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Chapter One
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The round, golden sun
glistened in the pristine blue skies rather like a Christmas
ornament, except it was May. The low hum of the waves, punctuated
with an occasional childish scream of joy as a child met the ocean
for the first time, provided background sound. The Victorian
mansion was encircled by a white wrought iron fence. Donna
Tollhouse, innkeeper, and her sister-in-law Maria stood on The
Painted Lady Inn’s wraparound porch while peering in the direction
of the ocean, which would have been visible if the trees hadn’t
leafed out so much.

“I could help with your regatta-themed
dishes,” Maria offered with a grin.

There were a few more screams, not so
childish but equally as playful. Donna, who had been holding Baby
Cici, her niece, cut her eyes to Maria and asked, “Did they hire
another half-dozen hot lifeguards this year?”

“Oh my!” Maria rolled her eyes and waved her
hand in front of her face as if the thought heated her up. “You
should see them. I doubt they’ll be here long. Most probably aspire
to be models or actors.”

“Well then,” Donna began, then cast a
mischievous glance behind her where her husband was seated in one
of the wicker chairs, reading the local newspaper. “It’s been quite
a while since I’ve taken a stroll on the beach.”

Mark lowered his newspaper to reply, “I’ll
be more than glad to take a walk on the beach with you. No reason
for you to join the mob of Legacy women drooling over boys young
enough to be their sons.”

A derisive snort erupted from Maria.
“There’s a female lifeguard, or maybe two, attracting all the old
geezers’ attention.”

Leave it to Maria to go for the zinger. Even
though she knew her husband was teasing about the lifeguards being
young enough to be her son, the fact it could be true nettled her
some. Sure, she’d never see fifty again. Since she’d married late,
she’d never have children, either. The fact weighed on her as she
played with her niece. Getting married and having children always
seemed like one of those things she had plenty of time left to
do—until she didn’t. She consoled herself with the thought she
wouldn’t have been a good mother with her exacting tendencies.

Baby Cici took that moment to yank on the
chain holding Donna’s readers. The beaded chain broke, sending
beads pinging and spinning across the porch. Her glasses had the
good fortune to fall inside her shirt.

Maria held her hands out to take the infant.
“Cici! Look at what you did.”

The baby laughed and cooed with pride as if
destroying the chain had been her objective. At the grand age of
eleven-and-a-half months, Cici was pulling up on the furniture and
making tentative steps, much to the delight of her adoring fans.
Unfortunately, her beginning efforts at walking were not only
wiping out the various knick-knacks scattered around the inn but
had also put a rip in one curtain. Even the inn’s unofficial puggle
mascot, Jasper, was startled when he was inadvertently used as a
stepping block, helping the curious toddler reach a tabletop.

From Donna’s position on the porch floor,
she swept up the errant beads into her hand, considering Maria’s
earlier comment—not the one to see the hot lifeguards, but the
offer of assistance. “I appreciate your offering to help.”

Her sister-in-law’s delicate laughter
reminiscent of wind chimes sounded. “But?” Maria said and lifted
her eyebrows as she shifted her child to the other hip. “I hear
what you’re not saying. Whatever I might do doesn’t balance
out what havoc your niece might do in the meantime.”

“I didn’t say that.” However, Donna may have
thought it. “I didn’t think Tennyson did much when he was here, but
surprisingly, without him here, I’m stressed trying to get
everything done.”

Before her sister-in-law could reply, Donna
held her hand up. “I’ve taken care of the matter. I put an ad in
the paper for help. Even got a few calls about it. One candidate
sounds ideal. She’s coming by soon. Of course, you’re welcome to
keep working on the website and other technical aspects if you
want.”

The paper rattled as Mark folded it and
placed it on the wicker side table. “No need to mention you’re no
good at that type of thing.”

“You aren’t, either,” Donna pointed out. Her
detective husband had grumbled on more than one occasion about the
hardship of logging all his official activities onto the computer.
On the other hand, he’d rejoiced in how easily he’d found files on
his laptop from the comfort of his own home.

“I know,” he grinned, not the least bit
upset at having his lack of computer skills pointed out. “I’m
grateful for Maria’s technical know-how. For now, I’m off to use my
much-vaunted police skills over at the regatta.”

Having scooped up all the errant beads,
Donna stood pocketing the items into her colorful happy dogs
dancing apron. “Are you going to catch a murderer?”

