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Murder at Honeysuckle Hotel

by Rose Pressey







Chapter One






“Have you seen my eye?” Mitchell Green
sighed, one hand clapped to his face.

“Excuse me?” I asked.

He gestured toward his face with his free
hand. “My eyeball. I’ve lost it. Have you seen it?”

My mouth dropped open slightly as I stared.
“What do you mean, you lost your eyeball?”

“I mean, I lost it. Somewhere between here
and home.” He let out another heavy sigh and stepped to his right,
moving closer to the checkout counter.

“You mean to tell me there might be a glass
eye somewhere in here? I’m pretty sure I could lose customers that
way.”

“Oh, Raelynn Pendleton, you know good and
well ain’t no other store to shop in within twenty miles. Nobody
goin’ anywhere else to shop. You gonna help me find my eye or
what?” His frown lines deepened.

Or what. I’d rather look for a bucket full of
spiders or go on a date with Melvin Tinnell. Melvin had a sweat
gland condition. Plus, he had a doll collection, although he
claimed they were “action figures.” Needless to say, he was creepy
with a capital C. That should tell you how much I wouldn’t want to
stumble upon Mitchell’s eyeball. Working at the only grocery store
in town meant I had the wonderful opportunity to meet every strange
character in town. Lucky me.

A couple old men stood next to the little
coffee machine in the corner. We didn’t have a fancy Starbucks in
town. We didn’t have a fancy anything in Honeysuckle. The men
looked up when Mitchell’s voice rose.

“I found it,” Claire Ann yelled from across
the cereal aisle.

She ran over to Mitchell. He eased the eye
from her outstretched palm, wiped it with the edge of his shirt,
and then in one fluid motion he popped the little glass globe back
into the socket. I expected a plob noise, but instead there was
silence. I’d never seen anyone replace their eye before. Once his
eye was in place, he looked up at me, then smiled, exposing the
space that had been reserved for his front teeth.

He turned to Claire Ann. “Thanks, hon. I
didn’t wanna have to wear my patch again.” Mitchell smoothed down
his frazzled hair, then stuck the comb back in the front pocket of
his overalls. “I’ll be back directly. I forgot my money at home.”
He pointed at the beer refrigerator behind him.

I kind of liked his eye patch better, but I
didn’t tell him. It was hard not to stare at that one unmoving eye.
Kind of like it was a gigantic pimple on his forehead, or a huge
mole. I stared at the door for a good thirty seconds after he left
until a customer approached and snapped me back to attention.

After ringing up the purchases and waiting
for the woman to exit, I continued the conversation with Claire
Ann. “How in the heck did he lose his eye in here in the first
place? Does it just fall out?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Beats me, I
guess he can’t feel the thing. And he’s had a little too much…” She
mimicked drinking with her right hand.

“Ah, gotcha.” I dropped the change into the
appropriate slots.

“He’s done it before. Once he left it on the
picnic table over by Honeysuckle Baptist. Little Willie McDaniel
thought it was a marble. You should have seen the look on his
mama’s face. Priceless.” Claire Ann let out a little snort.

“Why do I miss all the excitement? Who’d have
thought a church picnic could be so much fun. Why does he take it
out to begin with?” I asked while placing the dollars into my
register.

“All good questions, but I’ll never figure
out the mystery that is Melvin Green. He’s a wee bit eccentric.”
She laughed.

I shook my head. “I don’t know if I’ll ever
get used to living in this small town.”

“It’s only been a year, it’ll grow on
you.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” I said with a
chuckle.

“You hear from Ross?” Claire Ann asked while
twisting her ponytail with one hand. She always had to be moving.
Whether she was talking with her hands or shifting from one foot to
the other, she was always in motion like a hummingbird.

“Not since he threatened to come back for the
furniture. I told him, over my dead body. I’d rather burn it all in
a big pile out in the backyard. Oh, I also told him I sold the
fifty-inch TV. I thought he might cry.”

“Serves him right. Let Jo Beth deal with him
now. Good riddance to him. You’re better off without the jerk.
He’ll soon realize she’s tried to take money from every man in
town. When she discovers he doesn’t have a penny to his name,
she’ll dump him.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t care what they do.” I
grabbed the big pink tote bag I called a purse and headed for the
door. “I’m out of here. I’m walking home.”

“Didn’t you drive?” Claire Ann readjusted her
ponytail. Golden streaks highlighted her chocolate-colored hair.
She tapped her foot absentmindedly, her red-polished toes peeking
out from her espadrille wedges.

“I left the car at home to save on gas. I
need all the extra cash I can get.”

The phone rang and she held up her finger to
shush me. “Honeysuckle Supermarket, can I help you?”

Why they called it a supermarket, I had no
idea. It was more like a convenience store with a few tables in the
front for old-timers to sip coffee and gossip. Supermarkets were
super-sized. This store consisted of six aisles—not so super.

Claire Ann hung up the phone and rolled her
eyes. “That was Becky. She’ll be late again. Can you stay until she
gets here?”

I let out a sigh, made my way back around the
counter, and dumped my purse down. “Sure, I don’t have a life
anyway.” The stool let out a swoosh when I plopped down.

Movement drew my attention to the glass entry
door. A man in a suit stumbled up the old front steps. The concrete
had cracked many years ago and the store’s owner, Charlie Smothers,
didn’t see the need to repair it. “No need to impress the
customers,” he’d said. “They aren’t gonna shop anywhere else
anyway.” Everyone kept saying that, but if they weren’t careful,
next thing they knew, a Wal-Mart would sprout up beside them.

The bell on the handle jangled as the man
entered. His blue, wrinkled suit looked as if it had never met an
iron. Someone should introduce the two. His gray hair fell downward
against his forehead. Beads of perspiration covered his face.

“May I help you?” I asked and gave the widest
smile my face would allow. The store might not look like much, but
the least I could do was give everyone a pleasant shopping
experience. I’d want the same done for me, although lots of folks
in this town weren’t the hospitable type, to say the least.

The man’s wide brown eyes gave me the
once-over. “I’m lookin’ for Raelynn Pendleton.”

“Oh, that’s me.” I wondered if this had to do
with that snake, Ross Perkins. He wasn’t getting the TV (mainly
because I’d already pawned it), my bedroom furniture, or my
grandmother’s heirloom necklace. It was all I’d escaped with from
the stinking divorce.

“My name’s Albert Whiteman.” He shifted the
ratty leather briefcase to his other hand and stuck out his hand
for me. I reached over the counter and grasped it. His palm was as
sweaty as his face.

Claire Ann adjusted her pink tank top and
brushed invisible dirt from her white capri pants. She stood
straighter as she eyed the stranger up and down.

I looked him up and down. “What business do
you have with me?” As I wiped my hand on my pants, I asked, “You’ll
have to speak to my lawyer. Like I said, my divorce is final and I
have nothing left to say to that man.”

Claire Ann nodded in agreement, folding her
arms in front of her chest.

He scrunched his brow together and placed his
briefcase on the counter. I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”
He popped the lock on the old leather tote. “I’m the executor for
Mrs. Opal Mae Mathers.”

He pulled a stack of papers out. One flew
across the floor landing at Claire Ann’s feet. Of course she
reached down and grabbed it. She’d been straining her neck to hear
what he was saying from the moment he walked in the store. I should
have just told her to come on over before she did permanent nerve
damage.

“And?” I asked with my gaze focused intently
on his face.

After Claire Ann had taken several seconds to
study the paper, she handed to the man. He scowled, then took it
from her outstretched hand.

“I’m sorry to contact you at work. Is there
someplace else you’d like to speak?” He glanced over his shoulder
at Claire Ann, then whispered, “Someplace private?”

I looked from him to Claire Ann, then back at
him again. “Um, no, I can’t really leave. Can it wait until after
work?” I didn’t really want to wait, and I prayed he’d say that it
couldn’t wait.

“I suppose it can, but I’d really like to get
this settled soon.” He stepped closer to the counter, his cheap
shoes squeaking as they moved across the linoleum.

“Well, um, we can speak here, if that’s all
right with you?” No way was I waiting to hear what this man had to
say. What could he possibly want with me? Why was the attorney for
the widow from down the street here to see me? She’d recently
passed. When her husband died a year ago, I’d feared she wouldn’t
stick around long.

He cleared his throat and continued, “As you
know, Mrs. Mathers has passed away.”

“Yes, I’m aware. I went to the funeral.” I
met his gaze. “I didn’t see you there, Mr. Whiteman.” I tapped my
fingers against the counter.

He glanced down at my hand, then back at my
expectant stare. “Um, I was out of town, and unfortunately,
couldn’t make it. It was unavoidable.”

“Yeah, well, apparently, Mrs. Mathers didn’t
have relatives. The only people there were a few neighbors. So
sad.” I shook my head.

“Yes, Mr. and Mrs. Mathers never had
children.” He nodded.

I paused, waiting for him to continue, but he
didn’t say a word as he looked down at his shoes. After a few
seconds, he cleared his throat again. How long could he keep up the
silence?

“Right, well, the point of my appearance here
today…”

Awkward silence again. Was he praying while
looking at his shoes? Was it a moment of silence for Mrs. Mathers?
How long had he known her?

“I’ll get right to the point. Mrs. Mathers
left all of her belongings to you. You’re the sole heir to her
estate.”


Chapter Two

I clutched the edge of the counter. The air
had been sucked out of my lungs when I let out a gasp. Me? She’d
left everything to me? When I finally caught my breathe again, I
glanced at Claire Ann. Most of the color had drained from her face
and I prayed she wouldn’t pass out. Who would pick me up if she was
out for the count on the floor?

Mr. Whiteman wiped his forehead and
continued, “I’ll read the will to you.”

“Right here?” I choked out.

He shuffled papers. “Not much to read,
actually.”

A haze filled my head. I couldn’t believe my
ears. Why would she leave anything to me?

He continued. “I, Opal Mae Mathers, being of
sound mind and body…”

My mouth dropped a little further, if that
was even possible. Was this really happening? I wasn’t sure if it
was just me, but the room seemed smaller. The walls appeared
narrower, and the lights brighter. And I was pretty sure the floor
was swaying like in one of those carnival fun houses.

“… do bequeath all of my belongings to
Raelynn Pendleton.”

I let out a squeak that sounded like a cross
between a mouse and a sheep.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

Claire Ann hurried around the counter. “Here,
have a seat, honey.” She pulled out the old stool and led me to it,
her hand on my elbow.

“I think I got a little dizzy for a second.”
I rubbed the side of my head.

“Yeah, I think you did.” Claire Ann
frowned.

I practically saw the little wheels spinning
in her head. She lived for gossip and big events such as these. It
didn’t matter if it was someone else getting good news, as long as
there was news.

“Are you okay? I didn’t mean to shock you.”
Mr. Whiteman leaned closer to the counter, meeting my gaze.

Claire Ann waved her arm in his direction.
“Look what you’ve done. You scared the poor girl to death. Do you
always go around scaring people?”

His face grew a shade of red that matched his
tie as he glanced down at his shiny brown loafers.

“I’m fine. I don’t need y’all fawning over
me.” I waved a dismissive hand and grabbed the towel next to me,
then wiped my forehead. “Please, do go on.” I took the bottled
water Claire Ann handed me and gulped half of it. They watched me
as if they’d never seen anyone drink before.

“Like I said, she left you everything.” He
shuffled through a few more papers.

“Everything?” I swallowed hard.

“Everything?” Claire Ann repeated my
question.

He nodded. “Everything… the house and its
contents. The house is lovely. It just needs a little work. It has
new-ish plumbing, the electricity is okay and the roof is just a
few years old. Beautiful old house.”

“But I hardly knew her.” I set the water
bottle down. I didn’t stand yet; I’d have to let the news settle in
for a while before I attempted to use my legs. “There must be some
kind of mistake.”

“Well, like I said, she had no children and
no living family. She left you this letter.” He extended the paper
toward me. “She said you were the only one who was nice to an old
lady in this town.”

With a shaky hand, I took the letter from his
outstretched hand. I unfolded the paper and read.

Dear sweet Raelynn,

If you’re reading this letter then you know
I’ve gone to be with my beloved Peter. The news must have been a
surprise to you, but I know a kind soul like you will take care of
my home. It’s all we had. You were the only one who seemed to
genuinely care how my husband and I were doing. When I visited you
in the store, I knew I was speaking with a true friend. Enjoy the
home. May it bring you as much joy as it did my husband and me.

Sincerely,

Opal Mae Mathers

I didn’t know what to say. Why would she do
such a thing?

“Wow,” Claire Ann said from over my shoulder.
“She really liked you. What did you do to her?”

I looked up at her shocked face. “I don’t
know.” I shrugged. “She came in every other day and we’d chat about
nothing in particular. I knew she was lonely because she talked
about her husband a lot.”

“She was eccentric, that’s for sure,” Claire
Ann added.

“Well, apparently you were the only one who
talked to her, so she left you her home. Best of luck.
Congratulations and all that.” He gave a little salute.

“I can’t possibly accept it.” I pushed the
paper toward him.

“It’s yours now. What you choose to do with
it is totally up to you. I just need you to sign some papers and
I’ll give you the keys. We can settle a few other things in the
next few days. The utilities are on, but you’ll have to switch them
into your name.”

I stood, but my legs still shook. With my
trembling hand, I signed on the line he pointed out. I supposed I
should have read it before leaving my signature or, at the very
least, skimmed over the contents, but my mind wasn’t functioning
correctly.

My watch read five p.m. Still an hour until
Becky showed up and I could take off. How would I concentrate now,
knowing the empty house waited for me? Did I go to the house after
work? It would feel strange traipsing around someone else’s place.
Or apparently, my place. No, the words sounded too strange. This
seemed like a dream.

He took the paper and stuffed it back into
his briefcase. “I really need to get back to Lexington. Here are
your keys. You’ll get copies of the paperwork in the mail. Shall I
send it to your new address?”

With one hand, I held the key, and with the
other, I ran my fingers through my hair. “Um, sure?” Heck, I didn’t
know where the mailbox was. Could I really live in this woman’s
home?

“Again, congratulations, Mrs. Pendleton.” He
held out his hand.

“I’m divorced.”

I could never allow anyone to call me that.
Not anymore.

“Right, sorry, Ms. Pendleton. I was told you
were married.”

“Not a problem. Thank you for coming here to
see me.” I didn’t know what else to say. I shook his hand and
watched as he turned on his heel, then hurried out the door. Mr.
Whiteman eased down the broken concrete this time and out of view.
In the course of twenty minutes, he had changed my life.

“I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it.
It’s like you won the lottery or something.” Claire Ann threw her
hands up and began pacing in front of the counter.

“Well, considering the woman died, I don’t
really want to think of it as the lottery.” I tapped my fingers
against the counter.

“She was old, it was her time.” Claire Ann
waved her bright pink tipped finger in front of my face. “She lived
a happy life.”

I shrugged. “I guess, but how happy could she
have been? She was alone the last year of her life, no family, no
children.”

Would I turn out the same way? I’d be living
in the big old house for the rest of my life alone, too. No
children, no husband. I guessed I could get a cat. Or ten.

“You’re right, it is sad, but you have to
admit it is pretty exciting at the same time.”

A woman and her toddler approached the
counter and I rang up her items faster than I ever had. A matter
such as this I didn’t want to discuss in front of anyone. It would
be all over town fast enough, no sense in rushing it. After handing
over the change, I gave the woman her bag, smiled, and waited until
she was out the door before turning to Claire Ann.

“How can I afford the house? The electric
alone must cost a fortune.” I wiped my forehead with the back of my
hand. The heat must have been getting the better of me.

“Didn’t she leave you any cash?” Claire Ann
asked as she picked the letter from my back pocket.

I frowned. “No, I don’t think so. Isn’t a
house and its contents enough? She probably spent her last penny on
utilities.” I shook my head. “What about mowing the lawn? I don’t
have a mower, nor can I afford to buy one. And what about if
something breaks? How would I fix it?” I shook my head. “No, I’ll
just have to sell the house.” I plopped down on the stool
again.

“Sell the house? Sell the house?” Claire Ann
placed her hands on her hips.

“Yes. That’s what I said, sell the house.” I
nodded.

“Who’s going to buy it? Have you seen a house
sell around here lately?” She paced in front of the counter.

I stared at her, then stood and began my own
pacing. “You’ve got a point.” I tapped my index finger against my
chin. “What to do, what to do?”

This could add a whole new level of problems
to my life that I’d never anticipated. And I thought things
couldn’t get worse. The door on the front jangled and we both spun
around to see who had entered.

“Howdy, ladies.” Mitchell tipped his hat and
made a bowing gesture, waving his right hand in front of his
stomach. He wobbled a little trying to right himself.

I raised an eyebrow. “He must have found his
money,” I whispered to Claire Ann.

“Raelynn, seems like you’ve got yourself a
house.” He appeared to be more sober than before. Maybe the whiskey
was fading.

I liked Mitchell when he was sober. He made
sense, and was, at times, even funny. To be honest, I hadn’t known
he drank so much until Claire Ann mentioned it.

I let out a sigh and sat on the stool again.
“You mean to tell me it’s already circulating around town? How?
It’s only been a few minutes.”

“While I was sittin’ next to the building I
saw Martha Murdoch stop that lawyer.” He gestured with a tilt of
his head. “Next thing the poor sap knew, he was telling her all
about it. Was it supposed to be a secret?”

I looked at Claire Ann. She shrugged her
shoulders. “You’re going to write about this in the newspaper,
aren’t you?” Claire Ann worked part-time at the store and was the
editor of the local paper.

Apparently, her pink sandals became very
interesting. She stared at her shoes, not glancing up. “Well, it is
news… and there’s not a lot going on in Honeysuckle right now. Not
until tomorrow when the county fair starts.”

“Yeah, yeah, not a lot of news to go into a
small-town paper, I know. I guess people would know anyway when
they saw me messing around at the old house.” My shoulders slumped
a little further and I let out a sigh.

Mitchell ambled to the back of the store and
pulled out a case of beer. I gave Claire Ann the look. “Don’t you
think it’s too early to drink beer, Mitchell?” I asked.

“I didn’t know that my business was up for
discussion,” he said.

“If mine is, then yours certainly is.” I
flashed a wide grin.

He placed the beer on the counter and eyed
me. Well… one-eyed me. “Where’d ya get that pretty blonde hair,
darlin’? From your mama or pappy?”

I shrugged. “Hmm. Well, neither, I guess. My
grandmother had blonde hair. I guess I got the blue eyes from my
daddy.”

Claire Ann snickered. “Mitchell’s flirting
with you,” she whispered.

I didn’t need her to tell me what he was up
to. He was half-drunk; he probably flirted with the fire hydrant,
too. Heck, he was so drunk he couldn’t hit the ground with his
hat.

“What are ya gonna do with that big ol’
house, anyway? Maybe you need to fill it with a bunch of kids.”
Mitchell wiggled his eyebrows.

Was he volunteering for the job? “Well, kids
have gotta eat, you know? So I don’t think that would be such a
good idea.” I forced a grin and placed the beer in a bag for him.
“I can barely feed myself, much less children.”

“You need a husband,” he said as he ambled
out the door.

I used to have a husband. I watched him
shuffle past the window. “Thank goodness he didn’t propose.”


Chapter Three

A few more customers later and it was six
p.m. Time for Becky. She couldn’t get here fast enough. I’d watched
the hands on the old Coca-Cola clock and tapped my fingers on the
counter for the past half hour. I had thought Claire Ann was going
to go nuts from the rat-tat-tat. When the clock hit twelve, I
grabbed my purse from under the counter and hurried to the
door.

“Time to go,” I said as I waltzed past.

“Whoa. You’re not going without me. Besides,
Becky isn’t here yet.” Claire Ann rushed from around the
counter.

“What? You’re closing tonight, remember? And
you can handle things until she gets here.” I patted her hand.

“C’mon, Becky will be here any second, you
can wait for me. She can watch the place while I walk over there
with you. I’ll only be gone a few minutes.”

“Well, I should hope so. She’s a teenager and
she’s only worked here for two weeks.” I leaned my hip against the
counter.

“She’ll be fine.” Claire Ann gave a wide
smile.

“She’s smart, but I don’t think she’s ready
to close on her own just yet.”

“Don’t get all wacky, I promise I won’t stay
long. I’ve never been in the house, I just want to see the
inside.”

“Why don’t you bring your camera along and
you can take pictures to go along with the article in the paper?” I
asked.

She perked up. “Really? That would be
great.”

I rolled my eyes. “No. Not really. I’m being
sarcastic. You should be used to my witty sarcasm by now.”

She frowned. “You’re right, I should.”

Becky bounced through the door. “You would
not believe the bargains I found at the mall.” She popped her
chewing gum. Her blonde ponytail swayed as she sashayed past in her
hip-hugging jeans and cropped white T-shirt.

“Bye-bye, y’all.” I waved as I walked toward
the door.

“Becky, I’ll be back in just a few. Hold down
the fort.” Claire Ann’s hurried steps rushed up behind me.

As I stepped onto the sidewalk, she fell in
step beside me. “This is exciting.” She had a huge grin spread
across her face.

I couldn’t help a smile, too. “It is a little
exciting.”

“A little?” she screeched.

“Like I said, I shouldn’t be excited over
someone’s death,” I whispered.

“You’re not excited over her death. It’s the
house that has your insides dancing.”

I held my index finger up to my mouth.
“Shush.” I glanced behind us.

She lowered her voice. “Besides, I’m pretty
sure she didn’t leave it to you for you to feel guilty. She wanted
you to enjoy it. That’s generally why people leave things to people
when they die.”

“No, they leave things to people because they
can’t use them anymore.”

She scrunched an eyebrow.

“You’re right. You’re right.” I let out a
deep breath as we continued our walk. “I promise I’ll try to not
feel guilty.”

The walk from Honeysuckle Supermarket to the
old Victorian house was a short one, but I took my time meandering
down the sidewalk, like a kid skipping home from school on a spring
day. The weather was still humid, but in spite of the heat, I
didn’t mind the walk. Soon I’d see my new home—up close and
personal.

Since my ex-husband left, I had rented a tiny
room in Adele Wilkins’ house. The nicest thing I could say about
the room was that it provided a roof over my head. It was a few
blocks in the opposite direction. It saved on gas money that I
could walk to work.

Mrs. McCarthy waved at us as she exited the
bank across the street. I was pretty sure she was waving at Claire
Ann and not me. Her gray hair formed a neat helmet shape around her
head. Her blue dress with pink flowers looked homemade from a
1940’s Butterick pattern. The population in Honeysuckle, Kentucky
barely broke the three-thousand mark. No way to hide many details
of your life in a town that size. That was why I wasn’t surprised
by the frowns that greeted me as I made my way down the main artery
of town. Mrs. Barnes and Mrs. Wallace whispered after passing us.
The words “husband left her” floated to my ears.

Claire Ann tried to hurry me along. “Would
you please hurry? I can’t stand the suspense.” She motioned for me
to speed up.

“My legs are moving as fast as they can. I’m
only five feet two, you know. My legs are short.”

I avoided the cracks in the pavement and
enjoyed the flowers the Honeysuckle Women’s Club had placed in
various planters at the beginning of summer. Geraniums were my
favorite.

A few fluffy clouds dotted the sky and the
sun shone, blanketing the area in brightness. The main part of town
consisted of a bank, post office, grocery store, restaurant, and
gas station. About twenty miles away was Belleville. They had a
Wal-Mart and various fast-food joints. I wasn’t sure how I got
stuck in Honeysuckle and why I continued to stay. Wait. I knew why,
I didn’t have the money to leave and Ross Perkins had persuaded me
to marry him with his smooth talk. I’d always planned on saving up
enough money and moving to a bigger city with more opportunities.
But now…

“You’re getting some looks now,” Claire Ann
whispered.

“Yeah, like I wasn’t talked about enough?
You’d think a husband never ran off and left his wife. To top it
off, now I’m an heiress.”

Claire Ann laughed. “Let them talk. They have
nothing else. Besides, once the county fair rolls into town, they
can talk about the carnies.”

“I guess.” I sighed.

The old house sat at the corner of Main
Street and Summer Drive. We made our way down the sidewalk, cutting
across the church parking lot to avoid talking to old Mrs. Benton,
then back out to the road and the corner of Summer Drive. The
historic house loomed tall, sitting up at the top of a slight hill.
It was an imposing old Victorian painted in a pale shade of yellow
with white trim.

The home looked romantic and feminine, yet
strong as it towered over the others. A black iron fence surrounded
the front yard. I liked the muted color of the house, and
thankfully it didn’t appear to be in need of a paint job yet. Maybe
by the time it did, I’d have figured out a way to pay for it. The
front porch wrapped all the way around the house and each corner
had decorative gables. I envisioned throwing grand parties on a
warm summer evening with my guests spilling out from the house and
onto the porch. However, the likelihood of that ever becoming a
reality was slim to none. Maybe Claire Ann could invite some
people.

In spite of my happiness over the exterior,
my stomach churned when I thought of the interior. Inside might be
horrible for all I knew. My body twitched with anticipation. How
did I get myself into this mess? I couldn’t decide if it was a
blessing or curse. Why did I let Ross talk me into moving to this
little town, anyway? There were no jobs here. My degree in
journalism wouldn’t get me anywhere. I’d looked into teaching here,
but with no luck.

Claire Ann and I stood in front of the home,
gazing up at all its glory. We didn’t speak for what seemed like
forever. White fluffy clouds drifted against the bright blue
background as if in slow motion. My heart thumped with
excitement.

“Come on, let’s take a look.” Claire Ann
gestured with a wave.

We walked around to the little gate and I
whispered, “I love how the wrought-iron fence encases the entire
yard.”

“Why are you whispering?” she asked.

“I have no idea.” I chuckled. “I feel as if
I’m breaking into someone’s home.”

I opened the gate and waved Claire Ann
through. We shuffled along a path flanked with dead-daffodils
toward the porch. The house looked lonely, almost sad, as if it
waited for someone to keep it company. Claire Ann bounced up the
front steps. She hadn’t seen this much excitement since Honeysuckle
Supermarket started selling Cherry Diet Dr. Pepper. I stopped to
smell the rose bush beside the front step. So maybe I was stalling.
I wanted to see the house, honest, but I was nervous at the same
time.

The floor creaked under my feet and I kicked
the fallen leaves left over from last year out of the way. I cupped
my hands around my eyes and peered through the window, trying to
catch a glimpse of the interior.

I pulled the key from the front pocket of my
shorts. “You ready?”

“Yeah, yeah. Open the door,” she urged.

I knocked on the door. Claire Ann poked my
side with her finger.

“Nobody’s home, remember? It’s your home
now.”

“Right, right. Yeah, I know.” I nodded.

Colorful leaded glass twinkled above the
intricately carved door. I jammed the key in the lock and turned
the knob.

“Hello?” I called.

Claire Ann jabbed me in the ribs with her
elbow.

“Ouch.” I rubbed my side. “Why did you do
that? And if you do it again I’m going to hit you upside the head
with my purse.”

“The woman is dead. Do you really think she’s
going to answer you? There’s no one home. Let’s go in.” She brushed
past me and entered the foyer.

I closed the door behind me while butterflies
danced away in my stomach. The house was beautiful… and all
mine.


Chapter Four

Carved wood, high ceilings and enormous rooms
greeted us. I’d seen houses like this one in magazines, but never
had I imagined that I would own one. The smell of furniture polish
and old books tickled my nose.

“There could be squatters or something,” I
whispered.

“Well, why don’t you make them tea and
crumpets?” She smirked. “No one is here, for heaven’s sakes. You
worry too much.”

“Aren’t you being sassy today? Getting a
little extra attention from Bob?” I winked.

She stuck her tongue out. “You know I’m not
seeing him anymore. We’re not to discuss him.” She gazed around the
space. “Wow. This place is big.”

“Fine, we won’t talk about him. But stop
being so sassy,” I warned with my index finger.

We stood in the entrance taking in the
surroundings. The foyer had a coffered ceiling and the staircase
sat in the middle of the room with an elaborately carved banister.
In front of the stairs, the hardwood floor had an inlay design. The
high-ceilinged hall led into the parlor.

Claire Ann moved into the room. “The
furniture is, um, different.”

I followed her. “It is a bit dated, huh?” I
touched the sofa and coughed when dust circled upward and smacked
me in the face.

Its orange velvet next to the black leather
recliner made the room appear as if it was ready for Halloween
festivities. Most of the furniture was worn, but some of the
vintage collectibles had my mind decorating already. The wall to
our left had well-crafted floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, but they
weren’t filled with books. Instead, every shelf held a different
knickknack. I loved Victorian homes, but I’d never liked the
furnishings that came with them. The hard part would be to keep the
home’s charm, but make it modern as well—a mix of the two. The
parlor was the first room people saw when they entered—a good place
to start. The knickknacks would have to go.

I pointed at the shelf in front of us. “Those
dolls are creepy. I think they’re watching us. Look at that one
with the wild hair and crazy eyes.”

“Better get rid of them before you find them
in your room at night, staring at you.”

I snorted.

Vases with fake flowers collected dust and
baskets full of yarn overflowed on the bottom shelves.

“I think she kept everything she ever owned.
How old was she?” Claire Ann asked.

“Ninety-two, I think.” I tucked a strand of
hair behind my ear and let out a deep breath.

The entire room was full of so much
bric-à-brac that it was hard to pay attention to the intricate
details throughout. The dark red walls seemed a little too horror
movie-ish. The high ceilings and the large baseboards went
unnoticed. A fireplace with a gorgeous mantel was flanked by the
bookshelves, but the best part of the room was the stunning crystal
chandelier.

The sun shone through the windows, splashing
across the crystals, making a sparkling design along the hardwood
floor. The curved front wall had three windows with a seat tucked
beneath overlooking the front porch. Pocket doors led into the
dining room. The plaster walls were in surprisingly good shape. A
few patches here and there would do the trick. Claire Ann moved
into the next room, but I was almost afraid to go any further.

“Where’s the table?” she asked.

I shrugged “How should I know?” When I looked
over my shoulder, I spotted TV trays next to the sofa in the
parlor. “Looks as if they ate in front of their favorite programs,
so I guess they didn’t need a table.”

There were eight wooden high-backed chairs,
though—all grouped together in the right corner. The cheery yellow
walls were much better than the red in the parlor. I liked the
color, but I wasn’t sure if it was the right choice for the room,
or at least not the color I would have chosen. Down the hall was a
small bathroom, then the kitchen.

“Wow, those appliances look new.” Claire Ann
ran her finger along the stovetop.

“Yeah, they do. I was expecting
avocado-colored ones. The countertop is dated, but I love the old
porcelain farm sink.” I walked the length of the room. “The room is
huge, though.”

“I love the breakfast area.” Claire Ann
pointed out the window. “You can see the rose bushes over
here.”

I opened a little door at the back of the
kitchen. “Look, there’s a staircase. I thought it was a
closet.”

Claire Ann poked her head through the cracked
door. “I bet it was for the servants.”

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s probably it.”

“Come on. Let’s check out the main bedroom.”
Claire Ann bounced past me.

I followed her down the hall and into the
room.

“I like it,” she said, crossing her arms in
front of her chest and nodding her head.

“Me, too.” Our voices echoed across the
room.

“Do you think she slept in this room? It’s so
big.”

“I imagine she did. I doubt she climbed the
stairs every night.”

“Good point.” Claire Ann paced the length of
the floor. “Did she die in here?” she whispered.

“She’s dead, remember? She can’t hear you.
No, I think she was in the hospital in Belleville.”

“Oh, well, that’s good.” Claire Ann
shivered.

I frowned. “That’s good?”

She continued pacing. “I mean, not that she
died, just that she didn’t do it here.”

I rolled my eyes. “I can just imagine all the
things you could do with this room.”

A queen-sized bed sat in the middle of the
room. Windows flanked the sides with views into the back yard.
There was another fireplace in the room. It also had a mantel with
intricate details of little flowers and scrolls.

After examining the bedroom, we checked the
upstairs. At the top of the stairs, the large landing opened into
the hall. There were three more bedrooms and a full bathroom—all
with hardwood floors and lots of light. The house gave off a good
vibe. I felt the past lives in every room. I wasn’t talking about
ghosts, per se, but the previous owner’s energy, as if I knew there
had been many happy days spent behind these walls.

When Mrs. Mathers left me the place, she knew
the house would live on with my care. It had a life of its own, and
only needed someone around to take care of it once in a while.

Next, we traveled back down the stairs and
out to the back porch. Just when I thought I couldn’t love the
house any more, I saw it. The lush backyard was filled with
flowering trees and numerous perennials—too many to count. Redbud
and dogwood trees, crepe myrtle, hydrangeas, peonies, rose bushes,
and daylilies I spotted right away. A brick-paved walkway led to a
gazebo at the edge of the yard. It reminded me of a mini-park. And
this was all mine? Was someone playing a lousy trick on me? I had
never been this lucky.

After a minute of gawking at the yard, we
trailed back inside to the living room.

“I still don’t know how I’ll afford this
place. Maybe I can get a job in Belleville.” I ran my finger across
the top of the little dust-covered table in the corner of the room.
“Not sure if there’s any place hiring. Hey, are you listening to
me?”

Claire Ann moved away from the window where
she’d appeared to be lost in thought. She plopped down on the
velvety sofa, releasing dust motes into the air. “I’ve got an
idea.” She clicked her tongue.


Chapter Five

My face felt as if it drooped like a melting
candle. “Oh, no. I told you I have no desire to work at The Booby
Patch.” I wiggled my index finger at her.

She tossed a pillow at me and I ducked. “Shut
up!” She picked at the fringe on the remaining toss pillow. “Why
don’t you run this place as a hotel? Kind of like a
bed-and-breakfast, but without the breakfast. ’Cause we all know
you suck at cooking.”

I frowned. One bad batch of brownies and I
had been forever labeled. “A hotel?”

“Well, this town doesn’t have one, and
there’s a need for one quite often.”

“There is?” I sat on the leather recliner and
it bounced backwards. “Whoa.” I righted myself. “You know, that’s
not half bad. You’ve had some cockamamie ideas before, but maybe
this one would actually work.” I paused and studied the room. “But
look around. This place doesn’t really scream cozy
bed-and-breakfast.”

“The outside does. Besides, I’ve seen what
you can do with décor.”

“Yeah, when I actually had a home, or thought
I had one.”

She stood, walked over, and knelt down beside
me. “Don’t waste any more energy worrying about Ross. It’s been a
year. Time to move on and this is your chance.” She waved her hands
through the air, gesturing at the room. “Carpe diem.”

“How can I afford to decorate? I don’t know
how to run a hotel. Don’t I need some sort of permit?”

