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      There is a lot of history in a small town, and much of it isn’t visible to the human eye. At least most human eyes, anyway. But mine? My eyes can see things most people can’t.

      Like ghosts.

      Believe it or not, the dead do walk among us. They’re at the grocery store, the flower shop, on the side of the road trying to hitch a ride they’ll never get, and of course, hanging out in cemeteries and hospitals. Hospitals, those are the worst. But I wouldn’t have believed it myself had I not bumped my head as I tumbled down the stairs and smacked onto the hard floor of the Castleberry, Georgia Historical Society. Ever since that fateful fall, ghosts have made their presence known, and often at the most inconvenient time.

      As I stood in the women’s restroom of the public facilities of the lacrosse fields in town, one particular ghost wouldn’t leave me alone. She stared at me from the corner of the small room, trying desperately to get my attention.

      “You can see me, can’t you?”

      There were two other women in the stalls, both with hearts still pumping blood through their veins, and talking to a spirit with them there wasn’t high on my lists of things to do with my life.

      I flicked my eyes toward the spirit and gently nodded, holding my finger up to my closed lips. I then moved the same finger out in front of me asking her to wait a moment.

      I lollygagged along, taking my time to wash my hands and dry them under the air dryer. The dryer always made me uncomfortable, seeing the once taut skin on my hands flap around like a Shar Pei’s face. It showed me a future of less collagen and more crepe skin than I was prepared for. I stopped torturing myself and fussed with my hair until the two women finished their business and left.

      “Okay,” I said, leaning my lower back up against the countertop. “Now that we’re alone, yes, I can see you.”

      “I need your help,” the woman spirit said.

      As if I hadn’t already figured that out. She was a pretty woman, her bob cut blonde hair just brushing the tops of her shoulders with a lovely, curvy figure much like the perfection of Marilyn Monroe’s. She was around my age, and though I wasn’t sure when she’d passed, her modern and fashionable cream colored leggings tucked into a pair of tan knee-high leather boots and long feather-light blue sweater gave some indication that it wasn’t all that long ago.

      “Yes, I suspected that was the case. I’ll give it my best shot. What can I do for you?”

      “I need to tell my husband about the money. I had a nest egg; one I was putting together for a trip to Disney. He needs to know where it is. I never had the chance to tell him where I’d hid it.”

      Bless her heart. That must have been frustrating for the both of them but delivering messages from the beyond wasn’t my area of expertise. Then again, I’d only been intertwined with spirits for less than a year, so I didn’t exactly have an area of expertise. Still, delivering messages seemed better left to the pros. “I…I’m not sure I’m comfortable doing that. I’m still pretty new at this. Honestly, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      Here’s your chance to practice, the voice inside my head whispered.

      Ugh.

      “Please, it’s important. He and my son are so sad. They need the trip. It will help them heal.”

      “How long have you been gone?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t really know. Time seems different now. What day is it?”

      When I told her, she gasped. “Oh, my. The last day I remember was in 2018.”

      Since 2019 was more than half over, I understood her surprise. “Do you remember how you…how it happened?”

      “Mostly. Bits and pieces, I guess. I remember standing at my mailbox talking to a neighbor.” She gazed toward the stalls while she tried to recall the events surrounding her death. “I heard a loud boom and then…then there was just all this heat. I was so hot. So very hot.”

      “Are you from Alpharetta?”

      She nodded.

      I grabbed my phone from my purse and searched the internet for what I recalled reading late last year. I was still living in Birmingham, still married to Scott, when a gas explosion in a wealthy community in Alpharetta made the national news. Five people were killed. She must have been one of them.

      Another woman walked in and greeted me with a head nod, and I returned the gesture. As I read through the article, I realized telling her husband anything from it would brand me a fake, and I didn’t want that.

      I waited for the living woman to leave before saying anything else. “It was a gas line explosion. Five people died that day. You and the person you were talking to were two of them.”

      Her mouth opened slightly. “Yes, the fire. It was everywhere. I watched the firemen put out the flames.” She held her hand against her chest. “And then that room. I remember seeing my husband staring down at this…this…burned body on a metal table. I’ve never seen him so distraught.” She hung her head. “And that’s when I realized it was me on that table. I was dead.”

      “I don’t think any money you hid there would have survived the explosion. The article says five homes were destroyed. I’m sorry.”

      “It wasn’t in the house. I hid it in the spare tire space under my car’s trunk. It’s in a Publix grocery bag, one of those cloth ones you reuse.”

      I sighed. I knew there was no way I couldn’t help her. The desperation and sadness in her eyes overwhelmed me. “You’ll have to show me your husband.”

      “Yes, I can do that.”

      I wasn’t sure how I would deliver her message, but she was so upset, and the story so tragic, I knew I had to try. What he thought of me wasn’t my concern. I just hoped he would believe me.

      The man sat on the side of the bleachers meant for the other team. I knew him before she even had a chance to point him out. His face, sullen and pale, spoke of sadness and heartbreak, not of anticipation and excitement for the game in motion.

      I climbed the bleachers to his row and to where he sat on the edge of a group of people. I dreaded trying to talk to him there with everyone around, but I didn’t have a whole lot of options, so I just went for it.

      He made eye contact as I sat, offering me a slight nod in greeting.

      “Mr. Emmerson, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      His eyes shifted from the lacrosse game to me. “Thank you.”

      I exhaled, hoping something would just come to me, something I could say that would instantly make the poor man believe me. When nothing did, I blew out another breath. “Mr. Emmerson, I’ve never really done this before, and I’m not sure how to do it, so I’m just going to say it.” I tapped my foot on the metal bleacher and leaned my side toward his, our shoulders practically touching. I just didn’t want anyone else to hear me. “Your wife wants you to know that the money for Disney is in a Publix reusable shopping bag in the spare tire compartment under her trunk.

      He straightened his back, moved from me, and swiveled his head my direction. “Excuse me?”

      I smiled at the man. “I know it sounds crazy, but please, just look. She said you and your son need the time together. It’s important to her.”

      I didn’t wait for him to speak again. Instead, I stood, turned around, and quickly walked away. My son Austin’s team played against his son’s team, and our parents sat just a few feet away on the same bleachers, but I chose to scurry back to the bathroom to hide while I caught my breath.

      He didn’t follow after me, and he didn’t yell to me as I rushed away, so I hoped he’d believed me.

      I stood with my hands on the counter and stared at myself in the mirror. “Well, you did it, and you survived.”

      “Thank you.”

      I flipped around and saw the woman in the corner again. “You’re…you’re welcome.” My breathless words came out in a whisper. I hadn’t thought to check the stalls for occupants.

      “I won’t be the last,” she said, and then a swirl of light framed her spirit, and as she stared up at the bathroom ceiling, she lifted her arms, and disappeared in a fast rush of light.

      “Good to know,” I whispered. I patted cold water on my flushed cheeks, gathered my resolve, and snuck back outside, watching the rest of game from the entrance to the restrooms.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I didn’t sleep well that night, part of me invigorated from helping the spirit and her family, the other part anxiety ridden from it. My emotions were an equal toss up between the two, and I debated them as I begged for sleep.

      Austin had a ride to school that morning, and I was thankful I could take my time getting ready for work. After gathering my things, I headed to Del’s Community Café, the local hot spot for all foods Southern, and the best cup of eye-opening caffeine around. I didn’t need the calorie laden food, though I fully intended to partake in it anyway. My exhausted body and foggy mind were desperate for the carbs and caffeine.

      Delphina Beauregard, the café’s owner, greeted me at the front door. “Now don’t you look like something the cat drug in?”

      “You’ve met my cat Cooper, right? He’d think you were insulting him.”

      “You got some dark circles under your eyes this morning,” she said, ignoring my comment about Cooper. “But I got my special blast brew. A cup of that and you’ll be right as rain in minutes. Lemme go and fix you up a cup right quick.”

      I placed my hand on her shoulder. “You’re the best.”

      Thelma Sayers had both hands on a chair with a cushioned seat and was pushing it toward her favorite table, the legs making a scratching, whining sound as she did.

      “I’m gonna charge you for my floor repairs, you old coot,” Del hollered from the counter.

      Thelma stopped, removed the hearing aids from her ears, shuffled over to the table and set them down, then returned back to sliding the chair over. She winked at me, and I laughed.

      “I’m serious,” Del hollered.

      I giggled. Thelma was deaf as a possum without those things in her ears, and I knew she didn’t make out a thing Del said. As she scooted the chair over, I grabbed her coffee from the other table and sat it on mine.

      Del brought over my coffee and one for herself. “Jenny, you take care of the customers, will ya? I’m having me a coffee break at the moment.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jenny, her intern, hollered from the counter.

      “Now, what’s going on?” Del asked. “You look give out.”

      I sighed and sipped my coffee. “I am. I barely slept last night.”

      “That boy of yours up to no good or something?”

      I shook my head. “Heavens, no. Bless his heart, he’s an angel most of the time.” I leaned toward the two women. “It was that woman, the one from the home explosion in Alpharetta a few weeks ago. She wanted me to talk to her husband.”

      Del’s eyes popped. “Well, slap some butter on me and call me a biscuit. You’re delivering messages from the dearly departed now?”

      “What’d you say?” Thelma held her hand to her ear. “A biscuit? Sure, I’ll take a biscuit.”

      Del picked up the hearing aids and handed them to Thelma. “Put your dang hearing aids back in woman. The whole town can hear you yellin’.”

      “Oh, yes. These should help.” Thelma shoved them into her ears. “Yup, perfect.”

      “I don’t think it’s going to be a thing or anything,” I said, continuing on with the conversation.

      “What thing?” Thelma asked.

      “Chantilly here is giving messages from the dead now. She’s a bonafide psychic.”

      “I’m not a psychic. I don’t read people’s minds or predict the future. I talk to dead people.” Wow. That sounded strange coming out of my mouth.

      “Don’t psychics do that, too?” Thelma asked.

      “No. Psychic mediums talk to the dead.” I’d spent a lot of hours on the internet learning about my new gift, and that was the first thing I’d read.

      “Oh, well, that would be nice.” She sighed.

      I glanced at Del. She sighed, too.

      We chatted for a bit longer about what I’d experienced, but Thelma remained quiet for most of the conversation. She didn’t offer any tidbits of her past or stories from her life like usual, and it concerned me. She just sat there on her cushioned seat, picking at a biscuit I’d yet to see her actually take a bite of.

      When she stood to leave, I grew even more worried. “Thelma, are you okay? You never leave here this early.”

      She sighed. “I’m not feeling myself today.”

      I should have guessed. Thelma didn’t have her standard Dolly Parton wig on, and Thelma rarely went out in public without one of her Dolly wigs. Instead, she’d worn a scarf wrapped around her short gray hair. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      She shook her head. “Thank you, but no. I’m going to head home and see if I can find some Hart to Hart episodes on the TV. I like that show. It reminds me of my Charlie.”

      Charlie was Thelma’s husband. He’d died a few years ago, and Thelma, understandably so, was torn up about it. I’d met him when I was a kid, but like most of the people who’d passed before I returned home after my divorce, hadn’t seen him in over twenty years. Charlie was the love of Thelma’s life, and when she talked about him, her eyes usually sparkled, but they didn’t then, and I knew she wasn’t feeling right. “Okay, but if you need anything, you just give one of us a call, all right?”

      She nodded as she shuffled toward the door.

      We watched her leave without a glance back to us.

      “Well, that ain’t good,” Del said.

      “I know. I’ve never seen her like that before.”

      “I have, but it’s been a while. She’ll snap out of it in a few days. I think she just gets sad sometimes. Misses her family.”

      Thelma hadn’t lost just her husband, she’d also lost her son years before in the Vietnam War. Her entire family was gone, and I knew that must have been hard for her.

      “I pray she’ll find some peace in it all eventually.”

      “She seems okay most of the time.”

      “What you see on the outside don’t always reflect what’s going on in the inside.”

      “I guess.”

      “What do you mean, you guess? You’re the perfect example.”

      “Me? How?”

      She laughed. “Nothing about you says you can talk to spirits, but look at you, doing it all the time now.”

      “Not all the time.”

      Little did I know I’d just set myself up to learn a big lesson.
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      Mayor Holbrook Tyson greeted me with a hug. “Chantilly, always a pleasure. Here—” he pointed to the table in his office. “Have a seat. Would you like something to drink? We’ve got some sweet tea from Del’s place if you’ve got a hankerin’.”

      “Thank you, but I’m fine.” I opened a manila file and laid out the documents and photos inside it in front of him. “I’ve still got some more research to do, but I believe, if the city can help with funding, the church can be restored to its original glory.”

      The mayor sat down next to me, his hardy belly squished up against the rim of the table. He examined the photos, carefully handling each one like a prized possession. “It sure would be nice to go back to a simpler time, don’t you think?”

      “In some ways, I do, yes.” I’d love it if the internet didn’t exist where Austin was concerned, but for work, it provided a wealth of information. I’d learned to have the good, the bad was a necessary balance.

      He eyed a specific photo for a long time. “Pastor Alabaster was a good man. Tragic story.” He shook his head. “Just tragic.”

      I agreed. “My mother told me it a long time ago, but all I remember is there was a fire, and the pastor died in it.”

      “Might could do you some good to ask around. ‘Course there’s a lot of fiction wrapped around it now, but the older crew in town, they’ll remember what happened.”

      “I’ll make sure to do that.”

      He reviewed the documents briefly. “I like what you’re going for, Chantilly. I think I can get the council to vote to provide some of the funding, but we’ll need to have a more detailed plan.”

      “That’s not a problem at all.” I gathered the papers, excited to get the go ahead to move forward with the project. “Thank you. I’ll get right on it.” I shook his hand. “Thank you, Mayor Tyson. Thank you so much.”

      Instead of going back to my office at the historical society museum, I headed straight for the church. When I said I’d get right on it, I meant it.

      The church wasn’t what I’d call beaten down, but it definitely needed some TLC. Church members had taken the time once a week to keep the lot clean, even tending to the small cemetery attached to the church, but the shabby state of the building itself drew attention to the eye over and above any of their efforts.

      The fire had destroyed most of the chapel, leaving some of the basic framework intact, but the majority of the space destroyed. They’d done their best to rebuild but hadn’t done so to its previous appearance due to time and money issues.

      I knew with a little effort, some good elbow grease, and funding from the city, the church could be restored to its original beauty and grandeur and be the thriving house of worship it was before the fire. I just needed to get my plan together for the council to approve the partial funding.

      I stepped into the main entrance of the small white building which opened directly into the chapel. I’d always loved the church. The wood pews, the narrow colorful stained glass windows running along the top of the side walls, and the beautiful all wood altar with the five rows of wooden bleachers behind it where the large choir used to sing were focal points I wanted returned to their original beauty.

      I’d been to the church several times over the years. My parents attended First Baptist, but the last time we’d all come together, there were only five people in the choir. The mayor had said the church had fewer and fewer members over the past years, and I wondered if the fire was part of the reason.

      I understood that most residents drove out to Cumming on Sundays to attend services at the mega church there. I wasn’t a fan of the drive, but Austin liked the youth program there, and often went with friends.

      I sat in the middle of the chapel to allow myself a moment of quiet before I began taking notes on the repairs. I’d also need to snap photos, and while the reason was justified, it made me uncomfortable, as if the flash would disrupt the peaceful, spiritual environment.

      I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply, sending up a prayer for my parents. Oh, how I missed them every day. A chill swept over me, and I opened my eyes, hoping they would be there in the pew next to me, but they weren’t. Instead, an older man smiled at me. His smile was vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. At first, I thought he was alive, but with a closer look, I noticed that ethereal sense about him.

      I returned his smile. “Hello.”

      He rubbed the days old salt and pepper stubble that must have worked hard to become a beard when he was alive. I noticed how it perfectly matched his hair, both overdue for a trim, but somehow charming on his wrinkled, well-lived face. “I used to come here with my wife.” He smiled up toward the altar. “Oh, how she loved to hear the sermons.”

      “I loved them, too. I used to come with my parents.”

      “Yes, I remember you from when you were a child.”

      “Do I know you?”

      He nodded once.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t recognize you. What’s your name?”

      “In time, dear. In time.”

      I shifted in my seat. “I guess I should ask you if there’s something I can help you with?”

      “I used to walk past here several mornings a month. I’d walk to town to purchase my wife a bouquet of flowers. She loved lavender and carnations.” He smiled at the memory. “My Dolly.” He leaned toward me, but his spirit did not touch my skin. “That’s what I called her. When the time is right, she’ll need to know I’m not gone. I’m waiting for her. When she’s done with her work here, I’ll be there to take her home. Tell her this isn’t the end of us, it’s just a pause. Can you do that for me, when it’s time?”

      “Sure, I can try, but I don’t—”

      Newton Alabaster, the church pastor, walked up and coughed. “Ms. Adair. It’s a pleasure to see you.”

      The man next to me disappeared.

      I stood and offered the pastor my hand. “Pastor Alabaster. It’s a pleasure.” I glanced around the small space, but the man with the graying stubble was nowhere to be found.

      “You’re here about the possible restoration project?”

      “Yes, that’s right. I was hoping to be able to walk around and make notes if that’s okay with you?”

      He clasped his hands in front of him. “Of course, that would be fine. I’ve got a sermon to prepare, but Alice Mae Kirk, our secretary, she will be happy to help you navigate to the less public areas.” He flicked his head for me to follow. “Come, I’ll introduce you, but first, I’ve got a box of photos from back in the day and a smaller box from after the fire until now in a closet just over there. I thought they might help you get a better feel for the church.”

      “That would be great. Thanks.”

      Alice Mae was an older woman dressed conservatively in a brown skirt and cream colored blouse with her gray hair wrapped into a bun on the top of her head. She reminded me of an elementary school teacher from back in my day.

      “Well look at you, Chantilly Hansard. Why, bless your heart, I knew you when you were this tall.” She held her hand down near her waist, which wasn’t all that far from the ground. “Such a tragedy, your parents. Addie and Hank were just lovely souls. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      I half-smiled. “It’s Adair now, and thank you. It’s been a rough road, but I’m doing okay.”

      Both of my parents had died over the past year and while I’d been cast into the deep throes of divorce after having been told my husband was in love with someone else by means of a note. My mother’s death was hard in ways I couldn’t compare to my father’s death, which was equally as hard for different reasons. Each hurt beyond belief, but I’d survived, and I was able to smile and laugh when someone mentioned them again, something I hadn’t thought possible in those days after they’d passed.

      I wasn’t quite ready to smile and laugh yet when Scott Adair, my husband, was mentioned. My ex-husband. I still struggled with saying that sometimes.

      “Oh yes, I knew you’d been married.”

      The fact that she’d said it the way she did meant she also knew I’d recently divorced. I appreciated that she didn’t mention that though.

      “Miss Kirk,” Pastor Alabaster said, “Chantilly is going to walk herself around the church to work on her plans for the restoration project. When she’s done on the main floor, I’d like her to come back to you so you can take her to the basement. Would you mind?”

      She smiled. “Of course, Pastor. I’m happy to help.” She directed her attention to me. “You just come and get me right quick, Miss Chantilly, and I’ll take you down there. It’s a little spooky sometimes, but it’s harmless.”

      “I’m sure it is,” I said. “Thank you. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      The pastor saw me out, walking me first to his office, an outdated, sixties style decorated room with retro furniture that, if slightly updated, would sell for big bucks today.

      “This is lovely,” I said, and I wasn’t lying. “I love the retro feel.”

      “Yes, it’s a pleasant space. Reminds me of my father. Pastor Jeremiah used this furniture. The offices weren’t as badly damaged from the fire as the chapel and the rooms near it. We were lucky for that. Considering the loss, I appreciate having his things here.” He ran his hand along the console. “Makes me feel close to him.”

      I smiled. “I understand that. I live in my parent’s house and haven’t done much with a lot of their things yet for that same reason.”

      “Yes. Well, please, take your time touring the church, and if you have any questions, feel free to ask.”

      “Yes, I will. Thank you.”

      He guided me back out of his office. I turned on the recording app on my phone and began detailing out the structure, where I saw concerns, what I felt needed to be addressed, what could use restoration and updating, and what could be left be. It took me two hours to complete the main area, as I paid special attention to the areas repaired after the fire. I took photos of everything I could, crawling on the ground to get pictures of underneath the pews in case any of them had special markings regarding their builder, and the like.

      When I finished, I walked past a locked door I assumed was to the basement and back to Alice Mae’s office. She was wiping her nose with a tissue when I gently knocked on her opened door.

      “Chantilly, yes, I was wondering when you’d be ready.” She opened her top left-hand drawer and removed a set of keys on a large key chain. “Let’s go.”

      “Thank you. You don’t have to go down there with me though, Miss Alice Mae. I’m not sure how long I’ll be. If you’d prefer to just unlock the door, that would be fine.”

      “Heavens, I’d appreciate that. Between you and me, I don’t like going down there. It’s a little too damp and musty for my allergies.”

      “I completely understand. I’m sure I’ll be fine. I’m used to doing this kind of thing, and I’m on allergy meds, so I can do it without you.”

      She unlocked the door and flipped the light switch on the stairwell wall. “That’s perfect then. Thank you for understanding, sweetie.” She examined me from toe to head. “I just can’t believe how much you’ve grown up.”

      I stepped carefully down the old wood stairs guiding myself by the dim light on the ceiling. The basement was chilly, and at first, I thought there would be a ghost waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs, but there wasn’t. It was just a cold dark space.

      The area was used mostly for storage and cleaning supplies and hadn’t been updated or modernized other than maybe new light bulbs in likely forever. I wasn’t as worried about the basement for the restoration as I was concerned about it being a proper foundation for the church itself.

      I maneuvered around the old file cabinets, storage boxes, and pews in various stages of disrepair, making verbal notes about the condition of the foundation, the brick and cement block walls and HVAC system. I knew nothing about HVAC systems, but knew the one in the church basement was years past its prime. I photographed it, including the brand and what I thought was the serial number.

      There were two closets in the large area, a large, spacious one that went further back than I’d expected, filled with holiday décor, and another one in the back right corner. The creepy back part of the basement. The kind the killer always came out of in horror movies.

      After photographing the holiday décor storage closet, I made a few notes on the creaking door because I knew it was an old solid oak kind popular back when the church was first built in the early nineteen-hundreds, and thought if there were others like it, it could be repurposed or reused upstairs somehow.

      I stared and sighed at the other closet. “I really don’t want to end up like a horror movie actress. Or Johnny Depp in Nightmare on Elm Street.” I laughed nervously. “So, I’m just putting that out there for y’all to hear just in case.” As I walked to the other closet, a chill crept over me, and I froze. “Come on now, I was polite.” The chill deepened, and I held my arms tightly around my chest, rubbing them to ward off the chill. “Hello? Is someone here?”

      A man appeared in front of me, but it wasn’t the same man as upstairs. This one I recognized from photos I’d seen in the church.

      “Pastor Alabaster?”

      He turned around, walked toward the closet door in the scary section of the basement, and waited for me. I sped up my step and stood next to him. “You can talk to me. I can hear you when you speak.”

      The door to the closet swung open.

      And inside was the body of the church’s janitor, Acel Grimes with a dent in his head, dried blood caked onto his skull as well as all over the top of a candelabra lying on the ground next to him.

      “Oh no.” I glanced back at Pastor Alabaster.

      “Do you know what happened?”

      The pastor opened his arms up to the sky and disappeared in a flash of light.

      “Well, goodness. That’s not helpful.”
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      I couldn’t get a cell connection in the basement, and I ran back up those stairs faster than I’d run in years. I called 9-1-1, and detective Jack Levitt arrived with a team of officers and the fire department in under ten minutes.

      When Jack, detective by day and my son’s lacrosse coach by night, saw me, he just shook his head.

      I shrugged. “It’s not my fault I have a knack for finding dead bodies.”

      “Maybe not a fault, but it’s definitely a habit.”

      “Not one I enjoy, I promise.”

      He asked me what happened, and I filled him in, minus the visit from the original Pastor Alabaster, of course. Both Alice Mae and Pastor Newton Alabaster sat in the first row of the chapel’s pews while I did.

      “It’s just tragic,” Alice Mae said. “Acel was well-loved around here.” She blew her nose in the tissue I hadn’t seen leave her hand since I’d arrived. “Just so tragic.”

      “Pastor Alabaster, I’d like to talk with you for a bit about Acel and his status here at the church,” Jack said.

      Jack and I had an interesting relationship, and though we’d talked a while back about the details of that relationship, nothing much had changed, and I didn’t know how to handle that. Were we friends. Something more? Something in between? I felt like I was in that in between zone, hanging there by a thread not knowing how to act or what to say in his presence. It reminded me of when I liked boys in high school, and I hated that.

