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            Dead and a Deadly Deed

          

          Synopsis

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Paranormal Psychic Suspense Mystery

      

        

      
        Hot water! That was what Tallulah and Penelope found themselves in. Who knew that finding a dead mannequin would lead them down a path of intrigue and danger? Certainly not the two amateur sleuths.

      

        

      
        As they delved deeper into the goings-on in the town, they discovered a web of secrets that threatened to unravel their own lives. With each clue they uncovered, the danger seemed to grow more palpable.

      

        

      
        The Hallen brothers were involved, and with Tallulah refusing to talk to Carlisle, the answers the sleuthing duo needed were harder to come by.

      

        

      
        Meanwhile, Aiden, Penelope's soon-to-be ex-husband, lurked in the background, waiting for his chance to get Penelope alone.
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      The motel was on the edge of town. The neon sign flickered in the dark, casting an eerie glow over the parking lot. Despite its grimy image, the motel always seemed to have a steady stream of customers coming and going at all hours of the night. Rumor had it that our illustrious mayor was a frequent patron.

      This was our first legitimate stakeout. The previous one hadn't lasted long. We'd waited with Doreen—God rest her soul—outside the clinic in broad daylight. Tonight it was dark and ominous from our parked position set back from the road. The trees shielded us from anyone watching from the motel.

      I looked at my friend in the passenger seat. Binoculars were glued to her eyes. They weren't just any binoculars. I had borrowed my father's, which he knew nothing about. They had night vision, which was why I hadn't been able to get my hands on them after telling Penelope.

      Pen quickly reached out and grabbed my arm. "I think that's the mayor."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Well, it's his car."

      I followed her gaze and saw a sleek black sedan pull into the parking lot. He got out quickly, and as he walked under a light, I recognized him. "That man looks guilty of something," I said with a sneer. Mayor Tim Murphy looked around as he hurried up the outside stairs and stopped halfway up the first floor. "I wonder who he's meeting."

      "Whoever it is, they've obviously been here for a while, because he's the first person we've seen."

      "Either that or they haven't arrived yet," I replied.

      "Wait! Two more cars just pulled up." Pen jumped in her seat. "This is exciting."

      "Not if they see us."

      Pen laughed. "This is the most fun I've had in a long time."

      "I think that's Carlisle." Pen moved the binoculars and looked in my direction. "I'm sure it's nothing."

      "Let me see." I grabbed the binoculars before she could complain. "He's going into another room. Ground floor. The end one. The door opened. He went in. I think someone was already in there waiting for him." I carefully lowered the binoculars and let Pen take them.

      "You know the Hallens do things that aren't necessarily legal," Pen said quietly. "I wouldn't read too much into his being here, Talla. I bet it's a business deal or something."

      "Hmm."

      "Did you see who was in that second car?"

      "No." I was distracted, wondering what had brought Carlisle to the motel. I didn't want to think about him with a woman after the way he'd touched me. He wouldn't be that cruel. Would he? But he had no idea that Pen and I were watching from the trees. I couldn't ignore the uneasiness Carlisle's presence at the motel had caused me.

      "I don't recognize the girl going up to the first floor," Pen replied.

      "Let me see if I do." She handed me the binoculars. "She's got big, um, assets."

      Pen snorted and said, "I bet she's on her way to see the mayor."

      "You'd be right. I don't recognize her."

      "Looks like this is where it all happens," Pen said. "So we have Tim and the woman upstairs. We have Carlisle downstairs."

      "I doubt he's alone." Sadly, I refused to meet Pen's eyes.

      "He could be in there meeting with a guy about something. We both know there's more going on in that motel than meets the eye."

      "I suppose. Let me see who's arrived." I raised my binoculars and cursed. "It's my father."

      "No way." Pen grabbed the glasses. "Oh, Trevor's with him."

      "Let me see." I took the binoculars back. "What the hell is going on?"

      Pen looked outside again. "They're going into the room next to where Carlisle is."

      "I think we should get out and snoop," I said, unbuckling my seatbelt.

      Pen's hand on my arm stopped me. "I'm not sure that's wise. We don't know who else is going to show up."

      "I agree, but we can't just sit here and do nothing," I said, feeling energy coursing through my veins. "Let's at least try to listen from a safe distance." Pen nodded in agreement, her eyes fixed on the room where my father and Trevor had disappeared.

      I'd already gotten out of the car when Penelope joined me, peering through the trees. At least we'd dressed appropriately—jeans and sneakers. We remained silent. Another vehicle pulled into the motel parking lot. They're getting some action, huh?"

      Pen chuckled. "More than I've had in a long time."

