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About Something Borrowed, Something Deadly
Novella. When the groom is found murdered hours before the wedding, can bridesmaid, amateur sleuth and owner of the Skullduggery Inn, Ashley Sands, clear the bride from imminent arrest? With numerous suspects, all with strong motives, Ash must figure out who-dun-it before the murderer strikes again.
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To Bobbin aka Robin Kenny. Your help means so much, and I love being your big sister. Thank you! And now, about my big toe …
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The bride asked Ashley Sands to be a bridesmaid—not because they were close. The opposite was true. They were rivals, friendly adversaries and each other’s nemesis.

The wedding rehearsal had gone without a hitch. Like the wedding reception tomorrow, tonight’s rehearsal dinner was being held in one of the Stratford Arms ballrooms.

Rooms had been booked for all of the wedding party, and most were to stay at the hotel overnight, so there was no reason for Ashley to hold back on drinking to the many pre-wedding toasts tonight.

She took another sip of the delicious wedding wine as one of the groom’s attendants told long-winded stories about their business dealings. She was uncomfortably aware that the stories were anything but complimentary, yet the groom beamed as if he were pleased.

Her thoughts ran over what would take place in the morning. At eight on the dot the bridal attendants were to report to the bride, Tiffani Gould’s, suite. Hair stylists, makeup artists, and whatever other staff Tiffani considered essential in order to make the bride and her attendants as beautiful as possible had been hired.

Everything was going to be lovely, except for the bridesmaid dresses. They were atrocious in the most expensive and designer way.

Ash thought about her puce colored, full-length A-line gown. Atrocious was an understatement. She was going to need that make-up artist to keep her from looking like she was on her final legs.

At least Tiffani had promised there would be plenty of food.

The groom, Derek Stanhope, and Ash had been an item during college and, as Tiffani had in the past, she’d made a point of trying to entice Ash’s beau away from her. What Tiffani hadn’t known was there had been no need for her to do any stealing. Ash had broken up with him the previous week. But Tiffani hadn’t known that.

Derek was from a fine Southern family with roots back to the American Revolution. And even more important to Tiffani, he was old money. Old Southern Money.

That hadn’t mattered at all to Ash when she and Derek had dated. She’d liked how confident he was and the way he seemed to take charge. Yet, her heart had never fully engaged. She’d suspected there was some underlying coldness about him. Then she’d seen him coercing another student into doing work for him. It practically amounted to blackmail. Ash had called Derek on it, but rather than being ashamed, he’d been proud of himself, declaring that he could accomplish more with less effort. Ash didn’t see it that way. She’d remembered the class where they’d met. Ash had worked her patoot off, going the extra mile to earn an A. Derek, however, hadn’t put out much effort and at best, he was a B student. Yet, when their grades came out, Derek had outperformed her, earning the highest GPA for the class. After seeing how he’d forced their classmate into doing his work for him, she wondered if he’d used the same type of coercion on their professor.

The fact that she couldn’t be sure, and that she suspected him of underhanded behavior, was enough for her to call it quits with Derek.

Tiffani was more than welcome to him. Ash had tried to hint to Tiff there was more than one side to Derek, perhaps a darker side, but that hadn’t deterred Tiff from the relationship. If anything, it seemed to make her respect him more. Or possibly she thought Ash’s hints were due to rivalry. Whatever the cause, they were to wed tomorrow and Ash thought they might be happy with each other.

Tiffani seemed exceptionally pleased with herself and Ash hoped she’d continue to feel that way.

These thoughts about the past kept coming into Ash’s head in part because of the speeches the groomsmen were making. The best man, Mark Carpenter, worked as an assistant to Derek, and in fact lived at Stanhope House with Derek along with the housekeeper and gardener.

Nicknamed Carp, because he looked like one, with his eyes being a little too wide on his face and his thin, but wide lips that looked surprisingly fish-like. Ash suspected he remained with Derek because Derek knew something Carp wouldn’t like made known. He was too skilled and too experienced to continue working for a sole individual rather than striking out for something with more breadth.

And now one of the other groomsmen, this time Owen Miller, was making his speech. He was CEO of a commercial real estate investment firm, and quite successful. Sometimes, to achieve the kind of success Owen had earned, dealings could be a bit on the shady side. He gave off that sort of vibe. And with the comments he directed at Derek during the toast, Ash felt confident that like with Mark, Derek was fully aware of something shady Owen had been involved in.

Perhaps Derek wasn’t able to have normal relationships. Perhaps he always needed to have a sense of power over the people around him. Perhaps he didn’t always use that information, but he liked having the reassurance that he could guarantee their trustworthiness.

Once the toasts were completed, Derek took center stage. First he toasted his groomsmen, and handed out envelopes as his gifts to them. The men drew out gold money clips, with their names engraved on them, but also they each drew out a crisp sheet of paper. The final groomsman, Benjamin Philpot, the brilliant creator of certain highly successful smartphone apps, was seated next to her. When he scanned his typewritten letter, he visibly paled.

Ash wondered what it was all about, but pushed the thought away when Derek extended an envelope to her and the other attendants: Fiona Rogers, the maid of honor, and Macey Woo, a bridesmaid like Ash.

Fiona snatched the envelope from Derek and immediately tore it open. Ash couldn’t see what was written on the letter, but whatever it was, Fiona certainly was pleased. A pretty blush rose across her cheeks and her eyes sparkled. Since Fiona had been in love with Derek back when he and Ash had dated, apparently Fiona’s adoration hadn’t waned in the least.

Ash eyed Tiffani. Was that why she’d chosen Fiona as her maid of honor? Another case of rivalry?

Opening the envelope Derek gave her, Ash pulled out a blank sheet of paper that had been folded to hold a gift certificate to one of Mobile’s finest clothing stores. Her brows shot up when she saw the amount.

“It’s far too generous, Derek,” she said.

“Not at all.” He grinned broadly. “I’m about to get a lot more of where that came from.”

The way he said it, as if taunting someone, sent a shiver of apprehension down her spine.

Her gaze landed on Macey Woo, who was just opening her envelope. Macey peeped cautiously into the envelope, but apparently saw enough to satisfy her curiosity without opening it entirely. She slid the envelope closed, and her eyes met Ash’s. There was something unusual about the smile she turned on Derek. Was she another of Tiffani’s rivals?

Next came the bride’s gifts to her attendants. Ash was delighted to receive a delightful pair of earrings. They were silver-toned, but Tiffani assured them all they were actually platinum, and three, quarter-carat diamonds dripped down the side of each earring. Like Tiffani, they were lovely and quite obviously expensive. The other two attendants received their own unique, yet similar pair. Ash loved hers and looked forward to wearing them at the wedding, but like the gift certificate, the gift was entirely too generous.

Next the bride handed her gift to the groom.

He opened the small box and pulled out a golden key. Tiffani leaned forward saying, “The key to my heart.”

They kissed for a little longer than one generally would in public, and each appeared sincerely happy.

Then Derek handed Tiffani a gift bag. “For you my love.”

She carefully opened it, preserving the tissue papers and ribbons, then slowly pulled out a necklace, one vivid pink gem-stoned link at a time. She gasped and turned breathlessly to Derek. “It’s not—”

He nodded. “It is. They’re each Fancy Vivid Pink diamonds, chosen to match your ring.”

She turned to allow him to slip the necklace around her neck, then rose her hand to finger the diamonds. As advertised, the gems perfectly matched her engagement ring. “I adore it.”

“I knew you would.” He pointed to an enclosed envelope. “But there’s more, you know.”

“Oh, you shouldn’t have.” She pulled out another crisp letter.

“Shouldn’t I?” asked Derek as he waited for her to read what it contained.

Apparently it hadn’t said much. For a second it looked as if all the blood in her face drained out, and then, as she shakingly returned the letter to the envelope, color flooded back into her face, making her even lovelier than before.

She turned her head closer to Derek and whispered, “Thank you.”

He smiled, then lifted his glass in a toast. “To my gorgeous bride!”
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Ashley was running late. She tossed her car keys to the hotel valet and high-tailed it to Tiffani’s suite.

Last night there’d been a plumbing emergency at the Skullduggery Inn and Ash had been needed there.

Ash had always dreamed of owning an inn, with a mystery novel theme. Thanks to an inheritance from her mother’s life insurance, she bought an old mansion situated just above the Mobile Bay. She’d worked meticulously to restore the Victorian to its former splendor.

The themed guest rooms had been decorated to reflect Ash’s love for reading, each room or suite featuring one of Ash’s favorite authors, along with furnishings suitable for either the author or the author’s characters.

What began as simply creating mystery plots for her guests at the mystery weekends she sponsored, led into her becoming an amateur detective when friends or friends of friends found themselves in trouble. It hadn’t been long after she’d discovered the plot relating to Olivia’s half-million dollar necklace, when people in trouble began turning up and asking for Ash’s help.

She didn’t mind. In fact, she rather enjoyed it, as long as it didn’t interfere with the smooth running of the Skullduggery Inn.

The overflowing bathtub in one of the inn’s guestrooms had taken until the early morning hours to repair, and as a result, Ash had spent the night in her own bed rather than at the hotel. She’d planned to make an early start this morning, but there had been one calamity after another for her to take care of, including the need to find their “dead body” dummy which had been misplaced. At last she’d found it in the dining room storage closet, and how it got there she had no clue. After that it had been touch-and-go whether she’d make it back to the hotel in time.

Ash’s fellow bridesmaid, Macey Woo, opened the door to the suite after Ash’s tap.

“Run. Flee. There’s still time to escape,” whispered Macey, her dark slanted eyes lighting up with mock fear. Macey was a journalist with the Mobile Bay News, and they’d met when Macey had been the correspondent for the Eastern Shore and Baldwin County. Now she’d moved up in the journalism world to the Crime Beat. Ash had always liked her friendly, no-sense approach to the news. Macey hissed, “It’s not safe here.”

“Tiffani in a mood?” asked Ash.

