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BOOK DESCRIPTION
My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead people. Okay, so I rarely see dead people. Mostly I see furry creatures of the dearly departed variety, aka dead pets, who have come back from the other side to warn me of their previous owner’s impending doom.
The grand dame of Leeds County has passed away and her friends and family are throwing a going away party—aka funeral—of the ages. Everyone is invited to the swanky soiree, but Carlotta’s invitation seems to have gotten lost in the mail. Lucky for her, I’m catering the event, and I begrudgingly let her tag along as my assistant. But the funeral goes awry when a killer shows up on the scene.
And what’s better than one Everett Baxter? Two. Everett’s cousin, Ransom, is in town to help out with Everett’s new legal woes. And he brings along his girlfriend, Trixie Troublefield, and their friends, Bess and Nettie. You can bet your last dollar that Carlotta, Bess, and Nettie stir up enough trouble to land in a few legal woes of their own.
Lottie Lemon has a brand new bakery to tend to, a budding romance with perhaps one too many suitors, and she has the supernatural ability to see the dead—which are always harbingers for ominous things to come. Throw in the occasional ghost of the human variety, a string of murders, and her insatiable thirst for justice, and you’ll have more chaos than you know what to do with.
Living in Honey Hollow can be murder.



LOTTIE
  
M y name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead people. Okay, so rarely do I see dead people. Mostly I see furry creatures of the dearly departed variety who have come back from the other side to warn me of their previous owner’s impending doom. But the only thing I’m seeing now is a face that spells out trouble.
“Carlotta”—I frown at the woman who bore me as she picks at a cinnamon roll while seated at the counter in my bakery—“why do you look as if someone put OJ in your cereal?”
She rolls her eyes in response. “You mean, why do I look as if someone peed in my cereal? Just say it, Lottie. I’m sick and tired of your whitewashed goody two-shoes analogies that end up sounding pretty ridiculous to the rest of us.”
“Well, I think it’s pretty ridiculous to even suggest someone peed in your cereal, but that’s just me.”
Three customers spontaneously scoot away from the register and suddenly look as if they’re about to make a break for it.
“Wonderful,” I mutter. “Leave it to you, Carlotta, to cost me a sale, or three.”
“Aren’t families fun?” Lily says as she walks past me carrying a tray full of fresh deep-fried beignets.
Carlotta snarls my way. “Whose big idea was it to stick us together, anyway?”
“The Big Guy Upstairs,” I tell her.
“And they say He loves us,” she sniffs.
“Well, He loves me,” I say with a sigh. “He’s blessed me with family, friends, and a thriving business.”
“And the ability to stumble upon a dead body at regular intervals,” she points out.
Okay, so it’s true. I may have an unnatural knack for tripping over a homicide victim or two, but that’s beside the point.
“Maybe so,” I say. “But tonight there will be a body in a casket long before we ever get there. So in effect, I’ve met my quota of dead bodies for the night.” And lifetime if I’m lucky.
“You hope.” She squints over at me and I squint right back.
I hope indeed.
It’s late Sunday afternoon, bordering on evening, and there’s only a scant number of customers here in the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery. I’ve been frying up a storm all day, getting ready for tonight’s big catering event, a funeral right here in Honey Hollow. And that’s not the only thing keeping me busy. Mother’s Day is right around the corner, and the orders are already rolling in for cookie platters, cakes, and pies. Mother’s Day is one of my new favorite holidays now that I’m a mother. I get to take the whole day off and not lift a finger. I can’t wait to curl up with my girls, eat great food, and read a boatload of luscious books. In fact, I vote we make every Sunday Mother’s Day from here on out.
I glance around at my sweet bakery and smile. This place never feels like work. The Cutie Pie has been my baby for a number of years, and not only has it blossomed with traditional sales ever since I’ve opened my doors, but the catering arm of the business has taken off as well. Speaking of which…
I turn toward the kitchen a moment in search of two of my best employees.
“Suze? Lily? I think it’s time we get going. Let’s start boxing up those beignets so we can get a move on. Oh, and Lily? Make sure to bring two extra bags of powdered sugar. We’ll be serving up a truckload of beignets, and we need to make sure we have enough powdered sugar to go along with them.”
“I’m on it, Lottie,” Lily says as she pulls out an armful of bright pink boxes that still need to be folded into shape. Lily Swanson is a pretty brunette who was once my high school tormenter. But now that I pad her savings account with cash on the regular, we get along well enough. “I’ll make sure we have enough powdered sugar to cover all of Honey Hollow—and make it look like the dead of winter.”
I chuckle at the thought. But it’s not the dead of winter, it’s early May. Every last drop of snow has long since melted and the weather is heating up nicely.
“Beignets at a funeral?” Suze rolls her eyes, only to outdo Carlotta in the ocular dissatisfaction department. “Who ever heard of such an oddity?”
Suze Fox just so happens to be my mother-in-law in a roundabout way. I’m sort of married to her son, Noah, and we happen to share a fourteen-month-old daughter, Lyla Nell.
I’m sort of married to Noah’s old stepbrother, Everett Baxter, too. And we happen to share a seventeen-year-old daughter, Everly, Evie, Baxter. Albeit I adopted Evie, and she’s just as much mine as Lyla Nell is. Yes, I just so happen to have one husband too many, if you happen to be keeping score.
It’s a long story.
Suze, the woman currently glaring at me, has short blonde hair that swoops over her eyes in the front. She’s tall, stocky, and has very little tolerance for me in general—sans the part about me lining her savings account with cash as well. It seems to be a running theme.
“This is not just any funeral,” I tell her. “Ninetta Rizzo is having the it funeral of the century.” Ninetta was an older woman of Italian decent that was well-known in Honey Hollow. I think she was in her early sixties and died of a heart attack.
Lily nods as she works at lightning speed to put the boxes together. “I heard it’s a Mardi Gras theme, hence the beignets they’ve requested. But why no king cake? Everyone knows a king cake is the dessert of the hour when it comes to Mardi Gras.”
“I’ll tell you why,” Carlotta growls. “It’s because Ninetta Rizzo can’t stand the thought of being usurped at her own funeral. Ninetta thought she was a queen when she was alive. There’s no way she’d be willing to share the crown on her big day.”
Lily ticks her head to the side. “But apparently, she was a foodie, so there’s going to be a ton of yummy treats there.”
“Correct,” I tell her while snapping up a couple of flattened boxes to work on myself. “In fact, Charlie is catering as well,” I say, nodding to the left where an opening in the east wall leads to my sister’s place, the Honey Pot Diner.
Technically, the Honey Pot was my grandmother Nell’s baby. But when Nell died, she gave me the Honey Pot Diner, the bakery, and just about the rest of Honey Hollow. I went from a pauper to land baron in one fell swoop.
But when Charlie came into my life recently, I wanted to give her something from our grandma Nell, too. And seeing that Charlie is a wizard in the kitchen, I gave her the Honey Pot—with myself as a silent partner.
“She’s making shrimp po boys, jambalaya, and crawfish etouffee,” I tell them. “I heard Mangias will be catering as well, and a few more local restaurants that Ninetta liked to frequent, but she’s given the day off to the staff of her own restaurant, Rizzo’s Trattoria.”
“Pfft,” Carlotta snits. “That’s because everything at Rizzo’s Trattoria tastes as if someone peed in it.”
And just like that, the last remaining customers in my shop scurry out the door.
“Carlotta.” I swat her with a dishtowel. “I’ve told you a thousand times to stop with the less than savory conversation. Your mouth is bad for business. Now what’s got you in such an ornery mood?”
“Ninetta Rizzo, that’s what,” she growls. Carlotta is my biological mother who was kind and smart enough to abandon me at the local fire department when I was just a few hours old. Unfortunately, Charlie wasn’t as lucky. Instead, Carlotta opted to raise poor Charlie on her own—or more to the point, Charlie had to raise Carlotta on her own.
“Aww,” I coo. “You’re sad that Ninetta has passed away.”
“I’m not sad. I’m mad that I’m not allowed at the funeral. In case you’re unaware, this is an invite-only affair, and my invite seems to have gotten lost in the mail.”
“No way did it get lost,” Lily says. “Everyone knows Ninetta Rizzo was meticulous to a fault. I heard she worked tirelessly with an event planner to nail down all of the details of her going away party. Of course, it was forward-thinking on her part for when she eventually passed away. She was a notorious control freak.”
“I got an invitation,” I say.
“Me, too,” Lily says.
“Me three,” Suze chimes in.
I narrow my eyes over at my scheming, dreaming, shenanigan-prone bio mama.
“All right.” I sigh. “What gives? Why didn’t you score an invite?”
She slumps in her seat.
Carlotta and I share the same caramel-colored hair and hazel eyes, but she’s up on me in both wrinkles and felony charges. Or at least I’m assuming that last tidbit.
“Ninetta Rizzo accused me of trying to steal her husband.”
I hike a brow her way. “Did you?”
“Just the last two.”
“Carlotta,” I balk. “Were they faithful to her?”
“Yes,” she grouses. “But only because they were afraid of her.”
Suze snorts. “Well, I’m glad Wiley wasn’t faithful to me. I’ve never been a fan of being leashed to someone for life.”
Now it’s my turn to roll my eyes—for two reasons. One, Wiley is the biggest cad in the world, so Suze lucked out in that department if she was looking for a man who had a tendency to stray. And two, Wiley just so happens to be leashed to my mother—the saint who raised me—at the moment. No, they’re not officially married, but they’re a couple nonetheless, and how I wish he were with anyone but her.
“I wish you kept Wiley all to yourself,” I tell her as I put the last box together. “He’ll be at the funeral home with my mother, along with everyone else in Honey Hollow, Hollyhock, and Leeds. Speaking of which, we’d better start loading up these beignets, because as it stands, we’re going to be late.”
“What about me?” Carlotta cries just as I’m about to make a mad dash for the kitchen. “How about I help you girls deliver the fried goods to the dead? Come on, Lot. I can’t be the only one left out of the event of the season. I’ll be a social pariah down at the bingo hall. I’ll do anything if you let me tag along. And I swear on all ten of Little Yippy’s crooked toes that I’ll be on my best behavior.”
Little Yippy is the less than savory nickname Carlotta has gifted Lyla Nell, and my sweet baby girl does not have crooked toes. But bringing that up to Carlotta is a moot point.
“Okay.” I take a deep breath. “I’ll let you tag along, but under one circumstance.”
“Anything, Lot.” Carlotta jumps from her stool and grabs the nearest apron. “Name it—it’s yours.”
“You wear a disguise. The last thing I want is for my bakery to bear the consequences of harboring a stowaway. And everyone who’s everyone knows that Ninetta Rizzo was a powerful woman with powerful friends. Face it, Carlotta. You’re persona non grata at this funeral. The last thing I need is starting a war with the senior community.”
She scowls my way. “A disguise it is. And don’t worry, Lot. I’ll make it a good one. The living nor the deceased will be able to recognize me.”
“Here’s hoping,” I say.
Speaking of the deceased, here’s hoping we can keep the tally to one this evening.
The shadow of an enormous bird crosses the front window, and an icy shiver runs up my spine as the bakery darkens in its wake.
If I didn’t know better, I’d think that was the shadow of the Grim Reaper himself.
    
WHEN I SAID DISGUISE, I sort of envisioned a baseball cap and sunglasses—a dark wig at best. Carlotta’s version has a little more flare and a lot more scare to it as well.
“What did you have to dress up like a spooky clown for?” I hiss as we step up to the Honey Hollow Mortuary. The sun has just set and the sky is a magical shade of lavender.
Carlotta and I stopped by the house so she could get her costume on and I could kiss Lyla Nell goodnight. Evie was kind enough to offer to watch the baby for me this evening despite the fact Lyla Nell’s gums are trying their best to usher in her molars. Poor thing has been suffering for days, and that’s exactly why I hope to cut tonight short.
Noah and Everett are finishing up a meeting in Ashford County with Everett’s attorney Fiona Dagmeyer. Long story short—Everett is in some serious legal hot water.
I’ve been trying my best to push that legal tussle out of my mind all day. But they assured me they’d be here in time for this quirky funeral function.
“I am not a spooky clown,” Carlotta barks as she straightens that ridiculous three-pronged hat with bells dangling from each of its spires. “I’m a Mardi Gras jester. Don’t you know anything, Lot? Look at the colors, gold, green, and purple. I’m practically a billboard for this lean, mean, New Orleans dream.”
I take her in with that bone-white pancake makeup smeared over her face, the purple leotard, and the bright green tights. Carlotta is essentially a horror story in the making.
“You’re a billboard for something, all right,” I say. “Something akin to death. Did you have to put all that white makeup on your face? You look like the walking dead. Try to dodge the undertaker before they shove you into a casket of your own.”
“I’m not that lucky, and we both know it.”
True as gospel.
Just last month, Carlotta tried her best to let the Grim Reaper have his way with her. But much to her chagrin, and perhaps mine, she’s still standing on the right side of the soil.
A dark shadow swoops overhead once again and I duck for a moment, half-afraid a flying object is about to knock me in the head.
“Let’s get inside before the Grim Reaper does us both in,” I say, and just as I’m about to reach for the handle, the door swings out as a man with short, curly, dark hair holds it open for us. He looks to be in his late fifties, early sixties, and has a moon-shaped face that shows off copious amounts of laugh lines as he smiles.
“Evening, ladies.” He nods as we scuttle past him.
“Well, hubba hubba.” Carlotta gives a lusty grunt his way as the door closes behind us. “Hey, he looks familiar.”
“All men look familiar to you—because most likely you’ve already familiarized yourself with them,” I say just as we’re entombed in what looks to be the party of the century.
The entire foyer and cavernous grand room that is the Honey Hollow Mortuary has been transformed into a bona fide Mardi Gras spectacular, from the live brass band making my ears bleed with its loud, pitchy wails to the scrumptious and never-ending buffet tables that send both sweet and savory scents our way and make my stomach growl with approval.
Throngs of bodies—that belong to the living—mingle about while holding a glowing purple, green, or gold cocktail. And there’s a bevy of scantily clad women wearing what amounts to orange bathing suits and matching high heels walking around with beads covering both arms, looking for prospects to gift them to.
“Quick, show ’em your boobs, Lot. Everyone knows that’s how you get beads,” Carlotta says, smacking me on the arm. “I’d do it myself, but once the men in the room get a load of my rack, they’ll know exactly who I am.”
I’d shoot her a look, but unfortunately, I’m afraid she’s right.
“No way am I showing anyone my boobs tonight. With the exception of later,” I say with a sigh. “I’ll have to get creative if I want to cheer Everett up.”
He’s been in a funk ever since he’s been facing murder charges, or at least he will be once Noah gets around to filing them. Suffice it to say, it’s been a grim state of being at the house this past week.
A woman with long, wiry, gray hair catches my eye as she sits in the corner with a pipe stemming from her mouth, and every now and again a puff of smoke emits from her. The pipe is attached to a large glass vase of some sort, and I think it’s a hookah. She’s wearing a colorful muumuu with a tropical print, and suddenly I’m wishing I were in the tropics instead of this Mardi Gras-inspired mess.
“Good grief, they’ve got everything here,” I say, shaking my head as I take a look around. “And if it gets any louder, they’re going to wake the dead. Speaking of the dead, we should find Ninetta and pay our respects—right before we pay our respects at the buffet table. I’m starving.”
“I’m with you. Let’s find that old battle-ax so I can finally get the last word in. No one can fault me if I spit a little when I talk.”
“Don’t you dare,” I tell her as we navigate the exuberant crowd as best as we can.
Most of the guests are clad in black, save for a few brave souls who have chosen to don, dare I say, indelicate costumes to match the indelicate theme of the night.
Without too much trauma, we make our way to the front, where enough floodlights to illuminate a football field cast a luminous glow on the lady of the hour. Her dark mahogany casket is hoisted up on a table, surrounded with enough flora and fauna to qualify as a rainforest.
Ninetta Rizzo was a tiny woman, somewhere in her early sixties. Her face is pale, her cheeks are gaunt, her lips are almost nonexistent, and her dark hair is neatly coiffed in her signature bouffant. But her crowning glory? The actual crown settled over her head. It’s gold and gaudy, and dripping gemstones. She’s wearing a purple pantsuit with her hands folded over her stomach, and the closer we get, the more it seems to me that there’s a slight frown on her face.
“I think she knows you’re here,” I whisper to the jester by my side.
“Forget about me,” Carlotta says, pointing at a small table to the left of the casket with a wreath comprised of something long, dark, and gray. It looks wiry by nature, and there are a few sprigs of baby’s breath braided into it, all encased in an eight-by-ten glass frame. “Would you look at that? It’s a good old-fashioned wreath of mourning.”
“A what what?” I ask, squinting over at it.
“A wreath of mourning. Don’t you know anything, Lot? It’s tradition to take the hair of the dead and make a wreath out of it and gift it to the nearest relative. It’s good luck—the best luck money and death can buy. And Ninetta had plenty of money in life, and now she’s lucky enough to be dead. Whoever gets their hands on that wreath of mourning will have twice the luck Ninetta had.”
“Geez.” I press a hand to my chest. “Her hair? Why would anyone want that? And why would anyone believe that good luck malarkey?” I spot a sign next to the frame and read it. “Need the Midas touch? Enter the wreath of mourning raffle! Tickets available at the door. All proceeds go to the renovation of the All Souls Bingo Hall.”
“Knew it,” Carlotta huffs. “She’s gunning to be the patron saint of bingo and jinx every card I play from here to eternity. I’ll have to find a way to win that wreath of mourning and beat her at her own game. Give me all your money, Lot. I need to buy up all those raffle tickets.”
“No,” I tell her.
But before Carlotta can protest, the sound of arguing rises from our right and we look over to see an older redheaded woman holding a glowing pink cocktail, having it out with a dark-haired woman who looks startlingly like the corpse before us.
“What in the world…” I say, leaning their way.
“Don’t mind them,” Carlotta chuffs. “That’s Rosa Rizzo, Ninetta’s older sister. The Rizzo women aren’t exactly known for their happy-go-lucky personalities. I’m sure, soon enough, Rosa will make her way over and tell us off as well.”
A younger blonde, early fifties at best, with cute blunt cut bangs that fringe her forehead, steps up and does her best to break up the contention near the casket, but it only seems to escalate. I’m about to intervene myself when I spot a tall, dark, and criminally handsome man striding in this direction.
There’s a reason I made Judge Essex Everett Baxter my legal plus one, and first and foremost are those kissable lips of his.
“Thank goodness,” I say as I cut him off at the pass and wrap my arms around him. “I’m so sorry you’ve had a rough day. You have no idea about the naughty things I have planned for you later this evening to make you feel better.”
Those cobalt blue eyes of his widen a notch as I grab him by the scruff of his cheeks and pull him close, offering up a kiss for the ages—that, if I’m not mistaken, he’s trying to escape from.
“Lemon?” a deep voice grouses from behind, and it sounds an awful lot like Everett himself.
Fun fact: Everett almost always calls me by my surname.
“Wait a minute…” I turn around just as the man I’m holding takes a full step back, and to my surprise, we seem to have amassed a small audience. The blonde and the redhead, along with Carlotta and the gray-haired hookah smoking granny, and… “Noah and Everett?” I nearly scream that last name out in haste.
Noah reaches for his gun as he looks at the man before me. “What the hell is going on?”
I gasp as I turn to the man once again and, sure enough, he could be Everett’s twin.
“I’d like an explanation myself,” I say.
“Ransom?” Everett—my Everett—looks both mystified and delighted.
“Surprise,” says the man I just gave my best lip-lock of the night to. “I thought I’d swing by Honey Hollow and see if I can help you out of that legal pickle you were telling me about.”
Before I know it, Everett and the man—Ransom—are sharing one of those half-hugs men seem to prefer over the real deal.
“Lemon, this is my cousin, Ransom Baxter,” Everett says, patting the man on the back. “He spends his days sailing the Pacific. He’s in charge of security onboard a cruise ship.”
“Oh my word,” I say, pressing my hand to my chest, just trying to take in the fact my husband has essentially had a twin in the wild.
“How do you like that, ladies?” Carlotta calls out above the music. “Great news! Turns out, they didn’t break the mold after all. Here’s hoping he can duplicate the effort in the bedroom as well.”
I make a face at her before Noah, Carlotta, and I all exchange niceties with the man.
“I’m here with friends.” Ransom holds a hand out to the three ladies by his side. “This is Bess Chatterley and Nettie Butterworth,” he says, pointing to the redhead and gray-headed granny respectively before nodding to the friendly blonde. “And this is my girlfriend, Trixie Troublefield.”
The three of us exchange hellos once again, but it’s that redheaded woman that I can’t seem to look away from.
“Hey, you look awfully familiar,” I say to her. “Do I know you?”
“Now, Lottie Lemon,” she says it sternly enough to jar a memory loose.
“Mrs. Chatterley,” I call out before lunging over her with a firm embrace. “Oh, Noah, Everett, Mrs. Chatterley was my favorite teacher at Honey Hollow High. She taught my favorite subject, home ec.”
“That’s right,” she says. “It’s been years. But Lottie was my favorite student. In fact, I kept assigning her my favorite cookie recipes and she didn’t disappoint. Of course, I gave her an A—and my address in case she felt the need to continue to feed my cookie addiction.”
“But then you moved,” I say. “Where did you go, anyway?”
“Well, after I discovered my husband was cheating on me, I hightailed it out of town and have been living on a cruise ship with this one”—she points to the gray-headed granny— “ever since.”
“Wow,” Carlotta says, dumbfounded. “Living on a cruise ship? I didn’t know that was an option. Teach me thy ways, ladies.”
Ransom nods to Everett. “Now tell me about this case you’re involved in.”
Everett and Noah exchange a glance before pulling Ransom to the side.
I’m about to whitewash the entire thing to the ladies before us. There’s no way I’m throwing my husband under the homicidal bus—because, for one, I believe my sweet husband is innocent.
But before I can say a word, a giant bird with a five-foot wingspan flies this way, and both Trixie and I belt out a viral scream. It flies from me to her before landing on Trixie’s shoulder, and the poor woman does her best to shoo it right back off of her.
“I’ve got it,” I call out as I swat it with my purse and it does a quick circle overhead before landing on my shoulder this time.
“Oh, for Pete’s sake. It weighs a ton,” I cry. “This entire funeral is like a circus. I wouldn’t be surprised if a pack of hyenas trotted over next.” I jerk my shoulder, but the giant bird proves immovable.
Mrs. Chatterley and Nettie step up, squinting and looking from Trixie to me.
“What’s happening here?” Mrs. Chatterley asks, looking more than mildly concerned.
“I’ll tell you what’s happening here. We grabbed the wrong drinks,” Nettie says. “I’ll have what they’re having, and make it a double.”
Trixie shakes her head. “I haven’t had a drop of liquor. But just looking at the size of that bird makes me feel as if I’ve had an entire bottle of something brown and potentially lethal.”
“What bird?” Mrs. Chatterley asks as she looks in the direction Trixie is pointing.
“This bird right here,” I say, tilting my shoulder her way, but both she and Nettie look equally perplexed.
“I don’t think they see it, Lot,” Carlotta says. “I guess that means only the supernaturally inclined can see that oversized rat with wings.”
The majestic creature belts out an egregious caw before disappearing in a plume of purple smoke.
Both Trixie and I let out a little yelp before looking at one another.
“You mean you could see it, too?” Trixie wails.
“You mean you could see it, too?” I ask, more than a little frightened.
She gives a little nod, as do I.
“Do you know what this means?” I ask the woman.
Trixie swallows hard. “This means murder.”



