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      “Mama.” I had hit the green button.

      “Violet, I need your help.” Her voice was cold and exact. “I’m in a bit of a pickle.”

      “What’s going on, Mama?” I tried to ask in an unalarmed voice. My insides went from one excitement to a whole different kind of excitement.

      “I need you to come to the Lustig Spring as fast as you can.” Her tone had become chilly. Then she said something I never imagined. “Sally Westin is dead.”
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      “Hey! Don’t I know you?” It was the first thing I heard before I’d been able to take a sip of the steamy hot cup of coffee I’d gotten from the Brewing Beans, the local coffee shop in Holiday Junction.

      I’d not even gotten the toe of my shoe on the first step of the trolley before I heard the familiar voice.

      “You!” The trolley driver shook her finger at me.

      “Yes. I’m the new reporter for the.” I started to rattle off my new job at the Journal Junction the local newspaper.

      “No. No. No.” The visor she wore on her head had blinking lights on it.

      Of course it did. Everything in Holiday Junction was lit up, glittered, sparkled or shined. And if it didn’t, the residents of the small town made sure it did somehow.

      “It’s me.” She took her hands off the trolley wheel. “Goldie Bennett!”

      My eyes narrowed as I looked at her trying to recall any sort of memory of her but I was pulling a blank.

      “You know Joey, Chance and Lizzy’s grandmother,” she said it like I should know these people. “Duh,” her mouth was open. “From the airplane. We were seatmates.”

      “Oh.” The horrible memory popped into my head. “Yes. I’m sorry.” I held up my cup of Joe. “It’s still a little early.”

      “It’s ten o’clock a.m..” she told me like she didn’t believe my excuse. “Different strokes for different folks,” she muttered and put her hand back on the handle before she said, “Are you riding or not?”

      “Yes.” I took the last step up into the trolley, barely making it inside before she whipped the door shut nearly catching my heel, which would’ve hurt if it did get caught since I was wearing flip flops.

      I eased down, careful not to spill my coffee, and put my briefcase in my lap.

      “Well aren’t you going to ask about Joey, Chance, and Lizzy?” Goldie asked out of the side of her mouth as the trolley rattled down the Main Street before it hung a left down Peppermint Court, a row of really cute cottage style houses that not only had the feeling of living in the city but also a nice view of the dunes and sliver of the seaside.

      “How are your grandchildren?” I was having déjà vu all over again from the first time I’d met Goldie. My hands started to tremble thinking about it.

      No. She wasn’t terrible to sit by now that I knew what had come after. Of course I was in a different mindset when I stepped on the airplane that morning. I thought I was headed to my dream job in California as a big-time new reporter for a national news station. Little did I know when I sat down next to Goldie, I would excuse myself to get away from looking at photos of her grandchildren to go to the bathroom. I had to be in the zone for the shot at the big time but when I found a dead body in the airplane’s bathroom, my life took a turn that I never saw coming.

      Just like this morning. I never in a million years thought I’d see Goldie again. At least she didn’t ask me about the body or worse, seen all the social media memes that’d been created of me after I’d gotten the brilliant, not so brilliant, idea to go live to show off my reporting skills since I was the only reporter in the locked down airport.

      Reporter 101 tip, if you do go live on the spot make sure your eye make-up hasn’t bled down your face creating a stream of black tears. Not a look viewers want to see.

      “You know, we are in full swing of tee-ball. Lizzy. Whooo-wee that Lizzy. She can rock a pink tu-tu better than any of them dancers down at the Groove and Go.” She whipped the trolley down a back alley before she took a right back on Main Street so we could head the opposite direction. “Elvin isn’t happy with her going down there because he said Tricia Lustig don’t need all the money,” she tsked. “You know they’ve got that Lustig Spring everyone goes on and on about.”

      “Lustig Spring?” I wondered.

      The trolley came to an abrupt stop. Goldie leaned to the right and grabbed the handle, pulling the trolley door open.

      “Your stop.” Her chin swung over her right shoulder and she looked at me.

      “Already?” I looked up and saw we were already at the office of the Junction Journal. I stood up about to take those steps off the trolley. “I didn’t know I told you where to stop.”

      “Now, now, Violet.” She tsked again, only a little louder this time. “Everyone knows who you are in Holiday Junction. They can’t say that they really know you like I do.”

      I stood on the side of the road staring back at her wondering exactly what that meant.

      She slammed the trolley door shut and took off heading to the next stop.
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      After I stepped off the trolley and watched as it pulled away, I shook my head along with any notion what Goldie had just insinuated about my reputation in this town so I could do the job I’d stayed in Holiday Junction for, a reporter at the Journal Junction.

      In truth, there were two elder sisters, Marge and Louise, who owned the Junction Journal and from what I’d learned over the past couple of months since making Holiday Junction my home, they wanted to get rid of the paper and no one in their family wanted the dying rag.

      Me. I was a journalist. It was in my veins and though my true longing was to be a big-time television reporter, I knew I could be satisfied with owning and operating my own newspaper.

      For the time being.

      Things in the industry changed so much and so fast, there was no better way to learn than to jump feet first. That’s just what I did. When the sisters had offered me a job, since I’d found myself without one due to a dead body or two, I honestly didn’t have a better offer.

      I’d told myself then I’d look around and take my time while I stayed in Holiday Junction instead of tucking my tail and admitting failure by going back home to Kentucky. It’d been two months and here I stood outside of the practically dilapidated seaside house I’d talked Rhett Strickland into letting the Junction Journal lease since the office was in his aunts family home.

      It was a hard sell for the aunts to buy my reasoning to move the paper but when I told them how much it would make for an easier transition when they did go to sell Junction Journal and the fact I’d be working all hours of the night since I had nothing better to do, I didn’t want to keep them up at night. Plus I wasn’t comfortable coming and going from someone’s actual home when I did go to work.

      Rhett was an altogether different sell. He didn’t want to rent the place, he said he’d loan it for free because it did need a lot of work and he could do most of it even though he was coming up on his busy season at the Holiday Junction Airport where he worked as the one and only security guard to the one room building airport.

      By busy season, I meant the flurry of holidays around the summertime. Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Fourth of July were just a few to name and the major ones I’d seen on the town council’s docket for upcoming issues where I needed to report on them.

      That also meant I wasn’t able to go home for Mother’s Day which left Millie Kay Rhinehammer, my mama, in a bit of a tizzy, as we’d say in the south.

      “Toto, we ain’t in the south.” I shoved the key into the lock of the front door of the house and did my best impression of Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz. “Nope. We are in the middle of nowhere USA.”

      I stepped inside of the house, with my hand on the door handle I paused to look out over the seaside laying out in front of me.

      The water shimmered with each slow passing wave and glistened with little twinkles of light as the sun hit it perfectly.

      I giggled at just how different my life was now that I’d moved away from home where I was surrounded by mountains. Holiday Junction was like no other town I’d ever seen or known of in the states.

      There were literally four types of different terrains in the small town. There was the seaside, the mountain side, the countryside and the town. It was definitely a place that filled my creative well which actually was what gave me peace during this transition in my life.

      The seaside gave way to the small beach area and a long concrete sidewalk big enough for the street carts and vendors that had been erected since the temperatures had gotten warmer. There were also shops where tourists loved to visit.

      My phone chirped deep in my journalist bag.

      “Time to work.” I shut the door and headed inside to the one and only room that was actually completed with a desk and view of the seaside. I’d found myself many times over the last month staring out, coming up with all sorts of ideas for the Junction Journal and how I could save it.

      Time would tell.

      I put the bag on top of the old desk the sisters had let Rhett bring over for me to work and opened the zipper where I kept my phone tucked in one of the inside pockets.

      “Hhmm.” My brows knotted. “What does Vern McKenna want?” I questioned since I had no business with him other than him being the Merry Maker, which no one knew about.

      The Merry Maker was a unique undercover job in Holiday Junction. I shouldn’t’ve even know he was the Merry Maker and I’d like to think it was my journalistic instincts that’d uncovered this little secret but it wasn’t. He’d ended up telling me due to the fact I had done my own investigation into a murder a couple of months ago and pointed to him as a possible suspect.

      Boy was I wrong.

      Vern had an alibi, being the secret Merry Maker.

      Holiday Junction loved holidays. The town went all out for every single one with a full parade, beauty queen and festival. It was the Merry Maker’s job to secretly name where the big festival finale would take place.

      There was a large sign for each holiday, and wherever it was posted was where the big festival ending took place. For instance, the first holiday I had the pleasure of spending in Holiday Junction was St. Patrick’s Day.

      A huge wooden leprechaun showed up at the end of Rhett Strickland’s street one day. No one knew how the Merry Maker did it, but somehow the Merry Maker—Vern in this case—would come up with the location and put up the leprechaun without anyone in the community noticing. Or they just acted like they didn’t notice.

      Once the sign for the particular holiday was put up, the townsfolk in that particular area had to come up with the final send-off of the holiday.

      With Mother’s Day approaching, I wondered if Vern was calling to ask me how I was going to cover the Merry Maker, or if I was going to spill the beans that he was the Merry Maker.

      My lips were sealed. I wasn’t telling a soul Vern was the one who had the ability to sprinkle the joy around for the holidays.

      Instead of checking the text, I would wait until after I got some research done about the Lustig Spring that Goldie had mentioned. It got my attention.

      There were many things to explore in Holiday Junction, and I knew I’d not even scratched the surface of things to do. But the Lustig Spring and the reason for Goldie’s husband not wanting little Lizzy to take dance lessons from Tricia Lustig at the Groove and Go really had sparked my interest, and my gut told me to investigate.

      I put the phone down and got out my laptop and paper and pen before I sat down.

      The first thing Rhett did was install internet for me since we’d just recently taken the paper online, where residents could get the daily news. Things important to them were like the daily lunch specials at the local diner, today’s fresh coffee selections at Brewing Beans, any birth announcements, death notices, and photo opportunities with Mayor Paisley, who just so happened to be a Boston Terrier dog.

      She was the most sought-after celebrity here in Holiday Junction. Since I currently resided in the Jubilee Inn, where Mayor Paisley kept office, I was blessed with the opportunity to know her full schedule.

      “Today Mayor Paisley will be sitting for photos at noon before her one p.m. nap.” I tapped on my computer to update the online “today” section before I moved to the “sponsored by” part of the update. “Be sure to head over to Emily’s Treasures. Tell Emily you saw this in today’s paper.” The cell phone rang, taking my attention for a moment. I continued to finish so I wouldn’t lose my train of thought. “You will receive ten percent off your full purchase.”

      The phone rang again.

      “Good morning, Vern,” I answered without looking. “I’m sorry I haven’t called you back. I was a little late getting to the office. What did you need to see me about?”

      “Vern?” Mama’s voice questioned.

      My stomach dropped. I’d been so careful screening my calls from her over the last couple of days, I hadn’t even thought of looking down at my phone to see who was calling.

      “And why is he texting you?” There was concern in her voice. “I told your daddy there was going to be some pervert out there trying to hit on you and you needed to come home where you have family and friends who love you. Look out for you when some man tries to hit on you. Texting you at all hours of the night and day.”

      Mama always assumed the worst when it came to me and taking care of myself.

      “Mama, I wish you’d go see Betts Hager. She’d love to have you on the Bible Thumper—um, the prayer team.” Mama had nothing to do now that I was gone. I was their only child, and she’d made it her job to tell everyone back in our hometown where I was going to be and what channel I was on and made sure everyone tuned into my local broadcast.

      Now that I didn’t live there for her to keep those tabs on me, she’d spent the better part of her waking day calling me, texting me, and emailing me when she couldn’t reach me the first two ways.

      “I don’t want to be in no prayer meeting. I’ve got my own prayers to worry about rather than mix it up with other people’s problems.” Mama sounded out of breath. “Are you sure you won’t be coming home for Mother’s Day?”

      “Mama, you know I love you so much. I miss you and I wish we were together, but I simply can’t be home. I’m under a huge deadline.” I typed “Lustig Spring” into the Google search engine and was surprised at all the hits it got. “I promise I will get back before summer ends.”

      There were some birds chirping in the background, and I wondered if she was on a hike in the Daniel Boone National Forest, where my hometown was located. My stomach clenched again hearing the familiar sounds of home.

      “Summer ends?” Mama cried out. “That’s just not soon enough, Violet Rhinehammer. I’m your only mama, and one day you will regret this.”

      “Now, now.” I hated when she used her southern mama guilt on me. “You are the one who taught me to follow my dream.”

      “I didn’t mean for you to follow it out of town,” she cried out.

      I pushed myself back in the chair and got up. All the information I was about to dive into about the Lustig Spring made me excited. I knew there was a story there I wanted to visit, which was going to require all of my time.

      This meant I needed to get off the phone with Mama.

      “And you also taught me to be the independent woman with my own job, career, and future.” I walked to the back of the office, which used to be a kitchen, and looked out over the landscape where the mountains stood tall in the distance.

      There was a knock at the door of the office.

      I jerked back to look over my shoulder, wishing I’d had a glass door to see who was on the other side.

      “Mama, I’ve got to go. I promise I’ll call you back.” I clicked off as Mama was saying something. I walked back to the front door. “I sure hope it’s not Marge or Louise,” I said under my breath since I’d yet to have anything prepared for them this morning. “You’ve got this,” I told myself with confidence, knowing it was something my mama would’ve told me.

      I rolled back my shoulders and smiled before I flung the door open.

      “Remember how you just said I taught you to be independent?” Mama stood on the other side, the sound of waves lapping behind her. “I’m taking my own advice. Your daddy and I are getting divorced.”

      I didn’t know what I was shocked about most. Mama standing right there in front of me or her news about my parents’ future.
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      “You’re what?” I completely overexaggerated my question after I’d hurried Mama into the office, not even giving two cares in the world on how she’d gotten Rhett Strickland, of all people, to give her a ride.

      That would be addressed for another time.

      “Have you lost your mind?” Of course she had. “Mama, are you sick? Ill? Been diagnosed with dementia? Early onset of Alzheimer’s?”

      Mama made herself right at home in my office chair. She elegantly, as she always had, eased down into the chair and crossed her ankles with her hands folded in her lap. She looked the southern lady part as she did not fit in with the citizens here in her monogrammed three-quarter-length sweater, shoulder-length blond hair with a hint of gray around the scalp, and her makeup as perfect as if she’d just left the makeup counter at a high-end department store.

      Not a hair out of place, and none of her pink lipstick had bled into the tiny wrinkles around her mouth.

      I leaned in a little closer to her face.

      “Did you get Botox or filler?” I jerked back. She simply stared at me. No expression whatsoever. “You’re having a midlife crisis in your sixties!” I pointed to her before my hand found its way over my mouth as I tried to take back some of the accusations I’d thrown at her.

      Something I’d never done before.

      Total disrespect.

      “Violet,” Rhett choked out. “I think it’s time for some food. Why don’t you take your mom to one of the food trucks in Holiday Park? All the Mother’s Day activities are starting today, and I think she’d love to go.”

      “That sounds lovely.” Mama perked up. “I am a little hungry. I tried not to eat too much at the airport after I’d gotten an Uber ride all the way from Normal to Lexington.” Mama spoke directly to Rhett. “It’s about a two-hour drive, and sometimes I get a little nausea on all the back roads.”

      I tugged my shirt down at the hem and sucked in a deep breath.

      “Can I talk to you privately?” I told Rhett—not asked him, told him—with a gesture of my head toward the back of the office.

      “Don’t be long. We don’t want my sugar to drop,” Mama called out when I turned and walked down the office hallway to where the kitchen once was located. “Did I tell you that I’m prediabetic? That’s what the doctor said.”

      I could feel the tension rising up in me with each step before I turned to face Rhett, fully expecting to be out of Mama’s capacity to hear us.

      “How on earth did you find her?” The muscles spasmed furiously in my jaw as I tried to whisper.

      “It’s your mom,” Rhett said like I didn’t know. He smiled, deepening his dimples I had to work hard at not noticing. His dark hair against his olive complexation didn’t help matters. “She was so excited when she got off the airplane and asked me, the security guard, which way to the Jubilee Inn.”

      “Let me guess, you rescued her like you did me the day I stepped off the airplane.” Not that the airport was big. In fact, it was one room, and when you departed from the airplane, you had to walk down a set of rickety steel steps.

      I could only imagine Mama’s horror when she saw the steps and the airport.

      “Wow.” Rhett’s nose curled just enough for me to see he wasn’t happy with my reaction. He ran his hand through his hair. His short sleeve rose slightly toward his armpit, and his bicep formed. “I guess when she told me who she was and if I knew her daughter, I thought you’d be happy to see her. From the way she talked about surprising you, you’d think she was expecting a daughter who was happy and loved her.”

      “Lower your voice.” I batted the air. “She’s got supersonic hearing.” I gnawed on my bottom lip, my forehead wrinkled, reminding me of Mama’s recent work on her face. “And she looks so much younger than she really is. Plus she informs me she’s divorcing my dad.”

      “She did leave that little detail out.” He gave a wry smile. “But she told me all about you growing up in Kentucky and how you were destined to become a star.”

      Mama must’ve told him some doozy of tales, and from the amused look on his face, I did not want to know.

      “Listen, she only wants to spend Mother’s Day with you. That’s why she’s here.” Rhett reminded me of the holiday.

      “I told her I was working and couldn’t come home. She should’ve known I was busy.” I was making excuses for myself to feel better about shoving her off. “I sent her a card and had ordered flowers to be delivered.”

      “She delivered herself. Why don’t you just take her to the park and talk to her?” He shook his head. “What on earth is possibly keeping you here this morning? From what my aunts tell me, you’re doing a great job, and the online edition is already prepared for weeks in advance.”

      “There are several sponsors, and I did just update the ‘Happening around Holiday’ section.” I felt I was missing something to put into the paper, but my mind was so jumbled I couldn’t remember.

      “See, you can go and enjoy her. It’ll give you some headspace to think about what her visit looks like, get some insight on what she’s thinking with your dad, and maybe get a game plan.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “In the meantime, I’ll go get her checked in with Kristine at the Jubilee Inn.”

      “You make it sound all so great, but trust me, it’s not great. Mama has a way of making people uncomfortable.” I put it mildly. “Have you ever heard of the southern ‘bless your heart’?”

      His head tilted in confusion.

      “In the south we say ‘bless your heart,’ only it really isn’t blessing your heart. It’s a bit sarcastic.” I tried my best to explain, but there was still a deep look of confusion on Rhett’s face. “Oh look there, it’s not a compliment in most cases. It’s what one says when they are referring to someone pitiful.”

      “Oh.”

      Mama had a way of doing the whole “bless your heart” to where people had no idea what hit them.

      “The best way to respond to Mama when she blesses your heart is to give a sympathetic nod. It stops her dead in her tracks.” Here I was, trying to explain to Rhett how to treat Mama as if Mama was going to stay in Holiday Junction and have interaction with him on a regular basis.

      Then it hit me.

      “You’re right.” I reached out and grabbed his bicep. I gulped when both of us realized I’d been so bold to give him physical contact after we’d kinda shared some moments when I’d decided to stay.

      I’d done a really good job distancing myself from him and finding alternative places to be when his family would invite me to gatherings. He knew it and I knew it, but it was unspoken.

      From what I’d been told, Rhett Strickland was the most sought-out bachelor in Holiday Junction, and from my experience in the past, those were the men you stayed far away from.

      “I can entertain Mama for the day and get her back on a flight tomorrow.” Slowly I removed my hand, pretty darned pleased with my plan that wasn’t a real plan until I got that flight booked.

      “No flights out until Monday.” He made air dots with his finger. “Like a week from today. Monday is today.”

      My shoulders slumped, my head dropped, and my long hair fell forward.

      “Yeah. I forgot the airport only flies out on Mondays.” That was something I actually appreciated about the small town. The slow lifestyle and not all the tourists coming and going like they did in my hometown.

      Of course there were tourists here, but they were low-key. Something Mama was not.

      “I guess I could take her to see the Lustig Spring. I have been researching it.” Now I had to plan a full week’s worth of activities, and Mama would be expecting such grand events. “I guess I could take her to Emily’s Treasures.”

      “What about all the weeklong festivities? The parade, the cooking classes this week, the movie night.” Rhett rattled off all the activities I’d been talking about in the paper. “She looks like she’d just love to spend time with her daughter.”

      “I guess you’re right. I have been trying so hard to keep the Junction Journal relevant and if you’ve not noticed, I love a little order in my life and not surprises.” A weak smile formed and when he noticed, his smile grew huge.

      “That’s the girl.” He gave me the good ole halfhearted and loose fist nudge on my arm. “Does she chug beer like her daughter?” He winked, sending a little tickle to my insides.

      “No. Don’t remind me and don’t tell her,” I warned, poking him in the chest. “The last thing she needs to know is how I got snookered on my first night here.”

      “Snookered?” He snorted. “You were drunk.”

      “Not my finest hour.” I did like the fact I’d beaten Fern Banks, the local beauty queen in the St. Patrick’s Day stein competition. “Did I mention I’m competitive?”

      “I know you.” He stood a little too close and looked down at me with serious eyes. “Why don’t I take you and your mom out to dinner tonight?” His soft-spoken voice was like a sweet musical tone that vibrated every nerve in my body.

      “We’d love to!” Mama had her very stylish fanny pack buckled around her waist and a white visor now on her head. “I can’t get all that sun on my face.” She gave the bill a small tug but not enough to mess up her hair. “I’m ready to go to Holiday Park like he suggested.”

      “I told you she had supersonic hearing.” I shook my head and walked over to give her a hug.

      “On the way over you can tell me all about you getting snookered,” she whispered in my ear.

      “It was nothing, Mama,” I told her after we’d left the office and decided to stroll along the beach and take the path that led up to Holiday Park. “I was trying to fit in and get all those murders solved quickly, remember, so I could get to my interview in California.”

      It was really simple. I’d found a dead body on an airplane, and I had the interview of a lifetime with a big-time news station in California. The pilot had to make an emergency landing, which put me smack-dab into Holiday Junction. The NTSB wasn’t going to let us leave until they felt confident. The dead body turned out to be a murder, and only when everyone on the airplane had been absolved of the crime were we going to leave Holiday Junction.

      Just like a good investigative reporter, and due to the fact I was on a mission to land my dream job, I did my own investigation, and that meant hobnobbing with the locals. That included the beer drinking competition. Fern wasn’t that nice of a person to begin with, so I did go to the extremes to win. It took me days to recover, and I’d not had another drop of alcohol since.

      Today could possibly end that streak.

      “We don’t need to talk about that.” I had to change the subject to her big news about her divorce from my dad. “Not that I want to believe what you said, but are you really divorcing Daddy?”

      “Is it really that terribly shocking, Violet?” Mama had taken me by the elbow as we slowly walked down the sidewalk. The waves lapped up on the beach, making the young children playing in their wake run giggling up to their parents, who were enjoying watching their children play.

      I remembered doing that when I was a little girl and my parents took me to Florida every year for a summer vacation.

      “Your father and I haven’t been married in the sense of how a marriage should be in a very long time.” She told me something I had no idea about. “I can tell by how you tensed up you don’t want to know the details, and well, there’s nothing to tell. After you left for college, we just drifted apart. From all the marriage counseling sessions we had, we found out it was normal for some marriages.”

      “Why didn’t you try a hobby together?” I asked. My heart had lodged in my throat, and no amount of swallowing was making it go back behind my ribs where it belonged.

      “We did, honey. We tried everything. We took dance lessons, cooking classes, even joined a couples book club, but we realized we just didn’t have anything in common. Not that I’m looking for someone in my life to give me a boost of excitement, but I realized I don’t have many years left on this earth. Forty if I’m lucky.”

      I snorted.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Forty more years, you’d be one hundred.” Did I really have to do the math for her?

      “Which means that I’ve got to get crackin’ if I want to have the best time for the rest of my life.” Mama had become someone I didn’t know.

      It made me wonder, had I really ever known Mama? I mean, she did raise me, and she was Mama.

      Mama.

      I looked at Mama while we walked. Her lips were flapping, but the thoughts in my head were louder than her speaking to me. All I saw when I watched her was her mouth moving. It hit me. Mama was a person just like me. She wasn’t just Mama, the woman who brought me into this world and many times told me I wasn’t too big for a whoopin’ when I got sassy. But outside of those traits, she was a person who had feelings, cares, needs.

      Just like me.

      “Mama.” I led her down the sidewalk past all the vendors and slightly tugged her away from gawking at one of the shops in particular. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “That’s nice, honey.” She patted my hand that had found its way into the crook of her elbow as I gently guided her more toward the sandy side of the sidewalk and not the street, where the place of business she was rubbernecking to see was a jiggle joint.

      “I have never really looked at you as someone other than my mama.” I was really trying to accept her feelings and wanted her to know, but she clearly was not paying me a bit of attention. “Mama!” I stopped and stomped. “Are you listening to me? I’m trying to tell you something.”

      “Oh dear, I’m sorry.” She turned. Her eyes pinched, but there were no signs of wrinkles. “What is it?”

      “Now that I have your attention, I was just saying how I’ve never really looked at you as a person. Just like me.” I smiled at her, and my heart lifted with the knowing that a piece of home, a slice of comfort, was right here in front of me. I filled up with gratitude and felt sorry for Mama. “I have never even thought about how you and Daddy keep your relationship going. I know for me, I want passion, love, surprises.” As I heard myself say those things, I realized my daddy was none of those.

      He was routine, liked good ole beef and potatoes, and rarely liked to leave his couch. Mama was none of those things. If I dug deep enough, I did recall Mama was the one, not Daddy, who had told me to get out of Normal and get a career, have my own money, and enjoy life.

      “I’m sorry I never paid attention to what was really going on in your heart and life.” I sensed a connection between us. “I guess I have you to thank for me leaving town to follow my dream, and I hope I can help you get through and support you for whatever you need.”

      “Good.” Her voice was flat and unaffected by the speech I’d just given her. “Let’s go get a drink.”

      She grabbed my hand and dragged me across the street and right into the jiggle joint before I could even protest.
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      “We will have two vodka and sodas with a twist of lime!” Mama held up two fingers after she’d tapped on the bar to get Darren’s attention.

      “Wow, this is a surprise. Who is our new friend?” One of two regulars was saddled up to the bar on their usual stool.

      “I’m Millie Kay Rhinehammer, and let me introduce you to my eligible and highly intelligent daughter.” She pointed over her shoulder at me. “She’s an investigator like the kind you hear on those mystery podcasts that are so popular.”

      “Mama, they know me,” I whispered, but she kept talking. “And since when have you listened to podcasts? And crime ones at that?”

      Apparently I didn’t know my mama as well as I thought I did.

      “Like I was saying before my daughter forgot her southern manners.” Mama gave me a hard look. The kind she used to give me when we were in church and I was talking when I shouldn’t’ve been. Or when she thought I shouldn’t’ve been.

      “Violet is a very serious investigative reporter, and she’s about to make it big-time.” Mama was talking to Owen and Shawn, two men I’d met my first week in Holiday Junction. “Look at that face. And she’s got the most sweet, southern accent.” Mama pointed to me. “Go on, honey, do that reporter talk you do.”

      “Mama, I know them.” I finally got her eyes on me.

      “Oh. Then introduce me.” She put her hand out like she was the queen and they were supposed to kiss it.

      “Mama, meet the Easter Bunny and the Tooth Fairy.” I knew that would make Owen and Shawn laugh.

      “These drinks are on me,” Owen told Darren while Shawn pulled up a stool, nestling between him and Owen so that Mama could sit.

      “Honestly?” Mama put her hand up to her chest. “Which one is the Tooth Fairy? Because I think you get a raw end of the stick. And what on earth do you do with all of those teeth?”

      Mama entertained these men more than the women rolling around on the dingy stage were doing.

      “You’ve got a pretty funny mom,” Darren leaned over and said. He gave me a slight nod to move away from the three of them as if he wanted to tell me something.

      I stepped aside and waited for him to give Mama her vodka and soda. He slid mine to me.

      Darren Strickland. Boy oh boy, was he a looker. The only problem with him was the bar he ran. It was a case of me, like I’d done with Mama, not getting to know him as a person and just what he did.

      Run a strip joint.

      I guessed all towns had them, but ooh. Yuck.

      Over the past couple of months, I’d been here, but only for the bar portion, since it was the only bar in town. Sometimes I did take a little nip of the juice when I would leave work on my walk back to town, using the path leading from the seaside and then going down Main Street, where the Jubilee Inn was located.

      Back to Darren. He was Rhett Strickland’s cousin and the bar owner. From what I’d heard around town, Darren was single and poor. Today his choice of clothing was a wrinkled button-up shirt with rolled-up sleeves. His hair was a little too long in the back, making it flip up in a curl from underneath his turned-around baseball cap. His dark eyes were deep and hid underneath his thick brows.

      “Violet, you never even mentioned this place on the phone,” Mama called from the other side of the bar. She picked up her drink and led the cheers between her, Shawn, and Owen.

      “It looks like your mom got the fun gene of the family.” Darren’s brown eyes twinkled in amusement.

      “I had no idea she was coming to town.” I couldn’t help the feeling of the news hitting me again like a sack of potatoes, knocking me in the gut. “The first thing she told me is that she’s divorcing my dad.”

      “Yeah. We are going to need to make this a double.” Darren went to grab my glass.

      “No.” I put my hand on his to stop him from taking it. I saw a heart-rending tenderness in his gaze that made me pause.

      “Yeah. Sure.” He pulled his hand out from underneath mine. “You go take care of your mom.”

      “What did you want to tell me?” I asked since he’d yet to say why he’d asked me to come to this side of the bar.

      “Nothing.” He waved me off. “We can talk after your mom leaves. You enjoy her. Actually, the two of you should take that cooking class being offered for Mother’s Day at Freedom Diner.”

      “Freedom Diner,” I said and nodded my head. “Isn’t that the diner owned by the Lustig family?”

      “Yeah, why?” He reached behind him, took the bar towel, and wiped down the counter as he listened to me.

      “I’d heard something about their family spring.” Signing up for the class could do two things. Pacify Mama by spending some time with her as a Mother’s Day treat, and allow me to get some information from the family and possibly an interview.

