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Dedication



Conspiracy Widow is dedicated to the colors soft peach and pale yellow and to wind chimes. 







  
  
Previously




I’m Jenna Ross. My sweet Golden Retriever, Katy, has been my constant companion and confidante since my husband was killed in action overseas five years ago. 

When I inherited a failing bed-and-breakfast from my husband’s side of the family over a year ago, I didn’t hesitate to leave my high stress corporate accounting career in the city for the small town of Paisley, Georgia. Even though I was completely over my head, I stuck it out and threw all my energy into reviving the Peach Blossom Retreat.

My saving grace was my team. With Darlene’s culinary magic in the kitchen, Morgan’s steady hand keeping the place running, and Wendy learning to juggle housekeeping and cooking, the inn has blossomed, pun intended, into a thriving business. 

Ethan Bentley, a general contractor and landscaper, and I had a rocky start when I first took over the inn, but we grew closer over time, especially after he joined me in Savannah last week. I admit he makes my heart skip. We’ve agreed to give our budding relationship time to grow without the scrutiny of our well-meaning friends, but life at Peach Blossom rarely cooperates.

I have a psychic gift, which includes hypersensitivity, so I shy away from loud noises and touch like shaking hands or handling other people’s personal items.

My gift can occasionally overwhelm me, except I have the support and help of the late Nettie Wyndham, whose portrait watches over the inn and somehow grounds me. Her calm presence has guided me more than once when the veil between past and present thins. Crime, it seems, always finds its way to the Peach Blossom Retreat.








  
  
Chapter One 




Wednesday 

When Jenna turned off the shower, her phone was ringing. She grabbed a towel to wrap around herself and dripped from the hall to her bedroom where she’d left her phone. 

“Who calls at five thirty in the morning, Katy?” 

Katy was curled on her new pink dog bed Morgan had bought while Jenna was in Savannah at the innkeepers’ convention the previous week. Katy blinked sleepily and yawned.

“You’re right; it can only be Ethan.”

The cool air in her bedroom was a sharp contrast to her steamy, warm shower, and she shivered as she answered.

Her eyes widened when an elderly woman asked, “Is this Mrs. Ross?” 

Jenna blinked in confusion. Is this a guest? “Yes, but please call me Jenna.” 

She opened her closet door and pulled out her fluffy, warm bathrobe while she listened.

“Jenna, my name is Rebecca Thatcher, and I would like to make a reservation at your lovely inn for a week. Is that possible?”

“Of course.” Jenna put on her robe and then rubbed her wet hair with her towel.

“I don’t want to be a bother, but is it possible for me to have a room on the first floor?”

“I’m sure we can manage that. What is your arrival date?”

“Today. If you move quickly, they will lose your trail. I’ll call you later.” 

“Who are they?” 

“Anyone who smiles too much.” Mrs. Thatcher hung up.

Jenna frowned as she stared at her phone. “Did I misunderstand what she said? How did Mrs. Thatcher get my phone number? Maybe Morgan changed how the inn phone rings through to our phones. I’ll ask her later.” 

While Jenna quickly swiped at the puddles of water on the floor in her bedroom and in the hall, her phone rang again.

Now, it’s Ethan. “Hey, babe. Were you busy?”

Jenna stared at the phone. “Yes.” What’s up with these phone calls before dawn?

Even though she’d put on her robe, she was still cold, and her teeth chattered. I need the fireplace on to take off the chill. 

Jenna continued shivering as she rushed to the living room.

“You haven’t had your first cup of coffee yet, have you?” Ethan asked. 

Jenna squeezed the phone between her shoulder and her ear while she turned on the gas fireplace. “No, I have the coffee maker automatically timed to start while I’m in the shower, and it just now finished.”

“Interesting.” Ethan chuckled. “I’m on your front porch.”

Jenna unlocked the front door and then dashed to her bedroom so she wouldn’t be blasted by the frigid outside air. 

“The door’s unlocked.” She hung up, then dropped her phone onto the bed. Infuriating man.

When the front door opened, Katy trotted out of the bedroom and scrambled to the living room.

“Good morning, pretty girl,” Ethan cooed. “You too, babe.” 

After Jenna slammed the door, she quickly dressed and made her bed.

She threw open the door and almost bumped into Ethan who stood outside her door with a cup of coffee for her. 

He smiled. “It’s probably cool enough for you.” 

“Thank you.” As she took the cup with two hands, she gazed into his dreamy, clear blue eyes and then scowled. “What’s the emergency?”

He leaned down and kissed her. His mustache tickled her upper lip, and she wrinkled her nose. No fair. I’m supposed to be grumpy before coffee.

Ethan’s eyes were soft as he gazed at her. “Katy took her morning break and ate her breakfast while you were dressing. I brought eggs and bacon so I could cook our breakfast. I’ve been thinking; we have to talk.”  

