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The Ashford Place

Isabelle Ashford inherited her late aunt’s country
home with a simple plan: a quick flip for a healthy profit, then
off to buy her dream house by the water. But the house seems to
have its own ideas. Startling discoveries reveal well-kept family
secrets, drawing Belle into the mysteriously tragic life and death
of her father’s young cousin.

 


A flirtatious friendship with Deputy Sheriff Ally
Yates blossoms into romance as they search for answers, hoping the
clues they uncover will lead to the identity of a child predator
and possibly, a murderer. Now with her plan for a short,
uncomplicated stay in Danville foiled by the growing mystery and
her undeniable feelings for Ally, Belle must decide whether to
stick with her original plan for a clean getaway back to the
Connecticut shore or to follow her heart’s lead.
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Chapter One

Belle Ashford removed her card from the chip reader
at Danville Hardware and grunted as she lifted the box containing
two gallons of interior paint, brushes, and other home-improvement
miscellany. After declining an offer of assistance from the skinny
kid working at a Slim Jim wrapper with his teeth behind the
counter, she realized her miscalculation as she shuffled toward the
door, her biceps aching in protest.

“Sure you don’t need any help, ma’am?” The kid
grinned as he tore into the stick of meat with his molars.

Of course, she needed help. Any dolt could see that,
but out of principle and his stupid smirk, she replied, “Nope. Got
it,” in a strangled voice.

She hauled the box with both hands, leaving her
defenseless to the tickle of sweat trickling down her cheek.
Between contorting her face against the itch and using her shoulder
to push open the door, she backed out and into someone walking
in.

“Excuse me. Sorry,” she said before noticing the
sheriff’s uniform and gleaming badge on the elderly man.

“Need a hand, young lady?” he said.

“Oh, no thanks.” Belle smiled at the frail, lanky
man as he held the door for her.

Doesn’t anyone have a slow metabolism around here,
she wondered after deciding she hadn’t wanted to be responsible for
killing the old sheriff with a heart attack on her official move-in
day.

“You buy the Ashford place?”

“In a manner of speaking.” She smiled, slightly
creeped out that he knew that fact. “I must have new girl
written all over my face.”

“Small towns,” he said with an easy shrug. “Got a
lot of fixin’ up to do over there.”

“I have my work cut out for me.”

“Well, you look ready for the job. Sheriff Robert T.
Morgan, by the way.” He extended an arm sprouting bony fingers.

“Isabelle Ashford.” She freed one hand enough for a
fingertip handshake. “People call me Belle.”

“You don’t say?” He leaned against the open door
like she was about to offer him tea and scones out of her box of
painting supplies. “I didn’t know any Ashfords were left around
here after Marion passed.”

“Just my immediate family. My dad was her nephew
through marriage. We all live down around the New Haven area.” She
repositioned the box, growing impatient with the casual
interrogation.

“Jeez. We thought for sure the place would be sold
to the town for demolition after the property-tax trust ran dry,”
he said.

Belle’s impatience with the nosy old fella veered to
irritation. “Did I ruin your chance for your first strip mall or
something?”

He seemed to remember his obligation to be charming
and chuckled.

“No, no,” he said. “Strip malls aren’t our style
here. Did you know in 2010, Connecticut Magazine voted us
most traditional New England town?”

“Most traditional, huh?” She rubbed a flip-flop foot
over her rainbow ankle bracelet. “I would’ve guessed the ‘Land that
Time Forgot,’” she mumbled.

He cupped a hand to his ear. “What’s that now?”

“Nothing,” she said, losing her grip on the box.
“Well, I should be running along.”

“Sure thing. Gonna be a hot one today. Anyways,
welcome to Danville, Miss Belle. We look forward to having another
generation of Ashfords here.”

He tipped his hat and strode into the hardware
store.

“Thanks.”

Miss Belle? She loaded the box into the back of her
Highlander, contemplating what she’d gotten herself into this
summer. Thankfully, the inherited house wasn’t her permanent
residence, just a no-brainer real-estate investment. But upon
closer inspection, the DIY flipper appeared to need a lot more Y
than she’d originally estimated.

Remember the endgame had become her new
mantra. Finally, she’d be able to wake up to a glorious ocean view
each morning. Had she dreamed of buying the house and living
happily-ever-after there alone? No. But a handful of years as a
player and another handful tied up in relationships destined to
fail, one of which remained in a bizarre state of limbo, had
altered her plan.

