
  
  
      
        
          Jenna Ross Thriller Books 1-3

          Jenna Ross Thriller Series

		      Elusive Embezzler

Charming Chiseler

Shadow Witness

          Judith A. Barrett

        

        
          [image: ]

          Wobbly Creek, LLC

        

      

    


  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Elusive Embezzler
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Charming Chiseler
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Shadow Witness
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
      
        
          Elusive Embezzler

          Jenna Ross Thriller Book 1

		      
          Judith A. Barrett

        

        
          [image: ]

          Wobbly Creek, LLC

        

      

    


  
  
Dedication



Elusive Embezzler is dedicated to the colors pale yellow and blue and to finding true friends. 







  
  
Chapter One 




Jenna Ross snapped her laptop shut, her pulse quickening as a familiar knot tightened in her stomach. It had been three months since she had inherited the Wyndham property, and though the Peach Blossom Retreat was now turning a profit, doubt gnawed at her. Could it be just a fluke?

Despite exceeding her first-quarter projections as the youngest and newest owner, Jenna couldn’t shake the sense that something critical was slipping through her fingers. Was there an obvious red flag she was missing? What if it all came crashing down?

She sighed as she rubbed her forehead with her fingers to relieve the tension. Her golden retriever, Katy, shifted at her feet. Jenna leaned down and scratched behind the dog’s ears, seeking comfort. 

“Well, girl,” she murmured, “we’re still here. That’s a victory, right? Even if I do lie awake at night wondering what I’ve botched so badly, there’s no recovery.” 

Katy whined softly, nudging her leg.

“We need a break, don’t we? Are you ready to go out?” Jenna pushed back her chair and giggled as Katy scrambled to the door with her tail wagging in high gear. 

When Jenna opened the door, Katy bolted around the side of the inn. 

Jenna removed the large pink clip that held her long, dark blonde hair in a messy bun and shook her head while the light wind tossed her hair and relieved some of the pressure she felt as she followed Katy. 

She sharply inhaled when she saw Ethan Bentley, her prickly landscaper, leaning on his shovel with a scowl.

"We need to talk," he said, his voice as sharp as the shovel blade. “When was the last time you looked in your equipment shed? I don’t mind bringing my equipment here because that’s what you’re paying extra for, but with a little maintenance and some elbow grease, I could use your equipment and get a lot more done in a shorter amount of time.” 

Jenna glared to hide her confusion. I didn’t know I had an equipment shed, and I certainly have no clue what equipment might be in it. 

She jutted out her jaw. “What do you suggest?” 

Ethan’s nostrils flared, and his icy blue eyes narrowed against the backdrop of the garden. “I just told you the equipment needed maintenance, and if something can’t be repaired, you need to replace it.” 

“Duly noted.” Jenna wheeled around and returned to the inn. 

As she went inside, the nagging thought returned. What else am I missing?

After Jenna returned to her desk, she picked up the menus and grocery list for the upcoming week and read them a third time. 

She furrowed her brow. The grocery list matches what the menus have on them. Why am I supposed to approve the menus and the grocery list? Why doesn’t this make sense to me?

She groaned. I still need to update the website and check our online ads, approve the pending registrations, and update the registration book.

The silence was suddenly shattered by banging and crashing of pots and pans as the inn’s long-time chef, Darlene, muttered under her breath in Spanish while she emptied the dishwasher and rearranged the pantry. 

Jenna flinched with each clang and boom and furrowed her brow. Something’s definitely bothering Darlene.

When Katy barked at the back door, Darlene called out, “On my way, sweet girl.”

After the screen door slammed, Katy trotted into the office, flopped down next to Jenna’s chair, and stretched out on the cool floor. 

“Darlene’s hearing is terrible, but she always hears you when you bark to come inside, doesn’t she? You smell like dandelions and weeds, girl. Did you finish your morning rounds?” Jenna reached down and rubbed Katy’s ears.

When Darlene whistled, Katy gazed at Jenna with her signature sad puppy eyes and then abandoned her and trotted to the kitchen.

Jenna smiled. Traitor.

“Sit,” Darlene said quietly. 

Jenna sighed. “I heard that, Darlene. The vet said we’re supposed to cut back on the treats.” 

“Did you say something?” Darlene asked.

Jenna strode to the kitchen doorway. “I said the vet told us we’re supposed to cut back on the treats.” 

Darlene nodded. “She did, didn’t she?”

Jenna glared at her. “Then you need to stop.”

“We’ll do that as soon as we finish this box of treats. I can’t bear to throw out food; you know that.” 

When Darlene whispered to Katy in Spanish, Jenna furrowed her brow.

“Darlene, did you just promise Katy homemade treats?” 

“If I can get the vet to approve them, would it be okay?”

After the familiar rumble of a motorcycle raced up the driveway, then stopped, Layla bounded inside with the screen door slamming behind her. 

“Lord love a duck, Layla,” Darlene grumbled. “You come roaring in here like a whirlwind. You need to slow down.” 

“Like I would even know how. Mondays are my biggest days. The inn practically empties out after the weekend, which means today’s my day for cleaning guest bedrooms and bathrooms, changing the linens, and spending most of the day running the washer and the dryer.” Layla giggled. “Any time you want to switch jobs, Miss Darlene, you just let me know, but first, you’ll have to teach me how to cook.”   

Darlene snorted. “You wouldn’t slow down long enough to learn.”

“That’s your challenge.” Layla rushed into the dining room with Katy on her trail.

When she stopped, Katy leaned against her and nosed her hand. 

Layla scratched Katy’s chin. “Any special instructions, Jenna?” 

Layla pushed back her mop of wild, untamable red hair from her face. Her tattoos on her upper arms were a sharp contrast to her no-nonsense, dark-framed glasses, and her shirt buttons strained against the fabric in a constant battle to pop free. 

Jenna raised her eyebrows. “Do you and Darlene enjoy arguing as much as it sounds?”

“Sure do.” 

Jenna exhaled. Layla’s twenty-one and only three years younger than I am, but sometimes she makes me feel positively ancient. 

Jenna continued, “Our guest who stayed upstairs in room five, Emily Harris, told me this morning when she checked out that she might stay for another week. Ms. Harris said she’d planned to go to Atlanta, but she had second thoughts. She said she needed time to think about her life and decided the Peach Blossom Retreat would be a change of scenery and a refreshing break from the city. I suggested she’d enjoy the five-mile drive past cotton and corn fields to the Paisley Peach Orchard for their tour and lunch at their café. She said she’d call me after lunch if she stays, so she may be back early this afternoon.” 

Layla rolled her eyes. “Think about her life? What is she, twelve? I’ll straighten her room, so it will be ready for her if she stays, but I’ll have plenty of time later or in the morning to clean it and change the linens if she decides not to return.” 

Katy rolled onto her back, and Layla sat cross-legged on the floor next to her and rubbed her belly. “When you mentioned Atlanta, it reminded me of what I read last week. Did you hear about the big bank in Atlanta that laid off a bunch of its people in its main office and shut down all but two of its branches? Evidently, there was a serious gap in their security. I’ll send you a link. Anything else that needs special attention besides the ditzy lady who might return?” 

“Not this week, but we’ll probably have all nine rooms filled this weekend, so next Monday might be busier than usual. Will you want extra help?” 

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to bring my cousin Hailey with me. Her last class ends this Wednesday, so I’ll check with her to see if she’s available during her break. I’ll let you know for sure tomorrow. If you need me this week, I’m available every day and all next week because I have a brief break before my classes start. Gotta dash; those sheets won’t put themselves in the washer, now, will they?”  

Layla took two steps at a time as she dashed upstairs with Katy trailing her. After Layla went into room five, she shouted, “Sent you the news article, Jenna.” 

“Thanks,” Jenna called out in return. I’ll read it later. 

Jenna closed her computer then rose and strode to the kitchen. “The menu looks great. I’ll call in the grocery list.” 

Darlene glared as she aggressively used every muscle of her wiry body to wipe down the counters to rid them of dirt and germs: her personal enemies that could only be annihilated by physical force. 

Darlene clutched her cleaning rag as she waved it at Jenna to accentuate her frustration. “You’re stepping on my toes again. You’re supposed to review and approve the menu, but I order the groceries weekly, not daily.”

“I’d forgotten you were waiting for me…”

Darlene interrupted. “Because you’re trying to do everything yourself, aren’t you?”

Jenna nodded. “I don’t even know why I’m approving the menus.”

“It’s what has always been done here, and it’s a leftover, questionable practice of a suspicious management that didn’t trust anyone because management was so untrustworthy. We need to make our work easier, not make extra work for ourselves.” Darlene shook her head. “This has really been bothering me.” 

Jenna nodded. “I heard you slamming the pans; now I understand why. Our new process, which you and I worked out last month, was to review the budget at the beginning of the month, and then match up the expenses at the end of the month to see what needed to be adjusted made sense to me. Do you plan your menus each week and then order what you’ll need?” 

Darlene chuckled as she poured two cups of coffee. “Not all. I check to see what’s on sale and what’s in season, and that’s what I order, and then I adjust my menus accordingly. I keep track of my staples and order them when I get low, so I’ll always have a little extra in the pantry.”

“So, what use were the menus and the grocery lists? I mean other than extra work for you?” 

Darlene’s eyes twinkled. “I used them eventually.” 

Jenna chuckled. “For what? Fire starter? So, has anything else been bothering you lately?” 

Darlene sighed. “No, but I didn’t even realize how much the grocery list irritated me.”

“Since you don’t use the menus and the grocery lists, and I don’t have the time for useless busywork that annoys both of us, we’re officially dumping them.” Jenna sipped her coffee. 

“Whatever you say, Boss Lady.” Darlene tittered.

Jenna rolled her eyes. “I’m glad that’s solved. Now, I have something that’s bothering me. Where on earth did you pick up the expression, Lord love a duck?” 

Darlene beamed. “At the county department of driver services when I was getting my license renewed. The line was long and moving really slowly, then this lady behind me said in a very loud voice, ‘Lord love a duck, can’t you people open another window?’ I said it to myself five times so I wouldn’t forget it. I’ve been waiting for the right opportunity to use it and knew I could count on Layla. It’s perfect, isn’t it?”

“It certainly was. You two seem to always have a running feud going on. Do you?”

Darlene snickered. “I love that goofy girl; she reminds me of me when I was her age. We’ve always poked at each other, but not everybody understands.” 

“I’m not sure I do, but I don’t have to, do I? You might be interested in hearing about our online reviews. I check them every morning and have been pleased with how many positive reviews we have. People are raving about your blueberry and cream cheese pastries in particular. One reviewer said she’d sleep on the porch if our rooms were full, just to go through the eight o’clock full breakfast buffet line, but I think the county might have a fit over that, don’t you?”

Darlene’s face softened, and her dimples deepened when her familiar, wicked smile stretched across her face. “I think the county health inspector would be first in line, and we’d have standing room only on the porch by dawn if word got out.” 

Jenna smiled. “I can just see it.” 

“I refilled the small basket on the table near the front door with a few commercial breakfast bars.” Darlene wrinkled her nose and shuddered. “There’s no accounting for taste, is there? Or lack thereof.” She chuckled at her joke.

She removed her favorite pale yellow apron with peach blossoms on the bib and carefully folded it. “I’m taking this home to wash it; it’s kept its color because I wash it on a gentle cycle. My sister says I pamper my apron too much. She’s just jealous because she doesn’t have an apron. I checked the registration book for the week, and today’s check-ins are two couples for three nights, and a third couple for two nights. You have enough appetizers to serve eight people, so you’ll be fine if you don’t have any new registrations other than your Ms. Harris, who, by the way, never came to any of the happy hours, did she?”

Jenna furrowed her brow. “Not that I remember. How did you know?” 

“I chat with the guests in the morning at breakfast, which is what you should be doing instead of whatever you do to avoid people. Your dinner can be the leftover appetizers. The empanadas de pollo for this evening are in the refrigerator. Pop them into the oven for ten minutes before you plan to serve them. You don’t have to remember that, though, because I left you a note.”

Jenna tightened her jaw. “Thank you for the note, but I would have remembered.” 

When a brief frown crossed Darlene’s face, Jenna slowly exhaled to relax. I’m as touchy today as Darlene.

Darlene continued, “The cheese board and olive tray are in the refrigerator, and the crackers are in the pantry. There’s a jug of fresh sweet tea in the refrigerator, and I put the wine and beer glasses on the sideboard for those who bring their favorite adult beverage for tonight’s happy hour. I pulled the cookies from the freezer so they would thaw in time for any earlier arrivals.” 

“Thank you,” Jenna said. 

Darlene peered at herself in the mirror that was next to the door to the dining room. A sign above the mirror said, “You’re entering the guests’ world. Smile.” 

“My sister has been nagging me about my gray hair. I have an appointment at the beauty salon for a haircut, but I’m not sure I’m interested in changing the color. Seems like too much trouble to me.” 

“I think whatever you want is what you should do.” Jenna scowled at the sign. “Does that sign bother you? I don’t like being told to smile; it’s demeaning.”

Darlene went into the storage room and came out with a ladder. She climbed up and ripped the sign off the wall. “I’ve always hated it too.” 

She tossed the sign into the trash and put away the ladder. “Now, that made me smile. See what happens when you take charge?”

When Jenna laughed, Katy trotted into the kitchen and grinned.

“Did our friendly neighborhood landscaper find you? He said he needed to talk to you,” Darlene said. 

“Friendly?” Jenna snorted. “You’re joking, right? He has never said a kind word to me. He’s only a couple of years older than I am, but he always acts like he knows so much more than I do. I’m going to my office. You can handle any of his questions. I’m not in the mood to deal with him.”

