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  To Bev, who always encouraged my writing and shared my love of family history research. You will be missed. 
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Chapter one

Dixie gripped the package of batteries in her fist as she searched for Miriam in the crowd. Her last text said she was by the gazebo, where the mayor would announce the start of the dog costume parade. She decided to make her way in the straightest line she could find versus going around the perimeter on the sidewalk. 
She stepped around a massive chocolate lab with four hairy appendages jutting out of both sides of a brown lump on his back. His tail wagged, making him the cutest tarantula she had ever seen. His owner was dressed like Indiana Jones. Dixie chuckled at the iconic movie reference.
A woman wearing a pink tutu slowly made her way through the crowd in front of her, her oversized, bedazzled sunglasses sparkled in the warm October sun. Walking next to her on the end of a delicate pink leash was a small white dog wearing a tiny version of its owner’s tutu and sunglasses. 
Spying an opening in the throng, she darted through, deftly avoiding tripping over a Chihuahua in a shark costume. It yelped, pulling its left paw off the ground, and blinking rapidly at Dixie as she passed.
“My, aren’t we dramatic,” she muttered as she stepped around the quivering dog. 
All the creative costumes were impressive. The costumes were either matching with their pets or all in a theme.
She passed a small black pirate dog with a severe overbite perched on the edge of the basket of a stroller. His paws bounced up and down as he barked at a pair of Pomeranians clad as bride and groom in their own stroller a few feet away. All three exchanged high-pitched barks, adding to the background noise of dogs and music booming from somewhere near the gazebo. The fact that they all had zero chance of touching the ground made all that bluster quite ridiculous. 
The town of Loblolly Falls was founded in 1865. There hadn’t been a community celebration of Founder’s Day since 1965. The current town council decided to revive the tradition. To kick it off with a bang, they elected to include a dog costume parade in the festivities, since it was so close to Halloween. It was all everyone had talked about in the weeks preceding the event. 
Everywhere Dixie had gone in town, people chatted excitedly about how they were gathering all the pieces for their costume. It was the first excuse in a long time for many adults to wear one and they took full advantage of it. 
The park and the gazebo were all new, built in the last six months in downtown Loblolly Falls, South Carolina. It was a mere three blocks from the county courthouse, a building that also housed the sheriff’s office, complete with a single, tiny jail cell in the basement. 
Not that Loblolly Falls needed more than that, with almost no crime to speak of, and rarely anything more exciting than a speeding teen or an occasional property dispute. All part of the charm that convinced Dixie to make the little town her home a few short months ago. 
They had timed the completion of the park to coincide with Founder’s Day, a perfect way to unveil it and start new town traditions. 
Her friend Miriam’s shop, Good Dog Barkery, sold baked goods specifically for dogs as well as general dog items. They also offered bathing services. She made sure her branding was all over the advertisements for the event since she had worked so hard to convince the council that this would be an excellent event for the town’s economy. 
The closer Dixie got to Miriam, the louder the music became, drowning out the cacophony of barks. The gazebo was an octagonal shaped structure, with a railing that covered three of the walls on each side, leaving two openings opposite one another to allow entry to the platform. The space was wide enough for twelve musicians to spread out with their instruments. Perched on the corners sat two towering black speakers, blasting out classic rock music. 
Three bales of hay were stacked in a little pyramid on either side of the stairs. Pumpkins in various sizes were arranged on the stacks. One of the larger ones had a black witch’s hat balanced on top. Across the back of the gazebo an evergreen wreath decorated with small pumpkins and jack-o-lanterns and tiny lights hung, covering nearly the entire opening. 
Miriam stood by the white structure, talking in her usual animated manner to a costumed couple. The man was a lumberjack complete with flannel shirt and ax, while the woman was dressed as Little Red Riding Hood. Their dog, a medium-sized all-American mutt, stood between them panting excitedly, the shaggy hat hooked under his chin, completed his wolf costume. Miriam leaned close to the pair so they could hear her over the loud music. 
When she noticed Dixie weaving her way towards her, she said a quick goodbye to the couple and threw her hands in the air, smiling broadly at her friend. “You made it! Do you have them?”
Dixie held up the pack of batteries.  Miriam eagerly took them and ripped the package open immediately. “Girl, I thought the mayor was going to have to shout to get this whole thing going. Thank goodness for you. Now Faye can use the microphone.”