“You’ll think of something. Google it.” She
patted me on the back and stood. “I have to get back to the store.
What are you going to do?”

I scrambled up from the chair. “I guess I’ll
move into my new home.”

She smiled and I wrapped my arms around her
and gave a big squeeze. “Good for you. Go get ’em,” Claire Ann
said.

I followed her out the front door, then
stopped to lock up my new house as she made her way through the
gate. “I’m going to get my belongings. I’ll call you later,” I
yelled.

Claire Ann waved and I watched her march down
the sidewalk away from my new front porch. I couldn’t believe I
owned all this. Could I really turn it into a hotel? Finding
something ugly for a few dollars and turning it into something
beautiful had always given me a thrill. Maybe I could do it.

All I wanted to do was sit and stare at the
house, afraid I’d wake up from a dream, but as I stood there
gawking, something caught my attention. A chill ran down my spine
and I had the distinct sensation that someone was watching me.

I looked around, but didn’t see anyone. A car
zipped down the road out front, but the driver hadn’t noticed me. A
dog barked in the distance, but I saw nothing unusual. I shrugged
it off and stepped down from the porch and onto the path leading to
the iron gate.

“Hi there,” the gravely southern accent
said.

My heart did a flip. I whipped around to find
the source of the voice, a woman with brown hair piled high on her
head standing at the edge of the fence to the right side of the
property.

I held my hand up to my chest. “Oh, hi. You
startled me.”

“Sorry about that.” She pointed toward the
house. “If you’re looking for Mrs. Mathers, you know she died.”

“Yes, I’m aware. I was at the funeral. I
didn’t see you there.” If people knew she had died then why the
heck hadn’t they attended the funeral? That was making me
angry.

“I’m her neighbor, Judy Maupin. Or was… until
the sweet dear passed. So tragic.” She shook her head.

Call me suspicious, but she didn’t sound
sincere.

“Um, yes, it was very tragic,” I offered.

“What can I do for you?” she asked while
crossing her arms in front her bloated waist.

Wow, this was awkward. How did I tell people
that I owned the place now?

“Well, I…”

She stared at me. “Yes…”

I couldn’t help but look down at her
bulging-at-the-seams white shorts, then at her round blotchy face
again. Had she been running? I glanced down at her shoes.
Bright-red wedge heels. Nope, she hadn’t been jogging.

“Who are you?” I asked, throwing the ball
into her court.

“I live next door.” She gestured toward the
small white house with her thumb so hard that I thought she might
have broken it. “Who the hell are you?” She scowled.

We were getting off to a great start. “You
don’t recognize me?” I thought everyone recognized the outsider in
town.

She studied my face. “You work in the store,
right?”

I moved closer to her and stretched out my
hand. “Yes, that’s right. I’m Raelynn Pendleton. I’m the new owner
of this house.”

Her mouth dropped. When she regained her
composure, she asked, “What are you talking about?”

“Mrs. Mathers left me the house.” I gestured
with my thumb over my shoulder.

“She what? Did she even know you?” She
scanned the length of my body before focusing on my face again.

“Of course she knew me. She came in the store
all the time. We were friends. Since she didn’t have family, I
guess she wanted to leave it to me.” I shrugged and smiled. The
last thing I needed was a feud with my neighbor. Judging by the
scowl on her face, and the fact she didn’t shake my outstretched
hand, I was too late. Just call me Hatfield and her McCoy.

“I was friends with her, too. I baked the
woman those damn chocolate-chip cookies and she scarfed them down
as if she hadn’t eaten in a month.” She whirled around, stumbled on
her wedge heels, spat a colorful phrase, then stomped off.

“Nice meeting you, Judy,” I muttered in her
wake.

I shook my head as I headed toward the gate.
No time to worry about her now. I needed to get to my boarding
room, pack my belongings in the Mustang and get back before dark.
Nighttime was no time for moving. Not that I had much to move. What
I owned would fit in a couple of suitcases. Pathetic, really.

I made my way down the sidewalk, but stopped
and turned around to look back at the old Victorian one more time.
Somehow, it seemed not as sad. I knew I wasn’t; I was smitten.
After a few seconds, I turned and continued along the sidewalk,
down Main Street, past the supermarket, and other homes, until I
made it to Mrs. Wilkins’ house. I wouldn’t miss living there. It
would be a big adjustment though, going from one room to a big
house… so many rooms to do with whatever I wanted with.

I had never been particularly fond of Adele
Wilkins, the woman I rented from. She’d tried to enforce a curfew
on me and she didn’t like when I used her kitchen, although kitchen
access had been part of the original deal. Nonetheless, her place
had been all I could afford. I imagined the expression on her face
when I told her I was moving out tonight. She’d twist her mouth
into a snarl and glare at me with her beady little eyes. I’d pay
for the month I owed. Heck, I’d pay for another month if she needed
me to, until she found another sucker to rent the place, but I
needed out of there. Yes, the more I thought about it, the more I
realized inheriting the house was the best thing that had ever
happened to me.

The back door was ajar, so I eased the screen
open and slipped in. It might be a small town, but I still wouldn’t
be trusting enough to leave my doors unlocked. I hated when she
did. Trying to ease the screen door open and shut so as not to
alert my lovely landlady of my presence was no easy feat. It
creaked slightly and I held my breath waiting for her to pop out
from a corner somewhere like a crazed lunatic. Thankfully, she
didn’t.

The drawn shades made the house perpetually
dark. Light from the back door was the only way I kept from
tripping over the abundance of furniture. The floorboards squeaked
as I made my way across the tiny kitchen. A buffet cabinet stood
directly in the path of the hallway. I attempted to weave around
it, but being a klutz, I banged my knee on the way. My hand flew to
my mouth and I suppressed a scream. I rubbed my knee and continued
down the hallway with still no sign of the dragon lady.

When I eased past her bedroom, I glanced
over. Her door was open, so I stopped and peeked in. Her body was
spread across the bed, one arm dangling off the side. With her
mouth open wide, and a loud snort slipping out with every other
breath, I let out a sigh of relief. She might have been drooling
onto the eyelet lace pillow, but I didn’t care to get close enough
to find out.

Maybe it was wrong of me, but I was thankful
I didn’t have to talk to her. I’d leave a note to serve as my
written thirty-day notice. That was the way it worked, I thought,
although we’d never signed a lease, so she could “kick me out
anytime she wanted.” Her words, not mine.

I eased back away from the bedroom door, down
the hall, and upstairs to my room. The floorboards up there creaked
as well. Sometimes, I wondered if she did that on purpose so she’d
know every move I made. My bedroom was the second door on the left.
There were three rooms total up there, but I was the only one
staying at the moment, which made me happy.

Trying not to wake Mrs. Wilkins, I eased the
door open to keep from hitting the edge of the bed. I wouldn’t miss
the place—it was smaller than most closets. I’d never realized how
depressed and hopeless I had felt until now, standing in the tiny
room.

Mrs. Wilkins hadn’t wanted me to decorate or
change a thing. A twin-sized bed was shoved up next to the wall.
Some mornings I had awoken with my big toe sticking through a hole
in the threadbare quilt I had used as a cover. A small nightstand,
a writing desk, and a straight-back chair with a thin, yellow
cushion filled up the space. The sun had set and a soft amber glow
streaked across the room. The faster I got out of there, the
better. No time to reminisce about how much I hated it.

Working my way through the maze of furniture,
I opened the closet, then stuffed my clothing, photos, and other
personal items into a couple of suitcases. Before leaving, I
grabbed a pen and paper from the desk and jotted down a quick note.
The urge to write I’m out of here across the paper gnawed at me,
but I decided against it. I’d be professional and courteous, in
spite of her not offering the same in return. I’d gladly pay a
couple more months’ rent if she wanted, just to get out of there.
Sure, I couldn’t afford it, but I’d find a way, any way to escape.
A noise sounded from downstairs, reminding me I needed to hurry if
I didn’t want to be caught, so I stuffed the paper in my pocket and
grabbed my things. The evil one had probably woken up.

I set the luggage down outside the door, then
turned around for one last look at the tiny room. Outside there was
still a sliver of light, but the dark floor and walls made the room
perpetually shadowy and glum. The dark blue walls appeared darker.
No longer would I squeeze between the bed and the window to stare
outside, watching life pass me by. I closed the door on my
past.


Chapter Six

Back downstairs, I realized no noise came
from her bedroom, other than her soft snoring. False alarm. Thank
goodness, she hadn’t woken up. The grandfather clock chimed as I
moved past her room again, into the kitchen, and slipped the note
under the ugly floral arrangement on the table.

Once free from the depressing house, I
high-tailed it for the Mustang, stuffed my life’s possessions into
the trunk, and jumped in. Backing out of the driveway, I glanced in
the rearview mirror. No head peeked out from any windows, so I let
out a sigh of relief and hit the gas.

Driving through town was like being in a
ghost town. If tumbleweeds had bounced across the street, I
wouldn’t have been surprised. People rolled the sidewalks up when
the first star twinkled. It was sad really, because the quaint
little town had a lot to offer. More of a nightlife would do it
good. A café and an antique shop would be great. Downtown was full
of historic homes and old building sitting empty. At the edge of
Main Street four attached storefronts looked like abandoned
orphans. With a little updating, they would add a great rustic
appeal to Honeysuckle. A wooden covered sidewalk connected the
stores—kind of like an old western town. They screamed for activity
again. Why no one had taken notice was beyond me. Why build new
when you could redo the old?

Within a couple of minutes, I was parked in
front of the Victorian. A gravel drive lay at the side of the
house, but until my new neighbor calmed down, I figured I’d keep my
distance and park on the street. As I climbed out from behind the
wheel, a rustling noise sounded in the nearby bush. I prayed it was
a cat. My legs moved a little quicker when I contemplated all the
creatures it could have been. I hoisted the luggage from the trunk,
bumped open the gate with my hip, and marched up the path. The sun
had set, taking away my natural light. Full darkness was
approaching, so I stumbled my way up the front steps in a hurry.
The only light came from my new friendly neighbor’s cottage.

After setting my bags down, and fishing for
the key from my pocket, I entered my house. How long would it take
to get used to those words? Once I’d put my belongings in the main
bedroom, I shuffled through the house, strolling from room to room,
taking in every detail. The bedrooms upstairs each had iron-framed
beds with simple quilts stretched across them. None of the
furniture matched, but they were quality pieces. Lace curtains hung
from the windows. They looked as if they used to be white, but now
they appeared more beige. I checked each closet and every last
drawer. The attic ladder was broken, or I would’ve gone up there,
too.

After a couple hours of looking through all
the nooks and crannies, my stomach growled. I’d forgotten to eat.
In the back of the cupboard, I found a can of tomato soup. I
flipped it over to examine the expiration date. It was still good,
so I dumped the contents into a saucepan and placed it on the
stove. I stared around my new kitchen space. Not bad, but I hated
the ugly gray Formica countertops. I’d always drooled over granite
countertops—almost had to take one of grandpa’s nitroglycerin pills
every time I saw the prices though. The kitchen walls were a soft
sage color and the cabinets white. As soon as time permitted, I’d
repaint them a lovely cream color. I couldn’t decide if I should
use crystal knobs or black knobs for the kitchen cabinets. Oh well,
plenty of time to decide later. Simple white dishes would work
nicely for accessorizing. Splashes of red from kitchen towels would
add just the right amount of color.

Mrs. Mathers had left an unopened package of
saltines in the cupboard. I poured myself a bowl of soup, sat at
the small wood table by the window, and contemplated my situation.
I’d done more meaningful thinking in the past few hours then I had
in a long time. First thing: I’d box up most of Mrs. Mathers’
belongings and donate them to charity—the dolls, the knickknacks,
and her thimble collection.

After I sipped the last drop of soup from the
spoon, I rinsed the bowl and grabbed a piece of paper from the
small desk in the corner of the kitchen. Things always worked
better with a plan. I tapped the pencil against my bottom lip.
Claire Ann really might be on to something with her hotel idea. At
the top of the page, I wrote Honeysuckle Hotel. I liked the ring of
it. My first obstacle: I had no idea what went into running a
hotel/inn. But that was what the internet was for, right? I’d
research and figure it out as I went along. I assumed I’d need a
license for that sort of thing. But how hard could that be,
right?

The best and hardest part would be getting
the place in tiptop shape. No easy feat, but the house was
beautiful, so it would be worth the effort. With a little bit of
decorating, I knew I could attract guests, but not in its current
condition. I planned each room on paper—parlor, bedrooms, kitchen,
bathrooms, and even the wraparound porch.

My stomach rumbled again. Apparently, soup
hadn’t been enough. With nothing much else to eat in the house, I
decided I needed dessert. I’d take an evening stroll over to the
only little gas station in town. Junk food wasn’t what I needed,
but it would be the only place open that late.

The black ceiling of the sky glittered with
stars, a symphony of crickets chirped and a slight breeze whisked
across my arms. It reminded me of summer nights as a child on my
grandparents’ farm. My grandmother loved to sit under the stars,
eating watermelon and recounting stories of her childhood. Too bad
the produce stand was closed, because a big juicy slice of
watermelon would hit the spot. Continuing my trek, I passed the
stand. Flowers covered every available area outside and produce was
inside. I’d have to come back for watermelon, peaches, and maybe
some blackberries. Finally, I approached the gas station. No other
customers were in sight. Number one rule of food shopping: never go
hungry. I opened the door and a blast of cold air hit me. It nearly
sucked the breath out of me.

“Howdy,” the old man in overalls said. “What
can I help you with?”

“I’m just getting a few snacks. Thanks.” I
smiled and headed toward the back of the store.

He nodded and continued placing packages of
cigarettes onto the shelf.

“You’re Ross Perkins’ ex-wife, ain’t you?” He
frowned.

“Uh-huh. That’s me.” The lucky one. “My
name’s Raelynn Pendleton.”

He knew my name, so why he hadn’t used it, I
had no idea. The last thing I wanted was to be referred to as Ross
Perkins’ ex-wife.

“Pendleton?” A deep line formed between his
brow.

“Yes, I took my maiden name back.”

He scowled. “I heard about all the ruckus at
your new home. Must be nice to get a big old house left to
you.”

How did I tell him I wasn’t in the mood to
discuss it with him? I sensed an edge of hostility in his voice.
What was his problem?

“Yes, well, it was unexpected.”

“That house is a historic fixture here in
Honeysuckle. We’d hate to see it get into the wrong hands.” He
ambled behind the counter and watched my every move.

Did they think I’d trash the place? Have
crazy parties and paint the outside purple? I couldn’t believe my
ears. I figured it would be best if I got my junk food and
left.

“Well, it’s in good hands with me.”

The store was loaded with delicious-looking
chocolatey fatness and many other calorie-loaded items. My waist
could definitely do without those. Even though my mouth watered at
the thought of a sugary cake, I spied a small produce section. A
large watermelon sat in front, all green and ripe. The memory of my
grandmother carving away at the big piece of fruit flooded my mind
and I could almost taste the juiciness. I hoisted the watermelon
into my arms and carried it to the counter.

The man eyed me up and down. “That’ll be five
dollars even.”

I handed him the money, grabbed my
watermelon, and made a beeline for the door before he had a chance
to badger me anymore.

“You’re not going to throw any wild parties,
are ya?” he called when I reached the door.

Yes, ’cause I had so many friends in this
town. “No parties planned.” I glanced over my shoulder.

“Uh-huh. We’ll see about that,” he said as he
placed the money in the register.

The conversation was over as far as I was
concerned.

Next thing I knew, I was strolling home with
a large watermelon in my arms. What was I thinking? The walk back
to the old Victorian wasn’t all that close and my arms soon ached
from the weight.

“Late night snack, Rae?” the silky male voice
asked.


Chapter Seven

I recognized the sexy southern drawl—it
slithered across the night air and tickled my ears, making me melt
just a little. Sheriff Kent Klein pulled his cruiser alongside the
curb. His chiseled features always made me stare just a little too
long. I wondered if he noticed. If he did, he never let me
know.

He sure was easy on the eyes. A tall glass of
water, as Claire Ann would say. The soft light from the console of
his car shone against his face, revealing a bright white smile and
highlighting his short blond hair. Long, thick lashes outlined his
gorgeous brown eyes.

We had talked on occasion when he’d come into
the store. He used to be best friends with my ex. I’d never been
sure what had happened between them. I’d never had the chance to
ask, and Ross hadn’t volunteered the information.

Kent was probably wondering why I was
carrying a giant watermelon down the street at night. “It’s such a
beautiful summer night. There’s a slight breeze and I wanted to
enjoy it, although looks like there are storm clouds are moving
in.” Why was I blathering on about the weather? With a tilt of my
head, I gestured toward the watermelon. “I thought I’d have
something sweet.”

“You have a sweet tooth?” He winked.

I knew without looking into a mirror that my
face had turned bright red. Lucky for me it was dark and I prayed
he hadn’t noticed.

“I heard about the house. Are you doing okay
there? Do you need any help?” he asked.

“It was a bit of a shock, but I guess I’m
okay.”

He stared for a beat, then said, “Well, you
let me know if you need anything. Anything at all.”

I wasn’t sure what came over me next. “Would
you like to join me?” I gestured toward the watermelon.

“You need help carrying it? Let me carry it
home for yo—” Radio static cut off his words. A voice announced
something that I didn’t understand. He replied, then turned to me
and frowned.

“I’ve got to go. I’m sorry. There’s been an
accident over on highway fifty-eight.”

“Go. Go.” I motioned. “Hurry.”

He gave a half smile, flicked on his lights
and siren, then sped away.

I’d dodged a bullet. What had I been thinking
inviting him over? Perhaps the heat was getting the better of me.
The last thing I needed was the complication of another man. Kent
in my kitchen would not be a good thing. So why had I been
fantasizing about sitting close to him on the front porch of my new
house? I could almost smell his spicy scent at the thought. The
feel of his hand caressing mine was almost real. The fantasy stayed
with me the rest of the way down Main Street.

After struggling with the watermelon the rest
of the way home, I heaved the big sucker onto the countertop,
selected the biggest knife in the drawer, and carved a gigantic
piece. Juice from the wedge covered my hands and arms as I devoured
the sweet fruit. To avoid eating another piece, I shoved the rest
in the refrigerator and retreated to the living room. I sat on the
ugly sofa, daydreaming and plotting out my plans for the house. If
I was opening a hotel, I’d need a sign out front. People would have
to know I was open for business. Occasionally I had enjoyed
painting as a stress reliever. Sure, I wasn’t very good, but I
tried. Flowers, fruits, and landscapes were my best work.

My few art supplies would come in handy for
making a sign for the hotel. I grabbed my bag with the paints and
brushes. In the hall closet, I remembered seeing a medium-sized
piece of wood—perfect for a sign. What it was there for, I had no
idea, but I was glad I’d found it.

After setting out my supplies, I painted a
honeysuckle flower in the left corner, then wrote the words
Honeysuckle Hotel with ‘open’ underneath. Simple, but it would do
until I could afford better. The pale yellow, cream, and green with
a little red matched the outside of the house perfectly. After it
dried, I’d put it outside under the porch light. That way,
potential customers could see it at night. I’d worry about getting
a license to run the hotel later. No time for bureaucracy now, I
had bills to pay.

When I peered up at the clock, I realized it
was after midnight and time had slipped away from me. I had to work
in the morning and my afternoon and evening would be spent
continuing to plan my strategy for this place. If I wanted to be on
time at the supermarket, I needed to get some sleep. After grabbing
my pen and paper, I stood, stretched, and then walked toward the
hall. Then a loud crash rang out making the back door rattle.


Chapter Eight

My pen went one way and paper flew the other.
I froze in my spot. The noise sounded as if it had come from the
back porch. I swallowed hard, cursing myself for not pulling the
shades down. Was someone outside my window peeping in? Visions of
various slasher films ran through my mind. I refused to be the
woman hacked to death.

Chills prickled along my arms and down my
back at the thought. I hurried over and pulled down the shade on
the back door. It would take a whole lot of nerve to go outside and
investigate, and I wasn’t sure I had enough guts for that mission.
So instead, I went around to all the windows, checked each lock and
pulled down the shades. Then I paced—back and forth. Finally, I
made my way over to the chair and sat, waiting for the noise to
return.

After thirty minutes of fidgeting in the
corner chair, and no further disturbances, I slipped into my
pajamas and crawled into bed. I tucked the covers up under my nose.
The noise must have been a stray cat or a rabid raccoon. Yes, it
had most definitely been an animal. I stretched out in the middle
of the mattress, confident that I was safe from any further
disturbances.

A big lump poked me in the back, so I slid to
the left side. A spring gouged my calf, making it impossible to
sleep, so I shifted again. The right side wasn’t much better, but
at least no sharp coils jabbed me. It would have to do until I
could buy a new mattress. One good thing: the sheets smelled like
lavender.

I pulled the covers up tight under my chin
again and listened for more mysterious sounds. Nothing like being
in a strange house to bring out the odd rackets and visions of the
boogieman. Rain pounded against the window as thunder crashed in
the distance. I’d been right about those storm clouds and wondered
if Kent was out in the mess. I wasn’t sure how long I listened, but
I drifted off without another unexplained noise disturbing the
peaceful night.

Footsteps woke me. With my eyes wide and body
frozen, I glanced at the clock. The time read three a.m. My breath
caught in my throat as the steps echoed along the hallway. The
clomp-clomp sounded like boots. Was someone inside with me or was
it just the clattering of an old house? It sure sounded like a
person. I climbed out of bed and tiptoed to the door. Of course, I
didn’t have a weapon. The knives were in the kitchen. If I was
going to live alone, I needed to think about security. Maybe I
should get a dog. Before I contemplated life with Fido, the steps
stopped.

Did I have a ghost? Was Mrs. Mathers’ spirit
hanging around? First the bang outside, and now this. Maybe it was
a burglar. Yes, probably a burglar. They’d find me bludgeoned to
death in the morning. Everyone would talk about such a sad end to a
young, lonely life. My parents would be devastated.

After a couple of seconds with no noise, I
knew I had to find out where the noise had come from—I couldn’t
stay in the bedroom forever. I’d have to take my chances with the
killer or ghost. I hoped it was a ghost; I could handle a spooky
mist floating around. A crazed killer? Not so much. I eased the
door open an inch and poked my head out enough to see down the
hall. No one was in sight. When no one lunged out at me, I mouthed
a silent prayer.

I opened the door the rest of the way and
tiptoed out from my safe haven. In the hallway a right turn led to
the kitchen; if I turned to the left, it went into the dining room
and living room. I decided to check the kitchen first. The only
light shone from the cracked powder-room door. Ross had always
complained about the electric bill and me “leaving the damn lights
on.” Now I was thankful for my bad habit. I had never liked the
dark.

I peered around the open space. Nothing
seemed out of place, so I turned and walked down the hallway toward
the dining room—each step calculated so as not to alert my
intruder. The only sound in the room was my heavy breathing. There
were no ghosts or predators and the same went for the living room.
The grandfather clock ticked in time to my heartbeat. Easing up the
stairs in the dark, I checked the upstairs rooms, looking under
beds and in closets, but I didn’t find a soul. My hands trembled
every time I lifted a bed skirt or opened a closed door. Maybe an
animal was in the house? The crazed raccoon or cat had returned?
Okay, it would have been a very fat cat. The noise sounded very
much like human footsteps.

Stumbling through the dark, I slipped back to
the kitchen. With still-trembling hands, I poured water into a
glass, then leaned against the old Formica countertop. What had I
heard? As I gulped my water, I studied the back door. My gaze
traveled down to the knob, then the lock. The door was unlocked.
Had I forgotten to secure it? I thought I’d checked every window
and door, but I must have forgotten that one. An open door was just
asking for someone to come into the house. I walked over and
flipped the lock.

Pushing back the dread that overwhelmed me, I
peeped out through the corner of the shade. A strange feeling came
over me, as if eyes were watching me. The back yard was one big
black blob. Darkness blanketed the trees and bushes until nothing
stood out—only the golden flicker from fireflies. I couldn’t have
seen my hand in front of my face out there. I needed to get a
bright porch light as soon as possible. Staring into the darkness
wouldn’t solve anything, so I placed my glass into the sink and
wandered back to my room, closed the door behind me, jumped into
bed and pulled the covers back up under my chin again. I prayed
whatever I’d heard wouldn’t return.

For what seemed like forever, I tossed and
turned, thinking about everything—the noise, sleeping in Mrs.
Mathers’ bed, my ex. I wondered what Ross would have said if he’d
known I was the owner of this place now. He’d probably want to be
involved in some way. Over my dead body. Mrs. Mathers had come into
the store my first day on the job. She had asked who I was and
where I was from. Mrs. Mathers didn’t beat around the honeysuckle
bush, that was for sure. Even though I was an outsider in tiny
Honeysuckle, I was still a Kentucky girl and okay in her book. Most
people in town wouldn’t give me the time of day since I hadn’t
lived there all my life. But she had known what it was like to be
an outcast. She’d moved to Honeysuckle fifty years ago with her
husband—like me. I imagined she had gone through the same prejudice
as me, too. She’d never been completely accepted, even after all
those years.

We’d talked for a long time that first day
and almost every day after. Some days I had brought a little stool
around for her to sit on and we had talked about recipes, her life,
and mine, my ex. She had known Ross and had never liked him. He had
stolen veggies from her garden as a little boy. She said she knew
he was trouble then. Too bad I hadn’t known that before I had
married him.

After a while, I’d convinced myself I’d only
heard the old house settling. As I relaxed and forced myself to
stop flipping from one side to the other, I started thinking about
decorating the house. I needed a plan for that, too. How did I get
myself into such a huge undertaking? I’d start with one room,
finish it, and move on to the next. It was the only way. First
thing: I needed at least one bedroom to rent out. I didn’t want a
long-term renter, though. I wanted someone who wouldn’t stay more
than a month. I had never wanted to be a landlord. A bad taste
formed in my mouth just thinking about the word. Adele Wilkins had
scared me for life. Post-traumatic stress for renters.

Next, I’d move on to the living room, since
that was the first room people would see. The floors didn’t need
anything, but the walls could stand new paint. I’d need a new sofa
for sure but the end tables I could work with. I loved the
bookcases, floor, and ceiling; they added character to the room.
Only the minor details needed changing. Decorating possibilities
were endless, really—a little paint and distressing. I’d need a
couple of chairs, too, and I’d love a coffee table. One small
problem though: money—my lack of.

***

I woke the next morning when the sun peeked
through the window shade and across my face. I wasn’t sure what
time I’d drifted off, but I knew it was right after thinking about
the coffee table. My dream consisted of furniture and boots. The
sound of strange footsteps flooded back into my memory. It hadn’t
been a dream.

I jumped out of bed, grabbed my suitcase, and
pulled out shorts and a tee along with my shower items. After a
quick shower and dressing, I put on a pot of coffee. I poured the
liquid into my mug and added a little sugar—the milk in the fridge
had turned chunky at this point. I lifted the shade and stepped out
the back door. The porch extended all around the house. Thankfully,
the light of day made everything less scary.

The sun shone down from a blue cloudless sky,
covering the yard in yellow shafts. Birds chirped as they danced
along the edge of the birdbath. The temperature hadn’t become
unbearable yet. The honeysuckle bush beside the house wafted
through the air and tickled my nose. The white wooden gazebo called
my name, just waiting for me to sit down and relax. I couldn’t wait
another minute to enjoy my surroundings in the shade, so I stepped
down onto the stone path, enjoying the view of the perennials along
the way. It wouldn’t take long for me to get used to this morning
routine. I’d eat every meal out here if I could.

A small table and chairs inside the gazebo
would be great—another item to add to my growing list. Oh, and
lights hanging from the ceiling would look nice, too. Two small
iron chairs currently stood under the gazebo, plenty of room for
more. They didn’t look all that comfortable, either.

I eased down onto one of the rickety chairs
and listened to my quiet surroundings. The only sound came from the
small, bubbling waterfall pond next to me. How Mrs. Mathers had
kept up the yard, I had no idea. I closed my eyes for a couple of
minutes and willed the tension from my shoulders. The feeling hit
me again, as if someone was watching me. I snapped my lids open and
looked around. I didn’t see another soul, but something red caught
my attention to my right. It was next to the waterfall. I stood and
moved closer, then let out a gasp. My hand flew to my mouth. I made
two steps forward, then I saw her.


Chapter Nine

She was lying on the grass near the gazebo.
Flat on her stomach, she lay with her head twisted in an awkward
position, her face to the side and her eyes wide open. In spite of
her unfortunate condition, her blonde bob looked as if she’d just
stepped out of the salon.

As I rushed over, I tossed my mug to the
ground. I’d never had any emergency medicine training. What if she
needed resuscitation? Would I be able to handle the task? I
couldn’t make the situation any worse, right? Well, if anyone could
make it worse, I could.

I raced toward her, stopping when I was just
a few steps away. Her khaki pants and white blouse looked just as
perfect as her bob, but blood pooled under her head. There was an
object lying beside her body. It looked exactly like the
candlestick that I’d used last night. Blood covered the heavy
wooden base. Unless this was a very popular style of candlestick,
I’d say it was the same one. Why was it outside and covered with
blood? I knew why. It had been used as a murder weapon. Could
someone else have the same candlestick? Unlikely.

“Oh, my God. Nancy?” I called. “What
happened?”

She didn’t reply or move, not even a groan or
a whimper. I knelt down and placed my fingers against her neck, but
didn’t feel a pulse. The huge gash to the back of her head gave me
a good indication that she was beyond any help. I prayed that this
was all a dream. Sunlight streamed across her body. I blinked,
trying to adjust my eyes further. The body of Nancy Harper was in
my backyard.

I hadn’t known her well, but she had always
been nice when visiting the store. She was married with no children
and taught first grade. Who would want her dead? How could she
possibly have had any enemies?

My heart raced as the blood rushed out of my
face and my stomach turned. Nothing else seemed out of place in the
yard—just the dead body. I honestly couldn’t believe my eyes.

My hands shook as I struggled to catch my
breath. I needed to call for help. With wobbly legs, I hurried up
and spun around. The earth moved under my feet and I had to stop
myself from fainting. The vision of Nancy’s lifeless body was
burned into my brain. None of this seemed real. It couldn’t be.
People just didn’t discover dead bodies in their backyards… yet
that was exactly what had just happened to me.

My heart thumped as I hurried toward the
house. I was replaying the scene in my head. If I looked over my
shoulder, would the body still be there? I glanced behind me. Yeah,
she was still in the same lifeless position.

I’d have to check the kitchen for the
candlestick. Although I already knew I wouldn’t find it there. As
my mind raced with thoughts, the idea hit me that I’d never thought
to look for her killer. Maybe he was watching every move I made.
Explosions of color from the flowers led my way to the back porch.
Once I reached the steps, I scampered up, barely remembering to
breathe. The eerie silence the backyard now held made the morning
feel cold and bleak, in spite of the heat.

I stumbled through the door like a crazed
maniac. Where in the heck had I put my phone? I never could keep up
with that thing. I’d tried keeping it in my purse, but I was always
searching for my purse too, so that wasn’t much help. I ran around
the room like a chicken with its head cut off before finally
realization that it was on the counter right in front of me. I
grabbed the phone and punched in the number, then while it rang,
looked around the room for the candlestick. But just as I had
suspected, the candlestick was nowhere in sight. What had happened?
Had I imagined using that candlestick? I prayed that all of this
was just a dream. Heck, maybe I finally was going bonkers. People
in Honeysuckle already thought that I was crazy.

Then another whammy hit me—the footsteps.
Someone had been in the house and had taken the candlestick. But
why that as a murder weapon? The huge knife I’d used to carve the
watermelon had been in the kitchen sink where I’d washed it last
night, why not use that? Had the person come to kill me and
discovered Nancy instead? But why would Nancy be in my backyard? I
had barely known her.

“What’s your emergency?” A female voice
boomed across the line.

“Someone is dead…” My voice was barely a
whisper.

“I can’t hear you,” she said. “You’ll have to
speak up.”

“I think someone has been murdered,” I choked
out. “Can you send the police?”

“Get out. Seriously?” I thought I heard her
smack her bubblegum.

What did she just say? Did she think I was a
prank caller? I recognized Joan Murdoch’s voice. “No, I’m not
making this up. I assure you this is not a hoax. Can you just send
someone right now? I don’t know what happened to her.”

The calm that had been in my voice began to
slip away. Within seconds I’d be a blathering mess on the floor in
the corner of the room if they didn’t hurry.

“The police are on their way. You said this
is Raelynn Pendleton, right?”

“Yes, Raelynn.” I nodded, although she
couldn’t see me.

“Wow, she didn’t waste any time moving into
the place,” she whispered to someone on the other end.

Yeah, I heard that. She was so completely
unprofessional. But I guessed since her parents owned half the town
she could get away with anything.

“Thanks.” I hung up before I heard more than
I wanted to.

With the phone still clutched in my hand, I
walked back onto the porch and stood near the steps, then waited; I
didn’t know what else to do. Nancy was clearly beyond any help I
could give. The serene setting seemed out of place now. I expected
a dark cloud to roll over and hang above the scene. My phone was
the only safety line I had. Please let the police arrive soon.

The morning air had been pleasant until now.
Sweat beaded on my forehead and heat circled my body. An anxious
trembling coursed through me and I couldn’t shake it.

Sirens sounded quickly. That was one perk of
living in a small town. Thank heavens. It seemed like only seconds
passed before car doors slammed from what sounded like the front of
the house. The echoes of footfalls running hit my ears seconds
later. I stood on the back porch with my feet frozen, yet my whole
body trembled. I turned and stared into the side yard. The thought
of watching any longer made my stomach turn. Sheriff Kent Klein
appeared from the side of the house. He looked at me, but didn’t
stop as I pointed toward the gazebo. A couple more policemen ran
after him. I was pretty sure the entire force was now in my
backyard.

After a couple minutes, Kent approached me.
“Ms. Pendleton, we need to talk.”

“Do you want to talk here?” I gestured at my
spot on the steps.

He nodded and frowned.

So I was Ms. Pendleton again. No more Rae?
Not even Raelynn? He held up his professional façade, I guess. As
if we’d barely spoken before. I knew his favorite drink was orange
juice and his favorite sports team was the Atlanta Braves, for
heaven’s sake. I turned to face him. He stood at the bottom step
and took in my full appearance. I wanted to break free from his
gaze, but I wasn’t sure what to do. His face held a frown unlike
I’d ever see him wear. Talk about feeling uncomfortable. Before he
opened his mouth to speak, he pulled a notepad from his pocket—all
official-like. Claire Ann popped around the corner. Her mouth
gaped. She spotted me and ran over.

