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A Scarlet Wilson Mystery #1

By Sara M. Barton
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Chapter One—


[image: image]


The shiny blade of the pen knife glinted in the noonday sun. It stuck out of the wooden birdhouse post, the black plastic handle jutting out at an odd angle. Even as the little chickadees and pine siskins waited for me to move away, chattering busily, I studied the note attached to the knife.

Get out now, before I am forced to act!

It was like something out of a wannabe Agatha Christie novel, with letters that seemed to be cut from the Hartford Courant. Was it a prank? Was it someone’s idea of a joke? There was no name on the note, no way of knowing the intended recipient.

I grabbed my cell phone from its holster on my hip and dialed Bur, my older brother by a year and a half. He was up in his office in the carriage house apartment over the garage.

“Can you get down here now? Something’s very wrong,” I told him. “I’m in the bird garden.”

“Wrong how?” he wanted to know.

“I’m looking at a threatening note.”

“What kind of threatening note?”

“In the time it takes you to ask me all these questions, you could be down here looking at it yourself, Bur.” My brother can be a pain in the tuckus, even as he slides into his fifties.

“Fine. Give me a minute,” he replied as he hung up.

It was more like four. And while I waited, I looked at the dangling piece of paper with its pasted-on letters as it wafted in the light breeze. I could see our logo for the Four Acorns Inn smack dab at the top of the page, two inches above the warning. Clearly this piece of paper was taken from one of our printed notepads, the kind we tuck inside every night table drawer, for the convenience of our guests.

At the moment, we had four guests staying at the inn. Mary Anne Turley was a fifty-something writer from Denver, in the area to research a book about the silk mills. She had respiratory problems and needed supplemental oxygen, so I arranged for the local medical supply house to deliver the necessary equipment to the Red Oak Room. Paul Duchamps was undergoing treatment in Hartford at the cardiac center. He was expected to have surgery in a week, go to a rehab facility to recover, and then come back to the inn to recuperate in the Black Oak Room. The Powicks arrived this morning from Edgewater, New Jersey for a cousin’s funeral. Lonnie, who had suffered a stroke, and her daughter, Gretchen, were sharing the White Oak Room. It seemed unlikely that any of them was behind this. More likely one of them was a victim.

“Okay, sis,” said the skeptical voice behind me. “What’s so important?

I pointed to the post, stepping back to let him see the threat for himself. His reaction wasn’t all I had hoped for, let alone needed. He stood there a moment and then burst out laughing. His annoying snorting seemed to go on forever.

“Oh, that’s rich!” he guffawed. “You did it. I admit it. You got me, Miz Scarlet.”

“What?” I hated when he teased me about being a character in the game of Clue. It made me feel like I was ten years old again.

“I get it. Payback for what I said to you last week.”

“Bur, will you please pull your head out of your....”

“You expect me to believe you didn’t do this?” he interrupted, disbelief written all over that smug mug.

“I didn’t do this. Now can you please help me figure out what’s going on?”

“You’re telling me this isn’t a joke?” Those words were dipped in skepticism. “Come on, Miz Scarlet. Confess.”

“I swear,” I insisted.

“Then what’s this all about?” he demanded.

“More importantly, who is the note written for, Bur?”

He grabbed the pocket knife in his right hand and pulled to free it from the post. I snatched the paper as it came away. I could see him examining his miniature Excalibur.

“Swiss Army,” he announced. “No engraving. Nothing special.”

“Well, we know the paper is ours. It doesn’t mean it came from the house, does it?” We often gave away notepads to promote the inn. Still, it was unusual. Why not just a plain piece of paper?

“No way to know.”

“Now what?” I wondered aloud. Standing there, note in hand, I didn’t really have a clue. Did we ignore it or take it seriously?

“Did you irritate someone yet again, Scar?”

“No,” I said indignantly. “I did not irritate someone. And I resent the suggestion that it’s something I do on a regular basis. Besides, how do we know it wasn’t written for you?”

“Oh.” Bur nodded, considering the possibility. “Maybe Chapman had one of his buddies bring it.”

Chapman was Bur’s son from his first marriage. Now living with a wife and new baby in New York, he remained close to his dad. The two of them had a long history of playing practical and impractical jokes on each other.

“I don’t know, Bur. Chappy’s usually more intelligent than that.” As much as I would like to believe the answer was that simple, my nephew wouldn’t have put the inn in such a dangerous position. He was smart enough to know that it would cause problems if a guest came across it before his father got it.

“Yes, but he lost the Super Bowl bet.”

“Hardly a reason to fake a menacing warning,” I insisted.

“Well, he did have to wear the crow costume for his tribute to the Ravens.” Bur pointed to the pole.

“No, I don’t think this is about us.”

My brother shot me a sharp look. He glanced back down at the note.

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, for one thing it was left here, in the bird garden. Why would anyone expect it to be found? We don’t have a reason to come here at the moment.”

It’s true. It’s too early in the season to be fussing outdoors. When we decided to open the Four Acorns Inn, the garden was added as a respite spot for those needing peace and quiet, especially those who loved songbirds and blossoms. We promoted it heavily in our website and online brochure. The gazebo nestled at the edge of the woods makes it a wonderful spot to sit on a pleasant afternoon. Birdfeeders on tall posts surround the gazebo, drawing in the tiny songsters. An old cement fountain was refitted to serve as a gurgling bird bath, and it often attracts any number of critters, from chattering squirrels to the occasional garter snake, but we only turn it on in the warmer months. Colorful bird houses scattered throughout the quarter-acre parcel of flowers and shrubs offer shelter to an assortment of wrens, sparrows, finches, and chickadees. When early spring rolls around, the garden is a pleasant place to pass the time. You can see any number of migrating birds stopping by to refuel as they make their way north.

At the moment, though, we were still cleaning up from a late winter storm that dumped three feet of snow on the grounds of the inn in the last week of February. Day by day, we waited for the snow to disappear. I had managed to clear off the terrace outside the French doors, so I could fill the feeders outside the dining room window. We were still two or three weeks from welcoming our feathered friends in the bird garden.

“I don’t know, Scar. Crow, raven, birdfeeder pole, bird garden....”

