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“WELCOME TO MERCY, POPULATION 10,586,” I said to myself as I passed the sign announcing I’d arrived at the place I’d chosen to start my life over. A small smile slipped across my face as a little rush of adrenaline coursed through me. This was it. A new beginning, a new life, a new everything. No looking back, only forward. 

I glanced around the town as I drove down Main Street. A few people were milling about, and there was a nice mix of ages. A huge plus in my book, since my former hometown, Orlando, leaned toward retirees and college kids. That didn’t leave much in the way of dating opportunities or even building a solid circle of friends, which was the first order of business on the list of things to add to my new life.

There weren’t a lot of cars, and the best part was there was no noise. No honking, no yelling, no sirens blaring. Nothing. I had a feeling Mercy and I were going to get along just fine.

I made it to the edge of town and looked down at the open GPS on my cell phone. Mercy Lodge was still two miles out. That would give me all the privacy I needed, but make it easy to get to town if I wanted. I hit scan on the radio, looking for a station as the first mile marker zoomed by. Static greeted me on every channel except one—a news station. Thank goodness for online radio because I needed my tunes.

As I passed mile marker two, I glanced back down at my phone. According to the map, I’d just passed the turnoff to the lodge, though I hadn’t seen a driveway or road. I carefully pulled my vehicle over and glanced around. There was no visible road in sight. Frowning, I picked up my phone and took a closer look at the map, then over my right shoulder which, according to the GPS, was where the turnoff should’ve been. Emphasis on should’ve.

Not wanting to do a U-turn for a turnoff that should be right next to me even if I could have maneuvered my mammoth SUV around on such a small road, I put it in reverse and backed up, scanning the greenery along the side of the road until the sun glinted off something silver. There, almost hidden by a giant bush, stood a faded sign that read Mercy Lodge. Just in front of it was a road, or what was supposed to pass for one, anyway.

I eased my way onto the turnoff and followed the broken asphalt path, paying close attention to the space in front of me lest I disappear into a crater, never to be seen or heard from again. I glanced at my pile of belongings in the back, hoping it all made it to my destination intact given the beating it was taking.

About a mile up the old, winding road, peaked roofs, including a turret, loomed over the tree line. I craned my neck to get a better view as I crept up the road, still keeping one eye glued to the road. When I rounded a bend, a massive house loomed a quarter of a mile or so ahead. Or at least the remainders of what had been a house at one point. The wood was old and rustic, and it had that gray-wash color that comes from decades of sun, wind, and rain exposure and too little upkeep.

I maneuvered around a small clump of bushes and was thankful the final bit of drive was clear. The road, although not perfect, was at least a full dirt road rather than the two rutted out tire tracks I had followed to get there.

There was a crumbling cement fountain with several cracks standing in the center of what had been a circular driveway. It was a Cupid standing on one foot and pulling back a bowstring. The road I was on curved either left to go around behind the fountain, or right to go in front of it. I figured the right side was for entering and the left side was for exiting.

Right in front of the double lodge doors sat a midnight blue Lexus SUV. 

I pulled up behind it and took a moment to take a closer look at the place.

I cringed when I noticed several of the shutters were hanging askew, and the roof looked like it was missing patches of shingles. The grounds were so overgrown that the foliage was at least waist high, and I couldn’t even tell how much of it was grass and how much of it was weeds. Somebody had at least kept the space around the house mowed, so I wouldn’t have to worry about death by rattlesnake between my car and the porch. Small blessings, I supposed.

I pulled my keys out of the ignition, grabbed my phone and purse, and stepped out onto what passed for a yard.

“There you are!” A woman in a navy pantsuit stood at the foot of the porch steps, the pink scarf around her neck adding a cheerful pop of color. The almost manic smile on her face told me all I needed to know—she was busted and she knew it.

“You must be Marnie. Sorry it took so long. It was a bit harder to find than I thought it would be.” I extended my hand, and the woman took it.

Marnie nodded, giving my hand a limp squeeze. “And you must be Antonia. I imagine it’s a lot harder to find something out here in the middle of nowhere than it is in the big city.”

I gave her a wry smile. “At least in the city, we don’t have to worry about the plant life eating the signs or the roads. And please, call me Toni.”

“Toni it is, then.” Marnie smiled as she turned and headed toward the lodge, glancing over her shoulder to be sure I was following. Frankly, I couldn’t blame her if she was worried I’d run back to my vehicle and plow away from the place like my hair was on fire. It was an option I’d have considered had I not sunk almost all of my money into the place. 

“Shall we?” she asked, and I heaved a sigh and followed, hoping against hope that I’d seen the worst of it.

I trailed behind her up the front steps, frowning when the wooden banister wobbled under my hand. This was not the house she’d sent me pictures of, or rather, the pictures she’d sent me must have been at least twenty years old. Still, it was mine for better or worse, even though I was cursing myself for not coming to see the place in person before I’d signed on the dotted line.

Maybe the inside wasn’t as rough as the outside. The double mahogany doors were gorgeous even if they did need a bit of sanding and a fresh coat of varnish. When I stepped into the main hall, the first thing that grabbed my attention was a giant antler chandelier, or that’s what it appeared to be underneath all the cobwebs. Still, I could work with that. 

A river-rock fireplace took up a good portion of the wall facing me, and I groaned when I saw cracks in the cement and a few bare spots where the stones had fallen out. Several trophy mounts—a couple of deer, an elk, a moose, and a couple of antelope—adorned the walls, and the only piece of furniture in the room was an old, battered leather couch.

I frowned as a sliver of irritation coursed through me. “This looks like it has quite a bit more damage than the pictures you sent me portrayed.”

Marnie chuckled nervously. “Yeah, about that ... during the time you and I were corresponding, it was impossible to get up here to take fresh pictures because we’d just been hit with a blizzard.” 

She glanced at me to see if I was buying it, but I kept my expression stern as she rambled on. “There was some snow on the roadways, but nothing your vehicle can’t handle. So, I sent you some older photos that we had on file. But you still got an amazing deal on this place. If it had looked as good as the pictures I sent you, the asking price would’ve been double or more.”

I turned to the woman and took a deep breath before I spoke. “It seems to me, in the interest of full disclosure, you should have told me those pictures were old and no longer representative of this lodge.”

“I’m sure I shared that information with you,” Marnie insisted.

I shook my head. “No. I definitely would’ve remembered that conversation.”

Marnie shifted from foot to foot. “I’ll have to go back and look at our correspondence, but I’m sure I mentioned it.”

“Tell you what,” I said as I took her by the elbow and guided her back to the main doors, “you go back to your office and find that correspondence. But I guarantee you’re not going to because we never had that conversation. So, unless you want me to report you to the Realtor Board of Ethics, I suggest you find a way to get me some of my money back. Because despite the load of bull you’re trying to feed me, I did not get what I thought I was paying for. Therefore I did not get, as you put it, an amazing deal on this place.”

I glared daggers at Marnie’s back as she scampered to her car and fumbled with the lock before finally managing to open the door and climb in. 

“I left your keys on the table there by the door,” she hollered out her window as she pulled out. I nodded and shook my head as she drove away, waiting until she was out of sight before I turned and went back into the lodge. I had a sneaking suspicion I wouldn’t be hearing from her again, and I doubted I’d actually get any of my money back, but maybe she’d think twice before she tried to screw anybody else over. 

“Yeah, thanks for nothing,” I grumbled. I looked around and pulled in a huge breath, puffing it out through my cheeks. This was going to be way more work than I had anticipated, and it wasn’t going to be cheap. Sadly, I’d sunk most of my divorce settlement into this place. 

Sighing, I decided to finish my tour later, when I wasn’t exhausted and frustrated. I grabbed the keys, stepped out, and locked the door. I shook my head as I walked back to my vehicle, and decided the best thing for me to do right now was unpack and maybe go find something to eat. 

I took a minute to take closer stock of the outside of the house. A swaying curtain reinforced my need to step back. Drafts meant something else I’d have to throw money at. I shoved my key in the ignition and put every ounce of self-control I had into not spinning the tires on the way out. After all, if I tore up any loose bricks, it would just be one more thing I’d have to fix.

A small road off to the left of the lodge meandered around a small curve and out of sight, and I guessed it led to the caretaker’s cottage. Since the lodge wasn’t even habitable in the shape it was in, I held out hope the cottage was in decent shape so I’d at least have a place to hang my hat until I could figure out what to do. 

According to the pictures Marnie’d sent, it was plenty big enough for one person, and I’d even have an extra room to use as an office. I crossed my fingers, praying to every deity known to man as I climbed back in my car.

About a half-mile back near the tree line, a cabin squatted in the late afternoon light. Relief washed over me as I pulled up in front of it. At least the cottage seemed to be in better shape than the lodge itself.

I climbed out and made my way to the front door, unlocking it and stepping inside. There was a river-rock fireplace there, too—a smaller version of the one at the lodge, except it was in decent shape. The place was dusty, but it was immaculate compared to the main house. 

A small round tea table with two wingback chairs draped in plastic sat in front of the window, and a doorway to the left of the fireplace led to a bedroom. The kitchen was right off the main room, complete with a glass-topped table and old but functional chairs. 

I wandered through the house, happy to discover the two bedrooms were both furnished and in decent shape, even if they were small. There was even a laundry room, complete with washer and dryer, tucked between the kitchen and bathroom. The fixtures were old, but when I cranked the faucet on in the bathroom, clear water poured out.

Smiling at my small win, I headed back to my vehicle and began unloading it.
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MY STOMACH GROWLED as I finished making the bed with linens I’d brought with me. I hadn’t stopped for groceries, so the only option I had was to drive back into town and find a restaurant. I glanced at my watch. It was a quarter to five.

Grabbing my keys, I maneuvered around my boxes and walked out the front door, locking it behind me. I glanced at my phone as I climbed into my SUV and was happy to see there was a signal, even if it was only two bars. I’d have to see about getting a landline installed just to make sure I always had phone service.

I backed my vehicle up and followed the road, enjoying the woodland view as I drove back to town.

The streets were still pretty barren, even more so than they had been when I’d arrived. I shook my head at the weirdness of it all. This was so unlike where I’d come from. A lone person here, a couple there. It was all so strange, but also welcome; it wouldn’t take me any time at all to learn my way around.

At the end of the block, a flashing neon sign read Fiona’s Bakery and Café. The parking spots in front of it were empty except for an SUV and a beat-up pickup, so I pulled in between them, popping three dimes into the meter on my way to the entrance. Starting out my new life with a parking ticket just wouldn’t do. I entered the café to the cheerful tinkling of a bell announcing my presence.

“Sit wherever you like,” A blonde woman who could only be described as buxom tossed me a smile over her shoulder as she bustled by carrying two platters of food. 

There were only three customers in the entire café—a middle-aged couple sat at one table, and an older bearded man sat by himself at another, plowing his way through some type of meat smothered in onions and flanked by a heaping pile of mashed potatoes. I took a seat in a booth halfway down the wall and waited patiently as the server finished serving the couple and filled up the lone man’s coffee cup on her way past. She hurried to the counter, grabbed a menu, and hustled to my table, offered me a warm smile. 

“Here you go,” she said as she handed me the menu. “The special today is liver and onions with steamed vegetables.”

“Thanks,” I said as I crinkled my nose and took the menu, “but I’ll take a hard pass on that. I think I’m just looking for a burger and some fries. And a Coke.”

The waitress—Audrey, according to her nametag—nodded. “How do want it cooked, and do you want cheese or bacon?”

I nodded. “Medium-well and cheddar and bacon would be great. And could I get a side of ranch for the fries?”

“You sure can, but we only have American cheese.”

“Then American cheese it is,” I said, returning her smile. At that point, I was hungry enough that I didn’t care if they had no cheese at all. 

She wrote down my order, took the menu, and hurried towards the open window behind the counter. “Order,” she called as she clipped the piece of paper to a stainless steel wheel.

A hawkish woman a good twenty years my senior came to the window and tore down the order. She glanced at it and frowned. “Are you pushing the special?”

“Of course, Fiona, but she just wants a burger.” Audrey’s voice was laced with irritation.

Fiona glanced at me, her lips pursed. “Well, what am I supposed to do with all this liver then?”

Audrey shrugged one shoulder. “It’s not selling. Maybe you should just write it off and pick something more popular.” 

“And that’s why I have a business and you don’t,” the crotchety woman snapped. “With stupid ideas like that ...” the woman continued muttering as she disappeared from view.

Audrey straightened her apron before turning to the drink station. She poured my drink, then came back, a weary smile plastered on her face. “Sorry about her,” she said as she glanced towards the kitchen window. “She isn’t exactly a people person.”

“So she decided to open up a café?” I arched a brow and glanced at the empty window.

Audrey nodded. “I know, right? Let me check on my other table, and I’ll be right back.” 

She hustled away and refilled the drinks for the other people. My gaze wandered around the place; it looked about like every other mom and pop café I’d ever been in—Naugahyde booths, 70s-style floral wallpaper, and speckled white veneer tables, complete with metal trim. Audrey was even wearing the pink, dress-style uniform, complete with a white, frilly apron. I felt bad for her because it would suck to wear that thing.

My attention kept wandering back to the couple. The tension between them was almost palpable even though they were sitting several booths away from me.

“This is the last time, William. I’m not going through this again,” the woman growled, leaning toward him across the table. 

The man glared at her. “Fine, don’t.” 

Uh oh. Trouble in turn two. Not that I was eavesdropping, but the café was small and the only other sound in the place aside from the distant sizzle of meat was the clink of silverware the waitress was rolling. It’s human nature to be attracted to other peoples’ train wrecks, though, and I was nothing if not human. All the mistakes I’d made were testament to that.

Thankfully, the server returned to my table with my drink, so I didn’t have to try so hard to keep my ears to myself.

Casting an eye-roll at the couple at the table, she whispered, “Don’t mind them. That’s the mayor and his wife, and they’ve got an election coming up. They always go at each other when it’s that time.” 

“Ah, that explains it, then,” I said, nodding. 

“So are you new to town or just passing through?” She tucked an errant red curl behind her ear.

“New,” I replied. “I just bought Mercy Lodge.”

Audrey’s face lit up. “Oh, cool. That place has a lot of potential.”

“That’s kind of what I thought,” I said, raising a brow, “at least until I saw it in person.”

“Yeah,” she replied, nodding in sympathy. “It needs a lot of work. So are you going to make it a lodge again, or did you have something else in mind?”

I frowned. “I guess I really hadn’t thought that far. I just figured it would make a nice place to get some writing done and to find some peace and quiet.”

Audrey’s eyes got big. “So you’re a writer. Wow!”

“I am. Or at least I want to be. My name’s Toni, by the way.” I stuck out my hand, which she took.

“I’m Audrey,” she said, giving me a firm shake, “but everyone calls me Dee. Well, everyone except Fiona, that is.” She jerked her chin toward the kitchen.

“Nice to meet you, Dee.”

“Order up,” bellowed Fiona from the open window. “And I don’t pay you to chitchat with everyone who passes through here.”

Dee rolled her eyes. “I better go,” she whispered, “but I’d love to chat sometime when I don’t have her breathing down my neck.”

“Likewise,” I said, surprised to find I meant it. I wasn’t normally a huge people person, but something about her made me want to know more, and I was, after all, turning over a new leaf. I figured making a friend was a step in the right direction.

She hurried back to the window and picked up a plate with a burger and some fries on it, then whisked it back to me. “I’ll go and get your ranch, and do you want a refill?”

“That would be great,” I replied as she set my plate in front of me.

She smiled. “Coming right up.”

I lifted the bun and noticed there were no condiments on it, so I reached over and grabbed the ketchup, squirting a generous glob on top of my burger. I was just putting it back together when Dee set a small plastic container full of ranch and a fresh coke in front of me.

“I wish I could stay here and talk with you some more,” she said, gesturing to the window, “but Fiona will kill me if she sees me standing here again for too long.”

I nodded. “I understand. Why do you put up with it?”

She lifted a shoulder. “Jobs aren’t exactly easy to come by around here. Enjoy your meal.” And with that, she hurried back to the long, stainless steel counter and began scrubbing it.

Frowning, I returned my attention to my plate. I didn’t even know her, but insecurity, even—or especially—if it was justified, was never good.

I took a bite of my burger, and my stomach clenched at how pink it was in the middle. It wasn’t horrible, but certainly not my favorite way to have a burger. I debated sending it back but decided I didn’t want to put Dee in the line of fire more than she already was. Plus, I had a sneaking suspicion that Fiona was the type to spit in food if you pissed her off.

Sighing, I ate all of the burger except the reddest part of the center, along with the lukewarm, soggy fries, wishing they’d been cooked a while longer. I’d thought the reason the woman across the way still had a plate full of food was that she was upset, but it was just as likely that her meal was as lackluster as mine.

When I was done, I left Dee a generous tip despite the less than stellar food. I had to practically empty my purse to find enough cash to leave her, but I didn’t mind. The way I saw it, the service she provided had been excellent. It wasn’t her fault Fiona couldn’t cook, and it certainly wasn’t her fault that Fiona was a total shrew. Setting my empty glass on the cash, I went to the register at the end of the stainless steel counter by the restrooms and settled my bill with my debit card.

I left, wondering what I could accomplish once I got home. Home. It was weird but liberating to think of this little town as being my new home, even if the lodge was practically falling in on itself. I smiled as I drove, and dug through my purse for my recorder. Maybe I could listen to my notes and sit down with my laptop to get some writing done once I got back to the cabin.

I frowned when I didn’t feel my recorder anywhere in my bag. Pulling over so I could actually look through it properly, I groaned when I realized it wasn’t there.

Where had I last used it? I searched the passenger seat, the console, the floor, but nothing. Then it dawned on me. I’d pulled it out when I’d emptied my purse to get change for Dee’s tip. I must have missed it and forgot to pick it back up.

With a sigh, I turned my vehicle around and headed back to the café. It wasn’t any busier when I pulled up than it had been when I’d left. I eased into the same spot I’d used before and strode into the café.

Dee smiled when she looked up and realized it was me again. The other couple had left before I had, and the place was empty except for Dee and Fiona, who scowled at me through the window. Why on earth she’d chosen to go into a people-oriented business was beyond me.

“I think I left my recorder here,” I said, craning my neck toward the booth I’d occupied. “You didn’t happen to find it, did you?”

Dee sighed as she glanced over her shoulder toward the kitchen. “Yeah. Fiona has it. I’ll go get her for you.” Dee turned and walked back through the kitchen door. A few moments later she emerged with Fiona. 

The woman walked over to stand across from me and reached into her front apron pocket, pulling out my missing tape recorder. “So this is yours?” She handed the recorder to me.

I nodded. “Thank you so much for holding onto it for me.”

The woman swaggered over to me, giving me the once-over. “So you’re a writer or something?”

I nodded.

The woman hmphed. “Well I certainly hope you have another source of income because I hate to tell you, but what’s on there is garbage.”

Dee winced. “Fiona!”

Without taking her eyes off me, Fiona said, “I don’t pay you to stand around interfering with my conversations. Don’t you have something to do?”

“Not really. Liver and onions night wasn’t exactly a door-buster,” Dee grumbled before ambling off to a vacant table and wiping it down instead of the counter.

Fiona narrowed her eyes at her and called, “You may be related to me, but don’t think I won’t fire you.”

I cleared my throat in an attempt to break the tension, or at least veer her foul mood back to me rather than heaping it on the waitress. After the day I’d had, the combination of horrible food, the snide comment about my writing, and the way she treated Dee was enough to push me over the edge. The woman was something else, and I didn’t mind telling her about it. 

“So you’re a writer, or an editor, or a beta reader?” I asked, brow arched. The thing about writing is that everybody thinks they’re a professional.

Fiona shook her head.

“Oh, then you must read a lot?”

Fiona shook her head again. “I don’t see what that has to do with anything. It doesn’t take a genius to know when something sucks.”

I couldn’t stifle the smirk that spread across my face. “Well then, I’ll take your opinion for what it is—sheer meanness. And she’s right—liver and onions suck, and as bad as the cheeseburger and fries were, I can’t imagine you can do anything to improve it.” 

I spun on my heel and was almost to the door when Fiona bellowed at Dee. “There’s a sink full of dirty dishes back there. Maybe you can haul your lazy ass back there and do ’em.”

My jaw clenched involuntarily as I stopped, hand on the door. The woman was off the chain. I pulled in a deep breath and released it before I could turn around and tell her about herself. The only person that would hurt would be Dee, and she was having a hard enough time as it was. 

“You got a problem, writer girl?” she called, talking to me. 

Gritting my teeth, I turned back to her. “Not as long as I live through the next eight hours without dying of food poisoning.” 

Fiona pursed her lips, turned on her heel, and stalked back to the kitchen.

With a self-satisfied smile, I pushed the door open, but about jumped out of my skin when Dee tapped me on the shoulder. 

She glanced at the kitchen then said in a quiet voice, “Don’t let Fiona get to you. She’s like that with everyone, and I, for one, think your story sounds amazing.”

I smiled appreciatively. “Thank you, Dee.”  

“I can’t believe the way you stood up to her.” Dee glanced at the kitchen again. “Not very many people stand up to Fiona.”

I glanced at the kitchen, where the wildebeest in question was scowling at us through the order pick-up window. “Well you seem to, and maybe more people should.”

Dee shrugged. “I suppose. I guess it’s just easier for me because we’re family, but I think she scares the crap out of most everyone else.”

“Get to work,” Fiona bellowed, as if on cue.

Dee shook her head and looked up at the ceiling. “I swear, one of these days ...” Her gaze dropped back down to me. “Well, I have to go. Just don’t take what she said about your writing to heart. She’s a lot of bark, and sometimes she bites, too, but don’t let her get to you.” She sighed. “Maybe I’ll see you around sometime.”

I nodded as I turned and left. Again.
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AFTER STARING AT A blank computer screen for nearly two and a half hours, I decided to go for a run. Maybe Fiona was right and I didn’t have the chops it took to write a good book. I shook my head trying to clear those thoughts. I refused to let that old hag get into my brain.

I was already in yoga pants and a T-shirt, so I slipped my running shoes on and trotted off the porch and onto the path to the main house. I ran to the end of the long driveway and back, finding it much easier to navigate on foot than in my car. 

I was almost home when the bushes to my left rustled, startling me out of the. I jumped to the right so quickly I almost broke an ankle in a pothole. Heart galloping, I glanced over at the brush and picked up my pace, wishing I had a dog. Who knew what kind of wildlife was out there that could eat me? And no one would have any idea what had happened. I’d just be gone. Poof. I made a mad dash back to the caretaker’s cabin.

I was just unlocking the door to go inside when a male voice said from behind me, “Can I help you with something?”

Already wound tight, I about jumped out of my skin and spun around. A man in cowboy boots, blue jeans, and an old blue flannel shirt that had definitely seen better days was staring at me, waiting for a response. He was what romance novels would call rugged, and his skin was the color of someone who spent a lot of time outside.

“I think you have that backwards,” I said, tilting my head at him. He didn’t look like an ax murderer, but then again, I’d never seen one in person. “I live here, so can I help you with something?”

He shifted from foot to foot, hands tucked into his front jean pockets, as a look of realization dawned. “Oh. Sorry. It’s just that I’ve been taking care of this place since the previous owner died. Or at least as much as I can without spending an arm and a leg considering the heirs aren’t willing to spend a dime on the place. I knew it had sold, I just didn’t realize the new owner was here already.” He stepped forward and extended a hand. “The name’s Scout.”

I glanced at it before accepting it. “My name’s Toni.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Toni.” 

“You, too, Scout.” I didn’t usually ask, but the writer in me couldn’t keep her mouth shut. “To Kill a Mockingbird?” 

“Pardon?” he said, confusion in his ice-blue eyes.

“Your name,” I said. “Did your parents name you after the character in the book?” 

“Oh that,” he said, a smile crinkling the outer corners of his eyes. “No.” 

When he didn’t offer more, I let it go.

He rocked back and forth from his heels to his toes. “It’s supposed to be a little chilly tonight, so you’ll probably be needing some firewood. Do you need me to bring some in for you?”

I shook my head. “Thanks, but if you can just point me in the right direction, I’m sure I can manage.”

“Well, I’ll do one better than that. How about I just show you where it’s at?”

I really wanted to go in and go to bed. It had been a long day, a long drive. But I also didn’t want to freeze to death, and the air did have a nip to it. I nodded and followed Scout around the back of the cabin. There was a small, rundown shed in the back with a ramshackle carport-type structure next to it. Inside, under a blue tarp, sat several rows of split logs. 

“The shed has an ax, a sledgehammer, and a few mauls if you need them,” Scout said, gesturing to the small building.

I had no idea what mauls were, but I felt confident I could figure it out on my own with a quick Internet search. Besides, I’d probably just turn on the furnace since I didn’t need the ambiance. I knew folks used wood heat to keep the cost of electric down, but I was willing to bite the bullet, at least for a couple of nights.

“I hear you’re from Florida, so I have to ask—have you ever split wood or built a fire in a woodstove before?” Scout asked. 

Judging by the light in his eyes and the smile spreading across his face, I was pretty sure he’d already surmised the answer to that question.

“I’m sure I can manage.” I’d been camping plenty of times, so I glanced around. There was some deadfall by the tree line. Maybe I could use that for kindling.

“I’d be happy to do it for you,” he said. “Or show you how to do it.” 

My recent history with men didn’t lend much to my patience, especially when I thought I detected just a hint of condescension. Of course, that could also be the leftover remnants of being married to a pompous jerk for the last several years. I smiled, hoping it didn’t look too forced. “I think I’ll be fine.”

Scout chuckled and held up his hands. “Okay. I guess that’s my cue to leave, then.”

“I didn’t see a vehicle when I got back,” I said. “Do you live close?”

He walked with me around the cabin and back to my front door. “I live about half a mile east of here on a small farm with a couple horses and my dog. I guess you could say, by Mercy standards anyway, that we’re neighbors.”

“And you walked over here? Alone? Without your dog?”

Scout laughed. A rich, deep sound. He nodded. “Yeah to the first question. The outdoors clears my head. I would spend all of my time outside if I could.” 

That made one of us.

“As for the last two,” he said as he glanced around, “I’m not alone. Jake, my dog, is running around here somewhere.”

I looked around as I nodded. Maybe that’s what had scared the bejesus out of me in the bushes.

“So is there a Mr. Toni?” he asked, casting me a sideways glance.

I shook my head. “Not anymore.”

“That’s too bad,” he said. “I’ve never been married, but my best friend just went through a messy divorce.” He rocked back on his heels, his gaze roaming over the front of the cabin. “You know, this place needs a lot of work, and the big house is a mess. I’m pretty handy with a hammer if you need some help.”

I paused, my hand on the doorknob. I didn’t want to come off as the damsel in distress because that’s just not who I was, but I didn’t want to turn away a willing helping hand, either. Besides, the offer felt genuine. “Thanks,” I said, giving him a small smile. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“You do that, Toni. And don’t forget to bring in some firewood. Like I said, it’s going to be a chilly night.” He tilted his head as he said, “Have a good evening.”

“You, too,” I said, “and it’s nice to meet you.” 

He gave me a wave over his head, and I watched until he disappeared around the curve, a little tendril of hope blooming in my chest. In Orlando, I’d lived in a condo for three years and hadn’t even known my neighbors’ names. I’d been here less than twelve hours and had already met two people that seemed nice.

