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Prologue
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Get ready to meet my mother.

Roberta “Betty” Benino is colorful, smart, and funny, oftentimes when she isn’t meaning to be. She blurts opinions about things that aren’t her business, collects gossip like currency, and somehow still manages to be everyone’s favorite neighbor. She can walk into a room full of strangers and, within ten minutes, walk out with three new friends and four new secrets.

She’s fifty-something—don’t bother asking for a real number, she stopped counting after fifty and won’t be pressed—and claims she’s retired from screenwriting. Truth is, she still writes in secret. I’ve seen fresh pages stuffed into binders and boxes in her closet. Writing for her isn’t a career so much as a compulsion. Some people can’t resist sweets; my mother can’t resist a good story. And she’s lived a few of her own.

My younger brother, Seth, and I grew up with Betty the Performer. Chunky jewelry clattering, a cigarette holder perched like a wand (though she had quit smoking decades ago and just liked the aesthetic), palazzo pants swishing with every dramatic entrance. Her laughter could drown out an entire restaurant. And when she was mad? We all found the nearest hiding spot, including the dog. 

Two years ago, our dad died. Murdered, actually. Poisoned by someone he trusted, though we didn’t know that at first. The authorities called it natural causes, said his heart or some other organ just gave out. Mom wasn’t buying any of it. And wouldn’t you know ... she solved the case. That “win” made her something of a local celebrity. 

Eventually, the novelty of being a crime-solving widow fizzled, and her light dimmed. I think it was because the reality of Dad’s death had finally hit her. She couldn’t settle into a rhythm, couldn’t find her footing in a house that no longer carried his voice. So when she announced she was selling the family home in Chickadee Cove and moving north to the Georgia mountains, we weren’t surprised. Relieved, maybe. She needed a new stage, a new audience, new people to absorb all that energy.

Now she’s tucked into her mountain cottage and beginning the unpacking process—though, knowing Mom, that could take months. She’s vowed to do all sorts of activities ... fishing, hiking, volunteer work, learning a new language, and singing in the choir. Do I believe she’ll actually do all that? Please. This is the same woman who once ate potato chips for dinner while binge-watching legal thrillers and taking notes.

But snooping? That she always makes time for. Even before Dad died, she was a natural nosy Nelly.

Yesterday, she called to say her new neighbor waved at her a little too eagerly and the realtor seemed to be hiding something—maybe a few faults with the cottage. 

Only time will tell if the mountains can keep up with her.

~ Genevieve Benino Marshall
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Chapter One 

[image: ]




Sunday

––––––––
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Whoever said life begins at fifty never had to bury a husband—or solve his murder. My life didn’t begin then, but it sure twisted itself inside out. Two years later, I was still figuring out what to do with all that empty space where a marriage used to be. Which is how I ended up here, in my freshly unpacked cottage in the Lake Pointe community of Bluejay Ridge, Georgia. 

Well, unpacked-ish. The kitchen boxes were stacked so high I could’ve climbed them to fetch cookies from heaven itself, but I’d managed to find my gardening gloves and my wineglasses. Priorities.

I opened a bottle of chardonnay and treated myself to a long pour. From my front porch, I admired the stone path winding to the picket-fence gate. Beyond that, I could see Lake Bluejay shimmering through the trees as the sun began to set. The lake hugged our little peninsula community—and a good portion of the city—like a well-fitted party dress. Picture perfect. 

There were window boxes on either side of me crying out for foliage and color. The porch railing would be perfect for Christmas lights and a family of Santa Claus gnomes come December. 

The cottage was perfect—so much nicer than a stuffy condo. It was cozy without being cramped. Cream-colored siding and plum shutters that actually latched. And a front porch just wide enough for two rocking chairs I hadn’t bought yet. 

Quaint, tidy, quiet. 

It was also a little lonely.