“That’s ridiculous. Chapman is too responsible for that kind of nonsense.”

“What were you doing here?” Bur wanted to know, changing the subject.

“It was a nice day. I thought I would get started snipping some of the winter kill off the roses.”

“Oh.” He looked at me, in my heavy boots, with my pair of pruning shears in hand and my collapsible garden container. “You wore your good clothes, I see. Left the tiara in the safe, did you?”

“What can I say? An innkeeper’s work is never done.”

I never set out to be the owner of a small hostelry in Connecticut. In my wildest dreams, I never would have expected it. I trained as a teacher and that’s what I was doing when a terrible accident forced my hand and changed my life forever.

Oh, I wasn’t the victim, although on tough days I sometimes felt like I was. No, my mother was struck by a car as she was crossing Main Street in the village of Cheswick fifteen years ago this July. The driver had a brief moment of distraction when his toddler son tried to climb out of his car seat. Once my mother, Laurel, was stabilized, she needed long-term care, but my dad, who was the general manager of Four Oaks Pressboard Company, was needed on site at the sister mill down in North Carolina. I gave up my tiny bungalow in Bolton, two towns over, and moved back to the old family homestead on White Oak Lane. It was only supposed to be until my father returned, but that year turned into two, and eventually my teaching position went to my temporary replacement.

The house has been in my family for three generations, dating back in the day when paper mills and silk mills were the main employers in the county. My maternal grandfather, Randolph Googins, was a part-owner in Four Oaks Pressboard Company. Made from cellulose, pressboard was subjected to high heat and pressure, until it was as firm and rigid as a wood board. The company supplied the covers for accounting books back in the day when ledgers were kept for decades. Randolph and his brother, Wallace, were ambitious sons of the mill foreman, working their way up the company ladder. They learned the production process inside and out, and then designed and built a new machine to press the pulpwood more efficiently, speeding up the manufacturing process and reducing costs. That enabled the Googins boys to eventually become junior partners.

The two senior partners, Frederick and Boswell Toms, who inherited the company from their father, built mansions on the top of White Oak Hill, giving them a view of Hartford in the distance. The Googins brothers followed suit. Randolph built his enormous yellow Victorian on the edge of the lower pond by the falls, just down the road from the Four Oaks mill in the little village of Cheswick. Wallace built his brown-shingled home with the wrap-around porch on the edge of the upper pond. When their own houses were complete, the two men built their parents a charming cottage situated between the two mansions, where my mother’s cousin, Myrtle, now lives with her daughter, Willow, and three cats.

The old mill has been turned into a machine shop that manufactures custom aircraft parts for United Technologies. Most of the workers’ row houses were torn down and replaced by newer homes, and a few of the tiny duplexes that remained have been transformed into single family houses. As the years went by, the neighborhood grew. Now there are a few shops within walking distance of the Four Acorns Inn. Most days, you’ll see kids popping wheelies on their bikes on the quiet streets, babies pushed in strollers along the sidewalks, and avid runners chugging along the side of the road in pursuit of the chance to challenge their legs on the ever-changing terrain. In other words, we’re hardly living in a high-crime area.

“Hey, Bur,” I said to the man who was busy checking a text message on his cell phone. “Do you notice anything unusual in the snow?”

It took him another twenty seconds and a few more taps on the digital version of the tin can before I got his full attention.

“Sorry. What?” He tucked his phone into his pocket before turning his attention back to me.

“Check out the footprints in the snow. What do you see?” I waited as my brother tracked our prints back to the garage and the house, and then looked up at me like I had a screw loose.

“There’s me, there’s you. What’s your point? You think I did it?”

With a sisterly hand on his shoulder and a shove in the opposite direction, I drew his attention to a third set of boot prints in surface of the crusty snow.

“What the....Scarlet, those tracks are coming from the upper pond.”

He was right. The footsteps remained true to the buried path that meandered to the edge of the woods and continued all the way up to Wallace Googins’ home.

“Coming and going,” I decided. “Not an inn guest.”

“Wallace’s house has been empty for the last month and a half, ever since the Jordans left in the middle of the night,” said Bur. He still had the note and the pocket knife in hand.

“Maybe I should bag those,” I suggested, pulling out a doggie doo-doo bag. As a responsible pet owner, I always have at least one handy.

“You’ve been watching too much ‘Law and Order’, Scar,” he laughed, shaking his head.

“Humor me,” I told him, “just in case it’s important. You’re wearing gloves, so if there are prints, you probably didn’t ruin them.”

Bur gave me a slight shrug before capitulating. Carefully folding up the pocket knife, he put it in the proffered bag and then carefully added the note. If the threat was real, if this was the beginning of a criminal case, the least I could do was make an effort to preserve the evidence. Or was I overreacting? Maybe my brother was right—I had watched one crime drama too many.

I studied at the indentations. Man or woman? I looked at my own prints and at Bur’s. Judging from the tread, these were serious hiking boots. The maker of the marks in the snow appeared very sure of his or her actions, a little too sure. One set of prints coming straight to the post in the bird garden, one set of prints going back towards Wallace’s mansion. Either the person was very familiar with hiking and knew how to read the lay of the land, even in snow, or the person was very familiar with this particular trail.

My brother was in pretty good shape and weighed about one-eighty in a six-foot frame. The boot prints sunk deeper in the snow than Bur’s did. That meant the boot wearer weighed more. But judging from the size of the track, I guessed he or she had to be shorter. I was four inches shorter than my brother, so I made a pretty good impression of my own on the snow. These prints were an inch or two longer than mine. What did that mean? Definitely not Myrtle or Willow. Probably a man. Was it a stranger? An intruder?

Maybe I was making a big deal out of nothing. Was there a logical explanation? Even as I started to doubt myself, Bur seemed to grow more concerned as we traveled through the woods.

“Scarlet, I don’t like this. This isn’t a trail open to the public. It’s not part of the park. The only people who should be walking through here are family members.”

“Or the tenants who rented Wallace’s house,” I suggested helpfully. “Maybe they came back.”
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Chapter Two—
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“I don’t think so.”

