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Eugeena’s Family Ralph Patterson, Jr. (oldest son married to Judy, twin boys, Jacob and Joseph, girl, Jasmine)Cedric Patterson (son married to Carmen Alpine-Patterson)Leesa Patterson (daughter, single, two children, Kisha and Tyric)

Amos’s Family Alexa Jones-McCormick (oldest daughter lives in Seattle with son, Douglas) Briana Jones (youngest daughter has moved into old family home next door)

Eugeena’s Aunts Cora Gibson (aunt closest in age to Eugeena) Esther Gibson (oldest living aunt)




Chapter 1


One of my favorite proverbs states, “A happy heart makes the face cheerful.” I could truly say I’ve never been happier in all my life. It’s been five months since I officially became Eugeena Patterson-Jones. I married my next door neighbor on a Saturday in February, and I know other newlyweds could relate to my joy. But, I’m no ordinary newlywed. I’m sixty-one years old, and I enjoy taking advantage of my AARP and other senior citizens’ discounts. Pending social security, my world consists of retirement activities, and oh yeah, sharing my home with a man again. I’d been a widow for five years. 
A few years ago, I couldn’t have imagined that, at my age, the man I’d secretly had a crush on would become my second husband. The Lord does work in mysterious ways. He could surprise even an old bird like me.
After much discussion, Amos officially moved into the home where I’d raised my three children. His home where he’d resided alone after his wife’s death remained empty, and Amos pondered putting the house on the market after he moved in with me.
Until three months ago.
After living in California, trying to make it as a singer, Amos’s youngest daughter moved back home. She’d showed up to surprise her father for Easter Sunday. Next thing we knew, she seemed to remain in Charleston long after her impromptu visit. Amos hadn’t turned off the utilities yet, so Briana embraced her parents’ former home and appeared to have placed her life in California behind her. This all happened pretty fast and I can’t say I was completely comfortable with our new neighbor.
Briana had a rough few years during and after her mom’s battle with breast cancer. Perhaps being in the house where her mother last lived provided some comfort. Amos kept many reminders of Francine Jones in the house. After a lengthy estrangement from her father, I recognized that Briana needed him in her life. Just because our children grow up and get their own lives doesn’t mean they stop needing us.
Right now, I wasn’t sure how well I could remain supportive. For the second night in a row, music blasted from next door into our bedroom. With no cares of this being a Sunday evening, the heavy bass and thumping penetrated right through the window. I thought the windows would shatter at some point.
Next to me, Amos wrestled with the covers on the bed. I knew he was restraining himself from going over to visit his baby girl. In not so many words, before we retired for the night, he’d expressed that he didn’t miss the drama that came with facing his youngest daughter.
I knew about drama, having birthed a drama queen myself. The difference was my youngest child and daughter lived across town and showed up occasionally when she needed free babysitting. Leesa was a twenty-three year-old single mom with two young children. Thank goodness her party days ended the moment she delivered her first child at age seventeen.
Briana was twenty-six with no children and clearly had no intentions of settling down.
“I need to go over there.” Amos’s voice was gruff, concealing more anger than I knew he had.
I propped myself on my elbow. “Is that really a good idea? Last time didn’t go so well.”
Last time was the previous night. I wanted to march over to the house myself, but knew I needed to let Amos handle it. Amos tried, but that’s not what happened. All I heard was yelling and screaming. Not from Amos. Amos was the silent type who kept his thoughts inside and his face grim. Briana, on the other hand, was livid. And despite the fact she was living in her parents’ home rent-free, she insisted Amos had no right to tell her what to do.
There was so much on my mind, but I held my tongue. Besides, this was my fault. Last Christmas, I’d encouraged Amos to reach out to his daughters. After Amos’s first wife died, his precarious relationship with both daughters had faded to almost nonexistent. I wanted both of our families to come together before Amos and I officially married. It seemed like the right thing to do.
His oldest daughter, Alexa still lived across the country in Seattle, but kept in touch a lot more. This summer, we were promised time with Douglas, Amos’s grandson. All appeared to be healed and improving with his oldest daughter.
Amos’s youngest daughter was another whole situation.
The mattress sprang as Amos jumped up from the bed. He turned the lamp on, illuminating the side of the bedroom with the window. “I can’t take this anymore, Eugeena. I’m about to think the girl is doing this on purpose.”
I didn’t want to agree with him, but I was thinking the same thing.
As soon as Amos had pulled on his pants, the music stopped. We peered at each other. Loud voices drifted up to our window, and then we heard the sounds of car doors slamming and engines revving.
I blinked, “Maybe the party is over.” Not that there should have been one at all. Didn’t any of the people over there work? It was a Sunday night for crying out loud. Sundays were supposed to be for rest, so people could ease into the work week.
Amos grunted. “I guess there’s hope for that girl after all.”
I was feeling even more suspicious. Kind of weird how everything stopped when Amos turned on the light. I kept that to myself, though I really wanted to blurt it out loud.
With a swiftness that defied his age, Amos undressed and returned to bed. With the lights out, I edged closer to his warm body as he wrapped his arm around me. I have to say this was one of my favorite parts about being married and something I missed.
I’m not sure how long after we both drifted back to sleep, but noise shrilled from the bedside next to Amos. It was his phone.
He reached over to grab it.
I listened, my eyes slipping back closed, desperately wanting my sleep that had been snatched away. As Amos’s conversation started to penetrate my ears, my eyes popped open again.
He’d sat up, raising his voice in a panic. “You found what, Briana?”
Thinking this couldn’t be good I sat up and clutched the covers to my chest, while listening intently for more information.
Amos stood from the bed, gripping the phone in his hands. “Don’t touch anything. Give me a few minutes to get dressed.” He threw the phone down on the bed in a huff. “Briana said someone was killed.”
I sucked in a breath and choked out, “Killed?” I turned to climb out of bed. “In the house? Who? How?”
Amos reached for the same pair of pants that he’d climbed into earlier. “She found a body in the shed.”
“In the shed? I’m going with you.”
He blew out a breath. “Eugeena, I can handle this. You don’t need to go over there.”
“Of course I do. When Leesa was in trouble, you helped me. Don’t forget about Carmen and her friend, Jocelyn.”
He rubbed his hand across his bald head.
I held up my hands to ward off his protests. “I’m just going to support you. And Briana must be scared out of her mind.”
It was the least I could do. Plus, I was feeling really bad about my feelings towards Briana. Lord, I’m sorry for not being more understanding about Briana. The girl is begging for help in her own way.
I couldn’t replace her mother, but it was obvious that Briana had been on a downward destructive spiral since her mother died.
I prayed that she hadn’t gone off the deep end.




