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Praise for Earlene Fowler’s

Benni Harper Mysteries

DOVE IN THE WINDOW

Nominated for an Agatha Award for Best Novel

 

“Excellent . . . While the characters are perhaps the most vivid feature, setting nearly edges them out. Best of all is Benni’s sharp, sassy voice.”

—Booknews

 

“Fowler writes beautifully about the picturesque Central Coast, ranching, and local cuisine.”

—Booklist

 

GOOSE IN THE POND

Nominated for an Agatha Award for Best Novel

 

“Engaging.”

—Booklist

 

“Brilliantly crafted romantic suspense ... waiting to be devoured by the reader.”

—The Mystery Zone

 

“A fast, fun read that jumps into the action right from the get-go.”

—Telegram-Tribune, San Luis Obispo, California

 

KANSAS TROUBLES

 

Nominated for an Agatha Award for Best Novel

 

 

“Mayhem, murder, chaos, and romance ... well-paced mystery ... fun reading.”

—The Derby (KS) Daily Reporter

 

 

“Fowler’s story about a sassy ex-cowgirl and quilter who loves to solve crimes . . . is a lot of fun to read. Fowler has a deft touch.”

—The Wichita (KS) Eagle

 

 

 

IRISH CHAIN

 

 

“A terrific whodunit! The dialogue is intelligent and witty, the characters intensely human, and the tantalizing puzzle keeps the pages turning.”

—Jean Hager, auhor of Bride and Doom

 

“A blue-ribbon cozy . . . This well-textured sequel to Fool’s Puzzle . .. intricately blends social history and modern mystery.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Charming, beguiling, and entrancing . . . Irish Chain is a total joy.”

—Jackson (MS) Clarion-Ledger

 

“A delightful and witty mystery full of endearing characters. It offers insights into quilts . . . folk art, and historical events that add depth to its multi-layered history.”

—Gothic Journal

 

FOOL’S PUZZLE

Nominated for an Agatha Award for Best First Mystery

 

 

“Characters come to full three-dimensional life, and her plot is satisfyingly complex.”

—Jackson (MS) Clarion-Ledger

 

 

“Breezy, humorous dialogue of the first order . . . Quilt patterns provide a real and metaphorical background.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

 

 

“I loved Fool’s Puzzle . . . [Earlene Fowler] made me laugh out loud on one page and brought tears to my eyes the next . . . I can’t wait to read more.”

—Margaret Maron, auhor of Rituals of the Season

 

 

“A crackerjack debut.”

—I Love a Mystery

 

 

“A ripping read. It’s smart, vigorous, and more than funny: Within its humor is wrenching insight.”

—Noreen Ayres, auhor of The Juan Doe Murders

 

 

“I thoroughly enjoyed Fool’s Puzzle ... Fowler’s characters are terrific . . . a super job.”

—Eve K. Sandstrom, auhor of The Smoking Gun

 

 

“A neat little mystery . . . her plot is compeling.”

—Booklist
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Although San Celina County is a fictional county, there is an actual town of Morro Bay on the Central Coast of California. Though I have borrowed from the town liberally, I have also changed streets, places of business, and other points of interest. Morro Rock does exist and is exactly as I described. All characters and incidents in this novel are purely from my imagination, and any resemblance to a person or persons residing in Morro Bay is strictly coincidental. I thank the good people of Morro Bay for allowing me to borrow their town for my creative purposes.




MARINER’S COMPASS

Mariner’s Compass is an Old English pattern that can be traced back as far as the 1700s. The design, taken from the wind roses found on ships’ compasses and sea charts, was a favorite of nineteenth-century quilt makers living on the Eastern Seaboard. With its bold mixture of curves and narrow, radiating points, always in multiples of eight, it requires many hours of patient piecing and is often attempted only by advanced quilters. Other names include Sunburst, Rising Sun, and Chips & Whetstones. It is to be noted that a compass is not only meant to point the way to our destination, but its function is also to show us the way home.




PROLOGUE

WHEN I LOOK back now, these long years later, when age has taught me that the word family is much more complex than I ever imagined, what happened to me all seems so magnified, dramatic in that way things can only be when you’re young and your blood flows hot and fast, and tears seem to coat the world, blurring it like dime-store eyeglasses. You’re certain that if life doesn’t work out exactly how you planned, all nice and neat with tucked-in corners, then you will most certainly die, or worse, keep living with the disappointment stuck in your throat like a peach pit, all rough and jagged and bitter as dirt.

