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Chapter one

Sweat beaded on her upper lip and around her hairline. The air was suffocatingly thick. Despite the early hour, the heat permeated every cell of her body. Thirst built in her throat, she swallowed, trying to ward it off.  She squinted up at the sun, cursing it, willing it away.  
This is the longest block of my life, Dixie thought. 
When she first decided to go on this month-long writing retreat, the idea of going to a small southern town sounded so romantic. It was like something out of an old movie. Now she wondered if she should have waited until fall for cooler weather. 
Nothing romantic about the river of sweat running down her cleavage.
Twin Perks sat on the corner of Main Street, in the heart of Loblolly Falls, South Carolina. Other than a few side streets that led away to residential lanes, everything that happened in Loblolly Falls took place right on Main Street. 
As she opened the door she shivered as the brisk air-conditioning hit her dewy skin. The atmosphere inside was cozy and inviting, with its exposed brick walls and original oak plank floors worn by a hundred years of use. Galvanized tin letters fitted with bulky light bulbs, much like a vintage marquee sign, spelled out Twin Perks along the back wall. 
Two people worked behind the counter, both wore matching Twin Perks t-shirts:  a man busy making drinks, and a woman taking orders at the register. 
Dixie checked her watch. 9:15. She scheduled a meeting with the woman who owned the little house she rented for the month at 9:30. Her husband would have said she was early, she would have told him if you weren't ten minutes early, you were late.
Choosing a seat by the window,  she pulled out the book from her bag and dug around the front pocket, trying to decide what color felt-tip pen she wanted. When she was a teacher, she always carried a variety of colored markers, aside from the ones scattered about on her desk. Old habits die hard. Even in retirement, she still stashed a selection in her purse.  After selecting the turquoise one, she flipped open the journal.
Pulling off the cap she scribbled a few notes. It was important to capture all the details of this southern town. The number of trees surprised her.  The charming houses drew her in with substantial front porches and white picket fences. Things you see in the movies, but not in Wichita where she was from. 
The door opened, and a man with a salt-and-pepper beard and a close-cropped haircut held the door for a woman. In crisp khakis and a collared shirt, he seemed overdressed for weekend wear. 
In contrast, the woman was more casual. But elegant. The kind of elegance only money buys. At least ten years the man’s junior, she wore her dark hair up in a twist in the back, a brown clip holding it in place. On her, a pair of jeans and a simple white blouse looked chic and enviable.
Dixie looked down and readjusted her top, pulling it away from her midlife belly.  Perhaps she'd start her workouts again while she's here. 
The man directed the woman to a table, pulled the chair out for her, and then took a seat opposite from her. She reached across to touch his hand. Dixie couldn't help but notice the giant rock on the woman's hand. 
Looking away, she spun the gold band on her finger as she stared out the window. Thomas couldn’t afford to give her a diamond when they first married, and after a few years, she realized there were more important things than a fancy ring. He tried several times over the years to buy her one, but she always refused. It wasn't going to change their relationship, and besides, they could spend that money on something else they both would enjoy. 
Loud voices turned her attention from her writing.  The man in the khakis stood, talking to the woman at the counter.
“Gary, you can’t do this to me. I can’t afford to move to another location.” She folded her arms and glowered at the man.
“It’s practically a done deal. It’s not personal, Ada, it’s business. Now, bring our usual, I’ll be right over here.” He walked away and sat back down across from his wife.
The woman scowled at his back, before she spun away, disappearing into a room in the back. Dixie imagined tufts of black smoke streaming from her ears like a cartoon character.
9:25. Still a few minutes until her appointment, plenty of time to add a couple of things to her journal. She wrote about Gary and his wife. No names, of course, just notes about their clothes and mannerisms. As a people-watcher, she listened to conversations and observed their interactions. It helped her write realistic characters. 
Ada arrived with their drinks. She put the woman's drink down first. However, when she tried to slide his drink in front of Gary, he collided with her arm as he reached into his pocket for his phone, sloshing its contents across the table. Overreacting significantly, he flung himself back in his chair, trying to keep the hot liquid out of his lap. 
