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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Cooperton might not qualify for the title of
"ultimate Christmas town in Kentucky," which was claimed by a place
over near Lexington, but I—Jess Walker—thought we at least deserved
the title of the state's "most perfect setting for a Hallmark
holiday movie." All the Main Street buildings sported wreaths and
electric candles, the light poles were festooned with garlands and
candy canes, and shop windows displayed miniature winter
scenes.

I'd been really looking forward to this
Christmas, the first in the company of my family in close to twenty
years—almost half of my life—and yet, with just four days left
before the holiday, I felt more like Scrooge than Tiny Tim. Maybe
it was just because I'd been working too many hours lately, setting
up my new law office downtown, and doing the professional
networking that I was terrible at.

I locked the office door behind me and
turned to glance at the office across the hall, belonging to a CPA.
I'd never met him, never even seen him in passing during the month
since I'd moved into the building. He could be a good source of
business referrals if we ever did meet, and for once, the lights
were on inside, visible through the frosted glass of the door. They
hadn't been on when I'd arrived first thing in the morning, and I
hadn't heard anyone in the hallway, but I'd done several brief
video conference calls, so the conversation could have drowned out
the sounds of the CPA's arrival. I wasn't in a huge rush to get
home, so I crossed the hallway and tried the door. It was locked,
so I knocked, but no one responded, and I didn't hear any activity
inside. Maybe he'd just popped in quickly and then left, forgetting
to turn off the lights on the way out.

This particular bit of networking would have
to wait a bit longer. I headed for the exit, determined not to
think about work again until after the new year. No more long hours
at the office, working as diligently as Bob Cratchit, just family
and laughter and maybe even a little holiday romance. After all,
I'd uprooted my big-city life to move back to my small hometown
earlier in the year, so it was beyond time for me to get my
happy-ever-after, right?

I drove through a winter landscape as quaint
as any that could be found inside a snow globe. There was just
enough of the white stuff on the ground and rooftops to be
picturesque, without causing any serious challenges for my car. The
forecast called for a white Christmas, with continuing
cold-but-not-arctic temperatures and a few more light snowfalls. It
would look perfect for the extended family who'd booked the Three
Sisters B&B for a Christmas vacation together. Although, to be
totally honest, I wouldn't have minded much if the weather had
caused a cancellation. It would have been nice for my sisters, my
toddler nephew, and I to have our own family-only holiday this one
time.

I parked at the far end of the B&B's
lot, leaving the best spots open for the guests—three adult
siblings, a spouse, three kids, and a nanny—who would start
arriving later in the afternoon. I had until then to find my
Christmas spirit and transform into a gracious host. It was
expected of me, as the oldest of the three sisters for whom the
B&B had been named, although my two younger sisters actually
owned the place. I was glad to help out, but I was still hopeful
that I could sneak in a quick nap before I was needed.

That thought dissipated as I entered the
B&B's lobby. My sisters were staring into a huge plastic bin
marked Christmas decor. The youngest, CJ, looked furious,
while the middle one, Em, seemed more worried than angry. At least
CJ's son, Noah, wasn't in his usual spot, a blanket fort next to
the front desk, where he'd have been overwhelmed by the negative
emotions in the room. He must have been dropped off at his paternal
grandparents' house for a pre-holiday visit, which was just as well
since he needed calm surroundings more than most kids did.

As I approached, I could see the problem.
The bin was empty, other than a handful of post cards that featured
a long-ago image of the B&B's exterior decked out for the
holidays. There were candles in all the windows, evergreen garlands
on the porch railing, and a sleigh hitched to a horse—a real one,
probably from Rackhouse Saddlebreds next door—in the front
yard.

Most guests might not have cared that the
current-day B&B was a bit lacking in cozy decor, but the ones
we were expecting had booked a custom package the agent described
as "the ultimate cozy Christmas B&B experience." That very
definitely included public spaces that were dripping with holiday
garlands and lights and ornaments. Or more accurately, a collection
of holiday decor that the guests could then use to decorate to
their taste.

Yes, they'd paid extra to be able to do the
decorating themselves. The whole point of the booking was to allow
one of the guests, Gerrie Vinke, to live out her fantasy of running
a B&B with her young daughter, while her siblings and nephews
were regular guests to be waited on.

