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  Dedication


Elusive Embezzler is dedicated to the colors pale yellow and blue and to finding true friends. 






  
  Chapter One 


Jenna Ross snapped her laptop shut, her pulse quickening as a familiar knot tightened in her stomach. The news article about the long-established bank in Atlanta suddenly closing because of a serious gap in its security hit her professional accountant side square on. An audit should have caught that. 
Katy whined softly, nudging her leg.
“We need a break, don’t we? Are you ready to go out?” Jenna pushed back her chair, and Katy scrambled to the door with her tail wagging in high gear. 
When Jenna opened the door, Katy bolted around the side of the inn. 
Jenna removed the large pink clip that held her long, dark blonde hair in a messy bun and shook her head while the light wind tossed her hair and relieved her tension as she followed Katy. 
She stopped short when she turned the corner. Ethan Bentley, her surly landscaper, leaned on his shovel with a scowl as he inspected the lawn. She hadn't expected him to be there.
While she watched, Katy nudged his hand, and he scratched her ear then glanced up at Jenna. Neither of them spoke for a second.
 “We need to talk,” he said, his voice as sharp as the shovel blade. “When was the last time you looked in your equipment shed? I don’t mind bringing my equipment here because that’s what you’re paying extra for, but with a little maintenance and some elbow grease, I could use your equipment and get a lot more done in a shorter amount of time.” 
Straightening her back, Jenna glared. I'm not the expert here.
“Fine, then repair it.” Jenna snapped as she returned to the inn. Does he irritate me on purpose?
When Jenna and Katy went into the kitchen, the inn’s long-time chef, Darlene, muttered under her breath in Spanish while she emptied the dishwasher and rearranged the pantry. 
The familiar rumble of a motorcycle raced up the driveway, then after the sound suddenly stopped, Layla bounded inside with the screen door slamming behind her. 
“Lord love a duck, Layla,” Darlene grumbled. “You come roaring in here like a whirlwind. You need to slow down.” 
“Like I would even know how. Any time you want to switch jobs, Miss Darlene, you just let me know, but first, you’ll have to teach me how to cook.”   
Darlene snorted. “You wouldn’t slow down long enough to learn.”
Scratching Katy's chin, Layla glanced at Jenna. “I read an article about a bank closing in Atlanta. I thought you might be interested, so I saved the link.”
“I’d like to see it. Did it mention who the auditors were?”
“Some company. I don’t really remember. Why?” Layla asked.
“Just curious. I know a lot of auditors.”
“Any special instructions, Jenna?” 
“Our guest who stayed upstairs in room five, Emily Harris, told me this morning when she checked out that she might stay for another week. Ms. Harris said she’d planned to go to Atlanta, but she had second thoughts.” 
“Second thoughts.” Layla snorted. 
I might be right there myself. Jenna shrugged then continued, “She said she needed time to think about her life. She said she’d call me after lunch if she stays, so she may be back early this afternoon.” 
Layla rolled her eyes. “Think about her life? What is she? Twelve? I’ll straighten her room so it will be ready for her, but I’ll have plenty of time later or even in the morning to clean it and change the linens if she moves on to whatever.” 
Katy rolled onto her back, and Layla sat cross-legged on the floor next to her and rubbed her belly. “Anything else that needs special attention besides the ditzy lady who might return?” 
“Not this week, but we’ll probably have all nine rooms filled this weekend, so next Monday might be busier than usual. Will you want extra help?” 
“I might bring my cousin Hailey with me. We're on a break at school, so both of us have extra time. Gotta dash; those sheets won’t put themselves in the washer, now, will they?”  
Layla took two steps at a time as she dashed upstairs with Katy trailing her. After Layla went into room five, she shouted, “Sent you the news article, Jenna.” 
“Thanks,” Jenna called out as she went into her office. I’ll read it now. 
After reading the article carefully, Jenna shook her head. Boring for the casual reader, but I can sense a gap. 
She read the article again then opened a spreadsheet. This is bothering me. I’ll play with a little data to see how this could happen. 
After she plugged in sample data for typical banking transactions, she ran all the possible typical scenarios she could think of.
She stared at her computer screen. “Everything is okay.”
She adjusted her data so some accounts had out-of-balance data, the most unusual scenarios she could think of. Her scenario rejected the out-of-balance accounts. 
She shook her head. “As expected.” As an auditor, I’d be sniffing around for some suspicious activity. 
She closed her spreadsheet and shifted to reading the menu plan. Why am I doing this? 
 Jenna closed her computer then rose and strode to the kitchen. “The menu looks great. I’ll call in the grocery list.” 
