
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Death Pledges a
Sorority

The Painted Lady Inn Mysteries

By

MK Scott



Copyright © 2017 MK Scott

Smashwords Edition

This ebook is licensed for personal enjoyment only.
This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you
would like to share this book with another person, Please purchase
an additional copy for each person. If you’re reading this book and
did purchase it, or was not purchased for your use only, then
please return it and purchase your own copy. Many thanks for
respecting the hard work of this author. To obtain permission to
excerpt portions of the text, please contact the author.

All characters in this book are fiction and figments
of the author’s imagination.


Table of Contents

Title
Page

Copyright
Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Excerpt from
Caribbean Catastrophe

Tennyson’s
Favorite Pizza Sticks

Sorority Sea
Salt and Caramel Brownies

Cici’s Fruit
and Cheese Kabobs Recipe

Molasses Sugar
Cookies

Author
Notes


Chapter One

[image: tmp_910a471b94895c83350c23fb4e1da69c_GPyiC__html_147ab42e.png]

A siren shrieked as the
police car raced through the dark neighborhood. Donna muttered as
she clenched her fists. “Too late, too late.”

In the shadows of the nearest building, a
man lurked. The street light caught the satisfied gleam in his eyes
and evil smile.

Her top teeth clamped down on her bottom lip
as the words TO BE CONTINUED scrolled
across the screen.

“Seriously.” Donna slapped the arm of the
chair. A throat clearing caught her attention. She turned her head
to notice Tennyson standing in the second parlor door frame. Her
college-aged employee had awkward stamped all over him. He
knew she valued her free time, especially when she indulged in
catching up on the murder mysteries and police dramas she’d
recorded during the week.

“Ah,” he stalled and looked back over his
shoulder.

“Out with it.”

“One of your guests is on the phone. She
wants to talk to Maria.”

“Okay.” She reached for the remote and
clicked off the television. Her mind was still dissecting the show
she had just watched as she stood and passed Tennyson. “I don’t
know what it is with those television writers, but they keep making
the police so stupid. I knew who the killer was within five minutes
of the show.”

Donna picked up the hall phone. “Donna
Tollhouse speaking.”

“I specifically asked to speak to Maria.”
Irritation bled through the distinctively enunciated words.

“She’s gone. I’m the owner of The Painted
Lady Inn. What can I do for you?”

“I’m checking to make sure everything is in
place for the knockout girls’ weekend I planned.”

“Of course. Anything else I can do for you?”
Donna did wonder what the specific plans were but didn’t want to
ask. Maybe Maria had made notes or Tennyson knew. The latter
possibility was doubtful.

“No. I’ll be arriving shortly.” The guest
terminated the conversation before Donna had a chance to ask for a
name.

Maybe Donna should have automatically known
as if she were talking to the Queen of England. Come to think of
it, she didn’t know what the queen sounded like.

A girls’ weekend had been Maria’s
brainchild. She’d come up with the idea and helped Donna shake down
local merchants and restaurants for two-for-one coupons to stick in
the participants’ goodie bags, along with chocolate, hand cream,
and individual size bottles of wine. Mainly, it was Maria’s, since
Donna hadn’t perfected her welcoming innkeeper banter yet. The same
time her first fully booked girls’ weekend was about to happen, her
brother decided to whisk her pregnant sister-in-law away for a
romantic trip before the two became three. Most people might call
it thoughtful. Her eyes narrowed as she realized she might have
even suggested it. Still, did he have to pick this weekend when
Donna desperately needed help? Worse, they left on a Thursday
morning when the guests were expected Thursday evening. An
extra-long shift at the hospital cut out any discussion time about
the plans.

The bell on the front door jingled. Not
guests already?

A familiar voice called out. “Mother’s here
to save the day!” Her smiling parent entered the kitchen carrying a
bulging bag. She placed the colorful tote on the counter and hugged
Donna.

“Hi.” Her mother showing up was never a
simple I was in the neighborhood type of thing. “So, what
merits the pleasure of your company?”

Her mother laughed and gave her a playful
slap. “You act like you don’t know.”

She didn’t. “I should know?” Her
eyebrows arched in inquiry.

“Silly.” Her mother smirked at her. “There
you go teasing me. I never thought you had much of a sense of humor
as a child, but you must have picked up some. Maria called me on
her way out of town. She told me you needed a hand with your
activities.”

