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	PREVIOUSLY. . .

	 

	I’m Karen O’Brien, and I was in prison for twelve years for murdering my husband, which sounds a little startling, even to me. 

	After I served my sentence, I moved to Asbury, Georgia, my hometown, and bought a donut shop that included a sweet, old German shepherd, Colonel, and sassy, gray cat, Mia. Shirley, my real estate agent and old friend from high school, was adamant that the animals were not included in the deal, but she eventually adjusted. 

	I never dreamed that when I solved a prison murder and stopped a serial killer, I’d begun a side hustle, as they say, of solving crimes and exposing killers in our small town, and I’d like to go on record that I certainly don’t look for trouble, in spite of what Sheriff Grady may think.

	My avid Donut Hole volunteer, the honorable Mayor David Lehman, his wife, Barbara, and I devised a somewhat intricate plan to catch a killer who had targeted me because I was close to proving his guilt. 

	The killer fell into my trap when he ambushed me in my backyard. By the way, that was not our plan at all. I discovered gardening is a wonderful hobby in more ways than one; I nailed him with my shovel.

	Yes, I agree there is a glaring hole in my story, but honestly, I don’t know what’s up with Jack. 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	 

	After I started the large commercial pot of coffee brewing, I glanced at the front of the shop. The dark shadows that gathered and billowed across the window obliterated the light from the moon. When they swirled to the door then curled upward on the glass, dread flooded me, and I shuddered.

	“Are you okay, Miss Lady?” Andrew turned off the mixer of dough and peered at me. He was stocky and wore his Donut Hole ballcap and apron, oversized black Bulldogs T-shirt, and jeans pulled high on his waist. The school had labeled Andrew as a ‘special needs student,’ but to me, he was a talented baker.

	I smiled. “I’m fine.”

	He nodded before he turned on the mixer. “Sometimes I don’t sleep so good either.”

	When the bell jingled before the sun cleared the horizon, my gray cat, Mia, skittered into the storeroom, and the sheriff strode inside; his dark-brown hair was short and neat, except for his out-of-control cowlick, and his wife had pressed his brown uniform shirt and pants with crisp creases. Before he slid onto his favorite stool at the counter, I poured his coffee and set down a plate with two pink-sprinkled donuts in front of him. 

	When he grabbed his cup and drank half of it down, I smirked. I know my regulars.

	His usually kind face was tight with worry as Colonel trotted to his side for his morning ear scratches. “Might want to keep an eye on Colonel and Mia. We’ve got at least three if not more coyotes that have been roaming the neighborhoods. Some folks got a little lax with their trash, and the coyotes moved in. A few outside cats haven’t returned home in days, and their people are afraid the coyotes got them.”

	I poured myself a cup of coffee and refilled his. “Our neighborhood dogs raised a fuss late last night, and after Colonel and I went out on the back porch, he joined in with the din. I didn’t see anything, so I convinced Colonel to come back inside with me, so I could lock up and go to bed.” 

	Sheriff polished off his donuts then drained his second cup. “I called one of my mentors for advice. Ned Burke retired from the state wildlife agency a few years ago before his wife died. He told me coyotes are an invasive species to Georgia and have had an impact on the deer and turkey wildlife population in addition to domestic cats and dogs. Coyotes really hit a nerve with him.” 

	I frowned as I refilled his coffee. I remember a Ned from high school.

	I shook my head. No, couldn’t be him. Nobody in her right mind would have married him, and he definitely wasn’t law enforcement material.

	He peered at his full cup. “You’re a mind reader, thanks. Ned always had rough edges and doesn’t sound like he’s changed a bit, but he knows and respects wildlife. I expect he’ll be here later today.”

	Sheriff read the menu board and guffawed. “Judgment Day donuts and Deliverance scones? Must be Monday; that’s a Methodist men menu if I ever saw one. Your idea, Andrew?”

	Andrew looked up from the fryer and grinned. “Me and Woody read Mr. Otto’s secret recipe book, and we decided we should have fresh coconut donuts and chocolate scones because we’ve never made them before. Miss Lady came up with the names.”