We passed the section of trail that split off in the direction of Willow and Myrtle’s place. The walker never hesitated or took a step in that direction. I found it a relief. Two women living in a home alone, one a sixty-something widow? It would have been disturbing. But the tracks were headed straight for Wallace’s house—what was going on? The now-missing couple and their three kids had lived there for the better part of four years, until they just vanished one day without a word.

“Just out of curiosity, have you heard anything more about the Jordans or why they up and went in the middle of the night?” Bur asked me as we came in sight of the brown-shingled house perched above the bank of the pond.

“Only that Boynton’s pretty upset. He wasn’t happy when the rent payment never arrived, even after he sent them several emails about it. He tried, but couldn’t reach them by phone.”

“Was that unusual?”

“First time,” I replied. “Lacey told Laurel the Jordans never missed a rent payment.”

Jim Jordan was a computer software consultant who worked from home, helping Fortune 500 companies close loopholes in their security programs. Back in his youth, he was a hacker, learning the ropes at MIT, and after a couple youthful brushes with the law, he found himself working on the right side of legal. He turned over a new leaf and began to extol the dangers of Internet vulnerabilities just ripe for the pickings by unscrupulous hackers. He made a pile of money building firewalls for government agencies, health care conglomerates, and insurance companies that stored personal and financial information on clients. His specialty was cloud computing, off-site data storage. I had only seen him a handful of times over the years. We had exchanged waves, nods, and hellos as we passed each other in the neighborhood, even though we had never been formally introduced.

Julie Jordan was better known as Julie Wlazuk, reporter for the local NBC station, WVIT. You could often see her on TV at the scene of a multi-car pile-up on I-91 or standing in front of a bank that had just been robbed. Once in awhile, the evening news producer put her on the anchor desk as a fill-in. She was cute and perky, with a face the cameras loved. In person, she was pleasant, friendly. I usually ran into her when I had the dogs with me at the middle school on Parker. She would jog on the path around the soccer fields, passing us a few times as I exercised the pooches and her oldest child had soccer practice. Sometimes in the summer, we would meet up at the White Oak Swim Club. Stretched out on adjacent chaise lounges, we’d make some inane comments about the lifeguard or the snack stand before settling in for a pleasant afternoon poolside. Julie would have been the last woman I would have expected to pack up the family and disappear in the middle of the night.

“Our intruder’s gone inside,” Bur deduced. Sure enough, the footsteps went right up to the back door. “Let’s pull back a bit and call the cops.”

We turned around to go, planning our hasty retreat, when the sound of the back door opening broke the silence.

“What do you want?” said a very gruff male voice. I took umbrage at the tone. As a teacher, I had mastered that schoolmarm thing long ago. Pulling myself upright, I put on my most disapproving face.

“Excuse me?” I turned to find a man in his late fifties. Dressed in a thick sweater and scruffy workman’s pants, his face framed by a three-day beard growth, he glowered at us. Frankly, I didn’t cotton to his tone. A little too belligerent, a little too hostile for someone who was in my cousin’s house without permission. That first impression soon became firmly imprinted on my brain.

“I said what do you want?” he demanded. His eyes looked us up and down with a rather menacing arrogance that chilled me to the bone. Cheswick is known for its neighborly feel and this creep just didn’t fit in.

“A cup of sugar,” I replied sarcastically. “Why else would I trudge all this way through the snow?”

“Easy,” Bur muttered under his breath. “Let’s not get into it now, Miz Scarlet.”

“You’re trespassing,” the big oaf announced. “This is private property.”

“Not very neighborly. You must be new around here.”

“I am. And you need to get going now.”

“Really?” I took a bold step forward. “You think so? How do I know you have a legitimate reason for being in Wallace’s house?”

“Wallace’s house? Lady, you have a screw loose. This house belongs to the Jordan family. Now beat it, before I call the cops!”

Was that a slight accent I detected as he spit out those words? As he continued to bluster, I thought I heard Boston.

“I’ve got a better idea,” I countered. “How about I call the cops and you can explain to them how you got into this house?”

“Scar....” I felt my brother’s hand on my arm. I could even feel his fingers gripping me as I continued to challenge the big bear of a man on the back step.

“Bur!” As I turned to call off my dog-of-a-big-brother, the door slammed and the intruder was gone. “Bugger it! Now he’s in the house. We’ve got to call the cops and get him out of there.”

“What we have to do is call Boynton. It’s his responsibility, Scarlet, not ours.”

“Oh, fine. Go ahead and call him,” I said with disgust. I didn’t like the looks of that guy and the sooner Boynton agreed to get the cops involved, the better. I wanted a peek inside that house. Were there blood spatters? Were there signs of a struggle? I wanted to know what happened to the Jordan family. “What are you waiting for, Christmas?”

“Come on and shut up,” my brother instructed me. He grabbed my elbow and pulled me along, brooking no nonsense. By the time we reached the edge of the woods, I was about ready to clobber him.

“What is wrong with you? You’re acting like you were shot out of a cannon!”

“You didn’t see it?”

“See what?”

“The bulge of his gun, Scar. The guy was armed and dangerous.”

“Holy crap, are you kidding me?” One glance at my brother’s face told me otherwise.

“Not kidding,” he assured me. I watched Bur dial Boynton’s number and waited as the call went through. He leaned against an old sugar maple as he talked, uttering an “uh-huh” here and an “I see” there. I wasn’t able to overhear much, so I just let my mind wander.

There were no other tracks in the snow as far as I could see, not even signs of deer activity. That meant the man with the gun at Wallace’s house was probably the culprit who left the note on the post in the bird garden, using a pocket knife in place of a thumb tack. Why? What was the purpose of the note? While Bur talked to Boynton, I set my mind to going over the facts.

It was interesting that the intruder identified the property as belonging to the Jordans, not Lacey. It remained in Wallace’s family for three generations now, lock, stock, and barrel, right down to the antique furnishings. Boynton handled the financial end of things for his mother, acting as property manager. Since the tenants had suddenly and unexpectedly abandoned the property and stopped paying rent nearly a month and a half ago, I was fairly certain they certainly had no right to sublet it, at least not without Boynton’s approval. I was pretty sure he would have informed us of such a change.

My brother moved away from me, speaking in a low voice as he headed back towards the inn. I fell in behind him, using my eyes to inspect the trail, even as I let my mind wander. Who was the stranger and what was he doing here?

