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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.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


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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