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            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to "Innvitation to Murder," a captivating cozy mystery set at the picturesque Magnolia Blossom Inn, nestled in the charming town of Clarkstown near the gateway to the Shenandoah Valley just outside Charlottesville, VA.

      Come sit a spell and enjoy the peaceful Magnolia Blossom Inn. Don’t pay no mind to the elderly woman that floats on by – that’s just Grannie’s ghost come to greet her guests along with her dog, Luke.

      Twenty-two-year-old Maddie Brooke inherits her grandmother’s inn plus the mystery of how Grannie died. When another guest at the inn is found dead, Maddie must face real dangers from this world and beyond to solve the crime.

      Can she find the killer in time to prevent the loss of her beloved home? Maddie seeks help from the handsome Yankee detective, Allen Crawford, and her close college friends Lionel and Lily to solve the crime.
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        Polly A. (nee Stewart) Brooke – Grannie, married Charles Brooke with southern roots dating back before Civil War.
      

      	
        Madison Leigh Brooke (Maddie)- 22 year old granddaughter of Polly, graduate of UVA in Charlottesville, a history major with a nose for research and investigation.
      

      	
        David James Brooke – Maddie’s father, a sea captain who prefers the ocean blue to family life.
      

      	
        Thomas Borden – long time employee of the Magnolia Blossom B&B; he is chef and handyman at the inn.
      

      	
        Detective Allen Crawford – a Philadelphia Yankee who’s joined the Charlottesville police force; he solves crime while dazzling the local female population.
      

      	
        Lionel Hogan – Maddie’s school friend. Lionel is a wiz with computers; works as an I.T. forensic security analyst.
      

      	
        Dr. Lily Chung – Maddie’s former roommate at UVA, Lily is an intern at the UVA Medical Center
      

      	
        Bobbie Jo Taylor – Maddie’s cousin on her mother’s side, is a spoiled brat used to getting her own way with a smile and flirtatious look. She studies art at the university.
      

      	
        Attorney Wallace Jackson – the Brooke family retainer and old friend of Charles and Polly.
      

      	
        Dr. Wilbur Houser – southern gentleman, country doctor who has known Polly since they were both young.
      

      	
        Chief Bill Barlow – runs the detective division of Charlottesville PD; resents Crawford as a know it all Yankee
      

      	
        Attorney Lee Warner – counsel for the heritage center
      

      	
        Sean O’Reilly – an Irish exchange student studying at UVA and staying at the bed and breakfast for the summer.
      

      	
        Noah Foster – handsome, summer student resident from the UVA
      

      	
        Prissy - the black and white tuxedo cat living in the barn.
      

      	
        Luke – Grannie’s overly-protective German shepherd
      

      	
        Folks of Clarkstown
      

      	
        Guests of Magnolia Blossom Inn
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun glinted off the metal colander that I carried. I heard a slight noise as I neared the barn entrance. I paused, listened, then called out.

      “Grannie? Are you in here?”

      Dust motes swirled in the shaft of light coming through the open barn door. Prissy the cat screeched and Luke barked from somewhere in the depths of the large barn. My eyes took a second to adjust to the interior shadows then widened at the sight of Grannie lying on the straw strewn floor.

      Dropping the colander, it clattered and rolled on the cement surface. I rushed to my grandmother’s side and dropped to my knees. She lay unmoving, yet I saw no signs of blood or injuries. Oh my God! What happened?

      I grabbed my cell phone from my back pocket. With shaking fingers I punched in 9-1-1 and tried to sound coherent as I gave the dispatcher my information.

      “Please hurry! She needs help!”

      Cradling her head in my lap, I waited anxiously. Tears blurred my eyes as Doctor Houser hurried to my side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Grannie

        

      

    

    
      Copious tears rolled down my cheeks. I brushed them away with an angry swipe of the back of my hand. Staring at the tiny silver-haired woman lying serenely in the coffin before me, I couldn’t believe she was gone. How could God be so cruel to take away the only maternal love and care I’d ever known? What was I to do? How could I think of the future without my beloved grandmother?

      My father stood silently by my side as lines of well-meaning townsfolk filed past, extending their condolences. Shamefully, I only thought of myself today, my loss, yet the strange man beside me also grieved the passing of his mother. It was selfish of me. Vowing to do better, I promised to make an effort to get to know my paternal parent now that he had returned home. I had to; there was just the two of us now.

      Shuttering my thoughts, I smiled at my approaching school friend as he pressed his ebony hand against my arm. Lionel Hogan and I had shared several classes at the University of Virginia during the past three years. I wouldn’t have completed two geology courses without Lionel’s help during my sophomore year. He’s a scientific genius. Fortune smiled on me when he came into my life and offered his friendship.

      “Maddie. How’re you holding up?” asked Lionel. His large brown eyes smiled tenderly.

      Lionel’s solicitation was almost my undoing. I blinked back a fresh wave of tears as I nodded. “Thank you for coming,” I said. “You’ll stay for the luncheon?”

      “Of course. I think Lily will be here soon. She had to finish her shift at the hospital.”

      “I hope she isn’t taking time away from work; I know how short-handed they are at the hospital. Still … I’ve got to talk to Lily. Maybe she can make sense out of this.” I waved my hand toward the casket and my beloved grandmother. “I was just with her that morning, Lionel. She wasn’t ill. How could she die so suddenly?” I shook my head and swallowed to gain a level of composure.

      Lionel squeezed my hand again. “I don’t know. Hey, I’ll be right over there if you need me.” He pointed to a cluster of chairs along the back wall.

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      Quiet voices murmured in conversation as people waited solemnly for the service to begin. I moved to stand next to the coffin and fingered the sprigs of lily of the valley lying across my grandmother’s crossed hands. The delicate scent filled my nostrils and triggered memories of the vibrant, laughing woman that so loved the tiny bell-like blooms. Grannie always said no expensive flowers for her. She preferred the natural blooms and wildflowers that dotted the landscape and filled the gardens of her home outside Clarkstown.

      Leaning forward, I kissed her cold, smooth cheek. A teardrop fell upon her face. Oh Grannie … how will I manage without you? Seeing the minister enter the room, I returned to my seat next to my father.

      Reverend Moore stepped to the front of the visitation room. He paused and said a silent prayer next to the deceased then turned to face Polly’s family and friends that had gathered in the large space.

      My mind drifted as I listened to the soft piano music playing in the background. The minister’s words washed over me.

