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CHAPTER ONE

The month of January brought out all the many facets of my psyche. The joy of the holiday season was gone and the bills about to come in. Winter was at its peak, which in the current South Carolina climate meant thirty degrees one day and sixty the next. Still, the gray days outnumbered the sunny ones, and my mood fluctuated accordingly. Bipolar reactions to bipolar weather.

As I sat at my desk in the bookstore, beads of sweat trickled down my jawline, and I swiped them away. Whether they came from the unseasonably warm temperatures or the near-zero balance in my bookstore’s bank account accusing me from the computer screen, I couldn’t tell. I narrowed my eyes, willing a few extra zeros to appear next to those very single digits. I was no stranger to a diet of ramen noodles and PB&J—I was a college graduate, after all—but Ravenous Readers couldn’t survive on chicken-seasoned pasta.

Christmas had brought plenty of cheer, but sales had plummeted like a cow in a dissipating tornado since the first day of the year. The Jen-solved-another-murder boom, as my manager Lacey Stanley—a mid-thirties mother of two with long brown hair she wore in a ponytail most days—liked to put it, hadn’t lasted long enough this time.

The stack of unpaid bills grew higher every day, and my desperation flourished along with it. The next payment from the contest the original owner, Aletha Cunningham, had won to open the place was due to arrive next month. We had only two more coming after that, though. Then our survival depended solely on us. With a bit of luck, our new online sales plan would generate the boost we needed to make it through. The prospect of someday having to surrender made my stomach churn and bubble like it was filled with swamp water.

When Aletha died and left me the store, I had no idea what I was getting into, and pure unadulterated terror had consumed me. I was a mystery writer, not a business guru. I’d never even worked a real job before. Still hadn’t, unless you counted the hour I spent waiting tables in the Dandy Diner last month when they were shorthanded. I chose not to, however, since I got fired before that hour was even over. The patrons weren’t amused by my juggling act. Especially when it involved their food.

I ran a hand through my collar-length black hair and glanced at my German shepherd, Savannah, who snoozed in her bed beside my chair. “What do you think, little girl? You think we’ll make it?” I asked her, hoping for some reassurance.

She opened one eye, thumped her bushy tail twice, and then went back to sleep. I couldn’t help but laugh at her nonchalant attitude. She wasn’t worrying about it, so I wouldn’t either. For now, anyway. Nothing I could do about it, so why waste the energy? I had a limited supply and much more important things to do with it.

My current energy supply was earmarked for writing book three in my Davenport Twins Mysteries series. The second book, Twin Terror, wouldn’t come out until April, so no way to know how well it would sell. Still, the first one, Double Trouble, was a huge success, so my publisher might make an offer for book three based on that alone. Fingers crossed, my writing would bring in some much-need income. Eventually.

I loaded chapter two onto my laptop and stared at the last paragraph I’d written, hoping my muse would return and my writing career could help save the bookstore. And me.

Daniel took a deep breath and shoved second thoughts out of his mind. His twin sister Dana was overreacting. Alpha Phi Alpha was the right fraternity for him, and everything would be fine. He clicked the submit button to send his registration application.

Where should I go from here? Dana was the left-brained twin—logic, rules, and action gave her life meaning—and Daniel, the creative social butterfly, thrived on chaos. One complemented the other, each handling the situations most aligned with their individual skills. However, the boundaries weren’t always so clearly defined. Enter the sibling squabble. My favorite scenes to write. Probably because I’d had no siblings of my own to argue with.

Before I could decide what to do next, Lacey tapped on the doorframe in her khakis and red Ravenous Readers polo shirt. “Hey, you got a minute?”

I closed my laptop and clasped my hands together on the desk. “Sure. What’s up?”

She brushed the escaped hair from her ponytail away from her eyes and waved me out of my seat. “Come see what I have in mind for expanding the kids’ section when we get our payment. I think you’ll love it.”

Expanding? That was news to me. My stomach did a backstroke, threatening to eject some of that swamp water. Love it or not, we had bills to pay. “I don’t know, Lacey. That section takes up the whole back of the store already. There aren’t that many kids in Riddleton.”

“Yes, but our children’s section is supposed to be our claim to fame, remember? And it accounts for the bulk of our sales. We should get the most out of it we can.”

I rose from my chair and followed her past the stockroom onto the main floor. “True, but we have so many other things we need to do with that money.” We maneuvered around the children’s tables. The life-sized giraffes, bookending the rainbow Ravenous Kids painted on the back wall, observed our every move. “Like pay you and Charlie, for instance.”

