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      Whatever is has already been, and what will be has been before, and God will call the past to account.

      

      Ecclesiastes 3:15

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Creating a story world is one of the best parts of being an author, and Richard County, Wildcat Springs, and Richardville are all fictional places, though I did use Central Indiana history and geography to guide my name choices. I also utilized some fictional license with police procedures to remain true to the pace of the story.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Georgia, I insist.”

      Wanda Morris shoved a wedding gown at me, leaving me no choice but to grab it. That is, unless I wanted to let the pricey creation pool on the dressing room floor and risk the ire of the pixie-faced bridal consultant who was staring at me.

      “We’re here for you.” I draped the beaded, halter gown over my arm. It really was pretty—and a cut that would look good on my tall, curvy frame. I never should’ve stopped to admire it, because today wasn’t about me.

      Wanda was going to marry Grandpa Winston in a little over a week, and she’d gathered a small entourage of friends and family who were available on a Thursday afternoon for her final fitting at Mary Ann’s Bridal Boutique in downtown Richardville, Indiana.

      “You’ll need a dress soon enough, so you should start getting ideas.” Her brown eyes gleamed with mischief.

      “But Cal and I haven’t—”

      “Talked about marriage?” Wanda put her hands on her hips. “Why on earth not?”

      While I hoped our relationship was headed there, we hadn’t discussed getting hitched, even though we’d been dating since last fall. I certainly hadn’t expected an engagement ring for Valentine’s Day, which we’d celebrated last night by having Wednesday Night Wings at Pizza Heaven in our hometown of Wildcat Springs.

      Not the most romantic of dates, but we didn’t want to fight the crowds, and Cal was preoccupied thanks to a new case. Besides, he was planning to take me to my favorite Italian restaurant for my birthday tonight.

      “We’re not in a hurry.” I ignored the uncertainty rippling through my gut and shot a helpless look at Wanda’s friend Beverly Alspaugh, who was Cal’s great-aunt and my neighbor.

      “Wanda, how about we let Georgia and Cal figure out their relationship.” Beverly stood and took the bridal burden off my arm. “They’re young, and there’s no need to rush into anything.” With her back to Wanda, she winked at me.

      “I don’t know.” Wanda brushed aside her silver side bangs, part of an asymmetrical haircut that took ten years off her appearance. “By the time I was thirty-one, I’d been married ten years.”

      Nothing like a reminder on my birthday about how I’ve failed at landing a mate. I wound a strand of my long, honey-blond hair around my finger.

      “Things are different now.” Beverly handed the gown to the consultant who clicked away in her ridiculously high heels.

      Mallory Morris, Wanda’s daughter-in-law, looked up from her phone. “It’s smart not to rush. Even though Tyler and I were high school sweethearts, we waited until after college to get married.”

      I’d been done with college for years, but I appreciated Mallory’s diplomatic effort.

      Beverly, Mallory, and I all gazed at Wanda.

      “All right then.” Wanda raised her hands in surrender. “Ron’s said I’ve turned into a bridezilla, but I want everyone to be as happy as we are. I apologize for putting you on the spot.”

      “It’s okay.” I leaned over and gave her a hug. “I’ll be sure to invite you when it’s time for me to go dress shopping.”

      “Thanks, sweetie.” Wanda clasped her hands as the seamstress entered with a garment bag that contained her dress. “Oh, I’m so excited! I never could’ve had anything like this when I was married the first time. Our wedding was in my parents’ front room, and my mama cooked a pot roast.”

      She was fond of reminding us about these facts, which were the main reasons—to my grandpa’s dismay—that she’d insisted on having a bigger wedding than he’d anticipated.

      The seamstress hung the garment bag in a dressing room. “Let’s see how it fits.”

      Wanda swished the curtain closed.

      Beverly’s flip phone rang, and she stepped over next to a sale rack to answer. Her kids hadn’t been able to convince her to get a smart phone. At eighty, she’d lived most of her life without cellphones and didn’t see the need for a fancy one now.

      I plopped onto the pink, velvety couch next to Mallory. I fought the urge to call her Mrs. Morris because she’d been my high school government teacher. Her dad, Old Man Smith, was my other neighbor. In her mid-fifties and attractive, she was now the principal at Wildcat Springs Junior-Senior High and had taken the afternoon off to join us.

      “How’s your school year going?” I asked.