Ethan turned toward the kitchen. Jenna stopped at the bathroom and grabbed her hairbrush and hairdryer. “Talk about what?” 

When Ethan didn’t answer, she stormed to the kitchen. She opened her mouth to repeat her question, but the aroma of frying bacon made her moan instead. 

She stood at the counter and blow-dried her hair while Ethan stood at the stove. She was mesmerized by his smooth moves at the stove and almost overcome by the aroma of smoked bacon. 

“Have you checked the weather this morning?” Ethan pulled the crispy bacon out of the frying pan and cracked an egg. 

Jenna glared at his back. I was going to do that when? 

“Is that what we’re going to talk about?” You called me at oh dark thirty in the morning to talk about the weather? 

She gulped down a big slug of coffee and sighed. That’s better. 

“My brother called me. A severe winter storm swept the Midwest and is headed our way. We’ll have rain, and it might be heavy, but it will be worse north of us, especially around the rivers where he is.” 

Jenna shuddered. “Grams always said to hide from the wind and run from the water. Will they be evacuating?”

“It’s a possibility. His house isn’t too far north of us, but they’re in a flood zone. I’m sure he’s not the only one watching the storm closely. I told him they’re welcome to stay at my house to wait out the storm. I have plenty of room.” 

Ethan glanced down at Katy who had inched closer to the stove. “Patience, girl. It has to cool a little more.” 

Jenna smiled as he hummed and shifted his weight from one foot to the other while he hovered over the eggs. 

Cute wiggle there, cowboy. “Do you always dance while you cook?”

Ethan chuckled. “Probably. My dad always has the kitchen radio on and keeps moving while he cooks.”

“You make cooking look easy. I never had much motivation to learn to cook when I worked at the accounting firm in Atlanta. It was easier to pick up the phone and place an order.”

“Music makes the difference for me, so what’s on your agenda for today?” he asked.

“Morgan went to Atlanta for an open house for a new supplier she’s considering, so I’ll have the office to myself. Gary will call me at ten with his follow up accounting questions from the convention in Savannah last week, but other than that, I’ll be preparing worksheets for the quarterly taxes. What about you?” 

“Shane and I want to brainstorm some ideas for growing our business. We’re meeting with Mr. Moore this morning.” 

Ethan set his plate down on the table, then as he put Jenna’s plate in front of her, he put his hand on her shoulder and gently massaged her shoulder and the back of her neck. 

Jenna closed her eyes and sighed as her muscles threatened to turn to mush.

Ethan leaned close and whispered, “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here five minutes earlier.” 

Jenna felt her cheeks grow warm. 

Ethan kissed her ear, then chuckled as he sat down.

I wish I wouldn’t blush so easily. Jenna scowled as she stared at her plate then dug in.

After they’d eaten, Jenna refilled their cups and kissed Ethan’s cheek. “Thank you for breakfast; it was delicious.” 

“You’re welcome. So, how has being low key worked for you since we’ve returned from Savannah?” Ethan asked. 

Savannah is a port city. Jenna stared at her coffee. Why should I care Savannah is a port city? 

Ethan put his hand over hers. 

She shifted her gaze to him.

“Low key,” he repeated softly.

“Oh. It was a great idea in theory, but it’s been annoying in practice.”

“Yeah, I’ve hated it too. I’ve wanted to have coffee with you every morning, so we can talk, but I was afraid that might be too pushy.” 

Jenna’s eyes widened. “So dropping by in the morning while it’s still dark and normal people are sleeping to discuss whether I’d be irritated wasn’t pushy? What if I am?”  

Ethan grinned. “We’d be back to normal instead of awkward, which is how it’s been since we got back from Savannah last week. So what about coffee every morning?”

“Our normal is awkward; what are you talking about?” Jenna giggled. “I’d love to have coffee with you every morning, but why don’t you just come to the inn every morning for coffee?” 

Ethan peered at her. “Do you really want to have our morning discussions in front of an audience who will be critiquing every word? And by critiquing I mean judging and interrogating.”

Jenna shuddered as she rose to clear the table. “Good point. Text me a shopping list.” 

Ethan put his arms around her. “Will do.”

She turned up her face and pointed to her mouth. He took the hint. All her irritability vanished with his warm, distracting kiss.

When he released her, Jenna smiled. “Since I’ll be going to the grocery store, I’ll pick up fried chicken if you’d like to come here for dinner.” 

His eyes twinkled. “I was trying to come up with a good excuse to come here after work, so maybe I might. Thanks for the invite.” He brushed her hair behind her ear, then whispered, “I love you, babe.”

After Jenna put her arms around him, she buried her face in his chest and breathed in his soap. Her voice was muffled by his shirt. “Love you too, honey.”

After one last kiss, Ethan left. 

Jenna sighed as she stared at the door and then put the dishes into the dishwasher, straightened the bathroom, and tucked her pistol into its holster. 

