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            THE MINISTER IS MURDERED

          

        

      

    

    
      Be careful what you wish for… it may come true.

      When Bernie, Adam and their friends travel to the idyllic town of Heywood, Arizona, to witness a marriage, they never expected to find the officiating minister poisoned to death.

      With the Heywood sheriff being a novice to murder cases, she enlists Adam’s help, and Ruby and Bernie decide to launch their own side investigation. Yet, with a near-death experience and a town populated by questionable residents with deep secrets, the killer remains elusive.

      A series of explosive events will change Bernie and Ruby relationship forever… if they can catch the killer before he gets to Bernie first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Large, gallant spruce and fir trees sandwiched the two-lane road while the sun shone brightly above. I held Adam’s hand as he drove. My SUV hummed along quietly on our way to Heywood, the town my friend, Darla, had chosen for her wedding.

      It should have been a nice experience. Maybe even romantic. Except, we had my ghostly grandmother in the back seat.

      “Are we there yet?” she whined for what seemed like the hundredth time. I’d lost track and my patience was wearing thin.

      “No. Quit asking me that,” I grumbled. “We’re there when the car stops.”

      Adam chuckled and shook his head while I admired his square jawline and the cute curl of blond hair just above his ear.

      “This is taking forever!” Ruby complained.

      “You sound like a toddler, not a dead woman. Dead people don’t whine.”

      She muttered something about me being a party pooper and lay down on the backseat with her feet up against the window. A lecture on seatbelt safety sat on the tip of my tongue, but I held it. She could fly through the windshield without so much as a scratch.

      But honestly, she was right—the drive to the Arizona-Colorado border seemed to be taking a long time. I’d debated asking Adam if he was lost. Glancing at my phone, I noted I still didn’t have any service so I couldn’t map out our location. Instead, I closed my eyes, determined to nap until we arrived.

      A few moments later, Adam slowed, and dirt crunched under the tires. I glanced up to find him pulling over.

      “Take a look at that,” he whispered.

      I gasped as I stared at the town below.

      “That looks nice,” Ruby said. “Very rustic. It reminds me of those Hallmark movies you like to watch.”

      Built on a winding river surrounded by forests, it did resemble something one would find in a Hallmark Christmas movie. Immediately, my mood perked up and I couldn’t wait to explore the quaint, seemingly magical place.

      As we descended, the forest once again swallowed us up until we emerged onto the main road through town. On the left, the heavy foliage remained. To the right stood the storefronts, and behind them, the river. People milled about, window shopping and going on with their days.

      I glanced at my phone. We still had almost an hour before we needed to meet Darla at the church. “Let’s park and walk around,” I said. “Maybe grab some lunch?”

      “Sounds great,” Adam murmured. “Looks like there’s a spot right in front of the ice cream store.”

      “What’s the Scoop?” Ruby snickered. “What a cute business name!”

      The line out the front also indicated they offered excellent product.

      After parking, we exited the car and I reached my hands above my head and stretched. The sun warmed my face as I inhaled the fresh, mountain air. How had I never known about Heywood?

      Adam took my hand and we strolled down the sidewalk passing a gift shop, a hunting and fishing store, and a doctor’s office. Ruby spun around in circles next to me, her purple muumuu flaring around her thin legs.

      “I bet nothing bad ever happens here,” she said. “This place is perfect. Not even a speck of garbage on the street.”

      “Are you hungry?” Adam asked. We stopped at a restaurant aptly named On the River. “Do you want to eat now or wait a bit?”

      My stomach growled as the smell of grilled burgers wafted our way. “Now would be good.”

      As we opened the door and strolled in, the heavy wooden floorboards creaked under our feet and the log walls had been decorated with scenic photos of the river and forest, and its inhabitants. A picture of a bear walking the shore with two cubs trailing behind her caught my eye.

      “Oh, that mama doesn’t look happy,” Ruby said. “She’s probably had it with the two cubs. You can see all she wants is to lie down and have someone get her a fish or some garbage to eat.”

      “You can tell all that by the picture?” I asked, smiling. “Are you the bear whisperer now?”

      She shrugged. “Just trying to put myself in her place. If I were her, I’d run for the hills and leave those two little turds to fend for themselves.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. We’ll never know.”