      “Not bad, but we’re all counting the days until spring break.” She tucked her phone in her crocodile embossed purse. “I’m glad you’re here today, because I’ve been meaning to call you.”

      “Really?” What on earth could she want from me?

      “Would you be interested in filling in for my choir teacher, Mrs. Peterson, when she goes on maternity leave after spring break?” Mallory crossed her slender legs.

      I had a degree in music education but had chosen to farm corn and soybeans with my grandpa after my daddy died. “Actually, that time would conflict with planting season, so I can’t.”

      I thanked the Lord above for my good excuse.

      “Oh, silly me. I should’ve thought of that.” She fidgeted with her silver bangle bracelets. They complemented her black and white sheath dress, which showed a tad more cleavage than I would’ve been comfortable displaying in a school full of teenage boys.

      “Thanks for thinking of me.”

      She flipped her wavy brown hair over her shoulder. “We’ll get you in the classroom sometime. You’d be great.”

      Ummm. No. The thought of teaching junior high and high school was enough to make me want to pass out.

      Beverly returned to the dressing room, and all the color had drained from her cheeks.

      My eyes widened. Her cancer had been in remission for several months, and she still wore the curly gray wig that she’d purchased after starting chemo. Had her doctor called to tell her the cancer had returned? “Are you okay?”

      She pressed her bright red lips together, glanced at Mallory, and then motioned toward Wanda, who was emerging from the dressing room.

      Her silver, floor-length gown shimmered, and the three-quarter-length sleeves displayed intricate beadwork. She stepped onto the carpeted platform and twirled underneath the chandelier.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said. “The silver looks stunning with your hair.”

      Beverly sank into a wingback chair. “Lovely.”

      “Ron will think you look hot,” Mallory said.

      Wanda lifted the skirt. “We should probably take up the hem a bit more.”

      The seamstress knelt and began putting in some pins. I gazed at Beverly, who was folding and unfolding her arthritis-bent hands. She shook her head, as if she knew I was about to ask what was wrong.

      I nodded, but I’d find out soon enough. After all, there was a good reason for my reputation as an amateur sleuth.
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      When we finished at the bridal shop, I bolted to the parking lot and hopped in my truck. As I put on my seatbelt, my phone honked with the warning-alert ring tone I’d assigned to each of my twin stepbrothers.

      This time it was Austin wanting to video chat. I’d better answer, or he’d keep calling until I did. “Hey, Austin.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Beverly, Wanda, and Mallory walking toward Beverly’s car that was parked next to the music store. What were they doing? They hadn’t all come together.

      “Hey, sissy. It’s your favorite stepbrother.” Austin grinned.

      “Dude, I’m her favorite stepbro.” Preston, Austin’s identical twin, hovered over his shoulder. “She totally likes me better than you.” He elbowed his brother.

      Preston was slightly less annoying than Austin—though we’d all come a long way since my mom had married their dad five and a half years ago. “I love you idiots both equally.” And it was my lucky day to get a two-for-one call.

      “Sissy, I’m touched.” Austin pressed his hand to his heart.

      In the head.

      I glanced outside as Beverly removed two manila envelopes from her car and handed one to Mallory and one to Wanda. What was she giving them?

      “Earth to Georgia,” Austin said.

      “Sorry. I yanked my attention back to my stepbrothers.

      “We’re going to sing you a birthday rap.” Preston put up the hood on his sweatshirt.

      Austin donned a baseball cap.

      Merciful heavens. “Go for it.”

      “Yo, yo, it’s our girl Georgia’s b-day, and we gotta let her know. She’s the very best detective in the whole wide world. With us by her side, criminals can’t hide. So happy. Birthday. To you.” They both pointed at me.

      I applauded. “Bravo!” My boyfriend might take issue with the best detective thing since he was a professional who worked for the Richard County Sheriff’s Department, and I only dabbled in crime solving. “I like the part about criminals not being able to hide.”

      “When can we be your sidekicks again?” Even though the twins were twenty-four years old and semi-successful real estate agents, Austin could still whine like a seven-year-old boy.

      I started my truck and cranked up the heat. “Probably not for a long time.”

      Although I’d learned to never say never when it came to solving mysteries. They seemed to find their way to me.

      “Will you promise to let us know if you need us?” Austin hadn’t lost the whine.

      “Please?” Preston said.

      “Yes. I have to go home and get ready for my date tonight, so I’ll catch you guys later, okay?”