LOTTIE
  
“H ow do you know this means murder?” I ask Trixie, a touch horrified by the prospect.
“How do you know this means murder?” She tosses the question right back.
“I’m transmundane,” I tell her, running the risk of sounding like a loon. But then again, if this woman has the ability to see a ghost or two, she’s just as much a loon as I am.
“I’m transmundane, further classified as supersensual,” she says, and we both break out into laughter before sharing a spontaneous embrace.
“You’re supersensual?” I ask with a laugh still caught in my throat. “I’m supersensual. I’ve always been able to see the dead but just found out about the transmundane people a few years back.”
She shrugs. “I just found out a couple of months ago about both. This is all new to me. I didn’t see a single dead soul until I was hit over the head with a bottle of whiskey.”
“I thought it was vodka?” the gray-haired granny calls out.
“I thought it was a bad idea,” Mrs. Chatterley says.
“Just a few months ago?” I ask her. “Oh wow, you really are new. Welcome to club dead,” I say as Ninetta Rizzo’s raucous Mardi Gras-themed funeral rages all around us.
In the few moments we’ve been discovering one another’s supernatural abilities, the volume in the room, the scent of that delicious food from the buffet, and the number of bodies have shot to the stratosphere.
“So you know there are other abilities that fall under the transmundane umbrella,” I say to the older blonde with the blunt cut bangs and a warm smile. “There’s supersensual like us—people who can see the dead—and then there’s telesensual—those who can read minds. Beguilers—my mother-in-law, Suze, is one—have the ability to sway both people and nature, mostly the weak-willed. My daughter, Lyla Nell, shares in both of those abilities. And considering she just turned one in March, this could prove to be a disaster. Oh, then there’s sibylline. They can sneak a peek into the future. I’m probably forgetting a few more, but I can’t help it, I’m too blown away by the fact I’ve got a real live supersensual standing right in front of me.”
Carlotta clears her throat. “What about me, Lot? Am I supersensual chopped liver?”
I make a face. “This is my biological mother, Carlotta,” I tell Trixie. “And she’s one of us, too.”
The gray-haired granny, Nettie, hops over and pokes Carlotta in the chest. “You’re one of them?”
“That’s right, sister.” Carlotta tugs at her leotard with pride. “You gotta ghost you’re lookin’ to host? I’m here to meet all of your supernatural needs. For a small fee, of course.”
“Oh, stop it,” I tell her before turning to Nettie. “Please ignore her. I think she accidentally ingested some of that pancake makeup while applying it.”
Carlotta chuffs, “Only because it starts with pancake. I’ve got to admit, Lot. Those Frisbees soaked in syrup you sell at your bakery taste just a wee bit better.”
I shoot her a look before manufacturing a smile for the two women next to Trixie. Judging by their shocked expressions, it’s time to do a wee bit of damage control.
“Mrs. Chatterley, Nettie,” I start. “We don’t really see ghosts.”
“It’s okay,” Trixie says with a wave of her hand. “Bess and Nettie know all about my ghostly abilities, and they’re very good at keeping my secret. I’m sure they’ll keep yours, too.”
“You bet your supernatural sidekicks, Toots,” Nettie says with a wink before shooting me with her finger gun.
“And please, Lottie, call me Bess,” Mrs. Chatterley—er, Bess implores. “Mrs. Chatterley makes me feel old.”
Nettie elbows her. “I thought we were old and proud.”
“You’re old and proud,” Bess tells her. “I’m just proud.” She flashes a smile my way. “It’s so great to see you again. And I can’t believe both you and Trixie share the same supernatural quirk. What a small and yet slightly scary world.”
Trixie nods. “It’s small indeed, and secretive to a fault. Ransom doesn’t know about my special ability. And if you don’t mind, I’d like to keep it that way.”
“Not a problem,” I tell her. “Carlotta and I are pretty good about keeping a few secrets ourselves. Although, Noah and Everett are in on our secret, and so are my sister Charlie and my daughter Evie. But that’s about it. Don’t worry. Ransom won’t know about your ability to see the dead until you’re good and ready to tell him. I mean, he’s your boyfriend, that’s an intimate relationship. I’m sure you’ll tell him sooner than later.”
Her face blushes a deep shade of crimson. “Ransom and I are pretty new. And as it stands now—”
“They haven’t been intimate yet,” Nettie cuts to the intimate chase.
Bess elbows Nettie right back. “Do you mind? That’s Trixie’s tawdry tale to tell.” She sniffs at Trixie, “I say a getaway is as good a time as any to take a roll in the hay.” She looks my way. “We’re staying at that adorable little B&B. I can’t imagine a more romantic locale.”
“That’s my mother’s B&B,” I tell them. “Miranda Lemon, the woman who raised me. And it just so happens to be haunted,” I say that last tidbit with a touch of glee. “But don’t worry. It’s haunted by a perfectly adorable poltergeist family. A girl about my age named Greer Giles, her two-hundred-year-old spiritual husband Winslow Decker, the little girl they adopted, Lea—”
“Little Lea is a freak,” Carlotta cuts me off. “She’s got long, dark, stringy hair combed over her face so you don’t know if she’s coming or going, she wears filthy rags, and walks around with a machete looking for someone to chop to pieces.”
My lips twitch. “Okay, so that may be true, but she’s harmless, mostly. And then there’s their little black cat, Thirteen. He can talk, too, of course.”
“Of course,” Bess says as she tosses her hands in the air. “I’m going to need another one of those high octane mint juleps.” She frowns at someone over by the casket. “Especially with Rosa Rizzo roaming the grounds. I was good friends with her sister, the deceased, but Rosa had a way of getting under my skin and tap-dancing on my last living nerve. And to think my ex thought that nerve was reserved just for him.”
“That’s because she gets under everyone’s skin,” Carlotta sneers at the woman, and before we know it, Rosa Rizzo is headed our way.
Rosa Rizzo and her sister Ninetta, aka the corpse queen of the carnival, are essentially identical save for the fact Rosa is a touch older, and the gold gaudy crown on her head is identical, too.
“Ladies.” Rosa sheds a dark smile. “Welcome, one and all.” She squints over at Carlotta a moment. “Who’s this?”
“One of my helpers.” I’m quick to cover for the woman who bore me. “Kitchen staff. I’ve brought so many beignets that I had to bring a few extra employees along.” I point to the dessert table, where Suze and Lily already have the scrumptious beignets set out and are dusting them with extra powdered sugar. “Tonight is going to be an all-hands-on-deck effort.”
“Fair enough,” Rosa sniffs at the jester beside me. “As you’ve probably heard, Carlotta Sawyer was forbidden to attend. I’m sorry, Lottie. I don’t know how you can stand the woman. She’s nothing but trouble. I wish you would have run her out of town the second her greedy soul arrived back in Honey Hollow. She’s not only greedy for money, she’s greedy for men. The woman doesn’t care about boundaries of any kind, and that includes those of the matrimonial variety. When you finally do manage to get rid of her, you’ll be doing us all a favor.”
Carlotta grunts and groans, and I shake my head at her, beckoning her not to blow her pancake makeup-loving top. After all, the woman did bring up a few valid points.
But Carlotta being Carlotta lunges out and smashes her foot over the top of Rosa’s kitten heel slipper.
“Oh, for the love of all things wicked,” Rosa cries out. “I knew it was you, Carlotta.”
“That’s right. It’s me,” Carlotta shouts before hiking her hands over her head. “Boo! I heard there was a snore-fest down the street, and I thought I’d add a little life to the party. I’ve already made this night better just by showing up.”
Rosa glares at her. “The only way you’d make this night better is if you landed in a casket next to my sister!”
Carlotta balks at the thought. “The only way you’d make this night any better is if you landed in a casket next to your sister!”
“Carlotta,” I hiss.
“Don’t worry, Lottie,” Bess says. “If anyone can take what Carlotta is dishing out, it’s Rosa. After all, the only thing she’s the queen of is dishing it out herself.”
Rosa sucks in a quick breath. “I’m going to slaughter both of you.”
“Not if we slaughter you first,” Bess chucks the threat her way seamlessly.
Funny. I don’t remember Mrs. Chatterley having a threatening bone in her body. I guess it’s true what they say about the sea making a person a bit salty.
“Nettie, help,” Trixie says, and soon both Bess and Carlotta are shuttled off to the hookah station by the gray-haired granny.
“Rosa, I’m so sorry,” I say just as a woman with long dark hair coiling neatly down her back heads this way. She looks to be in her thirties, has enough foundation on her face to qualify as frosting, and her lips look equally iced with hot pink lipstick. She’s tall, slender, and is dressed in a see-through black dress that hugs her hourglass figure.
“All right, Rosa,” she grunts. “Let’s be mindful. This is a public affair. The who’s who of all Vermont is here, and we don’t need anyone starting rumors that you’ve been hitting the sauce.”
Rosa averts her eyes at the thought. “Lottie, this is Serafina DeLuca, my daughter-in-law. She chose to keep her maiden name as another way to disparage my poor son.”
“Nice to meet you,” I say, and my heart breaks a little as I do it despite the barb Rosa just shot out. “I’m sorry, Rosa. I heard your son passed a few years back. It’s nice to see your daughter-in-law is still in your life.”
“Are you kidding?” Rosa squawks. “I live with her. And my son didn’t pass. He’s fishing in Alaska.”
“Same difference.” Serafina is the one averting her eyes this time. “He’s been fishing in Alaska for the past three years.” She says the word fishing with air quotes. “He knows better than to show his face around these parts.”
Carlotta hops back as she examines the woman with the long, luscious locks. She shakes her head in disbelief, and those bells on her hat jingle a happy tune that no one is happy to hear.
“Well, if it isn’t Serafina the Ice Pick DeLuca,” Carlotta calls out over the brass band and the laughter ensuing around us. “Who are you here to off, Ice Pick?”
“Ignore her,” I say, pushing Carlotta aside and pulling my new blonde friend over. “Rosa, Serafina, this is my new friend, Trixie Troublefield. She’s here with Bess and Nettie.”
Rosa washes Trixie with a glance. “Any friend of Bess Chatterley’s isn’t a friend of mine. But seeing that I can tolerate Lottie Lemon, despite her genetic predisposition, I suppose I can tolerate you as well.”
Trixie gags a moment. “That’s very kind of you. I think.”
Serafina nods to Rosa. “I’ll go get both of us a bloody mary. There’s a lot we both need to forget about.” She says the words to her mother-in-law with a marked curt edge to them—so much so, if I didn’t know better, I’d think she just issued a threat.
The woman takes off, and as she does, another woman emerges from the crowd. This one is tall, skeletal yet with a heavy bust, bloated lips, mile-long lashes, harshly defined cheekbones, and short honey-colored hair that sprouts over the top of her head like a fountain. In her hand is a small dessert plate featuring one of my fresh fried treats.
“Rosa, take the beignet,” she says, shoving it in the woman’s face. “It’s to die for. Go on, take it.”
“Not now.” Rosa widens a smile. “Lottie, Trixie, I’d like you to meet—”
Carlotta is quick to cut Rosa off at the introductory pass. “Well, if it isn’t Bianca Bananas Lombardi. I guess the rumors are true. There’s not a crazy train you won’t board.”
The woman shoots Carlotta a snide smile. “That’s funny. That’s just what Mayor Nash said last week when I was boarding his—”
“Okay,” I say before we can board the runaway train that is my biological father’s love life. Yes, Carlotta ruined his marriage by having an affair with him and giving him two illegitimate children. He and Carlotta are still a thing—with a bizarre open-door policy. “Nice to meet you, Bianca. How did you know the deceased?”
“Please.” The woman purses her lips, and I’d swear they just about kissed me. “I’m practically family. I run Rizzo’s Trattoria.”
“So you’re to blame for the food,” Carlotta spouts off once again.
“I’m the reason that place is pulling in over fifteen grand a night,” she counters, and my mouth falls open.
If my bakery pulled in half that, I’d be a very happy girl. Not that I’m not happy with the way the bakery is performing, but still—fifteen grand a night? Geesh.
“Yeah?” Carlotta snorts. “And knowing Rosa, I bet she’s having you pull it in the old-fashioned way—on your back.”
And with that, I give Carlotta a hard shove into the crowd just as a throng of those bead-laden bathing beauties cha-cha their way over.
Soon, Carlotta is caught up in a crazy train of her own, and I’m hoping it’s one she won’t get off of for the rest of the night.
“Please forgive her,” I tell Bianca. “I’m afraid she’s been hitting the bloody marys.”
“Things are about to get bloody, all right,” Bianca sniffs. “Nice meeting you, ladies.” She shoots Rosa a curt look as she tries to shove the beignet at her one last time, but Rosa refuses the offer with a wave. “We’ll talk.” She sails off into the crowd just as something or someone catches Rosa’s eye.
“I’d better move along myself,” she says, never taking her eyes off something behind me. “Thank you for the beignets, Lottie. Believe me, I’m about to eat an entire mountain of them. Oh, and before I forget, I’m hosting the Net Ball at the Marino mansion next Saturday. If you don’t mind repeating my order, I’d love to have some of your desserts present for that as well.” She smiles politely at Trixie. “The Net Ball is named after my sister, Ninetta. She was throwing a charity event to aid in refurbishing the bingo hall down in Leeds that she loved to frequent. It was to be the fashion event of the century—right here in Honey Hollow. And well, it still will be, but it’ll also serve as a secondary celebration of life for my sister. I’m frazzled just thinking about having to pull it all off on my own, but Bianca volunteered to help out with it. You’re both invited. In fact, the more the merrier. We’ll be selling tickets at the door later.”
She takes off, and Trixie offers me an amused look.
“Sounds as if there’s a ball to attend. We leave right after on Sunday.”
“I’m glad you’ll be here for something a little more light-hearted,” I tell her. “Now where did our men go?”
I crane my neck past her, only to see Rosa speeding over to a tall man with dark curly hair. I recognize him as the one who held the door open for Carlotta and me. And by the looks of it, Rosa isn’t too happy to see him.
She hauls off and slaps the poor man, and both Trixie and I gasp.
“She’s not in a very friendly mood tonight, is she?” Trixie points out.
“She’s not very friendly any night,” I say. “And I hate to speak ill of the dead, but Ninetta wasn’t exactly a ray of sunshine either.”
The room darkens a notch and shakes as a peal of thunder goes off overhead.
“Wow,” Trixie says with a shudder. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think Ninetta took umbrage with your assessment of her.”
“The truth hurts,” I say. “How about we head over to the buffet and bond over po’ boys and beignets?”
“Sounds like a plan. Since I’ve been living on the ship, I’ve practically trained my body to expect an all-you-can-eat buffet at regular intervals. Now tell me more about these ghosts that live at the B&B.”
I do just that as we graze our way through a veritable culinary feast, and I introduce Trixie to my sister, Charlie, Suze, and Lily along the way, too.
The brass band kicks it up a notch, the cocktails are flowing freely, and everyone seems to be laughing and dancing as if there wasn’t a casket among us.
“I suppose this is what Ninetta wanted,” I say to Trixie as I take another bite of one of my fresh fried beignets. They’re light and fluffy with just the right amount of chew if I do say so myself.
“I would never want this.” She chuckles. “I’d like something small. Just my children—they’re both away at university. A few family members and friends maybe—sans my ex. Knowing Stanton, he’d bring a date to the venue, and I’d be forced to rise from the dead and clobber him one last time.” Her shoulders bounce. “He brought a couple of dates to the house on our twenty-fifth anniversary, too. That’s precisely why he’s my ex, and the very reason I decided to take our anniversary cruise without him.”
“And I bet he’s the reason you never left the ship.”
“Actually, that would be Ransom,” she says, and we share a laugh. She stops abruptly. “Would you look at that?” She nods to my left, and I look over to see Rosa and Serafina going at it. “If she wasn’t her daughter-in-law, I’d swear that some serious hair-pulling was about to ensue.”
“Huh.” I shake my head. “You know what they say, there’s nothing like a family function to bring out the dysfunction.”
Serafina darts off, and just as Rosa is about to do the same, Bianca steps up with her short, perky hair bouncing over the top of her head like a rubber ball. She says something to Rosa, and Rosa’s mouth falls open, her face turning white. Rosa pulls the woman in abruptly, and they exchange what looks to be a few terse words before taking off in opposite directions.
Rosa makes a beeline for her sister’s casket and weeps uncontrollably, and if I didn’t know better, it looks as if she’s ranting at her, too.
It’s so painful to witness, I take Trixie back to the beignet buffet and we indulge in a few more rounds of my deep-fried snacks.
Funerals are never fun no matter how many colorful beads you throw at them, but a few deep-fried snacks don’t hurt anything.
A decent spate of time drifts by, and there’s still no sign of our men anywhere.
“Ransom isn’t answering my texts,” she says. “But it’s so loud in here, I doubt he could hear his phone chirping even if he wanted to.”
“Same here,” I say. “Noah and Everett aren’t answering my texts either. Noah and Everett are both my husbands.” No sooner do the words slip from me than I wince. “It’s a long story. How about we find them, and then I’ll fill both you and Ransom in on the madness?”
“Sounds good—and a bit strange.”
We do our best to navigate our way through the crowd, but there’s not a single sign of them.
“I bet they left the room,” I say as we head out of the main hall where the melee is happening and into a relatively quiet rotunda in the middle of the funeral home where a handful of people have meandered, but there’s still not a trace of our men.
“Maybe they’re in one of the viewing rooms?” Trixie says, pointing to a line of mahogany doors lined up like vertical caskets.
“That would be odd,” I say. “But I suppose not if the room was empty. Oh, look, the second door on the left is slightly ajar. Let’s try that.”
We head in that direction, swing the door open, and belt out a scream in unison.
It’s not Noah, Everett, or Ransom we see.
Instead, we find Carlotta and Bess with their faces bleached white.
Bess has a bloodied knife in her hand, and Carlotta’s arms are covered with the sanguine liquid as well.
Lying beneath them in a crimson puddle is an all too familiar face, and clutched in her hand is one of my beignets still doused in powdered sugar.
Rosa Rizzo won’t have to worry about hosting a ball next Saturday or ever again. Rosa Rizzo is dead.
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A nother scream evicts from Trixie and me, and before long, both Bess and Carlotta are joining in on the vocal effort.
We wail away like a hellish choir until what sounds like a herd of elephants trampling into the room behind us. But instead of a bunch of plump pachyderms, we see three sexy steeds and one gray-haired granny.
“Lemon,” Everett quickly pulls me close as Noah drops to his knees and checks the woman for a pulse.
Rosa Rizzo is lying on her back, her eyes staring vacantly at the ceiling, in a room that’s traditionally used for viewing the dead—in a casket, that is. The poor thing is lying in a pool of her blood with what looks to be a knife wound stemming from her heart. Her right hand is distended, and there’s a crescent shape trace of blood next to it.
“She’s gone,” Noah says as he quickly calls it into the station.
Bess moans hard at the news and that large chef’s knife slips from her hand.
“I didn’t do this.” She looks up at us as her face turns pasty.
“Of course, you didn’t.” Nettie gives a hard wink. “Now all we have to do is cover up the crime.”
Ransom ticks his head to the side. “It seems to be the theme around here.”
“One that we won’t be continuing,” Noah says just as an entire tribe of sheriff’s deputies runs into the room. I’m not surprised by their lightning-quick appearance. The entire state of Vermont is at the funeral home tonight.
Noah heads over to brief them, and I carefully move both Carlotta and Bess away from the body.
“This is officially a crime scene,” I tell them.
“Yup,” Nettie says. “And these two ladies have officially gotten blood on their hands. I say we hightail it to the airport and get on the next flight to Los Angeles. If we act fast, we can catch the Emerald Queen of the Seas before she leaves port for her next trip to the tropics.”
“Sounds good to me,” I say, and Trixie shoots me a look. “I’m teasing—mostly. Carlotta, what happened?”
“I followed Bad Luck Betty into the room here, and that’s when we found Rosa Sticks Her Nose-a in Everybody’s Business with a fork in her. She was done long before we came in here, Lot. You gotta believe us. I’m too pretty to go to prison.”
Bess rolls her eyes. “First off, I’m no Bad Luck Betty.”
“That’s right.” Nettie takes a moment to give Carlotta the stink eye. “She’s Bad Luck Bessie. Let’s keep the names straight.”
Bess waves her off. “And secondly, she didn’t have a fork in her. She had a knife. I tried to pull it out, thinking I could save her, and that’s when you girls stepped into the room.”
“Ah-ha!” Nettie snaps her finger at Trixie and me. “So the two of you are the killers.”
“Nettie.” Trixie shakes her head. “This is no time for comic relief.”
“Who’s being a comedian?” Nettie scoffs at the prospect. “I’m an amateur sleuth. Murder is my game, and solving homicides is my name.” She squints at the ceiling. “Wait, that doesn’t sound right.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Bess cries. “None of this sounds right. I have to get this blood off my hands.”
“Hold on.” I step in her path before she has a chance to bolt. “Try to think, Bess. Did you see anything strange at all?”
She glances back at the body as Noah busies himself snapping pictures of the poor thing from every angle.
Bess purses her lips as she examines the woman. “You know, as I was pulling the knife out, I thought I smelled cologne. Thick men’s cologne, but that was it.”
“Okay, so that’s something.” Trixie shrugs. “But Rosa was around so many people, so many mourners. She could have hugged a hundred men tonight.”
Carlotta grunts, “She always was the lucky one.”
“Carlotta,” I sniff. “The woman is swimming in her own blood, dead as a doornail. I hardly count her as lucky. And she was slaughtered at her own sister’s funeral.” A moan stifles in my throat as I look to the door with a crowd amassing around it. “And it looks as if the word is getting out. So much for Ninetta’s going away festivities.”
“Rosa never could stand to share the spotlight,” Carlotta chuffs. “She always had to make things about herself, just like she is now.”
“Always.” Bess gives a mournful chuckle. “And she was twice the control freak her sister was.”
“They both were,” Carlotta adds. “They were as meticulous as they were manic. Rosa was twice as bad.”
Nettie nods. “That’s why it doesn’t surprise me that she plotted her own murder.”
“Good grief.” Trixie closes her eyes a moment before nodding to Bess and Carlotta. “Let’s clean you ladies up and get the heck out of this room.”
I nod. “So the sheriff’s department can conduct their investigation,” I’m quick to finish for her.
“No,” Trixie says. “So Rosa doesn’t come back from the dead and kill them for disparaging her.”
“Good idea,” I say as we scuttle toward the door and collect Everett and Ransom along the way. The brass band is still wailing away, and the laughter from the crowd only seems to be intensifying.
Everett and Ransom step to the side, carrying on what looks to be a rather intense conversation.
Honestly, I’ve never seen two people look more alike than these two men. The thick dark hair, the daring blue eyes, the lethally handsome blessed-by-God features. It doesn’t help that they’re both wearing suits and have the same athletic build that alerts you to the fact they can run a football down a field and score a touchdown if they wanted. And if Ransom is anything like Everett, he’s scored more than his fair share of touchdowns with the ladies.
Everett was a notorious playboy before he settled down with me. The women he’s slept with is legions and they all came away with the same door prize: the right to call him by his proper moniker, Essex.
Even though I’ve been thoroughly Essexed—yes, it’s a verb—I still prefer to call him by the name he goes by, Everett.
That man we saw earlier with the dark curly hair comes this way, circumventing the growing crowd as he cranes his neck past us to get a look into the room.
“I finally figured out who you are.” Carlotta jumps in front of him. “You’re Carmine Love ’em and Leave ’em Marino. I’ve been trying to score a date with you for centuries.” She raises her blood-soaked hands and the man jumps back. “Carlotta is my name, and dating is my game.” She winks over at Nettie a moment. “I hope you don’t mind, I made a minor adjustment to your tagline.”
Nettie shrugs. “If it gets you some action, you could toss in a homicide yourself.”
“Geez.” Carmine looks affronted by the women and their homicidal suggestions. “What’s wrong with this place?” He glances into the room of doom and sniffs hard at the sight, and if I’m not mistaken, his lips curl at the tips just witnessing it. Odd. “Nice meeting you, Carlotta.” He takes off just as I remember his exchange earlier with the deceased.
I lean close to Trixie and whisper, “Isn’t he the one—”
“Who Rosa slapped silly less than an hour ago?” She nods, answering her own question and mine.
Bess steps up. “I’m heading to the restroom to wash up.”
“Me, too,” Carlotta says. “I’ve played patty cake with Rosa Rizzo’s blood long enough for one night.”
“I better go with you.” Nettie herds Bess close. “And then I’ll buy you a drink.”
Bess snorts. “I doubt a drink will erase that visual from my mind.”
“Not to erase the visual,” Nettie corrects. “We need to toast the fact you just got away with murder.”
“How about me?” Carlotta asks. “I may have just gotten away with murder myself.”
The three of them take off, and Trixie and I shake our heads at one another.
“Here’s hoping the real killer doesn’t get away with murder,” she says.
“Hear, hear,” I say just as a blonde woman and a dark-haired man come upon us. “Mom, Wiley.” I quickly embrace my sweet mother. Miranda Lemon is a creamy blonde with shoulder-length hair and an adorable heart-shaped face. She always has a friendly smile for just about everyone, and she has exceptionally bad taste in men (sans my deceased father).
“Oh, Lottie, isn’t this fabulous?” She jumps and squeals, completely oblivious to the carnage behind us.
Wiley nods. “Ninetta Rizzo always did know how to throw a party.”
I can’t help but scowl up at the man. Wiley Fox is a dead ringer for Noah and Noah’s brother, Alex, too. And yet despite the fact he shares the face with the father of my child, it doesn’t make me like him one ounce more.
Wiley was once married to Everett’s poor mama and made off with some of her millions. Then he proceeded to fake his own death before resurrecting in Honey Hollow years later. And now it’s my mother he’s causing trouble for.
“Trixie, I’d like for you to meet my mother and her boyfriend, Wiley,” I say. “Mom, Trixie is staying at the B&B.” I glance to my right and note Everett and Ransom whispering amongst themselves about something and looking all too serious while doing so. “Anyway, she’s here with friends. You’re going to love them.”
“And you’re going to love the B&B,” Mom tells her. “But it’s not nearly as lively as this place.”
“Ironic since we’re standing in a mortuary,” I say.
Mom waves me off. “I think tonight is perfectly romantic. Who knew sending off the dead could be so much fun?” She hooks an arm around Wiley and pulls him close. “We can’t wait to have our big send-off one day. We’re thinking of a double casket.” She wrinkles her nose and giggles at him as if it were the cutest thing in the world. Try the most morbid thing in the world. But then, this is Honey Hollow. Far more morbid things have happened.
“But that means you’d have to time your deaths,” I point out, dabbling in the insanity that is my mother’s love life.
“We almost did it last month.” She covers her mouth as she chuckles.
“True as gospel,” I tell Trixie. “They were poisoned and are lucky to have evaded that double casket—for now.”
A loud whoop comes over the speakers. “Attention! Attention! The raffle for the wreath of mourning has less than thirty seconds. Get your raffle tickets before the auction closes and the winner is announced.”
Carlotta runs past us in a blur, and my mother and Wiley are right on her heels. And in their wake we spot that woman with the long dark hair and fish lips, Serafina DeLuca, being comforted by a small crowd of mourners who seem to be in the know regarding the new body of evidence that sprang up this evening. Every now and again they collectively look in the direction of the door being cordoned off with caution tape and shake their heads.
Trixie leans in. “Do you think she’s a suspect?”
“Serafina Ice Pick DeLuca?” I quirk a brow as I ask. “I think everyone’s a suspect at this point, with the exception of Bess and Carlotta. And unfortunately, they’re the only two suspects on Noah Fox’s suspect list. He just so happens to be the lead homicide detective in Ashford County.”
A hard moan comes from her. “As if that wasn’t bad enough”—she nods to something in front of her and I turn that way—“our men are about to be overrun by a pack of hormonal women.”
Sure enough, a mob of the female variety has surrounded Everett and Ransom, all of which look ready and willing to tear their clothes off. They’re far from simply being hormonal—they’re hungry for the flesh of a Baxter and ready to take a bite. Can’t say I blame them.
“Come on,” I say, pulling Trixie that way with me.
Lily, Naomi Turner, and my best friend, Keelie Fisher, are all present and accounted for at the spontaneous fan club.
Naomi and Keelie are biological twins, and they’re my cousins come to find out. Keelie and I grew up stapled by one another’s side, but Naomi has never really cared for me. They both share the same adorable face, button nose, and big blue eyes, but Keelie has kept her natural blonde locks and Naomi has opted to dye her tresses the exact shade of midnight.
“What’s happening, Lottie?” Lily cries out. “Have you found a way to duplicate Essex?” Her eyes are agog, her mouth open with glee. Lily was one of the many women Everett Essexed. And though I’m not thrilled with the prospect, I’ve grown accustomed to it. If I carried a grudge for every woman Everett slept with, I’d have animosity toward half the Eastern Seaboard. “If that’s the case, I’ll take them both. You can make more.”
“I’m not greedy,” Naomi says, shaking out her shoulder-length hair, the look of lust heavy in her powder blue eyes. “I’ll take whichever one isn’t Everett.” A snide smile pulls tight on her lips. “You can’t say I don’t respect your marriage—one of them anyway.”
“One of them?” Trixie hikes a brow. “That’s right. You mentioned something about that.”
“It’s true. I just so happen to be hitched to Noah as well,” I tell her. “Like I said, it’s a long story.”
“Yup,” Carlotta says, landing her arm over my shoulder as she crops up next to me. “It’s a tale as old as time. My Lot Lot has herself two handsome hubbies.” She looks over at Bess and Nettie as they hold up the rear. “Bet you didn’t see her as the one most likely to start a reverse harem, now did you?”
“Nope.” Bess shakes her head. “If I remember correctly, she was the one most likely to spend Friday night in tears while her cheating boyfriend shook his tail at everything that moved. Whatever happened to Bear Fisher, anyway?”
Keelie raises a hand. “Hi, Mrs. Chatterley! I married Bear.”
“Good luck to you, Keelie,” Bess says politely. “You’re going to need it.”
“Seriously,” Lily says. “What’s happening with Essex? Was the punch spiked? Are we all having some sort of collective hallucination? Or is the Man Upstairs finally granting my request and giving me an Essex do-over?”
“That duplicate you’re seeing is Everett’s cousin, Ransom,” I tell the women before me. “And he happens to be dating Trixie here.”
“Cousin?” Lily looks twice as intrigued as she looks their way.
Both men are still being mobbed, and if security doesn’t step in soon, I might be moved to pull Ethel from my holster.
Ethel is the Glock handgun that Noah and Everett teamed up to buy me a few years back. And when Lyla Nell isn’t with me, I make it a practice to bring Ethel along. Usually in my purse, but if I’m wearing a dress like tonight, I strap her to my thigh.
“So he’s a real live blood relative.” Naomi sighs. “He can hold me for Ransom anytime he wants.”
Lily nods. “Right now sounds good to me.”
They take off before I can stop them.
“Wait,” I call out. “Didn’t you hear me? He’s already taken!”
“I don’t see a wedding ring,” someone shouts from the crowd, and as my luck—or Trixie’s, more to the point—would have it, they’re right.
“It’ll be fine, I’m sure,” I tell her, not sounding all that convinced.
Honey Hollow can hardly contain one handsome Baxter, let alone two. This spells trouble in the most dangerous yet delicious way.
A bell goes off overhead. “Attention, attention,” the same disembodied voice pipes up once again. “The winner for the wreath of mourning is lucky number thirteen!”
“That’s me,” Carlotta shouts over the din of the crowd and that raucous brass band. “I’m lucky thirteen! That’s my lucky number. Midas touch, here I come,” she cries, waving the glowing orange ticket in her hand as she barrels to the front, and before we know it, she’s made her way back, holding that creepy gray wreath of hair encased in glass. “I know just where we’ll put it, Lot. Right there on the mantel where we can all enjoy it.”
“Wonderful,” I say as I offer a sickly smile to Trixie. “Have I mentioned she lives with me?” I turn back to Carlotta. “Not only did your lucky number score you a wreath made from a dead woman’s hair, but you washed your hands in her sister’s blood. I don’t see a single thing that can go wrong from here.”
The lights flicker as a peal of thunder shakes the building once again.
Trixie nods my way. “I have a feeling we’re about to get a whole lot luckier.”
A spray of purple stars appears just above us as the ghost of that falcon swoops on by, belting out an ear-splitting caw as if warning us of lucky things to come.
“I think you’re right, Trixie.” I sigh as it flies right through the wall and into the night. “Let’s hope luck—the good kind—is on our side.” A flash of lightning illuminates the windows. “We have a killer to catch.”
I glance over at Everett.
Make that two killers.



NOAH
  
A nother death.
Two if you count the body in the casket. And seeing that the homicide rate in Honey Hollow only seems to skyrocket, you can bet your last dollar I’m going to have toxicology run a full panel on that body as well.
The crowd at Honey Hollow Mortuary has reduced by half. My voice is hoarse from trying to get people to take off, so I’m not even trying to herd the masses to the door anymore.
The blaring music has stopped, so that’s a plus. The people who are left have decided to hit the buffet, which is interesting considering the fact a brutal slaughter just took place on the premises. That murderous tidbit would make average people lose their appetites, but the poor folks who live in this haunted town have quickly become desensitized to the grisly massacres that have taken place. So not surprisingly, tonight’s heinous event only seems to have stirred their appetite.
“Big Boss!” Cormack calls out as I head into the grand room made to look as if a Mardi Gras parade just took place, and it did. The casket to the left sits under the duress of a thousand lights as the sister of the newly deceased awaits an undertaker to tend to her.
Cormack Featherby waddles over with her belly protruding as if she stuck a beach ball under her dress. Cormack is one of my oldest friends and one of my oldest mistakes as well. She’s a blonde waif—for the most part—and a socialite with far too much time on her hands. She once had too much of her father’s money on her hands as well, but for a while that financial windfall was cut off.
Rumor has it, his legal team has gotten the streams flowing once again, and as much as I don’t like that her father isn’t paying the penalty for his crimes the way someone with a less capable legal team would, I’m hoping the scent of fresh money will finally get Cormack off my back. You might say she’s a little obsessed with me.
“Great news,” she says, holding out a plate brimming with what looks to be seafood pasta. “I’ve found a new favorite food. It seems your little pumpkin just loves to have a steady delivery of goodies from the sea.”
That’s odd, considering the fact Cormack couldn’t stand the sight of seafood prior to finding herself in the family way. Not to mention the fact the food on her plate looks oily, bland, and all-around unappetizing.
“That’s great,” I tell her. “Feel free to hit the buffet as hard as you like. I’ll make sure you’re the last person asked to leave the premises.”
That little pumpkin in her belly isn’t mine, and we all know it. But Cormack thinks she’s tricked me into believing it’s mine. I haven’t confronted her about it, seeing that she’s in a delicate state, but come July, once that pumpkin lands safely in her arms, I’ll make it clear that the paternity charade is over. The baby belongs to my brother—speaking of which.
“Alex.” I nod to my look-alike as he holds one of Lottie’s beignets in his hand. He’s one year younger, same dark hair, green eyes, and dimples. Apparently, my father was in the business of cloning himself when he sired my brother and me, and my twin sister Sam as well for the most part. “Why don’t you keep an eye on Cormack and make sure she gets home safe? Maybe help her load up on some leftovers to take back to the B&B with her?”
For reasons unknown to me, Cormack chooses to live in Miranda’s B&B. My guess is, she likes the hotel feel of it all, along with having other people around. Cormack was never a fan of being without people, or being honest with people. Although, I sort of played into that second category when I stole her away from Everett back in high school. That was the biggest mistake of my life, and I’ve been paying for it ever since. I should have let him have her. And if I did, maybe I’d have Lottie all to myself now and a little peace.
“Leftovers?” Cormack gasps. “Great idea. I’ll go take some of those pink boxes from Loretta Nell and fill ’em up with the good stuff.”
She takes off and I shake my head.
“Cormack’s tyranny never ends,” I say. “She’ll never bother to get Lottie’s name right, and she will never stop trying to pin me as the father of her child. The truth doesn’t matter to her.”
“It doesn’t matter to you either,” he says, taking a bite out of his beignet. I’ll admit, it looks amazing. “How is it that you’re not even mildly alarmed by the fact Lottie is always the first on the scene of a homicide? The entire town thinks you’re cutting her a lot of homicidal slack.”
I pull him in hard by the shirt before shoving him away.
“Do not even hint that my wife has anything to do with this or any other murder. She’s the mother of my child. And I know you’re just messing with me, but this place is alive with ears. I don’t need you starting rumors. Speaking of fathering a child… Why don’t you do us both a favor and stir up a little romance with the mother of your child? I’ve had about all I can take of Cormack’s shenanigans.”
He grunts through another bite of that beignet. “You know I’m not interested in her that way. We’re just fooling around.”
“I don’t believe you.”
He shrugs. “Just like the entire town doesn’t believe you when you allow the Honey Hollow serial killer to walk free.” He winks and takes a step back.
“You should leave before I shoot you.”
Alex takes off with a laugh as he heads for Cormack. I know he’s teasing, just trying to get under my skin, but little does he know there’s no room under there for anything else.
For the most part, it’s true what he’s said about Lottie. She’s found all the bodies as far as the homicides in this town go.
Right now, my counterpart down at the homicide division, Ivy Fairbanks, is wrapping up things in the next room with Rosa Rizzo’s bloodied body. I’m half-shocked Ivy hasn’t demanded I arrest Lottie by now. I’ll admit, it’s more than an eerie coincidence that Lottie always seems to step onto the lethal scene before I do. But Lottie is special, she has a glimpse into the supernatural, she sees ghosts, she’s beautiful, she owns my heart, she’s everything to me. Lottie Lemon could slaughter half the town and I’d help her cover up the crime.
Something catches my eye to the right and I frown.
If only she’d start with Everett. And now there are essentially two of him running around. Everett’s cousin Ransom has shown up. The dude is a doppelgänger of Everett’s in every way—right down to the harem surrounding him at the moment.
Everett.
I shake my head as I spot him holding Lottie, whispering into her ear.
Last month, a body cropped up behind the B&B. It belonged to the new football coach down at Honey Hollow High, Gabe Riggs. Married, no kids, no rap sheet. Turns out, his head was bashed in with a baseball bat, so I scooped up all the bats from the school and bingo. Found the one wooden bat in the bunch, and it just so happened to be laced with Gabe’s blood and Everett’s fingerprints. When I confronted Everett, he clammed up. He wouldn’t admit or deny to doing the deed.
If it were anyone else, I would have arrested him. But it’s not anyone else, it’s Everett. In a lot of ways, he’s been more of a brother to me than Alex has. Sure, he swiped Lottie from me—more or less—but he’s family. So I’ve given him a little time to admit or deny what’s happened. Apparently, he reached out to Ransom about it, and now I’ve got two Baxters that aren’t talking about the case.
Lottie glances this way before taking Everett by the hand and dragging him over. Carlotta spots them and gloms on for the ride as well.
“How do you like that, Foxy?” Carlotta spits the words out. “Lot Lot struck again, and this time she’s trying to pin it on two old ladies, and I just so happen to be one of them.”
“That’s because you had blood on your hands,” I tell her. I do a quick look around the room for Bess, the woman who plucked the knife from Rosa’s back, but I don’t see her. “I personally don’t think either you or Bess had anything to do with this,” I tell her. “But what I think doesn’t matter. Both you and Bess are suspects.”
Everett groans, “Have you learned nothing from the past? Now that you’ve implicated Carlotta and Bess, there’s no way Lemon is staying out of this.”
“You know me well,” Lottie purrs as she curls into his arm. “Sorry, Noah. But I can’t let my old home ec teacher go down for something we both know she didn’t do.”
A sigh expels from me. “Fine. You can team up with me.” I nod to Everett. “Don’t worry. I promise to keep a very close eye on her.”
“I bet.” He scowls at me for suggesting it.
“Who cares about Rosa Rizzo?” Carlotta snips. “We’ve got great news. Trixie has a few supernatural tricks up her sea-loving sleeve. She can see the dead just like Lot and me.”
“She’s supersensual?” I ask Lottie.
“That’s right,” she says before frowning over at Carlotta. “And so much for keeping it a secret.”
That’s precisely why I don’t think any of us should share a thing with Carlotta concerning Everett’s new foray into crime. For a judge, he sure finds himself in his fair share of legal trouble. I know better than to spill Everett’s would-be, should-be secret, and I think Lottie does, too.
“What secret?” a deep voice comes from behind and we turn to see none other than Jed Silver, the man who Everett and I helped put away on drug charges way back when. He’s out now and vowing revenge.
Last month, Jed let me know his revenge took a hiatus while my father was on his death bed, but now that he’s all better, Jed has decided to rev up my demise and Everett’s. Little does Jed know, Everett is doing pretty well on his own when it comes to causing his own demise.
“None of your business,” I tell him.
Jed is tall with dark hair and glowing blue-green eyes that make all the women swoon. Why can’t he be happy with the fact he has women lining up around the block—and leave Everett and me the hell alone? I’d give anything to have Jed Silver off my back.
“I don’t care about your dark secrets,” Jed seethes. “I know the important ones.” His lips curl a touch.
The dark secret he’s alluding to is the fact both Everett and I unwittingly helped him run drugs back in the day, and shook a few people down for the money they owed him. Everett and I actually believed Jed was a friend. We had no idea regarding the dark things he was mixed up in.
“What happened to Rosa?” he asks. “Why are both the Rizzo sisters dead?”
Carlotta jumps in front of him. “It looks to me the Grim Reaper had a hankering for a nasty soul or two. Stay sweet, good-lookin’. And if I were you, I’d head over to that boil of beauties circling the newest Baxter in town. If I’ve learned a thing or two, it’s there’s no leftover like a loose leftover hot to trot. If you play your cards right, a handsome man like you could get lucky two, three, six, times tonight.” She leans his way. “Have you ever gotten coital in a casket? I can tip Ninetta out of that fun box and you can have the spotlight to yourself.” She elbows Lottie. “You can thank me later, Lot. I bet he’ll put on quite the show.”
Jed turns my way. “Where’s Bananas Lombardi?”
“Heck if I know,” I say.
He looks past me. “Never mind.” He takes off, and I watch as he heads over to a brunette with long hair, her face frozen and bloated to oblivion.
Lottie leans my way. “I wonder what Jed has to say to Serafina?”
Carlotta sighs. “Ice Pick is probably his mark for the night. I’d better go load up on the food before Cormack clears the place out. We all know how ravenous a Foxy baby can make you. I’d put a double lock on the door of the bakery if I were you, Lot.”
“I’d better make sure no one gets hurt,” Lottie says as they take off together.
I shake my head at Everett. “Serafina might be Jed’s mark of the night, but you are mine. Just who the hell are you trying to protect, Everett? Who really killed Coach Riggs?”
Our phones all ping at the very same time, and it’s a text from Evie. It’s a picture of Lottie’s cats, Pancake and Waffles, both wearing sweaters and posed to look as if they’re playing a game of poker. My golden retriever, Toby, is in the background looking as if he wishes he were in on the action himself.
Guess who has their own Insta Pictures account?
Everett wags his phone my way. “Maybe I’m protecting the cats?”
“You keep protecting someone, and I won’t protect you. You’re going to spill everything to me, and you’re going to do it tonight.”



