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Chapter 1
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“That’s a bad boy, Arlo!” I said, shaking my half-eaten flip flop at the golden retriever. “These were my favorites!”

He turned his big brown eyes downward, giving me his best guilty, I’m-so-sorry look. The thing was, I knew he wasn’t sorry enough not to chew another pair the minute he got a chance. Still, his woebegone look was enough, as always, to melt my heart. I didn’t quite have it in me to pet him yet because that sandal had been half of my favorite pair, but I did stop shaking it at him.

Max, the sarcastic donkey who’d befriended the dog, glared at me as he nuzzled Arlo. “He wouldn’t chew your shoes if you’d put them in the closet where they belong.”

The fact that he was right only made me crankier, so I just glared back before turning on my heel and stomping to the kitchen. Finding yet another mauled shoe when the big goof had a dozen chew toys strewn around the house wasn’t exactly the best thing to happen to me before I’d had my first cup of coffee.

As I pulled an espresso pod from the drawer and popped it into the coffee machine, Arlo followed me and licked my hand.

“He says he’s sorry,” Max said, clomping in behind him.

I scowled. “Then since you seem to understand him, ask him why he keeps doing it if he’s sorry. And also ask him to please stop drinking from the toilet. Sitting on a wet toilet seat at two in the morning is annoying. He has a bowl of water right by the door.”

Arlo spent half his time sleeping with Hunter and me and the other half sleeping with Max either in the barn or in his bed in the parlor. Despite the shoe thing and the wet toilet seat, I liked it when he snuggled up at our feet. I didn’t want to kick him out, but I was an inch from doing it before he put me broke buying shoes. Max was right in that I could put them in my closet, but I wasn’t that organized. And besides, I shouldn’t have to.

Max drew his bushy brows down. “Tell him yourself. He’s standing right there. You’re the one with the language barrier, not him.”

Arlo woofed a couple of times toward Max.

“He says he’ll stop chewing your shoes. They’re a temptation, but he’ll do his best. As far as the toilet, he says the water’s colder in there. The water in the bowl is tepid. You can’t blame him. How would you like to drink lukewarm tea?”

“Fine. I’ll add ice to his bowl at night before we go to bed if he’ll agree to stop drinking out of the toilet.” I sighed as my coffee dripped into my cup. This is what my life had become. I was bargaining with a Golden Retriever via my talking donkey because my toilet water was refreshingly cool.

Arlo woofed once and licked my hand, then sat and offered me his paw.

I couldn’t help but laugh as I bent down and shook it. “I guess that means we have a deal. But I mean it. No more chewing my shoes, especially. I can’t afford to keep buying new ones. One more, and we’re gonna have a problem.”

He woofed again, then trotted out of the kitchen when the screen door creaked open. A few seconds later, Hunter entered the kitchen and bent to give me a quick kiss. “Barn is clean, and the horses are fed and turned out. We need to leave soon, and I know you were up late making cookies for the bake sale.”

The man was truly a saint, and I had no idea how he put up with me sometimes. He wasn’t even that into horses, but he took care of them just so I could get an extra hour of shut-eye. Don’t get me wrong—he rode, but his real passion was his motorcycle. Since I’d gotten my own, we shared that, but my first love was still planting my butt in a saddle or burying my face in a warm neck and breathing in the scent of horse.

“Thank you,” I replied, adding cream and sugar to my coffee as I popped my used pod out and replaced it with a fresh one for Hunter. “I’m gonna need all the help I can get dealing with the old hens from the Magnolia Club. In fact, just thinkin’ about it makes me wonder if I should have added a shot of whiskey to my coffee rather than cream.”

The Magnolia Club was made up of the cream of the crop of Keyhole Lake’s high-society blue-hairs. They wore big flowery hats to all their official functions, and they were the organizers behind this year’s Halloween activities. Flynn Farm usually hosted a party for the kids of Keyhole, but with all the changes lately, it just didn’t feel the same, and I’d stepped back just for this year. Besides, with Shelby, Emma, and Cody away at college, it would have been too much work for just me, Hunter, Gabi, and Raeann.

Since I’d left a giant hole in the annual Keyhole calendar, the Magnolias had stepped up and arranged a shindig at a farm one of them owned. I’d agreed to provide the baked goods since everything was free, and even that had been a huge undertaking. No way would I have been able to set up all the kids’ booths, apple bobbing area, corn maze, and all the other activities they were offering. Instead, I’d made all sorts of goodies, all infused with a little extra Halloween magic. And I mean that literally.

Gabi shuffled into the kitchen in her Snoopy pajamas, not even trying to smooth the massive case of bedhead she was sporting. She rented a room from me and was also one of my best friends, and like me, she wasn’t a morning person. Since she’d been up late keeping me company after we’d gotten back from setting up the party, she was probably even more laggy that usual.

“Morning, sunshine,” I said once she’d had a few minutes to wake up.

“Mornin’,” she replied, topping off her tea. “Where’s Kristen? I figured she’d be here. She hasn’t had coffee with us in a hot minute.”

Kristen was my other tenant and was also a good friend. She kept her horse at the barn and helped with chores in exchange for board and a low rent. It was a great tradeoff for me because I needed the help more than I needed the money.

I shrugged. “I’m not sure, but if I had to guess, I’d say she’s sleeping off the trauma. She helped set up last night since Bobbie Sue’s hosting the apple bobbing. Since Anna Lee is a Magnolia, she was there, and she and Kristen butted heads. Or rather, Anna spent twenty minutes harping at Kristen for being an embarrassment showing up in shorts and a tank top, and Kristen spent that time grinding her teeth to nubs in order to avoid a scene. Honestly, the woman’s a troll, and I’d love to see Kristen take her down a peg or two. That woman’s enough to drive St. Peter to drink.”

Anna Lee had spent the last year mad because Kristen had moved to the farm and out from under her thumb, and she did everything in her power to make express that every time they ran into each other. She’d made it her life’s mission to make Kristen miserable while her daughter lived with her and continued to be a dragon every time they ran into each other.

I had neither the time nor patience to put up with her crap because she held a grudge against me for giving Kristen an out. Unlike my friend, I hadn’t wasted a second publicly putting Anna Lee in her place, and now we did our best to ignore each other. It hadn’t been entirely possible to avoid her since she was on the events committee.

“No judgment here if you want to make your to-go coffee an Irish one,” she replied, grinning.

I smiled as I blew across the top of my coffee at how often we thought alike. I’d found myself wishing for a stiff drink on more than one occasion yesterday. After all, half the old bats spent the latter part of the day sloshed from martini lunches. Woe be to any other person caught with a cold one before five o’clock, though.

I grinned. “As temptin’ as that is, I better not. If I lose my tenuous grip on my brain-to-mouth filter, it could get ugly.”

Hunter snorted. “No offense, honey, but I’m not sure you even have that filter.”

“Oh, believe me, she has one,” Gabi said, raising her brows as she pulled the tea out of the fridge and poured herself a glass. She leaned against the counter and drained half of it. She wasn’t a coffee drinker, but the girl put tea away like it was going out of style. “If she didn’t, the middle of the corn maze is not where she would have told my mother Anna Lee and Ms. Mary Ellen to put the scarecrow pole.”

I snortled and choked on my coffee. She wasn’t wrong. Those two were bad enough on their own, but when you put them together, they were enough to make St. Peter swear.

“At least it’s almost over,” I replied, my tone rough from where I was still trying to clear the coffee from my airway. “All that’s left to do is take the cookies and stuff down and help them set up the tables. I didn’t volunteer to help them take it all down tomorrow. They blackmailed the fine ladies of the Junior League into doing that. Olivia’s displeased to say the least, but she can stuff it. I’ve done a ton of the front-end work. She can risk breaking a nail or two doing the rest.”

Olivia had been my archnemesis since grade school. She was a bully and a snob then, and she’d only gotten worse with age even though her mouth earned her a pop in the face every few months. She never learned though, so since the definition of insanity was doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results, I guess she was batshit crazy, too.

Since the table was piled high with cookies, cupcakes, and even two cakes to donate to the cake walk, the three of us stood around leaning on the kitchen counters while we finished our morning doses of caffeine, chatting about our upcoming trip to South Florida. Gabi and her boyfriend Will were taking some much-needed time off and had invited Hunter and me to join them. Since we’d never been and we hadn’t had a real vacation for months, we’d jumped at the chance.

Hunter finally had JP, his senior deputy, trained up well enough that he trusted him to handle anything that came up in the week we’d be gone. Kristen, our other friend and the girl who lived in the apartment above my barn, was taking care of the farm, so we were set.

Gabi shook her head. “We’re finally getting to the cool part of the year here, and we’re going on vacation to somewhere equally hot and humid to get away from things for a while.”

She wasn’t wrong about the weather, but I was excited to spend a week lounging on the beach while drinking fruity drinks and getting something other than a farmer’s tan. “But there will be palm trees and a beach breeze.”

“And sharks,” Hunter said with an evil grin.

I rolled my eyes. “I hate you just a little right now, but I refuse to let you rain on my parade. I’m going in the water, and if it’s my time to go, then Jaws can just have at it. I figure if it’s really my time, the universe will strike me with lightning on the beach if I don’t become shark chow.”

He kissed me on the forehead. “Fun sponge. Now finish your coffee and let’s get this stuff loaded. I have a staff meeting this morning, and I don’t want to be late.”

I crinkled my nose as I gave him a once-over. “And you’re goin’ looking like Farmer Ted and smelling like a barn?”

“No,” he replied, giving me a little shove in the direction of the kitchen doorway. “I can be showered and dressed in the time it takes you to get ready. I bet I can even get half this stuff loaded into your truck.”

“You’re on,” I replied, bolting toward the stairs as the caffeine hit my system. He was fast, but all I planned to do was jump into a pair of shorts and a tank top and yank my hair into a ponytail.

Fifteen minutes later, Gabi and I had most of the goodies loaded into the back seat of my truck before Hunter made his appearance, his damp hair curling around the collar of his green polo shirt. He rarely wore a uniform other than his badge and gun belt, and today was no exception. He’d been a detective in Indianapolis before he’d moved down here, and Keyhole Lake’s residents didn’t exactly respond well to the sheriff’s uniform considering what it had represented with Hunter’s predecessor, Hank Doolittle.

Speaking of Hank, Cheri Lynn, the woman who’d murdered him and put the town out of its misery, popped in as I was setting the last of the cakes in the front floorboard. Unfortunately, Hank had also managed to arrange her murder before she poisoned him, but that hadn’t slowed her down much. In fact, she claimed she was happier in her afterlife than she’d ever been while she was alive. She’d even managed to find a boyfriend who doted on her and regularly took her to exotic places like Paris and Belize. She was livin’ it up, and I was happy for her.

“Whatcha doin?” she asked, floating along beside me as I made another trip into the house for the last of the cookies. She was one of those women who, even as a semi-transparent ghost, could look hot in a gunny sack. Today, she was dressed pretty much the same way I was, except she didn’t have the little bit of extra junk in the trunk of her cutoffs as I did.

“Takin’ all this stuff down to the McAllister farm for the Halloween party.”

She wrinkled her nose. “How much more do you have to do?”

“This is it. I’m taking this, helping set up the tables, then I’m done.” I pulled the door open and almost ran into Hunter, who was carrying the cookies.

Cheri Lynn swerved to keep from floating through him. “Me and Trouble were talking about puttin’ in an appearance—you know, just a quick one to add a little spice since it’s Halloween—but Belle and Addy shut us down. They said we’d scare the kids.” She pressed her lips together in a pout. “I think it’d be fun.”

My evil little heart smiled, and my lips curled into my best Grinch grin. “Why don’t you just strike a happy medium and stick to spooking the adults. Leave the kids alone.”

Cheri arched a brow at me. “And I suppose you have somebody in mind? Or several somebodies?”

Anna Lee popped instantly to mind along with a few of her cohorts. Surely some of the spiteful or snobby residents getting a little more in the corn maze than they expected wouldn’t hurt anything. I shrugged. “I mean, if you targeted the less nice section of our local residents, I don’t see the harm.”

She grinned. “Less nice. That’s a weird way of saying the old biddies. You mean Olivia and the Magnolias and Junior Leaguers don’t you.” She crossed her arms and didn’t frame it as a question.

I focused on an imaginary speck of dirt on my tank top, not meeting her eyes. “I mean, if Kristin’s mom or Olivia did happen to catch a glimpse of something that sent them screaming from the maze like their pants were on fire, it’d probably be good for the fire station’s fundraiser. Folks who like that sort of stuff would flock to it and pay extra.”

Though the event was technically free, the fire station and other volunteer organizations were setting up booths that took donations. Since the firemen would have a hotdog cart right outside the maze, it might boost business. Or so I justified my bad behavior to myself.

She flipped her dark hair over her shoulder and gave me a saucy wink, then frowned and narrowed her eyes. “If one of those old bats ends up dyin’ of fright and gets stuck on my side, I’m blaming you for not stopping me. I can escape since I have an amazing boyfriend who takes me on vacation so often, but Addy and Belle would have your hide.”

I gave Hunter a kiss then climbed into my truck while he headed toward his. “Find the sweet spot. Don’t kill ‘em. Just give ‘em a good scare. You’e right. Addy’ll find a way to skin us both alive if anybody from the Blue Hair Society ends up where they can drive her crazy any earlier than necessary.”

“Good call,” she said, nodding as I started the truck. “I’ll get with Otis and Trouble and plan something just right.” Otis and Trouble were an oddball couple that was the result of a true love story, and they were also two of Cheri Lynn’s closest shenanigan-loving friends. She twinkled her fingers at me as she faded away. I backed up and headed down the drive, satisfied that I’d get my petty revenge in for the day.


Chapter 2
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Two hours later, I pulled into the alley behind my cousin Raeann’s coffee shop, Brew4U. I was ready for a caffeine fix and about half wishing I’d taken Gabi’s suggestion to carry a flask. Once inside, I was glad to see Brew was in a temporary lull between morning wake-me-up stops and noon pick-me-ups, and only one couple sat in the far back corner. I’d had my fill of peopling for the morning, and if she’d been busy, I’d have felt obligated to jump in and help.

“Hey, you,” Raeann said as I sucked in a couple refreshing gulps of the cool, dehumidified air. My cousin tucked one of her short red curls behind her ear. “You look like you smelled a fart, then got ran over by a truck.”

I made my way behind the counter, shaking my head as I reached into a lower cabinet for my special Loca Mocha blend of coffee beans, herbs, and magical energy. And when I say magical, that’s exactly what I mean. Raeann’s primary gift is growing plants and blending them to create concoctions aimed to fix everything from gout to low energy. No love potions though—she’d experimented with those in middle school with disastrous results.

“Both of those in combination would have been better than dealing with what I just went through. Apparently Olivia’s aunt nagged her into helping set things up, so on top of dealing with all the regulars, I had to work around her for the second day in a row. At least she kept a civil tongue in her head.”

I rolled my head to ease the tension in my shoulders as I poured my blend into the portafilter.

Rae arched a brow and smiled as she tossed a towel into the sanitizer bucket. “Because she knew you’d yank it out no matter who was there.”

I smiled back as I slid a cup under the filter and hit the button. “Maybe so, but I don’t care why as long as she did. It’s hot as blue blazes, and I’m sleep-deprived from baking half the night. I couldn’t have dealt with her mouth too.” I pulled my damp tank top away from my skin, grateful for the AC.

“Yeah,” she replied, frowning. “What’s up with the heat wave? It’s the end of October, for Pete’s sake. It’s supposed to be in the sixties and seventies, not the eighties.”

I shrugged and gave a wry laugh. “I don’t know, man. I’m just the baker.”

“Well,” she huffed, “if you run into the weather girl, tell her to get her act together. Did you get everything done for tonight?”

“Yeah,” I said, frothing my milk. “Now all I have to do is run my standard errands. I don’t have anything really going for the shop until day after tomorrow. The pieces are done, so both clients are coming to pick them up. You wanna meet us at the farm for dinner and go to the Halloween thing with us since Dave’s working?”

She’d met a doctor when we’d taken my sister Shelby to the hospital a couple years ago, and they’d hit it off. Now they were engaged, but like Hunter and I, were in no rush to tie the knot. We’d spent the entire summer dealing with weddings, and just the thought of planning another, even if it was ours, was enough to make our heads explode.

Raeann pulled creamer out of the fridge to refill the thermoses she kept on the self-serve station. “I’ll meet you there and help bring the horses in.” She sighed. “I sure do miss the coven celebrations at the farm. Maybe we should start those back up. Mom would help.”

When we’d been kids, we’d celebrated Halloween the witchy way. That is, we’d celebrated Samhain. My mom, Aunt Addy, and Aunt Beth, Rae’s mom, had invited all the local witches to the farm, and we’d had our own ceremonies and celebration. We’d trick-or-treated like normal kids, too, but getting together with a bunch of folks who knew about magic had been awesome. When Mom had died, that had kind of gone by the wayside and they’d never started it back.

“I’d be down with that,” I replied. “It’d be a good way to get the network back together too. We sure could have used some help last year.”

She wiped up some sugar she’d spilled. “Then I’ll have Mom make some calls. It’ll be too late for this year, but we could always do Yule. Those were always fun too. Now, what about tonight? What time are we shooting for?”

Though I didn’t want to go too early, I didn’t want to miss any of the ghostly action either. “Cheri Lynn and Trouble are cooking somethin’ up. Apparently Addy and Belle are opposed, but I think it could be fun. That corn maze Scooter and Sarah helped put together is awesome, and a ghostly appearance or two will really jazz it up.”

She giggled. “We’re definitely going early. I’m sure whatever they come up with will be a hoot, and I don’t want to miss it.”

Snapping the lid onto my to-go cup of coffee, I grinned. “Then see you at the farm in a bit.”


Chapter 3
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Since I still had a few hours to go before I had to meet up with Raeann, I decided to stop by my shop, Reimagined, to check on Erol, a ghost and the former owner of the place when it had been a sandwich shop. Even after a year—well, two if you count back to when Erol was killed—the faint smell of pickles still lingered.

“Yoohoo!” I called as I stepped through the glass-paned door. Erol, a middle-aged guy who usually wore khakis and polos, swept through the front of the shop in a full-on Jacob Marley costume, chains and all. He was a huge Dickens fan, and since he was already translucent, the look was almost dead-on, pardon the pun.

He flung out his arms. “What do you think?”

I pushed the door shut, then motioned with my finger for him to spin around so I could see it from all angles. “I have to give credit where credit is due. You knocked it out of the park.”

He had, too. His look was sort of a mish-mash of the different renditions, but between the chains locked around his body, the ragged clothes that had once been an expensive suit, and the wild hair—not to mention the death-blue hue—there was no doubt who he was trying to be.

“So what are your big plans for the night?” I asked, setting my purse on the counter.

His face lit up. “Cheri Lynn, Otis, and Trouble asked me to come along to hand out a few friendly frights at the Halloween party tonight.”

Norm and Sammie, our pet rats, ran up the little ramps I’d made for them, so I reached for their box of crackers and shook a few onto the counter. Each grabbed one, then smiled and nodded their thanks.

Just as I was about to respond to Erol, a shrew of a ghostly woman with a beehive hairdo swept through the wall that separated my shop from the Clip N Curl, the beauty shop next door. Belle, the former owner and current ghost of that shop jolted to a stop and slammed her fists on her ample waist.