After a decent night’s sleep, maybe tomorrow wouldn’t seem so hard.
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Chapter 4



[image: image]


I WOKE UP BEFORE DAWN and lay huddled under the blankets, hoping to doze back off. It had been an excruciatingly long night and I was exhausted. Sleep had been brief thanks to a rustling noise outside my window and the perpetual yipping of some coyotes that seemed way too close to the house for my comfort. 

To make matters worse, the woodstove was the only source of heat in the place. I’d run out of what little wood had already been in there in the middle of the night, and thanks to all the creatures that seemed to have me surrounded, I didn’t feel comfortable going outside to get more. It didn’t matter much, though, because I’d had a hard time getting the fire going well to begin with. I’d kicked myself a hundred times for turning down Scout’s offer to help the evening before.

When the sun peeked over the mountains, I sighed and tossed the covers back, finally deciding I needed to get up and start my day. Since it was daylight, surely the nocturnal woodland creatures had to be asleep, or at least had full stomachs from a successful night of hunting. At least, I hoped so. I wasn’t feeling quite so gung-ho as I had the night before, and it didn’t help that I wasn’t a morning person even on the best of days.

I stumbled to the shower and turned it on, waiting for the hot water to kick in. No such luck, and there was no way I was climbing into freezing water. I grumbled and shut the water off, casting the offending faucet a dirty look as I did. Yet one more thing I’d have to deal with. Later.

I hustled back to the bedroom, shivering as I went, and dug through a box, pulling out the first sweater and pair of jeans I could find. I pulled them on and grabbed my purse and keys, figuring I could swing into town, stop by the café, and grab a cup of coffee to go. If I was lucky, maybe I’d find a Starbucks or even another diner so I wouldn’t have to deal with Fiona. And there was always the chance she wouldn’t be there if I had no other option.

I kept an eye peeled all the way down Main Street on my way to the café, but didn’t luck into an alternate caffeine source. I gave up the hunt, unwilling to go too much longer without caffeine, and put that on my list of things to do. Surely she wasn’t the only gig in town. Or I sure hoped not. If her place was the only culinary experience I had to look forward to in my new home, I’d be re-evaluating my choice in less than a month. 

Just like the night before, the parking spots in front were plentiful, and I pulled to a stop right in front of the glass doors. Taking a deep breath, I decided to take a walk on the dark side and skip shoving money in the meter. I was only gonna be a couple of minutes.

Though the lights were off, the door was unlocked, and the bell gave a happy tinkle that was at odds with my impression of the restaurant so far. The place looked deserted, but since the door was open, surely somebody had to be there somewhere. All I wanted was a cup of coffee. I stood at the counter for a minute hoping the bell had alerted somebody to my presence, but no one came out. I cleared my throat. Nothing.

“Hello?” I called. Still nothing. 

I moved along the counter until I could see into the order window. Dee stood behind a stainless steel island with a marble rolling pin in her hand. She was staring at something on the floor, one hand covering her mouth.

“Dee?” I called. 

She didn’t move.

I moved around the counter, looking around as I did, and into the kitchen. There, lying on the ground at Dee’s feet, was Fiona. Blood trickled over her forehead, and her eyes were wide open and staring toward me, though they saw nothing.

“Oh my god, Dee! What happened?” I rushed over to Fiona and squatted beside her, checking for a pulse even though I knew I wouldn’t find one.

Dee dropped the rolling pin, and it made a loud thunk as it hit the floor and rolled across the faded, stained linoleum. She shook her head and took a couple steps back from the body. 

“I don’t know,” she said with a gulp. “I just got here and found her like this.”

I noticed her purse was still on her shoulder. “And that rolling pin?”

Dee hiccupped and motioned toward a narrow path a couple feet away that went around the table and led toward the back door. “It ... it was in the floor there. I almost fell over it, and picked it up before I saw her.”

I nodded as I pulled out my phone. 

Dee grabbed my arm. “What are you doing?” Terror and panic made her eyes glassy as they gazed into mine.

I placed my free hand over hers and held her gaze. “We have to call the police.”

Dee began sobbing hysterically as she shook her head. “They’ll think I did it.”

“I know you didn’t do it,” I said as I stood, helping her up with me, “and I don’t even know you. I’m sure they will, too. I mean, I barely know you and I don’t believe you could have done this. They know you better than I do, so I don’t think you have anything to worry about.” I was a cynic at heart, but something told me I was right about her. Nobody could fake looking that freaked out, and it wasn’t in the oops, I just murdered somebody and got busted way, either. 

She wiped her hand on her apron and nodded, her face chalky and her lips tinged a little blue. She was in shock. “You’re right. We have to call.”

Her hand shook as she raised it to tuck a curl back, and I was afraid she was gonna pass out. 

“Why don’t you go to the lady’s room and splash some water on your face while I make the call, okay?” I tried to keep my voice gentle and reassuring, but given the situation, I wasn’t sure how well that was working out. I knew I needed to get her away from the body so she could breathe a little.

Dee nodded and left the kitchen as I punched in 911.

“Emergency dispatch,” droned a bored female voice on the other end of the line.

“I need to report a murder,” I said, my tone matter of fact even if there was a slight tremble.

“Really?” the voice perked up considerably. Probably the most action this town had ever seen.

“Yeah, really,” I said, pulling the phone away from my ear and giving it a what the heck look. “Here at Fiona’s Bakery and Café.”

I heard the woman relay the message and a muffled male voice responded. “The sheriff is on his way,” she said, then snapped her gum and lowered her voice. “So, who died?” She didn’t even bother to hide the gossipy tone.

I rolled my eyes. Small towns. I blew out a breath and decided to reply. It wasn’t like everybody wasn’t going to know in a few minutes, anyway. “Fiona.”

“Oh,” she said, and I thought maybe there was a bit of disappointment in her voice. “I can’t say that surprises me.”

After my brief run-in with the woman, I couldn’t exactly say I was, either. But I decided to use my new-to-town status to bite. “Oh yeah. Why is that?”

She snorted. “Did you ever meet her?” 

Logic I couldn’t dispute. “I did, but aside from her being a miserable human being in general, was there anything specific?”

There was a pause, and I pictured the woman looking over her shoulder to make sure she was alone before answering.

“Well,” she said in a conspiratorial whisper, “Fiona was always calling the sheriff to deal with the ice cream shop next door. Marjorie—she’s the owner—was constantly putting her signs and goods on Fiona’s share of the sidewalk. At least, that’s what Fiona kept saying, but every time the sheriff went to settle the dispute, he couldn’t find that Marjorie had done anything wrong. And don’t even get me started about how she treated her employees, or anyone who did any sort of business with her. Plus, between you and me, rumor has it ... she was having an affair with a married man.”

I shook my head. Did everybody know everyone else’s business here? “Who’s the man?” I asked. To me, that was the obvious first choice for a suspect. There was a solid reason why there were so many expressions and horror stories about a woman scorned.

“No one knows.” The woman chuckled, but there was no mirth in it. “Of course, it’s just a rumor. I mean, come on. Who would get involved with someone like her?”

I didn’t disagree, but surely somewhere underneath all that hateful was something a man would find attractive. The bell above the door tinkled. “Thanks,” I told the operator. “I think the sheriff’s here now.” I disconnected the call and stood up, marveling at the fast response time as I walked to the front.

A man in a tan sheriff’s uniform strode toward us. If I had to guess, I’d say he was a few years older than me, and in great shape. His face had that hardened expression people get when they’ve taken too much guff from people and refuse to take any more. 

“You the one who called it in?” He looked me up and down.

I nodded, then motioned toward the back. “She’s in the kitchen.”

The sheriff walked past me and through the swinging doors. He was gone for about a minute, returning just in time to see Dee come out of the bathroom, dabbing at her eyes with some tissue. She took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders before coming to stand next to me.

“You find her?” he asked, his gaze resting on me.

I brought my gaze to his. “No, sir.”

“I did,” Dee said around a sniffle.

He nodded. “Was anyone else here?”

Dee tucked her tissue into her front apron pocket. “Not that I know of, sheriff. Not since earlier when Mrs. Clark came in to order a cake and some other stuff for the ladies auxiliary.” She glanced toward the back. “But obviously somebody was because she’s dead.” 

“Looks like the murder weapon was the rolling pin.” He frowned. “Did either of you touch anything?”

Dee nodded and groaned. “I picked up the rolling pin,” she said.

“Now why would you go and do a thing like that?” He shook his head.

Dee shrugged. “I about tripped over it when I came through the back door before I even really saw her. I had no idea what happened. For all I knew, she just dropped it. I saw her, and froze.” She glanced at me. “That’s when Toni walked in.”

I nodded. “And I only touched Fiona’s neck to check for a pulse.” 

“Did you happen to notice if anything was missing?” His gaze fell on Dee.

She shook her head. “I don’t think so, but I haven’t checked the register or anything yet.” She wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand and then stiffened. “Wait. When Toni checked Fiona’s neck for a pulse, I noticed her black velvet necklace with the teardrop pearl wasn’t around her neck. She always wore that necklace. She got it a year or so ago, and I’ve never seen it off of her.”

The sheriff rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m going to need you both to come to the sheriff’s office and fill out a statement.” He glanced at his watch. “I got the coroner coming, and I need to secure the scene, so how about you both sit over there and wait for me?” 

His eyes met mine as he scowled and pointed to the table farthest from the door. “And don’t even think about going anywhere. You’re both suspects in this murder until I say otherwise.”

I nodded. “Of course.” I put my arm around Dee’s shoulders and guided her to the table. Her whole body was shaking, and a stray tear rolled down her cheek. Her color was returning to normal though, so that was good.

“I can’t believe she’s dead. I mean, she wasn’t the nicest person on the planet, but still.” Dee blew her nose. “Shoot. I hate to, but I should probably tell him Harold stopped by with a delivery this morning.”

I reached across the table and patted her hand. “There’ll be plenty of time to do that at the station.” The dispatcher’s words came back to me. “So who’s Harold? Is he Fiona’s boyfriend or something?”

Dee’s head came up, a look of shock on her face. Then she started laughing. She shook her head. “God, no. Harold’s our delivery driver. He brings in most of the food and supplies for the restaurant.”

“Do you think maybe he did it?” I was no expert, but unless I missed my guess, Dee was gonna be suspect numero uno.

“Maybe. They didn’t get along. She said he was charging her too much and bringing in substandard product.” Dee shrugged. “I told her I thought the stuff he brought was fine, but Fiona never wanted to hear that.”

“Is it possible they got into it and he whacked her with the pin?” I cringed a little at how callous that sounded, but it was already out there.

Dee shook her head and dabbed at her nose. “I don’t think he’s a killer. They do fight a lot though. He’s sort of like you—he doesn’t put up with her crap and I’ve had to go to the wholesale store for groceries and supplies plenty of times because she’s made him so mad he refused to deliver to her.” She sat back in her chair. “I should have never taken this job. I only did it because she’s the only family I have left, and family’s important, you know?” Her gaze came back up to mine.

I nodded.

Dee continued, “Plus, I held out hope she’d let me bake one day. I went to school for it, but—”

A couple of old guys pushed through the front door, looking around. Dee waved to them. “Hey Marve, Joe. Uh, we’re not open right now.” 

“Why not?” the guy on the left asked. He was dressed in bib overhauls and had more hair sprouting from his ears than he did on his head.

She fumbled to produce an answer without giving the exact reason, but came up empty.

I sighed. It wasn’t like it was going to be a secret. “Because somebody killed Fiona,” I said. 

Mr. Hairy Ears—I’m not sure if he was Marve or Joe—gave me a speculative look. “You don’t say.” 

“I do say,” I said, pressing my lips together and nodding. “So I’m pretty sure you’re gonna have to find coffee and breakfast somewhere else.” 

Rather than deter them, they stepped further inside. 

“Is the body still here?” the other man, asked, peering around. He looked a little like an old Abe Lincoln. 

The situation had reached the point of the absurd, at least as far as I was concerned, so I was glad when the sheriff came from the back. “Marve, Joe. I’m gonna have to ask you two to leave. The café’s closed ’til further notice.” 

“But—“ Abe protested.

The sheriff held up his finger. “No buts. Out.” 

Grumbling, the two men turned and left the way they’d come.

“And no comparing notes,” the sheriff called to Dee and I as he marched over and sat down at the end of our table. His face softened as he looked at Dee. “I’m sorry, but I need you to go sit over there.” He pointed at a table closer to the kitchen. He watched Dee go before turning his gaze back to me.

“Might as well just take your statements here rather than make you come all the way to the courthouse since I have some time to kill.” He cringed a bit when he realized his word choice and offered me a sheepish smile. “Sorry about that. Suppose it was a little inappropriate.” His face slid back into a no-nonsense mask. “You live around here or just passing through?”

I returned his gaze. “I just bought Mercy Lodge.” 

He nodded. “Nice place, or it was before they stopped taking care of it. So when did you arrive in town?”

“Last night. I stopped in here for a bite to eat and then went home.”

He nodded, never breaking eye contact. “Why were you here this morning?”

I tilted my head and sat back. “Well, since I just moved in, I didn’t have a coffee pot that was unpacked and ready to go—or any coffee, for that matter—so I thought I’d stop in for a cup.”

“And what did you see when you got here?”

Good grief. Did the man even blink? I shifted in my seat and glanced at Dee, whose back was to us. My answer wasn’t going to help her any, but lying wouldn’t help either of us. I crossed my arms over my chest. “I saw Dee standing over Fiona’s body holding the rolling pin.”

The sheriff nodded. “Are you aware that Dee and Fiona had a turbulent relationship?”

I barked out a laugh. “Yeah. I kind of figured that out last night, but from what I could tell, everybody and Fiona had a turbulent relationship.”

He raised his brows a little and sighed in silent agreement. “So what is it you do, Ms ...?”

“Toni,” I said as I leaned forward and reached out my hand. “Toni Owens.” The sheriff glanced at my extended hand as his lips twitched into a brief smile. He shook it briefly before releasing it and putting his interrogation mask back on. “Gabe Stephens. I’m the sheriff of Mercy County.” 

I sighed and sat back, folding my hands in my lap. “I’m a writer. Well, at least that’s what I’m here to do. I do freelance editing to pay the bills.”

He looked interested when I said that, but only said, “I see. So what is it you write, Toni?”

I tensed and sat up straighter in my chair. My answer probably wasn’t the best one, but I wasn’t going to lie about it. “Murder mysteries.” 

The Sheriff frowned. “Do you plan on writing about this murder mystery?”

“I’m a fiction writer, not a reporter,” I clarified.

“So you wouldn’t try to use what happened here to promote your work in any way?”

I was pretty sure my eyebrows had just disappeared into my bangs. What the hell just happened, and where exactly was he going with this? I shook my head and bit back the snarky remark poised to fly off my tongue. “Of course not.”

The Sheriff’s face softened once more. “I’m sorry if I seem a bit hard on you, but understand that I don’t know you. You’re a stranger in a town that has an almost non-existent violent crime rate. A town where everybody knows everybody else, except for you. And now you’re here for less than a day, and I have a murder on my hands, and you were at the scene. If you could just wait right here, I need to go speak with Dee for a moment.” He got up and walked over to Dee’s table, taking a seat across from her.

I wondered if it would be wise to tell him Fiona and I had butted heads the night before but decided there was such a thing as too much information, especially considering I was already getting the side-eye.

Dee and the sheriff talked quietly, so I couldn’t hear what either of them said. I glanced at the clock. It was almost nine; I’d probably been there for half an hour, and the stress combined with a lack of caffeine was giving me a headache.

I picked at my fingernails as the minutes dragged on, eyeballing the coffee machine and wondering whether anybody’d mind if I just made a pot. The pressure behind my eyes ratcheted up a notch and I decided I didn’t really care. 

The machine was already on, so all I had to do was add a bag to the basket and press the start button. Thankfully, it was a commercial machine and made the pot in just a couple minutes. I poured myself a cup and added cream and sugar, then resumed my seat at the booth, opening a game on my phone while I waited for whatever came next. Several minutes passed before the Sheriff returned to my table. I turned my phone over on the table and clasped my hands in my lap.

He nodded his head toward Dee. “Dee says that you and Fiona had a heated exchange last night. Care to elaborate?”

I sighed, giving myself a mental forehead slap for thinking Dee’d have any reason for not throwing me under the bus. This was just getting better and better. Maybe living in a small town wasn’t going to be quite as idyllic as I’d originally thought.
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“I ACCIDENTALLY LEFT my tape recorder here, and when I came back to get it, Fiona said a few nasty things to me. She’d taken the liberty of listening to it and felt she had to offer me her opinion. I probably shouldn’t have let her get to me.” I glanced at Dee again. “I probably wouldn’t have, except I’d had a miserable day followed by one of the worst burgers I’ve ever eaten in my life, and she was being horrible to Dee.” I shrugged. “I just thought I’d give the bully a taste of her own medicine. But I never threatened her, nor did I wish for anything bad to happen to her.” And that was the truth.

The Sheriff nodded. “I see.” He tilted his head toward Dee. “She says the book notes on that tape recorder had to do with a horrible boss—an editor—who liked to rip apart the work of up-and-coming writers and then steal it and take credit for writing it herself. One of those writers gets fed up and ends up murdering her.”

I shrugged. “Yeah. So?”

“Dee said Fiona was pretty critical of your work. Maybe she hit a nerve and you came back to make sure she got her comeuppance.”

I frowned and shook my head. “That’s insane. I’ve been in this business for more than a decade. Trust me—I’ve had people who matter much more than she criticize my work. It’s just part of it.” 

The Sheriff offered me a sympathetic look. “I am sorry that I have to ask all these questions, but I need to figure out what happened here.” He glanced at Dee. “Being that you came in and saw Dee standing over the body with the murder weapon, and being that Dee corroborates your claim, I think she looks guiltier than you do. I just have no idea who you are since you’re new to town, but I do know Dee. I honestly don’t think she could ever hurt a fly, but right now, things aren’t looking too good for her.” 

He paused and took off his hat, ran his hand through his hair, and slapped the hat back on again. “It would have made my life a whole lot easier if I could have just blamed a stranger rather than a girl we all know and love.”

I blew out a breath and slumped back in my seat. “I get it. You need to cover all of your bases.”

The Sheriff nodded. “Exactly.”

“For what it’s worth, she was a wreck when I got here, and I don’t even think she realized she was still holding the pin. I was afraid she was gonna pass out.” I glanced over his shoulder to Dee, who was chewing her lip and staring at the ceiling. “I don’t know her, but my gut says she’s a good egg. I don’t think she did it.” 

The door tinkled and a heavy-set balding man walked in. The sheriff glanced over his shoulder.

“About time,” he mumbled, then looked back at me. “You and Dee are free to go. If I have any more questions for you, I’ll be in touch. Just don’t leave town, okay? You’ll be at the lodge?”

I nodded. “There, or around town somewhere. I have to get groceries and cleaning supplies, and that’s just to start with.” 

He paused for a moment, appraising me, before he said, “And don’t think too little of our town because of this incident and my questioning. This really is a great little place to live.”

I hoped he was right and this wasn’t a preview of what I had to look forward to. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Mike,” the Sheriff called as he stood up and went to greet the newcomer.

I pushed out of the booth and made my way over to Dee.

She looked up at me as she shredded her tissue into little pieces. “I’m sorry if I got you into any trouble with the sheriff.”

I smiled. “Don’t worry about it. You had to answer his questions honestly. Anything else would make us both look like we had something to hide.”

She nodded. “I just don’t know what I’m going to do.”

I cocked my head. “What do you mean? Your job?”

Dee shrugged and lifted her hands, palms up. “That too, but where am I supposed to go? I live upstairs in a small apartment, but I can’t stay there now. Not after ...” She gestured toward the kitchen as the sheriff and Mike, who I assumed was the coroner, disappeared through the swinging doors. “The sheriff said it’s a crime scene, and he doesn’t know when he’ll be able to clear it. Plus, it’s creepy.” 

I nodded in understanding, then did something completely out of character. “You know, you could always come stay with me.”

Dee’s face lit up for a second at the lifeline, but then she tilted her head and examined me. “Really? You wouldn’t mind? Why would you do that?”

I smiled and shook my head. “Honestly, I have no idea, but I have a good feeling about you.” I thought back to the animal sounds from the night before and shuddered. “Plus, I could use the company.”

Dee stood up and gave me a half smile. “I’ll take it then, especially considering my options are limited to an apartment above where my evil aunt was murdered, your spare bedroom, or a nice cozy refrigerator box. Would you mind waiting here while I go and pack a few things?”

I smothered a laugh, since the sheriff would probably frown on levity while he was extracting a dead body thirty feet from us, and I was talking to the prime suspect. “Not a problem.”

I sat on the edge of Dee’s vacated booth and waited for her to return. While she was upstairs, Mike went out and retrieved a gurney, the sheriff holding the door so he could bring it in. I really hoped Dee came back before they hauled the body out—seeing it once was enough. 

Thankfully, they’d barely managed to maneuver the gurney into the kitchen when she came back, a suitcase in one hand and a duffle bag slung over the opposite shoulder. “Ready.”

I got up and followed her out the café doors. “Don’t you need to lock up or anything?”

Dee looked around and shook her head. “No, Gabe said he’d do it.”

I led her to my SUV and unlocked the back door so she could throw her stuff inside. “Do you have a car that we need to pick up somewhere?”

“No. Pretty much everywhere I need to go is in walking distance of this place.” Dee set her luggage in the back and walked around to the passenger side. “Do you mind making a stop by Fiona’s house? It’s just right up the road, and I have to check on Bear and probably make arrangements for him.”

“Sure. Who’s Bear?” I said as I closed the hatch.

“Fiona’s Leonberger. He’s an orphan now, so I suppose animal control will have to pick him up.”

I glanced at Dee. “A Leonberger? Is that a guard-dog type of dog?”

Dee nodded. “He’s massive, but a big baby once you get to know him. Super smart, too, but his size alone is intimidating.” 

That sounded like the perfect solution for me. “I planned on getting a dog anyway, so why don’t we just bring Bear with us back to the lodge? He can stay with us until you find him something better. Or for that matter, if we get along, I’ll keep him, if nobody has a problem with it.”

She turned to me. “Really?”

I nodded. “Sure. I need a dog, Bear needs a home. It’ll save me a trip to the animal rescue shelter, and it’ll keep him out of one, so it’s a win-win situation.”

A relieved smile spread across Dee’s face. “You’re amazing. I really wasn’t too keen on calling animal control to come get him. You’re going to love him. I promise!”
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AS THE HATCH CLICKED shut, a little old lady wearing a pink apron approached us, carrying a huge jug of what I guessed was chocolate syrup in each hand. “What’s all the fuss about?” she said, scowling. “Fiona finally poison somebody?” 

Considering the circumstances, I bit back a smile because it was something I’d have probably said. Actually, I had said it, right to Fiona, the night before. Dee climbed back out of my car. 

“Marjorie, this is Toni. She just moved here. Toni, Marjorie owns the ice cream shop.” She motioned to the store situated directly beside the café. Ah, Marjorie of the intrusive signs.

“Yeah, yeah,” the woman said, setting down the jugs and shaking my hand, but only because I offered it. “Nice to meet ya. Who’d Fiona poison?” She narrowed her eyes. “Or did she do something to Harold?” 

Dee furrowed her brow. “She didn’t poison anybody, and why would you think she did something to Harold?” 

Marjorie snorted. “Because they was kickin’ up some sort of fuss this morning. I was taking my trash out and could hear them all the way back there. Not that I was eavesdropping or anything.” 

I gave her a wry smile. No, of course not.

“How do you know it was Harold?” I asked.

She gave me a speculative look. “Cause his truck was parked out back. How else? Ain’t like anybody was there just to visit her. Now, what’s going on?” She craned her neck toward the café, looking back and forth from it to the cruiser and ambulance.

Dee sighed. “Somebody killed Fiona, Marjorie.” 

The woman stared at her for a couple heartbeats, her faded blue eyes speculative. “They know who did it?” 

“Not yet,” Dee said. “They’re processing things now.” 

The old lady thought for a couple more heartbeats, then gave a brisk nod and picked up the jugs. “Well good, then,” she said, then turned and disappeared back into her store before either of us could gather our wits enough to ask what she meant by that.

“That was ... odd,” I said. “Is she always like that?” 

Dee frowned, looking after the woman. “She’s kind of an odd duck, I suppose, but that was a little over the top even for her.” 

“Should we tell the sheriff about it?” I asked. The woman obviously wasn’t going to lose any sleep over the fact that her neighbor had just been murdered in the building right next to her.

“Nah,” she said after a few seconds. “He’ll talk to her, and besides, what would we say? That Marjorie wasn’t broken up when we told her Fiona was dead?” 

“Um, I was thinking more along the lines of telling him she was glad Fiona was dead and stated it in no uncertain terms.” 

She waved me off. “That wouldn’t be news to him. Those two have been going at it forever.” 

I may have been new to the place, but that seemed relevant. I said so.

“Gabe’ll talk to her,” she said, climbing back into my car. “He’s known her forever and will have a much better read on her than we could.” 

I still thought maybe we should have said something, but she knew the lay of the land better than I did, and it was her head on the pike. 

“So are you from here?” I asked as I climbed in and buckled my seatbelt.

“No,” she said. “My mom was from here and wanted to come back when she got sick so she could be with Fiona. She passed a few years ago, and I stuck around. By then, the place had grown on me, and despite how she seems, my aunt wasn’t all bad. She could be downright funny when she wanted to be.”

I’d have to take her word for it because I sure hadn’t seen that side of her.

“Are you married? Kids?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Nope, and nope. The dating pool here isn’t exactly Olympic-sized. What about you?”

“Me either,” I said, not ready to share much more than that. “I’m not looking right now, but it would be nice to meet somebody eventually. Trust me—the dating pool can’t be much worse here than it is in Orlando for somebody our age.” 

“Really?” she said. “I’d think there’d be all kinds of hot guys there.” 

I laughed. “There are, but it seems all the good ones are either married, too young, too old, or gay.” Or friends with my ex-husband, I added to myself.

She lifted a shoulder, then smiled. “I have to believe we all have somebody. I just hope they break down on the freeway and have to stop here. I don’t want to wish the food on them, but the coffee’s not bad while they’re waiting for a tow truck.” 

“Speaking of,” I said, “What’s gonna happen with the café?” 

“Oh,” she said, looking a little dazed. “I don’t know. I hadn’t thought of that. For that matter, I should probably call Katie and tell her she doesn’t need to come in this evening.” 

“Yeah,” I said, brow raised. “That may not be a bad idea. Considering the cook’s dead. Though to be fair, the food couldn’t really get much worse.” I felt bad after I said it because a shadow crossed her face. I needed to remember that Fiona had been her aunt as well as her horrible boss.

“Sorry,” I said. “That was out of turn.” 

She sighed and flicked her hand as she pulled her phone out of her purse. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not like you’re wrong.” 

She made the phone call, but when she hung up, she turned to me. “I’m not sure what to do now. I mean, does the restaurant just stay closed, or should I go ahead and open it in the morning?” She gave a little shiver. “I know I don’t want to be there alone, but we all have to work, too. That place is how Katie, Jeremy, and I pay the bills. Jeremy’s the other cook.”

“Is he any good?” I asked. “Can he run the kitchen without Fiona?” 

She snorted and motioned for me to make a left. “He’s amazing. I’m sorry he wasn’t the one working when you came in—he has this blend he puts on the burgers that’s off the chain. That’s about as creative as Fiona would let him get, though. He had some great menu suggestions, but she wouldn’t listen. Just like with my desserts.” She shook her head. “Wasted talent, and we could have made her place better.” 

