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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      One of the best parts of writing a novel is the opportunity to create new places, and this is a power I exercised in the Georgia Rae Winston Mystery Series. However, to give my story an authentic Hoosier feel, I looked to Indiana history to guide me when I named counties, towns, and cities.

      Indiana has ninety-two counties, but I added a ninety-third—Richard County—in Central Indiana. My story’s county seat, Richardville, is fictional but is named after Jean Baptiste Richardville (1761-1841), an actual Miami chief.

      Wildcat Springs is a figment of my imagination but gets its name from Chief Richardville—whose nickname was The Wildcat. The Wildcat Creek really does flow through Central Indiana.

      In addition to the liberties I took with Indiana’s geography, I used some fictional license with police investigations to remain true to the pace and flow of the story.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The men were girl talking in the kitchen while the women were watching football in the living room.

      I drew a flowered pillow closer to my chest and fidgeted with the gray fringe while I refocused on the TV. Third and inches. The Colts had better not blow it. But the way things were going in my life, what else could I expect?

      “Kelsey’s awesome.” Evan Beckworth’s voice drifted in from the kitchen. “I met her parents last weekend.”

      An invisible hand squeezed my heart when I heard the infatuation in Evan’s voice. Or was it love?

      “How’d you meet?” my cousin J.T. Simms asked.

      “We connected at a tennis tournament this summer. It was like I’d never seen a woman before, you know?”

      “Dude, that’s awesome.”

      I rolled my eyes and considered shredding my napkin to make earplugs.

      Touchdown. At least something was right in my world. I high-fived my best friend Ashley Choi, who sprawled on the couch next to me.

      “Georgia Rae, hand me the chips. I need some salt after that chocolate pie.” Ashley made a half-hearted attempt to sit up and wiggle her pale pink fingernails in the direction of the coffee table. I tossed the sack of sour cream and onion chips—her weakness—into her lap.

      “Thanks, hon.” Ashley tucked a strand of black hair behind her ear, flopped backward, and tore into the bag. She made enough noise to drown out the chitchat in the kitchen and withdrew a handful before daintily popping them in her mouth one at a time.

      Kentucky-bred Ashley was always calling people hon or sweetie, and I’d often wondered how that went over with her fellow engineers, who were mostly male. She was also the only one who called me Georgia Rae without being mad at me.

      “How’s your grandma?” I asked Ashley, hoping that focusing on someone else’s trials would help me block out my own.

      Ashley brushed sour-cream-and-onion dust off her hands. “She loves her new knees so much she wants a new hip.” She cracked open a can of Diet Coke, took a swig, and set it on the coffee table next to a copy of Archeology of the Bible.

      “Good. Glad to hear it.” I managed a half smile.

      “Georgia, are you okay?” Brandi Hartfield’s forehead creased as she got up from the other sofa and put a coaster under Ashley’s Diet Coke. She was our hostess and my other best friend.

      “Yep.” I fixed my eyes on the TV. Not here. Not in front of everyone. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Brandi’s curls bob.

      She’d pursue this later, which was why Ashley and I sometimes called her Mom. Well, that and the fact that she was a good seven years older than me. She hated it when we reminded her, which made it even more fun. Besides, she didn’t look older. Not even those nasolabial folds that she obsessed about aged her.

      “Is she the one?” J.T. asked Evan. They were still huddled in the kitchen.

      What the—no. I wasn’t going to cuss. Even in my head. God was after me to do better with my mouth, and while I could physically bite my tongue, I was having an awful time in my mind. But really? The one? Did guys actually talk like that, or had aliens come along and transplanted Evan’s and J.T.’s brains?

      Either that or the man bun that J.T. had been sporting lately was infecting his head.

      “…can’t wait for you guys to meet Kelsey. She’s perfect,” Evan said. “She couldn’t come because of her shift at the hospital, but next time we meet…”

      That was swell. Next time was at my house. I quickly calculated. In two weeks, I’d probably be done cutting soybeans since we’d already gotten a good start, but the corn might be ready to shell. I could back out of hosting our Bible study and claim exhaustion from harvest.

      “Guys, the game’s over,” Ashley drawled.

      The Colts had pulled it off.

      J.T. and Evan moseyed into the living room and plopped down on the wood floor. I tried to keep my eyes off of Evan, but I couldn’t help stealing a glance. He hadn’t shaved for a couple of days, and I loved that look. His sandy hair had just the right amount of wave, and the contours of his muscular chest showed through his Richard County Tennis Tournament T-shirt.

      I needed to stop. Right now. Evan was never going to date me, and I needed to accept his relationship with—gag me—twenty-two-year-old Kelsey Lohmann. ASAP. Evan and I were doomed to be just friends, so I’d better figure out a way to be happy for him.

      I surveyed the mix of twenty and thirty-somethings gathered in Brandi’s living room. Our group was smaller than normal this week because two other members—engaged couple Dave and Heather—were out of town, but the rest of us had decided to meet for a meal and Bible lesson anyway.

      Brandi, who was tonight’s leader, shut off the TV. “Let’s pray before we get started.”

      Amen to that. I’d need all the prayers I could get.
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      “Does anybody have any final thoughts on Ecclesiastes?” Brandi asked a half an hour later.

      It hadn’t been one of our most riveting lessons since it was a wrap-up of the book. Even though Brandi’s profession was teaching eighth grade social studies at Wildcat Springs Junior High, she’d struggled to breathe life into this particular study.

      I crossed my arms. “Life Lesson #5: Life stinks, is pointless, and then you croak when it’s your time. How’s that for a final thought?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I thought of Grandma Winston’s penchant for spouting life rules and assigning them random numbers.

      Grandma lives on. I twisted the amethyst birthstone ring I’d inherited from her a few years ago and observed my friends’ reactions.

      Ashley covered her mouth with her hand, but her eyes danced. Evan and J.T. exchanged glances.

      Evan’s hazel eyes filled with concern. “You okay, Georgia? You usually have more to contribute—”

      “Peachy. Keepin’ it real over here.” My cheeks heated. I’d better not be as tomato-y as I felt.

      Brandi cleared her throat. “How about any prayer requests or praises?”
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      Brandi locked her front door behind J.T. and Evan and faced me. She pointed at the shoes in my hand. “Put them down. You’re not leaving yet.”

      I dropped the silver sneakers I’d spent too much money on a few weeks ago. Talking might be good. Besides, Brandi had been through a lot and might have some wisdom.

      Ashley’s dark eyes widened. “Is something wrong, hon?” She let her pink-striped tote fall from her shoulder onto the floor.

      “Really?” Brandi scowled. “How could you not notice? Georgia hardly said a word all evening.” She chuckled. “Except for her summary of Ecclesiastes.” She sighed. “I can’t believe those two guys. I know J.T.’s your cousin, but he’s a clueless wonder, and Evan has the sensitivity of a defensive lineman. Coming in here and yammering about some perfect-barely-out-of-diapers girl in front of my best friend.”