Charlie Nichols, our self-proclaimed barista-in-chief, lived in my apartment building and volunteered to help out for a pittance when I inherited the bookstore after Aletha’s murder. We didn’t get along well when we first met, but now I couldn’t imagine managing without him.

In his other life, Charlie spent most of his time on his computer, doing I had no idea what. Probably playing games or hacking into secret government agencies, known only by their acronyms or not at all. I suspected he’d spent the majority of his high school time pounding on the inside of his locker door, begging to be let out.

“Charlie doesn’t need the money. His parents pay his bills just to keep him out of their basement. He hasn’t asked for anything, has he?”

I glanced at the coffee bar where Charlie leaned on the pastry case, tapping away on his laptop, his white, ten-gallon hat tipped back, revealing his unkempt black hair. Looked like we had Cowboy Charlie today. Hat, shirt, jeans, vest, boots, gun belt, and spurs all included for the low, low price of a percentage of the coffee bar sales. At least the holster tied to his leg was empty. For now. No telling what tomorrow might bring.

“No, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t entitled to it. And what about you?”

“We don’t need the money, either. And working here gets me out of the house and keeps me sane. I was helping Aletha most of the time, anyway. Why shouldn’t I help you, too?” She gave me a sideways grin. “Besides, I love hobnobbing with celebrities.”

That deserved an eye roll. “One bestselling book and a couple of solved murders hardly makes me a celebrity.” Although, it didn’t seem to take much these days.

“It does in this one-horse town.”

“It’s only a one-horse town because Cowboy Charlie over there couldn’t find a place to keep his.”

Riddleton, South Carolina, was a typical small town, though. Lacey had that right. Once a stagecoach rest stop parked midway between the cities Blackburn and Sutton, the town had grown some after the dam created Lake Dester in the 1920s, but not as much as expected. Which was fine with me, although as a teenager, I hated having everyone in my business. I’d learned to appreciate the folksy, hometown feel since I returned a couple of years ago. It was comforting knowing that people cared about me, no matter what, even if it meant occasionally being fodder for the local rumor mill.

I grabbed my Writer in Residence mug from behind the urn and poured myself some coffee. “So, what did you have in mind?”

Lacey’s face glowed as she pointed toward the wall. “You see how we have two-shelf bookcases lining the walls?”

“The perfect size for little bodies, right?” I stirred cream and sugar into my coffee while Charlie observed.

“Right,” Lacey said. “But not all of their bodies are that little. We’ve got middle grade and teens to think about too.”

“Okay. And?”

“What if we pulled those out and put in full-sized cases instead? We could put the picture books on the bottom shelves for the little ones, followed by the middle grade and teen titles at the top. Then we can sprinkle the small bookcases around the sales floor for special promotions and whatnot. We’ll have more room for books in the kids’ section and more books to offer in the rest of the store.”

As much as I loved the idea, my swampy belly chilled my enthusiasm. “This all sounds great, but where will the money come from?” Money didn’t grow on trees, as my mother loved to remind me when I was growing up.

“The contest payment we get next month.”

I shook my head. “There’s a stack of bills on my desk begging to be paid before their not-so-distant cousins arrive with the big red words PAST DUE stamped across them. Also, we need that money to get us through the slow times the rest of the year.”

Her lowered eyebrows sent a clear message my way. “You’re being short-sighted, Jen. We only have three more checks coming in. We must invest them in the future. Otherwise, when the payments stop, so do we. Is that what you want?”

“Of course not.” A deep breath kept my gut in check. “I hear what you’re saying, but we’ll need a lot more inventory on hand to fill the shelves. Money we can’t afford to have tied up in books we might not sell.”

Charlie jumped in. “Isn’t that where the online sales can pick up the slack? We’ll need the inventory to get the orders out in two days like we promise on the website.”

“Come on, guys. My last name is Dawson, not Bezos. We have to be careful how we spend our money.” I considered mentioning how the Amazon founder spent his extra money on rockets, not books, but then Charlie would come in dressed like an astronaut tomorrow. Not that I had anything against astronauts. I couldn’t afford to replace the glass display case when he shattered it with his helmet, trying to retrieve a ham-and-cheese croissant. “Let me think about it. I don’t want to let Aletha down. She trusted me. Trusted us. I’d rather play it safe.”