EVERETT
  
“Y ou really want to know?” I ask, stony-faced, to the one person who I shouldn’t be saying a word to. Not technically anyway, but it’s Noah. And if there’s one person who can make this hell go away, it’s probably him.
“Yes,” he says incredulously. “Start talking.”
A heavy sigh sifts through me. “Not here,” I say, walking over to that ball of women and plucking Ransom out of their midst. “Say goodnight, ladies. It’s his bedtime.”
“I’ll tuck him in,” Naomi Turner volunteers.
“And I’ll keep him company,” Lily says, raising her hand. “You know, in case he gets lonely.”
But I don’t stick around to fill them in on the fact he’s taken. That’s already been done. It’s clear the women of Honey Hollow don’t give a rip about Ransom’s relationship status. And sadly, my own relationship status hasn’t been much of a deterrent either.
I lead Noah and Ransom outside to the alley to the right of the mortuary where an entire line of hearses sit. It seems safe enough out here. No roving eyes or ears.
“I trust you both,” I tell them. I already filled Ransom in on the fact my prints were found on the bat that killed Coach Riggs, and on the fact my SUV was found on the security footage of the B&B, which pins me to the exact locale where the body was found, as well as the perfect time frame to commit the crime. “I didn’t do it.”
Noah nods. “Okay, now we’re getting somewhere. Who did it, and why do you care?”
The sound of voices emanates from the street, and I look that way to see Lemon speaking with Trixie, and the other two women we met tonight—one of which was holding the knife in yet another dark moment in Honey Hollow history.
Lemon is determined to solve this murder. And I’m determined to help her, if only to make sure she stays out of hot water. But as it turns out, I’m in more than a little hot water myself.
“Who did it, Everett?” Noah demands. “What’s going on here?”
“Is someone blackmailing you?” Ransom asks. “We need to get you a good lawyer.”
“I’m not being blackmailed,” I say. “And I’ve got a shark that can tear you in half before you ever notice you’ve been bitten.”
“Answer my question then,” Noah says, his anger reaching a boiling point. “Who did this, and why are you covering for them?”
My hand squeezes over my phone.
The logical part of me wants to take it from my pocket. The emotional part of me says don’t you dare.
But in the end, logic wins out. It always does with me. It may not have if I was standing in front of anyone else, but I know for a fact Noah will protect Evie as fiercely as I’m determined to do.
I hold my phone out and bring up that text she just sent—Lemon’s cats dressed to the nines, at a standoff while playing poker.
This feels a lot like poker, and I’m about to show my lousy hand.
Ransom shakes his head at the screen. “Cats? I don’t get it. Evie sent you a picture of her animals? The cats did it?”
“The cats?” Noah snags the phone from my hand and studies it a moment before his eyes widen as he looks my way. “Are you trying to tell me…?”
Ransom groans as the reality hits him, too.
I nod their way. “That’s exactly who I’m trying to protect. And now we’re all going to protect her.”



LOTTIE
  
“M om, you won’t believe this, but Pancake and Waffles have close to five thousand followers, and it’s just been a week!”
“A week of what?” I ask as Evie breezes into the bakery, bustling, full of life and apparently news about my cats.
It’s the very next day after the homicide at the Honey Hollow Mortuary, and I shudder each time that unwanted visual of Rosa Rizzo lying in a pool of her own blood pops into my mind—like it is now.
Lyla Nell smacks me on the cheek and effectively smacks that visual right back out of my mind.
“Good girl,” I whisper as I tuck a cheek against her dimple.
Lyla Nell is her daddy’s daughter through and through, with the same dark, wavy hair that turns red in the sun, dimples so deep you could go swimming in them, and eyes so green you can see springtime each time you look at them.
“Mom.” Evie makes a face as she settles into the stool in front of me. “You shouldn’t reward her with a kiss when she slaps you. She’s going to start preschool soon enough. Do you really want to be the mother of the kid who goes around beating everyone up? You’re sending her the wrong message. You need to reinforce positive behavior, not negative. They’ll give her the nickname The Punisher or something equally disturbing, and believe me, that kind of stuff will haunt her through her entire scholastic career. It might even be life-altering.”
Carlotta bustles through the door before I can agree and sits next to Evie before landing that wreath of doom onto the counter.
“I feel like I’m being punished,” I mutter. “Carlotta, why in the heck are you carting that dead woman’s hair around with you?”
Three different customers scuttle off to find a seat as far away from Carlotta as they can, as they should.
“I have to cart it around, Lot.” Carlotta flicks her finger at Lily as she walks by with a tray of chocolate muffins and lands one before both Carlotta and Evie.
“Illy,” Lyla Nell screeches at the woman, and soon enough my sweet babe has a chocolate muffin nestled between her chubby hands, her mouth already happily gnawing away at it.
“You’re spoiling her, Lottie,” Suze says as she walks past us in the other direction with a tray of fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies.
“I’m spoiling you,” I tell her. “Suze, you can’t keep having your club meetings here and feeding them platters of my sweet treats and giving them gallons of fresh coffee free of charge.” Suze’s club, Cheap Thrills, is known to expound on the various methods of frugal living for up to two or three hours, all while noshing on any and everything my bakery has to offer—without bothering to pay for it.
I should have them all arrested and make Noah do the deed.
Suze bucks as if I shot her. “To think I’ve lived to see the day my own daughter-in-law, the mother of my grandchild, is an ungracious host to my friends and me.”
I gasp at the thought, not the ungracious host part, the other one, the one I thought I’d never hear.
“Forgive me, Suze,” I tell her. “Carlotta and that haunted wreath she’s dragged into the bakery has me out of sorts this afternoon. Why don’t you grab a tray of fresh-baked cinnamon rolls and a carafe of orange juice for your friends? Also, help yourself to the coconut cake I just finished decorating. I’m sure they’ll love that, too.”
She gives a curt nod my way before heading off to her cohorts that have taken up half the café portion of my sweet bakeshop.
“Mom.” Evie rolls her eyes. “Just when I thought you were growing a backbone when it comes to that woman. All she does is insult you and Lyla Nell.”
I make a face. “I know, but she actually called me her daughter-in-law. And this is the first time she acknowledged the fact that Lyla Nell is her granddaughter.”
Lyla Nell mumbles something through a mouthful of chocolate.
“Hear that?” Carlotta shakes her head. “Even Little Yippy knows the woman is a big, fat fake.”
“They’re right,” Evie says. “Suze is just beguiling you with her fake words to get you to do her bidding.”
I suck in a quick breath because she has a point. Suze is a beguiler, after all.
“Anyway, I’m not spoiling Lyla Nell,” I say as I try to sneak a bite from her muffin. But in an attempt to guard that muffin with her life, she yanks it away from me with all her might and it tumbles to the floor.
Lyla Nell breaks out into an all-out cry, egregiously loud and unforgivably heartbreaking.
“Quick, give me another muffin,” I say, reaching for the one in front of Carlotta.
“You stay away from my baked goods,” Carlotta says, pulling the plate out of my reach. “You know I can’t function without my daily dose of chocolate. Put your boob in her mouth. That always makes her happy, just the way it makes Foxy and Sexy happy, too.”
Foxy and Sexy would be the nicknames that she’s given Noah and Everett. And she’s not entirely wrong about her theory on happiness when it comes to those two handsome men. I know it’s wrong to think of it, but Carlotta is the one who started me down the coital path.
“Eww.” Evie stands and cinches her backpack over her shoulder. “TMI, Carlotta. There are kids around, you know.”
“Loud kids,” Lily says as she lands another muffin in Lyla Nell’s hands and all is quiet again.
I blink over at Evie. “Now what were you saying about Pancake and Waffles before we were so rudely interrupted with the hair of the dead?”
“That picture I sent last night in the group chat? It went viral. They have their own Insta Pictures account now,” she says, looking at Carlotta. “I’m going to dress them up and make them do all kinds of adorable things.” She shrugs. “I need something to keep me busy while I wait for my acceptance letter.”
Evie should be hearing from Ashford State University in a month. If she doesn’t get in, she’ll go to the local community college. But even if she does get in, she’s already let us know she’ll be commuting. She doesn’t want to miss a moment of Lyla Nell’s life. It’s so sweet I could just cry.
“The cats got an Insta?” Carlotta looks more than a little amused. “How about I pick up a few outfits of my own for them and feature them on my Honey Hollow After Dark account?”
“No,” both Evie and I tell her.
“Why not?” Carlotta chuffs. “I’ve got to increase my content. I’ve been bleeding subscribers ever since you banished me from taking any more racy pictures of you and your husbands.”
I shoot her a look just as a small crowd of teenagers walks in.
“I gotta go,” Evie says. “Dash, Conner, Kyle, and I are mediating.”
“Mediating what?” I ask as I see two other couples step in along with them.” Dash is Evie’s blonde bestie, and Kyle is her boyfriend. And Conner is Evie’s boyfriend. The four of them recently had a brief hiatus from their respective relationships. They’re getting pretty infamous for their brief hiatuses at this point. Everett is still rooting for one of the permanent variety.
Evie leans in. “Remember me telling you that Marcie and Jessie were ticked at their boyfriends? Will the Freak West and Travis Bernard? Well, they’re all here and we’re going to help them patch things up. Honey Lake is kicking off summer tomorrow, and we’re all heading down after school to have a good time. We don’t want it to be weird, thus the preemptive mediating.”
“You are your father’s daughter,” I say as Evie starts to trot off.
“Before I forget,” she says. “The senior hike is coming up and Ms. Coleman wants to know if you’d donate a few boxes of cookies.”
“You bet,” I tell her. “It would be my pleasure.”
“That’s what I told her.” She takes off with a wink and Lyla Nell whimpers in her wake.
“Oh, hush up, Little Yippy,” Carlotta reprimands her for no good reason. “You’ll get to boss Evie Stevie around again soon enough. She can only handle you in small increments like the rest of us.”
“She’s not whimpering because of Evie,” I tell her. “She’s whimpering because you’ve dragged a dead woman’s hair in here. What are you thinking?”
“I’m thinking I’m getting death threats because of it. Someone out there is after my prize. Everyone knows that Ninetta Rizzo was the luckiest witch in town. There’s a thief out there looking to make a heist.”
“What makes you think so?”
“This.” She whips out her phone and holds it my way.
“You won’t get away with this,” I read the text on her phone. “Carlotta, I think they’re talking about the fact they think you killed Rosa. Whose number is that?”
“I don’t recognize it. That’s where Foxy comes in. I figured you should ask him to trace it. I bet if you stick your boob in his mouth he’ll gun down the suspect for me, too. That’ll teach ’em for threatening to take what’s mine.”
I roll my eyes just as a familiar crew steps into the bakery—Bess, Nettie, and Trixie.
I gasp as I take a closer look at my new blonde friend. Perched upon her shoulder is a regal looking falcon who just so happens to have a mild purple glow and a sparkle of lavender stars to go along with it.
“Good afternoon, ladies,” I say as they make their way over.
“Good afternoon,” they chime right back.
“Oh, Lottie, give me that baby,” Bess says, taking Lyla Nell from me and looking around. “This place is adorable! I just love the butter yellow walls and the twinkle lights. And are those tree branches crawling over the ceiling?”
“Yup,” I tell her. “They stem from the faux tree planted smack dab in the middle of the Honey Pot Diner, right through that walkway in the wall. It was my grandma Nell’s idea to extend her loving embrace my way.” And it was her idea to wrap each branch with twinkle lights, giving it the feel of an enchanted forest.
“I love it,” Trixie says.
“Me, too,” Nettie says, breathless, as if she ran all the way here from the B&B. “Have we missed the meeting?” Her gray hair is rising over her head like a storm front. She’s wearing a bright pink and white muumuu with giant hibiscus flowers stamped over it, and it makes me want to take off to the tropics with her.
“Nope.” Carlotta points to the melee getting ready to ensue as women pour into the bakery and grapple for a seat. “You’re just in time for a meeting of the cheapskate minds.”
“Oh, good,” Nettie says. “I haven’t hit an all-you-can-eat buffet since I’ve stepped off the boat. I have a feeling these cheapskates will know where I can find all the food I can eat, anytime I want.”
“Yeah, it’s called a soup kitchen,” Bess tells her. “You do realize the rest of the world doesn’t function like a cruise ship.”
“Says who?” Nettie asks as she, Bess—and Lyla Nell by proxy—scuttle in the direction of the club meeting.
“Trixie,” I hiss at the woman while taking in that majestic creature sitting on her shoulder. “Who’s this?”
“Say hello to Russo Rizzo.” Trixie shrugs. “He was named after Rosa’s father.”
“You belonged to Rosa?” I can’t help but smile at the glorious cutie. “Of course, you did.” I nod to Trixie. “The Man Upstairs always sends a pet or a person the deceased loved most to help solve their murder. “Hi, Russo. I’m Lottie, and I can see and hear you just as well as Trixie.”
“I can, too,” Carlotta chuffs. “But Lot Lot here doesn’t think I’m good enough to participate in the conversation.”
“How long ago were you in Rosa’s life?” I ask the bird, completely bowling over Carlotta and thereby proving her point.
Our new feathered friend flaps his wings just a notch. “I met my unfortunate demise just last year. Rosa lit the fireplace and forgot to open the flue. I’m afraid the smoke did me in.”
“Sorry to hear it.” I wrinkle my nose. “But since you were around just last year, you might actually know her killer. Do you remember if Rosa had problems with anyone?”
Russo twitches his head and his beak opens and closes. “Rosa loved to have problems with people. That was what she did best. Ninetta said trouble was what fueled both her sisters to get through the day.”
“Not a shocker,” Carlotta pipes up. “The sisters were infamous for stealing the scene or causing one. Especially Rosa. She always had to be the star. That’s why she went out of her way to make Ninetta’s funeral about herself.”
I’m about to reprimand her for making such an accusation when Russo flaps his wings and chortles.
“You’re a funny bird,” he tells her as he hops from Trixie’s shoulder to hers. “I like you.”
“Most handsome men do,” Carlotta tells him. “Get a load of this, Tweety.” She holds up that wreath of mourning encased in glass. “I’ve got one of the witch’s hair. Now to plot our way to the funeral home and fashion one out of Rosa’s.”
“Don’t you dare,” I hiss her way.
“How else am I supposed to complete my collection?” She gets up and clutches at her newfound creepy treasure. “Come on, Russo. Let’s plot our hairy heist in peace. I’ll split a chocolate muffin with you. Now that you’re dead, you can eat whatever you want and it won’t kill you. That’s the exact reason I can’t wait to be dead myself.”
They take off farther down the counter just as the bell chimes and in walks Bianca Bananas Lombardi with her short caramel hair bopping up and down with her every springy step.
Carlotta practically throws herself on top of that glass-encased wreath and sends Russo flying to the back of the bakery in the process.
Bianca looks sleek in a black pantsuit, low cut in the front so you can see her perky breasts that sit up like a pair of tennis balls, and eyelashes that look at least as long as my index finger.
“Ladies,” she says, putting on a pair of dark sunglasses. “Isn’t this just awful? Two Rizzos down in one week? I can’t convey to you the heartbreak everyone is feeling down at the restaurant. I’m here to pick up a little something to perk up the staff.”
“No problem,” I tell her. “Lily, please put together two boxes of our best cookies.”
Lily gets right on the task as Trixie and I flock to the woman before us.
“Bianca.” Trixie leans in. “What do you think happened last night?”
“I don’t know.” The woman shudders. “I mean, I’ll be honest, I thought Ninetta’s death was suspicious.”
“But I thought she died of a heart attack,” I say.
“Please, at her age?” Bianca shakes her head. “I suppose it could happen. But anyway, Rosa was knifed down in cold blood. There’s a killer on the loose, Lottie, and the entire town is looking to you to solve this case.” She nods to Trixie. “Everyone knows Lottie Lemon is the best homicide detective in all of Vermont. But”—she looks my way again—“even that homicide detective you’re married to can solve this one. I think it’s pretty obvious.”
“You do?” I ask, ignoring the dig at Noah for a moment. “Why’s that?”
She glances over her shoulder. “Everyone knows Serafina has been having financial troubles. She’s taken so many loans from the restaurant, I can furnish you with receipts.”
Lily lands the boxes of cookies in front of her, and Bianca reaches for her purse.
“It’s on the house,” I tell her.
She shoves a couple of twenty-dollar bills into the tip jar. “Don’t worry, Lottie. Rizzo’s can afford it. I always get reimbursed for stuff like this.”
“So what happens to the restaurant now that both sisters are gone?” Trixie asks. And it’s a good question.
“There’s a trust,” Bianca says as she picks up the boxes. “I’m sure it will end up in good hands. Rosa’s son will take possession, and they have a couple of nieces they liked, so I’m guessing they’ll get a cut, too. I’m just thankful I still have a job.” She starts to take off, and I scuttle after her.
“Wait,” I say, getting the door for her. “Where do you think we could find Serafina?”
“Who knows?’ She rolls her eyes. “The spa, the gym, the plastic surgeon’s office.” She squints at the sky. “Wait, aren’t they having some sort of a beauty pageant down at the lake tomorrow afternoon? If I had to guess, you could find her there. If Serafina is about anything, she’s about showing off all the extensive work she’s had done. Good luck to you.” She takes off, and I make my way back to Trixie just as the Suze cheapskate club disperses like balls on a pool table.
“Over so soon?” I ask Bess and Nettie as they step over.
“Potty break,” Bess tells us as she rocks Lyla Nell to sleep on her shoulder. “You might want to restock your paper products in the bathroom once they’re through. Suze just gave them a hot tip on how to never pay for toilet paper again.”
“Wonderful,” I say, shooting the woman a wry look for even suggesting the tissue theft. “How did you like the club? Learn anything new?”
“The club liked us,” Nettie says. “I told them all about the joys of having all the free food you can eat for eighteen nights straight on your way to the tropics. The free housekeeping, the free gym, the free internet, and the free hotties looking to keep your mai tai filled to the brim.”
Bess averts her eyes. “And then I corrected her and told them that we pay thousands of dollars per trip to enjoy all of those so-called free perks.”
Nettie nods. “Turns out, those ladies are nothing but a bunch of human calculators. They figured out how much we’re spending on cruises per year.”
“And how much it will cost if we both live to be one hundred,” Bess adds. “Suffice it to say, we got kicked out of the club.”
“Well, you’re not kicked out of my club,” I tell them. “We’ve got a meeting tomorrow afternoon at Honey Lake.”
Trixie nods. “We’re about to grill our very first suspect. And if all goes well, we might be making a citizen’s arrest.”
Carlotta ambles over, hugging Ninetta’s haunted locks. “And if all goes well, I’ll be crowned the next Ms. Mosquito. I looked it up, Lot, and that’s the beauty pageant Bananas was talking about. There’s no age limit, bathing suits are optional but still the best strategy if you want to give the judges a one-two punch.” She shakes her chest as she says it. “And the best part? The talent competition strictly stipulates you need to have an element of surprise or danger to your routine. I’m a natural in that department and a shoo-in to win.”
“Hold your dangerous horses, missy,” Nettie tells her. “I’m in it to win it myself. I’m thinking fire breathing. How’s that for an element of surprise?”
Trixie and I exchange a look.
Here’s hoping we survive the so-called beauty pageant, or in the least come away with our eyebrows intact.
And here’s hoping we come away with a confession to boot.
Despite it all, I have a feeling we’re going to have a killer time at Honey Lake tomorrow afternoon.
And we might just be having it with the killer themselves.
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H oney Lake shimmers like a blue topaz under the duress of the fiery sun.
The weather is warm, the crowds are thick, and the sound of the local high school band playing gives the afternoon all of the jubilation and angst of a football game.
Trixie and I did a little digging, and come to find out, Serafina Ice Pick DeLuca is participating in today’s festivities. The entire spectacle is taking place on the old wooden pier, and if we want any hope of speaking to our suspect, we need to be in her proximity, which would explain why we’ve chosen to participate.
“Serafina,” I call out as we spot her near the check-in booth, but the tall brunette doesn’t look up from filling out the paperwork before her.
It turns out, Carlotta was wrong. Bathing suits are not optional—per the exact wording. She misinterpreted it just the way she does with everything else in life.
Throngs of people have congregated at the beach that surrounds the right side of the rickety pier, and just about everyone in Honey Hollow has shown up to watch the debauchery. But it’s not just the Ms. Mosquito contest taking place today. This afternoon serves as Honey Lake’s official kickoff to summer, the festivities of which will carry on until early September.
The ceremony is set to begin at four, which allows most all of the local schools to arrive in time to bear witness to the fun in the sun.
As soon as Noah, Everett, and Ransom heard that Trixie and I were about to close in on our first suspect, they took off work early and I expect to see them here shortly. Everett took Ransom on a tour of the courthouse today. I know for a fact he was eager to show off his office. And after witnessing two Baxters on the loose, I bet the women of Ashford County are ready to commit a felony or two just to have a little one-on-one time with those two lethally handsome law enforcers.
The crowd before us only seems to grow by the minute. I crane my neck as I inspect it and, sure enough, I spot a few familiar faces.
“There’s my sister, Lainey,” I say to Trixie as I point my sweet sis out.
Lainey shares my caramel-colored hair and hazel eyes, a pure coincidence of nature seeing that we’re not technically blood-related. She graciously offered to watch Lyla Nell for me. I blow my sweet baby girl a kiss, and she blows one right back.
“My sisters, Charlie and Meg, are here as well,” I say. “You met Charlie down at the funeral home.”
“That’s right.” She waves in Charlie’s direction, and Charlie waves back. “She’s your twin in every way. The two of you look as much alike as do Everett and Ransom.”
“That we do,” I say. “But she’s a bit saucier than I am, which is understandable since she spent her developmental years with Carlotta. Oh, and see that Goth girl with the harshly dyed black hair and racoon eyes? That’s Meg. She said if I generate enough catcalls from the audience she might just offer me a position down at Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club.” I make a face. “She’s a real comedian. Meg has been teaching the girls down at that raunchy dive their dicey moves for years now. She used to be a wrestler in Vegas and knows a few dicey moves of her own.”
“Then she should be up on this stage, not me.” Trixie gasps as she turns away and waves at someone. “Serafina?”
The buxom brunette turns our way as Trixie and I kick into double speed as we make our way over to her.
Trixie leans in and whispers, “Maybe we’ll get it all out of her now and we won’t have to humiliate ourselves on that stage.”
“Maybe. But I wouldn’t count on it. I’m not that lucky.”
She makes a face. “Neither am I.”
“Serafina,” I say, breathless, as we catch up to her. Her long dark hair is coiled down her back like a bouquet of garden snakes, her lashes are thick and dark like a couple of moths, and her lips look freshly plumped and ready to burst like a couple of sausages that have been sitting on the grill too long. “We’re so sorry about your mother-in-law.”
She glances to the sky, her face frozen in a placid position. “Aren’t we all. But life goes on. The best way to honor her is to keep on living.”
Trixie practically lunges at the woman. “Serafina, who do you think—”
A sharp whistle goes off to our left and we see the coordinator, a tall boxy woman, waving us over.
“All right, ladies,” she thunders at the participants that have gathered around. “It’s time to kick this circus into high gear. Strip to your bathing suits and get on that pier.”
Serafina bolts for the makeshift dressing rooms to our left, and just like that, we’re left without answers.
“I didn’t think it’d be that easy,” I say.
Trixie shakes her head. “It never is.”
Lucky for us we’re already wearing our bathing suits. Once we figured out the extent of the wardrobe requirements—big hint: we’ve met them by way of a two-piece— we decided to throw a cover-up over them and trek this way.
“Great news, Lot!” Carlotta shouts as she trots in our direction, that wreath of mourning bouncing over her head like a punishment. “Bess, Nettie, and I have all registered and are good to go. We each worked out routines for the talent portion of the segment, too. They said we could team up if we wanted to, but I prefer to regale the masses on my own. I’m a lone wolf that way.”
More like an entire pack of hyenas with their tails tied together.
“What’s your talent?” I ask, curious as to whether I should alert the fire department or the sheriff’s department—most likely both. Or come to think of it, every department involved in the well-being and safety of humans in our neck of the woods should be on tactical alert should something go awry. And with Carlotta at the helm, something is destined to go awry, not to mention that crooked crown of Ninetta’s ready to cast a pox on us all.
“I can’t tell you or I’d ruin the surprise,” she says. “But I’ll give you a hint—it involves the animal shelter.” She cranes her neck past me. “In fact, there’s my dealer now.” She takes off, and I gasp.
“Animal control,” I mutter. “Now that’s who I should put on notice. And what did she mean by dealer?” But before I can piece it together, I spot Evie speeding this way with a look of dismay on her face. She’s wearing her full cheerleading regalia and has a fluffy pompom in each hand, one yellow and one black. Go Honey Bees.
“Mother,” she hisses.
“Evie, I want you to meet my new friend, Trixie Troublefield. She’s—”
“Not insane like you, I’m assuming,” Evie cuts me off before she blinks a smile at Trixie. “Pleasure to meet you. Please excuse my mother. Her sanity seems to have taken a dive in Honey Lake, and it refuses to come up for air.” She turns my way with her big blue eyes agog. “Tell me you’re not joining this parody of a pageant. You’re setting women’s rights back like a thousand years. It’s bad enough Cray Cray will be strutting her scraggily stuff. You do realize that my entire school has shown up to laugh at the spectacle. And once they find out my mom is in on the fake fun, they’ll laugh at me, too.”
“Cray Cray would be her nickname for Carlotta,” I tell Trixie and she nods.
“It seems fitting.”
I sigh at Evie. “I’m sorry, hon, but I’ve got a suspect to question, and this is my only chance.”
Evie’s mouth falls open. “You’re doing this for a case?”
I nod. “That’s right. Ain’t no mountain tall enough. Ain’t no—”
“Women debasing bikini peep show low enough,” Evie finishes for me. “In that case, my friends and I will be cheering you on.” She rattles her pompoms in my face.
“Ooh, speaking of which, do you think I could borrow these for the talent portion? If Dash is here, could Trixie borrow her pompoms as well?” I look to Trixie. “We could team up and do a simple routine. We could make it up as we go along.”
“That sounds perfect,” she says. “But not painless.”
“Nothing about this afternoon is going to be painless,” I point out.
“You can both have whatever you want,” Evie says. “Whatever helps you kick the killer’s butt. Good luck with the competition. I’ll be down in front when you’re ready for the goods.” She shakes her pompoms in our faces one last time before taking off, and in her wake strides up a shockingly handsome Baxter, although I can’t be sure which one.
“Should I kiss you or should she?” I hike a brow at the man currently making my insides beg to have him.
I can’t help it, I’m practically programmed to respond this way to Everett. If it is indeed Everett.
“Very funny, Lemon.” He frowns a moment before kissing Trixie full on the mouth and my stomach bottoms out to middle earth. “Kidding, Lottie.” He sheds a short-lived grin my way. “Everett is holding up the rear.”
Sure enough, Everett—I hope—comes up looking twice as serious, and dare I say, twice as hauntingly handsome.
“Lemon,” he says as he lands a heated kiss to my lips.
“I’m so glad you’re here. I’m not exactly looking forward to strutting my stuff in a two-piece. I haven’t worn one since I’ve had Lyla Nell. But it’s all in the name of justice.”
He scowls at the wooden pier as if it were somehow responsible for the fact his wife was about to show more skin outside the bedroom for the first time since she gave birth on the floor of the conservatory at the B&B.
True story.
“This is all Noah’s fault,” he grunts, glancing to the beach.
“How is that?” I ask.
“I don’t know,” he says. “But I bet it’s true.”
“Where is Noah, anyway?” I ask, glancing past him.
“He’s here with Cormack.” Everett winces. “You’ll find out why soon enough.”
Another whistle goes off from behind.
“We’d better get going,” Trixie says as she and Ransom make their way up the pier, but Everett keeps craning his neck toward the beach and I’m curious as to why.
“Who are you looking at?” I say, trying to follow his gaze.
“Evie.” He sighs. “She’s with those kids again.”
“That’s because they’re her friends.” I pull him my way until he’s fully focused on me. “Are you any closer to telling me what’s going on with Coach Riggs’ case?”
His lips pull tight. “Lemon, I’ve already told you that I need to seek legal counsel. I didn’t do this.”
“I know that. It’s obvious somehow our bat got into the wrong hands and ended up doing nefarious things. I’m sure Noah will hunt down the real killer.” I hike up on my tiptoes and offer him a heated kiss of my own. “Now root for me to place in this thing. If I’m up there shaking what my mama gave me, I may as well take home the prize.”
“Don’t worry about this thing. And please don’t shake what your mama gave you. I sort of consider them a private preserve.” His lips curve at the tips. “You’re already a queen in my eyes. And I’ll give you a prize to remember once we’re behind closed doors.”
“Ooh. I might just have a prize or two to offer up myself.” I wiggle my shoulders and give a wink as I slink off.
Trixie and I take off our cover-ups and line up with the rest of the bathing beauties, which oddly enough include my mother and—
“Cormack?” I say, gob-smacked, once I see her belly stretched out in the shape of a watermelon. She’s wearing a hot pink sequin two-piece, and the rest of her looks just as rail-thin as she’s always been save for the aforementioned flesh-tone watermelon. I’ll admit, that baby belly is a bit jarring to look at. “Are you a registered participant?”
She snarls my way. “What are you, the registration police? I’ve got my papers, Lolita. And I’m ready to take the grand prize as well.” She gives her wavy blonde mane a quick pump with her hand.
Carlotta steps up. “She’s got a shot, Lot. Women of every shape and size are able to compete. Everyone knows it’s the talent portion that will seal the winner’s fate.” She nods to Cormack. “Whatcha got planned, Macky? Inhaling a chocolate cake at record speeds? Inhaling a chocolate cake while doing a little shopping on your phone? Or does this involve a little Fox crawling out from between your—”
“Oh, who cares,” I say, cutting Carlotta off at the birthing pass. “Good luck to you, Cormack. And thank you for being so brazen to show the world your belly.” I nod to Trixie. “I couldn’t think of better birth control for Evie and her friends than seeing what a little roll in the hay can do to your waistline.”
Trixie shrugs. “If that’s the case, my body should work as a deterrent as well. I’ve got enough stretch marks to configure a roadmap around the world. And all roads lead to evidence of two fourteen-hour labors.”
We chuckle at the thought as the band starts up and Honey Hollow’s own Mayor Nash, my sweet yet sinister biological father, takes the helm on the makeshift stage.
Mayor Nash, whom I still call Mayor Nash long after I found out our DNA connection, is tall, barrel-chested, has light eyes with a devious glimmer in them, light hair—mostly gray and thinning—and he has the penchant to flirt with every woman in a ten-mile radius. Some might go as far as calling it a talent, a surprising and yet dangerous talent, which would mean he meets the criteria for today’s talent spectacle as well.
“Welcome, one and all, to the summer kickoff at Honey Lake,” he calls out and the crowd goes wild. “Without further ado, let’s start off the festivities tonight with our annual Ms. Mosquito competition, where the motto is that’s not talent—that’s a natural catastrophe.”
The crowd roars with laughter and I shrug over at Trixie.
“This beauty pageant is more or less known as a disaster drill for our local service departments. I believe there was a triage set up at the hospital last year.” And most likely this year, but I leave that lethal tidbit out of it for now. “On the bright side, we’ll most definitely be in the local paper tomorrow. Front page.” I crimp my lips. “For reasons yet to be determined.”
She gives a little moan just as the band starts blaring away the cover of a popular rock song, and one by one the bathing beauties we’re sharing the stage with strut their stuff down the pier and Trixie and I do so as well while holding up the rear.
I’ll admit, it’s intimidating showing off so much flesh to a crowd that contains just about everyone you know and a handful of strangers to boot.
“Mommy!” I hear Lyla Nell belt out and I blow a kiss in her direction.
Once we’re through hawking our proverbial wares, we’re shuttled to the back of the pier as the talent portion of the pageant begins to take place. Most of the girls have gone off to a makeshift dressing room to prepare for their acts but not our mark.
“There she is,” Trixie says, nodding to where Serafina stands adjusting a black sequin jacket over her bright red bikini. She’s wearing matching patent leather red heels, and it’s a look I’m pretty sure I’ve seen before on the girls at Red Satin.
Here’s hoping that much like the girls at that dicey strip club, Serafina sheds everything she’s got as well—when it comes to what she knows about Rosa Rizzo’s killer.
That is, if she isn’t the killer herself.
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“L et’s go,” I say to Trixie as we head over to our first suspect posthaste.
The kickoff to summer here at Honey Lake is brimming with far too many bodies, far too loud music, and far too many mosquitos, which is ironic since one of us is about to be crowned their queen.
“Serafina,” I say with a jovial lilt to my voice. “Wow, you look great in that jacket.”
“Even better without it,” Trixie says, catching onto the fact I’ve decided a nice stroke to the woman’s ego is our best bet to get her to open up to us.
“Thank you,” Serafina straightens as she looks our way. “Only a person with true taste can appreciate my eclectic style.”
A flash of purple lightning goes off and a stunning creature materializes in a haze of lavender stars.
“Well, if it isn’t Couldn’t be Meaner Serafiner.” Russo, the ghostly falcon, chortles at the sight of the woman. “I see she’s yet to put some clothes on,” he squawks as he lands just shy of her neck. “Rosa was always getting on her for that.”
“Whoa.” Serafina clutches at her shoulder, her fingers unknowingly clamped over Russo’s talons. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was having a heart attack. It’s probably just nerves. I haven’t juggled in a good long while. I’m a little rusty.”
“You’re juggling?” Trixie looks amused. “My ex was an infamous juggler.”
“Balls?” Serafina asks.
“No, he preferred boobs,” Trixie says seamlessly. My mouth falls open in response and she waves me off. “I’m over it now.”
“He was a cheat.” Serafina nods. “So was Johnny, my soon-to-be ex.” She looks my way. “I’m not actually divorcing the louse. That would be letting him off too easy.”
“Sorry to hear it,” I tell her. “It sounds as if you got along better with Rosa than you did with her son.”
“Nobody got along with Rosa,” she says.
“She’s right,” Russo bleats. “That’s probably why she killed her. It was over Rosa’s dead body that she’d give Serafina her house.”
Trixie and I exchange a glance.
“Serafina?” I lean her way. “That was very nice of you to let Rosa live with you. I mean, in your own home like that.”
She lifts her chin. Her face is so frozen solid, thanks to all the fillers and Botox, it’s hard to tell how she might be reacting.
“Actually, Johnny and I moved in with Rosa after we got hitched. She had a big house and didn’t like to be alone.”
“That’s true,” Russo crows. “And she used to say it grew ten times lonelier once Johnny left and she was stuck with the Ice Pick in her eye.”
I gather they didn’t get along.
“So it was just the two of you once Johnny left?” Trixie asks.
Serafina nods. “And that annoying bird of hers, but he flew the coop, so to speak, about a year ago after Rosa nearly burned the place down. I used to jest the Grim Reaper took the wrong creature, but here we are. It looks as if Dr. Death came back to get the job done right.”
I shoot Trixie a look.
Not exactly words a killer might say.
“Serafina?” I lean in. “Was Rosa having any trouble with anyone that you know of?”
She poises her pouty lips to the sky. “I don’t know. We weren’t exactly on speaking terms the last couple of weeks.”
So much for getting along famously. More like infamously.
“Why’s that?” I ask.
She closes her eyes a moment. “She cut my allowance out of the blue. That’s why I contacted the best attorney in Vermont—Fiona Dagmeyer. But as it turned out, I couldn’t afford the retainer.”
“It’s a stiff one,” Trixie says. “I should know. She’s my divorce lawyer.”
“You’re a lucky girl,” Serafina says. “But I need every dime I can get for my upkeep. A face like this doesn’t come cheap. Neither do my extensions nor all the body sculpting I require.” She turns my way. “Unlike most girls, I prefer to eat. I’m fueled by cheesecake.”
I nod in solidarity. “You and me both, sister.”
The coordinator whistles from the left as she waves Serafina over. “You’re next, Ice Pick.”
“Ooh, I gotta go.” She starts to take off, and I grab ahold of her wrist.
“Wait, who do you think killed Rosa that night at the funeral home?”
She shakes her head. “Heck if I know. The only person that was more into Rosa’s business than that dumb bird is Bananas. And good luck getting her to tell you the truth. The woman is a pro at giving people the runaround. I should know.” She collects a svelte black briefcase near her feet and takes off.
“Who are you calling dumb?” Russo crows as he flies after her.
Trixie and I watch as Serafina takes the prime position on the pier. The band plays moody music as she carefully unzips her briefcase, and to our surprise, she pulls out a shiny silver blade.
“A knife?” Trixie asks, sounding more than a little perplexed. “Odd talent to display considering how her mother-in-law met her demise just days ago.”
“Nothing in this town surprises me anymore.”
Serafina pulls two more shiny butcher knives out of her black bag of dicey tricks and I shake my head.
“I stand corrected,” I say. “I’m surprised times three.”
Then as if she were trying to surprise me to death, Serafina begins to do the unthinkable with those sharpened blades—she juggles them indeed.
“Wow,” I muse, mesmerized by how well Serafina seems to be executing the feat. “She really knows her way around fine cutlery.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Trixie says just as Russo begins to hover over Serafina. “And I’m afraid the hit that bird took to his ego is about to manifest in a not-so-fine way.”
Sure enough, Russo dives down and plucks one of those blades right out of the air, causing Serafina to stumble in her lineup of which razor-sharp blade to catch next, and one by one the other two knives land blade down next to her feet while the third blade seemingly circles her head.
The crowd goes wild as Serafina runs off the pier screaming, most likely thrilled she didn’t lose an eye, literally.
Russo drops the blade to the pier, and a raucous applause breaks out.
“And on that note,” Trixie says. “She just might win.”
I nod. “She’s not so dumb after all.”
Next up are my mother and Bess, who have teamed up to sing a country duet—in their bikinis—while on roller skates.
“Heaven help us all,” I say as they amble their way through a warbling rendition of “Islands in the Stream” while circling one another, their limbs gyrating in an effort to stay upright. “On second thought, maybe heaven should concentrate its efforts on making sure the two of them don’t break a limb.”
Thankfully, they survive the effort, as does the audience. Several more acts take place before Carlotta hops on the stage along with three of the most adorable kittens you ever did see. They’re so tiny, they’re no bigger than one of my cream puffs, and they look just as scrumptious as well.
But Carlotta being Carlotta can’t simply nuzzle the fluffy cuties. She takes a cue from our new friend Ice Pick and juggles them.
“I can’t watch,” Trixie wails.
“Carlotta, knock it off,” I shout as the poor kittens take turns going airborne. But like a seasoned pro, Carlotta pulls it off with the finesse and grace of a grizzly bear at a tea party, and yet somehow the kittens all survive the effort. That haunted wreath of mourning lands in her eyes and she does her best to blow it out of her line of vision, but it’s no use.
“Thank goodness it’s over,” I say as the crowd breathes a collective sigh of relief as well.
Carlotta runs this way with an armful of three petrified kitties. “See that, Lot? Ninetta’s wreath of mourning is giving me the Midas touch just like they said it would. I didn’t even rehearse the act and I executed it flawlessly.”
I make a face. “Executed is a word you should use lightly given the dark circumstances in how you procured that wreath and what happened to her sister that night. And please tell me those kittens are all going to a very good home.”
Hopefully not mine.
“I’ve got big plans for these girls,” she says. “You’re looking at the stars of my new Insta Pictures account. Turns out, people love to watch cats nap, eat, and play with your favorite ruby earrings. Don’t worry, Lot. I’ve even got Evie monitoring the litter box, They should turn up soon enough. Waffles is bound to leave behind a crimson treasure sooner than later.” She takes off, and my mouth falls open.
“I thought I was missing an earring.”
Carlotta trips, and all three of those kittens plop to the ground as she tumbles so hard on her head I’m shocked she didn’t split her noggin open.
“Carlotta,” I howl as I trot over to help her, and Trixie trots by my side, scooping up all the cute kitties.
“I’m fine, Lot,” She knocks on her head three times. “See that? I’m still in one piece, no thanks to Ninetta and her wreath of winning. Speaking of winning, I’ve got the number one sash in the bag. There’s no way I can lose with Ninetta’s hair on my side.” She steals the kittens from Trixie and continues on her way, albeit with a mean limp.
“I’m starting to think Ninetta’s hair is out to get her,” Trixie points out.
“I’m convinced of it.”
Next up on stage is Cormack. And to my surprise, both Noah and Alex have joined the spectacle. Alex has set down a small wooden table and a folding chair for the mother of his child while Cormack, still testing the fabric of her itty-bitty bikini, takes a seat. Noah lands his own folding chair across from her and—
“Is that one of my triple chocolate cakes?” I ask, shocked to see one of my sweet treats make its debut in today’s insanity. But far more shocking than that is the fact Noah is feeding her that cake, one tempting forkful at a time. “I’m not sure what was worse—Serafina juggling knives, Carlotta juggling kittens, or Noah juggling our precarious marriage right here for all to see.”
Trixie nods. “He’s dropping the matrimonial ball, all right. Good thing you won’t have to travel far to meet with Fiona.”
I make a face. “Noah won’t have to travel far to meet with my displeasure either. Sure, we were married on a technicality, but that’s how all of my marriages have begun. Noah won’t divorce me. And I never pushed it, mostly because I’ve been too busy drowning in homicide victims, but if he keeps this up, I might be forced to clear my schedule.”
The chocolate chaos ends, and not soon enough. A few more acts go by before both Trixie and I land a couple of pompoms in our hands.
“Just go along with the beat of the music,” I tell her. “Or do whatever feels natural.”
“Running into the lake with my hair on fire would feel more natural than this,” she says. “You do realize we’re wearing bathing suits. My chest requires a compression bra for me to run to the mailbox, let alone jump up and down in front of countless strangers. I’ll be lucky if I don’t knock myself unconscious.”
“Good point.” We’re about to hit the stage when the coordinator runs over.
“Is that it?” She looks down at our pompoms without bothering to hide her dismay.
“This is it,” I tell her.
She whistles and motions to someone behind her, and before we know it, a trampoline the size of a small planet is hoisted to the stage.
“You won’t win with a couple of pompoms,” she tells us. “But throw in some aerobatics and we’ve got a party.”
“Wonderful,” Trixie grunts as we make our way to the stage. “Whose fault is this again?”
“The right answer is the killer’s,” I say. “But for reasons unknown to me, I’d like to blame the Rizzo sisters.”
“Bess did say that Rosa had a mean streak. Something tells me she’d enjoy every ounce of humiliation we’re about to endure.”
“Who says we have to suffer humility?” I wiggle my pompoms her way. “Let’s go out there and shake it with the best of them.”
She nods. “And let’s make it quick. Something tells me I might not only suffer from humiliation, but I’m about to die from it, too.”
Trixie and I climb up on that trampoline and stagger our way toward the middle just as the band starts up with a snappy song that we can really shake our pompoms to. Soon enough, we’re getting into the rhythm, hopping up and down like seasoned pros. The more we hop, the more air we catch, and soon we’re bouncing to the sky.
Hey? This is fun.
I can’t help but laugh with every gyrating move I make.
Each time Trixie lands, I’m propelled twice as high into the stratosphere until Honey Hollow looks like nothing but a blip on the planet.
My heart races and my adrenaline spikes as my laughter is quickly traded for a smidgen of fear. I can’t help but notice that each time we land, we get closer and closer to the edge of this contraption. And seeing that there’s no safety net, this can’t be a good thing.
If that weren’t bad enough, Trixie’s bikini top sails away like a helium balloon, and in an act of solidarity, mine floats away right along with it.
Good grief, how do we stop the terror?
Trixie and I bounce so high so fast it seems there are only two bare-chested alternatives here—grab onto the moon and hope for the best, or meet an untimely death as we fall to our deaths. Suddenly, dying of humiliation seems a real option as well because try as we might, neither one of us seems capable of hiding our boobs.
A trio of men hop onto the stage, and I’m fairly certain I know who they are. Here’s hoping Trixie and I don’t take out their teeth, or worse.
Then in a twist of fate, or perhaps a twist of horror, Trixie misses the trampoline on her way down and I squeeze my eyes shut tight as I’m propelled into the sky one last time before missing my mark as well.
Oh my stars! Please don’t let it hurt.
“I got you, Lot,” Noah shouts just as my bottom hits something hard.
“Lemon,” Everett thunders just as I land into a pair of strong arms, his to be exact.
“Oh, thank goodness,” I pant, pulling him in tight. “Where’s Noah?” I ask, giving the pier a quick onceover, my hands quickly hiding the goods I so freely flaunted just a moment before. And I distinctly hear Lyla Nell shout nunu, her word for wanting to nurse.
“I think you took him out,” Everett says, taking a step back, only to reveal Noah flattened against the pier, his hand covering his left eye as he moans and writhes.
“He’s alive,” I say, flooding with relief. I glance to my left, and Trixie is alive as well as she snuggles in Ransom’s arms. “It looks as if Ransom got the hero gene, too.” And thankfully so for my new friend’s sake.
We get off the stage, and Noah hobbles along with us. I can see a shiner already starting to form around his left eye. I’m lucky Lyla Nell still has her daddy intact, and he’s lucky I didn’t break his neck.
The last and final act takes the stage—Nettie Butterworth.
She’s traded her bikini for one of her signature muumuus, a colorful number that looks ready to thrill. Nettie takes a bow before pulling a flask and a lighter out of her pocket. She seemingly takes a swig from the flask while holding the lighter before her and blowing out a fine mist which quickly turns into a flash of flames.
The crowd grows wild, and I can hear Bess nearby moaning with relief.
“Thank goodness.” Bess fans herself with her fingers. “I thought for sure she’d burn this entire pier down.”
Nettie repeats the effort, but this time a fireball emits from her, so big and so wide it’s as if a solar flare had just come down to our little small patch of terra firma.
The people in the fun zone lose their eyebrows.
The wooden pier catches fire, and before we know it, that triage at the hospital is put to good use.
Much like the killer, Nettie brought both surprise and an element of danger to her routine. For the most part, her reign of terror is over.
But unlike Nettie, we have no idea where the killer may be or how many more lives he or she will put in peril.
And their reign of terror is anything but over.



