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Cozy mysteries are a subgenre of crime fiction. Sex and violence are not usually important parts of the story; if they do occur, the reader is not normally privy to the action. Good-natured humor may be found in some cozies, like this one, but even when there may be murder most foul, there is not foul language—only the mildest of profanity ever graces the pages of a cozy mystery.

The term “cozy mystery” first emerged in the late 20th century, as modern authors sought a return to the Golden Age of Detective Fiction, in the tradition of Agatha Christie, Arthur Conan Doyle, Dorothy L. Sayers, Josephine Tey, Frances Iles, Georges Simenon, Margery Allingham, Ngaio Marsh, and other masters of that era.

The crimes in cozy mysteries usually take place within a close-knit community and the detectives are almost always amateurs, who just happen to have good contacts in law enforcement. This story does not stray from that format. It is both people- and pet-friendly.
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“Of course Annalee’s been kidnapped! What other explanation can there be?” demanded the frantic bridegroom, hands waving wildly in the air. “You must call the police! We’ve got to get her back. I’ve got some money saved if they ask for a ransom, but the bank is closed today. Oh, God! What am I going to do? My bride is missing!”

I stood there, my heart sinking. All this hard work, all the efforts we’d made for the past two weeks to get Annalee Pinault and Gunnar Magnusdotter married on this first Saturday in June were for naught. There would be no wedding today without a bride. Where could she be?

“I’ll call my friend, who’s with the Connecticut State Police. She’ll know what to do.” I didn’t have the heart to tell him Laurencia Rivera is a state homicide investigator who works the big cases. If anyone would know what to do, she would. I just hoped she could help me find the missing bride in time...and alive.

How did all this happen? You might well wonder. Maybe if we hadn’t decided that the Four Acorns Inn would make the perfect wedding venue, we could have avoided all this trouble. The truth is always easier to see after the fact, when the damage has been done and everything is out in the open. But when you’re in the middle of the action, you don’t always see the danger awaiting you at every turn.

It all started two weeks earlier, when I got a call from a couple wanting to rent the inn for their wedding. No sooner had I hung up than my young assistant began to pepper me with questions.

“Who’s getting married?” Jenny’s eyes lit on me like I was filet mignon and she was a starving carnivore who hadn’t eaten in three weeks.

“Not me!” I laughed. “Nice try.”

“Who then?”

“No one you know.” I looked down at the reservation in my hand and read off the names. “Ms. Annalee Pinault and Mr. Gunnar Magnusdotter.”

“When?” My eager assistant was brimming with the enthusiasm of Seabiscuit, chomping at the bit.

“We have two weeks to pull everything together.”

“Two weeks? How can we possibly pull off a wedding in two weeks?”

“Relax, Jen. There will only be twelve for dinner; eight guests on her side, two on his, plus the bride and groom. I’ve got to get a justice of the peace to do the ceremony.”

“We’re not going to fuss?” The teenager sounded disappointed.

“I never said that. Of course we’re going to fuss. It’s a wedding, for heaven’s sake.”

“It’ll be great practice for when you and Kenny tie the knot.”

“What will be great practice?” said a voice behind us. My mother came down the garden path in her motorized wheelchair.

“I just took a reservation for a small wedding party for Saturday, the seventh of June. The bride and groom want a simple ceremony in the garden and a sit-down dinner. I was just thinking this would be a nice spot for it.” I gestured with my hand as I stood in front of our blueberry bushes, with thick, verdant foliage that was beginning to come into season. It would be a little early for most of the roses, but the irises and pansies would still be in bloom. I started rattling off the details of my game plan and when I finished, my mother had one question.

“What can I do to help?”

“Ah,” I smiled. “I thought you’d never ask. Annalee and Gunnar are coming in from Boston; their families will be coming in from Springfield, Philadelphia, and Oyster Bay. They all want to stay with us. We have the Black Oak, White Oak, and Red Oak Rooms, the library, and if Jenny and I give up our rooms for the weekend, the three-room suite up in the attic. I was wondering if....”