      “Evan doesn’t know how I feel about him,” I said.

      “Why are you defending him? He should know.” Brandi marched into the kitchen while Ashley and I trailed behind. “The two of you have been friends for three years, and he’s completely oblivious to the fact you care about him.” She opened the door to her garage where her Yorkie, Gigi, did a jig in her crate.

      Thank you for not using the word love. I tugged my braid when Gigi charged inside, ignored me, and scuttled over to Ashley.

      That was the thanks I got for giving Gigi a chew toy for her birthday.

      “Brandi’s right.” Ashley picked up the traitorous dog and stroked her head. “And you can do better than Evan.”

      “But he’s so…hot,” I whined. “And godly.”

      Brandi slammed the back door. “Godly men don’t lead women on.” Her green eyes flashed as she jerked the slow cooker cord out of the wall and pointed to a cabinet. “Can you get a container for me, please?”

      I opened the door to reveal a stack of used butter tubs leaning precariously. As if I were assisting in surgery, I plucked a container and lid out, slapped the door shut, and jumped backward before they could fall.

      After handing the container to Brandi, I plopped down at a barstool and leaned my elbows against the island’s cool granite. This always happened to me. I’d find a perfect guy and boom. He’d meet the love of his life.

      I was the ultimate good luck charm.

      Guys in search of a wife should line up to be my friend.

      Ashley let go of the dog, sat next to me, and draped her arm over my shoulder. “I don’t get it, sweetie. You’re beautiful. You’ll find the right guy soon. We all will.”

      I snorted. I was honey blond, brown-eyed, and pretty enough—but too tall for my own good. Folks who were kind enough to overlook the few extra pounds I carried had told me for years I should’ve been a model.

      But I’d chosen to be a farmer instead.

      And growing up in small-town Indiana right smack dab in the middle of the Central Till Plain, I was living almost every grown man’s childhood dream. So, I’d pretty much priced myself right out of a husband here in the good ol’ heartland.

      Being thirty didn’t help either.

      “You have a heart of gold, and that’s what’s most important,” Brandi said.

      I snorted. “I’d rather have a heart of silver.”

      “Why?” Brandi inverted the crockpot, and the leftover cocktail wieners slid into the butter tub. Some of the sauce splattered on the counter, and I traced my finger through it.

      “Less valuable than gold. That way guys are less likely to steal it.” I licked my finger.

      Ashley gasped. “Oh, sweetie. You need to see a counselor.”

      I crossed my arms. “Winstons don’t go to therapy.”

      Brandi put the leftovers in the fridge and scooped up Gigi. “Then you need a pet to cheer you up.”

      “I have barn cats. And ducks.”

      Ashley rolled her eyes. “Do the cats even have names?”

      I fought a grin. “Uhhh…Stripey and Orangey.”

      Brandi shook her head. “I meant a dog to keep you company.” She turned Gigi toward me and wiggled her paws. “One look at the cute, wittle face, and all your troubles don’t seem so bad.”

      I pointed to the puddle Gigi had deposited on the tile next to the dishwasher. “Seems like more trouble to me.”
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      The next day was the perfect afternoon to cut soybeans in our field a few miles outside of my hometown of Wildcat Springs. Not a cloud in the sky, and a hint of crispness in the air. We’d gotten started around one because there’d been heavy dew that morning, and we’d had to wait for the beans to dry out.

      Grandpa Winston was driving the tractor and pulling the auger cart while I operated the combine. My perch in the cab offered me a nice view of the countryside that contained mostly farmland crisscrossed by a grid of roads. Every so often, a grove of trees or a house broke up the flat, fertile land.

      While I opened up the section of the field next to the road so I’d have room to turn the combine around at the end of each row, Evan and J.T.’s conversation replayed in my head and knifed through my gut.

      Why did I care so much? If Evan was truly my friend, then I should be happy he’d met a nice girl. But I didn’t need a shrink to tell me I was jealous enough to claw Kelsey’s eyes out.

      I retrieved a bag of M&Ms from my backpack and ripped them open with my teeth. I’d start with the chocolate and move to prayer when I got done being mad at God.

      Chocolate and prayer—not necessarily in that order—were my therapy. Always had been. Probably always would be.

      Truthfully, if I had more prospects, this thing with Evan wouldn’t sting as much. But good men were hard to come by. Why couldn’t God send a bunch of quality men into my life and let me have a choice instead of waiting around to be chosen? That would be the perfect way to forget all about Evan.

      A deluge of men.

      I chomped M&Ms and shook my head. I should concentrate. The last thing Grandpa and I needed was a rock coming through the combine header and tearing it up because I was mooning over a guy. Replacing parts took valuable time—and money.

      Grandpa was counting on me, and I wasn’t going to let him down. When my daddy died almost nine years ago, I’d finished college and come home to help my grandpa with the farm. My brother, Dakota, didn’t have any interest. I’d never understood why in heaven’s name he’d rather be trapped inside an accounting office crunching numbers all day, but I was thankful because otherwise, I’d be stuck teaching music to a bunch of squirrelly kids. Instead, I got to be out in the sunshine, close to nature.

      Okay, that was a teensy bit dramatic. Things were pretty plush in my high-tech, air-conditioned cab with choral music blasting through the speakers. No country music for this gal, thank you very much.

      I studied the numbers on the yield monitor, the on-board device I used to keep track of how many bushels we were harvesting per acre. A wet spring and summer had led to repeated flooding, and several gigantic bare spots in our soybean fields meant that yields would be lower than average.

      After I made several passes down the field, the grain tank was full. While Grandpa drove the tractor and auger cart alongside the combine, I maneuvered its unloading auger, which looked like a big metal arm, over the cart and dumped the soybeans without stopping. Dumping on the go was more efficient—and Winstons were all about efficiency. Once the auger cart was full, Grandpa would fill the grain truck, and our farmhand Cory would drive the load to the elevator—or store some grain in the bins on my farm so we could sell it later.

      Just as I’d finished emptying the load, a rabbit leaped in front of the rotating header and managed to stay ahead of it, scampering for his life. I shrieked and slowed the combine. “Get out of the way, you dumb bunny. Run!”

      He didn’t scurry fast enough, and the header flipped his body aside.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and fought a sob. Seriously? What was wrong with me? PMS? I never cried over stuff like this. I hadn’t cried since—

      “Get a grip, Georgia Rae.”

      I took a deep breath and let the low rumble of the machinery soothe me. A large wooded area lay ahead, and the trees’ leaves displayed yellows, oranges, and reds. As I drew closer, I noticed a lumpy mound protruding from the edge of the woods.

      Great. Another dead animal was what I needed today. Probably a deer—which actually wouldn’t be the end of the world considering the damage those creatures could do to my crops.

      My phone pinged with a text message from Evan.

      
        
        I need to see you.