	“Glad I still got my pink-sprinkled donuts. I’ve got meetings all morning, Karen. I need some pink sprinkles to get me through. Could you spare a dozen donuts? My first meeting is a staff meeting, then after that, I meet with the county board then finance. Make it three dozen, if you can.”

	“I’ll box them up, Sheriff Grady, sir,” Andrew said. “One box of pink-sprinkled and two boxes of Judgment Day.”

	“Sounds good. Tess will have coffee ready when I get there. I’ve told her it’s not in her job description, but she said it was for her own self-preservation, whatever that means. In fact, give me a few scones too. I’ll need a little deliverance while Tess tells me the latest about Mr. Collins, the most wonderful teacher in the world.” Sheriff rolled his eyes, and I snickered.

	I won’t remind the sheriff what a bear he is without his coffee. 

	After the sheriff left, I finished my last batch of scones while Andrew cut out then fried his last batch of donuts and donut holes then carried plates and napkins to the utility cart. 

	When the mayor hurried into the shop at seven forty-five, he wore his pink sprinkles apron and his ballcap. After he stopped to read the menu board, he grinned. “I knew you two would have something special in mind for the Methodist men. Any other groups meeting in the pink room today?”

	“No, sir, Mr. Mayor,” Andrew said.

	“It’s a good day for judgment and deliverance. Wonder if that will sound as ominous to the men’s group as it does to me?” The mayor chuckled as he washed his hands at the small sink then pushed the utility cart into the pink room to prepare for the eight thirty meeting.

	When the first man for the meeting came into the shop, he chuckled as he read the menu board. “Pastor said he might be here. It’s going to be a long meeting if he shows up.”

	The mayor stood in the doorway of the meeting room and grinned. “This is going to be a doozy of a meeting, isn’t it?”

	As the men flowed into the shop and toward the meeting room, Andrew covered his ears and shouted over the roaring laughter and chatter, “Can I go to the storeroom, Miss Lady?” 

	I nodded. They certainly are noisy.

	After the pastor hurried into the room, and the mayor closed the door, I tapped on the storeroom door.

	“They’re all inside the pink room now, and the mayor closed the door,” I said. “It’s okay to come out.”

	Andrew exhaled a long breath as he rose from the chair and uncovered his ears. “Thank you. I can wash dishes now.”

	While Andrew cleaned the kitchen and sanitized the work surfaces, Shirley hurried inside. She wore a black skirt, a white blouse, and her signature red jacket.

	“Meeting at nine?” I poured her to-go coffee, and Andrew sacked up two donuts for her then set the white bag on the counter.

	“Alfred is going with me to look at some houses. I’ve decided my apartment isn’t big enough for Woody, Chase, and me. Alfred said his team would take care of the yard work if I find a house that I like. I’d like a yard and a house with some space but not too big. Woody and I can barely keep up with the housework as it is with our busy schedules.” Shirley fluffed her short blond hair. “Alfred is a wonderful man to mentor troubled boys all these years; did you know some of them have graduated from college? Isn’t he amazing? He manages the bank, counsels men who have anger management issues, and coordinates the training and counseling for boys that don’t have anyone else to look out for their interests. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone as wonderful as Alfred. Asbury is lucky to have him. I can’t lollygag around here too long; he’s going to pick me up at my apartment at nine. Did you hear about the coyotes? Did you know that they only howl after a kill?” Shirley shuddered. “I worry about Chase. I don’t know what Woody would do if anything happened to his cat, but Chase never goes outside even when I accidently leave the front door open while I run to check the mail. Woody told me Chase is afraid he’ll be left outside. Isn’t that silly? I’d never do that except by accident.” 

	While she continued talking, I glanced around the shop. I need a stool that I can sit on at the cash register when Shirley comes in. I think I saw a perfect one at the hardware store, or was it Gee’s shop?