My sisters and I had never done a
role-playing booking before, but a local travel agent, Susi Buford,
had said it was a popular trend, one that could help us stand out
from other B&Bs in the area. Best of all, we could charge a
premium price for the services beyond the basic bed and breakfast
we normally provided. CJ and Em had both been quick to believe
Susi, but in true humbug fashion, I'd had a few doubts. Fantasies
were great, but they didn't always survive reality, and even a
minor shortcoming could generate an extremely negative reaction. If
that happened, the guest could well blame us for not meeting
unreasonable expectations, and then what was intended as a
marketing benefit for the B&B could backfire and ruin our
reputation.

Susi had reassured me by offering to be
available twenty-four seven to help with any unforeseen
complications. I'd found that offer particularly persuasive since
she specialized in this kind of highly customized vacation. She'd
probably seen everything in the course of her decades of experience
with demanding clients and would know how to head off problems. I
was still wavering, though, until she added that she knew the first
guest well, having gone to college with her, and Gerrie was a
generally happy person who would be easily pleased.

Unfortunately, even the most easy-going
person might find the current state of the decoration options
unsatisfactory. Gerrie and her daughter would be here in the next
two or three hours, expecting to choose from a mountain of quaint
ornaments and wreaths and holiday figures to distribute around the
house. There was more to running a B&B during the holidays than
making it look petty, of course, but since the Vinke family was
paying for a fantasy experience, not reality, they weren't
expecting to do the boring work of making sure there was plenty of
food and other supplies—including, in this case, holiday
decorations—on hand.

CJ looked up at me, her fury turning to
defiance. "Don't say it, Jess. I know I should have gotten the box
out of the attic before today. I just never expected it to be
empty." CJ was the tallest and most athletic of the sisters, so she
was frequently assigned the projects that involved carrying heavy
things, especially when it involved rickety, foldaway stairs.

This Christmas wasn't just the first one the
three of us had been together as adults; it was also the first once
since CJ and Em had bought the B&B. I hadn't been on-site when
they'd first acquired it, but I'd heard about various surprises
they'd experienced, realizing at the last minute that the previous
owners of the B&B, despite their success with it, either had
never offered certain amenities that guests expected, or had taken
the necessary items with them in retirement. I'd been reminding CJ
for weeks that she needed to check out the holiday supplies. She'd
finally snapped at me that I wasn't her mother, and she had more
experience in the hospitality profession than I did. Both true, and
she'd clearly been in no mood to be reasonable, so I'd stopped
pestering her, only to regret it now. Her irritability had been an
early sign that she was feeling overwhelmed, and instead of nagging
her, I should have volunteered to venture into the attic for
her.

Em, always the peacemaker, told CJ, "You
couldn't have known the bin was empty. No one could have, not after
we saw that the boxes for all the summer and fall holidays had
twice as much stuff as we could possibly use. Besides, it makes no
sense that someone would go to all the effort of bringing something
as awkward as this bin up to the attic when it was empty. They
could have re-labeled it for a different use. Who would do
something like that?"

"The previous owners of the B&B,
apparently," CJ said darkly. "Probably didn't want us to know
they'd taken all the Christmas stuff before the final walk-through,
like we'd have backed out of the deal over a few ornaments."

"No time for self-recriminations now," I
said briskly. We all had work to do. "We'll just have to get as
many decorations as we can in the next few hours. Who sells that
sort of thing around here?"

"There might be some left in the gift shop
down the hall from your law office," Em said. "Plus, the thrift
shop where I found the Christmas mugs might have more holiday
stuff. I'll check there and then see if Daniel has any he can spare
from the veterinary clinic. I'm pretty sure he does since clients
gave Doc Cannon animal-themed ornaments every Christmas for
decades, and they seem to be continuing the tradition even now that
he's gone."

"Good idea," I said.

"I'll check the gift shop," CJ said. "No
need for Jess to go back into town. I need to go there anyway to
deliver the bourbon-cranberry sauce I made last night. In fact, I
should have left half an hour ago, but that's when I remembered the
decorations box was still in the attic and got distracted."

