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      A mind reader. Talking pets. An arrogant homicide detective. A murder club. And a corpse.

      

      Welcome to the club. Getting in was easy. Getting out can be murder.

      Living in Brambleberry Bay is proving to be a real killer.

      

      My name is Hattie Holiday, and I can read minds. Sure, people have all kinds of rogue thoughts running around up there, but I’m far more interested in using my special abilities to talk to my cat, Cricket, and whatever other furry creature I happen to come upon.

      Recently, I’ve lost my job at the public library, but lucky for me, a position opened up at the local country club as an events coordinator, and I happened to secure the position. And since my love for books follows me wherever I go, not only will I have extravagant affairs to supervise, but I’ve already snagged a few people to start a book club with.

      Sure, the country club is pretentious and smells of old and new money, but I knew that going in. What I didn’t bargain for was finding a body right out the gate. And that book club I’ve just started up? Let’s just say the book club is out and the murder club is in. What I didn’t see coming were the secrets, and the deception, and the killer twist of a lifetime. 

      Living in Brambleberry Bay can be a real killer.

      From the NEW YORK TIMES and USA TODAY bestselling author, Addison Moore—Cosmopolitan Magazine calls Addison's books, "...easy, frothy fun!"
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        Hattie

        Two weeks from now…

      

      

      “This will be quick. It won’t hurt, I promise,” they mutter, shoving the barrel of a gun under my chin so hard I nearly bite my tongue off. “You won’t even remember it.”

      “That’s funny, my ex-boyfriend once said those very same words,” I sputter as I struggle to scoot a notch across the ground I’m pinned to.

      It didn’t end well with my ex, and I have a feeling this isn’t going to end well either.

      “You talk too much.” The butt of the gun rises over my face before crashing down over my forehead with a wallop and my head bounces over the dirt like a rubber ball.

      Stars.

      I see stars—both literal and figurative.

      The night sky above swirls in a clockwise motion as the gravity of the situation settles in.

      “You just couldn’t keep your nose out of my business,” they hiss, and a rush of heated liquor emanates from their breath. “And now you’ll have to die.” Another blast of ethanol. “You made me do this to you. I didn’t want to. I have to.”

      A loud crash goes off near the ballroom in the distance, and we turn our heads in that direction.

      The gun lifts momentarily, and I seize the opportunity with a knee to the chest, followed by a boot to the face.

      I scramble to my hands and knees, crawling away as fast as this ridiculous Regency gown will allow. Lord knows I’ve engulfed myself in far too much brocade and lace to ever be safe. The dress weighs twenty pounds if it doesn’t weigh forty.

      I rise up, only to have a hand clasp around my ankle and yank me back to the ground.

      “Oh no, you don’t. You don’t get to live to see another day,” ethanol breath seethes my way.

      Without thinking, I offer up another boot to the face, this time eliciting a hearty oof, and if my eyes don’t deceive me, there’s a smattering of blood in the wake of my shoe. But I don’t stick around to do a medical evaluation of the damage.

      I hop up on both feet, bunch up as much of my billowy skirt as I can, and run like hell.

      Adrenaline spikes in me like never before, to levels that ensure my soul has the ability to cork right out of my body. The night shifts around me as I bolt away from the safety of the country club, into the dizzying blackness of night.

      A forest looms ahead, wrapping around to my left, nothing but a fortress of evergreens so thick it may as well be a concrete wall. I wouldn’t stand a chance to make it three feet in, naked, let alone wearing what amounts to a brocade building on my body. I knew once I shoved myself into a corset this evening that death was on the table, but this is one scenario I didn’t envision when meeting up with the Grim Reaper.

      My heart races, threatening to leap right out of my body, beating my soul to the punch.

      The briny night air rings icy and cold as the half-moon watches from above like a winking celestial giant ready to welcome me to my heavenly home.

      To my right, a bridal fence glows skeletal, cordoning off a sheer cliffside that drops hundreds of feet to the sea.

      A riotously loud bang goes off from behind and a sharp sting ignites in my left arm.

      A horrible groan comes from me as I dart for the fence and hurdle over the top of it like a lumbering horse unfit for dressage. Of course, they’d probably take the horse out back after the show and shoot it for its lousy performance. And considering I’m about to absorb a few bullets myself, the horse and I have a lot in common.

      The blue cast from the moon glows over the majestic Atlantic below, glowing like a thousand fallen stars in a river of light over the water.

      The ocean churns riotously and angrily as I grip onto the fence for dear life. There’s less than a foot between the earth and the nothingness waiting to suck me to the briny bottom. I stare down at the water, to the pointed rocks just before that, as my feet slip precariously close to the edge, the ground loosening beneath them, hastening my fate.

      My body erupts in one giant heartbeat, pounding and ferocious just like the angry whitewash below. The waves recede, exposing glossy black rocks and jagged boulders, taunting me with their knife-sharp peaks.

      It’s either die at the hands of a lunatic or take my chances with fate.

      The water rises once again, slapping over the wall of the cliff, filling it with a swimming pool of water, its violent waves surging twenty feet into the air.

      “Hattie,” a voice bellows from behind.

      Another explosive gunshot goes off, whistling by my ear like a demon whispering my name.

      A quickening breath escapes me.

      It’s do or die.

      Heck, at this point, it’s die or die.

      My right foot lifts past the edge of the crumbling cliffside.

      It will feel like flying. And for once, I can tell myself that I won’t remember a thing.

      My body shakes, and my skin goes numb. My mind races around the planet, training for the impossible marathon of death I seem to have embroiled myself in. The ground pulsates as if it were coming up to meet me.

      Just one more step.

      This is the part where I should probably say something profound like goodbye, cruel world, or do a quick itemization of my sins and repent, but a part of me is ready to let this Regency dress fall where it may.

      And then I leap.
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        Hattie

      

      

      “You ever just want to crawl into a teacup and read a book?” I ask Cricket, my tan tabby, as we amble our way down Main Street, the cobblestones beneath causing Ginger to jump and rumble a little more than usual.

      It’s mid-September, evening is just setting in, and the sky is that magical violet color that seems to ignite just as summer comes to a close and kisses autumn.

      Ginger would be my 1953 Ford F-100. She once belonged to my grandfather, then after he passed away, she sat in a barn collecting cobwebs and rodents until I convinced my father to let me take her on once I turned sixteen. And here we are twelve years later still going strong—or more to the point, still sputtering along.

      Ginger is a cheery ruby red—or at least she was once upon a time. She’s more of an oxidated mix of rust and freckled crimson now. But for reasons that are not surprising to me, the 1953 Ford F-100 has gained newfound popularity as of late and is seen in every holiday movie, greeting card, and ubiquitous seasonal décor. She’s tall and bulky with a bumper that curves just enough to let you know she’s smiling. There’s even a white wooden fence trimming the bed of the truck to give her that homey appeal I love so much.

      I couldn’t fit in a teacup and neither could you, Cricket mewls, hiking up on her hind legs to look out the passenger window as we watch Main Street glide by with all of its quaint shops and eateries. Aside from the cozy boutiques and cafés and the charming cobblestone streets, it’s the roaring Atlantic just down the street that brings the tourists in by the droves to Brambleberry Bay every season, and fall is no exception.

      The maple and oak trees that line the street shed their papery leaves as if it were a crimson ticker-tape parade. The apple orchards that sit nestled on the border of town are already flooded with the young and old alike, and the hayrides they offer on the grounds are one of my favorite fall activities.

      My name is Henrietta Holiday, but everyone calls me Hattie. I have shoulder-length black hair, denim blue eyes, a body that says I like to run—while eating cupcakes—and I can read minds—some minds, some of the time.

      It’s a quirk I’ve had since I was a kid, a unique ability passed down to me from my grandmother, and seeing that it’s kept me entertained for almost three decades and counting, I’m not one to complain about it.

      It also happens to be my best-kept secret. Now that my grandmother has gone on to her eternal home, it’s just Cricket and me who are in the supernatural know. Oh, and I can read the minds of animals as well. And come to find out, they have far better things to say than most of their human counterparts.

      I lean forward to get a better look at the maple trees shedding their colorful leaves like batches of crimson confetti. In fact, I would say fall is the very best season of all to visit our sweet town. But I’m not visiting. I’m a lifer, born and raised under a Brambleberry blue sky as my mother likes to say.

      “Of course, we can’t fit in a teacup—it’s an analogy,” I tell her as I reach over and give my sweet cat a quick scratch between the ears. I’ve had Cricket for going on a year now right after I moved into Moody Meadows, a smattering of A-frame cabins set on an acreage just outside the apple orchard. Okay, so it’s not called Moody Meadows. It’s called Moonlit Meadows, but the owners are so crabby, Moody fits far better than Moonlit.

      Lord knows my life doesn’t qualify for the romantic implications that come with a moonlit night. And I’m not too thrilled about that either. In that case, I guess my temperament is better described as moody, too—a perennial bad moody.

      “We’ll snuggle up on the sofa once we get home from the impending catastrophe,” I say. “I’ll start a fire and put on the Animal Channel for you while I plow my way through that stack of paperbacks I picked up at the library sale this afternoon.”

      The impending catastrophe would be my new job at the local country club. I’m about as far away from a socialite as you can get. And even though Brambleberry Bay is rife with the social elite, my family blended in with the working class far more than it did the upper crust.

      Although technically, the fact my father owns a small fleet of lobster boats qualified us for both the middle class and the aforementioned social. My mother has always wanted to schmooze with the money bags that live up on the hill, but my siblings and I were never into the cotillon scene.

      I’m more of a jeans and a sweatshirt kind of a girl. That explains why this red dress and matching heels feel so alien on my body. The fact that neither the dress nor the heels are mine has something to do with that alien feel as well. They both belong to my younger, far more friskier, sister, Neelie, who was more than happy to tramp up my wardrobe, seeing that I had nothing to wear to my unofficial first night at the club.

      After I got the boot from the local library—budget cutbacks, so they say—I somehow landed the part of the event planner down at the country club. The hours are flexible, the pay is decent, and the view of our stretch of coastal Maine is invaluable for my sanity, so of course, I was jumping up and down when I scored the position.

      The fact that pets are not only allowed on the premises but encouraged made it a slam dunk in my opinion. Any job that allows me to bring Cricket along has me loyal for life.

      Are you sure we won’t be staying long? Cricket gives me the side-eye, and for good reason. There have been one too many social events that neither of us wanted to be at that we overstayed our welcome. I’m not necessarily a people person, but with three siblings, and a social butterfly of a mother, there always seems to be a birthday to celebrate or a dinner party to attend—like my brother Henry’s upcoming birthday later this week. The fun never ends.

      “Mark my words, we’ll be there for exactly half an hour. The manager just asked me to stop by to orient me to the facility and give me the last event planner’s playbook.”

      The last event planner? She twitches an adorable ear my way. You mean the woman who bit the big one?

      “Yup. Poor thing couldn’t swim, I guess.”

      Edwina March died a couple of months ago in the waters outside the seaside swimming pool at the club. Nobody knows what she was doing in that area well after dark, wading into the water fully dressed in a designer gown that cost more than Ginger and that cabin I rent combined. Nobody knows about anything that led Edwina March to land herself facedown for the groundskeeper to find first thing in the morning. “The coroner said she was in the water at least six hours before they found her.”

      The coroner would be my good friend Miles Jeffries. We grew up together from elementary school on. Once we graduated high school, we kicked around with the idea of dating, but then I got tangled up with a bad boy at the local university and he went on to carve up cadavers.

      “Anyway, I’m the new Edwina, sans the soggy trip to the hereafter,” I say as we drive out of Main Street and onto the country road that stretches for miles before it’ll land me where I need to be, the Brambleberry Bay Country Club.

      The streetlamps grow farther apart, the lavender night turns a rich deep purple, and just as we crest into no man’s land, Ginger gives a dramatic buck as a loud pop goes off. I pull over to the side of the road as Ginger begins in on a mean hobble.

      We’ve been shot! Oh, for goodness’ sake. We’re going to miss our first day on the job. Cricket speeds from one end of the cab to the other.

      “Come on, Cricket. We both know we’re not that lucky,” I say, hopping out from the driver’s side to inspect the damage.

      The sweet scent of damp Brambleberry soil mingles with the brine from the sea as I make my way around to the back of the truck and see that the right rear tire is shredded like a pompom.

      I can’t say I’m all that surprised, seeing that the tires have been balding for months—okay, more like years. But in my defense, four new tires would cost me almost two months’ rent, and I wasn’t making much as a librarian when I had the job, let alone when I lost it.

      “Oh, Ginger,” I moan as I give the bumper the requisite kick. “Couldn’t you have waited a few more minutes? I’m too far to walk to the country club and too lazy to hoof it home. I’ll have to call the auto club. Good thing I’ve got a spare.” A skinny, odd-looking spare, but nonetheless it’ll get me where I’m going, albeit far from on time. “I’ll have to call the manager and let her know I’ll be late.”

      That’s a good look, Cricket muses as she hops around me in the dark like a jag of lightning. Especially on the first day. How long do you think it will take you to lose this job? You and I both know the best place for you to be employed is the pet shop.

      I shoot my sassy kitty a look. “We both know the only reason you want me working at the Feed Barn is so I can get that Fancy Beast cat food at a discount.”

      Let’s just say there have been a few cutbacks in the pantry since I’ve lost my job. I may have been forced to trade Cricket’s favorite Fancy Beast cat food for Palatable Pellets, and there’s been an uproar ever since.

      Can’t say I blame her. But in my defense, I’ve cut back on my precious yet pricey morning lattes, and both of us have been in a perpetual foul mood ever since.

      A pair of headlights come this way and slow down before pulling in behind me.

      It’s a truck, dark color, maybe black, maybe maroon—it’s too hard to tell at this time of night, not to mention the fact they’re still blinding me with their headlights.

      A man steps out, dressed in jeans, tweed jacket, and a light blue dress shirt. He’s tall, has dark hair, nominally handsome features—okay, ridiculously handsome features—and a body fit to run a ball down a field. He looks about my age—scratch that, add ten years, putting him somewhere in his mid to late thirties.

      His lips flex, no smile, as he nods my way. “Need help with that flat?”

      I’m about to turn down the offer for two reasons. One, he’s a perfect stranger. And two, that perfectly handsome face is spiking my adrenaline.

      With my luck, this looker will turn out to be a serial killer in training, and as much as I’d like to help a guy out in his professional endeavors, I’d rather live to suck down my next cup of cheap coffee.

      “That would be great, but—” I start just as Cricket jumps in front of me and yowls.

      Don’t you dare say no, Hattie Holiday. She lifts a threatening paw as she says it. If he gets that tire on quick enough, we’ll still have a chance of showing up on time. And as much as I don’t like the thought of spending hours upon hours mingling with snooty purse puppies and coddled cats dripping with jewels, I have an appetite that needs to be fed. I’m imploring you to please accept his offer.

      I make a face at the hungry beast.

      “Fine,” I say under my breath. I open my mouth to accept his generous offer just as his lips purse as he takes me in.

      Hot dress, hot shoes, he muses to himself. Someone is looking to paint the town red, and I wonder if she’s on the hunt for someone to make her day.

      On the hunt? As if.

      “Go ahead and make my day,” I say, pointing to the flat. I meant for it to sound funny, but can’t fully finish it off with the proper inflection of sarcasm. I’m still caught up on the fact he thinks I’ve dawned these icepick heels as hunting attire.

      “That must be why I’m here.” He flashes a smile that disappears as fast as it came and my stomach bisects with heat.

      Sure, he’s a potential serial killer, but we’ve all got to go sometime and I could probably think of worse ways to bite the big one.

      Just my luck. He shakes his head as he looks at the truck. The universe tosses a damsel in distress my way before I can land a steak in my stomach. Who am I kidding? I’ve got too much on the agenda tonight to have a sit-down dinner. I’ll have to settle for a cold one.

      Damsel in distress?

      I lift a brow at the chauvinistic thought. It’s just like a man to think he needs to save a woman. I bet if I were a man his mind wouldn’t have gone in that direction.

      Oh no, no, no, Cricket chirps. He’s had an errant thought and offended you by it, hasn’t he? Can’t you turn off your feelings for just one night? Right now your feelings are standing between me and my Fancy Beast cat food. I’ll settle for just one serving. We can work our way up to an entire box. What do you say, Hattie? Take one for the team.

      “As much as I’d love to be a team player.” I nod to my sweet kitty before looking at the lethally handsome stranger. “I’m no damsel in distress. I don’t think I’ll be needing your assistance after all,” I tell him as I turn my phone into a flashlight. “I’ve got a spare tire, and apparently I’ve got the spare time.” Okay, so that last bit was a lie, but I’ve got to get him out of here somehow.

      Cricket groans and sags. There goes my Fancy Beast dinner.

      And my latte, but you don’t see me moping about it—I’ll save that for tomorrow morning.

      “Okay,” he says it slowly and visibly a bit stunned. Go figure. Try to do something nice for someone and they get their panties in a twist. Damsel in distress? Didn’t I just say that about her?

      Panties in a twist? Boy, this loser knows how to keep the zingers coming. Lucky for me, I’ll be rid of him in seconds, but his poor wife will be stuck with him forever. That is, if there’s a woman out there unlucky enough to be tangled up in a matrimonial blunder with this buffoon.

      “At least let me help you get the tire out,” he offers.

      “No thanks,” I say, dropping to my knees and setting my phone down under the bumper to shine a light on Ginger’s undercarriage. “I’m good.”

      It’s not a total lie. I watched my father pluck a tire from Ginger’s belly once and it looked easy enough.

      Now, what did he say again? Something about tubes and a key…

      I lie down on the asphalt and unabashedly crawl sideways like a crab in my sister’s hot little red dress. I’m sure a little dirt will only add to the sultry appeal. It’ll say I’m not only cheap—but I just had a quickie on the highway!

      “Here, I’ll get the tire for you and get on my way,” he says, crawling under Ginger right alongside me.

      “I said no thank you.” My voice hikes an octave. “I got this,” I say, lying right under the tire and fiddling with any and everything my fingers come in contact with.

      “What the heck are you doing?” he says, his voice hiking to frantic levels to meet with mine. “That tire could weigh up to eighty pounds. If it falls, it’s bound to kill you.”

      “Yeah? Well, I’m going to kill you if you don’t get the heck away from me and my truck. I said I don’t need your help. In the event I’m not making myself crystal clear, I’m no damsel in distress.”

      “I never said you were.”

      “Oh yes, you did and we both know it,” I snap as I fiddle with the whosits and whatsits as the tire up above begins to lurch.

      He wraps his arms around me and yanks me hard to the side just as that tire comes crashing to the ground in the exact spot I was lying in just a second ago.

      “Oh my word, I could have gotten killed,” I shout.

      “I told you so,” he says with his big green eyes just inches from mine and my heart starts in like a bongo drum—mostly out of relief that it didn’t end up flat as a pancake, or at least that’s my story and I’m sticking to it.

      My blood hits an instant boil. “You don’t get to say I told you so to me. Don’t you know women hate hearing those words?” I say as I swat my way out of his hulking embrace.

      I try to wiggle out from underneath the truck, but I’m wedged between him and the spare. I can’t seem to maneuver in this skintight dress, and the icepick heels aren’t exactly helping the situation either.

      “Stop moving for a second,” he says. “I’ll get us out of here.” She’s not a damsel in distress, my foot.

      And just like that, my blood boils twice as hard.

      We twist and turn and I somehow land on top of him, touching and squeezing far more bits and pieces I’m pretty sure I shouldn’t be touching—not that there’s anything bitty about this man.

      “Wait,” he grunts as he gyrates his hips and his hand lands on second base. “Ooh, sorry.” He winces. And sadly, I believe him.

      “Would you stop moving?” I say as I wiggle on top of him, and soon enough our foreheads butt as our lips brush against one another.

      “Gah!” I shout as I hit my head on the metal underbelly of a truck I once had the misconception to see as a friend. “What did you do that for?”

      “Do what?” he shouts back, looking equally terrified.

      “Kiss me!”

      “Kiss you?” He inches back a notch as if the thought repulsed him. She’s pretty but psychotic—pretty psychotic. Now that seems right on the button.

      “What? How dare you,” I squawk. “That’s it. Cricket, go get the Mace.”

      Good grief, she moans. Yes, ma’am. And this, folks, is how we lose another career in the making—and most likely get arrested for assault with a peppery weapon. She trots off and the brute beast, whose arms I’m in, grips me all that much tighter.

      “Let me get on top of you for just a second,” he pants as he struggles to accomplish the feat. “That will allow me to scoot out first, then I can help you to your non-damsel in distress feet.”

      “That bite of sarcasm in your voice isn’t exactly helping the situation,” I snit.

      “What sarcasm?” he asks with an inflection that suggests he’s being genuine.

      Here it is, Cricket mewls as she scampers next to me and drops the pink plastic tube no bigger than a ballpoint pen.

      “Did your cat just deliver a can of Mace at your beck and call?” he marvels. Geez. Maybe I should look into getting a cat? Maybe I should look into getting that cat.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” I say, reaching for the can of magical spices ready and willing to cause temporary blindness and more than a little potential pain. “First, you insult me, and now you’re planning a catnapping? I don’t think so, buddy.”

      “Whoa,” he says as he stops me from pointing the tube directly into his peepers. I end up firing it off into the tire and by defacto dousing both of us in a peppery haze.

      “Geez,” he shouts as he yanks us both out from underneath the truck in record time, my dress and hair a little worse for wear—okay, a lot worse for wear. I might have to explain the road rash on the back of the dress, and the bald spot on the back of my head, too.

      We cough and sputter, and each spout off our fair share of expletives, as we struggle to regain our vision and control of our respiratory systems.

      “Are you insane?” he shouts. “You’ve nearly killed us both—twice.” Death might be my business, but this isn’t the kind of fatality I’m interested in.

      “What?” I hiss as I blink hard and do my best to inspect this handsome stranger in a whole new murderous light. “I knew it. You’re a serial killer, aren’t you? Well, you’d better get on out of here before I pull a gun on you.”

      Okay, so I don’t have one, but that’s a minor detail this serial killer doesn’t need to know.

      Maybe I should pull my own gun out for the fun of it, he muses as he reaches for his back and pauses. On second thought, I think I’ll oblige her.

      “As you wish.” He jumps into his truck and peels off as if he were fleeing a crime scene, and a part of me wonders if he is.

      “I don’t know who that man was,” I say, scooping Cricket into my arms. “But I hope we never see the whites of his eyes again.” Or his shockingly thick hair, searing emerald eyes, or that cocky grin he was too stubborn to fully initiate.

      I glance up and the moon gives me a wink as the stars glitter around it.

      “Nothing else is allowed to go wrong tonight,” I say out of breath.

      Cricket shudders. I think we met our quota of bad luck for the next ten years. Now let’s call the auto club and get the rest of this catastrophic night over with.

      I do just that, and as we wait for help to arrive, I ponder the catastrophe that’s just happened.

      That man had a gun.

      He said death might be his business, but this wasn’t the kind of fatality he was interested in.

      It makes me wonder exactly who he’s out to kill and why.
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      The Brambleberry Bay Country Club sits on a vast sprawl of acres, which include green rolling hills, vast meadows, a forest of stalwart evergreens, and sheer cliffsides that lead to powdered sandy beaches.

      The country club is comprised of seven buildings, each serving its own purpose, from ballrooms to boardrooms. The main hub is labeled the Cottage House, a quaint name for a not-so-quaint structure.

      It’s massive inside with miles of dark veneered wood and glossy marble floors. There’s a rotunda entry with a domed ceiling along with a crystal chandelier big enough for every resident in Brambleberry bay to swing on at once.

      To the left of the rotunda sits the Cottage Grill, which includes a full-service bar and a menu that could rival any five-star restaurant. I know this as a fact since I’ve spent the last few weeks studying every last detail the internet could provide on this place as if I were about to take a bar exam regarding all of its features. To the right of the entry is a bona fide five-star restaurant called Seabreeze. Rumor has it, not only is it the most expensive dining experience in town, but it’s the most expensive dining experience in all of Maine.

      There’s a pool house down by the water with an Olympic-size swimming pool that butts up to the ocean. The ballroom is made almost exclusively of glass and sits near the woods at the top of the property overlooking the cliffs. And if you want to have a wedding reception at that ritzy locale, you’ll need to offer up both kidneys and make arrangements precisely twenty years in advance.

      The club also has the requisite features of a world-class eighteen-hole golf course, tennis courts, racquetball courts, full gym, card room, smoking room, a full horse track fit for dressage and other equine competitions I’m not fully aware of yet, and last but not least, there are fifteen, yes fifteen, choice eateries that take up residence on the property in addition to the two I’ve already mentioned—membership required, of course.

      It’s an us against them world inside these walls, and I can tell you firsthand everyone here thinks they’re a little bit better than everyone out there. I’m not saying the members are bad people, I’m just saying they like their exclusivity as much as they like their tax brackets, along with the loopholes of both—and they want to keep it that way.

      That last tidbit might just explain why everyone seems to be giving me the side-eye at the moment. I’ll admit, having my hair turn into a tumbleweed, not to mention the dark stains and tiny hole on the rear of my dress, isn’t exactly the couture look these people are used to. But thankfully, Cricket seems to be evoking an approving smile from just about everyone. As she should. I know for a fact the members of this currency coven exalt the furry among us as much as they do money.

      I make my way over to the darkened café that holds the scent of both coffee and lager, an odd combination in and of itself. I glance to the long marble counter where just about every stool is taken as the bartenders and baristas alike serve up hard liquor and lattes as if it were the most normal thing in the world. And boy, do those lattes look supreme.

      I think I’ll treat myself to one before I leave. Who needs sleep?

      Mozart filters through the speakers. And just above that is a cacophony of internal thoughts murmuring throughout the room, but for the most part, I choose to ignore them. I can’t choose whose mind I pry into, and I don’t always hear every tidbit. If the person before me is entertaining racy thoughts, thankfully their naughty internal musings turn into a giant vat of white noise and I’m spared the salacious details.

      You’d be surprised how many men and women have nothing but white noise going on up there all the time. And if an internal voice isn’t in my vicinity, they can sound a bit androgynous to me. Most of the time, I can’t even pinpoint who it’s coming from.

      A tall, dark, and lethally handsome stranger catches my eye and I freeze solid.

      “It’s him,” I hiss to poor Cricket who I happen to be holding so tight you couldn’t squeeze a thin dime between us.

      I can’t help it. I’m nervous, and when I’m nothing but a ball of frazzled nerves, I like to cuddle—even if it is more of a death grip at the moment.

      Ah, the damsel in distress has arrived. Lethally Handsome lifts his drink my way as if saying hello without the benefit of a smile.

      Figures. He’s still very much into name-calling. Not that I bothered to share my proper moniker with him to begin with. Nor would I want to.

      Regardless, I don’t care about him. Tonight is about keeping myself employed, of which I may have already botched up royally.

      I take a quick look around at the dimly lit bar slash café at a smattering of people, all of them shockingly polished—with enough beautiful women and handsome men to furnish a decade’s worth of glossy magazine covers.

      Eyes flit my way and I can’t help but wonder if they’re all secretly singing one of these things is not like the other, one of these things doesn’t belong. Of course, if they were singing it, I’d most likely hear them, but that’s beside the point.

      Lethally Handsome turns his head my way once again and squints. Wait a minute. She’s not the pickpocket, is she?

      “What?” I hiss under my breath as I look right at him.

      What is it, Hattie? Cricket cranes her neck into the crowd. Please tell me you don’t see your replacement already. Good grief, I was just warming up to the place. I see three tomcats with a look in their eye that says they’re more than glad to see me. You’re not the only one looking to have a fun, exciting evening while rolling around with a stranger in the dirt.

      I shoot her a look before touching my lips to her ear. “You and I both know that was an accident. And believe you me, sister, there was no fun involved.”

      But as far as the tomcats go, she’s right. In fact, there’s every variety of cat in here—fluffy, hairless, and everything in-between. And not surprisingly, there’s more than a sprinkling of canines present, too—everything from teacup chihuahuas to a Great Dane sitting in the corner, along with a couple as they nosh on their meals. And if I’m not mistaken, the Great Dane is noshing on his own plate of food right there at the table with them.

      “This is a different world, all right,” I mutter just as a blonde in a red dress bumps into me and nearly avoids baptizing me with the giant margarita in her hand. Her hair is pulled back into a bun, an elegant string of pearls graces her neck, and yet her crimson frock is every bit as taut and hip-hugging as my own. She looks to be in her early thirties at the latest and has sharp birdlike features with a touch of exotic in the mix, too.

      “Excuse me.” She sheds a toothy smile—perfect gleaming white teeth. I bet she paid a mint for them. But props to her for actually pulling off a smile that doesn’t look as if it’s being held hostage with enough Botox to put down an elephant. “Are you here for the book club?” She bats her mile-long extensions my way. “It’s bring a friend night.” She rolls her eyes as she gives the salted rim of her glass a quick lick.

      I’m about to answer when a scuffle seems to break out near the back, and oddly enough, it’s between a man and a woman. Their voices rise above the light din of conversation, along with the classical music strumming through the speakers.

      The man is balding, with gray stubble on his cheeks and a paunch. He looks to be in his mid-fifties, handsome enough, dark suit, red tie. The woman is a thin waif of a blonde, not as platinum as the woman in front of me, more of a caramel color. Her black dress makes her fade into the shadows, but her pale skin glows as if she were backlit with a lantern. There’s something ethereal about her in general. And next to them both is a Golden Retriever looking anxious as it wags its tail, readying to intercede no doubt.

      “Don’t mind them,” the blonde before me snorts while knocking back half her margarita. “They do that all the time.” She wrinkles her nose at me. “So who invited you?” She’s back to rolling her eyes. “Let me guess, Peggy or Clarabelle? They’re having a contest to see who can haul in the most bodies. Just a word of warning, these are just the preliminaries. There’s no guarantee you’ll make it to the final cut.” Although I’m pretty sure Peggy and Clarabelle were strictly inviting men—a pool of men they could work their way through as they drag them off to the bedroom.

      I cringe a moment.

      “I don’t know who Peggy or Clarabelle is,” I tell her. “I know nothing about this book club either. I’m meeting Peyton Blakely—the manager? I’m the new events planner. She was supposed to give me a brief tour.”

      An immediate grimace takes over her features. “You’re Edwina’s replacement?” She shrugs. “Peyton left an hour ago, and she was pretty ticked. She said you won’t have a job come morning.”

      Knew it! Cricket yodels with frustration. And believe me, I’m ready to yodel right along with her. Ginger has really done it this time. Let’s take her to the junkyard come sunrise and sell her for parts. At least that way you can get a decent cup of coffee out of the deal and I can get one last decent meal myself.

      At this point, I’m not entirely opposed to the idea.

      “Shoot,” I say. “I really needed this job.”

      “Then you’ll have it.” The woman shrugs. “My father practically owns these people. Show up bright and early and give Peyton the finger. Tell her Bunny says you’re here to stay and you want double the salary.”

      My mouth falls open. “I’ll take you up on that first part. But I’m not sure I’m brave enough to ask for a raise right out the gate.”

      Cricket clucks her tongue. Must you look every gift horse in the mouth?

      “Bunny Prescott.” The blonde quickly shakes my hand.

      Bunny? Is that her proper name? I bet it’s a nickname. It’s a cute one, too, so I can’t blame her for hanging onto it.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Cricket, and this is my cat, Hattie.” I wince hard. “Wait, that’s not right. I’m Hattie Holiday, and this is my cat, Cricket. Both born and raised in Brambleberry, but you know how it goes. There are essentially two Brambleberrys.”

      “Oh, I do know.” Bunny offers an amused nod. “Welcome to the right side of Brambleberry Bay. We’re glad to have you, Hattie. You can be my guest at the book club.”

      She motions to the room to the right, and I look to see a floor-to-ceiling library filled with dark leather sofas, a roaring fireplace made of stone that stretches to the roofline, and a wall of darkened windows behind that. The room is teeming with bodies, each of them holding a cocktail in their hand. Oddly, I don’t see evidence of books other than the ones on the shelves.

      “What book are we discussing tonight? I used to work at the library. You might say I’m a bit of a lifelong book nerd.”

      “What book?” She gives a few quick blinks. “Who cares?” She laughs. “Tonight is about getting to know one another. And getting to decide who comes into the club. It’s highly exclusive, even more so than the club you’re standing in.” I won’t bother to tell her there are levels within levels. Heck, I’m not even a part of the inner circle just yet. And I’ll be darned if it doesn’t vex me every single day. I guess there are just some places you can’t buy your way into and the booze club is one of them.

      Did she just say booze club?

      Interesting. I nod her way, acknowledging her thought.

      A couple of older women head this way, surrounded by a small crowd of elderly gentlemen in ill-fitting suits and bowler hats.

      Bunny waves the women over and they pause momentarily.

      “Hattie, this is Peggy Ebersol and Clarabelle Harper, two of our rowdier members.” Bunny points to a redhead and a woman with caramel blonde locks respectively. “If anyone knows how to have a good time, it’s these gals.”

      “Darn right.” Peggy laughs with a wave, and if I’m not mistaken, I detect a slight country twang in her voice. Her short red hair is clipped close to her scalp, and that pink dress she has on lets you know she’s got a body that doesn’t plan on retiring anytime soon. “They didn’t call me Shenanigan Flannigan back in the day for nothin’.” She extends a hand my way. “Welcome, dear. If you don’t mind, I’ve got a room full of ripe old men just itchin’ to get in my knickers, if ya know what I mean. I’d best go freshen up with a margarita.”

      “Make mine a double.” Clarabelle pats her belly. Her frizzy hair cuts off at the shoulders, and she has enough hard lines etched into her face to let you know she’s had more than a few shenanigan-filled years under the sun herself. She’s wearing a cobalt dress that hangs over her frame like a scarecrow, and there’s a shifty look in her hazel eyes that tells me she’s got Peggy beat when it comes to mischief.

      I like them both already.

      They take off for the bar and Bunny links her arm through mine.

      “Come on, I’ll give you the mini tour before the club gets underway. I know everyone in this place.” We’re about to leave when she does a double take at the bar. “Wait a minute. It seems there is a handsome stranger among us this evening.”

      I glance in the direction she’s gawking and find Lethally Handsome scowling at me.

      “That’s my mark for the night,” Bunny is quick to claim him.

      Can’t blame her, but a part of me wants to warn her about him. However, I get the feeling Bunny is a bit of a man-eater. If anyone can teach him a lesson, it’s her.

      My stomach squeezes tight as if protesting the idea.

      Oh hush, you, I all but say out loud as I look down at my midsection. I have a long history of choosing rotten men based on lust and other stomach squeezing bodily shenanigans. I’m no longer trusting my gut in the literal sense when it comes to picking a man—or my ability to change a tire either.

      “Good luck with him,” I tell her. You’re going to need it.

      “Come, come.” She leads me into the library, and to my surprise there’s a minibar set up in the corner, doling out margaritas by the pitcher faster than the women bustling in the room can scoop them up.

      There are men here, too—the aforementioned elderly brigade that look as if they were shipped in directly from the nearest nursing home. Poor things. I’ll have to keep a special eye on them tonight. I think those women I just met are going to eat them alive. It seems to be a theme.

      Bunny waves at a trio of cosmopolitan-looking women and they all size me up before lifting their drinks our way. They all look somewhere in their thirties, but with both money and technological advancements in the field of dermatology, it’s hard to tell if I’m in the right decade.

      Bunny leans in. “The vanilla blonde on the end is Chevy Von Champs, mid-forties. She writes murder mysteries for a living. Her father owns a cattle ranch just south of us. Her mother is heir to the Verdict Vodka fortune. Twice divorced, no kids. Step children she’s long-forgotten.”

      “Murder mysteries,” I nod. “I’ll have to look up her books.”

      I happen to dabble in the written word myself—mostly for myself. I’ve never had anything published. But I’m working on a cozy mystery that I’m hoping will go somewhere someday. I will definitely make it a point to pick Chevy’s brain at some point this evening.

      Bunny shrugs. “The brassy blonde in the middle is Tipper Luxemburg. Her boyfriend, Tucker O’Malley, owns a chain of bars, O’Malley’s Alley. She’s an old society girl gone bad. Has a rap sheet. Hardly worth her admission to the club. And the one with long dark hair on the end is Murphy Taylor. She was once part of a lacrosse team in college. She was accused of hazing and branding her sorority sisters. Married to a high power defense attorney, Jack Taylor—they have an open marriage. He’s a heck of a looker, thick dark hair, big brown eyes. There’s not a woman who can resist his charms.” I’m still waiting for my offer. “He’s currently running for senator.”

      “Wow,” I muse. “That’s quite a summation.”

      I like this bad Bunny, Cricket mewls. Can we keep her? I bet she knows the dirt on the dirt in this place.

      I nod because I bet that’s true as well, especially the bad Bunny part.

      A quiet hush settles over the room for the briefest of moments as all eyes settle on the entry as that woman and man who were arguing earlier step into the room. And along with them is that cute pooch. His coat is butter yellow, his adorable ears are slightly perked to attention, and his pink tongue hangs to this side of his mouth like a long swath of bubble gum.