      “Thank you all for being here today to honor the life of Polly Ann Brooke. She was a remarkable woman, known for her warmth, kindness, and the love she shared with everyone she met. As we gather to remember her, let us take comfort in the memories we shared with her and the legacy she leaves behind.”

      Reverend Moore gestured toward a large photo of Polly near the foot of the coffin. My eyes were drawn to it and a smile curled my lips as I studied the picture and recalled that warm summer day. The photographer had captured her laughing and hugging me as a young, blonde-haired child while her German shepherd, Luke, romped in a field of wildflowers.

      “Polly was not just a mother to David or a grandmother to Madison, she was a friend. A pillar of our Clarkstown community. Her bed and breakfast inn wasn't just a place to stay; it was a sanctuary for travelers, a home away from home. She welcomed strangers with open arms, treating them like family from the moment they crossed her threshold,” the minister continued.

      “Polly Brooke’s hospitality was matched only by her generosity. She had a knack for seeing the good in people and helping them find it within themselves. Her legacy will live on in the countless lives she touched, the stories shared, and the memories cherished. Let us take solace knowing that her spirit will forever remain with us, guiding us with her love and wisdom. Though she may be gone from our sight, Polly will never be absent from our hearts.

      Reverend Moore concluded the service with a moment of silence, broken only by the soft sobbing of a few mourners or by spoken memories of Polly’s kindness and friendship. Neighbors shared anecdotes and stories, celebrating her life, as they slowly dispersed to join the luncheon hosted by the church women’s club.

      I stood next to her body, reluctant to leave and dreading the moment when her coffin would be closed and she’d be forever gone from my sight.

      A hand touched my shoulder awkwardly and I looked over at the man who had chosen the sea over his family. His tendered comfort felt foreign and forced; he must have thought so too as he dropped the hand to his side.

      Glancing around the room, I realized we were alone. I faced him and studied the weathered face, sunburnt skin with lines flaring out from the corners of his narrowed blue eyes. Eyes the same color as my own.

      “I don’t know what to say. You’ve only been home three times in the last fifteen years. I don’t know you,” I said in a flat voice that was emotionally drained.

      “I’m sorry Maddie. I should have been here for you, but, well … your Grannie took good care of you. After your mother’s death, I didn’t know what to do with a seven-year-old girl. I had to earn a living and the sea was all I knew. Guess I thought that by sending money home all the time, that was enough. You got to go to college on my hard earnings; I tried to do right by you.”

      He defended himself and his actions as if they were enough to fulfill his parental duties. He never understood that a lonely child needed a shoulder to cry on or a pair of arms to shelter within, a smile of encouragement, or a kiss goodnight.

      “I know you did what you thought was right, but it wasn’t enough. You’ve got to realize, that for me, Grannie was the only parent I had and now she’s gone.” I sobbed and turned, running out of the room. My father stood alone, a stricken expression on his face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Inheritance

        

      

    

    
      My eyes appeared red from crying and felt itchy from lack of sleep. Every time I closed my eyes last night, I heard Grannie’s voice. I jerked awake to search the moonlit room, only to find it empty, leaving me bereft and exhausted.

      Sitting across from our family retainer, I forced my attention on Wallace Jackson and his words as he prepared to read my grandmother’s last will and testament. A tall man with dark hair peppered with gray, he sat forward in his chair with hunched shoulders. Made me wonder if years of sitting in that position had caused the deformity.

      Attorney Jackson shuffled a stack of papers on his shiny walnut desk then focused on my dad and me sitting before him.

      “Polly had insisted that her will be read immediately following her death. You know how she was; she didn’t want any time lost when business needed done. As her legal representative, it’s my duty to convey her last wishes regarding the distribution of her estate. So let’s get to it.” Jackson cleared his throat and nodded to his secretary sitting in the corner, her note pad on her lap. “Let the record show that David James Brooke and Madison Leigh Brooke are both present.”

      “Will this take long? I’ve got to get back to take care of the guests at the inn,” I crossed my arms over my chest in an attempt to steady my nerves.

      “Not long. Shall I begin?”

      At my affirmative nod, the lawyer began. His voice sounded measured and solemn as he read, “I, Polly Ann Brooke, being of sound mind, do hereby declare this instrument to be my last will and testament. First, I direct the payment of my lawful debts, funeral expenses, and testamentary charges.”

      The lawyer paused and looked up from the document then took a deep breath before he continued. "Second, I bequeath all my assets, land, and property, including but not limited to the Magnolia Blossom Inn, to my precious granddaughter, Madison Leigh Brooke, to have and to hold in fee simple absolute, forever. To my son David James Brooke, I leave the sum of twenty-five thousand dollars. Lastly, I appoint Wallace Jackson, Esquire, as executor of my estate, entrusting him with the responsibility of administering my affairs in accordance with the provisions of this will.”

      “Oh my God! Magnolia Blossom is mine?” I gasped in astonishment.

      “Who else would she leave the place to? It’s been your home most of your life. I’d expect nothing less from your grandmother,” David said.

      “You aren’t angry that she didn’t deed the property to you?” I asked my father as the weight of my inheritance sank in.

      “My mother knew I’d never be happy tied to one place. I’ve got too much wanderlust in my veins. No, sweetie, I’m happy to know you’ve been provided for and will always have a home.”

      The attorney interrupted, “Um, well, in conclusion, I hereby affirm the validity of this will and testament, signed and sealed in the presence of witnesses on the twelfth of February, in the year 2020.”

      Jackson stood and shook hands with my father then came around in front of his desk and enveloped me in a quick embrace. “Naturally, you can count on me to provide you with whatever guidance you need. I’ll file all necessary papers to transfer the deed of Magnolia Blossom into your name. David, my office has prepared a check for the specified sum. My secretary will give it to you on your way out.”

      “Thanks. Mister Jackson, I know you’ve been friends with my mom for decades. She trusted you. I’m glad Maddie can come to you for advice after I’m back at sea.”

      I stood up on shaky legs then held out my hand to the lawyer, “Thank you. I'll do everything in my power to honor Grannie’s legacy and preserve the Magnolia Blossom Inn as she would have wanted. I just pray I can manage on my own.”

      “I’m sure you’ll do fine. Your grandmother told me how proud she was of you and thought you were a capable young woman.”

      I followed my father out of the law office then faced him as he stood on the sidewalk gazing at the town square.

      “When are you going back? I had hoped we’d have some time together,” I asked him.

