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For all the people who continue to work for those in need, spiritually and physically
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Eight Years Ago

––––––––
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“I buried the jewels.”

Valerie looked up from the sink where she was washing carrots for the night’s party. Simon stood by the island with dirt on his hands and jeans. His balding head glistened from exertion. She appreciated his efforts and looked forward to getting on the road tomorrow to their new future.

“Thanks, sweetie. I know you think I’m being too cautious, but I’ve been catching glimpses of envy from lots of women looking at my bracelets. I should have stuck to wearing only my watch and these earrings.” She shook her head at her naïve belief. Small communities had criminals too.

“You’re welcome. I’m as nervous about them as you are.” Looking down at the dirt on his clothes, he backed away. “I’ve got the wooden box covered deep enough in the dirt, and no one will know something’s buried there. I watered the ground. By the time everyone gets here this evening, the spot will look the same as the surrounding area. I’m going to clean up.” He walked down the hallway to their bedroom suite.

Maybe her fear that someone would take this last opportunity to steal her jewelry was paranoia, but it was worth a lot of money. The community knew about her collection due to her unfortunate lapse in judgment. Several people commented on its value in the past few weeks. Simon understood her fears and had even kept his gun unpacked for the night. They’d dig up the jewelry in the morning and take it and the gun with them when they moved.

What was done was done. They needed to complete preparations for her and Simon’s going-away party. She’d concentrate on enjoying the party this evening.

***
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Sometime later that night, she woke to the sound of someone walking in their house. Simon slept soundly beside her, so she jabbed him in the side and whispered, “Someone’s in the house.”

He sat up abruptly, sliding quietly out of bed. He fumbled for the gun on the end table.

She slid out of bed, nerves jangling. All their possessions were outside in the RV, except the gun and her jewelry, which they’d buried until they were ready to leave in the morning.

Her instincts were right. Someone wanted her jewels. At least she’d told another person besides Simon where they were hidden. But now she regretted not sending the jewelry by registered mail to Virginia and letting everyone in town know. 

The footsteps stopped in the hallway. She heard the squeak of a board, then nothing. Then, the screech of a sliding drawer in the study caused her heart to race. The intruder knew the layout of the house and hadn’t hesitated.

Simon stole out of their bedroom and down the hall with her behind him. She peeked around his shoulder where he stood silently in the doorway of the study. 

Two figures dressed in black, heads covered with masks, stood at the safe while one tried to open it. They must have sensed Valerie and Simon’s presence because one of them turned and pointed a flashlight directly at them.

“Open the safe,” the intruder ordered.

Valerie couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman. The gun in the other intruder’s hand caused her to gasp. Her mouth went dry. She whispered in Simon’s ear, “They have a gun.”

He nodded, but his body trembled. Simon was a peaceable man. He wouldn’t want to shoot them. He had the gun just to threaten, not to shoot. 

Once, she’d shaken her head at him and told him shooting might be his only option. But he was ignoring her warning tonight.

“Move away from the safe and sit down in those chairs over there.” He pointed to the chairs in front of the desk in the study. “I have a gun.”

“So do we.” The figures moved away from the safe and closer to Valerie and Simon. “We want the jewels, and we’re not leaving without them.”

The muffled voice was faintly familiar, but Valerie still couldn’t decide if the low, quiet timbre was male or female. “They’re not here.” She stepped around Simon. “We mailed them to Virginia.” She clenched her perspiring hands together.

“I don’t think so. We already checked the RV, and we didn’t find them. That leaves the house. Where are they?” The person took another step toward them. The gun was pointed only a few feet from Valerie. “Tell me.” She looked at Simon. “Or I’ll shoot her.”

“No, you won’t.”

Valerie heard the resolution in Simon’s voice. What was going to happen? She wanted to close her eyes. Simon wouldn’t let them kill her. He’d get them the jewelry first. But maybe he thought they’d give up and not really want to shoot anyone. That would be a mistake. She didn’t think these two robbers cared. They’d shoot. 

As she reached to take the gun from Simon with the intention of shooting in the direction of the burglars, he didn’t resist at first. Then, he tightened his grip, realizing what she planned.

“No.” His voice came out firmly. “I’ll take care of it.” He shot in the direction of the two figures.

Valerie knew he deliberately missed and hoped they’d run. 

They didn’t. The one in front shot Simon in the chest.

He groaned and dropped to the floor. Valerie leaned over him. Her heartbeat sounded in her ears. 

He wasn’t breathing.

Neither could she find a pulse.

She looked up at the figures, no longer feeling fear, but an anger so deep, she thought it would suffocate her. 

“Give me the earrings and watch you’re wearing.” The shooter held out a gloved hand.

Valerie almost said no, but she didn’t want the person touching her and taking them. After removing them, she dropped them on the floor beside the person’s outstretched hand. 

They would kill her no matter what she did. She wasn’t telling them where the jewels were now. They ruined their chances when they killed her husband.
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CHAPTER 1
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Eight Years Later

Wednesday, October 2nd

––––––––
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For the first time in a long time, Courtney thought about something other than the renovation of the house she and Alex planned to run as an inn. Sitting with her back to the counter and stools at Patty’s Diner, the view outside the big windows stretched in front of her. With breakfast finished, the grant paperwork waited for her at home. The deadline approached, and they needed the money from the grant to complete the inn.

The two men in the corner booth joined her. One sat in the chair at her left, and the other sat on the chair across from him on Courtney’s other side. Although Elm City was a small town, she’d never seen either man in the few weeks she and Alex had lived here. Surprised by their action, she couldn’t believe she didn’t feel threatened. What could they want? Courtney glanced over her shoulder at Patty, a silent question in her eyes. 

Patty, her usual hair net holding back her bobbed brown hair, smiled back and filled a carafe of coffee. “I’ll be right over to give you all a refill.”

Relieved by Patty’s warmth, she turned to the man on her left. “Can I help you?”

The bald guy—the leader?—appeared neatly groomed and smiled at her. “I’m Waylon Frederickson and work as a plumber. This is my brother, Johnny, who does electric work around the nearby counties.”

A whiff of alcohol wafted from the bearded guy on the other side of her, who had a full head of dark hair and bleary eyes, suggesting he either had a long night or an early start this morning. He seemed to be the follower. 

“They’re twins.” Patty threw the information into the conversation from back at the counter.

At the moment, they didn’t look alike.

“They also have a younger sister, Lori.” When Patty approached, Waylon jumped up to pull out the chair across from Courtney for her. “You don’t have to do that,” Patty scolded. “How many times do I have to tell you?”

Johnny’s sudden smile lit up his face as he turned to Courtney. “Waylon always pulls out a chair for her or holds a door open. He does it to get a rise out of her, since she’s usually so calm.”

“It’s the polite thing to do.” Waylon scowled at Johnny before bowing to Patty. “Plus, she’s special.”

Spots of red appeared on Patty’s cheeks as she sat down. Holding up the coffee pot, she asked, “Anybody need a refill?”

“No, thanks.” The day’s events had already ramped up Courtney’s anxiety. Additional stimulus wasn’t necessary. “How do you know each other, and why haven’t we met before now?”

Patty turned over the coffee cups by each twin, filled them, and set the glass coffee pot on a potholder she’d brought along with the coffee. “We went to school together in the same grade. We’re all approaching our big fortieth birthdays this year. You probably haven’t needed their services yet in the few weeks you and Alex have been here, but you may in the future.”

“Maybe. While the house we’re renting is definitely old, it’s not needed any electric or plumbing work yet. Not to be rude, but why have the two of you joined me?”

Patty chimed in, “They want a job. Right, boys?”

Courtney watched Waylon’s jaw drop before snapping closed again. He glared at Patty. Johnny didn’t stop chewing as he watched them.

Waylon’s face now rivaled Patty’s in redness. “Right.”

“I’m Courtney Richmond,” she said, “which I’m sure you know if you want a job. My husband, Alex, is out at the Miller house, preparing for the next stage of renovation.”

She and Alex needed more help renovating the Miller house into their dream inn. If these guys could swing a hammer, do plumbing and electric work, they could help. Patty made sure Courtney knew the men wanted to work, so her recommendation was good enough. She would address the drinking if they decided to hire the brothers.

Waylon grinned. “I live on Sunflower Lane, down the street from you and Alex. Johnny lives a few streets away from me. You’ve rented the old Dodge house, right?”

“Yes. So, is Patty right? Do you want a job?”

“Generally, we pick up odd jobs to pay the bills. We’re looking for something steadier for a change, but we’ll continue doing odd jobs around town as people need them. Can’t leave them in the lurch. Johnny is a licensed electrician. I can fix anything, while specializing in plumbing. I leave the electrical work to Johnny. We take jobs together.”

“Always,” Patty said.

Johnny frowned at her.

“Come on out to the inn about two o’clock this afternoon if you want a job. Alex and our forewoman, Honor, can talk to you, and we can all decide what to do. They get final say.”

“We’ll be there at two to see what they think,” Waylon said.

Patty nodded her approval. “What’s happening at the inn?”

Aware the other two occupants at the table listened with interest, Courtney kept her response to known facts. “I wouldn’t call it an inn yet. The contractors finished the pre-demolition and put the temporary supports in place a few days ago. Today and tomorrow, they’re supposed to put in the permanent beams and supports. Alex is waiting for the final truck to arrive now, and then I’m going out there.”

“What an exciting step forward.” Patty clapped.

“It is.” Courtney’s phone rang, interrupting them, and she grabbed it from her pocket. “The last truck must have arrived.”

“Hi, Alex. How’s it going?” She expected a simple update.

“A little hiccup here at the site.” His voice sounded strained. “A fire broke out—"

Picturing the house going up in flames, Courtney jumped up from her seat. “What? Was anyone hurt? How big? What are we going to do?”

“Hey, calm down.” He spoke quietly. “Everyone’s okay. Take a breath.”

She followed his directions, her heart rate slowing to a more normal beat. “What happened?”

“A little accident with some rags. The fire’s already extinguished. It’s a small spot, and no harm done. The place is being remodeled, so it didn’t cause any additional work. Maybe a six-foot square.”

“How’d it start?” She dropped back into her chair, relieved.

“Working on that. Oh, I have to go. The last truck with the beams is pulling in, and the fire inspector has come out to take a look. We called the fire department but cancelled when we extinguished the fire ourselves. However, the inspector needs to check it out.”

A fire inspector? What happened out there? “I’ll be out in a few minutes.” Fortunately, the inn was only three miles from Elm City. Her curiosity wouldn’t take long to be satisfied.

She hung up and regarded the three people who had listened to her call. “A minor fire. I’m sure the gossip mill will report in due time, but you heard it here first. No harm done.”

The brothers exchanged a glance.

