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DEDICATION

One Eye on the Killer is dedicated to the color emerald-green and to all those who have physical disabilities.

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

PREVIOUSLY…

 

MAGGIE

My name is Maggie Sloan Ewing; my tall, blue-eyed husband is Larry Ewing; his original name was Kevin, but he’s become so accustomed to being called Larry that he claims Kevin is his undercover name.

Luckily, my imaginary men, Palace Guard and Spike, helped me with physical therapy. I didn’t expect them to stick around, but they did. FBI Agent Kate Coyle became my best friend, and she and my imaginary men toughened me up and taught me some pretty cool shooting and fighting skills. 

Did I mention all the murders? Evidently, a librarian with the soul of a spy is a murder magnet, and Police Officer Ewing must have felt the pull too. His name is Kevin, but I dubbed him Larry. I was surprised a simple nickname was such a sore point between us, so I lied about it. He adjusted to the nickname, but he still calls me out on any lies. 

Larry is a dang good partner, especially when it comes to taking down bad guys. He disappeared for a while, and I thought he’d gone undercover again. No big deal until he told me he’d been offered a great new job, about which I hadn’t heard a peep. To top it off, he suddenly decided to turn down this fabulous opportunity unless I went with him. I got even with him for keeping secrets from me though. I married him.

 

LARRY

To set the record straight, I asked Maggie to marry me. She also forgot to mention that she became engrossed in the artsy world of her grandmother and investigated, in her very unofficial capacity, the puzzling clues that pointed to a long ago, unsolved heist of famous works of art. 

Even though the attacks on her intensified, and I was driven to distraction as I worried about her while I was in training for my new job with the Georgia Bureau of Investigation, Maggie was determined to discover the truth hidden behind the art and the series of fires, and why a killer was so obsessed with his desire for her to die. 

To give her credit, though, for a change, she didn’t face the killer alone: she called me for backup.

 

 

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

“Your first day as a Georgia Bureau of Investigation Officer—very exciting. You look very official in your uniform.” I smiled at my tall, blue-eyed husband with his cute brown curls then stood on my tiptoes and kissed his chin before he pulled me into a hug. 

“Be safe,” I mumbled as I buried my face in his chest.

Larry released me then lightly kissed my forehead. “Please don’t shoot any killers today.”

The imaginary men, Palace Guard and Spike, elbowed each other, and I glared. “I’d like to remind you all that I agreed to give being normal a chance.”

After he started his truck, he lowered his window. “Not kidding. Be safe.”

I smiled my best version of Spike’s panda smile, and Palace Guard and Spike silently laughed as I waved. 

When we went inside, Lucy, my brown, German shorthaired pointer, trotted to the back door. I poured a cup of coffee then headed to the porch while Spike followed Lucy to the grass. 

Spike was five-eight and almost as broad as he was tall, but his mass was all muscle. He had thick brown hair, a broken nose, bushy eyebrows, and a leathery face from years of playing ball in the sandlots with kids; he had two smiles: his panda smile and his shark smile. The big kids said bad guys turned themselves in when Spike flashed his shark smile, and all us kids worked hard for his panda smile; but he was a softy when it came to Lucy, and she knew it. Lucy flopped down for him to rub her belly, and Spike obliged. After her belly rub, Lucy investigated the new backyard. 

I stood on the porch and sipped my coffee while I watched Lucy and Spike. We need rockers on the back porch. Time to start a list. 

After I drained my cup, I turned to go inside and almost ran into Palace Guard, who wore his running shoes, shorts, and blue Chelsea soccer shirt.

“Good idea. Spike, we’re going for a run. Will you and Lucy be okay?” 

When Spike waved good-by, I rushed inside and changed into my running clothes then Palace Guard and I raced out the front door.

When Larry and I drove around the neighborhood on our Columbus, Georgia, house-hunting trip after we had decided on our rental house, I mapped out two running routes through the neighborhood.

“Long or short?” I asked as we jogged to warm up for our run. 

My tall, imaginary Buckingham Palace Guard spread apart his long arms, and I would have run face-first into his hand if he hadn’t raised it like a railroad crossing bar. 

I giggled. “Long it is.”

When we returned to the house after our hard run of forty-five minutes, I collapsed on Larry’s olive-green sofa.  Correction: our sofa. 

I stared at Larry’s green and cream braided oval rug that covered most of the living room floor and furrowed my brow. Maybe I understand Larry seeing the inheritance money from Olivia as mine instead of ours, after all.

When Spike and Lucy came inside, Lucy flopped down on the cool, kitchen floor, and Spike held his nose.

“Oh, hush. I’ll take a shower in a minute; after all, that’s what normal people do.” I tossed my hair as I headed to my bedroom with my nose in the air. Our bedroom. 

After I showered and dressed, I mixed a batch of sweet tea then filled a glass with ice. As I poured the hot liquid into the glass, the ice crackled. I gave the tea a few minutes to cool down then took a big gulp as my phone rang. Darren Martin.

“Hello, Gray Lady. I heard you and Larry were married and moving to Columbus; I thought I’d check on you and welcome you to your new home.”

I smiled. No surprise that Mother called her artsy friends in Columbus. Wonder how many of them called my friend, Darren Martin, the art dealer.

“Thank you, it’s nice to hear from you. We moved this weekend.”

Lucy moved to the braided rug from the kitchen floor after she had cooled down.

