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Dedication



Grits and Greed is dedicated to the colors peach and purple and to wind chimes. 







  
  
Previously




I’m Jenna Ross. My sweet Golden Retriever, Katy, has been my constant companion and confidante 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 over 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. 

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 is my best friend. I also hired a fulltime housekeeper, Wendy, who is transitioning into a sous chef role. 

Ethan Bentley, a general contractor and landscaper, and Shane Lawson, an architect who is now engaged to Morgan, updated the Peach Blossom Barn to be an event center. We held our first event in the barn, and despite the unexpected issues that popped up, including a serial killer in our midst, the group will return next year.  

I probably should explain 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 or overwhelming sensations when I touch certain objects or people. Because of my gift and my natural tendency to be an introvert, I shy away from touch like shaking hands or handling other people’s personal items.

My gift occasionally weighs on me like a burden that could have been unbearable except for the support and help of Nettie Wyndham’s portrait. Nettie was the owner of the Wyndham estate in the 1920s, and her portrait has a quiet presence that inspires me.

Ethan and I had a rocky start when I first came to the Peach Blossom Retreat, but his rough exterior has softened, and maybe my prickly side has too. You caught that maybe, right? But I trust him, and we’ve grown closer. 








  
  
Chapter One 




Jenna burst into the kitchen from the office, her blue eyes blazing, with strands of her long blond hair falling from her messy bun. 

“Qué pasa, Boss Lady?” Darlene asked. “You look like somebody set your registration book on fire.” 

“That’s an excellent description of my day, Darlene.” 

Jenna narrowed her eyes. “Morgan, we have a problem; we need to talk in my office.” 

Morgan and Katy followed Jenna. “Last I heard it was our office, but okay.” 

When they were inside the office, Jenna pointed at the old wooden table that served double-duty as a conference and work table. “We might as well sit because I need answers.” 

Morgan slipped Katy a treat, and Katy flopped down on the cool wooden floor.

After Morgan sat at the table, Jenna glared at her and then sat across from her. “You told me the innkeeper association was all online.”

Morgan furrowed her brow. “Oh no, is there something missing from their website? Is it a topic the event coordinator association might address? I’d be happy to ask them. Has something new come up? Do we have another new event to schedule? What is it?” 

“The innkeeper association has a three-day annual meeting in Savannah, Georgia, this year.” 

Morgan tilted her head. “That’s great news, isn’t it? Don’t most conferences usually meet in Las Vegas? When will their speakers’ presentations be online?”

“The speakers’ presentations will be online one week after the meeting in Savannah, and the conference is next week, from Monday through Wednesday.” 

Morgan nodded and then raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t heard what the problem is yet.” 

Jenna drummed her fingers on the table. “The problem is they’ve offered me a scholarship to the conference. According to the email, they select one of the new members every year to receive a scholarship based on the one-page essay that each new member included with their application for membership.” Jenna crossed her arms. “What essay did I submit? And why did they assume I would be attending the conference?” 

Morgan shrugged. “You were busy with everything that was going on, so Layla and I wrote a little something. You proofread it.” 

“I’ve only proofread ad copy.” Jenna narrowed her eyes. “And my biography for the website, which was one page. What a coincidence.” 

Morgan beamed. “Your corrections were great too. You really are an excellent editor.” 

Jenna waved her hand as she rose. “Whatever. It won’t take me long to write a polite decline.” 

“Why don’t you wait until tomorrow and think about it? Did they send an agenda? Do you know who the speakers are? Do they have any panels?” 

Jenna growled, “I didn’t bother to look at the agenda. You know I can’t leave the inn for a three-day conference on such short notice.”

Morgan’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

Jenna continued, “Being stuck in a conference with a roomful of strangers is my idea of torture. I would literally walk out the first time someone said the word, icebreaker.” 

Morgan narrowed her eyes. “Explain to me why you can’t leave the inn for three days.” 

“You know I can’t. I haven’t left the inn for one day since I came here. I would feel like I was abandoning it.” 

“Abandoning?”

“Yes.”

Morgan stared at Jenna, then cleared her throat. “So, if there isn’t anything else, I have things to do.” 

Jenna glared at the door to the kitchen after Morgan left. “Morgan knows how I feel about the inn, Katy. What was wrong with her? Besides that, it’s not fair. Morgan always looks so professional and pulled together. She’s wearing her sage green silk shirt that goes so well with her dark skin and her gray pressed-pleat slacks, and to top it off, she’s tall.” 

