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      My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead people. Okay, so I rarely see dead people. Mostly I see furry creatures of the dearly departed variety, aka dead pets, who have come back from the other side to warn me of their previous owner’s impending doom.

      

      A dispute at the local church leaves someone in need of their last rites, and Lottie is caught in the middle.

      

      The mystery woman stalking Honey Hollow has been revealed, and Lottie suspects something wicked lies beneath the surface of that familiar face of hers. 

      

      Lottie Lemon has a brand new bakery to tend to, a budding romance with perhaps one too many suitors, and she has the supernatural ability to see the dead—which are always harbingers for ominous things to come. Throw in the occasional ghost of the human variety, a string of murders, and her insatiable thirst for justice, and you’ll have more chaos than you know what to do with.

      

      Living in the small town of Honey Hollow can be murder.
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      My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead people. Okay, so rarely do I see dead people. Mostly I see furry creatures of the dearly departed variety who have come back from the other side to warn me of their previous owner’s impending doom. But right now the only thing I’m seeing is the entire congregation of Honey Hollow Covenant Church.

      It’s Sunday afternoon, and Everett, Noah, and I are standing up front just a few feet from the pulpit as I hold our two-month-old baby girl in my arms. It’s the beginning of May, the warm air from outside has seeped into the sanctuary, and the scent of new carpet from the latest renovation mingles with the copious amount of perfume in the room and lights up our senses.

      “Well, aren’t you just the cutest little thing?” Pastor Dave gives Lyla Nell’s hand a little wiggle. “Let’s welcome Lottie Lemon and her family with a warm applause as we close the service today with a special baby dedication.”

      The room ignites with an enthusiastic applause, but from what I can see as I squint into the murky-looking crowd, is that the most enthusiastic among us are women under the age of thirty. It doesn’t surprise me. They’re the same women who have been ogling the hot, single pastor for the better part of an hour. And as positive as I am that some of that enthusiasm has to do with the heart-stoppingly handsome men standing on either side of me like bookends, I’ve watched as the female masses have openly drooled for Pastor Dave since the moment he arrived at our cozy little congregation.

      Pastor Dave is relatively new in town, seeing that he’s only been here for about nine months, but his newness is usurped by a fact the women of this town find much more interesting—he’s single. And believe me, that little ringless detail hasn’t gone unnoticed by the unattached women of Honey Hollow—maybe all of Vermont.

      Pastor Dave had been preaching many wonderful sermons right up until three months ago when he stopped rather abruptly, and it’s been Pastor Cleary from there on out. So it was a bit of a treat to see Pastor Dave standing at the pulpit today.

      About a year ago, our head pastor stepped down and our congregation has been trying to winnow out a new one ever since. But with Junior Pastor Cleary at the helm, along with Junior Pastor Dave, the church has never seemed more content—that is, until it became clear we needed to make a decision between the two. Evidently, they can’t both be senior pastor.

      Lyla Nell coos up at Pastor Dave as if she were fascinated by his sharp features, his thick dark hair that sits over his head like a cap, and his dark eyes. She laughs and points up at him and the crowd melts just watching her.

      I glance out at the congregation, and despite the heavy floodlights pointed at us, I can see that just about everyone I know is here. I spot my mother, along with my bio mother, Carlotta, and all of my sisters, both the two I grew up with and the two I only discovered a few years back. I see Evie sitting with her friends.

      Evie is Everett’s sixteen-year-old daughter whom I’ve adopted as my own. Everett’s mother and sister are present and accounted for. Noah’s brother is here, too, and not too far from him are Noah’s absolutely insane parents—Suze and Wiley. They’ve been divorced for eons, and my own mother, Miranda Lemon, is now dating Wiley. A misfortune all on its own. The man is trouble. He was once actually married to Everett’s poor mother for five hot minutes before he bilked her for all she was worth then faked his own death. But he’s since resurrected himself and is taking up space in Honey Hollow—bilking my own mother for all she’s worth. It’s sort of a pattern with him.

      But the person who makes me look their way twice just so happens to look suspiciously like yours truly. I frown slightly as my own face stares back at me. The hair is darker, but that woman is a dead ringer for me.

      That woman would be Carlotta—Charlie Sawyer, my sister via my birth mother who, yes, also happens to be named Carlotta. Fun fact: My formal moniker is Carlotta as well, and I’ve passed along the carnage to my poor sweet daughter—even though she’ll forever go by Lyla Nell.

      Charlie has only been in my life for one week—or at least officially. I haven’t really seen her since the big reveal. But prior to that, she was becoming pretty proficient at stalking me. Nevertheless, a week has whirled by since our formal meet and greet. Every time I tried to get together with her she had somewhere she needed to be. Truthfully, I’m shocked she showed up for my baby girl’s christening this afternoon.

      “Lottie?” Pastor Dave leans my way with those dark chocolate eyes of his. “I’m afraid you didn’t hear me.” He looks to the crowd. “A touch of stage fright, I’m assuming.”

      The audience breaks out into titters on behalf of my nonexistent jangled nerves. Okay, so I’m a little nervous, but that’s only because I’m not comfortable having a spotlight on me—and the two men I’ll be raising Lyla Nell with. Believe me, I’m well aware of how this must look—to a room full of God-fearing people no less.

      Pastor Dave nods my way. “Go ahead and introduce the gentlemen standing beside you.”

      “We all know who they are,” a female voice chirps from the back. “Hot Judge and Hot Cop!”

      A few catcalls erupt from the teen section, and I spot Evie sinking in her seat and rolling her eyes. Evie—Everly Baxter is a knockout, and she just so happens to be a knockoff of her father with the same jet-black hair and cobalt blue eyes. Evie is as smart as she is gorgeous, and she’s already giving Everett and me a run for our money in the parenting department.

      That whole hot judge, hot cop thing is sort of her fault to begin with. A few months back, she accidentally published a torrid picture of Everett and me on her social media site, and both she and her BFF thought they could fix the nightmare by adding the hashtag hot judge. Noah sort of earned hot cop on his own.

      “Right.” I clear my throat as I look to Everett. “First, I’d like to introduce you all to my husband, and Lyla Nell’s father, Judge Essex Everett Baxter.”

      Everett nods my way before kissing me on the lips and dropping a kiss to Lyla Nell’s forehead as well.

      “Hot Judge!” someone shouts from the back.

      Lord knows they’re not wrong.

      “Oh God!” a woman wails from the middle of the room somewhere, and she sounds as if she’s about to faint. Not an entirely unheard-of phenomenon when Everett is involved. It’s happened to women before in his presence.

      A robust applause breaks out from those same single women looking to mingle in his honor—and more to the point, with His Honor.

      I can’t blame them. Everett is tall and obscenely handsome with the aforementioned jet-black hair and cobalt blue eyes. His features are exceptionally comely, and his body is made of granite and put together in exactly the right way. He exudes monstrous levels of testosterone and manages to turn the head of every woman in a ten-mile radius no matter where he goes. I’ve even seen a few women drop to their knees in his majestic presence. He’s as serious as the sun is hot—ironically, he’s twice as hot as the sun—and he rarely ever smiles.

      “And to my left…” I say while bouncing Lyla Nell in that direction and she squeals, eliciting her deep dimples to sink in with her smile. Lyla Nell has dark hair that turns red at the tips and brilliant green eyes—just like her daddy. “This is Homicide Detective Noah Corbin Fox, Lyla Nell’s father as well.”

      I would have included the fact he was her biological father, but it sounds so cold. And the reason it sounds so cold to me is that’s how I’ve introduced my own biological mother, Carlotta, to the world ever since she’s come back into my life just a few years ago. And seeing that she abandoned me on the cold floor of the Honey Hollow Fire Department when I was an infant, I’ve never had a problem with the icy intro.

      “Hot Cop!” someone shouts as the room breaks out into another applause, this time just for Noah.

      I can’t blame them for that, either.

      Noah, too, is tall, handsome to a fault, and just like Lyla Nell, has dark hair that turns red at the tips, deep dimples, and eyes the exact color of a fresh cut lawn in springtime.

      The double doors in the back of the sanctuary snag my attention as something scurries across the floor of the foyer and quickly zips right out of my line of vision. It looked furry, with a black and white coat, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think it was a skunk.

      My Lord up in heaven… Was that a skunk? My heart thumps hard at the thought of a skunk, of all things, bolting into the sanctuary and stinking up my baby dedication—quite literally. Trust me when I say, I’ve envisioned the things that could go wrong while we were up here, twelve ways to Sunday—again quite literally.

      Noah offers a dimpled grin my way before kissing me on the cheek, then kissing Lyla Nell as well, and half the crowd coos, and the other half gasps at the sight.

      “Oh, it’s okay.” I’m quick to offer up some comfort to those who appear to be dismayed. “Noah and I kiss all the time.”

      Another round of gasps circles the room, and this time it’s the majority of the congregation participating in the breathy endeavor.

      “She’s flaunting her sinful lifestyle, right in our faces,” an irate woman shouts from somewhere to our left. And try as I might to make out her face, her identity remains buried in the shadows.

      Honey Hollow Covenant is more or less designed to look like a mega church, only on much less of a mega scale, with its stadium seating and interlocking plush chairs and a raised stage at the front of the room. People come from neighboring towns to attend services here because it’s just that beautiful.

      “We know what goes on behind closed doors,” another woman shouts.

      “She doesn’t even know who the father is!” a man joins in on the verbal tarring and feathering, and both Noah’s and Everett’s chests blow up in size as if they were about to dive into a bar brawl.

      “That’s not true,” I say. “We had a paternity test just last week on live television. And, well, even though the host read the wrong name during the big reveal, I can assure you we very much know that Noah Fox is the biological father. But make no mistake about it, Lyla Nell is every bit as much Everett’s daughter.” My voice spikes with both anger and frustration as I say it. I can’t help it. I’ve been dealing with this bull from everyone in Vermont for the last nine months, and I’m running off two minutes of sleep. “The three of us are raising Lyla Nell together—just like we do everything else together.”

      The congregation lets out a collective groan just as my fingers fly to my lips because that’s not what I meant to say at all—or at least imply.

      Okay, so maybe I shouldn’t have laid so much emphasis on those last three words.

      Maybe I should have opted to dedicate the baby in private.

      “You will be judged for this behavior one day,” someone calls from the back, and I can’t help but roll my eyes at that one because it sure as heck feels as if that’s happening right here and now.

      “Time out!” Carlotta shouts as she crawls over, steps on, and shoves out of the way an entire row of gray-haired grannies, along with my mother, my sisters, Suze, and Wiley. She stumbles her way up to the pulpit, plucks the microphone from Pastor Dave’s hand, and looks out at the congregation with an ornery look in her eye that almost always spells out trouble.

      Trouble for the world—regret for me.

      Carlotta, my aforementioned birth mother, and I share the same caramel-colored wavy locks, same hazel eyes, and same penchant for seeing right through to the other side of the heavenly veil. The only major difference between us is the gray hair and crow’s feet she’s got on me—and I’m not looking forward to catching up to her in that department. She’s far zanier than me or anyone else I know, by a mile, and I don’t plan on emulating her in that department either.

      “Lookie here!” Carlotta belts out the words like a punishment as she gives the crowd the stink eye. She’s wearing one of my old floral maternity dresses and has it cinched at the waist with a belt. Carlotta’s been helping herself to my wardrobe for as long as she’s been living with me, and that seems to be going on for sixteen decades now. “Which one of you ladies is innocent enough to cast the first high heel?” she growls. “I would have included the menfolk in that equation, but I’ve been around the block a time or two and I know what you’re capable of. You can’t so much as throw a pebble at these fine folks up here. Sure, Lot Lot is my kin, but I’m not doin’ her any favor by putting on a dog and pony show. I mean what I say.”

      Kin?

      For some reason, the more agitated Carlotta gets, the more country-fried she gets as well. She not only grew up in Vermont, but she spent a fair amount of time in Arizona. The accent is an anomaly.

      “Now look at these men,” she shouts so loud her voice reverberates off the walls. “Take a good look at Mr. Sexy. And take a good look at Foxy here, too,” she says as she calls them by the nicknames she’s gifted them. Okay, fine. Sexy was the nickname gifted to Everett by the baristas of this world, but they weren’t wrong and neither is she. “Who in this room could blame the girl for trying to trap not one but two men into staying in her life forever? Why do you think she dragged out that whole who’s your daddy thing for nine solid months and then some? Lot Lot had to dig her claws into them somehow.”

      “Carlotta,” I hiss as I shake my head her way.

      “Not now, Lot. I’m getting to the good part.” She waves me off and knocks Lyla Nell in the head with that microphone in the process. A horrible whoomp goes off from the collision and Lyla Nell gasps as her mouth squares out and she starts in on one of those high-pitched wails that breaks my heart to hear.

      “Good going,” I mutter to Carlotta. Honestly, the microphone merely grazed the baby’s head, but that sound was enough to wake the dead.

      Lyla Nell’s entire body seizes as she starts in on a shrill scream, so I do the only thing I know that will calm her down. I unbutton my blouse, fiddle with my bra, and get straight to nursing her.

      Another round of gasps lights up the room and it takes a moment to register that my left boob is on full public display, right here in the heart of the holiest structure in all of Honey Hollow.

      Carlotta pulls the mic to her lips. “In the event you’re wondering, she gets that rack from me.” There’s more than a touch of pride in her voice as she looks out at the murmuring crowd. “Now who here wants to poke a finger at my Lot Lot’s udder and accuse her of doing the nasty with two of Vermont’s finest? You would be right, but that’s none of your beeswax, now is it?”

      “You would be wrong,” I correct over Lyla Nell’s head and she dislodges and sends my left boob flopping. More gasping ensues and the flash of a camera goes off before I can get Lyla Nell back where she belongs.

      Pastor Dave loses all color in his face. “Everyone, listen up,” he bellows. “Let’s say a blessing over our happy family.” He implores everyone in the room to close their eyes—I’m betting it has more to do with my impromptu peep show than it does the prayer he’s spontaneously shouting at us.

      Once he’s done, he gives the floor back to us, and both Everett and Noah pray over Lyla Nell as well, vowing to guide her spiritually and emotionally through this life.

      Their words are so sweet and loving, I can’t help but turn into a blubbering mess at the sound of them.

      Carlotta bows her head into the microphone. “And I’d like to add—”

      Pastor Dave swipes back the mic and ends the service so fast you’d think the roof just caught on fire—more like my sanity has caught fire. But then, Carlotta turned that to cinder a long time ago.

      He offers the crowd an affable smile. “Please join us next door in Carlson Hall where Lottie Lemon’s own Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery has provided some delicious complimentary treats for us today. And I invite all of you to meet right back in here in an hour for the monthly business meeting. As you all know, the time has come to make a few changes around here, including appointing a new senior pastor. Our final vote is coming up in just a couple of weeks, so please make your voices heard today while there’s still time. You’ll be glad you did.”

      “Darn right we will,” someone shouts from up front. “We’re not going to stand by idle while you run this place into the holy ground.”

      The crowd erupts in murmurs as bodies rise and quickly drain out the back.

      A woman steps boldly toward the front and offers a stern look to Pastor Dave. Her crimson locks are trimmed close to her scalp, she’s stylishly dressed in a navy pantsuit, and I recognize her as longtime resident of Honey Hollow, Terri Norris.

      Terri has been to my bakery a time or two. She’s a web designer, and each time I think of asking her to redo the website for the bakery, I consider how much money I can save if I just ask Evie. I swear, it seems as if the teenagers of this world came out of the womb with a smartphone in their hand, armed with the knowledge to reprogram nuclear codes with nothing but a stream of acronyms and hashtags.

      But as for Terri here, she sort of has a storied reputation. About ten years ago, she was on one of those dating shows and landed herself a handsome man. To say she was publicly obsessed with him would be putting it mildly. My mother begged my sisters and me never to lose our minds over a man that way. And trust me when I say, we took notes.

      Nevertheless, the man in question quickly exited the relationship. And Terri was not only devastated, she was publicly humiliated. The poor thing’s love life has turned into a meme on the internet. Never a good sign as far as the direction your life has taken. And full disclosure, I’m shocked my own love life hasn’t been used for internet fodder.

      The public arena can be so cruel—as I’ve discovered myself just a few minutes ago. I don’t know Terri all that well, but each time we’ve interacted, I’ve noticed she’s wound up pretty tightly, and right now doesn’t seem to be an exception.

      She wags a finger at Pastor Dave. “I’ll be glad when you’re tossed out on your ear. You have no right to be sharing the pulpit with Pastor Cleary. Everyone knows the flock only needs one shepherd, and soon you and your newfangled ideals will be tossed to the curb.”

      A woman with a caramel-colored bun calls out to Terri from the entry and Terri quickly stalks off in her direction. They step into the foyer and the woman with the bun says something to Terri that only seems to set her off all over again.

      “Well then.” Pastor Dave sheds an easy laugh our way. “Judge Baxter, Detective Fox, Lottie, I implore you all to join the business meeting.” He blows out a breath. “It’s guaranteed to have more fireworks going off than the Fourth of July.” His head ticks to the side. “I’ll see you next door.”

      He takes off and Carlotta scoffs.

      “Anyone notice how he didn’t invite me?” She shakes her fist in his wake, and I avert my eyes.

      “Carlotta, please take a step away from the baby,” I tell her. “I don’t want you close when the lightning strikes.”

      Her mouth falls open. “Well, maybe you should give her to me because everyone here today knows it’s just a matter of time before the big guy upstairs tosses a few of those flashy fire sticks your way. You’re the one doing the dirty deed with half the men standing in the sanctuary.”

      Everett’s cheek flickers. “We’re the only two men standing in the sanctuary.”

      “Worse yet.” She tosses up her arms as she says it. “You’re sleeping with all the men standing in this sanctuary.”

      “Not true,” I hiss her way as I give the women at the door the side-eye for giving me the side-eye.

      “Don’t worry.” Noah lands another kiss to my cheek. “We’re not doing anything wrong, Lottie. If anything, God is on our side.”

      “He means our side, Lemon.” Everett winks as he plants a firm kiss to my lips.

      For as long as I can remember, Everett has almost exclusively called me by my surname, and I don’t mind one bit.

      “Thank you both,” I say as Lyla Nell unlatches and Everett takes her as I button myself back up. “I wouldn’t trade what we have for the world. Now let’s get next door and dive into those sweet treats before they’re all gone. I’m starved.”

      Carlotta gives her stomach a pat. “I’ve worked up an appetite myself. Taking on two men will do that to ya, ain’t that right, Lot?”

      “Oh hush,” I tell her as we make our way in that direction. “I’m bringing a muzzle for you next time—and a leash so I can tie you to the post in the back.”

      “And they say I’m the heartless one.” She winks my way. “At least you know where you get it from. I’ve got an entire collection of leashes and muzzles I can share with you when we get back at the house,” she says, taking off in a hurry.

      Noah moans, “We’d better make tracks before God smites this place in order to cleanse it of everything that just came from her mouth.”

      Everett wraps an arm around me. “Don’t worry, Lemon. We have something special.”

      I nod even though I’m uncertain if he means him and me, or him, Noah, and me.

      Noah, Everett, and I really do have something special, though. Noah and I dated first, but then things went south—a soon-to-be ex-wife played into the equation, Noah and I got married and then that was dissolved, then Everett and I got married so he could keep his trust fund and our union was never dissolved.

      When Noah and I broke up the first time, Everett and I gave it a chance, and when Everett saw that I wasn’t completely over Noah, he suggested Noah and I take another crack at it—Noah returned the favor, but at the same time I decided I wanted to give Everett and me another shot, so here we are. Whew.

      Everett and I are married, and I am loving every matrimonial minute of it. But for some reason, my love for Noah never diminished. My grandma Nell’s ghost returned a few months back, and she let me know that Noah and Everett would always be a part of my life because I’ve got two soulmates.

      I brush the thought out of my mind as we make our way to the conjoined building next door, Carlson Hall, a palatial venue that has played host for everything from wedding receptions to funerals.

      Along the back wall of the room, a row of tables is set out with my sweet treats and refreshments to go along with them. I spot my trusty right-hand gal at the bakery, Lily Swanson, working hard to make sure the platters stay full. I thought we’d showcase my whoopie pies this afternoon. I’ve made them in a few different flavors—strawberry, pistachio, lemon, vanilla, and chocolate—but by the looks of things, it’s the chocolate whoopie pies that are leading the charge this afternoon.

      We migrate in that direction, and soon Noah, Everett, and I each shove one of those tasty treats into our pie hole. The whoopie pies are essentially two small round cakes with a layer of cream frosting in between. The three of us went for the chocolate—no surprise there.

      “Lemon.” Everett closes his eyes as his jaw redefines itself, and that same serious look he gets when he’s in the throes of ecstasy crosses his face. “You’ve outdone yourself.”

      Lily snorts. “Essex must really like ’em, Lot. I’ve seen that man’s jaw clench that way before when—”

      “I know when.” I shoot her a look that says stop if you’d like to see your next paycheck.

      Everett prefers to go by his middle name because he’s always thought his formal moniker, Essex, was too stuffy. But the myriad of women he’s bedded in the past—and there are legions of them—well, they’ve sort of taken to calling him by his proper name as a sort of badge of honor for the simple fact they’ve danced in the sheets with him. I knew him as Everett long before we danced in the sheets ourselves and, well, old habits die hard.

      Lyla Nell snoozes blissfully as she snuggles against Everett’s chest, and I’m about to comment on how peaceful she looks despite the throngs of people in the room when I notice Everett giving a dark look to someone.

      I follow his stare, only to find Jimmy Canelli at the other end of Everett’s silent wrath. Jimmy Canelli happens to run a crime family out in Leeds, a small seedy town just south of us. And, let’s just say there’s a dicey history between us.

      “Hey,” I whisper to him. “Don’t even go there. Now that Jimmy thinks he’s my father, he’s called off the hit on you. Everything is taken care of. I promise.”

      A few months back, Noah, Everett, and I stole the body of Jimmy’s niece from the morgue. Believe me, it sounds worse than it was. Essentially, Florenza Canelli’s ghost blackmailed me into it. Noah feels as if it was his fault because I relied on his assurance to do it, but I was ultimately to blame because I gave the green light.

      And ironically, it was Everett who took the fall for it. He was pretty vocal that it was a very bad idea, but went along with it because he loves me. Not only did he lose his seat at the courthouse, he was brought to trial because of it. But thanks to some fancy legal footwork, the sleepwalking defense, which was true in a sense, and a jury full of doubt, that’s all behind us now. Once Everett finishes his paternity leave, he’ll be back at the courthouse next month with a stack of shiny new cases waiting for him and his trusty gavel.

      Before Everett can say a word, a tiny black and white critter scampers past me, hops onto the dessert table, and tramples right through six platters of my fresh baked, cream-filled whoopie pies.

      “What in the heck?” Lily cries as she quickly works to clean up the mess.

      Carlotta waddles over with a laugh in her throat and a nefarious twinkle in her eye.

      “Did you see it, Lot? Did ya? Did ya?” Carlotta’s feet shuffle back and forth as if she was dancing a jig. “It looks like I got me a new pet skunk. I say we keep the stinker in the stinker’s room. It can act as an air freshener. Face it, that kid’s tush can double as a weapon of mass destruction—of the nasal variety.”

      Noah growls, “Don’t even think about getting a skunk near my daughter’s bedroom.”

      “Or either of my daughters’ bedrooms.” Everett doubles down on Noah’s threat.

      “Relax, Foxy. Cool it, Sexy,” she teases. “The skunk is as dead as a doorknob.” She snatches up a couple of chocolate whoopie pies, one for each hand. “A chocolate covered doorknob. And boy, am I ever going to make all of my chocolate dreams come true.”

      Everett lifts a brow my way. “Lemon, please tell me the rumors of a dead skunk are greatly exaggerated.”

      “They’re true.” I blow out a slow breath and I look to the bourgeoning crowd as intermittent laughter lights up the room. “I saw that skunky specter with my own two supernatural eyes. And I guess that means…” I don’t have the guts to say it.

      Noah nods. “Murder.”
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      Carlson Hall is bustling with enough people to convince me that all of Honey Hollow and then some have crammed themselves into this room. And in just about every single one of these people’s hands I see one of the whoopie pies my bakery has supplied the occasion with.

      “Come on, Lot,” Carlotta chirps as she pulls out her phone. “Let me get a shot of Honey Hollow’s most infamous throuple. It’s not every day you dedicate your daughter with both your husband and your boyfriend by your side.”

      “Would you hush?” I reprimand lightly as I pull a brush out of my diaper bag and quickly run it through my hair and gently through the baby’s. I straighten the tiny pink bow in Lyla Nell’s hair just before Carlotta snaps about ten quick pictures.

      No sooner does she finish up than Mayor Nash, my true biological father, and Charlie, my sister, come up. She’s donned a red dress with a jean jacket tossed over it. She looks every bit wholesome and demure, but despite all of that I sense a wild streak in her.

      I can’t help but frown at this new sister of mine that just entered my life out of the blue. And I can’t believe Carlotta was hiding her from me as if she were some dirty little secret. But still, there’s something about her that I don’t quite trust and I can’t put my finger on what that might be.

      “Come here”—Mayor Nash opens his arms and my three stepsiblings, Kelleth, Aspen, and Finn, fill them—“I have an announcement to make.”

      My sisters, Meg and Lainey, come this way as well, along with my mother while holding Lainey’s baby daughter, Josie.

      “What’s happening?” Mom giggles and her creamy blonde hair bounces around her shoulders. Mom is sweet and spunky and has conveniently forgotten to age. She’s sharp as a tack, has been known for her business acumen, but her smarts seem to be lacking when it comes to taste in men. That is, those men she’s dated since the death of my father, the saint who raised me, Joseph Lemon. “Please tell me you’re instating these delicious whoopie pies as Honey Hollow’s official dessert. They are to die for.” Mom chortles and a few people chuckle along with her.

      “Careful what you say,” Lainey mutters through the side of her mouth. “With Lottie around, someone just might die for them.”

      A riotous laugh breaks out in our circle this time.

      There might be a little truth to that fact, considering the last two dozen or so homicides that have taken place in our sweet, cozy town have all had a loose connection to one of my sweet treats—and by connection, I mean nothing more than that one of my dessert was present on or near the body of the deceased.

      Mayor Nash chuckles her way. “Now if I instated these whoopie pies as Honey Hollow’s official dessert, Miranda, the entire town might be in peril.”

      More laughter ensues, and I suddenly feel like committing a mass homicide myself.

      I jest.

      A little.

      “Now that I’ve got your attention.” Mayor Nash looks to the faces in our small circle. “I want to let you know that the paternity test I took has confirmed—I’m a father again and it’s a girl!” He pulls Charlie in close and a cheer breaks out.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful!” Mom coos. “Lottie, that means you’ve got a full-blooded sister!”

      Meg, one of the two sisters I actually grew up with, leans my way. Meg has harshly dyed black hair and enough kohl ringed around her eyes to give her that demonic look she’s going for even on a Sunday. “And that means Mayor Nash procreated on the sly twice behind Chrissy Nash’s back.”

      Chrissy Nash was the poor soul that was married to Mayor Nash for eons. It was no secret he was a cad. Chrissy happens to be the mother of my three half siblings, Kelleth, Aspen, and Finn.

      Mom winces. “You’re so right.” She cranes her neck into the crowd. “There’s Chrissy now, watching this whole spectacle play out. I’d better go comfort her.” She takes off to do just that as Finn offers me an embrace.

      “Don’t worry, Lottie. No one can steal your shine.” He gives a playful wink. Finn, along with his sisters, all share the same caramel blonde locks. Kelleth likes to cake on her cosmetics, while Aspen is a blonde Betty Boop.

      “Thanks, Finn.” I give him an extra squeeze. No offense to Kelleth and Aspen, but my brother is the most normal of the Nash bunch.

      Mayor Nash holds up a hand. “And now we’ve got to celebrate. I vote we have a good old-fashioned family reunion.”

      “Great idea,” Carlotta chirps. “Lot Lot will provide the food. And don’t look at me crooked, Lot. You own half this town no thanks to Nell. We’ll have the Honey Pot Diner cater and the Cutie Pie will provide dessert.”

      “That’s fine by me,” I say. “Just tell me when and where.”

      A pair of familiar faces strides up—Keelie, my blonde bestie, and her husband, Bear Fisher, and in Keelie’s arms is her nine-month-old son, baby Bear, looking as stern as ever. Little Bear, much like the older version, is all boy. I should know. I dated the older version all through high school.

      Keelie bumps her hip to mine. “We could have the celebration at Grandma Nell’s old place.”

      “You mean…?” I don’t dare finish the question. Bear has been working on rebuilding the house for a small eternity now. Nell was my grandmother, too, but I didn’t know it until she died. We were very close, though. And we shared the same supernatural quirk—seeing the dead. That all might play into why she left me just about all of her real estate holdings in her will. And come to find out, her old moldy home was one of them—the mold was the reason it needed to be knocked down to the studs.

      “That’s right.” Keelie nods wildly. “Grandma Nell’s house is turnkey!” She looks at Carlotta. “That means you can move back in!”

      A cheer breaks out, with mine being the loudest and the longest. Carlotta has been living with me for so long now that I can’t remember what life was like without her. Peaceful, I’m assuming.

      Mom raises a hand. “You don’t want all these people trampling around in a brand new house. You’ll have your party at the B&B, Harry. Lottie already has so much to do with the new baby. Hosting a party will only add to the madness.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Mayor Nash says. “The B&B it is. More details to come.” He takes off for the dessert table and Carlotta scowls at me before taking off in that direction as well.

      Kelleth and Aspen mumble something about seeing me at the party and quickly magnetize to my sweet treats as if they were in a trance.

      Finn pulls Charlie in on one side of him and me on the other. “Now I’ve got two favorite sisters,” he teases. “Just don’t tell my other sisters,” he whispers and Charlie and I share a laugh—first one ever and I quickly sober up as if I’ve done something wrong.

      Finn nods to Noah and Everett. “Good show up there today.”

      Noah ticks his head to the side. “I’d say we polarized the congregation.”

      Finn shakes his head. “I don’t think so. From what I hear? They’ve been coming to blows for the last few months trying to decide on a new head pastor. Ever since that debacle about a year ago, they’ve been bouncing back and forth between Pastor Cleary and Pastor Dave. The old guard versus the new. There’s a pretty sharp divide brewing here. I should know, Britney and I have been coming every week.”

      Britney is Noah’s ex-wife and she happens to be dating Finn. It’s been on and off, but I’m glad to hear they’re back on track. When Britney first came into town, she wanted Noah back, but that didn’t work out. Brit and I are friends now and she happens to own the Swift Cycle Gym across the street from my bakery. After she gets her clientele good and sweaty, she sends them my way to replenish their calories, and that basically keeps both of our businesses up and running.

      Finn waves at someone at the other end of the refreshment table and I see Brit calling him over.

      “Excuse me,” he says. “Beauty calls.” He shakes his head at Noah. “Dude, how do you let all the best women slip right through your fingers?” He pats him on the back. “But Everett and I don’t feel too sorry for you. I bet you’ve got all the single ladies lining up trying to snag you for themselves,” he teases as he takes off and Noah growls in his wake.

      “He’s got a point,” Everett says as he rocks Lyla Nell. “Your loss is our gain.”

      “So you’re single?” Charlie slithers up with her eyes spinning as if they were about to land on the Noah Fox jackpot.

      “He’s not single,” I’m quick to point out to my seemingly opportunist look-alike. “But his brother, Alex, is.”

      “That’s not true,” Lainey pipes up while swallowing down a bite of a strawberry whoopie pie. “Alex is dating Serena Digby, so technically, Noah is the only single Fox in town.”

      I take a moment to glare over at my older, not wiser sister.

      Charlie bubbles with a laugh as she curls up to Noah. “Well then, Mr. Fox. I can’t wait to get to know you better.”

      Noah’s dimples go off. “I’m afraid Lottie is right. I’m not on the market. She’s still got my heart.”

      “Well, I’ve got her face.” Charlie shrugs. “But I can tell that won’t make an iota of a difference. Boy, Lottie, Cormack was right. You really have locked up all the good ones for yourself.”

      Cormack would be Cormack Featherby, the woman who once infamously stepped between Noah and Everett. But that was way back in high school. I’ve taken on that coveted role at present. Noah and Everett were once stepbrothers for a few years back as well while Noah’s father tried to fleece Everett’s wealthy mother for all she was worth. Cormack was Everett’s girlfriend at the time, and Noah thought it was a good idea to swipe Cormack out from under his new stepbrother and he’s been regretting it ever since.

      “Charlie, Cormack is obsessed with Noah,” I tell her. “And she’s got ten screws loose. I beg of you not to listen to a thing she has to say.” It’s no wonder Cormack has been giving Charlie an earful. My mother has invited Charlie to stay at her B&B as long as she likes—in her half of the B&B, that is.

      What was once the Honey Hollow Bed and Breakfast has morphed into the Rendezvous Luxury Resort and Razzle Dazzle Day Spa no thanks to a financial blunder caused by my mother’s wily boyfriend.

      Noah’s father, Wiley, caused my mother to lose half the B&B to Cormack. It was worse last month when she lost the entire B&B to Cormack and Evie’s nutcase of a biological terror, Cressida Bentley, but Cressida was bought with a song—and a little public humiliation on my part. My mother’s B&B was the only reason I agreed to have Lyla Nell’s paternity determined on live TV. But now that’s all in the past.

      “Cormack has ten screws loose? That’s funny.” Charlie squints my way and a shiver runs up my spine because it’s like looking in a mirror. “I don’t remember asking your opinion on people. I think I’ll have one of your desserts. I highly doubt they’ll try to boss me around.”

      “But”—I hardly sputter out a rebuttal before she joins Carlotta and Mayor Nash as they do a clean sweep of my whoopie pies. And sure enough, everyone else in our small circle has retreated to the dessert table as well. “That’s not what I meant,” I mutter, but no one seems to notice.

      “Sergio!” Noah calls out as Sergio Sorrentino steps into our midst.

      Sergio is tall, dark hair, dark eyes, and muscles for days. He’s one of the co-owners down at our favorite Italian restaurant, Mangias, and at this point Sergio feels like family to us.

      “Good stuff today,” Sergio says as he gives the three of us a friendly nod. “You’ve got a beautiful family. It may not be your traditional family, but hey? The more the merrier, right?”

      Something to our left snags his attention, and I follow his gaze to see Terri Norris having it out with a familiar woman with brassy blonde hair and dark roots. I recognize the woman as Clementine Greenbaum. She happens to be one of the teachers at Honey Hollow High.

      Now that Evie is at the school, I’ve been getting regular emails from all of her teachers, and Ms. Greenbaum is one of them. She seems so friendly and even-keeled. I wonder what the heck those women might be arguing about?

      “I’ll see you in a bit.” Sergio takes off in the other direction and says something to Clementine before she stalks off into the crowd. And before I can breathe a sigh of relief, he looks as if he, too, is having a heated exchange with Terri.

      Huh.

      “Looks as if Terri Norris is having a bad day,” I whisper.

      Noah leans in. “You don’t think she’s the potential victim, do you?”

      I give a quick glance around for that potentially stinky specter but come up empty.

      “I don’t know. I guess no one in this room is off the table.”

      “You mean chopping block,” Everett corrects.

      I’ve always been privy to see the dead. That’s odd enough on its own, but typically it was just a once beloved pet that crossed the rainbow divide to come back to serve as a harbinger for some less than lethal fate that was to befall their previous owner, such as a twisted ankle or a knock to the noggin.

      But these days these furry little harbingers are more like omens that usher in the Grim Reaper. On occasion, a genuine person has come back from the other side as well, but it seems today’s deadly reprise is the stinky skunk in question.

      The squeal of a microphone goes off as Pastor Dave waves the room to attention.

      “I would like to invite all of you back into the sanctuary where the church business meeting is about to take place. I know many of you have opinions, and this will be your last chance to let those be known before we vote later this month. Also, please be sure to thank Lottie Lemon for all of the delicious desserts she’s provided here today. And stop off at the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery this week as a show of your appreciation.”

      A light applause breaks out, and soon every last soul, including us, is right back in the sanctuary as people hustle to find a seat near the front.

      We’re about to pass a lanky man with a bristle of brown hair, serious eyes, and a notable cleft in his chin just as he blocks our path. He offers a loose smile our way before his eyes widen a notch.

      “Detective Fox?” His countenance brightens as he nods to Noah.

      “Hey”—Noah offers him a friendly pat on the arm—“Lottie, Everett, this is Nelson Stalwart. He works down at the station with me. Nelson is in charge of the dogs taking part in our new K-9 division.”

      “Oh, that’s great,” I say as the three of us exchange a quick hello.

      “Are you ready for the fireworks?” He hitches his head toward the pulpit. “Terri Norris is leading the charge with the pitchforks. I’d stay out of the battleax’s way if I were you.” He gives a sly wink as he passes us by.

      Lyla Nell starts to fuss in Everett’s arms, and I quickly scoop her up.

      “Why don’t the two of you run down and find us some seats? I’ll see if she needs to be changed.”

      They’re about to protest when I successfully manage to shoo them off. I’m about to head to the restroom with my precious peanut, but after less than a few seconds of investigating, I find Lyla Nell’s diaper as dry as one of those liquor bottles in Carlotta’s bedroom.

      “How do you like that?” I give my pretty girl a kiss to the nose and she rewards me with a groggy dimpled grin. I’ve never met a happier baby than Lyla Nell. If only the entire world held her sunny disposition, it’d be a better place.

      I’m about to head back toward the front when I spot Nelson Stalwart holding Terri Norris by the elbow not more than six feet away from me. They’re standing behind a pillar, out of the view of every other roving eye, and my feet land me a few steps in their direction.

      “You don’t get to ruin anything for anyone ever again,” he seethes right at her. “This ends today.” He stalks off and Terri turns to do the same when our eyes lock.

      “Lottie?” She walks on over and I suddenly wish a hole would open up and swallow both Lyla Nell and me. I feel guilty having heard such an ugly exchange.

      “Terri.” I force my voice to brighten. “I was just checking the baby’s diaper. Sorry, I didn’t realize you were having a private conversation. But since you’re here, I was hoping to talk to you at some point before we left. I’m thinking of having the website for the bakery redesigned. It’s outdated and needs a facelift, and you’re the first person I thought of.” Partially true.

      “I have no problem doing that.” She makes a face as she fumbles for something in her purse. “How about instead of a payment we do a little bartering?”

      A flood of relief hits me. “Now that sounds right up my alley,” I say, hoisting Lyla Nell a little higher onto my shoulder. She might be only two months old, but she’s chunking up nicely and can get heavy after a while. “What do you have in mind? Free desserts for a month? One cake each month, for a year? I’m open to just about anything.”

      Terri pulls a piece of paper from her purse. “I was thinking something more along the lines of your investigative services.” She unfurls the rectangular piece of paper no bigger than a bookmark and I lean in to read the words, I know what you’ve done. “Found this on my windshield before I left the house,” she says. “I’ve got an entire drawer of notes just like this one at home, too. I’ve been getting them for a while now.”

      “Oh, Terri.” My heart thumps wildly just looking at the threat. “I’m so sorry. Of course, I’ll help you. Have you taken these to the sheriff’s department?”

      “No. I thought I’d try you first. If I go to the sheriff’s department, whoever is trying to scare me might back away, and I definitely want to catch them in the act. Believe me, I’ve tried on my own. But this was the first time I’ve had a note on my windshield. Usually they’re tucked away in my mailbox, my desk at work. I’ve even found one on the seat of my car. I left the window open an inch so that last one was my fault. They had access to the interior. Lottie, I’m counting on you to help me out.”

      Feedback from the microphone starts in, and that woman with the navy pantsuit and the bun runs over from the front of the room.

      “Terri, there you are,” she says. “Hurry up, you’re practically the star of the show.”

      She takes a bite of the whoopie pie in her hand as she waves Terri in her direction, and soon enough, both Terri and I have taken our places up front.

      Up on the stage there’s an elongated table with three of the elders of our church seated behind it—Terri being in the middle. And they each have a plate of my whoopie pies and a cup of coffee situated before them. If anything can make this run smoother and put everyone in a good mood, it’s one of my whoopie pies. In fact, once this is over, I plan on going home and eating twelve myself.

      Pastor Cleary, a sweet man in his eighties with a thick head of gray hair, kind eyes, and a peaceful smile, sits side-by-side with Pastor Dave just to the left of the elders. He leans into the microphone in his hand.

      “Welcome one and all to the first official business meeting this May. I’d like to open the floor for questions for the elders at this time. I realize a lot of people are feeling a bit charged, so I’d like to open in prayer and implore each one of you to remain civil toward your brothers and sisters. Please state your case. You will get to vote in a few weeks. Just know that it’s the elders here who will be making the ultimate decisions when it comes time.” He leads us into a simple prayer, and soon an entire line is snaking down the center of the middle aisle.

      “Wow,” I muse to Everett and Noah who are seated on either side of me. “It looks as if a lot of people have something to say.”

      “Ba ba!” Lyla Nell chirps so loud her voice echoes over the vaulted ceiling.

      “Come here, princess.” Noah laughs. “I’d rather listen to what you have to say any day of the week.” He scoops her out of my arms. “I’ll go outside and enjoy a little sunshine with her. I called for backup and Ivy is on her way, too.”

      Ivy would be Detective Ivy Fairbanks, Noah’s partner down at the Ashford County Sheriff’s Department Homicide Division. She’s a leggy redhead who can’t keep her eyes off Noah. I’ve told him as much over the years, but he didn’t believe it until Ivy confessed to crushing hard on him a few months ago. Suffice it to say, I’m not Ivy’s biggest fan and vice versa.

      Noah takes off and Everett wraps an arm around me. “I vote we hit Wicked Wok afterwards.”

      “Ooh,” I coo as I look up at my blue-eyed husband. “I would love that. I really miss coming to church and then heading off to have a buffet of delicious Chinese food afterward.” Lyla Nell sort of put a monkey wrench in my church going mojo, but now that she’s settling in at home, I think we can get back into the swing of things. “Not that you don’t bring Wicked Wok home at least three times a week. And thank you for that, by the way. I don’t know how I could ever repay you for all you do.”

      The hint of a sly smile rides up his cheek. “I’ll take your kisses as payment.”

      “You’ll get those and then some.”

      “Now that sounds like the kind of threat I like.”

      Speaking of threats, I’m about to tell him about that note Terri showed me when an older woman steps up to the microphone at the front of the stage and taps it.

      “Thank you for this opportunity to speak,” the somewhat diminutive woman says to the elders. “I understand that with our old pastor retiring we had a void to fill. And I realize that the contemporary pastor would like to fill the position, but who is going to bring up the elephant in the room? Ever since Pastor Dave showed up, the traditional service has been shoved in the back seat. Our choir has been replaced with a live rock band. And now I hear they want to take all of the books out of the library and replace them with digital versions so they can make room for a coffee shop. I say to the elders, hold your ground. Do not let Honey Hollow Covenant fall into a contemporary oblivion like so many other churches in our area. It’s not right that Pastor Dave and his team have come in and commandeered everything to go their way. I say give ’em the boot. And once Pastor Cleary is instated as the head pastor, we can reaffirm ourselves as the traditional church we’ve been for the last fifty years!”

