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Chapter One
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Azaleas crowded around the foundation of The Painted Lady Inn, a three-story restored Victorian, while geraniums and petunias added a bit of red and purple from their terra cotta containers lining the walk. The aroma of freshly cut grass permeated the neighborhood, and a light breeze jangled the wind chime. Unfortunately, it sounded nothing like the theme song from Donna’s favorite detective show it had been advertised to resemble. For that to happen, there would have to be a full orchestra to join in with the tinkling. Donna, a fiftyish blonde showing her age a little, but preferring not to have anyone point it out, watered the hanging baskets.

A familiar sedan slowed in front of the inn and stopped. Recognizing her favorite and only sister-in-law, Maria, Donna waved and put down her watering pot before hurrying down the steps.

“You’re here!” Donna called. “Where’s my favorite girl?”

“Here I am,” Maria offered with a smirk that drew attention to her amused, dark eyes.

“Not you, silly.” Donna laughed and opened the passenger back door. “Baby Cici.”

“Aunt Donnie!” a chubby-cheeked toddler sporting a cowgirl shirt and dark curls yelled from her car seat while kicking. “Not baby.”

At two years old, technically, she wasn’t a baby, but the family referred to her as such to distinguish her from her namesake, her grandmother, Cecilia. “Of course not, you’re a big girl,” Donna agreed as she reached to unsnap Cici from her car seat—but before she could, her niece did it herself.

Glancing at Maria, she cleared her throat. “Is this something new?”

“Yep. Unfortunately, she’s getting big fast.” Maria grimaced. “She keeps both me and Daniel on the run. Cecilia has the nerve to hint for a little brother.”

“Brother! Brother!” Cici chanted as Donna helped her from the car.

“How about a sister?” Donna offered, knowing the little rascal would demand both.

“Sister?” Cici echoed. “Sister!”

Maria swung open the car door and pulled her tote bag out before grimacing. “Thanks, Donna, especially after I did all the research for your gift bags.”

“No problem,” Donna teased, putting the toddler on the ground and holding her hand for the walk to the inn. An excited barking came from the house. “Jasper is barking hello.”

“Jasper,” Cici cooed and broke into a run, forcing Donna to awkwardly jog beside her while half bent over, holding the toddler’s hand. They trotted up the stairs, through the window-flanked front door, and greeted an aging puggle who channeled all his energy into his wagging tail.

Once safely inside, Donna released Baby Cici’s hand, confident she’d be safe inside the inn, yet uncertain how safe her breakable décor would be. Maria entered after them with a sigh. “Now you know what my life is like. You just had a two-minute preview.”

“True,” Donna agreed and arched an eyebrow. “You happen to be much younger than me.”

“Technically, yes.” Maria shook her head with a rueful smile. “Sometimes, I feel as if I’m seventy. However, not the Instagram seventy-year-old in a wet suit ready to explore a shipwreck. More like the granny with a tissue hanging out of her sweater sleeve, sitting in a rocker.”

“I hear you. Don’t ever use that image around Cecilia, though. Mother keeps hinting she’s sixty, which would make us practically twins. Let me go get the toy basket for Cici and we can look over what you found.”

A few moments later, both women were drinking coffee around the kitchen island with Cici nearby, alternately playing with foam shapes and patting an adoring Jasper.

“How about that one?” Maria pointed to the laptop screen with a chipped nail.

A tiny gun keychain in a variety of colors from black to shocking pink were displayed. “Uh, I don’t know.” Donna pursed her lips. “Do you think a gun keychain sends the right vibe?”

“Are you kidding?” Maria sucked her lips in before saying, “It’s a murder convention.”

“Not exactly.” Donna reached for her coffee and took a fortifying sip. “It’s a true crime convention. There will be all sorts of speakers, including true crime podcasters, detectives, private eyes, and even a few criminal lawyers.”

Maria cleared her throat. “I know. I did the research. I also know they won’t be talking about kids spray-painting graffiti or people having their lawn furniture stolen. In the true crime business, murder sells.”

“You’re right.” Donna released a slow breath. “Maybe we should get them in bright colors so they won’t be mistaken for a real gun.”

“They’re two-and-a-half inches long.”

