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There’s a book that crosses every author’s desk during their writing career. It’s the book that sums it all up for them. The book that changes the course of everything. A book that means more to them than any other. For me, this is that book. 

Southern Hospitality is easily one of my favorite books, if not my all-time favorite of those I have written. Why? Maybe because it takes place in my beloved South. Maybe because it is the book that I signed my first agent with. Or perhaps it’s just the story. I really don’t know, but Roxanne and Malcolm have been with me so long they are like old friends. But when a book means that much to an author it can be hard to accept some of the compromises that come with publication.

After this book was first signed with a publisher I got the dreaded edits. What were they trying to do to my book?!? They wanted a prologue added, along with a complete and different first chapter. Phrases were to be altered, and relationships had been questioned. I changed what I felt I had to and fought for the rest. But when the news came that I would be getting the rights back to the book, I dug out the original copy and started to work. 

And here it is! It’s not the original original version, but it’s much closer to the first edition that was came out a couple of years ago under the Amie Louellen name. And it is much more like the version I’ve had in my heart for so long. 

I hope you enjoy Roxanne and Malcom and all the zany residents of Jefferson County, Tennessee. I know they mean the world to me!

And the best thing you’ve ever done for me 

Is to help me take my life less seriously

It’s only life after all

Indigo Girls

Closer to Fine
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“I didn’t kill Jamie Valentine,” Roxanne Ackerman said for what seemed like the millionth time in the past twenty-four hours. The simple phrase had become her mantra, the only thing anchoring her in the reality she now faced. First degree murder.

The hefty sheriff adjusted the wad of tobacco in his mouth and spat in a Dixie cup stuffed with a paper towel.

“I’m a reporter, not a murderer.”

His sharp gaze dragged over her. His eyes had a languid, hound-dog quality, but Roxanne knew he hadn’t missed a single detail of her appearance: well-worn Doc Marten combat boots, faded cut-offs, and a Chicago Cubs baseball jersey.

He spat again. “You don’t look like any reporter I ever seen.”

“Check my purse. My press pass is in there.”

He checked his watch instead.

“I didn’t even know that guy.”

The sheriff snorted. “I spent three tours of duty in ‘Nam, little lady. You don’t have to know a man before you kill him.” He hoisted his patented leather gun belt and smiled with a lazy superiority that made Roxanne want to scream. In truth, everything that had happened to her since she had taken a wrong turn and entered Mayberry aka, Jefferson County, Tennessee, made her want to scream. Right down to the name of the town. What kind of town had a name with the word “county” in it, anyway?

Roxanne picked up the phone that sat on the table and wishfully pressed the receiver to her ear.

“Won’t do you no good. The phone lines are still down. Lester Voyles was trimming up that big post oak in his front yard and took out the telephone pole right along with it.”

Roxanne slammed down the receiver, ignoring the fact that there was no one she could call anyway. The only person she knew who could cough up fifteen percent of her hundred thousand dollar bond was her father. She’d call the Pope and the President before she’d ask the great Joseph St. John for the money.

She could call Jonas, but the last thing she wanted to do was involve him in another one of her “situations.” It seemed as if he had devoted his entire life to bailing her out of trouble of one kind or another. But never murder.

“Your lawyer will be here in few minutes.” The sound of the iron door closing behind the sheriff punctuated his casual statement.

Roxanne folded her arms on the table and laid her head down. Great. Another Jefferson County attorney. Just what she needed to make her day complete. She doubted this counselor would be any easier to deal with than the prosecutor had been. The state’s attorney had a major comb-over, an ill-fitting polyester suit, and a sleazy smile. Roxanne almost cried when he asked that she be denied bond. But with the amount as high as she received, what was the difference?

She mentally prepared herself to meet her lawyer. According to the sheriff, Malcolm B. Daniels IV was “the best damned attorney the county had to offer.” Like that was saying anything. She hoped he was good, because...well, that particular hope was all she had left. If Daniels was anything like the clowns she had met so far...she could only hope the uniform at the state penitentiary was a flattering color. But it was probably orange. She looked terrible in orange.

With the way her luck was running, Daniels most likely conducted business shirtless, wearing stained overalls and manure-caked boots. He probably gave his closing argument with a piece of hay dangling from the corner of his mouth. And he would be so senile that it would be a miracle if he could even remember her name, much less why they were in court. She needed to face the facts right now. She was going to jail for a very, very, very long time.

“Roxanne Ackerman?”

She lifted her head and met warm, brown eyes.

The man who had entered her cell was young—figuratively speaking—around thirty-six or thirty-seven and totally gorgeous in a clean-cut, conservative sort of way. His thick hair was auburn, his skin tanned a golden brown by the Southern sun. A pair of wire-rimmed glasses sat on the bridge of his slightly crooked, though totally Roman nose and seemed to tie together his suspender-wearing, red-paisley-power-tie-and-crisp-white-shirt image of a politician.

“I’m Malcolm Daniels.”

She shook her head. Her hearing must be slipping away, along with what remained of her sanity.

When she didn’t reply, he continued. “Your counsel.”

Her hope gushed like cheap champagne, and it was a chore to keep her mouth from hanging open. Malcolm Daniels the attorney—her attorney—was handsome, young, and well-dressed. She was saved!

He pulled out the wooden chair opposite her, then sat. “Is something wrong, Miss Ackerman?”

“You’re...you’re wearing a suit.”

“I beg your pardon?” He opened his briefcase and pulled out a yellow legal pad.

A nervous laugh escaped Roxanne. “I’m sorry. Of course you’re wearing a suit. If you weren’t, you’d be naked.” She shook her head. “I mean...you’re not what I expected.”

He turned those incredible brown eyes on her again. “And what did you expect?”

She shrugged. “Someone older.”

“About fifty?”

“About two hundred and fifty.”

He smiled, and Roxanne noticed he had dimples. Her savior had dimples. And freckles. Tons of charming freckles. “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

She wasn’t disappointed. Not in the least.

Daniels clicked his pen into the “ready” position. “Would you like to tell me why we’re here today?”

“Omigod,” she said on the rush of relief. Finally someone to listen to her. And he wore a tie and spoke in complete sentences. “You wouldn’t believe.”

“Try me. How about you start at the beginning?”

“Yesterday morning, when I first pulled in to Jefferson County, my car overheated. So I stopped to let Gomer take a look at it.”

“Gomer? Oh, you mean Arley. At the Gas and Stop.”