Lacey laid a gentle hand on my arm. “I loved her, too, Jen. But one of these days, you’ll have to accept that the store is yours. It’s been a year and a half. Now’s a good time, don’t you think?”

My cocked eyebrow reminded Lacey how adamantly she’d fought for things to remain as Aletha wanted them only a few weeks ago when I proposed cutting costs.

She blushed and waved me off. “I know, I know. That’s not what I said before. But I’ve had time to think about it, and you were right. Not about charging for Story Time, but we don’t know what choices Aletha would’ve made facing our current challenges.”

I appreciated her making it not “you”, but “we”, as in we all went down with the Titanic together. I swallowed the last of my coffee and refilled my cup. “That’s true, we don’t. I do know, however, that the children’s section was her favorite part of the store, so I really will think about it. I promise.”

“Thank you.” Lacey scrutinized her distorted reflection in the uppers of her black leather oxfords. When she looked up again, she said, “I have something to tell you guys.”

“You want to put gold-plated fixtures in the restroom?” I asked.

“Ha-ha. But don’t give me any ideas. I might surprise you one day.”

“Have fun, as long as I don’t have to pay for it.” I let my grin fade. “Seriously, though, what’s up?”

Charlie closed his laptop and leaned in, giving her his full attention.

Her eyes glistened, and her smile flashed every one of her pearly whites. “I’m pregnant!”

“Yeehaw!” Charlie yelled and galloped his imaginary horse around the coffee bar, waving his hat.

A surge of joy ran from my head to my toes and back again. I wrapped her in a full-body hug. “Congratulations! What does your husband think?”

“Ben is thrilled to death. He always wanted three kids. We’ve been worried it might never happen.”

“I’m so happy for you.”

She eased out of my grip to catch her breath. “I’m glad. I was worried you might be upset.”

“Upset? Why?”

“Well, while I’m going to work for as long as I can, it’s going to mean a big chunk of time off at some point. You’ll have to make do without me.”

Oh. I hadn’t thought of that. Still, she was my friend, and I refused to make her joyous news all about me. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll manage.”

Lacey poked me in the ribs. “Not too well, I hope. I’d like to have a job to come back to.”

Still circling, Charlie guffawed. I shot him an open-mouthed glare as he passed. “It’s not that funny! I could do a great job. You don’t know.”

We all laughed at that one. No way I could ever replace Lacey. “No problem. You have a place here for as long as you want it. I promise.”

“Thanks.” Lacey teared up, then fanned her face. “Sorry, it’s the hormones.”

I hugged her again. “You have nothing to worry about.”

She pulled away and studied me thoughtfully. “Seriously, though, I think you’ll do just fine without me. You’re more capable than you give yourself credit for.”

If only that were true. My history lent too much doubt to her words, but I appreciated the sentiment just the same.

Charlie galloped up to us, panting. “So, is it a boy or a girl?”

“We don’t know yet. And we haven’t decided whether we want to. Since we already have one of each, we might wait and be surprised. Personally, I’m hoping for a boy since I had all those blood pressure problems when I was pregnant with Brianna. No issues at all when I had Benny, though.”

I took a large swallow of my tepid drink. Funny how I could enjoy my coffee after it’d cooled, but iced coffee didn’t appeal to me at all. “What do the kids think about it?”

“We haven’t told them yet. I’m a little nervous. I think my daughter will take it well. She’s already been through it with her brother. Him, I’m concerned about. He’s been the baby of the family for six years. And he likes it that way.”

“I bet he’ll be fine,” Charlie said. “He’ll probably love having a little brother or sister to boss around.”

Lacey sighed. “I hope you’re right.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Well, I’d better find something to do before the Saturday rush hits.”

Saturday rush? I followed her glance around the empty store. “What’s that old expression? From your lips to God’s ears?”

She shrugged. “No kidding.”

I wandered back toward the giraffes, gauging how the area would look with full-sized bookcases. Smaller, most likely, as the side walls would each seem a foot closer to the center than they currently were. Still, there’d be more than enough of an area for the kids to play with the toys stashed in the imitation pirate’s chests spread strategically around the space. And plenty of room for Queen Lacey’s throne and the semicircle of chairs arranged for Story Time. It all came down to whether we dared spend the money. Whether I dared spend the money.

I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans and returned to the coffee bar, brow furrowed.

Charlie’s gaze followed my travels. Then he reached into the pastry case and retrieved a chocolate chip muffin. “Here you go, boss. This should help you make up your mind. Chocolate solves everything, right?”