Darlene followed Jenna to her office. “Slow down, Jenna. You’re the captain of this ship. What do you mean you aren’t in the mood? What does that have to do with anything? Do you want to chase him away? In fact, I’m not sure whether he’s going to continue past this week. He’s the best there is, and I heard he’d been offered a big contract in the next county. He’s been waiting a week for you to decide…”

“Tell Mr. Ethan Bentley whatever you like; I’m still disgusted with the estate lawyer who advised me to sign a contract with Mr. Bentley instead of renewing the landscaper’s contract who has been taking care of the Peach Blossom Retreat for years. I’ll bet the original landscaper wouldn’t have been as difficult to work with as our current one.” 

Darlene cocked her head as she examined Jenna’s face. “Ethan sure gets you riled up; why is that?”

“He’s an obnoxious know-it-all. I hate that condescending tone he has when he talks down to me. He’s only a few years older than I am, but he talks to me like I was twelve.” 

Darlene’s dark eyes twinkled as she shrugged. “Honey, we all talk down to you. In case you forgot, you’re shorter than I am, and I’m five foot four.” Darlene cocked her head. “That wasn’t as funny as it was in my head, was it? What’s really bothering you?” 

“Absolutely nothing; I am just fine. I just need Mr. Bentley to mind his own business.”

Darlene put her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes. “I’m not buying it. Since when are you so sensitive to what somebody you don’t even like thinks? You might look like a lightweight because you weigh as much as a baby sparrow, but you’re a charging bear when you put your mind to it. Do you want me to stick around to chaperone while you talk to your landscaper, so you don’t hurt him? I could dust the dining room chairs or the baseboards, and I’d be happy to cancel that hair appointment.” 

“No, I’m not your excuse to cancel your appointment. I’ll be civil to Mr. Bentley if I talk to him; for now, I have work to do.” Jenna stomped into her office and slammed the door for emphasis when she went inside, then stayed near the door and held her breath so she could hear any conversations. 

“Is Jenna around?” Ethan asked. 

“She’s working in her office,” Darlene said as she headed to the kitchen. 

“Does she know the condition of the equipment she owns? She needs to get more involved in the operation of this inn,” Ethan grumbled. 

“That’s between you and her. You two need to leave me out of it,” Darlene said.

The screen door slammed louder than when Layla had come in earlier.

He slammed it on purpose. Jenna clenched her teeth as she jerked open her office door. 

Darlene stood in the doorway with Katy at her side; her fist was poised midair to knock, so she followed through and mimed knocking on an invisible door. “Knock, knock. I came to tell you I’m leaving. It’s a wonder I didn’t lose my balance with the way you whipped open the door. Were you standing with your ear against the door so you could listen? I thought you had work to do.” 

Jenna growled, “I heard a door slam.” 

Darlene snorted. “I’ve heard quite a few doors slam this morning; must be an epidemic. I suggest you have a civilized discussion with Mr. Bentley. He obviously has something important on his mind, and I don’t think he will start any projects unless you approve them.” 

“Thank you, but I’ll have to wait a few minutes for my blood pressure to settle down.”  

“Suit yourself. I’d love to stay for the fireworks, but there will be other opportunities, won’t there?” Darlene cackled as she slammed the screen door when she left. 

I need one of those soft closers on the screen door, so our guests won’t be counting how many times we slam it. Jenna turned on her computer and sat at her sturdy oak desk while she pulled up the link Layla had sent her. 

She raised her eyebrows as she read. 

“Following a mass layoff a month ago, a well-established financial institution in Atlanta hired a new auditing company that conducted a routine audit and discovered an embezzlement scheme involving an unidentified individual who was apparently working solo.”

Jenna searched online for information about the demographics of an embezzler. She frowned as she read an online report. “Two thirds of all embezzlers are females in their late 40s, and they work alone; however, male embezzlers are generally at a higher level in the company and tend to get away with much higher amounts.” 

She furrowed her brow. What if a female in her 40s in the right position and a male who is higher in a corporation joined forces? Just because it isn’t typical doesn’t mean it’s not possible.

She returned to reading the article. “The loss has caused financial turmoil beyond that single institution and raised serious concerns among stakeholders. Law enforcement is actively pursuing leads to locate the elusive embezzler. The corporation is implementing tighter controls and external audits while striving to rebuild trust. The incident underscores the critical need for stringent financial oversight and highlights the widespread repercussions of corporate fraud.” 

Interesting article until it dropped into the corporate blah, blah, but it’s dated seven months ago. I wonder if Layla sent me the wrong link.

Jenna switched her focus to check the requests for reservations that had come in overnight. 

While she confirmed reservations for the next two weeks and scheduled rooms, she was startled by the sound of a man clearing his throat. 

She frowned at Ethan as he leaned against the office door jamb with his arms crossed. 

He chuckled. “You sure get into that business stuff, don’t you?” 

His throaty chuckle sent a shiver down her spine. She shook it off in annoyance. 

“What do you want, Ethan?” she growled. 

He shrugged. “If you don’t want to hear because you don’t care about the inn, that’s up to you.” 

Talk about your mixed signals. Jenna’s nostrils flared. “Why don’t you just tell me what you want to say and keep your negative opinions about me to yourself?” 

Ethan glared at her and then turned to leave. “Are you coming or not?” 

“Where are we going?” Jenna caught up with him as he strode to the back door.

When he didn’t respond and went outside, Jenna exhaled, then followed him with Katy at her side. 

“One infuriating man,” she muttered.

She joined him in front of the roses, where he had waited for her. 

He exhaled. “I apologize for…”

Jenna snapped, “What did you want to show me?”

His face reddened, and he glowered as he swept his arm in a wide arc. “Your property is overrun with weeds, and the flower garden is infested with aphids and whiteflies. This has obviously been going on for a long time. How could you have ignored it?” 

Jenna glared at him. “In case you’ve forgotten, I inherited the property and have been here only three months, but I don’t owe you any explanation.” 

Slow down. Jenna exhaled and then cleared her throat to adjust the tone of her voice. “After you give me a personal tour to enlighten me about what you’ve found, I’d be open to hearing your suggestions for correcting the problems.” 

When Ethan raised his eyebrows, Jenna bit her lip as she felt her face grow warm. I went overboard; that sounded snotty.

While they strolled around the property, Ethan pointed out the poor drainage, the weeds that had overtaken the flower beds, and the condition of the lawn. 

Jenna shook her head. “I’ve been so focused on learning the operation of running a bed-and-breakfast that I have paid absolutely no attention to the condition of the grounds. I’m embarrassed that Katy and I go for walks every day, and I’ve never noticed how bad it is. Where do we start? Do you have a list of priorities and a schedule? What about an estimate of costs?” 

Ethan snorted. “Schedule and priorities? What are your priorities?” 

Jenna waved away the gnats from her face. “You’re the expert, not me, so I thought you might have a recommendation.” 

“Let’s go inside and talk,” he said. 

Jenna nodded. That’s the smartest thing I’ve heard out of his mouth since I met him. 

When they were in the kitchen, Jenna motioned toward the wooden table with four chairs around it. “Do you want a glass of sweet tea or lemonade?” 

“Just water is fine.” The chair wobbled as Ethan sat. He rose and flipped the chair upside down. “This leg is loose. Just a bit of wood glue would fix it. Do you have any?”

“I have no idea. I’ll look for some later.” 

“If you find it, I’ll fix it for you.” Ethan sat down.

After Jenna set two large glasses of ice water on the table, she joined him. “Wouldn’t it make sense to start in the front, since that’s the first thing my guests see?” 

Ethan took a long drink. “It does make sense to clean up the front of the inn first, but I’d like to take a week before that to treat the entire yard around the house for pests. The products I use are dog friendly after they dry. To be safe, Katy would have to stay away from the sprayed area for at least twenty-four hours, but two days would be better. I can spray the front and one side, let it dry, and then follow up with the back and the other side two days later.”

“Could you spray the front and the side closest to the driveway today or tomorrow?” 

Ethan nodded. “If we want to jump right on it, I could spray the front and side today like you said, then the back and the other side on Wednesday. If the weather holds, I may have time to mow the front and maybe clean up the flower beds on Thursday, so the Peach Blossom Retreat will be a bit more presentable for guests before the weekend.” 

Jenna raised her eyebrows. “I like it. Can you give me an estimate?”

Ethan’s eyes twinkled as he pulled out his phone and sent a text. “You’ll get your estimate in your email before lunch. Do I start or wait for your approval?” 

Why is he so obnoxious? “Go ahead and start.” 

Ethan held out his hand. When they shook, Jenna felt a sudden shock and stared at his calloused hand that dwarfed hers as he quickly released her hand. 

She exhaled. Must have been static electricity. 

Ethan cleared his throat. “I’ll be back with my equipment in less than an hour. I’ll let you know when I’m going to spray, so you and Katy will know when the front yard is officially off limits.” 

Jenna stared at him. He felt it too.

He narrowed his eyes. “It’s important that you remember not to let Katy go where I’ve sprayed until it’s completely soaked in and dry. If she walks through the chemical and then licks it off her paws, she may end up with a reaction.” 

After he abruptly left, Jenna glowered at the empty hallway. How incompetent and reckless does he think I am? 

She stomped down the hall to the back door, opened the screen door, and then slammed it. I don’t know why I let him get on my nerves, but I feel a lot better. Who knew slamming doors was such great therapy?

“Is that you, Jenna?” Layla called out from upstairs. 

“Yes, it is.” Jenna hurried to the bottom of the stairs. “Did you need anything?” 

“No, I just heard the screen slam and wondered if you’d gone out.” 

“No, I’m still here.” 

As she returned to her office, Jenna mumbled, “I’m acting immature and unprofessional, which is definitely not an appropriate look for a business owner. I’m glad Darlene wasn’t here to rub it in.” 

After Jenna confirmed the reservation requests and assigned rooms for the upcoming weekend and paid the bills, she closed her laptop as her phone rang.

When she answered, a man said, “This is Clarence Moore, Jenna. We had a sudden cancellation of the start date of a long term project. They must have run into a snafu at the zoning office. I told them they needed to do all the paperwork last month, but sometimes there’s no telling city folks nothing. We can start working today on that second laundry room you wanted upstairs and be out of your hair before the weekend. Shall we go ahead?”

Jenna furrowed her brow. “I’m having the yard sprayed this week for pests.”

“Is Ethan doing it? Is he doing the front or back first? We can work around him. Do you have anybody staying upstairs this week?” 

“He’s spraying the front today, and the back on Wednesday. We have one guest who might stay over and three couples who are scheduled to arrive later today, but I can easily shift all of them to our rooms downstairs.”

“That works. Do you have a full house this next weekend?” 

“Not yet, but it’s always a possibility.” 

“We’ll be there in an hour. What about your washer and dryer? Do you have them, or are you going to order them? We can install them for you on Friday morning if you have them there for us by Thursday.” 

“I’ll make sure I do then; thank you.” 

“We’re just buttering you up for all the rest of the work you’ll discover you want to hire us to do.” Mr. Moore chuckled as he hung up. 

Jenna smiled as she updated the online registration system and blocked the upstairs rooms for the rest of the week. Why can’t Ethan be as personable as Mr. Moore? 

Jenna hurried upstairs. The balcony and short hallways for the six rooms upstairs were in the shape of an upside down horseshoe. There were two bedrooms on the right and two bedrooms and a large storage room on the left. A fifth bedroom and a single bathroom faced the stairs. The two bedrooms on each side of the single bathroom shared it. All the other bedrooms had en suite bathrooms. The rest of the second floor was unfinished; the only entry point to what was called the attic was a door at the end of the left hallway.

While Jenna climbed the stairs, she heard Layla quietly humming. Jenna followed the sound to the shared bathroom where she found Layla.

Jenna inhaled. “I love the smell of the new cleaning solution. It’s so fresh.”

Layla smiled. “I finally used up all the cleaner with the overpowering, institutional odor that Darlene and I hated so much. She ordered this for me to try out, and it cleans better and with less scrubbing and was actually cheaper.”

“This is definitely an improvement.” Jenna furrowed her brow. “Layla, do the bedrooms look institutional to you? We have an eclectic mix of art deco and craftsman style furnishing in the registration area and the living and dining rooms, but the bedrooms remind me of motel rooms.” 

“Ouch; you’re right. What are you thinking?”

“I’m not exactly certain yet, but we can do whatever we like and develop our own style.” 

Layla raised her eyebrows and nodded. “Peach Blossom Retreat style. I like it; whatever it is.” 

“Exactly, we can think about it, but what I came up here to tell you is Mr. Moore and his crew will be here this afternoon to begin the work on our upstairs laundry room. He expects to have it ready for use by Friday, so there won’t be any guests staying upstairs until they finish working.” 

“Including Emily Harris?” Layla asked. 

“That’s right. Katy and I are leaving to go shopping for a washer and dryer. I’ll take the inn’s cell phone along with us, so you won’t have to worry about dealing with calls. Ethan will be back soon to spray the front yard, and Mr. Moore and his crew will be here in an hour. Do you want me to wait until they’re here, so you won’t be alone in the house?” 

“No, I’ll be fine. I thought we were on Mr. Moore’s list for next month because of his big project, but it’s great news that we’ll get the upstairs laundry room earlier than we expected. I’ll have the cleaning of this floor finished in just a few minutes. If you don’t find what you want in town, we’re close enough to the big box store, and they’ll deliver. That’s where Mom has bought her appliances for years.” 

“Thanks for the tip. Do you know if we have any wood glue?” 

“I’m pretty sure Darlene does; she keeps odds and ends like that in a drawer in the kitchen. Do you want me to find it for you?”

“I’ll look, and if I can’t find it, I’ll let you know. Ethan wants to fix a kitchen chair that wobbles, but it’s a simple fix that I can do.”

Before she reached the stairs, Jenna paused. “I’ll lock the front door when I leave. Mr. Moore will be using the back door.”

“I’ll be cleaning downstairs when they arrive, so I’ll hear their trucks.” 

“All the updates for the Peach Blossom Retreat are coming together all at once. It’s really exciting except I’m positive I’ll hyperventilate later.” 

