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        “To love what you do and feel that it matters⁠—

        how could anything be more fun?”

        ~Katharine Graham
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        “Unable are the loved to die,

        For love is immortality.”

        ~Emily Dickinson
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      Sydney Givens and Emma Dawson stepped over the threshold of their new business venture, unaware a dead body lay on the premises. If they had known, they never would have purchased the place. They didn’t agree on much, but they would have agreed on that.

      Late-afternoon light filtered through the grimy front windows, and a brisk north wind rattled the torn canopy on the building. Though the calendar claimed it to be March, spring had yet to reach their part of Texas.

      “I can’t believe we did it.” As the youngest daughter, Sydney had often felt as if no one took her seriously, something that had continued into adulthood. She liked to think that her ability to see things in a fresh way had helped to seal the deal on the purchase of the building. Honestly, she was rather stunned to be standing in the middle of a commercial real estate property that she co-owned. Or at least, she had a loan stating she would one day own it. She’d never thought of herself as an entrepreneur. Finding herself widowed fourteen months earlier, she’d cast around to figure out where she belonged in life. She never would have expected that returning to Fox Hollow would be the answer to that question.

      “Let the work begin,” Emma said. Emma was the oldest of the Dawson sisters. She’d never married, claimed she’d never felt the need. Emma was a no-nonsense type of person. It didn’t make for much fun on Friday nights, but as a business partner she would be perfect.

      “Both sides of this space have good light,” Emma said. “But I think my quilt shop should be on the east side.”

      “You want the side with two walls of windows.”

      “Light’s important when a person is choosing fabric—especially morning light.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll still have the front windows on my side. And the interior stone wall will add a nice touch to what I have in mind as far as decorating. Bookstores are meant to be cozy—I’m thinking lamps and rugs and comfortable chairs.”

      Emma tutted. Was that what a tut sounded like? Her sister was only six years older, but some days it felt like a generation separated them. Emma had always seemed more mature, more responsible. There were times when Sydney wanted to be more like her, but there were also times when she wondered if they were actually from the same gene pool.

      Each sister wandered off to explore their side of the building. Business in downtown Fox Hollow wasn’t exactly hopping, which meant they’d bought the building for a song. Or maybe the low price spoke of how much work would need to be done before opening. Sydney made her way past the dirty front windows, noting the pile of dead insects on the windowsills. Were those mouse droppings on the floor? She made a mental note to hire an exterminator first thing. And why was there so much trash inside this building?

      The room was deep, and the exposed stone on the west wall was classic off-white. Their realtor had said that at one point that wall had been an exterior wall, but sometime in the 1970s another retail space had been added on to it. That building was also vacant, but it seemed to be better kept. They’d actually looked at buying it, but the solid wall of windows on Emma’s side had changed their minds.

      As for Sydney’s space, some of the stone had been covered with paneling, but she planned to pull that off and clean the stone beneath. Wonderful things were being done with old buildings like this one. She’d filled her Pinterest board with remodeling and decorating ideas.

      She stepped carefully around debris that had fallen from the ceiling. Cobwebs gave the place the air of a haunted house, and she thought a nest in the middle of the room might be from a squirrel.

      She walked slowly toward the back of the main room—imagining attractive book displays, cozy rugs, stylish lamps, overstuffed armchairs, and comfortable reading nooks. For the first time in fourteen months, for the first time since she’d received a call from the golf course saying David had collapsed on the ninth hole, Sydney felt a surge of optimism.

      Perhaps she could find a purpose here.

      Maybe she could be happy again, or if not happy, at least less lost.

      She walked around the sales counter and closer to the wallpaper that covered a portion of the back wall, ran her fingers down the faded and stained pattern of roses. Someone else had once loved this space. She squirreled up her nose, suddenly aware of a distinctly musty odor.

      The building inspection hadn’t mentioned a leak, but something was rotten. She stepped closer and sniffed the wallpaper. Beneath the mustiness was another odor. Something even more unpleasant. The light from the front windows barely reached this far back, and she couldn’t see much in the dimness. She pawed through her purse, found her phone, and touched the flashlight app. A mouse scurried away from her beam.

      “Yuck.” At fifty-one, she wasn’t squeamish, but she’d never been able to tolerate rodents.