But that was exactly why I’d planted myself here, after all. New beginnings didn’t come wrapped up in a bow. I had to get out there and make my way. And that was exactly what I intended to do. I’d already signed up for yoga classes, not because I was what you’d call bendy—unless you count bending over to yank weeds from a flower bed—but because it was time to meet some new people. Embrace my reason in this season, as the church ladies liked to say. My madness to my method, as my late husband Salvy used to tease.

I inhaled a big lungful of the snappy fall air, then swung myself back inside. My eyes were immediately drawn to the brand-new yoga mat leaning against the foyer wall. The thing was wrinkled in a way it shouldn’t be, thanks to some bad packaging, but I supposed that said it all, didn’t it? My first class was tomorrow morning. Maybe by the end, both the mat and I would have fewer kinks and wrinkles. Until then, I’d sip my chardonnay and marvel at this new life I was creating for myself.

I meandered through the rooms, dreaming about what would go where, when all the unpacking was finally done. I ended up in the kitchen, small but efficient, with a window over the sink that framed a view of a backyard that admittedly needed some Betty TLC. A patchy lawn, a weathered gazebo, and a leaf-covered brick patio—future garden spaces I couldn’t wait to sink my hands into. 

I’d already planned it out in my head, the way I used to plan scenes in a screenplay. Tomatoes positioned in a raised bed that would get full sun. Herbs in terracotta pots near the freshly painted gazebo—parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme ... A row of zinnias for cutting, because a house without fresh flowers is just a building with furniture. And roses. Always roses. My mother grew them, her mother before her. Tater women had strong opinions and even stronger root systems.

“Tater,” I said aloud, just to hear how it sounded in this new space. Roberta Tater Benino. I’d been a Tater for twenty-five years before I married Salvy and became a Benino. I didn’t have a lick of Italian in my ancestral line, but I’d always be both a Tater and a Benino at heart. You don’t just shed a name, after all. 

A knock rattled my screen door, and I nearly sloshed chardonnay onto my fuzzy pink loungewear. Through the peephole, I could see a tall woman in black pants and a navy blazer. A big woman with big hands and big feet and big hair—steel gray and lots of it. Mid-seventies, I’d guess. Maybe older. I thought I had wrinkles! She bore the posture of someone who’d once taught ballroom dancing or run a military academy. Possibly both.

I set my glass on the pass-through kitchen counter, then swung the door open. 

“Betty Benino?” she asked, her voice honeyed with that particular Georgia accent that added extra syllables to words. I recognized it as my own. 

“That’s me.”

“Trudy Carter. I run the HOA here at Lake Pointe.” She stuck out one of her big hands. I imagined she could crush walnuts with no need for a nutcracker. Her other hand gripped a smooth cherrywood cane with a curved handle wrapped in red leather. “Saw your moving van come through a few days ago but wanted to give you some time to settle in before I came by with the Welcome Wagon.”

“The Welcome Wagon?” Lord, no. I hoped my lack of enthusiasm didn’t show, and I forced a smile. 

She laughed—a sharp bark, telling me that she’d seen this reaction before. “Don’t worry, honey. It’s just me, our standard welcome casserole, and a binder full of community rules you’ll never read but I’m required to give you anyway.”

I grinned for real. Now we’re talking. I like this woman. 

“Casserole?” I asked, wondering where she might be hiding it. 

A second woman materialized from behind her. Blond bob swept back in an olive-green headband, orange cardigan, perfume strong enough to stun a fly. She clutched a foil-covered dish and beamed at me. I clocked her at a young fifty. 

“Jolene Prescott,” she chirped. “I live two doors down. The yellow cottage with the blue shutters. This here is my super delicious tuna noodle casserole. Always in demand.” 

“That’s a stretch,” Trudy said, giving her the side-eye. “But it isn’t half bad.” 

“Welcome to the neighborhood,” they said in unison. 

Jolene sailed past me and set the dish on the counter next to my wine. “You’ve got a lovely place here. The previous owner—bless her heart—simply did not understand the concept of curb appeal, but I can already tell you’ve got vision.” 

I thought of the yard in need of grooming and the empty window boxes out front. Did she see something I didn’t? All I could think to say in response was, “I’ve got something.”