“Put it on your list.” Layla giggled.

Jenna smiled. “True, but don’t make fun of my lists. If I don’t write it down, it won’t get done. I’ll take the linens down with me and get the first load into the washer.” Jenna prepared to pick up the pile of sheets and towels that were on the floor. 

“Let me take care of that.” Layla scooped up the pile of sheets and towels and tossed them over the balcony railing.

“One more.” Layla tossed a towel over her head, and it landed on top of the pile of laundry on the first floor. 

Jenna peered over the railing. “That was impressive.”

Layla blew on her fingertips, then polished them on her shirt. “That’s the last time I’ll have a chance for a perfect shot like that, and I’m not sad. I’m ending my over the railing sheet drop and blind over the head towel toss career with a stellar performance.” 

Jenna smiled. “We’re off.”

“If you aren’t back when I’ve finished the downstairs, I can review my project paper until you get back in case Mr. Moore or Mr. Bentley have any questions. My paper is due on Thursday. I think I have last-minute jitters. Maybe I should leave it alone.” 

“I had the worst time with that when I was in school. All my last-minute changes introduced more errors. I’d love it if you could stick around until I return. You have my permission to make whatever decisions need to be made except don’t mess with your paper.” 

“Got it.” Layla raised her arms in the air. “I’m mad with power.” 

“Too bad you aren’t around every day; you’d be in charge of all decisions, but maybe the world isn’t quite ready for that.” Jenna chuckled. “Ready to go, Katy?” 

As Jenna drove past a small community on the outskirts of Paisley, her phone buzzed with a text. She pulled into a convenience store parking lot and checked it.

“It’s a text from Layla.” 

Katy yawned. 

Jenna read the text. “Mr. Moore said you might want to replace the downstairs sink with a sink and vanity. They have time to put in a new one if you see a vanity you like.” 

After Jenna responded and was back on the road, she said, “Katy, add a bathroom sink and vanity to our shopping list.” 

Katy put her head on Jenna’s shoulder. Jenna stroked Katy’s head. “Thanks for the support, girl.” 

Support. Jenna bit her lip as the word punched her in the stomach. “It’s been four years, but I still miss Tom. He left us too soon; you were still just a puppy.” 

Jenna sniffled as her eyes welled up. “We’d been best friends since second grade, but had been married not quite two years when…” 

A tear escaped and slid down Jenna’s cheek. “We’ve been through a lot together, haven’t we, Katy?” 

Katy gave Jenna a quick slurp on her cheek that wiped away the tear and then laid down on the back seat. 

As more tears overflowed, Jenna’s voice cracked. “I know you miss him too.” 

Jenna quietly snuffled as she continued on the back roads to the enormous, glorified hardware store with appliances.  








  
  
Chapter Two




After she parked near the store’s main entrance, Jenna asked, “Ready to spend some money, girl? Thank goodness the will included seed money to fix up the property. The Rosses I knew always did put family first. I guess that was an inherited trait.” 

Jenna clipped Katy’s leash onto her collar. 

“It’s just for show,” Jenna whispered. 

Katy grinned as she trotted alongside Jenna, who grabbed a shopping flat when they went into the store. 

As they passed the outdoor furniture, Jenna ran her fingertips along the back of a chair. “I love this set. Wouldn’t it be great to have a patio?” 

She sighed. “We need to keep moving. It’s going to be hard, though, because we’re going all the way to the back of the store and past everything I’d love to have. Do you think they do that on purpose?”  

As they passed a man, he asked, “Is that you, Jenna Ross? Imagine running into you here.” 

Jenna stopped and furrowed her brow as she peered at the man. His face is familiar, but I don’t remember where I met him.

The man chuckled. “It’s a disadvantage being new in a small town like Paisley, Georgia, because everybody knows who you are.” 

He held out his hand. “I’m Richard Davidson, the owner of Davidson Motors, and once I was the temporary president of Paisley’s business association.” 

Jenna smiled politely and nodded. That’s what he told me when I ran into him at the grocery store with my cart. I hope his heel is better. 

Before they could shake hands, Katy’s hackles rose, and she abruptly tugged on her leash. Jenna grabbed onto her flat to keep from losing her balance. 

Jenna shrugged. “Sorry, we’re on a tight schedule.”

Mr. Davidson nodded as he beamed. “I can understand that. It was nice to see you.”

“You too,” Jenna said over her shoulder. 

“Why did you do that, Katy?” Jenna whispered after Richard Davidson was out of sight. 

Katy softly growled. 

Jenna raised her eyebrows. Katy doesn’t like him.

After Jenna stroked Katy’s back, Katy relaxed, and they continued to the back of the store. When Jenna came to the refrigerators, she wandered the aisles until she found the washers and dryers and was proud to spot a washer and dryer set that was on sale. 

While she read the specification information sheets, a middle-aged man who wore an apron with the store’s logo on the bib approached her. “Can I help you?” 

“How soon could this be delivered?”

“Let’s check.” The man strolled to the desk with a computer and printer. 

After he tapped in the address, he asked, “How soon do you need it? Delivery to your area is free on Thursdays. If you need it earlier, there’s an extra charge.”  

“Thursday is perfect.” 

After he entered the codes for the washer and dryer, he peered at the screen. “The connecting washer water hoses, the dryer hose, and installation are extra.” 

“If you’ll add the model numbers and the other information on the receipt for me, I’ll have my installer pick up what he needs.”  

“What about a warranty plan?” 

“It’s for a business, so we’ll skip that.” 

“Yes, ma’am. Is that check or charge?” 

“Charge.” Jenna handed him the Peach Blossom Retreat business credit card. 

After he returned the card and printed her receipt, he added the model numbers. 

“Your delivery will be on Thursday morning between eight and ten unless you prefer afternoons.” 

“Thursday morning works better for us. Thank you.”  

As she stuck the papers into her backpack, Jenna said, “Next is a sink and vanity.” 

“Do you know whether you want a combo, or do you want to pick out your vanity first, then find a sink you like?” he asked.

“A combo makes sense to me.”

“I’ll show you where they are. Depending on the size of the vanity and the size of your vehicle, you could take it with you.” 

As they followed the man, Jenna whispered, “It’s for the bathroom on the main floor, Katy, so we’ll have to find something that’s not too large but has a classic mission, craftsman, or an art deco feel so it will complement the décor. Although since our style at the inn isn’t easy to pinpoint, I’m sure we’ll find the Peach Blossom Retreat style.” 

After she examined and considered every vanity and sink combo on display, she snapped two photos and then texted them to Layla. “I like both. You pick. Which one is Peach Blossom Retreat style?” 

Layla replied, “First one.” 

Jenna struggled to move the carton onto her flat. “This is heavier than it looks.” 

A man who wore a Florida State University ball cap and was a few years older than Jenna paused before he passed them.

“Can I help you with that?” 

Jenna exhaled. “That would be great.” 

After he slid the carton onto her flat, the man saluted her with two fingers as he strode away.

Jenna watched him until he disappeared down an aisle. “Talk about the right place at the right time. Did that man looked familiar to you?” 

After they checked out, Jenna asked for help loading the vanity and sink. 

A young store employee grabbed another employee, and they followed Jenna and Katy to Jenna’s SUV. While they put the carton into the back, Jenna opened the door for Katy.

After Jenna started the engine, she sent a text to Layla. “Returning.” 

On the way back, the Peach Blossom Retreat phone rang. Jenna pulled off the road to answer it. 

“This is Emily Harris, Mrs. Ross. I’d like to stay until next Monday and will be there around four o’clock, if that’s okay.” 

“That’s just fine. We’re putting in a laundry upstairs this week, so your room will be on the main floor, and you’ll share a bathroom with a married couple. Do you want to check the room first to decide if it’s acceptable, or do you want me to put your additional week on the same card now?” 

“I’m sure everything will be fine. That was a gift card, so I’ll pay you when I arrive, if that’s okay. I’ll see you later.” 

Jenna sent Layla a quick text and then continued to the inn. She wrinkled her nose when she saw the fence of yellow caution tape stapled to stakes around the front yard.

“This is one of Mr. Bentley’s antics, I’m sure, but I can’t scoff too much because it’s definitely effective. I’ll have to call Ms. Harris and the other guests to give them a heads-up.” 

Jenna continued toward the back of the inn. “Katy, Mr. Moore must have set aside a parking area for the work trucks so they can get in and out without blocking the guests. We’ll pretend our SUV is a work truck while I unload the vanity, then we’ll be the owner, and I’ll park at our private parking spot next to the cottage.”  

When she parked near the back door, a carpenter came out of the house. “Can we haul that in for you, Miss Jenna? Mr. Moore told me to set it in the spare bathroom on the main floor so we could install it later.”

“That’s great, thank you.” 

Jenna waited while the carpenter and another worker carried the vanity and sink into the inn. After Jenna parked next to the cottage, Katy raced back to the inn and waited at the back door until Jenna joined her. Katy followed Jenna to her office. 

Jenna closed the office door, then sat at her desk. She slid open the middle drawer and pulled out a man’s wedding ring. She clutched it with both hands and closed her eyes. Let go.

When she opened her eyes, they welled up. “I can’t feel him anymore, Katy. Tom’s gone. I remember him, but he has been fading all along; after four years, he’s not here anymore. I’m supposed to let go, but that’s not what I want to do.” She folded her arms, put down her head, and sobbed.  

Jenna sniffled as she raised her head and grabbed a tissue at a tap on the office door. Layla threw open the door and tripped over Katy in her rush. She flailed her arms and then daintily landed on her toes next to Katy. Katy raised her head and stared. 

“That was breathtaking, Layla. Can you do it again?” Jenna giggled. 

“I think I’m on a roll, but that’s not what I’m here for.” Layla dusted off an imaginary piece of fluff from her shoulder. “All the downstairs rooms are ready for guests. Upstairs is a different story because I put dust covers on the beds and put their sheets in the downstairs linen closet, so I wouldn’t have to wash them again. Mr. Moore told me I could re-clean the upstairs and make the beds after they finish their work. I vacuumed and dusted your office earlier, so I’m done for now, but you can call me anytime if you need any help with anything.” 

Layla paused and narrowed her eyes. “Are you okay, Jenna?” 

Jenna exhaled with her lips pursed. “I had an attack of nostalgia. I’m fine now.” 

“Do I need to repeat anything?”

“I was weepy, not…oh, never mind.”  

Layla flopped down on the floor with Katy, and Katy rolled onto her back for a belly rub. 

While Layla obliged, she said, “Mr. Bentley and I decided he’s going to rip out all the flowers. I may come help him. They’re exactly the wrong kind for Georgia, which is why you have so many pests. He’s going to treat the beds, and then plant more eco-friendly perennials on Friday.”

“Are those your words or his?” Jenna giggled.

“Oh good, you’re better. My words, of course. His words were not safe for work, which means your ears. If I bomb out of law school…”

Jenna interrupted, “You won’t, and I’m fine now, thank you.” 

“Well, if I do, I want to work with Mr. Bentley. He knows everything about plants, dirt, bugs, erosion, and gravel, and he’s super cute.” Layla jumped up. “Call me if you need me. I’ll be here on Friday.” 

“Layla, before you leave, what interested you about the embezzler in the Atlanta article from seven months ago?” 

“The investigators found a trail left by a potential suspect, which appeared to lead in this direction, but then later reports said the suspect was found dead, so the trail was supposedly false. An even later article claimed a car that belonged to one of the staff members was found in a lake, but the driver’s body was never found. It wasn’t clear if that was the suspect or not, but the article still reported the staff member as deceased. Do you catch all the vague, alleged claims in the first newspaper article, and the lack of facts in the second one? I want to be a prosecutor for white-collar crimes, and I think the details surrounding the report of the dead suspect are suspiciously weak and overly convenient for the actual embezzler or embezzlers. I’m inclined to believe the case was not actually dropped at all, and the later reports were suppositions and not based on facts.” 

Jenna nodded. “You’ll be a fantastic prosecutor.” 

“I know; I’ll see you on Friday, if not before.” Layla grinned as she flipped her hair.

After Layla left, Jenna called Ms. Harris and left a message about the work scheduled for the inn and the change in guest entry and parking then called the couples and left the same message. While she listened to the construction overhead, she smiled as she updated the online reservation system and the desk registry for Darlene and Layla.  

While she was working on her next online ad campaign, Mr. Moore stopped by her office. “The crew and I are taking a lunch break. Do you eat lunch? Come join us.” 

After he left, Jenna frowned. “That didn’t seem like an idle invitation to me. I didn’t pack a lunch, so I’ll grab something to eat out of the refrigerator, a cookie, and a bottle of water. Does that sound like a possibly nutritious lunch?”

Katy whined. 

“I meant for me, but I’ll give you a bite of whatever I find. You know I’ll share. How’s that? And we’ll go for our walk after lunch.”

While Jenna saved her work, Katy groaned as she rose and then grinned as she waited at the door. 

Katy followed Jenna to the kitchen. After Jenna opened the refrigerator, she pulled out three deviled eggs, orange slices, and a cookie and dropped them into a plastic sack and then added the full sack to a lunch bag. When she added a bottle of water to the bag and pulled out a ham and cheese roll up, Katy stared at the roll up.

“I put in a deviled egg for you.” 

When Katy grinned, Jenna smiled. “Okay, one deviled egg, and we’ll split the roll up.” Jenna cut the roll up in half then cut one half into four pieces. 

Katy sat expectantly, and Jenna gave her one bite. 

“You can have the rest with lunch. Let’s go.” 

When they went outside, Mr. Moore and his two helpers were sitting in the shade at the picnic table. After Jenna joined them, she pulled out her lunch from the bag. 

“How was your shopping trip?” Mr. Moore asked. 

“The washer and dryer will be delivered Thursday morning. I have the receipt with the model numbers.”

Mr. Moore chuckled. “You didn’t buy their generic hoses, did you?”