I took the turn, admiring the houses as we went. If we were near Fiona’s house, she lived in a good neighborhood. All the lawns were neatly trimmed, and the houses themselves were nice, though not upscale. “Then maybe you should talk to the sheriff. I mean, you said you went to school for baking, right?” 

“Yeah,” she replied, motioning to a white house with green trim. “That’s her place. Just pull into the drive. I went to pastry school. I’m not much good at savory foods, but I can bake a soufflé like nobody’s business.” 

“Okay, then,” I said, putting the car in park. “And didn’t you say something about the ladies’ auxiliary placing an order for cakes or something with Fiona?” 

She turned to me, excited. “You’re right! Somebody’s going to have to bake those.” Her face fell. “We have another bakery, though, so I can’t imagine she’s going to give me the business when she’s never tasted anything I’ve made.” 

I lifted a shoulder. “You never know.” 

She still had to make a living, and there was still a café there. I didn’t know how the law read, but it seemed to me that life had to go on.
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I WAS A LITTLE SURPRISED to find Fiona’s place was immaculate. I don’t know what I’d been expecting, but a cute house decorated with homey but tasteful pictures and knick-knacks sort of threw me for a loop. I’d been expecting chaos ... and maybe a torture chamber or two. 

The monstrous, furry dog that bound to the door to lick us to death didn’t do much for my faith that he’d be a good guard dog, but Dee assured me he’d be protective once we built a relationship. I let him out while she grabbed his food and bowls, then we loaded him into the backseat and were on our way. Dee’s attitude at first was a little odd, a mixture of sadness and relief. 

We made idle chitchat for a couple miles, then she turned to me. “This is gonna sound really bad, and I feel like an awful person saying it, but I have mixed feelings about her being gone. On one hand, I’m sad that the person I know she could be is gone, but on the other, we didn’t get along well most of the time. I’m not glad she’s dead, but I feel like I should be more ... devastated, or something.” 

I studied her face for any signs she was a serial killer about to reveal the truth before she killed me too, but all I saw was guilt. 

I shook my head. “You can’t do that to yourself. People are complicated, and she didn’t strike me as somebody who was exactly easy to love. She wasn’t nice to you at all, so with all the power she held over your life, I’d say what you’re feeling is probably normal.” 

“It doesn’t feel normal, but then again, this is only the second time I’ve dealt with the death of somebody close to me, at least as an adult.  My dad died when I was six, and my grandparents helped raise me, but I didn’t spend hardly any time with Fiona at all until the last few years. I guess I just feel like I should feel worse about it.” 

“You can’t make yourself feel anything, and you shouldn’t feel like what you’re feeling is wrong.” 

She glanced at me, her brow raised, then laughed. “I’m not sure what the heck you just said, but I’ll take your word for it.” 

I grinned back. “Sometimes things that sound perfectly reasonable fall out of my mouth directly from my brain before I have a chance to filter it. That was one of those times. Trust me—it made sense before I said it.” 

“Go with that,” she said, and the mood in the car lifted. In a few more minutes, I pulled around the final curve to the lodge. The mountains rising behind it reminded me why I’d fallen in love with it to begin with, and for just a minute, I could look past the decay and amount of work it needed, and see what lay beneath. It had potential, and I intended to help it live up to that. 

Dee shook her head. “That place is awesome, or at least it could be. You could make it a lodge again, or a bed and breakfast, or you could just rent out rooms to people that need them.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m not sure what I’m going to do yet, but I’m definitely going to fix it up. I don’t know how I feel about staying under the same roof as strangers all the time.” 

I pulled around to the cottage, then got out and opened the back door. Bear leaped out with a huge doggie smile. He was a massive animal but didn’t drool like most big dogs. I had a feeling he and I were going to be buds.

“Even this place is great,” Dee said as she pulled her suitcase out of the back of the car.

I reached down to pet Bear, looking at the place and trying to see it through her eyes, considering my view was jaded. “I still don’t know what I want to do with it, either. I guess taking stock of what needs to be done at both places is my first order of business.” It was then that I heard chopping coming from around back.

Dee and I shared a quizzical look before creeping around to investigate the sound. Scout was there chopping wood, and it looked like he’d been at it for a while. There was a decent pile started within the woodshed, and several pieces lying split and ready to stack around the stump he was using as a chopping block. 

Off near the tree line, a German Shepherd trotted around, stopping periodically to sniff a tree or a bush. That had to be his dog. I watched as Bear bounded toward the visiting dog, tail wagging in typical canine greeting.

Hard muscles rippled under his damp t-shirt as Scout swung the ax, splitting the big log in front of him in half with just one blow.

Dee grinned and waggled her brows at me, and I scowled at her.

“What?” she asked. “He’s hot, and he’s in your backyard. Do you know how many women in this town dream of just this scenario?” 

I rolled my eyes and waved her off, then turned back at Scout. As he swung again, I had to admit he did look good doing it. Still, I didn’t get why he was there. People didn’t just randomly show up in your yard and do manual labor for free. “Hi!” I called between swings. “What are you doing?”

“Oh!” he said wiping his brow on his forearm. “Hey. I stopped by with breakfast and you weren’t here, so I thought I’d get some wood split for you.”

“Thanks,” I said, “but I can do it. I’m sure you have enough of your own chores to do without throwing mine into the mix.”

Scout swung his ax, lodging into a thick piece of wood next to where he’d been working and shrugged. “It gave me something to do while I waited.”

“So is it your concern for my nutritional needs that brings you by, or something else?” I asked.

Scout walked over to the tool shed and reached in, pulling out a covered basket. “Nothing else. I didn’t figure you had any supplies yet, so I thought I’d bring over breakfast. How’s it going, Dee?” he asked as he ambled over to meet us.

Dee shrugged, and a shadow crossed her face. “It’s going.”

“Well I brought enough for everyone,” he said, glancing between us. He’d apparently picked up on the fact that something was off, but was too polite to ask what it was.

The smell wafting from the basket made my mouth water, and I lifted the cloth that covered it and peered inside. “Blueberry muffins? Did you bake these?”

Scout grinned. “One of my many talents,” he said with a wink. “My mom used to joke that I’d make a good wife someday.”

I smiled as I lowered the cloth. “I guess there’s more to you than meets the eye.”

I scanned the yard. Bear was standing back by the house, and the German Shepherd was nowhere to be seen. “I suppose I should get him used to his new digs. Do you want to come inside? I’m afraid I haven’t unpacked yet, so I don’t have my coffee maker out. Come to think of it, I don’t have any coffee anyway.”

Scout offered me a big smile. “Are you insinuating I make dry muffins?”

I returned his smile. “Not at all. I’m giving away my deep, dark secret—I’m a caffeine addict.”

Dee, Scout, and Bear followed me into the cabin. “You can just set the muffins on the kitchen table,” I said, motioning in that direction.

“And if you do happen to know where the coffeemaker is,” Scout said, digging through the basket, “I came prepared.” He lifted a sandwich bag full of coffee grounds and a pint box of half and half.

I chuckled. “You’re a lifesaver. I went to grab a cup at the café, but events kind of made that impossible for a few minutes. When I did get around to making a pot, I only got one cup of it.”

“What events?” he asked as I walked to a box marked kitchen and began digging around.

“Dee can fill you in,” I said absently as I searched for another kitchen box. I vaguely listened as Dee recounted the morning’s events.

Par for the course, I dug through every kitchen box I had before I found the coffeemaker. I busied myself plugging it in and filling it with water, focusing more on the task than the story Dee was telling. I turned around to retrieve the coffee grounds from Scout and ran smack into his broad chest. 

He smiled as he steadied me, and I couldn’t help but admire how white his teeth were in contrast to his tanned skin. “Sorry. I guess I should’ve told you I was right behind you.”

Heat spread from my neck and into my cheeks and I cleared my throat. “I guess I just need to pay better attention.” I took the grounds and poured them into the coffeemaker, pushed the button, and turned to face him once more. 

“We’ll have coffee in exactly two minutes,” I said.

Dee had taken a chair at the table and was scratching Bear’s head.

“Who’s a good boy?” she crooned. It was obvious Bear loved the attention. His tail thumped and he leaned into her, a deep moan emanating from his throat. “I’m sure you’ll be much happier here than with that mean old Fiona.”

“So what are you going to do now that Fiona’s gone, Dee?” Scout asked, taking a chair on the back side of the table. “Are you going to keep the restaurant going or do something else?”

She continued to stroke Bear’s head as she looked up and shrugged. “I haven’t really thought about it yet. I mean, I know Fiona was awful and no one really liked her, but she gave me a place to work and stay. And after finding her like that, I just don’t know if I can do it. I mean, she died there. Not just died, she was murdered. What if whoever it was comes back? Plus ... I don’t even know what’s up with ownership or anything.”

Scout reached into the basket and grabbed a muffin. “I doubt it was a random act. Fiona wasn’t a nice person and she wasn’t well-liked, so my guess is it was personal.” He studied his muffin for a moment. “And I assume she left it to you. You know, you could always turn that old café into a bakery.” He shrugged as he pulled the paper from around his breakfast and licked his finger. “That’s my two cents, anyway.”

Dee stood up and wiped the dog hair off her apron, thinking. “Don’t you think people would be creeped out coming to a place where somebody was murdered? Even if they do all think she deserved it?”

Scout shook his head. “Nah. The way the people in this town are wired, you’d probably do better-than-average business. People would probably come in droves just to look around and speculate the fate of Fiona and gossip about who could have done it.”

“That sounds about right to me,” I said, “at least in my experience. People like a good piece of mystery, no matter where they live.

“Well,” she said as she reached into the basket to retrieve a muffin for herself. “I don’t know who owns the café, and I doubt an unemployed waitress who’s currently being investigated for murder would be able to score a loan to buy the place, so it’s all a non-issue really.”

Scout shrugged and waggled his hand back and forth. “Maybe. Maybe not. Unless I miss my guess, you own it.”

She shook her head. “No way. She’d rather burn the place down than see me in that kitchen. If she said it once, she said it a thousand times.”

“Yeah,” he said, “but she meant while she was living. I doubt that carried through her death.”

Dee lifted a shoulder. “I’ll be shocked. Plus, I don’t have the money to order supplies or anything, anyway. I mean, she just got her shipment yesterday, so I guess we could run for a few days, anyway.” 

“There you go, then,” he said. “By then, ownership should be established and you’ll have an idea of where to go moving forward.” 

I dug through the box that had held the coffee maker and pulled out three mugs, then filled them. Man, did I ever love that quick-brew coffeepot. Dee came up behind me and took one, handing it to Scout who had followed her, before grabbing one for herself. I took the third and joined them at the table, finally able to dig into the amazing-smelling basket for myself.

I had just taken a bite of my muffin when somebody knocked at the door. I shared a quizzical frown with Dee before setting my breakfast down and walking over to answer it. Bear whined and trotted off to the bedroom. I wasn’t sure what kind of sign that was, but I wrote it off to him being in new territory.

I opened the door and the sheriff stood there, gazing around. 

He looked at me and tilted his head once in greeting. “I was wondering if you might know where Dee’s gone off to? I know she packed a bag and left with you.”

I stepped back and opened the door wider so he could see her sitting in the corner at the table. “Come on in.”

“Scout, Dee,” he said with a slight head nod. “I’m sorry to bother you again, Dee, but I’m going to need you to come down to the station with me.”

“Is there a problem?” She set her muffin down, her eyes never leaving Gabe.

“Well, it certainly isn’t a good thing. Did you know you were the sole beneficiary to your aunt’s estate?”

Dee’s mouth dropped open as she shook her head. “No, I didn’t.” 

Her eyes darted to Scout, but he gave his head a little shake. He was apparently of the same opinion I was—better not to let the sheriff know we’d just been standing there debating the topic.

“Well we need to go down to the station and sort some of this out.” His voice was gentle but had a no-nonsense, this isn’t up for negotiation edge to it.

She stood up. “Of course. Let me just get my purse.” 

I reached out and touched his arm. “Would it be all right if I drove her down?” 

The sheriff glanced at Dee, then me. “I suppose that would be all right. Why don’t you just follow me?”

I dug in my pocket and pulled out my keys. “Scout, can you keep Bear company for me? Hopefully, this won’t take very long, but I hate to leave him here alone since he just got here.”

Scout nodded.

I smiled my thanks and followed Dee to my SUV. I really hoped all of this was going to work out for her, but right now, it wasn’t looking very good.
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IT WAS NIGHTFALL BEFORE we got back to the cabin. I didn’t understand how it could take so long to question someone about things they seemed utterly clueless about. Dee’d had no idea her aunt had left her the café, the house, or her bank account, or that she’d made her the beneficiary to her life insurance policy. 

Dee was the last of her family, though, and Fiona didn’t have any close friends, so other than a charity—which everyone agreed was not Fiona’s style—it stood to reason, as Scout had predicted, that it all went to Dee.

“Thanks for going with me,” Dee said quietly as I opened my driver’s side door.

I turned and placed my hand over hers, offering what I hoped would pass for an encouraging smile. “It’s going to be all right. We’ll get this all sorted out, and then they can focus on who really killed your aunt.”

Dee nodded but looked shaken. “I hope so.”

We got out of the vehicle as Scout opened the cabin door. “That must have been some interview. Did you guys have anything to eat? If not, we can go to my place, and I can barbecue up some burgers or something.”

I glanced at Dee, who looked about as exhausted as I felt, and shook my head. “Maybe some other time. The sheriff had some sandwiches sent over, so we ate. Now I think we’d just like to go to bed and forget this day ever happened.”

Scout walked over to me and nodded. “I’ll just leave the muffins and you guys can have them for breakfast in the morning.”

I tilted my head from side to side, working out the kinks that had developed while sitting in the police waiting room. That place was not built for comfort. “Thanks. How did Bear do?”

Scout glanced back at the house. “Just fine. We walked over to my place, then when we got back, he explored outside some more. Looked like he was enjoying your bed a little bit ago, though. Might have to fight him for it tonight if you want to get any sleep. Oh, and I had a friend stop by with some food for him. Left that and some water in your room.”

I winced. “I totally forgot to get the food we got from Fiona’s out of the back of the SUV before we left. I’m sorry.”

He waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. You guys had a bit on your plate, and I didn’t mind helping out a neighbor.”

I smiled, deciding he was just one of those truly good eggs. “You’re a really nice guy, Scout.”

He leaned in conspiratorially and whispered, “Don’t let that get out. Then I might have to be extra nice to everyone.”

“So not everyone gets this special treatment?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Just the really hot and mysterious women do.”

I rolled my eyes. “Please tell me that line’s not part of your A game.”

Scout put his hands up. “Who said it was a line? Just the facts, ma’am.”

I shook my head as he walked past me. “Did you walk here again?” I asked as I stepped up onto my small wooden stoop.

He turned so he was walking backward. “Always.”

“Did you want me to give you a lift home?” It was dark and there was a bite in the air, though it probably only felt chilly to my thin Florida blood.

He shook his head. “Thanks anyway, but there’s nothing like a moonlit walk to rejuvenate the soul.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Good night, Scout,” I said as I stepped inside and closed the cabin door.

Dee was kneeling by the fireplace, building a fire with some of the wood that stood in a stack next to it. She glanced back at me. “I hope you don’t mind, but the evenings tend to get a bit chilly.”

“Knock yourself out,” I said. glancing around the small room. “Sorry there isn’t a whole lot of room in here. The second bedroom is just through there.” I pilfered through the box marked linens and pulled out an extra set of sheets and a comforter for her, then set them on top of the box.

“It’s bigger than the space I lived in above the café.” She shifted one of the burning logs closer to the others with the old poker that had been leaning up against the rock wall. Do you mind if I just sleep on the sofa in here tonight?” 

“Are you sure?” I asked, wondering why she’d prefer the sofa to a semi-comfortable bed.

“Yeah. I don’t know how much I’m gonna be able to sleep, and staring at the flames soothes me. Besides, this way, I can keep the fire going so it isn’t so cold in here when we get up.”

That would be nice, especially considering my epic fail the night before. “Do you need to borrow some sweats or anything?”

Dee stood up and placed the old, bent screen in front of the fire. “No. I brought some stuff. But I will use sheets and blanket. Thank you.” She yawned as she took them from on top of the box. “These’ll be great. Thanks.”

“Well, if you need anything ...” I indicated the bedroom.

She smiled and nodded.

I brushed my teeth, then headed back to my bedroom. When I opened the door, I sighed when I saw Bear hadn’t budged an inch. I walked to the side of the bed next to the wall and tried pushing the mammoth beast over so I could at least get in and share the bed with him. He groaned, but I couldn’t get him to move.

A high-pitched screeching noise pierced the air, and the dog bolted off the bed and crawled under it. 

My heart pounded in my chest with such force I thought it might burst out of my rib cage. “What the heck was that?” I called out to Dee.

“Just a pheasant,” she replied, not so much as a flutter of worry in her tone. “Something must have spooked it.”

Great. Something out there scaring the wildlife, and me in here with a dog that weighed more than me, hiding from it. I shook my head as I climbed into bed. 

Maybe tomorrow would be better for all of us. I couldn’t imagine that it could possibly get any worse, but then again, I’d thought today had to be better than yesterday. Joke was on me I guess, but at that point, the bar was pretty low.
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THE NEXT MORNING, I awoke to the sound of snoring in my ear. I rolled over to see Bear sharing my pillow, his nose right next to where my ear had been. Apparently, he had gotten over his fear and decided to come out from under the bed at some point and join me. I reached up and scratched him behind the ear. “Did you sleep well?”

The house was a lot warmer than it had been yesterday. Dee had done a great job keeping the fire going—she was definitely better at this country living than I was, not that that was saying much. 

Throwing the blankets back, I sat up and stretched, then got up and shuffled to the bathroom to splash cold water on my face. I glanced longingly at the shower, realizing that, in all the hubbub, I’d forgotten to make arrangements to have the hot water heater looked at. I walked out to the living room to find Dee eating a muffin and drinking a cup of coffee at the table.

“Morning,” she said past a mouthful of muffin. “How’d you sleep?”

I yawned. “Pretty well, I think. You?”

Dee nodded and gave me a thumbs up before picking up her coffee and taking a swig, washing down her muffin. “There’s a pot of coffee in the kitchen. Thankfully, there was plenty enough left in the baggie Scout brought.”

I nodded. “I need to get to town today and maybe get some supplies. I suppose it couldn’t hurt if I looked for a job, too.”

“I thought you were an editor?”

“I am. But sometimes I have a lag between jobs, plus the lodge is gonna be a money pit, and I used most of my savings and divorce settlement to buy it.” I sighed as I thought about the scarred floor, water-damaged ceiling, and crumbling fireplace up at the lodge. And that was just the damage that had been visible. I was almost afraid to think about what I’d find when I dug beneath the surface. “Buying the place and moving out here seemed like an awesome idea at the time, but now I’m not so sure.” 

“It’s gonna be great,” she said, “just wait and see. I can pitch in. It would be nice to see this old place brought back to life, and I have some experience in the renovation department. My grandpa was a carpenter.”

“That’s going to take a ton of money, and I don’t have it.” 

She lifted a shoulder. “Not as much as you’d think if you’re willing to put some sweat equity into it.” She paused, then took a deep breath. “Plus ... I’m sorta out of a place to lay my head, and I’ve been thinking. You were nice enough to offer me a place to stay, but I’m sure you weren’t thinking long-term. If you’re willing to rent out the extra bedroom to me, I’ll work off my rent, or part of it, anyway. I know I technically own Fiona’s house now, but that weirds me out thinking of staying there. Maybe later on down the line, but ... not yet.” 

I considered her offer; I knew less about construction than I did about keeping a fire going. I knew I could learn both skills, but even if I became a master carpenter, it was still too large an undertaking for me to do by myself. I smiled and held out my hand. “Deal.” 

We shook on it and decided to get her belongings from the apartment as soon as the sheriff cleared it. “I have a great couch and a big smart TV that I got on Black Friday,” she said. “and I have a gorgeous farm table a friend gave to me when she moved, but it’s in storage. I didn’t have enough room for it in the apartment. That outta help make this place look like a home.” 

Glancing around at the sparse furnishings, I couldn’t argue with her there. “My furniture should be coming any day, but I don’t have a ton. And it’s not like we have a shortage of rooms to furnish between here and the lodge. Eventually, anyway.” 

“It’s decided then,” she said, some of the worry disappearing from her face.

“Do you know if any of the businesses in town are hiring? The faster I can bring in cash, the better.” 

Dee bit her lip as she thought. “Not really. Like I said, jobs are hard to come by around here. The diner isn’t busy enough for me to need a third waitress. If you were a short-order cook, we may be in business, though.” 

I shook my head. That would be a disaster. 

“I know the newspaper is fully staffed and has been for twenty years,” she went on, “so short of somebody dying, you’re out of luck there. The convenience store is usually looking for someone, but you wouldn’t make enough money there to do you any good.” She paused, casting me an appraising look. “How do you feel about bartending? I think The Dead End is hiring. But it seems like he’s always hiring.”

“What’s The Dead End?” I asked.

“It’s the local bar. He’s always looking for bartenders”

I raised my eyebrows. Not a good sign that he was always on the hunt for somebody willing to work there. “Oh. Why does he have a hard time keeping employees?”

“Because he always hires friends or family, and they usually end up slacking off because they think they can. He’s a nice guy and everything. Just has some family who act like they’re part owner in his business.”

Relief washed through me. At least it wasn’t because he sucked as a boss, so that sounded promising. Fast cash and a good way to get to know the locals. And in the short term, a bar might be the perfect place to dig around and find out who might have killed Fiona. Everybody talked to their bartenders and hairdressers. “Well, that’ll be my first stop this morning, then.” 
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THE DEAD END WASN’T too hard to find, but I doubted anything in Mercy was. It was on the main strip and took up two spaces between a western store and a tech repair place, and all the buildings on the block had the requisite false fronts with a few parking spots up front and a bigger shared lot in the rear. 

There were even hitching posts outside several of them and I wondered if they were there for looks or function. I’d seen several horse trailers and pickups with saddles thrown in the backs, and considering Mercy was just sort of plunked down in the middle of nowhere, I didn’t think it was outside the realm of possibility that somebody would ride a horse to town. 

I wasn’t sure quite what to expect of the bar, but from the classic rock drifting out the front doors, I was pretty sure there’d be pool tables, darts, and probably nametags on a few of the stools. 

Taking a deep breath, I smoothed my t-shirt and checked my reflection in the one-way window glass, then pulled the door open.

A heavyset balding man stood behind the bar wiping glasses and shooting the breeze with a grizzled man with rheumy but friendly eyes and a bulbous nose. I’d lay even money he was one of the guys with a permanent stool.

“Hi,” I said, smiling as I approached the bar. “Are you the owner?” 

“The one and only.” He set down his glass and rag and stuck his hand out to me over the bar. “The name’s Don. What can I do for you?”

“My name’s Toni.” I accepted his hand and shook. “Rumor has it, you might be looking to hire a bartender and I was hoping I could apply.”

He raised a brow. “Does the person behind this rumor have a name?”

“She does,” I replied, tilting my head and smiling. “Dee. She works over at Fiona’s café.”

Don’s face grew serious. “Yeah. I know Dee. Good kid. Too bad her aunt was mean as a wolverine on crack.” He turned and walked back around the bar. “Do you know anything about tending a bar?”

I nodded, climbing up on one of the stools right in front of him. There were some trophy animal heads hanging in the game room over the pool tables, and a few more above the bar. I was going to take some time to get used to all the animals staring at me, since it seemed to be the norm in Mercy. Pictures of cowboys and some worn lariats decorated the remaining walls. 

This place was small and had a western feel to it, but maybe that was just because I was an outsider. I’m sure that to everybody else, it was just a regular bar. Judging from the lack of patrons, I figured working there would be a cakewalk compared to the hustle and bustle of the Florida scene. “I’ve tended a few bars, but mostly I’ve cocktailed.”

Don laughed. “Well,” he said, gesturing around the bar, “as you can see, business isn’t booming enough for me to need a cocktail waitress. But if you do have some bartending experience, I could certainly use that.” He picked up his rag and began polishing glasses again. “You probably don’t even need that much drink-making experience. We mostly just serve simple stuff—beer, rum and coke, etcetera. But every now and then, some city dweller will pass through and order one of those frou-frou drinks. Mind you, it’s rare, but it does happen.”

I nodded. “I think I could handle that.” I fished in my purse and pulled out a pen to fill out whatever paperwork he required.

Don waved it away. “You don’t need that. I don’t have people fill out applications, and I pay under the table, at least until I’m sure you’re gonna stick around.” He shrugged. “It’s easier that way all around. You just show up tomorrow night at five and the job’s yours.”

“Okay, then,” I said, grinning. “I’ll see you at five tomorrow!” That was the easiest job interview I’d ever been on. I turned and hopped off my stool and was almost to the door when Don’s voice stopped me.

“And, Toni?”

I turned back around.

“Give Dee my best. That poor girl doesn’t deserve the crap she’s been put through.”

I smiled and nodded. “I will. Thanks, Don.”

A broad smile covered my face. That was one task accomplished. Now off to get some supplies and head back to the lodge.
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DEE WAS OUT BACK CHOPPING wood when I returned, and Bear was lying in the shade of some nearby trees. Dee set down her ax when she saw me coming and wiped her head with the back of her hand. “So how’d it go?” she said a little breathlessly.

I nodded my head and smiled. “Really well. I didn’t have to fill out an application or anything.” I shrugged. “And the interview was pretty conversational and easy. I’ve never applied for a job that was so laid back.”

Dee laughed. “Small towns tend to be that way. Everybody knows everybody else, and they don’t have all that cynicism the big city people tend to have. The only drawback is that everybody knows everybody else’s business, too. There really are no secrets in a small town.”

I chuckled as I tucked my hair behind my ears. “I kind of figured that out when the dispatcher shared Fiona’s story with me, including uncorroborated rumors.”

Dee rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Yeah. Linda’s the worst. But she knows all the town secrets because everybody calls her for everything. I just wish she wouldn’t share so much of what she knows with anybody that’ll listen.”

“She mentioned there were some rumors that Fiona was having an affair,” I said. “Do you know if your aunt was seeing anyone? That could help us figure out who killed her, or at least give us a place to start.” 

Dee shook her head. “You saw how awful she was. Do you think any guy in his right mind would get involved with that?”

I chewed on my lip and shook my head. I honestly couldn’t imagine how bad a marriage would have to be to drive someone to cheat on his spouse with the likes of Fiona. Still, they said there was somebody for everybody, and I’d met married couples where at least one person was as miserable as Fiona. I said as much, and she considered it.

“I guess it’s possible,” she said, “But there’s one other thing you have to factor in. The other thing about small towns that really sucks is that sometimes when people run out of true or almost-true things to talk about, they start making crap up. And if you get on the wrong person’s bad side, they’ll make stuff up just to try to ruin your life.”

That was one of the upsides about Orlando—the other side of the anonymity coin. There were so many people that you could just disappear. I mean, other than close friends and family, no one really bothered with you or got into your business all that much. Sure, there were people out there who loved to make other people’s lives miserable, but in a big city, you could avoid them. I didn’t imagine that was too easy to do in a small town like this.

I sighed. “So are you hungry?”

Dee nodded her head. “I think I’m done here for today.”

She’d filled about one-third of the woodshed and had a small pile left to put in. 

“You know, I didn’t bring you here to work you to death.”

