t have a favorite restaurant here yet, the bar for that is pretty low. Plus, I’m pretty sure he’d have to put some effort into it if he wanted to serve me something that was worse than the half-raw burger and cold, limp fries Fiona prepared for my dining pleasure.” 

His lips twitched. “Yeah, I’m not even sure if he could cook something that bad if he tried.” 

“So where’d he learn to cook?” I asked. “And why isn’t he working at some grand restaurant somewhere?” 

“He’s self-taught. Cut his teeth on the Food Network Channel and fell in love with it.” He shook his head. “He’s been a foodie since he was thirteen or fourteen years old. His mom worked two jobs the whole time he was growing up because his dad split when he was little. She says she came home from work one night and he’d made her homemade chicken Alfredo over spaghetti because he knew she wouldn’t spend tip money on food while she was working. He’s been cooking ever since.” 

That was the kind of story that spoke volumes about a person. I already had respect for him before I’d even met him. “So then the next question—why isn’t he working at some fancy restaurant?” 

He shrugged. “If you ask him, it’s not his gig. First, he’s self-taught, which isn’t always a good thing. The fancy places that trained chefs. Also, he says he doesn’t want to work in a place that requires him to make a certain dish a certain way, with no leeway for creativity or improvement.” He cast me a sideways glance. “Then ... we’re Mercy. We’re not exactly the cultural center of the south. He doesn’t really have any options even if he did want to work for a place like that.” 

I was shocked when we pulled in front of the cafe. We were going to have to park down the street if we wanted to eat there because every spot in front of the cafe was filled. I’d pulled into town on a Friday night during dinner, and there had only been two cars other than mine there. Now, it wasn’t even officially dinner time yet, and the place was packed. 

“Is this all because of Jeremy’s cooking?” I asked, flabbergasted as a family of five spilled out the front doors, the dad smiling with a toothpick in his mouth, and the kids all rushing ahead, glad to be free. “Those people actually look happy.” 

He smiled as he slowed down to look for a spot. “I wouldn’t be surprised. Dee’s a great waitress but I’m pretty sure her ability to carry twenty drinks on one tray didn’t draw this kind of crowd.” 

“Are you sure we’re going to be able to find a place to sit in there?” I asked as I craned my neck to look in as we drove past. It looked completely full.

“There might be a small wait, but it’s not like we had anything else to do.”

I nodded. If nothing else, Scout could run me through the who’s who list of the people in there. The town was small, but I hadn’t had a chance to meet too many people yet. It seemed I was always at a disadvantage wherever I went because as the new girl in town, everybody seemed to know my name, but I didn’t know any of theirs. 

We ended up finding a place almost three blocks away. I was pretty sure that meant that we were going to have a longer wait for dinner ahead of us than we’d thought, but it looked like I was wrong. A lot of the people were leaving with to-go bags stuffed with food.

Scout held the café door open for me and I breezed past him. “Thank you.” I looked over my shoulder at him and smiled.

“Toni,” someone squealed to my right.

I turned just as Dee barreled out from around the counter and threw her arms around my neck. “Isn’t it fantastic?”

I returned her hug and looked around. “It’s amazing.” All but two tables were full, and there were a couple of people waiting at the register to pick up to-go orders. I didn’t recognize the dark-haired young woman in a waitress uniform who was working the register and handing the orders out.

“Who’s that?” I asked, nodding toward the woman.

Dee released me and followed my gaze. “That’s Annie. She and a waitress named Nikki used to work here, but Fiona fired them both a while back.” She turned her gaze back to me. “Annie’s a single mom and hasn’t been able to find a job since Fiona let her go.” Dee shrugged. “She needed the work and I needed the help, so I hired her and Nikki back part-time to start. I figured they can work the days that Jeremy’s cooking since those are the days we’re probably going to get slammed. And Annie’s about to lose her house. Her husband quit paying child support, and since she couldn’t find work, she got behind on her rent. I offered to rent the room above the café to her, or maybe even the house. The apartment is nice, but it’s not big enough for her and two kids.”

I smiled—how many people would not only give a person in a tough spot a job but a place to live, too? “I think they’re lucky to have you as a boss.”

Dee shrugged off the compliment as her gaze scanned the room to make sure everything was kosher. “I just wish Nikki could have been here tonight. I really could have used her help but she had to work late at the beauty salon.” Dee turned her attention back to us. “I’m sure you didn’t come just to chitchat, so I hope you’re hungry.”

She grabbed a couple of menus and glanced at Scout. “Table for two, suh?” 

When he grinned and nodded, she gave us a saucy wink then turned on her heel and led us back to a table in the corner. 

I tried to be careful, but the dining room was so full, there wasn’t much space between my chair and the one behind me. Despite my best efforts, I bumped the guy when I was sitting down. I turned around to apologize when my eyes fell on Marnie, the other occupant at the table. Marnie was the town real estate agent and the woman responsible for selling me the lodge. 

Normally, I would’ve been grateful for all she’d done for me because she’d gone out of her way to send me plenty of pictures and answer any questions I had. As it turned out though, she hadn’t really been doing me any favors. The pictures of the lodge she’d sent me were at least a decade old and she’d conveniently forgotten to tell me it needed a total renovation. She didn’t burn any daylight cashing the check, though. It was my own fault for being so naive and buying a house sight unseen, but as far as I was concerned, she was a scam artist.

As soon as Marnie saw me, she dropped her gaze and started fidgeting with her phone. “Excuse me,” she said to the guy across from her. “I just have to check in with my office.” She hastily got up and scurried away.

I debated warning the man to run while he still had both his money and his sanity, but decided against it.  He did look grumpy because I’d bumped him though. “I’m so sorry,” I said, “The chairs are closer together than I realized.”

The guy barely acknowledged me, just waved his fork as he chomped on a mouthful of food.

I rolled my eyes and took my seat across from Scout, shaking my head. “Some people.”  

“So what can I get you guys to drink?” Dee asked.

“An iced tea for me,” I said as I picked up the menu and began thumbing through it.

“Coffee for me,” Scout answered.

“Coming right up.” Dee scampered off.

A chair scraped across the floor behind me. “So, where were we?” Marnie asked in her pert, sugary-sweet tone.

“You were going to hurry this deal along so I could get out of this godforsaken town and back to civilization,” the man said around a mouthful of food.

“So your boss just wants this as a vacation home?” Marnie asked.

“Yeah. It’s not like anybody would move here to live. Not willingly, anyway. About all this town is good for is vacationing. And only if it’s brief and you don’t have to stay at the local roach motel.”

Marnie gave a nervous laugh. “Well, I submitted the offer to the sellers and now it’s entirely in their hands. There’s nothing I can do until I hear back from them.”

“Fabulous,” the guy replied, and it didn’t take a genius to pick out the sarcasm.

“Here you go.” Dee placed our drinks down in front of us. “So what can I get you guys to eat?”

I glanced at Scout as I closed my menu, then up to Dee. 

“Is there any meatloaf on the menu tonight? Rumor has it, it’s the best in five counties.” 

Dee laughed. “There is and it is.”

“Then hit me. Mashed potatoes and green beans as sides, please.” 

Scout handed his menu to Dee. “I’ll take the same.”

“I can’t wait for you to try it. And save room for dessert. I have a little sumthin-sumthin whipped up. I can’t let Scott hog the whole spotlight!” she said with a wink.

“You bet,” I said. “You know me. I’m an eat dessert first kinda girl, so you won’t have to twist my arm.” 

“Well just don’t forget.”  A glass crashed to the ground behind her and she cringed. “I better go before mayhem and mischief converge to put me in the poor house.”

Scout’s phone rang and he glanced at the screen.  He frowned, then gave me an apologetic glance. “I’m sorry but I need to take this. I bought a bull, and this is the shipper.” 

He slid his finger across the screen to answer, then got up and headed toward the front door, leaving me alone to really look around. The café hadn’t changed much in appearance, other than the fact it was almost filled to capacity and had new booths. That wasn’t what I’d been expecting at all, but I was glad for it. Dee deserved for something to go right for her, and it seemed she was finally getting her break.

Behind me, Marnie muttered something I couldn’t quite hear. Apparently, her dinner partner wasn’t pleased with it. She’d probably shown him the real pics of his place now that he’d put an offer in on it.

“I think we’re done here,” he growled, sliding his chair back and bumping me so hard my tea sloshed. 

Anger bubbled up through me when no apology was immediately forthcoming. “Excuse you,” I said as I turned in my chair to face the man. I wasn’t generally confrontational, but holy crap on a cracker. 

He cut his eyes at me but did have the grace to look abashed. “Sorry,” he said, wadding up his napkin and tossing it on the plate. He shot Marnie one final glare, then stomped out of the restaurant.

I turned toward her. “Another happy client, I see,” I said, smirking. She glowered at me but didn’t say anything, so I turned and sat back down, swabbing up the spilled tea with my napkin. Scott came back smiling, but it faltered when he saw my expression. I quickly schooled it back into something more befitting good dinner company.

“Everything okay?” he asked. 

I waved him off. “Yeah. Is everything okay with your new cow?” 

He smiled. “Bull. And yeah, he’s on the way.” 

Dee showed up with her arms laden with plates. “Prepare to be amazed,” she said, sliding the plates in front of us. If the smell was anything to go by, I was in for a treat.

Conversation petered out as we dug in, and for the first time ever, probably, I had a hard time setting aside meatloaf to leave room for dessert. Once I took my first bite of the chocolate caramel lava cake and homemade espresso ice cream, I was glad I did though. 

We’d almost finished with dessert when the sheriff pushed through the front door and motioned for Dee. She hustled over to him, smiling, but that didn’t last more than two seconds once he started talking. Her shoulders rose and fell with a deep sigh, and she motioned toward the kitchen. Gabe took off in that direction, and she skittered back to us. 

“What was that all about?” I asked, wondering if it would be rude to lick the remnants of the sauce off my dessert plate.

“Oh, nothing,” she said, flapping her hand, a note of hysteria in her voice. “Just my one and only star chef being questioned about the murder is all.” 

She pulled a chair over from the table beside us then collapsed onto it.

“What?” I said, not quite connecting the dots. “Does he think Jeremy did it?” 

“I don’t know,” she said with a heavy sigh. “I didn’t have a chance to ask him; I just overheard Gabe asking him where he was. All I know is he’s a good guy and I know he didn’t do it.” 

“I’m sure Gabe will see reason and figure it out,” I said, right before Gabe pushed back out the kitchen door, scowling as he stomped out of the cafe.

“Or maybe he won’t,” she said, getting up and practically running to the front.

My heart sank. Dee had finally gotten things back on track and in two minutes flat, the universe had blown her life up again. That really sucked.
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ALL DEE HAD MANAGED to find out was that Gabe had asked about Jeremy’s whereabouts and had done his level best to catch him in an inconsistency. Jeremy had no idea why he’d drawn the sheriff’s attention. I reminded Dee that if the sheriff had anything concrete, he would have probably arrested Jeremy on the spot. 

“Remember when he thought you may have killed Fiona?” I asked.

“How could I forget?” she replied, her voice glum. “What about it?” 

“Gabe was convinced you did it, but he still didn’t take you to jail.” 

“Yeah, but if we hadn’t stumbled upon the real murderer, who knows what might have happened? I’m not saying he’s not a good cop—I’m just saying bad things happen to good people, and it wouldn’t be hard to build a case against just about anybody in this situation. Frank was mean to just about everybody in town at one point or another, and he ripped a bunch of people off, too.” She glanced at him, worry in her eyes. “Plus, Jeremy smacked him, and he doesn’t exactly have a history of being able to hold his temper, especially when it comes to that family.” 

“Don’t borrow trouble,” Scout said, placing his hand over hers. “He may have been hotheaded when he was younger, but that was years ago. Things will work out. You’ll see.” 

“I sure hope so,” she said. “But you know as well as I do, folks have a long memory, and the fact that his last big blowout was with Scott won’t exactly work in his favor.” My ears perked at that, but before I could ask for details, a customer a couple of tables away asked if he could get a refill and she apologized and stood to go.

“Do you want me to stick around?” I asked, worried about her.

She waved me off. “Absolutely not. There’s nothing we can do, anyway. You two go have fun and I’ll see you tonight.” 

“So what was that about Jeremy and Scott?” I asked.

He blew out a breath as he wadded up his napkin and piled his silverware on his empty plate. “Jeremy has a history of being a hothead. When he was younger, it was almost a guarantee that if he showed up at the Dead End, there was gonna be a fight. And the last one he had before he pulled himself together was a knock-down, drag-out with Scott over a woman and money. They buried the hatchet on that a long time ago, though.”

They must have, considering Jeremy had been working at the feed store.

We paid the bill and left, and I felt a little better when I saw Dee smiling and chatting with a table. She was an optimist and I hoped that carried her through.

Scout insisted on taking me to Red Lodge, a little town thirty miles away, so I could experience a drive-in movie. When I’d confessed over dinner that I’d never been to one, he’d insisted I was missing out on a critical piece of the American experience and called them on the spot to see what was showing. When it was over, I had to agree it was an experience I’d never forget. It was like we’d stepped back in time and I felt like I should have been wearing a poodle skirt. I was looking forward to doing it again.

It was nearly one in the morning when we pulled up in front of my tiny cabin. “I had a really nice time,” I said as he turned off the engine.

“Me, too.” He climbed out of the truck and walked around to my side, opening the door so I could step out.

The curtains fluttered ever so slightly and figured Dee was up and waiting for me. Scout walked me to my door.

We stood there, awkwardly, on the stoop. our eyes never meeting. Me bending and straightening my knees, and him scratching his jaw before looping his fingers in his belt loops. Finally, unable to take it anymore, I stood up on my tiptoes and planted a quick peck on Scout’s cheek.

“I had a really nice time.”

Scout chuckled. “So you said.”

I felt my cheeks heating up as I nodded. “Right.” I glanced at the door. “Well, I better get inside.”

Scout nodded. “Yeah. It looks like Dee is waiting up for you.” He gave me a small smile as he walked away.

“Good night, and thanks for the movie,” I said as I opened the door and stepped inside. I had barely shut the door when Dee squealed behind me.

“So how did it go?” She clapped her hands together.

“Great until the intensely awkward moment you probably just witnessed. But forget about me—you’re much more chipper than you were the last time I saw you. What gives?” I toed off my shoes and headed to the kitchen.

“What gives is that this evening I heard all the latest gossip from Nikki, that other part-time waitress I hired for the café. Remember, I told you she used to work with Annie and me when Fiona ran the place. At least she did before Fiona fired everyone except me.” Dee shook her head. “She stopped in for a quick bite when she got off from Buns.” Dee’s eyes sparkled. “With her around, I now have the inside track to everything going on in this little town.”

I bit back a laugh as I poured us both a glass of tea. “Buns?”

Dee gave me a wry smile. “Yeah. Hair Today, Bun Tomorrow. It’s the local hair salon, but everybody just calls it Buns.”

My lips twitched as I fought back the desire to really laugh. “Of course they do. So she’s a stylist?”

“Yeah,” Dee said, pulling her feet underneath her as we took seats on opposite ends of the couch. “She knows everything going on in this town.”

I rolled my eyes. “I doubt she knows more than Linda.”

Dee snorted. “Who do you think does Linda’s hair?”

“Ah,” I said, taking a sip of my tea before setting it on the stand table. “She does have the dirt, then. So does either of them know who killed Frank and deposited him so generously on our property?”

“According to Nikki, who heard it from Linda, who heard it from the sheriff, the number one suspect right now is Scott, the victim’s son, which is why I’m so chipper, as you say. I guess he worked for his dad and the man was awful to him. It also doesn’t look good that Scott is Frank’s sole beneficiary and, to make matters worse, he took out a life insurance policy on his daddy three months before he conveniently turned up dead.”

Maisey faded in as she was speaking and started to say something. Her gaze drifted to the stand table and she glowered at me. “Were you raised by wolves? That stand table is hand-carved oak and over a hundred years old. Put a coaster under that glass before it leaves a ring!” 

Bear raised one sleepy eyelid and gave a soft woof at the sharp tone. He still wasn’t quite sure what to make of a see-through human who wouldn’t pet him.

For my part, I cringed and turned to do as she demanded. There wasn’t much that got to her but a glass on bare furniture was one of them. 

“Sorry,” I muttered as I wiped off the moisture and plunked the little square of granite down before setting the glass on top of it. Then I realized the absurdity of apologizing to a woman who’d been dead for more than a century for something I did in my own house to my own property, though to be fair, the table had been hers first. The politics of living with a ghost were mind-boggling sometimes.

I turned back to Dee and frowned. “A life insurance policy, huh? That certainly doesn’t make him look good.”

“I know,” she said, eyeballing Maisey before she slid another coaster toward her before setting her glass down. “Scott said he did it because his dad had rage issues and a bad heart, and he ate like crap. Scott figured it was only a matter of time before he died from one or the other.” 

She shrugged. “But honestly, it could have been anyone that worked for or did business with Frank. He was horrible to his employees, and his prices were outrageously high but people either had to suck it up and buy from him or go to Red Lodge. Rumor had it he padded his monthly accounts too, so people were charged even more than they should have been. A couple people called him on it, but he claimed it was a mistake—that somebody else’s stuff had been put on their tabs by accident.”

I bit my lip and nodded as I thought about all of that. She wasn’t really telling me anything Scout hadn’t mentioned, but it had more teeth when it came from more than one person. 

Maisey tsked. “A man who acted like that back in my day wouldn’t have lasted long before somebody plugged him. The only difference is the law wasn’t nearly so strict then. If he cheated somebody and was caught fair and square, I doubt it would have been considered a crime.”

I wasn’t an advocate for just up and shooting somebody, but I had to wonder if crime would be such an issue if we still lived by the rules she had. 

“Also,” Dee continued, “according to Scott, there seems to be a lot of money missing. He’s insisting that whoever was embezzling from his father is probably the person that did it. He figures his Dad found out money was missing and confronted the culprit.” Dee frowned and shook her head. “But I don’t see how anyone could embezzle from Frank. He was the only one who ever handled the books and the money. At least, that’s what Jeremy says.”

“Jeremy knew Frank?” I asked.

Dee nodded. “That’s where the questioning comes in. Jeremy worked for Frank part-time.” 

That explained it, then. “So Jeremy thinks it was just routine questioning?” 

“Course it wasn’t routine questioning,” Maisey said. “He worked there. That means he had opportunities to take the money and it also would have been much easier for him to cart a dead body out of there. Nobody would question seeing his vehicle there, no matter the time of day or night. Plus if he treated his employees like crap like Dee says, he had motive, too.” 

Dee stood up and stretched. “That’s all true enough. But I can’t process it all right now. I’ve been going since seven this morning and I’m runnin’ on empty. I gotta get some sleep.”

I nodded as I stood and picked up our empty glasses. “I hear ya. It’s been a long day for me too. Get some rest.” 

She turned back to me before she shut the door to her bedroom. “I’ll try to be quiet in the morning, but I have to bake some cookies for the ladies auxiliary meeting that’s being held tomorrow tonight. I made some cupcakes at the café yesterday for a busy mom to take to school for her son’s birthday, but I just ended up being in Jeremy’s way, and they came out lopsided. That kitchen isn’t big enough for a cook and a baker to work in together and the oven is crap.”