        

      

      Fabulous. Keeping an eye out for rocks, I used one hand to text back.

      
        
        Busy in field.

        

      

      I shoved more M&Ms in my mouth and prayed he’d get the hint.

      
        
        I’ll come ride along after tennis practice.

        

      

      “Ugh. Georgia, you stupid bimbo. Why’d you have to go and tell your friends they’re welcome in the combine cab any time?”

      I didn’t have an answer, which was good because it was disturbing enough that I was talking to myself and calling myself a bimbo. Putting him off until tomorrow seemed like the best option. Before I could text, I gasped and dropped my phone.

      Hitting the brakes, I raised the combine head.

      The lump was a human body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart thudded as I scrambled out of the cab and down the ladder. I ran around the combine and covered my mouth when I recognized the dark-haired woman sprawled face up next to a log.

      Tara Fullerton.

      I stepped closer. Flies swarmed Tara’s ashen face and indicated there was no need to start CPR. She wore camouflage hunting clothes, and her crossbow rested on the ground a few feet away.

      I squeezed my eyes shut.

      Back when she was in fifth grade and I was a sophomore in high school, I’d given her piano lessons one summer because her mom had wanted to see if Tara liked playing before she spent a bunch of money on an experienced teacher. Tears stung my eyes as I thought of how excited she’d been to learn to play. But right now, I needed to quit reminiscing and take action.

      My phone buzzed, and I swiped to answer the call.

      “Grandpa—”

      “What’s going on over there? Don’t tell me you hit a rock.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but the words died in my throat. “A body.” I managed to rasp the words.

      “A what? Speak up.”

      I cleared my throat and blinked back the tears blurring my vision. “I found Tara Fullerton—dead.”

      Grandpa swore. “I’m comin’. Call 911.” He disconnected, and his tractor moved across the field along the path I’d harvested.

      My fingers shook as I tapped in the numbers.

      “Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”

      “I was cutting beans and found a body in the woods at the edge of my field. I’m a farmer.” Way to state the obvious. I knelt beside the form. “A dead body. A young woman. Her name is Tara Fullerton.” I tugged on my braid and adjusted my baseball cap as I looked around. My eyes landed on my daddy’s permanent tree stand about twenty feet above where Tara lay.

      “You’re certain the victim is dead.”

      “Yes, ma’am. There’s no question. Looks like she took a fall from a tree stand.” I squeezed my eyes shut, pushing away unwelcome memories that threatened to surface.

      Stay focused.

      “What’s your location?”

      I turned from Tara, gave the dispatcher our address, promised not to touch the body—like that was even an option—and disconnected. Grandpa pulled up and scurried out of the tractor. He moved pretty quickly for a seventy-seven-year-old.

      He removed his baseball cap and pressed it against his chest as he approached. “Poor thing.” He rubbed his bald head as he surveyed the scene.

      Her family’s lives would be changed forever. Did Tara have a husband or boyfriend? I’d lost track of her after I’d gone to college.

      Lord, comfort Tara’s loved ones.

      “You give her permission to hunt back here?” He put his hat back on. “’Cause I sure didn’t.”

      I pulled my gaze from the body and concentrated on his question. “No. And that’s weird because Tara knows—knew—me, so she could’ve just asked.”

      “Maybe she thought it’d be better to ask forgiveness than permission,” Grandpa said.

      “Probably.” A lump formed in my throat as I studied the simple ladder and wide, wooden platform that Daddy’d built years ago. I’d gone hunting with him one time and could picture the two of us huddled on the stand. I’d been about thirteen. When we’d spotted a doe, I’d gasped, and she’d darted away.

      Daddy hadn’t said a word, but he’d never taken me again. Shaking off the pain, I refocused on the present. “I swore we wouldn’t touch the body, but I didn’t promise we wouldn’t check out the woods.” I needed to think about something—anything—other than Tara.

      “Whaddya think you’re gonna find?”

      “I’m not sure, but I want to know where she parked, because I didn’t see her car earlier.” I stepped into the tree line, and Grandpa joined me. I was probably creeped out from finding a body, but something didn’t feel right. Was it because Tara had been hunting alone? Most women I knew hunted with a family member or boyfriend. She could’ve liked the alone time, but Tara had always seemed social.

      A twig cracked, and I shrieked.

      “Georgia Rae Winston, calm down, or the sheriff’s gonna find two bodies when he gets here.”

      Grandpa had survived a heart attack twenty years earlier and had fought to stay healthy ever since—even though his heart wasn’t strong. “Sorry.” My own heart chugged and didn’t show signs of slowing down.

      We crept further into the woods, but nothing appeared out of the ordinary. Fallen leaves crunched under our feet, and moss-covered logs crisscrossed a carpet of twigs and leaves. A squirrel scampered up a tree. Field dust sparkled in the air where the sun peeked through the trees.

      We kept going, and I spotted a dark blue sedan. When I approached the car, I stopped. The tree line jutted out in front of the tiny grass clearing where she’d parked, which helped block the view of her car from the road—and from the section of the field we’d harvested so far.

      It was probably nothing—just my suspicious mind at work. Besides, she’d been hunting out here without permission, so she’d probably parked that way hoping we wouldn’t notice. I cupped my hands around my face and peered through the windows—without touching, of course.

      All the door locks were pushed down, but the keys dangled from the ignition.

      A phone, which I assumed belonged to Tara, rested on the passenger’s seat. Two travel mugs sat in the cup holders. Had someone been hunting with Tara?

      Maybe that person had gone to get help since the keys were locked in the car. But shouldn’t Tara’s hunting buddy have been back by now? I didn’t know much about corpses, but she’d been dead for at least a few hours.

      Or the explanation was much simpler. She’d been hunting alone, accidentally locked her keys in the car, and let her own dirty mugs pile up.

      “I reckon we’d better get out of here before we mess up something we didn’t aim to,” Grandpa said. “The sheriff’s department can handle any investigating.”

      “I suppose.” Not to mention, experience had taught me I was no Jessica Fletcher.
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      When the sheriff and several deputies arrived, Grandpa and I moved the combine and tractor out of the way and stood watching the action from a distance while the investigators swarmed around the edge of the field and entered the woods.

      Sheriff Anderson ambled over to our post and shook Grandpa’s hand. “Good to see you again, Ron. When are you planning on retiring?”

      “Don’t believe in retirement,” Grandpa said. “Work keeps a man young.”

      “Not in my business. When my term’s up, I’ll be spending plenty of time with my wife at our cabin down in the Smoky Mountains. Hey, did I ever tell you—”

      “When will you know for sure if this is an accident or not?” I asked.

      Sheriff Anderson raised a bushy eyebrow. “I’m sure the autopsy’ll confirm this was an accident.”

      “Right.” My cheeks burned. This wasn’t an episode of Psych, so I needed to stop looking for clues like my favorite TV detective, Shawn Spencer and his sidekick, Burton “Gus” Guster.