She was so mad you could practically see steam rollin’ from her ears. “You’re doin’ no such thing! You young’uns think this is a grand idea, sneakin’ around the maze and pokin’ your heads out to scare the livin’. It’s all fun and games until somebody catches you on one of them newfangled camera phones. Then all of a sudden we’re ghost central, and ill-mannered city slickers’ll swoop in and set up their cameras and lights and just wait for one of us to appear. Why, a ghost won’t be free to float anywhere, and this town won’t know a minute’s peace.”

When she put it like that, it sorta made sense, except for one thing. I scowled back at her. “You don’t think they have the sense not to get caught?”

She huffed and gave Erol the stink eye. “I don’t think they have the sense God gave a wooden goose.”

Now it was his turn to glare. “We’re gonna be careful. It’s not like we’re gonna just float along pretty as you please for everyone to see. Since we can choose who can see us, we’ll obviously keep an eye out for that.”

Belle hmphed. “We’ll see.” She pointed a gnarled finger at him. “And remember, if anything happens and you do get caught, it ain’t just you who’ll pay the price. That’s a Belleyou can’t unring.”

“We’re aware.” Erol crossed his arms over his chest and cocked an eyebrow. “Now that you’ve sucked all the fun right outta the room, don’t you have some juicy bit of gossip to share over in your own shop?”

“That old bat just keeps getting grouchier every day,” Errol grumbled. “If it's not her idea, she's not even willing to entertain it. You'd think being on this earth all these years would have made her a little more open minded.”

I reached down to scratch Sammie under her chin, and she tilted her head obligingly. “You'd think, but that sure isn't the way it's worked out. Ignore her. just follow the plan, be careful not to be seen by anybody with a camera, and have fun. she'll get over it.”

Despite his outward annoyance, I knew Erol was also just a little hurt. Not only were he and Belle friends, he looked up to her. she'd been one of the first ghosts he'd met when we found him, and she'd helped him acclimate to his afterlife.

“Seriously, don't let her bother you. She's been cranky for the last couple of weeks. I'm not sure what's up with her, but she's been taking her bad mood out on everybody.” It was true too. The old ghost had had a bee in her bonnet over something, but when anybody asked, she just waved them off and told them to mind their own business. I figured when she was ready, she’d either talk about it or get over it. That was sort of how she worked and was a reflection of the time she was raised in. Back then, women didn't talk about their feelings, at least not openly. She’d gotten better about it over the years, that she still tended to play everything pretty close to the vest.

Erol nodded. “I've noticed the same thing. I've asked her what's wrong, but she just tells me to mind my own business. Honestly, I've just started avoiding her for the most part. now then, are you just stopping to say hello, or do you have something you have to do?”

I tucked my purse under the counter add headed toward my workshop area, which was in the back of the building. “I just wanna make sure the paint dried OK on the table and chairs. I should probably put another coat of sealant on it, but I think it'll be fine.”

"You already put three coats on it," he replied, floating alongside me. "I think that's plenty."

I lifted a shoulder. "Yeah, but they were thin coats. I want to make sure the areas that migjt get wet are covered well."

I ran my hand over the old-fashioned entertainment center I'd converted into a small bar complete with a wine storage cabinet on the center. The thing weighed about a million pounds, but when I'd found it at an estate sale and realized it was made of solid cherry, I couldn't just let it go to the dump. I'd brought it back and converted the bottom to the bar and the top portion that had surrounded the TV to a headboard complete with lights. That's what I did — I took old furniture and doodads that everybody else thought was trash and turned them into something modern and useful. I figured it was my way of contributing to saving the planet. Plus, you just didn't find things made like that anymore, and it seemed like a waste to let good craftsmanship go to the dogs.

I bent down so I was eye level with the surface and examined the top for any waves or high spots. I wanted to be completely smooth so that anything they set on it would be solid. Happy to see that the clearcoat had laid out evenly, I pushed the doors shut, then opened and closed them a couple of times. Nothing was rubbing, and the hinges were perfectly aligned. Satisfied, I closed them for a final time and brushed off my hands.

"I almost want to keep this one," I told him. "It would look great at the farm."

He rolled his eyes. "Look good where? You already have so much furniture encounters that you don't have an inch of wall space. Let this one go to somebody else to love."

Since it was already sold, what would've been temptation was simple contemplation. I loved all my pieces, but some of them appealed to me more than others. This was one of them.

"Hey," he exclaimed. "Where do you get that cane?"

"What cane?" I asked, turning to see where he was pointing. Sure enough, an old cane made of three pieces of wood twisted together leaned in the corner. I strode toward it and plucked it up so that I could examine it closer. Unless I was wrong — and I rarely was when it came to these things — it was made of walnut saplings. The three strands had been woven together and molded so that they curved into the handle in one smooth piece. The top had been carved into an eagle's head with the end of the beak pointing back toward the user. The entire piece had been stained dark, but a red sheen was visible if I turned it just so in the light.

"I have no idea," I said, confused. "I've never seen this before my life. The craftsmanship is incredible, and it looks old. It's in fantastic shape though."

“I haven’t left today, and it wasn’t there this morning,” Erol replied, floating closer to examine it.

"Did you test that for magic before you just picked it up?" A familiar voice barked as my aunt Addy appeared before me, her translucent arms crossed over her chest. "You'd think this was your first rodeo, even though I taught you better when you're just a kid."

I blushed because she was right. Anytime something just appeared out of the blue in a private space, a witch was wise to assume it was cursed or held some other form of magic until she proved otherwise. Belatedly, I opened my senses and explored the cane. I let my magic trickle over it, then backtracked and did it again. "I'm not getting anything. I can sense that it's really old, but there isn't any magic attached to it that I can feel."

Addy drew her eyebrows down. "Was that so hard? You couldn't have done that before you picked it up?" She shook her head, causing her graying bun to wobble. "I swear, sometimes I can't believe the silly things you girls do, especially considering what we've been through."

She swooped closer to get a better look at the cane. "That's some fine workmanship. Whoever made that knew what they were doing, and I'm willing to bet it wasn't cheap. Either that, or it was a gift."

I tilted my head at her. "What makes you think that?"

"I'm not sure," she replied, rubbing her chin. "It just sort of struck me as I was speaking. It looks like something a person might have handcrafted for somebody they love for a holiday, or maybe a birthday. Some special occasion."

The more I held it, the more I sensed that was right. In fact, I got the distinct feeling that there was a lot of emotion attached to it.

I pulled in a big sigh and released it. "I'm sure we’ll solve the mystery before too long, or rather, it'll solve itself. My gut says this is one of those pieces that needs to find its way home."

I'm not sure why, but that happened on a fairly regular basis to me. I’d find an object in a supposedly random way, then it would hang around until the person it was meant for came into my life or the appropriate situation arose. Then it would just sort of appear in front of me or in my hand, and Bob's your uncle, it ended up where it belonged. This was the first time one had just shown up on its own, but magic was weird. I was okay with it though. Even though the universe was just using me as the delivery girl, I’d brought joy to several people’s lives.

“Maybe it’s supposed to go to the people who bought the bar,” Erol suggested. “That makes the most sense.”

I lifted a shoulder. “Maybe so, but there’s no need overthinking it. It literally magically appeared here, so we’ll just have to wait it out. Speaking of, I need to get to the farm and take a shower. If I hurry, I’ll have time to squeeze a nap in before it’s time to go to the party too.”

I’d already dealt with both the Magnolias and Olivia on very little sleep, so I was running on empty. Before I had to face any of them again, I needed to recharge.


Chapter 4
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“Hey, beautiful. Time to wake up.” Hunter’s deep voice tickled through my unconscious brain and sent a little shiver down my spine. “Raeann’s here, and she was all in favor of waking you up with a bucket of water since she thought the chores weren’t even done yet. Luckily, Kristen had some spare time and pitched in.”

A little stab of guilt ran through me. Today was my day for both morning and evening barn chores, and somebody else had stepped in both times. I made a mental note to make it up to them. I rolled over and swung my legs over the side of my bed, cringing as I wiped the drool from the corner of my mouth. I touched my hair, afraid of what I’d find since I’d gone to sleep with it wet. Curly hair was a pain at the best of times, but sleeping on it damp was a recipe for a rat’s nest. I was pleasantly surprised to find it dry but not frizzy or matted to my head, at least as far as I could tell without looking in a mirror. I guess passing out from exhaustion on my face had its advantages.

“You look fine,” Rae said, breezing into my room. “Even if it were sticking out every which way zombie-style, we’re going to a Halloween event. Nobody’s even notice. Now get up. It’s a quarter to seven, and I don’t want to miss any of the shenanigans.”

While she’d been talking, she’d dug a pair of jeans and my favorite Halloween t-shirt from my closet. It was black, and scrawled across the front, it said, “Don’t make me hex you.” I grinned when I saw Hunter’s shirt. Black also, but it said “I’m with the witch” and had an arrow pointing toward the left.

“Aww,” I said, grinning. “You even have the arrow pointing the right direction. I always walk on that side of you.”

Raeann rolled her eyes. “I swear, you two are disgusting. After all this time, you’d think all that gooeyness would have worn off, but no such luck.”

I pulled the t-shirt on and slipped off my sleep shorts so I could step into the jeans. “Pht. Like you and Dave aren’t just as bad. You make a gummy bear taste unsweetened when I’m around you.”

“Personally, I’m glad the shine hasn’t worn off. For any of us,” Hunter said, “but that’s neither here nor there. Raeann told me what’s  going on, and I’m with her. I don’t want to miss a second of it. Hopefully they get Ms. Buckley and Ms. Barnes. I stopped by to see if I could catch you for lunch down there, but you’d already left. Those two were bickerin’ over where to put the banner, and they got so heated with each other that I was sure feathers were gonna fly.”

“Yeah, those two were at each other’s throats earlier, too,” I said, dabbing on a quick brush of mascara. I had no doubt I’d be left behind if I tried to put on more of a face than that. “They were at each other’s throats about whether to put the candy in little pumpkin sacks or just leave it in a bowl and let the kids pick what they wanted trick-or-treat style. It was dumb, and I just wanted to dump it over their heads by the time Ms. Corbin stepped in and sent them to their corners.”

“I thought they were best friends,” Rae said as we clomped down the stairs. “What was their problem?”

I shrugged. What caused two old ladies I barely knew to argue was outside of my give-a-damn zone. “Who knows. I was just pushing through and getting things done so I could leave.”

Arlo rushed toward us as we stepped onto the porch. I bent to give his ears a scratch. I’m trusting you to leave my shoes alone. Remember our deal, okay?”

He woofed once and licked my hand. Though I didn’t have much faith in his word, it was the best I was gonna get.

I glanced toward the barn and the apartment above it, then noticed Kristen’s truck was gone. “Isn’t Kristen riding with us?”

Hunter shook his head. “She had something she had to do before she could go. She said she’d see us there.”

Ten minutes later, we pulled into the impromptu parking lot that was usually the front pasture of the McAllister farm. There were already a decent number of cars there, and though it was dark, I could hear lots of adult voices and kids’ squeals.

“Wow,” Rae said, looking around as we passed through the gate. A couple of guys from Matt’s crew had built it to look like wrought iron and stacked hay bails on either side. “Ya’ll did a great job! I hate to say it, but it’s fancier than anything we’ve ever done at the farm.”

She wasn’t wrong. Though the Halloween bash at the farm was always chock full of things to do, and everybody always had a blast, we focused more on function and less on form. Sure, we decorated, but we didn’t have a whole town to call together for help. I did feel a bit of pride as I glanced around at how all our hard work looked at night.

Orange pumpkin lights and purple witch’s cat lights hung draped between game tents, and lanterns positioned strategically around in both high and low places created spooky shadows. People were already trickling into one end of the maze and out the other, and kids in costumes darted between the activities, their parents trailing behind. Most of them looked happy rather than harried, so that was a win too. Some of them with older kids stood around in little clusters, sipping cider and talking amongst themselves as they kept an eye out.

“How many hay bales did y’all use?” Raeann asked, her tone a little awed. “Aside from the maze, I mean?”

I puckered my lips for a second as I glanced around. She was right—they were everywhere, which suddenly explained the twinge in my back. I’d set many of them up myself. “No clue. I hadn’t really given it any thought. There are a ton now that you mention it though. I know we either carved or painted upwards of forty pumpkins, and that’s not counting the ones they donated for the kids to do tonight.”

We strolled around checking things out, then grabbed cider and retreated to the far end and took a seat on a couple hay bales so we could people watch.

“What do ya think?” Cheri Lynn exclaimed out of thin air, appearing beside us dressed as the girl from The Ring.

Even though I should have been used to ghosts popping in unexpectedly, it still gave me a jump every now and again, especially when one was dressed like that. I put my hand to my chest and drew in a deep breath. “I think you about gave me a heart attack. Also, you look terrifying. That’s one of two horror movies that still gives me nightmares even though I watched them years ago.”

A voice I’d known all my life harumphed from behind me. “Well if you hadn’t snuck around and watched them when I strictly forbade it, you wouldn’t have that problem now, would you?”

I turned to see Addy and blinked a couple of times before grinning. Rather than the displeasure I’d expected to see on her face at the whole idea of Cheri and the others dressing up, she was also in costume. Her translucent hair hung in strings down tattered bib overalls, and the scythe she grasped in her right hand scared even me. Each of them had adopted a deathly blue-green tint and had disguised their faces enough that the costumes would keep anybody from recognizing them. This was, after all, a small town, and both women had been well-known, though for different reasons.

Raeann giggled. “Why Addy! I’m surprised at you. Whatever will Belle say if she finds out? She was in a right snit about the whole thing earlier.”

Addy snorted. “She can say whatever she wants. I’m a grown woman who’s lived my whole life not givin’ two hoots what anybody thinks, and I’m not about to start now. Besides, I’ve been wantin’ to give a few folks in particular a good scare, and this is the perfect opportunity.”

That was the aunt I knew and loved. “I shudder to ask who. I’d rather be surprised when they come screamin’.”

At that moment, Erol popped in along with Otis and Trouble. He was dressed as a murdered Charlie Chaplin complete with blood dripping from his neck onto his white shirt. Trouble, his blonde and leggy girlfriend, had made herself up into what I assumed was Lizzie Bordon based on the dark hair and bloody ax she wielded.

Hunter’s face stretched into a wide smile. “You guys are awesome. Just do me a favor and don’t scare any of the little ones, okay?”

Addy glared at him. “I raised two girls. You think for one second I’d traumatize any kids like this? Oh, no. I’m saving myself for my list, and these knuckleheads all know to be careful too.”

“Then go knock yourselves out,” I said, raising a brow at a nosy Magnolia who was staring at me. I supposed we had been talking to what appeared to her to be empty space, but still.

They disappeared to do their things, and from the satisfying shrieks every few minutes, they were having a blast.

Raeann tittered when Marc Anthony, one of the local high school bullies and his groupies came barreling out of the maze tripping over each other, their eyes wide with terror. “I wonder who got those brats?”

I smirked as they ran toward a group of kids about their age who promptly rolled their eyes and dismissed them once they heard what was most assuredly a wild claim of ghosts. “Good. Those monsters have been terrorizing Justin on the bus. My money is on at least three of our crew teaming up on them. Or maybe they all positioned themselves around different parts of the maze and got them no matter which direction they went.

Hunter heaved a sigh as the boys rushed toward him. “Sheriff, you gotta believe us,” Marc exclaimed, his brown eyes wide with shock. “There are real ghosts in there. You gotta shut it down. We saw at least four or five, and they’re all gruesome.”

Evil satisfaction washed through me as he confirmed my suspicions.

When Hunter didn’t do anything other than cross his arms over his chest, one of the others, a scrawny kid who only served as backup terrorizer in the group, spoke up. “He’s not lyin’, Sheriff. Seriously, you need to shut that thing down before somebody gets hurt.”

Hunter arched a brow. “You mean like you weren’t lyin’ when you said Mikey Brown just fell down and you were helping him up? Or when you claimed you didn’t know anything about how Jamie Wells got that black eye?”

Marc huffed in frustration. “Alright, fine. We was lyin’ about those times, but honest to god, we’re tellin’ the truth now.”

Raeann hmphed. “Ever heard the story of the boy who cried wolf? Well, you’re livin’ the liar’s version of that right now. You all know there’s no such thing as ghosts, and if you go runnin’ off tellin’ the little kids your story and tryin’ to scare ‘em, I’ll tan your hides myself.”

“I swear, I’m not lyin’,” Marc said, but this time it was halfhearted.

“Well if you’re not,” I said, deciding to use this as a teachable moment, “you’d better walk the straight and narrow. If you have ghosts trailin’ you but nobody else does, I’d suggest you start behavin’ yourselves.”

The boys turned and trudged away, but before we could gloat between ourselves, a shriek sounded from somewhere in the maze and didn’t stop. Cheri Lynn popped in beside me, her cheeks red. “You guys gotta come now. There’s been a murder. Somebody done skewered Maude Buckley with the pitchfork they put in the scarecrow’s hand, and Kristen’s standin’ there holdin’ it.”

All thoughts of fun and games rushed from my head as reality dosed me with a metaphorical bucket of ice water. Murder had struck once again in Keyhole Lake.


Chapter 5
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Istuck close behind Hunter as he elbowed his way through the crowd.

"Move aside," he called. "Sheriff coming through, and you all need to clear out."

Fat chance that was going to happen, though. This was the most exciting thing that had happened in town for a while, and there was no way people weren’t going to fight for a front-row seat so they could tell everybody they knew about it. Still, Hunter wasn't a small man, so it didn't take him long to cut through the lookie-loos.

The ghosts hovered around Kristin, who stood a few yards from the body. Her face was so pale I was afraid she was going to pass out, so I rushed to her side. She was still holding the pitchfork, so I took it from her hand, careful to only touch where she had as I leaned it against the bales of hay stacked behind us then slipped my arms around her. She was shaking so hard I was afraid she was going to vibrate right out of her skin, and her skin was clammy.

I pushed her back to arm's length, keeping my hands on her forearms. "What happened?"

Her eyes were glued to the body, which I hadn't even looked at yet, and she didn’t respond. I gave her a little shake. “Kristen, look at me.” Once she met my gaze, I repeated myself. “Everything’s gonna be okay, but you need to focus. What happened?”  

She took a deep breath. "I was just walkin’ through the maze laughing at the ghosts’ antics. When I came around this corner, I found her lying there, face up. The pitchfork was buried in her chest, and I pulled it out because I wanted to see if I could help her. Before I could try, another group came around the corner and found us like that. That all sounds stupid now that I say it out loud, but I just wasn’t thinking."

I wasn’t much of a hugger, but if any situation called for it, this one did. I pulled her in and gave her a squeeze. "Don't you worry about a thing. We'll get to the bottom of this just like we always do."

I turned to take in the crime scene. The scarecrow that had been holding the pitchfork loomed menacingly over Maude Buckley, who lay on her side with her dark eyes staring blankly toward us and her big magnolia-covered hat lying beside her with some of the flowers squashed.

I shuddered. Scarecrows had always freaked me out a little, and it didn’t take much for my vivid imagination to paint a scene where the straw-stuffed psycho stepped off his perch, skewered her, and stepped back up just to watch the havoc he’d wreaked. He had the standard Xs for eyes, and the garish, black-Sharpie smile boosted the level of creepy. "Did you see anybody else?"

She shook her head. "There was nobody here when I found her."

Cheri Lynn floated closer to me. "I was right ahead of her, and somebody ran past me. They were wearing one of those Jason masks, a gray hoodie, and jeans. I tried to follow them, but I lost sight of them once they left the maze. I looked but they were nowhere to be found. I don’t know how they did it."