Dee picked a sliver out of her hand. “I know. But it’s the least I can do to repay you for all you’ve done for me.” She shrugged. “Besides, it helps keep my mind busy, and Gabe hasn’t cleared the café yet. Might as well find some way to make myself useful. And it’s good exercise.”

I walked with her back to the cabin. “Well, you don’t have to, but if you insist, just know that I do appreciate it. I need to learn how to do it, too.” 

Dee gave me a sideways glance and laughed. “I like to stay warm just as much as you do. And until we get you trained up on being a proper country girl, it looks like that’s one of the things that’ll fall to me. Oh, and we now have hot water.” 

My gaze shot to her. “Are you serious? If so, you’re my new favorite person. I was dreading taking a cold shower but was about ready to take the plunge. What was wrong with it?” 

She waved me off. “It was just turned off. They probably did it to reduce the risk of the place blowing up since nobody lived here.” 

Breathing a sigh of relief, I sent a thank you to the universe. That was one big chunk of money I could now put toward renovation rather than survival.

I put my arm around her shoulders as we walked. “Wanna go tour the lodge after we eat lunch? I didn’t do much when I got here other than step through the front door.”

“Sounds good. I’ve been dying to see it, and we may even be able to knock out some of the small stuff if you want to. I’m sure there’s something we can do just to light the fire and make it feel a little less daunting.”

I smiled, again picturing the hot mess in my mind. “That would be nice. Right now, any sliver of progress will be a good thing, because I’m having a hard time seeing the light at the end of the tunnel.”
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WE’D UNPACKED ALL THE groceries and supplies from the SUV and were just finishing up lunch when somebody knocked at the door. My body immediately tensed as I went to answer it, afraid it was the sheriff again.

A small moving van was parked next to my SUV, and the driver was standing on my stoop with a clipboard and pen at the ready. 

“Antonia?” he asked. “Antonia Owens?”

“Toni,” I corrected automatically. 

He indicated the truck. “We have some of your stuff ready for drop off. Do you want it here or up at that hotel? We stopped there first, but nobody was there. Lucky for you, I saw the second road.”

“Here’s fine, thanks.” I glanced around the small room, hoping it would all fit. If not, then I’d store some of it at the lodge.

I held the door open as they hauled my couch into the small living room. Dee and I quickly shuffled some boxes around to make room. They were starting to haunt me because I never felt settled in a new house until I had everything unpacked and in its place. I’d start on that once we got back from the lodge if we had time.

Next came my bed. It was in pieces, but here nonetheless. Happiness bubbled through me at the sight of it. I’d never appreciated it so much as I did right that minute; it didn’t have any springs that liked to dig into various body parts in the middle of the night like the one I’d been enduring for the last couple of nights. That old bed was going away today.

They brought in a coffee table, two end tables, a dresser, my microwave, and a few stray boxes I hadn’t been able to fit into my car. 

Dee looked around. “I don’t think we could have planned this any better if we’d tried. You have all the furniture I don’t and vice versa, and we don’t even have any duplicates. Well, except we have two couches, but something tells me we’re gonna need the extra one.” She arched a brow and cast a glance at Bear.

“Truck’s empty,” the young kid called.

I reached in my purse to pull out a tip for the two men, but the older man waved me off. “Steve took care of it.”

“Oh,” I said as I pulled out a couple bills anyway. I forced a smile; it wasn’t their fault just hearing my ex-husband’s name set my teeth on edge. “Then today’s a good day. Have lunch or a beer on me,” I said as, handing him two tens. I followed the man to the door and closed it behind him.

Dee smiled, her eyes lit up with curiosity. “So who’s Steve?”

I sighed. “My ex-husband.”

The smile drained from her face. “Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

I opened the flap on the nearest box and started digging. “It’s not a big deal. Things just don’t always work out the way you hope they will.”

“So what happened, if you don’t mind me asking?”

I shrugged and kept digging. “Nothing really. We just grew apart. Our careers took up way too much time, and before I knew it, I was living with someone I didn’t know anymore. Or maybe it was me that changed. He was one of those people who always felt the need to order for me, and make decisions for me. In the beginning, I thought it was chivalrous, but it became stifling.” 

I thought of the straw that broke the camel’s back. “We’d been saving up for a new car for me because mine was shot. I’d had my eye on one of the new Mustangs, and busted my butt taking on extra projects to get it. He went out and got me that”—I motioned toward where my car was parked outside—“one day while I was at work. He said it was more sensible than a sports car.” 

It sounded petty when I said it out loud, but it wasn’t about the car so much as it was about him not respecting my wishes or valuing my input, or even caring what I wanted. I’d had no voice in anything we did.

“Well, I’m sorry just the same,” she said.

I smiled. “That chapter of my life is closed. I’m starting a new one in this small town, at the lodge, with people like you. I refuse to look back and dwell on the what ifs, the could haves, or the should haves. I choose to focus on looking forward to what’s going to be.”

A grin spread across Dee’s face as she nodded. “I like that. And I, for one, think you picked the right place.”

I smiled, happy that I’d already met somebody I liked. “And as for what may best, do you want to help me take that nightmare of a bed apart and haul it up to the lodge since we’re going anyway? Then maybe tonight I can sleep in my bed.”

Dee giggled. “If we can get Bear out of it. Apparently, it’s siesta time.” She smirked. “Maybe you should keep that rickety old bed for him. I think he’s going to take over yours if you don’t.”

I glanced in my bedroom. Sure enough, there was Bear, spread across the entire thing, his head on my pillow. I used to be the only one allowed to crash on that pillow, but it looked like I was going to be making an exception ... even if he was a coward.
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I TOOK A DEEP BREATH as I shoved the key into the front door lock of the lodge and jiggled it until I felt the tumblers give. I’d researched house-buying laws the night before, and short of a lawsuit that would require money I didn’t have, I was stuck with the place. Hopefully, the damage upstairs would be minimal, or at least easy to fix with elbow grease rather than costly materials.

“Ready?” I asked Dee, who was bouncing on her toes, eager to get her first look at the place.

“Ready,” she said. “Just remember—there’s very little that can’t be fixed if you know how to do it. And between me and Scout, I figure we pretty much have it covered. And I’m sure you’ll catch on. Shoot, you probably have some skills yourself that you don’t realize you have yet.” 

I snorted as I pushed the door open. “Don’t count on it. And it’s great that you two are offering to help, but I don’t have money to pay Scout, and I doubt he’d be willing to take on a major renovation for free. For that matter, I wouldn’t ask him to do it even if he was. And it’s not fair to ask you to work for nothing, either. I wouldn’t feel right charging you more than a few hundred bucks for rent, and you’d have that worked off in two days.”

While I was talking, she was meandering around the great room. “That’s something we can work on when the time comes. For now, let’s make a list of what needs to be done to get this place livable, and a second one to address aesthetics. I don’t think it’s going to be as bad as you thought,” she said, furrowing her brow at the dark spots on the ceiling. 

“I know,” I replied, sighing as I made the first note on my legal pad. “The roof’s obviously going to need replacing, to start.” 

She shook her head. “Not necessarily. I think those stains are from a plumbing leak rather than the roof. It may be as simple as fixing or replacing a little bit of pipe.” She ran her fingers over the places on the fireplace where the rocks had come loose. “And the mortar on the fireplace seems to be in good shape. That’ll be a relatively easy fix, too. It’s aesthetic, though. Do you know if they’ve had the chimney cleaned lately?”

Finally, a bright spot. “Yeah, Marnie said they cleaned it last fall when they put the place up for sale.” I leaned against the banister on the staircase and gave a little squeal of surprise when it gave a little under my weight. It held, though, so I put that in the win column, after adding it to the list of things to repair sooner rather than later. At least the whole thing hadn’t collapsed.

She hummed, wandering toward the kitchen. “Yeah, and she also sent you pictures of this place that were taken ten years ago. It’s probably a good idea to have it checked. I know a guy, and he owes me a favor. If it’s okay with you, I’ll see if he can come out this week.” She rubbed her hands together, then jammed them in her coat pockets. “Then we can blanket off the upstairs and get the bottom floor warm enough that we can work on it without firing up the furnace.” 

I hadn’t even factored that cost in, so I was glad she had. As we started the to-do list, I was glad all over again to have her by my side. I’d been angry and stressed when I’d made the decision to buy the lodge, thinking more about getting away and starting over than anything so banal as the logistics of buying and moving into some fairy-tale manor. The price alone should have been a clue. Even though I’d overpaid considering the condition of the place, I’d still gotten it for a little less than I’d have paid for a mid-range house in Orlando.

She trailed into the kitchen and gasped. “Holy crap. Have you been in here?” 

“Not yet,” I said, afraid to follow her. After finding out the plumbing was shot and the banister was about to fall over, I didn’t hold out much hope the kitchen was any better. Therefore, I was surprised at her next comment and elated when I saw what we had to work with.

“It’s amazing,” she said in awe, trailing her fingers over the four dusty cast iron grates of a new gas stove. It even had a built-in griddle in the center and double ovens underneath. The rest of the room was in decent shape, too. As a matter of fact, aside from the inch of dust on everything, it looked even better than the pictures Marnie had sent me. It had obviously been remodeled, and I wondered what the former owners had been planning before they passed away.

“Wow,” I said, checking out the stainless steel appliances. “I don’t get it. These still have plastic on the front of them.” 

Dee swung the door of the fridge open and frowned; it was pristine. “Yeah, it doesn’t make any sense, especially considering the shape of the rest of the house.” 

I thought I caught a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye, but when I turned to look, there was nothing there. My heart sped up. The feeling of being watched made the hair on my arms stand up, and I wasn’t sure we were alone. After all, the place had stood vacant for over five years; it wouldn’t have surprised me if somebody was squatting in it. 

After scanning the dark corners of the room, I figured it must have just been a trick of the light and a case of the heebie-jeebies and pushed it from my mind.
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I AWOKE THE NEXT MORNING refreshed and feeling like I’d accomplished something. We’d made an inventory of what we’d have to do to make the lodge habitable, and as Dee had suggested, it wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. In fact, two of the six bedrooms were in fine shape, and only two of them needed major work. The bathrooms were dated and in desperate need of an overhaul, but they were functional for the time being.

As far as the kitchen, I’d called Marnie and asked if she knew anything about it. Though she tried to play it off as if she did, I had the sneaking suspicion she was as clueless as we were. I decided to ask Scout the next time I saw him since he’d been taking care of the place.

Once we’d gotten back from the lodge, we’d put my bed together and had even managed to unpack at least half the boxes. Not bad progress for a day’s work.

And to top it off, I had the bed to myself. I flung the covers off and got up. The morning was a bit brisk, but nothing compared to that first one. Dee’d moved her stuff into the other bedroom the night before, so she’d shown me how to bank the fire and add more if I happened to get up in the middle of the night. 

For the first time since I’d gotten there, I actually had a glimmer of hope that this whole gig could work. 

I pulled on a sweatshirt and a pair of jeans, then went in search of a caffeine fix. Bear lay sprawled across the entire length of the couch, his paws dangling over the edge, and he cracked a sleepy eye open when I came through. 

“Hey, big guy!” I said. “Was I hogging too much of the bed, and you had to hit the couch?” He just huffed out a put-upon sigh and closed his eye again. As far as roommates went, I’d had worse. 

I was pleasantly surprised to find a fresh pot of coffee already made, along with a sticky note from Dee saying she’d already headed up to the lodge. I filled a couple to-go cups and decided to join her. She’d done a great job of motivating me the day before, and I was anxious to get started.

“You ready to go for a walk?” I asked Bear, and his fuzzy ears perked. He stepped off the couch with his two front feet, stretched, then climbed the rest of the way off and sauntered out the door. I locked the cabin and followed along, appreciating the beauty of the morning. The birds were chirping, I could hear a woodpecker pounding away on a tree, and thankfully, there was nothing rustling in the bushes nearby. I glanced at Bear. Maybe just his presence was enough to keep the wildlife at bay. I mean, they had no idea he wasn’t as tough as he looked.

When I got to the lodge, Dee was standing on a ladder stripping off some peeling, cabbage-rose wallpaper in the great room. Truth be told, even if it was in immaculate shape, it still would have gone. I wasn’t exactly a cabbage-rose type of girl. I wanted to keep at least some of the ambiance, but a simple pattern or muted paint was more my style.

She glanced down at me. “Hey!”

“Decided to start early, huh?” I asked, surprised to see she already had most of the wall stripped bare.

“Yeah. There’s a lot to do and I’m excited to start transforming this place into something like its former self. Plus, it keeps me busy.” A shadow crossed her face. “If I allow my mind to wander, all I can see is Fiona. Her eyes ...”

I wiggled her coffee cup to keep her mind—and mine—from going there. “I brought you something. Thanks for leaving a fresh pot.”

She smiled appreciatively as she climbed down the ladder. “No problem. Thanks for bringing me another cup. Some of the rooms are better than others, so I think we should start with them since they’ll take less work,” she said as she took the coffee.

I nodded. “I don’t think the outside is as bad as I thought it was, either, now that I’ve looked at it without the feeling of gut-wrenching despair I had when I first saw it.” 

“Nah,” she said, flapping a hand. “Nothing some paint won’t fix, for the most part. Except for the roof that is. That’s gonna be a pretty penny if you have to have it replaced. So far, though, I’m not seeing signs you will. You should have it inspected though.” 

“Yeah,” I sighed. I needed to get somebody out to give me an estimate, and I was dreading the number. With the number of peaks and gables, I was afraid to even think about it. “Did you find anything we overlooked yesterday?” 

“Nothing, if you don’t count a wandering spirit or two,” she said.

My head snapped her direction. “What?”

She looked at me and laughed. “You should see the look on your face,” she said, her eyes sparkling. She bumped my shoulder with her own. “I was just kidding. But your expression was priceless. So, do they have a big ghost problem where you come from? Because that was way too easy.”

I rolled my eyes, covering up the fact that I’d half believed her after the creepy feeling of being watched I’d had the night before. “No. But I’ve seen some of those ghostbusting shows, and for all I know, that crap’s real. I’d rather not have roommates who live on a different existential plane than me.” The last thing I needed was to be too nervous to hang out in my own house.

Dee gazed at the lodge. “But if it were haunted, think of all the money you could make renting it out to thrill seekers, Halloween party planners, ghost hunters ... the list is endless. Plus, you could score a movie and book deal just on the haunting alone.”

“No thank you.” I shuddered as I took a swig of coffee. 

Dee laughed and motioned toward Bear, who was stretched out in the sun. “Maybe he could protect you from the supernatural invaders if we had any.”

I hmphed. “I’m not sure he’s able to protect me from the natural invaders.”

Her eyes softened. “He’s a good boy. I just don’t think Fiona was any nicer to him than she was to anybody else. And I’m pretty sure he spent a lot of time alone. Between Fiona running the café and meeting the bakery orders, and being so sour she didn’t have much company, he probably wasn’t socialized properly. The fact that she was never around probably made life easier for him anyway.”

“Why didn’t you do the baking? Lighten some of her workload? I mean, if her cooking was anything to go by, I’m sure you would have brought in more customers than she did.”

Dee choked on her coffee a little bit. “You do remember that control freak extraordinaire you met, right? I mean, she was family and all, but she was horrible. She couldn’t stand to allow someone else to do something, especially if she had it in her head she could do it better. And as far as Fiona was concerned, she could do everything better than everyone. To be fair, she was a decent baker—her pies were better than her burgers.” Her cheeks pinked a little. “But not as good as mine would have been, though I feel bad saying that with her dead.” 

I patted Dee’s back. “I’m sorry. Well, now that she’s gone, maybe you can open up a bakery.” I shrugged. “Or just do it on the side as an extension of the restaurant like she was doing.”

“That’s a thought,” Dee said. “The café’s not equipped to run as a bakery. But, I’ve been thinking a lot about that brand-new magical kitchen you have in there. It’s a baker’s dream. I know you said you didn’t feel right having me working here for free.” She cast an anxious eye at me and held up her hands. “And not that I’d mind doing that at all, but I have an idea that may work for us both.” 

“Go on,” I said. The bottom line was that I was in desperate need of help, but there was no way I was going to let her work for free. It wasn’t right. But if she had another option, then I was all ears. 

She gave me a giddy smile. “I definitely want to put my pastry skills to use. The problem is the kitchen at the café isn’t suited to baking. The oven’s old, small, and off-level, and there’s not much counter space. So, I thought maybe I could help you get this place up and livable in exchange for using the kitchen.” 

I liked it. I needed her help, and she needed a kitchen—that was a deal just waiting to be struck. “Deal,” I said, sticking my hand out.

“Deal!” Dee agreed, giving my hand a firm shake. She paused, then gave me a tentative smile. “Or if you ever decide to open this place again, maybe I can be the baker here. Fresh bread, sweet rolls, pies, cakes, you name it.”

After we’d gone through the place the night before, I’d thought about what I was going to do with it once it was restored. In theory, the idea of rambling around a big old house, letting my inner muse roam, was grand. In reality, not so much. I had plenty of time to consider my options, but I was leaning more toward taking in roommates or even turning it into a B&B. There were lots of great skiing and hunting opportunities, and I could even market it as an artist’s retreat. Then I’d have some extra income, and some company, too.

It wasn’t that I didn’t like her, but I barely knew her, and I tended to be an introvert. Inviting her to stay with me was so far away from my standard modus operandi that my head was spinning a little. I didn’t regret my decision, but I didn’t want to make any long-term promises until I knew her a little better. I didn’t want to get her hopes up just in case I decided to keep the house private, either.

Instead, I chose a middle-of-the-road answer. “I haven’t thought that far ahead yet.”

Dee nodded. “I understand. It’s a lot to think about.”

“It is. And I think well when I’m doing busywork. Let’s get this god-awful paper down and maybe decide what would look best in its place.” 

“That sounds great. I talked to Gabe, and he’s not ready to release the café yet. I don’t know why, but he did say he’s having somebody go in and clean it for me before he lets me back in.” 

I was glad for that. I’d considered volunteering to do it so she wouldn’t have to, but I just didn’t have it in me to clean up a murder scene.

I went to the utility room and got another ladder. “Have you talked to Katie and Jeremy?” 

“I did,” she said, peeling off another strip of paper and dropping it to the floor. “We’re going to meet up and talk about schedules and menus. Katie’s having some personal issues and really needs the income, so I need to go through the books and see what I actually have to work with. Jeremy has a business degree, so he’s interested in helping me out with that end of things.” 

“Sounds like you have some work to do, then,” I said.

“Yeah, I do.” She stopped to rub her nose with the back of her hand, then adjusted the bandana covering her hair. “I think I’m going to ask Jeremy to help me create a new menu. What we have now is all over the place. I think she was wasting a ton of money on inventory that was going bad.” 

“And the liver and onions has to go,” I added.

“Believe me—that’s first on the list.” 

With two of us working, it didn’t take long to get the wallpaper down. I was surprised to find pine paneling underneath it and not the cheap, pressed stuff, either. It wasn’t exactly modern, but most of the decayed wallpaper glue had come off with the paper. I was hoping with a little elbow grease, we could sand it down and stain it rather than spend a fortune covering it back up.

After a few hours, my back was killing me, and the last thing I wanted to do was show up sore and stiff for my first shift at the bar. “Well, I’m going to head back to the cabin and try to get some work done on my manuscript before I have to go to work.” 

Dee grabbed a handful of wallpaper off the floor and stuffed it in the big rubber can we’d hauled in from outside. “I’m stopping for a while, too. I’d like to get some of my stuff from the apartment if Gabe will let me in.” 

“What’s the deal with him?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” 

I was surprised when her cheeks pinked. “You like him!” I exclaimed.

“Of course I like him,” she mumbled. “He’s a nice guy and a decent sheriff, at least when he’s not accusing me of murder.” 

“No, I mean you like him like him.” I said. 

She lifted a shoulder, trying for nonchalance but only half succeeding. “He’s okay. Not bad looking, and he’s single. That already puts him a few rungs above most of the other guys in this town.” 

“How is it he’s single?” I asked.

“He hasn’t always been,” she replied. “As a matter of fact, he wasn’t until recently. He married a girl he met in college, but she couldn’t stand it here. Small-town living wasn’t her thing, and she left him to move back to the city.” 

I waggled my brows at her. “Then that leaves him wide open, then.” 

She sighed. “Maybe. But being the rebound is never good, and his divorce was only finalized last month.” 

That was a valid point.

“So what are you thinking?” she asked, changing the subject. “The kitchen next? Then we can at least pack a few groceries in so we don’t have to go to the cabin every time we get hungry or want something to drink.” 

I let the sheriff thing slide, at least for now. I didn’t want to push her in a direction that would lead to heartache. “Sounds good to me. We’ll tackle that first thing in the morning. And Dee?”

She slid a sideways glance at me. “Yeah?” 

“Thanks. I know we’re kinda helping each other out, but I appreciate the extra hand. And the friendly face. You’re making settling in here a ton easier.”

Dee smiled. “Back ’atcha. I’m not sure what I would have done if you hadn’t offered to let me stay here. The thought of staying in the apartment ...” she shuddered.

I smiled. A new town, a new friend, and a new life. Except for when they delivered my furniture, I hadn’t thought about Steve hardly at all, and when I had, it was as if it was in another lifetime, which, I suppose, it was. I shut the lights off behind me, happy I’d made the move.
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Chapter 15
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THE FIRST COUPLE OF hours at my new job went well, but it was a little slow. That was probably a good thing, though, because it gave me a chance to learn my way around. I’d gotten there at a quarter to five, and Don had given me a quick tour of the place. There wasn’t much to see—the front area, the stock room, the walk-in fridge where the kegs were, the kitchen, and the bathrooms. 

Don hadn’t mentioned it when he hired me, but then again, we hadn’t talked about much of anything. It turned out I was responsible for cooking as well as bartending. I couldn’t imagine it would be too tough though, considering the bar was small and the menu was all deep-fried foods except for the burgers.

Don scuttled out as soon as he was satisfied I was ready—which was about thirty minutes after I arrived—mumbling something about finally getting to go night fishing. 

Three hours later, I’d given up making any money for the night and had switched into info-gathering mode. The handful of regulars who gathered there every day after work for happy hour were friendly and more than willing to share the local 411. I learned a lot about the town and residents, and was surprised to learn women did not have the patent on gossiping—there were a few people I wasn’t going to be able to look in the eye if I ever met them. 

I also learned the list of people who wouldn’t have minded seeing Fiona dead was a lot longer than I’d originally thought. I wanted to take a second look at the woman who owned the ice cream shop beside her. Apparently, that rivalry had burned long and hot, punctuated by more than a couple incidents of screaming, naming-calling, and mud-slinging. 

When I asked them if they thought Fiona could have been having an affair, they all scoffed except one, the grizzled old guy who’d been there when I’d come in for my interview. He’d introduced himself as Jeb. 

“Nobody’s all bad,” he said, scratching his beard, “and everybody needs somebody. It’s the way of life. Fiona may have been cantankerous and mean, but she had her good points.” 

“Like what?” one of the younger men said. 

“Like she took giant stockpots of soup to the homeless shelter in the winter. And she donated money to Doc Murphy when he ran low on blankets or dog food or medicine for those strays he’s always takin’ in.” 

That didn’t jive well with what I’d seen of her at all, but I’d only met the woman once. Plus, he was right. If working for a large metro newspaper had taught me anything, it was that everybody had their soft spots no matter how hardcore they seemed. I’d seen a gangbanger arrested because he stopped long enough in the chase to help a little old lady he’d accidentally knocked down.

“And she was a looker back in the day, too,” Jeb said, a little softer. “She wasn’t always wound so tight.” He gave me an inscrutable look. “But if she was havin’ an affair, maybe there wasn’t anything hinky about it. Maybe she just figured it wasn’t anyone’s business but her own.” 

The guys gave him a good-natured ribbing over that one, but it gave me something to think about. Maybe it was time to dig a little deeper into Fiona’s life and stop chasing uncorroborated rumors.

Around eight, the door creaked open, and I turned to greet whoever’d ventured in. The smile froze on my face when I realized it was the mayor and his wife—the couple who’d been eating at Fiona’s café my first night in town. I hoped they were getting along better because the last thing I needed was a scene on my first night. 

She was smiling, so I took it as a good sign and thought maybe they’d just been having an off day that night in the diner. They took a seat at a table halfway between the door and the back wall, picking up two of the small menus that were tucked between the ketchup and the mustard. 

I hustled over to them, hoping all was well. “Hi there! What can I get you?”

The woman’s eyes met mine and she tilted her chin. “I think I saw you at the café the other day, right? You’re new here, aren’t you?”

I nodded. “You did, and I am.”

She set down her menu. “So how are you liking our little town so far?”

“It’s definitely been interesting,” I replied. “I think I’m going to love it once I settle in.”  

The woman nodded. “It’s not a bad place to live. I’m Naomi Clark, and this”—she gestured to the man across from her——“is William Clark, my husband and the mayor of this fine town.”

I smiled and nodded. “Pleasure to meet you both. I’m Toni.”

“So where are you staying, Toni?” Naomi clasped her hands on the table in front of her, a warm smile lighting up her face.

“At Mercy Lodge,” I replied, setting a cocktail napkin in front of them.

A worried frown creased her brow. “You’re staying up there all alone?”

I shook my head. “Not anymore. Dee, from the café, moved in the other night.”

Naomi’s frown lifted and she raised a brow. “She’s staying with you?”  

I frowned and nodded, wondering why she accentuated the word ‘you’ like it was completely unfathomable. “She didn’t want to stay alone at the café, so I offered her a room.” 

“That was nice of you,” she said, brushing imaginary crumbs off the table. “I can’t say that I blame her for not wanting to sleep there. How’s she doing?” 

“She’s hanging in there,” I said. 

“Good,” she said, flipping the menu open. “It’s a shame about Fiona. She wasn’t the most pleasant person, but she didn’t deserve to die that way.” 

Her husband, who’d been studying the menu like it held the answers to the great questions in life, looked up. “I never had a problem getting along with Fiona. She just had a low tolerance for bull and wasn’t afraid to speak her mind. Sure, she didn’t go out of her way to be nice, but then again, at least it was genuine.” 

“I suppose there’s something to be said for being candid,” Naomi replied. “And she had her good points, too, I suppose. She wasn’t always nice to Dee, but she did give her a place to live and work, and I saw them out sometimes, shopping or eating. They looked like they got along well enough then.” 

I glanced over my shoulder at the guys—they were ready for another round. 

“Can I get you something to drink?” I asked Naomi.

“A chardonnay, please, and I’ll have a burger and fries. Medium well, American cheese, all the toppings.”

“And for you, Mayor?” 

“A burger and fries are fine, Toni. And could you bring me a Jack and coke?”

“Coming right up,” I said as I turned and made my way back to the kitchen. I took them their drinks, then refilled the guys at the bar before turning to the kitchen. It didn’t take me long to make the dinners, though I did fumble a little looking for a new pack of buns. 

I put my bartender’s smile back on and I delivered them to Naomi and William. My feet were starting to hurt. 

“Can I get either of you anything else?”

Naomi shook her head as she squirted a blob of ketchup onto her plate.

William gave me another genuine, if slightly strained, smile. “Thank you, Toni. We’re good.”

I turned and strode back to the bar and began cleaning glasses and shooting the bull with the guys again. The guys were a pleasure to talk to, and I got a ton of great advice about everything from what contractors to consider for the lodge to which lures to use if I wanted to catch the big bass. 

As far as Mercy’s leading couple, they barely looked at one another, and ate their meals in silence. 