      “Sorry Maddie, but I got a call from the Maersk scheduling office. I leave tonight. They’ve got a container ship waiting on me in the port of Savannah. I promised I’d be there to take her out on the twenty-third.”

      I swallowed back unwanted tears and stared at some kids in the park then swung my attention back to the man by my side.

      “Where to this time?” I hated hearing the quiver in my voice. Why should I care if he leaves?

      “Heading out to Melbourne, Australia. It’ll be a long run.”

      “Yeah, well. You do what you’ve got to do and I’ll do the same. I’ll be all right.”

      We started walking toward our pickup but only got three steps before being stopped by the local town gossip hurrying out of her flower shop.

      “Hello Madison. I just wanted to convey my condolences to you and your father. I’m afraid I didn’t get a chance to speak with you at the viewing yesterday.”

      “Thank you Mrs. Ginther. I appreciate your kindness.” I tried to step around her, giving her a brief smile and nod, but she moved to block me.

      “And will you be staying home now David Brooke? I declare, we haven’t seen you around these parts in a coon’s age,” the old biddy continued in her zest for a juicy tidbit.

      “No máam, I’m afraid not. But I’ll be back in a few months,” my father answered her then clasping my elbow, he steered me into the street and away from the nosy neighbor.

      Mrs. Ginther stood with her hands on her hips, shaking her head at our rudeness as we left her standing alone.
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        * * *

      

      Grannie had converted the big 1800 era farmhouse with its three floors into the Magnolia Blossom Inn ten years ago after the death of her beloved husband Charles. It sat on fifty acres of prime land in rural Clarkstown, near the gateway to the Skyline Drive and Shenandoah National Park. The farm included a small orchard of cherry and apple trees. Located within an easy commute to the city of Charlottesville, it was an ideal location for tourists wanting a quiet spot to stay but close enough to nearby historical attractions like Monticello or Michie Tavern.

      Growing up there, I loved it. The house and the land inspired me and fueled my imagination. As a child, my playmates were often the colonial figures in my mind. It’s probably why I chose to study American history at UVA and major in the American Revolutionary period. Everything about the house, its architecture and history, spoke to me. I found the history of the Jeffersonian region fascinating.

      The inn offered five bedrooms with private baths for guests and two bedrooms on the third floor with a shared bath for the owners. The large comfortable living room with a brick hearth opened into a formal dining room boasting an antique mahogany table and Chippendale chairs to accommodate a dozen diners. A polished sideboard buffet standing against one wall held a silver tea service, while a tall grandfather clock chimed in the corner. A pair of swinging doors separated the kitchen and dining room. Down the hall, bookshelves lined the knotty-pine paneling of the small study. A pair of comfortable chairs sat next to a small desk where Grannie liked to do her correspondence and take care of inn business.

      Polly Brooke had been born a Stewart. Her Scottish heritage and clan tartan inspired the colors and fabrics of her home. The tartan plaid upholstered the long stuffed sofa; its vibrant red stripes on a white background blended with the plaid overlay of navy blue, yellow, and hunter green stripes. Polly had chosen the solid red color for two wing back side chairs and a coordinating sunny yellow woven fabric for draperies flanked the wide bay window. A third side chair also wore the plaid. A cobalt blue vase filled with wildflowers graced the center of the lace runner atop the dining room table. Framed paintings of the Virginia countryside hung on the walls of both dining and living rooms. The country décor was pleasing to the eye and welcoming to travelers who stayed at the Magnolia Blossom.

      Exhibiting southern manners and old-fashioned hospitality, Thomas Borden poured second cups of coffee for the three guests finishing their breakfasts in the inn’s dining room. He glanced toward the kitchen door when he heard Maddie and her dad enter.

      “Hi folks. Did y’all enjoy your breakfast? I’m sure Tom took excellent care of you,” I said, greeting the inn’s customers at the dining table.

      They murmured their agreements as they finished their breakfast and prepared to head out for a day’s adventure.

      I smiled at the older couple and their daughter before retreating to the kitchen. We couldn’t afford to lose a paying guest and their referrals. It had been a slow spring because of the heavy rains. To compensate, Grannie had offered the inn as a temporary residence for a couple students from UVA. They’d arrive next week. She had been glad to secure the contract with the university while dorms were being remodeled.

      As soon as I could find a quiet moment, I planned on going over the accounts and determine just how our bottom line looked. I’d been involved with day-to-day operations of the inn and reception duties for the past five years, but the finance side had been all Grannie’s. It was a daunting prospect to realize I was now responsible for all of it. I definitely needed some help. Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly calmed my frayed nerves and allowed me to stand in the center of the room and absorb the essence of the inn—its living, breathing soul.

      Thomas Borden, wearing a long black bib-apron, joined me in the cheerful blue and white kitchen. He began washing pots and pans then finished loading the dishwasher. Thomas wore dual hats of cook and maintenance man around the Magnolia Blossom. I studied Thomas as he worked, knowing Grannie had relied on the competent, unassuming man for years, and I certainly intended to continue his employment. Since the inn served only breakfast to guests, once he finished cooking the meal, his day was free to devote to miscellaneous chores on the property. We served cookies or some type of pastry in the early evening with a beverage or wine with cheese and crackers. Even my meager cooking skills were capable of assembling the evening snack tray.

      Moving to the reception desk near the front door, I checked email messages on the computer and listened to the phone’s voicemail. Flipping open the appointment book, I penciled in a telephone booking for a three-day stay next week. Studying the calendar, I realized the inn would be vacant for four days after the Wilson family left tomorrow and before the new Jamison booking arrived. Guess I could spend the time doing some spring cleaning and reviewing the accounts. We needed the income, but it might be helpful to have the place to myself for a while.

      A mournful whining noise caught my attention, and I went in search of it. Luke pawed at Grannie’s bedroom door; his big head turned to me as I neared.

      “Hey boy. You miss her too, I know. Come away now, let’s go outside,” I coaxed the big black and tan German shepherd as I rubbed his head and shoulders.

      Luke barked and pawed once again at the closed door. He whimpered and keened his grief for his departed mistress. The sound gave me shivers.

      I tried to turn him away, but he steadfastly refused to budge. Maybe he’d settle down if I let him sniff around her room and prove to him it was empty.