      “People have been coming to the Lustig Spring for decades. People believe the untreated water is healthy and even a healing tonic.” Darren was making me want to research the spring even more.

      “Healing tonic?” That sounded a little woo-woo, but I was down with hearing more about it.

      “The Lustigs live forever. They all grew up drinking from the spring, and when people realized they were outliving practically everyone in Holiday Junction, they took notice.” He shrugged. “They had a hard time keeping people off the land after a few had snuck in and filled up jugs. After they drank, the word got out that they had more energy and felt better than they had in years.”

      “They don’t put anything in it? Fluoride? Nothing?” I asked.

      “Nope. Colorless and wet like all water.” He grinned. “Rich in minerals.”

      “You drink it?” I wondered and leaned up on my forearms to look behind the bar to see if there were any sort of jugs filled with water.

      “On occasion.” He smiled. “When I go to eat at the diner. Supposedly that’s all they serve there for water. And if you ask anyone who works there, Nate Lustig, the owner of the farm, is really grumpy about people coming to the spring now.”

      “Why?” I wanted to know all the juicy details.

      “Look at you being all reporter-y for my aunts.” He grinned. “According to your mom, this is just a pit stop for you.”

      “What?” I pulled back.

      “I’ve got double hearing. It’s a gift and a curse.” He threw his head back and laughed when he noticed my confusion. “I can be talking to you and hear what you’re saying while on alert for when someone calls out for a drink, or hear a conversation on this side.” He pointed to his right ear, which was closest to Mama and her new friends.

      “She told Owen how she was here to get you set on the right path and not settle like she did.” He put his hands flat on the bar and leaned about an inch away from me. “So are you trying to mess with my mom and aunt?”

      The question lingered, as did his stare.

      “My aunt I don’t care so much about it, but my mom, that’s a different story.” He left me gasping inside for air after he pushed himself away from me.

      “No. Ahem,” I cleared my throat to get back into my head, shocked by my response to Darren not only taking up for his mother but how he had invaded my personal space.

      Calling it invaded made me feel better.

      “No.” I shook my head and picked up the drink, taking a large sip. “My mama doesn’t know anything. I told you she just showed up out of nowhere.” I took one last drink before I left the drink sitting there. “You said Nate Lustig.” I walked back to Mama. “Does he own the diner?”

      I needed clarification.

      “He does. And he’s giving the cooking class.” Darren slid a few beer steins off the shelf behind the bar, grabbed a tray, and started to fill each one as the beer poured from a spicket of many.

      The waitress drummed her fingers, waiting.

      “Cooking class?” Mama’s ears had perked up. “Did you say there’s a cooking class? Violet could learn to cook.”

      “She doesn’t cook?” Darren asked.

      I was getting a sense he was thoroughly enjoying all the tidbits Mama was giving them about me. Ones I’d hoped to have left behind when I left my hometown.

      “Oh yeah. Burns water.” Mama got up off the stool between Owen and Shawn.

      “Don’t burn the Lustig Spring if you do decide to put an article in the Junction Journal about it. People around here won’t let you leave town alive.” Darren had some pretty serious parting words that would come back to haunt me later.

      Water. Who knew?
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      “Why did we leave?” Mama asked. I had to drag Mama out of the jiggle joint. “I was having fun with the Easter Bunny and Tooth Fairy,” she teased, a side of her I’d never seen.

      “Because if you want to do the cooking class for Mother’s Day before you go back home” —which reminded me to make sure she had a seat on the airplane out of here at the end of the week—“then we have to sign up. All sign-up for all the activities are in Holiday Park.”

      “The Strickland boys sure do have good looks, but I really like Rhett.” Mama wasn’t so subtle in her matchmaking skills. “I hear he’s available.”

      “You heard from him he’s available?” I asked, knowing she’d already pried into his life.

      “Yes. And did you know he owns a lot of property in Holiday Junction? Property is where the money is. I’m telling you. I tried to tell your father to get one of the campgrounds years ago, and look at Mae West and that group of yahoo women she hangs around with. They are swimming in a gold mine in that nasty Happy Trails Campground lake water.” Mama rambled on and on about the success stories at home before she came to the realization of me being here in a similar small town. “But you don’t need a man. We have to get you to California so the world can watch my baby on the news. The next Barbara Walters. You know Diane Sawyer is from Kentucky. She’s pretty big.”

      We took the beaten path up from the seaside going toward the park. My mind was lost in doing an article on the Lustig Spring. I had grand ideas of finding people who had gotten water from there and who claimed to be healed from those minerals Darren had mentioned. I also found it interesting how Nate Lustig didn’t want people on the property. That would make for an interesting story. Or at least a way to get him to talk to me.

      I could tell him I’d heard about the spring and how he didn’t want all the traffic on his property, and that’s why I would be honored to do an article in the Junction Journal to inform the public. Plus I’d get my own sample of water to not only taste but get tested for all the claims, since it didn’t sound like people had actually tested the water.

      Before too long of a walk, the path opened up to a large grassy area called Holiday Park. It was a magnificent ending to Main Street. Main Street actually stopped at the beginning of the park where there was a parking lot.

      The park was filled with large trees and had a few places for gatherings. One of those was the amphitheater where the local group I’d gotten to know pretty well, the Leading Ladies, were practicing for their Mother’s Day play.

      The Leading Ladies were actually leading ladies of Holiday Junction and married to a lot of the prominent men. Louise and Marge were both leading ladies, and they seemed to be in charge of the entire town. At least their personalities were.

      From where I was standing, at the edge of the path and the park, I could see both of them on stage. Mama would get a kick out of meeting them, and it would be a great time to tell them Mama was in town but not to worry, as I was still working.

      There was a nice-sized lake in the park where people were paddling around in those cute paddleboats. The boats were different sizes. Some held two people while others held four, where they sat back to back, but the most popular paddleboats were the ones shaped like a swan.

      “We have to!” Mama bounced with glee and made a beeline for them.

      “Wait, Mama. We have to sign up for the class or it’ll get filled.” I felt like I was chasing around a two-year-old in a candy factory.

      “Yes. Then the paddleboats,” she insisted before she heard the music playing and jerked toward it. “Is that a cake walk? And a band?”

      “It looks like it.” I hadn’t seen a cake walk since I was in elementary school.

      “We have to do that now.” Mama literally was like a squirrel running around the park, going from activity to activity not knowing which one to do first.

      When we finally made it over to the folding chairs positioned in a circle, Mama eyeballed all the cakes coming up for the cake walk competition. They were setting up for another game, and Mama had already signed herself up.

      “Do you want to play?” she asked in her excited voice, the kind she used to have when the Piggly Wiggly had a sale on Coca-Cola when I was growing up.

      “No. I’m good. You do it.” I tried not to eat too many sweets since I was in the public eye and wanted to be ready just in case the big news stations happened to call me back in for an interview.

      I hadn’t given up on my dream and saw Holiday Junction as a detour. I was content, and for now that was good enough for me, even though I questioned it when I looked at Mama.

      She’d been the epitome of content when I was younger, and look where that got us. Here. In line to participate in a cake walk.

      A cake walk game was pretty simple. As music plays, the participants walk around the perimeter of the chair circle. When the music stops, everyone must immediately sit in a chair. The one person left standing without a chair is out of the running to win the cake. With each round a chair was removed, and the music continued until only one person was left. That person was the winner of the cake, which made for a pretty sweet deal considering Mama was competing to win a raspberry bundt cake from Freedom Diner, making the whole notion of me investigating this magical spring a must.

      Patrick O’Malley and the Mad Fiddlers, a local band, started off the next round of cake walkers. Mama was walking so slow around the chairs, and when the band stopped, she plopped down in a chair, making her eligible to participate in the next round.

      “Wooohooo!” Mama pumped her fist in the air when she and one other woman were the last two competitors. It was between Mama and this woman. Boy, did Mama have a serious game face on.

      It was then and there I’d realized my competitive nature had come from my mama. For all these years, I’d thought I’d gotten that trait from my father.

      Patrick and the band started up, and they played for a really long time before they abruptly stopped. Mama and the other woman were both on the side of the chair when they both went to fall their fanny in the seat. Only Mama gave the woman a nice push with her tushy, sending the woman flat on the ground.

      “Ouch.” The lady grabbed her ankle and groaned in pain. “What is wrong with you?”

      “You’re just mad because I won fair and square.” Mama sat in the chair, refusing to get up until the cake walk volunteers put the cake in her hands.

      They didn’t bother with Mama. They hurried to the other lady’s side to help her up, and when they did, they realized she couldn’t stand alone.

      “I think it’s broken.” The woman winced in pain.

      There were a few calls made on some walkie-talkies, asking for medics.

      “Mama, get up and apologize,” I insisted through my gritted teeth. My face was red, which wasn’t a good look against my blond hair and flush. I was so embarrassed.

      “I’m not doing no such thing. I won fair and square. I want my bundt cake.” I’d never seen this selfish side of Mama, and I was appalled.

      About that time, there was the sound of a cluck, making Mama jump to her feet.

      “What is that?” Mama snarled toward Dave, the rooster.

      “He’s in charge of security around here, and apparently someone’s called security on you.” I made a joke about it, but when I saw Chief Matthew Strickland following closely behind, I realized someone really had called the law on Mama.

      “Ma’am.” Chief Strickland greeted Mama with a firm nod underneath his white chief cap. “I understand you pushed Sally Westin to the ground, and she would like to file assault charges.”

      “That’s ridiculous. We were playing a game, and she’s the one who tried to push me out of the way just so she could win that cake.” Mama pointed to Sally while the medics were looking at Sally’s ankle.

      I noticed a slight smile on Sally’s face, like she was playing some sort of pitiful-me card.

      “Nope. That’s a lie.” Someone from the crowd came over with their phone. “I was streaming it live on social media, and I have the footage right here.”

      Chief Strickland, Mama and I watched the replay, and as clear as day, Mama had used her booty to bump poor Sally to the ground. But Sally didn’t land on her ankle. She landed on her booty, making the ankle claim a farse.

      “What can we do to make it better?” I asked Chief, and he looked at me before he walked over to Sally.

      Mama huffed and puffed, shifting from side to side, looking up at the sky then the ground before she crossed her arms.

      “What’s going on?” Marge Strickland, the chief’s wife and Darren’s mom, not to mention my boss, had seen the commotion from the amphitheater and had quickly come over.

      “That woman claimed I shoved her out of the chair to win the raspberry bundt cake, but I didn’t. I won fair and square,” Mama proclaimed. “Fair and square!” she hollered for good measure.

      “Did you say raspberry bundt cake?” Marge questioned Mama.

      “She’ll take the cake and not press charges.” Chief Strickland held the cake, Mama salivating as she looked at it. “Deal? Or charges?”

      “Deal,” Mama muttered.

      “I wouldn’t’ve taken the deal.” Marge sighed. “That cake was made by Nate Lustig. He only makes one a year with his special spring water. Now that he fired Sally Westin from the diner, she can’t get her hands on anything Lustig Spring-related, and well, let’s just say it’s made her a little crazy.”

      “I’m Marge Strickland. I think our very own reporter, Violet Rhinehammer, needs to interview you for this crazy cake walk mishap.” Marge’s brows rose high on her forehead, something Mama’s forehead was unable to do at this moment.

      “Millie Kay Rhinehammer.” Mama did that limp handshake thing with her hand again. “Violet’s mama.”
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      To say Mama made a big splash for her first public appearance in Holiday Junction was an understatement.

      It was almost too much to bear with Mama’s little surprise visit, then the news of the divorce, her competitive nature around the cake walk, plus the claim by Sally Westin about Mama assaulting. I knew I had to get her to the inn and let her rest so I could get back to work.

      “I can’t believe you made me give that woman my cake.” Mama was still protesting on our way back to the Jubilee Inn.

      “It was the right thing to do. You don’t want to have an assault charge put against you. That’d make you have to stay in town for court appearances, and I’m sure you’ve got things to get back to at home.” I wanted to make it sound terrible so she wouldn’t want to stay. I also wanted to make sure she didn’t upset anyone else.

      “It was a game.” Mama stood in front of one of the small shops on the sidewalk, taking a look at the display window.

      Every shop had some sort of Mother’s Day theme. It was adorable on a good day, but today was proving to be a tad bit challenging.

      “Why does everyone forget games have a winner and a loser? I can’t stand this whole ‘everyone should get a participation trophy.’” Mama was old-school southern.

      “Today’s world doesn’t operate that way.” I tugged her to come on. “Besides, it was just a cake, and after I take you back to the inn, I’ll be sure to stop by the Freedom Diner to sign us up for the cooking class. Then you can make your own cake plus pick Nate Lustig’s brain and use that southern charm to get his secret raspberry bundt recipe.”

      Mama looked off into the distance. I could tell she was noodling the idea and noticed her face soften more and more with each step, liking the plan.

      “Do you have to go to work?” Mama asked with a guilty tone after she’d considered the idea of us doing the cooking class. “I just got here, and we’ve not seen each other in a few months. Marge seems like a family woman. She’d understand.”

      “Marge is a family woman when it comes to her family.” I motioned for Mama to cross the street once we were across from the Jubilee Inn. “She’s also a businesswoman, and I had talked them into keeping Junction Journal going since they were going to stop producing it. There’s a lot of time and money involved in my keeping it going, so I have to go to work. At least for a few hours.”

      “Fine.” She sighed, and her shoulders fell. “What’s going on at the inn? Another Mother’s Day celebration?”

      I drew my eyes to the crowd. There was a line going along the front of the inn and around the corner. I’d seen this before.

      “Mayor Paisley is out for a photo opportunity for the Mother’s Day celebration.” I could see people out with their phones to record the event with the mayor.

      “My goodness. They must love the mayor.” Mama’s head bobbled as she tried to see around the heads of the crowd to get a look at Mayor Paisley. “I think you need to write to your hometown mayor so she can get an idea how to woo the citizens of Normal like this.”

      “I don’t think that’ll happen. Mayor Paisley has no political views, loves everyone, and happily gives her attention to them.” Once we were across the street and standing near the front of the line so we could get inside of the inn, I pointed to Mayor Paisley.

      “The innkeeper is the mayor?” Mama asked when she noticed Kristine Whitlock, the owner of the Jubilee Inn, sitting next to Mayor Paisley.

      “No. Mayor Paisley is sitting next to her in the pink floral dress.” I made sure to watch Mama’s expression as she took in the Boston Terrier dog.

      It was hard not to smile when I watched Mama’s face contort from confusion to glee.

      “You’re pulling my leg.” Mama laughed.

      “No. Mayor Paisley is a dog.” While Mama and I watched tourists walk up one by one to greet Kristine and Mayor Paisley, I told her how the town was run by a town council and how they elected Paisley and the other animal candidates to help raise money for the holiday festivals the town put on for each holiday.

      “She’s got the cutest face,” Mama said, referring to Paisley’s little black pointy ears and her white upside-down wishbone markings that started between the pup’s eyes and along each side of her nose. “I’ve got to get a photo myself.”

      “I’ve got connections.” I stopped Mama from going to the back of the line. “We can get our own personal meeting with the mayor, and you can voice your concerns about how the games work.”

      Mama laughed, knowing I was teasing her.

      Mama and I weaved through the crowd to get inside of the inn. It was a small, basic place to stay and the only place I’d stayed since I’d gotten here. Eventually I’d get a more permanent place, and in my mind, I was testing out the waters here in Holiday Junction to see if I was really going to stay here, make a career for myself or not. These were some big life decisions I had to make, and for now those decisions were going to have to be put on hold.

      Mama was going to take up any capacity on my head and make my living arrangements and the decision to stay in Holiday Junction go to the back burner of my thoughts.

      “You live here?” Mama looked around the small room with a look of disapproval.

      “I do for now. I’ve not had time with work to look for a place to live. It’s on my list, but for now I’m here and focusing on my career.” I handed her the room key. “You make yourself at home, and I’m going to head back to my office. If you need something, just call my cell.”

      “You never answer me.” The dig was said under her breath.

      “Mama, I’ll answer you.” I had to say it and reenforce I would so she wouldn’t show up at the front door of the office like she’d done before.

      “Fine.” She sat down on the bed and looked down at her feet with her pouty face. One I wasn’t falling for. “I’ll just sit here all by myself.”

      “Sounds good. Take a nap. We will get supper later.” I kissed her forehead and headed out the door.

      My main focus was to get me and her signed up for the Freedom Diner Mother’s Day cooking class and do some research on the Lustig Spring. If I could get some of that completed today, it would be a good workday.

      “Violet,” Kristine called my name when she saw me maneuvering around the crowd.

      I looped around a few clusters of tourists and made my way to where she was standing. Hubert, her husband, was taking his turn sitting with Mayor Paisley.

      “Good afternoon,” I greeted her. “It’s a gorgeous day, and this crowd is amazing.”

      “Everyone loves Mother’s Day.” Her voice carried above the laughter and chatter of the crowd. “I met your mother. I had no idea she was coming into town. If I’d known, I’d have saved her a room.”

      “You’re booked?” I quietly snorted in the back of my throat. Of course they were. My luck. No place for Mama here meant no place for Mama but with me.

      “I am. I hate that.” There was a look of empathy in her eyes. “But I’m more than happy to give her the first room available after Mother’s Day.”

      “Oh, she won’t be here after that. In fact, I’ve got to make sure she’s booked on the first flight out next week.” I ran my hand down my long blond hair as a sudden gust of wind swept past.

      I looked up to see what the weather was doing in case it was about to rain, though I knew the forecast didn’t call for it. It was sunny and bright, making it strange there was a breeze.

      Chill bumps made waves along my arms, sending me a shiver shake.

      “Are you okay?” Kristine asked.

      “Yes. I’m fine.” I crossed my arms and shifted my weight to my right hip. My head tilted. “Do you happen to know anything about the Lustig Spring?”

      “Sure. Everyone does.” Kristine had been a great resource for me. She was able to help me get information for the paper and research as someone who grew and stayed in Holiday Junction. “Why?”

      “I was on the trolley with Goldie this morning, and she mentioned the spring in a passing conversation.” I left out the fact Goldie’s husband Elvin didn’t like little Izzy taking lessons at the Groove and Go due to the fact he didn’t want to give the Lustig family any more money because it didn’t matter. “I was in the process of researching the spring when Rhett showed up at the office with Mama.”

      The look Kristine gave me was probably due to the tone of my voice.

      “I love Mama, don’t get me wrong.” I uncurled my arms and placed both hands on my heart. “But she can be much, and well,” my brows pinched, “Mama has informed me she is divorcing my dad.”

      That garnered a gasp from Kristine and an immediate “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not entirely convinced that’s happening, but Mama showed up here without me knowing.” I didn’t let Kristine know I’d also planned on calling my dad about it. I had to hear from him before I truly believed they were headed for a divorce. “Mama kinda got into a little scuffle with Sally Westin. Now I have to know all about the spring, because not to waste your time on all the details Marge mentioned after Mama agreed to give Sally the raspberry bundt cake made by Nate Lustig, I found it interesting that was all it took for Sally to not put an assault charge against Mama.”

      “Did Marge tell you Nate fired Sally?” Kristine asked.

      “Yes, but she didn’t tell me why. Do you know?”

      “I certainly do. I heard Sally was going to the diner after hours and stealing jugs of the water Nate filled from their Lustig Spring,” Kristine told me. “About two months ago.”

      “She was fired for stealing?” I made sure I understood what she was telling me.

      “Pretty much.” Both of us turned around after we’d heard a honk from a car.

      It was Rhett Strickland. He gave a slight wave before he waved me over.

      “We can talk later. I’ll be sure your Mama is okay.” Kristine was great about being a good host, and I’d found she was true to her word.

      “Hey,” Rhett called to me out of the rolled-down driver’s side window. “I’m sorry about dropping off your mom. She didn’t say you weren’t expecting her.”

      “It’s fine. I guess I’m glad it was you and not someone I didn’t know.” I was appreciative of his kindness. “I’ve got her at the inn while I head back to the office.”

      “Jump in. I’ll take you.” He leaned way over and opened the door from the inside.

      “Are you sure?” Too late to even ask the question since I’d already gotten in and was in the process of clipping in my seat belt.

      He didn’t even bother answering.

      “What are you working on at the paper? I’m sure my aunts will let you take a few days to be with your mom.” He drove down Main Street carefully since tourists were jaywalking, and he took the roundabout at the end next to Holiday Park so he could drive back up Main and out to the seaside.

      “It’s fine. I’m not sure how long she’ll be here. But I’m working on the Lustig Spring. Especially now that Mama has insulted a former employee.” The story I told him, about the cake walk incident between Sally and Mama, made him laugh.

      “You southern women sure do stand up to your reputation.” I wasn’t sure what he meant by the statement or even if it was a compliment or put-down, but I didn’t want to know. “There is such a history about the spring that when the property finally got inherited to Nate, he had so many tourists and locals showing up at all hours of the night. Not only did they park all over his property, making it hard for his family to function in day-to-day life, but people started having fights. My uncle was called out there a lot. Even a gun was pulled out once.”

      “No wonder he doesn’t allow people there.” I didn’t blame Nate after hearing Rhett tell the history of why Nate didn’t allow anyone to use the spring.

      “Sally’s sister has an autoimmune disease, and she swears the spring has virtually healed her.” Rhett made me want to know more about the disease Sally’s sister had.

      This could make a huge story the national press would love to pick up. A big article going viral was just the thing I needed to reboot my career, but was it the right thing to do for Nate Lustig?

      This was one of those moral questions I’d have to consider as a journalist. Of course my ego said to run with it and get all the exposure I could, but the compassion and love I felt for Holiday Junction held me back from making any sort of decision about what I’d do after I had collected all the information.

      “That’s why she wanted the cake.” I stared out the window and noticed we weren’t headed in the direction of the seaside. Granted, I’d not lived here long enough to learn shortcuts, and hadn’t even driven anywhere since I didn’t even have a car. “You are taking me to the office, right?”

      “I thought I’d run you out to the spring so you can see it for yourself.” He took his eyes off the road for a split second to look at me as if he were trying to make sure I was good with the idea.

      “Yeah, if you think we can get in to see it.” I was all about getting up close and personal to the actual spring. “I was going to try to sweet-talk Nate Lustig into getting in to see it, but if you can get us there, that’d be great.”

      “I think I can.” He had a faint smile on his lips.

      There was so much more to Rhett than I knew. From what I gathered and encountered with his entire family, they all seemed to be well-respected, stand-up folks. There were some rifts in the family, but with as big a family as the Strickland gang, it wasn’t unusual to have those types of relationships.

      No doubt in my mind, the arguments were like the waves, in and out, up and down.

      A few miles out of town in the countryside, Rhett pulled off onto a dirt road. There were several cars lined up with people standing outside with various sizes of jugs and containers in their hands as if they were waiting to be let inside.

      The car drove over a cattle guard. At the second cattle guard, there was a gate with a speaker.

      Rhett reached out the window and pushed the small black button.

      “Can I help you?” a woman’s voice came through, crackly from the speaker.

      “Palmer, it’s Rhett” was all he had to say before the gate started to open. He drove forward and waited for the gate to fully open before he drove through it.

      I shifted around in the seat to look back and watch the gate close, with people standing a few feet away from it shouting and lifting their containers up in the air over their heads. The emotions on their faces ranged from hope to anger.

      “Palmer is my godmother,” Rhett let me know.

      “Palmer is a Lustig?” I asked.

      “Yep. She’s married to Nate. She and my mom were friends. They are like a second family to me.” We weren’t able to explore that any more since we’d pulled up to a two-story clapboard country house with chipped-up paint.

      An older woman with her salt-and-pepper hair pulled up in the back, with several stray pieces falling around her face, framing it, stood out in the yard, waving her arms wildly over her head. There was a huge smile on her face.

      She had on an apron tied around her waist and was wiping her hands off on it like she’d just washed them. Her eyes shifted to the passenger seat, and when she noticed me, the smile faded and her eyes appeared more alert.

      Maybe it was just me thinking she was taking me in, judging me, and wondering who this woman in her godson’s passenger seat was when it clearly wasn’t Fern Banks, the local beauty queen who had claimed Rhett as her own.

      “I admit I was surprised to hear your voice over the speaker.” Palmer greeted Rhett by hugging him.

      Once the embrace was over, she patted him on the back a few times.

      “Who’s your friend?” She tilted her head and looked at me from across the hood of the car as I made my way around.

      “This is Violet Rhinehammer.” He used his full upturned hand to gesture to me.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Lustig.” I outstretched my hand.

      “Such formalities.” She graciously took it. “Southern girl?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I nodded with the southern pride on my face.

      “Don’t ‘ma’am’ me or ‘Mrs. Lustig’ me. I’m not that old,” she joked. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “No, ma’am.” I gulped. “No thank you, Palmer.” I was going to go right on into why we were here. I’d never been great at beating around the bush, and with Mama in town, there was limited time to do any work, which meant I needed to use what little time I had wisely.

      “Violet has recently moved here and is working for my aunts at the Junction Journal,” Rhett said.

      Her head slightly fell back and her mouth opened a little as the light bulb went off in her head. “I like what you’ve been doing with the online edition. I subscribed because of you.” Those were words I’d not figured she was thinking and certainly not the ones I thought would come out of her mouth.

      My history of finding a local murderer when I got into town was what most people here remembered after they recalled my name. The fact Palmer didn’t mention that little fact told me I was getting a little better of a reputation.

      “I’m guessing you’re wanting to get some information on the spring.” She was direct and to the point.

      “Yes.” I decided Palmer was a no-sugar-added type of woman and that being a straight shooter was the best approach with her.

      She looked at Rhett as if he were the deciding factor. He gave several bobbed nods and smiled.

      “The reason my interest is piqued is my mama is in town, and we were at the Mother’s Day cake walk when she was called for assault after she’d bumped Sally Westin for the final chair to win one of your husband’s raspberry bundts. My mama loves a good raspberry bundt.” I could see that cake now in my mind, and it made my mouth water.

      “Sally Westin is a troublemaker.” Palmer shook her head disapprovingly.

      “She did drop any sort of claim of assault only if Mama gave her the bundt cake.” My words kept Palmer’s eye focused on me as her chin lifted into the air. A brow arched. “When I questioned the reasons why she wanted it so bad, I was informed about the spring.”

      There was no way I was going to tell Palmer how Marge had divulged the information, since a good journalist never gave up their source. It was a trust issue between the source and the journalist. The trusted source. It was also how I would establish a good relationship with people so they’d know they could trust me.

      There was a gaze from Palmer to Rhett that passed between them.

      “You can trust Violet.” He must’ve noticed Palmer needed a reassurance to continue. “She checks out.”

      “What would you like to know?” Palmer turned her back to walk toward the long front porch of the home.

      “I would like to do some sort of article about the spring.” I followed closely behind her and didn’t take a seat in one of the many rocking chairs until she gestured for me to sit. “I understand you don’t want people here, and from what I’d seen when we pulled in, people don’t listen. I’d love to do something to reenforce your family wishes, along with the research along the way from testing the water, cooking with the water, and drinking the water to show people who insist the spring has these healing properties that they aren’t scientifically backed.”

      “This could take months.” Palmer’s toe pressed into the old wooden planks on the front porch pushed the rocker back and forth in a slow motion.

      “Yes. I know. But I have a lot of great resources over the years from various other articles I’ve researched that I feel can possibly help speed up the process.” By articles I meant dead bodies from when I did investigative reporting back home, but it was best to leave such a tidbit out.

      “What kind of access will you need from me if I were to agree and get Nate on board?” Her voice was steady. There was no indication in the inflection of her tone whether she was leaning toward a yes or a no.

      “I would need to get some water from the spring. Enough to have to drink, cook, possibly wash my face, even bathe in it.” That would be a lot of water to bathe in it, so I changed my mind. “Really a foot soak, not a full bath.”

      “A foot soak?” she asked

      “There’s such things as magnesium foot soaks that have healing properties from transdermal, which if your body is deficient in a mineral, the fastest way for your body to get the vitamins it requires for full function is through the skin.” I explained to her how transdermal therapy worked. “In this case, people are drinking a lot of it because they feel like they are getting some sort of healing. I’d love to send samples off to a friend I’ve known over the years with a lab so we can truly test the property of the water, which could simply mean the spring is sitting on a magnesium-type basin, which would really explain a lot of how good it makes people feel.”

      There was a pause, and when she didn’t answer with an agreement for not only the article but the research I’d need to do, I jumped back in.

      “If my hunch is right and that’s the case, then we can tell people they need to take magnesium supplements instead of driving all over the country to get to your Lustig Spring.” I looked between Rhett and Palmer to see if I could read the situation. “It’s a case of informing the public, and with the right research and article, I think we can do that.”

      “Let me talk to Nate, and I’ll let you know.” There was no way I was going to get her on board without her husband.

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.” I knew I had to keep digging, and just because she’d not agreed to what I was going to do, it didn’t mean I was going to stop.

      I was a journalist, and a good journalist knows when there’s a great story to research. I knew in my bones this was one of those, and I wasn’t going to back down.

      Even if Nate didn’t agree.
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      “What did that mean?” I asked Rhett once we got into the car.

      “What?” He played the confused angle well.

      “You know what. The whole checks out.” I shifted in the seat of the car. “You checked me out.”

      “Me and the aunts.” He turned the radio on. “Do you honestly think we could take a risk from an outsider to come in and work for us? Them?”

      “I thought my word and actions would be good enough, but I guess I’m wrong.” I shifted to look out the passenger window as we headed back toward the main area of Holiday Junction.

      “We’ve been burnt by reporters who have come into town to report on a few of our holiday celebrations and their intentions didn’t do us any good. They simply would call us clichés and all the insults that go along with how we live here. The aunts would rather keep our town quiet and away from tourists, so when you came into town, did that crazy live viral video, they looked you up.”

      “I’m glad I passed.” I couldn’t disagree with what they’d done. If it was me in their shoes, I’d have done the same thing.

      “With flying colors.” He smiled to himself, but I noticed. “What about a bite to eat?”