Roxanne nodded. “We were discussing my car repairs when Deputy Fife pulled up.”

“Deputy Dennis Harlow?”

“He arrests me for murder—murder—and if that’s not bad enough, Sheriff Dillon took my stash of chocolate as state’s evidence!”

“Marshall Dillon?” Daniels shook his head and frowned. “Did we change television programs?”

“Well, Andy Griffith he’s not.”

Daniels scribbled on his legal pad. “I’ll see what I can do about getting your personal effects back. Now the sheriff’s report states that the murder weapon, a .357 Magnum, was found in the floorboard of your car. Is this correct?”

His question took her off guard. She blinked twice. “Well, yeah. But—”

“And you’ve been fingerprinted, and your prints match those on the gun?”

“Yeah, but—”

“Do you understand the charges that have been filed against you?”

“Yeah, but—”

“‘Yeah, but’ what?”

Roxanne sighed. “I understand there are a lot of them.”

He pulled the police report from his briefcase and read the charges aloud as if he were reciting a Mafia grocery list. “Resisting arrest. Illegal possession of a firearm. Illegal use of a hand gun. Carrying a concealed weapon. Assault with attempt to commit a felony. Assault with a deadly weapon. Attempt to kill a peace officer. And first-degree murder.” His eyes met hers over the top of the paper. “Did I leave out anything?”

“Yes,” she replied in an artificially sweetened tone. “I’ve worn white shoes after Labor Day.”

Daniels didn’t answer. Instead, he made notes on his legal pad.

“Uhum...you didn’t write that down, did you?” She hoped not. This far south, wearing white after Labor Day was probably a capital offense. “Because... I was just kidding. I don’t usually wear anything but these.” She extended one leg and pointed to her chunky black boot. “Bad ankles, you know.”

He looked at said ankle, her leg and then up, and for a moment their eyes held. Roxanne felt the unwelcome, unplanned, and totally unexpected sizzle of awareness.

“As your attorney, I must advise you of the merits of taking a plea bargain.”

Now that ruined the moment. Her foot hit the concrete floor with a thud. “Are you kidding me?”

He shot her a look that said he never kidded about anything. “It could mean the difference between the death penalty and twenty years without parole.”

This was not going well. She had thought she was saved, but it seemed as if an orange jumpsuit was still in her future. “Are you trying to make me feel better? Because if you are, it’s not working.”

“You have to understand your legal position, Miss Ackerman. The gun that shot and killed James Valentine was found in your car—”

“At the very least, I expected my lawyer to believe me, but I can see that I expected too much.”

“—covered with your fingerprints.”

“Of course my fingerprints were on it! I found the friggin’ thing!”

“Miss Ackerman.” Daniels removed his glasses, then calmly wiped them clean with his handkerchief. God, the man actually carried a handkerchief. “Yelling at me is not going to get you out of jail any quicker than cooperating.”

“Yeah? Well, yelling at you feels better than cooperating. I thought you were supposed to help me.”

He took his time re-adjusting his glasses before he met her gaze. “I will.”

“Then do it.”

“Do you want to talk about the charges?”

“What’s there to talk about?” Roxanne leaned back in the hard, wooden chair. “Okay...the resisting arrest is true, but the gun was not concealed; I was holding it. And I didn’t shoot at the deputy; I dropped the gun—after he told me to—and it went off.”

“Deputy Harlow thought you were threatening him.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I hope he doesn’t get paid to think.”

“Miss Ackerman.” Her attorney’s tone held a beat of warning. “Sarcasm is not the answer.”

“Listen, counselor, I take a wrong turn off the interstate and the next thing I know, I’m arrested for murder. Now you tell me I’m on my way to the big house for twenty years. Pardon me if I find it difficult to adhere to inmate etiquette. I’m a little stressed right now.”

A moment of tense silence stretched between them. 

“What brought you to Jefferson County, Miss Ackerman?” Daniels’ tone was quiet, near solemn.

“I got lost.”

He quirked one rusty brow.

“Surely you don’t think I’d come here on purpose.”

“It’s happened before.”

“Not this time. I was on my way to Memphis for the anniversary of Elvis’ death. Somewhere around the state line, I spilled orange soda on my map. My car started smoking and now here I am, lost in the Twilight Zone.”

“Miss Ackerman—”

“Listen carefully, Daniels,” she said before he could finish. “I. Did. Not. Kill. Jamie. Valentine.”

“I want to believe you.”

“I don’t care what you want to believe. I didn’t kill anyone. I came to Tennessee to cover a story about a bunch of fat men who enjoy dressing up like a dead rock star—not to kill anybody.”

“If you didn’t kill Valentine, how did the murder weapon get in your car?”

“I don’t know.”

“Roxanne...May I call you Roxanne?” He waited for her nod before he continued. “Roxanne, a jury will not accept that.”

There was something about the way he said her name, like it had three syllables, that sent a tingling feeling skimmering down her spine. Or was it just a touch of scoliosis from sleeping on the lumpy jail mattress?

“You’re the attorney. Make them.”

Daniels dropped his gaze and shifted through the file labeled Ackerman, Roxanne L. “Tell me everything that has happened since you entered Jefferson County.”

Roxanne took a deep breath and propped her elbows on the table in front of her. “Mabel started to smoke just this side of the county line, so I pulled into the Gas and Stop to let her cool down.”

“Mabel?”

“My car.”

Daniels looked confused, but Roxanne didn’t take the time to explain. Besides, her car wasn’t going to be on trial; she was.

“Since I hadn’t had a break all night, I went to the rest room.”

“Did you lock...Mabel?”

Roxanne shook her head. “Smoke was pouring out from underneath the hood. I didn’t think anyone would be stupid enough to steal her. Besides, she’s a rag top. If someone wants in, it takes one swipe of a switchblade.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, you’re in Tennessee, not Chicago. Things like that don’t happen around here.”

“Sure,” Roxanne said. “A man can be murdered with his own handgun, but no one would dare cut a rag top to steal a car.”

He ignored that. “Did you leave your car alone any time other than when you went to the restroom?”

“I went inside when the attendant called about the part to fix my car.”

“Was there any one else at the Gas and Stop while you were there?”

“No.”

“We need witnesses.” He paused. “Someone could have planted that gun in your car. You’re positive there was no one else at the Gas and Stop?”