      The party is over, Cricket grumbles at the sight of him. Suffice it to say, she’s not the biggest fan of the canine among us. Word of warning: should he so much as sniff in my direction, I’m clawing an eye out—and it won’t be mine.

      “Good to know,” I whisper as I turn her just enough so he’s out of her line of vision—in hopes that he can keep his.

      Bunny pulls me close. “That’s Sienna Abbot, socialite extraordinaire, from Manhattan. She traded her skyrise for Brambleberry Bay last June. And that cad by her side is Doctor Stanton Troublefield. He’s been cheating on his poor wife for so long it’s a wonder she just caught on last January. Rumor has it, she ditched him and is cruising the high seas out in the tropics. Stanton is the best plastic surgeon on the East Coast and maybe the world. He’s a regular here at the club, so you’ll want to buddy-buddy with him. He likes to give a few surgical perks out to all the cute girls. You won’t have to sleep with him for that. It’s sort of his bait. But even if you bite, I’d advise against sleeping with him. You can do much better than that male piranha. Come on, let’s get you a drink.”

      We move to the bar at the same time that trio of women flock to the bar as well, and so do Sienna and Stanton.

      “Margarita,” Bunny shouts at the woman working the counter. “And make it snappy. My friend’s mouth is running dry.”

      “Oh, actually…” I lift a finger at the bartender, but a crowd presses in and soon I’m being handed a large brimmed glass encrusted with enough salt to rival the sodium levels of the Atlantic. “I can’t drink, I’m driving,” I say. Not to mention the fact liquor takes my supernatural quirk and quickly turns it into a supernatural curse.

      Murphy, the dark-haired woman with the long glossy hair, pops up in front of me. “I’ll take it, and I’ll get you a virgin,” she says, snagging it from me and takes a sip. “Just what the doctor ordered.”

      She drifts away and Bunny pulls the blonde with the black dress our way.

      “Sienna, I’d love for you to meet my new friend Hattie Sittenfield.”

      I cock a brow at the woman. “Hattie Holiday.” I force a smile to the New York socialite before us. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too. Are you from around here?” Sienna offers up a pleasant smile. Judging by the track marks on the back of her dress, my guess is she’s one of Stanton’s prostitutes for the evening.

      My mouth falls open.

      “I’m actually the new event planner for the club.”

      “Staff?” Sienna’s brows hike as she looks to Bunny. Is she kidding? It’s bad enough we’re mingling with hookers, but the riffraff they let run this place?

      I make a face and Cricket touches her paw to my chest. She’s having dicey thoughts, isn’t she, Hattie? Has she insulted you? Worse yet, has she insulted me?

      I shake my head at my sweet cat. No reason to get Cricket riled up for nothing. Besides, this is a snooty country club. I’m sure I’ll be hearing a lot more comments along those lines. I’ve got to grow a thick skin—elephant skin—or maybe Kevlar.

      Murphy reappears and shoves a drink in my face, something dark brown in a highball glass. “Here you go.” She hands a margarita to Sienna. “And one for you.”

      I’m about to take a sip when someone bumps into me from behind and I knock the liquor right out of my glass. And judging by the fumes, it was far from virgin.

      “Geez.” Murphy collects my glass and takes the one from Sienna and gives it to me. “This is the virgin.”

      She disappears once again and Sienna treats us to a detailed description of her latest romp to Fashion Week in Paris.

      Chevy, the vanilla blonde, mystery writer, comes over and hands me a glass. “Virgin, I promise.” Her thin lips curve. “Just like Bunny was up until she was fifteen.”

      The entire lot of them shares a laugh at Bunny’s expense, and Bunny laughs the loudest.

      “Speaking of indelicate dalliances.” Tipper steps up, her brassy blonde locks glowing in the dim light as she looks at Sienna. “You need to mind your manners, dear. There are only so many insufferable wives willing to tolerate the intolerable.” She lifts her chin a notch. That witch had better watch her back.

      The room begins to swirl as bodies fill the literary chamber we’re ensconced in. The roaring laughter and intermittent chatter hike to deafening levels. I lose sight of Bunny rather quickly, but Cricket is more than enough company for me.

      To my right, a couple of women seem to be having a spat, and upon closer inspection, it’s Murphy and Sienna.

      They both look red-faced and angry as they carry on with what looks to be a vitriolic -laced tirade.

      I wonder what that’s about?

      Most likely the booze talking. Inhibitions of all sorts seem to be running high.

      The evening wears on, and I get the feeling that imaginary book club is never going to commence, so I give one last look around the room in hopes to say goodbye to Bunny but I don’t see a trace of her. Ten bucks says she’s getting lucky with Lethally Handsome.

      My stomach burns in protest and I choose to ignore it yet again.

      “It was fun while it lasted,” I say to Cricket. “But all good things must come to an end.”

      We exit the cavernous library, which felt more like a nightclub, and near the bar, sure enough, I spot Bunny talking to none other than Lethally Handsome. I can’t help but make a face at him.

      Lethally Handsome looks my way and does a double-take.

      There she is. He scowls right back. Is that a dirty look she’s giving me?

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” I huff with a sigh as I dart for the exit.

      Cricket and I glide past the glitzy rotunda and into the damp night air. I traipse us down the small flight of stairs, and no sooner do I get to the bottom than my foot catches on something and I fall face-first into the lawn.

      Cricket spills out of my arms and stops short in front of something to my right. She lets out a sharp yowl as the hair over her back stands on end.

      I push myself up onto my elbows and a short-lived scream evicts from me when I see it.

      Lying on her side while staring at me vacantly is an all too familiar face.

      “Oh my goodness,” I pant as I crawl over to the woman. “Are you all right?” I quickly check her neck for a pulse, then her wrist, but there’s nothing.

      Her lips are blue, her skin is ashen.

      Sienna is far from all right.

      Sienna Abbot is dead.
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      The night air encapsulates me with its briny embrace as the moon casts blue shadows over the body lying before me.

      A dark trail of crimson peers from the woman’s nose, her left ear, and the corner of her mouth. A highball glass sits a foot from her left hand and there looks to be a web of some sort, entangled in the fingers of her right hand.

      A scream evicts from me, loud and visceral, surprising even myself.

      I can’t help it. I’m not used to seeing dead bodies lying on the ground, let alone stumbling over them.

      Hattie. Cricket jumps in front of me, her hair standing on end. What’s happened to this woman?

      “I don’t know,” I pant, looking up to find that Golden Retriever Sienna had with her all night, whimpering and walking in a nervous circle. “What happened?” I call out to him.

      Cricket leaps his way. My name is Cricket and this is my hooman, Hattie. She can not only hear your thoughts, but she can understand you as well.

      He gives a sharp bark my way. I don’t know what happened. She said it was crowded, that she needed air. I wasn’t with her the entire night. They had those mini hotdogs I like, and I’m helpless around them.

      “That’s okay,” I tell him. “Stick with Cricket for now. I’ll make sure you’re safe.”

      Footfalls race from behind, and I turn to see Lethally Handsome bolting this way along with Bunny on his tail.

      “I heard screaming,” he pants as he drops to his knees next to me.

      “She’s dead,” I say, hardly able to catch my breath. “I just found her like this. She’s bleeding.” I point loosely. “I need to call for help.”

      “I’ll do it,” he says. “You start chest compressions if you know how.”

      I do just that as Bunny staggers over. “Is that Sienna?” Her voice hikes a notch. “Is she—is she dead?” A glass drops from her hand as she lets out a hard moan.

      “I’m sorry, Bunny,” I say, pumping away at the poor woman’s chest as the man by my side shouts into his phone.

      Before I know it, sirens fill the air as an ambulance, fire truck, and two squad cars all arrive on the scene simultaneously. A couple of paramedics rush my way and quickly take over.

      “Thank you,” Lethally Handsome says, helping me to my feet just as a riotous murmur breaks and we turn to see bodies file out of the Cottage House en mass. “Everybody back,” he shouts while whipping out a badge of some sort from his pocket and waving it at the crowd. “Detective Killion Maddox, Eagle County Sheriff’s Department.”

      “Detective?” I muse, mostly to myself as the crowd begins to murmur once again.

      “What’s going on?” Murphy, the socialite with the long dark hair and delicate birdlike features, presses her way through the crowd until she’s standing in front of us. “What’s happened to Sienna?” She cranes her neck past him. “What are you investigating?” My goodness, they think it’s murder right off the bat.

      “I’m not investigating anything.” Yet. He frowns over at the woman just as the paramedics stop with all life-saving measures and shake their heads at one another.

      Nothing is bringing that woman back now. It’s over. She’s dead.

      The blonde I met earlier, Tipper, brassy hair, old sorority girl with a rap sheet, steps in close and takes a look at the scene.

      “Oh my goodness.” She turns her face away abruptly as if someone had struck her. “What the heck is happening here? Did she fall? Did she have some sort of an accident?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Killion—Detective Killion Maddox turns my way. “What happened?”

      “I was on my way out and I tripped right over her. I felt for a pulse, but there wasn’t one and then I—I screamed.”

      I’m not sure why I hesitated with that last bit. After all, he did hear me. But deep down, I suspect the good detective here equates screaming as something a damsel in distress would do. Silly thought, I know, especially since we’re less than ten feet from a body.

      “All right.” He crimps his lips as he looks back at the woman. It could have been your run-of-the-mill aneurysm, stroke, heart attack. Any natural ailment could have caused this, but that blood oozing from her tells me otherwise. His eyes flit to the glass and he walks over to the EMTs milling around. “Call the coroner. I want this place cordoned off and every last detail of the surrounding area photographed.”

      A breath hitches in my throat as I trot my way over to him.

      “You think foul play is involved, don’t you?” It comes out far more accusatory than I meant it to.

      Killion darts his gaze my way, his eyes latching onto mine.

      I don’t make a habit of fibbing to people, to anyone for that matter, but for the sake of this poor woman’s sanity, I don’t see the harm.

      “No,” he says it flat before pulling out his phone. “Give me your name and number. I’ll need it for my paperwork.” And perhaps for the upcoming investigation.

      I suck in another quick breath. “Investigation?” I say, mostly under my breath, but his eyes widen in my direction.

      “What’s that?”

      “Oh, nothing,” I say as my fingers float to my lips. “I was actually involved in a murder investigation a few months back in Cider Cove. My cousin owns an inn and our uncle died. But as fate would have it, he was actually murdered. My cousin and I teamed up and we were able to track down the killer. I’ll admit, it was super exciting—sans the horror of having our uncle killed. So if you need any help I—”

      “No.” It comes out marked with frustration. “I don’t need any help. I’m the lead homicide detective in Eagle County. I can assure you I’m quite capable of handling an investigation on my own.”

      “Did you just say homicide?” The plastic surgeon Bunny pointed out earlier, the exact man I saw arguing with the deceased, crops up. “Doctor Stanton Troublefield.” He shakes Killion’s hand. “What’s going on here? Who killed Sienna?” There’s an edge to his voice, his chest fluctuating as if he had just run a marathon. How the heck is this labeled a homicide so quickly?

      So quickly?

      Peggy and Clarabelle hop over, both looking agog at the body on the ground.

      “What in tarnation is happenin’ here?” A distinct country twang escapes Peggy as she says it.

      Alabama or Georgia if I had to guess.

      “Come on, Toots.” Clarabelle nudges her. “Didn’t you hear the man? There’s a murder investigation going on around here.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Killion holds a hand up. “Nobody said anything about a murder investigation.”

      I shrug over at him. “Technically, you brought up the investigation, and you did mention you’re a homicide detective.” His eyes widen my way. Still lethally handsome.

      “I brought up paperwork,” he growls back. “You brought up the investigation.”

      Okay, so he’s right. But in all fairness, so am I. He did bring up the investigation first, albeit in the privacy of his thoughts.

      He shakes his head over at Stanton. “Dr. Troublefield, I’ll be sure to contact you if it’s needed. Right now there’s no foul play suspected. This was most likely nothing more than an unfortunate medical episode.”

      “Unfortunate, indeed..” Stanton glares over at the woman on the ground. Let’s hope the medical episode pans out with the coroner, too. He walks around the caution tape being erected and stares pensively at Sienna as she stares vacantly at the stars.

      Peggy looks at Clarabelle. “I say we best investigate anyhow. You can never be too sure about these things. I was just up in Cider Cove and they had a drownin’ that turned out to be a homicide. My new friends, Georgie and Bizzy, got on the case and we landed that killer behind bars where they belong.”

      “You know Georgie and Bizzy?” I marvel. “Bizzy is my cousin. I actually solved a case with her a few months back myself.” Bizzy Baker is a relative on my mother’s side, and she just so happens to share my supernatural quirk when it comes to prying into other people’s gray matter.

      “Oh, Georgie and Bizzy are wonderful people.” Peggy clasps her hands together. “Why, I think this here is kismet. I hereby give you permission to join our investigative team.”

      “Thank you. After all, I  did find the body,” I tell her—not to mention the fact I can pry into an unsuspecting killer’s mind. “I think I’d be a valuable part of your investigative team. I can’t wait to get started.”

      “Nobody is getting started,” Killion flatlines.

      “Party pooper,” Clarabelle is quick to gift him the appropriate title.

      Something tells me he’s been in the running to garner the gold in the party pooper department for a while now.

      “There is no investigation,” he says. “And if there was, that investigation would fall squarely on my shoulders. I’m more of a lone wolf in that department. Just to be clear, I strictly forbid any of you ladies poking around while looking for a killer. If there was a killer involved, it could prove dangerous.” He frowns my way. “May I please have a word with you, Ms.…? I still need your name and number.”

      “Ooh,” both Peggy and Clarabelle coo in unison.

      “Oh, go on, honey.” Peggy bats me away. “He’s a cutie. And Lord knows someone at this club needs to get lucky tonight. We’ve all been through a lot this evening.”

      Killion’s cheek flinches my way. “I can assure you I’m not looking to get lucky. I’m looking to garner your information should I need it.” He hitches his head to the right and we step away from the crowd as he pulls out his phone. “Name, number, and address.”

      “Henrietta Holiday,” I tell him. “But nobody calls me Henrietta. I go by Hattie.”

      He glances up from his phone, looking far more perturbed than he was a moment ago.

      “Hattie, got it. Go on.”

      I quickly rattle off my number and address and he jots it down just as fast as I can say it.

      I’m about to take off when he steps in close and blocks my path.

      “Hattie”—he pauses, his nose inches from mine, and my stomach is right back to squeezing tight—“I meant what I said. I absolutely forbid you from investigating anything regarding this case.”

      “So you think you have a case,” I muse as I glance over at the body being photographed by the coroner’s department. “Don’t worry, Detective. I’ll do my best to stay out of your investigation.” I frown right back at him before we split ways, and I step down near the caution tape.

      Sienna Abbot is really dead, an androgynous voice muses. I couldn’t be happier.

      I quickly scan the crowd for a hint of who could have shed the awful thought, but it’s no use. There are far too many bodies pressed up against the barrier for me to decipher who it was.

      Here lies Ms. Manhattan, another voice spouts off. Good riddance.

      Good riddance? My head cranes into the crowd, but still no hint of who that might be either.

      The wicked witch was mortal after all. And now the wicked witch is dead, indeed. Here’s hoping she escapes the flames. And here’s hoping I escape the homicide charges.

      A breath gets locked in my throat as I scan the crowd one more time.

      Knew it.

      That woman didn’t die of natural causes.

      Sienna Abbot was murdered.
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      A dead woman.

      I shake my head as I finish up a conversation with the coroner.

      It’s cold, dark, and moody here outside of the Brambleberry Bay Country Club. The only thing I was assigned to do this evening was getting to know the place before I started digging around for an alleged pickpocket that’s been stalking the place. The security team was trying to tackle it themselves, but as the value of those baubles that were stolen kept rising, they decided to turn it over to the sheriff’s department. And seeing that my desk wasn’t exactly brimming with files, I got stuck with the detail.

      And here I am, staring death in the face like some sort of irony.

      The crowd thins out, the coroner’s office is still snapping away with the camera in the event things take a homicidal turn, and judging by the way that woman is bleeding from her every orifice, they just might.

      Poison. That would be my guess.

      My eyes flit across the lawn near the Cottage House, where that woman stands holding her cat while a Golden Retriever circles around her. If I didn’t know better, it looks as if she’s carrying on a conversation with both.

      I’m right back to shaking my head.

      As soon as I saw her truck on the side of the road my instinct was to her help out. I could change a tire with the best of them but she was too stubborn to accept my assistance.

      She’s beautiful, I’ll give her that. But the beautiful ones always seem to have an edge to them.

      The blonde who was drinking like a fish at the bar jogs over. She’s pretty herself, but much too forward for me. She made it clear as the Waterford crystal they have holed up in this place that she was interested in me before I heard that scream go off.

      I grimace as she pops up before me.

      “I guess this is turning out to be a busy night for you, Detective.” Bunny runs her tongue over her lips as she says that last word. And I have a feeling I know a few more places she’d like to land that tongue of hers. But I’m not biting. I might have but…

      My eyes flit to the dark-haired woman with the cat, only to find her walking this way, along with that dog of hers.

      And here comes trouble.

      Hattie’s mouth opens as if she heard the thought, and if I’m not mistaken, she looks darn right offended.

      “Bunny?” Henrietta—Hattie Holiday calls out before frowning my way.

      What in the world is she frowning about? It’s almost as if she can’t stand the sight of me.

      She hikes her brows and her lips curl as if affirming the fact.

      Funny. I’d swear she just did.

      Henrietta… She was probably named after her grandmother. Which doesn’t surprise me. After all, I was named after my grandfather.

      Bunny doesn’t look all that pleased to see her friend.

      “Hattie,” she says just as curt right back. “I was just about to ask Detective Maddox if he’d like a nightcap.” She sheds a seductive smile my way. “On me, of course. But not here. You probably want to get as far away from the country club as possible. Lucky for me, I’m only fifteen minutes away. I wouldn’t mind if you dropped by for a bit. I’ve got a fireplace just waiting to heat things up for the two of us.” She lifts a shoulder my way, letting me know exactly how she’d like to heat things up between the two of us.

      I’ve never been shy with the ladies. In fact, I’ve amassed quite the reputation for indulging in one too many. But then, I’m single and I don’t owe an explanation of my actions to anyone. I’m certainly not looking for a commitment.

      My eyes flit to Hattie once again and I’m back to frowning.

      “I’m good,” I say to the eager-to-please blonde. “Regardless of the outcome of tonight’s findings, I need to run by the office before I head home. I’m afraid this will be a long night for me, but thank you for the offer.”

      I nod over at Hattie as if she were the one who made the offer, and a part of me wonders if the answer would have been different if she had.

      On second thought, I draw the line at feisty women screaming independence while kneeing me in the nuts. Although, I’m not sure she meant to do that. We were in tight quarters underneath that truck.

      “Feisty?” Hattie laughs my way before offering a horrified glance at her friend. “Why yes, you are a feisty one, Bunny Prescott.” She nods quickly. “Of course, I say that as a compliment.” She narrows her eyes my way and scowls. “Most women would.”

      Feisty? That’s funny, I just had the same thought about her.

      I steal a moment to take her in. Speaking of feisty, she only seems to have grown in that department since our meet and greet out on that country road.

      A groan evicts from her.

      “Anyway”—Bunny runs her finger down my tie like a threat—“you can find me in the Cottage House. I’m a regular here at the bar.” She winks as she says it. “In fact, I think I’ll go grab something to wet my whistle.” She sighs. “As a toast to Sienna, of course. You’re in luck, Hattie. Now that the book club is down a core member, I might actually convince them to admit you. I’ll see you here tomorrow.”

      She takes off and I tip my head to the side.

      “I’m the new event planner,” Hattie is quick to fill in the blank. “I was supposed to meet with the manager, but I was a little late for that.” She wrinkles her nose while that cat she’s holding glares away at me.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was about to leap out of Hattie’s arms and scratch my eyes out.

      Hattie chuckles. “Anyway”—she pats the Golden Retriever by her side—“this is Rookie. He belonged to Sienna. I asked around and no one seems to know what to do with him, so I offered to take him home with me, but my landlord will kill me if she finds him at my place. I’ve already met the one pet quota.”

      She hikes the cat in her arms a notch and it looks angrier than ever—just at me, which I find disconcerting.

      How did I manage to draw the ire of both her and her cat?

      Maybe I should have taken her friend up on the nightcap just to stroke my ego.

      Hattie grunts, “Very funny.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Funny that I don’t know what to do with Rookie.” She sniffs as if she were trying to hide something.

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” And I will never figure her out.

      She shrugs. “Have you figured that out yet?” She nods past me at the body. “A smart detective like yourself surely knows this looks suspicious. The woman had more than a handful of arguments back in the club. Makes you wonder what really happened.” She grows quiet as she continues to inspect the body at the scene. “There’s too much blood coming from her. And that hair that’s tangled in her fingers? I don’t think it’s hers.”

      I turn around, and sure enough, tangled in that woman’s right hand is a small nest of blonde hair.

      “I’ll have forensics figure that out,” I say, my adrenaline hiking a notch at the prospect.

      “If it’s not hers”— Hattie steps in, those doe eyes of hers blinking up at me—“it could belong to the killer.”

      “Don’t go starting rumors.”

      “It’s not a rumor if it’s true,” she says. “And I think we both know it’s true.”

      She takes off and that cat of hers hisses my way as they leave. The dog offers me a mournful whimper and I take a moment to scratch the poor thing between the ears before he takes off after the two of them.

      I almost feel sorry for the guy.

      I turn back and look at Sienna Abbot lying on the ground, helpless, dead.

      And that tangle of hair threaded through her fingers has just affirmed what my instincts have known all along.

      If I’m right, this isn’t the last I’ve seen of Brambleberry Bay—or Hattie Holiday for that matter.

      I’m shoving the pickpocket case back where it belongs—onto somebody else’s desk.

      It looks as if I’ve got a homicide on my hands.
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      “If it isn’t the cat and the Hat,” Clarabelle Harper is the first to greet me as I step back into the Brambleberry Bay Country Club this morning, the Cottage House to be exact.

      It’s actually closer to noon. Peyton sent me a text earlier this morning and moved our meeting to eleven-thirty. And as much as I tried to sneak in a quick nap before getting ready, I couldn’t stop thinking about that woman I found dead outside these very doors. The exact reason I didn’t sleep a wink last night.

      Poor Rookie wasn’t exactly sawing logs either. He whimpered a good long while, but both Cricket and I did our best to comfort him.

      In broad daylight, the Cottage House looks as if it’s grown three stories and the length of two football fields in the few hours I’ve been away. The entry reminds me of a ritzy hotel. Just past the marble rotunda is a spacious reception area, and to the right is a dining hall filled with glossy dark furniture, dark wood floors to match, and to the left is the café where I ran into Bunny hitting on Detective Grumpy before I attempted to make a clean getaway for the night. Just past the café is the library, where a smattering of people congregate in pairs, carrying on what look to be serious business dealings. And with the collective net worth of the members being in the trillions, that may very well be the case. I suppose this place is just as handy for networking as it is a relaxing social climate.

      “Good morning, Clarabelle,” I say to the chipper granny in front of me who looks as if she had a hard night herself with a pair of sunglasses covering her eyes and a tall, fruity concoction in her hand that might contain hard liquor. Her caramel blonde hair is slightly mussed, and she’s wearing a navy dress that hangs crooked on her. “I’ve not only got my cat, but I’ve got Sienna’s dog, Rookie, too,” I say, reaching back and giving him a quick pat on the back.

      “Rookie wanna cookie?” Clarabelle gives him a quick scratch. “Rookie and I get along famously. He’ll be no trouble for you at all.”

      Rookie gives a soft bark. Rookie do want a cookie, he says, sniffing her pockets as if he might procure one. Clarabelle is one of the nicer members of the club. If she doesn’t have a cookie on hand, she finds one. I just have to sit here and keep my eyes on her, and before too long I get what I want.

      Wonderful, Cricket mewls. Not only does he have bad grammar, but we have a world-class manipulator on our hands—or should I say, beggar?

      I make a face. It sounds as if the males aren’t too different across species.

      “Thankfully, Cricket and Rookie didn’t kill each other last night. And my landlord is none the wiser to the fact I’ve usurped the one pet contract for a short spate of time.”

      Clarabelle grunts, “Landlords are overrated. I thought that was really nice of you to take the pooch.”

      “I don’t mind taking care of Rookie at all. And you’re right about the landlord, but unfortunately, I need to play nice. Her place, her rules.” Ida Brickner is a forty-something-year-old woman who inherited the grounds from her father. She loves booze, cigarettes, and not much else. People are nonstarter, pets are something akin to talking doormats to her. There’s not a lot that makes Ida happy with the exception of being left alone.

      “Sounds like it’s time to cut ties and move on.” She lifts her drink as if cheering me on in the homeless endeavor.

      “You’re moving?” a voice says from behind as a dark-haired woman crops up. She’s wearing a white blouse and black pants, and she has a shiny gold badge on her chest that reads Peyton in all capital and, might I add, angry-looking letters.

      Come to think of it, the woman looks angry, too. She’s beautiful, a cutting beauty with flowing dark hair that blooms around her shoulders, dark, almond-shaped eyes, and lips that look as if they were designed to frown at me.

      “If you plan on quitting”—her eyes sharpen like blades over my own— “I’d appreciate two months’ notice.”

      “Two months?” I balk without meaning to.

      Cricket groans. You should probably just go with it, Hattie. The last thing we need is this woman thinking we’re about to slink out on her.

      “Two months is fine,” I tell the woman. “Hi, Peyton, I’m Hattie Holiday. It’s nice to finally meet you in person. This is my cat, Cricket, and this is my—well, my dog, for the time being, Rookie. He belonged to Sienna.”

      Peyton frowns twice as hard at the handsome pooch.

      “I’m familiar.” She jerks her head back my way. “I don’t care about the pets. I don’t care about a lot of things. I do, however, care about the members of this snooty social institution. And now that Edwina has abandoned us, I need you to take over her duties.” She produces a thick binder I hadn’t noticed she was holding. “The Fall Regency Extravaganza is next Saturday. The costumes and the food have been taken care of. The décor is entirely up to you. The event is being held in the ballroom, and the menu still needs to be shored up with the kitchen. Think elegant and something period-appropriate.” She rakes her eyes over me a moment, inspecting my wardrobe.

      Since I had already met my dress quota for the month last night, I’ve donned dark jeans and a red and white checkered blouse. Not fancy enough to wear to the ball per se, but seeing that I’m essentially the help, I felt I’m pretty much invisible anyway. Besides, appropriate accouterments for my position were never discussed.

      Why is this woman dressed like a country bumpkin? Peyton looks genuinely perplexed by what my closet had to offer.

      Country bumpkin? I lift a brow and Cricket sighs.

      This isn’t going to end well, is it? She mewls.

      Peyton narrows her eyes over me. “Please tell me that red jalopy sitting in the parking lot doesn’t belong to you.”

      “If by red jalopy, you mean the 1953 Ford F-100, then yes. That’s Ginger, and she very much belongs to me.”

      “Ginger?” Peyton looks offended by the fact. Good grief, she’s named the thing. “See to getting a new car as soon as possible. The club has standards for both its patrons and its employees. And by club, I mean me.” She’s about to take off, then backtracks. “Oh, and I expect you to text me every last detail you come up with for the Regency Extravaganza. I don’t do surprises.” Something tells me I’ll need to vet her questionable choices. They say money doesn’t buy good taste, but it doesn’t exactly spring up out of poverty either.

      She stalks off toward a marble reception counter no more than ten feet away.

      “Oh goodie,” I say. “I was hoping to be micromanaged to death. Let the good times roll—under stark supervision, that is.”

      Clarabelle chuckles. “Don’t worry, Hat. You don’t have to be afraid of her. I know enough of that woman’s secrets to ensure your employment for the next five decades.”

      Thank heavens, Cricket mewls as she melts in my arms. Fancy Beast cat food, here we come. I say we stop by the pet store on the way home.

      I second that motion. Rookie gives a soft woof. They’ve got a cookie bar I haven’t visited in ages.

      It’s true, they do. And even though the cookies look mouthwateringly delicious, they are strictly for dogs. I may or may not have found this out the hard way.

      I shrug over at Clarabelle. “I get the feeling I might need to mine you for those secrets sooner than later. As much as I don’t care for an overbearing boss, I need the work.”

      The roar of lively conversation snags our attention, and we turn to see a familiar foursome making their way into the rotunda. It’s Chevy, Tipper, and Murphy—three of the women I met last night, along with a very hungover-looking Bunny. Each one is dressed in a stark white tennis outfit, the only difference being that they each have their own ribbon of pastel color along the bottom of their ultra-short skirts.

      “Hattie.” Bunny perks up at the sight of me. “We’re having coffee in the café. You’ll have to join us.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her. “Peyton just gave me Edwina’s old playbook,” I say, foisting up the Bible of my newfound career. “I’m afraid I’ve got to dig into this if I want to keep a roof over my head.” And outfit Ginger with that new set of wheels she’s been clamoring about for the last year and a half.

      The trio standing with Bunny exchange a look.

      Chevy, the vanilla blonde novelist of the bunch, sniffs my way. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist you join us.” Her eyes drop to the binder in my hand. And I’m going to have to insist I get ahold of that book.

      Murphy, the woman with the long dark hair and model-like features, nods to Chevy. We’re going to have to keep tabs on this one.

      Tabs on this one? As in me?

      Tipper, brassy blonde, ex-sorority girl gone bad, sighs hard. “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” she mutters as she looks my way. “Great news, Hallie.” She manufactures a smile as best she can with all the Botox putting in a herculean effort to restrain the deed. “Congratulations. You’ve made the cut as far as the book club goes. We’ll let you know when the next official meeting is.” She shrugs over at the other two. Don’t look at me like that. We all know it had to be done. Her eyes flit my way, and it’s only then I notice they’re laced with crimson as if she’s been mourning her friend. We’ll just see what Hallie the Hillbilly thinks she knows. My guess is nothing. Lord knows we’ve been rattled before and it’s amounted to nothing. I’m sure this won’t amount to anything either. She nods before hustling the three of them into the café.

      “It’s Hattie,” I call out after them, but they’ve already done a disappearing act.

      “Wahoo!” Clarabelle claps her hands, inspiring a handful of heads to turn our way. “I don’t care about those people.” She stomps a foot at the lookie-loos. “I’m new money. I garner a look every now and again.” She scowls at the crowd. “But I know where all the bodies are buried.” And those words alone prompt every last head in the crowd to quickly mind their own beeswax.

      Oh, I like her, Cricket mewls.

      You’ll like her better once she starts doling out the cookies, Rookie points out.

      And oddly, I can go for a cookie myself right about now.

      Bunny steps in close with her mouth falling open. “Can you believe that? You’re in.” She takes Cricket from me and sniffs her as if holding a cat were completely foreign to her—and I get the feeling it is. “You’ll love the meetings. They’re far more lowkey than that disaster last night. In fact, that was our first foray here at the country club—just some silly mixer we thought up on the fly. Believe it or not, the book club has one unspoken rule: we meet at small venues. Usually one of the member’s homes. And just a heads-up, since you’re the newest member, it will probably be at your house next. So you might want to have your housekeeper spruce the place up, you know, in the event they change their minds.”

      My mouth falls open. “Well, if they’re judging the book by the cover, they will most certainly be changing their minds. I live in a cabin and it’s a bachelor pad.” Not to mention the fact I am the housekeeper—who consequently should be fired for underperforming in every hygienic category.

      Bunny squints my way. “So you’re saying your cabin has never been on a date?”

      I’m about to set her straight when it comes to the joys of low-income living, just as another familiar face walks through the main entry—Killion Maddox, ornery detective extraordinaire.

      I wonder if he’s bought a clue by now and figured out that Sienna Abbot’s body didn’t malfunction—a killer’s heart did.

      He takes one look at me and shakes his head. Her again. Any trace of pleasantness falls right off his face.

      He’s got a way with words, I’ll give him that.

      And on his heels stumbles in Peggy Ebersol, Clarabelle’s counterpart that I met last night.

      The woman presses a hand to her short red bob, flirting shamelessly with the good detective as she bustles her way past him. She’s donned a hot pink dress and matching heels that qualify as ice picks, and for reasons that defy fashion-based logic, it makes me want to emulate the look.

      “What’d I miss, ladies?” She blows us all a kiss. “I’m afraid I overslept.” She winks over at Clarabelle. You can bet your Yonkers britches I got lucky last night.

      “Shenanigan Flannigan strikes again.” Clarabelle gives another hoot of approval as the two of them exchange high-fives.

      Bunny frowns at the sorority-like endeavor. “Flannigan was her maiden name.” She shrugs. Why does it sting my ego to know an old biddy like Peggy found herself a live one last night and all I got to curl up with was a bottle of bubbly? She hikes a brow as she sneaks a glance at Killion. Well, well, look who came back for more. She slinks her way over to him without hesitation. “Hey there, hot stuff. Forget something last night? Like my number?”

      “She’s subtle.” I sigh. “I’ll give her that.”

      Peggy snorts. “Subtle as a bossy bull in a coital china shop. Now, what did I miss? I saw that look on your face, Clarabelle Harper. You were about to indulge in high tea without me.” She nods my way. “If there’s any gossip to be had around here, you owe it to me to spill every word.”

      “Hattie here was telling us all about the fact she’s single,” Clarabelle is quick to spill the single beans, albeit incorrectly.

      “Actually, I just mentioned that my cabin just so happens to be a bachelor pad, which means my bedroom is the living room.”

      “Well, who cares about your cabin’s relationship status.” Peggy plucks at the giant pink bauble dangling from her necklace, and it matches the hue of her dress nicely, might I add. I wonder what stone that is? Knowing this place, it’s a diamond. “What’s going on with your love life, honey?”

      “Love life?” I parrot the words, and that ornery detective flits a glance my way despite the fact Bunny is doing her best to multiply with him right here in the rotunda. “I don’t have one.” I openly glare at Killion as if that might just be his fault.

      Both Clarabelle and Peggy begin to whoop and holler, and this time they’ve garnered the attention of every last head in the vicinity.

      “Oh hon, we’ve got a live one.” Peggy gives her friend’s arm a squeeze.

      “Excuse me?” I say, more than slightly alarmed, seeing that I’m the live one in question.

      Clarabelle nods my way. “Peggy and I like to make a love connection now and again.” No use in letting our mark in on the fact it’s a game we’ve been playing for years now. I’m up on Peggy—six out of ten friends to lovers. I bet I can land Hat a live one of her own before the month is up. I’m not handing my crown over to Peggy any time soon.

      My lips purse with disdain just hearing the truth of the matter.

      Peggy pulls me in by the elbow just as Killion and Bunny hop their way over. Okay, fine. Bunny more or less hopped, in keeping with the theme of her moniker, and perhaps her libido. Killion brooded his way in this direction for the very same reasons.

      “Ladies.” Killion tips his imaginary hat. “Am I interrupting?”

      “Oh, heavens no.” Peggy wiggles her chest his way. “We were just getting ready to set Hattie up with a hunky billionaire.” She dusts my shoulder with her fingers. “And if that doesn’t work, we’ll just keep on truckin’ until we plow our way through every last one of the eligible bachelors this place has to offer. Your future husband is bound to be on the premises somewhere.”

      “Wonderful,” I bleat without the proper enthusiasm.

      A billionaire? Cricket perks up at the thought. Think of all the Fancy Beast cat food we could afford. Why, I bet I could have it served up in a crystal dish, just the way they do in the commercials.

      Rookie barks. If a crystal dish full of cat food is what you’re after, why didn’t you say so? They’ve got a sushi bar in the back where they serve just that. Come on, I’ll take you there now. There’s bound to be a cookie or two I can score for myself on the way over. There’s not a person here who can resist my puppy dog eyes.

      Cricket hops out of my arms and follows Rookie right out of the rotunda. Here’s hoping she saves some sushi for me. It happens to be one of my favorite food groups.

      “A billionaire, huh?” Killion examines me a moment. I can’t help but return the favor. He’s traded his jeans and tweed jacket for a dark inky suit and a verdant green tie that matches his eyes. I’ll admit, my stomach is right back to squeezing tight at the sight of him. Thankfully, I don’t rely on my digestive tract to make dicey life choices for me, with the exception of my nutritional needs. And judging by the fact my jeans are a little too tight, it’s not such a great decision-maker in that arena either.

      He shakes his head my way. I wouldn’t have pegged her for a gold digger. Pickpocket maybe. Gold digger, no.

      What?

      “Thank you, ladies, but I’m not interested,” I’m quick to tell the small crowd, suddenly far too involved in my love life.

      “Nonsense.” Peggy waves me off as she drags Clarabelle into the next room and I hear something about a complete makeover, asap.

      Bunny chortles. “Don’t worry. I’ll go in there and make sure whoever they plan on setting you up with passes muster with me.” She purrs over at the detective, “And I’ll meet you at the bar.”

      She takes off and I frown over at the man before me.