“Bite your tongue.” He stepped closer and
kissed her cheek. “I’ll give the con men who floated in with the
regatta the eye to let them know they’re being watched. I may have
to remind the uniformed officers to pay attention to the crowds,
not the boats or the hot lifeguards.” He exhaled audibly. “Sounds
like a full day’s work to me, especially walking around in a suit
jacket in the noonday sun.”

It wasn’t the first time her honey had
complained about walking around in the heat. She patted his arm.
“I’m not sure why you can’t opt for something a little lighter. The
bicycle cops get to wear shorts.”

“Dignity. I need my suit jacket because it’s
a symbol of authority. It gives people confidence. I can’t go
running around in a flowered shirt and shorts like all the other
yahoos.”

“I suppose.” Donna pursed her lips, not
totally convinced the man couldn’t get by with just a shirt and
khakis. “What about wearing your badge on a lanyard like they do on
television?”

“That’s television. Besides, I don’t want to
announce I’m the law until I need to.”

“Yeah, as the only person there wearing a
sports jacket, you’ll blend in all right.”

Instead of replying to her sarcasm, he
removed his pen and pad from his jacket, then removed the much
talked about article of clothing. “Better?”

Donna made a slow circle around her husband,
giving him a thorough inspection. “Much. I doubt your co-workers
will recognize you without the jacket.”

“Ha!” Mark forced a laugh.

Maria squatted to put down the squirming
baby, who immediately crawled toward the red geraniums. A quick
sidestep had Donna guarding the colorful blooms.

“How about the tie?” Donna asked, knowing
she was pushing her husband’s personal dress code.

“What about it? You bought it. It’s a good
one. A little more colorful than I might have chosen, though.
What’s wrong with it?”

“Do you need it? You’ll look like a bank
president who wandered onto the beach by mistake. You still have
that air of one who doesn’t belong there.”

He grunted as he shoved his pad and pen into
his pants pocket. “You’ll have me rolling up my pants and taking
off my shoes and socks next.”

The comment had Donna glancing at his feet,
which caused Mark to hold up his hand, which was either telling her
goodbye or halting any more effort to change his appearance. He
smirked and dropped his hand before trotting down the sidewalk,
heading toward the beach path.

Maria asked. “You think he’ll take off his
tie before he hits the beach?”

“He will and will probably put it back on
before he comes home, too.” The thought made her chuckle and shake
her head. “If he removed it here, it would probably seem like I was
asserting undue influence. It’s a control thing.”

“I understand. Good thing you don’t have any
control issues.”

“Exactly.” Donna pointed to Baby Cici, who
was trying to reach between her legs to grab a blossom. “You might
want to take her to the back yard where there are fewer plants to
be plucked.”

Maria lifted her baby, holding her high and
letting her chubby little legs dangle as she made faces at the
darling. “My goodness you’ve changed, Donna. Before, you might have
suggested a nap, playpen, or time to go home when a toddler caused
this much trouble.”

“True.” She pressed her hand against her
chest as the fact sunk in. “Those were other people’s children. Not
my own blood. They weren’t nearly as cute and smart as Cici.” She
reflected for a moment. “I think we’ve all changed. Would you have
ever seen Mark working without his jacket before?”

The suggestion made them both laugh. A low
automotive hum sounded as a car pulled into the inn driveway
interrupted their amusement and caused Donna to check her watch.
“It’s my candidate, and she’s prompt. An excellent sign. I have a
good feeling about this.”


Chapter Two
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Donna mentally
congratulated herself for placing an ad in the newspaper for
Tennyson’s potential replacement. Even better, she did it before
the regatta. Wonder of wonders, someone actually replied. A woman
named Rosemarie was coming for an interview. That was probably who
just pulled in. Just maybe she would fit the bill, and Donna would
hire her. Who was she kidding? The inn would be full of guests by
the end of the day.

Guests would be demanding everything from
extra pillows to crushed ice for the beverages they sneaked into
their rooms. A few would insist on a better view since the website
mentioned an ocean view with an asterisk. No one bothered to look
below to read what the asterisk meant. If they had taken the time
to read the small print, they’d know only certain rooms had ocean
views and only in the winter months. To get a glimpse of the
wind-tossed winter beach, it also involved either pushing your face
up against the window glass or sticking your head out the window,
not always a great idea in the winter.

Part of her wanted to remove the
description, feeling like it went awry of the truth in advertising
law. Of course, if businesses actually adhered to that, there
wouldn’t be fit, beautiful people in all the commercials for fast
food or beer. Maria was quick to point out almost every Legacy
accommodation listed itself as oceanside or ocean view, no matter
where they were located in the town. At most, it was only a mile to
the beach, which a few would walk while others bicycled. Maybe she
should consider getting bikes for the guests.