Jenna glanced down at her jeans and her red and gray flannel shirt she wore over her pink peach blossom long-sleeved T-shirt. Even though she had anchored her hair with a clip, strands of fine hair fell across her face. “I look like I’m ready to go out to the barn to milk goats, but only the short ones.” Jenna exhaled. 

Jenna’s phone buzzed with a text from Ethan. “Would you like to have dinner with me tonight?”

She glared at her phone. “Ethan has terrible timing, Katy. The last thing I would like is to go to a crowded restaurant with all the noise while I stumble through meaningless small talk that neither one of us can hear without shouting like everybody else.” 

She exhaled. Maybe Morgan will release me from my promise not to be mean to Ethan just this one time. 

When she opened the door to the kitchen, only Darlene was in the kitchen. She had covered her salt and pepper hair with an oversized pink paisley bandana she had tied in the back and was wearing her favorite pale pink Peach Blossom Retreat apron. 

She hummed while she poured batter into a large cake pan.

After Katy dashed ahead of Jenna and flopped down at her favorite spot in front of the oven, Darlene reached down and scratched Katy’s ears then glanced up at Jenna.

“Where’s Morgan?” Jenna asked. 

“She said she had a call about an event reservation and wanted to check something at the barn,” Darlene said. “She always rides with Shane to work these days, so I asked her if she wanted to take my car since it’s so cold, but she said she needed the exercise. You need help with something?” 

“No, I just had a question for her. What are you baking?” 

“This is an apple spice sheet cake, and next I’ll bake a chocolate sheet cake. Wendy and I decided that baking cakes today would get us ahead for this week. We’ll freeze and then frost them later. Since we don’t have any guests until tomorrow, Wendy is doing her deep cleaning. Today is my solo baking day.” Darlene pulled out another baking pan. 

“I could use a walk myself. I’ll check in with Wendy, then I’ll be at the barn with Morgan if you need me.” 

Darlene nodded. “Morgan needs to see you; she told me you were mad at her, but I think you hurt her feelings. For somebody who is supposed to be so sensitive, you blew it, Boss Lady. I hope your question is an apology. She must have been terribly upset to walk to the barn in this cold weather.” 

Darlene turned away and opened the pantry. Jenna bit her lip as she left the kitchen. Maybe I overreacted. 

When she was in the hall, Jenna heard the vacuum running on the second floor. 

As she passed the living room, Jenna’s phone buzzed with another text from Ethan. “I know a quiet place that is very relaxing.” 

She grumbled, “You’re pushing it, Ethan.” 

Come talk. 

Jenna strolled into the living room and sat in her yellow chair, which gave her the perfect view of Nettie’s portrait. 

After she sat down, Jenna felt the tension disappear, and she relaxed as she gazed at Nettie’s portrait. 

A sunbeam brightened Nettie’s face. Go.

Jenna grumbled, “I really don’t want to go. I can’t be gone from the Peach Blossom Retreat for that long.” 

Ouch.

Jenna glanced at Nettie, then furrowed her brow. “I hurt Morgan’s feelings when I said that, didn’t I?” 

The wind blew the tree branches, and they scraped against the living room windows.

Jenna whispered even though she still heard the vacuum cleaner upstairs. “I’ll be too far away.” 

Jenna bit her lip as she stared at the floor. “I won’t have any help.” 

Take me with you.

Jenna blinked in confusion and cocked her head as she gazed at Nettie. “How can I do that? I can’t take your portrait.” 

A gust of wind rounded the corner of the inn, and the chimes on the front porch jingled.

Jenna smiled. I’ll bet that’s exactly what Nettie’s laugh sounded like. 

The safe in the office.

“What safe? The safe in my office? The safe in my old office?” 

You’ll know. 

Jenna stared at Nettie’s portrait and waited for more. 

Jenna examined the portrait for a long while, then sighed. “You have more confidence in me than I do.” 

She narrowed her eyes at the guest rooms that were on her way to the stairs. Shane would know where there might have been a safe in the original office. 

She dashed up the stairs, hanging onto the smooth, curved wooden banister, and found Wendy in room five. Wendy glanced up and turned off the vacuum. 

“Do we have an unexpected reservation?” Wendy asked. 

“Nothing like that.” Jenna smiled. “Morgan went to the barn, so Katy and I are going to join her. I just wanted you to know it’s just you and Darlene here for a bit.” 

Wendy returned her smile. “Thanks for letting me know.” 

As Jenna left, Wendy turned the vacuum back on. 

When Jenna went into the kitchen, Katy was waiting next to the door.  