      Several months before, I’d sort of happened upon another dead body, and after some amateur sleuthing on my part, along with the help of a ghost no one but me could see, I figured out what happened ahead of the police. Ahead of Jack. We’d just begun re-establishing our childhood friendship, but that fell flat from what I assumed were my actions and the end result of that murder, and when I finally got the nerve to talk to him a few weeks ago, he’d told me he had feelings for me but he just didn’t know how to handle them.

      He wanted to stay friends until he figured it out. I was okay with that, because even though butterflies flew around my stomach every time I saw him, I wasn’t sure I was at all ready to date. I did want to foster our friendship though, I just wasn’t sure how to do that, and apparently since he’d gone back to practically ignoring me again since that conversation, he wasn’t either.

      “Do you need me to stay?” I asked.

      “No, but I may need to send someone to ask you more questions. You going to the museum?”

      “With a stop at Community Café first, but I’ll be at practice tonight, too.”

      “I’m probably not going to make that,” he said.

      “Understandable.”
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        * * *

      

      I sat at my favorite corner table at the café and did some research on the church waiting for the news to make its rounds about Acel’s untimely demise. I was tempted to bring it up, but Del was busy behind the counter, and I didn’t want to disturb her when she was in restaurant owner mode.

      There wasn’t much on the internet about the church, but I’d been able to gather articles from the past that filled me in on what happened before I was born.

      The building was practically destroyed in the fire, but with church funds, a lot of community donations, and a steady stream of volunteers, it was rebuilt. Pastor Jeremiah Alabaster died that night, and though the case was never solved, it was never formally determined to be arson, though everybody in town had their own opinions about that.

      A candle had been knocked over, igniting the church in flames in a short time. Pastor Alabaster was inside, and though he tried to escape, he was taken by the smoke before he could make it out.

      Two suspects were accused in the court of public opinion, but no arrests were ever made. One of those suspects, William Chamblee, was a local man who volunteered at the church and was a member of the financial and advisory committees. Word around town was that he’d had a disagreement with Alabaster about use of church funds, and while they argued, the candle fell. He’d escaped but left the pastor to die.

      The second accused was the now deceased janitor, Acel Grimes. Rumors were rampant that Acel was going to be fired, or at least thought he was, and because of that, he’d also argued with the pastor the night of the fire. The argument went down similar to the rumored one with William Chamblee, ending with the candle somehow on the ground, igniting the church in flames which Acel escaped, and again, without Pastor Jeremiah.

      I tapped my pencil onto my notepad as Del brought over a tall glass of sweet tea and a pimento cheese on rye sandwich with a side of fresh fruit. “What’s got your face looking like that, sweetie?”

      “What exactly does my face look like?”

      “Like this.” She pushed her mouth up toward her nose.

      I grimaced. “Oh, that’s icky.”

      “That’s why I’m asking.”

      “It’s going to be public soon enough, so I’m sure I can say something.”

      “About you finding old Acel Grimes at the church?”

      My eyes widened. “Delphina Beauregard, are you psychic? How did you know? It just happened a few hours ago.” I smiled, realizing how fast word got out in small towns.

      She smirked. “I’m all knowing.” She pulled out the chair across from me and popped a squat. “Word gets around fast in this town sugar, you know that.”

      “It sure does.” I pulled out an article on the original fire again and scanned it while we chatted.

      “Poor Acel. He never could catch a break. You ask me, I bet they’re going to throw the book at old William Chamblee. The two of them were suspects in the fire, and the town was torn apart over who was guilty.”

      I looked up at her. “Who do you think started the fire?”

      She shrugged. “I never did much worry about the culprit as much as I did about the pastor’s family. His wife was never the same after that.”

      “What do you mean?” I sipped my drink, thankful to give my eyes a reprieve from the bright glare of my laptop once again.

      She wiggled her finger in circles at the side of her head. “You know, two screws loose, a can short of a six pack, that kind of thing. Ever since Pastor Alabaster died, she seems to go in and out of reality.” She shook her head. “Sad. She was a good woman. Cared a lot about the community back in the day, but she never was well physically before the fire, and after, well, like I said, screws loose and all that.”

      “That’s awful. I didn’t know.”

      “It wasn’t a big deal at first, kind of, what’s the word, subtle? Now though, you won’t see her out and about in town much at all unless she’s with her son. He doesn’t like her going on her own. Worried something will happen to her.”

      “I understand.” I read through the last article I had on the fire. “It says here both suspects were eventually removed from the suspect list. Doesn’t look like there was any evidence to either of them being responsible.”

      “Candle’s what started it, and it could have fallen, but back then, people talked, and that talk led the police to decide it wasn’t an accident. Thing is, the pastor had words with several people that day, and proving one over the other just never worked. Everyone was there on or around the time of the fire, and the police just couldn’t figure it out.”

      I rested my arms on the table. “Probably because it was an accident.”

      She shrugged. “Ask around. People will tell you different.”

      That wasn’t a bad idea. “Do you think someone that thought Acel started the fire intentionally could have killed him?”

      “Who am I to say? But I can tell you this, if you’re looking to find out, which from that curious expression you’ve got, it seems you are, I’d start with that William Chamblee. Nip that right in the bud. That’s what I’d do.”

      “Hey, where’s Thelma?”

      “Said she’s not feeling good today. Decided to stay home at least for the morning and get some extra rest.”

      “Oh, I hope she’s okay,” I said as I packed my things to head to the museum.
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        * * *

      

      I’d decided the church restoration plan project should have something included to honor Jeremiah Alabaster, but to have that, I’d need to have another discussion with his son, Newton, and Alice Mae. I had yet to go through the boxes of photos from him but as soon as I had an opportunity, I would. I figured I’d find some photos in the one from before the fire that could be framed in the display case for the church and maybe even used in a display at the museum.

      I left Community Café, and as I walked to my car across the street, the mayor stopped me. “Chantilly, glad to run into you like this. Poor Acel.” He shook his head. “Such a shame.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      He patted his oversized belly. “I’ve been thinking, maybe a restoration isn’t the way to go. That church, God bless it, has a curse, don’t you think?”

      I tipped my head. “A curse?”

      “Yes, you know, like someone put a hex on it or something. Bad things happen there, Chantilly, and I don’t think we should restore it. I think we should tear it down and start over.”

      My jaw dropped. “Are you serious?”

      “’Course I’m serious.” He waved a hand in front of his chest. “I don’t think…I don’t think I can support your restoration. I’m going to suggest to City Council we tear it down and work with Pastor Alabaster to build a new one. The funds will be better spent that way. We can modernize it, give it a new look, start fresh, that kind of thing.”

      I stared at the beads of sweat pooling on his forehead, his words hitting me like pellets from Austin’s air soft gun. Bam. Bam. Bam. Right into my heart. “Mayor Tyson, I don’t think that’s a good idea. That church is an icon in our community. It’s been here for one hundred years. It’s suffered enough. You can’t just tear it down and start over. That’s not what we do here in Castleberry.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I think it’s the best solution. Don’t want nothing else happening there now, do we?”

      “No, of course not, but please, can you just think about it for a while? Just a few days? Maybe something will happen to change your mind.” Like me putting together a fantastic restoration plan and Jack and the rest of the police solving the murder.

      He watched as three cars rolled past, each of the drivers waving as they did. “Well, I guess I might could hold off from talking to council.” He looked me in the eyes. “But only for a few days, you hear? You come to me with something good, and we’ll revisit it, but you’ve only got a few days.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll put together something you’ll love, I promise. And I know the church isn’t cursed. I just know it.”

      “I’m not sure you’re right about that, Chantilly, but a few days. That’s what I’m giving you.”
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        * * *

      

      I offered my condolences once again to Pastor Alabaster. “I just wish things hadn’t turned out this way.”

      “Yes, well, we can’t control what we can’t control.” He sat behind his desk. “So, you’d like to honor my father in the restoration process. I think that’s a wonderful idea.”

      “Yes,” I pulled out the files I’d brought again. “But first, I’d like to talk to you about what the mayor said.”

      He didn’t budge, didn’t smile, nothing. Just sat there, staring at me, so I continued.

      “He’s concerned the church is cursed. He’s not sure going forward with the restoration is the way to go. After Acel’s murder, he thinks it might be best to tear down the building and start over.”

      He blinked. “He what? No. He can’t think we’d even consider that.”

      “I’m not sure he even has the authority to do it. I’ve asked for some time to show him a plan he’ll love, and I’m hoping I can figure out a way to convince him to restore the church, not tear it down.”

      “And you think you can do that?” The expression on his face eased a bit when I nodded.

      “I hope so, but I’ll need to meet with as many people who know about the history of the building as I can.” I gazed around the small office. “I really want to get a feel for this place.” And see if I can figure out what happened, hopefully that would put the mayor’s mind at ease.

      “Yes, yes. I think that’s a wonderful idea. Where would you like to start?”

      “With you.”

      He straightened in his seat. “I grew up in this church. I could talk for days about the building.”

      “I’d like to talk about what happened the day of the fire first.”

      He furrowed his brow. “What does that have to do with the restoration?”

      “Getting details about what really happened may help the mayor realize there is no curse, and he may decide to not push to have the building destroyed.”

      “Yes, well, I was a young boy when it happened. I don’t remember much. Most of what I know I’ve learned over the years through conversations with others, news articles, and of course Alice Mae and my mother.”

      “And yes, I’d love to talk to both of them, too.”

      “My mother isn’t well. She’s struggled with—” He paused. “With emotional issues for most of her life. She doesn’t always recall things based on real memories. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, I do, and I’ve been told she’s not well. I was just hoping maybe a short conversation. If you think that would be okay?”

      “I’ll see if she is up to it when we’re done here.”

      “Thank you.”

      He told me the story as he knew it, and it wasn’t at all what I expected.

      “There had been rumors about Acel being let go. My mother said the church funds were short, and several people were concerned it would go under. She said my father didn’t think it would be a problem, but he continued to get push back from members, one in particular being William Chamblee.”

      “He was one of the suspects.”

      “Yes. He’d worked on the finance advisory board for the church for years, and he pushed hard to fire Acel. My father didn’t want to.”

      “But Acel is still, or was still employed, so it didn’t happen.”

      “Because my father died, and it was shelved along with many other issues.” He glanced at the wall of bookshelves to his left. “My father stayed late the night of the fire. Mom said he was working on a sermon, and he and Acel argued. She’d come to bring him dinner, heard them arguing, waited until things calmed down, and when they finished, she gave him his meal. Thirty minutes later, he was dead.”

      “So, she thinks Acel set the fire?”

      He shrugged. “She’s never said that out loud. My mother wouldn’t say a bad thing about a serial killer. She doesn’t have the heart for it, but I know her. I know her well, and I believe she believes Acel got angry and either hit the candle by accident or—”

      “Knocked it over on purpose.”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh my. What do you think? You’ve worked with Acel for many years now. Do you think he could have done that?”

      “There is a theory that criminals return to the scene of the crime. Maybe Acel thought returning here every day would allow him forgiveness.”

      I didn’t know Acel Grimes all that well. Other than a conversation or two since I’d been back to Castleberry, I hadn’t talked to him since I left for college twenty plus years ago. I wasn’t one to suggest he could or couldn’t commit such a crime. Newton didn’t answer my question though, so I pressed him for an answer. “It’s possible. But do you think he could have done it?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not my place to presume.” He leaned forward. “Ms. Adair, I’ve spent most of my life without my father. It is the way God intended, and though I may not know the true details of his passing, I do find comfort knowing he has forgiven whomever purposefully or accidentally started that fire, and I know that person will one day have to face judgment for that act.”

      “He may have already today.”

      “That could be.”

      He’d effectively skirted answering my question twice, so I tried another angle. “Was your father going to let Acel go that night?”

      “No one knows for sure, but according to my mother, no.”

      “What about William Chamblee? Do you think it’s possible he could have been the one to start the fire?”

      He sighed. “William and my father had many heated discussions, and according to my mother, unfortunately, some of them were in front of church members.”

      “About how the church money was handled?”

      He nodded. “My father, from what I understand, was not good at managing money. He’d chosen new Bibles for the pews—a cost well above budget, and that had a ripple effect on every other expense for a month. Mr. Chamblee made it clear the money was mismanaged and saw fit to discuss it with my father at every opportunity.”

      “Was one of those opportunities the night of the fire?”

      “Shortly before the argument with Acel, I’m told there was a confrontation in the chapel. No one else was there that night, other than my mother who brought them dinner. Oh, and Alice Mae of course, but she said she didn’t pay too much attention. Said they’d argued so many times before it went in one ear and out the other.”

      I did a quick timeline in my head. Jeremiah argues with William Chamblee, he then argues with Acel Grimes. Shortly after that, the fire starts and Jeremiah Alabaster dies. I understood why the town was at odds about who may have started the fire.

      I stood. “Thank you for talking with me. May I speak with Alice Mae again?”

      He smiled. “Of course. I think she’s in her office.”

      Alice Mae was in her office, and she was a hot mess. Used tissues were scattered across her desk, and when I knocked on the open door, she was in the process of blowing her red, swollen nose. It made a loud honking sound, and God help me, I had to force myself not to laugh. It was just the strangest honking sound and reminded me of the ducks Austin and I used to feed at the pond near our house in Birmingham. I said a quick thank you to my parents for raising me with proper manners.

      “Miss Alice Mae? I’m sorry to bother you, but Pastor Newton said I could stop by and talk with you for a bit. If you’re not up to it, I can come back another time.”

      She threw the tissue into the trash and gathered up the others. “Oh, honey, please. I could use some conversation. I’m a mess over here, crying my eyes out for that poor, dear Acel, not to mention my allergies have been acting up something fierce.” She stood at her small desk, walked over to me, then gave me a hug. “Thank you for coming by again. I was worried about you.”

      I sat in front of her desk as she moved back around it and took a seat again. “Oh, I’m okay, but I appreciate your concern.”

      “I hear you’re no stranger to discovering bodies now, but still it’s got to be stressful.”

      Jeremiah Alabaster appeared next to her. I made eye contact briefly, and then forced myself to keep my eyes focused on Alice Mae as he hung there, watching and listening.

      “Miss Alice Mae, I was hoping we could talk about what happened here all those years ago. Would you mind?”

      She blanched. “Well, of course, though I’m not sure why you’d want to hear about that? It was as horrible a day as today.”

      “Yes, I imagine it was, but I think it’s important. The mayor is concerned about the church and is reconsidering the restoration plan. I need to prepare this with all the knowledge I can.”

      “Oh, dear, that would be horrible, to leave the church this way after we’ve all been excited to see it restored to its previous state.”

      She was so distraught I didn’t have the heart to tell her what the mayor really wanted to do. “Yes, exactly. So, if you don’t mind, could you tell me about the time of the fire? What was going on, what you thought might have happened, that kind of thing?”

      “Let it be,” Pastor Alabaster said.

      I ignored him as Alice Mae spoke.

      “Yes, well, things had been a bit tense if you know what I mean. Money was tight, and Pastor Alabaster, God rest his soul, he just wasn’t all that good with managing it. He’d asked Mr. Chamblee to help, and that Mr. Chamblee, he’s a character all right. He brought down the sword swift and fast. Kept us in line. Why, I had to use the backside of old memos to type out new ones. You wouldn’t believe what a mess that was. Pastor Alabaster thought it was silly, wasting time worrying about the little things like that. God will provide, he’d always say. No need to fret about the little things.” Her voice settled at just above a whisper. “Mr. Chamblee, he just never did like Mr. Grimes. They would argue almost every day about the money it cost to maintain the building, and what it cost to purchase cleaning supplies and the like. Mr. Grimes always needed more, but Mr. Chamblee, he never wanted to get the poor man what he needed. Why, he had to make do with dirty water to clean the pews. I thought that was awfully wrong.” She adjusted her rear and grimaced. “People sit on those. All kinds of people, sick and well ones, you know? People could get diseases from sitting there.”

      I nodded. “Do you think it’s possible either of them could have started the fire, even if on accident?”

      “Oh, honey, I just don’t know. I was here that night, and there were people in and out all day and night. Mr. Chamblee, Mr. Grimes. Mrs. Alabaster. They were all here, working and doing what they needed to for the church.”

      She fidgeted in her seat again. “I left before the fire of course, but I did hear the pastor having words with Acel, and I saw Mrs. Alabaster come in with her sweet tea and sandwiches for them a while later. And I heard him arguing with Mr. Chamblee. I could hear it all the way from the chapel right here in my office.”

      “Do you know what they were arguing about?”

      “Same thing they always argued about; spending money. Mr. Chamblee wanted to fire Acel. Said he wasn’t worth his pay in salt, and with volunteers, the church would stay clean and in working order all on its own.”

      “What did Pastor Alabaster think about that?”

      “The pastor was a good man. He didn’t believe in firing someone just because money’s tight. You find the money to make it work, and that’s what he said he was going to do.”

      “What do you think happened that night?”

      “I think there was an altercation and a fire started. I don’t believe it was intentional.”

      “So, you think the argument between Mr. Chamblee and Pastor Alabaster escalated and caused the fire?”

      “I wouldn’t go accusing people like that.”
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      Jeremiah Alabaster’s spirit glared at me. “Leave it alone,” he said. “Just leave it alone.”

      I did my best to ignore him while Alice Mae expressed her concern that his son may have killed Acel Grimes.

      “I am not pointing fingers at anyone now, you hear? I’m just saying what I heard, and that was the two of them arguing about the fire.”

      She stared at her hand and brushed something I couldn’t see from it. “I believe Pastor Alabaster blames Acel for his father’s death. He said it was time to put things to rest, and there was only one way that was goin’ to happen.” She blew her nose in another tissue.

      Jeremiah Alabaster shook his head. “You’re upsetting her. You need to leave.”

      “Was that argument recently?”

      She swallowed hard. “Last week, I think. But it wasn’t the first time I’d heard them argue about the fire. Just a few weeks ago I heard them discussing it, and Acel was so upset he left work early that day.” She buried her head in her hands. “It’s just awful. Just awful.”

      My eyes shifted between Alice Mae and the ghost. “Miss Alice Mae, I think it’s best we table this discussion. You’re upset, and I don’t want you feeling any worse. Have you told the police what you heard?”

      “Yes, yes, of course. And you’re right. I think I need a moment to myself. All that’s happened, and my allergies from the dust in the basement, it’s just too much. I hate to rush you out like this.”

      “No, no, really. It’s fine. I’ve got a lot to do, so don’t you worry about it one bit, okay?” A wave of guilt swept over me. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      She shook her head. “No, I’ll be fine. I just need to go home and rest.”

      “I think that’s a great idea.”

      I left her to gather her things and went to the restrooms just off the chapel. I’d glanced at Jeremiah Alabaster and signaled for him to follow, but he wasn’t behind me.

      When I closed the door to the women’s restroom, he appeared. “You must leave. This is upsetting everyone.”

      “Pastor, I can help you. Just tell me what happened that night, and I can help you find peace.”

      “I am at peace, and you cannot help me. If God wants my story told, he will tell it. It is not for you to decide.”

      “Maybe he’s given me the job of telling it for him.”

      He grimaced. “There has already been enough pain.”

      “What about Acel? What happened? Did your son kill him?”

      “Please, leave things be,” he said, and then he disappeared.

      I groaned. Pastor Alabaster was hiding a lot of things from me, and I was determined to get him talking.
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        * * *

      

      Georgia Alabaster sat on the front porch of her small white two-story home rocking in an old wood rocking chair that needed a new staining and maybe a screw or two tightened. She smiled when I approached. “Hello, if you’re looking for my son, he’s at the church.”

      “Mrs. Alabaster, I’m Chantilly Adair, I’m working on the restoration project for the church with the historical society.”

      “Oh yes, I read about the possibility in the paper. It would be lovely having the church back to its original design. My husband would love that.” She held out a pale hand to shake mine. I watched as it trembled. “He’s there you know. Still watching over his members. I’ve seen him, but he doesn’t know. Snuck a peek at him just last Sunday during my son’s sermon. Such a lovely light surrounding him. Was the first service I’ve gone to in months. I don’t get out much these days. It’s harder for me to get around at my age.”

      She was right. The pastor did have a bright light surrounding him, so I couldn’t help but wonder if she did really see him. “I’m sorry for your loss. I wasn’t alive when it happened, so I didn’t know your husband, but I understand he was a lovely man.”

      “That’s true, he was.” She sipped a glass of ice-cold sweet tea. “So, what would you like to know about the church?”

      "I'd like to ask you some questions to help me with my proposal for the restoration project." Realizing Georgia Alabaster might not have known about Acel’s demise, I treaded carefully. "Did your son talk with you about what happened today?"

      “You mean what happened to poor Acel? I saw the police cars and the ambulance and called Newton. I wanted to go there and see what was happening, but I don't get around too good much these days."

      She’d already mentioned that. Maybe Del was right. Georgia Alabaster had suffered mentally and physically after the fire. "Yes, it's a tragedy. And because of it, the mayor is concerned the restoration project isn't a good idea. He’s trying to shut it down, to tear down the church and rebuild it from scratch."

      “Oh, heavens, he might could reconsider?"

      "Absolutely. I am still moving forward with the restoration plans, and I thought if I sat and talked with some of the people that have been involved with the church for years it might help show the desire and the need for it to stay in the community."

      "Well isn't that just sweet of you, dear. I know my son would appreciate that. He was all kinds of upset when he came by a little while ago. He and Acel had made their peace years ago, after I told them both I was responsible for the fire, that is.”

      “You were responsible for the fire?”

      She smiled and rocked in her chair as she gazed out toward the cemetery.

      “Mrs. Alabaster?”

      “Oh, hello there dear, how are you today?”

      Georgia Alabaster was definitely two beers shy of a six pack. "Mrs. Alabaster, could you tell me what happened the night of the fire?"

      “Jeremiah is waiting for me. He’s waiting until it’s my time.”

      "Mrs. Alabaster,” I tried one more time. “About the day of the fire—"

      She interrupted me. "It was a day much like today.” She tapped her toes onto the cement front porch, pushing the rocking chair back and forth as she spoke. "Jeremiah needed to work late, said he had a sermon he wanted to finish before the evening ended. The church was hot as blazes. The air conditioning never much worked well in that big chapel but that didn't stop people from coming. They loved to hear Jeremiah. They loved his messages and said they always felt closer to God in that chapel, hearing his messages from Jeremiah." She smiled at me. "I think the stained-glass windows and the details on the pews, the carvings, those helped.”

      She gazed out into her front yard and across the way to the small cemetery attached to the church. My eyes followed her, and I noticed two women standing next to a large tombstone. They smiled and waved when they saw us watching.

      Mrs. Alabaster waved back.

      When the women disappeared right before our eyes, I gasped. I wasn't the only one who could see spirits in Castleberry, Georgia.

      “He was there so late, and I worried he’d get a headache if he didn't eat. Jeremiah always forgot to eat, and that poor man, he ended up with a headache because of it. I tried to tell him over and over he had to take care of himself, but he just focused on his parishioners and their needs, never thought about himself. So, I brought him over a sandwich and some sweet tea. He always did like my sweet tea. And when I got there, I heard him arguing about running his church in the way he felt it should be run. I stayed back and listened. Then I just left the food on his desk and left.”

      "Who was he arguing with?"

      She glanced down at her feet, gently pushing the cement once again, rocking harder as she thought about the answer to my question. She raised her shaking hand to her face and touched her chin. "William Chamblee."

      "William Chamblee? Are you sure it wasn’t Acel Grimes?”

      "Oh, dear, I don’t know for sure.” She smiled. "You'll have to ask my son, Newton. I've told him time and time again that Alice Mae should go to jail for what she’d done, so maybe if you talk to him, you can get him to call the police about it.”

      “Are you saying Alice Mae started that fire?”

      She glanced down at her feet again and then back to my eyes. I watched as her face softened with resignation and a hint of sadness. "Now sweetie, why would you think Alice Mae started that fire?”

      I sighed. As sweet as she was, Georgia Alabaster’s mind was not working properly. Her son was right, and I understood why he was concerned about me talking to her. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Alabaster. It was lovely talking to you.”

      “It’s a pleasure talking to you. Please, bring your family over for supper next weekend after service. Jeremiah and I love the company.”
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        * * *

      

      I made another pit stop at Community Café before heading back to the museum. I was tired, and a caffeine boost was just what I needed to pick me up and give me energy, let alone clear the fog Georgia Alabaster caused in my brain. When I walked in, the fresh, floral scent of lavender hit me smack dab in the face. Vases filled with bunches of the purple hued flower sat at every table.

      Del finished up with a customer and smiled. “Didn’t expect to see you back today.”

      I covered my mouth and yawned. “I’m give out. This research is exhausting, and besides, I just had the weirdest conversation with someone. I see you’re a happy camper this afternoon.” I’d added that last part because the frown and grouchy eyebrows were clearly a display of utter unhappiness on her part.

      She grunted. “My nose is tingling. Can’t make it stop.”