I wish. “Right,” I said and took a bite. A chocolate morsel melted on my tongue, and a groan escaped as I closed my eyes.

“Have you heard anything about that skeleton you found in the tunnel under St. Mary’s last month?”

My eyelids flew open again. The memory of being trapped and lost underground tainted the enjoyment of my snack. I set it on the counter. “Not much. They still don’t know who it is, and Riddleton PD passed the case off to Sutton County. They have a cold-case squad over there that specializes in these kinds of things.”

“Too bad.” He shrugged. “I was hoping you’d break out your pipe and magnifying glass for another investigation. And I could play Watson.”

I leaned on the counter and broke off a chocolaty piece of my abandoned muffin. “I’ve thought about it a lot, to be honest. I’d love to know who it was and how he got down there.”

“He?”

“Yeah, the medical examiner in Sutton said he could tell by the hips or pelvis or something like that. But the cool thing is they know he was murdered execution-style with a slug to the back of the head.” I pointed to the back of my skull halfway between my neck and the top. “Right here. They also retrieved the bullet, and last I heard they’re running it through the system, but they don’t expect to get a hit without also having the murder weapon.”

Charlie grinned. “Sounds like you’re already looking into it.”

“Well, maybe a little. It’s a mystery, and you know how much I love mysteries.”

“Everyone knows how obsessed you are with mysteries, but that’s why we love you.”

Savannah poked me in the back of the leg with her favorite stuffed bone. I threw it toward the front of the store for her to chase at the same instant a fortyish guy, whose head almost brushed the top of the doorjamb, walked in holding a little girl’s hand. Oops. The dog skidded to a stop at the “Do Not Cross” tape we put on the carpet about ten feet from the door and sat, rear end wiggling.

Lacey greeted the man and his daughter, and Savannah trotted back, bone hanging halfway out of her mouth. I took it and led her around the side wall, past the cherry bookcases with carved wooden plaques above indicating the genres. Not that she would hurt anyone. I wanted our guests to shop without distraction, and a full-grown German shepherd wanting to play would be a real distraction.

I sat on the brown and gold couch near the front window and scratched her chest while light classical music from the ceiling speakers drifted over me. Lacey would be gone soon. When did pregnant people go on maternity leave? Would she wait until she couldn’t see her shoes or until she went into labor restocking the Self-Help section?

Then for how long after the baby was born? Weeks or months? It must be several months total, at least. What would I do without her? I’d learned some of the management end of running the bookstore, but I was nowhere near ready to take over. Guess I’d have to step up and learn the rest by the time she left to have her baby.

I kissed Savannah on the head. “What am I going to do, little girl?”

She licked my cheek.

That made it all better. Savannah kisses always did. Second only to chocolate, of course.

Movement across the street flickered in the corner of my eye. I turned my head and caught two men going into Antonio’s Ristorante. The restaurant had been closed since the owner died last summer. What was going on? Guess I’d better wander over there and find out.


CHAPTER TWO

I wandered across Main Street, blinking against the sixty-degree sunshine pouring down from a clear blue sky. An almost spring-like January day. It was unusual for this time of year to be so warm, but I relished the relief from the winter cold. Way too soon, though. Old Man Winter wasn’t near through with us yet, despite what my eyes were telling me today. But I could enjoy it while it lasted.

The closed blinds obscured my view through the restaurant’s windows, but I knew those guys were in there, just not what they were doing. My boyfriend, Eric, would tell me to mind my own business, but I couldn’t help myself. Like the beaver that gnawed off the branch it was standing on, dropping it into the stream below. However, tall, scarecrow-thin Eric O’Malley had an astonishing lack of curiosity for a police detective. In my mind, people messing around in a building closed for months, directly across the street from my bookstore, was my business.

I hesitated for a moment, questioning the wisdom of what I was about to do. In truth, I had no idea who those guys were. The lack of forced entry proved they had a key to the building, so, more likely than not, they were relatives who’d inherited the restaurant. Still, a bit of caution on my part wouldn’t hurt anything.

The front door eased open when I gently pulled on the handle. After a quick survey of the dining room, I stepped inside and waited for my eyes to adjust to being indoors again. Ladder-back chairs rested upside down on all the tables, and the Tiffany-style lamps hanging from the ceiling were coated with dust. Antonio’s had been Riddleton’s “fancy” restaurant until last summer when the owner died. I’d only been in it a few times when it was open, some visits more enjoyable than others.