She’d have to follow up later with Patty. They seemed to know something. “I need to run now. Hope to see you guys at two. Thanks, Patty.” She stood and dropped some cash from her jeans pocket on the table. She waved at them on her way to the exit.

“Take care, Courtney,” Patty called after her. “Everything will be fine.”

Would it? What would cause rags to catch fire? Smoking wasn’t allowed in the building. Had someone set it deliberately? Why would the idea even cross her mind?

From the road, she couldn’t tell any difference to the outside of the inn. It looked the same as yesterday. She arrived on the scene as a driver got back into a truck that hadn’t been at the inn the previous night. Must have dropped off the new beam.​

She parked out of the way to leave room for everyone to maneuver. No one had taken care of the area for eight years since the Millers left. Their son, Gary, who’d sold them the place, had someone mow a large area around the building for them.

The activity from the renovation showed in all the tire tracks and trodden weeds and grass. Stacks of lumber piled in various places around the yard waited for disposal. The reusable lumber remained inside to keep it safe from the weather.

She stepped through the front door, greeted by the unmistakable scent of smoke, sawdust, and sweat. The hot October day heated the place. A few fans ran where the generator’s electricity could be on without causing a problem. The renovation was in full swing, with workers bustling around, each immersed in their tasks. 

Courtney heard the rhythmic hammering of nails and the low hum of electric saws slicing through wood. The sound of progress.

Carefully making her way to where Alex stood deep in conversation with the contractor from Dickinson, she waited patiently for a break in their discussion. Gazing around and not seeing any sign of where the fire took place, she took a breath of the stale air and relaxed. He’d told her the damage was minimal.

Finally, Alex finished and excused himself from the contractor. "Hey, Courtney. You want to see where the fire happened?" He led her to the far corner of what had been the living room. 

She noticed a black charred spot about a foot long and a few inches wide. She gazed at him in confusion.

"Yeah, a small scare. No real damage done," he replied. “I wish we knew before calling the fire department. Now there’s going to be paperwork.”

She shook her head and tapped his arm. “You did the right thing. It could have gotten out of hand and caused more damage, not to mention someone could have been hurt. Better to be safe. Where are the rags you mentioned that caught fire?”

“The inspector took them, so we wait for his report.”

Frowning at the wait, she asked, “How is everything else going?"

Alex’s face lit up. "It's coming along nicely. The new beams arrived this morning, and we're focusing on getting them installed in the next couple of days as planned."

Courtney glanced around, her mind drifting back to the fire. "Something's bothering me about the incident. Smoking isn't allowed, so what could have caused those rags to ignite?"

Alex frowned, rubbing his chin. "Could be anything. I’m letting the fire inspector decide. For now, let's focus on getting the beams in place."

She nodded, trying to focus.

Honor, the forewoman from the local company, asked her and Alex to leave the building, along with her husband, Doug. The men contracted from Dickinson had their own foreman and continued their work with the beams. Outside, the four of them stood and looked at each other.

Honor’s husband worked for her on the renovation crew. How did Doug like working for his wife? None of the other men had any problem reporting to Honor, which relieved Courtney. Honor had earned her way in Elm City. 

“What do we do while they work?” Courtney paced as she considered all the things she could be doing at the house on Sunflower Lane. Such as more paperwork for the grant offering funding for applicable projects. She was praying they fell into the right category. She needed to focus on it whenever she could.

Honor shrugged and reached into one of the coolers on the side of the house in the shade. “I’m waiting here to see if they need anything. Doug will back me up.” She pulled out a bottle of water. “Anybody else want something to drink?”

Courtney and Alex both nodded, but Doug shook his head. “I’m going to the truck to check my messages and return calls.”

Honor nodded as she grabbed two more waters and handed them around. “You can leave this crew to their work and come back later. They don’t need our input. That’s why we hired this outfit. Or maybe we can discuss some of the things we need to start on next Monday when these guys finish.”

Courtney pushed her hair behind her ears. She’d allowed the color to go back to its natural brunette instead of keeping the purple highlights. It had grown down to her shoulders. She pulled a scrunchie out of her pocket and put it in a ponytail. The weather made it too hot to hang loose on her neck. At least the weather would be cooling off soon, since it was October. 

“Maybe we can talk about a few more workers for the project.” Courtney decided now would be a good time to bring up the Fredericksons’ offer. “I found a potential plumber and electrician this morning. Or I should say, Patty found them.”

Alex’s brows rose. “That’s Honor’s domain.”

Honor didn’t appear upset. “Who do you have in mind?”

They all watched Doug as he opened the truck door then slammed it shut before he came to rejoin them.

“Johnny and Waylon Frederickson were at the diner this morning, and Patty—"

Doug broke in with a laugh. “You want to hire those two losers? Johnny’s always drinking. Everyone knows. They hate working with him. And Waylon follows him around like his nanny.”

Honor gasped. “Doug! That was cruel. I’ll handle this. That’s my job.”

His face flushed at the reminder, and he stormed off to the truck without another word.

Silence followed his exit.

Honor looked at Alex and Courtney. “Johnny does have a drinking problem, but he never drinks on the job. We should hire them. They’re great at what they do.” 

“As long as he gets the job done right when he’s here, I don’t care. Everyone deserves a second chance,” Alex assured Honor.

Courtney nodded. “It’s Honor’s decision. Patty recommended them, which is good enough for me.”

“Let’s hire them.” Honor rubbed her hands against her jeans. “There are some considerations with those two. They only take jobs together. You get them as a pair. Must be because they’re twins.

“As I said, they do good work. But Johnny drinks too much and misses work sometimes. As long as we factor that into the equation, it won’t slow down the project. We could use their help, and I trust them. Waylon will keep an eye on Johnny and not let him work if he’s not competent. I know we agreed I’d have the final say on hiring, but I’m leaving this one in your court. I’m fine either way.” Honor waited quietly for their answer.

Courtney and Alex exchanged glances. Their business partners, Clarissa and Hugh, were taking a chance with them on building this inn. 

Alex touched her shoulder. “Let’s take a chance.”

“I still haven’t changed my mind. It’s fine.” She remembered Alex’s jail term. He hadn’t embezzled like everyone thought, even though he spent two years in prison. He was big on giving second chances, and she agreed with him.

“Okay.” Courtney patted Alex’s hand, which lay on her shoulder. “They’ll be here at two for an interview, so if you and Honor are available to talk to them and set the ground rules, they can start next Monday if their schedule is open.” Courtney glanced around. “There’s nothing I can do here. I should go home and work on some of the grant paperwork.”

Honor nodded. “I’ll hang around and keep an eye on things.”

“Me too.” Alex fanned himself and took a gulp of water. “If Doug wants to leave, let him go. There’s nothing he can do except get hot.” 

“I’ll let him know.” Honor left to talk to Doug.

Courtney leaned forward and kissed Alex on the cheek. “Give me a call if something comes up. The fire didn’t cause much damage, but I still don’t understand how it started.”

“Let’s not worry. We’ll wait for the investigator to check those rags. It’s probably something simple.” 

“You’re right.” She needed to take his advice.

He kissed her on the cheek in return. “Go home and cool off.”

“I wish. The room air conditioner doesn’t do much for the whole house.” She couldn’t wait for the new apartment to be finished on the second floor of the inn. “I’ll concentrate on our dream inn. Real heat and air conditioning.” She gazed around at the debris. “We’ll have to get this stuff cleaned up before the snow falls.”

“After this week, we can store more inside the inn, clean this up, and put a few bushes in front of the inn. The rest can wait until spring.”

“Okay. You take care and stay safe.” She waved as she got into her truck and drove away. Doug followed behind in his truck, obviously deciding he had no reason to stay either.

She cranked up the air conditioner and directed the vents toward her arms, wondering about the chances Honor would hire Johnny and Waylon. She seemed on board with the idea. As she drove toward Elm City, Doug’s vehicle following, they met the fire inspector’s truck going back to the inn. 

She made a U-turn in the middle of the road. She wanted to know what started the fire.
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CHAPTER 2
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The fire inspector stood outside with Alex and Luke, the structural foreman, and Honor. Courtney joined them.

“So, the rags were cotton fabric with nothing flammable on them?” Alex asked.

“Right. A cigarette inside caused the fire. Someone didn’t extinguish it before dropping it on the rags.” The inspector stared at them. “We still need to determine if it was done intentionally.”

Courtney looked at Alex in alarm, but she noticed Luke glancing at his men. 

Luke shook his head. “Accidental. I know my men and who’s responsible. He didn’t think things through before he dropped the cigarette. I’m betting he dropped it, thought if he stepped on it quickly, it would go out, and no one would ever find out. He didn’t realize the fabric would leap into flames at that spark before he could stop it. Let me get him.” 

Not waiting for a response, he walked to the door, opened it, and yelled, “Richie!”

Since the doors were glass and a lot of windows fronted the building, she saw a young guy glance up. His reddish-blond hair stuck to his forehead, where it showed beneath his hardhat. His white complexion turned red, and he looked around as if ready to run. 

“Definitely him,” Courtney whispered to Alex.

When Luke waved him outside, he walked as if to his execution. “What’s up, Boss?” His voice shook.

“The cigarette.”

Richie’s freckled face whitened under his tan. “I did it. I guess you know. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize dropping the cigarette would start the rags on fire. I thought the flame would be smothered, and I’d stomp on it to be sure.” 

He closed his eyes as if in agony. “I wasn’t quick enough. I’m sorry.” He gazed around at the group. “Really sorry.”

“We know. You can go back to work.” Luke patted him on the back before Richie headed inside. “Any charges to process?”

“No.” The fire inspector marked something down on the clipboard he held. “Sounds like an accident, but I’d make sure he doesn’t do it again.”

She hadn’t met the fire inspector. “I’m Courtney Richmond.” She held out her hand. “Owner of the property with Alex.”

“Max Stoddart.” He shook her hand. “Do you and Mr. Richmond want to press charges?”

She didn’t. She looked at Alex.

“Nope. We’re good here.” Alex’s face relaxed when he found out it wasn’t sabotage but an accident. A smile tilted his lips. “Thanks for doing all this work over something so minor.”

“I don’t exactly consider any fire minor.” Max Stoddart stood, looking down at his feet before lifting his head and staring sternly at those assembled. “They can turn nasty fast. You were lucky here.” He fixed his gaze on Luke. “Tell the kid not to smoke around here. We don’t want any prairie fires. A bit of wind, and a fire can get out of control and take out a lot of acres.”

“I’ll remind all the men they need to wait to get home to smoke. It’s a rule they shouldn’t break. Richie’s new, but he’ll know now too.”

Courtney gave him credit for not denigrating Richie in front of them. The guy appeared barely old enough to have a job, and he worked on Luke’s team. He must be good at what he did.

