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      Jane Jackson, my new boss, stood before me. The moment she walked through Teresa’s Bookstore, I knew Jane would be trouble. She wore a gray suit that was too hot for a Tennessee summer with a white shirt, snuggled tight against her neckline. Jane’s brown hair wrapped into a tight bun, which made me wonder if it gave her headaches. Those high stilettos were a better match for women who sat in office chairs all day and attended swanky lunches, rather than spending a day opening heavy boxes or restocking bookshelves. My new boss looked as if she stepped out of Vogue magazine.

      “Fired?” I asked.

      “Fired is a strong word. But yes, Garnet,” Jane said, nonchalantly. “After today, my aunt’s bookstore will be permanently closed.” Her bland brown eyes studied the sales floor. I knew Jane noticed the tower of books that needed a home on the shelf rather than being pushed against the wall to be dealt with later. The longer she absorbed the store’s clutter, the worse her grimace became.

      I wanted to say something. Anything to change her mind but, the shock of the store closing took my voice.

      Finally, she turned her attention to me. “As I said in my email, I’ll pay you for the work you’ve done.” Jane paused, reading my face. “It’s just a used bookshop. Nothing personal.”

      “Nothing personal?” I snapped. “The bookstore means everything to me. I’ve worked here for six years and ran the store on my own for an entire month.”

      Jane gave me a blank stare. It felt like she was the school’s principal listening to a trivial complaint from a student. While Jane believed closing the bookstore was strictly business, my heart shattered. Teresa’s Bookstore was my life and passion.

      My career.

      Princess, a black and white cat who lives here, jumped onto the counter next to the boxy computer the store used as the register. Jane stepped back as if the tuxedo feline was a ferocious panther. Princess sat up straight, waiting to be acknowledged.

      Jane gasped. “I didn’t know Aunt Teresa kept animals inside her store.”

      I stroked Princess from her head to her back. She turned to me, purring. I admired the dotted black line along Princess’s neckline, which entitled her to a name-bearing royalty.

      How dare Jane call Princess a mere animal. Your Grace would have been more fitting.

      “Your aunt loved cats.” I debated if I should warn her about the other cat, Butterscotch, but quickly dismissed the thought. Jane would find out soon enough.

      Jane sneered at Princess and turned her attention to her surroundings. “This place is a mess. You should have cleaned it before I arrived.”

      Stacks of books for online orders filled one side of the L-shaped counter while others were being held for customers. Plastic bags remained inside a cardboard box rather than being hung on a hook near the register. Bookmarks rested in a large coffee mug free to anyone who wanted one. Thankfully, Jane couldn’t see the mess in the cubbies under the counter. With one foot, I pushed the Windex and paper towels deeper inside the space. They didn’t move far.

      From the large bay window, the morning light peaked between the four rows of bookshelves. The smallest of the four at shoulder height held notebooks donated and were free to anyone. Most of the papers had been torn out, but locals knew Teresa was not one who threw things away because some, or half, of the pages were missing. They were perfect treasures for children who loved to doodle. The other three bookshelves were filled with fiction books from various authors that had been published in the last five years or maintained popularity. If I had the time and an extra set of hands, I would have reorganized novels by genre.

      Boxes filled with extra copies that were already on the shelves, towered at the end of each row. I wanted to put them upstairs, but never got around to it since there were bigger things that needed done before Jane’s arrival. The room to my right housed romance and horror books. Occasionally customers put an unwanted book in the wrong place, an ongoing battle that I refused to surrender. While in general fiction, the books were often crammed in sections. The novels needed to be spaced out better and alphabetized. Once I recycle the half-filled notebooks, I would have the space.

      I cringed when Jane looked up. The globe string lights cast a magical glow even though some of the bulbs had burned out. Time got away from me, and I hadn't had a chance to replace them, or better yet, asked someone who was over five foot two to help me.

      One employee could only do so much.

      Jane failed to see what I had accomplished. Other than run the business, I donated children’s books to churches and libraries, I operated a weekend-long sidewalk sale, which was a huge success, and I once stayed after hours, moving the ladder around the store with a Swiffer duster. Mentally, I patted myself on my back for all my hard work.

      I probably needed to warn Jane about upstairs. If she thought the bookstore was in dire need of TLC, just wait until she saw the office. Teresa was known for many things, but tidiness wasn’t one of them.