“Do you need any help unpacking or getting settled? I’d like to invite you to visit Mama with me then maybe lunch, if you’re available; Mama’s having a good day, and she’s been asking about the Gray Lady,” Darren said.

“Everything’s unpacked except for a few boxes that we’ll get to later, but thanks for the offer. I’d love to meet your mother, and lunch sounds nice.”

“Good. Shall I come get you, or do you have a car?” 

“I’ll be there soon.”

Palace Guard raised his eyebrows, and Spike crossed his arms.

“It was Darren Martin. He offered to help me unpack, and I thanked him. This normal stuff is hard. I’m going to visit his mother and have lunch. Is that okay with you two?” I glared then strode to the room that I decided to call the master bedroom to change my shirt for a blouse. After I opened the closet door, I pondered my choices.

Who am I kidding? Time for a consultation. I texted Jennifer. “Gray Lady going to visit a senior living place then lunch. What do I wear?”

“Your gray pin-striped blouse. You can wear your black slacks or your jeans.”

I stared at my phone then rushed to the living room. “Do I have a gray pin-striped blouse?”

Palace Guard rolled his eyes then strode to my closet and pointed.

“Thank you,” I said. 

After I changed into my gray blouse and jeans and pulled my hair back with a red ribbon, I headed to the front door. Spike and Lucy were lounging on the sofa. “I take it you two are staying.”

Spike nodded, and I hurried to my car. When I climbed in, Palace Guard was in the back seat with his seatbelt on, and I pretended not to notice.

As I followed the signs to visitor parking, a middle-aged, overweight man in a dark blue suit stood at the entrance. When he saw me, he waved. After I parked, Darren hurried to my car then walked me to the front door, and Palace Guard followed. “Thank you so much for coming. Mama wants to talk to you and has been after me for two days to call you. It’s been months since she’s been lucid for two days.”

When we entered the senior center, the sharp odor of commercial cleaner made my eyes burn. A section of the lobby was cordoned off with bright orange cones, and a stout, middle-aged man with a florid face mopped the section. I coughed when he dipped his mop into his concentrated bleach solution and ran it through the small wringer attached to his bucket. The small, folding sandwich board next to the cones announced: CAUTION! WET FLOOR! 

Darren hurried as he led the way down a bright hallway. “The housekeeping staff clean and sanitize the residents’ rooms, but Gerald takes care of the common areas with a stronger cleaning solution. He usually mops the lobby and hallways after hours except on Mondays.”

As we continued our walk, he pointed to the exit door at the end of the hall. “Some of the residents here are wanderers. The door is an emergency exit and has a silent alarm and a video camera. A fence surrounds the entire facility, but there are some remarkably spry old folks here who would climb the fence in a heartbeat.” Darren chuckled. “Mama told me I needed to learn to climb over fences while I’m young.”

When we entered Mrs. Martin’s large, sunny room that had a privacy screen across one corner, a gray-haired woman who dozed in her wheelchair next to a window raised her head then grinned at us in recognition.

“Mama,” Darren said, “the Gray Lady is here to visit you.”

Mrs. Martin tittered. “You might be the Gray Lady, but with your red hair and green eyes, you are the spitting image of my dear friend, Margarite Flanagan. Pull up a chair, Maggie Flanagan, so I can get lost in my memories of the good old days.”

I smiled as I scooted a chair with a padded seat and a carved wooden back close to her. Palace Guard took position near the doorway.

“There’s a whole wing of folks here that are Gray Lady fans. Several of them were downright jealous when I told them you were visiting me.”

“Mama, I invited Maggie to lunch,” Darren said.

“Just give me five minutes’ warning before you leave because sometimes I forget things. Are you making reservations?”

“I didn’t, but that’s a good idea. I won’t be long.” Darren kissed his mother on her forehead then left the room.

After he left, Mrs. Martin said in a quiet voice. “I asked Darren to invite you here because Faith, my healthcare girl, is in a little trouble.” Mrs. Martin pressed the buzzer on the side of her wheelchair.  

When a plump, middle-aged woman whose nametag on her blue smock read, FAITH, came into the room, I smiled. Only someone Rebecca Martin’s age would see a woman with salt-and-pepper hair as a girl. 

Faith pushed up her dark-framed glasses that had slipped down her nose. “Did you need something, Mrs. Martin?” 

“Thank you for coming so quickly, Faith. This is the Gray Lady. I want you to talk to her.”

Faith frowned as she stepped back to peer down the hallway. “Thank you, Mrs. Martin, but I need to be working.”

I smiled. “Mr. Martin and I are going to lunch. Would you be able to join us?”

“I don’t know. I get off at one today.” Faith pursed her lips. 

“We’ll plan on it then.”

Faith’s eyes welled up. “Thank you, Gray Lady. I’ll ask Mr. Martin where I should meet you.” She cleared her throat. “I’ll put in your order for your favorite lunch right away, Mrs. Martin.”

After Faith left the room, Mrs. Martin said, “Faith has been helping me stay in touch for the past two days. I wanted you to help Faith, and I wanted to see Margarite Flanagan’s great-granddaughter, who exposed the most hateful woman I have ever met.” She sniffed. “Clara Hayden was a manipulative bully.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Your medications have an amnesia side effect? Why don’t you ask your doctor for a change?”

