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Dedication



Shadow Witness is dedicated to the color red and to good friends who laugh with us. And rescue dogs because they’re the best. 







  
  
Previously




I’m Jenna Ross. My sweet Golden Retriever, Katy, and I have been alone since my husband was killed in action overseas five years ago. 

When I inherited a failing bed-and-breakfast from my husband’s side of the family a year ago, I didn’t hesitate to leave my high stress corporate accounting career in the city for the small town of Paisley, Georgia. Katy and I enjoy having room to roam and spending our days together. 

I threw all my energy into reviving the inn, hoping I would find a renewed purpose to heal my grief. 

From the first day I walked into the inn, my groundskeeper, Ethan Bentley, didn’t have a good word to say about anything I did, and the feeling was mutual. We’re a little past that, but both of us still have wounds from our past lives we need to mend. 

Surprisingly, the bed-and-breakfast soon flourished beyond what one person could manage alone. At the insistent nudging of my chef, Darlene, I hired an operations manager, Morgan Farley, who was a former hotel manager, and a fulltime housekeeper, Wendy.

Architect Shane Lawson and general contractor Clarence Moore repaired my cottage behind the inn and updated an old barn on my property to become an event center. Mr. Moore and his wife, Bobbie, leased the barn from me to establish the event center, but after Mrs. Moore’s untimely death, our lawyers got together, and I bought Mr. Moore’s fledgling event business.

After Ethan bought Mr. Moore’s contracting business, he and Shane updated the Peach Blossom Barn with a heating and air conditioning system so it could be rented any time of year in our unpredictable Georgia weather. 

I have always had a gift of feeling someone’s joy, sorrow, or anger as if it were my own; my gift however, has an intense side of intuition so sharp that it manifests as visions when I touch certain objects or people. It weighs on me like a burden. 

When a former college classmate of mine and her assistant arrived at the inn, I realized she was as self-centered as ever. I soon discovered there was more to her than just annoying lies, and I felt drawn to untangle a web of deceit. 

I closed in on the truth thanks to my intuitive senses and the portrait of Nettie Wyndham, the owner of the Wyndham estate in the 1920s, whose quiet presence inspired me.

After I stopped the killer, Ethan and I took the time to talk and agreed to set aside our protective walls that stood between us. It won’t be easy for either of us.








  
  
Chapter One 




Jenna glanced up from her computer and gave a quick wave when Morgan breezed into their shared office from the kitchen. 

Morgan closed the door. “Darlene’s mad about something.” 

“Sounds normal to me.” Jenna squinted at her spreadsheet.

Katy trotted to Morgan and stretched in greeting then rolled onto her back. Morgan kneeled next to her and cooed while she gave Katy her morning belly rub. Katy moaned in delight. 

“Are you ready for the East Coast Genealogy Club?” Morgan kissed the top of Katy’s head then rose. “It isn’t a very imaginative name, but I guess that’s a plus for a genealogy club.” 

While Morgan hung up her winter coat, Jenna’s phone rang. Jenna frowned. “It’s Ellie Martin, our caterer.”

“Maybe she’s calling to confirm the times.” Morgan crossed her fingers as she strode to her desk.

Ellie said, “Jenna, I am so sorry, but I have bad news. I just learned our chef is not available for this weekend. Our assistant chef can prepare the main course, and it will be delicious, but we can’t manage lunch, the afternoon snack, or dessert unless we can substitute commercial food. My crew will serve dinner and clean up after dinner as planned, so at least that’s covered. Do you want me to see if I can find someone to cover lunch and maybe dessert for us?” 

“I’ll get back to you.” 

After Jenna hung up, she said, “Morgan, her chef isn’t available. I don’t know why, but she has a new chef that can fill in, but they can’t cover lunch and the afternoon snack or provide dessert.”

Jenna rose from her desk.

“Are you going to talk to Darlene?” Morgan asked. “I’ll check the reservations.” 

“Come with me; I might need backup.” 

Before Jenna reached the door, Darlene burst into the office. 

“A friend of mine called me. Did you know the chef for this weekend has skipped town? What’s the plan?” 

“The caterer just called me; the assistant chef is taking over, but we’ll have to provide lunch, the afternoon snack, and the dessert.” Jenna said. 

Darlene snorted. “Harry Whittaker has been unreliable since he moved back last year from Atlanta. I didn’t know she had an assistant chef. Maybe she’s been easing in someone new to replace the chef. That’s what I would have done. I’ll call my sister Nora to help me bake, but I’ll have to hide my spare apron. She’ll steal it first chance she gets.” 

Morgan frowned. “The original plan was for the caterer to provide a light lunch, afternoon snack, and a seven o’clock dinner at the barn on Friday and Saturday nights, and the inn would provide happy hour at the barn at six o’clock on Friday and Saturday.”

Jenna shook her head. “That might be too much for us to handle. How many people would that be?”

Morgan grabbed her notebook from her desk and opened it. “We’d be serving breakfast at the inn for ten guests, and then lunch and a snack at the barn for eleven club members. In the evening, we’d host happy hour at six o’clock for two couples at the inn and for thirteen people at the barn, and then provide dinner at the barn on Friday and Saturday for thirteen people.”

Darlene exhaled. “I have an idea, but I’ll swear it was Morgan’s. We could make sandwiches on Friday and Saturday morning for sack lunches and add grocery store chips and cookies for the club members. We could also provide prepackaged afternoon snacks. Nora and I can make the desserts for Friday and Saturday night.” 

“That would work, but how do we manage happy hour?” Morgan said. 

Jenna absently tapped the table with her fingertips while she considered the options. “Our contract with the club states Peach Blossom LLC will provide East Coast Genealogy Club the exclusive use of the barn on Friday and Saturday for their event with lunch and snacks included, and we’d also provide happy hour appetizers and dinner. In our phone discussion with the coordinator, we said happy hour and dinner would also be at the barn.” 

“Couldn’t we talk to the coordinator to see if they’d be agreeable if we hosted happy hour at the inn for the East Coast Genealogy Club, and then they can go to the barn for their evening meal?” Morgan asked. 