      I examined her face more closely. “It is a bit on the red side.” I glanced at a vase of lavender on her countertop. “Maybe it’s got something to do with these? You’ve got them all over the café. What gives?”

      “They’re for Thelma. She loves them, and I thought it would help cheer her up.”

      “Oh, my goodness, Delphina Beauregard, you really do have a heart.”

      “Shut it. I don’t want word getting out, you hear?”

      I laughed. “Yes, ma’am. Loud and clear.”

      “I’m just worried about the old coot. She wasn’t her usual self, before, and it ain’t right that she didn’t come back earlier and hasn’t been hanging out here driving me crazy all day. Things got to be balanced or it messes up the feel of my restaurant here. Can’t have problems like that screwing with my bottom line.”

      “Yes, I understand. It’s your bottom line you’re worried about. I get it.” She lied like a dog on a rug, and we both knew it, but pretending seemed to work for her, so I obliged.

      “I think I got me an allergy though. Hope I can make it until she comes by again in the morning.”

      “I’m not sure you have an actual allergy.” I scratched my nose. “That’s a lot of smell you’ve got here. It is a bit overwhelming. Maybe it’s less of an allergy and more of an irritant?”

      “Could be, but either way, I hope it helps.” She poured me a cup of coffee. “Between you and me, it’s hard seeing her like this. I like picking on her and all, it’s what we do, but when my friend is upset like this, I can’t handle it.”

      I patted her on the shoulder as we walked the short distance to my favorite table. I wanted to discuss the things that Georgia Alabaster had said, but it wasn’t the right time. What was important was being there for Del and Thelma. “Can you tell me about her and Charlie?”

      She smiled. “He was a good man. Loved that woman to death. You know they’d been together since grade school? Sure, they had their moments, but that man loved her like the dickens, and she loved him just as hard back. Tore her up when she lost him.”

      I exhaled. “Did he used to bring her flowers? Maybe lavender and carnations?” I had a hunch, and I wanted to see if I was right.

      She smiled. “At least a few times a month. Thelma used to come in bragging, and I’d get on her about it. Said us spinsters didn’t need to hear about all that happily ever after stuff. But you know that was just a front. I loved knowin’ my friend was happy as a pig in mud.”

      “I know. You’re a softie on the inside.”

      She smiled. “Don’t share that secret, or I’ll have to ban you from the café.”

      “My lips are sealed.” I pressed my lips together, not realizing I mimicked what I’d just said. “What did Charlie look like?”

      She smiled. “Like he needed a haircut and a shave.” For a moment, her eyes glossed over, and I worried she might cry. “Thelma didn’t seem to mind though. She liked the way his graying hair tickled the sides of his ears, and said she giggled every time he’d rub his scruffy face against her chin.” She sighed. “Used to drive me crazy. I never knew a love like that.” She surveyed her café filled with customers sitting at tables, sipping sweet tea, and enjoying their company. “This was always my first and my only love. Don’t think I had much patience for a man, but not Thelma. She had all the patience in the world for her Charlie. He used to call her Dolly, too, ‘cause of the wigs. Said she was better looking than the real one, and she’d giggle every time he said it.”

      I was right. “I don’t want you to say anything to her, because I’m not sure yet, but I think Charlie came to me at the church.”

      Her eyes widened. “Charlie? What makes you think it was him?”

      “Because he said he always got his wife carnations and lavender, and he called her Dolly.”

      Del smacked her hand against the table, and in a voice louder than necessary, said, “Darn straight that was him.”

      The crowd in the restaurant all stopped what they were doing and stared at us. Del blushed, pushed herself up from the chair and said to the crowd, “I’m just having a conversation with my friend here. Nothing for you to see, so quit being so nosy, or I’ll ban y’all from coming back.”

      Everyone knew she wouldn’t really ban them, but just in case, they went back to their own conversations.

      Better safe than sorry.

      She sat back in her seat and grimaced as she adjusted her backside on the hard chair. “I’m beginning to think Thelma is right about these chairs.”

      I laughed. Karma had a way of coming around and teaching lessons, both big and little ones.

      “So, what did Charlie say?”

      “He said he used to get his wife lavender bunches. Would walk to town a few times a month to get them. And he had a message for her.”

      “A message? What was it?”

      I loved Del, I really did, but I wasn’t sure it was right, sharing a private message from a spirit with someone other than the person for which it was intended.

      When she noticed my expression shift ever so slightly, she backed off. “It’s okay. It ain’t my business. But are you going to tell her? Might cheer her up.”

      “I just want to make sure it’s really him. I don’t want to give her a message intended for someone else.”

      “Makes sense, but my guess is it’s from him. That’s why you asked what he looked like, right?”

      “Yes, and I’ll tell her when the time is right.” I gathered my things into a pile. Hey, I think you’re right about Georgia Alabaster.”

      “That she’s not right in the head? Told you that. What happen? You talk to her? Surprised that son of hers let you near her. He won’t even let her come to church. Says she’s too sick.”

      “I think he’s right, she is too sick.”

      “So, you did talk to her?”

      “I did, and her story changed several times in a matter of minutes. I’m just not sure she’s all there mentally. It was sad, really.” I stuffed the last of the papers into my bag. “I’ve got to go. I’ve got a bunch of work to get done and not a lot of time to do it. Austin’s got lacrosse tonight, and I don’t want to have to be working on the bleachers.”
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      I tried to complete the final details of the church’s restoration plan, but I just couldn’t focus. Something kept nudging me, theoretically speaking, on my shoulder, telling me the two deaths were somehow connected. I knew if I figured out the true details of the fire and Pastor Jeremiah’s death, I’d find Acel Grimes’s killer.

      I just had no idea how to investigate something that happened before I was born. Time changed details, it always did, no matter what the situation, and I’d already been told so many conflicting things about the fire, I didn’t know what to believe.

      But I knew if I didn’t figure it out, there was no way the mayor would allow for any restoration project funding to clear the city council, and without that funding, the church didn’t have a chance at becoming what it once was.
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        * * *

      

      Jack attended lacrosse practice after all, and though I tried hard not to, I found myself watching him from across the field more than the boys. Just before practice ended, Jack sent one of the boys to the bleachers and reminded the parents about a quick meeting afterward. I’m glad he did, because I’d completely forgotten about the email he’d sent the day before about it, though I was surprised he still had time for lacrosse with the murder investigation in full force.

      The parents gathered inside the fenced in turf field. When Jack approached, he smiled at everyone, but let his glance linger on me a little longer than the rest.

      Bless my heart, it made me dizzy.

      “I’m sure you’ve all heard what happened at the church earlier,” he said.

      Everyone nodded.

      “Unfortunately, it’s bad timing on the murderer’s part, given that we’ve got the lacrosse tournament.”

      A few parents chuckled in an awkward way.

      “And because of that, I’ve asked for another detective to partner with me on the case, so I can still be here as much as possible.”

      The parents clapped.

      “Most murders are solved in a matter of a few days, and I’m confident this will be one of those. But in the event it’s not, I’ll still do my best to make it to the tournament. I don’t want to let the boys down. They’ve worked hard preparing for this, and I want to be there when they win the championship game.”

      The parents clapped again.

      “But I also don’t want a killer loose in Castleberry, so you’ll understand if my priorities are divided.”

      I nodded along with everyone else.

      He clapped and rubbed his palms together. “Okay, now that that’s taken care of, we’re taking a break tomorrow, but I still want them all working on their stick skills at home, and I’m going to count on you to make that happen. Maybe fifteen, twenty minutes, that’s it. Let’s not have any over used muscles going out on us this weekend.”

      When he finished, I headed to the parking lot with the rest of the parents, but Jack stopped me before I got to my car. “Hey, you hungry?”

      “I thought you had an investigation to run?”

      He nodded. “But a guy’s got to eat.”

      “That’s true.”

      “Pizza?”

      It was always pizza with Jack, but I wasn’t complaining. I loved pizza. “Sure. We’ll see you there.”

      The hostess sat us at a table at the front of the restaurant.

      “So, about the investigation,” I paused, and he jumped right into a lecture.

      “There you go, sticking your nose where you shouldn’t.”

      “I am not.” I smiled as I touched my nose without even realizing it.

      “Don’t worry.” He smiled. “It’s not big. It’s kind of cute.”

      I blushed.

      “Gross,” Austin said. He’d had his head stuck in his phone, and I didn’t realize he was paying attention.

      Jack pulled his wallet from his pocket and tossed Austin a ten-dollar bill. “Go play some games.”

      Austin’s eyes lit up. “Wow, cool.” He snatched the ten spot, jumped out of the chair, and raced to the small game room in the back of the restaurant.

      “That’s a lot of money,” I said.

      “Gives us a few minutes to talk alone.”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      “We got an anonymous tip today.”

      While I was happy to be included in the private details of the investigation, a tiny piece of my heart had hoped we’d talk about something other than murder and mayhem. I moved closer to the edge of the table, my curiosity piqued even though my heart was a touch disappointed. “What kind of anonymous tip?”

      “Looks like Acel’s son’s got himself involved with a gang in the city.”

      “Oh, no.”

      “Caller said he’s been targeted by a rival gang over a robbery a few weeks back.”

      “So, they killed his father? Is that what gangs do?”

      “Sometimes, if it’s convenient.”

      “Coming this far north to Castleberry from Atlanta doesn’t sound all that convenient.”

      Our appetizer arrived, garlic bread knots with marinara sauce. As if we weren’t already going to carb load with bad for us food with the supreme meat and veggie pizza we’d ordered.

      “I’m not a gang expert, but they are less random than most people think, and if Acel’s son did something to warrant a statement like that, you can bet they’d come here to make it.”

      “Do you know which gang?”

      “We’re working on it. I’m meeting with someone from Atlanta’s gang control unit tomorrow morning.”

      “I’ve talked to a few people here, and I think Acel’s murder might be related to the fire.”

      He raised an eyebrow and popped a garlic knot into his mouth. Once he swallowed it down, he said, “You think a fire from sixty something years ago is connected to Acel’s murder?”

      I nodded.

      He leaned back in his seat and rubbed his hands on the tops of his legs.

      “It’s just a feeling, but there was a lot going on when Pastor Alabaster died. Have you talked to anyone about that?”

      He shook his head. “Not really. It doesn’t fit. An accident from the 60s and an intentional murder now? If they’re connected, why so long between the two?”

      “Maybe the murderer didn’t know they were connected until recently? Maybe they just discovered the truth.”

      “And what truth is that?”

      “Acel started the fire that killed Pastor Alabaster.”

      “So, someone killed him to get revenge?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “Possible, yes. Probable? I don’t think so.”

      “But you can’t rule it out. Ask around, there was a lot of discord at the church back then, and Acel was in the thick of it. There were rumors he was going to be fired and that he and the pastor had an argument the night he died.” I tore apart a small garlic knot and chewed on it. “Oh, and William Chamblee, you have to know the story about him.”

      “Issues with money management at the church.”

      “Yes, and he wanted to fire Acel. Thought the church members could do his job for free. Said it would give the church more money.”

      “But Acel wasn’t fired.”

      “No, because that argument happened the same night as the fire, too, or at least one of them. They’d had a few arguments apparently.”

      That gave him pause, but not for long. “Acel’s been at the church since long before that fire. Don’t you think if Chamblee wanted him gone that bad, and he’s the one responsible for the fire, he’d have done something in the past fifty years to get him out?”

      He had me there. “Maybe he was waiting for the right time?”

      He kept his eyes focused on me.

      “Or maybe something else happened and it got William Chamblee’s undies in a bunch and he decided to take action?”

      He smirked. “Undies in a bunch?”

      I blushed. “It’s something my mother always said.”

      “It’s cute.”

      I blushed even more, so I glanced down at the half full plate of garlic bread knots to avoid eye contact. “It’s possible though, isn’t it?”

      He shrugged. “Anything’s possible, but that doesn’t mean it’s what happened. I’ll have someone ask around, see what they find, but from what I’ve learned Grimes’s son was into some serious stuff in the city, and if he messed with the wrong people, they’ll make him pay.”

      I didn’t disagree with that. After all, he was the professional, but something told me Acel’s murder was connected to the fire, and I just couldn’t shake that feeling.

      “There’s more.”

      “Okay.” He eyed me, waiting for me to talk.

      “Georgia Alabaster said she started the fire.”

      He blinked.

      “And then she said Alice Mae did it.”

      “You do know that woman’s not well, right? She hasn’t been for years.”

      “Yes, because then she basically said Alice Mae didn’t.”

      He smirked. “We’re running with the gang lead. If that doesn’t pan out, I’ll reconsider two old women and a hermit for Acel, okay?”

      “Okay.”
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      I hollered to Austin from the kitchen. “Hurry up kiddo, you’re slower than molasses this morning. We’ve got to go.”

      He sauntered into the kitchen like he didn’t have a care in the world, his reddish blond hair a wild mess on the top of his head. Maybe I’d missed something? Maybe school no longer had a tardy policy?

      “Austin, you’re not even dressed. Come on, you’re going to be late.”

      He gazed at me like I was speaking a foreign language. “Mom, we have late start today.”

      I furrowed my brows. “Really? Why didn’t I know this?”

      He pointed to the calendar on the ‘fridge. “You did.”

      I glanced at the calendar and there it was, late start, with a big Sharpie marker red circle around it. “Oh, I must have forgotten.” I gathered my things and stuffed them into my bag. “Well, you’re going to have to rush anyway. I’ve got some things to do this morning before a meeting with the mayor. I need to get going, so get a move on.”

      “Justin’s mom is picking me up. I told you that last night when you were flirting with Coach.”

      I felt my face redden and looked into my bag so Austin couldn’t see. “I wasn’t flirting with Coach.”

      “Mom, I’m not a kid anymore. I know what flirting looks like.”

      “Oh, you do, huh? Well then fill me in because I haven’t flirted in over twenty years.”

      “Looks like you haven’t forgotten how.”

      I smiled. “Yep, your mom’s still got it. Good to know.”

      He grimaced. “Gross.”

      I laughed. “Hey, if the shoe fits.”

      He shook his head, grabbed a bagel from the bag on the counter and tossed it into the toaster oven.

      I rubbed the top of his head. “Do something with this rat’s nest before Justin’s mom gets you, okay? I don’t want her thinking I raised a pig.”

      He groaned as I smiled and walked out of the kitchen and to my car in the garage. Austin had adjusted to the move well. He’d made friends quickly, and it appeared he’d fit right in. I’d worried about that. Moving from Birmingham with a population of over two hundred thousand to a small town with under ten thousand wasn’t easy for a tweenaged boy, and I worried he’d struggle to fit in. Birmingham wasn’t a big city by any means, but compared to Castleberry, it felt like New York or Chicago. But Austin didn’t flinch with the move. He still connected with his Alabama friends through his video games and his monthly visits to see Scott, so moving wasn’t as hard as I worried it would be.

      I made a pitstop at Community Café for Del’s big event. Well, I considered it a big event, but she didn’t. She’d added a new coffee to her menu, a nitro cold brew that required a fancy piece of equipment resembling a beer tap. I’d read they were all the rage, and came with a bigger boost of caffeine, something I needed just about every morning. I also wanted to check on Thelma, see if she was there, and if the flowers made her feel any better.

      When I walked in, I saw the man from the church hovering near my favorite table. He smiled at me, but I looked away. If he was Charlie, and I was certain he was, the last thing I wanted to do was have a chat with him in front of people that knew him when he was alive.

      Especially his wife, who’d walked in just before me. She sat at the table where her dead husband hovered and chatted quietly with Olivia Castleberry, another employee from the historical society.

      Olivia was the best coworker I’d ever had. Technically, I was her boss, but I didn’t look at it that way. She’d been with the historical society since graduating from college a few years prior, and she was practically a local historian. Her family roots gave her a strong connection to the town, and she took it seriously.

      “Hey ladies.” I pulled out my chair with a smile aimed at Charlie, hoping he’d recognize that I saw him, but wasn’t going to mention his visits.

      “Hey there, Miss Chantilly,” Olivia said. She often referred to me with Southern manners like that even though I always encouraged her not to.

      “Thelma.” I smiled at my friend. “You okay?” Thelma’s eyes didn’t have their usual sparkle, and it hurt my heart.

      She brushed off my concern by completely ignoring it. “Guess who I saw yesterday morning on my way to town?”

      “Who?” Olivia asked.

      Del brought me a small cup of her new super high-octane coffee. “On the house, but only if you promise to love it.”

      “I’m sure I will. Anything with an added boost of energy is good to me.” I redirected my attention back to Thelma who sat solemn and slumped in her chair instead of in her usual matter with her shoulders back and a smile on her face. “I’m sorry, who did you see today?”

      “William Chamblee. First time in ages, he’s walking down the street like he used to years ago. Heading straight to town.”

      Olivia gasped. “Really? That’s the last thing that man ought to be doing considering people are talking like he had something to do with Acel Grimes’s murder and all.”

      “People are saying that?” I asked.

      “’Course they are. It’s like reliving the past all over again.” She shrugged as she sipped her coffee. “Not that I’d know seeing as I wasn’t even a thought in my momma’s head in the sixties.”

      Del snorted. “You momma wasn’t even born yet, so there ain’t no way she could have thought of you.”

      Olivia blushed. “Oh goodness, I hadn’t done the math for that.”

      I smiled. Olivia was smart as a whip when it came to Castleberry’s history, but common sense wasn’t her strong point.

      “What’re people saying?” I asked.

      “Oh, you know, the usual. Mr. Chamblee never did much like Acel. Wanted him fired because the church needed the money, and even after all these years, they never did much get along.”

      “But I thought William Chamblee had become a recluse of sorts?”

      That’s why I thought it was strange to see him walking to town, and given what happened, it don’t look good for him,” Thelma said.

      The spirit hung close to her. When his hand grazed her shoulder, she glanced to that side, and from the tiny smile forming on her face, I knew for sure she’d felt it. I was grateful to see her smile again.

      Olivia picked at a cranberry muffin Del had set on a plate in front of her. “I wonder if it has something to do with the murder?”

      “Of course it does,” Del said. “He’s making sure people see him so they don’t talk about him. Poor man don’t want no more gossip about what happened fifty years ago, let alone this week.”

      “Only they saw him on the day of Acel’s murder, so that’s not good for him.”

      “Only Thelma saw him,” Del said. She mouthed toward me, “And she’s not herself lately.”

      Thelma stared into her coffee cup. “My Charlie used to see him walking to town every now and again. Said he felt sorry for the man. Didn’t think he had a thing to do with the fire and wished there was something he could do to help him. His life changed after the church burned. Poor William was never the same.”

      “She’s right, you know. I never did think William killed Pastor Alabaster. Just didn’t seem like the kind of man that could do something like that,” Charlie said.

      I smiled in his direction.

      “I wonder if Charlie’s around today,” Thelma said.

      “Oh, I have a feeling he’s always close by you,” Del said.

      “Why do you wonder about today?”

      “It’s the anniversary of our first date. He asked me to the town dance sixty-two years ago today.”

      “Oh, I thought you’d been together since you were kids,” I said.

      “Well, we were sweet on each other back then, but we were too young to do anything about it. It wasn’t until I was thirteen that we started dating.” She smiled again. It was good to see Thelma smile.

      “And we spent every day of my life together from that day on,” Charlie said. “I couldn’t have asked for a better life, or a better woman.”

      A tear threatened to drop from my right eye, so I swiped it away. I didn’t want to get emotional in front of Thelma for fear they’d push me to say something I wasn’t ready to say.”

      “Oh, Thelma, that must be a wonderful memory for you,” Olivia said.

      “I got me a lot of wonderful memories. My Charlie, he was a good man.”

      Charlie beamed with pride, a bright white glow surrounding him. I knew I’d have to give Thelma his message, I just wanted to do it privately. I didn’t feel it was something I should share with others around.

      “Excuse me,” Olivia said, “but I am starting a side business, and I was hoping I could use y’all as models.”

      “A side business?” Del asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m a sales representative for a new skin care line, and I thought maybe y’all might could come by my place this evening, and I could give you facials? ‘Course they’ll be on me. I need the practice for my parties.”

      Thelma caressed her face. She had the skin of a fifty-year-old woman, soft and creamy, and barely wrinkled. It was beautiful, even with the outrageously colored makeup. Thelma liked her makeup, and the more colorful, the better. Though I noticed she’d barely worn any that morning, and I wondered if it was the day that caused that.

      “I might could come, but it depends on the time,” Del said.

      “I have an idea,” I said. “Austin’s got a day off from practice today, so why don’t we do it at my place? I’ve got to cook for my son anyway, so y’all can come to my house. We’ll have dinner and get our facials.”

      Del nodded. “I can, but it’ll be around seven o’clock.”

      “I’ll have to come in my pajamas because that’s a little late for me," Thelma said.

      “If you’d like, I’ll pick you up, Miss Thelma,” Olivia said.

      “That would be nice,” Thelma said.

      I wanted to talk with Charlie and see if he’d seen anything at the church the day before. “Ladies, I hate to rush. I have to get some things done this morning. I’ll make sure to have something ready for dinner by seven.” I glanced at Charlie and wiggled my head, hoping he’d get my message to come along.

      I hopped into my car and nearly threw my bag on him when he appeared in the seat next to me. “Why didn’t you tell me you’re Charlie?”

      “I thought you knew?”

      I shook my head as I drove the short distance to the historical society museum office. “I figured it out later, but I didn’t make the connection.”

      He laughed. “You didn’t know I called her Dolly?”

      “I don’t think she’s mentioned it around me, but I haven’t been back all that long.”

      “She likes you. She tells me all the time. Talks to me every day. Says you’re a good egg.”

      “I like her, too. She’s a beautiful woman inside and out.” There weren’t many women in their forties in Castleberry. Most were either younger or older, and other than Olivia, I preferred the older ones. Their lives were filled with stories, and their grace, including Delphina’s, was something lacking in my generation.

      My Dolly, she’s still a looker after all these years.”

      I smiled. I hoped I ended up with someone to love me like Charlie loved Thelma. I had a feeling that kind of love was rare. “I’m going to give her your message, but I want it to be when we’re alone. I’m not sure how she’ll react. She hasn’t been herself the past few days.”

      “It’s the anniversary. She gets down every year around this time. I try to show her I’m there, but I’m not sure she knows.”

      “I think she does. She felt you touch her shoulder earlier, I could tell.”

      His eyes lit up. “You think? I talk to her, but she don’t hear me. Don’t know what else to do, so when I heard about you, I knew I could get her a message through you.”

      “Heard about me?”

      “We talk, us spirits. Word gets out about the living that can see us. Death ain’t a whole lot different than life when it comes to gossip.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Hey, Charlie, can we talk about what happened at the church?”

      “You want to know if I saw anything?”

      I nodded as I turned into the driveway of my work. “Did you?”

      “Nope. Not a thing. Sorry about that. I felt you there, so I just popped in to see you is all.”

      “So, you didn’t notice anything odd, maybe hear something unusual?”

      “I ain’t been to the church much since I passed. When Thelma stopped going, I stopped going too.”

      “That makes sense. What about before, you know, when the fire happened. Can you remember anything about then? Thelma said you used to see Mr. Chamblee sometimes walking to town.”

      “A couple times, but not much after the fire. Man locked himself up in his house for the most part. Sad, what happened to him.”

      “You knew him, correct?”

      “Sure did. He’s a good man. Don’t think he had anything to do with that fire, that’s for sure, but he did have a temper, that one. Used to get him in trouble a lot of the time. I’m guessing that’s why he ended up holed up in his house all these years, trying to keep himself in line.”

      “I can understand that. Small towns are great, but the gossip can be rough.”

      “He got blamed for that fire by a lot of people, but I think he just wanted to save the church from going under is all. Don’t think he had any plans of hurting nobody.”

      I hoped he was right. “We’re having a little girl’s night tonight. If I can get Thelma alone, I’ll talk with her.”

      He smiled and a feeling of intense love swept over me. “I’ll be there.”

      “I’m sure she’d like that.”
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      I spent the morning until mid-afternoon working on projects associated with other historic properties in town, signed off on several privately funded restoration projects for some of them, and helped Olivia switch out the main room of the museums display. Since we were coming up on Halloween, we wanted to focus on the haunted historical tour, and had spent weeks gathering items and stories from the properties for an extended display run. It was fun, putting together the information, creating signs, researching and finding old photos of the suspected ghosts and paintings, though I knew them all to be true except one. One I’d yet to actually see, though that didn’t mean the ghost wasn’t real. It just meant the ghost didn’t care to show itself to me.

      Which, when I thought about it, was odd, but it was also beyond my control.

      One we’d finished the new display, I gathered my things and headed out to visit with William Chamblee. I had no idea how I’d approach the fire or Acel’s murder, but I knew I had to give it a shot. Mr. Chamblee had to know something that could help me connect the fire and the murder, and since I wasn’t sure if he was the bad guy in either, I hoped he’d open up to me.

      On my way, I sent Jack a text. I’d had a question for him but forgot to ask at dinner.