“The house is yours,” her father had told her months
earlier. “Your sister doesn’t want any part of it.”

“Well, Carolyn’s always been the one known for sound
judgment.”

“She has first-born syndrome to the hilt,” he said
with a smile. “You, on the other hand…” He slapped his forehead
playfully. “But sometimes being a risk-taker works out better in
the long run.”

“I look forward to the day when that quality starts
paying its dividends.”

“It will.”

Belle relaxed at the confidence in his voice.

“Besides, you love little hands-on jobs on your
summers off from teaching,” he said.

“Uh, yeah, little ones—like refinishing dressers and
end tables people leave on the side of the road.”

“All you have to do is pay for the renovations and
taxes until you sell it,” he said. “Or if you want, keep it.”

Belle recoiled. “Keep it? What makes you think I’d
ever want to move up to that God-forsaken part of the state?”

“You’re gonna have to put a lot of cash and work
into it either way, but in the end, it’ll be more than worth one
summer of your life.”

One summer. She had to admit he was right. What did
she have to lose? How much could it possibly cost her to renovate a
property in worse condition than the House of Usher? Depending on
what award Connecticut Magazine would give Danville’s first
open lesbian, maybe she’d keep it after all.

The thought amused her as she pulled out of her
parking space.

Lost in the bliss of the breeze blowing her hair
around as she drove the winding country road, she hadn’t noticed
the squad car behind her until its siren squawked twice.

“Oh, shit.” Belle tried to assess the officer
through her rearview mirror as she pulled over. “Here’s where the
sheriff’s inbred deputy son kidnaps me and locks me in a cage in
the basement.”

She threw the SUV into park and got her license and
registration ready before he approached her window.

“’Morning.”

Belle looked up. The inbred mutant was actually a
woman—a striking, soft butch with the fiercest tan and
tastiest-looking lips she’d ever seen.

“Good morning, Sheriff,” Belle said with an
obsequious smile. She held out the paperwork, but the officer
didn’t take it.

“Know why I pulled you over?”

Belle pretended to think. “Driving while not from
these parts?”

“Cute.” She lifted her sunglasses and studied Belle
with creamy coffee eyes nestled in lashes so naturally thick, Max
Factor would’ve rolled in his grave with envy. “No. Your vehicle’s
emissions has expired.”

“Oh. Oh, crap. The notice must’ve got lost in the
mail. It’s happened to me before.”

“Happens all the time.” The officer seemed mildly
amused.

“You really pull people over for expired emissions
around here?”

She nodded almost apologetically. “Shows you what
the crime rate’s like.”

“That’s comforting. So, what now? You throw me in a
cell with Otis the drunk for the afternoon?”

“You got jokes,” she said with a smirk. “No. Go see
Freddie at Auto Plus when you get a chance. He’ll take care of
you.”

“Thanks, Sheriff. I sure do appreciate that.”

“It’s Deputy. Alexandra Yates.”

“Well, nice to meet you, Deputy Yates. I’m Isabelle
Ashford.” She stuck her hand out the car window. “But something
tells me you already know that.”

She flashed a mischievous grin. “I even know you go
by ‘Belle.’”

“This is getting really weird.”

“Don’t get nervous. I was in the hardware store
earlier and heard you talking to Sheriff Bob.”

“That hardware store’s the place to be.”

“It’s the only thing open this early besides Ethel’s
Quiet Corner Café, and I’ve already had breakfast.”

Belle glanced around the road lined with trees and
thickets of brush. “So when do the dueling banjo players jump out
of the bushes?”

Yates fought off a smile. “Right around the time the
city slicker tells her third corny small-town joke.”

“Touché,” Belle said, raising her eyebrows. “I’ve
taken up enough of your time, Officer. I have to get to tendin’ the
homestead now, but I’ll be sure to go and see Ricky-Bobby about
that expired emissions business.”

“Thank you kindly, ma’am,” Yates said, mocking a
country drawl.

“You could do this all day, couldn’t you?” Belle
said.

“Pretty much.”

“That’s what I figured. Take care,” Belle said with
a wink and drove away, beaming over her second run-in with the law
in the last half hour. However, that was one lawwoman she wouldn’t
mind seeing again.