A car door slam drew her eyes to the parking
lot. A middle-aged woman sporting short ash blonde hair stood by
her car. While the woman was unaware of her, Donna took the time to
evaluate her conservative, coordinated, pastel pants suit. It
suited her skin tone.

As if feeling the inspection, she turned and
waved. “Are you Donna Tollhouse Taber?”

The woman had done some background work or
gossiped a little with the locals and knew Donna had married Mark
Taber. On the website, the proprietor was listed as plain old Donna
Tollhouse. With so much as he did around the place, it only seemed
fair to add Mark’s name online. She should ask Maria to work his
detective title into the site to keep any possible felonious guests
at bay. With the number of murderers who had either booked or
visited the inn, it felt like the smart thing to do.

“In the flesh,” she shouted, then strolled a
little closer not wanting the conversation to be open to anyone out
for a walk. As she neared the woman, Donna remarked, “I take it
you’re Rosemarie? You called about the position?”

“I did.” She bobbed her head in affirmation.
“I’m excited about the opportunity. A bed and breakfast sounds like
a lot of fun.”

A good attitude. That was one box
checked. Donna felt like she needed someone with a little extra
chirpiness since she was low in that department. Obviously, the
woman had no clue about working at a bed and breakfast, which could
be a big negative. Most women who were Rosemarie’s age had done
laundry, changed sheets, and set a table numerous times. She had
all the skills needed.

“It’s fun for the guests, but a lot of work
for the staff.”

Noticing that the woman’s smile wobbled a
little, Donna hurriedly added, “There are good moments, too. Like
when people tell you what a great time they had. Or even better,
they go ahead and book for next year. A few even leave a glowing
review. That’s the best. It makes me happy to see folks enjoy what
I cooked, too.”

No need to add that some of her happiest
moments were when a murder didn’t occur at the inn, nor was the
murderer a guest. She’d also not mention The Painted Lady Inn had
somehow got a brief notation in a scurrilous book about haunted
places. If it was haunted, she’d have noticed it by now.

“That’s sweet.”

Sweet. A word not very often
associated with Donna. Best to get the interview over and start
Rosemarie working. Maybe the woman could start today. There were
plenty of aprons in the kitchen to protect Rosemarie’s outfit. She
gestured to the front porch where Maria and Cici were still
standing. “Let’s go in the front door. It allows you to get the
full effect of how a guest might see the inn.”

The two of them were approaching the steps
when in the distance an odd siren sounded. The woo wee, woo
wee sound made Donna sigh and look at her watch. Mark hadn’t
even been gone ten minutes and already something had happened.
There was a distinct possibility he might not even be at the beach
yet if he’d stopped to chat with the locals as usual. Dog walkers,
fitness enthusiasts, and just plain strollers noticed a great deal
of things and at times could help pinpoint the time of a crime or
even finger a killer. Even though Mark would never call them
informants to their faces, they were, to a certain extent.

The odd siren was the local police boat the
city had picked up at auction. They must have assumed it was a boat
built in the United States. As if the word Polizia didn’t
tell the tale. No one had thought to try out the siren before
bidding on it. On the plus side, it certainly got attention, but
not always the kind the police needed, such as getting other
watercrafts out of the way.

Her first instinct was to text Mark, but as
a business owner conducting an interview, she couldn’t. Maria gave
a slight nod as if understanding her dilemma. Thank goodness
Donna’s brother had the good sense to marry a smart woman as
opposed to any of those empty-headed bimbos he used to date.

Donna gestured to her sister-in-law and
child. “Rosemarie, this is Maria, my sister-in-law and her adorable
baby, Cici.”

“Hello,” Rosemarie responded and stepped
closer to cluck over the baby.

Typical, Donna observed with a smirk.
Women of a certain age tended to react that way around babies. It
might be a plus for the inn since couples often showed up with
toddlers and on occasion, infants. Of course, Rosemarie had no way
of knowing the importance of her sister-in-law to the inn’s
operations unless she explained it. “Maria is our webmaster. She
keeps the website current and handles reservations. She also takes
photos of the property for the brochure. On occasion, she helps out
in the dining room. I guess you can call the inn a real family
business.”

“How perfect.” Rosemarie gave a little sniff
as if trying to hold back tears. “It must be nice.”

