

[image: Cover image: Sentenced to Murder by Sue Minix]




SENTENCED TO MURDER

Sue Minix

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Avon Logo]




Copyright

Published by AVON

A Division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF


www.harpercollins.co.uk


First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2024


Copyright © Sue Minix 2024


Cover design by © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2024


Sue Minix asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.


A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.


This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.


All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.


Source ISBN: 9780008659820

Ebook Edition © August 2024 ISBN: 9780008659837

Version: 2024-02-23




Dedication

To Dawn Dowdle, a wonderful agent 
and an even better friend. 
We miss you. 
R.I.P.



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Acknowledgments

Keep Reading …

About the Author

About the Publisher



CHAPTER ONE

Silence blanketed Riddleton Park at this hour on a February Saturday morning, and my senses reveled in the lack of input. In a few months, the ball fields would buzz with kids trying to get their games in before the sun rose too high and the temperatures vaulted into the nineties. Right now, the picnic shelters stood empty, too, although they’d likely fill up this afternoon with birthday parties and folks enjoying a moment in the sun. Pine trees dotting the landscape remained the only constant from one season to the next. Tall and majestic, their needles turned brown and fell, only to be replaced by fresh green ones.

Tiny water droplets plastered my face as my running buddy, Angus Halliburton, and I trotted laboriously through the early-morning fog. The rest of the Riddleton Runners were on the other side of the mile-long track around the park. Not for long, however. They’d already lapped us twice, and we were only finishing our first trip around. Needless to say, we didn’t run out of a need for speed.

I’d never asked Angus why he’d joined the group, but I suspected it had more to do with camaraderie than exercise. The forty-seven-year-old New Hampshire transplant opened the Dandy Diner over ten years ago, but making friends in a small southern town like Riddleton, South Carolina, could be a challenge, even for a gregarious soul like Angus. Especially since he moved here from northern New England. Yankee distrust still ran deep down south, where the Civil War had never really ended.

I glanced over at him as he puffed along, face the color of an overripe apple, his black combover plastered to his scalp by moist air and sweat. The wet “V” extending down from the neck of his plain gray sweatshirt offset the circles under his armpits, and his matching gray sweatpants seemed to stick to his legs as he ran. Poor guy had to be miserable, but he never complained and never broke stride.

“You okay?” I asked. “You’re awfully quiet today.”

As the general manager of the Riddleton Rumor Mill, Angus typically regaled me with all the juicy tidbits he’d picked up in the diner during the week. Not that I had a particular interest in the intimate details of my neighbors’ lives, but it made him happy to share them, so I uh-huhed and laughed in all the appropriate places. And his information had come in handy more than once when I was investigating the rash of murders that had struck Riddleton since I’d moved back home two years ago. Sometimes, it felt like I played a character in one of my mystery novels.

“I’m fine, Jen. You didn’t seem interested in talking, so I’m giving you your space.”

“My space?” I looked down at my German shepherd cantering along beside me. “You hear that, Savannah? He’s giving me space.”

She pricked her ears and forged ahead, falling drops of saliva marking her trail. We might have to cut our run short today. The wet air made it difficult for my dog to dissipate heat since the liquid wouldn’t evaporate from her tongue. Fortunately, the sun still hung near the horizon, the temperature only in the fifties; otherwise, she might already be in trouble.

I turned to Angus. “See? She doesn’t believe you either. What’s up?”

He lifted the bottom of his sweatshirt, exposing his T-shirt-covered midsection to wipe perspiration off his face. “I’m trying to decide whether to decorate the diner for Valentine’s Day.”

“There’s no contest for this holiday, right?” The town council often conducted a decoration contest for major holidays during the year, Valentine’s Day not usually being one of them. The townsfolk went nuts over the competitions despite the rewards for victory mostly being symbolic. Bragging rights went a long way in a small town.

“No, no contest, but I’m still considering it. Love needs to be celebrated, in my opinion. It’s so difficult to find.”

Difficult to find? Is Angus lonely? He’d always seemed so happy to me, but the more I thought about it, the more sense it made. There weren’t very many eligible women over forty in town. And being tied to the diner all day didn’t give him much opportunity to meet any of them.

“What’s the problem then? You should do whatever makes you happy.”

“Spoken like a true friend.” His plump lips spread into a smile. “What about your plans for Valentine’s Day? Eric taking you someplace special?”