      A loose applause breaks out in the room before a man in his mid-thirties takes the microphone next.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to disagree,” he belts it out roughly. “Pastor Dave has breathed new life into this place. He’s opened countless children’s programs that my own kids happen to enjoy. Our services are that much more successful now that the kids have their own classes to attend. And if we kick Pastor Dave out, the music minister has already threatened to go with him, along with half the staff. They’ll be taking all of the youth, including my family and me. Is that what you want, Terri? A church full of old people?”

      A riotous applause breaks out, and it’s painfully clear most of the room agrees with them.

      And I’m not surprised he called out Terri by name. She’s been in charge of the elder board for quite some time now.

      “I would like to address this,” Terri coughs into her hand. “We never wanted this to turn into a house divided. And no one said we had to get rid of the choir. When Pastor Dave takes his musical crew out of here with him, we’ll have plenty of room for all of our choir members back onstage.”

      A round of gasps circles the room and a short stalky woman takes the microphone next. She’s already vibrating with anger, so I can’t wait to hear what she’s got to say.

      “Thank you to the board for hearing me out.” Her voice is loud and sharp. “I heard rumors that Pastor Dave was offered a good chunk of money to start up his own church somewhere in Hollyhock. In fact, I heard you were giving him two years severance pay in an effort to entice him to leave.”

      A man stands up a few seats away from Everett and me. “I heard he wants to start a new church right here, and use our facility to do it, claiming it would just be temporary.”

      The woman next to me spikes up, “None of these people want to leave. I implore the elders to reconsider their stance against Pastor Dave and the youth of this congregation. We don’t want to lose a talented preacher. Our lifeblood is our youth. The fact you’re about to declare one man the victor here is turning this church family against one another. And if you choose to oust Pastor Dave, it will be the church equivalent of a divorce! We’ll miss seeing our grandchildren. I’m not happy with the elder board. I’ll tell you that right upfront.”

      “Order,” the man next to Terri huffs as he picks up another whoopie pie. “Next speaker, please.”

      A seemingly reasonable looking woman takes the mic. “Why is everything so secretive with you three? Pastor Dave stopped preaching well over three months ago, and rumor has it he was suspended. The elder board lied to the congregation and said he didn’t want to preach anymore. We demand you tell us right now what the truth is!”

      The room breaks out into applause at her boldness, and Terri leans into the microphone before her.

      “We did not lie,” she says it even-keeled. “We never said he didn’t want to preach. It’s the state’s fault that we needed to do things in secret. We aren’t allowed to disclose the details of what went on behind closed doors between Pastor Dave and ourselves.”

      “You hold tight to your guns, Terri!” Granny is back—one of the first women who spoke. “The contemporary service can go to heck!”

      An entire choir of voices rumbles and grumbles at once.

      “Why is this going through so quickly?”

      “Why can’t we take our time and figure out a solution that appeals to everyone?”

      “We don’t want this divide!”

      Terri knocks back the rest of her coffee before huffing into the microphone.

      “We can’t please everyone.” She sheds a tight smile to Pastor Dave. “And I’m afraid the Lord has spoken quite clearly to the elders about the dir”— she scoots back in her seat rather abruptly and clutches her chest. “About the direction the—” a horrible croaking sound emits from her as she struggles to stand. Instead, she grabs onto a handful of whoopie pies and squeezes tightly, causing the cream filling to ooze between her fingers right before she does a belly flop onto the table.

      Another collective gasp fills the room as Everett runs up onstage and checks the woman’s pulse.

      He looks my way and shakes his head.

      The woman next to me clasps her hands together. “It looks as if the good Lord has spoken quite clearly once again!”

      I have a feeling a not-so-good killer has intervened instead.

      Terri won’t have to worry about receiving another threat.

      Terri Norris is dead.
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      “She’s dead!” a woman wails just as Noah storms into the room with a swarm of sheriff’s deputies and his leggy sidekick dripping off his shoulder.

      I note Lyla Nell is no longer with him. But I’m positive he didn’t leave her out in the front of the church with a for sale sign next to her the way Carlotta suggests just about every morning once she accuses Lyla Nell of robbing her of her sleep. The truth is, Carlotta is plenty capable of doing that to herself.

      Soon, the entire room is on their feet, and both Charlie and Carlotta run my way.

      “I was hoping to see you in action,” Charlie pants with a look of glee on her face—my face as it were. “And you did it again. In a church no less!”

      Evie pops up with Lyla Nell in her arms. “Take the stinker, Mom. I’ve got a body to document.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I snip as I take Lyla Nell from her. “Evie, I forbid you to take a picture of that poor woman and post it to any of your social media sites.”

      “Who said anything about social media?” Evie snips back. “I’m helping you get a leg up on your investigation.” She takes off before I can stop her.

      Carlotta tugs at Charlie’s elbow and Charlie nearly elbows her right in the chest. They mumble to themselves for a minute and I see this as my chance to escape, but before I can, Carlotta steps in my path.

      “Not so fast, Lot Lot.” She threads her arm through mine. “Charlie’s got something to confess, but before she does, I just want to take a minute to soak in the fact there are four Carlottas standing here today.”

      I scowl over at her. It’s true. When Carlotta dumped me at the fire station, she pinned a note to my blanket asking that I be named Carlotta. Of course, Miranda Lemon being the kind soul she is, promptly complied, but she also promptly nicknamed me Lottie and we’ve stuck to it ever since. And well, in a hormonal haze I somehow let Carlotta bamboozle me into naming my own sweet pea Carlotta. But much like her mama, we will be calling her by her nickname from here on out, Lyla Nell. I know Lyla is a stretch from Carlotta, but Noah convinced me it would work and I believed him—still do.

      Charlie growls over at Carlotta—I still can’t seem to refer to her as our mother. None of this seems natural. A part of me wonders if I hit my head a few years back and fell into a world where Carlotta keeps replicating herself again and again—using me as the portal to do it through.

      “What’s the confession?” I ask, anxious to speed the circus along so I can get going on that investigation Evie is beating me to.

      “I love to cook.” Charlie sets those death lasers she calls eyes on mine, and why did that just come off like some bakery-based threat?

      Mom traipses up, and thankfully interrupts us, and along with her is Meg.

      “Oh, Lottie, take my coffee and enjoy it. I haven’t had a sip yet.” She thrusts a Styrofoam cup my way. “I’ll trade you for this little love bug. Come to Glam Glam, my little sweet princess. I don’t think Papa Wiley has kissed you silly yet.” She whisks her off into the crowd without any regard for the fact there’s a body in the room. One might say my mother is jaded at this point in our Honey Hollow homicidal adventures.

      “So what’s the real confession?” I turn back to Charlie without missing a beat. I highly doubt it had anything to do with her whipping up a tasty treat.

      Charlie lifts her chin as if she’s already bested me before she can be bothered to answer. “I’m looking for a job, and I thought the bakery would be perfect for me.”

      “The—um, Suze”—I point to the door as if Noah’s sourpuss of a mother was around—“I think—”

      “I think it’s a no.” Charlie takes a moment to glare at me. “That’s okay. I’ll find something on my own. Unlike some of us here, I was never a fan of taking a handout from family.”

      A breath hitches in my throat. “Is that a dig at me because Nell left me the bakery?” Among other choice pieces of real estate, but I decide to leave those out of the conversation for now.

      Meg smacks her on the arm. “You’re welcome down at Red Satin anytime. I teach the dancers at the strip joint their moves, and I’d be glad to take you under my wing.”

      “No way.” I practically shove Meg out of the way. Red Satin is a gentlemen’s club down south of us, in a dicey town called Leeds. I may not know Charlie all that well, but she’s my little sister and I don’t want her setting foot in Leeds, let alone Red Satin. And dancing for that smarmy establishment? I should break every single one of Meg’s high heels for even suggesting it. “You’ll work for me, Charlie,” I say, picking up her arm and offering it a quick pat.

      “Too late.” She yanks her arm back. “I’m looking for employment elsewhere.”

      Everett and Sergio crop up next to us and Sergio leans in.

      “What’s this?” His dark brows lift a notch. “Did I hear you say you were looking for work? Mangias always seems to have a revolving door of waitresses. The job is yours if you want it. You look so much like Lottie, half the patrons will think we have the town baker working for us.”

      “Well then.” A sly smile glides up her cheeks. “It looks as if you’ve got yourself a shiny new waitress.” Her expression sours as she turns my way. “It seems my family isn’t all that thrilled to see me after all.” She zips off and a croaking sound emits from me.

      “Charlie, wait! That’s not true.”

      “Face it, Lot.” Meg shoves her arm to mine. “It’s a little bit true. The woman stalked you for months. She’s creepy. And she’s wearing your face. It doesn’t sit well with me either. But then again, I got used to it on you, I’ll probably get used to it on her, too.” She gives a quick glance around. “And just a heads-up, I’m looking to move from my condo. So if you’re looking for someone to lease your grandma Nell’s place, I’m open. Hook and I broke it off.” She holds up a hand. “I don’t want to talk about it. Keep me in mind for the house.” She takes off before I can dive into a post-breakup analysis.

      Hook Redwood and Meg have been going out for a couple of years now. He was on the verge of proposing at one point.

      Hey? Maybe that’s why she sent him packing.

      Whatever occurred, I hope it ended amicably.

      “Can you believe that?” I say to Everett and Sergio, inadvertently interrupting their conversation. “Hook and Meg broke up just like that.”

      Sergio shrugs. “I’m not surprised. I happened to witness the event. Unfortunately, they treated half the guests at Mangias to the spectacle the other night as well.”

      “Ooh.” I wince. “Sorry to hear it. So much for ending amicably.”

      “Speaking of not ending amicably, neither did that.” Everett nods to the front of the room where a small army of deputies swarms around poor Terri.

      I spot Clementine not too far from there, patting Evie on the back as she does her best to comfort her.

      “Excuse me,” I say as I speed in that direction, and both Evie and Clementine look my way at the very same time.

      “Mom.” Evie lunges at me with a firm embrace and tucks her mouth next to my ear. “Turns out, she thinks I’m deeply distraught and I won’t have to turn in my paper next week.”

      I pull back and shoot Evie a look. “Don’t you have some friends waiting for you outside?”

      “You’re right.” She flashes a quick smile at Clementine before sobering up once again. “You know Dash, Conner, and Kyle. They’re out there waiting for me. I’d better run. But thanks for extending the due date on that paper.”

      “No worries.” Clementine grips her neck with her fingers. “And please, just forget about the paper altogether. You just focus on happy things like prom. It’ll be here before you know it.”

      “Prom!” I say, startled by my own voice just as Evie bullets past me. “I forgot all about Evie’s junior prom. I guess that takes me out of running for Mother of the Year.”

      Clementine waves it off. “Didn’t you just have a baby? And you’re still running your own bakery? Believe me, you’re still in the running in my book.”

      “Thanks,” I say as we look toward the melee before us together. “So very tragic.”

      “I guess it depends on how you look at it.” She glares at Terri as if she were still fuming about whatever it was they were arguing about. “Excuse me,” she whispers as she speeds right out of the building.

      I turn back and spot Nelson Stalwart, Noah’s buddy from the precinct, speaking with the woman with the bun and the two of them can’t take their eyes off of Terri as they shake their heads.

      Ironic how they’re suddenly sorry for Terri, when earlier I saw the two of them getting heated with her. But then, I bet they feel terrible about it now after the fact. I know I would.

      “Carlotta Junior?” a voice calls out from behind.

      I turn to find Jimmy Canelli staring back at me with nefarious dealings twinkling in his dark eyes. Jimmy is somewhere in his sixties, with his shock of gray hair. He’s pretty fit, if you don’t count the paunch, and I’m betting he’s always packing heat. As he should be, considering he’s a walking target for rival mob families in the area.

      Behind him is a tall, beefy man who looks as if he could lift this whole building off its foundation with one arm. My guess is he’s one of Jimmy’s henchmen.

      “Jimmy.” I practically jump at the sight of him. “I mean, Dad.” I shrug before offering him a somewhat awkward embrace. If this ruse is going to work, I had better make it believable. Now that Jimmy is convinced he’s my father, Everett and I don’t have a hit to worry about in the world. “Thank you so much for coming out today. Lyla Nell and I really appreciate that.”

      Everett walks up with my baby bag in hand and I take it from him and hitch it to my shoulder.

      Everett nods to Jimmy. “Thank you from me as well.”

      “Not a problem.” Jimmy looks from me to Everett. “You’re good kids. And you’re my kids now. Don’t forget it.”

      “Oh, we won’t.” I shake my head a little too enthusiastically as his henchman strides past me and bumps into my baby bag. “Ooh, I’m sorry. My fault.” I wave to the man, but he keeps on walking so I turn back to my new Daddy Dearest. “When can we see you again? I mean, now that we’re family, I think we should get together more often.”

      “I agree. You’ll both be seeing me around. I can guarantee you that.” He takes a moment to glare at Everett before nodding my way. “Would you like me to throw away that coffee cup for you?”

      “Oh no, I’ve hardly had a sip. I’ll take care of it. Thank you, though. And I look forward to getting to know you better.”

      “Likewise.” He takes off with his henchman in tow and a chill rides up my spine just watching them go.

      Everett pulls me in. “Are you okay?”

      I give a tiny nod. “But Terri isn’t.” I glance to the front where the coroner has just begun taking pictures of what will eventually pan out to be a crime scene. “The ghost of a skunk isn’t here because Terri died of natural causes. We’ve got a murder on our hands, Everett.”

      “And I already know there’s no stopping you. I just ask one thing—humor me. Steer clear of danger. I don’t want you diving in headfirst. Let Noah take this one.”

      I cluck my tongue up at him. “When have I ever dove headfirst into danger?”

      His brows meet in the middle. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

      “You watch it,” I tease. “I was feeling very generous five minutes ago, and besides”—I give a quick glance around because what I’m about to share is for his ears only—“Dr. Barnette gave me clearance to resume all activity once again with every last part of my body. It’s been over six weeks. Plus, she thought I needed a little more time to heal, but I snuck over to her office on Friday morning and she said to give it a couple more days then go for it. And since it’s been a couple of days, I say we go for it, indeed. We could make a little game of it.” I give his tie a tug as I say it.

      Dr. Barnette is my OB-GYN and Everett’s old friend—special coital friend. He was more than a playboy before we met. There’s hardly a woman I meet that he hasn’t Essexed.

      His eyes widen a notch and that devilish grin begs to curl on his lips, but he’s too stubborn to let it.

      “Game on, Lemon.”

      I nod up at him. “Game on, indeed.”

      The commotion near the stage garners my attention once again.

      It’s game on for tracking down the killer, too.
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      “May, oh May, let me say, how much I love you on this spring day.” Suze stretches an elastic smile my way after her uncalled-for outburst regarding the month, albeit the smile is relatively short-lived.

      Noah’s mother, Suze, has short blonde hair that swoops over her forehead, think boy bands of yesteryear, a boxy body, and a perpetual scowl on her face. She’s no fan of mine, so it was a surprise when she said she wanted to work at the bakery. But work here she has for the last two months, and try as I might, we still can’t seem to hit our stride in the getting along department.

      “That was beautiful.” Charlie claps as she sits at the counter alongside Carlotta. “Put your hands together for the woman.” She elbows Carlotta, and sure enough, Carlotta begins to clap like a trained seal.

      It’s the very next day after that disastrous church business meeting—deadly would be a more accurate term—and I’m standing in the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery helping my singular sane employee, Lily Swanson, process the afternoon rush.

      Actually, I’ve hired an entire sane kitchen staff now that I have Lyla Nell to tend to. I still do as much as I can at the bakery, but my primary focus is seeing that all of my sweet baby girl’s needs are met. And since I’m her only food source, I’m on call twenty-four seven. Speaking of which, I was on call every twenty minutes last night. So much for Everett and me getting our game on.

      I’m practically seeing double, I’m so exhausted. The bags under my eyes have packed their bags and are threatening to leave town without me. And I bet they’d get some rest if they did, considering the fact Lyla Nell is all but connected to my body at this point.

      I take a moment to soak in my cozy little shop, with its sugary scent of vanilla permeating the air and the warm scent of chocolate whoopie pies baking in the ovens behind me.

      The bakery has butter yellow walls, pastel furniture, and an opening in the left wall that conjoins us to the Honey Pot Diner next door. The Honey Pot was Nell’s baby, and that makes it twice as special to me. It’s my baby now, and I take extra good care of it just knowing how much it meant to Nell.

      I peer over into the dining room and see Keelie bouncing Lyla Nell in her arms. Keelie spots me and takes one of Lyla Nell’s hands and waves my way and I wave right back.

      As soon as I stepped into the bakery with the baby, Keelie decided it was time for her lunch break. Keelie is the manager of the Honey Pot, so she offered to show Lyla Nell around what she deemed would be her future stomping grounds. Keelie isn’t wrong, but I’d like to think Lyla Nell will be stomping in the direction of the Cutie Pie instead. Ever since I laid eyes on my baby girl, I’ve been fantasizing that one day the two of us would work side-by-side right here at the bakery.

      Keelie snaps a picture of herself and Lyla Nell underneath that life-size resin oak tree Nell had installed right in the heart of the Honey Pot Diner. The branches of that oak tree spread across the ceiling of both the Honey Pot and my bakery, and each branch is lovingly wrapped in twinkle lights. It’s magic. But then again, Nell was magic. She still is.

      “Lottie?” Charlie snips my name out. Come to think of it, that’s the only way she’s said my name since she’s been here. I get that she’s angry about Carlotta not telling anyone that she existed, but I’m not sure why she’s taking it out on me. “Aren’t you going to tell Suze what a great job she did with her spontaneous poem?”

      Carlotta clucks her tongue while scooping up a pistachio whoopie pie off the platter of desserts I’ve set between them.

      “Lot Lot isn’t about building people up, Cha Cha. She’s about killing ’em dead and then tracking down someone plausible to pin the blame on.”

      Cha Cha? I choose to ignore the rest of Carlotta’s irrational rantings.

      Carlotta has a long history of slicing and dicing people’s names to bits and pieces, so in a way Cha Cha makes perfect sense.

      I force a smile as I look to Suze. “That was—enlightening. I’m glad you find so much joy in the warmth of this month.”

      Suze jerks her head my way and glowers at me anew. It’s still hard to believe lovable, funny Noah came from such a sourpuss as the one standing before me. Both he and his brother Alex are doppelgängers of their father Wiley, my mother’s current beau, but I don’t believe they received a single genetic marker from their mother.

      I’m thankful about it, too.

      It turns out, Suze is a beguiler. She all but admitted it to me a few months back. I suspected as much when I caught her hosting her coven at my mother’s B&B in December. I believe the official name of the club was the Magical Mavens of Honey Hollow. It’s where she and her fellow beguilers get together and test out their powers to, well, beguile.

      Much like my own supernatural supersensual quirk, beguilers fall under something known as the transmundane umbrella. Apparently, there are a myriad of superpowers that a transmundane person can possess, and those supersensual like me have the ability to see the dead—or a ghost of the dead to be exact.

      Beguilers, on the other hand, have the ability of persuasion. Not only can they persuade people, they can persuade the elements such as wind, fire—or even cause an earthquake or two. But Suze confessed she wasn’t all that powerful. And judging by the trajectory her life has taken, I don’t know if she has any powers at all—unless, of course, they accidentally run in the wrong direction. If that’s the case, her life makes total sense—come to think of it, so would mine.

      Suze smirks. “Leave it to you, Lottie, to make someone feel marginalized when all I wanted to do was add a little light to this day.”

      “Marginalized?” I inch back. “I just said your poem was enlightening.”

      Suze steps in close. “It wasn’t what you said. It was how you said it. I think I’ll go help Lily with the customers. They always seem to appreciate the things I tell them.”

      I make a face as she stalks off toward the registers.

      “People will appreciate anything you tell them as long as you’re handing them a cookie,” I mutter, snatching up a snickerdoodle off the platter before me just as a spray of miniature blue and green stars appears right here on the counter. And in less than three seconds flat, we’re treated to a ghostly little skunk with jet-black fur and a lightning white streak running right down the middle of its back all the way to the tip of its tail.

      “Oh, thank heavens.” The tiny creature sighs. And judging from its voice, I’d guess this is a cute little girl we’re dealing with here. “I’ve been so very hungry. And I don’t have a single hankering for grubs anymore.” She hitches her pink little snout my way. “Would you mind if I had a cookie?”

      “Help yourself,” I say.

      Both Charlie and Carlotta laugh and coo as they look to the poufy little poltergeist and I suck in a huge breath and point to Charlie.

      “You can see her, too!” I all but shout. And thankfully, not a single customer cares about my outburst.

      Charlie takes a moment to scowl at me.

      I’ll admit, it’s unnerving having Charlie around. It’s sort of as if my reflection somehow managed to escape the mirror and she’s perpetually angry about it with me.

      “Yes, I see her,” she snips. “Did you think I was a nitwit?”

      “No, but, I mean, I wasn’t sure if you were—you know, supersensual. So you can see the dead?” I all but mouth that last part.

      “Of course, I see the dead. What’s the matter? You didn’t think I wasn’t as fun as you are?”

      “Nah,” Carlotta warbles. “She didn’t think you were as special as she is. Lot’s been fed a load of special bologna all her life, and she’s believed every bologna word of it. That’s what’s gotten her in more than half the messes she’s been in. And that’s what’s landed her the men in her life, too. Not only does Lot believe she’s special, but she has the power to make others believe it, too.”

      “Carlotta.” A dull laugh rumbles from me. “You make it sound as if I’ve cast a spell over Noah and Everett.”

      She gives me a side-glance. “Is there another way to explain it?”

      I shoot her a look for doubling down on the ridiculous theory.

      Charlie raises a brow as she picks up another whoopie pie. “I can see now, it would have been a barrel of laughs if we had been raised together.”

      “It would have been a barrel of tears,” Carlotta is quick to correct—and I’d have to agree with her on that. “Lot Lot doesn’t share her toys. She’s as greedy with men as she is in business.”

      “I’m not greedy with men, or in business.” I’m not even going to bother asking how I’ve been greedy in business because I’m sure she’s about to extrapolate.

      “Oh, come on, Lot.” Carlotta tosses up a hand as she’s about to prove my point.

      “You met not one but two of the most handsome men in all of Vermont on the very same day, and you shoved them into your bed just as quickly.”

      “Not true. Get to the part about my business,” I tell her. “My boobs are turning into bowling balls and I still have a ghost to question.” I hold out a strawberry whoopie pie to the disembodied among us and the cute little specter scoops it right out of my hand.

      Carlotta gags and sputters. “You own half of Honey Hollow.” She swats Charlie on the arm. “She bamboozled Nell into giving her all her real estate holdings. Sure, Nell left a little cash to the rest of us, but that was about it. Your Uncle Will tried to sue Lottie Dottie here, but since she’s sleeping with the head judge down at the Ashford Courthouse, that didn’t go anywhere.”

      “Everett had nothing to do with that case.” I nod to Charlie. “Nell and I were close, but I always believed she was Keelie’s grandmother. It wasn’t until she passed away did I learn she was my grandmother, too. Anyway, that’s why I’ve never called her Grandma Nell. And guess what?” I lean in. “Nell’s ghost visits with us once in a while! I bet she’ll be thrilled to meet you, Charlie.”

      She shrugs as if she were indifferent. “Carlotta let me know that Nell knew nothing about me while she was living.” She scoops up the tiny skunk and hand-feeds her a chocolate chip cookie. “You’re not the only one who doesn’t like to share her toys, Lottie. Carlotta is the very same way.”

      My heart breaks as I look to my newly minted younger sister. “Can I ask why you call her Carlotta? I mean, I wasn’t raised by her, so that’s why I do it—but I primarily hear you call her by her formal name, too.”

      Charlie gives Carlotta the side-eye. “She’s always had me call her that. We moved around a lot. Never made any real friends. By the time I was a teenager, she convinced everyone we were sisters. But I still call her Mama now and again when the mood strikes.”

      Carlotta rolls her eyes. “See there, Lot? She’s a rebel. The girl doesn’t know how to listen. She’s got a stubborn will, just like you.”

      “Carlotta,” I grouse at the older version of me. “That was cruel. Charlie needed a mom, not a sister. Well, not until now,” I tell the younger version of me. “And I’m sorry you never had anyone to call Mom.”

      “I do now.” Charlie strokes her hand over the hungry skunk’s back. “Miranda let me know I could call her Mom right from the get-go.”

      Carlotta snaps her fingers. “Miranda Lemon strikes again.” She pats Charlie on the back. “Don’t let the door hit ya where the good Lord split ya. Now that you got a mama to write home to, you can boot scoot back to Arizona.”

      Charlie glowers at Carlotta so hard I’m half-afraid there’s going to be a fistfight.

      I’m still not sure who I’d be rooting for.

      “I’m never going back to Arizona, Carlotta. If I were you, I’d worry that a little more of Arizona was coming to Honey Hollow.”

      Carlotta sucks in a lungful of air, and if I’m not mistaken, there’s more than a twinge of fear in her eyes.

      “What happened in Arizona?” I ask, swooping close in the event they wanted to spill a secret or two.

      Carlotta is quick to scoop that ball of black and white fluff out of Charlie’s arms. “Never you mind, Lot Lot. What happened in Arizona stays in Arizona.” She gives Charlie a searing warning of a look, and I can only surmise whatever happened in Arizona wasn’t any good. “Come on, Lot. Stop wasting time showing off your double daddies, your fancy bakery, and mega millions to your poor, unfortunate sister. You’ve got a case to solve.”

      I’m not even going there.

      “I guess I do.” I pluck the skunk out of Carlotta’s arms and into my own. I’m always surprised by how solid the dead can feel when they wish to. “Hey there, cutie.” I bounce her in my arms. “What’s your name and how did you know Terri Norris?”

      “Terri?” She looks around. “Is she here?”

      “No, actually,” I rock her as if I were holding Lyla Nell, “she’s gone—as in dead. She was murdered. But you’ve been called back to help solve her case.”

      The tiny ghostly being opens her pink little mouth. “Does her case have to do with those delicious cookies?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Then I’m not interested.” She tosses up a paw. “Terri is the reason I lost my freedom. She decided she wanted to lock me away from the world, away from my family. And I was never allowed any friends. Can you imagine?”

      “I can,” Charlie says, snatching the precious poltergeist out of my hands. “It looks as if you and I are going to be two peas in a pod. What should I call you?”

      The tiny creatures huffs, “Terri called me Stinky Binky. Can you imagine going through life with a ridiculous name like that?”

      Charlie nods as she looks to Carlotta. “Oh, I can imagine exactly what it’s like to have a ridiculous name.” She squeezes the tiny specter. “I think we’ll just call you Binky. No reason to humiliate you each time we say your name. Have another cookie.”

      “You know”—I lean their way—“the dead haven’t always been able to eat. I couldn’t even hear them in the beginning, but as my powers grew so did their abilities. And believe me when I tell you, the ghosts have been more than grateful that they can chow down again. I don’t know where the food goes, but apparently, that’s not important. The important part is—”

      Carlotta holds up a hand. “The important part is because of you blah blah blah blah. See there, Cha Cha? She can’t stop talking about how special she is. I told you not to come out. I tried to warn ya that there wasn’t a spot of sunshine Lot would be willing to share with anyone. But you just had to come anyway.”

      “I did have to come.” She’s right back to glaring at Carlotta. “And you and I both know why.”

      The two of them enter into a staring contest, and as much as I want to break up the peeping party and ask Charlie why she had to come to Vermont, I don’t bother. I may not know much about my sister, but I do know she’s not here to make things easy on me.

      “Besides”—Charlie snuggles with Binky—“I’m glad I came to Honey Hollow. Not only do I finally have me a mother, I found myself a few friends, too.”

      “Like who?” Carlotta’s eyes widen a notch and I have a sneaking suspicion whoever these new friends of Charlie’s are, Carlotta is getting ready to run off and warn them about her.

      “Greer Giles,” Charlie says without missing a beat.

      “What about Greer Giles?” a voice chirps from behind and we see a dark-haired version of my bestie coming in hot.

      “Naomi,” I say a touch too chipper as I give a slight shake of the head to Charlie. For the most part, I like to keep all talk about ghosts to a minimum. “Charlie, this is Keelie’s twin sister, Naomi. They’re both blondes by nature, but Naomi likes to rock her locks on the dark side, much like my sister Meg.” I leave out the tidbit of Naomi bullying me relentlessly back in high school. Technically, it was Naomi and Lily who did the bullying, but now that I routinely deposit money into Lily’s bank account by way of a paycheck, Lily has been a lot nicer to me. Naomi? Not so much.

      “Nice to meet you.” Charlie doesn’t bother with a smile. “I guess that means we’re cousins.”

      “Eh.” Naomi shrugs. “Don’t expect much because of it. I found out Lottie was my cousin a couple years back, and I don’t care for her any more than I did back when she was just a nuisance.”

      I cluck my tongue. “Naomi is the manager at the Evergreen Manor. It’s much bigger than the B&B.”

      “Yup.” Carlotta bobs her head up and down. “And it was more popular until Miranda’s dusty castle filled up with a bunch of spooky kooky ghosts. Now she runs those Haunted Honey Hollow Tours and makes a killing off of ’em, too.”

      “That’s true,” I chime in. “And when she’s through, she sends the tourists my way for what she likes to call The Last Thing They Ate Tour.”

      Charlie gives an amused blink. “I see profiteering off the dead isn’t frowned upon in Honey Hollow.”

      “Oh, it is.” Naomi is quick to set her straight. “It’s just that the Lemons are prone to adulating crass things such as having multiple partners, having babies with questionable paternities—and the real humdinger? Landing one of their infamous desserts at the scene of a homicide just to pump up sales.”

      “Come on, Naomi.” I avert my eyes. “You know I’m the only Lemon that does those things,” I say those last few words in air quotes.

      “See there?” Carlotta slaps her hand over the counter as she looks to my sister. “Didn’t I tell ya she hates to share the spotlight?”

      “I guess you did.” Charlie squints in my direction. “Don’t worry, sis. I’m not here to steal anything that belongs to you. I’m just here to take what’s rightfully mine.”

      Naomi swoops in close and her mouth rounds out. “Ooh, I like you. How about we take these sweet treats to a private table and I can tell you all about Honey Hollow?”

      “Sure thing.” Charlie gets up from her seat, still hand-feeding Binky a cookie as if it were the most natural thing in the world to have a cookie dissolve in your hand. “But we’ll have to make it quick. It’s my first day at work, and I was supposed to be at Mangias a half hour ago.” The two of them take off for the Honey Pot and I’m left choking in their wake.

      “She’s going to get fired,” I tell Carlotta in a rage.

      “Oh, who cares? The quicker she figures out that she’s not wanted, the faster she’ll leave town.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “She’s a thief and a liar, Lot Lot. Just take my word for it. No use in finding out for yourself. If you’re smart, you won’t let her within three feet of anyone you care about.”

      I glance over to the table where Charlie and Naomi are gabbing away like old friends and watch as Suze and Lily head over to join them as well.

      “I’m pretty sure all of those women can take care of themselves,” I mutter. “Although, she sort of did steal Binky. I’d better steal her back. Every second counts in a homicide investigation.”

      “Pfft. Stinky Binky is already Team Cha Cha, Lot. Now that we know where her loyalty lies, we’ll know not to rely on her.” She narrows her eyes over me. “What’s going on with your hair, Lot Lot? Are you trying to give the Carlottas of Honey Hollow a bad name? It looks as if you’ve got more than a few skunks taking up residence in there.”

      “I lost my brush. It must have fallen out of my bag at church yesterday. I had to use Everett’s comb, and it wasn’t nearly as prepared to deal with this bird’s nest.”

      “Even the deceased had nice hair. Come on, Lot. I’m not buying your lost brush routine. Fess up. I heard you and Sexy trying to get a good rhythm going with that headboard, but every time you hit your stride, Little Yippy got going, too. Why don’t you lock the little squirt in that fancy baby jail you outfitted her cell with?”

      I make a face. “Please stop calling her Little Yippy.” It’s not the first time and I doubt it’ll be the last. “And I can’t have her all the way down the hall in the nursery. I need her next to me. How else am I supposed to check to see if she’s breathing at ten-minute intervals?”

      “Ah gee, aren’t you on a first-name basis with the Grim Reaper by now? Just tell ’em Little Yippy is off-limits and to boot scoot elsewhere.”

      “Like your bedroom?” I tease.

      She takes a moment to glare at me. “Back to your booty issues. Have Foxy take her for the night. Or I’m sure he’d be glad to sleep in Little Yippy’s pen. And that way you and Sexy can get your groove on.”

      “I’m not having Noah babysit so my booty can groove. It feels wrong. I’ll just have to wait until Lyla Nell allows for it.”

      “So Little Yippy is in charge of your sex life now, too? I bet a field trip to the Honey Hollow Fire Department is looking a little more tempting every day.”

      “So is a one-way ticket to Arizona.”

      “All right, all right.” She waves me off. “Let’s get focused. Who’s our first suspect?”

      I’m about to open my mouth when a familiar woman with a caramel-colored bun breezes on in.

      “Hold onto that thought,” I say as I walk in the woman’s direction. “Welcome to the Cutie Pie. I’m Lottie Lemon, I’ll be glad to help you out.” I offer her my brightest smile. “Hey, weren’t you at church yesterday? I was dedicating my daughter, and I’m pretty sure I recognize you.”

      “That would be me. Olive St. James.” She stretches a hand my way and I shake it.

      She’s pretty, creamy skin, sharp features, dressed in a white pantsuit that I would be terrified to try on at a boutique, let alone own. I’m pretty much a magnet for stains these days—and in days past as well.

      “Did you know the deceased?” I wince as I ask because I already happen to know the answer. I saw Olive speaking to Terri a couple of times yesterday.

      She offers a mournful smile as she nods. “Terri was one of my dearest friends. And she was technically a client of mine. I’m one of the counselors at Honey Hollow Covenant. Terri and I spoke about once a week.”

      “Oh? Was she having trouble?” I whisper in hopes she’ll feel safe enough to confide just about anything to me. Bakers fall under the same confidence rule as do hairdressers and bartenders. I think it’s the heady scent of sugary treats that suddenly inspires people to spill their life stories. That and the fact a carbohydrate high is a very real thing.

      “I’m sorry.” She shakes her head. “But even though Terri has passed, I feel obligated to stand true to patient-client confidentiality.”

      “I completely understand. I mean, the jury is still out whether or not she died of natural causes, but the sheriff’s department hasn’t ruled out a homicide just yet. I just thought if there was someone she had a disagreement with, you might know about it. But then, I witnessed just about everyone there at that business meeting having a disagreement with her, so there’s that.”

      A small laugh bounces from her. “I’m afraid that was Terri in a nutshell.” She twists her lips and glances past me. “You know, Terri was friends with Clementine Greenbaum—or at least for a while. I think yesterday I was witness to a few sharp words between her and Terri as well. Anyway, she might be a better person to ask than me.” She blows out a breath. “I’m just picking up a few cookies for the staff. Everyone is so down at the office. I thought they could use a little pick-me-up.”

      “I’ll be glad to help you with that.” I quickly help her select our most popular sweet treats, double fudge brownies, fresh baked white chocolate chip and macadamia nut cookies, apricot thumbprints, lace cookies, about a half a dozen crullers, and even a few cannolis. “I think this might be comforting on a small scale if nothing else,” I tell her. “I hope the staff enjoys it. And hey, if you can think of anything at all that might help the sheriff’s department, please feel free to call them.”

      Her expression grows dark. “You really don’t think Terri died from natural causes, do you?”

      I shake my head.

      She glances over her shoulder a moment before leaning in. “You know what? Neither do I.” Her brows hike a notch. “I’ll see about reaching out to the sheriff’s department if it does turn out nefarious.”

      “Contact Detective Noah Fox,” I whisper. “He’s in charge of the case.”

      “Noah Fox?” She glances to the floor as she struggles to process it. “Wait, wasn’t he with you up onstage yesterday?”

      “Yes, actually. He’s my daughter’s father, but not my husband. I guess I could have used some serious counseling about a year ago.” Not that I would change a thing. Lyla Nell is the best thing that has ever happened to me.

      We share a warm laugh at the thought.

      “It was nice meeting you, Lottie. And if you ever do need any counseling, my door is always open to you.”

      She takes off just as Keelie comes my way and lands my precious baby girl in my arms.

      “Thanks for giving me all the baby feels, Lottie,” Keelie says as she adjusts the bow in Lyla Nell’s hair. “Do you think it’s too soon for me to try for a girl? I was going to wait until little Bear turned two, but Lyla Nell looks like a doll in her pink dress and matching bow. I have a sudden craving to dress someone in pink.”

      “You’re welcome to come over and dress Lyla Nell anytime you want. And once both she and Bear start howling at the very same time, that should take the edge off to deviate from your two-year plan.”

      “You’re so right.” She shudders. “But in two years I think we should synchronize our pregnancies.” She snatches up a vanilla whoopie pie and takes off with a wave.

      “Hey there, cutie,” I coo as Lyla Nell flashes a dimpled smile at me just as Charlie and Naomi get up and head this way.

      “Ta ta for now.” Charlie waves as she heads for the door with Binky lying across her shoulders like an exotic black and white scarf. “Wish me luck. I’m off to start my new career as a waitress at Mangias.”

      “Break a pizza,” Carlotta shouts as Charlie sails out the door.

      Naomi shakes her head my way. “That girl is a breath of fresh air. Sure, she’s got your face, but I actually like her. Did you know she’s been communicating with the ghost of Greer Giles? I knew those rumors were true. Greer really is haunting the B&B. And she’s got a boyfriend, a creepy kid, and a cat. The best part? I think I just gained a new best friend.”

      She takes off and I glance to Lily since she and Naomi have spent a majority of their lives holding that bestie title.

      Lily shrugs as she heads for the kitchen. “I sort of feel the same. Charlie is my new BFF.”

      “Great,” I say, pressing a kiss to Lyla Nell’s forehead. “I’m glad Charlie has forged a few friendships in record time. Besides, I’ve got other things to think about. Like how to make sure your daddy fills me in on every detail that Olive St. James might tell him. But first, I think we need to have a word with your sister’s English teacher.”

      And I’m betting whatever Clementine and Terri were discussing yesterday had nothing to do with scholastics.

      But it could have had something to do with a motive for murder.
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      Lemon and I officially leveled up—as in the second level went up on our new home today.

      Building a house isn’t something I ever thought I’d do—or even hire someone to do for that matter, but here we are and this skeletal structure has the power to bring a tear to my eye. Lemon and I lived side-by-side right next door to one another here on Country Cottage Road up until last fall when both of our houses burned to the ground. It was on Halloween night our homes burned to cinder. Lemon thinks a curse had something to do with it, and I’m not discounting it. But as it turns out, that curse just so happened to lead to my good fortune because Lemon and I are building our own home now—a singular structure that we’ll share together.

      “Looking good,” I say to Bear as he and his crew wrap up for the day.

      Bear Fisher is covered with mud, concrete, and has some indistinguishable stains over his T-shirt and jeans. The cap bearing his company’s logo sits crooked on his head as he makes his way over. Bear and Lemon dated back in high school. From what I understand, he crushed her heart and made her cry herself to sleep just about every night. That alone is worthy of me implementing some sort of punishment. But by the looks of things, building this monster I designed for Lemon and me might just be punishment enough.

      “You think this looks good?” Bear chuckles. “Wait until you see Nell’s place. Keelie helped put the finishing touches on it since Lottie’s been busy with the baby. Between you and me, it looks so good you may not need that mother-in-law quarters you’re having me put in. Carlotta might not choose to live here.”

      “It’s a nice thought. But I’m too grounded in reality to entertain fantasies. Besides, if Carlotta isn’t staying over, it’ll be Noah.”

      “He is your cross to bear,” he says as he takes off.

      “Looks like.”

      A crimson minivan glides down the street and right into the driveway next door, so I head down to greet Lemon.

      “What is that?” she beams as she takes in the towering structure. “Oh, Everett, is that really going to be our house? I swear, it looks bigger than my mother’s B&B.”

      “It might have to be, considering how many people we’ll be housing,” I say as I pull Lyla Nell’s car seat out of the van and she rewards me with a hearty laugh. “Of course, you’re welcome to stay as long as you like.” I brush my finger to her nose. With Lemon and Evie in my life, I thought my heart couldn’t possibly grow another inch, and yet it’s grown a mile all because of this little angel.

      “Everett.” Lemon wraps her arms around me without taking her eyes off the wooden structure. “It’s really happening. Our home. Can you believe it? All of our dreams are coming true.”

      My stomach clenches when she says it. I’m not sure why. Maybe it’s all the death we’ve had to deal with.

      Maybe it’s the fact I was just seconds from serving hard time for stealing Florenza Canelli’s body. Or the fact her uncle had a hit out on me up until five minutes ago. Maybe it’s because deep down I see a pattern of unrest in our lives that has me on guard as far as the future goes.

      “Yes,” I say it emphatically, a touch too loud as if imploring myself to believe it. “All of our dreams are coming true.” I’m just praying they don’t birth any nightmares.

      Another minivan pulls up, Carlotta’s green machine, and both Carlotta and Lottie’s look-alike sister, Charlie, get out.

      “I tried to lose her, Lot.” Carlotta hitches her thumb back at her younger daughter. “But she’s on me like white on ice.”

      “It’s rice,” Lemon corrects. “And Charlie, you’re more than welcome to stay for dinner. Noah is picking up a pizza from—”

      “Mangias,” she says, plucking at her T-shirt that bears the restaurant’s logo. “I was working the register when he walked in. He should be here any minute.” She winks over at me as she and Carlotta head up to the house.

      “Great.” Lemon looks up at me. “I still don’t know if I trust her.”

      “Don’t worry. She hasn’t earned my trust yet either. Let’s get inside before she infiltrates Evie.”

      The house is lit up bright and cheery. Evie is holding one of Lemon’s Himalayan cats, Pancake, and Charlie is holding Waffles. I never thought I’d see myself living with cats, but since I’ve fallen in love with Lemon, I’ve fallen in love with everything in her world, including those hairy beasts.

      “Guess what?” Evie runs up as I land Lyla Nell’s car seat on the sofa and Evie quickly plucks her sister out. “Conner and I are up for junior prom king and queen!” she squeals so loud my ears tingle. “And, like, so are Dash and Kyle. But, like, who cares, right? Conner and I are campaigning like crazy. I already let everyone know that if I win, it’s free cookies for a year at the Cutie Pie.”

      “What’s that?” Lemon backtracks from the kitchen.

      Evie turns my way. “And I told them they could have free legal advice any time they wanted. I mean, that costs nothing, right?”

      “It costs my time. And believe me, there’s not a student at that school who can afford it.”

      The door opens and Noah bursts onto the scene with a couple of large pizzas and we dive right in.

      “Speaking of prom,” Lemon looks to Evie, “we need to shop for a dress.”

      “Sorry, Mom,” Evie says, doling out a couple of slices of pizza onto her plate. “Dash and I are rebelling against the profiteering of high school dances. We hit the thrift shop last week and each bought some pretty cool rags to wear. I’d let you see it now, but I think I’ll wait until prom night and surprise you.”

      Lemon looks slightly crestfallen. I know she’s anxious to hit all the milestones with Evie.

      She shrugs. “Well, if you’re still in need of chaperones, sign me up. I’d love to get dressed to the nines and dance the night away.”

      “And escape Little Yippy,” Carlotta quips, but Lemon chooses to ignore her as she waits for Evie to reply.