      “Picking up a socialite as an afternoon snack?” I don’t mind sounding a bit snippy. He certainly isn’t hiding his true feelings from me. “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a gold digger.”

      He frowns all that much harder at me. “I can assure you I’m strictly here on business. The coroner did a quick analysis, forensics is yet to confirm it, but it seems you were right. The hair wrapped around Sienna’s fingers didn’t belong to her. Wrong length and color.”

      A genuine smile glides over my face. “I was right about that. And I’m right about the fact Sienna Abbot was murdered as well.” I glance over at the café. “Now to figure out who the suspects might be.”

      His cheek cinches on one side. “You seem like a smart woman, Ms. Holiday. Did you pursue higher education?”

      “Dexter grad,” I tell him.

      “Nice. Me, too. What did you study?”

      “Library sciences.”

      “Then I suggest you find yourself a library and keep busy. I’m the detective around here. It’s important for your own safety that you remember that. If there are suspects to be questioned, that would be my job, not yours.” Now that I’ve set the amateur sleuth straight—he frowns at the café—all I have to do is figure out how to get the rabid Bunny off my back. “I’ll see you around.” He studies me a moment longer. And if Sienna Abbot was murdered, I’m afraid I’m looking at my very first suspect.

      He walks into the café, and I’m the one left frowning.

      His first suspect?

      That means he thinks I’m capable of murder.

      A killer?

      Me?

      First, I’m felt up by a complete stranger while trapped underneath my car, and now I’m being pegged as a  killer—by the very same person.

      Could this week get any worse?

      Good luck getting that rabid Bunny off your back, and even more luck getting me to disappear.

      My body, my case.

      If he hadn’t come across as so arrogant, I may have let him take the lead, but both he and fate have all but forced me into this investigation.

      Lord knows when I apply my mind to something, I hold on with the tenacity of a grizzly bear until I’ve resolved the situation. And if it’s a killer I’m set to find, then that’s exactly what’s going to happen.

      We’ll see who the amateur is around here.

      And something tells me, it won’t be me.

      Hunting down a killer, of all things. Here’s hoping I live to tell about it.

      That hair tangled in Sienna’s fingers comes to mind. The coroner said it was the wrong length and color to belong to the victim. I’d have to agree, far too brassy.

      A breath hitches in my throat as I look in the direction of the café. I think I know exactly who that hair belonged to.

      And if fate permits, I’ll be questioning my very first suspect today.
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      The café at the country club is teeming with men in suits, women in tennis gear clutching designer purses that cost more than my truck, and enough animals to form a small zoo.

      Both the furniture and the mood is dark despite the floor-to-ceiling windows that showcase the beach and the stone blue Atlantic.

      The scent of burgers and fries makes my stomach claw at itself all that much harder. I skipped the office this morning and headed straight this way, and the lack of donuts in my system is noticeable.

      Hattie steps next to me, and the scent of her perfume filters my way, making me crave that sugary scent far more than that burger I’m ready to wolf down.

      “What?” she asks as she bends over and scoops up that tan cat of hers. The Golden Retriever nestles between us, and I offer him a quick pat between the ears. “Bunny invited me to sit with her and her friends.”

      “A seat at the cool table, congratulations,” I tell her. “I’ll be dining alone.”

      “As your personality mandates,” she mutters mostly to herself, and I take a moment to frown at her.

      “It’s self-seating,” I say with a nod as I make my way past her.

      Bunny and her friends are clustered near the window and I head that way, as does Hattie. They’re seated at an intimate table for four, each with a plate full of lawn clippings positioned dutifully before them.

      I know for a fact these women were friends with Sienna Abbot. I don’t see why they wouldn’t mention her in passing, talks of arrangements, memories good or bad. I want to be close enough to hear them all.

      I take a seat nearby, and Hattie hesitates a moment before saying hello to the women. The brassy blonde, Tipper Luxemburg, my first suspect, snatches the cat from Hattie’s arms.

      It takes less than five seconds for Hattie to do the assigned seating math, and as she turns to leave, I point to the chair across from me, prompting her to take it.

      My adrenaline spikes for no good reason. My stomach growls that much harder because of it.

      Hattie settles in just as the Golden Retriever comes my way, curling into a ball at my feet.

      “Smart man,” I muse his way before looking at Hattie. “He probably senses I’m not entertaining a salad for lunch.”

      “I’m entertaining less than that.” She glances at the women behind her. “It seems my tenure with the cool kids was rather short-lived. Story of my life.”

      A waitress stops by. Tall, curly dark hair, early thirties, I’m guessing. Pretty, but not in Hattie’s league.

      Did I just say Hattie’s league?

      Hattie coughs as if she were choking on the air she’s breathing.

      “My name is Lucky Laurel, and I’m here to serve you,” the waitress says with a  wink before landing a couple of menus onto the table.

      “Lucky Laurel?” Hattie’s face brightens at the woman. “That’s a unique name. But then, just about everyone I’ve met here has a unique name. I’m Hattie Holiday, the new event planner. I’m sure we’ll be seeing one another a lot. It’s super nice to meet you.”

      The woman takes her eyes off me long enough to glare at Hattie.

      “I’m sure we will. And my first name is Lucky, my last name is Laurel. No need to say both. What can I get you?”

      “Just coffee for me,” Hattie is quick to put in her order, scant as it may be. “Latte, please, with almond milk, but topping it off with whipped cream is fine.”

      “Got it.” Lucky licks her lips my way. “And for you, handsome?”

      I frown as I peruse the menu. “It seems you have every variety of cheeseburger under the sun.” And not one of them qualifies as something I’d deem normal.

      Are my eyes deceiving me, or is there one with Limburger cheese on the menu? The chef knows no olfactory shame here.

      “I’ll get you the cheeseburger sampler.” She snatches up the menus before I can protest. “I’m all for sampling a little of this, a little of that, to make sure you know exactly what you want.” She blows me a quick kiss before trotting off.

      Hattie chuckles to herself. “I think we both know what she’d like to sample.” She gives a little shrug. “I’m sure it comes with the territory, Detective. It’s no secret women love a man in power.”

      “If she knew how little power I wielded at the sheriff’s department, she wouldn’t be so impressed. If Sienna Abbot’s case turns into a homicide, it’ll be the first I’ve been involved with since I’ve been with the department in the last solid year.”

      “Oh? So what’s kept you occupied at the station?” She leans in, her powder blue eyes staring me down intently, and I get the feeling if I look too deeply I might fall right into them.

      Her cheeks pique with color, and I force myself to look away.

      “Small crimes.” No need to out myself as the one investigating the pickpocket at the club. “And when those run out, there is a pool of cold cases waiting for me to dive into.”

      The friendly chatter at the table next to us takes a dramatic pause, and both Hattie and I look over to see the foursome of women looking this way. Bunny is the only one who looks pleased to see me as she gives a three-fingered wave. The other women look fit to kill.

      The waitress drops off Hattie’s coffee in record time before disappearing once again. A tall glass of what could easily be mistaken for a milkshake with all the frosty foam on top teases me, making me wish I got one for myself.

      “Just coffee?” I muse. “I bet you had that at the house before you left.”

      “I did.” She gives an easy laugh. “But believe me, my cheap brewing station has nothing on what they have going on here. You need professional-grade equipment to produce a cup of heaven like this.” She takes a sip and moans hard. “And this is heaven, indeed. I live for this stuff.”

      Within seconds, a large platter with about a dozen miniature cheeseburgers lands before me. Lucky, the waitress, leans in hard, her chest nearly vacating her blouse as she delivers them. She pulls away with a smirk that lets me know that delicate maneuver was very much a planned attack on my testosterone.

      “Please let me know if you’re hungry for anything else,” she says, grazing her lower lip with her teeth. “I’m always happy to service a man like you.”

      She takes off, and Hattie scoffs in her wake.

      “Service a man like you? I bet she is.” Hattie shoots me a look. “I’m sorry, but I find that behavior incredibly rude and tacky. That woman doesn’t know us from Adam. I could be your fiancée for all she’s aware of.”

      I scowl at her without meaning to as my ex comes to mind. She was my first and most likely last fiancée. Nothing I’m willing to relive, so I push all thoughts of her out of my mind.

      Bunny whips her head in our direction, and true to her name, she hops right over.

      “Did I hear someone say fiancée?” The blonde gasps my way. Her skin looks heavily bronzed against the pristine white tennis outfit she’s wearing, a leftover summer tan that I’m betting will last all year. Tans and money are two departments the wealthy never seem to fade in. “Tell me you’re not engaged,” she pleads my way. “Or in the least, that you don’t care enough about her to stop dating me,” she says that last bit with a playful wink.

      “Bunny, please.” The dark-haired woman, Murphy, rises from her seat, as do the other two blondes. “Leave the man alone. Can’t you see he’s on a date? He’s not interested in you.” She plucks Bunny from her seat and nods my way. “Excuse us. If we don’t leave now, we’ll miss our court time.”

      Bunny looks mildly offended. “I’ll see you later, Detective.” She looks to Hattie. “And I’ll see you tonight at seven. We’ll bring the cocktails. What was your address again?”

      Hattie’s mouth opens and closes. “Oh, I—um.” She quickly rattles it off. “But like I said, there’s not much room. I mean, we could try to squeeze—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Tipper says, her eyes falling to the bloated notebook sitting in front of Hattie. “We’ll make do.”

      The other blonde nods wildly, and oddly enough, her eyes, too, are glued on that notebook. “We’re going to have a great time, just you wait and see.”

      The four of them turn to leave, and Hattie raises a hand in an effort to stop them.

      “What book are we discussing?” she asks with a frantic tick to her voice, and it’s an adorable look on her.

      She takes a moment to scowl at me as if I had offended her out of the blue.

      “You’ll see,” Bunny calls out as the four of them make their exit. “And you’ll love it, too.”

      Hattie scoffs. “I’m beginning to wonder if they know how a book club works.”

      I nod her way. “I’m beginning to wonder why those two blondes kept looking at your notebook.”

      “This thing?” She gives it a pat as her cat runs over and lands next to Rookie. “It belonged to Edwina March. It’s essentially her events Bible for this place. Apparently, I’ve got less than two weeks to put together a Regency Ball. Poor Edwina drowned not long ago and, well, that’s how I landed the job to begin with.”

      “Drowned, huh?” I glance to the exit and see the three women with Bunny looking in this direction, their eyes squarely set on Hattie before they see me and scatter like pigeons.

      I take a moment to examine the notebook brimming with enough pages to tax the cover.

      “That’s what they say.” She sighs as she looks down at my meal. “Your plate looks like a Rorschach test made of cheeseburgers.”

      “That says you’re hungry.” I slide the plate her way an inch. “Take one.”

      “Well, if you’re going to twist my arm,” she says as she snaps up the one with a sesame seed bun, and I hope it’s not the one laced with Limburger. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

      She smiles through a bite before swallowing. “Gouda,” she says. “My favorite cheese.”

      “Gouda for you,” I say as I indulge in the bite of a burger myself. “What do you know about those women? Not Bunny, I know enough about her. The other three.”

      She nods through another moan. “Chevy Von Champs, the creamy blonde? She writes mysteries. Murphy Taylor, the one who looks like she could be a Kardashian? She has an open marriage. So if things don’t work out with Bunny or Lucky, you might have a decent shot with her.” She sheds a wry smile, but I’m not interested in returning it.

      “Go on.”

      “Then there’s Tipper. Tipper Luxemburg, my first suspect.” A satisfied smile crosses her face. “I know, I know, you’ve strictly forbidden me to meddle in your case, but as fate and my fastidious initiation into their private club have afforded me, Tipper will be at my place this evening at seven. Apparently, alcohol will be involved, and although I don’t drink myself, I’m betting Tipper will down a few and I might just get a little bit of valuable info out of her.” She points her half-eaten burger at me. “And don’t you even think of crashing my party. My book club, my suspect.” She gives a curt nod before taking another bite.

      I’m not sure why, but Hattie Holiday has the ability to vex me far more than any woman I have ever met.

      Her left brow quirks into her forehead as if she found something about me amusing.

      “Ms. Holiday, I’d be careful around Tipper this evening. Much like war, homicide is the kingdom of uncertainty.” I lean back as I spew the quote and wonder loosely who may have said it first.

      “Carl Von Clausewitz,” she says matter-of-factly.

      That’s right. It was him.

      I study her for a moment, impressed.

      “You just quoted him.” She shrugs. “I’m a librarian, remember? If it pertains to books, I most likely know those things. And I do believe the exact quote goes something like—war is a realm of uncertainty. I can assure you, I don’t plan on going to war with these women. Believe me, this is one world I don’t belong in.” She waves a hand at the place. “And I don’t plan on enmeshing myself with killers either.”

      “Good. Keep it that way.” I’m about to ask to see the notebook when two elderly women stumble upon us.

      “Well, if it isn’t our new Edwina again,” the redhead coos at Hattie.

      “Edwina is gone forever now.” The blonde by her side sighs a moment, and it’s the first crestfallen face I’ve seen in these parts yet. I’m betting it’s genuine.

      “It’s a good thing, too.” The redhead chortles to Hattie. “Edwina knew where all the bodies were buried.”

      “Peggy, Clarabelle.” Hattie offers them a toothy grin. “You remember the detective from last night.” She points my way.

      “Oh, honey.” The redhead runs her fingers through her hair, panting my way as if she were about to take a bite out of me. “Who could forget a face like that?” Her features grow somber in an instant as she looks back at Hattie. “But he’s taken.”

      Clarabelle nods like mad. “He’s got Bunny Prescott stamped all over him. But don’t you worry, Hattie Ho. We’ve already got you covered.”

      “That’s right.” Peggy wiggles her shoulders. “I’ve got a hot date lined up for you with one of the most eligible bachelors in town—Dr. Stanton Troublefield.”

      Clarabelle grunts, “That man is nothing but a bag of trouble, and even his name knows it. Never you mind the dirty doctor. Wait until you meet the burger king I’ve got lined up for you. Templeton Reed is his name, and greed is his game. He owns a chain of restaurants. And money isn’t the only thing he’s greedy for.”

      “I don’t think I want to know more,” Hattie says under her breath. “Look, I really appreciate it but—”

      “No ifs, ands, or buts.” Peggy hooks her arm to the woman next to her. “We’ll fill you in on all the dirty details tonight at seven. See you at the club.” She winks as they take off for a table in the back.

      “Hey.” Hattie sits up a notch. “I guess they’re a part of the book club, too. This should be fun.”

      “Fun?” I tip my head her way. “I’d steer clear of them. I foresee an arrest in their future.”

      “You can see the future? I’m intrigued. Tell me something else that might intrigue me. You’re not from Brambleberry, are you?”

      “Pelican Cove. I work in Eagle County. Grew up in Castle Point. My mother is a beautician, and my father is retired. They’re divorced. He was arrested for a white-collar crime back in the day, did his time. Now he spends his days chasing questionable investments and questionable women. I have a brother and sister, both unmarried. I went to Dexter, and I was named after my grandfather.”

      My mouth closes and I take a moment to marvel at the fact I just felt compelled to spew my entire life’s history to this woman. I’m half-shocked I didn’t mention Shanay.

      “Wow.” She nods as she finishes up her burger. “That’s a lot to unpack there. I went to Dexter as well. Let’s see, my parents are still together. My mother is involved in every social club under the sun. She’s less country club and more church group. My father owns the Holiday Lobster Company. It’s a lot of hard work, but if my dad is about anything, it’s about hard work. I have two sisters and a brother. My younger sister is Cornelia—Neelie Holiday. She works for the mayor. She may have scored the gig under dubious circumstances. Let’s just say she’s a shameless flirt who could give Bunny a run for her man-eating money. Once she gets wind of your presence, I’m sure she’ll make quick work of you.” Her expression darkens at the thought. “Then there’s my older sister Winifred—Winnie Holiday. She owns the Crafty Treehouse, a crafts shop right here on Main Street. She’s my best friend. And then there’s Henry, named after my father. He’s the oldest, and he’s an attorney right here in town.”

      “Henry Holiday?” I inch back. “I know him. He was one of my frat brothers back at Dexter.” Talk about knowing where the bodies are buried.

      Her mouth rounds out, and I can’t help but look at it a moment too long. I can’t help it, she’s got nice lips.

      “Funny that you know Henry.” Her face darkens with color once again. Blushes easily. Something in me heats at the thought. She clears her throat. “It’s actually his birthday this week. I’ll be seeing him. I’ll tell him you said hello.”

      Not something I’d want.

      “Okay,” I tell her. “That would be nice.” Let’s hope Henry plays nice.

      She downs her coffee, and I polish off all of the burgers save for one and then toss it to the poor pooch who’s been looking up with undeterred hope in my direction ever since he’s arrived.

      Rookie swallows it down in one big gulp, and Hattie nods my way.

      “Well done, Detective,” she muses. “It seems you now have a best friend for life.”

      We ante up and walk out of the club together. The sun is bright outside despite the chill in the air, and I see Hattie’s big red truck sitting like a flare first thing in the parking lot.

      “I see you got your tire fixed,” I say as we get closer to it. Something snags my attention near the front of it, and a grunt evicts from me.

      “What the heck is that?” I ask, looking at the atrocities pasted over the headlights.

      “Eyelashes,” she says, skimming her fingers over one of them. “I picked them up at the auto shop this morning while making arrangements to have all the tires switched out. She deserved it. Ginger’s had a hard week.” She thumps the hood with her hand. “I thought she could use a little reward.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s a hate crime.” I nod her way. “Be careful at that meeting tonight.”

      “I’m sure it will go off without a hitch.”

      “That’s to be seen,” I say just as my phone bleats and I glance down at the text.

      Sienna Abbot was poisoned.

      I blow out a breath.

      “What’s wrong?” Hattie says, inching in to get a glance at my phone, so I bury it right back into my picket.

      “It seems a murder investigation just fell into my lap, Ms. Holiday.” I reach over and carefully pluck the thick notebook out of her arms. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go over this in detail. Those women seemed highly interested in it. And as Peggy pointed out, Edwina knew where all of the bodies were buried.”

      “But—”

      I walk away briskly before she can snatch it back.

      “I’ll get it back to you soon enough,” I call out.

      “But I was about to go over it tonight,” her voice hikes as I speed toward my truck.

      “You’ll be busy entertaining your guests,” I tell her before turning her way. The wind blows back her hair, and her lips are right back to forming a perfect O. “Don’t prod Tipper too much. Leave the interrogation to the professionals. I don’t need you mucking up my case.”

      I jump into my truck and take off.

      But it’s not the case I think about all the way back to Eagle County—it’s Hattie Holiday and those perfect lips.
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      “Four dozen chocolate chip cookies with walnuts—whole walnuts, the way my grandmother used to make them,” I say, presenting the finished platter of warm gooey chocolatey goodness to both Cricket and Rookie. “Sure, they make for a lumpier cookie, but there’s nothing that reminds me of my childhood more than these delicious treats.”

      They won’t care for them. Cricket sniffs in the direction of my cookie sheet before hopping off the kitchen table and onto the orange and white plaid sofa.

      That’s about the sum total of my tiny A-frame cabin. A kitchenette and a sofa you practically stumble into once you walk through the door. To the left of the sofa, tucked under the window, is a trundle bed, which also doubles as a sofa when needed—case in point, in exactly five minutes. There’s a small bathroom in the back with a stand-up shower, and next to it an even smaller closet that if anything has taught me that one doesn’t need much clothing to get by in life.

      Okay, fine. I might have six plastic storage bins filled with winter clothes under that trundle, but in my defense, winters in Maine can be brutal. If I don’t bundle up, I’ll turn into a Popsicle and die. And everyone knows there is far less room in a casket than there is in a bachelorette unit—not much less room but still.

      Rookie want a cookie. Rookie gives a soft bark along with those puppy dog eyes he seems to throw my way at opportune moments such as this.

      Don’t you dare oblige him, Cricket mewls from her perch on the armrest. Not until he straightens out his grammar.

      “I can’t help it,” I say as I toss him a cookie from a special batch I whipped up sans chocolate chips. I may not have the ability to see into the future, but I sure as heck saw this puppy dog-eyed cookie heist coming a mile away. “He’s too cute.” I give him a quick scratch between the ears as he gobbles up his treat in haste. “Besides, he has great grammar, all things considering. It just so happens that cookie rhymes with Rookie, and he knows how to play up his cuteness. A smart move by a smart pooch.”

      Well, I stand by what I said, Cricket mewls. Those snooty ladies are going to poo-poo your baking efforts. And they will never know how much both you and I sacrificed to buy those ingredients.

      It’s true. We pretty much shot our Fancy Beast/latte budget on these delectable delights.

      If you really wanted to impress the club, you should have taken a page from your mother’s cookbook. Once while she was cat-sitting, she whipped up the most scrumptious treats for the ladies auxiliary league—a gelatin mold in the shape of a fish, filled with congealed sardines and cantaloupe.

      “And that was disgusting,” I tell her. “Lest you forget two people were taken to the hospital afterward for food poisoning.” Although they never could pin it on my mother, I’m pretty sure it was easy enough to follow the sardines to the congealed culprit.

      In my mother’s defense, it was an ode to the 1950s party, and in keeping with the theme, she pulled something out of her own mother’s recipe book, an hors d’oeuvre that was more of a horror-d’oeuvre.

      “And now that I think about it,” I add, “was she really trying to impress the women of that club, or was she trying to politely get booted from the organization? Everyone in Brambleberry knows that the ladies auxiliary league is nothing short of organized crime the way they mark up those items at their bake sales. And they’ll never admit that one hundred percent of their profits go to charity. Come to find out, they have a vacation fund that sponsors a cruise to the Bahamas every other year. And that, my friends, is what you’re really paying for when you buy those overpriced cupcakes.”

      Cupcakes sound delicious, Hattie, Rookie muses as he gets cozy by the heater. I suggest we make up some of those the next time we host the book club.

      “I don’t know if I want there to be a next time,” I tell him. “Let’s just say if things go south and I’m railroaded into another literary endeavor that involves more couture than it does books, I might just be the next Holiday woman to recreate my grandmother’s fishy recipe.”

      Oh goodie. Cricket gives a gleeful meow. Here’s hoping things go terribly south tonight.

      Something tells me she just might get her wish.

      A brisk knock erupts from the door, and I give a last quick once-over to my humble abode. The shabby chic pink and white comforter slouched over my bed seemed like a good idea at the time, but in hindsight, it just looks plain old shabby. And the frilly country curtains look as if they’re mocking me just like these women will most likely be doing come tomorrow. If things go well tonight, and I live to cash another paycheck, I might just make a bigger effort in the decorating department next time.

      I swing the door open to see a familiar trio, Tipper, Chevy, and Murphy, each bundled in a smart black peacoat, dark jeans, and dark boots of varying lengths. And each of them comes bearing gifts.

      “I’ve brought the pitcher and glasses,” Tipper says, making her way past me, her hair blaring at an ocular level just as loud as the brass band it’s panning out to be—and it blared especially loud when it was wrapped around Sienna Abbot’s fingers.

      Rookie goes straight for her and gives the woman a sniff.

      I wonder if he knows something about Tipper? I quizzed him about what he may have seen last night, but he confessed his mind was on cookies. But surely his mind couldn’t have always been on cookies.

      Cricket rises from her perch and shoots me a disparaging look as if for once she were reading my mind.

      Chevy steps forward with her hair in a chignon, her lipstick as pale as her skin. “I’ve got the goods,” she says, holding a blender as she pushes past me as well.

      “I’ve got the goods.” Murphy rolls her eyes as she foists two paper bags my way.  “And now you’ve got them. Lime, salt, ice, quality tequila. Now go on, chop-chop. Let’s get this party started.” Her dark hair is pulled back into a sleek ponytail, and her dark lipstick is nearly the same shade. It’s a jarring look but definitely one she can pull off.

      She, too, darts past me, and I take a moment to glance out at the small parcel of the Moonlit Meadows housing tract that sits before my cabin, now lined with three glossy Mercedes, matching in color and style. I may not be able to see my neighbors, but I can feel their prying eyes, curious as to what act of God has brought high society to the bowels of our tiny community. Moonlit Meadows may not be ritzy, but the maples lining our cobbled streets make this slice of Maine feel like the coziest place in the world.

      I head inside, only to find Tipper, Chevy, and Murphy all bundled near the back as they open the closet then the bathroom.

      “Where’s the rest of it?” Chevy cries in horror.

      Tipper looks my way with her mouth agape. “This is just the entry, right?”

      A laugh gets caught in my throat, but I don’t dare give it.

      “Oh, come on,” Murphy says, swinging her tenebrous ponytail as if it were a noose. “Clearly, this is the carriage house. I bet you’re doing renovations to the estate, aren’t you?” She nods, awaiting me to confirm the fact.

      “Actually, no, this is it. I eat right over there,” I say, pointing to the kitchen. “I watch TV and read there.” I point to the loveseat, and they all gasp at it in turn as if it had just threatened them with head lice. “And I sleep right here.” I nod to the trundle bed. “It seems you’ve already met my closet, and you know where the restroom is, too. Shall we proceed?”

      A thick moment of silence bounces by as they exchange expressions that reflect their sleight, and yet nary a thought bubbles through a single one of their minds.

      Then at once, as if a runway show just broke out, they bustle their way to the kitchen in a glob and seem more than relieved to discover I’ve splurged for the simpler things in life like an electrical outlet. They work in a group, like a fine oiled machine, clearly anxious to get inebriated and forget the newfound misery I’ve expounded upon them. Before too long, we’re each holding a fat glass with a salty rim, filled to the brim with a lime green frosty concoction promising to make my investigative purposes for the evening move a little quicker, I’m hoping.

      “So what’s the name of the book we’ll be discussing?” I ask as the three of them plant themselves on the loveseat, and I take a seat on the coffee table in an effort to face them.

      Chevy shoots both Murphy and Tipper a quick look. She’ll be a needy one, won’t she?

      Needy?

      Another knock erupts before Bunny, Peggy, and Clarabelle step inside.

      Bunny looks ready to meet and greet an entire room of eligible bachelors in that hot pink frock hugging her every curve. Peggy and Clarabelle look spiffed up as well, in blue and cranberry pantsuits respectively. Peggy has a bloated quilted tote bag over her shoulder, and it makes me wonder if she’s in charge of bringing the books for the entire group.

      It would be odd, but then, odd seems to be the order of the day—or night as it were—with this group.

      “I’m here!” Bunny chirps. “The party can officially begin,” she says, traipsing to the kitchen and making a margarita for herself and the women who arrived with her.

      Interestingly enough, Bunny doesn’t bat a lash at the thimble she’s just stumbled into.

      I like her better already.

      Before any of them can scoot into the living room, another body walks through the door. This time it’s my new boss, Peyton Blakely.

      Peyton cuts a cool glance around the room, her dark hair blending in with her dark coat, fitting nicely in with the rest of the country club coven that’s arrived.

      “Quaint,” she announces in lieu of a hello. “Now where’s my margarita?”

      Bunny quickly furnishes her with the fruity concoction before hoisting her drink in the air. “Now that we’re all present and accounted for, I say let the good times roll.”

      “This is it?” I ask, more than a little relieved. “I mean, there were so many people there last night, I thought for sure I’d be hosting a do-over.”

      Chevy shakes her head. “That wasn’t an official club endeavor. And on behalf of the book club, may I extend our gratitude for hosting us in your”—she glances around—“happy little home.”

      “Happy, my foot.” Murphy motions to Peggy, and the older woman hops up.

      “That’s right.” Peggy smacks Clarabelle on the arm, and soon they’re lighting up over a dozen candles and planting them in every nook and cranny. “We like to have a certain amount of ambiance for our meetins.” Her country twang comes out loud and clear, and I can’t help but smile.

      “I’m all about ambiance,” I tell her. “Peggy, where’s your accent from, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Oh, hon, I’m a Georgia peach if ever there was one. I’m never givin’ up my accent. It keeps me classy and sassy.”

      “That’s right,” Clarabelle says. “And it wipes the tarnish off when she decides to get trashy.”

      The two of them let out a whoop of a laugh.

      “Well, I made cookies,” I say as I quickly land them on the coffee table and the women all stare at them as if I’ve just offered up a platter full of carcasses for dissection.

      I didn’t think they’d be pleased, Cricket says as she wraps herself around my feet.

      I shoot her a look that says, know-it-all. And Cricket truly does know it all. I should make it a point to listen to her more often.

      “Well, if they have walnuts, that’s practically keto,” Tipper says, taking one up, along with a napkin, and quickly beginning to mine the treat for the walnuts, of all things.

      To each her own.

      Peggy and Clarabelle each scoop up a handful after illuminating my tiny cabin to the point it’s the envy of just about every candle shop. And I quickly pull up a couple of kitchen chairs for them, each to take a seat on.

      Bunny and Peyton make themselves comfortable on the trundle, and I offer them each a cookie and they snap one up themselves.

      Since I’m the lone wolf without an official seat, I make do on the armrest of the sofa.

      “So what happens now?” I ask as I take a bite of a cookie of my own. A hard groan comes from me once that chocolate goodness hits me. I can’t help it, they’re that delicious.

      Bunny lifts her drink. “We spill all of our deep, dark secrets.”

      And that alone is worth the price of admission.

      Here’s hoping I can get Tipper to confess to a dark secret of her own—such as murder.
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      “It’s time for our roses and thorns,” Bunny tells me as she looks around at the so-called book club gathered around my cozy living room.

      “Roses and thorns?” I muse. “I haven’t done that since Girl Scouts,” I say with a laugh, but it seems I’m the only one laughing.

      Peggy lifts a finger. “One is never too old to share a little news, both good and bad, with her besties. Go on.” She nods to Tipper. “Get us goin’, would you?”

      Tipper sniffs as she forces a smile. “Okay.” For once I’d like to tell every person in this room that they’re the true thorn in my life. “My rose is that Tucker is looking to build another O’Malley’s Alley right here in Brambleberry Bay.”

      The room lights up with oohs and ahhs, and I think Murphy just said out loud, there goes the neighborhood, but it could have been a thought. I wasn’t looking.

      Tipper’s smile dissipates just as quickly as it came. “And my thorn is, the mayor’s office is looking to stop construction. They’re not sure a bar like that is a good fit for this uptight little town.”

      Murphy nods. “I heard that little blonde he’s sleeping with is controlling the entire town.” Not that I’m not envious. I’d love to control every person in this entire room. And then I’d banish these ridiculous meetings forever, and I’d definitely banish these ridiculous people from my life forever, too. “Rumor has it, she’s quite the hussy.”

      My mouth falls open just hearing it.

      Say—Cricket mewls as she hops up next to me—I bet that’s Neelie they’re talking about. She is certainly a hussy.

      I can’t fight her on that. I can’t fight Murphy on it either.

      It’s true.

      And I’m afraid it’s true that my little sister, Neelie, is the hussy in question here, too, so I give Cricket an affirming nod.

      Rookie sheds a soft bark. Every hussy Sienna ever introduced me to turned out to be pretty nice. In fact, Peyton, Peggy, Clarabelle, and Bunny are some of those hussies.

      I give him a wry smile. It certainly sounds as if Sienna had a sense of humor—or a sense of hussies.

      “I’m next.” Chevy lifts her glass. “My rose is, my publisher said my series can go on.” The room lights up with loose applause. “The thorn is, I’m now on the hook to produce three more books.” A laugh circles the cabin at that one.

      Murphy shrugs. “My rose is the fact I get to be here with all of you. I want each one of you to know that I treasure our friendship deeply.”

      That’s funny, she wasn’t singing that song a few minutes ago. Of course, those were her private musings. I often find that what a person is thinking is not usually what comes out of their mouth, like now for instance.

      Both Chevy and Tipper exchange a look that says they know better.

      “And my thorn”—Murphy sighs as tears glitter in her eyes—“is that Sienna is no longer with us.”

      The room falls silent, save for the branch of a maple tree scraping against the window like a skeleton beckoning to come inside.

      “Oh, hon”—Peggy waves her off—“she’s here with us in spirit.”

      “I agree,” Clarabelle says before chugging half the drink in her hand. “In fact, I vote we conjure her up around Halloween.”

      “Ooh”—Bunny lifts a finger mid-sip—“I’ll have her portrait added to the Le Champs Mansion.” She looks my way. “You’ll be doing next month’s benefit from there. The mansion is rumored to be haunted, and we’re raising money for the homeless.”

      “That’s so nice,” I say. “And the proceeds can go toward getting blankets and hot meals to those people. I love that.”

      Bunny shakes her head. “The proceeds go directly to the bus fare. We ship them out before hard winter comes. Frozen folks lying around Main Street is a bad look for any town, let alone Brambleberry.”

      “Oh, right.” I frown.

      Brambleberry Bay doesn’t have a homeless population for the most part, and now I know why.

      “I’ll go next.” Bunny raises a hand. “My rose is—Hattie here.” She lifts a glass in my direction. “And my thorn would be the rest of you.” She gives a little wink, and another light laugh circles the room.

      Peyton gives a heavy sigh. “I’m with Bunny. My rose is Hattie as well.” She openly glares at me a moment. “Don’t make me regret my life choices.” She sinks into my bed a notch as her foot lazily pets Rookie, and he seems to be enjoying the impromptu massage. “And my thorn is Edwina March.”

      Murphy clucks her tongue. “Oh, come on, she’s been your thorn for the past couple of months.”

      “That’s because she’s been dead for the past couple of months,” Peyton is quick to point out. “And I’ve been scrambling to cancel every entertainment opportunity the club has had to offer since then. But thankfully, the Regency Ball is still on.” She tilts her drink my way. “And you had better pull it off with style.”

      “Hear, hear,” Peggy shouts, and the rest of the room follows suit.

      Never before have I felt threatened by a group of women all at once.

      Peggy is up next. “My rose is the fact I’ve got two handsome suitors lined up to take me to the ball. My thorn is the fact I’ve got two handsome suitors to take me to the ball.”

      Clarabelle averts her eyes. “My rose is this margarita. And in about an hour, my thorn will be this margarita, too.”

      The room shifts its attention my way.

      “Oh, right, me,” I say, clearing my throat. “Well, my rose is definitely my new position at the country club.” I nod to Peyton. “So thank you for that. And my thorn is—” Killion Maddox’s obnoxious face stains my brain for a moment. “That detective I met last night.” I swallow hard because I’m not sure why I went with the truth. This isn’t a slumber party. “He has strong opinions about my truck.” I shrug, mostly because it’s true.

      I’m met with curious glances from everyone, save for Bunny.

      “Finally, we get to the good part—boys,” Bunny says with a laugh. “Speaking of the detective, I did a little digging of my own. His name is Killion Major Maddox.”

      “Major?” Clarabelle crows. “I bet that’s a hint of things he’s hiding in his pants.”

      “Yes, but they’re blue-collar pants.” Bunny sighs as if his employment status was a letdown.

      “Oh, you keep it in your own pants.” Peggy waves Clarabelle off. “Killion is a fine catch for any woman, Bunny. He’s got that rugged look to him that I like so much. Mama always said, ‘Don’t date a boy who’s prettier than you.’ It’s been my motto ever since. And with that perennial five o’clock shadow he’s got going on, I wholeheartedly approve.”

      A wave of heat spikes through me at the thought of Killion’s perennial five o’clock shadow. I can’t help it. I happen to have a soft spot for scruffy men myself.

      “He’s thirty-three,” Bunny continues. “Never married, engaged to a Ms. Shanay Wolf. Rumor has it, she did the dumping. Nevertheless, lucky for me, the good detective is single and most definitely ready to mingle.” Her features darken. “And according to yet another rumor I heard, we’ll be seeing a lot more of him. He thinks there might be foul play with Sienna’s death.”

      The room falls thick with silence once again.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake.” Chevy rolls her eyes as she takes a sip of her drink. “Everyone knows Sienna was prone to bouts of fainting. She obviously had a weak heart.”

      Murphy nods. “Probably hereditary.”

      Tipper takes a breath. “I don’t know, she wasn’t exactly exerting herself.” With the exception of when she was locked in the broom closet with Stanton. She shakes her head at the thought. Sienna was the only hussy in this room, or at least she would have been should she had survived.

      Murphy shakes her head. Now that we’re down a core member, I think maybe Hilly should be here. Her lips curl at the thought. I would just die to see her expression as we extend the invite.

      Hilly? Have I met her?

      Cricket lands a paw to my chest. Someone’s admitted to the murder, haven’t they?

      I shake my head just as Rookie lifts an ear. In this group? These women couldn’t hurt a cookie.

      And judging by the fact nearly all of the cookies I baked are still present and accounted for, I might have agreed. But that nest of brassy blonde hair tangled in her fingers begs for me to believe otherwise.

      “Hattie”—Chevy sighs—“would you mind if I took a look at Edwina’s event calendar? I just have to know what great surprise she had planned for the holidays. I have a book signing scheduled for December and want to see if our dates collide. I assume you’ll be using her planner as a guide.”

      “Actually—”

      “No, no.” Bunny wags a finger at the woman before I can answer to the whereabouts regarding that infamous planner. “We’re still on the topic of boys. How about we parlay that book signing of yours into a singles mingle? Face it, ladies, we’re not getting any younger.”