“You want Lacey to give up her room for you two? I don’t mind her staying with me, but I’ll want something in return, Scarlet.”

“What might that be?” I felt a bad case of dread coming on. If Laurel was trying to make a deal with me, I had little doubt that I would be paying through the nose. Maybe I’d be better off making a deal with my brother to sleep at his place.

“You have to promise me that you will do this wedding up right.”

“Define ‘right’, Mom.”

“I want you to knock yourself out.”

“But....”

“No ifs, ands, or buts, Scarlet. That’s the deal. Take it or leave it.” My mother glanced down at the ground, waiting for me to make up my mind. “This wedding must be so memorable that people will talk about it for years to come.”

“No pressure,” I laughed, thinking she was pulling my leg.

“Au contraire, my darling daughter. I expect you to knock the baseball out of the park on this one.”

“I don’t understand,” I confessed. “Why do you care whether or not this wedding is amazing? What’s in it for you?”

“I want the Four Acorns Inn to become the place for weddings.”

“Mom, we’re a bed and breakfast inn. We only have three rooms, four when we use the library as guest quarters. How much more can I do?”

“Think about it, Scarlet, for just a moment. Why can’t we expand the Four Acorns Inn?”

“Do what?”

“We could take over Wallace’s house,” she continued, “as an annex.”

“Have you been tippling at the sherry? Gobbling up goofy pills? What in heaven’s name would possess you to think we can expand the inn? I’m already overworked and underpaid, dearest mother!” I sat down on the garden bench, stunned.

“What a great idea, Miz Scarlet! Think of what we could do with two mansions!” Jenny’s words echoed in my ears as I hung my head, groaning in dismay.

When you, dear reader, hear the word ‘mansion’, you might imagine we Wilsons are flush with cash, kicking up our heels while we pop bonbons into our eager, overfed mouths all day long. As for career choices that guarantee a life of luxury, innkeeping is not one of them. I suppose I could write a book about the toilets I’ve scrubbed, the floors I’ve mopped, and the pillows I’ve plumped, but it’s not likely to become a New York Times bestseller. I’d be better off writing about the wild things that have happened here, but who would believe the tales?

Someone once scoffed that we could not make any money with just a handful of rooms to rent out. The Four Acorns Inn, operating as a bed and breakfast establishment, manages to pay me an almost decent living wage. On any given day, I usually look after three to six guests. My days start early and end late. Breakfast is included in our basic fee, but we often have folks join us for lunch and dinner, too. My brother, Bur, handles the financial aspects of inn upkeep and income, filling in as groundskeeper on the weekends. I have one assistant, who helps out when she’s not taking classes at the University of Connecticut. In reality, our overhead is low, our room fees are stable, and our real strength comes from pampering our guests with personalized attention.

The original Googins fortune was made two generations ago, with the Four Oaks Pressboard Company, back in the day when accounting ledgers were kept in neat, hardcover notebooks. My grandfather, Randolph, and his brother, Wallace, worked their way up in the business, busily reinventing the manufacturing process, until they became junior partners. Eventually, the bottom dropped out of the pressboard market and the company closed. Now all that’s left of the Googins legacy are the two family homes, three including Cousin Myrtle’s, and the land that goes with them.

The thought of expanding the Four Acorns Inn was enough to give me nightmares for a month. How long had my mother and her cousin, Lacey, been concocting this plan to use Wallace’s home? Better known as the Googins girls, the pair had a knack for springing surprises on me. It sounded like it was a done deal, another case of Miz Scarlet being roped in without a clue.

Don’t get me wrong. My great-uncle’s brown cedar-shingled home is lovely, with its three-story turret and stained glass windows. If I was flush with money, I’d probably leap at the chance to turn it into a wedding venue. But as an experienced innkeeper, I harbor no illusions about how much is involved in running a business like that.

