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  CHAPTER ONE


“Idon’t like it, little mama.” 
I reached over to pet my cantankerous cat where he sat on the desk in my belated great-aunt’s office. My office now, but I still struggled with that concept from time to time. “You don’t like what, Elvis Purrsley? Another festival? We have them all the time. It’s what brings money into Yesteryear, keeps us going. You want our town to keep going, don’t you?”
He nodded. “But I want Yesteryear to stay Yesteryear, little mama. Elvis Presley! The Supremes. Chuck Berry. Rock and roll, little mama. Not this country stuff. Are you making changes because of that stuff Chadwick said? He’s a numbnuts. You can’t listen to a numbnuts.”
“Speaking of not listening to people, you shouldn’t use the words Granny Gwen uses.” I chuckled despite the desire to growl, an instant reaction I had any time my loathsome cousin’s name was mentioned or I had the misfortune of contact with him. He’d been a pain in the behind since the day he was born, but since our great-aunt Della’s passing, he’d been worse than ever. Della had left Yesteryear to me, and as Granny Gwen would say, Chadwick’s britches were all twisted over it. Too bad. “And you know I would never listen to Chadwick. If he had his way, we’d be hosting rap and alternative rock concerts here as well as opening bars and raunchy nightclubs. I will always keep Yesteryear exactly how Della envisioned. This isn’t a new festival. Yesteryear has thrown the Country Jamboree for years.”
“It has?” His little yellow eyes widened. “But Della never talked about country music.”
“Sure she did. She loved Dolly Parton and Patsy Cline.” 
“She did! She said Patsy Cline was the female Elvis. They’re country singers?”
“Yes, silly.” I scratched the tuft of silky black fur between his ears. “And Elvis Presley may be known as the King of Rock and Roll, but he sang country songs too. In fact, one of my favorites, “Moody Blue,” was on the country charts, and he covered “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry” by Hank Williams. “Blue Moon of Kentucky,” “I Forgot to Remember to Forget,” and quite a few more of his songs were on the country charts. He almost did a cover of Dolly Parton’s “I Will Always Love You.”
“Oh, that’s a good song,” Elvis Purrsley said. “He would have sounded beautiful doing that. Why didn’t he do it? Would Dolly Parton not let him?”
“No, from every account I’ve heard, she would have loved for him to have done a cover, but that greedy old Colonel Tom Parker wanted the publishing rights too, so she had to decline. I can’t blame her.”
“That no-good, filthy rotten Colonel Tom Parker,” Elvis Purrsley muttered, drawing out another chuckle from me because I knew he was quoting Della word for word. Oh, how she loathed that man.  
The doorbell rang, causing the instrumental version of Elvis Presley’s “Trouble” to play through the house, and I shut down the laptop I’d been working on. “That should be Bobby.”
“Ugh. I know, I know. Deputy Hot Buns is here, so I have to be quiet.”
“That is not his name, and you know it,” I said, scooping Elvis Purrsley up as I rose from the desk chair. “And you know why we have to keep your ability secret from everyone. If you’d prefer to stay here while Bobby and I go to Presley Park…”
“Oh no, little mama. I want to go. I’ll be quiet.” 
I kissed his little head, feeling sorry for the poor little guy. “Someday we’ll probably be able to tell Bobby. But I have to be extra careful with you. I love you very much, so I can’t risk the wrong people finding out about you.”
“I know, little mama. It’s just so boring being quiet all day while you play kissy-face with Deputy—”
“Aht, aht aht!”
“With Bobby,” he muttered.
“That’s a good boy, and we don’t play kissy-face all day.”
Elvis Purrsley grumbled under his breath as we reached the door and I stopped with my hand around the doorknob, giving him a pointed look. He raised a paw and ran it across his mouth, mimicking zipping his lips before releasing the fakest meow sound an actual cat could make. 
I rolled my eyes as I opened the door and headed downstairs. Halfway down the stairs that had been designed to look like those found at Elvis Presley’s Graceland, I heard voices coming from the kitchen and knew that Granny Gwen had already invited Bobby in. 
Not that Bobby didn’t have a key and the alarm codes for when our security system was in use, but we were dating, not living together, and he was a gentleman, so he didn’t just walk right in unless he had a good reason to.
Elvis Purrsley and I walked past the dining room and entered the kitchen to find Bobby sitting at the small kitchen table, where Granny Gwen had just placed a slice of bourbon chocolate chip pecan pie in front of him.
“Seriously?” I shook my head. “We’re about to go to the festival.” 
“Leave him alone,” Granny Gwen said. “He’s a growing stud.”
“Yeah, I’m a growing stud,” Bobby said, winking at me before he shoveled in a bite of Granny Gwen’s latest homemade dessert. 
The way the man ate, you’d think he’d weigh a ton or at least have a potbelly, but no sir. Bobby was tall and fit. Very fit. With his short dark hair and coffee-colored eyes, and dimples I’d somehow not noticed our whole childhood growing up together, he had the boyish good looks of a young James Darren or Paul Peterson. But despite the politeness and whole gentlemanly thing, there was something raw in him, something Della and Granny Gwen called “that Elvis thing.” I never failed to notice heads turn when we were together. Bobby always seemed pretty oblivious to it, so fortunately, he didn’t have a big ego to go with all that handsomeness. Not like my ex, who had more ego than any man should possess. 
Granny Gwen dusted a crumb off her ample bosom and straightened her black sequined Dolly Parton T-shirt over her curvy form. Granny Gwen was sixty-five years old with a halo of fluffy white hair framing her face and more curves than I could ever dream of having. I’d gotten her blue eyes and sandy blonde hair (in her younger days) but that was about it. She showcased those blue eyes in a new pair of glasses with thick black diamond-studded frames. I stifled a laugh as she turned away to put the rest of the pie back on the counter and I saw the diamonds creating hearts on the back pockets of her jeans. Granny Gwen believed in growing old gracefully, but she refused to dress like an old coot. Her words, not mine. 
The doorbell rang again, and I turned to leave the room. “I’ll get it since you’re in here feeding Bobby like he’s not about to eat his weight in junk once we get to the festival.” 
“It’s bourbon chocolate chip pecan pie,” he called after me as I left the room. “You can’t expect a man to turn down a slice of Granny Gwen’s bourbon chocolate chip pecan pie!” 
No, I couldn’t, but I could be a little resentful that I couldn’t put away as much of it as he could. It was delicious.
“I like pie, little mama.” 
“You like everything bad for you,” I whispered as we neared the front door. “Now be a good kitty and shush.”