“Ah.” Donna stalled, searching her memory
for any hints from Maria that her mother might be assisting her
this weekend. Maria had apologized profusely, promising to get
someone to help. She’d expected one of Maria’s co-workers who would
have been easy to boss around, not her mother. “It’s all coming
back now.”

“Good thing I’m here since your memory is
slipping.” Cecilia turned and grabbed her bag from the counter.
“You can thank me later for the fun items I brought. At least one
of us has a clue how to party.”

Nope. She wasn’t going to respond to
the dig. She knew how to party. It just usually involved a food
processor, possibly a blender, heavy cream, and top-shelf brandy.
“What do you have?”

“Fun!”

Her mother pulled a can from the bag and
sprayed into the air. The stink of aerosol and a shot of color,
then something gooey plopped onto the floor. Donna stared at the
color blob in disgust.

Tennyson strolled into the room as Cecilia
pushed the nozzle down again. “Silly string. Way cool, Cici.”

When had he started calling her mother Cici?
That was supposed to be her code dating name to keep her rejected
suitors from tracking her down. There wasn’t time to query anyone
about name changes when her hardwood floors were in danger. “Not
cool. It will ruin my floors. Besides, I think that would appeal
more to fifth-grade boys than grown women.”

Her mother’s gleeful expression drooped a
little. “You could be right. The employee who suggested it was a
teen.” She turned the can over in her hand and stared at it. “I
can’t even read what it has in it. Probably better off not using
it. Here, Ten, you take it.”

The lanky college senior stepped back a few
steps and held up his hands. “Appreciate the generosity, but I’m
trying to turn over a more serious leaf.”

Donna looked up from a kneeling position on
the floor as she cleaned up the fun fallout. “There’s something
more serious than philosophy?”

“There is.” Tennyson’s shoulders went back
as he straightened up to his full height. “Business.”

“Ah.” Cecilia nodded and gave him an
approving smile. “Business can be very serious. Good for you.”

Did anyone miss the fact that Tennyson had
already invested almost four years majoring in philosophy? “What
about all the time you already spent in school?”

“It’s all cool. My credits transfer. The
philosophy classes can be electives. Emily thinks it’s the right
thing to do.”

Donna stood, grateful that Tennyson wasn’t
her son. She wasn’t too sure how she would handle the announcement
if she were his mother. As an employer and amateur sleuth, her
attention caught on one word. “Emily?” Usually, there was a female
involved in Tennyson’s major decisions.

“Yeah, she’s a business major. Very smart.
Maybe I could bring her around. She could give you advice on making
the inn more profitable.”

Her mother was already burying her with
articles she clipped out of journals that she thought Donna could
benefit from reading. “I’d love to meet her.” The thought of dental
surgery without anesthesia appealed more.

“Me, too,” Cecilia piped in.

“Great. I’ll tell Emily. What are you
planning?”

Before Donna could answer, her mother did.
“Girls’ weekend.” She pushed the bag to its side and started
pulling out wildly colored objects.

Donna’s voice grew higher with each word.
“Tell me those aren’t water guns, bubbles, and lipstick tubes?”

Cecilia gestured to the objects as if a game
show hostess. “I told you I knew how to party.”

Obviously, it had been a long time since her
mother had been to a party. Either that or the events at the senior
center were being planned by a ten-year-old. “Come on, Mom. If the
silly string would ruin the floor, what would the water guns do to
the walls and carpets or the furniture?”

Her mother snorted and leaned against the
counter. “You’re a Class A party pooper. No wonder you never had
any slumber parties.”

“We didn’t have slumber parties because Dad
didn’t want a bunch of girls running up and down the stairs
squealing while he was trying to sleep.”

“Okay, that may have been true.”

The hall phone rang, forcing Donna to run to
get it before it stopped, leaving her mother and Tennyson
discussing the possibility of a water gun fight outside in January.
“Hello. The Painted Lady Inn. How can I help you?”

There was silence on the other end, some
light breathing. Not enough to be an obscene phone call, but just
enough to let her know a live person was at the other end. Then,
whoever it was hung up. Wrong number. She placed the phone
back in the cradle and stared at it. An ominous chill teased the
back of her neck.

“People call wrong numbers all the time,”
she mumbled to herself.