Darlene glared. She was using every muscle of her wiry body to wipe down the counters to rid them of dirt and germs, which were obviously her personal enemies that could only be annihilated by physical force. 
Darlene clutched her cleaning rag as she waved it at Jenna to accentuate her frustration. “You’re stepping on my toes again. You’re supposed to review and approve the menu, but I order the groceries weekly, not daily.”
“I’d forgotten you were waiting for me…”
Darlene interrupted. “Because you’re trying to do everything yourself, aren’t you?”
Jenna nodded. “I don’t even know why I’m approving the menus.”
“It’s what has always been done here, and it’s a leftover from a lazy manager who didn’t trust anyone because he was a crook. We need to make our work easier, not make extra work for ourselves.” Darlene shook her head. “This has really been bothering me.” 
Jenna nodded. “Well, do you plan your menus each week and then order what you’ll need?” 
Darlene chuckled as she poured two cups of coffee. “Not all. I check to see what’s on sale and what’s in season, and that’s what I order, and then I adjust my menus accordingly. I keep track of my staples and order them when I get low, so I’ll always have a little extra in the pantry.”
“So, what use were the menus and the grocery lists? I mean other than extra work for you?” 
Darlene’s eyes twinkled. “I used them eventually.” 
Jenna chuckled. “For what? Fire starter? So, has anything else been bothering you lately?” 
Darlene sighed. “No, but I didn’t even realize how much the grocery list irritated me.”
“Sounds like we’re officially dumping the menus and lists.” Jenna sipped her coffee. 
“Whatever you say, Boss Lady.” 
Jenna rolled her eyes. “I’m glad that’s solved. I have to know, where on earth did you pick up the expression, Lord love a duck?” 
Darlene beamed. “At the county department of driver services when I was getting my license renewed. The line was long and moving really slowly, then this lady behind me said in a very loud voice, ‘Lord love a duck, can’t you people open another window?’ I said it to myself five times so I wouldn’t forget it. I’ve been waiting for the right opportunity to use it and knew I could count on Layla. It’s perfect, isn’t it?”
“It certainly was. You two seem to always have a running feud going on. Do you?”
Darlene snickered. “I love that goofy girl; she reminds me of me when I was her age. We’ve always poked at each other, but not everybody understands.” 
“I’m not sure I do, but I don’t have to, do I? You might be interested in hearing about our online reviews. I check them every morning and have been pleased with how many positive reviews we have. People are raving about your blueberry and cream cheese pastries in particular. One reviewer said she’d sleep on the porch if our rooms were full, just to go through the eight o’clock full breakfast buffet line, but I think the county might have a fit over that, don’t you?”
Darlene’s face softened, and her dimples deepened when her familiar, wicked smile stretched across her face. “I think the county health inspector would be first in line, and we’d have standing room only on the porch by dawn if word got out.” 
Jenna smiled. “I can just see it.” 
“I refilled the small basket on the table near the front door with a few commercial breakfast bars.” Darlene wrinkled her nose and shuddered. “There’s no accounting for taste, is there? Or lack thereof.” She chuckled at her joke.
She removed her favorite pale yellow apron with peach blossoms on the bib and carefully folded it. “I’m taking this home to wash it. I checked the registration book for the week, and today’s check-ins are two couples for three nights and a third couple for two nights. You have enough appetizers to serve eight people, so you’ll be fine if you don’t have any new registrations other than your Ms. Harris, who, by the way, never came to any of the happy hours, did she?”
Jenna furrowed her brow. “Not that I remember. How did you know?” 
“I chat with the guests in the morning at breakfast, which is what you should be doing instead of whatever you do to avoid people. Your dinner can be the leftover appetizers. The empanadas de pollo for this evening are in the refrigerator. I left you a note.”
Jenna tightened her jaw. “Thank you for the note, but we've served those before. I know what to do.” 
When a brief frown crossed Darlene’s face, Jenna slowly exhaled to relax. I’m as touchy today as Darlene.
Darlene continued, “Okay, then. Everything else is in the refrigerator or pantry, and the note includes the list of what to serve. I pulled the cookies from the freezer so they would thaw in time for any earlier arrivals.” 
“Thank you,” Jenna said. 
“Did our friendly neighborhood landscaper find you? He said he needed to talk to you,” Darlene said. 
“Friendly?” Jenna snorted. “You’re joking, right? He has never said a kind word to me.”
Darlene shrugged. “Talk to him.”
Jenna ignored her and rushed to her office. 
Before she sat down, the back door opened. “Is Jenna around?” Ethan asked. 
