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Chapter One
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Ghosts are a lot like people—high maintenance and full of issues. 

“One more time,” she whispered. “Let me see it one more time.” 

I stood in front of the teenage spirit, my body shaking with both excitement and a smidgen of fear. “Stop that. That’s just cruel.” 

Her beady little eyes glared straight through me and up at the arboretum in Castleberry, Georgia’s town square. “One more time.” She repeated it over and over like an old LP album with a scratch on it. “One. More. Time.” 

I exhaled. “Why are you torturing him like that? Let it go, and move on already.” Sensitivity wasn’t my thing when I was annoyed. 

I wasn’t sure if she could actually see me, so I waved my hand in front of her. “Hello? Anyone there?” 

“One more time. Let me see it one more time.” 

“Oh, bless your heart. You can’t see me, can you?” I walked back along the concrete sidewalk toward my car, mumbling to myself. “Can’t help a spirit that can’t see me.” Before I got to my car, I turned around and watched as she continued to whisper toward the Union soldier hanging in what was now the town’s small botanical garden of our town square. 

Some spirits spent their eternity reliving their personal torture, and there wasn’t a thing I could do about it. After all, I couldn’t make people do what I wanted them to, and ghosts are people too, or they were at one time, anyway. 

I started my car and watched as the spirits faded away. 

During the Civil War, Ellie Habersham’s family owned the local pub that was located just on the west side of the arboretum. When the North set their sights on Georgia, though we didn’t suffer the brutal burning most of the surrounding area had, Castleberry was taken by them, and the townspeople suffered. A Union soldier hanging was rare, but historical documents showed it had happened twice in our small town, and the particular hanging I viewed was one of great significance in Castleberry. 

Fifteen-year-old Ellie Habersham’s family home was infiltrated with a starving, tired, angry mass of Union soldiers. They’d brutally murdered most of her family, leaving just she and her twelve-year-old sister for their personal, disgusting pleasure. The rest of the story was hazy, and I intended to dig deep to discover the truth someday, but the story says that when the Union finally abandoned Castleberry, one of the soldiers in Ellie’s home, having preferred the company of two teenage girls to a sweaty group of men, decided to stay. Town folk came upon him when they checked on Ellie and her—dead unbeknownst to them at the time— sister, dragged him to the middle of town and hanged him in front of the surviving townspeople, Ellie included. Doing her best to keep her sister safe, Ellie had taken the brunt of his actions, but it hadn’t mattered. Belle Habersham took ill with syphilis and ended her life before the disease could, just days before the hanging. 

Ellie had lost everyone she loved, and the day that Union soldier was hanged, she gladly stood in front of him and watched, repeating, “One more time. Let me see it one more time.” 

Given the circumstances, I’m not sure I wouldn’t have done the same. 

I drove off thinking about what I’d just witnessed, and what I could do to help Ellie Habersham as well as the unnamed Union soldier swinging in the middle of town. A recent tumble down the last half of a flight of stairs at the Castleberry Historical Society and museum where I worked rendered me with a handy little skill I was pretty sure was permanent. I could see and sometimes even communicate with the dead. 

Most people would probably be spooked by the thought of seeing spirits hanging around among the living, but I’d gone with the flow as best as possible, and I’d actually enjoyed it. In the past year I’d lost both my parents to illnesses and my husband—to divorce, not death—and I’d survived. It wasn’t easy, but I made it through the hard part, and considered myself better for surviving. Because of that, dealing with the random ghost or two was like taking candy from a baby. I’d forgotten though, babies were strong little boogers, and like ghosts, they didn’t make things easy. 

I drove the short drive back to my house, pulled into the garage, and shut off my car. I sat there for a moment to center myself before going inside to my son, Austin. I’d yet to tell him about my gift. He was old enough to grasp the concept, but too young to know how to handle it, and I felt it best to keep him out of the loop for the time being. 

He was already in bed when I walked in. I crept to his room and kissed him on the forehead.

“Night, Mom.”

“Oh, did I wake you?” 

“Nah, I just turned off my light.” 

“Good. Get some sleep. You’ve got a busy day tomorrow.” 

“I will.” 

Cooper, our cat, had followed me into Austin’s room and tucked himself up against my son’s left side. I rubbed his ears and said goodnight to him, too. 

I made myself a cup of decaffeinated tea and opened my laptop. Over the last few weeks I’d been on a mission to test each Castleberry story of ghost sightings, and so far, every single one—I’d hit four—didn’t disappoint. The small town had a heck of a lot of ghosts, and it appeared they’d all shown themselves to someone other than me. A few someone’s most likely. 

I’d created a spreadsheet of the various stories and made notes of what I’d discovered for a reason. I wanted to create a haunted Castleberry tour for the Historical Society. I’d gone on a few ghost tours in the Atlanta area, driving to places like Roswell, which I thought had the best one, and took each tour. I only saw one ghost on the Roswell tour, but the history behind every story was always the most exciting part for me. I thought bringing something like that to Castleberry would be fun and financially beneficial for the historical society, and I’d scheduled the first official tour for Halloween. That was only a little over a month away, and I still had a lot of work to do. 

I made notes in my spreadsheet, copied the links to the websites that told some of Castleberry’s stories, saved the document and smiled as I shut off my laptop. The tour was going to be a hit, I just knew it, and I couldn’t wait for opening night. 

* * * 
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“WHATCHA DOIN’ THERE, sweetie?” Thelma Sayers, one of the local women in town, and a friend, ambled over from the counter in Community Café, her best friend’s café, and popped a squat in the chair next to me. She shifted in her seat. “These chairs are so much better than the ones at the other tables, but still, they put a crick in my behind like nothing I’ve felt before.” 

Little Thelma wasn’t much taller than the chair she sat in, but she had a heart of gold, and her entertainment factor never failed. Her Dolly Parton wigs and flashy clothing filled with bejewels, both part of her signature style, didn’t take away from the bright, sparkly smile permanently attached to her face. Thelma had experienced a lot of loss; first her son in the Vietnam War and then a few years ago, her husband, but she never let it get her down, or at least she never showed it. Thelma always had a kind word and a smile for everyone. Everyone except her best friend. Del got poked like a bear every chance Thelma had, and they both loved it. 

Delphina Beauregard, the owner, hollered over to her wiggling a freshly poured, Styrofoam to-go cup. “You think I’m bringing this over to you, you got another thing coming, missy. You’re old and you need the exercise, so come get it.” 

Delphina, or Del for short, was a spitfire of a woman. She stuffed a whole lot of personality into a five-foot-tall body and packed a verbal punch that sent shockwaves across the state. Her bleached blond hair pulled into a tight ponytail—the usual style–bounced as she hollered to Thelma. “I ain’t kidding, you old biddie.” 

Thelma sighed. “It’s not me that needs the exercise,” she whispered as she sauntered back to the counter. “She might could exercise keeping her mouth shut a time or two.” 

Delphina shoved the cup toward her. “I heard that.” 

“If the shoe fits.” Thelma sang like the chorus of a song. “If the shoe fits.” 

I shook my head and rolled my eyes. I loved those two women to death, but sometimes they acted like the mean girls in high school, though only to each other. Thelma, for the most part, didn’t have a clue when Del poked at her, but every once in a while, when she threw back a zinger to one of Del’s slams, I knew she knew. The other times I wasn’t sure if she was oblivious or dingy. It felt like a toss-up. 

Del on the other hand, could spew out an insult better than anyone I’d ever met, and most of the time, whomever she’d hit with it walked away with their tail between their legs and their ego bruised. Del didn’t mess around, and because of that, people feared her. Those times didn’t worry me, but the ones where the person left smiling without realizing Del had just given them a lashing? Those did. Those kinds of verbal assaults were telltale signs that Del’s anger was about ready to boil over. 

Del placed Thelma’s and my coffees on a tray, poured another one for herself, and brought them to us as Thelma shuffled her way toward the counter. 

Thelma smiled and plucked her coffee carefully from the tray. It wasn’t the first time this had happened. They had a little routine of sorts. “Why thank you, Del. How kind of you,” she said. 

Del growled. 

I giggled. “You two are full of spice today, aren’t you?” 

“Ain’t no different than yesterday,” Del said. 

Thelma leaned toward me, her nosy self all up in my business, and I didn’t mind a bit. “So, what’re you working on now? Something for the ghost tour?” 

I nodded. “I’m almost done with my list of places to check out. I’m going again tonight. Would you two like to come with me?” 

Thelma’s eyes widened. “Oh, heavens, no. I’m washing my hair.” 

Del almost spit out her coffee. “She ain’t asking you to go out on a date. Besides, you wear wigs. Who knows if you’ve got any hair under those things?”

“Sure I do. And Chantilly knows she’s not my type.” 

“Del? How about you?” 

“Nope and nope. I’ll wait till opening night. I don’t want to use up all my courage before then. I’m still suffering from that séance we did at Hamilton House. The ghosts are your department.” 

“Del, you can’t use up all your courage,” Thelma said. “That’s silly.”

Del patted her hand. “Thanks, Thelma. It’s nice to know you think I’m brave.” 

“Well now, I didn’t say that. I meant you don’t have any courage to use.” 

I bit my lip to stop from myself laughing. “It’s okay. It’ll be fun for you to come on opening night, courage or no courage.” 

“It’ll be a fun event for Castleberry,” Thelma said. 

“Darn straight,” Del said. 

We chit-chatted about what I had planned, but our table went silent the moment Jack Levitt, the head police detective in town and my son’s lacrosse coach, entered the café. 

“Now’s your chance,” Del whispered. “Go on. Go talk to him.” 

My body stiffened as I quickly glanced at Jack and then away. I hushed Del. “I’ve tried. He doesn’t want to talk to me.” 

“I just can’t believe that,” Thelma said. “He’s such a nice young man, and you’re such a lovely young woman. The two of you would make the perfect couple.” 

“Yes, well, considering the fact that I did what I did, it’s safe to assume he doesn’t agree with you.” 

“Oh, that’s just bull crap and you know it. He’s not talking to you because he’s embarrassed of what he did, that’s all.” 

“I’m not discussing this now,” I whispered. 

Jack greeted another customer, and when he finished his small talk, nodded to us as he walked to the counter. 

“See? Not interested in talking to me.” 

Thelma placed her palm on my forearm. “Sweetie, he’s not ignoring you because he’s upset with you. He’s ignoring you because you chopped off his manhood when you solved Bobby’s murder before he did.” 

“Gee, thanks. That makes me feel a whole lot better.”

Del hustled her sixty-five-plus-year-old body over to the counter and took Jack’s coffee order. “Go on and have a seat. I’ve got to brew up a fresh pot.” She grabbed the coffee pot and headed into the kitchen. 

Jack stood at the counter and waited, keeping his back to me. 

Thelma nudged my arm. “Go on, sweetie. Now’s your chance.” 

“No, I’m not talking to him here. Austin’s got a lacrosse game this evening, so I’ll say hello to him then.” 

Just days after Bobby Joe Pruitt, the owner of the historic property and his restaurant, Hamilton House, was murdered, Jack hit the high road, at least where our friendship was concerned. He just flat out stopped talking to me. Okay, so yes, I might have played a part in discovering the murderer, and he might have suggested, strongly, I stay out of the investigation, but still. Barely acknowledging my existence was a little over the top in my book. 

If the big tough guy he portrayed wasn’t big and tough enough to let that go and be my friend, I was better off without him. 

That’s what I tried to tell myself anyway, but even I didn’t much believe it. 

I guzzled down the last portion of my lukewarm coffee and packed up to go to the office. 

Thelma pouted. “You’re leaving? But you never leave this early. We haven’t had a chance to get to the good stuff yet.” 

“I have to go to work, and—” I flitted my eyes toward Detective Levitt. “I don’t want to upset Mr. No-More-Manhood any further.” 

Thelma rotated in her chair and stared at Jack. “He doesn’t look like he’s lost all of his manhood.”

I shrugged. “That part that matters to me is gone, that’s for sure.” 

“Then sweetie, you’ve got your priorities out of whack.” 

Del saw me leaving and rushed over. “You really think avoiding him is going to change things?” 

“I’m not avoiding him, and I don’t think there’s anything I can do to change things. Besides,” I pushed out my shoulders as I hung my computer bag strap over one. “Maybe I don’t want to change things anyway. The last thing I need is relationship issues.” 

Del tilted her head toward Jack. “Looks like you already got them.” 

I shrugged. My cell phone rang, and I glanced at it on the table. “I’m sorry, I have to take this.” I plucked the phone from the table and made a beeline for the exit. 

“Yes, Mayor Tyson. I’ve reviewed the files, made some suggested changes and emailed them to the committee. They should have a decision for us in a day or two.” I paused and listened as he spoke. “Thank you,” I said. “You have a nice day, too.” 

I hadn’t needed to answer the Mayor’s call, but it was the perfect reason to skedaddle out of Del’s café and the awkwardness in the air. 

I jumped in my car and headed over to the historical society’s office. I could have just left my vehicle parked in the spot in front of Del’s and walked, but I didn’t like to do that to her. Her customers could use the space, and the museum had an actual driveway. 

Olivia Castleberry, the only other paid employee for the historical society, was already at work prepping the museum for a day full of kindergarten tours. There were five small kindergarten classes at Castleberry’s only elementary school, Castleberry Elementary. The town wasn’t big, but with the flood of Atlanta residents building homes in the new subdivisions popping up, it was bigger than ever, and since the county liked to keep classroom sizes under twenty, we needed five kindergarten ones. 

I would never say this publicly, but I wasn’t sure I liked the growth. More people meant more traffic and the likelihood of big box stores and corporate owned restaurants infiltrating our small community and killing the mom and pop shops. So far, our city council hadn’t let it happen, but that didn’t mean they’d keep that up. The taxes were the big attraction to some of the council members, and old farms were popping up for sale all over the place. 

I’d already had so much change in my life, and I craved structure and stability, though it didn’t look like that was in the cards, not in Castleberry anyway. 

Olivia glanced up from the display cabinet in the main room of the downstairs museum. “Well, hey there, Chantilly. You look gorgeous.” She rested her hand on her side and bumped out her hip. “Did you color your hair?” 

I touched my long, curly, red hair, courtesy of my Irish mother. “Nope. It’s the same red. Unless you mean the added gray strands. If so, I’m running right to a stylist to get it dyed.” 

She laughed. “Heavens, don’t you dare do that. I can’t see a gray on your pretty head, sweetie.” 

“Then you must need your eyes checked, because they’re there. I’ve seen them myself.” 

Olivia, an I wasn’t sure how many times granddaughter of the town’s founding father, Andrew Castleberry, had a way about her that made everyone feel better about themselves. She’d also recently made it her life’s mission to partner me up, but after I sat her down and explained my desire to focus on my son and my career over a relationship, the twenty-six-year old match maker, for the most part, backed off. 

I glanced around the main parlor area. “You’re doing a great job in here.” “I love the knick-knacks you’ve added.” I picked up a notecard next to a large candelabra resting on top of a glass cabinet and read it. 

This candelabra, a well-loved piece, belonged to Castleberry’ founder, Andrew Castleberry. It’s said to have been one of two brought back from an extended trip to New York City a short time before Mr. Castleberry passed. The matching piece burned in a storage fire in the early 1920s.

“I like what you wrote.” 

She smiled. “I think it’s important to mix up the items on display, don’t you?” 

I nodded. “Absolutely.” I set the card back on the glass cabinet. “Let’s just hope the kids don’t touch anything.” 

She pushed the candelabra toward the back of the cabinet top. “Oh, heavens, I hadn’t thought about that.” 

I laughed. “You’ll get this stuff down soon enough.” 

“Tomorrow I’ll get the Gone with The Wind display set up in here. I’m really excited about that.” Olivia hadn’t been with the society much longer than me, and prior to my hiring, she was an office assistant, and not actively involved in the historical part. When I came along, I changed that. She still had administrative duties, but she’d taken on a lot more responsibility and done well. I couldn’t do my job without her. 

“I’m going to get some paperwork done. If you need something, just holler.” 

“Sure thing.” 

I climbed the stairs up to the second floor where the historical society offices were located. Every time I took those steps, I glanced down at the one where I’d missed my footing and bounced down on my head, smacking it into the hard marble floor of the foyer. That one moment changed my life forever. I smiled. I’d made the best of my new gift, and so far, it hadn’t been that much of an issue. 

Ghosts lived among the living, and since Castleberry was an old town, there were a lot of them. Just the other day I ran into a woman dressed in clothing from the colonial period. She’d stood at the side of our main street, asking for directions, but nobody heard or saw her other than me. I stood next to her with my phone in my hand, pretending to talk to it, and explained that the road she was looking for had changed names. 

I didn’t want to send her off without some kind of explanation, so I told her the town was going through a transition of sorts, but if she went down three streets and took a left at the red sign with S-T-O-P written on it, she’d wind up at the town cemetery, which is what she was looking for. 

She said she couldn’t read, so I reiterated the red sign with the white letters would guide her, and that she didn’t have to read them to know what it was.

I opened my laptop and was organizing a few things on my desk while it started when Olivia came in with a tall glass of her family’s special recipe iced tea. “Here ya go, sweetie.” 

“Thank you.” 

A loud banging startled us both. 

“Is that what I think it is?” she asked. 

“If you think it’s someone knocking on the front door, then yes.” 

She stuck out her bottom lip. “Drats. I haven’t seen me a ghost yet.” 

I pushed my rolling office chair away from my desk and stood. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 

“Well yes, of course I’d be scared if I did see a spirit, but I can’t help wanting to anyway. You make it seem so fun and exciting.” 

As we walked down the stairs, I promised I’d make it appear more boring the next time it happened. 

I unlocked the door and was immediately grabbed and yanked into a tight hug. “Oh, Chantilly, how I’ve missed your sweet face.” My best friend Gen Avondale muffled into the side of my neck. 

A clump of her blonde hair found my mouth. I spit it out as I pushed myself out of her tight embrace. I smiled. “Oh my gosh, what’re you doing here?” 

She waved her arms in the air and rotated in a circle. “Surprise!” 

“Yes. You’ve surprised me.” I grabbed her hand and hugged her again. 

Olivia coughed. 

“Oh, Olivia, I’m sorry. This is my best friend, Gen Avondale. She lives in Birmingham. Gen, this is my counterpart here, Olivia Castleberry.” 

Olivia thrust her hand out. “Nice to meet you.” 

I grabbed a hold of Gen’s hand and led her to the kitchen as Olivia followed behind. “You must be hungry. Or thirsty. Are you thirsty? Let’s get you something to drink.” 

“I am parched. God bless, that’s a longer drive than I thought.” 

The distance between Birmingham and Castleberry was about three hours, but in traffic, especially going through Atlanta, could be longer. I offered her a glass of Olivia’s sweet tea, and she accepted. “What time did you leave?” 

It was just past eight o’clock in Castleberry, but Birmingham was in the central time zone, and an hour behind. 

She sipped the refreshing drink and smiled. “This is the best sweet tea I’ve ever had.” She cheered me with the cup. “You must give me the recipe, sugar.” 

I wondered why she didn’t answer my question. 

Olivia raised her hand. I would break her of that habit someday. “It’s a secret family recipe. It’s got to be outside for at least five full days of sunshine. It can be left longer, but not less. Never less.” She poured herself a glass. “And it’s strictly forbidden to share the recipe.” 

“Oh, sweetie, I understand. My momma has a to-die-for sweet potato pie recipe she won’t even give me until she’s gone to the grave.” Gen shifted her eyes to me. “Oh, honey, I am so sorry. What was I thinking?” 

“It’s okay, really.” Both of my parents died in a short period of time, and it wasn’t long ago, but time and my busy life had dulled the pain. Though they were still in my thoughts practically every moment, I was able to push through the sadness and latch onto happiness. Besides, since I’d bumped my head and could see spirits, I hoped I’d see them again one day. 

“You sure? I hate to be a Debbie Downer like that.” 

I laughed. “Gen, the last thing you’ll ever be is a Debbie Downer.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the kitchen. 

“Miss Chantilly, I’ll be starting the first tour soon. You might want to close your office door. Those cutie pie kindergarteners can be awful loud.” 

“Will do, Olivia. If you need me, come get me.” 

As we walked up the stairs, I glanced up at the landing. I didn’t think I’d see anything—or anyone, but I found myself doing that sometimes anyway. I’d never seen a spirit just hanging around for the fun of it, and I wasn’t sure that was something they actually did. The few I had seen served a purpose to help me, or for me to help them, or were stuck in some eternal time loop that kept them repeating their last moments or moments that meant something to them. Those were hard, and someday I’d figure out how to help them. 

Gen eyed my messy desk. “Did I come at a bad time?” 