      As I watched Jane brush cat hair away, I wished she had seen the place before I cleaned. If she had, then she would’ve appreciated the countless hours I'd spent trying to get the bookshop in order. After stocking, reorganizing books, ringing up customers, answering the phone, office work, and tending to two cats, some days I didn’t have the energy to do anything else.

      “What are these spots on the carpet?” Jane glared at the green floor. She stepped away from the spot as if the stains were creeping up her legs to swallow her whole.

      I meant to toss a rug over the stains but forgot to drag it out of my trunk this morning. “Coffee.”

      “Teresa served coffee here?” Jane’s voice went up an octave as her eyes landed on Princess.

      Princess purred louder. I gave her a good head rub.

      “Only once.” I recalled the memory. A curious cat didn’t mesh well with hot beverages. Teresa set up a coffee station on a cold January morning, telling me, “This is going to be great. I’ve been wanting to do this for a long time.” Unfortunately, when the first customer poured himself a cup, Princess jumped up and scared him half to death. Twelve cups of hot liquid dumped onto the floor. No matter how many times we shampooed the carpet, the stain refused to leave. Some days Teresa joked about changing Princess’ name to Nosy-Rosy.

      Jane collected herself by placing one hand near her neckline while the other wrapped around her waist. “This place is a pigpen. How did Aunt Teresa let it get so bad?” Her question sounded rhetorical. As Teresa's only niece, Jane must have witnessed her aunt’s disorganized behavior.

      “The pig is upstairs,” I said sarcastically.

      Her eyebrows shot up. I kept petting Princess, enjoying Jane's appalled expression. It was the least I could do since all of my hard work resulted in being fired.

      “There’s an actual pig here?”

      I debated for a moment before telling Jane no. By the look on her face, Jane didn’t appreciate my humor.

      Before anything else was said, the cowbells tied to the door handle clanged. Princess jumped from the counter to greet our first customer. I put on my best smile, hoping Jane would notice my work ethic and that Teresa’s Bookstore was busy enough to stay open. I had to convince her to keep the store.

      No better way than with a customer.

      Jane called out, “Today is an extra thirty percent off.”

      My confidence fell at the sight of Sasha Whitlock. Instead of her usual bed hair, Sasha’s blonde locks were wavy. She wore a video game shirt that I knew she often slept in. At least her jeans didn’t have any holes or rips, and her tennis shoes were spotless.

      “Are you Teresa’s niece? Jane Jackson?” Sasha asked after patting Princess’s head. Jane nodded and started to answer when Sasha cut her off. “Actually, I’m here to get my job back. There was a misunderstanding and I want to redeem myself.” Sasha flashed an encouraging smile.

      “Job back?” Jane glanced at me before looking back at Sasha.

      Silly Sasha, I thought. That cheesy smile never worked on Teresa. Or me.

      “The store is closing permanently,” Jane said as a matter of fact.

      Sasha's face fell “Oh. Why?”

      “Actually,” I said before Jane had the chance to speak, “we haven’t confirmed that the store is closing. Jane hasn’t met—” I cursed myself for not thinking things through and said the first name that came to mind. “Peggy Sue. Jane hasn’t met her yet.”

      “The mutt that kids read to on Saturdays?” Sasha sounded confused.

      Perhaps I should have chosen a regular customer who spends money rather than Willie who brings his dog so children can practice their reading skills.

      “Everyone loves Peggy Sue.” I turned to Jane, hoping the event impressed her.

      Instead, my boss, or new owner, appeared as lost as Sasha, and not in an inspiring kind of way. She gathered herself. “I inherited the store after my aunt’s passing. I put a lot of thought into it and decided to close its doors.”

      I needed to try harder, but I would wait until Sasha left. This was between Jane and me.

      “That’s a shame.” Sasha shrugged. “Oh, well. It was worth a shot.”

      I shook my head behind her back. Did she really expect to get her job with no effort? Typical lazy-Sasha.

      Jane and I watched as Sasha headed for the exit. A short, dark-haired woman walked in front of the bay window. Inwardly I winced. Why did Doris Hackett have to come today? She had been here two days ago and bought three paperbacks. Had she read them already?

      I trotted around the counter to whisper Jane a warning, but I was too late. She entered at the same time Sasha put her hand on the swinging door. The cowbells rang with instant tension. Doris narrowed her eyes as Sasha’s body stiffened. Doris spoke first. “Here to beg for your job back?” she sneered.

