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      The year 2020 was off to a very bad start.

      And I’m not talking about the rumblings of a new virus rampaging through China and infiltrating Europe.

      Nor were the dramas playing out closer to home primarily responsible for 2020’s candidacy in the worst-year-ever competition. Yes, my new assistant trainer-in-training was turning out to be a pain in the wazoo. And yes, my husband was struggling with a life-changing decision.

      But the main reason this year was off to a rocky start was the woman who had taken up semi-permanent residence in our guest room.

      My mother.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love my mom. But I’d always assumed she would stay up in Maryland, where she’d lived all her life and where my brother and her only grandchildren were located.

      Then she’d paid me a surprise visit last Thanksgiving. And she’d met a man while she was here. So she’d come down to Florida again for Christmas.

      Now, it was the end of January and she was still here.

      I was trying to get used to the idea of my mother dating. I guess it was time. My dad had been gone for eight years now, and I wanted her to be happy.

      But I did not want her in my guest room.

      I’d developed the habit of going early to the barn—excuse me, the Mayfair Riding Stable—even when it wasn’t my turn to feed the horses and muck out the stalls. Which it wasn’t today. It was Susanna Mayfair’s turn.

      But nonetheless, I got there first, with Buddy, my Black Lab-Rottie mix, in tow. I was desperate for any excuse to get away from Mom for a while.

      I’d already spent some quality time with my mare Niña and was doling out the feed to the half-dozen residents of the stable, when Susanna arrived.

      “Hey, Marcia.” She greeted me with a way-too-cheerful-for-this-early smile on her fair, mostly wrinkle-free face. “Did I get things mixed up? Were you s’posed to feed today?”

      “Nope, just couldn’t sleep,” I fibbed.

      Susanna peeked into the stall of her miniature horse, Queenie. The little palomino was munching away on her grain. “Well, thanks for feeding.”

      “No problem.” I lingered in the barn’s aisle while Susanna wielded a pitchfork and tackled the stalls. She was maybe an inch shorter than my five-foot-six, and the physical labor performed at the stable had toned her muscles.

      The extra activity of working at the barn—built a little over a year ago—had slimmed me down some as well. Although my hips remained a dress size larger than the rest of me.

      Susanna whistled softly under her breath as she worked, her strawberry-blonde-mixed-with-gray curls bouncing to the tune.

      I wondered at how upbeat she was, despite having spent several decades of her life essentially incarcerated. Her well-meaning father had been led to believe she was incurably depressed and had secretly committed her to an institution, then told the family she was dead. Will and I had found her two years ago last fall, over-medicated but otherwise okay.

      “Come on,” I said, as she finished up the last of her chores. “I’ll treat you to breakfast at the diner.”

      Susanna flashed me a grin. “I’m always up for Jess’s scrambled eggs. I swear she sprinkles them with fairy dust.”

      Jess Randall, the Mayfair Diner’s owner, was used to me and Buddy popping in before opening time on the days I had stable duty. But today, as Susanna, Buddy and I entered the diner, she raised one eyebrow at me.

      “I know, not my day. Could you bring us some scrambled eggs and bacon out back?” Out back, as in to one of the wooden picnic tables behind the diner, placed there for people like me who take their dogs with them pretty much everywhere they go.

      With the Florida sun shining down, even on a January morning, it would be pleasant enough back there.

      “Sure, but why are you up early when you don’t need to be?” The diminutive Jess, swathed in her usual white chef’s jacket, was giving me a skeptical look. She knew I was not a morning person by nature.

      “One word—Mom.”

      Jess gave me a sympathetic smile. “Two scrambled egg platters coming up. With extra bacon for Buddy.”

      Susanna and I pivoted toward the door. Buddy stirred himself from where he’d laid down at my feet.

      Lisa, Jess’s sole waitress, had walked over to flip the Open/Closed sign around. She’d barely let go of the sign when the door swung open.

      An elderly gentleman in a black business suit stepped through it. Susanna startled a little beside me.

      The man was average height and build, with a thick thatch of white hair and a ruddy face that shone with enthusiasm. He extended his hand toward Lisa. “Ah, Ms. Randall, we finally meet. I’m Samuel Truman.”

      Lisa stepped back. “Who?”