      “Say hi to Cal for us.” Austin winked.

      Then they made kissing noises—in unison.
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      I stopped at the gas station in my one-stoplight hometown of Wildcat Springs and was filling my truck when I got a text from Beverly asking me to stop by. With a churning stomach, I made my way to her house—about half a mile down the road from mine.

      Acres of empty brown fields—including some of my own—surrounded her property, which held a two-story white house with black shutters, an old-fashioned, paint-chipped barn, and a stable where her daughters had once kept horses. I parked my truck in the gravel driveway and hurried to the porch. A wooden snowman stood next to the door with his stick arms open in a friendly welcome. I shivered. Spring needed to get here fast because I was over the snow and cold.

      Beverly opened the door before I could ring the bell. “Come on in.”

      A wave of vanilla candle hit my nose as I entered the house. Her black schnauzer, Miss Peacock, charged toward me with a yippy bark and pawed and sniffed my boots.

      “Is it your cancer?” I blurted.

      “No, no.” Beverly closed the door and picked up her dog. “My health’s fine.” She stroked the dog’s head. “I could tell that’s what you were worried about.”

      I blew out a breath. “I’m so glad. I thought your doctor had called.”

      She nodded. “I figured as much. Lately, I’ve been feeling better than I have for months, thank the Lord. I’ve even felt well enough to start volunteering at the museum again.”

      Beverly had retired from teaching U.S. history at Wildcat Springs High School before I was old enough for her class. Now she channeled her love of the subject into volunteering at the history museum. It memorialized the town’s past and drew in a decent number of tourists each year.

      “I’m sure Wanda and the other volunteers are glad for the extra help.”

      “Yes.” Beverly smiled, but a hint of concern lingered in her eyes.

      I tucked my hair behind my ear. “Thanks for defending me today. I hate it when people badger me about getting married.”

      She waved a hand. “No problem. I’d love to see you and Cal end up together, but that’s for God, Cal, and you to determine. You don’t need pressure from other people to hurry down the aisle—even if they mean well.”

      I studied my boots. Had God shown me if my relationship with Cal was the right choice? Did I even want Him to, or did I want to make up my own mind?

      “Anyway, I asked you to stop by so I could give you these old pictures.” She reached over to her oak console table and picked up a thick manila envelope with my name on it. Another envelope, labeled Earl Smith, remained on the table. “I had them with me earlier, but I decided we needed to chat in private.”

      So that’s what she’d given Wanda and Mallory.

      “I’ve been cleaning out my closets and ran across a bunch of old pictures I thought my family and friends would like. There are several of you and your daddy.” She handed me the envelope.

      I lifted the flap and slid the pictures out. On top of the stack was a photo of Daddy and me in the combine cab. I was about three or so. Mom had styled my hair in pigtails, and I clutched a juice box and a bag of animal crackers. Beverly had probably flagged down my dad while he’d been harvesting our field behind her house and given us a snack. She’d done that a lot through the years. She was also a faithful prayer warrior, regularly asking God for justice after my daddy had been murdered and his case remained unsolved.

      Tears pricked my eyes, and I slid the prints back into the envelope. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” I tucked the package into my leopard-print shoulder bag.

      “You’re welcome.”

      She bent to release Miss Peacock and then straightened. “I haven’t told many people this, but I’ve been emptying my guest room closet because Clara’s coming home to stay with me for a while.” There was no mistaking the apprehension in her tone—and expression.

      “That’s great!” I’d never met Beverly’s daughter, because she’d left town long before I was born and hadn’t even made an appearance for her father’s funeral five years earlier.

      “Yes.” Beverly smoothed her floral blouse’s hem. “She hasn’t set foot in Wildcat Springs for thirty-eight years. Bill and I went to visit her a few times in Texas, and she’s always been good to call once a month, but she hasn’t had much to do with us.” Beverly’s eyes watered.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      She nodded and swiped under her eyes. “I’m thankful the Lord is leading her home. I’ve been praying for years that she’d come back and face whatever drove her away.”

      “Are you worried about the visit?”

      “Truthfully, yes. Denise called to vent when we were at the bridal shop because she’s never gotten over how her little sister abandoned the family.” Beverly shook her head. “Plus, she and Jack have separated, so this added stress is throwing her for a loop. I didn’t want to mention my family’s business in front of Mallory since she loves gossip—just like her dad.” Beverly pressed her lips together.