“Watch it,” he fussed as she attempted to set the cup down.
“I’m so sorry. I bumped into you. Just a minute, I'll straighten this up.”  She scurried away quickly, flustered.
He exhaled and pushed back from the table as it ran to the edges. Holding his arms away from his body, he inspected his lap for any signs of coffee. When Ada returned with towels he growled in her direction, “What a mess. You did this on purpose.”
“No, it was an accident.”
Gary’s wife put her hands on Ada’s and said, “It’s okay, I’ll clean this up.”
Ada huffed as she took his cup with her. His wife wiped the table until the man behind the counter came and took over.
Dixie turned back to her notebook. The last few months before she retired, she joined a writing group and decided to try her hand at crafting a mystery. Her friends in her book club encouraged her. Why not? Thomas was gone. They never had kids. She wasn't bound by work and finally had time to do whatever she wanted. It was a bit of a cliche but she didn’t care. She always loved mysteries. To her, it was only natural that she write one herself. 
The cafe door swung open and a woman with a halo of dark curls waltzed into the shop.  She scanned the room. When she noticed Dixie she smiled and walked straight to the table. Her full skirt, covered in a large colorful floral print, swirled around her ankles as she walked.
“Excuse me, are you Dixie?” she asked. 
“Yes, you must be Miriam.”
Miriam pulled out a chair. “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting long,” she said, only the word came out more like lawng. Dixie underestimated how challenging the Southern accent would be for her midwestern ears.
“Oh no, not at all," she said.
Miriam plopped into her seat and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “I’m burning slap up. If it gets any hotter today, I’ll have to take off stuff I ought to keep on.”
Caught off guard by the comment, she laughed. "This place is so cute. I've been soaking up the charm of this town. I just love it here.“
“Let’s see how you feel in a month. Small towns can grow on you, like Kudzu," she said with a laugh. 
Dixie shook her head slightly. “What’s kudzu?”
“It's a vine that grows over anything that stands still long enough. It would take over if we didn’t fight it with dynamite to keep it back. I guess they don't  have it where you’re from?” She consulted the page in her hand. “Kansas?”
“Can’t say that we do. But we have plenty of wheat. Miles and miles of it,” she laughed.
Just behind Miriam, outside on the street, a young woman posed, arms extended, as she took a selfie in front of the shop. Moments later, she walked inside and over to the table where Gary and his wife sat. The woman sprang up, pulling the arrival into a warm hug. Gary stood and hugged her with equal enthusiasm before helping her with her chair.
Must be the daughter, she looked a lot like the older woman, only blonde. Dixie guessed her to be twenty-something. College aged. She wore a trendy bohemian-style outfit, complete with a wide-brimmed felt hat and enormous sunglasses that covered half her face.
“Where is my coffee?” Gary looked around the shop.
“Just sit down, I’ll grab it,” Gary's wife said.  She walked towards the counter but met the barista on his way with the new cup, taking it from him.
"Did you hear what I said?” Miriam asked.
Embarrassed, Dixie blinked, realizing she hadn’t been listening to a word of what Miriam was saying. For some reason, she couldn't take her eyes off Gary as he acted like a toddler.
She smiled and said, “I’m so excited to see the house. The pictures you sent are amazing. I’m looking forward to the next few weeks.”
“I hope you’ll enjoy it. It was my mama’s house. Ever since she passed on, I’ve hung on to it, not quite able to let it go. I should sell, but countless memories are tied up in that place.” She got quiet for a minute. “Mama would love that a genuine author stayed in her house. She loved her books.”
“Oh, no. I’m not...well, not really. I’m retired, and widowed, and I just thought it would be fun to treat myself to some place new. You know, experience different things. I do occasionally write a story. Who knows?” She hadn’t shared her dream with many people, and saying the word, author out loud felt pretentious and silly. She regretted calling it a writer’s retreat in her email. 
“I’m so sorry for your loss.” Miriam pursed her lips in sympathy.
"He’s been gone for two years now,” she said. She hated talking about being a widow, it's just that she found sometimes it's better to get it out of the way and save herself from all those awkward questions about her marital status later.
“Well, let me go and grab us some coffee. You stay here. What would you like?”