      “Where are you?” Emma called out.

      “Checking out the back.”

      “Without me?”

      Sydney walked through a small, galley kitchen area. It looked to be in as bad a shape as the rest of the building—cupboards with doors hanging crookedly off their hinges, a stained porcelain sink, and even more trash. A dilapidated folding card table looked as if it had been there for years. How did this much garbage end up in a vacant building? Piles of bricks dotted the floor and the hallway. Why were there bricks inside the building? Had someone begun, then abandoned, a construction project?

      She stepped toward the area leading to the back alley—the entry used for employees and supply deliveries—and stopped abruptly when she saw the back door was slightly ajar.

      She couldn’t make sense of what she was seeing. Why would the back door be unlocked? Why would it be open? And why had someone propped it open with an old shoe?

      Actually, the shoe didn’t look so old.

      It looked like a new Timberland Pro. Her husband had worn a pair just like them when they went hiking.

      She inched closer and pushed the shoe with her foot. The shoe didn’t budge, so she knelt to pick it up.

      “What are you doing back here?”

      Emma’s voice seemed to come from the other side of the town square.

      Sydney reached out and touched the shoe.

      “This place is filthy,” Emma said. “I wouldn’t touch anything. And we both need to get our tetanus shots.”

      The shoe didn’t budge from its place between the door and the frame. The shoe didn’t move when she tugged on it because the shoe still had a foot in it.

      “Honestly, Sydney. Let’s leave this for the cleaners.”

      Someone was wearing the shoe. Sydney raised her phone, raised the beam of the flashlight app, and shone it past the shoe to reveal a sliver of sock, Wrangler jeans, Carhartt shirt, and finally the back of a man’s head.

      The man was wearing the shoe.

      The man was lying with his foot caught in their open door. Why would he be lying there? And then her mind processed the pool of blood, the matted hair.

      Emma pressed closer at the same moment that Sydney stumbled back. Sydney fell against her sister, dropping her phone, knocking Emma off balance. She was so afraid of landing on the dead man, of landing on the body, that she lunged left and staggered into the wall. Her sister had regained her balance and was staring at her phone on the ground, the beam of light, the dead guy.

      “Is he...”

      “I think so.”

      “He’s dead?”

      And that was when her sister, her older, bossier, more practical sister, fainted dead away.
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        * * *

      

      Noble Beck received the “possible homicide” call from the patrol officer at seventeen forty-five hours. He noted the time in his casebook, tossed a mournful look at the steak he’d intended to grill for dinner, popped the package of meat into the refrigerator, and snatched up his keys. He slowed behind an Amish buggy on the road into town, giving the driver time to pull to the side before hitting his lights and speeding into town. Twelve minutes later he pulled his Bronco up to the vacant building at the corner of Main and Guadalupe.

      Two patrol cars and police tape blocked off the immediate area, but that didn’t stop a small gathering of Fox Hollow folks from congregating across the street. Noble noted the typical group of middle to late aged people, but there were also teens and twenty-somethings snapping pics with their smartphones, calling out to Noble, jostling one another for a better view.

      Patrol Officer Jimmy Nix had responded to the call. He met Noble at the door.

      “Sydney Givens called it in at 1613 hours. She and her sister, Emma Dawson, had just purchased the place.”

      Noble didn’t recognize the names, which meant they weren’t from Fox Hollow.

      “Denton and Houston,” Jimmy answered in response to Noble’s unasked question. “Closed on the place earlier this afternoon.”

      “Why?”

      “They plan to open a bookstore and quilt shop.” Jimmy shrugged, as if the reasoning of city people couldn’t be explained.

      Noble understood, though. People, especially city people, travelled through Fox Hollow and envisioned a Hallmark movie. The truth of it was something else. Fox Hollow had its good points, and Noble was happy to have settled there. But it was not perfect, as their current predicament so clearly pointed out.

      “Deceased?”

      “Evan Pritchard.”

      Now, that was a surprise. Noble knew Evan. Everyone in Fox Hollow knew everyone else, though not always well. Evan was in his early fifties, kept mostly to himself, lived out on a farm, and came to town a few times a month.

      “And you’re sure it’s a homicide?”

      “Unless he hit himself in the back of the head.”