“Just the deputy, but he was never alone with Mabel. Wait. Yes, there was someone else. When I pulled into the station, there was a blue Caddy next to the pumps. It sped away as I came out of the bathroom.” Roxanne sat back in her chair, a satisfied smile stretching across her lips. “The case is solved. All we have to do is find the owner of the Caddy, and we’ll find the murderer.”

♥ ♥ ♥ ♥
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Malcolm leaned back, away from his all too alluring client. “Thank you, Nancy Drew. However the identity of Jamie Valentine’s murderer is not my problem. But, as you’ve so thoughtfully pointed out, clearing you of the charge is.”

The sheriff had warned him that Roxanne Ackerman was a Yankee, smart-mouthed and angry. Gus just forgot to tell Malcolm that she was attractive. And intelligent. And headstrong. However, her theory on who planted the gun in her car and consequently who murdered Jamie Valentine had one major downfall: Truman Silverstone owned the Cadillac. No matter how strangely his adoptive father had been acting lately, Malcolm could no more believe the man guilty of murder than he could believe either of them could swim to Mars.

“Let’s back up a little bit,” Malcolm suggested. “When did you first get into town?”

“Yesterday morning. About eight a.m.”

“Perfect. The coroner speculates that Valentine was shot late Wednesday night, before you arrived in Jefferson County. Where were you Wednesday?”

She sighed, and he had to consciously concentrate on the words she said rather than the rise and fall of the Cubbies logo on her shirt. “I was covering a dinner party at the mayor’s mansion.”

“Great. A party means plenty of witnesses to establish your alibi. What time did you leave the party?”

“Around ten o’clock.”

“Then where did you go?”

She shrugged. “I left for Memphis.”

Malcolm studied her over the rim of his glasses. “You didn’t go back by your apartment to get some things? Stop and get a bite to eat? Anything like that?”

She shook her head and her dark, fuzzy braid swung from side to side. “I already had a bag packed. And Mabel was gassed up and ready to go.”

“You spent the night driving.”

She nodded.

“Did anyone see you leave the party?”

“I talked to my editor just before I pulled out.”

“Where can I reach her?”

“I can give you his cell number, but it may be hard to reach him. He’s in Little Rock with a velvet portrait of Elvis that cries when ‘Love Me Tender’ is played.”

Malcolm dropped his ink pen. “Just what kind of publication do you work for?”

She beamed him a bright smile. “I write for I Spy magazine. Ever hear of it?”

Malcolm nodded and recaptured his pen. I Spy was a disreputable rag that people like him—people with a future in the public eye—avoided at all costs.

“I thought you said you had been invited to the mayor’s dinner party.”

She smiled again, that same extra-wattage flash of teeth that had probably opened backdoors all over Chicago. “I said I was at the party. I never said I had been invited.”

“Right. Now about your editor...”

She shook her head. “You can’t call him unless you have a cell phone, which for some reason no one in this godforsaken town seems to have.”

“Why is that?”

“How should I know? Everyone in the free world has a cell but the fine citizens of Jefferson County, Tennessee.”

“Why can’t I call?”

“Oh... some fellow named Lester took out a very important telephone pole with a chainsaw.”

“Again?”

“You mean he’s done this before?”

Malcolm shrugged. “Once or twice.”

“And you guys have me locked up.” Roxanne shook her head. “I’d rather not call Newland if I don’t have to.”

Malcolm nodded. Even for a rag like I Spy getting arrested for murder wouldn’t bode well for job security.

“So what are we going to do?” she asked.

“I won’t lie to you. Your defense is shaky.”

“There you go trying to make me feel better again.”

Her words were mocking, but the hand that rose to tuck back a wayward curl of dark hair trembled. She was scared. She was full of tough talk and sarcasm, but underneath it all, she was afraid. Malcolm found himself wanting to protect her. No, defend her. Not protect her. He was here to defend her, nothing more.

“I didn’t say it was hopeless, just shaky. Now, it’s nearly five hundred miles from Chicago to Tennessee. I presume you stopped for gas along on the way?”

“Yeah, some little station around Carbondale.”

“Did you get a receipt?”

She nodded. “It’s on Mabel’s front seat.”

“What about a GSR test?”

She raised her brows in question.

“Gun Shot Residue test. Did Deputy Harlow swab your hands after he arrested you and brought you back to the station?”

“So that’s what it was for. What does that do?”

“It’ll prove that you didn’t fire the gun that killed Jamie Valentine.”

“Sweet. I oughta be out of here in no time.”

Malcolm shook his head. “I hate to disappoint you, but it takes a week to ten days to get those results back from the lab in Nashville.”

“Not sweet.” She flopped back in her chair, a defeated slump pulling on her shoulders.

He stood and walked toward the door of the cell, trying to put more distance between them, trying to come up with a defense to free her, and needing all the while for her to remain in jail for as long as possible. It was his job to get the charges dropped, and as soon as that happened he was personally escorting her to the county line.

“Are you leaving?”

“I’m going to see if I can find that receipt. If we’re lucky, the clerk will remember you. Then I’m going to talk with the judge, maybe we can work something out about the charges. Can I get you anything?”

She sighed, an I-thought-you’d-never-ask sigh. “A candy bar. Something King Size and chocolate.”

Malcolm bit back a smile. Evidently his new client had a sweet tooth. “I’ll see what I can do. Just wait right here.”

She looked pointedly at the iron bars that surrounded her. “I didn't think I had a choice.”

The metallic sound of imprisonment followed Malcolm down the short corridor. Deputy Dennis re-locked the cell and for the time being, Roxanne Louise Ackerman wasn’t going anywhere. The thought should have been comforting, but it wasn’t. Malcolm didn’t want her in the Jefferson County Jail. He didn’t want her in Jefferson County period. She was too potentially dangerous. One article printed in that rag she worked for, and he could kiss a lifetime of carefully laid plans goodbye. Right now, the jailhouse was the safest place for her. At least, as far as he and Truman were concerned.

Malcolm didn’t believe for a minute that Roxanne had anything to do with the murder of Jamie Valentine, nor did he believe that she was lost. She came to Jefferson County for a story, and it had nothing to do with the King of Rock and Roll. She was nearly a hundred miles east of Memphis. No one got that “lost” on accident.

The Silverstones were the Kennedys of the South, and Malcolm had a sinking suspicion that the sexy reporter had come to dig up some dirt. His background was blemish-free, but with his bid for the US Senate next year, he knew he couldn’t be too careful. After all, if her editor could cover a weeping portrait of Elvis, who said her story had to be true? As long as she was incarcerated, Malcolm could keep an eye on her. But the sheriff couldn’t hold her in jail until Malcolm could find out what was bothering Truman, and if it had anything to do with the reporter’s appearance.

