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Chapter One


          

          Holiday Anticipation

        

      

    

    
      Christmas is coming! No matter how old I get, preparing for Christmas always turns me into a little girl. Decorating the house, baking cookies, wrapping gifts … I love it all. Thinking of the private holiday party I was planning for Magnolia Blossom Inn put a smile on my face and a spring in my step as I hurried from store to store in Clarkstown.

      Three days before Christmas, Clarkstown’s historic Main Street sparkled like something out of a holiday snow globe. Garlands of cedar and red velvet bows framed every window. The old-fashioned lampposts wore knitted scarves and felt fabric jolly snowman faces, courtesy of Amanda Fitzwilliams and the Ladies Quilting Circle. Shop windows glowed with miniature villages, toy trains, and twinkling lights. Clarkstown had donned its holiday finery.

      "Hello Maddie," called out Joe Wiley, owner of Wiley's Hardware, as I entered the store. Joe occupied his usual place behind the wide front counter, a half-finished crossword puzzle spread out before him.

      Handmade aromatic cinnamon brooms rested in a basket along with scented pinecones near the store's entrance. A large open barrel held bundles of kindling. The scent of freshly cut pine boughs and wreaths hung in the air. Wiley’s Hardware prided itself on being a one-stop shop for the do-it-yourselfer, or professional home repairer. Plumbing and electrical supplies, a variety of hand tools, plus every type of hardware fasteners filled the organized shop. Today, I breathed in the fragrance of the holiday greenery that Joe had added, plus I noticed a selection of colorful Christmas lights in his inventory.

      "Hi Joe. I'm looking for a pair of solar-powered lanterns I can use on the inn's front porch. Have any left? I saw some the last time I was in, but didn't think to pick them up. Now, I'd really love to have a set to include within my holiday garlands," I answered him.

      "Well now, let's just mosey on back here and have a look. I recall seeing some black coach lanterns on a lower shelf."

      "Great."

      "Hmm, let's see if these are what you had in mind," Joe said as he pulled out a box and opened the flap.

      He lifted a twelve-inch tall black lantern with crackle glass inserts and a rectangular solar panel set into the top. Joe flipped over the lantern and revealed a slot holding a double-A battery that gets energized by the solar cell to power the candle-shaped light bulb.

      "That's exactly what I was looking for. Do you have a second one?" I asked.

      "Yep. Need to get down on these old knees to reach it, but it should be behind that other carton."

      Joe pushed aside another box then, kneeling on the concrete floor, he half-crawled into the shelving unit to slide out a second box containing a matching lantern.

      I clapped my hands and smiled broadly. "These are wonderful! Thank you. Sorry to put y'all to so much trouble."

      "No trouble at all, Miss Maddie. I'm glad to be of service."

      "What do I owe you, Joe?"

      Joe carried the two cartons back up to the front of the store and keyed a stock number into his register. The new computerized program his son had installed a year ago kept track of inventory and provided an accurate accounting and pricing of the merchandise.

      "These lanterns sell for twenty dollars each, but seeing as how it's so close to Christmas and they're not flying off the shelf … I reckon I can give you a special holiday discount of fifty percent off. How about twenty dollars for the pair?" Joe said with a wink.

      "Oh my goodness! You're too kind. Thank you so much," I said as I handed over my money.

      Joe tucked the lanterns into a large paper shopping bag.

      "Y'all have a merry Christmas. Give my best to Tom," he said.

      I pressed an impetuous kiss on his whiskered cheek. "Y'all do the same, Joe. Merry Christmas to you and your family."

      He nodded and grinned from ear to ear.

      Skipping out of the shop and down the street toward my battered pickup truck, I reveled again in the joy of living in this wonderful small town where neighbors cared for neighbors.

      I tucked the shopping bag into the truck cab, then drove over to the Piggly-Wiggly to finish buying a few last-minute food items on my list. Brrr, the weather nipped at my nose as I walked across the grocer's parking lot.

      I paused beside the sidewalk chalkboard where little Oliver Perkins, the manager's son, had drawn a snowman in a chef’s hat and labeled it: “Today’s Special—Cider Brined Turkey!”

      Across the street, the Clarkstown Baptist Church carolers gathered in front of the bakery, harmonizing their way through “Angels We Have Heard on High” while the scent of warm cinnamon buns floated out through the door. My hungry stomach growled at the delicious smell wafting through the air, reminding me it had been hours since breakfast. Maybe if I hurried, I could finish my food shopping and have time for a quick mug of hot chocolate and one of those sweet sticky buns.