      “I don’t think I can do that. I’d like to get back and get a jump on the research.” I was about to tell Rhett how I still planned on doing the article and research with or without the consent of the Lustig family.

      “There’s no greater research than having food made from the water at the Freedom Diner.” His suggestion showed I didn’t have to tell him I was going to continue the research on my own.

      He was already on board.

      “You think I have a good case for doing the article?” For some reason I wanted his support and felt it was necessary to have. It felt good having someone on my side.

      “I think it’ll solve a lot of unanswered questions. But you have to realize people around here don’t care so much about the scientific part. All Nate and Palmer see are people milling around their land, being nosy and just in the way. If they knew the spring water does contain some sort of mineral that truly is natural and helps the body, even aids in illnesses, I think they’d be more open to doing something to let people have access to the spring.”

      I took in everything Rhett was saying and realized I’d not even said a word as he drove us to the diner.

      Like the rest of the shops and stores in town, the diner was a dingy white clapboard house with a covered front. A banner of stringed-together triangles with the American flag hung down along the front, and a small blue sign with “Freedom Diner” written on it in plain letters hung out from an iron arm.

      A Coca-Cola machine as well as a bagged ice machine sat underneath the covered porch to the left of the door. To the right of the diner door were two chairs that didn’t match. One was a steel-framed, straight-back chair with a padded leather cushion with a big crack down the middle while the other was a folded chair with braided seat used as a picnic chair. Many of the webbed braids were frayed and looked a little dry-rotted.

      The inside of the diner was like every other diner I’d been in, even in my hometown. It was the typical diner seating with acrylic-top tables, padded chairs, and a bar with stools lining it. I couldn’t see back in the kitchen, but when Rhett and I sat down at the counter, I noticed the multiple large jugs of water behind the counter.

      I also noticed the few glass cake stands along the counter filled with plates of slices of delicious pies and cakes that tickled my taste buds.

      My phone chirped, taking me out of my observations, though I’d stored all the details in the back of my mind. They would come in handy for the article.

      I looked at the phone and noticed it was a text from Vern McKenna, a local man I knew as the Merry Maker, a secret identity kept from everyone in Holiday Junction but me and Reed Schwindt, the local handyman.

      “Everything okay?” Rhett asked. “You look confused.”

      “I’m fine. Just a text from someone I wasn’t expecting to get one from.” I didn’t tell Rhett since I wasn’t sure if Vern wanted something specific to his job as the town Merry Maker or something else. “Excuse me for a minute.”

      Rhett’s eyes narrowed. He looked at my hand where my attention had gone and gave a slight nod.

      I got up and walked out the diner, hitting Vern’s number as I passed a few customers on the way in.

      “Violet, how are you?” Vern asked as soon as the phone connected.

      “I’m good. Are you okay?” I asked. “If you’re calling about the Mother’s Day Merry Maker, I’d love to know where you’re posting the—” The sentence dangled.

      “It’s a cutout of a wood basket filled with painted flowers. It’s been used for a few years now, and it’s still in pretty good shape. That’s why I’m calling.” He had my attention. “I wanted to pass the baton down to you.”

      “Baton?” I wasn’t sure what he meant.

      “You’re younger, and you seem to really enjoy doing the articles on the Merry Maker. So why not let you take over? There’s no work you have to do. All the signs are in the shed, and you know where that is. Reed is more than happy to help get them where they need to be and set up. You just have to be the one to decide where the festival party ends. That’s all.” He made it sound so easy.

      “That’s all?” I snorted and pushed a strand of my hair behind my ear as I paced back and forth in front of the Freedom Diner, glancing in every few steps to see if Rhett was paying attention to me.

      He was.

      “I can’t have that kind of responsibility. This town revolves around the holidays, and I might screw that up after all of these years. I barely have my own life in check at this moment. I can’t wreck an entire town.” I couldn’t imagine taking on such a task. “Besides, I’m not even sure how long I’m passing through Holiday Junction,” I whispered when I noticed a few of the Leading Ladies eyeballing me when they skirted around me to get to the diner door.

      “Passing through?” Vern asked. “From what I heard from Leni, she said she’d heard you’ve pretty much taken over the Junction Journal, got a fancy new office, and are doing all sorts of online things. If you weren’t planning on staying, why would you put so much time and effort into a dying paper when you could be putting effort into getting out of here?”

      That was a question I’d asked myself. One I wasn’t prepared to answer or be asked by anyone else.

      “I don’t know, Vern.” I bypassed his question with my answer to him wanting me to take over as the all-secretive Merry Maker.

      “That’s something you’ve got to find out in your soul before you continue to make commitments to people.”

      “No, I mean I don’t know if I want to be the Merry Maker, not about I don’t know why I’m not spending my time looking for a way out of Holiday Junction.” All this back and forth was making me anxious. His question was something I didn’t want to answer, but I started talking when I knew I needed to keep my mouth shut. It was like Vern had turned on a faucet and there was no emergency off button.

      “I guess I like it here. Yes, I did move the Junction Journal office from the Stricklands’ family home off the far end of Main Street only because I thought it was weird to be listening to Chief Strickland and Marge discuss family things. And it really is just good for the business.” I rambled on why I’d gotten the journal moved to the cottage on the seaside. “For business it just looks better. I mean when someone wants to fill out an ad or just have a conversation for a feature. Then there’s the entire thing about if the right job comes open and I apply. I mean, why would I go back home when ideally the job I want is national news and a little closer geographically than home?”

      “Listen.” Vern stopped the chatter for me since I couldn’t seem to get a good grasp on it. “I think you’ve got a lot of time to figure those things out. You’re young. People in Holiday Junction really like what you’re doing with the paper, and you can write your own articles about the Merry Maker. I think it would be a great fit for even the little time you’re here. I really think.” He was really selling me on it.

      “No. You’re right. The readers might love a new segment in the paper from the Merry Maker.” It really did light a little fire in my gut, and that’s how I always knew when a good story was crossing in front of me. “What is the right way to go about it?”

      “Be at the shed tonight at midnight. Wear black. All black.” He clicked off the phone before I could even ask a question.

      And just like that, I’d agreed to be Holiday Junction’s next Merry Maker.
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      Rhett was talking with Nate Lustig when I came back in from my phone call with Vern.

      “You must be the young lady Palmer was talking about.” He smiled and took the coffeepot from the holder then leaned over the counter to fill up the mug Rhett had gotten for me while I was outside. “She mentioned something about you doing an article on the spring, and well, I just don’t want you to do that.”

      His brows hooded over his eyes, his lips curled in, and he gave one hard nod before he moved down the counter to fill up the other empty mugs.

      “I guess that’s that.” I sat on the stool with my back straight, hands between my thighs and eyes looking at Rhett. “I’m going to do my own investigation, I guess, without him.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Rhett said with a disapproving look on his face. “You are. You are going to do an article without the owner’s permission?”

      “I am a journalist. That’s what I’m paid to do, and when I feel like there’s a story, I follow the leads.” I tipped my head back when I noticed the look he was giving me. “I see. That’s not how things work at the Junction Journal.”

      “I think we all like to live around here in peace, and if you start digging around things—” He abruptly stopped talking and pulled out a few dollars from his pocket. He tossed them on the counter and got up from the stool.

      Apparently we weren’t going to eat here any longer.

      The young waitress behind the counter shuffled over and slid Rhett’s money back to him.

      “I can pay for my half cup of coffee.” I wasn’t about to let Rhett pay for it since he had what appeared to be either a disapproving or concerned look on his face. It was hard to distinguish the two.

      “Don’t worry about a cup of coffee, Rhett.” “Patty” was embroidered on the pocket of the Freedom Diner shirt. “He’ll come around.” She tried to make me feel better. “You wouldn’t believe how many people come in here and beg him for some water or even just a few minutes to talk about the spring. Plus, with Palmer kinda in charge, he wants everyone to think it’s out of his hands.”

      “Like a good excuse not to let me.” I laid a five-dollar bill on the counter. “Keep it. Thanks for the information.”

      “Yeah. Let me know if you need anything else.” She took the money and put it in her apron pocket along with the rest of the tip money sticking out.

      “You didn’t need to pay.” Rhett turned to leave.

      “I’m sorry you feel I shouldn’t be investigating.” I talked to the back of Rhett’s head as he led the charge out of the diner. “I feel like there must be a story there he’s covering up, and from what the waitress says, Nate is able to use Palmer and her not wanting to let people in as his excuse, when in reality, he’s the one not wanting people to come.”

      “And what is so wrong with him not wanting to have people on his property at all hours of the night?” Rhett jerked around once we were outside standing on the sidewalk. “I guess you’d get sick of it. Why can’t you leave well enough alone?”

      “It’s not my job to leave well enough alone. I’m an—” I was about to rattle off my job title as investigative reporter, only Rhett put his hand up to stop me.

      “You are a citizen of Holiday Junction. You are a member of our community, and no good comes from trying to dig out secrets that never need to see the light of day.” The serious tone of his voice struck me.

      There was definitely something here, but for now I would do what Rhett asked and not snoop yet.

      “Fine. I’ll just do Mother’s Day and focus on getting the paper really up and running online.” Rhett’s face softened, and his lips curled in a slight smile. “Now I have to go back in there and sign up for the cooking class.”

      “I signed you and your mom up when you took the phone call.” He pulled his car keys from his pocket.

      “That was very kind of you. What day?” I asked. “And time? Mama will want to know all the particulars.”

      “Tonight at seven. It was the only slot they had left, and that’s why I signed you up.”

      “Well, it does give us something to do.” I also had to keep in mind to meet Vern at midnight wearing all black. I wasn’t even sure if I had anything black to wear.

      A stop at Emily’s Treasures just might be where I needed to go next.

      “The office?” Rhett opened the passenger door for me.

      “No. I want you to take me back to the Jubilee Inn. Since I don’t have a big story to investigate”—yet, I wanted to say—“I will take Mama shopping and back to Holiday Park for a little more fun. Plus maybe make a few calls to the airport to make sure she’s on a flight back to Kentucky.”
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      “Mayor Paisley taking her afternoon nap?” I glanced behind the counter at the Jubilee Inn when I noticed the Boston Terrier sleeping in the dog bed next to Kristine’s chair.

      “It’s hard being the mayor and a celebrity.” Kristine made both of us laugh.

      “I hope Mama is taking a nap too.” I started up the steps.

      “Millie is not here,” Kristine called after me. “She asked if there was a car rental company around here, and I sent her over at Harold Harvest’s car lot. But before she left she also asked me about Holiday Junction Travel Agency. I gave her Joaquin’s name.”

      “Oh good. That means Mama is thinking about her return trip home.” I smiled.

      “Um. I think she wanted to talk to Joaquin since he does the real estate around here. He only uses Layla’s office to do the paperwork since most of his time is spent going around Holiday Junction.”

      “Why would Mama want to talk to Joaquin?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure.” Kristine didn’t sound so convincing and I would’ve probed her more, but the phone saved her from talking to me. I wasn’t sure if she was really involved with the customer on the phone as she busied herself with the computer while she talked, or if she was doing it to make her appear to be busy so she didn’t have to talk to me.

      I slipped a wave to let her know I was leaving and heading right across the street to the travel agency just to see what Mama was up to. It wasn’t like it was too far. Just a hop and a skip away, but I didn’t have to go too far to find Mama.

      “Violet!” Mama called from behind me.

      I whirled around, and she was sticking her head from around the door of Emily’s Treasures, waving me in.

      “I was just coming to find you.” I gave her a hug after I’d gotten inside. “Hi Emily.” I waved to the owner, who had her latest spring clothing pieces in just in time for Mother’s Day. “I see you’ve met my mama.”

      There were several hangers banging together from the layers of clothes draped over her forearm.

      “Most of these are for you. You’ve got to look nice when it comes to the job.” Mama peeled the first item off the top and held it up to my chin before she snarled and stuck it back on the closest rack. “No.” She repeated the process two more times before she said, “Perfect. Go try this on.”

      “Mama, I have clothes.” I did keep an eye out for a black something-or-other for my secret meeting with Vern as she shoved me back toward the dressing room. I plucked a pair of black joggers and matching black short-sleeved shirt on my way past the rack.

      “You do not. I looked through your clothes at the inn, and let me tell you, you don’t have anything that screams newspaper editor in chief.”

      “Whoa,” I turned around shy of the dressing room and waited in line with Mama right next to me like she did when I was ten at the local mall. “That’s not my title. I really just do small things, like behind-the-scenes things to get the online paper up and running.”

      Mama pinched a grin when a customer vacated a dressing room, making it around her to make sure she nabbed it.

      “Not for long, dear.” Mama’s forcing the dressing room door to shut made me take two steps back into the dressing room. “After you do the big story on the Lustig Spring, you might be the most sought-after reporter this side of the Mississippi. We live on the other side of the Mississippi,” she told the lady waiting for a dressing room behind us and shut the door, leaving her on the other side of the dressing room.

      “This doesn’t look like me.” I held the lime-green sweater up to my face and didn’t bother trying it on since I knew I’d never wear it or anything in the color family.

      “I don’t think you know what looks like you, picking out something all black. That’s morbid.” Mama was just like most southern women. She loved all things floral, fluorescent, or that looked like wallpaper. “Not to mention a jogging outfit.”

      “It’s all about comfort right now.” I opened the door and handed the sweater to the young girl Emily hired to work the dressing rooms to handle such items needing to be put back on the rack. “When I go on camera or need to do an interview where I need a photo, I promise you I’ll—” I was about to tell her, but she’d gotten a call and walked clear out the door.

      Emily stood behind the small debit register when I walked up to the counter. I gave a last look over my shoulder to see what Mama was doing outside, and she was still talking on the phone. A huge smile on her face.

      “I guess you met my mama.” I handed Emily the hangers.

      “She’s so sweet.” Emily’s first interaction with me months ago wouldn’t have been described as sweet. She’d practically kicked me out for being too loud. “She loves Holiday Junction. She said you were writing up a big article about the Lustig Spring. I can’t wait to see what you dig up. People have been up in arms about the spring for years since Palmer told Nate to end all the traffic.”

      I smiled but found it interesting how Palmer had told me the exact opposite. I tucked it away as simple hearsay.

      “You know Nate’s family didn’t like him marrying Palmer. Said she was a gold digger, and from the meeting she’s been having over at the library with those fancy people from that cosmetic company, I hear she’s going to make a mint off of it.” Emily was full of information that changed the entire trajectory of this story.

      “Yeah. I’m guessing she’s going to turn the water into—” I snapped my fingers and looked in the air, acting as if I couldn’t remember.

      “Ask Joaquin about it.” Emily nodded toward the front of the shop. I turned around and saw Joaquin talking to Mama. “Apparently if Nate puts the land in Palmer’s name, then she can turn around and sell it, making a huge profit on packaging the spring water for health alternatives. Not makeup.”

      Now that was a story. A very interesting one.

      “Which would make this sleepy little town a lot louder.” Emily cocked a brow and handed me the bag with my black outfit in it. “But just like Millie Kay was saying, it might not be a bad thing since we could use a steady tourist season around here instead of just during the holidays. I told Millie Kay we could use a lot more citizens with her point of view in Holiday Junction.”

      I took the bag with one hand and tapped my fingertip on the counter with the free hand.

      “Don’t be going and giving her any ideas.” My eyes darted about as my mind tried to process all the information Emily had given me and how Mama had some sort of opinion.

      “Thank you, Emily,” I called out with my bag lifted in the air as my hand waved goodbye.

      I looked at Mama having her big conversation outside on the sidewalk, looking more comfortable talking to the locals than I ever did, even now. She looked like she was settling in. A little too much.
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      “There she is now.” Joaquin Camsen greeted me with a huge smile. “I was just telling Millie Kay about the new two-family that hit the market this morning.”

      “Isn’t that great?” Mama rocked back on the heels of her tennis shoes. “I was hoping for a single-family to pop up this week, but a two-family is pure perfection.” She beamed, slipping her soft hand into the crook of Joaquin’s elbow.

      “I’m glad you’re here to go see it.” He patted Mama’s hand and looked down at her. “Shall we?”

      “We shall,” Mama’s voice grew an octave as Joaquin led her to the parked golf cart.

      “And I’ve got you a surprise when we get there.”

      “I can hardly wait,” Mama squealed. She got into the passenger side. “Well? Violet? Come on?”

      “I guess I’m a little confused as to why we are going to see a home, much less a two-family.”

      The golf cart had a back seat facing backward, and apparently it was the only place for me to sit.

      “Hold on, ladies.” Joaquin jumped in and clicked the gear into drive as he pushed the pedal down then whipped the cart around in the middle of the street, headed away from Holiday Park.

      Barely missing the person on the moped, Joaquin jerked the wheel left, putting us on Heart Way. I gripped the metal structure for dear life because Joaquin wasn’t paying too much attention to where he was going, and all his focus was on Mama. He laughed at the story she was telling, and I had no idea what it was since I was trying to recall the chin tuck and roll we had learned when I’d taken bicycle lessons as a child. It was how they taught us to contort our bodies if we were to wreck, and right then my only concern was to survive this golf cart ride.

      “Hold on!” Joaquin yelled out of the side of his mouth. “These roundabouts might get ya,” he joked. I swore the golf cart went up on two wheels before he exited the roundabout onto Reindeer Road.

      He pulled into the first driveway, which led up to a light-blue house with what looked to be a yellow carriage-style house behind it. A cute wooden picket fence ran along the front and what I could see of the sides of the house. There was a blue golf cart parked snugged up to the garage.

      “Here we are.” Joaquin jumped out of the golf cart and ran straight around to help Mama out. “Millie Kay, what do you think?”

      Joaquin put his thumbs in the elastic of his polyester pants and dug his body weight in the heels of his white shiny patent-leather shoes. His light-blue and too-tight button-up was literally unbuttoned more than one button. The sun hit his gold chain perfectly, making the Jesus piece, the cross, twinkle among his tufts of chest hair.

      “She’s a beaut, this one.” He nodded, his lips duck billed. “Won’t be on the market long.” He took his thumbs out of the elastic waistband and pointed to the blue golf cart. “That is for you. Harold over at the car lot told me you were looking for some wheels, and the locals all drive golf carts.”

      “She’s not a local, and I’m not able to afford this house.” I didn’t even bother getting out of the golf cart. I reached around to the passenger seat and gave it a hard pat. “Come on, Mama. Let’s go.”

      “You might not be able to afford it, but I can.” She didn’t look at me. She grinned and looked up at Joaquin. “Look at this view.” She pointed to the mountains in the background before she got to the line of trees planted along the backyard that covered up any sort of road or downtown views.

      “I’m not going to take your money.” I did get out on that one, but she was right about the gorgeous view. It would be nice to sit here and look at the sun come up over the mountains every morning. “This is why I don’t live at home anymore, Mama. I want to make it on my own, and I’m doing fine.”

      “There’s no way I’m going to let any daughter of mine live in a motel, much less one room, and it’s not good for your figure to eat out all the time. You need a good place to put your panties.” It was Mama’s way of saying I needed a place of my own for my things. “Not where some maid rummages through your things.”

      “And it’s got the cottage out back for your mama.” Joaquin was right about one thing. When Mama did come to visit, I didn’t want her right up under my nose.

      “And I just so happen to know the owner, and he’s giving us a deal,” Mama said just as Rhett Strickland pulled up and parked behind both golf carts. “There he is now.”

      “He has the keys for us. Special showing just for you, Millie Kay.” Joaquin tapped Mama’s nose.

      “Ladies, Joaquin,” Rhett greeted us. “What do you think, Millie Kay?”

      “I think I’m going to take the big house and let Violet live in the cottage out back. My rocking chair will go perfect.” Mama stopped herself. “Heck. I’m going to get all new furniture.”

      “What?” I blinked, confused.

      “I’ve made the decision,” Mama said. “I’m staying in Holiday Junction.”

      “You’re what?” I asked through a gritted toothy smile as my-oh-crap-no meter went to high alert. “Mama, you can’t do that. I’m not sure how long I’ll be here.”

      “You aren’t?” Rhett’s brow winkled with a contemptuous thought. “What about the Junction Journal?”

      “Rhett, please.” I put a hand out. “Mama.”

      “Why don’t we go in and take a look around,” Joaquin suggested, a little nervous tic in his tone.

      “Mr. Camsen,” I moved my hand his way now.

      “Joaquin. Please.” He put his hand on his shirt before he took a few steps forward. “Shall we?’

      “No. We need to go,” I insisted. My brows had managed to draw all the way up to my hairline. “Now.”

      “I can’t wait to see it.” Mama moved past me.

      “Rhett?” I managed to say his name under my stiff lip.

      “I’m just the seller. Anything you’ve got to discuss is between you two,” he said smoothly with little to no expression on his face.

      “Don’t you dare step foot in that house, Mama,” I told her, but do you think she listened? Heck no.

      She walked in the front door like she owned the place, but not first without pushing the doorbell.

      “Nice and loud.” She twisted around at the threshold and wiggled her nose to Rhett. “Just how I like it, right, honey?” she asked me. “Come on. Be a good girl and get in here!”

      My shoulders slumped. The sheer realization of how Mama always vexed people was evident. She had Rhett and Joaquin eating out of the palm of her southern hand. And at that point I knew Holiday Junction had not only gained one Rhinehammer in the local phone book, but two.
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      “I’m going to have to get used to these pedals.” Mama herkie-jerked the golf cart all the way through town, nearly scaring the skin right off my bones. “What are the laws concerning a golf cart? Can you park anywhere? What about drive on a sidewalk?”

      “Mama, I know you are serious about divorcing Daddy, but you’re making an awfully lot of big decisions on top of that huge lifestyle change. I’m not sure you should be doing that right now.” I sighed and again found myself holding on for dear life as she tried to maneuver the golf cart on the road, barely missing cars, other golf carts, and tourists on scooters.

      “Violet, I know what I’m doing. I might be older, but I’m not senile.” Mama wasn’t old. In fact, she was only fifty-one.

      She and my daddy got married right out of high school. A couple of years later they had me, and only me, so I was used to the three of us.

      “How does Daddy feel about all of this?” I asked since I’d yet to hear from him.

      “He is right as rain.” Mama tugged her mouth in a thin line as if she were really trying to keep her loose lips from flapping.

      Of course, Mama wasn’t going to say anything negative against Daddy. How could she? He was nothing but short of amazing. And probably why I’d never been able to find a good man. I’d compared everyone to my daddy and how amazing he was as a dad and husband, making it hard for any man to stand up to his standards.

      “Oh, Mama.” I groaned. “Can you imagine Daddy dating Betts Hager or even Dottie Swaggert?” Both women were single and from our hometown.

      Betts was a catch while Dottie was a thorn in Mama’s side, so I gave the best of both types of women Daddy could be dating.

      “Then they’d be lucky to get him.” Mama sure sounded confident and in complete assurance she’d made up her mind.

      There was one thing about Mama—when she made up her mind, it was done. Nothing anyone could do or say would make her change her mind, not even me.

      “Are you sure you want to uproot yourself? I mean, you’ve lived in Normal all your life.” I made it sound like Normal was this amazing place to live, but when you got down to the root of the town, it was filled with tourists and gossip, no different than how Holiday Junction was turning out to be.

      “I am sure. Just like you, I want to make a fresh start where no one knows me.” Once she got back on Main Street, she drove straight to the Freedom Diner. “Hi, Emily!” Mama waved and called out when we passed Emily walking down Main with a cup of coffee in her hand. “Hello, Layla! Just bought a house from Joaquin! Monty sure is a good dog.” Mama pointed out Monty, the Camsens’ dog Layla was walking.

      So much for not knowing anyone. Mama waved and smiled at everyone walking around. Some people I didn’t even know.

      “I’ve been thinking about this spring.” Mama pulled up in front of Freedom Diner. There was a sign posted that said, “closed for Mother’s Day cooking class.” “And I think we need to get our hands on the stuff. I can be the test model for your research.”

      “Go on. I’m listening.” Mama sure did know how to pique my interest. I was falling for her trickery.

      “Well, from what Emily mentioned about Palmer contacting those big cosmetic companies, that could be a good piece as to why Nate has put his foot down on anyone coming there. The money.” Mama did the “make it rain” money gesture with her hands. “Since you obviously are going to take weeks to write the piece since no one is being cooperative and I know you and how you take a while to research, me and you need to get our hands on some of that water. I’ll drink it, bathe in it, and wash my face in it, and we will take lots of photos along the way. If by the end of your deadline we can see some visible changes, we can go to Palmer and Nate to show them just how it works.”

      “Then they will let me do the story because they will be able to bring the product to market with all the research and proven changes by you being the perfect age test market.” It was the best idea Mama had ever given me for a story. “That will gain me huge exposure.”

      “Wait.” Mama hesitated, blinking with bafflement. “Are you still planning on looking for a real job?’

      “Real job?” I snorted.

      “You know, like out in California? I know I was telling you when I got here how I think you need to set your horizons a little bit bigger than Holiday Junction, but now the town has grown on me, and I think it would be good for you.” Now Mama had changed her tune.

      Typical Mama. When it’s good for her, it’s good for everyone.

      “Like you said, this story could take months to unfold, so we will cross that bridge when we get to it.” My shoulders lifted to my ears as I expelled a big sigh. “Let’s go cook.”

      Mama and I got out of the golf cart and walked up to the diner door. There was another sign next to the closed sign telling the participants who signed up to come around to the side entrance.

      Mama and I made our way around quickly since we were a little late. Chatter filtered through the screen door. When I went to reach for the handle, I noticed a small wooden sign above the door that read The Incubator.

      “The Incubator?” I put my hand on the back of my head. I looked around to make sure we were at the right side entrance.

      “Come on in!” Nate’s familiar voice welcomed us. “Yes, you, Violet.” He must’ve noticed me looking in.

      I grabbed the handle and squeezed to open the door.

      “The sign threw me off.” I held the door behind me for Mama.

      “What’s ‘the incubator’ mean?” Mama asked and reached out to take one of the two aprons he was holding out for us to put on.

      “This is my passion.” One corner of his mouth twisted upwards. “I love to help locals, and when I opened the Incubator, it became a labor of love.”

      The Incubator was much different than what I expected the kitchen area of the Freedom Diner to look like. It was a fairly large open space with a stainless-steel table running the full length of the room. Along the wall was more of the same but with a few sink areas. The opposite wall had rows upon rows of metal shelving with various dry ingredients, bowls, mixing equipment, and really anything you could possibly need to cook, bake, or run a restaurant.

      “The Incubator is a nonprofit organization that provides a hand up and a push forward for food entrepreneurs in our area. I wanted to create a shared kitchen space to support foodpreneurs with an affordable, comprehensive approach. To learn, and it’s not just for Holiday Junction residents. I get students from all over. In fact, the Cupids Cupcakes really doesn’t bake the goodies inhouse. Devine bakes them fresh nightly here in the Incubator kitchen, where she leases a workspace.” He had really come up with a great idea here.

      “Fascinating.” Mama was smitten with the concept.

      “But you two aren’t here for that. You’re here to take a cooking class for Mother’s Day.” He used his finger to gesture for Mama to twirl around so he could tie her apron. I rolled my eyes. Mama had a way with men. Even though Nate seemed to be happily married to Palmer, her charm lay on him like a blanket. “I think I’ll put you two up here.”

      He patted one of the few open spots left on the long steel table.

      “If you need anything, Patty will be more than happy to help you.” Nate pointed out a young lady behind our spot with a Freedom Diner short-sleeved uniform top and a pair of tan shorts to match.

      “Hi again,” I greeted her as Mama and I took our spots behind the long steel table. “I saw you earlier when Rhett and I popped in.”

      “Yes.” Patty clasped her hands in front of her. “I thought I recognized you.” She went over the different items on the steel table that we were going to use for the class.

      There were various size clear bowls, measuring spoons, and baking sheets in front of us along with a knife, cutting board, two medium saucepans, coffee cup, and a crepe pan.

      “Today we are going to make one of my very favorite desserts. It will warm your palate with sweet and savory as well as go perfectly with a Mother’s Day brunch you and your mother will never forget.”

      “My mouth is watering!” Mama shouted in glee. “Thank you.” Mama looked at Patty when Patty set a flute of champagne in front of us.

      “Shhh. Mama.” I gave her the side-eye and popped one of the fancy crackers and cheese from our personal charcuterie board Patty had also placed between us.

      “It’s fine. Millie Kay is very excited, and that’s what I want all of our friends here to be.” Nate rubbed his hands vigorously as he took his place next to the facing small butcher block island on wheels, where it appeared he was going to be working.

      “Flour, salt, pepper, oranges, vanilla extract, milk, eggs,” Mama continued to rattle off the clear dishes with ingredients in them that weren’t labeled. “Butter. Oh, ricotta cheese, sugar. Mmmm cinnamon.” She hummed with delight. “Raisins and raspberries?” She looked at Nate. “Now the roma tomatoes, red onion, mozzarella, and lemons have me stumped, but if I had to guess, this is the savory part of our sweet.”

      “I see you know your way around the kitchen.” Nate appeared to be entertained by Mama. “And yes. The crepes are sweet and savory.”

      The class was exactly what I had thought it was going to be like but with the extra added touch of the champagne and tasty snacks. While we listened to Nate tell us more about him and how he had come to own the Freedom Diner as well as his vision of the Incubator, Patty handed us a small boutique of fresh flowers with a note attached from Flowerworks, the local florist with fireworks. Only instead of flames shooting out of the firework, it was flowers.

      “Cute.” I tapped the card and knew I had to make a stop in there to get some freshly cut arrangements for the office.

      Mama’s brows rose as she lifted the champagne to her lips and took a sip. She was really enjoying the class, and I was glad.

      Nate held up the ingredient we were to put into the bowl, and we did it. It was pretty much hand-holding the entire time. There was a gray-headed lady at the far end who made a few comments under her breath, and a couple of times I noticed she’d been filling up her water bottle with the jugs of water Nate had for refreshments. When I wondered if it was from the spring. I did pour Mama and me a red cup full, but it didn’t taste any different to me.

      We ended up making a sweet cheese crepe and a savory caprese crepe to go along with a coffee station from Brewing Beans.