Trudy tapped her cane against the tiled kitchen floor and chuckled. “You sure do.” 

Jolene cleared her throat. “Well now.” And she didn’t say anything else to finish the thought. 

So I picked up the casserole dish. “I sure do appreciate the welcome, ladies. This casserole will be wonderful, I’m sure. I’m not quite ready to eat yet, so I’ll just put this in the—” 

And it was like Jolene’s brain had been kickstarted. “The fridge! Oh, let me get that for you,” and she opened my fridge, rearranged two condiment bottles, and slid the casserole onto the middle shelf. “Where you from, Betty?” 

“South Georgia near Savannah. A place called Chickadee Cove.” 

“I’ve heard of it. Nice area,” Jolene said, giving the near-empty refrigerator a final glance before shutting the door. “Now. A few things you should know. Millie’s Bakery on Main Street has the best cinnamon rolls, but get there before nine or you’re out of luck. O’Malley’s Tavern does trivia on Thursday nights. Trudy’s team always wins. It’s obnoxious, really. And if you need plants, garden supplies, or a lecture on composting, Serenity Garden Center is your place.”  

“Just don’t be stealing any plants. You ain’t a thief, are ya?” Trudy gave me a squinty-eye stare.

“I ... uh ...” 

“Trudy Carter, my word!” Jolene said, hands on her cheeks. 

The old gal started cackling as she settled into a kitchen chair without invitation, which I appreciated. I hated when people acted like guests instead of neighbors. “Marva Culpepper—she owns Serenity—has been spitting nails for weeks,” she explained. “Says someone’s been lifting stock right out of the greenhouse. Hanging baskets, flats of annuals, even a Japanese maple sapling.”

“A tree? Who steals a tree?”

“That’s what we’d all like to know,” Jolene said, perching on the counter like a cheerful parakeet. “Some folks think it’s teenagers pulling pranks. Others say it’s someone reselling them online—you know, black market begonias.”

I nearly choked. “Black market begonias?”

“It’s a thing!” she insisted. “I saw a whole documentary about orchid smuggling. If people will steal orchids, they’ll steal anything.”

Trudy rolled her eyes. “Jolene watches too much true crime.” 

My ears perked up. True crime is where it’s at. 

“But she’s not wrong about the thefts,” Trudy continued. “Marva’s furious, and Tootie’s been a nervous wreck trying to keep inventory straight.”

“Tootie,” I said, testing the name.

“Tory Whittaker. She’s the store clerk up there at Serenity. Everyone calls her Tootie. Sweet as pie, that girl. Works herself half to death for Marva, who’s about as warm as a January frost.” Trudy leaned back, clearly settling in for a proper gossip session. “Now, if you ask me, the whole thing’s suspicious. Plants don’t just walk off on their own. Somebody’s giving them a ride, if you know what I’m saying. A free ride.” 

My pulse quickened in a way I recognized. The same way it used to when I was working on a screenplay and a character’s motivation suddenly clicked into place. Salvy used to tease me about it: “Betty, you’re lining up clues like some people line up dominoes.”

“Dominoes don’t solve mysteries,” I’d told him. “Gossip does.”

And gardening ... well, gardening was my love language. The idea that someone was stealing plants, disrupting the careful work of growing things, really chapped my lips. 

“I’ll have to check the place out,” I said. “I need some plants and garden supplies. My backyard is certainly not up to my standards.”

“That’s the spirit,” Jolene said. “And if you see anything suspicious, you just let us know. We’ve got a very active Neighborhood Watch.”

“By that, she means a bunch of nosy people,” Trudy clarified. 

“I prefer ‘caring,’” Jolene sniffed.

They stayed another twenty minutes, and by the time they left, I felt something I hadn’t felt in a long time: a sense of belonging and purpose. 

I stood on my porch and watched them part at the gate, Trudy going one way, and Jolene, the other. The sun dipped behind the trees surrounding the lake on the far side of our little horseshoe community, turning Lake Bluejay into a sheet of hammered copper. 