I opened the door and sighed.
Willie Hays, an employee of Crimson and Clover, held up his free hand. “I know, I know. But like I’ve said, we get the orders and the money, we have to deliver them.” 
I glared at the red rose bouquet in his other hand. “You delivered it. Now can you take it with you and just toss it into some dumpster somewhere?” I really didn’t want to carry yet another bouquet from my ex into the kitchen to throw it away in the garbage in front of Bobby. He was trying to be understanding of the situation, but I knew it really bothered him that Keith continued to send me roses so frequently.
Willie looked down at the bouquet in his hand and frowned. “These are pretty pricey arrangements he keeps sending you. Do you think you’d like them if they were from your boyfriend?”
I grinned. “Willie, do you have a girlfriend you’d like to give those to?”
The nineteen-year-old blushed. “Yeah, I mean, not a girlfriend… and not these specifically. I wouldn’t take your flowers, but—”
I plucked the card from the bouquet and crumpled it in my hand. “You delivered them, and now I’m giving them to you. Give them to whomever you want with my full blessing.”
“Really?” His eyes widened as he looked at the bouquet. “Thank you, Miss Land.” 
I winced a little, knowing he was just being respectful, but still, I was only twenty-five. “You’re welcome. Have a good day.” 
I closed the door as he skipped down the steps, and turned…to see Bobby standing behind me. I yelped a little. “How long have you been standing there? Did you inhale the pie?”
“I don’t waste time enjoying good food, especially when we have somewhere to be. Granny Gwen is grabbing her purse,” he said, glancing over his shoulder before pulling me to him by my waist to give me a lingering kiss that would have lingered longer if not for the cat hissing between us. “Nice flowers, and you—” He lifted Elvis Purrsley out of my hands and raised him to eye level—“What’s with the catitude, bud? We’ve discussed this. I’m the one who sneaks you all the good snacks.”
“And I believe we’ve discussed that,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “You can’t give him everything he wants. It’s not healthy.” 
Elvis Purrsley made grumbly cat noises at me before curling up against Bobby’s chest, earning a deep laugh from my boyfriend. 
“Traitor,” I muttered to the cat as Granny Gwen returned. “You’d leave me for whoever offered you a Twinkie.”
Bobby laughed. “Nah, he’d snatch the Twinkie and run right back to you.” 
“I’m ready,” Granny Gwen announced. “Let’s get going. I want to meet Jolene Smollett!”

      [image: ]Jolene Smollett was a young twenty-something who could still be considered fairly new in the world of country music, but she was already being praised as “the hottest new act out of Nashville.”
The Country Jamboree was a tribute to country stars of the fifties through seventies. Although Della had mostly focused on Elvis Presley, the love of her life—not counting her first husband—Yesteryear was really a tribute to an era. So once a year, we threw a festival that gave up-and-coming country artists an opportunity to showcase themselves while paying tribute to the country stars of that era. Johnny Cash, Buck Owens, Loretta Lynn, Hank Williams, Patsy Cline, and of course, Elvis Presley, even if country wasn’t the genre people associated with him. And we could never leave out Dolly Parton, even if a lot of her songs came after the era we honored in Yesteryear. Some of her biggest came out well before the year of Elvis Presley’s death, which Della had always called the year the music died. 
I took a good look around Presley Park, the large field where we held many events, and the home of our concert venue, Presley Palace, as well as our big Elvis Presley statue, and noticed a lot more security than we normally had for such events. Being a pretty small town, our sheriff’s department wasn’t heavily populated with deputies, so I hadn’t expected to see so many of them at the park. 
“Is all the security because of Jolene Smollett or because of what happened during our last festival?” I asked my deputy boyfriend as he helped Granny Gwen out of the backseat of his cruiser. Most people wouldn’t want to ride in the back of a deputy’s official vehicle, but Granny Gwen had gotten a kick out of it. 
“Jolene Smollett,” Bobby answered with a chuckle. “One targeted attack against you by a wacko in an Elvis costume isn’t enough to warrant this many uniforms to be here before the festivities even kick off, and a lot of these guys aren’t even on duty.”
“But they’re here. And they’re in uniform.”
“I know,” he said, chuckling more. “The uniform is like a backstage pass.”
I rolled my eyes. “We’ve had stars here before.”
“And they acted just as goofy then,” Bobby said. “You just weren’t the owner of the town and as heavily involved with events to notice. Plus, I remember you taking advantage of your connections to see stars who came here plenty of times when we were in school, so you were blinded to the antics of the sheriff’s department, too busy doing your own adoring.” 
“Oh, like you never…” I trailed off, realizing something as we headed toward the stage and the attached building behind it where the most popular performers had been designated dressing rooms. “Actually…have you ever fanboyed over anyone? I can’t think of any time that you went a little nutty over anyone famous.”
“It’s kind of hard to when all the celebrities you admire the most are already dead.” He swung a hand out, gesturing toward the tall Elvis statue in the distance near the front of the park beyond all the vendors who were setting up to open for business.
“Dolly’s still alive. You admire Dolly Parton, don’t you?”
“Of course I admire Dolly.” He looked at me as if I’d asked something truly ridiculous. “Who wouldn’t admire Dolly Parton? But…I don’t know. I just don’t go crazy about famous people. They might be rich and popular, and some of them are exceptionally talented, but they’re still just people. All that freaking out over celebrities just seems silly to me.”
“So you wouldn’t freak out even a little if you’d been born earlier and met Elvis Presley?” 
“Of course I’d freak out if I met Elvis Presley. We were talking about people. Elvis Presley wasn’t a person. He was so much more than a mere man. He was…Elvis Presley.”
“I knew I liked you for more than that cute tushy, hot stuff,” Granny Gwen said, agreeing with him wholeheartedly. 
I forced down laughter as Bobby looked over at me pleadingly, but before I could remind Granny Gwen we’d asked her to stop objectifying him, we had passed the edge of the outdoor stage and reached the first access door into the backstage area of Presley Palace, where a deputy in uniform stood. One I recognized. 
“Hi Tommy.” 
“Gracie Lynn.” He nodded at me, but focused on the black cat in my arms, like most people tended to do. One of the quirky things about Della had been that she’d always owned a black cat. When one passed away, she’d adopt another. Always male. Always solid black, and always named Elvis Purrsley. My Elvis Purrsley may have been the twentieth in line, but he was by far the most famous of them all because he was the one who had officially inherited all of Yesteryear thanks to a clever loophole in Della’s will. 