She'd pulled an all-nighter, making several
batches of the cranberry sauce for the owner of the gift shop. In
fact, lack of sleep might explain why she was so cranky today. I
couldn't even fault her for leaving the cooking to the last minute,
like she'd done with the decorations. Mrs. Janoski had only
contacted her yesterday to say she'd unexpectedly run out of her
supply. Someone visiting local relatives for the holiday week had
bought out every last jar on the shelves, and she was confident she
could sell two dozen more to last-minute shoppers if she could get
them today. CJ had only developed the recipe a month earlier, at
Thanksgiving, so we hadn't expected it to sell as well as it had,
outpacing even the usual bestseller, bourbon-bacon jam. Since Mrs.
Janoski was the only retail customer for CJ's jams and jellies,
she'd agreed to make more of the sauce despite an already full
schedule as a B&B owner and the mother of a toddler with
autism.

CJ stowed the empty bin behind the front
desk. "I wish I'd turned down this week's booking when Susi called.
We don't need the money that badly right now, and it's not even
like the guests are going to be repeat customers since their stay
is designed to be a once-in-a-lifetime experience. I could be
skiing with friends today instead of making other people's holiday
dreams come true. And Em wouldn't be scouring the town for leftover
decorations that no one else wanted."

"I like shopping." Unlike CJ and me, Em
shared this trait with our mother. Em was also the sister who
looked most like Mom, with her average height and perfectly smooth
complexion, although we all shared her medium-brown hair and the
facial structure that was best complemented with the pixie haircut
we'd always favored. "And besides, even if you hadn't booked these
guests, you still wouldn't be skiing today. You turned down that
invitation before Susi even approached you about this booking."

CJ grunted. "Only because you told me to."
She glanced at me. "And Jess would have agreed with you."

"Enough," I said. "We don't have time to
squabble. We made the deal for this week's booking, and it's too
late to back out now. We need to live up to our promise to embody
the spirit of Christmas Present."

"Or die trying," CJ muttered on her way
out.

 


* * *

 


Em left a few minutes later, having arranged
to borrow some friends' excess decorations, in addition to whatever
she might find at the thrift shop and the vet clinic. I changed
into jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, topped with one of the
B&B's cobbler-style aprons, and set about making the B&B
smell like Christmas, even if it didn't yet look festive. A
slow-cooker full of mulled cider and a batch of gingerbread cookies
ought to do the trick.

The cider was simmering, and the first sheet
of cookies was in the oven, filling the kitchen with natural
holiday scents, when I heard the front door open, followed by a
rustling sound, some masculine grunting, and finally a thud. It was
too early for any guests to be arriving, and I was in the middle of
dividing the remaining cookie dough into little balls that could be
frozen and cooked later as needed. My hands were sticky with dough
residue, so I was reluctant to go see who was out there. Delivery
drivers knew where to leave packages and how to contact us if they
needed a signature, but just in case, I called out, "Hello. I'm in
the kitchen."

It wasn't a guest or a regular delivery
driver who came down the hallway. It was Reed Hill, friend to the
B&B and potentially more than a friend to me. He paused in the
doorway to inhale deeply, clearly appreciative of the spicy
aroma.

Reed was a year or two older than me—we'd
never actually gotten around to talking about things like birthdays
yet—with a compact build, but since I was only five-two, he had a
good six inches on me. He wore a green sweatshirt that nicely
complemented his red hair, and a brown tweed jacket that covered
the Hills' Barrels logo that was printed on all of his shirts. For
once, his short hair wasn't dotted with stray wood shavings but
instead had a few pine needles in it.

It felt like I'd known Reed forever, and he
had actually known CJ and Em for much of their lives, starting when
they became friends with his younger brother in middle school. I'd
only met Reed about eight months ago when I'd visited the B&B
for my nephew's third birthday. The attraction between us had been
instantaneous, but finding time to really get to know each other
had proven difficult. I'd been busy setting up a new law practice,
and he'd had some unexpected turn-over among the highly skilled
employees at the family business. Hills' Barrels produced many of
the barrels that gave Kentucky bourbon its distinctive flavor.
Hiring and training new coopers was time-consuming, especially
given the high expectations that both Reed and his customers had
for the quality of their barrels. For the last six months, Reed had
been doing not only his own job as the owner of the company, but
extra hours on the assembly line, training the new workers, and
sometimes making barrels himself.

After a moment, he came closer, his arms out
for a hugged greeting. I held up my messy hands to stop him before
he got smeared with dough.

