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For Eliza Glade’s entire life, she somehow always managed to steal the spotlight from my sister and me, and wouldn’t you know it, she kept her record perfect, even in death.

“You look absolutely radiant,” I told my aunt Lillian, who was elegantly dressed in a formal evening gown. She’s more than my aunt, though—Lillian is also my only employee at Custom Card Creations. My name’s Jennifer Shane, and I own the shop of my dreams, a little handcrafted-card store tucked away on one end of Oakmont Avenue in the heart of Rebel Forge, Virginia. It’s a place where customers can select one of our own handmade cards, or buy the materials to make one themselves.

After Lillian and I had worked at the store all day, we’d changed into more formal attire, and now we were ready to attend the Chamber of Commerce’s annual awards banquet. The organization had held the ritual religiously for the past sixty-seven years, but it was the first time I’d been eligible to attend. The dinner was slated for Hurley’s Pub, an easy walk from the store and a place I’d been many times.

Lillian was wearing an evening gown made of a pastel material that was so sheer, it was nearly translucent. The emerald green tint of the dress complemented her richly dyed henna hair, and I’d never felt so dowdy in my thirty-something years of life. While my aunt was petite and graceful, I tended to feel big-boned and gawky, and it was never so obvious than when we were both dressed up.

“You look lovely as well,” Lillian said. After casting a critical glance at my simple gray dress, she added, “Though I do wish you’d let me treat you to a new outfit sometime.” Lillian paused, then added enthusiastically, “I’ve got a wonderful idea, Jennifer. Why don’t we go to Richmond in the morning, shop all day, and then eat somewhere delightful tomorrow night? I know the most charming place we could stay, and we’d be back in time for lunch the next day. What do you say? I’d be delighted to treat.” With several ex- husbands and a shrewd mind for investing, Lillian could easily afford the gracious gesture. She worked at my shop for materials and instruction in lieu of a salary, and to my delight, my aunt had grown to love making cards nearly as much as I did.

“I’m tempted to take you up on it sometime, but you know I can’t afford to close the card shop that long.”

She waved a hand in the air, dismissing my protest. “Yes, I know how thoroughly wed you are to your business. Speaking of marriage, I’m still not certain you should have invited me to this banquet as your guest. Surely you could have found a suitable young man to escort you.”

I wasn’t about to have that conversation with her again. I hugged my aunt and said, “We both know that I probably wouldn’t still be in business without your help. There’s no way I could have asked anyone else tonight.”

She raised an eyebrow in consternation. My aunt had perfected the look from a great deal of practice over the years. “At least promise me you’ll find some time to chat with the eligible young men there. Will Greg be attending?”

Greg Langston was my two-time former fiancé, but never my husband. He ran a pottery shop a few doors down from Custom Card Creations, and we were just starting to manage the awkwardness inherent in our proximity. Lillian had a dream that we’d make the third time a charm someday, and I was getting tired of trying to rid her of her delusions. “I suspect so, but I really don’t know. We quit coordinating our social calendars a long time ago.”

There must have been something in my voice that told her I was through talking about it. “Shall we go, then?”

“Just let me lock up and I’ll be ready.”

As I secured the last dead bolt on the shop’s front door, I heard my sister’s voice calling me from up the street. “Jennifer, wait for me.”

Sara Lynn had been cut from the same cloth as my lovely aunt; they were the only two petite people in our family. She ran Forever Memories, a scrapbooking shop, and that had inadvertently led me to custom card-making. I’d been her employee not so long ago, and when Sara Lynn had rejected my idea of a card-making corner, I’d gone out on my own to prove there was a market for handcrafted cards in our resort community. Our brother, Bradford, was the sheriff for Rebel Forge, though at times it seemed his main duty was keeping our family together.

“You look award-winning,” I said, appreciating the effort my sister had gone to. Sara Lynn normally eschewed makeup and fancy formal wear, but she was now skillfully enhanced, from her brand-new hairdo all the way down to her expensive pumps.

“It’s nonsense, and we all know it,” Sara Lynn said. It was rumored around town that Sara Lynn was slated to receive the Rebel Forge Businessperson of the Year award, something that she’d yet to receive in all her years as a small businesswoman. The reason for the slight was obvious: there was bad blood between my sister and Eliza Glade, the woman who ran the chamber—along with her businesses—with a velvet fist. However, it appeared that it was finally going to be Sara Lynn’s turn, and she was long past due, in my opinion.