“Putting it mildly.” Macey swung the door wider, allowing Ash a better look into the sitting room.

At first glance, it appeared to be filled to bursting point with people and tables and objects like blow dryers and curling irons. And ironically, no one was sitting.

Along the wall to the right, stations had been set up for hair and makeup. Several black clad attendants stood scattered about the room, frantically moving here and there at the direction of an older, auburn haired woman, ordering them around as if she were directing traffic.

And, at the center of the chaos, stood Tiffani on a raised dais, like one would find in a premiere dress shop. Tiffani was attired only in a dressing robe, but it was the nicest one Ash had ever seen, possibly acquired specifically for today with ivory colored satin and elaborate lace trim. Tiffani’s hair floated around her shoulders and she looked absolutely lovely, even without makeup. Also, she looked—bossy with the way one hand beckoned this way and that, while the other clutched her bling-encased smartphone.

Behind her stood Fiona Rogers, looking boggled—but then, that was her usual expression. To Tiffani’s gold and honey managing style, Fiona’s dark-beauty cluelessness was a perfect foil.

Along the far wall behind them, two hotel caterers were setting up tables with eggs, bacon, hash browns and other breakfast delights. A coffee station had been set up beside orange juice and champagne for mimosas.

Ash’s stomach grumbled, betraying the fact she’d only had time for a quick cup of coffee on her dash to the hotel. Her stomach was running on empty.

“Not like that.” Tiffani stomped her foot at the hair stylist. “I told you, one long curl to the front. The rest tumbling down my back.”

“I need to curl them all first,” the stylist muttered.

The sound of a phone ringing emerged from the speaker on Tiffani’s smartphone. “Darn his hide. Why won’t Derek pick up?”

Tiffani gazed around the room and then her eyes settled on Ash at the door. “Thank heavens you’re here, Ashley.”

“You waited too late to make your escape,” whispered Macey, following Ash into the room.

“It’s part of the bridesmaid job description, right?” Ash grinned. “What can I do for you, Tiffani?”

“Do you have Carp’s cell number?” Tiffani punched with annoyance at her smartphone, at last silencing the unending ringing.

“I don’t think so.”

Tiffani handed her phone over to Ashley. “I can’t find it on here, and I remember talking with him last week, so it’s got to be in there somewhere.”

“Why do you want him?”

“Derek won’t pick up his phone. All of my things are at Stanhope House and I forgot one of my bags I’ll need for the honeymoon. I need for him to bring it with them to the hotel this morning.” Tiffani frowned, an expression she rarely allowed herself to make, so she must be truly upset.

Fiona spoke up, a tiny smile playing about the edge of her lips. “Carp had a room here last night.”

“He did? I didn’t know that. One would have thought the best man would remain with the groom.” Tiff pushed at the stylist still trying to work on her hair. “I can’t imagine why Derek’s not answering.

“Maybe he forgot to charge it?” Ash handed the phone back into Tiffani’s awaiting palm.

Tiffani stomped her foot again. “You know as well as I do that Derek isn’t like that. You’ll have to drive over there and collect the bag yourself.”

Since Ash had arrived late, she was going to need all the time possible to get her hair and makeup into place. “I’ll call the front desk and ask for Carp. Maybe he’ll know what’s going on this morning.”

There was too much activity and hubbub going on in the sitting room. Ash headed into the bedroom attached to the suite and picked up the bedside phone. Within minutes, Carp answered.

“We can’t reach Derek by phone. Do you know what’s up?”

“He’s not answering?”

“Nope. Do you think he’s hung over or something?”

“He didn’t drink that much.” There was silence, then Ash heard Carp sigh. “I’m supposed to pick him up in a hour and bring him to the wedding chapel. I’ll go ahead and drive over there now to see what’s going on.”

“Thanks, Carp. Tiffani wants the small gold overnight bag she accidently left in the blue guestroom. Can you bring it along with you, please?”

“Sure thing.”

After returning to the room and letting Tiffani know Carp was going to check on Derek, Ash grabbed some breakfast, then gave herself up for hair and makeup.

Forty-five minutes later, Ash’s cell phone rang.

It was Carp.

“What’s up?”

“There’s a problem.”

“With Derek?”

“You could say that.” He mumbled something and, with all of the background noise, she couldn’t make out what he said.

“Hang on a sec.” Ash’s heart beat faster as she glimpsed at Tiffani, now standing on the dais in her wedding gown and surrounded by several women getting her ready for the ceremony. Ash made her way to the bedroom again, hoping for quiet enough to hear Carp more clearly.

“What did you say?”

“I said he’s dead. Derek is dead.”

“That doesn’t make sense. He’s young. He’s healthy. He’s into fitness and exercise.”

“It’s not like that.” Carp paused, and she heard his breathing coming quick and heavy. “He’s been murdered.”
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Derek was dead? Murdered? Ash couldn’t comprehend it. The man was so full of life. While she wasn’t that fond of Derek, it was hard to believe he was gone. No matter how manipulative Derek may have been, no one deserved to have their life cut off early. He didn’t deserve to be murdered.

Yet, someone had thought so.

Enough to kill him.

Her stomach churned, dizziness made the room spin, and she wondered if she was going to be sick.

“You’re going to have to tell Tiffani.” Carp’s voice came clear and firm over the phone line.

“Me?” Ash gulped and held the phone out from her head, blinking to clear her thoughts. And speaking of heads, whoever told Tiffani that the wedding was off was likely to lose hers. At last, the dizziness subsided and she spoke into the phone. “Please don’t make me tell her.”

“There’s no one else. The police just arrived and I can’t leave.”

Ash sighed.

“You tell her, then ask her to call me. She’ll want details anyway.”

Maybe Ash could put off her own beheading by directing Tiffani to talk with Carp. At least there was hope. “Are you calling from your cell phone? We need the number.”

“I’m calling from the house line. Here’s my cell number.” He started rattling off numbers.

“Hold on. There’s a pen here on the table, but I need to find something to write on.” She yanked open the bedside table drawer and pulled out an envelope. “Okay. Shoot.”

Once he gave her the number and they disconnected the call, Ash stepped into the bathroom and ran cool water over her face. She had to get it together. She blotted her face dry.

At least the nausea had subsided.

She stared at her face in the mirror, her eyes widened from shock. Her lips were thin, and there was a decided pallor beneath her tan. She tried a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

There was no time for her to dawdle. No telling when the police would arrive and Tiffani had to be told first.

Ash took a moment to think over what she would say to Tiffani. She picked up the envelope she’d laid on the counter, and began tapping it on her palm. It was the envelope Derek had given Tiffani last night, and Ash regretted having written Carp’s number on it. This last note from Derek might be something that Tiffani would cherish, and Ash desperately wished she’d found something else to write on.

Her unconscious palm tapping dislodged the edge of something inside the envelope and it began sliding out.

She started to shove it back inside, when she realized what she held—a check that had been returned for insufficient funds, made out to Derek and signed by Tiffani. The amount of the check almost made Ash’s eyebrows disappear into her hairline.

What groom in his right mind would give his bride-to-be a returned check and a near-priceless necklace?

One of the frilly silk flowers a stylist had entwined in Ash’s hair fell forward, and Ash shoved it back into place. She entered the lioness’s den, bringing the envelope with her. She’d been unable to come up with exactly the right way to tell Tiffani about Derek, and hoped the words would form as she went along.

“Neither of us had anyone.” Tiffani was saying as Ash came through the doorway.

“No family. We were both alone in the world. Orphans, if you will. And that’s what initially drew us together,” Tiffani said to her captive, if less than attentive, audience who was busy beautifying her, Fiona and Macey. Tiffani stood in her beautiful, and probably outrageously expensive, satin and lace wedding gown, her hair pulled up, and a tiara crowning her hair. A hairdresser was just starting to pull a curl forward. Tiff looked like a fairy princess.

And it was Ash’s job to tell her there would be no wedding. There would be no hushed silence as she walked down the aisle. No one to admire the bride and what a lovely couple she and Derek made. No one to wish them happy.

Ash glanced around the room.

Fiona wore a pale pink dress, which did nothing to set off her dark complexion. And the puce gown Macey wore made her look as green as the dress.

Next to them, Tiffani was a vision of loveliness, especially with the way she swayed, gently swooshing her dress. If she had chosen colors that would least set off her attendants, she’d scored.

Tiffani’s gaze met Ash’s. Tiffani’s eyes widened and she stilled. “What’s wrong?”

Ash hadn’t realized her expression would give her away. She’d hoped to slowly work up to what she had to say, giving herself time to find a quick exit in the case of fireworks. Too late now. She said softly, “I have bad news.”

The room silenced, even the makeup artists and hairdressers stopped moving, waiting for the bad news.

“What?” cried Tiffani.

How to get started? Ash’s stomach churned again. “The wedding is off.”

“Nonsense.” Tiffani grimaced, her chin shot forward, determined. “If Derek thinks he can back out now—”

Ash shook her head. “It’s worse than that.”

“How could it be any worse? We have three hundred guests arriving in a few hours—”

“You don’t understand. Derek won’t be able to make it. He’s—dead.”

Fiona looked as if she might faint dead away. One of the hair stylists led her to a chair.

Macey wasn’t facing Ash, but she could see her in one of the mirrors. Macey stood stock-still. Frozen. Stiff. Her gaze lowered to her hands, as if she were examining her French manicure, which each of the bridal attendants had gotten the day before. The way she held her body so straight and upright said more about her reaction than any exclamation could have.

Ash looked back at the bride. Tiffani’s face had turned deathly white beneath the carefully applied makeup, creating apple-red circles on her high cheekbones. “He’s dead? He can’t be dead. He’s in the pink of health. There must be some mistake.”

“There’s no mistake. At least I don’t think so.” Ash bit her lip, almost afraid to tell Tiffani the worst. “Carp said it was murder. The police should be here before long to take our statements.”

“The police?” whispered Fiona. “Oh, my God. Derek.” She began to weep. Loudly. Messily. Black globs of mascara flowed down her face like lava creeping from a volcano.