Jenna shook her head. “Mom made that mistake fifteen years ago. It was a mess. She said she had made mistakes so I could learn from them and be free to make my own.” 

The men chuckled.

“I like the way your mom thinks,” a man said. “I see why you’re so smart.”   

Mr. Moore nodded. “We’ll install your vanity and sink right after lunch, so the downstairs bathroom will be updated for your guests. I don’t remember if we talked about anything else.” 

“Those were the last two things that were on my list.” 

“What about your guest cottage? I know your dishwasher doesn’t work, and the bathroom doesn’t have a shower. That old-fashioned ceramic tub is a classic and too grand to remove, but we could put in a nice shower, so you’d have an option. The lawyer for the estate refused to spend any money on the small house because he was so dang cheap. You got us here, and we’ve got this week and next week free. Take advantage of our availability and help us feed our piggy bank.” 

Jenna polished off her cookie. “It was nice of them to save all the money on capital improvements so I could spend it the way I like.” 

The men laughed.

“I know a certain estate lawyer who was a certified tightwad and would have had an apoplectic fit if he’d realized that’s what would happen.” Mr. Moore said. “Let’s look at your bathroom, and I’ll show you what I mean about the shower.” 

The two workmen rose and headed toward the inn. “We’ll see you in a couple of minutes, Mr. Moore.”  

As they stood in the doorway of the guest cottage bathroom, Mr. Moore said, “See how large this bathroom is, Jenna? The original plan was to have a walk-in shower next to the bathtub. Stand at the door and visualize it.” 

Jenna strolled into the bathroom and stared at the corner, then scanned her surroundings. “Now that I’ve imagined a shower in the corner, the entire room looks off balance without it.” 

“It does, doesn’t it? I wonder why it was never done.”

“It is curious. The first time I looked at the cottage, there was an overstuffed, soft chair there.” Jenna pointed at the corner. “I thought it was an odd choice for the bathroom, so I pulled it into the sitting room near the window.” 

Jenna sighed at the memory. I felt so sad when I first touched the chair, but it’s refreshing to sit in the chair now. 

Mr. Moore furrowed his brow. “Was it a pale yellow chair? That was old Mrs. Nettie Wyndham’s favorite chair. You inherited the inn because your husband would have inherited it from his aunt, Daisy Wyndham, who was his father’s sister. Her maiden name was Ross, of course, but she was a Wyndham by marriage. If I’m not mistaken, Daisy Wyndham’s husband would have been three generations after Mrs. Nettie Wyndham.”

Jenna raised her eyebrows. “When I met with the estate lawyer to discuss the will, he went through a genealogy chart with me to explain why I was inheriting the property, but he threw in all kinds of legal details, and I got lost. He said I was the only one left in the direct line of Wyndhams, but he obviously left out a few details. It helps to know that my connection to Mrs. Wyndham is through a Ross who married a Wyndham. Why couldn’t the estate lawyer just have said that?”

“Do you think an estate lawyer could give a straight answer without a string of caveats?” Mr. Moore chuckled. “When I was a kid, my mother and I visited Mrs. Wyndham at the cottage. She loved to sit next to the living room window so she could watch the birds and squirrels that gathered in front of her cottage in the trees. Mrs. Wyndham had moved out here after her husband died. She said the house was too big for one person.” 

“The chair belongs in the living room,” Jenna muttered.

Mr. Moore strode to the door. “Do you want to pick out a dishwasher, or are you okay with whatever we find on sale? What about fixtures for the shower? I’d like to match the existing fixtures as closely as I can.”

“That’s fine with me. I’m excited about a working dishwasher and a big, glorious shower.” 

“We’ll do right by you, Jenna. Eventually we can talk about upgrading the inn’s siding, but that’s all cosmetic. The Peach Blossom Retreat has good bones.”

Jenna and Katy watched as Mr. Moore strolled to the inn. 

“We can’t really take our usual walk around our cottage and the inn, can we? Let’s take a short walk halfway down the driveway and back.” 

Katy led the way. When Katy stopped, Jenna stopped too and listened to a crow high in a nearby tree as it cawed. 

“Do you hear how different the crow sounds? It’s an urgent call for backup, isn’t it?”

More crows flew to trees along the driveway and repeated the call, and more and more crows joined in. Jenna watched as a large, red shoulder hawk silently flew from a tree and away from the inn. The crows chased it with raucous cawing. 

Jenna exhaled. “I just got a real-life lesson in teamwork, didn’t I? Shall we turn back?” Katy dashed back to the inn. 

When they were inside, Jenna rushed to the kitchen to answer the inn’s phone that was ringing on the table where she had left it. 

Jenna snatched it up before it rolled over to voicemail. “Hello.” 

She faked a little cough. “Excuse me. This is the Peach Blossom Retreat.” 

“Mrs. Ross?” a man asked. 

“Yes, how can we help you?”

She hurried to her office so she could bring up the schedule for reservations and the requests.

“This is Richard Davidson. We met near the appliance department.” He chuckled. “I was calling to ask if you’d lost an earring. I found one in the parking lot and thought it might be yours.” 

Jenna automatically touched her ear and then rolled her eyes. I don’t wear jewelry. 

“No, it isn’t, but it’s kind of you to call.” 

Mr. Davidson cleared his throat.

Kind of weird. Jenna snorted. “Sorry, I have a touch of hay fever.” 

“It’s definitely that time of year, isn’t it? My sinuses have been acting up lately too.” 

“Thanks again for calling.”

“You’re welcome. Maybe we’ll run into each other again sometime and can chat.” He chuckled again. 

“Nice talking to you. Goodbye.” 

As she hung up, he said, “You too.” 

Katy cocked her head as she stared at Jenna. 

“Maybe he was trying to be nice, but he needs to polish his social skills. You didn’t like him, and I think the earring story was made up. He came off as creepy, or maybe I’m just extra cranky today.” 

Jenna checked the online reservation system to see if there were any pending reservation requests for the following week. “We have three requests for next weekend, and two for later in the month. I like this system, Katy; I’m glad we had it installed. People can select their dates and request the type of room they want, either en suite or with a shared bathroom, depending on what’s available. I can block out rooms like I did all the upstairs rooms, so no one can request a room and be angry because we don’t have one for them after all.” 

Mr. Moore tapped on the doorjamb. His face twitched as he unsuccessfully tried to hide a smile. “I hate to interrupt an important team meeting, but I thought you’d like to check the half bath near the dining room, Jenna.” 

Jenna smiled. “I’d be embarrassed if anyone else caught me talking to my best friend, Katy.” 

“No worries. We’d like you to see how perfect the vanity you bought is for that half bath.”  

Jenna examined the small bathroom and then smiled as she lightly slid her fingertips across the smooth faux wood of the vanity. “The vanity belongs here, doesn’t it? It has a homey, welcoming feel and blends right in; a pedestal sink would have been too modern for us. The room looks so much brighter. Did you paint?”

“We had a few areas on the walls to repair after we removed the old sink, and we found more dings under the window and behind the door. It was easier to paint the room a pale creamy yellow than to match the existing wall paint. We left the window open for the odor to dissipate. It’s about gone, don’t you think?” 

“I don’t smell any paint odor. We rarely have all our first-floor rooms filled, but we will this week during the construction. It will be nice to have a restroom people can use for an urgent break if someone is occupying a shared bathroom by taking a long shower.” 

“We cleaned up after we installed the vanity and sink, but I don’t think the bathroom will pass Layla’s critical eye. I’d appreciate it if you’d check behind us before your guests arrive.”  

“I’m sure it’s fine, but I’ll give it my best impression of a Layla inspection.” 

“’We’ll be at a stopping point around five o’clock. Will that interfere with your guests?” 

“Not at all. Our happy hour starts at five thirty, so anyone who arrives earlier than that will be in their rooms.” 

Mr. Moore smiled. “Darlene’s appetizers are famous. I promised my bride we’d celebrate our fortieth wedding anniversary here.”

“When is it?” Jenna asked. 

“In two months, I’ll tell her to call you for reservations.” 

“That’s great; I’ll be waiting. Do you prefer upstairs or downstairs?” 

“The rooms are slightly larger upstairs, and the views are better, but downstairs is more convenient, so I’ll let her decide.” 

Smart man. Jenna nodded. “Do you know Richard Davidson?” 

“That car dealer guy? Not well, why?”

“I ran into him when I was looking at appliances. I was just wondering.” 

“Ask my wife when she calls because she’s got the scoop on everybody in the county.” 

Mr. Moore’s face saddened as he turned to leave, and his shoulders slumped. 

Jenna felt a crushing weight on her shoulders, and her knees buckled as she was slammed by a wave of sorrow. She grabbed onto her desk to keep from falling, and her eyes widened as the realization hit her. Mr. Moore’s important project was canceled, not postponed.  

“Katy, our projects are keeping Mr. Moore’s crew employed,” Jenna whispered. “He wouldn’t have had any work for them if we hadn’t agreed to our small projects.” 








  
  
Chapter Three




She sighed as loudly and dramatically as she dared. 

Mr. Moore paused and gazed at her from the doorway. “Is everything okay, Jenna?” 

She sighed again and rubbed her forehead with her fingertips. “I've been studying our reservation system and discovered our new system has a waitlist with two to four requests for rooms on it on most weekends in the upcoming months. Do you suppose that’s our busy season? I knew my new marketing campaign was generating interest, but I didn’t realize we’d be turning guests away so soon.”

Mr. Moore nodded. “Maybe it’s time to expand the inn.”

She cocked her head in thought as she scanned her office. “This big office is space going to waste.” 

“Your office was once two rooms. It would be easy to convert it to two bedrooms with a shared bath.” Mr. Moore straightened his shoulders, and his eyes twinkled. “Tell me what you like about your office.” 

“It’s convenient to the registration desk and the front door. That’s huge. It’s a buffer between the guest rooms and our main laundry room, and I can close the door to work so I’m not distracted. Sometimes I just need a little time away from people.”

Mr. Moore nodded. “The noise buffer is important because you have a commercial washer and dryer, but time to re-energize from dealing with people is really critical for your mental health.” 

Jenna blinked. “Not everyone understands that, thank you. The location couldn’t be more perfect, but my office doesn’t have to be this large.” 

“What about the living room? Does anyone use it?”

Jenna raised an eyebrow as she peered at him. “Rarely to never.” 

“We might eventually want to make the living room more useful, but for now, what do you think about restoring your office to two rooms. You have the option of two guest rooms or one guest room with an en suite bath and a smaller office for you. After you’ve considered your options and decided what works best for you, we can talk more about our next steps.” 

“I’ll think about it. I know we could use at least one extra room downstairs, and I definitely don’t need a large office.” 

“We’ll draw up some rough sketches for you to review. I have an architect in mind who does great work, unless you have someone you’d like to work with.”

“No, I don’t. I’d love to see what our possibilities are.”

“It’s going to be a pleasure working with you, Jenna.”

“All this has priority over work on the cottage,” she said.

“We can actually do both because my guys can complete the improvements for your cottage in one day while you and I finalize our fancy plans.” 

When Mr. Moore left her office, he left the door open. 

Jenna said, “Okay, Katy. Where do I work while Mr. Moore is remodeling my office? In the kitchen with my laptop? How do I do that without killing Darlene, or vice versa?” 

Katy grinned. 

“You’re definitely right; that is a ‘me problem’, isn’t it? Maybe I can work in the living room with Mrs. Wyndham’s chair. I think I saw a small desk in the attic.” 

“We can check on it for you, if you like,” Mr. Moore said as paused on the stairs. 

“I’m not used to other people being around us yet, am I?” Jenna whispered. 

Jenna strolled into the living room and gazed at the fireplace and the best window placement for Mrs. Wyndham’s chair. 

Katy trotted to the far corner from the fireplace and sat with her head cocked as she narrowed her eyes at the room. 

“Are you judging the living room?” Jenna joined Katy and narrowed her eyes as she imagined a happy hour with ten people in the room. “Oh, this wouldn’t work for me at all. It would be noisy, and my toleration for crowds maxes out at three. I need a place I can work without being interrupted, and sometimes I just need to hide from people, but don’t tell Darlene I said that.” 

A man cleared his throat. 

Jenna’s eyes widened at Ethan who stood in the doorway. My face is on fire.

“I thought I heard you in here.” He glanced around the room. “I always used to talk to my dog too. Tucker was a cocker spaniel; he was a good boy and went everywhere with me.” 

“Katy’s my best friend; we’ve been through a lot together.” 

“Is there anything I can do for you?”

Jenna blinked at the sincerity in his voice. “We’ll be fine, thank you.”

“I’ve run into a problem I need to discuss with you. Shall I come back later?”

“No, what is it?”

“Come with me, and I’ll show you. Your irrigation system is pretty much a joke.” 

After they went outside, Ethan said, “Stay close to the back door and watch the yard. I’m going around the corner to turn on the water. Keep Katy close to you.” 

When the water came on, a geyser erupted in the backyard. 

“See it?” he shouted. 

“Yes,” Jenna yelled. 

When the geyser shrank down and disappeared in the grass, Ethan strode around the corner and joined Jenna and Katy. 

“The front is worse. I think we need to pull up the pipes in the front and put in a new system. If it’s just the one pipe back here that has a break, maybe I can replace it. I’d like to start with the back and do the front during your slack season. You don’t know when would that be, do you?” 

“I have the old records, but I didn’t think of looking at them for any trends.”

Ethan nodded. “It shouldn’t take long to review them, but they might not be worth checking. Darlene would know when the slack season is. Although you are growing your business, so the previous years may not be as reliable an indicator of future business as I was thinking. You may not have much of a slack season. Mr. Moore is another excellent resource you could ask. Maybe I could do the work in stages, so it’s not too disruptive for your guests.” 

Ethan gazed at Jenna. “Sorry to have such bad news. I’ll work up an estimate tonight. I’d like to stay on schedule with our current project unless you object.” 

