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To the Boys' Club

Jimmy, Jarod, & Stephen

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​A Note from the Author
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Hey reader pal,

For the first eighteen years of my life I lived off sweet tea served over ice, no lemon. Then I went to college. A friend introduced me to drinks like cappuccino and espresso and the rest is history. 

If I'm being honest, it's shocking that my Ancestry DNA report didn't include a mention of coffee. Most of the characters in my books also drink coffee, because I write what I know.

But you don't have to drink coffee to enjoy these quirky cozy mysteries with a wink of supernatural mischief. You can drink tea, cocoa, soda (or pop, if you live where they call it that), water, or anything else you like. I just hope you love the story.

If you enjoy reading this book, please let me know. You can leave a review, or I can be reached by email at author@beckymuth.com.

Happy reading,

Becky

aka R.A. Muth

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​About the Book
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Nobody wants Death on their doorstep. Ask me how I know.

I'm Danica Death, and as the local tax collector, the only thing I bring to the residents of Palmetto Holler is grief, and possibly a follow-up to unpaid property taxes. I'm used to the cold shoulders and the iced tea that never gets offered. It's their loss, because I'm fabulous. Just ask Tempest, my opinionated crow.

When a dead man leaves behind a property full of secrets that's valued higher than it should be, I follow the paper trail straight into a missing persons case that someone very much wants to stay cold.

Between my estranged husband walking back into my life and someone firing literal warning shots in my direction, I'm starting to think this situation holds more danger than a delinquent tax bill.

But I've got grit, enough caffeine in my system to show up on a DNA test, and a gossiping crow looking over my shoulder. Now I just have to make sure the end of this mystery doesn't find me six feet under in the local graveyard.
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Nobody offers me sweet tea and I'm okay with that.

I'm Danica Death, tax collector for the town of Palmetto Holler, South Carolina. I'm also the town's biggest coffee addict.

The town's original name was Palmetto Hollow. The guy ordering the sign spoke with a strong Southern accent and this is what we got. It was cheaper for the town to change its name to match the sign than to send it back. We'd been Palmetto Holler ever since.

Talking to people about their taxes was the biggest challenge of my day job. When I came calling to their homes most of the residents avoided me at all costs. I've been at this job long enough to spot the clues. The front room curtains that twitch without settling, barely hiding the silhouette of the home's residents behind them. The porch light that clicks off the moment my county sedan rounds the corner. The way a whole street can go quiet between one heartbeat and the next, like it does when a hearse passes, waiting to see what door I'll knock on.

It's nothing personal. I have a job to do. The town hates it when I do my job, but I don't have a choice.

This morning I parked at the curb on Main Street before the sun had fully committed to showing up. Some people get up with the chickens. I crawl out of bed as my automated coffee pot stirs to life before dawn. The church bells rang out seven times to let the town know that the county offices would open to the public in an hour.

The county tried to get me to wear a pencil skirt and a blouse, but I'm a tax collector, not a librarian. As I got out of the car, I smoothed the wrinkles out of my khakis and adjusted the bright pink necktie around the collar of my white dress shirt. If the townsfolk are going to talk then I might as well give them something to talk about.

"That color is all wrong for you," a voice called from above. Tempest, my pet crow, had flown behind the car. I let her ride inside the vehicle once. She got carsick. A second invitation to ride to work with me wasn't going to happen.

Without looking up, I replied, "Good morning to you too."

"Pink makes you look like a Valentine's card saleswoman. You should have gone with the midnight blue. That's a color that commands authority." Tempest punctuated the statement with a loud caw-caw.

I snorted but didn't give her the satisfaction of arguing. She liked when I wore ties that matched the color of her feathers. It had been that way since she first flew into my life six years ago, the day after Daddy died.

At the cemetery, upset that I was now the last person in my family line, I'd wished for someone to come into my life who felt like family. Bright and early the next morning the universe sent me a talking crow, but not just any talking crow. Only I could understand what Tempest said. The other residents of Palmetto Holler saw her as the sassy bird who followed me everywhere I went. Lucky them.

"Who died?" Tempest asked when I grabbed a manila file folder from the backseat of my car. Unlike the other folders I carried, this one had a big, red stamp across the front. There was only one reason for the county to use the big, red stamp.

I replied, "Blain Gibson."

