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Prologue
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It’s been just over a year since we brought little Lucas into the world—twelve months of sleepless nights, sticky kisses, and an endless supply of laundry. We’ve been happily hunkered down in Chickadee Cove since then, and while we haven’t made too many trips up to Bluejay Ridge, Mom has more than made up for that by coming down to visit. A lot.

And I mean a lot.

She calls it helping. I call it loving interference. I love her, of course I do—but if I ever see her reorganizing my pantry again, I might lose my mind. 

“Who doesn’t alphabetize their spices?” she’d asked, all motherly innocence. 

“Normal people,” I’d replied

Still, Lucas lights up every time he sees her. She’s his world—and that of Emma and Jacob’s too. Her grandchildren are her everything, and they know it well and good. And if Lucas grows up with a curious glimmer in his eye and a flair for the dramatic, we’ll all know where that came from.

Right now, Mom’s got her hands full with a historical society fundraiser. They’ve really put a lot of faith in her creative writing skills and ability to rally a group of worker bees when needed. And ... she’s up there, and not down here. 

Though I’ll be missing her soon enough. 

It’s our thing. 

~ Genevieve Benino Marshall 
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Chapter One
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“What are you up to, you little nut?” I mused, peering out the front window of my cottage home. Nutty the squirrel was particularly manic today, bounding from one side of the yard to the other with no obvious results. 

As if on cue, Nutty stopped and stared back at me, his nose wriggling. 

“Oh, fine.” I set down my mug filled with lemon-ginger tea. It was not my favorite brew, but it was in my favorite mug—designed by my granddaughter, Emma—a replica of Nutty holding a video game controller. 

More than a year had passed since my family visited the cottage for the holidays, and with good reason. My daughter, Genevieve, had blessed us all with another baby boy, who turned one last month. Long trips were not on their bingo card as a result, so I made it a point to visit them in Coastal South Georgia as often as possible this past year. But I always looked forward to coming home to the mountains. To my cozy cottage. To my friends. 

I grabbed a handful of peanuts that I kept at the ready for Nutty, who’d become like a family pet. Or maybe this was a different squirrel but a lookalike, a new generation. I didn’t know how the squirrel community worked. 

Opening the front door, I tossed the peanuts onto the porch. A sharp breeze snuck inside, blowing my hair back, and I gasped from nature’s chilly kiss. 

“Go find a hole to snuggle into, Nutty Boy,” I said, then closed the door against the wind. Back at the window, I saw him scurrying up the steps to collect his treats. “And stay out of the tulips.” I’d planted countless bulbs a few months back in preparation for a burst of new season color. Tulips, daffodils, crocuses ... and snowdrops, a winter favorite of mine. Those brave little snowdrops already peeked through the brittle mulch by my front walkway ... like white whispers of spring. 

I lived in a cottage community called Lake Pointe, tucked within the gorgeous lakeside town of Bluejay Ridge, and the whole place was dotted with lingering patches of ice and snow. 

Springtime couldn’t come soon enough. This past winter had been particularly brutal for the area with clusters of days with snow and dangerous icy conditions. I’d come to realize country mountainfolk were used to it. I, on the other hand, was not. 

My home smelled of rejuvenating rosemary. I boiled fresh sprigs in a pot on the stove every other day or so, fresh from the herb tray in my kitchen window. I took my warm mug of tea and folded into the couch, my knees tucked beneath me. On the coffee table was a prime rib sandwich from O’Malley’s. I was a waitress at the pub now, though very part-time, typically working the early crowd. I enjoyed the camaraderie and the extra cash, which I spent heedlessly on my grandchewies and garden goodies for the cottage. 

I nibbled on the sandwich and picked up the seed catalog from the coffee table, though I’d buy most all my supplies from Serenity Garden Center. I was probably one of their best customers; and Tootie was doing a downright fabulous job bringing in the latest products and the very best of seeds and plants. I flipped through a few pages, and thinking of a few new ideas, I grabbed my folio from the purse at my feet and jotted them down in my growing list called This Year’s Spring Garden. 

When I moved north across Georgia to Bluejay Ridge, I was a widowed screenwriter looking for a fresh start. Now I was someone in town, not just the woman who’d stumbled upon a murdered accountant on one of her first days in town. Not just the woman who kept sticking her nose into the investigation—stirring the pot, as they say. Gradually dipping my toe into new adventures, I had become a treasured friend, a coworker, a community volunteer, and a garden enthusiast. The O’Malley’s shifts. Helping at Millie’s Bakery when needed. Volunteering at the historical society, a place where stories lived. 

I also engaged in some fun activities that I’d never previously considered. Learning to drive and dock a boat on Lake Bluejay. Diving under the water and actually getting my hair wet—in front of everyone and not caring a whit. Meeting up with Hank Whitfield for cocktails every third Thursday. Shopping and gossiping with my two new besties, Trudy and Jolene. 