“Thank you, I’d like that. Maybe you, Mr. Moore, and I can get together in the morning. I’ll ask him, and I’ll talk to Darlene in the morning, too.” 

“I’ll plan on it.” 

Jenna shook her head as she headed inside to talk to Mr. Moore. Ethan Bentley was almost civil. 

After she was halfway up the stairs, Mr. Moore leaned over the balcony railing. “Were you coming up to check on our progress? It doesn’t look like much, but it’s going well.” 

“I’m sure it is, but I need to talk to you about something else. There’s no rush; come to my office when you have time.” 

“I’ll be right down.” 

Mr. Moore followed Jenna to her office. 

“I have a couple of things to discuss; would you like to sit?” Jenna sat at her desk while Mr. Moore sat in the visitor’s chair. 

Mr. Moore smiled at Katy who was napping. “Katy has the right idea. I wouldn’t mind a little afternoon nap now and then myself. What’s going on, Jenna?”

Jenna told him about the irrigation system. “Ethan suggested the three of us get together in the morning to discuss options. It makes sense to coordinate the work, so if you’re available, I would like you to be there. I’m afraid I’ll automatically reject any ideas Ethan has because of the irritating way he presents them.” 

“Just grab me or holler upstairs when you’re ready.” 

When Mr. Moore rose to leave, Jenna said, “I have one more thing.” 

Mr. Moore settled back in his chair. 

“I wanted my office to be converted to the two bedrooms with a bathroom because we need the extra rooms, but I realized I have to have a small office with a door I can close to have a little privacy, and it’s convenient for my office to be close to the registration desk and the front door. What do you think about converting my current office to a small office for me and one guest bedroom with an en suite bath?” 

“That makes sense; it’s a simple project and the permits shouldn’t be a problem. You’ll have an extra guest room, and your office will be in the same convenient location for you. I’ll toss around a few ideas with my team on the most efficient approach, and we’ll have a proposal for you. Do we still want to consider making the living room the evening gathering place?” 

“I’m not sure.” 

Mr. Moore nodded. “We can table it. Of course, if we repurpose the living room, it would have to have a name. How about the Peach Pit?” 

Jenna burst out laughing. “That’s hilarious. I’m not sure it fits with the image of the Peach Blossom Retreat we might be going for, but it’s a perfect unofficial name, isn’t it?”

Mr. Moore smiled. “We’ll put the Peach Pit on hold until we’re ready to address future projects. Did you have anything else?”

“No, and thank you so much.” 

After Mr. Moore left, Jenna unlocked the top drawer of the old gray metal file cabinet that held the previous records of the inn, pulled out all the records, and stacked them on her desk. 

As she reviewed them, Jenna frowned. “Katy, these are supposed to be the most recent records, but they are three years old. I need to find out where the rest of the records are.” 

Jenna sighed. “Have you noticed that nothing is simple lately? I’m glad when we heard about the will Mom told me to hire a lawyer and recommended Suzanne Nelson. I’ll call my lawyer’s office.” 

After a long discussion with Suzanne Nelson’s paralegal, Jenna hung up and sighed. “Adrienne will follow up with the estate lawyer. She thinks the registration records are probably lost, but she was concerned that I didn’t see any financial records. I’m going to continue digging through all the records we have to see if the financial records were misfiled.” 

While Jenna examined the files she had pulled out earlier, the Retreat phone rang. 

“It’s four o’clock already, Katy.” Jenna answered the phone. 

“This is Emily Harris. I’m in the driveway. Is it safe to park? Where am I supposed to park?”

“I’ll be right out to show you.” 

Jenna put the files back into the drawer and dropped her bright orange cardboard sheet in front of the last file folder in the drawer to mark her place. After she closed the drawer, she hurried to the kitchen with Katy at her side. When they were outside, Jenna strolled to the blue sedan that was next to a work truck. She smiled and motioned for the woman to follow her then pointed to the area with the temporary sign marked “Guest Parking.”

Emily Harris parked and then climbed out of her car while Jenna and Katy waited. Emily ran her fingers through her dark brown, spiky hair. Her skin was pale, and the hot pink blouse she wore made her look even more washed-out. Emily Harris was at least six inches taller than Jenna and outweighed her by more than forty pounds. 

Ms. Harris was out of breath from the exertion of walking across the uneven ground by the time she reached Jenna and Katy at the back door. She carried a faux alligator leather briefcase that Jenna’s grandmother would have called a valise, and a hot-pink luggage tag dangled from its handle.

Jenna smiled. “We’re redoing our landscape and adding a laundry room on the second floor, so we’re a little disheveled this week. Your room on the first floor shares a bath with another room. The other guests will be here a little later. We do have a restroom near the dining room if your shared bath is occupied.” 

Emily bit her lip and stared at the work trucks. “Are there a lot of strangers here?”

“There aren’t any strangers. I know all the workers who are on the property.”

“That’s helps. I have cash for my room. Is that okay?”

“That’s fine. Follow me to the registration desk, and I’ll write you a receipt.” 

“I don’t need a receipt.” 

Jenna smiled to keep from rolling her eyes. “My accountant insists I write a receipt for any cash transactions. Accountants are sticklers about that.” 

When they reached the registration desk, Emily counted out the money to pay for a week, and Jenna counted along with her.

While Jenna wrote the receipt, Emily said, “When I was upstairs, I didn’t have to share my bathroom with anyone. I’m not sure I’m comfortable sharing a bathroom with strangers.” 

I thought you said you were fine with that. Jenna bit her lip as a reminder to keep her thoughts to herself.  

“Come see what you think. If you’re still uncomfortable, I understand. I’ll refund your money and give you the number of the lovely old hotel in downtown Paisley.” 

After they went inside, Emily surveyed her room. 

“It’s larger than my room upstairs was, isn’t it?” She strode to the window. “Does the window open?”

“No, all our windows are sealed. Would you like to see the bathroom?” Jenna pointed to the hall. 

When she opened the door of the bathroom that was next to the room, Emily tentatively examined the bathroom from the doorway. “So, is there just one door to the bathroom?” 

“Yes, just lock the door when you go in, and no one can open the door.” 

Emily frowned. “It’s just like my bathroom upstairs, except there wasn’t anyone in the other bedroom, so I didn’t have to share it. Do you know when the other guests will be here?”  

“I expect them around five. There is a restroom across from the dining room if this bathroom is occupied, but it doesn’t have a shower. What do you think?” 

“How long will the people who use my bathroom be here?”

It isn’t just your bathroom. Jenna rubbed her forehead to keep the thought that popped into her head from coming out of her mouth. “Two nights, but I can’t promise that the room will remain vacant the rest of the week.” 

Emily's eyes widened, and she gasped as she stared over Jenna’s shoulder. 

“Are you okay?” Jenna willed herself to remain calm and not to whirl around to see what was behind her.

Emily jerked her attention back to Jenna. “Yes, I’m okay. I thought I saw someone, but it was a shadow; I’m sorry.” 

She exhaled and forced a smile. “I’ve been under a lot of stress, and my nerves are fried. If someone registers for the room, will you tell me who they are?”

Jenna raised her eyebrows. “I can’t do that, but I can tell you if a guest does register. Why would you need to know?”

Emily’s face reddened. “I’m not interested in sharing my bathroom with anyone, but especially a man.” 

Jenna nodded. “I understand what you’re saying. Take a few minutes to think, and if you want to cancel your reservation, I’ll be in my office.” 

“Do you have a safe in your office?” Emily asked. 

“Yes, but it’s small and not available for guests.” 

“I have a sealed envelope I’d like to put in your safe. It’s very sensitive papers from work, and I’m worried about…” 

Emily Harris stared at the ceiling so long that Jenna glanced up to see if there was a spider web Layla had missed.

Ms. Harris cleared her throat. “…you know, corporate espionage. Maybe I could relax if the papers were locked in a secure place.” 

“Of course, if you’ll bring your envelope to my office, we have a drawer for small items we can lock up securely for guests’ items.” 

“Oh, I have it right here.” Emily set her briefcase on the slender hallway table then pulled out a manila envelope from her briefcase with a yellow sticky note attached and handed it to Jenna.

When Jenna reached for it, she felt a zap of static electricity and pulled back her hand. Too dangerous.

“Why don’t you sign across the seal, so you’ll know no one tampered with it?”

Emily nodded and quickly scrawled her name across the seal.

“Bring it to my office, and after you put it in the drawer, I’ll lock it. No one has the key but me.”

After they were in Jenna’s office, Emily set down her large envelope on top of papers that were stacked on Jenna’s desk while Jenna opened the middle drawer of the work table near the door. Emily stared at the drawer. “Anybody could pick that lock.”

“It’s not a simple lock that could be easily picked, and it’s not likely anyone would try. This is out of sight of anyone who passes by my office, and I lock the door when I’m away from the inn.” 

Emily’s face paled as she stepped back to the doorway and scanned the hallway. “I’ve changed my mind; I’ll find somewhere else. The best place is where I can sit and think.” Emily snatched up her envelope, hugged it tight against her chest, and rushed to her room. 

Jenna removed the cash from the drawer at the registration desk then returned to her office and quietly closed the door. After Jenna put the cash into the safe, she exhaled, and Katy cocked her head. 

“I need to take a breather. It was bad enough that Emily Harris was deathly afraid a man might use her bathroom, which is not a private bathroom, by the way, but when she threw in the whole corporate espionage thing, I almost lost it. I cannot imagine why someone who travels alone and stays at a remote bed-and-breakfast would be so skittish. She acts more like someone who would lock herself in her hotel room and call for room service. If I’d spent one more minute with Emily, I’d be a nervous wreck.” 

Jenna shuddered. “Maybe that’s why I couldn’t stand to touch her envelope. It just felt like there was something dangerous about it.” 

After Jenna pulled out the contents that she hadn’t reviewed from the first drawer in her file cabinet, she added them to the small stack on her desk. She exhaled as she sat at her desk and examined the papers. When she finished reviewing each section, she returned it to the almost completely stuffed first drawer. 

She had only a few pages left to review when there was a light knock on her door. 

Jenna glanced at her phone. “It’s five o’clock; I need to get the empanadas de pollo in the oven.” 

She hurried to the door and opened it. Ethan glanced over her head as he peered at her desk. “I thought I’d let you know I’m leaving. Did you have any luck finding the records for previous years’ registrations?” 

“Not at all. I fell into a quicksand of paper.” 

When Ethan chuckled, she stared at him. 

“Thanks, Ethan. Usually, only my mother appreciates my obscure jokes. It’s time for me to preheat the oven for the appetizers, so I’ll walk that far with you.” 

He nodded as they strolled toward the back door. “See you in the morning.” 

After Ethan left, Jenna raised her eyebrows. “He didn’t slam the screen door, Katy.” 

Jenna reviewed Darlene’s instructions, examined the items in the refrigerator, and checked to be sure she understood which serving platters to use before she turned on the oven to preheat and then returned to her office. She groaned when she opened her unlocked office door and saw the files she’d left on her desk. 

She exhaled. Not that it matters, because there’s nothing in the file cabinet worth reading, much less stealing. Jenna gritted her teeth. It’s just more proof that I’m spreading myself too thin.

After she put the files in a separate folder, she crammed them into the first drawer and locked the file cabinet.

When Mr. Moore and his crew came down the stairs, the workers continued past her office while Mr. Moore stopped. “We’re done for the day.”

Jenna smiled. “I’ll walk with you; I’m going to the kitchen.” 

Jenna locked her office, then she and Mr. Moore strolled down the hall toward the back door.  

Mr. Moore said, “I’m very pleased with our progress. I’ll give you a quick tour in the morning.”

“That’s great news, thank you.” 

“We might bring in a crew to finish the upstairs, so we can focus on the office project after we have a plan for what you want to do. We’ll talk later. Have a good evening.” 

Jenna measured Katy’s dog food and poured it into a bowl. “My head is spinning, Katy. Maybe I’ll call Mom later, so she and I can talk about the pros and cons.” 

While Jenna waited for the oven to preheat, Katy finished eating, then padded to the office where she relaxed to be out of the way of the frenetic pace of happy hour preparations. 

Jenna scanned Darlene’s list and the instructions to be sure she hadn’t forgotten anything then plated snacks. I don’t want to mess up. 

She popped the chicken empanadas into the oven and set the timer.

When the door to the foyer opened, a woman called out, “Yoo hoo, we’re here.” 

Jenna brushed off her hands on her plain, white apron and removed it before she hurried to greet her guests. 

“Come on in; I’m Jenna.”  

“We’re the Gladstones.” 

“Nice to meet you. If you’ll give me one second to pull something out of the oven, we’ll complete your registration, and I’ll give you the grand tour of the Peach Blossom Retreat.” 

Jenna removed the empanadas from the oven, then joined the Gladstones. 

“All of our breakfast and happy hour items are prepared fresh daily by our chef in our kitchen. I’ll show you the dining room.” 

Jenna unlocked the dining room door. “Our dining room is locked except in the evening for happy hour from five thirty until seven. Guests are welcome to bring their favorite adult beverage, and we provide glasses, sweet tea, and water, and heavy hors d’oeuvres. In the morning, the dining room is open for a continental breakfast from six until eight; at eight, we serve a full breakfast buffet style.”  

“Is there an extra charge? There didn’t used to be,” Mr. Gladstone growled. 

Jenna smiled. “Happy hour refreshments and breakfast are included as part of your stay with us.” 

Mrs. Gladstone glared at him. “You knew that.” 

He shrugged. “Things change.” 

Jenna pointed across the hall. “There is a public restroom here for our guests’ convenience.” 

She continued to the living room. “The living room is always open for your use to relax. We have books, board games, and playing cards if you’re interested.”

When they reached the registration desk, she gave each of them a key to their room. “When you leave your room, lock it with your key. Our front door is locked right now because we are doing some landscaping work, which is why we have the temporary guest parking in back and asked you to use the back door.” 

