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            Dead and a Murder or Two

          

          Synopsis

        

      

    

    
      Best friends Tallulah and Penelope always seem to get into trouble in their sleepy Tennessee community of Sugar Briar. It doesn't help that Tallulah has an uncanny sense of when someone is about to die. She had no business being outside during a lightning storm. Who would have thought lightning could bestow such an unusual and unwanted gift?

      The town is under three feet of snow for the first time in decades, which is driving the residents insane. It doesn't take long for Tallulah and Penelope to get themselves into some crazy shenanigans as they try to find George Forester before his upcoming murder.

      But their snooping could gain them the unwanted attention from the Hallen brothers, Carlisle and Jessop, who run the criminal underworld in town. Tallulah and Penelope must tread carefully or risk falling into something they won't be able to recover from.
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      The weather took a turn for the worse about an hour ago, and I did not want to set foot outside, let alone drive to the tavern to pick up my brother and fiancé because they’d had one too many drinks over a game of pool. I had a good mind to make the two of them walk. It would serve them right.

      A sudden flash of lightning and then a loud rumble of thunder rolled right over Coffee Bean, the café that I owned in Sugar Briar, Tennessee.

      With a heavy heart, I tucked my strawberry blonde locks into the hood of the yellow raincoat I wore against the elements. Another flash of lightning and I covered my ears just in time for the thunder to rumble. I hated it.

      I inhaled, exhaled slowly, and then inhaled again before running out of the building to my waiting car. With a beep, I opened the door and slammed myself behind the wheel. Breathless, I sat for a moment, wondering why in the world I was sat in my car in the middle of such a storm. Trevor and Tate had friends to call for a ride. My money would be on Trevor suggesting that I picked them up. I would have to do something about him soon, but for the time being I would go along with what my parents thought was best—to marry the man—anything to keep the peace.

      Raindrops cascaded down the windscreen causing frustration to pump through my blood. It was disheartening to realize that even as an adult, I still succumbed to the fear of my father's anger. But deep down, I knew it was time for me to find my own voice and stand up for myself against him, Trevor, and anyone else who undermined my independence.

      On a heavy sigh, I headed out of town, the tall trees swayed along the road as the wind picked up. It was scary to be out alone in the darkening storm. In the future, I wouldn’t answer my phone. Let them call some other idiot.

      Headlights came from the opposite direction and momentarily blinded me as I dipped mine. The other driver did the same. Lightning crackled through the sky and, to my horror, hit the road directly in front of me. In the blink of an eye, I’d driven into it. The car sparked and I lost control. The tires skidded across the blacktop as I screamed, knowing it was not going to end well.

      A tree suddenly appeared in my vision. I slammed into it. Bashed my head against the side window. My eyes narrowed to tiny pinpricks. Then total oblivion.
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      Held in a pair of strong arms I did not want to wake up. The body that went with those arms smelt nice and felt warm and comforting. A curse disturbed my comfort, but it was my name on the man’s lips that had me struggling to wake. Was Carlisle Hallen holding me? That couldn’t be right. Again, his deep and rich voice said my name, this time with a bit of an edge to it. He said it again, loud, and irritated.

      "Stop shouting at me, Hallen!" I muttered, my hand resting on my forehead, where a headache from hell pressed against my temples. "Where am I?” My eyes opened before I quickly slammed them tightly closed against the flashlight. Opening them once again, my vision swayed. "Why am I seeing two Hallen's?"

      "Never mind that. Why the hell are you driving in this weather?" Carlisle hissed. "Stupid woman!"

      My lips quivered at his relief that I hadn’t been killed. All I wanted to do was curl up into a ball and cry. Before I embarrassed myself in front of the man, I turned my attention to the others.

      "Good to see you again, Rhodes." I closed my eyes.

      "Why are you shouting at her? She had an accident," Rhodes hissed at his brother.

      "She could have been killed," he hissed back.

      Someone took my hand and squeezed. Not feeling too well, I kept my eyes closed and curled up against something comfortable.

      The next thing I knew I was in the back of an ambulance and a paramedic was in the middle of taking my vitals. I closed my eyes again and thought of my brother. I hoped he and Trevor would feel bad about my accident. They wouldn’t—probably angry that I hadn’t turned up.

      With a sigh I fell asleep.
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      As soon as my eyes fluttered open, I had a slight panic at the unfamiliar surroundings, but settled the moment I realized it was a hospital room. The loud beeping of a machine to my right was annoying, even though it monitored my oxygen level and blood pressure. The band around my arm tightened as it did its thing. My head hurt, but not as much as it had the night before. Even with the bright light shining through the blinds, I only had a dull throb.

      My body ached, especially where the seatbelt had held me tight during the crash. I cast my eyes toward the side table and noticed my mother hovering, a frown on her face as she read something on her phone. As though aware of me watching her, Laura James, lifted her gaze. A smile lit up her face before it disappeared as quickly.

      My mouth was dry as sawdust, so I waved toward the cup of water with a straw that sat waiting for me.

      "Here, honey." Mom passed me the cup and started to fidget, avoiding my eyes.

      How long had she been in the room? When I’d woken, I hadn’t smelt the perfume Mom wore. Usually, you caught a whiff of the scent before my mother appeared. Keeping my thoughts to myself, I sipped the water slowly, and enjoyed the coolness running down my throat as I kept a close eye on my mom.

      "You scared me, Tallulah." Mom took the water from me and set it down before she took a seat beside the bed. "What were you doing going out in that weather?"

      "Tate called and wanted me to pick him and Trevor up from the tavern. He didn't give me much of a choice." I sagged into the pillows, tired and sore.

      "The boy was furious when he finally got home." Mom winced. "It didn't go down too well that Carlisle Hallen called your father to tell him about your accident. What were you doing with him?"