      “Who cares about getting younger?” Peggy chuffs. “Getting older is where it’s at. My kids are grown. Heck, half my grandkids are grown, and every minute of the day is me-time.”

      Clarabelle chortles. “Good one, Peg. But we all know you’ve been enjoying a little me-time ever since the wee ones were still underfoot, and you’ve got the liver to prove it.”

      A raucous laugh enlivens the room, and soon the women are up and mingling amongst themselves, refilling their margaritas while admiring the pictures of my family on the walls. Peggy holds Cricket, while Clarabelle shares her cookie with Rookie—careful to pluck the chocolate chips out in the process.

      “So tell me, Hattie,” Chevy says as both she and Murphy corner me against the kitchen counter. “What keeps your juices going? Have any passions?”

      “Actually, I have a confession. I love to write,” I tell her. “I have all of my journals and notebooks right over there.” I point to the tiny desk wedged at the end of my bed. “I’m penning a cozy mystery. Nothing epic, just a little murder, and a few talking pets.”

      “Talking pets?” Tipper lifts a well-sculpted brow that’s either stenciled on or tattooed to her flesh. Either way, it looks too perfect to be natural, but judging by the rest of her, natural isn’t exactly the look she’s going for. “So these are children’s books?”

      “No, actually, I had adults in mind when writing.” I nod to Chevy. “I’m thinking of a general audience. A clean read, no cursing, off-stage murder, and closed doors in lieu of steamier scenes.”

      “What’s this I hear about closed-door steamy scenes?” Bunny pops up. “Don’t you dare suggest a book where the steamy scenes disappear into thin air.”

      “Speaking of books,” I tell her. “I’m a librarian, or at least I was. I can come up with a good suggestion for the next meeting.” Something tells me a book at one of these events would be a novel event, indeed.

      Chevy chokes on a laugh. “Good luck with that. I’ve been trying to suggest a book for years.” She glances over my shoulder. “Pardon me.”

      She takes off, as does Murphy, just as Peyton comes this way.

      “Nice party.” Her words drip with sarcasm. “But even better cookies. See about getting the recipe to the chef. I think the clientele would love these.” She scowls as if it were all my fault, and I suppose it is. “I hate to dine and ditch, but I have a hot date with the aforementioned scruffy detective.” She gives Bunny a cheeky wink.

      “What?” both Bunny and I squawk at once.

      Bunny offers up a curt glance my way before addressing the new thorn in her side. “Spill,” she snits at my new boss. “And you’d better have a good excuse for stealing my man.”

      Peyton frowns at the thought. “Your man called and said he needs access to the security footage from the reading room last night. In fact, he wants all of the footage I can give him.”

      “Why come to you?” I ask. “Why not security?”

      Why all the questions? Bunny squints my way. Don’t tell me Hattie is looking to take a holiday in his pants, too.

      “Like heck I am,” I mutter without meaning to.

      Peyton shrugs. “I’m the head of security. Since we’ve never had that much trouble at the club, I never hired anyone after the last head of security retired. I figured all we needed were a bunch of glorified mall cops. But now that we’ve had a rash of pickpockets, well, I had to call the sheriff’s station for that. And I guess you could say Killion and I have built up a rapport.” And a heat level I’m hoping he’ll reciprocate soon enough. “Good fun. See you both tomorrow.” She shoots a quick goodbye to the group, and everyone shouts back in turn.

      I glance over and spot Chevy and Murphy near my desk, and if I’m not mistaken, the first drawer sits slightly opened.

      Bunny takes off to refill her margarita, just as Tipper steps over to a picture frame that hangs next to the door. And considering she’s my mark for the evening, I head on over.

      “That’s Emerson,” I say as she admires the quote written in cross-stitch. “As in Ralph Waldo.” I lift my half-eaten cookie her way as if toasting him.

      “Our greatest glory is not in never failing, but in rising up every time we fail,” she reads out loud.

      “That’s right.” I sigh. “My mother offered to cross-stitch something for me last Christmas and asked what I wanted. I told her I’d love a quote from Emerson, and that’s the one she gave me.”

      “Interesting.” Tipper cocks her head to the side. So her mother thinks she’s prone to failure? I knew she’d fit in just fine.

      What does my propensity for failure have to do with fitting in? And sadly, she’s not wrong about the assessment of my mother.

      “I was hoping she would have gone with my favorite quote from him—live in the sunshine, swim in the sea, and drink the wild air.” I pull a tight smile at the woman. “That about sums up Brambleberry Bay, don’t you think? It’s so peaceful and beautiful here.”

      She nods. “It sure is.” She slinks a glance to the corner of the room where Chevy and Murphy are still hovering over my desk. They have their backs to me, so I can’t tell if they’ve hit paydirt or not with my journals.

      Although it wasn’t always so peaceful here. Tipper sighs with the thought. She steps in front of me, effectively blocking their view. “So tell me how you like the country club so far?” Come on, Chevy. Do what you came for, and let’s get the heck out of this fleabag motel.

      Fleabag motel?

      Sadly, I’m more offended by that than whatever Chevy might have come here to do.

      “The country club is fine. But my first day? Not so much,” I tell her flatly. “In fact, it bothers me greatly that Sienna Abbot died the second I stepped onto the grounds. That’s a bad omen in my book, don’t you think?”

      “That’s just like Sienna,” she huffs. “Always ruining someone else’s parade.” Ironic since that’s exactly what I was telling her last night. That witch had no right to do what she did.

      What in the world could she have done? And would it have justified murder in Tipper’s book?

      “Did you know Sienna well?”

      “Didn’t we all.” She glances back at Chevy and Murphy. “She was pretty new—not a part of the core, but she wanted to be. Anyway, that can’t happen now.” Sienna died and took every last secret with her.

      Secret? Now that sounds like a motive for murder.

      “Tipper, what do you think happened to her last night?”

      She wraps a finger around a brassy lock of hair and it blares like a trumpet, reflecting the flicker of the thousands of candles burning bright in the room.

      “I don’t know. I saw her getting snippy with that man she was on-again, off-again, Stanton.” She makes a sickly face when she says his name.

      “Was that her boyfriend?”

      “Heavens no. Stanton Troublefield would be better classified as everyone’s boyfriend. Lord knows he’s given a ride of the coital variety to just about ninety percent of the club’s female population, and that includes the help. No, Sienna and Stanton seemed to be more enmeshed than that. They had some sort of business dealings they were involved in. Something to do with the big tech she made her money in. Or was it digital something or other? I really don’t know. Don’t want to know. It all looked out of control.” I know too many other things that have gotten out of control as it is, she thinks to herself as she glances past me. Are they shaking their heads at me? Oh, for goodness’ sake. Do I have to take everything into my own hands? “Excuse me,” she says, moving past me.

      I’m about to follow when Peggy and Clarabelle cha-cha their way over, each holding two margaritas apiece.

      “Oh, hon, don’t judge,” Peggy calls out with a whoop. “When you get to be our age, you look forward to a night out with the girls.”

      “You tell her, sister,” Clarabelle says. “And when you get there, you grab onto the good times with both hands.” They whoop and holler, sip and spill as they dance around my tiny living room.

      Rookie eyes that platter of cookies, and I’m about to snatch them away before he poisons himself on my watch just as Cricket swipes at him.

      Rookie bites the air between them, and soon they’re chasing one another around the cabin, whipping up a stiff breeze in their wake.

      Get back here, you cookie thief, Cricket calls out as she chases him to the kitchen.

      I’m about to put an end to the melee when a loud whoosh gets my attention from the left, and I see the curtains behind my bed go up in flames.

      A series of screams go off, mostly from me, as I dash over and begin to swat the inferno with a pillow. But before I can get it under control, the throw over my sofa lights up like a pile of autumn leaves, as do the frilly curtains by the television.

      “Run for your lives!” Clarabelle shouts as she makes a beeline for the door, and soon the entire room is evacuated as the walls ignite in flames.

      “Cricket,” I shout. “Rookie—both of you get out, now!”

      They do as they’re told, and I snatch my purse and phone from the table next to the door.

      I glance back at the tiny A-frame cabin as flames ride ever so higher. They say you can never properly heat a room with a vaulted ceiling, and sadly this is the only moment I’ve found this to be untrue.

      I’ve made so many memories here—mostly writing my book.

      “My work,” I call out as I look over at my desk, only to see the drawers slightly askew, a few of my journals on the floor precariously close to the flames. I take a step in that direction when a hand clamps over my arm and pulls me out of the cabin and onto the safety of the sidewalk just as a part of the roof collapses over the entry. “You saved my life,” I pant as I look at Bunny.

      Cricket jumps into my arms, and Rookie howls by my side as we watch my precious cabin burn to cinder.

      It looks as if Cricket got her wish—things went terribly south tonight, indeed.
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      When I heard there was a structure fire in Brambleberry Bay, I had an inkling I might find Hattie Holiday at the scene.

      The thing I didn’t realize is that I’d find her at the nexus of the flame-riddled chaos. Although, I’m not so sure why this surprises me. Once they rattled off the address, I recognized it as the one she’d given me.

      An inferno hikes into the night sky as a small mob clusters deep in the Moonlit Meadows residential park.

      As soon as the report came over the system, I apologized to Peyton and let her know I’d stop by in the morning instead.

      There are a lot of things that have gone wrong in Brambleberry Bay these past few years, but a structure fire isn’t one of them. And although at the outset I shouldn’t have been too suspicious of it, I have a gut feeling there’s something sinister behind this blaze. Statistically speaking, my gut feeling has never been wrong.

      The fire department is already putting out the flames as best as they can, and judging by the forest sitting directly behind the structure, they’ll be here all night making sure there’s not a single ember left to cause destruction on a mass scale.

      I hop out of my truck and quickly work my way through the crowd until I spot a small sea of familiar faces—the same faces that were present and accounted for this morning—all but one.

      My God, where’s Hattie?

      My heart thumps wildly as I do a frantic search for her just as an ambulance roars up on the scene, causing the crowd to part like the Red Sea.

      “Hattie?” I shout as my eyes magnetize to the flames.

      The sound of a dog barking garners my attention as that Golden Retriever she’s keeping an eye on comes this way.

      “Hey, boy”—I give him a quick pat—“where’s Hattie?” The words come out stern without meaning to. He whimpers and hitches his head toward the flames before biting over the cuff of my jacket. Rookie pulls me toward the cabin until I’m running alongside him.

      “Hattie,” I bellow as I see the entry to the small cabin has collapsed onto itself. There’s a window to the left, and I bolt that way.

      A small choir of voices, male, most likely firefighters, shout for me to get the hell away. The window shatters as I come upon it, and I run right up to the flames.

      “Hattie,” I thunder, and just as I’m about to hop into the inferno, someone yanks my arm back from behind.

      “Are you freaking insane?” a female voice shouts, and I turn to see the dark-haired woman with those searing blue eyes staring back at me.

      “Thank God.” I grip her by the arms so hard I can feel bones. “You’re safe.” A flood of relief hits me, unlike anything I’ve ever felt before, and I pull her close for a moment, taking in the scent of her hair, vanilla and cookies.

      A firefighter shouts for us to step back, and I pull her past the lawn and into the street with the rest of the observers.

      “What the hell happened?” I ask a bit too aggressively. I can’t help it, I’ve never been so charged in my life.

      She bends over and picks up that cat of hers while Rookie dances between us, barking and whimpering.

      “I don’t know.” She glances to her left, and I follow her gaze to see that trio of debutants clustered together. Chevy Von Champs, Tipper Luxemburg, and Murphy Taylor—all on my suspect list for the murder of Sienna Abbot.

      “Look who’s here!” An older redhead traipses this way, Peggy Ebersol, and with her are Clarabelle and Bunny. “Oh, we’ve got a bona fide hero on our hands.” She fans herself with her fingers.

      “You’re too late, hot stuff,” Clarabelle says, nodding to the blaze. “Hattie here is homeless. The only thing she escaped with is the shirt on her back.”

      “And my pets and my purse.” Hattie nods, affirming the catastrophe.

      “Don’t you worry,” Bunny says to Hattie while slipping an arm around me. She’s a smooth operator, I’ll give her that. “You can stay in my guest house. It’s filled with bags set for donation—shoes, clothes, purses. Help yourself.”

      Hattie looks a bit slimmer than Bunny, but for the most part, the clothes should work. I glance down at their feet and surmise new footwear will be on the horizon for Hattie. Bunny’s shoe size looks as if it could rival mine.

      “Thank you,” Hattie says, pressing a hand to her chest. “I’m sure I can straighten my living situation out rather quickly, but I’ll take you up on your offer for now.”

      Peggy sucks in a quick breath. “Looks as if the volunteer fire department has shown up on the scene. Come on, Clarabelle. There are men to conquer, and if we play our cards right, that fire won’t be the only thing blazin’ tonight. It’s time we start a few wildfires of our own.”

      They take off, and Bunny glances past me, frowning.

      “My ex is here.” She shrugs over at Hattie. “I dated a firefighter once upon a heated time. I’d better go say hello.” She trots off, and Hattie shudders.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her. “But I’m glad you’re safe. So what exactly happened here tonight?”

      “There were candles involved.” She shakes her head at the smoldering cabin and blinks back tears. “The book club came by, and for the most part, it went well. I was able to—”

      “Hattie?” a voice calls out, and we turn to see Murphy Taylor strutting up. “Chevy, Tipper, and I are heading home. Bunny mentioned she’d help you out with a place to stay. Are you going to be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine,” she tells the woman. “Go on and get yourselves home safe. This night was a trauma for all of us.”

      “I’ll say.” Murphy hugs herself, her dark ponytail glowing as it reflects the flames. “Detective.” She straightens as if just noticing me for the very first time. Her mouth opens as she glances at Hattie. “I hope you don’t mind me mentioning this, but Tipper just let me know she told Hattie about Stanton Troublefield.” She nods my way. “He was rough with Sienna last night. Everyone witnessed the event. It’s no secret. Apparently, they had some business dealings. I don’t know anything more than Sienna ever mentioned. Anyway”—her breath plumes in a fog as she turns to Hattie—“we’ll talk.” She lands a kiss to Hattie’s cheek before heading back to the two blondes waiting for her.

      “You were saying?” My eyes lock over Hattie’s.

      I’m starting to feel she knows more than she’s letting on.

      The cat in her arms lands a paw to Hattie’s chest.

      “Okay, fine.” She sighs, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say she was responding to the cat.

      Her eyes meet with mine, and something ignites deep inside of me. I’ll chalk it up to the fact I’m thrilled she made it out alive, as I would be for anyone.

      “Killion, I don’t think that fire was an accident.”

      “You said something about candles.”

      “Peggy and Clarabelle—they wanted to give the place some ambiance. They’re the ones who brought the candles and set them out.”

      “You think Peggy and Clarabelle are responsible for this?” I point back at the place without turning around. “I don’t think for a minute those women have a malicious bone in their bodies.”

      “Neither do I.” Her eyes flit to the left again, and I glance over to see Murphy, Chevy, and Tipper climbing into matching dark cars.

      “You think one of them did it?” I ask.

      “I don’t know…” her voice trails off. “But they were looking for something, and they didn’t find it.” Her lips press together as her eyes meet with mine once again. “That’s because you had it.”

      “Edwina March’s notebook,” I say, mostly to myself, as I watch the women speed away, one after the other. “Well then, it looks as if I might just have two murder investigations on my hands.”

      “So it’s been confirmed? Sienna Abbot was murdered?”

      “Poisoned.” I nod her way. “I’d keep it close to the vest if I were you. I have a feeling whoever is responsible for this doesn’t plan on getting caught anytime soon.” I step in close. “This person, or these people—they’re dangerous.” I glance at the blaze as streams of water are blasted their way, trying their best to contain it. “You may have found that out firsthand tonight. Now—I need the names of everyone who was here at the meeting.”

      She rattles them off, and I quickly make note of it.

      If Hattie is right, if those women were looking for Edwina’s notebook, once they discover they didn’t destroy whatever they were trying to hide within its pages, they’ll strike again. And this time, they might try to take out anyone who may have access to it as well.

      One thing is for certain, Hattie Holiday isn’t getting that book back.

      Who knows how many killers are running around at large. And the country club thought a pickpocket was their biggest problem.

      I inspect Hattie for a moment and our eyes lock.

      Someone bumped Sienna Abbot off the planet. Could I be looking at the killer herself?

      Hattie flinches as if she heard.

      Bunny calls out to her, and Hattie nods my way.

      “Thank you for stopping by.” She pulls her cat in close as the unmistakable look of frustration crosses her face. “Goodnight, Detective.”

      If I’m good at anything, it’s frustrating her, and believe me, she’s a pro at returning the favor.

      She takes off, and Rookie bounces by her side as they disappear into the night.

      I have a gut feeling Hattie is still very much in danger.

      And for once, I’d do anything for my gut to be wrong.
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      A fire.

      My whole adorable little cabin went up in smoke.

      Let’s just say my landlord, Ida, wasn’t too thrilled about it. There were murmurs of lawsuits for negligence on my part. But cooler heads prevailed once I mentioned my brother was a top attorney who would be glad to defend the fact his sister didn’t perish in that tinderbox—which come to find out lacked any sort of smoke alarm—but all of her worldly possessions were destroyed in the process.

      I didn’t really tap Henry on the shoulder. The mere whiff of having to make a payout on behalf of my scant worldly possessions had good old Ida wishing me the best of luck in the future. Before we parted ways, I asked if I could rent another unit on the property, and she said she’d think about it.

      Her exact thoughts were, wow, this girl has some big cookies.

      And she’s right.

      But speaking of my brother, tonight just so happens to be his birthday dinner, and the entire family is meeting out in Pelican Cove at the Lobster Pot, a beachside restaurant that offers fine dining just steps from the sand. We’ve spent practically every celebratory event at the place, mostly because my father is good friends with the owners.

      The Lobster Pot is one of the biggest buyers from the Holiday Lobster Company, and my father likes to return the favor by visiting their establishment often. Since the weather is still fair enough, I know for a fact we’ll be seated out on the deck that overlooks the ocean, and that’s exactly why I’ve brought Cricket and Rookie along for the yummy ride.

      True to Bunny’s word, she’s been letting me stay at her guest house these last few days, a palace in comparison to my thumbnail of a cabin.

      I spent the day after the fire running around and picking up supplies for Cricket, Rookie, and myself. Bunny was kind enough to let me have at those bags of clothes she was about to donate, and I managed to cull out whatever I thought I could use.

      Suffice it to say, I have enough cocktail dresses to cover me for the next six to eight decades of life. And seeing that I don’t have much in my bank account to produce a whole new wardrobe, it might explain the fact I’m dressed the way I am.

      I’ve donned a tangerine wool dress, long sleeves, cut off at the knees, extremely form-fitting with enough give in the chest to allow me to take a few solid breaths without passing out—for now. I’ve paired it with tights and the only shoes I own in the world, a pair of brown suede slouchy boots. Come to find out, Bunny’s feet were made for hopping great distances, and I’d need more than a bucket of cotton balls to wear them.

      However, Bunny and I are almost the same size when it comes to other parts of the body, so most of the clothes fit well enough. But since I’m more of a jeans and sweatshirt kind of a girl and less prone to wear couture to the supermarket, a run to the local thrift store is in order.

      I drop Ginger off with the valet, and she winks at me as Cricket, Rookie, and I make our way around the back to the seaside deck that sits under a canopy of string lights. The Atlantic churns just past the borders of the patio, and there is a smattering of people on the sand watching the sunset.

      Cricket pokes her head out of the tote bag I’m lugging her around in. Once we’re seated, I’ll let her roam free. Thankfully, the owners don’t mind pets out on the deck, and more often than not, Cricket meets a furry friend.

      Don’t forget to order a side of salmon, Cricket mewls as we thread our way between tables. The twinkle lights spark against the crisp lavender night sky, and there is a small army of heaters staggered about to ensure we won’t freeze to death.

      “I won’t,” I tell her. “And don’t worry, Rookie. I’ll be thinking of you, too, when I order my meal.”

      That steak smells fantastic. He gives the air a hard sniff. Sienna used to have the chef prepare a grilled sirloin for me at least once a week. And there were always eggs and bacon to start my morning.

      Do you hear that, Hattie? Cricket meows. I bet Sienna would have served me up some Fancy Beast at least three times a day.

      Rookie barks. I don’t think so. Sienna didn’t believe in prepackaged food. She made sure we ate fresh and wholesome from farm to table.

      I make a face. “Sorry to disappoint in the culinary department. The good news is, I like to eat donuts when I’m stressed, and now that I’ve lost just about everything in a fire, am essentially homeless, and sitting at the top of a murder investigation, I’m ready to chow down on a few dozen boxes of the sugary deep-fried treats. And since I’m feeling generous, I’ll let the two of you in on the fun.”

      Me—a suspect. I shake my head at the thought.

      I still can’t believe Killion thinks I’m capable of murder. Not that he came out and said it, but he thought it—same difference.

      Fall has arrived in all of its blustery glory, and the frigid evening air is a testament to the fact it’s about to get a whole lot cooler in our pocket of Maine. The briny scent from the ocean, coupled with the scent of grilled steak, lights up my senses. The din of conversation is only slightly eclipsed by the sound of light jazz music sawing through the air.

      Someone waves from a table nearest to the sand, and it’s my mother I see. In fact, the entire Holiday clan is already seated with appetizers and drinks sprawled out before them.

      I let my mother know I’d be running a few minutes late since I got held up with the catering department at the country club. It turns out, there’s more to planning a Regency-themed dinner than a few canapés and a side of prime rib. And with all that culinary to-do, I’ve yet to nail down the menu.

      “Hattie’s here!” My mother breaks out into spontaneous applause as I make my way over.

      My sister, Winnie, is the first to offer me a firm embrace. Winnie has caramel-colored locks, hazel eyes, and a warm countenance. Her shop, the Crafty Treehouse, is just as warm and friendly as she is.

      “Oh good, you brought my favorite sister,” Winnie says, scooping Cricket out of my bag.

      Let’s make sure she orders the salmon, Cricket yowls as Winnie takes her back to her seat.

      Henry rises with a grin. “And you’ve brought a gift for me.” He reaches over and gives Rookie a quick scratch between the ears before offering me a warm embrace.

      Henry is clad in a dark suit. No doubt he came straight from the courthouse. He’s the only sibling that shares my dark wavy hair and denim blue eyes. We get our dark hair from our father, who once-upon-a-time had dark hair himself. These days his luscious locks have been reduced to gray stubble, but those Holiday issued blue eyes are still going strong.

      “All kidding aside.” Henry nods. “You didn’t really bring me a dog, did you?”

      “Rookie is mine—at least for the interim,” I tell him. “And you’ll have to fight me to the death if you plan on a dognapping.”

      “Duly noted.” He offers a playful frown. “Doling out death threats on my birthday? I’d expect it from Neelie but not from you. Nice, Hattie. Real nice.”

      Neelie waves from the other side of the table looking pretty as ever with her long swath of blonde hair swept back in a ponytail. Neelie has delicate features, large green doe eyes, and face that most men find irresistible—case in point Brambleberry Bay’s own Mayor Reed. He’s about my father’s age—late fifties, and has a storied past of cheating on his insufferable wife who finally gave him the boot last year.

      “So what’s the country club like?” Neelie leans in eager to cut to the chase. I can’t wait to get in there and get my hands on those gorgeous men. Of course their money makes them all the more delicious. Mayor Reed was just a summertime appetizer. I’m ready for a good and hearty fall meal—more like meal ticket. Didn’t Mom once say it was just as easy to marry a rich man? Now that Hattie has an in, it’ll be that much easier.

      I shake my head at her. My mother has never said such a thing. My mother believes in true love.

      Mom bops over with her vanilla locks bouncing over her shoulders. “Oh, Hattie, I’m so proud of you. You’ll have to tell us all about your new job at the country club. Don’t you dare let one delicious detail slip.” Now that she’s surrounded by billionaires, I’m sure she can find a handsome one for herself—and a couple for her sisters as well. I’ll never have to lose sleep regarding their futures again.

      I choke on the thought. So much for true love.

      It was my mother’s mother who was transmundane like me. That’s the official name of my little mind-reading quirk. I’m further classified as telesensual, the ability to pry into skulls and see what’s cookin’ behind the cobwebs.

      I’m not sure why it skipped my mother, or my siblings for that matter. But believe me, I’ve tested the internal waters, and no one in the household I grew up in shares my unique talent.

      There are other supernatural abilities that fall under the transmundane umbrella as well. For instance, the supersensual can see the dead, beguilers can beguile others into doing their bidding, those with sibylline abilities can peer into the future, and I’ve even heard of something called travelers, people who can skip forward and backward through time. Time travel. As if I didn’t have enough problems. I can’t imagine leaving one decade and accidentally landing into another. Imagine the havoc I could wreak and the universes I could dismantle.

      Dad offers me a quick hug as well, and I take a moment to inhale his familiar cologne and trap it in my lungs. He’s wearing a wool coat with a dress shirt peering out from underneath, and despite the fact he’s a hardworking lobsterman, he cleans up nicely when my mother requires it of him.

      Dad always has a pleasant smile at the ready, a glimmer of mischief in his stunning blue eyes, and a big heart for just about anyone he meets.

      “Tell us everything.” Dad gives me a curt nod. And so help me, if those men at the club are hitting on my little girl, I know of a few hitmen myself who would be glad to take them out.

      “Dad.” A laugh gets caught in my throat as we take a seat. Hitmen are hardly his style, but then again, when it comes to his girls, he can get a bit aggressive. “You look great.” I’m tempted to tell him to steer away from prison jumpsuits. “You look great, too, Mom.”

      Winnie squints my way while snuggling with Cricket. “You’re glowing, Hattie. You’ve already fallen in love with one of those deep pockets running around the country club, haven’t you?”

      You have? Rookie barks as he sits dutifully between Henry and me. Which one is he, Hattie? I’ll give you the lowdown and let you know if he’s worth your time.

      “I hate to disappoint, but the rumors of my love life are wildly exaggerated,” I tell anyone with ears. “Besides, isn’t this Henry’s birthday? We should be grilling him instead.” I snatch up one of the homemade cheese biscuits this place is famous for. “How old are you again?” I ask him. “Eighty-five?”

      His cheek cinches up one side. “I think you’re trying to evade the subject. Is there someone at the club who’s caught your eye? Let me guess, his name is Biff? Or Topper or Stuffy?” God forbid Stiffy. I’m with Dad. I’ll take out anyone trying to get into my little sister’s pants.

      I bite down on a smile. Henry has always been extra protective over his sisters. I couldn’t ask for a better big brother.

      A thought comes to me. Didn’t Killion mention something about being in a fraternity with him?

      I’m about to ask when I shake my head in haste. There’s no way I’m letting Killion Maddox ruin this magical night with my family. Besides, I’ve got other far more pressing things to discuss with the people before me.

      I start with, “There was a fire…” And end with, “On the bright side, Bunny says I can live at her guest house until I find a place.”

      My mother sucks in a never-ending breath. “I think I’m going to faint.”

      Dad is quick to fan her with his menu. “Hattie,” he snips my way. “Your cabin burned to the ground days ago, and you’re only now getting around to telling us?”

      “Well, I didn’t want to worry anyone. Besides, that was the least of my troubles after I found that body.”

      Dead silence thickens the air and the quiet hush seems to extend to a few tables in the vicinity as well.

      I shake my head as I look around the gossip-hungry crowd.

      “It’s not like I killed anyone.” Not that Killion is convinced of it. “I just found the poor woman lying there.” I quickly detail all that I know of Sienna Abbot’s demise.

      “Oh, my word.” My mother scoots her chair back and sways in her seat as my father fans her all that much faster.

      “Hattie,” Winnie hisses. “I thought I was your best friend.”

      “You are,” I whisper as not to offend Neelie, not that Neelie is offendable. “But I also know that fall is the busiest season at the Treehouse. Besides, I’ve been pretty busy myself planning the Regency Ball taking place next Saturday at the country club.”

      “Regency Ball?” Neelie’s left brow fishhooks into her forehead. “I’m in.”

      “Ooh, me, too,” Mom says. “You know historical romances are my favorite, and there’s no match for the Regency period. See about pulling a few strings, would you?”

      Winnie nods. “If they’re going, so am I. If you need any help with flowers or decorations, I’m your girl.” I’m shocked Hattie hasn’t already asked me to supply the decorative goods. You’d think that she’d want to help a sister out. If only she knew how bad sales were, she’d be more than happy to do it. But there’s no way I want anyone’s pity business.

      “Expect a super-sized order of just about everything,” I tell her.

      I don’t see why I wouldn’t utilize my sister. It’s not like I have Edwina’s playbook to help me out of this Regency-inspired pinch.

      “Really?” Winnie bounces in her seat and takes Cricket for the ride with her.

      “Really,” I tell her. “And I’ll talk to my boss about getting the rest of you admission to the Regency Ball as well.”

      Wonderful. Dad looks less than pleased. I’ve spent a lifetime trying to stay out of that place, and now it looks as if I’ll be rubbing elbows with the condescending club crowd. Is it bad to root for a big fat no from her boss?

      Mom coos, “Oh, Henry.” She looks to my father. “The Regency Ball is the day before our thirty-fifth wedding anniversary. Wouldn’t it be amazing to spend it at the country club all dressed up in period pieces set for a romantic evening?”

      “That’s right,” I say. “Thirty-five years makes for a very big anniversary. What are we planning to do?”

      Mom waves it off. “We’ll just have you kids stop by the house for cake. We plan on keeping it simple.”

      “Expect lobster for dinner.” Dad winks my way, and the entire table shares a laugh.

      It’s safe to say the Holiday family has eaten more than its fair share of the delicate crustacean for just about every occasion.

      We begin to peruse our menus when something catches my brother’s eye.

      “Killion Maddox?” he calls out, and I follow his gaze with my eyes bulging in disbelief.

      Please don’t let it be so. Please don’t let it be—it’s so.

      There he is, Killion Maddox in a dark inky suit himself, getting ready to be seated at a small table near the main establishment.

      “Henry Holiday.” He cocks his head to the side, a frown frozen on his face as he spots me and heads this way.

      Just great.

      And here I thought this would be the first pleasant evening I’ve had in a week.

      Boy, was I ever wrong.
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      Cricket twitches her whiskers. Here comes trouble. How do you suppose he knew you would be here? Isn’t it curious that wherever you are, there he is? I think you’ve got a genuine stalker on your hands. I knew your life would get exciting eventually.

      Exciting? I muse her way with a look.

      More like unfortunate, in the event she hasn’t noticed my serious run of bad luck.

      Henry and Killion exchange a half-hug that ends with a pat to the gut, right here out on the deck of the Lobster Pot as my brother’s birthday celebration is about to get underway.

      The night grows dark, the twinkle lights are winking down at us as if they were in on this cosmic joke, and the churning of the Atlantic is drowning out the jazz music overhead.

      “Everyone”—Henry says as he pats Killion on the back—“this is my frat brother, Killer Smile Killion.”

      That’s funny, I’ve yet to see him smile once. Or if I have, it hasn’t been all that memorable.

      My stomach squeezes tight as if calling me out on the lie.

      “Well, hello.” Neelie quickly plucks a chair from the table behind us and lands it next to her. “Please, feel free to join us. It is your fraternity brother’s birthday, after all.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he’s busy,” I say without warrant. “I mean, he’s probably meeting up with someone himself. A hot date or something.”

      Hot date? Rookie lifts an ear my way. You don’t think he’s got a hot date with the killer, do you?

      I shrug over at the pooch. Stranger things have happened. But with my luck, we might be looking at the killer himself.

      “Hot date? Bring her, too,” Henry offers. “The more the merrier.” And I might steal her from under him for old times’ sake.

      Now that would be worth the price of admission.

      “Actually, it’s just me this evening.” Killion frowns my way. Why in the world are we running into one another like this? What exactly is the universe thinking?

      I’d like an explanation from the universe myself.

      “So Killion”—Neelie lures him into her clutches as he blindly takes the seat next to her—“was your girlfriend or your wife unavailable this evening?” I’ll get to the bottom of this relational entanglement in two minutes flat. I just pray he’s single and ready to mingle—with me. “I can’t understand why a handsome man such as yourself would be free to wander the mean streets of Pelican Cove all by your lonesome this evening.” She runs her finger down his tie, and only once my father clears his throat does she pull back as if yanking it from the flames.

      “And there she goes,” Winnie mutters my way. At least we get front-row seats to the show. She nods at my mother. Don’t look surprised, woman. You raised this hormonally charged vixen.

      Henry sighs. Really, Neelie? Must you hit on every man in the vicinity? He shakes his head. There’s no way I’d let Killion near any of my sisters knowing what I do.

      Knowing what he does?

      My mouth falls open.

      Exactly what does Henry know?

      A waitress comes by, taking our orders, and without missing a beat, we’re furnished with our drinks and another round of appetizers. My family is big on keeping the good eats coming. It’s the part of us both my stomach and I like best.

      “So how’s life been treating you?” Henry asks his old friend.

      “Great.” Killion shakes his head as if disagreeing with himself. “I’m the lead homicide detective over in Eagle County. In fact, we just had a homicide in Brambleberry Bay.”

      “So we’ve heard.” My father ticks his head to the side. Why is this man scowling at Hattie? The way he’s acting you’d think she was responsible for the homicide herself.

      Mom gasps. “Are you investigating the murder of that poor woman Hattie discovered?”

      Dad straightens. Good grief. He’s investigating Hattie, isn’t he?

      “That I am.” Killion sheds that famed killer grin, albeit for less than a second. It was most likely manufactured on my behalf because he’s just itching to arrest me for the murder.

      I bet that’s what he’s really doing here.

      Cricket is right. I’ve got a bona fide stalker.

      “How’s the case going?” Henry asks as the waitress refreshes his wine.

      “It’s moving along nicely.” Killion is back to frowning at me. “A few key pieces of evidence came in this afternoon. Nothing I’m able to discuss. But let’s just say I’m on my way to making an arrest.” He gives a curt frown my way, and both Cricket and Rookie sink a notch as if their days with a borrowed roof over our heads are numbered, and they might be.

      A few key pieces of evidence?

      He’s looking to arrest you, isn’t he, Hattie? Rookie growls at him, as he should.

      There’s no way I’d let that happen, Cricket mewls. As much as I appreciate your sisters, Winnie snores to high heaven. And as far as Neelie goes, let’s just say her gentlemen suitors snore just as bad.

      She’s right about Winnie’s snoring. And heck, she’s probably right about Neelie’s suitors, too.

      There were a few occasions where Cricket spent the night at Winnie’s, like when I painted the walls of my rental, with my landlord’s permission, of course. I was afraid the fumes would do my poor cat in, so Winnie offered to take her for the night. And the only reason we ended up at Neelie’s was because it was New Year’s Eve and I was too exhausted to drive home—the same went for half the people she invited. Neelie’s house parties are rather infamous in Brambleberry Bay.

      And judging by the way Neelie is licking her lips over at the good detective—and the insurmountable amount of white noise infiltrating that head of hers—I have a feeling she’s plotting a private party for two in the very near future. Like tonight.

      “Well”—Henry looks to Killion—“when you do make that arrest, give me a heads-up. I’ve got a few buddies who happen to be darn good defense attorneys just chomping at the bit to get a killer off the hook.”

      “Oh, you do not.” Mom swats the air between them.

      Neelie sniffs. “If Hattie is the killer, we would definitely want to get her off the hook.”

      “Neelie.” Henry shakes his head.

      “What?” she squawks. “I’m just saying—she did find the body.”

      “That she did.” Killion is back to offering up a brief, albeit terse, smile my way.

      Wait a minute…Winnie thinks to herself. Is he into Hattie?

      “No.” I shake my head at her, stunned I just said the word out loud. “No, I didn’t kill anyone,” I add for clarification even if that wasn’t the direction I was going in.

      I take a moment to openly glare at the interloper among us.

      Wait another minute…. Winnie’s lips part with the thought. I think Hattie is into him.

      “No, no, no,” I mutter, mostly to myself.

      Winnie takes a quick breath. Oh my word, yes, she is. Just look at the way her cheeks are pinching with color and the way her neck is lighting up like a Christmas tree. And the way she’s fake glaring at him. She is so far gone, and I bet she doesn’t even know it yet.

      “That’s absurd,” I say under my breath. And what’s this fake glaring business? I’ll have her know, all of the glaring I’ve done at Killion Maddox has been one hundred percent genuine.

      “I agree,” Dad says, lifting a finger over at Killion. “That is absurd. But if my daughter is the culprit, I expect you to throw the book at her.” He winks my way as everyone at the table breaks out into mild laughter.

      “Very funny,” I say as our food arrives.

      My parents each present Henry with a quick toast, and just as we’re about to imbibe, Neelie raises a hand.

      “How about you, Detective?” She thrusts her chest his way, her boobs testing the buttons on her blouse. “I bet you have more than a few interesting stories about my brother that you’re just dying to share.”

      “Actually…” Killion starts, and I clear my throat.