NOAH
  
“I  had the hiccups,” Nettie Butterworth says as we reconvene back at the bakery after what will undoubtedly go down as the most memorable and terrifying Ms. Mosquito pageant in Honey Hollow history.
“Please.” Bess shakes her head as they settle at a table by the window. “You unleashed the beast in you.”
“Who cares?” Carlotta crows as she follows them. “The important thing is she won the competition. I took second.” She pats that dusty wreath of mourning on her head. “Which makes sense since Ninetta was the second best Rizzo sister. But she still had the best luck.”
“Second best sounds like bad luck to me,” I say.
“Yeah, yeah, tell it to Foxy,” she grunts.
Trixie and Ransom head in their direction as well as do Ransom’s newly-minted fan club with Naomi Turner and Lily Swanson leading the charge.
Once Ransom leaves town, I’ll have to see about that fan club turning their sights on Everett. Not that he would step out on Lottie. But I’d do just about anything to put a crack in the armor and land her back with me the way it should be. But just like it happened this afternoon, I do my best to win Lottie back, and I nearly get my lights knocked out—meanwhile Everett gets the girl.
Lottie scratches at her arms like mad as she comes over to the counter where Everett and I have settled. I’ve got Lyla Nell in my lap and we’re both noshing on one of Lottie’s delicious cookies.
“And now we know why they call it Ms. Mosquito,” she says. “It looks as if we all came away with a prize—a very much unwanted one.”
“I’m sorry, Lot,” I tell her as I reach for another freshly baked chocolate chip cookie, which happens to be my most favorite sweet treat in the world outside of Lottie Lemon and Lyla Nell.
I dot the baby’s head with a kiss and she slaps my cheeks as a reward.
“Don’t you dare apologize to me, Noah Fox,” Lottie says, pushing a small bag of ice in my direction. “Now, set this on your eye. It’s already swelling to the size of a balloon.”
Mom comes this way and sniffs, “You’re lucky you still have your vision, Noah. One of these days you’re going to find yourself on the working end of one of Lottie’s homicides. And from what I witnessed this afternoon, it could have easily been today.”
Lottie huffs, “That’s right, Suze. You’ve figured me out. I planned the whole thing just hoping Noah would land underneath me as I plummeted back to earth so I could crack his skull like an eggshell.”
Mom points my way. “Hear that, Noah? She’s not even trying to hide it anymore.” She nods to Everett. “And don’t laugh, mister. You’re next, Essex.”
No, Mom has never been Essexed, but she, much like Everett’s mother and sister, insists on calling him by his proper name.
“Suze.” Everett shakes his head while plucking a brownie off the plate in front of him. “You know better than to attract the rage of a serial killer.” He winks coolly at Lottie.
He’s the reason we’ve all landed at the bakery. Fiona Dagmeyer was at the lake, and just as we were about to have a chat with her regarding Everett’s new legal woes, things got a little hairy and scary, so she said she’d meet us here instead. At the moment, she’s at the hospital handing her card to anyone with a pulse. She likes to keep her client list active. And considering the fact at least one of those people who had their hair singed off might want to sue the organizers of the event, she may just line up enough clients to pull her through to the new year.
“Well, it’s true, Essex,” Mom continues her tirade. “Once a woman gets the thrill of the kill in her, there’s no other way to quench it than by committing another murder. Why do you think the homicide rates are so high in these parts?”
“You’re right again, Suze.” Lottie’s eyes are reduced to slits, and I can tell she’s ready to rip my mother a new one. “A killer like me is indiscriminate when it comes to selecting the gender of my next thrill. Why don’t you thrill me now by delivering a variety of goodies to my friends? And bring them a carafe of coffee while you’re at it. Or I might just find another way to get a little thrill.”
“That was a threat, and you all heard it,” Mom says, quickly putting together a platter of cream puffs, Danishes, cheesecake bites, and snickerdoodles before landing a carafe and coffee cups on a tray. “If anything fishy happens to me, you’ll know where to begin your investigation.” She takes off, and Everett chuckles.
“Admit it, Noah,” he says. “If Lemon bumped off your mother, you’d help her cover up the crime.”
I shoot him a dark look. In light of the fact we’re about to help Evie cover up a crime, I don’t think he should be so glib.
Everett sighs and shakes his head as if the gravity of what he just said struck him as well.
But before we can linger too much on the fact, the door opens and Cormack breezes this way, wearing what amounts to a pink sequin tent and holding her baby belly as if it needed the additional support. Judging by the enormous size, it just might.
“Great news, Big Boss.” She lands a kiss to my cheek, a little too close to my lips for comfort, and I don’t dare look at Lottie once she pulls away. “Oh, what the heck.” She lands a kiss over Everett’s cheek as well, but he turns his head in time, assuring her lips land nowhere near his.
“No, no,” Lyla Nell shouts at the puckering perpetrator among us.
“I’ll second that,” Lottie says. “And for the record, Lyla Nell wasn’t a fan of watching her daddy feed another woman chocolate cake this afternoon.”
Cormack nods. “I know she wasn’t. She whined and screamed through the entire portion of my talent demonstration, which got me thinking. What if my little sugar cube was squawking away like some Tasmanian devil unable to control her screaming and crying? And just like that, the business prospect of the century hit me.”
“Tasmanian devil?” Lot asks, clearly not amused.
“Not now, Lottie,” Mom says as she scurries this way. “Can’t you see Cormack has had a brainstorm? What is it, Cormack? And how fast can I invest?”
“Mom.” I shake my head. “Cormack’s not asking for an investor. Are you?”
She shrugs up at my mother. “If Daddy says no, you’ll be the first door I knock on.”
It’s a well-known fact my mother is frugal, but it doesn’t mean she’s penniless. Although, if she invests in Cormack’s so-called brainstorm, she just might end up that way.
“All right, let’s hear it,” Lot says, looking less than thrilled to indeed hear anything Cormack has to say.
“I’m starting a line of little girl clothes in honor of my sweet peanut.” Cormack does her best to curtsy as she says it and nearly topples over in the effort.
“Little girl clothes?” Everett muses. “What if it’s a boy you’re having?”
“Hush, you.” She swats him on the arm and nearly knocks the brownie from his hand. “I won’t have you spouting heresy in front of my little princess.” She covers her belly with one arm.
“Cormack tried to find out the gender, but the baby was too shy to reveal it,” I tell them.
“That’s because she’s a proper little girl.” Cormack gives her belly a pat as if to reward the baby. “You can all rest assured that Lightning Ray here is about to have a big sister.”
“It’s Lyla Nell,” Lottie corrects. “And she would be having a little sister. Lyla Nell would get to be the big sister in the equation.” She frowns my way. “Not that she will,—at least not with this child. But then again, this is that hellish new math everyone is talking about, isn’t it, Noah?”
Lottie isn’t too thrilled that I haven’t set Cormack straight regarding the fact I know I’m not the child’s father. But up until now, Lot’s been a pretty good sport.
Mom harumphs. “Regardless of what your father decides, I’d like a piece of the pie, Cormack. I know a wise investment when I see one. And investing in your new clothing company will be the same as investing in the future of my new granddaughter. Oh, I can hardly wait to meet her. You know, Suzanna is a fine name for a little girl. It’s served me well all these years, and there’s even a catchy tune with my moniker in it.”
Everett nods. “I believe there’s mention of a banjo in it as well as a trip to Alabama.”
Cormack looks a little green around the gills at the mention of both.
“Well, I’m off to entertain our guests,” Lottie says, pulling one of her famous fudge cakes from the refrigerated shelf.
“Ooh, is that chocolate?” Cormack asks as she toddles alongside of her.
Mom gathers the supplies they’ll need. “You just wait, Noah. That little girl of yours is going to be the most beautiful and cherished little angel in all of history. And her wardrobe will be to die for. I’m going to be rolling in the green as soon as you’re rolling in the pink!”
She takes off, and I shake my head down at Lyla Nell. “Don’t listen to her. You are both beautiful and cherished.”
Lot comes up and swipes Lyla Nell from my arms. “She is indeed beautiful and cherished. I hope you don’t mind, but Bess is just itching to hold her.” She takes off with her, and I turn to Everett.
“Did you glean anything from the kids at the lake?” I ask.
Everett was seated close enough to them, I figured he might be spying.
Before he can answer, the chime goes off on the door and in strides one of Everett’s oldest confidants, the same woman who has acted as his defense attorney in the past, Fiona Dagmeyer.
“All right,” I whisper. “Now we can get the party started.”



EVERETT
  
“F iona.” I stand and offer her a quick embrace as she enters the bakery.
Fiona Dagmeyer and I have had a storied past. Outside of sleeping with one another on the odd occasion, she helped free me from an impending felony conviction—grave-robbing of all things. Of course, I was innocent just like I am today. Of course, I was covering for someone else as well—Noah at that time—but now that it’s Evie, the stakes feel a heck of a lot higher.
“Essex. Noah.” Fiona crimps her lips as she takes a seat next to me.
Fiona is a polished brunette with a sense of style that’s just as curt and professional as she is. She’s wearing her traditional pantsuit in navy, has her hair spun into a tight knot at the base of her neck, and her dark red lips look as if she’s been sipping blood.
Ransom steps up and I quickly introduce them.
“A cousin?” Fiona looks amused by the fact. “If you’re anything like your relation here, you’ll be needing legal aid sooner than later.”
Ransom chuckles to himself. “I doubt that. But I kindly thank you for the offer.”
Lemon strides up. “Oh, thank goodness, Fiona. Has Everett told you what’s happened to him?”
Fiona cuts me an icy look. I haven’t told her much outside of the fact I might be in a pickle. And when she hears the word pickle coming from me, she knows it’s tantamount to a felony with a life sentence attached.
“What happened?” she hisses.
“The local football coach was killed,” I tell her. “Had his head bashed in with a baseball bat. The bat happened to belong to me. Not only did it have the coach’s DNA all over it, but it had my prints on it, too. I didn’t do it.”
Fiona lifts her chin as Lemon furnishes her with a couple of beignets and a cup of coffee, dark and bitter. Fiona likes her coffee to reflect her soul—her words, not mine.
“All right.” Fiona nods to Noah. “Where are you at with the investigation?”
“At the point where I should be booking Everett for Coach Riggs’ murder.”
Lemon sighs hard. “But he knows better than to do that.”
“Does he now?” Fiona hikes a brow. “It’s clear who runs the legal system of Ashford County. Well done, Lottie. Perhaps it’s you I should consult on the case. After all, I’d wager all my money that it will be you who will bring the true perpetrator to justice.”
Ransom cuts me a look, and I glance to Noah.
There’s no way Lemon can ever know that Evie has somehow involved herself in this.
My bet is that one of those male goons she hangs out with did the deadly deed to protect either her or Dash. I quizzed enough high school kids last month to realize Coach Riggs was known as the resident pervert. But with Lemon here, there’s no way I can be honest with Fiona. I’m not sure I want to regardless.
“You’re right,” Lemon tells her. “I’m determined to find the real killer, and then I’m going to make sure they fry.”
That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.
I glare at Noah for a moment because I’m counting on him to find a way to circumvent this.
Who am I kidding?
Noah couldn’t circumvent a tree in his path if he wanted to. I’m starting to think it was a mistake that I told him anything.
Fiona looks my way. “Consider me your legal counsel should things go south.” She nods to Ransom. “What do you think of this new mess your cousin has embroiled himself in?”
“I think maybe someone is trying to frame him.”
I glance over at Ransom. “Good answer,” I tell him. It seems logical enough.
Fiona nods. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. Everett, I’m afraid to say you’ve amassed more than a small pool of enemies. You are a prominent judge after all. Now, all we have to figure out is who hated both you and Coach Riggs.” She tips her head to Lemon. “That’s where you should start your investigation.”
“Fiona Dagmeyer?” Bess calls out as she trots this way. “It’s me—Bess Chatterley. You helped me take my husband for all he was worth. And you were right. He’ll never practice dentistry in this state again. He’s moved to Montana and traded teeth for a horse ranch.”
“That’s because he can’t afford to drive a car,” Fiona says, and they break out into cackles.
“Come on”—Bess pulls her up—“your newest client is here. Trixie Troublefield? It’s about time the two of you meet.”
“Oh yes, the woman who lives on the cruise ship with you,” Fiona says, picking up her coffee. “I can’t wait to itemize the ways I’m about to make her husband suffer.”
They take off, and Lemon follows along with a tray of beignets.
Ransom stands. “Now this I’ve got to hear.”
“Me, too,” Noah says as they take off to listen in on Fiona’s latest greatest strategy in financial evisceration.
I’m about to join them when in walk Evie, Dash, and their respective boyfriends.
I can’t help but scowl at the four of them.
One of those kids bashed Coach Riggs’ brain in, and the other three helped them cover up the crime. All four of them think they’ve gotten away with murder.
I followed them that night, only because I was informed they took off to do who knows what with one another in a car on Make-Out Mountain. When I got to the ridge, I parked. It was pitch-black out. I heard the four of them rustling around and saw them hauling something large in a bag. They must have heard me because they took off like a bat in flight. Curiosity got the best of me, so I went over to see what was in the bag they dumped.
It was a body.
In a fit of delirium, I lost my sense of responsibility to the law for a moment and covered both my tracks and theirs. I tipped the sheriff’s department off to the body the next day via an anonymous phone call, and now here we are.
Noah comes back. “Don’t stare. It’s rude,” he says, smacking me on the arm and nodding for me to follow him to the table with everyone else. But I don’t move.
“Just FYI”—he leans in—“forensics said the prints on the bat were my department. No one knows who the prints belong to but me.” He nods, assuring me that it’s going to stay that way. “I have the power to turn this into a cold case, and I will.”
I shake my head at him. “Not with Lemon investigating. Face it, Noah. This case is red-hot. And sooner or later, she’s about to blow the lid off it.”
His lips purse. “Lot will want to protect her, too.”
“And then she’ll have to live as an accessory to a crime, as will the rest of us.” I glance back at Evie and her friends as they settle in at a table. “Someone has to pay for this because someone always does. Maybe it should be me.”
“Whoa,” Noah says. “Don’t go dark. We’ll fix this. We always do.”
“How do we do that?” I ask, not taking my eyes off of Evie.
“We make sure they get away with murder.”