He laughed. "I've faced down murderers for
you. Do you really think a little cookie dough would get in my
way?" He deflected my hands to the side and bent to drop a quick
kiss on my mouth.

I almost forgot why I'd wanted him to keep
some distance, and my hands started to close around him before I
remembered that I was covered with ginger cookie dough. It was
flavored with molasses, making it blend in well with the dappled
browns of the tweed jacket, but it would likely leave a stain and
require a trip to the dry cleaner that neither of us had time
for.

I jerked my hands back and stepped away from
him.

"Is this just a hit-and-run visit," I asked,
"or can you stick around until I finish with the dough, so I can
greet you properly?"

"Starting right now, I've got all the time
in the world," Reed said. "Especially if I can have a few of the
cookies that are in the oven."

"That could be arranged. But what about the
avalanche of year-end paperwork you had to finish before
Christmas?" The factory always closed for the two weeks that
included Christmas and New Year's, so the employees could enjoy the
holiday, but the same courtesy didn't extend to the owner.

"It's done."

"All of it?" I wasn't even done with my
year-end paperwork for the law office, and I'd only been open for
business for two months.

He nodded. "I'm all yours until the first
Monday in January."

"So, we can finally schedule a real
date?"

"That's why I'm here. To make grand plans
for our future." He grabbed a spoon and snitched a bite of the
cookie dough. "And to drop off a Christmas tree for the lobby. CJ
said you had guests coming for the 'holiday movie experience.' She
made it sound like a chore rather than fun and bemoaned the fact
that Em would of course expect that the tree be perfect—freshly cut
and locally grown—and CJ was clearly overwhelmed by the prospect of
finding one. So, I offered to take care of it. My family grows our
own, mostly for ourselves with a few extras for friends."

"That's very kind of you," I said. "CJ has
seemed overwhelmed ever since she agreed to the holiday booking.
She and Em are out scrounging up some ornaments for the tree. It
seems the prior owners of the B&B took all of theirs with
them."

"I'm not sure they had any," Reed said. "Not
for the B&B, per se. Can't say about their private quarters. As
far back as I can remember, they closed up right after Thanksgiving
so they could travel all winter when bookings would have been slow
anyway. They didn't reopen until late spring, around Easter, I
think, when business started to pick up again."

"That would explain a lot." The timer rang,
and I replaced my dough-covered gloves with hot mitts to retrieve
the over-sized cookie sheet from the oven. "I just wish we'd known
sooner so we'd have had more time to get some before the offerings
were all picked over. According to CJ, the travel agent told the
guests that the Three Sisters B&B was the very epitome of
quaint holiday coziness and painted quite the verbal picture for
them. I assumed Susi had actually seen this place done up like that
by the prior owners but apparently not."

As I moved the ginger cookies to a cooling
rack, Reed said, "You've still got some time to prepare."

"Not enough. The first guest arrives this
afternoon, and she's the one whose fantasy it is to run a B&B.
She expects to spend tomorrow evening decorating the lobby with her
daughter, before their extended family arrives tomorrow."

"So send her out to get what she needs.
Getting supplies is part of the job of running a B&B, after
all."

"In reality, sure, but she's just
cosplaying," I said. "She gets to wear our uniforms and aprons, and
do all the fun stuff, like decorating, without being responsible
for any preparation or problems."

"Kind of like my baby brother's role at the
factory." Reed helped himself to a cookie and tossed it from hand
to hand to keep from burning his fingers. "He puts in an appearance
when I ask him to, but the family obsession with barrels seems to
have skipped him entirely."

"CJ says he's going to be a brilliant
automotive engineer, though."

"He is. And he loves the challenges of
working on electric vehicles, so he was pleased when their
manufacturer set up here in Kentucky. His job is far enough away
from here that I don't call him to help out at the factory very
often, but not too far to come home for holidays." Reed tested the
cookie with the tip of his tongue, but apparently, it was still too
hot to risk putting it in his mouth. "As long as he's here this
week, raiding my fridge, he can earn his keep by calling around to
see if anyone in the family is looking to rehome some holiday
supplies."

"Thank you."

Reed abandoned caution and scarfed down the
cookie before grabbing a second one. I hadn't planned to cook any
more just yet, but there might not be any left for our guests'
arrival if I didn't. I took some of the rolled balls of dough that
had been intended for the freezer and laid them out on the cookie
sheet instead.

