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      "A mystery with genuine heart; two women, a ghost who earns her place, a dog who knows things before the humans do, and a plot that clicks into place like a well-thrown fastball."   —  Betty Bliss, Fiverr Editor

      

      “Admission to Murder is a riveting cozy mystery, with suspenseful twists and turns. Author Nancy Wade creatively brings together her two series’ characters making their sleuthing escapades double trouble!  Imaginative, descriptive writing places readers right alongside her characters in every scene, with all the sights, sounds, and aromas within those scenes.  A delightful mystery with a dash of humor!”   —    Paulette J. Buchanan, author, “Fighting for Justice: Religious Fraud, Mental Illness, and the Collapse of Law & Order” and “Sparky: My Father, A Navy Radioman POW in WWII”

      

      “Nancy Wade’s latest cozy mystery is an intriguing combination featuring Merry and Maddie. Her skillful writing paints vivid word pictures that draw you in as the suspense builds and keeps you turning pages! Don’t be surprised if the ending touches you in the heart.”   —  Aubrie Abernethy, Author of  “Finding Peace in the Promise.”
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            Chapter One

          

          Road Trip

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure it won’t be any trouble?”

      The question slipped out before I could stop it. I steadied the tray of empty teacups against my hip and carried it toward the kitchen, careful not to rattle the delicate porcelain. Outside the front windows of A&M Tea Shop, late afternoon sunlight spilled across Park Avenue in buttery streaks, warm and golden and entirely too beautiful for the restless knot sitting in the middle of my chest.

      Tomorrow morning, Doug, Johnny, and I would leave Meadowood for Virginia.

      I should have been excited. My oldest son was touring his dream college, possibly the place where he’d spend the next four years building a future he could barely stop talking about. Instead, every time I pictured him standing on a campus hundreds of miles from home, something inside me tightened painfully, as though life had quietly shifted while I wasn’t paying attention.

      Behind me, the soft hiss of the kettle filled the tea shop with the familiar scent of bergamot and fresh-baked scones. The shop always smelled comforting this time of day—warm sugar, steeping tea leaves, and buttery pastry mingling beneath the faint fragrance of carnations arranged on the tables. Sunlight filtered through floral chintz curtains, touching the polished glass displays where teacups and hand-knit cozies sat like treasured heirlooms. Usually, the room calmed me instantly.

      Today it felt different.

      Not wrong exactly.

      Just … unsettled.

      Anna Thompson, my partner and dear friend, glanced up from the counter where she was measuring Earl Grey into one of our blue-and-white porcelain teapots. “Merry, for heaven’s sake, stop worrying,” she said with a laugh. “Billy and Mittens will survive a few days without you. Honestly, your cat may not even notice you’re gone.”

      “That cat notices everything,” I muttered.

      Anna grinned and slid two strawberry scones onto a plate, topping them with a generous spoonful of whipped cream. “If this was going to be a burden, I wouldn’t have offered. You know that. Besides, our tenant Tammy offered to work in the shop a few hours. Since she only has to skip downstairs from the shop’s apartment, it’s no trouble.”

      “That makes me feel better. I know you wouldn’t have offered if it was a problem.” I set the tray beside the sink and leaned against the counter for a moment longer than necessary. “I just hate leaving everything behind.”

      Anna’s expression softened immediately, because she knew I wasn’t talking about the tea shop.

      “You’re worried about Johnny.”

      The words settled heavily between us.

      I gave a small laugh that sounded nothing like amusement. “Honestly? I’m trying very hard not to think about it.” I tucked a loose curl behind my ear. “Yesterday he was building blanket forts in the living room. Now we’re discussing dorm rooms and scholarship interviews.”

      “And baseball.”

      “And baseball,” I echoed quietly.

      The scholarship to UVA had become the center of Johnny’s universe over the past six months. Coaches called the house weekly. Recruiters mailed brochures. Doug tried to act calm about it, but I’d caught him more than once studying tuition numbers at the kitchen table with a crease between his brows.

      Everyone was excited except me.

      I just wasn’t ready.

      The bell above the front door jingled sharply, making me jump hard enough to slosh water onto my wrist.

      Anna blinked at me. “Good grief, Merry. You’re acting like someone walked over your grave.”

      I forced a laugh, though the strange flutter in my stomach hadn’t eased.

      “Sorry. Guess I’m overtired.”

      But even as I said it, I glanced toward the entrance with an odd sense of apprehension I couldn’t explain. To my relief, it was my Aunt Fran entering the shop.