Tiffani shot her an annoyed frown.

Ash offered Tiff the envelope with Carp’s number on it. “Carp wants you to call him. He’ll tell you whatever he can.”

Tiffani’s lips narrowed, and furrows gathered on her brow. “He’d better. This doesn’t make any sense.” Her words came out clipped, angry.

At least she hadn’t turned on the messenger—yet.

Tiff looked at the envelope, flipped it over and over in her hand, then her eyes focused and narrowed. “Where did you get this, Ashley?”

“I needed something to write on. It was in the bedside table.”

Tiff glared. “Don’t you have any respect for other people’s privacy?

“I’m sorry. I was—shocked. It was the first thing to come to hand to write down Carp’s number.”

“Did you see inside?”

Ash nodded. “By accident. It slipped out.”

If looks could kill, Ashley would have joined Derek in the great beyond. But Tiffani didn’t say anything.

She stood there, diamonds twinkling on her neck, in her hair, even on her wedding gown, but remained silent.

Then all at once, something inside her seemed to snap. She grabbed the auburn-haired woman’s arm. “Get out. Get everyone out.”

The woman nodded and motioned for everyone to leave.

Macey turned toward the door as well.

“Not you, Macey,” cried Tiffani. “Or Fiona. Or Ashley. You’ll stay. Everyone else leave. Immediately. You can collect your items later.”

As soon as the room cleared, huge tears began dripping down Tiffani’s face. She stepped off the dais and turned to Ashley. “Help me get out of this blasted dress. I’ve got to get it off. Now.”

Ash quickly unzipped the dress and helped Tiffani step from it and back into her dressing gown. Fiona, still crying, took the dress from them and hung it back on the rack in the corner of the room.

“There’s so much to do. The guests…”

“Do you have a list?” asked Macey, stepping forward.

“In my digital tablet in my bedroom.”

“I’ll get it and start contacting people.”

Tiffani looked like a ghost as she nodded at Macey. “That would be best. You can have my wedding planner help.”

With that detail taken care of, Tiffani seemed to deflate. Her lips trembled, and she threw herself into Ash’s arms. “What do I do now? What do I do?”
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At the request of the detective, the best man and the groomsmen reported to Tiffani’s suite. They looked grim and didn’t speak with each other, as if each of them suspected the others of being potential murderers.

That’s what it came down to, at least. Ash eyed the solemn group. The prevailing mood was like that at a funeral. Tiffani starred as chief mourner, and Fiona never stopped weeping.

Detective Norris wanted their statements of what had happened the night before, and had individually called them into the bedroom attached to the suite.

Each of the men had left through the bedroom door directly into the hallway, rather than returning through the sitting room to exit.

Next Detective Norris took Tiffani, while Ash, Macey and Fiona sat waiting in the sitting room. Fiona stayed where she was, sobbing quietly into a black napkin that had been brought with their breakfast. Macey pulled out her smartphone and seemed to be busy texting or reading emails or something.

Ash tried to hear whatever was going on in the next room. While there was a hum of voices, she couldn’t make out any of the words.

The minutes passed slowly, feeling like an hour for each one; and the tension that had been running on high in the room gradually dissipated.

At last Tiffani returned to the sitting room. Her normal peaches and cream complexion had turned to gray.

Detective Norris called Ash next. Once she was settled at the writing table in the bedroom, he asked her about what she done after the rehearsal dinner. Seated nearby was an officer who transcribed her statement.

She’d explained about going to the Skullduggery Inn and returning this morning. Once he’d taken down the particulars, including names of those who could collaborate her statement, he’d released her and called in Macey Woo.

When Ash returned to the sitting room, Tiffani motioned her to join her on the sofa. Fiona remained weeping on the chair at the far end of the room, situated near the food that had been set up that morning.

Tiffani whispered, “I’m almost certain they’re going to arrest me.”

“Why should they?”

“I was seen returning to the hotel around two this morning, and apparently Derek was shot with my pistol.”

Ash’s eyes grew wide. “Did you shoot him?”

“Of course not. I left him happy and excited about the wedding and our honeymoon in Australia.” Her eyes misted. “Our honeymoon…”

Ash wasn’t quite sure how to comfort Tiffani. She patted her hand. “How did your gun get there?”

“I cleared out my things from my condo and moved most of my stuff to Stanhope House early this week. Yesterday morning the movers brought the last of my items—including my pistol—and then I came here to the hotel. When we got back from the honeymoon I was going to officially move in with Derek.”

“Where would your pistol have been?”

“Derek locked it in his safe. He never liked how I slept with it under my pillow and he thought it would be safer for both of us that way. I told him that since he’d be there to protect me, I wouldn’t need the other kind of protection.”

“Do you know how it got out of his safe?”

“No clue. But he kept all kinds of important papers in the safe, so he could have taken it out himself.” Tiffani leaned closer and added, “You’re good at this stuff, Ash. I didn’t even think about how my gun could be used, but I didn’t kill Derek. I love—loved him. I want you to find out who did it.”

As she spoke, Macey came back into the room and threw herself into a chair facing Fiona who was called next by Detective Norris.

The police would be sure to figure out for themselves who’d killed Derek. They didn’t need an amateur gumming up the works. “I’ve solved a few mysteries, Tiff, but I’m not qualified.”

“Who could be better? You positively drool over mystery novels and, as you said, you’ve solved all sorts of mysteries.”

Inner confusion and denial must have shown on Ash’s face, because Tiff added, “I seriously need your help. Please. They’re bound to arrest me at any moment.”

It was impossible for Ash to outright refuse. “If I’m going to help you, and it’s a true if, you’ll have to be completely honest with me. No holding anything back.”

Tiffani chewed her lower lip as she if were making up her mind. At last she nodded. “Okay.”

“And if you have any information, know anything at all, you have to be willing to share it with me.”

“You got it. But…”

“What?”

“I’m willing to do all you said, but what if what I know doesn’t pertain to the murder?”

Ash shook her head. “Listen to me. If I’m going to look into this, I have to know everything, no matter how unimportant it seems to you.”

Tiffani looked even grayer than before, which Ash hadn’t thought possible. “Let me think it over. Okay?”

“That’s fine.” Tiffani lowered her head and ran a trembling hand over her eyes.

Now, maybe, Ash would be off the hook. Let the police do their jobs. They were the experts.

The detective had finished up with Fiona. They entered the room together. Fiona’s face was tear stained and her eyelids swollen from crying, but she no longer sobbed.

The detective glanced around the sitting room, his expression sober, and landed on Tiffani.

Tiffani rustled in her chair, then whispered, “I’ve made up my mind. Help me, Ash. Please. He looks like he’s going to slap me into handcuffs any second now.”

That was always a possibility, but Ash didn’t think so. The police were still at the information-gathering stage. “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll do what I can.”

Detective Norris, middle-aged and running to male pattern baldness, cleared his throat, then addressed the four of them. “I understand from Miss Gould that all of your rooms here are booked for tonight. We will be checking on everyone’s statements. It would be helpful if you will remain at the hotel until tomorrow. Once your statements have been typed, we’ll bring them back for your signatures.” That is all for now. Thank you for your cooperation.”

Macey stood and signaled to the detective. “If I might see you for a moment?”

“Do you have something to add to your statement?” His serious gray eyes gave her a stern look.

Macey’s stance widened, as if she was ready for battle. “In my professional capacity.”

Detective Norris’s lips clenched. “If you must.”

Macey turned to Ash. “Why don’t you come, too?”

Ash’s gaze shot to the detective’s. Would he object? And why was Macey inviting her to come, too?

Norris gestured toward the bedroom door. “As you will.”
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Once they were seated in the bedroom, Ash noted that the other officer had left, probably to get their statements ready.

“What do you need?” Detective Norris directed his question to both of them, but he stared directly at Macey. He gave off an impatient and annoyed vibe.

If Macey was aware of it, she ignored it. She shot him a brief smile. Reporters were probably used to people being resentful of their intrusion. “As the Crime Beat Correspondent for the Mobile Bay News, I’d appreciate it if you would be willing to answer a few questions.”

“Since you, like the others, are all suspects at this time, I’m not sure…”

“I’m not asking you to give privileged information, but just whatever you are willing to provide to the local media. Since I’m on the scene, it’ll give me a scoop so to speak.”

“What do you want to know?”

She opened a small notebook and held her pen ready. “The approximate time of death.”

“During the night, but otherwise no comment.”

She made a note, then asked, “Cause of death?”

“He was shot.”

“Close range? Could it have been suicide?”

“That will have to wait for the Medical Examiner’s report.” Norris took a step toward the door, apparently anxious to be on his way. “Right now we’re treating this as a suspicious death.”

“You’re with Homicide.” Macey’s eyes gleamed with determination to get the story, whether or not the detective was cooperative.

He nodded.

Macey made another note. “The weapon?”

“Again, that will be determined later.” Norris shot her an aggravated frown as he took another step toward the door. “Is that all?”

“For now.” Macey snapped her notebook closed. “Thank you.”

Norris nodded again, then exited into the hallway.

Ash watched Macey as she made a few more notes in her notebook. When she finished up, she turned to Ash. “I think it might be a good idea if we join forces.”

So this was why she’d been invited to come along with Macey while she talked with the detective. “What exactly do you have in mind?”

“I heard Tiffani ask for your help.”

“She did.” Ash wondered how much else Macey had overheard.

“Since I wrote that article last year about the case of the poisoned gumballs, I’m familiar with your detection abilities. People talk to you in a way they won’t talk to law officers. You understand people and their motives.” Macey’s tone was serious, but Ash caught an amused expression in her eyes before it quickly faded.

There wasn’t anything amusing about the situation. “I doubt my understanding is any greater than anyone else’s.”

“We’ll have to disagree on that. Your unique insights give you a leg up when it comes to finding out who has done something.”