She returned to the kitchen in time to hear
Tennyson’s summation of the upcoming girls’ weekend. “I don’t know
about writing on people’s faces with lipstick when they’re asleep.
I thought women went away together to drink too much, eat all the
foods they normally avoided, talk about what celebrity they’d like
to be with on a deserted island, and watch romantic comedies.”

“Me, too,” Donna agreed, hoping to dissuade
her mother from her childish pranks. “They might work in a massage,
mani-pedi, or do some shopping. Legacy has some excellent
boutiques.”

Her mother threw her hands up. “No one knows
how to have fun anymore. I guess the board games I have in the car
are a no-go, too.”

With any luck, her mother didn’t bring any
exclusively children’s games. “Bring them in. We’ll put them
somewhere in the game room in full view, so if people want to play
they can.”

“We’ll need a sign.” Cecilia opened drawers,
looking for a pen and paper. Once she found supplies, she crafted a
note. “Tennyson, will you go get the games out of my car. Back
seat.”

“No problem.” He headed out the side door at
a half-jog.

It wasn’t fair that energy tended to be
wasted on the young. Donna slid closer to her mother, who was
intent on writing in fancy script. “You’re not writing anything
about being a party pooper if you don’t play the games?”

“Of course not.” Cecilia held up her
carefully lettered sign. TAKE YOUR FUN UP TO THE
NEXT LEVEL.

Not as bad as she feared, but the guests
might think some fee was involved. “Couldn’t you put something in
addition, such as feel free to use?”

“I could, but…”

The discussion stopped when Tennyson ran
back into the room. “Hey, there’s someone lurking in the bushes
outside.”

“What?” Donna pushed past Tennyson to reach
the door.

Her mother’s voice reached her as she
stepped onto the stoop. “Wait, it could be dangerous. Call the
police.”

At barely eleven on a sunny day in a good
neighborhood, what could be dangerous? No one in the parking lot
unless they were hiding behind the cars. The bushes might provide
some cover, but not enough since Tennyson had spotted whoever it
was. It would probably turn out to be kids. Donna hesitated on the
step, wondering if she should have brought something out with her.
She opened the door and yelled back into the house. “Send out
Jasper!”

Her aging puggle’s main skill was snapping
treats out of the air, but he was a good scent hound. The clatter
of dog nails signaled her pooch’s approach. The dog came out on the
stoop followed by Tennyson, who had two cans of silly string with
his index fingers resting on the nozzles. Her mother followed with
two squirt guns. She tried to hand one to Donna.

“I don’t think a lime green squirt gun will
fool anyone.” Instead of taking the offered toy, she knelt beside
her dog and pointed toward the bushes. “Squirrel! Go find.”

The dog bayed as his short legs propelled
him off the porch and across the gravel driveway. He skirted the
bushes and even managed to wiggle through them. He stopped his
search and gave Donna a questioning glance. Could be her dog
figured out he’d been had.

A cold breeze slipped up her long-sleeved
shirt and traced its icy fingers up her back and across her ribs,
rather like a deviant Jack Frost. Her hands chafed her arms as she
slowly moved down the steps. “Where did you see the
trespasser?”

Tennyson pointed to where Jasper stood with
his tail wagging manically and his tongue hanging out. No one there
now. “What did the person have on? Did you notice if our visitor
was male or female?”

“Ah, the person had a dark hoodie on and was
half-squatting, trying to hide behind the bushes.” He placed the
cans he was holding on the stoop and moved to stand beside her.

Cecilia pushed her way between the two of
them. “A dark hoodie? That must mean a burglar. Burglars always
wear hoodies.”

There probably wasn’t a dress code for the
felonious population. Before Donna could point this out, Tennyson
did so with a touch more patience than she would have.

“Most of the guys on campus have dark
hoodies and some of the girls, too, although the girls tend to
favor brighter colors.”

“True,” Donna found herself agreeing, aware
that the hoodie-wearing person Tennyson spotted could be one of the
thousand students who attended Legacy University. More than likely,
it was that annoying teen who had claimed he was a press member and
pushed his way onto her lawn when a dead body had shown up in her
inn’s top-most parlor.

“Too cold for me.” Cecilia turned and went
up the steps. Tennyson headed off to the car to retrieve the board
games he’d forgotten. Donna called after him.