I glanced around at the onlookers, hoping to pick the person out of the crowd. Unfortunately, there were two people wearing the exact costume. I scanned them from head to toe looking for any blood, but they were both clean, not that it mattered. They had the masks pulled up sitting atop their heads, so I recognized them both. I couldn't imagine either of them being a murderer, though I'd been fooled before.

I struggled to keep an open mind. I’d bet my bottom dollar those two hadn’t been the only ones there wearing the masks. Also, since the potential killer basically vanished in front of Cheri Lynn, there was a good chance they’d ditched the outfit—or at least the mask—as soon as they’d left the maze.

Since I couldn't answer Cheri directly, I just nodded. It was information I'd have to pass to Hunter privately, and unless somebody alive had witnessed the same thing, it was going to be tricky. He stood a few feet away talking on his phone, no doubt calling for an ambulance. With any luck, Jim, our coroner who also worked in the FBI field office in Atlanta, would be in town. Though there was no question how she was murdered, maybe we could get some DNA off the body or the pitchfork. If we had to go through proper channels, that would take forever. Since Jim had a direct connection in his office, he could get it rushed through.

"Stay right here for a second," I told Kristen. "I need to go tell Hunter what Cheri Lynn saw. I'll be right back, and I'll give you a ride home."

She nodded, her eyes still glued to the body. I turned her body a little bit and nodded to Aunt Addy, who was floating with the rest of our ghostly crew, wringing her hands. She moved closer and caught Kristin's attention. At this point, the fact that my friend might appear to be talking to thin air was the lesser of two evils. She was going into shock, and there was nobody better to talk her down than my aunt.

As I strode toward Hunter, my gaze landed on Mildred, Kristin's mother. Rather than going to comfort her daughter, she just stood there staring at her with a scathing, accusing expression. I narrowed my eyes at her and gave her a nudge with my magic. And I do mean a physical nudge that made her look away in order to keep from falling down. The last thing Kristin needed was her BS.

I touched Hunter's shoulder to get his attention, then stepped onto my tippy toes and whispered in his ear. "I know this is going to be less than helpful because there's at least two people here wearing the costume, but Cheri Lynn saw somebody in a Jason mask wearing a gray hoodie rushing away from the scene just a second before Kristin found the body. She lost them, which makes me think maybe they ditched the outfit."

Hunter straightened up and glanced around the crowd, then pressed his lips into a grim line. "Then I guess the first thing we need to do is see if there were any live witnesses. That shouldn't be hard to do considering the maze has been busy all night. Let's get these folks out of here, then we can separate them and question them. JP was already on his way with his girlfriend, so he can help.”

Before I could answer him, he turned to the crowd to disperse them. The most did it unwillingly, they follow his direction to leave the maze.

"Nobody gets to leave until you’re questioned," he called to their backs. "I know a lot of you have kids here, so I'll try to make a quick. If you saw anything, please come see me."

Turning back to me, he heaved a big sigh. "So much for a night of spooky fun and games."

Since all eyes were on us, I didn't hug him like I wanted to. Instead, I just mimicked his expression and followed him out of the maze. With any luck, somebody had witnessed it and we could wrap it up quickly. Unfortunately it never seemed to work that way for us.

Two members of the emergency squad who had been there running their own booth approached the body carrying a gurney between them. Conveniently, they'd been doing double time as medics in case something happened at the fair, so they’d driven the ambulance. Alan Snyder, the one carrying the front of the gurney, caught my eye and gave me a nod to let me know they had it covered.

Once everybody was out of the maze, people gathered into small huddles, whispering amongst themselves. I groaned and closed my eyes, then pulled in a deep, cleansing breath as Olivia rushed toward me.

I held up a hand and started to tell her I didn't have time for her crap, but she waved me off, scowling. "I can't stand you anymore than you can me, but set that aside for a minute. For once, I gotta give credit where credit is due, and even though you're trailer trash when it comes to anything else, you do have a way of solving murders.”

She puckered her lips in a way that made her look constipated, so whatever was going to come out of her mouth was obviously painful. “Plus, even though she hangs out with you, I know Kristin didn’t kill Maude, and I owe you one. I couldn't get near your boyfriend because of the crowd to tell him, but I saw somebody rushing out of the maze wearing a Jason mask and a gray hoodie. They had it pulled far over their face, so I didn't see what color hair they had, but they're the only one who came out before the screamin' started."

What she meant by owing me one was that despite how much I loathed her, I’d gotten her butt out of a sling once when she’d driven her car over a fire hydrant and nearly killed me because she’d been cursed. Like her, even though we didn’t get along, I knew she wouldn’t kill somebody even if it was me, or at least not like that.

As much as it went against every fiber in my body, I remained civil to her. She was a live body who'd seen the same thing Cheri Lynn had. Now we had a legitimate excuse to start questioning people about it, so I begrudgingly swallowed my smirk and nodded. "I'll go let Hunter know right now. Could you tell anything else? Like, was it a man or a woman, were they short or tall, skinny or fat?"

She shrugged. "I couldn't tell because I was standing over at the Junior League booth. Average size, I guess. Nothing stood out. The only reason I was even looking at the maze was because I was waiting for a couple of the girls to come out. I have something important I needed to discuss with them, and they were taking forever. I’d been watching the exit out of the corner of my eye for a couple of minutes, so I know for a fact that's the only person who left."

As bad as I hated to, I thanked her. "You didn't by chance see anybody wearing the costume earlier in the evening, did you?"

“Actually, I did, though it’s not going to help you. I was talking to Lacey Whitaker about how tacky it was that at least four people were wearing it."

Just as I’d suspected. The mask was a corny teenage favorite because it was both scary and simple. No makeup skills or special costume required. "Did you recognize any of them?"

She rolled her eyes. "What part of they were wearing a mask are you missing?"

I drew my brows down. "Don't be a smartass. Maybe one of them took the mask off to eat or to talk to somebody or had it propped up on their head."

Again, she lifted a shoulder and some of the attitude I was used to slipped back into her voice. “We weren’t paying that close of attention. We have official legal business to attend to, so I had better things to do than pay attention to people wearing cliche costumes."

This time, I couldn't keep the sarcasm from my tone. "Well la-di-da. I'll let Hunter know."

She turned on her heel and marched away, as eager to end our interaction as I was. Still, even Olivia's word would do in this instance, and I was begrudgingly grateful she’d come to me. All we needed was a live body to have witnessed the same thing Cheri Lynn did in order to have a plausible reason to ask about it. I made my way toward Hunter, pushing aside people to get there. He turned his attention to me when I touched his arm, then leaned down so I could whisper in his ear.

"Olivia saw the same thing Cheri Lynn did. She couldn't give me any details at all, but at least now you can bring it out of the open and start asking questions. The downside is that she saw at least four people wearing it, and she said the person she saw exit the maze was average size. Nothing stood out to her."

"At least she saw it," he said pulling in a deep breath and releasing it. "I was trying to think of a workaround, and now that's one less thing I gotta worry about.”

Before I could say anything else, JP elbowed his way through the crowd toward Hunter.

"I'm gonna take Kristin home," I said, "unless you need her here."

He shook his head. "No, now that we have a living witness for the information about the Jason costume, that clears her at least enough for me to let her leave. It's not like she's going anywhere, and it's not like we don't know where to find her. Take her home, try to calm her down, and I'll be there as soon as I can."

My heart went out to him as he turned to JP. He loved this town, and every time something like this happened, it tore him apart little bit. Hopefully, our luck would change, and we could wrap it up quickly. Having a murderer loose in town took priority over our vacation. I felt a little guilty even thinking about missing a trip when somebody was dead. I was getting used to it though; it came with the territory when you were engaged to the sheriff.


Chapter 6
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“Drink this,” I said, pushing an Irish cocoa into Kristin’s hand once we got to the farm. She was still pale, but she’d mostly stopped shaking. Hopefully the whiskey would help with that.

“Am I going to jail?” Her voice wavered as she blew across the top of the mug and took a tentative sip.

“Of course not,” Raeann replied as she guided Kristin to a chair at my farm-style kitchen table. “Hunter knows you’re innocent. Besides, he has the information about a dude in a Jason mask.”

I arched a brow. “What makes you think it was a dude? It could just as easily have been a woman. After all, Maude was infamous for spreading unfounded gossip, talking down to people, and verbally flogging anyone she thought she was better than, which was pretty much everybody in this town. Most of the people who endured her baloney are women, so it only makes sense that whoever skewered her was likely female.”

Kristin cringed when I used the word skewered, and I regretted phrasing it that way. Still, it wasn’t wrong. Whoever had done it likely hadn’t meant to just poke her a little considering they’d driven the pitchfork all the way through her.

I bit my lip as a thought occurred to me. Just because somebody in a costume had exited the maze in a hurry moments after Maude was killed didn’t exactly clear Kristin. Since our post-living community was mostly a secret, it wasn’t like Hunter could use Cheri Lynn and the others as witnesses. I wasn’t about to say that out loud, but if I’d realized it, others had too.

“I guess you’re right,” Raeann replied, adding a blurp of Jamison to her own cocoa.

Aunt Addy popped in at that moment wearing her standard bib overalls rather than the costume she’d been wearing earlier. Kristin jumped. She wasn’t as used to the sudden random appearances as Rae and I were, and the ghosts still caught us by surprise sometimes.

My aunt jabbed her fists onto her ample waist. “I’d almost guarantee it was a woman. I wasn’t there when Maude bit the dust, but I did see the person in that ridiculous mask. I can’t say for sure because of the baggy clothes, but they were short for a man, and something about the way they moved seemed feminine. Course, that’s all speculation, but I got the distinct feeling it was a woman for some reason. I wish I’da followed too, but I figured Cheri Lynn had it. I can’t believe they just disappeared into the crowd.”

I sighed. “Yeah, they must have taken the mask off when Cheri lost them for that few seconds. Maude pissed off enough women that our field of suspects includes half the town. I know she was on the outs with Kate Barnes for some reason. They were sniping at each other most of the day yesterday, and I wasn’t the only one who noticed.”

Addy waved a hand. “They were fightin’ over the Magnolia presidency. Somebody snuck Kate’s name into the secret ballot box when they were suggesting candidates, and Maude and her inflated ego couldn’t fathom that anybody else wouldn’t have wanted her to keep her throne. She was sure Kate had nominated herself.”

“That makes no sense,” I said, scratching my head. “I’ve known Kate most of my life. I’m not sayin’ she was a wallflower, but she doesn’t strike me as the type to wanna be the head hen.”

“Not with the Magnolias anyway,” Addy said with a huff. “Honestly, I’m surprised she even joined. She’s got strong opinions about those women, and a lot of them aren’t exactly favorable.”

“Do tell,” Rae said, leaning forward on her elbows.

Addy huffed. “The list is as long as my arm, but that’s neither here nor there. None of them are the ones who got run through with a pitchfork. I can name five or six off the top of my head that would have been higher on the list than Maude.”

I pressed my lips together in thought. “Do you really think we should write Kate off as the killer though?”

“Yeah, at least in this case,” Addy replied with a shrug, “but I’ve been fooled before. Look at that spineless little weasel who killed Max Wheeler. He’s proof that nobody’s above suspicion.”

She glanced at Kristin, who was staring into her cocoa like all the answers were at the bottom of the mug. I was glad to see some color returning to her cheeks. Whiskey was good for that, but she was a strong woman, too. Even without the liquid fortitude, she’d have shaken it off eventually. I’d just wanted to hasten the process. Addy motioned toward the living room with a discrete nod of her head in that direction, and I picked up the hint.

“I need to use the bathroom,” I said, grabbing the quickest excuse I could as I headed that direction.

Once we were out of earshot, Addy floated closer to me just to make sure she could talk without being overheard. “You realize she’s not in the clear, right? That person might have come out of the maze, but none of us actually saw them do the deed. Even if we had, it’s not like we could take the stand and swear to it.”

“Yeah, that occurred to me a few minutes ago, but I didn’t want to point it out. Especially since nobody who could testify saw what really happened. I reckon most folks are gonna believe her, but not everybody, and that stupid Magnolia club leans toward jumping to conclusions and makin’ up their own facts even on a good day.”

Addy shook her head. “You’re right, and the shame of it is that even though Kristin’s mama is a member, she likely won’t stand up for her own blood. That woman’s a whole lotta spite and meanness wrapped in a scrawny package tied with a big ole bow of heartlessness.”

I curled my lip, disgusted at the whole situation. Us Flynns were all strong willed and had our share of disagreements, but we were blood. When the rubber hit the road, we might have our own problems, but woe be to anybody who made the mistake of thinking they could do harm physically or verbally to one of us without having to deal with all of us. Family first, always, no matter what.

Kristin’s mom apparently had no such loyalty or even maternal instincts. “No, she won’t. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if she didn’t do something awful like telling Kristin she’s embarrassing her with the scandal. I can’t imagine what happened to her to make her despicable enough to put her reputation above her relationship with her own daughter. It can’t have been anything Kristin did.”

“Me and the rest of the ghosts are gonna see what we can hear behind closed doors. It won’t be admissible, but if we figure out who did it, you can come up with somethin’ to string it together.”

“Did you fall in, Noelle?” Rae called from the kitchen. Apparently she hadn’t seen Addy’s motion.

“Nope. I’m comin’,” I called back. “Don’t get your panties in a twist.”

“I’ll go get Belle, and we’ll snoop on the old hen’s club,” Addy said, her voice barely above a whisper. “They’ll still be at the fair since they have to close it up. If I find anything out, I’ll let you and Hunter know. This is one of those times when bein’ dead will come in handy.”

With that, she disappeared, and I went back into the kitchen. If my aunt was good at one thing, it was spying. She’d been great at it alive, but now that she could be a fly on the wall anywhere she went, she’d perfected it. If she split the task with Belle, who was even better at digging out gossip than she was, we’d likely have more suspects within the hour.


Chapter 7
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Sure enough, Addy popped back in with Belle a couple hours later, but they didn’t look as gleeful as I’d hoped. Kristin had gone back to her apartment, claiming she needed some private time to get her head together, and Max and Arlo had gone with her. Gabi had returned an hour or so ago, so she, Raeann, and I were sitting at the table speculating and playing a half-hearted game of Go Fish while we waited for Hunter to get home.

“We didn’t pick anybody out who mighta been more likely than anybody else to kill the old battle ax,” Belle said, her beehive hairdo not moving so much as an inch as she swept toward me. She’d probably been the one to teach Coralee, the woman who’d taken over her shop, how to use Aqua Net as glue.

Addy shook her head. “No, but that’s not because we didn’t find somebody with a grudge. Just the opposite. There wasn’t a whole lot of remorse goin’ on. In fact, Kristin’s mom proposed an emergency vote tomorrow to get a temporary president until their formal election next month. The ayes took the vote by a mighty big margin, and none of them seemed too bothered by Maude’s sudden demise.”

Belle nodded in agreement. “You know that’s right. If you ask me, those biddies might have taken a vote to decide who was gonna be the one to knock her off. They might wear the right expressions of grievin’ in public, but they sure weren’t mournin’ her in private.”

I drew my brows down. “Why on earth is it so critical to put the Sceptor of Judgment into somebody else’s hands right off the bat? It’s not like it’s a government position.”

Belle snorted. “You’re right. Those women rule with an iron fist. When it comes to power grabs, they make politicians look positively meek.”

She wasn’t wrong. The Magnolias were a lot of things, but unorganized wasn’t one of them. There was a clear pecking order, and anybody who didn’t respect it was slapped back into place post haste.

“So we’re no further ahead than we were,” Raeann said, her tone laced with disappointment.

“Now we didn’t say that,” Belle said. “We just said nobody in particular from the club stood out. I did overhear three of ‘em speculatin’. It seems they’re tryin’ to pin it on the kid who cuts her grass. She didn’t like the way he trimmed her hedges and thought he was sloppy with the edgin’, so she refused to pay his bill last month. It was a couple hundred bucks, and they figure that was enough for him to kill her.”

I blinked a couple times. “That’s their bar for murder? Somebody gettin’ skinned outta a couple hundred bucks? Besides, I thought you said it was a woman, Addy.”

She tapped her chin in thought. “I did, but Zeke Ables is her lawn guy. He’s no bigger than a popcorn fart, especially for a man. It coulda been him.”

A whisper of doubt flitted through my mind. Zeke Ables was a little shady, so I could see him maybe trashing her shrubs or something, but not killing her. Also, Addy’s intuition was rarely wrong. If her initial gut impression had been that it was a woman, I was inclined to go with that even if she was veering off course. I wasn’t going to dismiss him offhand though. He’d be at the top of the list to talk to.

“I think we need to go to the meeting tomorrow,” Raeann said, surprising me.

“I’d rather swim in shark-infested waters with a porkchop tied around my neck,” I replied. “It’s not like they’re going to up and confess anyway.”

Raeann sighed. “I’m not exactly enthused at the prospect either, but if we pick off the weakest links and get them alone, maybe they’ll spill the tea. Or maybe one of the big mouths won’t be able to resist gossiping. I think we need to bite the bullet and go.”

“There’s another problem with that,” Gabi added. “Those meetings are closed tighter than bark on a tree. How do you suppose you’re gonna get in there?”

Raeann grinned. “Why, with free coffee and pastries to express our condolences. It wouldn’t be neighborly not to take them somethin’ in their time of grief. Then we’ll start talkin’ about how terrible it is about Maude. That should be all it takes to get their tongues waggin’ while they’re standin’ around the goodies.”

I snickered. Usually the Southern tradition of overloading folks with more food than an army could eat seemed a little silly even if it was ingrained, but in this case, it would serve us well. I turned to Addy and Belle. “What time is the meeting?”

“Nine sharp,” my aunt replied, and I groaned. I’d been looking forward to sleeping in a little, and it was Raeann’s day off, but that was all out the window. If we were gonna make it before they held the vote and cleared out, we’d have to be at Brew by eight to make that much coffee.

I texted Hunter to see how much longer he was going to be and find out if he’d gotten any good info, or better yet, suspects. When he answered, he said they’d gotten a couple of leads, but nothing concrete and that he’d be at least a couple more hours. Even though they’d finished interviewing everybody, he still had to do the paperwork and review the crime scene photos and try to pick apart what was evidence and what was garbage from what they picked up around the body.

I glanced at the time on my phone. It was almost midnight, and I wanted to be sharp when we went to the meeting. Since it was too much to text, I called and explained what Addy and Belle had learned and told him what Rae and I were doing the following day.

“Then I’d suggest you go to bed. If you’re wading into those gator-infested waters, you need a fresh brain. Love you, and I’ll try not to wake you when I come in,” he said.

“Love you back,” I replied. “If I don’t wake up, I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Oh, hey,” he said before I could hang up, “do you want to go with me when I talk to Zeke in the morning? Your BS meter might come in handy. If so, I’ll wait for you to get finished with the Magnolias.”

“Sure,” I said. “It can’t hurt.”

Though I wasn’t infallible, I had a good internal truth meter. I didn’t know whether it was a magical thing or just a personal gift, but it had served us well in the past.

“Good. Then text me when you’re finished at the meeting, and I’ll pick you up.”

Since Raeann had her own room at the farm, she decided to just stay over. There wasn’t much point in going home just to meet me the next morning, and we were all exhausted. The meeting would be gossip-packed, and we’d need every brain cell we had to absorb it all without, as Hunter had implied, being eaten alive. It was time to turn it in.


Chapter 8
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When my alarm woke up at seven the next morning, I was fuzzy headed and cranky. I’d tossed and turned most of the night even though I hadn’t woken up when Hunter had gotten home. I rolled over to wake him up but decided against it when I saw the lines of exhaustion etched into his sleeping face. He’d almost certainly set his own alarm, and since he’d likely only been out for a few hours, there was no need to disturb what little rest he'd get.