“I suppose we could; it wouldn’t be inconvenient for the Peach Blossom Retreat guests, but the members who are staying at the hotel will be driving here, then to the barn, and then back to the hotel.” 

“But if we don’t have a consolidated happy hour, you’d be hosting happy hour here by yourself for the two couples on Friday and Saturday night, and I’d be hosting happy hour for the genealogy club at the barn,” Morgan said.

“It’s much simpler for everyone if we host happy hour at the inn for everyone, and since the entire East Coast Genealogy Club will be here for happy hour, we’ll have the caterer serve dinner at the inn. We’ll have to discuss the change in location with the genealogy coordinator to see if we’re missing something. We still want the catering crew to serve dinner, don’t we?” Jenna asked. 

Darlene raised her eyebrows. “Yes, they should take care of serving and cleaning up after dinner, but if we’re taking over lunch, we’d need someone to set out the lunch and snacks for them and clean up afterwards, and I don’t think it should be you, Boss Lady. Morgan, make me a copy of your list so I’ll know how many people we’ll have for each meal so I can plan lunch and the evening desserts. Why don’t you see if Layla is available? You can’t tell her the idea was mine, though.” Darlene left for the kitchen with Katy following her.  

Jenna exhaled. “I think we have a plan, Morgan. Call Layla; maybe she can juggle her schedule. I’ll call the caterer. We’ll need to call the coordinator too, since we’re changing the location that was specified in the contract.” 

Morgan nodded. “I’ll take care of that.”

When Ellie answered, Jenna said, “We’ll take over the lunches and afternoon snacks, but we’re moving the Friday and Saturday dinners to our dining room at the inn. We’ll provide the dessert, and your chef will provide the meals. Your team will set up for the meals, serve, and then clean up after the meals Friday and Saturday.”

The caterer sighed. “That’s great. I can manage the crew for dinner and try to pitch in to help our chef. Are you certain about lunch? I can ask around to see if anyone else is available.”

“No need, and we’ll host happy hour at the inn.” 

“Talking about the inn, I’d like to have a few of your business cards. Last week, I was at the gas station in my work van and a man at the next pump asked me about my catering business. You know, all the usual stuff like who was my chef and where our next engagement was. When I told him about the Peach Blossom Barn, he asked me questions I couldn’t answer; a business card would have been nice. He was polite and good looking too. I told him to call you, but I couldn’t remember the number; later I kicked myself because I could have given him my number. I wouldn’t have minded a call from him. Anyway, I’m afraid I really fumbled that for you.” 

“That’s okay; sounds like he had enough information to call if he was really serious.”  

“Thanks; I didn’t think of it like that.” 

After Jenna hung up, she shook her head. Couldn’t remember my phone number? Then how did you manage to call me just now?

“What’s up?” Morgan asked. 

“Ellie. She has a tendency to spin a tale to make herself look better.”

Morgan said, “I was worried we might be premature or overly aggressive in our actions, but I’m not any more. I sent Layla a text. If you have time, can we review the reservations?”

Jenna opened the reservation system on her computer while Morgan picked up a notebook from her desk and pulled a chair close to Jenna’s. 

After she sat, Morgan opened her notebook and pointed at Jenna’s screen while she referred to her notes. “The genealogy club members have reserved six rooms; two of the rooms are for couples, three rooms are for female members, and the sixth room is for the new coordinator, Petra Lenza. She told me her husband might join her on Saturday. I’ve assigned downstairs rooms to one woman, who can’t maneuver stairs, one couple, and Petra. The second couple and the other two women who are members of the club will be upstairs. We have two couples who are friends and not a part of the genealogy club that will arrive Friday, and they will have the two remaining upstairs rooms.”

Jenna nodded. “So we have one vacant room downstairs. Anything else I need to know?”  

Morgan nodded as she referred to her notebook. “The five other members are staying at the new hotel. Petra said they’re the less adventuresome group. I’m not sure what that means.”

“I didn’t realize how many moving parts we would have when we said we’d take over the Peach Blossom Barn business.” 

“Neither did I.” Morgan chuckled as she showed Jenna a chart she had drawn in her notebook with notes in the margins, words crossed out, and arrows pointing from one section to another. “Like this? I’ll clean it up a bit and have copies for you, Darlene, and Layla.” 

Jenna studied Morgan’s chart. “Do we know where the genealogy crowd plans to go for dinner this evening?” 

Morgan’s eyes widened. “I assumed they would go somewhere as a group, but I don’t really know. Do we care?” 

Jenna sighed. “I guess we really don’t.”

Morgan’s phone buzzed with a text. She exhaled in relief as she read it then responded to the text.  

“Layla’s in class and will get back to me when it’s over. She said she’d help and asked for details. I told her I’d send her the chart with the meals and rooms schedules.” 

While Morgan sat at her desk with her notebook and typed on her computer, Jenna mumbled, “I should have done this earlier.”

“Did you say something?” Morgan asked.

“Just thinking out loud.” Jenna turned on her computer to check the reviews for the catering company.

After a thorough search on the internet, Jenna sighed. I can’t find anything listed for the catering company including on social media. 

She switched to searching for Ellie Martin, but it took a while to find the right one. She’s all over social media, but it’s mostly photos of her and her friends. A lot of bitterness over an ex, but nothing about employment or a business. 

She exhaled. I’ll try the chef; maybe the third time’s the charm. When she found Harry Whittaker on a social networking site for the business community, she jotted down the places and dates of his employment for the past two years on her notepad. When she finished, she counted over a dozen different businesses with significant gaps between each business. She tapped her pen on her pad as she wrinkled her nose. 

“Morgan, I did a quick internet search on the chef and found a spotty employment record for him. His title was most often cook’s helper with a few listed as sous chef, but he didn’t last very long anywhere. We might be lucky he’s a no show.” 

Morgan rubbed her forehead with her fingertips. “I should have done that before I jumped so fast to move forward with them.” 

“We thought it was right.”

Morgan nodded. “We won’t get caught like that again.”

Jenna’s eyes twinkled. “We’ll make a different mistake next time.”