A shadowy blob near the double doors leading to the kitchen said gruffly, “Can I help you?” The blob materialized into a swarthy, fortyish man with thinning black hair and a thick black mustache concealing his upper lip. The guy looked a bit like Tony Scavuto, the previous owner, only a lot taller. Tony was a little bitty guy, height-wise. He made up for it in muscle-driven girth, though.

Was the man a relative come to claim his inheritance? I plastered on a smile and stuck out my hand. “I’m Jen Dawson. Owner of the bookstore across the street.”

He wiped his hand on the back of his jeans and shook with a firm yet not overpowering grip. “Fredo Di Rocca. Nice to meetcha. I’ll be reopening the restaurant in a few weeks. You want a drink or a coffee? No food yet, but the fountains work.”

A chill ran down my spine as if a ghost had spoken. The man sounded like Tony. He must be from Chicago, too. “No, thank you. Are . . . were you related to the previous owner?”

He smoothed his mustache, almost covering both lips with it. “Son-in-law. His daughter Mara is my wife. Me and his son are gonna run this place together when we get it back in shape. Gotta get it cleaned up first.”

Better get a psychic or a medium in here too. “That’s great! Riddleton’s been missing a high-end restaurant. We have to go all the way to Sutton or Blackburn for anything other than diner food. Well, there’s the bar and grill too, but being surrounded by drunks watching sports isn’t really my idea of a romantic dinner.”

Fredo took a handkerchief out of his pocket and mopped the back of his neck. “We’ll be happy to fix that problem for you. And we’ll be keeping the menu the same. For now, anyway.”

The front door opened, and a short, wiry guy with slicked-back hair so black it could’ve been coated in shoe polish came in carrying two Piggly Wiggly bags. He unloaded cleaning supplies onto a table in the dining room.

“Hey, Gilberto!” Fredo called.

The man looked up, examined me with coal-black eyes, and flashed his even, white teeth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.” He advanced toward me with his hand extended. “Gil Scavuto. I’m so happy to meet you!”

Scavuto? A direct relation to Tony. He definitely had his eyes. And lack of height. “Jen Dawson. I run the bookstore across the street.”

A look of recognition skimmed over his face, and he pushed his black-rimmed glasses up to the bridge of his nose. “Oh, yeah. My father mentioned you. He said you were trying to help him.” Gil knitted his eyebrows. “Guess they got to him before you could.”

Something like that. Tony died last summer after he’d been named a suspect in the police chief’s murder. He’d asked for my assistance in clearing his name, but I was unable to help him before he became another victim. I’d tried my best, though. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

He lowered his head for a second, then met my gaze through his thin, black wire-frames. “Thank you.” He regarded his brother-in-law. “Did Alfredo here offer you something to drink?”

“He did, thank you.”

“Yeah, Fredo can cook like nobody’s business, but he isn’t much in the customer service department. That’s my job.” Gil grinned and pointed his thumb at his chest. “I’m loving this town. I’ve met so many terrific people.”

I turned to Fredo. “Is your wife around? I’d love to meet her too.” I caught Gil’s scowl out of the corner of my eye. Had I said something wrong?

Fredo gestured toward the back of the dining room. “No, she’s over in her shop getting it ready to open.”

A new shop? Exciting. Riddleton needed something different. “Really? Where is it? And what’s it going to be?”

This time Fredo wore the scowl. “It’s gonna be a disaster, that’s what.”

Gil frowned, his black eyes unreadable. “She’s opening a bookstore over by the vet’s office. I was hoping she’d work here with us, but she didn’t want to.”

A bookstore? My knees betrayed me, and I took a step to catch my balance. There weren’t enough customers for the one we had, let alone another one. I saw serious trouble in my future. Maybe I was the one who needed the psychic. I balled my fists at my sides and sealed my lips against the oncoming explosion.

The look on my face must’ve given Gil pause because he smiled. “Don’t worry. It’s a used bookstore. It won’t be any competition for you. You only sell new books, right?”

My face heated so quickly that it seemed I stood before an angry flamethrower. Of course it would be competition. More than competition. The cheaper books would put us out of business. “Yes, but—”

Gil’s smile broadened. “There, you see? Everything’s fine. There’s more than enough business to go around.”

“In Chicago, maybe. But you’re not in Chicago anymore.”