      “That’s none of your business, along with everyone else in Sevier Oak.” Sasha’s temper took me by surprise. She had been snippy behind people’s backs, but never to their face.

      “Teresa fired you for a reason. Loafer. You played video games all day and was late for work too many times.”

      “Studies show that people who play video games are smarter than those who don’t.” Sasha’s eyes shifted up and down.

      Doris chuckled, but it sounded forced. “Did Google tell you that or a witch?”

      “A Witcher,” Sasha smarted back.

      I wanted to bang my head against a bookshelf.

      Doris looked puzzled. “A what?”

      While Sasha described a character from a fantasy video game, Jane stepped forward. I shook my head, hoping she understood to not interfere. I’d learned it's best to let women, like Sasha and Doris, say what’s on their minds. Once they have enough, they’ll go about their day. Unfortunately, Jane didn’t notice my hint.

      “I believe Sasha is referring to the TV show with Henry Cavill,” Jane said. “But, ladies⁠—”

      “The video game came out before it was a show,” Sasha countered.

      I rolled my eyes. As the real bookworm among this group, I decided to speak on behalf of the books. “Actually, it’s a fantasy book series written by Andrzej Sapkowski.”

      The three of them faced me. Sasha sighed, annoyed. Doris snarled as if she smelled something nasty while Jane gave me a hand signal to stop talking.

      “Fun fact,” I continued, “our cat here is really named Princess Ciri, after a character from the book.” That was a lie. Princess was just plain Princess, but Teresa wasn’t here to argue.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Sasha asked.

      I suppressed another eye roll. Other than showing off my book knowledge and defending the Polish author, I suppose it meant nothing.

      Jane repeated today’s special, “The books are an extra thirty percent off.”

      Unlike Sasha, Doris looked like she might start crying. The day kept getting curiouser and curiouser.

      “Looks like you're gonna have to spend your shiny pennies at the other bookstore in town.” Sasha giggled.

      I glared at my former co-worker. The last thing I wanted to hear about was our bookstore’s rival.

      Doris shared my passion. “Then you go there, loafer. Maybe Voss recycles trash.”

      “You’re one to call, lazy.” Sasha gave Doris a look that I couldn’t understand. Something must have happened between them when Sasha was still working here. “One day somebody is going to hack you up with a jack of spades, and on that day, I’m going to laugh at it.”

      An expression crossed Doris’s face. One that I had never seen in the years she shopped here. Fear. Jane looked as if she wanted to say something.

      Time for me to step in.

      “If you have something to say to each other, do it elsewhere. Not here.” I used the authoritative tone that my family taught me.

      Sasha parted her lips to say something, but then thought better of it and closed it. Doris went submissive.

      Some days I loved my last name being Stone. “Well, make a choice.”

      Sasha shoved Doris aside, causing the forty-year-old woman to stumble back into the door. Doris opened her mouth. I expected a snarky comment from her, but nothing came out. She just watched as Sasha sashayed down the sidewalk.

      They were acting strangely. From Sasha’s laid-back nature to being snippy, and Doris’s cold spirit going quiet. Today felt more like a Freaky Friday than a Monday. Something definitely had happened between the two of them.

      “I don’t need the discount, but I’ll take it anyway.” Doris made her way to the bargain room in the back as if nothing happened. Her reddening cheeks said otherwise.

      Jane waited to speak until her footsteps faded deeper into the store. “Where’s the office?”

      The question brought me back to my troubles. Her tone reminded me why I disliked people who wore suits. All of them were money-hungry people, ignoring the feelings of others. I turned around and pointed to the romance/horror room. From our angle, we couldn’t see the stairs leading up to the office. Without another word, Jane weaved around the bookshelves towards the main staircase. As Jane’s heels clicked away, my shoulders dropped.

      I looked around Teresa’s Bookstore admiring it one last time. Some people, like Jane, saw clutter and piles of junk, but I saw beauty and personality. Here, I could breathe in the heavy mustiness found by strolling through aisles of novels. This was a place where book lovers, like me, spent hours with their fingers, grazing against the spines as their shopping basket grew heavier.

      Twenty years ago, Teresa Jackson had opened the bookshop. She worked as hard as she read. All her “treasures” held a story. Teresa knew when and where she had bought each item and set them on top of the bookshelves as decoration. A handful of teacups sat along the top. She feared breaking them yet refused to give them away. Most of her treasures were miniature football helmets of the Tennessee Vols, one of the main colleges in the state. Peyton Manning signed one during his time at the University of Tennessee. I spotted it instantly because it was the only helmet in a plastic case. Teresa admired it so often that I think she had a secret crush on the former quarterback.