      “It’s a shame. Falls from tree stands cause more deaths than hunters accidently getting shot.” He shook his head. “She should’ve had on a safety harness.”

      Grandpa adjusted his baseball cap. “Not to sound insensitive, but she was trespassing. We sure didn’t give her permission to hunt out here.”

      Sheriff Anderson nodded. “Good to know.”

      “Do you think it’s weird she was hunting alone?” I put my hands on my hips.

      Sheriff Anderson sighed and did a poor job of covering the annoyance that flickered in his expression. “No. Some people like their space. If there’s anything that indicates foul play, which I’m not saying there is, we’ll find it.”

      I had my doubts about that.

      “Look,” Sheriff Anderson said, “I know you’ve got to go on with harvesting while the weather’s cooperating, so after we get your statements, if you want to move across the road to your other field, you won’t bother us. It’ll be a while before we clear this area, though.”

      “We understand.” Grandpa extended his hand. “Keep us posted, and let me know if there’s any other way I can help.”

      Sheriff Anderson gazed over at the investigators. “I sure appreciate it.”
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      “Georgia!” Evan jumped out of his silver Accord that he’d parked in the grass on the side of the road. “What’s going on?”

      I’d forgotten to answer his text, but he’d remembered where I said we’d be harvesting and had shown up anyway.

      Fantastic.

      I ran my fingers over my hair to get rid of soybean particles but couldn’t do anything about the black smudge of grease adorning my sweatshirt. So attractive.

      Evan jogged over to where Grandpa and I stood watching the action from across the road. We couldn’t bring ourselves to get back to work. A reporter from the Richard County Gazette had arrived and started talking to Sheriff Anderson. I prayed he wouldn’t realize I’d been the one to discover the body because I had zero intention of talking to the media.

      Concern creased Evan’s brow as he moved his sunglasses to the top of his head. He was wearing black athletic shorts and a gray T-shirt with a blue, pouncing wildcat. “Are you two okay?”

      “Sort of.” I dug my boot toe into the dirt while I told him what had happened.

      “Holy cow.” He gave me a hug. “That poor girl.”

      “Yeah.” I swallowed and tried not to think about how Tara’s family and friends would feel when they found out, but the thought kept pinging in my brain, making my stomach churn. I hitched my thumb toward the combine. “We were just ready to get back to work.”

      “I’ll come back another time.”

      I started to agree that would be best, but the kindness in his eyes stopped me. “No. You can stay.” It might be nice to have a friend around for a distraction.

      I caught Grandpa’s gaze as he turned to go back to his tractor, and his eyes twinkled.

      Evan and I climbed in the combine cab. Thank goodness for GPS and autosteer because without it, I wouldn’t be able to keep the combine in a straight line with Evan sitting in the instructional seat next to me.

      Keep the conversation light. “How was practice?” Evan coached varsity tennis at Wildcat Springs High School where he was also the guidance counselor.

      “Good. Although we’ll get drilled in the regional this week.” He shrugged. “I’m proud of the guys for winning our sectional, though.” He watched as I started the combine. “Do you need to talk about finding the body?”

      Yes. Not really. “I’m fine. Or I will be once I get the mental picture out of my mind.” I swallowed. “Tara’s life was important, you know? Someone’s going to be devastated that she’s gone.”

      “You certainly understand that.”

      “Right.” I clamped my mouth shut. “What brings you by?”

      His forehead creased with concern. “If you don’t want to talk about this stuff with me, I can refer you to a great Christian counselor.”

      Why did everyone keep insisting that I should talk to a shrink?

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.” I flipped my braid over my shoulder and glanced at the yield monitor. The beans’ moisture level was perfect—so at least something was going right. “What’s on your mind? From what I overheard last night, things are going great with Kelsey.” Might as well get it out in the open, so he was aware that I knew.

      “Yeah, she’s great.” He cleared his throat. “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about, but obviously now’s not the best time.”

      To tell the truth, I didn’t know what I’d thought Evan wanted when he’d texted me earlier. Finding Tara had distracted me from acknowledging that deep down I’d been hoping he was telling me he’d come to his senses, dumped Kelsey, and realized I was the one for him.

      I needed to pretend like that thought had never entered the deepest, darkest cranny of my mind. Remember your acting skills, Georgia. “Why?” My voice was pitched a tad too high to sound natural.

      “Georgia, you don’t have to play tough for me. That conversation had to be hard to hear. If I could’ve shut J.T. up, I would’ve, but you know how he is. The guy has the tenacity of a bulldog.”

      That wasn’t how I’d describe my laid-back cousin, but whatever. “I’m confused,” I said. “What was hard to hear?”

      Evan’s brow furrowed. “About Kelsey and me.”

      I studied the combine head chopping up the soybeans and thought of the dead rabbit. That’s how I felt. Flipped aside by a piece of machinery that’d invaded my space. I raised my chin. “Why would that be so hard?” I wanted to make him say it.

      “Because of our history.”

      I wasn’t sure history was the right word because that implied there’d been a romantic relationship—instead of an awkward friendship. For the second time that day, a lump grew in my throat. How much trauma was one girl supposed to deal with in a matter of a few hours?

      Not fair, God.

      I’d deal with God later. Evan was studying me as if I might snap at any second, so I had to say something. “Look, Evan. It’s best that you and I remain just friends. If you’re happy with Kelsey, I’m thrilled for you.” My heart had a different opinion, but my head was on board.

      “But you seemed upset last night.”

      Why hadn’t I done a better job of hiding my feelings? I shifted. “Not for the reasons you think.” I sighed and picked a hangnail. “See, I had a lousy blind date on Saturday night.” I wasn’t lying, so I didn’t need to add that to my list of sins to confess, because the collection of pent up cuss words pinging around my head was large enough to fill a football stadium. “It’s frustrating to see things working out for other people while you’re stuck having the same bad date over and over again.”

      I’d made it sound like I had lots of dates. The truth? Saturday night’s outing had been my first in a while, and the dude had been a real tool. In addition to his entrée, he had insisted on ordering three beers for himself, an appetizer, and dessert that I’d eaten one bite of before he instructed the waiter to split our check. In half. While I’d been in the restroom.

      Evan’s shoulders sagged. “I was afraid I’d hurt you. That’s the last thing I want to do because I care about our friendship.”

      I winced inwardly. “I know.”

      “So we’re good?”

      Why did it matter so much to him? “Yep. Now hang on. I’ve got to concentrate while I dump this load, and then I want you to tell me all about Kelsey.”

      He beamed. “Great.”

      My heart kicked in protest. I grabbed the bag of M&M’s and held them out to Evan. When he shook his head, I dumped the remaining candies in my hand and shoved them in my mouth.