“Morelli,” Bobby said, greeting his coworker. “Why the long face?”
“Cram it, Gates. You know I’d rather be in there than out here guarding this dumb door.” 
Bobby laughed out loud and dipped his head to tell me, “Morelli has a thing for Jolene Smollett. Sheriff Weller knew better than to post him to guard her door or anywhere near the area she’ll be backstage.”
“Hey, I’d do a good job,” Tommy protested. “I’d take a bullet for that woman. No one in this department would guard her as good as I would.”
“Yes, from actual threats and ones only you would consider a threat because they were male and had a pulse,” Bobby said, chuckling. “Which is why you’re out here and Jess is in there.”
“Why aren’t we in there?” Granny Gwen asked. “I want to meet Jolene Smollett. Move.” 
Bobby barked out another laugh as Granny Gwen bodily pushed Tommy aside and entered the building. “Well, that wasn’t exactly an endorsement of your ability to guard doors.”
“Granny Gwen doesn’t count. No one’s crazy enough to stop that woman from doing anything.” 
“Whatever you have to tell yourself,” Bobby said as he guided me and Elvis Purrsley through the door, still laughing.
I playfully swatted his chest with the back of my hand as we followed Granny Gwen toward the dressing room area. “Don’t tease him. You know darn well Granny Gwen is an unstoppable force of nature.” 
“Yeah, I know, and she’s probably going to give me an ulcer one of these days, but it’s fun watching other people have to deal with her sometimes.”
“Dealing with me never seems like such a hardship when you’re bulldozing down my pie,” Granny Gwen called back over her shoulder, steadily moving toward the dressing rooms, not to be distracted from her goal of meeting country music’s current rising star. 
“Man, she’s got good hearing,” Bobby muttered. “Funny how she catches everything anyone says about her but conveniently never seems to hear you tell her not to call me Hot Buns.” 
“Be glad you’re Hot Buns and not Flapjack,” Granny Gwen called back, “and take the compliment, cutie pie.” 
I stifled my laugh as Bobby rolled his eyes and Elvis Purrsley released a purr that sounded very much like a grumble. Then all the fur on Elvis Purrsley’s back stood up, and he stiffened in my arms.
A large white standard poodle appeared from around the corner, barreling right toward us, a group of deputies running behind it. I noticed the hot pink bows adorning the fluffy beauty’s ears and the very blinged-out diamond chandelier collar and assumed the dog in question was a girl. 
“Whoa.” I stepped to the side at the same time Bobby did, blocking the dog’s getaway. “Whoa, girl.” 
“Hey, hey,” Bobby said, kneeling down just in time to catch the dog before she could zip past us, the full impact of the fiftyish-pounder rocking him back on his heels, but he kept his balance and held her in place, stroking the giant floof of fur atop her head. “Who do you belong to, beautiful?” 
“She sure is pretty,” I said, holding in my laughter at Elvis Purrsley’s offended grumble that thankfully sounded like cat noise. “Look at all that flouncy hair.” 
“Dang, that dog can run,” a deputy said as they all came to a stop, breathing heavily. 
“Dolly Pawton!” The room went quiet as Jolene Smollett rounded the corner with a very attractive tall, brown-skinned man with short, close-cropped black hair and intoxicating whiskey-colored eyes that stopped my breath for a moment as they collided with mine. He smiled, the corner of his full lips turning up in a way just arrogant enough to knock me right out of whatever trance his eyes had nearly caught me in. Lavon Jackson. Soap opera star-turned-movie star and R&B artist with one album that seemed to have done well. His dark purple satin blazer and slacks seemed a little much for the festival, but Jolene Smollet herself was pretty blinged out. Despite wearing jeans and a T-shirt, both otherwise simple clothing items sparkled with rhinestones. Her hot pink boots and Stetson sparkled with bejeweled adornments as well, and the pink diamonds in her large hoop earrings caught the light in the room. The bright pink lipstick coating her full lips would have totally washed me out but looked great against her light brown skin tone. Her lashes were thick and long, boldly painted black, and her bright pink, diamond-encrusted fingernails were the prettiest murder weapons I’d ever seen. 
At her other side was the equally curvy but much paler, redheaded deputy Jessica Merkins, aka my rival for Bobby’s affection. To his credit, Bobby didn’t seem to notice his fellow deputy and sometimes partner looked more like a beauty queen or swimsuit model than a deputy (seriously, how did she fill out a uniform that would be completely unflattering on any other woman that well????), but that didn’t stop her from batting her eyelashes at him every chance she got or still managing to irk me just by existing in his vicinity.
The poodle let out a bark and trotted over to the country star, who shook her head, causing her riot of curls to bounce around her slender shoulders as she kneeled down to pet the dog affectionately before turning smiling eyes up at Bobby. “Thank you for catching my little track star.”
Bobby was standing now and perfectly capable of responding, but he just nodded, his mouth slightly ajar, his eyes a little dazed. So much for never getting starstruck. I couldn’t hold back my amused laugh, and it captured Jolene Smollet’s attention.
“Gracie Lynn Land!” She quickly rose and moved toward me, her dog and Lavon Jackson on her heels. “Oh my gosh, I’ve been dying to meet you, the great-niece of Della Mae Yearly and…” Jolene’s eyes traveled down to the cat in my arms. “Elvis Purrsley.” His name came out in a whisper full of awe. “He’s so beautiful. Handsome,” she quickly corrected herself. “He’s a handsome little man, as handsome as his namesake.”
“Honey, no one’s that handsome,” Granny Gwen said, Jolene’s compliment drawing her out of her starstruck stupor. She’d been standing still, gawking at the woman since the moment she’d first appeared around the corner, but now seemed to have remembered she possessed the capability to speak. And scowl, which she did at Elvis Purrsley, hearing his disgruntled hiss. “That cat freaks me out sometimes.”
“I told you he understands everything we say,” Bobby said, side-eyeing the jealous cat.
Grinning at the both of them, I chuckled. “Thank you, Miss Smollet. You have quite the beauty there yourself. I love the bling and all that fluffy hair.” 
“Oh, just call me Jolene, please.” She smiled and fluffed up her own hair. “And you know I have to keep up my girl’s fabulous curls like I do my own. She’s my baby.”