Chapter 2


This was not my first dead body. 
Though I never worked a homicide like Amos, I’ve managed to help solve a few murder cases. I wouldn’t call it a hobby, but I have managed to find myself investigating how people died, one being my dear friend, Mary Fleming. I’d been estranged from my friend for a few years. That fateful day something led me to her home while I was out walking. Finding her body had changed me forever and placed a different perspective on my retired years than I imagined.
I pushed that memory back as I stood next to Amos. It was silent in the backyard, like all the creatures decided to become still. The only sound was next door where Porgy, the Corgi that I inherited from Mary, was throwing a fit at the backdoor that led out to our yard.
I tore my eyes away from the body to peer over at Amos’s daughter. Despite tears running down Briana’s face, she stood rigid, her arms wrapped around her body like a straitjacket. I was worried she was either going into shock or on the verge of a nervous breakdown.
“No one touch anything.” Amos stated as he dialed 9-1-1.
I didn’t want to look any more than I already had, but I found myself curiously viewing the body in the shed again. I covered my nose, but could still smell the unpleasant odor of decay in the air. The woman’s large brown eyes seemed to stare at something across from her. It wasn’t her stillness that struck me as much as the large gash on the right side of her head.
Had she fallen somewhere? Or did someone hit her across the head with something?
Even more disturbing were the markings of dirt across the concrete floor. She’d been dragged into the shed and purposely placed across from the entrance, to be found by whoever walked through the door.
But, why? 
And, who was she?
I had a sense that I’d seen the woman before. She appeared young, between the age of my daughter and Briana. Her clothing was casual, blue denim jeans, a bright yellow halter top and sandals. I could tell she’d artfully applied her makeup, though now the mascara was smeared across her cheeks. She was a really pretty woman with pecan colored skin, now lifeless. I wondered if I had her as a student. It was quite possible since I taught eighth grade social studies for so many years. It was a common occurrence for me to run into a former student, now an adult.
Something on her hand caught my attention. It appeared to be smudged from my distance. I pointed, “What’s on her hand? That doesn’t look like a tattoo.”
Amos answered, “Looks like some kind of stamp. She may have been someplace else before arriving here.”
I stepped back, suddenly feeling nauseous. The smell was waning my curiosity. This woman had been here for more than a few hours. I moved away from the door and farther into the yard. Amos followed suit a few seconds later. He stood by Briana as he gazed intently towards the shed.
Despite being a retired homicide detective, I’d learned that Amos couldn’t turn down an investigation. This one tonight had hit too close to home.
I faced Briana whose body was turned towards the house like she wanted to flee at any moment.
I leaned in close and spoke softly, as if to a young child. “I don’t know why, but she looks so familiar to me. Did you know her, Briana?”
Briana seemed to shrink inwardly, puzzlement on her face. “I don’t know where she came from or why she was here.”
During that instance, I noticed Briana had alcohol on her breath. She was standing upright, so she wasn’t drunk, but she’d been drinking. I wanted to scold Briana. What is wrong with you? An even more important question, why was Briana letting all kinds of people in her father’s house anyway? She was old enough to know better than to be this reckless. I glanced over at Amos. My husband’s face reflected what I was thinking.
Amos peered over at his daughter, disapproval marred his face. He pointed towards the shed, “I’m pretty sure when CSI arrives they’re not going to find a lot of blood inside the shed. That crime scene is somewhere else, maybe on this property.” He paced the length of the yard by the shed. “Someone purposely chose to hide her body. That same person could have pushed her or possibly struck her with an object to cause that head damage.” He peered around the yard as though searching for the murder weapon.
It took me a moment to process that information. My body began to shiver. “I can’t believe someone would just leave her that way.”
“Nothing surprises me anymore. I’ve seen it all. I have to say this on my property is a new one.“ Amos waved his arms. “Let’s move inside the house. We’ve trampled around enough back here. Briana, you’re going to have to answer some questions starting with who you invited into this house.”
Briana stared back at her father, shaking her head. Her voice pitched higher than usual as she protested, “I don’t know who would have done this. I don’t even remember anyone being outside in the backyard or near the shed.”
Amos grabbed her shoulders as though to keep her from flying off the handle. “I can hear the cops approaching. They just need to know who was here to start the investigation.” He glanced over at me.
I arched an eyebrow. I felt pretty sure Amos was going to be doing some investigating on his own and he knew me. I was not about to let him leave me out.
As Amos predicted, blue lights and sirens arrived in front of the house. I had a feeling I knew who else from Charleston P.D. would show up soon. I had so many run-ins with the homicide detective, she knew me by name. I even had the detective’s information in my phone contacts. A strange thing, but last fall I was pulled into a murder investigation as a civilian.