      Help me, Lord.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday morning, clad in my flannel, frog-print jammies, I stumbled out of my bedroom and into the living room where I turned on the TV for the morning news. “…the Richard County Sheriff’s Department has identified the victim as twenty-five-year-old Tara Fullerton, who died due to injuries sustained during a fall from a tree stand. Sheriff Andy Anderson says this incident is a sobering reminder that all hunters should wear safety harnesses while hunting in tree stands.”

      I waited for more information, but the anchor moved on to the next story. Biting my lip, I shuffled into my 1980’s era kitchen that begged for an update to its linoleum flooring and pastel flower-basket print wallpaper. I’d purchased the one-hundred-year-old farmhouse where I’d grown up from my mom when she’d remarried, and because the whole place was in need of updating, she’d given me a good deal.

      The two-story home boasted a huge front porch, original woodwork, and a staircase that added the type of character designers on TV were always raving about. Though it was too much house for me right now, I hoped someday I’d be able to have children who’d help bring the place back to life—like it’d been when Dakota and I were kids.

      After I started a pot of coffee, my eyes fell on the stack of dirty dishes in the sink. I’d tackle them after coffee. My dishwasher had quit working, and I hadn’t had time to see if Grandpa and I could resurrect it.

      While I opened the pantry door, walked inside, and grabbed a box of Cinnamon Toast Crunch, my mind wandered to Tara. Today she was simply a cautionary tale that would be forgotten at the end of a news cycle, but she was more than that. I poured the remaining cereal in a bowl, chucked the empty box in the trash, and looked in my refrigerator for milk—which I didn’t have.

      Dry cereal it is.

      Why couldn’t the newscasters have shared something personal about Tara’s life? I sat at the kitchen table and opened my laptop, hoping to learn more about the adult version of Tara. While I ate, I started with Facebook and Instagram.

      Perusing Tara’s pages revealed several things. The first was that she should’ve had better privacy settings. The second was that she often worked out at Fitness Universe in the nearby city of Richardville. Third? She was dating Mike Dunson, and there were plenty of vomit-inducing selfies to prove it.

      It seemed strange that her profiles didn’t mention hunting. Most female hunters I knew weren’t afraid to brag about it because that hobby was pretty impressive to some guys. Tara had grown up with a single mom, and she hadn’t had a father to teach her the necessary skills. Which meant at some point, she’d probably had a boyfriend who’d shown her—maybe even her current boyfriend. If so, then why had she been hunting alone?

      Or her fall hadn’t been accidental, and her hunting buddy had fled the scene.

      No. I needed to stop with the questions and speculation. Sheriff Anderson’s disgusted expression when I’d asked about foul play loomed in my mind as I got up and poured coffee into my favorite owl-shaped mug. Perhaps Tara had recently started a new hobby. I shouldn’t let my past experiences cause me to make assumptions, because Heaven knew I didn’t need to go and irritate the sheriff’s department—again.
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      Grandpa, Cory, and I survived an exhausting—and mercifully distracting—four days of harvesting beans, including the field where I’d found Tara’s body. Saturday afternoon brought rain, so after a nap, I sat down at my kitchen table, where I’d stacked mail for the last several days. I made quick work of separating bills from junk mail, but a pale blue envelope with a P.O. box return address—but no name—caught my attention. Probably another invitation to a baby shower. I certainly received my fair share of those since most of my childhood friends had married several years ago and were onto the baby-making phase of life.

      I ripped open the envelope and pulled out a blue and white striped card covered in neat print on the inside.

      
        
        Dear Georgia,

        I hope this note finds you well. I have awesome memories of taking piano lessons from you. This is going to sound weird, but I could use some investigation advice, and I don’t want to involve the police yet. I also don’t have the money to hire a PI. Bobbi Sue Miller told me you’ve never given up on finding answers in your dad’s case, and with all of your experience, you might be able to give me some insight on my situation.

        I’m pretty scared, so I didn’t want to risk contacting you by email, phone, or social media. If you’re willing to meet, I’ll be at Latte Conspiracies in Wildcat Springs on Thursday, October 5, from 6:00 until closing. Feel free to stop by any time. I hope to see you there.

        Sincerely,

        Tara Fullerton

        

      

      The note fell out of my hand and plunked onto the table as blood pulsed in my head and my gut clenched. It wasn’t only the shock of getting a note from Tara. That was bad enough, but one line in her note mocked me: You’ve never given up on finding answers in your dad’s case.

      But I had.

      Daddy’s murder investigation had gone cold, and in spite of the sheriff’s department’s best efforts—and my private quest for answers—nobody had been able to explain why one of Wildcat Springs’s most beloved citizens had been shot and killed one October night on his way home from a school board meeting, where he’d served as president.

      Detectives theorized he’d spotted suspicious activity at the grain elevator a few miles from our house. When he stopped to look, he’d stumbled on a robbery in progress and had been shot before he could call 911. But the lack of evidence and security cameras had made it difficult to solve the case.

      I’d abandoned all investigative efforts three years ago. Apparently, Bobbi Sue hadn’t gotten the memo. I rested my head in my hands.

      Wait a second. I lifted my head.

      If Tara was too scared to go to the police, then my gut feeling was right, and her death wasn’t an accident. I had to turn in the note.

      I scrolled through my phone, located the number for the sheriff’s department, and tapped the call button.

      “I need to speak with the person in charge of the Tara Fullerton investigation,” I said when a woman with a nasal voice answered.

      “That’d be Detective Perkins. I’ll put you through to his voicemail.”

      Voicemail. Of course. It was Saturday evening. While the detective’s greeting played, I tried to gather my thoughts to overcome the hurdle of leaving a coherent message.

      “Detective Perkins, this is Georgia Winston. I need to talk to you about a note I received from Tara Fullerton. It sounds like she was in trouble before she died.” I left my number and disconnected. As soon as I ended the call, my phone vibrated with a text from Ashley.

      
        
        Where r u? Dinner’s almost ready.

        

      

      Right. Dinner with Ashley and Brandi. With my churning stomach, eating would be impossible. I glanced down at my thighs. Well, probably not as impossible as I wanted to believe. My jeans were snug, thanks to a lack of exercise during the last few weeks. I picked up my phone and texted back.

      
        
        On my way.

        

      

      I folded Tara’s note so that the print showed, slid it in a plastic bag, and began a search for my purse and shoes.
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      It wasn’t unusual for Brandi, Ashley, and me to gather for dinner and a movie on a Saturday night when none of us had dates—which was far more often than either Ashley or I liked to admit. Both Ashley and Brandi could cook—and were good at it—so they nearly always made a meal. I’d missed out on the culinary gene when God was handing out domestic talents, so my idea of cooking was ordering wings or pizza from the local joint, but my friends never seemed to mind.

      “Hon, I’m making good old southern comfort food tonight,” Ashley said as I walked in the back door of her newly renovated 1920’s bungalow. From her front porch, she had a view of Sycamore Park, and she lived within walking distance of our favorite coffee shop and her favorite bookstore.