	She took a breath while she peered into her sack. “Maybe two more donuts and two scones. I haven’t figured out yet which donut Alfred likes best, and when I ask him, he always says he likes them all. Isn’t that a hoot?” Shirley chuckled, and I stared at her while Andrew returned to the kitchen area and covered his ears.

	I need to get Andrew hearing protection.

	Shirley pulled money out of her purse and laid it on the counter. “I’ll let you know later how the house search went.” She giggled as she hurried out the door. As I reached for her money, my hand brushed her forgotten sack, and I snatched it up, dashed out the door, and sprinted down the street.

	She stopped at the stop sign at the end of the block, and I caught up with her and leaned against her car to keep from collapsing. After I held up her sack, she giggled and lowered the passenger’s window. 

	“Silly me. Did you run all that way? You’re not a spring chicken anymore; you could have sent me a text, you know.”

	I glared at her and pointed to my wrist. You’re lucky I need to catch my breath before I can say anything.

	“Right. It was nice to talk with you, but I have to scoot.” She raised the window, and I backed away from the car before she sped away. I tugged at my sweaty shirt then trudged back to the shop. After I was inside, I stood under the ceiling fan and pulled the neck of my shirt away from my sticky skin to let the breeze cool me down.

	“Thought it was you, but I wasn’t sure, Karen O’Brien. You shouldn’t be running like that at your age.” A gray-haired man with leathery skin glanced at me then returned to his coffee and donut.

	My age? You’re at least a year older than I am, you old coot. I glared at his back while Andrew refilled the empty cup then raised my chin as I marched to my stock room office and closed the door before I collapsed in my chair.

	A few minutes later, Andrew opened the door. “It gets hot in here. You should leave the door open.”

	I stepped out of the office and peered at the counter. Good, he’s gone.

	I poured two carafes of coffee and placed them on the utility cart while Andrew added two platters of donuts next to the coffee.

	“I’ll take the cart in for the mayor,” I said, and Andrew nodded then collected his cleaning spray and cloth to sanitize the counter and display case.

	When I opened the door, the mayor hurried to pick up the platters, and I froze. Ned Burke. I cringed at his grating voice while he droned on about the habits of coyotes. After the mayor gave me two empty platters and took the carafes, I closed the door and moved the cart back.

	“I’ll be in my office for a while, Andrew. I have some paperwork to do. If you need me, just call out because I will leave the door open.” I strode to the storeroom.

	“Yes, Miss Lady. Leave the door open.” 

	I already said I would. I picked up a pencil then slammed it on my desk before I sat on my desk chair and took a breath.

	Mia meowed as she weaved between my ankles, and Colonel grumbled as he flopped down next to me. “Sorry, I think I might be cranky today.”

	Colonel raised his head and grinned. 

	“I’ll pay bills. I’m always happy after I do that because I’m done.”

	When my phone rang, I glared at it then sighed as I answered. “Hello, Shirley.”

	“I just have a minute. Alfred stepped outside to call the sheriff. We found a body, a deceased person, in the first house we looked at. I’m innocent. Call Amber for me. Promise me you’ll adopt Woody before I go to prison, so I’ll know he’ll be okay.” She hung up.

	I tapped Amber’s name on my phone and snickered. Doesn’t everybody have their lawyer on speed dial?

	When her cell phone rolled to her office phone, I knew she was in court. After a woman who was not Amber’s assistant answered, I said, “Hi, it’s Donut Lady, may I speak to Leah?”

	 “Hey there, Karen; it’s Barbara. Leah had a family emergency, so I’m filling in and doing a bang-up job.” Amber’s mother giggled. “You’re my first phone call. What’s up?”

	“Shirley’s having a dramatic moment and wanted me to call Amber. We’ll know more when she calms down.”

	“You’re okay, right? Amber would have wanted me to ask that first. Got any details?” 

	“I’m fine.” I snickered. “You know what I know. Shirley did tell me to adopt Woody before she went to prison, so we might have extra work to keep Amber busy.”

	“Oh, Lord. Well, at least we know it wasn’t someone impersonating Shirley, right?”

	I smiled. I always feel better after talking to Barbara. “I hope you won’t be offended, but thanks for the touch of sanity in my crazy morning.”