“I did, and she understood why I asked, but she explained there weren’t any good alternatives for my conditions. Please don’t tell my son I’ve cut back a little on my meds because he worries too much. It might not have been the best plan, but I’m old.” Her eyes twinkled. “I need you to help Faith; thank you for coming today.”

I glanced at Palace Guard, and he narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips.

Larry will be fine. What he doesn’t know can’t—

Palace Guard crossed his arms and glowered.

Fine. I’ll tell him.

Mrs. Martin removed her glasses then squinted at the door. “Is your friend at the door real?”

My eyes widened. “He’s real, but he’s imaginary.”

She nodded. “Thought so. Friends are nice, aren’t they?”

She leaned back as she closed her eyes. “Excuse me. I wore myself out.”

I stared as she slipped into a soft snore; when I turned my gaze to Palace Guard, his expression of disbelief made me laugh.

“Nice to hear your musical laughter again, Maggie Flanagan,” Rebecca Martin mumbled.

When Darren came into the room, he said, “Faith told me she could meet with you at one after she got off work, so I’ve made our reservations for one thirty and invited her to join us. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. I think it’s a great idea. Thank you for inviting me to meet your mama; she’s a wonderful person.”

Darren smiled. “I’ve always thought so. I’m sure Mama enjoyed the visit. Shall I give you a tour of the facility? It wouldn’t hurt to let Mama rest before her lunch is delivered. Sometimes she goes to the dining room, but I suspect she’s too tired today. Happy, but tired.”

As we strolled through the halls, Darren said, “The facility is successful because of the volunteers, even though some of them are as old as or older than our residents.” Darren chuckled. “Our volunteers aren’t allowed to provide help with the physical tasks, but their patience and willingness to sit with the residents and listen is invaluable.”

When we reached the administrative offices, Darren paused. “Our volunteer coordinator, Gracie Jane, is rarely in her office. She scoots around and fills in where she’s needed. I’ll introduce you if we run into her.” 

When Darren’s cheeks pinked, my eyes twinkled. 

Ah ha. Darren has a soft spot for the volunteer coordinator.

“Let’s go outside; I’ll show you the park for the residents. The only exits from the park are back into the facility.”

Darren opened the door to their park. “The sidewalks are wide enough for two wheelchairs to pass with ease, and all the flowers and plants are edible.”

I smiled. “I’m not sure I would have thought about that.”

Palace Guard nodded. 

When a dog barked at the other end of the park, Darren said, “Gracie Jane implemented a program for dog and cat volunteers. Volunteers who foster dogs or cats from the local animal shelter bring them here for more socialization. Many of the residents always had pets before they came here and enjoy the company of the animals.”

Before we returned inside, a woman called out. “Hey, Darren. You two-timing me?”

Darren’s blush rose from his neck to his face, and he grinned. “Gracie Jane, meet my friend, the Gray Lady.”

A woman with brown skin and dark brown eyes who was in her mid-thirties zipped down the sidewalk in her wheelchair to join us. She had pulled away her long black hair from her face with a bright green bandana that she had folded into a wide headband and tied at the back of her neck. “Welcome, Gray Lady. Mrs. Martin has been looking forward to your visit.”

“The facility is beautiful, and Darren has explained some of your programs to me. I love your dog and cat program.”

Gracie Jane rolled alongside us as we strolled to the door. “Do you have a dog or cat, Gray Lady? Are you looking for a job in Columbus? We’d love for you to volunteer a few hours a week if you’re available.”

I smiled. “I’m not looking for a job because my husband is here on a temporary assignment; we have a big, brown, German short-haired pointer, Lucy.”

“I love all cats and dogs, but I have a soft spot in my heart for big dogs,” Gracie Jane said. “Stop by my office before you leave, and we’ll talk about how Lucy can spend a little time with us.”

I smiled as I glanced behind us, and Palace Guard winked.

She is good at recruiting, isn’t she?

“I will see both of you later. Duty calls.” Gracie Jane wheeled away toward a lone man with his head down as he sat on a park bench.

When the man noticed Gracie Jane, he glanced around then rose to leave, but she caught up with him, and he dropped down onto the bench. 

“She’s very aware, isn’t she?” I asked as we strolled down the hallway.

“Yes, she is.” Darren sighed, and Palace Guard raised his eyebrows.

A utility cart with shelves was in the hallway when we reached Mrs. Martin’s room. The cafeteria worker smiled as she hurried to her cart. “Your mama woke for her lunch, Mr. Martin.”

A wizened man arranged the tray in front of Mrs. Martin’s wheelchair, and he and Mrs. Martin smiled when we entered the room. 

“You must be the Gray Lady that Mrs. Martin mentioned. We’re happy you could come visit us, and we hope to see you real regular,” he said.

I smiled at the royal “we” that he used, and when Palace Guard saluted him, Mrs. Martin giggled. 

I choked back my giggle then fake-sneezed into the crook of my elbow. “Excuse me.”

Mrs. Martin winked, and I couldn’t hold back my laugh.

“I do love your laugh, Maggie Flanagan—it’s exactly like Margarite’s.”

“Mama, this is your five-minute warning that we’re going to stop by Gracie Jane’s office then go to lunch, except it’s a five second warning.” Darren grinned as he kissed her on the cheek. “Love you, Mama. See you this evening.”

When I hugged Mrs. Martin, she whispered, “Thank you for helping Faith.” 

She cleared her throat as I stepped away. “I do hope you have a nice chat with Gracie Jane, and thank you again for visiting me. You and your friend are delightful.”

