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Chapter One

~ Joanna ~

 

It was early Saturday morning, and I was watching my adoptive daughter, Oakley, and rescue mutt, Chewy, playing together in the living room. They were playing their favorite game that involved Oakley throwing the ball and Chewy chasing it and bringing it back to her.

He would gently drop it at her feet, causing a deep belly laugh from her before she'd scoop it up and the game would start again. Though occasionally, he would run around with it and not let her have it, which only caused her to laugh harder as she chased behind him, yelling his name, or at least her version of his name.

He was so gentle with her; I was thankful for that. I'd really been blessed with a good dog.

I had the news on in the background, hoping to catch the weather report. We'd had a few rainy days, but we had plans to meet my friend, Laney Landon, and her daughter Aspen at the park later today, and I didn't want to get caught in the rain.

I'd met Laney when I investigated her late husband's murder. Jeremy Landon was the father of both Oakley, my adopted daughter, and Laney's daughter, Aspen. The whole situation had been a nightmare. Jeremy's pregnant mistress, Cate, had murdered three people, kidnapped me, and then went into labor while holding me captive.

When I shared that story with others, they looked at me like I had two heads. I understood because I had moments when I couldn't believe this was my life either.

Laney had been pregnant at the same time, and oddly enough, had Aspen just days after Oakley was born. They were half-sisters born only days apart. Our plan was to raise them knowing each other.

It was nearly their first birthdays, so we decided it would be fun to celebrate together. If they were okay with sharing, we wanted to do it for their entire lives.

Today we were meeting them to let the girls play, and the moms were going to finalize the party plans. We were both planners, so we worked well together.

I turned my attention back to the television as the reporter announced that the weather was all clear for the day.

"So, if you have outdoor plans, enjoy the sunshine." The meteorologist smiled at the camera.

"Great! Should be a fun day." I grabbed the remote to switch off the television when the breaking news story caught my attention. I stood listening with my finger on the power button.

"There was a death today at Birdsong Senior Living. The victim is said to be an eighty-year-old male. Initial report is a heart attack after a brief illness. Foul play is not suspected." The reporter paused, and then she smiled. "In other news, the zoo has a new baby elephant."

The report continued, but I switched it off.

"Why are they reporting the death if no foul play is suspected? I would imagine it was old age, right?" I said to Chewy, who had walked into the kitchen to see if I had any food.

His big doggy smile always made me melt, so I tossed a treat from his bag. He snatched it from the air, then trotted over to rejoin Oakley for their game.

I quickly finished packing.

"Snacks? Check. Extra diapers? Check. Extra clothes, sippy cup? Check and check." I shouldered the bag and my purse, then grabbed my keys. "Alright, little girl, want to go see Sissy?"

She giggled and quickly toddled to the front door.

"Go. Go." She banged on the door.

"Yes, we'll go." I looked at Chewy. "Sorry, buddy, not this time. We'll be back soon."

He wagged his tail but didn't make a move to follow us. He was a good boy.

As we drove over, I played the children's songs she loved and listened to her try to sing along. It was adorable. We had gone to Mommy and Me music classes for about six months now. We both enjoyed it, so we kept going.

She loved the other children, the singing and dancing. I think it was, in part, why she started walking early. She wanted so badly to dance with the other older children.

When we arrived at the park, I saw Laney and Aspen getting out of their car. I pulled into a spot near them.

"Hey, Jo!" Laney greeted as she strapped a wiggly Aspen into her stroller. Aspen was pointing at Oakley.

I unbuckled Oakley from her car seat, then settled her into her stroller so we could follow our friends. We started out by walking the nature trail around the pond, chatting casually, while the girls jabbered back and forth, occasionally reaching for each other.

"Their friendship is so sweet. I'm so glad we can get them together like this." Laney said.

"Me too. I'm also glad that Nina's baby turned out to be Butch's, and not Jeremy's. That would have been awkward to have another sibling out there."

"So true."

We stopped to let the girls watch the ducks waddle around and swim in the water.

"Dawg?" Oakley asked.

"Wuack?" Aspen replied.

"It's a duck," Laney and I said in almost unison.

They clapped and giggled as they watched them a moment more before we continued our walk. We made our way around the pond back to the swings and got the girls out, putting them each into one. They started giggling.

"So, you promised you'd tell me what happened with you and Clint," Laney said.

"Uh, I don't even know where to start."

"At the proposal, obviously. What did he say, and why did you say no?"

"Well, you know we'd just solved the case with the Senator, and he just got caught up in it." I sighed. "He didn't want to marry me. It was just excitement, adrenaline that had him blurt it out."