      Teresa also had a sharp mind. She remembered all the books that came in and out of the store. If a customer asked for a certain title, Teresa would go right to its spot to retrieve it without checking the computer’s database. Despite the clutter, Teresa knew her mess. After working here for six years, I did too.

      We had plans to remodel the store, make the place bigger and less cluttered. Now, standing among the books, I felt alone as the cherished memories began dwindled away.

      A cry interrupted the silence. I got amused hearing where it came from.

      Upstairs. Jane must have found the second cat in the office. Or better yet, Butterscotch found Jane.

      “Hey,” Jane cried. “Garnet.”

      I rushed up the stairs knowing what had happened. Sure enough down the narrow hallway, Jane was pressed against the wall, staring into Teresa’s office. I held back a laugh.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked, coming up to her.

      Jane glared daggers at me. “You failed to mention the owl.”

      I entered the office, releasing my laughter. Butterscotch sat on the desk with a grumpy face. Her bushy tail swooshed side to side. Her deep yellow eyes pierced into Jane.

      I picked up the second cat. “Have you ever seen a four-legged owl?” I chuckled. “Her name is Butterscotch. Princess’ sister.”

      Jane didn’t move. “I thought it was a statue until I sat in the chair.”

      “Yeah, Butterscotch is good at sitting still and glaring.” Probably her best trait. I couldn’t count how many times Butterscotch had scared me when I sensed something watching me. I would turn around and find those big yellow eyes observing me from the top of the filing cabinet. From afar, Butterscotch could come across as an owl due to her brown patches of fur woven into the black.

      “Butterscotch pretty much hates everyone,” I added.

      Once I set Butterscotch in another room upstairs, Jane towered over me, angrier than before. Perhaps I should have warned her about Butterscotch.

      “It’s messier up here,” she complained, her arms slightly flailing.

      “I didn’t have time to clean up here. Teresa planned to remodel and was going to get rid of a lot of this stuff.” Not for one second had I believed Teresa’s words. The remodel would’ve only accumulated new stuff. Again, I didn’t tell Jane that.

      Jane took a moment to squeeze the bridge of her nose between her thumb and finger, before saying, “Where did Teresa keep the important stuff? Taxes? Electric bills?”

      “The filing cabinet. It’s in the office where Butterscotch sleeps.” I said, then quickly scurried down the hallway toward the second set of stairs that led into the bargain room.

      Doris wandered down a narrow path behind a shelf. Not wanting to talk to her, I darted away. When I made it to the main area, it felt like fresh air. Princess laid on top of a bookshelf until she saw me and jumped down. She trotted up to me with a please pet me plea. I scooped her up in my arms. She nuzzled under my chin. Her fur smelled like books.

      “What am I going to do?” I whispered. Princess meowed and headbutted me. There must be a way to keep the store open.

      Then a second screech happened followed by something hitting the floor. I looked towards the bargain room. From here I couldn’t see the entrance. What was Doris doing? Or did Butterscotch scare Boss Lady again? No, I decided. The sound definitely came from the bargain room.

      Just as I took a step in that direction, another crash reverberated through the store. I picked up my pace. I wondered if Doris was kicking the bookshelf? Princess leaped out of my arms, digging her back claws into me as she fled.

      “Ouch,” I cried. The kicking continued. “Doris?” I called out as I headed toward the back of the store. The sound grew louder. “Doris? What are you doing?”

      “Garnet?” Jane’s voice traveled down the staircase followed by the sound of her stomping feet. Or was someone else stomping?

      I ignored her. When I entered the back, Jane crashed into me. We both fell on the floor. My head spun as more sounds echoed in my ears. I couldn’t make out what was happening. Was someone screaming?

      I tried to stand up, but Jane rolled over, pushing me down.

      “Hey,” I said to Jane. “Ouch. You’re on me.”

      “You elbowed me,” she cried as we squirmed out from each other’s tangle.

      “Why did you scream?” Jane demanded once we were free.

      “It wasn’t me,” I said before wandering the aisles until I found Doris Hackett.

      Jane trailed behind me, talking non-stop until she saw Doris too. We froze in place. Doris's eyes stared lifelessly up at the ceiling. A small trail of blood flowed from her forehead. Books from the bottom shelf scattered around her feet, along with a tea kettle.