I stood up from my stooped over position. “I doubt I’ll hear you, but thanks. ”

Dee smiled. “I’ll make an extra dozen and leave them for you, just in case.” 

Far be it for me to turn down free cookies.
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I AWOKE BRIGHT AND early to find Bear sprawled out across the couch. Apparently, he’d gotten up with Dee and just hadn’t made it back to the bedroom. Dee’d left a carafe of coffee on the counter in the kitchen. I was still tired and debated going back to bed, but I felt guilty doing that after keeping her up so late when she had a baking job to do. So I poured myself a cup of coffee, trudged back to my bedroom, and pulled out a set of old gray sweats. The least I could do for her was go up to the lodge and see if she needed any help or, at the very least, keep her company.

I took a quick shower and pulled on my sweats, tucking my hair under a baseball cap. I downed the remainder of my first cup of coffee as I was walking back to the kitchen, the grabbed my to-go mug and filled it up before walking to the front door. “Come on, Bear,” I said, and held the door open.

He yawned before climbing down off the couch and stretching, then shook out his fur before walking past me and outside. I smiled—it was a dog’s life for sure. 

My SUV was gone, so I figured Dee probably needed more supplies for her baking gig or just had a ton of supplies already in there from the day before and couldn’t carry them all. I continued my slow walk to the lodge, breathing in the cool morning air and enjoying the bird song. I was just climbing the steps to the veranda door when my SUV came down the drive. 

I paused and waited for Dee to park and get out. Her mouth was set in a grim line as she shut the door and walked toward me.

“You all right?” I asked.

Dee shook her head. “I thought I was going to have to cancel the cookie order for the ladies auxiliary so I could work the diner. The sheriff just made Jeremy his number one suspect,” she growled as she walked past me and into the lodge.

“What? Why?” I followed along in her wake as she stormed into the kitchen and began pulling pots and pans down and setting them on the island with a little too much force.

Dee paused and leaned against the counter. “Because someone saw Jeremy get into a fight with Frank the day before he was killed. Jeremy doesn’t deny it. He said that Frank was double charging a guy who was really strapped for cash and barely able to keep his ranch running.” She ran her hands through her hair. “I guess the argument got pretty heated and Jeremy punched Frank.”

I put my hand to my mouth. “Yeah, but heated enough to kill him?”

Dee shook her head as she began pulling out wooden spoons, flour, eggs, butter, milk. “He didn’t hurt Frank at all. Not really. But the fact remains that someone saw Jeremy assault him.”

“So they were just fighting there in the store?”

“No. They were in the back. I guess the customer came in and couldn’t find anybody up front, so he walked to the back and peaked through the door. That’s where he witnessed the fight. The Jeremy from when we were younger, the boy, yeah, he definitely would have done something like this. But not Jeremy the man. I wouldn’t have believed any of it except for the fact that Jeremy admits to it all and the witness, according to the Sheriff, was pretty unhappy about being cornered by the Sheriff and asked about the incident.”

“How did the sheriff even know to question this witness?”

Dee shrugged. “Someone saw Jeremy leaving the store in a hurry and noticed who was in there at the time. I guess they shared all that with the sheriff and he took it from there.”

“Lots of people have fights,” I said, scrunching my brow. “It’s all pretty circumstantial, so I don’t think this will amount to anything. The sheriff doesn’t have any hard evidence that Jeremy did anything other than scuffle with him, and surely they won’t bring him in on assault charges since the guy he hit’s dead. I wouldn’t worry about it too much until you have more reason too.”

Dee kind of bobbed her head. “You’re probably right. But then again, sometimes cops seem more interested in solving a case and getting it off the books than actually making sure he got the right person.”

“I don’t think Gabe will be that way,” I said, hoping I was right. 

Scout’s truck rolled up the driveway and he stuck his arm out the window and waved.

“I found a bunch of pallets at the hardware store, so if you wanna get some work done on those floors, I’m ready to help.” 

I smiled, despite the gravity of the conversation I’d been having. The floors were haunting me because a couple of the bad spots were in the guest bedrooms. If I was gonna do the whole B&B thing, I wanted to do it right. I didn’t want to have to close rooms down or have construction going on when I had guests. Now it looked like that was one more worry I could cross off the list.

“You gonna be okay?” I asked as she pulled a tray of cookies out of the oven.

“Yeah,” she replied, brushing a strand of hair off her forehead. “There’s not much I can do other than wait. I took today off to get these done, so other than stopping in to make sure they’re all set, I don’t have to go to the cafe.” She sighed. “Not that I’m not enjoying being a business owner, but I’m glad to get away from the place for a day.” 

“From the looks of things last night, you’ll be able to hire another couple cooks and waitresses in no time. Then you won’t have to put so many hours in.” 

She nodded as she scooped cookie dough onto a cool sheet. “I sure hope so. I feel like I haven’t had a solid night’s sleep in a week. It’s wearing me thin.” 

“I’m gonna go learn how to turn pallets into wood floors if you don’t need me then,” I said, plucking a cookie off a cooling rack. She swatted at my hand with her spoon but smiled. “Let me know how they are. I’m cookied out.” 

I couldn’t imagine such a thing as I bit into one of the crispiest, most delicious snickerdoodles I’d ever eaten. “Gold,” I muttered with my mouth full. “You’re gonna be rich before you know it.” 

She smiled and blushed. “Go on. Get your floors done.” 

After a long day of baking for Dee, and an even longer day with me helping Scout tear apart pallets then sand, and cut them to size, Bear, Dee and I had sprawled out in the lodge’s main room. Dee and I were on the couch, Bear was on the floor in front of the fireplace.

Someone knocked at the front door. Dee and I shared a quizzical look as I glanced at my watch. Seven o’clock. It felt way later than that. I forced myself to my feet and trudged to the door, then peaked through the curtain to see a blonde woman waving. I frowned as I opened the door.

The woman stuck out her hand. “Hi. I’m Nikki. You must be Toni. Dee thinks the world of you,” she said as she grabbed my hand and shook vigorously.

I couldn’t help but notice that her hair didn’t move. At all. And she had it styled in this very full throw-back from the eighties look. The dark and heavily applied eye-shadow and the big hoop earrings adorning her ears also screamed late eighties. I couldn’t tell for sure, but if I had to guess I’d say she looked old enough that she could have easily been a teenager during that decade. 

Nikki released my hand and peeked around the door. “Come on, Dee. Let’s all go out and celebrate.”

Dee groaned as she shoved herself up to a stand. “What are we celebrating?”

“Why, just how successful the café is becoming and the fact that all of your baked goods nearly sold out this evening. You are definitely going to have to make more.”

“Shoot,” Dee replied, jumping off the couch with more energy than I’d have been able to muster. “I should get started on that right now then before I run clear out of gas.” Dee veered toward the kitchen, but Nikki stepped past me and blocked her way.

“Nonsense. We can all pitch in tomorrow and get some baking done.” Nikki gave a sheepish grin. “Or at least, we can cheer you on while you bake. Maybe do the cleanup for you, or bring you things you need. But tonight, we celebrate. Your business is going to be a huge success. I can just feel it.” She began pulling Dee towards the door. “Come on, Toni. This woman deserves to be celebrated.”

“Wait,” Dee said. “I can’t go anywhere dressed like this. I’m covered in dough and have on zero makeup.” I agreed with her. We were a matching set, except I was covered in stain rather than dough.

Nikki took a second to give us a second glance. “Fine,” she said, “But make it quick. We’re not going anywhere fancy, so jeans and some eyeliner will do. It’s not like we’re on the prowl.” 

It took us all of fifteen minutes to get dive-bar presentable, and I was surprised to find the idea of going out with the girls put a little pep in my step I didn’t think I had. 

“Ready?” Nikki asked us.

“Ready,” we replied in tandem as we gathered our purses and slipped on our shoes.

I looked at Bear, who was snoozing on the couch as usual. “Be back in a bit,” I said as I stepped into my shoes. “Don’t let anybody steal the TV or fine silver while we’re gone.” He just cracked an eye open and gave me a sleepy look before shutting it again. Apparently, I had the gold-star seal of approval to leave, but he wasn’t making any promises about the TV and silver. I followed the girls outside and shut the door, then climbed in the back seat of the Bug. “So where are we going? I’m not exactly dressed for a night out.”

“I wanted to drive to Red Lodge and go to this really neat old saloon called The Bear’s Den, but Annie didn’t want to be out that late.” Nikki rolled her eyes. “She said it’s her ex’s time with the kids, and she wants to spend some of it catching up on her sleep. So, I guess we have to settle for going to The Dead End.”

“Are we picking her up?” Dee asked.

“She said she’d meet us there. Something about wanting to drive so she could leave when she was ready and not have to wait for someone to take her home.” We pulled into the parking lot for the bar where I worked. “At least she’s here already,” Nikki said, gesturing to an old economy car parked in the lot. She sounded a little relieved.

We piled out of the Bug and walked past Annie’s car, an ancient grey Renault with strips of paint missing from the roof and the hood. I noticed my boss’s truck wasn’t there and wondered who he had working. I really hoped he wasn’t going to ask me to work. This was my night off, and even though I was exhausted, it had been forever since I’d had a girls’ night out and I was really looking forward to it.

“Where is everyone?” Nikki asked as we walked in.

Annie was over by the pool table, a pitcher of beer on a table next to her. She waved when she saw us.

“Are we the only ones here?” I asked Annie.

She nodded as she lined up her pool cue and prepared to take a shot. “Yeah. Lock the doors behind you. Don said he wasn’t feeling well and ran everybody out. When I told him you all were on your way, he agreed to let us stay and asked if I wouldn’t mind having you lock up when we were done.”

I was stunned. “Wow. People are way more trusting here than where I’m from. And how can he afford to just close up?”

Annie chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. He’s my uncle, so I happen to know he has some cash stashed back. It doesn’t hurt his feelings to close down every once in a while, and it’s not like people will stop coming.” She moved the cue back and forth before finally making her shot, sinking the six ball. “Anyone want to play?” She studied the table as she walked around it.

Dee and Nikki both shook their heads. “No. It’s no fun playing with you because you can clear all of your balls before any of us even have the chance to take a shot,” Nikki grumbled as she crossed her arms over her chest. 

Annie laughed. “Fine. Go get yourselves something to drink and let me finish playing myself, then we can hang out.”

“Deal.” Nikki spun on her heal and sauntered to the bar. “So what’s everybody’s poison?” She stepped behind the bar and began looking around. 

“Just a Bud Light for me,” Dee said as she sat up on one of the bar stools.

“I’ll have a Hop Gun.” I climbed up on the stool next to Dee. Nikki gave me a quizzical look. “It’s a Florida beer,” I explained. Don keeps it for a guy who goes back and forth between here and there, and I’m helping myself to his stash while he’s gone.” I grinned. “Can’t let beer go bad, now. It has a blue and green label.” 

She bent over and took a closer look, then pulled out two bottles. “I’ll give that a shot myself,” she said. “I love craft beers.” 

Nikki popped the tops, then handed Dee and me ours and lifted hers in a toast. “To Dee and her successful new business venture.”

Dee and I raised our bottles and clinked them all together.

“Hear, hear,” called Annie as she walked toward us, glass raised in salute.

We all took a long pull on our drinks.

“You cleared the table already?” I asked her, glancing at the pool table that was clear of all balls.

Annie offered me a wink as she shrugged and took the bar stool next to me. “It’s a gift.”

I raised a brow and took a pull off my beer. “So I see. I’m glad I’m not a mark—you’d have hustled me for sure.” 

She laughed. “It’s funny you say that. Don had to ban customers from challenging me because they’d get mad when I beat them, especially as a teenager.” 

“A teenager?” I asked. “And you were in a bar?” 

She shrugged. “It’s not that big a deal. Not like it would be in a big city. This may be a bar, but it’s a family place. Uncle Don had to watch me a lot so my mom could work, and the regulars kinda took me under their wings. Woe be to anybody who was mean to me.” 

Just when I thought I was getting used to all the differences between Mercy and Orlando, I’d learn something new. I wasn’t being judgy—it’s just that most bars I was used to were definitely not kid-friendly. 

“This is actually pretty good,” Nikki said, holding up her beer. “We may have to ask Don to stock it regularly and in larger quantities!” 

She glanced at Dee, who was picking at the label on her bottle. “That totally sucks that Jeremy is a suspect. If you ask me, the sheriff isn’t looking as close as he should be at two much more compelling suspects.” She shook her head.

Dee smirked as she leaned toward me and whispered, “See.” She straightened and gave Nikki her undivided attention. “So what did you hear at the salon now?”

Nikki leaned across the bar, her eyes glinting with knowledge she obviously was dying to share. “Well, I was just going into work when I saw Scott outside and across the street from the salon with Janie, that really cute girl that works at the motel as a maid. They’ve been friends forever, since grade school, and now they’re dating. Apparently, she knew his dad had been seeing somebody on the side and he was pissed she hadn’t told him.” 

She made a face like she had just bitten into a lemon and shivered before shaking her head and taking another long pull from her beer. “I know the guy was good looking for an older guy, but ... eww. Anyway, Scott’s close to Beatrice, his dad’s long-term girlfriend. They’re kinda on-again-off-again, but they’ve been together for years. She pretty much raised Scott, and I guess he saw it as a betrayal that Janie knew and didn’t say anything. And I can’t imagine he was too pleased with his father, either.”

Annie frowned. “Did she say who Frank was supposedly having an affair with, and do you think it was true?”

“Supposedly Helen McDaniels.” Nikki blew a puff of breath out through her cheeks. “And it may be true. She likes nice things and Frank wasn’t exactly poor. And he was a total womanizer, so it wouldn’t surprise me to learn he was stepping out on Beatrice.”

“What about Helen, though? She probably knew he was seeing somebody, so do you think she’s the type to go with a taken man?” Since I had no clue who the woman was, I had to ask. 

“Probably,” Nikki said, taking the final swig of her beer. “Though she never so much as hinted at it. She’s married, but she and her husband don’t get along. He’s a nice guy but has a wicked temper. Used to get in a lot of bar fights back in the day. He was rich when they got married, but lost most of his money in some pyramid scheme or something. He still has the big house, but that’s about it. Still, if she divorces him, she won’t even have that. And like I said, she likes nice things, and she’s never been all that nice. She’s pretty selfish. No kids and she always wears the fanciest clothes. Talks down to working people. People like that don’t usually give too much of a damn about others. Scott also told Janie there was a lot of money missing from the feed store, and he wanted to know if Helen had been in spending an outrageous amount of money or showing off any new jewelry.”

“So,” Dee said as she swirled her bottle, “if Scott confronted his dad about the affair, it could have turned nasty. Or Beatrice could have killed him after she caught him cheating on her. Or maybe Helen’s husband got wind of it. I think all of their motives make them way better suspects than Jeremy.”

I had to agree. “But with no proof that there was an affair between Helen and Frank, none of it matters. It only matters if we can uncover something that those two may have been hiding, or that her husband found out.”

“How are we going to do that?” Dee asked.

I shrugged. “Maybe we could start by finding out where she was when Frank was killed. I’m sure the sheriff’s already verified Scott’s alibi or lack thereof.”

Nikki raised her hand. “I already know the answer to one of those, and it doesn’t add up, at least to me. Scott said he was with Janie, but that couldn’t be right. She came in to get her hair done the day before Frank was killed and was all excited about going to the mall in Atlanta the next day. So if she did, there’s no way Scott was with her all day. I don’t know when she got back, but Atlanta is two hours away. As far as Helen goes, I heard her on the phone earlier that day while she was getting her hair done. She was making dinner plans with somebody, and the tone wasn’t quite right for her to have been talking to her husband. She’s usually short with him if she even takes the call. I have no idea who it was, but if it was Frank, she could have killed him.”

“Did you tell the sheriff all that?” I asked. 

Nikki shook her head. “It’s not like I saw her with somebody else or even got a name. I just heard a conversation. And for all I know, Janie could have canceled her plans.”

“So maybe we just have to do some digging ourselves, and we should make sure the sheriff knows all this.” I took a drink of my beer. One piece of the puzzle still didn’t make any sense—how had he ended up on my land? No woman would have been able to carry him that far by herself. For that matter, I couldn’t imagine a lone man being able to do it. Frank hadn’t been fat, but he’d been big—a couple inches over six feet, probably, and beefy. I said as much.

“I agree it would have taken more than one person,” Dee said. “But maybe they brought him in via the lake, in a boat. That makes a lot more sense. That little outlet is the closest one to the boat ramp, and it looks totally deserted from the lake. It’s deceptive how close it is to the lodge if you’re looking at it from out there.” 

That made much more sense than the idea they dragged him from my driveway through all that brush and overgrowth. Then we just need to find out who owned a boat and had a problem with Frank,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Easy peasy. That should narrow our list down to ... half the people who dealt with him.”  

“Well, somebody has to stand out more than the other,” Nikki said. “We just have to figure out who.” She raised her glass. “To uncovering the truth. Whatever that may be.” 

“To not ending up in jail for obstruction of justice,” Dee said, her tone dry. 

I’d toast to that all day long.
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SINCE DEE AND I HAD been up since early that morning, we made it an early night, comparatively. After a few beers and a couple of rounds of darts, we wiped down the bar, washed out our glasses, and locked the bar up behind us at midnight on the nose.

I slept amazingly well, but I didn’t sleep long. I’d always been an early riser, and no matter what time I went to bed, I couldn’t seem to sleep past seven. I had to work later, but Scout was coming over to help me finish the floors in the one bedroom. I was working the next night, too, so I didn’t want to wear myself out before I’d even started the day. Three late nights in a row with early morning chasers. Not good.

I managed to get ready in a fog, grabbing my to-go mug full of coffee and patting my leg as I looked at Bear and held the door open for him. He whined and covered his eyes with his paw. “Fine, ya lazy mutt,” I huffed as I stepped out and shut the door behind me. It wasn’t like I could blame him. I’d just have to come back and check on him later.

I was sure I’d find Dee up at the lodge, baking various snacks and treats to take into the café since she’d almost sold out the night before.

I walked into the lodge to find her racing around the kitchen. Her hair was up in a messy bun, and her face had flour on it. “Doing okay?” I asked.

She shook her head, then smiled and nodded. “Yes and no, I guess. I found out that the baker for the golf club here in town eloped and is moving because her husband got an amazing job opportunity on the east coast. So the owner of the golf club came into the café first thing this morning and cleaned out all my baked goods, just to get them through for today. Anyway, he asked if I could make some pies and desserts to keep them stocked until they can find a new baker. So, of course, I said I’d do it because it’s a great opportunity, but I still have to replenish the café’s stock and, well, it’s just a lot to do.”

“Anything I can do to help?” I wasn’t about to volunteer to cook, but I could scoop dough onto cookie sheets or roll cinnamon rolls. Pretty much anything that didn’t involve mixing ingredients.

Dee looked around and shook her head. “Not that I can think of.”

“Well, if you need a dishwasher or something, I’m your girl. At least until around five. Then I have to go to work.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” she said, cracking some eggs into a bowl. “I was supposed to work at the café today, but with all I have to do, I had to call Jeremy in to cook.”

“Is Scout here, yet?” I asked as I looked around.

“Yeah. I think he’s upstairs laying some of those pallet strips you guys finished the other day.”