"Did he say that?"

"No, I mean not exactly, but why else would he just blurt it out?" I threw up my hands. "We'd never talked about it. Not one conversation about our future. It was always casual. Well, casual-ish."

"But y'all seemed so happy."

"Happy doesn't automatically mean we should get married."

"Well, that's true. So, is that it then? You broke up?"

"Kind of. I mean, I asked for a break to think, some space."

"But you also said no, so what do you think he's thinking now?"

I shrugged. We hadn't talked since that day. It had been about a week. I had no idea when we'd talk or even if we would talk again. My heart ached at that because I loved him, but I wasn't ready for marriage.

"Yeah, good point. I honestly don't know what he thinks, but I had dated Ted for several years and look how that turned out. He'd been living that double life, and if he hadn't been killed, I would have never known."

"True."

We were quiet for a while as we continued to push the girls on the swings. They giggled and chatted to each other, enjoying their sister time.

"Your grandmother still lives at Birdsong, right?" I asked.

"Yeah, she loves it. They have a lot of fun activities. She plays bingo and cards weekly. Once a month, they have movie nights. There are two dining rooms, plus a bistro. I've had lunch with her a few times, and the food's all great. Your dad will love that."

"Sounds nice." I giggled. She knew my dad too well. He loved food. "Since my dad's fall, I've been trying to push them towards moving there."

Not a lie, exactly, because I wanted them to move there. However, I also wanted an excuse to research Jack and maybe have a look around for clues.

"I'd be happy to give y'all a tour if you'd like."

"That would be great. It might help me sell it to them."

"I'll call Gramma later and ask her when we can come visit. She loves showing off Aspen to her friends and frenemies alike."

"Frenemies?" I laughed.

"Oh, yeah, there's always drama around there." She chuckled.

"Drama? About what?"

"There are more women than men, so there's competition amongst the ladies. The men are like kings and can pick and choose who they date. Often dating more than one at a time." She winked.

"I can only imagine what that must be like." I wondered if that was why Jack said he had no enemies and that everyone loved him. "Do you know Jack Reynolds?"

"The guy that died this morning?"

"Yeah, I saw it on the news. Just curious if you might have met him when visiting your grandmother."

"Only casually. I don't think Gramma was friends with him exactly." She giggled. "She says she has no interest in men, or women for that matter. She's happy being herself and alone. But yeah, I had met him a few times. Like I said, more women than men, and that one had a big personality."

"I hope I have her attitude when I'm that age."

I'd met her grandmother twice. She was a sweet and spunky lady and had been quite the fox in her day. Heck, she still was.

Aspen started yawning.

"Well, we need to get home for lunch and nap," Laney said.

"Yeah, us too."

We loaded up the girls and walked back to our cars. As I turned to say goodbye, I remembered.

"Oh, we didn't talk about the party."

"Darn. Oh well, we have everything handled, right?"

"Yeah, I think we do." I grinned. "All my guests have RSVP'd yes. You?"

"All but my Aunt Carol. She's out of town."

"I'll be there early so we can get everything set up."

"Perfect. I'll call you later."

We hugged, then each climbed into our cars and left. I thought about Clint and his proposal. It helped me process it a bit to talk it out with Laney.

I didn't have an answer or any idea when I might see him again. It wasn't on the top of my list of things to do.

We arrived home. I carried a sleeping Oakley into her bed. Chewy was so happy to see us. He spun around and around as I carried his friend to her bed. She would likely sleep another fifteen or twenty minutes, which gave me time to relax before I fixed us both lunch.

I let Chewy into the yard and switched on the television. It was the lunchtime news. They were once again reporting about that death at Birdsong.

Did they always report on deaths there, or was I just paying attention because I wanted my parents to move there?

Chewy came trotting in and sat at my feet, leaning into my leg for some head scratches.

"If this was just an age-related death, why are they reporting it?" I said as I rubbed his ears. He drooled a bit. "You love me."

A deep voice interrupted my conversation with my dog.

"They're lying, you know. I was murdered."

Startled, I jumped nearly out of the chair. My reaction caused Chewy to bark. I spun around to look for the source of my fear. There stood a spirit.

"Oh, um, hi. You're..." I pointed towards the television. "The victim?"

"I am, and I was murdered."

"And you have proof?"

The only victims I'd met so far that had any evidence of being murdered were those of a serial killer, a case I'd worked on and nearly been one of his victims myself. I was kidnapped, but I'd been able to escape only to find myself lost in the woods for days. A search party had formed, so thankfully it wasn't a worse outcome for me.