      Pushing the cart down the aisles, I mentally ticked things off my list as I added two boxes of Ritz crackers, a can of salted peanuts, and two cheddar cheese balls I wanted for Christmas Eve snacks. Little Smokie cocktail wieners looked appetizing as I tossed them into my cart. I realized that my hunger prompted my additional food purchases; everything looked tasty. No matter. These wieners won't go to waste.

      Hmm, what else? I dashed into the produce department and picked up a head of lettuce, tomatoes, sprigs of rosemary, fresh thyme, whole cranberries, and two gleaming pomegranates.

      “Tom’s going to make magic with this,” I thought as I completed my shopping.

      Tom Borden worked as Magnolia Blossom Inn's chef extraordinaire as well as its handyman and had assumed the role of my surrogate brother. I couldn't run the bed-and- breakfast without him.

      Magnolia Blossom Inn existed in a converted pre-Civil War era southern farmhouse with a wide wrap-around porch. The Brooke family had built and lived in the house since 1830, passing it down from one generation to another. I grew up in the old house and on the farm with its cherry and apple orchards. When my mother died, I was only seven years old. My father, a sea captain, brought me to live on the farm with his parents: Charles and Polly Brooke. My father preferred life at sea to raising a lone daughter, so the task fell to my loving grandparents. Every so often, he’d stop by to visit. The last time I had seen my father was at Grannie’s funeral. Perhaps this Christmas, he'd make it home. I could only hope.

      The inn provided a comfortable living for me with guest reservations and party rentals in our newly renovated barn venue. We've hosted everything from weddings to baby showers to veteran reunions in the barn.

      Within an easy commute to the city of Charlottesville, the inn was an ideal location for tourists wanting a quiet spot to stay but close enough to nearby historical attractions like Monticello. Magnolia Blossom Inn offered five bedrooms with private baths for guests and two bedrooms on the third floor with a shared bath for my housekeeper, Sally Rawlins, and me. The large comfortable living room with a brick hearth and fireplace opened into a formal dining room where guests enjoyed a daily sumptuous breakfast prepared by Tom.

      We had been booked solid throughout the autumn months, but now that it was close to Christmas, my bookings had dropped off to just a single traveler or two making their way home for the holidays. January was expected to be a slow month with winter weather keeping people at home, yet I looked forward to the time off to putter around the house, catch up on paperwork, and simply relax.

      Checking the time on my watch, I decided I could treat myself to that hot chocolate. I zipped up my parka and wrapped my wool scarf tighter as I pushed the cart out of the market and loaded my bags into the truck. Returning the empty buggy to the store, I hurried across the street toward the bakery and those delicious smells.

      “Maddie!” came a voice from behind a display stand of poinsettias, causing me to stop with one hand reaching for the bakery doorknob.

      I turned to see elderly Amanda Fitzwilliams, my Grannie's dearest friend, bundled in a vintage green plaid cloak, tugging a small cart of groceries down the walk.

      “You look like Christmas come to life,” I greeted her cheerfully.

      Amanda gave a sly wink. “So do you, dear. Though don’t let the merry carols distract you. Christmas is coming but so is trouble. I feel it in my bones … a bad storm’s coming. Worse than last year’s. I worry about you … out on that farm all alone. You’d best stock the inn before everyone’s snowed in with nothing but cookies and gossip to munch on.”

      “Oh, the gossip will outlive the cookies,” I teased, offering Amanda a steadying hand. "Besides, I'm not alone; I've got Tom and Sally at the inn."

      We moved closer to the bakery entrance. I looked longingly at the baked goods on the other side of the glass.

      “I’m serious,” Amanda said, tapping her gloved fingers to her temple. “My old arthritis acts up when cold damp weather flares up and I feel a storm brewing. The air’s gone heavy. The birds are flying low. Nature always knows before the radar does.”

      “Well, I’ve got enough provisions to feed an army. Although, I appreciate the warning. I know you're usually right. I've only two guest rooms booked, the rest will be filled with the usual suspects—Lily, Lionel, and of course, Allen and Lucas for a holiday celebration. I'm planning a cozy but lively party filled with holiday cheer."

      Behind them, the tinkling of bells announced the door opening on Gerber’s General Store, and out bustled Mildred Ginther, wrapped in a fur coat and eavesdropping on our conversation.

      Amanda rolled her eyes and mumbled, "Oh dear."

      “Did someone say gossip?” Mildred croaked with glee. “Because I just passed the post office, and a young woman was asking for directions to the town records. Asked about the Magnolia Blossom Inn too. Had a fancy suitcase and big city boots. Not from around here.”