I stood up. “Well, I’ll go see if he needs any help since you seem to have things under control down here. If that changes, holler.”

Dee gave me a distracted wave as she began measuring flour into a glass bowl.

I took a deep breath to settle my nerves and jogged up the stairs. I didn’t know whether to be happy or chagrined about the butterflies that had taken flight in my belly when I’d learned Scout was already here. He was kneeling down on the floor at the end of the hallway wiping down a wood flooring strip. 

“Holy cow,” I said when I saw how much progress he’d made. “What time did you get here?” 

He lifted a shoulder. “Only a couple hours ago.” 

I looked at my phone—eight o’clock. “So you were here at six? You didn’t have to do that.” 

“I know,” he said. “But I had a cow calving, so I was up at four. She was quick, so I didn’t have anything else to do and I was already awake. I decided to come over and get a head start.” 

“Need any help?” I asked as I walked toward him.

He shook his head as he sat back on his heels to admire his work. “Nope. Just finishing up. Measure and cut these last two boards and it’s all over but the smilin’. I need to get back over to the farm and check on my girl and her new heifer, though.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and tilted my head back. “So what you and Dee are telling me is that I got up way too early for no real reason other than I’m apparently a masochist.”

Scout chuckled. “So it would seem. But you did get to see our smiling faces, and we got to see yours.”

“Well there is that,” I said, smiling. “Since I’m already up and at it, I need to work on the garden some more. I’ve promised Maisey I’d have it finished before the guys got here.” 

I almost slapped my hand over my mouth at the slip as he gave me a quizzical look.

“Who’s Maisey?” 

The topic of the conversation popped in, cackling. “Now you’ve gone and done it, girl. I can’t wait to see you dig yourself out of this one.” I scowled at her, then realized he was still looking at me.

“Um, Maisey? Did I say Maisey? I meant Dee. Maisey was my friend back in Orlando. Dee wants to have the garden done. She likes to sit out there and think.” 

He studied me for a few seconds, then nodded. “I can see that. It’s a nice area.” 

For her part, Maisey looked a little disappointed and even hurt. “You could have used that as the opener to introduce me, you know.” 

I sighed, feeling bad that I couldn’t even say anything to take the sting out of my behavior.

She held up a hand. “Don’t worry. I get it. I just don’t like it.” 

Despite what she said, I still worried. Excluding her sucked and I didn’t want to do it anymore. At least not in front of Scout. She deserved a better shake than that. Strangers, sure, but not with him.

I looked closer at the area he was working on and realized there really wasn’t room for two people. We’d gotten all the wood stained the day before, so the only thing left to do was put them in place.

“I’m gonna go work on the garden right now,” I said.

“Sure,” he said, his pencil between his teeth as he measured one of the few remaining boards. “I’ll be out when I’m finished.” 

Maisey followed me outside, and I pulled the tools from the shed. We’d been working on the garden whenever we could, but hadn’t gotten it done as quickly as we’d hoped. For one thing, it was twice the size it looked. For another, she’d planted so many different breeds of roses in there that we had to be careful about what we trimmed. What looked like an extension of one bush often ended up being an entirely different plant. We were doing our best to put it back to the way she’d had it, but it was taking time.

She floated around me, chatting about this and that and helping me figure out what was flower and what was weed. After a half hour or so, the exchange in the bedroom ate at me until I couldn’t hold back my apology.

“Maisey, I’m really sorry I didn’t use that chance to introduce you to Scout. I don’t know why I didn’t. I’ve played it out in my head a hundred times, and I’m sure he’d be fine with it.” 

She raised a brow at me. 

“Well, okay,  maybe fine is too harsh a word, but I have no doubt he’ll take it in stride.”

“I know why you didn’t tell him,” she said. “You like him. And I know if the roles were reversed, I’d be hesitant too. But it’s not like he isn’t going to believe you, and I promise not to go throwin’ around vases and howling like some ghoul.” Her eyes twinkled. “Mainly, most of the good vases are mine. If I ever feel the need to go in a snit and throw things, it’ll be your stuff.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Gee, thanks. But let’s try to avoid that if at all possible.” 

“I’ll do my level best. I wasn’t a screamer or a thrower in life, so I doubt the urge is gonna become uncontrollable any time soon. Unless you insist on paintin’ the great room that hideous shade of purple you’ve been talkin’ about. That may be worth a good hissy.” 

“That’s only for an accent wall,” I said, scowling at her. “If you’d just let me do it, you’d love it. If you still hate it, we can always change it.” 

She puckered her lips. “I’ll think about it. But anyway, don’t worry about Scout. I’ll even wear matching shoes. And maybe put on a dress.” 

Now she felt like she had to get dressed up. That made me feel even worse. “You don’t have to do that. Wear what’s comfortable.” I paused. “Well, maybe matching boots wouldn’t be a bad thing.” 

She smiled. “Deal.” 

I looked toward the lodge, then brushed my hands off. “No time like the present, then,” I said. She shook her head. No, let it sit for now. There’ll be another chance, and you have things to do.” She gave a pointed glance toward the tangled mess of bushes in front of me. “Getting that whipped into shape is more important to me that makin’ new friends. I want them to be tip-top before guests start arriving. Then other people can enjoy this space as much as I did ... and will.” 

I gave a quick nod and dove back in, pulling what she said was junk and pruning what she said was good. By the time I was done, I was gonna be a rose expert, but if what we’d gotten done so far was any indication, it was gonna be worth it.
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WORK HAD BEEN BUSY but uneventful the night before, but Don had asked if I could do a double the next day. He had some old school buddies in from out of town and wanted to take them out on the boat. I’d agreed because I wanted to sock as much cash as possible away before the guys showed up at the lodge. I was going to have to cook at least one meal a day and sometimes two, so I wasn’t going to be able to work as much at the bar as I had been. Plus, Don had gotten used to having the nights off when I worked, and I hated that I was going to be taking that away from him again.

Since I hadn’t gotten home until almost four that morning and had to be back at nine, I felt like my eyes were full of sand when I climbed out of bed. Even though I’d crashed hard almost as soon as my head hit the pillow, you could only get so much rest in four hours. I was exhausted before I even stepped foot out of the house. 

It was weird driving to work so early. On the bright side, it would be early enough after I got off work that I could make a desperately needed run to the grocery store, then I’d have my entire evening to look forward to. Don had called in the other bartender to cover my original evening shift, so Dee and I were going to barbecue and have Annie, Nikki, and Scout over. I was really looking forward to it. 

When I got to the bar, I clicked the TV on and found a music channel. I’d always enjoyed listening to the news, but lately, it was all gloom and doom and war and backbiting. I missed the days when they reported some about happy things like little old ladies turning a hundred or somebody doing a good deed for their community. While I prepped the kitchen, I wondered if he had a big lunch crowd. We’d been busy for a month or so because Dee hadn’t been able to run the diner on a full schedule, but now that she was open, people had a place to go for a good solid sit-down lunch rather than just bar food. Not that we didn’t serve the best wings in town, but it wasn’t exactly a place to go on your lunch break. 

Since I’d barely taken the time to pull on clothes before I’d left the house, I took a few minutes to put on my face before anybody came in. I used my little hand-held mirror to apply some concealer, blush, a little mascara, and some lip gloss before I busied myself scrubbing counters, wiping out sinks, dusting shelves, and wiping out glasses. At around ten in the morning, I got my first customer.

A heavy-set woman in her fifties walked in. Her salt-and-pepper hair looked freshly styled and was wrapped in an elegant up-do, and her nails were done beautifully French-manicured, so I immediately wondered if she worked at the salon.

"What can I get for you?" I asked, setting aside the towel and the glass I’d been cleaning.

"A whiskey sour, please." She dropped her purse on the bar as she plopped herself onto a bar stool.

"Rough day?" I asked as I mixed her drink.

"More like a rough week," she said. "So are you new here? I come in almost every day and I've never seen you here before."

"I've been here for a couple of months now, but I usually just work the evenings. My name is Toni." I stuck out my hand.

"Nice to meet you, Toni." She accepted my hand, limply shaking it before releasing it. "The name is Beatrice."

I wondered if it was the same Beatrice who had been dating Frank. It was a small town. How many Beatrices could there be? I set her drink in front of her on top of a napkin. "Well, I certainly hope your week improves. Are you hungry?"

She shook her head and took a sip of her drink before setting it back on the napkin. "I suppose it can't get any worse. You figure I find out my boyfriend’s been cheating on me with some money-grubbing bimbo, after he gets murdered by god-knows-who. Then his son—the boy I’ve practically raised—confronts me and accuses me of taking money from the feed store." She rolled her eyes. "Well, not taking money from the store exactly, but rather sweet-talking his father into giving me too much of the store's money. It seems the books aren’t balancing and some of the records are missing. Says there are some sales he knows he made that aren’t logged into the books. Big sales. So he figures his daddy was skimmin’ off the cash rather than addin’ the sales to the ledger." She took another sip of her drink and shook her head. "If you ask me, Frank probably blew it on that trollop or used it to buy more damned man-toys." She snorted. “Tell me, who on earth needs three—count ‘em three!—boats?” 

I wiped the counter as I listened. "So you know for a fact he was cheating?" I felt a little guilty using my job as a bartender/therapist to get info out of her, but we were talking about Jeremy’s freedom. All things go in love and murder.

She blew out a breath. “Pretty sure. A woman knows. I borrowed his phone because my battery was dead, and she texted him while I was using it. When he heard the notification go off, he snatched it out of my hand so fast all I got to see was Helen pop up on the screen.” She took another sip as she nodded her head and sneered. "Yep. Now I know why he’d been spending so much time at the cabin."

"That's awful." I really didn’t know what else to say. I’d been cheated on, and it was a horrible feeling. Even though this woman was a potential murder suspect, I still felt bad for her.

She shrugged. "I guess in the end he got his."

That set off a little alarm bell, but then again, it wasn’t out of line for her to feel that way.

“Does his son really think you’re the reason there’s money missing?” 

She shook her head, a wry half-smile on his face. “Not in his heart, I don’t think. Or if he does, he doesn’t hold it against me.” Disgust crossed her face. “My guess, though, is that he’ll come to the same conclusion I did—his daddy was spendin’ it on whatsherface. That would explain why he was skimmin’ it off the profits before it hit the books—he didn’t want Scott to find out about it. Or maybe he gambled it away. He went on jags where he spent a crap ton of money on horse races. I don’t know where it went, but it didn’t come to me.” She heaved a sigh. “Scott’ll come around. He’s just feelin’ too many emotions to deal with right now. Grief, fear, guilt, and underneath it all, there’s no doubt some relief, too.” 

Wow. That was a boatload of emotions. 

"So who do you think killed him?" I asked.

She drummed her well-manicured fingers on the bar. "I know some people are thinkin’ it could be Scott since he stood to inherit everything, or even because he found out his daddy was cheatin’ on me. They figure he could have confronted him and it got out of hand. Despite Scott bowin’ up on me a little about the money, he’s like my son and has always been protective. Or it could have been Helen. Maybe he’d made her promises then backed out on 'em. He may have been cheatin’ on me, but in the end, he wasn’t gonna give me up for somebody like her. It could have even been her husband too, I suppose. But my money’s on that Jeremy kid." 

She nodded as she thought about that for a minute. “Yeah. Jeremy was the only one who ever actually became violent with Frank, and with Jeremy’s history with the family, it makes sense he could probably turn that rage into murder.”

“It’s a bit of a leap to go from assaulting someone to killing them. I don’t think the two necessarily go hand-in-hand.” I shrugged. “And from what I’ve heard, Jeremy today is nothing like young Jeremy. I mean, he was working for Frank.” 

Beatrice gave a derisive laugh. “People don’t change that much, honey.”

Beatrice was pretty eager to point her well-manicured finger at Jeremy, who was less appealing as a suspect to me than Helen or Scott. So I had to wonder if Beatrice didn't share all that she knew about her cheating boyfriend with Scott, hoping he would take care of Frank for her. A good way to get revenge and keep your hands clean, then just sit back and throw suspicion on the guy who was a troubled youth and actually got caught assaulting Frank.

"So did you see Frank?" I asked. "You know, before he died?"

“Why would I? After what he did?” She frowned and shook her head. "No. I just got back from my sister’s in Colorado. I needed some distance and perspective, you know?”

I couldn’t say I blamed her. That was something I could totally relate to, having come here from Florida to find some distance and perspective myself.

I nodded as I wiped down the counter. She had definitely been involved with a total pig, even if he was good looking and amiable on the surface. And other than having a massive basket of sour grapes, I really couldn’t tie her in as a suspect to Frank’s murder though, and she had an air-tight alibi. 

“Besides, he was out fishin’ all day with a bunch of guys,” she said. “So I couldn’t have seen him even if I’d wanted to.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “Two of ‘em came in the bar the day I found him. They didn’t seem to like him much, though. Could it have been them?” 

She lifted a shoulder as she chased down the cherry I’d dropped in her drink. “Maybe. It’s not like those boys actually liked him. They liked Scott and they liked the boat, so they tolerated Frank. He was hard on Scott, and by extension, his friends.” 

“So I gathered,” I said, thinking back to the lack of remorse Dave, in particular, had expressed. “Dave didn’t seem too broken up over his passing.” 

She snorted. “I doubt he did. Frank fired him from the store not too long ago, right when he needed the money the worst. The motor had just blown on his truck. That was Dave’s first trip out on the boat with them since then. I was surprised when I found out he was going because those two butted heads more often than two billy goats.” 

I shook my head. If I hadn’t heard the guys say they’d left together, Dave would have gone straight to the top of my list. Even so, he could have doubled back—his buddy had said they’d left Frank there by himself to clean up, but he didn’t say whether or not they’d stayed together or gone their separate ways.

It was one more detail to add to the growing list of things to consider.
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DON WALKED IN AT THREE forty-five to relieve me. “I figured since you closed last night and then doubled back to open for me this morning, the least I could do was show up a little early and let you go home. The guys all had things to do with the wives today, so my afternoon was wide open anyway.”

I undid my apron and hung it behind the bar. I was so giddy thinking about the barbecue that I was sure the smile splitting my face right now looked absolutely ridiculous. “Thanks,” I said as I grabbed my purse and walked toward the door.

“Same time tomorrow?” Don asked. “I had a really good time with my buddies today and was hoping to do it again if you don’t mind.”

I stopped with my hand on the door and looked at Don. He was smiling and relaxed and had just a tinge of sunburn. “Sure,” I replied, smiling. “No problem at all.”

“Okay. I’ll have Annie come in to relieve you at about five. She has to work for Dee at the café until about four, so that should give her enough time to change and get here to start the evening shift. I can’t remember the last time I actually had a full day off without closing the place down, so I think I’m going to take full advantage of having both you and her around.”

“Sounds good,” I said as I opened the door and stepped out into the bright afternoon sunlight.

“Stay out of trouble,” he called after me.

I waved and double-timed it to my car. I wanted to be gone in case he changed his mind and decided to start his little mini-vacation today instead of tomorrow. For the first time in a long time, I had plans with friends and needed to get to the lodge in time to help with dinner. 

It didn’t take me long to get to the Sheriff’s office. I parked in front of the office and climbed out of my SUV, admiring the graceful building with its tall columns and sweeping staircase, then jogged up the steps and into the office. Linda was sitting behind the main counter, her red hair bobbing up and down as she nodded, deep in conversation on the phone. I wondered how much time she actually spent working versus gossiping.

Linda glanced up at me and smiled, raising a finger to let me know she’d be with me in a moment. “Uh-huh. Well, I gotta go, dearie. Somebody just walked in.” She nodded as she listened, chewing her gum like a cow chews its cud. “Ok. See you then. Toodles.” She pushed a button and walked over to the counter. “Toni,” she said, smiling. She looked around before leaning in closer to me. “Find any more dead bodies?” she whispered.

I shook my head. “Sorry to disappoint, but not today. I’m trying to keep it to one a month.”

She laughed and waved a dismissive hand. “That’s okay. I’m pretty sure the sheriff would prefer that, too. So what can I do for you then?” she asked, still chomping away on her gum.

I smiled as I leaned against the counter. “I was wondering if I could talk to the sheriff for a minute or two?”

Linda glanced at his office. I followed her gaze and could see him going through a stack of papers. She turned her attention back to me. “What for? Maybe I can help.”

I kept my smile in place but sighed inwardly. “I’m afraid only the sheriff can help me with this but I appreciate the offer.”

Linda sighed as she hit a buzzer that opened up a door leading around the counter and to the offices. “Come on back,” she said. 

“Thanks,” I replied as I walked around and over to the sheriff’s office. I knocked before opening the door and walking in. “Am I disturbing you?”

Gabe shook his head as he piled all his papers up and shoved them aside, closing a couple of the folders that he’d been perusing so that the contents weren’t visible. He forgot the names were on the labels, though, and I frowned when I saw one of them was Jeremy’s. The other was labeled as Frank’s. “What can I do for you, Toni?”

I shut the door behind me and walked to one of the chairs in front of his desk, sitting down on the front edge of it and placing my purse at my feet. “I just wanted to stop by and give you some information on the case.”

The sheriff frowned. “Frank’s case?”

I nodded.

He sat back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head. “I figured when I started looking at Jeremy that you weren’t going to leave this alone.”

I sighed. He certainly wasn’t going to make this easy. “I don’t mean to step on your toes. I know you’re doing what you can, but I also know people may not be as forthcoming with you as they would their local bartender. Or hairdresser.”

He shrugged. “Maybe not, but I do have Linda and she has a solid handle on the comings and goings of most of Mercy. It requires some serious filtering, but I hear most of it.” He cringed. “As a matter of fact, sometimes I hear too much.” 

“I have no doubt,” I said. I could only imagine the unwanted tidbits he picked up about the private lives of his citizens. “But Janie had plans to go to Atlanta to the mall. If she did, they weren’t together, at least not for the whole day. They’d had an argument because he thought she knew about his dad’s affair and kept it from him. Also, what about the woman he was having an affair with? Helen? Nikki overheard her on the phone making dinner plans, and she doesn’t think Helen was talking to her husband.”

He looked almost bored. “I already talked to Helen. She was having dinner with friends, which checks out. And I have no reason to believe Janie was lying about being with Scott. She says she went early and was back by that evening. She and Scott spent the evening watching a movie at her place. Is that all?”

I shook my head. As far as I was concerned, watching a movie at her place didn’t amount to much. She could have lied, but I didn’t figure I was going to budge him on that one so I moved on. “No. What about Dave? He had an ax to grind with Frank, yet he went fishing with them that day anyway. Don’t you think that’s weird?”

Gabe released his hands and leaned forward with a frustrated sigh. “You’re not telling me anything I didn’t already know. That’s all circumstantial, and Dave buried the hatchet with Frank. It was a misunderstanding. He was going to start back at the store the next day, seein’ as how Frank had just fired Jeremy for punchin’ him in the mouth.”

“And the evidence against Jeremy isn’t circumstantial?” I was starting to think coming there had been a waste of time.

“Look,” he said. “I know you’re trying to help Dee out, but there are things about Jeremy they probably haven’t told you.”