      He responded within a minute or two. “It’s pretty heavy, probably about ten pounds. Why?”

      I’d asked him how heavy the candelabra used to kill Acel was. “Just wondering.”

      “Right.”

      “What?”

      “You don’t strike me as the type that just wonders about anything.”

      Ugh. He was right. “There were two people at the church when Acel was murdered, and only one of them could have lifted someone that heavy over their head.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “So, are you questioning Newton?”

      “We already have.”

      “And?”

      “And, like I said last night, we’re focused on the gang angle.”

      “Are you getting fingerprints on the candelabra?”

      “We already tried. Whomever did this wore gloves.”

      “Really? You think a gang member would take the time to wear gloves?”

      “You think a pastor would kill an employee?”

      “I think anything’s possible.”

      “But not probable.”

      “I’m beginning to hate that sentence.”

      He laughed. “I can see how you might, but the fact is, I don’t see Alabaster as the killer.”

      “Does he have an alibi? I mean, he was in the church, but did anyone see him?”

      “Alice Mae saw him.”

      “So, the two people that could have killed him because they were in the church at the time of his death are each other’s alibis?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Don’t you think that’s cheating?”

      He laughed again. “There’s no cheating. It is what it is, Chantilly. Listen, I appreciate your interest in the case, but I’ve got this, okay? It’s what I do.”

      But not very well, I thought, at least not if he considers those two each other’s alibis. “I know.”

      “You’re the historic expert in town, let me be the murder investigation expert, and I think we’ll both be successful.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’ll see you at the tournament this weekend?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He hung up knowing I was annoyed with him, and I was completely fine with that.
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        * * *

      

      William Chamblee answered his door wearing a yellow graying undersized t-shirt with that showed the bottom half of his extra-large sized belly. “What?”

      That right there was one heck of a greeting, for sure. “Mr. Chamblee, my name is Chantilly Adair. I’m the manager of the historical society, and I’m working on a restoration project for the church. I was hoping you’d have a few minutes to talk?”

      “If you’re here to see if I killed Acel, I didn’t. Didn’t start that fire, neither.”

      I pressed my lips together. “I know this must be hard for you, but I would like to help if I can.”

      He moved over and pulled the door along with him. “Come on in. I don’t got nothing else to do anyway.”

      I entered his home cautiously because he could have been a murderer and an arsonist, and I couldn’t get the hairs on the back of my neck to go down. His home wasn’t what I expected, not that I’d expected anything in particular, but still.

      For a man that hadn’t gone out much in the last fifty years, he was incredibly neat. Not a thing appeared out of place in his small family room. Though his furniture was stuck in the sixties, and the yellow and greenish brown floral print wallpaper was faded to almost nothing, it wasn’t in bad shape otherwise. In desperate need of an update, yes, but beyond that, it was obvious William Chamblee took care of his home.

      “You have a lovely home, Mr. Chamblee.”

      He grunted. “Needs some work, but my wife loved it, and since she’s been gone, I don’t have the heart to change anything.”

      I smiled, and as I did, a flash of light wisped into the room and settled next to the older man. I kept focused on William Chamblee. “You must miss her.”

      He sighed. “Every day. Some more than others. Sure could use her here now.” He sat on his rust colored couch. “I know what’s going on out there, what people are sayin’ about me.”

      “I understand you were seen walking to town just before Acel was killed.”

      He averted his eyes from me and staring into his small dining room. “Ain’t taken that walk in a while.”

      “He’s lying.”

      Surprised by the sound of another man’s voice, I whipped around and checked behind me, discovering Charlie Sayers standing next to the front door. My eyes widened, and I quickly glanced back at Mr. Chamblee, hoping he hadn’t noticed.

      “He’s lying. I was with Thelma when she saw him. Saw him myself, clear as day, walking right toward the church.”

      “Mr. Chamblee, with all due respect, there are witnesses that say they saw you walking toward the church.”

      He pinned his folded arms against his stomach and stood there, frozen for a few seconds before finally rocking forward, sighing, and nodded. “They’re right. I walked over to the church yesterday, but I didn’t kill Acel.”

      “Okay then, why did you go to church?”

      He shrugged. “Because it’s church, and that’s what I do. Been going at least once a week since they fixed it after the fire. Just don’t go during service no more. A man’s got to make his peace, ask for forgiveness, and the best place to do that is in God’s house.”

      I gave him an understanding nod. “Yes.”

      “Had I known Acel was gonna die, I wouldn’t have gone yesterday.”

      Yes, if we could know the future, that would have been helpful for his innocent claim. “Can you tell me about the fire? I know you argued with Pastor Alabaster that day, but I’d like to hear things from your perspective.”

      He took a deep breath and then exhaled. “It wasn’t a new argument. I worked on the finance committee, and Jeremiah, he had a way of touching the hearts of his congregation members like nothing I’d ever seen before, but the man, he couldn’t manage money. Just didn’t see the importance of it.”

      “His gift was to bring people closer to God.”

      “And I was supposed to keep the money in line. He went and bought new bibles for the congregation and spent money the church didn’t have without getting approval. I wasn’t happy, and I told him so.”

      “Did you suggest firing Acel to reduce costs?”

      “We had a good congregation. They would have done what Acel did without taking a dime. Just didn’t see the point of paying someone when the church patrons could have done it for free.”

      “How did Jeremiah feel about that?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Jeremiah was a good soul. He wanted to contribute to the town, to give jobs to good people who wanted to work, and that included Acel.”

      “Did you think Acel wanted to work?”

      “’Course I did. Acel was a good man. I didn’t have no beef with Acel. I just didn’t see having to pay someone when we didn’t need to. And we made our amends years ago, no matter what people think.”

      “But Jeremiah disagreed about firing him?”

      “Strongly, too. Said he wouldn’t never fire nobody just because the church needed money. Said he’d go to the congregation and ask them for it through contributions. They’d give it, he said.”

      “But he never got the chance.”

      He shook his head. “Died that night.”

      “Did anyone see you arguing with Pastor Alabaster the night of the fire?”

      He sighed again, and when he spoke, there was sadness in his voice. “Alice Mae heard us. It was upsetting to her, I know, and I feel bad about that. Tell her that every time I see her, too. I ain’t proud of how I behaved, but I was doing what I thought was best for the church.”

      “Did you see Georgia Alabaster that evening?”

      “Just for a minute. She was heading home. Interrupted us and told us to behave like God’s children, not hooligans, and said she’d bring us both back some sweet tea and dinner. It was hot that day, and we was burning up in that church—” he stopped himself when he realized what he’d said. “We could have used the sweet tea, but I got too angry and thought it was best to head on home. And that’s what I did.”

      “Did anyone see you leave?”

      He shrugged. “Never much had an answer to that, but I’m guessing no. Otherwise I wouldn’t have been accused of setting that fire, now would I?”

      He had a point. “Mr. Chamblee, did you set the fire?”

      He dipped his head, stared at the floor, and then slowly shook his head back and forth. “I could never do something to hurt the church or the pastor.” He glanced up at me and looked me in the eyes with intent. “Ms.—”

      “Adair.”

      He nodded. “Ms. Adair, that church meant the world to me. I just wanted it to live on, to be the place it was meant to be.”

      A bright light appeared behind him, and as it took the shape of a man, I realized it was Jeremiah Alabaster. Charlie Sayers had disappeared completely when I wasn’t paying attention. Pastor Jeremiah placed his hand on William Chamblee’s right shoulder and smiled at me, and then he disappeared.

      I had no idea what that meant.

      “Do you think Ms. Alabaster blames you?”

      “We made our peace years ago.”

      “What do you think happened that night?”

      He didn’t take a moment then. He went right into his theory. “Those candles were always in the way, and always gettin’ knocked over. The table coverings were old, they would light up like a firecracker, and that’s what I think happened. Jeremiah didn’t want nothing happening to anyone there, so he helped whoever was still there inside, but for some reason, he didn’t leave himself. Maybe to get Acel, maybe Alice Mae, maybe even his wife, I don’t know, but whatever kept him in that church, that’s the reason he died. It was an accident.”
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      I had about thirty minutes before the ladies came by for our facials, and nothing prepared to feed any of them, let alone Austin. Luckily, I’d made a trip to Alpharetta recently and ordered fresh potpies to go from a trendy new potpie store. It amazed me that potpies were a trend when they were something my momma made at least once a week my whole life. I’d grabbed three and frozen them all, but at least they didn’t need to be thawed before baking.

      I preheated the oven to three hundred and seventy-five degrees and set the kitchen table for five. After I tossed two bagged salads together, threw in a cut up tomato and some fake bacon—my mother was very likely turning over in her grave for that travesty–I changed into a comfy pair of sweats and a baggy blue t-shirt.

      As much as I wanted everyone to come by, and as much as I wanted to support Olivia’s new business venture, I was give out, and really could have used a night to chill out on the couch with my latest read, a fun mystery by an author named Ava Mallory, and Austin playing video games on the floor next to me.

      Even though that’s what I wanted to do, the reality was it probably wouldn’t have happened anyway. I would have just focused on Acel’s murder and the church fire because I couldn’t stop thinking about them. I knew there was a connection, I just couldn’t make it.

      Olivia and Thelma arrived, and true to her word, Thelma wore a silky pajama set with a pink and gray floral design. She came without a wig, keeping her natural hair wrapped up in a pink scarf. She’d scrubbed her face free of her colorful palette of makeup, and I admired her soft, pale skin. I wondered what her secret was? She’d worn so much makeup, but her skin was nearly perfect. Maybe she did her own facials on a regular basis?

      We made small talk as we waited for Delphina to arrive. Austin filled the women in on his lacrosse event coming up, and when Thelma didn’t know exactly how the sport worked, he explained it.

      “It’s kind of like a mix of hockey and basketball, and maybe a little of soccer too, but you use a netted stick to catch and throw the ball instead of your hands and feet.”

      “Is it like football? My Charlie and me, we used to watch football together. He liked the game part of it, but me, I liked to watch the boys running around in those tight pants.”

      Olivia and I laughed, but poor Austin, he turned all kinds of red and stuck his face down into his phone.

      Del finally arrived, and since Olivia claimed near starvation, we got to eating right away.

      Del stuffed a large fork full of chicken pot pie into her mouth and groaned. “Did you make this? It’s the best thing I’ve tasted, other than my food, I mean.”

      I smiled. “Are you comparing my cooking to yours? I think that’s the best compliment you’ve ever given me.”

      Del grunted and excused herself to fill her glass. She washed her hands again and threw the paper towel into the garbage. “Well, look at this. A pie box from Pot Pies To Go. Guess my competition ain’t local after all.”

      I laughed. “I hadn’t said I made it.”

      “You inferred.”

      “You assumed.”

      “Oh, bless her heart. Assuming makes an—”

      Del stopped Thelma from continuing that sentence. “Oh, no you don’t.”

      Thelma blushed.

      As we finished dinner, and after Austin went back to his video game in the den, I opened up a discussion about the church. “I spoke to William Chamblee today.”

      Del and I began clearing off the table. I told her not to help, but she wouldn’t listen. “Did he confess?”

      “Uh, no, and I think he’s telling the truth.”

      “About what?” Thelma asked. She wrapped the pot pie in aluminum foil and placed it inside my refrigerator. “I’m going to help Olivia set up. You two look to have this handled.”

      “Go on,” Del said to me.

      “About what happened that night.” I put the last dish in the dishwasher. “He said Georgia Alabaster saw him there and that she left to get food for him and her husband.”

      Del raised her eyebrow. “And?”

      “And Pastor Newton confirmed that.”

      “So, what’re you saying?”

      “When I met with Georgia, she said she left during the argument with Acel, not William.”

      “She’s a confused old woman, hasn’t been right as rain since the pastor died.”

      “Jeremiah was there when I talked to her, and I think she knew it.”

      That stopped Del in her tracks. “What do you mean?”

      Olivia hollered from the parlor or family room as people tended to call them these days. “You ladies coming? I’ve got everything ready, and Thelma’s getting tired.”

      “We’ll be there in a minute,” I said.

      “Keep your pants on,” Del said.

      I gave her a hard stare, and she flinched. “She’ll forgive me. Now tell me, why do you think she knew her dead husband was there?”

      “Because there were two women at the cemetery, and when they waved at me, she waved back.”

      “Don’t see nothing wrong with that.”

      “The women were dead.”

      She stopped wiping my kitchen table and stared at me. “You sure about that?”

      “If they weren’t then that was one amazing disappearing act, and they didn’t even need a puff of smoke.”

      “Well, slap some butter on me, and call me a biscuit.”

      “I know.”

      “Did you say anything?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think she knew they were dead, but I’m pretty sure she feels her husband, and I think she might even see him. He was there when we talked.”

      “Did he say anything? He might could tell you what happened to him.”

      “That’s a no go. Tried before, but he’s not talking, at least not about Acel’s death or the church fire. He just wanted me to leave Alice Mae alone.”

      Del hung the cloth over my sink. “You really feel like facials? I’ve had this face a long time. It’s done me good. I don’t think some moisturizer is going to make it any better than it already is. Too late for that.”

      Oliva walked into the kitchen. “I don’t think the facials are a good idea.”

      She held up her hands, and I gasped when I saw red bumps spread all over them. “Oh, my goodness, are you allergic?”

      “I think so. I’m def not going to put this stuff or my hands on your faces now, that’s for sure. I think I chose the wrong company to rep for.”

      “Well you’ve got good timing, ‘cause I didn’t want no heavy cream on my face tonight anyway. Besides, we got something else more important to do.”

      “Like what?”

      Thelma shuffled in, yawning when she saw us. “I’m give slap out. You taking me home Olivia?”

      “Not yet,” Del said. “We’re going to church.”

      “But it’s almost eight o’clock.”

      “Which is the perfect time to go. Nobody’ll be there.”

      I held up my hand mimicking Olivia and what she always did when she felt uncomfortable interrupting someone. “Why exactly are we going to church?”

      Del smiled. “We got some ghosts to conjure.”

      Thelma fell into a chair. “Bless her heart, she’s done lost her mind. I knew it was coming. I could feel it months ago.”

      “Oh, hush, you old coot. You know my mind’s good as gold. But our Chantilly here needs some help, and she’s our friend, so we ought to help her.”

      “I don’t…I didn’t…I never said that.”

      Del waved her hand to dismiss me. “You didn’t have to say it. It’s what friends do.”

      Olivia raised her hand. “Excuse me, but I don’t think I can right now. I think I need to get something for my hands.” She rubbed them down the sides of her jeans. “They’re really starting to itch.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” I went to touch her, but she backed away.

      “I don’t think you should touch me. I’m not sure what will happen if you do.”

      I nodded. “Yes, yes, you’re right. Let’s get you home.” I smiled at Del. “I don’t need to go to the church tonight. Really, what purpose would it serve?”

      “Ghosts like to come out at night. Might could get the pastor to talk. Maybe even Acel.”

      Thelma glanced at her floral printed pajamas. “Look at me. My momma always you’d go straight down into the pit of flames if you wore your pajamas to church.”

      I cringed. “I don’t think she meant it literally.”

      “Thelma, you’re not going to service, you’re going to the church. There’s a difference,” Del said.

      “Excuse me, but Thelma, you’re just the sweetest thing. There’s no way God would send you,” Olivia pointed to the ground, “to the bad place.”

      Bless her heart, Olivia meant every word she said, and it was sweet as sweet potato pie. I filled the dishwasher with detergent, pressed the on button, and locked it shut. “We’re not going. There’s no reason to, really. It wouldn’t serve any purpose.”

      “There’s all kinds of reasons, Acel and Pastor Jeremiah for starters,” Del said.

      “Oh, maybe my Charlie will be there. He always did like going to church with me.”

      I sighed. I needed to tell Thelma, but it wasn’t the right time.

      “Good, then it’s settled,” Del said. She poked Olivia on the shoulder. “You go home, take some of that allergy medicine I see advertised on the TV all the time, and get some rest. If you get itchy, take a cold shower, not hot. Never hot when you’ve got a rash like that.”

      Olivia blew us all kisses, scratched her arm, and used a paper towel to open my front door. “Just in case,” she said.

      I checked on Austin who was still wrapped up in his video game, explained that I was going to help Del with something, and would be back in a bit. He barely acknowledged me with a nod before going back to his team and rushing a something or other with a thingamajig.

      I was too old to understand those games.

      I drove us all to the church, promising to bring Thelma straight home after. I’d offered to take Del also, but she’d left her car at my house and needed it for the morning.

      We drove to the church arguing about how to do something we’d also yet to figure out. I wasn’t sure what would happen, but I hoped, if a spirit did make an appearance, it would be one willing to talk. I had a limited amount of time to come up with a reason to save the church, a reason other than its history, or the mayor would find a way to tear it down and start over.

      I couldn’t let that happen.
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      I parked in the church lot, shut off my lights, and helped Thelma out of the car. Her sciatica was bothering her, she’d said, and my hard leather car seats made it worse.

      “I’m fine honey,” she said as I helped her toward the church. “I’m not so old I can’t walk for myself. You go on up ahead and see if the door’s open.”

      “The door’s always open,” Del said. “It’s a church in a small town. I’m not even sure the thing has a lock on it.”

      They followed behind as I headed to the main entrance. Before I got there, I glanced at the Alabaster home and noticed a light on in a small window on the side of the house. I hoped whoever it was didn’t see us.

      A woman slowly appeared before me, a glow of light at first, twinkling like a star lit sky until she formed into a human shape. I recognized her, but I couldn’t place a name to the face.

      “You’ll figure it out sugar pie, don’t you worry yourself none, ya hear?” Her accent, thick and slow, reminded me of my mother.

      “Do I know you?” I asked.

      “What’d you say sweetie?” Thelma hollered from behind me. “We can’t hear you back here.”

      “Oh, nothing. Just talking to myself is all.” I smiled at the ghost.

      “You do sugar, but it’s been a long time.” She glanced behind her, and when she moved, sparkles flew from her body. “You come back sometime when you’re alone, and we’ll catch up, ya hear?”

      I nodded. I recognized the voice and the woman, but I just couldn’t recall who she was.

      She shimmied over to the church door, flicked her finger in a circle, and the door opened. “There ya go sugar. Just make sure to lock it on your way out. Contrary to what those old gals think, churches in small towns do lock their doors.” She smiled one last time and disappeared.

      “Woah, how’d you do that?” Thelma asked.

      “I didn’t.”

      “Don’t tell me, the pastor’s here?”

      “Nope, a woman, but I couldn’t recognize her.”

      “What’d she look like?” Del asked.

      “Glowing and surrounded in light.”

      “That don’t help.”

      Thelma rubbed her arms and shivered. “Sometimes when I’m thinking about my Charlie, I get a chill like I got just now.”

      “That’s what happens when ghosts appear,” I said. “Not all the time, but a lot of the time I get a chill.”

      “A woman like me, we don’t get cold often, so I like it when Charlie comes around. For a lot of reasons, not just ‘cause I need to cool off.”

      We stepped into the church and the door closed behind us. Thelma grabbed a hold of my arm. “Oh, my.”

      “Who did that?” Del asked, her voice trembling.

      “I’m not sure,” I said, my voice trembling too. “But I’m sure it’s fine.”

      The chapel was dark, only a small back light glowing dimly from behind the altar. I took out my phone and lit up a small space in front of us with its flashlight.

      “Ain’t that handy?” Del said.

      “Not really. It doesn’t light up much.”

      “We could get us some of the candles from behind the altar. There’s always a few extra there.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Del asked.

      Thelma angled her head. “Why would I be kidding?”

      “Because that’s how the fire here started. You want to relive history?”

      “We aren’t relivin’ history. We’re not the pastor, and none of us are dead.”

      Before Del could argue further, a loud boom came from below us. The two women grabbed onto my arms and yelped.

      “Oh, that’s it. We’re going to hell in a handbasket. It’s my pajamas. Momma was right.”

      “We ain’t going nowhere in no basket, Thelma, now hush yourself before you have an accident.”

      “It might be too late for that.”

      Del let go of my arm and groaned. “Now that’s just—”

      Thelma giggled. “I got her good, didn’t I?”

      Del said a word unbecoming of a Southern woman.

      Thelma gasped. “Delphina Beauregard, you should not take the Lord’s name in vain, especially in his house. What are you thinking? Repent now so you don’t burn up in a pit of flames.”

      Del gave her a cold, hard stare, and Thelma blushed. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Another loud boom sent us all hugging again.

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      “What’s that?” Thelma asked.

      “Whatever it is, make it stop or someone’s really going to have an accident.”

      “Not me. I went before we left,” Thelma said.

      I smiled. How could I not? “Ladies, we’re okay. That’s just someone telling us we need to go to the basement. That’s where I saw Pastor Alabaster, and where he led me to Acel’s remains, remember?” I had no idea if what I’d said was true, but I hoped it was. The booms had to mean something good, I told myself.

      Del held onto me tighter. “Oh no. No, no, no. I ain’t going in that basement. I know there’s rats and snakes down there, and those? Those I can handle, but a couple dead men, no thanks. I’ll stay up here and keep my eyes on the door.”

      “Delphina, this was your idea. What did you expect would happen?”

      “I expected I wouldn’t be such a chicken. That’s what I expected.”

      “Well, you were wrong,” Thelma said. She let go of my arm and waddled toward the hallway to the offices and basement door. “You aren’t going to let me show you up by going down there with Chantilly, are you?”

      Del loosened her grip on my arm.

      Thelma crossed her arms tightly around her chest. “When I was a kid, my daddy told me people that hadn’t crossed over liked to hang out in churches, and if you weren’t careful, they’d snatch you up and make you wait with them so they didn’t have to be alone.”

      I removed Del’s hand from my arm and wrapped it around her shoulders. “I can tell you with one hundred percent certainty that at this moment, there are no ghosts up here, but I can’t guarantee one won’t make an appearance.” I put the pressure on her, but not because I wanted her to come with me to the basement, because I didn’t want her alone and scared to death. Being afraid while in a dark, unfamiliar place at night even though it was a church was scary, and with a shady history, it couldn’t be good for anyone’s heart. “And like I said, this was your idea. You’re the one that wanted to help, so help.”

      She groaned, and I knew I had her. “When you put it that way.”

      We moved cautiously, each of them with an arm linked through mine.

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      Thelma’s arm stiffened. “Did you hear that?”

      “Sure did,” Del said.

      “It’s okay. We’re going to be fine. It’s probably the air conditioner or something. Happens all the time at my house. We can turn a light on in the basement. It’s underground, and I don’t think there are any windows down there, so no one will see it.”

      Just as we approached the basement door, Charlie Sayers appeared in a wisp of light our side. Thelma rubbed her arms, and Delphina shivered.

      “Did you feel that?” Thelma asked.

      “Yes. We’ve got someone with us now.”

      “Is it Acel or Jeremiah?” Del wanted to know.

      I shook my head.

      “Don’t tell her it’s me. Not now,” Charlie said. “You have a job to do.”

      “It’s no one I know,” I lied. I hated doing that, but when I eventually told Thelma about seeing Charlie, I’d feel better.

      “It’s okay to go down there now, but hurry. There are unsettled spirits here, and if they catch you, I don’t know how they’ll behave.”

      Great. Just what I needed to hear to push my fear up a notch and knock my bravery to my toes. I reached for the door handle anyway.

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      And yanked it away.

      “You’ve got this, Chantilly,” Del said.

      How did she suddenly get all brave like that?

      “Yes, but if the handle is hot, that’s not a good sign. That’s what I learned in elementary school. If it’s hot, don’t touch it,” Thelma said.

      “That’s for a fire,” Del said.

      “And what happened here fifty years ago?”

      My hand shook as I reached for the doorknob again. When I touched it, it twisted open on its own.

      “That wasn’t me,” Charlie said.

      “Did you hear that?” Thelma asked.

      “What?” Del asked.

      “I thought I heard a man’s voice whispering something.”

      Charlie and I caught each other’s eye.

      “Must be the wind,” I lied. I hoped my dishonesty in a church didn’t set me on the wrong eternal path, even if it was for a good cause.

      The door slowly opened, and we crept down the stairs single file with me first, Thelma in the middle, and Del bringing up the rear. At first, I was worried she’d take off, but she was the most scared of all of us, and she’d stay close.

      I flipped on the light at the bottom of the stairs. I’d tried the one at the door, but it didn’t work. Which was odd since it had worked just fine for Alice Mae the day I’d discovered Acel’s body in the closet. The darkened stairs almost sent the two of them running, but they both were long past the running stage of life and said so.

      The room was much like I’d left it. Damp, dusty, and old. It smelled of mold and ick, an ick that resembled rotting wood and dirt. I didn’t like the smell, but it was still better than Austin’s lacrosse bag, so I could at least tolerate it.

      Del held her nose. “Heavens, what died down here?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Do you really think that’s an appropriate question right now?”