People like to confess things to me. I don’t know why. Maybe it was because I’d been a teacher. I’d always had students who liked to confide in me.
Now, I have a homicide detective on speed dial.
The doorbell rang soon after we re-entered the house through the backdoor. I couldn’t help but look around and notice Amos’s former home in disarray. It was clear that Briana had a group of people in the house, especially in the kitchen. Dishes were in the sink, pizza and chicken wing boxes were stacked on the kitchen table, and I noticed quite a few beer cans and brown bottles spilling over the top of the trashcan. I wanted to immediately clean-up, but that wouldn’t be a good idea. I headed into the living room behind Amos and Briana; this room appeared to be a disaster area too.
Pillows from the couch were piled in the corner and most of the dining room chairs were placed around the room indicating where people had sat while they visited.
Amos let the deputy in. Instead of sitting down, we all stood in the living room facing the young man who came to take our statement.
He glanced around briefly and then cleared his throat. “Someone reported a body.”
Briana looked over at her father, seeming unsure how to answer.
Amos nodded. “Yes, my daughter called me. My wife and I live next door. We came right over and once I saw the body, I called 9-1-1. I’m a retired homicide detective.”
The deputy frowned. “Okay, sir. Well, I assumed no one touched the body.”
Briana shook her head vehemently. “No, as soon as I saw… I ran back into the house to call my dad.”
The deputy had removed a notebook from his uniform’s breast pocket. He flipped it open and clicked the pen in his hand. “Ma’am, did you recognize the person?”
Briana seemed to freeze for a moment before answering. “I don’t think I knew her.” She glanced over at her dad. “I mean she wasn’t here with the others.”
The deputy asked sharply, “Others?”
“I had a small get together last night and tonight. Most of the same people. Tonight, everyone had just left, most of them had jobs to get to in the morning. I was getting ready to take the trash out, but then I noticed the shed was open. I don’t know why this caught my attention. I guess I wasn’t sure if anyone was in there so I went to check. Then, I noticed a smell.”
A frowned crossed the deputy’s face. “Ma’am, how many people were here at the house this weekend? We’re going to need all their names.”
Briana stuttered, “I will try, but…”
My mouth spilled the question before I could help myself. “You don’t know who all was in here, do you?”
She glared at me. “I knew most of them. Some people brought guests. That’s normal. It wasn’t more than fifteen or sixteen people.”
I glanced over at Amos, whose forehead was wrinkled as if he was trying to ward off a pending headache.
“Just sit tight.” The deputy held up his hands. “I’m going to secure the crime scene. The detective should be here any minute. If I was you, I would start jotting down names of those who were on the premises this evening.”
Amos stood, “I can show you the way, deputy.”
Amos and the deputy left the living room leaving me standing next to Briana.
I puzzled over her answers to the deputy’s questions. Briana claimed she wasn’t sure if she knew the woman, but I thought I sensed recognition in her eyes. Even I thought the woman looked familiar. I started to question Briana about her reaction, but the doorbell rang. I had a pretty good idea who it was before I headed towards the door.
“Let me get the door for you. I have had some run-ins with this Charleston homicide detective. Be on guard, because she doesn’t play with her questions.”
When I opened the door I was greeted by a petite redhead woman who by now I could have called a friend. But we didn’t have that kind of relationship. Detective Sarah Wilkes didn’t appear very pleased to see me and I kind of expected that. I did have a history which involved me butting into her investigations.
Still I knew she respected me and I knew she certainly respected Amos. Wilkes’ father and Amos served together on the force, so they had a long history together.
She smiled, “Mrs. Patterson. Or should I call you Mrs. Jones now?”
I returned a smile, “I’m Mrs. Patterson-Jones now, but you know you’re welcome to call me Eugeena.”
Detective Wilkes nodded. “Miss Eugeena. Congratulations on your nuptials. I’m sorry I couldn’t make the wedding, but you know in the back of my mind I figured you and I would meet again.” She stepped into the house, a grimace on her face as she glanced around. “Here we are meeting again at another crime scene.”
I frowned, “I hope you know I don’t look for these crime scenes.”
“No, they seem to find you.” Detective Wilkes whipped out her notebook from inside her jacket pocket. “Who found the body?”
“I did.” Briana crossed her arms, looking warily at Detective Wilkes.
The detective eyed the young woman. “You are?”
“Briana Jones. Amos is my father.”
Detective Wilkes responded, “Uh-huh. Did you recognize the body?”
Briana seemed to freeze again before answering. Her response was low. “I don’t think so.”
I eyed Briana and then glanced over at the detective. Wilkes was watching Briana closely.
She picked up on it too. Briana had a definite reaction when she was asked that question. Did she know the dead woman outside? If so, how?
This was not going to go well if Briana was hiding something.