While I straightened up my desk, I suggested she sit in the cushy chair I’d taken from storage and put in my office. “Are you serious? There’s never a bad time to see my best friend. I’ve just got a bunch of little things going on, and they take up a lot of space. I’d just spread the files out to decide where to start.” I sat behind me desk. “So, what’s going on?” 

She pressed her back against the chair’s and crossed her legs. “Whatever do you mean?” 

I raised my eyebrow and she quickly averted her eyes. “I mean, you didn’t surprise visit me because you’ve got nothing to do, and you wanted to take a drive in the early morning hours, so what gives?” 

“Can’t a girl just decide on a whim to go on a road trip to see her bestie?” 

“She can, but it’s not like you.” 

I’d known Gen Avondale for almost twenty years. She was the first person I met when my ex-husband Scott and I moved into our neighborhood in Birmingham, Alabama, and I knew when she wasn’t being honest. And she was lying. I leaned back into my chair and set my eyes on hers. “Say it again.” 

She pushed her chin back. “Say what?” 

“Say what you just said again, and keep your eyes on mine while you do it.” I knew if she could, she was telling the truth. If she couldn’t, then I’d busted her. 

She laughed. “I am not lying to you, Miss Chantilly. I can’t believe you’d think that. You should know me well enough to know when I just want some girl time with my best friend. I’ve missed you since you deserted me.” 

Oddly, she’d said all of that with a straight face and with her eyes locked on mine. Maybe I was wrong? Maybe she was telling the truth. “Okay then, how long you planning to stay?” 

“I’m not sure. Do you have something going on?”

“Nothing I can’t do with you here. Austin has lacrosse tonight, but if you don’t want to go to that, I can drop you off at my place first.” 

“Ooh, is that handsome police detective going to be there?” She winked at me. “I might could spend a little time analyzing him, you know, to make sure he’s the man for you.” 

Had I actually mentioned that Jack was good looking? I couldn’t remember. “I never said he was attractive, did I?” 

She pointed at me. “Just now, sweetie. Just now.” 

I laughed. “Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. Like I did tell you—” because I knew for sure I’d mentioned the whole murder investigation thing and what happened with it, “he’s not exactly talking to me at the moment, so good looking or not, it’s not a thing.” Nor would it ever be. I had no desire to date again. Ever. 

She smirked. “Whatever you say, sugar. Whatever you say.” 

I cleared my throat and straightened some papers on my desk. “So, I’ve got a meeting with the historic committee today to go over a few applications and such, and that should take a few hours, unfortunately. Are you hungry?” I placed a file folder for one of the properties in question on the side of my desk and began sifting through the other ones. “I bet you’re hungry and tired. How about we grab a quick breakfast for you and then you can follow me back to my place and maybe take a nap and freshen up? I can pick you up after lunch?” 

“That sounds perfect.” She covered her mouth with her hand and yawned. “I am give slap out for sure. I didn’t realize how exhausting that drive would be.” 

I gathered my things and put them back in my bag, preparing to meet with the committee after I led Gen back to my place. “Doesn’t help that you left before dawn.” 

* * * 
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DEL STEPPED OUT OF the kitchen and furrowed her brow when she saw me. “What’re you doing back here? Don’t you got a job my taxes pay for?” 

“Oh, I like her already,” Gen said. She smiled at Delphina. “I’m Genevieve Avondale, from the Avondale’s of Birmingham.” She thrust her hand over the counter and to Del’s.

Del stared at it, glanced at me, and then shook her hand limply. “Delphina Beauregard. Nice to meet you.” 

“Nice to meet you, too. Chantilly here’s told me so much about you. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” 

Del’s eyes shifted to me and stared at me with a combined expression of, who the heck is this, and why haven’t you mentioned her to me?

I saved her from saying that out loud. “Del, this is Gen, my best friend from Birmingham.” 

“Oh, right. Gen. I know you.” She dropped the confused look and smiled. “Nice to put a face to the name.” She gave Gen the once over, letting her eyes soak in Gen’s pink bedazzled athletic attire. “What’re you in town for, a bubble gum convention?” 

My eyes popped. “Uh...”

“Oh, you’re just as sassy as Chantilly here said.” She laughed. “I think we’re going to get on just fine.” 

I hoped she was right. Delphina was a true small-town Southern woman, but not the Southern belle kind like Gen. Gen came from old money, lived in a big house, held fancy dinner parties, and wore dresses and bows in her hair. Del wore faded blue jeans and polyester pants from the 80s, and a dinner party to her was a homemade chicken pot pie with a side of collard greens and cheesy grits. Del grew up in a small home with a hot water tank and a septic tank, both things her family purchased after she was born and after years of using an outhouse. Gen, on the other hand, grew up in an antebellum home sitting on twenty acres that included a pool, tennis courts and their own walking path to the country club and golf course next door. She wouldn’t know a hot dog if it stared her in the face. But none of that mattered to me. Gen was a true friend, and though our upbringings were entirely different, she’d been there for me when I needed her, and vice versa, and that’s all that mattered. 

“Del, Gen’s in town for a surprise visit. She just arrived a bit ago, and she’s famished. I thought we’d come by here and get her something yummy right quick before she heads back to my house to rest.” 

“Famished?” Del gave her another stern eyeing. “Looks more like she’s starving herself to me. One daily special coming right up.” 

“Daily special?” Gen asked. 

“Two eggs over medium, toast, bacon, and grits,” I said. 

“Oh, heavens, I can’t fit all of that into my stomach. I’ll be ill for hours. I’ll just take two pieces of wheat toast, vegan butter, and a black coffee.” 

“Got it,” Del said. She rolled her eyes at me. “Two pieces of white bread, toasted, a slab of butter, and the coffee.” 

I smiled at Gen and shrugged. “This is a small farm community. Vegan isn’t in our vocabulary.” 

Gen and I took a seat at the front of the small café. Del’s employee, a young high school student doing a morning internship for the next month, poured our coffees and brought them to us with cream and sugar on the side. 

Gen took a sip of hers, and I laughed as her pinky stuck straight out while she held the cup. 

“What?” 

“Your pinky. Cracks me up every time.” 

She set her coffee cup down on the table. “Oh, it just automatically does that. That’s what years of cotillion will do to a girl.” She removed her cell phone from her large Louis Vuitton bag, glanced at it, then set it face down on the table. 

“How’s Jeffrey?” 

She shifted her eyes to the phone again and then back to me. “Oh, he’s Jeffrey, like he always is.” 

I had no idea what that actually meant, but I didn’t think it was good. I leaned into the table and toward my best friend. I noticed then her shoulder length, glossy blonde hair wasn’t as shiny, and her saucer sized blue eyes lacked the spark they once carried. Her face just looked tired. “Gen, what’s going on? You can tell me.” 

She shifted in her seat, checked the area around us, and then whispered, “I’ve left Jeffrey.” 

I straightened in my seat. “You what? Why?” 

From the outside, Jeffrey and Genevieve Avondale were the perfect couple. Jeffrey, a successful businessman, doted on his wife, showering her with diamonds and fancy, exotic vacations. When Gen discovered she couldn’t have children, Jeffrey promised to find the best surrogate in the country. They decided against it, though, because Gen felt if God wanted her to have a child, he’d allow her body to do that. They ate well, lived well, and he showered her with affection. They were two peas in a pod in many, many ways, so her leaving him seemed improbable if not completely impossible. 

Her face brightened to a pink hue. “It’s complicated but trust me. I’m doing the right thing.” 

I didn’t know what to say to that. “Okay, but—”

She shook her head. “Please, not here. I don’t like to air my dirty laundry in public.” She adjusted her legs, and I watched her body relax. “We have plenty of time to discuss it later.” 
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Chapter Two
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The meeting with the historic committee took longer than I’d expected, and I rushed home to pick up Gen. When I got there, she had a family photo album on her lap and was slowly perusing through the pages. 

“Oh, wow. I haven’t looked through that thing in ages,” I said. 

“You were just adorable, honey.” She pointed to a photo of twelve-year-old me with a poufy ponytail and braces wearing overalls. “I love your sense of style.” 

I laughed. “Right. I was an influencer back in my day for sure.” 

As she scanned through the rest of the book, I prepped an extra water bottle for Austin along with two bottles for us. It was my week to bring snacks, which I’d prepared for a few days prior, so I tossed them into my large beach bag along with the waters, and we headed to the game. 

“I’m excited to meet the detective.” 

I kept my eyes on the road. “Please, don’t embarrass me. We’re barely talking. He doesn’t say much more than hi to me these days.” 

“Well, we’ll just have to fix that now, won’t we?” 

“No, we won’t.”

“Oh, come on. You two were friends for a long time. He needs to get his ego straight.” 

“Yes, he does, but we’re not the ones to do that. Please. I’m serious. It’s already awkward enough for me.” 

Jack didn’t believe in ghosts, and even if I could convince him they were real, he hadn’t given me the chance. Not that I’d exactly tried, but it didn’t matter. His ego was too bruised from the events surrounding Bobby Joe’s murder. 

“You’re such a fuddy dud. What happened to the Chantilly that used to like a good time? I miss her.” 

“Her husband left her for another woman and then her parents died. That’s what happened to her.” 

Her eyes softened. “Oh, sugar, I’m so sorry. What was I thinking? Of course your life is a hot mess.” 

I laughed. “Actually, my life is going really well at the moment. I’ve got a great job, and I’ve learned a lot about myself. I’m happy, Gen, and I don’t want to mess that up by getting involved with a man that clearly has an ego the size of Texas.”

“What about one with an ego the size of Rhode Island?” 

“Nope. Not interested.” 

* * * 
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WHEN THE GAME FINISHED, Jack nodded at me as I handed out the snacks. Austin’s playing was perfect. He scored three goals out of five, leading the team to their third win in a row. I peeked over at the team as Jack spoke to them but didn’t make eye contact with him. Gen had talked up a storm about his short hair, defined, chiseled jaw line and broad shoulders, and even though he was obviously attractive—anyone would say that—I acted like he wasn’t all that. I didn’t even believe myself though, and I doubted Gen believed me either. 

Austin’s eyes lit up when he saw Gen, and at first, he took off toward her at full speed, but running excitedly toward a middle aged woman wasn’t the cool thing to do, and when he realized that, he stopped himself, giving her an obligatory wave instead. 

Austin and Gen had a special relationship. She’d lost a baby years ago, a little girl, and that’s when she and Jeffrey found out kids weren’t in the cards for them. Only six months pregnant, the doctor told her another pregnancy would likely kill her and the baby. So, Gen replaced the love for the child she lost with a devoted love for my son. It certainly wasn’t Scott nor I that got him that game station he sat his butt at nightly. 

I’d have to get her back for that somehow. 

We stopped and got Austin Chick-fil-A on the way home. We didn’t have many fast food spots in town, but they were popping up in the surrounding area, and I wasn’t opposed to a shake now and again. 

“Heavens, that man does have a crook in his behind about you, doesn’t he?” 

“How about we talk about this later?” 

Gen glanced in the seat behind her and waved her hand in front of her face. “Ew. That boy smells like rotten peaches and raw onions.” 

I laughed. “Fruity and hamburger like. That’s exactly it. I couldn’t quite place it, but you nailed it.” 

She continued waving her hand in front of her face and rolled down her window. “Bless his heart, he’ll never get a date smelling that kind of foul.” 

“He cleans up nice, and besides, he’s not allowed to date until he’s forty.” 

“Right. That’s what your daddy thought, too I’m sure.” 

He’d said exactly the same thing as I just did, so I couldn’t argue. “He’ll shower off the stink when we get home and give you a proper hug.” 

“Well, I hope so. I’m worried that stench has already seeped into the silk on my shirt.” 

“It’s bad, but it’s not that bad.” Unless it was on furniture. Then I’d smell it for days. 

The whole time we chatted about Austin and his awful smell, he kept his head down in his phone and didn’t acknowledge us once. 

* * * 
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WE SAT OUTSIDE ON MY front porch with a glass of white wine and chatted. I wasn’t much of a drinker, hardly drank at all, but a celebratory glass every now and again was fine by me. My head would end up stuffed, and I’d probably wind up with a low-grade headache, but Gen was worth it. 

“So, you ready to tell me what’s going on?” 

She sighed. “It’s so much to tell, I don’t know where to start.” 

“How about with how a perfect marriage could fall apart in a matter of months? When I moved, everything was fine between you two. Like I said, perfect marriage.”

“Sugar, what you see on the outside doesn’t always reflect what’s going on in the inside, you know that. Things haven’t been what they seemed in years.” 

My stomach sank. “Years? Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“A lady never shows her dirty laundry in public. It’s not proper manners.” 

“Well, if you’ve really left him, private could very soon become public. Trust me. I have experience in that.” 

“Scott deserved a swift kick in the behind for up and leaving you like that. And for another woman. Why, the only thing that stopped me from getting a billboard made calling him a good for nothing cheater was my love for you and that boy inside. But let me tell you this, if anyone ever does that to you again, I’ll break every bone in his ever-loving body. I promise you that.” 

I had a strong suspicion Gen was transferring her anger at her own husband to my ex, and I was completely okay with that. “What happened with you and Jeffrey? Maybe I can help.” 

Gen didn’t cry, but her voice caught as she’d swallowed back the urge. Never show your true feelings, that was Gen.

“Honey, it’s me. You can talk to me. Is he having an affair?” 

She laughed, a wholehearted belly laugh. “Oh, heavens, no. What cause would he have? I’m the perfect wife, doting on him like he’s a king, both in the bedroom and out. He knows a good thing when he sees it.” 

A year ago, I would have wished Scott felt that same way. That job belongs to his current wife. “Then what’s going on?” 

She steadied herself in the rocker, took a long breath and let it out. “I think he’s up to no good with the business, and I need to get out before it gets bad.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“The other day, I went looking for some information about one of the charities we give to, the senior dog sanctuary near the shore? You know the one, right?” 

I nodded. 

“Well, when I pulled the file out of his desk, I just happened to see something in the drawer. Something that I know I shouldn’t have touched, but I just couldn’t help myself.” 

“What?”

“It was a bank statement for a business I’d never heard of, and it had my name on it.” 

I repeated what she said but ended it as a question instead of a statement. 

“Emm hmm, and there’s a lot of money in that account.” 

“Did you ask him about it?” 

“Heavens, no. But I made copies of it, and I’ve done as much research as I can, and I can’t find anything about that business anywhere. Plus, the bank account is overseas. You know what that means.” 

It could mean a few things, but I had a feeling it was one of the ones that wasn’t a good idea. “Have you contacted the bank?” 

She crooked her finger. “Come with me.” 

We walked to her car in my driveway, and she entered the code onto the keypad. When it unlocked, she popped her trunk and removed a portable metal safe. 

I had a feeling if she opened the safe, I wasn’t going to like what I saw. 

She carried it back to the porch but didn’t open it. “I checked our joint accounts, and the ones for the house were fine. They had the normal amounts they always did, but the general business account? It was negative.” 

“Negative?” 

She nodded. “So, I called the banks and checked because I didn’t want to go online in case there was some way Jeffrey could track that, and he’d cleared it out in person a week ago. Over seventy-five-thousand dollars.” 

“Maybe he got a new account and hasn’t told you yet?” 

She sipped her glass of wine. “He’s been acting strange lately. Nervous, even paranoid, but when I asked him about it, he said he was fine, just typical work stress, and I shouldn’t worry my pretty little head.” She flinched. “He’s always telling me I shouldn’t worry my pretty little head. Like I’m some dumb blonde that can’t think for herself.” 

“I’m sure he’s not thinking that, and I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for what’s happened. You should talk to him.” 

“Chan, I told you, I contacted that bank overseas. According to them I’d just wired that exact amount into my account two days ago. They have my signature on the paperwork. They emailed me a copy. He’s forging my name and setting up a business in it, then transferring our money to it along with other money from God knows where. He’s either planning to leave me and take all the money,” she stared me straight in the eyes. “Or he’s doing something illegal.” 

“Jeffrey? No. Not him. I don’t believe he’d do either of those things.” 

“The business account in my name? It was opened two years ago. I have all the bank statements. He’s been depositing into it the whole time. There was over seven-hundred-thousand dollars in that account as of two days ago.” 

When she said was, her eyes lit up, and I couldn’t stop myself from asking. “Was?” 

She tapped a seven-number code onto the safe’s lock, and when it clicked, it automatically opened. “Yes, was.” 

I stared down at stacks and stacks of hundred-dollar bills. “Oh my gosh, you took it?” 

“Well, of course I did. It’s in my name after all, so it belongs to me.” 

“You don’t—you can’t—I don’t think—” I couldn’t speak properly. My brain, a jumbled mass of shock and fear couldn’t find the right words. “But he’s going to find out.” 

“That’s why I’m here.” 

“He’ll come here. He knows I’m the first person you’d call.” 

“He’s out of town. He won’t even know I’m gone until he checks the accounts.” 

“I...I, Gen, you need to—”

“To what? Go home and deal with things, or figure out what the heck my husband is doing with a business and a bank account in my name, forging my signature, and not telling me a single thing about it?” She slammed the portable metal safe shut. “I need to figure out what my husband is up to, and that’s what I’m here.” 

“Because you want me to help?”

“No, because I can think clearly here, away from my house, our house, and it gives me time. He won’t figure out where I’ve gone for at least two days.” 

That was only true if he didn’t check on the money, and I was confident he would. 

* * * 
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GEN HANDLED THE SITUATION like she did a new set of tires—a minor inconvenience she must suffer through—while I tossed and turned all night trying to figure out what to do. I’d finally come to a conclusion, but it wasn’t one I liked. 

The next morning, I got her settled in for the start of the day, drove Austin to school, and headed straight to work. Even though my mind stayed stuck on Gen and her situation, I had a job to do, and since it paid the bills, I took that seriously. 

Olivia brought coffee from Del’s. 

I all but snatched the nutty smelling heaven from her hand. “You deserve a raise.” 

Her face brightened from the smile stretching across her face. “I sure won’t argue that.” 

I wouldn’t have either, and I wasn’t kidding. Olivia did a lot for the society, and she did deserve a raise. I’d already requested one from the higher ups, and I had a strong feeling she’d see it on her next paycheck. I hadn’t told her because I didn’t want her disappointed if it was delayed. 

“Today’s a busy day again.” She handed me three files. “But I’ve been doing some research of my own, and I think these would be great additions to your tour thingie you’re working on.” 

I scanned the files. “Oh, wow. Thank you. When did you have time for this?”

“Miss Chantilly, I’m currently unattached and my nights are free, so what’s a girl to do, pout in her Cocoa Puffs or get stuff done?” 

“You’re amazing, and you don’t need a man to busy up your nights, trust me.” 

She smiled. “Not all women have the battle scars you have. I intend to earn my own, if that’s the case, I mean.” 

I nodded and headed up to my office with her following behind.

“You might could take your friend to see those places. Might be a fun little tour of the town. Could lift her spirits.” 

I flipped around on the stairs. “What do you mean, lift her spirits?” 

“A woman knows another woman’s game face, and your friend had on her best effort, I could tell. Women like her, the debutantes of their era, they put on a happy face when necessary, but—” she pointed at her own eyes. “The eyes give it away every time. That friend of yours? She’s got pain in her, and she needs you to help her heal. That’s why she’s here.” 

“For a young woman, you’re pretty intuitive.” 

“Why, thank you. My momma taught me to look closely and listen to what others don’t say, so sometimes I see things others don’t.” 

“Duly noted.” 

I spent a few hours doing interesting work things like scheduling property assessments, updating property requests, and researching a few answers to emails I’d received over the past week about properties and people from Castleberry’s past. I’d just finished an email and went to call Gen when Olivia knocked on my door. “There’s a man here to see you, and he seems pretty upset.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “What’s his name?” 

He didn’t say, but he made it clear he intends to stay here until you talk to him. 

“Jeffrey,” I mumbled under my breath. “I’ll come down.” 

“I’ve got a tour starting in fifteen minutes.” 

“Okay, thank you, Olivia. I’ll be right there.” 

I gathered my composure, flattened the wrinkles in my floral print shirt, and causally walked down the stairs like I had no idea who was there, even though I knew exactly who it was. “Jeffrey? What a surprise.” I walked toward him, but he brushed me off. 

He paced the marble floor at the bottom of the stairs, and when I spoke, he stopped, looked up and me, and I saw the tension in his face. “Is Gen here?” 

“Gen? What? No. Are you okay?” I wasn’t lying. Gen wasn’t at the historical society office at that very moment. Okay, so it wasn’t exactly the truth either, but it wasn’t a full-blown lie.

“I’m fi–fine. I need to talk to Gen. She’s gone. She’s not answering my calls, and I’m worried something’s happened to her.” 

“Have you contacted the police?” 

“What?” He narrowed his eyes at me and shook his head. “No, no. She’s not...I’m not...I thought she’d come here. We had a fight. It wasn’t good. She left without saying anything. I thought maybe she’d come here.” 