      "Me too," I muttered, ignoring what Carlisle and I had been up to. "Can you see who it is?" I warmed up by rubbing my hands up and down my arms. There was a chill in the air tonight.

      Pen looked over, trying to make out the people getting out of the car. "Looks like a couple," she said quietly. "I wonder what they're up to?" I shrugged, a feeling of unease creeping over me as we continued to watch in silence. "I think they have a gun."

      My heart pounded heavily. "Which room are they headed for?"

      "I'm not sure. I can't see them without the binoculars." Pen grabbed my hand. “Let's run across the street. If we go to the parking lot on the right, I doubt we'll be noticed.” We immediately crossed the street, trying to stay hidden in the darkness. As we approached the parking lot, my heart raced with fear and anticipation.

      We walked silently around to the back of the motel. Carlisle had gone into a room with a window overlooking the back of the lot. Pen and I were pinned to the wall on either side of the window, facing each other, and I noticed that the window was slightly open. As my heartbeat slowed, I could hear voices. I narrowed my eyes.

      There was a woman in the room. Her breathy gasp: "Don't stop. Don't stop," made it clear. My cheeks flushed as my heart broke. A loud male grunt of fulfillment, followed by the woman's scream, enraged me. What an idiot! I turned to go and bang on the door, but Pen caught me before I could.

      "Don't." Pen flinched. "Breathe through it. Please, Talla. We have two other rooms to listen at.”

      She was right. I hastily blinked back tears.

      "I feel used, Pen," I murmured. "He said we could not be together. He made me think it had to do with his plans. You know, illegal business. I never assumed he meant because he had someone else."

      "Shush." She led me through the motel to the room my father and Trevor had entered. The window was closed, but the drapes were open. I frowned at Pen. She glanced cautiously around the corner. "I don't think anyone's inside."

      "I didn't hear a vehicle drive away."

      "Well, the room is empty. I doubt they're in the bathroom together."

      My gaze shifted to my hairline.

      Pen laughed. "Don't be ridiculous." She took my hand and we walked back to the parking lot. I frowned. My dad's car was still in the lot. Where did he and Trevor go? None of the cars had left the lot.

      "Something's wrong, Pen," I said quietly.

      Pen squeezed my hand reassuringly. "Let's check upstairs," she advised. As we made our way around, I couldn't shake the sinking feeling in my stomach. "Although," she said, "I don't want to hear Tim having sex." She grimaced.

      We went upstairs and stopped at the middle room. The curtains were drawn and the window was closed. I had lost interest in snooping tonight. Pen rolled her eyes and approached the door. Her face fell and she turned pale.

      I raised an eyebrow.

      "I think I'm going to throw up." She took my hand and led us both downstairs, then back to my car. It wasn't until we sat down that she said, "I'll never be able to look the mayor in the eye again after this."

      "Well, don't keep me in suspense."

      Pen took a deep breath and said quietly, "He was, um, being spanked."

      I burst out laughing. "You're not serious."

      Pen nodded vigorously. "I'm not kidding!" I heard him. "Spank me harder." She said in a low voice, "Oh God, Candy, I'm coming. Keep spanking. Oh yeah! Harder." She laughed. "You should see your face."

      "Oh, you! You didn't hear that."

      "I sure did, honey. He's, um, well endowed." Her face broke into a huge grin.

      My eyes popped wide. “Ugh, I wish I'd never asked."

      "Oh, someone's leaving." Pen picked up the binoculars. "It's your dad and Trevor." The car pulled out of the parking lot. "Carlisle's leaving too."

      I looked toward the room he'd been in and saw him under a light. A woman with brown hair followed him out. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him on the lips. There was no denying it, and there was no excuse for what he had done. What an idiot! "Well, at least he got his wish. I'll stay away from him now."

      "Tallulah—”

      "It's all right, Pen. I guess I already knew it was too wonderful to be true. Let's move on." I spotted movement. "I think the mayor and his girlfriend are coming out."

      "You mean Candy?" Pen snorted. "Wait a minute. They're leaving in a hurry. Is the mayor wearing a towel?" Pen leaned forward to get a better look. They got into their cars and drove out of the parking lot at high speed.

      I frowned. "Let's go check out the room. Something must have happened to make them leave so quickly."

      We got out of the car again and ran across the street. Pen grimaced. "I think my painkillers are wearing off."

      "Let's just check the room and go home, okay?" I left out the part about wanting to lock myself in my bedroom and cry.

      They had left the door wide open. I looked in and started to scream, but Pen stopped me with a hand over my mouth. "It's a doll," she muttered.

      "A doll?"

      She nodded. "A mannequin."