“Keep your pants on, girlie,” she reminded herself
out loud. “That is not why you’re here.”

 


***

 


Belle pulled into the gravel driveway that was more
overgrown grass and weeds than gravel. But then everything about
that place was more what it wasn’t supposed to be than what it was.
Kind of like her life. A summer away from her ex, Mary, and the
played-out drama of her younger friends in and around the lesbian
dating scene was precisely the diversion she needed. The idea of
refurbishing this enormous disaster filled her with hope. Once she
got this wreck all dressed up and habitable again, she could do the
same with her personal life.

Now that she’d procured the supplies required for
the various jobs she’d tackle in the next few weeks, both indoors
and out, she had to decide where to begin.

Peeling her T-shirt from her chest, she groaned when
she remembered the house had no central air. In all of her
meticulous planning and list-making, she hadn’t remembered to buy a
window air-conditioning unit. No way would she be able to sleep in
a stuffy old house in that heat.

“First-world problems,” she muttered, then unloaded
the items onto the steps of the veranda that wrapped around the
front of the house.

As she headed back to her SUV, she noticed an older
golden retriever wagging his tail, patiently waiting—no, expecting
to be petted.

“Hey, you.” She rubbed his head as he panted. “Who
do you belong to?” She checked but no collar. When she gave him a
drink from the bottle of water sitting in her car’s console, the
dog lapped at the flow.

“There, how’s that?”

Once his thirst was quenched, the dog sat there
staring at her like he was waiting for an invitation.

“What do you want,” she asked. “You want to come for
a ride to the hardware store?”

He barked and jumped in without further persuasion,
parking himself in the passenger seat.

She turned the ignition, blasted the air
conditioner, and started backing down the long driveway. “Okay,
doggy. Off we go. I’m sure old Sheriff Busybody knows exactly who
you belong to.”

 


***

 


Parked outside Danville Hardware, again, this time
with the car running and a/c blasting, Belle loitered at the rear
hatch watching the skinny kid beaded with sweat hoist the new unit
into the back of her SUV. She’d made her point about feminist
independence earlier. No need to refuse his services again,
especially as the day was only getting hotter.

She glanced up and down the storefronts, hoping to
steal another glimpse of that deputy, and then sighed. Never a cop
around when you need one.

“Thanks, Jimmy.” She handed him a five for his
trouble.

“Thank you,” he said. “Anything else I can do for
you?”

“Yeah, there is. Do you know who this dog belongs
to?”

He looked into the passenger window. “That’s Red the
Retriever. He doesn’t really belong to anyone.”

“A stray? Can’t be. He’s obviously well cared
for.”

“He is. Everyone takes care of him. He belongs to
the town.”

Belle smirked. “How did I not know that?”

“Ethel feeds him omelets in the morning, and he
sleeps over at whoever’s house he feels like.”

“Sounds like a few women I’ve dated,” she
muttered.

“Huh?” He used his T-shirt to wipe above his
lip.

“Nothing. So, if I let him hang out with me for a
while, I won’t be branded a dog thief?”

He laughed. “Nope. Not unless you keep him against
his will.”

“I’ve tried that a few times, too,” she muttered
again, getting a kick out of her own private quips.

“Huh?”

“Never mind,” she said. “Thanks again, Jimmy. If
anyone’s looking for the dog, tell them he’s up at the Ashford
place.”

“Will do,” he said with a wave and headed back into
the store.

“Okay, Red,” she said as she drove away. “Since this
is my first official night here, my fridge has only the basics,
nothing fancy. It’ll have to be takeout, so if you have a better
dinner offer somewhere else, I won’t be offended.”

He didn’t answer, just plopped down on the seat and
closed his eyes for the rest of the ride back.

 


***

 


After dinner and a short nap on a couch that didn’t
appear to have anything crawling on it, Belle decided to prep the
master bedroom for painting tomorrow. She got up slowly so she
didn’t wake Red, who was asleep on the floor in front of the
couch.

She turned on her new iPhone playlist, some kind of
jazz fusion, music she’d never listened to before. She wanted
something different, a genre that didn’t have a collection of
age-old memories hanging off it like cobwebs. Glancing around the
room, she bopped her head to the funky beat. Had she been delirious
when she’d presumed, after a few Home Depot workshops, she could
flip this joint on her own in one summer?