Well, at least I wasn’t the only one not being entirely honest. 

“I’m sorry. She’s not here. I haven’t talked to her.” In the past thirty minutes at least. 

Jeffrey was a big man. Big in the sense that he’d put on a few extra pounds. At about five foot nine inches, the weight didn’t show as fat, but more like bulk. It suited his longer hair style well, giving him a casual, friendly look. Only at that moment, he appeared frazzled and panicked over friendly. 

I used that as an opportunity see what I could find out. “What kind of fight did you have? Did it get physical?” 

He glanced at the floor then back at me. “What? No. No, nothing like that. We just...we just argued. We don’t argue, you know that. We have a great marriage. It was...it was just a fight. People fight, right? It happens.” He ran his hand through is black hair. “I need to find my wife.” 

“Well, she’s not here, but if I hear from her, I’ll tell her you’re looking for her.” 

He pointed at me. “Yeah, yeah. You do that. Tell her it’s important, and tell her I’m sorry. For everything.” He turned around and rushed out the door. 

Olivia had been standing in the corner watching. When he left, she peeked out and raised her hand. “Excuse me, is everything okay?” I knew the excuse me was meant to be good manners on her part, but I still planned to break her of the habit eventually. 

I sighed. “Yes, no. I mean, it’s complicated. Hopefully he won’t be back, but if he does come around again, please don’t say anything about Gen being here, okay?” 

She nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” 

* * * 
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GEN SLAMMED THE PITCHER of iced tea down onto my kitchen counter. “He what? I can’t believe he found me.” 

“Technically he didn’t find you, but I don’t think he believed me when I said you weren’t here, and I really didn’t like lying to him.” 

“Oh, sugar, I know, and I’m sorry. I should go. You don’t need this.” 

I blocked her from walking out of the kitchen and toward the small guest room. “No, no. That’s not what I mean. I don’t want you going back to him. He knows you did something. I saw it in his eyes.”

She tried to smile, but her mouth couldn’t quite get there. I noticed her eyes welling up with tears, and I pulled her into a hug. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.” 

I encouraged her to get dressed and come with me to review the properties Olivia suggested for the haunted tour. 

After she came back to the kitchen, she said, “You sure? Do you really want a hot mess like me putting a damper on your day?” 

“Of course.”

“So, you think I’m a hot mess then?”

“No, you’re not a hot mess, but I want you to come with me. I’m putting together a tour to start the week of Halloween.” I’d been tidying up the kitchen and stopped. “Oh my gosh, that’s what you need, a party.” I flipped around. “Let’s throw a party. Everyone in town can come. I’ll make it a pre-haunted tour kickoff party to get people excited about the tour, and you’ll be in your element.” Gen not only knew how to work a party, she had a flair for planning them, and I knew the distraction would do her good. “What do you say?” 

She hesitated. “What if he comes back?” 

I paused before I spoke. “Let’s talk to Jack. Maybe he can help.” 

She raised an eyebrow. “You’d do that for me?” 

“Of course I would. I’m just not sure he’ll talk to me.” 

“I guess it can’t hurt to try.” 

“Jeffrey said he didn’t want the police involved, but maybe we can talk in hypotheticals?” 

“He’s doing something illegal, and he knows I know.” Her phone buzzed. “It’s him again.” She double clicked the button on the side of her iPhone and send the call to voicemail. “Do you think your detective will know the hypothetical isn’t actually hypothetical?” 

“Probably, but it’s still worth a shot.” I offered her a small smile. “You ready?” 

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” 

* * * 
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THE FIRST PROPERTY of the ones Olivia thought would work on the haunted historical property tour was an old plantation home just north of town, but still within the same zip code, and within the historical society’s work limits. The sturdy white two-story home mirrored most plantation homes from the Civil War era. The front porch and large round columns made a statement to its grandeur, but its run-down appearance, discoloration, beat up and broken shutters showed years of neglect. My eyes dulled and my chest ached as I stared at the once beautiful home, and I hoped one day it could be restored. 

“Wow, this could be gorgeous if someone took care of it,” Gen said. 

“Yes, it could.” We walked up the steps. 

“What’s the story?” 

“It’s similar to many of the others here. The Civil War destroyed so much, and so many families paid the price. This one,” I opened the file, “is about a woman, Anna Kentworth, whose husband went off to the war and never came back. She had two children, a boy and a girl that died from something related to the war. Disease or violence of some kind, though I’m not exactly sure what.” 

Gen pressed her hand on her left breast. “God bless their souls. That poor momma.” 

I took a few photos of the exterior with my cell phone. “You want to go in?” 

“Sure, but do you think it’s safe?” 

“We’ll be careful. If I see anything that concerns me, we’ll leave.” 

I tried the door handle, and as I expected, it turned. 

“If you know the owner, why aren’t you making them fix the place up? Isn’t that sort of what you do?” 

“He’s planning to put the home up for sale. He’s an old man, and he hasn’t lived in it for years. He’s in an assisted living facility south of here, and from what I understand, he can’t afford to restore it. His kids don’t want it, so he’s putting it on the market. I’ve got a few photos of it from years ago, and he’s getting some together from his things, too. Once we’ve got those organized, the realtor will look for someone that plans to restore it back to its original appearance.”

“If you can find a buyer. I don’t know anyone that would want to take on a job this big.” 

We walked through the first level, and I paid attention to the fine details of the woodwork throughout while keeping my eye out for the ghost known to hang out there. “You’d be surprised how many people will put the money into places like this.” 

It didn’t take long for the ghost to make her appearance, but it wasn’t the one I expected. Instead of seeing the mother of the children who died, as other’s claimed to see, one of the children appeared. 

A little girl dressed in a frilly white tea length gown stained with dirt and grime hopped and jumped as she ambled across the upstairs landing. I wasn’t all that familiar with how ghosts and humans communicating worked, but either she was excellent at ignoring the living, or didn’t know we were there. 

The inside of the home wasn’t nearly as beat up as the outside, but it still needed a good restoration as well as a major cleaning. The owner had left many of his belongings covered in white sheets, but they didn’t exactly match the period of the home. 

“Oh my.” Gen bumped into a small table in the parlor. “That scared me to death.” She walked over to a bookcase and examined it. 

I glanced at the structure as it and the white sheet over it trembled. I carefully lifted the sheet and took a peek under it. Underneath sat a smiling little boy dressed in overall shorts and a no longer white, but dingy, dirty button down. He giggled and ran off. 

I assumed the little girl saw us, too, but just didn’t much care we were there. 

I quickly covered the table back up. “Hey, I’m going to take a run upstairs. You want to come?”

Gen turned around and smiled. “Nope. I’m good. I’ll wait out by the car if you don’t mind. It’s really cold in here.” 

Ghosts always chilled the air. I’d learned that by accident and had started keeping a sweater in my car just in case I decided to take a spontaneous ghost hunting adventure. Which I hadn’t officially done as of yet. 

“Okay, I’ll be out in a bit.” 

I set to walking through each room of the small plantation home, making it through five of the downstairs rooms and the large master bedroom when Gen screamed outside. 

“I don’t have it,” she hollered. “Leave me alone, or I’ll call the police.” 

I rushed to the window and stared out as Jeffrey Avondale charged toward my best friend. I tugged and pounded on the old window until it finally opened. “I’m calling the police.” I held my phone up, but as I went to dial, Jeffery backed away from Gen. 

“You don’t understand. I need that money or they’ll kill me.” 

I rushed downstairs and outside to my friend. “You okay?” 

She nodded. 

“Gen, I’m sorry, honey, I can explain. Just tell me what you did with it.” Sweat poured down Jeffrey’s face. “Please.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. As far as I know, you don’t have any money.” 

“You need to leave,” I said. 

He threw his hands in the air and stared at me. Without saying a word to me, he turned toward Gen again and said, “Please. I know what you’ve done. Just give me back the money.” 

Gen shoved her shoulders back and smirked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Please, baby. You know I love you. I’ve done all of this for you. For us. Don’t do this to me.” 

“No. You’re a liar. I know that now, and I’m done. Do you hear me? I’m done.” 

“You don’t understand. Let me explain. It’s not what you think.” 

“What I think doesn’t matter. It’s what I know that does, and I know who you are now. I want you to leave.” 

He tried to approach her again, but I moved in front of her and blocked him. “Please. You’re making this worse. Just go.” 

He tried to talk, but I stopped him again with an angling of my head.

He dipped his head back and then stared at his wife one last time. “You just killed me,” he said, and sprinted back to his car. 

We both watched as he got into his car, and then Gen turned to me and cried on my shoulder. 

* * * 
[image: image]


I HAD A FEW THINGS to take care of for work, and Gen wanted to pick up something at the house, so I dropped her off there before heading to the Mayor’s office. We made plans to meet back at the historical society in a bit. I told her to take the empty office next to mine and that Olivia would help her learn how to navigate my files for the locations I’d picked for the tour, gather photos and create an invite. I knew she’d worked hard to avoid what had happened earlier. 

I ran a proposal over to Mayor Tyson’s office and reviewed it with him. He asked more questions than I’d expected, offered several suggestions that required me to make additional changes to my changes for the locations proposal, and took up two hours of my time. I wasn’t complaining. I enjoyed my job, and I liked Mayor Tyson. It was just unusual for him to have that much input on a project. 

Afterwards, I picked up three of Del’s ham and pimento cheese sandwiches with chips and fruit and headed back to the office where I chose to research what Jeffrey could have been doing with that money. Part of me desperately wanted him to be the good guy I’d always seen him as instead of the criminal I’d grown to suspect. I didn’t know much about white collar crime, but in my quick research, I learned enough to get a general idea and validate, unfortunately, that Jeffrey was involved in something illegal. 

Most reasons for an overseas account were tax purposes, but my intuition told me those weren’t why Jeffrey did what he did. Women business owners also received tax breaks men didn’t, but I knew in my gut that wasn’t what Jeffrey shot for with the business in Gen’s name. 

Men that did things for honest reasons didn’t act desperate and afraid. Maybe it was time to call Jack? A part of me wanted to call him. I missed chatting with him. I missed having even a teeny connection to someone of the opposite sex. Sure, I chatted with other men, but those were men my father’s age that had their daily coffee group get togethers at Community Café, and the chatting consisted mostly of how are you and can you believe the weather out there. I didn’t count Mayor Tyson or the city council members either. Politics and historical society items weren’t connection talk. 

I headed to Gen’s temporary office. “Hey—”

Bent over the computer with her phone glued to her ear, she raised a finger for me to hold on, so I stood and waited. 

“Yes. Emm hmm. We can do that. I’ll have my assistant get a check over to you ASAP. Thank you, I appreciate your help.” She disconnected the call. “What’s up?” 

“Your assistant?”

“Sweetie, you never do the grunt work yourself. Right?” 

“I do all the work.” 

She blinked. “Then what’s that sweet little girl who makes the amazing iced tea for?” 

I shut the door behind me. “She’s not an assistant. She’s a coworker who happens to have a recipe for the best sweet iced tea ever. You’re going to have to run the check over yourself.” I pointed my finger at her. “Wait, is this a historical society check?” 

“Well, of course. For the party. I’ve booked the caterer already.” 

“Wow, I’m impressed.” 

She gave me the details, and I explained what she’d need to do to get a check cleared. “And I’m calling Jack. I think we need to discuss this with him. I’m worried you taking the money involves you somehow now.” 

“But if you look at the bank accounts, the money belongs to me.” 

“That’s part of the problem. I’ve been researching, and I’m pretty sure Jeffrey’s laundering money.” 

“Of course he is. Why do you think I took it?” 

“You can’t keep it though. Not the stuff he didn’t deposit from your account, and I’m not sure you’ll be able to keep that either. It’s time to ask a professional.” 

After a minor pause, she agreed. 

I asked Olivia to help Gen get the check situation in order while I headed to my office and fretted over calling Jack. Only I didn’t even make it to my door. 

He called me. “Do you know a Jeffrey Avondale?”
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Chapter Three
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Olivia promised to handle the check situation while Gen and I rushed back to the home where we last saw Jeffrey. 

An officer met us at the front of the home’s cracked paved driveway. “This is an active crime scene ladies. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” 

“Detective Levitt asked me to come, and this is Jeffrey Avondale’s wife.” 

He gave us a single nod and led us to the area in front of the front porch and told us to wait there for Jack. 

We gazed at the home in awe, both of us wondering what exactly had happened. 

“Do you think he’s okay?” Gen rubbed her hands together and then pressed her fingertips into her cheeks. “What do you think’s going on in there?” 

Jeffrey’s car and the area surrounding it was marked off with crime scene tape. The driver’s door was open, and I had a feeling whatever was going on inside the house wasn’t good. “I’m not sure.” 

Jack stepped out of the home and walked with intent toward us. He offered me a slight nod and then turned to Gen. “Are you Genevieve Avondale?” 

She nodded. “Is my husband okay?” 

“Ma’am, I’m sorry. Your husband was shot. He didn’t make it.” 

Gen’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. “What? No. No. He’s not dead.” She turned in a circle. “The ambulance.” She pointed to it. “The men. They need to go help him. Why aren’t they helping him? They have to help him.”

Before she had a chance to rush the paramedics, I hugged her. “Gen. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” 

“He’s not dead.” She shook her head over and over. “No. He can’t be. We just saw him here a few hours ago. He was leaving. He...he’s sleeping.” She laughed. “He sleeps like a rock. I’ve told him that for years.” She smiled. “Yes. He’s probably just sleeping.” 

I didn’t know what to say, but thankfully, I didn’t have to figure it out. Jack had a handle on things. “Mrs. Avondale, the County Coroner is on the way. Your husband’s not sleeping. He’s been shot.” He motioned for the paramedics. When one came to us, he asked that Gen be made comfortable, and the paramedic guided her to the ambulance. 

“How did you know I knew him?”

“His cell phone was on the floor next to him. When we picked it up, your contact information was on the screen. Looks like he was trying to call you right before it happened.” 

“Oh, no.” 

“Do you have any idea what’s going on?” 

I nodded. “Yes. No. Well, I’m not sure. I was going to call you about it and then you called me.” 

We stepped over next to an empty squad car. I couldn’t take my eyes off Jeffrey’s car. I pointed to a long change in the broken concrete driveway that led through the grass and to the house. “Are those drag marks?” 

He nodded. “Looks like the vic was dragged into the house. Can you tell me what you know?” 

“Gen just left him. She found out he’d taken money in...” I tried hard to remember what she’d said. “Maybe a few of their accounts, but I’m not sure it was all of them. He took it, and she discovered he had another account in a business name overseas. She checked into it because she’d never heard of it and saw that she was listed as the president.” I didn’t mention that Gen actually had the money, and I had a feeling I’d regret that eventually. 

He rubbed his chin and then sighed. “Great. Looks like a money laundering situation.” 

“We were here earlier doing some work for the historical society, and he found us here. They argued. She told him to leave. We saw him get in his car.” 

“Did he leave?” 

“I...I don’t know. No. I don’t think so. We left before him.” 

“And then what happened?” 

“We went back to my office, and now we’re here.” 

“So, you’re saying she’s been with you since you saw him last?” 

“No, she wasn’t, but you don’t think she—”

“What happened next?” 

“I brought her back to my place. She said she needed to get something and would drive herself to the office. I had...I had to meet with the Mayor, and then I grabbed us lunch at Del’s and brought it back to the historical society.” 

“About how long were you two apart?” 

I checked my watch. “Three hours tops?” 

He nodded. “Thanks.” He headed back to the house. 

“Jack, you don’t think that—” I stopped myself from finishing that sentence because I was almost yelling as he walked away. 

He flipped around and nodded toward Gen. “Keep her here.” 

* * * 
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“HE ARREST HER?” DEL poured me a cup of coffee from a freshly made pot on my kitchen counter. She and Thelma had brought over a large chicken Caesar salad for dinner and served it up on paper plates. Austin took his along with the freshly baked brownie Del brought to eat in the den. 

“No, but she’s at the station being questioned.” I buried my head in my hands. “I can’t believe this is happening.” 

“Why didn’t you stay with her?” 

“Jack wouldn’t allow me in the interrogation room, and Gen told me to leave. I waited as long as I could, but I had to get Austin at lacrosse practice. She was in shock, and I shouldn’t have left her. What was I thinking?” 

“You were thinking you should do what your best friend asked,” Del said. 

“Oh, I remember watching a documentary about a woman that killed her husband.” Thelma took a bite of salad and talked with her mouth full. “She stabbed him twenty-seven times because she’d asked him to take the garbage out three times that day and he wouldn’t. She’s in jail now, probably taking out the trash there for her daily chore.” 

Del stared at Thelma. “That don’t help Chantilly here feel any better.” 

Thelma blinked. “Oh, I’m not saying your friend is guilty. I’m just glad she only shot him and didn’t stab him twenty-seven times.” 

“She didn’t shoot her husband, stop talking like that. We’re here to support Chantilly, not make her feel worse.” 

I moved the salad on my plate around with a fork. I didn’t have an appetite even though I’d never had the chance to eat my pimento cheese sandwich from before. “But what if she’s right? What if Gen did kill her husband?” 

“You don’t really think that, do you?” Del asked. 

I shook my head. “No, I don’t. I’m not even sure why I said that. I’m just...I don’t know. None of it makes sense.” 

Del leaned across my small kitchen table and patted my hand. “Don’t you go worrying too much, sweetie. Detective Jack will have her back here right quick, and everything will be fine. You’ll see.” 

Del must have been psychic because just then Austin hollered from the den, “Coach Jack’s here with Aunt Gen.” 

I heard the front door open. “Hey, Coach,” he said. “Hey, Aunt Gen.” 

Austin didn’t know what was going on, and as a middle schooler, didn’t wonder why those two were together either. 

The three of them walked toward the kitchen as I’d jogged toward the front door. We met in the middle of the hallway. “Hey.” I pulled Gen into a hug. “You okay?” 

She nodded, her face and watery eyes both red and puffy. She’d cried, a lot. “I’m okay.” 

I looked at Jack. “Is she—”

“I’m going to take a shower,” Gen said. “I feel icky.” 

“Okay, yes. That’s a good idea.” 

She headed to the bathroom while Jack said hello to my other friends. 

I cornered him in at my kitchen counter. “What’s going on?” 

“We’ve asked her not to leave town for the time being.” 

“So, she’s a suspect?” 

“Do you know if she has an attorney? She might end up needing one.” 

“She didn’t kill Jeffrey. I know she didn’t.” 

“She needs to stay in town, Chantilly. I’m trusting you to make sure she does.” 

I nodded. “Yes, yes. Of course. I’ll keep her safe with me.” Even if that meant safe from him, I thought. 

Thelma sighed. “Bless her heart. I hope she doesn’t end up on one of those documentaries, but if she does, I wonder if they’ll put us on it, too?” 

Del gave her a look that would send a horse running in fear. 

“Oh, I didn’t mean it like that,” Thelma said. 

“Jack, you can’t believe she had anything to do with this. We were just getting ready to call you. She was upset when he showed up at the historical property, yes, but not like that. She didn’t want him dead, she just wanted him to leave her alone. She was trying to figure out what to do.” 

“That’s what I’m trying to do, too. Figure out what’s going on. And while I do that, just keep her in town like I said, okay?”

“Yes, sir.” 

He didn’t smile, not even a little bit, and I was okay with that. I knew he had a job to do, but I didn’t much like his attitude toward me or my best friend. So much for trying to re-establish a friendship. 

He nodded to Thelma and Del. “Ladies.” As he walked toward the door, he said goodbye to Austin and then walked out. Just like that. 

“That doesn’t sound good,” Del said. 

I agreed. “I hate to rush you out, but I think Gen needs some privacy.” 

Thelma shoved a heaping fork full of salad into her mouth. “I’ll eat fast,” she said. 

Del dragged Thelma’s plate across the small table. “You’ll take it to go, that’s what you’ll do.” 

I retrieved a Tupperware container from the cabinet, and Del scooped Thelma’s salad into it. 

“You take care of that girl,” she said. “If we can help, just let us know.” 

“Maybe you should hide the knives. Just in case,” Thelma said. 

“Thelma, please,” Del said. 

After they left, I cleaned up the kitchen and waited for Gen to finish getting ready for bed. She had a very specific nightly ritual of facial masks and creams, and a whole body lotion routine that took upwards of ten minutes. She’d done it for years, which was probably why her skin looked ten years younger than mine. I stared at the ever increasing age spots on my forearms and pouted. Hindsight was twenty-twenty, and I knew I’d never take the time for that careful of a skin routine anyway. 

I tapped on Austin’s shoulder. He was eyes deep in a video game, and it was his bedtime, so I sent him off to slumber kicking and screaming. When Gen finally came into the den, she looked refreshed, but not recovered. 

She curled up on the couch next to me wearing pink Victoria’s Secret pajamas. “I can’t believe this is happening.” 