Somewhere out there, someone was stealing plants. In this town, like so many others, there were stories waiting to be uncovered, puzzles waiting to be solved.

I’d come to Bluejay Ridge looking for a some peace of mind.

But a Tater’s gotta dig.
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Chapter Two
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Monday morning

––––––––
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The yoga studio was tucked on a side street off Main, in what had been a feed store in a previous life. Somebody had slapped pale blue paint on the tin siding, strung fairy lights across the exposed beams, and declared it Zen. It smelled faintly of incense and strongly of sweaty humans and old rubber mats. 

I’d had a restless night of tossing and turning for hours. I apparently fell asleep standing on my head—or something close to that—because my neck was twisted up something fierce. I’d been looking forward to some good stretching and breathing this morning. But as I padded into the studio at eight a.m. on the dot, I was already regretting my burst of enthusiasm. I clutched my pristine yoga mat like a shield.  

A handful of women were spread out across the floor, chattering like hens settling in for the evening roost. Two of them waved me over—none other than Trudy and Jolene. 

“Hey, there, Betty,” Jolene said. 

Trudy gestured to the empty space between them. “Figured you’d show. Jolene bet me five dollars you’d chicken out.”

“She almost won,” I admitted. “But I’ll push through.” 

“That’s the spirit.” Trudy’s grin was all teeth—false teeth, but still. “Fair warning: Jack’s tough but fair. Don’t let the dimples fool you.”

“Dimples?”

Before she could answer, the man himself strode in from a back room, and I understood immediately what she meant.

Jack Harmon looked like he’d been assembled by a committee tasked with creating the perfect man. Lean-muscled, easy smile, hair pulled into one of those man-buns that I secretly adored. How can you not love a man-bun? He moved with the fluid grace of someone who’d never stumbled over his own feet in his entire life, and I caught myself sighing as I watched him settle front and center.

“Morning, everyone,” Jack said, his voice warm as butter on a biscuit. “Let’s start with some simple stretches. Ease into the day.”

Simple, he’d said. 

Lies, all lies.

Within five minutes, I was pretending my hamstrings weren’t staging a full-scale rebellion. Within ten, I was questioning whether my health insurance covered yoga-related injuries.

“Tree Pose,” Jack called out, demonstrating with the kind of balance that suggested he might actually be part tree. “Root yourself. Find your center.”

I tried. I really did.

But Taters, as it turns out, don’t root gracefully. We topple.

My ankle wobbled. My arms flailed. I caught myself just before face-planting into Trudy’s mat. I tried the pose again, jaw set with the kind of stubborn determination that had gotten me through two uniquely challenging children, one strong-willed husband, and a career in screenwriting where few ever returned your calls.

“Timberrr!” Jolene whispered from my other side. She clapped a hand over her mouth to muffle her laughter. 

Jack caught my eye and grinned. “You lasted a full six beats on your second try, Betty Tater. Great job!”

The room erupted in giggles.

My cheeks burned hotter than a July tomato. I’d given my full name on the sign-up form, I realized—habit—and now it was coming back to bite me in the buns. “That’s Betty Benino,” I corrected, trying to summon whatever dignity I had left. “Tater’s my maiden name.”

“Oh, did I get that wrong?” He put a finger to his chin, all thoughtful. Then he shot me a wink that probably worked on every woman in Bluejay Ridge. I know it worked on me. “My apologies, Betty Benino. But I gotta say—Tater’s got a nice ring to it.”

I gave him the High Brow.

Now, when I say High Brow, I don’t mean fancy. I mean the Tater family trick—the ability to raise one eyebrow sky high without moving a single other facial muscle. My mother could do it, her mother before her, and I’d passed it down to Genevieve like a sacred inheritance. It was the ultimate gesture of refined disapproval.

Jack just laughed harder.