      “Can I help you?” I turned to find a server approaching. About my height but maybe a couple of years younger, her rosy cheeks glowed with health when she smiled. Must have been all the clean, fresh, mountain air.

      “We’d like to grab some lunch,” Adam said.

      “Two of you?”

      “No, three,” I replied without thinking.

      She furrowed her brow in confusion as she glanced around. “Are they meeting you later?”

      Dang it. “I’m sorry. I meant two of us,” I said as my face burned with embarrassment. Sometimes, I forgot no one could see Ruby but me.

      The server smiled wider. “It’s a beautiful day. Would you like to eat outside?”

      “As long as we don’t see any bears,” Ruby muttered, but I wasn’t sure why she cared. She was already dead.

      “That sounds great,” Adam replied. “Thank you.”

      We followed her through the restaurant to the expansive outdoor deck. With a gasp, I took in the beauty.

      The river shore lay about two hundred feet away and the sound of the meandering water met my ears as a breeze whispered through the trees. On the River was a busy place and I counted ten full tables on the deck. As we were led to our seats, I studied the other guests’ food. Club sandwiches, a stacked burger, a beautiful salad… was that a chocolate cake? My mouth watered while I sat down.

      “Can I get you two started with something to drink?”

      Leaning over the table conspiratorially, Adam asked, “Do you want some wine?”

      “It’s only one in the afternoon!”

      “Oh, for the love of everything holy, Bernie!” Ruby yelled. “Look at the place! Have a glass of wine and enjoy it!”

      I shot Ruby a glare, then nodded. While Adam ordered a bottle, I glanced over the menu, but that salad I’d seen on the way in had caught my eye.

      A few moments later, the server returned and poured us each a glass. “Are you two in town for something special, or just passing through?”

      “A wedding,” I replied. “Our friends are getting married this weekend.”

      “How nice,” she said, setting down the bottle and pointing to her left. “The church is up around the bend. Beautiful place. Also, if you have time, make sure you check out the Farmers’ Market, which is just a little farther past the church. It runs Tuesdays and Saturdays until four and features local businesses and artists.”

      “Thank you,” Adam said. “We’ll definitely head over.”

      I sipped my wine and took in the stunning views. Across the river, a fisherman emerged from the trees and began casting while people floated past us in tubes and rafts. Ruby stretched out on the deck next to the table just as my cranky cat, Elvira, would do at home, basking in a ray of sunshine. “I’m just going to lie here and pretend I can feel the sun on my face and breathe in all this fresh air.”

      Adam and I planned the rest of our afternoon over our salads. We’d have a little time to hit the Farmers’ Market and then head over to the church to meet Darla and Jack. Instead of driving, we decided to walk the Riverwalk, which stretched as far as we could see.

      An hour later, the three of us strolled through the market but the views kept grabbing my attention away from the goods being offered. A woman who I thought I recognized caught my eye and I beelined it over to her booth, Sage Advice.

      She smiled broadly when I approached and I swore I knew her from somewhere. In her fifties, black and gray curly hair framed her thin face, little lines appearing around her eyes as she grinned. “Can I help you?”

      I glanced at her product. Soap and bath bomb baskets, tinctures, and teas for everything from anxiety to Valley Fever. A vanilla scent tickled my nose and I picked up a small basket of bath bombs.

      “Those also contain some chamomile for relaxation,” she said.

      “They smell amazing.”

      “Thank you. I thought so too.”

      “Do you make all this yourself?”

      She nodded. “Well, I help make them. My boss is the real herbal wizard.”

      As I brought the cellophaned package to my nose, I inhaled deeply. So good.

      “We know her from somewhere,” Ruby said. I glanced over to find her staring at the woman, her lips pinched in concentration. “I just can’t place from where.”

      I fully agreed but decided to allow the matter to rest. Yes, she did look familiar, but saying that to a stranger always seemed to lead to awkward conversations while both parties tried to figure it all out. I handed the woman the bath bomb basket. “I’ll take this.”

      “You’re going to love it,” she said, slipping it into a paper bag. “These are my absolute favorites for relaxation. Put on some soft music and pour a nice glass of merlot, and you’ll feel so much better.”