      She shrugged. “Forgot about that.”

      I laughed in spite of the situation. I walked toward the closet where I’d found Acel’s remains. “The closet’s over there.”

      Del grabbed my arm, pulling me back. “Not yet. First, try talking to Acel. Maybe he’ll show himself.”

      “Okay.” I steadied my feet onto the dirty cement floor. “Acel Grimes. I’m Chantilly Adair. I’m the one that found your remains. If you’re here, I’d like to help.”

      We stood silent for a full minute, but nothing happened.

      “Try again,” Thelma said.

      I took a deep breath in and exhaled it slowly. “If you tell me what happened, maybe I can get justice for you.”

      A chill rushed over me.

      “Oh, boy,” Del said. “It got mighty cold all of a sudden.”

      “It sure did,” Thelma said. She rubbed her arms again.

      I checked the area, thinking it was probably Charlie. He’d flown down the stairs before me but wasn’t anywhere in sight any longer. “Hello? Who’s here?”

      The cold air swirled around in a circle in front of me.

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      Del ducked, and Thelma grabbed my shoulders and hid behind me.

      The swirl of air burst into a bright light, sending me back a step or two. I covered my eyes while they adjusted.

      “What? What do you see?” Del asked.

      “A light. I see a light.”

      “Don’t go into the light, Chantilly. We still need you here,” Thelma yelled. “Stay away from the light.”

      My mind went straight to that movie with the little blonde girl seeing the crazy lights in her TV. I shook my head to focus my attention on the pastor in the light in front of me.

      “Pastor Alabaster, please. Can you help us?”

      He raised his hands and shook them like he was preaching to a congregation. The booming sounded with every shake of his hands. “Now is the time to forget the past and move forward. God does not want us struggling with the why of the past, but instead, working on the now.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to do, work on the now.” I shrugged. “And yes, figure out what happened in the fire too, but it’s for the church. You want the church to survive, don’t you? Then I have to convince the mayor. And I need your help with that.”

      The light surround Pastor Alabaster’s spirit fizzled. “This church saves souls. It can’t be destroyed. Please, pray for peace. You should be praying for peace.”

      “We talked about this, and I am praying. That’s why I’m here. I’m trying to find peace in what happened. But the mayor, he thinks it’s cursed.”

      He stared at me, a confused look taking over his clouded face.

      “Yes, cursed, and destroying the church? I can’t bear to see that. I need to know what happened here. What happened to Acel and to you. I need to know if the two deaths are related. Can you help me?”

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      Thelma yelped.

      Del all but jumped out of her pants.

      Woah. Wait a minute. He didn’t make those noises that time. But if he didn’t where were they coming from? “Who’s doing that?” I asked the spirit.

      “You need to leave this alone. Let it rest.”

      “But the church. You don’t want to see it destroyed, do you?”

      He lifted his arms toward the ceiling. “It will be as God wishes,” he said, and then shot up into the ceiling in a flash of light.

      “Son of a gun.” I stomped my foot on the ground.

      “What happened?” Del asked.

      “Pastor Alabaster. He was here.”

      “I know that,” she said.

      My eyes widened. “You saw him, too?”

      “Bless her heart, seeing spirits has clouded her mind,” Thelma said.

      “You said he was here,” Del said.

      “Oh.” I had a feeling Thelma was onto something about my brain being clouded. “That’s right.”

      “Well, what did he say?” Del asked.

      “Nothing that would help.”

      “Did he say why he keeps making that loud sound?”

      “I don’t think that was him.”

      Thelma made a squeaky sound and then said, “Oh, my.”

      “I say we scoot on home. Now,” Del said.

      We headed back up the stairs, each of us with a bit of a spring in our step. Just when we reached the top of the stairs the door slammed shut.

      “Holy moly,” Del said. She grabbed onto the back of my shirt and we almost went sailing down the steps. As if I needed another bump on the head. Who knew what that would do to me?

      I tried to open the door, but the handle wouldn’t budge. “I think it’s locked.”

      “We’re going starve to death down here,” Thelma said. “And I didn’t have a second helping of pot pie.”

      “We aren’t going to die,” Del said. And then she started screaming and pounding her fists on the door. “Help! We’re stuck down here! Someone, help!”

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      The sound came from right outside the door.

      Del stopped screaming, turned around, and flew back down those stairs faster than I’d ever seen her move.

      Thelma followed behind at a much slower pace. “Wait for me, Delphina. Wait for me.”

      I wiggled the handle again, but it wouldn’t move. I glanced down at the space between the door and the floor and shined my phone’s flashlight on it. I saw a shadow just past the door, but I couldn’t see clearly enough to determine what it was. When it moved, I nearly fell down the stairs.
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      “Charlie?” I whispered. “Are you still here? We’re locked in the basement. Come help us, please.”

      The handle jiggled on its own, and the door popped open.

      Charlie stood on the other side. “Wasn’t me neither, locking you down there like that.”

      “Do you know who did it?”

      He shook his head.

      “I saw a shadow, and it moved. Do ghosts have shadows?”

      He smirked. “Some of us more talented folk can be shadowy figures, but it takes a lot of energy. Most of the time we save that for important things, like scaring people.” He blushed. “Not that I ever do that kind of thing.”

      I wondered if that was true, that Charlie never scared anyone. “Well, if that shadow was of a ghost trying to scare me, it sure did the trick.”

      Del hollered from the bottom of the basement stairs. “Who’re you talking to up there? Is the door open?”

      “It’s open. Hurry, let’s get out of here.”

      “Don’t tell Thelma it was me. It’s not the right time. When I think she needs to hear from me, I’ll let you know, but not now. Not like this.”

      I nodded as they trucked up the stairs, and Charlie disappeared.

      Thelma held onto the railing while she caught her breath. “Those stairs are a doozy. Now, what happened?”

      “Oh, nothing. The door was just jammed. I yanked on the handle a few times, and it opened right up.”

      “But who were you talking to?”

      I stumbled over my words. “Talking to? Oh, um—”

      “Was it the pastor?”

      “Uh, no. I was…I was just mumbling to myself.”

      “You do that a lot?” Del asked.

      “Lately.”

      A light in the chapel flipped on and the entire room lit up like it was time for Sunday service.

      “Who’s here?” a woman asked.

      I stopped in my tracks, and Thelma bumped into me, making an uft sound as she did.

      Alice Mae stepped around the corner. “Who’s—Ms. Adair? What’re you doing here?”

      I cleared my throat. “Oh, Ms. Kirk, I hope we didn’t scare you. We were just…um, we were just…”

      “Praying for the church,” Thelma said. “We wanted to pray for the church at the church. After all, it’s the Lord’s home, and where’s the best place to pray?”

      “Why are you praying for the church so late in the evening?” She eyed Thelma’s outfit with disgust and a touch of judgment, I thought. “And in your pajamas.”

      “I like to be ready for bed, and God doesn’t mind. It’s not Sunday service anyway.”

      “Alice Mae, what are you doing here so late?” I asked.

      A red blush covered her face. “I had some work to do. I like to do it in the late evening sometimes.” She stared into the chapel, near the altar. “It’s peaceful here when I’m alone.”

      “By the way, I spoke to William Chamblee. He said he’s been coming to the church during the week for years now.”

      She nodded slightly. “That’s true. He isn’t comfortable being around groups of people anymore.”

      “I can understand that,” Del said. “People tend to get on my nerves.”

      “And you on theirs,” Thelma said.

      A smile crept across Del’s face. “Good, I’m succeedin’ at my goal then.”

      I ignored their banter. “William said he’d made amends with Acel. Do you know about that?”

      Alice Mae tilted her head and shrugged. “It’s not my business to judge, but I wouldn’t say they were friendly. They might have tolerated each other, but that’s it. There’s a lot of bad blood between the men. Or was, that is.”

      “I know we discussed this, but gosh, it’s been a whirlwind of a few days, and I’ve forgotten what you said. The night of the fire, you said Mrs. Alabaster brought dinner for her husband, and he was arguing. Was that with Mr. Grimes or Mr. Chamblee?”

      She rubbed her hands together. “Mr. Chamblee. I thought I made that clear?”

      “Yes, yes, you did. I’m sorry. Like I said, busy few days. So, she brought dinner then?”

      She exhaled loudly. “Ms. Adair, I have work to do. Is there anything else?”

      “Yes, how did you feel about Mr. Grimes? Did you support Pastor Alabaster’s decision to keep him?”

      She blinked. “Of course, I did. Mr. Grimes was a wonderful man, and a necessary employee. We were friendly. Now, I hate to say this, and I wouldn’t want anyone to get the wrong idea, but he did have problems with Pastor Newton.” She leaned against the side of a row of pews in the chapel. “In fact, and I hate to mention this too, but I think it might be important. They were arguing the day you found Acel.”

      “They were arguing? Did you hear them?”

      “Anyone in the church could have heard. Pastor Newton isn’t a quiet man when he’s hair is up. He was not happy.”

      “Do you know what they were arguing about?”

      “It’s not my business to interrupt discussions with the pastor, Ms. Adair. It’s not proper manners.”

      “Always looked like they got along to me,” Thelma said. “Back in the day before my Charlie passed.”

      She smiled slyly. “What happens when church is over is a lot different than people might think.” She stood up straight and adjusted the waistband of her long skirt. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to my duties. Pastor Newton needs the handouts done for the morning.” She stepped toward the main entrance. “I’ll see you out.”

      Del murmured something behind us, but I couldn’t make out the words.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’m sorry if we scared you.”

      “Please, just make your trips here during normal hours.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She closed and locked the door behind us.

      “Woman needs a broom to go along with her witchiness,” Del said.

      “She might could use one of those facials from Olivia,” Thelma said.

      Del laughed. “Yup, stuck where the sun don’t shine.”

      We all breathed a sigh of relief when we got into my car.

      “I don’t know about you, but I think that woman needs a good swift kick in the behind,” Del said.

      I twisted the key in my ignition and the car engine revved to a start. “She’s just protective, that’s all.”

      “Don’t seem like that to me. She threw a rope right around Pastor Newton’s neck and lassoed him up but good.”

      I couldn’t argue that. “It was strange.”

      “Not really,” Thelma said. “She just misses Pastor Jeremiah. They were close. She was very protective of that family. Even after the fire, she did her best to help take care of Georgia and Newton. It was hard on Georgia. You know she’s got that problem in her head.”

      “She’s had that a long time?”

      Thelma nodded. “Don’t remember her ever being right, you know?”

      Del grunted. “Why would Alice Mae help her and Newton if she had a love thing for the pastor?”

      “Maybe she felt bad for them after he died?” Thelma suggested.

      “I think it’s weird. A woman having a thing for a church pastor.”

      “You can’t help who you love,” Thelma said.

      “Did you see how she behaved?” I asked.

      “Oh, you know, she’d do what girls that have crushes on boys do. Bat her eyelashes at him, do whatever he asked. How I was with my Charlie when we were young.”

      Del coughed. “That’s disgusting. He was married.”

      “That doesn’t stop a woman from falling in love, Del. Charlie had ladies falling at his feet. Women would flirt with him while he waited for me on the benches at the outlet mall every time we went there. I didn’t mind it none, and he had a little fun. It was cute, watching those old biddies think they had a chance with my Charlie.”

      Their love reminded me of Mom and Dad, and I couldn’t help myself, but I hoped yet again, it was in the cards for me. Jack’s face flashed before my eyes then, and I shook my head to lose the visual. I was not going there. Nope. Not going there. When his face appeared again, that sweet, toothy smile, and those gorgeous, steely eyes, I clenched the steering wheel hard and exhaled.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Del asked.

      I shook my head. “Don’t you think it’s odd, Alice Mae being there so late?”

      “She said she had to get the handouts done for the morning.”

      “She’s a dedicated employee,” Thelma suggested.

      “A dedicated employee doesn’t throw the pastor out to pasture like she did,” I said.

      “You think she thinks he killed Acel?”

      I shrugged. “It’s possible.”

      “So, what do we do about that?”

      “We don’t do anything. But me, I’m going to talk to the pastor again in the morning.”
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      I had a report due to City Council by ten o’clock, and spent the early morning locked up in my den working on it. City Council members worked a lot more than the community knew, all while having a job outside of their political office.

      It was the first day of the lacrosse tournament, so after I finished the report, I made Austin a healthy breakfast he’d fuss about eating—toast, scrambled eggs, fresh cut strawberries, and bacon—woke him up to eat it after a quick discussion including his whining and my pushing, and got ready myself.

      I might have paid a little extra attention to how I did my hair, letting the auburn red strands hang down instead of up in a clip, and I might have added some causal makeup I didn’t normally wear on workdays.

      I examined myself in my bathroom mirror and groaned. Did I really think attempting to look sexy would get me anywhere with Jack Levitt? He’d already told me he had feelings for me, so why was I trying so hard?

      Of course, he’d also told me those feelings frustrated him, that he didn’t know how to handle them, and he wanted to focus on being friends. We’d been friends most of our lives, and realistically, I knew my chance to make an impression on the man was long gone, so why I tried made no logical sense to me. I fussed with my hair one more time, tossed it up into a clip and said, “To heck with it. I am who I am,” as I flipped around and left my bathroom.

      As I did, I walked right through the ghost of Pastor Jeremiah.

      “Oh, woah.” I stepped back into the bathroom, waved my hand for him to come inside, then closed the door. “What’re you doing here? This is my…my home. You’re not allowed here.” A chill ran through me. The only spirits I wanted hanging out in my house were my parents, and I’d barely felt them at all. A long dead man, even one of God, no thanks.

      “You must stay out of this. Please, let it go. It’s time to move on.”

      “Move on? Acel Grimes is barely dead, and he was murdered. I can’t move on until I know he’s able to rest in peace. And what about you?”

      “Mom?” Austin shouted from the kitchen. “Who’re you talking to?”

      I shifted toward the door and quietly turned the lock. “I’m on the phone, honey.”

      “Okay.”

      I turned on the water to drown out the sound of my voice. “This is about what Alice Mae told me last night, isn’t it? About your son arguing with Acel the day he was killed?”

      The pastor didn’t respond.

      “It is. Oh, my gosh, and you know what happened. You were there.”

      “Please, leave this.”

      “I can’t leave this. I’m sorry, but God allowed us to have a justice system for a reason, and I believe in that justice system.”

      The pastor glared at me, and the pits of his eyes turned red.

      “Okay, now that’s scary. You need to leave. Please, this is my home.”

      His eyes shifted to the mirror, and seconds later, the mirror exploded into pieces. I covered my face and ducked. When the loud breaking sound stopped, the pastor was gone.

      Austin banged on the door. “Momma? Mom? You okay? Open the door.”

      I reached behind me, unlocked the door and opened it, all the while staring at my shattered mirror. “I’m fine baby, I’m fine.”

      Austin’s mouth hung open. “What happened?”

      I checked the floor beneath his feet and pointed to the broken glass. “Careful. Don’t come in here, I don’t want you to cut your feet.”

      He stepped back into the hallway. “Are you okay?”

      I smiled. “Yes, I’m fine. I slipped and my—” I searched the small room quickly for something big to use as an excuse. “My blow dryer smashed into the mirror.”

      “Dude. You ought to be careful.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, I ought to. Go finish getting ready. I’ll be out in a minute.”

      As he left, I stared at the shattered glass on my floor and moaned. “Forget it. I don’t have time for this now.” What I needed to focus on was getting Austin to his tournament and figuring out what motive Newton Alabaster would have for killing Acel Grimes.
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      Before the tournament started, Jack gave the parents and boys a quick pep talk. He also went over the rules of engagement, for the parents, not the players.

      “No shouting at the refs, no cursing, no screaming at the players on the other team. We’re here to play lacrosse, not get booted because parents can’t control themselves.”

      Unfortunately, he had to make that speech because we had a few parents that thought their kids were the stars of the team and that the refs were out to get them.

      When he finished, he sent the boys to the field to toss the ball around, and I rushed over to him while he reviewed something on his clipboard. “Hey.”

      He smiled at me. “Hey yourself. Austin’s starting. You going to behave?”

      I pointed at my chest. “Me? Nope. I’m that mom.”

      He laughed. “You’re a lot of things, Chantilly Adair, but you’re not that mom.”

      I smiled. “There are a lot of things I want to be that I’m not. Maybe they’ll happen one day.”

      “I have a feeling they’re already happening.”

      My heart fluttered, and I had to glance at the ground to keep my blood pressure in check. “Any progress on Acel Grimes’s murder?”

      “We’ve got a solid lead on one of the gang members.”

      “Really? Are you going to make an arrest?”

      He shook his head. “His alibi checks out, sort of.”

      “What do you mean, sort of?”

      “He claims he was with other gang members at a robbery. The robbery happened, and the other members say he was there, but we don’t believe them.”

      “So, what happens next?”

      “We’re waiting for approval to check the tapes from the robbery. The Atlanta PD is bringing it up today. I’m planning to watch it when the tournament is over.”

      “What’re the odds of the guy being on that video?”

      “If one of the guys that broke into the store thinks he’s going to get off easy by throwing his buddy under the bus, not good, and that’s what I think we’re going to find out.”

      “So, if he’s not on the video?”

      “We’ll bring him in. We can hold him for twenty-four hours without a warrant. Might get something out of him then.”

      “I think you should take a closer look at Newton Alabaster.”

      “The pastor? Why?”

      “Kirk told me he was arguing with Acel Grimes the day of the murder.”

      “People argue. It’s not a crime.”

      “But what if the argument escalated to murder?”

      He exhaled. “What were they arguing about?”

      “She didn’t say, but she said it wasn’t the first time she’d heard them argue. And there’s something else.”

      He eyed me intently.

      “Stories aren’t matching up about the fire.”

      “And you think it has something to do with Acel’s murder?”

      “They’re connected, Jack. I just know it.”

      “What stories aren’t matching up?”

      One of the boys asked the coach if they could shoot at the goal instead of pass and catch.

      “Sure, buddy. Go get everyone in a practice formation and go for it.”

      “Okay, when I first spoke to Pastor Newton, he said his mother told him she brought dinner for her husband the night of the fire and saw him arguing with Acel. William Chamblee said when he was arguing with the pastor that night, Mrs. Alabaster offered to get them dinner and left during their argument to get it. But Georgia and Alice Mae said she brought the food during the argument with William, so one of them is lying. Or two, two of them are lying.”

      “Chantilly, it was over fifty years ago. Maybe they just forgot?”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. I think someone is covering something up. I heard that Alice Mae had a crush on Pastor Jeremiah, so maybe she was protecting him.”

      “Who did you hear that from?”

      “Does that matter? It doesn’t make it not true.”

      “Who?”

      “Thelma.”

      He laughed. “You’re dealing with a bunch of people guessing and working off memories long faded. Work off the facts. If you find something factual that leads to Newton Alabaster as a suspect, let me know.”

      I sighed. “Sometimes the facts show up when you follow your intuition.”

      “That’s right, and any good detective will say the same, but my intuition is telling me this is a gang hit, and not intertwined with some fire from back in the day.”

      I grunted. “Fine. I’ll find you those facts. Just wait.” I flipped around and stomped off, aggravated at Jack for dismissing my theory, and myself for thinking he’d even listen in the first place.

      My heart raced again, but not because he’d made me nervous, because he made me furious.
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      The team played four games that day and won every single one of them. Austin scored five goals in the first game and two in each following game. Jack made him the MVP of the team after they won the overall tournament.

      Even though my son stunk worse than a pig farm, I wrapped him in a big hug, and I instantly regretted it, too. His sweaty body stuck to me, and the smell was rancid. “Dear Lord.” I backed away and tried to shake off the stink. “You must get that from your dad.”

      Austin laughed. “Are we going for pizza with the team?”

      I thought about the boxes of photos sitting at home waiting for me. “I’ve got some work to catch up on.”

      “Mom, come on, please? I’m starving.”

      I didn’t doubt that. “Okay, but I can’t stay long. Honestly, I’m not sure I want to sit in an enclosed space with a group of smelly boys. Think you can get a ride home if I want to leave?”

      He nodded. “Def. I’m sure Justin’s parents can give me a ride.”

      “Cool,” I said, trying to sound hip.

      Jack sat across from me at the restaurant, but for the most part, I ignored him. If he couldn’t take me seriously, I wasn’t sure our relationship, as simple as it was, had a chance of staying as it was let alone growing into something more.

      I engaged in small talk with a few of the parents, two of which asked me about my ex and if he’d got married yet. I slid over that discussion the best I could. Jack attempted to engage me directly twice, and while I did respond, my answers were quippy and short. The second time, he noticed, because his lip twitched, and his eyebrow went up.

      As I readied myself to leave, saying goodbye to Austin and thanking Justin’s dad for offering to bring him home, Jack followed me out.

      “Chantilly?”

      I kept walking toward my car.

      “I’m sorry you’re upset.”

      I flipped around. “Sorry I’m upset? Interesting.”

      He groaned. “I told you, I’m not very good at this.”

      “This isn’t about that.” I clicked my car key to open my door. “Okay, so maybe it is, but not how you think.”

      He stared at me blankly.

      I pulled out the clip on the top of my head and shook my hair down. Jack smiled, but I wasn’t in the mood for flirting. I’d done it because he was giving me a headache. “You completely dismissed my thoughts about the murder. If you can’t respect me, how can we even be friends, let alone maybe something else some day?”

      “I do respect you, but I’m the one with investigative experience here, and I’m just not feeling what you do about the fire being connected to Acel’s murder.”

      “But it is, I know it.”

      “And I’m encouraging you to find me something so that I can move forward with it. I’m not saying you’re wrong. I’m saying I don’t see the connection. Bring me the connection, and I’ll look into it.”

      “What if your gang guy shows up on that video?”

      “Then we’ll have to look into other possible motives.”

      “Like Newton Alabaster avenging the death of his father?”

      “Yes, like that.”

      I shuffled my feet. “Fine. I’ll see what I can find out.” I got into my car and headed home to review the photos.
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      I made myself a cup of hot tea, and while the water heated, I crawled into my comfy yoga pants and a large t-shirt that belonged to my daddy. I went into my bathroom to scrub the silly makeup off my face and remembered the broken mirror along with the shattered pieces of it still lying on the floor.

      “I’m not touching that tonight,” I said out loud. “Thanks, Pastor Alabaster, that was really lovely of you.”

      I grabbed my Oil of Olay soap and my toothbrush and headed to the other bathroom.

      The tea pot hummed at a high pitch, and I poured the steaming water over the tea bag in my cup. I knew that wasn’t the right way to make tea, but I was feeling lazy, and tea protocol wasn’t tops on my list. I wanted to go through the photos. I’d hoped there would something in them that would prove there was a connection between the fire and Acel’s murder.

      I turned on the den TV and searched for something mindless, but found a show about ghost hauntings, and watched that as I spread the photos out across the floor.

      “Okay,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “Let’s find something connection worthy for Detective Levitt.” I rubbed my hands together again. “Come on lucky photo.”

      After examining over one hundred photos, I hit gold, sort of.

      I held two photos up in my hands and smiled at them. “I knew it.”

      The first photo was a photo of Pastor Jeremiah standing next to Acel Grimes. Their backs were partially facing the camera, but it was clear from their positions they were arguing. The pastor had his arm stretched out and his finger pointed at Acel. Acel’s hands were up in defense. In the corner of the photo, a younger Alice Mae watched.

      I didn’t believe the picture was from the night of the fire, but it showed a consistency in behavior I thought should be noted, and it wasn’t the behavior of Jeremiah Alabaster.

      The next photo was one of Pastor Alabaster, his young son, and his wife. He had his arm wrapped around Georgia, and his son stood in front of them.

      Alice Mae Kirk stood in the background, staring at the happy family.

      I went back through the photos and found forty-six more photos of Alice Mae in the background, and in the forefront of each photo was Pastor Jeremiah. In several of the photos from the chapel, there was food on the table with the candles.

      If Alice did have a crush on her boss, Thelma couldn’t have been the only one to notice. Maybe Alice set that fire because she wanted the pastor for himself?

      I opened the second, smaller box of photos and searched through those. I knew I wouldn’t find any photos of Alice Mae staring at Pastor Jeremiah because he’d already perished in the fire, but I hoped there would be something to show me a connection between the two events.

      After making separate piles of the photos divided up into people and then subdivided further into people with people, I found a trend. I went back and did the same thing with the photos from before the fire and found a similar trend.

      In every photo with Acel Grimes, both pastors appeared agitated or frustrated.

      And in every photo, Alice Mae Kirk stood in the background observing.

      I rushed to the kitchen and grabbed a spiral notebook and a pen from my computer bag. Back in the den, I wrote out some thoughts.

      The night of the fire Alice Mae said she heard William arguing with the pastor. Georgia said the same thing. William, however, said that yes, they were arguing, but that Georgia left then to get them both food, but she hadn’t returned with it. Newton Alabaster said his mother told him she brought dinner while the pastor was arguing with Acel Grimes. Was he lying or had his mother’s mixed up memory played another trick on her?