      Ashley was working at the marble-topped island, and she wore a cupcake print apron trimmed in pink. “I figured you’d need the good stuff after the week you’ve had.”

      Brandi and Ashley didn’t know the half of it since I hadn’t bothered to fill them in about Evan. “Sounds perfect.” My tone didn’t make it to enthusiastic and died somewhere around lackadaisical. I dropped down on the bench in the breakfast nook.

      Brandi’s forehead creased as she walked to the refrigerator and began filling glasses with water. “Something’s bothering you. Besides finding Tara.”

      “Yeah.” I recounted my awkward conversation with Evan in the combine cab while Brandi and Ashley gaped at me.

      “Unbelievable.” Ashley dumped an eight-ounce container of sour cream into steaming potatoes and started smashing. “I’m pretending these potatoes are Evan’s—”

      “Ashley Marie Choi.” Brandi stopped filling a glass with water.

      Ashley’s neck grew blotchy, and she whirled toward the refrigerator, wielding the hand masher as a weapon. Globs of potatoes dripped onto the blue and white patterned tile. “What on earth did you think I was going to say, Mom?” She raised her chin. “I was going to say head.” She turned around and slammed the hand masher with gusto.

      I smiled, got up, and wiped the potatoes off the floor.

      Brandi’s face melted into a scowl. “Can you believe the arrogance of that guy?”

      “He was trying to be sensitive.” I washed the potatoes off my hands and cleaned the spot on the floor with a wet paper towel. “Besides, he knew it wasn’t the best time. I goaded him into telling me.”

      “He also showed up without an invitation,” Brandi said.

      “Technically, you all have an open invitation to the combine cab.”

      “And this city girl needs to take you up on that because it sounds completely fascinating, and it might impress a few men I know.” Ashley finished the potatoes and dropped the masher in the sink. “By the way, you shouldn’t defend Evan. As far as I’m concerned, he was trying to ease his own conscience because he knows he led you on.”

      That pretty much summed it up, since his little visit had removed all doubt that he’d known how I felt about him. “It’s fine. Believe me, there’re bigger problems in the world.”

      “No, it’s not fine.” Brandi picked up the stack of silverware from the counter and began placing it around the table in the dining room. “None of this is, and you don’t have to pretend with us.”

      My throat thickened. “Thanks. But you know what? Let’s talk about someone else’s issues right now. I’m tired of thinking about my own.” I stole a crouton from the salad bowl on the island. “Like how about when you’re going to go on a date, Brandi.” I popped the crouton in my mouth and crunched.

      Her eyes darkened. “I’m not ready.”

      “But it’s been almost three years,” I said. Brandi’s husband Brian had died in a car accident.

      “Your blind date stories don’t exactly inspire me to reenter the dating pool.” She grinned and fiddled with the silverware.

      “You have to admit they’re funny. Don’t you want fodder to entertain us with?”

      “Now, ladies. How would these poor gentlemen feel if they knew we were laughing at their expense?” Ashley removed fried chicken that’d been warming in the oven.

      “Like they never laugh at us.” My phone vibrated in my purse, and I prayed it was the detective. “Excuse me.” I walked through the dining room and into the living room where I answered.

      “Detective Cal Perkins, returning your call.”

      I pushed aside the teal decorative pillows, perched on Ashley’s couch with my back to my friends, and tried to remember if I’d met Detective Perkins the day I’d found the body. Detective Marvin Kimball had taken my statement, and this man’s pleasant, resonant voice was a nice contrast to Detective Kimball’s smoker’s growl.

      “Ms. Winston? Are you there?”

      “Yes, sir,” I whispered and then cleared my throat. “I received a letter from Tara Fullerton today. She asked me to meet her this past Thursday because she was having some sort of trouble and needed my advice. She was scared and didn’t want to involve the police.”

      “The letter came today? And she wanted advice from you?” There was no mistaking the skepticism in his tone.

      “I opened it today. I don’t know what day it came. See, I’m a farmer, and I was in the middle of cutting beans, and I let my mail pile up, so I just got to it today. I used to give Tara piano lessons, and—”

      “Ms. Winston, take a breath and tell me why you think Tara Fullerton wanted to speak with you.”

      I did and rested my elbows on my knees. “I’m sorry. Finding her body and getting this letter have brought back memories of my daddy’s murder. His case went cold, and for years everybody in Wildcat Springs knew I was investigating, and that’s why Bobbi Sue from Latte Conspiracies told Tara about me, but Bobbi Sue doesn’t know I gave up three years ago because I never found any answers, and I don’t know why she ever thought I’d be able to help Tara in the first—”

      “Ms. Winston, take another breath.”

      “I’m sorry for babbling.” I clenched my fist. “I’m the one who found Tara Fullerton’s body. In my field. That I own.” I said the words to try to make myself sound respectable, but it was probably way too late for that since I was coming off like I belonged in a loony bin.

      “I know. Tell you what,” he said as if he were trying to pacify me. “Bring that letter into the sheriff’s department Monday morning around nine, and we’ll talk.”

      “I will. Thank you, sir.” I disconnected and stared at Ashley’s coffee table that her mother had brought from Korea when she’d moved to the United States years ago. I wanted to fly away like the mother-of-pearl birds in the design.

      “Georgia?” Brandi’s eyes widened when she saw me. Wiping her hands on her jeans, she sat next to me. “What’s going on? Was that Evan? Because if he’s upset you again, I’ll—”

      I swallowed, pulled the bagged note out of my purse, and handed it to her.

      She sat next to me, read it, and gasped. “This is disturbing.”

      “I was talking to a detective about it.” I rested my head in my hands. “Why would Bobbi Sue think I could help Tara when I never even figured out who killed my dad?”

      “Hold the phone.” Ashley walked in. “Did I hear you say someone killed your dad?” She untied her apron and threw it on the rocking chair next to the couch.

      “Yeah. And they never caught the murderer.”

      “I’m so sorry, hon.” Tears filled Ashley’s eyes as she knelt beside me. “You never told me that’s how he died.” There wasn’t an ounce of accusation in her voice—just shock.

      “I don’t like to talk about it.” I laced my fingers and squeezed. It surprised me that she’d lived in Wildcat Springs for two and a half years and hadn’t heard. Had people already forgotten my daddy?

      “That’s understandable.” Ashley brushed her hand across her eyes.

      Brandi put her arm around me. “Let’s pray about this. Right now.”

      She thought prayer solved everything, which I guess I should believe too, but I’d never quite gotten to that point. It always impressed me that she actually had—considering everything she’d endured.

      “Yes, let’s do it.” Ashley clasped my hand.

      I nodded.

      “Father, we’re scared and confused,” Brandi said. “We don’t understand why Georgia’s dad died, but please bring the person responsible to justice. Give Georgia peace and hope. Show us how to help. Help the authorities figure out what happened to Tara. Amen.”

      I took a shuddering breath and lifted my head. “We should eat. There’s no point in letting Ashley’s good food go to waste.”