In the tiny enclave of Cheswick, all of the mansions in this neck of the neighborhood had been built by my grandfather and his partners, better known as the Four Oaks.

The house that Frederick Toms built on White Oak Hill was now owned by an insurance magnate who migrated out to the suburbs from Hartford. Well-fortified by fencing, security cameras, and guard dogs, the property was definitely off-limits to the public. Once in awhile we’d catch sight of Steven Kim’s limo on its way to and from the city.

Boswell Tom’s home burned down in a tragic fire in December of 1962. He was killed, as were his wife, Mildred, and two married daughters, Margaret and Eleanor, visiting for the holidays. The local fire department couldn’t get there in time, due to the unplowed driveway. Eleanor’s husband, Peter Van Erk, was down in Raleigh, at the mill. Her son, Theodore, was finishing finals at prep school.

Father and son never found the heart to rebuild after the fire. Peter eventually settled in North Carolina. As the executor of his in-laws’ estate, he managed the Toms family trust and their interest in the mill, but he let the land where the house once sat go back to its natural state. That’s really what began the concept for the park. A group of conservationists approached him in 1974, with a request to use the land for recreational use and he agreed. Theodore, a forestry student at the University of California at Santa Cruz, returned to the home of his great aunt and great uncle every summer, throwing himself into the project. They left the ruins of the old foundation of the house for a few years, but eventually began to remove it, stone by stone, in the hopes of encouraging new growth on White Oak Hill. Theodore went on to become a dendrologist with the Forest Service, flying all over the country to monitor ongoing reforestation programs.

As far as the park was concerned, the trails were clearly marked, as were the boundaries. “No Trespassing” signs were posted every fifty yards, along with the occasional “Private Property” notice scattered here and there, to warn those who strayed into our backyard. As I followed my long-legged brother on the snowy path, I saw no other evidence of White Oak Hill Park visitors traipsing through the woods and onto our turf. It had to be that menacing man in Wallace’s house.

“You’re not going to like this,” said Bur, as he pocketed his phone. His voice brought me back to reality.

“Oh?”

“Boynton doesn’t want us to call the cops on this guy. We’re to butt out.”

“He used those words? Those exact words?”

“No, what he said was he’d handle it, Scarlet.”

“Handle it how?”

“Handle it without having to tell us what he’s going to do.”

“Well, there’s more than one way to skin a cat,” I replied.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning Boynton can handle his problem. I’m going to handle mine.”

“You have a problem? Why, because the guy with the gun told you to go pound sand?”

“I have a problem because someone left a threat on the grounds of the Four Acorns Inn. Or have you forgotten that? And just so we’re clear, if the cops ask me if I’ve noticed anything unusual lately, I’m telling them about the creep at Wallace’s.”

“Vintage Miz Scarlet,” my brother scoffed. “Once a tattletale, always a tattletale.”

“Maybe so, but we have liability for our guests and a responsibility to protect them from bodily harm. I’m not just going to sit around waiting for Boynton to get off his fat....”

“Let’s compromise,” said Bur, suddenly putting as much silk in his voice as he could muster. Probably why he’s been divorced twice. He’s good with the charm, but falls short in the Department of Show-Up-and-Take-a-Stand. “We’ll call the police and show them the note. We’ll even tell them about the intruder up at Wallace’s. But we also tell them that Boynton’s making arrangements to handle it and will likely be in touch. That way, the cops don’t have to rush the place with guns drawn.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. I’ll let you know when I make up my mind.”

“You are one stubborn....”

“Brrr-ring, brrr-ring! Pot calling Kettle,” I pretended to hand my brother an imaginary phone. “It’s for you, Kettle.”

“What do you do every morning, gargle with vinegar? No wonder you never married, with a personality like that.”

“Ouch! Tell me, Kettle. Any advice on having a long and happy marriage? After all, you’ve had two,” I shot back. Bur huffed and puffed with disgust, mentally preparing to blast me with another lecture, but then abruptly turned on his heel and stomped off. I followed in his wake, feeling slightly amused by his reaction. One of his favorite pastimes when he was losing an argument was to point out I had never married, as if that meant I had no sense of reality about relationships. That kind of twisted logic defied explanation.

In case you haven’t noticed, sibling rivalry is alive and well in our family. Bur has always been a competitive guy. It’s that “I’m the oldest kid” crap. One thing I learned early on was that if I wanted to play, I couldn’t afford to let him intimidate me out of the game. I was in it to win it, too, and either he worked with me or I would make every effort to knock him on his keister until he played nicely. Just because I was the only girl in the family, that didn’t make me the weak link.

As for marriage, I firmly believed any idiot could get a license to wed. It was the staying past the honeymoon that was hard. I’d had three relationships over the last twenty years. I was hardly a cloistered nun. And yet my big brother often felt compelled to suggest he was far more experienced in the ways of the world than I, since he had married and had a son. Poppycock.

We covered the remaining distance through the woods in silence, leaving me plenty of time to ruminate about our family history and any possible connections to the current situation.

The Toms family was very much old money and old school. They stuck to traditions and traditional names, handed down from generation to generation, adept at adding on “the third” and “the fourth” to the male offspring, while the females were usually named after grandmothers on both sides. The Googins family, on the other hand, liked to break out of the upper crust traditions. Maybe it was that wacky strain of irrepressibility we all inherited. The Googins offspring were nicknamed “the saplings”, a generation expected to take on the mill once they became adults. Each was named after species of oak trees. Darlington worked his way up to salesman before he was drafted into the Navy and killed at Pearl Harbor. Alas, that threw a monkey wrench into the family plan for succession. Holly was crippled by polio and never married, but she did become a member of the board of directors. She was a scholar of American literature and taught at Connecticut College down in New London for nearly three decades. My grandfather Randolph pinned all his hopes on his youngest daughter, Laurel, and her ability to reproduce. It was a happy day when my father proposed to Laurel and joined the management team of Four Oaks Pressboard Company.
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Chapter Three—
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Wallace followed his brother’s lead in naming his children. Tucker became CFO at the company. Lacey married an accountant at the mill who was an expert with figures, financial and female. The cheating bastard wasn’t always burning the midnight oil as he claimed to his wife, and Lacey gave him a boot when she caught him buck naked at the office one night with his secretary. Myrtle married an engineer who took on the task of modernizing the machinery for Four Oaks.