      Amanda snorted. “Mildred, not every stranger’s a scandal. Don't go starting trouble where none exists."

      “She said her name was Claire Jennings,” Mildred added, feigning innocence. “That ring any bells, Maddie?”

      I blinked. “Claire? She’s one of my booked guests. She told me over the phone she was hoping for a quiet Christmas in the country. Just passing through Virginia. I haven't met her yet.”

      “Quiet, my foot,” Mildred said, eyeing me with sly curiosity. “She’s got that look. Like she’s here for more than cocoa and cookies. She's been asking questions all around town. I heard her." Mildred nodded her head as if to indicate that was the final word. She, and she alone, knew what was happening in their small town.

      “Maybe she’s just alone for the holidays and wants the companionship a small town like Clarkstown can provide," I said, not wanting to give the old biddy any more fodder for gossip. I turned my back on the pair.

      Mildred chatted with Amanda about the Baptist church service and who had the best fudge recipe while I waited politely to say goodbye, half listening to the carolers still singing.

      Just across the street, Margaret Powers froze when she and her husband stepped out of the pharmacy as Mildred's loud words carried in the crisp air. She dropped her shopping bag, scattering tissues and a box of cough drops onto the sidewalk.

      Margaret’s face had gone bone white.

      Marlon Powers bent stiffly to pick up the spilled items. “What’s wrong with you now?” he growled under his breath.

      Margaret’s lips barely moved. “That old gossip Mildred Ginther, stirring up trouble.”

      Marlon stood, eyes narrowing. “You recognize who she's talking about?”

      “I … the name sounded familiar, someone I knew long ago." She tugged her coat closed. “It’s probably nothing.”

      But Marlon didn’t look away. He studied her face like a man reading an old, dangerous map.

      And in that moment, the suspicion that had haunted him for nearly twenty years flared to life again.

      “You lied to me,” he said quietly, cruelly. “You said you got rid of it. But she’s here now. Isn’t she?”

      Margaret’s lips trembled. “No, you're wrong. I don't want to discuss it. Please, not here. Not now …”

      Marlon’s eyes darkened. “I’ll take care of it.”

      He dropped the bag into her arms and turned down the alley behind the pharmacy, his boots thumping ominously.

      Margaret stood frozen, her breath catching in the cold, unaware that delicate snowflakes fell, clinging to her hair and clothes, promising a white Christmas across the land. How could she explain to her husband the feelings a mother had toward a new life growing within her? She didn't end the pregnancy so many years ago. She couldn't bring herself to do it. Margaret had to give her daughter a chance at life, even if it wasn't with her. Knowing the baby lived and was loved by a good family; that's what kept Margaret going over the past years. She'd kept track of her daughter and her adoptive family but always from afar. Frowning, worry consumed her mind. What was the girl doing in Clarkstown? Did she suspect her birth mother lived here? What would happen if Marlon found the girl? Maybe she better warn Claire. She moved off, her mind set.

      I laughed with Amanda Fitzwilliams and dodged Mildred’s relentless theories. Little did I know the tragic end of a shameful secret would eventually involve the Magnolia Blossom Inn.

      And the storm Amanda warned about?

      It had begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Jingle Bells

        

      

    

    
      "Good gracious! I ran into Amanda Fitzwilliams and Mildred Ginther in town and I didn't think I'd ever get away. Have our guests arrived yet? I was hoping to beat them home," I told Tom as I carried in the bags of groceries. "I'm totally famished too. I declare, those ladies can talk your ears off."

      "Well sit yourself down and try a bowl of this clam chowder I've got simmering. New recipe … I planned on serving it tonight," Tom said. He spooned the chowder into a small bowl and placed it on the farmhouse table.

      Shucking my boots, scarf, and coat, I hung them on the hook in the mud room then slid into a seat at the table. I breathed in the tantalizing aroma rising from the steamy soup. Swallowing a spoonful of the hot chowder, the flavors lingered on my tongue, enticing my palate for more.

      "Mmm, this is fabulous." I took several more spoonfuls before continuing. "You know, it started snowing as I left town. At first it just looked like pretty snowflakes, but now it seems to be coming down harder. Do you think we'll get any accumulation?"

      "I haven't heard an update on the forecast. I've been busy in here," Tom said as he finished putting away the food items I had bought.

      Prissy, the black and white tuxedo cat, curled into a ball under the big farmhouse table. I could hear her loud purring under my feet. Her kitten, Mickey, scampered underfoot chasing a ball of yarn. I had brought Prissy inside when temperatures dropped dangerously, although the cat was no stranger to the cold and preferred living outdoors or in the barn. But she was getting up in years now and no longer had to herd a brood of kittens. After finding homes for her last litter of kittens in September, I kept one male kitty to keep her company and took her to the vet for spaying. She seemed content with this change in her life.