      I leaned my head back onto the seat of the couch and sighed. “Come on Acel, why can’t you just show up and tell me what happened both nights? I could really use your help here.”

      I waited, hoping my begging would work.

      When my front door swung open, I yelped.

      “Hey, Coach Jack brought me home. Is it okay if he comes in?”

      Jack smiled from just inside the door. “Hey.”

      I straightened my shirt and chided myself for washing my makeup off. Yes, I was annoyed with the detective, but I still wanted to look presentable. “Of course, come on in.”

      Austin flung a shoe off each foot. “I’m getting in the shower.”

      “Thank God,” I said.

      Jack sat on the couch. I’d stood up and greeted him and began pushing the photos over on the floor so he didn’t step on them.

      “Find anything?” he asked.

      I shoved the important photos under my notebook. “Nothing I’m ready to discuss.”

      “I’d like to see it. Had one of my guys watch the video during the tournament. He got back to me about twenty minutes ago. That’s why I offered to bring Austin home.”

      “Was the suspect in it?”

      “Yup. Clear as day, too.”

      I tried not to smile, but I couldn’t help myself.

      He smirked. “Can I see what you tucked under that notebook?”

      “I’m not sure what I have exactly. It’s just a hunch, but I’m noticing a pattern.”

      I showed him the photos.

      He examined them all closely. “Maybe Thelma’s right about the crush? Alice Mae sure looks a little put off in the photos with the Alabaster family.”

      “Is that all you see?”

      He smiled. “I see Acel Grimes isn’t well liked by either pastor.”

      I explained how the stories didn’t match up about the night of the fire, but I didn’t mention the food on the table in the chapel.

      “I still don’t see how this has anything to do with Acel’s murder.”

      I put everything together and explained what I’d come up with. “I think Georgia’s memory isn’t clear. She didn’t seem all together there when I talked to her, and it wouldn’t surprise me if she got her memories mixed up. Her son told me she had some kind of emotional problems, and Thelma confirmed that, and I got the impression he didn’t really want me talking to her.”

      “And?”

      “And she said she brought food back to the church on the night of the fire for both the pastor and William Chamblee, but William said something different. He said she left to get the food during their argument. I don’t think he’s lying. And he showed regret for his behavior toward Acel and the pastor, and has even been going to church, which Alice Mae confirmed.”

      He angled his head. “Remind me again, what did Chamblee say?”

      “He said Georgia saw him arguing with Jeremiah that night, but he also said she didn’t bring them food. She offered to and then left with the intention of going home and making it for them.”

      “Okay.”

      “And Alice Mae said she recalled Georgia bringing the food while the pastor argued with William.”

      “You’re losing me.”

      “Newton is the only one that says something different. He said his dad was arguing with Acel when his mom brought the food.”

      “He was a young kid. He wasn’t there.”

      “No, but he’s repeating what his mother told him before.”

      “So, you think his mother is wrong now, and that Alice Mae is lying?”

      I hadn’t gotten to that point, but yes, I did. “I think Alice Mae is trying to protect Georgia. She knows what happened, and she’s not telling.”

      “I’ll interview them all tomorrow.” He examined the photos again. “Can you hold onto these? If I bring them in, they’ll be locked into evidence, and I’m not sure we’re there yet.”

      “Will you tell me when you’ve talked to them?”

      He smiled. “If you agree to forgive me for discounting your intuition.”

      “I’ll consider it,” I said, smiling and blushing at the same time.

      “It’s cute when your face gets all rosy like that.” He smiled. “You never did need makeup.”

      I held my hands to my cheeks so he didn’t notice them redden more.

      As I walked him out, he turned and hugged me. “Thanks for the information.”

      “You’re welcome, I said, and hugged him back a little longer than necessary.

      But I didn’t hear him complaining.
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        * * *

      

      I stayed awake most of the night trying to work through a motive for each of the players in the fire and Acel’s murder, but I kept coming back to the same thing, at least about the fire.

      Yes, Acel didn’t seem to have a great relationship with either pastor, and we’d never know if Jeremiah decided to let him go that night because the two people that knew the truth were dead, and the one I could communicate with wasn’t telling me anything.

      Was it possible? Yes, and given the photos, I couldn’t help but think maybe he had fired Acel, and they’d argued, and the candle ended up on the ground, but I wasn’t exactly sure how it got there. I had a hunch, but I needed to dig deeper.

      It was also possible that Newton had, all these years, suspected Acel Grimes of causing his father’s death, and for reasons I didn’t know, decided to avenge it by killing Acel Grimes himself. Honestly though, that just didn’t ring true for me. I kept coming back to why he’d wait so long, and why he’d destroy his life like that.

      Alice Mae’s connection was a little different. Perhaps she believed Acel was responsible for the pastor’s death, and she decided to avenge it because she had feelings for him. And to throw the blame another direction, tried to say Newton Alabaster was responsible for Acel’s death. But if that was the case, why lie about the food?

      I got dressed and headed to church service. I figured there was no time like then to do more digging.

      Thelma sat in the back row on the side of the pew next to the aisle. “Hey.” I scooted in next to her. “I thought you didn’t come much anymore?”

      I made eye contact with Charlie Sayers sitting next to her.

      “Oh, I just felt like it was the right thing to do. I understand Pastor Alabaster is honoring Acel Grimes today. Thought I should come and pay my respects after the sermon.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that was happening, but I think it’s wonderful you’re here.”

      I stood. “I’ve got to run to the bathroom. I’ll be back right quick.”

      She patted the pew where I’d been sitting. “I’ll save your seat.”

      I headed straight back to the church offices. The pastor’s door was closed, and I could hear him in there talking to himself. I knocked twice.

      “Yes?”

      I cracked open the door. “Pastor Alabaster, if you have a moment, I would like to talk to you—”

      “Is this about the restoration project? I’m working on my sermon. I’ve got to be out there in a few minutes.”

      “It’s about your father, but yes, it’s also about the restoration project.”

      “Ms. Adair, I’d love to but,” he held up a pad of paper. “I really must be prepared for my parishioners.”

      “Yes, I understand. I’ll come back later today. Is that okay?”

      He moved the paper from his face. “As a matter of fact, I’ll be visiting a parishioner later this afternoon near town. How about if I stop by then? Sundays are busy here at the church.”

      “That would be fine.” I gave him my address.

      I went by Alice Mae’s office, and her door was open. She sat at her desk going through some papers.

      “Ms. Adair.”

      “Hey, Alice Mae. Do you have a minute?”

      “Just that.”

      “Okay, I’ll make it quick. I need you to reiterate what you remember from the night of the fire, please, and what you think happened to Acel the other day.” I wanted to see if she told me the same thing as before.

      She sighed. “Why must we continue to do this? Nothing about that night will bring either men back.”

      “I know, but if you’d just humor me.”

      “Like I said, Pastor Alabaster and Acel argued, and he also argued with William Chamblee.”

      “Who was first?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Who did he argue with first?”

      “Oh, I…I’m not exactly sure. It’s been so long, I don’t recall.”

      “Who did Mrs. Alabaster bring the food to that night?”

      “I told you, William Alabaster.”

      “But you said you didn’t see them arguing.”

      “No, but I heard them.”

      “Yes, I understand, but if you didn’t see them, how do you know Georgia Alabaster brought the food back then?

      She averted her eyes from mine. “Because she’d left a few minutes before to get it, so I assumed that’s what interrupted the argument.”

      “What do you mean, interrupted the argument?”

      “They’d stopped. The church door opened, and the two quieted. The next thing I knew, I heard him arguing with Acel, and I left.”

      “But you just said you didn’t recall who the pastor argued with first.”

      She shifted in her seat. “Ms. Adair, I have work to do.”

      “What kind of relationship do you have with William Chamblee?”

      “I already told you, we talk when he comes into the church.”

      “Okay, so I’m clear, you didn’t actually see them arguing, and you didn’t actually see Mrs. Alabaster come in, or William leave, or Acel arrive?”

      “Well, I guess, yes, but I know that he was arguing with Acel when I left.”

      “Did you see the food?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The food that Mrs. Alabaster brought, did you see it, or her maybe?”

      “No, Ms. Adair, I didn’t, but if you must know, I wasn’t entirely honest with you before. Even after all these years, from what I heard that night, I believe Mr. Grimes was the one responsible for the fire. I think he might have had something to do with Pastor Alabaster’s death, accident or not.”

      “But you said you left during the argument?”

      “Yes, I did, but that doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

      “And do you think someone avenged the pastor’s death by killing Mr. Grimes?”

      She nodded slowly. “I’m worried that Pastor Newton, that maybe he sought his own justice.”
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      I rushed out of the church and snuck over to Georgia Alabaster’s home. She sat on the front porch, again waving at the same two dead women standing in the cemetery. They waved back.

      “Oh, hello again.”

      “Hello, Mrs. Alabaster. I was wondering if you needed help getting to the service today?”

      “Oh, I don’t make it much anymore. It’s hard on my old bones, sitting in those pews now.”

      “It’s hard on my bones too, so I understand.”

      She had a pitcher of iced tea and two glasses on the small table next to her chair. “Would you like a glass?”

      “Yes, that would be lovely.”

      She went to pour it, her hands shaking.

      “Here, let me get it.” I poured myself a glass and topped hers off.

      “Thank you, sweetie.” She gathered one hand in the other and held them together. “My hands have never been good. They’ve shook my whole life. Always been a bundle of nerves. Had to give up sewing because of it.”

      “Mrs. Alabaster, I’d like to talk about the night of the fire again. Would that be okay?”

      “Newton doesn’t like me talking about it. Do you promise not to tell him?”

      “I promise.”

      “I guess I might could try to remember then.”

      “Great. I won’t keep you. I know you have things to do. So, the other day you mentioned that you brought food back to your husband while he was arguing with William Chamblee. Do you remember?”

      “Oh, did I say that? Goodness, I don’t think that’s right. I think I brought food for Jeremiah and William, but William had already left. The man that was upset and arguing with Jeremiah was Acel. Yes, I think it was Acel. Rest his soul. Even Alice Mae was alarmed at how upset he was that night. I didn’t want to bring it to them because I was worried about interrupting, so I offered it to her, and she said she’d just hold onto it till after the argument settled.”

      “You gave Alice Mae the food?”

      “She came out to see what all the fuss was about and offered to take it from me. She knew I was upset and didn’t want me worrying. She said she’d stay and give it to Jeremiah after Acel left. And besides, it was late, and very hot that night. I could feel the heat all around me. It was that suffocating kind of hot.”

      I was confused. Was she talking about the fire? Was she there when the fire started? “So, you weren’t there when Acel left?”

      “Jeremiah had helped me out, and I wanted to stay, but Alice Mae made sure I went home to keep Newton safe.”

      “Safe from what?”

      “He was so young. His life changed so much.”

      I was losing her. “Do you know what happened?”

      “It was so hot. Alice Mae told me not to worry, that she’d watch for Jeremiah.”

      “I don’t understand. Are you saying you were there when the fire started?”

      Her eyes glossed over, and she stared off into the distance before speaking again. I waited as patiently as possible for her to continue.

      “Poor girl, she was quite attached to my husband. She always said she tried hard to keep him safe, but she just couldn’t, not that night.”

      “What do you mean, keep him safe?”

      She angled her head as she thought about it. “You know, from harm.”

      I’d gotten all I could get from her. She’d stopped making sense, and I needed to put the pieces together. I finished the last of my small glass of tea. “Thank you for talking with me, and I’m sorry to rush off, but I’ve got to get home to my son.”

      “Oh, it’s okay. My Jeremiah will come visit me soon. Maybe today will be the day he talks to me. I can see him, you know. I don’t know if he knows, but I can see him.”

      I had no doubt she could.
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        * * *

      

      I climbed in my car and called Jack, but it went to his voicemail. “Hey, I need to run some things by you. I’ll be home in a bit, but first I’m making a pit stop at William Alabaster’s house. Can you call me when you’ve got a chance? Thanks, bye.”

      William Chamblee greeted me at his front door. “Heard your car comin’ up the drive.”

      “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’d like to ask you a few more questions if you have a minute?”

      He held the door open for me. “Got all the time in the world. Come on in.”

      We sat on his outdated couch once again.

      “I’m just going to be up front with you. I don’t believe you had anything to do with Jeremiah Alabaster’s death.”

      “Thank you for that.”

      “Georgia Alabaster confirmed that she’d left to get food for you and her husband, and when she returned with it, Jeremiah was arguing with Acel, so she left the food with Alice Mae.”

      “Okay.”

      “Georgia also says that Alice Mae was always saving him. Do you know what she means by that?”

      He smiled. “Everyone thought Alice Mae had feelings for the pastor. I don’t think she was protecting him as much as she was looking out for him, defending his actions. She used to get on me all the time after we’d argue.”

      “Do you think she could have started that fire?”

      “Why would she? Even if she had feelings for Jeremiah, she wouldn’t hurt the church. It was a second home to her.”

      “Could it have been on accident?”

      “I’ve been thinking about it since you came by before, and all I can think is someone knocked over that candelabra on accident like I said before. Probably the pastor himself, settin’ his bible down on the table, or maybe Georgia did it when she put the food out for him. Don’t know for sure though who could have done it.”
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        * * *

      

      I headed back home in the middle of the church crowd, dealing with a handful of traffic that wouldn’t normally have bothered me, but that day, it did. I honked my horn at the stop sign on the corner of my street. “Come on, move it,” I mumbled through gritted teeth.

      A second later I felt bad for honking. I wasn’t in Birmingham anymore, and Castleberry folk didn’t honk at each other unless they were saying hello.

      Austin wasn’t home when I arrived, but he’d left a note saying he’d gone to Justin’s to play video games. Justin had the newest something or another, and Austin wanted it, badly, so I didn’t expect to see him until at least dinner time.

      I rushed inside, grabbed a glass of sweet tea from the fridge and went back to my notebook and photos. I went over what I thought happened—Alice Mae overheard the arguing between William and the pastor, but I believed William was telling the truth, and he wasn’t involved. She also said she didn’t see the food, but Georgia said she gave it to Alice Mae. Who was telling the truth there? Granted, Georgia’s mind was not right, so did she simply remember it that way? Alice Mae claimed to have left while Acel and Jeremiah argued. She said Acel was responsible for the fire and claimed that Newton Alabaster sought revenge and killed Acel.

      But that didn’t make sense. If Georgia was telling the truth, which I had no way of knowing, and Alice Mae would lie about something as simple as the food, what stopped her from lying about something more serious like Newton killing Acel? And after years of working with Acel Grimes, why would Pastor Newton decide now to avenge his father’s death and kill him? Wouldn’t he have made that decision years ago?

      William Chamblee said those candles were knocked many times before. You’d need a steady hand to bring the food to Pastor Jeremiah and set it down without knocking over the candle and igniting the cloth in flames. Steady hands Georgia Alabaster said she hadn’t had in years. Could Georgia have brought the food and set it in the chapel, knocking the candle over? If that was the case, then why hadn’t anyone said that when the fire happened? If that was what happened, it was an accident, not a criminal act.

      I jerked when my doorbell chimed. I’d been so deep in thought, so wrapped up in what I thought happened, I didn’t expect the ringing.

      “Coming,” I hollered. I pushed myself off the floor, my bones feeling like Georgia Alabaster’s did when she sat on the church pews and opened the door to Newton Alabaster. “Pastor, hello. Come in.”

      He stepped inside. “I thought I’d come by before I visited with my parishioner.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate that. Would you like some iced tea? Don’t tell anyone, but it’s a secret Castleberry family recipe I got from Olivia Castleberry.”

      “I’m fine, thank you. So, what did you want to discuss?”

      We sat in the den and he eyed the photos spread out on the floor. “I see you’ve been busy. Have you thought of a way to convince the mayor to keep the church intact?”

      “I think if Acel’s murder is solved, we’ll be able to save the church.”

      “I understand the police believe it’s gang related?”

      “I’m not sure they do anymore, but I don’t have all the details.” I sipped my drink. “But about the fire—"

      “Ms. Adair, with all due respect, my father is gone and dragging all of this out again isn’t good for anyone, especially my mother. I told you she’s not been well mentally and physically, and she’s suffered for years without her husband. She doesn’t need this. She can’t handle it. She’s too emotionally unstable.”

      “Pastor, were you bitter toward Acel Grimes because you believed he had something to do with your father’s death?”

      He sighed. “There was a time when I was young that yes, I was bitter, but that ended years ago. Acel and I made our peace and had a good professional relationship.”

      “Alice Mae disagrees.”

      His mouth twitched. “Excuse me?”

      “Pastor, I think I know what happened the night of the fire.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Do you recall what your mother did with the food she’d brought for her husband?”

      He blinked. “She left it with my father and Acel. Why do you ask?”

      “Did she tell you that?”

      “It’s been years since we’ve discussed it. I don’t remember exactly, and again, my mother’s mind isn’t well. I don’t know if I can take anything she’s said for truth.”

      “I spoke to your mother, and she said she left it with Alice Mae, but Alice Mae didn’t say that.”

      “What does that matter? What are you saying, Ms. Adair?”

      “I think your mother set the food down and accidentally knocked over the candle that started the fire, and I don’t think she remembers it. Maybe she’s blocked it out of her mind or something.”

      His face reddened. “You need to leave this alone.” He stood and marched to my front door.

      “Wait, please. It was an accident. The police will understand.”

      Instead of walking out like I thought he’d do, he locked the door. When he turned around, the panic in his eyes sent shivers down my spine. I backed up, hitting the coffee table with my calves. “You knew. You knew she knocked the candle down, didn’t you?”

      He pulled a switchblade out of his black jacket pocket. “After all these years, you have to dredge up what’s long past. If you’d just left it alone, we wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “You killed Acel, didn’t you? He found out the truth, and you killed him.”

      “I’m protecting my mother. She’s struggled her entire life with emotional problems. She doesn’t see things like we do. She thinks she sees my father, and she’s constantly waving to imaginary women at the cemetery. Her mind,” he held the tip of his knife to his temple, “isn’t right. She needs to be protected from this. She can’t handle knowing she caused that fire, accident or not.”

      “Acel was going to say something, and you killed him.” I backed around the coffee table and circled back to the TV sitting on the cabinet along the wall. The only thing I could see to grab was an eight by ten photo of my parents when Austin was five years old, and I knew it wasn’t heavy enough to do any damage. But when I realized Austin’s game station was on top of the cabinet too, and the cords weren’t attached, I stuck close to it. If needed, I could at least throw that at the pastor to get away.

      He cut the space between us to just a foot or two out of reach. “Stay where you are.”

      “Acel knew. He was going to tell the police, wasn’t he?”

      “My mother can’t handle knowing the truth, and I don’t want her institutionalized. I’m taking care of her. She needs me.”

      “You’re not protecting her, you’re hurting her.”

      “I’m protecting her, and so is Alice Mae. She promised. She promised to keep my mother safe. If she said something back then, who knows what would have happened to my mother.”

      “But Acel found out, didn’t he? He found out, and he wanted to get your mother help.” I finally made the connection. “Your mother said Acel had been good to her all these years. She told him, didn’t she? She either remembered, or she let it slip, but she told him.”

      “He wanted her put away, put her in some dirty hospital for people with problems. I couldn’t let that happen.”

      He lunged at me with the knife. I grabbed the game station with both hands and swung it into the side of his face. Pastor Alabaster went down, crashing into my thin wood coffee table and breaking it in half. I scanned the room for my phone, but I couldn’t find it, and I had no idea what I’d done with it. I bolted for the door, but the pastor grabbed a hold of my leg and dragged me down. I punched him in the side of the head, and he screamed. I forced myself up and ran for the door, screaming for help as I struggled to unlock it.

      He dragged himself up and came at me again with the knife. Just in time, the dead bolt clicked open, and I ran outside and nearly knocked down Alice Mae.

      “Alice, thank God. Call 9-1-1. Pastor Alabaster just tried to kill me. He killed Acel. Hurry.”

      She smiled and pointed a gun at my chest. “Well, isn’t that sweet of him, taking the blame for my transgressions.”

      I stood there, confused and scared. “What are you—I…I don’t understand. He killed Acel. He admitted it. He said his mother started the fire, but it was an accident.”

      She tapped the gun to my chest and told me to get back in the house before someone saw us. “No sweetie, that was my doing. I killed Acel. I was doing my job, protecting the pastor and his family. Now get back in the house.”

      I did as she said. Pastor Newton lie on the floor, struggling to get up.

      Alice Mae saw him and laughed. “Stay down there, son. Don’t want you suffering more than you have to.”

      “Alice Mae, don’t do this,” Newton said. He rubbed the side of his head.

      “I told you to keep this woman away from Georgia. Told you I’d take care of it.” She kept the gun aimed at me. “Had you kept your nose out of our business, I wouldn’t have to do this.”

      “I was trying to help.” I shifted toward Newton. “She’s not going to protect you now, now that she knows I know. You’re too much of a risk.”

      She laughed.

      “You knew he wasn’t responsible for the fire. You knew what happened that night because you were there. You saw it, didn’t you?”

      She gritted her teeth. “’Course I did, and I tried to keep Pastor Jeremiah out, but he had to go back in, had to get his bible. Said he couldn’t let all his notes burn with the church. He got Georgia and me out, but I couldn’t stop him from going back.” She waved the gun at my chest again. “I made Georgia go home. She didn’t need to see her husband dying like that in that fire, that would have sent her over the edge. She had little Newton at home. She needed to be with him. I told her I’d save Jeremiah. I was always saving that man anyway. Saving him from arguments with Acel, keeping him on track best I could with church business. I thought I could save him from the fire, too. But I couldn’t. He needed that bible, and it didn’t matter what I said.”

      “And you let her think she left the food with you? But why’d you say something different to me?”

      “The more Georgia got wrong about that night, the easier it was to protect her. We didn’t want her going into an institution, and I knew if she remembered that night like it happened, it would break her.”

      “And you killed Acel because he knew. He left before the food even arrived, didn’t he? He wasn’t there, but Georgia told him the truth, whether she intended to or not.”

      “Told him exactly what happened. Don’t know how she did it, but she did. He said she needed help for her mental problems, and said we needed to get her that help or he’d do it himself. He’d tell what happened.”

      “She does need help.”

      “She’s got us. She doesn’t need to spend the rest of her life chained to a hospital bed. She’s like family to me, and I told Acel that, right before I smashed that candle stick over his head. And it all would have been good if you hadn’t stuck your nose into it.”

      I searched the room again, hoping for something magical to appear to throw at Alice Mae, to force her to drop the gun, but there was nothing. “The police are coming. Detective Levitt is on his way. I just talked to him.”

      She smirked. “That trick won’t work on me, sweetie. You just said you wanted me to call him. Now come on, let’s get this over with.” She swung the gun to the right, and I made my move. It wasn’t on purpose. I just instinctively lunged at her, and I slammed her right onto the ground, knocking the wind out of her at the same time. The gun went flying. I pushed myself off her, and ran toward the door, kicking the gun further away from her as I did. I should have picked up the gun, but I was too freaked out and confused to even consider that.

      I thought I was in the clear, but Newton Alabaster had crawled over to the gun, and was in the process of standing up and aiming it at me when I raced down the front steps.

      Jack was there, just closing the door to his car.

      “He’s got a gun,” I screamed.

      Jack drew his gun as Newton tumbled down the stairs. He aimed it right at him. Pushing me to the side, he said, “Get behind the car.”

      I did as I was told and watched as he aimed the gun straight at the man. “Not another step, Alabaster. Not another step.”

      Newton Alabaster collapsed onto the ground.

      “It was Alice Mae. She’s inside,” I said. “She killed Acel.”

      Jack rushed into my house as I stayed near his car.
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        * * *

      

      Jack came by my house later that night after he’d finished doing whatever it was detectives did when they arrested someone. I’d asked Justin’s parents if Austin could stay the night even though it was a Sunday. After explaining to his mother what had happened, she said she’d bring him by in the morning to get ready for school. I thanked her and cleaned up the den. I had no idea what I’d say to my son, but he’d know something happened soon enough, so the best I could do was tell him the truth.

      I’d found my phone in the kitchen and sent Jack a simple thank you message, knowing I’d see him in the morning for my official statement. He responded, saying he’d be by in a bit. I appreciated the company. I didn’t want to be alone in my own home.

      “So, what’s going to happen to Georgia Alabaster?”

      He shrugged. “She won’t be arrested, it was an accident, but she’s not well, and with Alice Mae and Newton both going to jail, she’ll probably end up in a home.”

      “Newton knew Alice Mae killed Acel. He knew she was trying to protect his mother. Is that a crime?”

      “Accessory to murder for Acel’s death is, and we’re shooting for attempted murder with you.”