Mrs. Gladstone smiled. “My mama always said backdoor friends are the best.”

Jenna returned her smile. “I like that. You probably already know about our snack basket close to the front door. You are welcome to help yourself.” 

Mrs. Gladstone side-glanced at her husband, and he hung his head. 

Jenna furrowed her brow. Wonder what that’s all about. 

She motioned toward the guest rooms. “There are four guest rooms downstairs; two on your right and two on your left. I’ll show you to your room; it’s on the right and has an en suite bathroom, as you requested on your reservation request. Your room overlooks the front of our grounds.” 

When she stopped at their room, Jenna said, “Our outside doors are locked for your safety at ten o’clock and unlocked in the morning at six. Ten p.m. until seven a.m. are our quiet hours. We request you refrain from talking in the hallway particularly during that time, because sound travels more clearly than you realize in our old inn, and no hallway conversation is private.”

Mr. Gladstone unlocked the guest room door. 

“You have a retreat brochure and contact information on your bedside table. Do you have plans for the evening?” Jenna asked.

“We have a reservation at the quaint Indonesian restaurant in Paisley at seven,” Mrs. Gladstone said. 

“You’ll enjoy it. They are famous for their great food,” Jenna said. “You have a few minutes to freshen up before the appetizers will be in the dining room.” 

“Are you the new manager?” Mr. Gladstone asked. “I don’t remember seeing you before.” 

Jenna smiled. “I’ve been here three months. I’m the new owner.” 

As Jenna walked away, Mr. Gladstone snorted. “She’s just a kid; her folks must own the place now.” 

“Everyone under the age of fifty is a kid to you. I told you about her blog, ‘Peachy Escapes’ with the tagline ‘Juicy Tidbits’. Don’t you listen to anything I say? What do you care who owns it? It’s a lovely inn, and you should be happy to be here again with me.” Mrs. Gladstone closed their room door. 

Jenna smiled. It’s exciting to know someone reads my blog and that I’m doing great for a kid. 

When Jenna went past the dining room, she narrowed her eyes at the immense table. The table might be great for breakfast when the inn is full, but I’ll bet it’s a buzzkill at happy hour. 

Jenna returned the empanadas to the oven then pulled the kitchen table to the perfect spot in the dining room and floated a Peach Blossom Retreat tablecloth over it. After she put four chairs around the kitchen table, she rushed back to the kitchen to pull out the empanadas, load the utility cart with all the appetizers, and then hurriedly arranged the appetizers on the sideboard. 

Not bad. Wonder if I can get by with no hot drinks? I’ll see if anyone asks. 

She hurried to answer the knock at the back door and then welcomed the couple who would be sharing the bathroom with Emily Harris. As she gave them a tour of the inn and showed them to their room, she delivered the same spiel she’d told the Gladstones with the addition of the details about the shared bathroom. 

At five thirty, the two sets of couples ventured to the dining room with their bottles of wine while Jenna rushed to answer the knock at the back door. 

She showed the third couple to their room along with her usual patter, then returned to the kitchen. After she removed the tray and replaced it with more appetizers, she went to her office to review the folders in the file cabinet.

Jenna finished scrutinizing all the documents in the cabinet a little before seven. She stretched and then headed toward the dining room. When she didn’t hear any voices, she hurried into the dining room and cleared the sideboard and table. 

After she loaded the dishwasher and pushed the start button, Jenna yawned.

“We’ve put in a full day, Katy. Are you ready to go home and get comfortable? Let’s check the front door.”

Jenna rolled her eyes when she found the front door unlocked. “Somebody was nosy. I hope they didn’t walk on the lawn. Ethan would have a fit.” 

After she locked the front door, Jenna put her laptop in its case, locked her office, the dining room, and the kitchen then followed Katy who dashed to their cottage. 

Jenna sighed as she went inside. “Don’t you love our small home, Katy? It’s quiet, and we have privacy and our own space that no one invades.”

After she changed into sweatpants and a T-shirt, Jenna pulled out her laptop and put it on her computer desk before she poured a glass of wine and put up her feet as she relaxed on her sofa. She lifted her glass to Mrs. Wyndham’s chair. “Cheers!” 

While Jenna sipped her wine, her phone rang. 

Jenna smiled as she answered, “Hi, Mom. I’m glad you called.” 

“I haven’t talked to you in a while, so I thought I’d check up on you. How are you doing?”

Jenna exhaled. “I’m not sure why I didn’t realize how much I was expected to mingle with the guests at a bed-and-breakfast.” 

“Small talk has never been your strong suit, has it? But you love research. Have you thought about your guests as experts?”

Jenna furrowed her brow. “What kind of experts?” 

“They probably can tell you what they plan to do while they’re staying at the Peach Blossom Resort, where they are from, and how they heard about you, and you can always listen to their stories. Everyone has a story they’d love to tell. I’ll bet they are also experts at small talk, so if you can arrange an ambiance that is conducive to conversations between them, they’ll take it from there. Maybe you could dim the lighting. You can take part by listening, smiling, and nodding. Besides your online marketing, which is great, do you do any of the old school marketing like hand them a welcome sack with swag items when they register or have a guest book on your registration desk they can sign and add comments?” 

Jenna set down her wine glass and grabbed a pen and a notebook and scribbled notes as her mom talked. 

“This is perfect, Mom. I can’t wait to get started.”

“My work here is done. How is everything else going?” Amy asked.

Jenna sighed. “I have stories.” 

She told her mom about the weeds, irrigation system, Ethan, Mr. Moore, and the new laundry. Jenna continued, “This might sound strange, but except for the stress when everything hits at once, I’m loving it here.” 

“How’s Katy doing?” 

“Katy’s the queen of the Peach Blossom Retreat. She’s much more relaxed than I am.” 

“Borrow a page from her notebook then and enjoy the experience. Take a few minutes out of your day and have a snack then take a nap,” Amy said. 

Jenna smiled. “I always feel better after I talk to you.”

“You sound exhausted. Have you looked at what you can do more efficiently to reduce your workload?” 

“Not really. I’ve been too busy.”  

“Well, do your old mom a favor and think about it.”

After they hung up, Jenna picked up her book, which she’d bought for relaxation when she first arrived at the Peach Blossom Retreat and had been reading for three months. 

Jenna propped up her feet and opened her book. “Katy, Mom said I need to reduce my workload. I said I was too busy, but that’s exactly why I need to cut back, isn’t it? Did you know I haven’t finished the first chapter yet?”

Jenna jerked awake when the alarm on her phone went off at ten minutes until ten.  

Katy yipped.

Jenna yawned and then stretched. “Ready to go lock up, Katy?” 

On the way to the inn, Jenna said, “I wonder if it would be possible to automate locking the doors at night. Remind me to bring it up tomorrow when I talk with Mr. Moore.” 

As she walked past the visitor parking, Jenna did a quick count. “Four cars; everyone is still here.” 

Jenna went inside and quietly hurried to check the front door. Locked. That’s one less worry. 

She checked her office, the dining room, and the kitchen doors; after she dimmed the hall lights, Jenna locked the back door as she and Katy left.  








  
  
Chapter Four




When Katy nosed Jenna just before the alarm went off at five, Jenna groaned as she rose from the comfortable yellow chair. “I couldn’t sleep because I was worried about the B&B, or maybe it was the cottage, but I don’t know why. It was just a feeling. I’d still be awake, but I sat in Mrs. Wyndham’s chair to watch the inn, and must have finally fallen asleep.” 

After she let Katy outside, Jenna stared at her cold coffee pot and moaned. “I forgot to set up the coffee.” 

She shrugged and then stretched before she dressed for her morning run. “Are you going with me, Katy?” 

Katy yipped.

After Jenna tightened her belt that held her inside-the-waistband holster securely, she slipped her pistol into its holster and put on her headlamp she used for running when it was dark. 

When they were on the porch, Jenna stretched one more time before she jogged down the driveway with Katy in the lead. After they reached the road, they raced back. 

Katy beat Jenna to the porch and waited with a grin. 

Jenna was panting when she reached the porch and opened the door. “Another exceptional run, Katy. Thanks.”  

She fed Katy and then trudged to the bathroom for her morning bath. 

While she bathed, she thought about the yellow chair. I wonder what Tom’s mom knows about Daisy Wyndham. I should call her.

Jenna dried off, dressed, and joined Katy in the kitchen as she pulled her long, dark blonde hair back into a low ponytail. “It’s going to be a long day, Katy.” 

She prepared half of a ham sandwich for lunch and dropped a few grapes into a small plastic container. 

Jenna sighed as she put her laptop into its case. “It’s a pain carrying it back and forth, but I usually think of something I have to do on the computer after we leave the inn.”

When they headed toward the house, Jenna exhaled. “Darlene’s here; she’ll have coffee ready.” 

When they went into the kitchen, Katy rushed to Darlene, who wore her favorite pale yellow apron, and politely sat. 

Jenna inhaled the enticing aromas of fresh coffee and sweet pastries in the oven and sighed. “I love coming into the kitchen in the morning.”

After Jenna stuck her lunch into the refrigerator, she poured herself a cup of coffee. Darlene gave Katy two bites of sausage, and Jenna cleared her throat. 

Darlene glared at her. “That wasn’t a snack, Jenna. Katy is in charge of quality control.” 

Katy gulped down the sausage and then gazed at Jenna with a sweet, innocent look. 

“You’re a good girl, Katy, but I’m on to you,” Jenna said. 

Katy grinned. 

“Ethan asked me when our slack season was. The records I found didn’t have any detail to help me answer him. Do you know?” 

Darlene snorted. “Until you took over, our slack season was all the time. After you showed up and started doing all that online social media stuff, our business picked up and looks like it will continue to stay strong. Peach Blossom Retreat isn’t the same Peach Blossom Retreat it was six months ago.” 

“Ethan told me we wouldn’t know when our slack season might be because things have changed so much. Why does he always have to be right?” Jenna sighed. “I’ll take my computer to the office before I forget.”

After Jenna returned, she examined Darlene’s hair. “Did the hairdresser cut your hair? It looks the same to me, and you didn’t do anything with the color, did you?”

“I canceled the appointment before I reached the end of the driveway, so that might be why it looks the same.” 

As Jenna sat on a stool at the counter near the sink and propped up her chin with her hands, Darlene peered at her. “How did you sleep? You look awful.” 

Jenna narrowed her eyes. “You have a head start on me because this is my first cup of coffee. I’ll have some great comebacks for you around ten o’clock.”

Darlene chuckled. “How would you like an egg scrambled with a little sausage? You need some protein to perk up your sassy side.” 

Jenna smiled. “You’re right; I have a meeting this morning with Mr. Moore and Ethan, so I’ll need all the sass I can muster.” 

Darlene refilled Jenna’s cup. “If you promise not to hurt Ethan, I’ll sprinkle a little cheese on top of your egg. I don’t want him to leave because I don’t know anyone else who is as talented as he is. Peach Blossom Retreat deserves the best, Jenna.” 

“Do you have any wood glue, Darlene? I want to fix the leg of a wobbly chair.” 

“That drawer.” Darlene pointed with her spatula.  

Jenna found the chair with the wobbly leg and flipped it upside down. She wiggled the leg and stared at it. “I thought I could just pull the leg out a bit, dribble a little glue, and the glue would kind of seep in, but there’s more to it, isn’t there? Is there somewhere I can hide the chair, so Ethan won’t know I couldn’t fix it?” 

“Why don’t you let him just fix it?” Darlene asked. 

“Because I don’t want to owe him anything.” 

Darlene rolled her eyes. “Let’s eat.” 

While they ate breakfast, Jenna told Darlene about her mom’s suggestions to improve the happy hour ambiance in the dining room so it would be more conducive to conversation, to give the guests welcome sacks, and to provide a guest book near the registration desk for guests to sign. 

“I don’t know why nobody thought of being more hospitable ages ago; that’s brilliant.” Darlene’s dark eyes twinkled as she rose from her stool at the counter. “In fact, those are the best ideas I’ve had in a long time.” 

Jenna smiled. “You’ve definitely got your sassy on this morning.” 

Darlene smirked. “I know, so what’s your excuse for stealing the table from the kitchen?” 

“I guess I did steal it, didn’t I? It was an experiment to see if a small group of people would be more congenial if there was a table for them to sit around.”

“And?” Darlene asked. 

“It made a big difference. The three women sat at the table, and the three men stood in a circle near the food. They chatted until the first couple left for their dinner reservations.”

Darlene poured coffee into two large carafes. “You want to put ice in that small bin and then fill it with yogurt for our early risers? It’s almost six o’clock. I’ll put out the coffee and grab a few individual containers of orange juice for the bin. If the timer goes off while I’m putzing around in the dining room, check the pan of mini-cinnamon rolls in the oven; they might need another minute before they’re ready to be pulled out. I’ll hold back two of them for us, like always. Quality control is critical in this kitchen.” 

While Darlene set up the coffee station and pulled out silverware, napkins, and small plates for the sideboard, Jenna filled the bin with ice and added yogurt. 

When the oven timer went off, Jenna opened the oven door and peeked at the cinnamon rolls. Katy padded over to stand next to her. 

“One more minute,” she mumbled, “and not a second more.” 

Katy watched the oven door while Jenna stood in front of the oven with her arms crossed as she watched the stove’s timer count down the seconds. When the oven timer went off, Jenna opened the oven door and peeked at the cinnamon rolls. 

Jenna added thirty seconds to the timer. “We’ll give them just a little more time, Katy. This is like waiting for peaches to get to that perfect-for-picking stage, isn’t it?” Katy yipped after twenty seconds, and Jenna immediately pulled out the cinnamon rolls. “Good call, Katy; these are perfect.” 

While the cinnamon rolls cooled, Darlene put a second pan of mini-cinnamon rolls into the oven to bake, cut a large cantaloupe into bite-sized pieces, and washed strawberries. Darlene put their cinnamon rolls on small plates and cantaloupe and strawberries in small bowls. 