By the time we collapsed into savasana—the relaxing part, supposedly—I was drenched with perspiration and starting to feel the pain. I wondered if I’d be able to walk tomorrow. Still, I was more determined than ever to master at least one yoga pose before I died.
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Chapter Three
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After class, we crowded into the small lobby area, helping ourselves to cucumber water and what looked like homemade granola bars.

“You survived,” Trudy said. “That’s more than some people manage on their first day.”

“I think ‘survived’ is generous.” I bit into the granola bar, which tasted like birdseed. “But I’ll be back.”

“You better be. You can’t stop now, neighbor.” Jolene appeared at my elbow, pink-cheeked and glowing in that annoying way people who actually enjoy exercise tend to glow. “Jack’s a sweetheart,” she added. “Don’t let the teasing get to you.”

“I’ll try not to.” I took a long sip of cucumber water, hoping it would erase the taste of birdseed.

Then the real gossip started.

“You hear about the latest with Serenity Garden Center?” Trudy lowered her voice to what she probably thought was a whisper but could’ve been heard across the street. “More stock went missing last night.”

Jolene leaned in, eyes bright. “Some orchids and a couple of bonsais this time. You know, the rare stuff. I can’t believe Marva’s head hasn’t shot completely off her shoulders by now.”

“Those certainly aren’t cheap.” I set my granola bar on the table and casually covered it with a napkin. “All those missing plants are going to add up to some serious cash losses.”

“Exactly,” Trudy said. “Whoever’s doing this knows what they’re taking. It’s not just kids pulling pranks. Someone’s either reselling them or has a serious plant addiction.”

“The black market,” I said, remembering our conversation from last night. 

“Girl, you know it’s true,” Jolene said, slapping her thigh.

Trudy rolled her eyes. “Whether it’s a black market or just some locals thieving around, Marva’s had it up to here.” She chopped a hand at her forehead. “And that woman is no one to be trifled with.”

“Maybe she’ll get one of those fancy security systems to protect her business,” I said.

“She ought to, but those are a pretty penny. Would cost way more than the inventory she’s losing—maybe,” Trudy said. “Besides, if someone doesn’t want to get caught, they’ll find their way around a camera.”

“Has she gone to the police?” 

“Don’t think so. She’s the kind who likes to take care of her own problems. But that may change soon enough.”

I drained my cup and set it beside the napkin-covered birdseed bar. “How about a dog?”

“Oh, I heard Marva’s cousin in Alabama sent over the family’s German shepherd this morning,” Jolene said. “You know, to help guard the place. Name’s Brixie. Isn’t that adorable? I’m sure that’ll put an end to this mess.” Her words came out in a rush, like this was a gossip competition with Trudy. I did wonder how they’d learned all this since last night. They were pros.

The screenwriter in me was already building character profiles and a three-act structure for a missing-plant mystery.

“I do need to head over there soon,” I said. “My list isn’t getting any shorter.”

“You. Will. Love. It.” Jolene clapped and gave a delighted squeal. “Even with all the drama, it’s just magical. The greenhouse is full of the most gorgeous plants, and they’ve got this whole section of native Georgia species Marva’s passionate about.”

“Passionate is one word for it,” Trudy muttered. “Obsessive is another. All organic this, sustainable that, lectures you about your carbon footprint if you so much as look at a plastic pot.”

“But she knows her plants,” Jolene said. “And Serenity really is the best garden center for miles.”

“The store is right around here somewhere, right?” I asked. 

“Just off Main, past the hardware store. Can’t miss it. There’s a big hand-painted sign with a lotus flower on it. Very Marva.” Trudy drained her water glass. “Fair warning though: don’t let her intimidate you. She’s got this way of making you feel like you’re personally responsible for every environmental crisis since the Civil War.”

“I’ve dealt with studio executives,” I said. “I think I can handle a garden center owner.”

Trudy sniffed. “Famous last words.” 

***
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Despite my tired muscles, I actually felt lighter than I had in months by the time I got home. Maybe it was the simple pleasure of being somewhere new, where nobody knew about Salvy’s murder—or that I’d solved it.

Here, I was just Betty: new neighbor, plant lover, yoga disaster.