“Make sure you lock the car!”

Her mother might argue she’d never lock her
car, but it looked like times were a-changing.


Chapter Two
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Donna crept around the
bushes, keeping her eyes on the ground. The frosty temperature kept
the ground solid. No telltale footprints were left behind in the
bare area by the bushes. Maybe there might be something, though,
especially since her visitor had left in a hurry. She walked slowly
around the house looking for something out of place, like a broken
limb or something pushed over to indicate the direction of escape.
Nothing.

The first thing she’d done with the yard was
to place stepping stones, which she thought was whimsical and kept
people’s shoes clean. At the time, she had no clue that it would be
a bear cutting the grass between the heavy stones. A smart intruder
would use the stones to leave no sign. Still, she surveyed the
neighboring homes for a flutter of curtains or blinds. Could be her
visitor was a nosy teen, nothing more.

The explanation fit, but her intuition
muttered about her giving up too easily just because she was cold.
Tires on gravel had her glancing over her shoulder. A guest, an
early one, forced her to jog back to the side porch.

A middle-aged woman exited the sedan with a
big smile. “I’m at the Painted Lady Inn, right?”

“You are.” Donna offered to carry her
bag.

“Thanks. I’m Gwen Ledbetter. What a
wonderful idea, a girls’ weekend.”

The woman’s infectious enthusiasm had Donna
grinning. “Ah, I’d like to take credit, but my sister-in-law came
up with it. What are you looking forward to most?” It better not
be water gun fights and bubbles.

“Oh, everything.” Gwen chuckled. “Most of
all, getting away from my husband and four sons. All that ‘What’s
for dinner? Is my favorite shirt clean? You parked in my way. Can
you move your car?’ nonsense.”

When Maria planned the weekend, she never
considered the biggest benefit was getting away from the family.
“Here, there’ll be no cooking, no laundry, and no moving your
car.”

“Sounds like heaven.” The woman sighed
appreciatively. “I can’t wait until the rest of the girls get
here.”

Donna guided the woman to the front door,
not wanting her to parade through the kitchen and experience
whatever party chaos her mother was brewing up. As they ascended
the front stairs in tandem, the front door swung open. Her mother
was dressed in a long, gray dress and elaborate white apron that
would look more at home in a period drama.

“Welcome, welcome. You’re the first guest
for our mystery theater.” Her mother handed a sealed envelope to
Gwen. “Don’t divulge the information in your envelope. You can tell
your fellow characters your name, of course, but not your
motivation.”

What nonsense had her mother cooked up now?
Tennyson appeared behind Cecilia in an Edwardian suit, complete
with a high, starched collar. “Here’s our manservant to carry your
bag.” Her mother gestured behind her.

Donna cut her eyes to Gwen, who positively
glowed. “This is wonderful. No one told me this would be a murder
mystery weekend.”

Even the idea of a fake murder made Donna
cringe. Still, if the guests liked it, then it could be a regular
thing. It made her wonder what part her mother was going to have
her play. Perhaps she had some elaborate outfit as the lady of the
house.

Once Gwen was settled in her room, Donna
hurried downstairs to see what her mother had up her sleeve. When
she entered the kitchen, her mother held out a floppy ruffled
cap.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a mobcap. As the cook, you need to
wear it to keep your hair out of the food.”

She turned the lightweight cap in her hand.
“I’ll look like something from a Dickens novel.”

“Exactly. I put the blouse and skirt in your
room. I couldn’t get authentic shoes, so we’ll just have to fake
it. If you have a pair of black boots, that might work.”

She considered throwing the mobcap in the
trash, but Gwen had acted excited about the role-playing game.
Maybe she should see how the other guests respond first. It could
be a huge hit. If so, she could have themed weekends or at least a
themed day. It would be hard for a person to stay in a character
mindset for an entire weekend, especially if the guest insisted on
using an accent. If it worked, her mother would take credit for it,
as she should. The thought made her sigh.

“The boots aren’t a must,” Cecilia added,
misinterpreting her reaction. “I do have other outfits in the
second-floor storage if you don’t like the one I picked for
you.”

When had this happened? “Where did you get
the costumes from and when did you haul them into the house?” The
better question would have been why her mother had failed to tell
her. Her eyes narrowed as her parent moved around the kitchen,
straightening the spices and spatulas standing upright in the tool
barrel.