LOTTIE
  
T  he Honey Hollow Bed and Breakfast has been my mother’s pride and joy for years now.
After my father passed away, she sold the family home, took the insurance money, and bought a rundown B&B that she’s been lovingly restoring ever since. And it just so happens it’s the very B&B that she spent her honeymoon in. However, seeing that my father isn’t here to enjoy this place with her once again, and seeing that my mother has the nagging need to have a man in her life, she’s glommed onto Noah’s rat of a father to fill the male-centric void in her life. I’m just hoping she survives the relationship.
It’s the very next morning after Nettie singed the eyebrows off of half of Honey Hollow, the sun is shining, the sky is as blue as a robin’s egg, and the air is warm and thick like a comfy blanket that just got pulled from the dryer.
Since my bakery caters to my mother’s B&B each day, I thought I’d make the delivery myself this morning. Of course, I brought Lyla Nell along for the ride. My mother would never forgive me if I didn’t. She just eats up Lyla Nell each time she’s around, and the feeling is mutual. Lyla Nell sure loves her Glam Glam as well.
The B&B is a white stately mansion with a wraparound porch and lots of wrought iron. The foyer opens up to a palatial reception area. There’s a formal dining room, a library, a grand staircase that leads to the spacious second level, and my mother even had a conservatory attached to the back of it not long ago.
The conservatory is exactly where I find myself now. It’s a dome-shaped glass structure that lets you enjoy the extensive flower beds and the evergreens that my mother has lining the property, without the curse of the mosquitos or gnats that love to blanket Honey Hollow this time of year. My skin is a testament to that last fact. I woke up this morning with enough spots to make a leopard jealous. Lucky for me, Everett was more than willing to scratch every itch I had.
Nevertheless, it’s still pretty early and the conservatory is void of my mother’s guests at the moment as the staff readies the bistro tables for the soon-to-be stampede.
No sooner did I step into the room than my mother stole Lyla Nell away. Which worked out for the best because it allowed both Lily and me to set all of our baked goods out on the breakfast buffet.
Despite the fact I freed Lily from her obligation to make the delivery to the B&B, she insisted on showing up as well. And seeing that she keeps craning her neck toward the entrance every few seconds, I’m guessing she’s here for other reasons, and that reason’s name would be Ransom Baxter.
I’d try telling her it’s a lost cause, but Lily has never let someone’s relationship stand in the way of getting what she wants, or at least trying to get it.
I crane my neck toward the entry to the room myself.
Before I left the bakery, I sent a group text to Trixie, Bess, and Nettie, letting them know I’d be stopping by, and they all said they’d meet me down here for breakfast.
“Lottie.” Mom breezes over. “You’ll never guess who offered me a business proposal last night.”
Both Lyla Nell and I frown at my mother. Despite her age, I think Lyla Nell has a hunch about who this may be as well.
“Cormack Featherby?” I ask, fearing that I’m right.
“Yes.” Mom’s mouth falls open with surprise. “She told me all about the new little girl’s clothing line she’s starting for her sweet princess. She’s letting me in on the ground floor. All I have to do is front her a little cash.”
“How much is a little cash?”
Her lips invert. “A hundred.”
“A hundred dollars?” My brows hike because I have a feeling I have the decimal point in the wrong location. “Mother…”
“All right, fine. It was a hundred thousand. But it’s just a drop in the bucket compared to what she’ll need. We’re talking couture, Lottie.” Her lips twitch. “Suze is going in on it as well.”
“Mom.” I gasp.
“Glam Glam.” Lyla Nell meets my level of dismay, but does me one better by way of smacking my mother’s cheeks with both hands.
Mom plucks one of Lyla Nell’s chubby paws away and buries a kiss in her palm.
“See that, Lottie?” she muses. “Even Lyla Nell thinks it’s a swell idea. After all, it’s her little sister that I’ll really be investing in.”
“Mother.” I shake my head at the woman. Honestly, I don’t know who knows the real truth about Cormack’s paternity outside of Everett, Noah, Alex, and me. But it doesn’t matter. “Mom, we don’t know for a fact that she’s carrying Noah’s child. Please keep your dollars to yourself. And promise me you won’t go throwing a single one of them at that blonde cow that takes up residence here. Cormack Featherby is nothing but a freeloader.”
True as gospel. Both my mother and I know she doesn’t pay a stitch to take up space here. Half the people who live here don’t pay a stitch. My mother is just too kind for her own financial britches.
She glances past me. “Don’t you worry about where I decide to park my money. My guests are arriving. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a granddaughter I need to show off.”
Lyla Nell lets out a yelp as my mother takes off with her.
Poor thing.
She probably senses my mother’s gullibility to fall for alarmingly silly yet financially crippling schemes. I’d better keep an eye on both of them in the event my mother decides to do something equally alarming and tries to sell Lyla Nell to fund the effort.
Bess and Nettie stride in and immediately my mood brightens. I greet them with a wave as I head in their direction.
On their heels Trixie and Ransom stride in. And on their heels, an entire disembodied family, along with a bird the size of a small toddler, float into the room.
“Morning, all,” I say, and they return the cheery greeting.
“This is quite the spread,” Bess says, taking in the rows and rows of silver chafing dishes set out filled with scrambled eggs, bacon, sausages, hash browns, biscuits, and gravy. And next to it sit platters upon platters of my sweet treats, from pancakes and waffles to Danishes and muffins.
“It’s a feast is what it is,” Nettie says, patting her belly. “And to think this goes on every morning around here. I’m still full from yesterday, but that won’t stop me from enjoying today. I’ll load up on the goods and meet you at the table.”
“Wait for me,” Bess calls out before turning my way. “If I don’t beat her to the Danishes, she’ll make every last one disappear. She’s a culinary magician that way. The ship has banned her from the breakfast pastry twice already. She’s a bit of a culinary hoarder as well.”
“Good to know,” I say. “I’ll double the order tomorrow.”
“I’ve always suspected you were an enabler, Lottie.” Bess laughs as she speeds off to pick up a plate.
They take off, and Ransom gives a wistful shake of his head as he takes it all in.
“I’ll admit, it makes me feel as if I’m back on the ship,” he says. With his dark suit and that shiny silver tie, my entire body trembles to wrap my arms around him. He looks that much more like Everett every time I see him. “Are those beignets I’m seeing?”
“That’s right,” I tell him. “I’ve sort of been having a mad run on them back at the bakery.” I wince. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but my mother runs what she calls the Haunted Honey Hollow B&B Tour through this place a couple of times a week. And once she’s finished scaring their socks off, she sends them to my bakery for what she’s dubbed as the Last Thing They Ate Tour.” A heavy sigh expels from me. “Let’s just say Rosa Rizzo’s homicide wasn’t the first tragedy of its kind in our cozy little town or the first to have one of my sweet treats at the scene of the crime.”
Both Trixie and Ransom stiffen at the thought.
Trixie looks up at the handsome man by her side. “Would you mind making up a plate for me? Just the usual—oh, and a couple of those fancy French doughnuts. I’ve been craving them ever since the funeral.”
I can’t help but bite down on a smile. Beignets are indeed fancy French doughnuts.
“You bet.” He takes off with a nod, and I motion for Greer and her ghostly brood to float on over.
Russo, our new resident crime-fighting apparition, is currently pecking his way through the buffet. Can’t say I blame him. If calories didn’t matter, and my stomach was a bottomless pit, I’d be doing the exact same thing. Heck, I’ll be doing it later anyway.
“Trixie, have you had the chance to meet the happy haunted family that calls this place home?”
“I’ve had a few run-ins,” she says with a smile to the four of them. “Lottie and Carlotta told me all about you, but we haven’t had formal introductions.”
“Allow me.” I hold out a hand to the gorgeous ghostly ghoul with long dark hair and a face that can make any supermodel green with envy. “Trixie, this is Greer Giles. She’s about my age. She was gunned down on Valentine’s Day a few years back. And fun fact? That’s the exact same white ruched gown she had on that very night.”
Greer gives a friendly nod. “That’s right. And see this little corsage?” She points to a crimson stain near her heart. “I believe that’s what they call an exit wound. Lottie hunted down my killer and made them pay.” Her glowing eyes slit to nothing for a moment as she relives the memory. “But Lottie wouldn’t be Lottie if she didn’t have a fresh homicide to solve. It’s nice to finally meet you, Trixie.”
I frown at her for making me sound like some homicide-hungry loon. I might be one, but that’s beside the point.
“And the handsome man by her side is Winslow Decker,” I say, pointing to the tall stud with wavy blond hair. He’s wearing a pair of threadbare denim overalls that look as though they’ve seen a season or two out in the sun.
“Pleasure to meet you, Trixie.” He extends a vellum-like hand and they shake. “I used to own a bovine farm on this very land. I guess you could say I’ve grown a bit attached to the place.”
A four-foot moppet with long stringy brown hair and a dirty pinafore grunts for our attention. She has on a pair of dirty Mary Janes to go along with that dusty dress, but it’s the machete she chooses to accessorize with that has both Trixie’s attention and mine.
“And this is their adopted daughter, Azalea. Although, nobody calls her that.”
“They don’t dare.” Lea raises her blade between us with a quick swish. “It’s Lea to you, Trixie.” She turns my way. “So which one of these fine guests should I slaughter first?”
“As always, Lea, I suggest you start with Wiley,” I tell her as I scoop up the furry feline of the bunch standing next to her. “And this onyx sweetheart is Thirteen.”
“Oh, give him to me,” Trixie says, stealing him from my arms. “Now, was that you sleeping on top of my head this morning? I could have sworn I heard snoring next to me.”
“Ooh.” I wiggle my shoulders. “Could that have been Ransom snoring next to you instead?”
She makes a face. “Not unless he snores so loud I could hear him through the walls. He’s three rooms down.”
Greer nods. “And I know for a fact that man doesn’t snore.”
Winslow clears his throat and Greer winces.
“But you do, and I think it’s perfectly adorable.” She’s quick to hug the arm of her ghostly companion. “Lottie, how is the case going?”
“We just questioned our first suspect yesterday, and if all goes well, we’ll be questioning our second tonight.” I nod to Trixie. “I called Rizzo’s Trattoria, and Bianca is scheduled to be there this evening.”
“Rizzo’s Trattoria?” Winslow gives Greer a quizzical look. “Weren’t we just there for a celebration?”
Greer nods. “That’s right. One of my ghoul friends is getting hitched, and she had her engagement dinner there. It turns out, it’s a favorite haunt for dead mob members that are still floating around.” She turns to Trixie. “Not everyone gets zapped to paradise right out the gate. We don’t know why, and we don’t make the rules, but those of us left to dwell among the living don’t complain about it. We’re just thrilled we can eat.” She glances at the buffet. “Speaking of which, we have bellies to fill before we get to rattling the chandeliers. We’ll see you around.” And with that, both Greer and Winslow float off.
“I’d best go hit the buffet myself,” Thirteen says. “I see a tasty spread of talons for the taking, and I do plan on taking every last talon, and that tasty-looking beak as well.” He darts out of my arms and flies clear across the room in a spray of onyx stars.
Little Lea tips her head up at me. “I can’t make any promises about Wiley. Miranda seems to like him well enough. And the last time she was brokenhearted she threatened to sell the B&B and move to Alaska. I’ve already seen what another owner could do to this place, so I’d just as soon keep her happy.”
“Duly noted,” I say before looking to Trixie. “My mother was bamboozled into giving this B&B to Cormack and Evie’s bio mother—the woman makes Cormack look like Einstein. The walls, the doors, and the floors were painted hot pink. I still have a hot pink headache thinking of the debacle.”
“Wow, how much did it cost to get it back?”
“A paternity reveal on live TV and Noah’s marital status.” I wrinkle my nose. “He’s still legally hitched to Cormack as well as yours truly. But don’t worry, come July, every entanglement Noah has with that woman will be undone.” Here’s hoping there’s no financial entanglement to undo by way of my mother. “Let’s take a seat and change the subject to something a little more lighthearted.”
“Like murder?”
“Like murder.”
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T  rixie and I pull a couple of bistro tables together right here in my mother’s conservatory, and soon Bess, Nettie, Ransom, Trixie, and I are situated with a plate of food and a nice cup of coffee to go along with it.
“Hey ho, where’s the party?” someone crows as we look to see Carlotta barreling this way, landing a chair between Bess and Nettie, and there happens to be a—
“Carlotta, I think you’ve got a bird’s nest sitting in your hair,” I tell her.
“This ain’t no bird’s nest,” she says, patting the gray twigs and branches. “This is one hundred percent Rizzo born and raised.”
Both Trixie and I let out a yelp in unison. That wreath of mourning seems to have expanded in the humidity and is giving my own hair a run for its money as it does its best to turn into a tumbleweed.
“Oddly enough”—Bess folds her arms—“I’m not that hungry anymore.”
“Oh, I’m hungry,” Nettie says, patting the braided horror. “I’m hungry for a Rizzo wreath of my own.”
Ransom shakes his head. “I don’t think the captain would let you back on the ship with anything close to that.”
Nettie sags a moment. “Then I’ll just have to borrow it sometime from my new friend, Cray Cray. What do you say, bestie? I hear there’s a Net Ball coming up and the theme is dead woman’s hair.”
“She’s not far off with that one,” Bess says. “From what I heard at the mortuary, the Net Ball is the odd fashion event of the season, and it’s up to those in attendance to wear the odd fashion. The odder the better.”
“The gaudier the better,” Carlotta says. “It’s the Rizzo way.”
A loud squawk comes from the buffet, and I glance over to see Russo and Thirteen battling it out over a stack of pancakes. Russo tugs while Thirteen pulls, and before we know it, pancakes go flying and guests start screaming.
“Nothing to be alarmed about. It’s just the ghosts,” Mom trills, and Lyla Nell claps up a storm. Of course, Lyla Nell can see the ghosts in question as well.
Ransom frowns at the flying breakfast buffet, and he looks suspiciously more like Everett in the process, if that were at all possible.
“I don’t know how you get used to this,” he says.
Trixie straightens. “Oh, you’d be surprised.”
Boy, I wish I could be a fly on the wall when Trixie does the big ghostly reveal. I still remember how shocked Everett and Noah were when I let them in on my supernatural secret. But for now, I think we’d better change the subject.
“Bess, I bet this has been like old home week for you literally,” I say. “Have you been catching up with friends and family?”
“Friends, yes,” she says. “Family, not so much. After I took off for the high seas and my ex moved to Montana, my kids didn’t see the need to stick around either. I’ve got three that are grown, and they all live in different states. My daughter is thinking about moving back here. But as far as Ninetta goes, she and I were pretty close for a while. Back in the day, she worked as a lunch lady in the cafeteria at Honey Hollow High, and we used to spend a lot of time together. In fact, she was my confidant when I suspected my ex was doing more with his secretary than he was with me.” She rolls her eyes. “I should have taken Ninetta up on her offer to have him professionally removed from the planet. At the time I didn’t want her to elaborate in the event I’d inadvertently find myself an accessory to murder. She was my fiercest ally in that debacle. I swear, she would have bumped him off herself if I asked her to. I guess her ex cheated, too, and her tolerance was lower than mine.”
“Sounds as if she was a good friend,” Trixie says. “Just the way you and Nettie have been to me.” She looks my way. “Stanton, my ex, was on the last cruise with us.”
“Yup,” Nettie says. “He tried to win Trixie back by way of murder.”
Trixie chuckles. “He didn’t actually commit the murder.”
“You had a homicide on the ship?” I ask, stunned by the prospect.
“That’s right,” Ransom says. “Actually, we’ve had two since Trixie boarded, and each time she’s found the body.”
My mouth falls open as I look at this sea-loving version of myself.
“I’m sorry to hear it,” I tell her.
“As was I,” Trixie says. “But it’s all in the past now.”
A part of me wonders if I should break the news to her. That much like myself and a few other transmundane women I know, Trixie might just keep stumbling upon body after body. But then, life has so few surprises I don’t see why I should be the one to spoil all the fun.
“Who cares about dead people?” Carlotta chuffs. “Tell us what it’s like to live on a floating mansion.”
Bess nods. “A lot like living on a floating mansion.”
“We get up early,” Nettie says. “Go to bed late. And we fill the hours in between by stuffing our faces with gourmet food at every turn.”
“Don’t forget the actual trip,” Trixie says. “I’m journaling my whole adventure. You can find my blog online, Suddenly Single: What a Trip. If you haven’t been to the Hawaiian islands, you should definitely come out. I just love everything about them, from the way the warm air seems to hug you once you land in the tropics, to the incredible perfumed foliage, to the verdant terrain, the white sandy beaches, and the warmest water on the planet.”
“Don’t forget the scuba diving, the amazing hiking trails, and gorgeous sunsets.” Ransom winks her way as if he were reliving a private memory with her.
“And the rainbows and the waterfalls,” Bess adds.
“And the unicorns,” Nettie shouts.
Bess clucks her tongue. “They do not have unicorns.”
“They sure do,” Nettie says, taking a bite out of her waffle. “But only the special people can see them.”
“That sounds about right,” Bess says, toasting Nettie with her orange juice.
“I’m special,” Carlotta harps. “Lot, why don’t you book me a cruise on the Emerald Queen?”
“Don’t tempt me,” I say. “I might just make it a permanent vacation.”
“Hey”—Nettie sits up—“you could team up with us and track down killers while sailing the ocean blue.”
“There’s so much to do on the boat itself,” Bess says in an attempt to lure Carlotta in. “Trixie teaches art classes. The ship has two zip lines, a miniature golf course, and an ice skating rink that converts to bumper cars. We have magic shows, comedians galore, tons of clubs, Broadway-worthy shows, and”—she looks to Bess—“what am I forgetting?”
“Bingo,” Nettie says.
“Bingo?” Carlotta nearly leaps out of her seat and that creepy wig goes airborne for a moment, floating over her head like the curse it is. “Nobody loves bingo more than me.”
“I hear Ninetta Rizzo loved it,” Ransom says. “I did a little digging and they say the only thing she loved more than the family restaurant was the bingo hall.”
“It’s true,” Bess says. “That’s why she’s raising money posthumously to renovate it.”
“Ever the do-gooder,” Carlotta gruffs. “Even beyond the grave.” She smacks that wreath over her head. “Some people just don’t know when to quit. But lucky for me, her ticker decided to do it for her. And now I’ve got all of her powers stored up in this wreath of mourning, and all of her good luck juju, too. I’ll be the one dominating the bingo hall from now on. Expect a windfall to come my way soon, Lot. I’m gonna need a mattress the size of a bank to store all my winnings.”
A peal of thunder goes off and the glass room we’re in trembles in its wake.
“I’d go easy on the hair of the dead, Carlotta,” I say. “If anyone is trying to steal that bad luck wig back, it might just be Ninetta herself. Speaking of bad luck, have you gotten any more threatening messages?”
“What threatening messages?” Ransom looks angry about it, just the way Everett would, and it makes me swoon just a teeny bit. I know it’s wrong to swoon in Ransom’s presence, but in a way it feels right.
“Got one this morning,” Carlotta says, fishing out her phone and handing it to Ransom. “It says the same thing the last message said. You won’t get away with this.”
I shake my head. “Have you asked Noah to look into this?”
“I haven’t had time. Besides, I’ve got three kittens to mind now.”
“You still have those poor kittens from the shelter?” I ask.
“Yup. Pancake and Waffles are babysitting them as we speak. How else am I supposed to keep my cat Insta Pictures account going without cats? I tried to use Pancake and Waffles, but Evie’s got a lock on your hairy beasts. She told me to go and get my own, so I did. And guess what? They’ve already got over a thousand followers. If all goes well, I’ll put those kitties behind a paywall where they belong by the weekend.”
Bess scoffs. “What in tarnation’s name will you have those cats doing?”
“Sleeping, eating, and trotting off to their litter box to make a few brownies. Turns out, there’s a huge market of people looking to sneak a peek at just about anything a four-footed feline is prone to do. These cats are big money. And if I play my kittens right, I’ll have enough to pay for my own ticket to the Emerald Queen since El Cheapo here isn’t ponying up one shiny dime to send me away.” She hitches her thumb my way. “As much as Lot likes to pretend she’s had enough of me, she’s glad I’m here to babysit Little Yippy while she sneaks around in the night taking turns with those baby daddies of hers.”
“Stop,” I tell her.
“And on that note.” Ransom stands. “Pardon me, ladies. I think I’ll go up for seconds.” He bolts for the buffet and Lily Swanson is right there leeching onto the poor man, offering to scoop his scrambled eggs for him. I bet she’d love to scramble him up—horizontally.
“So what about our next suspect?” Trixie asks. “Are we headed to Rizzo’s tonight to speak with Bianca?”
“That’s right,” I say. “She’s guaranteed to be there. Save your appetites, ladies. We’re about to be treated to some authentic Italian food tonight.”
“Can’t wait,” Bess says. “Italian is my favorite.”
“Italians are my favorite, too,” Nettie says. “Especially the men.”
Carlotta leans her way. “Looks as if we’ve got another thing in common, Net Net. I’ll leave my boyfriend at home so you won’t have to go trolling for men alone.”
“What a friend,” I say, shaking my head.
Trixie frowns over at the buffet where Lily is dripping off Ransom while doing her best to seduce him with her blouse losing a button every other second.
Who knew Lily wore pasties under her top?
All of us do now.
“Russo,” Trixie hisses. “Help a girl out, would you?” She hitches her head to the pasty fiasco brewing and the ghostly falcon gives a sharp caw in response.
Russo swoops down and picks up a waffle before smacking Lily in the face with it, and a scream emits from my most ardent yet flirtatious employee.
“Miranda,” she screeches. “I’m going to sue you and your darn ghosts, too, for humiliating me like tha—” Before she can finish her sentence, Russo manages to pick up a bowl full of raspberry jam and lands it splat over the top of her head. Blood red goo runs down Lily’s face and clothes and leaves the entire room gasping at the sight.
“I’ve seen this movie before,” Nettie says. “This isn’t prom night, is it?”
“Every night is prom night in the house that Lottie built,” Carlotta says. “You better not mock her, Lot Lot, or she’s liable to set your bakery on fire.”
“I’ve seen the movie, too,” Trixie says. “And technically, she would be setting this room on fire and sealing the exits so the entire lot of us couldn’t escape.”
“No, she wouldn’t,” I tell her. “The unspoken rules around here suggest a homicide can’t happen until the last homicide is solved. Or at least I’m hoping those are the rules. How about we reconvene tonight at seven down at Rizzo’s?”
Trixie nods. “We wouldn’t miss it.”
I scoop up Lyla Nell and we say goodbye to everyone before Lily starts an inferno, no thanks to the humiliated horror she’s going through.
Here’s hoping Bianca Bananas Lombardi is going to sing like a bird tonight—an ornery falcon to be exact.
And if she doesn’t, maybe we can get Russo to slap her with a waffle or two until she tells us exactly what we need to know.
You know what they say: when the going gets tough, the tough bring waffles—or a dead bird.
And seeing that a dead bird is all we have to work with, then that’s what we’re going with.
We’re heading to Leeds tonight with all feathers blazing.
And we’re gunning for a killer.



LOTTIE
  
T  here’s nothing as magical as a warm spring evening filled with the scent of night jasmine and a sky full of sparkling stars, which is what we would have gotten had we stayed in Honey Hollow.
But alas, we’re nowhere near Honey Hollow. We’re in the seedy town that sits just below it, Leeds.
If Honey Hollow is where all of the tourists flock to have a cozy good time on their precious vacations, then Leeds is where all of the mobsters and misfits congregate to drum up a little trouble. Okay, more than a little trouble.
“This place looks snazzy,” Nettie announces as Bess, Carlotta, Trixie, and I pile out of my minivan.
Everett, Noah, and Ransom just pulled up across the street and are making their way over. The three of them look as tempting as can be in dark suits, dark ties, and a dark countenance that makes all of the girls in their wake sigh with wanting, and Trixie and I happen to be two of those girls.
“This place looks like a rat trap,” Carlotta harps as we look up at the run-down brick façade.
The neon sign that blinks Rizzo’s Trattoria has the lights out on every other letter, and the curtains in the window look as if they’ve yellowed from the sun.
“And to think we gussied up for this.” Bess shakes her head at the run-down establishment.
She would be right. Not only have the men spiffied up, but the women in this equation have dressed up for our big night out as well. Nettie in a pink and white muumuu, Bess in a crimson pantsuit, Trixie in a gauzy blue number that I need to get my hands on, Carlotta in one of my new summer dresses—there’s no hope of keeping her out of my closet, so I’ve started buying doubles of the things I really like—and me in one of those doubles—the very one.
“Carlotta,” I hiss. “Why did you put a trench coat on as we left the house? Had I seen that we were wearing the same thing I would have gone upstairs and changed. It’s bad enough we look alike. Do we have to dress alike, too?”
That wreath of mourning is spiked over her head. I wouldn’t be caught dead with it. The only dead woman’s hair I’ll be wearing is my own when I’m cold in a casket.
“That’s why I wore a trench coat as we left the house,” she says. “Because I knew you’d run upstairs and change.” She irons out the front of her frock. We’ve both donned a red wrap dress with a ruffle flounce that drops off at the knees. There’s a plunging V neckline and lettuce-edged cap sleeves that blow like feathers in the wind. “Besides, I thought it might be fun to play twinsies with you tonight, seeing that Sexy has himself a twin of his own. We’ll show him two can play at that game.”
“Believe me, Carlotta, our game is not on the same level,” I tell her just as Everett and Noah come my way, and Ransom pulls Trixie in for a quick embrace.
“I hope you boys brought your appetites,” Carlotta says, wrapping her arms around Everett. “Bet you can’t figure out which one of us is which, can ya, Sexy?”
Noah chuckles. “You’re right, Lot.” He winks her way before looking at Everett. “Have fun with Lemon tonight. I think I’ll strike up a romance with Carlotta.” He wraps his arms around me and lands a brazen kiss to my cheek. It would have been my lips had I not turned an inch to my right.
“Technically, I am Carlotta,” I say as Noah takes up my hand.
“Really?” Trixie asks, looking mostly amused by the idea.
“It’s true,” I say. “Carlotta only had one request pinned to my blanket the day she dropped me off at the fire department after I was born—for whoever took me in to name me Carlotta. My sweet mother, Miranda Lemon, complied. My sister Charlie’s formal name is Carlotta, too, and so is Lyla Nell’s.”
“Yup.” Carlotta hitches her thumbs into her bra straps as if they were overalls and rocks back on her high heels—my high heels to be exact. I might have to padlock my closet if this keeps up. “Lot Lot knows a good thing when she sees it.”
“So does Carlotta.” Noah laughs as he kisses the back of my hand and Everett growls like a grizzly ready for the kill.
“On that note.” Ransom chuckles as well. “I think we should head inside and chow down.”
“I’ve been craving some great Italian food,” Bess says.
Carlotta shakes her head. “Sorry to say it, sis, but you’ll be going home hungry. Everyone knows the Rizzos couldn’t cook worth a lick. I’m shocked this place is still open.”
“According to Bianca, they rake in over fifteen K a night,” I point out. “They must have fabulous food.”
Noah opens the door for us. “Let’s head in and find out.”
The sound of boisterous laughter and Sinatra hits us about the same time as the scent of red sauce and garlic mingling to perfection. Sinatra is more or less required listening at any Italian eatery worth its red sauce, or anchovies as it were. But the heavenly scent of whatever they have brewing in the kitchen is a pleasant surprise.
The place is spacious with dark wood floors and furniture to match. Round tables covered in white linens abound, and there’s a vast empty space in the middle of the room where couples dance cheek-to-cheek.
And don’t get me started on the people…
“My land,” I say as we wait in the foyer to be seated. “I’ve never seen so much humanity crammed into one establishment. Are they hosting a wedding or something?” I ask as I look out at the sea of people so thick you couldn’t squeeze one thin dime between them. Most of them are men in dark suits, chatting away and having the best time. But there are a smattering of women here, too, all of them dressed to the nines in fancy hip-hugging dresses that seem to hold a luminous appeal.
“Ha.” Bess laughs. “There’s that wry sense of humor I remember, Lottie. You always did manage to make me smile when I had you in class.”
“What do you mean by so much humanity?” Everett pulls me in close and effectively disconnects my hand from Noah’s. “Lemon, I can tell you’re serious. What’s going on?”
Before I can answer, a spray of lavender stars appears just over Carlotta’s right shoulder, and in its place materializes a majestic bird with gloriously striped feathers.
“Hey, hey, the dead gang’s all here,” Carlotta says as she knocks her head to Russo. “And I just got the best accessory of the night to go along with my outfit.” She makes a face my way. “Good thing he decided to hang out with me, Lot Lot. You’ve already accessorized with your bad attitude.”
“I do not have a bad attitude,” I snap her way.
“Sure, you do, Lot,” she says. “Why do you think I got rid of you the first chance I got? Besides that, you can’t tell the living from the dead.”
“What?”
Trixie gives a nervous nod my way. “Lottie, I don’t think half these people have a pulse,” she whispers it just enough so that Ransom can’t get a grip on our ghostly conversations.
“The dead, huh?” Everett takes a look around the place with a look of dismay on his face.
I suck in a quick breath as I take another look around the room and, sure enough, upon closer inspection, I can see through a majority of the people in here. That’s right. Greer mentioned something about the fact this place was a hangout for disembodied spirits. I guess the food really is to die for.
Russo bats his wings and lets out an ear-splitting screech. “I sense danger here. I suggest we turn around and leave.”
“We can’t leave,” I whisper his way. “We have to speak with you-know-who.”
I’m half-afraid if I say Bianca’s name, I’ll jinx the night and she’ll take off.
“Well, if you’re willing to brave the danger, I’m more than happy to stay.” Russo lets out a wild caw once again, and Everett raises a brow in that direction. The fact he’s holding my hand means he can hear the dead, too. “This is my favorite haunt.” Russo sighs. “Ironic since I’m truly haunting it now.”
“You’re not alone in that effort,” I tell him. “What’s really ironic is the fact the dead are the life of the party here. It’s more of a hangout for haunted hoodlums than it is for living souls who actually have some spare change to keep this place running.”
“That’s right,” Carlotta says. “This place is loaded with dead mob members.”
That’s what I surmised as well, but only because I recognize a lot of these guys from the time spent with the mob that lurks in these parts. Leeds has two crime families that wage for its thuggish turf, the Canellis and the Lazzaris.
Everett leans in. “Look who’s at the bar.”
Noah cranes his neck that way. “If it isn’t Jed Silver.”
Speaking of thugs.
No sooner does he say the man’s name than the thug in question appears before us.
Jed is a tall man with decent looks and Caribbean blue eyes that make all the girls swoon, sans this one. Instead, the sight of this man makes me want to gag. All he does is cause trouble for Noah and Everett, and me by proxy.
“Look who the cat dragged in.” Jed sheds a lusty smile as he takes in each of the women in our party.
“Nice try, Silver,” Carlotta says. “But it wasn’t the cat, it was the bird. Now, what do we have to do to get some service around here?”
“The waitress is busy,” he grunts. “They made a few cutbacks so they could pull in a new chef. He just started this week. They’re hoping they can turn things around.”
“I thought they were packing them in?” I ask. By the looks of the scant number of living patrons, they’re certainly not packing them in tonight.
“With that rat bait they were serving?” Jed shakes his head. “But with this new chef, they’ve got a shot. Word just needs to get out.” He nods to Noah and Everett. “Looks as if word got out with the two of you. Either way, my night just got a little more interesting. What are you really up to? Looking for trouble?”
“I’m not looking for trouble, I’m looking at it,” Noah says to the man. “Why are you here? Don’t you have Red Satin to mismanage? Or that bar you were thinking about starting up?”
Jed shrugs. “Turns out, no one is in a hurry to give a loan to an ex-felon.”
Carlotta glides up next to him. “Are you ever really an ex-felon, though? Wear that badge with pride, would you? You’re giving the rest of us a bad name.”
Just when I’m about to ask Carlotta about her felonious past, the very woman we came to visit pops up. She stops short once she takes a moment to recognize our faces, and judging by the way her eyes are bulging, it’s safe to say we’ve jolted her.
Bianca Lombardi looks sleek in a purple dress that appears as if it were molded onto her figure. She has the mile-long lashes and the bloated lips to compete with Serafina, but her hair springs out of her head like a fountain and she has a short frilly apron on that lets us know she’s not just another well Botoxed face in this joint.
A small crowd of men and women walks in, all well dressed for a night on the town as they head past us, nodding to Bianca as they do, and I watch as they make their way past the bar and down a dark hallway.
Huh. Group trip to the restroom? That was odd.
Bianca clears her throat and forces what looks to be an attempt at a smile. “Well, if it isn’t my favorite gang from Honey Hollow.” That smile of hers quickly morphs into an attempt at a frown.
“Yeah, yeah, Bananas,” Carlotta says. “I’m not so thrilled to see you either.”
Bianca rolls her eyes. “Oh come, Carlotta. You know I’ve never had anything against you. It was the Rizzo sisters who couldn’t stand you.”
Russo crows, “She’s right. Oh, how they hated you, Carlotta. But you could hardly blame them. According to what I heard, you slept with both of their husbands.”
Carlotta nods. “It’s not my fault they didn’t marry keepers.”
“That’s true.” Bianca laughs. “Come on, I’ll get you all seated. In fact”—she quirks a brow over at Noah—“if you don’t mind, maybe I’ll join you for a few minutes. I’m dying to know how the case is going.”
“We would love that,” I say, and Noah shoots me a wry smile. I know that smile has more to do with me poking around in his investigation more than it does Bianca’s company.
She leads us through the mostly vacant restaurant, with the exception of the dozens of ghosts we have to walk through to get to our table.
“This is the best table in the house,” she says as she leads us near the center of the establishment right next to the dance floor brimming with bodies.
Come to think of it, there’s only one set of the living cutting a rug. But the dead seem to have a few power moves of their own.
“It’s also the biggest table,” Bianca continues. “All of the food here is family-style—the cheese wheel withstanding. We just implemented that little pot o’ cheesy gold this week. I highly recommend it.”
We quickly take our seats with Noah and Everett landing on either side of me.
“Cheese wheel?” Nettie pipes up as we quickly peruse the menu. “I’ll take two. Cheese is my love language.”
Bianca laughs at the thought. “It’s mine, too. That’s why I added it to the menu. I used to beg the sisters to let me make a few changes around here.” She glances over her shoulder a moment before leaning in. “I’ll tell it to you straight. The Rizzo sisters insisted on using their grandmother’s recipes in this place and nothing else. Well, guess what? The Rizzos had the only Nonna in all of Italy that couldn’t tell pasta from a pig’s rear end. The food wasn’t the greatest. So, when I walked in Monday morning and realized Rosa wouldn’t be back and neither would Ninetta, I hired a new chef and made a few amendments to the menu.”
The prices on the menu are all neatly concealed with small white stickers, with what I’m assuming are the new prices. I gently peel one back, and the price is more than double what it was before. I scratch off a few more and note the very same thing. Huh.
“I can’t wait to see what the new chef does,” I tell her. “Tell me more about the cheese wheel. I’m with Nettie. I’m already in love.”
“Perfect,” she says. “It’s a giant wheel of cheese we bring out. You can choose between pasta and risotto and we’ll whip up a cheesy delight right here at the table for you. You’re going to love it. We have shaved truffles to go along with any dish as well.” She looks to Everett, then to Noah and Ransom. “The chef’s osso buco is the best I’ve ever had.”
The three of them each make it easy for her and order the osso buco, and the rest of us go for the pasta cheese wheel of delight.
“I’ll put this order in for you,” Bianca says, passing the order sheet in her hand to a waiter as he strides by. “And bring a bottle of our best prosecco,” she tells him before turning back our way. “White sparkling wine. We use a local grower, but it’s fantastic.” She takes in a quick breath as she looks to Noah. “Detective, what’s happening with Rosa’s investigation so far?”
Trixie and I share a sly smile. Getting information from Bianca Lombardi is going to be like stealing bananas from a baby.
Here’s hoping together we can peel our way to the truth.