      “Actually, no,” I say. “Nobody at this table wants to hear about Henry’s indelicate dalliances while at Dexter, least of all his parents and his sisters.” I shoot Killion with a death glare.

      There she goes again, Winnie muses. She’s got it bad.

      “Oh, hush, you,” I hiss her way before sniffing. “It’s time we all hush up for dinner in honor of the birthday boy. Cheers,” I shout, and everyone echoes the sentiment in return.

      Soon enough, we’re all downing our drinks just before we hit our meals hard. I sneak a decent piece of salmon to Cricket and land a good chunk of my steak to Rookie. The lobster smothered in butter is all for me.

      More steak? Rookie jerks his head to the left and takes off to my left.

      I give a quick glance under the table, and sure enough, it’s the good detective sharing his meal.

      No sooner do I sit up than Killion hooks his gaze to mine, and for a moment it’s as if the rest of the people on the planet do a disappearing act.

      Dad laughs at something my mother says, and the spell is quickly broken.

      So Killion is kind to animals. So what? Half the human population qualifies for that accolade. It doesn’t mean he’s not annoying.

      We’re about halfway through with our meal when Rookie sits straight up, his attention hijacked by something on the beach.

      I turn that way to see a lime green Frisbee, lit up from the inside, spinning across the sand like a flying saucer, and Rookie zips off after it.

      “Rookie,” I shout, jumping out of my seat and giving him chase.

      I knew he would be trouble, Cricket says, scampering by my side.

      That Frisbee is sailing right for the shoreline and so is my newfound pooch by proxy. The waves pound the shore with such treachery before pulling back, only to slam the sand once again. He could easily misjudge his proximity to the water and get swept straight out to sea.

      “Rookie, nooo,” I shout, but he’s too determined to care.

      “I’ll get him,” Killion calls out as he runs up beside me.

      A gust of wind picks up and takes that Frisbee out toward the crashing waves, and Rookie doesn’t hesitate to leap into the water after it.

      “Rookie,” I scream as I run to the edge of the damp sand and hop up and down like mad trying to get his attention. A wave slams over him, taking Rookie beneath the surface. “Oh my goodness,” I wail as I wade into the icy brine.

      I’m out, Cricket shouts safely from the shore. I knew taking on the big buffoon would prove to be a big mistake.

      Now she tells me.

      What am I saying?

      Rookie is not a mistake. And if he was, he’d be my favorite mistake.

      “Hang on, Rookie,” I howl. “I’m coming for you!”

      “Stay back, Hattie,” Killion shouts. “I’ve got this.” He dives under the water just as a wave comes up and smacks me in the face, knocking me off my feet for a brief second before doing its best to suck me out to sea.

      A shrill scream comes from me, albeit garbled and underwater.

      Who knew I was about to take an ice bath this evening? And if I don’t get my bearings, it will be my final ice bath.

      It’s fr-fr-fr-eezing.

      My flesh enlivens as if being stabbed by a thousand tiny knives. Oddly enough, the water is so cold my flesh feels as if it’s on fire.

      I cork up to the surface in time to see Rookie bounding back to the shore with that glowing Frisbee in his mouth, shaking out his fur with such vigor it gives poor Cricket an ice bath herself.

      “Hattie,” Killion shouts as he holds a hand out my way.

      I reach over to grab on just as the current sucks me out again, and to my horror, the shore grows smaller and smaller in the distance.

      “Hattie,” Killion’s voice resounds over the water, and in a blink his arms are wrapped around me as he bullets us back to the shore with the speed and efficiency of a shark.

      “Oh, thank you,” I pant before collapsing on the sand and right on top of him without meaning to. But I’m too bone-tired to move. I may never move again. Killion and I will just have to die together like this. It sort of feels like destiny at this point.

      “You’re welcome,” he says, his chest pushing me up and down with his erratic breathing.

      I turn to the right just as he turns to the left, and our lips all but bounce over one another yet again.

      “Hattie?” an entire cacophony of familiar voices cry out at once as my family makes their way to the sand.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake, she’s making out with him,” Neelie shouts with disappointment.

      “Not true,” I say, struggling to roll off of him, but our bodies seem to have adhered together for the moment. Not to mention the fact all of my muscles have quit working for the night—or the decade at hand.

      Henry shakes his head. “Killion Maddox knows better than to go after one of my sisters.” He helps me to my feet just as Mom wraps her jacket around me. “He was simply helping out.” Henry helps Killion up as well. “Isn’t that right?” He pats his friend on the back.

      “That’s right,” Killion snarls over at me. “I can assure you, Henry, that each of your sisters is safe from any of my wily ways.”

      Just great. Neelie looks as if she’s about to shank the birthday boy, and maybe Killion. I might be on the chopping block, too.

      “Good,” Henry says, shooting me a look. “Now that we’ve established that, let’s get you both dried off and call it a night.”

      Killion looks over at me, and not a thought runs through his mind. But the way he’s searching my features—well, if I didn’t know better, I’d think there was a twinge of regret on his face.

      Thank goodness for Henry putting his foot down, or I might have….

      I might have what?

      Winnie isn’t right, is she? I’m not interested in Killion Maddox.

      My insides squeeze tight, and I gasp at the implications.

      No, no, no.

      Regardless, Henry made his position clear. Who knew that Killion’s appearance tonight would be a blessing in disguise? Not only are we officially off the table for one another, romantically speaking, but he did just so happen to save my life.

      Sailing out to sea like some damsel in distress… I shake my head. Who does that?

      A thought comes to me.

      Now that I think of it, I vaguely recall my cousin Bizzy mentioning something about having a similar episode the day she met Jasper Wilder, the man she eventually married. I believe she sailed out into the sea, and Jasper helped save her life, too.

      Huh.

      Well, I can guarantee you tonight’s venture into deep waters won’t lead to a proposal anytime soon or ever, when it comes to Killion Maddox.

      I could never be interested in him in that way.

      My entire body squeezes tight this time.

      Just like that, I realize I’m in deep waters with Killion Maddox. And if my body doesn’t knock it off, who knows where it will lead us next.

      I’m drowning just thinking about it.
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      The dog is growing on me.

      The cat might be, too.

      But Hattie Holiday is a menace to society.

      “Ms. Holiday.” I frown as she saunters into my office with a wave.

      Her cat is stuffed in a tote bag with her head peering out, and Rookie bounces along beside her. But it’s the bright pink box in Hattie’s arms that makes my stomach growl audibly.

      It’s a little past one in the afternoon, and thanks to the fact the coroner’s report came in just as I was about to take off for lunch, I missed the meal altogether.

      “I come bearing a gift from the clubhouse bakery,” she says, setting the box on my desk before opening it. “Cops like donuts, right?” She gives a cheeky wink before taking a seat across from me. “Go on, don’t be shy. I got six chocolate crullers. The four powdered donuts are filled with raspberry jelly, and there are a couple of bear claws—aka apple fritters.” She shrugs. “There were two glazed old-fashioneds, but both Rookie and I had one on the way over. So how’s the case looking?” She bats her lashes, and I’ll be darned if they’re not as long as those atrocities she adhered to the headlights of her truck. Although on Hattie they look perfectly natural. Everything about Hattie looks perfectly natural, which is refreshing these days.

      She gives a tiny nod as if agreeing with me.

      I slide the donut box over a notch and lift the coroner’s report from under it in an effort to keep it clean of the crumbs I’m about to rain over my desk.

      “Thank you,” I say, nodding to the treats. “Your stereotypical assessment regarding cops and donuts happens to be accurate in my case. And I missed lunch. As for the case, I’m sorry, Hattie. But it’s none of your business.”

      She clucks her tongue. “I was hoping to do this the easy way.” She takes a moment to pluck her cat out of the bag and settles her over her lap as if she were setting up shop. “Miles Jeffries, the coroner down at the Brambleberry Morgue, let me know he submitted his report to the detective in charge.”

      I inch back a notch as Rookie comes over and I give him a  quick scratch between the ears.

      Growing up, I had a Golden Retriever. Smartest dog on the planet.

      Rookie begins to whimper while hitching his head toward that box full of fried sugar.

      Apparently, Rookie is just as smart.

      “He is whip-smart,” Hattie says. “He wants a donut. Chocolate is lethal to dogs, so he can only have the jelly-filled.”

      A sigh heaves from me as I toss one to him.

      “There you go, buddy. Enjoy it.” Before I can finish the thought, he’s already wolfed it down. “Hattie, why in the world would you have contacted the coroner?”

      Not that I need an answer. It’s clear Hattie Holiday is going to be an unavoidable road bump every step of the way when it comes to the Abbot case.

      She narrows her eyes, looking rather unamused.

      “Okay, fine.” She sags. “I wanted to know what killed the woman. Just to put it out there, Miles and I happen to be good friends. We almost dated once, too.”

      “Almost dated—all right,” I say, plucking a cruller out of the box and taking a bite. “Go on,” I say. What the heck does almost dating mean? Let me guess, she flew into his life like a tornado and he cared too much about coming away with his limbs intact to entertain her on a romantic level. I’m guessing it’s a common theme when it comes to her love life.

      Her mouth falls open as she inspects me for a moment too long.

      “Never you mind what almost dating means,” she seethes. “After Miles mentioned he turned in the report, I thought if I wanted to find out what Sienna died from I should go to you.” She sniffs hard. “But if you’re going to be stubborn about it, I suppose I can use my womanly wiles with Miles.” Her lips curl with the inadvertent rhyme as if she were pleased with herself.

      Her womanly wiles?

      Rookie whimpers as he looks my way, and I think he just shook his head at me.

      He’s probably right. It’s bad enough Hattie is trying her best to tango with a killer. I shouldn’t let her risk getting assaulted by the coroner just to find out what did Sienna Abbot in.

      “Cause of death was a paraquat dichloride and ketamine cocktail,” I tell her before wolfing down the rest of my donut in three quick bites.

      “A what what?” she asks, shaking her head.

      “Paraquat is a common herbicide,” I say. “The gardeners are most likely using it at the club. It’s readily available for purchase. Your father probably has some in his garage.”

      “My father?” She blinks with a laugh. “I think for the sake of both of our sanity we’d better leave my father out of this. Are you implying I had access to this toxin?”

      “I’m implying everyone has access to this toxin. I’ve got some floating around my garage, too,” I shake my head because if Hattie Holiday sticks around any longer, I might just have to put my own name up on the suspect board.

      A small laugh titters from her. “Point taken. So what’s the ketamine about? That sounds vaguely familiar.” She quickly dances her thumb over her phone. “Ah, it’s an analgesic used by medical practitioners and veterinarians alike. Interesting.”

      “It can also be used to treat various ailments such as depression and migraines,” I point out. “Look, Hattie. I shouldn’t have said any of that to you, so I’d appreciate it if you kept it quiet.”

      “So what you’re saying is the donuts did their job.” She flashes a quick smile my way and a couple of tiny dimples invert on either side of her lips. My insides spear with heat at the sight of them, so I do what any other man would do, I reach for another donut and try to convince my body to change the subject.

      “The donuts most certainly did the job.” Donuts happen to be my weakness. I take a bite out of the jelly and moan. It’s no wonder Rookie swallowed this thing whole. I’m about to do the same. “So how’s your investigation going?” I ask her.

      “Swimmingly now that I know the cause of death. Tipper and Stanton could have easily gotten their hands on both of those things. Stanton is a plastic surgeon, you know. Speaking of Dr. Troublefield…” She leans in, and that cat of hers does so by proxy. And did it just hiss at me?

      She gives Cricket, at least I think that’s her name, a quick pat over the back as if applauding her.

      “Cricket is harmless.” Hattie bites down on a smile.

      So strange. I’d swear Hattie has an uncanny way of listening in on my thoughts.

      Her lips part, and my gaze drifts down to them.

      Kissable lips, I muse. Not that I plan on getting near them again. I’ve already touched them with my own two times too many. I have a feeling kissing a woman like Hattie could prove lethal.

      She scoffs and looks morbidly offended.

      My head tips back a notch.

      It’s as if she heard me. She’s not reading my mind, is she?

      Hattie? I cock a brow her way. Can you hear me?

      She takes a quick breath and glances nervously from her cat to Rookie.

      “So what was I saying?” She shakes her head. “Oh, that’s right—Stanton. Anyway, Peggy and Clarabelle were at the club this morning and invited me to a croquet mixer this evening just outside the Cottage House. Apparently, they each have a number of eligible bachelors they’d love for me to meet, and one of them is Dr. Troublefield himself. Tipper mentioned something about Sienna and Stanton having business ties—among a few more physical ties as well. Not only that, but I saw him roughhousing her the night of the murder. And I think we both know he has access to all the ketamine he wants.” She lifts her shoulders to her neck. “I guess it’s looking like I might just have a hot date with the killer tonight.”

      I am not amused. I don’t bother cracking a smile.

      First, why is Hattie entertaining the thought of dating one of those stiffs from the country club? She doesn’t strike me as the type to fall for a fat wallet. And as for Dr. Troublefield…

      “I don’t like this,” I growl. “I’d caution you to stay away from him, but I think we both know it won’t do us any good. You could be right. He could be the killer.”

      “Or it could be Tipper,” she says, quickly snapping a chocolate cruller out of the box and indulging in a bite.

      My lips curve a notch. I’ve always admired women who join me in chowing down on something more than a salad.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” she says, hoisting the donut my way. “I’m not big on lawn clippings.” She gives a sly wink and an internal red flag goes off.

      Lawn clippings? As in salad? What are the odds of her echoing something I was just thinking about? It has to be astronomical.

      Is this woman truly reading my mind?

      Hattie? I call out, but she doesn’t flinch.

      You’re a nosy woman who is bound to get herself killed if I don’t sacrifice my time and babysit you at the club tonight.

      I cock my head to the side and wait for a response.

      Hattie takes a deep breath and forces a smile my way. “Delicious donuts. You should come by the club this evening, Detective. I hear the appetizers will be to die for.”

      I frown over at her. Fine. So maybe she can’t hear me—but so odd that she extended the invite just after I jabbed her with the babysitting bit.

      “I’ll be there with bells on.” I can’t help but frown. “What did you glean from Tipper the night of the fire?”

      “She mentioned that Sienna wanted to be a part of the core when it came to the book club. And then she said now that Sienna was dead it couldn’t happen. She also mentioned something about Sienna taking all of her secrets with her.”

      “Her secrets?” I jot that down for reference later.

      “I don’t know what they are, or if they concern Tipper.”

      “They might,” I say. “I just did a little research on the woman. Tipper opened a business last spring, the Neat-Nick Pantry. An organization crew that comes in and organizes your kitchen.”

      “Oh wow, that’s a really big trend now,” she muses, taking another bite out of her donut. “My sister, Winnie, is a total neat freak herself. She just redid her kitchen pantry. She didn’t hire out for the job, though. I’m guessing that costs a fortune. Instead, we went down to the big box store and she bought out all of the clear acrylic storage cases. You know, the kind you can pour an entire box of cereal in? She also got a bunch of these cute oversized Mason jars and she keeps flour, sugar, brown sugar, and chocolate chips in them. Her kitchen looks as if it should have its own  Insta Pictures account. And knowing Winnie, it probably does. Anyway, I wonder if Sienna was involved with Tipper’s business dealings like she was with Stanton’s?”

      I lean back in my seat. “How would Sienna be involved with Stanton’s business dealings? With his practice?”

      Just how does this woman know more than I do?

      A satisfied smile takes over her face, and I’m back to thinking she’s listening in on me. It goes against logic, but then everything about Hattie Holiday seems to go against logic.

      “I don’t know the hows and whys when it comes to Sienna and Stanton’s connection,” she says. “But I’m determined to find out this evening.”

      “Good,” I tell her. “I’ll be right there with you. And once you’re through, I expect a thorough report.”

      “We’re sharing information?” She tips her head my way. “I like that. And speaking of sharing information. I’d like Edwina March’s notebook back.”

      “No,” I flatline. “I’m in agreement with you, someone wanted that notebook and they may have knocked over a candle or two to make sure you didn’t see what was inside of it. I don’t want them to take you down next.”

      “And I’m in complete agreement with you regarding my safety,” she says, and she doesn’t look happy about the fact either. “What about Murphy Taylor or Chevy Von Champs? Did you find out anything about them?”

      “Chevy is a mother.” I shrug.

      “She’s a mother?” Her mouth rounds out, still perfect lips. “But she hasn’t brought up her children to me once. Come to think of it, Bunny didn’t even mention them.”

      “They’re in a Swiss boarding school. Eight and ten, boy and a girl.” I’m not sure why, but it feels good to be in the know about something Hattie Holiday has yet to unearth.

      She takes a moment to glower at me. “Any tidbits about Murphy you’ve got lying around?”

      “Her husband is a prominent attorney with senatorial aspirations.”

      “I knew that,” she says rather smugly, and then any trace of a smile drops off her face.

      “Did you know they have an open relationship?”

      “I knew that, too, via Bunny,” she says. “And why do I get the feeling she gave you the same rundown on everyone that first night at the bar.”

      It happens to be true.

      She sniffs. “And if you’re trying to suggest that maybe Sienna was having a good time with Murphy’s husband, I say who cares about that. It’s an open relationship, remember?”

      “Have you ever been in an open relationship?” I ask, and both Rookie and Cricket look indigent of the fact.

      “Why yes, I have,” Hattie says and manages to shock the donut right from my hand. “Inadvertently, of course. My last ex was a cheat. What are you getting at?”

      “What I’m getting at is maybe Murphy wasn’t thrilled with the idea. Most women aren’t supportive of such an arrangement. Maybe Bunny’s assessment was a jab at sarcasm and we both missed the boat. That would give Murphy a nice motive. Most women aren’t fond of their husband’s mistresses.”

      “Most women don’t kill their husband’s mistresses either. They chuck their husband’s belongings out the window and lawyer up.”

      “You’re right.” I press my lips tight. “Is there anything else?”

      She leans in a notch. “Killion, has this book club ever come under suspicion with your office before? I’d appreciate you being honest with me.”

      “The book club? No. Why?”

      “It’s just, Bunny mentioned there were layers within layers in it. And well, I thought Tipper’s wording was odd. The way she said that Sienna wanted to belong to the core. It was probably nothing. I mean, there are only a handful of members. How much more layered can it get? Bunny was probably getting iced out of a few conversations and her ego took a hit.” Her eyes ride up and down my body for a moment. “Bunny can be a bit aggressive when she wants, so I can see that happening.” She shifts uncomfortably in her seat. “Has anyone mentioned a woman by the name of Hilly?”

      “Hilly?” I shake my head. “Why? What did you hear?”

      “It was nothing. Murphy mentioned it. In fact, oddly enough, Murphy seemed to think that Sienna was a core member. She said something to the effect that now that they were down a core member maybe Hilly should be invited back. I just thought you may have bumped into Hilly during your investigation. Murphy may have also said that she’d die to see Hilly’s expression once they extended the invitation.”

      “She’d die to see her expression?” I think on it a moment. “That sounds curious.” I jot it down as well. “I’ll dig around and see what I can find out about the woman.”

      “I’ll do the same,” she offers. “I’m sure it’s nothing. I mean, it’s not as if the book club is some sort of cover for a secret society. And if it was, you’re in luck,” she says, plucking another donut from the box. “They’ve already indoctrinated another member. Me.” She gives a Cheshire Cat grin before standing up and heading for the door with Rookie following alongside her. “See you at the croquet mixer, Detective.” She steps partway out the door before turning to look my way. “Oh, and if you want to know what I unearth from Dr. Troublefield this evening, I suggest you bring along Edwina March’s notebook. If I’m about anything, I’m all about bartering.”

      She takes off with her menagerie, and I shake my head in her wake.

      Hattie Holiday is unwittingly about to barter with death, and if there’s one homicide I’d like to avoid, it’s hers.

      I’d have to answer to Henry for that one.

      My gut cinches because something tells me I’d have to answer to myself as well.
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      The croquet mixer is in full swing on what is known as the Sunset Lawn, and as it stands, it is well past sunset.

      The grounds just outside the Cottage House have been transformed with a makeshift bar and an outdoor grill serving up those adorable miniature cheeseburgers come to find out the club is famous for. Snappy calypso music strums from the speakers and there are enough string lights to provide a romantic atmosphere.

      The croquet court is set up not too far from the refreshment area and has more than a few teams lined up to traverse the nine-wicket course.

      Judging by the thicket of bodies, most of the club has shown up for the minxy mixer. Apparently, if you build a bar, the socialites will come.

      Is there sushi on the buffet table? Cricket asks as she scampers alongside me.

      Rookie gives a quick bark. They don’t have a single event around here without a wide variety of delicious food. See that white tent to the right? That’s where all the goodies are. In fact, the delicacies are already dropping like rain.

      Cricket gags in response. And a pink poodle is right there lapping it all up.

      We’d better get over there. Rookie lifts his nose my way. Don’t worry, Hattie. I’ll take good care of your girl.

      “I have no doubt,” I say, offering him a quick pat before they bolt off for far more delicious pastures.

      A devilish duo heads this way, and for some reason, my gut instinct is to gird myself.

      “Peggy, Clarabelle,” I say, trying to sound cheerful despite the shenanigan-riddled storm I see brewing in their eyes.

      I can’t help my lack of enthusiasm. I don’t do well with ambush dating in general, let alone when one of those ambush dates happens to be a suspect in a murder investigation. My murder investigation much to Killion Maddox’s chagrin.

      Speaking of the ornery detective… I give a quick glance around but don’t see a single sign of the grump.

      Figures.

      He probably got ambushed himself by Bunny or, God forbid, Neelie. The last thing I need is Neelie doing her best to turn Killion into my new brother-in-law.

      My insides churn just thinking about it.

      Although I’m not sure why they’re churning, and to be perfectly honest, there’s too much going on around me at the moment to dissect the situation.

      Peggy Ebersol looks flirty in a red dress that sirens in the night like a distress flare. Clarabelle looks snazzy herself in a little black number with beading that catches the light with a glimmer.

      I traveled down a much more demure road when it came to my accouterments for the evening. Instead of rummaging through another bag of Bunny’s couture offerings, I took twenty bucks and splurged on a whole new wardrobe from a secondhand store out in Monroe. I’ve donned a navy blouse that bares my shoulders along with a pair of black jeans with a tiny row of crystals running up the outside seam of either leg. And if that wasn’t enough, I managed to track down a necklace with a string of pink crystals on what amounts to a fishing line, and every now and then the twinkle lights refract from it and it sparks to life.

      “Don’t you look gorgeous.” Peggy grabs ahold of my elbow. “Just wait until the men I’ve picked out get a load of this sugar cube.”

      “You mean the men I’ve picked out for you,” Clarabelle sings. “I’ve got a couple of good ones ready and willing to fit your ring finger with some serious bling.”

      “My finger is just fine in its natural state—naked,” I tell her. “But I’m more than open to meeting a few nice men.”

      “Who cares about nice.” Peggy chuckles. “We need to find you a honey with some money, and if you’re really lucky, he’ll have some night moves he’s not shy to show off. I believe I heard the word naked come from your lips.”

      The two of them cackle to high heaven.

      “Now, Dr. Troublefield let me know he’s running a bit late,” Peggy tells me. “But not to worry, I’ve got a couple of pinch hitters coming in to keep you company until he gets here.”

      “Wonderful.” I twist my lips, hoping it didn’t come off as sarcastic as intended.

      Clarabelle growls at Peggy, “What did you have to involve that good for nothing cheat for? Everyone knows Stanton Troublefield is nothing but trouble.” She looks my way. “He cheated on his wife and left her for dead.”

      “Oh, he did not leave her for dead.” Peggy waves her off. “Everyone knows Trixie Troublefield is having the time of her life on Stanton’s dime.” She nods my way. “Play your cards right and you, too, can be sailing the ocean blue while holding onto that cad’s credit card. I never promised you a fiftieth wedding anniversary. You have a future to think about. And one of these men might just be the ticket to landing you on a tropical beach somewhere. Nobody says you have to keep the man for life. But with a good prenup, you can keep his money.”

      Clarabelle shrugs my way. “You can’t blame her for being monetarily inclined. Peggy’s ex cheated on her and look where it landed her? At a ritzy country club stuck to my side. Sometimes marriage is just a means to a ritzy end.”

      “I’ll say.” Peggy pats her crimson coif just as Peyton steps up.

      Peyton Blakley looks as if she’s about to paint the town red—with my blood.

      Her dark hair hangs wild and loose around her shoulder, that dark gleam in her eyes looks as if she’s plotting a murder—mine—and that electric blue dress she’s wearing looks as if she’s ready to sign a prenup of her own.

      Who knows? Maybe she’ll get lucky with one of the billionaire discards I’m about to chuck out the proverbial window tonight. In fact, I’ve made a decision in advance to eschew any of Peggy or Clarabelle’s romantic selections. Face it, I’m just not in a heart-shaped mood these days.

      “Ladies.” Peyton glowers at me with the curt greeting. Why is she here? Please tell me she’s not hunting for a husband while on the clock. Not that I’m paying her to stand in my presence. “Hattie, how are things going with the Regency Ball?”

      “Swimmingly,” I say with a smile. “My sister, Winnie, owns the Crafty Treehouse, so I stopped over this afternoon and we nailed down every last detail of the decorations. Think peach and baby blue everything. Lots of crystal, lots of silk flowers.”

      “Silk flowers?” She blinks hard at the thought of fabric florals. “Get a refund. There’s a florist on Main Street Edwina liked to use. Pay her a visit. Think roses, ranunculus, peonies. Do not under any circumstance bring a single silk petal onto the grounds lest you find yourself in the unemployment line.” I’d fire her now for even suggesting the malfeasance if I wasn’t so desperate.

      I make a face. “Yes, ma’am. We’ll have nothing but the freshest florals this town has to offer.” A thought comes to me. “What exactly is the budget for this little shindig?”

      Her eyes spring wide, and if I’m not mistaken, I can feel the heat of her hatred.

      “This little shindig?” She gives a few more dramatic blinks as if doing her best to emulate a haunted doll. “It’s clear to me you didn’t read Edwina’s planner. If you cracked that book I gave you, there would be no need to ask a single question.” That alone is grounds for me to fire her. And that’s exactly what I’ll do come next Saturday night. Once this Regency disaster is through, so is this Holiday disaster. I’d do better handing the reins to these hormonal grannies than have Hattie turn this country club into a tacky refuge for silk flowers and voodoo crystals.

      Who said anything about voodoo?

      Come to think of it, I could use a pincushion doll right about now. I frown over at her because I know exactly where I’d stick that first pin.

      “Good evening, ladies,” a deep voice strums from my right, and for once, I’m actually relieved to see the good detective. If anyone can put Peyton in a good mood, it’s Killion and that killer smile he’s too stubborn to give.

      Why is she looking at me like that? He groans my way.

      I’ll admit, Killion looks handsome this evening in that inky dark suit and that red tie that catches the light like a warning signal.

      “Detective,” I say. “So glad you could make it. Peyton was just saying she was in need of something to wet her whistle.”

      “I was?” Peyton’s mouth falls open. Is she trying to get rid of me? Get rid of me by way of Killion Maddox? Personally, I’m shocked she doesn’t want him for herself. But then again, she’s not the brightest bulb. “Why, come to think of it, I am a bit thirsty.”

      “Speaking of which”—Peggy bumps against Clarabelle’s arm—“I see Hattie’s first date of the evening at the bar. And guess who else I see milling around that libation station?”

      “Our dates for the evening,” Clarabelle says, although she sounds unsure about it.

      “That’s right.” Peggy chuckles.

      “Please.” Peyton sniffs. “Don’t tell me those fools looking for a quickie have caught your attention.”

      “You know what they say,” Peggy mewls, not taking her eyes off the elderly men circling the bar like geriatric wolves sizing up their prey. “There’s no fool like an old fool.”

      The two fools in question happen to be dressed to the nines in designer suits. Each has a head full of gray hair and is nursing a short glass filled with dark liquor.

      A woman strides past them, and one of the men reaches out and gooses her bottom. The woman scoffs their way, but the men simply exchange a laugh on her behalf before lifting their glasses as if celebrating the perverted victory.

      “Oh,” I huff. “We should have them arrested. Peggy and Clarabelle, I implore you to stay away from them.”

      “Those men have mistake written all over them,” Peyton says, and it’s nice to see we can agree about something.

      I nod. “They’re a bad decision for anyone here.”

      “You know what they say.” Peggy hitches her head to the side, her eyes still permanently glued in their direction. “It’s never too late to make a bad decision.” She yanks Clarabelle toward her. “Don’t worry, Hattie. I’ll send over your first beau of the night.”

      They take off, and Peyton hooks her arm to Killion’s. “Now about that drink.” She pulls him toward the bar, and his eyes stay trained on mine for a moment.

      Why do I get the feeling I should warn Hattie about making a few bad decisions herself? he muses. Most likely because she’s prone to making them.

      I gag on the thought as Peyton succeeds in landing him in front of a bartender.

      “Good riddance,” I mutter just as a roving waitress walks by with a tray brimming with steaming mugs. “Ooh, is that coffee?” I ask.

      “Hot cocoa.” She holds the tray my way, and I gladly snap one up and thank her.

      Liquor might be quicker, but something tells me I’ll need to keep my wits about me lest I hop into another one of those bad decisions I’m prone to making.

      I’m not saying Killion is right, but I’m not saying he’s wrong either.

      “Hattie Holiday?” a deep voice calls out from behind, and I spin on my heels to see a tall man with a swath of dark hair that seems to float above his head like a storm cloud. He’s sporting an ear-to-ear grin and a gleam in his eyes that I’m pretty sure spells out trouble. But his gray suit and those drinks in his hands suggest he’s friendly enough.

      “Peggy sent me over,” he says. “I’m Rhyne Holder. Hard lemonade?” He offers a drink my way.

      “No thank you,” I tell him. “I’m sort of nursing a drink of my own.”

      “Not a problem.” He pours one hard lemonade into the next and sets the empty glass onto a nearby table. “Tell me about yourself.” Geez, she’s hot. His eyes rake up and down my body. Those jeans look tight, but I’ve never met denim I haven’t been able to remove—with my teeth.

      So much for being nice.

      “I—um—I’m the event planner here at the country cl—”

      “I own Tri-City Realty.” He nods as if he didn’t just cut me off at the verbal pass.

      Why do I get the feeling he was hitting the hard lemonade long before he got here?

      He steps in close and gives my neck a quick sniff. Vanilla and sugar—and I bet she tastes twice as sweet.

      “We were just valued at forty million.” He dips his head toward my shoulder and takes another quick sniff. Baby powder, maybe lilacs, but not enough to mask her natural scent.

      I take a full step back. “Did you just sniff my armpit?”

      “What?” A robust laugh escapes him. “Why, I would never.” Never not do it. Now get back here, you little vixen. I have only begun to sniff.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” I say, ducking into a small crowd and making a break for it.

      I end up just a few feet from the bar in time to see Peggy snapping her fingers in defeat while Clarabelle has a good belly laugh on my behalf.

      “Don’t worry, Hattie Bo Pattie.” Clarabelle pats me on the back. “I’m sending you a real gem.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I mutter just as my eyes hook to Killion’s.

      He lifts his drink my way just as I spot both Bunny and Neelie traipsing in his direction.

      Perfect.

      I get the weirdos, and he gets the hormonally charged among us. I’ll end up getting arrested for slapping my would-be suitor, and he’ll get lucky. And knowing Bunny and Neelie, he’ll quite possibly get lucky twice.

      A charming-looking steed, blond, pleasant smile, no suit, jeans, and a suede jacket comes my way.

      “Templeton Reed,” he offers me a hand and I shake it.

      Points to him for not assaulting my palm with a weird tickle, or giving me an awkward squeeze that warns of far more awkward squeezes to come.

      “Hattie Holiday, nice to meet you.” And oddly, I mean it this time. “I’m the event planner here at the club. And what do you do?”

      “I’m a meat man,” he teases. “Burgers to be exact. I own and operate six hundred and fifty Burger Huts across the country.”

      “You’re kidding?” I muse, completely delighted by the carnivorous fact. I take a moment to shoot Killion a look that says eat your cheeseburger-loving heart out. I might just have a live one after all. “I’m a huge fan of your burg—”

      “That’s right. Bought a run-down burger shack out of college, right here on this beach.” He motions with his drink in the direction of the sand. “Borrowed a cool mil from my pops and pulled myself up from the bootstraps as they say.”

      I don’t bother to hide my frown. More like pulling himself up by his daddy’s golden bootstraps.

      “The first summer was a huge success.” He nods. “My father put in an order at lunchtime every day for three long months, and before I knew it, I was catering to his entire law firm.”

      Daddy does like his boy to succeed.

      “Then I purchased a few more restaurants right out the gate that fall, and I’ve been adding locations at an exorbitant rate ever since.”

      “Well, it sounds as if—”

      “I’m a lover of big juicy”—his eyes drop to my chest—“double cheeseburgers. I just have to end each night by taking a big ol’ bite out of—” His mind flits to white noise, and I dart into the crowd once again.

      “Wait,” he calls out. She’s not getting away. I’ve yet to land her on a sesame seed bun and gobble her down for dinner. “Hattie?”

      He goes right and I go left, landing myself that much closer to the bar once again, only to find Bunny hanging off Killion on one end and Neelie whispering into his ear on the other. Most likely those naughty sweet nothings she’s infamous for.

      I can’t help but scowl at my own flesh and blood.

      Wait a minute?

      Why am I frowning?

      I couldn’t care less who’s whispering what into any of Killion’s orifices. Although, I’m still not a fan of that whole brother-in-law scenario. I should probably root for Bunny in this scenario but I happen to scowl over at her, too.

      For reasons unknown to me, I’m not rooting for anyone.

      “Hattie?”

      I turn around to see yet a third quasi-handsome man, about my height, five-five, dark red hair, clear green eyes, and a glowing pink drink in his hand.

      “Morris Goodall.” He winks my way. “You must be the infamous Hattie Holiday.”

      A laugh strums from me. “Have I amassed a reputation so quick in the evening?”

      “Peggy says nobody knows how to throw a party quite like you.” Twenty bucks says I can get her to throw a party in my bedroom before the night is through.

      A growl comes from me.

      “Easy, girl.” He’s back to winking. “Ever heard of Digital Dreams University?”

      “Actually, I have,” I say, startled by his somewhat lucid transition. “A woman I worked with at the library was taking some coding classes with them.” It’s an online university that promises to make all of your coding dreams come true in exchange for a king’s ransom, or your firstborn. Maybe both. Word is, she still hasn’t found any work, and she’s had to take additional classes at the local community college to round out her education where the fraudulent university fell flat.

      “I hope she’s doing well,” he says. “You’re looking at the founder of that esteemed university.” Thirty thousand suckers and counting.

      My mouth falls open.

      Speaking of sucking…

      He takes my hand and dips my pinkie into his drink, giving the glowing liquid a  quick stir, and the next thing I know my finger is in his mouth.

      “Gah!” I scream before kneeing him between the legs and leaping toward the bar until I practically end up in Killion Maddox’s lap.

      “What the hell was that about?” Killion growls in the man’s direction while reaching for his gun.

      “A prelude to murder,” I huff, shooting the man a look that says come this way and you’ll never walk upright again.

      “Oh, come on.” Neelie rolls her eyes while taking a quick sip of the fruity concoction she’s holding. “It’s refreshing to see that men find you finger lickin’ good.” She sheds a greasy smile at Killion. “Traditionally, I’m the Holiday sister men find tasty right to the very last bite.” And I will get this man to bite if it’s the last thing I do.

      Just great. If there’s one thing we Holiday siblings have in common, it’s our tenacious ability to get what we’re after. And if Neelie is after Killion, well, he doesn’t stand a chance.

      A thick feeling of dread takes over.

      “What’s the matter, Hattie?” Killion says with a snide look on his face that suggests I’ve been bested. I’m not entirely sure he’s mistaken about that either. “Basking in billionaires not your style?”

      “Billionaires are more Neelie’s style,” I say, outing my sister for the money monger she is just as Dr. Troublefield appears to my right. “Donuts are more my love language.”

      Dr. Troublefield stops cold, turns around, and walks away.

      “Shoot,” I hiss. “I think I scared him off,” I whisper to Killion as Bunny and Neelie take a moment to exchange the names of their hairdressers.

      “And in record time,” Killion says, staring the man down as he makes a beeline for the dessert table. The other three should have left sooner, too. What with the sniffing and pinkie sucking, and who knows what the burger king did to offend her. I’m almost afraid to ask.

      I nod his way. “One of them threatened to land me on a sesame seed bun and gobble me down for dinner.”

      “Knew it,” he hisses to himself.

      “Hattie?” I look up to see Dr. Troublefield standing there, holding out a dessert plate my way loaded with crullers. “Stanton Troublefield.” He sheds a cat who ate the canary grin. Donuts might be her love language, but brunettes are mine.

      I take a deep breath. “Well then,” I say as I take a cruller from him. “How about we head someplace quiet where we can really get to know one another? I can’t wait to learn all about the things that interest you.” Other than brunettes—more specifically murder.