“The costumes are from the high school
production of My Fair Lady. The cost for the school to rent
actual professional costumes would have been astronomical. It was
much cheaper to have the mothers and grandmothers who could sew to
make them. It also leaves the school with costumes for future
plays, and they can be rented out for extra money.”

The part that sounded louder than the rest
of the explanation was the money part. “You rented these from the
school?”

Her mother flashed an overly bright smile as
she stopped organizing the cookbooks. “Got a discount since I know
the wardrobe mistress.”

“Should I ask?” Donna knew whatever it was,
she wouldn’t like it. She’d already discounted the rooms to make it
a round number since Maria thought that would appeal more to
guests. Even though the whole weekend would take in eighteen
hundred, that didn’t account for food, wine, utilities, mortgage,
or Tennyson’s stipend. There might even be some wear and tear on
the facilities depending on how wild the girls got.

Her mother mumbled something
indecipherable.

“What?”

“Five hundred.” Cecilia snapped the amount,
meeting Donna’s look with her own determined gaze.

“I liked it better when you mumbled. Are you
sure the wardrobe mistress doesn’t bear you a grudge? Maybe Dad was
sweet on her before the two of you married?”

“Ha. Your father only had eyes for me.
Besides, the normal rental fee was a thousand dollars. I cut a
deal.” Cecilia folded her arms and arched her eyebrows.

“Yeah, a deal. Was there anyone else
bargaining for the costumes? How long has it been since the play?
Who is willing to pay a thousand dollars to rent some old
costumes?”

Her mother waved her hands the same time the
front bell jangled. Donna had a good idea what the answers were but
needed to see who her newest visitor was.

Two middle-aged women, dressed in matching
pastel sweater sets with similar short haircuts that fashion
magazines advertised as sassy cuts for mature women, stood in her
foyer. They had the same style of trench coat draped over one arm
and the exact same brand of luggage. The only discernible
difference was one had a pronounced Roman nose and the other had
more of a pug variety.

“Welcome to the Painted Lady Inn.” She moved
to the high table that served as a check-in desk. “Are you two
sisters?” Maria had mentioned sisters.

The women giggled. The one with the larger
nose chirped. “Sorority sisters.”

Yay. If it was going to be a weekend of
silly remarks and endless giggling, then her mother could handle
it.

Her mother bustled through the door, waving
envelopes. “Welcome to the manor. You’re about to partake in a
journey back in time. Who knows what might happen?” Her mother
managed a mysterious smile while giving each woman an envelope.
“Remember, tell no one about your character profile. This way we
can all be surprised about who the murderer is.”

The women took the envelopes, turned away
from each other and opened them. They pulled out their profiles and
both giggled. No surprise there.

“I’m not sure, Mandi, if I should room with
you since you could be the murderer.”

The other woman shook her finger. “Oh no,
Brandi, I’m the one who should be worried.”

Mandi? Brandi? Really? They must have
made those names up while in college. What were the chances that
the two of them could share such similar names? Donna reached for
the key and grinned at the two of them. “Well ladies, let me show
you to your suite. Since it is a family unit, you will have two
separate bedrooms.”

A recent renovation, courtesy of her
brother, had transformed a large bedroom into one medium and one
pocket-size bedroom. Mandi and Brandi would have to arm wrestle to
determine who got what.

“Two bedrooms?” Mandi pursed her lips. “I
had no clue.”

Donna felt tempted to point out that was
what suite generally meant, but she’d used the word freely
to describe all her rooms. “Is that a problem?” If it was, she had
no solution.

“No, I guess not,” Brandi answered. “After
all, we’ll be spending most of our time reliving old times with our
other sisters.”

That meant everyone else was a sorority
sister. “What sorority?”

“Phi Beta Pi, the only one worth belonging
to,” Mandi and Brandi answered in unison, then smirked at each
other and yelled, “Jinx!”

Oh, Maria, what have you gotten me
into? A weekend of middle-aged women trying to act like college
co-eds might put her on a homicidal track. Perhaps her mother,
organizing them into the upcoming mystery game, might actually help
her get through the weekend. It would certainly be better than
listening to dated gossip from college days.

“What sorority did you pledge to?” one of
the women asked. Donna couldn’t be sure which one because she had
already started to think of them as interchangeable.