LOTTIE
  
“P lease tell me we’re not in any danger,” Bianca implores Noah. “Every staff member in this place is on edge.”
“I don’t think so,” Noah says with a shake of his head. “And as for Rosa’s case, well, it’s growing colder by the minute. It seems the security cameras at the mortuary weren’t operational the night of the murder. But according to the manager, that was a known issue that’s been plaguing them.”
“Oh, wow,” Bianca moans as customers continue to trickle into Rizzo’s Trattoria—customers that are both living and dead. “Talk about luck being a lady—for the killer, that is.”
“No kidding.” Nettie shakes her head. “Wait a minute.” She snaps her fingers. “I bet that’s who did the wicked deed—lady luck.”
Bess rolls her eyes. “There was no lady luck there that night because she doesn’t exist.”
“Sure, she does,” Nettie insists. “She was wearing a purple leotard, green tights, had her face painted the color of death, and wore a funny pointed hat.”
“Hey, that was me.” Carlotta puffs up with pride, and now it’s me rolling my eyes. “I’m the lucky one around here.” She pats that gray wreath of mourning plastered to her head, and I can’t help but frown at it. That ball of a dead woman’s hair is nothing more than a natural disaster waiting to happen.
“Carlotta,” I snip. “She just accused you of murder. That’s hardly lucky.”
“Says you,” she chuffs my way. “I’ll have you know I got lucky twice that night.”
“And I’ve heard enough,” I say as I force a smile at Bianca.
“I haven’t,” Bianca says, managing to look a little stunned by Carlotta. “I think she just admitted to the crime.”
Russo flaps his wings and bolts from Carlotta’s shoulder. “Killer, killer!”
I frown over at the fickle falcon.
Carlotta’s no killer. But it’s nice to know he has an aversion to them.
He lands in the middle of the table and his feathers flutter as he settles into his new home for the time being.
“I didn’t do it,” Carlotta says, sounding more than disappointed in herself. “But I found the body. That’s gotta count for something.”
“Bianca,” I say, leaning her way. “Trixie and I were able to speak to Serafina. She mentioned that she lives in Rosa’s house and that Rosa had cut off her allowance.”
“She cut off her allowance?” Bianca shakes her head in disgust. “No wonder she did her poor mother-in-law in. She not only wanted Rosa out of the house, she wanted the house.”
“You think she wanted the house?” Noah pulls out his phone and starts taking notes.
“I know she wanted the house,” Bianca counters. “The woman is greedy.”
Trixie nods her way. “She mentioned the maintenance on herself was costly.”
“What’s this about an allowance?” Ransom asks as a waitress lands a glass of water in front of us all.
Bianca sighs his way. “When Serafina’s husband, Johnny, left town, so did his paycheck. Rosa felt bad about it, so she offered to give her a piece of the monthly cut she got from this place. A couple thousand. Something like that. Anyway, Serafina used every last bit on maintenance. She doesn’t require much as far as food goes because she picks up takeout from here every single day. She lives rent-free, Rosa took care of the utilities and taxes, and Serafina never stepped into a grocery store, let alone a kitchen. She’s lived a pretty cushy life.”
“Does she work?” Everett asks.
“If you call visiting the plastic surgeon’s office work, then yes.” Bianca shrugs. “In the traditional sense, no.”
“Wow,” Trixie says. “If she had no savings, then the fact Rosa cut off her allowance would be a very big deal. She essentially lost her income.”
“That’s exactly what she lost.” Bianca blows out a breath. “And that explains why she’s been hell on heels to deal with lately.”
Nettie huffs, “Forget about Rosa. What’s the story with this haunted hovel? Why is it crawling with handsome dead men?”
Bess clucks her tongue. “You don’t know they’re handsome.”
A guttural laugh escapes Carlotta. “She’s not wrong, Red. These men might be missing a body, but they are smoking hot.”
Ransom shakes his head. “What’s happening here?”
“This again?” Bianca laughs herself silly. “I’m telling you, people swear they see more ghosts at this establishment than they do breadsticks. I’ve never seen a single one myself. But both Ninetta and Rosa used to say Rizzo’s is the only gang-neutral establishment in all of Leeds. And that might explain why we’ve had our fair share of opposing crime families congregating here over the years. I guess they like it so much they come back after they kick the bucket. But why they’d choose this place over paradise is beyond me.”
“Maybe paradise isn’t an option,” Bess says.
“In that case”—Carlotta slaps her hand over the table—“this place is the perfect training ground for the hot place.”
On that heated note, our food arrives. Mouthwatering osso buco for the men and a giant cheese wheel with the head chef at the helm for the ladies. One by one the chef regales us by stirring hot pasta into a divot dug into the cheese wheel, and one by one our pasta is smothered to death with luscious, creamy, dreamy fresh Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese. And the sparkling prosecco?
It. Is. Bliss.
“What is happening here?” I ask once I come up for air.
“This place is far more heaven than it ever is hell,” Trixie says before leaning my way. “What do you think of all that stuff Bianca said about Serafina?”
“I think it made Serafina look awfully guilty.” I spot Bianca over by the dark hall just shy of the bar, talking to a group of businessmen before they make their way past her. “How about we hit the restroom and see if we can’t shake one more thing out of the woman?”
Trixie nods. “She might feel freer to speak without a crowd looking up at her.”
We excuse ourselves, much to the consternation of the men at the table.
But before one of them can try to stop us, we’re staring the woman in the face once again.
“The food is amazing,” Trixie is quick to gush.
“You’re going to make a killing with this new chef.” A thought comes to me. “But then, you were already, right?”
She looks momentarily confused.
“You mentioned it at the funeral home,” I remind her.
“Oh, that.” Bianca waves it off. “I was just posturing for Carlotta. This place has been on the struggle bus ever since they opened their doors. But now that I’m taking the reins, the heirs of this place might actually have something to smile about.”
“Well, you’re off to a great start,” I say as a group of polished women head into the dark hallway to our right and disappear. “What’s going on in that direction?”
Bianca gives a casual glance to the hall. “That’s the restroom.”
“Just the restroom?” I ask, squinting in hopes to make out the end of the hall, but it’s too dark so I give up hope. “I’d swear I’ve seen groups of men heading that way all night.”
“Well, it’s just the restroom.” She shrugs. “Who knows? Maybe the men like to have a meetin’ in there just like us ladies.” She winks when she says it.
“Stranger things have happened.” Trixie doesn’t look too convinced.
Russo flaps his way over, his beak dripping with cheese. Trixie and I watched in horror as he helped himself to as much of the creamy dairy as he wished while the chef was dishing up our dinners.
“What did I miss?” he crows. “Does she have more cheese?”
I covertly shake my head his way, and he sighs with disappointment.
Trixie leans toward the woman. “Bianca, outside of Serafina, was there anyone else you can think of who had a motive to kill Rosa?”
Bianca’s lips swish side to side. “You know that prosecco you’ve been enjoying?”
“Oh, it’s too delicious,” I tell her, and I mean every word. “I want to buy a few more bottles just to take home with me.” I’m not a big drinker, but I have a need to have a bottle on hand every now and again, and nothing would wow my guests like this stuff.”
“You can buy a bottle right from the source,” she tells me. “Carmine Marino owns Marino Vineyards. He’s our local source.”
“That name sounds familiar,” Trixie says.
“That’s because we met him at the funeral home,” I say, distinctly remembering the beefy man with the dark hair. “Bianca, what about him?”
She steps in close. “Rumor had it that he was having an affair with Rosa.”
Trixie and I exchange a glance.
“But weren’t they both single?” I ask.
“They were.” Bianca is back to shrugging. “It was just awkward considering the fact Carmine and Ninetta were once engaged.”
“What?” Carlotta comes charging at us. “Don’t tell me that both sisters were munching on Marino when I can’t get one tasty bite.”
“Ignore her,” I say to Bianca.
She laughs. “Believe me, I’d rather deal with Carlotta than the crowd in here tonight. We’re short-staffed, so I’m pinch-hitting to help out the waitstaff. Let me know if you need anything else. I’m an open book,” she says as she sails off.
Russo flaps his wings and caws, “That dirty rat, Carmine. And to think, it was me he was threatening to kill.”
“Why would anyone threaten to kill you?” I ask.
“He wears a strange hat of threads. And when I was looking to build a nest for one of my paramours, he knocked me to the wind.”
“He wears a rug,” Carlotta says. “I did a little digging myself. It’s a good piece, too. I had a few girlfriends tell me they tried to pull it off in the heat of the moment, but it didn’t budge. Now that’s some good glue. Especially considering he was sweating to the oldies, if you know what I mean.”
“Gross.” I sigh. “Okay, so it looks as if we’re going to do a little wine tasting.”
Carlotta lets out a whoop before hitting the dance floor where Bess and Nettie are shaking their bottoms to a snappy number—along with a couple of men who have long since met their expiration date.
“It’s nice to see that the dead can still get their groove on,” Trixie says just as our men head this way.
Russo flies in a circle above the dance floor before swooping back. “Don’t mind me, ladies, but I hear the siren song of an owl just beyond these walls. I must bid you ado.”
“Good luck,” I tell him.
“I’ve never needed luck.”
“Wait,” Trixie says before the bird can take off. “You said you had a bad feeling about this place.”
“It’s true,” he says, floating toward us. “There’s something sinister happening here. I feel danger in my bones. And my bones have never been wrong yet. Maybe skip dessert just to be safe.”
“But I never skip dessert,” I say just as he flies right through my chest and my entire body bucks as he darts through the walls on his hunt for a fine-feathered hunny. “Speaking of which.” I nod to my fine-feathered friend, Trixie. “What’s your favorite dessert? I feel rude I haven’t asked yet.”
“Oh, I couldn’t tell you.” She laughs. “I love everything in your bakery.”
“That must mean it’s not in my bakery.”
She gives an impish smile, and I know I’m right.
Everett and Noah ask me to dance at the very same time, just as Ransom steals Trixie away.
We dance to Sinatra for the rest of the night, and I think I’ve burned all of the calories my cheesy dinner might have afforded.
Trixie might be shy to tell me her favorite dessert, but I have my ways of finding things out.
Carmine Marino might be shy when it comes to telling me what he knows about Rosa Rizzo’s death, but like I said, I have my ways of finding things out.
“What did you glean, Lot?” Noah asks as he glides in close.
“That my next suspect owns a winery,” I tell him.
“I’m in,” both Everett and Noah say at the very same time.
“I’m sure it will be amazing,” I tell them. “This place was pretty amazing, too. I’m pleasantly surprised. I feel like I just cheated on Mangias.”
Noah winks my way. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”
Everett’s chest bounces with a silent laugh. “That seems to be your motto.”
The music grows slow and moody as Noah steals me into his arms.
“Hands off my wife, Fox,” Everett says.
“Why don’t we let Lottie decide which husband she’d like to dance with?” Noah teases just as he glances down and fishes his phone out of his pocket. “Just got a text.” He glances at the screen and inches back as if what he saw offended him.
“Noah, what is it?” I ask, trying to sneak a peek, but he quickly buries the phone into his pocket again.
His dimples dig in as he inventories the place once again. “Nothing I can share here. In fact, nothing I’m going to share until I can get to my desk in the morning and confirm it.” He nods to Everett. “Why don’t you take this one? Sorry, Lot. I need to process this a moment.”
“Noah?” I’m about to probe him, but he takes off and Everett locks me in a strong embrace. “Looks as if Noah and I have a breakfast date,” I say, frowning in the direction he disappeared.
“Looks as if I’ve been outsmarted by a Fox,” Everett teases. “Don’t worry, Lemon. It’s probably nothing.” He glares in Noah’s direction as if he has a clue as to what this might be about, and judging by that look on his face, it very well might be something.
Trixie Troublefield might have a sweet secret, and Carmine Marino might have something he’d rather keep to himself as well, but Noah and Everett had better not be keeping anything from me.
They know better.
And if they don’t, there just might be heck to pay.



NOAH
  
T  wo files sit on my desk, both marked Rizzo, and I’ve been combing through them ever since I stepped into my office an hour ago.
I’ll admit, I’m stumped by what these toxicology reports are trying to tell me.
The door bursts open and in files Lottie with a pink box in her arms. And no sooner do I stand to my feet to greet her than Cormack runs in after her with both hands secured to her belly.
“What’s going on?” I ask as Lottie lands a pastry box on my desk.
“She followed me over from the bakery,” Lottie pants as she scoops up the Rizzo files off my desk. “Are these the toxicology reports?” She falls into one of the seats across from me while thumbing through them, and I promptly reach over and snatch them away.
“Yes,” I say. “And they are confidential.” I tick my head over at Cormack.
If it was just Lottie, I wouldn’t mind. But if Cormack sniffs out the fact I’m breaking protocol, she’d use it against me in a heartbeat. I’ve learned the hard way that she’s not above using a little blackmail to get what she wants, and what she wants is usually me.
Cormack lunges for the pink box and opens it to reveal a dozen glazed crullers. My favorite donut. Lottie knows that. She also knows I’ll do just about anything in exchange for them. But she doesn’t have to bribe me with crullers. I’d let her take the files home and photocopy them if she wants. Lottie can get anything out of me with as little as a smile.
“Who was following who, Linda?” Cormack says as she takes a bite from one of my fried treats. “Mmm,” she moans as her eyes flutter. “This is amazing. Anyway”—she shakes a few loose blonde tresses from her eyes—“I’m here on official business,” she tells Lottie. “You see, Noah and I are going into business.”
“We are?” I ask, less amused than I am paranoid as to where she might be going with this.
Cormack has turned my life upside down more than once, and I fear she has the power to do it again.
She nods through another bite. “I’ve decided to call my new foray into children’s clothing”—she pauses to turn to Lottie—“Noah’s Daughter.”
“What?” both Lot and I say in unison.
“You can thank me later.” Cormack winks my way. “In fact, I think we should name our sweet baby girl Noah as well.”
“Absolutely not,” I tell her.
“You’re so right.” Cormack rolls her eyes. “It’s not nearly pretentious enough.”
“So you admit you’re pretentious,” Lottie says with a smile curving on her lips.
“You’ve gotta have goals,” Cormack says, snatching another donut from the box.
“Can you leave now?” Lottie asks her politely enough, but Cormack simply shakes her head. “Fine.” Lottie reaches into her purse and pulls out her phone. “I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve forced my hand.” Her fingers glide across the screen.
Cormack’s phone pings in her hand and she quickly reads the incoming text.
“Well, how do you like that?” She sighs. “It’s Miranda. A wild dog is loose in my room and is using my shoe collection as chew toys. Noah, give me your gun. I have to get over there.”
Lottie shrugs my way. “If it’ll make her leave.”
I shake my head with a laugh caught in my throat.
“Cormack, why don’t you use the shoes you’re wearing to shoo it away from your—shoes.” I shrug over at Lottie and she gives an approving thumbs-up.
“Heavens no,” Cormack groans as she stands. “These might be the only shoes I have left. I’ll borrow a weapon from your father once I get to the B&B.” Cormack picks up the box of crullers and sits it on her burgeoning belly. “I’ll need these to comfort me.” She scuttles to the door before turning around. “I’ll swing by your place tonight, Big Boss, so you can approve the upcoming fall line.”
“Cormack,” I deflate merely saying her name. “I’m not going into business with you.”
“Too late. You’re already on all the paperwork.” She blows me a kiss.
“In that case, I preemptively approve the entire line.”
“Oh goody,” she cheers and nearly topples the box onto the floor. “I just knew you’d love the designs.”
She takes off, and both Lottie and I take a full moment to stare at one another in disbelief.
“Nice work, Lottie,” I muse. “She bought it hook, line, and shoe. Your brilliance never ceases to amaze me.”
“Cormack is so dull it’s not difficult to shine around her. Now hand over the files, Detective Fox,” she says, flicking her fingers and I quickly oblige. “And tell me what this is trying to tell me so I don’t have to read all fifty pages.”
“Ninetta died of a heart attack,” I say. “That much is true.”
“But?” Lottie looks up from the files without bothering to lift her head.
“But it seems it was induced by an overdose.”
“An overdose?” Lottie closes the file and leans in hard. “Of what?”
“You’re never going to believe this,” I say. “Heck, I don’t believe it.”
“Don’t keep me in suspense.”
“Okay, she died of an overdose of cocaine.”
“Cocaine?” Lottie blinks hard at the news.
I nod. “And to make things even stranger, toxicology said that Rosa had cocaine in her system, too.”
“What?” her voice echoes off the walls as she wails in disbelief.
“I know, it’s odd.”
“It’s more than odd, Noah. I would never have pegged the Rizzo sisters for a couple of junkies. What is going on here? Do you think someone was drugging them?”
“I would have thought that if it was just Ninetta. But Rosa had a decent amount in her system as well. A non-lethal dose, something far more purposeful.”
“Wow.” Lottie looks dazed by the news. “I mean, sure, they had more energy than half the town. They were always on the move and doing ten times more than anyone else, but cocaine? How can that be?”
“I don’t know, but it’s true. And somehow, someway, I think it might be linked to the case.”
“You think so? Like maybe a drug deal gone bad?”
“I can’t be sure, but at this point, anything is possible. You can share this with Trixie, but try not to get the word out otherwise. It looks as if I have two cases to solve.”
“Duly noted,” she says. “But you have three cases to solve. Everett didn’t kill Coach Riggs.”
I lean back in my seat and do my best not to give away the fact I already know who the killer is—or more to the point, which clique the killer belongs to.
“But don’t you worry, Noah,” she says. “I’m on that case right there with you, and there’s not a thing you can do to stop me. Everett is innocent, and I’m going to prove it or die trying.”
“That is exactly what I lose sleep over at night,” I tell her. “Let me handle all three of these cases, Lottie. Go out and have a good time with Trixie, Nettie, and Bess. I’ll burn the midnight oil, and I promise I won’t rest until I track down the killers.” I’m not sure if what I just said qualifies as a lie. I definitely want to know what happened to Coach Riggs and why. But a part of me realizes that the best-case scenario is to let the investigation fall by the wayside.
“Don’t worry. I fully plan on having a good time with Trixie, Nettie, and Bess.” She stands, and I walk around the desk and offer her a firm embrace. “In fact, I’m off to spend the afternoon with them now.”
“Do your plans include questioning a suspect?” I ask, almost afraid of what the answer might be.
“No.” She dusts my tie with her fingers. “That would be tomorrow’s task.” She wrinkles her nose. “That’s the day we’re headed to Marino Vineyards to do a little wine tasting.”
“Sounds like I’m heading that way, too.”
Her shoulders bounce. “Suit yourself.” She gives a little wink as she heads for the door. “Thank you for sharing the toxicology reports with me. And if I learn anything new, you can bet I’ll share it with you. We make a great team.”
“Don’t I know it.”
She seals the door behind her, and in less than five minutes, the door opens back up and I’m staring at not one but two menacing Baxters.
“What now?” I ask.
“Now we make decisions,” Everett says.
Ransom nods. “And then we live with them.”