“I do know about the history he has with the family. But I also know he wasn’t the only one. Dave didn’t like him, and there was also money missing from the books and Scott doesn’t necessarily have an alibi, whether you choose to believe it or not. For that matter, who’s to say Helen’s husband didn’t do it? It’s not like it would be the first time a guy was killed for fishing in somebody else’s pond.” 

I grabbed my purse and stood up so forcefully I almost knocked the chair I had been sitting in over. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time, but you said you owed me one and I was hoping that meant you would at least listen to what I had to say,” I hissed.

His nostrils flared. “I listened. You just didn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know. And no matter what you think, Jeremy is the obvious suspect here, far and away. I am giving this case due diligence. That’s all I can say.”

He let out a long breath but didn’t say anything else, and I didn’t know whether he was telling the truth or just offering platitudes. After maintaining eye contact for a few seconds, I shook my head and grabbed my purse. I’d tried to do it the right way, and it had netted me zilch. The girls were right—we were going to have to solve it ourselves.
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“SO WHAT’S GOING ON with you?” Dee asked for about the millionth time as I stormed around the kitchen, grabbing vegetables for the salad and chopping them with enough force that pieces ended up flying farther than I intended for them to. 

“I just can’t believe Gabe is being so hardheaded about this,” I growled, slicing the end off a cucumber so hard it wobbled and rolled off the cutting board and across the island. “Due diligence, my lily-white ass.” 

She grinned at that but touched me on the shoulder. “Don’t be too hard on him. He’s got a lot of pride, and just because he didn’t give you the answers you wanted doesn’t mean he didn’t listen to what you said. He’s reasonable, and a good cop.” 

There was a knock at the door. “I’ll get it.” Dee wiped her hands on a towel. “You just stay here and keep abusing those poor innocent veggies.”

I glanced around at the mess I’d made. The tomatoes were more mashed than they were quartered, the cucumbers looked like they’d been sliced by a ten-year-old, and the onions for the hot dogs were chopped almost to a puree.  The island was a mess, covered in onion and cucumber peels, tomato ends, and bits of lettuce. I took a deep breath and set the knife aside. Dee was right—I was being unreasonable. 

Dee, Nikki, and Annie walked in. 

“So,” Nikki glanced at Dee and then Annie, “you doing okay in here, honey?”

I shook my head, giving her a half-smile. “I’m not sure the salad is going to be edible tonight I sorta took my frustration out on it.”

Annie smiled and set the bowl she’d been holding on the counter next to me. “That’s okay. I brought a green bean casserole, so we’ll have some vegetables that haven’t been completely massacred.” She bumped her shoulder into mine before putting her arm around my back and giving me a reassuring squeeze.

“And I brought potato salad and grape escape,” Nikki said as she set a bowl and a bottle of wine down on the counter next to the green bean casserole.

I peeled the lid back on the potato salad; it was a perfect, light yellow hue, and I didn’t see a hint of onion anywhere—just the way I liked it.

There was another knock on the door. “Excuse me, ladies.” 

Scout was standing on the porch, a six pack and a bag of what looked like spices in one hand and two bags of ice in the other.

“I wasn’t sure what spices you had here, so I brought some with me just in case,” he said, smiling as stepping through the door when I pushed it wider. “I can’t expect to be invited back if I under-season the burgers.” 

“Heaven forbid,” I said, smiling back. His clean scent filled my nostrils as I brushed by him, and my heart skipped a couple beats. I was starting to believe I really had feelings for him, but I didn’t trust that just yet. If I did, I wanted to be dead sure before I risked our friendship.

Once in the kitchen, he slid the beer in the fridge. “Wow,” he said. “I figured we’d need to use a cooler, what with a baker and a chef in residence, but this looks more like an echo chamber than a fridge.” 

Dee swatted at him. “In case you’ve forgotten, we’re still staying at the cabin. And I can’t keep up with the baking I have to do for the cafe and the country club, let alone have time to make extra just for fun. Although,” she said, pulling a peach-colored box emblazoned with the words Blissful Bites in a whimsical script from the freezer, “I did manage to make up a little something for dessert.” 

“Holy crap on a cracker, Dee!” I exclaimed. “You decided to go with the name we came up with together!” We’d been tossing around names for a solid two weeks, and Blissful Bites was something we’d come up with when Sadie Montgomery, a bride she’d baked a wedding cake for, had left after her taste test. She’d proclaimed she just had to take another bite of all five samples because each was “sheer bliss.” 

“I did,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “I figured since I’m sort of making a name for myself, I should actually pick one and go with it.” 

“So what did you make?” Scout said, reaching to open the box. Dee slapped at his fingers, then opened the box herself. “I went more with indulgent than fancy,” she said as everybody peered into the box. “Frozen mud pie.” 

My stomach rumbled; she’d made one of those several weeks ago, and I’d eaten my half of it and then some. She gave me a lopsided grin when she heard my traitorous gut. “I figured you’d be okay with it.” 

I smiled back. “I’m more than okay.” 

Maisey popped in and peered into the box. “Oh, I do love a good mud pie,” she said, her face wistful. “Or I used to, anyway.” 

My first impulse was to try to look normal, like there wasn’t a ghost in the room, but then I took a good look at the group hovering around the box. Dee gave me a questioning glance, and her expression shifted; she knew what I was thinking and nodded. Next, I looked at Maisey, who was shifting her gaze back and forth between me and Dee.

“You ready?” I asked, and a wide grin split her face.

“Wait just a minute,” she said, then faded out. Two seconds later, she reappeared wearing a nice pink dress and her standard floppy hat, with a pretty fuschia flower. She’d even skipped the galoshes in favor of a sensible pair of ballet flats. I rolled my eyes and smiled. 

“Do I look okay?” she asked, patting her bun.

“You look great,” I assured her. “You looked just fine before.” 

Scout and the girls looked confused. “Who looks okay?” he asked. “Who are you talking to?” 

“Maisey,” I proclaimed. 

“Your friend from Orlando?” The puzzled expression on his face reminded me what I’d said to get myself out of the hot seat when I’d accidentally addressed her before. 

I shook my head. “There is no Maisey in Florida. Maisey is the woman who built this place, along with her husband.” 

“But ...” Annie said, trying to follow along but failing spectacularly, “this house was built like two hundred years ago.” 

“Indeed it was,” I said, and I noticed Dee was having a hard time keeping a straight face. “Don’t freak out. She’s always been here—the only difference is that now you’re going to know about her. It’s not fair that we pretend she’s not here and have to exclude her whenever we have company. This is her house, too.” 

“Okay,” Nikki said, anticipation lighting her face. She’d apparently caught on to what was going on. “Freak-out mode disabled. Bring it on.” 

I nodded to Maisey who’d floated around the table to hover at my side, where everybody could see her, then faded in. “Everybody, I’d like to introduce you to Ms. Maisey.” 

Nikki clapped her hands in delight, Annie went pale, and Scott tried to say something, but all he managed was to flap his jaws like a fish gasping for water.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Maisey,” Nikki said. “I have so many questions for you!” 

“Honey, I’ve been cooped up in this house for two centuries,” Maisey replied. “I’ll gladly answer all of 'em if it gives me somebody to talk to.” 

“Is she ...” Annie was doing her level best to recover. “I mean, you’re dead.” 

Maisey laughed. “I am at that. But it seems the universe didn’t think I was quite ready to cross over to meet my maker just yet.” 

Scout, for his part, still looked pole-axed, but he gave her a tentative smile. “Have you been here the whole time?” 

She gave a quick nod. “I have been. And I thank you for takin’ such good care of the place.” She knitted her brow. “Except for the gardens, of course. You let them go to seed, but I reckon it ain’t your fault. It was already grown over when you started comin’ around.” 

He dipped his head. “My apologies, then. If I’d known there was somebody here to enjoy it, I’d have gladly brought them back around.” 

She gave him an appraising look. “I almost showed myself to you a handful of times, but I didn’t want you to lop your toe off with that new-fangled electric thing you use to cut the weeds. Your dog saw me though.” 

Now a grin spread across his face. “I owe him an apology, then. I thought he was being batty when he barked at nothing.” 

“Take him a burger,” she suggested. “I’m sure that’ll make up for it.” 

“I have no doubt,” he replied. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

Her gaze wandered over the lot of them. “It’s nice to meet you all, too.” 

I felt as if a weight had been lifted off my shoulders as Nikki began bombarding her with a ton of questions. After a few minutes, Annie had recovered enough to do the same.

Scout excused himself to get the grill ready, and Maisey flitted back and forth between everybody, tickled pink to be a part of things. 

Dee hip-checked me. “That was brilliant. I was getting tired of pretending she wasn’t there too. They handled it about as well as we could have expected.” 

“They did,” I said, watching as she bossed Scout a little at the grill. “Though I’m not sure the novelty will last long.” 

She laughed. “Why should we be the only ones she bosses? Now she has three more people to share the love with.” 

“There is that,” I said, smiling. At least she wouldn’t be able to focus on me and Dee all the time.

When the burgers and dogs were done, we filled our plates and drinks and went out to the sunroom, where we ate and just enjoyed the company and the great weather. Bear made his rounds, begging a piece of burger or a bit of hotdog wherever he thought he could get it.

The food was good, Nikki was regaling us with all the latest town gossip, and we were all laughing and having a really good time. It was nice. And it helped take my mind off of my unfortunate encounter with the sheriff.

That didn’t last forever though, because the conversation shifted to it naturally. I told them about my encounter with the sheriff. “I just don’t get it,” I said when I was finished. “It’s like he doesn’t want it to be anybody else.” 

Dee swirled the contents of her glass. “The sheriff has never really had a whole lot of use for Jeremy and has a personal grudge against him.”

“Why?” 

“Because,” Nikki said, “when Jeremy was younger he was always getting into trouble.” she shrugged. “It was mostly small things like vandalism, fighting, and underage drinking, but one night while he was sixteen or so, he got drunk and decided to steal a car and go for a joy ride. He ended up getting in an accident.” She took a drink and looked at Dee, who had been staring at her as she started her story.

Dee turned to face me. “He hit another vehicle and hurt the other driver pretty badly. Thankfully, she recovered and is fine, but Jeremy was sent to juvey for it. Then, because he was a minor, his record was sealed. The town gave him hell for a long time, but as far as the law was concerned, his time was served and as an adult, he could start over. His juvenile record behind him.”

I frowned. “So the sheriff thinks he got off too easy and figures he can make him pay for that crime by nailing him for this one? Even if he didn’t do this one?”

Nikki nodded. “Something like that. His uncle was killed in a drunk-driving accident, so he takes a hard stance on it.”

“And it doesn’t help that the victim from way back then was Gabe’s friend,” Dee added.

Now it all made sense. It definitely wasn’t right, but it made sense. The sheriff was looking for a harsher punishment for Jeremy. “Maybe someone else should be working this case. Surely the rest of the town can see that this investigation is biased.”

“Some people have moved on and accepted that Jeremy has changed, but others will always see that young trouble maker whenever they look at him. Gabe and a lot of the older people in this town fall into the latter category,” Nikki said.

“That doesn’t mean he killed somebody,” I grumbled.

“If you ask me,” Annie piped up, “I think Beatrice did it. That woman always had a horrible temper, and I can’t imagine she took it too well when she found out he was cheating.”

I shook my head. “I met Beatrice today. Apparently, she had been in Colorado visiting her sister to get some distance and perspective.”

“She was,” Nikki confirmed. “My money’s on Helen’s husband. I did a little more checking on him, and he’s super jealous. Plus, he’s a big guy and owns a boat. I think it’s open and shut. Frank was diddlin’ around with his wife, he found out about it, and bam. Frank’s dead.”

Scout shook his head. “Nah. I think Scott looks like a better candidate for the crime. He stood to inherit everything, and I just heard today, he and his dad had an argument while they were on the boat that got ugly enough that Frank kicked Scott and his friends off the boat and told them to get off the property.”

“Wait,” I said. “I didn’t hear anything about that.” Though it did explain why Dave had been so blasé about Frank being dead when he and James were playing pool.

“Yeah,” Scout said. “Mark Jennings, the vet, was out with them and told me about it the morning he came out to help with the heifer. He said Frank sorta tore through all three of the boys before he set them ashore.” 

“And what about that life insurance policy Scott took out three months before his dad bit the big one?” Dee added. “It all seems fishy to me.”

Scout nodded. “And Scott keeps going on about money missing from the store and the books not balancing the way they should. Maybe he was afraid his dad was spending too much or something and decided to get rid of him before he could blow through all of his inheritance.”

A thought struck me. “What if Scott had been embezzling money from the store and his dad found out? Beatrice said some of the sales Scott had made weren’t logged. What if Scott didn’t log them and just put the money in his pocket himself? He sure is making a lot of noise about money being missing. It’s almost like he’s trying to divert attention away from himself or distract from the real crime somehow.”

Scout leaned back in his chair after scraping the last bit of pie off his plate. “Makes sense, at least as much as any of it does. If Frank found out Scott was stealing money from him, he would have cut him off without a dime.”

I nodded. The more I thought about that scenario, the likelier it seemed. “I think Scott definitely looks the most suspect right now, even though it would have taken some serious nerve to shoot his own dad between the eyes.”

Now we just had to figure out a way to prove our suspicions and clear Jeremy’s name once and for all.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Fourteen



[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


DEE WAS POURING HERSELF a cup of coffee when I walked into the kitchen at seven fifteen the next morning. “Since you have to open the bar again this morning, would you mind giving me a ride into the café? I’ll even cook you breakfast,” she offered.

I grabbed my to-go mug and filled it with coffee. “Sure, but you don’t have to cook me breakfast, really.” 

She laughed. “I have some cinnamon rolls that I did yesterday and I’m sure one of them has your name on it,” she said almost as if she could read my mind.

I chuckled. “If that’s the case, I suppose I could make room for a cinnamon roll.”

I followed Dee to the door. Bear was still fast asleep on my bed, so letting him out to do his business before I left probably wasn’t going to happen. Scout still had his spare keys from when he was taking care of the place, so I figured I could call him later from the bar and see if he could stop by and let Bear out for a while, maybe even take him over to his farm for a while so he could play with his German Shepard.

“Do you need me to pick you up after my shift?” I asked as we drove to the café.

Dee shook her head. “I can have Annie bring me home before she goes to relieve you at the bar.”

I nodded. “Maybe we can work on painting a couple more of the bedrooms.” The lodge had seven altogether, and we’d only painted five of them—one each for me and Dee, and three for the road construction guys who’d be staying there. Technically, we could move into the place anytime we wanted, but so far had chosen to stay at the cabin because the electric was a third of the price it was going to be at the lodge.

“Sure. I might have to do some baking. The golf club needs some more pies and cakes, but I can multi-task while they’re in the oven.”

I pulled into a spot right in front of the café and parked, then grabbed my phone and coffee as I got out and followed Dee to the doors. She unlocked them, turned the sign to open, and walked behind the counter to shove her purse underneath. She started flipping on the lights and I tossed a bag of coffee into the maker and then hit a button to start it brewing. 

She walked through the swinging doors into the kitchen and came back with a gorgeous cinnamon roll that was nearly the size of a dinner plate. She popped it into the microwave before disappearing into the kitchen again. The microwave dinged right before she re-emerged with a till that she popped into the open cash register, shutting the door when she was finished. I poured us both a fresh cup of coffee and grabbed a fork for my roll.

“Do you want any butter?” she asked as she retrieved my roll and brought it to me.

I shook my head. “Why would I want to go and deface one of your perfect creations? As a matter of fact, I don’t need to eat all this. Grab a fork.”

Dee laughed as she cocked her hip onto a stool behind the counter and dropped her chin in her hand. “I’m good, thanks. I can only eat so much of that stuff before I just get yucked out on it.” 

I shrugged, then pulled a strip of roll free and popped it into my mouth, closing my eyes as I savored all its gooey richness. The door jingled and Jeremy sailed through the door. His dark eyes were almost the same shade as his hair, and he had a definite biker vibe, with Levi’s covering his slim hips and a leather jacket draped over his shoulder. He held what looked like a menu in his hands as he strode behind the counter to where Dee stood. 

“Hey, Boss,” he said to Dee. He offered me a smile and a nod. “So, I hope you don’t mind,” he said to her, “but I made a mock menu just so I could show you what I’d been talking about the other day.” He handed her the menu he had been holding.

I took another big bite of my roll as I listened.

Jeremy chuckled as I continued to tear through my breakfast. “Best cinnamon rolls this side of the Mississippi, aren’t they?”

I nodded, chasing a bite of pastry with my coffee. 

“Wow. You put a lot of thought into this.” Dee handed me the menu so I could see. I grabbed a napkin from the dispenser and wiped my hands before taking it. It was one laminated sheet, front and back, with sections for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and desserts. In each section, there were several items to choose from, and the last item in each section was simply listed as chef’s choice. 

“I thought we could put what the chef’s choice is for every meal on the whiteboard so it could change from day to day. Also, if you flip the menu over, on the back, it says we proudly serve locally grown and raised food.”

I flipped the menu over and, sure enough, at the bottom, it said ‘this establishment is proud to serve locally grown and raised food from area farmers’.

“How are we going to go about that, though?” she asked. 

“I was thinking,” he continued, “that I’d really like to get our beef from Ted and a couple of other guys around here. He’s the farmer who’s barely making it and the reason I came to blows with Frank. He could really use our business and he has some really good cattle. No hormones, free range.”

Dee nodded. “Sure. I don’t see a problem with that.”

The door jingled again and five construction workers walked in and sidled up to the counter. “Hey, Dee,” the guy in the center said. “Could we get some cinnamon rolls and some coffee to go?”

“Sure.” She reached under the counter and grabbed five Styrofoam cups. “How many rolls did you need?”

“Better make it ten,” he said as he reached in his pocket and pulled out his wallet. “If we hit the site without bringin’ extra, we won’t hear the end of it.” 

She smiled as she set the coffees on the counter, along with a carton of half-and-half and a sugar shaker.

“So this menu is really amazing,” I said as I turned my attention back to Jeremy. “Did you ever even try to approach Fiona with something like this?”

Jeremy grinned at the praise. “I sure did. A half a dozen times for all the good it did. But now, with the new management here, I’m finally gettin’ the chance to help turn this place into the success I know it can be.”

I hoped he was right, but if the sheriff had anything to say about it, I kind of doubted it. 
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MY SHIFT AT THE BAR was uneventful. A few construction workers came in for lunch, and of course Beatrice stopped by, but all in all, the day was the slowest I’d ever seen it and the hours dragged past. 

Annie walked in at five minutes to five and I was pretty sure I’d never been so happy to see anyone in my life.

“Hey, Toni,” she said as she walked around the bar and set her purse under the counter. “Dee wanted me to tell you that she has to work the dinner shift, so she won’t be home until later, but that she’d have Nikki give her a ride home when she was done.”  

“Oh.” I frowned. “I thought Jeremy had the dinner shift?”

Annie’s face clouded with a mix of anger and disgust. “He did, but the sheriff showed up about twenty minutes ago and took him out for more questioning.”

“Seriously?” I asked. “That man is determined to pin this murder on Jeremy. He doesn’t care at all that the man is probably innocent.”

Annie sighed. “I know. But what can we do? Especially when Gabe keeps finding things that make Jeremy look more and more guilty.”

I raised my eyebrows. “What does he have on him now?”