“None.”

They made a cooing sympathetic sound. Donna
wanted to point out she went to school for a degree, not to
socialize. Before she could, Tennyson showed up in costume to take
their luggage. Mandi, or possibly Brandi, leaned over and patted
Tennyson’s arm. “So young and tall. You’re looking very handsome in
your period regalia.”

He flushed, tucked his head, and murmured,
“Thanks,” as he picked up the luggage.

Good gravy, did the twins think Ten was part
of the package? She hoped not. “The two of you are on the second
floor.” The good thing about the whole return to college days is
not one of them would complain about the lack of an elevator unless
they wanted to appear old and infirm.

The bell jangled before they reached the
first step. Brandi and Mandi pivoted to see who came in. “Oh look,
it’s Staci and Traci.” Two women sporting classic bob haircuts
sauntered through the foyer, pulling matching weekender suitcases
behind them. Donna blinked when she noticed they had the exact same
trench coats.

Tennyson noticed, too. “You all have the
exact same coats.”

Her mother waved them on, signaling she’d
take care of the new arrivals. As they made their way up the steps,
Mandi and Brandi explained the coat phenomenon.

“Last time we got together…”

The second woman picked up when the first
took a breath. “…we went on a shopping spree.”

The first woman grabbed the conversational
ball. “We all decided to buy matching clothes.”

Donna couldn’t imagine why anyone would want
to buy matching outfits, but she could finish the story. “I bet you
called each other and agreed to pack the matching clothes.”

The woman closest to Donna rounded her eyes.
“You must be a mind reader.”

Some minds are easier than others.
She could feel her mother’s eyes on her even though there was no
way her mother could see through the ceiling. Her mother’s mental
warning of Be Nice kept her reply unvoiced. She settled for
a nod while recounting the names. “Gwen is here.”

The women looked at each other. One mouthed
the name and wrinkled her nose. Obviously, Gwen wasn’t on the fun
list like Traci and Staci. It might have something to do with not
being able to find a rhyming twin for her name. “There’s only two
more to make up your party.”

“Yes.” The two nodded as if bobble heads.
“There’s Jenna.

“Then there’s Taylor.”

Donna couldn’t pinpoint who said the last
name, but there was a solemnity to it as if announcing a famous
actress or better yet, The Pope. “Ah, did Taylor plan the
event?”

“Of course, she plans everything.”

Donna tried to fix names with memorable
characteristics. She had almost decided the pug-nosed woman was
Mandi. Then the other woman spoke. Drat, she was wrong about
the names. It was hard when they looked and acted so much
alike.

“You know, Brandi, we were lucky to get into
the sorority while Taylor was president. She always had a way of
making things run smoothly.”

“Yeah, smoothly.” The woman agreed but had
forgotten to tell her face. Evidently, smoothly could mean a
variety of things.

They had reached the landing, and Donna
opened the room door. “Here’s your Victorian home for the
weekend.”

The women ignored her as they trooped past
her, still caught up in the subject of the all-powerful Taylor, who
sounded like a take-charge type of woman.

“You should be more thankful since Taylor
prevented you from being expelled over The Incident.”

Tennyson deposited their luggage, pocketed
the five-dollar bills he received from each woman, and galloped
down the stairs, no doubt hoping for a repeat performance. Donna
placed the key on the table as the women debated over gratitude
owed to Taylor. No matter that she wanted to know the nature of The
Incident, she couldn’t hang out waiting all day. Judging by those
two, she’d hear all before the weekend ended.


Chapter Three
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Donna’s cell phone chirped
as her mother and guests passed her on the stairs. She palmed the
phone and swiped to the right. “Hello?”

“Great. I’m so glad I got you. This is
Shelley from the hospital. I was wondering if you could come in
tomorrow?”

Her automatic response would be to go into
work. After all, it was what she’d done for the last twenty years.
“Well…” She stalled, wondering if she should go or stay to help her
mother. Tennyson wouldn’t be any help, especially if Brandi or
Mandi kept pawing him. Donna would be lucky if he didn’t quit. If
she wanted to make a business of the Painted Lady Inn, then she
needed to give her all.

The front door opened while she paused on
the steps. A tall woman with a no-nonsense expression and blond bob
entered the foyer wearing the exact same trench coat. It had to be
either Taylor or Jenna. The woman noticed her, angled her head
slightly, lifted her eyebrows and managed to say without opening
her mouth, Service, Now.