	“Are you sure I bring a touch of sanity? I need to write that on my resume.”

	We giggled before we hung up. Only Barbara could say that. She’s the only one who sees the shadows too, and they’re afraid of her.

	After the Methodist men left, I peeked to see if the coast was clear then glared at that obnoxious Ned Burke who blocked anyone from coming into the shop while he and the mayor talked before they shook hands. Ned finally left.

	When I went into the pink room to stack dirty cups and plates on the utility cart, the mayor asked, “Did you know Ned Burke when he went to school here? I think he was a few years ahead of me.”

	“Only as a passing acquaintance.” The plates clattered as I set them down a little harder than I meant. “Plates slipped.”

	“Really?” Mayor sprayed the table with surface cleaner while I rolled out the cart.

	“Yes, really.” I pursed my lips as I pushed the cart too hard and banged into the wall, and the dishes rattled again. After Andrew rushed to the cart and whisked away the dirty dishes, I stomped to the counter and moved the stools back to their proper places. This place is a mess.

	After the pink room was clean, the mayor said, “Sorry about the noise, Andrew. Are you okay?”

	“I am fine; Miss Lady is cranky.”

	Mayor snorted. “Didn’t notice. If there’s nothing else, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	When the mayor opened the door to leave, Clarissa bustled inside.

	I rolled my eyes. From one annoying person to the next. Were the shadows trying to warn me?

	Clarissa read the menu board then sniffed as she pulled two napkins from the dispenser and wiped the counter then the stool before she sat. “I’d like a normal donut, please, and a medium coffee.”

	She wrinkled her nose and held the crumpled napkins between her thumb and forefinger as she scanned the area then dropped them on the counter in front of the stool next to her.

	She glared at Andrew as he used the serving tongs to remove two pink-sprinkled donuts from the display case then placed the donuts inside one of our small to-go boxes. “Did you wash your hands?” she spoke slowly and in a loud voice.

	“Yes, we did,” I said slowly in the same volume that she used. “Did you want to wash your hands?”

	“I was not talking to you, Karen.” She swiveled on her stool to glare at me.

	I poured a cup of coffee into a medium to-go cup. “Sugar, sweetener, creamer?” I asked.

	She traced a design on the counter with her finger before she scowled at me. “No. So, I suppose you heard about Shirley’s partner.” 

	No way am I going to give her the satisfaction of knowing something I don’t.

	 I nodded. “Anything else?” I rang up her sale on the cash register and smiled with my teeth showing as I pointed to the total and held out my hand.

	She slammed a handful of bills on the counter, and I picked up the money and counted it twice before I placed three dollars on the counter then set her change on top of the bills. She snatched up the change, box, and cup before she stormed out of the shop.

	“Ms. Clarissa was crankier than you, but your smile was scary.” Andrew shook his head as he returned to the kitchen. 

	I didn’t know it was a competition but sounds like I won. I snickered.

	While Andrew swept after we closed, I said, “It would be okay with me if you’d like to wear hearing protection at work. A lot of people do that.”

	“Yes, Miss Lady.” 

	After Andrew left, I set Mia’s carrier on the floor near the front door, and Mia scrambled inside. I loaded Mia and Colonel into the back seat of my car, but before I pulled away from the curb, my phone rang.

	“It’s Barbara. I’m going to the sheriff’s office because Alfred wants help to calm down Shirley. Want to go with me?”

	“I need to drop off Colonel and Mia at my house first,” I said.

	“Good. I’ll meet you there, then we can go to lunch afterwards. Maybe we can take sandwiches from Gus’s to the park if it doesn’t get any hotter.”

	When I reached the house, I released Mia before Colonel and I went to the back porch as Barbara honked. I ran around the house to the front. “We need just a few more minutes for Colonel’s break.”

	She waved in acknowledgement, and I dashed back; Colonel waited at the back door. 

	“I don’t blame you; it’s hot out here.” 