      As we stood, I didn’t miss the fact that Ashley and Brandi exchanged worried glances. But I didn’t care. I’d been dealing with this longer than we’d been friends and was a professional at handling it.
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      That night, I couldn’t sleep, so I settled into my daddy’s black leather recliner that occupied the same space in front of the fireplace that it had when this house had belonged to my parents. During the day, I could look out at the pond and my vegetable patch and remember all the years daddy and I had spent tending the garden.

      I tucked the black and white blanket my late grandma Winston had crocheted around my legs and lifted the footrest. Opening my laptop, I found the file labeled Murder Investigation.

      I’d given up because my search for answers had robbed me of joy. When God had asked me to let it go, I’d obeyed, though it had been one of the hardest things I’d ever done. I thought of my small group’s recent Bible study in Ecclesiastes, and one verse from chapter three came to mind.

      “A time to search and a time to give up.”

      God cared about justice. Would he allow Daddy’s case to go unsolved forever?

      What are you doing, Lord? Do you want me to start searching for answers again?

      Blinking moisture from my eyes, I studied the document with notes and observations from my research that were all dead ends. With a sigh, I slapped the laptop shut and stared at the family pictures on the mantle. My favorite was the one of Daddy and me that Mom had taken in front of our old red barn the Father’s Day before his murder.

      Life had seemed so much simpler then. Right now, I didn’t have any answers.

      About anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Georgia!” Beverly Alspaugh stopped and grasped my arm. Fellow churchgoers at Wildcat Springs Community Church milled around us in the multi-purpose room during the fellowship time between Sunday school and the main service. Clusters of people stood sipping lattes, mochas, or plain old dark roast coffee they’d purchased from the shop in the corner. All the proceeds went to an orphanage in Guatemala.

      “I’m so glad I caught you.” Beverly adjusted her floral-print blouse.

      I gave her a quick hug. “How’re you feeling?”

      “About the same. Cancer’s relentless, but I’m not giving up.” She patted her curly gray wig.

      “I’ll keep praying.” I wasn’t good with remembering to ask God about every little thing, but I did keep the weekly list of church requests on my refrigerator—and Beverly was at the top of it. Had been for a year.

      “Thank you, dear. Enough about that.” She clutched my arm. “I’ve been meaning to call you because you had a rotten week. I can’t imagine how horrifying it must’ve been to find the Fullerton girl in your field.”

      “Be glad you can’t imagine it.” It was a picture that’d never leave my mind.

      “Oh, mercy!” Beverly covered her red lips with her arthritis-bent fingers. “I’ve been praying for everyone involved since I heard, but that isn’t why I stopped you.”

      My radar pinged, and I glanced around in search of Brandi, Ashley, or any one of my other friends who’d chosen that moment to migrate to Siberia.

      There were only a couple of reasons the older ladies in the church stopped me. Grandpa used to be one, but he was currently off the market in a relationship with Wanda Morris, a sweet widow he’d known since high school.

      That left the other reason. Wait for it…

      “How’s your love life?”

      And there it was. “Well, I—”

      “Have you tried online dating? My granddaughter met her husband that way. They’re as happy as can be and are expecting my first great-grandbaby. You know, lots of young ladies meet gentlemen that way.”

      I wouldn’t use the word gentlemen to describe some of the men I’d met online, though in fairness—and Winstons were fair—there were a few good men like Evan out there, roaming the dating-world forest like rare beasts that huntresses paid for the privilege to stalk. I’d even encountered one or two who’d escaped capture. “I’ve already—”

      “There’s no shame in it. And if you’re careful, it can be a fantastic opportunity.” She took a breath, and I opened my mouth, but she blazed ahead. “But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about, because I have a better idea.”

      “Really?”

      She leaned forward conspiratorially. “My great-nephew just moved to town, and I’d like you to help welcome him.” She winked. “I’ll invite him to church, and you take care of the rest. There’re lots of single girls around this church, but you’re the perfect one for him. He’s a good man who’s looking for a Christian wife. He’s even tall.”

      “And how would he feel about a Christian wife who’s a farmer?”

      “Good heavens.” She waved. “He’s a modern young man. Your profession won’t put him off. By the way, he was a major league pitcher for two years.”

      Very interesting. “What team?”

      “Texas Rangers.”

      I smiled. “I’d be happy to meet him. He could even join my small group—it’s a mix of guys and girls.”

      “Oh, that’s perfect. Thank you. I know you’ll make him feel right at home.” Beverly peeked around my shoulder. “Excuse me, dear. I need to talk to Mary Ann.” She slipped by me.

      “Wait, what’s his name?”

      But she was already engrossed in conversation with Mary Ann.
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      Monday morning, rain drove against my truck’s windshield, a reminder that harvest had been delayed. But, I didn’t panic since we were done cutting beans. As soon as the fields dried, we’d start shelling corn.

      While I drove to the Richard County Sheriff’s Department, located in the county seat of Richardville, I fought the memory of the deputy who’d shown up at our front door that October evening when I’d been home from college for fall break. I’d padded downstairs in my flannel pajamas to see what the commotion was about. Mom had been wearing her hunter green robe.

      As soon as I’d seen the man in the brown and tan uniform and processed the mix of pain and sympathy displayed on his face, I’d known.

      Daddy wasn’t late getting home. He was gone.

      I shook my head to shoo away the recollection and parked. The rain diminished to a thin drizzle that misted my face and dotted my coat with water droplets as I walked toward the limestone building.

      I entered a small waiting area that contained a few black plastic chairs pushed against a grimy gray wall, and a receptionist who was twenty-five-ish opened a glass window. “May I help you?” She flipped her bangs out of her eyes.

      “I’d like to speak with Detective Perkins, please.”

      “Do you have an appointment?” She arched her overly tweezed eyebrows as if she didn’t believe I did.

      “Yes. Georgia Winston.”

      She pursed her lips. “I’ll let him know you’re here.”

      As I waited, I studied the pictures of meth users—before and after—which someone had posted on the wall. I cringed at the damage that drug inflicted. Missing teeth and premature aging plagued every person.

      “Horrifying, aren’t they?”

      I blinked at the receptionist who seemed amused by my revulsion. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Her eyes narrowed at my use of ma’am, and I fought a smirk. I really should be nicer.

      The sound of someone whistling the theme song from Castle filtered into the waiting area. The door swung open, and a dark-haired man who I guessed was in his late thirties smiled—and my heart dinged.

      Just a little.

      I’d never known it was possible for a man to make me feel petite, but when I looked up into his handsome face, I was immensely thankful that such a possibility actually existed. I’d have to check for a wedding ring when it wouldn’t be obvious. Had I been so distracted that I hadn’t noticed this gorgeous man at the crime scene?

      Good grief, Georgia Rae. No wonder you’re single.

      “Come on back, Ms. Winston.” He flashed a smile, and a dimple appeared and vanished.