“Just a latte, no whipped cream. Thank you.” Miriam walked to the counter wiggling her fingers at two ladies who had just come in. They had an animated conversation that Dixie only understood bits and pieces. From this distance, it was hard to decipher their accent. 
Over at the table with Gary, the young woman placed a pale blue gift bag with white and yellow tissue paper bursting out of the top on the table. 
His wife said, “I know what this is, I think you're going to love it!.”
“Happy birthday. Go on, open it.” The young girl sat back and clasped her hands together in excitement.
Gary pulled a book with a dark brown cloth cover out of the bag. He turned it around multiple times before opening it. He licked his finger, gently flipped the page, and slid his hand along the surface before turning to the next page.  After examining several pages, he closed the book looking quite pleased. 
“It’s a first edition. I thought it would fit in your collection,” the young woman said.
"It's perfect. Thank you." He carefully placed the book in the bag and set it in the chair beside him.
Miriam returned with their coffee. “So tell me what brings you to Loblolly Falls, of all places.” She leaned forward, the cup between her hands, and sipped her drink.
“Honestly, I don’t think I would have even known about this place if my friend hadn’t shown me the post with the house. She works for Playcations and came across your posting. Must have been the same day you added the listing to their website. Once I saw the pictures, I knew it was perfect for me.”
Miriam laughed. “Well, I hope you aren’t looking for lots of excitement. Nothing much happens ‘round here. Some call it slow-paced. I prefer the term boring.”
Just then, several cups and spoons crashed to the floor, followed by a loud bang. A woman screamed. Dixie looked over to Gary's empty chair and his body sprawled on the ground beside it.
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Chapter two

When someone from the sheriff’s office showed up, it was clear that Gary hadn’t made it. The female deputy spoke to Ada as she stood, arms wrapped around her middle, hugging herself. She listened to the officer, but her eyes kept darting over to the sheet-covered form on the floor. The deputy placed a hand on Ada’s arm. It wasn’t a threatening gesture, but rather a comforting one. 
The deputy looked to be approximately the same age as Ada, somewhere in her mid-thirties, her blonde hair wound into a neat bun at the base of her neck.  Her build was slender, but muscular, like a runner.  When she turned away, her expression shifted to one of all business.
Pulling a small black notebook and silver ballpoint pen out of her shirt pocket, she squatted down, lifting one corner of the sheet to peer at the body.
Ada approached them somberly. “Toni asked us to clear the shop while they remove Gary. I can’t believe this is happening.”
“I guess it was just his time.” Miriam gave her a long hug, rubbing her back as she squeezed her close. She ended the embrace and held her at arm's length. “Did she tell you any details?”
“Not really. Looks like he had a heart attack. That’s about it.”
“Can I do anything for you?” she asked.
“No. Thank you. Very sweet of you to ask.” Ada looked back over at the sobbing widow and her daughter. “Poor Dana. This is just awful.”
“Well, just call anytime,” Miriam said. Turning to Dixie she said, “Why don’t we go to my shop? I can give you the keys and the last-minute information. It's just a couple of doors down and the fresh air will do us some good.”
Outside, the humidity was so thick Dixie worried she might drown breathing it in. Immediately, her jeans felt heavy against her thighs. It was like the lower half of her body was being cooked right there on the street. She glanced at Miriam's skirt with a new appreciation. It was clear she was going to need to ditch her denim for a lighter, more breathable fabric from now on. 
They turned left and made their way down Main Street. 
“So much for nothing ever happens in Loblolly Falls. I promise things are usually quieter ‘round here,” Miriam said.
“Did you know that man?” Dixie asked.
“Well, of course I did. Everyone knows everyone here. That was Gary Ward, the Envelope King, and his wife Dana. The girl is Dana’s daughter Jolene, his stepdaughter."
“The Envelope King?”
“Well, he owns the factory nearby. You wouldn’t think envelopes would bring substantial income, but it's the largest in the Southeast,” she said with a tinge of pride. “His product is sold worldwide. If you used an envelope for anything in your life, chances are it’s made here in Loblolly Falls.”