“Oh, God.” She held her chest. “I heard the
sirens and heard they were headed for your house and I panicked.
What happened?”

“Ms. Claire Ann Grande,” Kent said. She
stopped in her tracks. “I’m interviewing Ms. Pendleton. Do you mind
waiting over there?” He pointed to the other side of the yard.

She frowned, but didn’t argue with him, which
kind of surprised me. I guessed murder had changed everything.

“Now, tell me everything. I’m assuming you
have an explanation as to why Nancy Harper is dead in your back
yard.” His deep brown eyes made his question warm when I felt
terrified on the inside. But the subject matter wasn’t warm in the
least. It was cold and harsh and all too real.

“I don’t know why she’s here. I barely knew
her.” I shrugged.

“Did you hear anything? See anything?” he
asked.

I didn’t answer, but he stared, so I knew I’d
have to eventually.

“No, I didn’t see anything.” I shook my head.
Should I tell him what I had heard? The candlestick as the murder
weapon was a significant detail that I probably shouldn’t leave out
of the conversation. My mama would never get over me being in
prison. It would kill her for sure. Heck, she was still mortified
that I’d gone to traffic school. I wasn’t looking forward to
explaining this turn of events to her. She’d likely have one of her
fake heart attacks.

“When I came out this morning I found her. It
had to have happened last night. She wasn’t there when Claire Ann
and I looked around yesterday,” I said.

“I’m not sure of the time of death yet.
Regardless, I can’t share that information with you.”

Suddenly my shoes became very interesting. I
didn’t know what to do or say.

“We’ll be here for a while collecting
evidence.” I looked up at him just in time to catch his worried
expression. There was pity in his eyes. “I’ll be back to talk with
you.”

I rubbed my forehead, then shoved my hands
into my pockets. Would he think I had anything to do with Nancy’s
death? I wasn’t sure if I should tell him about hearing footsteps.
Maybe it wasn’t related to this, but what if it was? It had to be,
right? I shuddered thinking the killer was in my house. Did I tell
him about the candlestick? Would my fingerprints be on the murder
weapon? Yes, my mother would definitely have one of her fake heart
attacks when she heard about this.

The second Sheriff Kent had walked away
Claire Ann ran over.

“What the hell is going on, Raelynn? What
happened to Nancy?” She turned her attention away from me and gazed
across the yard.

I shrugged. “She’s dead.” What else could I
say?

“This is incredible. What was she doing in
the backyard?”

I nodded, then sat on the step. Claire Ann
joined me, draping her arm around my shoulders and giving my leg a
pat.

“I can’t believe this has happened.”

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” she
asked.

I filled Claire Ann in on the footsteps,
candlestick, and how I’d discovered Nancy. She’d probably write
every word I said in the town newspaper. Just because the editor
was my best friend didn’t mean she’d spare my feelings for a big
story like this one. I’d be front-page news probably for years to
come in a town the size of Honeysuckle. I couldn’t blame her for
running the story. She had to; it was her job.

“I know it’s scary, but you should tell them
about the candlestick. They need to know that someone broke in the
house so maybe they can catch the person.”

I sighed. “I guess you’re right. But I just
moved in. Do you think this has anything to do with this house? Was
that why someone broke in? Maybe they were looking for
something.”

“That does make sense. But what would they be
looking for?” She asked.

“It doesn’t make any sense. Do you think this
was a random crime? Did Nancy have any enemies?”

“Her husband was cheating on her.”

“Yeah. So there are two suspects already,
huh? The husband and the mistress. Margaret McKenna always did have
a temper. I wouldn’t put anything past her.”

Sheriff Kent approached again.

Claire Ann whispered, “Tell me, how did we
get so lucky as to have Kent Klein as Honeysuckle’s sheriff? He is
easy on the eyes, don’t you think? Wouldn’t you like to butter his
biscuit?”

I nudged her in the side. “You’ve got a
filthy mind. I would not like to butter his biscuit.” Okay, maybe
I’d like to butter his biscuit a little.

“I need you to share the story with me again,
Raelynn,” Kent said.

“You’ll probably get sick of hearing it, so
maybe I shouldn’t tell you again,” I said.

“I need to know every detail. You may have
forgotten to share something with me the first time.” Had he read
my mind? Did he know something already regarding the candlestick?
No, how could he? Sheriff Kent crossed his muscular arms in front
of his chest.

Claire Ann stood. “I have to get back to
work. See you later. Sheriff.” She nodded at Kent.

“Thanks for coming by and checking on me.
I’ll call you later.” Leaving me alone to face this situation was
not good. I wanted to hold onto Claire Ann’s leg like a dog. I’d
rather have her drag me across the lawn than stay and answer
questions again—no matter how good-looking the person asking was.
Claire Ann disappeared around the corner. Sheriff Kent Klein’s gaze
remained focused on my face. Heat gathered in my cheeks. I glanced
down, but couldn’t help but look back up at him.

I used every ounce of courage I had and said,
“I guess I’ll just come right out and say this, but the murder
weapon came from my house.”


Chapter Ten

“What? From where?”

“My kitchen.”

His face blanched.

“It was the candlestick. I’d used it last
night in the kitchen. I’m trying to save on electricity. Anyway, I
think I heard someone come in the house after I went to bed. When I
checked the rooms, I didn’t find anyone. I just assumed it was the
old house making noises. But now…”

“I’m sending in police to search for
fingerprints. You need to stay outside.” He pointed toward the
house.

“Can I get dressed? Am I allowed to
leave?”

“I’ll send someone with you so you can get a
change of clothing.”

“Maybe I should just wear what I have
on.”

He looked me up and down. My mother was
right. “Always look your best,” she’d said. “You never know whom
you’ll see.” I should have listened.

“That’s up to you. Now tell me again what
happened last night.”

After I recounted every single detail again,
I prayed he was satisfied. No such luck.

“Your fingerprints will probably be on the
candlestick, you know?”

“I realize that. What I don’t understand why
the killer used that as a murder weapon. Why not use a knife? I had
one in the sink that I used last night to cut the watermelon.”

“It’s difficult to understand a murderer’s
logic. Maybe you’ll get lucky and we’ll find the killer’s prints
instead. Anyway, we’ll be here a while. I don’t know quite what to
say, Raelynn. But I’m sorry this happened.”

“Thank you. That means a lot,” I said.

“I’ll need a statement from you and I’ll have
more questions for you. You’ll be seeing a lot more of me.”

Heat rushed to my cheeks. Hell’s bells. I
couldn’t help my emotions. He smiled and I thought I noticed a
tinge of red on his cheeks, too.

I stumbled when I stood from the step and
Kent grabbed my arm. “Whoa. Easy does it.”

“Thanks.” My cheeks tingled again, but that
wasn’t all that tingled. His touch made my whole body quiver like
Grandma Nettie’s Jello mold.

“Just watch out.”

“The step?” I asked.

“No. Well, yes, the step, too. But I mean
until we know what happened to the victim.”

I loved how official he tried to be, as if I
didn’t know the victim’s name.

“Make sure you lock your doors. And call if
you see anything suspicious.”

I nodded.

He smiled again. “I have to get back.” He
pointed toward the gazebo.

“Of course.”

I watched as he walked away. Claire Ann had
been right. Having him in the backyard wasn’t such a bad thing. I
leaned back against the porch column and took in a deep breath. I
felt numb from the life-changing experience. Police swarmed the
scene like bees over honey. Back and forth from the gazebo to their
cars out front. A few stood in a group, talking. The scene wasn’t
as glamorous as they depicted on TV. One of the officers told
another that the coroner had just pulled up and my stomach turned
again. They’d take away the body soon. I wouldn’t look at it again.
I couldn’t.

I needed to get away. No way could I watch
them haul the body off. And from the looks of things, they’d be
there for a few hours. Yellow and black crime-scene tape decorated
the yard. Police hovered over the body, paced around the lawn, and
sifted through the bushes. Was it bad of me to shop when a dead
body was discovered in my back yard? The thought of sitting around
while they examined the crime scene was too much. If I distracted
myself, maybe I’d come back and it would all be behind me. Then I
could move on. Oh, who was I kidding? Things would never be the
same. I’d always see that body in the backyard.

A young officer approached. He looked as if
he’d just graduated high school. His fresh buzz-cut screamed
newbie.

“You need to retrieve items from the house,
ma’am?”

“I’ll just get my purse, thanks.”

After my escort showed me into the house, I
grabbed my purse and hurried out with him on my heels. Without
saying a word to Kent, I escaped around the corner of the house and
jumped in the Mustang before he noticed. A crowd had gathered in
front of the old Victorian. I recognized some of the faces from
town—young and old alike. A few huddled together, pointed, and
whispered as I made my way to the car. What if they thought I was
fleeing like a criminal? No, I couldn’t stop my life because of
this. Act natural… that was what I had to do. I held my head high
as I pulled away from the curb.

Maybe decorating would take my mind off the
murder. Besides, if I wanted to stay in town and keep the house, I
had to get guests in there. Not only did I need to eat to survive,
I needed money to keep the house up, pay taxes and utilities. Call
me nuts (townspeople probably already did), but I had a feeling
that everyone expected me to fail. I’d be darned if I’d let them be
right. A little thrift-store shopping and a trip out of town would
do me good. Maybe I’d do a little Dumpster-diving, too. It sounded
gross, but I had always tried to avoid actually climbing in the
containers. Bargains were to be had between the banana peels and
dirty coffee filters.

The next town over from Honeysuckle was
bigger with two thrift stores. Two. Only problem was: I wouldn’t
have room for much in the convertible. But at least with the top
down, I could let things poke up from the backseat. After a short
drive, I made it to Belleville without incident. I’d halfway
expected to see a cop car behind me.

I wedged my car into a parking spot between a
minivan and a beat-up truck. With my pocketbook in hand and a
discount-loving twinkle in my eye, I marched toward the first
store, ready to find a great good deal. The familiar musty smell
greeted me when I opened the door. I perused the aisles, taking my
time going up and down each one. The next aisle over, an older
woman seemed as if she might be trouble. I watched her and she eyed
me. If she picked up that cute little plate before I had a chance
to put it in my cart, there might be a struggle. Although she had
at least twenty pounds on me, I was betting I was faster.
Thrift-store shopping could be a risky venture. The old ladies
meant blood when a bargain was around. Heck, half the time I
thought they just wanted something because they thought someone
else did.

I lucked into a set of three decorative jars,
all varying sizes. At three dollars for all, I felt as if I’d died
and gone to thrift-store heaven. Jars were great for displaying
items—the possibilities were endless. Plates of varying sizes with
curved and scalloped edges, which I’d spray-paint a pretty cream
color, called out to me. Yes, I’d paint plates. Nothing was safe
from spray paint as far as I was concerned. Luckily, there were
several that didn’t have chips.

A couple of ugly wood shelves straight out of
1987 hid in the corner. I had to move the jelly shoes and shoulder
pads to get to them. If Bon Jovi had been on the radio, I would
have thought I’d stepped into a time warp. But a little paint would
bring them into the modern world. Behind an ugly ceramic cowboy
boot statue and lace-covered bookstand, I located a beat-up tray
that would look great painted with the flat surface covered with
chalkboard paint. I could display it in the kitchen and guests
would know what was on the menu for breakfast, not that the menu
would change often—doughnuts or muffins.

The thrill of repurposing gave me a
high—almost as good as chocolate. Almost. I glanced around the room
to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. A pretty glass jar wept in
the corner. She was stuck between a yellow crushed-velvet loveseat
and an old record player from the 60s. I placed her in my cart;
she’d thank me later.

On my way to the next shop, I found a huge
yard sale. Signs on the main street marked the way and I followed
the arrows. It was just a teensy bit out of the way, but yard sales
were worth going out of the way. Multiple families had set up their
unwanted items in one fortunate family member’s yard. As luck would
have it, I found an unopened container of chalkboard paint. You
never knew what you’d find. Not only could I make the menu board
for the kitchen, but I’d make chalkboards as Christmas gifts this
year, too. At two dollars, it was a real bargain.

Next, I found a pair of black and cream toile
curtains, along with scrap pieces of burlap and red-and-white
checked fabric. One of my favorite things was toile pattern. I
could make great toss pillows for the sofa with the red-and-white
checked fabric.

More fabulous finds: a bell jar, an old brass
birdcage, which I’d paint black, and odd jars of various sizes.
With my items tucked away in the trunk, I headed to the next thrift
store. For a brief moment, while on my shopping high, I’d forgotten
about the horrible discovery in the backyard. But no amount of
shopping would erase the image of Nancy from my mind
permanently.

The store stood in a big lot beyond a large
grocery store and I missed the turn, so I zipped down the back
alley to take the side entrance. As I made a left to head into the
parking lot, I spotted it… a roadside rescue. It called out to me.
“Help me. Save me, Raelynn.” I whipped the car onto the shoulder
and threw it in park.


Chapter Eleven

The dated oak dresser stood in its
scratched-up glory, nail-polished and heart-stickered, waiting for
its final fate. Next to it was a small, battered desk. The poor
thing looked so sad. I hopped out from behind the wheel and
examined the furniture. The dresser appeared to be solid—just
needed a bath, new paint, and a hardware revamp. Only problem was,
I’d never get it home in a Mustang convertible. I pulled out the
drawers to make sure they worked. If I didn’t take it now, it
wouldn’t be there later. A find like that wouldn’t last long.

A cough caught my attention and I whipped
around. Heat rushed to my cheeks. I didn’t like being caught
Dumpster-diving, but it was an occupational hazard. A man stood
near the house where the dresser had probably come from.

“You can have them,” the old man said.

“Thanks. I was just trying to figure out how
I’d get them home.” I swallowed my humiliation.

He looked at me, then the Mustang. “That’s a
fine car you got there, but it’s sure not good for hauling.”

I shook my head. “No, it’s not good for
that.”

“Where do you live?” He stuffed a bandana in
the back pocket of his overalls.

“Honeysuckle.” I motioned over my
shoulder.

“I could deliver them for you.”

“You’d do that?” Wonder what the catch was?
Then again, did I really want a stranger at my house? But if I was
running a hotel, I’d better get used to the idea. “I don’t have
money to pay you.”

“Don’t worry about it. I was headed in that
direction anyway. I’m just happy to see them put to use versus
going in the Dumpster.”

“I’ll put them to use, all right.” I
smiled.

I scribbled down my address for him and
headed back toward the thrift store. I felt guilty for having him
deliver free pieces of furniture, but maybe I could repay him
sometime. The next stop yielded a couple of grapevine wreaths, a
small urn, vases, and a bag full of Styrofoam balls and cones.

When I returned to Honeysuckle, the gawkers
had dispersed. Thank goodness. The police had vanished, but the
crime-scene tape still blocked off the yard. I hoped it wouldn’t
stay long; I didn’t need a reminder of the horrible event. By the
time I unloaded my goodies from the car and took them inside, the
sound of a loud vehicle rattled in the driveway. My free pieces of
furniture had arrived.

“Hey, thanks for bringing them. I didn’t
expect you so soon,” I said as I rounded the side of the house.

“I was headed this way anyway.”

“It’s a heavy piece, huh?” I climbed onto the
back of the truck.

“Yes, it’s sturdy. I’ll grab this end if you
grab that one,” he said from where he stood at the back of the
truck. “Where should we put it?”

“On the front porch is fine. I’m going to
work on it right away.”

Thank goodness there were only three steps up
onto the porch.

“Beautiful home. You live here?” He eyed the
crime scene tape as he headed around to his truck to retrieve the
small desk.

I didn’t want to explain what had happened.
Word would probably spread to Belleville soon enough. The faster he
left, the better off I would be.

The man frowned as he looked from the
direction of the backyard to me. “Well, good luck.” He set the desk
down, walked back to his truck, then waved as he climbed into the
cab.

“Thanks again, I really appreciate it.” I
waved.

As he drove off, he looked at the house
again. He probably wondered what the heck was going on, but he’d
find out soon enough. All he’d have to do was pick up the
newspaper. I was just glad he hadn’t asked.

On the way home from my little shopping
extravaganza, I’d picked up paint and supplies. I planned on
getting to work right away. If it would take my mind of the
horrific scene I’d found under the shade of the gazebo for even a
minute, it was worth it.

With supplies at hand, I got down to work.
The sooner I painted my discarded Dumpster find, the sooner I could
get it inside and decorate—one of my favorite things to do. I
lifted one end of the dresser and scooted newspaper underneath with
my foot, then did the same to the other side. It wasn’t easy
balancing on one foot while scooting paper with the other, plus
folding up the dresser—I was barely able to raise it off the
ground. Probably not how Martha Stewart would do it. I didn’t have
to make the process pretty, just the after-product. As long as I
got the job done, that was all that mattered. Lesson learned
though, because I should have put paper down first, then placed the
furniture on top.

Next, I grabbed a screwdriver and removed the
doors. Mr. Mathers had a toolbox full of tools and it looked as if
I’d have to learn how to use them. The two middle doors on the
dresser were permanent and couldn’t be removed. Painting was easier
with the doors off though, not as many little crevices to try to
reach. Anytime I tried anything involving screws or bolts I ended
up losing half of them, so I made sure to drop them in a little jar
for safekeeping until the doors were ready to go back. One time I
had moved my bed around and lost the screws before I got it back
together again. Ross had complained for two days about that. At
least now I didn’t have anyone to complain.

The sun had just popped out from the clouds,
so the temperature would become unbearable soon. The tall oak tree
beside the house was full of birds, chirping away with their sweet
song. The smell of roses wafted from the nearby bush. I wanted to
finish the project before Mother Nature turned on the sauna.

“Wowza,” someone said. “Sure was a lot of
activity around here this morning.”


Chapter Twelve

The sandpaper flew out of my hand when I
jumped. “You startled me.” I held my hand to my chest. Why did my
evil neighbor Judy have to creep around as if she were a spy on a
mission?

“I guess you heard what happened,” I
said.

“The police asked me questions. If I’d heard
anything or seen anything,” Judy said.

“Did you? Hear or see anything?” I walked to
the edge of the porch, close to where she stood in the yard.

“No.” She shook her head. “I didn’t hear a
thing until the sirens this morning. Woke me up.” She frowned. “I
thought the whole town was on fire or something.”

“Oh.” I frowned. I hoped she wasn’t blaming
me for waking her. It wasn’t as if I had any control over the
situation.

“I wanted to ask you about that sign.” She
pointed to the front porch. I’d stuck the Honeysuckle Hotel sign
out there on my way out the door this morning.

“Oh, yeah.” I smiled. “I’m opening a hotel.”
I pointed to my impromptu sign. “I need a way to help pay the bills
on this big old house.”

“Do you have a license for that? I’m not sure
it’s legal.” She scowled.

“Of course, I’m getting one before I open for
business.” I waved a dismissive hand. She didn’t need to know the
truth. It was none of her business.

“I’d better not see a lot of riff-raff
around,” she warned with her pudgy finger pointing. “You’ve been
here one day and there’s a dead body in your backyard. Word has it
the police suspect you. I’m making it my job to keep my eye on
you.” Her brow rose. “I’ll report anything and everything I see.”
She turned in a huff and stormed off.

Fantastic. Another great conversation with my
neighbor. I didn’t doubt her for a second when she said she’d watch
me. I suspected she kept an evil eye on everyone. Just a hunch.

Judy wouldn’t keep me from my decorating
work. It was all I had to keep my sanity at the moment. I grabbed
the sandpaper again and went to work.

Before I knew it, I’d sanded the entire
dresser. My hand looked as if arthritis had set in when I finished.
Note to self: give hand a rest after a couple minutes. I massaged
each finger until they took on their normal position again, then
stepped back to examine the progress. It had looked as if the
dresser’s previous owner had children or grandchildren. I had pried
off the sparkly stickers and sanded over the areas one more time
for good measure. Screams of gratitude from the dresser could
almost be heard.

With trusty black spray paint in hand, I gave
the dresser a coat, then stepped back to admire my handy work. Not
bad. Not bad at all. As a matter of fact, I really liked it. And
when it was finished, I had a feeling I’d love it. The black color
had completely transformed the dated look of the piece. Sweat
trickled on my brow and I wiped it with an old rag I’d found in the
closet. It was an old bandana, probably Mr. Mathers’. It had been
that or an old pair of his underwear. Needless to say, I’d picked
the bandana.

Wiping my forehead, I studied the dresser. I
needed to finish before it got hotter; the heat was getting to me
already. An icy glass of lemonade would help. I stepped inside to
pour myself a tall glass. Around these parts lemonade or iced tea
were the drinks of choice. Lemonade so sour it might give you chest
hair and tea so sweet it made your teeth ache.

When I returned to the porch, I found an
unexpected surprise. Sheriff Kent stood on the porch, gazing down
at my handiwork. His uniform hugged every muscle. It was a nice
look for him. Although I’d never seen him out of uniform—that
mental image brought a whole other set of thoughts to my mind. Did
he own street clothes? Kent in a tight pair of Levi’s. Oh my.
Perhaps a short-sleeved muscle-exposing shirt. Boxers or briefs?
No, I had to clear my mind.

He smiled, exposing his perfect white teeth.
Was it common to smile at a person you thought might be guilty of
murder? Maybe that meant he really did believe me.

“I heard you were opening a hotel out of this
old place?” He tilted his head toward the front door, then down at
the sign.

“Where did you get that idea?” I avoided his
gaze.

He leaned against the porch railing. “So
you’re not? Is the sign decoration?”

“I didn’t say that.” I set my lemonade on the
small wicker table. It wobbled from the measly weight of the glass.
“Can I get you some lemonade?” I asked.

“No, thanks.” He paused. “I went to the store
looking for you. I thought you’d gone to work when you took off in
a hurry. Claire Ann told me about your plans.” He studied me for a
reaction.

A big piece of duct tape had Claire Ann’s
name written all over it. That would shut her up.

“Not sure your new business will go over so
well right now.”

“With everyone thinking I’m a killer,
right?”

He looked down at his shoes.

“Well, I’m doing this for out-of-town guests,
anyway. Townspeople will have to think whatever they want.”

Kent stared. “I leave you carrying a
watermelon and the next thing I know I’m called to your house
because of a murder scene. In the course of twenty-four hours, you
inherited a house and discovered a dead woman. That’s a bit odd,
don’t you think?”

“I’m complex, what can I say?”

He chuckled. “I knew that the day I met you.
Remember that day?”

“How could I forget? You pulled Ross over for
speeding, then arrested him for driving on a suspended license.
We’d just come to town, I hadn’t even unpacked yet.”

Kent nodded, then leaned against the porch
column again.

“What happened between you two?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Ross and I don’t see
eye-to-eye.”

“But you were best friends. How do you just
turn that off?”

“You were married to him, how do you turn
that off?”

“Good point. Ross makes it kind of easy,
huh?” I took a sip of lemonade.

“Things change when you grow up, we aren’t in
eighth grade anymore. Ross changed and so did I.” He paused. What
could I say? He was absolutely right. “You know there will be
questions. Things may get a little crazy around here until I find
out who did this, and I will find out who did this. We may be a
small town, but I’m not incompetent.”

“I never thought you were incompetent.” I
picked at an invisible piece of lint on my shirt. “So you don’t
think I had anything to do with her murder?”

“You have to admit things are suspicious. You
can see why people would talk.”

“I can see that, but you didn’t answer my
question. Do you think I had anything to do with this?”

He paused and looked down again. “No, no, I
don’t.”

I let out a deep breath. By the look in his
eyes, I believed him. At least I had one person on my side in this
town, a very important person to have on your side in a situation
such as this. Actually, two people on my side counting Claire
Ann.

“By the way, how long will that tape be in my
backyard? It’s kind of a huge reminder of what happened.”

“Just a day or two. We’ll want to make sure
we didn’t miss anything and I’d rather people stay out of the
yard.”

I wondered if that applied to me. After all,
it was my yard now.

Kent stepped down from the porch. “I’ll be in
touch.”

After watching Kent drive away, I went back
to the dresser. I had never known what to say in front of Kent. The
conversation always seemed awkward. Was he judging me because I’d
married Ross? It was one of the most embarrassing situations ever.
Almost as bad as my entire four years of high school combined.
There wasn’t much I could do to change his opinion of me, though.
And adding murder suspect to the list didn’t help much, either.

The dresser I’d use as a sideboard in the
dining room had dried to the touch. While I’d waited, I’d revived
the little desk with the same color. It would be cute in the living
room—a spot for me to keep business transactions. I meandered
around the house for a while, giving the paint time to dry. When it
didn’t come off on my hands when touched, I sanded the edges,
allowing the wood color to show through. It gave it a great
distressed look. The knobs and hinges for the dresser would hold
the color better, so I didn’t need to prime first. I used a
bronze-colored spray paint and changed the old brass knobs and
hinges into a perfect updated addition to the newly revamped
dresser.

Visions of dining in the room danced through
my head as I worked. Decorated and cozy—I could just picture
Christmas dinner there. Maybe my parents would make the trip. My
older sister Sarah lived two streets away from them, though, so
more than likely, they’d want me to come to them. They’d want to
see their grandkids. Until I gave them grandchildren I didn’t rank
in making any holiday plans. Maybe I’d invite Claire Ann over for
dinner. And perhaps Kent. Whom was I kidding? Unless they found the
killer, I might be in prison for Christmas. I’d momentarily
forgotten that little tidbit. Okay, my thoughts had now turned
gloomy and I didn’t want or need that.

“Hi.”

I looked up. Claire Ann was walking up the
path.

“Hi, I didn’t hear you open the gate.”

“I’m like a stealth spy or something.” She
giggled.

“You’re not the only one.”

“Oh yeah?”

I tilted my head toward Judy’s house.

“Neighbor problems?”

“She’s just not very neighborly, that’s
all.”

“Did I see our wonderfully handsome Sheriff
leaving here?” Claire Ann asked.

“Yeah, he came to arrest me, but I hid
out.”

“What! Oh my God.” Claire Ann glanced over
her shoulder and back at me. “Okay, we need to get you a lawyer.
You’ll have to turn yourself in.”

“Claire Ann!” I laughed. “I’m kidding. To be
honest, I don’t know why he came over.”

Her brow rose and her mouth formed a perfect
circle.

“Don’t get any ideas.” I scowled.

She held her hands up in surrender. “I didn’t
say anything. So did he say anything about Nancy? Do they have any
idea who murdered her?”

“If they do, he’s certainly not telling me.”
I touched the side of the dresser with my fingertip. “I think this
is dry enough to move inside. Can you help me? Just don’t touch any
part other than the edge.”

“I heard talk about you in Belleville
today.”

“I’m not surprised. News travels faster than
my grandpa’s moonshine burns your stomach.”

She laughed.

“Grab the end, will you?” I asked.

Claire Ann’s eyes widened. “I’m not sure we
can carry that.”

“Sure we can. It’s not that heavy.”

“How’d you get it here?” She tested one side
to estimate the weight.

“The previous owner delivered it.”

“Well, why the hell didn’t he take it
inside?”

“I wanted to paint it out here, silly. I was
just so excited to get a new piece of furniture. I’m really into
the decorating thing now.”

“I guess you know what you’re doing.” She
shrugged, then reached for the dresser. “What did it look like
before?”

“Oak with brass handles.”

“And you didn’t like it?” She chuckled.

“I think my parents had a dresser just like
it the year I was born.”

We hoisted the dresser into the dining room,
more like almost dragging it. It was above the ground just enough
to keep from scratching the hardwood floors. My fingers ached.

“Oh, by the way, is your Uncle Lloyd still
tearing down that old barn?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Do you think he’d give me one of the old
doors?”

“I don’t see why not.” She scrunched her
brow. “But why do you want it?”

“I’m going to make a dining room table out of
it.” I smiled.

“What? Now this I’ve got to see.”

“I told you I like the distressed look. Which
is a good thing. Someone who moves as much as I do tends to have a
lot of banged-up junk.”

She stared, wide-eyed.

“Trust me, it’ll look great.”

“I’m sure it will.” She smirked.

“I think I have the disease,” I said.

“What disease?” She stepped back a couple
feet.

I eyed her. Maybe I should’ve coughed on her
for dramatic effect. “The junkin’ disease.”

She plopped down on the sofa. “I think I have
to agree with you. You’ll have to stop at some point, you
know?”

“I still have a lot of rooms to fill. When
they’re full, well, I’ll worry about that then.”

“Whatever you say. I just came to check on
you. I’ll see you at work.”

“See you soon. Thanks for the help.”

She waved good-bye with her hand in a
claw-like position. “Think nothing of it. My hand will recover
eventually.”

I laughed. “Get out of here.”


Chapter Thirteen

Work the previous night had been difficult
with lots of whispering and staring. I wasn’t sure how I’d make it
through another night. Somehow, I’d have to, though. During my walk
home, I had the sensation of being watched. But I chalked it up to
the horrific morning discovery and the fact everyone in town now
suspected me of murder.

I sat at the table and munched on my bowl of
soggy cornflakes while reading a mystery novel. I’d become addicted
to mysteries when I was about ten and discovered my mother’s stacks
of books. The murderer was always caught—I liked that.

After my bowl was empty, I had to force
myself to put the book down and get to work on the house. The day
ahead was promising. Decorating made me happy and I had plenty of
it to keep me busy. After work last night, Claire Ann’s Uncle Lloyd
and his son, Mike, had brought by a section of the old barn door.
They even secured it to two sawhorses I’d found in the shed out
back. There hadn’t been much out there in the way of useful items,
but I knew right away I’d use them for the dining table. The dining
room had taken shape sooner than I’d planned. It just spoke to
me.

My trip to Goodwill yielded ironstone
look-alike dishes, so I hung six of the different style plates in a
grouping above the newly remodeled sideboard I’d made out of the
dresser. On top of the sideboard, I placed two different-sized
cloches to the left—those were displays that looked like glass
domes. Underneath them, I set a faux pear and a small nest with
fake Robins’ eggs in the other. The other side needed a cake stand,
but I didn’t have one. And surprisingly, Mrs. Mathers didn’t
either. I’d make another trip to the thrift shops soon in search of
one. The dining room was tough to decorate. It was long and narrow,
not to mention the awkwardly placed windows—that was what made the
barn door perfect for the room. On top of the distressed barn door
table I added fresh roses and hydrangeas from outside into a clear
vase and placed it in the center. Around those I set several votive
candles.

Above the fireplace mantel in the room, I
placed the ten-cent tray I’d gotten from the yard sale. I’d painted
it black, then glued on a piece of scrapbook paper. In Mrs.
Mathers’ hall closet I found a fantastic picture with two
rabbits—very French country. She also had two red and cream-colored
toile plates hidden in there, so I added those to each side of the
mantel. Each had such random items—just like a grab-bag, you never
knew what you’d find. Next to a spare chair in the corner, I placed
a small table with a tiny black-based lamp on top and a picture
frame with a photo of my grandparents from the 1940s.

After a day of decorating, my hands hurt and
my back ached, but I was pleased with my progress. My wallet and
bank account were even happier. I wanted to take a quick nap before
work, but there was just enough time to shower and change. I
grabbed a protein bar on the way out the door. As I munched on the
snack, strolling down the sidewalk on Main Street, visions of
enjoying a lovely dinner in my new dining room ran through my mind.
Dim lights, flowers and romantic music. The bad part: I wasn’t
alone enjoying my dinner. Sheriff Kent Klein was with me. His
gorgeous white smile flashed and sexy arms flexed as he took a
drink of wine, gazing longingly into my eyes. What was wrong with
me?

Work was even busier than the day before,
except no one was really buying anything. They just came in to
stare. It seemed as if most of town had been in within the first
two hours of my shift. With the raised eyebrows, whispers and
glares I was the talk of town—big shocker. Business as usual in
Honeysuckle.

Claire Ann walked up and put her arm across
my shoulders. She’d been stocking bags of potato chips.

I frowned. “Lots of people in, but they’re
not buying much.”

“Ignore them.”

“That’s easy for you to say, you’re not
suspected in a horrific murder of a first-grade teacher.” I
sighed.

The bell on the front door jangled. I had to
force myself to look up and acknowledge the customer. Mitchell
ambled toward the counter, stumbling over his own shoes.

He leaned against the counter. “What’s
cookin’ good-lookin’?”

I smiled and looked Mitchell in his one eye.
I tried to avoid looking at the glass one. I didn’t want to stare
at the wrong one. “Just watching all of the town parade through and
look at me like I was a circus freak.”

“With the fair in town you’d think they’d go
harass the carnies,” Claire Ann said.

“Apparently they have time to do both,” I
said.

The door jangled again. When my gaze met with
the new customer’s, I wished I could disappear. Martha Murdoch, the
mayor’s wife, moved with a huff toward the counter. Somehow the air
around her was intimidating, as if a dust cloud of hatred hung over
her.

“Can I help you?” I asked when she
approached. My voice wavered a little.

“Can I help you?” she mocked in a singsong
voice.

I stared, not sure what to say. Mitchell and
Claire Ann stood with eyes wide and mouths agape.

“I just wanted to tell you we won’t put up
with violence in Honeysuckle. I don’t know where you come from, but
I intend to see you behind bars.”

I almost choked. So much for innocent until
proven guilty.

“Mrs. Murdoch, I had nothing to do with what
happened. I’m not a violent person, and I am surely not a killer. I
don’t like being accused.”

“I don’t care what you like. The sheriff will
arrest you soon.” She pointed her bony finger. “You don’t need to
be walking the streets of Honeysuckle.”

I had a feeling she was going to make it very
difficult to live in Honeysuckle until the killer was caught.
Claire Ann and Mitchell stood next to me, still speechless. Martha
glared, then turned on her heel in a huff and stormed out.

“Don’t pay attention to her,” Claire Ann
said.

I snorted. “It’s easy for you to say, you’re
not being chased out of town.”

Claire Ann gave me a pitying look.

“And what does she mean walking the streets?
As if I’m some crazed lunatic.”

“That woman!” Mitchell pointed. “She needs to
remember where she came from. Acting all hoity-toity. Walking
around town with her fancy clothes.”

Okay, my curiosity was piqued. “Where does
she come from, Mitchell?”

“Let’s just say she came from the other side
of the tracks. She’s not old money. Her daddy spent most of his
life in prison.”

“I’ll give her credit though, she got out of
there.” Claire Ann popped a candy into her mouth.

“It went to her head though.” Mitchell’s face
was red.

“Yeah, that’s not all that went to her head,
either. Could she tease her hair any higher?” Claire Ann
snorted.

“Maybe the hairspray is getting to her,” I
said. “But if the mayor’s wife wants me out of town, I have a
feeling I should pack my bags. She probably gets what she
wants.”

“Try not to worry, honey. We’ll figure out
something.” Claire Ann squeezed my shoulders.