“We enjoyed it. Thank you for inviting me.”

As we strolled to Gracie Jane’s office, Darren said, “I made reservations at my favorite café in Columbus, Sano Café. You and Faith live in Columbus, and I have work to do this afternoon. Here’s the address.”

Gracie Jane held a clipboard in her hand as she waited for us at the main exit.

“Come into my office.” Darren followed us to Gracie Jane’s office and hovered at the doorway as she handed me the clipboard. “This is our volunteer application; it includes a place for you to sign, so we can complete our standard background check. We’ll be good to go by tomorrow. I’ll call you, and you can bring in Lucy to see how she likes us.”

After I completed and signed the form, Gracie Jane looked it over. “Well done, Gray Lady. You’ve passed the first test, which is completing our form.” She glanced at Darren as she giggled. “Some of our volunteers claim our print is too small to read, so I read it to them.”

“Sounds just like the library where I worked.”

As we headed to our cars, Darren said, “The café is in downtown Columbus—easy to find but give me a call if you get turned around.”

I found a parking place a block away from the downtown café. As I strolled to meet Faith and Darren, I slowed to gaze at the small shops and the customers inside them—locksmith, pottery, cards and gifts, bookstore, and wooden toys. It’s great to see a thriving downtown.  

When I reached the door, Darren was waiting inside. “We just heard one of the aides from Mama’s center died in a car crash over the weekend. Faith was a little shaken and needed to sit. She’s at our table,” he said. “This way.”

He led the way to the back of the eatery where Faith sat at a table for four.

After we sat, she said, “Thank you for being flexible. I’m not comfortable talking at work because there’s so much to do.”

Darren pointed to a section on the menu. “They have soup and half a sandwich for lunch, if that interests you.”

“Sounds perfect.” I examined the menu as Palace Guard slipped into the chair across from me.

A young man who wore a white apron brought three glasses of sweet tea to our table and grinned. “I guessed. Anybody want anything different?”

“They let the owner wait tables here, Rafael?” Darren asked. “Were you properly trained?”

The young man chortled. “I’m allowed to bring drinks, bus tables, and sweep the floors. That’s about it. Oh, and tell the chef’s secrets. She roasted chickens this morning before she made the chicken salad, but you didn’t hear it from me.”

We chuckled in appreciation. After our server arrived, Faith ordered a cheeseburger. 

“Half a chicken salad sandwich, and a bowl of shrimp gumbo,” I said.

“I think I’ll have a pastrami sandwich and fries,” Darren said.

While we waited for our lunch and sipped our tea, Darren said, “Mama has surprised me the last two days. She was her old self—not forgetful at all.”

Faith nodded.

I smiled. “That’s great. I’d read that happens sometimes. I did enjoy the tour too, Darren. It’s a nice facility.”

“I’ve been there for fifteen years. I can’t imagine working anywhere else,” Faith said.

When our server brought our food, we dug in. Before we finished eating, a large man came into the shop, and Faith glared at him. The man picked up his to go order and left with his sack.

“Hard-headed man,” Faith mumbled.

When we had finished eating, Rafael bussed our table. 

 “This was a wonderful choice, Darren,” I said. “My soup and sandwich were excellent.” 

“Glad you enjoyed it; I need to rush off to work.” 

As he rose, Rafael handed Darren the check, and he grinned when I tried to protest. “I made arrangements in advance. Stay as long as you like.”

After he left, the server refilled our glasses, and I sipped my tea. “What’s going on, Faith?”

“The thing is, I don’t have any proof. I know jewelry because my dad was a jeweler, and I went to his shop every day after school from first grade until I graduated from high school.” 

She sipped her tea then giggled. “Guess I’m not a very good storyteller. I always start in the middle or at the beginning of time.”

I chuckled. “You established the basis for your expertise in jewelry. Got it.”

“Oh, good. So, I know real from paste. Many of our residents keep their favorite jewelry with them, even though it’s against the rules, and most of the jewelry is extremely valuable. They love to show off their jewelry to people. They don’t wear it, though, because they don’t want to be caught and have their favorite jewelry sent home with family or have management put it in the safe where they can’t see it. It’s like their last thread to their lives as they once were. Does that make sense?”

I nodded. “A little sad, but I understand.”

“One of the residents has been here since my first day, and she has shown me her baubles, as she calls them, at least once a week without fail. Two weeks ago, she was showing me her jewelry, and I noticed that two of her more expensive pieces were paste. I asked her if she ever loaned out her baubles to family or friends, and she was adamant that she’d never do anything like that, and I know her well. She wouldn’t, but I had to ask.”

“And you couldn’t report it because she wasn’t supposed to have any jewelry in the first place.”

“Right, and speaking of reporting, I’m required to report any infractions of the rules to my supervisor, which I have not done in fifteen years.” Faith stared at the table and frowned. “At first I thought someone in the family was exchanging the jewelry so that the very valuable pieces wouldn’t be unsecured.”

“That sounds logical, and I would think a fairly common thing to do. The real jewelry would be in a safe place, and the owner would still have her memories.”

“Right,” Faith said, “except another resident, who shows me her jewelry regularly, also had an extremely valuable piece replaced with a replica that was not as well-crafted as my father’s work or even John Howard’s, but not bad.”

“A different person? Are the rooms close to each other?”