      Frances Andrews was my mother’s sister and the mayor of Meadowood. She was also the proprietor of Frannie’s Frocks, the cutest dress shop on Park Avenue. We’re very close as niece and aunt; I loved her dearly and confided more in my aunt than my mother.

      I’ve also got my aunt to thank for my share of the partnership in our tea shop since she generously offered to invest in our venture three years ago. I was proud of the fact that after only a year and a half, I was able to pay her back from the proceeds of our successful business. I greeted her with a hug and led her to a table by the window.

      Anna joined us with a tray holding the pot of brewed tea and the plate of scones. She set them on the table in front of Fran.

      “Madam Mayor, here’s your order. Enjoy,” Anna said with a grin.

      “My, my … so formal. Thanks, Anna. These look delicious,” Fran said as she reached for the flaky scone.

      I glanced at Anna with a raised eyebrow but she only shrugged.

      “We aim to please!” Anna laughed, then returned to the kitchen to pour herself a mug of coffee.

      Fran sipped her hot tea as she turned her attention to me. “So tell me all about your plans for this college tour. Is Johnny excited?”

      “I don’t think he’s come down off cloud nine yet,” I said with a laugh. “Doug is scheduling time off from the station and putting Tony Dalton in charge. So be forewarned.”

      “Hmm, Tony, huh? Let’s hope the town remains peaceful while Doug’s away.”

      “I hear you! All that’s left to do is pack. I’ve made reservations for us to stay in a bed and breakfast called the Magnolia Blossom Inn. Figured we could soak up some local culture while we’re there.”

      “Hmm, sounds terribly southern,” Fran said. “Have you made arrangements for an official tour of the university? You need to make certain Johnny feels comfortable there; he’ll be away from home and that’s a huge campus. I know he’s thrilled to be in contention for a scholarship, but there are plenty of other good schools right here in Ohio if he doesn’t get it.”

      “That’s what I told him. I know his coach said he’s a shoo-in for this baseball scholarship at UVA, but I don’t want him to be hurt if the other boy wins it.”

      “Every contest has a winner and a loser. That’s the way it works,” Aunt Fran said as she sipped her tea.

      “Coach Mullin told Doug the decision has been narrowed down to Johnny or this kid from Richmond, Virginia. I’m worried the executive committee might favor the home state boy. I know, I know … they aren’t supposed to take residency into consideration. But still.”

      “Well, don’t worry about what you can’t control. Just have a safe drive and enjoy the sights. Charlottesville will be lovely at this time of year. No doubt you’ll see plenty of magnolias in bloom at that inn and everywhere else. Be sure and take plenty of pictures to share.” Fran finished her scones and glanced at her watch.

      “I’ve got to run. There’s a committee meeting in a half hour to discuss the Founder’s Day picnic and then I promised Betty I’d be back in the shop so she can leave early today.”

      I gave her a hug as she rushed down the street toward the city building. She was a whirlwind of activity; no wonder she stayed so trim. With a groan I considered my own curves and wished I had inherited my aunt’s figure or at least her metabolism. Oh well!
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      I drove slowly through town on my way home, admiring the baskets of colorful petunias hanging from light posts along Park Avenue. The center of town looked so festive. Several businesses posted flyers in front windows proclaiming the upcoming Founder’s Day celebration. The Meadowood citizens always supported town functions and came out in force, especially for holidays. That’s one of the things that I loved about living in our small, rural community.

      Meadowood was just a typical Midwestern town surrounded by rolling hills and a patchwork quilt of lush farmlands. The historic, two hundred-year-old town with its brick buildings and clapboard siding structures with tall gables and dormers could have been a model for a Dicken’s village. We have our florist and butcher shops, a savings and loan office, a branch of Wells Fargo Bank, plus the usual insurance and real estate offices mixed in with various retail businesses, like my aunt’s dress shop. It’s hard to explain, but most folks who visit our quaint town say they feel at home here. I can’t imagine living anywhere else.

      We’re only going to be gone for one week, but I just know I’ll be homesick.

      Within a few minutes, I turned down our road at the edge of town. Maple Drive dead-ended into our driveway with nothing but a cornfield and woods beyond it. Normally a quiet, low traffic street, it was a blessing to have had some place where my boys were safe riding their bikes or simply playing ball outside when they were young. I remember thinking what a perfect location it was when we first bought the cozy, older, two-story colonial fifteen years ago. The white siding needed a good power-washing and my eyes focused on the chipped window trim that could stand another coat of paint, but it was home.

      Opening the kitchen door, I was greeted warmly by a meow and furry presence winding his way through my legs. Bending to stroke his back and give his head a knuckle rub, I told our orange and white tabby cat, “I hope you’ve been a good boy and left those birds alone. I better not find any feathers on the back porch if you want your treats.”