The fire inspector took off, and Luke went back in to supervise. Alex, Honor, and Courtney remained outside.

“Thank goodness it was an accident.” Honor rubbed her hands against her jeans again. “I thought we were going to have to deal with a saboteur.”

“I hear there’s some story about a disappearance from this house.” Courtney wanted Honor’s opinion of what happened to the Millers.

Honor jerked back. 

Courtney caught the slight action because she’d been watching closely. She was curious to find out Honor’s version compared to the gossip in town. “What happened?”

When they bought the house from the Millers’ son, Gary, she promised him they would gather any information they could about his parents while they renovated the house. He told her it could be dangerous, but Courtney’s curiosity edged out her concern. The mysterious disappearance captured her attention. Alex wasn’t happy she was so eager to play detective, and he’d probably be proven right, but he didn’t object.

“The previous owners disappeared in the middle of the night.” Honor shrugged at the vagaries of people. “Sold their jewelry and disappeared.”

“Jewelry?” Courtney pretended ignorance. Gary told her he hoped his parents were still alive, but he hadn’t found any sign of them in eight years. He thought the jewels were probably stolen, and his parents killed for them. He continued hoping and searching.

Honor’s hands clenched into fists. “There was some speculation Valerie, Mrs. Miller, owned a lot of jewelry from her time in New York before they moved here. Rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and diamonds. Valerie wore different bracelets, and there were rumors she had matching necklaces. I saw one necklace. That’s all. It was eight years ago.” 

“A long time to remember who mentioned they’d seen them all,” Alex agreed.

Honor rubbed her construction boot into the dirt. “There may have only been one necklace.” She lifted her head and met Courtney’s eyes. “Anyway, next week when the construction crew gets back on the grounds, we’ll keep an eye out in case something happened to the Millers here. The crew might believe jewels are hidden somewhere on the grounds, and we don’t want them digging around instead of working. They might be hoping they’ll make a big find. The group here today doesn’t know anything about the history of the place, so you’re safe from snooping until they leave.” 

“Some people think the Millers never left?” Courtney asked.

Honor frowned. “Where the jewels are concerned, everybody wants to cash in. Who doesn’t love the idea of finding buried treasure, right? They keep ignoring the fact the Millers’ RV was found in South Dakota. I’m sure they would have taken the jewelry with them, if she really had a big collection. Now, I should get back to work.”

Courtney didn’t point out they couldn’t do anything but wait. She was more interested in Honor’s uncomfortable responses.

While they’d been talking, Doug stood there without speaking. For some reason, he’d returned to the construction site while they talked to the fire inspector. Maybe because he saw her do a U-turn. “Imagine the finder’s fee if it’s true the jewels are buried on the property.”

“Are we going to have problems with treasure hunters?” Alex asked Honor.

Honor shrugged. “It could go either way.”

“We’ll deal with whatever happens.” Courtney wouldn’t let anybody come between her and her dream inn. “Tell us what people in town said when it happened. We heard the Millers’ RV was packed and parked in front of the house the evening before they planned to leave. Then what?”

Honor nodded agreement. “The next morning, they were gone. The RV and Valerie and Simon. Everyone assumed they’d taken off early in the morning as planned. There wasn’t any sign of anything out of the ordinary.

“We all went about our business. One day, the sheriff got a call saying the Millers never arrived at their new home in Virginia. The previous owners of their new property in Virginia tried to contact them with no luck. About a week later, police found the RV down in some ravine in South Dakota. They assumed they’d find Valerie’s and Simon’s bodies in the RV or at the bottom of the ravine. But after some recovery work of the vehicle, they didn’t find either of them. So they assumed Valerie and Simon took off and were hiding for some reason, or they’d met with foul play somewhere along the way.

“When the previous owners of the Virginia house found out Valerie and Simon had a son in the Air Force who couldn’t make it home to help, they agreed to rent a storage unit for the possessions in the Virginia house. From what Valerie and Simon told us, the house was almost fully furnished, and they’d traveled there a few times to get the place ready for their arrival. Technically, the house belonged to Valerie and Simon, and the money had gone through for the sale, which re-enforced the belief the Millers were wealthy.”

Honor shrugged. “That’s about it. We all assume their son inherited everything when he went through the process of having his parents declared deceased. They haven’t been seen since the night they left this house.”

“That must have been hard for Gary, not knowing what happened and being unable to get out of his military duties to investigate.” Courtney couldn’t imagine if her parents disappeared.

When they bought the property, Gary told Courtney and Alex he searched for his parents whenever he had leave from the military, but he’d had no luck. He hated declaring them dead, but he needed to be the owner so he could sell the property. She didn’t envy him. He said if his parents ever showed up, he’d make it right with them.

She liked Gary. He’d become a deputy sheriff here in the county, hoping to get further information on what happened. The fact his parents were last seen alive in Elm City brought him to the conclusion they might never have left, and the RV in South Dakota was a distraction from the truth. His desperation for closure led him to ask her and Alex to do a little safe sleuthing. He made it clear they should be subtle and quit if their questions caused danger. 

Alex had laughed and assured Gary that Courtney couldn’t do subtle. He meant well, but she was perturbed he was right.

Gary more than qualified as deputy after his military training. He’d hoped to keep a low profile, so he could investigate his parents’ disappearance. He didn’t hide the fact the Millers were his parents, but he didn’t advertise it either. With his last name being Lachlan, it wasn’t obvious. He’d kept his biological father’s name when Simon Miller adopted him. He’d told Courtney, in a small community like Elm City, it was nearly impossible to keep it secret.

Luke came outside, along with the rest of his crew. “Going well in there. Break time.”

Alex smiled at him. “No need to explain.”

“I’m used to keeping the client happy.” He grinned. “You two have been my easiest clients in a long time.” His look included Honor. “And you too, of course.”

A scowl crossed Doug’s face at the compliment, but he stayed silent.

Courtney noted Doug’s jealousy. How long had he and Honor been married? Would it last with Honor as the boss? 

Courtney spoke to Luke. “Because we don’t know anything to contradict what you’re doing. Plus, you came with excellent references.”

A frown marred Luke’s tanned face. “Except when I have someone smoke on the job.”

“Forget it. I’m sure he won’t do it again. No harm done.” Relieved it was an accident, she wanted to move on.

“What’s the timeline now?” Honor asked.

Courtney was grateful for the subject change. 

“We’ll be out of here by noon Friday. Maybe even tomorrow evening.” He looked up at the sky. “These shorter daylight hours make it harder to keep going too late.”

“I love October, but it isn’t usually this hot.” Courtney wiped her sweaty palms against her jeans and realized that was what Honor had been doing. Was it an indication of when Honor felt nervous? She’d have to watch and see. “I do agree about the darkness coming on too soon.”

“Well, there isn’t any problem getting done on time.” Luke glanced around at them and settled on Honor. “Anything else we can do before we’re done this week?”

“No. Thanks. It’s been great working with your professionals. I love my crew here, but I don’t get to keep them all year long.” She laughed. “Too much fieldwork.”

“But you love it.” Happiness rang in Courtney’s words.

“I do. Ever since I watched the first remodeling TV show when I was young, I knew this was my destiny.” Her relaxed face showed satisfaction. “We’re fine, Luke. Go take your break.”

He stepped away and joined a few of the guys sitting on the tailgate of a nearby pickup.

“He’s something.” Admiration tinged Honor’s words. “Maybe someday I can move to a bigger city and do what he does.”

“You can,” Courtney encouraged her. “I never thought I’d be getting my dream inn to help people get their lives together, but look at this. I’ve always wanted to set up a place where people could stay for a week and consider a big life choice they’re facing. Whether it’s divorce, a death, a change in job...this helps them take time to think on it in a neutral place. I can’t wait until our deacon and psychologist join us. This renovation means my dream is coming true. It’s happening.”

Honor stood up straighter. “You’re right. I’ll make it happen.”

Doug smirked. “Well, we’ve got a long way to go.”

“Spoiler.” She didn’t sound happy with him.

“Okay. Alex and Honor, don’t forget Johnny and Waylon will be here around two o’clock.” Courtney had her answer and was ready to go home.

“The western duo. Their mother has such a love for country music, all her children are named for country stars. Waylon Jennings, Johnny Cash, and Loretta Lynn. The daughter refuses to answer if called Loretta, so she goes by Lori.” Doug rolled his eyes.

“Interesting.” A glint appeared in Alex’s eyes. “Who’s your favorite singer?” he asked Courtney.

She shook her head at him. She knew where he was headed. No way were they naming any children after music icons—unless it was accidental.

On her way back to town, she remembered the call she’d gotten from Gary asking if he could bring a cadaver dog to the inn to search for his parents. She’d agreed. As soon as the structural crew finished, Gary would bring in the dog. She’d text Alex when she got home.
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Friday, October 4th

––––––––
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The structural work finished Thursday evening. Courtney and Alex agreed to meet Honor on Friday afternoon to review the plans one more time. The local workers would be starting their work on Monday, including their new hires, Johnny and Waylon.

Courtney and Alex arrived at the quiet construction site. They wanted to wander inside the quiet building in the morning before Gary came with the dog. 

The open space echoed without the construction workers. They’d removed a lot of walls that weren’t in the right place for the inn’s layout. She headed to look out the back door to view the rear of the property. Before they’d started demolition and renovation, they mowed a wide patch around the building.

“How should we do the backyard? I’m planning lots of flowers and bushes next spring instead of this short, brown dry grass. We can plant those evergreens along the edge of the backyard this fall. The guys are coming next week to put them in place.” 

When she opened the back door, she gasped. “And holes to fill in. Lots of holes.” She stared at rows and rows across the backyard. Each row was about a yard from the next row. The holes appeared about a foot deep and a foot in circumference.

Alex came to stand beside her at the doorway. “Lots of holes.” 

Courtney pressed her forehead against the window. “What are those doing in the backyard? It looks like a badger went around digging for something last night.”

“They weren’t there when I left last evening. They appear similar in size and distance from each other. Kind of like someone searching for something.” He and Courtney exchanged glances.

“Jewels,” they chorused.

He opened the door to step outside before remembering there were no steps down to the yard. The deck and back steps decayed over the years, and the old, rotted wood had been removed. The drop to the ground was far enough to be unsafe to jump down.

As Courtney rushed out the front door and around to the back of the building, Alex followed. They stood at the perimeter of the mown grass, staring at the black holes dotting the landscape.

He walked around, peering inside the shallow holes about twelve inches deep, deep enough to know someone hadn’t hidden anything in the spot, unless they’d dug even deeper. “It’s possible whoever did this last night will be back to dig deeper or in a different area.”

“They knew there wouldn’t be any workers here today.”