Eric O’Malley was my boyfriend, a rookie detective with the Riddleton Police Department, and the former high school track star about to lap us for the third time. We’d been friends since my return to town and only started dating last summer. The relationship had stumbled over some rocky places the last few months, making us question the wisdom of it at times. However, we’d finally settled into something we both found comfortable. For now.

“I don’t know. We haven’t discussed it yet.”

Angus sidestepped over to poke me in the ribs. “Well, you better start dropping some hints. He might forget about it. You know how us guys are.”

“Ha! No chance with all the promotion going on. It’s like the whole world turns pink in February. Besides, Eric’s not like that. He’d never forget.” I brushed sweat off my face with my shoulder. “Personally, I think this holiday puts too much pressure on relationships. I don’t need a box of candy and flowers to know that he loves me. He shows me every day.”

“That’s sweet, but you never know. He might do something exciting this year.”

I glanced at him and caught a twinkle in his eye. Was he insinuating Eric might propose? An extra layer of perspiration appeared on my palms, and my heart sped into a staccato beat, accompanying the cloud of dread accumulating in my chest. I loved him, but I was nowhere near ready to get married. To anyone. “Why do you say that? What have you heard?”

Savannah looked up at me, feeling my tension through her leash. I scratched behind her ears, soothing her. Her head bobbed at mid-thigh level, making it easy to reach without concerns about falling over if I stepped on a pinecone.

“I haven’t heard anything. It’s your first Valentine’s Day as a couple. I just figured he might go all out.”

“Well, I hope not. It isn’t necessary. I think a low-key dinner would be perfect for us.”

“You mean like every other night?”

I narrowed my eyes at him, but he never looked back at me. Smart man. “We enjoy each other’s company. What’s wrong with that?”

“Not a thing. There’s nothing wrong with a little romance, either. Except it makes you uncomfortable for some reason. Why?”

How did he know? Was I that obvious? My brain searched for an answer to his question, coming up empty. “Beats me.”

“Could it be you have a fear of commitment?”

The sound of footfalls behind us told me we were about to be passed again. “What? No, that’s not it at all.”

“Then what is it? I can see how tense you are, even discussing it now. You’d think I told you he was planning to propose when all I said was he might do something interesting.”

Unfortunately, in my mind, the two were the same. I’d never tell him that, though. Besides, wasn’t that what guys usually did on Valentine’s Day? Propose to their girlfriends? Eric had already mentioned marriage once or twice before. The dread moved from my chest to my head and rearranged the furniture. “Can we change the subject, please? I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

He shot me a knowing look. “Okay, what are you getting him, then?”

I curled my fingers into fists as I ran. Savannah’s leash bounced against my leg. “I don’t know. I haven’t decided yet.”

“You’d better decide in a hurry. It’s less than two weeks away.”

Gritted teeth joined my clenched hands. Why couldn’t he let this go? Was he living vicariously through us? Or did he enjoy watching me squirm? Probably a little of both. “Don’t worry. I’ll figure something out.”

“Do you need some help? I’ve been told I’m pretty adept at picking out gifts.”

“Oh yeah? By who?”

“A gentleman never tells.”

My hands relaxed, and I tapped his ribs with my elbow. “Okay, but what does that have to do with you?”

“You never know,” he replied with a sly grin.

Angus had a secret love life? Nah. Secrets like that were impossible to keep in a small town like Riddleton. Of course, I’d be thrilled to be wrong. He deserved to be happy. “I’ll let you know if I get stuck. I haven’t given up yet.”

We jogged in silence as the rest of the runners flew by us, smiling and waving. Eric turned around, running backward to give me a double thumbs up. His green running shorts and red Riddleton HS Track tank top were darkened with moisture, lending a more funereal appearance to his Christmas colors. A wide grin and crinkling eyes more than made up for it, though.

I waved back, focusing on the pine scent in the crisp air and the brown needles crunching under my feet. On days like this, I almost enjoyed running. I did it the rest of the time because it sparked my creativity. A necessity given I had to write the next two books in my mystery series by the end of the year, and writer’s block tended to be more than a passing acquaintance.

Once we were on our own again, Angus asked, “How are things at the bookstore?”

I’d inherited Ravenous Readers a year and a half ago when the previous owner died unexpectedly in an explosion. With no experience running a business, the challenge had seemed overwhelming at times, but an infusion of cash from a new business partner had things looking better. Financially, anyway.

“Pretty well, I’d say. Sales have picked up some, and we’re also beginning to get online orders. I think we might be okay.” Fingers and toes crossed.

“How are the new arrangements working out?”