“Pretty great turnout. I’m enjoying all the imaginative costumes.” Dixie motioned towards the crowd as Miriam stuffed the batteries into the housing of the microphone. 
“I’m thrilled to say the least.” She grabbed Dixie’s arm. “I’m here to tell you, if this had flopped, I would’ve had to move out of the county! It took me weeks to convince them to try the parade.”
“Well, I for one am grateful. What would I do in this town without my gal pal and partner in crime?” Dixie shouted as the music shifted to a Rolling Stones tune.
There were more people there than she imagined would ever come to their little town’s event. Not only that, but more attendees wore costumes than she expected. She was happy for Miriam. All of this attention might bring more people to town, potential shoppers, which would be a bonus. 
“Here we go.” Miriam grimaced and handed the microphone to a tall, auburn-haired woman dressed like Ginger from Gilligan’s Island, complete with a pink floor length beaded gown and white stole draped around her shoulders. Tucked under her left arm was a toy poodle with a little white sailor hat and red shirt who clearly was playing the part of Gilligan for the day. 
Faye Parish, the town mayor, climbed the short flight of stairs and stopped on the top step. She raised her chin towards a man standing behind a folding table manning the DJ equipment. He turned the music down and nodded back in her direction. 
She held the microphone to her red painted lips and said, “Good afternoon, may I have your attention please.” 
They didn’t quiet down right away. The woman repeated her request three more times before a hush fell over them. 
“Good afternoon. I’m so excited to see y’all here with us today. I’m Faye Parish, Mayor of Loblolly Falls. Let me be the first to welcome y’all to the first annual Founder’s Day Dog Costume Parade!” She paused to allow the whoops and cheers.
“It’s been a very long time since we gathered as a community to celebrate the day Loblolly Falls was officially named a town. And I think it’s about time, don’t you?”
Again, more cheering and applause. 
“We are so thrilled to have each one of you here with us today. We’re grateful y’all chose to spend your afternoon with us. Thank you for coming out in costume and joining us in celebrating our new and improved park! Isn’t it gorgeous?”
The crowd cheered again. 
“I see so many wonderful costumes here. I want to point out that we are giving away some fabulous prizes- some marvelous items from our favorite dog-centric shop here in Loblolly Falls. Good Dog Barkery has just about everything you could ever imagine for your sweet pup! So, make sure you come and get your ticket for a chance to win some goodies!”
The mayor waited for the applause to die down before continuing. “In just a minute we’ll begin our stroll down Main Street. We would like to encourage you to join us later this evening right here in our gorgeous park named to honor our town founder, William Bradley, for the viewing of the movie ET followed by a fireworks display.” She paused to wait for the cheers to subside. “And now, if you will assemble behind the orange cones, we’ll be ready to begin!”
A cheer rose up as the crowd began shifting towards the cones stretched across the street adjacent to the gazebo. 
The mayor climbed down the stairs and handed the microphone back to Miriam. “Okay, I’m off. I will see you back here in a bit. I have to give you your due credit. This was a great idea. We definitely need to make this an annual event.” She squeezed Miriam’s forearm before turning to head to the blue 1962 Thunderbird convertible waiting to drive her down Main Street. 
As the mayor walked away, Dixie said, “That had to feel great after all this work.”
“Gracious, I will be ecstatic when this is all over. I’m plum exhausted.” Miriam paused, a smile slowly spreading across her lips. “But it is fantastic, isn’t it?” 
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Chapter two

The movie was scheduled to start at seven pm, which was when it got dark. However, the park began filling with picnic blankets and folding chairs stretched out on the green grass, all before the crowd from the morning parade had completely left. The oversized inflatable screen was staked into the ground in the far corner close to the fences of the homes that lined the park boundary. 
They claimed a spot several rows from the front. Miriam had placed a row of five folding camp chairs, one for each member of their book club, earlier in the day. They had all arranged to meet up at Twin Perks, the local coffee shop, after the excitement of the day wore down. 
Main Street had been busy all day. After the parade, people stayed and visited the shops. The sidewalk still had a few costumed families and their pets, even this late in the day. Dixie smiled at all the paper cups she saw clutched in people’s hands as they slowly made their way down the block peeking in the shop windows. She was thrilled for all the little businesses. It appeared people had stayed and shopped, just as Miriam hoped. 