She stopped twirling the roll of painter’s tape on
her index finger and began running strips of it along the faded
wood trim.

Sliding along the floor on her knees, she stopped at
a small arched door to a crawl space locked with a rusted miniature
padlock.

“This is weird.” She tugged on the lock.

What the hell was in there that it had to be
padlocked from the outside? She stopped yanking on it when her head
began to fill with images of the Bates Motel and episodes of
Cold Case Files. Perhaps alone and in the dark of night
wasn’t the best scenario in which to start opening up crawl spaces
that someone didn’t want to be opened. She shuddered as her
imagination taunted her with dreadful possibilities.

She let out a shriek when she heard what sounded
like a light tapping of nails on the crawl-space door. Red skidded
to a halt, apparently considering whether he should make a run for
it to another house for the evening.

“Red!” She patted the floor. “You scared the shit
out of me.”

He licked her chin as if to apologize.

“Well, I’ve had a bitch of a day and clearly need to
get some sleep, so you better skedaddle now.” She led him
downstairs to the foyer and opened the front door.

He sat down and looked up at her.

“What are you waiting for? Go ahead.”

She glanced up the staircase. The bed she’d be
sleeping on was in the same room as the ghoul hiding out in the
crawl space—with nothing between her and it but a warped wooden
door and a tiny, rusted lock.

“Okay, if you insist. But no snoring.”

After taking a quick, cool shower and brushing her
teeth, she fitted the mattress with sheets from home and cranked up
the air conditioner. Even with the list of tomorrow’s tasks
cluttering her mind, it still found space to entertain thoughts of
that attractive deputy from this morning—the light sheen of sweat
on her face, those kissable lips, her handcuffs…

Red suddenly jumped on the bed, scaring away her
pleasant visions.

“Jeez, Red. How about giving a girl some kind of
warning first?”

He circled a few times at the foot of the bed and
plopped by her feet. Belle laughed quietly at the sound of him
licking his chops in the dark as he settled down. Relieved that
he’d chosen to spend the night with her, what with that monster
sound asleep behind a locked door, Belle finally fell into a deep
slumber.


Chapter Two

After finishing breakfast, Belle indulged in a second
cup of coffee on the front veranda with Red, savoring the quiet
ambiance of a true country morning. The sun was shining its
reassurance, so she felt better about revisiting the master-bedroom
situation. It was only eight thirty a.m. Nobody in horror movies
ever gets murdered that early in the morning.

Armed with a pair of pliers—plundered from her
father’s toolbox—which could’ve extricated someone from an auto
wreck, she knelt in front of the crawl-space door and assessed both
the risks and rewards of the task. With one eye closed and the
other merely a slit, she slowly, gently closed the pliers around
the lock.

“Dear God, please don’t let anything jump out at
me.” She glanced down at the dog. “You ready for this, Red?”

He yawned and rested his head on his paws.

After one good squeeze, the lock dropped to the
floor in a pile of rusty crumbs.

“On a positive note, if something horrible happens,
I’ll have a great excuse to call the authorities.”

She bobbed her eyebrows at Red, but he offered only
a few sweeps of his tail across the dusty floor as
encouragement.

After applying some elbow grease to open the swollen
door, she shone a flashlight inside the crawl space, blinking
rapidly in case a bat or some multi-legged creature shot out and
latched onto her eyeballs.

Nothing but a bunch of spider webs, dust bunnies, a
screw, a ball-and-paddle set, and a crunched-in shoebox that looked
purposefully shoved back against a support beam.

“Okay. Here’s where I find the body parts.”

She pulled out the box and, after a breath of mental
preparation, flicked the top off. No physical remains of any
once-living species, but the headless, naked baby doll did give her
a bit of a start. How intriguing—and thoroughly macabre.

She placed the flashlight on the floor and sat
Indian-style as she picked up the doll. Glancing down the neck
hole, she noticed rolled up papers. “What the hell?” she whispered.
Scrolls of paper stuffed inside a doll stuffed inside a shoebox
stuffed inside a locked crawl space like one of those Russian
dolls. The government should be so careful concealing classified
documents.