I tiptoed to my closet and pulled out a decent pair of jeans and a blouse rather than one of my signature smart-mouth tee shirts. The last thing I needed was for the Magnolias to focus on what I was wearing rather than gossip about the murder, so it was a sacrifice I was prepared to make.

The smell of coffee hit my nose before I even made it downstairs, and Gabi, who was sitting talking to Raeann, shoved a cup into my hand as I stumbled into the kitchen. A morning person I was not. Even though Raeann hit the floor every morning at five bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, she knew me well enough not to shower me in sunshine and light right off the bat. Instead, she waited until I’d downed half my coffee to wake up my brain and clear away the morning grumps.

Ten minutes after I sat down, she peered at me over her phone. “Are you fit for humanity yet?”

I curved one side of my lips into a half-smile. “As fit as I’m gonna get considering what we have ahead of us.”

“I do not envy you,” Gabi said, pouring hazelnut creamer into her fresh cup of coffee. “Those birds are gonna be tough. I just hope it turns out to be worth it.”

“I’m sure we’ll get plenty of gossip and speculation,” I replied. “Whether we get anything useful remains to be seen.”

Raeann drained her coffee cup. “I want to talk to Kate Barnes. See how she feels about the whole situation. I’d like to know if she has any idea who nominated her because I can’t see her throwin’ her own name in the hat. I think whoever did it could be a suspect. It’s weird that somebody had the balls to go against Maude even if it was anonymous. There’s a story there.”

That hadn’t even occurred to me, but she was right. “Yeah, and I’d like to know the story. Even though Maude was the leader, I didn’t get the feeling she was all that popular. It’s weird that nobody’s bucked the status quo in the five years or whatever that she’s held the position. It could be they all kept her as president just because they didn’t want to deal with her spite if they took it away from her, so why now?”

“Excellent question, so let’s get to it,” Raeann replied, standing and taking her cup to the sink. “It would suck to miss them, and I don’t know how long the vote will take or if they’ll hang around afterwards. It’s best to get there before it starts.”

We decided to go in her car since Hunter was picking me up after the meeting to go talk to Zeke. I hoped to have other people to question by then too. It only took us fifteen minutes to get to Brew, but the place was hopping. Angel and Levana had it under control, but we had to work around customer orders to make the carafes of coffee to take to the ladies.

“I really need a second coffee maker,” Raeann said as we waited for the third pot to run through.

“Nah,” I replied, stuffing a couple boxes full of a variety of pastries. “One pot’s enough. Stuff like this doesn’t happen often enough to warrant a second.”

I tossed a couple of blueberry turnovers into a separate bag and two bear claws into another for later. Hunter’s secretary loved the turnovers, and Hunter and I would probably need sustenance before questioning Zeke too.

Levana, a witch who’d come unexpectedly into our lives in one of the strangest manners possible, sidled up to me. “I’ve been hearing a lot of talk about some woman named Kate Barnes. They’re saying she was trying to overthrow that Maude woman and take the president position away from her. Back in my day, that was a big deal. One didn’t buck the system unless they wanted to risk social ostracism or, you know, public stoning. It doesn’t seem to be much different here minus the stones.” She rubbed her jaw for a second. ‘I can also think of at least one woman being accused of witchcraft because she insulted the mayor’s wife’s Christmas pudding.”  

I gave her a wry smile. “That sounds about right. The only reason there’s no stones involved is because it’s become a felony. Otherwise, it would be game on. As far as witchcraft, the Flynns have been accused of that for decades, but now it’s cool. Or intimidating, whichever works in the situation.”

I switched gears back to the problem at hand. “Seriously though, we heard the Kate thing last night, but all we know for sure is that somebody nominated her. Maude thought she threw her own name in, but I don’t see her doing it. She’s not a leader type. We’re gonna try to find out who put her up for the position. Have you heard anything else?”

She shook her head. “No, the mob opinion seems to be sticking with the Kate woman. Well, and Kristin. It’s pretty evenly divided since Kristin and Maude had a falling out not too long ago.”

I whipped my head around toward her. Kristin hadn’t mentioned anything about a falling out. “About what?”

She arched a delicate brunette brow at me. “About Kristin’s mother, of course. Maude felt it looked bad for one of the Magnolias to be on the outs with her daughter because she was afraid it would tarnish their image as matrons of the community. It seems Kristin’s mother told Maude that Kristin was the one keeping the rift alive, so Maude faced Kristin down at her job. Right there in the potato chip aisle, Kristin told her in no uncertain terms where she could stick it, and Maude threatened to have her fired if she didn’t fix it.”

Kristin worked at a local convenience store as the manager, and the owner was a Magnolia. There was at least a strong possibility that Maude could make it happen.

I scrubbed a hand over my face, wondering why Kristin hadn’t mentioned it last night. That was a whole new kettle of fish we were gonna have to fry, but I still wasn’t willing to consider her as a suspect. It would make it tougher to keep the mob, as Levana had appropriately called our good citizens, from judging her and finding her guilty.

Raeann finished filling the third carafe, and I dumped some creamers and sugar packets into a cardboard to-go box. Even though the community center was only at the end of the block, there was no way we could have hoofed it with all the goodies.

“Jeez,” I said as I loaded the boxes of pastries into the back of her car. “It’s roastin’ out here again today. Enough already.”

The stupid silk blouse I’d chosen was sticking to me like a piece of wet newspaper on a pinata, and I was glad I’d brought a tee shirt along to change straight into after the meeting.

“For sure,” Rae replied, cranking up the AC as soon as she started the car. “It’s the end of October, for Pete’s sake. Where are the cool fall breezes and chilly evenings?”

I jumped when Cheri Lynn popped in, snapping her gum. “You won’t be complainin’ in a few weeks when it’s forty degrees. Sorry for the abrupt arrival, but Addy wanted me to tell you she overheard Sara Moses and Donna Heater talkin’ about who mighta nominated that Kate woman for president. Well, they were arguin’ about it, more like. Sara accused Donna of doin’ it, and Donna swears Kate did it herself.”

I turned to look at her before she squeezed into the center spot between us. Unlike the rest of the ghosts, she hadn’t been dead for long and still forgot about personal space sometimes. If she accidentally slid an arm or shoulder through us, it wasn’t pleasant, so I went out of my way to accommodate her need for eye contact before she slipped up.

“Did she happen to hear why Sara thinks Donna nominated Kate?” Rae asked, glancing at Cheri Lynn in the rearview.

Cheri Lynn’s lips curved into a cat-that-ate-the-canary smile. “It seems Donna and Maude didn’t get along so well. Donna thought she was a power-hungry old witch, no offense intended, and Maude thought Donna was white trash who didn’t belong in the Magnolias.”

Raeann glanced at her in the rearview, her brows drawn together in confusion. “But Donna and her husband had money, and she came into even more when he died.”

“Yeah, she has money now, but I guess she came up poor. She and Maude went to school together, and that’s all that mattered. Maude would say blood tells.”

I sighed as Rae pulled into the parking lot of the community center. That was just a taste of what we had ahead of us, and I was exhausted just thinking about it. We had to drive around clusters of women standing around in animated conversations waving their hands. It wasn’t hard to tell who the leader was in each group. In every single one, there was one woman talking and gesturing and another two or three nodding. The pecking order was alive and well.

“This might be even easier than we thought it would be,” Rae said as she slipped into a parking spot. “We’ve caught them before they’ve even made it inside.”

I groaned in my head. She was right, but the thought of standing in the heat rather than in the comfort of the AC inside the building was about as appealing as having my fingernails ripped out. “We have to take the stuff in, though. Maybe we can draw them in.”

She glanced at me sideways. “You just want to get out of the heat.”

Before I could protest, she held up a hand. “I’m with you. I don’t wanna stand out here and bake any more than you do. Let’s get this show on the road.”

We climbed out, and all eyes turned to us. I can’t say they were exactly unfriendly, but they were wary. The wagons were circling.

“Hey, ladies,” Raeann said, injecting just the right amount of sympathy into her voice. “We heard you were having a meeting, and we figured we’d bring coffee and pastries to express our condolences.”

Even though they didn’t look thrilled, manners dictated that they accept our offering.

“Thanks, girls,” a woman with a flaming-red puff of cotton-candy hair said with a genuine smile. “I don’t know about everybody else, but I could use a cup of Joe, and just the thought of sinkin’ my teeth into one of your muffins has my mouth waterin’. You can take it on inside. We were just goin’ in.”

Rae grabbed the coffee and bag of condiments. I followed her with the pastries, but the women didn’t follow. There was already a table set up in the back of the room, so we didn’t have a long way to haul everything, at least. We wasted time arranging the cups, spoons, napkins, and coffee condiments around the boxes and giant coffee carafe. We’d about run out of things to fuss over before they began to trickle in.

“Wow,” a woman wearing a robin’s-egg polka-dotted dress that matched her blue magnolia hat said as she bit into a strawberry scone. “This is delicious. I’d heard your pastries were magical, but I’ve never been into Brew4U. I’m going to have to remedy that.”

I smiled at the unintended pun because I actually did infuse a little magic into all my baked goods. I didn’t do it on purpose—it just happened as I got into the rhythm of rolling out doughs and mixing batters. Now that she mentioned it, though, I should have baked a fresh batch last night just for this occasion with a little truth-telling voodoo in them. I did my best to keep my expression warm, which wasn’t hard considering the woman was genuinely enjoying the scone. “Thank you. We’d love to have you come in. Raeann’s special tea and coffee blends are out of this world, too.”

Once everybody was inside, they mingled rather than forming groups as they sucked down the coffee and inhaled the pastries. Raeann and I discreetly integrated ourselves into the conversations, and before long, I realized they weren’t going to discuss anything we hadn’t already heard.

I did note that Donna and Sara were careful to keep plenty of space between each other. Though I made several attempts to catch them alone, somebody else always got to them first.

I did manage to catch Kate since she was a little late coming in. When she stopped to pour herself a cup of coffee and pick out a pastry, I headed her direction. “I’d recommend the mixed berry turnover if you don’t already have something else in mind. They’re my personal favorite and my top seller.”

She glanced at me sideways and seemed a little startled to realize there was somebody so close to her. “I’ve actually had them, and you’re right. They’re my favorite. I’m sorry—I didn’t see you standing there. My mind’s a bit preoccupied, I suppose.”

“I can only imagine,” I replied, pouring myself a cup of coffee just to have something to do. “You’ve had a terrible shock. I know you and Maude were friends.”

Her lips curved into a tired smile. “I don’t know if you’d call us friends, but I guess I was about as close to one as she had. It’s a shame that she died with a rift between us. Especially over something so stupid.”

“I didn’t realize there was a rift, but I did notice the two of you seemed a little tense around each other when we were setting up for the Halloween fair.”

She shook her head, sending her tidy gray curls swinging. “Tense is one word for it. She had it in her head that I’d put my own self up to run against her, and that simply isn’t the truth. I don’t know who did, but there’s a bit of discontent in the club right now.”

“Oh?” I asked, my ears perking. I’d about given up hope of getting anything useful, but my luck might have just turned. “What kind of discontent?”

Kate waved an elegant hand. “It doesn’t really matter now, but let’s just say some folks think our bylaws and mores are a little out of date and would like to see some changes.”

My mind whirled a little. “And why doesn’t that matter now?”

She chewed her turnover, then chased it with a drink of coffee. “Because with Maude gone, things are going to change.”

Before she could expand on that, a small dark-haired woman who reminded me of a bird approached us giving me the stink eye. “Kate, are you ready to call the meeting to order?”

Kate glanced at me, then at her pastry. “I suppose I am. Give me a couple of minutes to finish this and wash my hands, and we’ll get to it. Who’s going to lead?”

“Well you are, of course. You’re the vice president, so that makes you the acting president at least until the end of the meeting.”

“Oh,” Kate replied, distracted. “I hadn’t thought of that. Maude’s never missed a meeting, so I guess it just didn’t occur to me. My mind’s not been focusing well since ...”

The bird lady puckered her lips and patted Kate on the arm. “I know, honey. But we’ve gotta be strong. We’ll get through this, and the Magnolias will survive and be even stronger.” She held out a bony hand to me. “I’m Betsy Williams, the secretary. We appreciate the pastries, but we’ll be closin’ the doors soon.”

With that, she turned and strolled toward Raeann, probably to give her the boot too.

Luckily, I’d never been one to take a hint unless I wanted to. Instead of gathering up the coffee and whatnot, I looked around for more women to chat up.

“So do you ladies have any idea who’s going to be elected today?” I asked a trio of octogenarians standing beside the table. “Maybe I could bake a cake for the coronation ceremony or whatever it is you do to bring in a new president. I’m sure you won’t have the normal celebration considering the circumstances, but a cake might not hurt. Sort of a little spark of light in the darkness.” I did my best not to gag on my own sweetness.

The three of them narrowed their eyes at me, and I wondered if I’d overplayed my hand.

“Of course we don’t know. We haven’t even made nominations yet, so we don’t have any idea who our candidates will be,” a rotund lady in a yellow mumu said.

That confused me. “But I thought there were nominations made last week. I heard Kate’s name was submitted, as was Maude's. I didn’t hear any other names.”

The oldest of the group looked at me like I was a halfwit and shook her head. The pink flowers on her hat fluttered, making it and the matching flowers on her dress seem as if they were blowing in a breeze. “That was for the standard annual election. This is a special election.”

It took everything in my power not to roll my eyes, but I managed it. “Pardon, then. I’m not familiar with how that all works.”

The one who hadn’t spoken yet, a dark-haired woman in more sensible white linen pants and a modest sun hat adorned with a single peach magnolia, waved a hand. “It’s silly, really. There were no other nominations besides Maude and Kate, and I can’t imagine this is going to be any different. I suppose things must be done by the book though, and Maude’s death may have changed the dynamic. We might have more women willing to step up now that she’s not around to intimidate them.”

The lady in pink gasped, and her white-gloved hand fluttered to her throat. “Augusta! Speakin’ ill of the dead, and of one of our own to boot!”

Augusta shot her a disgusted look. “Oh, please. Just day before yesterday, you two were badmouthin’ her for stickin’ her nose into county business, tryin’ to swing votes to get her niece elected to the county commission.”

“Maybe so,” the lady in pink hissed, “but that was before she was murdered!”

Augusta lifted a shoulder. “You two can pretend to be sorry, but I’m no hypocrite. It’s terrible that she died that way, but I’m not shedding any tears for her. And we all know who’s gonna be elected here today, and it’s the one who’ll probably win the general election too. And it’s as it should be. Kate’ll make an excellent president. She’s just what this club needs.”

I wasn’t sure who this woman was, but I liked her. I also wondered how handy she was with a pitchfork. Though she didn’t strike me as a stupid woman, she was obviously not a fan of Maude’s. Of course, if we arrested everybody we’d met so far who didn’t like her, we’d have half the town in jail.

Since Kate was already VP and was apparently the stand-in president, I wasn’t even sure why they were bothering doing an interim vote. I supposed the workings of a high-society club were just beyond me, and I was okay with that.

I thought about how to ask, then decided to just take the bull by the horns. In for a penny, in for a pound. “I heard Kate Barnes was nominated and that there’s some controversy over who did it. Do any of you have a clue?”

As soon as I said it, I knew I’d gone too far. Aside from Augusta, who’d opened her mouth to answer me, their expressions shut down in resting witch faces, and I struggled against the urge to keep mine open and unassuming rather than return it.

The lady in pink turned and clapped her hands. “Okay, ladies. It’s time to call the meeting to order. I’m sure Kate’s about ready.” She glanced at me over her shoulder. “Let’s tell the girls thank you so they can clear out.”

Rae shot me a look clearly asking what I’d done, and I just shrugged. I wasn’t good at playing the social game, but I doubted I’d blown any opportunity. We’d mingled for ten minutes, and nobody had talked about anything new. It had been a waste of time, coffee, and pastries.

They wasted no time hustling us out the door, and when we got back in the car, Rae huffed out a breath. “Did you learn anything?”

I shook my head. “Not really other than that Augusta Somebody wasn’t shy about expressing her lack of remorse. I spoke with Kate, but she seemed sorta out of it, and when I tried to ask that group I was standin with about the election and mentioned Kate, that’s when they threw us out.”

She laughed as she turned out of the lot. “I figured you’d gone a step too far in some direction. If it’s any consolation, I did find out that Maude wasn’t a crowd favorite for the next election.”

I raised my brows. “Seriously? Augusta said the club would be better under Kate as if it’s a done deal now, but that might only be because of the situation. The only way a president of either the Magnolias or the Ladies’ Auxiliary usually leaves office is in a box.” Though the auxiliary wasn’t quite as set in stone as the Magnolias, it was close. Then it occurred to me that the president had left in a box.

Raeann grinned and shook her head. “I don’t know if you thought about that before you said it, but it was funny in a macabre sort of way. And also accurate.”

I grinned back. “It was a total slip, but my statement stands.”

“That’s not the only thing I learned either,” she said. “Not only were chances good that Kate would have beaten her, the general consensus is split. Half think Donna nominated her, and the other half—get ready—is that Sara’s the one who did.”

I drew the mental diagram of what we’d already learned. “So Sara accused Donna of doing it, but in reality, people think Sara’s the one who nominated Kate. It’s weird that Donna accused Sara when half the club thinks Donna’s the one who did it, right?”

She flipped on her blinker to turn into the alley behind Brew. “Not really. With Maude alive, Donna wouldn’t have wanted her to know she’d gone against her. The best way to cover her own butt was to accuse somebody else.”  

As I said it, my phone chimed with Hunter’s ringtone. I plucked it out of the console and read the message. “Perfect timing. Hunter’s ready to go talk to Zeke.”

“Good. I told Mom I’d help her weed the herb garden, so after I drop this carafe inside, I’m heading out there. Do you want a ride to the courthouse?”

“Sure,” I replied, accepting that I was lazy since it was only a couple blocks away but didn’t care. It was hot, and it looked like I still had a long day ahead of me.


Chapter 9
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Even though I’d walked the halls of the courthouse hundreds of times, the grandeur of it still made me feel like I was in a semi-hallowed place. The two-story entryway was circular and tiled with gray marble shot through with black, and the squeak of my sandals seemed to echo around me. There were a handful of people in there but just like me, they must have felt the history of the place and were keeping their voices low and respectful.

I made my way to the back of the building where the sheriff’s department had its offices. When Peggy Sue, the secretary and basically the woman who ran the place, glanced up, I smiled and held up one of the two grease-stained bags. “I didn’t bring coffee, but I did toss a couple blueberry turnovers in here for you.”

Her cornflower-blue eyes sparkled as she held out her hand. “Gimme. You got here just in time. I was gonna go to the vending machine and grab something because we’re busier than a junebug on a string, what with that murder and all. This beats the daylights out of a bag of chips and a candy bar, so thank you. I don’t need any more coffee though. I’ve already had three cups and feel like I’m gonna vibrate right outta my skin.”

I handed over the goodies. “Hunter texted me just a few minutes ago to meet him here. He’s in his office?”

She nodded as she pulled a pastry from the bag. “Sure is, sugar. You know the way.”

I made my way around her desk and down the hallway to his office. His door was open, and he was bent over a file folder that likely contained the murder info collected so far. I pecked on the doorframe. “Hey, handsome.”

He looked up, and a smile spread across his face. “Hey, beautiful. C’mon in. I was just reviewing what we’ve found out so far, which isn’t much.” The smile disappeared from his face. “Or rather, it’s too much. Maude was a ... polarizing person, so there are way too many people that might have done it.”