Chapter 3


The CSI unit arrived early Monday morning and stayed for hours marking various areas of Amos’s property. At some point we ventured back over to our house. Despite the body being outside, Briana insisted she didn’t want to be alone, so I set her up in one of the guest bedrooms downstairs. Eventually Amos and I climbed the stairs to our bedroom, but I tossed and turned as much as he did. After what felt like a really short night, I climbed out of bed, washed my face and brushed my teeth. 
Porgy watched me from his doggy bed in the corner of our bedroom. Usually Amos was up before me and he let Porgy outside in the morning while I slept. I didn’t want to disturb Amos, so I ushered the dog out of the bedroom with me. As much as his short legs allowed, the dog galloped down the stairs and then proceeded to bounce around my ankles to be let out the backdoor. As Porgy did his business outside in the yard, I started the coffee and took out some turkey bacon to begin breakfast. All the while I moved in the kitchen, I couldn’t help but feel a weird sense of doom.
There was a body right next door. Again.
Last time this happened, Amos and I were together when we heard gunshots. We ran out to find my next door neighbor’s son shot dead in the doorway of the house. We clearly heard the gunshot and saw the driver take off down the road. Sometime last night or even yesterday, someone placed that woman’s body inside the shed.
My question. Was this to get Briana or Amos’s attention?
Amos arrived in the kitchen looking like he could have used more sleep. He headed to the backdoor and let Porgy back in.
After pouring Amos a cup of coffee, I asked, “Did anyone identify the woman last night? I feel like I knew her from somewhere.”
He shook his head and took a slurp of coffee. “No, but I expect she will be identified soon. I just don’t know how or why someone would put her in the shed.” He took a deep breath, “Were they trying to pin this on Briana? Doesn’t make sense. She just came back to South Carolina three months ago.”
As I pulled eggs out of the refrigerator, it struck me that Amos had no doubts of any involvement by Briana with this woman’s death. Of course, I didn’t think Briana did anything either. She had a sharp tongue and fierce attitude, but she was a sensitive soul. Maybe it was her sensitivity or just the shock that made Briana appear like she had something to hide last night.
Besides, another theory had been troubling me, and I didn’t really want to voice it out loud. However, given Amos’s former profession and my obsession with watching crime shows, I had no choice. “Amos, do you think someone from your past could be messing with you? You haven’t been out of that house that long. Maybe someone found your address and didn’t know you had moved out.”
He raised a bushy eyebrow, “That crossed my mind too, but I didn’t recognize the woman either. This morning when Briana gets up, I want to know who was in that house this past weekend.”
I cracked the eggs in a bowl, added pepper and then whisked the eggs. As I scrambled the eggs, I thought about the fact that I never saw the people that showed up over at the house with Briana. Usually they arrived after Amos and I had retired for the night. It struck me that with Briana just being back a few months in Sugar Creek, there couldn’t be that many people she still knew. I knew Amos’s girls graduated from the same high school my children attended, but I didn’t know the family that well back then. We were both married to different spouses and Amos didn’t move into this neighborhood until after his girls had graduated.
In a lot of ways, I didn’t know either of his daughters. Briana was especially difficult to get to know because she still grieved her mother and her relationship with Amos was still on rocky ground.
I scooped the scrambled eggs on the plates. I wasn’t sure when Briana would get up, but I was fairly sure it wouldn’t be any time soon. She wasn’t a morning person. Despite being retired, most days I still kept the same schedule I had as a school teacher. I arose early and started my day even if I didn’t have much on my to do list.
As Amos and I consumed breakfast, I pondered how to ask Amos questions about his daughter. I decided to start with her life before her mom’s death and before she left South Carolina. “So, since Briana’s been back has she been mainly connecting with friends from high school?”
Amos grunted as he shoveled eggs and bacon into his mouth. “She’s been seeing a guy she used to date. I didn’t like him back then. I noticed he was there Saturday night when I went to talk to Briana. He was a big guy back then. Seemed even bigger now. If Briana wasn’t throwing such a fit, I would have asked him to leave.”
I frowned, “What’s his name? I’m telling you, if he grew up around here, I probably had him in eighth grade.”
Amos grinned, “You remember all your students.”
I shrugged, “Not all of them, but the more memorable characters I definitely haven’t forgotten.”
Amos nodded. “That makes sense. My line of work was like that. Some folks you don’t forget.” He pushed his empty plate away from him. “This guy’s name is Theo Nichols.”
My eyes widened at the name. “Theo Nichols. Yes, I knew him and his brother, Damion. Theo was the eldest; he had a temper, but he was able to pour his energy into sports. He ended up doing pretty well with football, played for South Carolina State. Damion was a year younger, always managing to get into trouble. I remember he had the body for football, but not the discipline. Don’t they own the auto detailing shop downtown?”
Amos nodded, “Yep, that’s their shop. Briana was crazy about Theo. I mean I could see why, he was the typical popular jock. There was something about him though, no matter how much he excelled on the field, he felt like bad news to me. Girls like their bad boys! I don’t know if he was there last night or not, but he is one of those people I wouldn’t put past trying to hurt someone.”
I sighed, “Someone dragged the woman into the shed trying to hide her. What was the point? And you know what, I had another thought that seems ludicrous. Suppose she wasn’t killed in your yard at all. I’ve seen enough shows on television where someone calls themselves getting rid of a body. But like that. That’s obviously trying to set someone up for the crime.”
“You’re right about that. It will take the lab some time but hopefully they can find some forensics. Once they identify her, they can start creating a timeline of the woman’s actions the past week. Preferably they can do it soon.”
There was something else bothering me, but I wasn’t sure if I should bring it up. Amos got along great with my two sons and daughter. They accepted him beautifully and I think that was largely because Amos and I didn’t move that fast. We started as friends and gradually he just became a part of my life. Amos has always reached out to my sons letting them know he respected them as men and he’s been there for Leesa and her kids.
I didn’t want to do anything to step over the line with his girls. I knew how important it was to him to have them back in his life.
Before I could ask him anything else, Briana showed up at the kitchen door. She looked like she hadn’t slept. She eyed Porgy who had been laying in the corner of the kitchen in his bed. My doggie lifted his head and barked. Porgy was not much of a barker. Really, he only barked at people that he didn’t like and for whatever reason my dog didn’t like Briana.
Porgy, I’m suspicious too. Briana was hiding something. I just knew it.
In fact, her sudden appearance and determination to stay in Sugar Creek had me on alert.