“Completely different wings, and the women don’t know each other, so there aren’t any common relatives.”

“Ugh.” I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t like this story.”

“I don’t either. Last week, a third person had a valuable piece missing with a replacement of a well-done counterfeit.”

“What can I do? How can I help?”

“I have absolutely no idea. I’m getting nervous for the residents because whoever is making the switch has access to examine their valuables then again to replace the original with the well-crafted fake.”

“What about Mrs. Martin? Does she have any fakes?”

Faith’s phone buzzed a text. “Is it okay with you if I peek? I’ve been expecting to hear from my boyfriend.”

“Go right ahead; I understand completely.”

She read her text and smiled. “His aunt lives in our facility—that’s how I met him. He lives and works in Charleston, South Carolina, and he said he’s coming to visit his aunt tomorrow. I’m not exactly positive what he does there, but I’m pretty sure he works online or something because he told me once the connections in Columbus weren’t the best for him in his new job.”

Faith replied to her boyfriend with a quick text.

“Thanks for understanding. Mrs. Martin showed me only a few pieces of her jewelry a while ago before she started having so many bad days, and I didn’t see any fakes. She told me if she forgets their stories, I could remind her. My theory is that because Darren sleeps in her room, the thief doesn’t have access to her jewelry.”

“That’s interesting—kind of indicates the switches are done at night. How can you be sure they are fakes? Is there anything I could read that could help me understand? Can you teach me?”

“Put your phone number in my phone, and I’ll send you some links. They’re pretty technical, but I’m sure the Gray Lady will catch on quick.” Faith’s smile was weak, but it at least was a smile.

“What about you? Could the thief know you’re a jeweler’s daughter?”

“I’d say no because any of Dad’s customers most likely don’t remember, but the jewelry trade would know; other than that, I’m just another one of the health aides.”

“Perfectly normal health aide. There’s something to say for blending in.”

Faith chuckled. “I’ve been called normal my entire life—as in ‘Why isn’t a nice, normal girl like you married?’ Normal comes up a lot—I’ll take it. Ever since I was a little girl, people said I was a nice, normal girl.”

“That actually sounds sweet. I’ll study the links you send me. Can I contact you if I have any questions?”

“I’d be tickled to talk jewelry stuff with someone. Please do.”

“Gracie Jane invited me to volunteer with my dog, Lucy. We’ll be around sometime tomorrow for Lucy to check out the facility.”

“Really? Well, I’ll enjoy having you around. Just be careful what you say. It’s best not to let anyone know what you’ve seen."

I nodded. “Can you tell me what you’ve seen?”

“Maybe some time but not at the center.”

Before we rose, I slipped an extra tip onto the table.

“If you need me, text or call anytime,” I said as we hugged at the door. 

As I returned to my car, I saw a jewelry store that I had passed on the way to the café but hadn’t noticed. The painted business name on the window with its faded lettering and peeling edges gave the shop an old-world charm. Bustamante’s Fine Jewelry & Repairs.

On our way home, I glanced at the rearview mirror. “Studying jewelry is normal, right?”

Palace Guard rolled his eyes.

“It is,” I grumbled as I pulled into the grocery store parking lot. “Tacos for supper. Let’s pick up what I need for now then later I’ll plan a week’s worth of meals and stock up.”

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

After we were home, I put my groceries away then poured a large glass of sweet tea to take to the porch while Lucy wandered. When she returned to the porch for me to rub her face, I said, “We’re going to be volunteering at the Senior Care Center.” 

When Spike applauded, Lucy rolled over to her back for him to rub her belly, and I smiled. 

“I guess if your hands are free enough to clap then they’re free enough to give that girl her favorite belly rub.” 

Spike nodded and grinned.

I scanned the yard and the porch. “Does anyone remember what time Larry gets off work?”

Spike shrugged, and Palace Guard pointed to my phone. I sighed as I checked online for the Midland office hours.

“Five o’clock. I’ll plan for six-ish for supper then we can relax or go to the hardware store. It’ll be easier to bring home rocking chairs in the truck.”

At five thirty, Larry barreled through the front door and waved to the imaginary men before he lifted me into a hug. I wrapped my arms around his neck then after he returned my passionate kiss, he set me down on my feet and raised his eyebrows at my gray pinstripe blouse. “Where’s the cleavage?”

I giggled as I unbuttoned the top button, and he leered. I punched his arm, and he chuckled as he rubbed his arm. “Ow.”

I snorted. “Nice delayed reaction. My plan for this evening is tacos for supper then if you’re up to it, maybe we could go to the hardware store to buy rocking chairs.”

“Tacos don’t take long, and I’ll help. Why don’t I change then we can all go to pick out rocking chairs?”

“Even better. I want to hear all about your day.”

I changed to a T-shirt then watched while Larry changed. “You certainly are Mr. Sexy Pants. You know that, right?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to distract me? Did you shoot any killers today?” 

“No. I was perfectly normal all day.”

“Not believing that. I’d ask to check your pistol to see if it had been fired, but you’d have already cleaned it. Let’s go.”

Lucy trotted alongside me to the truck as Palace Guard and Spike waited in the back seat.

“We need a grill and rocking chairs; is there anything else?” Larry asked.

“Probably a lawn mower, but we can wait on that if we don’t see what we want.”

“I’ve got tools in my truck, but I’d like to have some tools for home repairs too, and penta flowers, if they have any.”