“And apparently you’re a Dolly Parton fan,” I said, remembering the adorable name I’d heard her call the poodle. I leaned closer, lowering my voice. “Is Jolene a stage name or…”
“Oh, no. It’s my real name. My mama was a big Dolly Parton fan. Still is,” she said. “She named me after her favorite song, and all my lullabies were Dolly songs. I grew up on Dolly, and luckily, I loved every moment of it. She’s my inspiration, hence the—” Jolene raised her hand and waved her fingers to show off her long lacquered nails and blinked, flaunting her eye makeup, before flipping her long curls over her shoulder. Her gaze dropped back down to Elvis Purrsley. 
“You can pet him. He’ll be nice,” I said, just enough warning in my tone that no one would pick up on it except for the moody feline it was intended for. 
With a big smile, Jolene scratched between Elvis Purrsley’s ears and cooed at him, telling him he was a pretty boy. I knew for a fact he preferred to be called handsome, but he’d eat up any compliment he was given. Dolly Pawton sat stiffly and growled low in her throat, clearly as big of a jealous drama queen as my cat. 
“Shush, Dolly,” Jolene scolded her in a soft tone. “You know you’re my best girl.” 
Granny Gwen cleared her throat, and when I looked over at her, she widened her eyes and bobbed her head toward Jolene, cluing me in that I hadn’t made any human introductions. 
“Jolene—you’re sure you’re fine with me calling you that?”
She laughed and waved away my politeness. “I’m just a singer, and a fairly new one. We’re in your town, honey, and you’re holding a cat far more famous than little ol’ me. I don’t need or desire any special treatment…although I wouldn’t turn down a tour of Della Mae Yearly’s famous home. I heard she modeled it after Graceland, and it even has a Jungle Room?”
“It does, and we’d love to have you visit. In fact, my grandmother is a big fan, and she gives great tours. Jolene Smollett, this is my grandmother, Granny Gwen.”
“Della Mae’s prettiest sister,” Granny Gwen said, holding her hand out for a handshake that soon turned a little awkward because the reminder of Della Mae having sisters of course brought up the memory of her other sister who was currently in prison for murdering her.
“You’ve already met the famous Elvis Purrsley,” I said, breaking the tension, “and this is my boyfriend, Deputy Bobby Gates, who—” I was cut off by the sound of a scream. 
“Is that coming from your dressing room?” Lavon asked, his brow furrowed. 
“It sounded like it,” Jolene responded, moving to follow the deputies toward the scream we’d all heard come from the vicinity of the dressing rooms.
Bobby and Jessica quickly blocked her. “Stay behind us,” Bobby instructed her, shooting a look my way to include me and Granny Gwen in that order, before he and Jessica took the lead toward the dressing room area. 
A crowd of people came into view as we rounded the corner, all seeming either surprised, startled, or curious. I saw a few other familiar faces, notably those of Trisha Carpenter and Cassie Vasquez, two other rising stars in the country music sphere performing in Yesteryear for the first time, and Trace Sanders, a country singer who’d been in the business longer than the three starlets, and who’d performed many years at our jamboree. We’d met before.
The deputies seemed to be gathered around one dressing room in particular, the one reserved for the biggest performer. This year, that honor went to Jolene Smollett. 
“Stay,” Bobby ordered as he and Jessica went forward, breaking through the deputies huddled around the room to take a look inside. They returned not too long after, and Bobby cut me a look that told me without words something bad had happened before he addressed Jolene somberly. “Miss Smollett, you need to see this.” 






  
  CHAPTER TWO


There was a bit of a power play between Bobby and Jessica as to who was in charge before Bobby attempted to shut her down with a “Fine. We can just stand here bickering until Knotts arrives and makes both of us stand out here while he goes in with Miss Smollett to investigate.” 
“Or we can all just go in with her,” I suggested, no fan of the town’s newest head detective, a surly man who’d gotten the job because of his experience with the homicide department in Chicago, despite the fact he was the crankiest man I’d ever met and he treated me and everyone else in the town of Yesteryear like a bunch of backwoods country bumpkins. The fact that Della had left her estate to a cat only strengthened his opinion that we were dumber than dirt and incapable of doing our jobs. Even though I’d solved the last two cases he’d been assigned, that knowledge seemed to make him want to keep us as far away from anything crime related as possible. “How bad can it be?”
I pushed the two arguing deputies apart and walked between them, shooting a raised eyebrow at the handful of deputies still peeking into the dressing room. The look worked, and they quickly stepped aside, allowing me entrance. And I discovered just how bad it was. 
Elvis Purrsley let out a meow that seemed equal parts impressed and surprised as we took in the state of the room. Brightly colored clothes and accessories were scattered all over the room. Rhinestones sparkled from every corner where Jolene’s belongings had been carelessly tossed. For a moment, I thought she might just be a slob, but then I saw the ripped dress draped across her vanity, the shiny rhinestones scattered on the floor, and the very hard to ignore HARLOT written in hot pink lipstick on the mirror. 
“Oh my gosh,” she gasped behind me, entering the room. 
“What the—” Lavon Jackson’s voice was like a roll of thunder crashing through the room before he turned to face Bobby and Jessica, who stood just inside the door with a whining Dolly Pawton. “Who did this? How did this happen? You’re supposed to be protecting her.”
“It’s not their fault,” Jolene said sharply as Jessica straightened her shoulders, everything in her stance suggesting she’d been about to put the actor in his place. “Jessica was with me, protecting me, like she’s supposed to do, when whoever did this was in here.”
“Jessica,” Lavon said, emitting a sound of disgust from low in his throat. “That’s the problem right there. You’re too friendly with people, on a first-name basis with these people like they’re friends instead of people hired to do a specific job.”
Bobby cleared his throat and stepped forward, the look he lobbed Lavon Jackson’s way lethal enough to kill if the arrogant celebrity bothered to look at him, but the jerk was too busy glaring at Jessica with a raised eyebrow, daring her to let loose the temper anyone with eyes could see her struggling with. I wasn’t a big fan of Jessica myself, but at that moment I was on her side. 
“Miss Smollett, we are so sorry this happened,” Bobby said, speaking directly to her instead of the irate man with her. “And we will get to the bottom of how this happened in our care,” he assured her, looking back toward the door where two deputies stood shamefaced. “Do you have any idea who might have—”
“Oh, what, you’re going to have her do your job and solve this for you?” Lavon said. “I know this is the sticks, but even small-town cops should know how to investigate something as simple as—”
“As simple as what?” I snapped, knowing Bobby and Jessica were dying to, but as members of the town’s law enforcement, they were held to a higher standard and generally had to put up with such rude outbursts from people who thought they had the right to criticize them. “How would you investigate this simple little crime, Mr. Jackson?”