“Just the type of spy gun that James Bond would use. No one would expect it.”

“Okay.” Maria picked up her pen and made a few notes on a nearby paper. “How about the lighted magnifying glass?”

“That’s a win. Not only would it work for small print, but the fact that it’s lit would also serve people in those dark, fancy restaurants. I can never see the menu.”

“You go to a lot of dark restaurants,” Maria teased, well aware of how fussy Donna could be when it came to food.

“Not as many as I would like. You know what I say—”

Before Donna could finish her sentence, Maria did. “If the food isn’t as good or better as something I could make, what’s the purpose of going out to eat?”

They both chuckled. Cici’s request to go potty sent Maria rushing with her child in tow for the closest bathroom. Using the interruption to go back to the Murder Con website to check out the listed speakers, Donna lingered over the logo of a man-shaped silhouette in an open door with a body and a puddle of blood in the foreground. Perhaps they did go for the murder angle rather aggressively. It explained Maria’s attitude.

The side screen door clattering as it closed meant only one thing: hubby Mark, a local detective, must have come back for a coffee. He complained the stuff at the station could serve as grout. Slipping off her bar stool, she pulled out an apple strudel muffin, and on second thought, pulled out two more. With Maria insisting on a particular diet for the youngest family member, she had probably brought along unsweetened apple sauce or Greek yogurt made from grass-fed milk from serene bovines. Well, the rest of them could load up on caffeine and sugar.

Mark strolled into the kitchen with his salt-and-pepper hair a little rumpled, which signaled he’d been running his hands through it in frustration. The poor dear—he often became aggravated with people doing stupid stuff since his entire job consisted of trying to repair the damage from all the stupid people. She kissed him on the cheek. “Morning, sweetie. What’s upsetting you?”

He grunted. “This absurd true crime convention. You know about it?”

“Absolutely.” She beamed at him and placed the muffins on a plate, which she placed in the microwave. “The inn is booked up.”

“Figures.” He crossed his arms and his face arranged itself in the same lines he had when he told a suspect their fingerprints were found on the murder weapon. “Did you know they’re planning to stage a crime for the participants to solve?”

“No.” Her brows went down as she considered the possibility. “Is there a prize?”

Mark shot his hands up in the air. “Prize! That’s all you got from that statement?” He stomped over to the coffee maker and poured himself a cup, muttering about companies and idiotic promotions.

Knowing her husband disliked anything that messed with the methodical order of the town, she responded to the ding of the microwave, removed the plate, and set it on the island. “You never mentioned if there was a prize.”

Taking two fingers, Mark rubbed the furrow between his shaggy brows. “Yes, there is a prize. Ten thousand dollars. Just enough money to bring out the crazies.”

Maria entered the room carrying Cici, who squealed when she spotted Mark.

Taking a seat at the island, balancing her child on one hip, Maria asked, “What’s this about the crazies?”

“Oh, you know, out-of-towners stirring up trouble. Tourists. The usual.” Donna shrugged and gestured to the muffins and then passed out napkins. “Plates?”

At twin head shakes, Donna resumed her seat and watched with interest as Maria tore up her muffin into small pieces and fed half of it to her daughter. It looked as if the salt-free sugar-free diet was history, or maybe Maria was just distracted.

A loud harumph signaled Mark’s feelings on the subject. As if they couldn’t guess, he elaborated, swinging his arm wide. “Just a parade of people who make a living off talking about murderers and those who love to hear such nonsense. What kind of…”

Donna sniffed, crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes, imagining how the sentence might end.

“Not you, honey,” Mark quickly replied. His cheeks flushed red as he stammered, “You’re normal-ish. You know what I mean.”

“Ha!” She crossed her arms and gave a curt nod. “I’m not sure if normal is a good thing in Legacy. As for true crime, it’s the mystery, not the crime itself, that interests me. Besides, you know they’re going to enact a crime, which you already know is fake. What could possibly go wrong?”


Chapter Two
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The strident buzz of the alarm clock had Donna slapping the bedside table to no avail. She kept forgetting the alarm clock reigned as past technology. Now her hubby programmed his phone to the most annoying sound possible and maximized the volume since he was a heavy sleeper. The assault on her ears continued, along with Mark’s snoring. A hint of light crept around the edges of the blinds—not full sunrise, but that shimmering moment just before.