“It’s only been a few weeks, so nothing’s changed so far. I’m sure we’ll hit some bumps in the road eventually. When we do, we’ll deal with it. We’ve come this far together, right?”

“True. Have you ever thought about selling?”

Selling the bookstore? “No, never. What makes you ask?”

“I just wondered. It was only a few weeks ago that you thought the store might go under. You never considered selling even then?”

“Strangely enough, no. Not even then.” I turned to look at him. “What’s this all about, Angus? Are you thinking of putting the diner up for sale?”

He suddenly found the dusty tops of his running shoes fascinating.

“Angus?”

Still staring at his feet, he said, “I got an offer the other day. A really good one.”

I stopped and gawked at him, open-mouthed. Savannah didn’t notice and almost jerked my shoulder out of its socket. Pain flashed down my arm, and I rubbed it as she coughed.

Angus caught on and turned back toward me. “That guy came in and said he’d pay me a ton of money if I’d sell him the diner.”

“What guy?”

“You know, the developer. The one who wants to turn Riddleton into a tourist town.”

Simeon Kirby. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him I needed to think about it. Riddleton is my home. What would I do without the diner? Where would I go?”

“How much money are we talking about?”

“Enough that I could do whatever I wanted, I suppose. But I’m happy where I am. It’s tempting, though.” He lifted his gaze from his shoes to me. “He hasn’t approached you yet?”

“No, I haven’t seen him.”

“I’m surprised. I got the impression he wanted to replace all the existing businesses with shops of his choosing. Stores to support the resort he’s building out by the lake.”

“Well, he can’t have Ravenous Readers. He’s just going to have to change his plans. Of course, a bookstore could be part of his strategy, so maybe he doesn’t need mine.”

Angus arched his eyebrows. “Maybe, but what if he makes you an offer you can’t refuse?”

I rolled my eyes. “He’s not the godfather. He can’t kill me if I say no.”

“If you say so. It wasn’t that long ago that you thought he was a hitman, remember?”

My face heated. “I remember. And I was wrong.” When a woman was murdered a few weeks ago, I believed Kirby might’ve been a mob enforcer sent to make her husband repay a loan. I was way off base with that one. Not for the first time and probably not the last.

Footfalls behind us meant the group had caught up again. More smiles. More waves. Except for this time, Ingrid Kensington, Riddleton’s town doctor and part-time pathologist, dropped out of the crowd. Ingrid had moved to South Carolina from London when the state offered to pay her way through medical school in exchange for five years of service in a small town. We were happy to have her. After all, who doesn’t love a British accent? PBS had always been my favorite channel on Sunday nights.

“Hello, you two. Giving up already?”

Savannah pushed in to nuzzle Ingrid, who squatted to give her a good scratch. The dog closed her eyes and arched her back to get the most out of the experience. No, she wasn’t spoiled at all.

“We only stopped to talk for a minute,” I said, shaking my head and laughing. “We can get back on the road whenever her highness is done with you.”

Ingrid stood and shook the dog hair out from between her fingers. “I think that’ll do for now.” She gestured toward the path. “Shall we?”

We took off down the track, Ingrid holding herself back to stay with us. “I hope I didn’t interrupt something important,” she said.

Angus shook his head. “Not at all. We were discussing the new development out by the lake. I think it’ll be great for business. What do you think, Ingrid?”

She twisted her lips. “I imagine I’ll also have more business, but I’m not sure that’s a good thing. It’s considered bad form for a doctor to wish for more patients.”

“I can see that,” I said, turning my head from side to side to loosen my shoulder muscles. Specifically the one Savannah’d tried to pull out of joint. “Frankly, what’s good for business isn’t necessarily good for Riddleton. I’ve been to Myrtle Beach in the summertime. The crowds are awful. You can’t walk on the sidewalk, and there’s always bumper-to-bumper traffic in the street. Even at midnight! I don’t want to live that way. Do you?”

“Not when you put it that way,” Angus said. “Still, wouldn’t it be nice not to have money worries all the time?”

I had to concede that point. Money, or the lack of it, had been an issue for me since I left home for college twelve years ago. “Maybe, but I still don’t think it’ll be worth the price we have to pay.”

“Actually, Angus,” Ingrid began. “You’d need a lot more help at the diner to accommodate the crowds. Would you ever be able to find enough workers? I can’t imagine too many people are lining up to wait tables in Riddleton. Not that there’s anything wrong with it.”