The tall, attractive-until-he-opened-his-arrogant-mouth celeb whipped his head in my direction. “It’s not my job to investigate this.”
“Oh, I was wondering if you were aware of that, seeing as how you sure do have a lot of opinions and judgement about how this situation is being handled. It’s not technically my job either, but as someone who has solved a few crimes, let me break this down for you. Something bad happened here. It will be investigated by the Yesteryear Sheriff’s Department hence the two deputies in this room, one of whom is clearly not even on duty as evidenced by the T-shirt and jeans he’s wearing, but that won’t stop him from jumping right in to help. They investigate, Mr. Jackson, by asking questions because they’re not psychics. They’re not witches. They’re deputies. Deputies look for clues, and they ask questions. Now, I’m no mind reader either, but as a person with the ability to see and read, I feel pretty safe in assuming Deputy Gates saw the same clues I’ve already seen; the clothes tossed all over the room and the not-so-subtle message written on the vanity mirror. That’s not a word people just use for the heck of it, Mr. Jackson. That’s a word with a lot of venom behind it. That’s personal. So, with those clues, Deputy Gates is doing what any other capable detective would do. He’s asking the person the message was meant for if she knows who would write such a word on her mirror. Because common sense would suggest she’d have a better idea than anyone else who might think of her in such a hateful way. Does this satisfy you of our competence, Mr. Jackson, or would you prefer we just pull a name out of our—”
“Gracie Lynn!” Granny Gwen admonished me from the doorway. The corners of her mouth twitched, but she quickly schooled her face into that of a stern grandmother. “Now, now, obviously this is just horrible,” she said, thoroughly scanning the room as she made her way over to where I stood. “I’m sure this gentleman didn’t mean to sound like such a pompous jerk or insult the town that so graciously rolled out the red carpet for his…” Granny Gwen craned her neck to look around the disgruntled celebrity and smiled at Jolene Smollett. “I’m sorry, dear, is this your assistant or…?”
“I’m her boyfriend. Lavon Jackson,” he said, then waited a beat for Granny Gwen to recognize the name. His eyes practically blazed fire when she didn’t. “My album just went gold, and you may have seen me on Passion’s Embrace.”
“Oh, I don’t watch anything that awful, but good for you, sweetie, for getting an acting role. I’m sure better ones will come along. Be a dear and escort a lady out of the way so our fine deputies can do their jobs.”
“Wait a minute. I—”
“Be polite, Lavon, and escort Granny Gwen like she kindly asked,” Jolene said, irritation I didn’t think came entirely from what had been done to her dressing room in her tone. “I can handle this.”
“They’re deputies,” Lavon advised her. “They’re not even detectives. We need an actual detective. Does this little Mayberry town even have a detective?”
“Lavon!” Jolene’s voice cracked like a whip, silencing the rude man. 
“You know, sweetie, you’re just as handsome as can be,” Granny Gwen said, looping her arm through the crook of Lavon Jackson’s, “but there are all kinds of handsome and you’re the kind that looks best with your mouth closed. Come along, dear. You said you have an album out. Sing me a few lines from one of your songs and I’ll tell you if you’re any good, but fair warning, if you sing me something vulgar, I’ll hit you with my purse. I’m a lady.” 
“I’m sorry about that,” Jolene said after Granny Gwen successfully guided Lavon Jackson right out of the dressing room. “I don’t think he meant any of that, but this is kind of alarming.” 
“I can imagine how scary it is to find your dressing room vandalized like this,” Bobby said, jumping right back into action. “Like I said, we will get to the bottom of how this happened. Your boyfriend might be a little blunt, but I have to admit I’d be plenty upset if something like this happened to my girlfriend too. Especially with so many deputies in the area,” he added, shooting another hard glance toward the door. The two deputies who stood there averted their eyes before shying away, heads hung in shame. Bobby redirected his attention to Jessica. “How did this happen with so many deputies nearby?”
Jessica let out an annoyed breath. “As you know, not all were actually on duty. It seems a lot of the guys in our department are big Jolene Smollett fans. Whoever did this, did it fast. Dolly Pawton ran off, and we chased after her. As the deputy actually assigned to Miss Smollett, I go where she goes.”
“And I chased after Dolly Pawton,” Jolene broke in to defend her. “Even though there were other deputies clearly chasing after her. Dolly can be standoffish sometimes, and she can also be really playful. Some of my fans can be a little obsessive. I’ve had to get on some about bringing treats for Dolly or trying to get her to come to them. The thought of her getting loose and running outside where fans might be enjoying the festival and running into someone who might think nothing of luring her away and keeping her like they would a signed poster or a cup I drank out of…I couldn’t risk that or risk the chance of her getting cornered by well-meaning deputies and trying to bite her way out, so I ran after her. I guess everyone ran after her.”
“Not everyone,” Bobby said, looking around the room, his gaze settling on the mirror. “Someone took advantage of the distraction to get in here and do this.” He frowned. “Why did your dog run off? Is that normal behavior for her?”
“Well, it’s not abnormal behavior for her,” Jolene said, grinning at her dog. “She has her little moments of energy bursts like a lot of dogs, but…I don’t know. It happened so fast.”
“There was a flower delivery,” Jessica said, pointing toward the yellow roses in the crystal vase sitting on the vanity. “I opened the door to take the delivery when Dolly Pawton nearly bowled me over to get out. She took off like a horse at the Kentucky Derby, and Peters and Simmons went after her.”
“I was afraid she’d either be afraid of the deputies chasing after her and get aggressive or think they were playing a game and run farther,” Jolene said apologetically. “So I ran after her too. Deputy Merkins went after me. She did her job. I know Lavon was a little hotheaded just now, but I don’t blame anyone here for this happening. Please don’t think that. I’m very grateful to have been invited to perform during the festival.”
“That’s very kind,” I said, smiling, “and don’t worry about it. I judge people based on their own behavior, not the behavior of others.” Although I did question why in the world such a beautiful, talented young woman would involve herself with someone so full of himself, something I could clearly tell within moments of meeting Lavon Jackson. He was a very attractive man, yes, but like Granny Gwen had said, he wasn’t all that handsome once he opened his mouth and let his personality out.
“Who is Tyler?” Bobby asked. He’d crossed over to the flower arrangement and looked at the card that came with the roses. 
“Oh.” Jolene seemed a little surprised, clearly not having seen the card yet to know who the flower arrangement had come from. Then she smiled softly as if remembering a fond memory. “Tyler Hawkins. He… we used to date but now we’re just really good friends.” 
“Hence the yellow for friendship?” I said.