Dixie had spent her afternoon at home. Since she retired from teaching, she had taken up writing mysteries. Knowing they would be busy at the park until late, she had decided to spend some time working on her new book. Her first book would be released soon, and she had lots to do to get it ready. She chose instead to plot out her next book. There was nothing she loved more than plotting a good murder - in a story, that is.  
Almost everyone was at the coffee shop when she arrived.  Ada, the owner, was busy making drinks, but came over as soon as she noticed Dixie.
The entire book club was together for the first time since summer, when one member’s husband was murdered right there in the coffee shop just feet away from where they sat. This unfortunately happened on Dixie’s first day in town. In her first hour. Poor Dana, the victim’s wife, had kept her distance while she worked through life after Gary’s untimely death. 
Ada placed a foamy latte on the table in front of Dixie and sat in the empty chair. “Your usual.”
“Thank you. You’re the best.” She raised the cup to her lips with both hands.
“How did it go today, Toni? Everyone behave themselves?” Ada asked. 
“For the most part. I think we had a few parking complaints, but not much else. Not anything we didn’t anticipate, given the expected size of the crowd.”
Toni was a sheriff’s deputy in the Loblolly Falls Sheriff’s department which also included another deputy named Scott Adams and the sheriff himself. She wasn’t in uniform at the moment, but that meant very little in a small town like this. She was always prepared to address any problems that might arise. 
“Fingers crossed the two of you won’t stumble across any dead bodies this weekend. Too much going on right now to deal with that.” Toni pointed at Dixie and Miriam across the table. 
“Well, that’s not fair!” Miriam scoffed.  “We’ve just had some unfortunate timing, is all!” 
“Don’t you think you’re being a bit dramatic?” Dixie said, rolling her eyes. 
“I’ve only investigated two murders in my career, and you two were smack in the middle of both of them.” She placed her cup on the table.
She was referring to the body Miriam and Dixie found while hiking last month. They did help find the murderer, something Toni failed to mention. Just because they happened to be in the coffee shop when Dana’s husband died, didn’t mean anything. They certainly had nothing to do with that. 
“I made my famous tomato pie for tonight. And a few deviled eggs as well,” Ada said, trying to shift the conversation away from murder, an especially sore subject for her considering it was her coffee shop, and she had been the number one suspect in the death of Dana’s husband for a time. 
“Tomato pie?” Dixie asked, relieved the conversation was moving away from the topic.
“You haven’t lived until you've eaten Ada’s tomato pie. My grandma used to make it all the time. Trust me, you’ll love it,” Dana said as she sat down at the table. “Sorry I’m late. Did I miss anything good?”
Dixie smiled, both because it appeared Dana thankfully hadn’t heard what they had been talking about, but also because it was the first time she had said anything that wasn’t a response to a direct question. 
“Ok then, I can’t wait to try it.”
A man approached the table. He was attractive, probably in his mid-thirties. He wore a plaid shirt, a gray fleece vest and a pair of navy twill pants. Dixie didn’t usually like beards, but his was thick and well groomed, and she had to admit he looked handsome in his. 
“Miss Miriam, I hoped I would find you here,” he put his hand on Miriam’s back and smiled around the table. “Ladies, hope you don’t mind the interruption.”
“No problem, Wallace, nice to see you,” Ada said. 
“Did any of you make it out to this morning’s event?” he asked. 
“I did,” Dixie said. “I think it went well. Everyone looked like they had a good time.”
“I don’t believe we’ve met; I’m Wallace Rawlings.” He adjusted his glasses and stuck his hand out for Dixie to shake. 
On the front of his vest was a gold pin, about the size of a penny. It had two oval frames side by side, one with a palmetto tree and the other with what she believed to be a person, although she couldn’t be certain. What caught her eye were the stones under the ovals. It looked like two diamonds and an amethyst. It was too small to make out more details from where she sat without being too obvious.  
“Wallace is the head of the Town Council. He helped push the parade idea forward. This is my friend Dixie, she bought Mama’s house this summer,” Miriam said. 
“Nice to meet you, Miss Dixie. I do believe I’ve heard your name mentioned a time or two. Welcome to Loblolly Falls.” He nodded in her direction before turning his attention back to Miriam. “You deserve all the credit for this morning. I hope you’ll relax and enjoy the rest of the day’s festivities.”