And if she made bond, who knew what would happen.

“What’s the scoop on her, Malcolm, my boy?”

At the sheriff’s words, he turned, for the first time aware that he had been standing in the narrow gray hallway, staring into space. “She says she didn’t do it.”

The sheriff hoisted up his ever-slipping gun belt and smiled his grimacing, ex-Marine smile. “They all say that.”

“She also said that you took away her personal effects.”

“Just following the books.”

“Now that’s a first. Why all this sudden interest in procedure? Could it be because she’s a Yankee?”

The budding law of Jefferson County and the arresting officer of Roxanne Ackerman, Deputy Dennis Harlow, sauntered up. He was tall and thin and eager. Too eager. “County manual page eight, section ten, paragraph four. ‘All personal items should be taken from the prisoner and held on the authority of the county until the release of said prisoner.’”

Malcolm ignored the young man and instead focused his attention on the sheriff. “Gus, give me her things. Namely her chocolate. I have a feeling she’ll be much easier to deal with after a dose of sugar.”

“‘Personal items will be returned to the prisoner at the time of their release,’” Deputy Dennis quoted. “County manual page eight, section ten, paragraph five.”

Sheriff Harlow smiled with apparent pride at his son’s knowledge of the law. “That was one big bag of candy. I’d be careful if I were you, Malcolm. Never trust a woman who eats too many sweets.”

Malcolm tried to keep an impassive face over the sheriff’s twisted philosophy. Mrs. Harlow had left with a traveling salesman when Dennis was only two. Since then, Gus had been giving advice and telling anyone within earshot what kind of woman not to trust. “I’m going upstairs to talk to Hurley. When I come back down, I want that candy.”

The sheriff continued to smile. “By the by, I saw Davies at the bait shop. He and the judge are headin’ up to Missouri this afternoon. He said you could call him Monday if you want to talk about a plea bargain, but he won’t be in until then.”

“I can’t call him. The phone lines are down.”

“Awh, they’ll have those back up in no time.”

And as soon as they did, Roxanne could post bail. Then she’d be free to roam Jefferson County, digging up things that might be better left buried.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Malcolm muttered to himself. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”
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​​Chapter Two
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Roxanne rose the instant her attorney entered her cell an hour and a half later. She thought he had forgotten all about her. Mentally, she had been calling him all sorts of names—her mother would have not approved of any of them—but when he tossed her the Ziploc baggie containing her chocolate stash, he rose past the status of savior and up to sainthood.

Before the door to her cell had even closed behind him, she had the bag open and the wrapper off a Butterfinger.

“You are my knight in shining armor,” she gushed.

He smiled, then the small moment disappeared as he got straight down to business. “I've got some good news and some bad news.”

“Give me the bad news.”

He frowned. “Most people want the good news first.”

She swallowed, then licked her lips to retrieve any wayward bits of chocolate. “I’m not most people.”

“No,” he said softly, his gaze centered on her mouth.

She could see the spark of attraction in his eyes, an attraction she felt too. She pushed it away. It was her curse to forever be attracted to the wrong kind of man. She had vowed never to get married again, and Mr. Conservative had two-point-five children and minivan written all over him. She shouldn’t care. He was most probably already married to a sweet little woman who baked cookies all day while Junior played little league baseball. At least Malcolm Daniels would be easy to resist; she would be leaving Jefferson County just as soon as the charges were dropped, and she talked to Newland—this afternoon at the latest.

“The bad news?” she prompted.

“I can’t persuade the judge to dismiss the murder charges. This is the biggest case in Jefferson County since the Carter administration, and he wants to go through the formal courtroom procedures. A preliminary hearing and all that. Then he will formally decide if there’s enough evidence to try you.” He spread his hands out before him in a this-is-the-best-I-have-to-offer gesture. Roxanne resisted the urge to check his finger for a wedding ring.

“That sounds like fun,” she said instead. “When can we do that?”

“We’re on the docket for Monday.”

“Monday?” She almost choked. If she had to wait until Monday she would miss the convention entirely. As it was now, if she left this afternoon she still might make the knit-off and—she grimaced—the concert tomorrow night. “What’s wrong with today?”

“Judge Hurley has prior commitments.”

Roxanne threw up her hands in exasperation. “Let me guess. He’s got a very important golf date with the governor.”

“Actually, he’s gone fishing with the County Prosecutor.”

Her voice rose to a shout. “You have got to be kidding me.”

“Now, Roxanne. Calm down.”

“Calm down? Does everybody in this damned town go fishing when they should be working?”

“I don’t—”

“How am I supposed to get a fair trial when the prosecutor and the judge are off...fraternizing with one another?”

“It’s not a trial. It’s a preliminary hearing.”

“What’s the difference?”

“A prelim is when—”

“Never mind.” She waved a hand as if to disperse his words. “What’s the good news?”

“Judge Hurley has agreed to lower your bond to fifty thousand dollars.”

She collapsed into the hard, wooden chair, her anger replaced by hopelessness. “That’s good news? I don’t have that much money.” And without it she would remain confined in the county jail for the next three days. The only way to get out of jail was to make the one call she didn’t want to make.

She could feel Daniels’ eyes on her as she reached for the phone. She would try her father; she had no other choice. Roxanne chewed slowly on the remaining half of the Butterfinger as silence came across the dead phone lines.

She wadded up the wrapper and replaced the receiver. Then she turned to Daniels and tried to smile. “Looks like I’ll be a guest at the Jefferson County Hilton for a few more days.”

He grimaced and reached inside his suit jacket. “Here,” he said handing her a small gray cell phone.

“I used to have one of these. But now it’s state’s evidence. Doesn’t matter, though.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t get any service out here.”

“Try mine.”

Roxanne took the phone with a grateful smile. “I—”

“Just call.”

She nodded and dialed the ten digits that would connect her to her father’s downtown Chicago office. It rang twice, then a woman’s voice greeted her. “Nina, it’s Roxanne. Can I...can I speak to my father?” She closed her eyes as she said the dreadful words.

“I’m sorry, dear,” her father’s secretary replied. “He’s taken the weekend off.”

Roxanne’s eyes snapped open. “He what?” It was hard enough to humble herself, but to humble herself to no cause...

“I know. I couldn’t believe it myself, but the doctor told him to get some rest before he collapsed. He even called and had me confiscate your father’s cell phone and his pager.”