      Jess moved forward to shake his hand. “I’m Jessica Randall. Welcome to Mayfair, Mr. Truman.”

      I glanced at Susanna. The surprise on her face echoed my own. A Samuel Truman had purchased Jess’s house in Mayfair a year ago, but this was the first time he’d shown his face in town.

      What Susanna didn’t know was that Truman had paid cash. Not a cashier’s check or even a personal one—he’d sent his representative to settlement with a briefcase full of cash.

      Jess hadn’t questioned it at the time. She was eager to invest the proceeds from the sale of her house into the purchase of a farm with her fiancé.

      But now… She and I exchanged a glance. We had become suspicious of cash-filled briefcases since then, having found several hidden on the farm after her fiancé’s death last summer.

      Jess introduced me to Mr. Truman.

      He extended his hand again, with a charming smile. “A pleasure to meet you.”

      I shook it, eyeing Susanna in my peripheral vision. Being isolated from normal society for so long had left her timid with strangers and prone toward anxiety in social situations.

      I gave her a you-can-do-this smile. “This is Susanna Mayfair.”

      She lifted a limp hand waist high, as if not sure whether to offer to shake or not.

      He took her hand in his and raised it toward his lips. “Charmed. Are you the founder of this fair city?” His lips brushed her fingers.

      Susanna shivered and, for a moment, resembled a frightened deer.

      Then she surprised the heck out of me by giggling. Her blue eyes shone. And her cheeks flushed a becoming rosy pink.

      “No, Mr. Truman, that would be my Aunt Edna, and my late father.”

      “Oh please, call me Tru. That’s what my friends call me.” His grin split his face now, and he hadn’t let go of her fingers.

      Ms. Snark—my name for the snarky part of me that I try to keep in check—rolled her eyes inside my head. Is this guy for real?

      Susanna seemed to think so. She dropped her gaze and looked at him through a veil of curly bangs. Was she fluttering her eyelashes at him?

      Hard to tell, since she wasn’t wearing any makeup. One doesn’t usually doll up to muck stalls. Speaking of which, she didn’t smell so good either.

      Neither of us did. I was also makeup-less, which meant my freckles were showing. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a piece of straw stuck in my long auburn hair. I turned away to discreetly finger-comb it out of there.

      For once, I found myself agreeing with Ms. Snark. This guy could not find us all that appealing under the current circumstances. Therefore, he was probably up to something.

      No good, most likely. My inner mom this time.

      Jess was asking the man if he was getting settled in okay.

      “Just fine.” He squeezed Susanna’s fingers and finally let them go. “I’m quite used to moving. I’ve been searching for a girl-next-door all my life, so I move every few months, trying to find her.”

      A weird little pause, then Jess smiled and Susanna giggled again. I pasted on a smile, even though the joke was pretty lame.

      “Hmm, I can see you all are a tough audience,” he said.

      “You’re not from the South, are you, Mr. Truman?” I said. It’s hard to tell sometimes by accent alone.

      “Call me Tru,” he reminded me, “and also true, I am not a Southern gentleman, although I believe I might have been in a previous lifetime. I’m from Pennsylvania.”

      I gave him a more genuine smile. “I’m from Maryland.”

      “Are you any relation to President Harry Truman?” Susanna asked, her slight Cracker accent a bit more prominent than usual. “My mama adored him. He came to Mayfair once, after he was out of office. He stayed at my Aunt Edna’s motel.”

      First I’d heard of that.

      “My mother adored him as well. That’s how–” He stopped abruptly and ran a hand over his white hair.

      What’s that about? Ms. Snark asked internally.

      But Susanna hadn’t seemed to notice the awkward pause. She was still talking, more animated than I’d seen her in a long time. “He was headed for the Keys, but he and his bodyguards had to stop here, because Mr. Truman was feelin’ poorly. I was only a little girl and didn’t get what all the fuss was about. Mama and Aunt Edna were beside themselves, they were so excited.”

      Truman leaned down slightly, creating a subtle intimacy with Susanna. “I must meet this Aunt Edna of yours,” he said, with yet another charming smile.