      I gasped in horror when I spotted a knife near Doris’s hand and a small pillow with a gaping hole in the middle.

      Jane whispered, “Is she dead?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      I leaned against the brick building of Old Treasures, watching from under the awning’s cover as I played with my necklace charm. A light wind and the shade helped cool me from the East Tennessee heat. Activity on Copper Street had come to a halt. Men and women in blue uniforms secured the scene with their vehicles and orange cones. Drivers diverted on side streets to avoid the blockage while store employees and familiar shoppers dotted the sidewalk, staring in disbelief.

      Sevier Oak was a simple town tucked in a valley of the Smoky Mountains and named after the heavily forested habitat. People often overlooked the small town due to its lack of attractions, and miniscule population. Neighboring towns often describe Sevier Oak as “the middle of nowhere.” Regardless of our size, it never stopped folks from grabbing a quick bite to eat before continuing to the nearest city, Bristol.

      My hometown had a historical vibe, especially Copper Street and the roads leading off from it. The brick buildings surrounding the main strip were built in the early 1900s. This used to be the heart of Sevier Oak. There were once a drug, hardware, dry goods, general store, and a hotel where people stayed for two dollars a night. I knew that because the original owners had painted the price on the brick, which held up over the years. Those stores moved elsewhere in Sevier Oak while others moved into its place, yet the post office and courthouse remained in the same structure. The inside changed to meet the needs of modern-day, but not the framework. From where I stood, I saw the courthouse. The tall white columns, cupola, and flag poles were beautiful among the greenery planted nearby.

      American Elm trees dotted Copper Street in between light posts. The facades of the stores had large bay windows while the upper level possessed three to five rectangular windows. Despite the heat, the landscaping looked stunning. I always thought bright green and faded red looked good together.

      As a crowd grew on Copper Street, it reminded me of the town’s most famous trait. Nosiness. I, on the other hand, knew how to maintain a balance. Growing up in a law enforcement family taught me to look out for my friends and neighbors. Yet I also knew gossip spread wild and thick, like butter melting on corn-on-the-cob. In my town, we don’t look from the corner of our eyes, pretending we’re not watching. In the south we stop and stare. Some people recorded the scene with their cell phones raised while others possessed the skill of watching and texting at the same time.

      Megan, my best friend, probably heard the news before I had a chance to tell her.

      I rubbed my face, feeling sweat forming on my back. Fortunately, my platinum hair didn’t hold onto heat, like it used to when I had embraced my natural black hair. For now, I sucked it up and continued waiting. I knew all too well that police procedures took time. Dad, Onyx Stone, was a cop here before transferring to Nashville as a detective and my grandpa was the town’s former police chief.

      At any moment, I expected to see Stone, my grandpa, emerging from the crowd. His bald head matched his no-nonsense demeanor. Last summer he retired as the police chief and became plain Sterling Stone. From an early age, my family taught me to respect law enforcement and to call my grandfather, Chief Stone or just Stone. Even Dad called his father, Stone. After twenty-two years, I couldn’t call him anything else.

      While keeping an eye out for Stone, I scanned the street, ignoring the looky-loos. In the corner of my eye, I spotted Jane Jackson. She paced while fanning herself. Looking at her gray suit made me feel sweatier. Despite the breeze and cloud cover, sweat ran down my neck. I was still bitter about the store closing, but I also didn’t want her to pass out. When a cop looked in my direction, I would get their attention for Jane’s sake.

      While I watched the officers, my thoughts dwelled on what had happened. Doris Hackett was dead. Her lifeless body in the aisle flashed to mind. While calling for help, I had studied the blood on her forehead. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the cause of death had been from a blow to the head. I heard plenty of stories from Dad and Stone to know that Doris’s death was no accident. Someone hit her. But who? My eyes directed to the only other person in the bookstore.

      Jane Jackson.

      But how? She had been upstairs when Doris was killed. Jane couldn’t run down a flight of stairs in stilettos, kill Doris, and rush back only to crash into me moments later.

      Could she?

      Or had more time passed when I first heard Doris’s cry and ran to the bargain room?

      Let the police handle this, I told myself while clutching my necklace.

      To stop my mind from racing I stared into the distance. I spotted the top of a certain building. The tall concrete structure clashed against the bricks. I glared at it, fearing what the bookstore’s rival would think. A celebration would be my guess.