Maybe they were love notes sent to her old aunt by a
secret lover, some yokel who said “shucks, ma’am” a lot and
operated a tractor. Or maybe a map to a fat bag of cash and jewels
buried in the backyard. That would certainly come in handy right
now.

Whoever the papers belonged to, they obviously
contained someone’s darkest secrets. Shame on her for salivating at
the chance to invade that privacy.

Then she remembered her father telling her about his
cousin, Judy, whom he had barely known, who’d died when she was a
teenager. She carefully pulled the scrolls that appeared to have
been torn from some type of composition notebook, crisp and
yellowed with age, from the torso cavity.

After thumbing through pages of animal sketches,
Beatles doodling, and references to a kid named Frankie surrounded
by hearts, she concluded they weren’t the musings of a lovelorn
widow but of an innocent girl. She smiled when she saw the name
Annette Funicello written in cursive.

She flipped through a few more pages.

 


He hurt me again.

I hate when he hurts me.

I hate his guts. I wish he would die.

Belle swallowed hard as she reread the lines that
sounded like a sick poetry stanza. Her stomach churned her
breakfast at the implication of “he hurts me.”

Her breath slid out in a hiss. “Were young girls
ever safe?”

She tossed the papers aside in disgust but grabbed
them again, as curiosity had her in its grip.

 


He is mean. I don’t want to go there anymore.

 


Underneath the phrases was a sketch of a large head,
a man’s clean-shaven face with big scary eyes, angry lines over
them pointing down, a squiggly line for the mouth, and a large
shock of angrily scribbled hair on top. The pressure from the
girl’s pencil stabs had nearly perforated the paper.

The messages sent Belle’s mind into a whirl.

 


I hate when he touches me. I want to be good.

 


Beneath the phrases was another sketch of a round
head with pigtails and tears under the eyes. At the bottom of the
paper, Judy’s name written several times in neat cursive, and
doodled hearts and sunflowers contrasted the sinister
suggestions.

Belle sat quietly in a sea of painting supplies
scattered about the floor. Who was this bastard that did this to
her? Was he ever caught? Hopefully, he was rotting in hell or at
least still rotting in a jail cell. After another moment of
reflection, she placed the papers and the doll into the box and
pushed it back into the crawl space.

After about an hour spackling various dents and
holes throughout the second floor, unable to shut down the haunting
reverberations from what she’d read, she returned to the master
bedroom and FaceTimed her father.

“How’s it going, princess,” he asked. “I knew you
couldn’t get along without my expertise.”

Belle laughed. “I do need you, but not for what
you’re thinking.”

“What’s up?”

“What do you know about your cousin, Judy?”

“Only what I’ve already told you,” he said. “My
uncle, Wes, was killed at work in an accident at the old mill when
we were kids. I was only about four or five at the time. Our
families never were close, even when he was alive. Why do you
ask?”

“Well, I found what I think is Judy’s diary, so I
wanted to learn more about her.”

“Wish I could help, honey,” he said. “She was an
only child and died when she was a teenager. I’m the youngest of
all the cousins, so I don’t remember much.”

“You know anything about your aunt Marion?”

“Only that she was never the outgoing type, but she
really became like a recluse after Uncle Wes died. And this is only
what I remember from your grandmother’s stories.”

“And Judy died how?”

“Aunt Marion said some kind of infection or
something, but nobody knew for sure. I remember them saying she was
a troubled kid, but if your father drops dead when you’re that
young, it can happen.”

Belle was quiet as she absorbed the details about
Judy.

“Too bad your grandmother wasn’t still around. She
could’ve told you more.”

“Yeah. I wish she was here, too,” Belle said.

“What’s in that diary,” he asked in a playful tone.
“Some kind of juicy mystery?”

“Kind of. I think she was abused.”

“Oh boy.” He was silent for a moment. “Does she name
anyone?”

“No, and it’s driving me to distraction wanting to
know if the guy who did it was ever punished.”

“Jeez, Belle. You’re talking over fifty years ago.
You better let it go, or you’ll never get anything done. You sure
you don’t want me to come help you?”

“Dad, you just had your knee replaced.”

“Two months ago. I’m almost one hundred
percent.”

“Almost.” She took on a motherly tone. “Let’s
wait another month until you’re fully recovered, or Mom will break
both of my knees.”

Her father laughed heartily. “Okay, kid. Don’t make
yourself crazy over this diary thing.”