EVERETT
  
N oah sighs as Ransom and I take a seat across from him.
“We saw Lemon taking off,” I tell Noah. “I didn’t let her see me. I don’t want her thinking about Coach Riggs’ case anymore.”
“Too bad,” he says. “She was just telling me that she’s ready to track down the real killer. But I wouldn’t worry too much. She’s got her hands full with company at the moment.” He nods to Ransom. “And they’re heading down to Marino Vineyards tomorrow to question another suspect in the Rizzo case.” His chest expands. “Ninetta’s heart attack was brought on by high levels of cocaine in her system.” He pauses to let it soak in, and I can’t believe it. “And in a stranger turn of events, Rosa had decent traces of coke in her system as well.”
Ransom lifts his head a notch. “Something is up.”
Noah nods. “Something is definitely up.” He points my way. “So what’s the verdict? What are you thinking?”
“As much as I’d like to take the blame for Riggs’ murder, I don’t have a motive,” I say. “I didn’t know the guy, never had a single interaction with him.”
Noah purses his lips. “You mentioned last month that you found out the coach was a pervert. Maybe he made a pass at Evie, or worse?”
“Maybe he did,” I say. “But I don’t have any proof it was Evie.”
“It won’t matter,” Ransom says. “They have enough to convict you with the prints on the bat alone. Noah mentioned he has footage of your SUV driving up the ridge that night via the security camera at the B&B. That’s all they need to hang you by the cookies. But here’s the kicker.” Ransom gives me a stern look. “Do you really think Evie is going to sit around and let you take the fall for something her friends—God forbid she herself took part in? I’ve been watching her interact with you. She loves you too much to watch you suffer.”
“You’re right.,” I say. “At this point, it’s either her or me.”
Ransom takes a deep breath. “And I’m willing to bet she’d say it should be her. She’s too young to understand what a prison term could mean. She’s a teenager, quick to make rash decisions that could alter the rest of her life—like confessing to just about anyone who will listen at this sheriff’s station regarding her guilt in the matter. She’d take the fall just to save you, Everett. If you try to do the same for her, it’s going to backfire.”
“Then there’s only one option,” Noah says, staring vacantly ahead as if he were desperately searching for anything else. “It’s what I suggested last night. We’re going to erase or ruin any trace of evidence we have in our possession.” He shakes his head. “Those kids aren’t talking, Everett. They’re not turning themselves in. I watched the four of them the other day. They didn’t have a care in the world written on their faces.”
I bow my head a moment. “I know. I’ve noticed the same thing.” I glance to Ransom. “I’m sorry you got dragged into this.”
“I’m sorry you got dragged into this,” he counters. “Noah, you can’t risk your career by destroying evidence in your possession. Point me in the right direction. I’ll get it done myself.”
“No can do, buddy.” Noah blows out a breath. “You’re wearing his face.” He nods my way. “I’m sorry, Everett. You can’t do it either. In a few days, the department is having its annual picnic. I’m not going. There will be a skeletal crew here, and that’s when I’ll take care of business. The fewer eyes on me the better. I know where the security cameras are and how to divert attention away from myself. Nobody knows this place like I do. And every last bit of evidence is mine for the taking. No one will think twice.” He glances to the door.
“What about Ivy?” I ask.
Noah hikes his brows over at Ransom. “Ivy is my partner, who has generously given me full reign over Coach Riggs’ murder investigation, seeing that it took place in Honey Hollow. She’s not involved. And if the case grows cold enough to warrant her attention, it will be too late.” He leans my way. “I’m about to bury this thing six feet deep in permafrost. You won’t have to worry about going to prison for that man’s murder, and neither will Evie. The only conviction those kids will have to deal with is conviction of the heart.”
Evie has a heart, a big one, which is exactly why I’m concerned she’s not showing a shred of remorse, or anxiety, or debilitating dread.
I’m not sure if helping my daughter and her friends get away with murder is the right thing to do. Heck, I know it’s not.
Nobody ever said being a parent would be easy.
The easy thing to do would be turn them in and spill everything I know.
But it would be impossibly difficult to watch my daughter waste away in a prison cell for something she was marginally involved in at best. It’s her silence that’s secured her guilt right along with the killer.
“Okay,” I say to Noah. “When the time is right, erase and ruin everything you’ve got. Not a courthouse on earth will hear this case. It’s up to the Man Upstairs to judge this one.”
I can hear the flames of hell crackling already, and they’re crackling for me.
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T  he bakery is bustling by the time I get back from the sheriff’s department. Both Suze and Lily are working the counter, cutting down the line one customer at a time while I get straight to the task of putting together a couple of boxes of my sweet treats for a class trip Evie is about to embark on.
My mother watched Lyla Nell while I stepped away, and they’re currently sharing a cupcake at the counter while Carlotta shares a slice of mocha cream pie with Russo. He’s really taken a liking to her.
Apparently, they went out last night after we got back from Rizzo’s and painted the town red, white, and feathers, whatever that means. All I know is, we had a quiet night ourselves back at the house.
That gray spectacle on Carlotta’s head catches my eye, and I hold my breath a moment.
“Carlotta,” I hiss while loading a dozen chocolate chip cookies in the box at hand, along with snowballs, my irresistible fudge balls, peppermint pinwheels, and double chocolate crunch cookies. “What’s it going to take to get you to put that dead woman’s hair back where it belongs?”
“Where’s that?” she asks with a snarl already curling her lips.
“The bingo hall?” Russo expands his wings, hitting Carlotta over the head as he does it.
“The morgue,” I counter. Although, I wouldn’t object to the museum either. Anywhere but my mantel. Oddly enough, Carlotta hasn’t brought that wreath of mourning to her bedroom once. She’s made the rest of us stare at it and pray it doesn’t steal our souls.
“Oh, Lottie.” Mom makes a face while cupping Lyla Nell’s ears. “Must you always focus on the morbid?”
“Yeah, Lot,” Carlotta huffs. “What’s the matter with you? Did your mama drop you on the head when you were a baby?” She straightens a moment. “On second thought, I was the mama that dropped you on the head. But it’s not my fault. You fell out so fast I hardly had time to catch you.”
“Good grief.” I sigh, quickly putting together the fourth and final box of delectable delights.
“That looks like a big order,” Mom muses.
“It is,” I say just as Evie and Conner step into the bakery. “And it has to do with that girl right there.” I nod her way. “Evie’s physics class is headed up the Highland Trail today to do a little hiking. Her teacher, Ms. Coleman, does this every year with her class. And since she teaches the twelfth grade, she calls it the senior hike. The kids get out of both fifth and sixth periods. Evie asked if I’d donate them, but I’m actually gifting these to Ms. Coleman for putting up with Honey Hollow High seniors for going on ten years now. She’s going to stop by and pick them up.”
I watch as Evie and Conner put in an order with Lily, and I’m about to go over and say hello when my phone bleats. I fish it out and see it’s a text from Ms. Coleman.
“Oh no,” I say. “It’s Evie’s teacher. She said they’re short two chaperones. I guess they had to drop out last minute. And if she can’t replace them, she might have to cancel the field trip altogether.”
“Why don’t you go, Lottie?” Mom says. “I’ll watch Lyla Nell. I don’t have my car seat, but you can give me your minivan and I’ll take her to your place. In fact, Carlotta, why don’t you join her? That’s two chaperones right there. Problem solved. You can drive with Carlotta.”
“That’s a great idea,” I say, tapping away into my phone.
“Now wait just a cotton-pickin’ minute,” Carlotta yammers. “What’s in it for me?”
“Fresh air, sunshine, evergreens, and the birds and the bees,” I say, hitting send before she can formally protest. “You’re taking one for the team—Team Evie.”
“Did you say birds?” Russo’s feathered head twitches my way. “Come now, Carlotta. Surely you can take one for Team Russo, too. It’s about high time I cavort with my own kind. I can’t wait to sniff out a frisky falcon and do a little nesting, if you know what I mean.”
I think I do.
Evie steps up, along with that side of beef that she loves so much.
Conner Saint is a wall of muscles—thus his position on the football team. He has blond hair, light eyes, and adorable dimples.
Evie has on a tight white sweater that shows off her midriff, and a pair of wide-legged jeans. Conner is wearing his football jersey and a pair of jeans himself. I’ll admit, they make a cute couple.
“Did I hear my name?” Evie sings as she steals Lyla Nell from my mother and gives them both a kiss. “Hi, Glam Glam. You remember Conner.”
“Please.” Mom winks his way. “How could I forget an adorable face like that? Rumor has it, the entire high school is attending the Net Ball this Saturday. Will you both be there?”
“You bet,” Evie says. “Not only is it at the Marino mansion, but I heard there will be plenty of booze and nobody is getting carded.”
“Everybody is getting carded,” I tell her. And I hope I’m right. “Guess what? Ms. Coleman was in need of two chaperones for the senior hike and Carlotta and I were happy to help in a pinch.”
“What?” Evie looks horrified.
“Ut?” Lyla Nell shouts in solidarity with her big sis.
“That’s right,” I say. “Carlotta and I were just about to leave. “You guys should leave, too. We’re supposed to be at the Highland Trail in fifteen minutes.”
“We weren’t gonna get far, Lot,” Carlotta says. “I hitched a ride down here with Bess, Nettie, and Trixie before they took off to visit Nettie’s old stomping grounds in Scooter Springs. I thought I’d get a ride home with you.”
As soon as we found out today was Carmine Marino’s day off, we decided to hold off on our sojourn to the vineyard until tomorrow. But in truth, Bess and Nettie were tempted to head that way anyhow, seeing that the Marino Vineyard is home to that delicious prosecco we were treated to last night.
“Oh no,” I say. “Mom, can we borrow your car?”
She shakes her head. “Wiley dropped me off on his way to who knows where. He won’t be back for another hour.” She glances at her watch. “In fact, I need to run a couple of errands for the Net Ball, so I could really use your minivan.”
I shrug over at Evie. “Did you drive?”
“Conner did.” Her eyes widen with a newfound level of fear.
And I’m no mind reader, but I’d swear I just heard her say don’t even think about it.
But without me there is no senior hike.
“Conner?” I nod his way. “Would you mind if Carlotta and I tagged along with you two?”
“You bet, Mrs. Baxter,” he says, popping an entire red velvet white chocolate chip cookie into his mouth.
I don’t bother correcting him on my surname. Instead, I slide the boxes I’ve packed his way, pluck Lyla Nell from Evie’s arms, kiss both the baby and my mother goodbye, and grab ahold of Carlotta as we bolt out of the door with Evie and Conner.
Evie pulls me back by the elbow for a moment.
“Okay, you win, Mom,” she grunts. “But don’t you dare air out your dogs in his truck. I know Dad thinks it’s cute when you take off your shoes in the car, but I don’t, and Conner won’t either.”
My lips ride up one side. It’s true. Whenever Everett drives, I have a habit of taking off my shoes. Okay, fine. Whenever anyone other than me drives, I do the very same thing, but only because I like to get comfortable.
“Duly noted,” I tell her. “It’s your senior year. You graduate in just a few short weeks. The last thing I want to do is embarrass you.”
She rolls her eyes. “Mom, you flashed your boobs at all of Honey Hollow last week. If you don’t consider that embarrassing, I’d hate to see what qualifies.”
“Sorry about that.”
“Don’t be. Ms. Coleman was able to use it as a good life lesson. She said you should never compromise your morals to try to get something you want. Because if you flash your boobs at the entire town and still don’t win the Ms. Mosquito title, it means you sold out for nothing and you have to live with the consequences no matter how many Insta Picture accounts you end up on.”
I suck in a quick breath. “Say it ain’t so.”
“Oh, it’s so,” she says with a nod. “We’d better get going.” She hooks her arm to mine. “Try not to lose your top on the hike, would you?”
“The only thing I’m going to lose is two hours of my time and four boxes of cookies, both to a very good cause.”
I’m also hoping to find something in the next two hours—a clue. One of these kids has to know something about who might have wanted Coach Riggs dead, and I’ll be darned if I’m about to squander this opportunity to pick their brains.
If all goes well, I might just hike my way to another piece of the puzzle. And if that puzzle piece leads to a killer, this hike might just get Everett off the hook.
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T  he Highland Trail sits just above the ridgeline where Coach Riggs’ body was found.
One might think this was a sadistic move on Ms. Coleman’s behalf, but in truth, she’s been trekking teens out here long before Coach Riggs showed up in Honey Hollow in general. And the field trip slips went out a week before Coach Riggs’ body was found in a bag just above my mother’s B&B.
The Highland Trail is a dusty road that twists and turns as it spirals through meadowlands and evergreen thickets alike. The earthy scent of pine trees mingling with sweet Honey Hollow soil permeates our senses as we make our way up the final leg of the trail.
Pine needles blanket parts of the path, trading off intermittently with soft soil. Pine cones lay scattered at our feet, compelling the kids, mostly the girls, to pick up a few on the way, declaring that they’ll paint them later.
The boys spend most of their time picking up small rocks, questioning whether they’re gold nuggets, and pointing out deer tracks.
There are about thirty kids who showed up for the fun this afternoon, and every last one of them has made it clear they’re anxious to break into those boxes of cookies. Ms. Coleman said there were picnic tables at the top where we could enjoy the sweet treats while taking in the stunning vistas.
“Look at that,” Kyle says.
Kyle is Dash’s boyfriend. He’s tall, lanky, has dark hair, and a somewhat sinister smile. Evie once dated him, too—at the very same time as Conner. Suffice it to say, I haven’t been the best influence.
“What is it, kid?” Carlotta pants, that wreath of mourning dangling precariously on the side of her head. “Is it that large pool of water I keep seeing in the distance?”
“Carlotta, we’re nowhere near the lake,” I whisper to her. “What you’re seeing is a mirage.”
“I hope I’m not seeing a mirage,” Russo squawks and flaps his wings as he sits on her shoulder. “I see a tail striped so fine, here’s hoping the carpet matches the curtains.” He flies high up toward the top of an evergreen. “Don’t wait up for me!”
“Carlotta.” I shake my head. “What are you teaching him?”
“The bare necessities of life, Lot Lot.” She frowns at the sea of legs moving in front of us. “At least one of us is going to get lucky.”
“Would you hush? There are innocent kids present.”
“These kids ain’t innocent, Lot Lot. Don’t you remember what you were doing when you were a senior in high school?”
“Yes, I do,” I mutter. “Stupid things I deeply regret.”
“Same here,” she snorts as she looks me in the eye. “Hello, Deeply Regret.”
“Oh stop. The kids today, they’re more innocent than we were.”
“You keep telling yourself that, Lot. Whatever numbs the pain.”
“Dude.” Conner and a couple of other boys gather around Kyle as he points to the ground. “Those are freakin’ bear tracks.”
“Bear?” both Carlotta and me, and about sixteen girls, say in unison.
I’m usually one to find woodland creatures adorable, but when that woodland creature is taller than me, has teeth as sharp as knives—and claws to match—they tend to migrate from adorable to hideously frightful.
Ms. Coleman, a burly woman with long dark hair that springs from her head like coils, backtracks to take a look at the questionable footprints.
“Relax, everyone. Those aren’t bear tracks,” she announces.
“Oh, thank goodness,” I say as both Carlotta and I sigh with relief.
“They’re too freakishly big,” she says. “And there are five toes and an insole. I think these tracks might belong to Bigfoot.”
“Bigfoot?” Carlotta and I, along with the spontaneous girls’ choir, all shout in unison.
“Don’t worry.” Ms. Coleman snaps her head to the right and the left. “We won’t see him. I’ve been on his tail for the last twelve years, and I’ve yet to see the tall, dark, and handsome hairy beast.”
Carlotta leans in. “Looks to me someone has a thing for tall, hairy men.”
“Sounds like it.”
“Here’s hoping the woods are crawling with them,” she says. “I’d hate to have to fight her for him in front of all her students.”
“Carlotta, Bigfoot is a myth.”
“Why does he have to be a myth, Lot? Is it because you’re afraid he wouldn’t be interested in you?” She jumps in my face. “Huh? Huh?”
“Please.” I roll my eyes. “If I wanted that hairy beast, both you and Ms. Coleman would have to fight me for him.” I give a sly wink her way as I play into her insanity.
“I heard that,” Ms. Coleman calls from the front.
Wonderful.
Leave it to Carlotta to ruin a perfectly good friendship with one of Evie’s teachers.
The kids get moving again as we continue up the trail.
“You’d better let her have him, Lot,” Carlotta whispers. “Or she might just dock Evie a letter grade for it.”
“Mom,” Evie whines from up ahead, and I shake my head at her.
Eventually, when both of my dogs are barking their heads off, we hit the top of the trail and, sure enough, there’s a meadow strewn with picnic tables just as we were promised.
The kids break up in groups, and Carlotta and I land at the table with Evie and her friends. Dash, Conner, Kyle, along with Marcy Walker and Jessie Dallas, the two girls who were at war with their boyfriends. A blonde and brunette respectively. Seeing them next to Evie and Dash they look like bookends.
A part of me wants to ask how things worked out with their boyfriends, but I don’t dare pipe up and embarrass Evie. I’ve seen these kids at our house dozens of times. Evie has never hesitated to bring her friends home, and she’s had a few house parties to boot—rather infamous house parties that didn’t end well.
“Who wants to see my cats’ new Insta Pictures accounts?” Carlotta shouts.
“Cray Cray.” Evie rolls her eyes. “You’re, like, totally copying me. Pancake and Waffles are a hit, by the way,” she says directly to me. “I just ordered a bunch of bathing suits for them, so we’re going to have to head to the lake for a photo shoot.”
“You can’t take them to the lake,” I say. “You’ll lose them, and then I’ll lose my mind, and you’ll lose your sanity because of all my crying.”
“I’m not losing them,” Evie scoffs. “That’s what the leashes are for.”
“Leashes?”
“I’m not copying you, Evie,” Carlotta tells her. “I’ve moved my kittens, Be, Bo, and Bop, to my Honey Hollow After Dark platform. There’s a paywall of nineteen ninety-nine a month, and I’ve already got close to twenty subscribers.”
“Carlotta, what do you have those kittens doing?” I snip, afraid of what the answer might be. I wonder if it’s against ghostly protocol to ask Russo to pull Carlotta’s brain through her ears? Something needs to fix her.
“Sleeping,” she says.
“Sleeping?” Marcy balks.
“That’s right.” Carlotta nods with more than a touch of pride. “Turns out, there’s something soothing about a snoozing furball that helps to ease anxiety and stress. I’m practically doing society a favor by letting them watch. And lucky for me, the cats sleep for up to sixteen hours a day. They just move from sunbeam to sunbeam until it gets dark. Then they fall asleep in their beds.” She looks my way. “When are you gonna notice that Pancake and Waffles are missing a couple of cushy cushions? What kind of a cat mom are you?”
“The kind that has a couple of spare cat beds,” I tell her. And I can testify to the fact she stole a lot more than a couple of beds to meet those kittens’ needs. But I don’t mind. Those sweet things deserve the world. I’m just sad Carlotta has them locked up in her bedroom.
Lyla Nell and I are planning a catnapping in the very near future. Three catnappings to be exact.
The boys quickly get lost in a conversation regarding football and talks of playing college ball while the girls huddle up.
“Hey, I’ve got an idea.” Jessie, the brunette whose long dark curls can rival those on Evie’s head, leans toward her friends. “We should totally, like, get tattoos or belly rings to commemorate our senior year.”
“Yes,” Evie shouts with glee as if she were waiting her entire life for a tattoo or a belly ring to complete her. God forbid both.
“No,” I say without meaning to sound so—motherly. “Evie, all of you girls, you don’t want to run out and mark up your body or poke any unnecessary holes in it just because you’re graduating.”
“She’s right,” Carlotta backs me up to my surprise. “You’ve got your whole life to turn your body into a coloring book. You’d better pace yourself, or you’re gonna run out of body parts to decorate or poke holes in.”
I shoot her a look. Not the direction I was hoping she’d go in.
“You could get infected,” I say to the girls, hoping this might steer the conversation toward something more manageable, like which shoes to wear on their big day.
“She’s right,” Marcy says with her blonde head bobbing frenetically. “My sister’s belly ring went gangrene on her and she almost had to amputate her entire torso.”
The other three girls gasp.
A torso amputation? I won’t contest it. I’m all for whatever works at this point.
Marcy nods my way as if she sensed my disbelief. “She had to go on antibiotics for a month.” She looks to her friends. “And she got a nasty yeast infection because of it.”
Another round of gasps ensue, and this time Carlotta and I join in on the effort.
“And to think, swimsuit season is upon us,” I point out, doing my best to hide my smile.
All talks about tats and piercings quickly subside as Evie, Dash, and Jessie excuse themselves to the restrooms.
“I’m outta here, too, Lot,” Carlotta says as she stands. “If there’s a man in them woods, I’m gonna find him. I’ve never let a teacher stop me from having a little hanky-panky during class back in the day, and I’m not gonna start now.”
She takes off, and it’s just Marcy and me.
A couple of boys land across from Conner and Kyle, and her expression darkens. I recognize those boys and know enough to realize that one of them once belonged to her. Judging by her long face, their relationship is a thing of the past.
“Are you okay?” I ask, scooting in.
She sniffs back tears. “I’ve been better.” She cuts another glance to the boys at the other end of the table.
“My word. What did that boy do to you?” I Immediately regret the words, but I can’t help it. I’ve watched both her and Jessie suffering these past two months. “Marcy, should the authorities get involved?”
“What?” She straightens like a pin. “No. Gosh no, please. That’s the last thing we need.” Tears spring to her eyes. “Let’s just say Will loves me so much he’d go crazy if anyone did something to me—you know, that I didn’t want.” She swallows hard. “They don’t call him Will the Freak West for nothing.” She stares down as she twiddles her thumbs, her mind looking to be a million miles away. “That’s sort of what happened.”
“Someone hurt you and he hurt them?” I ask, and she nods. “Sounds like he’s a pretty good boyfriend to me.” I shrug as I say it. “It could be worse. My high school boyfriend had a bad habit of cheating on me. And I had a bad habit of taking him back.”
A quiet laugh puffs from her. “He did hurt someone, but let’s just say there was nothing good about it. Trav stepped in to help, too. It’s just one big mess.”
“Hey.” I lean in. “I know whatever happened feels like a big deal right now, but trust me when I say, in ten years it won’t matter. You’ll have forgotten all about it.”
Her chest bucks as if she were holding back a flood of emotion.
“I don’t think so,” she whispers. “I think something like this might stay with me forever.” She looks down at the boys once again. “It will stay with all of us.”
Wow, she’s really upset.
A bloodcurdling scream comes from the woods just as Carlotta runs out with her arms waving over her head, her eyes bulging from her skull in fear.
Ms. Coleman jumps from her seat. “Did you find him? Did you find Bigfoot?”
“Not Bigfoot,” Carlotta shouts as she runs this way. “Bear!”
It takes less than a second for sheer panic to set in. Bodies run every which way. Bodies run into one another.
Carlotta slams into me before shoving me away.
“I’ll let you hug me later, Lot. Right now, we’ve got to get out of here before my new hairy boyfriend takes me out to dinner, and I am his dinner!”
Something dark and furry darts in and out of the evergreens to our right, and half the mountain screams its head off.
“That’s him, Lot,” Carlotta howls as that crown of mourning bounces and lands catawampus over her head. “He’s coming to get me.”
The entire student body bullets back down the trail and hopefully into the safety of their vehicles.
I grab Carlotta’s hand to do the same when I spot a small, dark, woodland critter bolt this way. It’s black and sleek, its tail standing at least three feet tall behind it with a white patch of fur running down its back.
“Carlotta, is that it?” I ask as my feet screw into the trail. “That’s no bear, that’s a skunk.”
“Well, it looked a lot bigger in them woods, Lot. It’s dark out there. And all I could see were its beady little eyes.” She growls at it, “Go on, scat.” She breaks free from my grip and runs after it with a harrowing howl evicting from her.
But the skunk doesn’t scurry away. It scurries toward her, turns around, lifts its tail, and expels a brown mist her way before darting back into the protective cover of the woods.
“Gah!” Carlotta thunders as she runs in a circle. “He got me! I’ve been shot! Call 911! Call the president. Call Congress! I’ve been hit!” She smacks her lips. “I think my tongue is swelling. This is it. I’m gonna die.” She flops onto the ground and her head lolls my way. “You can have my sweat sock collection. Don’t worry. They’re not mine. I swiped them all from the men’s locker room down at the gym. You’re welcome.”
“For Pete’s sake.” I pull her off the ground and gag all the while. “Oh my stars above Honey Hollow.” I gag once again. “You smell as if a thousand skunks showered you with their affection. That’s some serious bad luck, and I think we know who’s to blame,” I say, pointing to that haunted wreath of mourning clinging to her head.
“You’ve got it all backward, Lot,” she says, patting the dead woman’s hair to make sure it’s still available to wreak a little more havoc in her life. “If I didn’t have my ghoulish good luck charm, that creature might have maimed me.”
“Or knocked some sense into you. Come on. Let’s get you home and in a bath of tomato sauce.”
“Save the saucy skinny dip for Sexy. I’ll have a beer while I kick off my shoes in the living room.”
“That’s fine,” I say. “As long as it’s not my living room.”
We take off down the trail and head on home.
And as my luck would have it, it was my living room indeed.
So much for probing around to help with Coach Riggs’ case.
Carlotta’s foray into hairy beasts just might cost Everett everything.
But come tomorrow at Marino Vineyard, I won’t let Carlotta or anyone else stand in the way of getting the answers I need from my next suspect. Hopefully, our foray into wine tasting will lead straight to Rosa Rizzo’s killer, so I can focus on getting both Coach Riggs and Everett the justice they deserve.
Honey Hollow has one too many killers.
And I’m determined to land them both where they belong: behind bars for the rest of their natural lives.
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“I  got another threat,” Carlotta says, shoving her phone my way.
It’s early the next evening and we just arrived at Marino Vineyard for the Sunset Spirits Tour. Both Everett and Noah had to work today but were insistent on being here with us, so the evening tour was all we could swing.
Thankfully, Lainey offered to watch Lyla Nell for me. I had asked Evie, but she said she needed to go out with her friends. She said she only had a few more weekends to party like a senior. I told her I was fine with her partying like a senior—citizen. Despite the eye roll I achieved with that one, she got the message. I hope.
Bess, Nettie, and Trixie gather around Carlotta and me as she holds her phone out for us to inspect.
“Your days are numbered. Fess up or else,” I read. “Oh, this has gone too far.”
The sun sits just above the hillside, melting over Honey Hollow like an orange popsicle. Lavender and pink clouds streak across the sky as evening sets in and the fireflies make their presence known in the maple trees that line the entry to the vast acreage that the vineyards hold.
The vineyard was just a twenty-minute drive from our cozy little town. A large barn-like structure sits before us, glowing like a pumpkin as a small crowd trickles in and out of it. All around us sit grassy hills, and just beyond that barn-like structure sits the vineyards themselves. There is nothing but luscious grapevines with leaves the size of your hands that stretch out as far as the eye can see.
Noah, Everett, and Ransom enter our midst, and each one looks scrumptious in a dark inky suit as the scent of testosterone and musk surrounds them like a cloud.
Personally, I can’t wait to take Everett back to the house and pair him with a little prosecco. In truth, Everett pairs well with just about everything.
“We’re all paid up,” Ransom says, wrapping his arms around Trixie. “The Sunset Spirits Tour starts in ten minutes.”
Nettie and Carlotta yodel with delight.
“Noah,” I say, plucking Carlotta’s phone out of her hand. “Carlotta has been getting threatening messages ever since the night Rosa died.” I quickly scroll up so he can see the other messages she received as well.
“You won’t get away with this,” he whispers under his breath as he reads the repetitive message that was sent several times. “And you just got this one? Your days are numbered. Fess up or else?” He gives Carlotta a stern look. “Why didn’t you show me these from the beginning?”
“I’ve had other things on my mind, Foxy.” Carlotta straightens that wreath of horror tangled in her hair. “Rumor has it, if I wear Ninetta’s wreath of mourning to the bingo hall next week, I’m a shoo-in to win the jackpot of the night.”
“Or a shoo-in to get your head chopped off,” I tell her. “I think it’s time you admit that tangle of trouble you insist on wearing is cursed. First, you nearly cracked your head open at the pier, then just yesterday you got skunked. What are you waiting for? An electrocution?”
“Skunked?” Nettie clucks her tongue. “And here I thought it was a new perfume.”
“It is,” Nettie says. “Eau du pee you.”
Trixie shrugs over at Carlotta. “You could try to not wear Ninetta’s wreath and see if your streak of bad luck clears up. You might just win that bingo jackpot on your own.”
“Says the woman whose name spells out trouble.” Carlotta plucks the phone from Noah’s hand. “I’ll show you all who’s bad luck, and it won’t be me. Now let’s get a move on. I’ve got wine to taste and no time to waste. I’m about to prove you all wrong.” She takes three steps, trips over her own feet, and lands flat on her face.
“Come on, Stinky,” Nettie says, helping her up. “The night is young, and you’ve yet to prove us wrong.”
“And land yourself in the emergency room,” I quip, and a loose chuckle breaks out among us.
Carlotta narrows her eyes our way. “Go ahead and laugh it up. Just know that if this wreath of mourning is cursed, I officially put the pox on the rest of you. Now we’ll see which one of us ends up in the emergency room.” She hobbles off, turning her ankle as she speeds along.
Trixie moans my way, “The last thing we need is a pox placed on us.”
“Agree.” Ransom sighs. “I think the pox landed in our direction the minute we stepped into that funeral home.”
“You can say that again.” Bess nods. “And it landed right at my feet in the form of a body.” She looks at Noah. “Am I still on the suspect list?”
He blows out a breath. “It’s just protocol. Just don’t plan on leaving town anytime soon.”
“But I’m leaving this Sunday,” she balks.
Noah winces. “I’d say the odds are not in your favor as far as that departure goes. I’m sorry, Bess, but unless we track down the killer, I might need you to stick around a little bit longer.”
“Don’t worry,” I tell her. “We still have plenty of time to track down the real killer.” I shoot a quick glance to Everett. “Both of them.”
Everett stiffs, his jaw redefining itself.
I know he doesn’t approve of me poking around in Coach Riggs’ case, but face it, if Everett is involved, so am I.
We amble over toward the enormous building with the gray and blue shiplap covering its exterior where the rest of the Sunset Spirits Tour congregates. From what I can see inside, it’s a restaurant playing loud jazz music as the scent of grilled steak wafts our way. It’s well-lit, has high ceilings, rustic dark wood décor, a dance floor thick with bodies, and dozens of people lined up in the foyer waiting their turn to be seated.
Trixie nudges me. “Here’s our mark.” She nods ahead and, sure enough, Carmine Marino greets our small group with a wave.
His curly dark hair is combed back. His eyes sparkle with a hint of mischief, and he’s wearing an ear-to-ear smile. He’s donned khakis and a light blue Polo shirt and looks perfectly charming.
“Hubbada hubbada.” Carlotta drools at the sight of him.
“Hot stuff in Savannah,” Nettie groans without taking her eyes off of him.
“Would you stop?” Bess says, pulling her friend back. “We are not in Savannah. And he’s not even your type. You like men who wear ponchos, smoke hookah, and live in yurts.”
“Would you stop judging people? He could live in a yurt for all you know.” Nettie waves her friend off. “Come on, Cray Cray,” she says as she links arms with Carlotta instead. “We’ve got boys to bother and booze to drink, and by the way, you stink.” She fans herself with her hand as they take off toward the front of the crowd.
Carmine greets the small crowd gathered for the tour and promises us a night of stars, spirits, and surprises. Soon, we’re all shuttled onto an open-air tram and driven through miles of glorious vineyards as the sun sets in dramatic fashion. We ooh and ahh as the skies morph from a sweet pastel color to deep corals and fiery shades of fuchsia. All the while Carmine tells us about the different grapes they raise and how the weather affects the growing conditions.
We’re taken to a large warehouse where the suspect in question fills us in on the different stages of winemaking as we pass steel vats and oak casks filled with wine at various stages of deliciousness.
Finally, we’re taken back to the barn-like structure with the gray and blue shiplap on the exterior as we leave the tram for the very last time.
“And now, for my favorite part of the tour.” Carmine grins as if he just won the lottery. “It’s time to do a little tasting. We’ve got appetizers and desserts that pair well with our wines. And I’ll let you in on Marino Vineyard’s latest, some might say greatest rogue venture—tequila.”
The crowd breaks out in cheers, and Trixie and I exchange a knowing glance. As soon as the rest of the group gets to knocking back some vino, we’re going to knock a few clues out of our shiny new suspect.
Everett, Noah, and Ransom step to the side and begin whispering amongst themselves just as a spray of lavender stars twinkles in our midst and Russo makes his majestic appearance.
“Our ghost is here,” Trixie whispers to Bess and Nettie, and they quickly take up her hands. Apparently, Trixie works as a conduit, too.
“Well, if it isn’t Johnny-come-lately,” Carlotta balks his way. “You should have seen ’em, kiddo, making fun of me for wearing Ninetta’s fluff of fortune. I could have used you earlier to land a few droppings on their noggins and teach them a lesson.” She straightens a moment. “On second thought, better late than never. You get poopin’ and I’ll get snoopin’.”
“I’m the one snooping around here,” I’m quick to inform her. “Well, Trixie and me.”
“Don’t forget us,” Bess says. “Nettie and I are Trixie’s loyal sidekicks.”
“Yeah,” Nettie says. “She hunts down killers while we furnish her with lava cake.”
“Lava cake!” I say with enthusiasm. “So that’s your favorite dessert.”
Trixie laughs. “Boy, you really are a good detective.”
“I give it my best shot,” I say before turning to Russo. “And you, my fine-feathered friend, are just in time. We’re about to shake down our next suspect.”
“I’m sorry, Lottie.” Russo shakes out his wings and they span at least six feet—with some of that wingspan shooting right through Bess Chatterley’s head. “But there’s a tawny little barn owl I’m looking to make mine for the night. She’s got talons for days and a beak that beacons me to peck at it with my own. I can’t help it. Warm evenings like this always make me hungry for far more than mealworms.” He starts to wiggle his striped tail as he struts his stuff. “I like big birds, and I cannot lie. The other feathers can’t deny. When a bird takes flight and blocks my light, I get going,” he chirps as he takes flight for the roof of this colossal structure.
“So much for getting any help from Russo and his fantastic feathers,” I say.
Our entire tour group steps into the barn-like structure through an entrance that leads to the back of the restaurant, where elongated picnic tables play host to various wine bottles and cheese trays. The jazz music is still going strong, the scent of grilled steak is still begging for our attention, and no sooner do we hustle over to the tables set out for us than a mob of man-hungry women glom onto Noah, Everett, and Ransom.
“Someone is going to need help, all right.” Trixie frowns at the flash mob of estrogen cardholders doing their best to poke, prod, and pet our men, and perhaps lure them to the dance floor, or the nearest dark corner.
“We may not be able to help them,” I say as I nod to our mark. “But I think we’re about to help ourselves to our next suspect.”
A smile flickers on Trixie’s lips. “Here goes everything.”
And everything is riding on this.
Bess needs to get back to her cruise ship. Carlotta needs to get reacquainted with her sanity. That is, if she ever had it. And I need to move on from this case so I can nail another killer to a wall—the one my husband is about to take the fall for.
Carmine Marino had better spill all he knows.
To quote that threat Carlotta received earlier this evening, he had better fess up or else.