I am here to tell you the pivotal moments in our lives often do not come with any sort of fanfare. Rarely are there snapping flags or warning trumpets or foghorns informing us of changes. They usually come, to quote a wiser source, like thieves in the night—a postcard from the lab: “Please contact your physician”—an intersection at the wrong moment, an egg colliding with a sperm in a miniature cosmic explosion, a quarter in a slot machine, the turn of a steering wheel, a trigger pulled, a lover saying  no, a child walking away, a voice over the phone—“I’m sorry to inform you . . .” In an instant, your life is forever altered and you think the rest of your days will become an agonizing before-and-after until you realize from the measured, thoughtful perch of old age that life is simply a series of befores and afters, a long line of them, and each one can either harden your heart to sunbaked leather or turn it pliable and welcoming, into an organ of infinite capabilities, a dwelling place for compassion, a vehicle for grace.

I have had my moments. My mother died when I was six, which I don’t much remember. My first husband, the love of my youth, died when I was thirty-four, which I still recall at certain moments with a clarity that can shatter my heart like frozen glass. Since then I have lost many people I’ve loved. But they remain solid and real in my heart, and I believe with a conviction as fixed as the hills I watch every morning from my front porch that I will see them all again one day, and it will be a glorious time of rejoicing.

When I study the weathered and still handsome face of the man I have loved now for forty years, this second and unexpected gift from God, I am thankful that we do not know the future. I have come to understand that if we could, it would alter life’s rhythm in such a way that the song would never be the same; it would never have the same magic, the same joy. And, oh, the joy this man has brought me. I could not tell of it in a multitude of Sundays.

This story is only one of my afters. I thought at the time my heart would break. I know now that human hearts don’t break, they either stretch or turn to stone. I’ve learned it is not the afters themselves but how we handle them that shapes us, that decides our happiness. I discovered that we all hold the key to joy in our own free will. My journey to that discovery wasn’t easy, but every heartrending step was worth the pain.
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“I HAVE NO idea who he is,” I said. “Are you sure it’s me?”

“Honey, unless there’s another Albenia Louise Harper living in San Celina, California, I’m sure it’s you,” Amanda Landry said in her pecan-pie-for-breakfast Alabama drawl. Besides being my good friend and an extraordinary quilter, she was also the volunteer legal counsel for the Josiah Sinclair Folk Art Museum and artists’ co-op where I was curator. “You are, without a doubt, an heiress.”

“What do I inherit?” In the background, I heard another phone ring. She must have been calling from her office above the new Ross store downtown. “Do you want me to hold?”

“No, ma’am. I know who it is and I’m a-tryin’ to hide from him.”

I laughed and asked, “Who is it this time?” Amanda’s love life was the only place in her life where her sharp intelligence and good sense completely and utterly failed  her. Her wisest move so far was she had never married any of her unique and varied suitors. Yet.

“This plumb crazy public defender I went on one lousy date with, and now he thinks he’s in love. Lordy, he showed up wearin’ white socks with coral Hushpuppies. Coral! It looked like a couple of lobsters died on his feet. What was I thinking?”

“You weren’t. That’s the whole problem with you and men. But we’ll dissect your love life later. Are you sure this is for real?”

“As real as your cattle brand, babydoll.”

“Who is this Jacob Chandler? I’ve never heard of him.”

“Look, I was just notified by the deputy coroner early this morning myself. Too early. He interrupted an extremely pleasant interlude with Mel Gibson. At any rate, this poor old Mr. Chandler had a heart attack last night, that’s all I know. Why don’t you meet me at Liddie’s around noon and we’ll do this all official-like? Since you’re the heiress, you can buy me lunch.”