      Mittens arched his back and flicked his tail as if in answer to my admonitions, then meowed again as he stood by his empty food bowl.

      Filling his bowl with an amount of kibble, I watched him crunch the food and wondered if he suspected he was about to be packed up and relocated for a week. The way Mittens had been clinging to me the past few days, I rather think he did. Sixth sense maybe. Cats have a sharp intuition. Anna thinks he won’t miss me, but I think he will.

      I scribbled a list of things to pack for both Mittens and Billy then went about adding them to a couple supermarket bags to take to Anna’s house.

      Johnny was on his own when it came to packing. He was at that age where he wouldn’t appreciate his mother picking out his clothes. I trusted his judgement; he knew to wear something presentable for meeting school officials.

      Taking care of all the mundane things helped to keep my thoughts off the niggling worry at the back of mind that a catastrophe was about to happen. Probably just my mother hen instincts because one of my chicks was about to fly the coop. Oh well.

      I didn’t know then that by the following evening, leaving Meadowood would be the least of my worries.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Tell me again how you know the owner of this bed and breakfast that we’re staying at,” Doug said as we cruised down the interstate mid-morning.

      “Her name is Madison Brooke. Remember when Anna and I went to that seminar last fall in Cincinnati? It was held at the convention center for the hospitality industry. Anna and I went to get ideas for the tea shop and Maddie, that’s what she likes being called, was there to learn more about running a B&B. She told me she inherited the inn from her grandmother about three years ago.”

      “Yeah, I remember when you went for that weekend conference.”

      “Maddie teamed up with Anna and me during several activities at the conference. We made a formidable team. Even won two of the awards that weekend. She was great,” I said, remembering my new friend.

      “So this gal runs an inn near the college. Is that it?” asked Doug as he smoothly changed lanes, his eyes never leaving the road.

      “Yes. It’s close to the college. She’s younger than me but seemed confident and knowledgeable. Nice though, you know, in that southern manners sort of way. Jeez Louise, I’m not sure I would have handled inheriting a business when I was only twenty-three. That’s an enormous responsibility,” I said.

      I glanced at Johnny in the back seat. He was engrossed in the University of Virginia school catalogue. A tear came to my eye as I studied my eldest son. It seemed like only yesterday when I was checking on him in his car seat and handing him a sippy-cup. Now he’s a young man ready to leave the nest. Where did the time go? Was I ready for this huge change in his life and ours?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Magnolia Blossom Inn

        

      

    

    
      Scenery was beautiful as we drove southward and crossed the Ohio River into West Virginia. Dense forests covered the hillsides then broke away to reveal farms and homesteads clinging to the hollows. The further away from the river we drove, the more populated the state became. As we neared Charleston, I spotted the glittering golden dome of the state capitol building.

      “Oh my! Isn’t that breathtaking?” I asked no one in particular and pointed to the famous architecture.

      “Cool!” Johnny said as he took in the city buildings.

      “Let’s stop ahead. I could use a rest room break and some lunch,” I said.

      “Good. I’m hungry,” Johnny agreed.

      Doug glanced at his watch, then at the gas gauge on the car. “You’re always hungry. Okay. We can fill up too. Check the GPS and see where the next fast food place is off the interstate. Try and find something nearby.”

      Keying in gas and food stops, the navigation system listed several places and their mileage. I selected an Arby’s that was attached to a gas station about three miles ahead. A cup of coffee was calling my name, and I couldn’t wait to stretch my stiff legs. I wasn’t used to sitting so many hours.

      After a satisfying lunch and break, we resumed our journey. Doug turned onto I-64 and headed east toward the Shenandoah Valley then dropped south to the Charlottesville area. Everywhere I looked, riots of vibrant pink and lavender crepe myrtles spread their colorful limbs among the greenery. The closer we got to our destination, the more fragrant southern magnolias bloomed.

      “Could you imagine living here? Ohio is pretty, but not like this. I wish we could grow one of those crepe myrtles in our yard. But our winters are too harsh for such a delicate flowering tree. Pity,” I said.

      “This looks like our turn off,” Doug said as we exited the highway and followed the signs to Clarksville.

      Minutes later we drove into a small town that reminded me of Meadowood. Shops and cafes dotted the main street. I spotted a white picket fence bordering a compact yard with a cottage on the corner. A signpost by the gate swung in a gentle breeze. Doctor Lily Chung. I smiled at the thought of a small town doctor, making house calls and administering to the citizens of Clarksville. Reassuring.

