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      What's at the theater? A deadly production!

      A murdered actor in a traveling production sparks a new Sleuthing Granny Gang investigation. Zella, Fairmont, and the nosy ladies of White Sage have to find the killer before their friend Monique or her boyfriend are arrested. The SGG only have a few days to solve the murder or the production of Twelfth Night will be cancelled and White Sage's fall tourist season ruined.

      Join Zella, Fairmont, and the gang on their latest great adventure!
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      The day is crisp and cool.

      The air is damp and holds the scent of animals in the grass and bushes and trees.

      Zella is happy.

      Luke is happy.

      There are so many scents to smell. There are squirrels to chase and birds to stalk and bugs to hunt.

      I don’t play my favorite game, but death makes Zella sad so that’s okay. I hunt bugs and birds and squirrels instead.

      Life is good.

      “Fairmont! Leave the squirrel alone.”

      I give the fluffy-tailed rodent one last look, staring hard when it chirps at me, then go inside for the pets and praise I know are waiting.
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      Fall had arrived, thank the heavens.

      Austin summers were hotter than the little town of White Sage’s, likely a result of all the concrete and asphalt and disproportionately small areas of green space in the city. But since I hadn’t spent nearly as much time outside before I’d moved away from the city, I hadn’t noticed the heat as much.

      In White Sage, I lived an entirely different sort of life.

      Nowadays, I ran in the neighborhood and downtown, instead of at a climate-controlled gym or on the fancy treadmill I’d sold before I moved.

      But that was just one small difference. My entire lifestyle had changed, starting with Fairmont’s adoption. Fairmont’s entry to my life had sparked a chain reaction of decisions resulting in a new town, new friends, new attitudes about life and living, a stronger relationship with my adult children—and a new boyfriend.

      I grinned as I rinsed my coffee mug and put it in the dishwasher. Luke McCord. How had I managed to find an amazing man who was single, had no hang-ups about dating a woman who was older than him, and had the patience to wait for a bitter divorcée to realize all men weren’t like her ex?

      It was a minor miracle. Especially, the waiting. It wasn’t as if White Sage’s sheriff didn’t have plenty of enthusiastic women eager for the opportunity to date him. Before he’d declared himself taken, he’d been the most eligible bachelor in town.

      After shutting the dishwasher, I glanced out the window over my kitchen sink to make sure Fairmont was still behaving himself in the backyard and wasn’t getting too hot.

      I tapped the glass then cracked it open about two inches. “Fairmont! Leave the squirrel alone.”

      He stared hard as the squirrel fluffed its tail and chittered, then clambered up a tree. Once his prey was high in the branches, he turned away and headed for the back door.

      When I let him inside, I couldn’t help but notice how self-satisfied he appeared. What mischief had he been up to beyond squirrel stalking?

      He trotted to his dog bed in the corner of the kitchen and plopped down on top of it with a sigh. Another sign it was cooling off. In the summer, he eschewed his bed for the cooler tile floor.

      I pointed a finger at him. “We’ve talked about your squirrel obsession.”

      He blinked back innocently, but I’d swear his stubby tail wagged harder when I said “squirrel.” His vocabulary seemed to only grow the longer we lived together. He probably had picked up on the word, given how often I mentioned them.

      I was especially glad for the cooling weather since it meant I could once again bring Fairmont with me out and about town. It was hardly fair to rely on the squirrel population to entertain him.

      White Sage was fairly dog-friendly, but even when he was allowed inside the places I was going, in the summer it meant loading him in a hot car and coping with high temps and potentially minimal shade at our destination.

      I hadn’t realized how little I left him home alone until late spring and the sweltering heat hit. We’d both adjusted, but I knew I hadn’t been happy about it. Fairmont was always a trouper when I left him at the house with a chew or a stuffed food toy, but I couldn’t imagine he enjoyed the change to our schedule.

      Now that he was rejoining me on outings, that meant that he could run errands with me and visit friends. He could even, theoretically, help solve crimes. If there happened to be any that the Sleuthing Granny Gang, the name I’d given my all-too-inquisitive group of mostly senior friends, couldn’t stay away from.

      The SGG had been relatively quiet for several months now. It had been a relief. We’d been much too involved in the criminal underbelly of White Sage. A phrase that would have made me laugh when I first decided to move here.

      A year ago, I hadn’t even known White Sage had an underbelly, let alone a criminal one.

      Then again, I also hadn’t known my newly adopted pet had been trained as a human remains detection and trailing dog in his previous, preadoption life.

      My phone rang, startling me. I’d been a half second from wandering down dark mental paths that involved drugs, domestic violence, extortion, and murder. Because people were people were people. Whether in large cities or small towns, there were good people, troubled people, greedy people, generous people. There were all kinds in Austin, and here was no different.

      So yes, even White Sage had a dark underbelly.

      I glanced at the caller ID as I picked up my cell. “Hi, Geraldine.”

      Geraldine wasn’t just a friend; she was also Luke’s mother. Unlike my ex’s parents, hers was a call I was always happy to take.

      “Are you enjoying the reprieve from the heat?” she asked.

      “Funny you should mention it, I was just thinking it was getting cool enough to start letting Fairmont tag along with me again.”

      He looked up from his dog bed when I said his name. I patted my leg, encouraging him to come with me as I moved into the living room.

      “Exactly. Now that the tourists won’t scorch themselves to burnt crisps, activities in White Sage are going to pick up. Zella, welcome to White Sage’s official fall tourist season.”

      Odd. I’d lived here over a year and didn’t remember there being a “season” for tourism.

      “How did I miss it last year? I moved here in September.” I sat down on my favorite spot on the sofa, the end where I kept a footstool. This was sounding like it might be a long conversation. Fairmont jumped up next to me and curled into a ball by my side.