I took a seat in the swivel chair on the other side of his desk and pulled my bear claw toward me. “Polarizing is a nice word. She was a judgmental bully with a propensity toward meanness.”

He raised a brow and smiled. “Like you said, I was trying to be nice.” He bit off a third of the bear claw in one bite, then chased it with coffee.

“No need to lipstick the pig. She ended up pitchforked, and we have a whole town full of suspects. That pretty much speaks for itself.”

He glanced at his phone as he pushed the folder toward me. He’d long ago given up on keeping stuff like that secret considering we worked best as a team. “This is what we found at the scene. As far as I can tell, it’s mostly junk that’s probably not relevant to the murder. Also, it’s late enough in the day that your morning crankiness should have worn off by now.”

“I went swimming in the shark tank this morning. I get extra cranky time just for using my survival skills right off the bat,” I said as I flipped through the pictures. Even though it was still early, I felt like I’d run a marathon. Those women were exhausting and playing nice wasn’t easy for me on a good day.

I glazed over the pictures of Maude and went straight toward the ones of miscellaneous items marked with little plastic number signs. Aside from some candy wrappers, there was a black hair scrunchy, some sort of metal clasp and a tattered blue ribbon that probably came from costumes, and a purple pen. I agreed that it was probably junk, but you never knew, especially with the scrunchy and the clasp.

"Well, you brought me food, so you're forgiven." He popped the last of his bear claw into his mouth then gazed longingly at mine.

I glared at him as I closed the folder. "Think about it, and you lose a finger."

He held up his hands and laughed. "I'd never. I know better than to the come between you and food, and my self-preservation skills are stronger than my hunger pangs."

A little thread of guilt wound through me. He'd been working all day without taking so much as a minute to grab a bite, and I'd already eaten. I shoved what was left of mine to him. "You're lucky I love you."

Before I could change my mind, he snatched it off the desk and took another huge bite. "Love you too," he mumbled around a full mouth. "Now, let's go talk to a murder suspect or two."


Chapter 10
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Zeke lived out in the boondocks, so it took us almost thirty minutes to get to his place. Hunter had called him earlier to make sure he was there, so at least we knew we weren't making the trip for nothing.

"This looks like it," Hunter said as he slowed down near a dirt driveway.

An old metal mailbox on a rotting post had nothing but an address, but that was all we needed. As he turned up the driveway and neared the small but neat house, the feeling of being watched slithered over my skin. Sure enough, a burlap curtain stirred. Before we even made it out of the car, Zeke came out the front door and leaned against a porch post, arms crossed over his bony chest. Given his frame and that he was only about my height, he could have been mistaken for a woman if his face and hands were covered.

"Sheriff," he nodded as we approached. "Noelle."

"Hey Zeke. Thanks for taking the time to talk to me," Hunter said. "I'll try not to take up too much your time."

Zeke sighed. "I can save you a lot of that. I didn't kill the old bat over a couple hundred bucks. I did cross her off my client list though. I don't have time for that nonsense. My work was solid and there are plenty of folks willing to pay me for it."

I couldn't imagine Maude would have taken that well. She was the one who did the firing, not vice versa. "Had you told her that yet?"

He nodded. "Sure did. Swung by her house yesterday to give her one more chance to pay me, and when she didn't, I told her to find another handyman."

Hunter glanced at me then turned back to Zeke. "How did she handle that?"

He took his grubby John Deere hat off, scratched his dark hair, then slid it back on. "As far as I can tell, it don't much matter. I don't care who she was — I don't work for free. To answer your question, though, it put her in a snit. She told me if I redid the work, she'd pay me half. I told her I wasn't doing it even if she offered me double my money. She stomped off and I got back in my truck and left. She was a crabby old goat, and I happy to wash my hands of her."

"You know I had to ask where you were at when she was killed," Hunter said.

My gut said Zeke was telling the truth, so I hoped for both his sake and ours that he had a solid alibi.

“I wish I could say I was with somebody the entire evening," Zeke said, "but the truth is, I went down to the fair for a bit then came straight home and watched TV. If I’d known she was gonna up and get herself murdered, I’da done a little better job of covering my own backside."

"What did you wear to the fair?" I asked. If he had worn another costume and somebody had seen him in it, that would help. Crossing my fingers that he'd gone completely against character and dressed as the great pumpkin, I waited.

Zeke motioned up and down his body. "You're pretty much looking at it. I own jeans, work pants, and T-shirts. That's about it, so that's what I wear. I didn't do anything fancy like dress up, but I did talk to Arlene Penny. Me and her have sort of a thing going, but she was there with her kids and her mama, so I didn't want to hang around.”

“And why’s that?” Since I knew Arlene and Janey, her mama, I was curious why Zeke hadn’t wanted to be around her. Arlene had moved her and her three kids back in with her parents after she’d divorce her baby daddy, so they had six people in a tiny little three-bedroom cabin. Unless I missed my guess, Janey likely treated Zeke like gold in the hopes of getting her house back.

He rubbed the sparse stubble on his jaw. “Arlene and I have an agreement. We both been married once before and got burnt so we're takin' it slow. Her family thinks another way though. They reckon we should hurry things along and get hitched, but ain't neither one of us in any hurry. Now I wish I'da stuck around with them. Being henpecked by her mama would've been worlds better than being accused of murder by you."

His expression was wry, but I knew there was a grain of worry in there too, not that I blamed him.

Hunter curved one side of his mouth into a half smile. "I'm not accusing you of anything. I just have to checking all the boxes, and you were one of them. For what it's worth, I checked around on you today. Folks say they can't see you doing it."

I had to agree with that assessment. I'd known Zeke since high school and though he might steal your gas cans, I just couldn't picture him stabbing somebody with a pitchfork — or with anything else for that matter — especially over such a piddling amount of money. Despite his humble house, he did okay for himself and didn’t have any serious vices other than having a few beers on a Friday night. He probably had a decent savings, so it didn't add up. Still, like Hunter said, we had to cover the bases and tick the boxes.

"Did anybody by chance see you leave?" I asked.

The door opened, and Arlene stepped out. She hadn't changed much since high school other than putting on a few pounds. Her dark hair was still a little stringy, and her clothing style leaned toward redneck shabby chic. Her current outfit consisted of a white tank top that showed plenty of cleavage, an open red flannel with the sleeves torn off, and a pair of bib shorts only buckled on one side.

My mind flashed back to the clasp in crime scene photos, and I took a closer look at her bibs. Sure enough, the one that wasn’t fastened was missing the buckle. Rather than point it out straight away, I waited to see what she had to say.

She slipped across the porch barefoot, putting one hand in the air. "I did, and unless he was textin' me while he was stabbin' her, he didn't do it."

She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and scrolled through it before handing it to Hunter. "See? The timestamp on that bottom text is right about when the screamin' started. You'll have to pardon the content."

Hunters face pinked, and I stepped closer to look at the text myself. It only took one quick skim of the page for me to regret it. I don't know if they actually did the things they were talking about, but their text exchanges were certainly ... original.

Hunter cleared his throat and handed the phone back to her, then pulled a business card from his wallet. "It's not a solid alibi, but it'll do for now considering what I learned about them today. If you remember anything about a person wearing a Jason costume or anything else you think might help, give me a call. That’s my cell number at the bottom."

“Do you want me to send you a screenshot of the texts?” he asked, and I did my best not to cringe.

Hunter held up his hand. “You don’t have to go to all that trouble. If I need them, I’ll call.”

“Oh, it’s no trouble at all,” Arlene said, pulling out her phone and fiddling with it. She glanced at the card, then turned back to her phone. “There you go. I sent you the whole conversation just in case you need to go back further.”

“Thanks,” Hunter said as his phone dinged. “That was accommodating of you.”

To his credit, he almost sounded sincere.

Now that we’d gone through that fresh hell, it was time to ask about her bibs. I motioned toward the strap. “I have a pair just like that and my clasp broke too. They don’t make clothes like they used to.”

She glanced down at it. “Yeah, I was wearin’ these at the fair. Kayla, my youngest, freaked out at the scarecrow and about climbed me like a tree when I refused to pick her up. She weighs too much to be totin’ around. When she did, she pulled it loose and it broke. I couldn’t find the buckle and with her screamin’ and the other two whinin’ for more candy, it wasn’t worth the time to look for it. I sorta like ‘em this way anyway.” She waggled her brows. “Shows off the ladies better, if you know what I mean.”

Considering the tank top barely covered the tops of her ample boobs, I knew exactly what she meant. I also didn’t want to talk about it. Between that and the pornographic texts, I was ready to get out of Dodge before my imagination went too far down that particular sink hole.

Hunter must have been in the same headspace because he wrapped it up after that and beat feet back to the truck as fast as his position as the big bad sheriff would allow.


Chapter 11
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Once we hit the end of the driveway, Hunter stopped and rubbed his eyes with his palms. "I don't know about you, but I need some brain bleach. I'm not sure my psyche will ever be able to un-see those visuals."

I laughed. "Right? I'm not even sure what they were talking about is anatomically possible, but Arlene had a point. Unless he was texting and pitch-forking at the same time, he's pretty much in the clear. I don’t know about Arlene, but her story tracks. Still, she does like money, and Maude’s probably looked down her nose at her just like she has everybody else at some point. I don’t think we can disregard her, but I don’t think she’s at the top of the list either."

"Then I guess it's time to go talk to some of the Magnolias on their own. I have a feeling they’ll be a little more open outside of their roost and beyond the hearing of their fellow hens." He flicked on his blinker and turned back toward town, and I wondered which of those little old ladies had cleared the way for Kate to become president.

Hunter must've read my thoughts. "Do you really think the spot as Head Magnolia is worth killing for? I mean, most of those ladies are high up in the community, and though I know that doesn't exclude them from being a murderer, I'd think they'd be too afraid of the scandal it would cause."

I had to agree with him. Some of them were so entitled that I could honestly picture them doing the deed, but they had such a high regard for their reputation that they probably wouldn't risk it. Except, one of them probably did.


Chapter 12
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By the time Hunter and I got back to town, it was lunchtime.

"Did the bear claw hold you over, or are you down for a burger?" I asked.

He gave me his best what a stupid question look. "I can definitely go for a burger. Then maybe after that, I’ll go drown myself in the lake. That, or I could go interview the town's top matrons. I haven't decided which I’d rather do yet. I'm starting to think I didn't ask for enough money when I took this job, and you can bet your bottom dollar I'm petitioning for a higher rate hike next year. I take my life in my own hands way too often."

I reached across the console and gave his shoulder a playful shove. "Don't be a baby. I had to deal with them right off the bat this morning. At least you had a chance to have a partially good day. Besides, they’re just a bunch of little ladies. How hard could it be?"

He cut his gaze at me. "Like I said, I haven't made my decision yet."

I would've kept teasing him except I couldn't blame him. This was gonna be a particularly tough investigation if for no other reason than the Magnolias were involved. They were tight-lipped about their super-secret ways of pulling the strings behind Keyhole Lakes social and political scenes on the best of days. Their leader being the one who was murdered was just the cherry on top, and I understood why he was considering the lake as an option. Either way, he was in over his head.

I motioned in the direction of the Cheshire Cat. "Then let's go get your last meal just in case you decide stepping off the dock is your best option."

Monte was standing behind the gleaming pine bar just like he was most days that ended in y, and his broad face split into a grin when he saw us. “I wondered when I’d see the two of yas. I know you’re probably busy catchin’ killers and all, but you gotta eat. Is this a work lunch, or do you want a beer?”

Hunter took his usual stool and I slipped onto mine. “Working, unfortunately. Two teas, please.”

He nodded. “And your regulars?”

“Yep,” Hunter replied, “though I’d much rather have a beer. In my recliner.”

Sympathy flitted across Monte’s face as he called our order back through the window that separated the bar from the kitchen. “Yeah, this one’s a rough one. It don’t help none that Maude wasn’t exactly a fan favorite, either. She ruled the roost, but she did it with a stick rather than a carrot. I reckon your list of folks who mighta done it is as long as your arm.”

“And not getting any shorter.” Hunter sighed. “Have you heard anything?”

As the owner and bartender of the best sports bar and burger joint in town, Monte heard a lot. In fact, it was almost a tossup between his place and the Clip N Curl. He wobbled his head as he slid our teas across the bar to us. “I’ve heard some scuttlebutt, but that might be all it is. It seems there was a power shift in the works. Did you hear about that?”

I nodded as I ripped the paper off my straw and stuck it into my red cup. “Yeah, that’s a tangled mess. Who would have guessed that things would be so convoluted just over who nominated an alternative for president? Whoever did it won’t come clean, and it’s weird that it’s such a big deal anyway.”

Monte smiled and rubbed his grizzled chin. “You know them though. That’s all they got, so that’s what their worlds spin around. For what it’s worth though, I’d lay my bottom dollar that Donna’s the one who did it. And also, in case you didn’t hear yet, Kate’s the official stand-in president until they can pull the whole club together for a proper election.”

I huffed a breath out through my nose. “Yeah, Raeann and I went over there before the vote to do some snooping, and that’s kinda the way I figured it would fall. I just wonder how long it’ll take her to turn into Maude.”

“Aw, now Kate’s not too bad,” Monte said, wiping imaginary dust off the counter with a white bar towel. “Least not in comparison to Maude. That woman was so sour that milk turned when she was around.”

There was no arguing with that, but it did bring up a valid point. “Do you believe somebody might have offed her just to get Kate in office?”

It sounded overdramatic in one way and downright silly in another, but this was small-town politics we were talking about. You might get a thirty percent turnout for a national election, but if it was for a club or organization, you could bet the farm ninety percent of the membership would crawl across nails and broken glass if need be to turn in their ballot.

I thought back to the meeting, and a little bell went off inside my head. “Come to think of it, Kate was out of it this morning. She was spacey to the point that she seemed surprised she’d be stepping up to lead the meeting since she was the VP. Do you think she could have done it?”

Monte paused for a minute and looked thoughtful. “Not as a planned thing. I reckon maybe she could have done it in the heat of the moment, but there are a dozen other people who had better motives and worse tempers.”

“That’s my take too, but she was acting awful weird. I think we should talk to her again.”

The cook interrupted the conversation when he rang the bell and set two red plastic baskets of deliciousness in the window.

While we ate, we talked about what other suspects Monte had in mind. They were the same ones we were already looking at, so other than filling our bellies, the trip hadn’t accomplished much.

I tossed my napkin on my plate after I popped the last bite of burger into my mouth, then leaned back and laced my fingers over my stomach. "I need a nap."

Hunter narrowed his eyes at me. "I swear, if you go home and take a nap while I'm having my cheeks pinched by a bunch of potentially murderous women, I’ll wake you up at the bucket of ice water."

I gave him my sassiest grin. "I already did my time with them. And besides, you're the sheriff. Have fun. If it makes you feel any better, I want to put another layer of finish on a piece customers are picking up tomorrow, so there's no nap in my immediate future."

"I want to say that doesn't make me feel better, but it kinda does." Orneriness sparkled in his green eyes.

I nodded as he pulled into the alley behind my shop. "Fair enough. I didn't drive today though, so do you want to pick me up this afternoon, or should I get a ride from Raeann?"

He gave a dramatic sigh as he leaned across to give me a kiss. "If I survive, I’ll pick you up."

I smiled against his mouth. "I have faith in you. See you at five. Give the ladies my love."

"It's a good thing you're cute," he said, crinkling his nose and touching his forehead to mine.

I paused before I got out, realizing he really was wading in over his head.

"I tell you what," I said, taking pity on him. Those women would eat him for lunch, plus, he had taken care of the horses that morning so I could sleep in. The least I could do was sacrifice my sanity for a couple hours. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do. "Why don’t I go with you to talk to them?"

He glanced sideways at me and cocked a brow. "Really? I know you rather have a tooth pulled than spend more time doing that."

I lifted a shoulder. "Yeah, but you also need my bullshit meter. Those women would lie about the second coming if it meant saving their reputations, and besides, I'm interested to hear what they have to say one-on-one."

"One on one?" he asked. "I was hoping to catch them in a group so we won’t have to chase them all over town. I heard most of them are over at the park managing the cleanup."

I glanced at the clock on the dash. "They should be done with that by now. Unless I miss my guess, they've already split up and have gone their separate ways, and that’s a good thing. We don’t want them all together where they can answer as a group because the top hens will answer, and the rest will walk the company line. Most of them live here in town so what do you say we scandalize them one at a time by dropping by without an appointment?"

He grinned. "I do love to be the center of a good scandal."

Oh, how far he’d come since he’d moved here a fresh-faced homicide detective from Indianapolis.


Chapter 13
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Isquinted a couple minutes later as the sun shone through the windshield right into my eyes. I flipped down the visor, but the sun was angled just enough that it's squeezed under the bottom and still nailed me. I reached for my purse and dug around inside of them for my sunglasses. "Ugh, I must've left my shades at Rae’s. Can we stop by there before we go hunting down elderly bluebloods in their natural habitats?"

"Sure thing," he said. "By the way, Justin texted me earlier and asked if he could stay at the farm tonight. I told him I'd have to ask you since I’ll probably be working late."

I shrugged. "It works for me. He’ll probably want to go riding, and I haven't been out for a while. It'll do me good. Even if he just wants to play in the pool, I can read."

He slid into a spot right in front of Brew4U and put the truck in park. "I'm coming in with you. Does she by chance have anything she can brew up for patients?"

I laughed as I hopped out on the sidewalk. "It wouldn't surprise me. If nothing else, she has an amazing strawberry-dragonfruit spritzer on special right now."

"I don't particularly consider myself a spritzer type of guy but bring it on."

Raeann was just pulling the money tray from the register when we walked in. "Not that I'm not glad to see you, but if you're making something for yourself, clean it up. I was slammed all afternoon, and I'm beat."

I held up a hand. "Whoa there, trigger. We come in peace. I left my shades here, and I want to steal a couple of the dragonfruit drinks if you have any already mixed up."

She balanced the tray full of cash on one hand and motioned toward the cooler with her other. "You know where everything’s at, so help yourself."

With that, she disappeared into the back room. I was pulling the containers of fruit from the fridge when two people walked in the door.

"I'm sorry, but we're closed," I said without taking my head out of the cooler.

"The sign on the door says two o'clock, and it's only one fifty-nine," a hoity-toity woman's voice said from behind me.

"Owner's discretion," I replied turning to see who was training to be the next pain in my butt. There were two of them, and once I recognized them as women I'd seen at the meeting that morning, I changed tack. Never let it be said I look a gift horse in the mouth.

I pasted on a smile. "But I suppose an exception could be made. As long as you're not looking for a regular cup of coffee. The machines are already shut down."

"That's exactly what I was coming for, and like I said, the sign says it's one fifty-nine."

I struggled to hold my smile in place when the woman mistakenly assumed I was catering to her rather than setting her up for a convenient interrogation.

"I'm sure if you look at your watch again, you'll see that it's now two o'clock. That means we’re closed, but I'm still willing to make you something, other than regular coffee, of course."

The woman with her, who had stood slightly behind her and to the left looking a little bit embarrassed, stepped forward. "I'd just like to have a chai tea, iced, please."

That was an easy one because we kept it mixed up since it was so popular. "And for you?" I asked the other lady.

She humphed. "Well, since this is a coffee shop, I really wanted a cup of coffee. Since you don't seem to be willing to accommodate me though, I suppose I'll have what she's having."

I pulled in a deep breath and blew it out slowly, remembering that the sheriff was standing right there and that it would be super awkward if he had to arrest me for murder, even if it was justified.