“Is there money involved?” Thoughts of the new one-ton truck I’d been eyeing at the Chevy dealership danced in my head. I’d given away my old Harper ranch truck to my brother-in-law last November and had been driving Gabe’s restored 1950 Chevy pickup for the last five months. Being curator of the folk art museum as well as still working occasionally at my dad’s ranch, I needed a vehicle I could use without worrying about scratching the paint. Not to mention one with a decent radio. Gabe and I had talked about buying another truck, and he was ready to write the check, but I’d wanted to buy it myself since he already carried more of the financial burden in our new marriage than felt comfortable to me. A sudden stream of guilt and shame washed over me. Someone had died, perhaps someone I knew, and the only thing on my mind was what I was going to get.

“There’s a bank account,” Amanda continued, “but I  have no idea how much is in it. I drew up the will a few years ago and don’t really remember how much this guy is worth. Don’t get rid of that handsome hunk of Latino chauvinism yet. See you at noon.”

When Gabe came in from his morning jog, he found me staring at the kitchen floor.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, cocking his head and zeroing in with that pervasive gaze many cops pick up during their careers.

I looked up at him and smiled. “How was your run?”

He glanced at the cow-shaped kitchen clock. “Took a half hour longer than usual because Mrs. Potter down the street wanted to talk about whether or not we’re going to have Mardi Gras next year and what was I going to do about the naked woman she saw at the last one.”

“Naked woman? I don’t remember any naked woman.”

“I think she saw someone wearing one of those thong bathing suits as part of her costume and was duly shocked.”

“Those things are gross, but are they actually against the law?”

He grinned. “Not in any place I want to live.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m assuming you didn’t tell Mrs. Potter that.”

“No, I told her I’d look into it and get back to her, though I don’t even know yet myself if we’re going to have Mardi Gras next year. All depends on whether the city council agrees to pay the overtime for my officers and reserves. I can’t possibly squeeze the cost out of our budget, but they want both the city and the crowds downtown protected.” He shrugged and dried his sweating brown face on a kitchen towel.

I gave his left biceps an encouraging squeeze. “It’s only May first so you have almost a whole year to figure something out. And you will. You always do.”

“Mrs. Potter’s not so sure.”

“But I bet you just smiled real pretty at her, and she was like putty in your hands.”

He winked at me and didn’t answer. My blue-eyed, part-Hispanic husband was a handsome man and was not above utilizing his physical attributes when it suited his purpose. But he was also a top-notch police chief and cared deeply about the people of San Celina. This kind of thing regularly happened to him when he was jogging, some citizen flagging him down, determined to relay some complaint or suggestion they felt he needed to know right now. He handled the interruptions with gracious aplomb, jogging in place and patiently listening to their often long-winded diatribes, promising to look into it and always keeping that promise. I was proud of my husband of fifteen months and the way he’d managed, after twenty years of working the roughest precincts in L.A., to adapt to the diverse society of our Central California coastal town with its cornucopia of city-fleeing retirees, rambunctious college students, traditional ranchers and farmers, oil workers, education professionals, and ethnic subcultures.

“Enough about me,” he said. “I repeat, what’s wrong?”

I opened the refrigerator and poured him a glass of grape juice. “What makes you think anything’s wrong?”

He looked at me over his glass, his blue-gray eyes amused. My inability to hide my feelings had been a sore spot between us since we first met. Well, a sore spot for me. He found no end of amusement in it. I stuck my tongue out at him.

“Very subtle, chica,” he said. “So, what’s up?”

I considered making him suffer by not telling him, except I was dying to tell someone. “I’m an heiress.”

“Who died?” He finished the juice in three gulps and set the empty glass in the sink.

“Someone named Jacob Chandler of Morro Bay.”

“Who’s he?”

“I have no idea. I’m meeting Amanda for lunch at  Liddie’s, and she’s going to read me the will.”

He gave a disbelieving grunt. “Are you sure this isn’t a joke? You know Amanda.” He and Amanda had a somewhat love-hate relationship because his sometimes cute, sometimes irritating male chauvinism alternately amused and annoyed her vehemently feminist sensibilities. They traded cop and attorney jokes like baseball cards—each trying to outdo the other. Deep down, they had a profound respect for one another, but they would rather have eaten worm soup than admit it out loud.

“I don’t think so,” I said, sitting down on a pine kitchen chair.

“So what did he leave you?”

“Apparently everything he owns.”

“Which is?”

“That’s what I’ll find out at lunch.”

He frowned. “I don’t like the sound of this.”