Darlene said, “She’s been waiting for you. Wear a hat, and you have gloves, don’t you? You’re such a lightweight, those gusts will carry you away.” 

After Jenna put on her warm navy blue wool coat, she buttoned up and pulled the hood over her head before they stepped outside. “We should take the car, Katy; this wind is wicked.”  

When an icy blast of wind took away her breath, Jenna pulled up the neck of her coat to cover her mouth as she and Katy raced to the cottage.

After they went inside, Jenna grabbed her keys. “Just getting out of the wind made a difference, didn’t it?” 

She sent a text to Morgan. “Stay at the barn. Katy and I will pick you up.” 

Jenna and Katy dashed to her car. After she opened the back door for Katy, she slid into the driver’s seat. 

Morgan replied, “Thanks.” 

Before she reached the end of the driveway, her phone rang. Ethan. 

When she answered, he asked, “My place or yours?”

“What?” 

“I’m cooking tonight, so I’m wondering if I’m cooking at your cottage or my house.” 

Suit yourself was on the tip of her tongue, but Jenna said, “Come to the cottage, and we can cook together. I’d like to talk to Shane today. Do you mind if I invite Morgan and Shane to have dinner with us?”

“Brilliant as always. I’ll bring enough for all of us.” He hung up. 

Jenna headed toward the barn. “I suppose I should have asked what he’s cooking, but Ethan’s an excellent cook. Whatever he plans will be delicious.” 

Katy yipped. 

“You’re right; that is something I should tell him.”

Jenna’s car was buffeted on the way to the barn. “We’ve got a front coming in. Do you think we might have to cancel dinner at the cottage?” 

Jenna parked close to the front door. 

When they dashed inside, Morgan was sitting on the floor in front of the open, empty cabinets with cleaning rags and a spray bottle of Wendy’s favorite commercial cleanser in front of her. Behind her were two clothesbaskets and a pile of tablecloths. 

Morgan glanced up. “I saw some mouse droppings near the back door. I checked the cabinets and didn’t see anything, but then I got sidetracked inspecting the tablecloths for stains or damage. I wanted to check the linens before we take them to the inn. Meanwhile, I should probably clean the cabinets while I have them empty.”

Jenna and Katy strolled to Morgan. Katy gave Morgan a quick nudge on her cheek. Morgan stroked Katy’s neck, then Katy trotted to the back door and laid down.

Morgan peered at the window in front of her. “The wind came up fast, didn’t it? When I checked the weather earlier, the forecast said it’s going to be stormy around five o’clock. I already asked Shane to pick me up earlier than usual.” 

“Makes sense. What can I do to help?”

“Nothing. I’m fine.”

“Are you sure? I could help clean or organize the tablecloths.” 

“No, thank you. I’ve got it. You’re busy.”

Morgan sprayed the cleanser and scrubbed inside the cabinet. 

“It was a good idea to store the tablecloths here for convenience, but it’s not working out as well as we hoped because they’re not getting good air circulation. They smell a little musty even though we washed them right after we used them. I think we should rewash all of them. I’ll talk to Wendy about rearranging the items on the storage shelves in the laundry room so we can store them where they’ll get better circulation, but still be in an accessible spot so we can pull what we need for an event.” 

“That should work.” 

Morgan snorted. 

Jenna picked up a tablecloth, then sat on the floor near Morgan. “I want to apologize for being so rude earlier. I could claim I was caught off-guard, but that’s no excuse for what I said. I have full confidence in your ability to manage the inn for the time I’d be at the convention if I were going or even longer.” 

“Thanks.” Morgan exhaled and turned to face Jenna. “I didn’t really think it through. I could claim I was just completing your application, but that wouldn’t be entirely true. I was being a little sneaky because I thought you’d decide not to apply at all for the membership if I said anything.” Morgan rolled her eyes. “I was hoping you would be selected for the scholarship, but dreading what you’d say if you were.” 

Jenna smiled. “I hope I didn’t disappoint you.” 

Morgan chuckled. “You exceeded my expectations.” 

Jenna frowned at the tablecloth in her lap. “This has a ballpoint pen ink stain.”

Morgan nodded. “I noticed that on several other tablecloths. I’m tossing those with stains into the small clothesbasket.”

After Jenna handed Morgan the tablecloth, Morgan dropped it into the small clothes basket behind her then continued, “I’ll ask Wendy if she has any tricks on how to get the stains out. I didn’t notice them before I washed them, so I’m afraid they might be baked in by the dryer.” 