People waved when I walked past. Some stopped to chat and toss some news around. 

I was no longer the outsider. I was Betty Tater Benino, a Bluejay Ridge long-termer. 

I took a sip, and the warmth spread through me. Truth was, I longed for something more. A flyer for the Bluejay Ridge Historical Society’s upcoming fundraiser peeked out from under my seed catalog, but even that felt more like busywork than adventure. 

Had my life become too pleasant? Too perfect? Was that a thing? 

But that was what I’d been looking for. 

Right? 

The moments passed as I stared at the wall. No plans for the entire rest of the day. 

Thankfully, Trudy called. 
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Chapter Two
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“She’s always been the quiet type,” Trudy said, flipping the blinker as they turned onto Chestnut Drive. “But lately? I don’t know, she sounded more ... twitchy, I guess is the word.”

“Miss Virginia is twitchy?” I asked, dubious.

“Mm-hmm.” Trudy adjusted her sunglasses. “Said she had something important for the historical society—sounded like a donation, the way she put it. Maybe not specifically for the fundraiser, but close enough. Between you and me, she doesn’t want to give anything up without a proper song and dance. With Virginia, everything’s a performance.”

I could appreciate that, but it hardly seemed accurate. My understanding was the woman was more of a recluse than any kind of drama queen. “I wonder why she called you instead of Ralph or one of us volunteers, even.” Ralph Jenkins was the president of the Bluejay Ridge Historical Society. 

“She did call him. He’s recovering from the flu, and someone else—can’t remember who—is taking over his duties. So, Virginia called me and told me to bring you here to the house. I probably know her better than most people. Her family and mine grew up together up in these parts, though most of us are dead as rocks or close to it.”

“Trudy Carter! Don’t say things like that.” But I nudged her arm, chuckling, anyway. She pretended to swerve back and forth on the road. I couldn’t hold back a squeak of alarm. “Hey, now. Don’t push it!” 

Trudy cackled, a familiar gravelly sound. “You are one of my favorite people, Tater. Always good for a laugh.” Tater was my maiden name, Southern as fried okra, and every once in a while, the townsfolk thought it funny to remind me of it. “Point is, Virginia and I have known each other for gads of ages. Neither of us have siblings, and I’m the only one with a kid. Long live the Carter name.” 

“I’ll toast to that,” I said. “We’ve certainly had some wonderful donations for the fundraiser so far. I’m curious about whatever Miss Virginia has in store for us.” 

“Might be a block of wood, for all we know,” Trudy said. “Don’t get your panties twisted just yet.” 

The historical society was having a fundraiser to fix what needed fixing—roof, wiring, climate control—and to keep the town’s history from literally falling apart. It had become quite the event, with donations coming in at a steady clip. The whole town—roughly seven thousand residents, plus a healthy dose of tourists—seemed eager to turn out and celebrate Bluejay Ridge’s past, its notable figures, and its long-kept artifacts.

I’d learned so much since I started volunteering there; in fact, it had become one of the most fulfilling things I’d done in a long while. My biggest responsibility was writing marketing materials and short scripts about the town’s heritage, and more than once I caught myself drifting into fiction land. Storytelling was in my blood, I supposed. I kept those little side pieces tucked into my folio, maybe to revisit one day—another screenplay, or even a book.

But not today. 

“Here we are,” Trudy said. 

The old Victorian at 118 Chestnut came into view in the flat winter afternoon: faded blue paint, white trim, a front porch that sagged just a wee bit on one side. The lawn’s Bermuda grass was the soft yellow of winter, and as a result, made the front yard look neater than it probably might have been. The garden beds were what I called “Dr. Seuss fashion” with branches and dead leaves of tired perennials poking out amidst snow dust. One crooked lamppost leaned toward a patch of bare camellia bushes near the sturdy old wrought iron gate. 

I immediately loved the place, just thinking about all the secrets and stories its old walls had seen. 

Trudy pushed the gate open with her fancy cane with its red leather handle. The creaking sound from the hinges reminded me of my joints when I got out of bed in the morning—or the portent of something sinister in an old noir. This property was giving all the vibes. I patted my purse, my trusty old folio tucked inside. I would definitely write about this later. 

We shuffled up the cracked sidewalk, careful to avoid patches of ice, my head on a swivel as I took in the surroundings. Virginia Marks greeted us at the door, dressed for another decade—long wool skirt, cameo brooch, white hair pulled back into a bun, soft whispies moving around her face, as if trying to escape the severe style. 

“Come in, come,” Virginia said. Despite her rigid fashion sense, her smile was open and kind. “I am so happy you were able to make it out here.” She ushered us inside and closed the door behind us. 