“I hadn’t considered that. I might have to give the whole thing a little more thought.”

Did Ingrid just give Angus the excuse he needed to sell the diner? I hoped not. I would miss him. And the new owner might not keep the current staff, which would put Ingrid’s boyfriend, Marcus, out of work. However, Angus obviously didn’t want to mention the prospective sale, so I wouldn’t either. It wasn’t my secret to tell.

“Ingrid, what does Marcus think about the new resort?”

“We haven’t talked about it much. He’s been a bit distracted lately.”

“With what?” Angus asked. “He’s not unhappy at work, is he?”

Ingrid rested her hand on his shoulder. “Not at all. He loves his job. He got an odd telephone call the other day. It’s been bothering him.”

“Did he say who it was from?”

“No, only that it was from a chap he met in the Sutton County Jail. Whatever the man said, it upset him greatly. He hasn’t been himself since.”




CHAPTER TWO

After a shower, I donned clean jeans and a Gamecocks sweatshirt. The pants hugged my hips a bit more than they used to, reminding me I needed to lay off the chocolate chip muffins that had become the core of my daily breakfast. On second thought, I’d probably left them in the dryer too long, and they shrank. Yup, I’d go with that.

I parked myself at my desk to take advantage of the influx of oxygen my brain had received during my morning run. While waiting for my work in progress to load, I took a few deep inhalations of the stale apartment atmosphere. I couldn’t wait for the weather to warm up so I could open the balcony doors and windows for air exchange.

A few more deep breaths topped off my tank. Sometimes, it worked; sometimes, it didn’t. With the deadline for the third book in my Davenport Twins Mystery series only a few months away, I needed today to be a good day. So far, though, I’d only succeeded in making myself light-headed.

The stars of my series, teenage twins Dana and Daniel, had been my constant companions for almost a decade, though they’d only aged a couple of years in the process. I, however, felt forty years older than the college junior who’d begun the journey with them. The stress of trying to duplicate the success of my first book, Double Trouble, and the trail of failed relationships I’d left behind me had contributed greatly to my rapid aging. Not to mention the four murder investigations in less than two years, in which most, if not all, fingers pointed at me as the culprit.

I stared at the flashing cursor camped out beneath the Chapter Four scrawled across the screen’s top. My “Creativity Begins with Coffee” mug warmed my hands as I valiantly willed the words to be true. Writer’s block always seemed to have the last say, however. I longed for those carefree college days when the words flew from my brain out my fingertips onto the screen so fast I couldn’t keep up. That seemed like a lifetime ago.

My fingers rested in the correct position on the keyboard, and I waited for the magic prose to appear in my mind. What I got was: what’s Savannah doing? Napping on the couch. I watched until her ribcage rose, then tried again. Nope, nothing. Nicht, nix, nada. Multiple languages all amounting to the same result: I’d never finish this book.

I scrolled back to the end of chapter three and reread the last paragraph. Daniel had just entered the old Underground Railroad tunnel where he and the rest of the fraternity pledges were being blindfolded and taken, one at a time at thirty-minute intervals, to find their way out again. I needed only to describe his journey until he found the murdered pledge so he and his sister would have something to investigate. How hard could it be? I’d been in the same situation only a few weeks ago while investigating the murder of a guy left on my doorstep.

I put myself back in those tunnels, pictured the scene in my mind, and began describing what I saw. Then I added in the smells and the sounds and the gut-wrenching fear that threatened to paralyze me the whole time I was down there. Once I got started, a stream of words flowed through my fingers, just like the old days. Before I knew it, a thousand of them flooded the pages, two hours had passed, and my brain was as dry and empty as the Sahara Desert. I rested my head on my forearms crossed on the desk, drained. Good enough for now. I’d try again later.

An hour remained before I had to meet Eric at the diner for lunch, so I roused my sleeping German shepherd, and we headed for the bookstore. After Savannah’s pit stop at the oak tree at the bottom of the steps, we strolled down Main Street past the Dollar General and crossed Oak Street to the Goodwill, where I stopped for a minute to admire the old Remington manual typewriter on display. Who was I kidding? As much time as I spent backspacing and deleting, I’d have to retype every manuscript fifty times.

The fog had lifted, and we now enjoyed a mild, sunny late morning, the blue sky dotted with puffs of clouds I failed to find any interesting shapes in. Punxsutawney Phil had seen his shadow the other day, but winter seemed to be on hiatus for the moment. Maybe I’d be able to get those windows open today after all.