Ash honestly didn’t think she had unique insights. What she did have was a nearly encyclopedic knowledge of mystery novels. And once a situation began to resemble one or more of them, she applied that information to help her arrive at a likely solution. But she didn’t want to argue with Macey. She shrugged.

“The police will have the facts.” Macey brushed back her hair. “Once they share them with me, I will share them with you. All I ask is that you do the same for me with the results of your personal investigations.”

The idea of information sharing made Ash feel awkward. The only people she usually discussed cases with were her sister, Kiki, and whomever had asked Ash for help. “And why do you want to share information?”

“I’ve only been on the Crime Beat for a short time. Having the insider’s view into a high-profile murder case, and believe me, this will be big news, will help me. I would love to be on the front page, rather than buried on page thirty. With your help, I think that will happen. Without it, I’ve still got an insider’s viewpoint, but may not have the insights that could make the difference.”

When Macey interviewed Ash after the poisoned gumball case, she had been impressed by Macey’s enthusiasm and professionalism. She was a very good journalist, and today it was hard to make a living in journalism, even if one is very good.

There was the added advantage of learning whatever facts turned up about the case, like determining whether Tiffani’s gun had, in fact, been the murder weapon. It probably was, but it would be good to receive confirmation. Time of death hadn’t yet been established, but Tiffani had told Ash that she’d arrived back at the hotel around two in the morning. It was a fifteen-minute drive. So time of death, if Tiffani was being truthful, was sometime after 1:45 am. Ash would like to learn what the coroner’s office would establish as probable time of death.

Information sharing seemed like a good plan, but her thoughts kept repeating what the detective had said, “Since you, like the others, are all suspects at this time…”

No matter the advantages to information sharing, Ash’s little voice wouldn’t silence. “It may be a good idea, Macey. I’ll think about it.”

Macey stared into her eyes for an uncomfortable time. At last she turned her head and grabbed her handbag. “It’ll help both of us. I need this.”

Ash nodded, and at the sound of footsteps, glanced at the entrance from the sitting room.

“Has he gone?” asked Tiffani, stepping into the bedroom.

“Yes, the detective has gone,” replied Macey.

Tiffani gestured toward the door. “Good. I need to get dressed.”

As soon as Macey left the room, Tiffani held up a staying hand to Ash and shut the door. “I’ve remembered something.”

“Something that will help?”

“It depends on your point of view.”

“What is it?”

“Derek and I signed new wills last week. There were a number of smaller bequests to people who work for him and to charity. Everything else is mine.”

She’d been on the scene, her gun was used, and she’s the beneficiary to a fortune? No wonder Tiff believed the police considered her their number one suspect. If she were in their shoes, she would, too. “You’re right. It doesn’t look good.”

“I imagine I’ll be arrested soon, Ash.” Tiffani placed her hands over her face, and while she didn’t cry, Ash thought Tiff might faint.

Ash pulled her to a chair. “Put your head between your legs.”

“I loved him, Ash. I didn’t do this awful thing,” Tiffani whispered as she lowered her head. “I don’t want to go to prison. Not for something I didn’t do.”

More than before, Ash was now convinced Tiffani had nothing to do with Derek’s death. Even though they weren’t emotionally intimate, and Ash didn’t always like Tiffani, she believed her. Her reactions were too sincere. Ash had to discover the truth. “I’ll do everything I can to find out who murdered Derek, Tiffani. Let’s put our heads together and figure out our next step.”
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No one remembered to cancel the wedding reception. The chapel, yes. But not the champagne fountains, two ice sculptures, a five-course meal, and, of course, the acrobats.

Tiffani insisted that since it was all paid for, the ex-wedding party might as well avail themselves of a free dinner. And Ash agreed since it was a chance to do a little sleuthing.

At least none of them were expected to wear their tuxedos and formal dresses. Ash was happy to be back in a trim pair of slacks and the bright pink top she’d worn—was it only the morning before?

Tiffani wore an off-white sleeveless sweater, trimmed with gold threads, over matching off-white slacks. Her face was drawn, but she no longer looked quite as gray as she had earlier. But whether that was because her color was beginning to return to her complexion, or because of careful application of makeup, Ash couldn’t be sure.

Since the wedding planner had been there when they’d learned about Derek’s death, she hadn’t bothered to decorate the large ballroom that had been reserved for the event, and apparently she’d canceled the cake, since there wasn’t one in evidence.

The hotel had set up chairs and round tables for three hundred guests, but the tables were naked without tablecloths or place settings.

Tiffani and Ash had put their heads together once they’d dressed. Ash had suggested that each member of the wedding party should be asked to bring the envelope each had received from Derek along with a copy of the statements they’d furnished to law enforcement.

Both Owen Miller and Macey Woo had objected to bringing their envelopes. Owen said he’d burned his. Macey said she’d tossed hers out. When asked what had been in it, she’d said a gift certificate like Ash had received. Tiffani asked her to bring that along, if that was the best she could do.

Tiffani and Ash arrived early, then contacted the hotel catering department to request they at least set up a table for their much smaller group. Now a hotel staffer was covering two tables with white tablecloths and another staffer was setting up the food on two very long, narrow banquet tables.

Carp and Ben arrived together and strolled into the ballroom. Carp came forward and took Tiffani’s hand between his own. “I’m so sorry, Tiff. This has got to be dreadful for you.”

“It is hard.” Tiffani glanced around the ballroom, then met Carp’s gaze. “It’ll be better once we know who did this horrible thing.” Her tone rose and grew into a crescendo as the others entered the room. “Once we know who murdered Derek.”

Everyone had arrived, and on hearing Tiffani’s words, they all looked ready to turn tail and bolt. Fiona made a move toward the exit.

Something had to be done to keep everyone here.

Wine bottles had been set up on one of the tables. Ash grabbed a bottle and began serving it, the first glass going to Fiona.

Once everyone had a wineglass, Tiffani suggested they take a seat at the round table set up for them.

Owen Miller raised his glass. “To Derek.”

It was probably the most depressing, and least tactful, toast in history.

Fiona burst into tears, but Ash had grabbed a seat beside hers and put out an arm to keep her there.

Ben looked miserable. Like he had smart and nerdy things to do well away from them.

Carp drained his entire wineglass and reached for the bottle to refill it.

Owen, perhaps aware of his faux pas, mulishly stuck out his chin, brazening it out.

Macey fumbled with the clasp on her handbag, opening and closing it, but her face remained composed.

The gray shadow had returned to Tiffani’s face, but she sat erectly and took another sip of wine. “I think it would be appropriate now if everyone would give Ash their statements and the envelopes Derek gave you.”

Owen pushed back his chair. “Why Ashley?”

“She’s the only one of us who couldn’t have done it. She was in Fairhope, with a dozen or more alibis.”

“And why should we give you anything at all?”

“The sooner we know what happened to Derek—who shot him—the better for all of us.”

“And shouldn’t that be left for the police?” Owen demanded, his tone cold and rigid.

“Ashley is known for solving mysteries.” Tiffani locked gazes with him. “I’d appreciate your cooperation on this. I’m expecting to be arrested at any moment. If you have any information that will help … ”

He lowered his eyes and rooted inside his inner jacket pocket. “Of course. Here’s my statement. As I mentioned, I already—discarded Derek’s envelope.”

“What was in it?”

Owen looked extremely angry for a moment, then he took a deep breath. He seemed to have made up his mind. “I’m going to be honest and I’d appreciate it if you all would consider this confidential.”

He looked at each of the others one at a time, until they nodded in agreement.

“Derek had come across some information about my business that could be considered—derogatory. I explained what had happened, so he was aware that all of my business dealings are above-board. He returned the—information—to me. The letter said I should consider it a gift from the groom to a close friend. I did and do.”

Very interesting, thought Ash. Perhaps the check in Tiffani’s envelope had been something similar. Derek did like to collect “information” on others. The gesture sounded like something he might have done on the eve of his wedding. It fit his personality. He’d like to make a big splash of doing something memorable. Extravagant.

And what could be more extravagant that giving back something which he’d either used for or considered using for blackmail?

Owen placed his police statement on the table in front of Ash. Carp went next with both his statement and his envelope from Derek, and then so-on around the table until the last person, Macey.

She shrugged her shoulders. “Here’s my statement, but I don’t have my envelope.”

“Did you bring your gift certificate?”

Macey opened the clasp on her handbag and pulled it out, then placed it in the pile in front of Ash. “There you go.”

“I’ll look over all of these after dinner and return them to you as soon as possible.” Ash took the pile of papers and slid them into her handbag.

A hotel waiter came forward and whispered in Tiffani’s ear.

“Very well,” she said, then addressed everyone. “It’s time to eat.”

There was a tremendous amount of food on the buffet, from butterfly shrimp to rib eye steak to shish kabob vegetables and various salads. Ash made her selections and returned to the table.

While they’d been at the buffet, the waiter had placed glasses of water on the table and refreshed their wine glasses.

Just as they were all seated and began eating, the overhead lights dimmed, and a rolling drumbeat blared out of hidden speakers. A spotlight appeared along one of the walls, and that’s when a dozen acrobats swept, leapt and swung into the ballroom.
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The entrance of the acrobats had been too much. The evening had the feel of a wake, with everyone glum and sober, no matter how much wine they’d consumed. Now the wake had turned into a farce.

Fiona burst into tears and threaded her way through the entertainers to the exit. Benjamin stood up and said, “What kind of joke is this?”

It had taken several minutes of determination, but at last the acrobats left and the overhead lighting was restored. After telling everyone goodnight, Ashley clutched her handbag with the statements and envelopes she’d been given, and headed to her hotel room.

She needed time to study the statements. To look over Derek’s last communications with the wedding party. To think.

After letting herself into the room, she kicked off her shoes, threw the papers from her purse onto the bed, and entered the bathroom. Glancing at herself in the mirror, she noted the pinched look around her eyes and the shadows under them from lack of sleep the night before. Had it only been twenty-four hours since she’d left the hotel and headed back to the Skullduggery Inn to deal with an overflowing bathtub? It felt more like a year.