“She’s working in her office,” Darlene called out from the kitchen. 
“Does she know the condition of the equipment she owns? She needs to get more involved in the operation of this inn,” Ethan grumbled. 
“That’s between you and her. You two need to leave me out of it,” Darlene said.
The screen door slammed louder than when Layla had come in earlier.
He slammed it on purpose. Jenna clenched her teeth then glanced up. 
Darlene stood in the doorway with Katy at her side. “I came to tell you I’m leaving.” 
Jenna growled, “The door slammed.” 
Darlene snorted. “I suggest you have a civilized discussion with Mr. Bentley. He obviously has something important on his mind, and I don’t think he will start any projects unless you approve them.” 
“I’ll think about it.”  
“Well, think hard.” Darlene left. 
Jenna turned on her computer and sat at her sturdy oak desk while she pulled up another link Layla had sent her. 
She raised her eyebrows as she scanned the article about an embezzlement that was still unsolved. “This article states there is always a solo embezzler, but doesn't explain why.” 
She quit reading before she was halfway through. Too much rehashing of corporate-speak for me, and it’s dated seven months ago. I wonder if Layla sent me the wrong link.
Jenna switched her focus to check the requests for reservations that had come in overnight. 
While she confirmed reservations for the next two weeks and scheduled rooms, she was startled by the sound of a man clearing his throat. 
She frowned at Ethan as he leaned against the office doorjamb with his arms crossed. 
He chuckled. “You sure get into that business stuff, don’t you?” 
His throaty chuckle sent a shiver down her spine. She shook it off in annoyance. 
“What do you want, Ethan?” she growled. 
He shrugged. “If you don’t want to hear because you don’t care about the inn, that’s up to you.” 
Talk about your mixed signals. Jenna’s nostrils flared. “Why don’t you just tell me what you want to say and keep your negative opinions about me to yourself?” 
Ethan glared at her and then turned to leave. “Are you coming or not?” 
“Where are we going?” Jenna caught up with him as he strode to the back door.
When he didn’t respond and went outside, Jenna exhaled, then followed him with Katy at her side. 
“One infuriating man,” she muttered.
She joined him in front of the roses, where he had waited for her. 
He exhaled. “I apologize for…”
Jenna snapped, “What did you want to show me?”
His face reddened, and he glowered as he swept his arm in a wide arc. “Your property is overrun with weeds, and the flower garden is infested with aphids and whiteflies. This has obviously been going on for a long time. How could you have ignored it?” 
Jenna glared at him. “In case you’ve forgotten, I inherited the property and have been here only three months, but I don’t owe you any explanation.” 
Slow down. Jenna exhaled and then cleared her throat to adjust the tone of her voice. “After you give me a personal tour to enlighten me about what you’ve found, I’d be open to hearing your suggestions for correcting the problems.” 
When Ethan raised his eyebrows, Jenna bit her lip as her face grew warm. I went overboard; that sounded snotty.
While they strolled around the property, Ethan pointed out the poor drainage, the weeds that had overtaken the flower beds, and the condition of the lawn. 
Ethan crouched near the edge of the flower bed and jabbed a gloved finger into the soil. “See this?”
Jenna crossed her arms but stepped closer, anyway. “I see dirt.”
“It’s compacted. Water’s not draining right. That’s why everything’s struggling.”
“It looked fine last week.”
“It didn’t.” He didn’t look up. “You just didn’t notice.”
Jenna’s jaw tightened. “We’ve been over this. I’m running an inn, not a landscaping business.”
“And I’ve been telling you for six months that the two aren’t separate.”
She exhaled sharply. “You always say that.”
“Because it’s always true.” He finally stood and faced her. “Guests don’t stop noticing the place just because you’re busy inside.”
Jenna held his gaze longer than she meant to. “And you don’t stop criticizing, apparently.”
A corner of his mouth twitched, almost a smile, but not quite. “I’m not criticizing. I’m pointing out problems.”
“Same difference.”
“Not if you plan on fixing them.”
She opened her mouth to snap back, then stopped. The ground near the sprinkler head glistened. Water seeped up slowly, pooling where it shouldn’t.
Ethan followed her gaze. “Exactly.”
Before she could respond, the sprinkler sputtered, coughed, and then burst into a steady spray, soaking the edge of the bed and her new boots.
“Oh, come on,” she muttered, stepping back too late.
Ethan moved fast, dropping to one knee and reaching into the mud. “Hold that.”
“I’m not…”
“Jenna.”
Something in his tone made her hesitate. Then, before she could argue further, he caught her wrist and guided her hand to the exposed pipe.