I’d waited for her with a pen and small journal in hand. “We need to figure out what your husband was doing and who killed him.” 

She ogled the journal. “What’re you doing, taking notes?” 

“Absolutely. You’re not the only one upset with him, he made that clear when we saw him. If we figure out who else was, that’ll bring up one step closer to the real killer.” 

She leaned back and sighed. “Where to start? I don’t even know half the people he does anymore.” She suddenly sat up. “Wait. I wonder if he’s got anything on his laptop? He must, right?” 

“Probably, but we’d need it to find out.” 

She stood. “Be right back.” She returned with a laptop. 

“Is that his?”

She shook her head. “It’s mine, but we share an iCloud account. He set up mine to automatically store everything in the cloud last year. He said he’d been doing it forever, and it was the best thing to do for document retrieval.” 

I loved my best friend. “You’re the smartest person I’ve ever met.”

She laughed. “Except I’m not sure how to get to the cloud. Do you know?” 

“Not at all, but I bet I know someone that does.” 

Twenty minutes later Olivia tapped on my front door. When I let her in, I hugged her. “Thank you so much for coming.” 

“It’s the least I could do. I wanted to tell you that Detective Jack asked me when Miss Gen came back to the historical society.” She frowned at Gen. “I had to tell him the truth, Miss Gen. I couldn’t lie.” 

“It’s okay. You did the right thing,” Gen said. 

I explained what we needed, and Olivia got to work. While she didn’t always come off as the sharpest nail in the box, she knew her Apple products. I’d often ask her to help me, and I considered myself fairly Apple knowledgeable. Olivia, however, was far more advanced than I was. 

She tapped away, sharing updates for what she was doing, and the items she’d sent to my printer. “The printer’s out of paper.” 

“Oh, I’m on it.” I rushed to the printer and stuffed more paper in it, grabbing the documents already printed. 

I handed them to Gen, who shuffled through them, making piles. “I’m separating them by date for now.” 

“Good idea.” 

“Excuse me, but there are over 3000 emails in here. You don’t want to print all of them, do you?” 

Gen angled the computer her direction. “Let me go through them. I might be able to find something that way.” 

While she did that, Olivia organized the printed documents and handed papers to me. I wrote down names in my journal and made notes on the papers. 

We stayed up the entire night going through those emails, and by the time we’d finished, and I’d taken so many notes my hand cramped, we finally came up with a handful of suspects. 

Olivia yawned. “Heavens, I have got to get some sleep, or a strong cup of coffee from Del’s.” She yawned again. “Is it almost time for her to open?” 

I glanced at the cable box under my TV. “Oh, gosh, yes, it is. I had no idea we’d stayed up all night.” 

“No wonder I’m give out,” Olivia said. 

“Why don’t you take the day off and try to rest?” I thanked her for being such a monumental help. “We couldn’t have found any of this without you.” 

“I think I’ll take you up on that,” she said and then frowned. “Oh, heavens. We’ve got a tour this afternoon.” 

“I can do it.” 

“Oh, don’t be silly. I’ll be there. A few hours of sleep and a shower, and I’ll be good to go.” 

“Are you sure?” 

She nodded. “You’ve got a full plate as it is, what with the party and now this.” 

“We can postpone the party.” 

Gen spoke up then. “Over my dead body.” She paused when she realized what she’d just said. “That was horrible. I mean we’re having that party. Consider it my going away party.” 

“But you’re not allowed to leave town,” Olivia said. 

“I will be when we figure out which one of the people on this list killed my husband...” 

* * * 
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GEN SLEPT WHILE I GOT Austin up and off to school. By the time I made the turn around and got home, she was already up and ready to go. 

“Where should we start?” 

“How about Del’s for breakfast? I need a serious cup of coffee.” 

“I hope she’s got something strong.” 

“I promise you she does.” 

Del served us up two cups of hot coffee and two morning specials—bacon, egg and cheese biscuits with a side of fruit. Gen examined the scrumptious delights, lifting up the top half of the biscuits and touching the crispy bacon with her finger. “Oh, screw it. My husband is dead, and I’m a suspect in his murder. I deserve the darn bacon.” She picked up the biscuit and took a big bite. 

I giggled as she dug in because she was right. She deserved the bacon as well as a full retraction from Jack for being a potential suspect, and I hoped to figure out just how to get that, too. 

Del topped off our coffees and flung her head toward Gen’s plate. “She could use a few more of those. Girl’s skinnier than a switch.” 

Wasn’t that the truth. “I’m just glad she’s eating,” I whispered. 

Gen, head down into my notes with a piece of biscuit in her hand, wasn’t paying attention. She hadn’t even noticed when Thelma walked in and sat at the table with us. 

“Hey y’all, any news?” 

“We’re exhausted from being up all night, and we have a list of suspects,” I said. “But it’s a mile long.” 

She swiveled her head and looked behind her. “I don’t see it.” 

Gen glanced up as Del shook her head at Thelma. “Honey, your brain’s about as lost as last year’s Easter egg.” 

I held back my giggle. “I was speaking figuratively, not literally, Thelma.” 

She chuckled. “Well, I knew that.” 

“Emm hmm,” Del said. 

“These have to be about the money.” Gen handed me a pile of three emails and pointed to my notes. “But I can’t figure out who sent them.” 

The emails were from a Gmail account, each short and to the point. 

Why are you doing this?

Stop ignoring me. 

I’ll stop you if it’s the last thing I do. 

“If we find out who sent these, we’ll find our killer,” she said. 

“I’m not sure about that,” I said. “Because we’ve got these, too.” I handed her the emails from Harvey Barrington. “He was pretty upset.” I also held up a stack of emails from Charles Clydesdale, Jeffrey and Harvey’s previous business partner. “And don’t forget about these. He sounds like he’s fixin’ to pop a blood vessel in a few of them.” 

“Oh, heavens,” Thelma said. “My great-great uncle Oscar Chamblee did that the day after his sixty-fifth birthday. My great-great Aunt Clara, his wife, she said there was blood everywhere. Could never get it out of his Sunday suit either.”

Gen shot me an amused look and I smiled back at her, giving my shoulders a slight shrug. 

“Okay, so we know Harvey threatened Jeffrey, but that wasn’t unusual. He’s kind of a jerk, and they’d had a lot of problems over the past few months, but I can’t imagine him killing someone, especially Jeffrey. He’s all talk and no action.” She pulled out her laptop and turned it on. “Easiest way to find out who the other email is from is to email the address and ask who it is.” 

“Don’t do that,” I used two fingers and gently closed the top of her laptop. “I’m sure there’s another way. You don’t want to show your hand.” 

“Honey, I’ll show anything I’ve got to clear my name.” 

“Oh, what have you got to show?” Thelma asked. 

Del smacked herself on the forehead. 

“If this person killed your husband, and you email him, he’s going to know you know something, and that puts you in danger. We need to give these to Jack.” I took all of the papers she’d brought. “They could help prove you’re innocent.” 

“But we need them.” 

“We’ll make copies at the office.” I handed Del my debit card to pay for our meal. 

She took my card. “I got me a little printer that makes copies in my office.” 

“It’s a lot of papers, and I don’t want to use all your ink.” I showed her the thickness of the stack. “We’ll just get it done right quick at the office, but thank you for offering.” 

Jack examined the emails from the Gmail account. “You printed out how many emails?” 

“I’m not sure. We didn’t count.” 

“But these are the only ones from that account?” 

I nodded. 

“They could be related.” 

“Could be?” Gen did her best to hold her composure. “That’s absurd. They’re absolutely related.” 

“We don’t know that, but we can find out where they’re from and go from there.”

I scooted to the edge of the metal chair in the interrogation room. “Will you tell us?” 

“We don’t typically give out information pertaining to active investigations.” 

“We’re providing you with personal emails. How can you not tell us what you find out?” 

“Detective, my husband was murdered. I deserve to know what’s going on in the investigation.” 

I couldn’t believe Jack was being so cold, so unemotional, so rude. “Gen, could you excuse us for a moment, please?”

She stared at me. 

“It’s okay. It’ll just be a minute or two.” 

She stood and held her chin up high when she spoke. “I’ll be outside.” 

After she closed the door, I steadied my trembling body and chose my words carefully. “Do not let what happened between us affect my best friend.” 

He raised his right brow. “What happened between us?” 

“About Bobby. Don’t bring his murder into this.” 

He leaned back in his chair and studied me, a slight smile forming on his face. “How exactly did Bobby’s murder affect us?” 

I struggled to find the right words mostly because his confident attitude and amused smirk made me uncomfortable. “Because I...because, you know, what happened. How things were resolved. If that’s getting in the way of this investigation, you should remove yourself from it.” 

He laughed. “Exactly how would a solved murder get in the way of an unsolved one that’s not at all connected?” 

“You know what I’m talking about.”  

His smile took over his face, and he laughed. “I have no hard feelings toward you for what happened, and I promise you, I’m not letting anything get in the way of solving Jeffrey Avondale’s murder.” 

I wasn’t sure what to say. He’d barely spoken to me since everything went down, and he hadn’t even tried. “Good, because you’re a professional. What happened shouldn’t matter.” I wanted to kick myself for giving him a backhanded compliment when I’d wanted to be stern and give him a lecture. My communication skills usually worked wonders on tween boys, but when it came to adult men, I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. 

“And it doesn’t.” 

“Good, because you need to find out who killed Jeffrey, and I can say with one hundred percent confidence it wasn’t my friend.” 

“She has motive and opportunity.” 

“You didn’t even check her clothing for gun powder. If you really thought she had motive, you’d have at least done that.” 

“We did do that. She willing gave us the go-ahead without an attorney.” 

I blinked. “She what? Well, if that’s true, then you didn’t find anything.” 

“Won’t know that until I have the results back later today.” 

“Gen couldn’t shoot a gun. She wouldn’t know how. She’s not like us.” 

He smirked. “You’d be surprised what the people we care about can do.” 

I didn’t respond to that, though I knew who exactly he referred to. 

He tapped his pencil on his desk. “Now, while I appreciate our time together, I’ve got an investigation to handle.” 

I stood. “Fine, but don’t be surprised when I say I told you so.” I marched out of there like I owned the place, grabbed Gen’s arm, and rushed her to my car. “Why didn’t you tell me you let them have your clothes?” 

“Because it doesn’t matter. They’re not going to find anything on them.” 

“And you’ll be cleared.” 

She pulled away. “No, I won’t be. I could have paid someone to kill him. Lord knows I’d thought about it a time or two.” 

Luckily, we weren’t inside when she said that. “Gen, hush. Someone might hear you and take you seriously.” 

“Well, they should. That man was no saint, let me tell you.” 

I was beginning to think my best friend wasn’t, either. 

* * * 
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WE ARRIVED BACK AT my office to a woman standing outside the front door, staring up at the old home. She drifted away before we even got out of the car. But that gave me an idea. 

I rushed in, got Gen settled in and handling party prep then made a quick call to Del. “Is Thelma still there?” 

“Can’t get rid of her no matter what I do. Even thought about putting some Ex-Lax in her coffee.” 

I gasped. “Please tell me you didn’t.” 

“’Course I didn’t. I just thought about it. Thinking about doing something like that is a heck of a lot more fun than actually doing it. ‘Sides, she’s a pain in my rear, but she’s the best pain in my rear around.” 

I knew my grumpy older friend had a soft heart buried deep inside her. “Um, I need to go back to the house where Jeffrey was found, but I can’t take Gen.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because I want to talk to someone I saw there yesterday.” 

“A someone kind of someone?” 

“Yes, a someone kind of someone.” 

“All right. What can I do?” 

“Send Thelma here to babysit?” 

“You really want to do that to your best friend?” 

I laughed. “She’s volunteered here before. Tell her I need more help.” 

“What do you want her to do? I’ll make sure she’s there if I have to drag her myself.” 

I wasn’t sure what I needed, other than a body to keep tabs on Gen. I didn’t want her leaving, but I also wanted to make sure she was safe. Thelma was the best I could come up with since Olivia was home sleeping. I told Del what to say, and a few minutes later Thelma arrived. 

I showed her what needed to be done and privately asked her to keep tabs on Gen for me. “I’ll be back right quick. Okay?” 

“It’ll be fun. I love alphabetizing.” She pointed to her temple. “Keeps my mind fresh.” 

I’d asked her to put a large stack of press releases and other documents in order by date, not letter, so I explained it again. 

“That’s what I meant. In order.” 

Heaven help her, she was a character. “Okay, I’ll be back.” 

I said goodbye to Gen and headed out. 

The home and driveway were blocked with crime scene tape. I wondered if I’d need to go inside to get done what I’d come for. Sure, I’d seen both spirits in the house, but that didn’t mean they were bound to it, did it? I really needed to spend more time researching spirits and how best to communicate with them. If I ever had the time. 

I pulled up along the side of the road and off into the ditch a bit to park. As I got out of the car, I realized I could be adding my shoe prints to the scene, and that might be illegal. I didn’t need that threat hanging over my head, but I had to try and talk to those spirits. They could have seen something, something like the murder itself. 

I scanned the area, hoping I could find a cut through in the field next to the property. It was very likely part of the property itself, though I couldn’t recall from the home’s paperwork. That didn’t mean it was part of the investigation though, because it wasn’t blocked off. That struck me as odd. Wouldn’t they have searched it for the weapon? I wasn’t sure how investigations worked, but there wasn’t any tape across the field, so I felt safe walking along its side, the perimeter of the house. 

My heels were just high enough to make the walk through the overgrown field dangerous. I couldn’t see what lie beneath the weeds, but at least the ground was hard enough that my heels didn’t sink. I stared at the old windows, stopping the quick inventory of property issues my job required from running through my brain, and checked for ghosts. 

Not a soul in sight. Go figure. 

“Hello? Anyone here?” Still in the field, I walked further up toward the front of the house and stared at the old, dilapidated building, every ounce of my being focused on the people from the other side. “Anna? Anna Kentworth?”

Nothing. 

I pushed my red hair behind my ears. “Come on. I know someone’s here. I saw a boy and a girl yesterday. Something bad happened here recently. A murder. I need to know if you saw anything.” 

The torn and tattered curtains in the front window moved slightly. The movement almost completely hidden by a beat up column of the front porch. I stared intensely at that window hoping it wasn't a real person but in fact a real ghost. What was I thinking? When had I become a person more afraid of real life humans than real life ghosts? People were scary, yes, but hadn't ghosts always been scary? I laughed at that thought. The fact was, ghosts were people, too.

I took two steps closer to the porch and waited, holding my breath just a touch. “Anna? Anna Kentworth? Are you here?”

The curtains moved again, and a tiny girl's face peeked out from the bottom of the window. She wasn't Anna, but to the best of my knowledge, she was her daughter. If the little girl was there, I had to assume the mother was, too.

I stepped closer to the porch and then froze. The spirit of the long dead woman suddenly appeared before me just at the top of the steps. She hovered there, her arm stretched out with her finger pointed directly at me. She opened her mouth to speak but no words came out.

I didn't know what to do. A chill wafted in the air and circled me. I rubbed the sides of my arms to warm them. I shivered, more from fear than cold. I took a deep breath and exhaled hoping to gather enough nerve to speak to the woman. 

She was all sorts of scary with eyes like hollowed out black holes and a mouth much the same. Her clothing was a like the curtains on that window, old, dirty and tattered, but I wrote that off to her era and the lifestyle she was forced to live during the Civil War. My heart went out to her because I knew she was bound to that house for a reason, and I wasn't sure if I could help her. I didn't want to ask for her help without being able to offer something, even if it was just a concentrated effort in return, so I went for it. 

“I'd like to help you,” I said, my voice rough but soft as a whisper. “I don't know what to do, but I'd like to try.”

The ghost hovered there, her energy humming and buzzing with electricity. She dropped her arm, and her shoulders sank, and then she disappeared.

“No, no, no.” I held my arms out straight frantically waving my palms, but it was too late. She was gone. “Darn gone it.”

I stood there for a moment watching the torn curtains once again, begging silently for them to move. When they didn't, feeling defeated and a bit frustrated, I turned to leave, and walked right through the little boy ghost I'd seen before.

My skin immediately chilled, and a wave of nausea shot through my body. I stood, panicked, the taste of bile charging up my throat and pushing at my Adam’s apple, just begging to rise up and sail out. I swallowed hard and bent over, my hands on my knees, taking several deep breaths trying to push back the feeling. When it finally subsided, I stood, and gave the boy my best smile. 

“Hi,” I said nervously. I wiped the tiny drops of perspiration from my forehead. “I don't want to hurt you. My name is Chantilly Adair. Do you remember seeing me the other day?”

The little boy stared at me, but he didn’t speak. I smiled at him hoping that would help or maybe get his attention.

“Bleacher. Bleacher. Bleacher,” he mumbled. 

I crooked my head to the side. “I'm sorry did you say bleacher?”

“Bleacher. Bleacher. Bleacher,” he mumbled again. His body slightly levitated above ground Indian style. 

“What do you mean by bleacher?”

A burst of cold air pushed on my back and shoved me forward through the small boy again until I tumbled down to the ground, my body hitting the rocky gravel driveway with a bang. Stunned, I lay there for a moment not sure what to do but afraid to move. Another flash of icy cold air surrounded me like a bubble. 

“Leave us alone.”

The voice was female, and she was livid.

I rolled over and slowly pushed myself up into a sitting position, tucking my knees in close to my chest and wrapping my arms around them. “I'm... I'm sorry. I mean no harm. Please,” I begged. “Maybe we can help each other.”

Anna Kentworth glared at me with her hollowed dark eyes. She opened her mouth again, and when she spoke, her voice a was deep, guttural growl. “Leave. Us. Alone.”

I jumped from my childlike position and put distance between us. I held my hands out toward her, palms up, and waved them. “Okay, okay. I'm going.” I walked backwards on my toes in short steps as quickly as possible. The ghost kept her hollowed eyes on me the entire time. When I got to the side of the yard where I came in, I turned and bolted faster then I'd run in years.
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Chapter Four


[image: image]


“Well, if that doesn't sound like the scariest thing ever, I don't know what does.” Dell poured me a cup of coffee and added a splash of brandy from a bottle she kept for special occasions only under the counter.

“You know I'm not a drinker.”

She slid the cup across the counter toward me. I gladly picked it up added a dollop of half-and-half and took a sip. The sting of the brandy burned as it slid down my throat. 

I coughed and slid the cup back to her. “I just can't. Brandy and I aren't close friends.”

Dell laughed. “Brandy is everybody's best friend at one time in their life whether they like it or not.”

“I guess this isn’t the time for us yet. May I have my regular?”

She flipped around to pour me another cup, added a touch of French vanilla and a dash of cinnamon, and then gave it to me. “Better?”

I took a swig and smiled. “Heavenly.”

“So, I guess things didn't go as planned.”

I sighed. “Does anything ever?”

We sat at the corner table in her café, and I filled her in on my attempted conversations with the ghosts. 

“What the heck does bleacher mean?” 

I shrugged. I was hoping you’d know.” I paused and tilted my head to the side. “I honestly have no idea. None of this makes sense. I’ve never sat and had a conversation with someone that's already dead. You may think I'm crazy, but that mama ghost? She’s not one to mess with.”

Dell considered that with a raised eyebrow and a rubbing of her chin. “Sounds to me like she is just trying to protect her kin. Think about it, she sent her husband off to war, praying I'm sure for his return every day, but he never came back. And she lost her children because of that war. Strangers came to her house, and now even though she's dead and time has moved on, strangers are still coming to her house, and she probably doesn't have a lick of a clue what any of it means.” She leaned back in her chair and stared at me. “Have a walk in her shoes and tell me how you feel.”

I stared at the plastic lid on my cup, thinking about what she’d just said. I went to that house searching for answers without any clue as to how to help the ghosts. “You're right. I just don't know what to do. My friend is a suspect in a murder investigation, Del. I have to help her. I need those spirits to tell me if they saw anything.”

“Maybe you're going about it the wrong way. Maybe instead of offering them nothing, or at least nothing as of this moment, you offer them something first and then ask them to help you.”

“What do you mean?”

“You work for the historical society,” she flicked her hand at me. “Why don't you research her family and tell her what she needs to hear? Maybe somebody survived, a cousin, an, uncle, a sister. Let her know what happened to her family, what happened to her husband. Help her understand that she's not supposed to be here and should move on.” She sipped her drink again. “If you give her closure, she might be willing to help you before she leaves here.” 

My eyes popped open. “You’re a genius.” I hitched my purse over my shoulder and stood. “I'm going to go and do that research right now.” I hugged my friend. “Thank you, Del. thank you so much.”

She shrugged. “You would have figured it out eventually. I just gave you a little push.”

I rushed back to the historical society to finish up my work. Del sent pastries and sweet tea along with me to get Olivia, Thelma, Gen, and I through the rest of the day before dinner. 