Like I said, easy for her to say. If the
mayor’s wife hated me, then he must hate me too. My days were
numbered in Honeysuckle. I needed to solve this murder before I was
run out of town like a stray cat shooed away from the back
stoop.

“I’m sure Kent’s on top of things.” Claire
Ann grinned, but I ignored the insinuating remark. “I don’t think
he’s going to arrest you. Handcuff you maybe, but arrest you?
No.”

“Oh, stop it.” Heat rushed to my cheeks. “I
don’t know what he’s doing. I just hope he’s doing something.”

Mitchell paid for his beer and Claire Ann
went back to work. For the rest of the shift, I couldn’t get
Martha’s words out of my head. Claire Ann took off early, leaving
me alone in the store. Thankfully only a few customers came in, I
guessed the town had gawked enough. My apprehension didn’t ease
though. Sure, I could wait for Kent and his band of merry men to
figure things out, but I never left things to chance. I didn’t like
not being in control of my life. Sheriff Kent and the Honeysuckle
Police Department held my fate—not good.

I stepped out the back door and locked it
behind me. I glanced down at my watch. It was ten. The floors had
been dirtier than I’d thought. I couldn’t believe it had taken me
so long to mop them. Darkness had settled over Honeysuckle. The
sounds from the ferris wheel, tilt-a-whirl and other rides echoed
across the night air. My arms ached from pushing the mop and my
feet hurt from standing for so long. I thought I’d be used to it by
now, but that mop got heavier every night.

In spite of my aching body, I decided to
check out the fair. It would be open for another hour, until
eleven. Mitchell the drunk had begged me to ride the tilt-a-whirl
with him. Not a good idea for him or me. Late-night activity in
Honeysuckle brought out the real crazies and I knew I didn’t want
to tackle it alone. Maybe I’d call Claire Ann and see if she would
meet me. I walked over to the Dumpster and threw in the bag of
trash, then punched in Claire Ann’s number on my cell phone. While
I waited for her to pick up, I contemplated the walk to the
fairgrounds. It was a short one, but my dogs were barking so loud
the old folks’ home in Belleville could hear them.

“Raelynn, get your butt over here,” she
yelled. The roar of the crowd and the rides rushed through from her
end of the line.

“Thanks for calling me before you went to the
fair,” I said with as much sarcasm as I could muster.

“You were at work. Besides, I have a date.”
Her voice sounded perkier than usual.

“A date?” I stopped in my tracks.

“Hey, don’t sound so surprised.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about him?”

“We just met.”

“Do I know him?”

“I don’t think so.” She giggled.

“Well, in that case, I think I’ll just head
home.” I turned in the direction of the Victorian.

“Nonsense. Come to the fair.”

“No way. You have a date. I don’t want to be
the only loser without a date.”

“Come on, just for an hour. I promise I won’t
let you look like a loser. Well, not too much at least.” She
snickered. “I’ll buy you some cotton candy.”

I could never refuse cotton candy. Hot to
mention the corn dogs. I could taste them already.

I hung up and stuffed the phone back in my
pocket. The sticky night air made it feel as if I was walking
through soup, but it would be worth it once I got there. I need to
have more of a social life. It was something I’d have to force
myself to do.

Twinkling lights filled the night sky and not
a cloud in sight. The fairgrounds were a mile away from the store
in an open field, but to the left and right of the field were
wooded areas, full of tall, thick pines. I set out down the
sidewalk through town, then turned down the isolated road toward
the sound of the screams from the rides that echoed through the
night air. It reminded me of my childhood when my parents took me
to the fair every year. My dad always won me the biggest stuffed
animal in the place. One of his hidden talents. The smell of corn
dogs with an overload of mustard made my mouth water.

As I neared the site, I moved along the road
which led to the main entrance. The wooded area on my right was a
little too close to the road for my comfort. The darkness gave me
the heebie-jeebies. When I glanced ahead I noticed what appeared to
be a walking path through there, but where it led to on the other
side, I had no idea. The idea that people might be hiking through
there crossed my mind, so I decided to pick up my pace. I didn’t
want to be surprised by someone popping out of the night. I didn’t
like not knowing what might lurk under the shade of those haunting
trees.

I stepped across the gravel road, walking
down the opposite side of the road, putting distance between me and
the unknown. I brushed past the pine trees and hiked about twenty
feet to where the road curved around an old outbuilding. I stepped
around the building, and had to cross near the tree line again.
Another dirt path appeared through the trees. It looked as if it
stretched on indefinitely, snaking through the dark trees. The
branches reached out to me, calling me to enter.

The moonlight trickled through the branches,
breaking some of the eerie darkness, but not nearly enough for my
taste. The moon cast a shadow across the road. The sounds from the
carnival seemed muted and a whispering stir of the wind rustled the
trees. The crunch of leaves and snapping branches caught my
attention.

The strap of my sandal slipped off my heel. I
didn’t want to stop to fix it, but I had no choice. The rocks on
the road hurt too badly to go without. I paused and listened. As I
leaned down toward my shoe, more sound came from behind me. I knew
that I hadn’t made the noise, because I was standing perfectly
still. Probably a squirrel I told myself. As I knelt and readjusted
the sandal, a large hand wrapped around my mouth and my attacker
pulled me back, dragging me toward the line of trees.


Chapter Fourteen

My body landed with a thud on the dirt. If I
made it out of there alive, I’d have one heck of a bruise. I gasped
for breath and tried to get a look at who loomed over me. The
killer had obviously found me. I had no idea how I’d get out of
this situation. There was no escape as far as I could tell.

A million thoughts raced through my mind. It
figured, as soon as my luck started to turn around, I’d be a goner.
Was I being punished? I thought of myself as a good person. I
helped others and worked hard. Was I bad in a past life? Had karma
come back to bite me in the ass? I wanted to ask what the heck this
person wanted, but the grasp on me was so tight there was no way.
Did he want to rob me? Surely he could have gone to a bigger town
where someone with more money. And why drag me into a wooded area
for that? My blood ran cold at the thought. There was only one
reason to haul me into the darkness and I didn’t even want to think
of it.

The smell of grass and pine trees whirled
around us—not to mention the wafting scent from the fair.
Underneath the odors of fried food and cotton candy was something
else. An earthy tone, but not the soil. Fresh-cut wood, maybe? I
gripped my attacker’s arms with both hands. This person was
definitely stronger than me. Taller than me, too. I was five foot
two and I guessed his height to be five foot nine. The leather
jacket my assailant wore made getting a tight grasp difficult. My
fingers slipped. Who the heck wore leather in the middle of summer?
Sure, it was night, but sweat made my summertime clothes cling to
me. I couldn’t imagine the sauna inside that jacket—hotter than the
Devil’s breathe after he ate a jalapeno sandwich.

My screams were nothing more than muffled
murmurs with the thick-gloved hand over my mouth. After a half
minute of jerking around, I was in position to make a jab to the
crazy person’s ribs. I raised my right arm as much as I could, and
with all the force I could muster, gave a hard jab.

I couldn’t believe what was happening. Why
had I walked alone at night? A woman had been murdered. Maybe there
was a serial killer. Why the heck wasn’t anyone walking on this
road, anyway? Now that I thought about it, the road seemed eerily
isolated. My only option for getting away was to kick. So, I did.
With all the strength I could muster. His size and strength gave an
obvious advantage over me, though, and thrashing got me
nowhere.

Across the road we went, the little rocks
scraping the backs of my legs. My attacker yanked me around a tall
oak tree. There was no way for me to get away. I wished I’d taken a
survival course or self-defense. As the person carried me away from
the road, the sounds of the revelers faded. The moon cast a shadow
of my assailant, making him appear even larger, but his face wasn’t
visible in the darkness of the woods.

My mind raced. I wanted to claw this person’s
eyes out, or kick them in the groin, anything to get away. I
struggled as they pulled me farther away. Kicking and pushing,
nothing worked. The hold on me felt like a vice grip squeezing as
tightly as possible. How far was this person taking me? Would they
kill me and bury me in the woods? What if my attacker already had
the grave dug? I struggled to grab a body part—if only I could
reach the head, I’d gouge their eyes out.

A seed of terror sprouted in my stomach. The
fear of being murdered and buried out there where no one would ever
find me caused me to panic. My attacker continued to pull me deeper
into the wooded area, and with each stride, fallen branches
crackled underfoot. Faint screams rang out in the distance, and I
knew my screams would blend in with the rest. My heart beat
faster.

I managed to move his hand from my mouth
enough to speak. “Please, let me go. I’ll give you whatever you
want. I don’t have much, but I’ll give you what I got.”

As my assailant pulled me to the ground, they
slipped on a stray rock, crumpling to their knees. I took the
opportunity to break free, moving my body forward until they were
forced to release their grasp, then I lurched ahead. My body hit
the dirt with a thud. I stumbled, then quickly righted myself.

I ran and the crackle of dried foliage and
twigs breaking continued in my wake. I looked down, as much as I
could, and watched each step. When I attempted to glance over my
shoulder, I stumbled and fell to the ground, landing face-first in
the leaves. At least they cushioned my fall. Now fear consumed me
and I panted for air. Why had I come to the fair alone? A thorn
snagged my shirt and I struggled to break free. I hurried to my
feet. Then a voice echoed nearby. What was said, I couldn’t make
out. The sound was only a mumble. I scampered toward the entrance
of the path as fast as I could.

I glanced down every few seconds, watching
every step I took. Holes, snakes, and heaven knew what else were on
the ground and I didn’t want to come across any of them. The
situation seemed surreal, as if I were in a very bad movie. The
kind where the bad guy kept coming back no matter how many times
he’d been stabbed or shot. I’d never experienced that kind of
feeling before.

My normally good sense of direction was shot
to heck. I turned in the direction I thought led to the road. My
attacker lurched to their feet, then stumbled again. The moonlight
filtered through the trees, giving me a full view of the dirt path.
Finally something went my way.

The urge to look back and get a look at my
attacker took over. I peeked over my shoulder. The person was
looking down while freeing their leg from a branch. I had to get
back to the road. If they killed me in the woods no one would ever
find me.

“Help me!” Where the heck was everyone? Any
other time tons of people would walk down that road.

My voice echoed in the distance, urgency in
my words—I had to get away from him. I ran forward. The footfalls
of my attacker were not far behind.

The person was headed my way—I was running
out of time. Letting out another shout, I took a chance and moved
to my left. I ran faster than I ever had. the person had righted
themselves, but fallen back quite a bit. How would I fight this
person off for much longer? Without a lot of options, I took off
without looking back again. My lungs burned as I huffed each
breath. Sometimes I questioned my sanity. Why had I come here
alone? Was the lure of cotton candy and corn dogs that strong?

“Get away from me,” I huffed with undisguised
anger.

The person didn’t answer, which was somehow
scarier than if they had.

Power surged through me as I made my way to
the opposite edge of the wooded area. Only twenty feet away and I’d
be back onto the road. I didn’t really have a plan, per se, but if
I reached it, I figured I could run down the road and maybe lose
him. Trees whizzed by in my peripheral vision. The wind whipped
through my hair. The uneven ground, along with my pants, made
running difficult. My shoes seemed even higher with each step,
making running even harder.

As the fair wound down, the crowd’s frantic
shouts became fainter and fainter as I ran. I glanced over my
shoulder to gauge how much distance I’d put between us: not enough,
because his dark shadow loomed dangerously close. Picking up my
speed, I darted back to my right. Skirting around a tree, within
seconds I jumped, and climbed back onto the gravel road. I made
little noise as I landed on the rocks. A whoosh of air escaped my
lungs when I landed on my stomach.

“Help!” My voice echoed across the field, but
I knew no one heard me. It was like a deserted island.

There was not enough time to mentally debate.
If I ran to the fair, the gate might be closed. I couldn’t chance
it. The way home at least had houses I could run to if I needed.
Without giving it another thought, I made an immediate left. My
attacker stumbled as he made his way up the embankment and onto the
gravel road. He sure was clumsy. Lucky for me. It gave me much
needed seconds to plan my escape.

After running down the road for several
seconds, the main road came into sight. I prayed I could outrun him
and reach home before being stabbed to death. Maybe he’d gotten
hurt—twisted an ankle or something. That would slow him down.
Apparently he was terrible in gym class, too. With my heart
hammering in my chest, I ran as fast as I could down the uneven
gravel. Instead of enjoying the night air, fatty foods and silly
carnival games, I was running down the winding ribbon of gravel
lane with a psycho hot on my heels. Finally, I came to the road and
reached the edge of downtown. Darkness blanketed the streets of
Honeysuckle. Even the houses were completely dark. I knew I
wouldn’t bump into the police, or a friendly face for that matter.
The only creatures stirring were crickets. I’d have to save my own
tushy.

At that moment, my side hurt and I needed an
oxygen tank or something. Running was getting the best of me. Thank
goodness small-town life offered the advantage of never being that
far from home. Easier to run away from a deranged killer that way.
I hadn’t grunted and groaned as much since trying out for
high-school cheerleader.

I didn’t dare turn around; it would only slow
me down and I was afraid of what I might see. Up ahead I spotted
Honeysuckle Supermarket with its dull gray façade and dirty front
awning and knew I was almost home. Dark homes lined the sidewalks.
Were people in bed already? The air was still and not a single soul
was in sight. I remained on the sidewalk, trying to stay under the
brightness from the streetlights. At the least, I could run into
the store, but my new home made me feel safe—even with the murder
scene in the backyard.

The surrounding area next to the store loomed
shadowy, so I decided I would definitely be safer at home. Locked
in the house, the hoodlum wouldn’t get me. My panting grew louder,
amplified by the silence. I prayed the crazy psycho wouldn’t hear
me. Sucking in a mouthful of air, I tried to slow the hammering of
my heart against my ribs. Footsteps approached, and heavy breathing
gave the presence away. He panted worse than I did. The swoosh of
his footsteps hitting the pavement echoed as he sprinted behind me.
I was afraid to look back. If my attacker was there I’d probably
faint on the spot. I’d come really close to meeting the same fate
as Nancy Harper. I’d thought small towns were safe. How wrong was
I?

Breaking free into the moonlight, I didn’t
pause to catch my breath. There was no time. I glanced around, but
no movement caught my eye. I scrambled up the embankment. As if a
light bulb went off, a realization hit me. The killer knew where I
lived and would probably follow me home. But what choice did I
have? I had nowhere else to go. Claire Ann wasn’t home. My panting
continued as I ran as fast as my legs allowed. I had the
heebie-jeebies and I wasn’t sure I’d ever shake them.

My feet pounded against the sidewalk. I was
in shock; I couldn’t believe I’d escaped. My screams echoed off the
buildings, but if anyone heard, they didn’t run to my rescue. Based
on remembering bits of my mother’s lectures on safety, I figured
the best thing I could do was draw attention. Maybe he’d leave. I
was nearly halfway home before I even bothered to glance over my
shoulder again. He wasn’t there. Thank goodness. I’d made my way
home alive. How? I wasn’t sure.

The street had seemed unusually dark. Maybe
my fear clouded my perception of his distance. When I made it into
the house and locked the door behind me, I yanked the phone out of
my pocket, then punched in 911. I’d wanted nothing more than to be
secure in my own home. My new safe haven. But was I really secure?
A dead body in the back yard and footsteps indoors didn’t make me
feel all warm and cozy on the inside.

With the door secure, I let out a deep breath
and tried to steady my breathing. I didn't know what to do. Who had
attacked me? If the police hurried, maybe they’d find the creep
still lurking around outside. Finally the 911 operator picked up
and I explained to her that I’d been attacked. I recognized
Sherry’s voice—thank goodness it wasn’t Joan again. Although Sherry
didn’t seem convinced that I wasn’t trying to pull a prank on her.
It was a good thing my attacker wasn’t stabbing me while I waited
on her to decide.

“Sherry Meyer, I let you use those coupons
even though they’d expired. You owe me, now quit questioning me and
send someone out.”

“You’re at Mrs. Mathers’ house? Are you sure
you didn’t just see a shadow?”

I felt like banging my head on the wall.
“It’s my house now! And someone did chase me.”

“Okay, okay. Don’t get your drawers in a wad.
I’ll send someone over.”

I let out a deep breath. “Thank you.” It was
like pulling teeth.

Would Kent show up? I looked like hell. But I
couldn’t exactly put on lip gloss before he arrived. That would
look a bit weird. And why was I worrying about makeup at a time
like this, anyway?

After clicking off the phone, I inched around
to every window and pulled down the old shades. I prayed the person
wasn’t outside trying to get in. Or what if someone was already
inside? Oh, dear, I hadn’t thought of that scenario. After all, the
killer obviously knew where I lived. Paranoia had officially set
in.

What was taking the police so long now? The
lightbulb went off—they were probably all just leaving the county
fair. Too stuffed with corn dogs and elephant ears to worry about a
little thing like crime. Kent was the only one whose waist line was
trim. And muscles hard... Focus, Rae, focus.

The knock on the door made me almost jump out
of my skin.


Chapter Fifteen

“Who is it?” I barely croaked the words out.
My legs shook. The person on the other side of the door probably
heard my knees knocking.

“It’s Sheriff Klein.” The husky voice floated
through the wood door.

Add stomach flutters to my fear. Even in a
time like this he made my insides do a few flips. I peeked out the
shade. I knew it was his voice, but what if someone had a gun to
his head. I supposed I did have an active imagination, but I was
just attacked, I deserved a little slack. The porch light lit his
gorgeous face, showcasing the strong cheekbones, blond hair and
dreamy eyes. He looked out of place on my porch, unless he was
modeling for a magazine. But I was positive a photo shoot would
never be held in Honeysuckle, much less right outside my front
door.

“You going to let me in or do I have to break
down the door?”

“Sorry.” I fumbled with the lock and eased
the door open just enough to let him by. His distinct scent tickled
my nose as he moved past. I shut the door behind him and wanted to
lock it, but figured he might frown upon my erratic behavior. When
he thought of me I didn’t want the word nutcase to come to
mind.

“What’s going on?” He frowned. “Are you okay?
Did someone break in?” He looked me up and down. “Are you
hurt?”

The lip gloss didn’t seem like such a stupid
idea now. I looked down at my clothing. Dirt covered my shirt and
pants. My hands were scuffed up and filthy.

“No. I stumbled, but I’ll be all right.” I
wiped my hands on my pants. “Someone attacked me on my way to the
fair. He dragged me clear into the woods.” I showcased the
scratches on my arms for dramatic effect.

“Do you need to go to the hospital? Here,
come sit down.”

He took me by the elbow and led me over to
the sofa. His masculine scent circled me again, making the
butterflies return, not that they’d completely disappeared since
he’d showed up. I sat on the cushion and shifted from one side to
the other. The sofa was just as lumpy as the mattress. I couldn’t
relax. Not after the latest incident. Visions of the dark figure,
then Nancy’s bloody body raced through my mind.

“Take a deep breath and tell me what
happened.”

“I got off work. Closed the store at ten. It
took me a while to clean up. With the mopping and stuff, you know.”
I ran my fingers through my hair and pulled out a leaf. “After I
was done at almost eleven, I went out the back door, called Claire
Ann and decided to head to the fairgrounds for a few. I wanted to
see if she wanted to go with me.”

I thought I saw a slight smirk on his
face.

“What? I can’t go to the fair? Everybody
goes, right?”

“No, no, you can. I was there, that’s
all.”

Was he thinking about going to the fair with
me? Sharing a cotton candy? We could have snuggled up on the ferris
wheel together.

“So you walked by yourself? At night, after a
murder just took place in town?” he asked.

Now that he put it that way, it didn’t seem
like the best idea. But Honeysuckle had always been safe, and it
was hard to get that concept out of my head. “Yeah.” I nodded.

He shook his head. “Go on.”

“When I stepped outside and saw it was a
beautiful night, like I said, I called Claire Ann, then I walked in
the direction of the gate that I thought was the main entrance. Now
I realize I was wrong. They should let people know if they’re going
to change things, you know?”

“Why didn’t you call someone to walk with
you? Walking alone in the woods isn’t a great plan.”

I smirked. “I wasn’t walking in the woods,
and besides, who would I call? You?” I gave him a cross look. I
wasn’t sure if I was irritated because he interrupted me or if he
questioned why I did something.

Kent took a seat across from me in the old
rocking chair, stretching his long legs out in front of him. His
thighs bulged under the restraint of his uniform pants. He looked
around at the lace and dolls. Oh dear Lord, he thought they were
mine. In his eyes I was a deranged doll collector. Not just any
dolls, but creepy weird dolls. Did he think I had some kind of
weird doll obsession? Never mind, focus, I reminded myself.

“I was attacked by a deranged sociopath. I
need you to find my attacker A.S.A.P. Why do you keep looking
around? Stop that.”

“I’ve never been in here before. Not a lot of
distress calls from Mrs. Mathers.”

What was that supposed to mean? It was only
my second call. “I didn’t need to call the police either until I
found the dead body in my backyard.” I hadn’t meant to raise my
voice quite so much, but I was distraught. He’d have to overlook
it. Besides, I really hadn’t ever had to call the police before.
Except for that one time Ross was into his gun collecting and
stored his handgun in his back pocket. It only took out a little
chunk of flesh, but it was never the same after that.

“Hold on.” He held up his index finger and
lifted his radio to his ever-sensual lips.

Was it getting hotter? I needed to turn up
the air. He called for an officer to go to the fairgrounds and
check it out. I knew the attacker wouldn’t be there. But maybe they
would find some kind of evidence.

“You're sure you’re okay? You want to let me
take a look at those scratches?”

What a tempting offer. “No, no. Physically
I’m fine. I don’t know about mentally. It’s been a crazy week.
Getting this house. Finding the body and now this? Not sure how
much more I can handle.”

“Please continue your account.”

He’d taken his little pad of paper and pen
out at this point. “As I made my way down the road, a gloved hand
reached around and grabbed me.” I demonstrated.

“Did you see the person before they grabbed
you?”

“No.”

“Then what happened?” He scribbled on the
paper.

“He dragged me into the woods. I struggled,
then fell to the ground. I wiggled around a bit and got loose.”

He looked up from his notepad. I blushed. Did
I just say wiggled?

“Go ahead.”

“Well I got free, and I ran like a madwoman,
barely looking back until I got home. Then I called you. Well,
called 911.”

“I sent someone over there as you heard.
Hopefully they’ll found something. I don’t know if this is related
to the murder, but as you know, we don’t have a lot of crime in
Honeysuckle. Well, except for the drugs, of course. But that’s more
on the outskirts of town.” He gestured with his pen.

“Drugs? I didn’t know there was that problem
here.” My eyes widened.

He didn’t answer my question. “It may have
been an attempted mugging.”

“They didn’t know me then, because they’d
know I don’t have any money to take.”

He looked down and his voice lowered. “Or it
could have been an attempted rape.”

His face seemed redder. I didn’t know what to
say, and I definitely didn’t want to think of such a crime.

“Whatever they wanted, I’ll find them.” His
voice seemed angry. He stood. “You stay here and lock up; I’m going
over to the fairgrounds to look around. I’ll be back to check on
you.”

I smiled. “So this means you really believe I
didn’t have anything to do with the murder? There’s a killer out
there. What if it’s a serial killer?”

“I doubt there’s a serial killer in
Honeysuckle, but unfortunately it doesn’t matter what I think. I’m
just the sheriff, that doesn't mean much in Honeysuckle. What the
townspeople believe and want is what goes. The mayor wants be
re-elected so, if the population of Honeysuckle think you’re
guilty... well, I’ll just say I’d better find the real killer,
that’s all. But I will warn everyone that labeling you as a
murderer is defamatory. And I won’t tolerate it.”

I gulped. Looked as if I’d be spending the
rest of my days in prison unless he did. Orange was not my color
and I’d never looked good in a jumpsuit. Made my short legs look
even shorter. A loud rap on the door made me jump. My nerves were
on edge. Kent looked at me and held his finger up to his mouth,
then pulled out his gun. He motioned for me to step back.
Adrenaline rushed through me seeing him in action.

Kent inched toward the door, arm held up with
gun in hand. Was it wrong of me to feel attracted to him at this
time? I didn’t want to be, relationships were bad news for me. Like
I had a sex hex on me or something. Or was that a sexless hex?
Whatever. Not to mention my life was in danger. He inched closer to
the door, with his back against the wall.

“Who is it?” he demanded.

“Um, Norm Littlefield. I saw the sign out
front says you have vacancies? I can go somewhere else if you
don’t.”

I frowned at Kent.

He shook his head. “No way.”

I knew he wanted to send this man away, but I
needed the money. But my first customer this late at night? Just
like a scene out of a scary movie. All we needed was a
thunderstorm. I supposed he was traveling around and needed a
place. Maybe he got sleepy and wanted to rest for the night.

“I need the money.” I brushed past Kent and
his gun. “Put that away.”

“You were just attacked. I’m not sure you
should be letting in strangers,” Kent whispered as he held the door
shut.

“It was a coincidence, I’m sure. Besides I
have the police in my living room. I’m sure everything will be
fine.”

Kent pushed his way in front of me. He put
the chain across the lock, then spoke in a steady tone. “I’m
Sheriff Kent Klein of the Honeysuckle Police. I don’t want you to
be alarmed when I open the door with a gun in my hand.”

What the heck? The review I’d get on
TripAdvisor flashed through my mind. Assaults guests with police
brutality. “Are you kidding me? You did not just do that.”

“Do you want to be safe or sorry?” Kent
asked.

I sighed. “I’d rather be safe. I think.”

Kent shook his head. “Girl, what am I going
to do with you?”

I declined to answer his question. He inched
open the door. His arm was held out with the gun pointed toward the
man. Or, I assumed it was a man considering he said his name was
Norm with a deep voice—but you never knew. I was at the side and
couldn’t see straight out onto the porch. The poor guy. He’d
probably need to change his underwear.

“Put your hands up.” Kent demanded.


Chapter Sixteen

“What kind of crazy place is this?” Mr.
Littlefield asked.

“Just do it or you’re going to jail.” Kent
turned, then went out onto the porch.

“Is it safe?” I asked.

Just as I stepped forward, they entered. The
man’s face looked pale against the rest of his olive skin. Kent
probably took ten years off the poor fool’s life.

“I am so sorry.” How was I going to explain
this to him? He’d think Honeysuckle was a hotbed of crime. Should I
tell him I was attacked? Probably should leave out the murder in
the hotel brochure, too.

“I thought I heard something earlier. So I
called the police. Turned out to be a cat.” I chuckled. “Sorry
about that.”

“A little on edge around here, huh?” He
looked from me to Kent.

“So you need a room for the night?” I
smiled.

With trembling hands he placed his suitcase
on the floor and he nodded. “Yes, I do. I didn’t think there were
any places in Honeysuckle. I’ve been coming through here for
several years and always had to stay the next town over. Then
tonight I saw your sign lit up, and I was exhausted so thought I'd
give it a shot.” He glanced around the room.

“I just opened up.”

He didn’t need to know he was my first
customer. I wanted him to think I knew what I was doing. Kent eyed
the man. Mr. Littlefield returned the stare down.

“I need to see your identification.”

Shouldn’t I be the one asking for that?

Mr. Littlefield looked from me to Kent, then
handed over his driver’s license.

Kent examined the photo, then looked at Mr.
Littlefield again. After a few seconds, he handed the card
back.

“Can I talk to you for a second?” Kent asked
me. “In private.” He tilted his head toward the front porch as he
stuck his gun back in its holster.

I eyed him for a minute. Kent was ruining my
first impression with my first customer. Wasn’t holding the man at
gunpoint enough? No amount of chocolates on his pillow would make
up for that.

“Can you have a seat for just a moment, Mr.
Littlefield?” Bonus points for me remembering his name. “You can
sit here on the sofa and I’ll be right back to show you to your
room.” I patted the cushion.

No secret that I was learning this hotel
stuff as I went. Winging it—the story of my life. I stepped out
onto the porch behind Kent. I smiled at Mr. Littlefield as I shut
the door, leaving him to question my sanity. He didn’t smile back;
instead he had a confused scowl across his face.

“What is wrong with you?” I asked.

“What’s wrong with me? You called the police
tonight. What is wrong with you?” He crossed his arms across his
chest, flexing his forearms.

“You knew I was trying to run a business. Did
it occur to you that I’d have a customer knocking on my door?”

“No, as a matter of fact, it didn’t.” He
frowned.

“That’s not very nice,” I said.

“I’m sorry, Rae.” He stepped closer.

Not only did my stomach tingle, but
unmentionable spots did, too. How could I stay mad at him? Focus.
New hotel customer… killer on the loose… and attacker. Not to
mention, men were a pain in the butt. I needed to focus.

“I worry about you, Rae. Ever since you moved
to town, you just looked like you needed someone to take care of
you. Pardon me for saying this, but Ross sure as heck never was
going to do it. I know we’ve never really had a chance to get to
know each other, but I’d like to...”

He stood just beyond the porch light. I
couldn’t see his face or read his expression, but I knew he was
studying his boots. If I’d been able to see well, I’d swear that he
was blushing. He’d like to what? Was he going to finish the
sentence? A long silence hung in the air. I didn’t know what to
say.

Finally, I asked, “Why do you think I need
protecting? I’m a little woman who needs the big strong man to
protect me? I had the big strong man, remember? And look what that
got me.” I crossed my arms across my chest this time.

“That’s not what I meant. Ross was never
strong—not mentally. I think you need protection from people like
Ross. Maybe you’re not the best judge of character, is all I’m
saying, so letting strangers stay in your home may not be such a
good idea.”

“Well, if you can think of some other way for
me to make money in this town, legally, of course…” I swear if he
said the Booby Patch…

Kent frowned. “That’s not funny.”

“It wasn’t meant to be humorous. Now if
you’re finished, I need to get back to my guest.” I gestured toward
the door.

“Call me if you need anything, please.” Kent
placed his hand gently on my arm. My body tingled. “I’m headed over
to the fairgrounds. I’ll call you as soon as we find out anything.”
He handed me his card. I didn’t bother to tell him that he’d
already given me a card. I thought I had about six now. I still
hadn’t called. He let go of my arm. I watched as he stepped off the
porch, walked down the path, through the gate and to his cruiser.
He looked back as he closed the door. From the overhead light, his
eyes looked sad.

As I watched him drive off, the hairs on my
arms stood up. A strange feeling that someone was watching my every
move enveloped me. As I stepped toward the door, something in the
bushes moved. I leapt toward the door and lunged through it.

Mr. Littlefield jumped in his seat and
clutched his chest. “What the hell?”

I slammed the door and locked it. “I’m so
sorry,” I said.

“Are you sure everything is all right?” His
voice wavered. “I can just stay at the hotel in the next town. I’m
wide awake now anyway.”

“No, no. Don’t be silly, it’s fine. That darn
cat again.” I chuckled.

As I looked at him, I wished for Kent to be
back. Maybe I did need protection. What was I thinking inviting
strangers into my home? But here I was with a stranger…in my living
room. And I’d been attacked an hour ago. I so needed a shower and a
cookie. Maybe two cookies.

“Let me just get some information from you,”
I said, walking over to my three-dollar newly painted desk. I
handed him the paper to fill out—I’d made some forms on the
computer. An old laptop was one of the few things, other than my
grandmother’s necklace, I’d gotten from the divorce.

“I’ll just need to see your driver’s
license.” I felt weird asking that after Kent had demanded to see
it, but it had to be done. After all, he was a complete stranger.
“Oh, and it’ll be seventy-five dollars for the night. I forgot to
tell you earlier with the...well, you know.” I’d better stop
talking before I dug a deeper hole for myself.

He handed me his identification, then reached
in his other pocket. Mr. Littlefield patted his pants. “I can’t
find my wallet.”

“Oh, no. When did you have it last?”

“I had it in my car. I’m a little nervous
now.”

“Well, I’m surprised you haven’t forgotten
your own name with all the hijinks going on around here, huh?” I
laughed and fidgeted with my hands.

He didn’t laugh, or even smile for that
matter. “Yes, I guess so. I’ll go look in the car.”

This was so awkward. I was trying to laugh
and this strange man was probably fearful for his life. He was
handsome, I noticed, in a strange way. Olive skin, short dark hair
and chestnut eyes. He wore a blue polo and khakis with brown
loafers. The pants were crisp and wrinkle-free and so was the
shirt, but his shoes were covered in mud. I wondered what he was
doing coming through Honeysuckle. I debated whether to ask or not.
It was considered small talk, right? Should I really let this
stranger stay in my home? I couldn’t be suspicious of everyone
though, right?

After a couple minutes, he returned with
wallet in hand. As he filled out the form, I got up enough nerve
for the small talk and asked. “So what brings you to
Honeysuckle?”

“Just passing through,” he said and shoved
the paper back at me. He pulled out his wallet, retrieved cash and
shoved it at me.

“Four twenties. Let me get you some change,
then I’ll show you the room.”

“Don’t bother, keep the change. I’d like to
go to my room. I think I’ve had enough excitement for the day.”

“Sure, no problem. Thank you,” I said, and
stuffed the money in the drawer of my little desk. I’d bought a
little safe to store any money in. Wishful thinking, because I
wasn’t sure I’d even have customers, but now look at me. Just call
me Ms. Innkeeper.

I didn’t want to keep him waiting any longer
though, so I headed toward the steps. “Follow me, please. It’s just
up the steps.” I pointed.

As he walked behind me, I keep thinking of
what Kent said. My heart rate increased and it wasn’t just from
climbing the stairs. My attacker crossed my mind. Then I thought of
the man behind me. He did have mud on his shoes. Chills went down
my arms again. He was following close. Too close.


Chapter Seventeen

I hurried my steps until we finally reached
the top, then rushed over to the room. I unlocked the door and
stepped to the side. He brushed past. I wanted him out from behind
me.

“If you need anything, please, just let me
know,” I stuttered.

I didn’t sound like a confident innkeeper.
But after all, it was my first time. I was an innkeeper virgin.

“I’ll make sure to do that,” he snapped and
closed the door in my face. I would have thought that rude any
other time, but right now I was glad to be away from him.

Trailing down the stairs, I still didn’t know
what I’d gotten myself into. If Claire Ann told me to jump off a
building, would I do it? Well, there was that time she told me to
enter the talent contest with her. She knew I couldn’t sing or
dance, but I did it anyway. With a thousand-dollar prize, she
should’ve known we wouldn’t win. I hadn’t expected any customers,
so I hadn’t bought much at the store. But I’d set out a snack and
some juice for him in the morning. My idea of continental
breakfast. Better than a Ramada any day.

Once back downstairs, I was thankful my room
was on the first floor. It was creepy enough to sleep in a house
with a stranger. I didn’t need him right across the hall from me. I
hadn’t even adjusted to being in the house myself yet. Everything
was still new and foreign to me. I wondered if I’d ever get used to
it and if I’d ever really believe it was mine.