      Killion purses his lips at the man. Everything in me wants to stop this train from leaving the station. But seeing that Hattie Holiday seems to be operating without a brake system, I’d better keep an eye on things. Besides—he lifts his drink my way—this is my suspect, not yours, honey.

      “Shall we?” Stanton holds out his arm my way.

      “We most certainly shall.” I hook my arm to his and smear a smile at Killion as we take off.

      Eat your heart out, Detective—it’s my suspect, honey.
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      The croquet mixer swirls around us as Dr. Troublefield walks us over to the lawn where the masses have congregated as they whack colorful balls with equally colorful mallets.

      I spot Chevy, Tipper, and Murphy as they walk to their next wicket station, mallets in hand, and each one of them spots me at the very same time, prompting them to exchange a glance amongst themselves. Their mouths are moving, but I’m too far away to hear anything out loud or internally.

      Every now and again they look my way and shake their heads just enough to make me wonder if my truck might spontaneously explode once I turn the ignition. I always did think Ginger would meet her end with a big bang, I just never thought my homicide would be at the nexus of it.

      But I’m guessing their disdain at the moment has less to do with that notebook they burned my cabin to the ground in search of and more with their disapproval for the suitor by my side.

      “Dr. Troublefield,” I say, taking a bite out of my cruller and moaning at the doughy goodness. “Mmm, so fresh.” I wink his way. Nothing is going to stop me from pulling a confession from this man, even if I have to do a little shameless flirting to get the job done. “Tell me, how long have you been a member at the club?”

      “More years than you’ve been alive.” He winces. I probably shouldn’t age myself to this pretty little thing. I’d hate to be seen as a father figure.

      Try grandfather.

      But then again—he shakes his head just enough—she might have daddy issues. And in that case, I know just what to do with her.

      “Eww.” Now it’s me wincing.

      “Not to your liking?” He plucks the donut from my hand and quickly makes both it and the plate he was holding disappear by way of one of those roving waitresses. I take the opportunity to drop off the hot cocoa I was nursing as well. Something tells me its contents might have found themselves over Stanton’s dress shirt sooner than later—and on purpose. “Tell me about yourself, sweetheart.”

      “I just love to be called sweetheart,” I muse, and despite the dripping sarcasm, he doesn’t seem to catch on.

      It’s probably for the better.

      Like a streak of lightning shooting across the ground, Cricket runs up and jumps into my arms.

      Did I miss it? she mewls. Did you get this dirty tomcat to make a confession?

      I shake my head her way. “Dr. Troublefield, this is my cat Cricket.”

      “Hey, Cricket,” he says, not looking too happy with the furry guest taking up space between us. “And please, call me Stanton.” Or Daddy, she could take her pick.

      I pick Jerk.

      A woman who likes cats, he muses to himself. Is that a good sign? I thought women who liked cats hated men?

      Hate is a strong word. Having a sharp disdain may be more in line. But not all men. Just the men at this club apparently.

      Wait for me. Rookie barks as he runs up as well.

      “Hey, boy,” I say, scratching him under his chin. “Stanton, you know Rookie, don’t you?” And just like that, I have the perfect transition. I’ll have to reward Rookie with a cookie later, and myself with one or twelve, too.

      “Rookie?” He looks mildly confused. “How exactly would I know this fine young man?” I can’t stand dogs twice as much as I can’t stand cats, but something tells me I’d better play nice lest this pretty little plaything takes a hike over it. Heck, I’d play nice with an entire zoo of creatures if that’s what it takes to get her back to my place. I can tell she’s not an easy home run. But if I like anything, I like a challenge.

      Keep dreaming.

      “Rookie was Sienna Abbot’s dog,” I tell him. “He was with her the night she was killed.”

      “Killed?” He hikes a brow.

      “I mean, the night she perished. But I don’t suppose murder is outside the realm of possibility.” I hike my own brow his way, just waiting for a confession to fly through his mind, but his naughty noggin is blank. So much for ten years of med school giving his gray matter a workout. A lot of good that did.

      “Right.” He takes a breath. “I’m not sure what exactly happened to the poor girl that night. But she was drinking like a fish. Alcohol poisoning may have proven a factor.” I should know, I was plying her with those drinks.

      He was plying her with those drinks? I bet he was plying her with those toxins, too.

      Cricket’s mouth falls open. Has he admitted it? Is he the killer?

      Rookie growls at the man. Give me the signal, Hattie, and I’ll kill him on sight.

      No way would I ever do that. But only because I’m afraid they’d come after Rookie with torches and pitchforks next. He’s too precious to lose.

      I shake my head at my two furry lieges.

      “I’m sure the fact she was drinking played a direct factor,” I say, nodding at the man, just waiting for an incriminating thought to fly my way, but once again he’s as empty as my bank account.

      “Sienna wasn’t exactly an alcoholic,” he says. “The girl could hardly hold her liquor. She had no business drinking the way she did.” And I had no business doing business with her.

      That’s right, Tipper said they were in bed business-wise together—and in other ways, too.

      “You know I just met a man who owns Digital Dreams University. Didn’t I hear that you’re involved in something similar?”

      “Coding school?” He shakes his head. “Not me. I was thinking about dabbling in a debt absolution system, but decided to back out at the last minute.”

      “Debt absolution? How does that work?”

      Clearly, the girl has never heard of a loan shark. She’s innocent. He sheds a dark smile. I can work with that.

      I might be innocent, but I just knocked a man in the cookies so hard his grandchildren felt it. I’m not afraid to go two-for-two. And I’m pretty sure that’s not the action Stanton is after tonight. Although, I could be wrong about Daddy here.

      “It’s a service where you pony up a few dollars to help a person out. The buy-in was too steep for me and I wasn’t sure about the future payout, so I took a step back.” There’s no way I’ll admit to taking the bait. “That was Sienna’s baby. She had some seed money from a few of her former husbands, and she was determined to make a business for herself.” As the dumbest shark in the tank.

      I take it he didn’t think she was good at what she did.

      “Wow, that sounds interesting. I didn’t realize that’s how Sienna made her money.” I bet that’s what she was doing with Tipper and her Neat-Nick Pantry. I bet she was an investor.

      I turn toward the bar, and sure enough, Killion is glaring this way.

      He wishes he knew what we were discussing. I shed a satisfied smile at him before turning my attention back to Stanton.

      “Who cares about how Sienna made her money?” he says, and there’s a marked aggression in his tone. That little witch was good at only one thing and that was making my profits disappear to the tune of a quarter of a million dollars. At first, I was fine with the slow bleed due to the fact she put out wherever and whenever I wanted. But after a while that grew old, and my bank account didn’t appreciate how fast it began to dwindle. “The woman had financial problems. Her own finances were a mess. She couldn’t keep two dimes in her pocket. She claimed advertising was killing her. And I believed her. When you throw thousands away each day at any marketing scheme that swings by, it’s hard to keep a business afloat.” And the kicker? She never planned on paying me back.

      A quarter of a million dollars?

      “That’s too bad. I always root for female-centered businesses to succeed. Hey, suppose Sienna was killed. Do you think one of her clients could have done her in?”

      I’d venture to guess a loan shark has a lot of enemies.

      “I don’t know, I suppose it’s a possibility.” He glances out at the course and frowns. “Those were her so-called friends. They would know better than me.”

      I glance over and see Chevy, Tipper, and Murphy giggling like sorority girls as Chevy strikes the ball with her mallet.

      “Did Tipper borrow money from Sienna?” I ask point-blank.

      “I don’t know,” he says. “I guess anything is possible. I know for a fact Sienna had some dealings with Murphy, though.”

      “Murphy?” I ask, stunned.

      Cricket mewls at Rookie, Why didn’t you tell us, you big goof?

      Rookie whimpers. I never paid attention to Sienna’s conversations with her friends. I was too busy sniffing around for my next snack.

      Cricket sighs. And judging by that belly of yours, you succeeded in that endeavor.

      That he did.

      “Stanton? What did Murphy and Sienna have going on? Another business perhaps?”

      “No, I don’t think it was anything like that. Murphy’s husband is a hot-shot power attorney. Not only that, but he comes from old oil money. That man could buy his wife a new solar system if she wanted.” He tips his head to the side. “Come to think of it, I don’t know what was eating at Sienna when it came to that woman. But Murphy has a way of getting under just about anyone’s skin. She likes to flaunt her wealth. If anything, she was probably making Sienna feel bad about her sinking financial ship. They were always bickering every chance they got.” A lot like my marriage. And that’s about all the energy I have for my ex. I’m more interested in the next ex-Mrs. Troublefield. His eyes run up and down my body. And I think I’m looking at her now.

      “Come here, honey,” he says, wrapping his arms around me tight. “I think we’ve done enough talking for one night.” He dives in for the kill and I seize with panic.

      “Whoa, buddy,” I say just as Cricket lets out a sharp yowl and swipes at his face.

      Stanton pushes her right out of my arms, and Rookie jumps and snaps by my side.

      Say the word, Hattie. Rookie barks. And I’ll rip his throat out.

      He’s still not worth losing Rookie over.

      “I can take care of myself,” I grunt as I do my best to knee the man, but Stanton only draws me closer and manages to land a wet one over my cheek despite my ardent protest.

      “Dr. Troublefield, please,” I say. “I think maybe you’ve had a bit too much to drink.”

      “Just one kiss.” He moans as he comes in for another smooch, and I’m about to offer up an open-handed slap when someone yanks him away from behind.

      Stanton twirls around, only to be met with a fist to the eye—a far better endeavor than I could have provided. I look up to thank my knight in shining armor and my lips part when I see Killion at the other end of the aggravated assault.

      Before I know it, Stanton and Killion are exchanging punches. Killion gets a decent right hook in and leaves Stanton stumbling my way. So I do the only thing I can—I knee him in the cookies.

      Stanton falls to the ground, rolling around and moaning while Rookie barks up a storm.

      “Ms. Holiday.” Killion frowns. “You ready to blow this place? Rumor has it, I’ve got a book you’re looking to borrow.”

      “I read best when there’s food involved.”

      Killion nods my way. “I know just the place.”

      We take off with Cricket and Rookie in tow, and to the approving applause of Peggy and Clarabelle.

      Peyton, Bunny, and Neelie don’t look all that pleased with me, but I’ll deal with the ire of that detective-hungry trio later.

      Right now, I’m inches from Edwina March’s playbook—and perhaps the answers to why my cabin burned to the ground.

      Killion gives Rookie a hearty scratch on the back while congratulating both him and Cricket on their heroic efforts and my heart warms at the gesture.

      Killion glances my way and sears me with those eyes.

      My cheeks heat just looking at him, and I force myself to turn away.

      I might be inches away from Edwina’s playbook, but I’m going to be inches away from Killion Maddox, too—and something about that last fact has the rest of my body heating up as well.

      I don’t like this one bit. It’s as if my entire body is falling for the guy.

      And sadly, I don’t seem to have a say in it either.

      Here’s hoping we can catch a killer without killing each other—or doing anything remotely physical for that matter.
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      I decked him.

      This is the first time I’ve assaulted a suspect, and it had nothing to do with the case. Although, technically, it did have something to do with the case in a roundabout way, no thanks to Hattie and her inability to keep her nose out of my investigation.

      Once we left the scene, Hattie stopped by the Cottage House to pick up her things, and I bought a box of fresh donuts from the kitchen while I waited.

      Initially, I thought we should head to the nearest diner, but since Hattie isn’t exactly a rabbit’s foot when it comes to good luck, the odds of someone spotting us pouring over that bloated notebook were a little too high. So I invited her to my place, to Pelican Cove, where I’m hoping my meager rental home doesn’t fall victim to her ability to burn things to the ground. Not that I believe she started the fire that turned her cabin into kindling, but let’s face it, I don’t think it was a coincidence she was there either.

      Hattie glares at me as we sit across one another at the kitchen table.

      My place is small. The décor is nonexistent, the sofas are leather, and the TV takes up half the living room wall. As soon as we set foot inside, I started a fire, threw away a few loose beer bottles, and quickly folded a blanket I keep on the sofa for those nights when I fall asleep watching TV, which is most nights.

      The kitchen is spotless because I never use it, although the trash is overflowing with fast food bags and probably should have been taken out back yesterday. Teaches me to procrastinate. The bathroom floor is most likely littered with old jeans and boxers, and at some point, I’ll need to head in that direction before she does so I can shove everything into that wicker hamper my mother bought me last Christmas. For some reason, I never saw the appeal of the thing until now.

      Hattie giggles to herself as she curls her fingers around the cup of coffee I brewed just for her.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask, giving Rookie a quick scratch. He’s been seated dutifully by my side ever since we set foot in the kitchen. I think he’s having flashbacks of that porterhouse I gifted him during Henry’s birthday dinner.

      Cricket is curled up in the chair between Hattie and me, looking from one to the other as if she were staunchly paying attention to the situation.

      “Nothing.” Hattie shakes her head in protest, but that gleam in her eyes tells me otherwise.

      She doesn’t honestly think she can hide anything from me, does she? I’m a detective. I read people for a living. Although I will admit, Hattie Holiday has been a little tougher to understand than most women I’ve met. And a part of me wants to do just that, understand her.

      “The coffee is great,” she says. “It’s just what I needed. And smooth move on procuring a box of donuts.” She plucks a cruller from it. “Now that Dr. Troublefield and his octopus arms are nowhere nearby, I’ve regained my appetite.”

      “I’m sorry he did that to you.”

      “I’m sorry he did that to you.” She points to the shiner on my right eye.

      I may have won the war, but he got a good punch in before he went down.

      “Collateral damage. I’ll be fine. Did he tell you anything of value?”

      She nods. “Something about Sienna Abbot running a loan shark company.”

      “Debt-be-Gone,” I tell her. “And yes, that’s the official name. I just found out about it myself this afternoon. I couldn’t find the rates online, but I had a suspicion they were high enough to qualify as a bad move. In that case, loan shark would be an appropriate title. Do you know where she got the capital?”

      “According to Stanton, an entire string of ex-husbands fit the bill. He also mentioned she was excellent at making her profits and her capital disappear. She might have gotten desperate. She enticed him into being a partner, but apparently that didn’t end well.”

      “Did he tell you what they were arguing about the night of the murder?”

      “Not in so many words.” She chews on her bottom lip, and my eyes go right there.

      I can’t help it. Hattie Holiday has perfect lips. I can’t deny her that.

      She clears her throat and snatches another donut from the box.

      “He may have mentioned that he gave her somewhere near the neighborhood of a quarter-million dollars. He seemed pretty upset he wasn’t going to get it back.”

      My adrenaline spikes. “That sounds like a pretty hefty motive.” I pull out my phone and make a note of it. “Good work, Detective Holiday.” And I mean it.

      She cinches her cheek on one side. Hattie Holiday is a beautiful woman, there’s no denying that either.

      Her smile brightens a notch.

      But she’s dangerous—a forest fire that needs to be contained.

      She’s right back to frowning at me.

      “Hattie”—I lean her way—“you’ve done great work, but it’s time for you to back away from the case. You saw the way Stanton came after you out in public. I’d hate to think what he’s capable of doing if he has you alone—and if he thinks you suspect him of a crime that he could have very well committed—things could get deadly.”

      She sighs hard. “You’re right. Not to mention the fact he has access to all the ketamine he wants. Fine, you can have Stanton. But I’m still going to ask Murphy a few light questions. And before you say a word, it’s inevitable. We run in the same social circles. Now”—she pauses to take an angry bite out of her donut—“give me what I came for.”

      My heart thumps once, and my insides pinch tight as if she were making an indecent proposal.

      Her lips part as she scoffs my way. “The notebook, please.”

      “Yes, of course. That’s exactly what I thought you wanted.”

      I pull it off the counter and land it in front of her.

      “I went through it with a fine-tooth comb. I didn’t see anything incriminating. She does have a dossier on a few key members of the club in a sleeve in the back. Chevy, Tipper, Murphy, Bunny, Peggy, Clarabelle, and about thirty other people are highlighted, but the notes seemed appropriate for what it was. Favorite colors, whether they prefer outdoor or indoor venues, favorite foods, general likes and dislikes. Nothing I’d burn a house down for.”

      “Maybe they thought she had some nefarious goods on them and they were wrong about it?” She thumbs through each page, scanning it with her eyes as she goes along. “Maybe something in here is written in code? Something she could use later to incriminate someone with. What do you know about Edwina March?”

      “Late thirties, never married, brunette, average height and weight, modeled as a teen. Attended Brighton, majored in event planning, took continuing education classes. That’s about it.”

      Rookie whimpers, so I toss him a cream-filled donut, and Cricket looks as if she’s about to eviscerate me for the effort.

      “Interesting,” Hattie says as she nears the back of the book. “Oh, look, here’s the info I needed for the Regency Ball.” She pulls her phone out and snaps a few pictures of the pages. “By the way, congratulations. Thanks to the fact you freed me from my captor this evening, you’re officially on the guest list. You can wear a suit. It’s only the women who are required to suffer with a corset. Such is life.”

      “Thank you for the invite—and for not making me suffer with a corset. I’ve never been to a Regency Ball, this will be a first.”

      “Let’s hope it’s not your last, Detective,” she says while pulling the loose pages out of the sleeve in the back. “Odds are our killer will be there, too.”

      She sifts through them relatively quickly before running her fingers along the inside sleeve of that pocket once again and her eyes meet with mine.

      “What’s this?” she asks as she pulls out a business-size envelope.

      I lean over to inspect it with her. “I don’t know. I must have missed it.”

      Hattie pulls a letter out of it, and we both read it at once.

      “Well, well”—she leans back to get a better look at me—“it seems we just hit paydirt.”
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      Bodies bustle around the Cottage House as I settle behind the reception counter and do my best to create an event planning notebook of my own.

      Thankfully, I snapped enough pictures of Edwina’s planner last night that I have the rest of the year plotted out, along with all of the vendors and party ideas Edwina was about to implement. The woman was a true treasure. Not only was she highly detailed, but some of her suggestions are wildly brilliant.

      Cricket hops up next to me and curls up in a ball on the creamy marble ledge. The sushi bar doesn’t open for another hour. See what you can do about that, would you?

      Rookie sniffs my way. He’s seated to my right and just in front of the reception counter greeting the guests as they enter the facility. See about getting a cookie bar installed on the premises as well, Hattie. Sienna always did say this place had some serious room for improvement.

      “I believe everything and everyone has room for improvement,” I tell him. “Although I’m afraid I don’t have much pull with the kitchen.”

      “The kitchen?” a friendly voice sings, and I glance up to see none other than my brassy-haired suspect, Tipper Luxemburg. Her blonde hair is parted down the middle and runs down her shoulders in electric rivers. Her skin is flawless, her lips a touch more pillowy this morning than they were yesterday, and I bet she’s just come from getting them injected. She’s donned another tennis outfit that’s so lightning white it hurts my eyes to look at it. “Don’t tell me you haven’t turned in the menu for the Regency Ball. Edwina used to complain they needed a month’s notice if not two.”

      “Ooh” I wince. “In that case, I’ll have the menu in today.”

      Her left eye twitches, and I’m betting a frown got deflected by way of Botox.

      “Don’t worry.” She laughs without the benefit of a smile, which is a touch disconcerting. “If the chef gives you the finger, you can always go edgy and hire a food truck.” Peyton will have her escorted off the property in handcuffs in less than ten minutes if she even thought about it. She shakes her head. What am I saying? I actually like Hattie. She’s malleable. And heaven knows we need more malleable people around here.

      Malleable?

      I know that was an insult, but deep down I want to be accepted by these people on any level. A part of me thinks we just need more time to get to know one another. I’m in the book club, after all. That note Killion and I discovered last night comes to mind, and I do my best to escort it right back out.

      She lifts a finger. “On second thought, nix the food truck. Put in the order with the kitchen and I’ll make sure myself that it gets taken care of. You’re growing on me, Hattie Holiday.” Against my wishes. Haven’t I learned anything yet? She sighs hard. “Anyway while you’re here, consider yourself invited to the opening of the newest O’Malley’s Alley out in Monroe tonight at seven. The girls and I will all be there.”

      The girls? I bet Murphy is one of those girls.

      She starts to walk away then backtracks. “Oh, and feel free to bring your boyfriend. It’s going to be a great time.”

      “What boyfriend?” both Cricket and I ask in unison.

      I take a moment to shoot my curious kitty a look.

      “The detective,” she says nonchalantly. “Oh, come on. Everyone saw the way he was looking at you. Not to mention the fact he took down Stanton in an effort to defend your honor. Face it, that was hot.” Her lips depress a moment, and I think she’s attempting another frown.

      “Monroe, tonight at seven. We wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Good.” She glances down at her phone. “And if I don’t hurry, I’ll miss my lesson. So much for a quick cup of coffee. I’ve got a new coach.” And boy, do I ever have a lesson to teach him. She winks before jetting back out the door.

      She takes off, and both Rookie and Cricket crane their necks my way.

      She said he’s interested in you, Cricket says with a sharp meow. You’re not interested in him, are you?

      “Heavens no.” My cheeks heat ten shades.

      Rookie gives a soft woof. Sienna always said she could tell when someone wasn’t being honest. She said their face turned funny colors. I think your face is turning funny colors, Hattie. Don’t you agree, Cricket?

      Oh, for goodness’ sake, Hattie. Cricket sighs. He’s right. There’s only one thing to do: pack up and move to the Far East. I hear their seafood is superior to ours anyhow.

      “I’m not moving anywhere,” I say, pulling out my phone and quickly texting Killion the invite to tonight’s investigative shindig. “And despite the visceral reaction my body insists on, I’m not interested in him that way. I had that note we read last night running through my mind.”

      The note in question appears in my mind’s eye on cue.

      Murder club. Hilly Crest. Kick Webster. Me.

      My phone pings, and I look down at it.

      Pick you up at six-thirty. By the way, did a little digging on both Hilly and Kick. Tell you about it tonight.

      Huh. Looks as if the good detective beat me to the punch. I tried looking up both of those names last night and came up empty.

      Killion Maddox is picking me up in a few short hours. My entire body heats just thinking about it.

      Good grief. What is this infernal heatwave about? Most likely an adverse reaction knowing I’ll be forced to endure his presence for the better duration of the night.

      That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it.

      Now let’s see what story I can get Murphy Taylor to admit to.

      And I’m especially interested in the story Killion has to tell as well.

      Bring on the night. You never know, a killer or two might just be exposed.

      Murder club…book club—at this point, I’m pretty sure they’re interchangeable.

      Here’s hoping I make it out alive.
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      No pets allowed?

      When Bunny mentioned it in passing, I thought it was a joke. But lo and behold, the wickedness is true. I looked up O’Malley’s Alley online, and according to the reviews, the seafood is killer and so is the live band. It promises to be a killer night out for all.

      Here’s hoping we can add a killer to this killer night out and put Sienna Abbot’s murder investigation to rest.

      Before Killion picked me up, I put the Animal Channel on for Cricket and Rookie. I also left them a tray of snacks to indulge on while they watch—unsalted pretzels for Rookie and salmon flavored Tender Treats for Cricket. I broke the bad news about them having to stay behind while I was feeding them dinner, and neither of them seemed to mind too much. But Cricket did request a play-by-play when I get home—even if it did contain some needless sniffing and licking. Her words, not mine.

      This latest addition to the O’Malley’s Alley restaurant chain sits along one of the busiest streets in Monroe, nestled between a tattoo parlor and a pawn shop. Monroe doesn’t have the best reputation as far as neighboring towns go. If it has anything going for it, it’s the fact that most of Maine does its best to avoid it altogether.

      “Fried king crab, seafood boil, snow crabs, crawfish, shrimp, onion rings, Cajun fried calamari, fried crab cakes, fried lobster tails, hush puppies, étouffée, lobster tails, oysters, and black mussels,” the waitress spouts it all off in one big breath after landing a veritable aquarium onto the table before us.

      The band is loud, the people are boisterous, the scent of deep-fried seafood enlivens my senses, and the slight hint of beer does its best to remind me this is a glorified bar.

      O’Malley’s Alley isn’t some fancy-schmancy sit-down restaurant but more of a combo between a nightclub and a grill. There’s a dance floor in the middle of the room filled with gyrating bodies—two of which belong to Peggy and Clarabelle—the lighting is dim save for the string lights threaded throughout the beams on the ceiling, the furniture and the floor is dark, clean lines abound, and the waitstaff looks as if it’s parodying the punk scene from the eighties. And you know what? I love it.

      “This place is great,” I say to Killion just as the waitress takes off.

      Killion Major Maddox showed up looking casual yet caustically handsome in jeans, a dark button-down shirt, and thrown over that, a dark brown herringbone blazer with elbow patches.

      I’ll admit, the look is attractive on him.

      Not that I’m attracted to him.

      Believe me, between Bunny and Neelie, he has all the female attention he can handle.

      As soon as we sat down, Bunny spent the first twenty minutes pawing all over him, but as soon as Chevy and Tipper arrived, she scooted to their end of the table and the three of them have been discussing the new tennis coach ad nauseam.

      As for Neelie, well, let’s just say the nonstop text messages she’s been sending make her position on Killion known loud and clear. Not only is she passive-aggressively trying to get to the bottom of what my own interest in him might be—I smell Winnie’s two cents being thrown into the mix—but she shared a highly detailed plan on how she might stage a coup in his bedroom. I’d warn him, but that might cause him to refrain from pulling his gun on his soon-to-be intruder, and that was the part Neelie deemed the first fun bang of the evening.

      Leave it to my sister to label a misfire as a romantic notion.

      Killion may or may not miss, but when it comes to men, my sister certainly never misses.

      “This place is great, indeed.” Killion curls his hand around the sweaty glass of water in front of him. “This was generous of Tipper to send this food over.”

      It’s true. As soon as we arrived, she promised us the works, then took off to hunt down her boyfriend and we haven’t seen her since.

      “She’s not comping the meal,” Bunny says, taking a moment from their riveting conversation that involves the word balls being thrown around casually.

      Here’s hoping tennis is still the topic at play.

      Chevy shakes her creamy blonde locks. “Tipper never comps our meals. We just have whoever shows up last pay the bill.”

      Killion and I exchange a look—mostly because we were the last to show up on the scene. Peggy and Clarabelle may not be seated at the table, but their purses are here holding their places while they trip the lights fantastic.

      Tipper nods my way. “But not to worry. If there’s a gentleman among us, the waitress knows to give him the bill regardless.”

      All eyes fall to the one and only gentleman before us.

      And that would be me. One for being the last to sit down and another for having balls. He curls his lips a notch. “I would be glad to foot the bill.” And twice as glad if I can get the department to reimburse me. This is official business, after all. His gaze swings my way. Hattie Holiday in red velvet. She’s not holding back any punches tonight.

      It’s true. I’ve donned an off-the-shoulder red velvet blouse from Bunny’s bag of trampy tricks and paired it with a pair of faded jeans. As much as I wanted to dress down, I wanted to dress up just as much.

      It’s a girl’s prerogative, and with this outfit, I’ve got the best of both worlds.

      Bunny and her friends dig into the food and dig right back into their tawdry tennis conversation as well.

      “Sorry,” I mouth the word to Killion as I scoot close to him. “But on the bright side, we have our suspect cornered,” I say lower than a whisper. “Don’t worry. Before this night is through, I’ll know everything there is to know about Murphy and Sienna’s relationship—and whether or not it took a deadly turn.”

      He tips his head to the side while pulling the platter of fried king crab our way and we both snap up a few pieces.

      “You think highly of your sleuthing skills, Ms. Holiday.” He pulls forth the seafood boil and we both dole out a healthy portion of that onto our plates as well. I wouldn’t say it to her face, but I’m starting to think highly of her sleuthing skills as well.

      An open-mouthed smile breaks out over my face just as Peggy and Clarabelle land in the two empty chairs beside us.

      “Well, look who decided it was high time to pick a winner?” Peggy hoots with a laugh before holding a hand out to Clarabelle. “I told you she’d end up with the detective. Now give me my twenty bucks.”

      Clarabelle takes a moment to scowl my way. “Whatd’ya have to schmooze with the PI for?”

      “Oh hush, you,” Peggy says while ironically reaching for the hush puppies. “Everyone is keen on the fact a good detective has the ability to know what you want before he gives it to you.” She winks his way. “Which is precisely why I’m buying tickets to the detective’s ball. I’m looking to land a man of intuition myself.” Her shoulders bounce as she says it, and that dress of hers glitters like a pink star, a fallen star, but nonetheless.

      “I’m afraid I’m one of a kind in my department,” he tells her. “But the sheriff’s department does have a fundraiser that involves dinner and dancing sometime after the new year.”

      “A room full of well-dressed gentlemen, armed with weaponry?” Clarabelle looks more than a little intrigued by this bullet-riddled ball. “Sign me up.”

      Peggy grabs ahold of Clarabelle’s hand. “We can bring the women from the club along with us. There’s nothin’ like starting the new year off in a blaze of Beluga and bullets.”

      Bunny glances my way before needling me with her gaze. What exactly does Hattie Holiday think she’s doing? She’s not really here with Killion, is she? I mean, sure, he picked her up, but that’s because that garbage truck of hers was impounded.

      Ginger was not impounded. She’s parked on the street because I was afraid she might leak oil onto Bunny’s paver stone driveway. It’s practically snow white. And, well, Ginger has been known to have an incontinence issue or two.

      Bunny makes a face at me. I’d better let both Hattie the Harlot and the good detective know where everyone stands.

      Hattie the Harlot?

      The music takes a turn for the moody and a deviant smile curves over Bunny’s lips.

      “What do you know?” She wastes no time in pulling Killion to his feet. “This just so happens to be my favorite song.” Before he can protest, they’re in the thick of the dance floor with her arms wrapped around him so tight there’s little chance he’ll have anything to do with that lobster on his plate outside of paying for it.

      “Finally,” Chevy says as she watches Bunny take off. She leans toward Murphy just a notch before glancing my way. Now all we have to do is make Hattie disappear.

      Murphy shakes her head over at her friend. There’s no way she can hear us. It’s deafening in this place.

      Why would they need me to disappear? And what kind of a conversation do they want to have that I shouldn’t hear?

      I offer a meager smile to the two women before getting to work on the fried king crab and pretending to listen to Peggy sing the praises of prescription heels.

      Murphy murmurs something to Chevy, but it sounds like nothing but garbled gobbledygook.

      She’s right. It’s deafening in this place.

      Chevy shakes her head at the woman. If she brings up Hilly one more time, I’m going to gouge her eyes out with my fork.

      Hilly?

      Hilly Crest!

      The woman from the note! Also the woman that Murphy brought up the night of the fire.

      Murphy shrugs over at her friend. Better to let sleeping dogs lie. Speaking of which…aren’t we just a bunch of liars.

      Murphy says something, and the two women share a laugh before Murphy gets up and heads for the bar. Tipper comes over and takes her place, and soon she and Chevy are whispering between themselves. Most likely catching up on Tipper’s courtside loving. Those balls just keep on giving. Tennis balls.

      I glance toward the dance floor to make sure Bunny hasn’t inadvertently suffocated Killion when I see Murphy take a seat at the bar.

      “Excuse me, ladies,” I say to Peggy and Clarabelle. “I’m going to get something stronger to wet my whistle.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Clarabelle grunts. “I’ve got a hankering for a Rock Candy Dandy and they’re so busy here tonight, by the time that waitress shows up again, I’ll be toes up in a casket.”

      She may not be wrong about that. Every table in this place is brimming with bodies, and the staff all share the same frantic look—not to mention the same shade of black lipstick.

      Murphy Taylor says something to the bartender and then waits patiently as she examines her manicure—blush pink with effervescent sparkles. I happened to be admiring it earlier myself.

      Thankfully, there are empty stools on either side of her, so I take one and Clarabelle takes the other.

      Clarabelle orders her Rock Candy Dandy, and I tell the bartender to make it two.

      Murphy chortles my way. “It looks as if you lost a little rock candy back there to our busy Bunny.” She hitches her long glossy locks toward the dance floor. “Someone should have warned you, that’s one Bunny that’s not afraid to bite.”

      “She can have him,” I say in haste, and my stomach boils hot as if protesting the idea.

      Probably just the king crab talking.

      “I did hear him say there was foul play of some sort with Sienna Abbot,” I point out.

      “Foul play?” She blinks hard. “I knew it.” Her chest compresses. It took them long enough to figure it out.

      “You suspected it?” I ask, surprised by the fact.

      She nods as the bartender delivers a blue drink with a stick of rock candy floating in it.

      Murphy nods. “Sienna had trouble with a couple of members of the club.”

      “She did? Like who?”

      She glances over her shoulder. “Tipper for one.”

      “Yup,” Clarabelle says as she collects a similar blue drink and one is placed in front of me as well. “Sienna was a control freak, much like Peggy.” She gulps down half her cocktail at the thought.

      “Please.” Murphy rolls her eyes. “Peggy is a saint in comparison. Sienna had a way of making sure she got what she wanted. And what she wanted was almost always money.” And my husband—but she wasn’t the first to land him in bed, and goodness knows she won’t be the last.

      Ouch.

      Wait a minute. Murphy looks more than okay with it. That’s right. She approves of that sort of thing. To each their own—their disgusting own.

      “Tipper went into business with her about six months ago,” Murphy volunteers. “Or at least that was Tipper’s take on things. Sienna said she didn’t want anything to do with Tipper’s silly pantry chaos and demanded that the loan be repaid pronto.”

      “Tipper took a loan out from her?”

      “Sienna was a veritable ATM machine.” She nods. “Anyway, they didn’t talk for months. They argued, but they never had a civil conversation again. Last I heard, lawsuits were being threatened.”

      “Wow.” I glance at the dance floor to see Killion still imprisoned in an embrace, his eyes locked squarely in this direction. “What about Stanton?” I ask Murphy before she can flee the scene.

      I know for a fact Sienna fleeced him of over two hundred and fifty grand, but who knows what other motives may be lurking behind that plastic smile of his?

      Stanton was the one who said that Murphy had some sort of dealings with Sienna as well.

      “He was miffed that she took him for a ride.” She shrugs. “But who hasn’t Stanton taken for a ride? I say turnabout is fair play.”

      “Yup,” Clarabelle adds. “But why would Stanton get his plastic panties in a bunch over that one? Everyone at the club knows he’s the token male carousel.” She looks my way. “Not that I’ve taken the plastic surgeon’s perverted plunge.”

      “Me either,” Murphy is quick to say. “I pay for my plastic surgery the old-fashioned way—with money.”

      The three of us share a laugh at that one.

      Murphy glances at me. “Sienna may have been fooling around with that old fool, but Stanton was angry about the financial ride she took him on. Just the way Tipper took Sienna for a ride. I bet she’s thrilled Sienna is dead. Not only does she not have to pay back the loan, but the lawsuit she was about to lose is now nonexistent. Sienna procured my husband as her legal eagle, and he never loses a case.” I’m sure the terms of their agreement were made over pillow talk. She hardens her gaze at the wall before her. As was the issuance of his verbal cease and desist. She didn’t take that too well, now did she?

      Verbal cease and desist? What’s that about?

      “I heard Sienna’s company was running out of financial fuel,” I say it as a fact. “Rumor has it, she was bleeding financially and in need of a serious infusion of capital.” I shrug her way. “Did Sienna ever ask you for money? I mean, everyone at the club knows that if anyone has deep pockets, it’s you.”

      Complimenting the wealthy on the size of their bank account is about the biggest ego stroke you can give them. And judging by the fact Murphy’s lips are struggling to curl toward the ceiling, it’s safe to say she’s taking the bait.

      “Of course, she came to me. Money is all Sienna Abbot was ever after.” I would have given it, too, if I thought that a single payout would stop her. “She was insatiable with both money and men.”

      “Greedy is as greedy does,” Clarabelle toasts us before knocking back the rest of her drink, and just as she’s flagging down the bartender once again, I slide my untouched cocktail her way. “Thanks, sister. When you get to be my age, you need to work twice as hard to wet your whistle.”

      “Duly noted,” I tell her before turning back to the suspect at hand. “So you never gave Sienna any money?” Here’s hoping Murphy will unleash a little more info—at least by way of a nasty thought or two.

      “No way,” she says, stirring her drink with the candy on a stick. “I don’t negotiate with terrorists.”

      “I get it.” And yet I’m getting nothing new from her at the very same time. “Murphy, what do you think happened to Sienna that night?”

      She glances back at the table where a feast fit for Neptune awaits us.

      “Let’s just say Tipper and that boy-toy of hers who owns and operates these holes-in-the-wall aren’t exactly swimming in cash. If you’ve ever hit dire straits, you’d understand how desperate that can make a person.” She glances at her phone. “Ah. My handsome hubby wants a word with me.” She flashes her phone my way before clicking on his avatar and his picture enlarges. He’s handsome with dark wavy hair, a toothy smile that makes me feel as if he were somehow flirting with me, and a gleam in his eyes that makes me feel as if he’s about to lie to my face. “He’s running for Senate.” That’s right. And that explains the cheesy grin and lying eyes. “I’m sorry, but it’s campaign business he wants to discuss. I have to take this. Isn’t he gorgeous?” She shakes her head at the phone. And those looks have cost me everything. “Excuse me.” I’m sure those looks have cost Murphy a decent marriage. Why any woman would agree to have an open marriage is beyond me.