When I got to the office and showed the three women the treats, they praised Del and her graciousness, and then they dug into the goodies like they were starving. 

We all sat at the small table in the kitchen while we chatted and ate. 

“How’s the party planning coming along?” I asked. 

Gen dabbed the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “Oh, sugar, this is going to be the party of the century. We’ve already created a video, of course it needs editing, of the current locations and their descriptions. So, when everyone is at the town square enjoying the cocktails and the hors d'oeuvres, and all the fuss of the beautiful decorations because you know I’ll have decorations everywhere, we’ll show them the video and introduce them to your next great historical society program.”

Olivia raised her hand. “Excuse me, we are a small town, and we don't really need all of the fancy hors d'oeuvres and such, but it sure sounds mighty fun, and I can't wait.” She opened her mouth wide and stuck a piece of bread slathered in pimento cheese into it. She pressed her hand to her mouth as she chewed and mumbled, “I'm just so excited.”

Thelma laughed. “Y'all are giddy over a little party, yet a man is dead. When my Charlie passed on, I didn’t leave the house for a week after we buried him. I cried and cried as I cleaned out his drawers.” She patted her knee. “I did giggle when I found the twenty dollars and those necked women magazines he’d left in his sock drawer, but other than that, I cried.” 

I leaned into Thelma, pushing my shoulder against hers. “This is how we deal with it, we deflect.” I laid my head on her shoulder. “Sometimes it's easier to move forward in the midst of tragedy rather than dwell in it.”

Gen sighed. “Jeffrey is dead, and I'm torn up inside, and not because I might be a suspect in his murder, but because my husband is gone. The thing is, if I stop and think about it, I'm going to fall apart. And if I fall apart, how am I going to save myself from prosecution?” She crumpled her napkin into a ball, stood, walked over to the garbage can, and tossed it inside. “If I can figure out, or if Chantilly and I can figure out what happened to my husband, maybe it will help me find peace with his death.”

We all nodded.

“Why doesn't Chantilly here just ask him?” Olivia asked.

I glared at her. 

Gen flipped around and laughed. “Whatever do you think she can do, talk to ghosts?” She laughed again. “That's the craziest thing I've ever heard.”

I glanced at Olivia and carefully shook my head hoping she got the message. “Wouldn't that be amazing. I would have conversations with my parents all day long if that were the case.”

Olivia and Thelma giggled nervously. 

Thelma said, “I talk to my husband every day, he just don't talk back.”

“Since talking to ghosts isn't on the table,” I said as I took the last bite of Gen's little sandwich and then chewed it down before continuing. “We have to think of another way to find out what happened to Jeffrey.” 

* * * 
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OLIVIA FINISHED UP her tour, and I sent her home early. She’d slept some, but the puffy dark circles under her eyes were a big hint that she still needed rest, and the mother in me took over.

“Go home,” I’d said. “Have some hot tea, chamomile if you have it, and get some rest. You need it.” I pointed to her right hand and the cell phone that seemed permanently attached to her palm. “And turn that thing off.” 

She hugged me. “Oh, thank you so much. I am give out. It’s been a day and a half, hasn’t it?” 

It had, and in more ways than she knew. 

Gen continued her party planning, but after finishing the rest of my filing, Thelma popped a squat in the chair in front of the desk and was sound asleep in minutes. Her head bobbed and rolled from one side and to the other. 

I coughed, and when she didn’t wake up, I coughed again. 

Her eyes opened slowly, and when she saw me, she shook her head as if she needed to clear a cloud surrounding her. “What’s the double jeopardy?” 

“I’m sorry?” 

Her eye focused on me. “Oh, it’s you. I thought I was—” she glanced around the room. “I’m not in my parlor?” 

I giggled “No, ma’am, you’re in my office.” 

She adjusted her wig, a Dolly Parton curly, below the shoulders down ‘do I’d seen her wear once or twice before. “Goodness, I must be give out like Olivia.” She smacked her lips together. “And something must have crawled into my mouth and left a dumplin’ because my breath is plum awful.” 

I swallowed back a giggle. “Happens to the best of us. Why don’t you go on home now? I’m just researching a few things, and Gen’s tucked away in her little temporary office doing some party planning, so we’re good.” 

“You sure?” 

“One hundred percent.” 

“Well, then, I guess I might could head on out. I got to get me some groceries at the Dollar General anyway. Might as well go ahead and get them on the way home.” 

“Sounds like a plan.” I walked her down the stairs and to the front door. As I opened it for her, a man rushed through, pushing me aside and nearly sending Thelma tumbling to the ground. 

“Hey,” I grabbed a hold of his suit jacket. “Hold up there, big guy.” 

I pulled on the smooth material and yanked him back. It took some effort, but I think the surprise factor of my strength played in my favor because he didn’t shake me off. “You almost knocked over an old lady.”

The man turned around, and my stomach flipped. “Harvey? What’re you doing here?” 

“Where's Jeffrey?”

My jaw hung open. “Jeffrey's... Jeffrey’s... Harvey, haven't you heard?” I rubbed the back of my neck as I struggled to find the right way to tell him the news. “Jeffrey's gone. He was murdered,” I blurted out. Better to just say it then try to sugar coat it. 

He furrowed his brows, but his eyes didn’t seem as shocked as I’d hoped. “He's what? No. Son of a—” He spun in a circle, staring at the stairs. He placed his hand on the top of his head, rotating his head back and forth underneath it. When he turned around, his skin was ashen. “Where’s the money? I need that money.” 

Thelma scooted toward the corner of the room. “I’ll just be over here, out of the way. Don’t mind me none.” 

I’d forgotten she was there. “Oh, Thelma, I'm so sorry. Are you okay?”

She nodded. “Sweetie, I'm right as rain.” She pointed to Harvey, who didn’t appear okay at all. “Looks like you got your hands full now.” 

“I need that money,” Harvey said again. He spun in another circle, as if examining the foyer and stairway would make the dead man magically appear. “Where’s the money? What did he do with the money?” 

I moved in front of him and grasped onto his shoulders, steadying him by making strong eye contact. “Harvey, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you need to calm down.” I did know what he was talking about, but I sure wasn’t going to say that.

“No, you’re lying.” Sweat pooled on his forehead and dripped down the sides of his face. “This is bad. This is really bad.” He ran his hand through his hair and wiped the sweat from the sides of his face. “Where’s Gen? She’s here. I know she came to Castleberry, and I know Jeffrey came looking for her. Where is she?” 

I prayed Gen wouldn’t come prancing down the stairs, and because I knew her well enough to know she might, I reached back and opened the door behind me then gently guided Harvey Barrington out and onto the front porch. “I’m not lying. There’s an investigation and everything. Jeffrey’s dead.” 

His glossed over eyes settled on mine, and instead of anger, I saw panic. He opened his mouth to speak, and then stopped himself. “I...I’ve got to go. Tell Gen to watch herself. If she’s got the money, she’ll end up dead, too.” 

Was that a threat or a warning? 

He glanced at his phone, tapped his finger on the screen several times, and then grunted. He jerked away from me, darted down the porch stairs, and sped off in his black Mercedes convertible. 

I stared at the back of his car as it raced away. “Lord, help him. He’s a hot mess.” I wasn’t sure if he understood what I’d said to him, if he knew Jeffrey was dead, or if he’d rushed off in a hurry in disbelief or anger. Either way, I had other things to worry about.

Like, for example, why he thought Gen might be dead next. 
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Chapter Five
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I did my due diligence on the Kentworth history, and I discovered more than I’d expected. I truly loved my job. I loved discovering information about days long gone, the people that lived before me and their stories. People hadn’t changed a whole lot. The surroundings and the things available to them might have, but people were the same. They wanted love, respect, things that made them feel complete, and many searched for those things in their community. 

Sometimes doing historical research required a lot of time and a shovel big enough to dig through the rocks of history that buried the truth, and other times the information shouted out, Over here! The information is over here! 

The Kentworth family’s history screamed bloody murder. 

At least Anna Kentworth’s history. 

The wife and mother of two was twenty-nine-years-old when she died a brutal, horrific death. Though tragic and violent, her death helped me understand her desire to be left alone. 

Town records and old newspapers were abundant in Castleberry. For such a small town in the 2000s, in the beginning of 1860, it was up and coming , filled with opportunity and wealth. The local newspaper, originally a small two pager, did a fine job of staying up and running during the war, even growing to a six-page spread because of the massive death and destruction rampant in town. 

Anna’s death came about two years before the war ended, on a beautiful, sunny fall day. It was seventy-four degrees, and from what I knew of my hometown, I suspected the leaves in various shades of decay—greens, reds, and even browns—very likely floated in the breeze to rest on the ground. But it wasn’t a happy day. Castleberry had lost six townspeople. Anna’s home was taken over by Union soldiers who pilfered through the Kentworth belongings, ate what little food they may have had, destroyed their crops and livestock, and worst of all, raped and beat the young wife and mother. 

Anna’s husband hadn’t been heard from in months, but records indicated he wasn’t likely dead at that time. Her children, however, were already deceased. Dysentery took her small boy, a three-year-old named William, along with her five-year-old daughter Annabelle. 

As if the gun fire and canons exploding weren’t enough, the children lived in fear of the men marching through Castleberry, destroying their homes, their livestock, and their innocence. I silently prayed their deaths were quick and less painful than reports of dysentery claimed. 

The last day of Anna’s life, she’d been beaten and raped by three soldiers, then thrown out of her own home like trash. Beaten and scared, she somehow gathered the strength to walk two miles to town, collapsing, battered and bloody, in front of the general store. Doctor Henry McGruder did his best to save her, but it simply wasn’t enough. She died in his office, crying for her husband William. 

I sniffled as tears dropped onto my desk. The world I lived in was by no means perfect, but it was miles better than the war zone of the Civil War. 

I prayed for Anna and her children’s souls, and dug deeper, searching for what I could find about her husband and kin. 

After another thirty minutes of research, I finally uncovered what happened to William Kentworth. He’d died in the battle of Ringgold Gap on November 27, 1863 along with nearly one thousand Confederate and Union soldiers. 

The battle, a one day event with the win going to the South, was a decision of the North after two successful battles nearby. Feeling what I assumed was confident and prepared to win, Union Major General Joseph B. Hooker moved to siege Taylor Ridge, the point in Ringgold Gap where the Western and Atlantic Railroads passed. History claimed he’d chosen that location knowing Confederate Major General Patrick Cleburne had directed his men there. Whether they’d gone to rest or hide wasn’t clear, but there was no rest for the weary, and many lost their lives that day. 

Anna Kentworth didn’t know her husband’s fate, and it was quite possible she’d stayed on, along with her children, waiting for her husband’s return. Why he hadn’t, I didn’t know, but I knew someone that might. 

I picked up my cell and dialed the only person who truly understood my gift. 

“Hey, Chantilly, how’re you?” 

“Angela, hi. I’m great. Well, confused, but great. I was wondering if you have a minute to chat?” 

“Sure. I’m with my dogs at the dog park, so you’ll have to excuse the barking—theirs and mine—but shoot.” 

I laughed. “I won’t load you with the details, but I’ve got a ghost that’s pretty scary, and I’d like to help her.”

She interrupted me. “Wow, you’re taking the bull by the horns with this psychic medium stuff. Good for you.” 

I smiled. “I don’t really have much of a choice. My best friend is the suspect of a murder investigation.” 

“Oh, gosh, I’m sorry.” 

“Me, too, and it was her husband, but I know she’s innocent.” 

“I understand. I know my best friend better than I know myself, and if she were ever accused of something like that, I’d know the truth by just a look in her eyes.” 

“That’s kind of how it is for Gen and I.” 

“So, who’s the spirit? It’s not her husband because you said she’s a she.” 

“Yes, strangely, I haven’t seen the husband. You’d think he’d pop in and tell us what happened, but he hasn’t.” 

“Spirits aren’t always that willing or able to help. It could be that he’s already moved on and has no desire to return, or possibly he doesn’t remember. Often the details of their deaths are fuzzy, at least for a while.” 

“That makes sense. The woman spirit, the one I’m asking about, she and her kids may have seen something, but when I approached them, she scared me off.” 

She laughed. “They tend to do that when they’re in defense mode, or if someone messes with their space. Grounded spirits are typically that way for a reason. Is there something you think might be keeping her here? Maybe you can help her and then she’ll help you.” 

“I did some research, and her entire family died because of the Civil War. Her death was exceptionally horrific, and the only thing I can think of is that she’s waiting for her husband. She didn’t know if he was alive or not when she died.” 

“Did you find out if he was?” 

“Yes, I did. He was, but he’s not with her. I can’t imagine what she must be feeling. Spending eternity waiting for someone that’s not coming.” 

“That’s not always the case. He may have tried, but he can’t for reasons we don’t know. And it’s possible he’s come, but she’s not seen him. If she’s stuck in a bad place—emotionally, I mean—she may not be able to see him yet.” She hollered to her dogs. “Or, he’s someplace he can’t leave.” 

“A place he can’t leave?” 

“Spirits don’t always go, you know, up.” 

“Oh.” 

“Do you believe in heaven?” 

My parents’ faces flashed in my mind, and I imagined them sitting together on a fluffy white cloud. Okay, so my image of heaven was similar to a child’s, but I was their kid, and it comforted me to imagine them like that. “Yes, I do.” 

“Then you have to believe in the other place, too. Everything balances, and not everyone ends up where we expect.” 

My heart sank. I knew that deep down but hearing it from someone with experience in the afterlife made it all too real. “Okay. I understand. Do you think I should go back, tell her what I know?” 

“Are you afraid?” 

I stumbled over my words, trying to sound like I wasn’t terrified, but I was. I sighed. “Yes. A lot.” 

“Let me ask you this, are you motivated to help your friend?” 

“One hundred percent.” There was no stumbling over my words that time. 

“Then go back. I’ll ask Fran to keep you on her radar in case you need her.” 

* * * 
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GEN AND I HEADED OVER to the park for Austin’s lacrosse practice. Thankfully, his new best friend’s mother offered to pick him up after school. I had a love hate relationship with Austin’s sport of choice, but not because Detective Jack Levitt was his coach, though that was something that ate at my gut as of late. It was the roughness of the sport that often had me cringing and my heart racing. Austin was an attack, the position designed to shoot and score. He was good at it, but since the other team’s defense’s ultimate goal was to stop him, he was knocked around and beaten a lot, and his momma hated that. 

Sure, there were illegal moves and penalties, and the refs did a good job of catching them, but when your one hundred and twenty pound (give or take) kid goes flying through the air after a side throttle by a defenseman the size of a professional football player

that weighs more than Buddha, and who’s probably playing below his true age group, it’s hard to keep your cool. 

I knew that from experience. 

Gen cringed every time someone smacked into my son. “Should they be hitting him like that? Isn’t that wrong?” 

I shook my head. “Nope. It’s perfectly legal. Well, not every hit, but some.” 

She grimaced. “Oh, heaven help the boy that hurts your son. And his momma. Help her, too.” 

I laughed. “It’s been hard, keeping my cool, but Jack’s good at keeping the teams in line. I think because he’s a cop the other coaches force their kids to chill or something. At least most of the time.” 

She shrugged. “I guess he does have his advantages.” 

“Other than thinking you’re a suspect, he’s not a bad guy. Except for that whole not talking to me much thing.” 

She adjusted her bum on her seat. “These bleachers are so hard.” 

There was that word again. Bleacher. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was part of the equation, or just a random word by a random ghost. Except how would a little boy from the Civil War era know the word unless he’d heard it? 

I grabbed my phone and Googled the word, wondering if it had some meaning I wasn’t aware of, and it did. Two, in fact. 

Other than the actual seating definition and the verb to bleach, bleacher was defined in the Urban Dictionary as a racial slur. My career afforded me the opportunity to learn many words used throughout time, and I knew racial slurs and word choice during the Civil War era didn’t include bleacher. 

The second definition gave me pause. A play on the verb, bleachers were defined as money launderers. People that cleaned dirty money. 

Dirty money. I Googled that, too. Wikipedia’s definition shined a light on and almost confirmed for me what Gen and I both thought before. Jeffrey was laundering money. Dirty money went through a bleaching or cleaning process that often involved several steps, and I wondered if the deposits into the account in Gen’s name were the final step. 

Jeffrey was laundering money, I knew it, and he was the bleacher. I jumped out of my seat and screamed, “That’s it.” 

Gen stared up at me. “Honey, you okay?”

The boys were off field for a quick water break before heading back on to practice plays. 

The few mothers at practice gawked at me, too. 

“Gen, you didn’t kill Jeffrey. Whoever wants your money did, and I think I know who that is.” 

“Of course I didn’t. Do you think it’s Harvey?” 

I dropped back to my seat. How could I begin to explain what I knew without mentioning the little boy ghost and the fact that I could see the dead? 

I bounced my leg and chose my words wisely. “Bleachers are people that clean dirty money. Money that’s been laundered. They run it through a system of deposits and withdrawals, and eventually the money gets back to them clean.”

“I don’t get it. Clean?” 

“Clean in the sense that it’s not traceable as the money that was originally laundered. I think Jeffrey was in the final leg of cleaning that money, and that’s why it was in your account. Someone came after him for it, but they couldn’t find it, so they killed him. And the person that killed him either knows you know where the money is, or thinks you do.” 

Her whole body stiffened. “And you think you know who it is?” 

I nodded slowly. “Harvey Barrington.” 

She stared at me for a moment and then laughed. She waved me off with her hand. “Harvey is all talk and no action. I told you that.” 

I tapped my foot on the bleacher bottom again. “Then why is he in town?” 

She flicked her eyes at me. “He’s in town?” 

I nodded. “He came to the office looking for Jeffrey and you earlier. I told him Jeffrey was dead, and I said you weren’t there. He didn’t believe me.” I pressed my lips together and recalled his reaction to my telling him Jeffrey had died. “He seemed surprised about Jeffrey, but it could have been an act. He said he knew you were here, and he knew Jeffrey had come looking for you.” 

“I...I don’t understand. How would he...how could he...does he know I have the money?” 

“I’m not sure. An assumption, maybe? Or maybe Jeffrey told him?” I stared over at Jack on the other side of the field. “But I think we need to tell Jack what’s going on.” 

After practice I rushed Austin off to the car to turn it on, load his things, and guzzle down a bottle of electrolytes to replenish his dehydrated body. I wanted to talk to Jack, and I didn’t want my son to hear any of it. “Gen, I’d like to talk to Jack alone. Would you mind?” I tilted my head toward the parking lot. “Just hang with Austin for a few minutes?” 

She saluted me and headed to the car. “Yes, ma’am.” 

I did my best imitation of a woman not at all uncomfortable approaching an attractive man that basically wanted nothing to do with her and considered her friend the main suspect in a murder, keeping my shoulders back, my head held high, and a smile stretched across my face as I walked toward my once friend. 

He smiled as I approached. We walked to the side, putting distance and privacy between us and the kids left hanging around. “I’ve got some good news,” he said. 

I raised an eyebrow. “You caught Jeffrey’s killer?” 

He shook his head. “Not yet, but I can safely say your friend likely isn’t a murderer.” 

“The clothes came back clean, didn’t they?” 

He nodded. “As you said they would.” 

“I told you she didn’t kill her husband.” 

He tossed a ball into the bucket. “That you did.”

I picked up another one and tossed it too, but I missed. Jack grabbed it as it rolled away. “Did you read through the emails?” 

“Some. I’ve got someone working on the rest of them.” 

“Harvey Barrington came looking for Jeffrey and Gen today. I told him Jeffrey had been murdered, and though he seemed shocked, I’m not sure he wasn’t lying.”

“Why do you think he was lying?” 

“Emails aside, Gen said he and Jeffrey had had issues, and he kind of confirmed that when I saw him.” 

“He confirmed there was problems with the business?” 

“No, not the business. He said he needed the money and that Gen had better watch out because she could be next.” 

He took a deep breath and blew it out. “Does Gen have the money?” 

“No, of course not.” I lied. I knew it was wrong, but I didn’t want my friend arrested in some laundering scheme she wasn’t involved in because her husband was a thief and had taken their money for it. Even though I didn’t understand it all, I wanted to protect my friend. 

“What happened next?” 

“Nothing. He just left.” 

“Do you know where he was going?” 

I shook my head. “He didn’t say.” 

He gathered up the practice cones and put them next to the bucket of balls. “Did you get a look at his car?” 

I nodded. “Black Mercedes convertible. Maybe five years old?” 

He raised an eyebrow. 

“My father loved those cars. Always wanted one.” 

He smiled. “Did you get his plate number?” 

“No. I’m sorry. I didn’t think of that, but maybe Gen knows it?” 

“We’ll get it. We can keep an eye on him that way.” 

“Do you know what a bleacher is?” 

He pointed to the bleachers across the field. “Those or the money laundering kind?” 