"Two iced chai teas coming up."

It only took me a minute to pour their drinks and set them in front of them. While they were digging in their purses, I looked at Hunter and motioned toward them with my head. Understanding flitted across his features and he stepped toward them.

"Excuse me, ladies, but I'm talking to everybody who knew Maude. Unless I'm mistaken, you’re both Magnolias, right?"

I did my best to hold a neutral expression. Considering they were both wearing two of the gaudiest magnolia-encrusted hats I'd ever seen, a trained monkey would've made the connection.

The woman who'd been such a pain about the time preened a little as he offered them his most charming smile. "Yes, sheriff. We're both Magnolias. We've been proud members of the organization for years, and we both knew Maude very well." Her face fell, and she adopted just the right amount of sorrow. "She was such a kind soul, always doing so much for the community. I just can't imagine who would have done such a horrible thing to the poor dear."

I gave her props for her acting, though she wouldn't have made it much past high school theater. The other woman must've thought the same, because she looked at her as if she'd sprouted two heads. She quickly covered her surprise with a matching regretful expression, but I'd caught it. She knew her friend was full of it just like I did.

"Yeah," Hunter said, clearly playing along, "nobody's had anything but nice things to say about her, but obviously somebody didn't feel that way. Do either of you have any idea who might have wanted her gone? And by the way, to whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?"

The leader of the two fluttered her pudgy fingers to her pearls and gave him a sly smile. "I’m Mildred Westinghouse, and this is Connie Sue Mayweather. The club wholeheartedly supported giving you a raise at the last budget m eeting."

"That's awful nice of you Ms. Westinghouse," Hunter said. Though he looked outwardly polite and grateful, I knew my man well enough to see his inner eye roll.

"Now that we’ve made the introductions, can either one of you tell me anything about Maude’s murder?"

"I'm sure you've heard all about that nasty business with Kate Barnes," Mildred said. "It wouldn't surprise me if she did it. She's been wanting Maude's position for a long time now and pigs would fly before she beat Maude in a fair-and-square election."

"But didn't somebody else nominate her?" I asked. "We've heard that there's some speculation going around about who did it."

Ms. Westinghouse flapped a hand. "That's all it is — speculation. She nominated herself, and anybody with a lick of sense knows it."

Connie Sue had remained quiet, but I'd been watching her body language. I got the distinct feeling that she didn't necessarily agree with anything her blustery companion was saying. It might be worth it to get her alone.

Hunter just smiled, and I wondered if he'd picked up on it too. "I don't want to keep you ladies, so I'll go ahead with the mandatory question. Where were you when she was killed?"

Ms. Westinghouse turned to Connie Sue. "Why, we were both at the festivities and can vouch for each other. We were never out of sight because we were running the 50-50 drawing table. Isn't that right Connie Sue?"

Rather than watching Ms. Westinghouse, I'd kept my eyes on Connie Sue. She glanced at her companion and blinked a couple times. Though she quickly covered it, surprise flitted across her features before she answered. "Of course. We never left the table." Her gaze darted to me. "Angela Smith and Deirdre Connors were with us too."

I gave her a brief nod. I wasn't totally sure, but I thought she'd just given us a clue. If we could catch Angela and Deirdre before Ms. Westinghouse got to them, I'd bet my bottom dollar they'd say Ms. Westinghouse had left the table at some point.

Mildred took a drink of her chai tea and cleared her throat. "I know y'all were closing, so we’ll let you get to it. If you have any more questions, I'm sure you know where to find us."

After they'd bustled out the door, I turned to Hunter. "Did you pick up on Connie’s body language? And her subtle hint at the end? We should probably follow-up Deirdre and Angela Smith?"

He nodded. "I did indeed. I'd also like to talk to Connie Sue alone, so that's next on the list. I spent the morning tracking down addresses, but I left them on my desk. I'll have to run back and get them."

It sounded to me like Mildred was hiding something, and I knew just the place to ferret out gossip if it were to be had. "You go do that, and I'll head over to the Clip and Curl. I'm sure Coralee has something to add."


Chapter 14

[image: ]

"Did I hear you say you're going to Coralee's?" Rae called from the back.

"Yeah,” I called back, wiping up a little splatter from the chai teas. “Mildred Westinghouse and Connie Sue Mayweather just came in. Mildred was decidedly full of crap, and Connie Sue's body language made it clear. Hunter’s gonna go grab his list of addresses at his office, and I'm gonna go up and see what Coralee and the girls have to say about it."

She came out of her office, locking the door behind her. "I want in on that. I heard Mildred singing Maude’s praises, and I knew right then she was feeding you a line. Normally, I couldn’t care less what those old buddies are into but we’re talking about murder. I can't wait to see which one of them did it."

I raised a brow as I flipped off the lights on the cooler. "Don't get ahead of yourself. You know as well as I do that those ladies do drama and intrigue better than any soap opera. Just because she was lying doesn't mean she killed Maude."

My cousin gave me her best Flynn Cheshire cat grin. "Maybe not, but I'm sure there's some kinda juicy gossip attached to it. Anything that'll drag that old bat down a peg or two is something I want to know."

I couldn't deny that I felt the same way, so I didn't bother. "Then grab your purse. We're burning daylight."

Even though Coralee's shop was only a couple blocks down, we decided to drive. It was hot, and there was no sense walking all the way down and then coming back up to get Raeann's car. As soon as the backs of my thighs made contact with her leather seats, I jumped and yelled. Since we lived in Georgia, seats were lava hot by default so it was my own fault. That didn't stop me from checking to make sure the outer layer of skin hadn't melted to the leather before I grabbed a towel from the back and slid it underneath of me, though.

Raeann started the car and grinned. "That was Karma smacking you on the butt for being lazy."

I scoffed as she pulled away from the curb. "Like you have room to talk. Maybe she was paying both of us back for being nosy."

The AC hadn't even gone cold yet when we pulled in behind Coralee's. Thankfully for us, the poor woman had been experiencing some wicked hot flashes due to menopause so the inside of the Clip N Curl was cold enough that meat wouldn't have gone bad.

"Hey ladies!" Coralee exclaimed as she pulled rollers out of Ms. Johnson's blue washed hair. "Long time, no see. I was hoping you'd stop by."

Ms. Johnson, a little old lady known for her sass and wicked sense of humor, glanced at us in the mirror, her wrinkly face alight with pleasure. "I haven't seen you two in a coon’s age. I sure hope you have some news about that murder. I hate to speak ill of the dead, but Maude Buckley was just one big ball of meanness and spite. Frankly, I'm surprised somebody didn't do her in before now."

I laughed. I'd known Ms. Johnson all my life. She'd been my first-grade teacher and was just one of those souls put on the earth to make other people happy. "I don't think it's speaking ill if you're just telling the truth."

"I suppose that's right," she said, bending her head forward so Coralee could curl her hair under in the back. "And I ain't saying nothin’ now that I didn't say when she was alive."

Because Ms. Johnson had taught for the better part of forty years, she knew just about as many people as Coralee did. I couldn't have asked for any better person to be around when I was looking for gossip than her.

Belle hovered behind Coralee, her arms crossed. "Don’t use that pick to pull her curls out like that. You'll make her look like one of those pencil troll dolls. You gotta use your small roller brush."

Ms. Johnson was one of the few folks in Keyhole Lake who knew about our ghost population. Nobody’d told her — she'd just been born with the gift to see them.

She scowled at Belle. "Coralee's doin’ a fine job. I don't know what's put the stick up your butt, but you need to pull it out. If you want the truth, I wasn't a big fan of that little roller brush. It made my hair look like a washing board. If you're going to be miserable, step back and mind your business "

I looked at Raeann to see if she was as astounded and mildly terrified as I was. Not many people had the stones to talk to Belle like that on the best of days, and judging by her snappish comments, today wasn't one of those.

The matronly ghost’s face went beet red, and her beehive hairdo wobbled. The temperature in the room dropped even further, and her form begin to shimmer. I took a couple steps back toward the door, and Raeann did the same. For her part, Ms. Johnson maintained eye contact and matched Belle glare for glare.

"What did you just say to me?" Belle asked, her tone low and lethal.

Ms. Johnson crossed her arms and gave Belle the same expression she had me when I'd shrunk Olivia's shoes two sizes because she'd made fun of one of the poor kids in our class. That was another thing about Ms. Johnson — she knew about magic because her grandmother had been a medium. That had made getting away with anything magic-related pretty much impossible, and I'd been happy to graduate from her class.

"I said what everybody else has been thinkin’. You’ve been acting like a lion with a thorn in its paw for a week. Honestly, I'm surprised Addie hasn't jerked a knot in your tail yet. So either come clean and tell us what your problem is or zip it."

Belle huffed out a breath. "Fine, but it's not like there's anything you can do about it. Jeb — that's George's grandson — is treating his sister awful. He went off and got a fancy education that allows him to make a ton of money while poor Bonnie Lee stayed behind to take care of her grandma."

George was Belle's third or maybe fourth husband. it was hard to keep track. Regardless, Belle hadn't had any kids, so I wasn't following. "So what's that got to do with you?"

She slammed her hands on her hips. "I'll tell you what had to do with me. Greta — that's George's first wife — is a sweetheart. And Bonnie's given everything up to take care of her. Now I'm not saying she's wrong for doin’ it, but I am saying that no-good brother of hers should've been helping. I promised George on his deathbed that I’d watch after his kin, and here I am, not able to do a single thing while Greta’s slipping away and Bonnie's gettin’ ready to sell her house and move into one of those low-income apartments so she can afford the nursing home."

I sighed. I should've figured it was something like that because no matter how blustery she was, Belle was a marshmallow inside. "You might not be able to do anything, but maybe I can."

"Yeah," Raeann added. "What you want us to do?"

Belle pulled in a defeated breath and blew it out slowly. "I'm not sure what you can do. That boy has plenty of money to cover it and then some, but he's gotten so full of himself that he don't see how important family is."

A heavy silence fell in the salon. She was right, and what was even worse was that the problem wasn't an uncommon one. The cost of senior care was out of reach for a lot of people, and even when people could afford it, family values had slipped to the wayside.

"Why didn’t you just say so?" Ms. Johnson said, her expression softening. "One of the ladies in the auxiliary had the same problem. She started an organization specifically to help people in that situation. She has a whole crew that works to find solutions to that. There's a legal advisor and a social worker that I've seen work miracles. It Bonnie’s willing to talk to them, I can set up the meeting."

Belle moved a little closer, hope coloring her features. "You’d do that for me?"

Ms. Johnson huffed and rolled her eyes. "Course I’d do that for you. And I do it for your Bonnie too. Bless her heart, she’s spent her life taking care her grandma. She deserves some help, and that's exactly what this organization is about."

Belle lowered her gaze. "Thank you. I'm sorry about what I said about your hair. Coralee, you actually do a better job with that pick than I did with the roller brush. I’m gonna go tell Addy what’s going on. I’ve been a little prickly to her, too."

I raised a brow at Raeann. That was high praise indeed coming from Belle, and for her to actually admit she’d been prickly was a rarity. At least one of our problems had been solved. The bee was out of Belle's bonnet, and if anybody could help Bonnie, it was Ms. Johnson and her people. I'd seen the woman move mountains when she’d set her mind to it.

Ms. Johnson looked at me in the mirror. "Now, I believe you're here to tell us what you know so we can tell you what we know about Maude’s murder. I don't know much about who killed her, but I sure can give you a laundry list of people who had motives."

I took a seat on Coralee's rollie chair and told them about the interaction we'd just had with Ms. Westinghouse and Connie Sue.

Coralee snickered. "That's an easy one. Mildred's been stepping out with Harold Roberts. She don't want no one to know about it, which means everybody does. She's not very good subterfuge, and those Magnolias have connections everywhere. In fact, her and Maude had it out just last week right in here.Maude told her she was making the Magnolias look bad and that she needed to put a stop to it or else she’d have to take action, whatever that means. Maude referred to it as her lewd and lascivious, unchristian behavior."

"Do tell," Raeann said in her best tell-me-more tone. "If that's not motive for murder, I don't know what is."

I nodded. "It looks like it's time to have a second chat with Mildred."

I glanced at the time on my phone. With any luck, we’d have this wrapped up by supper time and I could get back to planning a tropical vacation.


Chapter 15
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When we left Coralee's, I decided to pop over to my shop before heading to the courthouse to meet Hunter. My customers weren’t going to be there until the next day to pick up the bar cabinet, but I figured I'd use a little bit of my hocus-pocus to move it closer to the door. I was tempted to put a more permanent spell on it so that it was easy for them to unload when they got home but I was afraid they'd think I'd lied about it being solid wood if I did that.

When I got in the shop, Erol swept toward me, his translucent cheeks pink with excitement. "You never gonna believe what happened. Addy and Belle are livid, but it might be helpful to you."

Anything that made those two mad enough for Erol to use the word livid moderately terrified me. "I'm almost afraid to ask but hit me with it."

"That Maude lady who was killed yesterday is back as a ghost. She's trying to boss everybody around and is demanding we put her back in her body."

I sighed. That was not what I was expecting, and more to the point, it was bad. Addy and Belle hadn't had anything good to say about the Magnolias when they been living, and dying hadn't changed it.

I rubbed my temples. "How bad is it?"

Before he could reply, Belle and Addy swept through the wall between the Clip N Curl and my place.

Belle turned to Addy, her eyebrows raised in her tone an octave higher than usual. "How bad is it, she asks as if the silly girl never met the old bat herself."

Rather than reply to Belle, Addy turned to me. "Losing your car keys is bad. Spilling lacquer on good jeans is terrible. Getting bangs because you had a bad breakup is awful. This woman has redefined the term hideous, and it's not like we can pray for her death because she's already dead. That means she stuck here, maybe forever."

I rolled my eyes. "Quit being so dramatic. Between the two of you, you ran this town when you were alive, and I don't see any reason why you can't put one old biddy in her place."

Belle slammed her hands on her hips so hard her beehive hairdo wobbled. "Her place is in the grave, not here tormentin' us. What are you gonna do about this?"

I blinked a couple of times. "What do you mean, what am I going to do about this? I can help Hunter solve her murder — hopefully — but I have no idea what to do after that. Seems to me she's on your side, so I guess the question is what are you gonna do about it?"

Erol floated in between them and me and put one arm out in either direction. "Now, now ladies. The important part is that we work together. Maybe if we solve her murder, she'll go into the light and we’ll never hear from her again."

Addy huffed. "If you think that battleax is going into the light, you've been hittin’ the ghostly wacky tobacky. There's no way."

Erol pulled in a long-suffering breath and released it. "You don't know that. For that matter, you don't even know what happens after you going to the light. Personally, I like to think that's kind of the waiting room where they put you until they decide what to do with you."

Belle pressed her lips together. "I reckon that's one way to look at it. That would explain why the only dead person we've ever seen get dragged straight to the bottom was Hank Doolittle. I don't suppose there was much reason to waste any time with that one. His fate was pretty cut and dried."

I agreed with her, and Erol’s explanation sounded as good as any. "Then I suppose I should go talk to Mildred. If Maude was threatening to throw her out of the Magnolias because of her affair, that's as good a motive as any."

Addy crossed her arms. "You do that, and we’ll go see what else we can rattle out of the gossip bushes. The sooner we get this murder solved, the sooner she’ll be out here."

I pasted on a smile and hoped it was convincing. I wasn't entirely sure that solving her murder would get rid of her, but if it kept those two occupied and off my tail, I was running with it.

Once they left, Errol disappeared through the wall into Coralee's then popped back in almost immediately. "I just wanted to make sure they were really gone before I said this, but you don't really think solving her murder’s gonna make her go away, do you?"

I shrugged. "I have no idea how any of that works. All I know is that we have to solve a murder. If that's her unfinished business or whatever else it is that keeps ghosts here, then hopefully that'll do the trick."

Erol pressed his lips together. "What if it doesn't? You wouldn't even believe the ruckus that woman is creating. She's mean as a snake and ten times bossier than Addy and Belle put together. I can't even imagine an afterlife with her in it for good."

I pointed my fingers toward the wine cabinet and levitated it to the front door, leaving just enough room to get in and out. "If solving her murder doesn't send her over, that's a bridge we’ll have to cross when we come to it. Right now, it's Belle and Addy's problem."

I'd no sooner gotten those words out then I realized I'd probably just cursed myself. If word got to Maude that I was helping solve her murder, I'd probably be dealing with her too.

I pulled out my phone so fast I nearly dropped it, then fired off a text to Hunter. "Houston, we have a problem. It seems Maude didn't cross over and is currently making the ghost's lives a post-living hell. I have a lead, so look up Mildred Westinghouse's address. If Maude doesn't crossover, Addie and Belle will be intolerable, and you know they’ll role that big ball of misery right down the hill to us."

I ran a hand over my face as I stuffed my phone back in my pocket. Just when I thought we'd been getting ahead, the universe had to go and throw a wrench in the works. Just once, why couldn't we have normal murders like every other place did?

“Look at the bright side,” Erol said. “Maybe she can just tell you who killed her, and you can be done with it. The murderer will be brought to justice, she’ll go into the light, and you can start packin’ for your vacation.”

I cast him a wry glance. “You know as well as I do that it never works that way.”

He gave a halfhearted shrug. “It could. You never know.”

I huffed a breath out through my nose. “Oh, I know. Remember Max Wheeler? He couldn’t remember anything about his murder until we’d almost solved it.”

“Yeah,” he replied, floating along beside me, “but I remembered mine. Cheri Lynn remembered hers. Everybody’s different.”

He had a point. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to ask her, but I’m not holdin’ my breath. For that matter, it wouldn’t surprise me if the stubborn old mule refuses to name her killer just so she can handle it in her own way.”

The room grew colder, and a finger of dread traced its way down my spine as Maude herself appeared in front of me. She jabbed a translucent finger adorned with a diamond big enough to choke a dragon at me. “Stubborn old mule, am I? Now why on earth would I keep the name of my killer to myself?”

Even in death, I wasn’t going to let the woman cow me. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe you have some twisted idea about getting your own revenge. Or maybe it’s another Magnolia and you want to deal with it on your own so your precious club doesn’t get dragged through the mud.”

Distaste curled her lip. "My club you say? Those back stabbers didn't even wait a full twenty-four hours before they replaced me. Never mind being cold in the ground, I wasn't hardly even on the slab yet. Besides that, how do you know it was one of them? After all, it was your buddy Kristin holdin’ the pitchfork when they found my body. Trust me, if I knew who killed me, I'd be shouting it from the rooftops. Lord knows leaving it to you and that northerner boyfriend of yours, we’ll never figure out."

I scowled and narrowed my eyes at her. "We’ve been bustin’ our butts since we found you in that maze. It’s not our fault you were a nasty old woman to everybody you ran into. Our list of suspects is as long as my arm and it keeps getting bigger."

She popped her nose into the air. "I wasn't mean to everybody. Just those who deserve it. I never said anything to you even though everyone suspects there's something hinkey going on with your whole family. Always has been. Why, my mama said you’re all witches. Wouldn't surprise me a bit. Weird things always happen around you Flynns, and you never did fit in."

"Hey!" Erol exclaimed. "You be nice to her. She's the one working to figure out who killed you, and she does s whole lot more in this community than you ever did. Why, there's not a mean bone in her body, and I'll thank you to show some respect."

Maude whirled on him and jabbed her fists on her hips. "That'll be enough from you too. Everybody knows what you were."