“Good gravy,” she grumbled as she scrambled over the prone figure of her sleeping husband to reach his phone and turn it off. Grabbing the phone, she silenced it while half lying on her husband, who grunted, “Should I ask?”

“Your alarm.” She rolled to her side of the bed, sat up, placed her feet on the rug, and stood. “I’m not sure why you set it when you simply ignore it.”

“That’s easy.” Mark managed a raspy chuckle. “It wakes you up and that’s all I need. If you’re up, I know I’ll be up.”

On that note, she snapped on the bedside light. Donna huffed as she belted her robe and smoothed her hands over her hair. It would have to do for now. Besides, the guests wouldn’t arrive until later today. “You’re lucky I’m crazy about you. Every time that alarm goes off, I just about have a heart attack. What kind of alarm is it anyway?”

“Biohazard.” He sat up, yawned, and stretched.

“A biohazard alarm?” Her eyebrows flew upward. “Why not just have sirens?” Donna teased as she padded toward the door.

“Nah, wouldn’t work. It would just feel like part of a work dream. All last night, I kept dreaming about everything that could possibly go wrong with the con.”

Since she had her back to her husband, Donna rolled her eyes. The man worried. Still, as a detective, it was his job to troubleshoot possibilities to prevent them from becoming realities. “We’ve done the con route before, remember? Gen Con?”

“Exactly. A dead guy with a rubber unicorn mask on at the foot of the inn stairs.”

“Ah, right.” She shook her head. “Not the best example. But we’ve done plenty of events. What about that baking contest, huh?”

She cast a knowing look over her shoulder. No one had died at the inn that time.

“Two dead. One poisoned,” Mark commented while standing and reaching for his robe. “I could do with no murders, real or pretend.”

A plan sparked when her hubby had mentioned the contest the night before, especially the talk of the prize money. While the inn had been her dream throughout her nursing career, all she’d visualized were guests oohing and aahing over her apple crumb cake or the fresh flowers in their room. Maybe even waxing nostalgic about their wonderful trip to the North Carolina seashore at The Painted Lady Inn. Somehow, she overlooked what a money suck the inn could be or that the guests wore out things at twice the rate she anticipated. A little extra money would allow her to purchase a new industrial washer and dryer. It took forever to wash sheets for eight beds since one room included two beds. Occasionally, she even had the rollout cot in use.

“Oh.” Donna pursed her lips as she considered that being the wife of a detective should mean a little extra in the information department. “Have you heard anything about where the pretend murder might happen?”

Mark padded over to his wife and whispered in her ear, “You’re out of luck, babe.”

Fluttering her eyelashes at the use of babe, she cooed back, “I don’t know what you mean,” and swung open the door. She tried to ignore his laughter as she strolled to the kitchen and turned on the coffeemaker that she’d prepped the night before.

After showering and gulping down a cup of aromatic Sumatran coffee, Mark glanced at the number on his ringing phone and announced, “Work. Got to take it.”

“Of course, you do.” Donna reached for the multigrain toast, assembled a breakfast sandwich, and wrapped it in foil. She knew the drill. No leisurely breakfasts together, especially with hundreds, possibly thousands of people descending on the city. As Mark ended the call, Donna handed him the sandwich and kissed his cheek.

“You’re the best,” he enthused with a wide, toothy grin. “I’m the envy of all the other guys who have to make do with a stale donut.”

Even though he’d said the same thing a few dozen times, Donna never grew tired of it. “You remember that. Also, keep your ears open for information about the murder contest.”

“You betcha.” He winked. “So far, I know zilch. It could be they don’t want me to know because I’d spill the beans to my super-sleuth wife who doesn’t need any help, or they haven’t even planned it yet. It’s supposed to happen on the last day of the con.”

“Good planning on their part since it will mean participants will stay for the entire con. Most show up for Saturday, then leave.” She wagged her index finger. “All the same, keep your ears open.”

“Trust me,” he answered with a nod. “I want to know about the staged murder more than you do. I need to prevent absolute chaos. Town residents calling 911. The EMTs rushing out to the scene. I’ll be listening. You do the same.”