“Ready to go, Katy?” Jenna put on her warm coat, and they crunched across the frosty grass to the inn.

Katy raced ahead of Jenna who held her collar over her face so the bitter cold wouldn’t take her breath away.

When Katy barked, Darlene, who wore her favorite pale yellow apron with peach blossoms on the bib, opened the door for her.

Darlene’s dark eyes flashed as she growled, “Hurry up, Boss Lady. It’s too cold to stand here with the door open.” 

After they went into the kitchen, Darlene pointed to the cup of coffee on the counter. “There’s your coffee. I have a coffee cake in the oven for later. It’s a new recipe, so if you don’t like it, tell me because it won’t hurt my feelings.” 

Katy flopped down in front of the oven, and Jenna took her coffee to her office. 

As she turned on her computer, Ethan texted her the shopping list. 

Jenna furrowed her brow as she reviewed the list. This must be a week’s worth. I’m out of practice in the meal planning department.

She replied, “Got it.” 

Jenna turned her attention to the quarterly tax records. 

A few minutes before ten, Darlene flung open the office door. “Time for a break. The coffee cake cooled, and I have a fresh pot of coffee. You’ve usually had at least two refills by now. You work too hard.” 

“I’m fine with what I have. I have a call at ten, so I’ll have to take my break in my office.”

Darlene came into the office. “I’m not surprised, so here’s your coffee cake and a fork.”

Jenna joined Darlene at the door. 

After she took the fork and the plate, she set them down on her desk. “Thanks. What are your plans for today?”

“I plan to leave around two like always unless Wendy and I get behind. I have dough rising for breadsticks, and Wendy and Katy went for a walk.” 

Jenna furrowed her brow. “Isn’t today Wendy’s day off?”

Darlene snorted. “She took Monday off and insisted on making up the time. I told her you’d be mad, but she laughed at me. Have you noticed how sassy she’s been lately? She should be good-natured like me.” 

Jenna side-glanced at Darlene. “A walk sounds great, but it hasn’t warmed up enough for me yet. After Gary and I talk, I’m going to run a few errands in town. I won’t be long.” 

Darlene narrowed her eyes. “Do I know Gary?”

Jenna rolled her eyes. Ethan was right. “He’s one of my friends I met at the conference. I’m helping him with his accounting studies.”

“Then that’s good. Take your time shopping. Wendy and I can get a lot more done around here without all of you people underfoot.” Darlene closed the door as she left.

After Jenna took her first bite of coffee cake, Gary called. “Hey, Jenna. I have five questions this week. Ready?”

She quickly finished chewing, then swallowed. “Go ahead.” 

Jenna nibbled on her coffee cake in between answering Gary’s questions.

After she answered his last question, Gary said, “We were wondering if you’re in that path of that big storm.” 

“Not really, but Ethan’s keeping an eye on it.”

“We’re picking up Kendra’s mother after lunch. She’s not in a flood zone, but she gets nervous about storms, so she’ll be more comfortable with us.” 

After they hung up, Jenna buttoned up her coat, but the inn phone rang before she left the office.

When she answered, an elderly woman asked, “Is this Jenna?” 

“Yes, it is, Mrs. Thatcher.” Jenna removed her coat and dropped it on top of her backpack.

“I’d like to confirm my reservation for a week, beginning today.”

“Of course, is that for one or two people?”

“Sadly, only one. My dear husband was taken before his time.” 

Jenna felt the sadness in Mrs. Thatcher’s voice. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. I’ll always miss him.” 

“I understand. We’re talking about a room on the first floor. Correct?”

Jenna pulled up the registration system on her computer screen.

“Yes, and I’ll be there in three hours.”

Jenna blinked. “We’ll have your room ready for you; our chef will want to know if you have any food allergies.” 

“That’s so nice of you to ask. I have no food allergies at all, but I do have a sweet tooth. I’m hiring a car and driver. Do you suppose someone could help with my steamer trunk and luggage?” 

Steamer trunk? “We can certainly take care of your luggage, and we can always call for extra help if we need it.” 

“It’s always nice to have a backup, isn’t it? Also, do you accept cash for payment?”

Jenna blinked. “Yes, ma’am, we do.” 

“Good, then I’ll see you this afternoon.” 

Jenna entered the information for their newest guest into the online system. When she went into the kitchen with her backpack on her way to the registration desk, Darlene was putting a loaf pan of pumpkin nut bread into the oven. 

Wendy, who was in her fifties and not as overweight as she thought, pushed her wispy gray hair away from her forehead with the back of her hand while she hand-washed pots in the sink.  

“We have a new guest,” Jenna said.  

Wendy pointed to her ear and then at Darlene who still had her back to Jenna.

“Darlene,” Wendy tapped Darlene’s arm. 