      “All right. Forensics?”

      “Teddy arrived fifteen minutes ago. Body is in the alley. Phoebe’s back there ensuring no one mucks up your crime scene.”

      Teddy Billings and Phoebe Goodwin were two of the best officers on their small force. “Thanks, Jimmy.”

      “Sure thing. Want me to send Wesley on through when he gets here?”

      Wesley Cook was the town’s only mortician.

      “Better call the paramedics for this one. They can transport him to the hospital’s morgue. We’ll need the ME to do the post. Shawna Smith is due back in town tomorrow.”

      “You got it.”

      Noble walked past Jimmy, pausing to scan the interior of the building. Hard to imagine it as anything other than deserted and falling down. He hoped that Sydney Givens and Emma Dawson hadn’t paid too much for it—the place had water damage, rodents, and apparently a murder victim.

      Definitely not a Hallmark movie.

      He moved toward what looked like a small kitchen. Two women sat at an old table. He would have made them out to be sisters even if Jimmy hadn’t told him—same height, same build, same profile. Any similarities stopped there, though. One was older, with gray hair cut in a no-nonsense bob, little make-up and just a slip of lipstick. She wore dress pants and a jacket she had not bought in Fox Hollow—no doubt it came from one of the fancy stores in Houston. The other woman was dressed in nice jeans and an oversized sweater. She had unruly, shoulder-length auburn hair, dangling earrings, and hazel eyes that reminded him of a doe that had taken to hanging around his place. Her make-up looked as if it had been carefully applied to look minimal, but Noble had been around enough women to know the opposite was probably true.

      Both turned to stare at him as he walked into the room.

      “I’m Detective Noble Beck.”

      “Emma Dawson,” the older woman said. She held out a hand and shook his briskly.

      He noted her skin was pale and her eyes continued to dart back and forth. She was in some degree of shock—they both were.

      The younger woman held out her hand next. Her grasp was less solid, almost tentative. “Sydney Givens. I … I’m the one that called it in. I’m the one that found him.” Her right arm began to tremble, and she clasped it to her side.

      “Is it okay if we sit?”

      “Of course.” Emma pointed to the chair across the table, but he took the one she’d been sitting in instead. He wanted both women looking toward the front of the building, not toward the back alley where Pritchard’s body lay.

      He placed his casebook on the table, opened it, and pulled out his pen. “Can you walk me through what happened?”

      “Okay.” Emma closed her eyes and took a minute to calm herself.

      Noble wanted to give her points for that. Most people who’d stumbled on a homicide talked quickly and somewhat incoherently. Not Emma Dawson. She was shaken up, but she wasn’t giving in to the panic that lurked at the door.

      “We’d just closed on the place—Sydney and I had.”

      “I’ve been living in Fox Hollow for a few months now. Sydney joined me after we decided to buy the building.”

      “We closed on the property this afternoon,” Sydney added. “You can call the title company and confirm that.”

      These women were not suspects. Noble would bet his pension on that, but he’d do his due diligence and confirm where they’d been. To that end, he nodded and made a note. He wasn’t likely to forget, but he had learned it was best to note everything. He’d never worked a case that lasted longer than seventy-two hours, and those three days usually entailed a lot of hours and very little sleep. Trusting his memory would be a rookie mistake. This case was different, something he had recognized from the moment he’d walked through the front door. Most deaths in Fox Hollow didn’t carry the word homicide. He didn’t have to ask which title company they had used since there was only one.

      “After we closed, we came here to take a quick peek at the place. I was on the bookstore side.” Sydney nodded toward the room he’d walked through.

      “And I was on the quilt store side,” Emma said. “At least that’s how we think of it.”

      “I walked toward the back, through this room, and that’s when I noticed the back door slightly ajar.” Sydney’s arm began trembling again, and she again pinned it to her side. “That’s when I … when I saw him.”

      “Did you touch the deceased?”

      “I touched his foot.”

      Which was not the answer he’d expected. People often touched dead bodies, even when it was obvious the deceased had been dead for some time. It was human nature to check for a pulse. To wonder if there was something, anything, they could do. He’d never had a witness touch a deceased person’s foot.

      “I was alone—when I first found him,” Sydney added.