When their drinks were almost empty, she caught my eye. “Two more?”

She shook her head, then stood up and brought the empty glass to the bar while he went to the restroom. “None for me, but William would like another.” She did her best to keep her expression neutral. “One of us should keep our head enough to drive. This whole campaign thing gets worse every year, and it’s really taking a toll on him—on both of us—this time around.” She cleared her throat quietly. “You said Dee’s staying with you. Will you see her tonight, or in the morning, then?”

I grabbed the Jack bottle and poured two fingers’ worth into the glass, wondering where this was going. “Yeah, I’m sure I will.”

“Would you mind asking her if she could get a hold of me about a cake and some other baked goods for the ladies’ auxiliary? I had initially commissioned Fiona to do it, but ...” She shrugged. “Anyway, I’d be happy to pay Dee. I know she went to school for it, and I’d love to see her come into her own.”

I looked up at the woman, wondering if I’d judged her too harshly. She was obviously dealing with ... something ... in her relationship, and I was a stranger. 

“I think Dee would really appreciate that. I’ll let her know as soon as I get home,” I said, handing her the drink.

Naomi gave a slight nod and handed me her business card. “Better get back to the table,” she said as her husband scrolled through his phone. “Just have her give me a call.”

I smiled and nodded.

I watched her take the drink back to her husband. He didn’t even acknowledge her other than to grab it from her hands. I shook my head. To each their own, I supposed.

William downed his second drink without sitting down, then dug in his wallet and dropped some money on the table. It looked like it was enough to settle his bill and then some. “Thanks a lot, Toni,” he called, then he turned toward the door with Naomi right behind him.

“Have a nice evening,” I called as he reached for the door.

She glanced at me and nodded.

The rest of the night sailed by without incident, and by two in the morning, I was ready to pack it in and go home. I’d had enough downtime toward the end that I had all the side work done, so I did one more pass through the restaurant. When I was satisfied I hadn’t missed anything, I turned out the lights and locked up, happy with my first night.

I pulled my coat around me on the way to my car. Even though it was late spring, it was cool outside, bordering on cold. It was going to take my thin Florida blood a while to acclimate to temperatures under sixty, but so far, the tradeoff seemed worth it. Of course, I hadn’t experienced snow yet, so I was reserving opinion. If it was this cold in the spring, I may have overestimated my zest for cooler climes. 

I arched my back and stretched after I climbed into my SUV and kicked on the heater. I’d forgotten how physical just being on your feet for nine hours straight could be. That was going to take some getting used to, too.

The lights were on in the main lodge when I got home, so I stopped, wondering if Dee was usually a night owl or if she was having trouble sleeping. If it was the latter, I sure couldn’t blame her. 

Once inside, I followed the sound of furniture being pushed around in one of the undamaged bedrooms upstairs. Dee was moving a heavy-looking antique dresser over to the corner of the room by the window, so I dropped my purse and ran over, helping her finish shifting the old oak piece to its new destination.

“Thanks,” she said, her voice a little breathless.

I put my hands on my hips as I looked around the room. It looked great. She had it cleaned and rearranged, and even the furniture was in better shape than I could have hoped, sans dust. I nodded. “It looks amazing in here.”

Dee beamed at me. “Since there are a few rooms that just need some paint or a good scrubbing, like this one, I figured I’d start with one of them because I can do most of it myself.”

Aside from the bare bed and windows, I was impressed. The crown molding was in perfect condition, and unlike the downstairs, the wallpaper was even in decent shape. I didn’t like it, but at least it wasn’t peeling and stained. Seeing it almost ready to live in chased away most of my exhaustion and made me want to dig in myself. “I guess there’s more hope for this old place than I initially thought.”

Dee wiped her hands on her jeans and nudged me with her elbow. “I told you so. I had Scout run me to town so I could grab my bedding and some pictures, you know, to make my room in the cabin feel more like mine. He helped me move the old bed from the cabin up here so I could have my stuff there.”

“That’s perfect,” I said, admiring how well this one room had come together.

She pointed down the hall to where there was a communal bathroom. “I cleaned the bathroom too, so we wouldn’t have to run up and down the stairs every time we needed to use the restroom, or get fresh water to clean with, or whatever.”

I furrowed my brow. “I thought the pipe was leaking in there.”

She grinned. “Keyword was. Scout fixed it when I showed him around. Since all he really did was keep up the yard, he hadn’t even seen the inside in ages, though he grew up with one of the guys you bought it from. He says he played here as a kid, and the place was incredible.” 

Looking around at the finished room, it was much easier to imagine that than it had been the day before. 

“It only took him a few minutes to fix the pipe, and he checked the gas and water lines out in the kitchen, too,” she said. “We’re all good and can cook in there and everything. He said it’s all new.” 

“Did he have any idea who remodeled it, then walked away?” I asked. It didn’t make any sense—that wasn’t cheap. I wasn’t going to complain, though. With the amount of work the rest of the house needed, it was nice to know at least one room wasn’t going to punch me right in the wallet.

“Nope,” she said, “though he was away on and off all last summer on business.” 

I shrugged. “Then I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth.” 

“So how was work?” she asked as she picked up some lint off the floor.

“Long,” I said. “It wasn’t busy, but I had enough business to make it worth my while.”

She nodded. “Not a lot of nightlife here, that’s for sure. I’m glad you made at least a little money, though.”

Speaking of money ... I spun and faced her, belatedly remembering Naomi’s request. “Oh, the mayor’s wife said she wants you to get a hold of her about that cake and stuff for the auxiliary. She said she’d made arrangements with Fiona, and would gladly pay you to do it.”

A big smile spread across her face. “Wow! Well, that’s perfect. I could use the money, and I’m just dying to try out that oven.”

It was nice to see her happy after the couple days she’d had. “Then it sounds like it’ll be perfect for you. Especially if you decide to run a home-based bakery.”

Dee nodded and gave me a sly sideways glance as she walked beside me. “Or for a bed and breakfast. Lodge, resort, whatever.”

“Or a retreat for a writer and a wayward friend and an orphaned dog,” I said lifting one corner of my mouth. “Since that’s what it is at the moment. The way the dog is, we need to get three of these rooms done before we can move in because he needs his own room with his own bed.” I opened the door and stepped outside, shivering when a breeze blew what felt like Arctic air down the back of my neck.

Dee laughed. “Probably. I took him back to the cabin a little while ago because the noise I was making had him hiding under the bed in the room down the hall.”

I snorted. “Heart of a lion, that one.” 

“Yeah, the Cowardly Lion,” she replied. “We should probably have him chipped in case somebody breaks into the house and steals him along with the TV.” 
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Chapter 16
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I WAS JUST COMING UP the drive after my jog then next morning, Bear loping along beside me, when the cabin door swung open up and Naomi step out, Dee following along behind. “Thanks again, Dee,” she called over her shoulder.

I stopped next to the Beamer as Bear galloped on past me and into the lodge, just about knocking Dee over as she shut the door. “I’ll be right in,” I said with a wave when I noticed she’d paused to wait for me.

She nodded and went inside.

“So, did you two work out the cake details?” I asked as I pulled my hair out of its ponytail.

Naomi smiled and nodded. “We did.” She glanced back at the door. “I think it will be good for her. Give her a sense of purpose. And I know it’ll be good for me. The only other bakery in town is booked for the next three months. And though I really like the girl that runs it, her cakes tend to be a little dry.”

“Oh, then I’m sure Dee will dazzle you,” I said, smiling. “I think it’ll be good for her, too,” I said. “It’s her dream to do that.” 

“I know,” she replied, climbing into her car. “And I’m glad she’s opening the diner, too. That’ll be good for her and the town.” 

She did a three-point turn and waved, smiling, as she pulled off. Once her car disappeared in a cloud of dust, I turned back toward the cabin. Dee was loading up a box with cleaning supplies. 

“Yay on the job!” I said. “Go you.” 

“Thanks,” she said. “It feels pretty amazing. How was your run?” 

I gave her a wry smile. “Torturous as always. I’m not one of those nuts who runs for pleasure—I run so I can eat cheesecake and French fries without having to size up in clothes every six months.” 

She barked out a laugh. “In that case, maybe you’ll inspire me to take it up. Lord knows I could stand to drop a size or two, though running with these babies”—she looked down at her chest—“is a safety hazard.” 

I snickered. “Yeah, the one and only benefit to being less than well-endowed—I can run unhindered. Yay.” 

“Sarcasm suits you,” she said, giving me a lopsided grin. “It’s one of the things I’m starting to like most about you.” 

“Oh, then stick around,” I replied. “I have an unlimited supply.” 

I grabbed a second box and shoved a couple packs of cleaning rags I’d picked up into it, then chucked a few bottles of water and some granola bars in on top of it. I was going to have to do a grocery run before too long, but they’d do for now.

It was a beautiful day, but since we had a ton of stuff to carry up, we decided to drive rather than walk. I slid the key into the lock, my box of cleaning supplies propped between my hip and the doorframe. When I gave the door a shove to open it, I was surprised to find a little resistance. 

I gave it a firmer push and gasped when it finally gave. The wallpaper we’d stuffed in the cans the day before was scattered all over the room.

“What the hell?” Dee said when she peeked around me.

“I have no idea,” I replied, setting my box on a card table Dee’d brought from her place. “That can was heavy, so it’s not like it just blew over. Even if it had, it wouldn’t be scattered all over like this.” 

“Animals, maybe?” she said. That didn’t make sense either since there wasn’t any food in it, but I couldn’t come up with a better reason.

“Kids don’t come here to party, do they?” I asked. I knew if I’d been a teenager, the place would have been a prime target to host a Saturday night kegger.

“I doubt it.” She set her box down and gathered a handful of paper from the floor. “Scout’s no slouch, and the kids know he’s the one keeping the place up. Most of them wouldn’t do anything like that just out of respect for him, but the few that would are too scared of him to try it.” 

I pulled in a deep breath and released it, then joined her in picking up the mess. “Regardless of how it happened, the result is the same. We’ll just clean it up and move on.” 

It only took a few minutes to get the living room back in order, but it was obvious we were going to need a construction dumpster. I said as much and she laughed. 

“Oh, sweetie,” she said. “Bless your heart. This is Mercy, remember? If you wanna haul off lots of garbage, you’re on your own unless you can put it in a can and take it down to the end of the drive, where the county will pick it up. I think they charge extra if you have extra cans, though, and there are some things they won’t take. You have to haul it to the dump unless you’re a construction company and happen to own a couple.” 

Peachy. “So how far is the dump, and how much does it cost?” 

She waved a hand. “It’s only a few miles, and it doesn’t cost anything. But really, for what we’re doing now, it would be easiest to get another can and just set them at the end of the road for the garbage guys.” 

“The garbage guys it is, then. I think there are two more cans out there, so we should be set.” Since the one was full of wallpaper, we dragged it outside and brought an empty one in, setting it down in the doorway to the kitchen. I flipped on the light and stopped in my tracks after I’d taken several steps into the room.

The slate-colored marble on the counters and center aisle had about an inch of dust on them, but right square in the middle of the aisle, somebody had written in the dust. 

Dee crept closer to get a look. She squinted, then chanced a glance at me. “Geloub?” 

I scrunched my brow and studied the single word drawn in the dirt and tried to make heads or tails of it. I shrugged. “I have no clue.” 

A put-upon sigh sounded from beside us, and we about jumped out of our skins. 

“Oh, for Pete’s sake. It says get out, you stupid twits.” A plump older woman in a faded floral housedress and hot pink galoshes was standing in the corner by the table, scowling at us. Or rather, a translucent spirit of a woman was hovering there, dressed for doing yard work. “This is my house, and I don’t want you in it.” 

I stifled a squeal and jumped sideways into Dee, who wasn’t exactly stable herself. My eyes met hers, and I was sure the panic I saw there was reflected in my own. She dropped the box of supplies she was carrying, and we about ran each other over beating it out the front door. 

I slammed it behind us with the same force a teenager in a snit would have given it, and we didn’t slow down until we were back in the truck, doors locked. We were both panting, and my heart was beating quadruple time. 

“You saw that, right?” I asked, just to make sure.

“Yeahhhh, I saw it ... her,” she answered, her cheeks flushed. 

“What the hell was it?” I demanded, majorly freaked out as I white-knuckled the steering wheel and peered out the window toward the lodge.

“How should I know?” she tossed back at me. “It’s your house.” 

“But you’re from around here.” My heart was slowing and reason was returning. It occurred to me that this was just the icing on the cake. My marriage was over and I was working at a dive bar and living in a Podunk town where people murdered each other with rolling pins. The house that was supposed to be my dream escape and new beginning was a dumpster fire. Of course it was a haunted dumpster fire, because that was exactly how my luck was running. 

I couldn’t help it—hysteria took over and I devolved into helpless laughter. It was either that or cry, and I’d done all of that I was going to do. It only took a couple heartbeats for Dee to follow suit.

“Your house ... ”—she motioned toward my possessed manor—“really is haunted—by a ... a bag lady!” Tears were coursing down her face, and she pulled a cleaning rag out of her pocket and wiped her eyes. 

“I was just busting your chops that first day, but I was right,” she sniffled a few seconds later, then tried to get control of herself.

For my part, the laughter ran its course, but the more I thought about it, the madder I got. Dee regained control of her senses a little slower, but when she saw my mood had shifted, her expression changed from panicked mirth to concern.

“Toni? You okay?” Dee asked, then shook her head. “I mean, as okay as you could be, considering ...” 

“No,” I said, slapping the steering wheel. “No, I’m not. Who does that old bat think she is?” 

She looked at me like I’d gone completely round the bend as she struggled to find an answer to what was, to her, an irrational question.

“I don’t know,” she said when nothing better came to her.

I leaned forward and looked out the windshield toward the house, alert for any movement. I remembered the swaying curtains I’d seen the day before and a disconnected piece of my brain was relieved it wasn’t another yet-to-be-discovered nightmare repair causing it. 

The longer I thought about it, the madder I got, until I shoved the door opened and jumped out of the truck. I’d already stalked a quarter of the way to the house before Dee chose to follow me back into the insanity rather than wait in the safety of the truck. 

”What on earth are you doing? Have you lost your mind?” she asked, rushing to keep up. “An actual, honest-to-God ghost just told us to get out. I don’t know how many horror movies you’ve watched, but failing to follow that directive literally never ends well.”

I scowled and forged on, afraid to slow down lest I lose my head of steam. “Well good thing we’re not in a movie then. This is my damned house, and some old bitch in a gardening dress isn’t going to throw me out of it.” 

I pushed the door open so hard it banged against the spring stopper behind it, and marched back into the lodge, determined to have it out then and there. 

“Okay, you hateful old bat. Get out here right now. We’re gonna have us a sit-down, because this is my house.” My voice echoed back at me from the depths of the house, but the woman stayed hidden.

“I’m not kidding,” I said, crossing my arms across my chest and tapping my toe. “Show yourself right now, or I’ll find the closest thing to a priest in these parts and have the grandest exorcism you’ve ever seen. I’ll have you banished to a shaving-cream can.” 

I was mostly talking out my butt because I had no idea if exorcisms were real, or whether they could actually lock a spirit into an object or not. I was a huge fan of witch cozies, though, so I had a lot of material to threaten her with. I figured if this was real, surely at least part of the stuff I’d read had some merit.

I waited a few more heartbeats. “What’s the matter? Chicken?” Most of my mad had worn off, and the silence was starting to get a little scary. I mean, what if she was some kind of demon or something, dressed as a little old lady? 

Before I could lose my nerve, a shimmer appeared in the air a few feet from me, then took her shape. She was scowling at me over her wire-rimmed spectacles, her grey eyes snapping. Most of her scare factor, if you set aside the fact that she was dead, was nulled by the giant pink dahlia that was glued to the ribbon of her floppy hat. Combined with the fuchsia galoshes, it wasn’t exactly the stuff of nightmares.

“You sure got a mouth on you,” she said, crossing her arms to mirror my posture and drawing her brows down. Poor Dee, bless her heart, was staring in rapt attention, her gaze bouncing back and forth between us.

“And you’re awful bossy for a little old lady with no body,” I snapped back.

She raised a brow and examined me with a shrewd gaze. “You got backbone, though. Even if it is trumped by a lack of common sense.” 

The conversation had turned surreal, but then again, so had the entire afternoon. It was time to hash this out.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Maisie,” she replied. “Maisie Briggs. I own this place.” 

“No, Maisie,” I said, shaking my head, “you don’t. I own this place. You maybe used to own it, but now I do. So it seems we’re gonna have to have a meeting of the minds, here.” 

“You ripped down my cabbage-rose wallpaper,” she said, glowering at me. “Do you have any idea how much I paid for that?” 

“Whatever you paid, it was too much,” I snapped. “It was ugly.” 

“It was the height of fashion when I hung it,” she said.

“Well it’s not today,” Dee said, finally finding her voice. “And it was peeling and stained.” 

Maisie sighed and her shoulders slumped as all the hot air went out of her. “I know it was. It’s just hard seeing the place changing, and not having any say-so in it.” 

It was an olive branch, and I reached for it. “Look, why don’t we sit down and hash this out? I’m sure we can come to some kind of an understanding that works for all of us.” I couldn’t believe those words even came out of my mouth, but my brain was already adjusting to my reality. Or maybe the shock just hadn’t set in yet. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t have a disgruntled ghost slinging trash around and writing messages in the dust.
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WE DRIFTED TO THE KITCHEN, where Dee and I took a seat. 

Maisie floated to the end of the table. “I reckon I’ll go first,” she said. “My husband and I built this place, way back before Mercy was much of anything. We got the land for a steal, and he was a carpenter. He and his brothers built this place from the ground up. Even cut the lumber themselves.”

Her eyes drifted to someplace we couldn’t see, and she smiled. “Boy, was he ever a sight. Workin’ away at the house we were gonna raise our babies in. I knew then, I’d got me a good one.” 

“So what happened?” Dee asked, elbow on the table and chin in hand.

Maisie lifted a shoulder. “We did just that. Raised four strappin’ sons and a beautiful baby girl.” A shadow crossed her face. “And we lost one a few days after he was born, but still, we were lucky compared to others.”

“Then what?” The house obviously hadn’t burned down, so it must have been some other tragedy that trapped her in the house.

“Then nothin’,” she said, adjusting her spectacles. “We lived long, happy lives. My Freddy passed a decade before I did, and I stayed on, helping my daughter Sarah raise her babies. My boys moved away, then Sarah’s boys did, too, and it was just us girls. Her husband passed, and she moved back in with me.” 

“So why’d you stay around, then?” I asked.

“I don’t rightly know,” she said. “I was awful worried about Lizzie, Sarah’s grand-daughter. That girl had the worst luck with men, and she ended up movin’ in with us a couple years before I passed. She had two boys, and her husband left her for another woman.” 

I did some mental math. “So those two boys are the ones I bought this place from?” 

“I’d say so, yes. Assumin’ I didn’t lose track of a couple decades.”

“What were their names?” Dee asked.

“Oliver and Robert.” 

I shook my head. “There was a couple listed as owners, not two guys, and the man’s name was Eugene.”  

“Probably that fancy-pants couple that came in a few years back and tried the same nonsense you’re talkin’ about,” she said. “Except she had this cockamamie idea to go tearin’ down walls and makin’ it some sort of resort.” She shook her head. “Not on my watch. Freddy worked too hard puttin’ them walls up for me to let somebody tear them down.” 

I hid a smile. “I take it your dust-messages from beyond worked better on them than it did on me?” 

She snorted. “Shoot, all I had to do to them was flick the curtains a couple times and make some moaning noises the first time they slept here. They hightailed it out of here, and I haven’t seen them since. Didn’t even come back for the fancy kitchen stuff. Which brings us to the here and now,” she said, all business once again.

“Indeed,” I said. “I can tell you, I’m not leaving.” 

“Neither am I,” Dee added. “We’re stuck with each other, so we better find a way to make it work. That fancy kitchen stuff is gonna get put to good use, and Toni needs a home.” 

Maisie considered us, her gaze thoughtful. “What are you plannin’ to do to the house?” 

I pulled in a deep breath and released it slowly. “I don’t exactly know yet.” 

“But she wants to restore it, not tear down walls and change it,” Dee added. Since that had been her main complaint about the former owners, it was a nice touch, and I agreed.

“I’ll probably bring the plumbing and wiring up to date, but I like the structure just the way it is,” I said.

She waved a hand. “I don’t care about the plumbing. That’s new, anyway. We didn’t have running water when we built it, though we added it quite a bit later. The bath at the end of the hall was originally a nursery, and Sarah added the ones between the bedrooms. Her husband was a gifted carpenter, too.”

“I’m changing the wallpaper,” I said. “I’m not a flowery type.” 

“Oh,” Dee said. “I actually kinda like the blue paper in my room, as long as it cleans up.” 

Maisie smiled and shimmered a little. “That was Lizzie’s room. She picked that paper when she moved back in here.” 

I raised my brows at the absolute absurdity of the situation. “Okay, then. It’s your room. If you like it, then it’s your call.” 

Our ghostly roommate turned back to me. “Lemme lay it out for you. I won’t cause a fuss as long as you don’t knock down any walls, don’t turn it into some type of hippie retreat, and you fix the fountain out front. Freddy worked an entire summer building it for me, and I want to cry every time I look out there and see it crumbling away to nothing. Oh, and bring my rose garden back.” 

Dee and I looked at each other. “What rose garden?” she asked.

Maisie rolled her eyes. “Honesty. You buy a place and don’t even take the time to walk the grounds?” 

I shifted my weight, a little ashamed to admit I hadn’t even bothered to walk around the house before I bought it.

She pointed toward the backyard. “I had a beautiful garden out there. Freddy mail-ordered me different breeds of roses from all over the world every year for my birthday. The roses are all still there, or most of them are, anyway, but it’s all overgrown.” She sighed. “We put so much work into laying the brick for the paths through it, and now it’s probably all ruined.” 

The quiet stretched on for a few minutes. I had a ton of questions but wasn’t sure where to start. Dee beat me to it.

“Sooo,” she drawled, “I’m not sure what etiquette is on this, but how did you ... you know.” 

Laughter danced in Maisie’s eyes. “Kick the bucket, you mean?” 

We both nodded. I’d been wondering the same thing but hadn’t quite figured out how to ask. 

Maisie waved a hand. “Nothin’ fancy or weird. I was prunin’ the roses I was just telling you about and had a heart attack.” 

“That explains the dress, then,” I said.

She huffed a breath out through her nose. “Yeah, that explains the dress. Though to be fair, the only real difference is the galoshes. I spent most of my time out there when I got older and didn’t have anything better to do.” 

“I’ll tell you what,” I said, coming to a decision. “If you promise to cut us some slack, we’ll get that garden back in shape.” 

“And the fountain?” 

“I’d already planned to fix it, anyway,” I replied, “so ... we have a deal.” 

“Now,” Dee said, raising a brow. “I have my first ever paid cake to bake, so if you’re finished writing in the dust in the kitchen, I’m gonna need to clean it.”  

Maisie scowled at her. “Don’t get too big for your britches there, missy. It was my kitchen first, and you wouldn’t have all that fancy-pants equipment if it weren’t for me.”

Convoluted logic, yet incontrovertible, and I suspected that was only the beginning. It looked like I had myself a haunted lodge.
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I PULLED INTO THE BAR just as Don was loading his fishing gear into his truck.

“Another day at the lake?” I asked, smiling.

Don nodded. “Yes, ma’am. You don’t know life until you’ve sat by a lake with your pole in the water and a cold one in your hand. It’s more relaxing and peaceful than any hoodoo meditation stuff I hear all those city people are into.”

I chuckled. I was sure all those city people, at least all the ones I knew, would have to disagree with him. The entire concept, from sitting in the dirt on a lake bank to actually touching a fish, would sound traumatic, not peaceful. “Well, I hope you find all the Zen your heart desires. And maybe, if you find enough, you can bring some back for me.”

He dipped his chin and smiled, then patted me on the back. “Will do. And thank you. The place was in great shape this morning, and the boys said you did a fine job.”

“Thanks!” I said, happy I’d made a good first impression. I paused at the door. “Don? What do you think happened to Fiona? The guys told me you’ve been here your whole life, so what’s your take?” 

Don stopped what he was doing and looked at me like I’d told him the earth was flat or something. He shook his head. “I have been here my whole life, and it just so happens I was good friends with her in high school.” He smiled. “She wasn’t always so difficult. We lost touch when she moved away, though, and never really reconnected once she moved back.”

“So she didn’t always live here?” I asked.

“No,” he said, shoving his tackle box into the back of his truck. “She moved away before she finished high school and only came back about ten years ago or so. Why?”

I shrugged. “I guess I just figured she was someone who had spent her entire life here. So why’d they move away?”

Don thought for a moment. “I think her dad took a new job.”

“Is the guy she was seeing in high school still around?” 

Don chuckled. “Persistent, aren’t you? Well, nothing wrong with that I suppose.” He thought for a moment. “He is, and I’ve heard the same rumors you have. If you’re thinking she was having an affair with him, you’re way off base. He’s been happily married for thirty years—and I mean happily. He’d never step out on Stella.”

He studied me for a moment. “Don’t put too much stock in all these petty rumors. Nothing good can come from listening to the ramblings of bitter, bored old women with nothing better to do than tell stories and speculate.”

I sighed. “I know. I’m just trying to help Dee.”

“Well don’t use the gossip mill for that,” he chastised.

“You’re probably right,” I agreed.

“I know I am. You have a good night, and if you need anything, don’t hesitate to call,” he said with a wink and a smile.

“I promise, and enjoy the lake.” 

He gave a little salute and grinned as he climbed into his truck. “A bad day fishin’ is better than a good day at work.” 

I squinted as my eyes adjusted to the dark interior of the bar and was a little disappointed to see the place was nearly empty. Surely even a small town bar would be busy on a Friday night, right?

I’d just tucked my purse behind the bar and greeted the couple regulars at the end when Scout walked in. He smiled when our eyes met and he strode to the bar, closing the gap between us in about four steps.

“So, did you come to celebrate the end of another long week?” I asked.

Scout chuckled as he slid up onto a barstool. “Nah. Just thought I’d stop in for a cold one.”

“What’s your poison?” I asked as I wiped the bar in front of him.

“Bud,” he said, with a raised brow, “but skip the poison.”

I tilted my head at him. “Hardcore, or are you open to adventure?” I’d been pleasantly surprised the day before to see that Don carried one of my personal favorites, a Florida beer called Hop Gun. The guys had told me he kept a case of it for one of the regulars, a guy who spent summers in Mercy and winters in Florida. Since he’d already left for the season, I figured his beer might as well not go to waste.

“I’m usually a purist, but what did you have in mind?” 

Grinning, I slid the cooler open and pulled out the beer. Popping the cap off, I set it in front of him. “This is what usually took up some of the space in my fridge in Florida.” 

He studied the label, then arched a brow at me. “Funky Buddha?” 

“Just try it,” I said, “You may just like it.” 

He took a tentative pull of it, then nodded. “Not bad at all,” he said, surprise tinting his voice.  

“When it comes to beers, I’d never steer you wrong. My friends and I used to tour the local breweries and wineries. People always think of beaches and Disney when it comes to Florida, but we have a lot more to offer than that.” 

“So why’d you leave?” he asked, studying me.

I lifted a shoulder. “Life happened, and I needed a change of scenery.” 

“Major change, there,” Scout said, tipping up his bottle for another drink. 