I waved at Angus through the still-undecorated window of the Dandy Diner, then traversed Pine to cover the last block, which housed the town hall, police station, and Ravenous Readers. Having the cops right next door had always been a source of comfort, except when it was me they were after. As a rule, though, Riddleton had little crime to speak of.

Unless you counted murder.

Downtown had been fashioned into a rectangle divided into sections by seven streets—three across and four down. While the official population pushed the ten thousand mark, most residents lived in the surrounding farms and housing developments and on the shore of Lake Dester. Only a few hundred people called Riddleton itself home, giving it a quaint, small-town feel. I’d hated the cloying everybody’s-always-in-your-business atmosphere growing up and left at the first opportunity, but had come to love it since my return a couple of years ago.

When we entered the bookstore, an older couple browsed the Biography section, two teenage girls hung out on the brown-and-gold-striped couch surfing their phones, and a middle-aged blonde stirred sugar into her cup at the coffee bar. Not too bad for a Saturday, when most town residents preferred exploring the shopping malls in the nearby cities of Blackburn and Sutton. Hard for us to compete with the vast selections found in the major chain stores.

Charlie Nichols, our barista-in-chief, as he liked to call himself, handed the blonde a muffin to go with the coffee she held in her other hand. She smiled and made herself comfortable at one of the butcher-block tables by the Mystery section to flip through a romance while she ate. With luck, she didn’t have sticky fingers. As my mother liked to say, “Napkins are our friends.” Especially in a bookstore.

Charlie was a thirty-six-year-old computer geek who’d offered to help out for next to nothing when I inherited the store and had no idea what to do with it. When he’d moved into the apartment below mine, his mission had been to convince me to go out with him. My mission at the time was to get him to leave me alone. The war had ended in an awkward truce.

I had concerns about working with him, but he’d been on his best behavior ever since I convinced him I’d undo all his expensive dental work if he asked me to dinner one more time. In exchange for his concessions, I agreed to let him dress however he chose rather than insist he wear the standard uniform of khaki pants and a red Ravenous Readers polo shirt. And allow him to keep all his teeth.

Today, he decided to be Zorro—leather pants, a silk long-sleeve shirt, a cape tied around his neck, and the hat with a feather tucked into the band I’d given him for Christmas last year. All black. Still no sword or mask, though. The mask might be his next birthday present. The blade, however, he’d have to live without.

I reached under the coffee bar for my “Writer in Residence” mug and filled it with coffee from the urn. Charlie whipped out his invisible sword and carved the famous “Z” on my chest with a flourish.

After sending him a super-sized eye roll, I said, “Really, Charlie?”

He sheathed his blade and stood with arms akimbo. “What? I’m placing you under my protection. Now everyone knows not to mess with you.”

Terrific, but who would protect me from him? “Thank you, kind sir.” I gripped the sides of my imaginary skirt and curtseyed, banging my forehead on the pastry case glass. I rubbed the sore spot, feeling for the lump soon to follow. “Ow! Some protector you are.”

He shook his head, the feather waving. “Even Zorro can’t protect you from yourself. That’s a full-time job.”

I squinted and wrinkled my nose at him. “Where’s Lacey?”

He eyeballed the store. “I don’t know. She was here a minute ago. She must be hunting for something in the back.”

Lacey Stanley—brown-haired, mid-thirties, mother of two and one on the way—was my store manager and business partner. She and her husband, Ben, had recently bought a 50 percent stake in Ravenous Readers, giving us enough cash to stay open until sales picked up and the store became self-sustaining. We worked well together but still had to adjust to our new roles. Well, I had to adjust to my new role, anyway. Lacey pretty much did what she always had—run the store with an expert, loving hand.

She came out of the stockroom, carrying a biography to the older couple. Savannah charged to the cash register counter, knowing Lacey had stashed the bacon treats underneath. She waited patiently, decorating the glass case containing bookmarks and booklights for our more considerate nighttime readers, with nose-print art and wagging her entire rear end.

Lacey noticed the dog and smiled. “Hold on, little girl. I’m coming.”

Savannah leaped to her feet and pranced in a tight circle.

I sipped my coffee and headed in that direction, laughing. “Poor starving baby. You’d think she hadn’t eaten in a month. Although she did have a pretty good workout this morning.”

“You really should try feeding her once in a while.” Lacey offered her a snack, which Savannah nibbled out of her palm using only her lips.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. She ate the day before yesterday. She’s not due for another two days. How much more does she need?”