Jenna examined the next tablecloth. “I glanced over the agenda and the descriptions of the speakers and panels. The keynote speaker is a tour mogul who specializes in haunted houses and old buildings. She expanded her business model and bought several inns and touts them as haunted. The topic of her talk is ‘Find Your Niche and Make it Bigger.’” 

Morgan furrowed her brow as she unfolded the next tablecloth. “What’s our niche? A historic inn? Being rural?” 

“Do we have to have a niche?”

“We should at least investigate the benefits of having a niche,” Morgan said. 

“True. We could claim historic unofficially, but I don’t want to go through the official process to declare the inn a historical site. Maybe our niche is the barn and hosting events. What do you think?” 

Morgan nodded. “That would help us in so many ways in branding and marketing.” 

“I hadn’t thought about the marketing benefits of having a niche.” 

Morgan’s dark eyes twinkled. “It would help target the marketing I’m doing. What about panels? I seem to remember a panel on caterers and other service partners and how to integrate a service partner into your business model. If you were going to be on a panel, what would it be?” 

Jenna snorted. “I could be the expert on how to do everything wrong from start to finish.”  

“I think we do just fine overall.” Morgan peered into the cabinet. “I have everything out, and I don’t see any signs of bugs or mice. Is there any free time to do any sightseeing during the conference?”

“It looks like there is, but I’m sure most people would take advantage of the spare time and hide in their rooms and work. I know I would, but it doesn’t matter because I’m not going.” 

Morgan rose and picked up the larger basket. “I’m ready to go back to the inn.” 

Jenna picked up the smaller basket, and Katy raced to the front door. 

Jenna smiled. “Katy’s ready too.” 

Morgan pushed hard to open the door against the wind as it whipped around the corner; she held the door open so it wouldn’t slam shut while Jenna came out of the barn.

After they were in the car, Morgan exhaled in relief. “I couldn’t have walked back in this wind. It wasn’t like this when I left.” 

The wind continued its assault on Jenna’s car as she headed toward the inn. She slowed down and gripped the steering wheel while she fought the wind blasts that threatened to push her car off the road and onto the shoulder.  

Jenna exhaled in relief when she turned at the driveway. “I have another obstacle as far as leaving the inn and going to the conference is concerned.” 

Morgan nodded. “Nettie. Your sensitivity is a remarkable gift, but she has always had your back. You’ve already talked to her, haven’t you? What did she say?” 

She said I should go. Jenna exhaled. “We agreed I couldn’t take her portrait with me, but she told me to check the safe in the office, which means I have to talk to Shane. I think she meant my old office, which would have been her office.” 

“What are we looking for?”

“I have no clue, but she said I’d know when I found it.” 

“That’s so Nettie, isn’t it?” Morgan chuckled.

Jenna parked close to the inn’s back door instead of her usual spot next to her cottage. After Jenna held her back car door open for Katy, Katy raced to the back door and barked while Jenna and Morgan grabbed the clothesbaskets.

Darlene opened the door for Katy and waited for Jenna and Morgan as they carried in the clothesbaskets. 

Jenna followed Morgan into the laundry room. After she dropped her basket, Jenna pushed back her hair, which had completely covered her face, and re-anchored her hair with her clip.

Morgan giggled. “I was wondering why you were practically walking on the backs of my shoes.” 

Jenna smoothed back the strays with her fingers. “I couldn’t see a thing but the ground; I had to stay close enough to see your feet, or I would have walked into the wall.”

Morgan pulled out her phone to check the weather. “The storm is moving faster, and the time for it to hit here has shifted to four o’clock. I’ll have to let Shane know.” 

Jenna put the small clothesbasket on top of the large one and slid them to the laundry room before she sent Ethan a text. “Rainstorm at four.”

Ethan replied, “Just saw that. We’re wrapping up early to have everything secured by three.”

“Just you, me, and Katy tonight.” 

“Not surprised. Thanks.”

Jenna stared at the clothesbaskets. This is Wendy’s turf. I’ve already stepped on Morgan’s toes today; I’d rather not have to apologize to Wendy too.  

Before she reached the kitchen, Morgan and Wendy came out. “Shane will be here in half an hour; Wendy and I are going to the laundry room,” Morgan said. 

“Thank you.” 

When Jenna went into the kitchen on her way to the office, Darlene asked, “What are the dates for the innkeepers’ conference?” 

“It doesn’t matter; I’m not going.” Jenna continued to her office. 

“Come sit at the counter. I didn’t hear what you said.” 

“I’m not going to the conference. I can’t leave the Peach Blossom Retreat for four days.”