      She up and darts into the crowd just as Peggy launches this way like a ballistic missile.

      “Tell me that I didn’t miss the investigative part of this evening,” she hisses at both Clarabelle and me. “Who are we investigating, anyway?” She cranes her neck every which way.

      Clarabelle shoots me the stink eye. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think it were me. Fancy Pants Detective here just shook me down for all I was worth.” She cocks an ear my way. “Tell it to me straight, Toots. Am I the killer?”

      I make a face. “No, you’re not. In fact, you’re officially off the hook.” One she was never officially on, but that’s beside the point.

      “Hear that?” Clarabelle slaps her hand over the counter. “Drinks are on me.”

      Peggy lands in the seat between us. “Now that’s an offer too good to resist.”

      Before too long, both Peggy and Clarabelle are drowning in glowing blue cocktails, and after about an hour of physically assaulting the waiters, every free male on the dance floor, and the band wailing away on stage, Tipper has them tossed out onto the street.

      Since they’re both falling down drunk, I offer to drive Peggy’s car back to my place and then straight to the country club come morning, while Killion offers to make sure both women get home safely.

      He straps them both in the cab of his truck and seals them inside with the click of the door. Before we stepped out of the restaurant, he paid the bill on that oceanfront meal to the tune of six hundred dollars, including the mandatory gratuity and oversized party fee.

      My wallet hurt just witnessing the transaction.

      “I guess this is goodnight.” He expels a heavy sigh, and his breath plumes white between us.

      “You never got a chance to tell me about Hilly and Kick,” I say as a short white plume of my own streams from my lips.

      Country club nicknames, he muses. I will never get used to them.

      Neither will I.

      “What’s your schedule like tomorrow?” he asks, his gaze pressed into mine.

      “I’m clear after four.”

      “Good. How about I pick you up at the club and we head to the apple orchards on the outskirts of Brambleberry?”

      “I know exactly where it is,” I tell him. “I used to run the hayrides this time of year.”

      “I hear they have a mean apple fritter. And if my memory serves me correctly, the hayrides aren’t half bad either. I’ll fill you in on everything you need to know.” Something tells me Hattie will draw the things she doesn’t need to know out of me as well. Not that it surprises me. Infuriates me, yes, surprises me, no.

      I make a face at the man who has the ability to equally infuriate me as well.

      “I’ll be waiting,” I tell him. “Get ready to spill everything you know, and I do mean everything.”

      His lips curl with the idea of a smile before we part ways.

      I drive back to Brambleberry Bay in Peggy’s luxury car, trying my hardest to focus on Sienna Abbot’s murder investigation, on the meaning behind that note in Edwina March’s notebook, but Killion Maddox’s face keeps popping up in my mind’s eye and mucking up the waters.

      One thing is for sure, as soon as I land Sienna’s killer behind bars, I want nothing more to do with that ornery detective. Bunny and Neelie can war it out for him.

      A visual of the two of them pulling at his legs as if he were a wishbone sails through my mind. Something tells me neither of those women is too good at sharing, and it will be the good detective who will pay the price.

      Killion’s luck might just run out—and so is the killer’s.
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      The Brambleberry Bay Apple Orchard sits just over the hill from the Country Club, so there wasn’t a whole lot of time to make small talk on the way here. And the fact Rookie took up the seat in my truck between Hattie and me made it harder to see her as well.

      It was probably for the best. In those jeans and that fuzzy sweater, I may have swerved off the road a time or two.

      We park in the dirt lot brimming with cars and make our way to the entrance. Hattie has Cricket tucked in a purse over her shoulder, and I offer to hold Rookie’s leash. It feels nice like this with Hattie—dare I say, normal.

      The crowds are thick, the sun is just setting, and a small army of floodlights has already kicked on. The sound of country music blares from unknown speakers, and the scent of those apple fritters we came for is beckoning us to follow it.

      But that sweater… My eyes drift toward it, and I linger a moment too long.

      “We’re here to discuss the murder club,” she reminds me in haste as if the endeavor may have slipped my mind.

      “And that’s exactly what we’re about to do,” I tell her as we enter under a large banner that reads Welcome to the Apple Orchard Fall Festival! Enjoy apple picking, hayrides, food, and games—right through Thanksgiving!

      “I feel as if I grew up at the apple festival.” Hattie sighs, looking up at the sign. “How about you? Have you been here before?”

      “I thought we were talking about the murder club,” I tease.

      She makes a face. “All right, fine. We can stray off-topic for all of five minutes.”

      “I’ve been here a time or two.” More specifically when I was younger and trying to impress a girl.

      She giggles. “I’ve had a date or two here myself.” Something snags her attention over by one of the craft booths. “Hey, that’s my sister, Winnie.” She gives a quick wave at the blonde I met at Henry’s birthday party.

      Winnie’s mouth rounds out once she spots us, and she points a finger to Hattie then at me.

      “Oh no,” Hattie moans. “I think she’s getting the wrong idea.”

      “Or she could be pointing us to the fritters.”

      Winnie coos, and her fingers form the shape of a heart.

      “And on that note”—Hattie says, forcibly turning me in the opposite direction—“let’s forget we ever laid eyes on her. Although, something tells me I won’t be hearing the end of this, especially from Neelie.” She frowns up at me. “She says you owe her a phone call.”

      A laugh pumps from me. “No can do. I’m already spending way too much time with one of Henry Holiday’s sisters. I don’t dare rock the boat.” I do a double take her way. “Not that there’s anything romantic happening here.”

      “Of course not,” she bites back.

      And I have the feeling Hattie would bite back.

      She takes a moment to glare at me.

      We step into the shortest line we can find, and soon we’re each chomping down on a couple of our own fritters, Rookie included. I couldn’t help it. As soon as he whimpered my way, I pitched for another one.

      “Okay, Detective, start talking,” Hattie says as we make our way toward the orchards. They’re still open for picking despite the fact the sun is setting. But they’ve got lights staked every few feet, so it looks relatively safe.

      “Hillary, aka Hilly Crest, now goes by Hilly Pepperwood. Thirty-one. Married, divorced three times. Her latest husband is an investment broker out of Eagle. They currently live in Castle Point. When she’s not volunteering as a docent at the local maritime museum, she can be found haunting Fashion Week in Paris.”

      “So she’s a socialite. Makes sense why her name would be mentioned by the women at the book club, and why she’d turn up in Edwina’s notebook.” She bites down on her lip. “That murder club label, though.” She shudders. “What about Kick?”

      “Kick Lawson, née Webster, lives right here in Brambleberry Bay. She has three small children and is married to a real estate tycoon. They live a lowkey life despite their wealth. He enjoys big game fishing, and she’s active in the PTA.”

      “Wow, color me impressed, Detective. How did you drum all that up?”

      “I’ve got my ways,” I tell her as I polish off my fritter.

      “And what about the murder club?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. And mind if I ask what your guess would be?”

      Rookie runs into the orchard, and we amble in after him.

      Hattie takes a deep breath, her hair shines under the lights, and her face glows phosphorescent.

      She curves a shy smile my way before clearing her throat. “Bunny mentioned something the day we met—something about the book club having levels within levels. You know, Edwina put herself on that list, too.” She stops short, and I stop along with her. “You don’t think Edwina March was murdered, do you?”

      My lips purse as I take a breath. “I spoke with the coroner this morning.”

      “Miles.” She nods.

      That’s right. They dated—or almost dated, to quote her correctly.

      “Yes, Miles.” I take a moment to frown. “He pulled up her report. Edwina had water in her lungs. She drowned.” I shrug. “But I did a little digging in her direction, too. She was on the swim team in college.”

      “The swim team?”

      “That’s right. And there was no trace of toxins found in her system.”

      “Do you think it was suicide?” Her eyes widen, and they look big enough to fall into. Her cheeks pinch a bright shade of pink.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so. Suicide by drowning is more difficult than it sounds. Your instincts would work against you. She didn’t have any weights on her. Nothing that would point an arrow in that direction.”

      “You think she was killed.” She nods. “And now, so do I.” Cricket mewls up at her and Hattie nods. “Chevy, Tipper, and Murphy—maybe Bunny, maybe Peyton…” Her shoulders hike to her ears. “Maybe everyone at the book club save for me could have done it.”

      “You said Bunny mentioned levels within levels. My gut tells me not every woman in that club was after Edwina’s notebook.”

      “I’m thinking the same thing,” she says. “What about Sienna’s murder? Do you think it’s related?”

      “In proximity, yes. Their deaths both happened the same year, but as far as motive and killer, that’s one clue I don’t have. So what did Murphy tell you last night?”

      Hattie cinches a smile, her eyes locking over mine. “She confirmed that Tipper borrowed money to start her Neat-Nick Pantry business. Sienna wanted her money back pronto, and when Tipper couldn’t provide it, Sienna lawyered up with Murphy’s husband.”

      “Best shark in the tank,” I say, thinking on it a moment. I wonder if Sienna was sleeping with him?

      Hattie nods. “Murphy hinted at the fact Sienna knew her husband in a non-professional manner as well. Anyway, she also confirmed what we already knew about Stanton. He was taken for a financial ride, and it not only bruised his ego, it bruised his wallet to the tune of a quarter-million dollars.”

      “So who has the bigger motive?” I ask.

      “Who owed more money?” she counters.

      “That’s what I’ll dig around for next. Did you hear that part? The part that included me and not you?” My lips curl, as do hers.

      “Well played, Detective.” She takes a deep breath, and her chest rises and falls dramatically.

      My eyes linger there a moment too long, and she clears her throat.

      “What about the pickpocket?” She hitches her brows. “Any news on that front? I’d hate to think we’ve got a thief at the club on top of everything else.”

      “No news on that front. Maybe the killer spooked them? The items are still missing. According to the report, a Rolex, a ruby necklace, two diamond tennis bracelets, and a few wallets. It could have been anyone who took them, or they could have been genuinely lost or misplaced.”

      “Let’s hope for the latter. How about hitting the hayride before you take me home? My pets and I need to hit the hay ourselves in an hour.”

      We make our way to the station where a tractor is pulling a flatbed riddled with hay and a few bales to sit on. I pony up the cash, and we sit side by side, along with Rookie and Cricket, and watch as the stars shine above as we pull farther and farther away from the orchard.

      “Now this is living,” she says, her teeth beginning to chatter.

      I spot a few wool blankets in a pile and land one over her shoulders.

      “Thank you.” She laughs. “And I mean it. This is the life. The country club is nice, but none of it feels real. I want to live in the sunshine, swim in the sea, and drink the wild air.”

      “Emerson,” I say as I give Rookie an absentminded pat.

      “You’re right,” Hattie practically shouts with glee. “How did you know that?”

      “I’m a detective, remember?” I lift my brows her way. “And I went to college.”

      “That’s right. My alma mater, Dexter.” She makes a face as if she doesn’t approve. “My brother’s alma mater, too. I can’t believe the two of you were frat brothers. Does Henry know where the bodies are buried?”

      A quick laugh expels from me. “Yes, but I know where he’s hidden them, too.” I’d better shoot good old Holiday a threatening text before he misfires something I’d rather keep to myself. Lord knows Henry has his fair share of malfeasances I assume he’d want to keep quiet.

      “Fair enough,” she says. “So do you have any hobbies? Other than hunting down killers, that is.”

      “I’m a fan of the gun range. Does that count?”

      “That definitely counts.”

      “How about you, Hattie Holiday? What makes you happy?”

      “I’m a writer.” Her cheeks are back to turning pink. “Nothing like Chevy, of course. I’ve always loved stringing together words. I’m working on a cozy mystery, talking pets, off-stage murder, no steamy scenes—everything of that nature happens behind closed doors, too. Personally, I think a scene with closed doors is steamier than reading a roll call of anatomy.”

      “Roll call of anatomy?” I ask, genuinely amused just as the hayride comes to an abrupt halt. We sway right then left, and just as the trailer lurches one final time, our faces manage to bump into one another—or more to the point, our mouths.

      She gasps as she pulls away. “Our lips really need to stop meeting like this.”

      “Agreed.” I frown.

      I help her down, and soon we’re headed back into the thick of the crowd.

      “So to recap,” I start. “I’ll take care of Tipper and Stanton. I strictly forbid you having another conversation with either of them when it comes to the death of Sienna Abbot.”

      “You strictly forbid it?” A slight look of amusement crosses her face.

      “Yes. One of them could be the killer. And I’d hate to have to investigate your homicide next.”

      She scoffs. “What makes you think you’re not going to be their next target. Why does it have to be me? Is it because I’m a woman?”

      Her cat yowls at me from her arms as if it wanted to know the very same thing.

      Rookie moans and shoots me a look that says don’t go there, buddy.

      Believe me, I’d rather not.

      “No,” I tell her. “It’s because you’re not a detective. And furthermore, I think you should steer clear of that book club. There may very well be a murder club for all we know. Hattie, if you see any member of that club, I suggest you walk the other way.”

      She inches back. “You’re serious? You do realize that I essentially live with Bunny. And Peggy and Clarabelle have quickly become my favorite humans on the planet. Peyton is my boss. Not to mention that I’m at the club every day. There hasn’t been a morning I haven’t seen Chevy, Tipper, and Murphy there. And might I remind you I’m in charge of a Regency shindig in two days where all of the aforementioned people, including Stanton Troublefield, will be in attendance. Do you still want me to somehow magically avoid them?”

      All good points.

      “Yes,” I say, doubling down on my need to keep Hattie Holiday alive despite her death wish.

      Her mouth falls open.

      Those lips. Kissable lips. Hattie Holiday is quickly becoming my favorite damsel in distress.

      “Oh, you,” she grunts as she marches past me.

      “Where are you going?” I take off after her.

      “I’m getting a ride home with my sister. Go on.” She waves me away with a flick of her wrist. “Get. I’m not big on men telling me what to do, or who to see, or how to dress. Ask my ex if you need a reference.”

      “What? Hattie, I just wanted to—”

      “I know what you’re trying to do.” She digs a finger into my chest. “You were trying to assert your male dominance over me.”

      “Male what?”

      “Don’t play stupid.” She charges past me. “I don’t need you to tell me how to survive another day. And I’m a lot of things, Detective, but I’m no damsel in distress.”

      “Wait,” I call out as she disappears into the crowd. Rookie pauses a moment, and if I didn’t know better, I think he just shook his head my way as if to say you blew it.

      Don’t I know it.

      Women.

      I will never understand them.

      All the way home I think about Hattie Holiday and try my best to understand her.

      But that’s one mystery I may never unravel.
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      Those lips.

      Okay, so I may have seen stars when Killion kissed me on that hayride. And I may have been so stunned that I started us down a path of marked aggression as I began to fight my feelings.

      What am I saying?

      Killion didn’t kiss me. We bumped faces. It’s what we seem to do best, and never on purpose. The universe has a dark sense of humor when it comes to the two of us and our unsuspecting lips.

      I may have been a little moody, but he drew first blood with that damsel in distress comment. I don’t think anyone in their right mind would convict me for the way I lashed out. Albeit, I’d have to fess up to reading the man’s mildly depraved mind.

      Okay, fine. There was no depravity noted, but for all I know, the second I left, his thoughts could have ventured off into the white noise territory, never to return.

      I frown hard as I look around at Edwina March’s brainchild, the product of a heck of a lot of blood, sweat, and elbow grease these last two weeks as the Regency extravaganza is in full swing all around me.

      The music, the accouterments, and the hors d’oeuvres are all in keeping with the time period, right down to the heaving chests of just about every woman in the Seaside Ballroom right here at the Brambleberry Bay Country Club.

      There’s more cleavage here tonight than there is in a Miss America beauty pageant, and that’s something I think King George III himself would wholeheartedly approve of. Me, not so much.

      Even though a part of me would like to think some horny male was at the helm of the Regency-era fashion industry, I know for a fact the security of a woman’s future centered around how well she married in those opportunity-deprived days. And if all things were equal between you and your competition in the marriage department, I suppose showing off your rack might offer you a leg up—or a boob up as it were—when it came to snagging the choicest of gentlemen.

      But tonight, neither I nor my boobs are looking to snag a man. By the time everyone and their mother rented a gown from the costume department that Edwina had on her master list of vendors, there was nothing but slim pickings left for me. Thus, the parfait pink brocade and lace number I’m currently drowning in. It’s two sizes too big, if it isn’t six, but then I’m not here to impress anybody. I’m more or less here to supervise, put out fires, and pray I don’t trip over another dead body.

      Hey? I wonder what Edwina was wearing the night she drowned? Killion mentioned she was a strong swimmer, but heaven forbid the dress I’m wearing takes on water, not even a strong swimmer could buoy her way to the surface in this fabric-based millstone.

      I look out at the sea of women who have donned a fabric-based millstone of their own. It’s a veritable sea of pastel and jewel-toned gowns, and each woman wearing them looks darn right beautiful. The men all look dapper, of course, most of them wearing tuxedos of yore with knotted cravats in lieu of a modern tie.

      The Seaview Ballroom is a palatial glass building set on a cliffside, and if it were daylight, it would afford us stunning views of the Atlantic down below, but as it stands, there are a few twinkle lights set out on the patio that trims the room on the right. Other than that, it’s nothing but thick darkness encapsulating us from every angle outside these expansive glass walls, and despite the fact we’re standing in a mammoth structure, there’s something suffocating about the effect.

      It’s as if a black hole is about to suction the country club and all of its members into the abyss. I bet the world would love that. I can see the headlines now, billionaires disappear en mass at country club ball.

      Some might read that and say karma is alive and well in Brambleberry Bay, and others might venture to guess the filthy rich among us found a far better planet to occupy—one laced with diamonds and caviar. But the reality of it is it’s the mile-long buffet table that’s laced with diamonds and caviar. The diamonds are currently dripping off of every woman in here—and perhaps me.

      When Bunny saw me in this pink cotton candy frock, she quickly offered up a necklace comprised of pink baubles. Initially, I assumed it was made of rhinestones, but every time I looked in the mirror, those so-called rhinestones seemed to be winking at me a little too hard. If there’s such a thing as pink diamonds, I’m pretty sure I’m wearing them.

      Hattie, Cricket mewls as she prances my way. The buffet is missing the most important delicacy.

      Rookie bounds up behind her, barking and sniffing in her wake. Don’t listen to her, Hattie. It’s not missing a thing. You did a great job with the cookie bar.

      It’s true. I had a cookie bar installed as an ode to Rookie, and there were at least two dozen different varieties on display at last count. Those double chocolate fudge delights are going to find a home in my stomach before too long. If this Regency dress affords me anything, it’s an unlimited waistline. And by King George III, I’m going to expand at my leisure.

      Both Cricket and Rookie look rather Regency-inspired themselves this fine fall evening. While I was at the costume shop, I snapped up a ribbon of fabric for each of them. A pink and white floral scarf for Cricket, which happens to match my dress. And a white silk cravat knotted up to dignified perfection that I landed around Rookie’s neck. He’s so dapper, every time I turn around there’s another group of women taking selfies with him. Just because these people are upper-crust doesn’t mean they’re incapable of falling for a handsome canine when they see one. Of course, Cricket and Rookie aren’t the only furry among us. Every third person has a purse puppy or a kitten on their arm. That Great Dane I’ve seen around the Cottage House is here, too, with a cravat of his own. Great (Dane) minds think alike.

      “What are we missing, Cricket?” I ask as I scan the bevy of elongated tables that line the back wall of the facility. To the right are the pastries and the hot cocoa and cider, and to the left is the savory fare, along with the champagne tower that looks so precariously set in place I’m completely braced for a catastrophe of the Waterford Crystal variety.

      Sushi, Cricket hisses.

      “I’m pretty sure gnawing on raw fish wasn’t something the aristocracy did at the turn of the nineteenth century. Not if they wanted to live. But you might want to hang out under the caviar bar. That’s about as fishy as we’re going to get tonight.”

      Caviar? Cricket lifts an ear my way, intrigued by the salty proposition.

      Sienna loved caviar. Rookie sighs. She called it the candy of the sea.

      Candy of the sea? Cricket looks faint. Lead the way, furball, she says, nudging at him to get a move on. I need to position myself beneath the tasty offering before the others catch on. And if they do, they’ll have a catfight on their hands.

      They speed off in haste before I can stop them or ask Cricket to refrain from causing a ruckus by way of a catfight. She does love to sharpen her claws. I’d hate to think there might be a nefarious purpose to that.

      A couple catches my attention, and I openly frown at them. Speaking of ruckuses…

      Killion has shown up, nice suit, nothing Regency about it. I’ll admit, he looks caustically handsome in it—dark gray, sleek silver tie that shines like a sword under the duress of the crystal chandeliers. And the woman he seems to be charming the pants off, none other than Peyton Blakely, my boss, looks to be his equal in the heart-stopping department.

      Her dark hair gleams against the cobalt dress she’s wearing. Her wickedness gleams twice as much as she spots me looking at them and she offers up a friendly wave. Judging by that maniacal look in her eye, there was nothing friendly about it.

      Not too far from them, I spot Neelie in a frilly peach frock, looking like the queen she is. But that face she’s making is far more Vegas female wrestler than it ever is British royalty. I’m guessing she’ll be teaching Peyton a lesson on how to snag a man for the night—only it will be Neelie who will come away with the prize. Detective Maddox doesn’t stand a chance.

      Killion glances this way to see what’s caught her attention, and our eyes lock for a moment. I’m too far away to pry into his gray matter and see what insults he might be doling out now. And I don’t care to know either. Instead, I see my parents dancing cheek-to-cheek in the middle of the nineteenth century melee and looking as happy as can be. And that happiness has lasted them thirty-five years and counting.

      A sigh escapes me. At least someone in this room has found true love.

      My other siblings should be here soon as well. I haven’t seen Henry yet, but Winnie texted and let me know she’d be late due to a knitting group that was taking forever to leave her craft shop. Typically, Winnie would much rather be knitting than having anything to do with the country club, but she’s a huge Jane Austen fan so tonight’s event is right up her Regency-loving alley.

      I spot Peggy and Clarabelle as they leave the dance floor, and just as I’m heading in their direction I bump into a body.

      “Oh dear.” Murphy lifts her champagne glass just over my head. “I almost gave you a bath with my bubbly.” She laughs a little too loud and a little too long, and I can smell the liquor on her breath. Her long dark hair is pulled back into a low ponytail and she’s donned a crimson dress that poufs out around her feet like a rose in full bloom. If I could have picked out any dress to wear tonight, it would have been that one. “Great job, Hattie.” She takes a quick sip of her bubbly. “Oh, and before I forget, the next meeting for the book club will be at my place this Tuesday night.”

      “Wonderful. What book are we reading?” I’m not sure why I asked. There never seems to be one. “Or maybe I can suggest one for us.”

      She shakes her head. “That won’t be necessary.” The only book we’ll be discussing is Edwina’s notebook. We just need Hattie to confirm that it fell victim to that fire and we can all breathe a sigh of relief.

      We can all breathe a sigh of relief? I’m dying to know just who they all might be.

      “I’ll be there with bells on.” And a pair of handcuffs in the event I need them. But how many pairs will I need? Not that I can legally bind anyone’s wrists together in the name of the law, but my lack of legal authority certainly doesn’t seem to be stopping me in any department.

      “I’ll be glad to see you.” She cranes her neck past me. “Now where are my witches? Just because I don’t have a date for the evening doesn’t mean I want to be alone.”

      “Oh, your husband couldn’t make it?”

      She bats her lashes my way. “He’s knee-deep in a senatorial run. That doesn’t leave much time for superfluous events.” Not to mention he didn’t score an invite by way of me. Of course, that’s because I thought Sienna might be here. “There they are.” She waves before taking off for the champagne tower where Tipper and Chevy are imbibing a little bubbly of their own.

      She takes off, and Bunny appears in my face without warning.

      Her blonde hair is sleeked back. She’s wearing an emerald gown that commands attention, and those hot pink lips of hers aren’t far behind.

      She scoffs. “Just what in the hell is Peyton Blakely thinking hitting on our man?”

      A laugh pumps from me. “He’s not mine. You can have him. But judging by the proximity of Peyton’s heaving chest to his eyeballs, you might have to war it out with her first.” And to clarify, it’s Peyton thrusting her goods his way. The only goods I’ve ever seen Killion peering at would be mine.

      “Ha.” Bunny gathers her skirt in her fists. “My chest can heave with the best of them. Once I unleash my boobs and their superpowers, neither of them will stand a chance.”

      She takes off, and as much as I’d love to watch Bunny’s double D superpowers at play, I’d rather say hello to the greatest grannies on earth.

      Both Peggy and Clarabelle are done up to the Regency nines—a bright pink dress and a powder blue number respectively. But it’s the foot-long beehive wigs they’ve both donned that bring the boys to the proverbial yard. And by boys, I mean an entire senior center of balding beaus, each with an equally lascivious look in their eyes.

      “Ladies,” I say as I come upon them and the men part like the Red Sea. “You look glorious.”

      Peggy’s wig is comprised of luscious garnet red locks, coiled to perfection as they rise toward the ceiling. Clarabelle opted for a blonde do, and I’ll admit, it adds a youthful appeal to her.

      “The wigs are so fun,” I tell them. “I wish I would have made them mandatory for everyone.”

      “Oh, hon.” Peggy winks my way. “If I don’t do anything fun now, what in the heck are they going to write in my obituary?”

      Clarabelle makes a face my way. “If you think the wigs are fun, wait till you see what we have planned for later.”

      “Does it involve men?” I dare to ask. Although, I think I know the answer.

      “Nope.” She sheds a greedy grin my way. “It involves something equally delicious. Food.”

      “Can’t wait to see it,” I tell her with a laugh caught in my throat. “Food is much more my speed these days,” I say, glancing back at Killion and Peyton, only to find the good detective’s eyes still trained my way.

      I quickly turn back around and spot Stanton not too far off, straying from the dance floor himself. A thought comes to me, and I’m suddenly anxious to snag the pervert for a moment.

      “Enjoy your night, ladies,” I say just as that sea of elderly gentlemen closes in on them once again. “Dr. Troublefield,” I call out, and the tall man with a paunch and stubble for hair turns my way. He’s dressed appropriately enough in a dark suit, red cravat, and that bruise Killion gifted him over his right eye seems to be healing nicely. “I have a question for you.”
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      “Anything,” Stanton Troublefield leans back and gives my body a quick once-over. How have I not landed this little minx in my bedroom just yet? I’ll toss out a little bait by way of my office. Either way, I’ll get her to disrobe voluntarily.

      In his dreams—and I’m afraid he’s already done that.

      The Regency extravaganza rages all around us as I take a moment to corner my primary suspect.

      “The night Sienna Abbot was killed, I noticed she had a drink in her hand,” I tell him with a smile. “You wouldn’t happen to know what that was, would you?”

      Here’s hoping he falls for my bait and confesses to lacing her drink with weed killer and ketamine. I don’t know why I didn’t think of this little mental takedown before. Most likely because I had Killion breathing down my neck.

      For a second, I envision Killion’s mouth bent toward the hollow of my neck, his arms wrapping around me from behind, and suddenly my body heats up thirty degrees and I risk spontaneously combusting in this brocade prison I’m locked in.

      “Her drink?” Stanton squints out at some unknown horizon, his mind a blank canvas. “My guess is, it was whatever they were serving at the bar. I don’t think it was a margarita, maybe whiskey, neat. She was a fan of my whiskey collection.” Among other collections I shared with her a time or two, the ones my ex was too prudish to even look at. His mind turns into a giant ball of white noise, and I take that as my cue to part ways with him.

      “Thank you,” I tell him. “We’re considering having a cocktail in her honor at the memorial. I thought you might have an idea what she liked. Have a good night,” I say, moving past him.

      If he were guilty, you would think the first place his mind would go is to the toxins he poured into her glass. But in typical Stanton Troublefield fashion, he went for the riding crops or whatever debauchery his poor ex wisely chose to eschew.

      If the country club ever decides to erect a statue to one of its members, I’m putting Trixie Troublefield’s name in the running. Ditching both her ex and Brambleberry Bay high society to indulge in an all-you-can-eat buffet out on the high seas was a genius move on her part. And she’s about as far away from Stanton Troublefield as she can get. The woman will forever be a legend around these parts.

      So if Stanton didn’t kill Sienna, that leaves… I do a quick sweep of the room with its boisterous bodies clashing at every turn, the incessant bouts of laughter, the music trilling to new heights—it’s all a little dizzying.

      A lone dessert table set near my right seems to be playing host to the exact brassy blonde I was about to track down next.

      Tipper Luxemburg is helping herself to the croquembouche, a tower of delicate cream puffs held together with a veil of spun sugar. I’ll admit, I’ve had a few fantasies myself about dismantling it by way of my mouth, but tonight it looks as if Tipper is all about making her caloric dreams come true.

      Her hair is curled in loose waves, causing the light to catch her bad highlights and magnify them all that much more. She’s dressed in a mint green gown with a pink floral print and doesn’t look nearly as regale as some of the other women here. I’m guessing Tipper was late to the costume party dressing room just like I was. Although, I like her dress more than I do mine.

      Before I can think about it, my feet speed me over to her.

      “It looks delicious,” I say, snapping a tiny treat for myself from off the top.

      The tower is at least four feet tall. And with the way the folks at this club eat, it will be four feet tall long after the ball ends as well.

      “Oh, it’s divine,” Tipper says, landing the cream puff in her hand in the trash can to the right of the table. “I just needed a bite. Dr. Troublefield is about to do a little lipo on me next week, so every day until then is a cheat day.” I’ll have to sneak a few to the restroom and nosh in peace. The last thing I need is the mavens of mean berating me on why I needed lipo to begin with.

      “I wish you an easy recovery in advance.” My lips invert a moment. I’m not sure if Dr. Troublefield will find an ounce of fat to suck from her body. But knowing Dr. Troublefield, the lipo is just a means to getting her undressed. “Tipper, I heard a rumor that Sienna Abbot was falling on hard times. Had you heard of her asking anyone for money?”

      She blinks back. Yes, me. But I’m not about to admit that. I knew I shouldn’t have taken a loan from the hussy. I should have taken it from Stanton when he offered the cash my way—in advance for services to be rendered. But me and my moral high ground ended up in a proverbial bed with a far more perverse soul, Sienna. How I wish I never laid eyes on the woman.

      “I can’t recall.” She bats her moth-like lashes my way. “Sienna had a way of falling into hard times, and a way of creatively getting her way out.”

      Her eyes scowl at the crowd, not one incriminating thought sailing through her mind.

      “You owed her money, didn’t you?” The words steam from my lips without hesitation, and about ten feet behind her Killion crops up like an apparition—an angry apparition.

      Don’t do it, Hattie, he scolds my way as if I can hear him. I can, but that’s beside the point.

      Tipper’s mouth rounds out. “It’s not a secret that she helped me out with my latest business venture.” I’m going to kill whoever spilled the financial beans. What in the hell does it take for someone to keep a secret around here? But then again, there are a few of us who know how to keep a secret very, very well—but only because our necks are equally on the line.

      What? I inch back.

      I bet this has to do with the murder club. I bet they killed Edwina.

      “Tipper, I saw you arguing with Sienna the night she died. You went out in front of the Cottage House and you had a physical confrontation, didn’t you?”

      She sucks in a quick breath. “How do you… No,” she says that last word sharply. “Nothing happened between us that night.” If my time at Exeter taught me anything, it’s admit to nothing.

      Exeter? Admit to nothing? It sounds as if she has a lot to admit to.

      “You did it, didn’t you?” A breath hitches in my throat. “You can’t deny you got into a hair-pulling match with Siena. It was your hair the coroner found tangled in her fingers.”

      Her face pinches with color. “Fine, we fought. Big deal. But it doesn’t mean I wanted her dead.”

      A thought comes to me.

      “You’re close to Dr. Troublefield. You have access to his office, which means you have access to the medications he has on hand like ketamine.”

      “Keta— what?” She looks genuinely perplexed. “Why would I care about having access to his medications?” Her nose wrinkles sharply, a feat that lets me know her Botox is weaning. “Are you trying to accuse me of being a junkie?”

      No, I’m trying to accuse you of being a murderer.

      “Tipper, did you slip anything into her drink that night?”

      “Sienna’s drink?” She takes a full step back.

      Here it is. I’ve got a gut feeling she’s about to admit to it, and my gut feelings are never wrong.

      Her mouth falls open. “Hattie Holiday, are you trying to accuse me of murder?” If she’s going to play these accusatory games, she might just need to be the next victim. “Don’t answer that.” The last thing I need is to offer up this innocent thing for the chopping block. And the last thing I’m looking for is another body to bury. “I didn’t do a thing to Sienna that night—nothing lethal, anyway.” She touches the back of her head as if she still felt the hair being pulled out by the root. “Sienna wanted her money back, and I was more than willing to give it to her. But I needed time. She was desperate for it.”

      “What made her so desperate?”

      She shrugs. “She kept loaning money out that she didn’t have until she finally went to a loan shark herself. Some hoodlums she knew back in Manhattan with mob ties. I have a feeling her loan was up. Her kneecaps were on the hook, if you know what I mean. She was like a cat trying to claw her way out of a well the way she was going after people for what they owed her.” Of course, she wasn’t above blackmail either.” She glances past me. But that’s not my story to tell. “It’s not a surprise to anyone that she got herself killed.” But it was a huge relief for me. She forces a smile. “I think I need another glass of champagne.” Or twelve.

      She takes off, and I scoff in her wake.

      So Tipper didn’t kill Sienna? Or at least she didn’t admit to it internally. But she did admit to being relieved. That’s tantamount to innocence in my book.

      I glance out at the crowd, and my mood sours another notch once I spot Neelie holding Killion hostage on the dance floor.

      He shoots a dissatisfied look my way and I turn my head, not giving him the opportunity to gloat. About what, I’m not sure. The fact my investigation is going south, the fact he’s about to get lucky with my little sister, or the fact he has my boss and my new best friend chomping at the bit to take him to bed as well. The list is seemingly endless, and more than inappropriate.

      “I need some air,” I mutter, stalking off toward the nearest exit when I spot Peyton looking more than a little miffed.

      “Who gave you permission to extend an invite to your entire family?” she fumes. I’ll have that blonde skewered on a stick before the night is through. How dare she swipe Killion from me like that. How dare he go so willingly. This is all Edwina’s fault for dying on me. If she didn’t die, Hurricane Hattie wouldn’t be here, and neither would her slutty little sister. Clearly, bedding the mayor wasn’t the coital coup she was hoping for. Not that I could blame her for setting her sights on Killion. He’s a step up compared to the balding dough boy we have running this town.

      I’d have to agree with her on that.

      “I’m sorry, it won’t happen again,” I tell her. Mostly because I was already thinking the very same thing again.

      What was I thinking inviting Neelie to an event like this? It’s like putting a piranha in a tank full of jellyfish. Not a man in this room stands a chance, least of all the jelly-bellied detective.

      Okay, fine. He’s a rock-hard specimen that had most likely never put jelly on toast, let alone has an ounce of jelly available for jiggling. But if my slutty sister gets her way, she’ll have him jiggling all right.

      The thought just steams me.

      “You bet it won’t happen again,” Peyton says sternly. “Or I’d have you cleaning out your locker.”

      “I don’t have a locker,” I say, glancing back at Neelie and Killion because apparently, I’m a glutton for punishment.

      Punishment?

      More like looking out for my little sister.

      “We have lockers,” Peyton grunts. “It just so happens they’re not for the employees.” She cranes her neck in the same direction I’m looking in.

      “The country club has lockers?” I ask, turning my attention her way.

      “Yes.” She nods at me with a look that suggests I’ve lost my mind. “Where do you think the members store their belongings while they’re in the gym, or on the court, or doing wildly inappropriate things in every nook and cranny they can find. Geez, half the time I feel as if I’m running a brothel.”

      She takes off, and I take off as well.

      But I’m not following Peyton. Instead, I run right out of the ballroom and down the hill to the Cottage House.

      The rotunda is empty—the reception counter unmanned—which is exactly what I was hoping for. I take a seat behind the console of the computer and quickly tap the words locker room into the search bar. Sure enough, a file pops up. I click into it.

      “Sienna Abbot, locker 255,” I mutter as I jump from my seat.

      It takes me two minutes to locate one of the spare keys under the counter. I snap up the exact one I’m looking for and head in the direction of the gym. In less time than it took to hunt down the key in my hand, I’m standing in the women’s dressing room, opening up Sienna Abbot’s personal storage compartment.

      Here’s hoping I find a lot more than a couple of sweaty gym socks.

      I pull the slender metal door toward me, give a quick look inside, and gasp.

      There’s a heck of a lot more in here than a couple of sweaty gym socks.

      I quickly rifle through the pricey booty—a Rolex, a ruby necklace, two diamond tennis bracelets, and a few wallets.

      Well, well, it seems I’ve cracked the case of the pickpocket.

      That’s one less investigation Detective Killion will have to deal with.