      “Well then, take my money!” I shoved my bills at her.

      She threw her head back and laughed. “Gladly! Thank you and enjoy your bath bombs.”

      “Where do we know her from?” Ruby asked as we left the booth.

      “I’m not sure,” I whispered.

      “That’s the mystery we’re going to solve while we’re here!” Ruby shouted as she jumped up and down. “Let’s figure that out!”

      I nodded and smiled as Adam stopped to check out the local hot sauce vendor, Too Hot to Handle.

      “Oh, look!” Ruby squealed. “I need one of their t-shirts! It describes me perfectly.”

      “Not sure about that. Maybe it should read, too cold to care,” I muttered under my breath as Adam shoved a cracker in his mouth and his face quickly turned bright red.

      “I like that one, too,” Ruby said, snickering. “I am dead, and I don’t care about much.”

      As Adam asked for a glass of water, I turned back to Sage Advice and eyed the woman once again. Indeed, maybe that should be the mystery to be solved. As Ruby had said, nothing bad would ever happen in this beautiful utopia.

      My phone rang and I pulled it from my pocket. Darla.

      “Are you here?” she asked breathlessly.

      “Yes. It’s beautiful.”

      She squealed. “Wait until you see the church!”

      “Are you there now?”

      “Almost. Maybe ten minutes?”

      “We’re right down the street, so we’ll meet you then.”

      I turned and tapped Adam on the shoulder. His eyes watered as his cheeks reddened.

      “I think I’m dying,” he whispered while in the midst of a coughing fit. “The guy dared me to try the Devil’s Juice.”

      Ruby roared with laughter as tears tracked down his cheeks. “He looks like his face is about to explode!”

      “We have to go meet Darla, so get yourself together,” I said, shaking my head. “Put that fire out.”

      “Oh, he’s going to stink tonight!” Ruby chortled. “That stuff is going to do a number on his stomach!”

      I rolled my eyes as the vendor chuckled and poured a glass of milk for my suffering boyfriend.

      When his head no longer looked like it was about to burst, we strolled down the Riverwalk to the church. Another pathway led up to the front of it, which faced the street. I pulled on the large wooden door and was surprised to find it open.

      “See?” Ruby said. “Nothing bad ever happens here or they wouldn’t leave the doors open.”

      “That’s not really safe,” Adam muttered, his brow furrowed. “They should be locking the doors.” Always the cop.

      We went inside. Heavy silence blanketed the church. Wooden pews lined each side of the aisle while the red carpet muffled our footsteps. Stained glass windows cast beautiful rainbows. Behind the stone altar, floor-to-ceiling windows showcased the view of the river and the mountains behind it.

      “What a pretty place to get married,” I whispered, not wanting to disturb the tranquility.

      “Sure is,” Adam murmured.

      “Churches usually give me the creeps,” Ruby said. “But I like this one. It’s homey, not pretentious.”

      We turned as the doors opened. Darla and Jack entered and she hurried down the aisle to give us hugs.

      “Yoohoo! Hey there, Mr. Dimples!” Ruby called. “I have lots of things to say to you, but they probably shouldn’t be uttered in a church!”

      As she batted her eyelashes at Jack, I embraced Darla.

      “Isn’t it gorgeous?” she whispered. I nodded and she glanced around. “Where’s the minister? He’s supposed to meet us.”

      “We haven’t seen anyone,” I said, shrugging.

      “Let’s wait a few minutes,” Jack suggested, placing his arm around Darla.

      After taking a seat in a pew, we spoke in low tones about the town and the beauty of the surrounding area. Darla glanced at her phone, furrowing her brow. “We were supposed to meet fifteen minutes ago. Maybe we should go in back?”

      “Give him a call first,” Jack said. “He’s most likely running late.”

      When no one answered, she stood and headed towards a doorway to the left of the altar. “Hello?” she called, then disappeared into the back of the church.

      A moment later, she screamed.
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      “What the heck?” Jack sprang to his feet and sprinted down the aisle with Adam, Ruby, and me following close behind him. “Darla! Darla!” He rushed through the doorway. “Where are you?”