I looked behind her and asked, “Hey, where’s Bailey?” Sara Lynn and her husband had been having marital troubles for months, but I had expected him at least to show up for his wife’s crowning triumph. The Bippy—as we affectionately called the award— was the Oscar, the Emmy, and the Tony combined for the folks who ran businesses in Rebel Forge, and I knew that, despite her protests to the contrary, Sara Lynn had a place ready in the display behind her checkout counter for the small golden anvil award.

“He’s not coming,” Sara Lynn snapped. From the tone of her voice, it was pretty obvious she was finished with that particular conversation.

Not that Lillian was going to accept the dismissal. “When are you going to kick that man to the curb like he deserves?”

I was shocked by the harshness of my aunt’s comment. “Lillian, that’s out of line, even for you.”

Our aunt was prepared to protest, when Sara Lynn put a hand on my arm. “She’s right, Jennifer.” She took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then said, “You’ll hear about this sooner or later, so it might as well be from me. Bailey and I have decided to split up.”

I couldn’t believe it. They’d been married forever, and while I knew they’d had their share of problems, I never imagined it would come to this. “Sara Lynn, it will all work out. I just know you two are meant to be together.”

She touched my shoulder lightly. “Thank you, Jennifer, but I don’t think so.”

Lillian nodded her obvious approval. “You had every right to toss him out after what he did.”

“What happened?” I asked. “Is there something I don’t know about?”

Sara Lynn frowned. “If you haven’t heard the rumors yet, you will tonight. Bailey and I are completely and utterly finished. I could have probably forgiven him having an affair—I know he’s just human—but I will never be able to get the image out of my mind of him in Eliza Glade’s bed.” 

I was shocked by the admission, but Lillian just nodded and said, “We’re both here for you. You know that, don’t you?”

I finally managed to find my voice. “Are you positive you want to go to the banquet tonight? Eliza’s going to be making the presentation.” I couldn’t imagine my sister onstage with her worst enemy in the world. I turned to our aunt and asked, “Lillian, does your offer of a shopping trip to Richmond still stand? Let’s go right now. What do you say, Sara Lynn? We’ll have a blast.”

“That’s an excellent idea,” Lillian said. “The three Shane women loose in the capital city. Let’s do it.” 

Sara Lynn stood her ground, though. “I won’t let that woman deprive me of this evening. I did nothing wrong, and I won’t scuttle away a corner and hide. Now, are you two coming or not? There’s a banquet I’m determined to attend.”

Behind her back, Lillian looked questioningly at me, and I nodded to signal my acceptance. If Sara Lynn still wanted to go, then I would be right there beside her.

“Let’s do this,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could muster.

As we walked to Hurley’s Pub, the three of us chatted about the weather, the mutual states of our businesses, and just about everything but Sara Lynn’s husband and his new paramour. I thought of myself as a strong woman, but I couldn’t touch my sister’s grit and determination. She was right, of course. The best way to handle the gossip and the scandal in our small town was to face it head-on. That had always been her approach to life, and I’d constantly done my best to emulate her behavior, with varying degrees of success over the years.

Hurley’s was closed to the public for the night, and the second we walked in, I could see why. Jack Hurley had opened up the dividers between the dining areas, making his restaurant one big open space. There was a temporary stage set up in front, with a pair of tables split by a podium. Several people were mingling around the room, sharing drinks and quips. Was it my imagination, or was there a momentary hush when everyone realized that Sara Lynn was there? I looked over at my sister, her head held proud and her gaze unflinching, and I couldn’t remember ever being prouder of her than I was at that moment. In less than a second, the crowd went back to their drinks and previous conversations, and I squeezed Sara Lynn’s hand. “You are probably the bravest woman I know.”

She shook her head briefly, and I could see that she was trying her best not to show any emotion at all. “Nonsense. I have every right to be here.” As she spoke, I saw someone approaching us out of the corner of my eye. The relief I’d felt in seeing someone join us dissipated in an instant when I realized who it was.