      Evie and Charlie exchange a look.

      “Uh”—Evie sighs—“whatever. It’s not like I can keep anything from you guys, it’s like I live with a Special Forces unit. I’ve already asked Charlie to chaperone and she said yes, so we’re all booked up, but thanks for asking.” She grabs another slice of pizza and takes a gargantuan bite.

      “You asked Charlie?” Lemon’s brows hike.

      The look of indifference drops from Evie’s face because she knows her jig is up.

      “All right, fine,” Evie spews. “I asked Charlie because she looks like you, Mom. That way my teachers are happy because they think you’re there. And you’re happy because I’ve got my shiny new aunt looking after me—and I’m happy because my shiny new aunt doesn’t care one bit what I’m doing with whom.” Her phone chirps. “Gotta run.” She jumps from the table. “Dash and I have some serious eye shadow palettes to discuss.”

      “I’d love to be at the school gym on prom night,” Lemon calls after her.

      “You do that, Mom,” she shouts back. “I’ll be at the Lux Plaza Hotel in Fallbrook on prom night! That’s the hotel Grandma Eliza owns, isn’t that cool?”

      True as gospel. I grunt at the thought. My mother is a hotel heiress with an impressive portfolio. Lemon, Noah, and I just visited the Lux Plaza Hotel last March for my high school reunion. Of course, a corpse showed up that night. I’m betting Evie fares better. But if Conner decides he’s going to put the moves on her, he just might play the part of the corpse in question.

      “Well then”—Charlie smiles over at Lemon—“I’ll be sure to give you the full intel from Fallbrook. Don’t worry, Lottie. I’ll watch your little Evie as if she were my own.”

      “I appreciate it,” Lemon says as Lyla Nell begins to fuss in her arms. “I’d better go change this peanut.” She takes off and Charlie runs her tongue over her lips as she looks my way.

      I have a feeling Evie isn’t the only thing she’d like to take care of as if it were her own.

      That gut churning feeling comes back.

      Something is definitely afoot, something dark is on the horizon, I can feel it.

      And I doubt Charlie is the only obstacle trying to get in my way. I have no problem staying faithful to Lemon. Charlie will have to lick her lips elsewhere. She’s not getting any extra attention from me. But I have a feeling this is bigger than her.

      Nope. The other shoe is about to drop.

      It’s just a matter of when and where.

      I already know who it’ll land on.

      Me.
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      A year ago if anyone told me that I’d have fallen madly in love with yet another girl, I wouldn’t have believed it. And yet, I’ve fallen just as madly and deeply for Lyla Nell as I have her mother.

      I help Lottie give Lyla Nell a quick bath and change her into her PJ’s, and not one second passes after I button her up than she’s snoozing right there on the changing table. I give Lyla Nell a kiss to the nose before laying her into the bassinet next to Lottie’s side of the bed, then a kiss to Lottie’s nose to match.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I say as we head into living room.

      Carlotta comes at me. “Where are you going, Foxy? Aren’t you headed in the wrong direction? The nursery is that way. Lot’s got your favorite superhero sheets on the bed and everything.” It’s true, Lottie put a bed in the nursery for me. And Evie thought it would be hysterical if the sheets had little cartoon dogs printed all over them—heck, I even thought it was funny. But since it’s easier for Lottie to nurse Lyla Nell in her own bed, there’s no point in me being in the nursery.

      “Not tonight.” I nod back at Lottie. “But you just say when and I’ll take a shift.”

      Carlotta elbows Lottie, and Lottie mumbles something to her through the side of her mouth.

      I nod to Everett and he walks me out. “Watch out for you know who.” He hitches his head back into the house and I catch a glimpse of Lottie’s look-alike sister arguing with Carlotta. “She’s trouble.”

      “I didn’t need a road map for that one,” I say. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

      I jog across the street, and no sooner do I land at my doorstep than Trouble herself pops up beside me.

      “Geez.” I inch back, just trying to escape her sheer proximity. “What are you doing here?” I ask as I unlock the door and she speeds right on in.

      Toby, my golden retriever, barks and jumps at the sight of her.

      “So this is where the magic happens?”

      I find her twirling in my living room as I snap on the lights.

      “What magic?” I ask as I give Toby a few quick pats before scooping up a heap of kibble for him into his bowl.

      Charlie dips her chin and looks over at me from under her lashes. Her Mangias T-shirt is a touch too tight, her hips are swinging in my direction, and she’s looking far too much like Lottie for my liking right now.

      “Come on, Noah.” Her teeth graze over her lower lip. “You and I both know it’s over for you and my sister. And me?” Her shoulders bounce as she feigns a look of innocence. “Face it, I’m the next best thing.”

      “No, no, no.” I toss my hands up. “I’m sorry, Charlie, but that’s not happening.”

      Her demeanor shifts on a dime and she’s glaring at me as if I just stole her lunch.

      “Fine, have it your way. I’m going to bed.” She takes off for the hall and heads into the restroom before jetting into the next room over—mine.

      “Whoa,” I say, following her. “What the heck is happening here?” I step into the room only to find her shirt off and her thumbs hitching her jeans down a notch. Before I can process any of it, she’s in her underwear, then slipping between my sheets.

      “I’m too tired to head to the B&B.” She stretches her arms above her head and I glance away as the sheet falls loose. “And by the way, your ex? Cormack? I’d pull a restraining order on her if I were you.”

      “Great advice. In fact, I’ll look to see if I can get a two-for-one deal. As in, I’ll be taking one out on you, too.” I flick my fingers at her. “Come on. Out. Now. It’s been a long day and the only one sleeping in that bed tonight will be me. I’m too tired to play games.”

      She growls, and for a second I think she’s actually baring her teeth at me.

      “Have it your way.” She flings the covers off and exposes me to far more flesh than I feel comfortable looking at.

      “I’ll call for a ride,” I tell her. “Go ahead and get dressed. We can forget this ever happened.”

      She pulls out a phone from God knows where and starts snapping pictures of herself as she grips my headboard.

      “What the hell?”

      “Relax,” she bites back. “I’m just taking a few shots for posterity. What are you going to do? Arrest me?”

      “Yes, maybe.” But I have a feeling she’d use my handcuffs against me, so I opt not to pull them out. Instead, I pull out my own phone and get a car down here stat to give her a lift to the B&B. It’s a nice night. She could walk, it’s not that far, but seeing how she’s prone to losing her clothes, she’d probably get arrested for public nudity.

      Charlie puts herself together—mostly, and heads out front where a woman in a minivan not too different from Lottie’s is waiting for her.

      “Night, Noah.” Charlie blows me a kiss. “I had lots of fun. We should do it again sometime.”

      She hops into the van and it mercifully zips off.

      Toby bounds out of the house and sniffs around the lawn, readying to do his nightly business just as I spot a glowing angel traipsing out of the house from across the street. It’s Lottie in a pink nightgown as she makes her way to me.

      “Where did Charlie go?” Her voice is in a panic. “Everett’s in the shower. I’m hoping to God she didn’t sneak in the bathroom.”

      “No, she snuck into the bedroom. Mine.”

      Lottie winces. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize for her. If you start, you might be doing it for a very long time.” I pull her in. “Go get some rest. I know Lyla Nell isn’t giving you any sleep.”

      She makes a face. “You didn’t by chance program her that way?”

      “I might have if given the chance.” I wink. “But only to make Everett reminisce fondly of his restful nights as a bachelor.”

      “I think we both know Everett’s nights as a bachelor were anything but restful.”

      We share a warm laugh and I land a kiss to her cheek. “Get to bed. Mine is still an option, by the way. If I remember correctly, Everett can take a good three hours in the bathroom. We’ve got time.”

      “Very funny.” She gives the scruff on my cheeks a quick scratch. “Thank you for being too smart to fall for any of my nutty sister’s tricks. It looks as if we both have quirky relatives.”

      I wish her a good night and watch as she heads across the street and into the house—into that bed Everett is waiting to dive into with her, and I can’t help but frown.

      It should be me. If the roles were reversed, Charlie would have gotten lucky with him.

      My phone bleats in my pocket and I fish it out. It’s a text from my own nutty family member, my father.

      Jimmy says it’s time to pay up the rest of what I owe him. I need your help. He’s gonna kill me, Noah. You’re my only hope.

      I take a deep lungful of night air and shake my head.

      Something tells me dealing with my nutty relatives will be a heck of a lot more dangerous than hers.

      Jimmy Canelli wants money, a pile of it, or my father gets it.

      I have a feeling I’ll be the only one that gets it in the end.
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      I know what you’ve done.

      That note Terri showed me just minutes before she died rotates through my mind on a loop.

      What had Terri done?

      And who was sending that quasi-threatening note?

      It’s creepy. It makes me wonder what the rest of the notes she received said. She mentioned she had a drawer full of them at home. I told Noah all about it and he said he’d look into getting a search warrant, asap.

      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is flooded with patrons this afternoon and our whoopie pies are flying right off the shelves as if they were magically inclined to do so. The scent of fresh baked chocolate cake—or chocolate whoopies—has been wafting all the way down Main Street and the customers have been hypnotically streaming through the door. Even a few of the local shop owners have stopped by to pick up a dozen or so for their patrons. And they all made a point to tell me that I don’t play fair when it comes to luring in the customers.

      Mom stopped by to get her Lyla Nell fix and has been chatting away with her while enjoying a stack of whoopie pies herself.

      “Oh, Lottie.” She moans through a bite while Lyla Nell tries her best to grab it. She’s got her strapped to her chest while snug in a carrier and Lyla Nell couldn’t be happier. “You need to send six boxes of these to the B&B pronto. Cormack and I have instated a daily brunch and all-hour dessert bar. The guests are simply loving it.”

      Everett and I exchange a glance at the mention of her inadvertent business partner.

      I just love having Everett around twenty-four seven. I’m going to miss him something fierce when he gets back to his bench in a few weeks. He’s let the dark stubble on his cheeks grow out a little more than usual and it makes his eyes glow like a pure summer sky. In fact, I think the women might be streaming in just because their Greek god radar is on. He’s donned a T-shirt and jeans, a maddening combo on him, and also a rare one. Once he gets back to work, it’s all suits all the time. That is, until he lands in bed with me. Then it’s all birthday suits all the time.

      “How are things going with Cormack, anyway?” he asks my mother.

      Mom wrinkles her nose. “Oh, you know, as well as can be. We seem to have a difference of opinion on just about everything, but after I let her have her way, she’s pretty nice about it.”

      A hard groan comes from me. “That is not okay, Mom.” Once my mother lost the B&B to the two socialite ditzes, they spray-painted everything they could get their hands on hot pink and instated a nightly disco. Gone is the lovable cozy corner my mother worked so hard to cultivate, and in its place is a dance-off at Honey Hollow’s up-and-coming bordello.

      “I’ve had it,” I tell her. “Come heck or high water, this is one curse I’m reversing. I don’t know how or when, but Cormack’s reign of terror is coming to an end.”

      Everett sighs. “Now that Cressida isn’t invested in it, maybe Cormack will be a little more reasonable.”

      “Where is Cressida, anyway?” I ask just above a whisper. I’d hate to accidentally conjure her up by way of my vocal cords.

      Everett pulls his coffee close. “It’s yachting season. She sent me a text the day of the murder, letting me know Evie could have at her couture closet. In all the chaos I forgot to mention it to her.”

      “Don’t worry.” I make a face. “I would have rather gone shopping with her. But she’s got it all taken care of with her thrift-store treasure. Speaking of Evie, I think we should go and have a word with her English teacher.” I make crazy eyes at Everett because I don’t even want to hint to my mother that I’ll be investigating the case.

      “Oh, you kids.” Mom chortles. “I know what this little parent-teacher conference is really about.” She says parent-teacher conference in air quotes. “Go on and run off. Make another brother or sister for Evie and Lyla Nell. The more the merrier, I say.” She winks. “I was young once, too, you know. When your father and I used to need a moment alone, we’d tell you girls we were headed out back to feed the magical chickens.”

      “Wait a minute. You mean to tell me we didn’t have any magical chickens? But you always came in with eggs afterwards.” Come to think of it, my parents did look a little roughed up from the effort. That was half the reason my sisters and I never wanted to feed the magical chickens ourselves. We figured they were a rowdy bunch.

      She laughs. “Why do you think we left through the door in the kitchen? I just snapped up a few eggs from the fridge afterwards and threw them into a basket to show you girls.”

      Everett looks my way. “It’s not too late to add a door to the kitchen.”

      “I’d text Bear right away if I were you,” I tell him and he whips out his phone just as a couple of familiar faces stride into the bakery.

      “Mayor Nash, Carlotta.” I offer up a smile their way. “What can I get you?”

      “A shovel and every sweet treat you got in the place. Harry tried to get me to eat those lawn clippings he grazes on for lunch. I’m half-starved, and you know that’s when I’m at my most dangerous,” Carlotta says, snatching up a whoopie pie from my mother’s plate. She does have six sitting there. It’s probably best for her blood sugar that she share the love. “Harry and I were just discussing that reunion shindig.”

      “The B&B is ready when you are.” Mom doesn’t hesitate with the offer. “The guest of honor is already staying with me. It’ll be perfect.”

      Mayor Nash leans in. “Hope you don’t mind, but we’d like to have it this evening. Just an informal dinner. We’ll pick up some pizza. The kids are all game if you are.”

      “It’s perfect,” Mom says. “You can have run of the conservatory for however long you need it. Charlie is a sweet girl. I just hope she feels right at home in Honey Hollow.”

      Sweet girl?

      I shake my head at Everett. We both know all about how she made herself at home in Noah’s bed last night. Charlie Sawyer is anything but sweet.

      “We’ll be there, for sure,” I say, taking off my apron. “But, for now, we’ve got a teacher to meet up with.” I can’t help but giggle as I gather my purse, put together a box of my whoopie pies, and give Lyla Nell a quick kiss. “She has a bottle in the fridge,” I tell my mother. “I just pumped this morning, so it’s fresh. And if she gets fussy, try to face her outward in the carrier. She likes to see what’s going on in the world. Oh, and if you sing ‘Slippery Fish’ and do a little dance, she’ll laugh like crazy. Oh, and if she—”

      “Go, Lottie.” Mom shakes her head at me. “Everett, please take your wife to feed the magical chickens.” Her shoulders wiggle as she says it. “And don’t worry about the baby. I have her car seat, stroller, and everything else I need. I’ll probably walk to the lake with her. Wiley is already down there, and it’s such a beautiful day. And yes, I already plan on putting a hat and sunscreen on her. Go on, shoo! Have a good time.”

      Everett and I don’t have to be told twice. We’re out the door and he’s already driving us in the direction of Honey Hollow High.

      The magical chickens will have to wait for now. But hopefully not long.
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      The bell rings just as we set foot on campus and Honey Hollow High is officially out for the day.

      Honey Hollow High is actually a trio of large white brick buildings set over a rolling green lawn and brick walkways. Dozens of would-be, could-be monster trucks, with wheels as tall as I am, speed out of the parking lot along with other far more down-to-earth vehicles. Although, even those have large fuzzy dice or extravagant crystal pendants hanging from the rearview mirrors.

      Up ahead, in the quad, an entire gaggle of kids are milling around, having that last-minute gab session with friends before they’re off for the day. And in the back, speaking with another woman, I spot Clementine Greenbaum in a white blouse and cranberry trousers. Her blonde hair gleams in the sun and her skin glows a warm shade of cinnamon. Around her neck sits a rope chain with a whistle attached, and boy, does that whistle bring back memories here.

      “There she is,” I whisper to Everett, and for a minute I get lost in those heady eyes of his, so I hike up on my tiptoes and steal a kiss. “You know, I’ve always wanted to make out with a cute boy on campus.”

      “I thought you were dating Bear all through high school? Don’t tell me he wasn’t smart enough to make that happen.”

      “Oh, he did—just with other girls.”

      His brows twitch. “I’m putting your lips on notice. As soon as we finish up with our suspect, I’m going to have my way with them.” He glances past me and frowns. “You do realize that we need to treat all suspects as if they might be the killer. If we weren’t on school grounds, I would have brought Ethel.”

      Ethel is the Glock handgun Everett and Noah teamed up to purchase for me a while back. Suffice it to say, I haven’t seen Ethel much since I’ve had Lyla Nell.

      “Don’t worry,” I tell him. “Nothing is going to happen to us on school grounds.”

      A swarm of girls appear to our left.

      “Is that the hot judge?” one of them shouts.

      Hot Judge was one of the hashtags that started some serious chaos in our lives a few months back. Evie is the queen of the Insta Pictures social scene and, well, she’s made Everett, Noah, and me Insta famous as they say.

      “It is!” another girl cries.

      “Hot Judge!” an entire legion of girls scream just as they bolt this way, and soon we’re engulfed in a cloud of perfume, tight T-shirts, hot pink combat boots, and enough telecommunications technology to commandeer the space station.

      I manage to elbow my way out of that tangle of limbs but not without losing just about every whoopie pie in the box I’m holding. There’s just one left.

      Perfect. That’s all I need.

      I don’t take two steps before Evie and her blond bestie, Dash, pop up before me— both with looks of horror written on their faces.

      “What are you doing?” Evie shouts as if I was the one that just accosted two dozen girls with my whoopie pies and not the other way around. “Is that Dad?” Evie shrills in horror. “Oh my freaking stars! You’ve ruined my life!” She stalks off before I can open my mouth.

      “And mine!” Dash shouts with just as much vigor before stomping off after her.

      “Wonderful,” I huff at the thought.

      A spray of blue and green stars erupts, and soon I’ve got a fluffy black and white skunk fanning me with her tail.

      “I didn’t miss it, did I, Lottie?” Binky blinks to life in all of her infernal furry glory. “I was at the pizza place with Charlie when I got the feeling my services were needed. And oh, does that girl ever like to spoil me. I’ve already eaten three large pizzas today.”

      “Charlie seems to be treating you really well,” I whisper. “Just please assure me she’s not telling anyone else about you.”

      “Why, she’s telling everyone. Of course, they think I’m her pet, but they all seem very interested in seeing a skunk up close and in person. Our kind doesn’t appreciate humans taking a gander. We have a special way of dealing with them, you know.”

      “I am definitely familiar. And if it makes you feel better, unless they’re supersensual, the people of Honey Hollow can’t really see you.”

      “Oh, to be sixteen again.” A woman laughs to my right and I look over to see Clementine heading this way. “I just had to see what the kerfuffle was all about.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t want to be sixteen again. That was a rough year for me,” I say and we share a laugh before turning toward the beehive surrounding Everett. “My poor husband is in there somewhere. I hope he’s safe.”

      Binky gasps. “Is that Everett? Charlie says she cannot wait to ravage him. I’ve ravaged a few stinkers myself in my day. In fact, Charlie has her sights set on a few men herself. Noah, Everett, Alex, and Manny.”

      I don’t doubt that one bit—especially not with Noah and Everett leading the charge. Why does Manny’s name sound familiar?

      “I’m sure he can hold his own.” Clementine shakes her head in Everett’s direction. “It’s the peril of having a handsome husband. I know it well.”

      I just so happen to know Clementine’s husband Merv. He’s tall, heavy-set—doughy is a nice way to put it—and he’s as charming as they come.

      “How is Merv doing these days, anyway?” I ask.

      Clementine takes a breath as she looks out at the crowd still in full attack mode. “He had surgery last year on his shoulder. He sustained a really bad injury. It was sort of a freak accident while working on his car. But he’s better now. You know, we lead a happy life.” Her words come out a little terse.

      Binky’s tail swishes back and forth. “She doesn’t sound happy, Lottie. I smell something stinky.”

      I give a covert nod to the not-so-stinky specter.

      “Sorry to hear it,” I say. “What’s Merv up to these days? I haven’t seen him around the bakery in ages.”

      She laughs. “He’s still hitting the sweets. Believe me, I can’t get him to stop. But his department moved to Ashford, so he’s hitting the bakeries over there instead. He’s a software engineer for a utility company—the Department of Water. But he is trying as far as the weight goes. He’s been jogging ever since the snow melted away. That, apparently, doesn’t bother his shoulder.” Her features harden.

      Binky jerks her head in my direction and her nose twitches. “Why does she sound angry about this?”

      “Are you still over on Cranberry Lane, just past my mother’s B&B?”

      “That would be right.” She smiles. “We’ve been there for ten years now.”

      “Great neighborhood,” I say, trying to think of something that could get her to open up about Terri. “So sad about Terri,” I say and she closes her eyes and gives a deep nod. “I think I remember you and Terri were close friends at one point,” I tell her. “I remember the two of you coming into the Honey Pot Diner all the time together. Can I ask what happened?”

      Her expression sours. “Fame, and Terri’s libido happened. You know, I was still new with Merv at the time. And Terri? Well, she wanted what we had, so I convinced her to sign up for that stupid show—Two Hearts Are Better Than One. And we all know how that ended up. She fell head over heels with Darren Merrin, the guy with the rhyming name. Remember him?”

      I nod. “Who wouldn’t? They were a pretty big deal for a while there. We’re talking national fame. I remember thinking Terri Norris single-handedly put Honey Hollow on the map.”

      Clementine laughs out loud at that one. “Well, you were right. But not in any good way. Her relationship with Darren was one-sided. The guy was a fake. The only reason he went on the show was to further his career options.”

      “But then, don’t they all go on those shows for that?” I point out.

      “Not Terri.” She shakes her head emphatically. “She truly went on for all the right reasons. And did she glom onto Darren immediately. She wanted it all, the marriage, the white picket fence, the two point five kids, and she wanted it all in five minutes. Darren couldn’t stand the heat, so he took off. Terri was humiliated. She quit all social media once she became a meme for bad breakups.”

      Binky’s mouth falls open. “Where’s Darren now?” she asks and I quickly echo the sentiment.

      Clementine glances to the sky. “Last I heard he was a broadcaster for a hockey league up in Canada. He’s married, has the whole white picket fence, two point five kids deal with someone else. Someone saner.” She adds the little quip as her expression grows dark once again. “Darren has a YouTube channel that Terri used to leave an entire slew of comments on. Obsessive comments. Anyway, he blocked her everywhere, and she eventually set her sights elsewhere. She wanted affection any way she could get it, and she didn’t care if the men she went after were married.”

      Binky swats me on the nose with her tail. “Don’t just stand there, circle back to the woman’s husband. I bet he was running right into trouble. And once Terri trapped you, there wasn’t much hope for you after that.”

      My heart breaks for the sweet creature. All she ever wanted was her freedom and all Terri wanted was someone to love.

      I clear my throat as I look to the woman. “I take it Terri had her sights on Merv?”

      Clementine lifts her chin as if I struck a nerve. “She sure did. He jogged right past Terri Norris’ house every single night. And just about every night he’d tell me she was trying to strike up a conversation with him. I’m not sorry to say it, but it’s a relief that she’s gone. After what she did to that poor family a few years back, it’s a wonder she wasn’t struck by lightning sooner.”

      “What family?” both Binky and I ask in unison.

      “The Brogans,” she whispers. “They used to live out in Hollyhock. It was the biggest scandal just a few years ago. You might have been away at college. Miles Brogan was some executive out in Ashford. If I remember correctly, that’s where Terri sank her hooks into him. He had a pregnant wife who lost the baby she was carrying when she discovered the affair. And as if that wasn’t tragic enough, Miles had a heart attack and died from the stress.”

      “Oh my word.” My fingers float to my lips. “That’s terrible.”

      “You’re telling me.” Clementine huffs. “Believe me, that’s why I made such a stink about the fact she was trying to snare my husband. No offense, but he’s a man. He could be lured away far easier than most women could.”

      I’m not sure I agree with that, but I’ll go with it.

      “Clementine, where is Miles’ wife now?” Whoever this woman is, she certainly has a motive.

      She shakes her head. “You can just call me Clem, Lottie. As for Nellie, last I heard she moved to upstate New York. She’s since remarried, has a daughter and a working farm. My mother says she’s happy. You know how our mothers talk. They know everything about everyone. I suppose it’s healthier Nellie left the state altogether.”

      “I certainly agree. Do you think there was foul play involved with Terri’s death?” Noah is still waiting for toxicology to come back, so I can’t tell her I’m privy to homicidal intel—such as a long-deceased skunk.

      “We both know it, Lottie.” She gives a dark laugh. “If anyone knows who could have done this, I’d bet good money that therapist of hers would. Terri ticked off a lot of people. But surely Terri herself must have been aware of someone who was angry enough to kill. I can’t imagine she wouldn’t have shared that during one of their sessions.”

      Binky glides into a flip. “Oh, I wanted to kill her myself. Not in the literal sense, of course. But regardless, someone beat me to it.”

      “Her therapist? Olive St. James?” I ask Clem. “I just met her.”

      She nods. “She’s a super sweet lady. She’s been counseling at the church for going on two or three years now.” She pulls up the whistle around her neck and gives it a blow. Suddenly, that swarm surrounding Everett disbands as bodies run every which way.

      “I’d better get going,” Clementine says as she starts to step away. “If the administration doesn’t see me doing my part to break up the melee, it could be my neck on the line.”

      She trots off and Binky floats before me. “I have to go, too, Lottie. Charlie said we’d be raiding your bakery next. She does like to eat sweet treats. We have so much in common.” She up and disappears in the same starry manner that brought her here to begin with.

      They have something in common, all right. Charlie is a stinker, I’ll give her that.

      I look back at the newly dispersed crowd, only to find Everett staggering in this direction. His hair is mussed, his T-shirt looks crooked, and he has kiss prints all over his face, sans his lips thankfully.

      “Everett! I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. They just wanted pictures for the most part.” He frowns back at ground zero for a second. “How did it go with Mrs. Greenbaum?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it on the way back to the house.” I glance at my phone. “We still have forty-five minutes before Charlie’s family reunion. Do you think we can make it work?”

      A dark laugh gurgles from him. “We can make it work twelve ways till Sunday, in half that time. You mind if I take a shower first? I’ve had more bodies climbing over me in the last ten minutes than I care to count.”

      “Only if I can join you.” My phone chirps in my hand and I glance down. “It’s a group text from Noah to you and me. Got some info on the case. Headed to the B&B a little early. Meet you there.”

      Everett wraps his arm around me. “Looks as if we’ll have to hit the shower when we get home, Lemon. Who knows? The case might be solved by then and we’ll have a reason to celebrate.”

      I shrug up at him. “I say we celebrate anyway.” I land a kiss to his lips. “Thanks for keeping your kisser safe from the onslaught for me.”

      “These lips belong to you and you only, always and forever.” Everett takes me in his arms and kisses me deeply, until my heart threatens to drum right out of my chest. And just like that, Essex Everett Baxter makes my schoolgirl fantasies come true.

      Now to track down the killer so we can rest easy and get back to doing what we do best behind closed doors—noshing on some whoopie pies while making a little whoopie ourselves.
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      “Toxicology came back,” I say to Lottie and Everett as bodies begin to stream into the conservatory, a glass structure tacked onto the B&B as an afterthought a few years back. “It looks as if we have another murder on our hands.”

      The two of them nod my way because that little supernatural quirk of Lottie’s clued us in on the fact a lot quicker than toxicology ever could—in fact, before the victim herself ever bit the big one.

      “How?” Lottie leans in. “What happened?”

      “Methadone in combination with strong opioids.”

      “Methadone?” Lottie shakes her head. “Is that the same as meth?”

      “No,” I tell her. “Crystal methamphetamine is a stimulant that goes by the street name meth. Methadone is a drug often prescribed by the medical community to treat injuries.”

      Everett nods. “It’s used to treat opioid addiction as well. It comes up all the time in my case files.”

      “That’s right,” I tell him. “Whoever did this had access to both methadone and opioids.”

      “Wait a minute.” Lottie’s eyes track every which way and I can practically see her brain ticking away. “When I spoke to Clementine today, she mentioned her husband used to jog by Terri’s house every day. She said he had surgery on his shoulder last year but that jogging didn’t bother him. If he had surgery on his shoulder, she might have had access to these kinds of meds.” She goes on to fill us in on the entire conversation she had with the woman.

      “Wow,” I muse. “It sounds as if Terri really did a number on Miles Brogan. Good to know. Good work, Detective Lemon. I’d see about getting a raise if I were you.”

      She laughs. “My boss weighs about twelve pounds, is all of twenty-three inches tall, and knows how to make me dance at every hour in the morning.”

      Everett’s chest thumps. “She’s a tough one.”

      “She’ll have to be to grow up in this town,” I tease. “Where is Lyla Nell, anyway?” I crane my neck past Lottie and spot Lainey holding Josie and Keelie walking in with baby Bear, but no sign of my little princess.

      “She’s with my mother.” Lottie hitches her thumb at the door just as her mother and Wiley show up, sans Lyla Nell.

      “Mom, where’s the baby?” Lottie’s voice hikes a notch as she quickly scans the crowd.

      “She’s upstairs taking a nap.” Miranda gives both Everett and me a little wave.

      “Upstairs?” Lottie’s voice hikes. “As in all by herself?”

      “Relax, Lottie.” Miranda fishes something out of her purse that looks like a walkie-talkie and I recognize it as the same model baby monitor that we have at the house but rarely use because Lyla Nell is typically with Lottie. “I can hear everything she’s up to right here.” She fidgets with the thing. “Wait, is this thing on?” she asks my father who looks equally befuddled. “Oh well, don’t any of you worry. She’s fast asleep in her crib. You know I’ve had an entire nursery outfitted in my spare bedroom ever since Josie arrived. She’s in very good hands with me.”

      “Apparently, she’s in nobody’s hands.” Lottie links arms with her mother and whisks her to the exit.

      “I have a feeling Lyla Nell will be making an appearance momentarily.” I frown over at Everett. “What’s with the pink cheeks?”

      Dad squints his way. “Looks like a touch too much rouge, son.”

      The two of us share a laugh at Everett’s expense while Everett does his best to rub it off with the back of his hand.

      “I had an unexpected encounter with about fifty girls at Honey Hollow High this afternoon.”

      Dad and I laugh all that much harder.

      I slap Everett on the back. “They’re a little young for you, don’t you think? Reliving the old days, huh?”

      He frowns my way. “I was accompanying Lemon on her investigation.”

      Now it’s me frowning. “Thanks, but I still don’t like it, Everett. It’s like she’s unstoppable.”

      The scent of strong, spiced cologne wafts this way as Jimmy Canelli steps up and glides an arm across my father’s shoulders as if they were best buddies.

      “Boys”—he nods our way, looking spiffy in a sleek gray suit—“it’s good to see you all in such high spirits.”

      He sheds an eerie smile at Everett and it makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      Jimmy Canelli’s smiles, his every facial tic, is a language all of its own. The cheerier he gets, the deadlier he gets. It’s simple math. And I’m not liking the implications of this for Everett.

      “And you.” He gives my dad’s cheek a pinch while an ear-to-ear grin breaks out over his face. “You’re looking good, my man. Life’s been treating you well. Big publishing house, living large at the bed and breakfast here, beautiful, beautiful lady by your side.” He gives a chef’s kiss to the tips of his fingers and my stomach churns watching him lust over Lottie’s mother that way. “You’ve carved out a nice life for yourself in Honey Hollow, Wiley.” His shoulders jump, never a good sign. “I’d hate to see it all go up in flames because of a little debt.”

      Everett groans, “All right, Jimmy, how much does he owe?”

      Jimmy shoots Everett a look that lets me know he’s not all that pleased with him.

      “You don’t get to toss your spare change around with me, Judge Baxter,” he grits the words through his teeth, and I have a feeling Everett has just been put on notice.

      “Wiley?” Mom comes up, waving him over. “Come quick. Miranda says you have the key to her room. The baby is screaming and so is her mother. Things are getting ugly. And they say it’s the ghosts around here that provide the entertainment.” She shakes her head as both she and my father bolt out of the conservatory.

      I’d join them, but I’m pretty sure my father has it handled. I’m guessing Everett feels the same way.

      “How much?” I ask Jimmy. I had already asked him that same question last month, but he basically told me he didn’t want me paying for my father’s sins. Believe me, I don’t want to pay for them either. But, as evidenced by his non-discreet threats, they affect Miranda as well. And as far as I’m concerned, Miranda Lemon is family.

      Everett and I pin Jimmy with our stone-cold stares, but Jimmy proves to be unflinching.

      “Like I’ve said before”—he exhales as he looks at me—“too much for a cop’s salary.” His lips purse and those dark eyes of his grow far too serious. “Do you know what I’d like more than money?”

      I decide to take a stab at it. “Women?”

      Jimmy’s chest bounces, no smile. “I’m afraid you’ve confused me with the good judge here.” He glares at Everett a moment before looking back my way. “I like having a cop in my back pocket.” He pats me on the shoulder, three times, hard. “Stay tuned, son. You might be able to pull your pops out of the grave just yet.” He gives his lapels a quick tug and grins at someone at the mouth of the room. “Cadillac, there’s my girl.” His chest expands as he looks to Everett. “I’ll talk to you boys later.” He takes a few steps out before Carlotta wraps herself around him like a Cadillac hugging a telephone pole and we spot Mayor Nash looking as if he’s just been electrocuted witnessing the event.

      Everett leans in. “Don’t do it. Whatever the hell he wants to drag you into, the answer is no. I’m still cleaning up that nightmare you pulled me into with Florenza’s dead body. You don’t get to screw up anymore. You’ve met your quota.”

      Lottie walks into the conservatory with Lyla Nell in her arms, red-faced and squirming.

      “Go to her,” he says. “Hold your baby girl in your arms and that should bring my words to light with crystal clarity. If you see Jimmy Canelli coming, you go the other way. And those, my friend, are words to live by.”

      “What about Miranda?”

      Everett shakes his head. “He won’t hurt her. If anything, he’ll date her.” He pats me on the back as we head in Lottie’s direction.

      “Come here, baby girl,” I say as I scoop Lyla Nell into my arms. Her bright green eyes latch onto mine as her dimples dig in deep, and just like that, I’ve got clarity.

      I glance back and spot my father and Miranda talking to Jimmy, and my stomach clenches tightly.

      Jimmy looks my way and winks.

      Nobody ever said it was going to be easy.
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      “Lemon,” I say as she folds into my arms and we watch Noah bounce Lyla Nell over to the refreshment table, right here at the B&B for Charlie’s big family reunion. Lily and Suze just arrived with multiple pink boxes with the Cutie Pie logo on them. And behind them Sergio Sorrentino and Charlie walk in holding five large pizza boxes apiece.

      “Everett, it was a nightmare.” Lemon’s chest bucks against my own. “My mother lost the key to her room! The building could have burned around our poor baby girl.” She gives a quick glance over her shoulder. “Thank God Greer and Winslow were in the room with Lyla Nell. And here’s the kicker—they think she could see them!”

      “What?” I inch back as if she struck me. “Okay, that’s fine. We’ll take it in stride.” My heart ratchets up as if it’s about to drill a hole right through my chest. It’s not every day you need to come to terms with the fact your kid just might see the dead. “We knew this might happen. Lyla Nell is special. We’ll have to keep that in mind. But the sooner we start the narrative that other people don’t see disembodied spirits, the better.” I suck a quick breath through my teeth. “We’ll have to tell Evie.”

      A hard groan comes from Lemon. “No offense, but I’m not sure this is a secret she can keep.”

      Charlie tucks her head between us. “Who can’t keep a secret?”

      Before Lemon can say a word, Evie pops up and hooks my neck toward her with her arms.

      “You know the secret?” Evie dots a kiss to my cheek.

      “That you’ve forgiven me for showing up on campus?” I ask.

      “And mortifying me into an early grave? Pfft.” Evie rolls her eyes. “You wish. You geezers pull that stunt again and I’ll be forced to call child protective services. I’m talking about Charlie.” She turns to Lemon. “Mom, Aunt Charlie can see ghosts! She says some freaky family haunts this place. And she said the female ghost, some chick by the name of Greer Giles, had the hots for Dad! And Greer’s got a two-hundred-year-old boyfriend named Winslow Decker, and they adopted this creepy kid. She’s a six-year-old girl who walks around this place with her hair combed over her face and a machete in her hand, and her name is Azalea. Oh, and they have a black cat named Thirteen who can talk. How cool is that? Dash and I are going to see if we can get Azalea to come out and play.” She bolts off and Dash is right there by her side.

      “Her name is Lea!” Lemon shouts before turning to her look-alike and scowling. “She hates to be called Azalea, and you know that. It only sets her off. If Evie and Dash suffer an unfortunate follicular fate by way of a supernatural machete, it’s all your fault. And what’s with you shooting your mouth off to everyone here about ghosts? The transmundane community in Vermont doesn’t roll that way, in the event you were wondering.”

      Charlie blinks over at her sister with a look that lets us know she doesn’t care how anyone rolls outside of herself.

      “Fine, I won’t tell anyone else.” Charlie turns her nose up at us. “It’s not like anyone was taking me seriously anyway. My lips are sealed. I’m actually quite good at keeping secrets. Just ask Carlotta.”

      As if on cue, Carlotta pops up. “Who said what, when, and where?” Her eyes bug out at her younger daughter. Despite the fact Charlie’s hair is a touch darker, she and Lemon are nearly identical. “What lies are you spewing now, Cha Cha? I knew I should have sewn your lips shut while I had the chance.”

      “Carlotta.” Lemon gives a dull laugh. “It’s no wonder Charlie has been telling everyone she sees about her sixth sense. It’s clear you never gave her the attention she deserved. I was simply explaining to Charlie that we don’t care to share our supersensual abilities with the fine people of Honey Hollow.” She turns to her sister. “Or anyone else on planet Earth. I’ll deal with Evie.”

      “And I’ll deal with you,” Carlotta growls over at Charlie before looking at Lemon. “Lot Lot, you deal with Sexy. He looks tense, and angry, and just shaking to get you alone. Miranda told me the two of you went off to look for magical chickens.” She narrows her eyes my way. “The woman is an amateur. Come on, Sexy. You know a few moves that can get this post-baby game started. You’ve been honing your chops for years, finding new and innovative ways to make haste and get down to the nitty-gritty in the most inconvenient of places. There’s no excuse for you to miss out on the best my Lot has to offer.”

      Charlie clucks her tongue. “Please, they’re sleeping together every night. Neither of them is missing out on anything.”

      “Not true,” Carlotta says. “They’re not sleeping together in the way God intended. Little Yippy Yappy has Fox blood coursing through her veins. She’s all but programmed to stop the two of them from having a good time. And don’t think Foxy is all torn up about it either. So far she’s the best weapon in his arsenal as far as putting a rift between these two. Foxy has programmed that little baby bomb to go off in fifteen-minute intervals, and while Lot and Sexy lose brain cells by the hour, he’s snoozing like the King of Sleep safely across the street to the blissful sound of his own snoring.”

      Now this is one theory of hers I can buy into.

      “Carlotta.” Lemon laughs. “You make it sound as if all I am to Everett is a play thing.”

      Charlie moans as she looks up at me. “Sign me up. I’ll play with you day in and day out—no rules, no, limits, no end to the fun that could be had.”

      Lemon leans her way. “Tough luck, sis. Both Noah and Everett are off-limits to you. Keep your greasy pizza hands to yourself. Find someone else to pick on.”

      Charlie’s attention gets pulled to the door and we look over to see Alex and Hook Redwood walking in. Alex may as well be Noah in different skin, and Hook has his dark hair slicked back, dark suit on, looking like his wolfish self. I’m guessing he’s here to make up with Meg. They’ve been together so long it can’t be easy to say goodbye.

      “They’re both off-limits, too,” Lemon tells her.

      Carlotta twitches. “That’s right, Cha Cha. This is Lot Lot’s town, and her rules go. Face it, Lottie Dottie here has all the choicest pieces of meat on lock. I guess you’d better tuck your tail between your legs and head back to Arizona.” She gives a few contrived sniffs. “It was great to see ya again. Be sure to write.”

      Charlie looks less than amused. “I don’t have your address, Carlotta, and you know it.”

      “Then I guess we’re right back to smoke signals, kiddo.” She pats her on the back. “Looks like this party is one big hello and goodbye. You know what they say, easy come, easy go-home-right-now, kid.”

      Charlie opens her mouth to reply just as Mayor Nash steps into the room, and behind him are his original three children, Kelleth, Aspen, and Finn.

      “Daddy!” Charlie shouts before springing over and wrapping her arms around the man.

      “Daddy?” Lemon lifts a brow my way.

      “That’s right, Lot Lot.” Carlotta shakes her head. “First, she steals your daddy, then she steals your men, then she’ll steal your bakery and your baby. I’d have Foxy draw up one of them fancy restraining orders—the kind that lasts a lifetime.”

      Jimmy Canelli comes over and Carlotta takes him by the hand.

      “Come on, Jimmy. Let’s load up on pizza and whoopie pies. It’s the only way to comfort ourselves since there’s not a drop of hard liquor.”

      “I never leave home without hard liquor,” he tells her.

      “You’re my kind of man,” she says as they take off into the crowd.

      “What do you think, Sexy?” Lemon grazes her teeth over her lower lip. “Rumor has it, you’re pretty good at sneaking off and getting lucky.” She makes a face and her shoulders sag. “Is it wrong that I somehow want a comfy bed to be involved in the equation? And I sort of want to take my time, too.”

      “Nothing wrong with that.” My finger glides under her chin. “It sounds perfect.” I tuck my lips just shy of her ear. “Believe me, I plan on taking my time, too. And I’m going to make it worth every single moment.”

      Her cheeks burn crimson. “And you can believe me when I say I’ll be thanking you every single moment as well. In fact, I think my body is already getting a head start. I’ll make sure to nurse Lyla Nell to her heart’s content before I put her to bed, and I’ll make sure she misses out on the last nap of the day, too. That should ensure she sleeps right through the night—and that should ensure we stay up the rest of the night.” She winks. “Sleep is overrated.” She sucks in a quick breath. “Oh no, I see her napping in Noah’s arms. I’d better go take care of this.”

      Lemon speeds off into the crowd, and I look around as Mayor Nash introduces Charlie to everyone who showed up for the pizza party.

      Lemon and I are together. Married. We have children. We’re building a life, a home. I have everything I’ve ever wanted with her. And yet, that foreboding feeling still sits deep inside my chest as I wait for the other shoe to drop.

      Cormack waves at me, and that foreboding feeling only seems to magnify.

      Figures.

      I still can’t believe Noah and I ruined a friendship over Cormack Featherby all those years ago, but then again, it was high school and we were just buffing out our egos at the time.

      She pulls Noah along with her as they barrel this way. Cormack is blonde, fragile features, too much bravado, and never enough common sense to know she’s forever stepping out of bounds.

      “Big Boss and I have great news.” She wraps her arms around Noah and dots a kiss to his cheek.

      Noah closes his eyes a moment too long before disentangling himself from her.

      I nod over to her. “He’s convinced you to sell your half of the B&B?” That would be the only end goal Noah and I have with Cormack these days.

      Her expression sours. “No, silly. I’m thinking of hiring a surrogate to have a baby for me. Now that I see how much Noah likes being a father, I think it’s high time I pony up someone else’s uterus.”

      “Ah”—I rock back on my heels, amused as I look to Noah—“so you’re expanding your family.”

      “What?” Noah looks as if he’s just been knocked over the head with a two-by-four. “I’m sorry, Cormack, but we’re not having any kids.”

      “But you said I’d make a great mother one day.”

      “Yes.” Noah nods wildly. “But I never implied I’d be the father.”