Gil’s puzzled expression proved he truly didn’t understand my problem. And I was too furious to explain it to him. Transplants from the city couldn’t understand how different life was in a small town like Riddleton until they’d lived here a while. The same held true in reverse, as I’d learned when I moved to Blackburn for college. But Blackburn was no Chicago. The Scavuto clan was in for a huge culture shock. The water moccasin trying to survive in the desert kind.

I looked to Fredo for help. “Can’t you talk to your wife? There are plenty of other products she could sell. Things people here would be thrilled to not have to leave town to get. How about shoes or sporting goods? Anything but a bookstore!”

Fredo shrugged. “I wanted her to work here with us, too. Make the restaurant a real family business. Mara wants to sell books. It’ll make her happy. If she’s happy, she’s not making me miserable. So, she’ll sell books.”

Gil narrowed his eyes and pressed his lips together.

Clearly, Gil was no happier about his sister’s choices than I was. Or maybe Fredo was the problem. Hard to tell at this point. Either way, Mara was the one I needed to be talking to, not these two clowns. I pried my fingernails out of my palms. “Well, it was nice meeting you. Good luck getting the restaurant back open. I’m looking forward to eating here again.”

I bolted out the door before either could respond. I had no interest in anything they had to say. It wasn’t their fault, though. Mara had decided to destroy everything I’d worked to achieve for the last year and a half. I could only hope she didn’t understand the full impact of that decision. Didn’t realize there was no room for a second bookstore in town. Mara had to listen to reason. And I had to find a way to be reasonable.

Fortunately, I had a three-block walk to help me calm down. I hung a right at the corner of Main and Walnut. Leaves from the trees the street was named for crunched under my feet as I marched down the sidewalk, struggling to get my temper under control. Mara would never listen if I spewed my venom on her. Deep breaths helped, and I focused on relaxing my muscles. Little by little, the boiling anger cooled to a simmer.

By the time I reached Bannister’s parking lot on the corner of Second Street, I could think in complete sentences. Progress. Now I had to calm down enough to make those sentences make sense. I had to acknowledge, though, the anger was only the outward manifestation of the fear roiling in my stomach. Fear that piggybacked on my dread that the bookstore might fail. That I might fail.

I turned right onto Second and weaved around the folks heading to the bar and grill for lunch. I briefly considered stopping in for a drink but decided against it. I had a low tolerance for alcohol, and approaching Mara while intoxicated wouldn’t help her understand my predicament. Assuming my words made any sense to begin with.

Once across Pine Street, I slowed as I passed the gas station. Mara’s shop was two doors down on my right, and I still had no idea what to say to change her mind. If Fredo was correct, and this was her dream, nothing I said would make any difference. But I had to try.

I stopped in front of the shop with no sign and windows that hadn’t seen a drop of glass cleaner in at least a year next to the Riddleton Veterinary Clinic’s backyard. I’d calmed some, but not enough. It would only take a tiny spark to set me off again. I hesitated at the front door and fell back on the mantra my shrink, Dr. Margolis, had taught me for occasions like this:

Deep breath in, slow breath out.

Once more, and I was as ready as I would ever be. The doorknob turned easily in my hand, and I pushed the door open and stepped inside. Once my eyes adjusted, it only took a second for me to realize I’d entered an empty room. She didn’t even have bookcases yet. I might have a chance to change her mind.

“Can I help you?”

I turned to face a petite, black-haired woman around my age, wearing jeans and a plain white T-shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and holding a broom. It was showtime. I pasted a smile on my face and moved toward her. “Hi, are you Mara?”

Her lips twitched into a hesitant grin, giving her a striking resemblance to her father. She fingered the pendant depicting scales resting against her chest. “Yes. What can I do for you?”

Give up your lifelong dream? “I’m Jen Dawson—”

Mara’s smile broadened. “The writer. I’ve heard people talking about you.”

“Yes, ma’am. But I’m not just a writer. I also own Ravenous Readers, and I was hoping we could talk about your plans for a used bookstore.”

She pinched her eyebrows together and tipped her head toward her shoulder. “How did you hear about that?”

“I stopped by Antonio’s, and your husband and brother told me about it.”

Her grin evaporated. “Men never know when to keep their mouths shut.”

Was it supposed to be a secret? Why? “I was bound to find out sooner or later. I’m only glad it was before you got all stocked up and ready to open.”

She leaned on her broom. “Why? What difference does that make?”

I rubbed my hands down the front of my jeans. “Well, I was hoping I might be able to change your mind. Riddleton is a small town. Definitely too small for two bookstores.”