      “All right; let’s have a look.” I turned the doorknob and opened the portal into her bedroom with its miniature rose buds covering the walls and its pale mauve carpeting. White lace curtains draped the window. Her collection of cut-glass perfume bottles and miniature vases still adorned the dresser top. I breathed in my grandmother’s lingering scent.

      Luke instantly pushed his way past me then stopped short in the center of the bedroom.

      Following him, I blinked my eyes and stared. It couldn’t be. I must be hallucinating.

      “Grannie?” I uttered to the ethereal image that hovered within the filtered rays of light shining through the bedroom window.

      Luke whimpered and lay on the floor, rolling over in a playful gesture. If it weren’t for his actions, I’d swear I had lost my mind. Dunno, maybe I had.

      “Maddie, baby girl, don’t be afraid,” Grannie spoke in a hushed tone. Her voice, so familiar, hung like a whisper on the breeze.

      I shook my head and sank to the floor. My legs no longer supported me, as my mind sought to comprehend what my eyes and ears had witnessed.

      “How? But … are you real? Oh, Grannie!”

      “Find out what happened to me, Maddie. I won’t find peace until I learn who killed me. Protect your inheritance,” Grannie’s ghost insisted.

      Her image faded before my eyes.

      “What do you mean? Grannie! Don’t go!” I cried.

      “I’ll be near when you need me,” her voice whispered.

      Luke barked and jumped to his feet. The room was empty. I sat on the floor next to her bed, clutching its hand-sewn quilt, and trembled. Luke placed a comforting paw on my arm. The room spun dizzily; a groan escaped my mouth before I fainted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Ghostly Puzzle

        

      

    

    
      The sound of my name being called from afar broke my stupor. Dragging myself upright, I made my way out of Grannie’s bedroom and staggered down the stairs, where I found Lily Chung walking out of the kitchen.

      “Hey! I was looking for you. Lionel told me you needed to talk to me,” greeted Lily, then stopped and stared at my face. “Holy cow, girl, you look like you’ve seen a ghost! I swear you’re as white as a sheet.”

      I tried to laugh, but it came out as a hiccup. “I think I just did.”

      “What? Sit down and let me get you a glass of sweet tea. I’ve seen bodies in the morgue with more color than you have right now. What’s going on?” Lily asked as she rushed back into the kitchen and I heard the refrigerator open then close and glasses rattle in the cabinet. She returned and thrust a glass into my hand.

      “Drink.”

      “Boy you’re bossy. Do you treat all your patients like this?” I joked as I sipped the sweet iced-tea and calmed down.

      “That’s better. Your color is improving. You had me worried there.” Lily clasped my hand as she said softly, “I’m so sorry about Grannie. You know I wanted to attend the funeral. I was all set to leave when paramedics brought in victims from a bad traffic accident and the ER got swamped. Just couldn’t get away.”

      “That’s okay. I understand. You missed a good luncheon though. Most of Albemarle County turned out, at least the neighbors in this area and close to Charlottesville. Grannie knew a lot of people.”

      “So what did you want to see me about?” asked Lily as she sipped her own cold tea.

      She sat back in her chair and scrutinized me in her all-knowing way, shoving her long black hair off her slim shoulders in a gesture I’d seen her do a thousand times when we were roommates on campus. I used to kid her she must be related to Charlie Chan, possessing the same devious insight and mystique as the famous Asian detective. Although still in an intern status, that trait made Lily a great diagnostician. She was also kind and empathetic and I loved her as a sister.

      “How much time do you have today? This story may take a while,” I said.

      Luke trotted across the room, his toenails clicking on the tiled floor before he nosed his way out the light screen door and into the yard. He barked at Prissy, the black and white tuxedo cat who lived in the barn. She, in turn, hissed at him before putting her tail in the air and marched back to her domain and the latest litter of kittens. I smiled as I watched the animals. Life goes on. Now I had to figure out how to do the same.

      Carrying our drinks, we retreated outside to the wide wrap- around porch with its comfortable rockers and swings. The porch was a favorite spot for guests to relax, to enjoy the bucolic scenery of the rolling hills and breathe in the fresh country air. The delicate blooms and glossy leaves of the magnolia trees shaded the expansive porch. Baskets of daisies, petunias and primrose hung in intervals along the porch railing. The porch had become a frequent refuge for me, too.

      I dropped onto one end of the swing, setting it into motion. Lily sat next to me and waited patiently for me to begin my tale.

      “Do you believe in ghosts?” I asked my friend in a hushed voice that made her lean toward me to hear.

      “No, but I don’t rule out the aura of energy that I’ve witnessed lingering over a person seconds after they die. I can’t explain it but I’ve felt it. My Chinese ancestors would probably argue that it’s the spirit or soul of the person. I’m sure someone of a different religion would have another view. Why? You weren’t kidding about seeing a ghost,” Lily stated, scrutinizing me.

      “You’re going to laugh at me, but I spoke to Grannie’s ghost today. At least, I think I did. Her image materialized and talked to me. The dog saw her too. Am I losing my mind?”

      “Of course not. Grief affects people in many ways. You said she spoke to you. What did she say?” Lily asked, getting right to the point. She steepled her fingers as she listened to me, her attention fully focused. Curiosity gleamed in her eyes.

      “Um, she wanted me to find out how she died. She told me she can’t be at peace until she knows. That’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about. How can someone be perfectly healthy one day and suddenly die the next? My grandmother seemed to be in excellent health. She stayed busy doing chores around the inn and spoke of her plans for the summer then the next morning I find her dead in the barn.”

      “Did the medical examiner perform an autopsy?” Lily asked.

      “No. Doctor Houser came right away when I called 9-1-1. He didn’t call the coroner.”

      “That old coot. He needs to retire.”

      “I didn’t realize you knew Doctor Houser.”

      “He taught an anatomy course during my first semester of med school. The old fool stumbled around and mistook a kidney for the pancreas on the 3D model he was using,” Lily stated with an unladylike snort.

      “Houser insisted it was natural causes … old age. That’s what he listed on the death certificate. I don’t believe it, but I didn’t push the issue and demand a further examination. Guess I was in too much shock to think logically. Now it’s too late.”

      “It could have been a heart attack, I suppose. What did she have to eat that morning? Could she have had a food allergy? Could she have accidentally eaten poisonous mushrooms or something like that.”

      Shaking my head no, I stared across the field of gaily colored wildflowers that bordered the fruit orchard and that Grannie had loved so well. I could tell that Lily’s analytical mind had categorized possibilities and had begun check lists of known causes.