      “Isn’t Mr. Dimples cute when he gets all worried like that?” Ruby mused, seemingly not concerned about Darla in the least bit.

      We found her kneeling in a small hallway, her hands covering her mouth while tears streamed down her cheeks. She pointed into a room to her right. “He’s… he’s blue,” she whispered.

      As Jack dropped to his knees and pulled Darla close to his chest, Adam and I glanced into the office. I assumed the dead man sitting behind the desk wearing a clerical collar was indeed the minister we were supposed to be meeting. And yes, he was blue.

      A string of curses fell from Adam’s lips as he stepped into the room pulling his phone from his pocket while I remained in the doorway. I knew better than to contaminate the scene. I surveyed the bookcases behind him lined with full rows of tomes. The red carpet needed replacing, or at least a really good cleaning. Light streamed in through the window and bounced off the eggshell walls, brightening the room. Ruby walked over to the minister and stared at him, nose-to-nose. “Sorry, big guy,” she said. “What happened to you? Did you choke on that salad?”

      I hadn’t even noticed the Tupperware container sitting on the desk in front of him, mainly because I didn’t want to look in his direction. The lettuce hadn’t wilted, so if he had choked on the contents, it hadn’t been too long ago.

      While Adam felt for a pulse and spoke in low tones into the phone, Ruby continued to snoop around the body.

      “Maybe you should step away from there,” I said, pointing to her.

      Of course, she ignored my suggestion. But really, what did it matter? She was a ghost and couldn’t mess with evidence. Except she’d recently developed the ability to move inanimate objects. Dang it. “Ruby, please don’t touch anything.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m not! Jeez, Bernie. Relax.”

      With no choice but to believe her—which I didn’t—I shut my eyes for a moment so I didn’t have to witness her ruin the scene.

      “Bernie, do you think this is a murder or did he choke?” Ruby asked.

      “I don’t know,” I muttered, trying not to study the minister’s blue lips too carefully. I’d had experience with finding bodies with blue lips and nailbeds, and it meant a poisoning before. I didn’t see why this would be any different. “We’ll leave that up to the professionals.” But in my heart, I knew I was standing in the middle of a murder scene because it happened to me so frequently.

      By now, it shouldn’t faze me. People around me were killed every few months, and somehow, I found myself involved in either solving the crime, or being accused of it. Neither position I considered a good time.

      I turned toward the hallway to make sure Darla was okay. With her schizophrenia, I worried about her. Living her life was always such a delicate balance and anything could send her in the wrong direction. “Is she okay?” I asked as Jack met my gaze.

      He nodded and pointed toward the office. “That’s the guy who was supposed to marry us.”

      “I’m sure there’s another minister around,” I said. “We’ll get it figured out.” At least, I hoped we would. Darla had been so excited about her nuptials, and I didn’t want anything to ruin her day… even death.

      When I glanced back at the body, I yelped at finding Ruby standing right next to me. “Don’t do that!” I sniped. “You know I hate it when you scare me like that!”

      “I didn’t mean to that time,” she said. “That one’s on you. Someone’s a little jumpy.”

      Jumpy? Yes. Out of my skin jumpy. Finding dead people had that effect. I rubbed my sweaty hands on my jeans and hitched my purse up on my shoulder.

      Adam returned to the doorway and pushed his phone into his jeans pocket. “The local sheriff is on her way.”

      “We need to find someone to marry Darla,” I whispered. “She’s so upset right now, and you know how I worry about her.”

      “They aren’t going to be able to be married in the church until the police have finished their investigation,” Adam murmured. “At this point, we don’t know if it’s choking, a heart attack, or a murder.”

      I sighed and shook my head. “Adam, we know it’s a killing. His lips and nails are blue. He had to have been poisoned.”

      “Let forensics decide that, okay?” he said. “Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “The only conclusion there is to jump to is that minister has been murdered. End of story.”

      Footsteps sounded from the church and all of us turned to find a thin, yet muscular woman in a green sheriff’s uniform stroll in. In her fifties with short black hair framing her face, her mouth sat in a thin line of agitation. “Which one of you is Adam?”

      All of us turned to him.

      “Nice to meet you, Sheriff,” he said, extending his hand. “Adam Gallagher.”