“Yeah, but it was time. I need to look forward, not back, and I was stuck in a rut. I’d moved up the ladder as far as I could, and I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in a job that doesn’t mean much to me. I want to write a book. Ten books. Twenty books.” 

“Ambitious.” Scout took a draw on his beer. “So I gather you’re bartending at night until you finish your international best seller.” 

“I’m bartending so I can make the run-down house I actually bought into the grand lodge I thought I spent most of my savings on,” I said with a wry smile.

“Yeah,” he said. “I kinda figured that was the case when Marnie told me she’d sold the place for just a little less than asking price. Or at least I hoped, no offense. I didn’t want some kind of fancy rich-people resort going in next to me.” 

“Not likely,” I scoffed, then motioned to the empty bar. “At this rate, it’s going to take me the rest of my life to save enough for paint.” 

“You’ll do fine, I’m sure. It’s slow now, but give it a couple hours. You’ll be wishing for peace and quiet. How do you like working here—and living here—so far?”

I shrugged as I leaned across the counter. “It’s slow. I swear I’m in a different reality, where time almost comes to a standstill. Even getting groceries takes longer. First you have to wait for the person in line in front of you to finish chatting with the cashier, then you have to chat with her.”

The corner of his mouth tipped up in a smile. “I suppose it’s a lot different here than what you’re used to. Things are pretty laid back, and people like to take things slow. I imagine that’s the exact opposite of what life in the big city was like.”

I nodded, then thought back to our handful of conversations. I didn’t remember telling him exactly where I was from. “But what makes you think I’m from a big city? There are plenty of small towns in Florida.”

His eyes glinted with mischief. “Small town. Everybody knows everything about everyone. So I happen to know you’re from Orlando.”

“So you all just stand around, sharing gossip about all your neighbors?”

Scout shrugged. “Some do. Especially Linda, the dispatcher. She tells everybody everything, so if you have any really juicy secrets you don’t want to be made available for public consumption, I’d make sure she doesn’t get a hold of them. But that can be hard to do, given where she works and who she works for.”

“I can see where that would be a problem.” I checked on the two guys at the other end of the bar, but they had full glasses and were having a spirited debate about football. I pulled the chair that normally sat by the cash register over and climbed onto it. “But don’t people get mad? About being fodder for the local gossip mill?”

Scout spun his bottle cap on the bar with his pointer finger. “Like I said, things here are pretty laid back, and that’s par for the course. And the sheriff doesn’t have a lot of cases to work. An occasional property dispute or car-trouble call, but this town doesn’t see a whole lot of action. Besides, everyone knows everyone else well enough that even if Linda didn’t share the info, Chloe and her girls down at the salon would. She’s married to one of the deputies, so she knows all, too.”

I frowned. “So if everyone knows everything about everyone else, how come nobody knows who killed Fiona? How come all the evidence is pointing at Dee?”

He lifted a shoulder. “Even small towns like this have the occasional mystery, and nobody wants to think somebody they know would clock somebody hard enough with a rolling pin to kill them.”

Scout cleared his throat. “Speaking of Fiona’s ... incident, I heard the mayor and town council are really pressuring the sheriff to make an arrest. They claim people don’t feel safe here anymore, and with elections coming up later this year, they’d like to see a resolution.”

I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “And let me guess. They don’t have any suspects except for Dee. Surely the town wouldn’t accept that Dee did it. Anyone who knows Dee knows she couldn’t have done it.”

Scout tilted his head. “The thing is, everyone knows how mean Fiona was to Dee, and even though everybody loves Dee, they’d accept that even she could have been pushed too far and snapped. They wouldn’t necessarily blame her, but they’d want to see justice served and move on with their lives.”

That made my blood boil. “And of course the mayor and the attorneys need a win before the election rolls around so they can parade around in their superhero capes and remind everyone how much they did to keep law and order marching on.”

“Pretty much.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Well, we’ll just see about that.”
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NINE HOURS LATER, I wiped the sticky remnants of miscellaneous drinks from the bar and tables, then tossed the rag into a bucket of sanitizer. Friday had been busy, just as Scout had predicted. Folks had started trickling in around seven and it had stayed busy until one, with a few hangers-on sticking it out ’til last call. Only two younger guys remained, finishing up their game of pool and their pitcher.

When the door opened, I turned to tell whoever it was that I’d already done last call, but refrained when Scout walked in with a big smile on his face. “Fancy meeting you here.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. Go figure. You were right though—it picked up later in the evening.”

Scout chuckled. “I figured. This is the cheapest place in town, and he runs a clean business.”

I laughed. “Just what I always wanted—to bartend at the cheapest beer joint in the smallest town I could find.” I glanced at the two guys to see how close they were to finishing up. The pitcher was empty, but their glasses were almost full, and most of the balls were still on the table. It was going to be a few minutes, at least, until I could finish up. “Want a beer?” I asked. “I’m gonna have one while I’m waiting on them.” 

Scout nodded. “I’ll take another of those you gave me earlier.”

“Are you telling me I’ve converted you?” I grabbed two from the cooler and grinned as I opened them and set one on a napkin in front of him. “There’s hope for you yet.”

“Are you implying a man’s taste in beer can make him hopeless?” 

I laughed and shook my head. “Not at all, or at least not at the Bud level. That’s a good, even keel. Now if you’d have asked for something people usually hide in brown paper bags, I’d have wondered about your judgment.”

He lifted his bottle in a salute. “You only live once. Besides, I never met a beer I didn’t like. Though the ones in brown paper bags are only acquaintances.” 

I tapped bottles with him. “Hear, hear.” 

He looked around. “Did you have a good crowd? No fights or anything?”

“Nope, everybody behaved. A couple squabbles over the pool table, but they worked themselves out. It was nothing like the clubs I’m used to, though, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Does he ever get a band or anything in here?” 

Scout shook his head as he took another pull from his beer. “Not often. Too small, and he doesn’t like the idea of charging a door fee. I’m glad you had a good night, though. Maybe small-town life will be good for you—help you relax a little bit and enjoy life instead of trying to race through it.”

“Let me guess, you’re a life coach by night?” I teased.

He nodded. “Maybe.”

The two guys brought their pitcher up and set it on the bar, along with the money for their tab. “Keep the change, and have a nice night,” the one with the dimples said. The one in black smiled and tilted his hat in my direction.

“You, too,” I said, scooping the cash off the bar as they walked out the door. I followed them and twisted the lock, then closed their tab and ran the report. It had been a long night, and I was ready to go.

“How are you settling in?” Scout asked after the door swung closed. “Any major surprises at the lodge? From what I could see, it’s gonna take some work, but most of the stuff is aesthetic.” 

I briefly considered telling him about Maisie, but couldn’t think of a way of telling him the woman who built the house was still living in it, 150 years later, without sounding like a lunatic. I figured I’d keep that under my hat until I was sure he wouldn’t think I was an escapee from the loony bin. 

“So do you usually spend your Friday nights popping in at the local watering hole right at closing time?”  I asked, pulling the drawer and settling back on the stool to count it.

Scout shook his head and smiled. “Not unless there’s something interesting going on.”

I raised a brow. “Is that so? And what makes tonight more interesting than any other night?”

Scout gave me a crooked smile. “Well, the bartender is a little easier on the eyes than Don, which is a refreshing change.”

I’d been married so long that even low-level flirting was a bit outside my comfort zone—something I was going to have to get over. After all, I was a free agent and had nothing to feel guilty about. “Is that so?” I asked. “Don’s gonna be devastated if that gets back to him, plus I hear the new girl’s just some big-city flake. Nothing interesting about her at all.”

Scout’s face became serious. “I wouldn’t say that. I’d say she’s a mysterious and beautiful breath of fresh air to this stale old town.”

I barked out a laugh. “Are you drunk already?”

Scout tilted his head. “Just calling it like I see it.”

“Then I think you need glasses.” I refused to meet his eyes as I started scrubbing the bar. Again. And with maybe a bit too much zeal.

“Did I make you uncomfortable?” I could hear the humor in his voice. He was enjoying this way too much.

“No,” I said a little too forcefully, then sighed. “Well, maybe a little. I’m still getting used to the idea of being single again, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg. The whole concept of living alone is a new deal for me.”

“I’ll have to keep that in mind, then.” He sounded a little less playful, which was good. The last thing I needed at this point in my life was a relationship. Especially now that I was out on my own. For the first time, well, ever. I needed to figure me out before I ever added another person to that equation.

I gave him a smile and explained my situation a little better. I didn’t want him to think I wasn’t flattered, or that I didn’t find him attractive. “So,” I finished, ”I really need to figure who I am and what I want before I go jumping back into another one.”

Scout nodded. “That’s fair. And to give you a serious answer to your question, I came down to make sure you made it to your car okay. Normally, I wouldn’t be concerned because not once in the history of the place has anything bad happened, but we’ve never had somebody randomly murdered either.” 

That was sweet, but the comment intrigued me. Orlando was great, but the murder rate was nothing to brag about. “Never?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Never. That’s not to say we haven’t had any, but the handful we’ve had have mostly been by a significant other, with a few land or poker disputes being responsible for the rest of them.”

I pulled out my phone to check the time and noticed I’d missed a text message several hours earlier. I didn’t recognize the number, but it was a local area code. Weird, since only three people besides Scout—Dee, Don, and the sheriff—even had my number, other than Marnie, of course. I scoffed to myself. Maybe she was calling to tell me she’d added too many zeros onto the asking price of the lodge. Or maybe Santa was texting to verify my new address—that was more likely.  

Sometimes it’s better to let sleeping dogs lie.

I frowned as a cold finger of fear slid down my spine.

“What is it?” Scout asked.

I stuck up a finger as I called the number back. It went straight to voice mail, and I was shocked when I heard the terse command. “This is Fiona. Leave me a message.” 

I hung up and showed the message to Scout. 

He narrowed his eyes. “Who’s that from?”

I sighed. “That text came from Fiona’s phone.”

“So someone doesn’t want you asking questions about Fiona?”

“Kinda looks that way.”

Scout’s jaw tightened. “The only person that would have Fiona’s phone and send that kind of message is the killer. You need to call the sheriff.”

He was right. This information might help to clear Dee and set the cops on the right path. It was the first solid lead—at least that I knew about—on whom the real killer was.

I looked up the after-hours number for the sheriff’s department and punched it in. It took several rings before a groggy male voice answered. Apparently, the after-hours number went straight to Gabe’s cell. “Sheriff. This better be good.”

“Sheriff, this is Toni. Toni Owens from the Mercy Lodge.”

“Toni. What can I do for you? Is everything okay at the lodge?” He said past a yawn.

“I think so. But I’m at work, at the Dead End, and I just got a text from Fiona’s phone.” I told him what it said.

“You’re at work? Are you alone?” He sounded much more alert.

“No, sir. Scout’s here with me.”

I could hear him moving around and things rustling in the background. “And you just got this text?”

“Just a couple of minutes ago.”

“And how do you know it’s Fiona’s phone?”

“Because I called the number back and it went straight to her voice mail.” I heard a series of thunks as the sheriff dropped the phone, then picked it up, cursing under his breath.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “Stay put and I’ll be right there. And ask Scout to stay with you.”

He disconnected the line. 

“He’s on his way here,” I said, then locked the doors. Scout had been sitting right here talking to me, so unless he was working for somebody, he was in the clear. I was glad he’d come.
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IT TOOK THE SHERIFF about twenty minutes to get there, and while we waited, I counted the money and finished up my closing duties. His response time was quite a bit slower than when I’d called him to the café, but in all fairness, I had just gotten him out of bed. He looked a little rumpled, but other than that, he looked alert, almost like he hadn’t just been dragged from a sound slumber.

“Can I see your phone?” the sheriff asked as he extended his hand.

I unlocked the screen and handed it to him. He scrolled through and found the message. After reading it, he did the same thing I’d done—called the number that had sent it.

After a couple moments, he nodded, disconnected the line, and handed it back. “So why would someone send you this? You’ve obviously ruffled some feathers, so what have you been doing?”

I shrugged, unsure what to say. “I was just asking around about Fiona, if anyone had seen anything or anyone suspicious that day, or if they could think of anybody else who had reason to kill her.” I shrugged. “Just standard stuff to help clear Dee.”

The Sheriff raised an eyebrow. “Maybe you should leave the investigating to the investigators.”

I nodded slowly. “Except that Dee seems to be your only suspect, and I don’t want to see her go to jail for something we all know she didn’t do.”

He sighed. “Toni, my department is working the whole town. Every angle. If there’s something to find, we’ll find it. So please, stop playing Nancy Drew, and leave the investigation to the professionals.”

I didn’t respond. I didn’t want to promise something I had no intention of delivering on.

“Toni, I mean it,” he insisted, motioning toward my phone. “If you don’t, I’m afraid something is going to happen to you. Remember, you’re threatening somebody’s freedom—somebody who’s already proven they’re willing to commit murder.”

I took a deep breath. “Fine,” I grumbled.

He smiled as he reached across the bar and patted me on the shoulder. “Now was that so hard?”

I pursed my lips. “Yes.”

He chuckled. “Well consider it worth the effort, since the person who probably killed Fiona took time out of his—or her—busy day to send you a personal message.” 

He took off his hat and rubbed the back of his neck. He was doing his best to walk the line between warning me and scaring me, but it was taking a toll. He glanced at Scout. “Can you make sure she gets home all right tonight? I’ll have Fiona’s phone pinged and see if we get lucky and find a location.” 

When Scout nodded, he turned back to me. “In the meantime, leave the crime-solving to me and my people, and stop attracting unwanted attention to yourself. I don’t need two dead bodies.”

I nodded, willing to admit I was taking it seriously. 

“You two have a good night. Or day, or whatever,” he said over his shoulder as he left. 

I glanced at Scout as I grabbed my purse from behind the bar. “I’m ready to go if you are.” I shoved my phone in my back pocket and scowled a little, both mad and a little scared by the events of the night. “Thanks for volunteering to babysit me. And for coming down to check on me to begin with.” 

Scout laughed. “The term babysitter is so ... juvenile, and besides, I think you’re perfectly capable of taking care of yourself under normal circumstances. I prefer bodyguard extraordinaire,” he said. 

“Stop enjoying this,” I said, swatting him on the arm.

His face became serious. “I know you didn’t ask for this, and I’m sorry it’s your introduction to our town. It really is a nice place to live. It has its ghosts, but all towns do, especially ones that have been around for a while.”

I laughed to myself at his choice of words. If only he knew. “Ghosts?”

“Yeah,” he replied. “You know—skeletons in the closet. For instance, back in the Wild West days, we elected a bank robber to be mayor, though we didn’t realize it ‘til the US Marshals came and arrested him.” 

“Oh,” I said, surprised to find I was a little disappointed over his un-supernatural explanation. Apparently, a small part of me had been hoping he knew about the real ghost living in town. My subconscious had had time to mull that situation over while I’d been doing busywork, and I had more questions than answers. If Maisie was around, surely she wasn’t the only one. Could she leave the house or was she bound there? Had she seen a light when she’d died? Did everybody see her, or could she pick and choose? She could obviously knock over trash cans and write in dust, so what else could she do?

“I’m not sure why, but you sound disappointed,” he said, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye.

I gave him a half smile and shook my head. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 

“Try me,” he said.

I held up my hand. “Maybe another time. For now, all I want to do is go home and crawl in bed.” It was the truth. I’d forgotten how physical bartending was, and my feet were killing me.

“Okay, but I’m gonna hold you to it.” The only two vehicles left in the lot were mine, and a 1970s truck the color of mashed peas. It had a white stripe streaked with rust running along both sides. I don’t know why, but I’d pictured him in some big, fancy newer truck. Somehow, though, that one fit him better. 

He smiled, apparently guessing my thoughts. “It gets the job done,” he said, then shot a pointed look at my vehicle. “And I don’t have to worry about dinging it up out here.”

I realized he had a point as I climbed into mine and started it up. I constantly worried about dents and scratches in parking lots, even though it wasn’t the car I’d wanted. Despite its looks, Scout’s truck fired right up, and I pulled out, his headlights shining behind me. 

Movement caught my eye as my headlights swung across the empty lot on the other side of the street, and I shivered, glad he’d been concerned enough to come see me home.
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I’D JUST FINISHED MY coffee the next morning and was enjoying some downtime on the porch swing, Bear snoozing at my feet, when the sheriff pulled in front of the cabin.

“Gabe,” I said, smiling, as he stepped out of his cruiser and approached the porch.

His face was solemn as he turned to me. “Toni.”

“Did you manage to find Fiona’s phone?” I asked, pushing to a standing position. Bear raised one lid to give me a sleepy look, but otherwise remained right where he was.

The sheriff nodded, but his expression was pained. “I didn’t find it yet, but I know where the text originated.” 

“That’s great!” I exclaimed. “So Dee’s no longer a suspect? Whoever has Fiona’s phone probably took it after they killed her, right?”

He glanced at the front door and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “See, the thing is ...” He shook his head and handed me a piece of paper.

I opened it and frowned. “What’s this? Why do you need a search warrant for our place?”

“Because the phone pinged at this location,” he said, not quite meeting my eyes. “Well, to the tower just west of here, and you’re about the only people this way. Except for Scout, of course, but he was with you. So the tech guy used a locator service to see where the phone was last at. It gave this address, and the last time the service saw it was at 2:14 this morning. Here. Well, here or at the lodge.” 

I shook my head. I didn’t understand exactly how that worked, though I had used a locator service when I’d lost my phone several months before and had a general idea. “That’s impossible. The signal out here is sketchy at best. There is no way you got an accurate ping. It must have been roaming or something.”

Gabe shrugged. “All I know is what the tech guy tells me, and he says Mercy Lodge is where the text originated. Therefore, it’s the likely location of the missing phone.”

I turned at the sound of tires crunching on rocks. Two other police vehicles pulled in, one a deputy for Mercy county, the other a deputy from the next county over. I frowned as I handed the warrant back. “A bit of overkill on the backup, don’t you think? It’s just Dee and me.”

Gabe nodded in acknowledgment to the two approaching deputies. “I brought the extra hands because this is a pretty big place, and searching for a phone on it is about like looking for a needle in a haystack. Unless you don’t mind me coming back daily over the next week or two, I’m sure you’ll be okay with two extra hands working the scene.”

I nodded grudgingly as I followed him up the steps and into the lodge, then I realized something. “Sheriff, hold up. Dee wasn’t even here last night. She was at Fiona’s all evening, going through her things.” 

“By herself?” he asked, and I nodded, the weight settling back on my shoulders. She didn’t have an alibi after all.

“Can you say for sure she was gone the whole night? That she didn’t pop back out here for any reason?” 

“Well, no, but ...” 

He held up a hand as he went into the cabin. “Look, this is hard enough, so let’s just get it over with.” 

Dee popped out of the laundry room carrying a basket of clothes. “I know neither of us is rich right now, but we should really think about getting a new dryer,” she said, juggling a load of sheets and blankets that were stacked above her eyes. “I have to run each load three times just to get them dry. Maybe I’ll check to see if there’s enough money in Fiona’s account to—” she snapped her mouth shut when she tossed the pile onto the check-in counter and noticed we had company. 

I cringed, wishing she’d realized it just one sentence earlier.

She smiled at our uninvited guests. “Sheriff, Howie. And ... sorry, I don’t think I know you,” she said as she set down the basket and walked toward the out-of-town deputy, hand extended.

“Daniel, Ma’am,” he said, glancing at the sheriff before accepting her hand and shaking it.

“So what brings you all here?” she asked, glancing back and forth between the three of them.

The sheriff glanced around and took a deep breath. “We’re here looking for Fiona’s phone.”

I’d told her about the text I’d gotten the night before, and we’d both figured it was just a matter of time before she was cleared.

Dee’s eyes darted from the sheriff to the two deputies and back again. “But why would it be here?”

“Because apparently this is where they geo-located it to,” I replied, frowning.

“Why don’t you take that room,” Gabe said to Daniel, indicating the living room. “You take the kitchen,” he told Howie, “and I’ll search the bedrooms.”

“This is ridiculous,” I muttered.

“Just make sure you stay visible, and please, stay out of the way,” he said as he headed toward Dee’s room.

I glared at his back. “Fine,” I grumbled. I plopped down on the couch and Dee followed suit.

She shook her head, her gaze following the deputy as he dug through the cushions on the chair and pulled out books from the case to look behind them. “This has to be some kind of mistake, right?”

I nodded. “I don’t see how they could get a ping on a phone that isn’t here. Hell, I don’t even think they could get a ping from the phones that are here.”

Dee leaned her head on my shoulder. “I don’t know about that. There are a few places in the lodge where the signal isn’t too bad.”

I shifted my head so I could see the top of hers. “Really? I thought this whole place was a technology-sucking black hole.”

Dee chuckled. “No. A lot of the second-story rooms have anywhere from two to three bars of signal, and the backyard isn’t bad most of the time, either. It’s just inside the cabin and the lower level of the lodge that either have none or only a partial bar if you’re lucky. The lodge attic is amazing. I can get full signal up there, and it’s gonna make an amazing extra room, too, if you decide to finish it.”

We moved from the couch to the kitchen so the other guy could check the cushions. I’d just refilled my coffee when the Sheriff came in carrying a phone in a clear plastic bag clutched in his hand. 

“Whose room is on the right?” he asked.

Dee raised her hand. “Mine.”

“I found this tucked underneath the clothes in the top dresser drawer,” he said, showing her the phone.

Dee frowned. “That’s Fiona’s, but I don’t know how it could have gotten there.”

Howie popped into the kitchen, and the sheriff nodded towards Dee. “We need to take her in. Could you Mirandize her and take her to the station?”

Howie nodded as he walked to Dee. “I’m really sorry about this, Dee,” he said as he helped her up, turned her around, and cuffed her hands behind her back.

He read her her rights as I rushed over to the Sheriff. “Look, you know she didn’t do this.” I gestured toward Dee. “Why would she send me a threatening text when I was trying to find information that would clear her name?”

The sheriff looked sympathetic but determined. “All I know is I found Fiona’s missing phone in Dee’s dresser. That she is the sole beneficiary to Fiona’s estate. And that she was discovered standing over the victim with the murder weapon. Not to mention, the only prints on said murder weapon were Fiona’s and Dee’s, and I’m betting those are the only fingerprints I’m going to find on the phone as well.”

“Well then somebody is setting Dee up.” 

Gabe shook his head. “Who? Give me a name. Believe me—the last thing I want is for Dee to be the killer.”

My brain searched for anything to put doubt in the sheriff’s mind. “What about the necklace? Did you find Fiona’s missing necklace? The killer would probably have that since it was missing from her neck, right?”

“Yeah,” Dee said. “I went through her house last night. It’s not there.” 

Gabe shook his head. “Surely you can see how I can’t exactly take your word for that, right? Even assuming you’re telling the truth, maybe she lost it before she was murdered.” He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Right now I have enough evidence to take you into custody.” His gaze softened. “I don’t want to do this any more than you do, but I can’t deny the evidence.” 

I watched as Howie led Dee out of the lodge, Daniel and Gabe following close behind. 

I scrambled after them. “Bail!”

“What?” The sheriff turned to face me.

I gestured weakly at Dee, who was being guided into the back of the Sheriff’s car. “She’s not a flight risk, so when can I come and bail her out?”

The Sheriff glanced at Dee. “The judge should set bail tomorrow morning, but given the seriousness of the crime, it’s probably going to be high.” 

I chewed on my lip as I watched him climb into his car and drive off, the other two vehicles right behind him.

I glanced at Bear, who was sniffing around the tree line. Gabe was probably right. I was financially tapped out. How was I ever going to come up with the kind of cash it was going to take to bail out a murder suspect?
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THE NEXT DAY, I WOKE up early and got ready so I could go to the jail and at least see Dee. I doubted there was any way I could come up with the money necessary to bail her out, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t go and keep her company for a while and maybe offer her some moral support.

I patted Bear on the head as I walked by the couch to grab my purse off the coffee table, then turned and headed outside. I stopped when I saw Scout’s old truck parked behind my SUV. 

He was sitting in the driver’s seat with the window open. “Hop in,” he called.

I shook my head. “I have to get to the jail.”

He nodded. “I know. That’s why I’m here. I thought I’d give you a ride.”

I frowned as I walked around my vehicle and to his passenger side door, opening it and climbing in. “How can you know already? This just happened and you live even farther out in the boondocks than I do.” 

He chuckled. “Have you already forgotten our conversation from last night? About the joys of a small town?”

I snorted. “I don’t think that qualifies as a joy. Isn’t there any privacy at all?”

Scout backed out of the space he had been occupying and drove up the roadway past the lodge. “Nope. And the juicier the gossip, the faster it travels. Telephone, telegraph, tell a friend. Or neighbor, or the person standing beside you at the store. I guess it’s a symptom of chronic boredom and everyone knowing everyone else.” He shrugged. “After a while, you get used to it. You might not ever like it, but you accept it’s just the way a lot of people are.”

I shook my head. “Then what did you hear? Let’s make sure you got the straight dirt.” 

“Just that Gabe found the phone in Dee’s dresser and arrested her.” 

“That sums it up,” I said. “At least the party line’s working right.” 

“They’re usually pretty good at keepin’ it straight.” He fidgeted with the radio as he pulled onto the main road. “I really need to get the tape player fixed,” he grumbled.

I glanced at his radio and laughed. “Tape player? Do they even still make tapes?”

Scout glanced at me sideways and smiled. “No, but I have tons, so I have no use for a CD player. Besides,” he said, sweeping his hand around the cab of the truck, “A CD player would mess up the vintage vibe.”

I laughed. “Well, we can’t have that.”

We made idle chitchat on our way to town, and I shot him a questioning look when he pulled into a bakery parking lot. 

“What are we doing?” I asked. “I need to get to Dee.” 

He shook his head. “The judge won’t be in for another half hour, so we may as well get something to eat.” 

The shop, cleverly named Knead for Sweets, had a cheerful pink-and-white striped awning, and several people were sitting in window seats inside. The luscious scents of cinnamon, coffee, and baking bread assailed us when we pushed into the kitschy shop, and my mouth watered.

“What’s good?” I asked him as we stepped forward toward the counter. 

“My personal favorite is the cinnamon roll, but the cranberry-orange muffins are good, too.” 

I decided to go for the muffin. Once we were settled at a table with our goodies and coffee, I took a closer look at the place. It was cute, but the prices were a little over the top, more in line with what I’d expect at a high-end place in one of the wealthy burbs around Orlando, rather than a little shop in the middle of nowhere. Of course, if the product was good, it was worth it anywhere, I supposed.

I bit into my muffin. The flavor was fantastic, but Naomi had been right—it was so dry I had to wash it down with coffee. I hoped I just got a bad one, but when I chanced a glance at Scout’s cinnamon roll, it looked dry, too. 

“How’s your muffin?” I asked.

“Not bad,” he replied after taking a sip of his own brew.

“Is this ... about how they usually are?” It was a shame because the flavors were there. I loved to cook main dishes, but I wasn’t much into baking. I made a decent brownie, and my cupcakes were always a hit, though cupcakes are almost always a sure bet. 

“Yeah, give or take,” he said, a wry smile on his lips. “They sell a lot of coffee.” 

I snorted. That was the nicest way he could have put it. “I bet they do. Maybe it’s a marketing strategy. I know it worked for me.” 

I thought about Dee. If this was her competition, she was ahead right from the start. Assuming we could keep her out of prison, that is. The thought made me restless, and I looked at the clock on my phone. We’d only been there for ten minutes.