“Which doesn’t exclude anybody since this project is the talk of the town. Anyone could have mentioned it at the bar last night, and someone overheard, and soon the information went all over town and country.”

Courtney nodded. Someone had plenty of time to hear the news and come here last night. They might have even assumed no one would visit the site until Monday when work started again. “Do we call the sheriff's office?”

“Yes. If they start breaking into the building and doing damage to the walls, we need this on record. Plus,” he waved his hand across the backyard area, “they were determined. The holes so close together cover the whole area. The earth is dry and hard—those took some muscle to dig. I figure eighty to one hundred holes.” 

After calling the sheriff’s office, they spent more time inside, making sure nothing was disturbed. Not finding anything out of the ordinary, they assumed the person hadn’t gone inside the building. Maybe they planned for another time, as Alex believed. Right now, only she, Alex, and Honor had keys to the building.

Courtney found herself shaking. Annoyance warred with the knowledge this was going to be a long, drawn-out battle to renovate the house into an inn. If someone started destroying the inside of the building to find the jewels, the construction workers would spend all their time redoing what they’d already done.

Deputy Gary Lachlan arrived first from the sheriff’s office—the Millers’ son and seller of the house. They went out to meet him, surprised he wasn’t in uniform. He’d planned to bring the dog with him. Gary was in his thirties, bald, with a thin and wiry build.

When he got out of the car, he stood at the SUV’s door, where the dog flicked her tail and looked out the window. 

Courtney admired the retriever. “You aren’t working today?” 

“Sheriff Warren agreed I could search as arranged this morning, but I can’t be in uniform because it involves my parents. The sheriff told me what happened and wanted me to continue with my plan to search the area. He’s wanted to know what happened to my parents as long as I have.” Gary let the dog out of the car and leashed her. “Her name is Rain.”

“She’s gorgeous. Can I pet her?” 

Gary nodded.

She couldn’t think of him as a deputy when he was dressed in civilian clothes, and they’d spent time working with him to buy the house. He’d explained then about his parents and how he searched for them. It brought him to Elm City. He figured they’d never left the farm.

The Labrador retriever’s fur was glossy, golden, and soft as Courtney smoothed her hand down Rain’s side and scratched her head. “She’s beautiful. You take great care of her.”

“She’s not my dog.” He stood watching her pet Rain. His hands clenched.

Her head jerked up.

“She belongs to a friend of mine. I asked if I could borrow Rain today, and Wendy agreed. We’re not going very far, and I’ll take Rain back when we finish today. She trusts me.” He rubbed his hand along the back of his neck.

“Oh, Gary.” Courtney wanted to pat him like she had the dog. He brought in a cadaver dog—he must have believed his parents were dead.

“I’m waiting for the sheriff. He agreed to let Rain search the backyard where the holes were dug first. I gave him a heads-up last week when there was a break in construction, I’d bring Rain to search the property. Now someone else has dug here, he wants to see the ground before Rain walks around.”

Alex slapped him gently on the back. “Let’s pray you get an answer soon.”

Gary shrugged. “I don’t pray much since I left the Air Force. Too busy.”

Alex grinned, but then the smile slipped from his face. “But you weren’t too busy in the Air Force? When we get some things taken care of here, we’re going to have a talk about how long it takes to pray.”

Gary began pacing. “Sounds like a good idea. I have lots of questions about my time in the service, and why my parents disappeared. Lots of things I want an answer about from God. Maybe you can steer me in the right direction.”

“Any time it works for you, I’ll drop everything and discuss what I’ve experienced, and what I know. Plus, I can bring in reinforcements.” He smiled. “Not to push you or anything.”

Gary’s laugh sounded forced. “Right. Shouldn’t the sheriff be here by now?”

Courtney kept stroking Rain’s fur. “He’ll come soon.” She went with his change of subject. “Why don’t you tell us what you think happened? Alex and I won’t say anything.”

He stopped in front of them and rubbed the back of his neck again. “I’m not sure if they were digging for jewels...or bones.”

“Oh.” The breath went out of Courtney. She stopped petting Rain and crossed her arms against the sudden chill sliding through her body. “I assumed the digger was someone who wanted to find the jewels.” 

The reality of having a cadaver dog finally sank in. Rain might find Gary’s parents. She felt bad for him. 

Opening the inn after finding bodies on the property wouldn’t be helpful for the business either. How selfish was she? She would worry about the inn later.

“Or, if they killed my parents and buried them in the backyard, they might have come back to find the bodies and move them. I’m leaning toward the jewels, because they’d know what part of the yard they buried my parents in. They wouldn’t be digging around the whole area.” He gazed down at Rain. “We’ll see soon.”

“Because they dug back there doesn’t mean your parents are buried there. They probably took off to live their life somewhere else.” She tried to encourage him to believe his parents were alive.

“They would never have taken off without contacting me for eight years. I’ve believed they were dead since someone found the RV in the ravine. It makes the most sense. I followed their trail until it ended in South Dakota. They should have been easy to find. I’m good at tracking from my time in the military.”

The sheriff pulled into the driveway.

“After that, I knew they’d never left the farm under their own power in the first place. Someone else drove their RV. Whether they took my parents somewhere else or left them here, I don’t know, which is why I’m searching here now.”

“We support you,” Alex told him as the sheriff got out of the vehicle.

“Hi, Deputy.” They shook hands. The sheriff was a man in his sixties with gray hair touched with a little youthful brown. He appeared to keep in good physical shape. He held his hand out to Courtney next. “You must be Mrs. Richmond.”

She nodded and found she liked the firm handshake and kind look in the man’s eyes. She knew it was for Gary’s benefit, but that was okay.

Alex held his hand out, and the sheriff shook it. “Mr. Richmond.”

“You can call us Alex and Courtney,” Alex told him. “Gary’s already told us about Rain, and we’re fine with a brief search of the backyard. I’m hoping we can have you and Gary out of here before Doug and Honor get here. I’d like to keep the investigation among the four of us.”

“Gary, why didn’t you bring Rain in sooner?” Courtney would have brought in a cadaver dog right away if her parents were missing.

“I wanted to see if anybody let down their guard and did anything hinting my parents never left Elm City. If I’d brought in Rain sooner, they would have been put on guard. It didn’t net me any information. 

“I’ve learned the guest list from my parents’ party the night before they left the house. Those people are at the top of my suspect list. Nothing else stands out to me except the constant reference to jewelry whenever my parents are mentioned. Everyone I talked to in town gushed over my mom’s bracelets and rings. They said she wore them around town a lot. Now, since someone dug back here, it gives me a place to start.”  

The sheriff nodded. “I was in on the plan. Between the structural crew and Honor’s crew working next week, Gary planned to get Rain for today and talk to the two of you to get your approval.”

“We planned on getting more information first from further questioning of people who might know more about what happened, but this opportunity came up. I was going to call you and Alex today after I got here.” Gary patted Rain. “But when I got here, you showed me someone had already been here last night. Whoever they are, they had the same idea to come between work crews. I meant to give you more warning about Rain and see what you thought today. Now we have these holes. The person who dug them sped up the process.”

Or Gary had taken advantage. She wondered for a minute if Gary was digging in the middle of the night. No. He wouldn’t. The sheriff wouldn’t stand in the way of Gary bringing in Rain, nor would she and Alex. They all supported Gary’s use of a cadaver dog.

The sheriff stepped forward. “Let’s go check out this digging situation, and Gary can get out of here before we start in the house.”

The thoroughness of the sheriff’s plan satisfied all parties involved. They hurried around to the backyard, taking in the rectangular space mowed between the house and a rundown shed.

“I’m sending a quick text to Honor and Doug to tell them not to come here. We’ll meet at the Elm City house this afternoon instead.” Courtney finished sending the text. “I should have done that sooner.” She hurried to catch up with them.

Gary and Alex stood on the edge of the mowed area with Rain. The sheriff wandered around gazing at the holes, peering into every indentation. Thorough. Courtney approved. 

Gary whispered something to Rain. Courtney assumed some kind of directions or preparations to get her in the cadaver dog mood. She’d have to explore how cadaver dogs worked sometime.

The sheriff finally came back to them and nodded to Gary. The tension in the atmosphere increased.

Gary commanded Rain to search, and she slowly walked along beside him as he led her from hole to hole.
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“We’ll start the search back here by the shed and go toward the house.” Gary let Rain lead the way and turned her at the next row of holes. “If anything is buried, they would have done it along the back area here by the shed instead of up by the house.”

Courtney thought Gary’s idea was a good one. “Maybe we’ll have to take Rain around the shed for good measure.” 

Silence fell as they watched Rain and Gary.

Courtney’s heart beat faster and faster. If something was buried, Rain wouldn’t find it. Unless it was Gary’s parents. She didn’t know what to hope for. Closure for Gary. Or Rain finding nothing, and Gary still having hopes his parents were alive. She couldn’t imagine the anxiety of her own parents missing for eight years.

Suddenly, Rain circled a hole in the middle of the yard and sat down beside it, staring at the area.

A collective sigh sounded among the watchers.

“You got a red stick marker, Gary?” the sheriff asked softly.

Gary nodded, his face unreadable. He pulled a red stick from his pants pocket and stuck it in the dirt. He patted Rain, called her to him and gave her a treat. They continued searching the rest of the yard with no further reaction from Rain.

“We should try around the shed now.” Sheriff Warren started walking toward the back of the yard where the shed barely remained standing.

Gary nodded and led Rain around the shed, while the rest of them stood where they waited before. “Nothing,” he called out. “Except there is another hole dug back here.”

They went to the back of the shed. The sheriff held out his hand to stop Alex and Courtney from coming closer, and Gary and Rain joined them at the corner.

“I’m guessing someone knew something was here. They came right to this spot, dug it out and left. The hole here is deeper than the others in the yard.”

Courtney stared at the location of the hole. “It’s about halfway between the tree and the shed. They probably used it as their guide.”

“I don’t get it. If it was the jewels, why didn’t your parents take them with them instead of leaving them in the ground?” Alex asked.

“My guess, they didn’t get a chance to come back here and get them in the morning.” Gary’s mouth firmed into a straight line. “Someone knew. My parents trusted and told them about the jewels. For some reason, they waited until recently to retrieve them. I’m not sure why they would have left them here this long. That hole looks pretty fresh. Unless they thought this was the safest place for them. They were worth a lot of money. Maybe a million dollars.”

“Maybe they were waiting for someone to give them to.” Courtney watched Gary’s face light up. “You. Maybe someone dug them up to give to you. They waited for some sign of safety. Or they were afraid they’d be arrested if they turned them in—maybe afraid you’d think they stole them.”

The other three shrugged.