She splashed cool water over her face, toweled off, then went back to the bedroom to get to work.

While the inn could manage without her for a few days, it was a case of getting by. She needed to resolve this mystery and go home. She needed all of this madness behind her.

Made up mysteries were fine. They could get her pulses roaring and make her break out into a sweat. But they weren’t real.

Real life evil was completely different. It made the small hairs on the back of your neck stand at attention. It made your stomach a rollercoaster. It made Ash head over to the closet to make sure no one was hiding there.

Satisfied she was alone, she settled on the bed and grabbed the stack of papers. She divided them into two piles. The first pile contained the police statements. The second was for the envelopes and letters Derek had given the members of the wedding party.

As she read the letters accompanying Derek’s gifts to the wedding party, it became more and more clear that he was at least guilty of manipulating most of them and, at worst, blackmailing a good number.

The note to Benjamin made reference to an email, stating that Derek had destroyed it and all copies. Ash didn’t know what it was about, but it sounded like the email would have harmed Benjamin in some way.

Carp’s letter, wasn’t addressed to him. Instead, it was a business letter of recommendation, addressed to whom it may concern. What followed was a highly complimentary listing of all the great things Carp had done for Derek’s business. Maybe Carp did plan to strike out on his own, and this was Derek’s way of releasing him from bondage.

Ash next eyed the gift certificate to Macey. The amount was the same as Ash had received. Since Ash’s letter had been blank, she assumed Macey’s had been as well.

Having already seen the cancelled check enclosed in Tiffani’s envelope, Ash looked to see if there was a letter as well. She squirmed as she read the sweet nothings typical of a groom given to his bride on the eve of their wedding.

Lastly, she opened Fiona’s letter. Had she squirmed before? Now she fidgeted, dropped the letter as if it were hot, and hopped from the bed. Until now, she’d been thinking of poor Fiona sobbing her eyes out over an unrequited love.

Now Ash knew it had been requited, and requited quite frequently over the years. In fact, Derek had planned to keep requiting it over and over, even after the wedding. In it, he’d invited Fiona to come to Stanhope House that evening for a night of requiting and had even made a suggestion about when they could get together after his honeymoon with Tiffani.

What a jerk. What an unadulterated piece of scum.

And what did this say about Fiona? Apparently they’d been having an affair for years. Was she so desperate for Derek’s love that she’d take him however she could get him?

Fiona had handed over this letter without the least hint of shame. Her grief at the loss of her lover overshadowed any other emotion.

Was she hoping that in turning over this letter to Ashley, that Tiffani would learn about the betrayal by both her long-time friend as well as her groom? Or was Fiona so overwhelmed by sadness that it made no difference to her?

No matter Fiona’s reasons, Ash didn’t see how it could lead to murdering the man with whom she was so intimate. Unless—

Perhaps Fiona had hoped Derek wouldn’t go through with the wedding. That he would come to his senses and realize his place was beside Fiona, not Tiffani.

There wasn’t a more straightforward or stronger motive for murder. The problem was, it appeared that almost every member of the wedding party had just as strong a motive for killing Derek.

But did they all have the opportunity?

Picking up the stack of statements, she turned to Fiona’s first.

According to her statement, Derek hadn’t waited for Fiona to come to Stanhope House. Instead, they’d done their requiting in Fiona’s room. While she didn’t exactly state that was what they’d been doing for the forty-five minutes spent in her hotel room after the rehearsal dinner, it was definitely the implication. Fiona had said she’d remained in her room after Derek left, but there was no way of knowing whether or not that was true.

Macey’s statement said she’d gone to her hotel room following the rehearsal and hadn’t left it.

Next Ash read Carp, Owen and Benjamin’s statements. All stated they’d gone to Stanhope House and talked with Derek. None of them admitted to seeing Derek after one in the morning.

Could any of them be believed? Surely the police would ask the hotel for their security tapes, but would it show anyone or anything suspicious?

Tiffani’s statement was last. Ash read it through and her brows drew together. She read it through again. Tiffani admitted to arriving at Stanhope House just after one in the morning, which tied together with the men’s statements. She said that she and Derek had been intimate, and then she’d returned to the hotel, arriving around two in the morning.

But what about that returned check? What had been the meaning of it? Given Derek’s hobby of collecting “information,” was it a case of showing Tiffani that he was marrying her in good faith, and she, him?

If Detective Norris believed Tiffani had murdered Derek, he might be right. As far as motives go, hers was the strongest and becoming stronger the more Ashley read. Had Tiffani learned about Derek’s affair with Fiona?

At that moment, the bedside table rang. When Ash answered it, it was Tiffani.

“Have you learned who killed Derek yet?”

“Not yet, but I’m working on it. I was just wanting to talk to you.”

“Yes?”

“I read your statement and I have a couple of questions.” Ash wanted to see Tiffani’s expressions, her body language, her movements. “Want to meet in the coffee shop on the mezzanine? I think it’s still open.”
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Glancing at her watch while she waited for Tiffani in the coffee shop, Ash noted it wasn’t as late as she’d thought. The night was still young; it wasn’t even eleven yet.

She’d taken a seat in the far corner of the restaurant, away from any prying ears. A waitress came by and slid a glass of ice water in front of Ash. “What’ll you have?”

“I’m meeting someone, but I’ll have some iced tea while I wait for her.”

“Sweet?”

“Please.”

The waitress went off to get the tea while Ash pulled out the police statements from her handbag. She looked them over while she waited, wanting to get the timeline straight in her head.

Minutes later, Tiffani approached. In the glare of the overhead lights, she looked washed out, ghost-like. As she took her seat, Ash thought maybe it wasn’t the lighting so much as the lack of color in Tiff’s face.

This was hard on all of them, and probably hardest on Tiffani.

The waitress returned before they had time to exchange more than a greeting. “What’ll you have, hun?”

“Coffee. And maybe some kind of pie.”

“We’ve got cherry and apple.”

“Apple will be fine. Thank you.”

“I’ll have a slice of apple pie, too,” Ash piped in.

Once she and Tiff were alone again, Tiffani jabbed at the pile of statements on the table. “Anything there?”

“It’s hard to tell. I’m sure the police are following up on everyone’s statements, but who knows whether any of them are telling the truth, or the full truth. You know?”

“I was hoping you’d know something by now. I hate this waiting. This suspense.” Tiffani glanced at her left hand, still adorned by the pink diamond engagement ring. “I don’t know if I’m about to be placed under arrest or exonerated.”

“Let’s work on that. I have a couple of questions I hope you won’t mind answering.”

Tiffani opened her mouth, about to speak, then snapped it closed. She nodded. “I was about to say, ‘shoot,’ and then it all came back to me. But ask your questions, please.”

It wasn’t going to be easy asking Tiffani about Derek’s affair with Fiona, but the question had to be asked. And there was no telling how Tiffani would react. Ash took a steadying breath. “What do you know about Fiona’s relationship with Derek?”

Tiffani glared at her. “What are you trying to imply?”

“I’m not implying. I’m asking.”

Tiffani glanced back at her engagement ring. “When Derek gave me this ring, he promised to break it off with Fiona. He said it was just physical. I told him that for Fiona, I didn’t think it was. It was patently obvious to anyone who knew her that she was obsessed with him.”

“And do you think he did?” Ash took a sip of water. “Break it off with her?”

“He said he had. I wanted to believe him. But could I swear to it? No.”

Which means she knew, or suspected the affair was ongoing. “Why did you ask her to be your maid of honor?”

“She’s my oldest friend. And I kind of hoped—”

“That she would honor that friendship by leaving the groom alone?”

“Something like that.”

The waitress returned with their pie and beverages.

Tiffani toyed with her fork. “It looks bad, doesn’t it.” It was a statement, not a question.

“If you didn’t do it—”

“I didn’t.”

“—Then we’ll just have to prove who did.” Ash took a bite of the pie. For a hotel dessert, it was very good. Not as good as the apple pie her sister made, but good. “I’ve been reading through the papers, and it looks like almost every member of the wedding party had a motive. And any of them could have gone back to Stanhope House after you left. Any of them.”

“I was afraid of that. It’s a case of my-word-against-yours. I didn’t do it and any of them could have.”

“In terms of motive, everyone except Macey and I, seem to have strong ones. I think Derek might have been,” Ash paused. She wanted to say blackmailing, but this was his bride to be. Tiffani might not be aware of his more negative activities. “Derek may have been coercing some of the people in the wedding.”

“He was a blackmailer, Ash. If that’s what you’re trying to say.”

“You knew it, then?”

“What did you think my returned check was about?”

Ash blew out her breath. “And you were going to marry him?”

“Despite his negative qualities, he had some redeeming ones too. He was making a real effort to become a better man. He said that being with me made him want to be better. That’s why at the rehearsal he gave away the items he’d collected on people. We truly loved each other, Ash.”

There was no reason to doubt her. As far as Derek was capable of loving another person, he probably loved Tiffani to the fullest extent.

Ash glanced down at Tiffani’s statement. There was another question she needed to ask. “This statement leaves off when you reached the hotel.”

Tiffani nodded.

“It doesn’t go into detail about your drive back, or whether you saw anyone as you left Stanhope House …”

“Oh.” Tiffani’s eyes widened with surprise. “I didn’t see anyone when I left. Derek watched me from the door as I drove away.” Her eyes welled with unspilled tears and she blinked them away. “It was the last time I saw him.”

“So you drove away and didn’t see anyone else? Someone had to go to Stanhope House and kill him, Tiffani. And you didn’t see anything?”

Tiffani bit her lips together and eyed Ash nervously. “I didn’t want to say anything. I told her I wouldn’t.”

“Why?”

Tiffani shrugged one shoulder. “It’s kind of embarrassing. Not the kind of thing you’d want to get out.”

“Embarrassing for you?”

“No. For her.” Tiffani took a sip of coffee. “Please, keep this between us if you can. I told her I’d stay quiet.”