I stood at the kitchen window, looking out over my unadorned backyard space. “Soon,” I told it. “Soon I’ll get you some color.”

I lifted my glass of sweet tea in a toast to the mountains.

“Look out, World. Betty is back.”
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Chapter Four
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Monday late afternoon

––––––––
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Serenity Gardens was top of mind as I hopped into my shiny new Jeep Gladiator, a smokin’-hot red, and slowly backed out of my driveway. Way more truck than any sensible woman my age needed. But I’d decided something after Salvy died: less is more was a philosophy for people who hadn’t lost enough already. I wanted more. More color in my garden. More life in my days. And more truck than I knew what to do with. 

I had to admit, though, it wasn’t easy for my five-four frame to slide in and out of the driver’s seat. Worse, my muscles were holding a major protest against my yoga plans. Every step reminded me that Downward Facing Dog and I were not on speaking terms. But I was a woman on a mission, and sore calves weren’t going to stop me.

The drive from Lake Pointe into downtown Bluejay Ridge took all of seven minutes, most of which I spent admiring the way sunlight kissed the storefronts along Main Street, soft and golden through the mountain haze. The town was a mix of new establishments and old standbys, together giving off that easy small-town vibe: brick facades with quaint signage, inviting window displays, and large potted plants positioned on the sidewalks. At the center of it all stood a black bear fountain, one paw raised as water cascaded from the fish he held aloft. Townsfolk called him Old Buddy. 

A banner stretched across the street announced the upcoming Thanksgiving parade, and someone had already started stringing Christmas lights in the trees. I, on the other hand, held off on my Christmas decorating until the first of December—not a day sooner. 

Serenity was positioned on a large swath of property of its own, the lotus flower signage front and center. The main building was a converted barn with the kind of weathered beauty that came from age and care in equal measure. I could just glimpse the greenhouse that stretched out back, as well as some other storage buildings. 

A German shepherd dozed in the sun by the entrance. Had to be Brixie. She didn’t even crack an eye when I walked past. Some guard dog. Then again, maybe the well-trained ones didn’t let on they were watching.

Inside, the barn was airy and spacious. The large front doors were slid wide open for visitors, and the doors at the back were open too, leading to the greenhouse. The place was fully stocked—nearly to the rafters and wall to wall—with garden necessities and every kind of décor imaginable. From the roof’s support beams hung dozens of wind chimes, all softly pinging and chiming in the breeze from the ceiling fans. The mingled sounds were delightful, and paired with the earthy scent of soil and blooms, I couldn’t help but smile. This was my kind of place.

I meandered into the greenhouse, where the air turned warm and humid. Rows of plants stretched out before me, neatly organized by type. Hanging baskets swayed gently from their chains, and a fine mist caught the light in soft, shifting colors.

For a moment, I just stood there, breathing it in. This was why I gardened. Not for the tomatoes or the roses, or even the satisfaction of watching something grow. It was this feeling—the sense of being surrounded by life, by green things that didn’t care about your past, your friends, or your pocketbook.

They just grew.

“Can I help you?”

I turned to find a freckle-faced young woman with stunning red hair pulled into a messy bun, her apron streaked with dirt and stains of unknown origin. Her smile was full of sunshine. 

“I hope so,” I said, returning the smile. “I’ve got a long list of things I need, but maybe for starters, I’ll grab a hose. No sense buying plants if you don’t have a hose to get them properly watered. Am I right?” 

“You know it!” 

“I just moved to Lake Pointe and left most of my garden supplies behind. Thought I’d start fresh.” 

“Oh, welcome to the neighborhood!” Her enthusiasm was infectious. “We’ve got hoses in aisle three, right past the pavers. Need help finding anything else?”

“Just browsing for now. I’ll probably be back about a hundred times, though.”

“That’s what we like to hear.” She laughed, then pointed at her nametag. “I’m Tootie, by the way. If you need anything—growing advice, plant recommendations, someone to tip you off before a sale so you don’t pay full price—just holler.”
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