Lacey wiped her hand on her polo shirt. “Yeah, right. I’ll bet she eats more in a day than you do.”

“I’ll bet you’re right. A pound of kibble, plus leftovers and treats. And she still thinks she’s a famine victim.” I scratched her neck as she begged for another snack.

“She’s a growing girl.”

“Are you kidding? She weighs eighty-five pounds! She’s grown quite enough as far as I’m concerned. Any more, and I’ll have to feed her with a snow shovel.”

“Good luck finding one around here.”

“I’m just happy we almost never need one around here.”

Savannah gave up on conning any more treats out of Aunt Lacey and trotted to the coffee bar to sniff out crumbs dropped by Uncle Charlie. The older couple carried three books to the cash register. As Lacey dealt with them, I retreated to the stockroom for glass cleaner and paper towels. While I appreciated my dog’s ingenuity and creativity, I doubted our customers would feel the same way about the streaks and swirls obscuring the merchandise.

When the front door closed behind the biography buffs, I said, “What have you been up to this morning?”

“Other than helping customers, reading to kids, and throwing up? Not much.”

Lacey was near the end of her first trimester, struggling with morning sickness. “I’m so sorry. Why didn’t you call me?”

“No need. I’m used to it. This is my third time around, you know.”

She had a son, Ben Jr., who we called Benny, and a daughter, Brianna, six and nine, respectively. “I know, but I’m still happy to help if you need me. You must be miserable.”

“I can handle it.” She pulled a half-sleeve of unsalted crackers and a bottle of ginger ale from under the counter. “See? I’ve got it covered. And you have two books to write by the end of the year.” After swapping the snacks for a spiral notebook, she said, “Look at what I’ve been working on. I think it’ll make a great window display, don’t you?”

I accepted the book and studied the first drawing. Cupid on the right-side window, bow cocked, ready to fire an arrow. I flipped to the next one of an arrow traveling across the front door. The left-side window had a group of people reading romance novels, with more arrows headed straight toward them. “This is great, but are you sure you want to take all this on in your current condition? It’s not like there’s a contest for this one.”

“What do you mean, my current condition? I’m pregnant, not wasting away on my deathbed. It’s a baby, not consumption.”

My ears burned, and I shuffled my feet in discomfort. I hadn’t intended to upset her. “I only meant the paint smell might bother you or something. You’ve also been having dizzy spells, remember? I don’t want you passing out and falling through the glass, either.”

“I’ll be fine. Stop being such a worrywart.” She collected her notebook. “I’m also going to take a few of the small bookcases we pulled out of the children’s section, fill them with romances, and station them around the store.”

“Will you let us help you with that, at least? Those bookcases are heavy since Eric bolted them together in stacks of two, and you need to take it easy.”

“Jennifer Marie Dawson! It’s 2024, not 1824. Stop treating me like some magnolia blossom that’s going to wilt in the sun.”

“Hey! Only my mother’s allowed to use my middle name when she’s mad. You might be a mother, but it doesn’t make you mine.”

She crossed her arms. “Fine, but you got the point, right?”

I replied, “Yes, ma’am,” but anxiety danced through my belly. Not long ago, I’d have had the right to insist she listen to me. But we were partners now. Fifty-fifty. They’d only asked for 30 percent of the business, but I didn’t think that was fair, given how much money they offered. Perhaps I should’ve kept 51 percent instead. Then, I’d still be in charge.

However, Lacey was the heart and soul of the bookstore. She knew how to run it, what the customers would respond to, what would make us successful in the long term. I knew how to write books, not sell them. I had no experience managing any kind of business, let alone a bookstore. In truth, I should’ve given her 51 percent.

But I didn’t; now, I’d have to learn to live with it. It never occurred to me how difficult it would be to give up the illusion of control. Lacey had always been in charge of the store. The only difference now was she no longer had to run her decisions by me first. Why did it matter? I almost never disagreed with her. Guess I liked having the option more than I’d realized.

The clock on the wall showed eleven fifty-eight. I had two minutes to meet Eric at the diner for lunch. And my propensity to be late made him unhappy. I’d been working hard lately to be more considerate of his feelings. The least I could do was be on time for lunch.




CHAPTER THREE

I left Savannah at the bookstore with Aunt Lacey and Uncle Charlie since the diner was likely crowded on a Saturday afternoon. The locals would never complain as my German shepherd was the closest thing to a town mascot Riddleton had, unless you included the Riddleton High School Jackrabbit who patrolled the sidelines during Friday night football games in the fall.