Darlene glared at Jenna and crossed her arms. “Did you say that to Morgan?” 

“Yes, but I apologized.”

Darlene growled, “You apologized, but you still aren’t going? How sincere was that apology?”

Jenna glared at Darlene. “I meant it.” 

Darlene snorted. “Oh, did you now?” 

Darlene turned her back on Jenna and opened the empty oven. “Oh, look. I forgot to turn on the oven, and it’s as cold as an apology with no action to back it up.”

Jenna stormed to her office and slammed the door behind her.

Why is everybody so fired up about this conference?

She sat at her computer and read over the agenda again. It really is perfect for innkeepers. 

Jenna checked to see how long it would take to go from Paisley to Savannah. Four hours. I can leave after lunch on Sunday. 

Jenna typed her response and wrinkled her nose as she sent her email. Done. 

After Jenna checked the registrations, she went into the kitchen.

Darlene was putting away the sheet cake pans while Wendy and Morgan sat at the counter. The three of them smiled at her. 

Jenna narrowed her eyes. “What is going on?” 

“Nothing.” Morgan avoided Jenna’s gaze.

“Right, nothing. For your information, I’m going to the innkeepers’ conference in Savannah next week. I’ll leave on Sunday after lunch and be back on Thursday in time for lunch,” Jenna said.

Morgan spoke loudly so Darlene could hear her. “Darlene, would you like to do the honors?”

Darlene nodded and opened the pantry door. She removed a gift box with a peach colored bow on the top and handed it to Jenna. 

Jenna stared at the box. 

“I want to go home,” Darlene growled. “Open it.”

Jenna lifted the lid and giggled. “It’s a baseball cap with a peach blossom.”

“We had a variety of choices for the color of the cap, but the rustic rose was our unanimous favorite,” Wendy said. 

“We thought the single peach blossom was perfect for a logo,” Morgan added.

“I love it.” Jenna put it on and then posed with her cap. “What do you think?”

Darlene opened a drawer and handed Jenna a hand mirror. “See for yourself.”

“I think it’s perfect,” Morgan said.

Jenna admired her hat in the mirror. “I do too.” 

After Jenna returned the mirror to Darlene, she peered at Morgan. “When did you order this?” 

Morgan shrugged.

“I’m done for the day, Boss Lady, unless you have anything for me,” Darlene said. 

Jenna sighed. “I don’t have anything else. My cap is beautiful; thank you.”

Darlene nodded. “Good. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

After Darlene left, Morgan said, “Wendy and I need you to go into the laundry room.”  

Now what? Jenna followed Wendy and Morgan to the laundry room. “It’s not another surprise, is it?”

Wendy giggled. “No, but wouldn’t that have been a great idea? Maybe a matching rustic rose T-shirt or something.” 

When Jenna was in the room, Morgan pointed to a tablecloth on the shelf that was two levels below the top shelf. “Move the tablecloth to the shelf above it.” 

Jenna grabbed the tablecloth and narrowed her eyes at the target shelf. When she tossed it, the tablecloth landed squarely on the shelf. 

“Good pitch, Boss Lady.” Morgan chuckled. 

“The ball cap made a difference, didn’t it?” Wendy giggled.

Morgan nodded. “You win, Wendy. I misjudged how high that shelf was.”

Wendy smiled. “Jenna, we didn’t want to make it hard for you to reach the tablecloths, so we’ll stack our first choice of tablecloths on the lower shelf and the overflow on the shelf above it.”

Morgan added, “The overflow will be the tablecloths with ink or stains.”

Jenna sighed. “We could use a step stool.”

“Morgan bought one last week because I can’t reach the top shelf, and we wanted to use it,” Wendy said. “I installed some hooks and hung it on the wall behind the door.” 

“Have you heard about this afternoon’s weather, Wendy?” Jenna asked.

“Morgan told me. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

After Wendy left, Jenna said, “I could use a cup of hot tea.”

On their way to the kitchen, Morgan said, “Darlene made a Greek feta dip for us to have with crackers. She said we might need a snack as a fortification before the storm.” 

While they waited for their tea to steep, Morgan pulled out the dip while Jenna found an open box of the rosemary and olive oil crackers that she and Morgan loved.

“Table or counter?” Morgan asked. 

“Let’s be fancy and sit at the kitchen table.” 

“Fancy is right; we usually grab a quick bite and rush to the office.” Morgan put the dip and their cups of tea on the table. 

After she tasted the dip and took a sip of her tea, Jenna said, “Is the innkeepers’ association going to be one of those things I’ll regret in the morning?”