“You’re right. I would never have thought of envelopes like that. But, I guess someone has to make them." She paused. "Gary caused quite a scene before you arrived. He and that woman, Ada, I think. They were going at it."
“You don’t say? That doesn’t surprise me, actually. He has a way with folks, and it's not necessarily a positive way.” Miriam motioned toward a door on her left. The awning read Good Dog Bath and Barkery. “We’re here.”
It was a combination of a pet store and bakery but with a touch of shabby chic charm. A bright white counter with a glass case displayed colorfully decorated cookies. In the middle of the room, sat a vintage kitchen table painted a soft turquoise color with baskets filled with little bags of cookies and dog biscuits.
The entire shop was a pet lover’s paradise. Everything you might ever imagine for your pooch can be found right next to things you could never imagine as well. 
“A bakery for dogs? I love it!" Dixie said, examining the baked goods in the case. 
“Yes, well, we also bathe and groom them in the back. It’s where the business started. The bakery part has just grown like crazy!” Miriam waved her arms towards the back, indicating where the grooming took place. 
“Do you have many customers for baked items for dogs in a town this small?”
“No, I do a lot of online sales. And we have a booth at the farmer’s market every Saturday during the warm months.  We have a few people who come from Greenville as well.”
“Your store is so inviting, and I love the touches of vintage combined with the clean lines of the counter.” Dixie picked up a rubber chicken and squeezed it. To her surprise, it let out a high-pitched squeak, which she found amusing. 
“It’s all Kelsey, my assistant. She came up with the color scheme and helped me find all the display pieces. She has a real knack for it. I keep telling her she’s wasting her talents here in the Falls.”
“She sounds like a keeper.”
Miriam guided Dixie to her office in the back. Papers were scattered all across the desk. Boxes of cookies and biscuits teetered in a stack in one corner. The counter behind it didn’t appear any better. The chaos surprised her, the storefront looked so neat and organized.
Miriam laughed at Dixie’s expression. “Kelsey is under strict orders to stay away from my space. She's always trying to straighten it up. I tell her to keep her paws off. I know exactly where everything is.”
Somewhere in the back of the store, a dog barked. “She’s working on one of our regulars now. He comes in weekly. Hates getting a bath, and his owner would rather pay us than have to deal with the mess he makes at home. The barking is just part of the overall atmosphere.”
Miriam pulled the keys out of her pocket and handed them to Dixie. “Here’s the key to the house. I have a crew scheduled to mow every week. The door to the bedroom sticks sometimes, especially in the summer. The heat causes the wood to swell. I’ve got a handyman coming to take care of that, too. Other than that, I’m sure you will enjoy it. Help yourself to Mama’s books. She would be happy someone is reading them.”
"I love the vibe here. Your store, Twin Perks. Everything has this warm, inviting, small-town charm," Dixie said.
Miriam nodded. "You should have seen it a few years ago. Rundown, scary. Those are the words you would have used. Loblolly Falls has gone through some upgrades. It's definitely an improvement. Twin Perks did more for our downtown than you can imagine. Suddenly, people had a reason to come to Main Street."
“Speaking of Twin Perks. Ada said something about moving. She sounded pretty upset about it."
“That's so sad, isn't it? Not like Gary dying sad. That was actually sad,” Miriam spoke a mile a minute, then stopped when she realized how she sounded. Taking a breath and said, “Gary owns several of the buildings, including the one Twin Perks is in. They say he planned to sell it and I think Ada was going to purchase her building. Recently, though, rumors said he sold to some investors from Greenville. That may be what it’s about.”
“Greenville? That’s what, twenty-eight miles away? Why would anyone invest out here in Loblolly Falls?”
“Our town council would like to attract more tourists. So they’re encouraging renovations. They even offered up some grants to help folks to develop here. They gave me a grant to expand my business." She rocked her chair back. "We have beautiful waterfalls just down the road a tick. Throw in some decent restaurants and shopping and we’re a pleasant day trip out of Greenville.”
Dixie was aware of the lure of the waterfalls. They were a huge selling point to picking Loblolly Falls for her visit. South Carolina is famous for its more than one hundred waterfalls throughout the state. 