“Just press there. Hard.”
Her breath caught, not from the task, but from the sudden contact. His hand was warm, steady, and far too sure of where hers should be.
“I can manage,” she said, a little too quickly.
“Then do it.”
She pressed down, feeling the water fight back against her palm. Mud soaked through her sleeve, and she grimaced.
“This is ridiculous.”
“It’s water,” he said. “It doesn’t care what you think.”
She shot him a look, but he was focused, tightening something below her hand with quick, efficient movements.
For a moment, neither of them spoke.
The only sound was the hiss of water and the faint rustle of the wind through the trees.
“Almost got it,” he said.
She nodded, then realized he wasn’t looking at her. Good.
Because she was very aware of how close he was.
Too close.
“Done.” He eased back, and the pressure against her hand lessened. “You can let go.”
She pulled her hand away quickly, wiping it on her jeans. “There. Crisis averted.”
“It wasn’t a crisis.”
“It soaked my boots. That qualifies.”
He huffed a quiet laugh. “You’ll survive.”
She met his gaze again, and for a second, the irritation slipped.
“That’s debatable,” she said.
Something flickered in his expression; surprise, maybe. Or approval.
Then it was gone.
He stood and brushed the dirt off his hands. “We’ve got more like that. Drainage, pests, half-dead beds. It’s all connected.”
Jenna glanced at the soggy ground, then back at him. “Then I guess we fix it.”
“Guess so.”
Another pause, longer this time and strangely unfinished, stretched between them.
Jenna stepped back, breaking it. “I have work to do.”
“Of course you do.”
The edge was back in his voice, but softer now.
She turned toward the house, then stopped.
“Next time,” she said without looking back, “try to skip leading with the part where something explodes.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
She walked away before he could say anything else; her pulse was just a little too fast for someone who’d only gotten her hands dirty.
As she reached the door, she flexed her fingers.
Still tingling.
“Unbelievable,” she muttered.
"I agree," Ethan said.
I didn't realize he had followed me. 
Jenna cleared her throat. “I’ve been so focused on learning the operation of running a bed-and-breakfast that I have paid absolutely no attention to the condition of the grounds. I’m embarrassed that Katy and I go for walks every day, and I’ve never noticed how bad it is. Where do we start? Do you have a list of priorities and a schedule? What about an estimate of costs?” 
Ethan snorted. “Schedule and priorities? What are your priorities?” 
Jenna waved away the gnats from her face. “You’re the expert, not me, so I thought you might have a recommendation.” 
“Let’s go inside and talk,” he said. 
Jenna nodded. That’s the smartest thing he has said since I met him. 
When they were in the kitchen, Jenna motioned toward the wooden table with four chairs around it. “Do you want a glass of sweet tea or lemonade?” 
“Just water is fine.” The chair wobbled as Ethan sat. He rose and flipped the chair upside down. “This leg is loose. Just a bit of wood glue would fix it. Do you have any?”
“I have no idea. I’ll look for some later.” 
“If you find it, I’ll fix it for you.” Ethan sat down. “I'd like to talk about spraying for pests.”
After Jenna set two large glasses of ice water on the table, she joined him. “I'm listening.” 
Ethan took a long drink. “I’d like to take a week to treat the entire yard around the house for pests. The products I use are dog friendly after they dry. To be safe, Katy would have to stay away from the sprayed area for at least twenty-four hours, but two days would be better. I can spray the front and one side, let it dry, and then follow up with the back and the other side two days later.”
Jenna raised her eyebrows. “I like it. Can you give me an estimate?”
Ethan’s eyes twinkled as he pulled out his phone and sent a text. “You’ll get your estimate in your email before lunch. Do I start or wait for your approval?” 
Why is he so obnoxious? “Go ahead and start.” 
Ethan held out his hand. When they shook, a sudden shock passed between them, and Jenna stared at his calloused hand that dwarfed hers as he quickly released her hand. 
She exhaled. That was not static electricity. 
Ethan cleared his throat. “I’ll be back with my equipment in less than an hour. I’ll let you know when I’m going to spray, so you and Katy will know when the front yard is officially off limits.” 
Jenna stared at him. He felt it too.
He narrowed his eyes. “It’s important that you remember not to let Katy go where I’ve sprayed until it’s completely soaked in and dry. If she walks through the chemical and then licks it off her paws, she may end up with a reaction.” 
After he abruptly left, Jenna glowered at the empty hallway. How incompetent and reckless does he think I am? 
She stomped down the hall to the back door, opened the screen door, and then slammed it. I don’t know why I let him get on my nerves, but I feel a lot better. Who knew slamming doors was such great therapy?