As the children of “the saplings”, we were known collectively as “the acorns”. I was named after the Scarlet Oak and my brothers were named for the Bur Oak, the Palmer Oak, and the Emory Oak respectively.

When we were growing up, Randolph and Wallace used to joke that they were planting acorns who would someday grow into the new owners of the company. Alas, it didn’t work out that way. By the time we were teens, the bottom had begun to drop out of the industry. Trying to stay competitive in a tough market, the expanded Four Oaks company ventured into new uses for pressboard at the start of the Millennium, especially in transformer insulation, and that’s when my father was temporarily transferred. We saw him once a month for a long weekend the first year, and after that, every month for a week. By the third year, he was working two weeks each month in Cheswick and the rest of the time in Raleigh. It was tough on my mother, who had no intention of giving up the family homestead to move south, so I made adjustments in my own life. It never occurred to me the job as family caregiver would be permanent. How could I have known how my life would turn out? That all seemed so long ago and far away as I navigated the snowy trail.

We were passing Myrtle and Willow’s place when my cell phone rang. Glancing down at the tiny glass screen, I saw it was my mother calling.

“Hey, Mom, what’s up?”

“I’m going into town with Lacey. I want to pick up library books and she’s headed to CVS. When are you coming home?”

“Bur and I are on our way. We went for...a little walk.” No reason to worry her or Lacey about what was happening at Wallace’s house. Better to wait until we knew what Boynton planned to do. I learned a long time ago that the Googins girls, as we affectionately call them, are worrywarts. Then again, they have reason to be.

Ten years ago, when all of the local mill operations were moved to North Carolina and the original mill building was sold to a manufacturing company, my father retired and started a consulting business here in Cheswick. For a time, things were good. He and mother did some traveling, sometimes bringing me along as her companion on cruises and land excursions throughout Europe and beyond. Even with my mother’s physical limitations, they got around and saw the sights. All that ended when my father keeled over in his swim trunks at the pond on a pleasant summer afternoon eight years ago, struck down by a massive heart attack at the age of sixty-seven. One day he was fine and the next, he was lying in a casket of beautiful burled wood. He looked so peaceful, like he was just having a nap. No one was more shocked than my mother. She was so sure she would be the first to go, she even gave my father instructions on marrying the next Mrs. Wilson.

To say that it was a blow to the family would be the proverbial understatement. We had assumed my dad was healthy, just like we assumed the family trust was healthy. We all counted on those investments to support us into our old age. Early on, my father wanted to make sure I would be able to continue to care for my mother throughout her lifetime, so he set up a trust fund to that end. I received a monthly salary, a portion was reserved for Laurel’s care and my retirement, and the rest went into the family coffers.

Bur handled the probate. That’s when the real financial grief began. Our long-time financial adviser retired and the new man who came in to replace him set up meeting after meeting with my brother. Bur briefed us on the revised portfolio at a family gathering. It looked so good on paper, we all signed on. Unfortunately, it was a very large Ponzi scheme that crashed in 2007. To this day, the court-appointed receiver is still working to recover the missing funds. If we’re lucky, we may get some portion of it back, but I’m not holding my breath.

Have you any idea of what a nasty blow it is to find that you’ve worked for all those years, squirreling away your nuts for the long winter, and in just one day it all goes up in smoke? It felt like someone dropped a match on the leaf-covered ground on White Oak Hill and burned the forest down, Smokey Bear and all. I still remember that dreadful look on Bur’s ashen face when he showed up at the door to inform us that the money was gone. At least I had a few years of my teacher’s pension, which I would be eligible to collect down the road, provided that didn’t tank. In the aftermath of the financial debacle, I was scrambling for money.

Of course, I’m no quitter. I yanked up my proverbial bootstraps and got busy. I realized I could tutor students in our home and make some decent money. Shortly after I started giving lessons, Boynton called from Florida. He had decided to rent out Wallace’s house up on the hill. It was just too big for his mother to live in alone, especially since Lacey and her family lost money on the same deal with the same financial adviser. My mother’s cousin didn’t want to move to Florida, especially not when she was so popular with the gents at the senior center. She was convinced “Tony the Tiger”, a retired cop, would pop the question sooner, rather than later, and she still hadn’t decided whether or not she’d say yes. Boynton offered to pay a generous fee for his mother’s upkeep. It took me all of three seconds to agree.

That was the unofficial start of my new career as an innkeeper. Once Lacey took over a bedroom, it was only a matter of time before the two conniving cousins would rope me in further.

My mother was devastated by our financial ruin. She already felt guilty about me giving up my life to care for her, and the thought that I would never get paid again drove her to the edge. The plot was hatched when Aurielle Dumont fell and broke her hip shortly after the family finances went belly up. We had a large, handicapped-accessible house and it had a lot of unused rooms. When Aurielle got out of the hospital, she wasn’t ready to move back home and navigate all those stairs. Lacey suggested I rent Aurielle the pink bedroom. She stayed with us for two months during her recovery. I was available to drive our guest to her medical appointments in between tutoring students. The elevator we had installed in a hall closet years before, for my mother’s convenience, came in mighty handy while the patient was getting reacquainted with her mending hip. Aurielle went through her paces with the physical therapist on our sun porch, did a lot of walking once she was able, and had a fine time socializing with the Googins girls every afternoon in the living room.

“This is like a private rehab,” she remarked one afternoon. “All that’s missing is a hot tub and a masseuse.”

“Oh,” sighed my mother right on cue, “wouldn’t that be lovely?”

That was the little seed they planted, and it soon began to sprout in the fertile soil. This was not going to be just any old inn. No. We were destined to be a specialty inn for those with mobility issues, a private Shangri La for the handicapped and health-challenged. Oddly enough, it turned out to be lucrative enough to be a viable business.

A week after Aurielle departed, Hank Parker arrived. The elderly widower was going through his third round of cancer treatment in ten years. Childless, he lived alone with his dog, January, in a small condo nearby. Laurel and Lacey knew him from the senior center.