      “Alice Mae claims she’s innocent. She was talking all kinds of nonsense. Said not to believe anything Georgia said because she’s mentally unstable. Even went as far to say that Georgia claims to see people who aren’t there. Always mentions two women at the cemetery, but the women she described died years ago.”

      That they did, I thought.

      “Crazy talk from a murderer trying to disqualify anything anyone might say to verify her crime.”

      “But Alice didn’t really commit a crime with the fire, did she?”

      “She interfered with an investigation. Had she come clean, the city wouldn’t have wasted money investigating the fire, and Georgia Alabaster could have gotten the help she needed a long time ago.”

      He sat next to me. Closer than I’d expected, and I wasn’t sure whether to be nervous or comforted. “I owe you an apology, Chantilly.”

      “Yes, you kind of do.”

      He smiled. “Well, I—”

      I stopped him. “Except I wasn’t exactly right.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I thought it was Newton that killed Acel.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You knew it had to do with the fire, but I wouldn’t listen.”

      “It’s okay.”

      He touched my hand with his. “No, it’s not. I’m sorry. I won’t do that again.” He entwined his fingers with mine.

      Jack Levitt was holding my hand. I sucked in a deep breath, which he heard, and quickly let go.

      “Too soon?”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s not that. It’s…it’s nice.” I leaned my head on his shoulder.

      “Yeah, it’s nice.”
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      Charlie Sayers made an appearance at my house the next morning. I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of spirits coming to my home, but I liked Charlie, so I gave him a pass.

      “It’s time.”

      “Now?” I’d just gathered my things in my bag to head over to the mayor’s office to discuss the church restoration project. “I’m kind of in a hurry.”

      “She’s not doing well. Please, she needs to know this isn’t the end of us.”

      I walked out the front door, locked it, and drove straight to Thelma’s house. When I knocked, I heard her shuffling through the rooms inside, but she didn’t answer the door.

      I knocked again. “Thelma, it’s Chantilly.”

      Still nothing.

      Charlie had been right next to me, but he disappeared through the front door. Seconds later, he returned. “She’s coming.”

      I raised my eyebrow. “Okay.” I had no idea what he’d done, and I wasn’t exactly sure I wanted to know, either.

      The door opened slowly, and Thelma peeked between it and the frame. “I’m not much up for company this morning, Chantilly. How ‘bout we chat tomorrow at Del’s?”

      My eyes shifted from my friend, who had on the same pajamas from the other night, and a scarf tied over her head to her dead husband.

      “Tell her you have a message from me.”

      I gently pushed on the door. “I have a message from Charlie.”

      Her eyes widened, and a light I hadn’t seen in days sparkled in them. “My Charlie?”

      I smiled as she opened the door. “Yes, sweetie, your Charlie.”

      “Bless his heart, I’ve been asking him to talk to you for so long now, I wondered if he’d heard me.”

      I followed her into the small kitchen at the back of her house. She had a newspaper spread out on the table, and a cup of coffee sitting next to it. “Would you like some coffee?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m fine, thank you.”

      “Tell her I heard,” Charlie said. He smiled as he examined the kitchen. “I sure wish she’d get the wallpaper off the walls. It’s older than the sun.”

      As I sat at the table, I laughed.

      “Is he here now?”

      I smiled and nodded. “He says he wishes you’d take down the wallpaper. He thinks it’s older than—”

      “The sun.” She said it at the same time I did.

      “Yes, the sun.”

      “He really is here. Charlie, do you know what special day was this past week?”

      “He knows. I just met him the other day when I was at the church. He talked about you. Said he used to walk to town a few times a month to get you lavender and carnations. He called you Dolly. At first, I didn’t realize it was him.” I shook my head. “I should have got the reference to Dolly, but I didn’t. Then Del had those flowers in Community Café, and you said it was the anniversary of your first date.”

      She sniffled and used her napkin to wipe her nose. “He always brought me the prettiest flowers.”

      She’d sat at the table too, and I leaned toward her, taking her frail hand in mine. “Thelma, Charlie wants you to know your story isn’t over. The two of you will be together again.”

      She stared up at me. “Soon?”

      I eyed Charlie, not sure what to say.

      He chuckled. “Ask her what I always used to tell her about aging.”

      “He wants you to tell me what he used to say about aging.”

      She smiled. “He said he went to bed one night when he was eighteen, and when he woke up the next mornin’, he was eighty. Said time went fast, and we had to live every moment because one day we just wouldn’t wake up.”

      Charlie smiled. “Tell her it’s like that, her time. She’s got to live every moment, enjoy herself, not worry about me, because even though it seems like a long time, life’s never really long enough.”

      “He said it may feel like a long time, but you’ll be together again, and for now, he wants you to keep living your life.”

      “I do. I have you and Olivia. She likes to come over at night sometimes and sit with me while I watch my shows. She even introduced me to the bachelor. He’s a cutie pie, that one.”

      “Wait, Olivia’s got a boyfriend?”

      She laughed. “Bless your heart. I’m talking about the one on the TV.”

      I laughed, too. “Oh, that bachelor.”

      I got me a full life, even got me a best friend in Del, even though she’s got a burr in her saddle most of the time.” She smiled.

      “It’s endearing, don’t you think?”

      She laughed. “Like a rooster during his prime.”

      Charlie chuckled again. “That’s a nice way of putting it.”

      Thelma sighed. “It’s hard sometimes.”

      I squeezed her hand tighter, though I did it gently. “I can’t imagine how you must feel, but Charlie wants you to know it’s not over. He’s waiting for you. He told me to tell you it’s like a pause. It’s not the end.”

      “Is he still with me?”

      I referred to him.

      “I’ll always be with her. When she needs me, I’ll be here.”

      I let her know what he said.

      “But that don’t mean I want her fretting and not going on.” He stood behind his wife. “You tell her she’s got a job to do here, and she needs to keep doing it. I don’t want her getting lazy.”

      I laughed. “He said that doesn’t mean you get to be lazy. You’ve still got work to do here.”

      She smiled. “That’s my Charlie. Always telling me what to do.”

      I laughed. “He loves you a lot, Thelma. That hasn’t changed. I can tell.”

      A tear fell from her eye. “I love him, too. Can you tell him that?”

      “You just did.”
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        * * *

      

      Mayor Tyson sat at his conference table, his eyes scanning my plans and corresponding photos for the church restoration project. “This all looks great, but I’m not sure we need the memory of the bad things happening there staining the church any longer.”

      “Perhaps it’s less of a stain and more of a rebirth.” I showed him a photo from when the church was first built. “This building was all but destroyed in that fire and look.” I pushed over a photo from after the rebuild. “Here, it shows no signs of that fire. Sure, it’s not the same building in many respects, but it’s still the same church. It survived, it’s still here, resurrected from those ashes of that fire, both physically and emotionally. People kept coming, and they still come today. Look at Castleberry. What would have happened if, after the Civil War, the town decided to fold?”

      “The people here, they loved Castleberry. They wouldn’t have let that happen.”

      “And those people went to this church. Their families go to this church. They would want it to be restored. The living want it restored.”

      “But tearing it down and rebuilding something new, that’s a rebirth, that’s a fresh start.”

      I sighed. I wasn’t winning my argument. “It’s not about starting over, it’s about the strength in what lies before us. That church has been through a lot, yes, and the parishioners, they’ve been through it all right along with it. Give them back their worship space, wiped clean of the negativity, but with the soul of the church still within. That will clean the slate. Starting over just pretends nothing bad ever happened, and everyone knows that’s not the case.”

      He rubbed the bottom of his chin. “I do like the look of the old church. Reminds me of my childhood, from years before the fire.”

      “And it makes you happy, doesn’t it?”

      A smile threatened to appear on his face. As he examined the plans further, that smile did show. “You’re right. We can’t learn from our history if we don’t embrace it.” He nodded. “Let’s submit this to the council. I’ll recommend the plan go through, and we’ll see if we can help fund it in the budget.”

      We stood and shook hands. “Thank you, Mayor. You won’t regret this.”

      I walked out of city hall and to my car where Jeremiah Alabaster waited. I exhaled, unsure of what to say about everything that had transpired over the past few days. “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged. “There is always a plan, and we don’t always know what that plan is until later.”

      “You didn’t want me to find out though. You wanted to protect your family.”

      “It was not my place, and I know that now.”

      “I wish things could have been different.”

      “Georgia will get the help she needs, and when the time is right, she will be free of her burdens. That is God’s plan.”

      “And what about your son?”

      He sighed. “He must deal with his demons. I cannot help him.”

      I couldn’t imagine how that felt, not being there to help your own child. “Can I ask you a question?”

      He nodded.

      “Did you see Acel after he…he died?”

      “I did not, but Acel was a good man. I do not question his faith, and I believe he’s with God.”

      I sure hoped so. Knowing what I knew about the afterlife, I understood the need for opposites, and I had no doubt in Heaven and Hell. “What happens to you now?”

      “Me?” He laughed. “I’ve faced my demons. I’ve done what I felt necessary, and now it is my turn to take responsibility.”

      I was afraid to ask what that meant, but I didn’t have to. A bright light formed around him, and a warm breeze surrounded me. The sky, just filled with clouds a moment ago, opened up, the sun shining brightly down on me. I gazed up at it, and as I did, a burst of sparkles shot up into the rays and disappeared. When I glanced back to Pastor Alabaster, he was gone.

      I clicked the button on my key to unlock my car and smiled up toward the sky. “Guess we won’t be seeing you on the haunted historical tour after all, will we?”

      
        
        THE END
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        Deal Gone Dead

      

      

      

      Myrtle Mae Redbecker said she loved to cook with her cast iron skillet so, I couldn’t help but wonder if that was her plan the day someone decided to whack her over the head with it.

      I found my elderly client lying on her old, worn linoleum kitchen floor at ten o’clock Monday morning, the exact time of our regularly scheduled weekly coffee appointment.

      “Don’t be late,” Myrtle said early the day before. “Promptness is important to me.”

      I understood that about the older woman, and I wasn’t late, but it was the last time I’d have to rush to a coffee appointment with my crotchety client. My heart ached for Myrtle, but promptness wasn’t my best quality, and the eighty-five-year-old woman wasn’t the most comfortable client to work with, so it wouldn’t be a lie to say a tiny part of me didn’t feel a touch of relief about that. When I realized that sense of relief, it was quickly replaced with guilt. My momma would be horrified to know her little girl felt something just south of joy because of someone else’s misfortune. Her voice echoed through my head. You were raised better than that, it said. I silently responded, yes, I was. I apologized to my deceased client, hoping she could hear my heart speaking to her.

      I breathed through my mouth and stopped myself from squeezing my nostrils shut as I stood outside Myrtle’s old farmhouse along with the gathering crowd. The strong smell of ammonia lingered from what I assumed was the neighbor’s chicken coop. The old man likely hadn’t cleaned it well or recently, and I worried about the poor chickens. The stench was hard on their little lungs, not to mention the hens’ egg production.

      The front part of the property was already filled with rubberneckers, but that wasn’t hard to do since the house rested on a narrow plot of land that butted up next to its neighbors. The rest of it though extended back for what felt like several miles. It never made sense to me, how my little county was designed. Instead of wide open spaces of land, our lots were piled up close together next to our roads extending behind them to either the next country road or the next plot of land. Closer to town, of course, was different, the lots were normal, but the older properties on the outskirts of the county reflected the original landscapes of when settlers first made it to Bramblett County. My mother once told me she thought that whoever drew up the plot lines in Bramblett County must have sipped a little too much moonshine before deciding where one property ended and another began. Practically every other county in the state had square lots but ours. Ours were so unique that one year at the annual county fair we ran a county competition to see who could come up with a county tag line using that theme. They were all horrible, and the judges couldn’t pick. As a real estate agent, I was relieved. Long narrow lots weren’t the first selling point I lead with when showing a property to a prospective buyer, and I preferred the county not brag about something I saw more as a hindrance than a benefit.

      I ignored the whispers and gossip wandering through the expanding crowd and let my eyes wander over the home of my deceased client. I closed them for a moment and let my mind wander back to my childhood when I’d piddle down the old country road and see the home during its better days, before Myrtle and her husband had aged and couldn’t take care of it. I wanted to remember the house that way before it was destroyed and replaced with townhomes or condos.

      I adored old southern homes. Each of them told a story, their place in history set in the memories of their town, their families, and the people that knew them. The white wrap around porch with the swing and rocking chairs where the family sat and talked or just spent time together instead of ignoring each other for the bright light of the TV or the hypnotic thrill of the Internet. I adored the rows of matching sized windows with black shutters, how they spoke to me of structure and familiarity. I love the weathered white painted wood siding because I grew up in something similar, and just being near Myrtle’s reminded me of mine and the memories of days long gone. My heart ached for my client, but it hurt for something long gone, too; my childhood.

      I would have stayed lost in the moment but was immediately jolted out of it when the Bramblett County Sheriff, Dylan Roberts sauntered over.

      My heart raced and tiny beads of sweat pooled at my hairline. The familiar fresh and clean, manly soap scent hit my nose and overtook the ungodly ammonia smell right away. My nose was happy, but my heart sunk into the pit of my stomach.

      Yes, I’d made the 911 call, and yes, I knew that meant that law enforcement would arrive, so to think it wouldn’t be the county sheriff was ridiculous but was it wrong for me to hope a deputy showed up in his place?

      He saw me and tipped his brown brimmed hat my direction. “Did you touch anything?”

      My desire not to see the sheriff had nothing to do with a lack of respect for the office itself. I didn’t even disrespect the position. I actually admired law enforcement. I respected their dedication, their commitment, and their desire to uphold the law.

      I just had issues with the person currently holding that position.

      The sheriff also happened to be my first—and only love. Granted, that was several years ago in high school and part of college, but first loves weren’t easily forgotten, especially when they lived in the same small town. I gathered my composure and pressed my lips together for just a second before I spoke. “No, I didn’t touch anything. I watch crime shows, you know.”

      God bless, I did not really say that, did I?

      “Okay then. Stay put. I’ll have some questions for you in a bit.”

      I saluted him and instantly regretted it. Calm, cool and collected obviously wasn’t working out like I’d hoped. I pushed a fly away blonde curl behind my ear and wished I could crawl under a rock and hide forever. Too bad Myrtle Redbecker didn’t have any rocks big enough to hide my five-foot-four-inch body.

      My best friend, Belle Pyott bumped her shoulder into mine. “I saw that.”

      I hung my head in shame. “Did it look as bad as I think?”

      She inhaled deeply and then released the breath slowly while nodding. “Absolutely.”

      I desperately wanted to disappear right there. “Lovely.” I pointed to Myrtle’s front door. “I guess things could be worse though, right?”

      She nodded, then tucked a curl on the other side of my head behind that ear. “You could be poor old cantankerous Myrtle Redbecker. I can’t believe she’s dead.” She clasped her fingers around mine. “And you found her. Are you okay, Lilybit?”

      Most everyone in Bramblett County called me Lilybit even though I’d tried for years to drop the nickname and go by my given name, Lily. Some things stuck, and being the youngest and only girl of four children—who, along with my parents, had all moved away—Lilybit was one of those things that stuck. I tried to appreciate that the name wasn’t horrible. I knew other people in town who had it worse. I graduated from high school with a kid named after his father, Richard Madders. The family referred to them both by Dick but used big and little instead of junior and senior. Mr. Madders didn’t seem to have a problem with the word choice, but his son sure did. It bothered him so much, he hightailed it right out of town two hours after graduation and hasn’t been back.

      “Hello? You in there?”

      I’d been lost in thought, obviously. “Oh, sorry. I’m fine. I think.” Truth be told, I’d never discovered a dead body before, and I wasn’t quite sure how I felt. “Maybe I’m in shock. I don’t know.” I pressed my first two fingers to my neck and checked my pulse. “Feels normal.” I didn’t mention how it nearly beat out of my chest when Dylan showed up.

      “Maybe we should get you checked out anyway?” She placed her palms on my cheeks and forehead. “You’re so flushed.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was from finding a dead body or seeing my ex-boyfriend.

      Belle popped up on her tiptoes and eyed the growing crowd. “Medic? We need an ambulance or something over here,” she yelled. “This woman just found a dead body. She could be in shock.”

      I hushed her. “I’m fine. Really.”

      Billy Ray Brownlee, one of the county volunteer paramedics, rushed over, his mouth drawn downward in concern. “You all right Miss Sprayberry?”

      I grabbed his bicep and squeezed. “I’m one hundred percent okay, Billy Ray. Belle is just overly cautious. You know how she gets. Don’t you go and worry your sweet self, you hear me?”

      “You sure?” he asked. “I might could get you a cup of sweet tea and a Band-Aid and fix you on up if you’d like.”

      Billy Ray was nothing short of seventy-five years old and had been the county volunteer paramedic longer than my twenty-six years alive. He had the kindest soul and biggest heart, but he didn’t know a thing about medical care. His sure fire medical cure all for everything was a cup of sweet tea and a Band-Aid. It didn’t always heal the wound, but his kindness most definitely helped to heal the heart.

      “I’m sure, Billy Ray. Now you go and get to saving other people. I’m fine.” Billy Ray’s good old boy sweetness brought out the small town southern girl in me every time.

      “I don’t mind staying with you two pretty ladies. An old man like me don’t get all that much joy these days, and I might could use some joy.”

      Belle gave him a hug. “You definitely deserve joy, Billy Ray. You’re just the sweetest man alive, and I am sure there are a lot of women who would love to spend time with a wonderful man like you. Now you go and save one of them. Show them how amazing you are.”

      He blushed. It was adorable. “Yes, ma’am.” He smiled at Belle and I and shuffled away.

      “It doesn’t matter how old they are, men just melt around you,” I said.

      “They do not.”

      “Right. And yes, you’re all sugar and spice and all that, but we both know it’s that.” I eyed her curvy figure and pointed to her face. “And that. God gave you the face of an angel with those blue eyes and perfect cheek bones. Making you nice was just so women wouldn’t hate you.”

      Belle was born and raised in the south, but her roots, as my mother said, were dug up from the north and transplanted in the Georgia clay long after our people settled on the land. The Italian in her personality came out every so often, but it was definitely obvious in her appearance. Her long dark hair and olive skin turned heads, and her southern accent just made her all the more appealing to everyone that crossed her path.

      She rolled her eyes and then did something angelic by rubbing my arm and hugging me. “So, what happened? Tell me everything.” She rubbed her nose. “But first, what on earth is that smell? It stinks to high heaven out here.”

      My nose must have adjusted to the stink because I’d forgotten about it until Belle mentioned it again. I reminded her of what happened when chicken coops weren’t cleaned.

      “Those poor chickens.” She rubbed her nose again. “And my poor nose. Anyway, back to you and finding Myrtle. Tell me everything.”

      “I came to have coffee with Myrtle and update her on the property listing like we’d been doing from the start. She’d told me she’d made a decision on one of the three bidders, and we’d planned to discuss that this morning. I knocked on the door, but she didn’t answer. The door was unlocked, so I opened it a crack and hollered in, but she still didn’t answer, and that’s when I saw the glass on the floor down the hall and—”

      “Glass?”

      “Yeah, from the back door in the kitchen. Whoever did this broke the glass in the back door to get in. I saw pieces of it on the kitchen floor, and that’s when I realized something wasn’t right, so I went in and checked.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re saying you saw broken glass on the floor and just walked on in? What if the killer was still in there? You could have been killed.”

      “I know, but I wasn’t thinking about that. I was thinking about Myrtle.”

      “Of course, you were.”

      “Besides, I listened before I went in and I didn’t hear anything, and it didn’t feel like anyone was there, so I thought it was safe.”

      “It didn’t feel like anyone was there? What does that even mean? Are you psychic now or something?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No. I just mean it felt okay to go in.” I shook my head. “I can’t explain it. Maybe I wasn’t really thinking straight. I don’t know. I just know I saw the broken glass, and I needed to check on Myrtle. It was the right thing to do. And I called the sheriff, and given the circumstances, you should be proud of me for that.”

      She nodded. “Yes, that was probably smart of you, and yes, I’m astonished that you had the guts to do that, actually.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      A car door slammed behind us. “Where’s my aunt? What’s going on here?” Jesse Pickett’s booming voice reverberated across his aunt’s front lawn. “Where’s Dylan? Someone better tell me what’s going on.” Jesse pushed out his chest, and, as my father would say, bowed up, but the trembling chin and wide eyes gave away his fear. Yes, he was angry, but the wide eyes were more afraid than anything.

      Fear could drive a man to do worse things than anger could any day.

      I cut Jesse off at the front porch steps just shy of the front door. “Jesse, I think you should wait for Dylan to come out.” Jesse graduated with Belle and me, and Dylan graduated a few years before. We didn’t hang in the same social circle as Jesse, but in a small town, everyone knew everyone. “I don’t think you want to go in there.”

      Jesse was at least a foot taller than my whopping five feet and a few short inches, and he carried more than double my weight on his burly body, so I knew I didn’t have any real chance of stopping him if he didn’t want to be stopped, but I had to make the effort anyway. It didn’t matter. He shoved me to the side, knocking over an old rusted shovel in the process. “Out of my way Lilybit. You ain’t telling me what to do.”

      I picked up the shovel and leaned it against the other side of the window out of his way.

      Just then Dylan stepped through the front door onto the porch. He grabbed a hold of Jesse’s shoulder. “You might want to calm down there, buddy.”

      Jesse worked to shrug his shoulder from Dylan’s grip, but the effort was futile. His gaze darted from Dylan’s face to the front door and then back to Dylan’s face again. “Where’s my Aunt Myrtle? Someone said she’s dead. Is that true? She’s all I got left for family. I need to see her.”

      My heart sank. I’d forgotten that. Jesse lost his mother, father and two younger sisters in a drunk driving accident on Interstate 85 when I was away at college at the University of Georgia. His grandparents, Myrtle’s brother Buford and his wife, were long dead, and Myrtle and her husband Wilbur never had kids. Wilbur died years ago, so she was the last of Jesse’s living relatives. Whether the two had a relationship or not, it must have been hard for him to know he’d lost his last living relative.

      Dylan placed both hands on each of Jesse’s broad shoulders. When he spoke, his voice was a calm whisper. “I’m sorry Jesse, but yes, your aunt is gone. The coroner is in there with her now, but I don’t think she’d want you to see her this way, buddy.” He shifted their stance and directed Jesse off the porch and toward the side of the house. Belle and I tried to follow, but Dylan shot us a look that clearly read back off.

      The small crowd must have read it the same, or they were afraid of Dylan because they all stayed away, too. I wasn’t afraid of my ex-boyfriend, but I could understand why the rest of Bramblett County would be. He’d bulked up in the seven years he’d been working in Atlanta, and the innocent smile on his face had been replaced by something similar to a distrusting scowl.

      I watched as the men talked, trying hard to read their emotions. Dylan showed very few, but Jesse’s were all over the place. Hands in the air, feet stomping, head shaking. His stance, sometimes stiff and straight, clearly defending whatever I couldn’t hear him say, and other times shoulders slouching in defeat. When Dylan escorted him to a deputy’s car, I feared the worse.

      “He’s sure surprised to see his aunt’s dead,” Odell Luna, Myrtle’s eighty-something-year-old next-door neighbor said to the person standing next to him. I zoned in on their conversation. “Seems to me he ought to be happy as a pig in slop what with him being the one to get the property and all now.”

      As the real estate agent of record for the property, I knew that wasn’t true, but I didn’t say anything at that moment. Myrtle showed me her will and given the possibility of her untimely (as she called it) death, the property had been put in a trust to allow for the sale to be completed to one of the three current bidders with the profits being donated to charity. If none of the bids resulted in a sale, the land would stay on the market through the trust until another purchase agreement was made. She had specifically stated the property and any proceeds from the sale would not go to her nephew, though I wasn’t privy to the reasons why.

      Did Myrtle’s planning for her death mean she feared something might happen to her or was it because she was older and just covering her bases? With her dead inside her home, I couldn’t help but wonder. Why would someone want to kill her anyway? As my mother would say, no, she wasn’t the sweetest cookie on the tray, but she wasn’t the sourest apple in the bunch either. Either way, she didn’t deserve to die.

      I did a full body shake. I really needed to stop quoting my mother. Not only did it make me sound old, it made me feel old. Besides, it made me miss her terribly. Colorado was a long way away, and I had no plans to visit my parents until after the first of the year.

      “I know what you’re doing,” Belle whispered.

      “What?” I whispered back.

      “Thinking about your mom. Stop it. She’s not dead. Myrtle Redbecker is.”

      She had a point, but sometimes the distance between Colorado and Georgia felt like the distance between earth and heaven. My parents hadn’t moved away that long ago, but I their leaving left a hole in my heart. We’d made it through the rough teenage years and finally reached a place where we could enjoy each other, and then they moved hundreds of miles away. Standing outside of Myrtle’s home after just finding her dead on her kitchen floor and then having to call 911 only to have my ex-boyfriend come rushing to the scene—that’s a whole lot of emotional stuff wrapped up in one event. I’d love nothing more than to sit on my mom’s front porch with a glass of sweet tea and a piece of apple pie and tell her about it, but her porch wasn’t in Bramblett County anymore, and that was something I’d have to just get used to.