      Old Man Smith definitely loved gossip. Not to mention, Wanda wasn’t the most discreet woman in the world. “When’s Clara getting here?”

      Beverly glanced at the grandfather clock nestled in the corner of her formal living room. “A few hours. I hope she makes it in before all the snow we’re supposed to get.”

      I furrowed my brow. “How much?” I usually kept better track of the weather, because I had a plow that I’d put on my truck to clear out driveways for my friends.

      “We’re in the eight-to-ten-inches band—the storm shifted farther south than the meteorologists thought it would last night.”

      Yikes. I’d be busy tomorrow morning. “I’d better scoot. Cal and I are going out for my birthday.” I hugged her. “Thanks again for the pictures.” I opened the door.

      “You’re welcome, dearie.” She smiled.

      “See you later.” I waved as I jogged to my truck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Cal walked in the back door of my farmhouse while whistling “Brown-Eyed Girl.” He held two plastic grocery sacks. “Change of plans. I’m cooking for you tonight since we’re supposed to get snow.” Concern filled his blue eyes. “I hope you’re not disappointed.”

      “Nope. I’m thrilled when you cook.” I gazed up at my handsome boyfriend. I towered over a lot of men, so I loved that Cal had a few inches on me.

      He set the groceries on the bench in my foyer while he took off his black leather jacket. Gus, my yellow Labrador retriever puppy, nosed the sacks, and I snatched them away before he could do any damage.

      He’d developed a new quirk—digging in trashcans. Not even an entire container of cayenne pepper sprinkled all over the garbage had deterred that crazy animal. All of my bathroom trashcans now sat on the backs of the toilets, and my new kitchen wastebasket had a secure lid.

      “Hey,” Cal said in his sexy, resonant voice. “Come here, birthday girl.” He drew me into an embrace and gave me a gentle kiss on the lips.

      There’d better be more of that later. “What’re we having?” I smoothed his dark, windblown hair.

      He dimpled, and my heart skipped a beat. “Chicken and roasted vegetables.” He brushed some hair out of my eyes. “I’ll take you to Salvador’s another time for your birthday dinner.”

      “It’s fine. As long as we’re together.” Then I chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Six months ago, I would’ve rather been gagged than say something so sappy.”

      Sometimes it felt too good to be true that I’d met someone like Cal and that he liked me back. We headed into the kitchen, where I set the grocery sacks on the table.

      “Wow. I had no idea you were so cynical.” He arched an eyebrow. “I just can’t imagine that.”

      “Shut up.” I pretended to launch a sweet potato at him.

      He emptied the sacks and put the groceries on the counter in my 1980s kitchen—which was begging for an update that I hadn’t gotten around to. Maybe I was secretly fond of the linoleum flooring and pastel flower-basket print wallpaper in this house where I’d grown up.

      Nah.

      He stopped and looked around the kitchen. “Please tell me you have a cookie sheet.” He pointed to the groceries. “Because I’m making a sheet pan meal, and if you don’t . . .”

      I opened the cabinet next to my oven. “No worries.” I removed a set of three cookie sheets wrapped in plastic and displayed them like a spokesmodel. “Ta-da.”

      “How long have those been in there like that?” He found a knife in the drawer next to my sink and began rinsing and peeling sweet potatoes.

      I poked my finger through the plastic and ripped it off. “Since, this summer?” I squinted and pursed my lips. “Mom got them for me on sale, but as long as Brandi keeps me supplied with cookies, I don’t need to bake my own.”

      Unless he wanted a cookie-baking girlfriend and was disappointed that I never brought him homemade treats. But he didn’t have a big sweet tooth, so it shouldn’t matter, right?

      He chuckled. “Great excuse.”

      Time to steer the conversation away from my inadequacies. “You’ll find this interesting. Beverly told me Clara’s coming home for a visit tonight.” I set the largest cookie sheet on the counter and put the other two back in the cabinet.

      He stopped peeling. “Really. She say why?”

      “No.” I leaned against the island. “Why hasn’t she been home all this time? Beverly’s never talked about it.”

      “I have no idea.” Cal set a naked sweet potato aside and picked up a second one. “It’s always been a hush-hush topic in the family. My impression’s always been that Clara never quite fit in here.”

      Interesting. It wasn’t my business anyway. “How was work today?”

      “Fine.”

      “Have you been able to identify the body yet?”