While they snacked, Darlene moved her favorite stool to her sentry position where she could monitor the food and coffee levels. 

“I was thinking we could move happy hour to the living room, but that’s a bad idea,” Jenna said. 

“What did you say?” Darlene asked. “I was focused on the dining room.”

“The living room might have better ambiance for happy hour, but the dining room is closer to the kitchen. It’s more efficient for us to keep happy hour in the dining room, but there must be something we could do to adjust the ambiance for happy hour.” 

“The overall mood would probably be simple to manage, but bring it up in your meeting this morning. You might as well share your brainteaser with the experts, and who knows, maybe the discussion will give you a solution no one thought of. That’s what you do.” Darlene filled a carafe with coffee and carried it into the dining room. 

Jenna strolled to the door and peeked into the dining room. 

Darlene returned to the kitchen with an empty carafe. “We have only one early bird couple, but they are chowing down on the cinnamon rolls. I’ll wait to see if anyone else shows up.”

“Actually, my happy hour in the living room idea was a way to use the living room because right now, it’s wasted space. Maybe I should shift my focus to other solutions for the living room,” Jenna said. 

“I can hear those gears turning.” Darlene wiggled her eyebrows and then hurried to the dining room with the carafe and a small plate of mini-cinnamon rolls. 

When Darlene returned, Jenna said, “I have an idea for another experiment. Don’t we have a folding table somewhere?” 

“Sure do. It’s in the foyer next to the back door behind the bench. What are you thinking?”

“If we put the folding table in the living room with one of our tablecloths on it, maybe the living room could be a meeting room. I can meet with Mr. Moore and Ethan in the living room today to see if it makes sense.”

“It would be more convenient than your office, especially if Mr. Moore or Ethan has any preliminary sketches for y’all to review. I can do you one better than a folding table, though. Let’s move the kitchen table to the living room. It will blend with the décor better.” 

Jenna peered into the dining room and then returned to the counter. “The couple who were sitting at the kitchen table are leaving.” 

“It’s seven thirty. I’ll bet the rest of the guests are waiting in their rooms for the eight o’clock breakfast. Let’s move the table now, so I can finish cooking breakfast.”  

After they carried the table to the living room, Darlene hurried to the kitchen while Jenna slipped a fresh Peach Blossom Retreat tablecloth onto the table and tugged the table a little farther away from the wall. Jenna carried four dining chairs to the living room one at a time then stood back to examine the room. 

Jenna returned to the kitchen. “I like the look; the table definitely belongs in the living room.” 

She frowned at the kitchen chairs. “They match the table better than the chairs from the dining room do. I need to fix the leg on that one chair so we can use it with the table.” 

Darlene pushed back her stray curls from her forehead with the back of her arm. “Talk to Mr. Moore about updating the air conditioning system. If we turn it down enough where I’m comfortable, the rest of the house becomes a deep freeze.” 

“Has it always been like that? Why didn’t I know?” Jenna asked. Why do I stress over the little things and miss the big things?

“It’s been like that since I’ve been working here. I just got older along the way somehow and less inclined to tolerate being uncomfortable.” Darlene chuckled.

“I need to start a list. Are you going with me to the office, Katy?” 

Katy lay down on the cool kitchen floor and stared at Jenna with apologetic eyes. 

Jenna knelt down and rubbed Katy’s ear and chin. “I know you’re not as sorry as you want me to think, but you’re still cute.” 

Katy grinned. 

After Jenna created her list for Mr. Moore and completed the review of the files in the second drawer, she exhaled. I thought I’d never finish. That was an absolute waste of time.

She sent a text to her lawyer’s paralegal, Adrienne. “No financial records in the office.”  

Adrienne replied, “Still dancing with the estate lawyer.” 

Jenna chuckled. I’ll bet she’s stepping on his toes. 

Jenna checked the time, put the papers back into the drawer, and called Tom’s mom. 

Muriel answered on the first ring. “Jenna, I was just thinking about you while I was drinking my second cup of coffee before my first meeting of the day. Are you and Katy okay?” 

Jenna smiled. “Katy and I are fine. I’m still struggling to learn all the ins and outs of managing a bed-and-breakfast.” 

“I’m certain you’re doing great. Is there anything I can do to help you?” 

“I actually had a question for you. I never really understood how Tom would have inherited the Peach Blossom Retreat. The estate lawyer explained it to me in legalese, which went right over my head. My general contractor, who is doing updates on some rooms for me, told me that Tom’s aunt Daisy was Daisy Wyndham, so I inherited the Wyndham property through her.” 

“I guess I’d thought you’d inherited the property from your side of the family, so I was as lost as you were. I know John’s sister was named Daisy, and she never had any children, but I’m not sure I ever knew her married name because I never met her. She was six or seven years older than he was and was his only surviving relative besides us. John told me before we were married that Daisy suffered from early dementia and was in a special facility under the care of a conservatorship, but don’t ask me to explain how that worked because I was too busy being a new wife and then a mother. I was lucky if I remembered to brush my hair in the morning.”

Jenna chuckled. “That’s how I feel some days.” 

“If any of your guests act like a toddler, give them a toy. It always worked with Tom.” 

“I’ll remember that.”  

“I’ll bet you’re busy. Next time, I want to hear about the updates your contractor is doing to the Peach Blossom Resort.” 

After they hung up, Katy yipped. 

Somebody’s here. She hurried toward the kitchen and met Mr. Moore as he came into the hallway from the back foyer. A man in his early thirties who carried a brown briefcase and wore glasses and a dark blue dress shirt with a bright yellow tie followed Mr. Moore. 

“Jenna, this is Shane Lawson, the architect who frequently helps me with projects.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Ross.” 

“Call me Jenna.” 

His smile was as engaging as his soft Georgia drawl. “Only if you’ll call me Shane.”

Darlene whisked grits into a pot of boiling water. “Grab that carafe I put on the counter, Clarence, before we have to suffer through another five minutes of sweet pleasantries, and I pass out from a sugar overdose.” 

Jenna cleared her throat. “We set up a table in the living room for our meeting.”

Darlene said, “I already took a tray of cups to the living room along with the fixings for those who don’t have the bitter souls that thrive on pure coffee like Boss Lady.” 

“Thanks, Darlene.” Mr. Moore chuckled as he picked up the carafe. “What do you say, Jenna? Can a bitter old soul buy you a coffee?”

Jenna sniffed in disdain at Darlene. “I’d love one.”

Mr. Moore said, “You can get the tip, Jenna.” 

“Better make it a generous one.” Darlene chuckled.

While they strolled toward the living room, Shane said, “I’d like to take a peek at the dining room.” 

After Shane joined them and they were seated, Mr. Moore asked, “Where would you like to start, Jenna?” 

“We talked about options to turn my office into two rooms, and before I forget to mention it, the kitchen needs its own air conditioning system.” 

Mr. Moore nodded. “The kitchen is easy. I’ll have someone assess the kitchen later today so we can order the system and put it in next week. Shane and I have been talking about the downstairs. He has a sketch we can review.” 

Shane opened his briefcase. “Now, these are rough and not to scale, but they’ll be useful for discussion.” 

He pointed to the first document he’d put on the table as he talked. “This sketch shows your office could easily be converted back to two rooms with private baths for both.” 

He shifted to point to the second one. “This is a draft of your preference for a guest room with an en suite bathroom included, and your office next to it.”

Mr. Moore added, “Another project Shane and I thought might be helpful would be to move the back door to the kitchen and widen the entrance, so it will be more convenient for deliveries.” 

Jenna furrowed her brow. “Doesn’t that close off the back door for the guests?”

Mr. Moore nodded. “Yes, but we don’t want the guests going through the kitchen. Shane has more.” 

Shane nodded. “Like the others, this is a rough sketch. The door to the kitchen would be here. We’ll put in an emergency exit for guests at this end of the hallway.” He pointed to the side of the house that was opposite the kitchen. 

“I’m interested in Darlene’s opinion of an entrance directly into the kitchen. We can talk to her, but I don’t see any benefit in closing off the existing back door, which would then require the extra expense of building a new emergency exit for the guests.”

“Fair enough,” Shane said.

“What’s your routine for locking up at night?” Mr. Moore asked. 

“It’s the same routine that was in place when I took over. At ten o’clock, I lock the front door and make sure the doors to my office, the kitchen, and the dining room are locked. When I leave, I lock the back door. That was the process when I took over, so I didn’t change it, but I’d love to have it automated.” 

Shane smiled. “Mr. Moore suggested you may want automated security for the inn, so I developed a proposal for a system that you can monitor and manage from your house or your office. The doors will automatically lock at ten and unlock at six or whatever time you prefer. The system will include a key for manual override if you need it. You’ll also have cameras that monitor the doors and the common areas, so you don’t have to jump up from your desk if you hear something. The exterior doors will have panic bars, so your guests can get out without a key, but they won’t be able to get back in because it will lock behind them.” 

“I absolutely love that.”

“What else would you like to have?” Mr. Moore asked. 

“I’d like to do something about the dining room, but I’m not sure we’d need to do any construction changes.”

“What did you have in mind?” Shane asked. 

“We have a huge dining table that is beautiful, but we never have that many people eating at the same time in the morning because we provide a continental breakfast for the early birds, then a full breakfast at eight, but it is buffet. Our happy hour in the evening could use some ambiance and seating for small groups.” 

“We can work with the lighting. What do you think about round tables that seat six? If you have five tables and all of your ten or eleven rooms were full, everyone would have a choice of seating, even the introverts that need a little extra space,” Shane said. 

Jenna nodded. “It would be very unlikely that all of them would show up at the same time, but if they did, we’d be set. I definitely like the idea of small groups. We could still host happy hour in the dining room, which saves me steps and the work of cleaning two rooms after happy hour every evening. Although…” Jenna furrowed her brow and drummed her fingers on the table in thought.

Mr. Moore gazed at Jenna for a few minutes. “It’s my goal to make your job easier; what are you thinking?” 

“I love the automated security. We should definitely start on that right away. I think splitting my office into a guest room and a small office goes on our project list along with the smaller tables like Shane suggested. Shane, is there enough room to repurpose the large table as a sideboard in the dining room? I’m not sure we’d ever use it, but that at least gives us a place to store it.”

Mr. Moore stared at Jenna while Shane smiled and nodded. 

Mr. Moore’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. “That is absolutely brilliant. You’re hired, Mrs. Ross.” 

Shane chuckled. “I agree. I’ll complete the plans for your new office and the new guest room with its bath, and I’ll measure the dining room so I can plan where to put the table and still fit in enough smaller tables for your guests.” 

“We’ll send the contract for the security system to you and to Suzanne Nelson,” Mr. Moore said. “That’s our new priority. Shane, when can you have the new sketches for the office and the guest room?” 

“I can have it for discussion and preliminary approval later today or tomorrow, then the final specs by Friday because it’s just a conversion back to the two rooms. Jenna, I think there’s plenty of space for you to have a private bath in your office, or would you prefer a storage closet?” 

“No contest; I’d love more storage.”  

Shane chuckled. “No surprise to me.”

“We are a coordinated team. Shane has more for us.” Mr. Moore nodded at Shane. 

“Now for the crazy part.” Shane’s eyes twinkled. “Mr. Moore told me there is an old barn in the woods close to where the work equipment is parked. Did you know about that?” 

Jenna stared at him as she shook her head.

Ethan strolled into the living room. “Sorry I’m late. What about the barn, Shane?”

Mr. Moore motioned toward the carafe and the cups. “Help yourself.”

Ethan poured his coffee and then sat at the vacant seat next to Jenna. 

Jenna breathed in the aroma of grass mixed with gas, sweat, and soap. Ethan smells like Tom did after he’d worked in the yard all morning. Jenna bit her lip. 

“What do you know about the barn, Ethan?” Mr. Moore asked.

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “It’s structurally sound, but you might call it a wildlife haven.” 

“I haven’t seen it in ages.” Mr. Moore rose. “Jenna, you’re wearing boots; would you like to go with me?”

“Sure, let’s go.” 

When Ethan peered at Shane’s brown loafers and raised an eyebrow, Jenna glanced at Mr. Moore, who winked.

Shane cleared his throat. “Y’all go on ahead. I’d like to verify my measurements for the dining room.”

As Jenna and Mr. Moore followed Ethan through the kitchen, Darlene glanced up at them and stopped scrubbing her pan.

Jenna said, “We’re going to check the old barn, Darlene. I’ve got the work phone with me.” 

Darlene nodded as she rinsed the pan. Katy followed Jenna. 

On the way, Jenna said, “Darlene didn’t blink when I mentioned the barn, so she obviously knew about it. I wonder why she never said anything.” 

“It’s one of those local things; we forget that somebody new might not know everything we do.”

Jenna nodded. “Everybody knows, and I don’t even know what I don’t know.” 

“It’s difficult being the new kid, isn’t it?” Mr. Moore chortled. 

When they reached the large wooden structure with peeling paint, missing windowpanes, and the large barn door dangling on broken hinges, Jenna raised an eyebrow. “It’s not in the best of shape, is it? I’m surprised the estate lawyer didn’t mention it when I signed all the papers in his office because it’s not that far from the inn.” 

“It won’t take much to clear the brush and leave the trees.” Mr. Moore smiled and rubbed his hands together. “We have electricity, water, and an existing structure.”

“Why would we renovate the old barn?” Jenna asked.

“I don’t know what you’re thinking, Mr. Moore, but I’d restore it just to see the old girl in the full glory she deserves.” Ethan joined them. 

Jenna peered at Ethan. “I thought it was just an old barn.” 

“Oh, it is, but it has possibilities,” Ethan said.