“If it has no impact on Derek’s death, then there is no reason for whatever you say to go beyond the two of us.”

“She went to buy one of those early pregnancy tests. She didn’t want anyone to know. Since it came back negative, she was in the clear.”

Ash was almost certain who it was, but she had to ask. Had to confirm it. “Who?”
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After returning to her hotel room, Ash pulled out the gift certificate Derek had given her. She supposed it was his way of saying there were no hard feelings between them and that they could be friends going forward.

She pulled Macey’s gift certificate from the stack on the bed, and then compared it to hers. The receipt number was a good 5,000 numbers out of sequence. Ash’s gift certificate was dated over a month before. On Macey’s, the date had been smudged so that it wasn’t legible. While it wasn’t proof of anything, it did make Ash wonder. It was certainly the sort of thing the police could investigate.

A loud knock sounded on her door. It was after midnight. Ash ignored it, assuming someone had the wrong room. The knock sounded again.

Ash tiptoed over to the door and looked through the peephole. Macey stood there, with a black hotel thermos in one hand, and her handbag in the other.

It was late, but Ash did have some questions for Macey. She opened the door. “What’s up?”

“I thought we could do some information sharing.”

Ash didn’t step back to allow her to enter. Some inner voice told her not to let the other woman in. It was too late to talk tonight. Ash needed sleep and a clear head. “Can it wait until tomorrow? I’m beat.”

Macey giggled, then jiggled the thermos. “I brought coffee.”

Despite her inner warning, Ash stepped back and let Macey come in. “I don’t really have much information to share. Basically almost everyone had a motive and anyone could have done it.”

Macey deposited the thermos on the table and grabbed two mugs from beside the in-room coffee maker. “I have some news. The time of death is between one and four in the morning.”

“That’s not much help.”

“At least it’s something.” Macey shrugged and poured out the coffee. “How do you take yours?”

“I’ll give it a pass. I don’t want to be awake all night.”

Macey busied herself stirring sweetener into her coffee, then she took a sip and grimaced. “Ugh. Too bitter.”

“Maybe that’s a sign we should get together in the morning. You know, when I’m no longer brain dead.”

“You’re probably right, but that coffee tasted awful.” Macey grimaced again. “Can I have a glass of water before I go?”

“Sure.” As Ash stepped to the bathroom, she saw Macey pull earbuds from her jacket pocket.

“I saw you with Tiffani in the coffee shop, you know,” Macey said from the other room.

Turning on the tap, Ash filled the glass. She was too tired to play games, especially when she didn’t know what the game was about. “You did?”

“She told you, didn’t she?”

“Told me—” Ash stepped out of the bathroom with the glass of water. Macey stood immediately outside the door, with the earbud cords wrapped around each of her hands—like she intended to strangle Ash with it.

Without thought, Ash threw the water into Macey’s face.

Surprised, Macey staggered back, giving Ash the time necessary to push past her, dash through the exterior door and into the hallway.

Immediately spinning and grabbing the door handle, Ash held it firm so Macey couldn’t get out.

Macey tried turning the handle, but Ash held tight. As long as Macey was on the other side of that door, she couldn’t get to Ash. But how long could she hold the door closed?

At that moment, a woman came out of a room a few doors down.

“Help,” Ash called out as Macey yanked hard on the door. It took all of Ash’s strength to keep it shut. “Call hotel security and tell them it’s an emergency.”


Chapter 10



[image: Skullduggery Inn logo]



“I’m so glad it’s all over,” said Tiffani, dragging Ash into a hug. Tiff’s expensive perfume made Ash’s nose twitch.

She stepped back and sneezed. “Sorry.”

“Bless you.” Tiffani looked down at her hands. “I’m so glad I’m not in cuffs. I never dreamed Macey had lied to me about the pregnancy test.”

Ash thought over last night’s events. Security had arrived and taken over. They’d escorted Macey and her to the security office in the hotel basement. Macey kept telling them she was a reporter and they needed to let her go, or they’d regret it.

In a calm voice, Ash told them that Macey had tried to kill her and requested them to call the police. As one of the officers dialed the number, Macey made a headlong dash for the door. Another security officer stood outside and grabbed her arm, then propelled her back into the office.

Macey cursed and made a leap for Ash’s throat. The security officers pulled her off. Macey’s face seemed to fold in on itself, her eyes snapping dangerously. She growled, “The slime bucket was blackmailing me, you know. Blackmailing me!”

Ash didn’t want to relive it any more, but whenever her eyes closed, she couldn’t get the image of Macey, with the earbud cord stretched between her hands, out of her head. If Ash had been one second longer getting the water, she would likely have been Macey’s next victim.

“Why did she kill him, Ash?” asked Tiffani.

“Apparently he had proof that she’d held back evidence against a powerful individual. If it came out, her newspaper wouldn’t look kindly on it, and neither would the authorities. Seems like she was doing a little blackmail of her own.”

“Was the individual Derek?”

Ash shook her head. “I don’t think so.” Somehow, she thought it might have been Owen Miller, but it was unlikely she’d ever know for sure. “What are your plans now, Tiff? Are you going to be okay?”

Tiffani shot her a tiny smile. “I have pre-paid tickets for a honeymoon in Australia. With all of the press, I think it might be a very good idea to go. Don’t you?”

“Alone?”

Tiffani shook her head. “I think Fiona might enjoy seeing the koala bears. It’ll give both of us time to grieve and for the media to get bored with the story.”

Such a kind gesture was unexpected, and made Ash appreciate Tiffani more than she ever had. Maybe going forward they could be friends instead of rivals.

Tiffani continued, “And while I’m gone, you can tell the press all about how I solved the murder.”

“You solved it?”

Tiffani’s grin revealed her little, white pointy teeth. “When I told you about Macey leaving the hotel at two in the morning on the night Derek was killed. Oh, yes. If I hadn’t told you, Macey would never have tried to kill you.”

Ash rolled her eyes. “Yup. It was all you, Tiff. All you.”

THE END
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THE LONG MEOW: CHAPTER ONE

Karma is as karma does. It's what Nana, my grandmother who raised me, always said. Her intentions were kindly. They always were. She strove to find ways to help me feel good about myself, so my basic inner confusion isn't her fault.

I should have kept karma in mind that morning.

Everything was going well. Too well.

As I stepped out my front door and headed for my mailbox on the street, dew twinkled in the April morning sunlight like faux diamonds on Queen Neelah's tiara. I looked up the curving road and a shocking silence reverberated. All was still on my small street, and my elderly neighbor Mrs. Mitchell's lace curtains didn't twitch as they usually did when she's home, watching for something to talk about.

I earned my living by writing short stories for True Lies, a confessions magazine. Sue Ann, my best friend, insists I have enough Catholic guilt I'll confess to almost anything, and I suspect she's right. My True Lies editor was about to go on maternity leave and my source of income would at least temporarily dry up. Imagine my excitement when I checked my mailbox to learn she'd bought eight confessions from me in advance. What a relief.

I desperately needed the money.

My house was about to go into foreclosure. The house Dan bought for me—for us—when we got married. I had sixty days to pay, or I would risk hell and brimstone in the hereafter. I simply could not lose our home. It had been seven years since Dan simply disappeared and I had no other choice than to put the wheels in motion to have him declared permanently out of print. That morning Sue Ann's attorney husband, Ron, assured me I would have the insurance proceeds in time to save my home.

Now most people probably aren't as worried about facing the hereafter as I am, but they don't share my past. My parents were devout Catholics. Two days before my confirmation, when I was thirteen and it was the main focus of my life, my parents were involved in a fatal auto accident. I was distraught. Not only had I lost my folks, but I never was confirmed.

Instead I went to live with Nana, who didn't believe in such nonsense. Instead, she was a spiritualist and believed in a totally different set of nonsense. Or not.

As a result, I'm basically totally confused about the hereafter and have one leg firmly planted in each realm. The good news that day was I no longer had to worry about burning in hell for losing Dan's house. The bad news was that neither my parents nor Nana had visited from the Eternal Divide to let me know one way or the other. I expected better from Nana.

Since the people I loved had a way of going to their spiritual reward or just plain disappearing, like Dan, I recently decided it had something to do with the Law of Attraction. By concentrating on my losses, I attracted more loss. It had taken me awhile, but I came up with a new affirmation: I attract people into my life who stay.

As I picked my barefooted way back up the graveled drive toward my front door, I glanced at the redbud tree I planted when Dan and I moved in. Its bare limbs were a tangled puzzle and I willed it to hurry up and bloom.

The next good thing to happen that morning was that when I went to get dressed, I found a twenty-dollar bill stuffed into my ill-fitting Wonderbra. I vaguely remembered wondering where the money had gone to a year ago, so now I knew. Another new affirmation: I attract money into my life to stay.

Feeling as if I was on a roll, I tried on my too-tight jeans and they fit perfectly. I could even bend and sit without causing my fallopian tubes to screech in protest.

There was edible food in my refrigerator.

And to top it off, I wasn't out of toilet paper after all.

Incredible, exceptionally good karma.

So when I saw the corner of a crisp, white envelope peeking out from a stack of books on the coffee table, I pulled it out. There was my name, Amanda Crosby, written in block print. It bore no address or postmark, so it hadn't come in the mail.

When I turned in my story "Diary of a Teenage Psychic"—which was re-titled by my editor (I don't know what it is about my titles, but she changes all of them) to "I Can Read My Best Friend's Mind, and She's Messing Around with My Boyfriend"—I honestly believed I was now somewhat clairvoyant. Or at least warning bells and whistles would go off before something dire was about to happen.

Boy, was I wrong.

As I opened the envelope, I can't tell you my hair stood on end or chills chased down my spine. What I can state without any hesitation is that I was merely curious.

Who expects to receive a blackmail note?

But that's what it was.

I collapsed onto my sofa.