      We stood in the doorway, holding hands. Pen turned on the light. The mannequin, dressed as the mayor, stood in the center of the room, a knife in its chest. My pulse raced as I realized we might have stumbled into something far more sinister than we had imagined.

      "Ladies!"
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      We whirled around screaming. Our screams turned into a shout, “Tate!” I thumped my brother in his shoulder. “What the hell!”

      My brother laughed his head off. “What is going on?” He looked between the two of us, his complexion chalky white when he spotted the mannequin.

      “We just got here when you scared us to death,” Pen said.

      “Are those the clothes the mayor wore at the council meeting?” asked Tate, looking disheveled.

      “As we weren’t at the council meeting, we wouldn’t know. However, they are the mayor’s clothes. He was in this room getting his bottom spanked by Candy!”

      Tate winced and blushed. “I’d have rather not have known that.”

      “So, would I. However, Pen gave me no choice in the matter, just like I gave you.” I smiled sweetly before I turned my attention to the matter at hand.

      “You know, the mannequin wasn’t in the room when I peeked through the window earlier,” Pen said. “What happened to the couple we saw with the guns?”

      “It could have been them.” I moved closer to the creepy mannequin. “This must be a warning to the mayor. Why else would someone go to the trouble of doing this when the mayor was vulnerable in the shower. They could have killed him there. Less mess.”

      “I agree,” said Pen.

      Tate cleared his throat. "You two have been watching too many episodes of Murder, She Wrote."

      I huffed. “Nothing wrong with Jessica Fletcher.”

      “I didn’t say there was.” Tate rolled his eyes. “Let’s go. We’ll make an anonymous call to the sheriff.”

      Pen quickly snapped some pictures of the mannequin and then we followed Tate out of the room when he asked. “Where are you parked? I didn’t see your car.”

      Pen slipped her arm through my brothers. “I’ll show you. It’s hidden.”

      I gave an unladylike snort and kept my eyes peeled as we crossed the dark road. Only the neon sign advertising the hotel cast a glow over our footsteps.

      Tate’s curse had me moving up beside him and Pen. Our tires were flat. I gasped and crouched beside one. “A knife slashed these.”

      “It was well hidden,” Pen said. “I don’t like this.”

      “Neither do I.” Tate helped me up, and added, “I’ll drive while you call a tow for the car.”

      “They’ll need my keys.”

      “Then leave it until tomorrow. It’s not going anywhere.”

      I took Pen’s hand. “You’re right. I’m tired after our adventure.”

      We headed back to the motel and climbed into Tate’s SUV. I opted for the backseat. As he set off toward home I asked, “Why were you at the motel, Tate?”

      “No reason.”

      Was my brother a bit hot under the collar? I chuckled. “Why Tate, were you meeting someone.” I waggled my brows as he glanced at me through the mirror.

      “You’re not funny, .”

      “Yes, I am.”

      Pen snorted. “Who were you meeting? You didn’t say.”

      “I came to the rescue, that’s all I’m saying.”

      “You know why we were there.” I sulked.

      “It’s not a quid pro quo, sis.”

      “If you’re not going to tell us, then make the call to the sheriff,” I insisted.

      “Not a word from you two while I do this.”

      Tate used his car's in-built hands-free to make the call to the sheriff's office. He deepened his voice and gave the information before he hung up. We snickered. The mayor had reported his clothing being stolen from his car.

      “I bet he wasn’t wearing a towel when he made that report,” Pen chuckled.

      It was funny, but I had a niggling feeling something bad was going to happen to the mayor.
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      In the light of day, I wondered if I’d imagined all that went on last night. It had been bizarre. The mannequin had been the strangest thing I ever recalled seeing. The slashed tires bothered me as well.

      Neither Pen nor I saw anyone lurking around the motel. I kept to myself that I wondered if Aiden had anything to do with the damage. It wouldn’t surprise me.

      The coffee was strong as I stared out over the lawn to the back of my parents’ house. The gardening company they used kept it looking pretty and welcoming. Tate and I used to spend many a day outside. I wondered where the time had gone.

      As to my father, I wondered where he’d been. Supposedly him and mom had been away overnight. I checked when we returned, and neither were here. It had been Dad and Trevor that Pen and I saw.

      I knew what our first plan of action would be, which was why I told Pen, “We need to go and look inside the motel room my father and Trevor went inside of last night.”

      “I need coffee before my brain works.” Pen brewed herself a fresh coffee or should I say popped a pod into the machine. After a large sip followed with a sigh, Pen said, “Arranging a tow for your car is the priority. We can meet the tow there and use it as an excuse if anyone spots us hanging around the motel.” Another slurp of coffee. “Because I don’t want to have my name associated with that dive.”