“Is that you, Jenna?” Layla called out from upstairs. 
“Yes, it is.” Jenna hurried to the bottom of the stairs. “Did you need anything?” 
“No, the screen slammed, and I wondered if you’d gone out.” 
“No, I’m still here.” 
As she returned to her office, Jenna mumbled, “I’m acting immature and unprofessional, which is definitely not an appropriate look for a business owner. I’m glad Darlene wasn’t here to rub it in.” 
After Jenna confirmed the reservation requests and assigned rooms for the upcoming weekend and paid the bills, she closed her laptop as her phone rang.
When she answered, a man said, “This is Clarence Moore, Jenna. We had a sudden cancellation and can start working today on that second laundry room you wanted upstairs and be out of your hair before the weekend. Shall we go ahead?”
Jenna furrowed her brow. “I’m having the yard sprayed this week for pests.”
“Is Ethan doing it? Is he doing the front or back first? We can work around him. Do you have anybody staying upstairs this week?” 
“He’s spraying the front today and the back on Wednesday, but check with him in case his plans have changed. We can shift all our guests to our rooms downstairs.”
“Good. Do you have a full house this next weekend?” 
“Not yet, but we could.” 
“We’ll be there in an hour. What about your washer and dryer? We can install them for you on Friday morning if you have them there for us by Thursday.” 
“I’ll make sure I do then; thank you.” 
“We’re just buttering you up for all the rest of the work you’ll discover you want to hire us to do.” Mr. Moore chuckled as he hung up. 
Jenna smiled as she updated the online registration system and blocked the upstairs rooms for the rest of the week. Why can’t Ethan be as personable as Mr. Moore? 
Jenna hurried upstairs and followed the sound of Layla quietly humming in the one shared bathroom.
Jenna inhaled. “I love the smell of the new cleaning solution. It’s so fresh.”
Layla smiled. “It's new. What's up?”
“It is definitely an improvement.” Jenna furrowed her brow. “Layla, the bedrooms remind me of motel rooms. What do you think?” 
Layla raised her eyebrows and nodded. “We need Peach Blossom Retreat style, whatever that is.” 
“I like that, but what I came up here to tell you is Mr. Moore and his crew will be here this afternoon to begin the work on our upstairs laundry room. He expects to have it ready for use by Friday, so all our guests will be downstairs until Mr. Moore and his crew are finished.” 
“Downstairs, including Emily Harris?” Layla asked. 
“That’s right. Katy and I are leaving to go shopping for a washer and dryer. I’ll take the inn’s cell phone along with us, so you won’t have to worry about dealing with calls. Ethan will be back soon to spray the front yard, and Mr. Moore and his crew will be here in an hour. Do you want me to wait until they’re here, so you won’t be alone in the house?” 
“No, I’ll be fine.” 
“Do you know if we have any wood glue?” 
“I’m pretty sure Darlene does; she keeps odds and ends like that in a drawer in the kitchen. Do you want me to find it for you?”
“I’ll look, and if I can’t find it, I’ll let you know. Ethan wants to fix a kitchen chair that wobbles, but it’s a simple fix that I can do.”
Before she reached the stairs, Jenna paused. “I’ll lock the front door when I leave. Mr. Moore will be using the back door.”
“I’ll be cleaning downstairs when they arrive, so I’ll hear their trucks.” 
“All the updates for the Peach Blossom Retreat are coming together all at once. It’s really exciting except I’m positive I’ll hyperventilate later.” 
“Put it on your list.” Layla giggled.
Jenna smiled. “True, but don’t make fun of my lists. If I don’t write it down, it won’t get done. I’ll take the linens down with me and get the first load into the washer.” 
Jenna picked up the pile of sheets and towels that were on the floor and carried them downstairs. 
After dropping off the sheets in the laundry room, Jenna shouted from the bottom of the stairs, “We’re off.”
Layla leaned over the railing. “If you aren’t back when I’ve finished the downstairs, I can review my project paper until you get back in case Mr. Moore or Mr. Bentley have any questions. My paper is due on Thursday. I think I have last-minute jitters. Maybe I should leave it alone.” 
“I had the worst time with that when I was in school. All my last-minute changes introduced more errors. I’d love it if you could stick around until I return. You have my permission to make whatever decisions need to be made except don’t mess with your paper.” 
“Got it.” Layla raised her arms in the air. “I’m mad with power.” 
“Too bad you aren’t around every day; you’d be in charge of all decisions, but maybe the world isn’t quite ready for that.” Jenna chuckled. “Ready to go, Katy?” 