Eliza Glade was heading our way, and it wasn’t my imagination this time. The room was as quiet as a soft kiss; everyone was holding their breath. Eliza wore a red dress that showed just a little bit too much of her voluptuous figure for a Chamber of Commerce dinner. Her blond hair had been teased and sprayed, and her makeup was more than just a smidge overdone. Truthfully, she looked as though she would have been more at home in a Las Vegas lounge than in Rebel Forge.

Before Eliza could reach my sister, Lillian disengaged from us and headed straight for the woman, effectively cutting her off from us. They shared a few whispered comments, then Lillian said something that rocked Eliza in her tracks. Her face reddened as though she’d been slapped, and I saw her back quickly away.

When Lillian rejoined us, there was a look of smug satisfaction on her face.

Sara Lynn said, “I don’t need you to fight my battles for me. I’m perfectly capable of handling that woman myself.”

Lillian just laughed. “What, and let you have all the fun? That’s hardly fair.”

“What did you say to her?” I asked. “You must have really spanked her hard.”

“Me?” Lillian asked, her tone as innocent as she could summon. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Sara Lynn said, “Let’s find our table, shall we? I don’t relish having this crowd stare at me just standing here.”

Lillian took her arm. “That’s a capital idea. Let’s see where the shrew has seated us.”

We found our table, nearly concealed in a niche in back behind one of the few posts blocking the view of the stage. I was about to complain when I noticed that our tablemates were already there. It appeared that Sara Lynn, Lillian and I weren’t the only Rebel Forge residents on Eliza’s defecation roster. Savannah and Pete Jones, owners of The Lunch Box—a place where Lillian and I often ate—were already there.

“Hi, all,” I said. “Where’s Charlie?”

Charlie was their teenaged daughter and part-time waitress.

Savannah said, “She’s off with some boy, if you can imagine that. I told that girl she has to stay focused if she wants to be a doctor, but does she listen to me?”

Pete, usually a man of few words, surprised us all by saying, “Savannah, the girl’s got a right to a life of her own.”

“I’m not trying to tell her what to do,” Savannah said sharply, then noticed Lillian’s grin. “What are you smiling about?”

The two of them had been friends from the cradle, and they weren’t afraid to speak plainly to each other. 

Lillian said, “Your husband doesn’t say much, so when he does talk, it might be a good idea to listen to him.”

Savannah’s features clouded up, but Lillian’s smile never changed. After a long seven seconds, Savannah reluctantly laughed, and the rest of us joined in. 

“You might just have a point,” she added, then looked at her husband. “Don’t think you won this argument,” she said.

“No, ma’am,” Pete said, the smile still broad on his face.

Savannah said, “Now how in the world are they going to ever serve us if you three don’t sit down? I don’t get to eat out much, and I’m eager to try some of Jack Hurley’s fare.”

We sat with them at the table, and I looked down at the place settings. Besides the knife, spoon and two forks, there was a pewter letter opener with an anvil at the end of the handle.

“How lovely,” I said as I picked mine up and felt the solid heft of it.

Savannah smiled. “I’ll say this for the award committee, they always have nice souvenirs. Sara Lynn, is that your husband over there trying to get your attention?”

We all turned to see Bailey waving frantically at my sister.

Lillian started to get up, but Sara Lynn beat her to it. “You sit tight. I’ll take care of him. This is one battle I’ll fight myself.”

She left the table and headed directly for her husband. The last thing I wanted to hear was a shouting match between the two of them, but then I saw Sara Lynn drag him into the kitchen and out of earshot.

Savannah said softly, “There’s trouble there.”

“More than you know,” Lillian confirmed. She looked around the room, then said, “There’s a good turnout tonight, isn’t there?”

Savannah nodded. “I think half of them are here to see that niece of yours onstage with Eliza.”

“Don’t say that in front of Sara Lynn,” Lillian said.

“I’m not about to,” Savannah said. She looked at Lillian, then said, “I hate to admit it, but you clean up pretty good.”

Lillian laughed. “I was just about to say the same thing about you.” She turned to Pete and said, “You look rather handsome yourself.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Pete said. “I think you look nice, too.”

Lillian clapped her hands. “Why you sly old dog, you. Pete Jones, are you turning into a talker on us?”