Chapter 4


I prayed over my attitude towards Briana. I really didn’t know why my suspicions popped up like they did. I was not one to question my gut feelings, but I knew I needed to set aside my suspicions. She seemed to still be in shock and hadn’t rested at all. I couldn’t blame her. There was no rest for one who laid eyes on a human, knowing they died a horrible death. 
I inquired, “How are you doing this morning, Briana? I hope you were able to get some sleep.”
She grimaced, “No, unfortunately I couldn’t.”
Amos waved his daughter over to the table. “Come on over and have some breakfast. Don’t worry, we will get to the bottom of what happened to that woman.”
Looking unsure, Briana sat down next to her father. “What do you mean we? Aren’t the police going to handle this?”
I frowned, “Your dad isn’t going to let this go even if he is retired.”
Amos nodded, “This isn’t going away, especially once they identify the woman. We need to know what happened.”
I took out more eggs and prepared to scramble them. As I cooked, I kept an ear cocked for the conversation that I felt should be addressed.
I knew Amos was concerned it could have been one of his old cases, but that theory didn’t feel right to me. Why now? Amos had been living at that house for some time. Why would they leave a body once he moved out? I knew Amos’s former profession made him run into all kinds of criminals, but I’d never until this moment thought his past life would affect us.
I scooped the eggs onto a plate and passed them to Briana.
She mumbled, “Thanks.”
As I watched her eat, I thought, At least her appetite is still good. The peace of the moment over breakfast would surely not last.
Briana seemed to come awake after finishing her food. “Dad, do I need a lawyer?”
Amos raised his eyebrow, “You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“No, but I can tell that detective was suspicious of me last night. She asked all these questions as though I put … that body in the shed.”
Amos sighed, “Well, somebody did. We need that list of people you gave the detective.”
Briana sat up, “Why?”
“So we can stay ahead of the police. I need to know who you let into the house.”
Briana crossed her arms. “They were good people.”
I rolled my eyes. “You were by yourself most of the day yesterday. Did you happen to be outside in the yard?”
Briana bristled at my voice. “I didn’t kill anyone and stuff them in the shed.”
Amos barked, “Eugeena is not accusing you of anything. She’s asking a question that makes sense. Did you notice anything different yesterday? Were you in the shed?”
I added, “I’m not expert on this kind of stuff like your dad, but I watch enough TV shows to know. You have to know your timeline to support an alibi. Detective Wilkes can’t accuse you of anything as long as you can account for your whereabouts.”
Briana seemed to grow smaller in the chair. She crossed her arms as though she was feigning away cold air. “You’re right. I’m sorry. This has me all messed up in the head. I didn’t sleep at all. All I could see was … that woman’s face.” She swallowed. “She definitely wasn’t there before folks started coming over. I did go to the shed on Friday because I remembered the lawn chairs were in there.” She wrinkled her forehead in concentration. “I wasn’t in the yard at all yesterday.”
Amos shook his head. “So someone could have placed the body in the shed in the past twenty-four hours. You didn’t have anyone over on Friday?”
Briana squirmed in her seat. “Just one person.”
I tried not to raise my eyebrow, but it shot up anyway. I had a feeling I knew the identity of the one person based on my earlier conversation with Amos.
He cleared his throat, avoiding the subject of who. “I’m trying to get some information from some associates who still work on the force. As soon as the body is identified, then we can start figuring out what happened to her.”
I took a swig from my mug, the coffee had grown cold. “I still feel like I know her from someplace.” I looked at my phone, noting the time. “I need to get to the church soon for summer camp.”
Nothing went unnoticed in our neighborhood, Sugar Creek. Someone knew or saw something and I knew just where to start.