I nodded. “I think that’s what Jeffrey was, but he decided to keep the money for himself.” 

“It’s probable. We can’t investigate the money laundering claim, but we can investigate the murder. If that leads us to the scheme, we’ll give that information over to the feds, but we’ll still prosecute the killer for murder.” 

“Harvey said he wanted the money.” 

“Because he’s involved.” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “Give me a minute.” He stepped away, talked to someone briefly, and then returned to me. “I’ve got someone looking for him now.” 

“I’m worried about Gen.” 

He glanced at the bleachers. “Where is she?” 

I stared at Jack. “At the car with Austin.” I realized then I just put my best friend and only child in danger. “I’ve got to go.” I bolted away as he gathered up the cones and bucket and trailed closely behind me, passing me not even a quarter of the way toward the parking lot. That military training did him good. 

I was out of breath from the quick jog, which was only a tenth of a mile, if even. “You guys okay?” 

Gen and Austin were battling with his lacrosse sticks like they were swords. She jabbed her stick—his extra practice one–at his stomach. 

He raised his left arm and returned the favor by jabbing his into her leg with his right arm. “Got you!” 

Jack smiled. “Nice move there, buddy.” 

Austin smiled back as he leaned his stick against the car. “Thanks, Coach.” 

Gen gave him one final nudge with the stick and stood it next to his. “That’s for the bruise I’m going to have on my knee.” 

Austin laughed. “You started it.” 

“Of course I did. It’s my job.” 

I smiled. I loved watching those two together, and I often wished Austin treated me like the fun non-aunt. Mother’s didn’t have that luxury though. We had a job to do to raise our boys to be the best men they could be, and I took that seriously. Sometimes too seriously. 

“Gen, I’ve got some news,” Jack said. 

She stepped away from Austin. 

“Austin, put your stuff in the car and please open the windows so you don’t kill one of us from the stench.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

The three of us walked to the other side of my car. 

“You’re cleared,” I said. 

Jack shook his head, but not in disagreement, more in annoyance, but I didn’t care. “We didn’t find any gun powder residue on your clothing.” 

“I told you you wouldn’t. Does this mean I’m not a suspect?” 

“We’d still like you to stick around, but for now, the money laundering angle looks like the way to go. Can you tell me about your husband’s relationship with Harvey Barrington?” 

“There’s not much to tell. They’re business partners. Have been for years. It used to be three men, Jeffrey, Harvey and Charles, but about a year ago, Charles left, so now it’s just the two, or rather, it was. And as of late, there was some bickering going on between Jeffrey and Harvey.” 

“Who’s Charles?” he asked. 

“Charles Clydesdale.” She rolled her eyes. “A drama laden momma’s boy who thought he was the boss of Jeffrey and Harvey but couldn’t run a business if his life depended on it.” 

“They shared the financial advisor company?” 

She smiled. “Yes.” 

Jack nodded. 

“When was the last time you saw or spoke to Harvey?” 

She thought about it for a moment. “It’s been a while. We used to get together socially quite a bit, but ever since Charles left, we haven’t. I should call Jackie. Check on her and things.” 

“Is Jackie Charles’ wife?” 

“No, Harvey’s.” 

“I’m going to suggest you don’t do that until we solve your husband’s murder.” 

He also suggested, strongly, I keep my eyes on Gen at all times, and he promised to keep an eye out on the house and historical society in the event Harvey returned. I thanked him, grateful for his help and his willingness to talk with me in more than a few short sentences, and headed home. 
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Chapter Six
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When we arrived back at my house, after a quick run through a fast food place for Austin, Gen and I pulled out the emails and read through them again. 

“These have a distinctly different tone than the others,” I said, separating the ones from the unknown Gmail account. 

Why are you doing this?

Stop ignoring me. 

I’ll stop you if it’s the last thing I do. 

“They’re almost feminine,” I added. “Here,” I grabbed the ones from Harvey. “Read these. They’re not the same tone, so if Harvey’s our guy, then who is this person?” 

“I just can’t see Harvey doing something as horrible as killing my husband.” 

“Desperate people do desperate things.” 

“Harvey’s not stupid. He wouldn’t write these emails where he’s obviously annoyed and then go and kill Jeffrey. He’d throw himself right under the bus.” 

“You have a point. So, maybe he created a new Gmail account, and those are his emails, too.” 

She narrowed her eyes at those emails on the kitchen table. “I hadn’t considered that, but it just doesn’t make sense. I can’t see Harvey as a killer.” 

“Maybe you’re too close to it, but I’m not, and I can see him as a killer.” My cell phone rang. I glanced down at it. “It’s Jack.” 

“Oh, maybe he’s seen the light and wants to get closer to you?” 

“Jack? I don’t think so.” I accepted the call. “Hey, what’s up?” 

“We’ve found Harvey Barrington.” 

“Good. Maybe he’ll confess to killing Jeffrey and we can move on.” 

“Mr. Barrington isn’t in a position to tell us much of anything.” 

My heart raced. “I don’t think I want to know why.” 

“Sounds like you probably already do.” 

“Oh, no.” I held my phone out so Gen could hear, too, but left it off speaker in case Austin was within ear shot. 

“We found him at the same location as Jeffrey Avondale with the murder weapon in his hand, and we’re pretty sure it was the same one used to kill Mr. Avondale.” 

“He killed himself?” Gen asked. “I find that hard to believe.” 

That was Gen. She’s listening, too.” 

“Position of the body, angle of the wound, none of it points to Harvey Barrington taking his own life.”

"So, you're saying whoever killed Gen's husband killed Harvey Barrington also?"

“l can't confirm that, but based on what we know so far, I feel pretty comfortable agreeing with you."

"So, what happens now?" I asked.

I heard Jack sigh over the phone. "We continue our investigation. We’re running the prints from the gun, but like I said, I’m pretty sure it’s the same one that killed Mr. Avondale.”

"I don't understand what's happening," Gen said. She held her head in her hands and cried. 

I held the phone to my ear. “Is there anything you need from me or Gen?"

"Not at the moment. We’ve contacted Jackie Barrington and she's on her way to town. You know her, right?” 

“A little. Gen does though, obviously.” 

“You might want to stick close to your phone in case she needs someone."

I patted my best friend’s hand. “You going to be okay? I’d like to talk to Jack some more.”

She waved me off and smiled slightly. “I’m fine. Really. I need a minute anyway.” 

I squeezed her shoulder and whispered that I'd be right back and headed to the den. "Have your people finished reviewing the emails? What do you think about the Gmail ones? Could they be about the money laundering?”

"It's possible.”

“Gen didn’t know her husband was involved with anything nefarious, but that doesn’t mean Jackie didn’t. Do you think she could be involved?” 

“As I said, the money laundering isn't my turf. I can only investigate the murders, but that doesn't mean that I won't question Jackie Barrington about it."

"She might know something. Something that can help figure out what happened to their husbands."

"Chantilly, I know what happened to their husbands. They got involved with bad people, got in over their heads, and ended up dead because of it. I promise you, if Jackie Barrington knows something about it, I'll find out. In the meantime, we need to keep Gen out of the spotlight. Whoever did this knows she's here and will come looking. I don't have the manpower to have somebody watch her twenty-four seven, so I need your help keeping her inside.” 

I sighed. "That won't be easy. I'm keeping her busy planning this party for the Haunted Historical Society tour, but she's almost done with that. What am I supposed to do after? Or when we have the party? What if you don't catch the killer by then?"

“We will.” 

His confidence was respectable, and I admired him for remaining positive when I was ready to have a heart attack. "I know this is going to sound strange, but do you think I could go to the morgue to see Jeffrey?”

“Why?”

“Let’s just say I have a weird fascination with dead people.” How could I tell Jack, a man I've known most of my life, a man I respected, and a man that I might have had a slight, minuscule, barely there interest in at one time in the recent past, that I wanted to try to talk to a dead guy? Jack didn't believe in ghosts. He made that clear after Bobby’s murder, and telling him out right that he was wrong just didn't seem appropriate on my part or believable on his. Aside from the fact that my timing was incredibly poor, I just wasn’t ready for him to know. Our relationship was too fragile. If one could call what we had a relationship at all. 

"You still think ghosts are around us, don't you?" He laughed. "It's against policy, but I know the lead investigator, and I might be able to make an exception."

"Aren't you the lead investigator?"

"That's what I'm told. Does tomorrow morning around eight o'clock work for you? I've got a pretty busy day and that’s the best I can do. Meet me at the hospital?” 

"Yes. I'll get Thelma to sit with Gen before the historical society opens. I'm sure she'll be at Del's place bright and early. Thank you." 

* * * 
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I DROPPED GEN OFF AT Del’s, and as I suspected, Thelma was there, taunting Del as she dragged the comfy chair she loved across the floor and over to her favorite table. Thelma liked the chair because its soft cushion didn’t put pressure on her sciatica, but Del refused to put it at the table Thelma wanted to sit at every morning. Every morning the chair was back at the other table, so of course Del did it on purpose. It was a constant battle between the two, and one I knew they both enjoyed. 

“My sciatica. I keep telling her my sciatica hurts, and those hard chairs send the pain up near my unmentionable area.” 

Del handed Gen and I fresh, hot coffees. “That pain’s probably the first feeling your unmentionable area’s had in years. You should thank me for that.” 

Gen spit out her coffee and it splattered all over the table. “Oh, dear Lord. I am so sorry.” 

I gulped back a laugh. 

Del smirked. “Truth is the truth.” 

“And it sure is funny,” I said. 

“When my Charlie was alive, I had all kinds of feelings in my unmentionable area.” 

My eyes widened. “Perhaps that’s a conversation for another time.” 

“Mind your manners, Thelma. We got a guest here.” 

Gen smiled. “Oh, it’s okay. I’m all ears.” 

“Don’t talk about yourself that way honey,” Thelma said. She grabbed hold of Gen’s hand. “Sure, your ears are a little big, and they may have an odd shape to them, but some people here have ears they shouldn’t show in public.” She shot a glance toward Del. 

I redirected the conversation before it took a turn in the wrong direction. “Thelma, would you be able to spend some time doing more work at the historical society? I’ve got a meeting this morning, but I won’t be long.” 

“She’s going to the morgue and needs you to babysit me,” Gen said. 

I blinked. “Why do you think that?” 

“Your walls are thin. I heard you talking to Jack about seeing Jeffrey.” She sighed. “I’d go, but I just can’t. I can’t bear to see him that way again, not yet. I’m going to have to soon enough, but I’m not prepared now.” 

I wished I could take her pain away, but I didn’t want to push her to tears in front of anyone by saying that, so instead, I confessed. “She’s right, I need you to babysit her.” I softened my eyes and gave Gen a half-hearted smile. “But it’s not how it sounds. Jack suggested she lay low for her own benefit, and asked me to help with that, and that’s what I’m trying to do.” 

“And I appreciate your help, but I can lay low by myself. Besides, won’t Olivia be there soon?” 

I nodded. “Yes, she will, but I’m uncomfortable leaving you alone. What if something happens?”

She leaned toward my ear. “If something happens, do you really think Thelma can save me?” 

She made a valid point. 

“Oh, don’t be silly, of course I can save you. I’m packing heat.” She held up her purse and pulled a gun out from the main compartment. “See?” 

Del’s hand flew to her chest and when she gasped, she made a squeaky sound. I was afraid she’d keel over from a heart attack right there in her café. “Thelma Sayers, you put that thing away in here. What in tarnation are you doing with a gun anyway?” 

Thelma stuffed the gun back into her purse, and I cringed when she dropped the bag on the floor. What if it had gone off when it hit the ground? 

She caught the panic in my eyes. “Now don’t you worry none. That thing is not going to just go off on its own.” 

I wasn’t so sure about that.

“I’ll ask you again. What’re you doing with a gun?” Del asked. 

“What I’m always doing. Protecting myself.” She laughed. “Don’t you worry. I know how to use it. Charlie and I used to go into the woods and shoot all the time. I’m a good shot. Only missed the target a few times. Got me a squirrel once, too.” She sighed. “Wasn’t aiming for the poor little thing. It just swung its body right in my line of fire and boom. Squirrel everywhere.” 

Gen gulped as her complexion turned a pale green. 

I checked my watch. “Oh, look, it’s later than I thought. I’ve got to run. It’s okay, Thelma. I’m sure Gen will be fine after all.” 

Del chuckled. 

“Yes. I’ll...I’ll be fine,” Gen said. 

“Well, if you need me, just give me a call. I’ll come on by.” 

“Thanks, Thelma.” I kissed the top of her Dolly Parton wig, a shorter haired one cut to frame her face. It was pretty on her, highlighting her creamy skin tone and blue eyes. “I’m sure she’ll be fine.” 

Outside, Gen grabbed my hand. “Bless her heart, she’s going to kill someone one day.” 

“Let’s just hope she doesn’t take it out of her purse again.” 

“Yes, let’s.” 

I dropped her off at the historical society, gave her her marching orders and told her I’d be back soon. 

The ten-minute drive to the hospital didn’t give me enough time to prepare for the unexpected, but it was enough to give myself a pep talk of sorts. 

Looking back, I knew the pep talk could never have been enough, and any preparing I could have done wouldn’t have mattered. There was no way to prepare for the experience I had. I hoped the next time I went to a hospital it would be because I was old and dead. 

As I approached the main entrance, I smiled and acknowledged an older man, probably in his early eighties, standing barefoot, wearing a blue hospital gown and smoking a cigarette near the electronic door. He smiled back, and then a young woman exited the hospital and walked straight through him. I stopped and stared. The woman smiled, rubbed her arms like a cold breeze just hit her, which it did, and greeted me, but I couldn’t force any words out of my mouth. It just hung open in shock. 

The man smiled at me, too. “Some don’t pay us no mind, and don’t feel it like people like you do.” 

I nodded. 

“You’re new at this,” he said. 

I pretended to read a text on my phone but nodded. 

“I wouldn’t go in there then if I was you. Place is full of ghosts. You won’t like it.” 

Since no one was outside at the moment, I talked to the spirit freely. “I have to. It’s important.” 

“Then watch yourself. Some of them don’t know they’re dead.” 

I glanced to my left and right and then behind me. A woman headed my direction, but I wasn’t sure if she was dead or alive, even when she nodded. But when the doors opened from the pressure of her feet on the sensors, I realized she was among the living. 

“Go on,” the ghost said. He nodded toward the door. “Best to get it over with.” 

I let out a long, deep breath and walked in, not at all prepared for the onslaught of spirits wanting my attention. 

The hospital was filled with people, people I wasn’t sure were dead or alive, and they were everywhere. In the halls, standing near the main counter, just inside the doors, if an energy or body could occupy the space, it did. I assumed most of them were deceased, which was confirmed by the fact that the majority of their feet didn’t touch the ground. My blood pressure shot up, and I panicked as they charged me, crowds of them. 

“Can you help me?” 

“Can you see me?” 

“My son. Where’s my son?” 

“Help me. I think I’m dead.” 

“I can’t breathe. Why can’t I breathe?” 

“Is this heaven?” 

“My husband is here, but he won’t talk to me. Why won’t he talk to me?” 

Some of the ghosts made their life situation known within seconds of my entrance. How did they know I could see them? I felt like I’d hopped on a roller coaster filled with flips and spins, and my stomach couldn’t take it. 

My heart raced, my palms were sweaty, and my head throbbed. I didn’t know what to do. They wouldn’t stop, they just kept coming at me. 

“Ma’am, please. My wife, she needs to know.” 

“Why can’t anyone see me? Am I dead?” 

I couldn’t breathe. I backed into a corner, covered my ears, and closed my eyes. “Stop,” I begged them. “Go away. Just leave me alone.” 

“Chantilly, you okay?” Jack held onto my shoulder, his grip tight but comforting. 

I opened my eyes, and tears fell down my face. “I can’t do this. I’m sorry.” I rushed the few feet back to the door and ran outside.

The man I’d first seen was still there, still smoking his cigarette. “I tried to tell them to leave you alone, but no one listens to me.” 

I stared at him, my eyes wide, my mouth dropped open, and nodded quickly as I rushed away from the door, Jack on my tail. 

“Chantilly, wait,” he yelled. He caught up to me and stopped me with his hand on my shoulder again. 

I whipped around and threw myself at him, crying like a baby and holding onto him for dear life. “It was awful. Just awful.” 

He wrapped his arms around me and held me tight. It was comforting, being in his arms like that, and I allowed myself to sink into him, to let the weight of his chest support me. When I realized the inappropriateness of the hug, I let go, wiped my eyes, and backed away. “Thanks. I’m...I’m fine, really.” 

“What happened in there? Did someone say something to you? Was it about the murders?” 

A woman wearing a blue sweater and tan pants shimmered in behind Jack. I recognized her immediately. Fran, Angela Panther’s mom, smiled at me. “You can do this, Chantilly. I won’t let them bother you.” 

My eyes darted between her and Jack. “It’s...I...I was just overwhelmed. Nobody said anything. I’m okay. It’s the not knowing, I guess it’s getting to me,” I said. It wasn’t a lie. It just wasn’t meant entirely about Jeffrey’s and Harvey’s deaths, and from the look on Jack’s face, it didn’t make a whole lot of sense. 

“There’s no reason for you to go in there.” 

Fran motioned for me to follow her. “Come on, you got to do this, for your own good. You’re strong. You can handle it.” 

We stared at each other, and she crooked her finger for me to follow. “You coming?” 

“Jack, it’s okay. I’m fine. I want to do this.” 

He shrugged. “You sure?”

I nodded.

He pivoted on his right leg and smiled back at me. “Then let’s go.” 

I walked alongside him while Fran floated in front of us. She talked the entire way, easing my concerns and very likely lowering my blood pressure. “Here’s what you got to do. Don’t look them in the eye. They come up to you, you just look down, up, to the side, whatever. Just don’t look them in the eye. They ain’t gonna hurt you, but they can be pains in the butt. The dead don’t like not having a place in this world, but we’re not gonna worry sending them off to the other side today. We’re just gonna get them outta your way, you hear?” She flipped around and smiled. 

I nodded my head once, hoping Jack didn’t see. The fact that he didn’t have even a slight clue a ghost was floating in front of us shook me. Could he not feel the chilled air, the heightened energy? It was everywhere, and the energy coming off Fran in particular, was so strong it hummed. 

He’d never believe in ghosts, I just knew it. 

I hesitated before stepping onto the sidewalk leading to the hospital’s main entrance. The old man in the blue gown was still there and still smoking his cigarette. I noticed his feet touched the ground and Fran’s didn’t. He smiled at me, and I smiled back. I’d never understand how it worked, but I didn’t worry about that at that moment. I just wanted to do what I’d come to do and leave. 

He and Fran exchanged greetings. “Hey,” she said, pointing at his cigarette. “That’ll kill ya, you know.” 

They both laughed, but I didn’t see the humor in it. 

She glanced back at me. “Gotta learn to take a joke. The cancer from smoking those things killed me. Angela’s always giving me a hard time for joking about it, but if you don’t have a sense of humor when you’re dead, you got nothing.” 

I opened my eyes wide to acknowledge her. I hesitated before walking through the entrance, but Fran’s spunky attitude and have no fear resolve helped me gather the nerve. 

So did Jack’s hand on my shoulder and his reassuring, “Seeing a dead body isn’t easy. If you get down there and can’t do it, it’s fine.” 

He had no idea. 

Ghosts crowded us, and I flinched, but Fran immediately took over, waving her arms and telling them all to leave the newbie alone. She charged through the spirits like nobody’s business. “She don’t know how to help you yet. You got unfinished business, go see my Ang, she’s a pro, but leave Chantilly here alone. You’re scaring her, and that won’t do you a bit of good, you hear?”

Surprisingly, the spirits listened. Most of them just nodded and sulked away liked they’d just been scolded by their kindergarten teacher. Just one little girl clutching a teddy bear stayed. She walked by my side and smiled up at me. “You’re going to see my daddy, aren’t you?”

My eyes shifted to Fran. 

“I got this,” she said. She leaned down, her face even with the little girl’s. “Who’s your daddy, sweetie?” 

“Jeffrey. The man she’s coming to see.” 

I pressed my hand to my chest and stopped dead in my tracks. 

“You okay?” Jack asked. 

“Yes, I’m okay,” I lied. But I needed to see Jeffrey. 

Gen didn’t have a child, so how could Jeffrey? I didn’t want to think he’d cheated on her, but it was possible. With what I’d learned about him recently, anything was possible. 

“Sweetie,” Fran said. She took the little girl’s hand in hers. “Have you seen your daddy yet?” 

She nodded as they walked in front of me. “Uh huh, but he’s not here now. He went to help my mommy.” 

“Where’s your mommy?” 

She shrugged. “I don’t know, but Daddy said he needed to keep her safe from the bad people. 

Bad people? 