Lacey had lived alone in her inherited homestead after her son, Boynton, departed for the Sunshine State with his wife. Rattling around in a big house all by herself wasn’t exactly ideal for the senior citizen with the busy social life and a shrinking wallet. Once she rented it out and moved into her own suite at the Four Acorns Inn, she was glad of the sizable income she received, but I knew she still had some regrets in giving up her childhood home. Was this just her way of trying to reclaim it for herself?

The current tenant of Wallace’s home, Karin Frenlind, arrived with big plans for the place, expecting to draw the movers and shakers from the Hartford area for special occasions, corporate meetings, and the occasional wedding. She had managed to get her face on the social page of almost every issue of the weekly Cheswick Crier in the months since she moved in, usually with her arm around this local politician or that sports figure.

Rumor had it that Karin’s ambitions were getting the better of her. Back in April, she got caught doing the horizontal mambo with Seth Von Bethen, the Mediquick Air Ambulance CEO, during a corporate cocktail party. Amber Von Bethen went in search of an available powder room and stumbled into the library, where she found her husband writhing on the floor with the unashamed thirty-something social maven. The next morning, Amber hired Marty Lehman, the local divorce guru, and filed suit to end her marriage of seventeen years.

Over the last couple of months, the neighbors took notice of the antics at the mansion. I’d heard from more than one person that the partying went on until the wee small hours of the night. Mrs. Olin complained to me about the dangerous driving, saying that she and her poodle, Sadie, were nearly run over when they were crossing the street as the sun came up. I wondered if my mother had heard the gossip. The senior citizen grapevine was usually quick to circulate the news. “Why are we even discussing this?”

“Scarlet, when Lacey rented out her family home to Karin, those functions became the talk of Cheswick.” Laurel folded her hands primly in her lap, shook her head, and heaved a disapproving sigh. “And not in a good way.”

“Your point being....” I probed gingerly, still not really sure what any of this had to do with me taking on Wallace’s place.

“Lacey wants to terminate Karin’s lease. She’s convinced there’s funny business going on up there.”

“What kind of funny business?” Jenny wanted to know, suddenly curious.

My mother turned and looked expectantly in my direction. “You know...too many people coming and going at odd hours. Lacey says she’s got grounds for kicking Karin out. There’s a village ordinance—no one is supposed to park overnight on White Oak Hill Road, but Myrtle said there’s been a lot of that lately. And an inebriated man knocked over her mailbox when he backed into it last week. He never bothered to stop.”

I could understand the concern about the bad driving. At the moment, however, there was only one thing on my mind. What would possess my mother to think I could add wedding planner to my résumé? I made the mistake of asking.

“Wallace’s mansion is a perfect place to celebrate special occasions,” she replied.

“I agree, but that doesn’t mean the Four Acorns Inn should take it on,” I announced. “What did Boynton say about it?”

“Boynton doesn’t know yet. We’re still in the discussion stage, Scarlet. Once we have things worked out, we’ll talk to him.”

“I don’t think it’s as easy as you ladies think, Mom.  For one thing, it takes money to operate a wedding venue. There’s the heating in winter, the cooling in summer, insurance, the general upkeep of the building. And when it comes to functions, you have to pay the caterer, the florist, the wait staff, the bartenders, the musicians....”

“But it’s not the same as running an inn, is it?” Jenny piped in. “If you only did one or two weddings a month, you wouldn’t have to worry so much about filling guest rooms. It would actually work hand in hand with the Four Acorns, wouldn’t it?”

I looked at that sweet face and knew instantly that my mother and her cousin had given my assistant a script for Act One of Weddings by Miz Scarlet. I glanced over at the woman in the wheelchair, bent over as she extended a hand to January, our Jack Russell terrier-in-residence. Was this my mother’s revenge for the fact I never married?