Jenna glanced at the quiet countryside as she drove, expecting the usual sense of calm it brought her. Instead, unease settled in. The road felt tighter, the trees closer, the sky less open than it had been just moments ago. She shifted in her seat, unsettled by a feeling she couldn't explain.
As Jenna drove past a small community on the outskirts of Paisley, her phone buzzed with a text. 
She pulled into a convenience store parking lot and checked it. “It’s a text from Layla.” 
Katy yawned. 
Layla: “Mr. Moore suggested replacing the downstairs sink with a sink and vanity. They have time to put in a new one if you see a vanity you like.” 
After Jenna responded and was back on the road, she said, “Katy, add a bathroom sink and vanity to our shopping list.” 
Katy put her head on Jenna’s shoulder. Jenna stroked Katy’s head. “Thanks for the support, girl.” 
Support.
 Jenna bit her lip as the word punched her in the stomach. “It’s been four years, but I still miss Tom.” 
She continued to the big box hardware store and parked in front. She stared at the storefront ahead of her, but her mind wasn’t on appliances.
It was still on the article and the missing details, but more importantly, the way nothing quite lined up.
She tapped her fingers against the steering wheel, then stilled them.
“Then I guess we fill in holes,” she murmured again, softer this time.
Only now she wasn’t thinking about the yard.








  
  Chapter Two


After she opened the back door for Katy, Jenna asked, “Ready to spend some money, girl? Thank goodness the will included seed money to fix up the property. The Rosses I knew always did put family first. I guess that was an inherited trait.” 
Jenna clipped Katy’s leash onto her collar. 
“It’s just for show,” Jenna whispered. 
Katy grinned as she trotted alongside Jenna, who grabbed a shopping flat when they went into the store.   
As they passed a man, he asked, “Is that you, Jenna Ross? Imagine running into you here.” 
Jenna stopped and furrowed her brow as she peered at the man. His face is familiar, but I don’t remember where I met him.
He held out his hand. “I’m Richard Davidson, the owner of Davidson Motors, and once I was the temporary president of Paisley’s business association.” 
Jenna smiled politely and nodded, but before they could shake hands, Katy’s hackles rose, and she abruptly tugged on her leash. Jenna grabbed onto her flat to keep from losing her balance. 
Jenna shrugged. “Sorry, we’re on a tight schedule.”
Mr. Davidson nodded as he beamed. “I can understand that. It was nice to see you.”
As they continued to the back of the store, Katy softly growled. Jenna stroked Katy's back and whispered, "Yeah, something was a little off."
Katy relaxed, and they continued to the back of the store. When Jenna came to the washers and dryers, she selected a set on sale and arranged for delivery on Thursday.
As she stuck the papers into her backpack, Jenna said, “Next is a sink and vanity.” 
After she examined and considered every vanity and sink combo on display, she snapped two photos and then texted them to Layla. “I like both. You pick. Which one is Peach Blossom Retreat style?” 
Layla replied, “First one.” 
Jenna struggled to move the carton onto her flat. “This is heavier than it looks.” 
A man who wore a Florida State University ball cap and was a few years older than Jenna paused before he passed them. He slid the carton onto her flat and then saluted her with two fingers as he strode away.
Jenna watched him until he disappeared down an aisle. “Talk about the right place at the right time. Did that man looked familiar to you?” 
After they checked out, Jenna asked for help loading the vanity and sink. 
A young store employee grabbed another employee, and they followed Jenna and Katy to Jenna’s SUV. While they put the carton into the back, Jenna opened the door for Katy.
After Jenna started the engine, she sent a text to Layla. “Returning.” 
On the way back, the Peach Blossom Retreat's phone rang. Jenna pulled off the road to answer it. 
“This is Emily Harris, Mrs. Ross. I’d like to stay until next Monday and will be there around four o’clock, if that’s okay.” 
“Okay. You'll be on the first floor. Do I add the new registration to the same card?” 
“That was a gift card, so I’ll pay you when I arrive, if that’s okay. I’ll see you later.” 
Emily Harris is from Atlanta. I wonder if she knows anything about the bank closing.
Jenna sent Layla a quick text and then continued to the inn. 
Her eyes widened when she saw the fence of yellow caution tape stapled to stakes around the front yard. Did something happen?
She shook her head. “This is one of Mr. Bentley’s antics, I’m sure. It's startling at first, but I can’t scoff too much because it’s definitely effective. I’ll have to call Ms. Harris and the other guests to give them a heads-up.” 
Jenna continued toward the back of the inn. When she parked near the back door, two men carried the vanity and sink inside.