“My mother was a little eccentric. I like to think she had someone besides my dad who she trusted.” Gary smiled briefly. “Only she would bury her jewels instead of putting them in a safe in the house. Especially in a state where the ground freezes in the winter, and snow could pile up in that spot. If that’s what she did. She said a safe inside the house would be an obvious place to keep important things, so, growing up in our New York house, I’d find her favorite things in odd places.”

“Too much speculation and no evidence. We don’t know if the jewels were buried. Let’s see if someone brings them to us soon.” The sheriff followed his path back to where everyone stood. “We’ve done what we could. I’m going to dig a little where Rain alerted. Not far down but enough to see if I find anything. I need something dull like a wooden spoon that won’t damage anything.”

Courtney turned to Alex. “Let’s see if anyone left a toolbox with something inside hard enough to dig in the dirt but not too sharp.” She placed a hand on Gary’s arm as she walked past him, leaving him with the sheriff.

When they were inside, where they couldn’t be heard, she said, “That could be his parents out there.”

Alex’s face somber, he nodded. “We’ll know in a week or so.”

She stopped her search for a tool and stared at him. “Why so long?”

“They’re not going to be recognizable.”

Nodding, she continued searching. “But I’m sure Gary has dental records on file. That’ll shorten the time. We’re talking like there’s a body, and we haven’t even seen bones yet.”

“You’re right. Let’s hurry.”

They found a screwdriver, and the end of the rubber handle would work to move dirt gently. Taking it back out to the men, she found them talking earnestly together, but they went silent when she appeared with Alex.

“That’ll work.” Sheriff Warren took it from her and went to the red peg.

The others stood watch on the edge of the mowed area. Gary crossed his arms against his chest, and Rain sat quietly with her nose on his shoe. Giving comfort. Courtney found herself twisting her fingers together, and Alex reached over to hold one of them.

The waiting was almost worse than watching Rain search the area.

Finally, the sheriff stood up from his crouch and joined them. “I see a bone.”

Gary’s shoulders drooped, and he lowered his gaze to Rain. “Just one?”

The sheriff gazed at the hole. “Could be more. I’m not going to mess up what could be a crime scene. No more digging from me. Time for forensics.”

Courtney didn’t see the bone from her position along the sidelines.

Gary turned to Courtney and Alex. “Thanks for allowing us to search. I’m sure it’s them, but...”

The sheriff’s dig marks appeared fresh against the surrounding area.

Courtney glanced over at Gary, who met her gaze with a grimace. “Gary.” She stepped closer. “There’s something I need to ask.”

An emotion she couldn’t identify flickered in his eyes.

“Are we sure what Rain found is human? I mean, couldn’t it be an animal bone? Maybe a pet they buried in their backyard?”

He slowly shook his head. “Rain knows the difference. I’m pretty sure it’s them. After all this time. I’ve lived with the worst-case scenarios since they disappeared. It was a long shot to believe they’re alive, but hope dies hard, even after eight years.”

“Are you sure it isn’t a pet they buried?” Courtney asked.

“My father was allergic to cats, and my mom didn’t want to walk a dog. They liked being free to travel when they felt the urge.”

“Maybe the previous owners—”

Gary interrupted her, “It’s them.”

As they stood in the backyard, the tension increased.

“Okay.” She wasn’t helping with her suggestions. Time to be quiet. Gary obviously had geared himself up for handling the worst outcome.

The sheriff glared at them. “It looks like a finger bone. I didn’t tell you. Right?”

They all nodded.

Gary observed the sheriff. “How long until someone can get here and determine if it’s them?”

“Somewhere between a few days to a week to excavate. They might be able to compare dental records while the body or bodies are in the ground, which would give us an answer sooner. We’ll have to wait until the forensics team gets here to nail down the timeline. Of course, they’ll be coming from different areas of the state, so it depends on their schedules.”

“We’re sorry.” Alex patted Gary’s back. “You can call us anytime you need an ear.”

“Thanks. I’ll probably take you up on it. Right now, I want the truth.” He signaled Rain, who stood up and rubbed her head against his leg. “I have a long drive ahead of me. Her owner agreed this would be a good time between construction shifts to do the search, so she lent me Rain. I have to get her back, and it’s a three-hour drive. Sheriff, I know you’re going to reassign me, and the state will probably be taking over the investigation.”

“Probably. Since you’re working for me, they won’t want me working the case either. But I have friends, and I’ll keep you as up-to-date as possible. It shouldn’t take too long for identification. Everything we need is on file.”

“Right. I’ll get out of here.” He shook hands with Courtney and Alex, and, after calling Rain’s name, he led her back to his SUV. Once he got Rain settled, he went to the driver’s side door and waved before getting in and leaving.

“I have to call Honor and Doug to reschedule. We’ll have to meet later.”

“You won’t be meeting anyone here.” The sheriff shook his head at her. “Your farm acreage is a crime scene for now. You can leave, and you’ll get a call when you can come back.”

Courtney frowned. “But we have construction in the house. We won’t be outside in the back.”

“We’ll have to check out the whole house now. I have to call in the forensics team and put the rest of the detective team on alert there may be a case. Could be a while before you’re able to get back to work here, depending on what city they’re all coming from. We don’t have the experts here in the country to dig up bones.” He stood by the hole, glancing down at it occasionally, as if the bone they’d discovered would disappear.

“I hope it doesn’t take too long.” Courtney glanced at Gary. “I wish we knew if it’s the Millers, but I don’t suppose anyone else is missing.”

Sheriff Warren shook his head. “Not your business, but we don’t have anyone else missing in this area. Remember, this is all confidential. Not a word to anyone else,” he stressed. “So far, we’ve only found the one bone, but no doubt there’ll be more. We have to go through the steps and prove if it’s an animal or Gary’s parents. The hard part begins after that. Thank goodness he got to borrow Rain. She’s the best dog in the state for this type of search. I can’t believe she’s wrong. Every time in the past, she’s been correct about the difference between human and animal remains.”

“I’ve heard cadaver dogs can be wrong if the bones are too old. They think animal bones are human bones.” Courtney was beginning to see how long the process to get their construction area back would take. She would plan for a few weeks and hope they’d be able to start sooner. Guilt sprang to life in her gut because she was considering the inn renovation, while Gary had possibly found his parents after all this time. And they weren’t alive.

Courtney and Alex left the sheriff in possession of the inn. Alex gave him the key, so he could get inside.

Courtney glanced over her shoulder for a minute as she drove behind Alex to Elm City. Was her inn doomed? Would it get a bad reputation for having a dead body or two in the backyard? She was getting ahead of herself. God knew what He was doing, and she should trust Him.
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Later, Courtney stopped at the grocery store and picked up ingredients to make several batches of Bella’s Cookies. Her niece had come up with a lot of additions to a basic cookie recipe. People raved about them. St. Mary’s Church planned a bake sale for the weekend. She and Alex had all day to bake cookies and invite Honor and Doug to their house on Sunflower Lane to discuss the latest holdup in construction.

They were coming at 3:00 p.m. Plenty of time to start baking and have lunch too.

As soon as they arrived home, they quickly ate their salads, then started baking cookies. The warm, inviting smell of chocolate, vanilla, and cinnamon filled the air as they measured and mixed ingredients for six dozen chocolate-chocolate chip cookies with cinnamon and vanilla chips.

Alex stirred the mixture, his furrowed brow showing his concentration. Once the dough was ready, Courtney scooped spoonfuls of it onto baking sheets and stuck the pans into the preheated oven. The house was already hot, and having the oven on in the kitchen didn’t help the situation. She got out some cold lemonade and poured a glass for herself and Alex.

“How is Gary doing?” She broke the troubled silence between them. “It must be tough finding those bones after all these years. I can’t imagine.”

Alex frowned at the kitchen island. “It’s got to be rough. For him, it’ll finally bring him closure. He can stop searching and have answers.”

“Except someone buried them, so he’ll want to find out who killed them before he can totally move on.” What if someone killed her parents? Difficult to even fathom. “We can take some cookies to him at the rectory where he’s renting. He told me he was happy to be out of the house. Will he want to stay around here or move?”

“Well, he has a job. And he’ll at least stay until he finds out what happened to them. I suppose it depends on how well he likes it here, and if he wants to stay around the area where his parents were killed,” Alex said.

“We’ll have to wait to take him some cookies. He won’t be back until late tonight if he has a three-hour trip both ways to return Rain to her owner.”

“We’ll make extra and take enough for the bake sale at the church and more for him. It won’t take away his grief, but it can’t hurt.”

Alex nodded. “Good idea.”

Courtney took a gulp of her lemonade. “I want to know who killed them too. Someone’s gotten away with murder for eight years. Someone in this neighborhood. Someone who wanted it to appear like the Millers left the area and went on their way to Virginia.”

“It’s bothering me too. What if one of our local construction workers is a killer?”

“We agreed to ask questions around here, and we owe Gary. Especially for the price he gave us. Tomorrow’s bake sale will be a good place to run into people casually and ask questions.” She finished her lemonade and peeked at the cookies in the oven. “Can you find a timer? The one on the stove isn’t working.”

Alex started rummaging through drawers. “I’ve been worried about this. I don’t want you searching for a murderer.” His voice was muffled as he shoved things around in the silverware drawer.

Courtney stilled in front of the oven and stared at him open-mouthed. He had no right to tell her what to do. “You don’t have a choice, honey. I’m going to help Gary all I can. We agreed to do this. Remember?”

He groaned. “I didn’t realize how dangerous this would turn out to be. I’d hoped his parents got out of town before something happened to them.”

Her anger morphed into a giggle. “You didn’t sound like yourself just now. You’ve never ordered me to do or not do something. It was a little weird.”

He struggled to pull the timer out of the back of the drawer and held it up in triumph. He handed it to her. “Here.”

She took it, checked the cookies, and set the timer for ten minutes. She placed the timer on the yellow counter.

He stepped over and pulled her into a hug, which she didn’t resist. “I don’t want you to get hurt, so at least promise you’ll be careful, whatever you do.”

“I’ll be careful.” She smiled up into his worried eyes and kissed him on the chin. “Very careful.”

“Okay.”

They stayed together until the timer rang. Courtney reluctantly stepped away, although her shirt was wringing wet with sweat. She pulled the cookies from the oven, set the pans on top of the stove and began working on another pan. They finally finished baking and agreed to wait for Honor and Doug on the back deck where it was cooler.

After a quick shower and a change into another pair of shorts and a sleeveless shirt, she made up a plateful of cookies and more lemonade. She left it all in the fridge and joined Alex on the deck as they waited for Honor and Doug. They planned to ask questions about the activity at the inn.
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CHAPTER 6
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When Honor and Doug arrived, Alex led them out to the back deck. “It’s too hot in the house without decent air conditioning. That window unit isn’t a lot of help.”