“Sergeant Friday,” I said, using the often appropriate nickname I gave him the first time we met, “it’s Saturday. Take off the cop hat and quit worrying. He probably just left me his snowdome collection, or something equally strange, to display at the folk art museum.”

“You’re probably right,” he said, pulling me out of my chair and against him. He smelled of clean, salty sweat and spicy deodorant. “So, Ms. Rockefeller, how about a little Mexican rhumba with the help tonight?”

“Sure, you know a young, sexy pool boy who knows how to dance?”

He untied my terry cloth robe and slipped his hands under my cotton tank top. “I was thinking some oak-grilled salmon and a midnight ride on the ranch. It’s a full moon. They say it’s good luck to make love under a full moon.”

“Who says that?” I asked, giving a little shiver when his thumb probed the place on my spine he knew was my weak spot.

“You know, they do.”

“Buy me Maine lobster, and I might consider it.” I squirmed out of his arms and headed for the bedroom.

He followed me, hitting me on the back of the head with his damp, balled-up T-shirt. “Woman, you get more expensive every day.”

I picked it up and threw it back. “And who knows, after this afternoon, you might not be able to afford me anymore.”

I pulled on a clean pair of Wranglers and a white T-shirt while he took a shower. I was sitting at my antique vanity braiding my hair when he came out of our small bathroom and rummaged through our packed closet.

He pulled on new dark blue Levi’s and a red polo shirt, toweling his shaggy black hair. “I’ll be back from Santa Maria by four. Think about that ride. I was up with your dad on Kenyon Flat last Sunday. The grass is as thick as a mattress.” He gave me his sexiest smile.

Laughing, I wrapped a rubber band around the end of my braid. “Geeze, Friday, your subtle technique is so hard to resist.”

 

 

AMANDA WAS ALREADY waiting at our favorite restaurant, Liddie’s Cafe, the only old-fashioned 24-hour cafe left in town. She waved at me from one of the red vinyl window booths. Seconds after I slid across from her, Nadine, Lid-die’s head waitress, walked up.

“Looky what the cat drug in,” Nadine said. Her brown sparrow eyes glared at us from behind thick pink plastic glasses. She treated everyone from the mayor to the lowliest Cal Poly freshman with the same irritable disrespect. You put up with it or learned that your favorite pie was always out.

“How’s my boy?” she asked me. She adored Gabe and made no bones about showing it.

“He’s going to Santa Maria today. Police business, I think.”

“You tell him I have some fresh local raspberries I’m saving for his lunch Monday. Don’t you forget, now.”

“Nadine, I swear he’s gonna leave me for you any day now.”

“And he’d be better off by a long shot, tootsie.” She licked her pencil and barked, “So, what’ll it be, chickadees? I ain’t got all day.”

“Cheeseburger, Coke, and onion rings,” I said.

“Heart attack special, got it,” she replied, then looked at Amanda. “And you, Miss Fancy Pants Lawyer Lady?”

“Nadine, I swear I’d like to take you home with me,” Amanda said. “You bring to mind my dear memaw back in Alabama, the Lord rest her cantankerous ole soul.”

Nadine smacked Amanda on the head with her order pad, which was just the reaction Amanda was angling for. “Someone should wash that smart-alecky mouth of yours out with an old bar of Lava soap.”

Amanda winked at me. “I’ve had some fellow attorneys say that very thing.” Her wide mouth turned up in a glorious, toothpaste-selling grin that never failed to melt even the most cynical prosecuting attorney—providing that attorney was male. “Chef’s salad and an ice tea. With lots of ranch dressing. On the salad, not in the tea. Ma’am.”

“I’ll ma’am you,” Nadine muttered, her back already to us.

“I love her,” Amanda said, running her fingers through her thick, sherry-colored hair. “Think she’d consider coming to work for me?”

“You do like living on the edge,” I said, sipping my water. “Forget Nadine. Who the heck is this Jacob Chandler, and what have I inherited?”

She pulled a sheaf of legal-sized papers out of her leather briefcase. “I’ll tell you all I know, which isn’t much.” She laid the papers down in front of me and said,  “Mr. Jacob Chandler of Morro Bay, California, died of an apparent heart attack last night, and you are his sole heir.”

I thumbed through the papers which were full of legalese, then looked up at her. “Give me the Reader’s Digest version.”