      Drake Voss owned Voss-of-Books. To me, the name sounded cheesy rather than being a clever play on the founder’s last name. Voss-of-Books was a southern bookstore chain and quickly growing in numbers, mostly in Georgia and the Carolinas. When Drake decided to build one in Sevier Oak four years ago, Teresa welcomed him with open arms. She believed the owner loved stories as much as she did. After their first encounter, it became clear that Drake Voss only adored money. I wasn’t surprised by his greed because he wore fitted suits. Drake had offered to buy Teresa’s Bookstore on several occasions. Thankfully, my beloved boss never surrendered.

      I shifted to avoid seeing the building’s roof. My eyes landed on Jane. Could this day be any more stressful?

      Clara Hackett, Doris’s sister, emerged from the crowd. Misfortune must have heard and struck. I groaned. She stormed towards the bookstore. Her face was beet red, either from the summer heat or from the devastating news. I had a feeling it was the latter. An officer met her halfway. With her hands firmly placed on her hips, Clara listened as the officer explained what had happened. She suddenly buried her face into her hands. My heart ached for her. I didn’t believe the Hackett sisters were close, nevertheless, death wasn’t a joyous occasion.

      Then Clara marched around the officer before a second one blocked her path. “Give me my sister’s keys,” she demanded, holding out her hand. “All her stuff now belongs to me. Go find Doris’s purse. Her keys are inside.”

      A third officer appeared. The other two officers stepped aside, letting him deal with Miss Hackett. If I hadn’t known Deputy Idris Underwood as one of Dad’s closest friends, I would be nervous about him too. Underwood’s deep voice alone could end bar fights according to Dad's stories.

      “Doris’s belongings are evidence now,” Underwood boomed.

      Clara took a step back, probably surprised at his tone. “Well, I,” she stumbled over her own words. After a few moments, she found her courage. “Doris was my sister, and as her only living relative, her stuff has to be mine now.” She stuck out her chin as if her words held more authority.

      I rolled my eyes and slightly shook my head. Once Underwood put his foot down, there was no changing his decision. Dad’s stories didn’t have to teach me about his obstinateness. I had witnessed it when Underwood was the high school’s umpire. He didn’t take any crap from parents, fans, or anybody in that matter. Once his own wife heckled him over a called strike when their son was batting. To this day, he still claims he made the right call.

      Something moved beside me, causing me to jump. I looked over and saw Preston Powell standing next to me. He smelled like a mixture of sweat and sawdust, not a pleasant odor. A dirty, reddish rag was tied around one hand. His work boots had seen better days. Duct tape wrapped around the front section of one boot while the other looked faded. Paint splatter decorated his blue jeans. I couldn’t help noticing a hole in one of his back pockets. Quickly I looked away. Preston had to be around Dad’s age if not older.

      Preston faced me. “What’s going on?” He pointed with his good thumb. A subtle chuckle crept into his voice. “What’s Clara-Bell so upset about that brought the entire police squad?”

      I opened my mouth to answer and snapped it shut. I almost forgot that Preston was Doris’s ex-husband.

      Preston tilted his head, waiting for a response. I chose my next words carefully. “There was an accident. I had to call the police.” I rather not break the news about Doris’s death.

      Before Preston could answer, Clara screaming and gesturing wildly at Underwood caught his attention.

      Preston chuckled harder. “Trust Clara-Bell to stick her nose where it doesn’t belong.”

      Between the police having their hands full and Preston finding humor in Clara’s reason for being upset, I decided to tell him the truth.

      “I’m sorry to tell you, but Doris is dead.”

      I studied his expression. Even though they have been divorced for some time, I would have expected him to show some remorse. Instead, Preston grunted before smirking.

      “Good riddance.”

      Guess I worried for nothing.

      While Preston watched Clara argue with Underwood, I counted the years since their divorce. Four. I remembered the timeline because Teresa invited me to a private business party during their ugly divorce. Other than standard business chit-chat, nearly every conversation at the party had steered toward the Powells. Most people took Preston’s side, including me. The evening was nearly ruined because Drake Voss and his grandson crashed the event. Teresa sent the Voss men out, causing more tension between the bookstore owners. Thankfully, people quickly forgot about the spat because someone got a text about Doris having an affair. The rest of the evening became an endless game of guess who.

      Finally, Clara walked away from Underwood. Her eyes landed on Preston. I had a bad feeling when she marched toward us. Underwood came closer and stopped. He crossed his arms over his chest, watching.