The sound she made was somewhere between a gasp and a cackle. "Blain Gibson? Are you serious? Oh, this is going to be fascinating." She spread her wings briefly, resettled them, and fixed me with a look of barely contained delight.

"Yes, the same man Daddy always helped for free." Then men had been friends since I was a teenager. I wasn't sure why, because the men were as different as night and day. The last time I'd seen Blain was at Daddy's funeral. I started walking. "Go ahead. Spill whatever news you have. We both know you're going to do it anyway."

Tempest hopped along beside me. "Do you know what I heard last spring from the mockingbird who nests behind the Gibson property? Well, I say heard, fair warning, she's a terrible gossip, absolutely no discretion, but she does have ears everywhere despite not having ears, and she told me—"

"Tempest," I broke in with a tone of warning.

She kept babbling, "—that there was something going on with that well. The one on the east side of the property. People coming and going at odd hours. A permit that got filed. And then, poof! Blain was gone. Six feet under in the town cemetery." She clicked her beak the way a human would snap their fingers.

"Wait a second. What do you know about the well?" I stopped walking and stared at her.

She stopped and blinked at me with enormous innocence. "I just told you what I know."

"That's all?"

"That's all from that source. The cardinal on Marsh Road did mention something about a man in a big truck who kept driving past the property at night. She couldn't make out the plates but you know how nearsighted cardinals are, bless her heart."

A woman walking her teacup poodle gave me a wide berth on the sidewalk. I couldn't blame her. She saw me as the county tax collector standing on Main Street first thing in the morning, gesturing at a crow big enough to make a snack out of her tiny purse dog.

Once we were safely out of earshot I muttered, "You could have led with that."

"I could have, darling," Tempest agreed pleasantly. "But then what would we have talked about?"

I always did four things before the courthouse opened to the general public. First, I unlocked my office. Then I set the espresso maker on the corner of my desk. Unlike the men in my life, it had never let me down. Brewing a cup of coffee was next. I listened to the hiss and the first drip the way some people listened to church hymns on Sunday mornings. By the time I took that first sip I was ready for whatever the day held.

Tempest landed on the filing cabinet and surveyed my office. "Why don't you have any plants?"

"Why don't you let me read this file?" I settled into the chair behind the desk.

"Something with personality. A bird of paradise, perhaps. Very on theme." She watched me open the folder. "Although given your track record with that fern from two years ago, maybe something that doesn't require water, light, or—"

"Tempest. Please."

She stopped talking, but I could feel her watching over my shoulder with the focused attention of someone who has decided that whatever I'm reading is about to become her business.

Unfortunately, the old crow wasn't wrong.

The file on Blain Gibson was thin. That was never a good sign. Thin means bare minimum information, possibly missing details, and almost always hidden complications. I found what I'd come to expect, the usual delinquent notices mailed and returned and mailed again, along with a clerk's note that read PROPERTY APPEARS OCCUPIED and NO RESPONSE.

But the one thing I didn't expect was a recent assessment update with a significant jump in property value. This kind of jump didn't happen in Palmetto Holler, a small town with more stray pets than humans. Someone either found something valuable on the land or they'd created a reason to improve its value.

"Interesting," Tempest murmured, reading along shamelessly.

I took a sip of my coffee. "Yeah, I know."

"Very interesting. Who would have thought Blain Gibson was not whom he appeared to be? Quiet men rarely are. In my experience—"

"When have you had experience with men, Tempest?"

She ruffled her feathers as if I'd insulted her dignity. "I'll have you know that I've had experience with everyone in this town. I have been listening to these people for years. From rooftops. From fence posts. From the oak tree outside the diner where conversations happen that were absolutely not meant to be overheard, but I overheard them anyway."

I let her talk until the church bells rang out the hour, the sound carrying from the steeple to subdivisions on the edge of town.

"I'm headed to the county records office. You coming?" I closed the file and reached for my satchel. I needed papers on everything attached to Blain's name, from deeds and liens to permits to hold a yard sale.

Tempest drew herself up to her full height, which was considerable for a crow, and ruffled her feathers with great ceremony. "Danica, darling, someone has to make sure you don't miss anything important while you're busy begging people to pay their taxes. It might as well be me."

"I do not beg," I muttered, but Tempest
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