However, murder was a lofty claim for someone of this gentleman's age, at least without some reason for it. But I had to admit, after Senator Crawford's death, another death I'd helped solve, I shouldn't pass judgment right off the bat.

"I don't need proof." He huffed. "I was in, well, nearly perfect health until a few days ago when I felt ill, and now I'm dead." He tried to slam his hand down on the counter, but it went through it. "Dammit. That's almost as frustrating as being dead."

"I'm so sorry." For a second, I studied him. "I assume you came to me because you think I can help you."

"Yeah, my neighbor and good friend, Daryl, told me you talk to dead people. So here I am."

"Daryl Jackson? His wife is, or was, ReNetta, right?"

"That's the one. He said you could help me."

The Jackson family had been one of my favorite readings. They'd come back a few times. He and his wife had eight children together and a ton of grandchildren plus a few great-grandchildren. It sounded like a wonderful and loving family. With so many people in the family, he always had different people join him.

"Oh, I'm sorry. Did he pass too?" I hoped not.

"No, no. He had talked many times about you after his readings. About how he got to speak to his wife again and told us all we needed to visit you."

"Nice. I appreciate his referral."

"After we heard about the serial killer and the Redlynne gang case, he said we should all come see you if we pass too, you know, just in case."

My mouth dropped open. While it wasn't the mention of my past cases that caused my surprise, it was the mention of Mr. Jackson suggesting they all come see me if they died. Would a bunch of old dead spirits visit me?

The Redlynne gang had been another murder case I'd worked on. It turned out that they had been the ones to murder my late husband, Ted, and that they were my former in-laws. Crazy case.

I really didn't want to keep solving murders. It was ugly work, but after the closure I felt from solving my late husband's murder, I couldn't deny that to someone else.

Somehow, it actually did fit in with my brand of the medium with a heart. I liked giving closure with love and care to clients, whether through my readings or solving their murders.

Looking at the man's hopeful face had me putting my own feelings aside.

"Yes, yes, I'll help."

"Thank you so much." He sighed. "What a relief. I guess I should properly introduce myself then, since I just barged in here demanding things." He chuckled. "My name is Jack Reynolds."

"It's nice to meet you, Mr. Reynolds."

"No need to call me Mister. Too formal. Call me Jack."

"Okay, Jack." I smiled. "I guess I don't need to introduce myself."

"No, I know you." He smiled, then rubbed his hands together. "So, what's next? Where do we start?"

"First, a few ground rules. This is my home, and while I don't mind you stopping by here, I'd prefer business be done at my office whenever possible. If here, respect rule one: privacy. No popping into my bedroom or bathroom. Deal?"

"Deal."

"So, to start, do you have any ideas about who might have murdered you?" I asked, grabbing a pen and paper so I'd be ready for notes.

"None. Everyone loved me."

Doubtful, but I could only go by his word. I chewed on that for a moment, trying to think of what to ask next.

"As much as I hate to ask, any family?"

"Last of my kind. My wife passed, and we never had children. My siblings are all gone." He beamed, but then he clarified. "They're all dead."

"No enemies or rivals?" Was that the right term? I didn't know.

"Do I seem like the type that has enemies?" He asked. I simply gawked at him, which caused him to frown. "No, no enemies at all."

I tapped the pen on the pad of paper, looking at the blank page. This wouldn't be much of an investigation if he was loved by everyone, and nobody wanted him dead.

Not that I believed his claims. It had been my experience that everyone had at least one person that hated them, even if just a little bit.

"Are you sure you were murdered? This isn't much to look into without some lead." It was nothing, but I didn't want to be a complete pessimist.

"If I knew who did it, I wouldn't be here. I thought you did some magic and then boom, solved."

I gaped at him. Was he serious? It wasn't magic, maybe a bit of luck, my overcurious nature, and my desire to help others. Or like Clint would say, wrong place, wrong time. But it definitely wasn't magic.

"Without some direction, some idea of where to start, I can't do much."

"Well, you can start at Birdsong. That's where the murderer is."

Again, I stared at him. I knew I was going to do this. It would likely mean putting myself in danger and running into Clint, which I couldn't even think about the latter. Neither choice excited me.

"Alright, I'll start there."

"Thank you. I'll get out of your hair now. Let you get to work."

"Alright. Give me a few days to do some research and start digging, then come find me."

He nodded and then disappeared through the side wall. I looked at the spot for a few seconds. How was I going to do this? Why had I agreed?

I guess I'd just start by doing what I always do: hit the internet and see if I could find anything that way, then let my curiosity get me into trouble.