      While Mama was doctoring up with coffee she went in for the stab of information since Nate seemed to be enjoying her.

      “I heard about this spring water of yours. The Lustig Spring,” Mama reminded him as though he didn’t know his name. “I’d love to get a sample while I’m here. Is there any way I can stop by and fill up a jug or two?”

      “That would be up to my wife. She has been very upset lately with people coming on our property. If they’d just stayed at the spring and not wandered into our living area, I’m sure Palmer would’ve been much better, but she’s tired of the invasion.”

      “Liar!” a woman at the far end of the table screamed and ran over to the refreshments, snatching one of Nate’s jugs off the floor as she darted past Nate and Mama. “You are a liar!”

      Mama reached out like a ninja to grab the woman, but got a full head of hair, only the woman kept running. A gray wig was in Mama’s grip.

      “You!” Sally Westin stopped, slowly turned, and reached out, getting a fistful of gray wig. She jerked. Mama didn’t let go.

      Mama jerked. Sally jerked.

      “Ladies!” Nate put his hand on Mama. “Sally is not worth it. Let her take the jug. Next time I’ll have to make sure my staff vets the Incubator guests better.”

      I hated to break it to Nate, but Mama was fiercely competitive, and he wasn’t going to win this one. Not now. Not that Mama had already had to give up the raspberry Bundt cake to her during the cake walk.

      “I swear I’ll file another charge against you, and no amount of cake, pie, or crepes will get you off this time,” Sally snarled at Mama. “Go back to the hole you crawled out of.”

      I gulped and closed my eyes, knowing there was a good ole hissy fit boiling up in Mama.

      “You might’ve been able to get away with that type of behavior before I came to town, but now that I’ve bought a house and am making Holiday Junction my home, I’m going to make it my citizen’s duty to teach you some good southern manners.” Mama didn’t let go of the wig.

      “Is that a threat?”

      Mama pulled the wig a little closer to her body, bringing Sally with it.

      “It sure is.” Mama let go of the wig, sending Sally stumbling backward, barely able to keep herself on her feet but just enough to scramble out the door.

      There was definitely a story here. Maybe it wasn’t the spring. Maybe it was Sally and her need.

      “Patty.” I turned to talk to the waitress. Her eyes were huge, and her hand was over her mouth from the shock of the argument between Mama and Sally. “Do you remember this morning when you told me you’d be more than happy to answer any questions?”

      “I do,” she said.

      “When can I take you up on that offer?” I asked.

      “I’m off tomorrow.” She shrugged. “I’m open all day.”

      “Great!” I quickly went through my to-do list, which at this point was pretty much open. I’d just have to get Mama to do something while I met with Patty. “What if I meet you at Flowerworks and we walk along the beach, grab something from one of the stands, and head back to my office where we can chat and eat?”

      “That sounds like a lot of fun,” she said, and we finished making the arrangements while Nate got everyone else in the cooking class settled down from the little hiccup he referred to as Sally.

      “I’m sorry about Sally.” Nate looked pretty fed up with her as he talked to Mama. I was busy trying to measure out the ingredients perfectly and wished I was as willy-nilly as Mama had been. She just shoved her hand in all the ingredients and tossed in a pinch here and there. “She really needs to go away. Far away.”
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      Mama and I had overstayed our welcome at the Incubator. We were the last ones to leave. It ended up Mama had the touch to make the thin crepes turn out perfectly, and after several tries from the people in the class, Mama joined Nate and Patty to help everyone with their final creations.

      There was an undeniable chemistry between Mama and Nate, not a romantic one but one of professional interest. It was nice to see Mama doing something she was passionate about. Of course she always provided a fabulous supper for me and Daddy, but I never realized until tonight just how much love and care she put into each one of those meals.

      “I’m exhausted.” Mama rubbed the back of her neck once we got inside of the golf cart. “Those beds at the Jubilee Inn do nothing for my sciatica.”

      “When we get back, I’ll take my work downstairs so you can take a nice long bath.” I held on for dear life as Mama did a U-turn and pushed the pedal of the golf cart as far as it would go. “I will even have Kristine send up a nice bedtime tea.”

      “That sounds so good.” Mama liked the idea, and I did too.

      Me telling her I was going downstairs to do some work was truthful, even though I was going to have to go downstairs to leave the inn so I could meet Vern in the shed to discuss his problem with being the Merry Maker and him trying to pawn the secret job off on me.

      “Do you really want to move here?” I took the moment of silence and Mama’s tired state to see if I could get some straight answers out of her and not some positive mumbo jumbo, because sometimes I felt my mother did say those things to make me feel better.

      “I do. I am going to put a counteroffer in on the house on Heart Way. Even if you don’t want to live with me.” That was something I didn’t expect her to say. “I want you to, but I also know you have a life. That’s why I thought the little cottage out back would be nice for you to rent.”

      “Rent,” I repeated. “That sounds good.”

      Renting from Mama made me feel so much better than living off Mama.

      “With the rent comes a nightly supper though.” Of course Mama had stipulations. “Unless you end up having something better to do, like a date. Not work. Work cannot be an excuse.”

      “Mama,” I said sarcastically. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Serious as dog dirt.” She nodded and whipped the golf cart to the left in a parking spot in front of the Jubilee Inn. “I want us to have supper together, and you can invite your boyfriend.”

      “Boyfriend?” I questioned.

      “Rhett, of course.” She shoved the small lever of the gear shifter into park before she took the little key out.

      “Rhett is not my boyfriend.” I had to stop any notion she had of it.

      “From what I overheard at the Incubator, he is smitten with you, and he’s the most eligible bachelor in Holiday Junction. Naturally you are the most eligible bachelorette in Holiday Junction.” She put her two pointer fingers together. “What a perfect combination.”

      “I don’t have time for a boyfriend. We did try to have a date or two, but they’ve never been able to happen, so you can put any type of notions about me having Rhett over for supper with you out of your head.” I assured her nothing was happening between me and him.

      “If you say so, dear.” She and I walked into the Jubilee Inn.

      “How was the cooking class?” Kristine bent down in the foyer, clipping a leash on Mayor Paisley’s collar.

      “It was splendid.” Mama’s face lit up. “I was able to help and not just participate.” Mama frowned. “I should’ve brought you a crepe back. That’s not very kind of me. I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t you be sorry. This is your Mother’s Day, and you need to enjoy it while you are here.” Kristine knew all too well I was trying to get Mama on the next flight back to Kentucky.

      “You didn’t hear?” Mama looked between me and Kristine. “I’m staying. I’m going to be the newest resident of Holiday Junction.”

      Kristine looked at me with an element of surprise.

      “Yes.” I lifted my chin. “Mama has had a long day, so I told her she should take a nice long bath and have a good cup of your special tea so she can get in bed and enjoy some much needed sleep.”

      “I’ll get that tea for you right after I take Paisley for her bedtime walk,” Kristine said and left with Mayor Paisley.

      I was confident Mama was all settled since she’d gotten a nice long bath and Kristine had brought up the tea, which sent Mama into a nice deep sleep. Her snoring told me the bed wasn’t the issue for her sciatica.

      I grabbed my work crossbody bag and hung it across me as I got ready to head downstairs. I quietly closed the door behind me. I stood on the other side of the door with my ear up to it and felt pretty confident Mama was out when I heard her snoring through the door.

      As I made my way down the steps to the lobby of the inn, I tried to think up some good excuses as to why I was going out so late. Not that it was anyone’s business, but Kristine or even Hubert was sure to ask me.

      There was a framed note on the front desk of the inn, which Kristine and Hubert put out when they retired for the evening with all of the emergency numbers the guests might need for the night. So I knew they’d also gone to bed for the night, making my little secret getaway something only I would know about.

      I dropped my bag next to the counter, a little hidden from sight, and headed out.

      The carriage lights twinkled in the darkness where night had fallen over Holiday Junction. It was a time that reminded me of home. It was, in fact, the only thing that reminded me of home because the two places were so different when it came to daylight. But for now I took comfort in thinking about home while I walked down Main Street toward Holiday Park.

      My route to Vern’s secret shed out in the woods would be to take the trail leading from Holiday Park to the seaside, where I’d pick another trail up from a small neighborhood street that just so happened led to the wooded area where Vern wanted me to meet him.

      All the shops along the way were long closed for the night, and even the ducks on the lake in Holiday Park had tucked their heads in their wings for the night. However, the sounds of life from the creatures in the woods and along the seaside indicated they were as awake as I was.

      The chirp of grasshoppers singing their lovely nighttime songs created a little beat as I took the path down to the seaside, where I was greeted by several skittering crabs on the beach. I stopped briefly at the water’s edge just as the wave broke and stood there taking in the movement of the ocean as the moonbeams flitted across, putting a spotlight on the vast body of water.

      The sound of boisterous laughter from a few too many alcoholic beverages spilled out of the jiggle joint and into the street. I couldn’t help but smile remembering Mama’s experience in there as even more darkness fell upon me, making me leave the peacefulness of the ocean as I made my way up the sandy dune to the sidewalk, past the jiggle joint and down the neighborhood street.

      The echo of gentle waves lapping against the beach was behind me as the night breeze swept along my ankles. The little neighborhood didn’t have any lights, leaving each cottage home all the same dark color outlined by the moonlight. It was memory that recalled how each house was painted a different vibrant color and how most of them had boats or motorized water vehicles parked under a car porch, along with a segment of chain-link fence to divide the properties.

      Tonight even those residents and their dogs were fast asleep like the rest of Holiday Junction. All but me and Vern.

      I took my phone out of my pocket when I got to the edge of the trail and hit the flashlight feature. There was no way I wanted to step on any sort of creature I wasn’t familiar with from the area—again, something new I was going to have to learn. Not like home. I knew all the animals and their habits in and around the Daniel Boone National Forest back home.

      A feeling of excitement mixed with fright was a little unsettling as I put one foot in front of the other, but I also felt a sense of pride because of how I was actually putting myself out there and exploring an entire new life I still wasn’t sure how to live.

      My mind circled back to Mama and how she must be feeling with her new life change. Quickly my mind shifted to Vern as a small light fluttered through the shadow of the large trees in the woods as the moon peeked through. It was the shed.

      Lightly I knocked on the door, and Vern opened it immediately. Without a word, he held the door open for me to come in, where I was greeted with the odor of paint. A familiar smell.

      The shed wasn’t any tidier than the first time I’d stepped foot in there. The opened spray cans littered the ground. The past large wooden structures for the Merry Maker that were made here were propped up against the wall, with the gorgeous and brightly painted basket overflowing with a colorful assortment of flowers the very one to see.

      “Amazing.” I gasped at the beauty. I could only imagine how much more beautiful it would be in the daylight. “You are so gifted.”

      “It did turn out much better than I’d anticipated.” A pleased look settled on his face. “Now for business.”

      The door opened, and in walked Reed Schwindt, the local handyman. From what I could gather he was kinda homeless, though I’d venture to say he wasn’t and found shelter in this shed.

      “Good evening, ma’am.” Reed was much older than me but had a great deal of manners. It was apparent from how he addressed me and him taking off his hat.

      He wore a pair of tan work pants with dirt stains on the knees, probably from hours of working in clients’ gardens. He had on a white T-shirt with the neck pulled a little loose, and his baseball cap bill was torn around the edges. His round face was soiled with grease, and his brown hair was nice and short, the tidiest thing on the man.

      “Violet.” I offered him a warm smile. “Definitely not ‘ma’am.’”

      “Sorry, um, Violet.” By the tone and hesitation, he wasn’t sure how to take me.

      “Let me first start off by asking why on earth do you think I can do this? And how on earth do you think I can do this?”

      “You wouldn’t be the Merry Maker alone. Trust me. It’s hard, and when I took it over, I knew I wanted to remake the signs the Merry Maker puts out during the holiday signaling where the final party would be for a great send-off until the next celebration. I’ll keep doing that. I love building them and painting them. It gives me an outlet away from Layla.” When he mentioned his wife, I was hoping he would follow it up with a “just joking,” but he didn’t. “You know Jay Mann was supposed to take over as the Merry Maker, and we all know what happened to him.”

      I’d found Jay Mann dead in the airplane bathroom on my way to my big interview in California, only to have the airplane make an emergency landing in Holiday Junction, only to never leave.

      “You look like you’re not going to do it,” Reed said. I was definitely underestimating his ability to read me. “I can help. I’ll go with you to put up the structure so you don’t have to carry it. Or not.

      “It’s simple really. I’ll give you a list of the holidays we like to celebrate outside of the large ones, and you get to make all the plans. I thought it would be fun for you to do an article in the Junction Journal like they used to when I was a kid.” He piqued my journalistic interest.

      “There were articles on it?” I asked.

      “Oh yeah.” He walked over to the bench where there was a small metal filing cabinet nestled underneath it. He pulled out the top drawer and extended it. He ran his finger along the top of the files, clicking each tab as it passed over them. “Here we go.”

      He pulled the file out and retrieved his glasses from his shirt pocket. He laid the file on the workbench, opened it, and took out a yellow page from an old newspaper.

      “Here is an article.” He handed it to me.

      “Where Will The Merry Maker Strike Next?” read the masthead. I smiled as I read through the cute article about how the Merry Maker was like a ghost in the night. No one knew their identity, but everyone had their suspicions.

      “No one would ever guess a newcomer like yourself as the Merry Maker.” The wry smile on his face told me he was excited with the possibilities of the best-kept Merry Maker identity. “I even thought it would be fun for you to do secret identity interviews. Throw people off.”

      “I can see you’re liking that idea.” Reed once again read my body language.

      “It’s not bad. But what if I don’t stay in Holiday Junction for long?” It was a real possibility I was going to leave at some point. “I guess I’m not sure how long I’m planning on staying.”

      “Then we have to get going.” Reed must’ve been hard of hearing, or a piece of grass or dirt was stuck down in his ears.

      “I don’t know how long I’ll be living here.” I threw my mouth toward him.

      “Why are you talking so loud?” Reed asked. “I’m not deaf.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t think you heard me correctly when I told you my future plans are unknown.” By the looks of things, I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to wiggle myself out of this Merry Maker role.

      By the time I was completely finished talking, I was named and dubbed the Merry Maker.

      “How did this happen?” I spat when I headed back the way I’d come with the plywood basket in my grip. Too bad this one wasn’t too heavy and I could claim I couldn’t carry it, but Vern insisted the Merry Maker had to put the sign out tonight.

      Tonight. My feet stomped one in front of the other in hopes my frustration would be beaten out of me.

      The moon was going to light my way, and hopefully the walk would ward off some of the steam I could feel billowing up inside of me.

      “Why didn’t you just say no?” I questioned myself. “The idea of writing a piece in the paper does sound fun. And I might be able to stumble upon something fascinating.”

      Now I was trying to talk myself into the acceptance of what I’d done.

      “So are you leaving soon?” Darren Strickland walked out from behind a tree and exposed himself on the trail in front of me.

      “Oh my gosh, you scared me.” I tried to regain my composure so my heart would stop pounding. “What?” My head registered some sort of question he’d asked, but instead of really hearing it, I had been trying to cover up the big sign by sticking it behind my body, which wasn’t really working.

      Darren danced back and forth on his feet to see what I was hiding.

      “What did you say?” My moves mirrored him, trying to hide my new secret.

      “I know you’re the new Merry Maker. You don’t have to hide the sign from me.” He gestured behind me.

      “Great. I stink at that too.” I put the sign down on the path and wrung my hands since they were a little achy from gripping so hard.

      “Back at the shed you told Vern and Reed you weren’t sure how long you were staying?” He let me know he’d heard the entire conversation.

      I curled my lips in and gave him a flat look in hopes he’d just go away.

      “I saw you were walking alone when you passed my bar, and I don’t like you being alone this time of the night.” He was now my bodyguard? “I’m sorry. I can see you don’t like that.”

      “Maybe you should’ve called out to me then instead of following me. If I wanted someone to know where I was going, I would’ve brought them along.” I wasn’t sure why he would wait even after he’d seen me go into the shed. “Why did you wait?”

      I picked the sign up and started walking down the path.

      “I got a little curious after I heard their proposal and hung around. That’s all.” He followed me. “I’m sorry if I’ve upset you. I’m a late-night guy, as you know from my business, and when I see a new person in town, I end up a little curious. That’s all.”

      “I’m fine, so you can go home now.” I picked up the pace and made it off of the trail and back on the sandy road of the neighborhood.

      “Yeah, well, the gentleman in me won’t let me do that until I know you are indoors and safe for the night.” He was hot on my heels.

      “Really. I’m fine.” I held tight to the sign with one hand and stretched out the other hand as I kept walking.

      He reached around me and took hold of the sign. I stopped, tugging it to me.

      “I’m sure you’re fine.” His head tilted, and the moonlight hit his face perfectly, exposing the strong jawline and the little indention of his dimples. “Let me carry the sign.”

      I let go. His dimples deepened, infuriating me.

      “We can either go find a spot to put the sign or I’m going to keep following you until you get back to the Jubilee Inn. Just ignore me.” The faster I walked, the faster he walked. “Or we could sit by the lighthouse and enjoy a little midnight breeze.”

      “It’s midnight?” I stopped and jerked around. “And I don’t even know where to put the sign.”

      “You’re right. It is midnight. That’s why I don’t want you walking around by yourself.” Darren acted as though Holiday Junction was a high-crime town, which I’d never heard. “It makes me feel better. Sorry.”

      The lighthouse was just a little ways down the shoreline, and it was a place I did want to go, during daylight hours.

      “The lighthouse is probably a better place to go during the day.” I looked up at him, trying to avoid his dark and mysterious eyes. “How do I know I can trust you by being alone with you? My mama taught me not to talk to strangers.”

      “Really? I think we aren’t strangers, and didn’t you see how much your mama liked me today?” He grinned, reminding me of Mama’s little adventure at the jiggle joint. “You’re serious.” He acted as though it wasn’t possible. “If anything, I’m a true gentleman. I think Cherie even told you that.”

      Cherie. Cherie was the flight attendant local to the area. She knew the Strickland family well and dated Patrick Strickland, Rhett’s brother.

      “She did,” I confessed. She raved about Darren.

      “And.” He pulled a set of keys out of his pocket. “I live in the lighthouse. I bought it about five years ago. Still a lot of work, but I’m chipping away at it.” He jingled the keys in the air. “It’s pretty cool up there at night.”

      He had my interest for sure, and how cool would it be to look over the ocean from way up there? My eyes scanned the tall red-and-white lighthouse in the distance.

      “I can see you staring at the lighthouse.” His tone was teasing. “We can have a beer while we sit up top and ponder where to put the Merry Maker sign.” He did a little shimmy shake, moving the sign back and forth in front of him.

      He did make it sound so much easier than me thinking about this new job of mine alone.

      “Fine. One beer. One conversation about that.” I pointed to the sign.

      “Perfect.” His voice was almost a whisper compared to the waves lapping up on the shore.

      In silence, we walked along the sandy beach just where the surf hit, and after a few minutes of silence and halfway to the lighthouse, Darren stopped.

      “What?” I looked at him. His eyes stared straight ahead.

      “Shhh.” He didn’t look at me but gave a very subtle nod to look ahead.

      If it weren’t for the crystal-clear night, I’d not have been able to see the sand pushing up all over in front of us before a little baby turtle head popped through. One after the other dashed toward the sea to begin their lives.

      It was unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      “Amazing, right?” Darren’s childlike smile mimicked how I was feeling inside.

      “I… I…” Literally I was speechless. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “I’m glad you got to experience it with me.” Darren didn’t say too much more. He gave me the space I needed to be with my thoughts and process the amazing new life for the baby turtles.

      The closer we got to the lighthouse, the more I tried to talk myself out of why this was a bad idea, but my feet had another idea. They just kept moving me forward, even though I did look back a few times to the path leading up to Holiday Park.

      I noticed people were gathered near the lighthouse. Their flashlights darted about. They were probably crab hunting like I used to do when my parents took me to the beach for vacation.

      “They must be thirsty.” Darren had noticed all the water bottles people were juggling in their hands. “You wouldn’t believe how many people are on the beach at night.”

      I wondered if the beach was as safe as he was making it now sound. It seemed safe, even though he’d told me he didn’t want me walking by myself in the dark. My suspicions were on high alert.

      “You’re really going to keep this Merry Maker thing a secret, right?” I asked before I stepped into the large wooden black door Darren held open. I was a little nervous.

      “Yep.” His head tilted, and his brows rose, as did the corners of his lips. “How about that beer?”

      “Sure.” I gave in and stepped inside. “Wow.” I blinked a few times and looked around. “Something else I never expected to see tonight.”

      “It took me a while to fix it up, but I think it’s turning out nicely.” He moved about the open round room, leaving me at the door. “When I bought the lighthouse, the lead paint was peeling off the walls, mold was present, and it was covered in bird droppings.”

      He set the Merry Maker Mother’s Day sign next to the door.

      He opened the refrigerator door and took out two beer bottles. While he took off the caps, I walked around in the circular room. There were windows here and there looking out over the sea, and I could imagine just how gorgeous it was during the day, because the night was spectacular.

      “Cleaning was perhaps the biggest project next to the light.” He handed me a beer and walked over to the center of the room, where there was a set of circular steel steps. “The second floor I put up one long wall in the middle with a bathroom on each side.” He stepped up on the first step. “Want to see?”

      “Yeah.” I was all in, but first I took one more long look around the ground floor and noticed it was more of a family room/dining room open area.

      One half of the room was a built-in half-moon couch that begged to be laid on.

      “The lighthouse was built in the 1800s.” He spouted off facts, climbing the steps. “Actually, 1899 was the exact year. It’s cool to say 1800s instead of 1900s.”

      “It’s like a real-life kaleidoscope.” I took my time walking up the steps so I could look out every single window along the way. “Do you keep the light on?” I asked as I watched the sea light up in the circular movement of the beacon.

      “I have it set on a timer even though boats don’t use it to navigate. It really is a tourist thing.” He looked back at me. “You doing okay?”

      “Yes. I’m great.” I laughed and found myself smiling.

      “You look great.” He returned the smile before opening the door at the top and holding it open until I made my way to him.

      “Oh my stars.” I gasped when I stood up and realized we were at the very top observation deck. The actual beacon was located underneath us.

      For miles the dark ocean lay in front, with only the moon and every so often the light to shine, exposing just how vast the sea was in front of us.

      “Let’s go sit over there.” He gently guided me to a spot with a blanket already in place and two pillows.

      “I see you bring all your lady friends here,” I joked but found myself wanting to hear his response.

      “Nope. I sleep up here.” He couldn’t have thrown me off more. My face must’ve showed it. “What? Just because I own the type of bar I do doesn’t mean I’m some gigolo.” He sat down on the blanket and let his legs dangle over the edge. “The bar is a business. A very good one, and if it means living like this, then I’ll sling drinks all night long while my customers enjoy the show.”

      He used the word show very loosely.

      “Careful.” He held his hand out to help me sit down.

      “I’m shocked.” I took a drink of my beer and looked out. “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t’ve ever thought you were—” I stopped, not able to find the right word.

      “A businessman? Someone with brains?” He didn’t get what I was thinking exactly right.

      “So deep. Someone who really cared for his town.” I just said something basic but with truth, only I wanted to tell him how he seemed to be this total package.

      The gorgeous smile, those dimples, good business sense, and a great house, and I gulped back the thought of how he was making me feel.

      “What about you? Why did you stay here?” He asked me a really great question.

      “You know, it feels right. There’s a lot to explore here and some stories that don’t need to be swept under the rug.” I noticed the huge grin on his face. “What?”

      “You have these sayings that make me smile.” He was referring to the southern sayings I’d grown up hearing and had become part of my everyday vernacular. “Like what things need to be brought to life by Violet Rhinehammer?”

      “Like the fact Palmer Lustig wants to make the spring into some sort of national fountain-of-youth type product.” I took a drink of the beer to wet my whistle. “I don’t know all the particulars, but Emily told me about Palmer.”

      “You know how gossip around here goes. I bet that’s not true.” He made a point.

      “Yes. I know gossip, and I know how after it starts it transforms into something altogether different than how it started. But Emily isn’t the first person to mention this fountain of youth, which would explain why Palmer doesn’t want people on the property.” It was something to think about and something I was going to look into.

      It would take some research to learn about the various companies Palmer had talked to or if anyone had seen her take meetings in and around town, but I had a way to find these things out. Time was all it was going to take, and in a town like Holiday Junction, I had a lot of time to kill.

      “Embrace Holiday Junction and what it can give you. Like the turtles, the seaside here at Holiday Junction gave them a place to start. The land and people around allowed them the space to grow and mature into their next stage of life.” Darren’s leg dangled over the edge of the platform. His forearms rested on the cable wire attached to the perimeter so no one could fall over. Slowly he pulled the beer bottle through and took a drink.

      There was more than looks and a good time to Darren. This was a side I really enjoyed.

      “I know you don’t want to take on the Merry Maker job, but I can help if you want.” He slightly turned his head, and the way he looked at me sent a brief shiver through me.

      I looked down at his lips as he talked but didn’t hear anything but me trying to swallow back the uncharted territory fluttering deep inside of me.

      There was a pull between us, and just as his lips were about to touch mine, my phone buzzed from my pocket. We jerked apart.

      “Mama.” I had hit the green button.

      “Violet, I need your help.” Her voice was cold and exact. “I’m in a bit of a pickle.”

      “What’s going on, Mama?” I tried to ask in an unalarmed voice. My insides went from one excitement to a whole different kind of excitement.

      “I need you to come to the Lustig Spring as fast as you can.” Her tone had become chilly. Then she said something I never imagined. “Sally Westin is dead.”
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      “Are you sure she said ‘dead’?” Darren asked from the side of his mouth while I held on for dear life on the back of his moped.

      “Yes. I know she said ‘dead,’” I told him as the wind whipped around us. “Can’t this thing go any faster?”

      “It could, but you’re squeezing me so tight I’m afraid you’re going to cut off my breathing and I’ll pass out, killing us. Plus it’s hard to drive with one hand.”

      “If you would’ve left the Merry Maker sign at the lighthouse, you wouldn’t’ve had to carry it,” I told him.

      “You wanted me to bring the sign, and I thought you were going to hold it while I drove. I had no idea you’ve never been on a moped before.” He didn’t sound too happy with me.

      The dark road out to the Lustig Spring was very visible from the small headlight. I had no idea how far away we were.

      “You can let loose a little. I do know where I am.” His voice rose above the wind.

      “I’m sorry.” I mentally had to force myself to loosen my grip and let a little air move between his back and my chest as I pulled slightly back. My shoulders fell a little and I closed my eyes, praying and hoping Mama was wrong.

      When we got to the entrance of Nate and Palmer’s house, we noticed the front gate was closed. There wasn’t a car.

      “Do you think she snuck in?” Darren asked as if it weren’t a possibility.

      “I sure do,” I said. “You don’t know Mama.”

      Darren turned off the moped and used the heel of his shoe to put down the kickstand. He got off and helped me off.

      “Do we need to call someone?” he asked, hanging his helmet on the handle. I followed, doing the same with mine on the opposite handle.

      “Let’s just make sure Mama is right.” I didn’t find it necessary to call any sort of authority since Mama did have history of being a smidgen dramatic. “Is there a way we can sneak in without triggering some sort of alarm?”

      “Yep.” Why had his response not surprised me?

      “Take me to her.”

      Darren was turning out to be all sorts of surprising to me and definitely not what I’d pegged him to be. You know the “whole judging a book by the cover” thing totally applied with me in his case. He was thoughtful, making sure I was okay all night, and now every step of the way through the wooded untrailed area to find Mama. He was smart about business and the history of Holiday Junction, and he was business savvy.

      Plus he was carting around that dumb Merry Maker Mother’s Day sign.

      Once we made it to the edge of the Lustig property where the woods ended, the moon was a spotlight on the spring and the large stone structure with the family name engraved. Mama was sitting on the ground surrounded by a few jugs, some filled with water and others still empty.

      She wasn’t alone.

      Rhett Strickland was with her.

      “What on earth is going on?” I asked, looking between the two.

      

      “What’s he doing here?” Mama looked to Darren Strickland.

      “I was going to ask the same thing.” Rhett’s voice pierced the darkness.

      “Does that matter?” I asked with urgency. “Where is Sally?”

      Mama gestured in the direction behind the spring’s stone. The sound of trickling water mixed in with the pulsing of my veins rang in my ears.

      I used my cell phone’s flashlight to guide my steps, and when I saw the body, I knew what we had to do.

      “What are you doing?” Mama tried to jerk my phone out of my hand. “They will lock me up.” Her words rushed out in a whisper.

      “Why? Did you kill her?” I asked, not realizing Chief Strickland had answered.

      “Who killed who?” Chief Matthew Strickland asked me back.

      “Um. Chief, um, Matthew,” I wasn’t sure what to call him since I’d gotten to know his family pretty well. His wife was my boss, his nephew had been my guide, and well, his son—I had no idea what Darren was to me.

      Yet.

      “It’s Violet Rhinehammer.” At least I got that much out.

      “Yes. I saw on my phone. Who’s dead?” he asked again with authority.

      “Sally Westin at the Lustig Spring.”

      There was a moment of silence before the line died.

      “What?” Mama asked as I slowly put the phone down. Her eyes widened with alarm by her keen observation of my actions. “What, Violet?”

      “He hung up.” I shrugged and looked back at the cousins.

      “That means he’s on his way. It’s how he springs into action,” Darren said.

      “What were you two doing?” I overheard Rhett ask Darren while I took the opportunity to give Sally Westin a once-over.

      “Say, do you think you should be doing that?” Darren ignored anything Rhett was saying and walked over then quickly looked away once he saw Sally lying in the tall grassy area behind the spring stone.

      “For someone who is spending time with my daughter after she snuck out of the Jubilee Inn, you seem to not know how she’s seen a lot of dead bodies before.” Mama’s displeasure of me and all of my actions from tonight was in her sarcastic voice.

      “You have?” Darren didn’t seem to take much offense to her but more offense in the fact of me seeing bodies.

      “Murdered people,” Mama clarified. “You know, like in those crime podcasts.”