“Where’d he go?”

“Some rugged spa for men on the other side of the lake. They don’t even have phones in their rooms. I just can’t believe your father allowed himself to be coerced into that one.”

“That makes two of us.”

“Would like to leave him a message, dear?”

A message?

“No message. Thanks, Nina,” Roxanne muttered, then hung up. “May I?” She held up the phone and gestured vaguely.

Daniels nodded, and Roxanne punched in Newland’s cell number. This was the ultimate gamble. After the way she had left him on Wednesday night, she’d be lucky if he didn’t volunteer himself to be the state’s key witness.

“Come on, come on,” she whispered as the ringing continued on the other end.

“Hi, this is Newland—”

“Newland?”

“—I can’t make it to my phone right now. But leave me a message, and I’ll call you back. Maybe.”

Damn. “Newland, it’s me. I’m in Jefferson County, Tennessee. I’m not going to make it to the festival. I’ve run into a...snag.” Her voice dropped to a whisper as if by saying the words softly they somehow wouldn’t be true. “I...I’ve been arrested. Call me back. I...aw...never mind.” She clicked off the phone and handed it back to Daniels.

“No luck?” He gave her a sad little smile.

Roxanne shook her head and blinked hard, fighting the tears that threatened. Crying wouldn’t do her any good. She took a deep breath. It was going to be okay. She’d just stay in jail. It wasn’t so bad. Really. Not like on TV. Yeah, she’d just stay in jail.

Cheerful, off-key whistling floated into the cell.

Roxanne wrinkled her nose. “What’s that smell?”

“I’m not sure. It smells like—”

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” the sheriff’s voice boomed through the jail.

The whistling stopped.

Roxanne looked at Malcolm as Deputy Dennis’s voice joined his father’s.

“County Manual page six, section three, paragraph eight: In compliance to Jefferson County Health Code Manual page two, section six, paragraph four, the county jail will be fumigated the first Friday of all even numbered months.”

“We can’t fumigate. We’ve got a prisoner,” the sheriff boomed again.

“A prisoner?” a third voice asked. “Y’all never have a prisoner. You didn’t arrest Lester for that little mishap with the chainsaw, did ya?”

“If only,” Roxanne muttered. She wasn’t certain, but she thought she saw Daniels smile.

“Better than that,” Deputy Dennis boasted. “I single-handedly captured Valentine’s murderer.”

“Ya don’t say.”

“He sure did.” The sheriff’s voice was filled with button-bursting pride.

“You want to see her?”

Roxanne turned to her attorney who shook his head. “I will not be put on exhibition like some five-legged frog at the carnival.”

“You mean she’s here now?”

“Where else would we keep her?” the sheriff asked. “This is the jail.”

“But this will never do,” the exterminator fretted.

“Whadya mean?”

Roxanne heard the sound of what could only be Deputy Dennis smacking his forehead. “Jefferson County Health Code Manual page two, section six, paragraph five: the jail must be evacuated at the time of fumigation for the protection of the health of any prisoner incarcerated at said time. The jail shall be uninhabited for at least seventy-two hours after said fumigation.”

“You mean you’re going to let her go?”

“No,” the sheriff stated flatly.

Roxanne glared at her attorney. “For Pete’s sake, do something. This smell is giving me a headache.”

Malcolm rose and walked to the bars. “Gus.”

Keys jangled, then the sheriff strode into sight.

“I do believe that incarceration in an uninhabitable cell is a violation of my client’s constitutional rights.”

“Now, Malcolm. Don’t start.”

“You can’t leave her in here, Gus.”

“I know. I know.”

Deputy Dennis materialized behind his father. “Sheriff Dad, we’ve got no choice. We’re going to have to relocate the prisoner.”

“Boy, how many times do I have to tell you? You can call me Sheriff or you can call me Dad, but don’t call me Sheriff Dad.”

“Relocate?” Roxanne had exactly seventeen seconds to be confused. During that time, the deputy unlocked the door to her cell, grasped her by the arm, and escorted her up a short flight of stairs.

“Now wait just a minute.”

He propelled her down a narrow hallway and into a room. The door was immediately shut and locked behind her.

“Daniels! Tell these hillbillies to let me out of here.” Roxanne pounded on the hard, oak door. “Daniels. This is cruel and unusual punishment. Daniels!”

She continued to pound, kick and yell, but no one answered her summons. Great. Just fabulous.

She turned and surveyed her new “cell.” She had to admit, the accommodations were better. Framed artist sketches of bird dogs mingled with the various official-looking awards that adorned the paneled walls. Three filing cabinets stood like proud soldiers along one side of the room. A massive, but worn, leather chair sat on the other side behind an even bigger, even more worn desk which boasted a name plate engraved with the official seal of Jefferson County and the name Gus Harlow.

Roxanne’s reporter’s instincts skidded back to the filing cabinets. Where there were filing cabinets, there were files.

After a brief search though one cabinet, she found what she was looking for. With a satisfied smile, she propped her feet on the sheriff’s desk and began to read.

♥ ♥ ♥ ♥
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“What the hell are you doing?”

Roxanne slid her feet from the top of the sheriff’s desk and shot her attorney an innocent look. She had been so involved in the official file of James A. Valentine that she hadn’t heard Daniels enter the office.

His eyes were dark and unreadable, but one look at the grim set of his mouth, and she knew it was not time to be coy. Still, she couldn’t help herself. “Reading?”

“Give me that.” He jerked the file from her.

Sheriff Harlow ducked into his commandeered office.

Daniels shoved the file behind his back.

Roxanne tried not to laugh as a red flush crept up her attorney’s neck.

“Okay, Miz Ackerman. You’re free to go.”

“Is he serious?” she asked Daniels once the sheriff had moved on. She was relieved yet suspicious at his nod of affirmation. “What strings?”

“Let’s get your things. I’ll explain in the car.” He tossed the file onto the sheriff’s desk, then grabbed her arm as if to forcefully drag her there himself.

Roxanne ignored the warmth of his fingers against her skin. It had been a long time since she had felt like this, like melted butter on fresh toast. Why now? Why him?

“Whose car? My car?”

“No. My car.”

Pushing the attraction aside, she dug in her heels as best she could on the laminate flooring. “Oh, no. I’m not going anywhere until I know what’s going on.”

“You have to stay with me.”

“You? But—”

“Listen, Roxanne. If you don’t come with me, they’re going to lock you in Lester’s basement.”