      Luke stretched out near the warm heater vent. Mickey jumped on the dog's back and then chased the big tail swishing back and forth on the floor. The large German shepherd raised his head from his outstretched paws and barked in alert.

      "We're in for a doozy of a storm," Grannie's voice commented as her ethereal image hovered in front of the window. The snowflakes swirling outside were visible through her translucent body.

      "What makes you think so, Grannie?" I asked my resident ghost.

      "I can tell. Reminds me of the blizzard we had back in 1981."

      "Afraid that was before my time. Tom, maybe we better make preparations just in case."

      "Y'all better do that. Trouble is in the air." With that said, Grannie evaporated in a poof of cold air. I shook my head at her abrupt coming and going.

      "I'll check on the generator; make sure we have enough fuel for it in case of a power outage. You better place some candles or lanterns in all the rooms too," Tom said.

      "Good idea. I better get a move on. Our guests should be here any moment too," I said as I jumped up and placed my empty bowl in the sink then moved to the pantry off the kitchen.

      Hurricane lanterns and boxes of candles filled a lower shelf, ready for any emergency. I scooped up a box of the candles and juggled two of the lanterns, then made my way into the dining and living rooms where I deposited the two lanterns.

      Sally Rawlins, our housekeeper, came down the stairs carrying an armload of cleaning supplies. Sally was a widow in her early fifties and shy in nature, with salt and pepper pixie-cut hair and a pleasantly round shape. Her husband’s death had left her without life insurance or other means to support herself, forcing her to sell her small home. Her only son lived in Oregon, and her only spinster sister resided in Raleigh. Sally, determined to remain independent and not become a burden on her family, readily accepted my offer last year to work for the inn. She shared the third floor with me.

      She raised an eyebrow at me, questioning my actions.

      "Every room is ready for guests. I just did a final spritz on the bathrooms and a light dusting."

      "Great. Thanks Sally. After you put those things away, take these candles and put them in holders in each of the bedrooms. There should be a candlestick on every dresser."

      "Okay. But I thought the new generator would provide us with electricity and we didn't have to worry about a power outage," Sally said, worry tinging her voice.

      "It will, but just in case, I'd like to be prepared with candles too. Besides, candle light is so Christmasy," I said with a wink.

      Sally took off to do my bidding as I turned to greet the young couple stepping onto our wide veranda. Opening the front door, I smiled and waved them inside.

      "Hello! Welcome to Magnolia Blossom Inn! I'm your host, Maddie Brooke. You must be Evan and Tara McConnell. Please come in."

      "Thank you. This place looks nice and comfy," Evan said as he looked around the interior of the inn.

      "We didn't expect this snow, although the snowflakes look pretty. I'm glad we didn't try to drive further tonight, as much as I'd like to be home with my family by Christmas Eve. I confess I'm exhausted from traveling," Tara said.

      The heavily pregnant young woman eased herself onto the comfortable living room sofa and held out her hands to the warm fire that Tom had started in the hearth. Her husband filled out the guest register then joined his wife.

      "Would you both like a cup of coffee, or perhaps hot chocolate, before going upstairs to your room? Just sit here and relax. My housekeeper will take your bags upstairs," I offered.

      "Coffee sounds wonderful," Evan answered for both of them.

      "You have a beautiful place. It's a shame we're only staying the one night," Tara said. "I love your Christmas decorations."

      Sally and I had spent the last two weeks decorating the house inside and out. Wreaths made of entwined waxy magnolia leaves and boxwood branches, adorned with red satin bows, hung on each of the windows. Garlands of pine boughs draped the porch railings leading to the impressive front door with its own majestic wreath. Inside, fragrant pine and spruce garlands draped the staircase banister, ending in a festive pineapple, the symbol of hospitality, perched on the newel post with cascading gold ribbons. A garland of woven shiny magnolia leaves and green boxwood draped the mantle and provided a backdrop for a delicate porcelain nativity scene. A seven-foot tall Fraser fir tree stood in a place of honor in front of the bay window, waiting to be decorated in its holiday splendor.

      "Thank you. I hope you'll feel up to helping with our tree decorations later on. I'm expecting some friends to join us and have a party of it. Now, I'll just be a minute and get those hot drinks for you."