“In a nutshell, you inherit his house in Morro Bay, all his possessions, and whatever is contained in his bank account at the Paso Robles Branch of the San Celina Savings and Loan.”

“A house? And all his possessions? Who was he?”

“All I know about him is he came into my office when I first opened my practice and asked me to draw up his will. I didn’t even know you then, so your name didn’t mean squat to me. Frankly, I’d forgotten all about it until I was notified of his death by the deputy coroner. He apparently has no next of kin and is to be buried in a plot he bought some time ago at the Paso Robles cemetery. The mortuary address where they took his body is in there. Everything’s been picked out and paid for. You just need to set a date for burial. I’m the executor, and they’re waiting for instructions from me. And I’m waiting for instructions from you.”

“This is so weird,” I said, pushing the papers aside when Nadine brought our lunches. “I swear I don’t know him.”

Amanda searched the plates of food. “Where’s my dressing?”

“You don’t need it, missy,” Nadine answered. “That blue suit of yours was looking a tad snug in the hips the last time you was in here.” She swung around and stomped away.

Amanda sighed and dug into her salad. “I sure do miss my memaw.”

“So, what do I do?”

She forked a slice of turkey breast. “You go check out your new house and then call a realtor.”

“But I have no idea who this man is!” The thought of a stranger leaving me something as valuable as a house, not to mention all his worldly possessions, was intriguing, but also a little unsettling. I picked up the will again, trying to glean some answers from its neat black and white lines, but for all they told me, they could have been the phone book.

“Here’s the house keys.” Amanda pushed a set of keys across the table to me. They were attached to a small, hand-carved cowboy boot. I ran my finger over the intricately carved boot—tiny stars, roses, and horseshoes covered the shaft. Someone—Mr Chandler?—was a very talented wood-carver. I peered closer at the key ring and looked up at Amanda in surprise.

“My name is carved on this!” Albenia was cleverly hidden in fancy script among the elaborate decorations.

“Looks like Mr. Chandler knew you,” she said, grabbing one of my onion rings. “By the way, there’s one little stipulation to the will.”

“I knew there had to be a catch.”

“To inherit his estate, you must reside in the house for two consecutive weeks starting the day the will is read to you.”

“What?”

“Alone. No overnight guests.”

“What?”

She laughed. “You said that already.”

“You have to be kidding.”

“No, ma’am, it’s part of the will. If you don’t comply, the estate goes to the Federal Government to help lower the national debt.”

“What?” I squeaked.

“And before you ask, yes, it’s all legal and aboveboard. There’s nothing you can do except follow the will’s instructions or let the money go to our wonderfully screwed-up government.” She stole another onion ring and dipped it in the ketchup spreading across my plate.

I groaned. “Gabe is going to have a fit when he hears this. He was suspicious about it from the start.”

“This truly is the weirdest inheritance I’ve come across in my entire legal career. Are you sure you don’t know who this guy is?”

“Haven’t a clue.” I slipped the key ring in my purse and picked up my hamburger. “But you can be darn sure about one thing. I’m gonna find out.”
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AFTER SPLITTING A peach cobbler and listening to Amanda complain at length about her lobster-footed defense attorney, I drove downtown to Blind Harry’s Bookstore and Coffeehouse owned by my best friend, Elvia Aragon. The window display was full of pastel figurines, books of poetry, and frilly cards extolling the virtues of motherhood, hoping to entice window-shoppers into remembering their mothers next Sunday with a gift from Blind Harry’s. It was unusually warm for the first day in May on the Central Coast. Cal Poly students crowded the streets dressed in tank tops and skimpy shorts, trying for an early start on tans they’d regret twenty years later. Finals were still a week or two away, and the mood was as festive as a Fourth of July block party.

“Where’s la Patrona?” I asked the young girl behind the front counter in Blind Harry’s. “Upstairs or down?”

Elvia’s elegant, soundproofed, French country-style office was upstairs, but my friend, having grown up in a household of seven children, was often found in the downstairs coffeehouse peacefully attending to her paperwork  amidst the noise and confusion of her beloved customers.

“She and Emory are eating lunch in her office,” the clerk said, fingering the blue streak in her long black hair. “He said they didn’t want to be disturbed.”