“I’m Betty Benino, volunteer for the historical society, as you know. So nice to meet you.” I reached out and shook her tiny hand, the skin so thin and fragile. It was also cold, and I put both my hands over hers to give it some warmth. 

“The pleasure is all mine, I’m sure,” she said, gesturing for us to follow her. “This way.” 

Her posture was straight, shoulders thrown back, and she moved with grace, almost gliding across the floor, belying her age. She led us through a narrow hallway that smelled like cedar and liniment. My limited view of the interior confirmed a sort of magic to the ancestral home—worn and cobwebbed, yet proud and strong. A threadbare runner lined the hallway, and somewhere nearby, an antique clock ticked steadily, a quiet reminder that time never stopped, even when we did.

In a back room, a library of sorts, amidst boxes and books, she gestured to a cloth-draped frame. “This.” 

“This is ...?” Trudy prompted, tapping her cane on the ornate red rug that covered most of the room’s wood floor. 

I stepped forward. “A painting. May I?” I reached out toward the cloth, waiting for the okay to remove it.  

“It’s a Holloway,” Virginia said, not giving me any indication that I could remove the cloth. “His Winter Garden series. No one’s seen it in fifty years. At least not this one.”

My breath hitched, and I looked at Trudy, who raised her eyebrows and whispered, “Now that is something.” 

The series was a landscape trio, and two of the paintings were already being prepared for display at the historical society, thanks to a generous donation from a Holloway heir. If Virginia really did have the missing piece, it would finally complete the panorama. For months, no one had been able to say where that third painting had gone. We’d been hoping someone with knowledge would step forward. And here we were.

I touched the cloth. The suspense was about to give me the vapors.

But Virginia waved me off. Disappointment raced through me, and I dropped my hand, stepping back. 

“Wait,” she said, almost to herself. “I need more time, I think. Maybe one more night just ... to double check myself. Then I’ll show you properly.”

Show us properly? I nodded, though I didn’t know what that meant. 

I hesitated, unsure what to say. There was something in Virginia’s eyes—a flicker. Trudy had mentioned her tendency toward theatrics, though I still couldn’t believe this soft, quiet woman capable of such a thing. Then again, the best actors ... well, you didn’t know they were acting. 

“Yes, of course, Virginia,” Trudy said. “Whenever you’re ready.” 

“Thank you, dear. You’re a true friend.” 

We retraced our steps to the front door, much to my disappointment. “I’d love a tour of this place,” I said to Virginia. “That is, if you’re up for it. I just adore old homes.” 

“I would be happy to honor your request,” she said with a single nod of her head. “One day.” 

But not today. 

I blew out a loud sigh as we shuffled back through the gate, our boots crunching over gravel and ice.

I glanced over at Trudy, who patted me on the back. “Yeah, I have no earthly idea. Maybe she wanted to warm us up. She’s always been a bit of a teaser.” 
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Chapter Three
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By the time I finished wiping down the last sticky tabletop at O’Malley’s, I’d already had the uneasy feeling the day was going to go sideways. I just felt out of step after yesterday’s visit with Virginia Marks. 

“Betty, you’re staring again, girlfriend.”

I looked up to find Rhonda watching me from behind the bar, one eyebrow arched. She flipped a rag over her shoulder, then poured me a glass of Coca-Cola. Sliding it across the bar, she added, “You clean that table any harder, you’re going to sand the varnish right off.”

“Sorry,” I said, taking the glass. “Just distracted.” And then I got distracted by the way the soda bubbled over the ice. 

“Dangerous word—distracted,” she said, pushing a few of her dark curls out of her face. “Especially since the lunch crowd is about to pour in. But I’m cool if you need to take off. I know this isn’t your usual shift. I can totally handle it.”

I shook my head. “No way. I’m good.” I had offered to work—usually I don’t work two days in a row—because I’d wanted to keep busy. These winter months were near about to drive me crazy. 

The pub was quiet in that pre-lunch-hour way. A few regulars hunched over their mugs of coffee—I presumed—reading the newspaper, a real one. Some scrolling on their phones. Some talking; some staring at the walls. The low murmur of the radio competed with the clanging of pots and pans back in the kitchen as the cooks prepped for hungry patrons. Wet footprints dotted the old wood flooring; there had been a light snow during the night, and O’Malley’s didn’t have much for a place to wipe your feet. I should make a suggestion ...

I circled the rim of the glass with my finger, my mind circling around Virginia Marks and that painting. My hand on the cloth ... 

I’d been so close.   

Rhonda jammed her hands on her hips. “Don’t tell me. Someone lied to you and you’re ticked off.” 

I chuckled. “No, not that.” 

“Okay, you got scammed, and you’re ticked off.” 

“Never!” 

“Has to be ... hmmm, someone didn’t tell you something you know they knew but didn’t share, and you’re ticked off.” 