She nodded. 
“So there’re no hard feelings between you and this Tyler Hawkins?” Bobby asked. 
“Oh, no.” Jolene made a face and waved her hand as if waving away a preposterous concept. “Tyler and I didn’t work out, but he wouldn’t do anything like this.”
Bobby looked pointedly at the word scrawled on the mirror. “Are you sure about that, Miss Smollett? Because that’s the kind of word a bitter ex might hurl at a woman, especially after she’s moved on to another boyfriend.”
“Jolene, please,” she replied, “and I’m sure. Tyler isn’t bitter, and he’s nowhere near here. Lavon isn’t the first guy I’ve dated since Tyler and I broke up, and that’s what we’re doing. Dating. The boyfriend declaration was an overreach he and I will be discussing later.” She blew out a breath and wrapped her arms around herself. “Sadly, that isn’t a word just a guy would use. Not in this business. I’ve been called much worse in social media comments. That’s why I avoid looking through them as much as possible.”
“Has anyone used this particular word against you before?” Bobby asked.
Jolene shrugged. “Maybe? Like I said, I rarely look through social media comments. I make my posts on my social media platforms to keep my name out there on everyone’s minds, and I go about my day. My assistant would know better than I about that.”
Bobby looked around. “And where is your assistant?”
Jolene glanced toward the door, now closed. “She went to grab some snacks from the vendors before this happened.”
“We’ll be sure to speak with her when she returns,” Bobby advised. “Is there anyone you can think of who might be upset with you enough to do something like this? Someone who might want to harm you or, at the very least, want to scare you?”
Jolene nibbled at her bottom lip, and, seeming to sense her distress, Dolly Pawton whined and padded over to her. Jolene kneeled down to pull the fluffy dog into a comforting hug, which was when Elvis Purrsley let out a series of meows and yowls. Dolly Pawton responded with a series of barks, and the two went back and forth a few times.
“These two seem to be having a little side chat of their own.” Jolene chuckled for a moment before sobering. “I can’t think of anyone I could one hundred percent point a finger at for doing this, but this is a competitive business, and, well…”
“There are competitors here,” I finished for her when she seemed hesitant to point her finger at anyone in particular. Maybe Lavon Jackson had a point about her being too nice, even if he’d been a jerk about it. I turned toward Bobby. “Jolene’s star is quickly rising, and that is enough motive for anyone competing for the same spot on the charts or just her level of fame in general. I noticed Trisha Carpenter and Cassie Vasquez when we neared the dressing room.”
“And Trace Sanders,” Jessica added. 
“Trace has been performing at the festival for years,” I informed her. “I’ve met him before. He’s a decent guy, and I doubt he views a young female singer as much of a threat as the other two young up-and-coming female country singers I mentioned.” 
“Maybe he doesn’t view her as a threat,” Jessica said, “but that doesn’t mean he likes all these younger singers stealing the spotlight that used to shine on him a whole lot brighter. Jolene is the headliner this year. Isn’t that a spot he’s held before? One he got knocked out of by younger singers he might think haven’t been around long enough to deserve it more than him?”
“That’s a good point,” Bobby said softly, likely thinking I wouldn’t agree given my feelings toward Jessica, but much to my annoyance, I had to give her credit.
“Yeah, that is a good point,” I muttered. “Although he’s never struck me as that kind of guy before, and this isn’t the first time he hasn’t been the headliner. He hasn’t been the headliner for years, actually.” The moment the words left my mouth, I got it. “Oh. I guess I can see how resentment could build up after enough years of that.”
“Have you had any run-ins with this year’s performers?” Bobby asked Jolene. 
Jolene nibbled at her bottom lip again, her gaze going toward the door. “Nothing directly, and nothing since I arrived in Yesteryear. Nothing I think would escalate to something like this.” 
“So, something did happen?” I asked, careful to keep my tone calm since Jolene seemed hesitant to speak out against any of her rivals and I didn’t want to spook her, but I doubted just trashing her dressing room and writing a terrible word on her mirror was all the person responsible for this act intended. “I respect your effort not to badmouth any of the other performers, but these other performers are your rivals. Didn’t your newest song knock Trisha Carpenter’s out of the top spot?” 
“Yes,” Jolene admitted, blowing out a breath as she stood, Dolly Pawton sitting obediently at her side. “And I can understand why you would consider her capable of this. I don’t want to point a finger at an innocent person, though. Enough barbs get thrown around in this industry, it takes very little for a rumor to be born and run rampant. I don’t want the blowback of accusing someone who had nothing to do with this and facing the wrath of the accused’s angry fans…or disappointing my own. Dolly Parton isn’t just a musical inspiration to me. She’s a role model. Dolly isn’t the type to start rumors or cause drama. I want to be as good of a person as Dolly.”
I smiled, understanding completely. Every day I asked myself if I was doing enough to be worthy of the legacy my great-aunt Della had left me. 
Elvis Purrsley yowled, and a moment later, Dolly Pawton perked up and let out a series of barks, whines, and growls. Elvis Purrsley answered with…wait. Elvis Purrsley answered. My mouth dropped open, realizing… the two pets were communicating. My crime-solving partner was on the case.
The two quieted just as a knock sounded at the door, and it was opened to reveal a petite, pale-skinned woman with dishwater blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. She wore a Jolene Smollett T-shirt, faded jeans, a baggy cardigan, and a pass on a lanyard around her neck that allowed complete access to the backstage area. She carried a drink holder with three drinks in one hand and a cardboard box with what looked like an assortment of festival food in the other. She looked around wide-eyed as Deputy Peters, one of the newer deputies in the department, guided her into the room. “This is Miss Smollett’s assistant, Amy Williams,” he announced, just before he was pushed aside and there behind him stood the crankiest man I’d ever met dressed in his usual attire of cheap suit and deep scowl.
“Surprise, surprise,” Detective Knotts said, glaring at me, then at Elvis Purrsley, who’d caught his attention by sneezing. “I knew I’d find you in here meddling the moment Peters called to tell me what happened.”
“He’s the head detective,” Deputy Peters said with an apologetic shrug as Bobby and Jessica glared at him. “I had to inform him of what happened.” 
“He’s a homicide detective,” Bobby said. “There hasn’t been a murder.”
“Not yet,” Knotts said, still glaring at me, “but anytime I find myself dealing with the two of you, it’s always a temptation.”






  
  CHAPTER THREE


“Jolene Smollett, this is Yesteryear’s head detective, Detective Bernie Knotts.” 