      "I wasn't with him. I don't know where he came from. But I'm glad he was there." The man had looked angry that I’d been hurt. Was that his way of showing he cared? Something to ponder.

      Mom held my gaze as I said, "I wouldn't have been in the car if Tate and Trevor hadn't had too much to drink. So don't blame me for being out in the storm."

      "Yes, well. The doctor says you can be discharged later today if all goes well. Trevor wants to take you out for dinner tonight. I accepted on your behalf."

      "I'm not going to dinner. My head hurts and I'm bruised and sore from the crash. I'm going to bed for the day."

      "Nonsense! You are my daughter. You will not lie in bed all day. I won't allow it.”

      A nurse came into the room and saved my retort.

      "How are you today, Tallulah? You had a nasty bump on the head last night." She smiled and checked the beeping machine.

      "My body and head hurt."

      “That’s to be expected. I’ll come back with some pain relief.” The nurse smiled while she removed me from the machine. As her fingers touched my skin, I suddenly got a vivid image of the nurse lying beside her car in a parking garage. Lots of blood. She was dead.

      "I think I'm going to be sick," I whispered.

      A disposable bowl was pushed in front of me—sick—disgusting.

      Feeling weak and uncertain, I leant against the pillows and wondered where on earth the image came from.
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      My head hurt and my vision was blurry. Did Trevor care? The answer was no. The asshole, with the help of my mother, led me out of the house. I stumbled down the front steps, feeling completely abandoned and alone. I couldn't believe they were making me do this. I sank into the padded seat of Trevor's car and tried to hold back the tears. I felt sick to my stomach and no one cared. I felt totally lost and helpless. I stared out the window for the short drive into town. The world outside passed in a blur, and I wished I could disappear. I knew I felt sorry for myself, but tonight, while I was vulnerable, I didn't care. I just wanted someone to hold me.

      Trevor parked in the lot behind La Cucina Italiana, which was on the corner a few doors down from the Coffee Bean. The brick Italian restaurant has a lemon trim. La Cucina Italiana was announced in gold lettering above the windows. The aroma of hot, simmering tomato sauce and freshly baked bread permeated the restaurant and made my stomach churn as Trevor opened the car door for me. I didn't move. I wasn't sure I could.

      Trevor sighed heavily. "Stop being so stubborn." He reached in, unbuckled my seatbelt and pulled me out of the car. His eyebrows knitted together as he really looked at me. "You really don't look well."

      "I've been telling you that since you showed up. I hit my head pretty hard in the accident. The doctors told me to get some rest. This is not rest.”

      "We'll eat and then I'll take you straight home. I promise." He grabbed my elbow and led me into the restaurant. I loved the food and the atmosphere at the Italian restaurant. The Hallen brothers owned it. But it was Carlisle's baby. He had a dream and he built it. If I didn't feel like I did, then although I'd prefer different company, I sure would be enjoying my time here.

      Unfortunately, that was not to be the case tonight.

      We were being ushered to our table when I spotted Carlisle and Jessop dining with their younger brother, Rhodes, and who I believed to be the latters girlfriend. I raised my hand and waved. But Trevor grabbed my arm out of the air. Surprised, I turned to look at him. "What are you doing?"

      "Ignore them," Trevor snapped.

      "They're my friends." I sat down and leaned against the back of the booth. My head felt like a sledgehammer was trying to crack my skull open. "I just really want to go home." I closed my eyes and rubbed my brows.

      The next moment, Trevor hissed.

      "Trevor! It hasn't been long enough," Rhodes said with a grin as he arrived at our table.

      Trevor replied, "What brings you back to my town?"

      "Family."

      At this point I tried to smile at Rosie, who had introduced herself to me. She seemed friendly and concerned about me. I felt like bursting into tears at the care I saw written on her face. A stranger. "You shouldn't be here." Tears squeezed out of my eyes as Rosie continued, "We'll get you home."

      "I'm sure my brothers would like to know why you think you own this town. Last time I checked, you didn't own anything," Rhodes said, irritating Trevor.

      Trevor's face turned bright red with anger, which stood out against his pale skin and burnt orange hair. If he didn't keep it close cropped, his hair would be frizzy as hell.

      Rosie took a step forward and put a hand on Rhodes' back. "Can we take Tallulah home? She's not feeling well."

      Rhodes looked angry.  "Why are you here tonight? Tallulah should be home resting!"

      "We're meeting her brother, not that it's any of your business." Trevor's words were filled with hate. He glanced in my direction and caught Rosie helping me to my feet. "Hey, where are you going?" he demanded.

      I swayed a little.

      Rhodes jabbed a finger at Trevor's chest. "Don't talk to her like that. She's going home and we're taking her with us. At least she'll be with someone who cares about her health."

      Trevor scoffed. "She's been discharged from the hospital. She's fine. Back off.”

      "We got this, Tallulah,” Carlisle said, sweeping me off my feet.

      Carlisle carried me out of the restaurant. I wrapped my arms around his neck and sighed into his chest. The warmth of his embrace was a welcome contrast to the tension in the restaurant. At the car, Carlisle held me tightly before guiding me into the passenger seat. He slowly leaned over me. Our eyes locked as the man buckled me into the seat belt. With a hand on either side of the seat, Carlisle leaned in and whispered, "I'm taking you to Penelope." I felt a sense of calm wash over me as he planted a soft kiss on my forehead before closing the car door and walking around to the driver's side.
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      The following morning, I picked up a copy of the Sugar Briar Gazette from the sideboard in the dinning room.

      
        
        MURDER AT SUGAR BRIAR HOSPITAL

        Linda Conway, a 32-year-old nurse, died at the scene after being stabbed multiple times. She was
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