      “You killed her,” Clara accused Preston.

      Preston looked as taken back as me. Killed Doris? How? Clara must have misheard something. I glanced at Underwood. His face gave nothing away.

      Doris’s ex-husband quickly collected himself. He replied, “Only a crazy woman would think that. I didn’t know Doris was here. I was working next door.” Preston pointed behind him with his bandaged hand.

      “Still?” I mumbled under my breath. Karl, the owner next to the bookstore and Old Treasures, had hired Preston two months ago to repair the upstairs bathroom. Thankfully neither of them heard. I didn’t want to be a part of their quarrel.

      “It’s always the husband,” Clara claimed.

      “Ex-husband,” he corrected. “If your case is based on her latest lover, then you actually mean Mateo. The boy-toy.”

      That shut Clara up. Her eyes searched around as if she was mentally struggling for a comeback. Preston wasn’t wrong. Mateo was the main reason the Powells divorced.

      “Murderer. Don’t come anywhere near me!” Clara screamed.

      Preston laughed.

      I glanced back at the deputy. Underwood shook his head, clearly seeing the drama ahead of him.

      The officer, who first spoke to Clara minutes ago, escorted her near some parked squad cars while another took Preston aside. The former in-laws bickered as they went their separate ways. It reminded me of an episode of The Jerry Springer Show. Except, the guests didn’t care about the main concern. Doris was dead. Clara believed she would inherit everything. Maybe that was the real reason Preston didn’t care. He knew neither of them would see a penny of Doris’s lottery winnings.

      “Garnet, are you alright?” a deep voice asked.

      Deputy Underwood now stood next to me. My head came to the baseline of his neck. I felt like a penguin standing next to a robust ostrich.

      I turned away from Clara and Preston. “I’m fine.”

      “You sure?”

      Behind his sunglasses, I knew Underwood was giving me a look. The same one Dad always gave when he suspected something was bothering me. For a moment, I wondered if Underwood learned it from Dad or, if it was the other way around.

      “Just shaken up. What happened?” I nodded toward the bookstore.

      A woman, who I assumed to be the medical examiner, walked out of the store. Behind her, workers in uniform rolled a stretcher. I focused my attention on Underwood. I didn’t want to see the body bag.

      The deputy pressed his lips before saying, “Doris Hackett was murdered.”

      I suspected as much. “How?”

      He lowered his voice. “Am I correct in saying that you had a good look at the scene?” I nodded yes, eagerly wanting to help with the investigation. “Then you noticed the strange manner surrounding her death?”

      “Strange?” I felt less confident at what I had seen.

      “We think the killer struck Doris in the back of her head with the tea kettle. A pocketknife was found, but there’s no blood on it. Despite the objects on the scene, the coroner believes Doris was suffocated.”

      “From the pillow?” I questioned, mentally recalling the small pillow next to the body.

      “Correct.”

      I soaked in the information. This was indeed strange as Underwood claimed. A tea kettle, a knife, and a pillow. It sounded like the start of a joke when random items or different people walked into a bar. But this wasn’t funny.

      Sevier Oak hadn’t had a murder in years. Drama, yes. Rumors, yes. But not murder. The reason why Dad transferred to Nashville was to help in the homicide department.

      Underwood pulled out his cell phone, tapped a few times, and looked at me. Back to being a deputy. First, he asked me the standard questions about my day, starting when I first arrived at Teresa’s Bookstore. I answered them truthfully, including the part about being fired.

      Then he moved onto more specific questions. “Did the bookstore own a tea kettle?”

      I liked how he asked if the bookstore did, rather than saying, Teresa. “Yes. Four of them. Well, five if you count the one in the storage room upstairs. That one has a cracked bottom. It leaks. One stayed in the break room. Teresa used it when she got in the mood for tea. The others were for decoration. Two sat on the bookshelves near the entrance and the last one…” A knot hardened itself in my throat. “It used to be in the front part of the store. At certain times of the day, it was blinding. I moved it to the bargain room after Teresa passed away.” I wished I threw it away instead of putting it in a windowless room.

      “What does it look like?” he repeated the question.

      “Bright yellow.”

      More questions followed. I confirmed the pillow was one of Teresa’s projects. She liked fixing things. Most of the time she could, however, the number of projects far outnumbered the things she did repair. Stitching the ripped pillow was on her to do list. I’d last seen it in the receiving room where deliveries come through. Yes, I found it odd how the pillow made its way onto the sales floor, and no, Princess didn’t carry things. Teresa never kept weapons in her store, not even against shoplifters. She once said, if someone stole a book, then they probably needed it more than we needed the sale.