      On Monday afternoon, a construction worker had unearthed skeletal remains in the woods while digging a foundation for a new house in the western part of the county.

      “Not yet. I hope we can give a family some closure soon.” He put down a sweet potato. “Did I tell you Marvin’s replacement started on Monday?”

      Marvin Kimball was the detective who’d worked with Cal—until he’d gotten himself in trouble with the law. “No. Nothing like jumping right in with a big case. Are you getting along?”

      “Yep. She’s nice. Name’s Vanessa Hawk. Grew up in Richardville, and she’s around your age. You know her?” He began chopping the peeled sweet potatoes into chunks.

      Gus’s claws clicked over the floor, and he stopped next to Cal.

      “No. I don’t know everybody in Richard County.” She. I swallowed. Don’t be stupid, Georgia. Is that why he hadn’t remembered to tell me? “What’s she like?”

      Here, fishy-fishy.

      I walked to the sink, squirted some dish soap on the cookie sheet, and scrubbed it.

      “She’s tough. Great instincts. Been with the department for about seven years.” He cut the second potato. “She’ll be good to work with.”

      “Is she married?” I kept my voice nice and casual.

      “Engaged.”

      I squeezed the dishcloth and hated myself for the “Hallelujah Chorus” playing in my head. I sneaked a look at him out of the corner of my eye. He hadn’t stopped chopping and seemed oblivious to the fact that I was having a moment. Good. The last thing I wanted was for Cal to think I was insecure about our relationship.

      As I rinsed and dried the cookie sheet, I thought of my late grandma Winston’s penchant for spouting off maxims and assigning them random numbers. After her death, her habit lived on in my head, and one of the most important principles throbbed in my mind.

      Life Lesson #15: Insecurity ruins relationships.

      “What else can I do to help?” I took in the red onion and the package of chicken sitting on the counter.

      He winked. “Relax and keep me company.” He wiped his hands on his jeans and looked around the kitchen. “I’ll be right back. I forgot to bring in your cake.”

      “Is it chocolate?”

      “Sure is.”

      “Perfect.” I tossed the dishtowel on the counter. “I’ll run out and get it. You keep cooking.”

      I needed a gulp of fresh air.
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      Later that night, it still hadn’t started snowing, which didn’t break my heart because that meant Cal could stick around and watch Murder on the Orient Express. His dinner had been fabulous, and he’d purchased a cake in the shape of a gold clutch purse from Pastry Delight in Wildcat Springs.

      I’d snapped pictures of the cake, along with the red roses he’d gotten me yesterday for Valentine’s Day, to show my best friends Brandi and Ashley, but I wasn’t one of those women who felt the need to brag to everyone on social media. Although, I’d have plenty to say because of how good Cal was to me. I couldn’t ask for a better boyfriend.

      He’d even gotten me a silver necklace with a key-shaped pendant, which I’d put on immediately.

      We finished the movie and watched the eleven o’clock news to get an explanation as to why the snow hadn’t materialized. The meteorologist was in the middle of promising an inch of snowfall per hour when the wail of approaching sirens interrupted.

      Cal and I exchanged glances.

      “Those are close.” I tossed a throw pillow aside and shot off the couch. With Gus at my heels, I bolted to the front door, threw it open, and stepped onto the porch. Cal followed.

      A sheriff’s deputy’s car whizzed by. Down the road, blue and red lights flashed, and my heart dropped to my feet.

      “They’re at Beverly’s,” I whispered and grasped the porch railing.

      Lord, please help her.

      “Get your shoes and coat.” Cal was already back inside, putting on his jacket and stepping into his shoes.

      I slipped on the first pair of sneakers I could find, shut Gus in his crate, and tugged on my coat as I ran out the door. Cal was already waiting in his Jeep with the engine running.

      We traveled the short distance to Beverly’s house in silence, and when we arrived, two cars from the sheriff’s department and an ambulance were parked next to the house, along with a red hatchback that I guessed was Clara’s. A third car from the sheriff’s department blocked the driveway.

      My breath hitched. This was more than a health emergency.

      Cal parked his Jeep on the side of the road and left it running. “Stay in here.”

      I nodded, because a lump the size of Alaska had taken up residence in my throat.

      He jumped out and jogged over to the car at the end of the driveway as a few stray snowflakes swirled around him. A deputy emerged from the car and started talking and pointing at the house.

      I opened the window, but the gusting wind drowned out their voices.