“Have you no shame?” I shook my head in mock dismay, wagging a finger at Laurel. “Using this poor, innocent teenager in furtherance of your devious scheme? I’m shocked, absolutely shocked.”
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“Well, you shouldn’t be!” my mother shot back. “For one thing, it’s time you thought about hiring help for the inn. You’ve managed to successfully book more rooms in the last six months than in all of last year. And if we used Lacey’s house as an event venue, we could control the kinds of parties that are held there and make sensible rules about the number of guests. Did you know the fire department recently was called there because there were too many people in the house at one time? It’s a violation of the fire code to have more than fifty people in there.”

“How many were there?” I teased. “Fifty one? Let me guess, one of Lacey’s friends called to complain, all in anticipation of kicking Karin out?”

“There were more than seventy people, Scarlet, and some of them were smoking. You know that there’s a no-smoking rule!” It took me a moment to realize how upset Laurel was about the situation.

“So, why doesn’t Lacey just kick Karin out and rent the house to some nice family?”

“Like the last time?” Leave it to Laurel to remind me of the Jordan family’s terrifying ordeal at the hands of a couple of creeps. “And have you forgotten how close you came to being killed, Scarlet Wilson?”

I winced at the reminder, knowing how frightened she had been while I was among the missing. Not that it was a day in the park for me...far from it.

“We could have Kenny do a thorough background check on any new tenants, Mom.”

“You’re impossible!” my mother sniffed haughtily, whirling her wheelchair around and rolling away, on her way back to the house. As we watched her disappear, my assistant shook her head.

“Oh, Miz Scarlet, you’ve done it now,” Jenny warned me ominously. “Your mother is not happy with you!”

“It’s hardly the first time I’ve disappointed Laurel,” I assured the young college student. “I doubt it will be the last.”

“But you don’t understand. They really have their hearts set on this wedding business. The Googins girls have been talking about it for weeks.”

“For weeks and you didn’t warn me?” I pretended to glower at her. “That’s the thanks I get for all the many wonderful things I’ve done for you, you rotten little twit?”

“I know,” she grinned sheepishly. “I should have told you, but they swore me to secrecy. That’s because Edna....”

“Edna Rivera is mixed up in all this?” Those words were the equivalent of mental alarm bells ringing off the wall. My best friend’s mother, better known as the Queen of Clean, had stayed at the inn over the Christmas holiday and the only person more relieved than me when she left was her daughter, Laurencia, better known as Larry.

“Well, she said Wallace’s house had so much potential as a wedding venue, but it needs better management. Lacey and your mother agreed that you should take over.”

That was just what I didn’t need—three determined ladies giving me business advice. Sure, Edna had been head of the housekeeping staff for a small nursing facility in Atlanta for years, but that’s hardly the same thing as running an inn, is it? And as for Laurel and Lacey, the closest they ever got to being innkeepers was to mix the cocktails in the living room for guests and handle the odd task now and then. I was the one who did all the heavy lifting and schlepping.

“Does Larry know about this?” I demanded, turning my disapproving gaze on the co-conspirator next to me. Jenny gave a quick, embarrassed shrug of those tiny shoulders of hers. I was pretty sure that Edna had kept it a secret from her daughter. That’s because Larry would have put the kibosh on it right away.

“I only found out about it by accident,” she admitted, “when I overheard them talking.”

“I’m missing something,” I said. Obviously, the ladies had been at this for some time. The plan had evolved beyond the speculative stage, especially if they were talking about expanding the Four Acorns Inn staff and bringing Edna onboard. “Spill the beans.”

“Well, don’t tell them I told you, but Edna still wants to get back together with Big Larry.”

“That’s hardly a secret,” I replied, still trying to make sense of it all. “What does this have to do with the Four Acorns Inn?”

“Edna got laid off last month, so she decided to move to Fort Meyers, Florida, where the Red Sox do their spring training, and rent a small place while she looks for work. But it gets really hot there in the summer....”

“Whoa!” I held up my hands in protest. “Wait, wait, wait!”

“What?”

“Edna is selling her place in Atlanta?” I suddenly understood my friend’s concern when her mother recently announced she would be coming up for a month-long summer visit. Larry wasn’t used to the Queen of Clean staying at her condo, especially with teenage daughter, Michaela, in residence. It was a recipe for disaster. “What does Edna plan to do when the Red Sox are in Boston?”