As I was putting them in the oven, Reed
said, "So, where shall we go to dinner tomorrow night?"

We'd been trying to schedule time for an
official date ever since I'd returned to Cooperton in September,
only to find that one or the other of us always had work
commitments that just couldn't be skipped. We'd finally
acknowledged in mid-October that it was pointless to schedule
anything until this week, when both his factory and my office would
be closed for the holidays. And here we were, finally, on the eve
of our first date.

"You know the area better," I said. "You
should choose."

"Okay. I'll take care of everything," Reed
said. "The tree and ornaments today, and then our dinner date
tomorrow."

"And after that?"

"After that, we'll just go with the flow."
He finished the second cookie and reached for a third. "That's what
the holidays are for. No deadlines, no schedules, just fun."

"Unless you're our cosplaying guest," I
said. "I just found out this morning that she's planned out her
weekend in one-hour increments." It had come as a bit of a surprise
when an off-handed comment by Em had caused me to realize that CJ
hadn't put everything in our shared project-management app. The one
I'd insisted on after a hectic weekend in October when she and Em
had kept disappearing, leaving me alone at the B&B with no idea
of what was on their to-do lists so I could take over. I'd doubted
that CJ would be able to find the detailed schedule in her
exhausted state, so I'd texted Susi for a copy but hadn't received
it yet.

Reed laughed. "Your guest really has no clue
what it's like in the hospitality business, does she? Or any
business that involves interacting with customers in person."

"Even fewer clues than I had when I moved
back here to help with the B&B," I agreed.

"Yeah, but you're willing to put in the hard
work," he said. "Too willing perhaps, or we'd have had our first
date before now."

"No point in dwelling on the past." During a
particularly hectic weekend in October, I'd had some doubts about
my decision to return to Kentucky, but I'd put them behind me. This
was where I belonged. "CJ and Em can handle the B&B by
themselves after we deal with the lack of decorations, and that
gives you and me a bit more than a week to have fun before my
office and your factory reopen."

"Sounds good to me," Reed said. "In fact, we
could get started right now since we're all alone for the moment."
He leaned down, clearly intending a kiss that was less perfunctory
than his greeting had been, but just then my phone pinged.

"Sorry," I said, taking a step back. "I have
to check this. The B&B's texts and voicemails are being
forwarded to me. I need to make sure our first guest isn't trying
to reach us."

"You won't be on call tomorrow night, will
you?"

"Absolutely not." A large part of the reason
why I'd become involved in the B&B was so that all three of us
could have some personal time. My sisters had been stretched too
thin without me, given that they both had interests and
responsibilities beyond running the B&B. It was a classic
Goldilocks problem: too much work for two people, too little for
four, but just right for three people. At least, that had been my
theory. "Em has the evening shift tomorrow."

As I spoke, I retrieved my phone and opened
the message. It wasn't from the guest, but from CJ: Not my
fault. Stuck at crib scene.

What on earth was a crib scene?

Before I could ask, a second text popped up.
Mrs J dead in her shop.

And then I understood. Not a crib
scene, but a crime scene.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


"I have to go," I told Reed. "CJ found Mrs.
Janoski dead in her shop. And given my sister's history with the
sheriff's office, I need to be sure she isn't goaded into saying
something rash."

Then I remembered that Em was out doing
errands too. "No, wait. I can't leave until Em gets back, in case
our first guests show up early. It wouldn't exactly fit the theme
of a cozy Christmas vacation for them to find the B&B locked,
with a note explaining that the hosts were missing due to an
unexpected death."

"I can hold down the fort for you," Reed
said. "I'm obviously not one of the three sisters, but at least
death isn't the first thing people think of when they see me."

He was right about that. The first thing I'd
thought of when I'd met him was a vacation fling.

He went on, "I can set up the tree while
you're gone. I was going to do that anyway, so it's not an
imposition."

"When I said the previous B&B owners
didn't leave any decorations, I really meant it. No tangled strands
of lights and no tree stand."

"Not a problem," Reed said. "I brought one,
just in case yours wasn't sturdy enough for an oversized tree. Now
go protect CJ. I'll be fine here."

He was right again. My sister needed me.

I pulled off my apron and handed it to him.
"You can wear this if you want to look official. Or you'll find
spare uniform shirts in the pantry. There should be some that fit
you."