      “I like this place. The idea of a big city like Charlottesville can be overwhelming but this little town makes me feel at home. Maybe Johnny will be okay if he goes to school near here.”

      “What road are we looking for?” asked Doug as we drove slowly through the downtown and onto a county route.

      “Stonewall. Stonewall Pike. That’s what her note said.”

      “That figures. Okay. I see it,” Doug said as he pointed to the turn up ahead.
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      The long gravel drive curved beneath a canopy of crepe myrtles in full bloom, their pink blossoms scattering like confetti across the hood of my SUV as we creeped down the drive. A cherry orchard stretched to the left. Even from this distance, I could spot the succulent red fruit dangling among the leaves. An adjacent meadow displayed riots of wildflowers. A tall red barn and smaller outbuildings occupied a graveled yard. Chickens squawked within a pen. I recognized rows of apple trees in an orchard to the right. It seemed Maddie ran a full-fledged farm.

      The Magnolia Blossom Inn came into view … three stories high, white columns, a wide porch, and a swing that creaked lazily in the afternoon heat. Magnolia trees flanked the porch; their branches dipped low and were filled with fragrant white blooms with shiny, waxy green leaves. I felt some of the tightness in my chest begin to loosen.

      “Okay,” I said, exhaling. “This is nice. This is very nice.”

      From the driver’s seat, Doug gave a noncommittal grunt. His sheriff’s instincts didn’t take vacations easily, and three states away from his jurisdiction, they were apparently on high alert for… anything, like the huge German Shepherd that watched us suspiciously and looked ready to take a bite out of us.

      I noticed the expression on my husband’s face.

      “It’s a bed-and-breakfast, Doug. Not a crime scene,” I kidded.

      “Yet,” came a voice from the back seat.

      I twisted around and shook my finger at my son. “Johnny. That’s enough.”

      “What?” Johnny said, lifting his hands in surrender, though the corner of his mouth tipped up. “You’re the one always saying trouble follows us.”

      Doug snorted. “Your mother attracts trouble. I merely document it.”

      “I solve it,” I corrected him, turning back around just as Doug pulled the SUV to a gentle stop in front of the inn.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Luke’s ears perked up just as I set the last plate on the dining table.

      Not a casual twitch either, the full alert. Head up. Body still. That low, quiet huff he only gave when something, or someone approached.

      “Well?” I murmured, wiping my hands on my apron. “Guests or ghosts?”

      Luke glanced toward the front door, then over my shoulder.

      I didn’t even have to turn.

      “Merry’s already here, isn’t she?” I said under my breath.

      A soft, familiar voice drifted near my ear, light as lace. “Company always brings energy, Madison. Some of it welcome … some of it not. I sense this arrival is the friend you’ve been expecting. She’s brought trouble with her.”

      I smiled despite myself. “Helpful as ever, Grannie.”

      The crunch of tires on gravel cut through the moment, and Luke bolted toward the door, all business now. Guests won over ghosts every time. The front door opened before the engine even shut off.

      I stepped out onto the porch just as the SUV came to a stop, sun catching on the windshield. The heat wrapped around me, thick with honeysuckle and summer dust, and I caught my first glimpse of them.

      “Well, that’s either excellent service or mild surveillance,” Doug muttered as he spied the young woman waiting on the porch.

      Merry stepped out of the car first.

      Same warm presence I remembered from our conference … but there was something tighter around her eyes. Protective. Alert.

      Doug followed, scanning like he couldn’t turn it off if he tried.

      And then Johnny …

      Tall. Athletic. Carrying expectation like it weighed something.

      “Well now,” I said, heading down the steps, my voice slipping into that easy southern rhythm I’d grown up with. “If this isn’t my favorite kind of trouble pulling into the drive.”

      “Maddie!” Merry said, and just like that we were hugging, laughing softly like no time had passed, reviving our newly formed friendship.

      “You made it,” I said. “And in one piece. I’m impressed.”

      “Barely,” she said. “You try surviving a six hour road trip fueled by protein bars and baseball stats.”

      “I provided quality information,” Johnny added, stepping forward.

      I turned to him, smiling. “And you must be the famous Johnny.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Oh honey, we don’t do ‘ma’am’ here unless y’all trying to get an extra dessert,” I said. “Which, for the record, is a perfectly valid strategy, otherwise it’s just Maddie.”

      Doug chuckled as he came around the car, extending a hand. “Doug Gardner.”

      “Sheriff Gardner,” I said, shaking it. “Merry’s warned me about you.”

      “Then you know I’m harmless,” Doug replied.
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