 

 

  




Chapter Two

~ Clint ~

 

When we arrived at the crime scene, I stepped out of my partner's car and did a quick scan, taking in the nearly resort-like feel of the location. It was a death at Birdsong Senior Living community.

While the death wasn't suspicious, we always liked to investigate and file the correct paperwork, especially after I nearly lost my job over botched cases.

"Should be standard stuff," Terry said, as he grabbed his keys and a pocket-sized notepad.

"Yeah." I mumbled.

"Still upset?"

"I asked her to marry me, and she said no." I snapped. "Of course I'm still upset."

"Have you tried, oh I don't know, talking to her about it?" Terry asked, brushing off my attitude.

I just stared at him and then opened the door to the main office. I had my ID out before approaching the desk. We knew the drill, but I was not going to answer Terry's asinine question. The last person I wanted to talk to right now was Joanna.

"Hi, Velda. We're here about the death in 1021," Terry said, as he also pulled out his ID.

We knew the staff pretty well since we were here a few times a month. I never enjoyed these calls, but they were a necessary part of our job.

"Hey, boys." She beamed. "Just sign in. So sad about Jack. He was a good one."

She took our IDs and ran them through their scanner to create stick-on badges. It didn't matter that we had our police badges in clear view, they had their procedure, and we had to follow it.

Once they were printed, she passed them to us.

"Do you need me to go with you?" She offered.

"Not necessary. We know our way around." Terry gave a little salute her way as we walked through the back door of the office.

"Thanks for your help." I tried to sound cheerful, but I wasn't feeling it.

We stepped from the office into a spacious courtyard. Resident apartments were visible from here. We followed one of the covered pathways towards the pool area. Apartment 1021 was in the back, building ten, apartment twenty-one.

Several people greeted us. I couldn't remember most of their names, but they knew us.

"Detectives. It's so good to see you today." One man said. "I guess you're here about Jack."

"That's right. Did you know him?" I asked.

"Yeah, sure did. We played poker together twice a month. He was a cheater but had a good sense of humor."

"The best poker players come off as cheaters," Terry said.

"Did you see him before his death?" I asked, getting back to business.

"Nah, hadn't seen him in a few days. He hadn't been feeling well. Probably caught that bug that's going around."

"Had he seen a doctor?" I asked.

"I don't know. Probably not." He laughed. "We're all old school. No doctors unless you cut something off or our wives make us."

Terry laughed along, but I just stared. Maybe I should have taken a few days off, or at least today. I was in a foul mood.

"Well, thank you." I mumbled as I walked off without a backward look.

As I walked away, I heard Terry apologize for my attitude and offer a better thank you to the man we'd likely never see again until it was time to come sign off on his death.

We took a left near the swimming pool where they had some kind of exercise class going on. A few of the ladies giggled and waved to us. I looked away and focused on the faux cobblestone path that had been stamped on the concrete walkway.

We finally reached the apartment. Well, I did. Terry was stopped by one of the residents. I walked in to find the coroner, Dr. Rodney Starke, already there with a few others I didn't know. Perhaps they were with Dr. Rodney.

"Hey, Doc." I said, offering him my hand. He held up his gloved hands. "Oh, sorry, of course."

"So, where's Walden?"

"He got stopped by one of the ladies. They love him here."

"Ah, yes, the lonely widows." He chuckled. "Well, I've already pronounced him, and we took pictures. As usual, I'll make sure y'all get copies."

"Thanks." I looked over his shoulder towards the bedroom. "Died in his sleep?"

"Looks that way. Nothing suspicious from what I can tell."

"Next of kin?"

"None to speak of, but Kelli here was a close friend." He nodded towards a woman standing in the kitchen crying. "Good luck." He chuckled and went to speak to a young woman with a camera.

Must be the new assistant he'd told me about last time. She was young, but everyone in their early twenties looked like babies to me now, and I was only thirty-three.

My mom always told me I was an old soul, always seemed older than my biological age, which would explain how I made detective so young. The youngest in Creekview.

I didn't usually think about it, but seeing the recent college graduate laughing with her boss, I suddenly felt ancient.

I turned back to look at Kelli. She looked to be closer to my age, maybe even a bit older. She had dark hair cut into a short, spiky style. Her clothing was probably called boho style, but I only knew that because of Joanna.

She loved fashion and had stacks of magazines around. Though she mostly wore casual clothes herself, she still loved to look at all the various styles.

I chastised myself for thinking of Jo again. Since Terry still hadn't joined me, I shook off the thoughts of what could have been and instead took the few steps over to speak to Kelli.