“Really?” My eyes filled then overflowed onto my cheeks.

Larry glanced at me. “Yes. Penta flowers are part of you.”

I brushed away the tears. “I used to think the flowers reminded me of Parker, but they mean home to me.”

Larry nodded. “Wherever we are, as long as we’re together, we’re home.”

Lucy’s whimper sounded like a giggle, so Larry and I glanced at the back seat occupants. Spike held his finger near his mouth and mimed a gagging reflex.

“Cut it out, Spike—we’re entitled. We’ve only been married five days,” Larry said.

 I rolled my eyes. “We can pick out rockers together. While I choose my grill and the lawnmower, you can collect the tools you want then I’ll meet you at the garden center to check for flowers and gardening tools.”

As we entered the store, Larry said, “I’ll grab a flat for the rockers then check out while you take another flat for the grill and lawnmower.”

I beelined to the rockers and sat in one to test it. When Larry joined me, I said, “This is perfect. See what you think.”

Larry sat in the chair next to me, and we rocked. “Yep. I’ll load these then take them to the truck.” Palace Guard followed Larry, and I raised my eyebrows. He’s going to guard the chairs while we shop.

Spike held his thumbs up.

“Good. You and Lucy with me?”

I grabbed a flat and rolled it to the grills. I frowned at the limited selection.

“Need help?” A tall, bearded man with thick glasses and a store apron crouched in a nearby aisle as he shelved grill cleaning supplies.

“I need a propane grill with a thermometer that’s flexible enough to grill for two or twelve.”

“We don’t have a lot in stock right now, but there’s one that sounds like it could work for you.” He led the way to a propane grill.

After I checked it over, I said, “This is exactly what I want.”

He loaded it onto my cart and slapped a sticker on its tag. “Floor model discount,” he said. “You need tools? They’re at the end of that aisle.”

“Thanks.” I left the cart where it was while I picked out barbeque tools. I placed them on top of the box then pushed the flat to the lawnmower section.

“Lawnmower? What kind—gas?” My new friend from the grill section sauntered toward me.

“Yes, gas. Maybe with a no-pull starter,” I said.

“This one may work, and it would be easy to adjust from one level to the other. Small yard?”

I nodded. “This is perfect. I’ll need two gas cans.”

“Of course.” He disappeared down an aisle then returned with two red gas cans. “Anything else?”

“That does it, at least for starters. Thanks.” I smiled as he saluted with two fingers then sauntered away while I pushed the cart to the garden center. 

Must be the wrong season for pentas. I wandered around the perennials section then stopped at the camellias and put two on my cart next to the garden hose and other gardening supplies. 

Larry pushed his cart next to mine. “No pentas?” he asked.

“It’s okay. I think I like any flowers. We always lived in an apartment, and I never knew how much I like digging in the dirt and fiddling with a yard.”

“You have a gardener’s soul. Let’s check out.” 

Larry took over my flat, and I pushed his cart to the checkout stand.

“Use your credit card,” I said while the clerk scanned our items.

“My new one?” He narrowed his eyes, and I glared at him.

When Larry pulled into the driveway, he said, “I’ll unload if you want to start supper.”

“It won’t take long if we work together, but I’ll let you carry the heavy items,” I said.

Larry helped me carry the smaller items into the house then after the two rocking chairs, grill, and lawnmower were on the back porch, he came inside. I handed Larry a cold beer; while I cooked, I told him about Darren, Mrs. Martin, Faith, Gracie Jane, jewelry, the facility, and the delicious food at the café.  

“All in one day,” he mumbled. “What did you leave out?”

“Mrs. Martin’s medicine.” I explained how many of her drugs caused amnesia, so she cut back for two days, so she could talk to me.

“She must have been worried about Faith.” Larry shook his head.

After we ate, I said, “What about your day?”

“Terribly mundane, compared to yours. I spent most of the time doing paperwork and reading procedure. Everybody has to start somewhere.” He grinned. “Want to watch the sun go down on our back porch?”

Dang it. He said, “Our.”

As we rocked, Larry said, “I’ll grab two beers and turn up the TV real loud while you grab a pencil and some paper, so we can write notes just like the old days.”

Double dang it. He’s onto me.

I trudged into the house and returned with paper and a pencil. I scribbled: “Might be more.”

He handed me a beer, and I handed him the note.

He glared at me before he scribbled back then held the paper up for me to read: “Listening.”

When I reached for the paper, he held onto it and said, “Nobody can hear you except me, Palace Guard, Spike, Lucy, and whoever bugged the beer. Your turn.”

“Ha, ha.” I tried to glare, but he glowered.

“I told you about Gracie Jane, the facility, and how good Gracie Jane is at her job—”

Larry interrupted. “Volunteer coordinator. Yes, you told me that.”

Spike stood next to Larry with his hands on his hips while he tapped his foot.

“Cut it out, Spike,” I said.

“Spike is right. Waiting.”

Can I tell him he’s being a bully? Palace Guard shook his head.

“It’s just a little thing. Lucy and I will be volunteering at the Senior Center a few hours a week.”

Larry’s mouth quivered then he burst into laughter.

My eyes widened as I stared at him; when I realized he knew all along, I rose and shouted, “You were playing me the entire time. Did you guys know?”

Palace Guard shrugged while Spike bent over with laughter. I stomped into the house and slammed the door behind me before I ran to the bathroom to grab a towel to stifle my laughter.