      “I hate to ask this, but did Polly have any enemies? Would someone have wanted to harm her?”

      “Everyone loved Grannie. You knew her. There wasn’t a dry eye at her funeral. I don’t know what to do or think. How am I supposed to get an answer for her? For that matter, how am I going to manage this place all by myself? I don’t know if I can.” Crossing my arms, I hugged myself and rocked the swing slowly back and forth.

      “I don’t have an answer for you, Maddie. As a doctor, I recommend you take the next couple of days to mourn and take care of yourself. Don’t try to solve all your problems right now. Even the most difficult puzzle can be solved with enough time. Time is what you need now.” Lily stole a look at her watch. “Speaking of which, I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go. You call me if I can help. Okay?”

      “Thanks. I will. Maybe we can get together with Lionel and plan a night out. It’s been awhile and I could use a break.”

      “Absolutely. How about a visit to one of the new wine bars downtown near campus? Supposed to be fun,” Lily said as she slid behind the wheel of her older, silver Toyota Camry.

      “Uh huh. Sounds good. I’ll text you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Sparkling Spirits

        

      

    

    
      My friends’ laughter was music to my ears as I sat back in my chair and relaxed in their warm friendship and the cool breeze of the early evening. I smiled fondly at both Lily and Lionel as I let my mind drift. Tonight I had no worries, no doubts that kept me awake at night. Just close friends and good food to enjoy.

      “Lionel, this place is darling. I love the canopy of white lights crisscrossing the patio and all the stone pots filled with daisies. Can’t believe we’ve never been here before. How’d we ever miss it when we were in school?” I asked as I nibbled on a cracker and waited for the waiter to return.

      “I know, isn’t it? A guy at work told me about it … said it was a winery I just had to try. So I figured, what could be a better night out?” Lionel smiled his big wide grin at the two of us.

      “What’s the name of this place again? I might want to recommend it to a couple nurses at the hospital. They love exploring new places on the Monticello Wine Trail.” Lily laughed and said, “They think it’s doing something historical and excuses getting sloshed on wine.”

      I picked up a slim brochure and read the information on the owners and the winery description. “Robin Hill Farm and Vineyard, owned by brothers Hank and William Hill. Says here they’ve been in business for two years. Funny, we never found this place before. Guess our studies and graduation kept us too occupied.”

      A handsome young waiter returned to our table with an assortment of crackers and cheese cubes. Lionel and he exchanged appraising glances before he shifted his focus on each of us expectantly. “Have you decided what you’d like?”

      “Yes. We’d like to have a wine flight with six varieties, please” ordered Lionel.

      “Very good sir. May I suggest three white and three red?”

      “Great. Bring it on.” Lionel watched him slither away suggestively.

      The waiter prepared our wine samples and returned with six clean wine glasses for each of us. He poured an ounce of the white zinfandel in each of our glasses for us to taste first.

      “I suggest you start with the white, more dry or fruity wines then try the stronger red wine samplings last,” the waiter said as he arranged the bottles in order of vintage.

      “Mmm, this is good. I like this one. Is that a hint of vanilla? What do you think, Lily?” I asked as I sipped the wine.

      “Could be. Your taste buds are more refined than mine. I think it’s because disinfectant smells always fill my nostrils—affects your taste if your nose doesn’t work.”

      Lionel snorted at Lily’s descriptive excuse. He turned serious as he asked me, “Have you made any decisions, Maddie? Are you going back to finish your master’s degree this fall?”

      “Honestly, I haven’t even considered it. As much as I’d love to bury my head in a pile of musty history books and pretend I lived during colonial days, I just can’t. Without Grannie, Magnolia Blossom is my responsibility now. I’ve been spending the last couple of days going through the accounts and trying to figure out where I can cut expenses to get us through the season. I have a new family booked for next week and then a couple of students will be arriving at the inn for the two month summer break. Their dorm is under renovation and Grannie had negotiated a contract with the university housing department to be a student residence. That’s a guaranteed income which helps.”

      “I didn’t realize the inn was in trouble,” Lily commented.

      “It’s not, really. Just that we have operating expenses, property taxes due, and this spring was so wet with weeks of rain that, of course, tourists stayed away. We counted on bookings during Easter and now I’m feeling the pinch. But I’ll manage. We’ve got the cherry festival coming up soon and that always generates income. As Grannie used to say, ‘it’ll all come out in the wash.’”

      “Maybe you need a marketing campaign. Do you have an updated web site? I could help with that,” Lionel suggested.

      “We have a basic web site. It probably doesn’t get many hits. I’d love for you to do your magic and create an exciting page that could attract more business. Would y’all really do that for me? I’d pay you, of course. I don’t expect you to spend your time without compensation.”

      “If you don’t mind my working on it at night, we can whip up a commanding page. Don’t worry about my fee, that’s what friends are for.” Lionel grinned at me and I knew my worries were for naught.

      Focusing on sipping the rosé and tasting its fruity flavor, I allowed myself to scan the crowd filling the outdoor patio seating and brazenly people watched. As my finger toyed with a lock of my blond hair, my eyes settled on a particularly handsome guy with wavy dark hair and a closely trimmed dark beard and mustache. He stood among a small circle of people listening to one man talk. His lethal looks aroused me, even from a distance. When he turned his head, I noticed the fringe of his hair curled just above the collar of his shirt. My fingers ached to run through the thick mass; I sighed and squelched my shocking desire.

      Lily turned in her chair to look behind her. “Who did you see? Your mouth just dropped open.”

      “Hmm? Oh, no one. That is … do you know that guy over there? The one with the dark hair and he’s wearing a white shirt and pair of chinos.” I hesitated to point in the direction of my desire.

      Lionel and Lily both followed my direction. Lily shook her head no, but Lionel grinned.

      “Mmm, I’d say I saw him first, but I can see the lust in your eyes, Maddie girl. The gentleman is one of Charlotteville’s new detectives. You’ve got great taste; I admired him myself the first time he stopped by the office.”

      My cheeks felt hot as a blush colored my skin. My gosh, was I so easy to read? When did I openly ogle a man in public? Grannie would surely chastise me for being wanton.

      “What’s his name? You said he came by your office. Was there a problem at the center?” I asked.

      Lionel headed the information technology security office of the African-American Heritage Center in Charlottesville. In school, he had concentrated on computer forensics and security, and naturally, upon graduation, his services were in high demand. Although he’d had several offers from big name corporations, Lionel had chosen to stay local and devote his energies to the center that meant so much to him.