      “Murdered?” Darren asked like a parrot. His eyes narrowed as he tried to process what Mama was saying.

      “Yes.” I only wanted to talk to Darren since Mama was right. She’d put herself right on the pickle.

      “I’ve seen my share of dead bodies. Jay Mann wasn’t my first rodeo and apparently not my last.” I shined the light closer to Sally’s face.

      Her eyes were still open, and there was something around her lips.

      “She died of poisoning,” I pointed out.

      “How do you know?” Darren curled his head around me to get a look.

      “Her pupils are large.” I moved the light to her eyes. “There’s a little bit of drool dried on her chin, which tells me she’s been here at least a couple of hours.” Then I moved the light to her chin. “But look around her lips. Do you see the red little bumps?”

      “Yeah.” Darren had gone from grossed out to really inquisitive.

      “That’s a sign of poisoning.” I moved the light off of her and darted it around the tall grass. Nothing visible came into the light, and I didn’t want to really look around since I didn’t want to disturb any sort of evidence.

      The sound of sirens echoed in the background.

      “That’s Dad. We better move back.” Darren had an excellent idea. “We don’t want him to think you were involved. Again.”

      His “again” statement garnered a questioning look from me.

      “You were a topic of conversation many times at the bar.” Darren smiled. “Now I can say none of the things we were thinking about you are true.”

      “Gee. Thanks.” The two small lights off in the distance away from the sirens caught my eye, and when the golf cart came into view, I saw it was Nate and Palmer Lustig.

      “What is going on here?” Nate pointed to me and Mama. “You and you?”

      “Your dad called us and said Sally Westin was dead down here.” Palmer had also gotten out of the golf cart and hurried over.

      “Behind the stone.” I gestured. “But you don’t want to—” I sighed when I couldn’t get it out fast enough and Palmer fainted after she’d seen Sally. I finished in a whisper, “Go back there and look.”

      Too late.

      “What have I walked up on?” Chief Strickland was in a wrinkled sheriff’s uniform. “Is she going to be okay, or do I need to call paramedics?”

      “She’s coming to, but she might need to be looked at,” Nate said. He had one knee on the ground and the other propped up by his foot with Palmer resting in his arms.

      She was groggily moving her head back and forth.

      “I’m gonna need the EMTs to the Lustig Spring.” The chief had called someone and walked behind the spring’s stone where his big flashlight gave off way more light than my little phone flashlight. “I’m going to need you to get Curtis down here.”

      Curtis Robinson was the Holiday Junction coroner. I’d had the not-so-much pleasure of meeting him when the whole Jay Mann thing went down.

      Rhett stood eerily quiet. A personality trait I’d never seen from him.

      “What did you do?” Nate stood up, pointing his accusatory remark toward Mama. “Why would you kill her? I told you to let her be.”

      “Me? Are you talking to me?” Mama took a few steps back, her jaw tightened. “You can’t possibly think I killed her.”

      “I recall, and I quote, ‘You might’ve been able to get away with that type of behavior around here’ and you followed up by saying you were going to teach her some southern manners.” As Nate spouted out loud the teeny-tiny threat Mama had made to Sally at the cooking class, I squeezed my eyes closed, trying to ward off the brunt force the words would have in this situation.

      “Did you say that?” Chief Strickland asked Mama directly.

      “Yes, but I didn’t—” Mama began to explain herself, only Nate cut her off by telling the rest of the conversation between Mama and Sally.

      “I’m not done yet.” Nate wagged his finger. “Sally asked you if you were threatening her.”

      “Oh Lordy!” Mama called out as if she were hearing a great sermon at church.

      “You responded, it sure is.” Nate stomped.

      “Did you tell her ‘it sure is’?” Chief Strickland asked, puffing his chest out and resting his hands on the too-loose utility belt he’d apparently thrown on after I’d waken him up.

      “It’s a ‘bless your heart’ kinda thing. You know.” Mama’s chest heaved up and down as audible exhales came out of her mouth. Then her lips pressed together as her head shook with anger. “It’s a southern thing. And I wouldn’t’ve hurt her physically.”

      “People do things in a time of rage.” Chief Strickland gave Mama a good long hard stare. “What’s those?”

      “Water containers,” Mama said under her breath.

      “You were stealing from us?” Palmer had finally come all the way to and stood up with the help of Rhett. “She was stealing from us.”

      “No different than her.” Mama was making things worse as she continued to bring Sally back into the fold. “I mean, she had to have been here too. I didn’t see her until I was, um—”

      “Mama, don’t say another word. I think we need to leave.” I walked up and put my arms gently around her shoulders so I could guide her out of here before she was accused and cuffed.

      “There’s no way you’re taking her from here just yet,” Chief Strickland said before he answered his ringing phone. “Mmmhmmm,” he hummed. “I’ll let them know.”

      He hung up the phone and moved his attention away from Mama to Palmer and Nate.

      “Curtis said he needs to get the hearse in the gate. Do you mind going to open it for him?” He didn’t specifically talk to either Nate or Palmer exclusively.

      “Do you need me here?” Palmer looked over at Sally’s body before she started to hyperventilate all over again.

      “No. You go on and open the gate. Nate can handle any questions I might have.” He patted Palmer on the arm. “You take care of yourself. I’m sorry you had to see this.”

      Nate walked Palmer to the golf cart, and they exchanged a few words. I noticed Nate ran a loving hand down her face, assuring her things were going to be okay as he wiped a tear from her cheek. Palmer stood there nodding at him as she sucked in a few sniffles.

      After he’d gotten her into the driver’s seat and made sure she was out of the area, he turned back to Mama.

      “I can’t believe you’ve done this. I told you to let it go.” Nate started in with his accusations.

      “Listen,” I stepped in between him and Mama with Chief Strickland on one side of me and Rhett on the other. Darren was still near the body. “Mama hasn’t done anything. She took up for you at the Incubator, and that’s it. You and I both know right is right and Sally was the one stealing from you.”

      “All of this will be determined by the timeline of Sally’s death, cause of death, and alibis.” Chief Strickland was getting a little ahead of himself.

      “First off, we don’t know where Sally went after the cooking class. I know where Mama was.” I pointed to myself. “Secondly, we don’t know if she was murdered, which means Mama is free to go.”

      “It doesn’t mean I can’t ask questions.” Chief Strickland knew I was right about him not being able to keep Mama there unless he was charging her, which didn’t seem like the case. “And if you’re telling me Millie Kay was with you all night and you’re her alibi, then we can let her go, but I’m going to need you two to come to the station bright and early tomorrow morning to give a statement.”

      “That’s right. Me, Millie Kay and Violet were together all night,” Darren lied. “Violet and Millie Kay came to the bar, and we got to talking about the Junction Journal. Violet said she was going to do a story on the Lustig Spring. After she told me how she’d been researching and Palmer had decided to pitch the spring to a large company to use for not only healing but to stay youthful, she was going to do an undercover story using her mama as the test. In order to do that, they needed some spring water.”

      “Yes.” Mama agreed wholeheartedly. “I am going to eat food with it, drink it, bathe in it.”

      “Wait a second.” Chief Strickland looked at Nate. “You mean to tell me you stopped people from coming to get water from the spring because you’re going to bottle it up and sell it as some sort of fountain of youth?”

      “I never said that. I’ve never heard of that.” Nate’s brows hooded over his eyes. “Palmer and I only want what’s best for us. And right now Sally Westin lying murdered on our property next to the spring is not good for us.”

      “Now wait a minute,” I spoke up. “We don’t know if she was murdered.”

      “That’s right. Sally was desperate to get her hands on your spring water, and you know it.” Mama was giving it back to Nate.

      “She did accuse you of assault earlier today,” Chief Strickland said.

      “But she dropped it if I would give her the raspberry Bundt cake which was made from the spring water,” Mama pointed out. “And when she dressed up in that wig pretending to be a customer at the cooking class, she ran out stealing a few jugs of spring water.”

      “Is that so, Nate?” Chief Strickland asked.

      “Yes, but I told Millie Kay to let her go after Millie jerked off the wig.” Nate wasn’t about to take any part of Mama’s behavior for his own.

      “This is going to have to get straightened out in the morning.” Chief Strickland scratched his head.

      “You’ve got to get her out of here before daylight, or it’ll be around town my spring is killing people,” Nate observed.

      “You sure do seem to be making this about your business.” Mama was right. “You fired Sally as a waitress, isn’t that right?”

      “Well, I—” Nate was trying to explain, but Mama pulled the “what’s good for the goose is good for the gander” sayin’ and interrupted him as he’d done her.

      “I nothing.” She stopped him. “Sally has been a thorn in your side, and it just so happened that your wife wants to turn this into some sort of fountain of youth like Chief Strickland said. But not with someone like Sally Westin acting all crazy and unpredictable like she’d done in the cooking class. She signed up under a fake name and wore a wig. You even said you need to keep an eye on who did sign up.”

      The hearse rattled up to the Lustig Spring, and Curtis got out with his black doctor bag.

      Mama didn’t pay him no attention. She just kept on giving a good reason why Chief Strickland should make Nate a suspect if Sally was murdered.

      “Where were you tonight? This is your property. How do we know you didn’t catch her on your property and kill her? You heard me and—” Mama hesitated. She didn’t seem so sure she wanted to continue with Darren’s lie about us being together. “Darren and Violet come up, making us a good target to take the heat for your crime.”

      Chief Strickland stood there letting Mama and Nate duke it out while Curtis walked behind the stone structure to get a good look at Sally.

      “We don’t even know if she was murdered,” Rhett mentioned. “Sally Westin has been removed from here a million times.” He pointed to Nate. “You’ve called Uncle Matthew at least once a week where she’s trespassed.”

      “The fact remains she was poisoned this time.” Nate pointed to Curtis for confirmation.

      “Maybe not intentionally.” Curtis popped up from behind the stone structure. He had put a headlamp on. The thing made a spotlight to where we were standing. “By the looks of her lips, color of her skin, and her pupils, Sally has died of poisoning. Of course I won’t know what kind, but I can tell you she has a mouthful of water, which makes me think since she’s so crazy about the spring, she might’ve been here filling up the bottles lying around her body and stopped to take a rest and refresh with a drink.”

      “Are you trying to tell me my spring is poison?” Nate looked as though he were seeking a plausible explanation.

      “That’s it!” Chief Strickland decided to put his foot down. “I’m in charge here, and as of right now, I’m looking at this as a homicide. Whether you did it—” He pointed to Mama. “Or you did it—” He pointed to Nate. “Or that did it,” he finally gestured to the Lustig Spring, “this spring is closed. And I want to see you two—” At first he gestured to Mama and Nate. “Nope, you four, five first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “What’s this?” Curtis’s headlight flashed on the Merry Maker’s Mother’s Day basket sign.

      “It looks like the Merry Maker was here.” Rhett walked over. “It is the Merry Maker.” He slid his chin to turn to his uncle. His eyes grew. “Sally Westin was the Merry Maker.”

      “And she wanted the spring water so much, she was going to make the final Mother’s Day Festival happen right here.” Darren was disguising the real truth, and I knew it was only to bide me some time to figure out exactly who had killed Sally Westin.
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      Mama and I had gotten a ride back to the Jubilee Inn from Curtis in his hearse. Not like it was our choice, but it was the only way she and I could ride together. Chief Strickland was going to remain at the scene with the deputies to collect evidence and clues in case Curtis had determined Sally’s cause of death was murder. There was no way three of us were going to fit on Darren’s moped.

      Mama would’ve tried, but at this point it was best for me to keep my distance from Darren. He knew too much about me, and I knew too much about my feelings that seemed to be bubbling up about him. There was no way I was going to get into a relationship with Darren Strickland.

      I could see the masthead headline now. New Junction Journal Reporter and Holiday Junction citizen Violet Rhinehammer snags Chief Strickland’s son in attempt to get her own mother off the suspect list for the killing of Sally Westin.

      It was how my mind worked. Plus I couldn’t even begin to think how I was going to handle the fact the Merry Maker sign made it look like Sally was the Merry Maker.

      Which made me restless and sleepless all night. Deep down I knew Mama didn’t kill anyone, and I was going to prove it due to the fact Mama wouldn’t have any way of having poison.

      “We have to go to the sheriff’s department,” I told Mama after she’d gotten an early-morning shower and dolled up for the day.

      “I told you I can’t. We have to meet Rhett over at the house for the inspection this morning.” Mama was looking at herself in the mirror and snapping on her clip-on earrings before she took the lipstick out of her purse and carefully rolled it up just enough to get the perfect width to use on her lips. “Matthew will just have to wait. I’m sure you can get your new boyfriend to help us out with his dad.”

      “Mama,” I gasped. “Darren is not my new boyfriend.”

      “What were you doing with him so late? Why did you sneak out and go be with him if he’s not?” She ran her hand down her white eyelet dress as she walked across the room to slip on her flats.

      “Why did you take the moment I didn’t have an eye on you to trespass to the Lustig Spring?” I sat on the edge of the couch and rubbed my neck since I’d gotten a crook in it from laying my head on the arm of the couch so Mama could sleep in the bed.

      “Don’t you make this about me, young lady.” Her threatening tone as she used with me as a child came back in spades. “But if you need to know, I was going to make sure we did the research. When I got to thinking about how protective Palmer was about the spring, I knew if Nate didn’t let me go after the jugs Sally had stolen, he wouldn’t go after me if he found me on the property.”

      “Which brings up a good point about Palmer.” Another thing I’d been thinking about all night was how Palmer could’ve killed Sally. “What if Palmer saw Sally at the spring? She could’ve poisoned Sally somehow.”

      “Why would she kill Sally?” Mama took another look in the mirror at herself before she stepped away with a satisfied look on her face.

      “Sally has been stealing the spring water, and Palmer can’t have that. She has this grand plan of producing it and marketing it as a fountain of youth, then Sally is going to have to purchase it. Like I said, Sally was a thorn in the Lustigs’ side.” If and when Sally’s death was ruled a homicide, Palmer Lustig was the first person I was going to investigate.

      “Oh well.” Mama tapped her watch with her fingernail. “Run a brush through your hair. We’ve got to go meet the inspector. I’ll be downstairs waiting for you.” She opened the door but turned around to say, “We also need to figure out how to get your Merry Maker sign back.”

      I stood there tongue-tied.

      “Honey, Mama knows everything. You are the Merry Maker, and Darren is your boyfriend. Your secrets are safe with me.” She shut the door with confidence behind her. “He wouldn’t’ve said we were all together if he didn’t think of you as a girlfriend.”

      “You are the Merry Maker, and Darren is not my boyfriend,” I mocked her with a snarled nose as my head jiggled like a bobblehead’s on my shoulders. “I’m not his girlfriend.”

      I felt the eleven lines between my eyes deepen as I thought about Mama’s reasoning for why Darren did say he was with me and Mama at the bar. Why would he do that? Lie to not only his dad, but his dad who was the chief.

      “Your secrets are safe with me,” I repeated in my best Mama-mimicking voice.

      While I was in the bathroom getting my teeth brushed and quickly getting ready since Mama insisted on going with her to the house inspection, my phone rang.

      “Good morning, Marge.” I wondered if she was going to fire me for not being in the office over the past couple of days. “I already posted to the site this morning. All of today’s Mother’s Day festivities have been updated, and I’ll get the death notices as soon as they come in.”

      “You already have a death notice. Sally Westin.” She’d heard. Of course she’d heard. Her sister and my other boss, Louise, was married to Chief Strickland. “And she was the Merry Maker. It’s all over town, and I overheard Matthew tell Louise your mother is his number one suspect.”

      “I was worried that was going to be the case.” There was a sore already forming on the inside of my bottom lip where I’d gnawed the heck out of it from worry. “You know I don’t think Mama did it, but she was there.”

      “This is the exact story we need for the Junction Journal.” There was a strange excitement in her voice. “You get down there and get it written up. You have firsthand knowledge.”

      “I’m not going to write about my mama nor about the fact we happened upon it.” Since she’d not mentioned anything about me and Darren, I was going to go with the idea me and Mama were at the bar and use his lies for my good.

      “I see.” There was a pause. I slipped on my shoes since I knew I had to get to the office. This little inspection thingy had to go fast. If it didn’t and Marge made it to the office before me, I was afraid she’d post the story online. “You mean to tell me you’re not going to put aside your personal feelings and be a journalist?”

      “I didn’t say that. I said that I’m not going to write anything that would implicate my mama when we already told the chief our alibi. I can write the facts and what we happened upon.” I grabbed my bag and threw it across my body. “I’ve got a quick interview this morning about Sally Westin,” I lied to buy myself time. “Then I’ll be in the office to write up a piece, but I’m not going to write anything about Mama.”

      “I wasn’t asking you to give up your mama. There’s a bigger story than Sally Westin getting poisoned.” I gulped when she said poisoned, as she confirmed everyone already knew pretty much everything. “It’s the fact she was the Merry Maker. That’s the big news. Now what happens? Who appoints the new Merry Maker? There’s a list of questions Holiday Junction has never had to face in the over two hundred years of the Merry Maker.”

      “Two. Two.” I shuddered. “Two hundred years?”

      Vern left out the little detail that the Merry Maker role had been over two hundred years old.

      “Oh yes. The Merry Maker is a very big role to have, and now that we know it was Sally, I’d love for you to get an interview with Raymond Westin,” she said.

      “Who is he?” I hadn’t heard of him, but with that last name, I figured on him being related to Sally somehow.

      “Sally’s husband. He’s the pharmacist at the drugstore in the hospital. You know where the hospital is, right? Cross the way from the police station, and according to what I overheard Matthew tell Louise, you are to go there this morning to give a statement.” She reminded me how my to-do list was getting longer and longer by the minute. “I’ll see you in the office this afternoon. Bye.”

      The line went dead right when I walked into the lobby of the inn. Mama was standing at the counter, talking to Kristine.

      “I told Kristine me and you’d be checking out this afternoon if we could. I plan on not worrying about the inspection because Rhett said he’d fix whatever needed to be done, and I already wire transferred the money to him, so I’m not worried about that.” Mama rambled on.

      “I’ll let you know about me.” I grabbed Mama by the hand and dragged her out before Kristine could ask me anything. “You didn’t tell her about Sally, did you?” I followed Mama to the golf cart.

      “No. She already knew. And you’re going to have to take the trolley.” She pointed to the trolley barreling down Main Street with Goldie dinging the bell to signal the stop. “The cart is full. I had my things delivered today and told Rhett to put them in the cart.”

      I’d just noticed the luggage piled up in the golf cart with no room for me and barely enough room for Mama to sit in the driver’s seat.

      “Don’t look so stunned, dear. I had to have my clothes sent to my new home. I spent a mint on getting them shipped here. Too bad I couldn’t’ve flown them. Do you think we could form some sort of committee to get more flights in and out of Holiday Junction?” She fluttered from one topic to the other, leaving me dizzy-headed as she took off.

      “You comin’ or not?” Goldie hollered from the trolly stop. “I don’t have all day!”

      I sighed, looking around as I tried to decide whether or not to walk over to Heart Way and take my time so I could ponder everything changing around me and in my life, or just take the trolley, the fastest way.

      “Groove and Go,” I whispered, recalling Goldie had mentioned Elvin’s dislike for little Lizzy taking dancing lessons from one of the Lustig family members. “Coming.” I smiled and waved.

      “Heard you found another dead body.” This time I liked the fact Goldie didn’t waste any time getting to the point. “I guess you’ll be writing a piece on that in the paper. It was the first thing I looked up this morning after I got the call.”

      “And who called?” I asked.

      “Just a few friends.” She shrugged and waited for me to sit down before she pulled the door shut and started to drive the trolley toward the house.

      “I’m going to Heart Way.” I reached into my bag, took out a few of the trolley tokens I’d stocked up on, and slipped them into the metal container attached to her seat. “My mama is moving here and looking at a house on Heart.”

      “Not the big house?” she asked. I caught her eyes looking at me from the rearview mirror glued on the large windshield.

      “No. Not the big house. Contrary to what you think, Mama didn’t hurt a fly.” How ridiculous for anyone to think that. “From what I know, the law states you’re innocent until proven guilty.”

      “From what I know,” Goldie bit back, “your mama and Sally Westin had two arguments in the span of a ten-hour day.”

      “I’m not going to confirm or deny, but I do have a question for you about little Lizzy’s dance teacher.” The subtle shift in Goldie’s posture didn’t go unnoticed. Her arms had stiffened a little, her back grew a little taller, and her chin lifted a smidgen. “Which Lustig was she?”

      “Tricia Lustig. Why?” she asked.

      I grabbed the handle next to my head so I wouldn’t fall over when she turned near the corner of Heart Way, where the trolley stop I needed to get off was located.

      “I was wondering if you thought she’d be open to answering a few questions for me?” I asked. “Maybe you could give me her phone number?”

      “The only number I’ve got is the Groove and Go, but I’m sure you can stop down there. She’s always there.” The trolley came to a stop. Goldie slightly turned in her seat to face me. “You think she had something to do with Sally Westin? I mean, I know she was mad she didn’t get the family spring and had to continue to keep the dance studio open to pay her bills, but a killer? Tricia?”

      “I don’t know. I know that I’m doing a story on the spring, and she might have a different perspective than Nate.” I stood up. Before I got off the trolley, I asked. “How is Tricia related to Nate?”

      “Siblings.” She gave me some interesting information. “See you later!” She grabbed the string dangling from the bell, gave it two good shakes, and took off.

      The trolley stop was actually between the small market and Groove and Go right before the roundabout that circled around to Heart Way. Neither I’d been to yet, but both interested me.

      The Groove and Go had twinkling lights all around the front of the window with nothing else to shield from seeing inside the dance studio. There were wooden floors and a long mirrored wall with two wooden bars running the full length of wall. One was higher than the other, and I’d seen in shows before where dancers held on to those bars for support.

      There were a few padded-type chairs along the back wall, but other than that, it was wide-open space.

      “Can I help you?” A woman startled me from behind.

      “I’m looking. That’s all.” I shrugged and noticed the woman was about five foot nine with strawberry-blond hair parted to the side and a little wavy. The ends grazed her shoulders. She had on a pair of flowing pants and matching cardigan with a pair of sandals.

      The canvas bag dangling from her arms had a pair of pink toe ballet shoes in it, the ribbon sticking out just enough for me to recognize the item.

      “Are you Tricia Lustig by any chance?” I asked.

      “Who wants to know?” She stuck a key into the Groove and Go door and twisted the lock.

      “Violet Rhinehammer from the Junction Journal.” I decided to be honest with her even though what had happened had been at the Lustig Spring. “I understand Sally Westin was found poisoned at your family’s spring, and I wanted to get your take on it since I heard Palmer, your sister in law, had recently decided to package the spring water into some sort of fountain of youth.”

      Her body moved ever so slightly, making the perfect ballerina, but to the trained investigative eye I had, I could see something I said was news to her.

      “Did you not hear about Sally Westin?” I asked.

      “Of course I heard about it. Like you said.” She stood inside the open door of the dance studio. She didn’t ask me to come inside.

      Interesting.

      “It’s my family’s spring. Nate called me immediately.” She was lying. I knew it because her fingers were busy outlining the keys in her hand and the edges of her nose flared.

      “Nate called you?” I knew that was part of the lie, because if he’d called her, he surely would’ve told her I had been there.

      “Yes. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to get some things ready for the Mother’s Day theater.” She turned to go into the studio.

      I started to follow her.

      She whipped around.

      “I’m sorry. We are closed.” She had to forcibly shut the front door since it was on a slow-release hinge, twisting the lock just as the door shut in my face.

      “Where were you last night?” I asked just to let her know I was on to her hiding something. “Mmhmmm. I’ll find out,” I whispered and sighed, watching her through the door as she slipped out of sight.

      Putting Tricia Lustig and all the things Goldie had said about her in the back of my head, I took the short walk down Heart Way to get to the house, and in the distance I could see a couple of golf carts in the drive along with Rhett Strickland’s car. It looked like they were outside waiting on someone—me.

      I was certainly glad I’d decided to take the trolley instead of walking because Goldie just gave me not only another suspect but a reason why Tricia Lustig would kill Sally. It also gave me the opportunity to see Tricia and let her know I was on to her.

      I took my phone out and hit the memo button so I could get my train of thoughts on the record and not forget.

      “Tricia Lustig has a very good motive for wanting not only Freedom Diner to go out of business but also the spring be tainted by putting into the public fear that the spring has been poisoned.” I laid out in detail how she was jealous, needed the spring money for herself, and was upset she didn’t get even half of the spring, not to mention her own brother actually letting his wife, an outsider, take the reins. When Tricia found out about Palmer’s decision to market it as a fountain of youth, it sent Tricia over the edge. In turn she killed Sally Westin since Sally had been fired by Nate as well as been caught on the property several times, not just last night.

      “Good morning.” Rhett’s tone wasn’t his usual, where he was happy to see me.

      “Hey.” I offered a smile knowing he was mad about Darren being there last night.

      “Violet Rhinehammer, Garret Gerard.” Rhett did the introduction. “He owns Gerard Home Inspection and will be performing Millie Kay’s house inspection.”

      Garrett had a round face and light-brown hair with a comb-over. He had more facial hair than hair on top of his head. He had a friendly face with a nice smile, one I’d call an honest look.

      “Do you have any questions before we begin?” Rhett asked me.

      “Can I talk to you in private?” I needed to clear the air.

      “Sure. You two can start the inspection without us. I’ve got somewhere to be soon anyways.” Rhett looked at his watch. I knew by the way he was acting he was lying.

      Boy, he and Darren had the same trait. They found it easy to lie. Must’ve been in the DNA.

      Mama and Garrett walked up to the little blue house and headed around the side as if he were doing the outside inspection first. Rhett and I stood in the driveway.

      “What’s up?” he asked, looking down at me. He also got the good-looking DNA too.

      “I wanted to clear the air about Darren and why we were together last night.” I started to tell him how I was on a walk, leaving out the part about the Merry Maker. “I had to get away from Mama. I wasn’t tired, and she was going to go to sleep.”

      “You don’t owe me any explanation.” He stopped me. “It’s not like I’m your keeper.” He snorted then grinned, showing of his dimples, yet another DNA family trait. “Wait. Do you think I’ve got some sort of feelings for you?”

      “Well, no.” I laughed off the notion as if it were ridiculous, though I totally thought there’d been something over the past few months brewing up even though we’d never fully explored anything. “You seem so standoffish that I thought maybe you wanted to know.”

      “I don’t. Darren can do what Darren wants to do, and you can too. You’re both adults.” His phone rang, and he rudely answered it. “Hey, Fern. I’m just leaving now. Grab your bathing suit. I’ve got the boat all gassed up for an entire day on the water.”

      Even though he turned as if he didn’t want me to hear, his voice was so loud I heard every word.

      “Sorry about that.” He’d turned back to me, taking out his car keys. “Garrett will let me know if there’s anything with the inspection, but I’m sure it’s all good.”

      The sound of a car pulling down the road made us both look, and it was Chief Strickland’s car.

      “You’re going on a date with Fern?” I asked in disbelief. I’d learned Fern Banks, the local beauty queen and busybody, had tried to get her claws into Rhett for years. I’d also heard from Rhett himself how he was never interested in her. “That’s a turn of events.”

      He laughed. Hard.

      “By the way you’re acting, Violet, I’d think you were a little jealous.” His face became still, his eyes bore into me.

      “Don’t be silly.” I shrugged and turned my attention to Chief Strickland when he got out of the car. “Chief.”

      “I heard I’d find you here.” He moseyed over. “It’s true your mother is moving here, huh?”

      “Looks like it. And since you and your family own about the entire town, it looks like Rhett is selling her this house,” I said. “Mama and I were on our way down to give our statements after the inspection.”

      “I was on my way to the office, and I figured I’d just stop by here and let you know Sally Westin was poisoned.” Now I knew her case had been turned into a homicide. “We are going to send off samples of the spring to these fancy labs to test the water. I’m trying to find out if your mama got any water that we don’t know about. We sure don’t want anyone else getting poisoned.”

      “So it’s not a homicide case?” It very well could be some sort of natural poison, and in that case, we would be missing a big bullet.

      “Since you and Millie Kay were at the jiggle joint with my son, I think you have an alibi.” His judgement of our whereabouts was written all over his face. His phone rang. “Excuse me for a minute.” He walked away to take the call.

      “That was a relief.” I sighed about the fact they were ruling Sally’s death as an accidental poison.

      “Yeah. Not sure Holiday Junction can withstand another murder,” he joked, even though the little dig was at me.

      “In that case, I better get some of these boxes in the house.” I walked over to Mama’s golf cart and grabbed a box, but not well enough. I dropped it, spilling the contents all over the driveaway.

      Rhett and I took a break from talking as we busied ourselves with picking up the items. I didn’t even notice Chief Strickland had walked over.

      “What do we have here?” He picked up a baggie from one of the items that’d fallen out of Mama’s box.

      “That’s mothballs. Mama insists on putting them in her clothes.” There was a very curious look on his face. “Moths eat right through clothes. They leave little holes.”

      “And they leave people dead if they ingest them.” He held it toward me with a cocked brow before shifting his focus to Mama and Garrett when they walked back around the house.

      “Millie Kay Rhinehammer, I’m placing you under arrest for the murder of Sally Westin.” Chief Strickland took his cuffs off his utility belt, bolting toward Mama. “Rhett, don’t you touch another thing. Back up from that box.”

      “What?” Mama’s shock and dismay waved over her facial expression as desperation came from her mouth. “I would never hurt a fly.”

      “Maybe not a fly, but what about a moth?” He made no sense until he said, “Curtis just called me. Sally’s toxicology report came back. She has naphthalene in her system.”

      “I don’t even know what that is.” Mama said over her right shoulder, trying to see as he cuffed her.

      “The ingredient in mothballs.” There was the sound of the cuffs clicking around Mama’s wrists.

      “Violet!” Mama cried out. “You’ve got to help me! I don’t look good in orange. Call Diffy! He’ll help you. I’ve heard how this happens when someone plants things on people to make them look like a suspect.”

      “Diffy.” I had to repeat it a few times to even try to remember the name. “What?” I asked her as my feet felt like they were cemented to the ground.