Morgan snorted. “You’re not allowed to regret it until after you get back, so you’ll have stories to tell. So, what are you going to wear to the banquet?” 

Jenna stared at her. “I don’t know; I guess I’ll wear a shirt and jeans. Why?”

Morgan smiled. “Wendy and I found the perfect blouse for you, and Darlene approved it.”

Morgan opened the pantry and pulled out a sack. “See what you think.”

Jenna held up the long-sleeved, pale peach, cotton blouse that buttoned down the front. “It looks a little low-cut.” 

“Try it on.”

Jenna grumbled as she carried the blouse to the restroom. When she came out, she modeled it for Morgan.

“It’s perfect. What do you think?” Morgan asked.

“Tell Darlene and Wendy I grumbled so they don’t get too big for their britches, but I love it.” 

Morgan snickered. “I knew you would.”

Katy whined.

Morgan rose from her seat. “Shane must be here. I didn’t hear his car over the noise of the wind.”

While Morgan and Katy went to the back door, Jenna quickly changed back into her shirt before they returned with Shane. 

Shane lifted his glasses as he peered at the dip and crackers. “Darlene has struck again.”

He wore his favorite dark blue shirt and bright yellow tie with his khakis. His sharp, professional architect look was softened by his blond flyaway hair with its out-of-control cowlick. 

“How about a glass of sweet tea?” Morgan asked as she put ice into a glass, then poured the tea. 

“Thanks, honey.” Shane joined Jenna at the table. “I like your ball cap. Is that our new logo?”

Morgan nodded. “It’s a proof of concept.”

“Is that for the convention?” Shane asked.

Morgan glared at him.

“What?” Shane scooped up another spoonful of dip and smeared it on two crackers. 

Jenna rolled her eyes. “Did everybody know I was going to the association convention except me?”

Morgan’s eyes twinkled. “Why do you think Darlene won’t let you do the grocery shopping?”

Shane laughed. “Sorry, Jenna, but can’t you hear a cashier announcing, ‘Attention, shoppers. Jenna is going to the conference.’” 

Jenna narrowed her eyes. “No, I can’t.” 

Morgan crossed her arms.

Jenna sighed. “Maybe it was kind of funny the way you said it. Shane, there’s a safe in my old office; could you help me find it?” Jenna asked.

He furrowed his brow. “There’s no wall safe because we took down all the walls when we remodeled your old office into the two en suite guest rooms. Wait, is this from Nettie?”

Jenna nodded. 

Shane gulped down half his tea and spooned up a heaping helping of dip and scraped it onto a cracker. “Has to be a floor safe, then. We should be able to find it. I need a broom.” 

“We can grab one on our way,” Morgan said. 

When they were in the bedroom that had been the office, Shane said, “We didn’t pull up the original floor because it was still in great shape. I’ll go back and forth like mowing a yard or vacuuming a carpet and tap the floor. We’re listening for a tap that sounds more like a thud.” 

Jenna and Morgan watched and listened as Shane started at one corner and went back and forth across the room, tapping with the broom handle as he went. 

When he was close to the middle of the room, he slowed his pace. 

Jenna said, “If I had a floor safe, I’d want it under my desk or on one side of my desk chair.” 

One board is different.

Jenna smiled. Thanks, Nettie.

Jenna peered at the floor, then she saw it. “Tap here.” She pointed at the board that was different.

“I already tapped there,” Shane said.

Jenna cocked her head. “Tap again.” 

When Shane’s tap yielded a dull thump close to the foot of the bed, he narrowed his eyes. “How did you know?”

“The board is different.”

Shane inspected the board. “I can’t see any difference; I don’t suppose you have any chalk I could use, do you?” 

“No, but I can give you some duct tape if you want to mark the boundaries.” Morgan dashed out of the room and returned with pink duct tape. 

“Pink?” Shane asked. 

“According to Darlene, it was on sale,” Jenna smiled. 

Shane examined the tape. “This might leave residue on the floor. Do you have something else?”

Morgan took the roll of tape from him and pulled a strip close to ten inches long then pointed at the tape that was close to the rest of the roll. “Cut here.” 

After Shane pulled out his pocket knife, he cut the strip where Morgan had indicated. Morgan folded the strip down the middle with the sticky sides together. 

“This won’t stick to the floor and ruin it, but we can mark the edges,” Morgan said. 

“Let’s cut three more pieces of tape, then we need Ethan.” 

“What do we need Ethan for?” Ethan’s lanky frame filled the doorway. 