Annie looked around the bar like she needed to make sure we were alone before she answered. “It looks like Jeremy owns a handgun that’s the same caliber as the one used to murder Frank, so the sheriff wants to run a ballistics test on it.” She shrugged. “I’m surprised Gabe’s even bothering since it’s obvious he already has him marked as guilty. And it doesn’t help that Jeremy’s alibi is that he was home alone watching television.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t look good for him right now.”

“So how’s Dee taking it?” I asked, although I had a pretty good idea.

“Well, when Gabe came into the café to get Jeremy, Dee kinda flipped and said he was a disgrace to the badge and should find someone without so much personal baggage to run a proper investigation.”

I cringed. “I can’t imagine the sheriff liked hearing that.”

Annie shook her head. “He said that she needed to back off or he’d charge her with obstruction of justice.”

“I just don’t get it,” I said. “I mean, I understand why it looks bad, but surely he isn’t the only one out of all the guys involved that owns a handgun or could get one.” 

Annie lifted a shoulder. “If he’s not guilty, the gun won’t match. Gabe’s not a bad guy, and despite how it looks I can’t imagine he’d let Jeremy go down if he’s not guilty. Or at least I hope not. He just seems really frustrated right now and, honestly, his bark is a whole lot worse than his bite. But he did make it clear that we all need to stay out of it and let him do his job.”

I made a hmph sound. “That wouldn’t be a problem, except he can’t seem to let go of something that happened years ago to do a proper investigation of what’s happening in the here and now.”

Annie nodded. “I know, but unless something big turns up, we’re dead in the water.” 

I raised a brow and she gave me a half-smile. “Okay, poor word choice, but the sentiment stands.
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ABOUT THIRTY MINUTES after I arrived home, somebody knocked at the door. I opened it to find Scout standing there holding up a bag of take-out. Bear stood beside him, tail wagging.

“I managed to score some homemade spaghetti and meatballs with a side of garlic bread from the café. Jeremy’d made a big pot of it before he ... left,” Scout said as I moved aside so he could enter.

I smiled. “You are too good to me. Keep this up and I may just decide to keep you.”

He walked to the kitchen. “It’s just the way my mama raised me.”

I shut the door and watched Bear trot over and plop down in front of the fireplace. My stomach growled. First food, then fire, I thought as I went to the kitchen. I grabbed some plates out of the cupboard and some silverware out of the drawer and helped Scout transfer the food to the plates. Then I went to the fridge and dug around for a bottle of wine that I knew we had in there somewhere. I found it and popped the cork, grabbed two wine glasses from the shelf and poured a generous serving into each of our glasses.

I took a seat on the loveseat and he sat down next to me and we dug in. I could feel the warmth of his thigh next to mine as we sat next to each other eating, and I felt completely relaxed. No awkwardness, no pressure, just relaxed.

“Did you see Dee? How is she holding up?” I asked before I took a huge bite of spaghetti.

He swallowed his spaghetti and took a swig of wine. “She seemed pissed but other than that she was all right.”

I nodded. “Annie said she gave Gabe a piece of her mind.”

“I don’t blame her,” he said, “but even I have to admit it doesn’t look good. I think maybe we’re going to have to consider that maybe Jeremy did do it.” 

I gave him a sideways glance. “Do you really believe that?” 

He shrugged. “Not really, but I know Scott and the other guys too, and to be honest, though they all have motives, I don’t think they could have done it any more than I think Jeremy did. But the fact remains ... Frank’s dead, and he didn’t get that way by himself.” 

“I know,” I sighed. “I guess it’s easy for me to take a side because I know Jeremy, but not the rest of them. I just can’t imagine he’d do something like that.” 

“Sometimes people do things totally out of character. Maybe Jeremy went back to pick up his final pay and Frank mouthed off to him again. I’ve been on the receiving end of his mouth and can tell you from experience, he was a mean SOB. He didn’t pull any punches and knew just which buttons to push to make a person feel low.” 

What a peach. Still, there wasn’t anything I could do about it right then, and I was content with a belly full of good food and good company. “What exactly did you have planned for the evening?” 

He shrugged. “Dinner, talking, wine. But we can talk and work on something around here if you want.”

I shook my head. “I’m happy to just chill. I can’t remember the last time I just vegged.”

He laughed. “I think I can handle some vegging.”

We finished eating and watched a movie, then he stood and stretched. “I probably should go so you can get some sleep since you have to open the bar tomorrow.”

It had been a nice, relaxing evening, just sitting with him, talking, eating, laughing, and drinking wine. To be honest, I really didn’t want it to end. I glanced at the clock on my phone. Eleven o’clock. “Wow. I didn’t realize it was getting so late.”

“Time tends to fly when you’re having fun.” He winked at me.

I got up and walked him to the door.

He stopped in the doorway and faced me, his expression softening as he reached out and tucked a strand of hair that had come free of my ponytail behind my ear. “We really should find more excuses to hang out like this.”

I nodded in agreement. He leaned in, but before he could kiss me, headlights cut across us. He pulled back. “Well, that must be Dee.” His voice sounded a little disappointed.

“Probably,” I whispered.

Then, before I even realized fully what was happening, he leaned in and planted a soft, quick kiss on my lips. He pulled back and smiled as he opened the door. “I probably shouldn’t have waited so long to do that. Maybe next time it’ll be less rushed and better. But for now, that should hold me. I’ll see you tomorrow. We should be able to get the floors finished.” 

I watched as he stepped outside, my hand coming to my lips where he had just kissed me. 

“Evening, ladies,” he called as he waved and strode past Nikki’s Bug to his truck. He started it up, winking at me one last time before he backed out and drove up my driveway.

I waited for Nikki and Dee to get out, but they didn’t. I could see Dee sitting in the passenger seat of Nikki’s bug and she looked livid. I sighed as I left the warmth of the cabin and walked over to the driver’s side window just as Nikki opened the door. 

I leaned over so I could see Dee. “Everything okay?”

Dee and Nikki both shook their heads. “Someone broke into the feed store and cleaned out the money from the register and something like ten thousand dollars from the safe,” Nikki said with a worried glance in Dee’s direction.

“Why’d they have so much money in the safe?” I didn’t know much about feed store sales, but that seemed like more money than they should have on hand.

Dee got out of the car and slammed the door. “Because Scott sold his dad’s tractor after the bank had closed, so he put the money in the safe and planned on depositing it tomorrow, but someone knew about the sale or something because they broke in and stole it all.”

I stood up. “Well that’s a good thing, right? I mean, the sheriff had Jeremy, so Jeremy has an alibi for this crime and maybe the thief is the one who killed Frank.” I shrugged. “At least, it seems like the two crimes are likely to be tied together.”

Dee barked out an angry laugh. “Except that the crime happened after the sheriff let Jeremy go with that whole spiel about not leaving town. Jeremy came back to the café to work, but idiot that I am, I told him to take the night off since he’d had such a rough day. I thought I was doing him a favor, not stripping him of an alibi and hanging him up for another crime.”

“You couldn’t have known.” I really didn’t know what else to say to Dee.

“Meanwhile, Scott is insisting that it must have been Jeremy even though there aren’t any fingerprints or witnesses or anything.” Dee sighed. “And the sheriff doesn’t seem too keen on dissuading Scott of his accusations.”

I thought back to what Scout had said, and worried my lip for a second. 

“What?” she said, noting my hesitation. 

“Don’t get mad, but do you think Jeremy could have done it?”

They both looked at me like I had just told her that I was a serial killer or something. “No. Why would he?”

I shrugged.

Nikki walked past me and up the steps. “I think we should all take a breath and think this through.”

Dee walked around the front of the car and followed Nikki up the steps, and I brought up the rear. “I’m sorry. I really didn’t mean to make you even more upset. I just wanted to make sure, since you know Jeremy far better than I do, that you didn’t think he could have stolen the money or ... killed Frank, maybe in the heat of the moment.”

Dee nodded as she climbed the steps and entered the cabin. “I know. It’s just so frustrating. Especially since I know exactly what Jeremy’s going through.”

I rubbed her back as we walked to the kitchen. “I know.” 

It wasn’t so long ago the Sheriff had his sights set on Dee for the murder of her aunt. If anyone could empathize with what Jeremy was going through, it was definitely Dee. I just hoped we weren’t wrong about her friend.
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THE NEXT MORNING, BEAR and I walked up to the lodge to find Scout outside sanding more pallet strips. I offered him a smile and a wave as I walked into the lodge. “I’ll be right out,” I called as I took the veranda steps two at a time.

“Take your time,” he said, grinning. “I’ll save some work for you.”  

The smell of spiced apples assailed my senses as I walked in, provoking a low growl from my stomach. Dee pulled two pies from the oven and set them on the island as I plopped onto a seat across from her. I noticed she had three apples done and on the island cooling, and three blueberries were on standby, waiting their turn to bake. The sight of it all made my mouth water. 

“Are all these for the golf club?” 

“Yeah.” She said, wiping her cheek with her forearm and leaving a smudge of flour. “These and a whole lot more. But most of it’s done already, so I just have to finish up the pies. I still have to bake those three blueberries, then make three banana cream and three chocolate. Those are pretty quick, though.”

“So the baking business is coming along nicely.” Not surprising given that Dee was the most fabulous baker that I had ever come across.

“I guess so.” Her voice sounded melancholy. 

“How’d you sleep?” I asked, forcing my gaze away from the tantalizing delicacies laid out before me and onto my friend, who didn’t seem to be doing as well emotionally as one would expect of someone who was succeeding in their chosen field and had a successful second business to boot.

Dee wiped her hands on her apron as a low sigh slid from her lips. “I didn’t. I finally gave up on trying and just came up here to get some baking done.”

“Do you have to work the café today?” I took a sip of coffee as I watched her roll out another pie crust.

“No. The sheriff has miraculously not arrested Jeremy yet, so he’s gonna be cooking today.” She seemed to throw a lot more force into her rolling when she said that last part.

I was glad, but uber surprised, that Jeremy wasn’t behind bars, and said as much.

“That’s only because Grady Mills said he saw two guys drivin’ around the feed store at about the time they think the place was robbed. Says they cruised past the place like three times before they disappeared around the block. He didn’t think much of it and left, but if Grady didn’t recognize them, they’re not from around here. That guy knows everyone.”

“That’s a good thing, then, right?” I mean, anything that pointed away from Jeremy couldn’t be a bad thing.

“I guess,” she said, “but with the way things have been going, if he doesn’t find something besides that, I can’t imagine Gabe’ll waste too much daylight on it.” 

“Still, the sheriff doesn’t really have any hard evidence, so all he can do right now is make Jeremy’s life a living hell. He can’t actually arrest him for anything.” At least, I didn’t think he could.

Dee nodded. “I just wish he’d look at all the evidence. All the facts. I don’t think he’s doing his job very well at all.”

I couldn’t disagree with Dee there, but I really wanted to give Gabe the benefit of the doubt. He’d been to the farm a couple times for cookouts, and he seemed like a good guy. His behavior with this case just wasn’t meshing with my overall opinion of him. “Things will work out. You’ll see.” I honestly didn’t know that for sure, but I could hope. And I had to say something to help bolster Dee’s mood.

“Not without some proper investigating they won’t.”

“So do you want me to give you a ride to work today?” Scout asked from behind me.

I started. The man was a ninja. I hadn’t even heard him come in. 

“I have to run to town and see if I can score some pallets anyway,” he continued.

I shook my head. “Annie asked if she could pick up some hours at the bar since she needs the extra cash and isn’t scheduled at the café today. Something about her deadbeat husband running late again on the child support payment.” I shrugged a shoulder. “So I agreed to let her have my shift. I sort of figured I’d just hang out here, maybe get some work done on this place and give Dee a hand dropping off all of her baked goods to the golf club.”

Dee gave me a grateful smile. “Thanks. But Nikki offered to help after her shift at the café today.”

Scout walked over and took a seat next to me. “Well how about we take the morning off and go horseback riding, then?” 

I turned to face Scout, a tiny bit of fear lacing its way up my spine. “Horseback riding? Seriously? I’ve never been on a horse in my life.” 

Scout leaned back and looked at me like I’d just sprouted a second head. “Really? You move to horse country and you’ve never ridden before?” He let out a low whistle and shook his head. “That is something we are definitely going to have to rectify. And sooner rather than later, I think. So grab your stuff and let’s go.”

I looked at Dee, trying with my eyes to plead with her to help me. He was right about Mercy being horse country; aside from the small town situated in the center, Mercy County was dotted with horse farms, small and large alike. There were even hitching posts outside many of the businesses, though I’d just assumed they were there for ambiance. Still, it wasn’t uncommon to see horse trailers going through town, or pickups with saddles in the beds.

Dee giggled. “The man makes a good point.”

I sighed. “Fine. But can we take your truck so Dee can use the SUV for her delivery later?”

Dee looked at Scout. “If that’s okay with you. Wrangling all these pies and everything else I have to make into the SUV will be way easier than trying to use Nikki’s little car.”

Scout stood. “Not a problem. Well, I’m ready whenever you are.” He walked around to the coffee pot and refilled his cup.

I glanced at my watch as I nodded and stood. I really should go and get this over with. “Fine,” I grumbled as I looked at Scout.

He nodded. “Attagirl. Then later, after our little adventure, I figured we could get some more of the sanding and staining done. That way you won’t feel like I totally wasted your day with all play and no work.”

“All right. Then let’s go. See you later, Dee.” I followed Scout out to his truck, filled with a weird mix of excitement and dread. I waited until we were out of earshot before I said, “Have you seen Jeremy and Frank interact?”

He opened my door for me and shook his head. “I’ve been there when they were both there, but Jeremy was usually on the docks loading feed while Frank stayed inside manning the register and dealing with customers.”

I nodded.

“Why?” The truck coughed a little before it fired up, and backed out.

I shook my head. “I just want to make sure that Dee isn’t making a mistake. I’m afraid her opinion of Jeremy is kind of skewed, like the sheriff’s except in the opposite direction. And I only know what I’ve heard about him; I don’t really know him. But he seems nice enough. I mean, I wouldn’t look at him and say yup, that guy’s a murderer all right.”

He laughed, but there wasn’t a lot of humor in it. “So what’s your gut telling you about Jeremy?”

I thought about that for a minute. “I don’t think he did it. Not really. I just don’t want to be wrong and have to watch Dee’s world fall apart because a good friend isn’t who she thought he was.”

“I say listen to your gut. Sometimes it knows stuff our brains can’t seem to understand, but no matter what ends up happening with Jeremy, just be there for Dee.”

Right now, my support and understanding were about the only things I could offer Dee. I only hoped they would be enough.

I sat on the ground, leaning against a fence post as I scratched Duke, Scout’s dog, behind the ear. I watched Scout prep the horses for our ride. He finished cinching up the saddle on my horse and then took its reins, leading it over to me.

I stood, brushing the dust off my jeans. The animal was huge, and I couldn’t help but feel a little intimidated by it. He handed me the reins. I hesitated for a moment before I accepted them.

“This is Lady,” he said as he patted her neck. “And just for future reference, I saddled her for you this time because I know you’re nervous, but next time, I’ll teach you to do it yourself.” 

I shifted nervously, unnerved at the sheer bulk of the beautiful animal before me. “You say that like you’re sure there’s going to be a next time. What if I don’t like it, or, more likely, if I don’t live through this first time?” 

He laughed, and some of my anxiety drained away. The part of my brain that wasn’t freaking out knew he wouldn’t do anything that would hurt me. “Don’t be a baby,” he said. “Step up here and introduce yourself.” 

“Hi, Lady.” I stepped next to Scout and stroked her nose. Her eyes were big brown liquid pools of kindness, so that had to be a good sign. 

“Ready to mount?” He took a couple of steps so he was just behind the stirrups.

I resisted the urge to gulp and gave a mute nod. Holding onto the reins, I positioned myself right next to the stirrup.

“Just put your left foot in and hoist yourself up into the saddle using the edge of the blanket or saddle, then the horn.”

I put my foot in and pulled myself up, swinging my other leg over the top of the saddle and to the other side. It unsettled me to see how far off the ground I seemed to be. She’d looked tall when I was standing beside her, but now she seemed ginormous. She shifted her weight and I squealed, then slapped a hand over my mouth in embarrassment. I was a lot of things, but a squealer wasn’t one of them.

He patted me on the leg. “You’re fine. She’s the most gentle horse I have—I swear she won’t hurt you.” 

He walked a few feet behind me and hopped onto his own horse, easing it up alongside mine. “Now Lady is a great horse for beginners. She doesn’t spook easy, she follows commands, and she does everything she can to take care of her rider.”

I chewed on my lip as I nodded.

“A gentle nudge with your heels on her sides will get her to go. To stop, sit back on your pockets and give a gentle tug on the reins. To turn, just lay the rein on the opposite side of the neck you want to go. We’ll work on using your legs next time. Got it?” Leaning forward, he patted his horse’s neck.

“I think so.” I gripped the reins, my knuckles turning white with the strain.

He reached over and put his hand under my chin, tilting it up so he could look in my eyes. “These are great horses, so you have nothing to be afraid of. Relax. She’ll know your nervous. Give it ten minutes, and I swear you’ll love it.”

“Promise?” I asked as I stared into those beautiful pools of blue.

A soft, reassuring smile lifted his lips. “Scout’s honor.”

If it wasn’t taking everything I had just to keep from climbing out of the saddle and back in the truck, I might have actually laughed at how corny that was, but instead, I let out a deep breath and shook my arms and shoulders, willing the tension to leave my body. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

I nudged the horse with my heels. She lurched forward and I snatched at the horn, temporarily losing my balance. She continued forward, at a slow, smooth pace that helped ease some of my tension, and once I settled into the rhythm, I found myself relaxing a little. “It’s not as bumpy as some of the movies make it look.”

Scout’s brow furrowed in confusion as he came up alongside me. “What movies?”

“You know, the ones where the novice rider is bouncing around in the saddle like a deranged jumping bean.”

Scout laughed. “Well, we aren’t trotting or running our horses. It’s a lot easier for newbies to walk them when they’re first starting out.”

I watched as Scout rested his hands on the front of his saddle, relaxing into the ambling ride. “If you ask me, traveling by horse is way more relaxing and enjoyable than by car.”

We rode side by side in silence for quite a while, just taking in the scenery. The grass was all fresh and green, not yet singed by the heat of the summer. Lilacs scented the warm air as honeybees droned their working song while picking over the blooms. A couple of deer dove out of the brush and away from us, their white tails held high and waving as if in surrender. I startled when they ran in front of us, but Lady and Scout’s horse just ambled along as if it happened all the time. Rabbits scurried from their hiding places when we passed too close, fleeing through undergrowth where larger intruders were less likely to follow as they made their way to more serene places. 

There was so much to see, and the longer I rode, the more I had to agree with Scout: Traveling by horse was way more relaxing and enjoyable than by car. The longer I rode, the more relaxed I felt. I had nothing to be afraid of.

“Maybe sometime we can go riding again, only next time I’ll pack a picnic for us.” Scout peered around. “We could even ride out to Mercy Lake. Make a day of it. I could teach you how to fish.” He glanced at me. “Unless you’ve done that before?”

I shook my head. “City girl. Remember?”

He grinned. “Well, I imagine before too long we’ll turn you into a proper country girl.”