“Bernard,” he said, grunting out the word in a way only he could.
“But Bernie is so much friendlier,” I said with a saccharine-sweet smile I knew filled Knotts with an overwhelming urge to throttle me, “and we’re all very friendly here in Yesteryear, aren’t we, Detective Knotts?”
“Not everyone,” he muttered, taking in the state of the room. He glared at Bobby then me before he turned his attention to Jolene. He opened his mouth to speak to her directly, then stopped, noticing the assistant. “Who are you?”
“A…Amy Williams,” the young woman said, withering a little under Knotts’s hard glare.
“Amy is my assistant,” Jolene advised. “She was getting us something to eat when this occurred.”
“What happened?” Amy asked her, scanning the room. 
“Someone tore up the room while you were out and Dolly Pawton was chasing something,” Lavon Jackson said, answering the assistant as he reentered the room, and I sighed, wishing Knotts had closed the door behind him. “What’s taking so long?” 
Knotts shot an arm out, blocking Lavon from moving any closer to Jolene as he’d intended. “The detective just arrived on the scene,” he said. “Who are you?”
“Lavon is a friend,” Jolene said before Lavon could answer, and ignored the look he gave her to continue. “Lavon was with me when this happened. Lavon, please wait outside. It’s getting crowded in here, and this is all too much.” She gestured toward Amy. “You can explain this to Amy and eat if you’re still hungry. I’ve lost my appetite.”
“Are you sure? Baby, if you’re overwhelmed, I can stay and handle all of this.”
Dolly Pawton stood and growled low in her throat, black eyes laser-focused on Lavon. The room went silent, all of us watching. 
“Dolly, sweetie, stop that.” Jolene kneeled down by the poodle and gripped the back of the blinged-out collar she wore before looking up apologetically. “She doesn’t act like this often, unless it’s with strangers.”
“She’s your dog?” Knotts asked, receiving a nod in return. 
“The dog can stay, but everyone other than the dog and Miss Smollett, get out. Everybody,” he said louder, glaring at me as I opened my mouth to refuse. “It’s bad enough this crime scene has been contaminated by all these people, but you’re all getting in the way and clearly upsetting the dog, which is distracting the only person I’m concerned about.” 
“Actually, I’d feel better if Gracie Lynn and these two fine deputies stayed,” Jolene said, rising to a stand again now that Dolly Pawton had stopped growling. She gestured for everyone else to leave. Her assistant and Lavon—especially Lavon—seemed hesitant, but did as asked, with the actor muttering to the assistant and snatching one of the drinks from her. Jolene frowned, clocking that action, before she returned her attention to Knotts. “They were first on the scene, and, well, no offense, Detective Knotts; I’m sure you’re very good at your job, but according to what I’ve seen on the news and read, the last two big cases in this town were solved by Gracie Lynn.”
Elvis Purrsley yowled, upset to have been left out of his accolades. I sighed and scratched between his ears. “Actually, Elvis Purrsley was the detective officially hired to solve the last major case here. I was more like his assistant,” I added with a smile, a smile that grew as Knotts glared at me and grumbled under his breath about crazy people in crazy towns and their crazy animals. Jessica and Bobby both acquired a sudden need to cough into their fists, and Elvis Purrsley chose that moment to sneeze. 
“Must be the flowers,” Bobby said, bumping his chest with his fist as he cleared his throat and avoided the scowl Knotts hurled his way by turning his head my way and winking. 
There was a sudden commotion beyond the dressing room, then silence. A moment later, the door was opened by Deputy Peters, stationed just outside it, and the sheriff entered. 
“Ma’am,” he said, dipping his head in a nod toward Jolene, tipping his hat. “Charlie Weller, sheriff of Yesteryear.” He scanned the room, taking inventory of who stood in it before assessing what had occurred. He shook his head. “Awfully sorry about this, Miss Smollett, but we will get to the bottom of it. I see you’ve met our head detective, two of my best deputies, and our local sleuth, Miss Gracie Lynn Land, who I know is as upset by this as I am. This sort of thing doesn’t happen in Yesteryear.” His cheeks grew ruddy, and I didn’t have to guess why. That statement used to be one we could make with confidence, but there had been two murders here in not even half a year, and now a celebrity’s dressing room had been trashed. He cleared his throat. “You couldn’t ask for a better team to protect you and get to the bottom of this as soon as possible.” 
“Team?” Knotts shot a dark look my way before stepping closer to the sheriff and lowering his voice. “You mean Gates and Merkins will be on security detail while I investigate the matter.”
“Of course,” Sheriff Weller said before smiling brightly at Jolene. “Deputies Merkins and Gates will keep you safe while Yesteryear’s finest investigators find the culprit behind this incident. If you’ll excuse us for just a moment, Miss Smollett.”
Sheriff Weller jerked his head to the side, gesturing for me to follow him, and prodded Knotts toward the door, quickly griping back in a lowered voice when Knotts started fussing. The detective’s voice was low, but it was easy to tell he was complaining about my inclusion. 
Bobby raised his eyebrows in response to mine and smiled before gesturing with his head for me to do as ordered while he and Jessica stayed behind with Jolene. 
“Excuse us for just a moment,” I told her. I briefly debated leaving Elvis Purrsley in the room since I was pretty sure he’d been communicating with Dolly Pawton and might get more information out of her, but he tended to get upset if I left him out of anything, and taking him with me would save me from having to fill him in on whatever Weller said later. Knotts would also probably blow a gasket if I left Elvis Purrsley in the dressing room, claiming his presence in the room contaminated the scene. 
Weller and Knotts were already standing toe to toe, whispering harshly to each other when I joined them outside the room. I noted the scene outside Jolene’s dressing room. There were five dressing rooms in total. Jolene, Cassie Vasquez, Trisha Carpenter, and Trace Sanders had their own rooms, and the other dressing room farthest away from Jolene’s was shared between smaller and local acts. There was a rope between that room and the other four, and no one got beyond it without a VIP pass. 
There was a seating area in the corner where I saw Trace Sanders sitting, strumming his guitar as he watched the goings-on. Cassie Vasquez sat next to him and appeared to have been in conversation with him until they noticed us leave Jolene’s room. Trace nodded at me in greeting, and I nodded back. 
Trisha Carpenter, a short, well-endowed blonde who made up for her short stature with stiletto heels and miniskirts leaned against the doorway of her own dressing room, chomping on bubblegum and making no effort to hide the fact she was heavily invested in what was happening with Jolene. I wasn’t surprised the blonde country singer was curious, considering Jolene had taken her spot on the charts and was now headlining the same festival they were both performing at. 