Morgan chuckled. “You got it, Boss Lady.”

Jenna stuck her phone into her back pocket then went into the kitchen. 

Darlene was standing at the counter. “I have the list of what we’d need for lunches and snacks on Friday and Saturday, and a plan for happy hour for tonight through Saturday.” 

“What can I do to help?” Jenna asked. 

Darlene growled, “Tell Morgan to let me know when I can expect Layla, so she doesn’t blast in here and scare me.” 

Jenna nodded. Layla roars in on her motorcycle. Darlene knows her hearing is getting worse. “Ready to go for a walk, Katy?”

Katy trotted to the door and stared at Jenna.

Jenna chuckled. “I know I’m slow.”

After she put on her coat and grabbed the keys to the barn, they went outside. 

Katy cocked her head as she waited to see which direction they would be going.

Jenna headed toward the barn. “Morgan and Darlene are busy, and I need a walk. I’m sure Morgan has everything under control, but let’s see if anything has to be done at the barn before the genealogy club arrives.” 

Katy dashed ahead on the wide path to the barn. Jenna glanced around then ran at a slow pace as she followed Katy. When she reached the barn, her nose was cold, and she was out of breath. 

Jenna put her hands on her knees. After she caught her breath, she laughed and Katy danced. 

“I’m improving, girl.” 

Jenna unlocked the door and went inside the barn and glanced around. The hand-hewn wood floor, the bare, wooden rafters, and the soft patina of the old dining table that served as a sideboard gave the barn its rustic look. In contrast, the custom electric window blinds and pale creamy peach walls set the tone for glam. 

Katy explored the barn while Jenna strolled to the handmade cupboard where the large coffee maker and table linens were stored. I can’t wait to see the room with tablecloths.

Three round tables with five chairs around each one were clustered in front of the wall where the overhead screen was stored. 

Jenna smiled. The East Coast Genealogy Club might not need any audio/visual equipment, but it's there if they need it. Morgan wanted the barn to fit any type of event, so Shane consulted with the experts.

“Ready to go back to the inn, Katy?” 

Katy trotted alongside her while Jenna jogged toward the inn. “This isn’t too bad, is it?” 

When they were halfway to the inn’s driveway, Katy growled then turned around and sniffed the air. She snarled as she faced the barn. 

When Jenna took a step toward the barn, Katy blocked her. 

“Is there something there?” Jenna asked. 

Katy snarled then barked. Jenna listened as a car drove from the road to the barn. 

She shrugged. “It’s okay, girl. It’s probably Shane doing a last minute check just like we did.” 

After Jenna turned to stroll to the inn, Katy trotted ahead of her.

When Jenna reached the driveway, Katy yipped at the back door. Darlene opened the door and Katy dashed inside.

Jenna snickered. Darlene’s hearing might not be great, but she’s tuned in to Katy’s single yip and hears it just fine. 

After Jenna hung up her coat, she went into the kitchen. Katy was sprawled on the floor near the oven, and Darlene was mixing batter. 

Darlene glanced up. “I was watching for you to come in. After I get this batter in the oven, Morgan and I are going over the meals.”

Jenna poured a cup of coffee and sat at the counter.

Darlene continued, “Nora will be here soon, and we’ll bake everything we can this morning. She’s picking up her granddaughter this afternoon to spend the long weekend with her. I’d forgotten about that.”

Darlene told stories about her childhood adventures with Nora as she poured the batter into the pans, put the pans into the oven, and then washed the mixing bowl and utensils for her next creation.

Jenna smiled. I wonder if Nora knows she was always the naughty child, and Darlene was the good one.

While Darlene lined up ingredients next to her mixing bowl, Jenna groaned at the familiar roar of Ethan’s truck as it sped up the driveway. I don’t suppose it’s possible he’s dropping by to say good morning. I’m not ready for more bad news. 

“Want to go outside with me, Katy?” 

Katy stared at Jenna with her are-you-kidding-me puppy eyes. 

Jenna smiled. “I don’t blame you. You do have the best spot in the inn.”

She threw on her coat and went outside to wait near the driveway for Ethan. 

After Ethan parked, he strode to Jenna. 

She smiled at his familiar gait and his mustache she’d grown fond of.

“What are you doing standing out here?” Ethan asked. 

Jenna narrowed her eyes. No good morning. It’s bad news.

“I heard your truck; Darlene has hot coffee.” 

Ethan put his arm around her. “Aren’t you cold? Hot coffee sounds great.” 

“Are you saying I’m always cold?” Jenna shivered as they reached the back door.

“I count on it.” Ethan chuckled as he pulled her closer.

When they went into the kitchen, the heady aroma of warm cinnamon and sugar greeted them. 

“I have to snoop.” Jenna peeked into the oven. “It’s coffee cake.”

Ethan inhaled. “Darlene’s already gearing up for this weekend, isn’t she?” 

He glanced around while Jenna poured two cups of coffee. “Where is Darlene?” 

“Probably in my office with Morgan. Are you stalling?” Jenna cocked her head as they sat at the table. 

“Was I that obvious?” He met her gaze. “I found tire tracks at the barn a few minutes ago that weren’t there when I left right before dark yesterday.”

Jenna furrowed her brow. “Katy and I walked to the barn this morning to check it out. I didn’t see any tracks, but on our way back we heard a car drive up from the road toward the barn. I thought it was Shane. I was going to go back to the barn, but Katy growled and blocked me, which was odd.” 

“When was that?” Ethan narrowed his eyes. “It wasn’t Shane. He’s in town meeting with a client.”

“I don’t know. Maybe thirty minutes ago.” 

Ethan pulled out his phone and sent a text. 

“What’s going on?” Jenna asked. 

“I don’t know,” Ethan growled.

Jenna huffed. “Well, who did you text?” 

He stared at her. “Shane. Why?” 

We were in the middle of a conversation, and you sent a text. 

Jenna rose from her seat and dumped her coffee into the sink. 

She stared at the dark splashes of coffee on the sides of the stainless steel sink. I could be offended and run away or be brave and take a chance.