“Ha! You can take the girl out of the city, but I’m not so sure that you can take the city out of the girl.”

“Challenge accepted,” he said, a glint of determination in his eyes. He looked around. “I suppose we should be getting back since I promised we’d get some work done.”

I glanced at my watch. It was nearly noon. Sighing, I gave a reluctant nod.  The guys were gonna be there in less than a week and I wanted to get as much done as possible.

He turned his horse around and I followed suit, watching and imitating his actions to rein her in the direction I wanted to go. Lady followed my request beautifully. I smiled at my achievement. I couldn’t believe I had nearly let my mind sabotage my whole day with completely unwarranted fears. I could have missed out on one of the best, most relaxing days I’d had in a long time. 

“So I never asked before,” I said with a sheepish grin, “because I was a little preoccupied with my impending death, but what’s your horse’s name?”

“Spike.”

“Spike?” I looked the horse over and couldn’t see any reason why he would have that name. “Like a railroad spike or something?”

Scout’s cheeks blazed crimson. “I went through a small phase when I was younger where I named every animal given to me Spike.” He shook his head. “I guess I wasn’t much for creative thought.”

I glanced back down at his horse. “How old is that horse?”

He adjusted himself in his saddle. “About twenty.”

“I didn’t realize horses lived that long and were still rideable if they did.”

Scout glanced at me, then looked down at Spike. “They can, actually. We had one old guy live to over thirty, so I think he’s still got a few good years left in him. As long as their feet stay healthy, they hold their weight, and their backs don’t sway too badly to wear a saddle, we’ve never had a problem riding an older horse.” He grinned. “As a matter of fact, I still use him to work cattle. He loves to get out there and cut them out of the herd. Keeps him young, I think.”

We continued on in silence again for almost the rest of the ride. The scenery was still just as spectacular as it had been when we’d come through the first time, but the closer we got to the barn, the more uncomfortable I was getting. I wasn’t used to riding. Anything. Not even bikes. The inside of my thighs hurt, especially the tendons up near my groin area, and my back felt like it had developed about a thousand knots. I was sure tomorrow morning, after I’d lain in bed for a few hours, I’d have even more aches and pains. Still, it had been worth it and I was eager to do it again. 

“We could stop by the café and grab some lunch before we head back to the lodge to get all that work I promised done. It would give me a chance to stop and get those pallets I never got a chance to go grab this morning,” Scout said as we rode through the gates and up to the barn.

I nodded as my stomach gave a low rumble. “I could definitely eat.” We brought the horses to a stop just outside the barn doors. I glanced at my watch. Ten minutes to one. I stroked Lady’s head, dismounted, and stretched my body, frowning at the weird sensation of still being astride her. It was like my knees were locked two feet apart. “I feel like I’ve spent my entire life on her back,” I said, continuing to twist and stretch the kinks that had settled in everywhere from my shoulders to my toes.

Scout dismounted and offered me a sympathetic smile. “It takes some time to get used to. You use a lot of muscles while riding, a lot of them you probably weren’t even aware of. Then there’s the awkward position of your knees. But go out with me a few more times and I promise you, it’ll be a much more enjoyable experience.”

I continued stretching, unsure if I would ever feel right again. “I’ll just have to take your word on that.” But despite my aches and pains, I couldn’t wait to do this again.
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AT A LITTLE AFTER FOUR, Scout and I got home to find Dee at the lodge baking up a storm, and Annie doing dishes. "Who's working the bar?" I asked as I climbed up onto a stool at the island. 

"Uncle Don came in early to relieve me. He said the fishing was terrible and the bugs were even worse, so he decided to give up and just come into work," Annie said as she dried a pie pan and handed it to Dee.

I nodded. "Is there anything I can do to help?"

Dee shook her head as she greased the freshly cleaned pan. "Not at the moment. I delivered the golf club’s order earlier with Nikki’s help, and now I just have a few pies to bake for the weekly auxiliary meeting, but that won’t take me long."

“How often do those women meet?” I asked. It seemed like she was always baking something for them.

She laughed. “As often as they can, but at least once a week. It’s about the only social life a lot of them have, so they like to make up as many reasons as possible for getting together.” 

Maisey was hovering behind them, keeping an eye on the pies in the oven. “It was the same even when I was alive. We didn’t call it the auxiliary then—it was just the ladies church group, but it was the same thing. Biggest bunch of cacklin’ old hens you’d ever run into, but they did their fair share of good, too. Course, back then there was a bigger focus on class. I got the side-eye from a few of the high-falutin’ ones because I didn’t quite fit their idea of what a proper lady was. I was what you younger folks call a tomboy, and I didn’t treat my help like they were second class, either. I was raised poor—we earned our money rather than getting it from our parents, so we had an appreciation for those that worked for us.” She grinned. “We were rich though, so they sure puckered up when I was around.” 

I smiled, trying to imagine her in skirts, riding around town in a buggy—or astride, unless I missed my guess.

"All done here," Annie said, interrupting my thoughts as she dried her hands off on a dish towel. "So, who wants to give me the grand tour? All I’ve seen is the downstairs." She gave me a pointed look.

I glanced at Dee. She obviously wasn't going to be done for a little while longer, and it didn’t look like she needed our help, so having us out of her hair might be a good thing. At least, for the moment. I gave Scout an apologetic smile. “I can come out and help you in a little bit if that’s all right?”

A sly smile turned up the corners of his mouth. “Working with you is too distracting, anyway. I’ll probably get more done if you’re otherwise occupied.”

I smirked and shook my head. "If either of you needs anything, give a holler," I said as I hopped off my stool and turning to Annie. "So you just came over and started working without getting a tour beforehand?" I asked. “I’m sorry—I didn’t even think to show you around the other night.”

Annie gave a one-shouldered shrug. "I haven’t really been here all that long, and there wasn't really any time before now. And by the time we finished eating the other night, it was dark.” She bumped me with her shoulder. “No biggie, but I’m not waiting any longer—I’ve been dying to see this place."

I led her through the dining room to the great room, the lodge’s version of a living room. “I’m sure you saw this the other night, but we’ll start here since it’s nice and bright in here now.”

Annie spun in a slow circle, taking everything in. "It's way bigger and better than I thought it was."

I looked around, remembering the first time I had seen it. I hadn't been nearly as impressed as Annie seemed to be. Of course, the pictures the realtor had sent me had been a far cry from what I had actually walked in on, so there had been a significant shock factor there. 

"This room could be a fantastic gathering place for people to just come down and hang out together. They could talk, put their feet up, drink some hot cocoa or a cocktail and enjoy the fire." She walked to the front corner of the room almost directly across from the kitchen. "And if you had, like, a hot cocoa and coffee and tea bar here, people could just lounge around and serve themselves.” 

"Wow," I said, a little surprised at how simple and fun that idea sounded.

Annie turned and smiled. "Sometimes simple is the best. I wouldn’t put any alcohol here, though, because one good drinker would put you out of business.” She chuckled as she looked around the room again, taking everything in. “And I’m sure there are a lot of people out there who would overindulge at your expense.” 

I nodded. I’d seen what folks could do with an open bar. I followed her gaze as it skimmed over the walls, the fireplace, and the furniture.

She gestured to the walls. “You could definitely use some artwork or something on the walls. They’re too bare and make the room feel cold and devoid of any personality. You might even consider hanging some simple tapestries or old farm equipment or something.” She cocked her head like she was considering what to do with the wall directly across from the fireplace. “I once went to a craft show where this guy was selling barbed wire that he had made into wreaths, filling them with flowers or different odds and ends for holidays and themed events. Something like that might work.” Annie’s gaze traveled to mine, her face as full of wonder as a kid on Christmas morning. “It’s so exciting because there are so many possibilities here.” She looked around the room again and nodded her head. “This place is going to be amazing.” She turned to face me, her eyes expectant. “Where to next?"

I looked around. “I guess this pretty much sums up the first floor, and the basement is just for doing laundry and storing cleaning supplies and stuff, so I don’t think it needs any decorating help. I guess about all that's left is the upstairs. Follow me." 

"Lead the way," she said as she hurried towards me.

“Don’t forget the gardens,” Maisey said, her eyes gleaming with pride at Annie’s obvious delight. “My husband used to order me in a different exotic rose variety for my birthday, and Toni’s done a great job of puttin’ the garden back to rights. It’s not finished yet, but she’s made good progress.” 

“I love a good garden,” Annie said. “My aunt had one on her farm, shaded by oaks, and I spent hours there, playing as a kid, then reading when I was old enough.” 

“You’re gonna love this one, then,” I said, thinking of the benches and fountain.

We climbed the stairs, and I automatically stepped around a squeaky board. I smiled because I was getting to know the place so well. I was to the point where I took nearly as much pride in it as Maisey did. "Scout is helping us replace some of the damaged hardwood flooring up here, so watch your step." I pointed at some planks that had been pulled up.

"That's kind of what I figured when I saw all those broken-down pallets out there."

I led her to the first bedroom on the right. The door sat ajar since it was Bear’s room of choice, and true to form, there he was, stretched out across the old wood framed bed. I stood back and let her peer in.

"Ooohhh," she said as she stepped inside. "If you painted the walls white and put up some mirrors, it would brighten this room up and make it look bigger."

I raised my eyebrows. I hadn’t thought past replacing the hardwood paneling, but she was just brimming with ideas. And in my mind, I could see how it would make the room look brighter and bigger.

She walked to the window and touched the curtain, rubbing it between her fingers. “These are awful. It looks like the moths have spent a lot of time in these.” She dropped the curtain and turned to face me, her eyes full of excitement. “You know, some white lace curtains would look great. You could get some mini-blinds; they wouldn’t necessarily have to be white. That way people could close them if they wanted to totally block out the light and have complete privacy, or open them and just close the curtains if they wanted just a little light, or maybe they just wanted to see outside but still have some semblance of privacy. I’m pretty handy with the sewing machine. I could make you some lace curtains if you wanted. I’m sure we could find some lace remnant on sale at the fabric store or even the donation center. It’d be way cheaper than buying curtains from a store.”

I was all about saving money since I didn’t make a whole lot as a small-town bartender. And I certainly couldn’t make them myself since I’d barely managed a D in sewing during high school. “That would be great. Thank you, Annie. I just wouldn’t be able to pay you very much for your time and trouble.”

She patted Bear on the head as she walked by. “Don’t worry about it. I love to make things and I’d be happy to do it for a friend. All I’d need you to do is buy the material for me or just reimburse me for it.”

I smiled. “That I can do.”

“Also, I’d lose the old pine bed.” She pointed her thumb over her shoulder. “That thing has seen better days and those better days were about fifty years ago. I think a nice white metal with brass knobs would be fantastic.” She stopped next to me and crossed her arms over her chest, tilting her head from side to side like an artist surveying a masterpiece. “Or even black metal with brass knobs. That would make a nice contrast against those white walls I suggested. Don’t you think?”

“There’s a ton of furniture in the attic,” Maisey said. “Pretty much anything we replaced got shoved up there because I couldn’t stand to throw any of it out. We gave some to the poor, but a lot of it just went in the attic.” 

Annie turned her gaze toward me. “You mean you haven’t explored the attic yet?” 

I laughed. “No, other than to just glance in it when I first bought the place. I know there’s stuff up there, but it’s all covered with three inches of dust.” 

“We’ll remedy that as soon as we get a chance, then.” 

Maisey nodded her approval. “I like you. You have vision.” 

I raised my eyebrows in agreement. “Maybe you should start a business as an interior designer.”

Annie laughed. “I don’t actually have any training in interior design, so I doubt anybody would actually hire me. Besides, who in Mercy Lake needs an interior designer?”

We walked to the next room. Annie wrinkled her nose as she peered inside. "That awful ‘I used to be white but now I’m yellow with age’ wallpaper and its horribly faded pink flowers has got to go away. This room looks like it's set up for my nana because no one younger than her would want to stay in this room." She looked at me as her lips twitched up at the corners. “Unless you plan on reopening as a nursing home, then I’d say keep the room as it is.”

I chuckled. "I didn't even think about any of that until you mentioned it."

Maisey frowned but gave a resigned sigh. “I loved that wallpaper when my granddaughter ordered it, but you’re right—it’s about a century past its expiration date.” 

Annie winked at me as she walked to the next bedroom. "Sometimes having a fresh perspective is helpful."

“Or maybe just someone with an eye for those sorts of details,” I said.

Annie visited each room in turn, and in each room, she made some very valuable suggestions. Things that neither Dee nor I had thought of. To be honest, Dee and I didn't seem to have an eye for decorating the way that Annie did. All in all, every room needed new furniture, new wallpaper, new paint, and new curtains. Her final suggestion was art or something, anything, to give the rooms some personality.

We finished up the tour and walked downstairs together, me a step or two behind her. "So maybe you could write down some notes with all your suggestions for the bedrooms so I don't forget any."

Annie's ponytail bobbed as she nodded. "Sure. I really had a lot of fun."

"You know," I said as we reached the bottom of the stairs, "maybe, instead of the notes, you could just come over sometimes, you know, when you're free. Goodness knows we could use some decorating help."

Annie turned and beamed at me. "I would really love that." She frowned as she thought for a moment. "Would it be alright if I brought my kids with me sometimes? They would really love it here, and I would have much more availability that way."

"I don't have a problem with that. But if you’re going to be doing this, you’re not going to do it for free. I can’t pay a lot, but I can pay some.” 

“Okay," she said as she turned and headed back to the kitchen, “but you really don’t have to. I just love doing it.” 

“I insist,” I said. “An interior designer would cost me a fortune, and as you can tell, I don’t exactly have an eye for it.”

“I’m sure we can work something out,” she said.

I sure hoped so, because she’d given me a lot to think on, but I didn’t think I’d be able to make it come alive like that on my own.
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"NIKKI'S COMING BY WITH drinks after work," Dee announced as we entered.

I glanced at my watch; we had about two hours before then, so I excused myself to go help Scout. We finished most of the boards and decided to meet up the next morning to finish the last two rooms just as Nikki pulled in and climbed out of her car, a bag holding four bottles of wine in one hand and takeout in the other.

I watched, shaking my head as she turned around and headed back to her car. I held the door open as I waited for her to come back. She hoisted the case up, shut the trunk with her elbow, and walked back in my direction. I held the door open wide as I pressed my body against it, flattening out as much as I could so she could get by. The box contained a full case of wine and Scout jumped to take it from her. 

“Thanks, but I got it,” she said as she wobbled through the doorway with it. 

Also, as she passed me I noticed her hair wasn’t in its normal hairspray helmet. It actually moved, and her make-up was muted and more natural looking, which was a nice change from the dark, thick style she usually wore. This new look made her look younger and less severe. "Is it a special occasion or something?" 

Her brows knit up a little bit. "Not that I can think of. Why do you ask?"

I couldn't stop the chuckle that bubbled up my throat. "Because you look like you're stocking a bar." I nodded toward the case she was carrying and lifted the bottles I’d taken from her hands. “And you look like you’re sporting a new look.”

She looked over her shoulder at me, her eyes lit up as she laughed. “The wine guy came today and left an extra case of wine, and Don said to bring it to you as a thank you for giving him the chance to spend time with his buddies while they were in town.” Scout reached out and helped her heft the box onto the island. “As for the new look, another stylist at the salon wanted to try giving me a full make-over for practice, so I let her.” 

I raised my eyebrows, surprised she’d let somebody work on her. She seemed to be set in her ways, and those ways were wedged firmly in the eighties. "Well, I think the new look suits you. You look amazing.” 

Nikki blushed, which was very un-Nikki like. Of course, maybe I never noticed her blush before because I couldn’t see it under her make-up. “Thanks,” she mumbled. 

I glanced down at the case of wine on the island. “As for alcohol, I think we'll be good to go for the next year or so."

Nikki looked at me and rolled her eyes. "It’s only a case of wine. With all of us here enjoying it, plus your guests, once they get here, I give it less than a month."

She popped the top on a bottle, walked to the cabinet and grabbed four glasses, then filled them. 

“See?” she said, smiling and waggling the bottle at me. “One down, and I haven’t been here five minutes.” 

Dee walked into the kitchen, scrubbing at a stain on her shirt. Nikki handed her a glass before handing me mine. “Where’s Annie?”

Dee took the wine without really looking up. “Her son forgot his jacket when their dad picked them up last night, so she had to run it over there for him.” 

Nikki snorted as she went back to the cabinet and grabbed a highball glass, filling it with a generous amount of Jack Daniels. “I’d make that man come get it himself. He’s a dad. He should make sure his kids are prepared to go before they actually go. Plus he has nerve, asking her to waste gas making an extra trip there when he hasn’t paid his child support.”  

Dee was staring at her, mouth open to say something, but apparently, she’d forgotten what. “Wow,” she finally managed. “You look so beautiful.” I had to agree—the layers of makeup had been hiding a really pretty woman and I hoped she kept the new look.

Nikki blushed again, mumbling, “Thank you,” as she walked past us out to the main room, where she flopped down on the couch. She cleared her throat as she looked around. "I hope Annie gets here soon because I have news to share."

Dee and I wandered out to the main room, where Scout had built a fire, and I handed him his glass of wine. “If you’d rather have beer, I’m sure one of us will take care of that.” 

He shook his head. “I’m good with wine.” He tilted his glass toward Nikki in thanks and she just smiled. 

I took a seat on the floor, since we only had the loveseat in there at the moment, groaning as my sore muscles protested the movement. Of course, I had to share the space with Bear, but he didn't seem to mind. I scratched him behind the ear as I settled in, and he groaned appreciatively. 

Dee took a seat next to Nikki on the couch, blowing out a deep sigh as she did so. "Please tell me it has nothing to do with Jeremy. I do not want to hear about any more circumstantial evidence the sheriff has and is using to shore up his case."

Nikki shook her head as she took another drink. "Nope, but someone else certainly looks more guilty."

Just then there was a knock at the door. "Come in," we called out in unison.

Annie let herself in, vigorously wiping her feet on the entryway rug. "Sorry I had to sneak out. I really thought I'd have the whole afternoon, then he texted to tell me he’d forgotten Mikey’s jacket.” She rolled her eyes as she set her purse on the entryway table and joined us in the great room.

Nikki huffed. “You let that man get away with too much, sweetie. You need to start putting your foot down and say enough is enough.”

Annie acted like she hadn’t even heard Nikki. "And I can't tell you how much I appreciate you letting me rent out the room above the cafe, Dee." She sat down on the couch between Nikki and Dee. "It makes it so much easier to work when I don't have a sitter or their father is running late. All I have to do is take a quick hop upstairs to check on them. I don't think I could have made this work any other way."

"One of the reasons Fiona fired Annie was because of her sitter issues," Dee explained to me.

That honestly didn't surprise me. Fiona wasn't known for her empathy. "So what were you so anxious to tell us?" I turned my attention back to Nikki.

Nikki twisted herself in her seat so she was sitting at an angle, and pulled her knee up in front of her, set her elbow on the back of the couch and rested her head on her hand. "Well, it seems Helen has left town. Apparently, the sheriff went to question her after the robbery and she’s gone."

That didn't look exactly good, but it didn't scream guilty either. "Maybe she's on vacation or had a family emergency or something."

Nikki shook her head. "I think the sheriff spooked her and she ran off. I think she did it, she’s the one who murdered Frank and robbed the store, then split. Maybe he tried to break it off with her and she didn’t want to lose the cash cow. Or maybe he’d made her a promise then backed out on her."