	I picked up a napkin and fanned my face when we went inside. After I gave Colonel and Mia fresh water and their treats, I hurried out the front door and climbed into Barbara’s car. Barbara had pulled back her shoulder-length, gray hair with a silky, red scarf, but wisps of fine, curly hair peeked out around her forehead.

	“Shirley and Alfred found Charlotte Turner’s body in the bathroom of a house that a competing agent had listed.” Barbara drove toward the county building. “Tess told me that Shirley is inconsolable. I can understand it was shocking for Shirley to find her partner dead, but Shirley’s gone off the deep end and is insisting that she’s innocent even though no one has accused her of anything; she is convinced everyone thinks she murdered Charlotte. Tess asked me to bring you along to the sheriff’s department. She told me she’d deny saying this, but she wants you to slap some sense into Shirley. I’d like to go inside with you to see that, but, you know, too many people. I’ll wait for you in the parking lot and watch for suspicious characters.”

	I nodded. “I need you for backup. Nobody likes suspicious characters showing up unannounced.”

	Barbara sighed. “We all have our areas of dysfunction, don’t we? Would you ask Shirley if I could have her car when she goes to prison? Hers is newer than mine.”

	I laughed so hard that I snorted then laughed even harder when Barbara snort-laughed at me.

	I wiped my eyes when Barbara stopped at the entrance to the sheriff’s department. 

	“Don’t wipe your eyes. You should be properly grief-stricken too. It’s sad that you don’t wear mascara.”

	I snickered. “We’re terrible. Text me if you need me.”

	Her face sobered. “You too. Any time.”

	After she dropped me off, Barbara parked in a shady spot and waved.  I took in a deep breath then exhaled before I headed to the door.

	Alfred opened the door for me. “I hoped Barbara would bring you with her. You and Barbara were the only people I could think of that could slow down Shirley, but I called Barbara because I didn’t know if the shop was still open, and I didn’t want to bother you. I tried to reason with Shirley, but I couldn’t decide if I was helping or hurting the situation. The sheriff let us use his office while he went to a meeting.” Alfred’s eyes twinkled. “He gave me a scone and told me it was a deliverance day scone. I certainly needed a little deliverance fortification today.”

	I snickered. Alfred’s funny for a banker.

	When we reached the sheriff’s office, Alfred paused at the door and gazed at me. “If you’ll be okay, I’m not going back in quite yet.”

	“I’ll be fine.” I straightened my back then nodded, and he opened the door.

	Shirley held a box of tissues in her lap and had a pile of used tissues in the trash can next to her. Her eyes were swollen, and her nose was red. 

	“I didn’t do it,” she said in the whiniest voice I’d ever heard.

	“Of course not.” I frowned as I peered at her face.

	“Is something wrong? You’re looking at me funny.”  She swiped at her nose with a tissue then riffled through her purse. “I can’t find my compact.”

	“Your face is a mess. You’ve got mascara streaked down to your neck.” I pulled out my phone. “Hold still, and I’ll take a picture, so you can see.”

	“Oh no, you don’t,” she growled. “Put that phone away.” She found her compact, and her eyes widened as she stared at her face in the small mirror. “You have to hide me while I go to the ladies’ room and fix my face.”

	“You’ll have to be really quiet, or everyone will look at you.” I headed to the door.

	“Give me one minute, would you?” She dropped her compact back into her purse before she rubbed at her face with a tissue. “There, is that better?”

	I rolled my eyes. “Not hardly.”

	“Fine.” She slammed her purse on the sheriff’s desk then stormed to the door and jerked it open. As she stomped down the hall, one of the sheriff’s new deputies, Ernie, came out of an office and glanced her way. He snapped his fingers, hurried back into the office, and quietly closed the door behind him.

	I snickered. Forget something, Ernie, or hiding from Shirley?

	When we were inside the restroom, Shirley stared in the mirror and moaned. “Why didn’t you tell me I looked awful?”

	I crossed my arms while she scrubbed her face with a wet, brown paper towel then dried it with another scratchy paper towel. She peered at her face and emitted a throaty growl. “This is awful; my face is red where the paper towel scratched it, and I don’t have on any makeup. I have to go home before anyone sees me. Where’s your car?”