“I know, but I feel so bad. How could someone hurt a
child like that?”

“I can’t imagine it, honey. But I know what I’d do
if someone ever hurt you or your sister like that.”

“I want to find out what happened to him. What if
he’s still out there molesting kids?”

“If he’s even alive after all these years.”

“Good point,” she said, her thoughts racing several
steps ahead. “Maybe I can ask some locals if they knew Judy and
Marion.”

“Or you can run it by the police. Just don’t go
around pissing everyone off up there questioning them like you’re
Angela Lansbury.”

“Grandma loved Murder, She Wrote,” Belle
recalled in amusement.

“I know. I can’t tell you how many times she watched
those reruns while she lived with us.”

“I loved watching them with her when I came over.”
She paused to visit with some fond memories. “Okay. Let me get back
to work in here.”

“Okay, kid. Stay out of trouble.”

“Always. You, too,” she said and stuck her tongue
out at him.

After they ended the call, she thought about a trip
into town later on. She wanted to stop by the farmer’s market
anyway. Maybe she’d run into some chatty folks who looked like they
knew everyone’s business.

Better yet, maybe a certain local law enforcer could
offer some insight.

 


***

 


Later that afternoon, Belle ventured into
civilization on her bicycle instead of by car since the oppressive
humidity had yielded to fresh, New England summer air. As she
pedaled along the quiet road shaded by a canopy of trees, Judy
reappeared in her mind. She’d texted her father asking if he could
locate a picture of Judy from his old family album. In the
meantime, she’d already created her own image. Probably blond hair,
flowered sundress, red sneakers, scraped knees, cherry-Popsicle
stains trimming her lips—and a crushed soul hidden beneath all that
sweetness and innocence.

“Good afternoon,” Belle said as she pulled up to a
produce stand and left her bicycle against a nearby tree.

“’Afternoon.” The old woman seated under an umbrella
attached to her chair smiled as she glanced up from her copy of
Country Home. “We have a nice variety of greens and the
sweetest strawberries around.”

“You have any kale?” Belle asked, rummaging through
the varietals of lettuce.

“Sure do. First year for it.” She dropped her
magazine and moved perilously close to invading Belle’s personal
space. “Last year I decided I’d plant some after you city kids
passing through on your way to the new winery kept asking for
it.”

“Shrewd business move,” Belle said. “Except I’m not
passing through. I’m here for at least the summer.”

“Are you the gal who bought the Ashford place?”

Belle smiled good-naturedly. “Do you guys send out a
newsletter or something?”

“Better than that,” the woman said. “We got a town
crier who never misses a scoop. Happens to be my husband, the
sheriff.”

“Yes. I’ve already met him. I’m Belle Ashford.
Pleasure to meet you.” She wiped a hand wet from veggie-caressing
on her shorts before extending it.

“Shirley Morgan. How’re you liking it here?”

“I love it,” Belle said. “Very quaint.”

She grabbed a basket for her bundles of kale and
lettuce and proceeded to gently pick through the mountain of ripe
strawberries. When it came to gossips, she got the feeling she’d
hit the jackpot with Shirley Morgan.

“Tell me something,” she said casually. “Why is the
Ashford place such a big deal around here?”

Shirley was silent for a moment. “In case you
haven’t noticed, we aren’t exactly a hotbed of scandal and
intrigue. Something has to keep people talking.”

“For a minute I thought my photo would end up on the
wall in the post office’s rogue’s gallery for preventing the sale
of it.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Shirley said, spraying rows
of greens with a hose. “Why would we be upset by you coming in and
fixing up the place?”

“It’s almost two acres of buildable land. You guys
would’ve made a killing selling it off to a developer.”

“Now that’s the problem with this country, ain’t it?
People selling off beautiful things to make a fast buck.”

“I’m sure you could find a few Native Americans
who’d give you an ‘amen’ to that,” Belle said.

“You said you were here for the summer? You gonna
use the place for a vacation home?”

Belle’s smile quickly collapsed at the reminder of
her treasonous motive for being there to begin with. “Yeah,
uh-huh,” she lied.

“Good for you,” Shirley said. “You have a husband
and kids joining you?”