      “This is just like the crime podcast. Call Diffy. He’ll know what to do!” Mama had gone from crying to hyperventilating.

      “So is she buying the house or not?” Garret Gerard so rudely asked.

      “Of course we are.” I hurried over to the sheriff’s car. “What on earth are you doing, Chief? Come on,” I begged.

      “Don’t you touch a thing. Not in the golf cart, not in those boxes, and not in that house until I can get someone here to process this scene. It’s currently part of my crime scene, and I’m going to take your mom down to the station to book her. You can see her in about an hour.” Chief Strickland got into the car, did a U-turn, and headed down Heart Way.

      Mama’s head was twisted around, and she kept screaming, her eyes filled with fright.
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      “Diffy Delk.” I typed away on the computer at work to find out who this person was whose name Mama kept screaming out the cracked window of the chief’s car. It was a terrible memory, her screeching.

      I scanned down the computer screen, and when a smarmy-looking fellow popped up, I read the snippet of text before I clicked the link.

      The sound of waves echoed through the open window, and when I looked out, I could see a boat taking off from one of the small docks I’d recognized as Rhett’s. Mama’s arrest didn’t bother him any. When I noticed the large floppy straw hat attached to a woman in a hot-pink bikini, I rolled my eyes and went back to the computer.

      “I’d rather talk to Diffy Delk than deal with Fern Banks.” I sighed and looked at this lawyer’s site.

      I clicked around a bit before I settled on the “About” tab.

      “I fought the law, and I won.” I smiled when I read the motto on his website. There was a photo of him sitting behind a large brown desk, dressed in a brown suit with a burnt-yellow silk-type shirt with a tie to match. His receding hairline stopped with what appeared to be some sort of toupee. “Where on earth did Mama find this guy?”

      He was located in an office near the police station, which would be good since I needed to get Mama out of jail. Plus I still had to go to the hospital near there to see if Raymond Westin was in, though I couldn’t imagine he would be working after his wife was found dead last night.

      “Hello, is Mr. Delk there?” I asked the person on the other end of the phone after I’d called the number.

      “Who’s calling?” The person on the other end of the line spoke through a nasally tone.

      “My name is Violet Rhinehammer, and my mama is Millie Kay—” I was about to go into the entire spiel.

      “Millie Kay!” The voice turned into a deep baritone. “I adore her. This is Diffy. You’re her daughter. She told me all about you and how you always wanted to be a big-time news reporter only to land here.”

      “Yes.” I had to stop myself from thinking Mama had been talking all about me, and it didn’t sound like she was too proud. But that was Mama.

      “Is something wrong? Did you get in some more trouble? You know you should’ve called me when you found Jay Mann and what’s-her-name.” His words were spoken together into one long breath. “But that’s all water under the bridge, and if you need me, I can make sure the prosecutor will never say a word while you’re on the stand about whatever it is you—” He took a breath. “Wait. Are you the one who found Sally Westin? You didn’t knock her off, did you? I mean if you did, I can still prove you innocent, but the truth of the matter is that you’ve already been associated with two murders, and three is kinda pushing it. Hard to swallow, if you know what I mean.”

      “It’s Mama. Mama’s been arrested for Sally’s murder, and she told me to call you.” I moved my head from the computer screen to the window after I heard a car door shut. It was actually a truck.

      “Millie Kay? There’s no way that sweet woman killed Sally Westin.” He snorted. “You’re not joking.”

      “What gave it away? Me calling you to hire you?” I watched the woman from the truck unstrap the steel ladder from the rack in the bed and hoist it over her head. She turned and headed up to the house.

      “No.” My cheeks puffed out as a sigh escaped me. I wondered where on earth Mama had met this man. “In fact, when Chief Strickland was putting her in his car to take her to the station, she told me to call you.”

      “Got it. Be here in an hour, and bring twenty thousand dollars.” His words made me momentarily rendered speechless. “If you don’t have that much liquid cash, then bring two thousand for the bond bailsman.”

      “Thank you. At your office?” I asked to confirm.

      “Yes. Don’t forget the two thousand dollars.” He hung up.

      I pushed back from the desk and walked out the room to the front door. The woman had already situated the ladder up against the cottage and fully extended it to the top rung.

      “Hey there.” She greeted me with a smile. “I’m Ladawna. You must be Violet.” She took a business card from the front pocket of her overalls.

      “I am.” I took the card and looked at it. “Ladawna’s Home Repairs.”

      “I’m here to look at the roof for Rhett. Me or some of my workers will also be in and out doing all the repairs.” Her hands gripped the outside of the ladder. One foot on the ground while the other was propped up on the bottom rung. “It’s gonna be a hot day. I tell you, once Mother’s Day comes and then goes, it’s like Mother Nature gets mad since her day is over for a year, and she scorches us out of the water.”

      I gazed toward the sea as she mentioned water. The sound of Rhett’s boat motor was getting farther and farther away.

      “Thank you. Any word on the air-conditioner? Not that I’m hot now since there’s a nice breeze off the ocean up here, but I bet it will get hotter.” I hadn’t complained and was grateful so far for the office, but I knew I was going to have to really be working overtime to pay back my savings since I was going to have to withdraw two thousand dollars for the bondsman.

      “Eeeee.” Lawanda’s neck veins popped as she dragged her lips into a thin line. “That’s probably going to be after we tear out all the walls.”

      “The walls?” This was the first time I’d heard this. How was I going to be able to work with no walls?

      “Yep. That starts next week.” She nodded and tucked the stray strand of her black curly hair back up in her baseball cap. “For now I’ve got to look at the roof for the new shingles.”

      “Okay. Let me know if you need anything. I’ll be here for about a half hour.” I had to add going to the bank to my long list of things to do.

      I wished I was able to head on down to the station, but I knew I also had to work and get an article online so Marge and Louise wouldn’t be over here hounding me.

      It felt like I’d already had a full day, and it wasn’t even ten o’clock a.m. yet.

      Lawanda’s footsteps were loud as she walked on the roof above my head, so when I called Vern I walked through the cottage house to the back where I could talk to him.

      “I’m in a little bind,” I told him after we’d greeted each other. “Did you hear about what happened to Sally Westin?”

      “Hear about it? Are you kidding?” He scoffed and whispered, “Layla’s phone has been blowing up with gossip. And the Merry Maker thing is good because now you can do it without anyone ever expecting it was you.”

      “The sign was left at the Lustig Spring, and how on earth is there going to be a Mother’s Day final party there?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, but it’s what the Merry Maker wanted.” He acted as if Sally was the Merry Maker and she wanted it there.

      “Oh.” This crazy idea started to formulate in my head. “I’ve got to go.”

      I hurried back into the cottage as the idea of using what everyone thought was the Merry Maker’s choice for the location of the final gathering for the Mother’s Day celebration to my advantage, to get back to the spring.

      Before I could post anything, I needed a timeline. I knew Sally had been fired about two months ago for stealing the water.

      “Who on earth ever heard of someone getting fired over water?” The more I questioned this firing, the more questions that had to be answered came to me.

      I grabbed the dry-erase marker from the pen holder sitting on top of the desk and walked over to the large whiteboard Marge had Rhett screw on the wall for various holidays we had to make sure were covered in the Junction Journal, which made zero sense Holiday Junction celebrated every single holiday and it was practically thrown up all over town. You wouldn’t be able to forget.

      “They are going to have to write it again.” I picked up the eraser and swiped the board clean. “I’ve got another murder to solve.”

      I wrote Sally’s name in large letters at the top and listed possible suspects below, including Mama.

      “Millie Kay Rhinehammer.” It pained me to even write it. “Nate Lustig, Palmer Lustig, Tricia Lustig, and Elvin Bennett.”

      So Elvin was a long shot, but he didn’t like the Lustigs, according to Goldie, and well, I needed someone else to point a finger to besides Mama.

      Under each one of their names, I made little bullet-point reasons I felt they had motive to have killed Sally. Of course Mama’s wasn’t so much a motive as the fact she’d been seen arguing in public with Sally, which led into Mama threatening Sally. And I couldn’t forget how the mothballs were found in Mama’s things.

      Underneath Nate Lustig, who I lumped with his wife Palmer, I wrote, “Fired Sally, Sally was a pain in their sides, she continually trespassed, she stole from them, she was going to ruin any sort of deal Palmer had with the health company.” Then underneath Tricia I wrote how she was upset she didn’t get part of the Lustig Spring and was jealous of Palmer, and how if Sally was murdered from an apparent poisoning, it would look like the spring was natural poison and no one would want to buy any fountain of youth from Palmer.

      “This is good.” I sat down and clicked on the computer keys, bringing the computer to life. “Natural springs in Holiday Junction,” I googled, and to my delight, I found an interactive site for the area. I typed in Nate’s address, and up popped the map and a clear blue trail where the spring meandered through their property and led exactly to the tap where everyone filled up their little jugs of Lustig Spring water and where Sally Westin met her demise.

      There was a plus sign on the map to blow it up. I clicked it a few times and used my finger to follow along with the trail of the spring.

      “Lustig Spring looks like it can be called Holiday Junction Spring.” My eyes zeroed in on where the spring went onto the Lustig property, and it was just shy of the lighthouse.

      Darren Strickland’s lighthouse.

      I pulled up the online newspaper site so I could plug in today’s big story. “Merry Maker’s Last Wish.”

      I looked at the masthead and smiled.

      “Oh yes.” I couldn’t stop the grin from curling up on my lips as I continued to talk and type. “Sally Westin is believed to be the Merry Maker. The Merry Maker’s Mother’s Day sign was found at the Lustig Spring, where our Merry Maker had taken her final breath. It was her dying wish as the Merry Maker to end this year’s Mother’s Day celebration at the Lustig Spring.”

      I sat back and looked at the screen, wondering if I should or shouldn’t report what I knew.

      My shoulders drew up and back, my hands rested on the keyboard, and my fingers flew without letting myself think about what they were typing.

      “Sally Westin had spent most of her life at the Freedom Diner. She’d dedicated her life to Nate and Palmer Lustig as a valued employee, until Nate fired Sally because Sally was taking some of the Lustigs’ spring water to give to her ailing sister. In fact, Sally’s sister was getting better, and when Sally would talk about the miracle spring water, it was then Palmer Lustig decided she would bottle the spring water. With a little investigation work, the staff at the Junction Journal has uncovered some information that would give the right for Sally Westin to possess all the spring water she wanted, along with the rest of the citizens of Holiday Junction, for that matter. Be sure to keep an eye out for tomorrow’s online Junction Journal for up-to-the-minute updates, and stay tuned to the developing story on where this year’s Mother’s Day celebration will come to a close.”

      I reread the article a couple of times. I found an old photo of Sally Westin at the diner with Nate Lustig in the archives on the computer’s hard drive to add to the article. She and Nate looked awfully happy.
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      The sun might’ve been bright and shiny on my face, but there was darkness in my heart thinking about Mama in the jail. It hurt my heart, and I knew if Daddy were here, he’d know what to do.

      I walked down the sidewalk near the seaside, and from the looks of the sidewalk chalkboard sign at the Freedom Diner, they were serving raspberry pie. The same Bundt cake Sally Westin had stolen from Mama during the cake walk. Getting a piece for her would be something she’d enjoy, so I headed that way and decided to call my dad to let him know what was going on and get some much-needed Rhinehammer support.

      “Hi, Dad.” Hearing his voice pinged even more sadness in me. “Mama’s gotten herself into a pickle.”

      “A pickle?” He laughed. “When has she never been in a pickle, Violet? I told her not to bring our problems out there to you, but she insisted you wanted her there for Mother’s Day.” There was a pause. “What has she done and gotten herself into now?”

      “She’s been arrested.” I couldn’t bring myself to say the word “murder.”

      “Geez. Who did she southern this time?” By southern, I knew Daddy meant insulted enough to get some sort of assault charge against her.

      “She didn’t southern anyone. She poisoned them, or so the law here thinks she did.” As I continued to tell him what had happened from beginning to end, I knew by the exhausted sighs coming from his end that it wasn’t unbelievable to him.

      “She’s a piece of work, that mama of yours.” Daddy started in on her. “For years we’ve kept the fact we’ve been having troubles from you, but Violet, I just can’t take her behavior no more. Do you realize I was kicked out of the hunting club because of her? The Bible Thumpers wouldn’t even let her in their group in fear she’d be making everything about her. Do you know how hard it is to live in a house where the ego of the other person leaves no room for my shoes?”

      “Now Daddy—” I was about to take up for her.

      “Don’t you ‘now Daddy’ me nothing. That’s exactly what Millie Kay would’ve said, but Violet, maybe sitting in jail will be good for her ego for a few days until they get the real killer behind bars.” Daddy was unbelievable.

      “You mean to tell me you are going to let her sit in there without any sort of nothing?” I had no clue what people even did in jail, but I knew it wasn’t for Mama. “She’ll go nuts.”

      “Then let her.” Daddy was stern. Hard.

      “Are you serious right now? We are thousands of miles away, and you’re going to let the woman who birthed me, had supper on the table for you every single night, did your laundry without complaining about how stinky you are, not to mention kept a clean house.” A speck of dust didn’t live in our house for too long. “You are going to just let her rot, all because she has her own mind? Her own opinions, and a small town like Normal thinks that’s a bad thing?”

      “Violet, hold on a minute.” Daddy tried to do what he called “talk sense into me,” but I was going to talk some sense into him. “Your mama killed my dreams, Violet. Now it’s my time.”

      “You and Mama taught me to be independent. An individual. My own thinker, and when I didn’t fit in, you encouraged me to keep going. That’s no different than how Mama acted. So if you want to use the good excuse that she was a stand-up citizen in Normal and she didn’t play by anyone’s book but her own, then you can just stay there and find someone at your age who will do all those things for you!” I hung up the phone and jerked open the door of the diner.

      As I made my way to the counter, I couldn’t help but notice everyone was on their phones. Not something unusual in today’s world, but definitely strange when all of them were looking, scrolling, and even chatting.

      “Looks like I need to be on my phone.” I snickered when I sat down on one of the stools at the counter, and Patty, the young waitress, came over with her order pad in her hand. I looked at the glass-covered pie plate sitting on the counter next to me. It wasn’t pie though, it was one of those raspberry Bundt cakes.

      “It’s your article they are all talking about.” She tapped the counter with her fingernail.

      “Really?” I slowly turned to look back behind me and over the diner.

      “Yep. They are more concerned with the Merry Maker being Sally Westin than the fact she was killed by poison.” She leaned her hip on the counter. “What can I get you?”

      “I need a piece—no, make it two.” I noted it was never good to eat alone. I had to take one for the team and eat with Mama. “Two pieces of raspberry Bundt cake.” I pointed to the pie.

      “It goes fast. I’m glad you got a couple of slices. One for you and Millie Kay?” she asked, taking the lid off.

      “Yes.” I wondered if Patty was just being nice since she’d not mentioned Mama’s fate. “Do you not know?”

      “Of course I know.” Carefully she slid two pieces of Bundt cake in a to-go container without the insides oozing out. “You’re talking about your mama, right?”

      “Yeah. I guess everyone knows.” It wasn’t too different from Normal—the gossip, that was.

      “I wasn’t going to say anything. You learn really fast around here to keep your mouth shut. From what I also heard from Nate—” She drew her lips together, and her brows formed a V like she was battling within herself to even tell me what she’d heard.

      “Go on,” I encouraged her.

      “It’s nothing. Really. You take the Bundt on to your mama.” She gave a quick shake to her head and took a third slice of Bundt cake out with the spatula. She fit it into my to-go box too. “On the house.” She closed the box and handed it over the counter to me.

      “What were you going to say about Nate?” I asked in a hushed whisper. “Anything you can tell me would be greatly appreciated. I’m trying to help Mama, and I’m actually on my way now to meet Diffy Delk.”

      “Diffy will find out, so I guess—” She paused. “I can’t lose my job.” It was like she was warning me not to say anything if she did tell me.

      “I’m a journalist. I never reveal my sources.” It was an oath I did live by when it came to reporting, but right now my mama stood accused of killing Sally Westin, and my only concern was to get her out of Chief Strickland’s custody.

      “Nate said Tricia had stopped by to see Palmer.”

      “When?” I asked.

      “This morning. He got a call from Palmer saying you stopped by the Groove and Go.” Her eyes were shifty, like she was trying not to let everyone here in the diner know what she was telling me.

      “So I was right.” I gasped.

      “What?” Patty questioned.

      I gave Patty the once-over. I knew she was in her twenties, around my age, and honestly, the only other person I’d really gotten to know my age was Cherise. She was out of town with her job as a flight attendant, so I’d yet to be able to knock ideas around with her.

      “You can tell me. I won’t say a word. Trust me. I grew up around here, and I hate how everyone talks. I never ever tell anyone anything.” She offered a smile. “It might be nice having a girlfriend around.” Her big smile was so inviting. “Patty Hamilton.”

      “Well, Patty Hamilton, I was just thinking the same thing about you.” I leaned in on my elbows. “Why don’t you meet me at the jiggle joint later this afternoon. I need to go see Darren about the lighthouse he purchased.”

      “I get off around five. Is that good?” She shrugged, agreeing to go as my sidekick. That way Darren wouldn’t be able to sweet-talk me, and she’d keep me on task to get the answers I needed from him, and that’s all.

      “Perfect.” I picked up the box with the three slices of pie. “Thanks so much. Mama will love it.”

      “Your mom is precious. I had a lot of fun with her last night.” She used the cleaning rag and wiped down the spot where I was sitting even though I’d not gotten any food there. “She’s exactly the little spark we need around here.”

      “Don’t tell her that, or she just might not ever leave.” I almost told Patty about my parents’ crazy idea to divorce after all these years but decided we might be able to bond over that later tonight. “I’ve got to go. Date with Diffy Delk.”

      “He’s your guy.” She waved me off into the crowd, where people just so happened to be muttering my name under their breath as I was weaving my way through to the diner’s front door.

      Certainly stopping by Freedom Diner hadn’t been on my list of things to do, but there was a reason for the sign, and that was what brought me in there, which made Tricia Lustig move up on my list of suspects even further. When I dropped by the bank next to Diffy’s office to get the money from my savings account, my mind still didn’t drop the questions fluttering around.

      The big question I had was maybe going to be best answered by Nate Lustig himself. Why didn’t he have a relationship with Tricia? Sure, he got the family spring, but why cut her out completely? Why give Palmer full decision-making power over it?

      And I took those questions to Diffy Delk. Little did I realize Diffy was the owner of Dave the Rooster. Dave was sitting on a platform in the corner of Diffy’s office.

      “I’ve met Dave but not you.” Just when I thought my day couldn’t get any more strange.

      “Dave is the most popular person other than the mayor.” He snickered and looked back at the rooster. “He is really good at security and running people off. Most people are just scared of roosters. One coming at you really can keep you in line.”

      “Yes. I met him when I got into town. Rhett Strickland left out the part he was actually owned by someone.” It wouldn’t have been unusual for a rooster to be running all over my hometown, so when I met Dave, it didn’t seem so strange.

      “Do you have an opinion on my questions?” I went back to the questions I’d told him I’d wondered about with the Lustig family.

      “Mmhmmm.” He sat behind a much-too-big oak desk with the same exact suit he had on in his photo on the website.

      Online I couldn’t really tell the fabric, but in person it was all polyester. His hairline was also much deeper in person, but if he was as good as his motto and what Patty said, his strange and very dated appearance was overlooked.

      “I can’t speak to why the Lustig family does anything. Strange people.” His statement was what we southerners would call “calling the kettle black” since Diffy was odd himself. “But I can tell you that Millie Kay isn’t the only citizen in Holiday Junction with mothballs. I bet if you went over to the Holiday Village and pull back some of the closet doors, you’re going to find all sorts of mothballs.”

      He waved his hand in front of his nose as if he were pushing an odor away when he referred to the smell of mothballs.

      “Holiday Village?” I asked.

      “The home of the near death.” He jerked his head back. “It’s a little further out of town past the airport.”

      “I’ve not ventured that far.” I made a mental note to check the place out online. Maybe someone I’d come in contact with or someone who knew Sally worked there or had a family member there. It was worth checking out.

      “Unless you’ve got a foot in the grave plus four toes of the other foot, don’t go.” His lips duck billed. “Anyways, I’ve been pondering your mother’s case. I went by to see her this morning after I got your call, and let’s just say she’s not doing so well.” He moved his eyes past my face down to the envelope in my hand.

      “Oh.” I set the money on his desk and slid it across. “Here’s the money.”

      He picked it up and opened the flap, running his finger along the one-hundred-dollar bills before he opened the top drawer of his desk, where he put the envelope.

      “Really, I’m not concerned with the Lustigs. I’m concerned with Millie Kay.” He picked up the phone and punched in a few numbers. “Please send her in.”

      He hung up the phone. The bookcase behind his desk opened to expose a secret room or something. I leaned really far to the right to see around him, but all I could see was Mama walking through.

      “Mama!” I jumped up and ran to her, throwing my arms around her. “Are you okay?” I asked as I pushed her out to arm’s length to get a good look before I curled her right back into my arms. “I called Daddy, and well, let’s just say we won’t discuss that anymore.”

      I wouldn’t discuss it with her anymore, but once this all got cleared up, Daddy sure would be hearing from me.

      It also just dawned on me how Diffy had already gotten Mama out and was waiting on me to give him the money.

      “What if I didn’t bring the money? Were you going to hold her hostage?” I let go of Mama and questioned just what type of attorney he was.

      “Nah. I’d just have given her back to Matthew.” At least he was honest.
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      “I don’t know about him, Mama.” Once Mama and I left Diffy’s office, we decided to walk down to Holiday Park and sit in one of the amphitheater rows while we ate our cake, with our fingers, something Mama would’ve never let me do, but I guessed her getting out of jail was an exception to her southern manner rule.

      “He seems just fine. Maybe a little crooked, but that’s what it’s going to take in this town for someone out of town to win.” Mama shoved the small triangle end of the Bundt cake in her mouth. “No wonder Sally wanted my pie. This is delicious.”

      “Speaking of Sally.” I’d yet to ask Mama why she was at the spring, but the time had come. “I’ve decided that I’m going to do everything I can and use all the resources to find other suspects and motives to clear you off that list.”

      “Why don’t you let Diffy do that?” Mama wondered.

      There was some noise up on the stage of the amphitheater, and the sign posted said the actual show wasn’t until Sunday, Mother’s Day.

      “He’s going to be busy defending you. Let him do that job.” I wasn’t sure if she knew the role of a lawyer since I’d never recalled her ever having to use one, but then again, I never recalled her and Daddy having any troubles either. “I need you to be straight with me. I need to know exactly what you did after I left the inn last night.”

      “You mean what I did after you snuck out to go play kissy-face with Darren?” At least Mama’s tone didn’t seem to hold any sort of dislike about Darren, like it had before he gave her a lie in her alibi.

      “I’ve never kissed Darren Strickland in my life,” I protested even though it wasn’t important at this moment.

      “My my, you certainly are huffy about it.” Mama knocked her shoulder into me with a smile.

      “How do you do it?” I looked over at her. “How are you in such a good mood after you’ve been accused of killing someone?”

      “I know I didn’t kill no one, and I believe the truth will come out. I’ve got the best person on the case.” She seemed pretty confident.

      I wasn’t feeling it.

      “I’ve not really looked into Diffy Delk, but from the one person who said he was good and by the way his website looks, I guess he’s the best.” I had to give him the benefit of the doubt. I had no choice. We had no other options.

      “I’m not talking about the polyester king.” Mama’s witty humor was rarely seen by me, though I’d heard from many people when I was growing up how I should be a little more relaxed like Mama.

      Mama had never been relaxed when I was a kid.

      “I’m talking about you, Violet Rhinehammer.” She nudged me again. A look of confidence washed over me when she looked at me with a smile. “What? You look surprised.”

      “I never ever thought you even looked at me like from anything other than my mama.” I stuffed my feelings down by taking another big bite of pie.

      “I guess I don’t do a great job of showing it. I admit I was too busy trying to raise you up properly and give you the best. Make you proud of yourself.” She cleared her throat. “So now what do we do?”

      “First I want to go to the hospital and see if Sally’s husband is working. I highly doubt it, but at least I can ask him about Sally and her sister. I really want to talk to the sister.” I knew if I could get to her and find out what her arrangements were with Sally about getting some of the spring water, then I could possibly learn of Sally’s action. Making a good timeline for her would also help with Mama’s timeline.

      “Did anyone see you leave the inn?” I wondered.

      “Of course. I talked to Kristine. She’s the one who pointed out your work bag on the floor. She said she was taking Mayor Paisley for another walk, and that’s when she saw you walking down the street.” Mama’s lips pulled together. “I thought you might be going to see Rhett, so I gave it a while and decided to take a walk myself. It wasn’t until several minutes later and me playing with my phone did I get the directions to Lustig Spring. That’s when I decided it was such a pretty night that I’d walk there.”

      “You got there and then what?” I asked.

      “That’s when I called Rhett to see if you were there. My feet were aching because I didn’t have on sensible shoes, and that’s when he told me you weren’t with him. He said he’d stop by the office and see if you were there.” Mama made it clear why Rhett had been there and why he had been upset seeing me with Darren. “He said he’d grab you and come get me. That’s when I told him to bring me a few empty jugs if he had any.”

      “You’d not seen Sally at this point?” I asked.

      “No.” She held up a finger and licked the raspberry filling off of it. “I did see a few jugs on the ground and thought to myself I might fill those up and leave the ones Rhett was going to bring me. I walked around the spring structure to see if I really did have to open the little door or if there was something behind it, like a pump or valve. That’s when I noticed her feet, then her legs, before my eyes registered her entire body.” Mama’s voice cracked a few times as she told me how she found Sally’s body. “I called you, and as soon as I hung up the phone was when Rhett showed up. I told him I called you, and he waited there with me. Told me he’d bring us back, but apparently you were with a different Strickland.”

      “I ran into Darren by chance.” I didn’t want her to think I was dating around. “I had a late-night meeting, and when I left, I took the seaside walk home. It’s wide open and safe.”

      “Is this what you’re telling me in order for me to feel better about where you went so late? Because you can stop yourself right there. You are an adult. I am an adult, and if we’ve learned anything here today, it’s how we can communicate as adults and possibly more than just mother and daughter.” She put her hand on my leg. “I think of you as my friend, and we can talk openly.”

      “And you’re not going to judge me, try to give me advice, or butt into anything I want to do while you’re here?” I asked.

      “Criss-cross applesauce.” She lifted her pinky and crossed her heart with it before she dangled it in front of me to pinky swear. Something we did when I was a little girl.

      “Fine.” I couldn’t help but smile from the memory and gesture we’d not done in a very long time. “When I moved here, I discovered by accident the real Merry Maker. Unfortunately they are not able to do it anymore.” I made sure I kept Vern’s identity under wraps. There was no need at this point to let the cat out of the bag since he was no longer the Merry Maker. “The person asked me to meet with them and discuss the possibility of me being the Merry Maker, and I was pulled into the spell of the sales pitch.”

      Mama giggled.

      “I was enticed by being able to be the person, and not only that but do some sort of post in the paper about the Merry Maker, keeping it confidential as though I had the main source.” I thought it was a clever idea for Vern to sell me on, and I still liked the idea.

      “You are the source, so it’s perfect,” Mama proclaimed before she finished off the last bite of the pie.

      “I was walking down near the sea when I ran into Darren. He was on his way home and walked with me.” I left out the part how he insisted he walk with me and how he didn’t like me walking alone at night.

      It felt like an intimate detail I wanted to keep for myself. Something I’d never felt with any man before, and it was comforting, even if it was just a line.

      “That’s when I discovered he owns the lighthouse.” My comment made Mama jerk back with interest on her face. “Yep. He lives there, and I got a tour. So when you called, I was sitting up on top of it. Me and my Merry Maker sign.”

      “He knows you’re the Merry Maker?”

      “Yep. And he has a moped. When you called, I grabbed the sign, and off we went to find you.” I had to laugh at the situation since it all sounded so silly how it had gone down. “When we showed up to the spring, he must’ve put the sign down, and from there Curtis assumed Sally had put it there.”

      “When you come to think of it and by Sally’s actions about the spring and her accessibility to it, she’d do something like make the last hurrah for Mother’s Day as the Merry Maker there, just to get at Nate and Palmer.” Mama was kinda good at this sleuthing stuff.

      “Looky there, you don’t need me to help you.” I looked out at the Leading Ladies starting to take the stage, and when a couple of strums of a guitar caught my attention, I noticed Patrick Strickland was off to the side, looking at what seemed like sheet music being held by Tricia Lustig. “But who killed her?”

      “You are looking at that woman, and by the sound of your voice, you think she might have something to do with it.” Mama and I were now both staring. “Who is she?” Mama asked.

      “That’s Tricia Lustig. Nate Lustig’s sister and the owner of the Groove and Go dance studio near our new house.” I looked at Mama and lifted my brows. “Before I came to the house this morning, I made a quick pit stop there because I’d heard from a few sources she was a little troubled with her brother’s decision about not letting the public have access to the spring any longer. I asked her about the fountain-of-youth idea Palmer had, to gauge her reaction.”

      “I’m guessing she was cool as a cucumber but boiling inside?” Mama wondered.

      “Let’s say she didn’t know anything about it and ran down to the Freedom Diner to say something to Nate after I left to go meet you at the house.” I didn’t reveal how Patty told me about it. “And this afternoon I’m going to meet my source to get a little more history about this spring and the Lustig family.”

      “This all sounds so official. You really should start a crime podcast. You’d get a million followers after one show.” Mama’s enthusiasm exuded from her, overshadowing the fact she was still the lead suspect in Sally’s murder.

      “I don’t have time. I barely have time to write something online every day for the Junction Journal.” I moved my gaze as soon as Tricia looked over at us. “While I was doing my research, I’d come across how springs aren’t really owned by someone and how they thread through various properties. From the looks of a free online database, the Lustig Spring almost starts around the seaside, and if I’m reading it correctly, near the lighthouse.”