      A large eight-by-ten envelope catches my attention, sticking to the side of the locker as if clinging on for dear life. I pull it out and take a look at the contents inside. It takes a moment for it to register what I’m looking at, and then it hits me like a ton of senatorial bricks.

      I may have solved the case of the pickpocket, but it seems I may have solved the case of who the killer might be as well.

      This is a motive for murder if ever there was one.
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      She did it.

      That woman killed Sienna Abbot, and I think I know why.

      Thoughts of murders and motives spin through my mind as I make my way back up the steep hill that skirts along the sheer cliffside.

      Up ahead, the Seaview Ballroom glitters like a fallen star on this icy autumn evening. The sparkling chandeliers wink at me through the glass walls, and the gorgeous women and debonair men all swirl to the happy music—and yet there’s a killer among them, and perhaps more than one.

      The wind does its best to slow me down as I cut across the lawn and run up the stairwell leading to the outdoor patio that flanks the main entry. I’m about to step back inside the venue when I spot a woman standing near the back of the deck that overlooks the water below. A smattering of people mill around the mouth of the entry, but for the most part, it’s too arctic to stand out here for long and they soon disappear inside.

      The woman’s dark glossy hair hangs down her back like a rope, like a noose, and I bolt in her direction without giving it a second thought. She’s staring out at the ocean, a sullen look on her face, her shoulders slightly slumped as if admitting defeat before I ask her a single question. I note a half-empty champagne glass in her hand, and if I’m not mistaken, a single tear rolling down her cheek.

      “A little chilly, isn’t it?” I call out, picking up the skirt of this oversized frock as I come upon her.

      Murphy Taylor turns her head my way, just enough to acknowledge my presence.

      “I’m fine.” She wipes the tear away and knocks back the rest of her champagne in a single motion before landing the glass on the railing. “We should get in before we catch our deaths out here.”

      She does her best to step past me, but I block her path.

      “Excuse me.” A laugh trills from her throat, but her chemically frozen face doesn’t offer so much as a smile.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, still trying to catch my breath from the run over. “Murphy—I know.” The words come from me, and I hardly regret them.

      “You know?” She nods as if beckoning me to continue.

      “Yes.” I close my eyes a moment. Killion runs through my mind, angry and scowling, and I run him right back out. This is my investigation. And I am certainly no damsel in distress. “It all makes sense now,” I say to the woman before me. “Your husband, he’s running for Senate.”

      “Oh.” She tips her head back a notch. “Would you like to make a donation?” She gasps hard as if having a sudden epiphany. “Oh my goodness, you think we should set up a fundraiser here at the club? My word, you are a genius.” And here I thought she had a pea for a brain.

      A pea?

      Thanks a lot.

      Can’t wait to show off the size of my noggin, and I’m about to do just that. I doubt she’ll be impressed, though. Depressed is more like it because I am certainly onto her.

      “Murphy, the night we met at the opening of O’Malley’s Alley out in Monroe, you mentioned that Sienna had procured your husband as her attorney.”

      This again. She rolls her eyes because apparently you can’t paralyze ocular drama by way of Botox. If you could, mothers of teenage daughters would be lining up for the procedure by the droves.

      “That’s right.” She sniffs. “Tipper owed her lots and lots of money.” Thankfully. “I’m sure had Sienna lived, my husband would have made sure she had gotten every red cent back from Ms. Luxemburg.”

      Ms. Luxemburg? I shake my head. Who would call their friends by their surname? Someone who wasn’t really a friend.

      “But she died,” I say just above a whisper. “Sienna was in serious need of cash. I’ve heard the rumors. She took some loans out from some pretty scary people, and she needed to pay them back. She was desperate.”

      Murphy swallows hard. “I heard the same thing.” And she did her best to make me desperate as well.

      That comment she made to herself at the bar that night makes sense now.

      “You mentioned that you issued her a verbal cease and desist,” I tell her.

      Murphy’s face contorts as she struggles to emote some form of frown, I’m guessing.

      “Did I say that?” Her jaw unhinges.

      “Not in so many words.” Okay, not in any spoken words, but I’m not above using a killer’s thoughts against her. “Murphy, I found racy pictures of Sienna and your husband in her locker back in the Cottage House. She was using those pictures to blackmail you, wasn’t she?”

      Her eyes double in size. How could she possibly know that? And evidence? At the Cottage House of all places? I knew Sienna was sloppy, but I never pegged her for an idiot. Or maybe it’s me who’s the idiot? I should have ransacked her locker before I ever ransacked her home.

      She ransacked Sienna’s home? I wouldn’t put it past her.

      “Everyone knows you and your husband have an open marriage.” I feel bad just saying the words. I can’t imagine how she feels living it. I’d die before I gave my husband—imaginary spouse or not—carte blanche to have an entire string of affairs right under my nose. “But I suppose rumors are one thing and proof is another. I can see how those pictures could have hurt your husband’s chances at winning the Senate seat.”

      Her chest explodes in convulsive heaves as if she had been holding her breath this entire time.

      “Yes, it’s true. That’s why you need to give me those pictures, Hattie. I need to destroy them before anyone gets ahold of them. I’ve put up with a lot from my husband to support his political aspirations. And that man promised to make me the first lady of this country someday. I think we’ve got a shot. He’s a shoo-in with the people. We can’t have those pictures lying around. You have to take me to them right away.”

      “That’s why you killed her,” I say just as a hurricane-force wind nearly blows us both over, but neither of us flinches.

      Her dark eyes stay trained on mine. “You can’t prove it.”

      “We have footage of you procuring the herbicide from right here on the grounds.” Liar, liar, pants on fire. But then I’d welcome either a fire or pants at the moment. We’re both about to freeze solid.

      She lifts her head a notch, and that’s all the admission I need.

      “And you somehow took the ketamine from Dr. Troublefield’s office,” I continue. Lord knows all she had to do was flash her boobs at the man and he would have given her the keys to the medicinal kingdom.

      Her lips purse. I thought for sure the ketamine would point in his direction. What the heck is going on here?

      “Dr. Troublefield—” she starts.

      “Didn’t do it,” I finish for her. “You did. You had far more to lose than money. Once your husband was laughed out of the political ring, you would lose your prospects of moving to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. You wanted the red, white, and blue brass ring. But one thing stood in your way—and her name was Sienna Abbot.”

      A thought comes to me, and I practically gag on it.

      “Wait a minute…” I shake my head in disbelief. “I saw you hand Sienna a drink that night.” How could I have forgotten? I blame Killion and those clear green eyes. They’ve been making me swirly ever since I pepper-sprayed him the night we met.

      She pulls out her beaded purse from under her arm and fiddles with it—an Hermès Constance bag, which costs more than Ginger could ever hope to be valued at. I’ve learned a thing about pricey handbags from my short time here at the country club. While most men take their nine irons seriously, cowhide is how the women define their true social status.

      “Yes, I killed her,” Murphy says, dipping her hand into her purse. “I had to, Hattie. And now I’ve got to kill you.”

      The barrel of a gun points my way from seemingly thin air. Her purse hits the ground as she cradles the weapon with both hands.

      And just like that, I bolt. I run straight ahead, along the lip of the ballroom, trimmed with hedges, and straight into the darkness that lies beyond that, hoping to lose myself in a shadow.

      “Stop,” Murphy shouts as she runs up from behind and grabs a fistful of my hair.

      We struggle a moment before she kicks my feet out from underneath me and lands me on my back.

      “This will be quick. It won’t hurt, I promise,” she mutters, shoving the barrel under my chin so hard I nearly bite my tongue off. I don’t dare move a muscle. “You won’t even remember it.”

      “That’s funny, my ex-boyfriend once said those very same words,” I sputter as I struggle to scoot a notch across the ground she’s pinned me to.

      It didn’t end well with my ex, and I have a feeling this isn’t going to end well either.

      “You talk too much.” The butt of the gun rises over my face before crashing down over my forehead with a wallop, and my head bounces over the dirt like a rubber ball.

      Stars.

      I see stars—both literal and figurative.

      The night sky above swirls in a clockwise motion as the gravity of the situation settles in.

      “You just couldn’t keep your nose out of my business,” she hisses, and a rush of heated liquor emanates from her breath.  “And now you’ll have to die.” Another blast of ethanol. “You made me do this to you. I didn’t want to. I have to.”

      A loud crash goes off near the ballroom in the distance, and we turn our heads in that direction.

      The gun lifts momentarily, and I seize the opportunity to shove a knee to her chest, followed by a boot to the face.

      I scramble to my hands and knees, crawling away as fast as this ridiculous Regency gown will allow. Lord knows I’ve engulfed myself in far too much brocade and lace to ever be safe. The dress weighs twenty pounds if it doesn’t weigh forty.

      I rise up, only to have a hand clasp around my ankle and yank me back to the ground.

      “Oh no, you don’t. You don’t get to live to see another day.” Ethanol breath seethes my way.

      Without thinking, I offer up another boot to the face, this time eliciting a hearty oof, and if my eyes don’t deceive me, there’s a smattering of blood in the wake of my shoe. But I don’t stick around to do a medical evaluation of the damage.

      I hop up on both feet, bunch up as much of my billowy skirt as I can, and run like hell.

      Adrenaline spikes in me like never before, to levels that ensure my soul has the ability to cork right out of my body. The night shifts around me as I bolt away from the safety of the country club, into the dizzying blackness of night.

      A forest looms ahead, wrapping around to my left, nothing but a fortress of evergreens so thick it may as well be a concrete wall. I wouldn’t stand a chance to make it three feet in, naked, let alone wearing what amounts to a brocade building on my body. I knew once I shoved myself into a corset this evening that death was on the table, but this is one scenario I didn’t envision when meeting up with the Grim Reaper.

      My heart races, threatening to leap right out of my body, beating my soul to the punch.

      The briny night air rings icy and cold as the half-moon watches from above like a winking celestial giant ready to welcome me to my heavenly home.

      To my right, a bridal fence glows skeletal, cordoning off a sheer cliffside that drops hundreds of feet to the sea.

      A riotously loud bang goes off from behind and a sharp sting ignites in my left arm.

      A horrible groan comes from me as I dart for the fence and hurdle over the top of it like a lumbering horse unfit for dressage. Of course, they’d probably take the horse out back after the show and shoot it for its lousy performance. And considering I’m about to absorb a few bullets myself, the horse and I have a lot in common.

      The blue cast from the moon glows over the majestic Atlantic below, glowing like a thousand fallen stars in a river of light over the water.

      The ocean churns riotously and angrily as I grip onto the fence for dear life. There’s less than a foot between the earth and the nothingness waiting to suck me to the briny bottom. I stare down at the water, to the pointed rocks just before that, as my feet slip precariously close to the edge, the ground loosening beneath them, hastening my fate.

      My body erupts in one giant heartbeat, pounding and ferocious just like the angry whitewash below. The waves recede, exposing glossy black rocks and jagged boulders, taunting me with their knife-sharp peaks.

      It’s either die at the hands of a lunatic or take my chances with fate.

      The water rises in once again, slapping over the wall of the cliff, filling it with a swimming pool of water, its violent waves surging twenty feet into the air.

      “Hattie,” a deep voice bellows from behind.

      Another explosive gunshot goes off, whistling by my ear like a demon whispering my name.

      A quickening breath escapes me.

      It’s do or die.

      Heck, at this point, it’s die or die.

      My right foot lifts past the edge of the crumbling cliffside.

      It will feel like flying. And for once, I can tell myself that I won’t remember a thing.

      My body shakes, and my skin goes numb. My mind races around the planet, training for the impossible marathon of death I seem to have embroiled myself in. The ground pulsates as if it were coming up to meet me.

      Just one more step.

      This is the part where I should probably say something profound like goodbye, cruel world, or do a quick itemization of my sins and repent, but a part of me is ready to let this Regency dress fall where it may.

      And then I leap.
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      A sharp pain slices up the right side of my back as I stop cold from plummeting to a certain death.

      The branch of a rolling oak growing rogue through the side of the cliff has speared through the shoulder of this brocade Regency disaster I’ve strapped myself into.

      The wind picks up as I reach up and grab ahold of the oak that saved me, and as I struggle to hoist myself up, my dress does its best to pull me down like the millstone I accused it of being earlier this evening.

      A thought comes to me. Without hesitation, I reach back with one hand and unzip the devilish dress, prompting it to voluntarily fall off my body, save for the arm that’s holding both me and it up. I do a quick switch of hands and manage to land my feet on a divot of earth just as that rental dress sails to its doom. I watch as it falls like a bolt of pink lightning to the watery grave below, landing over the rocky crags before a wave wallops over it and pulls it out to sea.

      Every monkey bar maneuver I’ve ever honed in elementary school comes back to me, and before I know it, I’m climbing over that bridal fence and am back on solid ground, belly to the earth—in my underwear no less. A matching pink bra and panties I never thought another living creature would set their sights on. But seeing that Murphy Taylor is hauling her way over while wielding a weapon in her hand, my lingerie is about to make its indelicate debut.

      But Murphy doesn’t pay me any mind as she looks over the edge of the fence, panting wildly in the effort.

      “She’s dead,” she calls out to no one in particular.

      The sound of barking pierces through the night, and within seconds Rookie and Cricket are upon us.

      Hattie! Cricket yowls. We heard gunfire.

      Loud boom made me nervous. Rookie barks as if he were inciting a prison riot.

      Murphy turns his way in haste. “Oh, shut up before you end up over the edge, too.” I’d shoot both of those silly creatures if I didn’t think I’d attract any more attention to myself.

      “Hattie?” a male voice calls out over the expanse of darkness once again, and this time I recognize it as belonging to Killion.

      Murphy jerks in that direction before looking to the woods. She kicks out her right leg in an effort to bolt, and I snatch her by the ankle and yank her to the ground with me. The gun falls from her hand and spins about two good feet from the two of us.

      “It’s you!” she shouts as she does her best to shove me away. “I need to go, Hattie. You won’t see me again.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” I say, gripping her by the front of her gown and pulling her close.

      “The hell I’m not.”

      A wrestling match ensues with both Cricket and Rookie joining in on the fun—and half the time they’re clawing and biting at me. Not that I can blame them. It’s dark out, save for a sliver of moonlight, and Murphy and I have all but intricately entwined ourselves. I reach up and inadvertently stick my finger in the woman’s eye and she sharply recoils.

      That worked well.

      “You witch.” She yanks me through the lower portion of the bridal fence, her body lying over mine in an effort to imprison me. “You meddled where you shouldn’t have, and now you’re going to die a painful death.”

      “Hattie?” Killion’s voice booms from overhead. Good grief, she’s in her underwear.

      That’s his big takeaway from this situation?

      Men.

      Murphy jerks as she looks up at him, and I take advantage of the moment to buck the woman off of me.

      Murphy flips backward with a scream, falling off the cliff in the same trajectory I did just minutes before and she lands in the protective arms of the very same tree.

      “Help me,” she calls out, reaching for Killion before slipping and falling until she’s hanging by a feeble branch with one hand. “Detective, please, she tried to kill me.”

      “She killed Sienna,” I pant as Killion pulls me through to the right side of the fence. “She admitted it.” I roll back a notch to get a better look at her just as Killion hops the fence to play hero to another damsel in distress—this time a bona fide version.

      He takes a step, and the entire tree lurches forward as clods of dirt tumble into the sea.

      Murphy moans as she struggles to hang on with both hands.

      “Don’t move,” Killion barks at the woman.

      The sound of a tree branch crackling ignites the air like fireworks on the Fourth of July, and I do the unthinkable.

      “Murphy,” I shout. “Who killed Edwina March?”

      Good grief, this is revenge for what happened at Exeter, isn’t it? She groans as she squeezes her eyes shut.

      Exeter? Didn’t Tipper mention Exeter earlier?

      Murphy looks up at me, her lips quivering like mad. “I did.” She nods to Killion. “I killed Edwina March because she knew too much. And now so do you.” Her lips curve with a trace of a smile as her hands open wide.

      We watch as Murphy Taylor sails to her death and a massive wave does its best to pull her body out to sea.

      Cricket and Rookie mewl and whimper as Killion hops back to safety and pulls me to him.

      “You’ve been shot,” he says, looking down at my bloodied arm.

      I wipe it clean to reveal nothing more than a scratch.

      “Just a graze,” I pant.

      Within moments, backup arrives and the entire grounds are swarming with deputies from the Eagle County Sheriff’s Department. Killion and I part ways as he quickly fills them in on what’s happened.

      A roving officer kindly procures a blanket for me, and I stand and watch as the balcony is cordoned off.

      Peyton is briefed, and the night ends early for the members of this esteemed club. From what I can see, just in time, too. Apparently, a food fight had just broken out and Baluga was being hurled, croquembouche turned into missiles, among other delicious things. I have a feeling that was the fun Clarabelle hinted at earlier in the evening. Personally, I’m glad she opted to hurl food instead of men. Knowing her, men were a viable option.

      But as the bodies drain from the front of the ballroom, I remain staunchly in the back, watching Killion speak to the deputies.

      Cricket mewls my way, You’re shivering Hattie. This is exactly why hoomans should have more fur.

      And more access to cookies. Rookie barks.

      I’m about to suggest we head home ourselves when I spot a rather ornery-looking detective making his way over.

      “What the hell were you thinking questioning that woman alone in the dark?” he riots as if I personally offended him in the effort, and clearly I’ve offended his ego.

      “I was thinking there was a murder suspect about to make a run for the border,” I riot back. “If you would have done your job, you would have known she was the killer and I would never have been in that predicament to begin with.”

      “If you would have let me do my job, I may have,” he bellows. “Hattie, you’ve proven to be a danger to yourself and society.”

      “Oh yeah? If I’m such a danger, how did I crack the case of the pickpocket? It sounds to me I’m more of a crimefighter than I am a menace.”

      “I didn’t say you were a menace, you did,” he counters.

      He’s got you there, Cricket mewls, and I take a moment to shoot her a look.

      “You cracked the case of the pickpocket?” Killion shouts just as angry as he was a moment ago.

      “I sure did,” I shout back, getting inches from his face. “I went snooping in Sienna Abbot’s locker in the Cottage House and found an entire treasure box of items that have been missing—not to mention comprising pictures of herself and Jack Taylor, senatorial candidate slash pervert. And that, my friend, is why Murphy Taylor did the woman in.”

      “You found all that out?” He inches back with a stunned look on his face. I guess Hattie Holiday is no damsel in distress after all.

      “You got that right, buddy,” I seethe.

      What the heck is she talking about now? His gaze drops to my mouth. Those lips.

      Those lips, I counter, swallowing hard while inspecting his own pucker.

      In an explosion of heat and hormones, our lips conjoin and Killion Maddox is kissing me like he means it.

      I’m sort of kissing him like I mean it, too, and for the first time in weeks, I do.

      The blanket falls right off of me as Killion pulls me close.

      I’ve had nightmares about wearing nothing but my underwear in public. And I’ve had fantasies about kissing a handsome man under a starry night sky as well. Right now they’re both playing out in real-time, and judging by what’s happened these last two weeks, I’d say that was just about right.

      Killion and I kiss, on purpose, under the watchful eye of the moon, a couple of stymied pets, and perhaps every deputy in Eagle County.

      And what a kiss it is.

      This feels right.

      Unlike this disastrous night, this kiss is magical—dare I say, perfect.
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      That kiss.

      It’s the next afternoon, quickly turning to evening, as I finish up the paperwork on the Abbot file in my office.

      Hattie stayed behind last night and gave me all the information I needed. That is, she stayed after that lip-lock.

      What was I thinking kissing her like that?

      I stare off vacantly as I have been for the better part of the day.

      What was she thinking kissing me like that?

      One thing is for sure, I was right about her lips. They’re as soft as they look.

      My phone pings, and I glance down at it.

      Another text from Neelie. Both Neelie and Bunny have taken turns all day to remind me what a hero I am.

      I’m no hero. Hattie was the hero in that scenario, but I’m not saying a word. In fact, I haven’t messaged either of those women back and I don’t plan to.

      Hattie comes to mind again.

      In that landslide of information she offered up last night, she mentioned something that I made a note of to examine further at a later time.

      “Exeter,” I say as I hit the search engine on my laptop.

      Hattie said that both Tipper and Murphy mentioned the word in passing. She said Tipper told her that if her time at Exeter taught her anything, it was to admit to nothing. And Murphy told her that her bad night was somehow related to what happened at Exeter.

      Now to get to the bottom of this.

      A quick search yields a few dead ends along with a few promising leads. I run headfirst into those promising leads until one opens up like a gate at the rodeo.

      “And off we go,” I say, shaking my head.

      I know exactly how those women are connected.

      Now to tell Hattie.

      She needs to get the hell out of the book club.

      Edwina had it right. It’s no literary venture—it’s all about murder.

      And if I’m right, they might just be racking up the bodies.

      There’s not a chance in hell I’ll let Hattie be one of them.
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      “To another thirty-five years and counting,” Winnie shouts as my mother and father lean in for another kiss, right here in the Cottage Grill, or ground zero as I’ve come to call it. Not that Murphy Taylor ended her life in this very spot, but she was only feet from the Cottage House.

      Thankfully, I was too far away to see any grisly details. Murphy was swept out to sea pretty quickly, and it took hours for them to locate her. A local fisherman was the one to do it.

      “Speech! Speech! Speech!” Henry calls out, much to the ire of the other members of the club.

      They’re not used to a rowdy bunch of Holidays invading their space.

      “I have something I’d like to say.” My father smiles down at his bride of three decades.

      Just when we were all about to congregate at my parents’ humble abode this evening, my father surprised us all by saying that he wanted to treat my mother to a proper meal at the country club.

      I obtained permission from Peyton, risking my own employment status, but I thought my parents were worth it—and thankfully, so did she. She said it was okay just this once, seeing that it was their special day.

      “Have I got your attention?” my father asks while slinging an arm around my mother’s waist.

      Winnie nods while holding Cricket. Neelie glances up from her phone, her fingers still poised in prime texting position, and Henry sighs as if he wanted to get a move on. And ironically, that was his very thought. Rookie had the same thought, too—but only because I promised him a cookie once we were through.

      “I’ve done it,” Dad says with an impish smile. All our lives Dad has played the part of practical joker, and seeing that we’re in an environment where the people here can’t seem to buy a sense of humor, I’m not sure I like the direction we’re heading in. “I’ve purchased memberships to the country club for the entire family.” He looks my way. “With the exception of you, of course. Try to keep yourself employed, would you?” He winks. I’m not kidding. I paid more for a year’s worth at this place than I did for every one of my children’s college tuition. I sure hope they enjoy it.

      The entire table breaks out into wild cheers, with my mother’s being the loudest.

      Winnie jumps to her feet, giving poor Cricket a strangulating squeeze in the process. “I’m a member of the Brambleberry Bay Country Club!”

      “I am, too!” Neelie cries with delight.

      Bunny traipses over with her eyes agog. “Say it ain’t so.”

      “Oh, it’s so.” Neelie winks right at her. “It looks as if you’ll be seeing a lot more of me. But I wouldn’t get your little cottontail in a bunch over it. I’m not here for you. I’m here for me.” She cranes her neck past us. And that hot detective. Where is he, anyway?

      Bunny groans, and I groan along with her. I’m not sure how I feel about my family infiltrating my new stomping grounds.

      My phone buzzes, and I glance down to see it’s a lengthy text from Ida.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say. “It’s my old landlord. I need to make sure there’s not another fire to put out.”

      “There will be if you’re involved,” Henry quips.

      “Well, hello there, handsome.” Bunny hops his way. “Bernadette Prescott.” She shoves a hand his way and he shakes it. “But you can call me Bunny.”

      Bernadette! I shake my head as I make my way to the rotunda. So that’s her name. There’s another mystery solved.

      The cool air of the foyer hits me as I glance down at my phone.

      I heard through the Brambleberry grapevine that you helped catch a killer last night. That’s an A-plus move in my book. I thought about it and you can rent another cabin if you like. I’ve got two to choose from—ocean view or you can sit and stare into the woods. Take your pick. They’re both bachelor units like before, so same rent. I’m okay with the cat, but if you try to pull another fast one on me with the dog you’re out of here. I don’t care if you keep the cat or the dog, but one of them has to go.

      “Oh no,” I moan hard at the thought of losing either one of them.

      “Oh no, what?” a deep voice deadpans, and I look up to find a lethally handsome man that ignites a spontaneous heatwave in me.

      “Killion.” I clear my throat as the memory of that kiss comes back to me in heated snatches. That shock of dark hair, those glowing green eyes. Why is he so infuriatingly handsome, anyway? “Um, it’s my old landlord.” I wag my phone his way. “She said I could have another cabin at Moonlit Meadows if I want it. But I can only keep one pet.”

      “I see.” He rocks back on his heels. He’s clad in that same tweed jacket with elbow patches he wore to O’Malley’s Alley, looking just as dashing as he did that night.

      Okay, fine. He looks dashing every night. And I’m not too happy about it either.

      “I guess you’ll have to rehome the dog.” He shrugs. “I mean, that cat was yours to begin with.”

      “You can’t just rehome a dog. How would you have felt if your family rehomed you? Never mind, don’t answer that. I’m half-afraid you might have a story to go along with it. Besides, I’ve grown attached to Rookie. We share the same affinity for baked goods, namely baked goods that rhyme with his name.”

      “I’ll take him.”

      Before I can respond, both Cricket and Rookie come barreling this way.

      Here she is, Cricket yowls as she leaps into my arms. Oh, Hattie, you can’t just go off like that. We thought you might have run into another killer.

      I was going to save you myself, Rookie gives a soft bark as he nuzzles his adorable head against my leg.

      I was going to save you, Cricket points out. He was going to run off and find a cookie.

      There might be some truth to that.

      “Well, Rookie,” I say, giving him a quick scratch. “What do you think of Detective Maddox here? It turns out, he’s looking for a Rookie to share a few cookies with himself.”

      Rookie gives Killion a sharp bark. You’ve got a deal, buddy.

      He jumps and wags his tail as he parades around Killion and Killion gives the furry beast a generous belly rub.

      “All right, boy, you’re all mine. None of that soft fluffy stuff at my place. It’s boy’s town and we boys rule the roost.”

      Rookie gives another quick bark of approval.

      My heart lurches because it just so happens that I’ve grown attached to this sweet, lovable, slobbering ball of fur.

      “You can take him under one condition,” I say, holding Cricket tight.

      Ooh, negotiations, Cricket mewls. Good thinking. Ask for a year’s supply of Fancy Beast cat food. Way to make the pooch work in our favor.

      I frown down at her.

      “Anything,” Killion says with a slight bow.

      And I hate how much I find that endearing.

      “I get to see him whenever I want.” I shrug over at him. “And I want to see him a lot.”

      “Of course.” He hikes a brow. “I plan on bringing him to work with me, and I’ll most likely have to stop by the country club to make sure there’s no more trouble.” His lips twitch. “Daily.”

      “Oh, good.” I breathe a sigh of relief just as a spiral of heat runs through me at the thought of seeing Killion Maddox daily. “I’d like to make sure he’s doing well in the evenings, too.” I nod a little more eagerly than anticipated.

      “I get off at five, so I can pick you up at five-thirty,” he offers. “We could do dinner or take a walk along the beach.”

      “That sounds amazing,” I bite down on a smile. “So what brings you by this evening?”

      “Exeter.” He nods. “I know what it means.”

      “What?” I ask, pulling him to the side where prying ears can’t listen in. The country club has more ears than a potato and more eyes than any haunted hill you’d ever want to know.

      “It’s a boarding school. Livian Exeter, here in Maine, right above Castle Point in Newton. High school only, coed. Tipper, Chevy, and Murphy—they all went.”

      “My word.” I take a step toward him. “What about Edwina? What about Bunny? Or Peyton for that matter?” I shoot a cool glance over my shoulder in hopes my boss isn’t standing there. And lucky for me, she’s not.

      He shakes his head. “My guess is Edwina came upon some information she shouldn’t have.”

      “And Murphy made sure she kept her mouth quiet—forever.”

      That’s it. I’m out of the book club. Cricket lets out an ear-piercing yowl before jumping out of my arms.

      “I’m with her,” Killion says. “This is a hair-raising situation, Hattie. I’m warning you to stay away from those women. They’re dangerous.” His eyes press into mine. “I mean it.” How do I tell this fiercely independent woman that she needs to listen to what I’m saying? I’m afraid if I push too hard, I’ll drive her right into their midst.

      He’s not wrong. Cricket might not want to dive back into the book club, but it’s not stopping me—and most likely her by proxy.

      Something catches my eye from the entry, and I look up with a start.

      “Tipper, Chevy,” I say with a smile as the women fast approach us.

      They look fresh-faced, save for those mile-long lash extensions, their locks are freshly blown out, and both are wearing a little black dress. It’s hard to tell if it’s an ode to the loss of their friend or simply a nice little accouterment for another night out. Probably both.

      “Hattie, darling.” Chevy lunges at me with an embrace. “Please, you must join us for a cup of coffee.”

      Tipper nods as she hooks her arm through mine. “And you need to tell us everything that awful woman said to you.”

      The two of them exchange a glance before I’m quickly carted off to the grill once again, to a table near the bar.

      Bunny joins us, as Killion takes a seat nearby with Rookie at his side.

      I’m already jealous of the attention that sweet pooch is giving him. But I should probably be a little more concerned with the attention these potentially dangerous women are giving me.

      “What’s happening?” Bunny asks as she lands next to me. How dare Hattie keep her hottie of a brother away from me. She gives an impish grin my way. Little does she know, he’ll be paying me a visit in just a few hours. Hattie might be a hoot, but her brother is where it’s at. And where it’s at will be my bedroom before the night is through.

      Gah!

      I’m going to kill Henry. Okay, so I’m not going to say a word to either one of them. But this only makes me want to move out of the guest house that much faster. And seeing that she’s set her sights elsewhere, it sounds as if Killion is off the hook. For now.

      “Before we get started,” Bunny says. “You’ll never guess who I ran into this morning. She wanted to come by and say hello, and I told her to come back this evening. You are just going to die.” She chortles at her friends before stopping cold. “A little too soon?” Her lips flirt with a smile. “Sorry.”

      “Never mind that,” Chevy says, hitching a blonde lock behind her ear. “I believe Hattie has a story to tell.” She nods and I do as I’m told, telling them everything sans any mention of Exeter, or the fact Murphy admitted to killing Edwina. I’d hate to see Chevy and Tipper try to set fire to both Killion and me so soon.

      The two women exchange a terse glance.

      Tipper shrugs. It sounds as if Murphy kept her mouth shut. And in keeping with the things that dead people do best, she’ll be keeping it shut forevermore.

      Chevy nods as if she’s heard. Hattie doesn’t have any reason to hold back information from us. That is, unless she’s onto us and knows what we did. She shakes her head, and I hold my breath, just waiting for a juicy confession, but it doesn’t come.

      “Oh, look, here she is!” Bunny waves to the front, and we look to see a redhead coming this way. She’s somewhere in her thirties, long and thin, but not fragile. Long flowing locks that float down her shoulders like lava. Her eyes are narrow and sharp, and that slit of blood-red lips crack into a smile at the sight of us.

      Both Chevy and Tipper all but stop breathing. Their faces bleed of all color and Tipper wobbles for a moment as if she might pass out.

      “Hello, girls.” The woman sits down, her honey-sweet perfume choking us momentarily. Her lips curl at the sight of me. “You must be the new girl. Hillary Pepperwood.” She extends a hand my way, and I shake it. “But all my friends call me Hilly. And seeing that we’re about to be fast friends, you can call me Hilly, too.”

      Bunny giggles at the women across from us. “Isn’t this just the best surprise?” She looks my way. “Hilly was a long-time member here but moved about a year ago.”

      “I’m back now,” she says coolly to Chevy and Tipper. Because I see yet again things have gotten out of control. If you want something done right, you need to do it yourself. Just the way I had to kill Edwina. She sheds a saccharine smile my way.

      She killed Edwina? But Murphy confessed to killing her. Why do I get the feeling Edwina’s death just might have been a group effort.

      Hilly’s cheek hikes up a notch as she inspects me.

      And once I kill this little tart, I’ll have to make poor Chevy or Tipper believe they’ve done the deed, just like I did with Murphy.

      And there’s the truth.

      “Oh, this is going to be just great,” Hilly purrs.

      Cricket runs over and hops into my lap. I don’t like the looks of this, Hattie. Maybe we should listen to the detective and steer clear of this crowd?

      I cast a quick glance in Killion’s direction.

      Not on his life. Or apparently mine.

      “I’m a charter member of the book club,” Hilly says to me. “And I hear you’re the newest member. We’re so glad to have you.”

      I don’t remember saying my name, nor anyone else saying it for that matter. It looks as if Hilly’s sudden appearance in town was somehow sponsored by me—and my supposed impending death.

      “We’re going to have so much fun.” She bleeds a black smile my way.

      “We’re going to have so much fun, indeed,” I tell her.

      My eyes hook into Killion’s as he frowns in my direction.

      A killer has come to Brambleberry Bay yet again, and this time it seems I’m her newest target.

      Chevy and Tipper glare at me long enough to let me know they have a target on my back, too. I can’t help but feel they all have a target on one another’s backs as well.

      “Welcome to the club, Hattie,” Hilly says as she loses that dark smile. “Once you’re in, you’re in for life.” The only way out is death. Her lips curve once again. And I have never been so eager to plot someone’s demise.

      On the outset, Brambleberry Bay holds such an innocent appeal, a cozy seaside town brimming with the haves and have nots. And yet, once you peel back the layers, the skin sitting over its hillsides like a lid, the dark underbelly rears its ugly head as the wicked crawl out from under its rocks.

      Something sinister has been plaguing our sweet slice of Maine all along, and perhaps with a little help from Detective Maddox, we’ll figure out exactly what it is.

      On second thought, I’m no damsel in distress.

      I’ll figure it out on my own.

      Here’s hoping I live long enough to tell the tale.

      

      **Thank you so much for reading the Brambleberry Bay Murder Club.  Be sure to grab the next book in the series right here

      —> Murder for Beginners

      Is that link not working for you?

      Head here instead-> Murder for Beginners
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      Halloween has come to Brambleberry Bay—and so has a killer.

      Pick up -> Murder for Beginners today!

      

      *Need more mind-reading shenanigans? Check out Hattie’s cousin, Bizzy Baker, in her own series below!

      Kittyzen’s Arrest (Country Cottage Mysteries 1)

      An inn keeper who reads minds. An ornery detective. And a trail of bodies. Cider Cove is the premiere destination for murder.
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      My name is Bizzy Baker, and I can read minds. Not every mind, not every time, but most of the time, and believe me when I say it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.

      

      Bizzy Baker runs the Country Cottage Inn, has the ability to pry into the darkest recesses of both the human and animal mind, and has just stumbled upon a body. With the help of her kitten, Fish, a mutt named Sherlock Bones, and an ornery yet dangerously good-looking homicide detective, Bizzy is determined to find the killer.

      

      Cider Cove, Maine is the premier destination for fun and relaxation. But when a body turns up, it’s the premier destination for murder.

      **Read TODAY —>

      Kittyzen’s Arrest (Country Cottage Mysteries 1)

      

      Want to read a FREE cozy mystery? Check it out HERE!!!
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        From the Kitchen of Hattie Holiday

        Grandma’s Chocolate Chip Cookies with Walnuts

      

      

      Hello! It’s me, Hattie Holiday, and I can’t wait to share the recipe to my grandmother’s scrumptious chocolate chip cookies with walnuts. But just a side note before I divulge the delicious culinary secret she almost took to her grave, Cricket wanted me to point out that these were the very cookies I baked just before the rest of the so-called book club burned my cabin to cinder. Word to the wise, be careful who you share these with. They are rather infamous in Brambleberry Bay.

      Happy baking!

      

      Ingredients

      3  cups all-purpose flour

      1 cup butter (softened)

      1 cup sugar

      1 cup brown sugar (packed down with love)

      2 eggs

      2 cups semi-sweet chocolate chips

      ¼ cup maple syrup (my secret ingredient!)

      2 teaspoons vanilla extract

      1 teaspoon baking soda

      2 teaspoons hot water

      ½ teaspoon salt

      1 cup whole walnuts (and you know I mean without the shell! Cricket wanted me to add that for clarity just in case. Oh, and one more thing—Cricket says you should feel free to chop them if you like. Either way, these will be delicious!)

      

      Directions

      Preheat oven to 350°.

      

      
        	In a large mixing bowl (preferably in a stand mixer) cream butter, white and brown sugar until smooth and silky. Add in eggs and beat into mixture. Add maple syrup and vanilla.

        	In a small bowl, add hot water and add baking soda until well dissolved.

        	Add baking soda mixture to batter and add salt.

        	Add flour, walnuts, and chocolate chips to the mixture. Stir well.

        	Spoon walnut size dollops of batter onto a cookie sheet. (No need to grease the cookie sheet!)

        	Bake for approximately 10 minutes.

      

      Enjoy!
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        Want to read a FREE cozy mystery? Check it out HERE!!!

      

        

      
        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 on Amazon 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!
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