“Great, thanks,” I said, heading up the stairs.

“Wait,” she called after me. “He really said they—”

“Oh, he doesn’t mean me.”

Elvia and I had been best friends since second grade when we were fortuitously seated next to each other for the entire year, starting a relationship that to this day was the closest either of us had to a sister. The oldest child in a family of six brothers, she was tough, stubborn, beautiful, smart, bossy, loyal, and demanding. And I would do anything for her. She was also nosy as an old hen-turkey and would throttle me if she heard about my inheritance from anyone else. Worse, she’d make me pay up my charge account at her store.

I burst into her office, hoping to catch Elvia and my cousin Emory in flagrante delicto. Their heads were together all right, intently studying something on her computer screen. Two half-eaten Caesar salads sat on the corner of her executive desk.

“Sorry to break up such a romantic moment,” I said, grinning.

Elvia glared at me. It annoyed her to no end that I was right, and she actually did enjoy dating my cousin. “What do you want?”

Emory came around the desk to hug me. “Sweetcakes, I’ve been meaning to call you.”

“Sure, sure,” I said, kissing his smooth cheek, then sitting down in one of her rose-colored visitor chairs. “You always do this whenever you get a new girlfriend—ignore your favorite cousin.”

Elvia glared at me again. She hated being referred to as his girlfriend, but I figured the more I said it, the more it would seem inevitable to her. My goal was for them to  get married. As was Emory’s. The only fly in the ointment was one stubbornly single Latina woman.

“What’s cookin’?” he asked, sitting down next to me. He was dressed in his everyday work wear of expensive wool slacks, tailor-made dress shirt, and Hugo Boss sports coat. He’d landed a job at the San Celina Tribune in November after moving here lock, stock, and Razorback loyalties from his home state of Arkansas in the belief that close proximity rather than absence makes a woman’s heart grow fonder. In that short time he had managed to talk the newspaper into giving him his own column and one of the best offices in the building. The fact that he had an independent income thanks to his father’s successful smoked chicken business gave him the sort of easy going confidence that always seemed to procure good employment.

“You’ll never guess in a billion years,” I said.

“Lord have mercy on us all, your application has finally been accepted at the sheriff’s academy.”

I mimed slapping him upside the head. My reputation for stumbling into dangerous situations, some of which included dead bodies, was a source of gleeful entertainment for Emory, who kept threatening to send my resume and clippings to the San Celina Sheriff’s Department so I could start getting paid for my criminal investigations.

“No, I’ve inherited the house and all the worldly possessions of a total stranger, and I wanted you two to be the first to know.” I left out the will’s weird stipulation until I could break it gently to Gabe.

The word inheritance caused Elvia to turn from her computer screen. “Any cash involved? I know a great investment . . .” Her Chanel-red lips treated me to her most winning smile.

Elvia had been slowly buying Blind Harry’s from its absentee owner, a Scottish man who lived in Reno. She’d been bugging me to invest in the store with my spring cattle money, which I’d resisted because I needed to buy  that new truck. Emory, of course, would have gladly bought any or all of Blind Harry’s stock, but she wouldn’t even consider his offer.

I held up my hand. “Whoa there, Nellie. I haven’t even seen the house yet. It’s in Morro Bay, and I’m going out there in just a few minutes. I just wanted to tell you both the real story before it hopped a ride on the San Celina gossip train.”

“As soon as you find out how much, we’ll talk,” Elvia said confidently, turning back to her screen. “Now get out of here, both of you. I’ve got work to do.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

“But we haven’t finished our lunch,” Emory protested.

I grabbed his hand and pulled him out of the office, shutting the door behind us. “When are you going to learn that the way to Elvia’s heart is to ignore her, not sit at her feet like a pathetic little Chihuahua?”

“Don’t tell me how to woo a woman,” he said, following me down the stairs. “We’ve had exactly seven and a half dates. I’m wearing her down. I can feel it. We’ll be married by the end of the year.”

“Right. You haven’t even kissed, and already you’re naming the babies.”

He grinned and ran a palm across the side of his thick blond hair.

I pinched his forearm. “Quit looking so smug. When?”

“Last night,” he whispered. “But she said if I ever told anyone, especially you, she’d boil me in Tabasco sauce and feed me to that spoiled cat of hers, so you’d better keep your big mouth shut.”