Belle shook her head and wondered if she shouldn’t
get the coming-out thing over and done with now. One word to
Shirley and by tomorrow the whole community would either throw her
a Pride parade or burn an effigy of her on her front lawn. It would
be nice to eliminate the suspense.

“Well, I’ll keep an ear to the ground for you,”
Shirley said. “I know a few ladies with single sons if you’d like a
hand getting the ball rolling.”

“Oh, no, that’s okay. I have my hands full with the
house.” She moved away from Shirley and her matchmaking offer as
though they were a contagious disease. After a few minutes faking
interest in a rack of handmade wind chimes, she felt safe resuming
her mission. “So did you know the Ashfords at all?”

“They were quiet folks, kept mostly to themselves,
but sure I knew them. Wes died young in that accident at the mill.
But I got to know his widow and the daughter fairly well. My
mother-in-law used to teach catechism when I started dating Bob, so
I got to know some of the kids.”

“You’re not harassing the sheriff’s wife, are
you?”

The low, sultry voice so close to her ear startled
Belle—as well as sending a ripple of chills up her neck. She
whipped around to find Deputy Alexandra Yates smiling at her, but
the real show was the tan, muscled arms straining against her
rolled-up short-sleeve uniform.

She regarded Shirley with mock authority. “She’s not
giving you a hard time with bad country-bumpkin wisecracks, is
she?”

“Not at all, Ally,” Shirley said. “We’re having a
lovely time shootin’ the breeze and getting to know one
another.”

Belle flashed Ally a cool, ‘so there’ smirk, but
Ally’s return smile was so smoldering Belle nearly squished her
handful of ripe strawberries.

“The Ashfords were her people,” Shirley said to
Ally. “Did you know that?”

“Of course she did,” Belle said.

“I liked Mrs. Ashford,” Ally said. “She was a little
batty in her old age, but I never minded going to her house on
wellness checks. She’d always have a snack waiting for me.”

“You knew her well?” Belle said.

“As well as anyone could. She wasn’t really big on
socializing. She ended up with dementia for a while before she
passed, but you could still have a conversation with her…sort
of.”

“Interesting,” Belle said. “I didn’t know either of
them, but since I’ve taken over the house and learned more of their
story, I wish I’d had the chance to get to know Marion before she
died.”

“She’s been gone for five years now,” Ally said,
“but I’d be happy to answer any questions about her if I can.”

Talk about an offer Belle couldn’t refuse.

“That would be great,” Belle said. “Let me give you
my cell. You can text me when you’re free.”

Ally and Shirley looked at each other like Belle was
a traveler from another dimension.

“Or we could go to dinner tomorrow and talk,” Ally
said.

Belle’s knees weakened at the invitation, producing
an avalanche of beets from the compartment she’d been leaning
against. All three of them remained still until the beets stopped
thumping to the ground.

“Whelp, I guess I won’t bother asking my friends
about their single sons,” Shirley said in a deadpan and walked
away.

“I’m so graceful,” Belle said as she scooped up the
beets.

“Could happen to anyone.” Ally crouched to help her.
“Shirley stacks these bins too high.”

“I’d have you over for dinner, but the kitchen is
still barely habitable.”

“I’m sure you have better things to do around there
than cook for someone. Let’s meet in town. Do you like Italian?
Franco’s is fantastic.”

Ally had this unnerving habit of pausing for a
moment and staring before and after she’d made an important
statement. Belle couldn’t figure out if it was a cop thing or she
was an expert at seduction. Whatever the explanation, Belle
reminded herself that, of all the things she needed to accomplish
in Danville that summer, falling in love was not high on the list.
It wasn’t even on the list.

“Franco’s sounds perfect.”

“Great,” Ally said. “I’ll make a six o’clock
reservation.”

“Looking forward to it.”

Belle forced the smile off her face so she wouldn’t
seem too eager. After all, she agreed to dinner plans to gain
information about her father’s cousin, and to see if justice was
ever served or ever could be, not to hook up with a country
deputy—devastating good looks notwithstanding.

Talk about a cliché.

After she’d sufficiently reproached herself for
getting all riled up over Ally, she paid for her fruits and veggies
and headed home.