      Keep sniffing around her niece like that, Ms. Snark commented internally, and you’ll meet her real quick.
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      I’d gotten an egg and bacon sandwich to go for Will. He was working a new case, a series of armed robberies in the western end of Marion County.

      These days, I held my breath every time he left for his job as a major crimes detective for the county sheriff’s department. He’d had to shoot a murder suspect a few months ago. There’d been no choice since the guy was trying to shoot him at the time. But the perp—as Will calls them—had ended up paralyzed as a result. Now guilt had Will seriously rethinking if he wanted to stay in law enforcement. And I was terrified that the experience would cause him to hesitate at some crucial moment and he’d get himself killed.

      He had come home late last night to catch some sleep and should be getting up about now.

      But the house was quiet, a piece of paper propped up between the salt and pepper shakers on the breakfast bar. I’d missed him.

      The note said, I hope to be home for dinner. Love, Will.

      P.S. Try not to kill your mother.

      “Hello-oo.” Said mother’s voice coming from behind the door to my training center, aka my former house, which also contained our guest suite.

      I hastily crumpled the note.

      The pocket door between the two spaces rolled open. Mom held a crumb-covered small plate. “Hope you don’t mind. I helped myself to some toast.”

      “Of course, not. You’re welcome to whatever we have on hand.”

      “Speaking of which, the larder over here is getting a little bare.” She was referring to my old kitchen on the back of the training center, where I mostly kept snacks, lunch makings, and dog treats.

      Mildly annoyed because I’d told her this before, I said, “You can help yourself to anything in our kitchen as well.” I swept my arm to indicate the modern kitchen, which was part of the twenty-by-forty-foot addition Will and I’d had built to connect our two former next-door-to-each-other houses.

      Mom gave me a sweet smile. “Perhaps we can grocery shop today.”

      I grimaced. A grocery shopping trip with her meant she would put healthy stuff in the cart that we wouldn’t normally eat, and then we’d have to eat it later and pretend to like it. And at the checkout, she would insist on paying the whole tab. We’d argue and I’d finally give in, feeling guilty and resentful.

      “It’ll have to be tomorrow morning,” I said. “Carla’s coming over today to work with me and Bear.”

      “Speaking of Bear, I let her out.”

      Crapola. “Did she jump up on you?”

      “No,” Mom said, but she averted her eyes.

      I gritted my teeth and counted to five. “Mom, we’re trying to break her of that. I really don’t want you handling her at all.”

      “She needed to go out.”

      “She can wait until I get back from the barn. She’s not going to go in her crate.”

      Of course, normally I would have let Bear out before I went to the barn. But that would have required going into the training center and possibly waking Mom up in the adjacent guest room—and then I would’ve had to interact with her, defeating my reason for getting up early in the first place.

      Mom had moved to the breakfast bar and sat on a stool, patting the one beside her. “Um, I need to talk to you about something.”

      Wary, I sat down. “Want this?” I put the wrapped sandwich down in front of her. “I got it for Will, but he’s gone already.”

      She shook her head, her eyes more worried than I’d seen them in a while.

      Is she ill? My stomach roiled, threatening to give back the delicious breakfast I’d just eaten.

      She placed a small object on the granite countertop and nudged it toward me. The track lights above us glinted off a clear stone. Set on a gold band.

      Suddenly I couldn’t breathe. Was that what I thought it was?

      “Clint asked me to marry him.”

      I tried again to take a deep breath. A vise had closed around my chest.

      “But we talked to an accountant,” Mom went on, “about setting up some trust funds for you kids. He suggested–”

      “Trust funds?” I managed to get out.

      “Yes. Clint’s got two kids and five grandchildren, plus two stepchildren, and their kids.”

      “Stepchildren?” First I’d heard of all that. “I thought he was a widower?”

      “He and his first wife divorced. He remarried and it’s his second wife who died, twenty years later. She had two kids herself, from a previous marriage.” Mom paused, took a deep breath. “So the accountant is suggesting that we not get married. It would be a royal mess when one of us dies.”

      My heart rate kicked up a notch. Butterflies danced in my stomach.

      I wasn’t sure what was bothering me more—the thought of my mother dying, or of her remarrying, or of the complications if she remarried and then died.

      “He—the accountant—suggested that we have a commitment ceremony instead.”

      My mother was staring at me, waiting for a response.