Jenna rinsed away the coffee and returned to her seat. She gazed at him as she put her hand on his arm. “Because I think I need to know.” 

Ethan exhaled. “You’re right. I asked Shane if we should install a gate at the barn’s driveway.” 

Jenna frowned. “Won’t that mean extra work?”

Ethan glanced at his phone. “Shane’s going to look into the cost; meanwhile, he suggested I put one of my game cameras along the driveway near the road. What do you think?” 

“It would be nice to know if we should be concerned before we do anything.” 

“I don’t think we should worry Morgan.”

He’s not listening to me; is it because he’s worried? “She’s finishing up a few things then she’ll be busy getting the barn set up. I don’t think she’ll notice it, do you?”

“Probably not, but could you divert her to something else until I install the camera?”

“I can ask her to make sure the guest rooms are ready. It’s something one of us always does before guests arrive.” 

When the oven timer dinged, Jenna silenced it then hurried to the office door and opened it. “Darlene, the timer went off. Is there something I could do?”

Darlene rushed past Jenna. “I have to check it.” 

She opened the oven door and lightly tapped on the coffee cakes. “One more minute.” 

“I’d better be going,” Ethan said. 

Jenna walked with him to the back door. “Thank you for including me.” 

Ethan smiled. “Thanks for the reminder.” 

Jenna returned his smile as she gazed at him then opened her arms for a hug. After a lingering kiss, he left. 

When Jenna returned to the kitchen, Darlene was removing the coffee cakes. She peered at Jenna. “You look funny. Is everything okay?” 

Jenna rubbed her hands together to keep from touching her mouth that still tingled. I really enjoyed that kiss. 

“It’s cold outside. We’re finally getting everything under control.” 

“Isn’t that a relief? Morgan asked Petra if anyone had diet restrictions, and Petra told her not to worry about it because no one in the group will require special meals. I got the impression one or two of the members bring snacks to supplement their meals.”

When Jenna went into the living room to check it before any guests arrived, she fluffed the pillows on the sofa, and the wind chimes on the front porch jingled. 

Jenna glanced at Nettie’s portrait, and Nettie’s eyes twinkled. 

Jenna sat in the yellow chair and exhaled. “I know the pillows were fine; I just wanted to talk. It was hard, but I didn’t snap at Ethan when he said something that felt like he was ignoring me. I took a chance and literally reached out instead; I put my hand on his arm, and he didn’t shake it off. That was progress for both of us, right?” 

The curtains rustled, and Jenna relaxed as a sense of calm surrounded her. He’s a good man.

“He is; I appreciate the reminder.” Jenna chuckled. “I just quoted him.” 

Katy trotted into the living room and put her head on Jenna’s knee. Jenna stroked Katy’s face while she relaxed in the room's calmness. 

Katy whined; Jenna jolted out of her reverie and heard a car as it pulled past the inn then parked. 

“I wonder if that’s Shane, but Ethan didn’t say anything about Shane coming here.” 

When Jenna stepped into the hallway, Darlene rushed out of the kitchen. “Nora texted me; she’s at the back door.”

Katy followed Darlene; Jenna smiled and continued to the office. 

Morgan rose from her desk. “I’m going to the barn after I check the guest rooms unless you’ve already checked them.”

“No, I just checked the living room.” 

Morgan nodded. “Do you have anything for me?” 

“Is your chart finished?”

Morgan tapped her forehead with her palm. “Darlene and I went over it. I’ve got your copy right here.”  

Jenna and Morgan sat at the table together. After Morgan reviewed the chart, and Jenna asked a few questions, Jenna said, “I like how we consolidated happy hour with hosting it at the inn. Do you think the guests who aren’t part of the genealogy club will feel left out when the majority of our guests remain for dinner?”

“No, I talked to Petra, and we decided the group will leave the dining room after happy hour and relax in the living room.” 

“That’s great,” Jenna said.

“Did I tell you Petra plans to be here early in the afternoon? I thought of a few more things I want to ask Darlene, then I’ll check the guest rooms.” 

After Morgan left, Jenna’s phone rang. Ethan.

She smiled as she answered. 

“I’m ready to install the camera. Want to ride over with me? I’ve warmed up my truck.” 

“I’ll be right out.”  

A blast of icy wind billowed open her jacket after she stepped outside. She shivered as she pulled the jacket together and zipped it up. Should have done that before I opened the door.  

She rushed to Ethan’s truck and hopped into the passenger seat. The warmth of the heater blew on her feet. “This is much nicer than that frigid wind.” 

“Thought you’d appreciate toasty toes.” Ethan smiled. 

Jenna giggled. “Very much so, and that was funny.” 

Jenna waited in the truck while Ethan pounded a metal fencepost into the ground in the middle of a small stand of trees that had a clear view of the driveway. After he attached the camera to the post, Ethan returned to his truck. 

On the way back to the inn, he asked, “Is there anything unusual about this group that’s meeting at the barn this weekend?” 

“Not that I know of. Petra took over the club this year when the original coordinator wanted to retire. She said most of the members are from North or South Carolina, but all of them are from the East Coast, which is obvious from their club name. They get together once a year to exchange genealogy tips and analyze interesting gaps they have found in genealogy records. The annual meeting gives them a chance to talk in depth about genealogy without boring anyone.” 

Ethan cleared his throat. “The morning went fast, didn’t it? How tied down are you? Would you like to go into town for lunch?”  

Jenna side-glanced at him. Like a lunch date? 

She furrowed her brow. I’m overthinking this. He’s just being nice.

“I thought you could use a break.” He shrugged. “You’re probably too busy; forget I said anything.” 

An all-black fox squirrel sat near the side of the road then raced alongside the truck before it darted up a tree. He’s reciprocating and reaching out to me. 

“That’s a brilliant idea. I can’t remember the last time I slowed down enough to relax and enjoy my lunch. I usually just grab a bite from the kitchen and eat on the run, or on rare occasions, I sit at my desk.” 