“She wants to find a new job up here.”

“Oh, no. Don’t tell me!”

“Well, that’s why the Googins girls thought we could open up Wallace’s house for the wedding season. You know, Miz Scarlet—May, June, July, August, and September.”

“Edna wants a job at the Four Acorns Inn?” Suddenly, stunningly, the pieces of the puzzle all fell into place. This wasn’t so much about creating an annex to the Four Acorns Inn as it was about getting Edna remarried to the assistant coach for the Boston Red Sox, and the three escapees from a regency romance novel were willing to create all this subterfuge to get the job done.

“You have got to be freaking kidding me,” I growled through clenched teeth.

“Don’t tell your mother I told you all this,” the teenager begged me. “I don’t want her to be mad at me.”

“Kiddo, that’s the least of my worries at the moment. Do you have any idea what Larry will do when she finds out Edna is selling her place in Atlanta and following Big Larry around on the baseball circuit?”

“She’ll be upset.”

“There’s an understatement.”

“Are you going to tell her?” Jenny studied me, nervously fiddling with her fingers. I understood her anxiety. Larry didn’t like surprises, especially the unpleasant ones involving her mother. Decades after Edna divorced Big Larry, the couple had the chance to reconnect over the recent Christmas holiday. While improving their relationship, the unexpected reunion didn’t solve the major problem between the couple. Edna is an opinionated, demanding steamroller of a woman, crushing everything in her path—even the man she loves. I sighed, resigned to my fate.

“What choice do I have? Larry’s my friend; I owe her that much.”

“Boy, what a mess this is,” the teen remarked.

“It is indeed. And so ironic, considering Edna is the Queen of Clean.” I rolled my eyes, gazing up at the heavens. “I wish she’d spend less time on her cockamamie intrigues and more time on tidying up her love life.”

“What happens now?” Jenny wanted to know.

“I honestly don’t know, but if the Googins girls already have a plan, maybe we need to find out whether it’s viable, Jen. If we let them get any farther with this and Larry finds out we didn’t tell her, she’s going to lay someone out in lavender and I’d prefer it not be me. Maybe it’s time to talk to Bur. Want to join me?”

“It depends. Is your brother going to yell at me?”

“Bur? The guy who’s spent more time in the naughty corner as a child than anyone else? I doubt it. But I’ll tell you what. We’ll approach it from a purely business standpoint. We won’t mention Larry, Big Larry, or Edna just yet. All Bur has to know is that Laurel informed us that Lacey wants to get rid of her tenant. I’ll act like the wedding business is an idea I’m considering if and when Wallace’s house is available.”

“You’re going to trump the Googins girls and Edna?” Jenny’s shocked expression was priceless.

“I guess I am,” I laughed. “That ought to put a crimp in their bonnets!”

“Wow, Miz Scarlet. I never knew you were so sneaky!”

“I beg your pardon!”

“Aren’t you stealing their thunder right out from under them? They’re the ones who want to start a wedding business.”

“Hold on there!” I held up my hands in protest, interrupting her. “Let’s review the facts. You don’t want the ladies to know you told me about their ‘dum-dum-da-dum’ idea, anymore than you want Larry to find out you kept her mother’s humdinger of a secret, correct?”

“I sure don’t,” the teenager agreed readily.

“Then work with me. If I withhold some non-essential information that could get you into extremely hot water, I am hardly concealing the crime of the century. What I’m doing is preventing your proverbial goose from being cooked in that boiling water bath.” 

“I guess that’s true.”

“You guess? Wow, there’s a big vote of confidence.”

“Um,” she gulped, scrambling to cover her verbal fumble. “What are you going to do about it?”

“Me? No, no, kiddo. The right question is: ‘What are we going to do about it?’ We have to pull the carpet out from under the ladies and get control over their whack-a-doodle wedding plan. This is the best I can do on short notice,” I told her. “Unless you’d prefer to confess your role in this debacle to Larry....”