By the time Jenna and Katy had reached her office, work was already underway. She closed her office door behind her and dropped her keys onto the desk. For a moment, she just stood there, listening to the muted sounds of construction overhead.
Then she opened her computer. “Let’s see what you’re hiding,” she murmured.
Katy circled once and settled near the window as Jenna pulled up the article again. The same vague language. The same missing pieces.
She grabbed a notepad and flipped it open, jotting down what little the article actually said. Bank. Closed abruptly. Security issue. Accounts frozen.
She tapped the pen against the paper. “That’s not a report. That’s a headline.”
With a frown, she pulled up the second article Layla had mentioned and set the two side by side. “Okay…”
She scanned the first, then the second, her eyes moving faster now. Timeline first.
The bank closure date wasn’t listed, just “recent.” The follow-up article mentioned an investigation “earlier this year,” but didn’t specify when it started.
“That’s sloppy,” she said under her breath. “Or intentional.”
She circled the word discrepancies in the first article, then flipped back to the second. No mention of discrepancies instead suspected embezzlement.
Jenna sat back slowly. “Those aren’t the same thing.”
Katy lifted her head at the change in her voice.
Jenna leaned forward again, scanning more carefully this time.
The second article mentioned a suspect. Then another line buried halfway down said the suspect had been found dead, but no name, no date, no location.
Her pen stilled.
“Convenient,” she whispered.
She went back to the first article. No suspect and no mention of an investigation.
Just a failure.
Jenna pressed her lips together, then drew a line between the two sets of notes and titled it failure and embezzlement. Two different stories about the same event.
“That’s not how this works,” she said, shaking her head. “You don’t go from discrepancies to a dead suspect without… something in between.”
She flipped to a clean page and tried to sketch it out. If it were a real embezzlement case, there would be audit flags, internal reviews, and external investigations. Not… this.
Her pen hovered over the page, then dropped.
“This isn’t incomplete,” she said quietly. “It’s edited.”
Katy stood and padded over, resting her chin on Jenna’s knee.
Jenna absently scratched behind her ear, her gaze still fixed on the notes.
“Someone decided what people get to know,” she murmured.
The thought settled heavier than she had expected.
She glanced at the two articles. Same event. Different story. Missing pieces.
Her stomach tightened. “And nobody’s asking why.”
The sounds of construction thudded faintly overhead, grounding her for a moment.
Jenna closed the notepad and set the pen on top of it, but she didn’t close any of the open documents on her computer screen.
“Okay,” she said softly.
Then, almost to herself… “This is none of my business, but something tells me it is.”
Jenna stared at the notes for another moment, then closed the notepad and set it aside. The words blurred together now, refusing to settle into anything that made sense.
“Later,” she murmured.
She slid open the middle drawer of her desk without thinking, her fingers brushing against something cool and familiar. Before she even looked down, she pulled out a man’s wedding ring. She clutched it with both hands and closed her eyes to remember Tom, to feel him close. But she felt nothing. After four years of fading. He's gone.
 She folded her arms, put down her head, and sobbed.  
Jenna grabbed a tissue at a tap on the office door. 
Layla was bouncing on her toes as she opened the door. “All the downstairs rooms are ready for guests. Upstairs is a different story because I put dust covers on the beds and put their sheets in the downstairs linen closet, so I wouldn’t have to wash them again. Mr. Moore told me I could re-clean the upstairs and make the beds after they finish their work. I vacuumed and dusted your office earlier, so I’m done for now, but you can call me anytime if you need any help with anything.” 
Layla paused and narrowed her eyes. “Are you okay, Jenna?” 
Jenna exhaled with her lips pursed. “I had an attack of nostalgia. I’m fine now.” 
“Do I need to repeat anything?”
“I was weepy, not…oh, never mind.”  
Layla flopped down on the floor with Katy, and Katy rolled onto her back for a belly rub. 
While Layla obliged, she said, “Mr. Bentley and I decided he’s going to rip out all the flowers. I may come to help him.”
“You and Mr. Bentley? Rip out all the flowers? Why?”
“They’re exactly the wrong kind for Georgia, which is why you have so many pests. He’s going to treat the beds, and then plant more eco-friendly perennials on Friday.” 
“Are those your words or his?” Jenna raised her eyebrows. Mr. Bentley and I need to have a chat about ripping out flowers.
“My words, of course. His words were not safe for work, which means your ears. If I bomb out of law school…”
Jenna interrupted, “You won’t, and I’m fine now, thank you.” 