Ethan chuckled. “I’m the same. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve had a sandwich in one hand while I steered the lawn mower with the other. One of the older cafés in town is only open for lunch, but their daily soup is always good, and you can order a half sandwich with your soup. The owner is the mother of a young man who used to work for Mr. Moore, but works for me now.” 

“Soup and half a sandwich sounds perfect.” 








  
  
Chapter Two




When they went inside the crowded café, Jenna glanced around but didn’t see anywhere to sit. 

“Ethan.” A man in the back called out and motioned for them to come to his table. 

Ethan took Jenna’s hand and led her as he snaked his way to the back.

“I was just getting ready to leave when I spotted you and thought you’d like to take my table. Hey, Miss Jenna; have a seat. Can I talk to you outside for a minute, Ethan?” 

Ethan glanced at Jenna, and she nodded as she sat down. 

As the man rose, a server quickly cleared the table and cleaned the top before she handed Jenna a menu. 

Ethan and the man went outside. 

While Jenna read over the menu, the conversation of the two women at a table behind her was as clear as if they were sitting at the same table as Jenna. 

“Tell me again why it was so important for us to join this club, Wanda.” The woman spoke in a melodious South Carolina Lowcountry accent.

Wanda snorted. “It was your idea, Felicia, not mine.”

Jenna cringed at the raspiness of Wanda’s creaky, low-pitched voice that made her Maryland accent harsh. 

Felicia said, “Only because you insisted.” 

Wanda continued, “Well then, you tell me, why did Petra pick a sleepy town that is barely a wide spot in the road?”

“Who cares? Did you want to take over the club? I certainly wouldn’t want to.”

“At least Petra can’t win the story competition again this year like she did last year. A coordinator isn’t allowed to compete unless we vote to change the rules, which isn’t likely.” Wanda sniffed.

Felicia whispered, “I overheard some certain person on the phone at the gas station and got the impression there’s some funny stuff going on with that certain person and the chef.”

“That sounds juicy. Who are you talking about?”

Felicia mocked Wanda’s raspy voice. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Wanda yawned. “You think you’re funny; you’re not. At least we had an excuse to stay in a decent hotel. I couldn’t sleep in a house that was over a hundred years old. Can you imagine how creepy that place must be? I’ll bet it’s a fire hazard too.”

“And what’s the big deal about a bed-and-breakfast? I’m not interested in sharing a bathroom with strangers. I’ll bet they leave their toothbrushes on the sink, and I hear the bathroom doors don’t even lock. No, thank you,” Felicia said.

“Have you seen Tisha? She never shows up on time, does she? I wouldn’t mind if she didn’t show up at all; she makes me nervous. I don’t see why a cop would be interested in genealogy. Maybe she’s investigating someone in the group. If she was investigating you, wouldn’t you be worried?” Wanda asked.

“You never get your facts straight. Tisha isn’t a cop. She’s an investigator or something like that for one of those fancy estate lawyers, but from what I hear, she’s not a very good one.”

“Whatever; that’s like a cop. Did you see the meeting room at the hotel? There is not much to it, but at least it’s convenient for us.”

Felicia sniffed. “You didn’t read Petra’s email, did you? We’re meeting in a barn.”

“That’s not funny.”  

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Jenna heard the scrape of their chairs when they rose then peered over her menu as they made their way to the register to pay. 

One woman was tall and muscular, with carefully styled, short black hair. The other woman was of medium height and weight; her shoulder length hair was dyed bright red. 

“It’s your turn to pay,” the woman with red hair said. 

Jenna smiled. Ah ha. The red-haired lady is Wanda of the raspy voice, and Felicia is tall and is from South Carolina. 

Jenna absently drummed on the table with her fingers. Would it be mean if I borrowed some goats?

When Ethan joined her at the table, he said, “I’m so sorry; I didn’t expect to be gone that long.” 

“That’s okay. I had entertainment.” Jenna told him about the conversation between the two women who sat at a table behind her. 

Ethan shook his head. “There’s no accounting for taste, is there? Are they even members?” 

Their server appeared with their iced tea. “Are you ready to order?”

“Potato soup with half a grilled ham and cheese sandwich,” Jenna said. 

“Same for me except a full sandwich.”

After the server left, Jenna said, “They said they were staying at the hotel, and Morgan told me three female members were staying there. The members who are married are staying at the inn.” 

“I’ve been thinking about those tire tracks at the barn; I have a white shirt stuck back in my closet somewhere. If you need another server, I’m trainable. The potential for weekend entertainment would almost be worth my while to iron that shirt.” 

Jenna chuckled. “You could be security.”

Ethan furrowed his brow. “You know, that’s not a bad idea. I have an olive green long-sleeved T-shirt.” 

“I didn’t really mean it; it was supposed to be a joke.” 

Ethan put his hand over hers. “Maybe so, but I’ll feel better.” 

Jenna glared at him. “If you’re security, what’s Shane going to be?” 

“We’ll leave that up to him and Morgan. I vote for Master of Ceremonies. We need a security vest for Katy too. We can’t leave her out.”  

“She’d love that. Can you find a pink one?” 

Ethan grinned. “I’ll work on it.” 

When their food arrived, their soup was steaming, and the cheese from their sandwiches had oozed onto the plate. 

Jenna spooned up some soup and blew on it. After it had cooled a bit, she tasted it. “Yum. The soup has bacon in it.” 

While they ate, Jenna asked, “What did you want to be when you were growing up?”

Ethan smiled. “I guess I was a handful at school because I overheard the elementary principal tell Mom to be sure I learned a trade or I’d be on the street. When I was a kid, we played ball in the street all the time, so I was excited. The principal wasn’t around the next year, and I was sad because he was my inspiration for my life on the street.” 

Jenna giggled. “That’s where your destiny in streets came from. Look at the driveways and the paths you’ve created.”

“It was meant to be.” Ethan finished his sandwich. “What about you?” 

“I’ve always known I felt things other people didn’t, so I thought it would be wonderful to travel so I could observe people without having to be social. I decided my perfect career would be a truck driver, but it didn’t work out. When I was in the fourth grade, a girl told me I’d never be strong enough to be a trucker. After I thoroughly researched the job requirements and my potential muscle mass given the size of my mother, I came to the same conclusion.” 