I didn't wait for his reply before racing
out of the B&B to get my car keys and coat. The sooner I
arrived at the crime scene, the better the chance I could prevent
CJ from losing her temper and saying something inadvertently
incriminating. I didn't think, not even for a second, that she'd
killed Mrs. Janoski, but if CJ was the one who found the body, she
would automatically be considered a suspect, and she would not like
being accused by the local sheriff of something she hadn't done.
Again.

Mrs. Janoski—Nora to her friends, but few
knew her that well, and I certainly didn't—was, in addition to
being CJ's only retail customer, my landlord. The Walker
Professional Services office, shared by me and Em, was located in
what had once been an elementary school, originally featuring two
classrooms, a library, cafeteria, and administrative offices. One
of the classrooms was now my and Em's office space, while the
second one was rented by a Certified Public Accountant. The
cafeteria and library had been converted into a gift shop run by
the property's owner, while the administrative space had become an
apartment for the live-in janitor/handywoman.

I made it downtown in record time and was
extra grateful for my designated spot in the small parking lot
behind the building. Police tape crisscrossed the front entrance
but not the side one for tenants, which required a digital key to
enter. The hallway ran the full width of the building, with my
office at the far end, to the left, and the other rented space
directly across from mine. The gift shop's entrance was on the same
side as the CPA's office but in the very middle of the building,
across from the main entrance, with a large, open lobby in between.
Mrs. Janoski had sometimes held what she called "sidewalk sales" in
that space, but at the moment, there were no temporary displays of
merchandise, just first responders, police tape, and presumably a
body.

I made it halfway to the lobby before being
confronted by a man in the uniform of the local sheriff's office.
He held up his hands in an obvious signal for me to stop.

"Who's in charge?" I asked him before he
could tell me to leave.

"Deputy Shurette."

That was somewhat good news, at least. I'd
met Evan Shurette before, and unlike the sheriff, he was competent
and professional. Unfortunately, Shurette was also inexperienced,
having just graduated from the police academy—something the sheriff
had never done himself—less than a year ago.

The officer realized belatedly that he
should be the one asking questions, not answering them, and hurried
to say, "You can't be here. It's a crime scene."

"I know," I said. "I'm a lawyer, here to see
my client. Would you tell Deputy Shurette that Jess Walker needs to
talk to him?"

"Uh, I can't leave you here alone."

The sheriff, Shurette's boss, prided himself
on the lack of crime in his jurisdiction, citing the officially
reported numbers, which he managed to keep low largely by denying
the existence of serious crimes. And one of the ways he did that
was to make it difficult for his officers to communicate on
official channels like a police band. They didn't even have
department-issued cell phones. The officers had to provide their
own phone or, as the sheriff would have preferred, not carry a
phone at all. That meant it was nearly impossible for them to get
advice on appropriate charges for anything short of aggravated
assault or murder, so more often than not, the culprit was released
with an informal warning, and nothing was entered into the system
to suggest that a crime had taken place.

Of course, all the officers did have phones,
but they were reluctant to use them for official business. As far
as I could tell, most of the officers—other than Shurette—agreed
with the sheriff about keeping the crime numbers artificially low
and were happy for an excuse to avoid asking awkward questions that
might lead to official charges against local residents. Even if
they didn't want to admit to having a smart phone for their work
duties, no one these days could resist the convenience of having
one for personal use.

I nodded at the jacket pocket where the
man's phone was most likely hidden. "You can call Shurette to let
him know I'm here." At least, I hoped this guy had his colleague's
number and wouldn't have to call the dispatcher to get it. I had
it, but I doubted Shurette wanted it widely known that we'd worked
closely together in the past.

"Oh, right," the officer said, as if the
idea of calling a coworker had never dawned on him before I
suggested it, and produced his phone from the pocket I'd indicated.
He turned his back to me, presumably so I wouldn't see the number
he dialed.