“This late heat wave isn’t totally unusual, but not common either,” Honor said. “It’s about eighty degrees out here.”

Courtney stepped outside with a tray holding a plate of cookies, four glasses, and a pitcher of lemonade. “Well, it’s about 200 degrees in the house, so this is an improvement.” She smiled at her guests.

Doug grabbed a cookie. “So, about the bones they found...anything new? Are they human?” He didn’t take a bite until he asked.

Courtney sensed Alex’s annoyance by the way he sat up straighter in his folding chair. 

How had word gotten out already? The bones were only identified this morning, and the sheriff swore Gary to secrecy. Obviously, there was a leak in the department.

“They’ve barely started. We had to leave last week before they did any digging and are in the dark as much as everyone else.”

Honor frowned. “How about the construction? What are we going to do?”

“We’re on hold until they clear the scene,” Courtney explained. “No one can go out to the construction site until we get a call from the sheriff.” She tried to change the subject. “Anyone want some lemonade?” 

After a chorus of yesses, she poured them each a glass.

“We heard there were holes all over the backyard.” Doug took a big bite of cookie, spewing a few crumbs onto the boards beneath his chair.

“Who told you?” Courtney demanded. 

Doug appeared to have all the information already. Only four people knew about the holes, and none of them would have talked about it. She might need to call the sheriff’s office and let him know.

Doug looked at Honor, who shook her head, appearing bewildered. “Don’t remember. We called each of the workers to tell them we’re on hold for the time being. Maybe one of them?”

“Well, if you do, let us know.” Courtney was more concerned than ever one of her hired construction workers dug the holes. “I’ll go around and talk to the workers individually and take them their paychecks. Why do you believe someone dug up the backyard?”

“The rumor is for jewels. I doubt if whoever buried the bodies dug the holes. They wouldn’t want to disturb the area.” Honor took a small bite of cookie. “Yum. Vanilla. We agreed to put sod over the backyard, so we wouldn’t have been doing much to the ground already there. They might never have found the bone if someone hadn’t dug there.”

“Scary.” Courtney stared at Honor. “Aren’t you afraid? Someone killed them.”

Honor nodded slowly. “It’s concerning, but nothing’s happened for eight years. I guess we’ve gotten complacent, thinking whatever happened to the Millers happened somewhere else. But I definitely see your point. We’ll all have to be careful.”

“Someone must have thought it was their last chance to find any buried treasure.” Courtney took a sip of her drink. “So, we’ll have to wait until something else is discovered. And you’re right. Be careful. Let’s go over the plans for the inn, so I can think about something else.”

She cleared off the picnic table someone placed on the back deck before she and Alex moved into the house. Honor pulled out the folder she’d brought along with her.

With the plans spread out across the table, Honor pointed to one of them. “This is the second floor. We’re going with two apartments. Here and here.” She tapped her pencil against the paper. “There will be a hallway between the two, so they don’t share any walls. That means a separate entrance for each home and maximum privacy.”

Courtney nodded in agreement. “These are the two staircases, here and here.” She pointed to opposite sides of the floor arrangement. “And an elevator-type lift here.” She pointed to another corner of the paper.

“Right,” Honor agreed.

“The second-floor plan looks good,” Courtney said, sending Alex an inquiring glance.

He nodded. “Our new home with another apartment for guests. Can’t wait.”

“Okay.” Honor pulled two papers from the stack and set them side by side. “The downstairs where the paying guests stay is a little more complicated.” She continued with more description of the layout, her eyes bright when she finished. “What do you think?”

Courtney’s excitement built throughout their conversation. This was exactly what she and Honor talked about and what she’d dreamed of for the inn. “Perfect.” Her voice stuttered at the end, tears ready to fall.

Alex put his arm around her, and she smiled up at him. “Isn’t this great?”

He smiled back. “If it makes you smile.”

“Oh, you two,” Doug mocked.

Courtney shrugged off his words and wiped the moisture from her eyes. “Okay. Let’s see the rest of the first-floor plans.”

“Good idea,” Alex agreed. 

Courtney loved how much Alex supported her plan and let her run with her vision of a dream inn.

Honor showed the sketched-out potential layouts for the offices, kitchen, and guests’ rooms. “The kitchen will be the first room on the left, and the offices will be in line next. On the opposite side, we’ll have the guests’ rooms.”

Courtney pointed to an area at the end of the hallway. “And this is our sunroom?”

“Exactly. We’ll connect it to the deck, which will lead down into the backyard,” Honor agreed.

“Where, if you’re lucky, you’ll find your own archaeological dig.” Doug’s joke fell flat.

Courtney saw Honor’s stony stare at him.

“Sorry.” He didn’t sound sincere.

***
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When Honor and Doug left, Courtney asked Alex, “Why is Doug so interested in the Millers’ disappearance and the bone in the backyard? Not to mention, he’s acting like such a jerk.”

“Your guess is as good as mine, but I would definitely start investigating him,” Alex told her. “I don’t like him.”

She grinned at her husband, surprised by his intolerance. It took a lot for Alex to express his dislike verbally. “Are you getting interested in the mystery?”

“Trust me. The faster we solve this, the faster we get to move into the wonderful apartment we saw on the plans. Think about it. Functioning central air. I’m a little concerned about the heat in this place when it gets cold, but I know the apartment won’t be ready for us until closer to the end of winter.”

Buoyed by seeing the plans and her dream fulfilled, Courtney couldn’t stop smiling. “It’s going to be fine. We’ll be fine. Besides, the community will rally around to find us another place to stay if it becomes necessary.”

“There’s my half-full-glass girl.”

Her smile turned grim. “We’ve spent so much time and money; I need to keep up my spirits. If this inn doesn’t work out because of death and late construction, we’ll never make up the costs. We’re in too far to back out now. We have to trust God has a plan.”

“Maybe it’s saving Gary and bringing him back to God,” Alex said.

“Maybe.” Helping people with their mental health and spiritual journey topped her list of goals for the inn’s success. But she didn’t need the inn to be of service to others. Despite all the concerns about finishing construction on the inn, people were paramount, and she could do other things if the inn didn’t work out.

They needed to turn a corner and find a clue to help Gary solve what happened to his parents. If there were more bones, and they turned out to be Gary’s parents, the investigation had taken a big leap. The police would at least have the bodies, and maybe some further evidence.
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Wednesday, October 9th

––––––––
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Wednesday morning, Courtney answered the knock on their door. Gary stood there. By his expression, she could tell he had news.

She opened the door. “Good morning.”

“Morning. Do you have a few minutes?” He stood there shuffling his feet. “Is Alex home?”

“Yes, I have all day for you, and so does Alex. He’s hanging up a load of laundry and will be right back.” She realized Gary might be more comfortable with something in his hands. “Come into the kitchen with me.” 

He followed her, and she reached into a cupboard for a blue mug and handed it to him. “Do you know how to use a Keurig?”

“Yep.”

She pointed out the bowl of pods on the counter nearby. “Search for what you’d like and make your own coffee.” She smiled at him.

“Feel like I’m back in the military.” He let out a strained laugh but relaxed.

“I’ll be right back.” She hurried to get Alex, more so she could hear Gary’s news than because of any need to rush.

Alex glanced up from folding a pair of jeans.

“You almost done?”

He nodded at the two shirts laid out on the bed. She grabbed one of the hangers and stuffed it inside the shirt. “Hurry up. Gary’s here with news.”

He grabbed the other shirt and hanger, his movements swift and sure. “You left him alone?”

“He needed a moment, so he’s making a cup of coffee. Or tea. Or chocolate.” They started toward the hallway back to the kitchen.

“Probably doesn’t need the caffeine.” Alex noticed the shadow ahead of him.

Gary stood in the kitchen doorway, laughing. “You’re right. I don’t. I took a decaf.”

The coffee maker spluttered and was done. He went back and grabbed the cup.

They joined him in the kitchen. “Let’s sit at the table.” Courtney perched on one of the chairs, and the men joined her.

“They found two bodies and have identified them as my parents.” Gary didn’t waste time with preliminaries. “I can’t believe after all these years, I’ve finally found them.”

Courtney laid a hand on his. “I’m sorry. Must be tough.”

He nodded. “I’ve buried my feelings for a long time. At least I tried. At first I hoped they’d taken off to sightsee while I was in the Air Force. I didn’t blame them. They were afraid of what would happen to me. As an only child, they doted on me. And they were excellent parents.”

He paused, as if reliving some memory. A range of emotions crossed his face. “I miss them.” He stopped there.

Courtney stood up and gave him a quick hug. He fought tears as his eyes turned red. 

“Do you want us to give you a few minutes?”

He wiped his eyes with one of the napkins on the table. “No. It’s all right. It’s good to talk about it, as long as you can deal with some up-and-down feelings being dumped on you.”

Alex exchanged a glance with Courtney. “We’re all about that. All day, if necessary.”

“I hope I won’t be a mess for long, but I guess my wish won’t be granted. It’s going to take a while to come to some kind of acceptance.” He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. 

“My biological father died in a car accident when I was a baby, and my mom met my stepfather. They fell in love at first sight and were incredibly happy with each other. He waited until I was eight to adopt me. He wanted me to make my own choice, although he wanted to adopt me from the moment he met my mom.

“I was one of those lucky kids with parents who loved each other and passed on good values and God’s love, even if I’m on the fence about what to believe right now. I couldn’t ask for more.” Taking deeper breaths, he didn’t say anything more for a while, just sipped his coffee.

Courtney got up to put a few cookies on a plate to give him time. She prayed for Gary to find assurance in God’s love and assumed Alex prayed too as he sat there quietly.

When Courtney set the plate of cookies on the table, Gary cleared his throat. “They were murdered, of course.” He stared directly at them. 

Courtney was sure most of the community would assume foul play since the bodies had been buried.

“We won’t tell anybody anything you say.” Alex patted his shoulder. “Of course, the whole neighborhood knows it’s murder. Small towns.”

Gary shrugged and smiled. “As long as our discussions are secret. I trust the two of you.”

Courtney started sniffling.

“Now, don’t you start crying,” Alex told her. “Then I will too.”

“Well, I feel bad for Gary, and I can’t do anything for him.” She smacked Alex’s arm lightly. “Except find the murderer.”

Gary’s lips pressed together. Whether to stop from crying or laughing, she wasn’t sure. “You two! Enough. I sound like a school teacher. No one outside of law enforcement is investigating.”

“You’re right. Enough,” Alex agreed.

Courtney giggled. “Now you sound like a school marm. Okay. Sorry, Gary. We don’t mean to make light of the situation.”

It was his turn to pat her hand before withdrawing his own. “It’s what I needed.”

“You’re too kind. So, why are they saying murder, other than the obvious reason?”