“I say the evidence is strongest against Helen, then Scott, then Jeremy.” Nikki glanced at Dee, who stiffened noticeably. “But only because of the fight Frank and Jeremy had, and the gun and stuff. I mean, come on, the evidence is kind of there, but I think Helen or Scott look better for it.”

My gaze fixed on Dee, I said, "I think Scott is our most likely suspect."

Dee shot me a grateful look as her body relaxed noticeably.

Warmth bubbled up inside of me. It's not like I actually thought Jeremy did it when Scout and I had discussed it, but if he should be guilty, I just wanted Dee to be prepared. Unfortunately, I didn’t know how to do that without alienating her.

Nikki looked at the lock of hair she had been curling round and round her finger. I kind of wondered if she just enjoyed how soft if felt minus the bottle of hairspray. "Truth be told, nothing anybody here says is going to convince me it was anybody other than Helen or her husband."

"Annie, who do you think’s guilty?" Dee shifted her gaze to Annie, who had remained incredibly quiet so far.

Annie took a drink as she thought for a moment. "Mmmm ... I think I like Beatrice for it. Isn't it usually the jilted lover that's guilty? The police always say that the ones closest to you are the ones likely to do the most harm. I know she was out of town, but maybe she hired somebody. After all, a shot between the eyes is pretty cold—maybe the killer was a pro. Or at least didn’t care."

"Well, I guess that means Scott's as good a guess as any too," Dee added. "They say most crimes are committed by a family member or close friend."

I raised my glass at Dee and saluted. "Yes. Plus, Jeremy may be a lot of things, but he doesn’t strike me as stupid. And he would have to be to kill Frank right after he got in a fist fight with him."

I turned to Scout, who’d taken a seat beside me. “Do you think Helen leaving town makes her look guilty?” 

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, if he’d been found at the feed store or somewhere, if the body hadn’t been moved, then I’d say absolutely.” He shook his head. “But I don’t think Helen dragged him out of a boat and across a hundred yards of land by herself. So I need more facts before I cast my vote.” 

I sighed. We’d just gone in another circle and didn’t get so much as an inch closer to solving the murder. Though in the back of my mind, I had to admit—it sure didn’t look good that Helen had jumped ship right as it was starting to take water.
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I WALKED INTO THE LODGE the next morning to find Dee taking off her apron. "Do you have to work today?" She sounded a little harried as she shoved her apron underneath the counter, slid a covered pie off the counter and put it in the fridge.

I poured myself a cup of coffee before turning to face Dee, leaning my hip against the counter as I grasped the warm cup in my hands. After a night drinking with the ladies, I needed some go juice. "No. Why? What's going on? I saw Annie’s car outside." I watched as she covered a bowl of batter with some plastic wrap. 

"Yeah, she came by this morning with the kids. She grabbed some fabric and paint samples and wanted to get some measurements and talk about some ideas she has, but we have to go and work at the cafe this morning. It seems the sheriff is picking Jeremy up for real this time but was nice enough to give me a heads up before he did so, so the cafe wouldn’t be left unattended." She scowled. "Never mind the fact that he has absolutely no evidence against Jeremy. I swear he plans on harassing him and bringing him in for long interrogation sessions until he finally confesses or does whatever the sheriff asks him to do to make it all stop. I’ve heard desperate cops do desperate things like that. And then it takes years for the person convicted to clear their name." Dee’s voice got faster and higher as she spoke.

I really didn’t know how to help her. I seemed to be at a loss for the right things to say, so I said the first thing that popped into my head. "Wasn't he sending Jeremy's gun in for ballistics testing? That should clear Jeremy quick enough."

Dee gave a derisive snort. "Apparently they couldn't make a conclusive decision on that any more than they can on the rest of the evidence in this hot, steaming pile of crap. It seems the bullet fragments they pulled out of Frank shattered or something and made it so they couldn't run an accurate test. So the comparison is inconclusive.” 

"What about the casing or something?" I didn’t know jack about guns, but I did watch my fair share of NCIS. Surely there was some evidence they had found that could clear Jeremy. “And did they ever test Jeremy’s hands for gunpowder residue?”

Dee shook her head. "The sheriff said something about gunpowder residue only being on something for four to six hours, and it had been longer than that so he was sure they wouldn’t find any on Jeremy’s hands anyway. They claim they never found a bullet casing, so those bullet fragments they pulled out of Frank were Jeremy's only hope."

My shoulders sagged with the weight of this new information. "What are we going to do? How can we help Jeremy?"

The sound of small feet pounded across the floor above us. I raised a brow and Dee glanced at the stairs leading up to the second floor. "Well, right now you're going to watch Annie’s kids so she can waitress, and I'm going to run the cafe. We have to hope we catch a lucky break at some point, but right now it isn't looking too good. Do you mind if I borrow the SUV?"

"It's all yours," I said, handing her the keys. “But I don’t know anything about kids.” 

“Don’t worry,” she said. “You’ll be fine. They’re good kids.” 

"Is there anything I need to know about taking care of them? Like, don’t feed them after midnight or get them wet?" I asked, following her as she left the kitchen.

She laughed as she opened the door. "No. They’re just two normal kids. Don’t let them burn the house down or kill each other.” She paused to look at me. “I’m really sorry to dump this on you, but I don’t know what else to do other than close the cafe for the day. Apparently, Annie’s ex is simply too busy to keep them.” She curled her lip at that.  She shook her head as she filled her cheeks with air and then blew it out. “Anyway, Annie said when we get off, she’d like to take a look around and help plan out new ways to make this place look better if that's alright? She made some sketches and picked up some fabric samples for curtains and paint samples for room colors this morning. This is a huge thing for her and she’s so excited to help."

"Absolutely. She has phenomenal ideas and I'd love to pick her brain some more and see what she’s come up with since we last spoke about decorating."

Dee offered me a smile, but I could tell it was just forced, but not because of Annie or the decorating. 

I reached out and touched her arm. "Everything is going to work out. You'll see."

She gave me a quick nod. "I hope you're right. And I hope this gets figured out before the sheriff finally makes a move."

She jogged down the steps and toward the SUV. She was just climbing in when she paused and shouted, “If the kids get hungry and want a snack, there are some cookies in the fridge in a Ziploc bag.” 

“Thanks,” I called back. I watched her pull out and drive down the driveway. When she was out of sight, I closed the door and took a deep breath before I jogged up the stairs to see what the kids were up to. I knew absolutely nothing about kids. My entire base of knowledge stemmed from my own memories of being a child. Hopefully, that would be enough.

I plastered a bright, friendly smile on my face. At least, I hoped it looked bright and friendly. Not terrified or, worse yet, terrifying. "Do I hear a couple of hide-and-seekers up here?"

A little blonde girl in pigtails was standing in the hallway and jumped at my voice. She spun around and looked at me, her hand over her heart. "You scared me," she said, her voice holding a note of accusation.

I chuckled. She was obviously a very dramatic child. "Sorry. I didn't mean to."

She brought her hand down and tilted her head. "Who are you?"

"I'm Toni. And who might you be?"

"I'm Katie."

"Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Katie." I stuck out my hand. 

She walked forward and studied my hand for a moment before taking it lightly in her small fingers and shaking it gently.

"You, too."

I squatted down so I was eye level with the little girl. “How old are you, Katie?”

Katie lifted four fingers.

"So I take it we're searching for your brother?" I glanced around.

She nodded. "He's seven and he’s a real good hider."

"Well maybe if we work together, we can find him. If that's alright with you?"

She nodded her head vigorously. "I’d like that. He always wins, and for once, I want to win."

A girl after my own heart. It took us almost fifteen minutes to find her brother Mikey, who’d apparently cheated by sneaking downstairs to hide there. Honestly, from what I’d heard, they were great kids but I didn’t know how Annie did it. I could feel the dull throb of a headache that was determined to form, and with the octaves and decibels Katie was capable of reaching, I had faith that headache would fully manifest long before Annie arrived. 

There was a knock at the door an hour later. "It's unlocked," I hollered, a little excited, hoping they’d resolved the Jeremy situation and Annie was there to fetch her spawn. Instead, Scout walked in. A sliver of disappointment sank through me, but I shoved it aside. Scout may not be Annie, but he was backup. And right now, with the dull thud I could feel vibrating in my skull, I needed backup if not full on relief.

He glanced from me to Katie, to Mikey. A broad smile split his face. "Is there's some party here that I wasn't invited to?"

Katie laughed. "No, silly. We're just playing."

Scout offered me a quick wink. "Even better. Do you guys mind if I played too?"

"Girls against the boys. And we’re going to win,” Katie said in her young, shrill, excited little voice.

“You guys can’t beat us at hiding.” Mikey scoffed and crossed his arms. “Katie doesn’t know how to stay quiet. Not like I do.”

We spent the next three hours playing hide and seek, tag, and cops and robbers before I decided I’d earned a break and put on cartoons. They both fell asleep in front of the TV, and I’d never been so happy for the blessed sound of silence in my life. 

They’d just woken up when Annie tapped on the front door.

“Thanks a bunch,” Annie said as I opened the door. She dug in her oversized purse and pulled out a pile of white and blue lacey fabric. “I hope you don’t mind, but I stumbled across a really good deal on some lace this morning before we got called away and grabbed it.” She handed me the pile. “I actually had time before we got the news to whip up two sets of curtains, one white and one light blue.” 

“How much do I owe you?” I dug in my back jeans pocket where I always kept a small stash of cash. 

She waved her hand in a dismissive gesture and shook her head. “It wasn’t that much and it took way less time than this last-minute babysitting gig you had thrust upon you. Consider it payment for watching these two for me on such short notice.” She walked past me, giving a slight head tilt to Scout as she focused on her children. “You guys ready to go?”

Katie and Mikey groaned. “We don’t want to go yet,” Mikey said. “Scout said he could show us his horses, and he has a baby calf.” 

Annie scrubbed her hand over Mikey’s hair. “Maybe next time. What do you say to Toni and Scout for taking care of you?”

“Thank you for the ‘ospita’ity,” Katie offered, stumbling over the word hospitality.

“Thank you,” Mikey said, looking totally bummed.

“Thanks again.” Annie said, “I would have hated to let Dee down, and I know you didn’t exactly volunteer.” Annie steered the kids toward the door, Katie waving and smiling at us and Mikey doing his best to dodge his mother’s guiding hand on his back. 

“Can we go for ice cream?” he asked.

“No, you haven’t had your supper yet,” she replied.

He pulled away from her. “Dad lets us have ice cream. You’re just mean and don’t love us like he does.” 

My heart broke as I watched her spine stiffen. “No, I love you more than you know. That’s why you’re not having ice cream for supper. And your dad shouldn’t let you either.” 

“Dad said you’d say that,” he said, his voice carrying more bitterness than any seven-year-old’s should. My heart bled for her.

I watched as she wrangled them to her car and inside, relief washing over me. “Not that they aren’t great kids, but I’m sure glad that’s over. Thanks for sticking around, by the way.” I watched as Annie started the car and she and her kids drove down the driveway. I glanced at Scout. “So how is it that you know so much about kids?”

Scout continued to gaze out the window. “I had six siblings: four brothers and two sisters. I was the oldest so I helped raise them.” He looked over at me, his eyes glinting mischievously. “That and I remember being a kid, unlike some people apparently.”  

I couldn’t stop the laughter that bubbled up through my chest. I patted Scout lightly on the chest and stepped away, walking back into the main room. “I guess I’m just a fuddy-duddy. But they sure were a lot of work.”

Scout fell back on the couch, spreading out as he sank into the cushions and relaxed. “Well, those kids are a special circumstance. They are the products of divorce, which really isn’t all that uncommon, but they have a Disneyland dad who is more interested in buying their love and being their friend than actually being a parent. That makes Annie’s job as their mother doubly difficult. She has to step up and be the only functioning parent, which is going to make her look a lot less appealing and fun to the kids. So the difficulty Annie is having raising those kids can be placed entirely in her ex’s lap. But one day, when those kids grow up, they’ll realize that their mom was the one who actually had their best interests at heart and was the one who truly helped guide and nurture them.”

I sank down next to Scout, leaning my head back and closing my eyes, the dull throb in my skull increasing its tempo. “Wow. I had no idea that she was having such a rough time. Now I can see why both Dee and Nikki really seem to dislike her ex.”

“Trust me, it isn’t just Dee and Nikki that have a problem with him. A lot of people around this town think he’s a really crappy father and an even crappier ex.”

I appreciated how decent my divorce had been compared to Annie’s. My ex and I had no children, so we were able to make a clean break with no entanglements keeping us bound together, and we had parted on fairly amicable terms. No, we didn’t hang out or talk or anything, but I knew that if we ever did run into one another again, it wouldn’t be awkward or hateful like so many other divorced couples. Well, it wouldn’t be hateful, anyway.
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I WAS JUST CLIMBING into my SUV after a full shift at the bar the next evening when my phone rang. I glanced at the number, which I didn't recognize. "Hello," I answered, my tone terse as I readied myself to give the solicitor a piece of my mind.

"Is this Toni?" asked a female voice I didn’t recognize.

"Maybe. Who’s this?"

"I hope you don't mind me calling you. This is Janie, Scott’s girlfriend. I got your number from Nikki."

“Hey, Janie,” I said, wondering why she was calling me. “What can I do for you?” 

She paused for a minute, and I waited, my mind racing as I tried to say nothing until she was ready to continue. "Look, I know that you and your friends think Scott murdered Frank, or that maybe Beatrice had somebody do it, and I don't blame you for thinking that. I probably would think the exact same things if I were you. But I just wanted you to know that he didn't do it, but I think I know who did."

I straightened in my seat. "Who do you think did it?" In the back of my mind, I was almost waiting for her to say Helen did.

She blew out a breath. "Some suit who's staying out here at the hotel," she whispered.

I closed my eyes. So this must be the point in the game where she directs my attention to anyone other than her boyfriend. And who better than some anonymous stranger that nobody knows. "A suit, huh?" I tried to keep the skepticism out of my voice, but I wasn’t sure how successful I was.

"Look, I know I haven't given you or your friends any reason to trust me, but I swear I'm telling the truth." Her voice sounded somewhat shrill and desperate despite the near whisper she was speaking in. “Yes, I lied about Scott’s alibi, but this is different. Plus, I like Jeremy and don’t want him to go to jail for something he didn’t do either.” 

I switched ears as I turned the ignition on my SUV. "So what makes you so sure this suit did it?"

She paused before answering. Her breathing had changed, like she was walking briskly or maybe even jogging somewhere. "I was cleaning his room this afternoon, and I accidentally bumped this huge duffel bag that was sitting on the bed. He's sort of a jerk, and I didn't want him to think I was going through his things, so I picked everything up and put it back on the bed. There was a wad of cash, and a bunch of IDs with different names, and a box of nine-millimeter shells. I mean, all of that seems sort of suspicious, but there was a nine-millimeter handgun, and if I'm not mistaken, that's the same type of weapon that was used to kill Frank," she said breathlessly.

I perked up. She definitely had my attention now. "You wouldn't by any chance have a name for this suit, would you?"

"I think it’s Giuseppe Oreno," she said. "At least, that’s what he’s registered as here."

I started backing out of the parking lot. "You think?"

"Well," she hedged, "he has several IDs with several different names and all of them have his picture. There's also a bunch of passports and a crap ton of credit cards, all with different names, too. And he just bought one of those burner phones at a store. I mean, why would he do that? He was talking on a cell phone when he bought it, so it’s not like he needed it."

"How do you know he just bought a burner phone?"

"I know he bought the burner phone because I followed him. And no, I don’t know why but don't you think I found some useful information? I mean, you guys can stop thinking Scott did it and focus on this guy, because I swear to you, neither Scott or I had anything to do with what happened to Frank, and I don’t believe Jeremy did either."

Tension pulled through me, making me feel like a taut rubber band about to snap. "First of all, Janie, if this guy is a murderer, you need to stop following him, okay? I know you want to help, but it isn’t worth your life.”

Her end of the line was silent.

“Janie?” I called into the phone again.

“Just a minute,” she whispered. After a beat or two, she said, “Marnie just met him. I think they’re going to sign some papers on some property. She said the owners took the deal and the vacation house now belongs to his boss. They’re leaving together now.” 

I frowned as my mind drifted back to the man at the café with Marnie the night Scout and I had gone on our date. “Did you think to take any pictures of the IDs or the gun?" Despite what common sense dictated, people, especially young people, tended to snap pictures of anything they found interesting. I was guilty of it at times, myself. 

"No, I was too scared to even think about it. But I did snap a photo of him with my phone just now before he left with Marnie to go deal with that property. I can send that to you when we finish our conversation. Also, I remember one of the names on the IDs was Joseph Martinez, and another one was Michael Otto. That's really about all I know. I hope that helps. I tried to call the sheriff, but he’s not in the office and Linda wouldn’t patch me through to him even though I told her it was important. She said she’d pass the message along, for all the good that does me."

I sighed in disgust but had no doubt she was telling the truth. "Then thank you for calling me. I’ll do my best to clear Jeremy and Scott,” I said.

“No problemo,” Janie said. “But hurry. If he closed the deal, he probably won’t be here long.” 

For the first time in ages, I felt truly hopeful. It was almost as if the sun had finally come out from behind the clouds. “Thanks, Janie. You’ve been a huge help.”

"Anytime. I’ll send that pic now." The line clicked dead, then my phone buzzed a minute later with an incoming text. I pulled up the pic, and sure enough, it was the rude guy who’d been having dinner with Marnie. I called the sheriff’s office and Linda said he wasn’t there. I asked for a cell for him, but she wouldn’t give it to me. Instead, I asked her to have him call me the minute he stepped in.

I rushed home and didn’t do anything other than kick my shoes off before I grabbed my laptop and searched for the name Michael Otto. Nothing. I tried Joe Martinez. Nothing. I tried the name he’d registered with: Giuseppe Oreno. Bingo. The man had suspected ties to some really bad people. Racketeering, prostitution, drug running, loan sharking, money laundering ... basically, if it was illegal, it was their schtick, and there were hints throughout the articles I found that he worked for them. 

My mind raced, running through all the information I’d picked up on Frank, then settled on the conversation I’d had with Beatrice. She’d mentioned how she figured he’d blown the money gambling. Bingo. But had he seriously racked up a debt with people like that? I mean, from what I’d heard about him, he was a jerk but not an idiot. Still, it was an addiction—I’d heard the stories of people losing everything because of it. Savings, job, car, house ... it was a possibility.

My phone rang, startling me out of my reverie. I didn’t recognize the number, but answered it anyway, just in case it was the sheriff. I breathed a sigh of relief when his rough voice and clipped tone greeted me.

“What can I do for you, Toni? Linda said you left a message for me to call you. Super-sleuthing again?” 

Though the words were insulting, his tone was tired, so I bit back my knee-jerk retort and took a deep breath. 

“If you want to call solving the case super-sleuthing, then yeah, that’s what I’m calling for.” 

“Toni, I told you—”

“I know what you told me, but hear me out.” I ran through all that I’d learned from Janie, and he was silent for a minute, then I heard keys clacking on a keyboard.

“Sheriff,” I asked when the silence stretched.