While he made the call, I looked past him
toward the activity in the lobby. I didn't see Deputy Shurette, but
now that the officer on the phone was no long blocking the line of
sight, it was impossible to miss what I assumed was Mrs. Janoski's
body, covered by a sheet provided by a first responder, just
outside the entrance to the gift shop. The floor beside her was
covered with shards of glass, presumably from the shattered front
of the display case built into the wall next to the shop's door.
Back when the building had been a school, the case had worked much
like social media platforms did today—offering a jumble of
educational tidbits, uplifting messages, and proof of success, with
trophies, ribbons, and newspaper articles about the school and its
students. Once Mrs. Janoski had bought the place, everything except
a few particularly spectacular trophies had been replaced with a
sampling of her British teapot collection. According to Mrs.
Janoski, connoisseurs came from all over the world to see the rest
of her collection inside the gift shop, and novice collectors would
browse the more common teapots she had for sale.

The officer put away his phone and turned
back to me. "Shurette wants you to wait here. He'll join us in a
minute with your sister."

Ah, so the officer had seen through the
formality of calling CJ my client. Inconvenient, but hardly
surprising that he knew who we were. My sisters and I had attracted
a bit of notoriety recently by solving not just one but two murders
in a town where the sheriff insisted there was no felony-level
crime at all.

I didn't have to wait long, even if it felt
like forever as I worried about CJ. The deputy finally emerged from
the gift shop and headed in my direction. He was both the newest
and the most competent member of the sheriff's office. He looked
even younger than he was, all gawky and soft with drab brown hair.
He was followed first by my sister and then by a young blonde woman
in a form-fitting navy skirt suit that was as severe as her
expression. Except for her knee-length hem, she seemed to come
straight out of a historical re-enactment, playing the strict
schoolmarm in the early days of the building, armed with a ruler
and not afraid to use it.

The three of them took a wide detour around
the body, almost to the front doors of the building, skirting the
spray of glass and the assorted forensics markers before turning to
head in my direction.

Once clear of the lobby, CJ broke formation
and raced past Shurette to hug me. "Thanks for coming. Did Em get
back from her errands already? Someone's got to be on-site for the
guests."

"I'm not sure where Em is right now but
don't worry. I didn't leave the B&B unoccupied," I said,
relieved that CJ was calm and more worried about the B&B than
the prospect of being arrested. "Reed is there, setting up the tree
he was delivering when I got your text."

"Oh, right," CJ said. "He promised to
deliver it this afternoon. I'd forgotten. That was before we
realized there were no ornaments for it. I didn't think to warn him
we'd have trouble decorating a Charlie Brown tree, let alone the
huge one he probably harvested."

"We can talk about it when we get home." I
turned to the deputy. "My sister is free to leave now, isn't
she?"

Shurette nodded. "Of course. But now that
you're here, if you both have a minute, I'd like to ask her a few
quick questions. She said you'd kill her—sorry, wrong phrase—you'd
give her a stern lecture if she talked to me before you
arrived."

"She was right." I flicked a glance at the
blonde woman, who seemed bored by our conversation. "And this
is...?"

"Sorry." Shurette glanced uncomfortably
between me and the woman beside him. "Jess Walker, meet Angela
Woodard. She's our new Media and Public Information Officer."

Did that mean the sheriff had finally
realized he'd mishandled the last two murders in Cooperton, and he
was taking steps to do better in the future? Or just that it was
the "in thing" in law enforcement circles to have a public
relations professional on staff? Either way, it seemed odd that he
was willing to let someone else take his spotlight as the official
spokesperson, as the job title suggested she would. For the moment,
I was just relieved. All I really cared about was getting out of
here before the sheriff showed up and complicated the
situation.

Even with the new Information Officer
on-site, I thought it was only a matter of time before her boss
meddled. The evidence—the damaged display—suggested there had been
an altercation, which made the crime manslaughter, at a minimum.
The sheriff would want to be seen as being in charge of the
situation, especially now that there were rumors of a candidate
making early plans to run against him in next year's election.

Angela held her hand out to me with the sour
primness I'd expect of the white-gloved schoolmarm I'd been
picturing her as. "Pleased to meet you."

That was a lie, I thought, taking her hand
for a brisk shake. Judging by her expression and stiff body
language, she didn't feel any pleasure in anything to do with her
job, just a sense of accomplishment? Of public service? Something
like that. But no actual joy.

"Congratulations on the new job," I said
before turning to the deputy again. "Perhaps you can tell me a bit
about what happened here before we do anything else."

Shurette turned red. "Sorry. Can't. All
official communications with the public have to go through the
Public Information Officer."