Pete shook his head, but I could see that he was smiling, caught up in the excitement of getting out of his kitchen, if only for one evening.

They were just starting to serve when Sara Lynn rejoined us, without her husband in tow.

“Are you all right?” I asked her. My sister looked more shaken than I’d ever seen her.

She didn’t answer, but it was clear that further conversation wouldn’t be welcome. We all managed to talk around her as the servers delivered our food. All I knew was that it must have been some kind of a confrontation to leave my sister shaking like she was.

After a pleasant meal of roast beef, asparagus tips in cheese sauce, and garlic mashed potatoes, our servers whisked our plates away and replaced them with chocolate mousse adorned with raspberries.

Lillian studied hers and said, “I’m so full, I don’t think I can eat this.”

I started to reach for her dessert plate before she could finish her sentence. “I’ll be glad to help you out with it.”

She swatted my hand, and the entire table laughed. “If I can’t handle it, you’ll be the first to know,” Lillian said.

I dug into mine, regretting the richness of the dessert for just a second before I gave in to it. Jack had outdone himself, and I knew everyone at that dinner would be talking about the meal for weeks. I was just finishing my dessert when I felt someone approaching me from behind.

“Jennifer, may I have a word with you?”

It was Greg Langston, and he was wearing a tuxedo that made him look like a movie star. His tie perfectly matched his deep blue eyes, and his normally wild blond hair was tamed in place. I felt my heart skip despite the current state of our relationship, and I tried my best to keep my voice level as I answered. “I’ll try to find time for you later. I’d offer you a seat, but we don’t have any extras.”

His hand brushed my shoulder, and I felt a tingle at his touch. “This is important.”

I started to ask him what his definition of important was when Savannah nudged my elbow. “Girl, go talk to him. Don’t worry, we’ll save your seat.”

I rolled my eyes at her, then stood up and faced him. “What is it, Greg?”

“Can we step away from the table and talk about it?” he asked in that soft voice he’d always used to get to me.

Be strong, I told myself as I nodded my acceptance. Greg and I might have looked like a perfect match on paper, but we were constantly out of sync, and I couldn’t imagine things getting any better between us. I was fully prepared to tell him no again, because I could see in his eyes that he was going to ask me out. My speech was all ready to deliver when he blurted out, “I’m seeing someone new—someone important to me—and I didn’t want you to hear it from somebody else first.”

“You don’t have to keep me informed about the details of your love life,” I said, just a little harsher than I’d intended.

He started to frown, then said, “Jennifer, I just thought you should know. I waited for you as long as I could, but I never seemed to get anywhere with you.”

“Greg, I’m sorry, but there was just no way it was ever going to work out for us.” There, at least I’d been able to deliver part of the speech I’d been ready to give. While I had been sincere when I’d said that Greg and I didn’t have a future together, I still wasn’t all that sure I wanted him dating other people. My own skewed sense of logic didn’t have to make sense to anybody else. It was just the way I felt.

I saw an attractive blonde staring at us, tall and slim and rather elegant in a dress that perfectly matched Greg’s tie. “You brought her here, didn’t you?” I asked.

Greg looked over his shoulder, then waved to the young woman in question. “Jen, you intimidate the daylights out of her. It was all I could do to convince her to let me come over here and talk to you.”

I studied her again, then offered her a friendly smile I didn’t feel. I intimidated her? I sincerely doubted that. I knew I was cute enough, but no one would ever mistake me for the beauty he was with.

“Tell her she doesn’t have anything to worry about from me,” I said, then to my surprise, I saw her start toward us. Suddenly my friendly smile wasn’t all that friendly any more.

Before I could make my retreat, she approached and offered a slender hand to me. “Hi. You must be Jennifer. It’s such a pleasure to meet you.”

“You, too,” I said, barely managing not to mumble.

Greg said, “Jen, this is Stephanie Staunton.”

I managed to nod as I heard a tapping on the microphone on the stage. My friend Grady Farrar—who ran the best hardware store in seven counties—was trying to get everyone’s attention. “If you don’t mind, could everyone take their seats?”

Greg and Stephanie returned to their prime position while I rejoined my table in the back of the room.

Savannah said, “That did not look good, Jennifer.”