	“Barbara brought me and is waiting in the parking lot. We can take you home.”

	She followed closely behind me as I headed down the hall. When I stopped at the sheriff’s office she hissed, “What are you doing? I don’t want anyone to see me without my makeup; I need to go home.”

	“You left your purse in the sheriff’s office. Give me one second.”

	The hallway was vacant as she pushed me to hurry to the door. “Stop pushing,” I said. “You’re too close too. You’re going to trip over my feet, and both of us will fall.”

	She gasped and backed off.

	I’m kind of shocked by the idea of the two of us sprawled on the floor too.

	When we reached Barbara’s car, Shirley jerked at the locked back door and growled. I tapped on the window, and Barbara unlocked her doors. Shirley jumped in and lay face down on the backseat, and Barbara stared at her.

	“I told Shirley we’d take her home,” I said.

	“I see.” Barbara pulled out of the parking spot and headed to the exit.

	“You don’t have to tell everyone everything you know, Karen.” Shirley’s voice was muffled. 

	I’m going to regret not taking the opportunity to smack her.

	Barbara gave me a side-glance and smirked.

	“Text Alfred, so he knows we’re taking you home,” I said before I texted the sheriff.

	Sheriff replied, “I owe you.”

	After she sent the text, she said, “It was such a shock when Alfred and I went into the master bathroom, and I pulled back the shower curtain. I was not impressed by the agent who had allowed the house to be on the market with the dried mud on the bedroom carpet that someone dragged into the bathroom, but I never expected to see…” 

	Maybe we’re in for a spell of silence.

	I sighed as Shirley continued, “Charlotte sprawled out in the shower on her back.” 

	Guess we’ll be hearing more after all.

	Shirley sat up and scanned the surroundings on the way to her apartment before she whispered, “Her bosom showed.”

	Barbara’s eyes widened.

	“Really?” I asked.

	Shirley nodded. “She had three or four big holes in her left, um, chest, and there was lots of blood. The killer didn’t even have the decency to cover her. Alfred pulled down the shower curtain and threw it over her. He told me it wasn’t tampering with evidence if it was for decency’s sake. He’s a true gentleman and really smart.”

	I pinched my lips while Shirley continued, “I looked for Charlotte’s purse but couldn’t find it anywhere. She told me once that she always carries a gun in her purse; she never went anywhere without it.” 

	“A lot of women do that,” I said.

	Shirley snorted. “Lot of good it did her. Why carry a gun if you’re not going to use it? I need to sign up for a shooting class. Doesn’t the sheriff teach a class for women to learn how to shoot? He should.”

	Barbara nodded.

	“I couldn’t find her folder with her copies of house listings either. Charlotte always put the listings of houses she planned to visit in that folder, so she could take notes about the houses on the backs of the sheets. But worst of all, I couldn’t find her…” Shirley cleared her throat before she continued, “shoes, and I just thought of something else, her car wasn’t there either. I know she didn’t walk there barefooted. She is too dignified, was, for nonsense like that. I should go by the office to see if she left her shoes there. I wouldn’t want to take a client to the office to sign papers and find women’s shoes tossed around. Barbara, can we make a quick detour?”

	Barbara glanced at me, and I gave her a small nod.

	“Sure can,” Barbara said. “Where do you want me to park?”

	“It might be best if we park behind the office,” Shirley said.

	When Barbara turned the corner to Shirley’s office, I stared at the yellow tape across the front door.

	“I think the sheriff beat us to your office,” I said.

	“Go around back.” Shirley leaned forward to squint through the windshield. When we reached the back parking lot, there was a deputy’s car and a crime scene van parked near the open back door of the office.

	Shirley said, “Oh, shoot.”  Her eyes widened, and she clamped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry, bad choice of words. I wish we’d been here sooner. Wonder what they found? She was obviously shot at the house because of all that blood. I guess it wouldn’t do any good to try to go back to the house. Not that I want to, but I thought maybe you would, Karen. I’m glad Alfred was with me. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to go into a vacant house alone again, unless it’s to check a new listing for a house for Woody and me or a client.”