      Cal’s shoulders sagged, and he ran his fingers through his hair. Then he turned and trudged toward me. Halfway to the Jeep, he stopped and answered his phone.

      “Perkins.” He listened, pain filling his expression. “Already here. I’ll be in shortly.” He disconnected and shoved his phone in his jacket pocket.

      My chest constricted.

      No. No. No! I balled my fingers into a fist. Please, God. Don’t let it be . . .

      Cal opened the passenger-side door.

      I swallowed. “What happened?” But deep down I already knew.

      He scrubbed his hands over his face. “Aunt Beverly was murdered.”
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      Kittens.

      I didn’t consider myself a cat person, and I was recently a converted dog person, but all I could see were the kittens Beverly had given my brother Dakota and me when we were growing up. My favorite had been an orange and white one I’d named Peaches, though we’d had black, gray, and calico cats as well.

      “Georgia?” Cal leaned into the Jeep and grasped my hand. “Are you okay?”

      “Beverly used to give Dakota and me kittens. In fact, the cats out in my barn are their descendants. She gave us so many that when we went trick-or-treating at her place, Mom always warned us we’d better come home with just candy because Beverly could always talk Daddy into taking a kitten or two. Dakota always tried to get Mom to let us have a house cat, and—”

      “Georgia.” Concern lingered in Cal’s eyes as he rested his hands on my shoulders.

      I reined my thoughts back, unbuckled my seatbelt, and slid out. “How?” I whispered.

      “Gunshot wound to the chest.” He wrapped his arms around me.

      I closed my eyes and buried my face in his shoulder, and for a moment, he held me and stroked my hair while I inhaled the comforting scent of his cologne and leather jacket.

      I lifted my head. “Why?” I could barely say the word.

      “We don’t know yet, but it looks like she interrupted a break-in.”

      I shuddered. That’s what they’d said about my daddy—he’d interrupted a break-in.

      The sheriff’s department detectives theorized that when Daddy was on his way home from a school board meeting that night, he saw suspicious activity at the grain elevator. Because he was a good citizen, he stopped to investigate since there’d been vandalism there the week before. The robbers shot him and escaped. With no security cameras, the case was impossible to crack. Beverly’s late husband Bill owned the elevator, but she’d sold it after he died of a heart attack.

      “I’m sorry, but I need to go.” He stepped back and squeezed my hand. “Take the Jeep. I’ll pick it up at your house when we’re done here.”

      I nodded. “Are you okay?” He’d have to deal with the blood and gore.

      “Yeah. I’ll call you later.” He kissed my forehead and turned to go.

      “Cal?”

      “Yeah?” He faced me.

      “Check to see if Miss Peacock’s okay. Beverly loved that dog. I can . . . I’m willing to take her until I can find her a home. I don’t want her to go to a shelter. She’s old and might not get adopted.”

      He gave me a sad smile. “Will do.” He strode toward the farmhouse as the slow-to-arrive snow finally made its entrance with a vengeance.

      Taking a deep breath, I closed the Jeep’s door, walked around the vehicle, got in the driver’s seat, and gazed at the porch. My eyes fell on Beverly’s cheerful snowman—so innocent and out of place. I leaned back against the headrest and didn’t bother fighting the fresh wave of tears that blurred my vision and spilled over.

      Why hadn’t I taken more time with Beverly earlier? When she’d been battling cancer, I’d always been mindful that each conversation might be our last. I yanked my gloves out of my pockets and used them to dab my tears. Even though I only had to drive about half a mile, I didn’t want to move until I pulled myself together.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Beverly’s and my neighbor, Earl “Old Man” Smith, tipped his Vietnam veteran’s baseball cap and waved. “Hey there, Miss Georgia.”

      I opened the window. “Hey.”

      He pointed toward the house. “What’s going on? I heard the sirens and walked down to check it out.”

      “Someone shot Beverly.” I sniffed. “She’s dead.” The lump in my throat threatened to choke me.

      His jaw dropped, and his large ears seemed to stick out even more. “You sure?” He grabbed a hold of the Jeep.

      “Yes, sir. Cal confirmed it.”

      Earl removed his hat and pressed it against his chest. Seconds ticked by, and he swallowed hard, as if he were trying to hold himself together. “Beverly was a fine woman. She and my Becky used to can green beans together every summer.”

      Earl had been a widower for at least twenty
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