Mara’s knuckles blanched on the broom handle. “I disagree. I think there’s plenty of business here for both of us. I’m going to sell used books, not new ones. They can buy them new from you and trade them back to me when they’re done. I don’t see a problem.”

The flamethrower reappeared. I took a deep breath. “I don’t think it’s going to be that simple. We don’t only sell newly published books. Our inventory is quite varied, including some that people might find here instead.”

She shrugged. “There’s nothing wrong with a little healthy competition, is there?” She gave me a cheeky wink. “It’s good for everyone.”

My closely clipped fingernails created half-moons in my palms again. “Maybe, but there are so many other products people here need more. I hate having to drive for half an hour just to get a pair of shoes or a new couch. Or how about a dress store or jeans? Riddleton already has a bookstore and a library. Why do you think there’s enough demand to support more book sales?”

“You make a good point.” She paused for a second, just long enough for hope to peek out of the mire. “But I’ll take my chances. I think if given a choice, people will come here first. Maybe that’s what you’re worried about.”

Damn right, that’s what I’m worried about! “Maybe, maybe not, but why not get into something that will benefit the town and leave room for both of us?”

She gave me an I’ve-got-a-secret smile. “Who says I want to leave room for both of us?”

My mouth fell open. “This is personal? Why?”

“You killed my father, and I’m going to make you pay for it. Now, get out of my store!”

My feet froze in place, confusion flooding my brain. “I had nothing to do with your father’s death.”

“If that’s what helps you sleep at night, good for you.” She pointed the broom handle toward the door. “Get out! And don’t come back unless it’s to hand over your inventory for free, ’cause I sure as hell won’t give you a dime for it.”

I forced myself out the door, squashing the impulse to wrap my hands around her throat and squeeze. I rarely had violent impulses, but some people brought out the worst in me. Mara was one of those people.

Once outside, I took a few more deep breaths and lifted my face into the sunshine to calm myself, then pulled out my phone. It was ten after one, and I was supposed to meet Eric at the diner for lunch ten minutes ago. Half my brain told me I should hurry because Eric didn’t like it when I was late. The other half said to take my time so I didn’t erupt all over him the instant I arrived. I went with the take-my-time half. Things had been great between Eric and me the last few weeks. We’d only been seriously dating for a few months, but we loved each other. While I still wasn’t quite sure he was “the one”, I shouldn’t risk messing things up by throwing a temper tantrum in public.

I made a right on Oak Street, past the vet’s office, and strolled to Main, focusing on my breathing. As I crossed Main toward the diner on the corner of Pine, my phone buzzed with an email. I halted in front of the Goodwill and opened it. It was from an attorney.

Dear Ms. Dawson,

This notice is to inform you that the Your Life Contest has filed for bankruptcy, and no further payments will be issued. You may file a claim by contacting us before March 31. Any claims received after that date will not be considered by the court.

You will receive a written copy of this notification within three weeks.

Sincerely,

Paul Holcomb

Holcomb, Holcomb, and Klein, Attorneys at Law

Could this day get any worse?


CHAPTER THREE

My legs buckled. I leaned back against the Goodwill window, blocking the view of an old Remington manual typewriter displayed behind the glass. My hands shook so much I almost dropped my phone while stuffing it back in my pocket. Tears pushed their way into my eyes. Pinching the bridge of my nose helped keep them back for the moment, but it was only a matter of time. However, I couldn’t walk into the diner a bawling mess, so I stood in the middle of the sidewalk, shoppers dodging me like magnets with the same poles, as I tried to regain my equilibrium.

When I woke up this morning, the bookstore was in trouble, but it was the only one in town, and the contest would prop it up for a couple more years. We were the only one within twenty miles, so we only had to convince people it was better to stay in town than run to the malls in Blackburn or Sutton.

Now the contest was bankrupt, a new bookstore almost guaranteed to steal all but the most loyal customers was about to open, and the referee had hit number eight of a ten count. We could probably hang on for a little while, but Mara would be basically selling most of the same books we were for half the price or less. And trade-ins would reduce the cost even more. It wouldn’t be long before we were knocked out. Despair crept through every muscle fiber in my body, but I refused to give in. There had to be a way out of this mess.

My phone buzzed with a text from Eric, wanting to know where I was. A fair question. I was almost thirty minutes late now, which would try the patience of Mother Teresa. Might as well get it over with. Perhaps a double bacon cheeseburger and an extra-large chocolate milkshake would make it all better. For a minute, anyway.