Donna gave a playful salute and tried to click her heels together, which didn’t work when barefooted. The side door slammed behind Mark, causing Jasper to look hopefully at Donna—or more accurately at the counter where a few strips of bacon rested.

A lively knock sounded before Sonya, her housekeeping assistant, strolled into the room still clad in her kitty-Buddha pajamas. The slender woman could have easily worked as a spy. Sonya tended to be so average that she could have been mistaken for anyone or no one. Except when she opened her mouth, then she became truly memorable. Sonya fancied herself a psychic—the type that predicted the end of the world or the end of snack food.

She went to the cabinet, withdrew a white ceramic mug, poured herself a cup of coffee and, much to Jasper’s distress, picked up a piece of bacon before saying, “I saw a dark cloud hovering over the town of Legacy. Something evil this way comes.”

Used to her assistant’s theatrics, Donna sighed. “Wasn’t that a Ray Bradbury story?”

“Maybe.” Sonya shrugged. “Doesn’t make it any less true.”


Chapter Three
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Morning light illuminated the kitchen while Donna eyed her pajama-clad household assistant who had boosted herself up on the high stool next to the kitchen island. With guests showing up, the gift bags needed to be picked up early while she and Maria tweaked the rooms. Normally, room duty fell on Sonya. This time, though, Donna wanted to make sure everything was social media perfect and ready to be spread across the Internet as the perfect place to stay. Reservations would pour in and she’d have to decide who to turn away. So much better than accepting Civil War reenactors who got up at four in the morning and expected a heartier breakfast than any soldier could have expected.

Jasper stretched and clicked around Sonya for an entirely different reason. Sonya waved the bacon as if conducting an orchestra, then took several small bites before flipping the remaining inch of bacon into the air. His nose up and front feet slightly off the ground, Jasper snapped up the prize.

Donna laughed. For an old dog, Jasper never missed out on a treat. “Well, I was going to tell you not to feed Jasper any bacon.” She blew out a breath. “Since it’s too late, here’s what I need you to do.”

Pressing her hands together, Sonya gave a formal bow while saying in a dramatic tone, “I live to serve.”

Not hardly. Donna knew better than to say as much. In a coastal town like Legacy, businesses battled for hired help. The chain hotels and franchises could offer benefits. All Donna could offer besides a little over minimum wage was meals, the makeshift bedroom next to the laundry, and free Internet, which wasn’t even enough for a typical college student. After Tennyson, her former helper left, Donna decided she could live with the dramatic and the occasional psychic forecast.

“Good.” Donna smirked. “I’m going to do the once-over on the rooms myself. That lets you have the fun job of socializing with the locals while picking up the items for the gift bags, flowers, and groceries. Make sure to pick up the groceries last. I don’t want anything getting too hot.”

A sigh served as a response as Sonya slipped from her stool and inspected the fridge. She held out a wrapped cheese Danish. “Can I have this?”

“Yes,” Donna answered.

“How about this?” Sonya held up a macadamia and white chocolate muffin. “And this?” She asked this while tucking the muffin under her chin and flourishing a raspberry tart.

“Yes. Pick whatever one you want.”

Sonya carried the three selected items to the island and continued breakfast. Donna topped off her cup of coffee while mentally wondering who was getting the best deal out of the assistant job. Before she could come to a conclusion, the side door swung open, letting in the sound of Carolina wrens serenading one another or conducting a boisterous discussion—it was hard to tell with wrens. A pair had nested in the tree in the back yard, taking advantage of the nearby birdfeeder. A regular B and B for the avian set.

Maria came in talking, which was typical for her. Pushing back a swath of wavy, dark hair, she queried, “Have you checked your email?”

Assuming the question was for her, Sonya replied, “I did. However, there was no reply from Master Simon, the headmaster of the school for psychics. He must not have liked my inquiry about a scholarship.”

“Probably not,” Maria agreed and nodded in Donna’s direction. “Madam Goodegg and company should be here shortly. I was hoping I would make it here before she did.”

Donna slapped a hand onto her sleep-mussed hair. “Good gravy! We’ll have to act fast. Where’s Baby Cici?”

“At your mother and Simon’s. When I saw the message, I knew we had to shift into overdrive. Tell me what suite Goodegg has and I’ll start on it.”