“A basement?” She looked toward the sheriff, then back to her attorney. “Can they do that?”

“Lester lives in the old courthouse. The way the sheriff sees it, he’s well within his jurisdiction to incarcerate you in the old jail cells in the basement.”

The mental picture of a crazed man standing guard over her cell with his trusty chainsaw flickered through Roxanne’s mind.

She snatched up the bag of candy and followed her attorney out of the office and to the front desk. After a brief signing of papers, she collected her purse and was once again out in the bright Southern sunshine.

She felt a little like a pimple on prom night as she followed Daniels to his car, a brand-new Mercedes sedan. Its boxy shape and sedate-to-the-point-of-boring charcoal gray color fit his conservative image but was not what she had expected from her Southern counselor. The car hinted at big money in a small town, and Roxanne’s reporter’s intuition kicked in.

“Where’s your minivan?”

“What?” He opened the passenger’s side door for her, like a true Southern gentleman.

Roxanne slid inside the car. “Never mind. I’m just grateful to be free. But you don’t have to do this. I mean, just point me in the direction of the nearest hotel, and then you won’t have to see me again until Monday.”

“It doesn’t work like that.” He opened his own door and got inside. “You have to stay with me.”

“And what’s your wife going to say when you bring home a murderer?”

“Alleged murderer and I’m not married.”

“Oh,” Roxanne chewed her lower lip as Daniels started the engine and backed his boring, expensive car out onto the street. “But I thought...I mean...well, what I meant to say...oh.” She pressed her lips together.

“You thought you would have this weekend free.”

“Something like that,” she mumbled.

“Not a chance.”

“But how am I going to—?” She stopped. She had almost asked, How am I going to prove my innocence with you watching every move I make?

“How are you going to what?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

Those earthy brown eyes flicked from the road to her. The look clearly said, I don’t believe you.

“So,” Roxanne tried to make her tone sound conversationally casual. “What do we do now?”

“Do?” This time he didn’t even bother to look at her.

“Yeah, do. I didn’t know if you had any plans, and as much as I hate to admit it, being in jail gave me a lot of time to think—”

“And read?”

“Yes, and I have a plan.”

“A plan?”

“A plan. As I see it, the first thing we need to do is—”

“We?”

Lord, did he have to repeat everything she said? “Yes, we. You said you’d help me.”

He glanced over to her, suspicion in his eyes. “Help you what?”

“Find the murderer, of course. Isn’t that why you agreed to take me into custody?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Then why did you do it?”

He shrugged and turned his attention back to the road. “It’s just the way I was raised. Southern hospitality and all. I couldn’t let them lock you up in Lester’s basement.”

Roxanne knew when she was being lied to, and Malcolm Daniels was telling the truth. “Thanks.”

He shrugged one shoulder. “It’s not your fault that the jail is uninhabitable, or that Judge Hurley wants the Missouri state record for largemouth bass.”

“But you’re not going to help me?”

“Roxanne, this is not Perry Mason.”

“Fine, I’ll do it myself.” She folded her hands demurely in her lap and looked out the window.

“No, you won’t.”

“I won’t?”

“You won’t.”

“And who’s going to stop me?”

“I am.”

“I see.”

“I don’t think you do.”

Roxanne didn’t like the set of his jaw or the tone of his voice. “Just what are you trying to say?”

“I’m not letting you out of my sight until after the preliminary hearing.”

“No deal. You’ve already said that my case doesn’t look good. I’ve heard about the way these small towns operate. The only way I’m going to get out of this mess is to find the killer myself. There can’t be that many blue Caddies in this town.”

Daniels pulled his boxy Mercedes onto the side of the narrow street. “All right, Ms. Chicago. Let’s get one thing straight from the beginning. Do you have seventy-five hundred dollars?”

Roxanne gave him her best have-you-lost-your-mind look, then disdainfully swung her braid over her shoulder. “If I had that kind of money, I’d have paid my own way out of jail.”

“That’s right, darlin’ and you keep that in mind.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I put up your bond and from right now until Monday morning, I own you. Bought and paid for. You will do what I say when I say to do it. Do I make myself clear?”

“Crystal,” Roxanne ground through clenched teeth, her plan to prove her innocence still forming in her mind. She wasn’t the type to give up that easily. She would find the murderer and clear her name. After all, one small detail was still in her favor: Malcolm B. Daniels IV couldn't watch her twenty-four hours a day, now could he?
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​​Chapter Three
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Get away from my attorney. That’s my first task, Roxanne thought as they drove through the small town. It wouldn’t be easy, but it had to be done. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust his knowledge of the law. But she had seen those stories of innocent people accused of crimes in foreign countries and then sent to prison for years and years and years. Jefferson County wasn’t exactly a foreign country, but it was damn close.

But when she thought of giving him the slip, Roxanne felt a little guilty. After all, he had saved her from a fate worse than jail. And he had talked the sheriff into giving her back her cache of candy. And he had constantly reassured her that on Monday morning she would be free. If only she could be so confident...

The Mercedes slowed, and Daniels parked the car on the side of the shady street.

“Where are we?” she asked as he opened the door for her. Roxanne had been a feminist from birth, yet his action seemed respectful rather than demeaning. But she didn’t want to think about that right now. She had a few other worries.

He collected his briefcase from the back seat of the sedan and nodded his head toward a building across the street. “My office.”

The two story colonial boasted black shutters mounted aside open, white framed windows. With its pristine trim and crisp red brick, it looked clean and straightforward, just like the man who worked there. An American flag rippled across the too-warm Southern breeze and only added to the lazy, small town atmosphere.

“I need to make a few calls before I can quit for the day.” He took Roxanne’s arm and led her across the street. It wasn’t like there was much traffic on the worn brick road. In fact, she would bet his was the only car that had been on the street the entire day.

As if to belie her thoughts, a brand-spanking new, cherry-red Corvette pulled up and parked a couple of spaces ahead of the Mercedes. So much for her theories. A blue-haired lady wearing a hot pink track suit and Reebok walking shoes spryly hopped out of the driver’s side. On the opposite side of the car her mirror image emerged—same blue-rinsed hair, same pink track suit, same Reebok shoes.

The two ladies shot Daniels a quick wave, then headed across the street arm in arm. Roxanne couldn’t help but stare. The pair had to be in their late eighties if they were a day. It was unusual to see adult twins who dressed alike; much less ones dressed alike and driving a sports car. Even more interesting, the pair was headed into the Fulton Family Funeral Home which so conveniently sat two doors down from her attorney’s office.