I held up my hand. “Cattlewoman’s honor.”

He walked me to my truck three blocks away and lingered for a moment while I buckled my seat belt.

“So, what’s the story behind this inheritance?” he asked casually.

“Get that nosy journalistic sparkle out of your eye. I’ve been in the news enough in the last year. There’s no story.”

“I disagree. I’m sensing a real human interest saga here, little cousin. Let me come with you.” The gleam in his green eyes grew deeper.

“No,” I said, starting the truck. “I want to see it myself first. If, and that’s a big if, there’s anything remotely interesting about him, I’ll consider ... hear me now, cousin... consider talking to you about it for the paper.” He was going to kill me when he eventually heard the stipulation of the will. It was exactly the type of story he’d love to write—and I’d let him . . . maybe. But before I decided anything, I wanted to see the house, get some sort of handle on this man’s identity and motives.

“You women,” he said, heaving an exaggerated sigh. “You’ll be the death of me.”

“Pipe down. You’re beginning to sound like Aunt Garnet. Gabe and I are going out to the ranch this evening. Anything you need to tell Dove?”

“No, I’ll be calling her myself tonight about that column she wants written on the city’s plans to sell the historical museum. It’s going to run in tomorrow’s paper.”

“I think what the city’s doing is crappy.”

The historical museum, located in the old brick and stone Carnegie library, was the pride and joy of my gramma Dove and her cronies in the San Celina County Historical Society. Acquiring the lease five years ago had been the result of constant haranguing and calling in of every marker these influential seniors had from their countless years of community service. But recently the city council, led by our new mayor, had been making rumblings about how the museum wasn’t a moneymaker and how much they needed the space for something that could generate tax revenue for our growing city. It was rumored that the old library might be sold to a hotel chain that planned on turning it into a theme restaurant.

I blew a soft raspberry at the county buildings. “Your article better wake up people into seeing what’s happening to our town.”

“That’s the whole plan. It’s going to be a tough fight against ‘Boxstore Billy,’ though. He’s determined to, as he says, ‘usher San Celina into a bright and prosperous new millennium.’ ”

Our newly elected mayor, William Davenport, was a dark horse candidate who no one had expected to win at the special election held in December because our old mayor resigned due to health reasons. Mayor Davenport proved to be slightly less “Committed to Retaining San Celina’s Old-fashioned Values” than he professed in his enthusiastic campaigning.

“What he’s doing is taking everything unique about this town and making us look just like every other town in the United States,” I said.

“You know I’ll muckrake as best my little Southern heart can.” He slapped the side of the truck. “Now, canter off to claim your inheritance, my calamitous little cowgirl, and remember, I get the scoop.”

“There is no story,” I repeated to his disbelieving face.

After he left, I opened the envelope containing the will and glanced down at the address: 993 Pelican Street. I had no idea where that was in Morro Bay, so I felt under the seat and found a street map for San Celina County. Pelican was one of the small streets overlooking the Embarcadero. The Embarcadero, with its incredible view of Morro Rock, paralleled the bay and was the first place tourists headed when they hit town. The shell boutiques, fish-and-chips restaurants, art galleries, saltwater taffy parlors, and nautical knickknack shops drew visitors like kids to cotton candy.

Morro Bay wasn’t a big town—tiny, in fact, compared to San Celina. The population was just over 9,500—one quarter the size of San Celina. It was known mostly for its great fish restaurants, perfect summer weather, and  mysterious Morro Rock jutting out of the cool green ocean, the last of a chain of volcanic peaks that marched through San Celina County down to the sea. The greatest number of tourists arrived sometime around June, and Morro Bay’s surfing, sportfishing, bird-watching, and camping businesses thrived until the visitors disappeared as quickly as they came after Labor Day. It was a town that held special memories for me and Gabe. Since it was only twelve miles from San Celina, we did much of our dating there, wandering through the funky antique stores and art galleries, gradually getting to know each other away from curious eyes in San Celina. We’d usually end up at one of the seafood restaurants perched over the bay or at the house of Aaron Davidson, Gabe’s first partner and best friend. Rachel, Aaron’s wife, would serve us sun tea and homemade oatmeal cookies while Aaron and Gabe would reminisce about their old LAPD days. Rachel and Aaron lived there for eleven years, but after Aaron’s death last September from liver cancer, Rachel sold their house and moved back east to live with her daughter. Gabe and I hadn’t been back to Morro Bay since.