      “Um,” was all I could muster.

      “You see, Clint’s last wife had some money, which came to him, but he feels whatever’s left of that should go to her kids when he passes, and–”

      I held up my hand to stop her. “I understand. It’s complicated.” I didn’t care about the finances.

      My widowed mother was remarrying…but then again, she wasn’t?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The training session did not go well. I was distracted. Carla was more irritable than usual. And Bear—a big, red-haired Chow-Husky mix—was clueless.

      I stifled a frustrated sigh.

      Carla was already an experienced dog trainer, who now wanted to learn how to train service dogs. She was forty-something, a decade older than me, and slender with spiky dark hair. Combine all that—already a trainer, ten years older—with an equally spiky personality, and let’s just say that she was a difficult student.

      And Bear was not responding well to our team-teaching approach. We’d been working together with the dog for over a month now and had barely gotten beyond the on-duty and release signals.

      Still off-kilter from my discussion with my mom, I cut the session short.

      We walked through the kitchen of the training center and into the front room, what had once been my living room. One end was still set up as a sitting area, for inside training, but most of the room was taken up by dog crates.

      I tossed a chew stick into Bear’s crate. She went in after it and settled onto her bed, gnawing away.

      “Why do you give her those?” Carla demanded.

      “Because they’re good for her,” I snapped. “They’re grain-free and full of antioxidants and they cost me a pretty penny.”

      Carla raised her hands, palms out. “Whoa, grouchy much?”

      I glared at her. Sitting beside me, Buddy whined softly, sensing my tension.

      Carla’s face softened some. “Sorry. I thought they were rawhide.” She said her goodbyes to me and the dogs and left.

      I decided a walk might help me restore my emotional equilibrium.

      As Buddy and I reached the street in front of the house, my next-door neighbor, Sherie Wells, came out on her porch. In jeans and a long-sleeved, button-down white shirt, she began her daily inspection of her hanging porch plants.

      Then she spotted me. “Good morning, Marcia.” A flash of white teeth split her brown face. She patted her silver streaked black chignon to make sure the slight breeze hadn’t blown any hairs loose.

      I called out a “Good morning,” and gave her a fake cheery wave.

      She returned the wave, poked at the plants a couple more times, and went back inside her house.

      Thank heavens!

      I adore Sherie. She’s the best neighbor I’ve ever had, and a good friend. She looks out for me without being too buttinsky, and since I’d moved so far away from my mom, I’d come to look to her for advice.

      But today, I was not up for her gentle grilling about my life.

      Buddy and I strolled down Main Street toward the motel. I took a deep breath of fresh air and let it out slowly.

      By the time I spotted my other elderly neighbor, Edna Mayfair, my mood had improved somewhat. Nothing like a sunny day, temperatures in the seventies and low humidity, to lift one’s spirits. Ah, winter in Florida.

      Edna was walking her “boys,” two Springer Spaniels named Bennie and Bo. She wore her hotelier outfit, a purple satiny blouse and black stretch pants, and her gray hair, which often stuck out in tufts all over her head, was still damp from being slicked down with a wet comb.

      Despite the balmy day, Edna, a true Southerner, wore a black cardigan against the slight breeze. “Hey, Marcia,” she called out as Buddy and I got closer.

      “Hey,” I responded. “You got somebody checking in?” Her clothes, combined with the odd time she was walking her dogs, suggested that she had guests due at the motel soon.

      “Yup. Whole busload of old folks on their way to Miami from northern Georgia.” She chuckled. “I gave the driver a real nice tip, last time he brought a group here, ’stead of stoppin’ somewhere more pricey near I-75.”

      I smiled. Edna might be an octogenarian and quite eccentric, but when it came to business she was as shrewd as they come.

      “Did you hear there’s a newcomer in town?” I asked cautiously.

      Edna’s expression soured. “Yeah, Susie came home all a twitter about some Northerner who bought Jess’s old house.”

      “You usually like newcomers,” I pointed out. New folks in town meant we were growing, not dying. Mayfair had come scary-close to being a ghost town, around the time I’d moved here a few years ago.

      “I do. But this fella, he sounds like a charmer.” She spit out the last word as if she’d tasted something sour.