“No way!”

Laughing, I grabbed her by the shoulders, twirled her around, and gave her a gentle nudge in the direction of the carriage house. “In that case, we’d better hurry, because if she finds out what her mother is up to, the Connecticut State Police Major Crimes squad will be arresting one of their own on homicide charges.”

In less than a minute, the two of us climbed the stairs to the carriage house residence and stood in front of Bur’s door. I took a deep breath and rapped on it with far more confidence than I felt. Knock, knock, knock.

A moment later, the knob turned and the door opened. My brother stood there in his gym shorts and his favorite Yankees tee shirt. As he stepped aside to let us in, I noticed there were papers strewn all over the coffee table, a few books stacked up on the sofa, and his laptop was open—evidence that suggested Bur was working on a report, something he usually dreaded. That was a good sign. He might welcome the distraction we offered. This was confirmed by his jovial greeting. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit? You’ve come to rescue me?”

Twenty minutes later, I had actually managed to sell my brother on a prospective plan to rent out Wallace’s house as an event venue and money-maker with one caveat. He wanted in on the business end of things.

“I’m sorry. Did I hear you correctly, Bur? You actually want to participate in this wedding enterprise?”

“What we’re really talking about is renting out the house a few times a month for a chunk of change that will help pay for the upkeep. I think it’s got some potential. The property is self-contained and we can control the number of guests. We’ll probably need a permit to serve alcohol.”

“And?” Knowing him, I figured there had to be a catch.

“Well, if you must know, I’ve been thinking lately that the Four Acorns should expand. If we reconfigured the carriage house, we could....”

“You want to give up the carriage house?”

“Someone has to live in Wallace’s house. Security-wise it makes sense. I can play the role of groundskeeper there too. I’m rather crowded in here,” he announced, waving his arms at the mess awaiting him. “I could use the extra space for a proper office.”

“Score one for Colonel Grey Poupon,” Jenny grinned, using my brother’s childhood nickname. “It looks like the Wilsons are about to go into the wedding business.”

I looked from my overly confident brother to my smug assistant and gave an amused snort. If my brother was willing to consider the idea, it meant he already envisioned himself living in that mansion of Lacey’s.

“What’s so funny?” Bur wanted to know, suddenly suspicious.

“Nothing. I’m just relieved. I thought I’d have to work harder to convince you this was a good idea,” I replied, smiling. Now that I was no longer in the line of fire, I was beginning to enjoy myself.

“It’s only a good idea if it makes money, Miz Scarlet.”

“Touché.”

With my brother in charge of the financial aspects, things were definitely looking up. As stubborn a foe as the day was long, Bur was a stickler for the bottom line. The Queen of Clean, assisted by sidekicks Laurel and Lacey, no longer had any Four Acorns Inn rope to use on the unsuspecting spitball king. No lasso of love would grab Big Larry, drag him down the aisle, and tie him to the altar while he kicked and screamed. No, if we launched a wedding business, it would be a profitable venture, one that was responsibly managed by professionals. And if Edna and Big Larry decided to remarry, it would be—unlike the last time—by choice, not by deceit. How could Larry possibly object to that?

Bur continued talking as the plans took shape in his head. “I’ll talk to Boynton and get his thoughts on the subject. There’s no reason we should get the ladies all worked up if we’re not going to get him on board.”

“Fine, but just out of curiosity, you do realize I can’t run the wedding business all by myself, don’t you? We’ll need to hire some help.”

“Count me in,” said my teenage assistant.

“You’re already working at the inn and you’ve got to keep up with your college studies,” I pointed out. “That’s a full load, Jen.

“Yes, but I’m taking the summer off. No classes, Miz Scarlet.”

“Aren’t you visiting your grandparents in California?”

“I’m going for three weeks in August. That leaves the rest of the summer.”