Mr. Littlefield’s footsteps echoed across the
floor upstairs. I paused to listen, then they stopped. He must have
gone to bed. I slipped into my room and latched the little lock at
the top. If he wanted to get me while I slept, he’d have to tear
the door down. At least that would wake me and give me time to call
the police—my third 911 call. Although Kent would just say ‘I told
you so.’ It was a chance I was willing to take, though.

As much as the place didn’t feel like home, I
was in love with it already. I wanted it to be my home. But
affording it was a different story. The only way to make that
happen was to have guests. I’d have to keep reminding myself of
that. The house was beautiful and with my decorating it would be
better. Sharing a house so beautiful with others would be great. I
could show off my hard work.

Dirt still covered my clothes and hands. My
first guest had seen me looking like a mud wrestler. My appearance
probably only confirmed for Mr. Littlefield I was only one buckle
short of being secured in a little white coat. Heck, he probably
thought the whole town was bonkers. Not good for tourism. I wanted
to turn this town around. I’d have to in order to get guests in the
hotel. As I contemplated, I slipped into the shower. We needed a
lively downtown and I’d try my best to make that happen. The vision
of a little café and antique shop popped in my head again. Why was
I thinking this? Could I really find a way to bring the town
together? No way. They hated me.

My mind wandered at the possibilities while
the hot water ran over my tight muscles. Thankfully I wasn’t
injured in my escape—just a few scratches. I could have broken a
bone or something. If only I could have broken a bone or two on the
creep who attacked me. As I turned the water off, the sound of
footsteps echoed across the floor again. I held my breath and
listened. Steps again. Were they in the hall? What the heck was Mr.
Littlefield doing walking around? Had I locked the door? It
couldn’t hurt to check again. I slipped on my pajamas and eased
over to the door.

The door was locked, but I had another
dilemma again. To open the door or not? I didn’t really have
anything worth stealing if someone did break in, so maybe I’d just
stay put. Mr. Littlefield probably needed a drink of water. I had
to stop my anxiety if I was going to have guests. If I didn’t, I’d
be out of business before I started. The steps had stopped. Maybe
the sound was pipes. Did pipes make noises that sounded like
footsteps? Sure, they had to, right? I left the door shut.

I eased into bed and tried to forget about
the stranger just above my bedroom. Instead of envisioning him
stuffing me into his trunk and burying me in the woods, I focused
on decorating. That always eased my mind. Happy thoughts. At some
point I drifted off to sleep, then woke to the birds chirping, the
sun beaming through the edges of the shades and my cell phone
ringing off the hook.

“What the heck?” I groaned.

The clock read six-thirty. I hadn’t heard my
guest yet. I hoped to be up and moving before he was. Yummy
blackberry muffins for breakfast might redeem his terrible first
impression of my place.

I grabbed the phone from my nightstand. The
urge to throw the thing across the room just to shut it up was
strong, but I pushed it back. Operating an inn probably wasn’t the
right profession for someone who wasn’t a morning person. But I
guessed the profession had picked me, and not the other way
around.

“Hello,” I said into the phone. My voice
cracked a little—the tell-tale sign that I’d just woken up. My Aunt
Janey always said it was tacky to answer the phone and allow the
person to hear you croak into the receiver. But how did you avoid
something like that? Not answer the phone?

“What is wrong with you? Why didn’t you call
and tell me?” It was Claire Ann.

“I knew you’d find out soon enough. I’m sure
it's all over town by now. Heck, probably news made it all the way
to Tennessee by now.”

“This is not a laughing matter,” she
said.

“Who’s laughing? I’m serious.” I leaned back
in bed.

“So am I. You should have called me. I would
have come over right away.”

“And done what? Helped my guest unpack?”

“About your guest… Maybe I didn’t make such a
good suggestion after all. Now that I think about it, I’m not sure
I like the idea of you staying in a house with strangers.”

“I’m fine. Besides, it’s a little late for
that thought now, don’t you think? I guess you heard this from
Sheriff Kent?”

“He’s worried about you, you know. He’s
crushing on you, too.”

“What? What makes you say that? He’s crushing
on someone he thinks murdered someone?”

“He does not think that and you know it. Stop
being silly.”

“What makes you think he is interested in
me?” I folded my hands behind my head.

“I can see it in his eyes. They light up when
he mentions your name.”

“It’s probably frustration lighting them up,
not fondness.”

“If you say so, but I know these things.”

“Since when did you become so intuitive?
Look, he was friends with Ross, and I don’t think I trust anyone
who was friends with him. Even if they are the law.”

“Ex-friends. He’s not friends with him
anymore. And I say that’s because of the way Ross treated you. Kent
is probably glad that Ross left you. That gives Kent a chance to be
with you.”

“Let’s change the subject.”

“Fine. Back to the main reason that I called.
Who the hell attacked you?”

“Let's change the subject.” I sounded like a
parrot.

“No way! We just changed the subject.”

“If I knew who did it, I would have told the
police, silly. I don’t know.”

“Well, you’ve got the whole town freaked out.
But don’t tell anyone that I told you this.”

“Please. If I know an ounce of news, everyone
will know you told me. Who else would give me the scoop? I don’t
have any other friends in town.”

“Point taken. Anyway, talk is that you made
the story up to throw them off your tracks. That no one attacked
you at all.”


Chapter Eighteen

“Why am I not surprised? That sounds like a
direct quote. Who said that?”

She didn’t answer.

“I know someone said that,” I pushed.

She paused again, then finally she answered.
“Nick Franklin.”

“Well, I should have guessed that one. He is
the biggest gossip. He needs to stick to giving those awful
haircuts. So do you think Kent thinks that?”

“No, I don’t think he thinks that at
all.”

“It just makes me so mad. Kent couldn’t think
I’d murder anyone, could he? Plus, I wouldn’t have any reason to.
He knows that.”

“I wish everyone else knew that,” Claire Ann
said.

“They make me so angry. I could have a reason
to do something to the—.”

“Let’s change the subject,” Claire Ann
said.

Was she hiding something from me? Not telling
me something? She didn’t usually want to change the subject—I was
the one always asking for that.

“So tell me about your guest,” she said.

“He’s a bit strange.”

“Maybe I shouldn't have talked you into
this.”

“You didn’t talk me into it. I wanted to.
Plus, what else am I going to do?” I turned onto my side. “Speaking
of guest, I need to get the continental breakfast out there. I
thought I heard steps; he may be awake.”

“I didn’t think you were doing
breakfast.”

“Just muffins or doughnuts. It can’t hurt,
right? I need all the help I can get with this guest. He already
thinks I’m crazy. I don’t want to give him any other reason to
think that. I’ll see you at work, okay?”

She paused. Was there something she didn’t
want to tell me? She definitely had a secret. I could read her like
a book.

“Is there something else going on?” I
asked.

“No, no, nothing.” She paused again. “I’ll
see you at work, Rae. Be careful.”

In our neck of the woods when someone told
you to be careful, it was like saying ‘take care’ or ‘have a great
day.’ But for me, I think she really meant the words.

“Yeah, I’ll see you.” I hung up the phone
still feeling something was off. Claire Ann always told me
everything. She had a hard time keeping anything from me. I’d
forgotten to ask about her date. She wouldn’t get off that easy,
though. I’d ask later.

I rolled off the bed and put on my old
tattered pink bathrobe. I shuffled into my fuzzy bunny slippers and
staggered across the room to the closet. With sleep still in my
eyes, I stumbled into the bathroom.

A night of tossing and turning had left my
hair a tangled mess. If nothing else, I could scare the killer
away. Worry had kept me awake. It was downright insane of me to
think I could run a hotel. What had I been thinking? I sighed and
slumped my shoulders at the thought.

A few minutes later, I emerged feeling
somewhat awake. I’d slipped into my green Capri pants, white tank
top and slipped on my sandals. As I dabbed on a bit of lip gloss
and mascara, my mind wandered to Claire Ann. What was it she wasn’t
telling me? Claire Ann was a great friend. She’d always been
honest. I’d never known her to keep any secrets from me.

I slid out into the kitchen. As I pulled the
lid off the container I stored the blackberry muffins in, a noise
sounded from the front room. Voices wafted in from the front porch.
I set the container down and ventured into the hallway. When I
reached the end, I noticed the front door ajar. Oh, Lord. Had the
killer come back? Was Mr. Littlefield okay? I didn’t want to call
out to him. What if the killer was hiding? I needed to be quiet. I
eased over to the door, trying to keep my sandals from squeaking as
I inched across the hardwood.

Mr. Littlefield stood on the sidewalk in
front of the house talking to a man I’d never seen. What was with
all the strangers all of a sudden? I held my hand above my eyes to
shield them from the rising sun. The brightness made it difficult
to look at the men for long. The stranger wore a suit, which wasn’t
the typical attire for Honeysuckle, unless it was a wedding or
funeral. Funeral. My stomach twisted at the word. It would be
Nancy’s funeral soon.

Only a couple of cars passed as I watched the
men. No one moved along the sidewalk yet. The only sound was their
voices and birds chirping. As the cars drove by, they slowed down
to watch the men, but Mr. Littlefield and the stranger stopped
talking and glared in return. When the cars were out of sight, they
began talking again. Very strange. Mr. Littlefield gestured with
his hands. Both men stood rigid with their eyes narrowed and fists
tight at their sides. If they started punching, I wouldn’t know
what to do first. I didn’t want to have to dial 911, not this soon.
I’d met my emergency dialing quota for the year already. After a
minute, the stranger stormed off, climbed in his car and slammed
the door.

Great. All I needed was for my bossy neighbor
to hear. She’d be furious I brought strangers around—loud ones.
Although she already hated me, so how much worse could it get? She
probably hated everyone. Not a lovely disposition.

Mr. Littlefield spun around. I slipped to the
side, then hurried around the edge of the room back into the
hallway. I slid back into the kitchen and let out a deep breath
while pretending to fold a towel that didn’t need folding. I hoped
I hadn’t been caught red-handed.

When the screen door slammed shut, I called
out. “Mr. Littlefield, is that you? I have muffins, fruit and juice
for breakfast.”

“I don’t have time for breakfast,” he
huffed.

What! My first guest and I didn’t get to play
proper hostess? This sucked. I wanted a do-over.

“I need to stay another night,” he called
from the parlor.

I made my way down the hall and into the
living room. Did I have guilty written all over my face? Did he
know I’d spied on him? Probably not or he wouldn’t stay another
night. Although there wasn’t any place else for him to stay if he
wanted to be in Honeysuckle. And why was he in Honeysuckle, anyway?
He’d said he was just passing through. People passing through
didn’t normally stay more than one night. Honeysuckle wasn’t a
tourist destination. Not yet, anyway.

“Sure. I’m happy to have you.” I smiled so
hard my cheeks hurt. I plastered the biggest hotel hostess smile on
my face. I wanted so badly to ask him why he was staying. “Will it
be one more night?” Maybe that would get some kind of answer out of
him.

“I’m not sure,” he mumbled as he headed back
up the steps.

I stood there for a minute, not sure if he
was coming back down. Just as I turned to head back into the
kitchen, his footsteps descended the steps again. I looked up.

“Here’s the money for the night. It’s all
there, the exact amount.” He shoved it towards me. “Unless you
raised the cost overnight?”

I shook my head. “No, of course not.”

“Fine. I’ll return later this evening.”

Uh-oh. I hadn’t thought about the key
situation. Perhaps Claire Ann could come over until I got off work.
I’d have to figure out the specifics some other time. Handing out
keys to strangers wasn’t an option. Not in light of recent
circumstances. I wondered how other innkeepers did it? Maybe I’d
find a copy of Running a Hotel for Dummies.

Mr. Littlefield handed me the cash and I
stuffed it into my pocket without counting it. “Thank you.”

Not bad. I’d made a hundred and fifty-five
dollars in two days. Three months of torture at the store wouldn’t
yield that much. Okay, not that much, I exaggerated, but I’d have
to spend a lot of hours standing on my feet to make it. Of course,
Mr. Littlefield was probably the only guest I’d have for a long
time, so I didn’t want to get too excited.

Mr. Littlefield descended the front porch
steps, then made his way through the gate to his car. Yes, I
watched him leave. So I was nosy. I wanted to know where he was
headed. As I stood there, I caught movement out of the corner of my
eye. I glanced to my left and saw Judy snooping by the fence, her
face partially hidden by a large hedge. She watched Mr. Littlefield
drive off, too. Great. She’d tell everyone about the strange man
leaving my house so early in the morning. No matter I had the hotel
sign. She’d tell everyone I was running a house of ill repute. Yes,
Judy was a thorn in my side already.

She must have felt eyes on her because she
looked over at the window and noticed me watching her. I smiled and
waved. She frowned, glared at me, then turned on her heel and
trekked back across her yard. Oh yeah, she’d discuss me all right.
She was probably plotting her story already. Claire Ann would tell
me what she said around town about me later. I’d get an earful.

Since no one else would eat my muffins, I
scarfed one down, then tidied up the kitchen. Yes, I was still
bitter about the continental breakfast thing. So what if the
muffins were a little dry, he didn’t know that.

As I sat at the table, I tapped my fingertips
against the wood. Sun streamed in through the window, splashing
across the tiled floor. Dust motes floated through the air. I
didn’t have to work until tomorrow, so I wanted to take full
advantage of my day off. I wouldn’t let a little thing like being
chased and discovering a murder slow me down. I had to live my
life—the heroines in mystery novels did.

So many things, so little time. I decided the
living room would be next. It would be a great gather place for
guests. Well, if I ever had guests who were friendly enough to
gather. I walked into the room to plan my strategy. Brushing past
the ugly sofa, I knew the room needed a coffee table. Something to
make the space cozier.

As I studied the room, my cell phone
rang.

“Hello?”

“I have something for you,” Claire Ann
said.

“A warrant for my arrest?” I asked.

“What?” She chuckled. “No. I’ll let the hunky
sheriff handle that. If you’ll be home for a bit, I’ll bring it
over.”

“I’ll be home, but aren’t you going to tell
me what it is?”

“You’ll see when I get there.” She hung up
the phone.

The fact that Claire Ann didn’t want to tell
me over the phone what it was wasn’t a good sign. Maybe I shouldn’t
answer the door.












Chapter Ninteen

While I waited, I decided to make my
chalkboard menu sign for the kitchen. It would be an easy
trash-to-treasure project—and inexpensive, too. Mrs. Mathers had an
outdated picture on the wall in the hallway—one of many I’d found.
It was an outdoor scene of deer drinking from a tree-lined lake
with a few other critters lurking about. I took it off the wall,
taped the frame with painter’s tape, then painted the chalkboard
paint right on top of the glass. No need to remove the print. The
gold frame I spray-painted cream. When it dried, I’d hang it beside
the refrigerator.

Just as I put the chalkboard paint away, the
roar of a vehicle sounded from the driveway.

I walked to the front door with apprehension
in my stomach. What Claire Ann was up to, I had no idea—I prayed it
wasn’t going to knock me for another loop. I’d had enough surprises
in the past few days.

When I stepped onto the porch and looked
toward the driveway, I spotted Claire Ann. She sat next to her
father in his red monster-sized Ford truck. In the bed of the F-150
set a large sofa. My eyes widened. The cushions were large. The
entire thing was covered in a toffee and cream-colored checked
pattern. Very much my style. What was Claire Ann up to?

“My mother had this extra sofa she said you
can use until you buy the one you really want.” Claire Ann smiled.
Her cheeks were flush from perspiration. I could tell she was
excited.

“That’s incredibly generous,” I said as I
stepped off the porch. “Why would she get rid of it?” I rounded the
side of the house to the driveway. Claire Ann’s father had stepped
out from the truck.

“Hi, Raelynn.” He tipped his hat.

“Hi there. How are you?” I smiled.

“Doing great, doing great.” He wiped his brow
with a bandana he pulled from his shirt pocket.

“It’s in great shape.” I looked to Claire
Ann. “Not that I’m surprised. Everything your mother owns is nice.”
I touched the arm of my new gift.

“The woman is meticulous.”

“She didn’t have to do that.”

“She knows that.” Claire Ann said, hopping
down from the truck and closing the door.

After struggling to get the sofa inside—or at
least Claire Ann and I struggled with our end—Claire Ann’s father
took off, leaving us to chat. I still couldn’t believe the ugly
sofa was out of the room. Claire Ann’s father hauled it off with
him. Good riddance. I’d make a couple of toss pillows for the black
chair until I found a replacement. The sofa looked great in its new
spot.

“I see you’ve been working around the
place.”

I smiled. “Yes, I have. I’m kind of having
fun making new things out of old junk.”

Claire Ann walked over to the side window,
staring out at my neighbor’s yard. “Have the police been back there
again?”

“Um, yeah, a little. I think they’re all done
now, though.” I fluffed the cushion on the new sofa.

“Do you think they found any good leads? Any
more clues as to what happened?”

“Are you asking just because you’re curious
or is this the reporter in you?”

She gave a sheepish grin. “Just because I’m
curious. Of course, I’ll be writing about it in the paper.”

“Why do I feel as if I have to watch what I
say around you?”

She laughed. “I don’t misquote.” She shook
her head while keeping her attention on Judy’s yard.

I sat on the sofa, bouncing to test out the
cushions. “You know I’ll tell you anything I learn.”

“I know you will.”

“I guess they have a list of suspects,” I
said.

“I’m sure they do.”

It really hit me then that they probably had
me on the list. As if I was a criminal. As if she read my mind,
Claire Ann walked over and sat beside me.

She patted my arm. “Don’t worry, they’ll find
the killer in no time at all. I don’t think they seriously suspect
you. Heck, like I said, Margaret has a temper from what I’ve heard.
There’s no telling who killed Nancy.”

“I hope you’re right, but should I call a
lawyer?” My hands trembled.

“What? No, they haven’t arrested you. You
know Kent doesn’t really suspect you.”

I nodded and wiped the tears from under my
eyes. I didn’t like the idea of being a suspect in any crime. Or
“person of interest” or whatever they called it.

“Who do you think killed Nancy?” I asked.

“Honestly, I don’t know. I guess I’d say her
husband. It’s usually someone close to the person like that.”

“But why in the world was she in my back
yard? She doesn’t live close to here.”

“Is there any reason why she’d come to see
you?” Claire Ann asked.

I shook my head. “I can’t think of anything.
I saw her at the store the other day. She was friendly, but we
barely knew each other.”

“I’m sure Kent will get to the bottom of it.
Listen, I have to work. I’ll call and check on you in a bit.” She
squeezed me in a hug.

“Yeah, okay, and thanks again for everything.
I’ll call your mom and thank her.”

The thought of what Nancy was doing in my
back yard kept churning over and over in my mind. There was nothing
I could do solve the mystery. All I could was pray the killer was
found. I stood and looked around the room. The only thing to help
take my mind off things right now was working around the house—so
that was what I’d do.

I’d found an old wooden bench in one of the
rooms upstairs. The gray color made it drab—sprucing it up with new
color would bring it back to life. Since the bench was already
inside, I wouldn’t move it outside to paint—I was in a hurry. I’d
have to put paper underneath to protect the floor. Open windows
would air out the paint smell. I’d rather use spray paint, but
there was no way to do that in the house. Plus, it would take a ton
of cans.

I retrieved the paint, brush and other
supplies and got to work. After I repainted the bench black and
distressed it, I’d place it in front of the sofa as a coffee table.
The black looked great with the new sofa. Sometimes repurposing
items was an easy fix for missing furniture. With some decorations
here and there and wall art the room would be complete. Soon I’d
have two whole rooms almost in acceptable condition—acceptable for
my liking. I could hardly believe it. And I’d just moved in! I’d
never imagined I could work that fast if I had to.

After an hour, I had a coat of paint on the
bench. The color was streaking, though, so it would take two—I
hoped not three. When the second coat dried, I’d sand the edges and
give it a distressed, aged look. I’d add the bell jars on top of
the bench with the faux pears underneath, stacking them on top of a
few hardback books. I took the covers off a few gardening books I
found in Mrs. Mathers’ collection. I’d learned the art of arranging
decorative items by copying displays of people who knew what they
were doing. In the past when I had a chance to decorate, I usually
flipped through magazines for pictures of rooms I liked, then tried
to recreate the look—on a budget, of course.

Soon I’d convince Claire Ann to help me paint
the room. She could reach the ceiling easier than I could. I’d
taken all the knickknacks from the shelves. It looked better
already. Every time I looked at the sofa it made me smile. It was
nice to have a true friend.

I cleaned up my mess, took a quick shower and
changed into jeans and a tee and headed for the cookie jar. As I
bit into the chocolate chip goodness, my cell rang again.

I fished it from my pocket. “Hello?”

“Have I got something for you!”

“Again! I can’t accept any more
furniture.”

“No. This involves a trip.”

“I’m not sure if I should be happy or hang
up.”

“The mayor’s wife is having a charity benefit
for the local library.”

“Well that’s a cause near to my heart, but
you’re telling me this because?”

“I’m going and so are you.”


Chapter Twenty

“That’s it. You’ve completely lost your mind.
Have you forgotten she detests me? I think she’d rather live on a
pig farm again then allow me in her house. Why are you going
anyway?”

“To cover it for the paper, of course. And
you’ll be my assistant.”

“I don’t know.” I chewed on my bottom
lip.

“Since when do you let a little thing like
someone not liking you stop you?” she asked.

“Good point. When is it?”

“Now.”

“Wow, thanks for the advance notice.”

“I know, I know. I just remembered. Bill was
going, but after what happened, you know, what she said to you, I
figured we should go and see what happens. Maybe we’ll get some
details or insight into the life of Martha Murdoch.”

“That could be a very scary thing.”

“We’ll be fine. I’ll pick you up in a few.
And wear something kind of fancy.”

“Kind of fancy? I don’t own anything like
that.”

“You’ll find something.” She hung up.

I liked dresses, I did. It was just that I
never had occasion to wear one, so when I did I felt like a little
girl playing dress-up in her mother’s clothing.

Claire Ann picked me up in her old pickup.
She honked just as I was putting the clasp on the little silver
stud in my right ear. Claire Ann said she refused to be seen
walking down Main Street in a ridiculous dress and heels. I’d
decided on a yellow sundress my mother had bought me for my
cousin’s wedding three years ago. My neutral-colored wedge heels
matched, which was a good thing because I didn’t have anything
else.

Claire Ann applied lip gloss as I slipped
into the truck. Not an easy task to climb up in heels, I might have
added. Claire Ann wore a white full skirt with black-and-white
floral blouse.

“You look nice,” I said.

“Thank you. So do you. See, we clean up
well.” She chuckled.

I laughed in agreement. “Yes, I suppose we
do.”

As we circled back for a parking spot, Claire
Ann said, “I didn’t really know how to approach you about
this…”

“Oh, no. More bad news. I can’t handle
anymore. Spit it out.”

She turned down the volume on the radio. “You
should sell the car,” she blurted out. “Now hear me out. It could
really help you pay the bills and get the hotel on its feet.” She
continued, barely catching her breath. “If you need a ride or a car
you can always borrow mine until you get another. Don’t feel like
you have to hold onto it just because Ross loved it. I don’t want
you to keep holding onto the idea of him. Getting every aspect of
him out of your life would do you good.”

“So you’ve been analyzing my situation? You
think I kept the car because of my ex?”

“Why else would you live paycheck to
paycheck?”

“I didn’t need the money until now. I was
working and getting by. Of course now I need it, but that’s neither
here nor there. It’s a good thing I waited, huh? Stop with the
therapist act.”

“I’m jus’ sayin’… You still have pictures of
him.”

“The pictures are a part of my past. I can’t
just throw them away.”

She shrugged. “If you say so. I think you’re
holding onto the past. Anyway, I know someone who’d like to buy the
car.” She slowed the truck down.

I paused, then let out a deep breath. “Okay.
I’ll sell it.”

She was right. I needed to let go of the
past. Holding onto the car only kept the bad memories around. Plus,
the money would help tremendously.

We arrived at the house, a colonial with
white columns and a nicely manicured lawn. A large porch spanned
across the front of the house, with French doors flanking the entry
door. It stood in the middle of a row of historic homes. We parked
across the street—I teased Claire Ann it was for a fast getaway. We
crossed the quiet road and marched up the steps of the
colonial.

“My stomach hurts,” I said. “I really
shouldn’t be here.”

“Oh pshaw. You’re here to help me. She
probably won’t notice you’re around.”

“I bet she can sense when I’m with two
hundred feet of her. Like she has a Raelynn Pendleton radar. I
should’ve had a cocktail first.”

Claire Ann laughed as she rang the doorbell.
My heart rate increased when the sound of footsteps echoed from the
other side of the doorway.

“Hello,” the woman said when she opened the
door. “May I help you?”

She wore black pants and a white blouse with
a white apron covering her front. Did the mayor have a maid? I’d
never thought about it. I didn’t think he’d make that much money in
a small town like Honeysuckle.

“Hi, I’m Claire Ann from The Honeysuckle
Herald, and this is my assistant, Raelynn.” She gestured my
way.

“Please come in.” The maid stepped to the
side and we entered into the foyer. Two alabaster statues of women
flanked the space. It felt like walking into a museum. To the left
was the large parlor. The walls were bathed in beige and the
windows covered with dark blue curtains with bold flowers. Shiny
hardwood flooring continued from the foyer into the parlor. Women
chatted with teacups in hand. Trays of finger sandwiches sat on
tables around the room. Claire Ann forged ahead into the room. I
attempted to walk behind her like a shadow. So far, no one had
noticed me and I wanted to keep it that way.

“You’re pulling my dress. Let go.” She
swatted at my hand.

“This is absolutely pretentious,” I said.
“I’ve never liked these kinds of events.”

Claire Ann nodded. “Uh-huh. Listen, I’m going
to mingle. For the scoop, you know?” She started to walk away.

I grabbed her arm. “What? Where are you
going?”

“Just around.” She gestured. “I have to
mingle, remember? I’m here to get a story.”

“Claire Ann Grande, don’t you dare leave me
here alone.” Panic set in. Dizziness took over.

“We’ll just stay a minute, don’t worry.” She
patted my hand. “Take a deep breath, you’ll feel better.”

“No, no, no,” I whispered while glancing over
my shoulder.

“I want to get a look around this place. I’ve
never been inside,” she whispered.

What the heck was I supposed to do in the
meantime? I doubted we’d find anything worthwhile. Sure, the
heroines in my mystery novels made sleuthing look easy, but that
was fiction. I’d probably get my hand caught in the snooping cookie
jar with the first attempt.

Before I could grab onto her dress again she
waltzed away. A couple old ladies eyed me from a few steps away. I
smiled, then grabbed a cucumber sandwich and pretended to nibble.
They frowned, then whispered to each other before moving my
way.

Trapped. They were probably coming to
confront me and I didn’t even know them.

“Are you friends with Martha?” the lady with
the over-bleached hair asked. Piles of curls set atop her head.

“Um, you could say that,” I said. My mouth
was full of cucumber sandwich.

“She’s such a lovely lady. So kind and
generous.” They looked at each other and nodded. “We’re from
Belleville. Are you from Honeysuckle?” the other one asked. She
adjusted her black dress. The white belt made her outfit match her
salt-and-pepper hair.

Were these women for real? They really didn’t
know me? How’d I luck into that? Although that was probably the
only reason they actually spoke to me. Plus, they thought Martha
Murdoch was nice? Clearly she’d put on an act for them.

I swallowed the last of my sandwich. “I’m
from Honeysuckle.”

“I’m Kitty George and this is Francine
Simmons,” the blonde said as she gestured to the other woman.

How would I get away from these women? They’d
ask too many questions, I just knew it. And where the heck was
Claire Ann? She owed me for this. I tried to ease backwards and
hide behind the large plant in the corner, but figured someone
would notice me—i.e. the nosy old bags next to me.

They stared at me for an acknowledgement.
Heck, I was sure they wanted my name too. “My name’s Claire
Ann—”

“Attention, ladies.” A woman across the room
clinked a fork against her water glass. She wore a clingy pink
dress with a sash adding a smidgen of color across her tiny waist.
Her blonde hair was twisted up in the back, not a strand out of
place. “We’ll move out onto the veranda now. The auction will start
soon.” She sashayed away as fast as she appeared.

Saved. Thank goodness for small miracles. The
women next to me immediately stepped away and moved toward the
other side of the room, not even giving me as much as a glance over
the shoulder. But the veranda? Outside with all of them? No
way.

All the women followed her like cattle, as if
she’d said there was a half-off sale on girdles out there. No way
was I going out there. Nope. I’d stay put. When they all cleared
out, I’d slip out the front door and wait until Claire Ann came to
her senses and joined me.

Within a few seconds, I was alone in the
large room. The silence which surrounded me now felt strange since
seconds earlier the room had been full of the chatter from women. I
guessed Claire Ann had gotten stuck in the middle of the herd and
wandered out back with the rest of the women. Usually I was the one
with the Lucy Ricardo schemes. This time, Claire Ann had dragged me
into one heck of a mess. And for what? Some kind of dirt on the
mayor’s wife? I didn’t know Claire Ann didn’t like Martha Murdoch
so much. She was annoying, but I didn’t think she was clever or
complex enough to cause too much trouble.

I tiptoed over to the entrance to the kitchen
and peeped around. No one was there—my chance to get the heck out
of there. But would a real sleuth not use this opportunity to at
least take a peek at a few things in the room?

The large modern kitchen seemed out of place
with the rest of the house. Commercial-sized appliances, stainless
steel countertops and black sleek cabinets with brushed nickel
knobs. Trays with sandwiches sat along the counters. Nothing odd
popped out at me as I looked around. But did I really expect it to?
Did I think I’d find Martha Murdoch’s diary lying on the kitchen
island with a note attaching saying “Read me, Raelynn?” Where was
the cook? I assumed the woman who answered the door was in charge
of the food. I walked over to the back door and peeked outside. The
women gathered under tents, chatting and laughing. No one noticed
me. Not even that rat I called a best friend, Claire Ann. I slipped
over to the cabinets near the refrigerator and eased a door open.
Big surprise, dishes. Cookbooks lined a shelf above the little desk
in the corner. I ran my finger along the spines. There was a small
drawer to the right, so I pulled it open. I glanced over my
shoulder, then turned back, focusing on its contents. Recipes and
coupons was all I saw. I was wasting my time in the kitchen.

I closed the drawer, then eased back into the
parlor. A couple of small tables set around the room so I glided
the drawers open and peeked inside. They were empty. She wasn’t
making good use of storage, in my opinion. Amateur sleuths in
novels would check every room in the house. I didn’t have the
stomach for that. My palms were clammy and my heart pounded. A
quick look around this room and I was out of here.

Wall-to-ceiling bookcases filled with
figurines, knickknacks and other collectibles were set to my right.
Underneath were large drawers. I opened one. It was full of
paperbacks. Hmm. I would have guessed she’d only read hardback
books. There was everything from mysteries to romance. Romance? I
didn’t think Martha Murdoch had a romantic bone in her snooty body.
I closed that drawer, then opened the next one. More paperbacks. I
spotted a newly released mystery I’d been wanting. The shiny book
called to me, so I slipped it from the drawer. I glanced around.
Still no one in sight.

When I opened the book to read the first
page, a small piece of paper fell to the floor. I reached down,
picked it up and unfolded it. Nancy Harper’s name was written on
the paper, along with a time and date. Why would Nancy meet with
the mayor or mayor’s wife? And the date happened to be the day
she’d died. The hairs on my neck prickled.

“What are you doing here?” Martha
shouted.

Claire Ann bounded through the door behind
her. She slipped past and grabbed me by the arm. “She’s my
assistant for the day.”

“I’ll never invite the paper to my home
again. And you can forget the mayor giving you any interviews,” she
shouted.

“Considering we’re the only paper in town, I
highly doubt that. Good day, Mrs. Murdoch.”

We hurried out the front door. I felt like a
teenager all over again, running from Mr. Baldwin’s front lawn,
with toilet paper still clutched in my hand. Mrs. Murdoch stomped
after us. I felt her presence behind us, the heat from her glare
radiating all the way from the porch.

We jumped in Claire Ann’s old truck, slamming
the doors at the same time.

“I feel like the Dukes of Hazzard.” I
laughed.

“Oh, Lord. Which one, Bo or Luke?”

“Bo, of course.” I snickered.

She snorted.

“Look what I found.” I unfolded the paper
still clutched in my hand.

She glanced as best as she could while
steering. “Wow.”

“What do you think it means?”

“I don’t know.” She frowned.


Chapter Twenty-One

After the madness of our tea party, I was
looking forward to a quiet day at work. Crazy, I knew. I never
thought I’d look forward to work. But at least Claire Ann couldn’t
drag me anywhere I’d get into trouble if I was at the
supermarket.

As I hurried towards the store, I realized
today wasn’t any different than any other. I got the usual glares
from people as I made my way down the sidewalk. Actually, it was a
little different. The stares were even worse today. No doubt my
lovely neighbor had already spread the rumor of the stranger seen
leaving my home at an ungodly hour. So now I was a lying, skanky
murderess. Did it get any better? If I didn’t own a great house
now, I’d be out of Honeysuckle faster than you could say two shakes
of a sheep’s tail. But I couldn’t leave my new home, it needed
me.

It was another warm, beautiful day, at least.
Although a tad too hot. Sweat erupted on my forehead as soon as I
reached the sidewalk. A few clouds rolled overhead; they’d probably
bring an afternoon rain shower. I managed to get to work without
anyone accosting me. When I stepped inside, Claire Ann stood behind
the counter. She didn’t look up at first, but when she did she had
a look of dread on her face. She frowned and glanced down every few
seconds, avoiding my gaze. I looked over at the tables. A few old
men sat in the corner. They shook their heads and frowned. I turned
my attention back to Claire Ann, then walked toward her.

“Why so glum?” I asked.

She frowned and shook her head. Without
uttering a word, she tilted her head in the direction toward the
back of the store, then said, “Charlie wants to speak with you in
his office.”

I stared at her, not sure what to say.
Somehow, I knew this wasn’t good. She had known when I spoke with
her on the phone earlier that this would happen. She’d been quiet
again, not like herself at all. Now I knew for sure she had been
keeping something from me.

“I knew you were hiding something from me,” I
said.

She’d never been able to keep a secret from
me for long. She found Ross with the floozy and initially wasn’t
going to tell me. She lasted all of twenty minutes before breaking
down.

“I’m not hiding anything from you, Raelynn.”
She looked down.

I swallowed hard. “What does he want?”