      Billy Ray chuckled, and that brought me back to reality, again. “That ought to make you happy, Odell. Then you don’t got to worry none about them big developers coming in and building those condos next to your land.”

      I bit my lower lip.

      Belle tapped my shoulder. “Oh, yes, he does.”

      “Hush. Don’t be starting a battle you know I’m going to have to join.”

      She giggled. “Yes, ma’am.”

      My best friend wasn’t exactly an instigator, but she wouldn’t turn down a chance to get my tail up if the opportunity presented itself. She’d done that since elementary school, and I hadn’t dropped her yet, so, I couldn’t really complain.

      Odell smirked. “Them developers have been trying to talk to me, too. I’ve been thinking about sitting down with Lily over there and seeing what they have to offer.”

      I pretended like I wasn’t listening, but I did my best to shut out the surrounding noise to zone in on the rest of the conversation.

      “Lily’s the best. Heard she sold her parents property for a pretty penny. Got enough to afford themselves that big RV and a condominium out in Colorado.”

      I had sold my parents property for a pretty penny, and yes, they were living the life, but that was because of years of hard work, a strictly followed budget, and my father’s excellent investment decisions. My real estate experience was merely the icing on the cake, but I wouldn’t deny some of that pretty penny being from my efforts if that meant a new client for the real estate business. If Odell Luna did sign on a client though, the first thing he’d have to do would be clean up that smelly chicken coop. I’d even suggest selling or giving the chickens to someone better equipped to take care of them.

      Myrtle wanted those big developers to buy her land, and she wanted those condos. She wanted the deal done and signed, and then she planned to move closer to Atlanta into one of the upscale assisted living communities with the money from the sale and the little bit of cash she said she had tucked away in a safe place.

      “Ain’t nobody getting my money,” she’d said. “It belongs to me, and I plan to live fancy with it up in a big high rise in Alpharetta or Roswell like the rich people do.”

      I prayed Myrtle had the penthouse apartment in a big high rise in the sky. I also prayed she didn’t suffer. Like my momma said, Myrtle wasn’t the kindest Bramblett County resident, but I liked her just fine, and I certainly didn’t want to see anyone die the way she did, no matter whether I liked them or not.

      Sonny Waddell, Myrtle’s neighbor on the opposite side of Odell Luna and somewhere around the same age, came marching up to the group. “What in God’s name is going on here?” He pulled on his red suspender straps which yanked his baggy old blue jeans up higher on his torso, and well above his rounded belly. “Took me nearly ten minutes to get to my driveway from the red light, and that ain’t even a quarter mile. Looks like the whole town’s heading out here, too.” He glanced around the front yard. “What’s that old coot up to? She shoot someone or something?”

      Belle choked back a laugh.

      “You ain’t heard?” Billy Ray asked. “Myrtle’s dead. Hit on the back of the head with a cast iron skillet.”

      Belle flinched and whispered in my ear. “Bless her heart. You didn’t tell me that.”

      “I didn’t know if Dylan would want that getting out. They rarely do in the TV shows, you know.”

      “You and your crime TV shows. You need a hobby.”

      “She’s what?” Sonny yelled.

      I don’t think Mr. Waddell had his hearing aids in. If he even had hearing aids.

      Odell spoke louder. “Myrtle’s dead. Deader than a doornail, she is.”

      Sonny jerked his head toward the front of the house. “She can’t be dead. I just saw her last night, and she was fit as a fiddle.”

      For an old woman with a limp, I thought.

      “You don’t have to be sick to get murdered,” Belle said.

      I nudged her.

      “Well, it’s true.”

      “At least now you don’t have to worry about her selling off the property,” Odell said. “Looks like it’ll go to Jesse after all.”

      Sonny’s face reddened three shades darker than a ripe tomato. I worried he would have a stoke right there, and one no Band-Aid and sweet tea could fix. “Over my dead body. That good for nothing boy ain’t getting one square foot of my property.” He grunted and upped the volume of his voice. “I told his aunt last night I’d be dead before I let her take my land, and I sure won’t let that boy take none of it either.”

      Belle whispered in my ear. “What’s he talking about?”

      “I don’t know,” I whispered back. “But it doesn’t sound good.”
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        * * *

      

      The Sheriff’s Office analyzed the scene, and the coroner removed Myrtle’s body though the back of the house, keeping the onlookers at bay as Dylan pulled rank and sent the crowd home, many of them leaving begrudgingly. He promised to hold a meeting later in the day to keep everyone informed of the situation. When tragedy struck a small town like mine, the rubberneckers sat and watched like their favorite movie was just released on cable. I’m surprised some hadn’t brought popcorn and a cooler full of Coke. I stuck around to answer a few more questions, but Belle went back to our office to attend to our other real estate clients. All three of them.

      Old Man Goodson’s son, Larry Junior—or Junior for short—had been hanging at the back of the crowd quietly watching everything that happened. I suspected he did so because he and Jesse used to be joined at the hip, and he wanted to see how things turned out.

      I always wondered how the two got along. Jesse was the big lug of a man even in high school, and Junior was the skinny kid whose bones threatened to break if he tripped over a rock, but their physical differences aside, their friendship seemed to work, until it no longer did.

      Junior stuck around to mow Myrtle’s property. The go-to guy for most of the old timers in town property needs, Junior had been tending to Myrtle’s acreage for the past few years. Since she’d put the house on the market, she’d wanted to stop, but I convinced her it was more important than ever to keep the yard tidy. Most of the acreage behind the main lot wasn’t all that important since it was wooded, but keeping the landscaped area maintained would be appealing to interested buyers if for nothing other than aesthetic reasons. If a property wasn’t initially visually appealing, typically the buyer couldn’t see past that, even if they planned to tear it down and start from scratch.

      Junior checked in with Dylan to get the official Sheriff’s Office okay to go ahead and drag his John Deere from his truck and do his thing.

      “I need to dig out a few of those old River Birch trees for Mrs. Redbecker first. Those ones on the back edge of the landscaped portion of her property are dying, and she wanted them gone. Made a promise,” he said. “And I’d like to keep it.”

      Before Dylan had a chance to answer, I said, “I’ll be working with the trust responsible for the property sale, Junior, and I’m sure they’ll want you to continue.” I grabbed the shovel next to the window and reached out to hand it to him. “Oh, here, this must be yours then.”

      “Nope, must be Mrs. Redbecker’s.”

      I put the shovel back where I’d found it. “Oh, sorry.”

      Dylan nodded. “Don’t think that will be a problem. Just do me a favor and stay clear of the inside of the property, you got it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Dylan sent Junior on his way and closed the front door. “You got a few minutes?”

      I shrugged. “Well, considering my appointment is no longer among the living, I think so.”

      The left side of his mouth twitched. “I’d like to go over what you did when you got here this morning.”

      “You mean like reviewing the crime scene?”

      He laughed that same laugh I’d spent countless nights crying over trying to forget. “You really need to stop watching crime shows.”

      How many times did I have to hear that? I had a strong suspicion my face glowed as pink as the polish on my toenails. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Did Myrtle mention anything about her nephew and their relationship?”

      “Let me guess, you think Jesse killed her, don’t you?”

      “This is a lot of land. I’m not sure how much an acre goes for nowadays, but I’m guessing it’ll sell for a pretty penny.”

      “He’s not named in the will.”

      “A will can be contested.”

      “I don’t really know the details, but I do know Myrtle was pretty adamant that her nephew not get any profit from the sale. Whatever she didn’t use or wasn’t specified in the will she said would go to charity.”

      “That must have upset Jesse.”

      “I have no idea.”

      He rubbed his hands together. “So, let’s start from the beginning. You come over, and what? Knock on the door?”

      I nodded. “Myrtle wanted a regular Monday morning coffee appointment to discuss the update on the sale of her property, even if there wasn’t an update.” My throat tightened. “I think she was just lonely and wanted the company.”

      “Probably. Obviously, she and Jesse weren’t close, and she didn’t have a reputation for being the most pleasant person in town.”

      “No, she definitely didn’t.” I exhaled. “But this time we had a reason for the meeting.”

      “Which was?”

      “She’s got three bidders vying for the property. All are builders looking to build multi-housing units like condos, and she’d made a decision on which bidder she decided to sell the property to.”

      “She tell you that?”

      “On the phone, yes. Just not which bidder, though I have a pretty good idea.” I didn’t offer him anything else about the bidders, and he didn’t ask. “So, I knocked, but she didn’t answer. I checked the door, and it was unlocked, so I cracked it open a bit and yelled in for her, but of course, she didn’t answer that either. That’s when I noticed the glass pieces on the kitchen floor. I worried she might have fallen or something, so I went in to check. I saw the glass was actually from the backdoor window, and when I got closer, that’s when I saw Myrtle lying on the floor. I could tell she wasn’t alive anymore, but I checked for a pulse just in case. There wasn’t one.” I wiped a tear from my eye. I hadn’t even realized I’d started to cry. “And then I called 9-1-1.”

      “You didn’t see or hear anyone in the house? Didn’t touch anything?”

      I shook my head. “Not that I’m aware of, but I wasn’t in here for long.”

      “You’ve been here before, correct?”

      I nodded. “Several times.”

      He opened the front door for me, but I hesitated before entering.

      “You okay?”

      I cupped my left elbow with my right hand and nodded. “Yeah, I think so. It’s just weird. Someone died in here.”

      He nodded. “Do you need a minute?”

      I shook my head. “I’d rather just get it over with.” I took a deep breath and walked inside. It was one thing to watch a fictional crime investigation on TV but entirely different to be a part of a real one.

      I glanced around the house and though everything was the same, it was all different, too. The rooms felt different. The air had a thicker feel to it, and when I breathed, I almost had to swallow over letting it just float through my nostrils like it normally did.

      “Why does everything feel different?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like the air. It’s—” I paused, trying to find a way to explain what I meant. “It’s thicker, heavier, and it’s got a weird smell to it now.”

      “Like metal maybe?”

      “I…I don’t know. I don’t really remember it smelling before when I came in and found Myrtle.”

      “You were in a heightened state then. Your adrenaline was pumped, and now you’re feeling different. It happens sometimes. Take your time. If you need to sit down for a few minutes, go ahead. We’re not in a hurry.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’m fine.” I didn’t want him to think I couldn’t handle it. I wasn’t sure I could handle it, but I didn’t want him to think I couldn’t.

      “Okay then, look around. Anything appear different to you? Anything seem out of place or missing?”

      I glanced around the kitchen. “Do you think maybe they were trying to rob her?”

      “I’m not sure what I think yet.”

      There were little yellow A-frame tents with numbers on them spread throughout the kitchen. One marked the area where Myrtle’s body had been, another where the killer left the cast iron skillet on the counter and one marking the glass by the backdoor. “How come there’s only one of the markers by the backdoor? Shouldn’t there be at least two?”

      “Why do you say that?” Dylan asked. “Maybe the big cities use one for each piece of glass, but out here, we count the glass as one item.”

      “I’m not talking about the glass. I’m talking about the caked mud. Wouldn’t that be considered separate evidence?”

      “What mud?”

      “The mud that was on the floor.” I stared down at the worn linoleum and pointed as I walked back to where I’d found Myrtle’s body. “In fact, the mud went all the way to here.” I turned around and headed toward the back hallway and the den. “And if I remember correctly, I noticed a bit of it in the hallway here, too. Why aren’t there markers here?”

      Dylan raised an eyebrow. “We didn’t find any mud.”

      I jabbed my finger repeatedly at the linoleum. “Really? There was caked mud on the floor. Pieces of it. Like it had come out of the crack of someone’s shoe.” I stared at the floor again and then raised my eyes slowly up to his. “Oh my gosh. He was still here. The killer was still in the house when I found Myrtle.” I leaned against the kitchen counter and forced myself to breathe in slow, deep breaths. I didn’t want to hyperventilate. The last time I did that in Dylan’s presence was the night he broke up with me, and there was no way I’d ever let him see me do that again.

      “You okay?”

      I nodded but kept focused on my breathing. “Fine.” I waved my hand because I couldn’t say much else. I wobbled a bit against the counter.

      He lightly gripped my shoulders with his hands, steadying me better than I could myself. I wanted to push his hands away. I would have told him to not touch me, but in that moment all that mattered was that I could have been killed by the same person that killed my client. “Lil, the killer couldn’t have still been here. Myrtle’s body is in rigor. Her body temperature is the same as the house, and it takes hours for that to happen.”

      I breathed in one last deep breath and felt calm enough to speak an entire sentence. For the most part, at least. “I don’t understand.”

      “Granted, it’s hot as blazes in here, but still.” He moved away from me and then back again toward me but not close enough to touch. “A body cools in death. Drops about a degree and a half an hour, give or take, until it hits room temperature.” He showed me a page on his little note pad. “Coroner took Myrtle’s temperature—trust me, you don’t want to know how—and checked it against the thermostat. Based on the rough math, she’d already been dead about nine hours by the time you got here. That’s just an estimate of course. We’ll know more once the autopsy is done. But that means there’s no way the killer was here with you.”

      Unless he came back.

      “But there was mud on the floor Dylan. I swear I saw it.”

      “People don’t realize how stressful it is to see a dead body. That’s why we question witnesses more than once. Things come up. Things change. You’ll remember things differently, or you’ll remember things later that you didn’t remember now. Maybe you’re misplacing the mud from another memory. Happens all the time in these kinds of situations.”

      “I guess.” Dylan was the expert, so he was probably right. Finding Myrtle dead was stressful, and who knows what kind of tricks my mind could play on me in that kind of situation. Ask me about selling a house, and I was the expert. Ask me about murder and my knowledge was limited to fictional crime solving from prime-time TV. Gosh, Belle was right. I really did need a hobby.

      “How much home improvement work did you have Myrtle doing around the house?” he asked.

      “None, actually. Like I said, she’s planning, or she planned to sell the house to a multi-unit builder, not a single family. I suggested she keep the main lawn area and the house tidy, but no changes. Why do you ask?”

      “The attic’s tore up pretty bad. Wasn’t sure what the point of that was for the home sale.”

      “The attic?”

      He nodded. “Holes in the drywall and the floor’s pulled up in spots. From the fresh drywall dust everywhere, looks like it’s new work. Figured you’re the one that told her to do it.”

      “Can I take a look?”

      He flicked his head toward the stairs. “Come on. I’ll show you.”

      I appreciated that. Even though the killer was obviously not in the house at that moment, I didn’t feel comfortable going to the attic alone.

      Dylan was right. The entire attic was in shambles. The walls had holes randomly punched throughout them, and the old wood floor was pulled up in various spots, no rhyme or reason to any of it whatsoever.

      I had to climb over books, boxes, tools, and all sorts of odds and ends tossed around on the ground from the shelves and maybe the drawers of the cabinets and dressers just to get around the crowded, tight room. If I had any sort of claustrophobia, it would have sent me into a panic attack, but thankfully, I didn’t. “Dylan, I didn’t tell her to do this, and it wasn’t like this the other day, I swear.” I carefully maneuvered through the small, stuffy room. “I was just here. In fact, Myrtle had asked me to take a look up here and make sure the door was locked. She didn’t want anyone coming up here when viewing the property. Said there were some family things she didn’t want disturbed. I told her she wouldn’t have to worry about it, but she insisted.”

      “You sure about that?”

      I climbed back down the stairs. “Yes, Sheriff Roberts, I am sure.”

      That annoying adorable twitch thing at the corner of his mouth started again. “What day were you up here?”

      “Thursday.”

      “And as far as you know, Myrtle didn’t have any plans to alter this room in any way?”

      “She told me to lock the door so she could keep people out, Dylan. She was eighty-five-years-old. You think she was going to come up here and do a remodel herself? No, she had no plans to remodel this room.”

      He nodded and headed toward the front of the house.

      “Why would someone do this? Do you really think it was Jesse?” I hit him with a list of questions a mile long. By the time we got to the front door, I could tell I’d worn him out. “Maybe you’re right.” I kind of talked more to myself than to my ex-boyfriend. “Maybe there’s something of value to Jesse up here, and he wanted it, so he killed her and came looking for it after? Or maybe he came looking for it before he killed her and couldn’t find it, so he killed her because she wouldn’t tell him where it was?”

      He stepped outside and rubbed his short, cropped blond hair before putting his hat back on. “Is there anything else you can tell me?”

      I cocked my head to the right and shook it. “You didn’t hear a thing I said, did you?”

      “Sure, I did.”

      ‘Liar. You’re doing exactly what you did when we dated.”

      His head flinched back ever so slightly. “I’m what?”

      “You acted like you listened then, but you didn’t, and you’re doing the same thing now.”

      “I did listen, both then and now.”

      “Fine. Then answer my questions.”

      “Which ones?”

      “All of them. Any of them.”

      He couldn’t.

      “You didn’t hear any of them.”

      “I’m sorry.” He sighed. “I don’t have any answers at the moment anyway, Lil. What I do have is more questions for you.”

      I tensed my jaw, focusing hard on letting the past stay where it belonged for the moment so I could focus on poor Myrtle Redbecker. “Okay, go ahead.”

      “You didn’t notice anything before you went inside? Maybe you heard something you didn’t realize before?”

      I replayed the events back in my head. “I don’t think so. But you know, Sonny Waddell mentioned he came by to see Myrtle last night. He gave me the impression they had words. Maybe you should talk to him.”

      “Did he say what time he came by?”

      I shook my head. “But I talked to her at about 4:30, so she was alive then.”

      He nodded. “Anything else?”

      “Not that I can think of.”

      He held onto the brim of his hat with his thumb and forefinger and tipped it toward me. “Thank you, Lilybit.”

      “You know I hate that.”

      His mouth twitched. “I know.”

      That twitch. Lord, that twitch. It would be the death of me.
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        * * *

      

      On my way to the office I stopped at Millie’s Coffee and Cakes to grab an iced vanilla coffee and one of Millie’s famous raspberry lemon scones to go. I ordered a sweet tea and blueberry scone for Belle also. I went through the motions of my normal day even though Myrtle’s death left me a bit shell shocked and out of sorts. I figured it was the best way to return to normal.

      Millie handed me the change from my twenty-dollar bill. “Can you believe it?” She shook her head. “Myrtle Redbecker dead. Bless Patsy, I knew that old coot would kick the bucket, but I never thought someone would kill her.”

      Word traveled fast in a small town.

      “It’s sad, I know. No one deserves to die like that.”

      “It’s awful, just awful.” She closed her register and leaned toward me. “I’m not one for spreading gossip, but I hear Sheriff Roberts already has her killer, that nephew of hers. That poor boy, he just ain’t been the same since his family passed. And I heard he’s in debt something fierce. Bad business deal or something like that. Needs the money from the sale of the property to keep his garage now, I hear.”

      “Now Millie, don’t you go assuming something without knowing the facts. You know what my momma always said about that.” I winked without saying exactly what my momma always said about that, thanked her for the food and headed to the office.

      I figured I’d let that one sit with Millie a bit. Sometimes the small town gossip got on my nerves. Having been the center of it once, I had a little empathy for Jesse Pickett. I wasn’t sure if he killed his aunt, though I strongly suspected he did, but I couldn’t participate in throwing him under the bus without any real evidence against him.

      The drive to my office was so short I could have walked, but I liked having my car a few steps from our store front location, and within eyesight of our office window. I handed Belle her tea and scone and plunked myself into my desk chair, the events of the morning already catching up with me, and it wasn’t even afternoon. My stomach ached, but not because I needed sustenance, because I’d found my client dead from a head wound and had a horrible feeling her only living relative was the person that killed her. I needed to focus on work so I didn’t focus on Myrtle’s death.

      “Why are you even here?” she asked. “If ever you need a day off, it’s today.” She bit into her scone and swallowed it down with a sweet tea chaser. “I can handle things here.”

      “I know, but I’ve got the Wilkinson property paperwork to get ready, and that new relocation company sent me their presentation a week ago, and I still haven’t watched it yet. I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed.”

      “That can all wait. Maybe you need to go take a spin class to destress. Pull those blonde curls up into a ponytail and go hop on a bike. It’ll make you feel better.”

      Spin classes were my go-to exercise and destressing avenue of choice, and Belle knew that. She also knew I had a slight addiction to staying in shape ever since I’d learned most of the women in my family ended up with first Type Two and then a few eventually ended up with Type One diabetes. There was an on-going debate in my family as to how that could happen. Mis-diagnosis, perhaps, but the fact was, it had happened three times. Three family members, all women, were first diagnosed with type two, and ultimately had type one. I’d made a conscious decision to eat fairly well and exercise often hoping to not end up like the rest of my family. I knew I’d end up exercising soon, but something about the situation with Myrtle Redbecker had my brain working on overdrive. “I’ll go later.” I took a bite of my scone, too, forgetting, at least momentarily, about the risk of diabetes. “Something’s not right.”

      “Goodness, don’t go telling Millie that. The last time someone complained about her scones she banned him from the store for life. Remember that?”

      I laughed. “Caroline Chastain’s great grandpa. We had to bring him scones every morning on our way to school. Poor guy.”

      Belle leaned back in her chair and laughed too. “I know. He even brought her flowers to apologize, but she wouldn’t even let him inside. Locked the door and told him he could put the flowers where the sun didn’t shine.”

      “Obviously he didn’t know that no one should ever mess with a woman and her scone recipe.” I took another bite of the creamy but dry treat. “And really, what is there to complain about anyway?”

      “Absolutely nothing.”

      I finished chewing. “That’s not what I’m talking about though. I’m talking about Myrtle. Dylan thinks Jesse killed her, but I’m not sure I agree. You were right by the way.”

      “About what?”

      “There was someone in the house when I got there. I think they left between the time I arrived and called the police.”

      She straightened in her chair. “Oh my gosh. You could have been killed. Did you tell Dylan?”

      “I did. He thinks I’m just stressed because of the whole situation.” I filled her in on the details.

      “How long did it take Dylan to get there after you called 9-1-1?”

      “Not long. Maybe a few minutes. Five at the most.”

      “Well, he is the one with training in this kind of thing.” She grabbed a hair clip from the collar of her shirt, twisted her long, straight black hair into a bun and clipped it on the top of her head. I envied the neatness of her stick straight hair.

      “You don’t have to remind me about that.” The amount of baggage I carried because of Dylan’s decision to become law enforcement could fill a land fill. I wasn’t prepared to go there and dig any of it up any time soon. I picked a pen out of the cup on my desk and twirled it in my hand. “Do you think Dylan’s right? About Jesse?”

      “I’m leaning that way. Maybe he heard you yelling for Myrtle, and he ran out when you called 9-1-1.” She stared at out our office window onto the town’s main street. “Maybe It’s Sonny Waddell. He said he was there the night before, remember?”

      “Millie said she heard Jesse Pickett got involved with some bad business deal and is in a lot of debt because of it. Apparently, he might lose the garage over it. She thinks it’s him, too. Poor guy’s been proven guilty before he’s even gone to trial.”

      “He’s never been the same since losing his family.”

      “That’s what Millie said.” My thoughts kept going back to the attic. What could be up there that Jesse, or even Sonny Waddell might want that would be worth killing Myrtle Redbecker over? “I saw what’s in that attic, and there’s nothing of any real monetary value up there. Yeah, Myrtle said there’s some family things she didn’t want anyone to touch, but all that’s up there is a bunch of photos and stuff like that. She actually asked me to make sure a few of the boxes were removed and attended to if something happened to her. Said there’s a letter at the bank in her safety deposit box if the need arises that’ll tell me what to do with some of the items.”

      “One man’s trash is another man’s treasure.”

      “You watch too many home improvement shows.”

      “I’m a realtor. Of course, I do.”

      I tapped the pen on my desk. “There’s something going on. I don’t know what, but I don’t think we can sell that property until we figure it out.” I kept tapping the pen on my desk. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      “If you don’t stop that there’s going to be another murder.”

      “Stop what?”

      “The tapping with the darn pen. Please, go work out. When you get like this, you drive everyone around you crazy. Expend that energy before I stick that pen where the sun don’t shine.”

      “Oh, my.” I grabbed my gym back from under my desk. “Testy this morning, aren’t you?”

      “If your best friend was Type A, you’d go crazy from all the tapping too, trust me.”

      I tapped the pen on the desk a few more times, and Belle threw a pad of paper at me.

      “Get out of here,” she yelled, smiling the entire time.

      I ran out laughing.

      An hour and a half and a full-throttle spin class later, my stress level lessened, but I hadn’t changed my mind. We still couldn’t finalize the sale of Myrtle Redbecker’s property without figuring out who killed her.

      

      If you’d like to purchase Deal Gone Dead, please visit www.carolynridderaspenson.com for purchase links.
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