“You might as well say yes,” my brother advised me. “The fact is she’d be an asset.”

“Thanks, Bur.” Jenny gave him a wide grin.

“Anything for you, kid,” he told her. “Now, if you two will excuse me, I’ll give Boynton a call.”

“Let us know what he says,” I called over my shoulder as I opened the door and shooed Jenny through it.

She and I walked back to the inn, arm in arm, plotting our next move. I could tell she was excited.

“Just remember, it’s not a done deal yet,” I warned her. “Like Bur said, if we’re going to do it, we actually have to turn a profit.”

“I know, but I was just thinking, Miz Scarlet,” she confided, that charming gamin face brimming with excitement, “about how much fun it will be to host weddings.”

“Will it?” I wasn’t so sure. “You know how irrational and high-strung some brides can be.”

“But why would those kinds of brides come to the Four Acorns Inn?” Her question caught me off-guard. I turned to face her.

“What do you mean?”

“The only people who would come here to get married are those who really care about each other.”

“You believe that?”

“Absolutely. The Four Acorns Inn is all about the love.”

“My heavens! You’re a romantic!”

“Of course I am. Aren’t you?”

“Ah....”

“This is why your mother worries about you,” Jen chided me. “You’re rather cynical when it comes to love, Miz Scarlet.”

“Am I?” I asked the earnest teenager, humoring her. “Maybe I’ve been an old maid a little too long.”

“Way too long,” she agreed impishly. “Way, way, w-a-y too long.
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Chapter Three
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“Explain yourself!” I instructed my assistant as I opened the door to the sun porch and stepped inside.

“Well, it’s not your fault you’re stuck in your ways. You haven’t been able to spend all that much time with Captain Peacock.”

“True,” I nodded. Kenny Tolliver, the high school heartthrob who moved to New Jersey in his senior year, when his dad was transferred, left me to grieve what might have been between us. He was now widowed and had recently moved back to Cheswick. It was no secret the family expected us to get married. But at the moment, we were having fun getting reacquainted.

Back when we were teenagers in Cheswick, we spent our summers playing cards, dominoes, and even board games like Clue. Our love for the classic “whodunit” inspired silly nicknames that stuck.

It all started when Kenny caught Bur cheating at Monopoly, slipping an extra house on Park Place by slight of hand during a heated competition.

“Hold it right there, Wilson! I saw what you did,” he exclaimed, “There were only two houses on Park Place and three on Broadway. You switched them when the dice were rolled!”

“I did no such thing!” my brother had insisted huffily. That was a sure sign of his guilt. We all knew the louder the denial, the bigger the whopper.

“Balderdash!” Kenny sputtered, appalled that anyone would cheat. “You most certainly did!”

“Balderdash?” Bur howled with laughter. “Balderdash? What are you, Tolliver, ninety years old?”

That’s when Bur claimed Kenny was like the stiff, proper floorwalker on the British sitcom, Are You Being Served?, always keeping track of what everyone was doing. Kenny denied it to no avail.

“Says you, Captain Peacock!” the cheater snickered.

“Bluster on, Colonel Grey Poupon! You’re still busted, you pompous twit!”

“He’s got you there, Bur, you busted blusterer,” I chortled. Turning to the others, I posed an important question. “What should the penalty be for cheating? Should he have to surrender his little green bungalow to the bank?”

There were several murmurs of agreement on that front. Kenny reached over and removed the plastic house from the board, which just irritated the miscreant further.

“You’re such a prissy-puss, Scarlet!” replied my brother. “We should have a ban on females playing the game. You think you’re so smart. What do you know?”

“I’m smart enough to know cheating when I see it, Colonel Poupon!”

“Shut up, Miss Scarlet! Everybody knows you’re just making a play for Captain Peacock!”

Caught in the act, my secret publicly exposed, I was mortified. My fifteen-year-old cheeks burned hot and red as everyone turned to stare at me. I did the only thing I could think to do under the circumstances. I blundered on blindly, trying to deflect attention from my passion for Kenny.