“I’ll be around. We’ve already nabbed our seats for the movie. We were just discussing the most important part of the night,” she laughed. 
“Which is?” he asked.
“The menu, of course!” 
“That’s an interesting pin on your vest,” Dixie said, pointing.
Wallace smiled and looked down. “This was my father’s. It’s his state employee service pin. He served the people of South Carolina for forty years. He was so proud of it. I wear it to remind myself I work for the people. Just like my daddy did.”
“I’m sure he would love to know you’re wearing it in his honor. I’ll bet he’s very proud of you.”
The sound of barking dogs interrupted them. Everyone looked around the table, wondering where it came from.
“Oh, that’s me,” Miriam reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. The barking got louder. She slid her finger across the screen, quieting the phone. She smiled unapologetically, “My new ringtone, I just love it!”
“I think it’s perfect for you,” Dana said with a laugh. 
Miriam excused herself from the table to take her call at the same time a young woman walked up behind Wallace, clutching a small black notebook in one hand and a coffee cup in the other. Her brown hair was pulled back in a low ponytail. She wore a pair of dark wash jeans, an untucked white button blouse, a leather jacket and booties. She smiled politely at the group as she waited for Wallace’s attention. 
He followed everyone’s gaze and turned towards the woman.  “Excuse me ladies, busy day. It was good to see you all. Hope to see you tonight.” He nodded and turned away. The woman handed him the coffee as they walked out of the shop. 
Miriam returned to her seat and slipped her phone back into her pocket. 
“He’s got a young wife,” Dixie said. “She couldn’t be more than what, twenty-five at best.”
“Oh, he’s not married, she’s his assistant, Palmer. I don’t think he’s the marrying kind. Bit of a lady’s man I hear,” Toni said. 
“I can’t believe you asked about that pin,” Ada grumbled, rolling her eyes. 
“What? Why?” Dixie asked. 
“Get him talking about it and his daddy and he’s likely to never to stop. I think my ringtone saved us.” Miriam sipped her coffee. 
“They say the news is sending someone out to do a bit on all the festivities,” Toni said.
“I think Palmer has a connection at the station. They’re here to interview Faye. We could all potentially benefit from that kind of attention. We hoped someone could come this morning for the parade, but there was a running event in Greenville. So, we got bumped to tonight. It’s okay. Palmer took some video earlier to share with them so they can use it if they want. It might just bring some more people here to our little town.” Miriam checked her watch. “Speaking of, I think I’m going to head home and grab my goodies and meet y’all in the park.”
She stood and pushed in her chair. 
“I think I’ll head out too. I’ll see you all there in a few,” Dixie said as she and Miriam walked out together and down the block to the parking lot before parting ways. They would meet up again in the park, after everyone had a chance to go home and get their food. 
This was the first town centered event she had participated in since moving to Loblolly Falls. She had started to feel like a part of the community. 
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Dixie was the first to arrive at the park. The chairs were exactly where they left them. She balanced a large bowl in one hand, and a tote bag with two bottles of wine and a blanket for later when it got chilly. She wasn’t much of a cook, but she could chop fruit and bring the wine. Slung over her shoulder was a long, skinny black canvas carrying case. 
After setting the fruit bowl and her tote on the ground, she opened the case and pulled out a set of table legs, and the tabletop, which was made of bamboo slats of wood attached to black webbing which allowed it to be rolled up and stuffed into the bag. After she screwed in the legs, she found a flat spot and set the bowl in the center. This was one time she was grateful she had kept some of her gear from when she and her husband, Thomas, used to camp. 
Dixie settled into her chair and pulled out her notebook. She never went anywhere without it. She liked to make notes about the people and places she came across throughout the day. All those little scribblings were inspirations for her writing. She had seen so many interesting characters that morning. All the crazy costumes, and silly pets, had sparked her creativity. She was busy writing when Ada arrived. 
“This is a great spot. I have to admit; I’m kind of excited about this movie. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen it. I hope it holds up to the test of time.” She placed the covered deep-dish pan containing the tomato pie down first, then set the deviled egg platter next to it. 
“I know. I was thinking the same thing. I loved it as a kid,” Dixie said. 