      “Right. It’s new. I started working on it late last winter.”

      “You started working on White Sage’s fall tourist season?” I was so confused. How did one create a season of tourism?

      “Of course. I want to expand the Hiker’s Second Home, but to keep more cabins filled, I need more overnight traffic in the area. Traffic that preferably isn’t interested in water sports or fishing, because I’m too far from the lakes.”

      Geraldine was the owner of a tiny house community that catered to short-term rentals. Up till now, her clientele had been primarily hikers visiting a nearby state park.

      “There’s not a fall tourist season.” She made a disappointed sound, so I quickly added, “Or there wasn’t. So you’re creating one.”

      “Exactly! We had a few events sprinkled on the calendar, but we didn’t have a proper season. I worked with the chamber of commerce to come up with a schedule: one anchor event each month, with smaller events on the other weekends. We’re rotating interests, so there’s a little of everything each month.”

      “An anchor event being a bigger-ticket item.” I ran my hand down Fairmont’s side. His stub wiggled frantically each time I got near the base of his tail but he didn’t move otherwise.

      “It’s a bigger event, but not necessarily more expensive. With some grants, fundraising, and sponsorships, we’ve managed to get the costs covered for a few of the larger events. We have a theater troupe in town now for an outdoor performance of Twelfth Night this weekend. Entry is free with a nonperishable donation to the food bank. That’s just one example of one of our bigger anchor events.”

      Not that I was a fan of theater or knew anything about it, but an outdoor production of Shakespeare sounded like a massive undertaking. An expensive one. I knew it was happening—Geraldine and the other chamber of commerce members had done a good job promoting the event—but I hadn’t realized she’d been instrumental in bringing the production to town or that it was part of some grander scheme to create a tourist season and thereby grow her business.

      Once again I was reminded of how entrepreneurial the people of White Sage could be. Austinites thought the smaller rural towns surrounding the city were quaint and sleepy. Little did they know how much hustle was involved in keeping towns like White Sage alive and thriving.

      “How did you manage to find a troupe that White Sage could afford?” Because whatever she said about fundraising and such, I knew there was a cap to how much the town could drum up to pay for the production.

      I was also curious as to why she hadn’t asked me to sponsor the production.

      “They’re Canadian. It’s already getting cold up there, so I pitched the weather here and helped them to book some other gigs all around the state. Small-town Texas is about to be introduced to Shakespeare, Canadian-style. They’ll thank me, I’m sure.”

      I laughed. “Probably. But that’s it? You found a production you could afford by appealing to their desire to escape the cold?”

      “They made the first contact, so I knew they’d be open to some negotiation. But no, it wasn’t just a weather pitch. We’re paying them, obviously, and I’m also putting them up at the Hiker as a part of the deal, so their housing costs are covered for the week. And don’t discount White Sage Chamber of Commerce’s contact list. We helped the troupe book seven productions across Texas.”

      “An entire theater troupe. Here in White Sage.” With actors and, gosh, I didn’t even know what all else. A director? A costume person? There wouldn’t be light and sound and such, but surely it took an army to put on a theatrical production.

      “Don’t sound so surprised, Zella. You should know by now not to underestimate the talents of a motivated small-business owner.”

      “Very true,” I agreed. Since Geraldine wasn’t one to call just to chat, my best guess was that she wanted some boots-on-the-ground help of some sort, so I said, “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “So glad that you asked.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “Since we’re not ticketing this event, we don’t have a good gauge of the expected attendance. Neither to the afternoon production of Twelfth Night nor to the morning festival. We’re working on future solutions to that problem, but for now, we’re working a bit in the dark.”

      “You want help with last-minute advertising?” Today was Tuesday, and the festival and outdoor show were happening on Saturday. There was still time, but—

      “No, no. Nothing like that. We’ve been getting the word out, here in town and in the city and the surrounding towns. We even have some outreach targeting Houston and Dallas.”

      “That sounds fabulous. I wouldn’t be surprised if the turnout was great.”

      “Exactly! You’ve hit the nail on the head. What I need are more volunteers on Saturday. We need the water stations monitored, the trash cleared regularly, programs handed out, and as many friendly smiles as we can manage to greet and direct visitors.”

      I glanced at Fairmont as I quietly sighed. “You threw the trash collection in just to make the job handing out programs sound more appealing.”

      Geraldine chuckled. “So you’ll do it? Helen’s already agreed.”

      “Of course she has.” I didn’t even try to temper the wryness of my tone. Helen might be in her seventies, but my friend had more energy than that pink battery bunny from the commercials. “And yes, you know you can rely on me. But Geraldine, please tell me you’ve hired a service to collect trash throughout the day.”

      “Darling, naturally. You know Ed, who does the porta-potties? He’s handling that.”

      I shook my head. As If I wouldn’t have agreed. But she was right: this way I was thankful not to be on trash duty. Thank you, Ed.

      “One other thing, Zella. Can I sign you up to host a meal or two for the troupe? It needn’t be anything more than pizza or sandwiches. The dietary restriction list they provided was minimal. I’m trying to keep their expenses down, so I’m getting as many meals sponsored by local donors as possible. I’ve left it a bit late organizing it all, because the chamber didn’t have the idea until after they’d arrived yesterday. Angela from Catie’s Cupcakes has breakfast and midafternoon snacks for the week covered. She’s doing muffins for the mornings and cupcakes for the afternoons. But I’ve still got a few lunches and dinners left.”

      She explained that the troupe had arrived yesterday evening and that they’d be in rehearsals Tuesday through Friday as they adjusted their production to the stage White Sage had provided. Then on Saturday, the play would follow the morning festival. They’d take a day of rest on Sunday, then they were off to their next location on Monday morning.

      It was all so clever. The festival vendors had been encouraged to embrace a
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