Ethan wore his usual flannel shirt, jeans, and work boots. His icy blue eyes twinkled as he gazed at Jenna, and she returned his gaze. She pressed her lips together to stop her mouth from tingling when she shifted her gaze to his mustache she’d grown so fond of. 

“We think we’ve found a floor safe, and you’re the only one I know who can lift these boards without ruining the floor,” Shane said. 

Ethan tilted his head. “Nettie had a floor safe?”

“Yes, and there’s something in a safe in her old office she wants me to have,” Jenna said.

Ethan nodded. “Show me where it is.” 

Shane tapped the floor in front of him, then tapped next to the pink tape. 

“I hear it. I need my toolbox.” Ethan strode out of the room. 

“We have plenty of important things to do besides hover over a working man,” Morgan said. 

Jenna snickered. “You go right ahead and do your important things; I’m going to hover.”

“I’m your backup, so I have to stay.” 

“Just stay out of the way,” Shane said. 

“They won’t,” Ethan said. “I’ll need your help, Shane.” 

Morgan whispered, “I think we were just insulted.” 

“We can hear you, and I deny everything,” Shane said.

Jenna strolled out to the foyer, and Morgan followed her. 

“What are we doing out here?” Morgan asked. 

“I wanted to look at the sky to see if any clouds were rolling in.” 

“Look at the trees; it’s still blowing as hard as ever,” Morgan said. 

Jenna examined the sky. “Have we killed enough time yet? Can we see what’s going on?” 

“Let’s go,” Morgan said. 

Before they stepped away from the front door, Ethan called out, “Hey Jenna, we found the safe under the floorboards; what’s the combination?”

Morgan snorted. “Did you hear that? He just assumed you would know the combination for a safe from the 1920s.”

As Jenna and Morgan hurried back to the guest room, a fleeting thought occurred to Jenna. The year Henry was born.  

“One eight nine two,” Jenna said. 

“How did you know that?” Morgan asked.

Katy stared at Morgan.

Morgan shrugged. “You’re right, Katy; silly question.”

When Jenna reached his side, Ethan gave her a pale blue silk-covered box. Jenna opened it and immediately pulled out a necklace with a gold chain and a pale pink pendant.

Morgan peered over Jenna’s shoulder. “There’s more jewelry in the box.” 

Jenna handed the box to Morgan. “Put it in the office safe; I’ll look at it later. This is what I’ll wear.” 

Morgan examined the necklace. “I’ve never seen a stone like that. What is it?”

Shane narrowed his eyes as he studied it. “It’s a pink opal. It’s a symbol of peace and healing.” 

“How do you know that?” Morgan asked. 

“My mother is a jewelry guru. Dad calls her the queen of rocks, but only behind her back.” 

“There’s nothing else in the safe. I’m going to close it up,” Ethan said.

Jenna put on the necklace and hurried to the living room. 

“Thank you, Nettie. I’m going to wear it all the time.”

Shane called out, “Pink opal soaks up water. You don’t want to wear it in the shower.”

Jenna rolled her eyes. “I stand corrected.”

The wind howled. 

Jenna crossed her arms. “I can’t hear the chimes because the wind is so loud, Nettie, but I still know you’re laughing.”

Morgan joined her in the living room. “We’re leaving now, Jenna. I think the storm is moving in sooner than they expected. See you in the morning.” 

Ethan came out of the guestroom with his toolbox. 

“Are you ready to go?” he asked. “I can drop off my toolbox and pick up the groceries from my truck.”

Jenna stared at Nettie’s portrait. “Are you sure this is right for me to do?”

The wind died down for a moment, and the chimes jingled.

“Thanks.” Jenna smiled. 

“I’ll help carry groceries, Ethan.” 

“There’s not that much; you and Katy could hold the door open for me so I can dash right in.”

Before they reached the back door, a loud clap of thunder rattled the inn’s windows. 

Ethan opened the door. “Run, Jenna. I can smell the rain; it’s close.”  

As Jenna and Katy raced to the cottage, a light shower turned into fat raindrops. Jenna opened the door for Katy, then turned to wait for Ethan.

The rain became a downpour as he hurried to the cottage with his head down while he carried six grocery sacks and a gallon jug of sweet tea with a bottle of wine under one arm. 

After he was inside, he exhaled as he set the sacks and wine on the kitchen table. “It’s going to get rough out there.” 

Before Jenna closed the door, pea-sized hail slammed the porch.