Somehow, her cheery candidate had deflated a
little in the last five seconds. As far as Donna knew, she hadn’t
done a thing to cause it. Her eyes met Maria’s, who shrugged her
shoulders and asked, “Are you okay, Rosemarie?”

The woman waved the question away. “Sorry.
Didn’t mean to get all melancholy. It’s just the mention of family.
I guess you should know I answered your ad because I felt like I
needed a change after my father died. I’ve spent the last five
years of my life nursing him. Then, when he died, everything
exploded.”

Since Donna was not only an amateur sleuth
but also a hardcore crime drama fan, she assumed the worst. “Your
father exploded?”

“Goodness, no.” She shook her head. “My
family, as I knew it.” She held up her fists, then forced her
fingers open, then shook her hands to demonstrate. “My siblings
expected all the assets to be shared equally. Demands about
remembered items were made. It usually started with someone saying
that he or she had been told a specific item was meant for them.
Since I had lived in our childhood home for the last five years,
there were immediate suspicions about missing items.” She shrugged
her shoulders. “I never inventoried anything. Anyhow, I’m without a
home, and the part of the ad that mentioned room and board appealed
to me most.” She pressed her lips together, appearing pained. “I
hope I didn’t ruin the interview by spilling all my dirty laundry.
It was just the mention of a family business, and you two seem to
get along so well.”

Maria handed the baby to Donna and gave the
anxious candidate a hug while murmuring, “No worries. I’m sure
Donna will hire you and give you a place to stay. She’s an
excellent cook so the board part is a real treat.”

Even though Donna had pretty much decided to
hire the woman because of her immediate need for help, she didn’t
like her sister-in-law making promises for her. On one hand, the
woman had no choice but to work for her since she needed a safe
place to land. “Let me finish showing Rosemarie the inn.”

Maria released the woman and extended her
thumb and forefinger to her ear, pantomiming she’d call Mark. Then,
she scooped Cici from Donna’s arms. More likely Maria would text,
but they hadn’t worked out a signal for that yet. Thank goodness
for her sister-in-law and with a little luck, she’d have Rosemarie
doing laundry before lunchtime.

The light streamed through the parted
curtains, picking out reds and blues in the oriental rugs and
adding sheen to the just polished wooden surfaces. Right before
guests descended upon them, the inn always looked its best, which
caused Donna to stand a little straighter as she escorted Rosemarie
around. “This is our first parlor. Usually we use it for quiet
activities such as reading. In the winter, I host a Victorian
Christmas tea here.”

Rosemarie pressed her hands together. “It
sounds like one of those holiday movies. The good ones where the
entire family gets together, and everyone gets along.” Her voice
wobbled on the last three words, but she managed not to break into
tears.

“Moving on,” Donna inserted, knowing she’d
be no good at handling a tearful applicant. Even worse, no one on
vacation wanted to be treated to waterworks. Somehow, she had to
get the woman to buck up, or she’d be working short-staffed this
weekend. The problem was she didn’t know what to say. Sympathy
wasn’t her forte—action was. “The next room is what I like to call
the entertainment parlor. Each room has its own television.
Sometimes other guests, mainly men, like to bond over watching
sports.”

They entered a room with a huge six-foot
television screen as a focal item with comfy couches and chairs
clustered about. No need to mention when the guests weren’t using
the room that Donna enjoyed watching her crime dramas on the
oversized television. It made her feel like she was a part of the
crime-solving team.

“I see,” Rosemarie offered without a waver
in her tone. She pointed to a bookcase filled with board games. “I
didn’t know people played board games anymore.”

“You’d be surprised. It is usually the
millennials who use them the most.”

The bell on the front door jingled as it opened,
forcing Donna to turn, expecting her sister-in-law and child.
Instead unfamiliar children flowed into the inn as if water. Two
headed for the first parlor, another one the kitchen, and the
fourth shot by her and hit the stairs at a run. What in Sam Houston
was going on?

A red-faced woman darted after them calling
names. “Samantha, Jason, Tori, Alexander, come here right this
minute.”

No response to the shouted command. Donna
bit her lip. Thank goodness no guests had checked in yet. The
unknown woman was obviously the keeper of the ankle biters, but a
sheepdog might be needed to round them up. Maybe her aging puggle,
Jasper, might be up for the task. She whistled for her canine at
the same time Maria slipped through the open front door with Cici.
At Donna’s pointed look, her sister-in-law mouthed the word,
Sorry.

A clatter, then a thud came from the
kitchen. Donna squeezed her eyes shut as she whispered. “Please
don’t let it be mother’s expensive cappuccino machine.”