“Such a nice man,” began the conversation over dinner one night. I could smell that plot a mile away, but I let the two ladies and Aurielle play it out anyway.

“He is, isn’t he? Shame that his wife died. Now he’s all alone.” My mother made a dramatic pause.

“Not quite alone. The relatives want to help,” Lacey announced, rolling her eyes theatrically.

Hank’s niece and a nephew couldn’t agree on what was best for him. Julie wanted to hire people to care for him around the clock. John wanted to put him into assisted living, where Hank wouldn’t be able to keep January. The elderly man was miserable. His female friends decided it wasn’t right that such a wonderful guy should be the wishbone at the family dinner table

“I’ll be leaving in a few days. What will you do with that bedroom when I’m gone, Scarlet? It seems a waste to let it remain empty,” she said sweetly. Aurielle suggested he stay with us. I could feel those six eyes land on me all at once, willing me to say yes to a new guest. Lacey took the ball and ran with it.

“The man shouldn’t be alone when he’s got cancer,” she said definitively.“Come on, Scarlet. Have a heart. If he goes into assisted living, who’s going to take care of his little dog?”

“I thought you said his niece wanted to hire help, so he could stay at home?” I pointed out.

“Really? You think that’s the best way to do things, Scarlet?” My mother’s voice had that disappointed tone. “A man should be alone at night while he’s battling cancer? You think having someone stop by once a day is enough?”

I had to admit she had a point. The conniving cousins would no doubt keep Hank’s mind off his troubles as he went through his treatment regimen. Personally, I suspected they were just looking for another playmate to replace Aurielle.

Hank moved in two weeks later, renting out his condo to help cover the costs during his convalescence. Bur and I got him to and from the cancer center, taking turns. I made sure he ate as much as he could, thanks to the tips from the nutritionist. Hank always had someone around to talk to when he was feeling blue, but he really seemed to enjoy the ladies. They always made a big fuss over him.

My seven-pound Yorkshire terrier, named after the Huckleberry Oak, got along well with Hank’s funny, feisty Jack Russell, and soon the pair got cozy together, staking out the living room as their own fiefdom. The canines knew that any time they were in need of a tickle, there was always a willing hand and a comfy lap to be found there. Since I was already Huck’s chief dog walker, what was one more pooch at the end of another leash?

When the oncologist said Hank was fine to move home again, the ladies were distraught.

“Oh, no! You can’t go,” my mother insisted at dinner one night. “Scarlet doesn’t know how to play bridge to save her life. She keeps throwing down the wrong cards.”

“Are you sure you want to go?” Lacey wondered. “Where else do you get this kind of service?”

“She’s right,” said Laurel. “Who will pamper you the way we do?” Again, six pairs of eyes lit on me at once. I studied those three eager faces.

“What am I doing, running an inn?” I looked at Hank’s face, no longer gaunt and drawn. There was life back in his eyes. He looked so much healthier now. “That’s crazy talk.”

The minute I said it, I realized I gave the Googins girls an opening. Hank plunked the suggested game plan on the table and sat back with a satisfied grin. I should expand my services and open up a bed and breakfast. Turns out the conniving cousins managed to bring in a ringer to close the deal.

How I missed all the plotting and planning that surely went on behind my back? How long had they hashed out this plot before springing it on me?

“Consider the possibilities, Scarlet. The house is close to the major highways, near enough to four medical centers. The house is architecturally interesting, on a beautiful piece of land. Guests can walk down a charming Main Street or enjoy the hiking trails in the nearby park.”

“We’re hardly on the tourist map,” I pointed out to him. “What are guests supposed to do for fun?”

“Theater, museums, and shopping. It’s less than an hour from the Connecticut shore and the Berkshire mountains,” he shot back.

“Hardly enough to keep people interested in coming here.” I was skeptical that we could find enough guests to make it work.

“Why not make some improvements?”

“What kind of improvements, Hank?” Lacey and Laurel asked their cohort, feeding him his opening. He went to town with it.

“Make it an inn for people with special needs. Add some outdoor entertaining space that’s accessible for wheelchair users. You’ve got a dock, so utilize it. Guests can fish or just sit by the water. Think of the possibilities and do it up right. It’s a wonderful place to recover, Scarlet. You’ve already got the elevator and the exterior ramp built.“

Lacey was a big advocate from the first mention. I think it’s because she planned on playing hostess and greeter. Laurel initially had some reservations. After all, it meant she would share her elevator and her main caregiver with paying customers. Hank and Lacey talked her into it, promising that it would all work out fine, and in the end, it did.

My mom has lifetime use of  the house, but Bur and I inherited the house with my other two brothers, Palmer and Emory, as part of my dad’s estate.. Palmer is a television producer who lives with his wife, Carolina, down in Miami. Emory is chemical engineer out in Oklahoma. He and his wife, Rebecca, have a small ranch where they raise American paint horses. We all get together a few times a year for a big family reunion. That’s when all the bedrooms come in handy. The rest of the time, they sit empty. It made sense in this economy to put them to good use.

“What are we going to call the place?” Emory wondered as we gathered for a family meeting to discuss it.

“The Four Oaks?” Bur thought it was a nice tribute to the mill and the two families whose fortunes were intertwined.

“The Four Acorns?” Emory suggested, reminding us of Grandpa Randolph’s  nickname for us.

“More like the Four Nuts,” Rebecca remarked. She thought it was a crazy idea. “You’ll have to put a lot of money into this place to make it luxurious!”

“Nonsense,” I scoffed. “A little paint, some stain....”

Carolina, a professional interior designer, came through for us, providing the Four Acorns Inn with a three-year development plan, contingent on its success in turning a profit.

“I would start with the projects that give us the biggest bang for our buck first,” she decided at the next family meeting. “We should focus on what makes the most sense.”

By the time the plan was handed over to our contractor, we had pallets of discounted floor and wall tiles stored in the garage of the carriage house, furniture selected for the rooms, and I became so masterful at painting walls and woodwork, I got a discount at the local Benjamin Moore store.