Chapter 5


The scent of hot dogs met me at the door indicating my favorite people had arrived at Missionary Baptist Church before me. Annie Mae Brown and Willie Mae Brown were not my closest friends, but they made my life, well, interesting. Both women still could carry on something awful, stirring up unnecessary trouble. But life had struck them a bad blow and it seemed to have mellowed both of them. Willie Mae lost her daughter tragically a year ago and she was not the same woman. We were all the same age, but Willie Mae appeared to have gained ten years with her hair going completely white compared to her twin. Of course, I suspected Annie Mae was still sneaking the box of black hair dye. 
Jet black. Yeah, right! I’m sorry but when a woman gets a certain age she should be proud of those strands of gray. The Bible said that’s a sign of wisdom. Who doesn’t want wisdom?
As I stepped further inside the fellowship hall, the twins watched me. Well, sort of. I don’t care how many years I’d known the woman, Willie Mae’s wandering eye still threw me off. Her eye never quite focused on your face and seemed to concentrate on something far off. Which made me want to turn my head to see what was over my shoulders.
I felt bad every single time. This time I stopped myself from the urge and stared her in the face. Now we could have faced off like that for a while but we had children arriving any moment for the camp. Besides, I wanted to know what these two busybodies saw last night.
Willie Mae stated, “We saw the cops were over at Amos’s old place last night.”
These sisters never disappoint!
I tried to keep the smile off my face as I continued past them to place my bag behind the counter in the kitchen. That was Sugar Creek. People knew your business, sometimes before you knew yourself. I faced them both, “Hello, ladies. I guess those flashing lights caught your attention.”
Annie Mae piped up, “The cops were there all night. Did I see the coroner too?”
“Unfortunately, yes.” There was no need to try to shut this conversation down. It was bound to be reported on the news soon. Still I was hesitant to share Amos’s business with these two. Who knew which way the story would be transformed by the time they shared the events from last night with other church members.
I straightened my shoulders, hoping my trust wouldn’t blow up in my face later once the rumor wheel started turning. “Briana came across a young woman who… well, she’d been killed.”
Both twins clutched their hearts in unison like they were about to have a Fred Sanford moment. The twins spilled out their dismay together. “What’s going on?” “People are getting killed in our neighborhood all the time.”
I balked, “People are not getting killed all the time. Now there are a lot of us dropping like flies due to poor health and old age.” I counted on my fingers quickly. “The body last night made three deaths that were clearly violent in the past few years.”
“Violent.” Willie Mae scoffed, “Do you know who the woman was?”
I grimaced, “No, but the funny thing is I felt like I’ve seen her before.”
Annie Mae leaned in closer as if she needed to examine my head. “You saw the body?”
“Yes, Briana was frantic and not sure what to do. Amos went over to the house and I followed.”
Annie frowned, “What did Briana do?”
I sighed, “She didn’t do anything but find a body.”
Annie Mae inquired, “How did it get there?”
I shot back, “Good question. We have no idea, but we do want to find out who this woman was and who would do this.”
Willie Mae harrumphed, “There have been all kinds of people going in and out of that house.”
I eyed her. “And you know this because…”
She threw her hands up. “I watch the house. Shouldn’t you be doing the same? You are still the head of neighborhood watch, aren’t you?”
That made me wince. Willie Mae had a point. Since Amos moved in, my interests had been preoccupied with being married again. I love Amos, but it took some time adjusting the house and my mind to sharing a home with someone again. One wouldn’t think living alone for five years would make such a big difference in your mindset. I mean I was complaining about being lonely!
I still didn’t know how I got stuck with chairing the neighborhood watch. I tried, but had been unsuccessful with passing this task along to someone else. Everyone wanted to be nosy but not in charge. Go figure!
I snapped back and realized Wille Mae was still ranting. “The music is so loud! And at night when folks are trying to get some sleep. I wanted to see who was over there and if I had to call somebody’s mama.”
“Ha!” Now that cracked me up. “Those were grown people not children.”
Annie Mae shook her head, “Some grown people never grow up.”
I had to agree. There was no way I could defend Briana, especially since Amos and I had some sleepless nights too. I felt really bad that the Brown sisters had been disturbed. Goodness, they lived three houses down. Which made me wonder exactly how Willie Mae was doing her snooping. Did the woman have binoculars?
I wanted to ask her who she saw, but couldn’t discuss the neighborhood troubles anymore since a few of the children along with more adult volunteers were entering the fellowship hall. The twins went back to setting up plates on the table. I greeted the children as they signed in for the day, grabbed name tags and then headed for the snack table. We’d been offering the summer camp for four weeks now, taking a break last week for the Fourth of July holiday. We had two more weeks to go. Today was designated craft day. Thankfully, we took time after Sunday School yesterday to set out the materials for the various age groups in each classroom.
Usually I would take on the pre-teens, which was the age I taught most of my years as a school teacher, but we didn’t have any from that age range to sign-up for summer camp this year. The Brown sisters handled kindergarten through second grade, while I worked with third through fifth grade students. One of my camp students, Amani Gladstone, was a regular from our after school program. As her customary greeting, she came running towards me and gave me a big hug. Amani was the granddaughter of one of my high school classmates, so I’ve watched Amani and her mom grow up.
“How are you today, Amani? I know you have a birthday coming up soon.”
Amani smiled, “I’m doing good. I’m glad we have camp this week. It was really boring last week at home. I miss being at school.”
I grinned, “I imagine that you do. Your grandmother told me you did really good in school. All A’s this time.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Suddenly looking serious, Amani glanced around. Then she leaned in and whispered. “Ms. Eugeena, there’s a lady sitting outside in her car. She looked like she was crying.”
I leaned in toward Amani. I’d found she was an observant little girl, sometimes noticing things she shouldn’t. “Is she in the church parking lot outside?”
Amani nodded, her eyes wide.
“Okay, I’m going to go over to the window and look out. Do you remember what color her car was?”
“Yes, ma’am. It’s blue. I remember that color. Blue is one of my favorite colors.”
I patted the little girl on her shoulder. “Why don’t you head back to the classroom and I will check on the lady?”
I watched as Amani went to the back of the class before peeking out the window. I couldn’t see the car in question so I decided to head outside. It may have been nothing, but I didn’t want to take any chances of a stranger being on the property.
As soon as I stepped outside, whoever was in the car slung the driver’s door open. The vehicle appeared to be a blue Nissan Altima. In fact, for a split second, I thought it was my daughter’s car, but the blue wasn’t the right shade. An older woman with disheveled hair climbed out and approached the doorway where I stood.
The closer she got, the more her facial features came into focus. That’s Gladys Howell. She hadn’t been attending Missionary Baptist regularly. In fact, she was part of a group who had a falling out when the young pastor took over for his father. Something silly about Pastor Jones being too young and doing too much.
Church folk!
Lately, I noticed Gladys had started attending services again.
Gladys stopped in front of me, almost tipping over her heavy chested body. “Oh, Eugeena. It’s so good to see you. It’s been a long time.”
I held out my arms because I didn’t want the woman tipping over on me. Neither one of us could afford a hip injury. “Yes, it has. I’ve been seeing you the past few Sundays, but haven’t had a moment to talk. How are the grandchildren?”
Gladys appeared to be trying to catch her breath. “They’re doing good. I dropped them off today. One of the Brown sisters let me register them yesterday.”
“Oh, I should have known that.” I touched her shoulder, “Gladys, are you okay?”
She held her hands over her head, her face scrunched into the beginnings of an ugly cry. “No. You remember my daughter Sondra?”
Some days my memory wasn’t too good, but I nodded.
“I haven’t seen Sondra in two days. That isn’t like her. She works two jobs now, but she loves her kids. I’ve never known her to stay away this long. Anyway, I was hoping the pastor was here. I wanted to see if he could pray with me.”
The more I looked at Gladys’s distraught face, the more another face appeared in my mind. Something struck me in that moment of clarity, and a chill traveled down my spine with such a quickness I shivered despite it being July and well over ninety degrees outside.
Last night’s events spiraled in my head and I knew without a doubt my onset fright was a bad sign.