They were chatting about their favorite dog costumes from the parade when Dana walked up, followed not too long after by Toni.  They moved their dishes around on the table, placing serving utensils next to each. Dixie set the bottles of wine on the corner of the table. 
Miriam arrived last, which was typical for her. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. I planned to be here sooner, but I got started late on the potato salad. Apparently, you have to cook the potatoes first.” She rolled her eyes. “I seemed to have forgotten that step. So, once I got the water boiling, those suckers took longer to boil than I expected. Probably because I didn’t cut them small enough. I know. But, I mean, who really has time for that? Anyway-” she said, drawing out the word. “I made it. That’s all that matters. And it’s Mama’s recipe, so you are just going to love it.”
Miriam pressed both her hands to her chest and cocked her head to one side. “My mama was the best little cook. Seriously.”
“It’s fine. We were waiting for you. But now that you’re here we can eat. I’m starving.” Toni grabbed a plate and started digging into the dishes on the table. 
Topped with a golden-brown crust, the tomato pie looked like any other pie Dixie had seen, only much thicker. At least twice as thick. It was incredibly dense and smelled heavenly. Inside it was stacked high with plum tomatoes, basil, and cheese. It held up to the hype. 
“Oh my gosh, this is amazing! I’ve never tasted anything like this in my life!” she gushed. 
“The secret is the Duke’s!” Ada said. 
“As in mayonnaise?” Dixie asked. “Are there any recipes that don’t have mayonnaise in them?”
The group looked at each other before they shook their heads. “Nope. It’s our secret ingredient,” Dana laughed. 
When everyone finished eating, they settled back with their glasses of wine. Miriam asked, “So Dixie, how is your book coming?”
“I’m done with the edits. Finally. Everything is ready. I’m just getting the plans together for the book launch.” She crossed her legs. “It’s a couple of months away. I haven’t really nailed down those details yet. But I’m working on it.”
A widow, Dixie, had come to Loblolly Falls at the beginning of the summer with the intention of only staying one month. She had rented Miriam’s mother’s house and planned to write her first mystery novel. A writer’s retreat. One thing led to another, and after meeting Miriam and later the ladies in the book club, she decided to buy the house and stick around. She was thankful every day for the decision to sell her house in Kansas and move south. 
The park was getting busier as people settled into the empty chairs and blankets scattered about the park. Kids tossed footballs back and forth. Groups of adults ate cheese and crackers, and sipped wine. The turnout was better than expected. 
A young woman in a pink suit and high heels stood near the fence that separated the park property from the homes bordering it. Beside her was a man carrying a video camera. Dixie assumed it was the reporter there to interview the mayor. 
Dixie had always been a people watcher, but ever since she started writing, she began paying attention to different things. For example, she really looked at what people wore, not just their clothes, but the colors and the fabrics. She watched for the little motions or actions people did without realizing. Even little phrases they might repeat. All things that helped her create characters in her books. 
Faye, for example, had a very bold stride. As she approached the reporter, her arms swung high with each step. She kept her back straight and her chin up. It showed confidence and authority. 
She was dressed more casually than the reporter, wearing a pair of dark denim jeans, booties, and a black V-neck sweater. Dangling down the front on a thick chain was a silver medallion as big around as a drink coaster. Casual-yet stylish. 
Walking a few steps behind was Wallace, with Palmer double stepping to keep up with his pace. They stood a few minutes speaking with the news crew before Wallace and Palmer took their place a few feet away from the camera man. 
A girl in a group of teenagers nearby noticed and said, “Hey, that’s the reporter lady from Channel 4. Cool.” She held up her phone and started recording the interview. 
“That’s Samantha Lewis. She’s the very perky reporter from the local channel. Very popular with men, as you can see,” Miriam said. 
Wallace had a grin on his face, like a schoolboy standing near his crush. He adjusted his glasses several times and tugged his vest down over his beltline. 
“I’m standing here with Faye Parish, the mayor of Loblolly Falls, where they’ve been celebrating their Founder’s Day in style. Tell us all about your celebration today,” the reporter said, turning the microphone towards Faye. 
“Of course, thank you-,” her words were cut off as a jet of water burst over the top of the tall wooden fence behind them, striking Faye in the back of the head, sending her shrieking and swearing as she ran away. The water followed her until she ran behind a tree, then it struck Samantha on the side of her face. She threw her right arm up to shield her face as she tried to move away.
When they were
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