“If it’s any consolation, it was worse than it appeared.”

Lillian patted my hand, but I couldn’t meet anyone’s gaze. As I pretended to study the place settings, I noticed that though there were five of us sitting there, there were only four letter openers on the table. Funny, I was certain there had been five there when we’d first sat down.

My attention returned to Grady as he asked the audience, “Has anyone seen Eliza Glade? Eliza, are you out there?”

There were a few mutters from the crowd, but no Eliza. That was extremely odd, since I knew Eliza lived for her annual time in the spotlight.

Grady tugged on the lapels of his suit, whose fashion had last been stylish in the fifties, then said, “I guess that leaves it to me to do the honors.”

He held up a small golden anvil, then said, “It’s my pleasure to announce the winner of this year’s award. Now I know Eliza’s probably going to skin me alive for skipping her thirty-minute windup, but it’s getting late and we all have businesses to run in the morning.” That brought a chuckle from the crowd, and I could see that Grady was enjoying the attention. He’d been vice president forever, but from what he’d told me in the past, this was most likely the first time he’d ever been called on to speak.

“I’m going to read the name in this envelope, then we’ll hear from the winner and that will wrap up our evening.”

He tore the envelope open, and the look of surprise on his face was undeniable. It appeared that he wasn’t quite able to believe it, but finally he held open the letter inside the envelope and read it aloud. “This year’s winner has proven that youth does not necessarily mean unproven ability. Our recipient took a sound idea, and despite heavy opposition from her employer—a woman who should have known better, I might add—she made a success out of something her sister proclaimed publicly would never work. This year’s winner of the Rebel Forge Businessperson of the Year award is Jennifer Shane.”

I couldn’t believe I’d just heard my name called, even as Savannah tried to propel me out of my seat. I whispered to my sister, “Sara Lynn, it’s a mistake. It should be you.”

Sara Lynn shook her head. “Nonsense. I can’t stand the witch, but she’s right. You made something work that I thought would fail from the start. Go get your award.”

Lillian said, “Go on, Jennifer. You deserve it. No one else in the world knows how hard you’ve worked for it.”

I stood, then started walking toward the front of the room. When I looked over at Greg, I saw that he was deep in conversation with Stephanie. I would have liked to see his smile, if just for a second, but he was otherwise engaged.

I was three steps from the raised platform, finally believing that it was indeed true that I’d won, when I heard a scream coming from the kitchen.

“She’s dead!” the woman’s voice shouted. “Someone stabbed her in the heart.”

And that’s when all hell broke loose.
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I stood there in shock, not sure what to do, and then, for some irrational reason, I turned and searched the crowd for the women at my table. Even though I knew I’d just left them, I had to be sure that Sara Lynn, Lillian and Savannah were all right. There was bedlam throughout the room—everyone was out of their seats and trying to all talk at once—but I managed to catch sight of Lillian holding onto Sara Lynn. That left Savannah, and in a moment of panic I couldn’t see her. Then the crowd parted for just a moment and I found her sitting with her husband, Pete’s arms around her. Ten seconds ago we’d been a calm group of adults sharing a lovely meal, and suddenly we were a mob.

I heard the sharp blast of a whistle cut through the chaos, and then another, and yet another. Bradford must have been close by to respond as quickly as he did. He cut through the crowd—coming from the kitchen where the scream had emanated—handsome and imposing in his sheriff’s uniform, and as he took the stage, he said in a loud voice, “I need everyone to be quiet and sit back down.”

There were a few people muttering in conversation before everyone finally did as they were told. My brother was well respected in Rebel Forge, and he wielded his influence in that room like a club.

After everyone was seated, Bradford said, “Now I need you all to cooperate. We’re going to find out what’s going on, but it’s going to take a little time, so I’m asking for your patience.”

“Who was stabbed?” a voice asked from the audience.

“Is she dead?” someone else asked.

Bradford held up his hands, and said, “When it’s time to answer your questions, I will. For the moment, I need you all to cooperate and let me and my people do our jobs.”