      I winced. She had a point. Word was bound to get out that my car needed a tow from that place though. I decided not to remind Pen of that. Two male voices headed toward the kitchen distracted me. Tate, and Sheriff Kendrick.

      “Morning, Tallulah. Penelope.”

      “Sheriff,” I said with a glance at Tate, who sighed.

      “What do we owe the pleasure of Sugar Briar’s finest?” Pen asked.

      “Well, now, we received a call just gone midnight and the caller hung up.” He said and faced Tate. “Wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, Tate?”

      My brother’s brows hit his hairline. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I don’t have all day, Tate. If you wanted the call to be anonymous, then you should have used a burner instead of your own cell.”

      Tate winced.

      “Tate, make the sheriff a coffee.” I ignored my brother’s glare and indicated for the sheriff to take a seat at the kitchen table.

      “What else?”

      He smirked. “We also found your car in the foliage across from the motel. Tires slashed. I’ve had Big Pete tow the car to his garage. He’ll get the tires changed today and drop it at Coffee Bean.” He raised a brow. “He’ll drop the invoice off too.”

      “Thanks for that. I guess you know I was there, huh?” I paused. “I thought he’d need my car keys to get it moved, which is why I waited to call.”

      “Which means Penelope was with you.” He smiled. “And no keys needed.”

      “Of course I was!” Pen stated. “Where else would I be?”

      “So, the three of you were at the motel last night?” He sniggered before clearing his throat.

      “Pen and I were there. Tate came to pick us up because of the issue I had with my tires.”

      He gave each of us a suspicious look, and asked, “Who and what did you see?”

      “Um,” I bit my lip. “Can you tell us if you found the mannequin upstairs?”

      “I’m the one asking questions.”

      “Please sheriff. Just answer that one, then I’ll answer anything you ask.”

      He sighed heavily. “Yes, we found the sex doll dressed in the mayor’s missing clothes. Weirdest thing I’ve seen.”

      My mouth fell open. “What?” I choked. “It wasn’t a mannequin but a sex doll?”

      I jumped as Penelope suddenly howled with laughter. “The mayor is seriously kinky.”

      I shuddered at the thought.

      The sheriff frowned. “So, you both saw the mayor at the motel?”

      Oh fiddlesticks!

      I glanced at Pen who was already looking at me. She winced and said, “I guess that was obvious. Yes, we saw him. However, I’m the one who peeked into the room while the mayor was, um, well, naked and getting spanked by Candy.” She smirked my way and in a breathy tone, went on, “Spank me harder. Oh God, Candy, I’m coming. Keep spanking. Oh Yeah! Harder.” She glanced at the three of us, her eyes popped wide. “Jessop!”

      I snapped out of the performance of Pen’s and turned around. Jessop Hallen stood rooted to the spot at the entrance to the kitchen. He cleared his throat. Then cleared it again. I smirked. Tate and the sheriff fidgeted. I smacked my brother. “Jessop, what a surprise.”

      “Sure was,” he said gruffly, his eyes struggling to move from a blushing Pen.

      The sheriff cleared his throat. “Back to the matter at hand. Are you sure her name was Candy?”

      Pen laughed. “I can do a repeat performance if you’d like?”

      “No, that won’t be necessary,” the sheriff quickly said.

      I struggled not to laugh. “Candy ran out of the motel room behind the mayor, who by the way, only wore a towel around his waist.”

      “I think I need a word with the mayor about lying to the sheriff’s office.”

      “I’d certainly ask him about Candy and the spanking.”

      I snorted and coughed to hide the fact.

      "Wait a minute!" Jessop stood with his hands on his hips.

      "Are you telling me that the two of you—" he waved his hand back and forth “—were at the motel last night?" His eyes turned angry as he glanced between Pen and me. Tate and Kendrick remained silent.

      Jessop caught my guilty look, and I realized he knew I'd been there and probably wondered if I’d seen Carlisle. I wanted him to wonder if I'd seen the woman his brother had been with. I was too angry with Carlisle to be nice to Jessop. Both men had led me on—Carlisle with his passionate kisses and naughty touches, and Jessop with his encouragement.

      I narrowed my eyes. "So, what if Pen and I decided to follow the mayor? We did him no harm. Nothing worth reporting."

      Jessop's eyebrows shot up. "That's not what I heard when I came in here." He focused on Pen, who blushed.

      I glanced at the sheriff, hoping he'd intervene. He got my message. "Jessop," he said, "your questions will have to wait. I need to talk to these three in private."

      Jessop was angry, but forced out, "The apartment is ready for occupancy." With that he turned and stomped through the house. I jumped as the front door slammed behind him. A shiver ran down my spine.