Granny Gwen sat on an ottoman in the seating area, chatting away with Amy while Lavon Jackson talked animatedly on his cell phone. Whoever he was speaking with, they appeared to be receiving an earful of hostility. Deputy Simmons, a thirty-something spectacled sandy-haired man of average height and build who’d been with the department longer than Bobby stood nearby, keeping an eye on the soap opera star who had no doubt been a pain in his behind since getting thrown out of the room. Behind the rope separating the rest of the backstage area from the VIP dressing rooms, a crowd had formed and was being held back by two other deputies. 
Sheriff Weller sighed as I reached him, and took off his hat to rake his fingers through his graying hair. “Miss Land, thank you for joining us. As I was just advising Knotts, this is a big mess. I barely listen to anything this generation calls music, and even I know who Jolene Smollett is. We’ve had two murders occur here in not even a full year. Between that, the hoopla surrounding Della Mae’s death and how she left everything to her cat—” he paused long enough to look down at Elvis Purrsley and shake his head—“and the eagerness to read the autobiography everyone knows is on the way, Yesteryear doesn’t need any further drama. We definitely don’t need another negative cloud hanging over another festival.” 
“No argument from me on that,” I agreed easily, still smarting over the fact the first festival I’d been in charge of after Della Mae’s passing had been plagued by a murder that occurred of the town’s reigning fried peanut butter and banana sandwich eating champion. “Is this that bad though? Obviously, I’m not happy our star performer’s dressing room was vandalized, but after what happened during the last festival, this seems small in comparison.” 
“So far,” Sheriff Weller said. “And we don’t want this to get any worse, which is why you’re going to have to suck down that ego of yours, Knotts. I wouldn’t have accepted your transfer here if I didn’t think you were competent, but the fact remains Gracie Lynn solved the last two major cases we had here.” 
“She got lucky,” Knotts snapped. “She doesn’t know what she’s doing. She just bumbled into solving those cases.”
“Maybe she did just get lucky,” Sheriff Weller snapped, “but what did you do? You didn’t solve the cases. If plumb good luck is how she solved those two cases, then I’ll take her good luck.”
“And Jolene Smollett asked for me to stay when you wanted to question her,” I pointed out. “She likes me, and she seemed excited to meet me. I might not be a superstar singer or anything like that, but people loved my great-aunt, they’re fascinated by her, and they’re intrigued by Elvis Purrsley. She’ll talk to me. That’s why I was able to solve those cases,” I said, softening my tone. Yes, Knotts got on my nerves. He was hostile and treated me like some country bumpkin who couldn’t find her own rear end, but it couldn’t feel that great taking a job in a new town only to have an amateur solve your first two serious cases before you did. And it wasn’t like anyone knew of my secret weapon. I had a bit of an unfair advantage with a talking cat who could creep around places people couldn’t get into and eavesdrop easily. And if my hunch was correct…talk to other animals to get info neither I nor Knotts could possibly get ourselves. 
“I’m not taking you off the case, Knotts. I’m just giving you a partner. Heck, I thought she was a pain in the backside too when she started nosing around in Della Mae’s murder investigation.” Sheriff Weller had the grace to blush. “No offense, Gracie Lynn, but you’re not a trained detective, and you can’t fault anyone for doubting the claim of murder coming from a dead woman who’d left her estate to her cat.” He frowned at Elvis Purrsley after the cantankerous cat hissed at him. “Creepy cat as it is,” he murmured before continuing. “Gracie Lynn has a gift. You may think it’s a curse, but all I know is she’s solved two big cases, and she solved them both pretty quickly without costing my department a dime. And she’s a bit of a celebrity in her own right. We’re dealing with a famous country singer who will probably be a lot more open to working with Gracie Lynn than anyone here, more likely to share personal information with a fellow woman who knows about being in the limelight.”
“I wouldn’t really say I know a lot about—”
“You know enough,” Sheriff Weller cut me off. “Your face has been all over the entertainment news since Della left everything to that cat and left the cat to you. Then you went and solved her murder, drawing even more attention to yourself. Once her autobiography comes out, you’re going to be front-page news all over again. You’re a celebrity just by being Della Mae’s relative and owning that cat.” 
“She’s not a detective.” Knotts pinched the bridge of his nose. “This is a simple case of vandalism, easily solved by a seasoned detective. Miss Land got lucky on those murder cases because she personally knew the victims and knows the townspeople better than I do. I will give her credit for that. This is a totally different kind of case. We’re probably looking at a case of celebrity stalking or an obsessed fan who got angry because that woman refused to sign an autograph. Without knowing those involved personally, what help is Miss Land going to be?” 
“That woman’s name is Jolene Smollett, and she hasn’t seemed anything but nice in the short time I’ve had to speak with her,” I said, “which is why I will be helpful. You’re a mean old grouch, Bernie, and you rub people the wrong way. Jolene Smollett has been victimized, and you just want to grill her so you can solve this crime and wipe your hands of it. You have no personal touch, no politeness.” 
“No politeness?” He scoffed. “I distinctly remember you conniving your way into a widow’s home before her husband’s body had even been removed to grill her. That’s pretty rude.” 
“The murderer, you mean? And I didn’t grill her. I offered her comfort and support while simultaneously getting information pertinent to the case. Something you couldn’t do because face it, Bernie, people like me. They find me easy to talk to. No one finds you easy to talk to. Furthermore, it’s my town, and I’ll do what I want, so regardless of whether I’m officially or unofficially on this case, I’m going to make sure Jolene Smollett is safe and comfortable in my town. I’m going to snoop and I’m going to ask questions. I’m going to be in your way…unless you work with me. Aren’t you a little tired of working against me only to end up listening to me recap how I cracked the case before you, or is the third time really the charm? Because we can just make this number three.”
“It’s Bernard,” he growled. “Or Detective Knotts.”
“It’s partner,” Sheriff Weller said, “because the two of you are going to suck up your animosity toward one another and work this case together. Knotts, you’ll do it if you want to keep your job. Gracie Lynn…” Sheriff Weller’s eyes softened as they focused on me. “You’ll do it because you love this town, and I know you respect the legacy passed down to you. Jolene Smollett is a rising star who could bring us a lot of publicity. Whether that publicity is favorable or not depends on how we handle this matter, wouldn’t you agree?” 
I nodded. “We used to say Yesteryear was the safest town in America with our heads held high. Now with two murders and whatever this was, I can’t hold my head all that high
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