      “I couldn’t imagine what she was doing, and she was so quiet, which isn’t at all like Sydney. Usually she’s … bubbly.”

      “Emma fainted.”

      “Something I cannot explain.”

      “I made sure she was okay, and then I dialed 9-1-1.”

      Noble waited for them to add anything else, but neither woman did. He closed the book and slipped it back into the interior pocket of his jacket.

      “I’m going to ask you both to stay here for a few minutes while I talk to Officer Goodwin.”

      “She’s the one with the … the body?” Sydney asked.

      “Correct. I’ll only be a few minutes.”

      “And then?” Emma fidgeted in her chair. “Then can we go home?”

      “No. I’m going to need you to come down to the station and make a statement.”

      “Is that really necessary?”

      “It is.”

      Emma sighed and crossed her arms, but Sydney locked eyes with Noble. “Anything we can do to help, Detective Beck. We’re happy to come down and provide a signed statement.”

      But he could tell the effort it took for her to say that. The adrenaline was wearing off, and their energy would be plummeting. He’d need to get them some coffee, maybe a donut or two, though neither looked like the donut-eating type. They might be envisioning a form to fill out, but the next two hours would be grueling.

      He’d need to record and tape their testimony.

      He'd have them go over it all again.

      Best to conduct the interview while the memories were fresh.

      They were all in for a fairly long night. He felt a familiar tinge of pain in his left shoulder but ignored it. Working long nights came with the job, regardless the scars you carried.

      He couldn’t think of anyone who would have a reason to kill Evan Pritchard, but he knew the trail began here … with Emma and Sydney.

      Not the best welcome a small town could offer.

      But then, it probably wouldn’t matter. A dead guy at their back door wouldn’t be the only thing to scare them off. Transplants from the city rarely stayed. Poor restaurants and limited shopping were usually the reasons given for quick departures. In this case, the two sisters could add homicide to the list of reasons for relocating back to the lives they had abandoned.
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      Witness Interview: Emma Dawson

      Location: Fox Hollow Police Department

      Date: March 3, 20—, 7:08 p.m.

      Interview conducted by: Homicide Investigator Noble Beck

      
      Beck: Could we start with some background information?

      Dawson: If it will help you find the killer.

      Beck: How long have you lived in Fox Hollow?

      Dawson: I moved here three months ago.

      Beck: And what brought you here?

      Dawson: My aunt left my sister and me, both of my sisters and me, a house. We thought…. We thought it would be a good change. Could I have a glass of water?

      Recording stopped at 7:12 and resumed at 7:15.

      
      Beck: Who was your aunt?

      Dawson: Beatrice Dawson.

      Beck: And why were you at 207 Main this evening?

      Dawson: We, my sister and I, had just purchased the building.

      Beck: Reason for the purchase?

      Dawson: We plan to run a business there—actually two businesses.

      Beck: What type of businesses?

      Dawson: A quilt shop and bookstore, though now that a dead body has been found on the premises, I suspect people will be hesitant to purchase fabric or books from us. Who would want to shop at the location of a murder? We’ll have a reputation now. House of horrors, that’s what it’ll be called.

      Beck: Walk me through the events of this evening.

      Dawson: There’s not much to tell you. We closed on the building around four o’clock. You can confirm that with the title company. It was late, but Sydney insisted on stopping by to see what we’d bought, as if we hadn’t just looked at it earlier this week. That’s my sister for you—impulsive, if I were to sum her up in one word.

      Beck: And when you arrived?

      Dawson: We decided I would take the east side of the space, so I walked off in that direction to survey the place and review my list of work that would need to be done.

      Beck: And then you found the deceased?

      Dawson: I did not.

      Beck: Explain that to me.

      Recording shows no dialogue for a space of one minute, twenty-seven seconds.

      
      Dawson: My sister, Sydney, found the man. Sydney has a way of stumbling into trouble.

      Beck: Your sister has been in trouble in the past?

      Dawson: Has she been in trouble? Trouble follows that girl like night follows day. She’s the youngest in our family, and I suppose mother and daddy were too tired to raise her properly. They were nowhere near as strict with her as they had been with me and Delaney.

      Beck: Has Sydney had legal troubles in the past?