      She giggles as if he just said the most comical thing. “Isn’t he a tease?” She smacks a kiss to his cheek once again. “I can’t wait to bring our little bundle of joy into the world. I’ll find us the best woman to have the baby, and then I’ll hire the best army of women to raise it.” Her attention gets hijacked. “Oh look, there’s Linda. We should tell her the good news. Baby Louella Neil is going to have a brother or sister! Or who knows? It might even be a cousin.” She navigates him away with the strength of a sumo wrestler.

      Cormack has never been big on getting Lemon’s name right. And to be honest, Lemon doesn’t care all that much. The new addition to the family might raise a few brows, though.

      I’m about to find Lemon myself when that gray suit I’ve been avoiding steps in front of me.

      “Jimmy.” My gut tells me I’m not going to like the direction he’s about to take things in.

      “Judge Baxter.” He nods, his eyes never leaving mine. “You know I called off my men from taking you down—not because I forgave you for moving my niece’s body—but because Carlotta Junior is my kid.” His shoulders bounce, and suddenly it feels like a warning. He glances over my shoulder briefly. “Last Sunday, Lottie’s hairbrush somehow fell into my possession. I set it on the table near the back exit in the event she wants it back. She might be looking for it. I bet you’ll be a hero when you return it to her.”

      I study his eyes, trying to see what they might be telling me. God knows I have no idea where that hairbrush journey was supposed to take us. And then it hits me.

      “That’s right, Judge Baxter.” A thunderous laugh brews in his chest. “I had it tested. Turns out, Lottie ain’t my kid. She belongs to the blowhard running this town.” He ticks his head to the side. “I’m still not sure how I feel about that. But I do know how I feel about liars. Now, I get why she did it. She manipulated the results so I’d call my men off, keep you in one piece, keep your heart beating.” He pats me on the arm. “All bets are off, my man. It was cowardly of you to go along with that. And I like cowards far less than I do liars.”

      “Cowardly?” My adrenaline shows up and it says fight. “I’m no coward. And I certainly didn’t go along with anything. When Lemon puts her mind to something, it happens. There’s nothing you or I can do to stop it.”

      His cheek flickers. “She’s an awful lot like me. It would have been easy to believe we were blood.” He tosses a hand in the air. “But I’ve got my honor to uphold. You messed with my dead, and there wasn’t a shred of justice done by the legal system because of it. That means it’s up to me to vindicate my family.” He steps in a notch too close and sheds his eerie grin. “Maybe don’t tell the missus. I find it only stresses women out when they discover their husbands are about to meet their maker. But I have a few ideas rolling around in my head regarding what I’d like to happen next. I’ll keep you posted.” He walks straight out the back exit, and I see that hairbrush lying unattended on a table nearby.

      Looks as if the other shoe just dropped.
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      It’s official.

      Charlie Sawyer has been welcomed by just about every family member she has in Honey Hollow, and that includes the Sawyers, the Nashes, and the Lemons—of which I’m including my sister Lainey Donovan in this number—and oddly enough, she’s been welcomed by Jimmy Canelli, too.

      Another thing that’s official is that Lyla Nell has no intention of letting Everett and me have a little fun while she’s sharing our sleeping quarters. Last night was another bust. Just when things got heated, Lyla Nell got good and angry. Everett said that whatever devious plan Noah has devised to keep us from having a good time was working. And believe me, I’m starting to wonder if Noah is somehow at the helm of this dry spell, too. Lyla Nell’s timing is eerily impeccable.

      It’s late afternoon and Everett and I just took a walk along the trails surrounding Honey Lake with Lyla Nell tucked sound in her stroller. She slept through half of it, but once Noah showed up with Toby, she perked back up and tried her hardest to see everything—especially Toby. She has a real heart for Pancake and Waffles, too.

      But right now we’re back at the bakery. Noah has the baby in the carrier strapped to his chest and she’s doing her best to snatch the cookie out of his hand.

      “Don’t worry, Lyla Nell.” Everett shoots Noah a look. “I won’t tease you with cookies. As soon as you’re ready, I’ll be forking over the real deal.”

      “Ha!” Carlotta laughs as she jabs Evie with her elbow. “Hear that, kid? He thinks the only thing he’ll be forking over will be cookies. Try a cool mil by the time she’s twenty, Pops.”

      Evie nearly chokes on the chocolate cream whoopie pie in her hand. “Think again, Cray Cray. Dad hasn’t even come close to giving me a cool mil. But you’re going to, right?” She directs that last question his way.

      Cray Cray is sort of Carlotta’s part-time nickname that Evie has given her. She only pulls it out when Carlotta seems to have truly taken leave of her senses, which is more than not as of late.

      “No to the cool mil.” Everett holds up his fork to Evie before diving back into the double chocolate fudge cake before him. “But I’m willing to foot the bill for your college education.”

      “Ooh,” I trill to Evie. “If I were you, I’d go for my doctorate and take that free ride all the way to PhD-ville.”

      Evie rolls her eyes. “That’s great, Dad. I appreciate it and I’m taking you up on the offer. But school is hard work. I need to relax and have a little fun, too. All work and no play makes Evie a dull girl. See?” She holds out her phone our way. “I just posted it on my Insta Pictures account.”

      “I believe you,” I tell her. “But don’t worry. Summer is coming. You’ll be out of school at the end of May and then you’ll have three blissful months to lounge out at the lake with your friends. That sounds like heaven to me.”

      She shrugs. “Dash and I have a lot to accomplish this summer. I’m looking into diversifying my social media narrative, and Dash will be promoting her new album by then. She’s putting out her first soon-to-be hit single. I told her I’d help her out by uploading her new song to my Insta Pic account.”

      A couple of months ago Evie garnered several million followers for her Insta Pictures account after a prominent influencer who ruled that site crowned Evie as the new queen, and she’s been just that ever since.

      “Wow, Evie.” Noah picks up another fresh baked chocolate chip cookie. “That’s really nice of you. You’ve got enough rabid fans to launch just about anyone’s career. When’s the big debut?”

      “Tonight.” She picks a cookie off Noah’s plate.

      “I thought you said it was coming out later this summer?” I ask.

      “The album.” She nods. “But we need to whet the public’s appetite first. She’s swinging by the house and we’re going to throw a little video together before we upload it. We’re hoping the song will chart fast. That way they’ll have to let her perform it on prom night.”

      “A music video?” Carlotta’s mouth opens wide and I can practically see her antennae going up.

      I shake my head her way. “No to whatever you’re thinking, Carlotta.”

      “Oh hush, you.” Carlotta is quick to wave me off. “Don’t listen to the fun police, Evie Stevie. You’ve got what Lot Lot doesn’t—a creative mind that will drive you straight to the top.”

      Evie tips her ear toward Carlotta. “My creative mind?”

      “Nope, mine. We gotta go big with this one. You can’t just limit the video to your Insta Pictures account. You gotta hit your Rickety Rock account, too. Everyone knows Rickety Rock is all the rage.”

      “Tickety Tock,” Evie corrects. “And I was thinking the same thing.” She squints over at Carlotta with an air of suspicion. “What other ideas do you have?”

      Carlotta shoots me a look of disdain before hopping off her stool. “Let’s step to the side, Evie. The last thing we creative types need is someone sending us negative energy. Face it, Lot. Your superpowers lie in an entirely different direction.”

      “Which direction is that?” I dare to ask.

      “You’ve cornered the market on law enforcement hotties,” Carlotta points out. “You could kill half of Honey Hollow and pin the blame on whoever you want. You’ve got them both front and center, drooling over your cookies, just waiting for you to toss a little sugar their way. You’re a drug and you’ve got them both addicted, something awful. You slay your enemies in the street, and you slay your lovers between the sheets. Hey? That’s a snazzy tagline. I’ll give you that for free. Go ahead and hang it next to the menu board.”

      “Lovers?” Evie retches. “Come on, Cray Cray. Let’s collaborate before I puke.” She pulls Carlotta to the side just as Suze strolls up, dusting some flour off her apron.

      “Carlotta’s not alone on her thoughts on the manner.” Suze gives both Noah and Everett a stern look. Her blonde bangs are swooping so low over her eyes, you can hardly see them. “One day you boys are going to wake up and realize you’ve been bamboozled by Little Ms. Sweet Treat here. I’d say she’s destined to ruin your careers, but she’s already done that. Noah, you were thrown in the pokey and disgraced by your peers. Sure, you were reinstated, but at what cost? And you, Essex? Tsk, tsk. You were once a prominent judge, and here you haven’t seen the inside of a courtroom in months save for the time they were trying to prosecute you. And oh, I know you’re headed back to the bench. But are they really going to let you be in charge of anything better than sorting out parking tickets? You’re a drug, all right, Lottie. You’re LSD to these boys to be exact—a long, slow decline.”

      “Mom,” Noah growls. “This is the mother of my child.”

      “Oh, I know.” Suze is quick to wave it off. “And she’s Essex’s wife. Believe me, I’m familiar with the crop rotation system she’s working on you boys.” She shrugs. “You know Alex is seeing two women again. I suppose turnabout is fair play, and Lottie here can see two men. I just can’t believe she swept up the cream of the crop. Call me old-fashioned, but I’m still a firm believer in monogamy—as in a two-person maximum when it comes to the bedroom. But I suppose that would require quite the restraint for you kids these days.”

      “So who’s Alex seeing?” I ask. It was either that or firing her for her impromptu soliloquy on the ills of modern love—of which I don’t consider myself a subscriber. Suze was wrong on so many points it was awe-inspiring to watch her weave a work of fiction under the guise of my life. Thank goodness Lyla Nell is too young to understand and Evie is too preoccupied with whatever Carlotta is feeding her. For the sake of family and employee unity, I’m going to overlook everything that came after she uttered Carlotta’s name. And anytime Carlotta is the sanest part of the conversation, you know you’ve got trouble.

      Before she can answer, the bell chimes and in stalks Charlie with her hair disheveled, her Mangias T-shirt splattered with enough tomato sauce to make it clear she’s been in the pizza trenches, and the faint scent of garlic wafts in after her like a delicious Italian perfume. I’ll bet I’m looking at Alex’s new cutie right about now, too.

      “Well, look at that,” Charlie muses, looking past Everett. “Carlotta’s showing off some of her best moves. She must really think highly of that kid of yours.”

      I glance that way, and sure enough, Carlotta has her elbows out, her booty distended, and she’s wiggling and jiggling in an obscene manner.

      “Hey,” I bark over at her. “This is a family establishment.”

      She waves me off and continues to regale Evie with the many ways her body can defy gravity. I’ll admit, it’s a wonder to witness—one that will induce nightmares in anyone who bears witness to it, but a wonder nonetheless.

      Charlie blows out a hard breath as she falls into the stool between Noah and Everett.

      “Hard day at work?” I ask, sliding a plate with a chocolate and a pistachio whoopie pie her way.

      “You can say that.” She takes an angry bite out of the pistachio one and I can see her expression beginning to soften. I may have only met her a few short weeks ago, but since she’s wearing my face like a Halloween mask, I feel as if I already know all of her nuances.

      “What are you all looking at?” she grouses at Noah and Everett until they get back to their coffee and desserts. Her eyes dart my way. “What’s new with your killer? Did you find them yet?”

      “No.”

      “What are you waiting for? An invitation?” She pulls out her phone. “Who’s the next suspect? I need to get my mind off things.”

      I look to Noah. “I think we need to talk to Olive St. James. Clementine mentioned she might have some intel. I say we track her down.”

      “The church counselor?” Everett shoots Noah a look. “Did you speak to her yet?”

      “Not formally,” he says. “But I picked up her name and number the night of the murder.”

      Charlie scoffs. “Name and number? What are you, dating her?” She shakes her head as she looks my way. “I can see why the good citizens of Haunted Hollow need you, Lottie. We’ll track her down ourselves.”

      “We can go in for counseling, Lot,” Noah offers.

      Charlie scoffs his way yet again. “What are you, an amateur? Don’t answer that.” She rolls her eyes my way. “We’ll track her down after work and see if we can’t bump into her somewhere.”

      My mouth falls open. “That’s usually my MO. Hey? You’re a natural.”

      Her eyes sharpen over mine. “I’m better than you think.”

      The door swoops open and in strides an entire horde of tourists, some of which are wearing T-shirts that read I survived the Haunted Honey Hollow B&B Tour, and I take a breath because I know for a fact my mother has sent these people my way.

      My mother has been giving tours of her haunted B&B for the last few years and charging eighty bucks a pop to do so. And once she cashes in on those ghostly ghouls, she sends the tourists my way for that morbid last meal train. And the very dessert these people have a hankering for is whatever the latest homicide victim in this cozy little town happened to be noshing on last. In this case—whoopie pies.

      “Here they come!” Lily shouts from the register. “Don’t worry, Lottie. I’m ready for them. We’ve got more than enough whoopie pies to outfit an infantry.”

      Suze staggers over like a zombie, her mouth hanging open as she eyes the crowd. “Not this again,” she grumbles. “I say every last one of you people has a sudden hankering for pizza,” she hisses.

      In less than three seconds, each of my prospective customers looks morbidly confused. And rather than asking for an array of my fun-flavored whoopie pies, they ask for the name of a good pizza joint.

      Suze points the way—just like that, every last one of them turns around and marches over to Mangias.

      “Lemon?” Everett watches with marked suspicion as the crowd drains. “What the heck just happened?”

      “Suze Fox just happened,” I snap in the white witch’s direction. “You beguiled them right on out of here! How dare you cost me business.”

      Her mouth opens and closes and she looks both miffed and shocked that I had the cookies to stand up to her.

      “Why, it’s not right to capitalize off the dead,” she warbles while pointing a finger right at me.

      A high-pitched wail emits from Lyla Nell and Noah stands and rocks her.

      “Now look what you’ve done, Mom.” Noah frowns her way. “You’ve upset the baby.”

      “Oh, it’s all my fault.” Suze tosses her hands in the air. “I’m just trying to sell cookies here, Noah. And believe me, some of these cookies are next to impossible to move.” She struts back to the registers while tossing a dishtowel over her shoulder.

      Charlie growls, “Someone needs to get lucky.”

      My chest bucks with a silent laugh at the thought. “Let’s not get crazy. Not every pot has a lid.”

      “Sure they do, Lottie.” Charlie nods. “I’ll take Suze on as a private project. I’ll find her the perfect suitor.”

      “No thanks.” Noah is quick to shut down the offer. “There’s not a man alive who can tame her. My father gave it the old college try, and he had to fake his death to get away from her.”

      That’s true, mostly.

      “Have it your way,” Charlie says.

      The door swings open once again and there’s just a single person walking through this time, but it’s one person I’m thrilled to see.

      “Mom,” I say, making my way around the counter, mostly to calm Lyla Nell, but first I give my mother a quick embrace.

      “Oh my word, I heard this poor child wailing all the way down the street. Come here, shnookie.” She fishes Lyla Nell out of Noah’s carrier and I help fluff up her pink and white striped seersucker dress until she looks like a scrumptious meringue once again. “There, there.” Mom snuggles with the baby, and soon Lyla Nell is contentedly tugging at one of Mom’s hoop earrings. Speaking of hoop earrings, she’s donned a floral sundress, heels, and a purple straw hat to finish off her spring look.

      “You look all gussied up,” I tell her. “Let me guess, Cormack has employed a new dress code at the Rendezvous Luxury Resort and Razzle Dazzle Day Spa?”

      She makes a face. “I’m this close to convincing her to change the name back. But that woman is relentless in getting her way.”

      Everett lets out a breath. “She’s spent a lifetime doing just that. I’m afraid it’ll take an act of God and Congress to get her to concede.”

      Mom groans, “Well, first thing’s first. We’ve got the church meeting this next Saturday and it’s time to cast our votes. I just came from a meeting and I hope you don’t mind, but I volunteered your desserts for the refreshment table. And before I forget, I’m hosting a Mother’s Day brunch the very next day at the B&B, after the service, of course. I can’t wait to see who our new pastor will be. And it’s sort of your first official Mother’s Day, Lottie. Last year you and Evie weren’t nearly as close as you are now, and now you’ve got this little dancing doll, too. All of you are invited to share in the festivities,” she says, looking to those around us. “Brunch will be served.”

      Both Noah and Everett perk up at the prospect of food.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I tell her. “And yes to both. I’ll gladly cater to the church and to your brunch. Hey, while you were at the church, did you by chance see Olive St. James? I was thinking of stopping by and chatting with her.”

      “I sure did. But you won’t find Olive there. She mentioned she was leaving after her next client. She said it was a family member’s birthday and she was headed to some barbecue place in Leeds.”

      “Which barbecue place?” I say as a spear of excitement rockets through me at the thought of sinking my teeth into a nice, juicy rib.

      “Oh”—Mom squints to the ceiling while bobbing Lyla Nell up and down—“Smoky Bears?” She shakes her head. “No, that wasn’t it. Smothered and Buttered?”

      Everett grunts, “I’m getting hungry just thinking about it.”

      Noah nods. “This is one assignment we’re not missing out on.”

      “Smoke in the Toke?” Mom shakes her head.

      “Smoked and Smothered,” Charlie says, holding up her phone.

      “That’s it!” Mom snaps her fingers and shouts.

      Lyla Nell jerks then sucks in her bottom lip, and for a moment not a single soul breathes in fear that she might break out into an ear-piercing aria, but she breaks out into and ear-to-ear smile instead and treats us to those Fox-issued dimples.

      A choir of coos breaks out at the sight of her.

      Charlie steps over and slings her arm over my shoulder. “Well, sis, it looks like we’re about to have us some barbecue for dinner.”

      I make a face at my sweet little sugar cookie. “Lyla Nell has had a pretty full day. I just don’t know if she’ll be able to handle all the stimuli of a loud restaurant at rush hour.”

      Everett steps up beside me. “That’s what we’ve got Noah for. He’ll babysit while we have a hot date.”

      Suze scoffs. “See that, Noah? I bet they fudged the paternity results for just such occasions.”

      “That’s right, Suze.” I glance to the ceiling. “Everett and I figured Noah would be much cheaper than hiring a babysitter.”

      A croaking noise comes from Suze as she shakes her head at Noah.

      Evie hops over, winded from the workout Carlotta just led her into. “I’ll do it, Mom. I’ll watch the cute dimple-faced squirt. I’m thinking Dash’s video needs a cameo by a cute little show-stealer.”

      “Don’t do it, kid.” Carlotta shakes her head. “There are two things you never want to let upstage you—babies and animals.”

      Evie sucks in a quick breath. “Great idea! I’ll put Pancake and Waffles in the video, too. Dash is going to break every chart with this one.” She skips off while tapping at her phone.

      “I guess we’re going to dinner.” I waggle my brows at Noah and Everett. “Smoked and Smothered, here we come.”

      As Terri’s counselor, I bet Olive knows all of Terri’s deep, dark secrets. Let’s see if I can get her to spill a secret or two over a pulled pork sandwich.

      And maybe, just maybe, with her help, I’ll be able to smoke out the killer.
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      If there were a nicer end of Leeds, Smoked and Smothered would be located there.

      But since there’s no such thing, here we are in the armpit of that drug king, mob boss, gentlemen’s club central town. But none of that seems to matter at the moment because the thick heavenly scent of smoky barbecue has infiltrated our senses. The entire lot of us staggers toward the rusted metal and wood structure, moaning as if we were reenacting the Dawn of the Dead.

      It’s Everett, Noah, Carlotta, Charlie, and me. Everett drove us all down in his new-ish SUV. He picked it up a couple months back once Jimmy Canelli blew up his fancy sedan, and boy, does it ever deliver a luxurious ride. It seats eight and I have a sneaking suspicion that we’ll need every seat available for our brood. Once I get my hands on Everett again, I may not be able to stop.

      Everett shakes his head. “Why haven’t we been here before?” he marvels as he stares up at the large blinking neon sign that bears the restaurant’s moniker, Smoked and Smothered, with a picture of a chubby pink pig winking down at us while wearing a cowboy hat.

      Noah shakes his head as well. “How did we not get a whiff of this place from Red Satin?”

      Red Satin is the dicey gentlemen’s club about three blocks north of here. My sister works there as the lion tamer slash dance instructor and we’ve racked more hours there investigating than I’d like to count. In fact, I’ve made a few bucks just walking through the place. It turns out, the lighting is poor and that works in just about any woman’s favor who dares to set foot into that den of depravity.

      “This place is downwind of our usual haunts,” I point out. “But now that we know it’s here, it’d be sacrilegious not to stop in each time we’re in Leeds and reaffirm the fact we’re carnivores.”

      “I’m spending my lunch hours here,” Noah says, opening the door to the establishment for us.

      “I’ll be joining you,” Everett says.

      Carlotta snorts. “Hear that, Lot? Foxy and Sexy finally found an acceptable replacement for you. Smoked meat.”

      “I’m about to replace myself with it,” I tell her, and I mean it, too.

      Both Carlotta and Charlie have donned little black dresses as if we were about to go clubbing, and I’ll admit, I felt a slight pang of some yet unidentified emotion when I saw them in their matching outfits. A pang of what I don’t know. But clearly I didn’t get the memo. I’m still in my jeans—maternity jeans no less, let’s not get carried away—and blue and white checkered blouse—but it’s silk if that counts for something. Noah bought me this blouse along with an entire slew of others so that I would have a wardrobe that would be easy to nurse Lyla Nell in. I know this sent him back a shiny nickel because not only did they come from a pricey name brand store, but like I said, this blouse is made of silk.

      Noah and Everett are casual, too, with their jeans and T-shirts. And with the spring air permeating us with its warmth, I can’t imagine them wearing any more than that.

      Inside of Smoked and Smothered, loud country music twangs from the speakers, the aroma of barbecue and the tangy scent of baked beans lights up our senses ten times more than it did outside. A row of baby blue T-shirts lines the counter behind the register, each one with a picture of an adorable pink pig and the words our butts smell better than yours.

      The interior of this place is enormous with its rustic metal walls covered with large framed pictures of the South. The floors are rust-colored concrete and the tables and chairs look as if they’re made of reclaimed wood. There’s a makeshift dance floor that’s bustling with bodies, and a sea of large round tables to the right, and a large cocktail bar to the left. And tucked next to the bar is an entire row of arcade games.

      Everett straightens. “I think they’ve got Meteorites.”

      Noah grunts as he cranes his neck, “I think I see Ghost Invaders, too. After dinner, it’s on. You’re going down, Baxter. I’m going to sink you to the bottom of the sea, just like the old days.”

      Charlie gurgles out a laugh. “You’ve just been sold out again, Lottie. This time for a video game. First comes smoked meat, then comes video games, and then comes the other women,” she nips at Noah when she says it and he inches back.

      Carlotta slaps me on the arm and points to a large yellow sign to the right of the register.

      “Check this out, Lot. It’s a how big do you like your wiener chart.”

      Sure enough, there’s a picture of sausages of every shape and size from smallest to tallest, and each one looks twice as vulgar as the next.

      “Oh, that’s just gross,” I say to no one in particular.

      Charlie gives me the side-eye, and truthfully it’s a weird feeling being judged by your own face. “Come on, Lottie, where do Everett and Noah fall on this chart? Inquiring minds want to know.” She gives them a devious smile.

      Both Noah and Everett step that way and observe the meaty selections.

      “So what’s what?” Charlie continues to goad me. “We’ve got your breakfast sausage, your frankfurter, your Hungarian sausage, and your Kielbasa just to name a few.”

      The Hungarian sausage is huge, but the Kielbasa ropes around itself and makes a loop—and that makes it twice as long as the Hungarian sausage.

      “Don’t feel bad about telling the truth, Lemon.” Everett gives my shoulder a quick pat. There’s a reason Noah likes to fry up those breakfast sausages for you whenever he can. He wants to remind you of what you’re missing out on.”

      Noah’s chest pumps with a dry laugh. “Let’s just say I’ve got a little Hungarian in my blood and leave it at that. Lottie won’t deny it. She can’t.” He raises his brows my way as if daring me to do so.

      But Noah’s right. There’s not a thing I can say to contest his manly prowess. So I rubber band a smile across my face instead.

      “Wow.” Charlie fans herself with her fingers. “If I wasn’t motivated before, I’m twice as motivated now. How about you, Sexy?” She winks up at Everett. “What’s Lot Lot’s favorite sausage these days?”

      I roll my eyes at both the fact she invoked Carlotta’s nickname for me and the disgusting double entendre she just threw at my husband.

      Everett’s lips flicker. “Let’s just say what I’m offering up has kept the ladies wanting more and left them more than satisfied.” He pulls me in. “But I’m only interested in keeping one lady wanting more, and more than satisfied.”

      I swoon a little at his impromptu ode to our love as he presses a kiss to my lips.

      A waitress in shorts so short I’m pretty sure she’s wearing bathing suit bottoms seats us. She’s got a blue checkered shirt, much like my own, tied off under her heaving bosom and a straw cowboy hat pressed over her blonde curls.

      “Well, hells bells.” She shakes the aforementioned heaving bosom at Noah and Everett. “Come to Mama. Let me take your numbers, boys.”

      “Go on.” Carlotta nudges Everett. “She probably needs it so she can call us when our table is ready.”

      The buxom blonde chuckles. “No, hon, I’ll need that for when I get off work.”

      Charlie inches toward her. “Find us a table, Blondie, or you won’t have a job to come back to.”

      “Okay, sheesh.” The blonde leads the way just as a familiar couple enters into the establishment behind us.

      “Oh, thank heavens. They haven’t been seated yet,” my mother says to Wiley as she pulls him along. Mom looks just as stylish as she did this afternoon, and Wiley looks every bit like Noah. From his dimples to his blue jeans, they look identical, sans the fact Wiley has a bit of gray hair sprinkled here and there.

      “Hey, hey!” Wiley waves at us. “The gang’s all here to celebrate my birthday!” He leans toward Noah and me and holds his hand to his mouth. “They give out a free birthday side dish. Play along, would you?”

      I nod over at Noah. “It’s the perfect cover.”

      Soon, we’re seated just a few feet from the dance floor at a table large enough to accommodate us all. It doesn’t take long for us to decide to order the smoked feast sampler for twenty—yes, twenty. Everett and Noah were afraid if we ordered any less they wouldn’t have the all-you-can-eat buffet action they’ve been salivating for all the way here. And truthfully, I feared the same thing.

      We order a round of drinks, and just as those are delivered, Mom lifts her colorful concoction into the air. “To the birthday boy, Wiley Fox”—Mom gives a curt nod for the rest of us to join in—“we have to make it look good. They’re comping the baked beans and he might get the brownie ice cream tower.” The rest of us look lost for a moment before picking up our drinks and raising our glasses in the air. She nods as she hikes her glass a notch higher. “Wiley, you are the most loving, wonderful, exciting man I know.”

      I suppose if my mother chooses to believe those delusions, then God help her because no one on earth is equipped to do it.

      “And the wiliest,” I add, and the rest of the table cheers while Wiley and my mother share a kiss—which quickly escalates to an all-out smooch session.

      Suddenly, my appetite for smoked meat dissipates faster than an ice cube on a hot New York sidewalk.

      I look to Everett. “Now I know how Evie feels.”

      Noah leans in. “Now you know how I feel.” He motions to Everett and me.

      I guess he’s got me there.

      Charlie nudges my mother. “Why don’t you tell Lottie about those men?”

      “What men?” I ask, suddenly hopeful that there are other prospective suitors on the horizon for my mother.

      Mom sets down her drink and shudders as Wiley rubs her arms as if he were comforting her.

      “Mother, what happened?” I ask in a panic.

      “Oh, it’s nothing.” She gives an apprehensive glance his way. “It’s just I’ve noticed that a couple of men in dark suits have been appearing wherever I go. I mean, I don’t recognize them. They’re not guests at the B&B. And yet I’ve seen them at least six times now. Don’t you think that’s odd?”

      “What are they doing?” Everett asks, genuinely worried for my poor mother.

      “They’re just, I don’t know, there. I can’t shake the feeling that they’re following me.”

      Noah tips his head back and shoots his father a look that threatens to be lethal. The muscles in his jaw redefine themselves, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he looks as if he’s fit to kill.

      “Thank you for letting us know, Miranda.” Noah’s chest expands the size of a door. “I’ll be sure to keep my eye on them. I’ll send a patrol car to circle the B&B for you as well.”

      “I appreciate that.” She leans in. “Say, you don’t think they’re government agents, do you?” She frowns over at Wiley. “I just knew I shouldn’t have let you talk me into going to one of those UFO conventions a couple weeks back. The feds probably think we know too much now.”

      I shake my head at her. “You shouldn’t have let him talk you into a lot of things, Mother.”

      She flicks her wrist my way. “Don’t you start with that whole B&B thing again. I sold that place of my own volition.”

      “And I’m working very hard to help you rectify your error.” I shed a quick grin as I toast her with my drink.

      “Don’t you worry,” Everett tells her. “We’ll get Cormack to give up her share of the B&B sooner than later.”

      Carlotta takes a breath. “That girl is harder to get rid of than a tick on a hog’s bottom.”

      “At least we have a respite from her now.” I lift my glass.

      “Big Boss!” That familiar shrill lets me know I’ve spoken too soon.

      “Don’t look now, Lot.” Carlotta nods to something behind me. “But that tick has come to suckle off her Hungarian hog.”

      “Cormack?” I growl as she dives over Noah in three seconds flat. Her blonde mane looks freshly blown out and she’s wearing an airy pink chiffon dress that looks more prom night than it does night at the local barbecue pit. “What are you doing here?”

      Carlotta ticks her head to the side. “Miranda’s got her stalkers and Foxy’s got his. Face it, Lot, her Fox radar is on point.”

      “I invited her,” Charlie says as Cormack falls onto her next and they share a hearty embrace. “And, Cormack knows that Noah is off-limits.”

      “That’s right, Leanne.” Cormack winks my way as she then falls into the seat between Noah and my shiny new sister. “Charlie and I are thick as thieves.”

      A choking sound evicts from me. For as long as I’ve known Cormack, she has never once bothered to get my name straight—and if she had, I have no recollection of it.

      Wiley clears his throat and his neck stretches to the right and left as if he can’t breathe. I’m not too shocked by the discomfort on his face. Noah is still giving him a look that could smother him.

      “Lottie?” Wiley offers a smile my way. “How is the case?”

      “Ha!” Charlie laughs in Noah’s direction. “Your own father even acknowledges the true detective in charge.”

      Noah smacks his lips, because clearly he is not impressed with my sister’s road map to common sense.

      “That would be me.” Cormack nods at her own lunacy. “You see, in addition to biweekly talk show host duties, Getting Candid with Cormack, I run my own detective agency, Featherby Sleuths Investigative Services.”

      “Excuse me.” I lean toward the Featherhead in question. “Did you say biweekly talk show? Getting Candid with Candace was taped Monday through Friday.”

      “And what’s your point, Lee Lee?” Cormack looks indifferent that I spoke in the first place. “My show, my rules. Besides, I’ve got a day spa to run, couture to purchase, and parties where I imbibe copious amounts of champagne. I don’t have time for all the silliness the universe would like to fling my way.”

      “Like a solid paycheck,” I mutter. “And I bet the rest of the crew misses that as well, now that their hours have been cut in half.”

      “Oh hush, you,” she’s quick to reprimand. “They found another host to take my place the other six days of the week. Working long hours into the morning isn’t my strong suit.”

      Apparently, neither is math.

      A spray of miniature purple stars appears around Charlie just as Stinky Binky materializes wrapped around my sister’s shoulders like a fancy, albeit furry black and white scarf.

      “Did I miss anything?” The fuzzy specter gently fans my sister with her long plume of a tail.

      “We’re just getting to the good part,” Charlie tells the little beast as she strokes her tail and kisses her nose.

      Cormack leans her way. “Oh, is Binky here?” She blows a little kiss in Charlie’s direction.

      It seems Charlie shares Carlotta’s indifference when it comes to outing the dead.

      “The case is going swimmingly,” I tell Wiley. “We know the victim was poisoned.” I point over at Noah. “I’m assuming the toxin was administered via her coffee?”

      “Oh dear.” Binky’s fur stands on end just the way it does with my sweet cats whenever they get a good fright. “Terri hated poison. She said that’s why she had to have my stinker removed.”

      Noah’s cheeks flex my way. “Most likely.” He still looks morbidly ticked at his father.

      Binky swats me on the head with her tail and not in the nice way she was fanning my sister just a moment ago.

      “Charlie was right, Lottie,” Binky says with a growl. “You are a bit slow. Go on and ask him about looking into her case further. We must speed this along if justice is to be served. Charlie here let me know that after three days have passed, there’s very little hope of a homicide being solved.”

      My mouth falls open as I look to my sister.

      Slow?

      I shake my head before turning my attention elsewhere.

      “Hey, Noah. How’s that search warrant coming?” I turn to Wiley. “The victim, Terri Norris, had someone leaving her nasty notes on her windshield. She shared one with me just before she passed away that day. Anyway, she mentioned she had an entire drawer full of them at home.”

      “Don’t worry about the warrant, Lot,” Noah says. “I’ve changed my mind. I’m not letting you tag along when the time comes.”

      “What?” I jump in my seat a little, incensed that he’d even entertain the thought of revoking his offer. “Noah, I’m coming with you.”

      “I said no,” he snaps, his eyes sharp and hard.

      A thick silence falls over the table for a moment.

      Charlie tips her head my way. “We don’t need him.”

      Darn tootin’, I want to say.

      “You’ve got me,” Binky is quick to assert. “I’m an expert at prowling around under the cover of night. But since I’ve lost my stinker to stave off predators, I suggest you bring something along to do just that.”

      I nod her way.

      I’m not proud to say I’ve done a little breaking and entering before. Nothing I want to make known at the table, though. However, a majority of people here has been present when I’ve jumped into the deep end of dicey legal waters. And thankfully, Noah and Everett have been kind enough to look the other way.

      Hey? Carlotta is right. I’m pretty lucky to have a cop and a judge in my back pocket. Even if the cop is sort of iffy at the moment.

      “Hear that, Lemon?” Everett raises a brow in Noah’s direction. “You dodged life with a dictator.” His chest rumbles with a dry laugh that never quite initiates. “He’s just letting his true colors fly. Turns out, he’s a bratwurst—emphasis on brat.”

      “Bratwurst?” Noah glares over at his old stepbrother. “Like you would know.”

      “I would know.” Everett glowers right back. “We had gym class at the same time my senior year.”

      I turn to Charlie. “I didn’t think anyone had gym class their senior year.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” She spears Carlotta with a look. “I dropped out.”

      My mouth falls open. “You dropped out of high school?” I whisper because at the moment I don’t think another soul heard her comment.

      Her eyes travel up and down my body with a clear mark of irritation.

      “I never went to high school.”

      I suck in a quick breath as I turn to Carlotta, but she’s too busy gawking at Noah to see what he’ll say next.

      Noah squints out a barely-there smile at Everett. “You saw me in gym? Maybe you took it at the same time so you could see my bratwurst.”

      “I had water polo,” Everett growls. “You were the one who liked balls.”

      Noah chokes as he looks my way. “Football and basketball.”

      “That’s right.” Wiley gives a wistful tick of the head. “My boys were all about the sports.” He looks to my mother. “They get their athletic prowess from me, you know.”

      Mom’s shoulders shimmy. “You’ll have to show me some of that athletic prowess a little later.”

      “Mother.” I’d swat her if she were within striking distance. As it stands, she’s safely tucked clear across the table.

      “I meant on the dance floor.” She winks at Wiley as she says it because clearly she did not.

      Carlotta barks out a laugh. “Lot Lot’s seen their prowess, but it wasn’t on the dance floor. Lot prefers to dance between the sheets. She gets that prowess from me.”

      “As do I.” Charlie winks her way.

      Thankfully, the food arrives with an entire cavalry of waiters and waitresses to land the smoky feast at our table with enough ribs, sausages, beef and pork barbecue sandwiches, collard greens, baked beans bathing in spicy barbecue sauce, and creamy garlic mashed potatoes to last us until Christmas.

      Noah points to Everett. “We’ll settle this with a game of Meteorite after dinner. Prepare to have your ego and your breakfast sausage deflated.”

      A smile twitches on Everett’s lips as he continues to glare over at Noah—a neat trick when you think about it.

      “Kielbasa.” Everett stabs a piece of that salty sausage with his fork and lands it on my plate. “Lemon’s favorite.”

      Carlotta’s mouth falls open. “You’re an overachiever in every department, aren’t ya, Sexy?”

      Charlie wiggles in her seat his way. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      “The heck you will.” I’m not above cutting a sister if she tries to take a bite from my proverbial dinner, and I’m including Noah in that meal as well.

      The entire table dives into the feast at once.

      “Hey, Lot,” Carlotta whispers. “Isn’t that the olive tree you came looking to perch in its branches?” She nods past me and I follow her gaze right to the bar where a familiar woman with a caramel-colored bun and a powder blue suit sits all by her lonesome nursing what looks to be a glass of white wine.

      Huh. I bet she’s still waiting for her party to show.

      Binky rises off my sister’s shoulders. “Let’s go, Lottie. Charlie and I have plans later. She’s promised she’d take me patrolling the streets looking for a skunky scallywag or two. How I miss cavorting with the bad boys.”

      “You and me both, sister,” Charlie says under her breath.

      “Excuse me,” I say as I follow that poltergeist, and we bolt for the bar before Noah can show a little more of his ornery prowess. I’d ask what’s gotten into him tonight, but I have it on good authority that his name is Wiley Fox.

      “Two strawberry daiquiris,” I say to the bartender as I fall into the seat next to Olive and the bartender takes off to oblige me with them.

      Olive does a quick double take in my direction. “Lottie, is that you?”

      “Oh.” I pretend to startle. “Olive! Fancy meeting you here.” I force a little laugh. “I’m here for a party. It’s Noah’s father’s birthday. Noah is the father of my daughter, the one I was dedicating,” I tell her. “How are things going with you? How are your colleagues doing?”

      “It’s still tough.” Her lips turn downward. “Sad all the way around, I tell you.” There’s a heaviness about her words, about the expression on her face that accompanied them that lets me know she means it.

      “And are you okay?”

      Binky curls around the woman’s shoulders and gives her neck a quick sniff.

      “This one smells honest, Lottie.” Binky fans the woman with her tail and I can feel the supernatural breeze from here.

      Olive nods. “I’m still doing the best I can. We all are down at the church. Terri was one of our faithful volunteers along with being an elder. She left big shoes to fill.”

      “I’m sure she did. I’m sorry for your loss. Although I guess it was everyone’s loss.” I bite down on my lip a moment. I have no idea how long it will be before her party arrives, and I’m sensing I don’t have time to gently glide into this conversation the way I’d like to. “Olive, I have a slight confession to make. That afternoon before Terri was killed. She showed me a threatening note someone left her.”

      “Oh?” She straightens a moment as her fingers clutch the stem of her wine glass. “What did it say?”

      Binky sniffs her neck again. “Her body temperature just went up a notch. I think she’s actually fibbing, Lottie.”

      My lips twist to the side. “It’s okay, Olive. You don’t have to pretend you don’t know about the notes. I suspect she told you everything. Terri mentioned she had a drawer full of them at home.”

      Her eyes close a moment too long. “I’m afraid she did share those notes with me. They were disturbing.” She shudders. “And I suppose whoever was sending her those notes was responsible for her death as well. Rumor has it she was poisoned.” She shrugs. “I spoke to one of the medics that examined her that afternoon, and he said he suspected the same thing.”

      “It’s true,” I tell her. “Noah, my daughter’s father, he’s the lead homicide investigator on the case,” I say just as the bartender lands two fruity cocktails before me. “One for me and one for my sister.” And for a moment I can’t remember if I asked for virgins or not. Wonderful. In that case, it’s one for my sister and one for Carlotta. The last thing I want to do is get Lyla Nell tipsy. She’s fun enough as it is.

      I wince over at the woman before me. “Olive, did Terri ever say who she suspected sent her those threats?”

      She tips her chin up before glancing back to the table where Noah and the rest of our party are seated.

      Her lips turn down once again. “I don’t want to cause any trouble for someone, but it’s public knowledge that a certain man came to the church one afternoon a few months back and had a rather nasty confrontation with her.”

      Binky hisses, “I never cared for people who were rude to my Terri. There were a few neighbor girls that taunted her, called her Scary Terri because she kept me as a pet. Can you imagine? Well, I sprayed them and their little dog, too. That’s when Mrs. Norris said it was my stink box or me. I think we both know which one went on the chopping block.”

      My lips part as I look to Olive. “If it’s public knowledge, you can tell me, right? I mean, technically, that wouldn’t be impeding on your client’s confidentiality.”

      She tips her head to the side. “I suppose you’re right.” Her shoulders hike a notch. “And you probably don’t even know the man. I think he’s from Ashford, goes by the name Nelson something or other I think, Stalwart. That’s it. Nelson Stalwart. He works with dogs.”

      A breath hitches in my throat. Nelson Stalwart is Noah’s buddy down at the station. The one that’s in charge of the canine unit—the one who had an argument with Terri right before she took the stage for the business meeting.

      Binky shakes out her fur as if she were incensed. “Why in the world would a man who works with dogs want to kill my Terri?”

      “Yeah,” I say without meaning to. “Why would a man who works with dogs want to kill, or in the least threaten, Terri?”

      Olive blows out a breath. “I guess I don’t know. I suppose you could always ask him. The day they were having their big blowout, I came into it about midway, but they seemed to be arguing about the dogs. Or at least he was shouting something at her regarding them. And something about her ruining him.” She takes a breath. “I asked her about it during our next session and she clearly said she didn’t want to go there. It’s a true mystery.”

      Binky coos, “I love me a good mystery, Lottie. I used to spend hours investigating odd noise—which usually led straight to odd men of my kind. Boy, did we ever have fun getting as odd as we could be. I was readily accepted in all the local dens. The boys just loved me. That’s another thing Charlie and I have in common.”

      A waitress plops a plate down in front of Olive, and my mouth begins to water at the delectable smoked turkey leg and the heap of mashed potatoes.

      “Olive, are you eating dinner at the bar? I’m sorry. I would have asked you to join us. I didn’t realize you were here alone.”

      She laughs it off. “Actually”—she sobers up and she looks grieved for a moment—“I was supposed to be meeting my brother here. It’s his birthday and this is his favorite restaurant. But unfortunately, he couldn’t make it out tonight, so I told him I’d celebrate without him.”

      “Good for you,” I say. “No reason to miss out on a good meal. But you’re still welcome to join us if you like.”

      “No, I’m fine. I’ve got some work I need to go over.” She holds up her phone. “You enjoy your father-in-law’s birthday party. It was a good day to have a birthday. Apparently, some of the best men were born on this day.”

      “Right.” I give a loose smile. I wouldn’t go as far as calling Wiley the best, nor is he my father-in-law, but I suppose he was at one point since I was briefly married to Noah once—an accident more or less that was quickly dissolved by Everett.

      “And I’m off to the house to play with your cats, Lottie.” Binky stretches out as she floats to the ceiling. “You’ll never believe what they’ve been up to.” Her voice grows faint as she disappears in a puff of lavender fog.

      I wish Olive a good night and bump into my mother on the dance floor on my way back.

      “Oh, Lottie, your food is getting cold.” She makes a face before pulling me in. “Just between you and me”—she glances at the table—“I was part of the church auxiliary last Christmas and Terri Norris gave everyone at the staff holiday party a hide-a-key rock. You know the kind that you set out in your planter in the event you get locked out of your home?” She pulls me in another notch. “She said that it’s saved her life more than once.”