      “He is. I met him at the diner. But I’m pretty sure he’s harmless.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re a married woman. Sounded to me like he was trying to charm the socks off my niece.”

      That had been my impression as well, but I wasn’t about to say so and add to Edna’s anxiety.

      My silence didn’t stop her rant, however. “I’m surprised some gold-digger hasn’t made a try for her before this. That girl’s an innocent. I gotta protect her.”

      “Um, she’s sixty-six years old.”

      “Yes, but almost forty of them years she spent locked away from society. She’s got no clue how men can be. Heck, she was easy prey for charmers before then. Look at who she married.”

      Susanna had come home from college married to an ex-convict who thought her rich daddy would support them in style. When old Mr. Mayfair would barely give them enough to live on, her husband began beating her. It had not ended well for him or for Susanna, who’d become depressed and suicidal. That’s when the widowed Mr. Mayfair had put her in a long-term care facility, having been told by her doctor that she would likely never recover. He’d led his sister Edna to believe that her niece had committed suicide, perhaps assuming that would be a cleaner break and would carry less stigma than having a chronically mentally-ill family member. He might have realized and corrected his mistake had he lived long enough, but he’d died a short time later. A little over two years ago, Will and I had found Susanna still living in that facility, kept there by the unscrupulous people running it who were continuing to receive hefty payments for her care from a trust fund.

      “You really think this guy’s after her money?” I said. “How would he even know she had any?” I sure tended to forget that the Mayfairs were loaded, since they lived and dressed modestly, and neither Edna nor Susanna would retire, both continuing to work in the motel and riding stable.

      “He probably researched us.” Edna’s Cracker accent grew stronger, exaggerated by her emotions. “And he figures we’re total hicks and he can take advantage. Well, I’m gonna tell her to stay away from that man.”

      “Um, I’d advise against that–”

      The dogs chose that moment to get their leashes tangled up. I leaned down and unclipped Buddy’s from his harness. I knew he would stick close.

      With a grunt, Edna bent over to untangle Bennie and Bo. They availed themselves of the opportunity to lick her face and jump on her. They are not the best behaved dogs in the world, mainly because Edna spoils them rotten.

      I grabbed Bennie, the more exuberant of the two, and pulled him back.

      “Thanks,” Edna said, as she liberated Bennie’s leash from Bo’s. We both straightened. She huffed a little from the exertion.

      Dexter, Susanna’s grown son, came out onto the motel porch, broom in hand. He grinned at me and waved a hand. “Hey, Marcia,” he called out.

      I waved back. “Good morning, Dex.”

      I’d meant to ask Susanna how his new job was going, but I’d forgotten. He’d never really settled into a vocation that suited him, not because he wasn’t a hard worker, but because he was a bit on the slow side. Edna’s theory was that the beatings his father had given his mother while pregnant with him had caused some brain damage.

      But before we got sidetracked, I needed to get back to what I’d been about to say—that Edna shouldn’t treat Susanna like a child.

      Then I had an idea for a less direct approach. “I got some disturbing news this morning.”

      “What’s that?” Edna asked, her gaze following the dogs. She’d given up on holding onto them, and they were now romping in the motel’s parking lot, their leashes flapping behind them.

      “Mom and Clint Burns are getting married.” I opted not to go into the whole complicated-finances/commitment-ceremony thing. I was still processing all that myself.

      “That’s wonderful. Why’d you say it was disturbin’?”

      “You don’t think it’s too soon? They’ve only known each other since Thanksgiving.”

      Edna looked at me and shook her head. “At our age, we gotta grab happiness when we find it.”

      “But that’s just it, Edna.” I held her gaze. “She’s not your age. She’s Susanna’s age.”

      I paused to let that sink in. “Maybe instead of trying to tell Susie what to do, you should offer your sage advice.”

      Edna pursed her lips and shook her head again, but then she said, “Point made.”

      I gave her a small smile.

      “So, how do you really feel about your mama gettin’ hitched?” she asked.

      I swallowed hard. “Not sure yet. It kind of came at me out of the blue.”

      “Don’t surprise me one bit. Every time I see her, he’s with her. Walkin’ around town, eatin’ lunch in the diner, headin’ out to the main road in his pickup.”
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