“Toni, thank you for the information. I have to go now.” And with that, he hung up. Great.

I called Dee and told her what I’d learned, and was shocked when she called me back twenty minutes later to let me know the sheriff had released Jeremy, and that he’d seen Gabe leading in the dark-haired guy from the diner through the office in cuffs. Wonder of wonders—the man had listened to me and followed through. 

I about jumped out of my skin when somebody knocked on the front door a few minutes later. I crept to it and peeked outside the window, breathing a sigh of relief when Scout waved at me through them. Apparently, I wasn’t as good at subterfuge as I’d thought. I pulled the door open.

“Hey, you,” I said, stepping back to let him in. “Did we make plans?” 

“Nope,” he said. “I’m rudely dropping by unannounced just to say hi.” 

I smiled. “Then hi back. I’m glad you stopped by.” I rolled my head on my neck. “It’s been one of those crazy days.” 

“Normal crazy, or crazy crazy?” He followed me to the kitchen, where I poured us both a glass of tea.

“The latter,” I said, then told him about the call from Janie and Jeremy’s release. His eyes lit like he was connecting the dots to a mystery.

“That explains all the cruisers and flashing lights at the hotel, then,” he said. “I drove past there a little bit ago and I’m pretty sure every cop in Mercy County was there.” 

I nodded. “Yup, that’d be the reason.” 

He gave me a gentle look. “See,” he said, “I told you Gabe wasn’t a bad guy, and to be fair, it’s not like this is exactly something he would have been expected to look for.” 

I knew that deep down, but I was still a little peeved on an irrational level. “I know. And he did release Jeremy as soon as I called him.” 

“See?” he said. “All’s well that ends well.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Two



[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


IT WAS NOON THE NEXT day, and Dee, Nikki, Annie, and I were at the cafe, sitting at the counter eating some deep-fried Monte Cristos, a new sandwich item that Jeremy wanted to add to the lunch menu at the café and was using us as guinea pigs. I had to admit, it was one of the best sandwiches I had ever eaten, and figured it was gonna be one of my go-to favorites.

"The sauce on this is amazing. What's in it?" I asked.

Jeremy winked at me. I'm afraid, it’s a trade secret. If I told you how I made things, then you wouldn't have any incentive to come here and eat."

A big grin split Dee's face. "And that's why I've decided to let Jeremy manage this place for me."

My eyebrows shot up into my hairline as I glanced from Nikki to Annie, who looked just as surprised as I felt. I turned to Dee. "Wow. So business must be doing well. When did you decide that?"

Dee lifted a shoulder. "Quite a while ago, actually. I guess I was just waiting for the whole Frank thing to come to an end." She gave me a grateful look. "And thanks to you and Janie, they finally have.”

“Too bad Janie had to work and couldn’t join us today,” I said as I grabbed a napkin from the dispenser on the counter.

“I can’t believe I was so wrong about her,” Annie said as she dumped ketchup on her fries. “Or that Frank was rubbed out by some big-city knee-breaker for gambling debts. Who knew that even happened anymore?”

“As long as this man right here is a free man and can keep cooking like this, I don’t care who did it or why,” Nikki said as she walked around the counter to refill her pop. “And that’s not all you’ve decided, is it, Dee?”

Dee blushed but smiled. “It’s not.” She turned to Annie. “Nikki and I were talking, and we know you’ve been having a hard time paying the rent on your place since your landlord jacked it up on you.” 

Annie was glancing back and forth between them. “Yeah, but what about it? It sort of just is what it is. I’ve already talked to him and he’s not willing to work with me. And it’s not like I can afford to move even though I desperately need a third bedroom.” 

“But Nikki made a valid point,” Dee said. “I was talking to her about what to do with Fiona’s house. I’d considered selling it, but I don’t really want to do that. I was gonna rent it to Jeremy, but he said he’d rather have the apartment here, above the cafe. So, she suggested you.” 

“Oh, Dee,” Annie said. “There’s no way I could swing the rent on that place. It’s huge. Like you pointed out, I can’t afford the rent where I’m at, and that house is worth at least five hundred more a month.” 

Dee held up her finger. “Yes, but it’s paid for, remember. It’s not like I have a mortgage to pay, so all I’d need is enough to put back in case something goes wrong, like the water heater or something, and for maintenance. What you were paying before was affordable, right?” 

“Well, yeah,” she said, her brow furrowed.

“Then that’s what I’m asking for rent if you’re interested.” 

Tears welled in Annie’s eyes. “The kids’ll each have their own bedroom, and a yard to boot! Oh, Dee, thank you!” She slung her arms around her new landlady and hugged her so hard Dee had to wiggle away from her. 

“When can you move in?” she asked. The place is still full of Fiona’s stuff, but there are a few pieces in there that I want to keep. For now, I’m going to stay at the lodge, since I’m going to be needing the kitchen on a daily basis. Plus, we have guests coming, and I don’t want Toni out there by herself. The guys seem nice, but it’s better safe than sorry.” 

Annie shook her head, her eyes wide. “Now! I can move in now! I’m on a month-to-month, so I don’t have to do anything other than give him thirty days!” 

That Dee had decided to stay at the lodge was news to me, though I’d hoped so, and I was glad to hear it because it was one of the main misgivings I’d had about the whole B&B idea. I’d feel much better having her around.

I had just taken a huge bite of my sandwich when the sheriff walked in. "There you are," he said as his eyes landed on me. “I stopped by the lodge and you weren’t there, so  I hoped I might find you here.”

I covered my mouth as I hurried my chewing along so I could swallow my bite and actually speak. I nodded as I took a drink of water to wash it down. "You found me," I finally managed.

"We arrested Giuseppe Oreno after we went through his hotel room and found ten-thousand dollars and a few receipts from Frank’s store that had probably been mixed in with the cash. Looks like he killed Frank and went back to clean out the safe, so both feed store crimes have been solved,” Gabe announced.

“Why did the guy want Frank dead?” Annie asked. We’d suspected it was gambling but didn’t know anything for sure.

The sheriff shook his head, his face sagged. “Seems Frank had a bit of a gambling problem and did some business with these guys. He owed them a lot of money and couldn’t pony up the dough, at least, not the kind of money they wanted to see, so Guiseppe was sent up here to get what he could from him and if he didn’t have enough, to kill him. I guess the money he took from the safe was just a small fraction of what the bookie was owed.”

“So do you have to keep him locked up here, or is he being sent to some big federal facility?” I asked.

The sheriff’s eyes twinkled “The FEDS are coming down to pick him up. We locked him up in our little jail for now, and I swear I thought his head was going to explode when I told him he’d be staying on in Mercy indefinitely for murder. I went on and on about the niceties we offered in our state prison, too, which is where he was headed. That's all it took to get him to cut a deal, all because he didn't want to be imprisoned for even one moment in this small town." 

I made a hmph sound. “Yeah. That’s about how he was when I overheard him talking to Marnie. He didn’t have enough unpleasant things to say about this town.”

The sheriff reached in his pocket and pulled out an envelope. "This is for you," he said as he handed it to me.

I frowned, unable to fathom what it could be as I took it and opened it. I pulled out a check. "One hundred thousand dollars," I gasped as I gaped at the check.

"That's the reward that was being offered for any information that led to the arrest of Giuseppe Oreno. And in my opinion, you earned every dime of it. Even if you were a total pain in my ass." He leaned against the counter, resting his elbow on top of it as he crossed his ankles.

I shook my head, disbelief coursing through me. "Thanks. This will really come in handy with lodge renovations. But I didn’t do it alone. I couldn't have done it without your help, or Janie’."

The sheriff gave a sage nod. "I’m a public servant, so therefore I’m not entitled to any of it. Busting bad guys is my job, and I love my job, so the money is for just you and Janie, and I'm sure you two can work something out.” The sheriff cocked his head as he looked at our plates. “So, what are you gals eating?" 

"A deep-fried Monte Cristo. It’s a new sandwich item that Jeremy's thinking of introducing to the lunch menu," Dee answered.

"Hmm. I know you’re closed until dinner, but I’m famished. How hard do you think it would be for me to score one of those?" The sheriff took a seat beside me.

"Jeremy, can you make another Monte Cristo for the sheriff, please?" Dee called. 

"That is if it isn't too much trouble," Gabe added.

"Not a problem," Jeremy called from the kitchen. I noticed his voice sounded a little tight. After all, he’d been through the past week, I couldn’t blame him. 

“I remembered you prefer onion rings to french fries.” He set the plate down.

"Thanks, Jeremy," Gabe said as he gazed at his sandwich. 

"I wish somebody would look at me like that," Nikki said with a chuckle.

He looked at Nikki and laughed, a deep rumble that I doubted many people got to hear.

He turned to Jeremy before he dug in. "I was wrong to focus so hard on you and I wanted to say I'm sorry. For everything. I was wrong about you, but I couldn't seem to separate the past and my personal feelings from my job."

Jeremy, who had been standing in front of the sheriff like a stiff two by four, relaxed noticeably. He took the sheriff's hand and shook it. "I get it. I was a horrible kid and my past gave you a lot to work with. But I hope you can see I'm a changed man. And I'm really, incredibly sorry about all those stupid mistakes I made back then.” He shook his head as their hands released. “All the people I wronged ... your friend." He shrugged. "But I a was a dumb, irresponsible kid who only focused on the moment and having fun. I never really thought about the consequences back then. Fortunately, I've changed a lot since then."

Gabe stayed quiet for a few moments, like he was chewing over Jeremy's words.

Finally, he nodded. "I think we all did a stupid thing or two in our youth. And I suppose I should let the past stay where it belongs, in the rearview mirror.”

Scout came through the door just then, and the smile that lit his face when he saw me melted my heart. I took a step back for a moment as everybody greeted him and shared the good news. They were a motley bunch, but I wouldn’t trade them for the world, and I couldn’t help but thank whatever force had been guiding me the day I’d found the lodge for sale. I was finally home.

The End

What’s next for Toni and crew? 

When a beloved elder of the culinary community turns up dead at a cooking competition, it's up to Toni and her new circle of friends to solve the mystery ... because the sheriff's at the top of the suspect list!

Reserve your e-copy of Turnover and Die, Book 3 in the Haunted Lodge Cozy Mystery series, by clicking here! 
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Thank you!
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I’ve put a lot of love into this novel, as I do with all of them, and I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I did writing it. All of my other books contain a little bit of magic along with the humor, but this one was going to be different. This one wasn’t going to have any magic or witches or ghosts, so imagine my surprise when Miss Maisie made an appearance! So, the Haunted Lodge Mystery Series was born. Book 3, Turnover and Die, will be out in June of 2019.

If you’re looking for something to read while you wait, I’m also including the first chapter of Sweet Murder, Book 1 of 8 in my witches of Keyhole Lake series.

Happy Reading,

Tegan ☺
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Sweet Murder
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Sneak Peek of Chapter 1
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USING THE HEM OF MY apron, I pulled the last batch of blueberry turnovers out of the oven and slid them onto the counter to cool. They were an even, golden brown, and a quick poke with a fork assured me the crust was light and flaky. 

Perfect. The customers at Brew4U, my best friend and cousin Raeann's coffee shop, were going to eat them up. And that was good, because right now every few bucks mattered. 

Speaking of money—I glanced at the clock on the microwave, and that cold, I’m-gonna-be-late feeling swept over me. As always, time had gotten away from me while I was baking; I only had about fifteen minutes to get to work. Panicked, I turned the oven off with a wave of my hand, then bolted into the laundry room and pulled my server's apron and work shirt out of the dryer. I changed into the tank top on my way through the living room, grabbed my purse, and bolted out the front door. 

And nearly face-planted when I tripped over our miniature donkey, Max, who was napping at the bottom of the steps.

"Watch it, you big clod,” he snapped. “Maybe I shall kick you in the head the next time you’re napping." He yawned widely, taking most of the intimidation factor out of the threat. 

"If I were sleeping at the bottom of the steps, I'd expect to get kicked in the head," I said over my shoulder as I recovered and headed toward Bessie, my faded blue, shabby-chic 1984 F-150. Yes, shabby-chic is code for "POS." Don't judge me; it's paid for. 

And yes, the donkey talks, but we'll get to that a little later. Trust me—after you meet him, you'll be glad for the delay.

I slid into the truck, yelping and lifting my hips when the backs of my thighs hit the searing-hot cracked leather seat. I pushed my apron under my legs and settled back gingerly, then, with an encouraging pat to the dashboard, I cranked the key. Bessie coughed and wheezed a little, but surprised me yet again when she caught and roared to life. Another check in the win column for the day. I backed out of the yard and headed down the driveway to the main road, admiring the late-morning view. 

Even with my window down, the temperature inside the truck was just this side of hellfire, so I reached across the seat and cranked the passenger window down, too. Midsummer in southern Georgia was brutal. The AC in the truck had gone out a few months back and, unfortunately, fixing it didn't even make the top twenty on the laundry list of priorities that demanded a chunk of my check.

Still, as I rumbled out of the yard and drove past the horses grazing in the pasture, I figured I didn’t have a whole lot to complain about in the scheme of things. No matter how many times I traveled our mile-long driveway, I never got tired of it. Ancient oak trees draped with Spanish moss lined both sides, forming a canopy of leaves and limbs, and small patches of sunlight dappled the shaded road. 

I breathed a sigh of relief as I entered the tunnel of shade and the interior of the truck finally dropped below the melting point of flesh.  

Just as I turned onto the main road, I spotted a couple of deer out of the corner of my eye. When I tapped the brakes in case they decided to run out in front of me, the pedal felt spongy. Since my house sat on an overlook outside of town, much of my drive was a steady, winding descent; brakes weren't exactly optional, so I tested them again. 

I was coming up on the first of several hairpin turns, so when the pedal went clear to the floor, so did my heart. Cold fingers of panic raced down my spine as I stomped on it again, then a third time, to no avail. The truck picked up speed, and as I bounced and rattled toward my demise over potholes that now felt like craters, I had only one thought: How on earth was Raeann going to finish raising my hellion of a little sister without strangling her or hexing her into a convent? 

You heard right—I said "hex." We're witches, which you’d think would have come in handy right about then. You'd be right, except I was too freaked out—and busy trying not to die—to pull any magic together. 

I managed to make it around the first curve, but there was another one a quarter-mile ahead. If I dropped off the road there, I would careen about three hundred yards down a steep slope and fly over a cliff into a granite quarry — assuming I didn't meet my maker by smashing headlong into a tree before then.

Adrenaline flooded my body, and I felt like I was wearing boxing gloves as I did my best to wrangle the truck into the turn. I was almost home free when the passenger-side tire dropped off the steep berm, blew with a tremendous bang, and jerked the truck off the road. 

After that, it was all over but the crashing.

The truck plowed through the brush at the edge of the road and kept rumbling right on over the edge. My skull thunked off the doorframe and the forward momentum shoved my knees into the dash—in the ’80s, seatbelts weren't quite what they are now. The sound of rocks and bushes scraping the undercarriage harmonized perfectly with the terror raking over my nerves. 

My head whipped forward and cracked on the steering wheel, and my seatbelt finally caught. I came so close to a giant oak that it ripped my mirror off and flung it into the truck. I scrunched my eyes shut and threw my arms up to defend my face from the incoming debris. 

Then, just when I'd resigned myself to a bone-crushing demise, the truck lurched to an abrupt stop. 

For a few seconds, I was afraid to open my eyes, then I was afraid not to. Metal groaned and I reached forward with shaking hands to shut the truck off. I poked my head out the window to see what had stopped my descent to certain death—or at least extreme agony and disfigurement—and saw that a little maple tree about eight inches thick was wedged between my rear bumper and the body of the truck. 

Bessie slid a bit, so I didn't waste any more time. I opened the door and jumped from the cab, releasing a sigh of epic proportions as I landed relatively unscathed in the soft grass. I grabbed my purse from the floorboard and just left the door hanging open, scared the movement would send the truck the rest of the way over the hill. The last thing I needed was to completely lose my transportation, and there was no way I had enough magical mojo right then to pull it back up the hill. That trick would have been a stretch on my best day, and this definitely wasn’t that.

I bent over with my palms on my knees, waiting for my body to stop shaking enough to make the trek back toward the road. Once I had a modicum of control over my limbs, I walked up the hill a bit and collapsed onto a butt-sized rock, staring in disbelief at the sight of my beast of a truck dangling halfway down the hill from that one scrawny little maple tree. Something trickled down the side of my face and when I touched my eyebrow, my fingers came away sticky with blood. I hadn't even felt the pain until right then.

I put my head between my knees and thanked the universe for giving me a pass, and sent a grateful push of energy to the little tree. When my hands stopped shaking and my head cleared enough to allow me to think beyond surviving, I reached for my phone and scrolled through my contacts until I found the number for Skeeter's Garage and Appliances. 

Don't let the name fool you; he meets all three of my gold-star requirements: he's good, he's honest, and he's cheap. 

After three rings, Skeeter himself answered. I'd never been so happy to hear his cheerful twang. I gave him the 411 on what had just happened and told him where I was, grateful for once that I live in a small town where the only directions required were "the curve right above Old Man Bailey's quarry on the way to my place." 

I ended the call and had turned to scramble the rest of the way up the hill when the feeling of being watched made the hairs on my nape stand up. I searched the trees and caught a glimpse of sunlight reflecting off something a hundred yards or so up the hill on the other side of the road. My gaze darted toward the glint and I scanned the spot for any other sign of movement, but all stayed still. I decided to stay right where I was, figuring it would be a whole lot harder for some ax-wielding serial killer to drag me up the hill than to just shove me in a van if I was standing conveniently by the road. 

Yes, I'm a capable witch, and I live in BFE, Georgia, where the odds of a random serial killer just happening by were about the same as going to Walmart without seeing at least one hairy butt crack. But I wasn't feeling particularly rational at that point. 

Pulling as much defensive magic into my hands as I could manage in my frazzled state, just in case, I leaned on a pecan tree and hoped Skeeter would hold true to his promise to get there in "two shakes of a coon's tail" before my paranoia got the better of me. 

Little did I know then that just because you're paranoid doesn't mean you're wrong.

Want to keep reading? Sweet Murder is available here. 
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Join my readers club here or follow me on BookBub to be the first to hear about new releases, giveaways, contests, and special deals. I’m a reader too, so if I come across a good deal by a great author, I may share in the weekly update, but I won’t spam you with salesy BS. I may include obscure trivia, though; you’d be amazed what I learn while researching! 

If you’re not an email-list person, keep track of new releases by following me:

On BookBub

On Facebook

Or at Teganmaher.com

Email me – I always love hearing thoughts and feedback, or just drop me a line to say hi!
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I was born and raised in the South and even hung my motorcycle helmet in Colorado for a few months. I've always had a touch of wanderlust and have never feared just packing up and going on new adventures, whether in real life or via the pages of a great book.

When I was a little girl, I didn't want to grow up to be a writer—I wanted to raise unicorns and be a superhero. When those gigs fell through, I chose the next best thing: creating my own magical lands filled with adventure, magic, humor, and romance.

I live in Florida with my two dogs. When I'm not writing or reading, I'm riding motorcycles or binge-watching anything magical on Netflix. 

I'm eternally grateful for all the people who help make my life what is today - friends, readers, family. No woman is an island.
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