      Dawson: Legal? Of course not. She’s always been able to smile her way out of a tight spot before it came to that. What are you writing on your pad?

      Beck: Sydney found the deceased, and then what?

      Dawson: I didn’t realize that. Usually, she’s humming or talking. When I hadn’t heard her for a few minutes, I called out, and she said she was in the back. Her voice sounded strange, though. I knew immediately that something had happened. I went in search of her, not realizing that she’d managed to turn our lives upside down before our businesses had even properly opened.

      Beck: You went into the back room?

      Dawson: And that’s when I saw her, bending down to touch that man.

      Beck: Why would she do that?

      Dawson: You’d have to ask Sydney. I love her dearly. She is my baby sister after all, but I’ve never understood the things she does.

      Beck: After she touched the deceased, what happened?

      Dawson: I think she hollered, or at least it seemed like a holler. My ears were ringing by that point. Is that common? Do your ears go into shock when you see a corpse? Sydney stumbled backward, nearly knocking me over. I regained my footing—I’ve always been quick as a cat on my feet—then I leaned forward to see what trouble she’d managed to find, and that’s when I saw him.

      Beck: And then?

      Dawson: And then I fainted. Like some foolish woman in a movie. I never considered myself the fainting type, but let me tell you, Detective Beck, a dead man behind the bookstore was not what I expected to see tonight.

      Beck: Tell me more about your sister. You both moved here at the same time?

      Dawson: I came first. Sydney tagged along.

      Beck: And you came from...

      Dawson: Houston. The Woodlands, actually. It’s one of the better suburbs.

      Beck: And Sydney?

      Dawson: North of Dallas-Fort Worth. She lived and taught high school in Denton. Her husband David, a good man that she didn’t deserve, had a job there.

      Beck: They both moved here to Fox Hollow?

      Dawson: Heavens no. David would never settle in a small town. With his death, Sydney felt free to move.

      Beck: Dead? Sydney’s husband is dead?

      Dawson: They say it was a heart attack, but I wouldn’t be surprised if her cooking killed him. Sydney never did learn to cook properly.

      Beck: You think your sister killed her husband?

      Dawson: Absolutely not. Are you even listening? I said her cooking might have killed him. Just because he had a million-dollar life insurance policy doesn’t mean she had a motive to kill him. This isn’t the Lifetime Movie Channel. Plus, she loved him. I never could understand their relationship.

      Beck: Is there anything else you’d like to add to your statement?

      Dawson: There is not.

      Beck: Thank you for coming in, Ms. Dawson.

      Dawson: As if I had a choice.

      Interview ended at 7:38 p.m.
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        * * *

      

      Witness Interview: Sydney Givens

      Location: Fox Hollow Police Department

      Date: March 3, 20—, 7:52 p.m.

      Interview conducted by: Homicide Investigator Noble Beck

      
      Beck: Can I get you something? Coffee? Water?

      Givens: No, thank you.

      Beck: You’re new to town.

      Givens: Yes, I moved here six weeks ago.

      Beck: Because?

      Recording shows no dialogue for a space of one minute, thirteen seconds.

      
      Givens: I moved here because I couldn’t decide what to do with my life. My husband passed fourteen months ago.

      Beck: I’m sorry for your loss.

      Givens: Everyone tells you it can happen. Everyone says don’t blink, because life....

      Beck: Let me get you some tissues.

      The recording shows no dialogue for a space of forty-one seconds.

      
      Givens: Thank you.

      Beck: Of course. Just take your time.

      Givens: After my husband passed, I was a bit lost. I certainly didn’t expect to be a widow at fifty-one. I had planned to teach high school English for another four years, and then David and I were going to buy an RV and travel across America. We even talked about continuing on into Canada and up to Alaska. We had a lot of plans.

      Beck: And your move here?

      Givens: Was completely unexpected. I never envisioned myself living in Fox Hollow. My sisters and my parents—we visited a few times when we were young. My father’s sister, Beatrice Dawson, lived here most of her adult life. She left her house to me, Emma, and Delaney. I came to visit Emma when she told me she was moving into the house, and I ended up staying.

      Beck: Okay. You purchased the property at 207 Main earlier today.

      Givens: Yes. We were supposed to be home celebrating, but I wanted to see the place one more time. It
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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