Chapter 6


I didn’t want to have this conversation outside in front of the church. “Unfortunately, Pastor Jones is visiting with homebound members. He may or may not swing by the office today. Why don’t we come inside out of the heat? You can tell me what happened and when you last saw Sondra.” 
As I led Gladys inside, we walked past the fellowship hall where the children had gathered for a snack. Annie Mae looked up to see us walking by. I shook my head at her inquisitive look and led Gladys further down the hall to one of the adult Sunday School classrooms.
I had no idea why I remembered Sondra Howell during our walk. I pictured a younger version of her in my mind when she was in my class. It’s amazing how I could recall a student from my classroom from fourteen years ago out of the blue. Sondra was a smart girl. She also had a really smart mouth too. But she loved learning and talking about history. She was also one of those students who retained information easily without a lot of study. I remembered her doing well on her exams, scoring high grades.
Gladys sat down heavily in one of the chairs, while I closed the door behind us. I didn’t want prying ears and hoped the children kept the Brown sisters preoccupied. I pulled up a chair next to Gladys.
“How has Sondra been doing?”
Gladys seemed taken aback by my question. “What do you mean?”
“Was she doing okay the last time you saw her? Happy? Sad?”
Glady shrugged. “Sondra has some awful mood swings sometimes. Saturday night, she went out with some friends and seemed to be in a better mood than usual.”
“I see. I’m so sorry you are going through this; I want you to know I understand perfectly what you’re going through. My Leesa ran off and left her kids with me for a few days. After birthing her second child, she was totally overwhelmed at the time and needed a break. I had no idea where she was, worried me silly, but she returned a few days later.”
I sat back in the chair, “I remember Sondra being an excellent student, but it’s hard to keep up with children after they leave my classroom. I know she graduated from high school because the church presented her with a plaque during her graduation year.”
Gladys sighed. “I hate to say it, but it’s been hard to get her to come to church since she’s been an adult. She had her first child not too long after she graduated. Things were fine for a while, but she had trouble keeping a job. Then, she had another child. Since she had the second one, she’s been trying to be more stable. Now she works all the time. I hardly see her some days. Her and the children moved back in with me a few years ago.”
I nodded. Sondra sounded pretty similar to my Leesa in a lot more ways than I expected. “Did Sondra say where she was going?”
Gladys wrung her hands, “No. She had the day off on Saturday. Which was really unusual, she always worked weekends.” The woman swallowed, trying to catch her breath as she spilled out the story. “I thought she would spend the day with the kids, but she slept most of the day. I didn’t hear a peep from her until late in the day. When she does that, kind of hide in her room, I know she’s in a bad mood about something. The last thing I wanted to do was argue with her. I let her be and made sure the kids stayed out of her way. That night she walked out of the room, dressed and ready to go.”
My mind thought back to the outfit the woman wore in the shed. I envisioned the bright yellow halter top, sure to have turned heads. I shook the memory away and murmured, “Sounds like she was tired and ready to let off some steam.”
Gladys frowned, “Yeah, it’s the new job. She works during the day at the Food Lion. A few months ago, she’d started working at the Black Diamond Night Club. I wasn’t happy about her being out at night in that atmosphere, but she claimed she made good money.”
“What does she do there?”
“Waitressing. That’s always been her thing before she started working as a cashier. I didn’t think she ever wanted to go back but she claims the tips she receives are good. Even talked about quitting her job at Food Lion.”
“Have you reached out to any of Sondra’s friends since Saturday?”
Gladys shook her head. “She used to hang out with Charlene Hunt when they were young, but the past few years they haven’t really been speaking. I know someone picked her up outside, but I didn’t get a chance to see who it was. I was busy trying to get the kids settled in for the night.”
“Women have fallings out all the time. Do you know why she may have stopped talking to Charlene?”
Gladys closed her eyes.
“Gladys, are you okay?”
Her eyes flipped open, filled with tears. “A lot of people stopped hanging around Sondra because of that man. I can’t even refer to him as a man, but he’s the father of my grandbabies. He certainly is choosy when he sees them and when he decides to take care of him.”
“Did Sondra have trouble with him?”
“Nothing but trouble with that one.”
“Have you reached out to him to ask if he’s seen Sondra?”
“Yes, in fact that’s where I was coming from when I saw the church. That man made me so angry. He acted like he didn’t care about the mother of his children being missing. He told me I was being a drama queen and that she would probably show up any time. He made my nerves so bad, I had to swing by here and talk to Pastor Jones.”
“I’m sorry he isn’t here.”
“Not a problem, I appreciate you listening to me.”
“I’m here to be supportive where I can. I hate to ask so many questions, but I’m concerned. Have you reached out to the police at all? I know she’s an adult, but you can report her as a missing person.”
Gladys nodded. “That will be my next stop.”
“Good, they will want a current photo of Sondra. Do you have one?”
“Yes, I do. In fact, she insisted that her daughter take a photo of her Saturday night.” Gladys pulled her phone out of her bag.
I watched as she slid her fingers across the phone, dread returning to my mind. I suddenly was afraid of my reaction to what Gladys had on her phone. She swiped a number of times until she found the photo she wanted. She turned the phone around to me. “How about this one? Do you think this will work? She’s wearing the clothes she had on that night.”
I stared at the photo for a long uncomfortable few seconds before answering. “Yes, that photo should do fine. You should get to the police station as soon as possible.”
I walked Gladys out into the hallway where we met Pastor Jones arriving.
“Hello, ladies. How are you doing this fine day?”
I responded in Gladys’s place, “Pastor Jones, good to see you today. Ms. Howell really needs your help.” I wanted to pass Gladys off to the pastor quickly because now I had a mission. I needed to call Amos and find out what to do about what I’d just found out.
I was pretty sure the woman in the shed last night was Sondra Howell. I had no idea how she got there and why, but now I was more determined to find out.