The note said:

Insurance fraud is a felony criminal offense. Before contemplating cashing in your missing husband's life insurance policy, you might try to discover where he is living or, at the very least, ask his mother. Should you wish the fact he's still alive to remain confidential, place $2,000 in unmarked bills in the waste bin on the corner of Main and Knox on Friday at 6:00 a.m. Or else.

Or else what? Unanswered questions pelted me like a hailstorm. What kind of insane person would write a blackmail note like this? Who would want to blackmail me! Why would someone blackmail me?

And most of all, was there a chance Dan was alive? And if he were, why would I want to keep it confidential?

Were the Law of Attraction and my new affirmation working?

I scanned the note again.

Obviously, I'd be thrilled to welcome my husband back into my life. I hadn't wanted to start the legal proceedings, because of the off chance Dan might return someday. I knew it wasn't likely after this long, but I missed him and dreamed of the day he would come home. Now it felt as if the legal proceedings had done the trick that years of praying and tears hadn't. Was Dan alive?

The blackmail note didn't make sense. The logic of blackmailing me at all seemed senseless, and with such a small amount, it was peculiar. Plus, why put the money into the trash? One segment of my brain analyzed the physical attributes of the note—it was a computer printout similar to those of most city, school, or library-owned printers as well as my own, and there were no identifying marks—while the emotional part of my brain short-circuited.

I suppose I need to digress. Technically I was still married in the sense that I hadn't been divorced or that my husband hadn't officially corked off.

It wasn't as if I hadn't waited long enough or grieved enough.

It wasn't as though I'd be unhappy if Dan turned up alive, either.

I saw an image in my mind—in black and white like an old movie. It was my favorite fantasy in the early months when Dan first disappeared. I was in my kitchen, cooking something. Okay, okay—I don't know how to cook, but it's my fantasy, and I reserve the right to fantasize I'm the next Rachael Ray. So there I am, pans steaming, vegetables bubbling, and I'm chopping something green, and I'm not even afraid of my knife. Hmm. Maybe instead, I'm ladling something, when the sound of the front door being thrown open startles me. The next thing I know, I see Dan, tanned, brimming with health, stride into my kitchen. I drop my ladle, in thrilled shock. Then Dan swoops me into his arms and, in a Fred-Astaire-like-dip, leans me over. His lips press against mine.

Nope. The fantasy no longer worked for me. All I could think was Where the hell has he been for seven years and why does he look so tan and fit?

Nothing less than his being kidnapped by those sex slavers his mother was always ranting about would satisfy me. Unless they allowed him to use a tanning bed?

Or maybe he'd been recruited by the CIA and they needed him to invent some top secret thing and it's now invented. He's finally allowed to come home and return to me, his devoted wife.

Nah. The CIA would have let him bring me along—or at least he should have found some sly way of letting me know he hadn't kicked the bucket.

No matter how many scenarios I played in my head, none truly satisfied me, because I'd long since concluded that if Dan were alive, he would have found some way of clueing me in. The only other option was he would never be coming home again, and the very idea made me more than sad, worse than devastated, lower than the bottom.

It also left me truly pissed off at the jerk who willingly reopened this emotional can of worms for me. Who could have done this to me? I wanted to lash out at whoever it was.

And there was the problem with losing Dan's and my home. If I wanted to save it, maybe I should pay the blackmail? Putting off having Dan declared legally non compus life-os would mean my house would definitely go into foreclosure. But what if he came back and I'd done that to him? Would he be able to forgive me? Would he understand I'd done it to save our home? Would I be able to forgive myself?

Before I had a chance to make sense of it all, my friend Sue Ann chose that moment to come barging into my house.

"You didn't knock," I said with a sort of surly tone.

She ignored my statement, of course, as she always does, because she doesn't think knocking is necessary. Instead she stopped in her tracks and asked, "What's wrong, Amy?"

I hadn't realized I'd given myself away other than a slight trembling of my hand fisting the blackmail note. Then I realized tears silently streaked down my face.

It was amazing how a little detail like that could slip past me.

This was not how my life was supposed to pan out. I wasn't quite sure yet how it was supposed to go, but this wasn't it. "My louse of a husband has apparently been alive all this time."

"What?" screamed Sue Ann, making a dive for the letter. Snatching it from my shaking hand wasn't a problem for her and she quickly scanned it. "Do you think it's likely?"

"I hadn't really considered that. I'm still reacting to the very notion Dan's alive and chose to skedaddle out of town." Was it really possible he'd done this to me? My breath left me and, with a whoosh, I deflated back onto the sofa. "I told you I didn't want to start the legal proceedings to have him declared officially sleeping with the fishes."

"This letter doesn't change anything."

"You're wrong. It changes everything."

"Let's not jump to any conclusions just yet. Scooch over," said Sue Ann, parking herself beside me. "That's the weirdest blackmail note I've ever heard of. I thought they usually threaten someone missing, not threaten to prove someone's alive."

I wiped my tears away with the back of my hand. "It is strange."

"We'll get to the bottom of this," she said reassuringly. "I just know it."

The two of us are not much alike. Sue Ann's blond hair is cut in one of those pixielike bobs and her blue eyes flash with life. She's an extrovert, sure of herself and her place in the world, certain everyone will like her, and she likes them all back. She jumps into life with her limbs spread akimbo and with all the effervescence of sparkling champagne.

Me? I'm not so much like that. I have long, dark brown hair, boring grey eyes, and the only flashy thing about me is the thumb drive on my computer. I'm more the hide-in-my-office-and-hopefully-no one-will-want-to-talk-to-me sort. With very good reason, my favorite animal is the turtle.

Sue Ann glanced over the note again. "The way I see it is, either Dan's alive or he's not."

Since she'd stated the obvious, I ignored her comment. "So why blackmail me? It's not as though I'm rich or anything. Between the confessions and the monthly check I get from Dan's inventions, my ends are far from meeting."

When he'd first turned up missing, the money from his inventions had been sufficient. But it had been years since any new devices had been invented, and accordingly my monthly income flat lined.

One look at my house and anyone could see it desperately needed repairs—things Dan would have taken care of if he weren't MIA. Not only did the house need updating; it needed repaired gutters, a new roof to stop the leaks, and the shutters tacked back into place. Surely any blackmailer could see that if I had a spare two thousand lying around, I would have paid for a fresh coat of paint. A pale canary yellow might be nice.

"Why only two thousand dollars? Why not twenty thousand or two hundred thousand?" asked Sue Ann.

"If it's over twenty dollars, it might as well be two million, considering my budget."

"So maybe the point isn't blackmail." Sue Ann yanked her bangs, which were always about an inch too long, over her forehead. "Maybe someone's trying to let you know, in a sneaky way, that Dan's still around."

I sighed, sending my sunshiny paint fantasies skittering away. "That doesn't make sense. Why not just write an anonymous letter saying, 'Dan's alive and well and living the good life in Tahiti'?"

The more I thought about why the note had been sent, the more it worried me. I'd been caught up in thinking Dan was alive rather than considering the motive of the person who delivered the note.

Sue Ann leaned over to pick up the envelope. "This doesn't have a postmark. Did someone slide it under the door or what?"

My forehead furrowed, but I quickly smoothed it out. I had enough wrinkles already, even though I hadn't yet crossed into thirty-something territory. "That's another weird thing. It was here, stuffed between a couple of books on my coffee table."

"How'd it get there?"

"I have no clue."

"When did you find it?"

"This morning."

"Was it there last night?"

I slowly shook my head. I couldn't recall seeing it there, but I didn't remember actually looking in any more than the usual cursory way. It could have been there since the last time Sue Ann cleaned the room out of desperation because I'm such a hit-and-miss housekeeper.

Since then I'd barely left the house because I'd been busy writing. "I don't know when or how it arrived, but it couldn't have been here long, since you cleaned a couple days ago."

"So all we know for sure is this anonymous person knows you well enough to come in your house and put it here. The blackmailer wants you to believe that your husband is alive and that your mother-in-law is fully aware of this and is keeping it a secret from you."

Hearing it put like that, I felt even shakier than when I'd first read the note.

"So, someone I know wants me to talk with Dan's mother about whether he's alive? There's no way. Even if she knew he was alive, if he'd asked her to keep it quiet, the secret would go with her to the grave. She's already one olive short of a pizza. If it's not true, even a hint he's still around might send her to the loony bin or putting together a séance."

"Maybe there's another way to find out," said Sue Ann. There was no mistaking the devilish gleam in her eye.

"What did you have in mind?"

"She asked me to clean her place. I said I'd work her in this week."

I didn't know whether to roll my eyes or lock myself in the bathroom. I knew where she was going with this and it made me nervous. "Tell me you don't have a key to her house."

"I have a key." She grinned malevolently. "Now before you get started, I know you don't clean. But you do know how to search."

"No, no, no." Searching was a skill I acquired when I wrote a confession about being a private detective. But it wasn't a skill I was eager to use. "You know anytime I try to do anything remotely wrong, I always get caught."

"It's either we snoop to find out if she knows anything or you tackle her directly. Your choice."

"There's got to be something else I can do. How about I go to the bank and ask for a discreet loan of two thousand bucks in unmarked bills?"

"Don't be ridiculous. Have you called Brad yet?"

We'd known Brad Tyler, now a detective with the Independence police, since the days when he'd been a troublemaker himself. He'd been assigned to handle Dan's missing persons case. "Wouldn't calling the police be overreacting?"

Sue Ann pushed back her bangs again. "You received a blackmail note. Calling Brad should be the first item on your agenda, I'd think. Besides..."

"Yeah, yeah. I know." How many times had she told me this? Trying to mimic her voice, I said, "Besides, he's always had a soft spot for you."

"Well, he does. I think if Jerome wasn't hinting that he's about to pop the big one, Brad would ask you out."

"Why is it everyone knows my business long before I do?" Jerome and I didn't have that kind of relationship yet. We were close and I knew he wanted more, but I wasn't ready.