      “Are you saying Darren Strickland might want access to the spring and he could’ve possibly killed Sally in order for the Lustigs to not get a deal with their notion of fountain of youth?” Mama made an observation I’d not thought of.

      “No, but I guess there could be a possibility that someone with land that part of the spring runs through could. But not Darren.” I refused to believe it. “He’s not that complicated.”

      “You never know.” Mama shrugged and picked up the empty to-go container from the Freedom Diner. “Look there!” Mama pointed to the Leading Ladies.

      They were all trying to do some sort of choreographed dance. It was a little entertaining, and you could see how some of them had great coordination and some didn’t.

      Tricia Lustig was trying her hardest to dance a tap routine while they sang behind her and did the simple steps she’d been trying to teach them.

      “Mama, didn’t you belong to the Daniel Boone Cloggers?” I put my arm around her and watched her pick up a piece of the pie.

      “Mmhmm.” She nodded. Her toe was tapping to Patrick’s guitar.

      “Did you bring your clogging shoes to Holiday Junction?” I asked.

      “I did. I brought everything.” Her shoulders were now swaying to the music. It wouldn’t take too much for me to coax Mama.

      “It’s time to dust off those shoes. You’re going to join the Leading Ladies.” I knew I had to get in front of Tricia Lustig, and Mama was going to have to pull her load in getting her name cleared.

      No better way than Mama bringing a little southern clogging to Holiday Junction.
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      It didn’t take too much persuasion to talk Marge and Louise into taking responsibility for Mama as the newest Leading Lady. They knew I was using Mama to get her integrated into the world of the Lustigs, specifically Tricia. If anyone could get Tricia to spill some gossip, which might or might not be what I needed to prove she either did kill Sally or knew something about someone who did, Mama was my informant.

      She would use the old southern saying about catching flies with honey instead of trying to catch them with vinegar. Good thing Mama was full of sweet sass. Mama’s specialty was making you feel so warm and fuzzy until she walked away leaving you wondering if she’d just given you a compliment or an insult.

      With Mama safe in the Leading Ladies’ hands, I headed back across Holiday Park with the top of the hospital in my sight, which was next to the police station and near Diffy Delk’s office.

      Since Holiday Park was a skip and a hop from the hospital, it didn’t take me long to get there. If I thought the airport was small, the hospital was even smaller.

      “Excuse me,” I asked the person in scrubs sitting outside of the hospital, his face to the sun. “Can you tell me where the pharmacy is located?”

      “Basement,” he said and went back to basking in the sun, something I wished I was doing instead of trying to figure out why someone would want to kill Sally other than the intense desire to have spring water.

      There was only one set of elevators I had noticed when I entered the entrance through the double sliding doors. It was down the hallway and on the right. There was one thing for sure, the smell of rubbing alcohol and old tile floor was no different than the hospital back home.

      It was one of those smells you never forget. Kinda like the smell of live Christmas firs. There were so many signs posted in the hall recognizing mothers who worked as hospital employees. It was nice to see, and I couldn’t help but sneak a look at a couple of the photos along the way to the elevators.

      When I finally made it to the basement, I saw that the pharmacy was located to the right from the elevator doors, which made it pretty easy for patients or family members to find if they needed a prescription filled.

      There was a woman standing behind the long panel of glass. She must’ve heard the elevator door, because she was looking at me as soon as I got off. A warm smile was on her face.

      “Can I help you?” she asked me after she slid the small glass window open underneath the sign that read Drop Off.

      “I’m looking for Dr. Westin.” I did a quick look behind her. The tall wooden rows of white shelves made it difficult to see if anyone other than her was there.

      “I’m sorry. He only came in for a few minutes.” Her brows furrowed. “His wife died, and he might be taking a leave of absence.”

      “Yes. I heard.” I frowned. “But he came in?”

      “Yes. He had to get the nursing home medications over there. I told him I’d do it, but he insisted.” She pinched her lips down. “I guess he was going to check on his sister-in-law. Poor guy. He’s been battling Sally for years for her to stop drinking the water from the Lustig Spring and give her the medication. But Sally wouldn’t listen to him. I’d hear them arguing and fussing. He’d accuse her of killing Hanna, and she’d accuse him of killing everyone he filled a prescription for.”

      “Hanna,” I said the name so I wouldn’t forget.

      “Yes. Hanna Rain. That’s Sally’s sister.” The pharmacy tech frowned. “It’s sad. If the Lustig Spring gets this whole fountain-of-youth thing I hear Palmer Lustig is trying to do, then it’ll put us out of business. People won’t want to take medication anymore. At least not this kind.”

      “Out of business? Doesn’t the hospital own and operate the pharmacy?” I asked.

      “Oh no. This is all Raymond’s. His life’s work. He just rents the space. Don’t get me wrong, the hospital takes its chunk, but still it’s Raymond’s. Like all of Holiday Junction, our shops aren’t normal.” She snickered.

      “The autoimmune disease.” I didn’t mean to let my thoughts slip. “If Hanna can’t drink the spring water because it might be poisoned, then they will give her the medication now that Sally is dead.”

      My head started to put together the puzzle pieces of a reason Raymond would want to kill his wife. Your mama killed my dreams, Violet. Now it’s my time. Daddy was trying to communicate with me, and I didn’t listen to him. That was something I was going to have to reconcile with at a later time.

      I still couldn’t get the echo of his words out of my head as I wondered if this was something men went through as they got older. Sacrificed for the women they loved while trying to do their passion, then only to wake up one day and realize the women had taken that passion away. This whole concept of men having a midlife crisis suddenly seemed real. And would give Raymond a great motive to have killed his wife.

      

      “Yes. So sad because Sally really did take care of her every single day.” The pharmacy tech shook her head. “But I can help you. Do you have a prescription to drop off or pick up?”

      “Thanks!” I took the opportunity of someone getting off the elevator to jump back in and not give the woman any information she could relay to Raymond Westin that I didn’t want to tell him myself.

      When I walked back out of the hospital, the man was still sitting outside.

      “I hate to bother you again,” I interrupted his little nap. “I’m sure you’re on your lunch break.”

      “What gave it away?” he asked sarcastically.

      “Yes. Well, can I ask you where the nursing home is located?” He answered my question by lifting his finger in the air and pointing across the way to another building. “Goodness. It’s like everything is right here.”

      “Yep. That’s why they call this Central Square. Everything you possibly need for daily life in the Village is here, like government and medical.” The man sighed but never once opened his eyes.

      “Thanks again.” I was learning so much about my new town. I had barely taken time off the past couple of months to even explore it.

      It was a shame too. Holiday Junction was unlike any place I’d ever been, and the slow-paced life with all the gorgeous landscape and scenery was one I needed to take the time to enjoy. Before I let the thoughts of my next actions pop into my head where they would take up a lot of space, I knew I needed to add a section to the Junction Journal where I could feature something about Holiday Junction.

      The nursing home was going to be my first feature.

      The streets were beginning to fill up with people heading to Holiday Park to enjoy the Mother’s Day Festival booths and local shops that had set up for the day. It was definitely something I wanted to check out, if not for my own personal reasons, for the paper.

      The nursing home appeared to be a very long ranch-style building with several entrances along the front covered with an awning and places for people to sit and gather. It appeared to be in good shape, well landscaped with all sorts of colorful flowers.

      Inside the door was a sign-in desk with a hand sanitizer station, along with a sign about how some residents have sensitive immune systems and even catching a simple cold puts them in grave danger.

      From what I could see, there was a homey commons area with couches and chairs, along with wide hallways going in each direction. A few people were in wheelchairs as family members walked beside them.

      “Can I help you?” the receptionist asked.

      “Hi. I’m from the Junction Journal,” I started to say.

      “Are you here to take photos of the Mother’s Day project?” She had so much glee in her voice, I just knew I couldn’t take that away from her.

      “Yes. Yes I am.” I nodded and smiled, wondering if God was going to send me straight to hell after it was my time to go for all the lying I’d gotten good at.

      But in my head, I could spin it as a way to use it for good. Solve Sally Westin’s murder. I couldn’t think of anything better to lie about.

      “In fact, Hanna Rains in particular, since her sister and all—” I frowned and blinked a few times to try to get a little tear to pop up.

      Nothing. Dry as an old bone.

      “It’s awful. Just awful.” The receptionist pointed over to the common area where the tables were set up for the arts and craft project she must’ve been talking about. “They will bring all the residents out to make their projects, and there’s a little show-type party in the kitchen with a magician with snacky things. So if you want to just wander around and take photos…” Her eyes searched my body as if she were looking for a camera.

      “I use my phone nowadays. Just not as bulky, and it takes great photos.” I took my phone out and wiggled it in the air.

      “It has gotten so much easier, hasn’t it?” She shrugged. “You can sign in right here.” She laid a pen on top of the clipboard resting on her desk.

      I filled out my name by putting “Junction Journal” in its place then wrote the time and date.

      “Reason for visit would be ‘feature in the journal,’” she told me as she watched me fill out the form.

      “Do you have everyone who comes sign in?” I wondered.

      “Yes. No one gets past me,” she said with stern pride as she reached for the clipboard.

      “Oh.” I picked it up just in time. “I forgot to write my name. Silly me.” I rolled my eyes. “I put ‘Junction Journal.’”

      With the clipboard a little tilted, I pretend to scribble my name, though I was scanning down the sign-in sheet to see who was here, specifically Raymond Westin.

      He wasn’t on there, but one name in particular caught my attention.

      Tricia Lustig.

      “Thank you.” I handed the clipboard back to her and wondered why Tricia Lustig was here. Wasn’t she at the amphitheater?

      I checked the time on my phone and realized I’d taken much longer than I’d realized. Tricia would’ve had plenty of time to do what she needed to do with the Leading Ladies and head straight here.

      “One more question.” I turned back to the receptionist. “Is the Groove and Go putting on the show for the residents today?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I told you it was a magician.”

      “You did. Got it.” I turned and looked down the hall. Where are you, Tricia? Where are you, Raymond?

      “Three B,” the receptionist said as I was walking away.

      “I’m sorry?” I was confused.

      “You asked about Hanna. Hanna Rains.” Her brows knitted. Now she was confused. “She lives in three B.”

      “Yes. Thank you!” I called and headed to the hallway with the numbers pointing in all sorts of directions to get the right way to go to Hanna’s room.

      For good measure I snapped a few photos along the way so if the receptionist was looking at me, she’d think I was simply doing my job and not playing some amateur sleuth like on TV.

      When I finally wormed around the hallways to three B, I was happy to be greeted by an open door.

      Walking past it first, I rubbernecked to see inside. I wasn’t about to walk in if I saw Raymond in there. I did a second drive-by coming from the other direction, pretty confident no one was in there. Not even Hanna.

      I slipped in and pulled the big door handle behind me. I wanted to make sure I could hear someone coming in if they did. The room was narrow with an adjustable bed with side rails. Next to the bed was a basic wooden nightstand with a pull-out drawer. There was a digital clock and a copy of the Junction Journal neatly folded next to the clock.

      I looked down when my feet hit something and noticed it was a pair of slippers tucked underneath the bed.

      I moved across the room and parted the heavy drapes on the windows to see the location of the room to the outside world. Hanna had a great view of the nursing home courtyard with a small flower garden in the center. Some people were out there sitting on the benches visiting.

      Satisfied, I closed the curtains like they had been and moved to the bathroom. It was completely made for a wheelchair, with a large roll-in shower and a toilet with handicap bars, along with a pull cord to call for help.

      There didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary, and it was very clean. I walked back out into the room and noticed the television was encased in a wooden structure with a long and skinny floor-to-ceiling-style closet. I pulled the handle open, and there it was.

      Jugs and jugs of water. A good conclusion was it was water from the Lustig Spring that Sally Westin had stolen and kept here for Hanna.

      Suddenly my mind shifted from what my eyes were seeing to what my nose was smelling. My nosed twitched a few times while I sniffed out what I thought I was smelling.

      Mothballs.

      Frantically I moved a couple of the jugs as my eyes darted about in the closet until I found the little stinky buggers.

      “Violet Rhinehammer?” I must’ve been so wrapped up in my thoughts I’d not realized someone had come in. “What on earth are you doing in here?”

      Tricia Lustig and Raymond Westin stood inside of Hanna’s door. Hanna Rains was sitting in a wheelchair.
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      “I am here to do a story on the Mother’s Day projects for the Junction Journal.” I swallowed and tried to make my way past them after I’d put the jugs down where I’d found them, covering up the mothballs.

      Raymond Westin took a step to block me from the doorway.

      “I think it’s safe to say we can all have a little chat.” He didn’t take his eyes off of me as Tricia pushed Hanna into the room. “Hanna, this is Violet. She’s a new resident in Holiday Junction and works for the journal.”

      “I know you. At least I’ve heard of you. My sister Sally told me all about you and your mom.” Hanna’s hands were folded in her lap. She didn’t appear to be the standard age for a nursing home.

      “I’m guessing it’s not too flattering.” I turned to talk to her since Raymond wasn’t allowing me to leave.

      “Sally worked so hard to get me some spring water that she didn’t care who she hurt if they got in the way, and from what I understand your mom, won the cake competition. So you must thank her for giving Sally the cake.” Hanna grinned. “Sally said she told Matthew she was going to file assault charges if your mom didn’t give her the raspberry bundt cake, but she was all talk.”

      I followed Hanna’s eyes over to the adjustable table in the corner that was on wheels. There was the cake box from the cake walk, along with several small clear plastic cups used to dispense medication.

      “It was our last piece of cake together. So thank you. I’ll always cherish the memory.” Hanna seemed to be really nice and likable. Too bad she was in the company of killers.

      “Knock, knock.” The door swung open, and a nurse’s helper walked in. “Hanna, it’s time for you to go down and do the Mother’s Day project.”

      “Great!” I walked over to take the handles of the wheelchair from Tricia. “I’m Violet Rhinehammer from the Junction Journal, and I’m here to take photos for a piece in the journal. I’ll take her.”

      “No. We will let the staff take her while we answer any of the questions you have for the journal.” Tricia’s voice came through her gritted-teeth smile. Her eyes didn’t look happy.

      The helper walked in.

      “Great.” She replaced Tricia.

      “Don’t forget I’m Violet Rhinehammer from the Junction Journal if anyone asks.” I made sure she heard me say my name again in case Tricia and Raymond decided to get rid of me like they did Sally.

      For a moment I felt a little relief when the door to the room was left open, before Tricia used the toe of her shoe to tap it, and it closed on its own.

      “Why are you really here, Violet Rhinehammer from the Junction Journal?” Tricia crossed her arms. “I noticed you dumped your mom on the Leading Ladies, who I just so happen to be involved with, so you might’s’well spill the beans.”

      “Fine.” This was one of those moments I felt pretty confident I could scream my head off and someone would hear me. I’d not been in many of them, but I’d have guessed there were a lot of people around here who would hear me. Them having good mobility could be questioned. Then it hit me how most of them probably needed hearing assistance as well.

      I was going to use caution on the side of them hearing me

      “I went to the pharmacy to talk to you about your wife and what potential reason she might’ve been at the spring. I know she took the water for her sister, but I was going to ask you if you knew of anyone who would want to hurt her?” I shot a glare at Tricia. “Then,” I stopped Tricia from saying something, “I talked to your tech, and she said you had all the accounts over here, and it dawned on me how you could’ve killed your wife because she was going to ruin your business by spouting off how her sister had gotten so much better with the spring water.”

      Tricia opened her mouth.

      “I’m talking. You asked me to explain, and that’s what I’m doing. Besides”—I gave her a long narrow-eyed stare—“I’ve not even started on you yet.”

      “He insisted, the pharmacy tech had told me why Raymond didn’t want the tech to bring over the medication.” I raised a brow as if that wasn’t evidence enough. “Of course you insisted to bring over the medications. You two are in cahoots and both have a very good motive to have killed Sally Westin.” I stomped and drew my shoulders back, very proud of the investigative work I’d done.

      “Cahoots?” Tricia scoffed. “Cahoots and Clogging should be the headline of your next and last article at the Junction Journal. And when we tell the community about your unethical reasons to barge into a beloved village nursing home like you did, they will run you and your little mama out of town.”

      “With a sister like you who appears to be having an affair with the likes of him, you two killed Sally so it would look like the spring is deadly so your brother and his wife can’t get rich off the spring, because you were cut out of owning any part of it.” I jabbed my finger at her.

      “You have one thing right.” Raymond’s chin lifted. “Tricia and I are in a relationship. Sally and I had been living apart for some time now, and no one knows but Tricia. But as for killing Sally, you’re dead wrong. Yes. Sally did believe the spring water has healed her sister.” He walked over to the closet where all those jugs of spring water sat. He pulled out a baggie full of syringes filled with liquid. “I come over here every time Sally brings a jug.”

      He popped the lid off one of the jugs.

      “Plus you have the nursing home contract, and if everyone here finds out the Lustig Spring water has done wonders for Hanna, they won’t need you anymore.” I didn’t let up, though I was about to ask what was in those syringes.

      “See the little mark? Tricia and Sally were friends, and sometimes Tricia would give Sally jugs from the spring so Sally wouldn’t trespass. Tricia marks the bottles so we know which ones are new.” He put the syringe down into the jug and hit the plug, causing all the liquid to mix in with the spring water. “Now I take my pen and put a diagonal line with Tricia’s to make an X.”

      He turned the jug around and showed me.

      “This way I know I’ve put Hanna’s medication in the water so she gets it. Sally believed it was the spring water and didn’t want to give Hanna her medication. I couldn’t let her slowly kill Hanna by making her drink the water which has zero healing properties, nor could I speak out about the spring. I’d not do that to the Lustigs.” He gave the jug a good shake before he replaced it and started to inject the other jugs, repeatedly until he’d put the medication in them. “Not that I need to do it now with Sally gone. I have all legal power of attorney over Hanna, and she could start taking the pill form since Sally won’t be here to stop her.”

      “You see, Raymond was saving Hanna’s life, not trying to kill her or Sally.” Tricia opened up her big mouth.

      “What about you? Taking your best friend’s husband? Not having any part of the spring water so you have to continue to give dance lessons at the Groove and Go? Huh?” I put my hand on my hip, for sure I’d gotten her on this one. “With Sally out of the way, you could have her husband and make the world think your brother and sister-in-law have poison in their spring so they don’t make the spring water global with their fountain-of-youth idea.”

      “Have you seen Palmer?” Tricia cackled. “Do you think it’s natural spring water that gave her the shiny forehead and big eyes along with those plumped-up lips? There’s nothing natural on her, and trust me, there’s plastic surgery records to prove it. She’s always looking for ways to make money.”

      “I did notice her youthful appearance.” My brows furrowed as I started to question my theory about these two. “She’s telling the big cosmetic company her appearance is due to drinking the water from their spring?”

      “Yes, Violet Rhinehammer, investigative reporter for the Junction Journal. And we were here last night helping out with the Mother’s Day social. In fact, I ended up sleeping on the couch in Denver Shuman’s room.” Who on earth was she yammering on about? I gave her a look like, who are you talking about? “Denver Shuman is a long-time donor to the Groove and Go. His daughter and granddaughters had taken lessons from me for years. He is ill and has dementia. When he gets upset, I can calm him down by talking to him and helping him relive old dance recital memories.”

      “Mr. Shuman is a very kind man. Unfortunately his personality had changed as his dementia had progressed.” Raymond looked at Tricia and smiled. “That’s just one nice thing she does for this community no one knows about.”

      “Another thing that has us bothered is how Sally was able to keep being the Merry Maker from anyone.” Tricia must’ve seen the slight change in my eyes. Just hearing “Merry Maker” made me uncomfortable. “You know something.” She took a couple of steps toward me away from the door, wagging her finger. “You know who the Merry Maker is, and it’s not Sally. But you wanted to come here to confront Raymond just so you could be sure he didn’t kill his wife.”

      “I have no idea what you are talking about.” The verbal gymnastics started between us.

      “Yes, you do.” She moved her finger and pointed to herself. “I’ve got women’s intuition too.”

      “I mean, I know there’s someone who goes around being the Merry Maker since I’ve moved here, but I don’t know—” I stopped and acted surprised. “Are you telling me Sally was the Merry Maker?”

      “You aren’t fooling me, Violet Rhinehammer.” At least she left off my title this time. “You know who it is, and that is probably the killer.” She pulled her phone out.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I’m calling Chief Strickland. You’re not the only nosy person in this town.” She let me past her. “I’d suggest you not leave town or cross the county line with any harebrained leads. I’m thinking the chief is going to want to see what you know.”

      “Don’t you worry.” I flipped around to face them. I wasn’t about to let them bully me. “I’m going to go over there myself and tell Chief Strickland everything I’ve seen here today!”
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      “Now, now, Violet.” Chief Strickland sat back in his chair with his hands folded across his stomach. He’d been silent the entire time while I’d told him what I’d encountered at the nursing home.

      I tried not to seem so flustered after I noticed the Mother’s Day Merry Maker sign we’d left at the Lustig Spring, which he’d taken into evidence.

      “We don’t go around telling people’s personal problems, so if Tricia Lustig and Raymond Westin are friendly, that doesn’t mean they killed anyone.”

      “You aren’t listening to me.” I grabbed a piece of the paper from the top of his pile and flipped it over. After clicking the ink pen, I laid it all out for him to see. “Sally had stopped giving Hanna the medication because she thought the spring water was healing her, when in reality, it was Raymond giving Hanna liquid medication in the spring water. That’s how Sally believed it was healing Hanna.”

      Chief Strickland’s brows furrowed, and his head tilted to the other side as he gave me a hard stare.

      Frustrated, I continued, “This gives him a motive to have killed her. Don’t you see?” I jabbed the paper with the pen for him to look at it. “Raymond has the entire nursing home account. That’s a lot of cash and business. If word got around—and from what I know about Sally, it sure did get around—then all the residents could’ve stopped needing him because they’d want to drink the spring water. Which would mean he’d lose the account.”

      Chief Strickland’s brows finally rose to the top of his hairline after he realized what I was saying. He moved his hands from his belly to the top of his desk as he leaned forward to get a better look at the diagram.

      “That’s not the best part.” I didn’t want to leave this little piece out. “Hanna has mothballs in her closet. How easy would it be for Raymond to have used some of those mothballs in Sally’s water? She drank it. Boom. Dead!” I smacked my hands together.

      He jumped.

      “Sorry. I get excited when I figure out murders. It’s sorta a thing. Like Jay Mann.” I shrugged confidently. “Not that I take pleasure in my talent, but I just have a way.”

      “What does Tricia Lustig have to do with this?” Was he really asking me this question?

      “I’ve gone over this with you about how Tricia doesn’t have any sort of ties with the family spring. Not only does she not get along with Palmer, who somehow has convinced Nate to give her authority over the spring but also turn it into some sort of money-making, false advertising…” My words trailed off as my mind flew in a new direction.

      “What?” He sat straight up. “What are you thinking?”

      “Nothing.” I glanced up at the clock. “I’m thinking I’ve got to go. I’ve got an appointment.”

      Not that it was entirely a lie. I had told Patty I’d meet her at the jiggle joint, and if anyone knew anything about property, it was Rhett Strickland. Which made me wonder if Darren was just as knowledgeable.

      I didn’t know a whole lot about natural springs, but surely a landscaper would.

      “Say.” I turned before I left Chief Strickland’s office. “Is there a good landscaper around here? Me and Mama bought a house over on Heart, and well—” I bit my lip. The lies were piling up. “We need a good landscaper.”

      “Lawn and Order Landscaping is the only one in Holiday Junction. Petey Puddles will give you a discount if you run an ad for him in the Junction Journal. That’s what me and Louise did when we needed some lawn care. Then again, I bet you could use Reed. He’s the handyman for all.”

      “Yeah. I thought about him. But he’s pretty busy.” Petey Puddles? I repeated in my head and tried not to laugh. His name was almost as bad as the name of his lawn care service. “Thanks!” I called and took a step outside his office door.

      “Violet, one more thing.” He stopped me right as I almost got away.

      “Mmhmmm.” I turned back around and pinched a grin.

      “What’s the deal with you and Darren?” His question knocked me for a loop. I’d much rather have answered questions about the murder and the suspects.

      “Deal?” I expelled a nervous laugh. “There’s no deal.”

      “There’s a deal. I know what the boy looks like or how he looks at someone when he’s got some vested time with them. You have had some vested time with him when I thought you were seeing my nephew Rhett.”

      “My goodness. Look at the time.” I skirted on out of there in hopes he’d not find out I was heading straight over to the jiggle joint to, in fact, see his son.

      There were so many things I had to do, and one of those was getting in touch with Vern McKenna to find out what I need to do for the Mother’s Day Festival ending now that it appeared Sally Westin was the Merry Maker.

      “I’ve been waiting for your call” was exactly how Vern answered my call. “You’ve managed to take a two-hundred-year-old tradition and practically ruin it within less than twenty-four hours of you being appointed the position.”

      There was no denying the anger in his tone, and how he pounced on the phone let me know he’d been waiting for me to call.

      “Listen, I didn’t mess anything up. It was Darren Strickland. He’s the one who took the sign to the spring after Mama called to tell me about finding Sally. I know I wasn’t even thinking about the sign when Chief Strickland showed up.” By the time I’d gotten finished explaining to Vern what happened, I was walking past the fountain in Holiday Square so I could take the paved sidewalk down toward the seaside where I could meet Patty.

      There were still some Mother’s Day activities taking place in the park, and I couldn’t resist using my cell phone to snap a few photos for the Junction Journal so I could have some sort of content to get on there. I’d really neglected my job, and I had to think about that too.

      All of these issues were making me grumpy, so after I’d snapped a few shots of some kids making paper flowers for their moms, I headed toward the hot dog vendor.

      Vern was silent. I was thinking this was a good sign. Because he’d been the Merry Maker for a while, I was sure he was coming up with a good solution.

      “I guess we can make a new sign and put it up somewhere different,” I suggested. “Vern?” I pulled the phone from my ear to make sure he was still on the line. The seconds were still ticking. “Vern?”

      “Yeah.” There was a bit more anger in the sigh than I had anticipated.

      “Now what?” I asked as I held up my finger to the vendor for one hot dog in exchange for some cash. “Keep the change,” I whispered.

      “Did I hear you correctly when you said Darren Strickland somehow got ahold of the sign?”

      “Oh.” I bit down into the hot dog and kept the position while I closed my eyes after I’d realized what I’d done.

      “You told Darren you’re the Merry Maker, didn’t you?” His words were fast and frenzied. “What am I going to do now? I’ve been married to Leni for,” he hesitated, “too long, and she never knew I was the Merry Maker. If anyone should know, it should be my wife I’ve had forever, who I live with, share meals with, and lied to when I would have to go put the sign up during the wee hours of the night after she’d wake up. Do you know how many times Leni has accused me of cheating on her?”

      “I’m sorry. It was by pure accident. Really.” I would have tried to explain the whole situation, but then it would have sounded like me and Darren were on a date. I couldn’t even begin to figure out how to make the situation any better. “Yeah. I guess I’ve taken a two-hundred-year-old tradition and kinda put us in a pickle, but all that doesn’t matter. What matters is what am I going to do? The sign is being held for evidence in Chief Strickland’s office, and then there’s the matter of the spring. It’s roped off, and I can guarantee Nate and Palmer aren’t going to let the festival end there when they don’t want anyone on their property, even if Chief Strickland is going to release the crime scene.”

      “Honestly, I have no idea what I was thinking.” Vern wasn’t listening to me. “I should’ve known some out-of-towner never would take the time, care, and love of the Merry Maker.”

      “I can do this,” I protested and chomped more off the hot dog as my determination set in. “I know I can make this right. This will be a good thing.”

      “And just how do you plan on doing that, Violet Rhinehammer?” he asked sarcastically.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to figure it out.” Then it dawned on me. “Darren and I are going to be co-Merry Makers. That’s it!”

      “No. There’s no co anything. Do you understand me?” Vern shouted at me.

      “I think it’s a great idea, and as the current Merry Maker, I’m making Darren a co-Merry Maker. I’ll keep you posted.” I hung up the phone and chowed down the rest of the hot dog in an attempt to eat the words that’d come out of my mouth and feelings in the pit of my stomach.

      And boy, was I regretting my idea when I walked into the jiggle joint and my eyes locked with Darren.

      I was in trouble. I knew it at the lighthouse. Being that close to him made my head swim and my heart hurt in ways it’d never done, and now that I’d made a mess of the Merry Maker gig, this was my only option.

      “I thought you’d sworn yourself off of ever coming in here or just seeing me in general.” His dimples slowly deepened as the smile crawled along his lips. His biceps bulged with each swipe of the rag he was using to dry the inside of the beer stein.

      “We have to talk.” I’d rushed over to the bar top and leaned over so only he could hear me.

      “No ‘thank you Darren for telling your dad me and my mama,’” he was talking in my accent or at least giving it a good go, “was with you at the bar.”

      “Thank you, I’ve already found the killer, but we have bigger problems.” I gestured between us. “Merry Maker,” I mouthed.

      “I have nothing to do with that.” He shook his head and reached the beer stein up to place on the shelf with the others. “That’s your gig. This is mine.”

      “It’s totally your gig now. Thanks to you for bringing the sign to the spring where your dad told the world Sally Westin was the Merry Maker. Which would be fine, but now the party? What about the party?” I questioned.

      Darren didn’t pay a bit of attention to me. He’d grabbed a beer glass and had pulled the handle of one of the many taps, tugging it toward him as he poured a glass.

      “Nate and Palmer will not let the town hold the final Mother’s Day Festival there.” He slid the beer glass my way.

      “Drink it. You could use the opportunity to be quiet and hear yourself.” What, was he giving advice?

      “So now you’re giving people advice?” I let it slip out of my head. “Maybe you need to write an advice column for the paper.”

      Owen and Shawn’s beady eyes were staring at me.

      “What?” I asked them and picked up the beer, taking a nice, long swig. “I just might start day-drinking with you.”

      “Listen.” Darren used the rag to wipe down the bar top, which wasn’t unusual, but he did turn his back on Tooth Fairy and Easter Bunny. “I don’t know what is going on in that head of yours, but I can’t be the Merry Maker. You’re going on this alone.”