Darlene glanced at Wendy and then saw Jenna. 

Jenna spoke loudly. “We have a new guest who will be arriving in three hours; she’ll be with us for a week. She requested a first floor room.”

“That’s great news,” Wendy said. “Which room will you assign her?” 

Jenna continued speaking loudly enough for Darlene to hear her. “I don’t know about her mobility, so let’s give her the room closest to the dining room.” 

Jenna set her backpack down on the kitchen table. After she removed the large pink clip that held her long, dark blonde in a messy bun, she shook out her hair and dropped her clip into her backpack.

Wendy nodded. “I’ll make sure it’s ready for her.”

“Does she have any food allergies, or did you forget to ask?” Darlene put her hands on her hips. 

Jenna sniffed. “She has no food allergies, but she said she will need help with her steamer trunk and her suitcase.” 

“Steamer trunk? Isn’t that what people used back in the age of oceanic travel?” Wendy glanced over her shoulder at Jenna. “Do people still have those?”

“Evidently, Mrs. Thatcher does.” Jenna shrugged. 

“You’ll list her in our registration book, right?” Darlene asked as she turned away to put the second pumpkin nut bread into the oven. 

“On my way.”

After Jenna updated the registration book, she went to the living room and sat in her yellow chair, which was once Nettie Wyndham’s chair. 

She gazed at Nettie’s portrait. “We’re going to have a guest for a week. Her name is Rebecca Thatcher.” 

A sunbeam shone on Nettie’s face and lit up her smile as a breeze jingled the wind chimes on the front porch. 

Tell me her name again, sweet pea. 

Jenna narrowed her eyes. “I know you heard me. Her name is Rebecca Thatcher.” 

The chimes jingled again. 

“What is so funny?” 

Her secret admirer is Tom. 

The wind chimes jingled again. 

“I think you’re teasing me, and I have work to do,” Jenna grumbled.

Jenna stormed out of the living room and covered her ears when the chimes jingled again. 

Jenna updated the registration book, then strode past the living room with her nose in the air while the sound of the jingling chimes followed her. 

After she put on her coat and picked up her backpack, Jenna asked, “Are you going to the store with me, Katy?”

Katy slowly raised her head and stared at Jenna. 

Jenna smiled. “I don’t blame you. It’s cold, and my guess is it’s going to get colder. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

As she drove to town, Jenna bit her lip. I know our architect, Shane, put in a generator because that’s what he does, but how often do we test it? Isn’t this something I should know? I could ask Ethan if we have a maintenance schedule, but the old Ethan would have been angry at me for not thinking of it sooner. I don’t know how the new Ethan will react.

She rolled her eyes. No guts, no glory. I’ll ask him. 

She snickered as she turned at the parking lot entrance. Or, since I seem to be stuck in clichés this morning, I’ll poke the bear.

The parking lot was almost full; she was grateful when she found a spot even though it was next to the road in the section farthest from the store.  

When she went inside the store, she froze and blocked the entrance and shuddered at the noise and the crush of people in the store. I didn’t know it would be so busy.

When she realized she was in the way, she grabbed the last cart and pushed it to the side to calm herself, but the bustle and noise of more people than she expected who were in a greater hurry than usual was overwhelming. 

Should I just leave? 

Jenna swallowed hard and read her list. I’ll start with produce. While she carefully selected apples, she was jostled on both sides. 

Jenna doggedly pushed her shopping cart from aisle to aisle. She used her cart as a shield against the onslaught of shoppers who were frustrated by the congestion in the aisles, and the roar of voices and clatter of offset wheels on the carts added to the bedlam. Jenna groaned when she missed an item and had to backtrack. 

She stopped at the end of an aisle and exhaled. I should have told Ethan I didn’t have time to shop today. 

She continued on to the meat department and grabbed a pound of thick-sliced bacon and then headed to the dairy and egg cases. 

She stood in front of the cartons of eggs and muttered, “Why are there so many choices?” Is there an old and a new Ethan? Old Ethan would have thought I was trying to shirk my responsibilities if I had said I didn’t have time to shop.

After a woman reached past her for two cartons of large brown eggs, Jenna picked up a carton of the same brand of eggs and put them in her cart. One more aisle, then I’m done.

While she waited in the checkout line, Jenna studied the shopper in front of her who selected similar items from her cart and carefully arranged them on the conveyor belt. She’s ignoring the chaos. How does she do that?

After she paid for her groceries, she pushed her cart in a sprint to her car in her escape from the store. She loaded her groceries into her trunk and then leaned against her car door and exhaled. I did it.

As she slowly backed out and then threaded her way through the parking lot without crashing into the frantic drivers who abruptly pulled into a spot or backed without looking, she muttered, “Don’t hit me. Please don’t hit me.” 

When she turned onto the road home, she exhaled. If I’m going to scare Ethan away, I might as well go for it now. 
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