He was a really good guy and assured me he was willing to wait for when the time was right. The idea he was about to ask me to marry him rocked me because it would change what I felt was a very comfortable and comforting friendship. A friendship that involved kissing, but not much more in the way of physical contact. His kisses were nice, and I had missed being touched, but I always felt as if I was cheating on my missing husband.

Possibly for good reason, if Dan had merely done a disappearing act. "Jerome hasn't proposed and I think Brad's only interested in me as a murder suspect. If he'd found Dan's body, I'd probably be in the clinker right now."

"No one ever mentioned anything about murder."

"No one had to. Dan's gone, as if he evaporated in thin air. Law enforcement always looks at the spouse in any suspicious circumstances. I'm sure Brad thinks I did something."

"Brad doesn't think anything of the sort. You're so clueless about men. Look at you and Dan."

I growled. "I don't want to talk about it."

"It's about time you did. You've been running in place all these years. And why? The two of you never had a close relationship. When he didn't come home, it didn't much affect your life one way or the other except you no longer had anyone to do all the household repairs or take out the trash."

I opened my mouth to argue with her, then shut it firmly. Unfortunately, she was right in some ways. Don't get me wrong—I loved Dan. But time had given me the chance to see that he was more like a father figure to me rather than a typical lover. I missed the closeness, having someone to hold me, care about me. What I didn't miss were the bits and pieces, nuts and screws—Dan's spare parts for his inventions always cluttering up our living room. Or the inventions he'd created that didn't quite work, like the combination coffeemaker-slash-band saw.

I recently began tossing his invention stuff into our spare room, unsure what to do with it but unwilling to part with it entirely. Over the course of the past month, I'd gradually moved his belongings from our bedroom into there as well. It felt so final.

Perhaps in addition to the foreclosure issue, the action had been what spurred me to ask Sue Ann's husband to petition the court to declare Dan officially mortality challenged. Right now I needed to clear the air about Dan and me. "We were close. So what if our relationship wasn't like your marriage? Dan was a wonderful man, and I miss him."

Sue Ann gave me a quick hug. "I know you do. But I still think you should call Brad. If he finds out you didn't call him about the letter, it'll make him suspicious—like you've got something to hide."

Her comment surprised me. "You don't think I had anything to do with Dan's disappearance, do you?"

"Of course not. He always went to the Independence Tavern on Friday night to play chess. He always walked home when the bar closed at two in the morning. Everyone in town knew it, and if anyone had wanted to harm him it would have been the best time."

"Yeah, but who would want to hurt Dan?" The question had haunted me for years. Had Dan been in an accident, or had someone set out to harm him? Other than during the Neewollah Festival—a ten-day festival aptly named with the reverse spelling of the word Halloween because it celebrates, what else, All Ghouls Day, when the city population rises from 10,000 to around 80,000—Independence, Kansas, isn't exactly a crime hotbed.

"It's not like Dan was rich or cruel or anything," I added. "He was just a real sweet, harmless guy who liked to invent things. It's no wonder Brad suspects I had something to do with it. In his shoes, I would, too, even though I don't have a motive."

"I'm certain he doesn't think you had anything to do with it. But you do need to call him." Sue Ann placed the cordless phone between my stiff fingers. "Maybe this blackmail note will make him reopen the case and find out exactly what did happen to Dan."

I dialed 9-1-1 and Peggy picked up on the first ring. Things rarely hopped this time of year at the Independence Police Department. Although they received plenty of calls, most were minor incidents, such as dog bites, rather than true emergencies.

"Hi, it's Amy Crosby. Is Brad available?"

"No, hon. He's over at the diner. But if it's an emergency..." Her voice trailed off and I could tell she was hoping I'd say it was.

Sue Ann piped in, "Tell Peggy it's an emergency."

When I heard the excitement in Peggy's indrawn breath, I did what I could to dispel it—I laughed. "Peggy, this is not an emergency. Don't listen to Sue Ann. Just have Brad call me when he gets a chance."

After disconnecting the call, I threw the phone at Sue Ann, who deftly caught it with one hand.

"You know better than to tell Peggy it's an emergency," I grumbled. "It's like broadcasting it over the radio. She'll blab everything to Maureen down at the Clip 'n Curl."

Sue Ann smirked. "You think this won't get out? Better we have the law on our side than the other way around."

"I suppose you're right," I said grudgingly. "And you'd better tell your husband to withdraw that petition. No use having Dan declared awake to life immortal if he simply walked away."

Just then the phone rang, and my new psychic ability told me Peggy hadn't listened when I'd told her to wait. I grabbed the phone from Sue Ann's lap and answered it.

"What's the emergency?" Brad sounded annoyed, as if he thought I was the sort of woman who overreacted—just as I'd told Sue Ann he would.

"I gave Peggy explicit instructions not to tell you it's an emergency."

"Now that you've interrupted my lunch," he teased, "you might as well tell me what you called about."

"I thought we'd established I didn't interrupt you. Peggy did."

He gave a long-suffering sigh. "Amy, will you get to the point, please?"

"All right already." How would I go about telling the law, even if he was an old friend, that I was being blackmailed? Should I build up to it or blurt it out? "I received a letter today."

"A letter?"

"Well, an anonymous note, actually."

"And you want to report receiving an unsigned note?"

"Not exactly."

Again, he sighed. "Is it a death threat?"

"No. It's more like, eh, blackmail." I didn't relish the way my voice squeaked. Sue Ann grabbed my hand and gave it a little squeeze, providing me with the courage to go on. "Or at least that's what it says. Sue Ann and I aren't sure that's the intent."

"You guys are getting your fingerprints all over it, aren't you?" he snapped.

Dropping Sue Ann's hand, I tossed my head. "Generally you pick up a letter in order to read it. It's not like I wear gloves when going through my daily mail."

"Just put the letter in a plastic bag. If there's an envelope, toss it in as well. It'll take me five minutes to finish up here and then I'll head over to your place. You are at your place?"

"Duh. You just called me here."

"Stay there. Don't let anyone else in and don't handle the letter more than you have to. Got it?"

The man was far too bossy for my taste. "Got it."

After disconnecting the call, I said to Sue Ann, "He should be here in about fifteen minutes and I need to grab a quick shower first."

"What did he say?"

"Bag it."

"Fingerprints." Sue Ann hightailed it to the kitchen. After a few seconds of sounds of drawers and cabinets being opened, she yelled, "Where's your plastic bags?"

"Like I buy any?"

More rumbling noises, then she returned with a plastic Wonder Bread bag and my bacon tongs. Using the tongs, she gingerly slid both letter and envelope into the wrapper. "There. I need to head over to Mrs. Henderson's, so I'll leave you to your shower. Want me to make you some tea first?"

My gaze shot to the shelves in my living room. The ones Dan designed to hold my teacups when we first got married. I shook my head. "That's okay."

She grabbed her handbag. "When I get done cleaning Mrs. Henderson's, you can go with me to your mother-in-law's and tell me what Brad has to say."

Bowing to the inevitable, I agreed to go with her to Dolores'. Somehow I had to find out if Dan was still alive. Besides, this gave me an idea for another confession: I Was a Professional Snoop until I Found My Cheatin' Husband with Another Woman.

If you enjoyed this sample, please click here to purchase the book.


Author’s Note
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During the short time I was fortunate enough to live in Fairhope, Alabama, I fell in love. The city is charming, the people are friendly and the location is simply beautiful. I’m so happy to have the opportunity to set my Skullduggery Inn series in the area. I’ve taken some liberties with the geography and locations in Baldwin County for the purpose of this story. I hope those familiar with Fairhope and the surrounding area will forgive me for these slight variations.


A Word to my Readers


For me, writing fun books is like eating ice cream. They’re delicious, fun and go down easy I love getting to spend time with the quirky characters who populate my stories. I hope you get as much of a kick out of them as I do writing them.

If you sign up for my newsletter, you’ll be among the first to learn when I have another book out. You can sign up here.

Please help other readers discover my books by recommending a book or series to friends or family members who you think will enjoy them, too. Another way to help spread the word is by writing a review and letting other readers know what you liked about the story. Thank you! Please click here to leave a review.

Happy Reading!

Kathy Carmichael

Follow Kathy on BookBub to receive notifications when she releases a new book.

Email: Kathy@KathyCarmichael.com

Web: http://www.KathyCarmichael.com

Twitter: http://www.twitter.com/kathycarmichael

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/kathycarmichael
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Below is a list of series and stand-alone titles by Kathy Carmichael. The Sweet and Cozy titles are “clean reads.”

Texas Two-Step Series (Sweet Contemporary Romantic Comedy)

Western Pleasure Prequel — Novella

Chasing Charlie — Book 1

The Lassoed Bride — Book 2
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Courting Trouble — Book 4

My Southern Bride — Book 5

Abby’s Cowboy — Book 6

The Cowboy Prince — Book 7 (Coming Soon)

Line Dancing Bundle

Includes the first four Texas Two-Step stories: Western Pleasure, Chasing Charlie, The Lassoed Bride and Country Courtship.

Comedy & Cozy Bundle

Includes the first two Texas Two-Step stories: Western Pleasure and Chasing Charlie, and the first two Skullduggery Inn Cozy Reads: My Favorite Corpse and Mayhem on the Winterland Express

The Skullduggery Inn Series (Cozy Mystery)

My Favorite Corpse Novella — Book 1

Mayhem On the Winterland Express Short Story — Book 2

Suspects & Suitors Novella — Book 3

Something Borrowed, Something Deadly Novella — Book 4

Trouble Book Club (Sweet Contemporary Romance)

Here Comes Trouble — Book 1

Stand-Alone Titles

Contemporary Romance

Hot Flash

The Wedding Wine
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My Lady Mischief (Sweet)
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USA Today Bestseller Kathy Carmichael resides on the west coast of Florida with her Scottish husband, one not-so-wee son, a part-time dog, three black cats and a huge collection of dust bunnies. Kathy's Texas Two-Step series is a reader favorite.

Follow Kathy on BookBub to receive notifications when she releases a new book.
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