 


***

 


As Belle waited at a cozy corner table at Franco’s
Ristorante for Ally to show, she felt the vibration of a text on
her phone in her back pocket. Thinking Ally was canceling their
date, she was relieved when she remembered they’d never exchanged
numbers. The bad news was the text was from her ex, Mary, a robust,
grape-cigarillo-smoking cosmetologist with no “inside voice,” who
likely texted her because things hadn’t worked out with the woman
she’d met on a free dating site the day after Belle broke up with
her.

 


If you’re getting lonely up at that big ole house,
I’ll come up n keep you company.

 


Belle wasted no time in replying.

 


Gee, as tempting as that sounds…Hell no!!!

 


She shook her head in despair. How had an
intelligent woman with all other aspects of her life seemingly in
check always managed to attract shallow, over-zealous women with
zero self-awareness? She had to draw the line somewhere.

Since turning forty months earlier, Belle was
determined to be her best self by becoming the empowered,
self-reliant woman she’d so often read about on HuffPost.
But first she had to renounce her inner serial monogamist and vow
to engage only with women truly worthy of her time.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Ally said before
reaching the table.

Belle’s phone slipped through her fingers and onto
the floor as she approached. Ally in civilian clothes was an even
more spectacular sight than Ally in her khaki brown deputy uniform.
The off-the-shoulder black top showcased her sculpted upper body,
and tight white Capri pants showed off everything else.

“Five minutes doesn’t count as keeping someone
waiting,” Belle said as she rose to give her a light kiss on the
cheek. “Thank you for taking time out of your schedule to meet
me.”

“No problem. You’re pretty busy yourself, but we
have to eat, right?”

“Right.” Belle smiled warmly. “And women cannot live
on carbs alone.” She pulled out the bottle of sauvignon blanc
chilling in a bucket. After Ally nodded, she poured her a
glass.

“Thank you.” Ally eyed her all the way through her
drawn-out first sip. “How’s it going up there?”

“It’s coming along. Definitely a much bigger
undertaking than I’d anticipated. To be honest, I’m not sure what I
anticipated. They make it look so easy on those DIY shows. I’m
going to have to hire a few people, especially for the
outside.”

“I can recommend some reputable locals if you
want.”

“That would be great, thanks. I have to do something
radical in that backyard. I’m thinking a stone patio and koi
pond.”

“Awesome. I happen to love flower gardening,” Ally
said, absently caressing the tablecloth with her butter knife. “I’d
be happy to offer my design services for a very nominal fee.”

Oh, God. Was she flirting? Was the “nominal fee”
remark a clever attempt at sexual innuendo?

Belle paused for a breath and a sip of wine. She
should’ve let it go, and in the spirit of her new, more discerning
dating criteria she would’ve, but Ally wasn’t some second-rate
woman rallying what was left of her charm at last call.

She lowered her voice an octave for effect. “What’s
your idea of nominal?”

“Dinner.”

“Dinner?” Belle’s disappointment escaped before she
could apprehend Ally’s meaning. “As in dinner?”

“Sure,” Ally said. “You can grill me something on
your new stone patio when it’s all done. I’m a patient woman. I can
wait.”

“All right. I’ll accept your offer, even though I
should be ashamed of myself for taking such flagrant advantage of
you.”

“Just being neighborly.” Ally shrugged. “It’s what
we do for each other around here.”

Belle smiled. Ally wasn’t flirting. She was a good
soul—generous and humble, and not the kind of woman she could lure
into bed first and find out if they were compatible enough for a
relationship later.

After they’d finished dinner and were on to
cappuccinos, Belle contemplated ordering dessert to stay in the
presence of such a captivating woman. For once, not only the
stunning sex appeal of her companion was keeping her enthralled.
Maybe it was the laid-back, bucolic atmosphere, but conversation
with Ally was easy and familiar, with no need for affectation and
no pressure to impress.

Ally checked her watch. “Wasn’t I supposed to answer
questions about the Ashfords?”

Belle laughed at how Ally almost seemed able to read
her mind. “Yes, you were. See what happens when you add good food
and good wine into the mix?”

“And good company,” Ally said.

Okay. Now she was flirting, but Belle refused to
take the bait so easily. “I’m so curious about them because I found
a sort of journal at the house tucked away in a crawl space.”

“Oh? Is that why you asked me about Marion?”

“Yeah, but the journal isn’t Marion’s. It was a
girl’s.”

“How do you know? What’s in it?”

“Some typical kid
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