While Ethan unloaded the sacks and put groceries in the refrigerator or on the counter, Jenna said, “I could have unloaded the truck all by myself in only four trips, except for that hail thing.” 

He stared at her and then burst out laughing. “Are you making fun of me for bringing in everything at once?”

She held back a giggle as she shrugged. “If the man-carry stereotype fits…” 

“My mom has a picture of my dad and me when I was five. The two of us were carrying in loads of firewood. I couldn’t see over the top of my stack, and neither could he.”

Jenna laughed. “Genetics.”

“Mom would agree with you.” 

Ethan pointed to the bottle of wine. “I bought a bottle of wine when I thought Morgan and Shane were joining us. You aren’t likely to get into a shootout tonight, so I thought you would enjoy a glass of wine with your dinner.” 

“What are we having for dinner?” 

Ethan smiled. “Spaghetti and toasted baguette with lemon gelato for dessert. It’s my mom's spaghetti sauce. She makes it in batches and freezes it. I’ll skillfully warm it up while the spaghetti cooks.” 

Jenna returned his smile. “Shall I toast the baguette?”

“That would be great.”

While they worked side by side, Jenna told Ethan about the conference. 

“It sounds like there will be quite a few opportunities to learn from experienced innkeepers.”

“I hope so because I’m definitely going under protest.”

Ethan smiled as they sat down to eat. “The good news is that you have six days to remind Morgan of how miserable you’ll be.” 

Jenna giggled. “Since when are you the expert at seeing the bright side?” 

During dinner, Jenna and Ethan ignored the raging thunderstorm while they talked more about the conference, the inn, and Ethan’s new project. 

“I have to show you something.” Jenna pulled her hat out of her backpack. “I think Morgan ordered this when she signed me up for the conference.”

“That’s a great cap for you. The peach blossom would be great in a logo, wouldn’t it?” 

“I’m sure that’s what Morgan had in mind.” 

When they heard a crack then a loud thud over the howling wind, Ethan strode to the front window and peered out. “We have a large limb down between the cottage and the inn. You might have an overnight visitor.” 

“Mr. Moore told me a second bedroom is always handy for guests, and Wendy insisted it had to always be ready. She dusts it once a week.” 

“Do I have to sign the guest register?” Ethan’s eyes twinkled. 

Jenna giggled. “Only if you ask Wendy or Morgan.” 

Ethan's tone became serious. “Does Nettie think something will happen at the conference? Is that why you have to take the necklace? For protection?”

“No, I needed the reassurance that she’d be close while I was in Savannah because I was so nervous about going, so she told me about the safe.” 

While Jenna loaded the dishwasher and Ethan put away the leftovers, Ethan paused. “Hear that?” 

Jenna cocked her head. “The wind has died down.” 

“Yep. It was a fast-moving storm.” 

When they sat together on the sofa, Ethan pulled Jenna close. 

“Tell me more about your new project,” Jenna said. 

While Ethan talked, she leaned against him and relaxed. She closed her eyes and slowly drifted off to the sound of his comforting voice.

When it was close to nine o’clock, Katy yipped, and Jenna jerked awake. 

“I’m so sorry; I fell asleep.” She yawned. 

“Katy and I don’t need an apology; we decided you’d had a long day,” Ethan said. “The wind has stopped, and Katy’s ready to call it a night.” 

Ethan rose and put on his brown canvas jacket with the tan and green plaid flannel lining. “I’ll take Katy for a walk. I want to see if there are any more branches down.” 

When they returned, Ethan said, “You have several branches down, but the cottage and the inn are fine. I’ll have a crew clean up the area tomorrow. Katy and I walked to the road, and the driveway was clear.”

He put his arms around her, and she sighed as she rested her head on his chest. 

“I have a friend of a friend who is going to Savannah next week. I might ask if he needs someone to ride shotgun with him.”

“It’s only three days. You don’t have to do that.”

He nodded. “You’re right.” 

When she gazed up at him, he cupped her chin with his hand, then smiled as he returned her gaze and leaned down. Jenna met his warm lips with hers as she gently stroked the smooth skin on the back of his neck. 

His breath was lemony and tart from the gelato, and his mustache tickled her upper lip and made her shiver. Ethan groaned as their lips parted and he released her. 

“Thank you for dinner,” she whispered.

“Anytime; thank you for the kiss.” He brushed back her hair with his fingertips while he studied her face.

She giggled. “Anytime.” 

With one last lingering kiss, Ethan smiled, then left. 

Jenna peered out the window as he strode to his truck and sighed. “I do love to watch his cute bum.”
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