      “Who’s the new gal?” Underwood nodded in Jane’s direction.

      I glanced to our left. Jane stood in the same spot, staring at us. She didn’t look frightened anymore. She looked angry with her narrowed eyes.

      “That’s the new boss, Teresa’s niece. Or my former boss, I should say. Her name is Jane Jackson.”

      Underwood’s lips pressed harder. I could tell that he didn’t like Jane.

      “Here she comes,” I warned seconds before Jane joined us. As she approached, I studied her outfit for any sign of blood spatters. I only saw a perfectly gray suit. But that didn’t rule her out as a suspect. She could have worn gloves and disposed of them while I called for help. Yet given the time frame, that seemed unlikely.

      “What’s taking so long?” she demanded. “It was an accident. We witnessed it.” Her finger moved vigorously between herself and me. “The woman hit her head. Probably from all the clutter.” Jane glared at me as if Doris’s death had been my fault.

      Did she not see the knife and blood on the tea kettle?

      Underwood put his phone on his belt clip. “Evidence says otherwise.”

      “What are you saying? Did the woman commit suicide?”

      “I’m going to need to see your hands and arms.”

      Jane’s eyes widened. “Excuse me? You think that woman was murdered, and I did it?” she said, half smiling. She looked at me, probably thinking I would come to her defense. Her humor disappeared when she realized I wasn’t. Those brown eyes shifted between Underwood and me before staying on Underwood. “You have no right to accuse me of any wrongdoing,” Jane continued. “I demand to know what happened in my bookstore.”

      My jaw tightened hearing Jane say, “my bookstore.” I know she never stepped foot inside her aunt’s business until today. I didn’t recall a time when Teresa’s family visited. She always traveled to see them.

      “This is a murder investigation,” Deputy Underwood said. “By not showing me your hands and arms, you’re giving me a reason to think that you’re hiding something.”

      Jane removed her gray jacket, revealing her arms all the way up to her shoulders. No marks of any kind. Her French tip nails looked professionally done. If she killed Doris, she must have worn gloves. I struggled to recall if Teresa kept any upstairs.

      “I don’t know that woman. Ask her.” Jane pointed at me.

      Underwood tensed. “Her is your employee.” He scowled. “Her name is Garnet Stone. Respect the Stone.”

      Jane looked unsure how to respond.

      Another man in uniform joined our huddle. He dressed differently compared to the others. Instead of a navy uniform, like Underwood, he had on shades of green and tan. The sunglasses covered half of his face, making it impossible to read him. I assumed he was the new sheriff.

      “This way.” The man grabbed Jane’s upper arm and escorted her away.

      “Sheriff Estep,” Underwood muttered once they were out of earshot.

      “He’s the new sheriff?” I watched them walk inside the bookstore. Sheriff Estep barked orders as they went. I didn’t like him. My father would agree, and he used to be a sheriff before he moved to the middle of the state.

      I scanned the street. Clara and Preston were nowhere to be found. The crowd seemed to be smaller yet the number of law enforcement remained the same.

      “How is Estep as a sheriff?” I asked before Underwood slipped away.

      Again, Underwood pressed his lips, thinking. “Has your father mentioned anything about coming back?”

      “That bad?” I asked.

      “This is his first big case. Sheriff Estep wants to prove himself. There’s no better way than by solving a murder.”

      “Tell me all the details,” I said, half-jokingly. “Maybe I can help you solve it.”

      For the first time, he smirked. I waited for him to tell me something, even if it was to mind my own business. Once the silence became too much, I asked, “Nothing? Not even one teeny tiny clue?”

      “I can’t go into details.”

      “Because I’m a girl?” I placed my hands on my hips, hoping my stink eye came across as fierce rather than looking like a bug flew in my eye.

      “No,” he said as a matter of fact, “your father and former Chief Stone wouldn’t appreciate me telling you gory details.” I eased my fierce face. I understood that logic. “And you’re also not on the task force.”

      Before I could roll my eyes, a woman’s cry interrupted us. I looked up. Sheriff Estep was escorting Jane Jackson into the backseat of a police cruiser.

      “I didn’t,” Jane protested.

      Sheriff Estep slammed the door shut, silencing her.
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