“Did you just address me as ‘Miss’? Why do the male characters have impressive job titles, like Colonel, Reverend and Professor, and the women are identified by marital status or spinsterhood?” I exclaimed. “Mrs. White? Mrs. Peacock? Miss Scarlett? In this day and age, it’s ridiculous!”

“Says you, Miss Scarlett!” my brother needled me, a smirk plastered on his face. So relieved was I that we were off the topic of my secret love, I took the proverbial ball and ran with it.

“If you insist on using my first name, I will remind all of you it’s spelled with one t, like the Scarlet oak for which I was named. But I shall not be saddled with old maid status. You may call me Miz Scarlet,” I informed the gang. “From now on, I shall answer to no other name!”

I never expected that moniker to stick like glue, but it had. Here I was, so many years later, still Miz Scarlet. Better still, I was back with Kenny, enjoying a rekindled romance as a late bloomer in the game of love. It was hard to imagine my life without him now. What would make it better? If I were honest with myself, I’d have to admit I did fancy the idea of marrying him. Maybe I was tired of my spinsterhood after all.

“What do you recommend for the lovelorn, Jen?” I asked, turning my attention back to my assistant. I gave her a playful poke. I expected her to tell me Kenny and I should spend more time together here at the inn and take some trips, so her answer took me by surprise.

“If you start hanging out with brides, some of that romance is bound to rub off on you.”

“Being around women in white gowns will do the trick?” I was amused by the notion. “You think so?”

“I do.” She paused briefly, caught her own words, and tittered. “Hmm, ‘I do.’ Gee, maybe I can help you with some subliminal messaging and neurolinguistics.”

“Subliminal messaging?” I laughed. “Neurolinguistics?”

“Yes, I’ve been studying these in psychology, part of a unit on the influential effects of direct advertising on social media. We can try it on Captain Peacock, too. You know...to get him in the mood for marriage.”

“Oh, give me strength, dear Lord.” I replied, rolling my eyes dramatically towards the heavens as I put my hands together and made my verbal plea. “Clearly she tests my patience.”

“Maybe that’s the problem, Miz Scarlet. You’ve been a little too patient for too long. I do think you should consider mingling with the marriage-minded. I do think you should encourage Kenny to....”

I cut her off with a good-natured warning. “Well, I do think you should just give it a rest, smarty pants!”

“I do agree with you, Miz Scarlet! I do think I will now mind my own business, because I do want Captain Peacock to propose to you sometime in this century. After all, it’s only right that you, as my elder, should marry before I do.”

“You are absolutely incorrigible!”

“I know. It’s all part of my elfin charm,” she grinned mischievously.

“Elfin charm indeed! We’ll see how long that lasts when the wrinkles start cracking that lovely porcelain skin of yours and you turn into an ancient crone. Now, let’s get back to reality. I’ve got some dinner to make,” I announced, crossing the dining room on my way to the kitchen.

“Are the Johnsons dining in tonight?”

“Yes, and so are Florence Vinson and Dr. Van Zandt. The Wilkies won’t be joining us. They have a reservation at Villa Maria. Oh, could you please make sure we have a couple of bottles of white Bordeaux chilling in the wine fridge?”

“Okey-dokey,” she promised, pulling out the tablecloth and napkins.

“Hello, hello!” Cousin Lacey entered from the hallway. “I bring greetings from the handsome heartthrob you call Kenny. I ran into him at the gas station and he asked me to tell you he’ll pick you up at quarter after seven because the movie starts at eight.”

“Shoot. I thought we were going to the later showing tonight.”

“What are you seeing?” Lacey wanted to know.

“On the Job. Kenny’s wanted to see it for a while.”

“Is that the new Jefferson Cornwall thriller? I heard it’s a nail biter.”

“Ugh...just what I need...a ‘cops versus creeps’ flick,” I groaned. “Whatever happened to a good romantic comedy?”

“Miz Scarlet doesn’t get it,” the senior citizen
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