He went back into the kitchen, but I noticed not every cop followed him. There was a new man in uniform I didn’t recognize guarding the door. Bradford had been forced to fire one of the men on his force. I’d been lobbying him to hire a woman to replace him, but my brother had told me he’d hire the best available candidate, and then he’d made a crack about me sticking to greeting cards and leaving the law enforcement to him. My brother wasn’t a chauvinist, not by any means, but I still thought he could use a nudge in the right direction now and then. He’d thought otherwise.

I started back to my seat when the new deputy called out, “Ma’am, you need to sit down.”

“I’m trying to,” I said. “My table is back there.”

“Just find an empty chair,” he snapped.

I ignored him and headed back to my group anyway. If he thought that snarling tone of voice was going to work on me, he was mistaken. I couldn’t believe it when he started toward me, and without meaning to, I scampered back to my original seat and sat down, as if we were playing musical chairs and it was the last one available.

He kept coming, and loomed over me. “Am I going to have trouble from you?”

Lillian butted in, as was her nature. “If you don’t, you’ll be the first man in her life to make that claim.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Lillian. You must be new.”

He wanted to scold me more, I could see it in his eyes, but Lillian had defused the tension. 

“I’m Hank,” he admitted as he took her hand.

“How delightful to meet you. These are my nieces, Jennifer and Sara Lynn, and these are my dear friends, Savannah and Peter Jones.”

He tipped his chin down for a moment. “Nice to meet you folks. Now I’d better get back to the door.” Hank stared at me a second longer before he left, as if challenging me to say anything or move an inch off my chair, and for a moment I was tempted to do both. Then I remembered that Bradford was back in the kitchen investigating a murder, and it was no time to have a tantrum.

When he saw that I was going to behave myself, Hank turned his back to me and walked to his former station by the door.

He was barely out of earshot when Lillian said, “My, he’s awfully cute, isn’t he?”

I stared openly at my aunt. “You’re kidding, right? I thought he was going to handcuff me for a minute there. What a jerk.”

“Jennifer, you’ve got to be a little more relaxed with your standards if you’re ever going to meet anyone new.”

I couldn’t believe Lillian was trying to discuss my love life after what had just happened. “Can we put my personal life on hold for the moment? I wonder who was stabbed. What an awful scream.”

Savannah nodded. “It was terrible, all right. Who would do such a thing right here with everyone around?”

Sara Lynn was strangely quiet.

I looked at her a second, then asked, “Are you all right?”

“No, but I will be.”

I was still trying to figure out exactly what she meant by that when Bradford came back out of the kitchen. He was pelted with questions as he made his way to the stage, but he didn’t answer any of them until he was at the microphone.

My brother said, “I’m going to ask you all a few questions, then I need you to file out one at a time and give my deputies your names, addresses and telephone numbers. Please cooperate with us and do as I ask.”

“So who was stabbed?” the same voice from before called out, and there were several mutters from the crowd.

I could see Bradford considering the possibilities, but he knew Rebel Forge better than anybody else in town, and I had to believe he realized it would be impossible to keep the lid on the name of the murder victim past midnight.

Bradford stared at the crowd, and finally said, “The victim was Eliza Glade, but I’d appreciate it if you’d wait to spread the word until we can get in touch with her mother over in Louisa.”

That started another wave of discussion, but Bradford managed to kill it pretty fast. “The only reason I told you this right now is that I need to see everyone who talked with her or saw her this evening to come forward to the stage so I can interview you.”

Everybody started to get up when Bradford added, “Okay, let’s try this a different way. Keep standing until I eliminate you. Was there anybody who saw Eliza after the meal?”

Nobody admitted as much, and Bradford went on. “Okay, did anyone actually talk to her this evening?”

In a loud, clear voice, Lillian said, “I did.”

Bradford bit his lip, no doubt expecting something just like that from our aunt. The two of them hadn’t gotten along for twenty years, and I could tell my brother wasn’t surprised by her admission. “Come on up and I’ll talk to you in a minute. Is there anyone else?”

A few people raised their hands, and Bradford motioned for them to join him. I was waiting for him to dismiss us when Beth Anderson, a waitress at Hurley’s who sported multi-tinted hair, pointed at Sara Lynn and said, “You talked to her. I saw it.”

“She did not,” I said. “I was standing right beside her, and Lillian cut Eliza off before she could get to us.”