      I scurried into the kitchen and prepared a tray with cream and sugar plus two cups of freshly brewed coffee. I added a small plate containing Tom's gingerbread, cut into small squares. Carrying it back to the living room, I set the tray on the coffee table within easy reach for the guests.

      "You're very kind. Thank you for the treat. Is that gingerbread?" asked Tara, inhaling deeply.

      "Yes it is. Our chef baked a pan of gingerbread this morning. It's one of his holiday specialties. Enjoy a bite while I get your room key and see that your things have been taken care of. Mister and Missus McConnell, y'all be in our "sunflower" room, the first door on your left at the top of the stairs. Just look for the name stenciled on the door."

      "Thanks again, and please call me Evan. My wife is Tara."

      "Of course. When is your baby due, Tara?" I asked.

      "Any time now. That's why we decided to break our long drive and stay overnight before continuing to Lancaster, Pennsylvania where my parents live. It's a long drive from Knoxville. We really should have started out earlier, allowed more days to travel, but Evan couldn't get time off from work."

      "Yes, I can well understand why you'd be tired after such a long journey. Please let me know if you need anything. We'll be serving dinner at six and I hope you'll plan on joining us afterwards to trim the tree," I said as I handed Evan the room key.

      Tom had carried the luggage up to the sunflower room and had returned to the kitchen when I heard the distinctive growl of Lionel's Lexus pull in behind the house. Lionel Hogan and Dr. Lily Chung stomped their feet on the porch, knocking off the loose snow, then tapped on the back door while turning the doorknob with the other hand. They entered with a gust of cold air, laughing and shaking snowflakes off their hair.

      "Hey y'all, I'm glad you made it," I said, hugging my dear friends.

      "Lionel picked me up. He doesn't think my Camry will make it in the snow," Lily said with a jab to Lionel's shoulder.

      "Girl … you've been driving that old thing since you started at UVA. It's ancient. Now that you're a country doctor, you best get yourself an SUV with four-wheel drive," Lionel chided her.

      "He's right, you know. Folks in Clarkstown need to know their doctor can reach them, no matter what the weather."

      "I'll put it on the top of my to do list for the new year. I promise," Lily said as she reached for the coffee pot and helped herself to a mug. "Want one, Lionel?"

      "Yeah. Pour me a cup." He shook Tom's hand and then took a deep breath. "Man, something smells awfully good in here. Tom, you're tickling my taste buds with whatever you have baking in that oven," Lionel said.

      "That's a pecan pie you smell," Tom answered.

      "Mmm, well if it tastes as good as it smells, we're in for a treat."

      My two dearest friends sat across from me, joining me for the Christmas holiday. I loved them both. Lily and I had spent four years as roommates in college until graduation, when she went on to medical school and internship and I came to run the inn. Now that Lily was Clarkstown's family physician, I got to see her more frequently, which thrilled me. Today she appeared stunning in a burgundy silk dress. Lily's long, glossy black hair draped beautifully across the shoulders of the stylish holiday dress.

      My normally dapper friend Lionel, always dressed well, and his Christmas attire lived up to the occasion. For tonight's festive dinner he wore an emerald green bow tie, dark green slacks, and a snowy white shirt. A plaid sport coat boasting colors of green, red, and white with fine lines of yellow completed the ensemble. The highlands' tartan colors would have made Grannie proud. Still, I held in my laughter since, on first impression, he looked more like a leprechaun than a Christmas elf.

      Lionel had improved the inn's website and online reservation system last year; the inn's business had increased considerably with the new social media presence. He was such a wizard when it came to computers. Lionel worked in cyber- security and computer forensics for the Charlottesville African-American Heritage Center.

      The three of us have behaved like the Three Musketeers  throughout college and since. Lily was the serious one. I guess I could be called the inquisitive one, and Lionel, with his dry wit and flair, kept us all amused.

      We huddled together at the big farmhouse table, drinking our coffee and laughing over Lily's tale of being called out to doctor a pet pig. I held the pain in my side from laughing so hard. Even Tom snickered as he listened to the doctor's dilemma about finding a pig's heart beat. The laughter was just dying down when Allen Crawford and Lucas Wampler pulled up and then knocked on the back door.

      I rushed to greet them and welcomed them to join our holiday merriment.

      Allen and Lucas both served the city of Charlottesville as police detectives, but since Clarkstown didn't have any official law enforcement, they did double duty policing our small town when the need arose. Allen hailed from Philadelphia and took it in stride when local folks ribbed him about his Yankee accent. He and I had grown close yet also butted heads trying to solve Grannie's murder two years ago. He had also rescued me on more than one occasion when the inn unknowingly hosted a crime or two.
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1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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