It had to be Taylor. Shelley chattered in
her ear. “Are you coming or not? Do I need to call Kathy?”

Curiosity joined her sense of
responsibility. With the arrival of Taylor, things just became more
interesting. It didn’t take a seasoned sleuth like herself any time
at all to recognize Taylor wasn’t a giggler. “Call Kathy.” She hung
up the phone, realizing a second too late she forgot to say
goodbye. Must remember to take something yummy to work on
Tuesday.

“Hello. Welcome to the Painted Lady Inn.”
Donna descended the three remaining steps and put out her hand to
shake.

Taylor merely looked at the offered hand,
causing Donna to drop her arm back to her side. Even though the inn
had been open almost two years, she still had difficulty
determining appropriate innkeeper behavior. It rather depended on
the guests. She’d had some overjoyed guests who hugged her and
kissed her, which was way too over the top, in her opinion.

“I’m Taylor Bainbridge. I arranged this
weekend. You are?”

“I’m Donna.” She was tempted to add the
person you just spoke with less than thirty minutes ago. She
wondered what sort of attitude her sister-in-law had struck with
the woman. They’d probably conducted all the arrangements via
email. “The owner,” she reminded with a lift of her chin, making
sure to look the other woman in the eye. While in some ways she was
the help, she refused to be treated as a lesser human.

“Good. That way I won’t have to go through a
lot of employees.” The woman loosened her grip on her suitcase.
“Here’s what I need.”

A lot of employees? How many people did
she think worked at the inn? Tennyson was the only one who got
paid, even if it was a pitiful amount. Donna kept rolling any
profits back into the inn as well as paying down the home
improvement loan. She’d even started a fund for the much-needed
elevator. Oh yeah, she needed to respond. “That would be
what?”

Even though Donna had mirrored Taylor’s body
language right down to the crisp professionalism of her voice, the
woman wrinkled her nose. Psychologists insisted this made people
naturally attracted to you. Perhaps she preferred someone more
subservient.

“I mean, how may I help you?”

Her guest’s expression of smelling something
bad resolved itself into a cool blandness. “Ah yes, this weekend is
a special time for the girls of Phi Beta Pi to connect. I’d
appreciate no outside interference. No strangers in the
premises.”

Good thing all the rooms were taken since
she wouldn’t have known how to tell a guest another guest preferred
not to see her or him the entire time they were there. It was
rather imperious behavior. Donna would suffer through it because
Taylor would be just the type of person to give her a scathing
review. “I’ll handle that.” Hey, it was already done.

Taylor held up an open hand. “I’m not done
yet. I noticed in your brochure that you serve breakfast at
nine.”

“Yes, we do.”

“That won’t do.” The woman gave a shudder,
worthy of a rat spotting. “Ten. We will eat at ten.”

Donna had no issue with the time, especially
since it meant she could sleep in. Taylor knew what she wanted and
wasn’t afraid to ask for it. “It’s done.”

“I expect coffee by eight.”

Not a real problem, since she put out the
coffee and tea fixings by eight in the dining room. “Got it.
Anything else?” So far, the woman’s demands hadn’t been too
outrageous.

“Ah, yes.” She touched her cheek with a
manicured nail. “A light luncheon served around three should
suffice on both today and tomorrow. We may go out if we can find
any place appropriate. I have some stops planned for Saturday, so
we’ll only need breakfast and light snacks when we return. Sunday,
we’ll be checking out, after breakfast of course.”

Her attitude suggested she had doubts a town
known for its variety of restaurants could have anything
acceptable.

This time Donna’s eyebrows shot up. “Lunch?”
There had been no mention of lunch. Even though a few previous
guests had hinted they’d prefer lunch there at the inn, she firmly
held to her breakfast-only policy. Her large gourmet breakfasts
were the equivalent of two meals. A person shouldn’t need
lunch.

“Maria assured me that…” Taylor left the
words hanging as Donna scrambled for a response.

It didn’t sound a bit like her
sister-in-law. Maria knew her bottom line better than she did. They
didn’t offer lunch because it would eat into the profits. Still,
pregnant women sometimes did crazy things under the influence of
hormones. Kathy, a fellow nurse, confessed that
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