I stepped between her and Erol and straighten my shoulders before I was the one jabbing a finger at her. "Be very careful with what comes out of your mouth next. You know all that stuff you just mentioned about my family? They're all true, and so help me if you say a single nasty word to him, I'll freeze you in place right where you are and leave you like that. You'll be able to hear and see everything, but you won't be able to utter a single hateful word or move from this room for the rest of your eternity."

Errol's gaze shot to me, and I held up my hand before he could say anything. The last thing I needed him to do was slip up and let her know I was bluffing.

Maude snapped her mouth shut, but it wasn't hard to sense the rage bubbling just beneath the surface.

"That's right. That's exactly how you're going to stay unless you have something nice to say or you remember something about your murder. The post-living community in this town is a tightknit one, and you'll find that bullying won't get you anything but a swift kick in the pants."

"Yes, I already ran into your aunt Adelaide and that old battleax that used to own the beauty salon. It seems to me the post-living community" — she put that in air quotes — "could stand a little discipline. Give me a month and I’ll have ‘em all whipped into shape."

I barked out a laugh. "I'd love to see that. You might want to give that another think though considering that's what got you dead to begin with."

She looked down her nose at me. "You don't know that. It could have been a stranger. Ever since that new highway went in, We’ve been getting more and more ne'er-do-wells coming in. Maybe there's an ax murderer on the loose."

Errol sighed. "You might be onto something except you were stabbed with a pitchfork. That doesn't exactly scream serial killer, and seeing as how you’re mean as a viper, I'd say you knew your killer."

I pulled in a couple of deep breaths. This back-and-forth wasn't serving any purpose, and if she was there in the flesh so to speak, she might be able to give us little more insight into what might've happened. "You might not have seen your killer, but do you have any ideas? We know you and Kate had a falling out, and I know you went out of your way to stick your nose into Kristin's business. That was a dirty blow by the way. You know she needs that job, and threatening to get her fired just because she won't talk to that horrible woman who gave birth to her is a reason for you to stick your nose into it.”

She started to speak, but I held up a hand to silence her.

“We also know you conned Zeke out of his money, but I honestly can't see him killing you over a couple hundred bucks. Oh, and while we’re talking about affairs you’ve butted your nose into, we know about Mildred. We’re going to talk to her in just a few minutes. On top of those three, can you think of anybody else you’ve pissed off enough to kill you? Recently that is?"

She masked her lis together. "I don't know why you're looking any farther than Kate. She's wanted my position for a long time, and she knew she wasn't going to get it fair and square."

I rolled my eyes. "You really think somebody kill you just to be head Magnolia? Believe it or not, most people don't give two hoots about that club, and even the members didn't think to highly of you. I think you might be overestimating your ability to win that election."

By now, she was looking positively mutinous. "I think you're overstepping. You know nothing about the Magnolias."

I huffed out an unladylike snort. "I know all I need to. You’re a bunch of elitist hags who do things around the community just so you can brag about it."

Erol, who'd kept his mouth shut since I'd threatened my, held up a finger. "That's not exactly fair, Noelle. Some people really do care about this town. It's just this woman here and people like her have put a bad taste in everybody's mouth."

I sighed, knowing he was right. "Then I reckon it's time we got down to brass tacks and figured out who finally got tired of Maudegiving the club a bad name."


Chapter 16
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The run in with Maude had left me unsettled. We had no clue what kept ghosts here and what sent them to the other side. And Addy said she'd been given the choice to stay or go and had chosen to stay even though our uncle was waiting for her on the other side. She said he'd understand that we needed him more than he did. Erol and Cheri Lynn had both had unresolved business, but even once theirs was settled, they'd stayed. The ghosts had told me stories of people who'd gone into the light, and I’d witnessed it myself a couple of times, but we had no idea what made that happen. Aside from Addy, none of them had given a choice.

The fact that Maude was hanging around was worrisome on a number of levels, mostly because she was going to be a giant pain in the ass to everyone now, living and dead. Or at least the living who could see her. Since ghosts could choose who to show themselves to, I didn't imagine many people would be spared. That was another problem — if word got out that we had ghosts, Belle had hit the nail on the head when she'd said we'd to be inundated with ghost hunters and looky loos.

I tried to work for a while but since I didn't have a major project to really sink my brain into, I couldn't focus enough to accomplish anything. A half-hour later, I gave up and headed to the sheriff's office to meet Hunter.

Before I even made it all the way back to his office, I could hear yelling. I picked up my pace, worried something bad was happening. Instead, what I found was Peggy Sue rubbing her temples and Hunter glaring at two old codgers who were fighting about a cow and a hay trailer.

The old man on the left pulled off his grubby Ford hat, scratched his bald head, and slapped the hat back on. "You still owe me eight hundred dollars on that trailer! I was nice enough to give it to you with payments, but it looks like I should've kept it until you paid it off."

The other farmer, who was as wiry as the other one was beefy, rubbed his long graying red beard and scowled. "I paid you off last spring with that Jersey heifer, and you know good and goldarn well I did, Jeb. Besides that, if you thought I still owed you that money, why are you just now bringin’ it up a year later? We live right next door to each other. I see you five times a day. Yesterday you waved at me and today you drag me down to the courthouse saying you're gonna repossess my trailer."

Hunter held out his hands. "Now gentlemen, let's all take a step back. I'm sure we can get this sorted."

Jeb glowered at Hunter. "Of course we can get it sorted. All Red needs to do is pay me my eight hundred bucks and we'll be just fine."

Red huffed. "I just told you I don't owe you no eight hundred dollars. Ask your boy. He was there the day we moved the cattle, and I pushed her into your herd."

“I don’t remember that. I do remember movin’ the herd, but that heifer was for hay you’d bought from me.”

Red rolled his eyes. “I didn’t buy no hay from you last year. You had to buy from me, but we traded it out for your boy helpin’ me put it up.” He looked closer at his neighbor. “What’s really goin’ on Jeb?”

Jeb sighed. “I thought for sure you owed me that money, and I put an invoice in your mailbox about it because I didn’t want no hard feelings. You ignored it though. Martha’s ailin’ and we need money to buy her medicine.”

“Well first, when did you put a note in my box? And second, why didn’t you tell me Martha’s sickly?”

Jeb looked down at his feet. “I put it in there last week. And she don’t want nobody to know, but we’ve run through our savings and I’m callin’ in every chit I have out there.”

Red put his hand on Jeb’s shoulder. “Remember a bunch of kids knocked my mailbox off its post with a bat last week? The note was probably lost with all the other mail. And we’ve been friends and neighbors for nigh onto seventy years. Martha’s a good woman. We’ll figure out a way to help you two get through this.”

Jeb sniffed and scrubbed a tear away under the guise of scratching his eye. “Ain’t no need to do that. We’ll make do. We always have.”

Peggy Sue, who was openly crying, stepped forward. “We’ll figure it out. The Auxiliary was just talkin’ about a surplus of funds this year. I’m sure we can help her get whatever she needs. Y’all should have said something.”

Hunter coughed. “It seems this is all settled, right? Jeb, I’m sorry about your wife. I hope everything works out. Are you two good here?”

Peggy Sue rushed around her desk, nodding to him. “You go on and find the killer. I’ve got things under control here.”

I shook my head as we left the sheriff’s office. “That’s life in a small town for you. It’s hard to ask for help, but it’s always there when you finally break down and do.”

Hunter took my hand and squeezed it. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


Chapter 17
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"So where are we going first?" I asked once we were in the truck. "Personally, I think we should talk to Connie Sue, Mildred, and I'd like to talk to Augusta again."

He glanced at me sideways as he started his truck. "Who's Augusta?"

The temperature in a truck grew colder. "She's a nosy old busybody, that’s who," Maude said as she appeared right on the console.

She was sitting on my arm, and I yanked it to me as the icy cold feeling of old ghost butt seeped through my bones.

I glowered her. "I know you're new to this gig, but you can't just touch people. It feels like you’re slidin’ ice through our bones, and it's rude."

She lifted a shoulder. "If you were sitting up straight, it would've happened. Stop slouching. A lady doesn't sit like that." She looked me up and down. "And a lady investigating a murder certainly doesn't wear cutoff jeans and a tank top. I know all you New Age kids have gone casual but try to look professional. It's my murder you're solving, and I want some class about it."

I turned in my seat and pressed my back against the door so I was as far away from her as possible and could also look her in the eye. "You're right about one thing — I'm trying to solve your murder. I have a feeling if you'd worry less about what people were wearin' and how they were sittin’ and who they were talkin' to, we wouldn't be having this conversation."

Hunter cleared his throat. "Ms. Maude, I presume?"

She turned to him and drew herself up so she was looking down her nose at him, not that it took much since she was sitting on the console. "I'd hope you're doing more than presume considering you saw my dead body last night. If that's the type of investigator you are, nobody’ll ever figure out who killed me."

He snapped his mouth shut, and I closed my eyes and did the thing I rarely did — I begged the universe for patience. "Keep it up. Millions of murders go unsolved in this country every year, and for the first time ever, you might be one I just let slide."

She slammed her arms across her chest. "You wouldn't!"

I crossed my arms too, still careful not to touch her. "I might. Don't test me. Now, why don't you tell me about your relationship with Augusta?"

She flapped a hand. "There isn't really anything to tell. She’s a Magnolia, I was a Magnolia, and we both had money, though hers came from questionable sources."

Hunter arched a brow. "What do you mean, questionable sources?"

"I mean her family had their fingers in a lot of pies. Rumor has it some of those pies involved houses out in Sin City."

She put houses in air quotes, and I assumed she meant houses of ill repute.

"And who, exactly, did those rumors come from?"

She placed her hands firmly in her lap. "From my mama, of course. She knew Augusta’s mama, and she said the woman came here wearing flashy clothes, smokin’ cigarettes with those long holders, and talking up all the other husbands. Mama reckoned she was probably from one of those houses."

I did my best to think about that logically and hash out small-town rumormongering from fact. "So because she dressed differently and was friendly, you think she was a prostitute? Do you have anything other than that the go on? How, exactly, did she dress?"

Again, she flapped a hand. You know, she wore those tight, short dresses and hardly ever wore a hat. Back in those days, ladies wore hats."

"And has Augusta ever given you any reason to dislike her besides that?" I was beginning to suspect her mama might have just been a victim of the insider's club mentality prevalent in small towns.

"She voted against me eight years running," she said.

I arched a brow as Hunter checked his list and took a right out of the lot. "Did she tell you she voted against you? I thought your elections were all anonymous."

She shook her head in disgust. "Of course she didn't tell me. I just know. Mildred swore she did last year and the year before that, and Augusta didn't even show up the year before that, so that's three years accounted for."

I blinked. “How do you figure she voted against you if she didn't even vote?"

Maude pressed her lips together into a know-it-all smile and nodded. "Exactly. She didn't show up to vote for me, so she voted against me."

I wasn't even sure what to say to that, so I just held up my hand. "That's so convoluted that I'm just going to assume you have no idea whether she ever voted for you or not. Unless, of course, you'd like to admit to peaking at the ballots?"

Her hand flew to her chest and her eyes got wide. "I'd never! The ballot box is sacred."

Though I suspected very little was sacred when it came to knowing what others were doing in that club, I let it slide. "Okay so you didn't like Augusta, and maybe she didn't like you. In fact, from the way she talked, I'm pretty sure I'm not guessing there. But do you think she killed you?"

Maude thought about that for a second. "No, I reckon she didn't. She's decidedly against violence and is one of those peace-and-love type people. Probably got it from her mama."

I hadn't exactly gotten at hippie vibe from the woman that morning, but who knew. She was definitely against the way Maude had run things, and I suppose she had mentioned that things would change with Kate. "What about Mildred?"

"Oh," she said, smoothing her Magnolia print dress, "that's easy. Mildred and I have been friends for decades. There's no way she would've killed me."

I huffed out a snarky little breath. "I wouldn't be so sure about that. In fact, I heard you two just got into it a few days ago. You were sticking your nose in her business and threatened to throw her out of the Magnolias. That sounds like motive for murder to me."

She gave a high-pitched humph through her nose. "That just shows what you know. As head Magnolia, it's my job to guide the ladies and keep them on the straight and narrow. We’re examples for the rest of the community, and it has to come before our baser desires."

"Well," Hunter said as he turned onto a wide, paved driveway that led to a massive brick house sitting at the back of an expansive green line. "I guess we’re about the find out. This is where Mildred lives, and according to Peggy Sue, she's home."

I pushed the door open, admiring the horse statues arranged on either side of the grand staircase that led to the sweeping porch. The house was picture-perfect, complete with perfectly tended rosebushes, baskets overflowing with matching red flowers, and dogwood trees at either corner of the house. My sandals slapped on the wooden porch as I strode across it and rang the doorbell.

When the door swung open, I was surprised to find Mildred herself standing there smiling. Of course, it wasn't a genuine smile, but it was a smile. "Sheriff, Noelle. What can I do for you to today? Please, come in and I'll get us some lemonade. My housekeeper just made it herself."

Hunter glanced at me, and I nodded and followed Mildred inside. With these ladies, it was best to play the social niceties game if you wanted them to cooperate. Besides, it was hot. A glass of fresh squeezed lemonade sounded divine.

Mildred led us through the house to a small sitting room that overlooked a large inground pool twice the size of mine. The landscaping was immaculate, and an older gentleman in a large straw hat knelt beside a row of petunias.

She motioned toward a round glass-topped patio table with floral cushioned chairs. "Please, have a seat. Miriam will be right out."

No sooner had we set down then a middle-aged lady with auburn hair pushed through the back door carrying a tray with a pitcher of lemonade, three glasses, and a plate of cookies. Homemade, of course. I thanked Miriam when she poured a glass and set it in front of me, then waited for her to go.

"So," Mildred said as soon as Miriam was back inside, "what can I do for you? We spoke this morning, so I figured that would've been all you needed to know. Also, that chai tea was delightful."

Maude chose that second to pop in. She surveyed the table and gave a nod of approval. "Mildred always was one of the best hostesses in the club. It was one of my favorite things about her."

Ignoring her, I turned to Mildred. "I know this is rather delicate, and you can trust our discretion. In the course of our investigation, we've discovered that you weren't with Connie Sue the entire time on the night Maude was killed. We have reason to believe you slipped off to see Harold Roberts. Like I said, this will stay between us if it's true, but we do need to make sure you have an alibi for when she was killed."

The smile slid off of Mildred’s face and her fingers fluttered to a cameo she wore around her neck. "I don't know who told you such vicious lies, but I was with Connie Sue all night. If she says any different, then she's lying."

Though we hadn't actually talked to Connie Sue, Hunter apparently decided to bluff a little. "Actually, Connie Sue did say you slipped off right before Maude was killed, and the two other ladies you were with back her up."

Mildred didn't say a word. She just stared at her folded hands on the table in front of her. I reached across and touched one of them. "We are not judging you. If you found someone you care about and who cares about you, there's nothing wrong with that no matter what Maude had to say."

Maude gave a little hmph. "There most certainly is something wrong with it. It’s unseemly, especially at her age. Plus, he’s ... common."

Thankfully, Mildred couldn't hear her. Still, she kept silent.

Exasperation bubbled in me. "Oh, for Pete's sake. Is admitting to an affair really worse than being accused of murder? We know you and Maude had a falling out about this, and we know she threatened to kick you out of the Magnolias. You have to admit, that doesn't look good for you."

Hunter leaned forward though he was careful to keep his elbows off the table. He was learning. "Noelle's right, Ms. Westinghouse. We haven't been to see Harold yet, but it seems to me the easiest way to clear all this up is for you to admit to it so we can verify it and move on."

"My reputation will be in tatters," she said, her voice small.

I scrunched my face. "For having an affair? You're a grown woman, and you’ve been a widow for years. Nobody's going to judge you for finding somebody else."

She sighed. "Maybe in another circumstance, but Harold's wife just passed seven months ago, and he’s just a farmer."

My hand flew to my shirt in mock outrage. Well, at least part of it was mock. I came from a family of folks who tended the land. "Oh my goodness. You're totally right. They’re gonna slap a big letter A on your shirt, then snatch away your gold card for fallin’ for a poor guy."

She scowled at me. "You make fun of me, but you don't understand the people in my circle. There's no way they'd ever forgive me, and I’d be the talk of the town. That's what Maude threatened to do. She said she'd tell everybody and then throw me out of the club.

“I swear, I didn't kill her, but that old bag was horrible. She had no compassion, no pity, and no empathy. All she cared about was that stupid club and talking bad about other people. It’s like she had to tear them down to raise herself up. Everybody tiptoed around her and catered to her and pretended to be her friend so she didn't turn that viciousness on them next. I'm glad she's dead!"

Her hand flew to her mouth, her eyes wide in shock at her own words. It didn't take a genius to figure out she hadn't meant to say everything she was thinking out loud, but here we were.

Maude, who'd been floating behind her, paled. "She doesn't really mean that. She's just distraught and a little mad at me because I pointed out her bad behavior."

I ground my teeth together to keep from snapping at her. It wouldn't do to look crazy in front of a person we were questioning for murder.

Speaking of, Hunter pressed Mildred a little further. "Ms. Westinghouse, I think it will be a good idea for you to make a decision about your own future right about now. Were you with Harold when Maude was killed?"

She sighed and hung her head, nodding. "I was. I met him outside in the parking lot. He was talking to Scooter from the garage, and they were looking at his new mud truck. I know it's terrible, but it just looks like so much fun, and Harald’s passionate about it. I left the magnolias about twenty minutes before the screaming started and was with them the whole time."

I reached over and squeezed her hand. "You didn't do anything wrong, and don't you feel a bit guilty about your relationship with Harold. Life's too short no matter what people like Maude have to say. You might just find yourself a new circle of friends."

We finished our lemonade while Mildred opened up a little about how excited she was to maybe ride in one of Harold's mud trucks. It was amazing how much more personable the woman had become after she admitted caring for a poor guy. Since we still had a murder to solve, we made our excuses and left.

Maude had disappeared shortly after Mildred's outburst, and I wasn't sure if she'd reappear or not. I was hoping we'd seen the last of her, but of course our luck didn't run that way. We'd barely turned out of the driveway when she reappeared, this time in the backseat. "She was wrong, you know. Just because she's being a hussy and I called her on it doesn't mean everybody feels that way about me. She's just bitter."

Though her words had swagger, her tone didn't. I had a feeling she was about to get a rude awakening. Normally, I would've felt sorry for somebody in that position, but she brought it on herself. Even if it took her dying for to realize how horrible she was, better late than never.

I glanced at her in the mirror in my sun visor. “Well, since you're here, I suppose you can go talk to Augusta with us. Maybe she'll be the one who sings your praises and gushes about the sunshine that oozed from your every pore."

She scoffed. "Not likely. Like I said, Augusta never has liked me. In fact, I don't even know why you're botherin' to talk to her. To be fair, I don't think she killed me, but she's not exactly sad that I'm dead either."

I shrugged. "Call it a hunch. I talked to her at the meeting this morning, and she was open about supporting Kate. She also pretty much quoted you verbatim about her feelings for you. The women she was with, however, weren't too keen on her speaking openly and called the meeting to order to shut her up. I want to hear what else she has to say."

Maude leaned back and crossed her arms with a petulant huff. "Great. First I find out the woman I thought was my best friend has secretly hated me all these years, and now we're going to talk to the one person who's openly hated me. I just hope her house isn't decorated like the ones the paid for it."


Chapter 18
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Agusta lived in the same section of town that Mildred did. In fact, her house was only a quarter of a mile up the road. Much to Maude's disappointment, nothing about the exterior of the three-story Victorian screamed Vegas brothel. In fact, the house was demure to the point of looking like a show home rather than one somebody lived in. All the flowers were white including the giant magnolia trees in the front yard. It was beautiful, but in a lonely sort of way.