However, there was no telling how many strangers traveling the back roads between Blackburn and Sutton or guests from the resort might stop by for lunch. The last thing I’d want is to bring negative attention to Angus’s diner. On the selfish side, though, enough bad press might make Kirby withdraw his offer, and Angus would have to stay. Something to think about. Except I wanted my friend to be happy, so I’d have to live with whatever decision he made.

A few more puffy white clouds decorated the azure sky, but they presented no threat of rain. It was a day born for outdoor activities, and I imagined the park’s ball fields and picnic areas, deserted during our morning run, were now full of townspeople celebrating the break from winter’s misery. I filled my lungs with fresh, spring-like air.

I scurried down the sidewalk under the noonday sun, past the police station and town hall, which showed no signs of activity—typical for the closed town hall and a positive omen for the police. Hopefully, their day would remain peaceful. They might not have many more calm weekends if Simeon Kirby had his way. An influx of tourists would definitely keep our police force busy. Mainly on the weekends.

The Dandy Diner occupied the corner of Main and Pine next door to the Goodwill and across the street from the town hall. It functioned as a meeting place as much as an eating place, a favorite hangout for the Riddleton gossipmongers. They’d sit in the orange faux-leather booths for hours, sipping coffee and exchanging stories. 

Angus served as gossipmonger-in-chief since he picked up snippets from everyone who came through and passed them on to anyone who would listen. Mostly for entertainment, though. No malice intended. Angus knew when to keep a secret and never revealed anything that might hurt someone, unless they happened to be a murder suspect.

When I entered, the diner was wall-to-wall people, and I recognized about half the faces participating in various stages of their dining experience. Good thing I’d left Savannah behind. No way to know which of the strangers would feed her treats and who might complain about her presence. Best not to take any chances.

Angus stood behind the counter, conducting his orchestra of waitstaff, cooks, and bussers as if they were members of the South Carolina Philharmonic. He shared a smile with each person he made eye contact with, and his combover bounced across his shiny scalp every time he moved. He loved this place. I couldn’t imagine him ever giving it up, even for the world’s best retirement opportunity. Particularly when he knew he’d be turning it over to someone who didn’t care about the customers, didn’t care about the town, and didn’t care about anything but profits.

Eric had somehow managed to snag our favorite booth in the corner. How he always did that, no matter how busy the place was, amazed and confounded me. When I asked him about it, he just shrugged and said he knew the owner. But that should only make a difference if Angus was forcibly relocating people when Eric walked in. No way we were that important, but knowing Angus, I wouldn’t be shocked if it turned out to be true.

I slid onto the seat across from Eric. He looked up from his menu and grinned, bunching his cheek freckles together and creating laugh lines around his eyes. The guy was growing up. His skinny frame had filled out some in the last few months, and his orange hair had darkened into more of a deep red. He no longer reminded me of little Opie Taylor, although I could still see the resemblance at times like this.

“How’s it going?” I asked, reaching for a menu of my own.

He lifted an eyebrow. “What’re you going to do with that?”

“I’m going to decide what I want for lunch, just like you. What else would I do with it?”

“We both know what you’re going to order. Why bother with the pretense?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I set the laminated page on the table and crossed my arms. “I have no idea what I want until I look at the choices. Just because the same things appeal to me every day doesn’t mean I don’t give everything else a fair shot.”

“Methinks the lady doth protest too much.”

I scrunched my lips together. “You’d better knock it off before we do the ‘out, out damn spot’ scene instead.”

He flipped to the sandwich side of his menu. “Nothing like a little Shakespeare in the morning, huh?”

“It’s afternoon.”

“Which is why you’re going to order a bacon cheeseburger, fries, and either a chocolate milkshake or a Mountain Dew, depending on how your day’s been so far.”

I pinched my brows into a fake glower. I hated when he was right. “One of these days, I might surprise you.”

“Possibly, but not today, I suspect.”

Before I could reply, our waitress, Penelope, approached with her order pad in one hand, the other self-consciously patting her dyed-red long hair. Must’ve been the inch of blond showing at her roots making her feel uncomfortable. First time I’d ever seen her behind on her hair upkeep. “You folks ready to order?” She immediately began scribbling.

“We haven’t said anything yet. What are you writing?” I asked.

“I’m writing down your order while he finishes deciding. We’re busy, so I’m saving time.” She fussed with her hair again. “Is this a shake day or a Dew day?”