“Hey, Scout,” an older guy wearing a blue uniform shirt and work pants said as he passed our table. 

“Hey, Harold,” Scout replied. “How’s business?” 

“Oh, you know. Same ole, same ole. Got a bad shipment of to-go lids yesterday and had to send them all back. None of the drink holes were punched out. Now everybody who sells cold drinks has to wait on their deliveries.” 

“Wait,” I said. “Harold, as in the guy who delivered stuff to Fiona?” 

“Yeah,” he said, eyeing me with confusion. “I deliver to her, along with half the other businesses in town. And you are?” 

“Toni Owens,” I replied, sticking out my hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come across as rude. I’m friends with Dee and came in right after she found the body.”

“Oh,” he said, sympathy etching his face. “That must have been awful. Dee’s a good girl. I hated to hear she’s the one who found her.” 

“Yeah, she is. Too bad she’s in jail as we speak.” 

“What do you mean, she’s in jail?” he said, a tinge of outrage in his voice. “She didn’t do nothin’ wrong.” 

I was a little surprised he hadn’t already heard. With his job, he had to be one of the first ones to catch wind of the daily gossip. “The sheriff arrested her last night,” I said, leaving out the details. If he didn’t know, I wasn’t going to be the one to spread it. 

He shook his head. “Well no matter what evidence they found against her, I’m sure they’ll let her go. Everybody knows Dee don’t have a mean bone in her body, and no amount of cash can change that.” 

“So did you talk to Fiona the morning she died?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, I didn’t deliver to her that morning.” 

I was pretty sure I’d just caught him in a flat-out lie, but decided not to call him on it. After all, it wouldn’t do to tip him off that he’d just landed on my radar. 

Once he left our table, Scout turned to me. “What are you thinking? You have that look.” 

“What look?” I asked, trying to pull on my poker face.

“The look every person on the planet gets when they’re up to something,” he replied, narrowing his eyes at me.

I cast a glance to make sure Harold was far enough away, then leaned in. “Dee said he made a delivery that morning.” 

He furrowed his brow. “Why would he lie about something like that?” 

“Excellent question. I think we need to check on that. Surely he left a receipt or an invoice.” 

Scout looked dubious. “I’m sure he did, but I just don’t see it. I’ve known Harold most of my life, and he’s the most passive person I know.” 

“And I’m sure Dee didn’t do it,” I said. “But I don’t know anything about Harold other than he just lied to me, so right now, he’s a better suspect as far as I’m concerned. For that matter, what about Marjorie? She and Fiona didn’t get along, either.” 

He thought for a second. “Nah, he said. “It would take a pretty solid blow to kill somebody with a rolling pin, and that one was heavy. I don’t think she’s got the strength it would take.” 

I snorted. “She didn’t have any problem carrying a couple huge jugs of syrup.” 

“I don’t see it,“ he said, popping the last bite of roll in his mouth.

“Oh, but you can see Dee doing it?” 

Sighing, he said, “No, I can’t. But we’re gonna need more than just speculation if we’re going to get her off the hook.” 

“Then let’s dig deeper,” I replied. “We can start with Harold.”
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SCOUT PULLED UP IN front of the jail and hopped out of his truck. I had to wait for him to walk around and let me out because the interior door handle on my side was missing.

He opened the door and offered me a sheepish grin. “I keep meaning to fix that.”

“I imagine it helps keep your dates from escaping,” I said with a wink.

He chuckled. “Yeah. It leaves it open for me to tell all the corny jokes I want without worrying they’ll decide it’s worth the risk to jump.”

We walked side by side to the main doors, where Scout stepped ahead and opened the first door for me.

I smiled. “Thanks.”

We went through another set of double doors, then stopped at the counter situated in the center of the lobby. I noticed the deputy, Howie, was standing behind it.

I cleared my throat. “Hi. I’m here to see Dee.”

Howie gave me a confused frown and then shook his head. “You can’t.”

“Oh,” I said, glancing and the smooth wood counter. “Is she still waiting for her bail hearing?”

Howie shook his head. “No.” He glanced at his watch. “She was released on bail about thirty minutes ago.”

I looked at Scout. “Do you know who paid it?” I asked Howie.

Howie nodded. “Marjorie.” 

“Little-old-lady-next-door Marjorie?” I asked, confused. From the conversation Dee and I’d had about her, I’d gotten the impression she struggled just to make ends meet. “How much was it?” 

“Judge set it at half a mil,” Howie said, hooking his thumbs through his belt loops. 

So that meant Marjorie had either gone to a bondsman—which would have still cost her five grand—or she had more money in the bank than her old Buick implied.

“Okay, Howie, thanks.” I turned toward the door, my mind whirring. Why on Earth would she have posted bail to begin with?

He gave a small head nod. “Anytime, Toni. Elbert,” he said with a slight head tilt to Scout as he left us and walked into an adjoining room. Scout glowered at him, and Howie smirked a little.

I didn’t particularly care for the tone he used, so I kept my mouth shut until we made it outside. 

“Not a word,” Scout said, holding up a finger and scowling once we were back in the truck. 

“But ... Elbert?”

He glared toward the front of the building. “Yeah, but I haven’t used it since I was young. Nobody calls me that.”

I smirked. “Sore spot then?”

He held the door open, clenching his jaw a little. “We should probably go check on Dee.”

“Okay, Elbert.” I climbed in, hoping like crazy he never found out my middle name was Sunflower. Yeah. Second-generation hippie parents, and I’m sure I’d get it back in equal measure from Scout if that stoner cat ever got out of the bag. 

He closed my door then went around and climbed in his side, heaving a resigned sigh once he was in. “Look, I really hate that name. I had a great uncle on my dad’s side named Elbert, and my parents, lacking any sort of creativity or taste, decided it was a fine name and gave it to me.”

I tried to stifle a smile as I nodded and stuck up my right hand, pointer and middle fingers forming a V. “I promise never to utter it again. Scout’s honor.”

He rolled his eyes and opened his door. “Just buckle your seatbelt.” 

I fidgeted as Scout drove. It seemed like it took way longer to get back to the lodge than it had to get from the lodge to the jail.

“Why do you think Marjorie bailed her out?” The woman was giving me whiplash.

“I don’t know,” he said slowly. “I’ve been thinking about that too. It could just be she knows Dee didn’t do it but doesn’t have the money to post her own bail.” 

“That seems awful generous.” I’d never known anybody outside of family to shell over that kind of cash just because they had faith, and she didn’t strike me as that type, either.

“It’s hard to tell,” he said. “I know she really likes Dee. Now that Dee owns the café, Marjorie benefits if she’s not in jail. Whether she’ll admit it or not, a lot of her business comes from people leaving Fiona’s and stopping at her place.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess, but it’s still fishy to me.” 

When Scout turned down my drive, I craned my neck until I could see the cottage, lit up like a Christmas tree. Marjorie’s old Buick was parked in front, and the two women were visible through the kitchen window, sitting at the table sipping coffee. 

Once Scout stopped, I reached out and grabbed the exterior door handle, opening my door. I didn’t feel like waiting for him to turn off the truck and walk around to let me out. I jumped out of the truck and ran to the front door, flinging it open and dashing inside.

“Dee,” I called.

“In here!” she answered.

“I tried to gauge the mood before I said anything, but Dee jumped up and gave me a hug.

“Boy do I have stories for you,” she said, her eyes wide. “Jailhouse stories.” 

I smiled. She didn’t look too traumatized, so I assumed there were no shivs or errant bars of soap taking center stage in any of them.

When she released me, I looked at Marjorie. “Thank you. We went down to bail her out, but you’d beaten us to it.”

Marjorie waved her hand dismissively. “We all know that Dee didn’t do it. ”

Dee smiled. “It wouldn’t have done you any good anyway. The judge wasn’t going to grant me bail, but Marjorie stepped up and said she’d take personal responsibility for me.” She gave the little old woman a heartwarming grin, and her chin trembled a little. “She put up her shop to get me out.”

Marjorie smiled. “I been servin’ that man ice cream since he was just a grasshopper,” she said, “and he still comes in a couple times a month, when he’s in town. Never underestimate the power of a good ole hot fudge sundae.” 

I cocked my head. “I guess so.”

Since she was sitting right in front of me, it would be an excellent time to interrogate her, but for the life of me, I couldn’t think of a single question that might trip her up. Lacking anything better, I went straight for the obvious question. “Not that I don’t think it’s incredibly sweet, but why did you decide to bail Dee out?” 

She tilted her head and looked at me. I tried to read her expression, but either she really wasn’t hiding anything, or she had a great poker face. “Why, because it was the neighborly thing to do, of course.” 

I nodded. The neighborly thing. I’d never had a neighbor in my life that would pick me up from jail, let alone put up their business to get me out. But short of calling bull, I’d have to accept her answer. For now.

“See? Welcome to small-town living,” Scout said nudging me with his elbow.
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I HAD TO WORK THE EARLY shift, and the place was dead. That meant I had nothing but my own thoughts to keep me company, and my mind wouldn’t stay still. I had to figure out how to get Dee out of the mess she was in because it seemed if I didn’t, nobody would. Unfortunately, the suspect list was short.

First, there was Harold, the fibbing delivery guy. Something wasn’t adding up there. I needed to have Dee find that receipt. As a matter of fact, I wouldn’t mind taking a look at the whole place, and Fiona’s house, too. We should have done that right off the bat, but I hadn’t wanted to interfere with the sheriff, and Dee wasn’t ready to face it yet. Not that I could blame her, but now it seemed we had no choice.

Second, I didn’t care what anybody said—it was weird that Marjorie posted her bail. Maybe it would have made more sense if she was well-off, but she put up her only means of survival. If something happened and Dee ditched town, she’d have no livelihood.

After bouncing those two around for a while, my brain started doing an inventory of anybody else who may have done it. The problem there was that when I threw the net wider, it snagged Dee. She was most certainly the next in line, and if I saw that, no doubt everybody else did too. For that matter, it seemed I was the only one who wasn’t putting her at the top of the list.

Frustrated, I tossed the rag in a bucket when Scout walked in, the sunlight silhouetting him for a moment.

“Good news!” he said, drawing me from my thoughts. “The electrician just left your place.” 

The night before, he’d mentioned he had a guy coming from the next town over to check out the wiring in his barn, and asked if I wanted me to have him take a look at the lodge and cottage while he was in the neighborhood, so to speak. As old as the places were, it would be silly to proceed with any sort of renovation before I had that checked, so as much as I couldn’t afford it, I couldn’t afford not to do it, either.

“Nice,” I said, sliding a beer in front of him. “What’s the verdict?” 

“He says both places look good. The wiring in the cottage looks fairly new. The wiring in the lodge is old, but he says it’s in good shape, and he doesn’t see any reason to replace it unless you’re doing major renovations in a room that involves tearing down a wall.”

I shook my head, remembering my promise to Maisie. In the interest of maintaining a peaceful haunting, there wouldn’t be any walls being knocked down any time soon. “Nope, no major overhauls of that sort in the works.” 

“Then you’re good. He said it would even hold up to inspection if you decided to open it up as a B&B later. I have the paperwork in the truck, and he said he’d send you the bill. Since I scheduled him, I went ahead and covered his trip fee.” 

Finally, a little bit of sunshine. “Thanks! I don’t mind splitting the trip fee with you, though.” 

He waved me off. “I’d already scheduled him, so I’d have had to pay it anyway. Put it toward paint or something.” 

We chatted for a few more minutes while he finished his beer, then he left to go take care of some stuff on his ranch. After he was gone, a few people trickled in and out, but it was slow for the most part. I was due to leave at seven, but when Don came in at five, he told me I could leave if I wanted to. I decided to take the cut since I’d had an editing job come in that morning.

I arrived home to find a strange car parked in front of the lodge and the lights still on in the kitchen and the living room. Dee must have heard me pulling in because she stepped out and stood on the stoop, waiting for me. I pulled in and got out. “Whose car is that?” I asked, nodding my head toward the beat up old black Mercury.

“You’re never gonna believe it.” She glanced at the old car and trained her gaze back on me. “There’s a guy here wanting to know if we rent out rooms. He’s working here for a few weeks and wants to stay somewhere besides in a motel.” She shrugged. “I told him the lodge was under renovation, but he still wants to talk to you.” 

“We’re nowhere near ready for that, and we also have the Maisie situation,” I said, lowering my voice.

“Oh, I know,” she said. “But I was talking to her earlier, and just out of the blue, she suggested it may be a good way to use the place. Said it would do her heart good to see families using it sort of the way it was intended since both of us are single.”

She reached toward me and plunked something into my hand. I was surprised to see it was money. “He gave me this right as you pulled up. Incentive, I think.” 

I frowned as I took the cash and counted. Two hundred fifty dollars. 

“So how long is he talking about staying, and when?” I asked, my gaze shooting back to her. “And how much is this supposed to cover?” 

Dee shrugged. “I think he’s here for a job with some road construction crew a couple towns over, but they’re moving this direction next month.” She motioned toward the cash. “He said that was a deposit until we gave him a set amount. I have no idea what a room would go for.” 

I wasn’t sure about this. I still hadn’t decided what to do with the place yet, and I didn’t have any permits. Plus, the place was a mess. On the other hand, the extra cash would come in handy, and if he wasn’t booking until the end of next month, we could probably have all that in place, and have the lodge ready to go, or at least have it ready to go enough for one guest. 

I let out a breath and smiled, coming to a decision. “Let’s talk to our potential first guest, then, shall we?” 

I held out my elbow and she hooked her hand through it. “We shall.” 

A tall, gangly man about our age was sitting on the edge of the sofa, but stood when we came back in. I stuck my hand out. “Toni Owens.” 

“Jason Cade, ma’am,” he replied, shaking my hand. “I sure hope you don’t mind me stopping in. I saw the sign for the place when I was driving through yesterday, but when I tried to look it up online, I couldn’t find it. I figured it couldn’t hurt to stop, just in case.” 

“Dee says you’re talking about staying starting next month?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, smiling. “And I sure am tired of motels and fast food. My company pays my lodging, or at least they give me a living stipend. Even if what you’re charging is a little over what it allows, I’d consider it worth the money if I didn’t have to sleep under a comforter that was last washed when Clinton was president.” 

I couldn’t argue with that logic. I despised motels. Even the comforters in nice hotels creeped me out a little. My friend’s sister had worked in housekeeping in a nicer chain hotel—I knew how that stuff worked.

Did Dee explain to you that we’re in the middle of renovating it? We haven’t gotten much done yet, so it may be a little bare-bones.” 

“That’s fine with me,” he said, holding up his hands. “Like I said, as long as it’s clean and has a place where I can get something to eat or even cook for myself, I’d love to stay there.” 

“Did she tell you it’s haunted?” I figured I’d better put that out there just in case Maisie decided to put in an appearance, even accidentally.

He struggled to compose his features, looking back and forth between us as if gauging if I was telling him the truth or not. “I suppose as long as it’s just a little ghost, I’m okay with that,” he finally said. “At least I don’t have to worry about it funking up my bedding or eating my lunchmeat, so I reckon I’ve had worse roommates.” 

No, on both counts, he was correct. Maisie was probably even more worried about clean comforters than he was, and though she definitely struck me as a ham kinda gal, her current metaphysical status didn’t allow for that.

I sighed, a little overwhelmed by it all. “I’ll tell you what, Jason. I’ll either have a room at the lodge ready, or we’ll work something else out.” 

A wide grin split his face. “Thank you, ladies. You don’t know what a relief this is to me!” 

We exchanged information, and I told him I’d keep him posted. When he left, Dee turned to me and gave a little squeal and hop. 

“You’re doing it! You’re gonna turn it into the best B&B in three counties!” 

I held up my hand. “Now just wait a minute. I haven’t agreed to that yet. All I said was that I’d do my best. And he’s only one person, so don’t go building us a website just yet.” 

Her eyes sparkled. “I think you’re gonna love having one paying person so much, we’ll have the whole place opened up before too long.” 

“Don’t put the horse before the cart, or do any of those other silly things people use to convey jumping the gun,” I said. “We don’t even know if we’ll be able to get the permits and whatnot in time.” 

She gave me a self-satisfied smirk. “We’ll have them. It just so happens, I know somebody on the town council.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t go putting too much faith in them right now. Remember, they sort of want to put you in prison.” 

Waving me off, she said, “Nah, we’ll figure that out. Naomi’s the president of the town council and she likes me. More importantly, opening the lodge would be good for the town. I doubt the permits will be an issue.” 

I shook my head in surrender. “I guess it won’t hurt to try.” 

Dee paused. “I’m sorry if I overstepped, but you should have seen him. He looked so exhausted and so desperate for a place to stay that wasn’t a fleabag motel ... I just couldn’t say no.”

I smiled. Dee had a really good heart. “No. It’s fine. I guess, with the financial toll this place is going to take on my pocketbook, his arrival is a stroke of luck. I just hope he doesn’t turn out to be a serial killer or something.”

Dee chuckled. “I think living in a big city has warped your mind. That’s about the third time I’ve heard you mention serial killers. You must have seen a ton of bad people there, but out here, we just don’t see a lot of the bad ones. After you’ve been here a while, you’ll relax a little and maybe lose some of that city cynicism. Besides,” she said, grinning, “we have a ghost and a ferocious dog to protect us.” 

I snorted at just the idea of Bear’s ferocity. Though since she mentioned it, I’m sure Maisie could be a force to be reckoned with if she set her mind to it.

“And wouldn’t it be nice to not have to go to work? To be able to focus more on your writing while I help you run the lodge? I mean, what’s the point of having this place if you aren’t going to take advantage of its full potential?”

She had a point. But it just seemed like a lot more work and headache than I was up for. Although, with her help, it might be possible to get it done in time. Unless, of course, she ended up going to prison for Fiona’s murder, which was a total possibility if I kept giving the sheriff ammunition to use against her. I shook the thought off. I helped get her into this jam, and I would figure out a way to get her out of it.
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I DIDN’T GO FOR MY normal jog the next morning. Instead, I went up to the lodge and got to work. The great room had a long way to go before it was ready for guests, and I could get to work on the second bedroom, too.

I’d only been there fifteen minutes or so when Maisie popped in. 

“This was a guest room,” she said. “What are you gonna do with it now?” 

“I think we have our first guest booked,” I said after my heart slowed down. “And we’re gonna have to work on a way for you to give us some advance warning. This whole popping in beside me stuff doesn’t work for me.” 

She raised a brow. “Well gee, Miss Priss. Just let me ring the doorbell or knock.” 

I scowled at her. “Don’t be obnoxious. And that reminds me—how much can you do on the physical plane?” 

“Not much,” she said, shaking her head. “It took me all night to get that can to tip, and even then, I could barely do it. And the writing took another couple hours. It drains me. It was all I could do to even show myself the first time. The little tantrum you threw put out enough energy for me to show when you got all huffy, but barely. I couldn’t manifest at all the next day.”

“And it ended up being a wasted effort anyway,” I said.

“Yes, it did,” she replied. “Though truth be told, I’m kind of glad. It gets lonely here.” 

“Can’t you go anywhere else?” I asked.

She rubbed her chin. “I don’t rightly know,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve ever tried. I’m a homebody.” 

“Well there’s a difference between being a homebody and a shut-in,” I said. I was a little loathe to suggest it, but I felt bad for her. “Why don’t you try going to the cabin. You know what it looks like, right?” 

“Sure I do,” she said. “We built that for Bartholomew, the man who helped us on the ranch once the boys left.” Her eyes sparkled. “Boy, do I have stories to tell about that man. He was a scout before he settled down. We’d sit and drink coffee in the evenings, and he’d tell us about all the wonderful adventures he’d gone on.” 

One more question about the history of the place. I was starting to see the benefit of having the woman who’d been there since day one living with us.

The front door squeaked open, and footsteps sounded on the stairs. “Toni?” Dee called.

“Up here,” I answered.

“You’re here early,” she said once she was in the room. “Hey, Maisie.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I figured I’d get an early start. I don’t have to work at the bar, but I do need to work on an editing project I have, and I’d like to get a chapter or two written in my book.” 

“How’s that coming?” she asked.

I groaned as I peeled off a strip of wallpaper. “Slow. I can’t seem to get started. Everything I write feels forced and fake when I read back through it.” 

She nodded. “I can’t say I can relate a hundred percent, but when I first started making icing flowers, I couldn’t get them quite right.” 

“So what did you do?” I asked, climbing down and moving the latter over a few feet so I could start on a new section. 

She gave me a small grin. “The only thing I could—I faked it until I got it right. Claimed it was my own artistic touch to make the leaves flare a little more than they should have.” 

“Ha! I don’t know if I can apply that to writing or not.” 

“Sure you can,” Maisie said. “That’s how most people get things done in the beginning—it’s a matter of building confidence, and that don’t come without a bunch of flubs. It was the same with me and quilting. I made a few before I finally made one that wasn’t just a blanket of luck. I was just as proud of the first one as I was of the last one. It wasn’t nearly as purdy, but it was functional, and it reminded me when I’d get discouraged that I could do anything I put my mind to.” 

When she put it like that, it was hard to argue.

“So what’s on your agenda for the day?” I asked Dee. “If you have time, I’d like to go talk to Harold again, and Marjorie too, though I have no idea what I’m going to ask her.” 

“Why those two?” she asked, and I relayed what Harold had told me the day before.

Confusion etched her features. “But Marjorie said she heard him.” 

“I know,” I said. “So one of them is lying.” 

She puckered her lips and pushed them to the side. “I honestly can’t see Harold doing it. But then that means Marjorie isn’t telling the truth.” She puffed out a breath through her cheeks.

“My money’s on the woman,” Maisie said. “Especially considering how she died. A rolling pin to the head is definitely a girl thing.” 

I rolled my eyes. “So a guy isn’t going to clock somebody?” 

She shrugged a shimmery shoulder. “It makes more sense he’d have choked her or something. Maybe pushed her, and she’d have hit her head on the table.” 

“Except Marjorie is a lot shorter than Fiona was,” Dee said.

Maisie thought for a minute. “Maybe your aunt was bent over or somethin’.” 

That was plausible, I supposed. “Still, I want to talk to them both.” 

“Okay,” Dee said, “But first, I talked to Naomi, and she’s coming over to talk about the stuff for the auxiliary, and then she wants to talk to you about the lodge. I think she’ll help smooth the way for the permits because she mentioned how nice it would be to host functions there. Like Christmas parties, and the Fourth of July party.” 

I wasn’t sure how I felt about such long-term plans, but I supposed it wouldn’t hurt to at least hear her out. After all, I had a current electric inspection, which was a huge step in the right direction. “When’s she coming?” I asked. 

“She said she’d be here in an hour or so. I still have to shower, so I’ll meet you at the cabin?” 

“Sounds good,” I said. “I’ll find a good stopping point here and be up.” 
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AN HOUR LATER, I WAS sitting on the back porch with Naomi and Dee, drinking some iced tea and enjoying the bird song as Bear slept at my feet. The closer I looked at the back yard, the more I liked it. The cabin was homey, and I was tempted to live there even after I had the lodge back in shape. It was something to think about.

“So is Toni your full name, or is it short for something?” Naomi asked, leaning her head back in her chair.

“It’s short for Antonia.” I took a sip of tea.

She turned her head toward me. “Antonia is a beautiful name! Why don’t you use it?”

I shrugged. “I just like Toni better, I guess. It suits me more than Antonia.” 

She hummed and nodded. “But maybe your writing career would fare better if you used your given name. It sounds so mysterious.”

I took a sip of tea to buy myself some time before I responded. I’d been considering the exact same thing and honestly didn’t know which I’d end up going with. She wasn’t the first person to tell me that, though.

“Audrey tells me you’re thinking of opening the lodge as a B&B,” she said.

“I am. I hate to see all that space go to waste. We had a guy stop in yesterday asking about it, and I’m warming to the idea.” 

“And the kitchen is gorgeous,” Dee said. “All new appliances, begging to be put to use.” 

“It sounds like you two have the beginnings of a great plan,” Naomi said. “And I’m not going to lie—I’m excited about it. The community center is the only place around here that’s big enough to hold town functions, but no matter how much you decorate it, it never feels like anything other than a big, white room. I can picture gorgeous Halloween and Christmas parties at the lodge.” 

In truth, I could too. The warm wood of the pine walls and bare rafters, the stone fireplace—all of them would look amazing with lights and tinsel and garland. It made me want to get started.

I stood up, my glass empty. “I’m going to get more tea. Do you guys want any?”

Dee shook her head and held up her glass, which was over half full. “I still have a bit.”

Naomi handed me hers. “I’ll take some more.”

I took it and went into the house, Bear on my heels. He’d followed Naomi all over the place while we’d given her a tour of the lodge, but once we got back to the cabin, he’d stopped. Goofy dog.

I walked into the kitchen and poured the tea, and had just picked them both up when I heard small thump against the wall in the entryway. I walked out to see Bear standing on his hind legs, his front paws bracing him up on the credenza we had sitting by the door. He was sniffing at Naomi’s purse.

“Get down,” I hissed, glancing toward the patio as I swatted him away.

He shoved off and sent Naomi’s purse tumbling to the ground, its contents spilling everywhere. I knelt down next to the purse and began shoving the contents back in when I noticed a piece of black velvet ribbon with a broken clasp at the end sticking out of a partially zipped inside pocket. 

I glanced toward the porch; Naomi was laughing at something Dee said. I worked the zipper open with a pen that had fallen out, glancing once more at the patio door. 

A black velvet necklace with a teardrop pearl pendant with a red smear on it was nestled in the little pocket. A little gold heart-shaped disc hung with the pearl, and I squinted to read what it said.  All it had was a letter F in script. I gasped.

Dee had said Fiona never took her necklace off, and the sheriff thought whoever had it was probably the murderer if she had actually been wearing it. My heart began to race as I zipped the purse back up, careful to put it back on the credenza exactly as I’d found it. I strode back to the kitchen and had just picked up the two tea glasses when Naomi walked in.

She smiled. “You were taking so long that I thought you might need some help.”

I shook my head and offered her a glass. “Nope, just trying to maneuver around Bear.” I smiled, hoping my face wasn’t betraying the nervous energy that was pinging through me.

“He’s a lot of dog. I’m more of a cat person myself, but it’s good you have him, being this far out,” she said as she glanced around the kitchen before her gaze settled on my hand as she took the tea. “Your hand is shaking.”

I pulled it away. “I guess I forgot to eat today. All this caffeine and no food ...”

She looked at my face, studying it for a moment. “Maybe you should grab something to eat before you have any more then. Is that normal for you?”

I nodded, grasping the excuse she’d just given me. I needed to call Gabe. “Yeah, sometimes. Maybe you’re right, and I should eat something. You go on back out, and I’ll make a quick sandwich. Can I make you one?”

“No,” she said. “I ate right before I came. Go ahead and eat, then we’ll talk about what permits you’ll need. If you’re willing, I’d like to host the Independence Day picnic here.” 

“That would be great,” I said, smiling. With as much adrenaline as I had pumping through my veins right then, I deserved an Academy Award. 

She walked out the kitchen door, pausing as she glanced over her shoulder. Her gaze bounced back and forth between me and her purse before she turned and pushed through the door to the patio.

Once the door slapped shut behind her, I set down my drink and crept to the stairway, glancing around the wall to make sure she wasn’t coming back in. She was sitting there, nodding her head as Dee spoke. I raced out the back door to the courtyard, one of the places that could get a decent cell signal, and called the sheriff’s direct line. 

I’d almost given up when he picked up on the fifth ring.