      "Well, that went well," Tate drawled.

      "Sheriff," I ignored my brother, "I don't want anyone to know we were there last night. Something is going on and I don't think we'd be safe if word got out."

      Kendrick took a long, tired breath. "Tell me who you saw there, and I will keep your names out of it." He paused. "You know the whole town will know your car was found across the street?"

      I winced. "I could report it stolen."

      The man rubbed his eyebrows. "Why do I think this is going to be a headache?"

      Tate snorted. "These two amateur sleuths give everyone a headache."

      Pen slumped into a chair, exhausted. "Let's just tell him who we saw there and let him investigate."

      My eyes flickered between Pen and Tate as I slowly nodded my head. "Okay." To Kendrick, "You'll probably need something stronger by the time we're done explaining what happened, but coffee will have to do."

      I wasn't surprised that after we told Kendrick everything from the night before, he had a glazed look in his eyes. He shook his head. "I think I'll keep that to myself for now, because I want my men to learn to respect me, not want to lock me up."

      Tate laughed and then frowned.

      I glared at my brother who didn't want to talk. "Dad and Trevor being together somewhere doesn't sound right. I wonder what they are up to."

      Trevor was obviously blackmailing Dad, I thought. Last night they hadn't seemed at odds—they had looked like partners. Why Carlisle was there was something I didn't want to think about. Jessop was sure to tell his brother that Pen and I were at the motel. I knew that for sure.

      Five minutes later, Kendrick left us to take care of business. Even Tate was quiet for once. "You know, the weirdest thing was the mannequin." I glared at my brother as he opened his mouth to speak. He quickly closed it. "Why would someone take the time to dress it in the mayor's clothes? What was the warning?"

      Pen snorted. "The knife was definitely a nice touch."

      "I agree." My eyes went to my brother, who fidgeted under my gaze. "You know more than we do. Spit it out!"

      Tate winced. "I don't!"

      "Why were you at the motel?" I asked my brother.

      Tate replied with a sheepish grin. "I followed Dad and Trevor there." He sighed. "I saw them from my bedroom window. They got into a dark sedan that Trevor was driving." Rolling his eyes, he added, "I didn't see anything, which is when I caught you two snooping around the motel. Figured I'd join you."

      "What I want to know is where they went when they entered the room, because we didn't see them." Pen swung her eyes in my direction. "I also think you need to touch the mayor."

      "Um—"

      "Oh, spank me, Candy," Pen said in a breathless voice, a smirk on her lips.

      Tate winced and looked embarrassed.

      Conscious of Pen's injuries, I refrained from punching her in the arm. It didn't stop me from scowling. "You need to stop repeating that. I won't be able to look him in the face."

      "What was Carlisle doing there?" Tate asked.

      My heart dropped to my toes at the mention of the man. "I have no idea," I snapped.

      My brother's eyebrows shot up to his hairline. He opened his mouth to say what I have no idea, but a look from Pen stopped him.

      "I'm going to Coffee Bean," I announced, needing to do something other than think about threats, Carlisle, and the mayor. "Pen, we can pack some bags and take them with us. Might as well start moving in."

      "You're really moving out?" Tate asked.

      A pang of guilt hit me. Until this moment, I hadn't realized that Tate didn't want me to go. "I have a couch," I offered.

      Tate shook his head. "Thanks for the offer, but I'm staying here. Someone has to keep an eye on things." He winked.

      "You need to be careful, Tate," Pen said. "Your father has a temper."

      “As though I don’t know that.” Tate rolled his eyes and Pen ignored him.

      I smiled at my brother, who now had a wary look on his face. "The mayor won't talk to me after what I announced at Mom and Dad's cocktail party, but he'll talk to you."

      "No way," Tate waved his hands in the air. "And I thought you had a superpower, so how would it help if I talked to him?"

      "He's right," Pen said, her eyes suddenly brightening. "I have an idea. Take a box of baked goods from the café and tell him you've brought a peace offering. It might help break the ice and start a conversation."

      "Worth a try, I suppose." I really didn't want to see the mayor, but I supposed I had to see if I could get a read on him. The man was an ass, but I didn't want to see him dead. "First Coffee Bean, then I'll see the mayor."

      "That's my girl," Pen said. "I'll come with you."

      Tate burst out laughing. "Not a good idea. Talla must get the mayor on her side. He'll think he's being ganged up on with the two of you there, because I'm sure he knows you're both trouble. You know I'm right."

      I stuck out my tongue and laughed. "I admit you're probably right." To Pen, "I promise to report everything that is said."

      "You better."
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