	When Barbara pulled into the parking lot at Shirley’s apartment, Shirley asked, “Would you like to come in?”

	“I need to get back to Colonel and Mia. Maybe another time,” I said, and Barbara nodded.

	“Don’t forget your purse.” Barbara pointed when Shirley opened her car door. Shirley snatched up her purse, closed the car door, and hurried down the walkway as Barbara sped through the parking lot and turned onto the street before Shirley reached the building.

	“Did Shirley actually say bosom? Are we safe?” Barbara asked.

	“Clean getaway.” I snickered.

	She exhaled. “Do you think anyone else knows as much as we do?”

	“I doubt it. We were a captive audience, and no one else would have listened as long as we did about the shoes. What I didn’t understand was why Shirley thought she would be charged with Charlotte’s murder.”

	“We need some outside sources,” Barbara said. “I don’t go anywhere, and you never leave the Donut Hole. Darlene’s working with Gee at the thrift shop now, isn’t she? Why don’t we pick up lunch and eat there?”

	“Good idea. I’ll call them.”

	After I nodded and said, “Yes,” throughout the phone call then hung up, Barbara raised an eyebrow. “Gee was busy, wasn’t she?”

	“You’re right; she had a customer, so I mostly listened and agreed while Darlene talked to me.” I rolled my eyes. “She will phone in our order to Gus’s sandwich shop, and I told her I’d be fine with whatever she ordered. Is that okay with you?”

	“Are you kidding? I didn’t get this curvy body from snacking on carrots and sprouts, and I know I can count on Darlene to make sure we don’t starve.” Barbara chuckled.

	When we pulled in front of the house, I frowned. “The front door looks like it’s open.”

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	Barbara narrowed her eyes. “It’s the darker shadows that are hovering outside the door, which causes the door to have the illusion it is open. Look at the window; do you see the lighter shadows inside? If they’re bothering you, I’ll chase them off.”

	I smiled. “I can’t tell you that sanity thing again because you’re too delicate.”

	“What? I’m delicate?”

	I smirked as I stepped out of the car. “I’ll follow you inside while you shoo away shadows because I’m too fragile to scare them away, and fragile is worse than delicate.”

	Barbara snorted then headed to the porch. She put her hands on her hips while I unlocked the door, and the shadows scattered. “You can go in now. They were just watching for us. Did you know you have guard shadows? They’re actually very rare. Mine are still around.”

	I frowned. “I didn’t know there were different types of shadows.”

	She nodded. “You can tell the difference if you pay attention.” 

	When Colonel and I went out back, Barbara followed us. She and I sat on the back porch and rocked while Colonel sniffed the yard. 

	“The shadows usually don’t bother me too much, but I had almost a feeling of doom when they showed up at the shop while it was still dark this morning,” I said. “I’ve been extra cranky all day.”

	Barbara frowned. “What time was it? Around five?”

	I stopped rocking and stared at her. “Maybe a little before five. Why?”

	“Oh, nothing.” Barbara rose and rubbed her palms on the front of her pants as Colonel trotted to the door. “Colonel’s ready to go inside.”

	After Colonel stretched out on the cool tile of the kitchen floor, Mia strolled out of the pantry, and shadows stayed close behind her. 

	Barbara snickered as we headed to the front door. “The shadows think Mia’s their protector; did you notice?”

	On the way to Gus’s shop, she asked, “Do you mind going inside to pick up our order?”

	I squinted and pulled down the visor to block the sun. “Sun’s bright, and it’s getting hot fast, isn’t it? I don’t mind running in, but when you pull into the parking lot, don’t be surprised if Gus personally brings our order to the car. There’s a rumor going around that Gus has a thing for Darlene, but my personal theory is he’s afraid of her.”

	Barbara chuckled. “She does have a way about her, doesn’t she?”