      “We had one of our affiliates experience a computer hack. I reported it to the police because of the security breach to their confidential financial data. Detective Allen Crawford responded. Seems like a nice guy.”

      “Hmm, you said he’s a new detective. Does that mean he’s not from around here or just recently promoted?”

      “Actually both. He has a wicked accent, bit harsh on the ears, from Philadelphia. The man is a Yankee transplanted to our fair land of magnolias.” Lionel sipped a glass of merlot and reached for a buttery town house cracker.

      “Well bless his heart,” remarked Lily.

      Laughing, I almost spilled my wine. “Lily I think you’ve lived too long in Virginia; y’all starting to sound like one of us.”

      I couldn’t help staring at the topic of our conversation and mentally filed away the name and information that Lionel had shared. Maybe our paths would cross one day. Wouldn’t that be nice?
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        * * *

      

      My cell phone buzzed in my purse and I rushed to grab it before the caller hung up. I glanced at the caller I.D. as I answered the call. Setting down my cup of coffee, I took a deep breath before answering.

      “Hello Bobbie Jo. How are you?”

      “Hey Maddie. How y’all holding up? I’ve been thinking of you but didn’t want to phone too soon.”

      Bobbie Jo Taylor claimed second, or maybe it was third, cousin relationship to me on my mother’s side of the family. The only girl among three brothers, and the youngest child in the family … to say she was spoiled would be an understatement. Two years younger than me, she studied art history at UVA and was finishing her junior year. Her petulant voice came across the cell phone as she rambled on about her latest class. I half listened to her speech, recalling the many times as kids that she managed to get both of us into trouble. Somehow, I was the only one who took the blame and the punishment.

      “I don’t recall seeing you at the funeral,” I broke into her monologue.

      “Um, sorry, I went out of town last week. A group of us from class traveled to New York to visit the Metropolitan Museum of Art. I’d already paid for the plane ticket and admission to the museum and just couldn’t cancel. Y’all understand, don’t you?” Bobbie Jo’s voice pleaded.

      “Of course. No worries. So what’s up?”

      “Well … I was wondering if I could stay at the inn during summer break? I was thinking of painting a series of scenes around the farm and house as my senior thesis. You know, colonial property … the history of the land and all that. Really, Magnolia Blossom would be the perfect subject. So, can I?”

      Taking a deep breath and leave of my common sense, I gave in to her request. “If I say yes, can you help out around the inn? Give me a hand running the office, housekeeping, or catering to guests? I could use the extra pair of hands and you’d be earning your keep; I wouldn’t charge you any room and board.”

      Bobbie Jo squealed in delight, forcing me to hold the phone away from my ear.

      “Is that a yes? I mean it, Bobbie Jo, you’ll have to work.”

      “Yes! I promise to be as useful as I can. You just tell me what to do and I’ll do it,” she promised. “Can I move in on May first?”

      “Bobbie Jo, that’s only four days away. I thought the semester didn’t end until the tenth of May?”

      “I know, but that’s just a technicality. The senior art majors are beginning work on our projects, therefore, I don’t have to stay on campus. So, can I?”

      “Of course. I’ll get your room ready. Maybe I’ll move into Grannie’s old room and you can take mine. Four days should give me enough time to get stuff packed and moved.”

      “Super! See you then,” Bobbie Jo enthused then ended the call.

      “I hope I’m making the right decision,” I told Luke as he propped his snout on my lap and I absentmindedly scratched his head. “C’mon boy, let’s go upstairs and see what needs to be done.”

      Luke barked as I opened the bedroom door. My ears detected a hauntingly familiar tune. Grannie’s ghost sat on the side of the bed, humming softly, as if she was expecting me. She smiled at Luke as he barked again and spun in circles around her feet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Hidden Memories

        

      

    

    
      “Whew! You have no idea the amount of energy it takes for me to appear, but I think I’m finally getting the hang of this,” Grannie said in a whispery voice that hung in the air.

      “Oh my gosh, you really are here. I had convinced myself that I had dreamt you, or simply imagined you after the funeral. I need to sit down,” I croaked.

      My voice caught in my throat as I neared her transparent image. Reaching out to embrace Grannie, my hand passed through her body and only touched the bedding. Shuddering, I jerked back and raised my eyes to her in wonder.

      “Sorry, baby girl, I want to hold you too, but I can’t. Being a ghost has its limits.”  She laughed. Her melodious chuckle floated around me.

      Smiling, I recalled the many times I had heard that beautiful sound while sitting on the porch or picking apples in the orchard. Grannie loved telling a good story, especially a funny tale, and wasn’t embarrassed to share her humor. In the past, her laughter pealed throughout the house.

      “Uh, are you stuck in this room? I mean … can you move about the house?” I asked as my eyes became accustomed to seeing her like this.

      “I’m pretty sure I can move about the house. Honestly, I haven’t tried yet. I was in the hallway the other day when those folks left … the husband walked right through me. Kind of tickled.”

      “What?! You were in the hall when the Wilson family left? Did they see you?”

      “No, certainly not. You’re the only person who can see me, and Luke of course. Animals have a sixth sense about them; Luke will always be able to see or smell my presence.”

      The big German shepherd raised his head and pawed at the side of the bed as if he knew he was part of the conversation.

      “Why can I see you and no one else can?” I asked.

      “I suppose because you loved me more than anyone else. We shared a bond so close that even death couldn’t break it. Have you learned anything about how I died?” Grannie asked.

      “No, not yet. I promise I’ll try.” Summoning my courage, I asked her, “Will it be okay if I move into your bedroom? I feel odd about removing your things. Bobbie Jo called. She wants to live here for a couple months this summer so I told her she could have my room and I thought I’d take this one. Is that going to be awkward?” I paced back and forth by the foot of the bed, glanced out the window then back at Grannie.

      “Bobbie Jo is coming to live here? I thought you had had enough of that chit. Whatever possessed you?”

      “I was thinking of the inn. I’m worried. We could use some more help around here and I wouldn’t have to pay her a salary.”

      “You expect Bobbie Jo to do some work? This should prove entertaining. I’m looking forward to seeing that.” Grannie’s laugh floated across the room.

      “I’m already regretting my decision. This room may become my refuge. Are you sure it’s okay if I move into your bedroom?”

      “The place is yours now. Naturally, you should occupy the master bedroom.” Grannie blew me a kiss as she began to fade and just like that, she was gone.