“How did becoming an accountant fit in with your truck driver's soul?”

“I’ve always loved the predictability of numbers, and accounting worked out because it was like keeping a trucker’s log, but I was surprised by how perfect the inn was for me.” 

Ethan raised his eyebrows. “You have your numbers and different people to observe every week, and for a bonus, you don’t have to worry about road conditions. What about the social?” 

Jenna sighed. “I’m learning. Darlene nags me, and Morgan gives me her version of gentle suggestions.” 

Ethan chuckled. “I can imagine.”

The server cleared their dishes. “Ready for dessert?”

Jenna shook her head. “No, thank you.” 

“I’ll pass,” Ethan said. 

When the server removed their ticket from her pad, Ethan deftly plucked it from her fingers before she could set it on the table. “My treat, Boss Lady. I invited you.” 

Jenna rolled her eyes as she rose from her chair and zipped up her coat. Ethan offered his arm, and they strolled together to the café door then hurried to the truck. 

While they waited for the traffic light to change, Jenna said, “Getting away for lunch was a wonderful idea. I haven’t relaxed long enough to enjoy a conversation in ages, but it will be my treat next time.”

“I can’t remember the last time I talked to anyone about something other than work.” Ethan chuckled. “My nephew Ryan doesn’t count; he talks, and I nod.” 

“Katy misses Ryan.”

“He’s in football this year, so it’s hard to find an opening in his schedule. I’ll remind him he has an open invitation to visit the inn.” 

Jenna peered at the construction site on the edge of town as they drove past it. “Do you suppose we could get a portable toilet delivered to the barn?”

Ethan burst out laughing. “It would be worth it just to see the look on a certain set of faces, wouldn’t it? Shall I borrow a few goats?” 

Jenna giggled. “That’s hilarious. I wondered where I could get goats while I watched them sashay out the front door.” 

Jenna pulled out her phone and sent a text. “I asked Darlene which night she was going to prepare her famous goat cheese dip for happy hour.” 

Jenna read Darlene’s reply aloud. “Friday night.” 

“Tell her to make extra for the hired help.” 

Jenna snorted. “When she finds out you’ll be there, she’ll have a bowl just for you.”

Ethan smiled as he turned at the driveway. “Darlene and I go way back.” 

Jenna raised an eyebrow. “I’m waiting for the story.”

“Remind me on our next date.” Ethan bit his lip as he glanced at Jenna.

Jenna rolled her eyes. “Date? Lunch wasn’t a date. I didn’t even brush my hair before we left.” 

When Ethan stared at her, Jenna widened her eyes in her best impression of an innocent look, but her slight smile gave her away. 

Ethan laughed. “You got me. I thought for sure I’d crossed a line. Remind me on our first date, and I might tell you the story about Darlene.”

Jenna smiled. 

Ethan parked in his usual spot and opened Jenna’s door. “As soon as Shane’s free, we can get together and have our security discussion.”

When they reached the back door, Jenna grabbed his hand and shook it. He laughed as she darted inside.

Morgan smiled when Jenna entered the office. “Wendy left right before lunch; she plans to arrive in the morning by nine. Layla will go to the barn tomorrow after her nine o’clock class. She and I will stay at the barn until the meeting ends, and then we’ll be here tomorrow evening through dinner because I’m nervous about relying on Ellie’s team. Layla will help with lunch on Saturday, so we can discuss any adjustments we’d like to make for the rest of the day.”

“I’m really grateful Layla is available.” 

“So am I. She may bring her cousin Hailey on Saturday. I told her that would be great.” 

“Ellie made me nervous when she told me she’d manage the crew and try to help the chef,” Jenna said.

“I was fine at first with the caterer because she was the one Bobbie had planned to use, but this last-minute switch to a less experienced chef is as bad as the job-hopping chef. I don’t know why we didn’t think of it earlier, but I’ll talk to Darlene about the assistant chef to see what she thinks.” 

Before Morgan left the office, her phone buzzed a text. She exhaled. “Petra will be here in five minutes, and the rest of the members will be here not long after that.” 

“I’ll take care of our guests while you talk to Darlene.” Jenna headed toward the dining room door. 

Morgan bit her lip. “Are you sure you’ll be okay? I could talk to Darlene later.” 

“I’ve done this before.” Jenna chuckled. “I’ll muddle through.” 

“I won’t be long because I intend to get right to the point, but I might have to listen to a Darlene lecture.” Morgan wrung her hands as she headed to the kitchen. 

Jenna hurried to the registration desk. Morgan is really rattled. 

When a woman with light brown hair pulled into a messy bun strode up the walk from the visitor parking lot carrying an oversized suitcase and a shiny red purse that matched her bright red lipstick, Jenna opened the front door.

The woman smiled as she entered the inn. She set down her suitcase on the floor and her purse on the foyer table before she pulled off her red and black striped wool poncho. She wore a short-sleeved, hot pink silky blouse and dark red jeans that were tucked into her western boots. 

Jenna returned her smile. “Welcome to the Peach Blossom Retreat; I’m Jenna.” 

“I’m Petra, and I’m so pleased to meet you.” Petra's voice was soft with the slow drawl of North Carolina. 

Before Petra reached the registration desk, she exhaled and then scanned the registration area. “I swear your lovely inn is so stress free, I relaxed the second I walked in. You must hear that all the time.” 

She gazed at the staircase and put her hand on her heart. “Can’t you just see a beautiful young woman sweep down the staircase and into her lover’s arms? This old inn must be teeming with untold stories.” 

The chimes on the front porch jingled, and Jenna smiled. “So true. Let’s get you registered, and then I’ll give you a quick tour before I show you to your guest room.”  

After Petra was registered, Jenna motioned toward the side door. “The door at the end of the hallway is the guest entrance and exit. Your room key unlocks the door to come in and automatically locks when it closes. It also serves as an emergency exit because it has a push bar to go outside.” 