“Well, if I do, I want to work with Mr. Bentley. He knows everything about plants, dirt, bugs, erosion, and gravel, and he’s super cute.” Layla jumped up. “Call me if you need me. I’ll be here on Friday.” 
“Layla, before you leave, what interested you about the embezzler in the Atlanta article from seven months ago?” 
“The first article claimed the investigators were following a potential suspect, but quit because the suspect had died. The second article said a car was found in a lake, but the driver's body was never found.” 
“What was your assessment?”
“The first article tried to claim a false trail for the suspect. The second article claimed the car in the lake belonged to a staff member, but wasn't clear where the suspect fits in. I think too many details are suspiciously weak and overly convenient.”
“Definitely inconsistencies.”
“I know. I’ll see you on Friday, if not before.” Layla flipped her hair as she left.
After Layla left, Jenna called Ms. Harris and the couples and left the same messages about the upgrades at the inn. While she listened to the construction overhead, she smiled as she updated the online reservation system and the desk registry for Darlene and Layla.  
While she was working on her next online ad campaign, Mr. Moore stopped by her office. “The crew and I are taking a lunch break. Do you eat lunch? Come join us.” 
After he left, Jenna frowned. “That was not a casual invitation. I’ll grab something to eat out of the refrigerator, a cookie, and a bottle of water.”
Katy whined. 
“I’ll share and then we’ll go for our walk after lunch.”
Katy followed Jenna to the kitchen. While Jenna pulled out appetizers that would be fine for lunch, Katy watched.
Katy sat expectantly, and Jenna said, “I dropped in a snack for you. Let’s go.” 
When they went outside, Mr. Moore and his two helpers were sitting in the shade at the picnic table. After Jenna joined them, she pulled out her lunch from the bag. 
“How was your shopping trip?” Mr. Moore asked. 
“The washer and dryer will be delivered Thursday morning. I have the receipt with the model numbers.”
Mr. Moore chuckled. “You didn’t buy their generic hoses, did you?”
Jenna shook her head. “Mom made that mistake fifteen years ago. It was a mess. She said she had made mistakes so I could learn from them and be free to make my own.” 
The men chuckled.
“I like the way your mom thinks,” a man said. “I see why you’re so smart.”   
Mr. Moore nodded. “We’ll install your vanity and sink right after lunch, so the downstairs bathroom will be updated for your guests. I don’t remember if we talked about anything else.” 
“Those were the last two things that were on my list.” 
“What about your guest cottage? I know your dishwasher doesn’t work, and the bathroom doesn’t have a shower. That old-fashioned ceramic tub is a classic and too grand to remove, but we could put in a nice shower, so you’d have an option. The lawyer for the estate refused to spend any money on the small house because he was so dang cheap. You got us here, and we’ve got this week and next week free. Take advantage of our availability and help us feed our piggy bank.” 
Jenna polished off her cookie. “It was nice of that lawyer to save all the money on capital improvements so I could spend it the way I like.” 
The men laughed.
“I know a certain estate lawyer who was a certified tightwad and would have had an apoplectic fit if he’d realized that’s what would happen.” Mr. Moore said. “Let’s look at your bathroom, and I’ll show you what I mean about the shower.” 
The two workmen rose and headed toward the inn. “We’ll see you in a couple of minutes, Mr. Moore.”  
As they stood in the doorway of the guest cottage bathroom, Mr. Moore said, “See how large this bathroom is, Jenna? The original plan was to have a walk-in shower next to the bathtub. Stand at the door and visualize it.” 
Jenna strolled into the bathroom and stared at the corner, then scanned her surroundings. “Now that I’ve imagined a shower in the corner, the entire room looks off balance without it.” 
“It does, doesn’t it? I wonder why it was never done.”
“It is curious. The first time I looked at the cottage, there was an overstuffed, soft chair there.” Jenna pointed at the corner. “I thought it was an odd choice for the bathroom, so I pulled it into the sitting room near the window.” 
Jenna sighed at the memory. I felt so sad when I first touched the chair, but it’s refreshing to sit in the chair now. 
Mr. Moore cleared his throat. “Was it a pale yellow chair? That was Mrs. Nettie Wyndham’s favorite chair. Nettie was related to the Ross family.”
Jenna raised her eyebrows. “When I met with the estate lawyer to discuss the will, he went through a genealogy chart, but I got lost.”
“Do you think an estate lawyer could give a straight answer without a string of caveats?” Mr. Moore chuckled. “When I was a kid, I visited Mrs. Wyndham at the cottage. She loved to sit next to the living room window so she could watch the birds and squirrels that gathered in front of her cottage in the trees. Mrs. Wyndham had moved out here after her husband died. She said
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