      “Mallory Richards. You can call me Mal.”

      After they shook hands, she glanced over his shoulder. “Is George in his office?”

      Adam nodded and stepped out of her way.

      Mal entered and stopped, placing her hands on her gun belt, slowly studying the scene. “Adam? Can you come here for a second?”

      He hurried to her side. They spoke in hushed tones, making it difficult to hear. Ruby raced over and stood right behind them. Once again, I appreciated my ghost’s ability to effortlessly eavesdrop, even if it was the wrong thing to do.

      As they talked, Mal pointed around the room. After they finished their discussion, Adam returned to me while she jotted down her notes.

      “What did she say?” I whispered.

      “Thinks the holy one was offed,” Ruby chimed in.

      “She’s considering it a murder scene until it can be proven otherwise,” Adam said.

      “Can all of you go wait out in the church?” Mallory asked. “But don’t go anywhere. I need to get statements.”

      Jack helped Darla to her feet, and I followed them.

      “Adam!” Mallory called. “Stay here a minute.”

      The two huddled together once more as Ruby skipped around me. “We’ve got another mystery to solve!”

      “Another?” I asked.

      “Yes! We’ve got to figure out where we know the bath bomb lady from and now, we have to crack the case of who murdered the minister.”

      I’d prefer to just go home. So much for our weekend in utopia.

      Once Darla, Jack, and I were seated in the pew, we all stared at the altar. The air had changed. The once peaceful atmosphere had shifted into one of distress. Tears tracked down Darla’s cheeks while Jack held her close. I took some deep breaths in the hopes of calming my racing heart.

      Time passed slowly as I waited for Adam. When he finally took a seat next to me, I asked him what Mallory had said.

      “She wants me to help out in the investigation,” he said. “She’s got a skeleton crew right now. A couple are away at training and the flu’s going around. With her wanting to attempt to clear this within the first forty-eight hours, she needs all hands on deck.”

      And now I apparently wouldn’t be heading home, either.

      I attempted a smile. “I’m glad you can stick around to help her.”

      “I’m going to call Sheriff Walker,” Adam said. “See if he can give her a hand for a day or two as well. It’s been four years since there was a murder here, and Mallory’s not happy about it.”

      “She’s certain he was killed and didn’t choke on a piece of lettuce?”

      Adam nodded. “She’s treating it as such until she has further evidence that it’s not. All the clues point to him being poisoned.”

      “How? The salad?”

      “There’s a cup of coffee on his desk. She’s thinking the poison was administered there.”

      “So, it had to be someone in his inner circle in order to get close to his coffee.”

      “The cup is from Cup of Go, the coffee shop in town. We’ll have to trace his movements and see if he bought it there, or if someone brought it to him.”

      The church doors opened, casting a wide slice of sunlight down the aisle. A heavy woman in her sixties slowly walked toward us. As she came closer, I noted her hard blue eyes and gray pixie haircut. She didn’t smile but narrowed her gaze on us.

      “What are you kids doing in here?” she asked, her voice raspy like a heavy smokers’. Considering we were all approaching forty, I found her choice of words amusing.

      “This one looks like Little Miss Sunshine,” Ruby muttered. “I’m wondering who placed a turd in her cereal this morning.”

      “We… we were supposed to meet the minister today to discuss my friend’s wedding this coming weekend,” I said.

      “Is that old coot running late again?” she asked, rolling her eyes. “That man wouldn’t be on time even if he wore twelve watches.”

      “Actually, he’s dead,” Adam said. “I’m Deputy Adam Gallagher from Sedona.”

      Her eyes widened as she took his outstretched hand. “I’m Ethel. What do you mean George is dead?”

      Adam cleared his throat and grinned. “Sheriff Mallory Richards is in back with him now.”

      Ethel sighed and took a seat. “Well, I’ll be darned.”

      “Did you know him well?” I asked.

      “We’ve been working together at the church for about three years. I spent six hours with him, five days a week. Knew him better than I knew my own sister.”

      “What do you do here?” Adam asked.

      “I ran the administration. Paid the bills, kept his appointments, booked the church for weddings and funerals… kept the place running.”

      As she stared at the altar, I
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