      A dimple. “It’s Miss. Not Ms.” How subtle. “Because I’m not a feminist.” Really helpful.

      When he stopped and faced me, his blue eyes danced. “Noted.” He led me through a maze of desks to his workspace with a computer, piles of file folders, several mugs, and a crumpled bag from Latte Conspiracies. He pointed to the seat at the side of his desk, and I caught sight of the nameplate as I eased into the chair and faced him. Detective Calvin Perkins.

      And no wedding ring.

      My glee over that discovery dropped dead. It didn’t matter if he was single or not since I’d blown any chance I might’ve had by sounding like a crazy lady on the phone Saturday night. I busied myself by removing the baggie with Tara’s note from my purse and handing it to Detective Perkins. “I know I sounded nuts when we talked on the phone. I’m quite sane. I just wanted to report the note in case it ended up being important.”

      He took a seat, faced me, and studied the note. “Thanks for bagging this. Are you the only one who touched it?”

      I lifted my chin. “Yes.” Fine. Don’t meet me halfway. Assume I’m crazy.

      He met my gaze. “I talked to Bobbi Sue at Latte Conspiracies this morning to see if she had any idea what Tara needed help with and why she directed her to you.”

      Maybe since he’d spoken to Bobbi Sue, he didn’t think I was nuts after all. Either that or he’d been trying to figure out if he had an appointment with a whacko. I leaned forward. “And?”

      He tapped the note. “This confirms what Bobbi Sue told me. Tara was a regular who bent Bobbi Sue’s ear on occasion. A couple of weeks ago Tara told Bobbi Sue she didn’t have the money or desire to hire a private investigator, so Bobbi Sue mentioned you because of the work you did on your dad’s case.”

      Even though I was thankful the note was legitimate, I rolled my eyes. “It’s not like I’m an amateur sleuth.” Although I’d probably watched enough murder mysteries on TV to qualify.

      “I know.”

      I searched for any sign of levity in his inscrutable expression. None. I crossed my arms. Had he been making fun of me by whistling Castle’s theme song? “You don’t have to be so quick to agree. I’m aware I’ve failed at finding my dad’s killer—but so has this department.”

      He cleared his throat. “I asked Bobbi Sue why she didn’t counsel Tara to come to us, and she didn’t give me a straight answer.”

      “That’s easy.” I shrugged. “Everybody in Wildcat Springs knows Bobbi Sue doesn’t trust cops. Her dad did time for a crime he didn’t commit because someone framed him.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “I see.” He’d resorted to his skeptical tone.

      “Seriously. Her dad was exonerated.” I motioned to his computer. “Look it up sometime.”

      “Her coffee shop makes sense now.” He picked up the cup from Latte Conspiracies that had an alien printed on it.

      “Right.” I clutched my purse handle. “I don’t suppose Bobbi Sue knew what Tara’s problem was?”

      “Nope.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth. It didn’t matter. I’d talk to Bobbi Sue myself.

      Detective Perkins leaned back and steepled his fingers. “How often did you see Tara after you stopped giving her piano lessons?”

      “Not often because we didn’t keep in touch.” I chewed my lower lip. “She visited my church a few months ago, and we spoke briefly. It was the first time I’d seen her in probably five years.”

      “Wildcat Springs Community Church?”

      “Yes.” I tilted my head. “How’d you know?”

      His dimple made a comeback. “Aunt Beverly said when I visited that church, I should be on the lookout for Georgia Winston.”

      Sweet baby Moses in a basket.

      My face and neck grew warm. “It’s funny because when Beverly told me about you, we were interrupted, and she never got around to telling me your name.” I let out a nervous chuckle. “What a coincidence.”

      “Sure is.” He took a sip of coffee, but his eyes sparkled with amusement and made me squirm. He’d been toying with me the whole time.

      Time to get out of here.

      I stood. “If you need anything else, please give me a call.” Why had I said anything? Would he misinterpret my statement as flirting? If he did, maybe he’d be flattered instead of repulsed.

      “Miss Winston, there’s something else I’d like to talk to you about.” He motioned to the chair.

      I sat and pulled my purse to my chest.

      He leaned forward, folded his hands, and rested them on his desk. “I’m reviewing your dad’s case. I’m hoping to bring a different perspective.”

      I blew out a breath. “Thank you.” I shook my head. “I put so much time into investigating that it made my life miserable, and I had to stop.”

      “I have a heart for cold cases because families need closure.” Sincerity shone in his eyes.

      “You don’t know how much this means to me—and my family.”

      “Let me get some answers before you’re too grateful.”

      “Fair enough.”
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      “Georgia Winston!” Bobbi Sue Miller smacked the stainless-steel counter as soon as I walked into Latte Conspiracies with the intent of satisfying my curiosity—and need for more caffeine. “Look at you, girl. You get prettier every time I see you. Why aren’t you married yet?”

      Never had a snappy comeback for that one. “I like your Star Wars shirt.”

      She glanced down at Princess Leia and thrust out her chest. “The hubs got this for my birthday. Can you believe I hit the big 5-0 this year?”

      “I thought you were twenty-nine.” I winked.

      She snorted. “You’re full of it, like your daddy was. What can I get you?”

      I studied the individual clipboards that hung above the counter and displayed the names of the specialty drinks. The Area 51 was my usual, but I was in the mood for something different than a vanilla latte with a dash of cinnamon. “A large Moon Landing Mocha, and the answer to a question.” I glanced around the shop, from the concrete floors to the exposed ductwork, that gave the place its industrial vibe. The early morning rush had subsided, and a few customers with laptops sat at the wood and metal tables scattered around. To my left, an opening led to Miller’s Books, which Bobbi Sue’s husband Hemingway ran—like his mother before him. I never spent time in the bookstore because reading wasn’t my thing.

      Bobbi Sue took my money and punched my loyalty card. “You’re here about the Fullerton girl, aren’t you?” She handed me the card. One more purchase until my freebie.

      “She sent me a note. I got it on Saturday.” I tucked the card in my wallet for safekeeping.

      Bobbi Sue’s eyes widened. “I bet that gave you a jolt, getting a message from the grave.” She began steaming milk.

      “Well, she sent it before she died.”

      “You sure about that?” Bobbi Sue poured the milk into a cup.

      I choked back a laugh. “I didn’t check the postmark.”

      She looked triumphant as she popped the lid on my drink.

      I’d give her the win if I could learn what Tara wanted. “Do you know what Tara’s problem was?”

      She handed me the mocha. “I didn’t tell that handsome detective everything I knew.” She took a rag from her apron pocket and rubbed the counter as if wiping away fingerprints could erase her guilt. “By the way, you ought to go out with him if he doesn’t have a girlfriend. I bet he doesn’t because he’s in here by himself an awful lot.”

      “Bobbi Sue, he’s a cop.” I was so bad, baiting her like that.

      She waved her
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