“They were both shot. They’ve exhumed enough to compare dental records, and they found bullet holes in the bodies. At least they were together at the end.” His lip quivered. “I’m glad the tent is still covering the area while they work. I hate the gawkers.”

“Shot? Why would someone bury them in the middle of the lawn? Why not somewhere farther out in the country? And why didn’t anyone notice the disturbance to the back lawn once the Virginia home sellers reported they never took possession of the house? The sheriff must have been out to the house to at least look around when they didn’t show up. Especially when they found the RV in South Dakota.” Courtney’s sympathy kicked in for Gary. “Are you sure you want to talk about this?”

“Definitely. You two are the only ones I trust. You weren’t here when they were, and I doubt if you came from wherever you used to live to do anything other than start a fabulous inn.” He threw her a grateful glance and gazed at Alex. “Right?” He raised his eyebrows.

“You got us. We used to live in Chokecherry Valley, and eight years ago...what were we doing, Courtney?”

“Probably in college.” She nibbled on one of the chocolate vanilla chip cookies. “I didn’t know anything about Elm City. Medora’s very touristy, so my friends and I were there a few times. Probably as close as I’d been to Elm City until we started searching properties for sale.”

“Me too. I was in jail the past two years and recently got out.” Alex watched Gary’s reaction.

“I wondered if you’d volunteer that information.” Gary reached out his hand to shake Alex’s.

After a surprised moment, Alex shook Gary’s hand. “I don’t keep it a secret, but it rarely comes up in conversation. I’m waiting for the final paperwork for my exoneration.”

“Because you didn’t embezzle the money.” Gary’s admiration showed in the approval in his eyes. “You took the fall for the other guy, your friend.”

“He was dying of cancer, and I wanted to let him have as much time with his family as possible. Courtney agreed we did the right thing. He took care of me while my parents traveled. He wouldn’t have taken me up on the offer if he wasn’t too sick to argue. When he died, he left a letter with his attorney admitting his guilt.” 

“What you did was compassionate. You got your reputation back.” Gary took a sip of coffee.

“Yes, but he didn’t have to admit it. I already served the full sentence and was home. His family never needed to find out. But he needed to square it with his conscience and God, so he left the letter.”

At the mention of God, Gary glanced at Courtney. She stared back with a challenge in her eyes. “Taking care of God’s people.”

“Okay. If there are more people like the two of you, you might change my mind.” Gary set his cup on the table.

Alex sent them each a puzzled glance.

“No one’s perfect, so I wouldn’t be searching too hard for that,” Courtney informed him. “Alex and I certainly aren’t perfect. And we may sound noble, but I was furious with him for taking the blame. I felt alone, abandoned, and it wasn’t easy living in the community with everyone thinking Alex was guilty of stabbing his friend and mentor in the back.”

Gary appeared understanding. “I don’t suppose it was easy.”

“And Alex didn’t have an easy time in prison either. But let’s move on to your parents.” She’d caught Alex’s facial expression out of the corner of her eye. He wanted to change the subject. “Do you plan to have a memorial service for them? We’d be happy to help arrange something for you.”

Gary shrugged. “I can’t cremate them. A preference for me. The memorial would be a small service by the graveside. A few prayers and anyone who wants to speak. I’m only going to invite a few people. It’s a problem, because we don’t know who’s guilty of their deaths. I’ll wait until we have answers. I’ll invite you two, Izzy and Finn, and Ed and Elaine and their family. We’ll see.”

He was ready to discuss something else, so Courtney changed the subject. “You said they’re giving out your parents’ names to the news outlets tomorrow and asking for help in solving the case. What’s the next step for the investigation for us?”

“They finish excavating the remains. They had Rain come back and go through the house and more of the surrounding countryside without finding anything else. As soon as they move everything to the forensics lab, they’ll do more testing. In the meantime, the sheriff coordinates with the state in the investigation of my parents’ death.” He took a cookie and ate a big bite.

Courtney picked up where he left off: “And you keep asking questions at the construction site and elsewhere.” Gary would be on site to help with construction when he had time. “I might even ask some questions.”

Both men shook their heads as Alex’s gaze met hers. “I wish you wouldn’t.”

“We already talked about this. I’m going to do what I can. We need this to be solved for Gary. He’s been in limbo for long enough.” Courtney gave Alex a mutinous stare, ignoring Gary.

“I don’t agree with Courtney helping either, but we’ll both be on site with her.” Gary ignored her for the moment and focused on Alex. “I can tell she’s got a strong personality and will do this no matter what we say.”

“For sure.” Alex ground his teeth together.

“I learned.” She smirked. “As the oldest girl with two younger sisters, I trained for the role of ordering people around. My older brother was the only one I ever listened to. And my younger brothers hid behind my sisters. But they were all helpful when you were gone for two years.” She finished her cookie.

Gary interrupted, “And if we don’t solve this, your inn will always be known as the place where the previous owners disappeared and reappeared in the backyard with no explanation. Not good for your business. So, let’s work together.”
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Saturday, October 12th

––––––––
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The hum of laughter and chatter filled the air as Courtney made her way through the St. Mary’s Church bake sale, where trays of cookies, pies, and homemade potholders were displayed on the tables. She spotted Gary standing near the back, close to the church. He gazed off into the distance, ignoring the gaiety around him.

“Hey, Gary,” she said as she reached him.

His face lit up when he saw her, although his eyes held a note of sadness. “Nice to see you. Where’s Alex?”

“He’s coming later. He brought our cookie offerings earlier when they were setting up this morning, and now he has some things to do. Did you buy anything yet?”

“No. I’ve hidden out here by my home. My rented home,” he corrected himself.

“When did you move to Elm City?” She believed he’d come as soon as possible to search for his parents.

“As soon as I passed all the criteria to become a deputy a year ago.” He looked around to make sure no one was in earshot. “I had the plan set up to declare my parents deceased at seven years—if they didn’t show up. I made my plans to coincide with that timeframe to start investigating here. I didn’t feel like the sheriff would take me seriously if I wasn’t a resident and law enforcement, which played a part. I don’t know what’s going to happen if I find answers. I’ll worry about the consequences when the time comes.”

“How did you end up renting the rectory?” She admired the small, well-kept house beside the church. “I’m surprised they let anyone other than a priest or deacon live there.”

“I guess being a deputy gave me enough credibility. Plus, I told them it would probably only be for about a year, and they took me up on the offer.”

“Does it have decent air conditioning?” She considered their own window unit in the rented home.

“No air conditioning at all, but I’m used to any temperature after the Air Force. I adapt.”

She wrinkled her nose at him. “I don’t adapt very well. It’s irritating me to be so hot day after day. I’m ready for cooler temperatures, hoping the heat works better.” 

They’d defaulted to the weather for conversation. They couldn’t discuss anything personal in front of the people milling around in front of the church. Ears were certainly listening, and a few people glanced in their direction. “Can you come over for a meal tomorrow?"

“Sure. I’m having trouble waiting for more information.” He pressed his lips tightly together.

Yelling suddenly erupted on the other side of the yard. She and Gary looked over to see their construction workers, Tyson Collins and Waylon Frederickson, facing each other. Both stood nose-to-nose, glaring.

“I told you to stay away from her,” Waylon shouted.

“She hasn’t told me,” Tyson yelled back.

“Well, I’m telling you.”

Tyson’s response was too low for Courtney to hear from a distance. Waylon’s fist connected with Tyson’s jaw, and he fell. She rushed to the area with Gary, but most of the crowd converged on the men, and there was no opening.

All the moms at the bake sale pulled their children farther away from the men. The noisy chaos filled with a chorus of “What happened?” and “Are you alright?” 

She finally got a good view of Tyson sitting on the ground, blood running from his nose. He shook his head to reorient himself. Then he peered up at Waylon, who smirked down at him.

“You’ll pay for this.” Tyson glared at Waylon. “I’m fine,” he added to those asking if he was okay. He jumped up and hurried off the grounds, down the street.

“Wow. What was that about?” Courtney quietly asked Gary.

“Tyson’s dating Lori,” he whispered.

“Who’s Lori?” Courtney’s gaze searched the grounds for a young woman who appeared interested in Waylon’s actions. She didn’t see anyone.

“Lori is Waylon’s sister. Named after Loretta Lynn, but she refuses to answer to anything except Lori. She’s eighteen and graduated from high school last spring. She’s not here right now.” He must have noticed her staring at everyone.

Courtney recalled Honor or Doug mentioning the same thing yesterday. “Hey, how do you know all this?”

“Research.” For a minute his face turned grim.

She guessed he’d checked out all the villagers in his search for his parents. When they bought the house, he told her and Alex he grew up in New York, and his parents moved to Elm City when he joined the Air Force. She could tell he felt guilty they’d ended up in this town and took some of the blame for whatever happened to them. She’d tried to reassure him most people would think New York was a far more dangerous place to live than a small town in North Dakota, but he held on to his guilt.

He’d told her and Alex about his parents’ time in Elm City. He didn’t visit them because they only lived here for two years. He’d been in the service during that time and didn’t have enough leave to visit. The letter to him from his parents informing him they planned to move to Virginia hadn’t surprised him. They weren’t used to small-town life, so two years was longer than he’d expected them to last in Elm City.

“Tyson seems like a nice guy, although I only spent a little time with him when he helped with the demolition before the structural construction guys came to work on the building,” Courtney reached out and caught an empty paper plate the breeze had blown in her direction.

“Waylon considers Tyson too old for Lori. He’s twenty-five, and she’s eighteen. Maybe because Waylon is forty, and he views his sister as still being a baby, it’s hard to see her date,” Gary said.

“At that age, it’s a bit of a gap but not extreme,” Courtney said. “Is there some other problem with Tyson?”

“He likes to drink with Johnny.”

“Waylon’s brother. He’s got a drinking problem, doesn’t he?”

Gary nodded. “According to local gossip, Johnny has drunk his way through life since he took his first drink.”

“How sad. But it also concerns me with him on a construction site. I’m not sure why Patty recommended him, but Honor’s fine with it. I trust her. She wants this inn renovation to be completed in the best way.” Courtney was confused by the whole situation. “Everyone keeps assuring me Waylon keeps an eye on him, and everything will be okay.”

“Because there’s a hint Patty’s in love with Waylon. Has been for years.”

Courtney’s mouth dropped open, awestruck. “You do know what’s happening in this town.”

“Yes.” If the frown was any sign, he wasn’t happy to be aware of the intimate details of all the neighbors. “You should also know about your other problem on site. Although I don’t usually pass on gossip, and this isn’t substantiated anywhere I could find...”

***
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Courtney stood away from the group of tables on the lawn and waited for Gary to tell her what he’d hinted at. His troubled frown warned her this problem might be bigger than hiring an alcoholic to do electrical work. “Spit it out.”