	She parked close to the building, but before I was out of the car, Gus and the dishwasher hurried to the car as Barbara and I reached for our purses. I pulled out my wallet first and waved it near Barbara’s face.

	“It wasn’t a competition,” Barbara hissed. “You have no reason to gloat.” 

	When I lowered my window, Gus handed me the large sack, and I set it on the console as I reached for my money. 

	“Here’s Ms. Darlene’s order. It’s paid for, including the tip for my staff, so don’t bother, and here are your sweet teas.” After the young man handed me the six-cup drink holder with five large, lidded drinks, Gus said, “Tell Ms. Darlene hello for me.”

	“Five drinks? We should have only…” Before I finished my sentence, Gus and his helper were inside the shop.

	“That’s curious. Do you suppose Alfred is there too? Or the sheriff?” Barbara asked as she backed out and headed toward the thrift shop.

	 “Maybe Gee’s son, Isaiah, is there. Woody told me Isaiah’s getting out more and more. That would be a nice boost to our overall irritating day.” I smiled. “But, then we would have six sweet teas, wouldn’t we?”

	Barbara nodded. “Tammy is still very protective of him since the crash. He is healing much faster than anyone expected, I understand.”

	After she parked in front of the thrift shop, Barbara said, “I’ll come around and take the drinks from you, if you’ll bring the food and get the door.”

	With the aid of her walker, Darlene stood in the doorway of the open thrift shop door. Darlene wore navy blue slacks, a bright orange blouse that strained across her ample bosom, her pearl necklace, and sturdy, pink shoes. She adjusted her thick glasses and smiled as she rolled her walker back to make way for us to enter the shop, and a light fragrance of roses drifted with her. “We’re set up for lunch in the back. I’ll lock the door then flip the sign to Closed for Lunch.” On our way to the back room, I groaned at the sound of the most irritating voice I’ve ever heard. What is Ned Burke doing here?

	“We have a visitor.” Darlene led the way to the back at her slow pace. “He grew up in Asbury and is around your age, Karen. You might have gone to school with him; his name is Ned Burke. Did you know him? Sheriff called him to recommend ways we can take care of the coyotes, and Gee was on his list of people who had reported sightings or problems. We invited him to stay for lunch. He’s very interesting and knowledgeable about wildlife. He’s staying at the campground on the edge of town in his camping trailer. He told us he’s not hotel material.” Darlene tittered.

	“Oh, joy,” I mumbled, and Barbara stared at me.

	Gee’s chocolate Labrador retriever, Mandy, came bounding to meet us, and I set the drink holder on the floor as I bent to greet her. I rubbed her ears, and she licked my hand after I stopped. “Pretty girl,” I cooed before I picked up the drinks and took the sack of food from Barbara, so she could rub Mandy’s belly.

	“You are such a sweet girl,” Barbara said. “Where is your buddy, Sandy?”

	The tuxedo cat slipped out from behind a sofa and waved his tail then darted to the front of the building and leapt onto the back of a recliner.

	Darlene chuckled. “That’s where Sandy watches the front while we eat. He’s an amazing watch cat.”

	As we made our way to the back, I cringed at the sound of Ned Burke’s voice, and Barbara stopped and clutched her chest as she exhaled short, gasping breaths. “I’m sorry, Darlene. The back is too small, too dark for me.”

	Darlene squinted at Barbara’s face then mine before her face softened. “We can eat at the large table close to the window up front.”

	Barbara glanced at me then nodded. “I can do that.”

	“Take the food and set it up on the table, and I’ll let Gee know we’re relocating,” Darlene said. 

	As we turned to return to the front, Darlene said, “Tell me what’s really going on, Karen. It’s you, not Barbara, right?”

	“Yes, you’re right, and I’ll tell you later.”

	“She’s sharp,” Barbara whispered as Darlene hustled to the back.

	I nodded. “She knows her regulars.”

	Barbara snorted as she set the sack on the large round table. “I’m particularly impressed that she didn’t call me a liar.”

	“I’m sorry about that, but thank you. I was in a panic.”

	“I
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