When I heard Larry’s footsteps coming toward the bathroom, I faked a few sobs.

Larry tapped on the door. “Honey?”

About time. You bet you owe me an apology.

I cracked the door open, and he stood with his head bowed and his hands behind him. “Honey, you forgot your beer.” He showed me my beer that he had held behind his back.

I totally lost it. I fell against him in laughter, and he pulled me into a one-arm hug.

“I’d love to tell you I’m sorry,” he smirked, “but I’m not.” 

“I set myself up, didn’t I? You knew before you walked into the house. How did you find out?”

Larry took a sip of his beer as we strolled to the back porch with our arms around each other. “Your background check. I got a courtesy call from the local gendarmes.”

“Of course. I should have anticipated that; I need to step up my game.”

As we rocked in unison, Larry asked, “What if this jewelry thing is wider than just our area?” He pulled out his phone. “Heather would know.”

He sent her a text: “Any cases of $$ jewelry replaced by fake at nursing homes?”

Heather: “Asking for a friend? There too? I’m working that here. How did you hear about it?”

Larry scooted closer to me, so I could read the text, and Palace Guard and Spike crowded me as they read too. My eyes widened. “I never dreamed it would be widespread. You are really smart, Larry.”

He reached over and kissed me before he replied to Heather. “Here too.”

“GL found it, didn’t she? Did she shoot a killer yet?”

“Dang it, Heather. I have other skills.” I slammed my hand on the arm of the rocker.

Larry, Palace Guard, and Spike laughed much too hard before Larry replied: “Can’t divulge my source who claims she has skills other than shooting killers. Talk to her yourself.”

After he sent the text, I said, “That was slick. Sneaky, but slick.”

Larry held up his hand, and Palace Guard and Spike smacked it.

Heather: “I’ll call her tomorrow. I miss you two.”

We watched the sun as it dipped down into the horizon then ran inside when the mosquito onslaught began.

Thanks to my experience as an early-riser and a short-order cook at two diners, I slipped out of bed, dressed, and mixed the cinnamon rolls before Larry woke. While the dough rose, I started a pot of coffee then worked on my list for my grand grocery shopping trip.

When Larry turned off the shower, I poured a cup of coffee and headed to the bedroom. “Here you go.” I set his cup on his dresser and hugged him before I returned to the kitchen to bake cinnamon rolls and cook bacon and eggs.

Larry dressed then hurried to the kitchen. He refilled his cup and mine while I served our breakfast plates.

“You are very sharp in that uniform, Mr. Sexy Pants,” I said as we ate. “Did you iron your shirt and pants?”

“Sure did—Jennifer washed them, and I ironed them at Jennifer’s before our wedding. Guess we need an iron and an ironing board.”

Larry cleared our plates. “Breakfast was great. I sure lucked out when I kissed the cook.” 

Lucy padded from the master bedroom and nosed the back door. After I opened the door for her, she trotted outside, and Spike followed her.

Larry glanced at my list. “Grocery shopping today?”

“Yep. I’m planning meals for the week, so I won’t have to go to the store every day. Any special requests?”

“Maybe we could try out the grill tonight. You expecting any trouble?”

“Of course not. Was that a trick question?”

Larry hugged me. “Sure was. I think I need a remedial cross-examination course, though, because you saw right through it.”

After he kissed me good-by, I clung onto him and stroked his cheek. “Be safe.”

“Hey, that’s my line,” he frowned. “You be safe more.”

I giggled. “Your competitive side is showing.”

Ten minutes later, I finalized my list as my phone buzzed a text: “It’s Faith. Here are three links to get you going.”

Me: “Thanks! Enjoy your day.”

Before I checked the links, Palace Guard and I read Jennifer’s recipe for ice box lemon pie. 

“This is interesting. The recipe calls for egg yolks instead of cream cheese, and it’s baked.” I shrugged. “I’ll give it a try.”

After I mixed the ingredients, I popped the pie into the oven.

While I sat at my computer, Palace Guard watched me enter the links then click on the first one. “This is not a quick read. Let’s go to the store. I just realized I’m not the best one to pick out an ironing board or an iron. What do I do?”

Palace Guard put his hands on his hips and made a fierce face.

“Kate?”

Palace Guard shook his head then pointed up and made the same fierce face with his hands on his hips. “Oh, Mom Force—Jennifer.”

Palace Guard nodded.

I sent Jennifer a text: “Need help. I need to buy an ironing board and an iron. What do I get?”

Jennifer: “Who’s going to iron?”

Me: “Larry until I learn how.”

Jennifer: “Don’t learn. Ha. Will send links for a low-cost retail store in Columbus.”

I clicked on the links from Jennifer then showed the results to Palace Guard. “This makes no sense at all to me. Do you understand what we’re supposed to look for?”

Palace Guard nodded.

“Good, then we’re set.”

I removed the lemon pie from the oven then set it on the counter to cool before we left to go shopping.

Palace Guard scanned the store after we entered then led the way to the aisle marked Housewares. When he stopped at the ironing boards, my eyes widened. I peered at the ironing board results on my phone but didn’t see anything that was remotely similar. Palace Guard pointed at one, and I lifted it off its rack to the shopping cart.

I stared at my phone. “Now, an iron.”

Palace Guard shook his head then pointed at an ironing board pad and a cover. Who knew?

After I added them to the cart, he pointed to the irons across the aisle.