I’d been staring at my glass, but now my head popped up. “That’s really close. How did you know?” 

She blew on her nails, like she’d just had a manicure. “I’m not just Latina, you know. Got a little fortune-teller blood in me.” She bugged out her eyes. “We know things.”  

I was seriously impressed. “I’ll keep that in mind for the future.” My phone buzzed in my pocket before I could say more.

I glanced at the screen. Trudy. 

Talk about a helicopter parent ... 

I stepped away from the bar and answered. “You miss me already?”

There was silence on the other end. 

“Trudy?” 

“Betty.” 

This wasn’t her usual sassy tone, but okay.  

“Trudy.” Two could play this game. 

“She’s dead.” 

“Who ...?” But I knew, and a sense of foreboding crept along my spine. 

“Virginia Marks is dead,” Trudy said, almost a whisper. “They found her this morning.”

The room seemed to tilt, just slightly.

“What?” I said. “That ... that doesn’t make sense.”

“She was in her garden at the side of the house,” Trudy went on, words tumbling now. “Neighbor found her. Called me. Sheriff Brooks is there already. Betty ...” Her voice dropped. “It doesn’t look natural.”

I closed my eyes.

Yesterday, Virginia had been standing in her own hallway, perfectly composed, telling us to come back tomorrow.

I looked at Rhonda, who seemed to sense that something was awry. That fortune-teller thing, perhaps. She nodded, giving me permission to go before I’d even had to ask. 

“Where are you?” 

“At home. I just ... can’t.” 

“I’ll head to Virginia’s now,” I said. 

“Just ... don’t aggravate the sheriff.” 

Did that really need to be said? “I won’t,” I lied, already reaching for my coat.
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Chapter Four
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The drive across town felt longer than usual, every red light popping its big eye to keep me from getting to where I needed to be. Bluejay Ridge looked the same as it always did at lunchtime—shops busy with customers, cars pulling into parking spaces, people walking their dogs dressed in ridiculous sweaters. 

Life didn’t stop for death. It rarely did.

As I moved toward the mountains, the opposite enveloped me. The serenity in nature’s grand space. 

The mood changed again as I approached Chestnut Drive. 

Yellow tape fluttered near the front gate to Virginia’s property, bright and ... well, just wrong against the winter-muted yard. They’d secured the scene. I pulled up to the curb just behind a cruiser. 

Sheriff Harlan Brooks stood near the walkway, speaking quietly with one of his deputies. He spotted me immediately and raised a hand—not a wave, exactly. More like he wanted to stop me in my tracks.

Our relationship had improved since my last murder discovery and subsequent snooping. Yet, he seemed to still harbor reservations about my intentions. Why, oh why? 

Probably because he would be right. I intended to find out all I could about Virginia’s demise—and whether that Holloway painting had anything to do with it.

“Betty,” Harlan said as I approached. “This is an active crime scene. You have no business—”

“I know,” I said, peering toward the side of the property. “I’ll stay right here.” I shuffled a bit more to the left for a better view. “I mean here.” 

He studied me for a moment, then nodded.

As I said, we’d made some progress over the last year. 

Leaning over the gate, I put my focus on the side yard. When I saw her, a little sob escaped from somewhere deep inside me. 

Virginia lay face up on the stone path near the garden arbor. It was the saddest sight, seeing that sweet old woman so vulnerable and exposed in her death. One arm outstretched. Her head turned away from us. And the snow red beneath her upper back. 

I tugged Harlan’s shirt sleeve. “She was shot?” I whispered, blurting out the first thing that came to mind, having seen the blood. 

He pursed his lips, and I expected he might not say anything at all. But he did. 

“Knife.” 

Mercy. 

My gaze drifted to the edge of a garden bed, where mountain frost still clung to the soil. A small clump of snowdrops bowed their white heads near her outstretched hand, petals bright against the dark earth. A forensics technician from the county crouched nearby, photographing everything.

“She was holding snowdrops,” I said.

Harlan followed my line of sight. “That what those are?”

“Yes. They’re one of the first flowers to bloom as winter comes to a close. Beautiful, so delicate.”

“Figures you’d know, being the big gardener and all.” He tilted his head, studying me. “You knew her?”

“Not really. I was here yesterday with Trudy. She had a painting she wanted to donate to the historical society. But we never saw it. She said she needed another day to get things in order. Like, she changed her mind last minute and wanted another chance to review her notes. I was crushed. And now this.”

Harlan rocked back on his boot heels and turned his gaze to the crime scene. Because it was a crime scene. Her neck was not sitting the right way—at all. Trudy had warned me, but I hadn’t been fully prepared ... for all this. 

I turned away, my heart thumping rapidly. But I couldn’t erase what I’d just seen. 
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