Grabbing coffee cups and dirty dishes and shoving them into the dishwasher, Donna tossed the words over her shoulder. “The double on the third floor with the skinny side room, which will serve for her assistant, Ms. Abara. The promoter’s name is Hardegg and from what I heard she came by it naturally, climbing up the rickety ladder of promotions and squashing a few fingers in the process.”

Sonya placed her forearms on the island surface surrounding her breakfast and chewed faster. It didn’t take psychic powers to know she should leave now. Carrying her loaded plate and cup, she headed to her room to dress.

With the dishwasher started, Donna darted into her room to dress and run a brush through her short blonde bob before donning a ruffled flowered apron. Most people expected certain attire from innkeepers. Men, however, could get away with button-down shirts or cardigans. Women over forty showed up in aprons—not whimsical ones, but flowered or gingham ones. Ruffles just took it a step up.

Both Maria and Donna scampered up the stairs, bypassing the recently installed elevator that moved about as fast as maple sap in February. As they climbed the stairs, Maria peppered Donna with questions, knowing her sister-in-law would have done a thorough background check. “What did you find out about bad egg?”

“It’s Hardegg.”

A light, lilting laughter floated behind Maria as she moved upward. “I know. Just teasing.”

No wonder Maria was such a good complement to her practical joker of a brother, Daniel. When they reached the second-floor landing, Donna slipped over to the open lounge area outfitted with a clean-lined loveseat, two side chairs, a bentwood rocker, and a live palm. A small dining table with four chairs sat near the kitchenette area with a sink, microwave, and fridge. The original purpose of the area was to keep people from eating in their rooms and provide an informal meeting area. She popped open the fridge, taking note of the contents and what needed replacing. Early on, Donna discovered people assumed inns differed from hotels in the aspect that you ate whatever you could find. This resulted in her stocking the lounges with snacks while locking up her kitchen cupboards and basement storeroom to prevent midnight snacker raids.

“We’re going to need some more sparkling waters and Cheerwine.” She sniffed. “No one touched the orange sodas or that cold brew coffee you insisted I buy.”

“Different guests. Different tastes.” Maria crinkled her nose. “If one group doesn’t gobble them up, another one will. So, tell me the deets about your guests.”

This pulled a grimace from Donna, who disliked the habit of using abbreviated common words. Come to think of it, deets and details only differed by two letters—not exactly a time saver. She closed the fridge door and headed to the stairs, ready to tackle the next flight. “I’ll try.” She shook her head. “With Chelsea Hardegg, it’s a bit of a puzzle. I dug around on the Internet, trying to find out more about her. There’s no one by that name before a decade ago, and then poof! She shows up on the scene. Supposedly from Britain. I even found a few videos of her on the Internet promoting the various cons she’s worked. She does look the part of a polished London gal with her platinum bob, designer clothes, and skyscraper heels. But I have to wonder how much business you can get done in shoes like that.”

“Ah! Donna, that’s just for show. I doubt she actually walks around in them. I heard those women on the morning talk show have someone who runs out and puts the shoes on them. Takes them off later, too. They never ever walk in the shoes.”

“Good thing, too. They might end up breaking something. Anyhow”—she pursed her lips and mounted the steps—“I got a feeling that Chelsea isn’t as British as she pretends to be. In one of the interviews with the local news, she’d stopped talking, her eyes rolled upward, and then she said one of those quintessential Brit phrases like ‘don’t get shirty with me’ or ‘taking the Mickey,’ when it wasn’t even appropriate for the interview.”

“Don’t get shirty with me?” Maria’s eyebrows arched. “Like I’m supposed to know what that means?”

“Don’t get lippy, sassy, disrespectful.” Donna waved her hand in a circle. “Insert whatever word works for you.”

“That does sound weird for an interview when you’d think she’d be playing nice. Anything else worth knowing about?”

Donna trotted up four steps in quick succession, proving to herself she wasn’t in too bad shape for her age. Of course, she had to take a breath before answering. “We have Zoe, her assistant, but not much on her. Probably just an overworked dogsbody.”

“A what?”

A satisfied smile graced Donna’s lips. “That’s
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