Jenna led Petra down the hallway and pointed at the main floor restroom on their way to the dining room. When Jenna opened the dining room door, she said, “We serve breakfast at seven. Breakfast on weekdays is a continental breakfast, but on Saturdays and Sundays, we provide a full breakfast buffet.” 

“Our meetings start at eight thirty. How early can the members who are staying at the hotel go to the barn?” 

“We would love for them to come here for breakfast.”

“Thank you. I’m glad Morgan suggested we have our happy hour and dinner here too. It simplifies herding the club from one location to another, doesn’t it? My predecessor warned me the meetings become overly intense sometimes. She recommended a calming atmosphere at the end of each day so everyone can decompress before dinner.” 

After they reached the living room, Jenna said, “The living room is always available for our guests. We have board games, magazines, and books. The contents of our bookshelves are constantly changing because guests drop off books they’ve read and take books to read on the road. When it’s cold like it is today, we have a fire in the fireplace in the evenings.”

Petra wandered around the living room as she lightly touched the sofa, coffee table, bookshelves, and mantle. She froze in front of Nettie’s portrait. “She’s beautiful,” she whispered. 

Jenna smiled then motioned toward the hallway. “Are you ready to see your room?” 

“Was the young woman in the portrait the original owner?” Petra followed Jenna. 

“She and her husband were married in 1920. She saved the estate and many of the surrounding farms from foreclosure when banks began closing.” 

“Are you related to her?” 

“I am through my husband’s side of the family.” Jenna stopped at Petra’s room and smiled. “Use your room key to open the door.”

When she opened the door, Petra gasped as she placed her hand over her heart. “My room key opened a portal to the past. This room is gorgeous. I love the peach blossom motif on the coverlet. It’s going to be very difficult for me to leave my room. I can’t wait to see everyone else’s reactions. Even our hard core curmudgeons should be happy.” 

Jenna waited in the doorway while Petra explored her room. 

Petra set down her suitcase then sat next to the window in the soft chair. She sighed. “I suppose I will have to greet the members when they arrive.”

Jenna quietly closed the door as she left. 

Morgan joined her at the registration desk. “I’m glad I talked to Darlene. I’m sure this is one of those things that everybody in Paisley knows, but Ellie, her sister, and her sister’s best friend are the crew, and the chef is her brother. The family convinced Ellie to become a caterer so her brother would have a job. Darlene thinks Bobbie agreed to be Ellie’s first customer as a favor to the family.” 

Jenna raised her eyebrows. “Wow. It wouldn’t be so bad if this wasn’t our first event.”

“I know.” Morgan sighed. “It still bothers me Ellie wasn’t as experienced as we thought, or hoped might be a better word. Darlene said she learned the assistant chef was Ellie’s cousin who attended two years of culinary school at a community college. She called a friend who is an instructor at the college, and her friend said he was an excellent student, which is a plus. I can’t believe Ellie wasn’t more open about the issues, but Darlene said that family had never been very open. Darlene thinks we’ll be okay with the assistant chef. It’s surprising Ellie chose a service business where talking with the customers was critical.” 

“We can’t beat ourselves up; what’s done is done. I’m glad Layla will be here.”

“So am I.”

“Petra asked me how early the members who are staying at the hotel can arrive at the barn. I need to tell Darlene I invited the five genealogy club members to breakfast here on Friday and Saturday,” Jenna said.

“I’m glad she asked. If we tried to have someone at the barn early just in case, that would cut our staff at breakfast at the inn, and we’re skimpy as it is.” 

Jenna glanced toward the front door. “I hear cars in the driveway.” 

Morgan smiled, and her eyes twinkled. “My favorite part. I’ve got this.” 

While Morgan hurried to the foyer to greet the arriving guests, Jenna went into the kitchen. 

Katy trotted to her with her tail wagging. Jenna smiled and stroked Katy’s back and ears. 

When she glanced up, Nora, who was a younger and lighter-weight version of Darlene, smiled and waved as she stirred a sauce on the stove. 

Jenna strolled to Darlene to catch her attention. “I’ve invited the genealogy members who are staying at the hotel to have breakfast with us on Friday and Saturday.”

“I wondered when you’d get around to that,” Darlene said. “Nora and I decided a warm lunch would be better than sandwiches and a bag of chips.”

“You know that sounds good to me. What do you have in mind?” 

“Chili and saltine crackers for tomorrow, and pork stew and tortilla chips on Saturday.” 

“Won’t that be a lot of work?”

Nora laughed and spoke to Darlene in Spanish. 

Darlene chuckled. “Nora said I should tell you it’s going to be almost too much work for two people, but we’ll do our best.”

Nora nodded as she grinned at Jenna.

Darlene said, “Actually, it’s easier than making sandwiches. I sent Nora to the store so we can make the chili, stew, cookies, and desserts today, then all we have to do tomorrow is heat the chili and set everything out. Same for Saturday. The chili and stew will be self-serve so we don’t have to worry about portions.” 

“What about snacks?”

“We bought snack packs.” 

“Everything sounds perfect.” 

Darlene nodded and turned away to check the oven.

When Jenna headed toward her office, Katy padded to the door to the hallway then glanced over her shoulder at Jenna. 

Jenna turned back and smiled. “Katy and I are going for a walk.”  

Nora said, “I’ll tell Darlene.”

Jenna zipped up her coat and put on her gloves before she and Katy went outside. 

“Should this be a long or short walk?” Jenna asked. 

Katy trotted toward the path to the peach orchard. 

Jenna groaned. “I probably need to stretch my legs, don’t I?”

Katy grinned then raced into the woods. When Jenna rounded a curve in the path, Katy popped out in front of her. 

When they were on the hill that overlooked the orchard, Jenna gazed at the bare branches. “I was so upset our first Christmas here because I thought all the trees had died, and somehow it was my fault.” 

She was blinded by tears as she kicked at a stick that was on the ground in front of her. The last thing I said to Tom was don’t come back.

“I didn’t mean it,” she cried out.

Katy stared at Jenna. 

“I know it makes no sense, Katy, but those were rough times, and I was at my lowest. This time of year always gets me.” 