The Fulton Family Funeral Home was a beige brick building with a low flat roof. To Roxanne it looked like a large cardboard box with windows and shrubs. But it was—according to his file—the very place where Jamie Valentine’s body had been taken for burial.

“They’re something, aren’t they?”

“I beg your pardon?” Roxanne was having a hard time concentrating on his words. She was too busy trying to figure out a way to give him the slip and get in to see Valentine. She had made many a dash across busy four lane Chicago streets. This small town road, barely big enough for two cars to pass at the same time, would be a piece of cake. Escaping the man at her side might prove to be a little more challenging. Perhaps she could just make a run for it...

“The Olsen twins,” he prompted.

The three words immediately captured Roxanne’s reporter-attention. “Mary Kate and Ashley?” She looked around, out of shock more than thinking she would actually see the famous duo.

“Imogene and Beatrice.” He nodded toward the identically-clad, elderly twins who had reached the glass doors of the funeral home.

“They’re something all right,” Roxanne muttered, her chance for escape gone.

“This way.” Daniels gripped her elbow to direct her toward his office.

Roxanne resisted. “Let’s go in there.” She nodded her head toward the funeral home and veered to the right.

“Let’s don’t and tell everybody we did.” Malcolm tugged on her arm a little harder, pulling her back to the left and half-dragging her across the street.

“Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

“About what?”

“Jamie Valentine.”

“No.”

“You’re really not? Not at all?”

“Not at all.” He let go of her arm long enough to fish a set of keys out of his pants pocket. Two doors down, the Jefferson County Olsen twins disappeared inside the building.

“The biggest murder case this town has ever seen, and you’re not the least bit curious?”

He didn’t bother to answer.

Roxanne got one last look at the boring, beige building before he forcibly escorted her into the office.

The cool air blowing out of a small window unit was barely enough to counter the Tennessee heat, but it was better than nothing. His office was just what she expected—pale tan walls, shiny green plants, and large leather furniture. It was open, bright, and oh-so conservative.

“What’s up there,” she asked, pointing to the polished wooden stairs.

“A conference room and my law library.”

Roxanne nodded as Daniels settled down behind his desk. He popped open his brief case, then dug out a couple of files.

She turned from inspecting his diploma from Vanderbilt as he picked up the phone that was sitting on top of his desk. “It doesn’t work, you know.”

With a small sigh, he reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved his cell.

“Don’t you have a secretary?”

“Barbara is only here part time.”

“A part-time secretary? Don’t you need her more than that?” Pierce’s secretary worked nearly sixty hours a week.

“No, I’m only here part time.”

“A part time attorney?” She made a face.

Whoever Daniels was calling must have answered. “Hold, please,” he said into the tiny phone, then covered the mouthpiece. “Is that a problem? If so I can turn your file over to Jefferson County’s other lawyer. He’s full time.”

“How old is he?” Roxanne asked.

“Two hundred and fifty.”

“No thanks.”

She wasn’t sure, but she thought her conservative counsel hid a grin before he turned his attention back to his phone conversation.

She half-listened as he talked to the manager of the gas station where she had refueled Wednesday night. She wandered around his small office examining the few personal effects he had on display. One item in particular caught her attention: a campaign sign framed with a newspaper clipping declaring the victory of Malcolm B. Daniels IV in his bid for a seat in the upper house of the Tennessee General Assembly.

“You’re a state senator?”

He frowned at her, an expression that clearly stated, Can’t you see I’m on the phone?

Roxanne shook her head and turned back to his brag wall. So that was why he was a part time attorney. He probably took care of wills and stuff in between sessions and somehow this interim he got stuck with her and capital murder.

Also among the diplomas and certificates of achievement was a picture of Daniels with an older man with snowy white hair. The pair were standing on a tropical golf course, both smiling and tanned. Each had on the typical polo and khakis favored by golfers the world over, and even in the picture Daniels appeared well put together and well creased. She had a feeling the picture showed her counsel at his most relaxed state, and that wasn’t saying much.

She turned back to look at him. He had given into the heat and had removed his suit coat to reveal a miraculously crisp white shirt and the jet-black suspenders that she had suspected from the first time she had seen him. Three years working at I Spy may not have made her famous, but she was an excellent judge of people.

As Daniels hung up from his first call and dialed in the second, Roxanne formulated her plan. She had managed to dispel the twinge of guilt she felt at the thought of ditching him. As silently as she could, she found a small chair near the door and perched on its edge. The chair was solid wood, hard and straight, more likely the kind of chair that a person used to set things on rather than sit in themselves. Nonetheless, Roxanne settled down and willed herself to be small and quiet. She sat as still as possible, moving only to breathe. Her plan was simple, become invisible.

Small towns like Jefferson County had a gossip mill like no other. All she had to do was sneak away from Daniels and hoof it over to the funeral home. She would bet her life that she could find some wagging tongues there who would help in her search for the real murderer.

Step two was to wait until his back was turned and—Bingo! During the fourth call he made, Daniels opened one of the drawers in his large oak filing cabinets. The minute his back was turned, Roxanne was out the door.

♥ ♥ ♥ ♥
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Malcolm opened the top drawer of his filing cabinet and pretended to search for something. It was one thing to have to share the next few days of his life with a tabloid reporter, it was another to have her know every aspect of his life.

On the other side of his phone connection a voicemail picked up and the familiar sexy voice stated that she was sorry, but she couldn’t answer her cell right now. Malcolm waited until the beep, then lowered his voice so he wouldn’t be overheard.

“Hey, sweetheart. I know this is short notice, but I can’t make dinner tonight.”

He pulled a file from the drawer for appearances sake. His personal life was just one more area of his life that he didn’t want to see in newsstand pulp. “I’m tied up with a client. I’ll explain everything in the morning, and I’ll make it up to y—” He turned back around, just as the door to his office swung shut behind said client. “Damnit to hell!” His calm tone turned into a roar of frustration.

“I gotta go.” He hung up without saying goodbye, rushing out of his office and after his Yankee client.

♥ ♥ ♥ ♥

[image: ]


All Roxanne needed was a little professional distancing, and she would be just fine. Distance. Keep her distance. She could do this, right? Absolutely.

She reached for the door of the funeral home, then nearly screamed as a warm, strong hand closed around her upper arm.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

She didn’t need to turn around to know that it took Daniels about a minute and a half to realize she had given him the slip. She would know his soft drawl anywhere, plus she could see his reflection in the door. Even in the smudged glass she could tell he was not happy.