“You’d better just go talk to him. I’m
sorry,” Claire Ann said. Tiny tears collected in the corners of her
eyes.

The pathway leading to the office seemed
endless. As if I was on a conveyor belt, walking and walking. Each
step seemed to carry me further away. In spite of the dread in the
pit of my stomach, I finally made the long walk down the center
aisle. The smell of Lysol from the freshly mopped floor made my
stomach turn. Box after box of cereal lining the shelf made me
dizzy as I trekked to the back. This seemed worse than being called
to the principal’s office. Not that I’d ever been there. (Except
for the time in high school a bunch of us TPed the math teacher’s
house.)

The tiny hall had stacks of boxes on each
side, making movement difficult. I reached the old wood door at the
back of the store, just past the restrooms. More Lysol smell
emanated from the tiny rooms opposite the office. I couldn’t stand
much more. I knocked.

“Come in.” His deep voice sounded like he
needed a spot on the radio instead of behind a desk in that cramped
office.

I opened the door and poked my head in. “You
wanted to see me?” I asked.

“Yes, Raelynn, please come in and have a
seat.”

Charlie had the same look on his face as
Claire Ann. Also the look my father had when he told me my cat
died. In all the time I’d worked for Charlie, I’d never seen that
look from him. Not directed towards me, at least. I eased around a
few stacked boxes, moved a stack of papers from the seat and
lowered myself into the faux leather chair. It squeaked when I
sat.

Charlie looked down at papers on scattered
across his desk. I stared at him, waiting for him to speak. Was I
supposed to say something? I shifted from one side to the other.
Did I do something and he thought I knew why I’d been called to the
office? Maybe it was because I was short fifty cents the other
night with the register. No. That couldn’t be it. Claire Ann was
short plenty of times and he never said a word about it. Wonder why
that was, anyway? He did give her the best hours, too. Anyway, it
was only fifty cents. I’d give him the money if it mattered. I must
have under-charged for something, anyway. It happened—wasn’t my
fault.

I cleared my throat. “So, um, you wanted to
talk to me about something?”

He ran his hands through his salt-and-pepper
hair. The lines around his eyes seemed more pronounced today. Was
he sick? Was I sick? Wait, no, I’d know if I was sick.

“Raelynn, you know I like you. I really,
really do.” He let out a deep breath.

Was he going to ask me out? This could get
awkward. He’d only been divorced for two months now. But I guessed
people didn’t wait a long time sometimes. Heck, my Uncle Jeb got
remarried within two weeks of his divorce. I told everyone he’d
been seeing that woman for months before he announced he wanted a
divorce from his second wife.

“You really, really like me?” I nodded.
“And?” I didn’t like him in that way. Please don’t let him ask me
out. Mixing business with pleasure was never a good thing. “What
are you trying to say?”

“What I’m trying to say is… I’m going to have
to let you go.” His gaze flickered from his desk, to me and back to
the desk.

“What?” I sat up straighter. “Let me go?”

He looked down. “Yes.”

“You’re firing me? What did I do? If this is
about that fifty cents, the register was short, but I’ll gladly
give it to you.” I rushed the words out.

“Fifty cents?” He frowned, then shook his
head. “No, no. It’s not about that. Look, I know you’re a hard
worker and I appreciate everything you’ve done for the store, I
really do.”

“Then why are you firing me?” I ran my hands
through my hair. I’d never been fired before. “I’m never late for
work and I never mind working extra hours.”

He let out a deep sigh and ran his hands
through his hair again. “You have been a perfect employee, Raelynn.
This decision has nothing to do with your work performance.” He
sighed. “I don’t have a choice. I’m not the most powerful person in
town, you know. I just own the grocery store, which amounts to not
much. Some people think you’re guilty. They don’t want to come in
the store if you’re here, so I have no choice. You understand,
right?”

“I can’t believe this.” I shook my head.
“What happened to innocent until proven guilty? The sheriff doesn’t
think I did anything. If he did, don’t you think he would have
arrested me by now?” My voice quivered. “I can’t believe this.”

“You don’t have to tell me. I know you didn’t
do anything wrong. But there are some crazy people in this
town.”

“Who specifically wants me out of here? Was
it Martha Murdoch? Heck, I bet she wants me out of town
altogether.” I threw my hands up. “She’d be happy to never see me
again.”

He gave a half nod and I took that to be an
agreement. “I don’t think I should say who. I’ll let you come to
your own conclusions.”

“Well, at this point, I’m guessing not only
Martha, but the whole town.”

“I’ll pay you for the vacation time you have
coming. And the sick days, too.” He placed his hands on the
desk.

“Thanks, Charlie. I know you will. You’ve
been a good boss.”

“What are you going to do?” he asked as I
stood.

I turned and looked at him, then shrugged. “I
have no idea. I have the house now. I need to pay the utilities and
stuff. I guess I’ll look for another job in Belleville, or
something. I can drive back and forth if I have to. But there’s no
way I’m letting anyone drive me out of this town for good.”

He grinned, then winked. “I know they’ll have
a fight on their hands with you.”

“I know I just got the house, but I love it
too much to give it up.” I looked down.

“I understand. I’d probably feel the same
way. Just be careful.” His brow pinched together. “I know you were
attacked at the fairgrounds.” His gaze met mine. “I’ve heard the
rumors that you made the story up, but I know you didn’t. Like I
said, there are crazy people in this town. Obviously they are
capable of doing some very nasty things.”

“You can say that again. Must be something in
the water around here.”

“Someone murdered Nancy and someone attacked
you. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was the same person.” He quirked
an eyebrow.

“So you think we have a serial killer in
Honeysuckle?” A chill ran down my spine. Had I been that close to
being murdered? Twice?

He frowned and shook his head. “I don’t know,
but it’s a scary thought, huh?”

“Yes, it certainly is.” I nodded, lost in
thought.

“Call me if you need anything, Raelynn. I
mean it, anything at all. When this all blows over, and I know it
will, I’d love for you to come back to work for me.”

I gave a half-hearted smile. “I’d like that.
Thanks, Charlie.”

“You promise, you’ll call?”

“I promise.”

I couldn’t believe I was thanking him for
firing me. But it wasn't his fault. He didn't need to deal with the
nutjobs in this town just because I worked for him. Charlie was a
nice man and didn’t deserve the harassment. But he was firing me.
Why didn’t he stick up for me? He wouldn’t stick up for the new
girl in town.

I closed the door behind me and didn’t look
back. Talk about a walk of shame. A couple of women stood beside
the bread section and watched me, looks of disdain on their faces.
I expected them to brush their fingers together in a motion of
shame.

With the door closed behind me, I leaned my
shoulders against the wood and let out a sigh. I hadn’t seen that
coming. I’d find another job, right? If only I could sneak out the
back door. Although Claire Ann would throw a hissy fit if I didn’t
speak to her after my little talk with Charlie. If I thought the
walk to his office was hard, this was even worse. A man and woman
shopped at the back of the store, staring as they pretended to
search for canned peaches. They whispered. I didn’t need to know
what they said. Their eyes said it all.

Forcing one foot in front of the other, I
reached the front of the store. Claire Ann stood behind the
counter, waiting on a customer. She looked up at me and mouthed,
“I’m sorry.”

I shrugged, as if it was no big deal, but I
wanted to cry. A lump formed in my throat. If I cried, so would
Claire Ann. I swallowed my tears. There were other jobs, right? I’d
find something else. Jobs like these were a dime a dozen. Claire
Ann watched me as I walked past the checkout counter. I wanted to
talk, but she had a growing line. Well, technically three people,
but in Honeysuckle, that was a considered a crowd. Besides, I
wasn’t sure if I was even allowed in the store now. Being an
ex-employee and having customers who hated me wasn’t a good mix. Oh
yeah, I definitely had to find another place to purchase my frozen
dinners. If I found another job in Belleville, I’d buy my groceries
from there. All my money would be spent on gas—so much for walking
everywhere. Thank goodness I still had the car.

“Call me,” I mouthed to Claire Ann and held
my hand up to my ear.

Claire Ann nodded. Customers frowned as I
brushed past, so I turned and rushed out the door. No looking back.
I knew I’d cry if I did.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Now what? With no work what would I do? I’d
have plenty of time to read now, but that wouldn’t pay the bills.
More decorating needed to be completed at Honeysuckle Hotel, plus
cleaning, but I really needed a job. As I passed the newsstand on
the corner, I stopped and grabbed a copy. Maybe I’d find a
classified ad for the perfect job—better than the grocery store. A
few chocolate-chip cookies, a tall glass of lemonade and searching
for another job would do wonders for my mood. Maybe a miracle would
happen and I’d find something.

I trudged home, deflated. It seemed as if
when one good thing happened, I got knocked back two steps. If only
the murder hadn’t happened, then I’d still have my job. Okay, that
was selfish of me to say. A woman had lost her life and I was
worried about my minimum-wage job. But without the job, I wouldn’t
be able to buy food, which might end my life as well. What a way to
go, starving to death. Maybe I’d plant a garden in back? Yeah, I
could plant pumpkins for fall, too. Although the thought of working
in the backyard creeped me out now.

Poor Nancy, there were no second chances for
her. What had happened? Who could have done this to her? As far as
I knew she was a nice person. But apparently nice didn’t stop her
husband from cheating on her. I thought about all the mystery
novels I’d read over the years. What would the sleuths do? Would
they take the treatment the town gave me? Or would they try to
figure out the murder and clear their names? Then it hit me over
the head like a metaphorical hammer. I needed to do my own
investigating—not just curious snooping, but full-fledged
sleuthing. I trusted Kent to do his job, but would everyone else do
theirs? If Kent told them I was innocent, would they believe him?
And would it be fast enough? It couldn’t hurt to have someone else
on the case. Obviously, I was no expert, but it couldn’t hurt,
right? I wouldn’t make things worse by searching for a few
answers.

So, at least for now, I had the beginnings of
a plan:

Chocolate-chip cookies to help ease the sting
of being fired.

Search for a job.

Investigate murder.

Decorate old house.

Plant garden.

Easy-peasy.

I reached the house, and in spite of my sour
mood, I couldn’t help but smile. The tall Victorian made me giddy
inside. The rooms waited for me to make them warm and inviting. I
loved decorating, but I had never had a place to do it before
now.

After eating one too many chocolate-chip
cookies with a cold glass of lemonade—just like my Grandma used to
make it—I gave up on the classified ads. If I wanted to work in the
medical field or as a telemarketer, I was set. Since I didn’t have
a medical degree and I was terrible with phone calls, I figured I’d
better start asking around. As I tossed the paper on my desk, the
phone rang.

“Hello?” I brushed my hair from my
forehead.

“Hey, I can’t talk long, but I just wanted to
say how sorry I am. I didn’t know earlier, I promise. I knew he
wanted to talk to you, and I suspected, but I didn’t want to say
anything if I didn’t know for sure.” Her words rushed out.

“Calm down, don’t worry. I believe you. I’ll
figure something out.” I sighed and slumped down in the overstuffed
chair.

“I have an idea,” Claire Ann said.

“Oh no, this can’ t be good. Not another
idea. Please.”

“Hey! It’s good. I think you’ll like it. It's
not much, but it’ll be something.”

“How about you let me be the judge of that.
Now spit it out, what’s the idea?”

“Well, when Joan Shreveport died, that left
an empty space in the paper for a column. I didn’t want to continue
what she was doing, so I have an idea...”

“I’m listening, go ahead.” I crossed my arms
in front of my chest and propped the phone under my chin against my
shoulder.

“What if you wrote an article about budget
decorating? You’re so good at it. I think people would love
it.”

I didn’t say a word. I let the idea whoosh
around in my head for a bit. Sure, it wasn’t the New York Times,
but it was better than not writing at all. Finally, I said, “I like
it. I think it’s a good idea. Actually, perfect. How often?”

“Once a week, you can talk about anything you
want. Well, anything with decorating and crafts and stuff.”

“You really think people would be
interested?” I asked.

“I think people are always interested in ways
to save money.”

“Good point. Okay, I’d love to do it,” I
said.

“I’ll tell my boss.” I heard the smile in her
voice.

I sighed. “You mean you haven’t told him yet?
He’ll never go for the idea. Especially when he finds out Raelynn
Pendleton, suspected murderer, is writing it.”

“Hey, not everyone in this town is nuts. He
likes you, and I bet he’ll love the idea. Just leave it to me. I’ll
talk to him.”

“If you say so.” I shrugged, even though she
couldn’t see me.

“I say so. Of course, it doesn’t pay much,
but every little bit helps, right?”

“Yeah, you’re right, it will help, thank you.
I owe you.”

“You don’t owe me.”

“By the way, things have been crazy and I
haven’t had a chance to ask you about your date,” I said.

“Oops, I’ve got a customer, gotta go. We’ll
talk later, promise.”

The line went dead. Hmm, now my curiosity was
getting the better of me. Who was this mystery date? Did she have
another evening out on the crazy streets of Honeysuckle planned
with him?

I pulled out a pad of paper from the drawer
and jotted down some ideas for a column, just in case her boss said
yes. I liked to be prepared. First, I’d write about my dining room
redo, then maybe the living room.

As I tapped the pen against my bottom lip, my
mind wandered away from decorating and to the grisly crime. I
decided more brainstorming was in order—if I wanted to attempt an
investigation, I needed to be prepared. Who was the real Nancy
Harper and who would want her dead? Was it a random murder or a
serial killer in Honeysuckle? I’d make a list of people I wanted to
talk to—maybe starting with her husband. But how would I talk with
him? What would be the pretense for stopping by for a little
tête-à-tête? We were basically strangers. Offering my condolences
might be a nice gesture.

Maybe if I worked on decorating, an idea
would come to me, I thought. It was like my creative outlet and
relaxed me—somewhat. There was one project in the dining room I
hadn’t changed—the ugly brass chandelier. It desperately needed a
makeover. I grabbed another can of black spray paint and the
painter’s tape.

Because I was lazy and in a hurry for a least
one room to be finished, I decided to paint the light while it
still hung from the ceiling. Again, not something Martha Stewart
would do, but whatever. I opened the window for air, then climbed
on top of my newly constructed table, right underneath the light.
After I unscrewed the bulbs and taped over the top of the electric
sockets, little by little I sprayed primer, coating the entire
chandelier.

Next, I added a coat of paint to the hideous
brass. Someday, it might be my style again, but right now, I hated
the golden hue. It might have been the way the light reflected
across the room and onto the chandelier, but two coats would be in
order. I smiled, thinking of the finished project. Finally
something I was proud of—my home. I hoped the light would dry
quickly—I wanted to finish the room badly.

After cleaning up my mess, I prepared a quick
dinner—peanut butter and jelly sandwich. What could I say? I was a
simple girl. As I finished the last bite, Claire Ann called back to
give a thumbs up on the column. I couldn’t believe it. How
exciting! Who knew I could get a job writing in Honeysuckle? I’d
given up my dream of creative pursuits to be with that deadbeat
Ross. At the time I had no way of knowing I was making such a big
mistake. My mother had known, though. And so had Claire Ann. I
hadn’t listened to their warnings.

I’d write my column tomorrow, and hopefully
if they liked that, I could do many more. Things had a way of
working out for the best sometimes. If I hadn’t married Ross, I
would never have gotten this house. A small price to pay, I
guess.

The gentle moonlight bathed the area with an
eerie silence. My watch read eleven p.m. and Mr. Littlefield hadn’t
returned. Leaving the front door open for him wasn’t an option. Not
with a killer running around like some real-life version of the
Halloween movies. I’d just have to listen for him to knock. An
inconvenience for my guest, but what could I do? I stacked my dirty
dishes in the sink, then trudged back to the dining room. My
stomach did a little tumble as I neared the window. Time had
slipped away faster than I’d realized. I hadn’t meant to leave the
window open after dark. As I lifted the blind to close the window,
I knew if anyone was out there, they could see me. Darkness covered
every inch outside. Anyone could be right next to the window and I
wouldn’t know it.

I wanted to air the paint scent out, but I
couldn’t afford to leave the window open all night—that was like
sending a pretty printed invitation to the killer. Swallowing the
lump in my throat, I shoved the window down and flipped the lock in
a hurry.

I decided to sleep in my clothes instead of
jumping into my comfy pink and white polka dotted pajamas until
after Mr. Littlefield returned. I didn’t want him to think I'd been
in bed. That way, he wouldn’t feel guilty for waking me up—not that
he would, but just in case. I stretched out on top of the covers
with mystery novel in hand.

Next thing I knew, I woke to pounding on the
front door. I sat up and blinked at my watch. One-thirty in the
morning. He certainly kept late hours. Where could he have been?
Maybe at the bar in the next town? Lordy, please don’t let him be
drunk. I didn’t like dealing with drunks. Taking care of Ross when
he had his nights out with the boys was enough to last me a
lifetime. I jumped up and slid down the hall. As my hand touched
the knob and I twisted, I realized I didn’t know for sure if it was
Mr. Littlefield. What if it was the killer?


Chapter Twenty-Three

I let go of the knob. “Who is it?”

“The Easter Bunny. Who the hell do you think
it is? How many other guests do you have? You locked me out. I paid
for my night, you know.”

I unlocked the door and opened it. A frown
stretched across Mr. Littlefield’s face.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to leave the door
unlocked with the kill...”

He probably didn’t know about the murderer.
Did I really want to advertise that a body had been discovered in
the back yard? Nope—probably not.

“I don’t like to leave the door unlocked at
night. Sorry. I knew you’d knock and I was listening for you.”

He looked me up and down. “Maybe you should
rethink your system.” He stepped through the door and past me
toward the staircase. Halfway across the room the folder he’d been
carrying under his arm fell to the floor. I hurried over to help
him pick up the scattered papers.

“I can handle it. Don’t touch anything.” His
face turned red.

The paper on top was a plot plan of the
entire street. My house was included on the map. Why would he have
a map of the area? His behavior accompanied with the papers made me
extremely nervous. I watched as he stomped up the stairs. That
hadn’t gone well. Nothing made him happy.

***

I woke at five a.m. Not much sleep, but I had
a long day ahead of me and I didn’t want to waste a minute of it.
After I showered, as I slipped on my shorts and tank, I heard the
front door slam. I ran down the hall. From the front door, I spied
Mr. Littlefield hopping into his car. Well, hellfire. Why did my
one and only guest not want my free breakfast? The continental was
one of the best parts of the stay. Well, at least for me it was. I
sighed and slipped back to the kitchen and grabbed a muffin and
juice for myself.

As I sat at my new dining table, I admired my
handiwork. Not bad, if I did say so myself. Later in the day, if I
had the time, I’d decorate the living room. As much as I enjoyed
the room, the murder wouldn’t stay out of my mind. Was I nuts for
thinking I could investigate a homicide? Obviously I’d never done
anything like it before, so I’d be winging it. In the novel I was
currently reading, the heroine talked with as many people as she
could. My first plan of action was to talk with the victim’s
husband. Teeny problem though, I didn’t know where to find him. He
worked as a roofer, I knew that much, but did he have an office in
town? Or was he on top of a roof somewhere? Since his wife just
died, I doubted he’d be working anyway.

After I washed the few dishes in the sink and
placed them in the cabinet, I called Claire Ann.

“Hey, what have you got planned for the day?”
I stacked the last plate in the cabinet.

“Well, I have to be at work by noon.” Her dog
barked, echoing through the phone.

“Do you want to help me?” I asked.

She paused. “Sure? What am I doing?”

“Maybe you should ask what it is before you
agree to it.” I leaned against the counter.

She laughed. “For you, anything. Well, almost
anything. So what is it?”

“I want to talk with Nancy’s husband.”

“Oh Lord, you’re right, I should have asked
first.”

“I need to find him.”

“I guess we can ask around.”

“Come on over.” I moved across the room,
closer to the window.

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

I poked around my stash of decorating items
while I waited. Mrs. Mathers had three of the cutest plastic pears
hidden away in an upstairs bedroom—again, random items. What had
motivated her decisions, I had no idea. They color of the fake
fruit had faded, so I painted them white—I just couldn’t resist
spray paint. Issues: I had them. Heck, I had seen a therapist once,
but when she said she had the same issues, I stopped going. How the
heck could she help me if she couldn’t help herself?

In my décor stash, I had plates and plate
hangers. I took an old plastic-framed print from the wall and
replaced it with seven plates, then stepped back to admire my
handiwork. I placed the six white ones on the wall in a circle,
then placed the light blue one in the middle. The hangers cost more
than the plates. A knock sounded on the door and I hurried
over.

Claire Ann stood with a big smile across her
face. “I’m ready for some sleuthing.” She wiggled her eyebrows.

“Let me grab my purse and keys and we’ll head
out.”

Within a couple of minutes, we were backing
out of the drive. My lovely neighbor was staring at us. She wore
tight black shorts and a bright yellow tank top, which made her
look like a giant bumble bee.

“My neighbor isn’t so friendly.” I tilted my
head in her direction.

“Oh, Judy? Yeah, she’s got a big chip on her
shoulder.”

“Any reason why?” I waited for a truck to
pass so I could pull out.

“She was born with it. I’ve heard rumors
about her.” Claire Ann lowered her voice, as if Judy might hear
her.

“Really?” I asked as I steered out of the
drive on onto Main Street. “And you’re just now telling me this
why? Why not tell me the first day?”

“It just didn’t cross my mind. Too many other
things to think about, I guess.”

Like her mystery date maybe? Now that I had
her in the car, I’d corner her into telling all the details.

“Are you going to tell me about Judy now? Or
do I have to torture you with my Bluegrass CD?”

“You know that music reminds me of Bob. The
day he walked out on me, I wanted to choke him with his mandolin
strings. He thought he was so special because Roger Milby asked him
to play at the jamboree.”

“He’s history, just like Ross, remember? So
spit it out, tell me what it is.” I accelerated to thirty miles per
hour. Ten over the speed limit. I’d better slow down unless I
wanted Kent to cuff me. Ahem.

“I’m not sure.” She shrugged. “Of course, all
this is just hearsay.”

“Uh-huh.” I nodded.

“I hear she’s involved with a not-so-good
group of people. Like some kind of hillbilly gangster thing.
Moonshine or drugs or something. Of course that’s hearsay. So I
don’t know.”

“You mean I’m living next door to a drug
dealer?” My eyes widened.

“No, no. I don’t think she’s selling drugs,
but just maybe she’s friends with people who do.”

“That’s great. Just great. I want to make
Honeysuckle a quaint little tourist town with cute little shops and
cafes. I can’t have things like that going on. Maybe I could have
those buildings declared historical. Then we could have a little
historic part to town.”

“Well, good luck with turning this place into
something. Where are you going to get the money to do all this?”
She quirked an eyebrow.

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “It’s just a long
term goal, that’s all.”

“Or a fantasy. Or wishful thinking.”

That was the one problem with Claire Ann. I
loved her, but she never set her sights for more. She believed most
things were impossible. Whereas I thought anything was possible.
I'd taken on that new attitude, by the way. Maybe I could teach her
to think differently, or give it a try at least.

“If you’re really serious, my uncle is on the
historical society, I can call him. I’ll give you his number,
too.”

I smiled. “I’d like that. Thank you.”

“Hey, pull in here.” She pointed.


Chapter Twenty-Four

I whipped the car into the church parking
lot. Only a few cars dotted the pavement. The Gothic-style
structure loomed tall with its ornate stained-glass windows,
intricate archways and bell tower. Mitchell leaned up against the
building. Only in Honeysuckle did the town drunk hang out at the
church.

“What are we doing?” I asked.

“Mitchell may be a drunk, but he hears and
sees more in this town than anyone. I think we should ask him some
questions.”

“If you say so.” I pulled the car next to him
and put it in park.

“Hey, Mitchell,” Claire Ann said and
waved.

He approached my car, then hiccupped. “I
think he’s had a few sips.”

“Hey there, sweet ladies. You want to take me
for a spin?” He smiled, displaying the gap between his teeth.

“Mitchell, I think you’re spinning enough as
it is. Maybe you should go home and lie down,” I said.

“No rest for the wicked.” He chuckled.
“There’s time for that later. I got things to do today.” He held
out brown bag wrapped bottle. “Here, why don’t you have a
drink?”

“I’ve had my share for the day already.” I
smiled.

“I’m trying to quit,” Claire Ann said.

He shrugged. “You don’t know what you’re
missing.”

“Mitchell, you know where we can find Mark
Harper?” Claire Ann asked.

“Sure do.” He nodded. “I think he's over on
Routt Road, last I heard.”

Mitchell leaned into the car and I smelled
the whiskey on his breath. “Whatcha want with him? Ya lookin’ to
get a new roof?” He chuckled. “I’m pretty handy with a hammer.”

Oh dear heavens. I pictured him on a roof,
weaving and swaying. If he made it to the top, he’d fall off within
two seconds. But somehow, I knew his volunteering was more of a
double entendre.

“We want to talk with him about his wife,”
Claire Ann said.

He stepped back from the car. “That’s a real
shame what happened to her.” He leaned forward into the car window
again. “People are crazy. There’s a lot of mean folks in this
world. Of course, a lot of nice ones, too. Like you beautiful
ladies.”

I looked at Claire Ann and she shrugged. I
was in a church parking lot having a conversation with the town
drunk about a murder. What the heck happened to my life? At least
he had both eyes in today; I noticed when he opened them wider
again.

“I heard Martha saying some stuff. She’s got
plans for this town, she said.”

“What does she mean by that?” I asked.

Claire Ann was right. He did have the 411.
Mitchell didn’t answer. I thought he’d dozed off again.

“When he’s drunk like this, you can’t get
much info out of him,” Claire Ann said. “It just comes in bits in
pieces. We’ll have to catch him when he’s sober.”

“He acts completely different when he’s
drunk.”

She nodded. “It’s sad.”

“What do we do with him now?” I looked at
Mitchell, then focused on Claire Ann.

“Same thing we always do. He’ll sit here on
the lawn until he sobers up, then he’ll go home.”

“Will he sober up? Maybe we should call Kent
to come and get him?”

“Sounds as if you just want an excuse to call
the handsome sheriff.” She gave a lopsided smile.

“I do not.” I tried to hide my smile, but
concealing it grew harder the more she stared. “He is handsome,” I
said as Mitchell walked away.

“Who, Mitchell?”

“No, Kent!”

Claire Ann laughed.

“Come on, let’s get over to Routt Road and
ask some questions.” I put the car in reverse.

“You’re brave. I’ve heard he’s not the
friendliest guy in town and that’s saying a lot coming from some of
these characters.” She pulled her sunglasses down from the top of
her head.

I turned back onto the road and looked in my
rearview mirror. Mitchell was sitting on the lawn as the pastor
made his way toward him. Maybe he could help him. I hated leaving
Mitchell there like that.

Within a few minutes, we pulled onto Routt
Road. An old pickup honked and swerved around me. The old guy shook
his fist as he passed. He must have been from out of town, because
no one around here got in a hurry.

Up ahead stood three houses all in a row, two
white ones with a yellow one in the middle. My car crept down the
road until we spotted the house getting repairs. As the engine of
the old man’s truck faded, I spotted a man on the roof and assumed
it was Mark Harper. I steered the Mustang down the gravel drive,
the pebbles dancing in its wake, stirring up dust. The engine and
crunch of gravel must have caught Mark’s attention because he
glanced our way. I pulled up in front of the small white house.
Mark looked up again, held a hand above his eyes and watched us
until we came to a stop. He looked away and began pounding the roof
with his hammer again.

“Maybe he thinks we’re here to see the
homeowners,” I said.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Claire Ann said
sarcastically.

I climbed out and Claire Ann followed. A red
Toyota stood in the drive. As I walked past, I glanced in the
window. The interior was clean, only a bandana and papers set on
the passenger seat. One odd thing though, the paper on top was a
map of the old buildings on Main Street.

We trudged forward. The lawn needed mowing
and dandelions speckled the lawn. Pear trees stood in front of the
house.

“Mr. Harper?” I asked when I reached the side
of the house. I cupped my hand over my brow to shield my eyes from
the sun.

He looked down. A scowl stretched across his
face. “What do you want?”

“Hi.” I waved. “I’m Raelynn Pendleton. I just
wanted to find you and say how terribly sorry I am about your
wife.”

He stared, then finally said, “Screw
you.”

Claire Ann gasped. His gaze was fixed on me.
The situation was very awkward.

“Um. I’m not sure if you know, but I own the
house where she was found.”

“I’m aware.” He crouched down again and
hammered a nail. “And I really don’t care.”

When he finished pounding I said, “It must be
terrible to get such news.”

I looked at Claire Ann and she shook her
head. I shrugged. “I don’t know what to say,” I whispered.

“That’s obvious. You're terrible at this.”
She nudged me.

Mark was still focused on his work. I twisted
my hands together. I think my teeth even chattered a little. “Do
you have any idea who killed her?”

“What are you a cop?” He looked at me, his
face set in a frown.

“No, no, just curious.” I held my hands up in
surrender.

“I don’t know a thing. Now if you’re finished
playing Nancy Drew can I go back to work?”

“Yeah, sure.” I frowned.

I turned on my heel and trudged back to the
car. Claire Ann followed a few steps behind me. When I reached the
car, a loud thud rang out near me. I looked to my left and spotted
a piece of wood. Unless the sky was raining random pieces of
lumber, Mr. Harper had thrown it my way—on purpose. I spun around.
Mark stood, glaring at us.

“Get in the car,” Claire Ann yelled.

I fumbled with the car handle, then finally
opened the door. I jumped in and Claire Ann slipped in the
passenger side.

When I slammed the door she said, “Well, that
went well.”

I let out a breath and started the car. “I
can’t believe he threw that at me.”

“Well, I told you he was mean. You need to
call Kent.”

I shook my head. “No way. I don’t want him to
know I came out here. Plus, I don’t need any more trouble with Mark
Harper. I’ll just let sleeping dogs lie, thank you very much.”

“Whatever you say.” Claire Ann shook her head
in obvious disapproval.

“I guess I should have planned out what I was
going to say,” I said.

“You think? I would say don’t quit your day
job but... that’s just cruel.”

My gaze shot daggers her way.

“Sorry.” She smiled and held her hands up in
mock surrender.

I shook my head as I backed out of the drive.
“So what do you think?”

“About Mark?”

“Yes.” I steered onto the street.

“I don’t know. Maybe we need to look into
more about him.”

“Somehow I don’t think there’s a lot to know.
But we definitely need to find out more about his relationship with
his wife and the mistress.”

Claire Ann nodded. “Well, considering he had
a mistress, I think we can guess what his relationship with his
wife was like. Strained to say the least.”

We headed down the country road, soaking in
the beautiful summer scenery with its abundance of green and making
our way back toward the store to drop off Claire Ann. Farms with
old farmhouses and cow pastures with miles of black pasture fencing
set on each side of the road. Horses grazed in the lush fields.

As I steered, I daydreamed about my future.
Visions of the old house clean and a huge success as a hotel filled
my thoughts. It was a short distance back to town, and I lost
myself in thoughts of decorating. It was the only thing keeping me
sane at the moment. Well, that and Claire Ann. Thank goodness I had
such a great friend. I tried to keep myself from thinking of
Nancy.

I decided to ask about Claire Ann about her
date. At least it would get my mind off the horrifying thoughts.
Turning down the radio, I broke Claire Ann out of her reverie. “So
tell me about the mystery date. I’m beginning to think you made the
whole thing up.”

“Okay, I deserved that for the ‘day job’
comment.”

I grinned. “You did deserve it. But you’re
still avoiding the subject. Why is that? What’s wrong with him?
Does he like to wear women’s underwear?”

“Nothing is wrong with him. Well… at least
not that I know of yet.” She looked out her window when I glanced
over at her. “He’s a very private person. Besides, I don’t want to
jinx it. I probably won’t date him again anyway.”

“The date didn’t go so well?”

“I don’t think he liked me.” She sighed.

“How could he not like you? You’re a babe,
you have a great personality—”

“Look, I already got you the gig at the
paper. No need to butter me up.”

I chuckled. “So does he have a name?”

Her cell phone rang. “Hold that thought.” She
held up her index finger.

I couldn’t believe she was saved by the bell.
I’d get more info out of her if it was the last thing I did. The
drive back into town didn’t take long and Claire Ann was still on
the phone with her mother when I pulled up in front of the store. I
think her mother was giving her the usual
you’re-in-your-thirties-why-aren’t-you-married speech. My mother
had given up on asking after the disastrous marriage to Ross.
Although I thought thirty-two was still plenty young enough to find
a husband and start a family… or find a second husband.

A couple old men stood in front of the store.
They gawked and I turned my attention back to Claire Ann. I’d
barely gotten the car in park when she opened the door and jumped
out. She was pulling out her inner Dukes of Hazzard again. She told
her mom to hold on a second. Normally, she’d be off the phone
faster than she could say ‘ovulation test kit’, but this time she
brushed me off to continue their conversation.

Something was off—way off. She was definitely
avoiding the questions about her date.

“We’re not done with this conversation,” I
said. “I’ll get more details about him. I’ll use my investigative
skills if I have to. You saw how good I am,” I yelled behind
her.

She laughed and strolled away, waving, then
putting the phone back up to her ear as she disappeared into the
store. I bet she pushed the end button as soon the door closed
behind her. Maybe I needed to do some sleuthing on her, too. I’d
find answers, I’d show her.

Okay, maybe I was taking the sleuthing thing
too far. Perhaps I was bordering on being nosy and a little nutso.
I never claimed to not be inquisitive though, she knew that. One of
my better traits, I thought. Besides, I’d tell her if I met a guy.
Although she never had to worry about that, I attracted losers
only. Slim pickings in Honeysuckle. Best friends needed answers
though. How bad could this guy be?


Chapter Twenty-Five

The next morning arrived and my guest had
asked to stay yet another night. I so wanted to know what business
he had in Honeysuckle. Why did he have the plot plans of my street?
I intended to get to the bottom of that question.

With the rest of the day still ahead of me
and nothing accomplished, I decided to work on the house—and maybe
do a little detective work. Surely after a little labor I’d get
another idea about what to do about my murder investigation. Heck,
if I solved the cause maybe the town would give me a key to the
city. Okay, wishful thinking, I knew.

I pulled the Mustang into the driveway and
glanced over at my neighbor’s. I let out a deep breath when I
discovered she wasn’t outside stalking me. What Claire Ann had told
me about Judy ran through my mind again. I’d seen a few cars over
there, but otherwise she seemed to be a quiet neighbor, just a
little nosy. But drugs? A chill ran down my spine.

What was she up to in that house anyway?
Again an old blue Buick, a couple of pickups and a beat-up Honda
were in the driveway, but I didn’t see anyone. I climbed out and
headed for the front door, but an idea popped into my head and
stopped me in my tracks. Next thing I knew, I was headed towards
the backyard. It was the first time since discovering the body that
I’d ventured into the once-lush retreat. As much as I hated it, I
knew I had to set foot on that green grass at some point.