Bur was willing to put his fair share into the project, but only if he could claim his own space on the grounds, which he would rent from the family trust. He sold his condo in West Hartford and supervised the renovation of the carriage house apartment over the garage. He kept it as a three-room bachelor pad, with a tiny galley kitchen, a large living room with that “single guy” oversized leather sofa and enormous flat-screened TV. Carolina helped him plan his master bathroom, with the ridiculously large shower and manly touches of contemporary hardware. The eight-hundred-square-foot space seemed small until you factored in the entertaining and storage space he used at the inn.

My older brother actually likes hanging around the big house, especially at dinner time. Occasionally, he brings his lady friends for breakfast on the weekends or for dinner during the week, impressing them with the array of foods served at the old massive family dining table, where his dates rub elbows with the paying guests. I’m afraid the Googins girls spoil him rotten. That’s especially true whenever they need a fourth for bridge. Shameful, really.

It benefits me to have my brother living on the property, enough so that I don’t mind feeding him. Bur has an office in his apartment, and that means that when I have to dash out, I can call on him to pitch in and play host to inn guests. What’s more, my mother gets the benefit of seeing her son every day. He’s available to drive her to and from appointments. Bur, it turns out, is a pretty nice son.

Once his cancer went into remission, Hank decided to sell his home and do some traveling while he still had the strength to get out and about. His niece wanted him to come and stay with her down in Georgia. The elderly man went for August and September, and then scheduled a six-week cruise through Europe for late fall. We got busy with the construction in his absence. Laurel was relocated to the front parlor on the first floor and Lacey to a temporary bedroom in the dining room while the second floor was torn up.

The renovations we undertook to transform the house into an inn were more than successful. Laurel already had her own en suite bathroom connected to the master bedroom at the front of the house. My parents had put that in right after her accident back in 1998. Lacey took over the Jack and Jill bath that went with her bedroom. We closed it off to the adjoining bedroom. The smallest bedroom of the six was transformed into a pair of spacious, handicapped bathrooms, one for the Black Oak Room and one for the Red Oak Room. The hallway bathroom at the foot of the stairs became a part of the White Oak room. I gave up my beloved pond view on the second floor in favor of a couple of pokey little attic rooms that used to house the servants back in the days when this was a grand mansion. A renovated bathroom on the third floor made the transition a lot easier for me.

For the last two years of his life, Hank wanted the flexibility to visit friends and family across the country, in between stays in the White Oak Room. He listed the Four Acorns Inn as his permanent residence. We collected his mail, Bur handled his business affairs when he was traveling, and we rented Hank a storage room in the attic for all his belongings. January stayed with us while he was gone, becoming a beloved member of the inn. I made sure our treasured guest had what he needed whenever he was in town.

When his cancer returned, so did Hank. Laurel and Lacey read to him every afternoon as his strength began to wane. I wheeled him into the dining room each evening when he was up to it. The hospice nurses came to the inn weekly to check on him. They arranged for pain medications and instructed me on what we should do to make him more comfortable. Bur popped in for breakfast with Hank every day. They both drank their energy shakes as my brother read articles from the Hartford Courant aloud. As the end drew near, we called his family. Hank’s niece and nephew stayed with us for the last three days, taking turns sitting by his side. He died in his sleep, at peace, eight months ago. I still miss him.
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Chapter Four—
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Between the renovations on the inside and the improvements on the outside, it took us the better part of three years to reach this point. We built up a clientele over time and started to have return guests. The inn was just beginning to turn a profit. Can you understand why I was so upset, not only by the note left pinned to the post by a pocket knife, but also with the worry that what was going on in Wallace’s house was going to destroy all that hard work? I, for one, had no intention of letting anyone ruin what we had built. Our guests should feel safe and secure at the Four Oaks Inn. No crazy guy with a gun was going to steal that from us. I was still angry that my family money went up in smoke in that financial fraud. I made up my mind right there and then to do whatever it takes to protect the Four Acorns Inn.

Bur and I had reached the bird garden, tromping through the snow, when something smacked the back of my head. I knew it wasn’t a prank by my brother. He was four feet in front of me.

“What the hell?” I turned around to find a tiny chickadee flopping pathetically on the frozen ground. As I bent over to take a closer look, the desperate writhing of frantically fluttering black wings reached a crescendo and then abruptly stopped. The little bird lay still. “Oh, poor thing.”

Taking out another poo-poo pouch, I slipped it onto my hand and scooped up the tiny creature. I could tell by the unnatural flop of its head that the neck was broken.

“Dead?” Bur wanted to know. I nodded. “I wonder what made him fly into you like that, Miz Scarlet.”

“Heaven knows,” I sighed. I tied the plastic bag containing the feathery corpse as I uttered a silent prayer for the tiny songster to rest in peace. I hate it when birds die. Of course, I also hate it when I get smacked in the back of the head by one unexpectedly. I couldn’t help but feel that it was rather odd to have a chickadee cream me like it had been shot out of a cannon.

Even as my brother and I stood there, I could hear a rustling noise a few feet away. Scrub Oak sauntered out from behind a rhododendron, walking like a kitty cowpoke in spurs, and rubbed against me. My mother long ago nicknamed him Duke and said he reminded her of John Wayne, all legs and attitude. “Then again, maybe the answer is right in front of us.”

“No more birds,” my big brother instructed the purring puss as Scrubby found a new scratching post in the form of Bur’s pant leg. “You’re a house cat, buddy.”

“One of our guest must have let him out.” Scrubby was the inn’s resident fur ball, who walked the halls like he owned the place and catnapped wherever he could snag some rays. Because we had an array of wild predators in the woods—everything from coyotes to fisher cats to even the rare little bear, Scrub Oak lived his life indoors. We had posted a notice at each exterior door, as a reminder that our pets were not to be let out. Perhaps Scrubby had scooted past some unobservant guest.

“What’s that?” I caught sight of something odd on the top of the snow, something that seemed to glint in the sunlight. I traveled the half dozen steps to retrieve it. The miniscule metal orb was cold to the touch. Rolling it between my fingers, I felt a chill go through me. I held it out to my brother. “Is this what I think it is?”

“Hmm...looks like slingshot ammo.” Suddenly Bur’s attention was on the edge of the woods. I saw his intent eyes studying the tree line. He seemed to tense up. Ravenous coyotes? Sasquatch? I didn’t get to find out. In one quick motion, he scooped up Scrub Oak in his unexpectedly impatient arms. “Come on.”