He pulled her around to face him, his expression demanding.

“I was parched, so I thought I’d come in here and see if they had anything to drink. Woo.” She fanned herself. “It is so hot. Just wanted a drink.”

He smiled, a grim flash of white against his golden freckled skin. “You’re the worst liar I’ve ever seen.”

“Oh yeah? And what makes you such an authority on liars? Oh, wait. I forgot. You’re an attorney.”

He didn’t have time to respond as a voice sounded behind them. “You going in, Malcolm?”

Daniels’ mouth pulled into a tight line. “After you, Bob.”

Roxanne knew exactly what he was thinking. Bob would go in, and they would leave.

The newcomer pulled the door open and held it. “Ladies first.” Such a gentleman. Such an unintentional ally.

Roxanne flashed Daniels her dimples and stepped into the funeral home. She wasn’t sure, but she thought her attorney swore under his breath. Faced with no alternative other than making a scene, he followed her inside.

The carpet beneath her boots was the color of dried yellow marigolds. In its day it had surely been a respectful color, but it had long since served its duty. Now it was dull and heavily-trodden with the sad footfalls of Jefferson County mourners.

The walls were no better. Covered with a cheap bleached-pine paneling, they were liberally decorated with religious prints in ornate, gold-painted frames.

“Remind me never to be buried in Jefferson County,” Roxanne muttered, trying to block out the odor of potpourri-masked death and mourning.

“You behave in here, or they’ll never find enough of your body to bury.”

She glanced up at him, but he was smiling politely over her head to the man stationed at the door of a small room. A low table complete with guest registry and a white quill pen sat in front of the man. But most remarkably of all, at least eight people including the Olsen twins waited for their turn to sign the book and pass through the hallowed doors to view Valentine’s body.

Roxanne nodded toward the man at the door. “If he were to charge admission, the town could afford to fix that pothole in front of the courthouse.”

Daniels shot her a look that clearly said, Be quiet, but the damage was already done. Eight pairs of eyes—hard, curious, knowing eyes—turned their attention to her. Evidently the exterminator wasted no time in spreading the news of Roxanne’s capture and release.

“There she is,” a woman in a faded housedress whispered. “The murderer.”

Roxanne turned and met the horrified stare of the elderly lady.

“Murderess,” her companion corrected in a whisper to rival that of a seasoned stage actress.

These ladies either needed new batteries for their hearing aids or they didn’t mind letting that “no good murdering Yankee” know they were talking about her.

Roxanne looked to Daniels to see how he was taking the situation, but he was staring straight ahead.

“Look who she’s with, Josie. And we thought he was such a nice boy.”

A muscle flexed in Daniels’ square jaw, but otherwise he made no move, except to step forward and gain two feet toward signing the guest book. Two feet closer to seeing Jamie Valentine.

Roxanne looked from Daniels to the doorway of the room where Valentine rested. She didn’t want to go into the room where the body was displayed; her plan had only been to mingle among the mourners to see if she could gather any information.

She leaned closer to her attorney, ignoring the clean, soapy scent of his aftershave. “I...really don’t want to go in there.” It had been three years since she had been this close to death, and it was bringing back too many memories. Her mother. Dane...

“Then why did you come in here?” he asked out of the corner of his mouth but made no move to get out of line.

“I wanted to talk to people,” she whispered in return.

“Not a chance.”

“Daniels,” she hissed, but Bob, who had so graciously paved the way for her to get in the funeral home, asked her attorney how he thought the Titans would do this year. Once again, Malcolm B. Daniels IV turned his attention to someone else.

Roxanne scanned the room again. James A. Valentine was a drifter. He had only been in Jefferson County since March of this year. Yet half of the town had turned out for his wake. Somebody here had to know something. And one thing was certain: she wouldn’t be able to find out anything useful with Daniels dogging her heels. As much as she really didn’t want to see another dead body, it was inevitable.

She just had to keep her personal feelings from getting in the way. Distance, she repeated to herself as she inched closer to the door. Professional distance. She had faced worse than this. It hadn’t been easy interviewing the Human Pretzel, who, incidentally, was a nudist, but she had done it. And she had managed to survive that story about the dentist ventriloquist. She had even done a bang-up job on that eccentric billionaire who owned seven hundred cats. And she had done it all by giving herself professional distance.

The room where Jamie Valentine was on display was packed tighter than a runaway’s suitcase, but word of her arrival at the funeral home had reached inside the small visitation room. Roxanne had no trouble pushing her way to the front of the crush. As she neared where the dead man was laid out, she reminded herself that she was a reporter, trained to remain unbiased and unaffected. She could do this.

The dark wood, brass-trimmed casket looked expensive—more expensive than the state would provide—and was surrounded by numerous sprays of chrysanthemums, many arrangements of carnations, and several potted lilies. It wasn’t at all the wake Roxanne had imagined for a lonely, unfortunate drifter. She found herself drawn to this stranger, drawn in by him and the silence of his death.

Closing her eyes tightly, she gathered her courage, then peered at James A. Valentine.

The man in the casket was beautiful. That was the only word she had to describe his physical looks. He was in his late twenties with dark wavy hair and a perfectly smooth olive-toned complexion. Even in death his perfectly shaped lips held a sneer of insolence, like a young Elvis who had merely fallen asleep.

He appeared so peaceful and yet so life-like, as if she could reach out and touch him and feel the beat of his heart.

She leaned closer.

Who had killed this man? Who had planted that gun in her car expecting the Yankee to take the rap for murder? Why was she the one blamed?

♥ ♥ ♥ ♥
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The last thing Malcolm wanted to be doing was standing in line at the Fulton Family Funeral Home for his turn to see Jamie Valentine. First of all, he had already paid his respects to the deceased, and secondly, he had Roxanne with him. He was so busy trying to keep up appearances that he had been railroaded into letting her come into the funeral home. A wise decision it was not. He should have cut his losses with the constituents and taken her straight home.

Good Lord! What was he going to do with her when he got her to Magnolia Acres? A few thoughts came to mind—none of which fell into the ethical code of behavior between client and counsel but ran the gamut between strangulation and heavy petting.

He really needed to get himself in check. But he had never before met anyone quite like Roxanne Ackerman. After the four days she had been indentured into his care were over, he would probably never see anyone like her again. Four days. Surely he could make it four measly days.
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