I inched toward the gazebo, then stopped a
couple feet away. I gazed at nothing in particular. The twitter of
birds filled the air and cotton-ball clouds shifted by slowly.
Nearby daffodils wore their yellow sun-bonnets and purple pansies
peeked up from the ground. A short time ago the yard had an ominous
feeling surrounding it, but now it wasn’t so bad if I didn’t look
in the exact spot where Nancy had been found. The peaceful and
serene feeling had returned. But would I ever take pleasure in
sitting in the gazebo without thinking about Nancy? The visions of
quiet breakfasts under the shade amongst the flowers and nature
each morning had danced through my head when I first moved in, but
right now, when I thought about the murder, I lost my appetite.
Finding a dead body kind of killed the enjoyment. Pun intended.

As I stood there, near the back of the
gazebo, I noticed something I hadn’t seen before. Not so surprising
since I hadn’t spent much time outside, but nevertheless, it seemed
out of place. Between the bushes, leading from my crazy neighbor’s
house, was an opening. A path had been worn over the grass and only
dirt was visible. Why was it there? Maybe I needed a fence to keep
neighbors away. Well, only one neighbor. I didn’t know how serious
the relationship between Judy and Mrs. Mathers had been, but maybe
Judy had actually been nice to the little old lady. Somehow, I
doubted it.

Moving away from the path, I neared the spot
where Nancy had been found. I turned my gaze to the nearby bushes,
trying not to look at the spot directly. A shiny metallic object
caught my eye. I leaned down and pulled it from behind the bush. It
was a necklace—silver with a beaded chain. The round pendant had
the letter M in the middle. Whose was it and how long had it been
there? It looked modern, not like an antique, but maybe it had been
there since Mrs. Mathers lived here. Although it was so close to
the spot where the body was found. Why hadn’t the police discovered
the necklace when they searched the area?

Once again the strange sensation washed over
me, as if eyes were watching my every move, but I didn’t see a
soul. I stuffed the necklace in my front pocket and hurried back
toward the driveway. I’d left my purse in the car. The weird
sensation stayed with me as I walked along the side of the house.
As I neared my car, voices carried from the front yard. It was Mr.
Littlefield and another male voice. They didn’t notice me, so I
eased back a few steps, out of sight.

“I have every right to be here.” Mr.
Littlefield’s voice rose. “I told you I’d get the job done and I
won’t leave until I finish it.”

What the heck was he talking about? And who
was the other man? Was it the same one from before? I hadn’t gotten
a good look at his face, but I thought it was.

“Just make sure you know what you're doing. I
won’t lose any more money on this. I think it’s a stupid idea
anyway. What about this one?” The man gestured with his head toward
my house.

“I’m not positive about her, but I’ll make
sure she doesn’t get in the way.”

Oh, my God! Were they talking about me? Of
course they were. He pointed toward the house. What did I do now? I
couldn’t kick him out based on one conversation. I hadn’t known
what they were talking about for sure, but it was suspicious and
creepy. No one could deny that. Was I safe in my home? The
conversation grew quiet. I held my breath as footsteps descended
from the porch. Please don’t let them find me eavesdropping. I
slipped back a few steps, hoping they didn’t notice. My heart
thumped as my back pressed as close to the house as I could get.
Two car doors slammed one right after the other.

After a few seconds, when I thought the coast
was clear, I peeped out from my hiding spot. Mr. Littlefield drove
toward Honeysuckle Supermarket and the other man went the opposite
way out of town. After retrieving my purse, I eased around the
front of the house, but still felt a gaze on me. Out of the corner
of my eye, I noticed the police cruiser. I glanced at it, then saw
Kent. And I knew he saw me.

Was Kent watching my house? If so, then why?
He claimed to think I was innocent. Would he know I had the
necklace? I was being crazy—paranoid again. How could he possibly
know? Unless… he had been spying on me. With all the flowers and
trees he would have had to have been at the neighbor’s house to see
me. And if anyone was in her yard, I’d know it. She wouldn’t be
able to keep her big mouth shut. Kent backed the car up and pulled
down the side road. He knew I’d seen him, so why hadn’t he come
over to say anything? Had he seen the two men talking?

“I feel we’ve gotten off to the wrong start.”
The voice startled me. “I made you some cookies.” Judy held out a
plate covered with plastic wrap.

I looked at her smiling face, then down at
the plate. She pulled back the plastic and shoved the white serving
dish toward me.

“Here, take a bite.”

How would I avoid eating these? Again with my
paranoia, right? But better safe than sorry. The murder had
frazzled my nerves more than I’d thought. But it wasn’t like her
character from what I’d seen and heard to make anyone anything.
Unless perhaps a bomb to take me far, far away. She wanted me as
her neighbor like I wanted to reconcile with Ross.

“Oh, that’s very sweet of you,” I said
through gritted teeth. I took the plate. “My hands are dirty, so
I’ll just eat one of these later. You shouldn’t have, really.”

She frowned and pinched her fat lips
together. Without saying another word she turned on her heel and
stormed away.

Well, that went well.


Chapter Twenty-Six

“Hey,” I said when Claire Ann picked up the
phone. “How are things going there?”

“Not the same without you.”

“Yeah, I’m sure all the customers miss me.” I
smirked.

“Some do. Mr. Hennessey asked about you.”

“That was sweet.”

“Never mind the customers, though. I miss
you.”

“I miss you, too. Listen, I emailed you the
article. Let me know what you think.”

“That was fast. Thanks for doing it so
quickly, I’m sure I’ll love it. So, what else is going on? Any
news?”

“There are some strange things going on
around here. I feel as if I’m being torn in all different
directions. I found this necklace in the back yard near where I
found Nancy’s body. It has the initial M. I don’t know if it was
Mrs. Mathers’, Nancy’s or the killer’s. But why would Nancy have a
necklace with the initial M? Oh, and I have another idea… I think
I’ll make an appointment with Margaret at the salon and ask her
some questions.”

“Oh, no, be careful, you don’t know what your
hair will look like if she finds out you’re snooping. She was
sleeping around with Nancy’s husband and as long as fingers are
pointing at you, people will leave her alone.”

“I’ll be careful, I promise. I just can’t
believe everyone knows she was cheating with Nancy’s husband, yet
they never raise an eyebrow at her. She’s suspect number one as far
as I’m concerned.”

“Not exactly rational thinking going on
around here, remember?”

“Yeah, I know, I know. Hey, guess what else
happened.” I looked down at the cookies in the trash can.

“What?” The cash register dinged in the
background.

“My lovely neighbor gave me cookies out of
the blue. She said we got off on the wrong foot.”

“No way, you didn’t eat them did you?”

“Are you kidding? I threw them away. She was
mad when I didn’t sample one right away.” I stared out the
window.

“I’d keep my eye on her. She probably put a
laxative in them.”

“That's exactly what I was thinking. Plus,
get this… Kent was across the street in his cop car watching my
house.”

“What the heck is going on? What do you think
he’s up to?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he’s feeling the
pressure to arrest me. This town will come after me with lit
torches and pitchforks before long.” I sighed.

“Maybe he’s just worried about you.”

“Uh? I doubt it. Have you been talking to
him? ‘Cause he mentioned being worried with a stranger in the house
the other night.”

“Well, you were attacked. Are you being
careful?”

“I know, I know. I’m being careful. Are you
being careful? I think everyone should be careful. Although most
people obviously think I made the story up.”

“Look, honey, I’m sorry you’re having such a
tough time.”

“Thank you, but you don’t want to hear me
rant. Let’s change the subject. Any plans for tonight?” I
asked.

“The connection was bad, what did you
say?”

Notice how Claire Ann had a way of avoiding
answering questions without directly saying she wanted to change
the subject?

“Never mind. You got any customers right
now?” I asked.

“No, it’s slowed down now.”

“Good, ’cause I wanted to run something past
you. Like I said before, I think this town could increase tourist
traffic. We have touristy things all around this county. Those old
storefronts should be fixed up and businesses could be added. Maybe
a café, antique shops, book store.”

“That sounds great… in your head. But you
know the mayor plans on building a road through here? They’re going
to tear those old buildings down any week now. His wife has been
pushing for it, and now he’s on board. He was against it at first,
but you know she gets everything she wants.”

“What? No. That would be horrible. We can’t
let that happen. People will drive through Honeysuckle even faster
and not even slow down for as much as a look. They barely stop now
as it is.”

“I know, but you can’t go against the mayor.
All of town agrees with the project.”

“Why?” I paused.

“I don’t know why, they just do.”

“Maybe I can convince them otherwise. There’s
got to be something I can do.” I let out a deep breath.

“I don’t know, Sweetie, listen, I got a
customer. I have to go.”

“Yeah, okay, I’ll talk to you later. Let me
know what you think of the article.”

“Okay, will do. Talk to you later.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Day had turned into evening. My to-do list
was growing by the minute. It was a bit odd to say the least to
have ‘Solve murder’ at the top of said list. But my future depended
on it. My life depended on it. I felt the walls closing in on me.
One thing for sure, I wanted to know more about my guest. So what
was a girl to do? Google him. I typed in his name and came up with
a website for an oil company. Mr. Littlefield wasn’t around, but I
looked over my shoulder just in case. I clicked on the link.
According to the website, he worked developing new gas stations for
this oil company. Hmm. That didn’t tell me much. Should I mention
to Kent about the plot plans? No, this was my way of investigating,
and he probably wouldn’t think much of my little clues and
interferences. If anything, he’d tell me to butt out. I was in the
middle of searching for more when a loud knock rattled the front
door. I jumped and quickly closed the browser.

I peeped around the corner of the shade. Mr.
Littlefield stood with his arms crossed in front of his chest and
foot tapping against the porch floor. Again he’d had to knock on
the door. When I opened it for him, I was greeted by the scowl I’d
grown accustomed to from him. The Innkeeper of the Year award
wasn’t headed my way anytime soon if he had any say in it.

He marched through in a huff, not uttering a
word. There was nothing I could do to make him happy. I went back
to the computer with my shoulders more slumped than ever. No more
searching for information on him now, though. Just in case he
slipped back downstairs without me knowing. As I sat again, Mr.
Littlefield’s footsteps echoed from upstairs. Was he rearranging my
furniture? Would I ever get used to having guests?

As I contemplated my to-do list, I decided to
research registering a building as a national historic place. If I
could do that for the buildings, then maybe I could save them. I
also wondered who owned them—if I only had more contacts around
town. A visit to the courthouse to research the deed was in order,
but it’d have to wait a little while longer. Another thing to add
to my to-do list—soon it would look like Santa’s toy list. Maybe
Claire Ann’s uncle could be of some help. He’d probably know who
owned the buildings.

My cell rang and snapped me out of my
musings. “Hello,” I said.

“Hi, Raelynn. It’s Sheriff Kent Klein.”

Yeah, by now I knew the name. My stomach
dropped. I’d wondered when he'd be in contact. Would he pretend
nothing had happened? As if I hadn’t seen him spying on me.

“Hi,” I said hesitantly.

I waited for him to start the conversation.
After all, he’d called me.

“You still have the guest?” he asked.

“Yes, why?”

He paused. “It’s nothing.”

I sensed it was something, but I wouldn’t
press the issue. Did he know more about my guest than he pretended?
“Have you found out anything about my attacker?”

“No, I haven’t, but we’re still trying.”

I wasn’t convinced that they were. Maybe he
was, but I doubted anyone else gave a rat’s patootie.

“Any news on the Nancy case?” I asked.

“You do realize I shouldn’t be sharing any of
that info with you?”

“Well, I realize that, but you don’t think
it’ll stop me from asking, do you?”

“I can’t tell you anything.” His husky voice
made me tingle again.

“I’ll just find out some other way.” I smiled
to myself.

“I’m sure you’ll try.” I thought he tried to
restrain a chuckle.

I didn’t acknowledge his retort. “What do you
know about the old storefronts on Main?”

“You’ve already been snooping around, haven’t
you?”

“What makes you say that?” I twirled my hair
with my index finger. Why was I acting as if I had a schoolgirl
crush?

“Come on, don’t act innocent with me.”

“Well, it’s not an act. I haven’t been
snooping. Not that I don’t intend to, though.”

He let out a breath and then said, “Nancy
owned them. Her grandfather died recently and left them to her. She
was his sole heir. Of course, now Nancy’s husband owns them.”

Something was fishy. So that was why Mark
Harper had the maps of the buildings in his car. What would this
mean for my historical status mission? I thought about the note I’d
found at Martha’s house. If Martha wanted Nancy to sell those
buildings and she wouldn’t, there was no telling what she was
capable of—maybe even murder. If I could talk to her, maybe I could
discover her motives. Heck, maybe she’d slip and confess—just like
in one of the mystery books. Okay, I really had been reading too
many novels. One huge problem, though, there was no way Martha
would ever speak to me. She’d rather invite Mitchell to move in
with her than talk to me again.

“Interesting,” I said.

“What makes you say that?” Kent asked.

“It’s just that the mayor and his wife want
to bring the highway through here. They’ll need those buildings in
order to do it. But you knew that already, didn’t you?”

“I can’t discuss this with you.”

“I knew I would get details out of you.” I
smiled.

“I didn’t share with you anything you
wouldn’t have heard around town anyway.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. So they want Nancy’s
husband to sell the buildings so they can tear them down.”

“Or something like that.”

“Let me ask you something else.”

“You’re just full of questions today. Aren’t
I the one who should be asking questions?”

“Should and would are two different things.
What do you know about my neighbor?” I asked.

“Why do you ask?”

“You keep answering my questions with
questions.” I stood.

He chuckled. “Does that bother you?”

“Stop it! Anyway, my neighbor seems a bit
unfriendly to say the least. I get the feeling she doesn’t like
me.”

“Well, I don’t think she likes anyone but
herself.”

“Is she involved in drugs or something?”

He paused. I didn’t need any further answer.
He was so easy. Was he that way only around me? Because otherwise,
I wasn’t sure he was cut out for the law enforcement gig. The
stairs creaked and I spun around. Had Mr. Littlefield been there?
Did he hear my conversation? He was creeping me out slinking around
like a cat.

“Listen, I need to run. You weren’t calling
to come arrest me, were you?”

“No, no, I wasn’t.”

“Okay, I’ll talk to you soon then.”

“Be careful.”

I didn’t even want to know what that
meant.

Later that evening, after a dinner of yummy
Lean Cuisine, I took fresh towels up to Mr. Littlefield. As I
reached the top of the stairs, his voice echoed through the door.
He must have been on his cell phone. I was surprised he hadn’t
heard my footsteps on the squeaky stairs.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

“I know it would be a perfect location. And
the owner wants to sell. His wife just died, so there’s a little
wait, if you know what I mean. The mayor of this hick place wants a
road through there, but if the owner isn’t willing to sell…”

I held my breath. So that was why he was in
town.

“He doesn’t care, he got what he wanted.”

I almost fell backward trying to get out of
there before he heard me. The floor creaked and it was too late. He
opened the door with a swoosh and I turned to look at him, as if
I’d been caught with my hand in the snooping innkeeper cookie
jar.

“Let me call you back,” he said into the
phone, then flipped it shut. “How long have you been standing
there?”

“Huh?” I pointed to my chest.

He gave me a look of disgust. “How long were
you standing there?” He spoke slower and louder as if I had a
hearing impairment.

“I just came up to give you some fresh
towels.” I held them out.

He snatched them up, turned around, and
stormed back into his room, slamming the door this time. If he’d
wanted a private conversation he should have closed it in the first
place.

Kent didn’t answer his phone. I figured he
needed to know what I’d overheard. It probably meant nothing to the
case though. I’d try him again later.

The next morning, I worked in the kitchen.
The wall near the backdoor had old wallpaper and I stripped it off.
Why only one wall was papered, I had no idea. Maybe they ran out of
wallpaper. Soon, I’d attempt painting the countertops. It was the
cheapest way to get rid of the ugly Formica.

Mr. Littlefield finally took one of my
muffins and some juice before leaving. He paid for yet another
night. I’d miss the money when he left, but I wouldn’t miss his
frosty and odd demeanor. He didn’t mention the conversation and
neither did I. But I was none too happy about whatever scheme he
had planned for Honeysuckle.

Right after breakfast, I called the salon to
schedule my appointment—just like a real sleuth. Margaret answered
and had an opening in an hour, so I showered, dressed and headed
out to question her. I hoped Claire Ann wasn’t right and Margaret
didn’t shave my head. After all, Claire Ann had said she was known
to have a temper. An angry hairdresser with scissors in her hand
was not a good thing.

When I reached the salon, I had second
thoughts about my mission. It was too late to turn back, though,
Margaret saw me watching from the sidewalk. She recognized me, I
knew. Margaret loved to smoke Virginia Slims and drink Diet Pepsi.
She came into the store twice a week for her fix. When I pushed
through the old door, the bell chimed, alerting every old lady in
the place to my arrival. They stared. They scowled. They whispered.
Files, scissors and hairdressers stopped midair.

“Come on back,” Margaret said. She motioned
over her shoulder for me to follow her. I had to keep myself from
swinging my hips and emulating her sashay. Her streaked blonde hair
swayed in time with her walk. “Sit down.” She patted the chair. Her
bright blue striped Capri pants didn’t hide her skinny legs, but
the white v-necked T-shirt showed off her enhanced chest.

“I have to say, this is a bit of a surprise.
You never came to me before. This wouldn’t have anything to do with
the murder, would it?”

I almost choked. So much for my sleuthing
ability. They made it seem so easy in the books. And what about
Murder She Wrote? What a scam.

She fastened the velour cape around my neck—a
little too tight. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?” she
asked with her gravelly voice.

Couldn’t she be a little quieter? Everyone
stared as it was. “No,” I croaked as I slipped my finger between
the plastic and my neck.

“So what do you want me to do?”

“Huh?”

“Your hair?” With her hand she fluffed at the
back of my head.

“Oh. Just a trim, please.” Please don’t let
her idea of a trim be six inches.

We were silent for a while. She began cutting
my hair, and so far, she hadn’t cut all of it off. I knew I had to
ask something. Otherwise, the situation would be even more
awkward.

“I just wanted to come by and ask if the
rumors were true. Were you seeing Mark Harper?” I felt like it was
my duty to ask this for Nancy. This was my opportunity to confront
a mistress. She wasn’t the woman who’d cheated with my husband, but
maybe I could get some satisfaction out of this confrontation. I
could say my peace, so to speak.

“What’s it to you?” Her voice rose.

“Like I said, I was just curious.”

She stopped cutting. “Look, we were friends.”
I caught a whiff of cigarettes and diet soda. “There’s nothing
wrong with having a friend. And I didn’t have anything to do with
the murder.” She pointed those scissors a little too close to my
head. “You were the one who found the body. She was in your
backyard.”

“It had only been my backyard for less than
twenty-four hours.” Why was I defending myself? I didn’t have to
answer to her. “Look, I didn’t come here to accuse you. I came for
a haircut.” I needed to smooth out the situation. Pronto. “Sorry if
you thought that. I’m having a tough time of things, you know.
People are looking at me like some kind of villain just because she
was in my backyard.”

“Just because she was in your backyard?
That’s sort of a big deal, don’t you think, darling?”

Now that she mentioned it, I guessed it was a
big deal. But still… “I suppose I can see where it would seem odd,
but I just moved in. I doubt anyone even thought I’d be there that
night. They probably still thought the house was empty.” Maybe
Nancy thought the house was empty. That could have been the reason
she was there.

She stared for a minute, then began to cut
again. “All I know is I didn’t do it, and neither did Mark.”

I didn’t respond. After a bit of silence, I
decided to ask her about her necklace. I felt it was a great segue.
Very smooth. Okay, not so smooth. But she had scissors, what can I
say? I was nervous.

“I discovered this necklace in the backyard
near where they found Nancy. I can’t believe the police didn’t see
it. It’s very pretty actually. Has the initial—”

“You can pay Lynnette.” She yanked the cape
from around my neck and walked away, leaving me sitting there with
all eyes focused my way. I wanted to yell, ‘What are you looking
at?’ Probably not a good idea, though.

I hurried from the chair to the front of the
salon and paid. The whole scene couldn’t have been much worse. She
hadn’t butchered my haircut, though, so I should thank my lucky
stars and get the heck out of there.

When I reached the sidewalk and set out in
the direction of home, I felt a presence behind me—a hostile
presence.

“Word has it that you’re messing around with
the buildings now.”

I turned around. Martha Murdoch stood in
front of me with her hands squarely on her hips. Her brown hair
pulled back into a tight twist, and her crisp white suit made her
look as if she were ready for a business meeting. Perhaps a meeting
with the devil? But something about her rough demeanor made the
clothing seem all wrong for her. Her eyes held a hatred behind
them—a hatred for me and probably a long list of others. She needed
horns and a pitchfork, then she could help lead the way in chasing
me out of town.

This was my chance to ask her about the
buildings, but I didn’t think I could work up enough nerve. Turned
out maybe sleuthing wasn’t one of my strong points. I needed to
read a few more books.

“Isn’t getting that house enough for
you?”

“Excuse me?” I tried to remain polite. I
really didn’t want to go to jail today. Or any other day for that
matter.

She continued. “It’s more than you deserve. I
won’t let you get in the way of this project. No way, no how.” She
pointed her brightly tipped finger in my direction. “I get what I
want. I have ways of taking care of this sort of thing, you
know?”

How did she know what I wanted? I assumed she
referred to the old buildings. My mouth probably hung open. When I
finally wrapped my head around the situation, I asked, “Don’t you
want to make Honeysuckle a better place to live?”

“What do you know about Honeysuckle? You move
here a year ago with that deadbeat husband and think you own the
place?”

“I don’t think that at all.” I shook my head.
“And he’s an ex-husband, thank you very much.”

“And stay away from my home, too. I don’t
want to catch you anywhere near me. I’ll have you arrested. The
nerve, I can’t believe you’d come to my home.”

That statement didn’t even deserve a comment.
Honestly, I didn’t know how to respond. She had a screw loose. “Why
do you hate me?”

“Besides the fact that you’re a murderer?
Isn’t that enough?”

“The police don’t think I’m a murderer. If
they did, don’t you think they’d have arrested me by now? Just
because the woman is in my backyard doesn’t mean I had anything to
do with it.”

“That’s another thing. I’m looking into if
that will was valid. I smell something fishy about this whole
situation.”

If she smelt something fishy it was probably
her feet.

My cheeks burned from the heat. I was
surprised I didn’t have steam coming out of my ears. I hurried
away. The faster I put distance between us, the better. How had she
known about my ideas for the buildings? I’d only mentioned them to
Claire Ann. Now that I thought of it, Claire Ann was the one
working at gossip central. But she was my friend, surely she
wouldn’t mention it.

When I reached the store, I hurried through
the doors. I didn’t care if people didn’t want me there or not. I’d
had enough. Being accosted by the mayor’s wife was my breaking
point. I had just as much right to go anywhere in this town as
anyone else. If Claire Ann had told the mayor’s wife my plans, then
she had betrayed me. Why would she do that?

“Why did you tell the mayor’s wife about my
plans?” I placed my hands on my hips.

“I didn—”

“Just stop, Claire Ann.” I held up my hand.
“Who else could have? You’re the only one I told.”

Claire Ann’s eyes widened.

“I’m sick of this. I can’t trust you.” I
stormed out before she said another word. What could she say? That
she hadn’t told? I knew that was a lie.

At that moment, the old Victorian seemed like
my home more than ever. It was my refuge and I wanted nothing more
than to be within its comforting walls before I was waylaid by
anyone else. Going home and getting away from everyone for a while
sounded like heaven. If I never saw anyone in Honeysuckle again,
I’d be happy. What bothered me the most was I thought I could trust
Claire Ann to keep her mouth shut.

As I marched down the sidewalk, a couple old
ladies walked toward me, but when I made eye contact, they turned
and crossed the street. You’d have thought I had the black plague
or something. I’d be darned if I’d let these crazy people stop me
from enjoying my new home and living my life. When I neared the
local bank, I realized I had all the money from Mr. Littlefield’s
stay in my purse. With my rotten luck, my attacker would return and
steal every penny. He could attack me if he felt the need, but
hands off my money.

The bank was in the largest building in town.
It towered over everything else. By big-city standards, though, it
was small. I made my way to the entrance. When I reached the front,
a tall, thin man with gray hair approached. His suit fit every
angle of his body and his red tie looked like pure silk. I couldn’t
be certain, but I thought it was the same man who’d been talking
with Mr. Littlefield. His shoulder brushed mine as he passed in a
hurry. I stumbled forward, but caught myself. He rushed through the
door. Did he see me? Did he notice almost knocking me flat on my
face?

“How rude,” I mumbled.

I climbed the steps and entered the old
structure. It was a square red-brick building, probably erected
sometime around the turn of the century. It stood across the street
from the store, a few buildings down. The lobby was empty except
for the man who was now talking with a teller. I could have heard a
pin drop. Was he whispering? It was as if I’d stepped into the
library instead of a bank. Thank goodness the rude guy had gotten
the not-so-pleasant Mrs. Manning. She’d worked at the bank since
the building had been erected, or so I’d heard. The other teller
stared at me from behind the counter.

I approached and placed my deposit down on
the counter. “Hi.”

“You doing okay?” she asked as she picked up
my deposit. “Doesn’t look like you’re having a great day.”

“I’m not. Everyone in this town hates me.” I
looked over my shoulder to see if the man was still there. He made
his way across the lobby and out the door, mumbling under his
breath.

The teller’s gaze held sympathy. Joanne Davis
had always been nice to me. Her style probably made her unpopular
with other women in town, with her over-bleached blonde hair and
too-tight blouses.

“I don’t hate you. I don’t believe you had
anything to do with the murder. And neither does anyone else,
either. They just want to cause trouble.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Just trust me. They’ve always been that
way.” She looked around, then whispered, “I heard they found a
chemical smell on the body. Like on her hands or something.”

My mouth hung open. Talk about random
statements. When I could speak again, I said, “Really? Where did
you hear that?”

“I can’t reveal my source.”

“Well, what else have you heard?”

She leaned in, lowering her voice. “You
didn’t hear this from me, but Nancy was making withdrawals from her
account. I can’t say much, but there were lots of withdrawals, but
not from her joint account, if you know what I mean. She had
another account. I don’t think anyone else knew about it—other than
the few people who work here.”

Why was she telling me this? Whatever the
reason, I was grateful for the few details. “But wouldn’t somebody
here tell her husband?”

“I don’t think so.” She waved a hand. “My
boss doesn’t like her husband, anyway.”

I took my receipt, feeling a little dizzy
from the details. “Thanks for the info.”

She smiled. “You’re welcome. Oh, and don’t
tell anyone I told, ’kay?”

I nodded. “Okay.”

She didn’t have to share the information with
me, and I didn’t know for sure why she did. There was no time to
ask now, though, I needed answers. The only person who could help
was the one person who might throw me in jail. Regardless, I needed
to call Kent immediately. I needed to solve the crime, with or
without his help. He was the sheriff, and maybe the last person who
should help me, but I didn’t have anywhere else to turn.

Before I left, I said, “By the way, since you
see most people in town, I thought I’d ask if you recognized this
necklace.” I pulled the beaded chain and pendant out of my
pocket.

She held it in her palm. “It looks so
familiar.” She turned it over. “Where did you find it?”

Even though she’d given me information, I
wasn’t sure I should share with her exactly where I’d found it. I
needed to keep this clue to myself for the time being.

“I picked it up from the sidewalk,” I
lied.

She handed it back. “It’s a style some of the
young girls are probably wearing.”

“True. I did find it on the route the kids
would take to school.” The lying thing was getting easier. But it
did make me think. Maybe the necklace had belonged to one of
Nancy’s students. “Thanks again for the help.” I stuffed the
necklace back into my pocket and headed toward the door.

“Not a problem. Good luck, Rae.” She gave a
half-hearted smile full of pity.

I hurried home, not paying attention to my
surroundings.

As I walked, I dialed Kent’s number. No
answer. Hells bells. I left a message telling him about the mayor’s
wife and the chemical smell story. Was it just a story? Or was
something strange happening in Honeysuckle? I left out the part
about the bank withdrawals because Joanne had said not to tell
anyone.

When I reached the house, something came over
me. A strange desire for more answers, maybe? Whatever the feeling
was, it made me walk around to the scene of the crime. Maybe if I
sat near the murder scene, something would spark an idea. I’d take
whatever I could get. I still didn’t want to look at the spot where
poor Nancy took her last breath, but I’d at least sit close by.

Halfway to the gazebo, I noticed something
red lying on the lawn. I approached, then bent down and picked it
up. A red bandana sat next to the honeysuckle bush at the entrance
of the path into my neighbor’s yard. I glanced around, then picked
it up. When I examined the scarf, I noticed the initial M was
written on the tag in black marker. I took in a sharp breath. Could
it be the same M with the necklace? It had to be more than a
coincidence. Whoever had the initial M liked to use this path. But
why? And where were they going? Did it have anything to do with the
murder? And for that matter, why was the path there anyway? I
didn’t know the answer, but I was determined to find out. Now.
Martha Murdoch definitely had the initial M. But then so did Mrs.
Mathers. But the necklace didn’t look like one she’d own.

Down the path, and across Judy’s yard, stood
a small shed. With the door ajar, it looked as if it called me,
wanting me to investigate.

“That’s not yours.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

I jumped, then whirled around. “You nearly
scared me to death.” I held my hand to my chest.

“I wanted to apologize. For what, I’m not
sure. I really didn’t tell anyone. Cross my heart.” Claire Ann
crossed her chest with her index finger.

I shook my head. “We’ll talk about it later,
right now I have bigger cupcakes to bake.”

She scrunched her brow. “I don’t get your
analogies.”

“Never mind.” I waved my hand. “I found out
some new details about the murder. I feel like the answer is on the
tip of my tongue.”

She frowned. “Maybe you need to just let Kent
deal with it.”

“Yeah, cause that’s working out so well for
me now. Nope.” I shook my head. “I need answers. Look at this.” I
held out the bandana.

She shrugged and scrunched her brow. “It’s
good to wear when you’re working on the house.”

“It’s not mine. I found it along this path.
Look.” I motioned for her to come over. “Do you know why there
would be a path here?”

She studied the beat-down grass and dirt for
a minute, then shrugged. “I have no idea. Maybe Judy visited with
Mrs. Mathers a lot.”

I stuffed the bandana in my pocket. “She did
say that.”

“Well, there you go. Come on, let’s go inside
and cool off. You got any lemonade?” She gestured toward the back
porch.

I turned my attention away from her. I stared
down the pathway. “Come on.” I motioned as I marched across the
property line and into Judy’s yard.

“Where are you going?” Claire Ann whispered.
She hurried behind me.

I hunkered low to the ground and Claire Ann
followed. How ridiculous we must have looked slinking along through
the bushes like a couple of cat burglars. We made it across the
yard undetected. No noise came from the house and I prayed Judy or
anyone else wasn’t home. Her car had been missing from the
driveway.

When we reached the old wood shed, Claire Ann
whispered again, “I think she owns a shotgun. Did I mention that?
This is trespassing. Why are we here?”

“I don’t know,” I whispered back. “I just
want to know what’s going on with her.” I stared at Claire Ann.
“Why are we whispering?”

“Because we’re snooping around in your
hostile neighbor’s yard, that’s why.”

I stepped closer to the shed. “There are
always people over here, you know?”

“I told you she was involved with shady
people.”

“Exactly. That’s why I want to know what’s
going on.”

“Why don’t you drop it?” She scowled.

“Maybe you should go back to my house and
wait for me.” I pointed.

She frowned. “Damn it, Rae, you know I can’t
leave you.”

I crept up the narrow wooden steps to the
shed door, then twisted the knob. I wanted a peek inside.

“We shouldn’t be doing this.” She twisted her
hands together.

I looked back at Claire Ann. She gnawed on a
fingernail and repeatedly glanced over her shoulder.

“Oh, pshaw. We’ll be fine. Let’s just have a
little look-see.”

From the opposite side of the shed, a
yellow-and-white cat jumped down from the roof and landed on the
steps beside my feet.

“Oh Lordy.” I clutched my chest.

When I looked back again at Claire Ann her
face was paler than her white tank top. Her mouth gaped. “Claire
Ann, please don’t forget to breathe. Everything is fine.”

The cat licked his paws and began smoothing
out his matted-up fur, all the while watching us.

“That cat looks suspicious,” Claire Ann
said.

I creased my brow. “It’s a cat. Cats always
look like that. He doesn’t seem to mind us snooping around.”

“Hrmmph.”

“Keep an eye out, will you?” I motioned
toward the house.

Claire Ann groaned.

When I opened the shed door, a strong aroma
whirled through the air. I covered my nose with my hand.

“What’s in there?” Claire Ann asked from the
clear-aired comfort of outside.

I didn’t answer—I couldn’t.

Not your typical garden shed. No lawn mowers
or rakes. However, the shed did contain items not usually seen in
an outbuilding, much less together in one place. Claire Ann had
suspected Judy was involved in drugs and based on what I saw, she
might have been right. I didn’t know what exactly all the items
together meant, but I knew Judy didn’t want me or anyone seeing
them.

Coffee filters and paper towels with orange
stains littered the corner shelf. On the opposite wall more shelves
were lined with containers of lantern fuel, acetone, and packages
of cold medicine. On the far shelf straight ahead, lighter fluid
was lined up like little soldiers, next to those were batteries.
This was way wrong and my stomach turned, knowing I needed to get
out of there faster than Scooby Doo could say ruh-roh.

I turned around and eased the door to the
position I’d found it in.

“What’s in there?” Claire Ann’s eyes were
wide.

“I think you were right about the drug thing.
We should call Kent.” I stepped past her.

“I told you.” She wiggled her index
finger.

“But before we do, I want to sneak a peek in
the house.”

The sound that came from Claire Ann was
between a gasp and a moan. “No way!”

She reached for my arm, but I moved ahead
faster. She missed and almost tumbled forward.

I turned my gaze toward the house. “No one’s
home. I just want to look in the window right there.” I pointed to
the back of the house. “Then I promise we’ll call Kent. I think we
should leave until he is finished with them, though. I don’t want
to be next door when this all goes down.”

“I am one hundred percent sure this is not
such a good idea.” She tugged on my shirt.

“What? What happened to your tough girl
façade?”

“I changed my mind. That’s part of being a
girl, remember. Look, Raelynn, these people mean business. They’re
like some kind of crazy mafia.”

I swallowed hard. “They are?”