“Robb Bearman and Janine Lang don’t get along. He’s got a bit of a problem with women on the job, and she’s got her own attitude.”

“Why isn’t he upset about Honor being the forewoman? She ranks higher, and he has to take orders from her.” In a way, she wasn’t surprised at least one of the guys had a problem with a woman construction worker. In certain ways, most areas had gender and racial inequality, among other issues.

“It’s a little more complicated. Honor proved her capabilities and worked construction for years. Her father taught her construction techniques from when she was a girl, and she started the business she has now as soon as she returned from getting a degree. She’s also more tolerant of people than Janine.”

“Janine seemed a little abrasive when I talked with her. But again, it was only brief discussions during the first round of demolition.”

“Well, you’ll be getting to know them all a lot better now that the next stage involves your workers being here for a much longer time period.” Gary gave her an assessing glance.

Courtney groaned. “Months of construction. Anything else?”

“One more thing on the Janine and Robb situation. He’s part Native, and Janine made some crack about it one time. Said something she shouldn’t have.”

“Great.” Courtney moved over to the garbage can and dropped the paper plate into the trash. “Honor already knows, so I hope she has a plan to keep the two apart as much as possible.” 

Would she make it through the construction phase? An accidental fire, one worker throwing a punch at another, racial tension, and gender discrimination. And the big elephants: bones in the backyard and a jewel hunt.

“One more thing. Some of the guys don’t like Janine and Brian taking turns leaving the construction site early to pick up their three kids from school.” Gary gave her a sympathetic nod. “That’s all for now. You’ll get through it. You’re strong. You have Alex and Honor helping to keep the peace.”

She breathed out a sigh of relief. “You’re right. I’ve got them and you. Thanks for telling me. I’m sure it wasn’t easy. I’ll have to do some hard praying to God to keep the peace.”

He grimaced. “Do you really believe God cares?”

“Definitely.” She thought about his comments when they found the one bone in the backyard. “Talk to Alex when you have time. He’s better at discussing it than I am. But I will say, I have no doubt God cares about you and your life and what happened to your parents. We don’t always get the answers we want. He has a reason for that too. Don’t you believe?”

He shrugged. “Haven’t decided yet.”

Courtney giggled. “Do you even know what the inn Alex and I are building is all about?”

A breeze kicked up as they stood there in the church yard by the tables, scattering a few more empty paper plates. It appeared the sale was winding down, and she saw a lot of bare tables. The few left with any merchandise held mainly non-edible goods, such as potholders and knitted tea cozies. She waited for Gary to answer her question about their inn and what they planned to do with it.

“Of course I know what you’re trying to do.” He grinned. “I haven’t gone senile. You laid it out nicely when you bought the house. The plan is what sold me. The fact you were trying to help others.”

“All well and good.” Courtney heard the bite in her voice. “But...” 

“But you thought because I understood your mission, I believe in your God.” His voice was gentle.

“Well...yes.” She stumbled over the words. Was Gary meant to be their first mission? Could she help him find his parents’ murderer? Could she somehow convince him God existed and to trust Him? 

She grinned at him. “We’re getting too serious. However, it gave you something else to think about instead of your own problems, didn’t it?”

“Definitely.” He relaxed at her smile, dropping his arms to his side.

“Want something else to keep busy when you’re not deputizing?”

He appeared wary. “Maybe.”

“Join us at the construction site when we get back there and restart. If you work, we’ll pay you. If you want to wander around looking for clues, go ahead. I’m betting the person who dug those holes is among the construction workers. They all knew we’d be breaking for the weekend before we got going again on Monday.”

The thoughtful look in his eyes told her she’d intrigued him. “What a good idea. A hammer in my hands would be a great disguise. It would give me a chance to check out the group of construction workers. Four of them were at my parents’ party the last night they were alive: July fourth. Izzy told me.”

She considered his point. “I hope it’s not one of them, but I’ll keep an open mind, along with my eyes.”

Gary gazed around the yard. “I’m going to help these people put away the tables and chairs.”

The conversation ended, but they’d be spending more time together. Maybe she could work in some God talk with him occasionally. “Sounds like a plan.”

They split up and started helping. Alex joined her shortly after she and Gary parted, and the churchyard was soon clear. After Gary declined her invitation to lunch with them, she and Alex made their way to Patty’s Diner. 

She had no desire to heat up their house again today by cooking. The weather forecast promised temperatures in the sixties for Sunday, and she couldn’t wait for the cooler air. She smiled to herself that the weather forecast was of such importance when she had plenty of problems to think about.
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Monday, October 14th

––––––––
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Monday arrived, rainy and cooler, with random light showers. Courtney was relieved the heat had been replaced by air she could breathe deeply without suffocating.

Her first order of business was to discuss the construction delay with her workers individually. She called them all yesterday to say she’d be out to their farms to tell them the new plan. 

She was taking advantage of the break to investigate the Millers’ murders. Going out to everyone’s homes on the pretext of updating them and giving them their paychecks was the best way she could think of talking to them. Alex wanted to come with her, but she thought she could find out more if she went by herself.

She started with the Langs. Janine and Brian lived on their farm with their three children, south of Elm City about five miles. The gravel roads were slightly wet, but not enough rain had fallen yet to make them muddy or slick. At least the dust had settled. With her truck window open, she sang along to the song on the radio. The country and western song reminded her of Johnny and Waylon. They were on her list today, and she hoped to meet their sister, Lori, too.

When she turned into the Langs’ front yard, she was surprised to see a large two-story house, a silo and red-painted barn, along with numerous small buildings and steel bins. It looked like a large outfit. So why were the Langs working construction on her project? Did all farmers need extra money? Even the bigger operations?

The front door of the farmhouse opened, and Janine stepped out to greet her. Two collies ran up to Courtney and barked as she got out of the truck.

“Don’t worry about them,” Janine yelled from her position at the front door. “They’re harmless.”

Both dogs appeared to be smiling, and Courtney took turns rubbing each of their heads. “Good dogs.”

Janine joined her, looking fresh in a pair of black shorts and a white-and-black striped t-shirt. Her feet were stuck into a pair of navy sneakers. While Janine and Brian had three children, she appeared more fresh-faced than expected with her dark fly-away, shoulder-length cut and clear brown eyes. Must be all the clean air. Well, country air. There was the definite smell of animals nearby.

“Let’s go inside and talk.” Janine walked toward the house with Courtney following. “I’ve made some blueberry muffins, and the kids left some orange juice.”

“Sounds delicious.” Courtney loved any pastry items. Blueberry muffins sounded wonderful. Her appetite returned as the heat level lowered. “Where are the kids?”

“They’re in grade school now.” Janine laughed. “The teachers planned a walk to see the few colorful leaves left on the trees. With the unusual October heat and the wind blowing, they’ve pretty much dried up and fallen off the trees.”

They entered the house directly into a mud room to leave shoes and coats then entered the main area, which featured a kitchen with a large island and a larger living room.

“Let’s sit at the island,” Janine suggested, chewing on a nail.

“The trees are still pretty in some areas. I find it interesting some trees shed their leaves earlier than others. Your house is gorgeous.” Courtney took two checks out of her jean’s pocket and set them on the island.

“Thank you. We worked hard on it. Brian and I took advice from Honor, and this is the result. She’s good.” Janine placed a blueberry muffin on a plate in front of Courtney, where she’d settled on a stool by the island.

“I’ve brought your paychecks, since we don’t know when construction will start up again.” Courtney nodded toward them on the island.

“Thank you. How thoughtful of you.” Janine slipped the checks into her own pocket.

Soon a knife, fork, and glass of juice joined the muffin by Courtney.

“Do you want butter?” Janine asked, chewing her fingernail and scanning the island.

“No, thank you. I’ve never picked up the habit of buttering my muffins. Is Brian around?” She took a bite and almost groaned at the delicious taste of fluffy muffin and blueberries.

“He should be here soon. Oh no, I was going to ask if you’d prefer coffee?” Her voice rose at the end, making it a question.

Courtney smiled, trying to put Janine at ease, and shook her head. “Juice is fine. I might take you up on the coffee when I’m finished.”

Janine settled on a stool beside Courtney and turned the chair to face her, the island empty in front of her. “I’ve eaten already.”

Courtney didn’t tell her she already had breakfast too.

“From what you said yesterday, the renovation is on hold for now?” Janine’s gaze darted around the room.

“Right.” She swallowed another bite. She rarely baked, but this country hospitality lifestyle appealed to her. If running the inn allowed any extra time, maybe she’d start baking. “We’re waiting for the sheriff’s department to decide when we can get back to the site.”

She heard the front door open. 

“Must be Brian. Go ahead, eat your muffin.” Janine got up and left the room.

Courtney took her suggestion and finished the muffin as Brian and Janine came into the room.

“Hi.” Brian took the seat next to her, which Janine had vacated. Janine pulled a stool around the island and sat down across from Courtney.

“Hi. Thanks for taking the time out of your busy day to talk to me.” Courtney swallowed some of the juice.

Brian shrugged. His tanned arms bulged under the navy t-shirt he wore with his jeans. “We would have been at your place today if things turned out differently, so we’re getting bonus time here at the farm. Janine told me you wanted to talk to both of us.”

“I’m sure you can always use extra time in some way.” Courtney didn’t remember telling Janine she wanted to talk to both of them. She’d asked where Brian was.

“Definitely. So, Deputy Lachlan is the Millers’ son, right?” Brian saved her from having to bring up the subject she wanted to talk about.

The abrupt question came out of nowhere, surprising her. “Of course. He sold us the house.”

“Do you want a muffin, Brian?” Janine interrupted him. Her attempt to stop his questions was futile. He waved her away.

“What is he trying to prove as a deputy?” Brian stared intently at her. 

Janine leaned back in her chair, and Courtney caught the audible sigh. So did Brian, as he dropped his gaze as if caught doing something he shouldn’t.

She found his sudden withdrawal odd. “I have no idea. I guess he needs a job, and why not law enforcement? We hadn’t met before the house sale, and Alex and I certainly didn’t know anything about Elm City until we saw the house listed for sale.”

“Didn’t the real estate agent give you any information on the history of the house?” Brian’s gaze returned to her face.

Courtney looked down at her hands clenched around her juice glass before she let go and put them in her lap. Instead of her filling Brian in on the renovation and questioning him about the Millers, he took the opportunity to get information from her. She’d forgotten how everyone in the community wanted to know everything about their neighbors. She would have to rethink her investigation techniques.

“Sure. We knew the Millers had disappeared. The information certainly isn’t a secret. The realtor told us they found the RV in a ravine in South Dakota.” It was her turn to shrug. “No clue the house would offer up anything interesting when we bought it. You were at the going-away party the evening before they left, right?”
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