Fran glanced back at me again and asked, “You know her mommy?” 

I nodded once, and then spoke as if I was talking to Jack. “I’m just worried for Gen. She’s still in shock over Jeffrey’s death.” 

Fran’s eyes softened, and she reminded me of my own mother. “Honey, is your mommy Gen?” 

She nodded. “She’s very pretty. She never got to see me, but Daddy said she loved me a lot.” 

I sucked in a breath and held it. I wished I could run and grab her in my arms, tell her how much she was loved, and how much her mommy wished she could be with her. And I wanted desperately to tell Gen how beautiful she was. How she had her eyes, her lips, and Jeffery’s sun kissed hair. But I just smiled at both of them because there wasn’t anything else I could do. 

“I promise you honey, you’ll get to see your mommy someday.” 

“That’s what my daddy said. He said she would cry happy tears.” 

Heaven help me, or I was going to cry right then and there. 

Fran asked the little girl if she had anyone she could go to, and she said she had a great grandmother, she liked to call her Nanny, and spent her time with her. Fran suggested she go to her Nanny, and that her daddy would be back with her again real soon. 

Nanny was Gen’s grandmother. She’d died the year before Gen got pregnant. I was happy to know the baby, who Gen named Emma, had someone to love her. 

Emma disappeared, but not before waving at me and telling me to tell her mommy hi. 

I wanted to melt into a puddle of tears, my heart hurt and beat with joy at the same time. I would have to tell Gen, I just had to figure out how. 

We arrived at the morgue, and Fran sensed my hesitation. “It’ll be fine. They ain’t any deader in there than out here.” 

In some weird way, that made sense. I asked Jack if I could go in alone, and he allowed me, but not after I reassured him twice I could handle it. 

He wasn’t aware of my ghostly chaperone. 

The room was as I’d expected, cold and sterile and equipped with all things steel and metal. The lights reflected off the shiny, clean equipment and the large wall of cubbies for the bodies. The brightness made me squint. After a few seconds, my eyes adjusted, and my body acclimated to the cooler temperature. 

The young man working there nodded as he opened the compart where Jeffrey’s body rested. I swallowed hard as Fran floated behind him, blowing in his ear. He batted at the back of his head several times. I held back a laugh, but it wasn’t easy, and I appreciated her effort to lighten up the sadness overwhelming me. 

There were four other spirits in the morgue at that moment. Fran spoke to them all, strongly suggesting they go back to their little boxes–her choice of words–and leave me be, and they did as they were told. 

She had a way of making me feel comfortable in an environment not at all designed for comfort, and I hoped I’d find a moment to thank her. 

I had to force myself to look at my friend lying there on that cold slab, his skin ashen, his body lifeless. It tore my heart to pieces. Jeffrey and I spent a lot of time together during my marriage to Scott. When Scott up and left me for another woman, I sat in that big house in Birmingham, his note in my hand, wondering what life had planned for me and how it wasn’t at all what I’d expected. Jeffrey and Gen were the first people I told, and they rushed over minutes after we hung up our phones. 

Jeffrey and Scott were friends, but as is the case with most divorces, he and Gen had to pick a side, and they picked mine. I told Jeffrey it was okay, he could be friends with Scott and still be a part of my life, but he chose not to. 

“I can’t associate with someone that tears apart his family like this,” he’d said. 

As he lay there, cold and lifeless on that metal slab, I sighed at the irony in his words. Whatever Jeffrey had done had also torn his family apart and left his wife in danger. I hoped he found a way to make peace with that. 

The morgue employee said he’d give me a moment, explaining I should knock on the door to his windowless office when I was ready to leave. When he closed the door behind him, I exhaled. 

I touched Jeffrey’s arm with the tip of my finger and jerked it back immediately. 

Fran laughed. “He ain’t gonna bite you for crying out loud, but nudging him won’t do you any good. That body don’t have an ounce of life left in it.” 

“What am I supposed to do?” 

“What’d you come here for?” 

I glanced at Jeffrey’s remains and back at Fran again. “I don’t know exactly. To see if he’d tell me what happened, I guess?” 

She shrugged. “Then ask him. Give it a shot. He might show up.” 

I looked at my friend, admired the smooth skin on his face. Jeffrey always had a five o’clock shadow, and he had the last time I saw him, too. It surprised me to see his face clean shaven. I hadn’t known that was something that happened after death, but I assumed there was a lot I didn’t know on the subject. 

I let out a long, slow breath and whispered, “Jeffrey, what’s going on? What happened to you? How can I help Gen,” and then I waited. I waited for Jeffrey to sit up and tell me everything was going to be okay, that I’d had a bad dream, that it was all just a crazy misunderstanding. I waited, and I waited. 

And then Jeffrey’s eyes popped open and he spoke, clear as day. “It’s not what she thinks.” His eyes slammed shut.

I jumped back and hit a rolling metal cart in the process. Scalpels, scissors and needles flew off it and crashed to the floor. I screamed. 

Fran shushed me, and the morgue employee burst out of his office. “Are you okay?” 

“Yes, yes. I’m fine. I’m sorry,” I said breathlessly. “I just thought...I thought I...he...his...” 

“You thought you saw him move?” 

I nodded. “Yes.” 

He shrugged. “It’s possible, but it’s rare. He’s been deceased long enough that any trapped air has likely left his body. Most of the time what we think we see is our imagination. Used to happen to me a lot when I first started, but you get used to it.” 

I stared up at the lights on the ceiling and blew out another breath full of tension and anxiety. “I’m not sure I could ever get used to this.” 

“You’d be surprised. People are afraid of the dead, but they shouldn’t be. Our bodies are just the pod for our souls, and once the soul leaves, it doesn’t come back. You’re just staring at the equivalent to a caterpillar that became a butterfly. Nothing left but the pod.” 

He had no clue what he was talking about. 

“You need more time?” he asked. 

“No, I’m finished, thank you.” I’d seen enough, and I wanted to get as far away from that place as possible. 
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Chapter Seven
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Jack waited outside and I hurried him out without offering him a whole lot of small talk. 

“Are you okay?” 

I nodded. “I just want out of here. Just get me out of here.” 

Unbeknownst to him, Fran led the way, and after I convinced Jack I was fine, she hopped in my car with me. After Jack pulled away, I all but hyperventilated in the driver’s seat. 

“Relax. That was good. You made it through, and you aren’t headed to the looney bin.” She laughed. “Trust me, a lot of people can’t hack it when the dead wake up and chat.” 

“I can’t imagine why,” I lied. I started my car and centered myself before driving off. “Does this get easier?” 

She shrugged. “Does for me, but the living, the few that can see the dead, most of those never get used to it.”

“Great. Just what I wanted to hear.” 

She chuckled. “You got the gift like my Angela, and you got it for a reason. Some people, they got it, but the Universe doesn’t need them, ‘cause it’s got people like you and my kid. I got it on good authority you’re going to be just fine.” 

I whipped my head to stare at her. “Good author—you mean God?” 

She held her hands palms up, shrugged, and then shimmered away like a Fourth of July sparkler. 

* * * 
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“HOW DID HE LOOK?” GEN sat in the main room of the historical society, the museum section, with printed photos of several different colored flowers spread out in front of her. “Does he still look like my Jeffrey?” 

I nodded once. “He does.” Save for the clean-shaven face and the ashen complexion, neither of which I had any intention of telling my best friend. “Gen, do you believe in life after this...this one?”

She smiled, and there was a glimmer of hope in her sad eyes. “I have to. It gives me comfort to know I’ll see Emma, and now, Jeffrey, too.” 

“Do you think ghosts are real?” 

She laughed, a genuine laugh, too. “I’ve never seen one, but according to this party I’m planning for you, they’re all over Castleberry. Maybe I’ll get to run into one when we do the tour ourselves.” 

“What about psychics? They say they can talk to the dead. Do you believe them?” 

“Are you kidding? They’re scammers. They do that cold reading thing. I’ve read about it. It’s all an act.” 

“But what if you knew someone that could do it. Would you believe them?” 

She took a moment to answer. “I guess it’s possible, but I’ve never met anyone that claimed to be able to. The only people I’ve seen saying they can talk to ghosts are the ones on TV or online, and I really don’t think any of them can.” 

“But what if—"

Olivia unintentionally interrupted us with two cups of fresh Keurig coffee. We had a new pot in the kitchen we used for employees, and we loved the consistent, flavorful taste. “Excuse me,” she said, placing a cup in front of each of us. “Speaking of the haunted tour, I’ve gathered the rest of the spots I think would be perfect. Would you like to see them?” 

“Yes. I love love that,” I said. 

“You mean see them up close and personal, or see them on paper?” 

“Paper for now, but we can go to them if you’d like. We don’t have any tours scheduled for the day.” 

I patted the empty spot on the vintage velour couch next to me. “Have a seat.” 

She sat and removed the papers from a manilla file she’d carried in under the coffee tray. “These are all the locations, so there are only three more to add to the video, but that shouldn’t be a problem.” She flipped through the papers until she found the one, she wanted. “This is my favorite.” 

I knew the location well. An old Baptist church just outside of the town limits that had been popular back in the sixties until the pastor died tragically. 

The church, a progressive one for its time, saw its congregation as a collective unit of individuals sharing a relationship with God that transcended the discord of the time, and it was all due to the pastor, Jeremiah Alabaster. 

Pastor Alabaster was known as a kind, loving man with a big heart big and a forgiving soul. I often wondered if he forgave the person that set the church on fire in the late nineteen sixties, and as I sat there listening to Olivia tell the story, I thought maybe I’d be able to find out. 

The church hadn’t been destroyed in the fire, but Pastor Alabaster, in an effort to stop the flames from spreading through the sanctuary, died from smoke inhalation. 

The town mourned for months, and the church, though repaired, was never quite the same. 

Rumor had it Pastor Alabaster still looked over his congregation, as small as it was, and sometimes appeared next to members in the pews. He’d smile and then disappear. He visited mostly on Sundays and on dates of religious importance, like Christmas, or Easter, but many people claimed to see him over the years. 

“It’s perfect,” I said. 

She showed us the other two, and we all agreed the last one, closest to the historical society, would be the perfect one to end the tour since it was a short walk back to the office. 

When we finished discussing the locations, Olivia scooted away to her office to add them to the video and tour guide. 

After she left, Gen turned and faced me. “So, you going to tell me why you really went to the morgue? Did you think Jeffrey’s ghost would talk to you?” 

“Not really,” I lied. “I guess I just needed to see him.” 

She dipped her chin and raised her eyebrows as she gave me her, I don’t believe a word you’re saying, look. 

“It’s true. Jeffrey meant a lot to me. He took my side in the divorce and—”

“How could he not? I would have divorced him if he didn’t.” 

We both laughed. 

And then Gen cried. “I miss him. Even though he’s a thief and a liar, I miss him.” 

I hugged her. “I know you do.” 

* * * 
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THE DOOR TO THE HISTORICAL society opened as I walked into the kitchen later that afternoon. 

“Chantilly?” A woman’s voice hollered. 

As I stepped out of the kitchen and walked down the hall, I saw her. 

Jackie Barrington, who I’d met once or twice before, stood calling for me in the hallway. “Chantilly? I know you’re here. I need to talk to you.”

“Jackie?” 

She grunted when she saw me. “Harvey’s dead.” 

“I know. I’m sorry.” 

Olivia walked up and said, “I’ve got some things to attend to upstairs if you need me.” 

I hoped those things were actually Gen, and that she’d keep her from coming downstairs, but I wasn’t sure. “Thank you,” I said. 

Jackie placed her hands on her hips. “The police think he killed Jeffrey Avondale, but I know for a fact he didn’t.” 

“Okay.” I raised an eyebrow at her, not sure what talking to me did for her. “Would you like a cup of coffee?” 

She hesitated. “Yes, I...sure. That would be nice.” 

She followed me to the kitchen, which was completely out of site of the upstairs offices. “Again, I’m sorry about Harvey. Losing those two men is a tragedy.” 

“Yes, well, I’m hoping I can keep the business afloat, but I need some information from Gen. It’s important. I know she’s in town. Is she staying at your place?” 

“Oh, well, I—”

“Chantilly, cut the crap. The police had me come when they notified me about Harvey, so it’s safe to say they called her when they found Jeffrey, too. Now, where is she?” 

“She’s not here. She went back to Birmingham.” 

She shook her head. “She’s not there. I checked. Even her housekeeper hasn’t seen in her days.” 

I shrugged. “That’s odd. She sent me a text when she got back and said she was home. She said she’d let me know what was going on with the investigation, too.” I paused and acted as though I was thinking of where she could be. “And you know her housekeeper isn’t there every day, so she could have gone home and left again without Betty knowing.” 

She nodded. “It’s important I talk to her immediately. There’s a lot at stake with the company.” Her voice shook when she spoke. 

Like all of the stolen money, I thought. “Jackie, what’s going on? I don’t understand. Why were your husband’s murdered?” 

She placed her coffee mug on the kitchen counter. “I have to go, but if you talk to your friend, tell her she can’t keep running. I’ll find her if it’s the last thing I do.” 

If it’s the last thing she does? That sounded awfully familiar to me. 

* * * 
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I FILLED GEN IN ON the details of my conversations with Jack, reiterating his mention that she stay out of sight, which I knew was hard for her, but I also knew her fear would accommodate his demand. “And I think I know who sent those emails,” I said. 

“Jackie Barrington.” 

“How did you know?” 

“Olivia rushed up here and told me to stay put, but she scooted down the stairs and listened in on your conversation.” 

I nodded. “Bless her for that. She read my mind.” 

“What happened?” 

“She said she’d find you if it’s the last thing she did.” 

She gasped. “You didn’t tell her I was here, did you?” 

“Of course not. But I’m not sure she believed me. She’s talked to Betty, so she knows you haven’t been home in days.” 

“Betty’s fired,” she joked. 

“I told her just because Betty hasn’t seen you doesn’t mean you haven’t been there.” 

“Why do you think she wanted to talk to me?” 

“Because she knows you know about the money. I think she’s looking for it.” I paced the small office. “I think she thinks you have it, too.” 

“Jackie.” Gen shook her head. “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe any of this is happening.” 

“I’m going to go do some digging, but I need the name of the bank for the business. Do you know it?” 

“Of course, it’s Bank of America.” She sighed. “I wish this was all over.” 

“Trust me, I do too. May I have the files you brought with, the bank statements?” 

She nodded. “Got them in my bag. I won’t leave them anywhere.” 

“You can trust me.” 

“Of course I can, honey. You’re my best friend.” 

I tossed the files onto the passenger seat in my car and headed to my first stop, our local bank, Community of the South. I knew the president and figured maybe he could answer some questions. 

The clerk behind the counter greeted me with a smile. “Miss Chantilly, it’s so nice to see you.” She typed onto her keyboard. “Are you depositing for the historical society today or your personal account?” 

“I’m not here for any deposit, actually. I’m hoping I can have a minute with Mr. Reed. Is he available?” 

“Sure. He’s in his office. I’ll get him right quick.” 

I stopped her with the wave of my hand. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll knock.” 

I tapped on his closed door. 

“Come on in, it’s open.” 

I smiled as I entered. “Hey George, do you have a minute?” 

He greeted me by standing and smiling. “Always do for you, Chantilly.” He gestured for me to sit. “What can I do you for today?” 

“I’m not exactly sure, but I have some questions I thought you could help me work through.” 

He sat down too. “Okay, shoot.” 

“It’s about money laundering.” 

His eyes widened. “You’re not caught in a scam, are you?” 

“No, no. It’s not that. I’m asking for a friend,” I said, smiling. “Just kidding, but I promise you, I’m not.” 

He studied me. “I’m not all that familiar with it, but I know the basics. Hit me. I’ll see what I can answer for ya.” 

“Do you know how it works? The process?” 

He nodded. “Sure.” 

I took a small notepad from my purse and set to write what he said. 

He gave me a questioning stare. “Is everything okay?” 

I sighed. “Have you heard about the murder?” 

He nodded. “Tragedy. Man comes to town and winds up dead for no known reason.” 

“George, can I trust you?” 

He smiled. “‘Course you can. We’ve known each other since we were kids. And you know I never told a soul our little secret.” 

I smiled at my lifelong friend. Our little secret was climbing the abandoned bridge crossing just on the south side of town so George could spray paint George loves Charlene forever on the side. I spray painted Go Braves because I didn’t have a boyfriend at the time. The bridge and the words were still there. Everyone knew George wrote his part, but he never told who did mine, and he spent a night in jail as punishment for not giving me up to the police. No court case, no fine, nothing on his record, and I was sure the adult George appreciated that, too. Small town judges liked to bend the rules and scare kids, and George and I were definitely scared. And I appreciated him going to jail for me. No other man had ever done anything close. I reminded him of that, too. 

“There have been two murders, and they’re connected. The first one was my best friend’s husband. The second, his business partner. Gen, my best friend, discovered some money in an overseas bank account in her name. We’re pretty sure the money was laundered.” 

He nodded. “Do you know anything about the deposits?” 

I retrieved the paperwork from my bag. “I’ve got the statements here.” 

He examined them one by one. “The process of cleaning money is a lot simpler than people think, and there are several ways to do it. Most of the time, varying accounts with different banks are used, but it’s not uncommon for someone to use the same bank. I suspect though, if your friend did more research, she’d find more accounts with her name on them at other banks.” He held out the last bank statements summary page. “This here looks like what financial experts such as myself call smurfing.” 

“Smurfing?” 

“Banks here in the states don’t have to report deposits under ten thousand to the government. Smurfs, the depositors, break money into amounts under that and deposit it into one or more accounts. Usually they do it over an extended period of time. Your guy here, he was a novice.” 

“How do you mean?” 

“Overseas banks like this one, they have secrecy laws. Anyone can deposit any amount into one of their accounts and nobody has to report it. If your guy knew what he was doing, he would have deposited it all in one lump sum.” He handed me the papers. “But he didn’t. He waited a week between each deposit.” 

“So, how does that make him a novice?” 

“Because doing it that way gave whomever wanted the money time to figure out what he was doing and go after him.” 

“But they didn’t get the money.” 

He nodded. “Which means they’re still looking for it.” 

I sat back in my chair. “That’s what I thought.” 

He leaned forward and clasped his hands together. “Chantilly, do you know where the money is?” 

I pressed my lips together, breathed out of my nose, and nodded.” 

“Your friend?” 

I nodded again. 

“Are the police involved?” 

I’d just become an expert and pressing my lips together. “Sort of.” 

He sighed and tapped a pencil on his desk. When he finally spoke, he did it while shaking his head. “You need to get that money to the police. Your friend isn’t safe.” 

“She won’t be safe whether she has the money or not.” 

“True, but if the police let the public know they have it, she’s got a better chance of staying alive.” 

He was right, and I planned to do that, but I had to convince Gen to give it up. 

As George saw me out, I caught a glimpse of Jackie Barrington and Charles Clydesdale talking to the clerk at the counter. I grabbed George’s arm. “That’s the wife of Gen’s husband’s business partner and his ex-partner.” 

George angled his body next to mine, effectively keeping me from their line of sight. Thankfully, the couple had their backs to us, but he rushed me to my car anyway. “I’ll find out what they’re doing here and let you know. You go. Get out of here. Hopefully, they don’t know you were here.” 

“Thank you, George.” 

“Hey, it’s not the first time I’ve protected you, but hopefully, it’ll be the last.” 

I hugged him and climbed into my car. 

What were the two of them doing at the bank? Were they trying to get information about money laundering, too? 

As I left the bank parking lot, I noted the white BMW with the Alabama plates parked in the front row. No other car had Alabama plates. 

That meant they’d come to town together. I called Jack, but it went straight to voicemail. I threw the phone on my seat and drove straight to the house where Anna Kentworth died. It was time I have a talk with her, let her know what happened to her husband, and get some answers. 

Scared to death or not. 

I pulled into the gravel driveway and parked next to the crime scene tape that hadn’t already been torn down or fallen on its own. Technically, I still shouldn’t have been there, and I would have parked on the side of the road again, but the tape was down at the entrance, so I pretended driving in was fine. 

I stepped out of my car and hesitated but gathered my nerve and walked to the edge of the stairs leading up to the porch. “Anna Kentworth, I have information about your husband, William.” 

The curtain in the front window moved, but I didn’t see any little faces peeping out. “Anna, please. I can help you.” 

Anna’s spirit appeared on the front porch. Her mouth opened, and she stared at me with her hollow, dark pits for eyes. 

I stiffened, not knowing what to expect, and afraid she’d do something to me, though I had no idea what that might be. “I know what happened to your husband. He died a hero, Anna.”

She moved closer, but I stayed still as a rock. 