“Sheriff, this is Toni Owens. I found Fiona’s missing necklace,” I said in a hushed voice.

He paused. “Where?”

I debated telling him, but decided not to mention Naomi or her purse. I didn’t know if that would bring him out here or cause him to ignore my call since she was the mayor’s wife. So instead I said, “I found it here at the cottage. And ... bring the warrant, or get another one, or whatever you have to do to search this place top to bottom.”

“What?” he asked. “Why?” 

“Just please,” I hissed. “Trust me.” 

Another pause. “Okay. I’m on my way.” And the line clicked dead.

I crept back into the kitchen, retrieving my tea before taking two deep breaths and walking back to the patio.

Naomi glanced up at me. “Did you get something to eat?”

I nodded. “Peanut butter and jelly—the cure-all.” 

She smiled. “Good. A woman can’t live on caffeine alone, though lord knows I’ve tried.” She motioned toward the chair I’d been seated in. “Have a seat and let’s do some party planning!” My stomach tightened as I glanced at my watch. It had only been two minutes since I’d made the call, and it would take him a solid fifteen to get there.

Naomi walked me through what all I’d need to get the place legal—certain kitchen requirements such as a backsplash behind the sink, and then gave me a list of permits and licenses I’d need. 

“I’ve already spoken to a couple council members about this, and they’re as excited as I am,” she said. Her enthusiasm was so contagious that I almost got caught up in it myself. Except, you know, I was sitting having tea with a murderer.

Dee was saying something about maple-bacon cupcakes when there was a knock at the door. I hadn’t dared chance another glance at my watch, but it felt like it had been three days since I called the sheriff; surely the fifteen minutes were up. 

“I got it,” I said as I jumped out of my seat and tried to keep my pace steady.

Dee furrowed her brow and craned her neck to look inside. “Are we expecting somebody?” she asked. 

“Not that I know of,” I replied as I pulled open the screen door. “It’s probably Scout. I hope he brought more of those muffins!”

Relief flooded through me when I opened the door and saw the sheriff and Howie standing on the step. I placed my finger against my lips and stepped outside, shutting the door behind me.

“So you found Fiona’s missing necklace?” Gabe asked.

I nodded.

He glanced toward the patio, then trained his gaze on me. “Well where is it?”

“It’s in Naomi Clark’s purse,” I whispered.

He frowned. “What? How do you know that?”

“Because my dog knocked her purse off the stand, and when I was putting everything back inside of it,” I shrugged, “I sort of found it.”

“Do you have it on you now?” 

I shook my head. “I left it right where it was so she wouldn’t know, just in case you couldn’t get here before she left.”

He shook his head. “This is the mayor’s wife we’re talking about. He’ll have my badge if I don’t do this exactly by the book.”

“Which is exactly why I told you to bring the warrant. You did, right?”

He nodded and pulled it out of his shirt pocket. “Yes, I did.” 

The screen door squeaked open, and Dee poked her head in. “Sheriff! What are you doing here?” 

He caught my gaze and held it for a couple seconds, and I could read the indecision there. Finally, he sighed and pulled out the warrant. “I need to search the house again.” 

“Actually,” I said, giving the back of Naomi’s head a scorching look through the glass, “he only needs to search her purse.” 

I motioned toward it with my chin, and Howie picked it up, looking at the sheriff once more before he did. Gabe gave him a curt nod as he snapped on a pair of gloves, then unzipped it while Howie held it. He pulled in a deep breath and released it when he saw the necklace. His shoulders slumped.

Naomi had swiveled in her chair to see what was going on, and bolted inside when she saw him holding her purse “What do you think you’re doing?” she snapped, taking the few steps across the room to reach Gabe. She tried to snatch it out of Howie’s hands, but he held tight. “That’s mine!” 

“Naomi, stop,” the sheriff commanded. “Let go of the purse and step away from Howie.”

Naomi turned and glared at Gabe. “I am the mayor’s wife,” she hissed.

The sheriff put his hands up in front of him like he was negotiating a hostage stand-off. “I know who you are, ma’am. Please do as I say.”

“I will have your badge for this.” She reached for her purse again, but Howie held it out of her reach.

The sheriff glanced at me before turning his gaze back to Naomi. “Maybe so, but there’s something in there that I need to get a better look at.”

“You had no right to go through my purse,” she said, her face a menacing sneer as she looked at me.

Dee frowned as she walked over to Howie. “What’s in there? May I see?” 

Gabe nodded at Howie. “Let her look.” 

“This is Fiona’s,” she said, glancing in the purse. She started to reach for it, but Howie shook his head and pulled it back. Dee turned toward Naomi. “Why do you have Fiona’s necklace?”

Naomi’s face shifted through multiple emotions, all too fast to completely read, before she lifted her chin and pointed an accusing finger at me. “Because she must have put it there to set me up.”

Dee shook her head, gaze coming up to meet Naomi’s. “Then why didn’t you just let the sheriff see inside your purse? If you had nothing to hide, there shouldn’t have been a problem.”

Naomi stepped toward Gabe, eyes imploring. “William. He must have done it and hid the evidence in my purse.”

The sheriff snorted. “Why would he do it?”

She glanced at me, then at Dee before looking back at the sheriff. “Because they were having an affair. They must have had a spat or something. You know how Fiona could be. He must have been driven into a blind rage and killed her.”

Absolute silence reigned for a couple of seconds while everybody absorbed that. 

My mind flipped back to the tension between Naomi and her husband my first night in town, then to his behavior the night they came into the bar. He’d been drowning his grief, not trying to wash away the stress of the campaign. 

Everything clicked into place. She’d sent the text the night they’d been over planning the party and hidden the phone in Dee’s drawer afterward. The worst part of it is that if Bear hadn’t knocked over her purse, she’d have gotten away with it.

Dee asked, “So why would he frame you? Why not get rid of the necklace?”

Naomi shrugged, answering Dee’s questions. “I don’t know, other than you’ve seen how he is with me. Maybe he wants to see me gone. Maybe he wants to see me suffer.”

Dee’s face softened as she gazed down at the necklace.

I wondered if she was buying into Naomi’s sob story. I glanced at the sheriff. 

His arms were crossed in front of his chest, a hard frown creasing his brow. “While that’s a fine story you’ve created there, Naomi, we all know that the mayor was in a town council meeting for most of that morning, starting while Fiona was alive, as can be attested to by witnesses, and ending long after her body was found.”

Naomi’s gaze fell on me. “Then she had to have put the necklace in my purse. You found the phone here, so it makes sense the necklace had been here at one point, too.”

“You’re the one who put it here after sending me a threatening text,” I snarled.

Naomi laughed. “Why would I send you a threatening text, and why would I hide Fiona’s phone here?”

The sheriff pulled an evidence bag out of his pocket, then pulled the necklace from the purse and dropped it inside. Handing it to Howie, he pulled the gloves off with a snap and stuffed them in his pocket. “Turn around please, Naomi.”

She shook her head. “You don’t have to do this, Gabe.”

“You have the right to remain silent,” he said as he stepped around behind her, pulling one of her arms to her back as he pulled out his cuffs and put one of the bracelets around that wrist.

“You don’t understand,” Naomi begged. “I didn’t mean to kill her. I just wanted her to stop seeing my husband.”

“Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law,” the sheriff continued as he pulled her other arm back and secured the cuff around that wrist.

“This can’t be happening,” Naomi kept saying. “I’m the mayor’s wife!”

“You have the right to an attorney.”

Naomi struggled.  “Fiona just laughed at me. She told me Bill—she always called him Bill, not William—loved her, and then ordered me out of that dump she called a café.”

Dee looked horrified as she watched the woman become more and more unhinged. “You know what she was like. You understand, don’t you?” Naomi implored Dee.

Dee glanced at me before looking back at Naomi. “No. I don’t. Fiona could be awful, that’s true, but she didn’t deserve to die for it.”

Naomi shook her head. “It was an accident. I got so angry at her, at all the things she was saying that I couldn’t think straight. Before I even knew what I was doing, I had picked up the rolling pin and cracked her with it.” 

Dee stood there, unmoving as the Gabe nudged Naomi out of our house. 

“I’ll need you ladies to come down and make a statement,” he called over his shoulder.

“Will do,” I said with a wave as I shut the door. I could still hear Naomi out there rambling away. I leaned against the door and faced Dee. “I’m sorry about Naomi.”

Dee gave a slight nod. “I should have known she was too good to be true.”

Bear came trotting down from Dee’s room. He sat on Dee’s foot and gazed up at her, resting his body against her leg. “So how did you know that necklace was in Naomi’s purse?” She leaned down and scratched Bear behind the ear.

I stared down at Bear and smiled. “To be honest, I couldn’t have done it without him. He was sniffing at her purse and knocked it down. I scrambled to clean it all up and that’s when I saw it.”

“Yeah,” Dee said, collapsing down onto the couch, “but you saved me. If it weren’t for you two, she’d have gotten away with it. Thanks to you guys, I have a future again.”

I smiled. “What are friends for?”
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IT HAD BEEN A WEEK since the news of Naomi Clark’s arrest had circulated through the town. The mayor wasn’t going to seek re-election, Naomi was locked up with no bail, and the sheriff had publicly exonerated Dee. And she’d not only kept the cake deal with the auxiliary but had gotten four more commissions, too.

I had decided, with Dee’s help and Scout’s cooking expertise, to host a barbecue at the lodge to celebrate Dee’s innocence and to get to know the town’s people better. After all, I was going to be living there for the foreseeable future, so it was time to start carving my niche.

Some people were sitting on lawn chairs they’d brought with them, watching their kids run around the yard, others were sitting on blankets in the shade of the trees, enjoying the view and each other, and others were just milling around, talking to their neighbors and friends, while some preferred to go inside where they helped Dee or just looked around the old lodge. It amazed me how many people had made it. 

I said as much to Dee, and she laughed. “Are you kidding me?” she said. “There’s nowhere else anyone would rather be. Getting firsthand knowledge about everything that had gone on, and whatever may happen at the party itself, was far better than waiting for tomorrow’s gossip.” 

I took a plate of burgers over to one of the picnic tables in the middle of the yard, chatting with a few people as I did. Everyone was welcoming, and curious about the lodge, and I’d given them a tour. Dee and I, and sometimes Scout, had worked together to finish the kitchen and two of the bedrooms, complete with fresh paint. 

Only six more bedrooms to go. We had even taken down the animal heads that had adorned the living room and dusted and cleaned up the antler chandeliers. Having critters stare at me while I was trying to watch TV just freaked me out, but the local men’s clubs were happy to divvy them up. We still had to strip and refinish the wood floors, but it was a start. 

I walked back over to Scout, who had been put in charge of all things grill related by Dee, and grabbed a plate of hot dogs he had just finished up. He gave me a lopsided grin.

“What?” I asked with a small chuckle.

He shrugged as he rolled a bratwurst over on the grill. “I’m just happy to be here, is all.”

“Me too,” I said and smiled even bigger when I realized I meant it. “I have Dee, and you, and even a dog.” 

“We make a good team,” Scout said with a wink. “Though I’m not sure what the dog contributes.” 

I laughed. “Comic relief.” 

Maisie popped in beside him. “That looks delicious,” she said, then pretended to feel his bicep. She winked at me. “And the meat looks pretty good, too.” 

I rolled my eyes and Scout gave me a curious look. “What?” he asked.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said.

“You keep saying that, but never give me a chance to decide for myself.” 

Maisie cackled. Wait ’til later tonight, and I’ll introduce myself.” 

“No!” I exclaimed, then realized he’d think I was talking to him. “I mean, no, I don’t. But I promise I will.” 

As I made a second trip back to the picnic table with the plate of dogs, my step seemed lighter, and I noticed that I couldn’t stop smiling. It was a great feeling. 

Dee stepped up beside me and put down a tray of deviled eggs. “In case I haven’t said so, or even if I have since it bears repeating, thank you. For all you’ve done for me. For always being someone I can count on and turn to.” She shrugged. “For everything.”

I put my arm around her. “That’s what friends do.”

She leaned her head on my shoulder. “Well I want to do something in return. I’ve decided to take some of the money Fiona left me and put it into this place, if you don’t mind. I could be an investing partner, so to speak. I think this place has a lot of potential, and I really think it would make a great bed and breakfast, maybe even with a small restaurant that people could come to for lunch and dinner.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but she held up a hand. “Don’t give me an answer just yet. Think about it. If you’re interested, we can hammer out the details.” She waggled her brows at me. “But if you think you’re rooting me out of that kitchen regardless of whether you take me up on it, you’ve got another thing coming, girlfriend. You’re stuck with me.” 

I grinned and hip-checked her. “Back atcha, girl. Scout was just saying what a great team we make, and I couldn’t agree more.” 

Dee threw her arms around my neck. “This will be awesome, you’ll see.”

I sighed as a sense of peace settled over me. I had no doubt we could make this place great again. Maybe even better than it ever had been.

A throat cleared behind me. “Am I interrupting?”

I smiled as I released Dee and turned around to face Gabe, who was wearing jeans, cowboy boots, a baseball hat with the Broncos logo, and a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up. I couldn’t remember ever seeing him out of his uniform. “Having a good time?”

He looked around and nodded. “You really outdid yourselves.”

Dee beamed. “Just happy that I have my life back, and what better way to celebrate?”

He motioned toward the kids and the dog running around the yard. “You know,” he said, “that’s some mutt you’ve got there.”

Dee chuckled. “He is pretty great, isn’t he?”

“The way I see it, he played a major hand in helping solve this case, whether he meant to or not.”

I had to agree. “If he hadn’t knocked Naomi’s purse down, I don’t know that any of us would have found that missing necklace.”

“Yeah. It was some stroke of luck,” Dee said. “To think, if he hadn’t smelled it in there, or whatever, I might be in jail right now.”

“So how’s the mayor doing?” Dee asked. “I heard he isn’t going to run for re-election.”

Gabe raised a brow. “No. He figures it would be tough sell, you know, since his wife confessed to murdering his mistress. Besides, he only got into politics because it’s what his family and Naomi wanted. He never wanted that. He just wanted to find a woman to love and be loved by and live a normal life. He says he can’t stay here. Too many memories. So he thinks, once his term is over, he’ll move out of the town, maybe even out of the state.”

He took a big bite of his burger, then popped an egg in his mouth as we watched the kids play.

“What about you?” he asked me. “Are you planning to stay?” 

Dee hip-checked me. “Yes, she’s staying. No matter how much she may regret moving here.” 

I laughed as I glanced at her. “Nah. If it weren’t for this town, my decision to come here, I never would have met you,” My gaze moved to Gabe, then to Scout and across the crowd. “And right now, I can’t imagine my life without any of you.”

“Ah.” Dee’s eyes looked a little shinier than they had before. “That is so sweet. And just so you know, I feel the exact same way about you. You know, Scout’s right. The three of us, we make one heck of a team.”

I glanced at Bear. “Yes, we do.”

Dee walked to the picnic table and grabbed two red cups, filling them both with lemonade before returning and handing one to me. She held her glass up in a toasting gesture. “To no regrets, to looking forward, and to an amazing friend and business partner.”

I clunked my glass into hers. “Hear, hear. And to Mercy Lodge and all the possibilities it holds for us.”

“To Mercy Lodge,” Dee agreed. We turned and surveyed all the people. 

I had to smile. As many flaws as this town seemed to have, and as different as it seemed compared to what I was used to, for the first time in my life I felt really content. Like I was finally home. My gaze found Scout, who was watching me. I lifted my glass in salute, and he smiled and tilted his head in response.  

Yep. There was no place else I’d rather be. This was definitely the start of the next, and hopefully best, chapter of my life, surrounded by good friends and endless possibilities. 
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Thank you!
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I’VE PUT A LOT OF LOVE into this novel, as I do with all of them, and I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it. All of my other books contain a little bit of magic along with the humor, but this one was going to be different. This one wasn’t going to have any magic or witches or ghosts, so imagine my surprise when Miss Maisie made an appearance! So, welcome to the Haunted Lodge Mystery Series. Book 2, Shot Cross Buns, will be out in April of 2019, and I’ve included a sneak peek of the unedited first chapter, so keep reading! Oh, and if you wouldn’t mind leaving a review to help others decide if this is right for them, I’d appreciate it.

I’ve included the first chapter of Shot Cross Buns, Book 2 in the Haunted Lodge series, next. It’s available for preorder and will release in early April of 2019. If you’re looking for something to read while you wait, I’m also including the first chapter of Sweet Murder, Book 1 of 8 in my witches of Keyhole Lake series.

Happy Reading,

Tegan ☺
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Shot Cross Buns
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Chapter One

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

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

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

Unlike me, Bear wasn’t worried about burning as many calories in three miles as he could, so he often took off in one direction or another to chase squirrels or explore scents. I didn't worry too much because he always came back, but he’d been gone longer than usual this time. I wiped my forehead on my shirt sleeve and glanced down at my Fitbit. He'd been gone for nearly ten minutes, which was unlike him. I glanced around as I ran, but didn't see hide nor hair of him. 

A little niggle of worry slithered down my neck and I came to a stop, dust poofing up from under my running shoes. "Bear," I called, my gaze running along the edge of the woods. "Come here, boy."

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

The bushes rustled as he came plowing through the brush to the tree line, tail wagging. He gave one deep bark before he turned and ran off again.

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

My toe caught on a root and I face-planted onto hard earth, scraping my knees and elbows. I growled and pushed myself to my feet, wiping myself off and swearing like a well-educated sailor. I closed my eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. Once my blood pressure dropped out of the red zone, I opened my eyes. "Thor," I barked as I resumed my journey. 

Nothing. Hiking through this stuff made me appreciate the manicured lawns, well-trimmed hedges, and carefully kept sidewalks of my former hometown. This was getting ridiculous. I had half a mind to leave Bear and let him find his own way home.

I called to him again, giving him one last chance before heading home and waiting for him to return when he was ready. I spun in a slow circle, looking for any sign of him. A patch of bright orange fabric at the base of a giant oak tree caught my eye. I picked my way over that way, wondering if somebody had left a backpack or some other item in the middle of the forest. As I got closer and could see past the grass, I could tell it was a man lying on his side. 

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

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

"Sir," I tried again as I drew closer to him. 

Nothing. His back was to me as I knelt down carefully and reached out to shake his shoulder. Even though I barely touched him, he flopped over onto his back, his right arm landing with a thump in the soil at my feet. I fell onto my backside, covering my mouth with my hand as I gasped. This man wasn’t sleeping—he was dead. There was no need to check for a pulse. I knew from the small round hole in his forehead and his sightless eyes that he was well beyond needing CPR.

"This is not happening again," I whispered to myself, squeezing my eyes closed for a couple seconds. He was still there when I opened them, not that I expected Murphy to cut me any slack at that point—he was perched firmly on my shoulder, it seemed. I scrambled to my feet, glancing around. There didn't seem to be anyone else around, but that didn't mean anything. There were plenty of places to hide. 

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

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

To preorder Shot Cross Buns and have it delivered to your Kindle the minute it’s released, click here!
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Sneak Peek of Chapter 1

––––––––
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USING THE HEM OF MY apron, I pulled the last batch of blueberry turnovers out of the oven and slid them onto the counter to cool. They were an even, golden brown, and a quick poke with a fork assured me the crust was light and flaky. 

Perfect. The customers at Brew4U, my best friend and cousin Raeann's coffee shop, were going to eat them up. And that was good, because right now every few bucks mattered. 

Speaking of money—I glanced at the clock on the microwave, and that cold, I’m-gonna-be-late feeling swept over me. As always, time had gotten away from me while I was baking; I only had about fifteen minutes to get to work. Panicked, I turned the oven off with a wave of my hand, then bolted into the laundry room and pulled my server's apron and work shirt out of the dryer. I changed into the tank top on my way through the living room, grabbed my purse, and bolted out the front door. 

And nearly face-planted when I tripped over our miniature donkey, Max, who was napping at the bottom of the steps.

"Watch it, you big clod,” he snapped. “Maybe I shall kick you in the head the next time you’re napping." He yawned widely, taking most of the intimidation factor out of the threat. 

"If I were sleeping at the bottom of the steps, I'd expect to get kicked in the head," I said over my shoulder as I recovered and headed toward Bessie, my faded blue, shabby-chic 1984 F-150. Yes, shabby-chic is code for "POS." Don't judge me; it's paid for. 

And yes, the donkey talks, but we'll get to that a little later. Trust me—after you meet him, you'll be glad for the delay.

I slid into the truck, yelping and lifting my hips when the backs of my thighs hit the searing-hot cracked leather seat. I pushed my apron under my legs and settled back gingerly, then, with an encouraging pat to the dashboard, I cranked the key. Bessie coughed and wheezed a little, but surprised me yet again when she caught and roared to life. Another check in the win column for the day. I backed out of the yard and headed down the driveway to the main road, admiring the late-morning view. 

Even with my window down, the temperature inside the truck was just this side of hellfire, so I reached across the seat and cranked the passenger window down, too. Midsummer in southern Georgia was brutal. The AC in the truck had gone out a few months back and, unfortunately, fixing it didn't even make the top twenty on the laundry list of priorities that demanded a chunk of my check.

Still, as I rumbled out of the yard and drove past the horses grazing in the pasture, I figured I didn’t have a whole lot to complain about in the scheme of things. No matter how many times I traveled our mile-long driveway, I never got tired of it. Ancient oak trees draped with Spanish moss lined both sides, forming a canopy of leaves and limbs, and small patches of sunlight dappled the shaded road. 

I breathed a sigh of relief as I entered the tunnel of shade and the interior of the truck finally dropped below the melting point of flesh.  

Just as I turned onto the main road, I spotted a couple of deer out of the corner of my eye. When I tapped the brakes in case they decided to run out in front of me, the pedal felt spongy. Since my house sat on an overlook outside of town, much of my drive was a steady, winding descent; brakes weren't exactly optional, so I tested them again. 

I was coming up on the first of several hairpin turns, so when the pedal went clear to the floor, so did my heart. Cold fingers of panic raced down my spine as I stomped on it again, then a third time, to no avail. The truck picked up speed, and as I bounced and rattled toward my demise over potholes that now felt like craters, I had only one thought: How on earth was Raeann going to finish raising my hellion of a little sister without strangling her or hexing her into a convent? 

You heard right—I said "hex." We're witches, which you’d think would have come in handy right about then. You'd be right, except I was too freaked out—and busy trying not to die—to pull any magic together. 

I managed to make it around the first curve, but there was another one a quarter-mile ahead. If I dropped off the road there, I would careen about three hundred yards down a steep slope and fly over a cliff into a granite quarry — assuming I didn't meet my maker by smashing headlong into a tree before then.

Adrenaline flooded my body, and I felt like I was wearing boxing gloves as I did my best to wrangle the truck into the turn. I was almost home free when the passenger-side tire dropped off the steep berm, blew with a tremendous bang, and jerked the truck off the road. 

After that, it was all over but the crashing.

The truck plowed through the brush at the edge of the road and kept rumbling right on over the edge. My skull thunked off the doorframe and the forward momentum shoved my knees into the dash—in the ’80s, seatbelts weren't quite what they are now. The sound of rocks and bushes scraping the undercarriage harmonized perfectly with the terror raking over my nerves. 

My head whipped forward and cracked on the steering wheel, and my seatbelt finally caught. I came so close to a giant oak that it ripped my mirror off and flung it into the truck. I scrunched my eyes shut and threw my arms up to defend my face from the incoming debris. 

Then, just when I'd resigned myself to a bone-crushing demise, the truck lurched to an abrupt stop. 

For a few seconds, I was afraid to open my eyes, then I was afraid not to. Metal groaned and I reached forward with shaking hands to shut the truck off. I poked my head out the window to see what had stopped my descent to certain death—or at least extreme agony and disfigurement—and saw that a little maple tree about eight inches thick was wedged between my rear bumper and the body of the truck. 

Bessie slid a bit, so I didn't waste any more time. I opened the door and jumped from the cab, releasing a sigh of epic proportions as I landed relatively unscathed in the soft grass. I grabbed my purse from the floorboard and just left the door hanging open, scared the movement would send the truck the rest of the way over the hill. The last thing I needed was to completely lose my transportation, and there was no way I had enough magical mojo right then to pull it back up the hill. That trick would have been a stretch on my best day, and this definitely wasn’t that.

I bent over with my palms on my knees, waiting for my body to stop shaking enough to make the trek back toward the road. Once I had a modicum of control over my limbs, I walked up the hill a bit and collapsed onto a butt-sized rock, staring in disbelief at the sight of my beast of a truck dangling halfway down the hill from that one scrawny little maple tree. Something trickled down the side of my face and when I touched my eyebrow, my fingers came away sticky with blood. I hadn't even felt the pain until right then.

I put my head between my knees and thanked the universe for giving me a pass, and sent a grateful push of energy to the little tree. When my hands stopped shaking and my head cleared enough to allow me to think beyond surviving, I reached for my phone and scrolled through my contacts until I found the number for Skeeter's Garage and Appliances. 

Don't let the name fool you; he meets all three of my gold-star requirements: he's good, he's honest, and he's cheap. 

After three rings, Skeeter himself answered. I'd never been so happy to hear his cheerful twang. I gave him the 411 on what had just happened and told him where I was, grateful for once that I live in a small town where the only directions required were "the curve right above Old Man Bailey's quarry on the way to my place." 

I ended the call and had turned to scramble the rest of the way up the hill when the feeling of being watched made the hairs on my nape stand up. I searched the trees and caught a glimpse of sunlight reflecting off something a hundred yards or so up the hill on the other side of the road. My gaze darted toward the glint and I scanned the spot for any other sign of movement, but all stayed still. I decided to stay right where I was, figuring it would be a whole lot harder for some ax-wielding serial killer to drag me up the hill than to just shove me in a van if I was standing conveniently by the road. 

Yes, I'm a capable witch, and I live in BFE, Georgia, where the odds of a random serial killer just happening by were about the same as going to Walmart without seeing at least one hairy butt crack. But I wasn't feeling particularly rational at that point. 

Pulling as much defensive magic into my hands as I could manage in my frazzled state, just in case, I leaned on a pecan tree and hoped Skeeter would hold true to his promise to get there in "two shakes of a coon's tail" before my paranoia got the better of me. 

Little did I know then that just because you're paranoid doesn't mean you're wrong.

Want to keep reading? Sweet Murder is available here. 
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JOIN MY READERS CLUB here to be the first to hear about new releases, giveaways, contests, and special deals. I’m a reader too, so if I come across a good deal by a great author, I may share in the weekly update, but I won’t spam you with salesy BS. I may include obscure trivia, though; you’d be amazed what I learn while researching! 

If you’re not an email-list person, keep track of new releases by following me:

On BookBub

On Facebook

On Amazon

Or at Teganmaher.com

Email me – I always love hearing thoughts and feedback, or just drop me a line to say hi!
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I WAS BORN AND RAISED in the South and even hung my motorcycle helmet in Colorado for a few months. I've always had a touch of wanderlust and have never feared just packing up and going on new adventures, whether in real life or via the pages of a great book.

When I was a little girl, I didn't want to grow up to be a writer—I wanted to raise unicorns and be a superhero. When those gigs fell through, I chose the next best thing: creating my own magical lands filled with adventure, magic, humor, and romance.

I live in Florida with my two dogs. When I'm not writing or reading, I'm riding motorcycles or binge-watching anything magical on Netflix. 

I'm eternally grateful for all the people who help make my life what is today - friends, readers, family. No woman is an island.
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