      Staring at the empty space, I shook my head to clear it. I’d have to get used to Grannie’s sudden coming and going, especially if I ever hoped to find sleep in her room.

      Sunset cast an orange glow onto the floor as I raised the window. A warm breeze caressed my skin as I leaned on the sill; the lace curtains fluttered like a bride’s trailing veil. An overwhelming sense of peace suddenly washed over me.
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        * * *

      

      The house sat quiet with no guests. Tom had left for the day and returned to his solitary home up the road; he’d be back at six in the morning to start his normal routine. That left just Luke and me. Luke stretched out in the middle of the bedroom floor with his head resting on his front legs, watching me drag the empty suitcase from the closet and onto the bed. Ever since Grannie’s death, I noticed the dog stayed by my side or preferred to be in the same room with me. Protecting me. His presence comforted me.

      Pulling open dresser drawers, I emptied my grandmother’s clothing—her nightgowns, underclothes, and camisoles. I sorted through the items, setting aside the camisoles that I could wear and one of her favorite nighties that I couldn’t bear to part with. The rest I packed into the suitcase. Figured using a suitcase would help me carry the clothing to the Goodwill store, and since I couldn’t find any large cardboard boxes, this would have to do.

      Next came the closet. I stood before the open door and looked at the garments hanging there. Grannie really didn’t have that many clothes. Like many women of her generation, her Sunday best outfits hung on one side of the closet, with her more practical dresses and blouses grouped together on the other side. Removing one flowery print dress with a lace collar, I sniffed Grannie’s favorite perfume that still clung to the fabric. Reverently, I folded the garment and placed it into the suitcase, brushing a tear from my eye. This was going to be harder than I thought.

      My fingers caressed the soft wool of Grannie’s favorite shawl draped over a hangar. I left it in the closet, not wanting to part with it. Wearing it, I’d feel wrapped within Grannie’s warm embrace. That thought made me smile.

      Folding the handful of remaining dresses and blouses, I added them to the suitcase and closed the lid. The closet stood empty save for two pairs of shoes and a pair of worn slippers on the floor. A hat box sat in the corner of the top shelf. I had to reach on tippy-toes to snag the edge of the box with my fingertips then slide it toward the front. Finally … I lifted the hat box and carried it to the dresser top.

      A faded pink satin ribbon encircled the box, holding the lid in place, and tied in a bow. Pulling the ends of the bow loose, I slid the ribbon off and removed the lid. Tissue paper filled the round box and nestled in the middle was a white pill-box hat with an attached veil. An alluring, timeless hat, reminiscent of the iconic style worn by former First Lady Jackie Kennedy in the 1960s. 

      I looked at it in wonder then gingerly picked up the silk hat to study it closer. The hat’s veil netting clung to the tissue paper, pulling it upward and revealed a stack of tied notes beneath. Could they be love letters Grannie had saved and hidden away? Who wrote them? The thought piqued my curiosity but also stirred feelings of guilt, snooping into the private life of my grandmother. I wondered if the age of the hat had anything to do with the date of the love letters. I’d never know unless I read one. The historian in me itched to explore the vintage papers. Did I dare, or should I wait to question Grannie’s ghost?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Grannie’s Secret

        

      

    

    
      I needed a glass of wine for courage before digging into my grandmother’s past. Carrying the packet of letters, I headed to the kitchen with Luke trotting along at my heels. The historic hardwood floors squeaked familiarly as I walked downstairs and through the vacant house. A low lamp burned in the living room bay window and Tom had left a light turned on over the kitchen sink. I knew it was a waste of electricity, but those two orbs of illumination made me feel safer and not so alone in the big house.

      Sipping a glass of white zin from the bottle I’d bought at the Robin Hill Winery, I untied the bundle of parchment letters and removed the first one. My eyes skimmed the slanted handwriting and my eyebrows raised as I read the tender confession of love. Sighing, I thought back to my high school boyfriend that I had been terribly in love with at the time, or so I’d thought. I definitely never received any passionate letters from him; heck, he never even sent me a Valentine’s card without his mother reminding him. Oh, to be loved so deeply by a man for him to pour out his heart in such beautiful words. I closed my eyes, twirled a lock of hair around my finger and savored the moment before continuing to read more.

      Suddenly, a gust of cold air filled the room, sweeping the fragile paper off the table. When I bent to retrieve the note from the floor, Grannie’s solid body stood before me. The letter in question levitated in the air. To say it was unsettling would be an understatement.

      “How dare you pry into my most private belongings? Those letters were written to me, not meant for you to read. Put them away, right now! You aren’t going to find an answer to my death in there.”

      “I’m sorry, Grannie. I found them in your hat box.” I carefully gathered up the bundle of letters and tied them again with the faded ribbon. “I only read a little in one note; his words were beautiful. Did Grandpop Charlie send you these?”

      Her spectral image wore an angry countenance as she flitted about the room as if she were pacing the floor. I waited for her to speak, trying to recall when my grandmother ever exhibited such a fiery temper. Somehow I doubted the author of those passionate missives was my grandfather or she wouldn’t be acting like this.

      “What would you like me to do with these, Grannie? I guess I can stuff them back into that hat box and leave it on the closet shelf, but Bobbie Jo might find them. Do you want me to burn them?” I asked her spirit as she came to rest before me.

      “Yes, burn them. I should never have kept them. Someone I once considered marrying wrote those letters when I was a young girl. That’s all I’ll say on the matter. Get rid of them,” she insisted.

      As I stood up and reached for the bundle of letters, a puff of cold air ruffled my hair and she was gone. Wow, Grannie was getting better at making a grand entrance and exit.

      Determined to abide by her wishes, I walked into the living room and threw some kindling onto the fireplace logs. Lighting the scraps of wood, I cautiously added the paper bundle until it took hold and the flames whisked away the words of devotion from years ago. Gosh, I wish I’d had the chance to at least read the signature. I wondered who the man in my Grannie’s life had been or, for that matter, where was he now?
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        * * *

      

      I rose early after a troubled sleep; feelings of regret and guilt over my actions of the night before kept filling my mind. I felt like I had abused Grannie’s trust by invading her privacy with those love letters. Dressing in a pair of jeans and a tee shirt, I entered the kitchen and started the morning pot of coffee just as Tom entered the back door.

      “You’re up early. Something wrong?” he asked me, a frown wrinkled his brow.