Chapter 7


The entire time I drove, I berated myself for not recognizing the woman right away. Okay, it had been a number of years, but still I really did know her. She was one of my students. Now I knew she was perfectly fine Saturday night. What happened in twenty-four hours? Was Sondra on Amos’s property sometime Saturday or Sunday night? So much about this murder bothered me. 
When I arrived home, Amos’s truck was in the driveway. I was anxious to find out any information he’d obtained today. Once inside, I noticed it was quiet. The television in the living room was not on. I called out, “Amos.”
I walked down the hall and noticed the guest bedroom door was closed. When I passed by the closed bedroom door, I thought I heard something or someone. I paused and stepped up close to the door. Was Briana crying?
I started to tap on the door, but then heard the backdoor open. Porgy’s yips could be heard clear down the hallway. That dog must have sensed I was home because next thing I knew he was tearing around the corner towards me. I couldn’t help but smile.
Amos was in the kitchen washing his hands at the sink. I glanced out the kitchen window and noticed the riding lawn mower was in the middle of the yard. “I see you’ve been busy out in the yard.”
“Yes, I needed something to keep me busy.”
“You mean from checking out the crime scene,” I winked at him.
He smiled, “That too.”
I grabbed some glasses from the cabinet and then reached inside the fridge. “Did you get any info about the case?” After filling each glass with ice cubes from the icemaker, I poured some ice tea as Amos settled at the kitchen table.
He cocked his eyebrow. “Nope. Any contacts I have at the station were not cooperating today. I kept getting warned away.”
I swirled the ice around in my tea before taking a long sip. “Why do you think your cop friends are being hush-hush on this one?”
Amos took a long drink from his glass before responding. The frown marks in his large forehead seemed to be even deeper. “Probably because the body was in my yard. Or, well, in the backyard of a house I own. I’m sure Detective Wilkes is making it known that she wants no interference with the case.” He sighed deeply, “Briana didn’t make it any better. She didn’t cooperate last night.”
I sat up in my chair. I still felt like Briana was hiding something, but didn’t want to come out and say so. “Maybe she was still in shock.”
“Maybe.”
“I’m still in shock myself.” I told him about Gladys Howell’s visit to the church today and mentioning she was looking for her daughter. “I had a strange feeling. I felt so bad that I didn’t remember the girl until her mom started talking. I was kind of ashamed because I knew her face looked familiar last night.”
“Wait,” Amos held up his hand. “How do you know the woman in the shed was Sondra?”
“I mentioned to Gladys that she might want to report Sondra missing to the police and to be sure to have a current photo. She had a picture in her phone of her the other night. Amos, it was her! Same clothes.”
He shook his head. “If I had known you were going to find out that fast, I wouldn’t have bothered my boys today.”
I knew by boys that Amos was referring to fellow retirees, his former partner, Joe Douglas, and another colleague, Lenny Wilkes. Wilkes happened to be the father of our infamous Detective Sarah Wilkes. Both Joe and Lenny headed up their own private detective agency and occasionally sent work to Amos when he was interested.
I smacked his arm. “Believe me it was purely a divine setup. Amani just happened to tell me someone was outside crying. I went to check and this woman fell in my lap, literally since Pastor Jones wasn’t around. I figured you would reach out to Joe and Lenny for this.”
He drained his glass of tea and leaned back in the kitchen chair. “Yeah. The one piece of information Joe was able to gather intel on was the symbol on her right hand.” He reached in his shirt pocket and pulled out a notebook, probably similar to the one issued to him when he was a cop. He pointed to a symbol on a piece of paper.
It looked like a diamond now that I saw it up close.
Amos continued, “There wasn’t any ID on her, but this was probably a stamp from a nightclub. That fits with what her mother said about her going out Saturday evening. Detective Wilkes will probably narrow down which nightclub and show a photo around. Did you mention anything about last night to Gladys?”
“No, I was scared too. I didn’t want that kind of news coming from me. Should I say something, as a lead to Detective Wilkes? I don’t want to be accused of meddling!”
“No, it’s good you didn’t. Wilkes will find out soon enough as long as Gladys goes to the police.”
“I’m sure she will. I can check back with her tomorrow.” I perked up, “You know what, apparently one of Sondra’s jobs was working at the Black Diamond Night Club. Would Sondra go and hang out at the place where she worked?”
Amos shrugged, “It’s quite possible, especially if employees get discounts. It would be easy to look for the club and see if this symbol is used there.”
“Then what?”
Amos answered, “It would be great to find out who was around Sondra that night.”
I shook my head, “Gladys did mention that Sondra had an on and off again relationship with her kids’ father. You know I didn’t get his name. Suppose he had something to do with it?”
“Oftentimes domestic violence turns into foul play. It’s quite possible Sondra could have had a fatal run-in with this boyfriend. In fact, I can see that scenario of a boyfriend hiding the body.”
“Well, I can certainly reach out to Gladys and get a name. When do you think this will all be confirmed by the police? I was so nervous talking to her today knowing about last night’s discovery.”
“Knowing Detective Wilkes, she’s probably already identified Sondra and mapped out the timeline. It’s a matter of rounding up suspects.”
I wrung my hands. “I can’t believe it was Sondra Howell. I remember her at thirteen having a lethal mouth. She was not afraid to speak what was on her mind no matter the consequences. In fact, she got on my nerves a couple of times. She was one of those children who liked to talk back to adults.” I sighed, “I wonder who she made angry enough to kill her?”
“Good question.”
I know we didn’t want to go there again, but I had to ask. “Have you been looking at your old cases? Any connections?”
Amos scratched his head. “Yeah, I talked to Joe. I’m checking on the status of some inmates that I had suspicions about, but I don’t see anyone getting out of prison to come
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