      “No. You are, and you and I are going to figure out this little Mother’s Day party together.” I hid my lips behind the glass, just in case Tooth Fairy or the Easter Bunny could read lips.

      “Just move it,” Darren suggested like that was an option. “Move the party. Make a new sign.”

      “You make this two-hundred-year-old tradition sound so flippant. I can’t do that. It’s not how the Merry Maker works. If we move the party, then it looks like the Merry Maker killed Sally. And if we just keep it there, it looks like Sally is the Merry Maker, and the process of finding a new one begins in the secret world of Merry Making.” I didn’t make a lick of sense, but he got the drift.

      The door opened, letting the only view of the outdoor world inside. The silhouette stood in the door outlined by the sunlight, but I knew that pose. I knew that body. As soon as the person took a step inside and the door closed behind, all eyes were on Millie Kay Rhinehammer.

      This day was just not letting me do the things I needed to do.

      “What on earth are you doing in here, Mama?” I jumped off the stool and headed over to her.

      “I’ve come to get my afternoon cocktail before we go to the Leading Ladies’ get-together tonight for supper.” There were two things with Mama’s sentence that I didn’t like. One being Leading Ladies’ get-together we—emphasis on the we—were going to go to, and the other supper.

      “You mean you?” I asked. When she gave me the mama look, my body deflated. “Mama. I have too much on my plate today. I can’t go. Time is precious right now, and now that I’ve found the killer—killers, you can go anywhere you want to alone.”

      “Killers?” Mama and Darren along with Shawn and Owen said in unison.

      “You’ll find out soon enough, but let’s just say that I found mothballs in a very interesting place where Sheriff Strickland is going to look into,” I confidently stated and drank the last of my beer.

      “Then you should be free. Meet me in the golf cart at seven p.m.” Mama tootled on past me. I watched her walk over to Owen and Shawn, where she took a seat. A beer was waiting for the person—they must’ve been expecting her. “Shall we talk business, gentleman?”

      “Business?” I looked at Darren in disbelief. “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Who knows.” He shrugged and picked up the glass. “Another one?”

      “No. I’m here to meet Patty.” I glanced around to see who came in and turned back around when I noticed it wasn’t her.

      “From the Freedom Diner?” Darren asked.

      “Yeah. I want to pick her brain about the conversation Nate and Tricia had with Palmer about my stopping by. She couldn’t talk at the diner, so we decided to meet here around five.” It was almost five.

      “Just ask Nate.” Darren threw a finger gesture down to the far end of the bar.

      “That’s Nate?” I didn’t even recognize him with his cap on his head. He was really keeping it down and was looking at something with a drink in his hand.

      “Yep. Comes in every day after the lunch crowd to read. He gets one bourbon and coke and sips it while he reads his books.” What Darren said struck me as funny. It was a jiggle joint with background music and stale air.

      Who could enjoy a book in this environment?

      “You go down there and listen to what type of business deal my mother is making with those two yahoos.” I knew it wasn’t the best compliment, but I didn’t know these people that well, and certainly my mama didn’t. They could be taking her for all she would be getting in a divorce settlement for all I knew.

      “They’re fine.” Darren turned his attention back to the door. It was Patty this time.

      She waved, smiled, and came right over.

      “I’m a little early. The diner was slow because it’s right before the supper crowd, and I wanted to leave before Nate showed up or he’d probably ask me to take a late shift. He’s done this every night this week. Every single night I’ve closed, which means I’m there until two or three a.m.” She sighed and sat down.

      “Don’t get too comfortable.” Darren’s head nodded toward the end of the bar. “Nate’s down there reading his book.”

      “Crap.” Patty swiveled her head away and walked to the left of me to sit down instead of the right where she was going to sit. “Did he see me?”

      “He’s not going to see anything until the timer goes off on his phone.” Darren poured Patty a beer. “Your favorite.”

      “Thanks.” She picked it up. “Tastes so good after a long week.” Patty started to tell me about her day while I kept one eye on Darren. He’d dropped off another cocktail to Mama and said something to make her look at Nate.

      She popped up off her stool with her drink in hand and forced her way into Nate’s space, causing the poor man to look up from his book.

      “You wouldn’t believe the people who send back orders. The orders they had specifically ordered.” Patty’s voice was merely white noise.

      Nate put his book on top of the bar, and he gave his full attention to whatever Mama had to say.

      It wasn’t long before Mama had come back with a big ole possum grin on her face with Nate walking next to her. He was laughing at something she’d said. They talked a few seconds more, and he was out the door.

      “I really do need to find a new job, or Nate has to hire someone.” Patty twisted around. “Did he just leave?”

      “Yeah.” I noticed this wasn’t going to be a lucrative meeting like I’d thought. I guessed when I suggested to Patty I needed friends she was all in, which was good, but my head just wasn’t in the chitchat game. Another time, sure, but not right now. “Did you overhear anything Tricia had said to Nate? Because I think she and Raymond Westin killed Sally.”

      Patty’s jaw dropped.

      “I’m going to need another one now, Darren!” she called out to him.

      “Gotcha.” Darren let her know she’d be next. The jiggle joint was getting filled up from what looked to be people coming in from after work.

      “I never would’ve thought about it, but you do know those two.” Patty wiggled her brows and clicked her tongue. “Everyone knows. Been happening for years. So it’s gotten to be no big deal.”

      “I think it’s horrible, but I did find mothballs in Hanna’s room at the nursing home.” I told the story as the look of unbelief continued to hit Patty’s expression a few times.

      “Violet, it’s for you.” Darren held the receiver of the old phone attached to the wall.

      “Me?” I questioned him to make sure he was talking to me.

      “Yep. You’re the only Violet in here.”

      I got up off the stool and wondered who on earth had found me at the jiggle joint.

      “Hello?” I asked after putting the phone up to my ear but keeping the receiver with the stale beer smell far away from my mouth.

      “Tricia and Raymond check out.” It was Chief Strickland.

      “How did you know I was here?” I asked.

      “I told you I know you and my son are hanging out. Wherever he is, you are.” He cleared his throat. “Just don’t tell my wife. She’s been looking all over town for you.”

      “I’m not hanging out with your son. And they did do it.” I gnawed on my lip, knowing I was going to have to now follow the other journalist hunch I had about calling Petey Puddles.

      “They didn’t. Everyone in that nursing home has mothballs. And just so you know, the time of death for Sally and the times we traced your mom’s phone’s GPS around that time, along with what little video footage we found of her sneaking to the spring, doesn’t match. Which brings me pleasure in letting you know she’s no longer a suspect, so please call off Diffy because he’s driving us nuts here.” This was the only bit of news Chief Strickland mentioned that I loved.

      My eyes shifted from Patty to Darren as I made my way back around the bar to my stool.

      “Looks like our snooping isn’t finished. The two people I was certain who killed Sally,” I paused to see their confirmations on their faces, “both have checked-out alibis.”
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      “What was the chat with Nate about?” I asked Mama since we both left the jiggle joint at the same time, which was about the right time for us to make it back to the Jubilee Inn and change our clothes, fix our hair, and get all gussied up to play nice for the Leading Ladies now that Mama had taken a vested interest in joining them.

      “We had a little chat. That was all. Nice man.” Mama had driven the golf cart, making it so much nicer to hitch a ride instead of walk back. “Now that I’m cleared of those bogus charges for killing Sally, I think it’s time we talked about our new house.”

      “Don’t you think we need to talk about Daddy?” Their divorce was another issue I had in my head to help resolve. Ever since I’d talked to him, the conversation had rolled around and around in my head.

      We southerners were good at thinkin’ on something a little too long. It was like driving a car over it a million times, then backing the car over it to make sure we couldn’t come up with a solution when there clearly wasn’t one to be had. It was the whole “beat a dead horse” thing we liked to say. Only this situation made me really want to beat that dead horse all the ways to Sunday.

      “Violet. There’s nothing to talk about.” Mama whipped the wheel, taking the curvy and now wooded terrain road back toward town. “Really what we need to talk about is this business between you, Rhett, and Darren. Now talk on the street.”

      “Talk on the street?” I interrupted her. “Mayor Paisley better watch out. It seems like you’re the talk on the street, or talking to everyone on the street.”

      “Is that any way to talk to your Mama?” She pushed the pedal on the golf cart even further down. “You act like that because you know you need to talk all this out, and well, you don’t have any good friends to talk to yet.”

      “Yes, I do. Mama, I’ve been here a few months, and I’ve made friends. Didn’t you just see me with Patty? What about Cherise? And then there’s Fern.” So Fern was iffy at best—Mama didn’t need to know that.

      “Fern is trying to land the most eligible bachelor in town. Rhett Strickland. And you’ve got the opportunity to snag him. That’s just the talk on the street.” Mama gave me the once-over. “Violet, you are approaching thirty, and no matter where we live, there’s a time frame for such milestones.”

      “Talk on the street.” The idea of an advice column for the Junction Journal had tickled my mind over the last few months, and well, with Mama in town, I knew she’d hear all the gossip. She was one who took pride in being in all the social circles, and just her time here these last few days had proved she was way more social than I was.

      “That means—” she started to tell me what it meant, as if I didn’t know.

      “I know what it means, but what if there was a section in the Junction Journal called ‘Talk on the Street’?” I tossed her a look.

      “Oh, Violet. I think it would be wonderful! More than the social section. It could be things sent in anonymously.” Mama threw out some really great ideas.

      “This is great.” I wanted to pull out my phone to take notes in the note app, but I couldn’t let go of the side handles of the golf cart in fear Mama was going to dump me out when she took a turn.

      “When do I start?” Mama hit the horn on the wheel and waved as we passed a few ladies walking down the sidewalk.

      “Good evening, Millie Kay!” They all said hello to Mama and sometimes called her by name.

      “How do you know these people?” I dared ask.

      “When you socialize and be friendly, not stuck up in some motel room then in a dilapidated house as an office all day, you get to know people, and I already have a great topic for Talk of the Town.” Mama was itching to tell me.

      “What’s that?” I asked and couldn’t help but look down Rhett’s street when we passed it, though I couldn’t see his house. It was too far down at the opposite end.

      “Merry Maker.”

      “I’m listening.” Trust me, if there was a solution to be had about my little problem, Mama could probably fix it.

      “You know when you asked me what Nate and I were discussing at the jiggle joint?” She smiled. There was definitely something up her sleeve.

      “I hope you weren’t trying to hit on Nate. He’s married.” Not that I would think she would, but it was best to just put it out there in case it was up in that hard head of hers.

      “Lordy, child. Heavens no.” She snorted like it was the most impossible thing in the world. “He’s going to host the Mother’s Day Festival ending tomorrow at the spring. I told him how this tradition was so important to the community, and if he wanted to save his reputation with the spring not being poisoned, he needed to open it up to the community for just the festival, so if Palmer did try to sell the spring water as some sort of fountain of youth, it wouldn’t be tainted by false accusations.”

      “Mama! This is amazing!” My hands flew to my mouth but quickly grabbed the handle when she took a sharp turn into a parking space in Holiday Park.
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      “Here.” Mama grabbed her purse from the back of the golf cart. “You could use a little of this.”

      She took a tube of lipstick out of it and rolled it up.

      “Pouty Pink. Just your color.”

      “I thought we were going to the Jubilee Hotel to get changed.” I glanced down Main Street, where the motel was a stone’s throw.

      “We don’t have time now that I’m undercover for Talk of the Town. Do you or don’t you want this covered?” She had a point, or at least made me think she did.

      I couldn’t tell if she was using her mama southern voodoo on me. You know the guilt trip and even the sly way to say “bless your heart.” Mmhmmm. Mama was the queen of it.

      “Fine.” I swiped some lipstick on, and luckily I could give my long blond hair a shake, giving it a natural wave as it fell down around my shoulders.

      “What about some powder?” Mama took out an entire makeup bag.

      “No.” I pushed her hand away. “I’m fine.”

      The whiz of another golf cart pulled up next to us.

      “Good evening.” Fern Banks pinched a fake grin. Her eyes squinted, and she’d not shaken her long black hair. It was neatly pulled up in a very sophisticated bun. She had on a sleeveless tank hitting perfectly at the seam of her linen pants. “You must be Millie Kay.”

      “My goodness. If I didn’t know the mayor was a dog, I’d think you were pretty important.” Mama gushed.

      “Mama, this is Fern Banks.” I didn’t really do the proper way of introductions, but the proper way and Holiday Junction way were two completely different acts.

      “You’re Fern Banks!” Mama snapped her mouth shut, but her eyes didn’t stop fluttering about Fern. Taking her all in.

      “I see you’ve heard of me.” Fern fluttered her eyelashes.

      “It wasn’t in a good way,” Mama muttered.

      “Excuse me?” Fern’s lashes flew up.

      “It’s all good.” Mama smiled real big.

      “I’ll see you at the dinner. Or I guess y’all call it supper.” Fern mocked us more ways than one.

      Mama snarled and grunted a few times as Fern walked away before she turned, licked her hand, and started to pat down my hair.

      “What are you doing?” I jerked to the left to miss another swipe of her spit.

      “Your hair is standing forty ways to Sunday, and that’s what you’re competing with for the most eligible bachelor.” Mama took a step back, giving me a hard look. “Maybe you do have time to go back and change.”

      “I’m not doing it.” I sighed, rolled my eyes, and took off toward the amphitheater. “I’m hungry. And I have to get an article written about the Merry Maker Mother’s Day Festival ending, plus possibly an article for the Talk of the Town.”

      In an evil sorta way, I put my hands together and drummed my fingers.

      “Maybe there’s going to be an anonymous comment about Fern Banks,” Mama teased and took off, leaving me standing there with her sentence hanging in the air.

      Gosh. I sure hoped Mama was teasing.

      “Be sure you get some good photos for tomorrow’s paper.” Marge Strickland had rushed over to me. Louise was standing clear across the amphitheater talking to Tricia Lustig, and both of them looked at me before they quickly looked away.

      “What do you reckon that’s about?” Mama, too, had noticed.

      “Tricia’s all upset because Matthew had brought her and Raymond in the department for questioning, and he might’ve said it was Violet who accused them of killing Sally.” Marge waved her thin long fingers in the air. “Tricia is always complaining, but if you ask me, it’s high time someone called out their affair. We all see it. But no one ever wants to discuss it in public.”

      “Sweeping it under the rug.” Mama’s eyes squinted. “What on earth do you think she sees in him?”

      I’d seen this move by Mama many times at the church socials when I was growing up. She was able to get deep dark family secrets, even guarded family recipes, out of people.

      “Money. That man has the monopoly on medication around here. They don’t have no option to get their prescriptions filled anywhere.” Marge put a smile on her face and waved at Goldie Bennett when she walked by. “If anyone would know anything, it’s her.”

      Marge shifted her look between us and Goldie.

      “She hears all sorts of things on that trolley. Do you think she needs to drive the trolley? Heck no. We should have a holiday called Gossip. She’d definitely win the queen title over Fern Banks.” Marge lifted a chin and smiled when someone called her name. “Excuse me.”

      “Did you ask her?” Mama wanted to know if Marge had cleared the Talk of the Town section.

      “Yeah. It’s fine.” Goodness. Now I was telling my mama little white lies. It was like I was going down this spiral of deceit I couldn’t get off of.

      Not that I’d not told a few little white lies when I worked at my hometown paper, but it wasn’t like Mama was all up in my business there either. She just promoted me.

      This time, now, it was different. Her active role in my life and career was new, but I was confident Marge would be fine. At least I hoped so.

      “Good. I’m going to scout out some information.” Mama was content now she’d gotten Nate to host the party and wasn’t really thinking about the murder, but Sally’s death was still in the forefront of my mind.

      I should’ve just left it all up to Chief Strickland and let go of Tricia and Raymond, but Tricia seemed to be trying to make herself look better since I’d shined a light on the affair.

      While Mama went off in her direction, I decided to do the job I was paid to do and take photos, make notes, and get my head together for what was going to be a long night of working at the office.

      I thought southern women had spectacular spreads, but The Leading Ladies were giving Mama and her friends back home a run for their money.

      They had four large banquet-style tables lined with a white tablecloth with a place setting of China along with sterling silverware and glass goblets filled to the top with water. There was a string-piece orchestra lightly playing background music from the stage of the amphitheater. With the mountain view behind us and the sun setting over the sea in front of us, the glow of happiness was on everyone’s faces. Even Tricia’s.

      The floral arrangements were in glass vases with a budding yellow flower bouquet. The pop of color with the white was a gorgeous contrast. The entire tablescape made for a beautiful digital photograph, and I was sure it was going to be the one to feature the article.

      The ladies chatted away, and when I saw Goldie Bennett alone, I wandered over her way just to see what she had to say. I swiped one champagne flute and a water from the small bar setup on my way over.

      “I guess we are going to keep running into each other.” I handed her the flute.

      “Not drinking?” she asked. “I know you do. I clearly remember everyone talking about the new girl outdrinking Fern Banks at the St. Patrick’s Day stein competition.”

      “That was a once-in-a-lifetime thing.” I swigged the water. “Water for me. Besides, I’m covering this event for the Junction Journal.”

      “Aww. I see.” She was really a nice lady. I liked Goldie. She had been the nicest to me since my life started here. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to print anything she’d say, or at least not quote her by name.

      “Remember when you mentioned how your husband wasn’t a big fan of Tricia’s?” I had to bring it up. Elvin, though highly unlikely, was still on my list of suspects. He did have some grumblings with Tricia Lustig.

      “I’m following a lead into Sally’s death, and I really wanted to know what you knew about her,” I subtly kept a close eye on her body language.

      “Don’t get me started on Elvin and what he thinks about all that spring stuff. Yes. Everyone knows Tricia and Raymond are all lovey-dovey, even Sally. But Sally didn’t care. She just wanted to make sure Hanna was taken care of. But that spring water isn’t no fountain of youth. Heck, if they think that, then they can just tap right in on it down by the lighthouse.” That was when it hit me that I’d yet to call Lawn and Order Landscaping because that was my question, and I hadn’t asked Darren while I was at the jiggle joint because he was so busy.

      “Lighthouse?” I asked. This time knowing what I’d found online was correct. “According to what I found online, I noticed there was a spring called Holiday Junction Spring.”

      “Yep. That’s it. That’s where the natural spring starts. But Palmer and Nate decided to call it Lustig Spring from their property.” That was an interesting bit of news. “They even had the old stone concrete built to make it look old. That’s the kinda work money can get you, which is why Elvin has a beef with Tricia.”

      “My searching was right. The spring does flow from the area near the lighthouse to the Lustig property.” I was always leery to take things for truth on the internet.

      “Haven’t you seen people going down to the sea trying to get water?” she asked, prompting the memory of the people milling around the lighthouse that night and Darren covering it up as they were thirsty.

      Why would he cover it up? Even if he wasn’t deliberately doing it, he knew I was looking into this spring. And he was with me when we went to get Mama, and then he gave Mama an alibi.

      What did Darren Strickland have to gain from not telling me? What was he hiding?

      This looked like it might be the first Talk of the Town. If you were going to not only toy with me and my emotions—which even thinking about having emotions with him made my heart drop—there was no way I was going to let him mess with my mama.

      “Violet, are you okay?” Goldie’s eyes held a look of concern.

      “Yeah.” I shook my head, smiled, and took a sip of water which didn’t even touch the sudden onset of dry mouth. “I’m fine. I was just thinking. That’s all. When did you and Elvin hear about Sally?”

      She rattled on about the grandkids, and I’d gotten so good at tuning her out on that topic, but then she said, “We were eating at the Freedom Diner that night. Palmer was there, and she left in a huff.”

      Did she? I snorted a puff of air out my nose as I wondered if somehow Palmer Lustig did kill Sally. Somehow Darren knew it. Had Darren confronted Palmer about using the spring to promote a fountain of youth? Did he want a kickback from the proceeds? How on earth did he really afford that prime piece of property on the beach?

      Every time I went into the jiggle joint, it was literally five customers at the most. That included Owen and Shawn.

      What about the Mother’s Day Merry Maker sign? Why did he carry it to the spring and not leave it by his moped? Did he plant it?

      “Violet, what’s going on?” Mama had rushed over. “I saw you looked funny. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, Mama.” I snapped out of it and offered her a smile. “I’ve got to get back to the office. I’ve got enough here for the article. It’s still early, so I’ll walk and be home pretty early.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, a little apprehensive.

      “Positive.” I took one last look around before I took the path from Holiday Park back down to the seaside, where it opened just a little beyond the lighthouse.

      I dragged my eyes across the beach and saw a couple of people near the spot where the Google map had told me the Holiday Junction Spring started. I hurried past the shops and didn’t even look at the jiggle joint when I passed. I knew Darren wouldn’t see me because there were no windows to look out, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      There was a feeling he’d played my feelings this entire time to see what I knew about the turn of events. If I had to guess, I’d say he and Palmer had never intended for Mama to happen upon Sally that night. Palmer had given her alibi to Chief Strickland, and I was Darren’s alibi, though he’d lumped Mama in there.

      Did he give Mama her alibi so it would make me stop snooping around if Mama was cleared? Of course his dad was going to believe him. Right?

      The more I thought about it, the angrier I got and the harder I stomped as I made my way up to the cottage office, where it looked like Lawanda had left all her tools.

      “Lawanda,” I sighed when I noticed the door was cracked and she’d not shut or locked it. My mind was all aflutter about Darren and how I was going to spin the Talk of the Town article to out him but not necessarily point a finger, and word it as such so Mama couldn’t be suggested to be the suspect again. But I needed some other information.

      “Just what do Palmer and Darren have to gain by teaming up?” I asked myself and flipped on the light after I shut the door behind me.

      “Excuse me?” Palmer was sitting in my chair at my desk. “Teaming up?”

      “Palmer?” I was taken aback. I looked around to see if we were alone. “What are you doing here? And in the dark?”

      “I was waiting on you, and I didn’t want anyone to see the lights on or me here.” She stood up and grabbed her water bottle.

      I eyeballed it, wondering if it had the infamous Lustig Spring water in it.

      “You can have your seat.”

      I didn’t move. I stood there waiting for her next move, which was true to what she said. She sat down in the extra chair in the office.

      “What was this business of me and Darren Strickland you were talking about?” she asked.

      “I wonder if you two had anything to do with Sally’s murder?” I had the urge to get this conversation on record, so I took my phone out. “I’m going to put my phone on ‘do not disturb.’ My mama might call a million times.”

      Boy, was this lying starting to come naturally.

      I set the phone on top of my desk and waited for Palmer’s reply.

      “Why would Darren Strickland and I have any sort of business dealings?” she asked, taking a drink.

      “I’m not sure how he owns the lighthouse, but I do know the spring starts near or on his property.” I almost pulled it up on the map I’d found online, but didn’t. I wanted her out of here as fast as I could, so I continued. “And you are trying to take the spring and bottle it as a fountain of youth when you don't technically own all of the spring. So you went to Darren to give him a deal. That’s why he used me as an alibi that night.”

      Her body shifted. Her eyes lifted as the smile curled up on her lip.

      “You and Darren?” she asked as though nothing I said sparked any other type of interest. “Fine. And how do you think I killed her? I have an alibi.”

      “And what is that?” I asked.

      “I was at the diner.”

      “Yes. Someone told me they saw you there, but you left.” I wasn’t about to give up my source. Goldie Bennett.

      “I left to get to the store to get some degreaser.” She opened her purse and searched through then pulled out a receipt. “See? It’s Mother’s Day. Everyone in town knows we close on Mother’s Day every year to finish getting ready for the inspector.”

      “Inspector?” I wasn’t following.

      “The health inspector. Since Nate is so tight, he refuses to keep anyone over their allotted part-time status so he doesn’t have to pay health insurance.” She stood up. “Do you have a bathroom?”

      “Yes. Wait.” I stopped her. “Doesn’t he pay his waitresses overtime because he’s short-staffed?”

      “Are you kidding?” She scoffed. “Those girls are begging for work, but Nate is so tight. He never gives anyone overtime. That’s why we have alibis the night of Sally’s murder. We were cleaning the fryers because every year after Mother’s Day the health department shows up, and if those fryers aren’t spotless, they’ll close us in no time. And I have no plans to do anything with the spring water. We just want people off our property.”

      “Down the hall.” I haphazardly told her where the bathroom was through my state of confusion.

      Patty had told me she’d been doing overtime at the diner, which made me wonder why Palmer was lying. She didn’t know Patty had told me. Probably didn’t know I was friends with Patty, so she came in here wanting to give me some sort of lie so I would stop nosing around.

      Was I getting close? I looked out the window at the ocean’s edge, where just a hint of the top of the sun would take a dip out of sight with the slightest of waves.

      “What on earth are you doing here?” Patty walked in without me hearing. “I saw the light on and thought I’d bring up some coffee in case you were in here. Burning the midnight oil to get the paper out. Though it’s not midnight.” She set the coffee on the desk.

      “You aren’t going to believe this,” I said in a hushed whisper and waved her over. “I think Darren and Palmer are somehow in on this whole spring thing.”

      “Why are you being quiet?” she asked.

      “Palmer is here. Why would she come here?” I asked Patty. She looked stunned. “She told me her alibi was the diner and how she was the one who stayed late there to work and then clean everything, giving me some lame excuse how the health department comes to do their inspection. She even said Nate never pays overtime when I know you work overtime all the time.”

      “She’s here to make you stop, I bet. You’re getting closer, and it’s making her uncomfortable.” Patty looked over her shoulder. “She’s here now?”

      “Yes. In the bathroom.” I heard a click coming from the hall, like the door was unlocking.

      “Good thing I brought you some caffeine to rid you of that headache,” Patty teased, picking up the coffee, and handed it to me again.

      I set it back down.

      “Patty. Hi. I didn’t know you two knew each other.” Palmer was shocked.

      “I bet you didn’t,” I muttered and picked up the coffee. “Patty brought me some fresh coffee from the diner when she saw the light on. Wasn’t that nice of her?”

      “Where on earth did you get that cup?” Palmer walked over and took it from me before I could even get a drink. “This had to have been from five years ago.” Palmer really had delighted in seeing it. “This was the first logo I designed for the diner when we got married. He retired it five years ago after some big shot told us we needed to rebrand. We don’t use them anymore.”

      “You can drink it if you want. I don’t want any coffee.” I shrugged.

      Patty’s face stilled.

      “We were just talking about Darren.” Palmer wasn’t holding back. “Every time I think of him, I can’t help but to think of how he bought your family’s lighthouse. Nate and I had spent a lot of time getting all that storage out of there.”

      “Storage?” My eyes shifted between Patty and Palmer.

      “Yes. Nate needed storage for things like these cups. It was so close to the diner and the lighthouse wasn’t a working lighthouse, so Nate paid Patty’s family a storage fee.” Palmer laughed. “That’s where you must’ve gotten that cup. Not from the diner.”

      “I bought it about five years ago.” That’s what Darren told me. “We haven’t used those cups in five years.” Palmer said five years.

      “I didn’t know your family owned the lighthouse property.” I wondered why Patty hadn’t even mentioned it. “You knew I was looking into Sally’s murder and the spring and how it starts around the lighthouse.”

      That’s when it all clicked.

      “Patty,” I gasped. “What did you do?” I jumped up and ran over to knock the cup of coffee out of Palmer’s hand, sending the hot, scolding drink all over Patty.

      Patty screamed out in pain as she dropped to the ground holding her hands to her face.

      “Violet! Are you crazy?” Palmer yelled, rushing over to Patty’s side.

      I didn’t have time to answer.

      I grabbed my phone and dialed 9-1-1.

      “This is Violet Rhinehammer, and I need the sheriff to get to the Junction Journal offices immediately. I have Sally Westin’s killer in custody! Hurry!”
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      Happy Mother’s Day Festival, or should I say Happy Caught a Murder Day.

      As the town Merry Maker, I’m delighted to let you know the Mother’s Day Festival will end exactly where I planned it.

      The Lustig Spring.

      Bring your mother and enjoy the last day of festivities. After all, there’s no better time to hear all the gossip swirling around Holiday Junction.

      If you’ve not heard, the newest citizen of Holiday Junction, Violet Rhinehammer, along with our very own Palmer Lustig, caught Sally Westin’s killer, Patty Hamilton.

      It’s not confirmed, but it’s rumored Patty didn’t want anyone profiting off her family land that was sold on the steps of the Holiday Junction courthouse five years ago due to back taxes owed, and with the boost in economy here, all our taxes are going up.

      From what I understand, Patty wasn’t about to let anyone make money off the water spring since it started on her family’s property and by rights wasn’t the Lustigs’ to do so, but in the end, Palmer Lustig’s rumored idea to sell the water as a fountain of youth was just a rumor.

      Speaking of five years ago. Has anyone questioned how Darren Strickland was able to pay for a prime piece of real estate? Can only make you wonder just how sneaky those Stricklands can be. Think about it. Rhett Strickland owns half of the property in town. Darren only owns the strip club that never has more than four or five people in there. Then there’s Marge and Louise, who just sold this paper to Millie Kay Rhinehammer, or else the Rhinehammers might not have let me run my article anonymously. What about Chief Strickland? We’ve had three murders this year, and still nothing is being done to keep our streets safe. Nothing but raising our taxes.

      I wonder if you should bring these tax issues up to the mayor. From what I hear, Mayor Paisley has gained an extra three pounds from all the Mother’s Day visitors in town taking her treats to bribe her for photo opportunities. Bribes. That’s a funny word, isn’t it?

      I’m off to scout where the next big festival finale will take place. As the owners of the Junction Journal would say, “If you ain’t got nothin’ nice to say, come sit by me.”

      Follow along with Violet Rhinehammer and her mama in A Halloween Homicide, book 3 in the Holiday Cozy Mystery Series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Leave a Review

        Like this book?

        Be sure to leave a review now!

        Join Tonya’s newsletter to stay updated with new releases, get free novels, access to exclusive bonus content, and more!

      

      

      

      
        
        Don’t forget to head on over to Tonyakappes.com to join Tonya’s newsletter, check out all of her books and

        join her Reader Group on Facebook.
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