      My mouth falls open as I read between the lines. “Mother, thank you. I really appreciate that.”

      Who knew my mother of all people would help me propagate a potential felony?

      “Hey”—I inch in closer as Wiley gyrates his limbs in all sorts of unflattering ways to the cheery country tune crooning overhead—“you wouldn’t happen to know where she lived, do you?”

      Her lips press tightly. “She lives right down the street from Lainey on Maple Leaf Drive. She always thought her Christmas decorations were better than everyone else’s because she had them professionally arranged. She was fiercely competitive. Blue house on the corner with lots of pots on the porch. She was meticulous about her gardening, too.”

      “Good to know. And thank you,” I mouth as I take off for the table, only to find the food obliterated and half the seats abandoned.

      Carlotta moans hard, and Mayor Nash moans twice as hard as they hold their bellies.

      “Make it stop, Lot Lot,” Carlotta groans as she holds a hand up as if begging for mercy.

      Noah and Everett are gone and so is Cormack. The only other person at the table is Charlie who plucks down an oversized beef rib, or what’s left of it, onto her plate already piled high with a dozen other bones.

      “Now that was a meal.” She wipes her lips as she looks up at me. “What are you staring at? Haven’t you ever seen a girl put away some ribs before?”

      “Sure I have, and it’s usually me. Nice to see we have that in common. Where are Noah and Everett? And do I want to know where your new bestie Cormack is?”

      She averts her eyes. “Mackie is on the dance floor with some knuckle-dragger who has billions. An old friend—emphasis on old. And as for your men—the battle of the sausage continues. They’re playing video games. Bets were made. I think a coveted spot in your bed is in the balance.” She gives a quick wink and I don’t think for a minute she’s serious.

      I crane my neck, and sure enough, I spot the two of them side-by-side, each working their own arcade machine. Both Noah and Everett look so intense you’d think national security were in the bounds. I’m not surprised. Their competitiveness against one another borders on toxic.

      I look back at Carlotta. “I need to get going. I just got some good intel and I need to act on it tonight.”

      “I’m going with you.” Charlie is quick to jump to her feet.

      “Come on, Harry.” Carlotta pulls Mayor Nash to his feet as well. “We’d better tag along.”

      The four of us head over to the arcade, and no matter how hard I try to convince Noah and Everett it’s time to go home, they’re immovable from those machines. They mumble something about scores to beat and records to maintain. There’s no telling how long this foray into insanity will take. This is clearly a case of them trying to prove whose sausage is bigger.

      “Never mind,” I tell them. “I’ll hitch a ride back with Mayor Nash.”

      “Sounds good, Lot,” Noah grunts as he moves that controller around at lightning speeds.

      “Don’t wait up, Lemon,” Everett growls. “I’ll give you a kiss goodnight when I get in.”

      Noah gives a dark chuckle. “Don’t be too surprised if I’m the one giving you that kiss, Lot.”

      A choking sound comes from me, because by the sound of it, Charlie was telling the truth.

      She shrugs my way. “Let the boys play,” she says. “We’ve got a game of our own to partake in.”

      I nod her way. And something tells me she’s played breaking and entering roulette before.
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      I ask Mayor Nash to drop us off at Lainey’s house and he does just that. I didn’t dare speak about the true nature of our chosen locale because I’d hate for there to be any political blowback for him.

      He’s been the mayor of Honey Hollow for as long as I can remember and I’d hate for some goofy misstep of mine to cause his career any harm. And with me around, it’s a very real possibility—just ask Noah or Everett. Noah has only been reinstated for a month, and Everett, well, he hasn’t seen the inside of his chambers since late December. And, boy, how I miss the inside of his chambers.

      Hey? I bet if I can have my mother watch Lyla Nell now and again, I can hand deliver some sweet treats to Everett’s private chambers when he gets back to work. The future looks delicious indeed.

      Lyla Nell. I whimper just thinking about her. I can’t stand being away from her. And every time we’re separated, I’m merely counting down the minutes until we’re reunited.

      My chest starts to tingle, and just like that, my blouse is instantly soaked.

      I gasp as I look down at the horror.

      “Oh great. I just sprang a leak,” I whisper, quickly working off the pricey silk blouse that must have set Noah back a fortune.

      It’s dark on Maple Leaf Drive. The streetlamp down the street is so dim, it’s pretty much worthless. The night air is warm and scented with honeysuckle and fresh cut lawns. I arranged for Charlie, Carlotta, and me to leave our purses in the back of Mayor Nash’s car so that they wouldn’t encumber us. And let’s face it, that decreases the odds of Carlotta and Charlie sprinkling the contents of their purses all over the place like a trail of incriminating breadcrumbs.

      “You sprang a what?” Charlie wrinkles her nose at me. “Carlotta, why is she stripping?” She shifts her gaze back my way and her eyes glow just the way mine do in dim lighting. “Did you tinkle? Good grief. You could have squatted in a bush instead of going in your pants. And by the way, you took off the wrong piece of clothing. Don’t tell me you don’t know how that works either.”

      I shoot both her and Carlotta a look. “No, I didn’t tinkle,” I grouse at Charlie. “And now if you’ll both excuse me, I see a sprinkler running. I need to rinse this blouse off before it’s ruined.” I bend over at the foot of Lainey’s lawn and do just that.

      “Laundry, Lot? Really?” Carlotta scoffs. “What is this? Amateur hour?” Carlotta scoffs as she pulls both Charlie and me away from Lainey’s house. “You know your sister has a couple of stethoscopes for ears.”

      “You’re right,” I whisper. “She has eyes like a hawk as well. And with baby Josie still keeping her up at night, the odds are good she’s peering out the window at us right this very minute. Leave it to my leaky boobs to give us away.”

      “Oh geez.” Charlie nearly hops right across the street before tiptoeing back over. “Go squeeze your udders in a bush, would you? I don’t want you getting any of that stuff on me. I don’t have kids for a reason.”

      “You probably shouldn’t,” I tell her as we scamper toward the darker end of the street. “You’re not married.”

      Charlie clucks her tongue my way. “Says the girl who was knocked up by two different men while she was single.”

      I roll my eyes. “First, that would be impossible.” But not improbable on my part.

      “And second, I was technically married to Everett.”

      She nods. “Married to Everett while you let your boyfriend impregnate you? You’re a real moral pillar.”

      “Oh stop,” I tell her. “I’m just trying to be a good big sister.”

      “It’s too late for that,” Charlie growls while looking at Carlotta. “I had to raise myself and Carlotta out in Higgins Bottom.”

      “I don’t doubt that.” A tiny yet sad laugh bubbles in my chest. “I’ve been raising Carlotta for the last two years myself.”

      We share a dark laugh on our bio mother’s behalf.

      “So, Higgins Bottom?” I whisper as we slink down the street and the breeze licks under my armpits. “Is that where you grew up in Arizona?”

      Carlotta yanks Charlie back a notch and her eyes bug out at her youngest daughter as if threatening her with something fierce.

      “Carlotta,” I say, pulling Charlie free. “Who cares if I know what town you’re from?”

      “I care,” Carlotta spouts off before giving Charlie another dirty look. “And you should, too. If you give this little investigative sleuth an inch, she’ll take a nosy mile.”

      I scoff. “It’s clear there’s something you don’t want me to know. Just fess up,” I tell them. “Carlotta is right, Charlie. I’ll just find out anyway.”

      Charlie makes a face before nodding past me. “Isn’t this the house?” She motions up at a quaint single story with its eerily dark windows. “Blue house on the corner with lots of pots on the porch?”

      “That’s it,” I say, taking it in. The street sign running perpendicular to the house catches my eye—Cranberry Lane. The sign running parallel reads Maple Leaf Drive, but that’s not the one that’s sending a shiver up my spine.

      Clementine said she still lives on Cranberry Lane and that her husband jogged by Terri’s house. I guess they were close. And about a thousand thoughts sail through my mind about what could have happened between the two of them. But I put all of that out of my mind for now and get back to the task at hand.

      Charlie, Carlotta, and I make our way up the cobbled walkway and to the expansive porch. And sure enough, there are enough pots lining the front to raise an entire garden.

      “Come on, let’s poke around,” I whisper. “That hide-a-key rock has to be here somewhere.” I already filled them in on what my mother told me before we got into Mayor Nash’s car, and soon the three of us are elbows deep in begonias, ferns, spider plants, and most likely real spiders, too.

      Carlotta grunts, “I got nothin’, Lot.”

      “Me either,” I whisper.

      “I got something.” Charlie hoists up a smooth tan stone in her hand. “Bingo!” she riots.

      “Would you shush?” I say as I tiptoe over and take the rock from her. “Let’s get the key and get inside before anyone spots us.” I pull the rubber cork out from the bottom, and to my horror there’s nothing in it. “It’s empty!” I riot just as loud, if not louder, than Charlie just did. “She must have forgotten to put the key back the last time she used it. Now what?”

      Charlie glances back at the house. “Now we get creative. Follow me.” She takes off down the stairs and Carlotta pulls me back for a second.

      “You might want to take notes, Lot. Cha Cha knows a thing or two when it comes to being sneaky. That’s why we gotta get rid of her. She’s dangerous. Why do you think she’s making friends with all the wrong people? Greer Giles? Naomi? Cormack Featherhead?”

      I make a face. “You’ve got a point there, but I don’t think she’s dangerous.”

      “Have it your way. But Cha Cha will gut you before you ever notice you’re bleeding. She might look like an angel, but she’s an agent of the hot place through and through.”

      “That’s a terrible thing to say, Carlotta. And when we get a chance, we’re going to talk about this dropping out of school business. I can’t believe you let her get away with that.”

      Charlie blinks back to life at the bottom of the steps and there’s a purple glow around her shoulders as our favorite spectral skunk wags her tail back and forth my way as if she were waving.

      “I’m afraid the whoopie pies are no more, Lottie Lemon. They were a bit dry if you ask me.” The furry cutie hiccups and it sounds like a cork pulling away from a bottle of champagne. And the only reason on God’s green earth that anything in my bakery was dry would be because someone—more than likely named Suze—didn’t seal up the leftover bin properly. “I just had to see what all the hullabaloo was about. And to think it was the very last thing my poor Terri ate. I think she could have done better.”

      I scoff as Carlotta and I follow Charlie around the back of the house. We try every window, but not one of them gives. The back door is firmly bolted shut and suddenly we’re all out of options.

      “Well”—I try to catch my breath as I look at the fortress before us—“I guess that’s a wrap. There’s no way in.”

      A dull moan comes from Binky as she slinks down to the ground and runs right up the stairs leading to the back door and runs right through a rather small doggie door.

      She pokes her head back out at us. “I really didn’t think I’d have to demonstrate that for you.”

      “Binky!” I give a small squeal. “Try to unlock the door.”

      “I did. There’s some sort of a bond over it. I can’t do it.”

      I huff at the thought. “I bet the powers that be have something against the idea of making my life easy.”

      Charlie snorts. “More like the powers that be have something against you partaking in illegal activity.”

      “I guess it really is quitting time,” I say.

      “What?” Carlotta honks. “I didn’t raise you to be no quitter, Lottie Lemon.”

      “That’s because you didn’t raise me,” I’m quick to point out.

      “Pfft.” Charlie folds her arms over her chest. “You had Carlotta two consecutive years in a row. That plenty qualifies as her raising you. I only got her in increments.”

      I shake my head over at the mother in question. “I am not even going there right now.”

      “Nope.” Carlotta spins me toward the back door. “You’re going there.”

      “You’re dreaming,” I say. “That’s hardly big enough for Noah’s dog. And I think we all know I’m much bigger than Toby. You go in, Charlie. You’re the smallest.”

      “It’s your investigation. I just bet you’d love to pin this little breaking and entering scheme of yours all on me. I heard the two of you scheming to get rid of me just a few minutes ago,” she snarls right at us. “Well, I’ve got news for you. It’s not happening.”

      “Fine. I’ll go.” I toss my hands up. “Hold this,” I say, giving Carlotta my wadded up silk blouse. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Don’t worry, Lot.” Carlotta nudges me toward the door. “You’ll do just fine. I’m sure Mr. Sexy has gotten you in a tight pickle or two before. Just wiggle your body and you’ll slither inside in no time.”

      “Slither inside,” I say under my breath as I get on all fours and—OH!

      For some reason, my slow leak has turned into an all-out runny faucet.

      “What’s that noise?” Charlie whispers. “Carlotta, are her boobs peein’ again?”

      “Looks like it.” Carlotta clucks her tongue. “On the bright side, the neighborhood cats are in for a treat.”

      “Geez.” I crawl over to the dog door, poke my head inside, and to my delight, Binky is glowing so bright she’s practically acting as a night-light. From what I can see, the kitchen looks fairly spotless. There’s a bowl on the counter and a box of cereal next to it, and my heart breaks at the sight. That’s probably the last thing Terri ate before leaving for church that day.

      “Go on, Lot!” Carlotta hisses from the other side. “The night’s not getting any younger and neither am I.”

      I manage to pull my shoulders through one at a time, and just when I think this is going to be as easy as pumpkin pie, my rear blocks the rest of my passage. I pull, twist, and yank, and do my level best to get myself over the felonious finish line, but I only get half of my caboose to come along for the ride.

      “It’s no use!” I say loud enough for them to hear me. “I have to back out.” I try to do just that and I can’t seem to budge in that direction either. “Gah! I’m stuck!”

      “Don’t worry, Lot,” Charlie calls out. “I’ve dealt with this before. I’ve got a solution.”

      Just as I’m about to ask what that might be, I feel a couple of shoes kicking my rear, and before I know it, by sheer willpower and the inertia initiated by a few severe kicks, my body glides in the rest of the way.

      “Ugh,” I grunt, crawling on my elbow over a few feet. “It’s as if the door just gave birth to me.” I roll over and note my legs feel peculiarly cool. “My pants are missing!” I shout, but before I can retrieve them, Charlie crawls in after me, sans her top. And once she spots me sprawled out in my underwear, she’s losing her own pants to match.

      “I’m not going to let you best me, Lottie Lemon,” she snips.

      I struggle to rise just as Carlotta wiggles her way in and I help her up.

      Carlotta takes a moment to inspect the two of us. “If the two of you think we need to be naked, then so be it.”

      And just like that, the three of us are staring at one another in our underwear.

      I shake my head. “Nell would be so proud of this branch of the family tree.”

      “Oh hush, you,” Charlie hisses as she walks past me and gives that cereal box a firm rattle. “Go find what you’re looking for. I’ll fix myself a snack.”

      “You do that,” I say. Typically, I would protest the thought of someone pilfering a dead woman’s pantry, but with Charlie this might be the very best scenario. “In fact, why don’t you join the buffet, Carlotta? I’ll be back in a flash.”

      “Hurry this way, Lottie.” Binky lights the way down the hall and into what looks to be a study. “Her desk is over there. I took the liberty to glide through the walls while they were giving you the boot.”

      “Quite literally on both counts,” I say. “Hey? Can you up the wattage on your glow?”

      Sure enough, the room is nearly bright as noonday. And the best part? This supernatural light show is for my eyes only. Technically, Carlotta and Charlie’s, too, but that’s because we’ve all been bonked on the head with this bippity boppity curse of sorts.

      I take a quick look around and—geez—I hop back a little as thousands of miniature porcelain dolls stare vacantly in my direction.

      “Someone had one serious hankering for baby dolls,” I seethe at the pale faces glowing all around me. “Believe you me, I don’t think I’m going to be snapping these up at the mall for Lyla Nell. They’re creepy. And I half-expect them to talk back to me.” Or kill me.

      One tumbles off the shelf and bleats, “Mama,” as soon as she hits the floor.

      A horrific moan evicts from me. I waste no time speeding to the desk, yanking open the middle drawer, and an entire litany of loosely folded papers shiver in the breeze I’ve just created for them. Each one is small and rectangular just like the one Terri handed me that day.

      I go to pull my phone out and gasp. “Oh no. I must have left my phone in my purse. Shoot.” I suck in a quick breath. “What if Lyla Nell needs me? What if there’s already been an emergency? Maybe that’s why I sprang a leak? Maybe my boobs are sort of like the universe’s Bat-Signal? Good grief, I’d better hurry.”

      I fish out all the notes I can, spread them over the table, and begin to read them out loud to Binky, one by one. “Stop what you’re doing. You’re a sinner, not a saint. How can you live with yourself? Do you see a monster when you look in the mirror? I know what you’re up to. You are a menace that deserves to be destroyed. I hate you. You deserve to die. Time is running out for you. This is your last warning. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”

      “Lottie!” Charlie’s voice carries in this direction, and it seems to be carrying a panic right along with it. “The popo’s comin’! Get your rear to the door. We’re hauling on out.”

      “What’s a popo?” I ask, staggering out of the room for a second and Carlotta snatches me by the elbow, dragging me right back to the kitchen.

      “We done tripped the alarm!” Carlotta howls.

      I’m not sure why, but the more frazzled Carlotta seems to get the more country-fried she seems to get, too. And I’m pretty sure I just witnessed the same thing happen to Charlie.

      “What alarm?” I ask.

      “The security system.” Charlie points past the pantry. “I didn’t see it until it started to flicker like a strand of Christmas lights a raccoon chewed through.”

      Binky snickers. “Thank you for not blaming it on my kind. So often we’re the brunt of everyone else’s dirty work.”

      Charlie looks to Carlotta. “Boy, can I ever commiserate.”

      “Stop your whining, Cha Cha.” Carlotta hits the floor. “It’s time to make tracks.” She pokes herself right back through that doggie door and gets her shoulders through before Charlie opens the door with Carlotta still in it, hops over her mama, and bullets down the street.

      “Oh geez,” I grunt as I yank Carlotta free. “For the love of all things good.”

      “She’s not good, Lot. Did you see that? She up and abandoned me. She up and abandoned the both of us. She’s wicked, I tell you, wicked!”

      “Carlotta, you up and abandoned both of us. Charlie just learned from the best.”

      “Thank you. It’s nice to be appreciated.”

      From the window I can see a light flick on at the house across the street, so I grab Carlotta by the hand and we hightail it up the street. We catch up to Charlie, and I lead us all the way back to Country Cottage Road by way of a trail that cuts through the neighborhood.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” I pant at the sight of my sweet rental lit up like a peach. “Everett’s SUV is nowhere to be seen. That means they’re not home yet.”

      “What if they parked in the garage?” Charlie points out.

      Carlotta chuckles at the thought. “There’s not a shred of hope of anyone parking in the garage ever again. Little Yippy has amassed so much junk, half of it is taking up prime real estate in every nook and cranny. That’s why there’s no room for you at the inn, Cha Cha. So you can just turn all of that destructive hatred you’ve got for me and aim it at the baby, where it really belongs.”

      “Carlotta,” I hiss. “Nobody has the right to hate Lyla Nell. She’s just an innocent child.” We run up the porch, only to be met with loud music pumping from inside. I give a few brisk knocks before Evie flings open the door.

      Both Evie and I take one look at one another and belt out a scream at the very same time.

      “What happened to your clothes?” Evie squawks.

      “Never mind what happened to my clothes,” I squawk right back. “What happened to your clothes?”

      Evie is dressed in a hot pink sequin bathing suit and she’s paired it with fuzzy knee-high boots that look as if they were ripped right off the legs of the Abominable Snowman.

      Evie rolls her eyes and fiddles with her phone as the music cuts out, and the three of us slink inside.

      Dash comes out of the kitchen dressed the exact same way while staring vacantly at her phone, and I spot Lyla Nell happy as can be in her bouncy seat tucked safely between Pancake and Waffles.

      “No way! We’re trending!” Dash squeals and jumps.

      “Trending?” I ask as I scoop up Lyla Nell.

      Before either of them can clarify, the front door swings open and in walk Noah and Everett—both of whom stop dead in their tracks to take in the scene.

      “What the hell is going on?” Everett asks in a panic. “Lemon? Did someone break into the house?”

      Noah reaches for his gun, and I wave for him to stop.

      “There is a perfectly good explanation for all of this,” I tell them before wincing. “But not one I’d like to extrapolate on in front of the kids.”

      “Wassa matter, Foxy and Sexy?” Carlotta steps their way. “Can’t tell ’em apart in their birthday suits, can ya?” She hitches her thumb at my sister and me. You can each have one of ’em. The way they both like to run their mouths off, you can hardly tell the difference, which is which, in the dark. Heck, why not swap ’em out once in a while, too?”

      I inch back at the woman who bore me. “Carlotta, have you been hitting Jimmy’s moonshine again?”

      “That’s Daddy to you, Lot Lot.”

      “Carlotta,” Everett thunders. “Start spilling the truth or your days under my roof are numbered.”

      It’s a sad day when Everett feels he might get more of the real story from Carlotta than he would his own wife.

      It’s as if he really knows me.

      Carlotta sighs. “We thought we’d take Charlie here for a stroll around the neighborhood, and Ms. Hoity-Toity had to stop halfway and do her laundry. And then, this copycat”—she hitches a thumb at Charlie—“decided she wasn’t going to be one-upped in the moon tanning department. And well, you know I can’t resist a good dare.”

      Everett stares over at me with that sober expression I’ve seen him implement in his courtroom a time or two.

      “Evie, Dash, would you please excuse us?” he asks, but they’re too glued to their phones to notice the bevy of partially naked women taking up residence in the living room. Instead, they giggle and scream and laugh like mad before trotting down the hall on their own volition.

      “We did it!” Dash shouts.

      “We’re freaking dominating!” Evie matches her enthusiasm before we hear the pronounced thump of the door.

      Lyla Nell gives a delirious giggle before her eyes grow heavy and her head tips toward my chest.

      “Don’t just stand there, Foxy.” Carlotta pats him on the bottom. “Pull out your phone. I gotta see if the girls implemented my ideas. Hit up Evie’s Insta Pictures account, stat.”

      Noah quickly complies, and what we witness next has all of our jaws rooting to the floor—and considering it’s not easy to shock either Carlotta, Charlie, or me, it’s a rather magnificent feat.

      A video, about a minute long, features Dash belting out her debut song in the background. It starts off innocent enough with Dash holding both Pancake and Waffles, and Evie holding Lyla Nell, the three girls in a pair of warm, fuzzy looking sweats. Then the music picks up speed and both Dash and Evie squat to the ground, and when they spike back up, the cats and baby are thankfully safely in the background, but the two teenagers at the helm are now sporting far too much flesh and far too little pink sequins. They start in on a booty shaking dance that causes both Noah and Everett to look away from the screen and groan—and I think I heard a few threats in there, too.

      “Evie,” Everett thunders as he heads that way. “Take this video down right now!”

      I nod to Noah. “And on that note—could I ask you to watch Lyla Nell for a few minutes while I take a quick shower?”

      “Where did you go tonight, Lottie?” He narrows those lawn green eyes over mine as he takes Lyla Nell.

      “And put her in her PJ’s while you’re at it,” I shout as I make my way down the hall. “If she wakes back up, you can read her a bedtime story.”

      “Someone’s got some explaining to do,” he calls after me.

      Noah is right. Someone has some explaining to do.

      But it’s not me—it’s whoever sent those notes to Terri Norris, and that person just might turn out to be the killer, too.
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      “The alarm was tripped at Terri Norris’ home last night,” Ivy says as she lands a box of donuts onto my desk. “I know you love crullers, so I saved the last two for you.” She winks my way and oddly it felt platonic.

      Although, these last few months, Ivy has let me know she feels anything but platonic toward me.

      “Thank you,” I say, flipping open the pink lid to the pastry box and find two rather sad looking partially crushed crullers. They’ll find their way into my belly regardless. “Terri Norris’ home, huh?” I lean back in my chair and bore a hole in the wall with my stare.

      So that’s where Lottie went. And she took the duo of destruction along with her. What is she thinking breaking and entering? Did Lyla Nell even cross her mind? I love Lottie too much to watch her hurt herself like this. I’ll have to have a talk with her.

      “What do they think happened?” I ask, taking a sip of my coffee.

      Ivy shifts on her feet as her lips contort into a sarcastic smile. “A skunk was responsible.”

      And just like that, I nearly spit my coffee out.

      “A skunk?”

      “That’s right. A neighbor heard a ruckus, thought it was a band of thieves, and it turned out they saw a large skunk crawl right out of the doggie door, dragging some clothes along with it. Probably laundry left lying around.”

      Lottie’s nearly naked body runs through my mind.

      “Probably.” I nod up at her. “Ivy, can I ask if there have been any reports of suspicious men loitering in or around Honey Hollow? Men in dark suits?”

      She lifts her nose and frowns my way. “You do realize not one but two crime bosses were on the hook to be your girlfriend’s father just last month. If there were men in dark suits loitering around Honey Hollow, I’d venture to guess they were Canelli’s men protecting Lottie. For as monstrous as Jimmy can be to his enemies, he’s monstrously generous to his family. I suppose she lucked out in the daddy department.” She sighs my way. “So did Lyla Nell for that matter. You have one cute little girl on your hands, Noah.” She stalls a moment, running her finger in a circular pattern over my desk. Her teeth graze over her lower lip and it feels like a calling card. “You should balance out your family. You’ll need a woman in your life eventually. I’m simply throwing my hat in the ring.” Her lips curve into an easy smile. “We fit, Noah. We’re the same person. We like the same things. We do the same things. We are of one mind. And so, if you’re ever inclined, just know I’m here for you.”

      “I appreciate that.” Now what would be the kindest way to give her a solid no from here to eternity? “But I’m not ready.”

      “You will be one day. And when that moment arrives, I’ll be waiting.” She cinches a short-lived smile. “I’ll see about getting that search warrant moved up for Terri Norris’ home. Let’s just hope that skunk didn’t make off with any pertinent evidence.”

      She takes off and I squeeze my eyes shut a moment.

      That was no run-of-the-mill mammal running through that house. It was Stinky or Binky or Stinky Binky, whatever the heck that supernatural stinker is going by these days. And I’m betting that laundry lying around belonged to three of the five scantily clad women I found at Lottie’s place last night—Lottie being one of them. And I have no doubt she was the chief instigator, too.

      Last night at Smoked and Smothered comes back to me.

      Yes, I was short with Lemon—but for two good reasons. One, I just found out Canelli has men tracking Miranda and most likely my father. But my father is far too daft to notice. Things are swinging in a deadly direction and his addiction to losing money is to blame for it.

      And two, I knew Lottie was itching to get into Terri’s house. I would have taken her. I should have pulled her aside last night and let her know I would do just that. Instead, I shut her down because I was so incensed with my father for putting Miranda in the line of danger. And let’s be honest, any guest at the B&B can be a casualty if things go wrong as well. God forbid Lottie or Lyla Nell wind up at the wrong place at the wrong time. It makes me want to wring my father’s neck.

      Bottom line—dear old Dad owes Jimmy some cold, hard cash. And Jimmy has already made it crystal clear I’m not going to be the one to give it to him.

      I lean back and feel my gun butt up against my hip as Jimmy’s own words run through my mind. He said he wants a cop in his back pocket.

      I shake my head at the thought of doing his bidding. I have no more power to make a parking ticket go away around here than I do to shut down the mob taskforce.

      A thought hits me.

      What if I had it all wrong? What if Jimmy wasn’t interested in any sleight of hand happening at the working end of this facility?

      Suddenly, it feels as if the truth is unfurling before me like a filthy banner of lies.

      My eyes close a moment too long.

      If I’m right, Jimmy won’t have to kill my father. I might just do the deed myself.

      I hop up, snatch my keys, and head out into the Ashford afternoon sun.

      It’s time to head to Leeds and have a real conversation with Jimmy Canelli.

      Here’s hoping my hunch is wrong.

      It’s never been wrong before, but now would be a darn good time to start.
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      Turns out, Jimmy Canelli isn’t holing up in Red Satin. As soon as I set foot in there, I spotted Lottie’s sister, Meg, and she let me know Jimmy took off. Meg happens to be friendly with one of his men, and they let Meg know Jimmy was at his private shooting range.

      I didn’t need directions. Whether or not Jimmy realizes it, the Ashford County Sheriff’s Department knows about all of his haunts—and all of the haunts that belong to Luke Lazzari and his family as well. Jimmy and Luke might be on opposing sides when it comes to mob dealings, but to the sheriff’s department they’re one and the same to us. They’re nothing but a bunch of common street thugs.

      Jimmy’s private shooting range is located on the east end of Leeds. I know for a fact he uses it as a training ground for his army of hitmen. Here’s hoping I don’t make a good moving target.

      Everett runs through my mind and I shake my head. Thank God Canelli called off that hit. If anything happened to Everett because of something I dragged him into, I would have taken that guilt to my own grave.

      The bustling street turns rural, and soon I’m driving down an unmarked dirt road lined with evergreens on either side. A clearing appears with a smattering of cars spread over it and I glide in next to the gate. I spot a couple of Jimmy’s goons keeping watch at the entry and frown over at them. They look sleek and mean in a couple of dark matching suits, somber matching expressions as well, as if they just came back from burying ten men alive—and odds are good they might have.

      I’d better text Ivy and let her know where I’ve gone in the event I go missing.

      I’m about to do just that when a large SUV pulls up next to me and I do a double take at the driver.

      “What in the…” I get out at the same time he does. “Everett? What the heck are you doing here?” I step around my truck to find him in his new uniform of a T-shirt and jeans. The sun is high, it’s so warm out you’d think it was the middle of summer, the birds are chirping, and the sky is blue. And yet, I can’t help but feel something downright deadly has supernaturally drawn us both here at the very same time.

      “I was invited.” He shoots me a look that lets me know he’s not pleased to see me before locking up his truck with the flick of a button. “What are you doing here?”

      “I invited myself.”

      “Should have figured. Just like you do with everything else.” A rumble of a laugh rattles his chest as he heads for the gate.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask as I lock up my own truck and follow along. “Never mind. It all goes back to Cormack, doesn’t it? Who knew one blow to the ego, in high school no less, would cause such a rippling effect.”

      “Lemon.” He hikes his brows a notch my way. “It all goes back to Lemon.”

      “What?” I shake my head at him. “You wish. I didn’t invite myself to Lottie. We came to the mutual conclusion that we should be together.”

      “You came to the conclusion that you should be with her—that’s why you didn’t tell her about Britney.”

      He’s not entirely wrong. But the reason I didn’t tell Lottie that I was still married at the time we started dating was because Brit and I hadn’t even seen one another in a year. We were separated and the divorce was already rolling. I would have told her eventually. The time was never right.

      “All right, Everett,” I say, looking ahead while those goons get ready to greet us with their arsenal of weaponry. “You just like to make it sound bad. But that probably helps quell your ego because Lottie didn’t choose you first. She met us on the same day, only hours apart.”

      “And once you knew I was in the picture, you saw that you had to act fast.”

      A laugh bucks through me. “Even if you’re right, it doesn’t change the past. What’s done is done. Lottie and I burned bright and fast until—”

      “Your wife strolled back into town and said she wanted her husband back.”

      I blow out a breath as I relive that horrific night briefly. “And it was a surefire way to knock Lot and me off our base. But don’t worry, Everett. We’re going to rally. You haven’t seen the last of me yet, sweetheart.” I give a little wink.

      “All right, easy,” he says. “Save the charm for the big guy. Something says we’re going to need it.”

      “Before we head in, what ended up happening to that video Evie uploaded?”

      Once Everett and I took one look at that near-naked dance party, we convinced Evie to take it down immediately, but by the time she did, it was replicated just about everywhere. Everett told me to head home and get some sleep, that he’d take care of it. But I didn’t get much sleep. I care about Evie as much as Lyla Nell. God forbid Lyla Nell upload a racy raunch-fest like that one day. I don’t know how Everett held it together.

      “I spent two hours on the phone with the reps from both of those social media sites she uploaded it to and they both said the same thing. Once content is uploaded, it can be copied and stored by just about anyone. It looks like Evie’s gyrating moves are here to stay. And the kicker is, I could swear I was talking to teenagers on the other end of the line.”

      “This planet is run by millennials now. They control the universe from a keyboard while watching cartoons in their mother’s basement. It’s the way of the world, old man. Get used to it.”

      “I’m afraid you’re right.”

      We approach a wooden gate large enough to let a tank through, and the men in black step in front of it as if we were about to storm the dusty gates.

      Everett lets the goons in suits know who he is and they send a text and let him through the magic portal.

      The beefier goon of the two asks for my name and I give it, and not more than ten seconds later, I cross over the portal myself. Everett and I walk down past the woods and spot Jimmy standing to the left, firing shots off, and it’s loud as anything despite the fact he’s got a silencer on his weapon.

      He fires toward an entire line of corrugated plastic targets hanging about a hundred yards away and does a number on everything in his path. He’s even got the wind flags out in every color to help gauge his shot according to the breeze. Jimmy is going all out to up his game in the shooting department. Although, at this point, my guess is this is all for fun. He’s hired the best and brightest, or the worst and dimmest, to do his deadly bidding—take your pick.

      We see a couple more of his goons lurking on the sidelines. One of them points our way, alerting Jimmy to our presence.

      Jimmy is wearing a suit, granted the jacket is off, and the sleeves to his white dress shirt are rolled up. He gives a casual lull of his head in our direction before taking off his earmuffs and hitching his head for us to come his way.

      “Judge Baxter.” He nods to Everett then me. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit, Detective?”

      “Just thought I’d pop over, say hello. Maybe see where a conversation takes us.” I look over at Everett. He had better not ruin this for me. I don’t need his bravado rearing its ugly head and getting Miranda Lemon killed in the process. “Nice range,” I say. “You’re a good shot.” I flick a finger toward the targets.

      It’s true. He’s nailed just about every single one.

      “I can do better.” Jimmy motions to someone on the right. “Bring out Lazzari,” he shouts.

      “What’s Luke doing here?” Everett asks, but I’m pretty sure he’s talking to himself at this point. I don’t blame him. I’m wondering the exact same thing.

      “Keeping me company.” Jimmy gives a thumbs-up as the goon in question hangs something up on a wire about six feet off the ground in the distance, and not until he steps away do we see it’s a life-size cutout of Luke Lazzari himself hanging on the target bracket.

      “Watch your ears, boys,” Jimmy says as he forces a couple of shots off. He’s got a silencer on his piece, but you can still hear a healthy pop, and sure enough, my ears tingle because of it.

      Jimmy hits the paper version of Luke in both knees and three times in the groin.

      “Bring out Moretti,” Jimmy shouts, and it takes less than a few seconds for us to see an older man, dark, bruised-looking eyes, a swath of dark hair to match, dressed in a light gray suit, and I don’t need a road map to let me know that’s Mannino Moretti Senior.

      Last month I found out Everett had been paying Manny Junior ten K a week to keep Jimmy’s hit from happening. Thankfully, Lottie had the idea to manipulate her paternity tests, and it saved both Everett’s wallet and his life. Jimmy called off the hit. Lottie might have to pretend to be Jimmy’s daughter the rest of her natural life just to keep breath in Everett’s lungs.

      Jimmy fires off a few more shots, this time two to the heart and one in each eye.

      “Geez,” I hiss as I take a full step back.

      “What’s the matter, Detective? You’ve never seen someone get the holy trinity?”

      I glance to Everett before looking back his way. “Is that what you call that move? We call it a felony.”

      Jimmy chuckles as he lands his gun into the holster at his waist.

      “So who came to play?” He nods my way. “Detective, did you bring your weapon?”

      “I’ve got it. No silencer. I’d hate to blow out our eardrums for no good reason. I’m a good shot.”

      He shrugs. “I’ll have the boys outfit you with a few pairs of earmuffs. How about you, Judge Baxter? You carrying?”

      Everett taps his waist with his elbow. “I’ve got Ethel.”

      “Carlotta Junior’s gun.” Jimmy bows his head, and quite frankly I’m not too shocked that Jimmy Canelli knows all about the nickname for the Glock Everett and I gave Lottie. “I’m sorry to break it to you, but that’s a little like wearing your wife’s dress where I’m from. You need your own gun. You’re a powerful man—a target on a good day, let alone a bad.” He winks over at him.

      Everett’s chest doubles in size.

      Why do I get the feeling Jimmy is hinting at the fact Everett is about to have a bad day?

      Jimmy swings those dark eyes my way. “But worse than toting your old lady’s gun is the fact the mother of your child has left you for your brother.”

      “Stepbrother,” I correct. “But we’re no longer related.” And yet, oddly I feel more related to Everett now than I did back then. “So what’s going on? Why did you call Everett to the bullet farm?”

      Jimmy flexes a short-lived smile his way. “I’m assuming you shared the news with Detective Fox.”

      “Nope.” Everett is quick to shake his head as he cuts me a look that suggests he wasn’t about to do it either. “What the hell are you doing here, anyway?”

      “You first,” I tell him.

      Everett’s icy stare is just as stone-cold. “Jimmy swiped Lemon’s hairbrush the day of the dedication. He had her DNA analyzed. It’s game over. He knows she’s not his. That bullseye is right back on my chest—where I’m sure you think it belongs.”

      “Not true.” My nostrils flare as I look to the mobster before us. “You’re not killing Everett. And you’re not killing my father, are you?” I hold his gaze a good long while because I have a feeling I’ve got his number. “How much did you loan my father, anyway? One hundred thousand? Five hundred thousand? Both of those would be ridiculous amounts. You saw him at that underground casino of yours night after night. You knew who he was—my father. You also knew he was damn good at both winning and losing. No matter how much money you pumped into him, you knew you’d get it back via your crooked house rules. But you’re not content scooping up your earnings via a few loose chips. You conned my father into taking out some ridiculous loan because you knew when he couldn’t pay up, eventually I would.” I nod over at him. “You made your intentions clear the other day at the B&B. You want a dirty cop on your side. And I’m guessing you’re in the market for a dirty judge, too.”

      Jimmy grunts, “You’re good, you know that, Detective?” He chuckles to himself.

      A tiny spear of pride blooms in my chest. I’ll take an accolade where I can get it these days.

      “But you’re wrong.” The smile glides right off his face. “Okay, so I found a creative way to get your attention. And might I say garner your services.”

      “You chose the wrong guy,” I tell him. “I can no more make a parking ticket go away than I can stop the ATF from storming that lust trap you have on the other side of town.”

      “ATF?” Jimmy cocks a brow. “We don’t jest about such things around here, Detective. And for your information, I’m not interested in making a few parking tickets go away—nor do I foresee any problems with the good men and women at the ATF. I’ve got a more interesting proposition for you.” He glances to Everett. “You sure you want the judge listening in on your dealings?”

      “We don’t keep anything from each other.” I don’t hesitate to say it, because for the most part I think it’s true.

      “Ah yes.” Jimmy’s expression sours. “You share everything, don’t you? Guns, wives, children. You even tried to share the blame when it came to taking my niece’s body. God rest her soul.” He makes the sign of the cross and kisses his fingers. “All right, here’s what we got. I lay off that father of yours—and everything he holds dear.” His brows tweak. “Although, I wouldn’t mind finding that blonde he keeps on his arm next to me some time. I’m not ruling it out either. But in the meantime, if you want to keep the world from burning, you’ve got two choices. One, you let me influence you a little when it comes to the law. I’ve got enemies pouring over the state line. The Moretti family. You know it’s bad when Luke and I gotta join forces to hold them back. I’m going to set them up and you’re going to toss the net over them.”

      Everett huffs, “You don’t need Noah for that. Pick up the phone and call the department with the intel. They’ll send out the right personnel to make the arrest. That’s what any normal citizen would do. It’s perfectly legal. I’m assuming that’s why you’re not familiar with the process.”

      A quick laugh pumps from Jimmy. “See that, Detective? It looks like the good judge is a little testy. What’s the matter? That baby eating up all of the wife’s attention? Don’t worry. Feel free to stop by my place anytime. I’ve got an entire fleet of new hires working the poles for me. Take any one you want. Pick of the litter.”

      “Hear that?” I tease as I look to Everett. “You get pick of the litter. As a bonus, I bet they’ll let you call them by their surname, too.”

      Everett sighs. “I’m sorry, Jimmy. You can’t mess with the both of us. That’s not going to work. Noah, you’re dismissed. I’ll take it from here.”

      “Dismissed?” Jimmy’s furry brows nearly hike straight into his hairline. “Are you gonna let him talk to you that way, Detective? I’d offload a couple of clips into him if I were you.”

      I growl over at my shiny new target, “Believe me, I’m tempted.” I look back to Jimmy and take a breath. “So that’s it? You’re going to call me when the Morettis get ready to make a few illegal maneuvers and you want them ambushed by the law? And by doing so, my father is absolved of that mountain of debt he’s sitting on?”

      “That’s it.” Jimmy shrugs. “Not a bad deal, huh?”

      I examine his features for a signal that he might be lying, not that I’d recognize one if I saw it.

      “Okay.” I shrug right back and Everett groans as if I sucker punched him.

      “In my world”—Jimmy steps forward with his hand out—“we agree with a handshake.”

      He leans forward and we shake on it. As smart as I want to think I am, deep down I know I’ve made a deal with the devil.

      “You never got to your second point.” Everett tips his head toward Jimmy. “What was the alternative?”

      Jimmy looks my way. “You watch all of Honey Hollow pay for your father’s sins. I’ll give you a hint at how it works. The intended victim is the last to go. It’s my way of ensuring he gets maximum psychological pain before the physical pain gets started. It’s my special way of doing things. You might even say it’s my mark.”

      “Good to know,” I whisper.

      It doesn’t look like I had a choice after all.

      I flick my elbow toward Everett. “What’s your deal with him?”

      Jimmy pulls back his shoulders and glares at Everett as if he were the one soul he hated most in the world.

      “There are some things I like to say to a man’s face.” Jimmy chuckles, no smile. An eerie sight to behold, considering the source. He takes a few bold steps toward Everett and the tension seems to grow between them. “You messed with my niece’s dead body. You’re dead to me.” Jimmy looks back my way. “Now both of you, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to what I was doing.”

      He whips out his gun and fires six more shots at Moretti Senior’s head and obliterates it right off.

      Everett and I make our way back to the parking lot and he gives me a solid shove to the chest. I won’t contest him the right. I’m the reason Everett Baxter is a dead man walking.

      “What the hell were you thinking making a deal like that?” he thunders. There’s a genuine rage in his eyes, and I’d be ticked, too, if I knew a top crime boss wanted me dead.

      “Guys like Jimmy don’t pick up the phone and call 911. They need to feel like they’ve got a dirty cop on their side. That’s all. Nothing more is going to come of this than a few Moretti arrests. Think of it like this, I’ve got an informant on the inside and it’s Jimmy Canelli himself. The mob task force is going to be one happy bunch once I start pointing them to Moretti’s dirty dealings. And it’s going to come around eventually and bite Jimmy in the rear.”

      He cuts a glance to the woods as if he wanted to laugh. “That’s what you think. You’re no hero, Noah. You’re a moron. He’s baiting you,” he grits those words through his teeth. “Trust me when I say he’s going to give your newfound loyalty a litmus test and it will be as dirty as they come. Sorry to break it to you, but you’re not getting out of this with your badge intact. I wouldn’t go bragging to your buddies at the mob task force about your new Canelli connection. Because that seemingly innocent handshake is going to come around and bite you on the rear right before it eats you alive. You think I’m in danger? I might be a dead man, but you’re right there, walking the green mile with me. And when this blows up in your face—and mark my words, it will—I won’t be able to bail you out of it.” He exhales hard as he looks out into the distance. “There’s going to be a day when you wish all you had to deal with was Florenza Canelli’s dead body.” He hops into his truck and looks back at me. “Go home and spend some time with Lemon and the baby. Your days are numbered, too.”