She nodded. “Uh-huh.”

“Well what do we do? We’ve come this far.
Maybe we should just take a little look-see at her house. It can’t
hurt.”

“You saw what was in the shed and that’s
enough. Let’s go back and call the police, then enter the witness
protection program. On second thought, let’s pretend we never saw
any of this and enter the witness protection program.” She pulled
my arm.

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re
overreacting.”

“You can’t let Judy know you called and told
on her. She’ll hire a hit man to find you or something.”

I turned to look at her. “Okay. Good
point.”

“You think? I told you. Let’s get out of
here.” She placed her palms together in a prayer motion.

“I said you had a good point, that doesn’t
mean I’m leaving. Now come on, are you coming with me?”

“You’re going to get me killed today, aren’t
you?”

“Now you’re just being dramatic. Come on.
We’ll have to sneak along the edge of the yard,” I whispered.

When we reached the back of the house, I
ambled up the steps and onto the back porch. Claire Ann shuffled
along behind me like a scared girlfriend following her boyfriend
through a haunted house. I tiptoed and peered through the back
window. Dirt and chipped paint stuck to my arms. My hand flew to my
mouth, stifling my gasp. Fear shook me to my core. In the middle of
the room sat Judy and another woman—I didn’t recognize her. The
woman had an unhealthy pallor and dirty blonde hair which made her
complexion look even sicker. She wore cargo pants and a pullover.
When I saw the bandana wrapped around her head, a little light bulb
went off in my mind.

Judy leaned over and talked to the dirty
blonde as she slumped over in the chair. Based on the use of Judy’s
hands to emphasis the conversation, I knew they were up to
something bad. She pointed, waved her hands around, then pounded
her fist on the chair. I didn’t want to be caught in the middle of
whatever bad things they were into. Just seeing Judy made me dizzy
and nausea overcame my stomach. Sunshine illuminated the room,
bouncing off the dirty white walls, but in spite of that, the place
seemed dark and depressing. Old-fashioned light fixtures were
mounted on the walls and a large soot-covered fireplace occupied
the room’s center. The sparse furniture made the cottage look even
more dated.

Behind me, Claire Ann poked my side. “What do
you see?” she asked.

I turned to her. She must have guessed
something was wrong by the pained look I probably had. My face felt
green. We had to get out of there quick before Judy found us in her
yard.

“Let’s go,” I said through clinched
teeth.

“What did you see?” Claire Ann asked
again.

“You’re going to get us killed. Now come on.”
I grabbed her arm, pulled her down the steps with me, then made a
run for the path.

There was no plan for our escape. Pray Judy
hadn’t seen me? That was all I had. Calling Kent couldn’t come fast
enough. In hindsight, I shouldn’t have gone over to the window.
Like they say, hindsight is twenty-twenty. Or something like that.
I should’ve left well enough alone. But I don’t always make the
best decisions. As displayed by my failed marriage.

We made it back to the path, but as the
bushes at the edge of my property came into sight, Claire Ann
screamed.


Chapter Thirty

I turned around to find Claire Ann face down
on the ground.

“Can you get up? Try to be quiet.” I slipped
my arm around her waist and lifted.

“I think I sprained my ankle. You go on
without me.” She waved me off.

“What? No.” I grabbed her shoulders. “I can’t
leave you here. We can’t let them get by with this. We have to call
Kent.”

I lifted my gaze to span the yard, then I
stopped in my tracks. A brown shoe attached to leg placed in front
of my face stopped me.

“Is that right?” The woman from inside the
house stood in front of me. I stared up at her large frame. She
looked as if she could break me like a twig.

“Get up.” Judy’s voice snapped from behind
me. I whirled around. She scowled. “You heard me.”

I fumbled and helped Claire Ann to her feet.
“You okay?”

“I’m okay. It hurts, but I can walk.”

“It’s a good thing, ‘cause it doesn’t look as
if they’d volunteer to carry you.”

“Come on, you tramps.”

Tramps? I hadn’t heard that word in a long
time. And I don’t think anyone had ever called me that. But I
wasn’t exactly in the position to argue.

“Oh, Lordy, she’s got a shotgun.” Claire Ann
cried.

Only a few white clouds dotted the
cobalt-blue sky. The day would have been picture-perfect if only we
hadn’t been kidnapped by a couple of deranged psychos. A beautiful
summer day had turned into dread and more than likely it would be
deadly for Claire Ann and me.

We inched our way up toward her house. Judy
and the other woman had us surrounded. The gun jabbed into my side
as we walked. I thought about darting between trees and back into
my yard, but like I said, I’d never won a medal in relay. The
buckshot would hit me before I reached the first tree branch. The
large oak trees sprinkled around the yard concealed the back of her
home—no one could see what was happening to us. No hope of being
rescued.

“Maggie, we’ll take them back into the
house,” Judy ordered the woman with the gun aimed at me.

So Maggie was her name, but who was she to
Judy? A friend? She was much younger.

As we neared the house, Maggie paused. “You
sure we should take them in, Mom? Maybe we’d be better off stuffing
them into the shed.”

“Just do as I told you,” Judy snapped.

Mom? That poor girl, no wonder she was
warped—with a mother like Judy she didn’t stand a chance. I
exchanged glances with Claire Ann. She held my gaze for a second,
then looked down. So much for her being a hardass.

The scorching sun beat down on my already hot
skin and I longed for relief. Too bad I hadn’t decided to go for
ice cream instead of going home. But no, I had to solve a murder.
Now look where it had gotten me.

We approached the back door of the small
house. My heart pounded in my ears. I looked around, but not
another living soul was in sight.

Maggie jabbed me with the gun again. “Move
it.”

Once inside, I knew we’d be done for. The
modest cottage style house stood about one hundred feet from my
house. It was the longest walk I’d ever taken. I imagined it was
what it felt like to walk down death row to a waiting
execution.

A porch spanned the entire back of the house.
A couple broken rocking chairs rested on each side, along with an
old ice cooler. I shuddered to think what they kept in there. The
screen door was propped open with an old boot. Not exactly the
decorating type. Pretty sure they didn’t have any copies of Martha
Stewart Living lying around. The place almost looked vacant.

One thing that kept me going was knowing we
were in the middle of town. At least we weren’t isolated and miles
away from civilization. Although location didn’t seem to stop them
doing a little thing like kidnapping and murder.

I walked through the door. Claire Ann
followed on my heels. If she could have climbed on my back, I think
she would have.

Being inside Judy’s house weirded me out more
than I’d imagined. But what other choice did I have? I couldn’t
turn my back on the one place I found solace. I needed the house
and it needed me. Solving the murder was the only option. I was
suffering the consequences now.

Drugs. I couldn’t believe Judy had an entire
operation going on in there. But was Judy capable of murder? Maybe
Nancy had found the drugs, too. My stomach turned. If that was the
case, then we’d meet the same fate.

“Sit down,” Judy ordered.

Considering there were only two chairs in the
room, I didn’t know where she wanted me. She motioned down, so I
squatted to the floor.

Judy glared at us. Her eyes turned even
darker, sending a chill down my spine. Her mouth twisted into an
evil smirk. The wicked expression on her face revealed her true
nature. When I’d first met her I knew she was bad. She’d sent off
an evil vibe.

“What the hell are you doing messing around
my property?” Judy asked without taking her evil glare off me.

She grabbed my arm and yanked me from the
floor, sending a pain all the way to my shoulder as if she’d pulled
it my arm clear off. From the corner of the room, Maggie aimed the
gun at Claire Ann. Panic had set in and I didn’t know how I’d get
us away from this crazy bitch.

Once on my feet, I drew my hand back to get
away from her, but she tightened her grip, twisting with even more
force. Maggie cackled when I yelped. Apparently, my pain amused
her. She was the devil’s spawn. I twisted my arm, but her grip was
too tight. If only I could get in one good punch. She drew back her
arm and landed a sucker-punch square on my jaw. That was definitely
going to leave a bruise. I should’ve listened to Claire Ann and
never came over here.

“I’m going to ask you one more time. What are
you messing around my property for? Getting that house given to you
wasn’t enough, now you want mine too?”

“No. Claire Ann thought she heard a scream.
We were checking on you.” I nodded and looked to Claire Ann. She
nodded.

“Do you think I’m stupid?” Judy glared.

She really didn’t want me to answer that
question. Yes, I thought she was stupid.

“Now, tell me the truth or you’ll be
sorry.”

“It’s the truth.”

She drew her arm back to slap me again when
Maggie called out. “Mama, come here, I want to tell you something.”
Judy whirled around, and after a second, walked over to her
daughter. They whispered to each other.

“Do you know Judy’s daughter?” I asked Claire
Ann in a hushed tone while the two weren’t paying complete
attention.

“I know her. She’s just as mean as her
mama.”

Bless Claire Ann for being able to keep a
sense of humor at a time like this. I held my hand over my mouth to
stifle my giggle.

“Don’t just sit there. Get up,” Judy ordered
Claire Ann.

Claire Ann bit her lip to keep from spewing a
snarky comment at Judy as she stumbled up from the floor. Judy and
Maggie both scowled.

“I said, get up!” Her sneering look grew.

“She’s trying,” I said.

“Shut up or I’ll blow your head off,” Judy
snapped.

Maggie looked over at me with what might be
described as remorse in her eyes. Why was I getting the brunt of
the abuse? As far as I could tell, there was no way for us to get
out of this situation. No one knew what was going on behind the
walls of Judy’s innocent-looking house. Judy was full of putrid
evil.

Judy pulled two more chairs from the hallway
into the center of the room; all the while Maggie pointed the gun
at us. “Sit.”

I moved over, but my gaze never left Judy.
Claire Ann sat in one chair and I eased into the other. What the
heck was she going to do to us? Judy was distracted with Maggie
again, so I took the opportunity to talk.

“She’s going to kill us,” Claire Ann
whispered.

“You don’t know that. We’ve got to keep
positive thoughts. You have to remain strong,” I said.

“That’s almost impossible given our current
situation.”

Claire Ann looked as if she was on the verse
of freak-out mode.


Chapter Thirty-One

“Do you have any suggestions to get us out of
this?” Claire Ann snapped.

“No, but I’m not about to let her kill
us.”

“You got us into this mess. I told you not to
come over here.” A panic had settled in her voice.

“You didn’t have to follow me, you know,” I
said.

Claire Ann snorted. “Someone has to save your
ass.”

“Now you’re a tough girl again? I thought
that façade faded when the cat jumped from the shed?”

“Well, you thought wrong,” she huffed.

“You know this woman better than I do. Do you
have any suggestions on how to get her to let us go?”

“Just because I know her doesn’t mean I know
the inner workings of her mind.” Claire Ann let out a deep sigh. “I
doubt anyone could figure out that mess.”

We sat in silence, waiting for their next
move. My leg twitched and Claire Ann fiddled with her thumbs. Judy
paced around the room, mumbling under her breath, then chewing on
her nails. Her scarlet face twisted with anger. Sweat broke out on
her forehead like dew.

Claire Ann looked at me. “What’s with her
outfit?” Judy wore camouflage pants and T-shirt.

“Maybe she’s going hunting. How should I
know? We have to think of something to get out of here.”

“Maybe she’s hunting for us. You said you
called Kent earlier?” she asked.

“Yes, but I just left a message. Who knows if
he even got it.”

Claire Ann let out another deep breath.

“Shut up, you hussies.” Judy screeched out
the vehement command. Her mouth twisted as she stuck her wrinkled
face close to mine. Maggie cocked the gun from her post in the
corner of the room.

Without a doubt, Judy had something to do
with the murder of Nancy and that realization took my fear to a
whole new level. My heart pounded harder.

“You know, there is a way for you to escape
here alive.” She smiled, trying to sound sweet.

I didn’t answer. Whatever she had in mind
couldn’t be good.

Without waiting for my response, she
continued, “Basically you give me the house. Simple enough, huh? It
was supposed to be mine, anyway. Oh, and pay me, too. Yeah, I’m
going to need some funds also.” She smirked. “Just like Mrs.
Mathers and Nancy paid me. They were stupid bitches just like you
two.” She pointed at Claire Ann, then to me. “Nosing around where
they didn’t belong. They paid me money and I didn’t kill them.
Simple as that.”

The lump in my throat grew. She was more
disgusting than I’d imagined… and that was bad. Taking money from
an old woman.

Judy paced across the floor, delivering her
ultimatum. “So what do you say? We got a deal?”

“Give her the house. Let’s just get out of
here.” Claire Ann certainly was a hard nut to crack.

I glared at Claire Ann, then focused my
attention on our captor. “I don’t have money, Judy.” Maybe I
shouldn’t have admitted that. With the gun pointed in my direction,
I shouldn’t have pushed my luck by talking too much.

Claire Ann groaned.

I’d gotten us into a pickle and I needed a
plan. My mind raced and my thoughts were muddled. Panic and shock
consumed me.

Even worse, fear covered Claire Ann’s face.
I’d never hassle her again if we got out of this mess. She could
possibly lose her life because of me. If Judy didn’t kill me,
Claire Ann might for getting her into this mess. Thinking of
puppies and babies wasn’t helping to calm my nerves. Nothing I
thought of helped ease the apprehension running through my
body.

Claire Ann sat perfectly still, hiding her
fear. She was always so brave, but I knew it wouldn’t last for much
longer. I felt the energy buzzing off her and she’d probably freak
out at any minute. The guilt for dragging her into this situation
mounted. It was my fault she was in this mess.

A sneer of disgust covered Judy’s face. “I
wanted what was rightfully mine. I talked to the old bag and baked
her cookies and she left you the house! That Nancy bitch had been
poking around over there, too. Probably trying to befriend the old
woman. She got too nosey and discovered the shed over here. You saw
what happened to her.” She paced in front of me, wringing her
hands.

“It doesn’t have to be this way, Judy.” Yeah,
what could I tell her to get out of this? She knew we’d rat her out
to the police the first chance we got.

“That’s enough talking. The drone of your
voice gets on my last nerve.” Her tone grew darker. “I’m tired of
dealing with you bitches.”

She ticked me off calling us bitches. “You
won’t get away with this, you know?”

Judy chortled. “Why not? I got away with the
first one. What’s two more?”

“Even if you kill us, you still won’t get the
house,” I said.

“Maybe. But… I have to kill you. Y’all know I
killed Nancy. And I doubt y’all will keep your fat traps shut.
That’s the last thing I need is you talking all over town. And I
know that one likes to talk.” She pointed to Claire Ann.

Judy wasn’t about to loosen her grip on the
weapon. It would be hard to fight her considering she had a gun.
Silence surrounded us. Only a few birds chirped outside the
window.

“I still don’t know why you took the
candlestick from my house.” Oops. I shouldn’t have reminded her
that it was my house now. Not at this moment. Talk about bad
timing.

She chuckled. “What are you stupid? I’m
framing you for her murder. God, you’re so dumb. No wonder your
husband left you. Everyone in town hates you now. Not that they
ever really liked you.” She chuckled. “So how about you shut up
before I hush you up permanently? You’re giving me a headache.”

She really was bonkers.

I watched, my heart pounding, as Judy paced
across the floor, from the old pine kitchen table to the worn-out
brown leather sofa at the edge of the living room.

“Don’t you think the sheriff will be
suspicious of you? Do you think you’re smarter than the police?” I
asked.

She stopped in her tracks, then whirled
around to face me. “Shut up, I said! I can’t concentrate on my
plan.”

Did she have a plan? It looked more like she
was winging it. Sweat beaded on my forehead. Things were not
looking good.

“I don’t think it’s my talking that makes it
hard for her to concentrate,” I whispered.

My eyes wide, I glanced over at Claire Ann.
Despite our fear, we had to stifle a laugh. Judy moved closer,
flashing a wicked grin as she pointed the gun back and forth
between us. My face hurt from where she’d hit me. I said a silent
prayer—it was my only hope of escaping the crazy woman.

Claire Ann sat without making a peep. I
turned to look at her.

“Will you ever forgive me? I’m so sorry,” I
whispered, “I just wanted to get to the bottom of things. My plan
wasn’t very well thought-out, as usual.”

“You seriously need to stop reading those
mystery books, you know.”

I stared at her.

“In real life normal people don’t solve
crimes,” she added.

“I’m not sure I believe that. The police
aren’t the only smart ones. What about private investigators?”

“They’re professionals.”

Maybe I shouldn’t confront Claire Ann at that
moment, but since we were about to die, I’d get everything off my
chest.

“Why did you tell the mayor’s wife about my
idea with the buildings?” I asked.

“I really didn’t. You need to trust me, you
know. I wouldn’t lie to you. What reason would I have to talk with
her? She doesn’t like me either.”

I stared at her. “I just thought maybe you’d
interviewed her or something. I’m sorry.”

“You can’t build up a wall and leave it there
forever. Ross is history and not everyone will lie to you,” she
said.

Claire Ann was one hundred percent correct.
I’d been keeping my distance from Kent because of the wall I built
around me, too. Maybe it was time for that to change. Just because
he had been friends with Ross didn’t mean I couldn’t trust Kent.
They were completely different people.

“You’re right.” I nodded. “My guest did
overhear my conversation. Maybe it was him. Heck, for all I know,
she may have the house bugged. Maybe she’s listening to phone
calls. She’s crazy enough to try it.”

“Better chance of it being your guest than
me, don’t you think? Honest, I didn’t tell her.” Claire Ann paused,
then continued, “She was in the store when I was talking with my
uncle. Maybe she overheard me talking to him about your idea.”

“Claire Ann, I’m so sorry. Sometimes I can be
a pain in the ass. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions.”

“You can be a pain in the ass.” She nodded
with a smile. “It’s okay. You’ve been under a lot of stress—”

Judy moved and she stopped talking. Judy had
been distracted by the conversation with her daughter again. She
stood near our chairs and stared out the window. A loud rattling
knock at the front door made all of us look up. Judy glanced at
Maggie. Another knock at the door rang out.

Maggie shrugged her shoulders and mouthed, “I
don’t know who it is.”

“Just be quiet,” Judy whispered as she moved
closer to the wall. I prayed whoever was at the door would look in
the window and see us. Maybe they’d come to the back door and see
Maggie with the old shotgun pointed at us. I knew in spite of
praying, Kent wouldn’t know we were here, though. That fantasy was
out the window.

“Judy, I know you’re in there,” the male
voice called out.

Another deafening pound.

“You owe me money and I’ll get it one way or
another. You remember what I did to Don.”

“Damn,” Judy cursed.

“Mom, what are we going to do? It’s Dwight.
He’ll come in here and hurt us.”

“I’ll take care of him. You watch these two.”
Judy disappeared down the hall. The front door creaked as she
opened it.

“You got the stuff?” the man asked before I
assumed Judy shut the door on their conversation.

This was our chance. The only one we’d get.
Commandeering the gun from Maggie was the only way out. Claire
Ann’s gaze met mine. I motioned my head toward Maggie and a look of
recognition flashed in her eyes.

“Maggie, weren’t you dating Cliff
Skaggs?”

A small smiled crossed Maggie’s lips and she
nodded.

“Well, I just saw him at the fair with Vicky
Harwood. They were like this.” She crossed her index and middle
finger.

Claire Ann was obviously crazy. Making Maggie
angrier was not what I had in mind.

“What?” Maggie yelled.

“Uh-huh. You might want to ask him what the
hell he’s doing.”

Where was Claire Ann going with this plan? I
looked at Maggie and she lowered the gun. Her stance relaxed. Did
Claire Ann know what her reaction would be?

Maggie moved closer to Claire Ann. “Exactly
what were they doing?” The gun was still in her grasp, but she
barely had a hold on it.


Chapter Thirty-Two

As Claire Ann explained the situation—I
wasn’t even sure she’d seen Cliff Skaggs—I eased from my chair.
Maggie was engrossed in the conversation so I inched my way across
the room, slipping up behind her. I had to hurry because Judy would
be back any moment. I should have taken some kind of self-defense
class; I’d always thought about, but thinking and doing were two
different things.

How was I going to fight this woman? If only
I had something to clobber her with. I glanced around and the only
thing I spotted was an old leather boot—just one boot. It wasn’t
much of a weapon, but at least it was something. I grabbed it and
with all my strength hit Maggie over the head. She yelped and
dropped the gun, then clutched her head. Claire Ann pounced and
grabbed the gun, pointing it at Maggie. She let out a gasp when she
saw it pointed in her direction.

I hurried over beside Claire Ann. “What do we
do now?”

Before she could answer, Judy bounded back
into the room. She stopped in her tracks. “What in the hell is
going on in here?”

“Mom, I’m sorry.” Her bottom lip
quivered.

Judy’s eyes widened as she stared down the
barrel of her own gun. “Nice try, but it’s not loaded.”

“Oh, yeah?” Claire Ann pulled the trigger and
blasted a hole in the wall opposite Judy.

I stumbled backward. Talk about when the
going gets tough. I hadn’t known Claire Ann had it in her. Maggie
shuffled over to her mother’s side.

“You bitches will pay for this. I’ll finish
you off just like I did Nancy.”

“Oh, shut your trap,” Claire Ann snapped.

“Were you responsible for dragging me into
the woods?” I asked.

Judy didn’t answer but Maggie looked
down.

“That was you? I thought it was a man.” Wow,
she was strong.

Maggie scowled.

“You really did kill Nancy, didn’t you? You
took the candlestick from my house to make it look like I did it,
didn’t you? I can’t believe you’re so evil. Were you planning on
killing me too?” I asked.

She smiled, but didn’t answer. “You shouldn’t
leave your doors unlocked. You never know if your neighbor might be
a killer.” She cackled and Maggie joined in. “Sure, I slipped into
your house looking for a weapon. I knew Nancy was going to be at my
home soon. I lured her over to your yard and finished her off.” Her
callous words made my stomach turn. “The stupid naïve look on her
face made it too easy to kill her. She threatened to go to the
police. If our drug network was discovered and they found out it
was because of me, I’d be dead. So she had to go before I did.”

Judy was a cold and evil monster. Just
looking at her made my stomach turn.

“You’ll never get away with it now,” I
said.

Judy scoffed. “I wouldn’t be so sure if I
were you. You may have the upper hand now, but I have ways of
getting revenge.”

My stomach twisted again. I thought of poor
Nancy and how the monster in front of me had taken her life so
heartlessly. A chill ran up my spine when I realized how devoid
Judy was of compassion. She would probably get a huge thrill out of
killing us. I had no doubt that she would hold a grudge, especially
for something as big as this. Claire Ann stood still and confident,
though. In spite of Judy’s threat, she didn’t falter.

Judy continued. “When you least expect it.
That’s when I’ll get you.” She laughed. “I’ve met some stupid
people before, but you really take the cake.”

“Claire Ann?” Kent’s voice sounded from the
hall. My eyes widened when I looked at Claire Ann. I couldn’t
believe he’d found us. “We’re coming in. We need you to put the gun
down. Judy and Maggie aren’t going anywhere.”

The next couple of minutes went by in a blur.
We were escorted to my yard by a couple of officers while police
emerged with Judy and her daughter in handcuffs.

“I deserved that house!” she hissed as they
walked by.

They loaded them into the back of a cruiser.
I wondered what would happen to her house. I hoped she didn’t have
any other daughters to take it over. Living next door to one nutjob
was enough.

Claire Ann and I sat on my back porch
watching the chaos as men in hazmat suits cleared the shed.

“So you think you’ll come back to work at the
store?” Claire Ann asked.

“You don’t waste any time, do you? What makes
you think he’ll want me?”

“Charlie said so, remember.” Claire Ann
lifted the bag of ice from her swollen ankle.

“If things changed and settled down,” I
said.

“Things will change now.” She pointed to the
police cruiser where Judy and Maggie sat.

“I hope you’re right. But you know, I don’t
know if I can go back. I want to work on making the hotel a success
and the newspaper column and the buildings. Things will be tight,
and if I can’t make it, I’ll certainly consider it if offered, but
for now…”

“You’ll make it. If anyone can, you can.”

I wrapped my arms around her. “Thank
you.”

“Stop with the mushy stuff. Enough. Go talk
to Kent. I think he needs to talk to you.” She winked.

“I’m not liking your devilish smile.”

“Just go.” She gestured her hands.

“If he needs me, he knows where to find me.
By the way, how did you know Maggie would react like that when you
told her about Cliff Skaggs?”

“That would be almost any woman’s
reaction.”

“I guess so.” I shrugged.

***

I had another guest the next morning—this one
non-paying, but at least I knew she’d eat my continental breakfast.
Neither one of us had wanted to be alone after what had happened.
The house next door was a crime scene and I wasn’t sure what would
happen to it, but I was sure of what would happen to Judy. I was
glad justice would be served for Nancy.

I was pulling the freshly baked muffins from
the oven when the shuffle of feet caught my attention.

“Hey there,” Claire Ann said.

“Good morning. How’d you sleep?” I asked
while pouring a glass of orange juice.

“Like a baby.” She plopped down at the
breakfast nook table.

“How’s the ankle?” I pointed toward her
foot.

“Much better.” She took a sip from her
glass.

“The other guest didn’t disturb you?”

“I didn’t hear a peep out of him. Thanks for
letting me borrow the pajamas and slippers.”

“Not a problem.”

“You’re a fine hostess. I was just too
creeped out to go home to my dark house.” She chuckled
nervously.

“I know what you mean. I’m definitely getting
a guard dog, and not a little one, either. Here, have a muffin.” I
shoved the basket full of warm muffins in front of her and took the
seat across from her. After letting out another deep sigh, I said,
“Thank goodness all of this is over. I’ve had enough action in the
past few days to last a lifetime.”

“What about the buildings?” Claire Ann
asked.

“I’m waiting on a call back to see if they
qualify for historic status, but from what I read, I think they do.
I’m not holding out much hope on whether the owner will go for it
though.” I pinched off a piece of muffin. “When are you going to
tell me who the mystery date was? You’ve been avoiding the
question.”

“I guess I can’t avoid it any longer, huh?”
She looked up at me through her thick lashes.

“No, you can’t.” I grinned.

“I’m dating Charlie.” Her words rushed
out.

My mouth fell open. “Charlie? Our boss? Well,
my former boss and your current boss?”

“Yelp, that’s the one.” She took another bite
of muffin.

“Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“I wasn’t sure how you’d react. We didn’t
tell anyone. Heck, I wasn’t sure the relationship would go
anywhere, but I really like him and I think he likes me.”

“How long has this been going on?” I
asked.

“Not long.” She picked at the top of her
muffin.

“You two weren’t together when he was… you
know?” I lowered my voice. A habit I’d learned since living in
Honeysuckle. Someone was always listening—never mind I was in my
house.

“Oh, no. Married? No, way. I’d never do
that.” She waved her hands.

I smiled and nodded. “I think you’ll make a
cute couple.” I brushed the crumbs from my hands.

She smiled. “When do you think you’ll call
Kent?” She popped another piece of muffin in her mouth.

“He’s kind of busy wrapping up a crime scene,
you know. Unless he has more questions, he doesn’t need to talk to
me.”

“I have a feeling he’ll have more questions.”
She winked. “By the way he looked at you yesterday...” She shook
her head. “He’s got it bad.”

A part of me wondered if Claire Ann was
right—a part of me wanted her to be right. Even though I still
thought men were a pain in the butt.

“Oh stop—” A knock on the door cut me
off.


Chapter Thirty-Three

We stared at each other for a second. My
nerves were still on edge. “I’d better get that.” I trailed down
the hall and Claire Ann followed close behind. That tough girl
façade sure had a way of coming and going.

“Who is it?” I asked, almost afraid of the
answer.

“Sheriff Kent.”

“Ha. What did I tell ya?” She wiggled her
finger at me.

I motioned for her to shut up. “Hush.” I
brushed down my frazzled hair with the palm of my hand and opened
the door.

As I stepped aside to allow Kent to enter,
Mr. Littlefield stormed down the stairs like an angry bull with his
luggage in hand. My guess was that his stay with me was over.

“Thanks to you, the deal is off,” he said as
he dropped his suitcases to the floor and stood as if in a showdown
across from me. “I just got off the phone with the owner of those
decrepit buildings. He’s not selling.”

“I’m sorry?” I had no idea what he was
ranting about now.

“He says he’s making them a part of the
historic register. Apparently someone at the historic society
offered to buy the buildings. They told him they’d make it
impossible for any gas station to ever go up there.”

My mouth hung open. “I had no idea.”

“Don’t play stupid with me.” He clenched his
fists. “You knew who I was, and I overheard you on the phone.
Stupid hick town.”

“I think it’s time you checked out of the
Honeysuckle Hotel.” Kent placed his hand on his gun holster.

“Not much for subtlety, are you Sheriff
Kent?” I smiled.

“You won’t get a good review from me.” Mr.
Littlefield pointed, then grabbed his luggage. He yanked the door
open and stormed out onto the porch.

Kent slammed the door in Mr. Littlefield’s
wake. I looked from Kent to Claire Ann. She burst into a fit of
giggling. Kent and I followed in laughter.

When I finally caught my breath, I said,
“That review is going to be so bad. Why am I laughing?”

“Oh, forget him. Even if he does leave you a
bad review, people will just think he’s nuts,” Claire Ann said.
“Speaking of nuts, I have to go to work. I’m getting dressed and
out of your hair.”

Did she have to go so soon? My stomach danced
around like a three-year old on a sugar high.

She turned before heading up the stairs.
“Guess we know now that my uncle was able to get the buildings
declared historical.”

I smiled. “I owe you. So I guess the road
won’t be coming through town after all.”

“You’d better do something with those
buildings.” She wiggled her finger in warning.

“Yeah, well, I need to find out who bought
them.”

Claire Ann winked, then bounded up the stairs
leaving me with Kent.

“I have a confession,” Kent said as Claire
Ann disappeared around the corner.

Oh dear. Was he going to confess that he
liked to wear women’s underwear?

“I’m buying the buildings.”

“You’re buying them?” My mouth hung open.

“Yes, ma’am. I’d been thinking of it for some
time. I know they need a lot of work, but I hate to see all that
the history torn down.”

“I think it’s wonderful.”

“Claire Ann’s right, you’d better help me do
something with those buildings.”

“Wow, I don’t know what to say.”

“Say yes, or at least maybe.”

“Okay, maybe. It’s a lot to think about. I
mean, of course, I’ll help you, it’s just… I’m not sure you’ll want
my help. Maybe you should wait until I’ve had at least one happy
hotel guest.”

“Fair enough, fair enough. You’re lucky you
didn’t walk into a booby trap yesterday, you know?” Kent asked.

“I know. I shouldn’t have taken the chance.
Will you forgive me?” I asked.

He nodded. “You’re forgiven.”

“Just like that? That was easy. So what
exactly was Judy doing over there?” I crossed my arms in front of
my chest. I didn’t know what else to do with myself. I wished I’d
had a chance to comb my hair before he showed up looking
gorgeous.

“She had a box lab. It’s just the apparatus
and chemicals used to manufacture the methamphetamine. She was
storing it and they’d take it somewhere else to make. I guess they
think they won’t get caught that way.”

“Well, thank goodness for small favors, I
guess.”

He smiled. “I think because Judy was right
here in town and just storing the devices and not actually
producing the drug, she felt safe.”

“I’m lucky Claire Ann and I didn’t end up
like poor Nancy. And to think she’d been bullying Mrs. Mathers.” I
shook my head. I’d never understand how some people could be so
evil.

“Yeah, and she thought she’d get the house in
the end, too,” he said.

Silence hung in the air. What else was there
to say?

“Can I get you a muffin?” I was terrible at
small talk. But someone needed to eat all those muffins.

“No, thanks. I need to get back to work.” He
gestured over his shoulder. “Things are crazy with everything
that’s happened.”

“I can imagine.” I looked down and shuffled
my foot. “So, if you’re not here to arrest me, what other reason is
there?”

His cheeks turned red and heat rushed to
mine. “I think you know why I’m here.”

“To chase away my unfriendly guests?” I
grinned.

“I let you go once and Ross got you. I won’t
let that happen again. I don’t really know how to say this, so I
guess I’ll just come right out and say it. Raelynn, will you come
to dinner with me?”

“Yes!” Claire Ann yelled from the top of the
stairs.

I shook my head and Kent frowned. “No, you
won’t?”

“What!” Claire Ann ran halfway down the
steps.

“I was shaking my head at my crazy best
friend.” I gestured her way. “Yes, I’d love to come to dinner with
you.” I smiled.

“Never mind me, I’m invisible.” Claire Ann
tried to slip back up the squeaky stairs quietly.
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Decorating on a budget






Do It Yourself Chalkboard






Making a decorative chalkboard is an easy
do-it-yourself project. Take an old picture frame or mirror of
your choice, and paint the glass with chalkboard paint. You
can also take the glass out and paint on the back of the old
picture in the frame, if it came with one. Chalkboard paint is
available at any hardware store and it comes in many colors.
*Remember all thrift stores are not created equal. Some are more
expensive than others. Watch out for the real bargains.






Materials:

Chalkboard paint

Brush

Frame

Masking tape






Directions:






Step One. Using masking tape, carefully tape
off the area you will be painting. Make sure area is clean and
dry.






Step Two. Apply a coat of primer and let dry.
*Chalkboard paint comes in spray version as well. It’s completely
up to you which one to use, they both work well. Just remember to
use the spray can outside. I like foam brushes best because they
don't leave brush stroke marks.






Step Three. Apply a coat of chalkboard paint
and let dry.






Step Four. Apply second coat of chalkboard
paint. Let dry thoroughly. If needed, apply a third coat.






Allow the final coat to dry completely. Wait
at least twenty-four hours before writing on the chalkboard
surface. To treat the chalkboard, roll a piece of chalk across the
board, then wipe clean before writing.








Repainted Chandelier






I don’t recommend painting the fixture while
still hanging like Raelynn did. Make sure power source for the
light is off before removing light fixture.






Materials:

Masking tape

Primer

Spray paint






Directions:






Step One: Cover light sockets with tape so
the paint won’t seep in and damage light fixture.



Step Two: Apply primer. Allow to dry
completely.



Step Three: Apply paint and repeat until
fully covered.
















Revamped Dresser






There are several ways to refinish furniture.
You can strip, sand, then re-stain the furniture, or simply paint
over existing color. I don’t recommend Dumpster diving, but many
people simply leave the items by the curb.






Materials:

Sandpaper

Masking tape

Primer

Paint

Brush






Directions:






Step One: Lightly sand the furniture so the
paint adheres better.

Step Two: Apply primer.

Step Three: Paint. Reply paint as needed.
*Helpful hint: You can place the paintbrush in a plastic bag while
you wait for coats to dry. This way you don’t have to wash the
brush repeatedly and it won’t dry before you finish the job.
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