Mr. Moore smiled. “She’ll be a beauty, won’t she? Jenna, up until ten years ago there was an old department store that a group of investors had bought and renovated for events like weddings and family reunions. Before it burned down, the town merchants benefited from the regular flow of visitors. The owners got their insurance money but didn’t rebuild. The Chamber of Commerce still gets calls asking if anyone near the town of Paisley hosts events.”

“I love the idea of helping the town, but I don’t think I’m ready to take on a second business.” Jenna frowned. 

“No, but I am, with the help of my business partner, who prepares my evening meals and nags me to remember to take my medicine,” Mr. Moore said. 

Jenna smiled. 

Mr. Moore returned her smile. “We’ll let our lawyers hash out the particulars, but I’d like to boost the town’s merchants with a new venue for parties. I was thinking maybe you and I could work together on the decisions for the renovation, then I’d lease the building from you for my event business. My wife takes care of the financial side of our construction business, but it doesn’t occupy much of her time. She used to coordinate conferences before she retired and misses the high energy that goes along with coordinating all the moving pieces. Bobbie’s at her best when things take a sudden turn and threaten to fall apart. She’d be tickled to manage the events, and our business would be more diversified and less dependent on construction contracts.” 

“I’d like to be a part of the project,” Ethan said. “The driveway will have to be widened and graveled or paved for two-way traffic. You’ll need a parking lot and landscaping.” 

“We’d be happy to have you be a part of our event business, Ethan.” Mr. Moore’s eyes twinkled. “How do you feel about working for a bossy old woman?”

“I was the garden club advisor for the two years that Mrs. Moore was the president.” Ethan smiled. “It might get a little loud at times, but we’ll work together just fine.” 

“What do you think, Jenna? We’ll get a proposal to your lawyer to renovate the building for a long-term lease, or whatever the lawyers work out,” Mr. Moore said. 

“If Suzanne Nelson approves the project, I’m in,” Jenna said. 

Shane joined them. “I found my old pair of muck boots in the trunk of my car. What did I miss?” 

Mr. Moore chuckled. “A lot; I’ll give you a tour, and we’ll talk.” 

“I have work to do. Are you ready to return to the inn, Katy?” Jenna asked. 

She furrowed her brow as she turned toward the woods. Where’s the path?

Katy trotted to the path and turned to wait for her. 

Jenna exhaled. Thank goodness for Katy. I got turned around.

Before Jenna reached the path, Ethan joined her. “I’ll go with you so you don’t get lost.” 








  
  
Chapter Five




Jenna snorted. “I have Katy; we’ll be fine by ourselves.” 

Ethan shrugged. “Suit yourself, but I’m going in the same direction you are.” 

They walked in silence to the house. 

When Jenna and Katy went inside, Darlene asked, “So, what’s the plan? Shane told me about the plan for the dining room when he was measuring it.”  

Jenna told Darlene about the change to her office and an automated security system. “Mr. Moore and Shane also showed me a plan to move the back door to a new, wider entrance that would go directly into the kitchen. What do you think of the idea?”

“Not much.” Darlene wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want people coming in through the kitchen. What’s wrong with the back door entrance where it is?” 

“I couldn’t think of any reason to move it, but I wanted to talk to you first, in case you had a different perspective.” 

“That’s easy because I don’t like it at all. What about the barn, Boss Lady?” 

“Don’t call me that; it scares me.”

Darlene smirked. “That’s not all bad. You need a little toughening up and a reminder that you’re in charge.”

Jenna exhaled. “I’m plenty tough, but it terrifies me sometimes that I’m in charge, and you know it. But back to the barn, we discussed renovating it.”

“I want to hear about it, but before we get too busy, I wanted to tell you that Richard Davidson dropped by to see you. At least, that’s what he said when I found him in the hallway.” 

Jenna gaped at Darlene. “He what? He just waltzed in?” 

“Richard claimed he knocked and said I must not have heard it. Jenna, sometimes I’m busy and don’t hear a lot of things, but that wasn’t the point. If he thought I didn’t hear him, he should have shouted to let me know he was here. I told him he didn’t have any business here and to get out. I hope you weren’t buying a car because he was pretty huffy and said he had to talk to you.” 

“He absolutely had no right to come in uninvited and unescorted.” 

Darlene side-glanced at Jenna. “When he left, I had a funny feeling like you get sometimes, so I peeked out the window to see where he parked. He must have parked down by the road because he was walking down the driveway.”

“This really points out that we are long overdue for a decent security system, doesn’t it? Thank goodness we’ll have one within the next week.” 

Darlene nodded. “Tell me about the barn.”

Jenna exhaled. “Bobbie’s going to lead a project to turn the barn into a place where events can be hosted. I’ll still own it, so the Moore Construction Company will lease it from me. Mr. Moore’s going to draft his plan then it will be up to his lawyer and Suzanne to iron out the details. We won’t be doing anything with the barn until Mr. Moore finishes what we’ve planned for the inn, which actually won’t take very long.” Jenna smiled. “I’m not sure who is more excited, me or Mr. Moore.” 

“I’ve never met that architect Shane Lawson, but he impressed me when he took the time to measure the dining room for his plan to add the smaller tables. When I asked him some questions, he didn’t seem bothered at all even though they must have been really basic.” 

Jenna nodded. “I was impressed when he showed up at the barn. I didn’t expect him because he was wearing dress shoes, but he changed into a pair of boots that he had in his trunk. He and Mr. Moore are still at the barn.” 

Darlene raised her eyebrows. “You walked back with Ethan?”

Jenna glared at her. “I walked back with Katy. Ethan walked by himself.”

Darlene put her hands on her hips and returned Jenna’s glare. “Just because you can’t take the high road and be nice to Ethan Bentley, don’t take it out on me, Mrs. Ross.”

Jenna gaped at Darlene. “Mrs. Ross?”

Darlene rolled her eyes. “I was on a roll until I went overboard, wasn’t I?”

Jenna smiled. “You were doing great. Maybe I should talk to Mom for some tips on how to maintain a professional demeanor.” 

“Please don’t. I wouldn’t know who you were. What did he say that irritated you?”

“It wasn’t so much what he said as how he said it. He said he’d walk back with me so I wouldn’t get lost.” 

Darlene raised her eyebrows. “Would you have gotten lost?” 

“That’s not the point.” 

“Did you just hear what…”

Mr. Moore opened the back door. 

When he paused, Jenna called out, “Come on in.” 

After Mr. Moore came into the kitchen, he said, “Jenna, I think I’ll have a final timeline for the inn’s renovations and for the guest cottage after we see Shane’s sketch. Let’s go to the dining room and talk.” 

“Come with us, Darlene, so you can ask questions and help me remember the details,” Jenna said. 

After they were in the dining room, Mr. Moore said, “Did you tell Darlene about our new plan?” 

“She sure did, and I like it. What size tables are we talking about, and how many?” Darlene asked.

Mr. Moore motioned with his arm in a wide sweep of the room. “This room is enormous. I’m thinking we’ll go with standard six-seat round tables, but we’ll see what Shane comes up with. Do we need to carve out a storage closet for tables and chairs?” 

Darlene shook her head. “I don’t want to fiddle with extra tables and chairs, but a small closet for linens and cleaning supplies would be useful unless it breaks up the room too much, or the construction is disruptive for our guests.” 

Mr. Moore stroked his chin. “We’ll have the upstairs laundry room ready for inspection early this afternoon. I have the inspector scheduled for Wednesday, and the laundry room will be ready for Layla’s use by Friday. We’ll review the plans for the security system with you tomorrow, Jenna. I’ll let Shane know about the closet for the dining room; he might want to ask you some questions, Darlene.” 

“It wouldn’t hurt for me to have a little time to decide whether it’s a nice to have, or something that would really make breakfast and happy hour easier for us.”

“If we add the closet, we can work when the guests aren’t around during the day, and we’ll make sure the construction area is tidy before we leave. We’ll talk more about schedule and timing if you decide that’s what you want to do. Jenna, unless you’ve changed your mind about the emergency exit and a new entrance to the kitchen, our next project for us to schedule is the new guest room and your smaller office.” 

Jenna shook her head. “No, I haven’t changed my mind. I really don’t see any benefit to the inn.” 

“What about her cottage?” Darlene asked. “Where does it fit in?”

“We don’t need permits since all we’re doing in the cottage is replacing a dishwasher and adding a walk-in shower to the bathroom, and it’s already plumbed for a shower. The crew will start tomorrow and should be done by Friday. We’ll need permits for the barn before Bobbie can begin the project in earnest except for the driveway and widening the footpath to the inn, so we can have a shuttle for guests.” 

Darlene side-glanced at Jenna. “Are you contracting that to Ethan? His business is landscaping and grading services, which includes driveways, so it would make sense if you were.” 

Mr. Moore smiled. “Ethan’s actually joining Bobbie and Shane in the barn project as a partner.”

Darlene’s eyes widened. “Ethan and Bobbie? Ethan just went up two notches on my respect scale.”  

Jenna snorted. “I’ve got work to do.” 

“So do I.” Mr. Moore headed to the stairs. 

Darlene exhaled. “Jenna, before you dash off, we should talk about something that has been bothering me for a while. We have to hire someone who will keep the bed-and-breakfast clean, especially if you’re adding a guest room. You’re behind in your work because on the days that Layla doesn’t come in, you are the housekeeper, and what about that marketing plan you keep talking about? Seems like to me that isn’t as much of a priority for you as you say. You never spend any time with the guests to hear what they like and don’t like because you’re too busy trying to catch up on the schedule, the bookkeeping, and all your other administrative tasks.”

Jenna grimaced. “Ouch, talk about a missed opportunity. I hate it when you’re right. Do you have any recommendations?” 

“Layla offered to work in the afternoons this week. Why don’t you ask her to come in this week while we look for someone permanent?”

“I’ll call her.” 

After she sent a text to Layla asking her to call when she had a chance, Jenna listed the daily cleaning and happy hour tasks she regularly did then added her other administrative and business-related tasks that nagged her because she never got around to doing them. When she read over her list, Jenna moaned, “No wonder I’m so stressed.” 

Jenna checked for pending reservation requests then reviewed her blog. After she approved, liked, and replied to the latest comments, she checked her list. Going through all those old records has thrown me behind.  

While Jenna checked the inn’s email, Layla called. 

Jenna asked, “Are you still available to work in the afternoons this week?”

“I sure am and can be there at one. Would that work?”

“That’s perfect. How late would you be able to stay? I’m thinking I could also use help with happy hour, which begins at five thirty, so I could schmooze with our guests.” 

“That sounds really smart. I’d be happy to help. I’ll be invisible so I can catch any tidbits too.” 

After they hung up, Jenna went to the kitchen. “Layla will be here at one.” 

“I’m collecting referrals from my friends and should have a list of people for you to interview tomorrow. You’ll probably want to start with phone interviews,” Darlene said. 

“I do? Okay.” Jenna furrowed her brow as she returned to her office. After she closed her door, her eyes welled up. 

Katy scratched at the door, and Jenna opened it and then quietly closed the door after Katy came in. 

Tears slipped down Jenna’s cheeks. “I’m glad you’re here, Katy, because I feel like I’m over my head. I always worked on my projects alone or with a small team. No one has ever reported to me, and I’ve never hired anyone either. It’s all just too much. Where do I start?” 

After Katy yipped, Jenna brushed away her tears. “The thing is, I’m an accountant, and I love numbers because they’re tidy and totally predictable. The blog is easy because I have time to think about what I want to say and edit it before I hit publish. I love marketing and creating ads, and updating and maintaining the website is definitely a technical challenge, but I enjoy it. I’m better off working with numbers, systems, and words, not people. It’s time for me to tell the estate lawyer to find somebody else to run the Peach Blossom Retreat.”

When Jenna picked up her phone, Katy trotted to the door and whined. 

“Okay, I’ll let you outside first.” Jenna followed Katy, but Katy went into the living room and whined in front of the yellow chair that Mr. Moore had moved from the guest cottage. Katy turned and stared at Jenna. 

Jenna sat down, and the tightness she hadn’t noticed in her stomach eased. Katy put her head on Jenna’s knee, and Jenna stroked Katy’s neck. 

“I don’t know what I’m doing, and it really bothers me. The inn deserves someone who doesn’t bungle everything. Even when I feel like I’m doing something right, I know I’m an impostor.” 

When Jenna leaned back in the chair, it whispered, Imposter syndrome assumes every success you have is just a trick. 

“Impostor syndrome? Is that what I have?” Jenna whispered. 

Yes. Real impostors don’t get impostor syndrome.

“Is this what you were trying to tell me, Katy? The inn needs to stay in the family, doesn’t it? Who else would understand Mrs. Wyndham’s chair?” 

Jenna leaned back in the chair, closed her eyes, and listened to Katy breathe. 

Secrets. 

“Secrets?” Jenna muttered. “What secrets? It isn’t a secret I’m failing. I’m trying to do everything myself, and it’s humanly impossible. Delegating isn’t anything I’ve ever done before, and I have so much to learn.” 

Jenna exhaled. “I’m not an impostor. I’ll learn.”

A feeling of comfort and support washed over Jenna. Good girl. 

Jenna relaxed and rested her hand on the soft arm of the chair. “It will be hard, but I love a challenge.” 

Katy grinned and then trotted out of the room. 

Jenna patted the soft arm. “I’ll get busy and thank you for the encouragement.”

Jenna grabbed her laptop and her list of her tasks from her office and went into the kitchen. After she placed her laptop on the counter, she said, “Darlene, I think I should have a position description and responsibilities for the housekeeping position. Can you help me with that?”

Jenna furiously typed notes as they discussed and argued.

“Do you really think it’s important to set working hours?” Jenna asked. “You and Layla don’t have established schedules.” 

“Maybe not, but you know when we’ll be here and for how long because our hours depend on satisfying our guests. A new person needs guidelines.” 

Jenna closed her laptop. “You’re right. Katy and I need to go for a walk, but first I’ll throw together a first draft of the job description and responsibilities, so you can review it while I clear the cobwebs from my head.” 
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