“What should I do with the dead bird?” I asked, scurrying to catch up.

“Bring it with you,” was the terse reply he tossed over his shoulder. As we crossed the twenty yards or so to the carriage house, I had a sudden flashback to the days when I tagged along with my big brother, Cousin Boynton, and their buddies to explore White Oak Hill. Even then, Bur was Mr. Big Shot, barking out orders. Funny how some things never change. “Hurry up. I’ve got to make a phone call.”

“Oh?” I waited while Bur unlocked the entry door, and then followed him up the stairs and into his living quarters. He dumped the cat on the sofa, took the bag with the dead bird from me, and then looked inside. There was a spot of blood on the back of the bird’s neck. He held it out for me to see.

“That was a deliberate shot.” Bur carefully put the bird back in the bag, washed his hands, and grabbed an empty margarine container. He tucked the bagged chickadee inside, added the shiny silver ball, and snapped the lid on. A moment later, he dialed a number and waited for a response on the other end.

“Someone wanted to kill that chickadee?” I asked. How did that make any sense?

“Either that or it was meant for you.”

“Me?” Even as I gasped, the thought hit me. Had the shooter tried to kill two birds with one stone? Or rather one metal pellet? I felt the back of my head and found a small lump. No wonder it hurt so much. The second I opened my mouth, my brother’s hand went up to silence me.

“Tolly, how’s it going?” he asked with an exaggerated cheerfulness. “Have you talked to Boy Wonder lately?”

Tolly? Bur called Tolly? What was going on?

Kenny Tolliver was an old childhood friend of Bur and Boynton’s, a guy who grew out of that awkward pimply teenager stage and became a hunk just when I was coming of age. It seemed like the moment I fell hard for him, his family up and moved to Saddle River, New Jersey. Last I heard, he married, had three kids, and worked as assistant director of public safety at  Princeton University. Why was Bur calling him now?

I shooed Scrub Oak off the kitchen counter, where the feline was letting his curiosity get the better of him as he nudged the margarine container with his nose. The cat obviously wanted a closer look inside. Probably thought it smelled like “I Can’t Believe It’s Not Goldfinch”. I had my own curiosity to satisfy.

“Yeah, sure. That would be great. I’ll have Scarlet handle that. Right. Just call me back and give me the details. Okay. We’ll see you then.”

I lasted only as long as it took Bur to hit the “end” button. “Was that Kenny Tolliver?”

“He’ll need a room, Scar. What’s available?”

“Nothing for the next two days. Why does he need a room? Is he coming here?” You’d think I was fifteen all over again, wouldn’t you? I was positively gushing like a school girl with “major crush” written all over her face.

“Boynton asked him to handle this thing with the Jordans a couple weeks ago. Kenny’s been trying to track them down.”

“You’ve got a campus cop hunting for the missing family?” I asked incredulously.

“Careful, Miz Scarlet. Your snobby side is showing. For your information, Kenny’s handled a lot of serious crimes in his day.”

“What? Pot smoking at the frat mixer? Who put soap flakes in the fountain on the quad? Who stole the school mascot at the Princeton-Hahvad football game?” I did my best impression of a snooty Ivy Leaguer. Bur didn’t even crack a smile.

“He’s dealt with more than one murder, several rapes, a shooting on campus, and even a couple of attempts to hack into the university’s computer system.” Bur glared at me. “You’d better treat him with more respect than you show me. He’s doing us a favor by coming here and looking into this. I don’t want you annoying the hell out of him, like you used to do.”

“I used to annoy the hell out of Kenny?” That struck me like a bolt of lightning. I could feel the electricity go right through me. When my jaw dropped open, I thought it might actually hit the floor.

“You’re damned right you did. You shot that poor bastard down more times than I care to recall.”

“I did?” What are the chances I would get struck by lightning a second time? And yet, here it was. I felt the shock go through me again.

“Didn’t you know the poor guy had a crush on you?”

“No way!”

“I wish I could say it wasn’t true, but it is.” My brother glared at me.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” I demanded, suddenly all too aware of my own frustration. Feeling like a complete fool. How many hours had I wasted, wishing Kenny would notice me long enough for us to have a conversation? Looking back, it seemed that every time I opened my mouth, the wrong words popped out. Kenny always seemed to scurry away, like he couldn’t get away from me fast enough. “You should have told me!”

“Why? So you could torture the guy while you pranced all around in your little miniskirt?”

“My miniskirt?” What was the idiot talking about? “I had a crush on him, you big jerk! I thought he wasn’t interested!”

“Well, he was.”

“Thanks for the heads up, you big jerk!” I admit it. I have a tendency to get a little huffy when I’m annoyed, and the news that my long lost almost-love had had the hots for me almost sent me over the edge. All that teenage angst was lost to the sad reality that the guy had a wife and three kids now. Too little, too late. Damn, too bad. A cruel twist of fate. I wondered what he looked like now. Probably bald and fat, with fangs and a paunch the size of a basketball. That’s what happened to Delbert Cogswell, former forward on the Cheswick Cheetahs basketball team. He went to work in the family bakery business. Over the last fifteen years, they expanded, adding two more stores. Delbert also expanded. Apparently, he like to sample the goods.

“He’s coming under the guise of being a guest, Scarlet. We can’t let the other guests know we know him.”

“Why?”

“Because maybe one of them is involved in the plot.”

“Huh.” That took a few seconds to sink in. I had to admit it was possible. That might explain that note on the post. But why would anyone be plotting against us? “The Powicks won’t be leaving until after the relative’s funeral, but he can have their room after they go.”

“Not soon enough. He’s coming tomorrow.” Bur stood there, arms crossed, waiting for me to solve the problem. I gave it some thought. I couldn’t ask Lonnie and Gretchen to leave ahead of schedule. Time to get creative.

“Well, we could put him in the library,” I decided. Once in awhile, when we had relatives staying with us, we used it as a temporary guest space because it had an attached bathroom with a small shower stall. If we moved the leather sofa over a few feet, there was just enough room to add a Harvard frame, a double mattress set, and the upholstered headboard we stored in the attic. I could clear
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