      He takes off and leaves me in a plume of dust.

      My days are numbered.

      Maybe so, but it’s not me I’m worried about. It’s him.

      Yet again Everett is paying for my sins.

      And this time, he might just have to pay with his life.
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      My phone chirps and it’s a text from Lemon.

      Hey #HotJudge! #HotBaker here! Looking for a good time? No, not that good time—although I’m assuming we’ll have a hot time sooner than later. I’m itching to head to the sheriff’s department and see if Noah can get us in with Nelson Stalwart. He’s the next suspect on my list, and I’m just dying to see what he’s got to say for himself. Olive painted a pretty bad picture of him. Rumor has it, he runs with the dogs. How about it? Are you up for heading to Ashford and petting some pooches? Lyla Nell is up for the ride.

      I rub my thumb over the screen of my phone, tenderly, as if it were her skin. Those Hot Judge and Hot Baker hashtags were something that Evie drummed up after she accidentally took some steamy pictures of Lemon and me.

      “Lemon.” I sigh as I quickly respond. Ended up in Fallbrook while running an errand. I was just about to wave at my sister. How about you and Noah take this one? I’ll meet you back at the house. Love you.

      And I do.

      I squint out the window at the insurance building my sister works at and wave as I hop out of my truck and head into the sandwich shop across the street. I wasn’t lying to Lemon. I told her the truth about being in Fallbrook, waving at my sister. What I didn’t tell her was that after Noah and I parted ways, I got on the horn with Manny Moretti—Junior—the young gun looking to make a name for himself by making waves with the Vermont families.

      I head into the hole-in-the-wall establishment and the scent of fresh bread, fresh cut onions and bell peppers hits me. Under normal circumstances, this scent alone would have gotten my appetite going, but I seemed to have lost it back at that gun range with Jimmy.

      Noah made a moronic move with Jimmy. And I meant what I said, he’s going to live to regret it.

      Here’s hoping I don’t do the same.

      “Baxter,” a voice says from behind, and I spot Manny seated near the back with a half-eaten sandwich on the table and a bag of chips that looks as if it’s been decimated.

      I swoop over and take a seat across from him. Manny is tall, not too muscular but just enough to let you know he could hurt you if he wanted. He’s got permanent dark circles under his eyes and has an evil edge about him. My guess is he’s somewhere in his thirties, but acts all of thirteen. He could probably learn a few things from Evie and her friends.

      “I see you’re back for more.” He flexes a dry smile. “I’m going to make this real easy. I’ll arrange for Jimmy’s hit to be a thing of the past like I did the last time. My guys are pros. I think they’ve already proven that to you. This time, I’ll cut the fee in half. Five grand a week. That’s a bargain, right?”

      A ball of acid boils in my stomach. Why do I get the feeling I’m about to be introduced to a whole new price tag? One that doesn’t involve anything monetary. One that will make the original ten grand sound like a bargain.

      I nod his way. “Go ahead. What’s the bottom line?”

      “You’re a smart man. You know what’s up before it ever happens.” His features harden as he leans over the table. “I want her back.”

      My head twitches to the side, but I don’t dare take my eyes off of him.

      “Her?”

      He nods. “Charlie.”

      I close my eyes a moment too long.

      Charlie was messing around with Manny for who knows how long once she came to Vermont. In fact, I spotted her with him before I ever knew her name.

      “Look, I can’t play Cupid. Go after her yourself. Turn up the charm.”

      What the heck am I saying? That’s Lemon’s sister. I’m not feeding her to the wolves. Although, Charlie is sort of a wolf herself. She can handle anything he dishes out. But I’m not about to play matchmaker with my new sister-in-law and the mob.

      He shakes his head. If I’m not mistaken, he looks a touch forlorn. In fact, he looks downright miserable.

      “She won’t take my calls. I tried swinging by that haunted B&B she’s locked herself up in and she threw a shoe at my head—she said the ghosts made her do it.”

      “It’s possible that it’s true.”

      “Look, she’s feisty as they come, she really knows how to hand a man his cookies, and yet she makes me want more.” He chokes for a moment as if he were even astounded that he wanted another round in the ring with her. “I think I met my soulmate.”

      A hard sigh comes from me. “I think I know Charlie well enough now to say she’s pretty content being a free agent. I’ll pay the ten grand.” I rap my knuckles over the table. “We got a deal?”

      Those dark caves he calls eyes harden over mine. “No deal. Until you land that honey trap back in my lap, you’re not just Jimmy Canelli’s enemy”—he stands to his feet—“you’re my enemy, too. Watch out for my men, Judge Baxter. They’re twice as lethal as the clowns Canelli sends out. He’s got a couple of kids with cap guns working for him. I’ve got sharpshooters. Deliver the girl to me and this goes away.”

      He takes off and I tip my head back, stunned at the horror show my life has devolved into under the span of a few short hours.

      What to do now? What in the heck to do.

      I glance to the counter where I see an employee putting together an Italian hero and a thought hits me.

      That old adage, the enemy of my enemy is my friend, swims through my mind.

      An Italian hero—that’s exactly what I need.

      There’s just one mob family left. The stakes are high, and I might have to pay with pounds of flesh in addition to ten grand a week.

      One thing is for sure. Things are about to get expensive and dangerous at the very same time.

      I jump back into my truck and shoot a text off to Luke Lazzari.

      In less than a half an hour I find myself seated in a warehouse down in Leeds known as the Butcher Shop staring at Luke Lazzari himself.

      Luke is bald, baby blue eyes, and outfitted with a well-tailored Italian suit. And if he can wipe the grim off my life, it might as well be a cape.

      “So that’s everything?” he asks and I nod his way. I just spent the last fifteen minutes detailing my afternoon right down to double homicidal intentions of his mob rivals.

      “That’s everything.”

      He leans back in his enormous leather chair. Other than the desk in front of him and the chair I’m sitting on, this cavernous tin can is empty, save for a few of his henchmen. The scent of too much cologne mingles with something sickly, and if I’d venture to guess, I’d say it was the rancid smell of blood. I doubt it came from an animal.

      “Okay”—he rests his elbows onto his desk as he nods my way—“this is what I’m going to do. Canelli and Moretti won’t hurt you or your family. I still think Carlotta Junior is my kid.” He winks my way, but I think we both know he had an honest shot at it. Carlotta was just as loose of a cannon in her teens as she is now. “But I don’t work for free.” He folds his hands as he pins those baby blues on me.

      “I didn’t think you worked for free. What’s the going rate for protection these days?” I can feel my wallet wanting to clam up already.

      His lips curve and Luke Lazzari looks like the devil himself.

      “All it’s going to cost you is a little time. We’ll work out the details as we get to them.”

      I hear myself agreeing to it before heading back to my truck.

      Something tells me I should have opted for a shiny new tombstone.

      And to think, I thought Noah was the moron of the day.
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      It’s late afternoon and the bakery just hit a lull.

      I’ve got Lyla Nell strapped to me, contentedly drooling away, oblivious to the fact her mama is wiping down the counters after a certain starved specter made quick work of a few cranberry orange scones that were left out.

      Binky is here with me—and I’m glad about it, too, considering the fact both Clementine Greenbaum and Olive St. James are sitting at a small table by the entry chatting away in hushed whispers while noshing on my whoopie pies.

      It’s practically eerie, considering the fact those whoopie pies were the last thing poor Terri Norris ate before she quite literally bit the big one. Noah told me that it was actually Terri’s coffee that was tainted, but it doesn’t seem to matter to the world because most of Honey Hollow has taken to calling my whoopie pies poison pies—they’ve taken a liking to them, too.

      And Binky has taken quite the liking to Lyla Nell, and suffice it to say, Lyla Nell has taken quite the liking to him.

      Lily comes up and peers into the carrier at the baby. Lily’s long dark hair is slipping out of a ponytail and she has flour on her nose and cheek. I’ve already told her that’s a mark of a good baker.

      “This afternoon was more or less a warzone in here,” she grunts. “I should have figured it would happen when you decided to bake both cinnamon rolls and your whoopie pies. All of Main Street smells like cinnamon and chocolate.”

      “It’s a pretty lethal combination.”

      Lily scoffs. “Watch what you say, Lottie Lemon. Everyone in town is onto the fact you’ve weaponized just about every dessert in this place.”

      “Oh hush, before I whip up something special just for you,” I tease.

      Binky floats on over and whips her tail around and Lyla Nell does her best to try to catch it. She squeals and bounces against me as her little arms and legs flail around willy-nilly.

      Lily shakes her head at the sight. “You know it’s almost as if she sees a ghost.”

      “Ha!” I laugh a little too loud. “As if anyone could see ghosts.”

      “Charlie can.” She gives a casual shrug as if it were no big deal.

      Lyla Nell captures Binky by the tail and gives it a squeeze before laughing so loud her entire body trembles with her high-pitched squeal.

      “She sure is cute.” Lily frowns as if she found this annoying. “She squawks like a bird, Lottie. Good thing Everett bought up all the houses in your neighborhood or you’d be slapped with noise ordinance issues.” Lily squints over at my sweet babe. “And she looks more and more like Noah every day.”

      “She’s a daddy’s girl through and through,” I say, patting her feather soft hair and Lyla Nell rewards me by flashing her dimples. “And she’s every bit as much Everett’s. I’ve never seen two grown men drool while ready to serve at a girl’s every beck and call.”

      Lily snorts. “You and I both know Lyla Nell isn’t the first girl those boys have fallen over themselves for. I don’t know how you do it, but it’s like you’ve got some superpower that drives the men wild.” She takes off for the back and I take a quick inventory of the bodies in the bakery.

      Suze is talking to Evie and her friend Dash at one end of the café while the girls nosh on a plate full of raspberry Danishes, pretending to listen.

      Everett and I make it explicitly clear to Evie that there was to be no more booty shaking videos of her in a pink sequin bathing suit or otherwise. It wasn’t a prudent move, considering she’s more than likely going to follow in her father’s footsteps to become a judge herself one day. The last thing she’s going to want is filthy footage of herself on the internet for all of her colleagues to gawk at.

      Evie promised she wouldn’t do it again if we’d agree to let her have a decent prom. I was half-afraid to ask what justified a “decent prom,” but it was late and I was falling asleep on my feet so I agreed to her terms. I suppose we’ll find out the details of that agreement tomorrow.

      A small group of girls waltzes into the bakery and Lily speeds back to the counter to take care of them.

      “Lottie”—Binky whispers as if she needed to—“I tried my best to listen in on those two, but their conversation was enough to put me to sleep.” Her tail points over at Clem and Olive as she says it. “I don’t think we’re going to squeeze out a single thing regarding the killer.”

      I shrug her way. “Don’t worry. I plan on heading out to see our next suspect in just a bit,” I whisper back and Lyla Nell laughs twice as loud.

      That’s the nice thing about having the baby with me. People assume it’s her I’m talking to rather than a long dead skunk.

      Clementine and Olive wrap it up quickly and Clementine heads my way.

      Binky gasps. “Here comes one of them now. Act natural.” She wafts her tail in front of Lyla Nell and Lyla Nell catches it and secures it with her fist. Binky floats off about as far as she can go before falling flat on her face against my knees while Lyla Nell laughs hysterically at the sight.

      Both Binky and I know she can just as easily float right through Lyla Nell’s hand, but she seems to be just as content in making the baby chuckle.

      Clementine’s glossy blonde hair looks almost white against her tan skin, and she’s making me crave some time out on the lake soaking up the rays.

      “Thanks for the desserts, Lottie,” Clem says as she coos over at Lyla Nell. “You didn’t have to comp them. You’re doing so much already by donating your delicious treats to the church business meeting. You do realize almost all of Honey Hollow will be there. I work in the office there. We pay for things like this all the time.”

      “It’s not a problem. It’s my pleasure.”

      “Have it your way. I’ll see you tomorrow evening at the meeting.”

      “You bet,” I say as she takes off and Olive comes this way. Her hair is pulled back into its signature bun and she’s wearing a pencil skirt and pink blouse with pale green little flowers printed over it, and I can’t help but think she looks like the personification of springtime. “Olive.” I give a bright smile. “It looked as if you had a good time.”

      “Hardly.” Her own smile begins to dissipate. “That was actually a session,” she says the words lower than a whisper. “Usually I have my clients meet me in my office, but since Clem is an employee at Covenant, she didn’t want her coworkers apprised to it. But I assured her there’s nothing to be ashamed of. We all have issues in our lives, and Lord knows it’s healthier to air it all out rather than hold it in. The more you hold your hurts inside of you, the more it could lead to reckless behavior.”

      “I can see how that can happen,” I say as Charlie blinks through my mind. “I’ve got a sister in town who might just benefit from your services.”

      “Oh?” Olive raises a neatly penciled-in brow. “Has she undergone some sort of a recent trauma?”

      “You could say that. Our biological mother raised her. And I think there are some issues with men rolling around in there, too.” Like two or twelve.

      Her mouth opens and closes. “Send her over whenever you like.” She offers an affable smile. Her eyes flit to the door a moment. “Issues with men seem to be the hot button this week.”

      Binky shoots up and gives me a beady-eyed stare. “She’s talking about Clem, isn’t she?”

      “You’re talking about Clem, aren’t you?” I repeat the question.

      She shrugs. “Despite the fact Terri is gone, her anger is still so vehemently strong toward the woman.”

      “I guess we can’t blame her. I mean, she mentioned that her husband was getting friendly with Terri.”

      Her lips curl. “So I guess you know about the affair.”

      “Affair?” Binky slaps herself over the eye and Lyla Nell vibrates with a shrill laugh.

      “Oh no!” I say, looking to Olive. “I didn’t think it got that far.”

      Her fingers fly to her lips. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I just assumed you knew. Please just forget you heard a thing. It’s all that coffee and those delicious whoopie pies of yours. It’s as if they’ve gone straight to my head.” She gives a weak laugh. “That was highly unprofessional of me. I wouldn’t be offended one bit if you insisted on your sister seeing someone else.”

      “Don’t be silly. You’ll do just fine. And I already knew Clem and her husband were having trouble. But my lips are sealed.”

      She bears into me a moment while nodding. “I trust you, Lottie. I’ll see you at the business meeting.”

      She takes off just as Noah Fox enters the bakery.

      “Well, well”—I say to Lyla Nell—“if it isn’t your handsome daddy.”

      Binky purrs, “How I miss the handsome daddies that would slink my way under the moonlight. Speaking of which, I found an entire band of my kind in the bushes behind your house. We’re having a get-together in just a few hours and I have a hot date to get ready for.”

      “Wait,” I say as she begins to dissipate. “You mean the other skunks can see you?”

      “Sure they can. Most nocturnal creatures can see those that have come back from the other side.” Binky’s pink mouth falls open. “Say? Perhaps you’re part skunk, Lottie? Wouldn’t that be wonderful? We could be long-lost relatives!” That last word is cut short as she evaporates with the wink of a spark.

      “Binky thinks I might be part skunk,” I say to Noah as Lyla Nell goes ballistic with giggles at the sight of him.

      “Come here, princess.” He pulls her out of the carrier and holds her close. “If you’re part skunk, Lot, who do you think you got those genes from—Carlotta or Mayor Nash?”

      “With their stinky behavior? Both. What are you doing off work so early?”

      “Technically, I’m still on the clock.” He flashes those dimples my way. “I got the warrant to search Terri Norris’ house. You care to accompany me and give me the grand tour?”

      My mouth opens wide. “You know?” And here I thought I had expertly evaded law enforcement when it came to my latest, not-so-greatest foray into breaking and entering.

      “I’m a detective.” He nods. “I know everything.”

      “I thought you weren’t going to let me tag along.” I bat my lashes up at him.

      “I’m sorry, Lottie. I know I’ve been coming across harsh. But it’s only because I want to keep you safe. You’re the only mother Lyla Nell will ever have. But—I’m okay with you coming along with me. I’m packing heat, remember? Are you ready to blow this joint?”

      “We’re out of here.”
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      Noah takes Lyla Nell and me over to Maple Leaf Drive. We decided to leave my minivan at the bakery so we could spend more time together. And I will never feel bad for spending all the time I can with Noah Fox—and neither will Lyla Nell.

      Terri Norris’ house looks darker, meaner in the light of day. Harder and colder, too, if any of that were possible. I pack Lyla Nell right back into my carrier and Noah walks us up the porch and fiddles with the keys to let us in.

      I give a quick glance around. In the short time Terri has been gone, her poor plants have already begun to wilt, and there’s a small stack of newspapers and mailers piling up at the door. Noah lets us in and I take in the full effect of Terri’s living room under the guise of natural light.

      “Wow, things look so different,” I say as I walk deeper into the room. The air is stale and holds the slight scent of lavender. The walls are pink and the carpet is a giant white fluffball that looks like an enormous shaggy dog who’s silently sleeping. But it’s the hundreds of porcelain dolls tucked in every nook and cranny that gives me the shivers. “All of these dolls are really creepy,” I say and Lyla Nell belts out a rather ornery cry as if she didn’t agree with me. “It’s sort of giving off a haunted house vibe. Don’t you think?”

      Noah ticks his head. “Every time I enter a house where the occupant is no longer with us, I get that haunted house vibe. Let’s check out those notes in her office.”

      On the drive over, I told Noah all about my adventures with Carlotta and Charlie the other night. And, of course, I told him all about those scary notes.

      “It’s right here,” I say, leading the way as we enter into the cloistered space. “I left them scattered right over her de—” I don’t bother finishing the word. Terri’s desk is void of a single piece of paper. “What the heck?”

      Noah charges over and quickly tosses a pair of gloves on. “Don’t touch anything. Nobody else should have been in here. I spoke with her mother and she assured me Terri had no family in town, none in Vermont.” He slides the middle drawer open to the desk, but it, too, is bare.

      “Noah,” I hiss. “What do you think happened?”

      He takes a deep breath. “I think maybe whoever sent those notes came in looking for them.”

      A hard groan comes from me. “And I left them right out in plain sight, making their job that much easier.”

      Noah closes his eyes a moment. “Don’t worry, Lot. I’m betting they would have found them anyway.” He gives a few rapid blinks. “But how would whoever sent the notes know that Terri kept them?”

      “Beats me. Maybe they came in looking for something else?” I cast a quick glance around at the office with its walls lined with thick wooden shelves and on each one sits rows and rows of tiny porcelain horrors staring back at us.

      “Ooh.” Lyla Nell’s little pink mouth opens as she seems to be studying each and every one of them with great interest.

      “I think she’s going to really like dolls,” I say as I bounce her over toward one of the shelves.

      “I could think of worse things to like,” he says. “While we’re here, I’ll poke around. No use in wasting a perfectly good warrant.”

      He gets right to work, and I study the dolls in their frilly colorful dresses right along with Lyla Nell. No sooner do we meander to the second wall of horrors than I spot a small silver frame, no bigger than my hand, partially hidden by a doll in a purple and black lacy number. I fold my sleeve over my hand and pull the frame into view without touching it with my fingers, and inside is a black and white picture of a man. He has light eyes and a bright smile, dimples that run down longitudinally. He’s wearing a dress shirt, and the glint from his watch catches the sun. There’s water behind him, the lake maybe, and he looks caught off guard as he twists to turn toward the camera.

      Over the corner of the frame there looks to be a smudge of something light pink with sparkles and I lean in to inspect it.

      “Oh my word, that’s lipstick. Ha. She must have been smooching it.” I pull out my phone and take a few quick snaps of the man in the frame. And as I get in close, Lyla Nell seizes the opportunity and grabs one of the demonic dollies by the hem of her skirt and flings her into the air. Both Lyla Nell and I watch in horror as the tiny ballerina takes flight, right before plummeting straight to the floor and smashing her face to bits.

      “Lottie?” Noah bolts over.

      “Your daughter did it.” My shoulders hike up a notch. “It looks as if she’s going to do whatever it takes to get her hands on a dolly of her own.”

      Noah chuckles as he lands a kiss to her forehead. “How about we stop by the toy store on Main? Something tells me she’s perfectly capable of picking a doll out on her own. I’ll come back tomorrow with Ivy and dust this place down for prints.”

      “Ivy?” I make a face. “I’m sure she’ll want to thoroughly inspect the bedroom with you. Not that I can blame her. But it doesn’t mean I have to like her. Unless—you like her.” My voice wobbles without my permission.

      He shakes his head as he pulls me in and we sandwich Lyla Nell between us. “Not that way. Not anywhere near how I feel about you.” He brushes his thumb over my cheek. “Let’s get out of here unless, of course, you want to check out the bedroom?” He waggles his brows.

      “Please.” I laugh. “Lyla Nell would never sleep long enough for us to have a good time.” I stop shy of telling him about my sexual misadventures with Everett as of late. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want to hear them.

      A tiny snore emits from right around my chest, and I look down to find Lyla Nell fast asleep as if refuting my words.

      Well then.

      I shake my head and don’t say a thing as we take off.

      Someone broke into Terri Norris’ home—on the heels of my own break-in. And they took a heck of a lot of incriminating evidence with them.

      It makes me wonder who and why.

      But I’m betting the answers to that are: the killer—to cover their tracks.

      I don’t doubt for a minute that whoever killed Terri and whoever sent those notes are one an the same.

      Terri knew her demise was on the dark horizon. It was printed out for her in black and white.

      The killer’s demise is on the horizon, too.

      And I can’t wait for the dawn of justice to arrive.
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      Noah and I stopped by and let Lyla Nell pick out a doll—not porcelain, and not scary in the least. In fact, she has the same dark hair and dimples as Lyla Nell. Confession: I almost have the urge to nurse her, too. After that little jaunt, Noah had to rush back to Ashford to finish out his shift.

      Lily asked if we could close an hour early because she was invited to some hot party she said she didn’t want to miss. And since Suze had already left for the day and I needed to get Lyla Nell home, I agreed. Our last hour of operation is always our slowest, and there hadn’t been a customer in the bakery for at least forty minutes at that point.

      Keelie and I help clean up, and Lyla Nell giggles and kicks her way through most of it until she decides it’s dinnertime, so I take a seat in the café and nurse her while perusing my phone.

      “Well, Lottie?” Keelie comes over and sits across from me. Her blonde mane is frazzled, her mascara is smudged, and she has red stains over her apron that look as if she’s just been through a massacre. I’m betting those stains are from the marinara sauce they make next door at the Honey Pot. Now just thinking about marinara sauce on anything is making me hungry. “It’s Friday night and we’re two old married women with kids. Bear’s home with the baby and he says little Bear is already down for the count.”

      “And as soon as Lyla Nell gets her fill, she’ll be down for the count, too. That is, until Everett and I decide to get busy. She likes to wake up and tell us to knock it off.”

      Keelie lets out a whoop of a laugh and Lyla Nell giggles, too, despite the fact she’s happily nursing away.

      “I remember baby Bear trying to toss up an obstacle between his papa and me when he was that age. But that was one battle we were not going to let him win. I just grabbed my man wherever we were and we stole some lovin’ where we could get it. Once, we were at some shindig at the B&B and your mother was holding the baby. Bear and I snuck off to the linen closet and made up for lost time, posthaste. If I were you, I’d stop trying to track down your next suspect and track down Mr. Sexy. Then I’d track down your mama and hand off the diaper dweller for a good five minutes.” Her lips bunch to the side. “On second thought, this is Mr. Sexy we’re talking about. Better make it ten.”

      “Pfft. Ten.” I shake my head as I quickly text Everett to see where he is. “Mr. Sexy likes to take his time, and believe me, he makes it worth my while.”

      He texts right back. Still in Fallbrook, decided to stop in and say hello to my mother.

      “Well, that idea will have to wait. He won’t be home for a while.”

      “Hey?” Her eyes brighten. “Get your mom on the horn anyway, and you and I can go out rabble-rousing, painting the town red, and chasing all the cute boys while knocking back tequila like the good old days.”

      “Keelie.” I can’t help but laugh. “We never did that.”

      “No, but who says it’s too late to start?”

      “The only boy I want to chase down is Nelson Stalwart. Do you know him?”

      She whips out her phone. “No, but I have a feeling I’m going to meet him tonight. Look at this, he’s got an Insta Pictures account!”

      “God bless social media—with the exception of when Evie decides to show everyone how high her booty can bounce. What do you see?”

      She makes a face as she studies her screen. “He hasn’t posted in a few days, but it’s nothing but dogs here and pictures of himself at some bar. And by the looks of it, he goes to the same bar quite often.”

      “Let me see.”

      She points the phone my way, and sure enough, aside from a bevy of adorable German shepherds, there he is knocking back shot glasses of brown liquor.

      “Hey,” I say, tapping my finger over one of the pictures. “I think I recognize that red tufted booth he’s sitting at. That’s Red Satin.”

      “Ooh, they’ve got great nachos, Lottie. Who cares if the girls are shaking their bits and pieces onstage? We could head down there and have one of our famous nacho eating contests.”

      “Keelie, we have never had one of those.”

      “Well, it’s not too late to start. I’m calling your mom and letting her know there’s a nacho emergency.”

      She does just that, and my mother is more than thrilled to babysit Lyla Nell at my place. We close up the shop, drop Lyla Nell and her new jolly dolly off, and Keelie and I are off to Leeds to indulge in all-you-can eat nachos and hopefully a suspect, too.
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      Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club holds the scent of something deep-fried, a powerful clash of men’s cologne, and money. The floors, the walls, and the furnishings are all the same crimson hue as its moniker suggests. The waitresses are scantily clad, and the girls onstage are covered with glitter and not much else. There’s a rowdy crew in here tonight, and I crane my neck into the dimly lit crowd to see if I can spot that familiar face I came hoping to see.

      Keelie gasps and tugs at my arms. “Look over there!” She points to a rather expansive table just shy of the stage, and to my horror I see Carlotta, Naomi, Cormack, Greer Giles, and that cute little stinker of a specter—Binky.

      “What in the heck?” I don’t waste another second trying to process this mess. Instead, I take Keelie by the hand and drag her down to ground zero with me. “What’s going on?”

      Naomi and Cormack look up and instantly frown my way.

      “Go away, Lee Lee.” Cormack flicks her fingers at me. “We’re having our very first girls’ night.”

      Keelie scoffs. “Naomi? You could have at least given me a call.”

      Her salty sister shakes out her dark tresses. “You never pick up anymore. It’s always the baby this, the baby that.”

      Another dark-haired beauty comes running up to the scene and quickly lands next to Naomi. “Did I miss it?” It’s Lily. She looks spit-shined to prom-worthy perfection in her sparkling navy dress. She obviously went home to change before heading down here. Keelie and I didn’t bother with a wardrobe change, but seeing how dolled up Naomi and Cormack are as well, I’m wishing I would have put in a tenth of the effort. Carlotta is her scruffy self with the exception she’s wearing a little black dress.

      “Go on, Lot.” Carlotta hitches her head toward the bar. “Scat. You’re not wanted here. Can’t you see we came to have a good time?”

      “If you really wanted to have a good time, you would have headed to the Ladies Lounge down the street. It’s banana hammocks galore.”

      Cormack rolls her eyes. “Everyone knows the nachos are what you come here for. But besides that, tonight we’re here to support one of our own.” She nods to the stage, and I turn to see a smattering of women shaking their booties in the same way Evie was in that dicey video. Lovely.

      “Go on.” Carlotta motions me away with her fingers. “This is one party that doesn’t need a pooper.” She squints over at me. “Speaking of pooper, where’s Little Yippy?”

      Lily snorts. “Last I saw, Lottie had her tucked under her shirt.”

      Naomi leans her way. “Rumor has it, Lottie always has someone under her shirt.”

      The entire table belts out a laugh, including the disembodied among us.

      Greer Giles’ long dark hair is sparkling like an onyx river, and she’s still firmly stuffed into the tight white ruched dress she was wearing the night she was gunned down. There’s a scarlet bloom over her chest, and it’s always reminded me a bit of a rose.

      “Oh, come on, Lottie.” Greer winks my way. “They’re just having fun with you. Why, they were talking about the two of you before you even got here and had nicer things to say.” She grimaces as if she just caught herself. “Actually, they had nicer things to say about Keelie. Come to think of it, they were pretty consistent when it came to you. Anyway, since Cormack and Charlie invited me here, I thought I’d bring the family along for the outing. Winslow is down in the casino trying his luck at the one-armed bandit, Lea is trying out her new machete in the kitchen, and Thirteen said there are at least a dozen new alley cats that are eager to see him.” She holds her hand to her mouth. “He’s trying to avoid a certain perky little poltergeist.”

      “I heard that.” Binky swims over, leaving a trail of miniature pink stars in her wake. “Apparently, Thirteen was scared by my kind, once upon a nine lives. Sprayed—right in the eye. We can be brutal when we have to be.”

      “Good to know,” I mutter.

      Meg comes out with an entire tray laden down with nachos and lands it on the table. Her hair is spun up over her head like necrotic cotton candy and her eyes are drawn in with lots of black eye shadow to give her that demonic smoky look she’s after.

      Keelie lets out a whoop, and before I know it, she’s chowing down on cheesy chips with the rest of them.

      “Hey!” Cormack bites the air as she garners everyone’s attention. “Save some for Greer.”

      My eyes widen with horror as Naomi nods in agreement.

      “And don’t forget Binky, or I’ll wring your necks,” Naomi adds, and suddenly I feel like I want to wring a neck or two.

      I speed over to Carlotta. “Where’s that transmundane troublemaker?” I hiss at the mention of my sister. “Her supernatural charade had better come to an end. At the rate she’s going, she’s going to out every transmundane person on the planet.”

      She cranes her neck in the direction of the restroom. “She should be out soon. Don’t worry, Lot. I’ll keep a leash on her.” She winks.

      “You and I both know Charlie can’t be contained. She’s like a hurricane, a tornado, and wildfire combined.”

      Carlotta nods. “You got that right, Toots. Many a night I thought about how I gave away the wrong kid. Here you were making nice in Honey Hollow while she nearly burnt all of Higgins Bottom to the ground.”

      “I’m going to assume you’re being literal.”

      “Oh, I am, Lot. They didn’t call her a spitfire because of her attitude.”

      “Well, don’t waste your time regretting that you kept her. Take comfort in the fact that had you raised me, I would have been twice the hound of hell.”

      “You got a point there, Lot. And by the way, you’re doing pretty well at catching up. I guess you’ve got the fact we live under the same roof to thank for that.”

      “Or blame.”

      She waves me off. “Where’s my Binky Stinky?” she calls out and Binky floats her way and settles around her shoulders like a scarf. “Meg, how about a round of something hot pink and leaded to help kick this girls’ night off in the right direction?”

      The entire table gives a whoop of approval.

      “You bet.” Meg starts to take off and I pull her to the side. “Rough crowd.” I glower to the table a moment.

      Meg chuckles. “You’re just mad you didn’t get an invite, Lot. Creepy thing is, they keep talking to that empty seat as if Greer Giles’ ghost was really in it. I guess they really are a bunch of nutcases. No offense to Carlotta.”

      “Are you kidding? Carlotta is not only their ringleader, she has a dead skunk around her neck.”

      She shakes her head. “Speaking of skunks, Carlotta gave me the keys to Nell’s old place and said I could load the house up with as many pet skunks as I wanted.”

      My mouth falls open. “I am never getting rid of her. You wouldn’t happen to be looking for a roommate, would you?”

      “Sorry, Lot. With all the skunks, there won’t be enough room.” She starts to take off again and I jump in her path.

      “Nelson Stalwart.” I whip out my phone and show her a picture from one of his social media accounts. “Have you seen him around?”

      She pulls my phone close. “That’s Nelly. He brings his dogs around now and again. He’s at the bar tonight. You’re going to quiz him, aren’t you?”

      “You bet your beehive I am.” I trot alongside her, and I spot Nelson seated at the edge of the bar.

      Meg shoots me a look before heading behind the counter. “I’ll get you that fruity drink you’re after.”

      “Thanks,” I say, mostly because she’s making it sound as if I really was about to belly up to the bar.

      I turn to the exact man I came out to see tonight. His chocolate-colored hair is slicked back and that cleft in his chin is prominent tonight. He’s donned a green dress shirt the exact color of Noah’s eyes—and my sweet baby girl’s eyes, too—but it’s Noah who’s making me feel guilty for being here at the moment. Both Noah and Everett highly disapprove of me going out on my own to question a suspect.

      But honestly? Keelie and I just came for the nachos. I had nothing but a hunch that Nelson would be here.

      “You look familiar,” I say to him and he does a double take my way.

      His eyes widen a notch. “Well hello, little mama.” His head bobs up and down with apprehension as he takes me in. “Aren’t you wearing a little too much for the night? I’ve got a fifty that can be yours if you lose the stitches.”

      “What?” I hiss as I stare at him up and down with my mouth agape.

      “I’m not—I don’t—” I close my eyes a moment. I can either set him straight with an attitude or the nice way. That old adage, you catch more flies with honey, runs through my mind and I force a smile to come to my face. “I’m Lottie Lemon, Noah’s girl—friend. Everett’s wife?”

      “Ah yes.” He slaps his hand to the counter “I thought I’d seen you somewhere before. My apologies.” He gives a sheepish smile. “I’ve got a bit of liquid courage—or rather truth serum—in me and I was hoping I’d meet a girl tonight.”

      I give a little laugh. “No worries.” I’m rooting for the truth serum to keep doing its thing. “I think I remember Noah introducing us. You work with the K-9 unit?”

      “That’s me.”

      “I’d love to see the dogs the next time I come in.”

      “Stop in anytime. Noah is forever hanging out with my beast buddies. There’s no smarter dog than a German shepherd. I get that all dogs are smart in their own way, but there’s just something special about this group. You really should come down and say hello.”

      “It sounds like you love your job.” If I remember correctly, he was pretty upset with Terri the day she died. First, he called her a battleax to Noah and me, and then later I saw him having an argument with her. He was plucking at her elbow, and I believe he said the words you don’t get to ruin anything for anyone ever again. This ends today.

      It was ominous then, but even more so after her death.

      “I do love my job.” He sighs as he stares at the bottles lined up behind the bar. “But it’s not the position I was hoping for.”

      “Oh? What were you shooting for?”

      “I wanted a shot at the sheriff’s training academy, but that wasn’t happening for me.”

      “Well, why not? I mean, you’re clearly dedicated to law enforcement. And I bet you know a ton of people who would put in a good word for you. I don’t see a single reason why anyone would deny you the right.”

      His chest bumps with a silent laugh. “Try a rumor regarding petty theft.” He shakes his head. “I can take the knocks life wants to dole out when I deserve them, but this one really got under my skin. One lie cost me everything.”

      “I’m sorry.” I press my hand to my chest, and just as I’m about to ask him to extrapolate Binky zips over in a flurry with a whirlwind of stars floating around her.

      “Really, Lottie? Questioning a suspect now? Naomi was hand-feeding me those cheesy chips they’re eating. Carlotta was right again, you really are a party pooper.”

      I shoot the surly ghost a look.

      “Nelson, why would anyone lie like that? Let me guess, a disgruntled girlfriend?”

      His brows hike in amusement. “Nope. But you got the gender right. It was that old hag from church—the one that bit the big one.” He takes another sip of his drink. “I’m sorry. I guess you could say I’m still bitter about that complaint she filed with the sheriff’s department.”

      “Complaint?” both Binky and I ask at once.

      He nods. “About three years ago, I worked as a landscaper and did some work for a bunch of people at the church and someone referred me to Terri. She was meticulous about how she wanted her garden to look.” He ticks his head as if it still irked him. “She always left the back door unlocked for me if I needed to use the restroom. Anyway, one day out of the blue she accused me of stealing some things from her bedroom. A gold man’s watch and a couple of cufflinks.” He shakes his head. “Do I look like the type that would wear a gold watch and cufflinks? It didn’t matter. She got the ball rolling, started a few rumors, and filed that complaint. That was enough to make the academy reject my application. Thankfully, I’ve got the K-9 unit to work with. It still makes me feel as if I’m a part of the force.” He glowers at the wall. “I’m sorry, Lottie. I’m sure I sound like a monster to you.”

      “Not at all. If someone said something about me that wasn’t true and it cost me my bakery, I’d be livid, too. Is that why you had that shouting match with Terri a few months back?”

      He gives a long blink. “What shouting match?”

      “The one at church. I thought I heard several people witnessed it.”

      A throaty laugh comes from him. “Must be one of the old rumors Terri got going that’s still floating around. I’ve never raised my voice to her. I’ll admit to having a lot of heated exchanges with her, but I never spoke above the volume I’m speaking at now. I wasn’t brought up to raise my voice to a woman.”

      Maybe it’s the truth serum he’s downing that’s swaying me, but I believe him.

      I offer a meager smile. “That day in the sanctuary, the day Terri died, I thought I saw you having one of those heated exchanges.”

      His eyes widen a notch. “It’s true. She saw me speaking to Noah and threatened to rehash all of those old lies. She said I didn’t deserve to work with those dogs. That I was one.” He shakes his head. “That’s just like Terri to build up those sweet dogs then tear them down. Even her compliments circled back to insults. I told her enough was enough. I wasn’t going to be bullied by her any longer. Her stronghold over me was ending that day. I was going to speak to Noah after the meeting but, well, the meeting ended in Terri’s death.” He shudders. “I did feel bad for the woman. I can’t imagine what she did to whoever thought to end her life that way. I know how miserable she made me. I have a feeling it was a pattern in her life with others as well.”

      Binky swats herself on the head with her bushy tail. “Hear that? He’s not the killer, Lottie. I’ve just wasted precious nacho-eating time. I’ll catch up with you later.” She zips back to the table near the front and dives headfirst into the cheesy goodness before her. Chips go flying and both Cormack and Naomi break out into cheers. Go figure. They like ghosts.

      “Nelson, who do you think could have done that to Terri?”

      He belts out a short-lived laugh. “Oh, Lottie, I don’t think you’ve got all night.” He narrows his eyes straight ahead. “You know, there is one person that I saw her having it out with that day, and I haven’t been able to get that scene out of my head.”

      “Who’s that?” I shoot a quick glance to the table up front. Binky is missing the good part. But from what I can tell, she’s got her tail in the air and her face buried inches deep in nachos. She might contest me on that missing the good part thing.

      “Sergio Sorrentino.”

      “Sergio?” I inch back, and suddenly I’m craving pizza. Not a shocker since I heavily associate Sergio with Mangias. A thought hits me. “Wait a minute. I saw Sergio that day, too. In fact, I may have seen what you did. Why do you think they were arguing?”

      “Beats me.” He hitches his head toward the back. “I suppose you could ask him. He’s boozing it up with his buddies over there.”

      I suck in a quick breath as I look in the general direction he pointed in, and sure enough, I spot Sergio with his dark hair and fuzzy scruff over his cheeks. I hardly recognize him without his signature Mangias T-shirt, but he cleans up nicely in a dark dress shirt and jeans.

      “It was nice seeing you, Lottie.” Nelson picks up his drink and toasts me with it before knocking it back.

      The music shifts beats to something low and guttural and Nelson heads for a seat near the stage.

      Meg comes over and lands that fruity drink she promised me in front of me.

      “How’d you do?”

      “He answered a few questions.” I pull the drink close and take a sip. “Mmm, strawberries. Thanks. And guess what? He pointed the way to a suspect I’ve been meaning to touch base with and he’s right over there.” I point discreetly in Sergio’s direction.

      “You’re questioning two people here tonight?” She rolls her eyes. “Careful or the Canellis are going to start charging you rent.”

      “It might be worth every dime. Wish me luck.”  I zoom off in Sergio’s direction, but before I can get there, a sprinkling of tiny pink stars jumps before me.

      “Lottie! Come quick!” Binky wraps her tail around my arm and begins to tug me back toward the table o’ trouble. “Carlotta is getting out of hand.”

      “That’s just her way,” I say, charging forward on my mission. “I’ve got great news, though. My very last suspect is here tonight. You’re just in time.”

      Sergio is seated with about three of his buddies, and I recognize one of them from the kitchen at Mangias as well. I walk right between the sofas they’re seated at and stop cold as I pass Sergio by, then back track.

      “Sergio?” A bright smile takes over as I spot him and it’s genuine. He and I have always gotten along great. During my pregnancy, he would make sure my pizzas were loaded with whatever toppings I wished for. In fact, he still does it.

      His eyes bulge a moment at the sight of me. “Lottie Lemon?” He hops out of his seat and we take a few steps away from his friends. “What in the heck is a nice girl like you doing in a dive like this?”

      A laugh bubbles from me. “I’d ask what you were doing here, but I’m guessing the beautiful women have something to do with it. My sister works here.” I nod to the bar. “The one with the dark mop sitting on her head?”

      Binky purrs, “That dark mop looks like a boy I once dated. You don’t suppose he’s in there somewhere, do you?”

      I shake my head over at her.

      “Meg?” Sergio tips his head back. “That’s right. She mentioned she was a Lemon. I guess I never put two and two Lemons together. So where’s the baby? Let me guess, you got a judge and a cop watching over her tonight.” He gives his facial scruff a scratch as he shakes his head. “That little girl of yours won’t need brothers with those two on her side. I almost feel sorry for the kid. She won’t date until she’s thirty.”

      “You got that right,” I’m quick to tell him. “Oh, hey, tomorrow night’s the final church business meeting and then we’re voting at the end of the evening. I’m catering the desserts so you won’t want to miss it.”

      “I’ll be there. My whole family will. I won’t ask which way you’re voting because I believe it’s your right to do what you want, but I’m going with Pastor Dave. He really gets me right here when he speaks.” He taps his chest with his fist.

      I nod. “I’m torn because I really like them both. I just wish there was some middle ground.”

      He smacks his lips as he cuts a glance to the exit. “That Terri woman, now she didn’t believe in middle ground. She thought Pastor Dave was too controversial. Anything that wasn’t old school was too much for her. You know, she’s the one that started this discontent within the congregation.”

      Binky snorts. “Isn’t it funny that you’re discussing the apex of spirituality within the bastion of debauchery?”

      “You got a point there,” I say out loud because it works in response to both of their comments. “Did you hear that the sheriff’s department thinks she was poisoned?”

      “I didn’t, but then I didn’t need to hear it. I knew it the second she fell face-first into a plate of your desserts. Make no bones about it, someone wanted her dead. And they wanted it to happen at that exact moment. Lots of people in the room had it out for the old lady. She was a troublemaker.”

      “I gathered as much.”

      Binky swats me with her tail. “Lottie, Terri was my girl. Sure, she captured me in the thick of night, separated me from my friends and family, and had my stink box as she called it surgically removed. The rest of the world may have called her Terri the Terror, but to me she was Mom. That’s what she insisted I call her. Not that I could call her anything at the time. But oh, she squeezed me good and hard until I cried out something similar. Anyway, what was I saying? Oh yes, Carlotta!”

      “Never mind that,” I whisper. “Sergio, did Terri do anything specific to upset you? I mean, I think she did something to upset all of us quite frankly. It just seemed to be her way.” I may as well go with it.

      The muscles in his jaw jump as he looks straight ahead. “Yeah, she ticked me off.” He shrugs. “I hired her to redo the website at Mangias. She said she wanted to do it on my own computer at the shop, so I let her. It cost me five grand. The website was decent, lots of bells and whistles I’ll never use, but about a week after she finished the job, she came back and said she needed another two and a half grand.”