Even though it had been a gift for Donna,
her mother used it much more than anyone else, which was probably
the reason Cecilia gave it to her. It guaranteed she’d get a decent
cappuccino with every visit.

The orchestrator of this junior wrecking
team addressed Rosemarie. “Are you the lady sleuth who owns the
inn? The lady with the baby told me she was inside.”

Maria. That’s who she had to blame. There
was an ominous oops from the front parlor, followed by the
tinkling of glass breaking. “Good gracious! Round those children up
before they burn the place down.”

Jasper, who must have been napping in the
dining room, cautiously peered around the corner, not certain if it
was safe to come out. The appearance of the indulged canine caused
both Rosemarie and the not so successful keeper of the children to
fuss over the dog.

“Oh, what a darling dog.”

“Reminds me of my Marvin.”

The kitchen door swung open, exposing a
towheaded, gap-toothed youngster. “Dog?”

“Oh yes,” Rosemarie enthused. “Come see. I
think he may be the best dog in the entire world. Wouldn’t be
surprised if he could do a ton of tricks.”

Donna could have kissed Rosemarie because
her words, no matter how little they were based on fact, had the
desired effect. The glass breaker emerged from the front parlor
wearing a unicorn shirt and a guilty expression followed by a
smaller version of herself. There was the tap-tap of footsteps as
the sprinter came down the stairs slowly.

Jasper squirmed with delight as several
small hands patted him and queried Rosemarie about his tricks. It
gave Donna a chance to address the woman who mistakenly thought her
applicant was her. Hadn’t she helped Mark solve ten murders? But
she still couldn’t be identified on sight.

“I’m Donna Tollhouse Taber, the sleuth you
were looking for. How can I help you?” Her fisted hands found their
way to her hips as she decided that she wasn’t giving up Jasper
just to help the woman with crowd control.

“Oh.” The woman stood and held her hand out
to Donna. “I’m Thelma, and I need your help.”

Donna took the offered hand and shook it.
The woman better not ask for babysitting services because that
wasn’t going to happen. “What do you need?”

The words sounded a little terse, but there
was no way she wanted to keep the little rascals in her formerly
clean inn. She and Rosemarie would have their work cut out for them
to get the place up to snuff before the first guest arrived.
Unfortunately, she didn’t have the guest doors locked since she had
been cleaning and had no clue what disaster awaited her
upstairs.

“There’s been a murder! I came straight here
when I intuited it.”

Intuited it. Maybe Donna heard wrong. “If
you witnessed a murder, then you’d be better off calling the
police. Don’t you have a phone? If not,” she pointed to the hall
phone, “you’re welcome to use mine.”

“No.” Thelma shook her head. “It’s not like
that. I didn’t witness the murder. I felt it. There was a
disturbance in the atmosphere.”

This had to be a joke. Her brother, Daniel,
always enjoyed a laugh at her expense. “Did my brother pay you to
come here and say this?”

“No. Absolutely not.” The hectic color in
her cheeks had faded, making her pale and tired looking. She blew
out a long breath. “I know things. Kinda psychic.”

Police sometimes did call in psychics to
find missing children or even bodies. Maybe the woman did have some
skill. Didn’t she just hear the police boat before walking in? “Did
you see who was murdered and the murderer?”

“No.” Thelma’s brows knitted together as she
wrung her hands. “The thing is, I’m just learning to be psychic.
Don’t really see things. It’s just a twinge.”

“Kinda like rheumatism?” Donna inquired, not
feeling too confident that another murder had occurred in
Legacy.

Thelma’s eyebrows shot up. “What does
rheumatism have to do with murder?”

It had nothing to do with murder, which was
about the same as Thelma’s alleged psychic skills. There was a stir
as one of the children stood up, tired of petting a dog who did no
more than groan with doggy delight. Oh, this wasn’t good.
“Everybody outside, now!”

Donna shooed the entire group to the porch.
Not sure how to get rid of them, she turned to Thelma and said,
“I’ll get right on the murder and promise to keep you informed of
the details.”

“Oh, thank you. I knew I could depend on
you.” She grabbed Donna’s hand again and pumped it. “Never paid any
attention to those who said you never did any of the detective
work, and that you were just a publicity hound who rode your
husband’s coattails to glory.”

Publicity hound. The words stunned
her. Even though she wanted to ask who said that, she didn’t. She
had a twitch, a knowing, a feeling that she knew who would say such
a dastardly thing, and she wasn’t even psychic. Heloise.
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