I should have known that the sheriff was
using the new hire not to improve communications between members of
his department and the public, but to silence them.

"Then what can you tell me?" I asked
Angela.

"An elderly woman died on the premises," she
said with as much emotion as if she were talking about the weather
on a very average day in the midst of a full month of average days.
"The matter is under control, no ongoing danger to the public while
the department continues to vigorously investigate the exact
circumstances of her death."

Yeah, I could have figured that out from the
body on the floor, plus the presence of uniformed officers and
techs. Angela had also managed to present the facts in a misleading
manner, with the emphasis on the victim's age, which would lead
some listeners to assume it had been a natural death, not a violent
crime.

Like boss, like employee.

"The victim's name?" I asked.

"I'm sorry," she said, clearly not feeling
any more sorrow than she'd felt pleasure at meeting me. "We can't
release the name until the family has been notified."

CJ piped up. "It's definitely Nora Janoski.
I got a good look before I realized she was dead. And she has no
family."

I gave her a quelling glance. If the
sheriff's office was going to withhold even the most basic
information, I saw no reason for CJ to volunteer potentially
incriminating evidence against herself.

"I think we're done here," I told Shurette.
"Let me know when you're ready for a real conversation."

Shurette sighed. "I'll be in touch. I can
find you and your sister at the B&B, right? You aren't leaving
for the holidays or anything, are you?"

Angela looked bored, and I wasn't sure if it
was just an act or if she'd missed the subtext from the deputy.

Not that it mattered. I'd heard what he'd
avoided saying out loud. He was telling us not to leave town until
the investigation was complete. Shurette clearly understood that
the woman's death was unlikely to be a simple accident, and once
his boss accepted that fact, CJ would be the prime suspect.

 


* * *

 


When we got home, Em's car was in the
parking lot, as well as Reed's truck. On the way to the back door,
I insisted on hearing what CJ knew about Mrs. Janoski's death while
we still had the privacy needed for attorney-client privilege.
Fortunately, it didn't take long since she'd already told me
everything she knew, just that she'd found Mrs. Janoski's body when
she'd delivered the cranberry sauce.

Once inside, we settled in the lobby with Em
to share what had happened and to admire the tree that Reed was
still working on in the shelf-lined corner that served as our gift
shop. CJ recounted how she'd carried the case of jars into the
building and had immediately seen the body lying on the floor in
the lobby. She'd abandoned the jars, checked for a pulse, found
none, and then called 9-1-1 before retreating to the far end of the
lobby, away from the glass-strewn scene of the crime to wait for
the first responders.

Em fussed over CJ, offering to get her
coffee and ginger cookies and sympathizing over the shock of having
found a dead body. Em literally knew how it felt, having been the
one to find Cooperton's long-time vet murdered at Rackhouse
Saddlebreds a few months earlier.

"I'm fine," CJ said. "I mean it was shocking
to see Mrs. J lying there, her head all bloody, her body surrounded
by glass and broken bits of one of her beloved teapots, but I'll be
okay. It wasn't like I'd known her as long as you'd known Doc
Cannon."

Reed made one last adjustment to the tree
and turned to face us. "As long as you're all here again and CJ is
okay, it's time for me to leave. My brother just texted to say a
cousin has some decorations you can have, but only if I pick them
up in the next hour before they leave on a ski vacation."

I could practically hear CJ mentally
bemoaning her own forsaken ski vacation, but she didn't say
anything out loud.

After Reed left, Em said, "See, the lack of
decorations isn't the disaster it could have been. Everything will
work out just fine this weekend. Well, except for Ms. J. But at
least this murder has nothing to do with the B&B, so we can
focus on our holiday guests."

CJ seemed distracted, perhaps more affected
by encountering a dead body than she'd admitted, but she added a
few words of half-hearted agreement that, together, we could handle
anything. The guests would never suspect anything had gone wrong
behind the scenes.

Once upon a time, I would have spoken up to
disagree with them, explaining how the B&B did in fact have
multiple connections to Mrs Janoski's death, which could cause
trouble for us during the official murder investigation. It had
taken me a lifetime, but I'd finally learned to keep my automatic
pessimism to myself unless it was absolutely necessary to share it.
For the moment, discussing my concerns could wait. But I continued
to consider the possible consequences of CJ's finding the dead
woman.
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