Beth shook her head. “I’m not talking about that. I saw her arguing with that woman in the kitchen.”

There were shocked murmurs throughout the crowd, and Sara Lynn said, “We had a few words, but it was nothing.”

It was pretty obvious Bradford didn’t want to call Sara Lynn to the front, but he had no choice. I started forward, when he added, “Don’t tell me you talked to her, too, Jennifer.”

“I didn’t, but I’m coming anyway.”

Bradford shook his head. “If I need you, you’ll be the first to know. Does anyone else have anything to say?”

Nobody volunteered anything, so Bradford said, “Then, I’ll ask you all to leave. Be patient with us, folks, we’re doing the best we can. And thanks for cooperating.”

As everyone else started to get in line at the rear door, I followed Sara Lynn up to the front. Hank stepped in and said, “You heard the sheriff. You need to go.”

I gave him my hardest look, then said, “If you think you can stop me, you’d better get your gun, because you’ll have to shoot me to get me to leave my sister’s side.”

Sara Lynn said numbly, “It’s all right, Jennifer. I’ll be fine.”

“I know you will. I’m going to be right by your side,” I said.

We were at a stalemate when Bradford approached. “What’s the problem here?”

Hank turned to him and said, “She won’t leave.”

“Why am I not surprised? Hank, have you met my family?”

He nodded, but didn’t say a word.

Bradford shook his head as he looked at me, then finally said, “Come on, I don’t have the energy to fight with you tonight.” He turned to his deputy. “Help Jody at the door, will you?”

Hank nodded, then said, “Listen, I’m sorry if I stepped over the line, but you said—”

Bradford patted his shoulder. “You did exactly the right thing.”

After he was gone, Bradford looked at Sara Lynn and me and said, “You might as well come up front. Let’s get this over with.”

As we followed Bradford, I whispered to my sister, “Did you really see her in the kitchen? What happened?” I couldn’t imagine Sara Lynn and Eliza together in the close confines of the kitchen. An unwelcome thought came as I fought not to add, without blood being shed.

Bradford stopped and looked at me before Sara Lynn could answer. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to interview the witnesses myself without your assistance.”

“Fine,” I said. “I was just asking.”

There were seven people standing in front of the room, including Beth. She approached Sara Lynn before Bradford could say anything. “I’m so sorry I told on you.”

She looked like she was going to start crying, and my sister patted her hand. “You did the right thing, dear. I have nothing to hide.”

That obviously made Beth feel better, and she started back toward the kitchen.

Bradford stopped her dead in her tracks. “Where are you going?”

“I have to help clean up,” Beth explained.

Bradford shook his head. “I’m afraid they’ll have to get along without you for now. I need you here.”

“I already told you what I saw,” Beth said.

“Have a seat,” he said, pointing to an empty table in front. “I’m not finished with you yet.”

Beth didn’t look happy about the command, but she followed it nonetheless. My brother was a hard man for most folks to say no to, though I hadn’t had much trouble over the years. Still, I could see how he could be intimidating with that cold stare and booming voice.

I could see him glance between Sara Lynn and Lillian, so I wasn’t really surprised when he tapped my sister first. “Come on, Sis.”

Sara Lynn followed him, and I started after him when Lillian touched my arm. “Let your brother do his job,” she said to me.

Bradford looked startled by the defense as he nodded his thanks. “It will go faster if you wait right here, Jennifer.”

I reluctantly agreed as I watched my brother escort my sister off for questioning in a murder case. It was not a scene I’d ever imagined I’d witness.

I turned to Lillian after they were gone. “What exactly did you say to Eliza when she started toward us before dinner?”

Lillian shook her head, refusing to answer.

“Come on,” I said. “You’re not going to tell me?”

“Jennifer, I don’t want to get you into trouble with your brother. Besides, it was nothing.”

I knew better than that. Lillian had scored a direct hit with Eliza; the stricken look on the woman’s face testified to that.

“You’re going to have to tell Bradford. Why not tell me?”

Lillian frowned. “Do you think I’m all that proud of the fact that one of the last things that woman heard in her life was my snippy remark about her low morals? Jennifer, I was wrong to confront her. It wasn’t my fight, but I had to step in and be clever, and now I couldn’t take it back even if I wanted to.”
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