“Seemed like they were celebrating something special. Gary’s birthday, perhaps?” Dixie said.
“Oh, gosh, I hope not. That’s just awful.” Miriam shook her head and clucked her tongue. “Bless their hearts. Dana is my friend, I'll check on her later. I didn't want to intrude on her at the cafe.”
She placed her hand over her heart to show her sincerity. 
“Well, I’ve been gone long enough. I have a couple of things I need to do this morning," she said. 
Dixie stood to leave. “Well, thank you again. I think I’ll head over to the grocery store and then to the house. Thanks for the coffee.”
Miriam laughed. “Yes, well, you’re welcome for exposing you to trauma on your first day here. I won’t be nominated for the town welcoming committee anytime soon.” She walked her to the door of the shop. “Listen, let me make it up to you. We have a small book club that meets once a month. You can meet some of the ladies. Ada is a member. Why don’t you come?”
“Oh, I didn’t read the book, won't that be weird?”
“Don’t worry about that, just come. Most of us don’t. We just call it a book club because Wine Drinking Club isn’t socially acceptable. We’ll have fattening food and some wine. It’ll be fun. Tomorrow night. I’ll pick you up at six.”
“Well, all right. Thank you.” Waving at Miriam through the glass window of the shop, she walked back down Main Street to her car.  
This certainly wasn’t the way she imagined her day would go. Starting off with a man dropping dead right in front of her. Things could only get better from there, right?

      [image: image-placeholder]Dixie pulled up to the little white house that would be her home for the next month. The porch stretched across the entire length of the house. Hydrangea bushes burst with colorful purple blooms. Tall oak trees clustered together in the yard. It looked like something out of a magazine.
It was perfect. 
After she put the groceries away in the tiny kitchen, she wandered around the house, opening doors and peeking in cabinets. It looked like Miriam kept it just the way her mother left it. She half expected to find the old woman’s clothes still hanging in the closet.
Knick knacks lined the mantel on the fireplace. China with a delicate rose pattern rested on the shelves of the hutch in the dining room. Behind the bed in the main room was a massive oak headboard. She ran her hand over the leaves carved into the wood and sighed. She was going to enjoy her stay here.
She unpacked her suitcase. As she sorted her things out, she thought something moved past the window. When she looked over her shoulder she didn't see anything. Probably just a bird flying by, or just her imagination. She was still a bit jumpy from the morning.
She opened the closet and hung her clothes. She'd only brought two dresses with her and deeply regretted not bringing more. They surely would have been cooler and more comfortable than the jeans she was still wearing. Again something caught her eye and she pivoted towards the window.
A man stood outside, his face pressed to the glass, his hands cupped around his eyes. Dixie screamed. He backed away, appearing shocked by her scream, and quickly turned away.
She ran to the back door just as the man opened up the back gate. “Stop!”
He froze, his hand still on the latch. Slowly, he looked back, his expression now more annoyed than guilty. “Yes?”
“Why were you just looking in my window? What are you doing in the yard?”
“Your window? Young lady, this is Margaret’s house. I should be asking you what you’re doing,” he said with a huff.
Now that she could see his face, she was surprised to discover he was an older man. His scalp showed on top through his thin gray hair. The wrinkles on his forehead fell in a heavy scowl, making her think he made that face a lot. 
“I’m renting this house for the next month. I don’t know why that's any of your business. I ought to call the police. You can’t go peeping into windows.” 
“Go ahead. I have breakfast with the Sheriff every morning. Tell him Leland says hi.” He turned and opened the gate. Once on the other side, he pulled it shut. “I will be checking out your story. If you aren’t lying then I won’t need to have them arrest you. In the meantime, you better not play your music too loud. You don’t smoke, do you? I can't abide people smoking.”
He wandered through the neighboring backyard and up the steps of the blue house next door. When he reached the top he stopped and said, “Don’t cause no trouble and everything will be fine.”
She went back inside. What a crazy day. Insane. She debated calling Miriam about the neighbor when her phone rang. Speak of the devil.
“Hon, I hate to bother you as you're settling in. I need to swing by tomorrow and grab something
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