The twenty-minute drive to Morro Bay on State Highway 1 gave me time to contemplate this new twist in my life. Who was Jacob Chandler? Why would he leave me all his possessions? Had I met him somewhere and not remembered? Perhaps helped him with his packages, opened a door for him, said hello, performed some small kindness that compelled him to name me as his heir? You heard about things like this in tabloid newspapers or in movies, but never in real life. Nobody left an entire estate to a perfect stranger just because she picked up some spilled apples.

The road to Morro Bay bisected mile after mile of brilliant green hills. I felt a rancher’s joy at seeing the feed look so lush and healthy this year. We’d had consistent rains this winter, and it was about as perfect a spring as I’d seen in ten years. Heifers and their calves stood knee  deep in emerald grass that rippled and danced like thick green waves. Ahead of me, out of the perpetual fog that often lingered in Morro Bay until past noon, the smokestacks of the PG & E power plant appeared, pointing its three aggressive fingers to the sky. Morro Rock, named by the Portuguese explorer Juan Cabrillo, loomed next to it, still shrouded in white, misty clouds.

I drove down Morro Bay Boulevard, the town’s main north/south street, going past shops and cafes that commingled in my memories with both Jack, my late husband and childhood sweetheart, and Gabe, my intense and very present second husband. I passed the old Bayside Theater still holding on in its faded glory with two evening showings and a Saturday matinee. Small-town America, rapidly being lost in San Celina, still survived in Morro Bay. Across from the theater was a quilt shop I’d visited often—The Fabric Patch. It was run by a bubbly, enthusiastic woman named Tina Davis who loved quilts, kids, quilters, Morro Bay, and her husband Tom, not necessarily in that order. Since San Celina didn’t have a quilt store, during the last two years as curator of the folk art museum, I’d called upon her regularly for quilting information and supplies. She was one of the few people I knew in Morro Bay, so I’d definitely have to talk to her about Mr. Chandler.

I glanced back down at the map. Pelican paralleled Morro Bay Boulevard, so I turned right on Maddox Street until I came to Pelican Street. I turned south, cruising slowly, looking for 993. The houses in this part of Morro Bay seemed like dollhouses. Though most were of a similar, California bungalow design, each uniquely reflected the owner’s personality. The houses were painted in myriad blues, grays, whites, pinks, and faded yellows. The yards were embellished with salmon-shaped wind socks, elaborate rock gardens filled with ceramic ducks and gnomes, hanging baskets filled with lush asparagus ferns, and sprinkled everywhere the wild yellow monkey flowers  that sprouted out of every nook and cranny each spring.

Pelican Street ended at an ice-plant-covered bluff overlooking the Embarcadero. I parked in front of 993 Pelican Street and studied the house from the safety of the truck’s cab.

The house, my house, sat on the corner of Pelican and Grove streets. The front of the house faced Pelican, and the detached garage faced Grove, a street-alley consisting only of garages. It was a one-story house painted pale yellow with white trim. A fence of neatly trimmed thick green bushes surrounded the yard. At the entrance to the front sidewalk someone had patiently trained the bushes into a seven-foot arch and attached a white picket gate to two wooden posts. Red and pink impatiens surrounded a tugboat-shaped mailbox. I climbed out of the truck and opened the mailbox. Inside there was an electric bill and a bunch of advertisement papers.

Still not ready to go inside, I looked out at the Embarcadero and Morro Rock, which would be the view from the house’s back deck. Hidden in the ice plant was a small staircase leading to the parking lot of a surf shop named Pinkie’s Boards and Bikinis. In the distance, the sailboat masts rocked in the brisk May winds. Catty-corner from the house was a small motel decorated with blue and gray gingerbread edging and balconies off each room. The sign in front—in shiny black calligraphy—stated, “The Pelican Inn—Your Second Home by the Sea.”

I took a deep breath and walked up to the gate feeling apprehensive, intrigued, and, I’ll admit, a little excited.

That’s when I found out what else I’d inherited besides the house.
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