Forcing one foot in front of the other into the diner, I waved at the proprietor, Angus Halliburton, in his usual place behind the counter. He wiped his hands on the condiment-splashed apron covering his ample midsection, then pointed toward the back corner with his black combover flopping like a fish that had escaped its tank when he turned his head.

My boyfriend frowned alternately at his drink and watch. He hated when I arrived late, something I was prone to. Unfortunately, I had a good excuse this time.

I maneuvered around the tables of mostly Riddleton residents, along with a few strangers passing through. Even if I didn’t know everyone in the room, the visitors stood out like watermelons in a pumpkin patch. They wore the frazzled demeanors of travelers or the aloof disdain of people from the city here on business. Today we had six tourists and, despite the khakis and polo shirt he wore, an obvious businessman. He had collar-length brown hair, a matching beard, and his nose buried in a copy of the Wall Street Journal. Not your average Riddleton reader.

I slid into the orange booth opposite Eric. “Sorry I’m late. It’s been a busy morning.”

He ran a hand through his close-cropped orange hair, which contrasted with the freckles spread across his cheeks. “What’s going on? You’re not usually this behind schedule.”

It all came crashing down. Unable to stop myself, I burst into tears.

His expression softened, and he reached for my hand. “Jen, what is it? I’m sorry I got upset. I didn’t mean it.”

My breath hitched, and the tears trickled to a drip. I grabbed a napkin out of the table dispenser and blew my nose. “It’s not you. I should have said terrible instead of busy.”

He came around and sat beside me. When our waitress, Penelope, approached our table, she did an immediate U-turn as Eric waved her away. “Tell me what happened.”

I sniffed, then blew my nose again. “Well, I saw some people in Antonio’s this morning, so I went over to check it out. Tony’s son and son-in-law are reopening the restaurant.”

Eric squeezed my hand. “That’s a good thing, isn’t it? Now we won’t have to drive all the way to Sutton for a decent meal.”

“I’d like that too. The problem is that Tony’s daughter, Mara, is opening a used bookstore over by the vet’s office. I went to try to talk her out of it, but she’s adamant. She wants to put us out of business because she thinks I killed her father.”

His jaw dropped. “That’s absurd!”

“I know. We had a big argument, and she threw me out.”

He put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. “That’s all right. We’ll figure something out. Don’t give up just yet.”

A new wave of tears soaked the shoulder of his Riddleton Police Department T-shirt. I breathed in his freshly showered man-scent, drawing comfort from his strength. “But there’s more.” I pulled away so my runny nose wouldn’t leak on him and reached for another napkin. “On my way over here, I got an email from a lawyer informing me the contest is going bankrupt. We won’t be getting any more payments.”

He inhaled sharply. “No wonder you’re so upset. That puts a whole new spin on things. I’m so sorry, Jen.”

I buried my face in my hands. “I’ve done a lousy job with the bookstore, and now I’m going to pay the price for it.”

“That’s not true. You’ve had other priorities, that’s all. Your writing is important too.”

“But Aletha trusted me, and I’ve let her down.” More tears flowed, and I felt as if my whole body had been turned inside out, exposing my most vulnerable parts.

Eric hugged me again. “Honey, there’s no way you could have predicted this, and Aletha couldn’t have either. She’d be in the exact same position you are, and I doubt she’d have any more ready solutions than you do.”

He had a point. “Probably not.”

“Look, I have a little money saved. Not much, but it’s yours if you want it.”

“Thank you.” I sat up and dried my eyes. My chest filled. “I couldn’t take your money. You’ve worked too hard for it. But I love you for offering.”

He gazed into my eyes, and butterflies took off in my midsection. “I love you too. Please let me help. At least keep it in the back of your mind, okay?”

I looked away, trying to pull myself together. “I will.”

Penelope swished to our table again, in her short black skirt, took one look at my swollen red face, and said, “Are you all right, Jen?” She aimed her golden eyes at Eric. “What’d you do to her?”

Eric lifted his hands in surrender. “I had nothing to do with this.”

I sniffled. “It’s true. It’s not his fault. I’ve just had some really bad news.”

Her expression shifted into concern. “Oh, bless your heart.” She retrieved her pad and pen out of her apron pocket. “A good hot meal will make you feel better. Give you a whole new perspective. How about we double size that milkshake today? Chocolate can fix anything.”

If only
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