      “Whatever for?” The five grand already had me balking.

      He gives a quick glance around before leaning in. “Look, I thought it was strange that she wanted to create the website from my computer to begin with. I may not be tech-savvy, but I know enough to realize she could have constructed the entire thing from the comfort of her living room and just shot me the URL and passcodes. So when she hit me up for the extra money, I knew.”

      “He knew what?” Binky tosses her hands his way.

      “You knew what?” I parrot.

      He gives a long blink. “She hacked into all my systems. She claimed I left my accounting tab open, but I knew that wasn’t true. I always sign out of the accounting software before I leave the office in the event an employee went in and took a look at it. I’m the owner, the numbers mean different things to me. Some kid making minimum wage might think my brothers and me are loaded, but they wouldn’t know about all the overhead we’ve got.” His shoulders jerk. “Anyway, Terri thought we weren’t claiming any cash sales. She thought we had two sets of books. One for us and one for our accountant. She was wrong. Dead wrong.”

      Both Binky and I jump a little as he says it.

      “She wanted me to give her hush money. But I didn’t kill her.” His lips tug to the side. “However, I have a feeling I know who did.”

      “Who?” Binky and I howl at once.

      Binky does a series of three quick flips. “Get on with it already. Carlott—”

      “Who killed her?” I ask, taking a step in closer to him.

      Sergio takes a deep breath. “I think it was Clem.” He offers a forlorn smile. “My sister looked at her husband crooked a few weeks back and Clem jumped right down her throat.”

      My heart thumps wildly. “Clem?” The things that Olive mentioned about her husband having an affair with Terri come to mind. “Do you think Clem was so jumpy about her husband because he was, you know, unfaithful?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Some chicks are just unstable that way. I don’t know.” He scratches the back of his neck. “I had a girlfriend once who I didn’t want anyone looking at. I got a little hotheaded about it. A part of me gets it. But women are supposed to be more levelheaded about those things. She should have known better. Call me old-fashioned. Anyway, for the last two weeks, Clem has been having one confrontation after another with Terri. And oddly, it was always while there were others around.”

      “That’s interesting. Clem is a teacher at Honey Hollow High. You’d think she wouldn’t want anyone in on her business.”

      “Different strokes for different folks. You gonna be okay here tonight? You want an escort to the parking lot? This ain’t no place for a lady.”

      Binky chortles. “Someone forgot to tell the rest of the girls.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m here with friends.” Okay, so that’s mostly a lie. More like a friend and others.

      “Have a good night, Lottie.”

      He takes off and Binky zips me off to the table where, to my horror, I find Naomi, Lily, and Cormack whooping it up at the foot of the stage while Carlotta dances on the table with her top off, spinning it over her head like a flag.

      I step over to Keelie. “Is she surrendering to the universe or swatting a fly?”

      She laughs as she bucks her hip to mine. “Get with it, Lottie! The real party is about to start.”

      “What real party?”

      “And now”—the lights flicker on and off as a disembodied voice filters through the speakers—“all the way from Higgins Bottom, Arizona—let’s welcome Char—lay.”

      “What?” I squawk so loud it pierces right over the raucous music.

      “Lottie!” Greer zooms my way, and along with her is her two-hundred-year-old boy toy Winslow Decker. Winslow has dirty blond hair, a sweet smile, and is as handsome as can be. He’s frozen in time at about the age of thirty and used to have a pig farm on the land where my mother’s B&B is situated. “I tried to stop her. But she’s stubborn as a mule.”

      Winslow nods. “And unrepentant.”

      “That sounds like Char-lay in a nutshell.” I’m about to storm the stage when Charlie steps out in a long pink sequin gown—one I’m betting Cormack had a hand in lending her, considering that’s her favorite color, and my sister begins to croon into the microphone in her hand. The entire room lights up with raucous whoops of approval, she’s just that good.

      Charlie starts in on a slow and seductive number that has the words making whoopie in it and the room breaks out into catcalls.

      “Wow,” I say, taking a blind step forward. “She’s really good. Why can’t I sing? Can I sing?”

      Binky floats up next to me. “It’s doubtful, Lottie. One of my sisters was an expert howler and I couldn’t squeal above a whisper. Some people got it and some people don’t.”

      Charlie hits her stride as the music starts to pick up in pace and she struts down to the front of the stage like she owns it.

      Men swarm the vicinity and start chanting for her to take it off, take it off. Dollar bills start to fly, and Naomi, Lily, and Cormack get straight to work scooping up the dough for her.

      Then the unthinkable happens. Charlie lets that sequin gown slip down one shoulder, then the other, then it miraculously drops straight to the floor, and pandemonium breaks out as the men go wild, the green goes flying, and I’m about to cut a sister.

      I do my level best to leap onto that stage, but Carlotta pops up and pulls me back.

      “No can do, missy. I know it’s hard to share the spotlight with your sister, but this is her chance to shine. Face it, you’re in her territory now.”

      “Carlotta!” I snap. “I am not letting any of my sisters take off their clothes for a bunch of lusty men. It’s not right. My sister, my rules.”

      Carlotta huffs as she looks right at me, “Sounds to me as if someone never had to holler for a dollar and it shows.”

      My mouth falls open. “You mean Charlie had to dance to make a living?”

      “Why not? She could, so she should is what I always told her. I woulda if I coulda. Believe me, I tried. Now don’t go getting all high and mighty on us. She’s just doing what she’s gotta do to survive.”

      “So you came down to watch and support her?”

      “Of course, I did,” she balks. “I always came out to support her. Who do you think was right there scooping up the green and shoving it into my pockets? If that’s not support, I don’t know what is.”

      Before I can offer up a rebuttal, my phone starts to ping like mad and I look at the screen. It’s a text from Evie.

      MOM! Why is #HotBaker trending and why am I seeing pictures of you standing on a stage with nothing on but your underwear? And you thought I was making a career blunder?

      A hard groan comes from me. “It’s times like this I really hate the internet.” I grab Keelie by the arm. “Come on, Keels, we’re going in. We’re going to storm the stage and hogtie a stripper if we have to—just like the good old days.”

      Keelie laughs up a storm. “I guess these are the good old days.”

      Keelie and I hop onstage and clamp ourselves over Charlie like a couple of female wrestlers. The men only seem to howl that much louder, that much stronger, and oddly enough, it’s a sea of government-issued paper free-falling all around us.

      Charlie lets out a growl and yanks off both my T-shirt and Keelie’s in one fell swoop and the crowd lights up with laughter.

      Charlie locks eyes with me—my own eyes staring back at me—and she growls with a vengeance brewing deep inside of her.

      “No,” I call out as I begin to back away.

      “You drew first blood, sister.”

      Before I know it, she’s on me, yanking and pulling at my jeans until she’s stripped them off and tossed them into the rabid crowd. Charlie hoists me over her shoulder, parades me up and down the stage, all while giving my bottom a few healthy wallops.

      “Show her who’s boss, Cha Cha,” Carlotta shouts and I growl over at her.

      I’m about to show both Carlotta and Cha Cha who’s boss when I hear an all too familiar voice.

      “Lemon?” Everett riots and I can see the crowd parting with a start.

      “Lottie!” Noah riots as he pulls his gun out and aims it for the ceiling. “Everybody freeze!” he howls and the room breaks out into utter melee. Bodies are running, diving under tables, and oddly enough multiplying while the music continues to bop out its funky beat, and a pair of hot pink lights begin to swirl around the stage only adding to the madness of it all.

      Everett jumps onstage in one giant leap, and for a second, it looked as if he was a supernatural being taking flight, and Noah hops up right next to him.

      “Oh no, you don’t!” Charlie backs up while securing her hold over my legs. “You two don’t get to treat my sister like a piece of meat that you’re playing tug-of-war with! Sure, you try to convince the world you’re gentlemen.” She smears the word gentlemen as if it were a slur. “But neither of you has the cookies to stand down. You’re both grunting and beating your chests, hoping that she’ll pick you.”

      “She has picked me,” Everett thunders. “Now put down my wife.”

      Noah takes a step forward. “And I did stand down.”

      Everett glances his way. “Because you were following my lead. I stood down first.”

      Noah gives him a look. “And you should have stayed down. Lottie and I would have worked everything out if you didn’t seize her during our weakest moment.”

      “Nobody seized me, Noah,” I bleat, but the music thumps right over my voice, and the next thing I know Noah gives Everett a shove, and before you can blink, fists are flying.

      Carlotta, Naomi, and Cormack leap onto the stage and the three of them jump over Everett and Noah, and it’s a free-for-all.

      Charlie pulls the mic back to her lips and finishes out her throaty rendition of “Making Whoopee,” and when she hits that crescendo in the end, she gives my bottom—and my entire body by proxy—a good shake right along with her, and just like that, I have a much-needed letdown as milk spills every which way.

      “Lottie!” Charlie puts me down just as the regular girls take the stage and the bodies in front of us struggle to untangle themselves. “Are your boobs leaking again?”

      “Yes, I’m leaking,” I say, yanking her off stage with me. “Are you being insane again?”

      Her mouth rounds out. “If you lived my life, you would be, too.”

      Carlotta runs up and Charlie growls at her. “I’m glad you didn’t leave me at the Honey Hollow Fire Department. Because if you did, I might be twice the spoiled brat that she is.” She stomps off, and I close my eyes a moment.

      “Charlie, wait!” I call out, but she’s already lost in the crowd.

      Everett tosses his jacket over me and everyone in our group—poltergeists included—makes our way to the front of the establishment.

      “Lottie”—Noah steers me out of Everett’s arms and into his own—“what were you doing down here?”

      “How did you know where to find me?” I ask as Everett steps in close.

      “Miranda told us,” Everett says. “Believe me, it wasn’t easy getting it out of her.”

      My lips twitch. “I may have told her that should she keep quiet there would be a few more babysitting stints in her future. She really does love Lyla Nell.”

      Noah blinks hard. “Did you talk to a suspect, or did you come down here to perform?”

      “Noah.” I swat him on the arm. “I’ll have you know, I not only spoke to one suspect, I spoke to two. Nelson Stalwart and Sergio Sorrentino.”

      Everett sighs hard. “All right. How about we get home and you can tell us all about it in the morning? It’s late. And you’ve been running on empty all week. We should get some shut-eye.”

      “Agree,” Noah says sternly before softening. “Lottie Lemon, you are an unstoppable force of nature.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him.

      He shakes his head. “I’m not sure it was a compliment.” He dots a kiss to my nose and Everett pulls me close.

      “Watch your hands and your lips, Fox,” Everett growls. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Everett and I say goodnight to everyone and make our way back to Honey Hollow.

      And as much as we’re holding out hope of making a little whoopee ourselves, Everett and I have a feeling there’s a pint-sized princess who will do whatever it takes to put a stop to that.

      Just like I’ll do whatever it takes to catch a killer.

      It’s safe to say she gets her determination and perhaps ill-timing from me.
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      I watch as Everett and Lottie leave Red Satin and breathe a sigh of relief. As much as I love Lottie, I fear her. Fear her in the sense she’s going to walk right into a vat of trouble one day that she won’t be able to get herself out of.

      What if she needs help and Everett and I aren’t there to give it? And now we have Lyla Nell. I get what they mean when they say having a child is like having a piece of your heart walking around in the world. I’d do anything to protect them, and no thanks to that handshake with the devil, I’m doing just that.

      I wave goodnight to Meg and turn to take off when a deep voice calls out my name from behind.

      I turn around and—speak of the devil.

      “Detective Fox.” Jimmy Canelli’s thick hair gleams like pewter, and his eyes spark with a hint of wickedness. “That was quite a show you put on. Got a nice shiner going just above the eye.” He frowns. “I like to see my men on the winning end of any fight. Toughen up, would you?”

      His men.

      Is that what he thinks I’ve become?

      Is that what I’ve become?

      A breath expels from me. “You should see his face.” I hike my brows. “I’m on the winning end of every fight. My apologies for the ruckus. Goodnight, Jimmy.”

      “Not so fast.” He takes a few steps my way. “That deal we made this afternoon, I need to be reassured you’re really on my side. That this isn’t some setup by the force to trap me.”

      “A trap by the force?” I ask, almost amused. “I came to you to shut down the hit on my father and those I love.” Namely Lottie’s family. “I can assure you this is no trap. I think we agreed the hit’s off now that you and I are in this thing together.” Whatever the heck this thing may be.

      “Our thing hasn’t officially started yet.” He stares me down. “I just need you to do me one tiny favor. A friend of mine left his briefcase in my office this afternoon. I need you to deliver it to him for me.”

      I stare at him a moment too long as the hair on the back of my neck stands up. “I’m sorry, it’s late and I’m headed straight home.”

      “Anytime this weekend works for me. Pull around back and I’ll have my men put it in your car—or no deal.” He lands his heavy mitt over my shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll make the right decision. Goodnight, Detective.” He takes off and I step out into the warm night air.

      A few expletives leave my lips as I jump into my truck and pull around back.

      In less than a few seconds, one of Jimmy’s goons lands a briefcase in the seat behind me before ducking back into the building. I peel off and park about a block away before pulling on a pair of gloves and yanking that briefcase to the front.

      It’s solid.

      Heavy.

      My hands start to sweat as I think about what might be in here—what might happen to me if I see it.

      It could be a bomb. It could be something far more nefarious. It could be dirty money. It could be nothing. But deep down, I know it’s something.

      As much as I don’t want to do it, I have to. If I don’t deliver this thing, the people I care about could wind up dead.

      I flip open the brass tabs on either side of the dark attaché and the lid loosens.

      Here goes nothing. I pop the lid and my stomach drops.

      Staring back at me are six bricks of a mystery substance wrapped in brown paper and packaging tape. I open my glove compartment and pull out an honorary pin I received a few months back—far before my arrest for moving Florenza Canelli’s body. And even though the department absolved me of any grievances regarding that little illegal maneuver, I don’t think I can ever absolve myself from it.

      I puncture a brick with the sharp end of the pin, and to my horror a sprinkling of white powder jumps back at me. I dab my glove over it and lick it.

      A heavy breath expels from me.

      Yes. I know exactly what this is.

      Everett was right. Jimmy Canelli had a litmus test for me and here it is.

      A drug run. Cocaine.

      The test of a lifetime.

      Am I going to fail?

      Or am I going to pass?

      That is the question.

      I seal it up and land that briefcase behind me. No sooner do I pull my gloves off than a knock erupts at the window.

      “Lottie?” My heart leaps into my throat as I roll down the window and then I see her for who she is.

      “It’s me, Charlie,” she growls as if I had meant to insult her. “Can I get a lift back to the B&B? My ride took off.”

      “Was your ride Carlotta?”

      She nods.

      “Get in.” I unlock the door and she does just that.

      “So what’s in the briefcase?” she asks as she buckles herself in and my stomach drops again. “I saw you open it and taste it.” Her eyes meet with mine as a dangerous smile twitches on her lips. Every last inch of this Lottie Lemon knockoff is dangerous and I am not amused. Carlotta is right. Charlie is a ball of trouble. “How did it taste, Detective? Is it the good stuff?” Her gaze hardens as it lingers over mine. “Don’t worry. I won’t say a word. This will be our little secret.”

      I don’t say a word either. I drive us back to Honey Hollow, drop her off at the B&B without so much as a goodnight, and head back to my cabin. I don’t even bother taking the briefcase out of my truck.

      I shower, attempting to take the Canelli grime off my skin then fall into bed.

      Sleep never comes.

      Everett was right.

      I’m no hero. I’m a moron.
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      Sleep.

      It was something I once took for granted. Something I enjoyed in another time and place, in another life altogether. And now here we are, the walking dead. Bona fide zombies. Day walkers. Evie has called Lemon and me every sleepless name in the book.

      Lyla Nell is relentless in her pursuit to keep us from getting a single solid wink. She’ll make a hell of an attorney one day. She’s as tenacious as they come. And to think if she has this much power over me while less than twelve pounds and twenty-three inches, I can’t wait to see what the full-grown version has in store. Lord knows Evie is already giving me a run for my money and then some.

      It’s Saturday—prom night and the big church showdown all rolled into one. Lemon took Evie to have a facial at the Razzle Dazzle Day Spa, and Lyla Nell went with them. Carlotta is most likely snoozing. She doesn’t like to roll out of bed until well past noon. It’s just Pancake, Waffles, and me catching up on some b-ball.

      My phone pings, and I fully expect to see Evie staring back at me with seaweed on her face, but it’s not Evie. It’s a text from Luke Lazzari.

      Meet me at the butcher shop. I’ve got a gift for you.

      I stare at the text an inordinate amount of time. A gift.

      I like gifts in general, but I don’t want a single thing that Luke Lazzari wants to give me.

      I put my big boy pants on and drive down to Leeds. Before I know it, I’m sitting in that cavernous tin can that smells like blood and too much cologne, staring at Luke Lazzari’s face. His bald head is shiny, his eyes look far too pale, and he’s wearing a suit that looks as if he could have plucked it right out of my closet.

      “What can I do for you, Luke?” There, I cut right to the chase.

      A quiet chuckle bumps through him. “I thought you could read plain English. I called you here because I have a gift for you.” He slides a blue metallic package my way. “Dark roasted espresso beans from the old country. Best brand on the market. That cost more than gold per ounce. You’re gonna love it.”

      “Thank you,” I say without flinching because I sense the real nature of our visit is about to be made known.

      He reaches below his desk for something before slapping a dark briefcase onto the table between us.

      “Go ahead.” He slides it my way. “Open it up.”

      I do as he requests and my heart stops as I stare down at rows and rows of one hundred dollar bills wrapped and stacked.

      Luke clears his throat. “One hundred thousand dollars. I want it washed. Take a few weeks.”

      “I can’t do this.” I shut the briefcase and slide it back his way.

      “Sure you can. Your wife’s got that nice little bakery. Looks pretty busy to me. You’re a smart man, Baxter. You’re gonna figure this out.” He bores those lucent evil eyes to mine. “If you walk out of here today without this briefcase, it’s game over. Our deal is done.”

      I glance down at the dark menace between us.

      And here it is, a litmus test of my very own. I wonder what Noah got? The golden boy probably had to eat a candy bar.

      Luke leans forward a notch. “I got a little intel from my men. Not only do you have Jimmy’s boys hot on your tail, you’ve got Manny Moretti’s kid looking to blow up your house. Your house. What the heck did you do to make the kid so angry?” He shakes his head. “You’re lucky you came to me. My men have the Canellis and the Morettis on lock. You’ve got no problems now that I’m watching your back. Not a one. And all I ask is that you help me do a little laundry in exchange. It costs you nothing but a little time.”

      It costs me everything.

      My mind races as I try to filter out a single alternative but come up with nothing.

      Blow up my house.

      Lyla Nell, Evie—Lemon.

      I rise and pluck the briefcase off the table.

      “Have a good day, Luke,” I say as I take off with a boatload of dirty money.

      “You made the right choice,” he shouts. “You won’t regret this.”

      He’s wrong. Dead wrong. I already regret this.

      I toss it in my SUV and drive back to Honey Hollow filled with regret.

      I don’t bother taking the briefcase out as I head back into the house. It has no place in my life.

      I’m starting to wonder if I have a place in my life anymore.

      On the bright side, the house is still in one piece.
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      It’s prom night.

      It’s also the evening of the church business meeting. I sigh just thinking about both. But my first order of business is seeing Evie off for one of the most exciting milestones of her life. And because of that, I wasn’t able to help set up at the church, but Lily and Suze are already there delivering and arranging the dessert table.

      There is so much dissidence, so much boiling anger within our little congregation, I hope my sweet treats can give them a little reprieve from it all if anything else. Pastor Dave stopped by the bakery this morning and requested that we bring along my whoopie pies as well. He said he didn’t want me to think the dessert was banned from the meeting because of what happened to Terri while she was eating them. In fact, he mentioned he’d say a blessing over my treats tonight. I’m sure that will make everyone feel better about eating them. Me included.

      Noah and Everett are both planted on their own sofas as we wait for Evie to debut her dress for us. The game is on, but neither of them is paying too much attention to the television set. I can’t help but think they both look a little morose.

      I bet it’s really hitting them how fast everything is moving with Evie. I thought about it myself today.

      Sure, she’s only been in our lives for a short while, but despite that it seems life has accelerated at warp speed. In just a few short months she’ll enter into her senior year and start applying to colleges for the following year. I don’t want our time with Evie to go by so quickly, and yet there’s not a thing I can do to stop it. And that’s exactly why I’m doing my best to savor every moment with both her and my little peanut.

      Binky is curled up in Everett’s lap contentedly licking her fur. And Noah is holding Lyla Nell on his lap while she laughs and squawks at Pancake and Waffles. I’ve combed Lyla Nell’s dark tresses into a short little pony that sits on top of her head like a palm tree and tied it off with a light pink bow. She’s wearing the pink pajamas my mother bought her with tiny purple kittens printed all over them, and she looks as delicious as one of my strawberry whoopie pies.

      Lyla Nell says something in her baby babble then points to her right and both cats climb over her and Noah and head that way. Then she does it all again pointing to her left and both cats meander in that direction. She’s been doing it for the last twenty minutes and I don’t think my cats have had this much exercise in years.

      Carlotta steps over to me. “What do you think of this voodoo magic Little Yippy is performing on Fuzzy Thing One and Fuzzy Thing Two?”

      “It’s not voodoo magic, Carlotta. The cats have just fallen in love with Lyla Nell.”

      “Nope,” she’s quick to contest. “Those furry beasts are being hoodwinked because she’s enchanted them. Face it, Lot. Little Yippy is a drooling witch and she’s come to destroy us all.”

      Lyla Nell looks our way, squealing and laughing at the top of her lungs.

      “See that, Lot? She’s agreeing with me!”

      “She’s laughing at you,” I retort, but the smile dissipates from my face as I study Lyla Nell’s actions anew.

      Binky lifts her head lazily, and I have no idea if Everett even realizes that she’s been in his lap.

      “She can see me, Lottie,” Binky points out. “And I’m sure you don’t want to hear this, but Pancake and Waffles, well, they’re a bit weak-willed.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “Binky”—I say, orienting Noah and Everett that the adorable stinky specter is among us—“Lyla Nell isn’t a beguiler. And Pancake and Waffles are not weak-willed. They’re simply enthralled with her cuteness. They can’t deny her a thing.”

      “I can,” Carlotta grouses. “It’ll be a cold day in double H hockey sticks before I succumb to her every last wish.”

      I don’t bother pointing out the spelling error in Carlotta’s charged euphemism.

      Lyla Nell does her best to sit up in Noah’s arms as she points to Carlotta and shouts something that sounds rather commanding. Everett, Noah, and I laugh at the sight, but Carlotta moves robotically over to the coffee table, picks up Lyla Nell’s baby doll, and lands it in her lap.

      A horrible moaning sound comes from Carlotta as she staggers toward the fireplace.

      “It’s happening, Lot. I guess it’s true what Harry says. I’m weak-willed!” Her vocal cords do their best impersonation of an injured cow once again. “Foxy, take your gun and shoot me. If I’m going to be Little Yippy’s servant for the rest of my days, I don’t want to see the sunrise ever again.”

      “I bet you’ve never seen a sunrise, Carlotta,” I tell her. “In fact, you got up for the day just as the sun was setting. And you’re not weak-willed. You just had the urge to give something to Lyla Nell to make her happy. Isn’t that right, Everett?”

      He casts his blue eyes my way and a spear of heat travels through my stomach. That man never fails to slay me with his comely countenance—that and I’ve been craving a bite out of him something fierce. I don’t know how much longer our dry spell can last.

      “Lemon,” he says with a resolute look on his face. “This afternoon I witnessed Lyla Nell staring at Waffles until he rolled one of her favorite rattles her way.”

      I straighten. “Noah? You don’t believe this, do you?”

      Noah’s dimples dig in and that spear of heat takes over once again.

      Good grief. I’m going to have to take Keelie’s advice and trap my husband in a corner at some point today before I accidentally have my way with Noah and give Lyla Nell a little brother or sister Fox. It’s going to be a bad look if I keep having another man’s children while married to Everett.

      And trapping Everett in a dark corner? Really? So much for making it special. I guess I’m more interested in making it at all.

      Noah blinks my way. “I’m sorry, were you speaking?”

      “Noah.” I laugh. “I’d ask what’s gotten into you, what’s gotten into you both”—I say, nodding to Everett—“but I think I know.”

      A mild sense of alarm takes over both of their faces just as the clip-clop of high heels comes from down the hall.

      “Ready or not”—Evie shouts—“here I come!”

      Evie hasn’t let any of us see the vintage dress she picked out, so we’re waiting with bated breath.

      She steps into the room, and every last one of us, the dead included, gasps at the sight of her.

      “Everly Baxter.” I clutch my chest as I take in her sheer beauty.

      “Mother.” She wrinkles her nose. “I’m Evie, remember?”

      I laugh because there’s nothing that irritates Evie more than her formal moniker. She’s sort of like her father that way.

      Both Everett and Noah rise to their feet.

      “Evie.” Everett heads her way and takes her in. “I’m not sure it’s safe to let you leave the house looking like this.”

      It’s true. Evie has her long dark hair set in perfect coils all the way down her back. Her skin glows pink, her face is done to perfection with just the right amount of cosmetics, and her dress—a blush pink, off-the-shoulder tulle number that cuts off at mid-calf—looks stunning on her.

      Noah steps up with Lyla Nell. “Evie, you’re stunning.” He looks to me. “I’ll call extra patrol to head to Fallbrook and I’ll have a special task force assigned just to her.”

      Evie belts out a laugh. “You wish, Uncle Noah. As soon as Conner picks me up in our limo, I’m free as a bird until tomorrow morning. And don’t worry, Mom. Like I said, Aunt Charlie will be at the dance for a few hours spying on me just the way you like it.”

      “Whoa.” Everett holds up a finger. “Back the limo up. Did you say you’re free as a bird until tomorrow morning?”

      “Yeah.” She nods his way with an incredulous look on her face. “After prom we’re partying in a few hotel rooms that the student body pitched in to get, then at about five in the morning, we’re all coming down to Honey Lake to watch the sunrise. It’s tradition, Dad. You don’t expect me to break from tradition, do you?”

      “Yes.” Everett’s voice hikes a moment. “In fact, I do. Evie, you’ve mentioned this hotel room deal before during homecoming, and it was no then and it’s no now.”

      “It was Winter Formal,” she fires back. “And I thought you had matured since then!”

      “Me? Matured?” Everett’s chest bucks.

      “Yeah,” Evie snips. “I didn’t expect it either.”

      Lyla Nell laughs and I think I just saw her clap, too.

      Carlotta bats her hands through the air. “Everybody calm down. The angrier we get, the more our minds turn to mush and it’s no telling what the baby witch will make us do then.”

      I cluck my tongue. “Would you stop calling her that?”

      Carlotta waves me off. “Listen up, Sexy. Evie is right. Everyone knows that after prom you party hardy before staggering to the nearest beach like a herd of zombies to watch the sun rise—before you go home and pass out until the sun goes down.”

      Binky purrs, “Every night is prom night when you’re a skunk.”

      Everett’s eyes widen a touch, and I practically see the steam coming out of his ears. “I don’t care about tradition, Evie. Once prom is through, have the limo bring you right back here. You’re not going up to some hotel room to party hardy. But—if you want to watch the sunrise with your friends at Honey Lake, I’ll be happy to drive you there in the morning.”

      Evie expires a hearty groan. “Gee, thanks! Why don’t you just drive me to prom yourself? Maybe you and everyone in this room can show up for pictures? How about if I save a dance for you, Dad? Better yet, I’ll save every dance for you. Actually, I don’t even need to go to that stupid dance. We can all put on our cut-off shorts, chew some straw, and four square in the living room. You’re all I need in my life, Dad. Is that what you want to hear? I may as well take off my dress and order Wicked Wok. Would you like me to polish your shoes or whip up a batch of brownies for you the way Mom does? Are women nothing but possessions to you? Watch out, Lyla Nell, because Dad here is going to demand you stop playing with Pancake and Waffles soon. We’re not allowed to have any friends or have a good time!”

      Carlotta starts in on a slow clap. “Keep it up,” she whispers to her. “You’ve wiped the sheen off him. A little bit more and you’ll wear him down for good.”

      A knock erupts at the door and Noah opens it to reveal Conner Saint dressed to the nines in a rented tuxedo.

      Conner holds out a blush pink corsage and Evie heads over as he carefully places it on her wrist.

      We head outside and take a million pictures of the two of them and their fancy white stretch limo.

      I give Evie an extra long hug. “Have a good time. Would you hate me forever if I stopped by for a second? Honey Hollow High doesn’t have a moratorium on chaperones, you know.”

      She pulls back with tears in her bright blue eyes. “There’s not a thing in the world you could do to make me hate you, Mom.” She looks to Everett. “You either.”

      We hug it out one more time as they take off.

      And just like that, Evie smashes another milestone out of the park.
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        * * *

      

      Honey Hollow Covenant Church is brimming with congregants this evening.

      I glance into the sanctuary and it’s a tangle of bodies. About a thousand conversations are going all at once and each one sounds that much more heated than the next. The air is cool in the foyer and the heavenly scent of my sweet treats and fresh brewed coffee lights up my senses.

      Next to the refreshment table, sitting on an easel, is a large framed picture of Terri Norris. She looks dolled up, her hair is pulled back, and she has glossy pink lips as if she were ready for a night on the town. My heart breaks just seeing it.

      “It’s sad, isn’t it?” a female voice says from behind and I turn to find Olive St. James in her signature pencil skirt with a springy floral blouse. Her hair is up and she looks impeccably put together.

      “Oh hi, Olive. Yes,” I say, glancing back at Terri who seems to be glaring at us suddenly. “It’s tragic. I’m so very sorry for her.”

      Olive takes a deep breath. “You know it’s not unusual in my line of work to see people reaping the consequences of what they’ve sown. It’s a terrible thing. And I suppose that’s what happened to Terri.”

      “Well, if it’s any consolation, I have full faith that justice will be done.”

      Her shoulders bounce. “I hope so, but with every passing day, this case grows colder. I’ll admit that I’m losing a little hope in justice being done. I’d better get going. I still need to shore up a few details in my office. And I need to make it quick if I want to get a good seat. There are bound to be a few fireworks this evening.”

      “I hope not,” I say as she takes off.

      Since the business meeting is taking place in the sanctuary, Pastor Dave let Lily and Suze set up the dessert table right here in the foyer. And every last one of my sweet treats is present and accounted for.

      Binky swirls around my shoulders. “Look, Lottie, they even brought the Napoleons. Those are my favorite, you know.”

      “I’m glad you like them. Have you tried my bite-size key lime pies? I think they’re going to be a smash hit this summer.”

      “Key lime pie? How did I manage to miss those?” She zips off and I panic at the thought of my key lime pies supernaturally disappearing.

      “I didn’t mean now,” I shout after her.

      Everett pops up next to me and lands a searing kiss to my cheek.

      “You’re talking to yourself again, Lemon.”

      I take a moment to inhale his intoxicating cologne. Both Everett and Noah changed into suits, and I put on my best red dress because not only are we at the church business meeting, but I think deep down we’re all hatching a plan to head to Fallbrook later tonight. It’s wicked, I know. But we can’t help ourselves.

      “I’m talking to myself because I’m going out of my mind due to this drought we’re in,” I say, wrapping my arms around him. “And I’ve firmly decided the drought ends tonight.”

      His lips curve with a dangerous smile and I swear I just heard three different women sigh.

      He tips his head to the side. “Does this mean I’m getting lucky on prom night?”

      I nod. “And you’ll be the only Baxter in our family who does.”

      “Darn right,” he says sternly just as Noah crops up, sans the baby.

      “Your mother has her,” he says, holding up one of my chocolate whoopie pies. “Lottie, these are the most delicious things I’ve ever tasted. You should think of going into business. I’ll even buy your kitchen equipment for you.” He gives a sly wink as he takes a bite.

      “You’re funny,” I say, wiping a crumb from his cheek. Noah was the one who bought the kitchen equipment for the bakery way back when. I had thought he was a part of a savings and loan instead of a PI and it was a big mix-up—but as it turns out, he was the father of my perfect angel. “Hey, I just thought of something. All of our suspects are here tonight.”

      “That’s right,” Everett says, craning his neck toward the sanctuary. “I can see Clem from here.”

      Noah peers that way. “That cheating husband of hers certainly gave her a motive.”

      “Allegedly cheating husband,” Everett points out. “If it’s one thing I’ve learned sitting on the bench, everything is a rumor until proven beyond a reasonable doubt.”

      I shrug up at him. “Olive said she confessed it. And Sergio seemed to know about it, too. And then there’s Nelson himself. Olive said she witnessed a horrific argument between him and Terri right here on church grounds. He admitted it, but he said he never raised his voice.”

      Everett shakes his head. “People raise their voice all the time in my courtroom, and when I tell them to rein it in, they deny they ever shouted.”

      Noah nods. “He’s right. People don’t realize what they’re doing.”

      “Okay.” I shrug. “What about Sergio?” I told both Noah and Everett what I gleaned last night before we left the house.

      Everett glances back into the sanctuary. “I find it hard to believe they’d cook the books, considering how much hot water that could land them in. But if they’re willing to do that, they might be willing to do anything.”

      “Including kill?” I shake my head. “I’d hate to think Sergio could do something like that but you’re right, anything is possible.” I let it all soak in for a minute. “Terri really did have a way of making people angry,” I point out. “She was no saint. She had that affair with Miles Brogan and so many bad things were set into motion because of it. Miles’ wife lost their baby and then Miles himself died.”

      Everett sighs. “I’d be moved to kill if something like that happened to someone I was close with.”

      “I know,” I say. “Especially since they lost their baby. That family lost everything because of that affair.”

      Noah purses his lips. “I just wish we had those notes you found in her home, Lottie. I keep thinking we’re missing a vital piece to this puzzle, and for the life of me I wish I knew what it could be.”

      “I wish I took a picture of them.” I shake my head at my ridiculous idea to leave our things in Mayor Nash’s car that night.

      Binky zips over. “Oh, Lottie, I remember seeing those notes. I’ve got a memory, you know. People don’t realize this about skunks, but we never forget a thing. It’s about as important of a defense as our stink box is.”

      I suck in a quick breath as I take up Everett’s and Noah’s hands. “Binky says he remembers what the notes said. Go on.” I nod to the furry little cutie.

      “Okay, let’s see… I was looking at all of those eerie little porcelain faces staring back at me, then you asked me to turn up the volume on my illumination, and then you read the notes out loud.”

      “Oh right.” My shoulders sag with disappointment. “For a second, I thought you meant you remembered what the notes had said.”

      “The notes you read out loud? Why, of course, I do. They said—Stop what you’re doing. You’re a sinner, not a saint. How can you live with yourself? Do you see a monster when you look in the mirror? I know what you’re up to. You are a menace that deserves to be destroyed. I hate you. You deserve to die. Time is running out for you. This is your last warning. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. And I believe that was the end of it.”

      “That was it!” I do a little hop. “I just want to squeeze you hard and kiss you like mad!” I yelp and an entire group of older women turn their heads in our direction and gasp before scuttling into the sanctuary.

      “Good work,” Noah says, jotting down all he can remember into his phone. “Maybe I can make heads or tails out of this now.”

      Binky whips her tail back and forth. “I’m going to make my head and my tail enjoy a little more of your cookies, Lottie.” And just like that, she zips right back to where she came from.

      I glance into the sanctuary and spot Carlotta and Charlie off to the side. Charlie is wearing a little black dress, and I already know she’ll be headed out to Fallbrook in just a little bit. Both she and Carlotta have their heads knit together and they seem to be having a pretty heated conversation.

      “What do you think those two are constantly arguing about?” I ask, pointing their way.

      Noah shakes his head. “I don’t know, but I’ve walked in on them this way before and they clam up quickly.”

      “They’re hiding something,” Everett says. “My guess is, it’s going to bite them in the rear sooner than later.”

      “I vote for later,” I groan. “I’m up to my eyeballs in drama as of late.”

      “You can say that again.” Noah gives a wistful shake of his head.

      “Ditto.” Everett rocks back on his heels.

      Before I can ask if they’ve both taken a potshot at me, Nelson Stalwart steps into the foyer with the cutest, most regal looking German shepherd you ever did see.

      “Well, look at this cutie pie!” I chirp as the three of us head their way. I bend over and give the handsome scruffy fellow a quick scratch between the ears. “What’s your name, big guy?”

      “That’s Benny. He’s one of my best boys. He’s in my care tonight, so I thought I’d bring him along for the ride. I’m assuming this will move quickly. I’m anxious to get on with my night.”

      Noah chuckles. “The wheels of church voting churn slowly. We’ve been here for a half an hour. On the bright side, Lottie’s bakery has provided the desserts.” He pats the dog on the head. “How’s it going, Benny? Are you here to sniff out the bad guys?”

      Nelson laughs. “You know the funny thing is, he’s one of our top drug sniffers, and by the way he was going hog wild in the parking lot, you’d think there was a truck full of cocaine out there.”

      We share a laugh at the thought, but Noah looks stone-cold unimpressed.

      He dots a kiss to my cheek. “I’ll be back. I’m going to check on a few things in the lot.” He takes off and Nelson shrugs.

      “I guess you can’t keep a good detective down.”

      A thought hits me. “Nelson, does the sheriff’s department have a cache of different drugs for the dogs to train with?”

      “We do, but they’re primarily trained off grounds then sent to us once they make the squad. But we’ve got enough of the bad stuff to keep their sniffers sharp.”

      “So you have hard street drugs at the precinct? Along with, say, some of the lighter stuff?”

      “Oh yes,” He nods emphatically and the cleft in his chin seems to grow that much more prominent. “We’ve got an entire rainbow of nefarious toxins to choose from.”

      Benny tugs at his leash as he lunges for the sanctuary.

      “I’d better give this guy the grand tour. I’ll see you both inside.” He takes off and I look up at Everett.

      “Do you think Nelson could have had access to that cocktail of drugs that killed Terri?”

      “Methadone and opioids?” He winces. “I suppose it’s possible. It certainly sounds that way.”

      Sergio steps into the foyer before we can expound on the fact.

      “Serg,” Everett says with a smile blinking on and off his face. “You’re just in time. The party hasn’t started yet.”

      Sergio looks just as dapper tonight as he did last night, and it makes me wonder if he’s making another pit stop to Leeds afterwards. An ironic thing to do right after church.

      “Good to hear I’m not late.” Sergio smiles my way. “You look great, Lottie.” His gaze wanders to the oversized picture of Terri. “And there she is.” His expression darkens. “I don’t know about you, but I can feel her trying to intimidate voters just by the way she’s looking at us.” He shudders. “But she didn’t scare me then, and she doesn’t scare me now. I still can’t believe she tried to hustle hush money out of me. The nerve of some people,” he says as he continues to glower her way. “But thankfully, that’s all in the past.” He nods our way as he heads into the sanctuary.

      “He’s still pretty bitter,” I whisper.

      Everett cocks a brow. “A part of me wonders if it’s because she had his number.”

      “You think Mangias is cooking the books?”

      “Stranger things have happened. Plenty of stranger things,” he says, staring out into the sanctuary. “Excuse me for a minute, Lemon. I’ll be right back.” He takes off and I head over to snatch up one of my pistachio whoopie pies as a crowd pecks all around the dessert table.

      My hand dips down just as a woman goes to snatch up the very same whoopie pie. I look up to see Clem done up to the nines with her blonde mane glossy and curled, her tan skin glowing against her coral-colored lipstick. She’s wearing an emerald green evening gown and looks like a stunner.

      “Well, look at you.” I laugh as we both snatch up a whoopie pie and step over to the side. “I think I know where you’re headed after the voting is through.”

      “Yup, it’s prom night. Too bad my husband can’t be my date. His shoulder is acting up again. In fact, I just picked up another prescription for him. That’s why I’m running late. Hey, you and your husband are welcome to join us for prom. You can even bring your boyfriend along if you like.” She shrugs at the thought and I laugh.

      “Thanks, we’re awfully tempted.” I nod to Terri’s oversized face right next to me. “I bet she’s sorry she’s not here to see which way the vote swings.”

      Clem’s expression darkens. “Don’t think less of me, Lottie. But I’m glad there won’t be any of Terri’s terror tonight. I think just about everyone here is lighter because of it.”

      “Maybe,” I say as a thought comes to me. “Clem, can I ask what kinds of meds your husband is taking? I have a friend who recently hurt her shoulder as well, and I’m wondering if maybe those meds can help her out, too.” Okay, so I just spouted off a lie right here in church, but I can’t help it. Solving this case might just be worth exploding in a ball of flames over.

      “Methadone primarily. But he’s on oxymorphone, too.”

      “Oxymorphone… isn’t that an opioid?” I’m not entirely sure if it is or isn’t, but considering this is adding up to the exact cocktail that killed Terri, I’m willing to bet it is.

      “I think it is, but don’t worry. I’m not letting an addiction set in. Tell your friend I’ve got a great doctor if she’s interested.”

      “I will.” I stare at her, stunned, just as Binky floats over and hovers between the two of us.

      “What’s happening, Lottie? Why are you looking at her this way? Is this the stinker that killed my Terri?”

      I give a subtle nod. “She could very well be.”

      “What’s that?” Clem leans an ear this way.

      “Oh, Clem.” I shake my head at her. “Is that why you did it?” I say the words softly, apologetically. “Did you slip something into Terri’s coffee because you wanted to see her dead?”

      “What?” She inches back. Her eyes are bulging so hard you’d think I just slapped her. And I suppose I did, verbally.

      “Clem, everyone knows you were upset with Terri because she slept with your husband.”

      “She never slept with Merv! She was hitting on Merv. I just wanted to make it crystal clear to her that my husband was off-limits. It’s no secret she didn’t care if a man had a ring on his finger or not. Look what happened to Miles Brogan. The woman was a pariah.”

      “But you hated her. You had numerous confrontations with her right here in church. Everyone saw it.”

      “Yes, you’re right on both counts.” Her lips press tightly.

      “Oh goodie.” Binky does a few aerial flips. “Now that the case has been solved, I’d best stock up on whoopie pies. I plan on taking them back to my friends in paradise. I’m afraid paradise just won’t be paradise without your sweet treats, Lottie Lemon.”

      Clem lets out a hard breath. “Look, she wasn’t having a full-blown affair with him. I believe my husband. But yes, I’ll admit to having a temper when it comes to other women gawking at him. I don’t like it. In fact, I’ve been seeing someone to help me control my anger issues—and my jealously issues. Lottie, the reason I had those confrontations with Terri around other people is because my therapist recommended it.”

      “Your therapist?”

      “That’s right.” She nods with an incensed look on her face. “She said it would be a good way to get my feelings out and that neither Terri nor I would get too heated that way. I’ll admit, it felt good to do it. And I liked the fact I had witnesses. Terri was known to bend the truth. And that way I was hoping to shame her into staying away from my man. Trust me, Miles Brogan’s widow wishes she could have done the same thing. She’d have a family because of it.” She stalks off into the sanctuary and Binky swirls in front of me.

      “What’s happening, Lottie? Why are you letting her get away with it?”