I so wanted to order something different to teach them a lesson, but I liked what I always got. Why should I punish myself because they were smart alecks? “It’s a Dew day. Nothing bad’s happened yet.”

“Well, I hope it stays that way.” She turned expectantly to Eric.

“I’ll have the same, except with a Pepsi.”

“Got it. I’ll be right back with your drinks.” Penelope tore our slip off her order pad and carried it to the front counter.

“Now that the challenging task of ordering lunch is complete, what have you been up to today?” I reached across the table for Eric’s hand and traced his lifeline with my finger.

He shivered as I tickled his palm. “Not much. Relaxing on my day off.” His emerald eyes glinted in the overhead fluorescent lights. “And making plans for Valentine’s Day.”

A boulder settled in my chest. I really didn’t want him to do anything special. Too much pressure. “Oh? What kind of plans?”

“If I tell you, it won’t be a surprise.”

Uh-oh. What would I do if Angus was right? I loved him, but I was happy with the way things were between us. “It doesn’t have to be a surprise. I enjoy spending time with you, even if I know what we’re doing beforehand.”

“Some things are better when they’re unexpected. Valentine’s Day plans are one of those things.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Please don’t spoil this for me, Jen. I want to do something nice for you. To show you how I feel.”

Something nice? That didn’t sound like a proposal. I relaxed a bit, and the boulder crumbled. “I won’t. I promise.”

“Thank you.”

Penelope returned with the drinks, and we busied ourselves by stripping the paper off our straws. I poked mine into my soda and wiped condensation off the glass with a napkin.

Eric sipped his cola. “I do have a Valentine’s Day surprise I can share with you, but you have to swear you won’t tell anyone else.”

Oh, boy, a secret! I crossed my heart, zipped my lips, and threw away the key. “There. I swear. Now spill!”

“I’m serious, Jen. You can’t tell anyone. Especially Brittany.”

Brittany Dunlop had been my best friend since kindergarten. How could I keep a secret from her? As a rule, I spilled my guts the instant she walked into the room. “Why can’t I tell Brittany? I tell her everything.”

“I know, but you can’t this time. Promise me, or I can’t tell you.”

“Fine. I promise, but this better be good.”

His grin gave me the answer. “Olinski is planning to propose on Valentine’s Day! He showed me the ring this morning. Brittany’s going to love it, but you can’t breathe a word to her about this. Olinski’ll have my head fitted for a lampshade.”

My eyelids stretched so wide they felt like they were being forced open. I covered my mouth with my hands, then squealed. “Oh my gosh! That’s wonderful! How’s he going to do it? Balloon ride? Skywriter?” Then I remembered my experience with him. “Never mind. His proposal to me was, ‘Hey, let’s get married,’ while I was still wearing my high school cap and gown. No getting down on one knee, no mushy soliloquy. Not even a ring.”

Stan Olinski was my former high school boyfriend and Riddleton’s current chief of police. He’d been dating Brittany for a little over a year, and they seemed well matched. Much better matched than he and I had ever been.

Still, a tiny twinge of jealousy galloped through my chest. I dismissed the silly feeling. I didn’t want him back. Why shouldn’t my best friend be happy with him?

“He’s not the same guy he was back then. He didn’t tell me his plans, but I’m pretty sure he’ll do more than that this time.”

“I hope so. He’d be lucky to have Brittany as his wife. She deserves better from him.”

He took my hand. “So did you.”

“Apparently not.”

Eric wisely stayed silent. He’d reopened an old wound, and I suspected he knew it. Even though I refused to marry Olinski, his nonchalant assumption that I’d jump at the chance had always gnawed at me. He knew my plans didn’t include cooking, cleaning, and popping out babies but was still shocked when I turned him down to go to college instead. And stayed angry with me for years afterward.

We’d agreed to get along for Brittany’s sake, and for the most part, we did. Unless I found myself stuck in the middle of one of his murder investigations. Then, our relationship depended on whether he believed I’d interfered with it or not. And it didn’t take much for him to decide I had. Of course, he was usually right, but I only did it because I had no choice. I had to save either myself or someone I cared about. That justified my behavior, in my opinion, but most of the time, he disagreed. The fact I usually turned out to be right in the end only made things worse.

A lull at the cash register brought Marcus to our table to break the silence. Marcus Jones was the diner’s assistant manager and a former felon, but he’d since turned his life around to provide a stable environment for his two young daughters. My pride in his accomplishments led me to rush to his defense when he’d been arrested for a crime I knew he didn’t commit a while back
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