"She needs to fire her gardener," Maude muttered. "This place looks like the inside of a hospital room."

I would

quite that far, but I silently agreed that if you pops of color would've really brought the place life.

It didn't take long once we rang the bell for a middle-aged man in a black suit to answer the door.

"We're here to see Ms. Augustine," I said. "Is she in?"

The man stepped back and swept his hand in emotion inviting us into the foyer. "Wait here, and I'll see if she's receiving."

I gave him what I hoped was a pleasant smile, but we didn't have time to play lifestyles of the rich and famous. "Tell her it's the sheriff. I'm sure she'll be able to pencil us in."

He dipped his head then turned and disappeared into the house. While he was gone, Maude floated around the room checking out the artwork. "Kimberly she has a Rembrandt hanging beside a Warhol. How tacky."

Personally, I liked both paintings and thought they looked nice together, but he was I to say? Thankfully, the man who answered the door came back and motioned for us to follow him. "Ms. Agusta is in the sitting room. I'll bring iced tea."

Hunter held up his hand. "That won't be necessary. We just have a few questions ask her."

Maude scoffed behind us. "Rude. First you show up here and announce, then you turn down refreshment. Did your mother teach you nothing?"

Hunter clenched his jaw but let it pass. His mother was a delightful woman who probably didn't give a fig about formal social niceties. She'd been plenty hospitable when we'd gone to visit them, and I was good enough for me. We'd spent the evening playing monopoly, and she'd even looked the other way when her husband cheated a little.

Agusta sat in an overstuffed, cream-colored armchair and motioned toward a matching loveseat. "Please, have a seat. I wondered if you'd make your way around me or not. After the discussion we had, I figured you'd probably be curious."

I nodded. "Yeah, I couldn't help but notice that the women you were with  weren't exactly excited for you to keep talking."

A dry smile curled her lips. "No, I don't imagine they were. The club is in a state of flux right now. Times are changing, and a lot of us believe that just because you're not rich doesn't mean you don't have anything to offer the community. We'd like to get some fresh blood into the club, and we'd also like to take a closer look at where we spend our resources."

I raised a brow. "I bet that whenever like a fart in church with some of those ladies."

"Language!" Maude barked.

I gave her that one, and excused myself to Augusta. "Pardon the expression."

Her smile shifted almost to a grin. "Consider yourself pardoned. You're also right on point. It's one of the reasons so many people support Kate. She has money now, but she came up poor. She knows what it's like to go to school and hand-me-downs, and she doesn't look down her nose at other people. She was heads and shoulders above Maude, and even had Maude lived, Kate would've beaten her. People were over her domineering ways and refusal to change."

"About that," Hunter said. "We already spoken with Mildred, Connie Sue, and a couple of other members. Can you think of anybody who might have wanted her dead?"

Amusement sparkled in Augusta's dark eyes. "Can I think of anybody who wanted her dead, or can I think of anybody who would've killed her? Those are two vastly different questions."

I sighed. "So were coming to see."

She shrugged. "Honestly, there were so many people she was mean to but I don't believe you're going to be able to use that as a yardstick. I hate to suggest it, but your friend Kristen was there and she had as much motive as anybody. I think it's unwise of you to discount her just because she's your friend."

My gave a sharp nod. "Once, she saying something sensible. I think the only reason you're still investigating this is because you don't want to put your friend in jail."

Though I knew in my heart that Kristin didn't kill anybody, things were starting to look worse and worse for her if for no other reason than she was holding a pitchfork and we couldn't find anybody else more suspect.

"Aside from Kate, is there anybody else who might've been interested in being the president?" Hunter asked.

Augusta wobbled her hand back and forth. There are couple women, but they would've been more of the same. It would've basically been Kate running against Maude and two women just like her. I've been working behind the scenes for a few months now, trying to get a feel for what people think. I enjoy some of the social aspect of the club because there really are some nice women in there, but I don't care for the elitism. Once I started asking, I found out I wasn't the only one. In fact, a good portion of the members are ready to change things up. Things are the way they used to be, and if the club doesn't change with the times, it'll die. Personally, I don't have any long-term ties or sense of loyalty to it, but others do. People like Betsy Williams and Patricia Longworth are really invested in it because there grandmothers were cofounders. There are a few others, and at least some of them recognize the need to grow and expand."

I didn't even have to ask which side of that road Maude fell on. She made no bones and offered no apologies about being an elitist.

I stood up. "Thank you very much for your time, and if you can think of anything, please let us know."

Hunter stood as well and handed her a business card. "You can call anytime. My cell number's on the bottom."

Once we were back in the truck, I turned to Maude. She was tracing the outline of one of the flowers on her dress, and I wondered what she was thinking. She seemed pensive, and I couldn't help but wonder if maybe she was starting to rethink her views. It had to be brutal to find out people you thought were friends really didn’t like you at all, and I was curious to see if she had it in her to realize that was her own fault. If I’d learned one thing, it was that dying wasn’t the end of learning, and I hoped for her sake that she saw the error of her ways.


Chapter 19
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"Where are we going now?" Maude asked.

"I don't know about you," Hunter said as he looked at her in the rearview mirror, “but we're calling it a day. There's nobody else to talk to, and I need to look over the crime scene pictures and some other stuff to see if we can't find a new direction to go in."

"You can't go home!" Maude exclaimed. "You haven't solved my murder yet."

I sighed. "Maude, it's not looking good, and you know it. There are just too many people who had a motive to kill you, and we have practically no evidence at all to go on. At this point, arresting somebody would just be plucking a random flower off the bush full of magnolias who wanted to kill you."

"Fine," she said with a flounce. "You two go loaf just like all your generation does, and I'll go follow some people around and solve my murder on my own. Mama always said if you want something done right, do it yourself."

Though I felt a little guilty, I was also relieved when she left. "Holy cow is that woman a lot."

Hunter nodded as he pointed the truck toward Bobbie Sue's. "That she is. On one hand, I can't blame her. Somebody did murder her, but on the other hand, I have no idea how we're going to solve this. Nothing you said was wrong.”

"Well," I said, rubbing my forehead. "We're not gonna solve it tonight for sure, so let's go get some food, pick up Justin, and head to the house. We still have to talk to Kristin about why she didn't tell us about the fight with Maude."

Hunter scratched his jaw. "Yeah, I wish she would've mentioned that. It's important, so I can't believe she just forgot."

I pulled the visor down to block the rays of the late afternoon sun. "She was pretty traumatized. By the time we got her back to the house, she was in shock, so I think we should give her the benefit of the doubt."

He glanced sideways at me. "Noelle, you know it might come down to having to arrest her, right?"

I close my eyes and scrubbed a hand over my face. "Yeah, I do realize that. Though actually, I don't. We don't have anything on her other than circumstantial evidence, so even if you do arrest her, it might not stick. Shoot, given how many other suspects we have, arresting her doesn’t even make sense. All it would do is appease the cronies at the club. And Maude, of course."

He raised a brow as he turned on his blinker to turn into Bobbie Sue's. "I hope you're right, but this is keyhole Lake. I'm not entirely sure she could get a fair trial here. We’d have to try to get her case moved to another county."

I held up a hand. "We’re not gonna talk about that yet. We’re gonna find who did it, and Kristin's going to be in the clear. It just has to be like that."

He reached over and squeezed my hand, but I knew what he was thinking didn't jive with what I'd just said. I doubled down on my commitment to figure this one out.

As soon as we walked through the door of Bobbie Sue’s BBQ, Justin made a mad dash for us. I reached out and ruffled his red hair, grinning. "Hey big guy! I hear you wanna come hang out at the farm for a little bit. That's good because I have a ton of chores that need done."

His freckled face fell. "Aw man! I've been doing chores here all day. I wanna go out there and play with the horses. I'm not sure I want to ride though. It's hot so maybe the pool would be better."

Considering the day we’d had and the fact that it was still eighty-plus degrees out, I was okay with that. "Then go get your stuff. We'll order a pizza from Ducks and pick it up on the way."

I glanced around the restaurant while he rushed to the back. A familiar head of platinum hair was barely visible over a booth, and a wide smile lit up my heart as I hurried that direction. Sure enough, Anna Mae and Matt were scarfing down ribs while Baby Faye slept in her car carrier. She was getting so big that her feet hung over the edge.

"Hey, you two," I whispered loud enough for them to hear but quiet enough not to wake up the baby. "I haven't seen you in like a week. Where’ve you been?"

Anna Mae laughed quietly. "Right here. Well, not right here, but we've been around. I've been hard at it at the shop, and Matt's had so much work that he could hardly keep up. He's expanded Wheeler construction to the point that he just had to hire two new crews."

Hunter, who'd followed me, grinned. "That's amazing news, but we need to get together more often." He looked at Matt. "I picked up a new bike at a yard sale the other day. The carbs are shot and there are some electrical gremlins that I could use a hand with."

Back when Matt had been living in the apartment above the barn, he and Hunter had spent most of their evenings working on motorcycles. It was a passion they shared, but since he and Anna Mae had gotten together and Baby Faye had come into the picture, that had sort of slipped by the wayside. Not that we blamed either of them for spending less time with us than they used to do, but we did miss them.

"I'm off this weekend," Matt said. "How about we come out there? Anna Mae's been wanting to come over, and I could use some guy time."

Hunter beamed. "That sounds like a plan! You know I suck at anything electrical, and I could use some downtime myself."

"Yeah," Anna Mae said, glancing back and forth between us. "We heard about the murder and figured you two were slammed trying to figure it out. We heard about Kristin, but that's ridiculous, of course. Do you have any leads?"

I rolled my eyes. "We've been knee-deep in Magnolias all day. The only things we've learned for sure are that Maude was universally disliked, and the club is split between members who want to keep it the same and ones who want it to be more progressive."

Hunter blew out a long breath. "And don't forget that Maude has blessed us with a running commentary all day."

Anna Mae blinked. "You mean she came back?"

I nodded. "Yeah, and Addy and Belle are pissed. If nothing else, we have to solve this murder just keep them from tormenting us into eternity."

Matt shook his head. "Man, that's a rough break. Of all the murders you've investigated, that would not be the victim I'd choose to spend time with while I was doing it."

"So what did you learn from the magnolias?" Anna Mae asked. "I've dealt with them a lot since I came into my money. They keep nagging me to join, but there's no way. One, I'm too young and two ... Well, just no."

I raised a brow. Anna Mae had come up poor, and she wasn't exactly the Magnolia type. I had to wonder who'd been trying to recruit her. "Even though they told me one of the things they've been fighting about is wanting to bring in new blood, I'm kinda curious who's been trying to drag you in."

She laughed. "Kate Barnes, which isn't particularly surprising given the way she came up. What is surprising, though, is that Betsy Williams has called on me a time or two also."

I paused for a second to think about that. "That is surprising. Her mother or grandmother was apparently one of the founders. I'd have pegged her as a traditionalist."

Anna Mae shook her head. "I guess not. One of her talking points is that she's not happy with what the club’s become and she wants to get it back on course. She said the founders never intended for it to be what it is. It was supposed to be a group of women young and old who come together in solidarity for the good of the community and to support each other."

My eyebrows about shut off the top my forehead. "Well that certainly isn't what it is today."

She nodded as she looked barbecue sauce off her fingers. "And that's exactly why Betsy said she wants me and others like me to join. She mentioned you and Raeann, too."

I thought back to my encounter with her earlier. "She sure didn’t seem too friendly when I talked to her this morning. In fact, I got the distinct feeling she was trying to run me off."

Anna Mae tilted her head, and her platinum bob swung to the side. "That's really weird. She's always been super friendly to me."

I lifted a shoulder. "Maybe it was just the circumstances. I was there trying to figure out which one of her buddies killed off somebody."

Anna Mae pressed her lips together, thinking for a second. "I can't imagine there was much love lost between her and Maude. She wasn't a fan. Apparently she's been wanting to expand the causes the club supports. She's put a few up for nomination, but mine kept shooting her down. I don't know if you’ve ever met her, but it seems like she's wearing a different colored ribbon every time I see her."

Hunter swung his gaze to me. "What kind of ribbons?"

Anna Mae furrowed her brow. "You know, the little curled ones that people pin to their shirts or whatever. She does a lot of charity work outside of the club, and she’d like to see the Magnolias doing more of that."

My mind flashed back to the crime scene pictures. One of the items they'd found had been a tattered blue ribbon. Adrenaline coursed through me. We still had to connect the dots into something admissable, but it felt right.

Justin rushed up to us with his backpack slung over his shoulder. "Ready to go!"

I put my hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. "You're gonna have to wait just a while longer, big guy. Hunter and I have something we have to go take care of."


Chapter 20
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Since Hunter had his list of addresses with him in the truck, it didn't take us long to track Betsy down. Unlike most of the other ladies, she lived on a farm on the outskirts of town. When we got to her place, she was outside working in her flowerbeds.

She pushed to her feet when we pulled up and dusted off her yellow gardening gloves. "Howdy Sheriff. What brings you out here?"

"Hi, Ms. Williams. We're talking to members of your club about Maude's murder," he said as he made his way up the gravel walkway.

She nodded and her gaze sharpened, reminding me again of a bird. "I figured it was something like that. What can I help you with?"

"I guess we can start with where you are at when she was killed," he replied. "Were you at the fair?"

She nodded. "I was. I'd arranged a bus to bring some of the underprivileged kids around town out. It was a fight, but I convinced the club to pay for their costumes so they could have fun too. Shoot, I even dressed up as Jason to amuse them."

That really bummed me out. My gut was screaming at me that she was the murderer, and she was one of only a handful of them that seemed to be any good.

He pulled the folder from under his arm and plucked one of the crime scene photos from inside. "I have to ask if you recognize anything from this picture."

She sighed. "From the way you ask that, I'm assuming you already know the answer."

She pulled off her gloves, and I noticed she had a Band-Aid on one finger.

"What did you do?" I asked, pointing at it.

Her mouth curled into the smallest of tired smiles. "I guess the jig is up. When Maude and I were fighting over the pitchfork, I got a splinter. And yes, I recognize something in a picture. It's my ribbon. It must've fallen off when we were struggling."

Hunter crinkled his forehead. "I think we should stop now so that I can tell you that you have the right to remain silent and that anything you say can and will be used against you."

He rattled off the rest of the Miranda, but she waved him off. "I was an attorney for forty years. I'm well aware of what my rights are, and I also know I should've come forward. In fact, I was debating that while I was working in my flowers. It gives me clarity, and if you hadn't shown up here, I was going to come to you."

"So tell me what happened," he said, tucking the pictures back into the folder.

"I went into the maze with her to tell her straight out that the club was going to vote Kate in as president. There's been a lot of discontent for a while now, and my grand-mammy never intended for the Magnolias to be a bunch of elitist snobs who looked down on the citizens of Keyhole Lake. It was supposed to be just the opposite, and that's the direction Kate would've taken it. I expected Maude to take it poorly, but I didn't want her to be blindsided. When I told her, the crazy old bat snatched the pitchfork from the scarecrow and took a jab at me with it. I grabbed a hold of it, and she pushed me. I fell backward, but managed to keep a hold of the pitchfork. She came at me again, but her feet got tripped up in the hay and she fell forward right onto the pitchfork."

Hunter pulled in a deep breath and blew it out through pursed lips. "Why didn't you just confess right then?"

She flung up her hands. "I don't know. It all happened so fast. Seeing her layin' there dead set me into a panic. It was an accident, but everybody knows there's no love lost between me and Maude. Before I knew it, I'd run out of the maze and poor Kristin had apparently found her."

"So you were just gonna let her take the rap for it?" I asked, anger starting to bubble in my gut.

She shook her head and shoved a few wispy salt-and-pepper hairs behind her ear that had fallen out of her bun. "Like I said, I was a lawyer. I knew you didn't have enough to arrest her, and I also figured with how many other people hated the woman, the waters would be so muddy you'd probably never solve it. I never even thought about that danged ribbon."

With the confession made, there wasn’t much left to do. Hunter went through the formal arrest process, but he didn't handcuff her. Though I was relieved the murder was solved, it made me sad that a woman who was trying to do so much good was officially off the streets. Hopefully, they'd go light on her considering it was an accident. It would be a shame for the community to lose her.


Chapter 21
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While Hunter wrapped things up at the jail, I called Raeann to come and get me. We swung by Bobbie Sue’s to get Justin, then picked up a pizza from Duck’s. Once we got home, I knocked on Kristin’s door.

“Hey!” I said when she opened it. “You’re a free woman, and the pizza is at the house waiting on you!”

She rubbed her eyes. “Wait, what?”

I repeated myself and gave her the short version of what had happened. “Now, get yourself up to the house before the pizza gets cold.”

Ten minutes later, the three of us sat on my back porch munching on the best pizza in three counties while Justin played with Max and Arlo in the pool. The sun was just starting to set, and  few lightning bugs blinked on and off in the stand of trees at the end of the pasture.

“Do you think they’ll throw the book at her?” Raeann asked. “It’s sort of crappy that she was only trying to make the club better.”

“That it is,” a voice said from behind me. Maude appeared, looking more humble than I’d ever seen her. “I didn’t remember the details of my murder until I heard Betsy tell the story. In the end, it was my own pride and anger that killed me. Poor Betsy just happened to be there.”

“Wow,” I said, dumbfounded. “What’s got you all turned around?”

She lifted a translucent shoulder. “Bein’ dead makes you take a hard look at what you’ve left behind. Most folks like your Aunt Addy have people who mourn them and good deeds that people will remember them for. Me? I don’t have a single person shedding a tear, and I never did anything good if it didn’t directly benefit me or the club. And now I’ve gone and lost any chance of redemption, and it was all because of my own temper. In the end, I died doin’ what I lived—bein’ mean. That’s an eye-opener.”

With the way she looked and the earnest way she said the words, I actually felt sorry for her. I couldn’t imagine what she was really feeling if she was honestly regretting the way she’d lived and died. I also had no clue what came next for her, so I couldn’t even offer that solace. Maybe there was something afterwards and she’d get another shot. Who knew?

“I’m really sorry about the way things ended for you,” Raeann said. “It must be terrible to realize it all too late.”

Maude started to say something, but then her gaze caught on something in the sky. A golden light shone down on her, and her face split into a beautiful smile. “Maybe it isn’t too late after all. You girls promise me that you’ll turn the club around, or at least do something to make the town better and to support your Keyhole Lake sisters. Do what I WISH I’d have done, and leave the world a better place than you found it.”

As she finished speaking, the light grew blinding and she started to fade into it. A few seconds later, the light blinked out, leaving us blinded in the twilight.

“Wow,” I said. “Did that just happen?”

“Yeah,” Kristin said, her tone awed. “I guess now we know it’s never too late to grow.”

With the air still full of magic, my aunt and Belle popped in, and Addy looked around. “Is the old dragon gone?”  

And just like that, the mystical quality of the experience was gone.

“What?” Belle asked, looking at us as if we’d sprouted an extra nose.

Raeann explained what had happened, and Addy shook her head. “Well I’ll be. I’da never thought the old girl had it in her, but I guess that just goes to show that there’s hope for everybody. I reckon sometimes you just have to pitchfork the mean ones to make ‘em see it.”

We burst out laughing, and the feeling of family and kinship enveloped our farm. For generations, we’d lived, loved, fought, laughed, and cried here, but never let it be said a single one of us had ever gone without being mourned or leaving her own mark on the place. That was, after all, the two marks of a life well lived.
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