      “You know, maybe she didn’t do it,” I say as I pull out my phone. “Maybe we’ve been looking in the wrong places? I should have looked up the Brogan family from the start.” I do a quick search and my phone populates with pictures. “It’s him,” I whisper. “The man with the light eyes.” A little laugh hitches in my throat. “Binky, this is the same man from that picture in Terri’s office. The one in the frame that looked as if she had kissed it a hundred times?” I pull the picture back up on my phone and that black and white picture of Miles stares back at me. This time something catches my eye. “Binky, look, that watch of his is hitting the light—and he’s wearing cufflinks. That’s exactly what Nelson said he was accused of stealing. I bet whoever stole those notes also set it up to make Nelson look like a thief.” My mind swirls with the possibilities. “Nelson said he worked for a lot of people at the church and that someone referred him to Terri. I bet that was the killer.”

      Binky lights up with a purple aura around her. “I bet that means someone was planning this for a very long while.”

      I nod. “And meticulously setting up one person after the next.” My breathing grows erratic and I go back to those pictures of Miles Brogan just hoping to find another clue, but I don’t have to look far. I spot picture after picture of Miles’ widow, along with what’s captioned as his other family members, and I stop cold. And just like that, I have a sneaking suspicion I know who set Nelson up—who set everyone else up as well.

      “Binky? I think we’ve found our killer.”
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      “Shall we kill her?”

      I frown over at the tiny furry poltergeist. That fuzzy white stripe running down her back glows a bright shade of purple.

      “I don’t think two wrongs make a right,” I say just as Charlie and Carlotta come into my line of vision. “Good gracious, speaking of murder.”

      They’re standing behind an overgrown silk ficus plant at the other end of the foyer, and each of them has their hands wrapped around one another’s necks.

      I’m about to speed over when I bump into a body and the coffee in the woman’s hand jumps.

      “Oh!” I help steady her hand and look up to see the exact woman I was hoping to find. “Olive,” I pant, studying her face for a moment—so friendly, so open, such warm eyes. It doesn’t seem possible.

      “It’s fine.” She laughs. “It’s just about time for the congregational business meeting. Are you ready to cast your vote?”

      “Yes, actually, I am.”

      Binky whips her tail over my face. “Don’t let her go. I wouldn’t waste a minute. She could be plotting her escape.”

      I bet she’s right. I nod over to the giant framed picture of Terri.

      “It’s tragic, isn’t it?” I ask, gauging her reaction to the portrait of the dead.

      Olive stiffens as she examines her old client. “It is. She was far too young. But it happened, and now here we are. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”

      My blood runs cold as she recites the exact words that were written on one of those threatening notes Terri received.

      “Olive, can I speak to you? It’ll just take a second.”

      That friendly look on her face quickly dissipates and she takes a moment to study me in return.

      “Sure, Lottie. But it’ll have to be quick. They’re gathering everyone into the sanctuary now.”

      We walk out the front doors together, and I lead her to the flower garden to the left. There’s a wall of hedges privatizing this area, and there’s a three-tiered fountain glowing an ethereal blue in the center of it. The air is warm, and the scent of fresh soil only seems to annunciate the fact it’s springtime. The night is dark as pitch, save for the glow of the fountain.

      “It’s so quiet out here.” She cinches her purse over her shoulder and takes in a full breath. “I just love coming out here. It’s so very peaceful. It reminds me of an easier time in my life.”

      “The past can be a great place.”

      “It was a beautiful time,” she says, expelling a heavy sigh.

      Binky circles around Olive’s shoulders. “Here it is, Lottie. She’s opened a door to the past. Jump through it before she closes it for good.”

      “You haven’t been in Honey Hollow long, have you?” I ask. “Three and a half years? Four?”

      “Something like that.” She gives me a sideways glance.

      “Oh, Lottie”—Binky floats between us—“you should find Noah. Her suspicions have been aroused.”

      I’d have to agree.

      “Olive, what made you choose to work at Honey Hollow Covenant?”

      “It was the people.” She lifts her chin to the fountain and long dark shadows take over her features, giving her a ghoulish appeal.

      “It was one person in particular, wasn’t it?”

      Her head snaps my way and her lips part as if she’s searching for words.

      “Olive”—I take a step toward her—“it was Terri Norris that brought you to Honey Hollow, wasn’t it?”

      The whites of her eyes enlarge as she takes a quick breath.

      “I thought so.” I nod her way. “That brother you were meeting for his birthday? You said he wasn’t going to show because he had to work late, but that wasn’t true, was it? He wasn’t going to show because he was dead. Your brother passed away three and a half years ago.”

      A croaking sound comes from her, and Binky swirls around the two of us like a black and white tornado.

      “Time to go!” Binky leashes her tail around my wrist and does her best to tug me away, but I prove immovable. “Carlotta says you always come close to winding up on the other side yourself, Lottie. Think of little Lyla Nell. Think of your two husbands.”

      I take a moment to frown over at the cute little ghost before settling my full attention back on Olive.

      “It was Miles Brogan,” I say a little louder than a whisper. “He was that brother, wasn’t he?”

      Her eyes close at the mention of his name. “Yes, Lottie. He was.”

      “And you wanted revenge for his death, didn’t you?”

      Her eyes flit back my way. “My brother was everything to me.” Her chest bucks a moment. “He was all the family I had. I loved him so much.”

      “And that’s how you were able to justify everything you did. You befriended Terri. My guess is that you coerced her into therapy.”

      A dull laugh rattles in her chest. “I hardly had to do that. Terri needed therapy long before I ever came to town.”

      “You were stalking her. She was your prey.”

      “Here we go.” Binky moans before gliding around my shoulders once again. “On the bright side, if you do end up in paradise, your bakery will be a hit.”

      But I don’t respond. I can’t take my eyes off of Olive. “You’ve been counseling at the church for three years now. Terri was your mark. And because you listened to her troubles, you knew exactly who to set up to make them look guilty. You wrote those nasty notes she was getting. You left those threats for her, didn’t you?”

      “No.” She backs up a notch. “No, Lottie. Don’t do this. Let’s go back inside. It’s a very important night here. We don’t want to miss it.”

      “You broke into Terri’s home and you stole those same notes from her desk. I must have set you in a panic that night we met at the restaurant down in Leeds. Because you ran right over to Terri’s home. In fact, that wasn’t the first time you broke into her house, was it? You broke in three years ago and stole a few things—a gold watch and cufflinks.”

      Her face bleaches out.

      “That’s right.” I nod. “You orchestrated that event in advance. You knew Nelson Stalwart was doing some landscaping for her at the time of the break-in. I’m going to go out on a limb and say that you were the one that referred Nelson’s landscaping services to Terri. You knew he had access to the house and you took advantage of that.”

      Her lips twitch. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Terri had a picture of your brother in her home. Her lip prints were all over it. She really cared for him.”

      “That’s a lie. The only person Terri Norris cared about was herself.”

      “In that picture, Miles wore the same gold watch and cufflinks Terri accused Nelson of stealing.”

      “She stole them!” her voice hikes a notch. “Those belonged to my father. She never deserved to keep them. She didn’t deserve my brother either.”

      “Nelson wasn’t the only one you worked tirelessly to set up. That day at my bakery, you told me that Clem’s husband was having an affair with Terri. That wasn’t true, was it? In fact, I know it’s not. Clem said if that ever materialized, she would have packed his bags. You lied to me that day, just like you’re lying now. You were just tossing another red herring my way hoping to send me down another rabbit hole, just like you did with Nelson. He never had an explosive argument with Terri at the church. You made that up to make him look like a viable suspect. You knew the meds Clem’s husband was taking, and you made sure that was the exact concoction that killed Terri. You were meticulous in your manipulation.”

      “I was. And they were all viable suspects, Lottie.” Her cheeks hike a notch. “You just had to insert yourself where you didn’t belong. But I suspected you would. If it were the sheriff’s department, I could have evaded them. However, you, Lottie, provided to be a formidable opponent. Once you began solving one homicide after another, right here in Honey Hollow, I knew it was you I’d really be up against. Terri was a terrible woman. I’m sorry, but I’m not going down for this. She killed my brother. She killed my unborn niece or nephew. She blew apart a marriage that should have lasted a lifetime.”

      “It takes two to tango.” I shake my head at her. “You have to know Miles takes half the blame of what happened to his marriage.”

      “No!” she riots the word so loud over my face, it ripples over my skin. “How dare you!” She gives me a hard shove to the chest, and I land in the bushes. She tries to bolt and I grab ahold of her ankle, knocking her to the ground.

      Binky flies over and takes a seat on her head. “I can take it from here.”

      A loud zipping noise fills the air as a green glowing aura appears around them.

      “Dear Lord!” Olive screams. “What is that smell?”

      “You’ve just been skunked,” I say, landing over her back with my knee.

      Binky floats into the air as a swarm of miniature green stars ignites around her.

      “It looks as if Terri gets justice after all,” she trills. “And it’s all because of you, Lottie Lemon. I’ll be waiting for you on the other side. Do bring some whoopie pies when you arrive!”

      “Goodbye, Binky!” I shout into the great expanse of the navy night as that green glowing hue dissipates to nothing.

      “Lemon?” Everett riots as he runs into the alcove with Noah on his heels.

      Within moments, Noah has Olive in handcuffs and I’m safe in my husband’s arms.

      “You scared the hell out of me.” Everett lands a searing kiss to my lips before pulling back. “I’d say never do that again, but I know better.”

      “I don’t. I don’t want you to ever do that again, Lottie,” Noah growls my way with his hands firmly holding onto Olive. He shoots Everett a sharp look. “And you shouldn’t either.”

      He takes off with Olive and I look up at Everett.

      “He’s angry,” I whisper.

      Everett nods. “But he’s glad you’re safe. Come on, let’s go cast our votes. We’ve got a prom night to crash.”

      “Only if you promise to save a dance for me.”

      “You can have every dance.”

      He glances to the parking lot and frowns. “Maybe save one for Noah. The last thing we need is an ornery Fox.”

      “You’re right. We’ve already got one in the bedroom.”
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        * * *

      

      The Lux Plaza Hotel in Fallbrook is glittering like a jewel as teenagers bop to the raucous music in the ballroom. It’s dimly lit, the music is far too loud, and there’s nary a dessert served up by the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery. It’s a sea of boys in tuxedos and girls wearing dresses in a rainbow of parfait colors. The clash of cologne and perfume alone is enough to make your eyes water.

      “There she is.” Charlie points to the far left, and sure enough, we see Evie dancing with a group of girls. Next to her is Dash—and it seems to be Dash is the one with a crown on her head.

      “Aw, it looks as if Dash won junior prom queen,” I say.

      Everett nods. “And I’m sure Evie is more than happy for her.”

      Charlie tugs down her short little black dress. “You kids hang out on the sidelines. Since I’m an official chaperone, I plan on teaching these girls how it’s done.” She wastes no time in gyrating her way to the dance floor.

      “Hold up, Cha Cha. I’ve got a few moves left in me, too.” Carlotta is about to take off, but I catch her by the wrist.

      “Carlotta, why in the world were you and Charlie strangling each other back at church?”

      “Strangling?” Noah lifts a brow intrigued. “Carlotta, I’d watch that one. I wouldn’t put it past her to slap you with assault charges.”

      Everett nods. “And then she’ll hire a top-notch attorney to make sure you do time.”

      Carlotta scowls in Charlie’s general direction. “It wouldn’t be the first time she threw me under the legal bus. But let’s just say we have enough dirt on one another that neither one of us is willing to rock the boat. Save your handcuffs for Lot Lot, Foxy. They don’t call Cha Cha the Teflon Con for nothing.” She sails off and heads straight for Evie.

      “Carlotta!” I hiss. “Evie’s going to see us,” I say, pulling Noah and Everett off to a darkened alcove.

      Everett leans in. “Carlotta just called her own daughter a con.”

      “She would know,” I say. “She raised her.”

      Noah glowers at the crowd. “And she raised her to be a con. I see a table full of cookies. I say we check out the competition. I’ll sneak over and grab a few.” He doesn’t waste time before taking off.

      Everett lands a kiss to my lips just as something in his pocket buzzes between us.

      “Whoa.” I jump back, laughing. “I guess you really liked that kiss.”

      His lips curve. “You do things to me, Lemon.” He fishes his phone out and his expression darkens immediately. “I have to take this. I’ll just be a moment.” He takes off just as the lights dim even lower, the music takes a moody turn, and electric blue spotlights swirl over the dance floor.

      It’s so dark in the corner I’ve landed myself in I can hardly see my hand over my face, and the music, the ethereal blue spotlights dancing over the crowd has me rocking back and forth, contentedly mesmerized as the night winds down.

      I can’t wait to get Everett home. Keelie is right. We need to steal whatever moments we can, wherever we can. We can’t let Lyla Nell drive the bus when it comes to our alone time. She’s liable to crash it while suckling on my bosom and giggling herself into a conniption.

      Nope.

      The bus stops here.

      Sorry, Lyla Nell. Mommy and Daddy are about to be sneaky.

      A pair of arms floats around my waist.

      “Good, you’re back,” I say, grabbing him by the tie and dancing us back a few feet toward the wall. “Now kiss me. I’ve always wanted to make out at prom. Get ready to make my dreams come true.” I pull his head to mine and start in on a smooching session to end all smooching sessions. Everett’s body goes rigid and his lips aren’t nearly as welcoming as they were just a few minutes ago, then as if he were acquiescing, his lips warm to mine and he pulls me in tight with an aggressive fervor.

      Everett’s kisses taste like springtime personified and… cookies?

      “Lemon?” a voice calls from behind and I jump back—jump out of my skin, only to find a blue cast on Noah Fox’s face as he stands before me.

      He sheds a sheepish smile. “I tried to stop her, Everett, but she was relentless.”

      “Oh, you.” I swat him on the chest.

      Everett pulls me close. “She is relentless. Relentlessly mine.”

      The music shifts once again to something quicker paced, and I pull both Noah and Everett in and we squeeze in a quick dance before heading back to Honey Hollow.

      I thank my mother profusely for watching Lyla Nell before putting her to bed in the nursery and turning up the baby monitor full volume in my bedroom.

      And wouldn’t you know it? Everett and I work furtively to squeeze in another far more private dance for the evening, and miracle of all miracles, we manage to find our way to one another once again.

      And boy—WOW, holy good stuff up in heaven—was that ever worth the wait.

      It turns out, Everett’s night moves are just as delicious as ever. That body of steel, those abs, those lats, those biceps, those unmentionable parts that do things to my unmentionable parts. Essex Everett Baxter is a force to be reckoned with in and out of the sheets. The man knows how to lay down the law and work his gavel.

      “That was perfection, Judge Baxter,” I pant as I reach up and give his facial scruff a light scratch.

      “Of course, it was.” He lands a smoldering kiss to my lips. “Look what I’ve got to work with.”

      A laugh trembles from me just as Lyla Nell starts in on a high-pitched wail.

      “Ooh”—Everett sucks in a quick breath through his teeth—“she sounds angry.”

      “I think she just realized where she is—or more to the point, where she isn’t,” I say, rolling out of bed. “It’s going to be a long night.”

      And I wouldn’t want it any other way.
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      That kiss.

      Lottie Lemon.

      Mmm.

      All night I dream of Lottie and me doing just that and more. There was a time where that’s all Lottie and I did—and how I wish I had a time machine. But tonight it seemed I had just that.

      I roll over as the light breaking from my curtains does its best to penetrate my eyelids, but I’m still doing my best to hang onto the tail end of that wild dream.

      A pair of lips finds mine and that kiss plays out once again, Lottie with her warm body pressed against mine, her kisses growing with fury, growing hungrier by the second as we do our best to drink one another down.

      Her hand glides down my chest, lower still, and I take a sharp breath. My lids flutter open and I see her there with her hair mussed, her makeup slightly smudged giving her that smoky look that has always driven me wild. And without hesitation, I dive my lips right back where they belong.

      A hard moan comes from me as I pull her close with herculean strength—then with a start I cease all movement.

      My lids fly open and I back up a notch.

      “Lottie?” I call out in a mild panic and it takes another three seconds for me to figure out it’s not her. “Charlie,” I growl as I shoot out of bed like a rocket.

      Toby barrels in barking at top volume while Charlie lazily stretches her arms to the ceiling. She’s wearing her birthday suit, and unfortunately so am I.

      I quickly jump into my sweats and toss one of my T-shirts at her.

      “Put that on.”

      She makes a face at me. “Thank you,” she snips. “I’ll take it as a souvenir for a night to remember.”

      “What?” I shout in a panic.

      “Don’t worry,” she hisses. “Nothing exciting happened up until five minutes ago.”

      “What the heck are you doing here?” And why do I get the feeling Charlie is the new Cormack—with the exception I’m actually a little afraid of this scary version of the woman I love.

      “Carlotta said her driveway was as far as she’d take me last night, and I was too tired to walk to the B&B so I thought I’d crash here.”

      “How did you get in?”

      “I made a copy of your key, not that it helped. By the way, when you bolt the top of the door, it only forces me to break a window. Please be mindful of that. I almost cut myself.”

      “Geez,” I howl in disbelief.

      “Oh hush,” she says, flopping back onto the pillow. “It was one of those tiny windows by the door. I was able to get my arm in and unlock the deadbolt myself. I let Toby out to use the bathroom, too. You’re welcome.” Her eyes ride up and down my body. “So I guess you were having some pretty hot and heavy dreams about my sister. I take it that happens often?”

      My phone buzzes and spins on the dresser next to her and I lunge to grab it, but she beats me to it.

      “Last day to make the delivery, Fox, or it’s no deal,” she reads the text message out loud before I take the phone from her. “Who’s JC? You don’t have a pipeline to the Big Guy upstairs do you?” she teases.

      “Yes, in fact, I do. So if I were you, I’d look out for lightning bolts as you head off to the B&B.”

      I pull the phone close and study it a moment too long before it buzzes again.

      Last day. It’s do or die.

      Charlie swoops over and looks down at my screen again. “That’s Jimmy Canelli. That’s who that briefcase full of blow is from.” She clucks her tongue at me. “Well, well, Detective Fox. Looks as if you’re in over your head.”

      “This is none of your business, Charlie.” I bore into her hazel eyes with something just shy of a threat. “Get dressed. I’ll take you back to the B&B myself.”

      “Oh goody. I’ll text Cormack and tell her to meet me out front. What good is the walk of shame without someone there to witness it?”

      I’d object, but this might actually work in reducing my stalkers from two back down to one.

      I shower, get dressed, drop Charlie off at the B&B to Cormack’s dismay, then head off down the road before pulling out that address Jimmy Canelli stuffed into my hand the other night.

      It feels as if I’m at a fork in the road. Go right and maintain my integrity, my badge, my ability to keep myself out of prison. Go left and spare those I love from the wrath of the Canelli family. My father fell into a rattrap set out by a mobster who was itching for a cop to add to his repertoire of dirty civil servants.

      Miranda, the B&B—heck, Evie, Lyla Nell, and Lottie all are within firing range. In the mother of all ironies, my father is most likely the safest in this equation.

      Crap.

      I start up my truck with a roar to the engine and take off down the street.

      Right or left, which way to go indeed.
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      It took superhuman strength to force my eyelids open this morning.

      But I had to, I wanted to. It’s Mother’s Day, and I need to make sure everything is special for Lemon from start to finish. Thankfully, Lemon is still sleeping when I get out of bed. I head for the kitchen, and Evie is right there by my side helping me whip up a breakfast for the ages—eggs, bacon, biscuits, gravy, pancakes, and waffles, too. Evie thought the pancakes and waffles would be a nice touch and suggested we say that portion of the meal was from the cats.

      Evie brews the coffee and I squeeze the OJ with a little help from the juicer. I head out back to retrieve the red roses I had hidden below the rear porch yesterday in an effort to keep them from Lemon.

      Once I hit the kitchen again, I find Noah looking ready for the day with a dozen red roses himself. His cheek hardly flickers my way when he sees me.

      “Good morning, sweetheart,” I say as I freshen the water in the vase I’m holding.

      Evie hops over. “Uncle Noah says he’s zonked. And by the way, I saw you both at prom. Congratulations. I didn’t go to the after party. And I forgot to set my alarm to watch the sunrise at Honey Lake.” She rolls her eyes. “Who are we kidding? I was zonked myself. I wasn’t about to waste my sweet sleep to shiver on the shores of a glorified swamp. I’d better go get the tray table for Mom. I’ll be right back.” She dances off and I set the flowers down before studying Noah a moment.

      “Unless you can hear Lyla Nell clear across the street, you don’t have a right to be zonked. What’s going on with you?”

      Noah tips his head back a notch, his eyes flitting to the kitchen window. It’s not that ticked look on his face that tells me the story, it’s his silence.

      “Jimmy gave you the litmus test, didn’t he?”

      Noah’s eyes cut to mine, and his chest expands as if he’s weighing his options.

      “What about you, Baxter? You’re still alive. I know for a fact that hit is still on. Did you go running back to the Morettis?”

      I’m not about to fill Noah in on the fact I was forced to switch lanes and drifted dangerously into Lazzari territory.

      “Something like that,” I tell him.

      He studies me a moment before giving a single nod.

      “And?” His eyes don’t bother straying from mine. “Did you get your litmus test yet?”

      I close my eyes a moment as that text Luke Lazzari sent last night comes to mind.

      I have twenty-four hours to complete my mission.

      Do or die.

      Start washing a briefcase full of money or suffer the consequences.

      Dying is certainly an option.

      Evie runs through my mind, Lyla Nell, and Lemon. I see their faces on a loop.

      Evie comes back in with the tray table before I can answer, and the three of us head into the bedroom with it, flowers in hand, as Evie leads us into a spontaneous rendition of “Happy Mother’s Day” set to “Happy Birthday”.

      Lyla Nell is already up and squirming with laughter and Noah scoops her into his arms.

      But Lemon is struggling to open her eyes as she gives a lazy smile, doing her best to sit up in bed.

      “Thank you,” she murmurs. “Wow, look at all this! She takes in the flowers and the breakfast as she presses her hand to her chest. “I love you all so much.”

      We quickly return the sentiment as she takes a careful sip from her coffee.

      “I’m the luckiest mom alive,” she says, pulling Evie close and landing a kiss to her cheek.

      Lyla Nell lets out a yelp as if agreeing, and we all share a quick laugh.

      Lemon reaches up and gently grasps Lyla Nell’s foot before looking at me. “Oh, Everett, she hates sleep. She might even hate us.”

      “She might just hate me,” I tease.

      Noah frowns my way. “Lyla Nell doesn’t hate anyone. But she does seem hungry.”

      He hands her to Lemon, who quickly complies with Lyla Nell’s breakfast order, just as her phone goes off. She inspects it and moans.

      “Perfect,” she says. “The bakery needs help delivering the goodies for the Mother’s Day brunch to the B&B.”

      “I’ll do it,” I volunteer.

      “Would you?” She bites down on a pained smile. “Thank you so much. But then hurry back because we still need to get to church. They’re giving us the results of last night’s vote. I can’t wait to see how things shook out.”

      “I will. I’ll be as quick as I can.” I dot a kiss to Lemon and Lyla Nell, then Evie. A part of me wonders if those will be the last pure kisses before I step over to the dark side of the law. I’m still not sure I’ve got it in me.

      I take off with that briefcase full of money burning a hole right through my soul and land my shiny SUV right in front of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery.

      I sit in front of that establishment far longer than necessary contemplating, thinking, scheming, cursing myself in general when I spot Sergio Sorrentino across the street opening up Mangias for the day. Sergio who was accused of cooking the books.

      Sergio…

      My eyes drift to that briefcase as the birth of an idea begins to percolate in my mind.
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      The Rendezvous Luxury Resort and Razzle Dazzle Day Spa glows like a hot pink peony under the warmth of a springtime sun, and I can’t help but make a face as I step in through the front doors and take in the hot pink glory glaring back at me.

      What I wouldn’t do to yank Cormack’s fifty percent ownership from underneath her and give this place right back to my mother where it belongs. I miss the warm wood tones, the warmth in general that this place used to exude. Instead, I’m met with hot pink floors. To my right there’s an oversized gilded mirror that not only holds my reflection, but holds an image of little Lea holding up her machete with one hand and Thirteen by the tail in the other.

      “Dead cats tell no tales,” Lea warbles in her best haunted tone and I give her a nod of approval.

      “Hello, you two,” I say, giving them a quick wave with Lyla Nell’s hand. I’ve dressed my little spring chicken up in a pink frothy dress with strawberry prints all over and landed a matching bonnet on her head. Thankfully, Lyla Nell slept through the church service and I didn’t miss a second of the action.

      “Lemon,” Everett says as he nods over my shoulder where those horrifically oversized oil paintings of Cormack and Cressida hang—and to my horror, Cressida’s self-portrait has been replaced with one of my mother. Her creamy vanilla curls are a bit longer, her waist a bit thinner, and her boobs a bit more boobalicous.

      “Oh my word,” I say as Lyla Nell squawks and giggles while opening and closing her fists at the painting.

      Noah chuckles. “I think it’s making her hungry.”

      Everett grunts, “My guess is it’s making you hungry, too, Noah. Come on, Lemon. Let’s get some food in him before he gets any funny ideas.”

      A laugh bubbles through me as we head to the conservatory. Everett is convinced Noah initiated that smash and grab to my lips last night in Fallbrook. He’s not very happy with him.

      The glass conservatory is brimming with bodies, with just about everyone in our cozy little town in attendance. Classical music dances through the speakers and the scent of my sweet treats mingles with the delectable brunch delivered by the Honey Pot Diner.

      My mother runs our way. “Lottie Lemon! Happy Mother’s Day!”

      “Right back at you, Mom,” I say, giving her a big kiss on the cheek.

      “Thank you for sending Carlotta and Evie ahead, they’ve really helped me out.”

      “I didn’t,” I tell her. I think they snuck out of church a little bit early. And knowing Carlotta, a lot early.” I glance toward the long line of buffet tables, and outside the glass walls countless picnic tables are taken up with occupants enjoying the feast.

      I turn to tell Noah and Everett to reserve us a spot in the shade when I see them across the room speaking to Wiley. And by the looks of it, they’re having one serious conversation.

      “Oh, give me that baby,” Mom says, plucking Lyla Nell out of my arms. “You have a real live doll on your hands, you know that?”

      Lyla Nell giggles and kicks her feet as she gives my mother’s nose a pinch.

      “Play nice with Glam Glam,” I say just as two more of my favorite mothers head this way.

      “Lainey, Keelie”—I hold open my arms as they come at me with their babes in tow—“Happy Mother’s Day, girls!”

      They return the sentiment and we engage in a group hug that leaves both my arms filled with a baby. Both Keelie and Lainey are wearing paisley-colored sundresses. I’m wearing one, too, but I didn’t get the paisley memo.

      Little Josie is wearing a lavender dress with a fluffy tutu attached, and now I just have to get one for Lyla Nell so they can match. Baby Bear looks dapper in a dress shirt and jeans. Little does he know this will be the lifelong uniform for him.

      “Josie, you are getting so big,” I say to my curly-haired niece. “And you, Bear, are going to be a bruiser, starting with my right arm.”

      “Come here.” Keelie hoists him back her way. “You’ve got enough trouble on your hands, Lot, and I don’t mean Josie.” She blows a kiss her way.

      “Lyla Nell’s no trouble either,” I say, cooing at my sweet dark-haired princess and she rewards me by digging those Fox-issued dimples in deep.

      Lainey makes a face. “You don’t know, do you?”

      “Oh no,” I groan. “Don’t tell me Nell’s house is brimming with black mold again—or whatever scheme Carlotta cooked up this time to get out from under its roof.” Not that she’s budging from my place, but still.

      Meg pops up with a laugh caught in her throat. “Sorry, Lot. But I’m not taking on any roommates. Carlotta will have to fend for herself.”

      Carlotta crops up next to me. “What’s this?” Her mouth squares out. “You’re not kicking me to the curb on Mother’s Day, are you, Lot?”

      “Sort of the way you kicked me to the curb on my birthday?” I tease. “Nope.”

      “Whew.” She wipes her brow in an exaggerated manner. “Good thing. Say, what happened with the church vote? Evie needed to sneak off and have a quick make-out session with her boyfriend and she needed a lift.”

      I take a moment to glower at her. “It was a tie.”

      “A tie!” Mom gives a little hop and Lyla Nell giggles like mad.

      “That’s right,” Lainey sings. “Pastor Cleary and Pastor Dave decided they’re going to split the leadership duties right down the middle and alternate preaching on Sundays. So we’ll be having a contemporary worship service when Pastor Dave is at the helm and a traditional service, complete with the choir, when Pastor Cleary takes the pulpit.”

      “That’s right,” I say. “All’s well that ends well.”

      Carlotta ticks her head to the side. “That woman who choked on your whoopie pie isn’t singing that song, Lot.”

      Meg chuckles. “To Lottie it isn’t ending well unless a corpse shows up on the scene.”

      “Oh stop, both of you.” I wave them off. “Carlotta, that poor woman didn’t choke on my whoopie pie. And Meg, I hope to never see another corpse as long as I live. With the exception of—”

      Charlie pops into our circle. “What’s everyone whispering about?”

      “Not now, Cha Cha.” Carlotta all but shoves her away. “Lot Lot was just about to put a pox on you.”

      I glance to the ceiling at the absurdity of it all. “I was not, Charlie. I was going to say the only corpse I want to see is that fried chicken sent over from the Honey Pot Diner.”

      Mom makes a face. “I was looking forward to it up until you put it that way.” She takes off for the buffet regardless.

      Keelie shrugs. “Call that clucker what you want. I’m putting an entire bucket’s worth in my belly.” She takes off after her.

      Lainey makes a face. “Maybe keep your food euphemisms to yourself, Lottie. Oh, and I got you a Mother’s Day gift. I signed you up for those mommy and me classes Keelie and I are in, starting next month. You’re going to love it. But it’s more like Mommy, Daddy, and me. The dads are just as much involved as we moms are. So you’d better put Noah and Everett on notice.” She twitches her nose. “My stomach just put me on notice. Let’s hope there’s some of that chicken corpse left for me.” She zips off and I turn to find Carlotta and Charlie going at it again in hushed tones, their hands edging their way toward each other’s necks.

      I’m about to shake them both silly until they confess the true nature of their disdain for one another when Meg holds out a hand.

      “Easy, girls,” Meg barks. “If you’re going to fight, try not to leave any marks on Charlie’s face. She’s turning out to be one of our best girls.” She looks my way. “Not only does she go by Char-lay—her informal dancer name is Hot Baker.”

      “What?” I squawk over at my sister. “Charlie, tell me that’s not true. You’ve got a great job at Mangias.”

      “Had a great job at Mangias.” Her lips flicker the same way mine are prone to do when something not so fantastic is about to come out of them next. “They fired me. Turns out, eating all the pizza you want, showing up late, and leaving early, are frowned upon.”

      Meg shrugs. “Not at Red Satin.”

      “That’s why I’m there.” Charlie nods her way.

      Carlotta elbows her youngest daughter in the ribs. “Didn’t I always say you gotta go with what comes naturally?” She looks my way. “Your sister is flexible in more ways than one.”

      Meg laughs. “Lot’s gotta be flexible soon, too.”

      “What are you talking about?” I gasp. “Does this have something to do with what Keelie and Lainey were hinting at a few minutes ago? What’s going on? What haven’t I heard yet?”

      Meg slouches a moment. “The city is tearing up the sidewalks on Main Street and putting in new cobbled walkways. It’s a part of the Honey Hollow Beautification Project. Pretty much every business on Main will lose an entire month’s worth of revenue.”

      “Oh no! That is terrible. I bet they notified me, but I’ve been so sleep-deprived—so persona non grata at the bakery I guess I missed it. The thought of losing revenue at both the bakery and the Honey Pot Diner for a month is enough to make me lose sleep at night.”

      Meg slaps me on the back. “Don’t stretch the truth, Lot. We all know you haven’t slept since March.” She takes off and I can’t even contest her words.

      A purple glow fills the conservatory and Carlotta, Charlie, and I watch as it leads to the entry and the three of us follow it all the way to the foyer where we find the ghosts of Greer Giles and Winslow chatting it up with one of my all-time favorite spooks.

      “Nell!” I run over and wrap my arms around her. “Oh, how I’ve missed you,” I say, giving her a big rocking hug.

      “We’ll talk later,” Winslow says to Nell with a wave.

      Greer leans in toward my sister. “We’re set to play cards with Naomi and Cormack in a half hour behind the library. Bring the booze, would you?” She whisks off, leaving us to our ghostly reunion.

      I pull back. “Nell, this is my shiny new little sister, Carlotta, Charlie, Sawyer.”

      “A pleasure, a treasure, to meet you,” Nell says, pulling my sister and Carlotta in for a dual embrace.

      Nell looks just like she did when she was still living, with her gray curls and lavender highlights, her lavender matching eyes. But the glowing lavender hue that radiates through her is something new, as is her ability to walk through walls.

      “I suppose everyone is getting along?” Nell poses the question rather sharply to Carlotta and Charlie specifically.

      “I’m getting along with everyone just fine,” Carlotta snaps over at Charlie.

      Not to be outdone, Charlie leans toward her testy mother. “I’m getting along with everyone but you.” She looks my way. “Full disclosure, I slept with Noah last night.”

      “What?” I howl so loud the roof nearly blows off.

      “It was innocent,” she bites back before going at it again with Carlotta.

      Nell pulls me to the side, but I have a hard time tearing my eyes off my wily sister.

      “She slept with Noah,” I grouse.

      Nell shakes her head. “Now, Lottie, you know full well she’s capable of fooling anyone into anything. And Noah would never do that to you. I’m sure it was all a little misunderstanding.”

      That little misunderstanding Noah and I had in Fallbrook last night runs through my mind.

      “Fine,” I growl. “But I’m keeping my eye on that slithery sister of mine.”

      “As you should.” Nell’s eyes sharpen over mine. “Listen to me, Lottie, and listen good. Keep a keen eye on both Noah and Everett. There’s an awful mess brewing, and not even I have any clue how anyone is going to get out of this alive.”

      “Alive?” I take a staggering step back. “Nell, what are you talking about?”

      “I’ve said too much already. Dear Lottie, do be mindful of your surroundings at all times. Something nefarious is brewing, and I’d hate to see you and the baby get caught in the middle. And you will, Lottie. This will backfire in the very worst way.” She begins to dissipate at an accelerated pace.

      “Nell!” I snap. “Don’t you dare disappear on me.” But she does just that.

      “Lottie?” Noah calls out as he heads this way.

      “Lemon,” Everett says as he jogs up beside me. “You gave us a scare.”

      “Why would I scare you?” I ask, giving them both a scrutinizing stare. “What’s going on between the two of you, anyway?”

      Noah and Everett exchange a dark glance, and I know for a fact they’re up to something—or more to the point, they’ve stepped in something.

      “Speak now or be prepared to bear my wrath,” I tell them.

      Noah opens his mouth and closes it.

      Everett takes a deep breath then blows it out as if conceding to the fact he’s not saying a word.

      “Fine. Have it your way,” I say to the two of them. “But know this, I will get down to the bottom of this. I’m not a bad detective.”

      Everett gives a slight nod. “We’re aware.”

      “Doh!” Carlotta bucks as she looks at her phone.

      “Son of a biscuit!” Charlie riots as she looks to her own phone. “He’s comin’, Mama.” She looks to Carlotta in fright.

      Carlotta inches in, looking just as frightened. “And he’s gonna put both our noggins on the choppin’ block.”

      “Who’s coming to town?” I demand.

      Carlotta turns my way. “Rooster Puddin’ Tuttle.”

      “Who’s Rooster?” Noah growls.

      Charlie all but gives him the finger. “Shelby Hardy Tuttle. Rooster Puddin’ is his nickname.”

      “Of course, it is,” Everett says. “What did you do to him?” he asks, looking right at Carlotta.

      “More to the point”—Noah says, looking to Charlie—“what did you do to him?”

      Both Carlotta and Charlie zip their lips, just the way Noah and Everett did a few minutes ago.

      “Who is this man?” I all but shake them.

      “He’s her ex,” they both say at the very same time while pointing to one another.

      “He once belonged to both of you, didn’t he?” I ask, and the two of them give a short-lived nod.

      “What happened?” I ask. “Are we in danger?”

      Maybe this is what Nell was talking about?

      Carlotta growls over at Charlie, “He’s coming to town to kill us, Lot. He just served some hard time in prison because this one took the stand and lied through her teeth.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “You committed perjury?”

      Charlie grabs Carlotta by the shirt and pulls her in. “That’s because I followed your lead.”

      Everett nods. “Now that I believe.”

      Carlotta scowls at her youngest daughter. “Yes, I lied, too. How else was I gonna get out of that mess?”

      Noah looks my way. “Don’t worry, Lot. Nothing is going to happen to any of us.”

      He and Everett exchange another dark look, and it makes me wonder if they can stop what lies ahead at all.

      Summer is coming, the weather is about to heat up, and so is the danger in Honey Hollow. Here’s hoping we make it to autumn in one piece.

      All I know is, I will get to the bottom of these secrets simmering around us. I won’t let Carlotta and Charlie keep anything from me.

      Nor will I let Noah or Everett keep anything from me either.

      Nell says to keep an eye on both Everett and Noah, that an awful mess is brewing—that not even she knows how anyone is going to make it out alive.

      But I know.

      I’m going to blow Noah’s and Everett’s secrets wide open, and I might even take down a Rooster or two.

      We will make it out alive by hook or by crook.

      Won’t we?

      

      *Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed Lottie’s latest adventure in Honey Hollow!

      Up next: The Evergreen Manor plays host to a regency ball that goes from elegant to deadly. Grab it here today—>Key Lime Pie Perjury
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      Be sure to pick up the next few books in the series as well!

      
        
        Red, White, and Blueberry Muffin Murder
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        Honey Buns Homicide
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      ***Looking for Paranormal Women’s Fiction?

      Billie Buttonwood is about to go over the hill and off the rails!

      Grab NOW—>Midlife in Glimmerspell (Hot Flash Homicides 1)
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      An impending divorce. A hot homicide detective. And spontaneous time travel.

      Midlife in Glimmerspell is proving to be magical.

      If I thought the first half of my life was a bumpy ride, I’d better buckle up because I’m about to go over the hill and off the rails.

      *A laugh out loud Paranormal Women’s Fiction Novel by New York Times Bestseller Addison Moore*

      After catching my husband in bed with another woman, I gave him the heave-ho, put our house on the market, and moved away to an enchanting little town for a brand new start. What I didn’t count on was the fact that enchanting little town might just be—enchanted.

      Glimmerspell is rumored to be home to vampires, werewolves, and fae, but those are just simply gimmicks to lure tourists to their snowy little town—aren’t they?

      Nevertheless, I’ve got a job at the Haunted Book Barn where my niece films her infamous video blog—Murder, Mayhem, and Baking. She’s somehow wrangled me into helping out with whipping up the sweet treats, and in the middle of filming an episode a hot flash strikes and I’m transported to another time, place, and another day entirely.

      Midlife in Glimmerspell can be a real killer.

      Grab it here—>Midlife in Glimmerspell (Hot Flash Homicides 1)

      
        
        For up to the minute pre-order and new release alerts

        *Be sure to subscribe to Addison’s mailing list for sneak peeks and updates on all upcoming releases!

        Or click over to the WEBSITE

        AddisonMoore.com

        ✦Follow Addison here for the latest updates!

      

        

      
        ✦Follow Addison on Bookbub!

        ✦Like on Facebook

      

        

      
        *Want to chat about the books? Hop over to Addison’s Reader Corner on Facebook!

      

        

      
        Feel free to visit her on Instagram.
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        From the kitchen of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery

      

      

      

      
        
        Lottie’s Wicked Whoopie Pies

      

      

      

      Hello all! It’s me, Lottie Lemon, and have I ever got a recipe to share with you! If you’ve never had a whoopie pie you’ll be pleasantly surprised with how addicting these little devils really are. Imagine two tiny cakes, twice the size of a cookie and filled with thick, glorious cream filling. The best part? They can and should be made in a variety of flavors—think strawberry, pistachio, lemon, vanilla, and chocolate just to name a few. And the cream filling? You can get as creative as you like. I’ve made pumpkin spice cream filling to go with pumpkin cake whoopie pies in the fall and I’ve even made eggnog and gingerbread versions too. This is the perfect dessert for any and every occasion. Keelie has already put in an order of birthday cake confetti whoopie pies for little Bear’s birthday coming up in a few months. Of course Lainey wants me to bake a cake with a doll in it for her little princess, but I digress. Let’s get to the recipe!

      

      Chocolate Whoopie Pie with cream filling

      Ingredients

      

      2 cups all-purpose flour

      ½ cup Dutch-process cocoa powder

      1 teaspoon baking powder

      ¼ teaspoon baking soda

      ½ teaspoon salt

      1 egg

      ½ cup butter softened

      ¼ cup brown sugar (pressed and packed)

      ½ cup evaporated milk

      1 teaspoon vanilla extract

      1 teaspoon vinegar

      

      Frosted Filling

      

      ½ cup unsalted butter, softened

      3 ounces softened cream cheese

      2 ½ cups powdered sugar

      1 teaspoon vanilla extract

      2 cups marshmallow cream

      2 tablespoons of milk

      * ½ cup mini-chocolate chips to fold into the cream if desired (Everett loves these!)

      

      Instructions

      

      Preheat oven to 350°

      

      Add evaporated milk to vinegar and set aside.

      

      In a mixing bowl, blend together flour, cocoa powder, baking powder, baking soda, and salt.

      

      In a large bowl combine butter and brown sugar. Cream together until light and fluffy. Whisk in the egg. Combine bowls of wet and dry ingredients. Add in milk and vinegar mixture, and vanilla extract, mixing thoroughly.

      

      Drop one tablespoon of dough at a time onto a cookie sheet, spacing them about two inches apart.

      

      Bake 10 -15 minutes until cakes are fluffy.

      

      Cool to room temperature.

      

      Filling

      

      Blend cream cheese and butter until fluffy. Add vanilla and powdered sugar, blending with a mixer on high speed for 5 minutes. Stir in marshmallow cream. If mixture is heavy, add in 2 tablespoons of milk until light and fluffy. (mini-chocolate chips optional)

      

      Dollop filling between two cakes.

      

      Serve and enjoy!

      Remember to set some aside for yourself.

      These disappear quickly!
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      Big thanks to YOU the reader! I hope you had a wonderful time. I can’t thank you enough for spending time in Honey Hollow with me. I hope you enjoyed this bumpy ride with Lottie and all of her Honey Hollow peeps as much as I did. The MURDER IN THE MIX mysteries are super special to me, and I hope they are to you as well. If you’d like to be in the know on upcoming releases, please be sure to follow me at  Bookbub and Amazon, and sign up for my newsletter.

      I am SUPER excited to share the next book with you! So much happens and so much changes. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for taking this wild roller coaster ride with me. I really do love you!

      A very big thank you to Kaila Eileen Turingan-Ramos, and Jodie Tarleton for being awesome.

      A special thank you to my sweet betas, Lisa Markson, Ashley Marie Daniels, Amy Barber, Stacie Bucholtz, and Margaret Lapointe for looking after the book with their amazing beautiful eyes. And a shout out to Lou Harper for designing the world’s most beautiful cover.

      A mighty BIG thank you to Paige Maroney Smith for being so amazing.

      And last, but never least, thank you to Him who sits on the throne. Worthy is the Lamb! Glory and honor and power are yours. I owe you everything, Jesus.
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