      “No, nothing’s wrong. Just have a lot to do today and wanted to make an early start. Don’t bother cooking anything this morning. I’m gonna have a bowl of cereal and some fruit. I could use your help today though, moving a bookcase from my room into Grannie’s bedroom if you have some time. I’ll be moving into the front room. My cousin Bobbie Jo will stay with us this summer to help out; she’ll occupy my old room.”

      Tom nodded and raised an eyebrow at my statement but didn’t make any comment. “Sure, just holler when you’re ready and I’ll give you a hand.”

      Breakfast finished, I washed up the few dishes and headed upstairs with one small box that I’d found in the garage. I started by packing Grannie’s collection of cut-glass perfume bottles and miniature vases into the carton. I’ll have to find a special place for them somewhere in the house. After clearing the dresser space and top of the chest, I gathered up my own belongings and carried them into my new bedroom. I placed the mirrored tray holding my favorite perfume, three bottles of nail polish, hair brush and comb, and a tube of hand cream onto the center of the dresser. I added one of Grannie’s small vases next to the tray. Maybe later I could pick some flowers to put in it.

      I stood before the dresser and raised my eyes to stare at the face in the mirror. A doubtful young woman with blond hair in need of a trim, intelligent blue eyes that had turned wary, looked back at me. Someone forced to contemplate being solely responsible for maintaining a large property and business. The enormity of it all scared me to death. What will become of Magnolia Blossom if I fail? I shook my head and straightened my shoulders; I couldn’t let my thoughts dwell there. Back to the task at hand.

      Tossing a bundle of clothes over my arm, I made quick work of hanging my things in the empty closet. It wasn’t hard to see that I owned a lot more clothes than Grannie had, mine quickly filled the closet. I suppose my generation wasn’t as thrifty as our elder’s or it might mean we put more emphasis on material things. An idea to ponder later.

      I decided to strip both beds and wash up all the linens fresh for both Bobbie Jo and me. The quilts and bedspreads would stay in each room after airing them on the clothesline in the bright sunshine. By the time I had loaded the laundry, the only thing left to do was move the bookcase between the rooms. Emptying the four shelves, I stacked my books onto the floor where I’d retrieve them later.

      “Ready for me now?” asked Tom as he rounded the corner and peeked into my bedroom. The man had an uncanny sixth sense when it came to knowing he was needed.

      “Think so. I scooted over the chest of drawers and made room for the bookcase in the corner, so we just need to carry it in. It’s more awkward than heavy and I was afraid I’d ding the door frame if I moved it myself.”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      Five minutes later, the bookcase nestled in the corner and Tom brought in a stack of my books to fill the shelves. Looking at the assortment of history tomes and biographies, I smiled as the room became more my own.

      “Hey, Tom, you’ve been here a long time. Haven’t you?”

      “Yeah, guess you could say that. Reckon I started working for your grandpa in the orchard before he died, so that makes it about eighteen years. Why?”

      “Did Grannie ever talk about anyone from her past? I mean, did you ever see anybody … a man visiting, maybe an old beau? You know what I mean.” I exhaled in embarrassment.

      “No máam. I can’t say that I did, and I don’t think your Grannie would appreciate you speculating or starting gossip out of turn,” Tom scolded me with a severe look.

      I heard his footsteps plodding down the stairs. He left me standing in the middle of the room, ashamed of my brazen questions. How was I going to learn who the mysterious author was of Grannie’s love letters? I remembered she said it was someone she once considered marrying, so it had to have been before Grandpa Charles. Tom was right about one thing though, Grannie would not appreciate my investigating her youthful love life. I quickly glanced over my shoulder, expecting her ghostly figure to pop in.

      She had asked me to protect Magnolia Blossom and to search for her killer. That task felt so daunting. Taking a deep breath, I decided to consider this like any historical research project and begin at the beginning. Research is what I did best. History was history, and personal records even more so. I’d start with digging into whatever boxes of records existed here at the farm plus explore the official documents on file with the county.

      I needed to learn as much as possible about the history of the property and the people in Grannie’s past. Who would want her dead and why? I couldn’t stop myself from thinking of the mysterious author of those burnt letters, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Suspicions

        

      

    

    
      With a straw basket slung over my arm and an apron tied about my waist, I left the house the next morning in search of eggs. Daily chores couldn’t be forgotten just because I had a research project in mind. First things first, as Grannie always said.

      Grandpa Charles had built a sturdy, elevated chicken coop attached to the southeastern side of the barn. Four hens and a rooster shared the roomy twenty-square foot roost with a fenced yard and run that allowed them plenty of room to peck around in the warm sunshine safe from predators. Even Prissy respected the hens and left them alone.

      I tossed a handful of chicken feed into the yard and the girls all ran toward it. While they ate, I took advantage of their absence to unlatch the door and enter the coop. My hand searched among the nesting boxes and retrieved a dozen eggs. I placed the eggs gently in my basket and retreated, latching the door securely behind me.

      Every time I collected eggs, the memory of being attacked and pecked by a hen as I poked my hand into her nest came rushing back to me, making me shudder. Gosh, I was probably about ten years old and Grannie had tasked me with getting the day’s eggs. What an experience! That old hen squawked and defended her nest and sent me rushing out of the coop. The door flew open and eggs splattered on the floor where I had dropped my basket. Hens followed me, running out the open door, causing Grannie and Tom to drop what they were doing to round them back up. Pure chaos. I don’t know who cried the louder … me or the hens. Then the next day, Grannie made me return to the henhouse to collect the eggs and face my fears. I shook my head in memory. That old hen eventually wound up gracing our dinner table. Likely, her great-grandchildren are the chicks strutting around in the pen today.

      Welcoming the warm sunshine on my face, I turned my head and spotted Luke chasing a butterfly among the flowers in the orchard. The big shepherd romped in the warm air and relished stretching his legs. A sound in the barn drew my attention. Prissy lay on her side with three wiggling kittens nursing contentedly. I walked into the cool shadows to investigate further, wondering why Luke hadn’t barked an alarm. I was surprised to find Attorney Jackson standing near one stall. He turned to face me as I entered.

      “Oh, uh, Maddie. There you are. I was looking for you and thought I heard you in here.”

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Jackson?” It seemed odd to find him there. Why didn’t he go up to the house when he arrived, and for that matter, where was his car? I glanced back out in the yard; only our old Dodge Ram pickup truck was parked in the
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