Jenna wiped away her tears with her coat sleeve and turned to stroll back to the inn. “Spring was a shock to me when the trees began budding out. Do you remember how I cried in relief because the trees had tiny green leaves?” 

Katy yipped and raced into the woods to chase a chattering squirrel that had taunted her. 

Jenna whispered, “And then I cried because Tom would never be back, and it was my fault.”

Jenna trudged toward the inn with her head down until Katy nudged her hand and barked. 

Jenna cocked her head. “What is it, girl?”

After Katy pounced forward, she glanced back over her shoulder.

“Oh, you want to run. Challenge accepted.” Jenna ran to the inn with Katy at her side.

Jenna slowed when she saw Ethan waiting for her. 

He smiled. “Was it a good run?”

She nodded. “Katy said I needed to clear my head, so we raced, except she stayed with me.”

“Shane will be here in just a minute. Is now a good time for us to talk?”

“Yes. Morgan’s busy with guests.” 

As they strolled to the back door, Ethan asked, “Is everything okay? You seem a little down.” 

“Our caterer and chef aren’t as experienced as we thought. Morgan and I made some adjustments so we could supplement any gaps, but I’m still worried about the weekend. Layla will be here to help.” 

“That’s good news; Layla will make a difference, but is Darlene okay with that? She and Layla seemed to have a special relationship that always included fireworks.” 

Jenna’s mouth quivered as she glanced away. 

He raised his eyebrows then chuckled. “Don’t tell me it was Darlene’s idea.” 

“Good, because you didn’t hear it from me.” 

Before they went inside, Ethan put his hand on Jenna’s shoulder. Jenna caught a whiff of his soap, and she sighed at the comforting aroma.  

“Tell me what I can do to help,” he said.

She gazed at the kindness in his eyes. “I’ve never felt so overwhelmed; it’s like I’m stuck on the railroad tracks in a tunnel, and a train is barreling toward me with its horn blasting. Tell me if you see something I’ve missed.”

Ethan nodded. “I’ll have your back, Boss Lady.” 

Jenna smiled. “That helps.” 

When they went inside, Jenna resisted covering her ears at the loud chattering voices coming from the reception area. 

“Settle down,” Morgan called out, and the voices became quiet.

Ethan leaned close to Jenna and whispered, “Morgan’s the right one to corral that rowdy group, isn’t she?”

When they went into the kitchen, Darlene beamed. “Are you helping us this weekend, Ethan?”

“Sure am. I’m Boss Lady’s right-hand man and body guard.”

Nora added, “We’re having goat cheese dip tomorrow night. Darlene said that was your favorite.” 

“That cinches it for me; I’ll be here all weekend.” Ethan smiled. 

When they were in the office, Jenna giggled. “Darlene knew she had you at the goat cheese dip.”

Ethan shrugged as he strolled to the window and peered out. “Shane’s here.” 

When Shane came into the office, the three of them sat at the table. 

Shane opened his briefcase. “Our topic is security, correct? At a minimum, we need surveillance cameras at the inn, the cottage, and the barn. I have a draft of the locations I recommend.” 

After Shane spread out a survey map of the estate property, he pointed to the small circles he’d added in pencil as locations for the cameras. 

Jenna listened intently while Ethan asked questions and Shane answered them. Shane made adjustments to the blueprint as they talked. I’m understanding more than I expected. Shane’s explanations are always excellent.

“Here’s a rough cost breakdown for the installation.” Shane handed Jenna a price sheet. 

Ethan peered at the sheet and frowned. “That seems stiff.” 

Shane nodded. “We’ll get Adrienne involved. She’ll negotiate a good price for Jenna. Did you know she has a law degree? I asked her once why she was a paralegal and not a partner with Suzanne Nelson. She told me she makes plenty of money, has free rein in the office, and doesn’t have to dress up for court.” 

Jenna chuckled. “I believe it.” 

“So, what do you think, Jenna? Can I send our plan to Adrienne?” Shane asked. “I’m sure she’ll have more questions and ideas we haven’t thought of, which will probably throw us right back to where we started.”  

Jenna furrowed her brow. “The best case is that we never need this, but yes, send the plan to Adrienne, and you’re right. She’ll rip it apart.” 

Shane nodded. “Do you want to let her know I’ll be sending her the proposal?”

Jenna pulled out her phone and sent a text. “Done.” 

“Then I’m on it.” Shane rose. “Thank you, Jenna. I’ll be able to breathe easier after we beef up the security here. I’ll send you a final copy of my drawing this evening.” 

“Darlene might badger you for a place to put another refrigerator, Shane, because we’re doing more of the catering than we had expected. I’m not convinced we’re ready to expand into the catering business.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “I agree with you, Jenna.” 

“Sounds like an excellent topic for a team discussion,” Shane said.

Ethan followed Shane to the door. “I have a few items about the barn to discuss with you, Shane, if you have time.” 

Shane nodded, and the two men left. 

After Jenna went into the dining room, she heard voices in the living room. 

When she strolled into the living room, Katy wagged her tail and smiled as she stood alongside Petra, who was in a conversation with a woman with natural red hair and who was much slimmer than the woman at the café with the bright red hair. 

Petra continued, “I love her books, but it must be difficult for a writer with a pen name to keep their real identity a secret. There are so many ways these days to discover someone’s real name, aren’t there?” 

Jenna raised her eyebrows when the woman flinched.

Petra glanced up. “Hi, Jenna. Everyone, this is Jenna, the owner of the Peach Blossom Retreat and the Peach Blossom Barn.”

The woman with red hair smiled, and her green eyes twinkled as she examined Jenna’s face. “I’m Brittany. I’m sure you won’t remember everyone’s name, but we’ll remind you. My husband is Stan.” 

She pointed at the two men who stood in front of the fireplace in an intense discussion. “My Stan is the tall, good-looking man with brown hair and glasses.” 

Stan glanced toward his wife when he heard his name and strode toward them with an engaging smile.

When he joined them, Stan said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Jenna. I love the architecture of your inn. You may have remodeled, but you’ve certainly stayed true to her fine bones.”

Jenna returned his smile. “Thank you. That was our goal.” 
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