The details about the South and the Civil War confused or offended most people, but I understood the fine print of the ways of the past, especially during that time, and I knew Anna believed with all her heart that her husband fought for the right side. Political discord aside, I needed to support her belief, because I wasn’t there to teach her a lesson in modern interpretation of US history, but to help relieve her pain. “He’d died after you, on November 27, 1863 in the battle of Ringgold Gap along with almost five hundred other Confederate soldiers. They won the battle against the Union soldiers that day. Your husband died a hero, Anna. He died doing what he set out to do, win a war.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her the Confederates lost, and the South was still part of the United States. 

She moved closer yet again, and I noticed her eyes weren’t hollow black holes anymore. Instead, they were more like Fran’s. She tilted her head as she spoke. “I promised I wouldn’t leave without him.” 

I leaned my head back and thought carefully before speaking. “I know, but I think you can. I think he’s waiting for you somewhere else.” 

She stared at me, confused.

“Not here.” I pointed to the sky. “Up there.” 

She shook her head. “No, no. I can’t go. What if he comes here?” 

“Anna,” I shifted from one foot to the other. “I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’m just going to say it. I don’t think he’s coming here.” 

“But he promised.” 

“I know, but sometimes things don’t work out as planned.” 

She shook her head. “No, I cannot leave. We must stay.” 

“Do you know what year it is?” 

She swiveled her head, angling it to one side, and then shook it. “It’s...it’s...it’s 1863.” 

I exhaled. “Look around you. It’s not 1863 anymore. Look at that.” I pointed to my car. “That’s my automobile. I drive that, and it can go really, really fast.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“Anna, I’m sorry. It’s...it’s 2019. The war ended over a hundred years ago. It’s time for you to move on. Go to your husband. I’m sure he’s waiting.” 

Her eyes widened. “It’s two thousand and nineteen?” She shook her head. “No, no. That’s not possible.” 

I pressed my hands into a praying position, my fingertips touching my chin. “I know it sounds crazy, but it really is 2019, I promise.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and showed her the date on my lock screen. “See? See the date?” 

She stared at my cell phone. “I don’t understand.” 

I’d just held up a piece of modern technology to a ghost from the eighteen hundreds thinking she’d know what it was. What was I thinking? Oh, how I wish Fran would pop in and help me. Okay, I took that back. I needed to learn to do things on my own. I put the phone back in my purse. “It’s hard to explain, and I don’t even think I can, but I promise you, the war is over, and time has gone on.” 

Her face softened and then grew with concern again. “Did we win?” 

Well, darn. “It’s complicated.” I shrugged. “Do you remember what happened to you? What those men did?” 

She shuttered and nodded. 

“You don’t have to feel that pain anymore, Anna. You can go now. Take your children and go to be with your husband.” 

She smiled, and I knew I had to act fast. “But I need to ask you a question about the other day. About the things that happened here recently.” I smiled at her. “Do you think you can help me?” 

The timing was horrible, but I wanted to yell at the top of my lungs that I had the whole ghost talking thing nailed down, to share my success with the unbelieving world. 

“I don’t know,” she said. 

“Your son. Your son saw something, and I hope you did, too. The other day, when you saw me talking to him, he said something I didn’t understand.” 

She gave me a questioning look.

“Bleachers. He said bleachers. Do you know what he was talking about?” 

She disappeared. 

“Anna?” I did a circle, searching the area for her. “Anna? Please, come back.” I held my hands to my head and pulled at my hair. “Great. Just great.” 

She and the little boy appeared in front of me, and I jumped back, yelping as I did. 

“William, can you help this lady?” 

The boy tugged onto his mother’s dress, his little eyes peering up at me. He was too skinny for his clothing, and his face, dirty and sunken in, scared and unsure. “Bleachers.” 

“Yes,” I said. “Bleachers. What made you say that?” 

He pointed to tire tracks on the ground. “The man. The man said it.” 

That didn’t give me much. “Do you know what the man looked like?” 

The little boy bent his head down and stared at the ground. “Bleachers.” 

I was stuck. 

“I saw them, too. There were two of them, and then there were three of them again,” Anna Kentworth said. “There was a woman. She exited from something like that.” She pointed to my car. 

“An automobile? The woman was in that?” I tried to get a description of any of them, but Anna didn’t understand. 

A cold air surrounded me, and I could suddenly see my breath. Seconds later, a dirty, thin man in a soldier’s uniform I knew was Confederate, appeared in front of me. 

Anna gasped, and the little boy latched onto her tighter. 

Another cold breeze hit, and the little girl that peeked out from the curtains appeared, too. 

“William,” Anna said. “William.” 

The man I assumed was the adult William Kentworth, smiled. 

The air around me changed. 

“It is time for us to leave, my love,” he said. 

“Wait, I just need to know what happened here,” I said, begging them to wait. 

But they didn’t. Anna’s eyes softened, and she whispered thank you before the four of them became balls of light and shot up into the sky, disappearing in a flash. 
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Chapter Eight
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“She’s got the money. They’re going to kill her.” I cornered Jack outside of Community Café. 

He yanked me over to the side and looked around. “Keep your voice down.”

I kept my voice to a whisper. “I tried calling you, but it went to voicemail. Gen’s got the money, and I think I know who killed Jeffrey and Harvey. They’re going to come after Gen now.” 

He dropped his head and groaned. When he looked up at me, I knew he wasn’t happy. “Why the–where’s the money? And why didn’t you tell me this before?” 

“I didn’t want you to arrest Gen for having it.” 

He grunted out a few choice words, none of which a Southern lady would dare repeat in public. “You need to get that money and your friend to the police station.” 

“It’s Jackie Barrington and Charles Clydesdale. They did it. They were at the bank asking about accounts in Gen’s and my name. Look.” I showed him the text George Reed sent thirty minutes before. Your friends were asking about accounts in Gen’s and your name. Wanted to know if you’d had any large deposits made recently. My clerk told them we can’t reveal whether a person is a bank customer. Bought you some time, but you need to go to the police.

Jack checked the area around us, but I spoke before he had a chance. “It’s them, Jack. Jackie and Charles. I don’t know which one killed him, but they were at the house where both men died.” 

He stared at me. “What? How do you know that?” 

“Tire tracks. There were tire tracks at the scene, and I...I saw them.” A ghost boy saw them, but I couldn’t say that. 

“There were a lot of tire tracks at the scene, Chantilly. You’re not making any sense.” 

“Check them. You’ll see. They’re BMW tracks, I promise.” I hoped, at least. Little William hadn’t said anything related to tire tracks, he’d just pointed to them, but I had a hunch he was showing me something important, and I ran with it. 

He draggedhis hand down his chin. I noticed he had a cleft when he did that, and I’d never seen it before. “Okay.” He tapped a message into his phone. “Where’s Gen?” 

“At the historical society.”

* * * 
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JACK RUSHED OFF TO call in a be on the lookout for alert for both Jackie and Charles, and I hightailed it to the historical society to get Gen and the cash to the police station. Only my best friend wasn’t the only one there, and Olivia was nowhere in sight. 

Charles Clydesdale sat with his leg crossed on the couch, right next to Gen with a gun in his hand pointed at her head. “Well, well, we meet again, Ms. Adair.” 

I stood there, my legs shaking and my hands sweating, trying desperately to maintain my cool. “Charles.” I glanced at Gen. She stared at me, pleading for my help as tears fell from her eyes. 

“How nice to see you, Ms. Adair. Now, perhaps you can help me convince your friend here to get me my money.” He waved the gun at her. “She seems to be a stubborn one, much like her dead husband and his loser business partner.” 

I inched closer to the table near the entrance to the formal room. The best thing about a historical society museum was the old, heavy knickknacks on display. Southerners liked their stuff, whether modern day or from years ago. The current display held replicas from the movie, Gone with the Wind, and some of those replicas including candle sticks and horseshoes made of iron could sub for a weapon if need be. I moved as close to the table as possible without being obvious and kept the large candlestick in view through the corner of my eye. 

“She doesn’t have the money, Charles.” 

He laughed. “Of course she does, and if she doesn’t give it to me, you’ll both be dead.” He smiled at Gen. “You don’t want to be the one to blame for four people’s deaths now, do you?” 

“Four?” I asked. 

He made a tsk sound as he shook his head. “Poor Jackie. She thought she could help. Thought I’d give her some of the cash. Fool. She was useless, so I let her go.” 

Gen stuttered. “She’s...she’s upstairs. He shot her.” 

My heart raced. “Charles, you’re giving yourself away. You can’t think the cops won’t figure out who killed us. They’ll catch you. It’s only a matter of time.” 

He laughed. “They can’t catch me if I’m out of the country.” 

Was he right? Either way, I didn’t care. I just wanted to keep him talking. The more he talked, the more likely we were to stay alive. “Why’d you do it?” 

“For the money, woman. What do you think?”

“But it’s not your money,” Gen said. 

“Of course it is, now that it’s clean. It was payment for services rendered.” 

“I don’t understand,” I said. 

“Women.” He said that while practically spitting through his teeth. “So stupid. Of course you don’t understand. I brought us the client before you friend’s husband here pushed me out. He found out what I was doing and tried to stop me, but then he got selfish. Took the money and hid it. I figured it out, and I confronted him. He confessed. Said he was working with the authorities to catch me, but something happened to the money. So, I killed him.” 

I knew that something was Gen finding it and taking it. I shook my head. “They know then. The authorities are already onto you.” 

He laughed. “You think I care?” He whipped the gun up in the air and pointed it toward me. “One shot to the gut, and you’re down. You won’t die right away, but Gen here, she’ll watch you suffer, listen to you beg for mercy, beg for me to end it all, and I’ll promise to put you out of your misery if she tells me where the money is. Simple as that. You women tend to have some weird devotion to each other.” 

“Unlike men?” I could barely keep my voice from cracking. “Go ahead then, shoot me. Test that devotion. I know my friend, and I know she won’t give you that money no matter what do. You see, you don’t get what friendship is. Gen knows I’ve done everything I can to find out the truth, and we have. Jeffrey didn’t take that money. He was working to bring you down. She won’t let you get it, not knowing she lost her husband for doing the right thing.” I paused and swallowed hard. “So, go ahead, shoot me.” I was gambling on odds I couldn’t understand, but my heart knew. It knew Gen wouldn’t give up, and it knew she knew I wouldn’t want her to. 

He stood and sauntered over, closing the gap between us. I stared at him, scooting even closer to the table with the candlestick. The next thing I knew, Gen screamed and bounded off the couch, grabbed a large candelabra from the table in front of her and smacked Charles over the back of the head with it. As he went down, she lost her balance and went down on top of him. 

The gun slid across the floor. Charles growled, tossing Gen off his back as he pushed himself up on his hands and knees. 

“Get the gun,” Gen screamed. 

I grabbed the candlestick with both hands and whacked Charles across the side of the head in an underhand, one swing motion that sent him falling back to the floor. Gen jumped on top of him to hold him down, but it didn’t matter. 

Charles Clydesdale wasn’t moving. 

I leaned against the wall and slid slowly to the ground, tears streaming down my face, my breathing quick and short. 

I grabbed my phone from my purse and dialed 9-1-1, then I moved over to Charles Clydesdale and sat on his legs, doing my part to help keep the maniac from getting away. 

Minutes later the front door opened. Gen flung herself to the gun and grabbed it. With hands shaking uncontrollably, she tried to hold the gun up to whomever it was entering, but she couldn’t she set it down and cried. 

“Chantilly? Gen?” Jack rushed in, saw us lying there in a heap, drew his gun and held it toward us. “You two okay?” 

We both nodded. 

He kicked Charles lightly on the shoulder. 

“He’s bleeding pretty bad, but he’s still breathing,” I said. I’d watched his chest slowly move up and down. 

Jack helped Gen up, but I waved him off. 

“I’m okay, but Jackie’s upstairs. She’s dead. He shot her.” 

He nodded. “I’ll have someone go up there.” 

“Olivia.” I panicked. “Gen, where’s Olivia?” Everything was fuzzy. My heart threatened to beat out of my chest, and I panicked, worried Charles had done something to Olivia too. “Is she dead?” 

Gen fell back into the couch and laughed. “She’s at Dollar General.” 

* * * 
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A TEAM OF FEDERAL INVESTIGATORS dressed in black suits with white shirts and various dark colored ties met Gen and I at the police station late the next day. Gen held onto the portable safe containing the money she’d withdrawn days earlier. 

Jack stuck by our sides, but there was nothing he could do to convince the men that some of the money, the money removed from Gen’s family accounts, was rightfully hers. They promised their team of forensic accountants would dig deep into the situation, and she’d be kept informed of the situation. 

“It’s okay,” she told me privately. “It’s going to be okay.” 

I tried to speak with Jack privately, to thank him, but we never had a minute alone. I hoped it wasn’t intentional on his part. 

The good news was Gen had a trust that would keep her settled and if she managed it wisely, comfortable for the rest of her life. The bad news was Gen never quite understood the concept of pinching pennies. 

We arrived back at the historical society after a long, exhausting day filled with questions and very few answers. With just a few hours until lacrosse practice, we both needed some calm. When we entered, I glanced into the parlor where Charles nearly killed the two of us. 

Everything was different. The room, just a day earlier a homage to Gone with the Wind, now showcased the town’s beginnings and the founding father, Andrew Castleberry once again. 

“Olivia?” 

She stepped into the hallway from the kitchen and jogged over when she saw me. She wrapped her arms around me and cried. “Oh, Chantilly. I was so worried. I’m so glad you two are okay.” 

The front door to the museum opened, and Del and Thelma walked in. 

“You like it?” Del asked. 

I smiled. “Did you all do this?” 

Olivia clapped her hands in excitement. “We sure did. We didn’t want y’all to come back here and be reminded of what that awful man did to you.”

Thelma held up her arms and flexed her biceps. They were small, but mighty. “She asked us to help. We may be wrinkled, but we can still get down and dirty when we have to.” 

Gen giggled. 

Del shook her head and laughed. “That don’t mean what you think it does, you crazy old biddie.” 

“I really appreciate this.” I winked at Thelma. “Now, we’ve got a tour and a party to finish planning. You ladies think you can get down and dirty and help us with that, too?” 

We finished the final plans in just an hour and were all set for the opening party and pre-tour tour of the haunted historical society. None of us could wait for the event of the year, as Gen called it. And we all needed to get out and have some fun. 

* * * 
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GEN AND I FELT LIKE celebrities at lacrosse practice that night. Parents sat near us, first whispering and staring, then finally asking us for the gruesome details, but Gen and I both brushed them off, giving them as little information as possible. The last thing we wanted to do was talk about it all over again. Besides, we’d been told to keep the details as brief anyway. Charles Clydesdale would be tried in a local court for the murders, and a jury would eventually be selected from people in the county. No one wanted us to alter the possible outcome. 

I’d asked Gen to drive to the field separately. I’d wanted her to bring Austin home so I could try and catch Jack alone. It was time we had an honest talk. 

Several months ago, I’d been a minor suspect in Bobby’s murder, but the actual killer was someone no one expected, and I was ultimately the one that figured it out. The tension between us had been thick and awkward ever since, and though he’d talked to me more over the past few weeks than he had in months, it was mostly professional, and I missed the friendship we’d rekindled before everything happened. It was time I told him that. 

I gathered a bunch of lacrosse balls and dropped them into the bucket one by one as Jack collected the practice cones. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. 

He glanced up at me from his squatted position. “For what?” 

I lugged the bucket over and set it down beside him. It was heavier than I thought. “Honestly, I don’t know. For whatever I did to make you give me the cold shoulder like you have, I guess.” 

He laughed. “Isn’t that called ghosting now?” 

I smiled. “I’m not sure. I’m still getting the LOL’s and OMG’s figured out.” 

He nodded. “You know there’s a list of those online? I had to review it when I started coaching. Kids don’t just text them, they use them like they’re words.” He shook his head then. “I don’t get it.” 

“Jack.” 

He caught my eye. “Chantilly, it’s not you. It’s me.” 

I dropped my head and laughed. “I honestly didn’t think I’d ever hear that again.” 

He laughed too. “I don’t mean it the way it sounds.” 

“Okay.” 

“I’ve got a job I love. I coach a great group of boys. Things are good.” He grabbed a ball and tossed it into the bucket. “I’m happy. I was happy.” He sat on the practice bleachers. I sat next to him. “And then you come back to town.” 

“And what? Made you unhappy?” 

He placed his hand on my knee. “No. Just the opposite. Listen, I’m not good at this kind of thing, sharing my feelings, I guess. But you made me realize I was missing something. Something I didn’t even know I wanted.” 

I nudged my shoulder into his. “You might have mentioned your thoughts on relationships and desire not to have anything serious.” 

“You might have agreed.” 

“I did.” 

“But it’s different with you. You’re easy to talk to. I can be myself around you. I let my tough cop guard down.” 

“Tough cop?” I shifted my head around, pretending to search the field. “Where?” 

He smiled. “Funny. I don’t know how to handle what happens when I’m with you.” 

“So, you avoid me?” 

He shrugged. “Not intentionally.” 

“Sure feels like it.” 

He sighed. “It scared me, seeing you at the historical society the other day. You could have been killed. I should have gone straight there, but I didn’t. I put out that stupid BOLO instead.” He removed his black and blue baseball cap and rubbed the top of his head. “When you’re around, I don’t think clearly. I can’t be off my guard like that. It’s not professional, and it doesn’t keep people safe. People like you.” 

“So, what are you saying?” 

He angled his body toward my and held my hands. “I’m saying this is new to me, and I need to figure out how to handle it. I’m a Marine. Marine’s protect and serve. They don’t lose focus, and neither do detectives. I have to figure out how to, I don’t know, how to balance this.” 

If I’d heard what I thought I did, Jack Levitt just told me, in a roundabout way, he had feelings for me. My stomach flipped. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. We were rekindling our friendship, and I miss that.” 

“We weren’t just rekindling a friendship. We were rekindling something that’s always been lingering between us.” 

I blushed. “Maybe.” 

“I need a little time to work through this.” 

“What does that mean?”

He shrugged. “I guess I need a little time to figure that out, too.” He exhaled. “But for now, I’m hungry. You feel like pizza?” 

I smiled. “I always feel like pizza. Let me tell Gen where to meet us.” 

“How ‘bout you tell her to grab something from a drive-thru, and you’ll meet her at home later?” 
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Chapter Nine
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Del admired the rows of lilies in glass containers lining the small walkway to Castleberry’s arboretum. “These are perfect.” 

“Thank you. I picked them myself,” I said. 

Gen stood beside me and pointed to her chest. “Honey, you did not just fib like that. I did it. Chantilly couldn’t pull this off if her life depended on it.” 

I laughed because she was right. The last big party I’d thrown was my wedding, and since I ended up divorced twenty years later, I’m not sure that should count as a success. Though I got a wonderful son out of it, so it couldn’t have been that bad. I held up my left foot, showing off my new cream colored sandals with the three-inch heels. They were very Gen like, and she’d actually helped me pick them out. I preferred lower heels or flats, but it was a night meant to be celebrated, for a lot of reasons. “I think these were a mistake.” 

Del admired them. “I think they’re cute.” 

“Me, too,” Thelma said. “I have a dress they’d be perfect with.” 

We stared at her tiny feet. 

“You’d trip over yourself in those things. Chantilly’s got monster feet compared to yours,” Del said. 

“I resent that,” I said. 

Thelma shook her head. “Oh, you shouldn’t. My great uncle on my momma’s side, Uncle Ollie, he was a Captain in the Army. He lost a foot in the war and half the other one was blown off, too. Poor man couldn’t wear a regular shoe on a half foot, so he had to wear women’s open toed sandals instead. Back then nobody dressed like the other sex, and Great Uncle Ollie had to wear a wig so nobody knew it was him. 

Del tilted her head. “Runs in the family, the wig thing.” 

I gently elbowed her arm. She smirked. 

“Excuse me, but it’s almost time,” Olivia said. “The sun’s just about set, and we’re ready to start the event.” 

I rubbed my hands together and smiled at the crowd of people waiting for me to speak. “Then let’s get this party started.” 

I walked up to the podium and glanced at Ellie Habersham as she begged long dead local townspeople to hang that Union shoulder one more time. “Good evening, Castleberry.” I shifted toward the ghost and held my palm up toward her. “Say hello to the ghost of Ellie Habersham. She’s our first stop on Castleberry’s historical haunted tour.” 

The End
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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 Type One diabetes. 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.

Purchase Deal Gone Dead where Carolyn’s books are sold.
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Santa’s Gift A Cumming Christmas Novella

The Inn at Laurel Creek Contemporary Romance Novella Series

The Inn at Laurel Creek

Zoe & Daniel’s Story




Authors Need Love!

If you enjoyed this book then I’d really appreciate it if you would post a short review where you purchased this copy. Reviews help authors grow as writers and help readers find our books. 
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To keep up with Carolyn and her new releases, sign up for her mailing list at carolynridderaspenson.com
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