I checked my phone then pointed at an iron that was close to the same price as the one on my phone. “This one?”

Palace Guard smiled and pointed at a box three feet away from me, but it was on the top shelf. I strode to it then stared up over my head. I’ll have to climb onto that bottom shelf to reach it.

Palace Guard lifted the box from the high shelf and handed it to me. As I turned with the box in my hands, a woman who stood at the end of the aisle stared at me. I set the iron into my cart then rolled away from the aisle in the opposite direction. After I was two aisles away, I snort-laughed, and Palace Guard grinned. 

“Busted, we were.” I giggled as we continued to the front and the checkout lane.

I loaded our purchases into the back of my car then continued to the grocery store. We shopped, loaded groceries then headed home.

“Next time we go to the retail store, I want to look for a chalkboard I can use to post our menus for the Ewing Café, or should it be the Ewing Bar and Grill?”

I glanced at Palace Guard as I held up my hand; he rolled his eyes before he smacked a high five and grinned.

I nodded. “We’ll ask Larry; he gets a vote as co-proprietor.”

After I unloaded the car and put away the groceries, I put the icebox pie into the refrigerator before I made a batch of sweet tea then poured a glass and carried it to the back porch to enjoy the breeze. 

When my phone rang, I called out, “It’s Heather.”

Spike dashed to my side while I answered.

“Hey there, Gray Lady. Is now a good time to talk? I understand you may have stumbled across a jewelry scam.”

Spike put his hand on his heart at the sound of Heather’s voice. After I sat in my rocker, I put my phone on speaker, so Spike wouldn’t continue to crowd me. 

I gave Heather the background information about Darren, his mother, and Faith. 

“Not very conclusive, is it? It’s not uncommon for families to replace jewelry that has a potential to be stolen with very good replicas because what is most important to the seniors are their memories.”

“That was what Faith and I thought too, but Larry said you might be interested.”

“I’ll certainly keep it in mind.” When Heather giggled, Spike did his exaggerated swoon, and I snickered.

“Is Spike there?” she asked.

“Right here. How did you know?”

“You kind of told me with your snicker. What haven’t you told me yet?”

My eyes widened. Are all my friends detectives?

Palace Guard raised his eyebrows and nodded.

“I guess you’re right,” I said. Oops. That wasn’t supposed to be out loud.

“What am I right about? Were you talking to me?”

“No, I was agreeing with Palace Guard that I hadn’t told you yet that Lucy and I will be volunteering at the senior center.”

When Heather laughed, Spike collapsed on the porch, and Palace Guard shook his head. 

“If it was anyone else,” she said, “I’d say that’s nice, but for you, keep in touch. There’s a possibility I may find another connection and will need to hand off the coordination to someone on Kate’s team. What’s for dinner tonight?”

“Steak. Do I set places for you and Todd?”

“Slick way to ask whether Todd and I are still together, girlfriend. We are. Unfortunately, we can’t make it this time. Nice to hear you got a new grill.”

Spike moped the rest of the afternoon while I focused on laundry, and Lucy napped. When I glanced outside, my sentry, Palace Guard, was marching around the house.

My phone rang. Glenn.

“Kate told me I had to call you. My daughter’s bossy sometimes. Are you in trouble? Any danger?”

“No, I’m fine, and so are Larry and Lucy.”

“Good. Don’t tell me anything else because I can’t tell Jennifer and Ella what I don’t know. What can I tell them?”

“I got a new grill. It was the last propane one they had, and I got a nice discount. We’re having steaks tonight.”

“That’s awesome news. Spike and Palace Guard okay?”

“Yep, they are.”

“Good. Call me if you need me, or text me. We need a special code that a wife who owns half a detective agency like Jennifer won’t get.”

Your favorite short daughter?”

Glenn guffawed. “Too long, but I like how you think. How about SD? Now I just have to remember it. You take care, my favorite short daughter.”

I folded the laundry and hung Larry’s uniform shirt and pants in the closet. After I scrubbed two potatoes, I put them into the oven and poured a glass of tea while I pulled up the first link from Faith. 

“Well, this totally discounts all of the so-called internet wisdom.” I chuckled as Spike peered at the screen over my shoulder. “This next section is a list of resources that are the best for beginners. I’m at the level of a beginner wannabe.”

I stretched my back then we woke Lucy and met Palace Guard outside.

“Run?” I asked then hurried inside to change. When I dashed out to the front porch, Lucy and Spike waited in the yard while Palace Guard bounced on his toes on the sidewalk.

Sure am glad we agreed to start slowly for a warm up.

We jogged for a block then increased our speed to a racing clip. We kept up the fast pace around the block and back to the house as Palace Guard stayed two steps ahead of me, as usual. When we reached the house, Spike and Lucy had abandoned the front porch. I ran inside and collapsed on the sofa. “That was hard.”

Palace Guard dropped onto the braided rug in front of the sofa and grinned.

“Best part is nobody shot at us. That was kind of nice.” I returned his grin then pushed myself to my feet. “I need a shower, so I’ll be dainty when Larry gets home.”

When Palace Guard lifted his eyebrows in disbelief, I said, “You’re right. Dainty doesn’t work for me. I’ll be not stinky.”

At five thirty, Larry dashed into the house, snatched me up into a hug, and whirled me around. “You smell amazing, Mrs. Ewing.” He carried me to the bedroom
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