When I got close to her, I could tell that she was indeed older than me. I would peg her at around forty-five. She tried to give the appearance of youth with her hairstyle and clothing.

"Hi, Kelli, right?"

"Yes, that's right." She flashed a weak smile. "Kelli with an I."

"I see. So, Kelli with an I..."

She giggled before I could continue. "You're funny."

"Um, thanks. So, Dr. Rodney said you were good friends with the deceased?"

Tears formed in her eyes. "I was. He was like a father to me."

"Oh, I'm sorry." I tried to look sympathetic, but all I wanted was to get this day over with and start out fresh tomorrow. "And how did you know him?"

"I work here. I'm the Event and Activities Director."

"I didn't know. I've never met you before. Have you been here long?"

"Yeah, a few years now, but I guess I haven't been involved in one of these before."

I just nodded. "So, he had no next of kin from what Doc says. Do you know of any family?"

"No, none. His wife died a few years ago, and they never had children. His parents are long gone, and he had a brother who passed, um, maybe ten years ago? He had children, but unfortunately, they're gone as well. If there is anyone else, he never said, and I never met them."

I looked around, trying to think of what else to ask. "We bumped into a gentleman on the way here. He mentioned that Mr. Reynolds had been sick for the last few days. Do you know anything about that?"

"Oh, yes, he was complaining of an upset stomach, headache, and fatigue. It didn't seem too serious. He still came to watercolors class two days ago. Then I saw him yesterday when I dropped off some soup for him." She dabbed at her eyes as a few tears slipped. "I just can't believe he's gone. He was one of my favorites here."

Thankfully, Terry joined us at that moment. He was so much better with crying women than I was, and honestly better at a lot of this communication stuff in general.

"This is my partner, Detective Terry Walden. Terry with a Y," I quipped. Terry gave me a sideways look, but I ignored him.

"Oh, Detective, you're so funny." She grabbed my bicep and squeezed it. "Hi, partner Terry."

"Nice to meet you. Clint, we need to meet with Dr. Rodney before he leaves," he said.

"We'll be in touch if we have any further questions." I said to Kelli before joining Doc and his team in the bedroom.

A few hours later, the body had been taken by the coroner's office and would be handled there. We had gathered limited evidence, mostly just facts, and would wait for Dr. Rodney's autopsy results. On the surface, it looked like natural causes.

Once we had made our way safely out of Birdsong, and after receiving only a few marriage proposals from the ladies there, Terry turned to me as he pulled onto the main road.

"What was that with that woman?"

"Which one?" We'd bumped into a dozen in our time there.

"The one in the apartment. Terry with a Y, what was that about?"

"Oh, nothing. She introduced herself as Kelli with an I, so I just kept with it."

"So much for being broken-hearted over Joanna," he chastised me.

"I am!" I growled.

He chuckled. "Couldn't tell with all that sexual tension between you two."

"Not even. I was just trying to lighten the mood. She kept crying."

"Well, you sure lightened it alright. I think she was already naming your imaginary children."

"Oh, boy. I didn't mean... I was just trying to... You know what? It doesn't matter. I'm never getting serious with a woman again. I'm done. Plus, she's at least ten years older than me." I crossed my arms over my chest and stared out the window, letting my vision blur.

"Yeah, maybe, but I've heard that before. The part about not getting serious."

That was it. We didn't talk about it again.

 

 

 

 




Chapter Three

 

~ Joanna ~

 

It had been a few days since Jack Reynolds came to see me. I hadn't yet done any research on him, but I decided before Oakley woke and I got on with my day, I would start looking into his death.

If I was going to take on his murder investigation, I wanted to know more about him. Plus, I hoped there would be more information about his death out now that he'd been gone a few days.

Thankfully, I already knew a bit about Birdsong, having explored it as an option for my parents. That meant I could focus this short search session solely on Jack.

I pulled out my laptop to see if I could learn about him.

"Alright, Mr. Jack Reynolds, let's see what you're all about."

I typed his name in the search box and several articles popped up. The first few were about his death from just days ago. The initial reports were saying heart attack but waiting on autopsy. Nothing special. Nothing that said murder.

I sighed.

It was the next articles that caught my eye, though. He'd been the CEO of an extremely successful technology company, ReynHarp Software and Technology, that he'd founded with a partner in 1980. He'd retired a few years ago and had remained on the board.

"No children and his wife passed a few years ago..." I read on. His wealth was left to his good friend, Kelli Wallace, Event and Activities Director at Birdsong. "Well, that's interesting. He
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