LOTTIE
  
C armine Marino waves his arms over his head as he calls the small crowd around him to attention.
“And now, ladies and gentlemen”—he calls out—“the moment you’ve all been waiting for—a taste of heaven.”
The entire group presses in as Trixie and I exchange a frown.
“Don’t worry,” I tell her. “We’ll corner him eventually.”
She nods. “Just like those hussies have cornered our men.”
I glance over, and to my surprise Noah, Everett, and Ransom emerge from the glob of estrogen virtually unharmed, but the rumpled hair, crooked ties, and askew suit jackets let us know they’re a little worse for wear.
Carmine continues, “First up, we have our most sparkling wine of the night, Marino Vineyard’s house prosecco. Next to that, we have our light and crisp white wine. Third up is our classic red, the Villa Vino. And last but never least, we have the Pinot Grigio aged to perfection. Please, enjoy the appetizers and desserts set out before you as well. If you have any questions, I’m more than happy to assist.”
The crowd descends on the treats set out on the tables like a bunch of thirsty for booze vultures. We’re about to do the same when a spray of lavender stars appears, prompting Trixie to grab ahold of Bess and Nettie’s hands, pulling them away from the crowd for a moment.
Nettie scoffs at her. “This is a fine time you chose to become a prude.”
Bess clucks her tongue at her friend. “Nettie, you know Trixie doesn’t drink. It makes her special ability, you know, that much more special.”
Carlotta looks at Trixie with amazement. “You mean you see ten times the ghosts when you get schnockered?”
“No.” Trixie shakes her head. “In this case, my special ability is getting sloppy drunk. Even a sip or two will turn me into a menace.”
“I’m not a drinker, either,” I tell her just as that beautiful beast—dead as he may be—materializes before us looking rather, well, dejected.
“Russo’s here,” Trixie whispers to Bess and Nettie.
“What’s the matter, Big Bird?” Carlotta squawks. “You look like you just did a lap to the moon and back.”
“That’s because he had a good time,” Nettie says. “I once slept for days after shaking my feathers with a couple of pirates who tried to take over the ship.”
Bess moans, “Nettie, how many times do I have to tell you those men weren’t real pirates. They were paid entertainers from one of the variety shows.”
“Says you,” Nettie snits. “Those swashbuckling raiders knew a wench when they saw one, and they were brutish beasts in the bedroom.”
Bess nods. “I remember. They both passed out as soon as they stepped into your cabin and you had to spend the night in mine.”
“Eh.” Nettie shrugs. “I was too much woman for them anyway.” She nods to the area where Russo is hovering. “What happened, kiddo? Did she pass out on you?”
“She all but shooed me away. As it stands, she’s already bonded.” He shudders and his feathers tremble. “They’re building their first nest together.”
“Don’t feel too bad.” Carlotta pats him on the beak. “If you were a man, Lot Lot would take you under her wing, and a few more enticing places to boot. She’s never let the fact she’s bonded to another stop her from having a good time. It’s one of her best attributes. And it just so happens to be one of the attributes she got from me.”
“The one and only,” I say. “I’m sorry, Russo. But you’re just in time to help question our next suspect.”
No sooner do the words leave my lips than Carmine himself walks by and Bess takes a few dramatic sniffs in his wake.
“Hey”—Bess leans in—“the night Rosa was killed, do you remember me telling you that I smelled thick cologne in the room we found her in?”
“I do remember that.” I nod. “What about it?”
“That was it,” she says, pointing in the direction Carmine took off in.
“How is everything going?” Carmine shouts to the jovial crowd—growing all that much more jovial with every other sip. “I almost forgot to mention, for those brave souls among you, we’ve got a very special tasting of our new tequila line. That is, if you can handle the sting.”
I catch Noah, Everett, and Ransom exchanging approving nods. It’s safe to say they’re more than willing to get stung by a shot or two.
The mob gets back to sucking down as much vino as they can get their hands on and Trixie and I make our move.
“I remember this man,” Russo says as he flies between us. “Ninetta called him a cad.”
I give an impish nod to Trixie. “That’s right. Bianca said that he was having an affair with Rosa.”
She nods. “And that he was once engaged to Ninetta. Do you think he’s somehow connected to the cocaine?”
Noah told Trixie and Ransom everything he shared with me regarding the odd finds that toxicology uncovered.
“I wouldn’t think so.” I sigh. “That would surprise me, but then everything about this case has surprised me.”
Nettie and Bess make a break for the wine set out, meanwhile Carlotta goes straight for the bottle. I’ll let security deal with her.
“Carmine,” I say brightly as we come upon the beefy looker with dark hair and a jolly grin. “What a wonderful place you have here.”
“The vineyard is stunning,” Trixie adds.
“Must you stroke his ego?” Russo chirps. “On second thought, it worked well enough for Ninetta and Rosa. Ninetta used to say she could get him to give her the moon with the right compliments in play. However, no words were magical enough to keep him from tasting other women.”
I make a face at the man. I’m not fond of cheaters. And judging by the sourpuss look on Trixie’s face, she’s not such a big fan either.
“Thank you.” Carmine gives a slight bow. “Remind me again where you kind ladies are from?”
“So it begins.” Russo flaps his wings as he floats between us.
“My name is Lottie, and I’m from Honey Hollow,” I tell the man. “And my friend Trixie here lives on a cruise ship.”
“A cruise ship?” He arches a brow. “Now that’s a retirement plan. Although, you look far too young to retire. Pleasant meeting you both.” His forehead furrows as he inspects me. “You do look a touch familiar.”
“You probably saw me at Ninetta Rizzo’s funeral,” I say. “My shop, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, catered the desserts.”
“Ah, yes.” Any trace of a smile vanishes from his face. “That was quite a night.”
Russo crows, “Quite a night because he was the killer? Where’s Noah? I think we’re going to need a pair of handcuffs on scene.”
Here’s hoping. I’d love nothing more than to button up this case, and I know Trixie feels the same.
“That was a terrible night,” Trixie corrects him. “I saw the bloodied body—Rosa lying there. Did you know her?”
His lips twitch back and forth. “You could say that. We fooled around a bit. Nothing serious.”
Russo snorts. “Ask him how serious he was about my Ninetta. The man broke her heart to pieces. I should gouge his eyes out and eat them for all the pain he caused her.” He pecks his beak my way. “Human eyes are considered a rare delicacy among my feathered kind.”
Eyeballs aside...
“What about Ninetta?” I ask. “You must have known her pretty well. I mean, you were at the funeral.”
He blows out a steady breath. “Yeah, I guess you could say we were acquainted. I provide the booze for Rizzo’s. That’s how we met. The Rizzo sisters were a couple of peaches. Everyone knows that. Believe me, there were many days I wish I never mixed business with pleasure. Because as everyone knows, once things sour, pleasure can quickly turn to displeasure.”
“Is that what happened?” I ask with a nod, hoping to prod him.
Russo scoffs my way. “Of course, that’s what happened. Weren’t you paying attention? And to think I defended you when Carlotta called you a dodo.”
I make a face at him for a moment.
Carmine shakes his head. “Yeah, that’s what happened. Ninetta and I were steady for a while. I thought it might lead to places, but let’s just say she was mixed up in things I wanted no part of.”
“Like what?” Trixie presses.
He shakes his head. “It’s not my place to say. The Rizzo sisters were aboveboard for the most part, but they had their shady dealings.”
I inch back. “I think I know what you’re talking about. Does it involve a highly illegal substance?”
Carmine freezes solid, and his eyes widen. “Maybe. But the girls are dead. I think we should let sleeping corpses lie, or however the saying goes.” He glances past us at the crowd, and I can tell he’s wanting to bolt.
“Carmine, who do you think stabbed Rosa to death the night of her sister’s memorial?”
He shakes his head. “I don’t know. I mean, Serafina, she’s a pill herself. The woman is a money-grubbing witch who would stop at nothing to get what she wants, and what she always seems to want is money. I told Rosa she should cut her off financially, and from what I heard, she took my advice.”
“We heard,” Trixie says. “But is Serafina really capable of stabbing a person to death?”
“Over a few missed beauty treatments no less?” I offer.
He ticks his head to the side. “She isn’t just a pretty face. She was trying to invest in some beauty salon down in Leeds. She needed cash to get in on it. She was desperate to get her hands on the place. She came to Rosa for a loan a few months back while we were still dating. Rosa turned her down. Let’s just say the Jersey girl came out in Serafina. Things got ugly. Serafina threatened to have Rosa put away—in a home, I guess. The woman is diabolical. She drove Johnny bonkers—that was her husband, Rosa’s son. The guy left town and vowed he’d never come back. Rosa used to say she was aiming for her next.”
“Maybe she was,” I say. “Was there anyone else Rosa had trouble with?”
“Or Ninetta?” Trixie adds.
“I don’t know about trouble.” He sucks in his bottom lip. “They both dealt with Bianca on a daily basis. Believe me, Bianca is the best employee money can buy. I don’t know how they lucked out with her, but they did. Not a lot of managers would put up with what she does. Rizzo’s has its secrets, you know, and one of them is they overwork their employees.”
Rizzo’s has its secrets… Those words stir a memory in me—all of those people walking down that dark hall and never coming back. Something doesn’t sit well with me.
“Bianca told us as much,” Trixie says. “She also mentioned something about Serafina needing loans. I bet they were for the beauty salon.”
“Maybe.” Carmine shrugs once again. “She was always dipping her money into the cookie jar down at the Trattoria, if you know what I mean. Like I said, the woman is a money-grubber. I don’t know why she didn’t see a loan shark to settle her money troubles. It’s not uncommon in Leeds.”
“I know all too well,” I mutter.
Russo belts out an ear-splitting squawk. “Ask him where he was while Rosa was breathing her last.”
Trixie and I exchange a glance.
“Carmine.” Trixie takes this one. “Did you happen to see anything fishy the night Rosa was killed? You know, at the funeral home?”
He glances around. His eyes dart right and left so quickly, I’d swear he was looking for the exit.
“I was with her for a part of the night.” He swallows hard. “In fact, I was in the very room she was slaughtered in.” He pulls his tie away from his neck. “I thought maybe she wanted to give us another go. Instead, she threatened to stop stocking my wine at the restaurant.”
“Why is that?” I ask.
His lips purse a moment as if he was debating to tell the truth. “Shockingly, she said she wanted to protect me.”
“Protect him?” Russo crows. “More like protect herself and her sister from this conman of a cad. Ninetta said he had every waitress in that place. That’s why she had to keep firing them all.”
One of Carmine’s waitresses motions to him and he nods.
“Pardon me.” He nods our way. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he calls out, and everyone looks up while holding a wine glass. “This concludes the end of our wine tasting tour. I hope you’ve had a wonderful evening. Please join us on the dance floor if the spirits move you. Or if you’ve got a brave bone or two in your body, stick around for the tequila tasting. The spirits are stronger, and so are the scorpions.”
“Scorpions?” the crowd murmurs at once.
“Belly up to bar to the right if you dare.” He belts out a maniacal laugh to go with his cryptic words. He’s about to step away when he looks back my way. “Lottie, I can’t get over how delicious the desserts were the night of Ninetta’s funeral. Would you mind catering the sweets for the Net Ball?”
“I’m actually already doing it. Rosa had made arrangements with me.” On the night she died, but I leave that part out.
“Great,” he says, taking off. “I’ll have my staff contact yours in the morning.”
Carlotta, Nettie, and Bess head this way.
“Tequila,” Carlotta howls as if she were possessed by the aforementioned spirit.
Just as she steps into our midst, a pale feathered owl swoops in low, latches its talons into her hair, and lifts that morbid wreath of mourning right off her head—for the most part.
Carlotta screeches, the owl screeches, and Russo screeches, too. And soon the three of them are headed for the dance floor.
Nettie nods in their direction. “The spirits are moving me to shake my stuff, too. Come on, sister.” She grabs ahold of Bess. “Let’s show these kids how it’s done.”
“Here we go,” Bess moans. “Apparently, it’s done with birds trying to pluck your head off,” she wails as Nettie hauls her away.
Trixie and I migrate to the bar where Noah, Everett, and Ransom are lined up with about six other tequila-loving souls.
“Everett, Noah,” I whisper as I step between them. “Carmine said something about scorpions. You don’t think he was serious, do you?”
“No way,” Noah says. “It’s probably the name of the tequila.”
Carmine and his crew set three shots of the brown liquor before each of the people lined up ready and willing to down the strong stuff. A small plate of limes is set down next to each of the salt-encrusted glasses as well.
“If you manage to finish all three,” Carmine starts. “I’ll give you three more. And if you can handle that, you’ll get the scorpion. Let the record show, no one has ever gotten to the scorpion before and taken it on.”
“Looking forward to it,” Ransom says with a nod, and about half the women in the place sigh his way.
“I’m in,” Everett says and more sighs ensue.
“Nothing is stopping me.” Noah sighs as if he wished he could stop himself.
A bell goes off, and soon limes are flying and salt is falling like snow as one by one the participants self-eliminate after about two shot glasses. But Noah, Everett, and Ransom move on to round two as another set of three glasses land before them. They knock them back one after the other, and I watch as their jaws square out as they take the burn that liquor is no doubt lighting them up with.
“Can you believe this?” Carmine laughs as he shouts to the crowd. “It looks as if we’ve got three candidates for the scorpion shots. Let’s get the real show on the road.” He motions toward his staff, and the bartenders produce one shot glass to each of them brimming with the brown liquor, then one by one they drop something brown and wiggly into each glass.
“Are those…?” I lean in to get a better look. It can’t be right.
Trixie nods. “Live scorpions.”
“Come on, boys,” Carmine taunts them. “You’re not going to let the little guys drown now, are you?”
“Oh my word.” I gasp at the thought. Just as I’m about to knock over all three shot glasses, the men pick them up and down their drinks fast as lightning.
The crowd goes wild as all three slam their glasses onto the bar at the very same time, and the crowd cheers twice as hard.
Trixie and I laugh and exchange high-fives, and as we do, something on the dance floor catches my eye. Carlotta is showing off her best dance moves while not one but two white owls snuggle in her mane, and Ninetta’s wreath of mourning has been teased out twice its original size because of it. It’s a nightmare within a nightmare. But not to be outdone, both Bess and Nettie hold a wine bottle in each of their hands while jumping up and down like a couple of teenagers at a rock concert.
“Here’s hoping no one breaks a hip tonight,” I say. “I’d hate for Carlotta’s emergency room pox to take them down.”
“Ransom?” Trixie pants.
“Good work, guys,” I say, turning to the three brave souls before us, and once I get a look at them, a breath hitches in my throat.
Noah and Everett are white as stone. Noah’s lips are swelling, and come to think of it, so are Everett’s.
“What’s happening?” I ask before looking at Ransom, only to see his entire face is bloated. “Oh my goodness,” I say. “We have to get you out of here.”
“I’m fine,” Everett says, tugging at his lapel. “Let’s hit the dance floor, Lemon. I think I need to shake this off.”
“Good idea,” Noah says as his lips swell twice their size.
Ransom nods as he leads Trixie that way.
We don’t get two steps from the bar before all three men fall like corpses.
“They’ve passed out cold,” someone calls out.
But their faces quickly turn a funny shade of gray, then blue.
“Someone call 911,” I shout.
It looks like we’re headed to the emergency room after all.
Here’s hoping the morgue isn’t on the list tonight as well.



NOAH
  
“A naphylactic shock,” Lottie says, coming in and out of focus as I try my best to blink her into existence. “It’s okay, Noah. You’re past the worst of it.”
I take a breath and look around to see a hospital room taking shape. Sterile white with stainless steel accents. The scent of ketchup stings my nostrils. Scratch that. It’s antiseptic. It has to be. Heck, it could be both.
I’m lying on the world’s most uncomfortable bed, and I’ve got the world’s worst headache to go along with it.
Lottie combs my hair back with her fingers, and I drink down how cool they feel against my skin.
“The nurse said as soon as you woke up you could be discharged.” Her nose twitches, the same way it does when she’s holding something back. “Everett and Ransom had the same reaction. It turns out, those scorpions bit each of you on the lip. The doctor said usually a scorpion bite like that could at most cause pain for about twenty-four hours. But anaphylactic shock is rare, and even rarer than that is the fact it afflicted all three of you. It looks as if Carlotta’s pox took hold after all.”
My throat constricts as I try to speak. My tongue feels thick, and I’ve got a bad case of cottonmouth.
A couple of men step into the room, and it takes a moment to register it’s Everett and Ransom.
A hard groan comes from me as I take in the deformities that have overtaken their features. The left side of Everett’s face is bloated. And Ransom’s lower lip looks as if he tucked a building in it.
“Don’t worry, dude.” Everett winks with his swollen eye. “You won this ugly contest.”
Lottie winces. “You might want to steer clear of a mirror for the next few hours. And just to play it safe, maybe steer clear of Lyla Nell until tomorrow night.”
“Great.” I sigh, and my voice gives an odd echo as if I’m talking in a fishbowl.
“We’ve been here for about three hours,” Lot says, looking pained by the fact and I can’t blame her. “I’ll go let the nurse know you’re ready to go home. I think we’re all ready to get out of here.” She plants a soft kiss on my forehead. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” She takes off as Everett and Ransom descend upon me with their odd-looking deformities.
“Tomorrow’s the big day,” Everett says, and I nod, acknowledging the fact I understand exactly what he’s talking about.
It’s the day I’ve earmarked as the death of my career. That is, if I get caught. And I won’t.
“You sure you want to do this?” Everett asks with a sigh. “You can back out, Noah. I wouldn’t hold it against you. You don’t owe me any favors.”
“I’m not doing this for you,” I tell him, my mouth thick and unwilling to move. “I’m doing this for Evie.” I glance over at Ransom. “We never had this conversation, nor any of the conversations that preceded it.” I nod to Everett. “Are you on the bench tomorrow?”
“I’m off,” he says. “I thought I’d spend a little time with Ransom before he leaves.”
Ransom blinks my way. “Saturday is the Net Ball and Sunday we take off. This trip was short and bittersweet.”
“I’ll say.” I do my best to sit up. “Stay in the public eye. Keep your receipts in the event you need an alibi.”
And with the luck we’ve been having, something tells me they will. But I don’t voice that part. Some things are better left unspoken. I think we all know we could use a boost in the good luck department.
Everett helps me to my feet, and my body feels as if it’s been hit by a scorpion-riddled bus.
“Don’t worry,” I tell him. “I’ve got this covered. And once it’s done, we never speak of this again.”
Ransom shifts as he looks at me. “The dog took out the trash. When we hear those words, we’ll know things went the way they were supposed to.”
“Code,” I say. “I like that.” Not sure I like being compared to a dog, but seeing that it’s coming from Everett’s close relation, I’m not all too surprised.
“Noah.” Everett’s chest expands with his next breath, his eyes set on mine. “Thank you. I will never forget this.”
“Neither will I, buddy,” I say with a note of irony.
Neither will I, buddy.
I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror and recoil.
“Geez,” I hiss without meaning to. “Just my luck.”
“Like I said,” Everett pats me on the back. “You’re no beauty queen.”
My face is twice its size, my left eye is bulging, and my right cheek is swollen and misshapen. I’m far more fit for the circus than I am for the sheriff’s department.
On the bright side, no one will recognize me.
On the not-so-bright side, I will certainly draw attention to myself.
Just my luck indeed.
    
I SHOW up at the office late and plan on leaving early.
The Ashford Sheriff’s Department is down to a skeletal crew thanks to the annual picnic at the local park. I’m hit-or-miss at the various office events to begin with, so no one will think too much about my absence.
Ivy called an hour ago to let me know she was heading that way. She’s bringing her mother’s macaroni salad and was genuinely dismayed when I told her I didn’t think I’d make it. I let her know about my run-in with the working end of a scorpion and that I needed to convalesce on my couch rather than hit a homer in the inevitable softball game that was about to break out. Ivy was both horrified and amused by my latest anecdote and demanded to see evidence of this bloated version of myself, so I sent her a quick picture.
I wait until the picnic has been underway for a solid hour before I glove up for my foray into destroying evidence from an active homicide investigation.
I’ve never felt dirtier and less than the upstanding citizen I strive to be than I do in this moment. Regardless of the fact, I’ve mapped out in my mind exactly how things should move this afternoon, and like a well-oiled machine, I put my nefarious plan into action.
First up, I douse a small cloth with rubbing alcohol, shove it into my pocket, and head to the evidence room. The security cameras are all facing the entrance, so I act as natural as I can with this bloated face of mine and head straight for the locker holding that bat hostage. I unlock the unit and wipe the wooden bat from top to bottom. Goodbye, DNA linking this glorified tree branch to Coach Riggs or to Everett.
My body breaks out into a sweat, my adrenaline spikes as I clean it twice, then three times, putting my back into it in the event Everett’s fingerprints are just as stubborn as he is.
Closing up the locker, I move on to my next target, the forensics lab.
The trek over is seamless, just a few steps outside of the sheriff’s department. The air is cooler in here with less lighting, which is good. I’m not in the mood to be seen.
I head into the lab, a large workroom with enough tables and barbaric equipment to rival any morgue. A set of shared computers sit in the middle of the room, and I take a seat next to one. It’s not an anomaly. I’m here twice a week doing just this. No one should bat an eye. I pull up the case file on Coach Riggs to see what I’m up against.
Baseball bat. Prints detected. Blood match Coach Riggs.
“Nothing new under the sun,” I mutter. Nothing I’ll be editing either.
“Noah?”
I jump, hearing my name as I turn to find one of the technicians that works in this place eyeballing me.
He winces at the sight of my face. “Rough night with the baby, huh?”
It’s an old friend named Mick. He’s short, stocky, and hopefully far more interested in the sandwich in his hand than he is in me.
“Lyla Nell is teething again.” It’s true, so I can say it all I want. “Molars.”
“Ouch.” He takes a bite out of his lunch before settling in at his desk across the way. “How’s that case going? The one with the coach?”
My blood runs cold. In all of my worst-case scenarios, someone would inevitably stop me and quiz me on what the hell I was doing. And here we are.
“It’s going nowhere,” I say as I log out of the file.
“You know what they say, you can’t win ’em all.” He shoves his sandwich into his mouth once again and stops midbite. “Hey, maybe you should get that wife of yours to help out?”
He laughs at the thought, although I’m not sure why. I have no doubt Lottie could track down the killer. And once she sees that Evie is involved, it would devastate her beyond belief. I know it has me.
“Maybe I should,” I say as I head on out with a wave.
Onto the next.
Here comes the tricky part. Coach Riggs was shoved into a heavy-duty ninety-five-gallon trash bag. Black. The exact bags the school janitorial staff makes use of. Lucky for me, I had a box of those exact same disposal units in my garage, which is why I’ve got one rumpled up and shoved inside of my jacket—left armpit, circling my back like a cushion. As if the fact I’m dancing on the proverbial blade of a knife doesn’t have me sweating bullets enough as it is, my plastic accessory isn’t exactly helping either.
I head over to the forensics evidence locker room, with not a single security camera in the vicinity. I’ve always thought the forensics department was a little smug, but the lack of security cinches it. The locker with Coach Riggs’ makeshift body bag doesn’t even have a lock.
I shake my head at the arrogance.
It takes me less than six seconds to make the swap. Two seconds less than I had afforded if needed. And within moments, I’ve got a bag that once contained a dead man swaddled inside my windbreaker. It’s safe to say I’m trashing the jacket along with the bag. I’ve already got a mountain of lawn clippings in anticipation of the big event. I thought I’d toss in some of Toby’s lawn treats to go along with it just in case someone thought they had a reason to snoop inside it. Lottie calls them brownies. She loves my golden retriever as much as I do.
Brownies.
A dry chuckle rumbles through me as I make it back to my office.
On second thought, I think I’ll wash the jacket. Guilty people toss their clothes after a crime. Innocent people wash them.
And now for my final descent into becoming the dirty cop I never wanted to be. It’s time to destroy the digital security tape from the B&B the night those kids dumped the body up on the ridge.
I’m not completely trashing the tape. I simply erase what’s needed, then stitch together the time before and after Everett’s visit to the ridge that night until there’s no sign of his truck showing up on the scene at all. I make sure to adjust the time stamp for the entire tape, marking everything as occurring four hours later than the time the events actually took place. No one will ever take this footage seriously again.
Once I’m through, I collect my things and make a beeline back to Honey Hollow to do a little yardwork.
After an hour, I’m covered with equal amounts of Coach Riggs’ DNA and Toby’s yard brownies, so I take the world’s longest, hottest shower.
Last stop, I head to the landfill and dump my yard clippings.
No sooner do I get back into my truck than my phone bleats. It’s a text from Lottie.
Everett invited everyone to dinner at Mangias tonight at seven. Are you feeling up to it?
I text right back. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.
Everett must have known I’d work up an appetite after the day I’ve had.
In the least, he owes me dinner.



EVERETT
  
“T  he dog took out the trash,” Noah mumbles.
His lips are so swollen, the words escaped him without a hint of movement like a skilled ventriloquist.
Ransom and I exchange a glance as the din of conversation and light music percolates around us, as does the scent of garlic bread and pepperoni pizza. The ambiance in Mangias is causal, but the food could rival any five-star restaurant in my opinion. We’re seated at a round table near the back, our favorite spot when we head this way, and considering it’s right across the street from Lemon’s bakery, we head this way a lot.
But right now, I’m not thinking about food despite the fact our table is laden with enough pizza to feed a football team.
Lemon, Carlotta, and their guests, Trixie, Bess, and Nettie, arrived a little early and ordered seemingly one of everything for us. Ransom and I were held up as we spent the last few hours in the sports store down the street, purchasing enough fishing, hunting, and hiking gear to outfit a sporting goods store of our own. We have our alibi for the day, and according to what Noah just uttered, we just might need it.
Lemon leans toward Noah, her eyes heavily squinted. “I don’t get it. How could Toby take out the trash?”
“Who’s Toby?” Trixie asks.
“Noah’s golden retriever,” Lemon is quick to answer. “Although, he might as well be mine. He’s at my place as much as Noah is. Lyla Nell just adores him.”
“This is true,” I say, reverting my eyes to Noah. “Thank you,” I mouth the words lest Lemon investigates further. It’s the last thing I want and the first thing I thought of when Noah said those words.
I realize that goofy sentence was Ransom’s idea, a code of sorts, but Ransom doesn’t know what we’re up against with Lemon. She’s as cunning as she is sweet, as determined as she is brilliant, and if I know my amazing wife, this conversation is far from over.
“Good work.” Ransom lifts a glass to Noah before knocking back half his water.
“What do you mean, good work?” Trixie offers him a curious look, and it’s all I can do not to shake my head at him.
Ransom was my brother long before Noah was. My father, as stoic as he was, took Ransom under his wing when his brother passed. Then, when my own father died, Ransom’s mother moved him away. Noah stepped into the scene not long after that, and the rest is a history that on certain days I’d rather forget.
Ransom clears his throat. “Toby sounds like an intuitive dog.”
“What kind of trash?” Lemon is still squinting at him, never a good sign. “Are we talking the trash in the kitchen? Toby can’t do that. If anything, he’s a pro at knocking it over and spreading it all over the house in an attempt to get to the dinner scraps. Now what were you really trying to say?”
“Come on, Lot Lot,” Carlotta chuffs, and that wreath of natural disasters sitting on her head wobbles. “When a man looks at another man and says his dog took out the trash, it means he had a lady over the night before and there was heck to pay in his bedroom.”
Nettie belts out a howl. “Noah, you dirty dog. Shame on you for taking a trashy lady back to your place and having your way with her.”
“Please.” Bess huffs a laugh. “I bet she had her way with him. Especially if she was trashy.”
“Noah Corbin Fox.” Lemon inhales sharply, her nostrils flaring and her eyes turning into molten lava. “You had better start explaining or I’m going to make use of Ethel tonight.”
Just the mention of her handgun makes Noah squirm as he shifts in his seat.
This has clearly gotten out of hand.
Ransom clears his throat. “It’s my fault, Lottie.”
“You can say that again,” Noah mutters once again, and I’m starting to think that’s as good as his communication skills will get for a while.
Lemon made a good call as far as keeping him away from Lyla Nell. Thankfully, I somehow avoided a debilitating deformity. In fact, both Ransom and I are relatively back to normal. By the looks of Noah, I think he came close to meeting his maker last night, and perhaps that notion is still on the table.
“How exactly is this your fault, Ransom?” Lemon asks with more than an air of suspicion.
“I—” Ransom casts a quick look of annoyance at me, and I can tell his full annoyance resides with my wife. He’s learning the hard way that her curiosity should be treated with extreme caution rather than piqued. “I saw Toby this morning while Everett was giving me a tour of the house. He seemed…uh…constipated.” The table seizes with silence—a constipation of words, in keeping with the theme. “I suggested adding some pumpkin purée to his diet.” He turns to Trixie. “I used to have a golden. Same problem. You can pick up pumpkin purée all year round.”
This isn’t going well.
Trixie offers him a curious glance. “You seem awfully invested in Noah’s dog’s droppings.”
She’s not buying it. I didn’t think she would.
“Brownies,” Lemon says. “It’s what I like to call the, you know, dog droppings.”
“I get it.” Nettie winks at her. “A little baking humor to keep things lively.”
“I don’t get it,” Carlotta says, casting a suspicious look to every single one of us. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think Sexy One and Sexy Two asked Noah to bump someone off or to cover up a crime for the two of them—maybe both.” She turns to Bess and Nettie. “Sexy might wield a mean gavel, but everyone knows it’s Foxy who holds the keys to the criminal kingdom. If you’ve done a crime but can’t do the time, it’s him you’d want to butter up with a few brownies of your own. And I’m talking about the kind Lot Lot serves up in her bakery.”
“Well, I’ve been accused of a crime,” Bess says.
I couldn’t be happier to change the subject, so I go with it.
“We know you’re innocent.” I nod her way. “You, too, Carlotta.”
Carlotta bucks in her seat and nearly launches that pizza slice in her hand my way. “If you think I’m innocent, then I doubt you’ve ever met me.”
“Innocent as far as Rose Rizzo’s murder investigation goes.” My lips curl as I look at Lemon. “What’s happening with your investigation, Detective?”
Her own lips curl in response to the words, and I meant them.
“Glad you asked, Judge Baxter. I’m not only in a pickle, but I’m in a time crunch, too. Bess has a flight scheduled to leave on Sunday.”
“Tomorrow is the Net Ball,” Trixie points out. “We have one more full day to track down the killer. It may not sound like a lot of time, but all of our suspects will be at that ball tomorrow night.”
“And who would the suspects be?” Ransom asks, and wisely so.
We need to steer the heck away from talk of dog droppings, or anything that remotely has to do with Coach Riggs or Noah’s ability to cover a crime, as Carlotta so astutely pointed out. For as primitive as she is, she can be sharp as a tack, even if it’s inadvertent. And mostly it’s just that.
“There’s Serafina.” Lemon pumps her shoulders. “She needed a cash infusion to buy that beauty salon—and for her own beauty fixes apart from that.”
Trixie nods. “And Rosa cut her allowance off. That brought Serafina to her financial knees.”
“I’ve been brought to my knees before.” Carlotta stares off as if reliving the memory. “Wish I could get someone to do the deed again.”
“Not now,” Lemon says to her. “What about Carmine?”
“Funny you should ask.” Carlotta sighs. “He’s the exact person I was hoping would do the job.” She jerks her head toward Noah. “Hey, Foxy, you know how I feel about knocking boots with a killer. Why don’t you see about clearing him? I’d like to score a date.”
“What about Mayor Nash?” Bess asks.
Lemon expels a sigh. “Shockingly, he’s okay with it.”
“Ah.” Bess nods. “I get it. The universe chose Carlotta to give him his comeuppance.”
Carlotta gives a thumbs-up. “I give him a lot more and don’t you forget it.”
“You know”—Lemon lifts a slender finger—“exactly who is it that’s inheriting Rizzo’s Trattoria, anyway?”
“I can find out,” I offer.
“Really?” Lemon’s countenance brightens at the thought.
Assistance with her investigations is her love language. A good legal probe like that can garner me carnal favors for weeks, not that Lemon doesn’t offer them up freely. But something in her stirs at any hint of approval when it comes to her sleuthing endeavors.
“Yes,” I say, clasping my hand over hers for a moment. “I’d do anything to help you.”
Noah clears his throat. “I can ask Bianca. She might have new information regarding it after speaking with Rosa’s son.”
“Don’t believe a word she says,” Carlotta growls. “Everyone knows Bananas Lombardi is nothing but a scheming little liar. I’ll bet all three of my kittens and their mittens, Banana landed her name on the deed to that place.”
Noah nods. “I’ll keep that in mind when speaking with her.”
Carlotta waves him off. “It’s your time you’ll be wasting. So long as you take Carmine off your suspect list, I don’t care if you arrest Evie Stevie for the dirty deed.”
Noah cuts a glance my way.
After what Noah did today, Evie won’t be arrested for anything any time soon.
“Carmine may have had a motive as well,” Lemon says. “He was engaged to Ninetta and had a fling with Rosa. That alone sets off all sorts of red flags.”
“He said something curious last night.” Trixie shakes her head as if trying to accurately recall it. “Something about Rosa telling him that she wanted to protect him, and that was the reason she was about to ax his winery as a distributor to her restaurant.”
Lemon nods. “I wonder if we dig into his financials if we’d discover that he couldn’t afford to be cut off from Rizzo’s? That would definitely be a motive.”
“We’ll start digging,” Trixie tells her with marked enthusiasm.
I can tell that Trixie and Lemon are two peas in a crime-fighting pod, which means that both Ransom and I are attracted to women who have a thirst for danger. Nothing to brag about, everything to worry about.
“What about the cocaine?” Lemon asks Noah, and the entire restaurant seems to experience a lull of silence.
Noah waits until the roar of laughter comes back, and another moody song spills from the speakers.
“I have not made heads or tails of that just yet,” he says.
It’s safe to say Noah’s mind has been elsewhere, no thanks to me.
Bess offers him a consolatory smile. “Don’t worry, Noah. I’m sure Lottie and Trixie will figure it out soon enough.”
That’s what I’m afraid of.
A killer with a drug connection.
I can’t think of anything more dangerous.
Tomorrow night, Ransom and I will have to keep a close eye on the women we love.
If the killer discovers that they’re onto them, it could spell grave danger for Lemon and Trixie.
And if that killer harms a hair on either of their heads, Ransom and I might be moved to commit a homicide ourselves.
Now that Noah is perfectly willing to cover a crime or two, I don’t see what’s stopping us from taking down anyone who dares to look at us crooked.
I jest.
Noah Fox isn’t allowed to compromise one more investigation on my behalf. But he didn’t do it for me. He did it for Evie.
The dog took out the trash.
Noah Fox is no dog in my book.
He’s a hero. But I don’t dare tell him. If his ego swelled, it might just kill him.
Tomorrow night at the Net Ball, Ransom and I are going to do everything to help Noah tease out the person who slaughtered Rosa Rizzo.
It’s the least I can do to thank him for all he’s done for me.
Tomorrow night, we work as a team in the name of justice. And I have a feeling it will make both of us feel better after what we’ve done.
Noah compromised his soul for me, sullied his good reputation even if he was the only witness to it.
I owe him something. I’ll do anything, give anything to help make up for all he’s done for Evie and me.
Noah licks his lips while looking at Lemon and I shake my head at him.
I’ll do or give anything but that.
Sorry, Noah.
Just like the killer, you are out of luck, my friend.



LOTTIE
  
S omething stirred in me last night at Mangias, and it wasn’t the copious amounts of garlic in the marinara sauce.
It was upon mention of Carmine, in reference to Rizzo’s Trattoria and his role as a vendor there. It reminded me of our recent trek to the establishment and that endless parade of people who seemed to disappear down the short dark hallway. Sure, the restrooms were there, but they weren’t exactly coming out of those either.
Something must have stirred in Trixie regarding the very same thing because when she texted this morning she let me know she was curious about that odd hallway herself.
That would explain why we’re both standing in front of Rizzo’s Trattoria close to four o’clock in the afternoon. The stench of sour milk fills our nostrils as garbage curls around our feet in the breeze. A derelict sleeps on the sidewalk not twenty feet from us, hugging a bottle of gin. A couple of scantily clad women stroll up the street dressed for naughty success, and cars with dark tinted windows and music blaring drive slowly past us, the whites of the driver’s eyes glinting in our direction. If there was a prize for seediest town in all of Vermont, Leeds would, well, take the lead.
“We have three hours before we need to be at the Marino mansion for the Net Ball,” I whisper to Trixie before setting foot in the Rizzo sisters’ family eatery. “One of us should head to that dark hall to see if there’s a secret door or a portal to Hades. The other should stay up front to distract the staff in the event they catch on and try to stop us.”
“I’ll do the distracting,” she offers. “With my hot flashes, I wouldn’t do well in Hades. Just try to be quick or I’ll think the worst.” She shrugs. “It’s my go-to reaction. And sadly, the worst-case scenario has panned out in more than a few instances these past few months—starting with my cheating ex-husband.”
I make a face. “Sorry about that. I had a cheating ex once upon a time myself, and he opened an entire Pandora’s box of insecurities in me. Of course, I had my grandma Nell, who was still alive at the time, and she told me that there wasn’t anything wrong with me in that scenario. The reason he cheated was because there was something wrong with him and that I wasn’t there to fix him.”
“Your grandma Nell sounds as if she was a very wise woman. She was right. When someone wrongs you like that, it’s because there’s something going on inside of them. You’re more than enough, Lottie Lemon. And Everett is certainly lucky to have you.”
Tears come unexpectedly, and I blink them away. “And I think Ransom knows what a treasure he has in you. Come here,” I say, pulling her into a quick embrace. “I’m so glad we met. I believe there’s a reason for everything.”
“I do, too.” She pulls back. “And I’m not trying to stir the pot, but I think there’s a reason Noah is still very much in love with you, too.”
“Noah and I are complicated.”
“Most people are blessed to have one great love in their lives, and you have two.”
“That equals two dates for the Net Ball, and I’m still not ready,” I tease. “But just know that I’m with Everett and my feet are firmly planted in our marriage. I wouldn’t want Ransom to think I was two-timing his cousin. That’s certainly not my intent.”
“We would never think it. How about we get in there and solve the mystery of the disappearing people so we can get to the Net Ball and solve the mystery of Rosa Rizzo’s killer?”
“Sounds good,” I say as we step in and are struck with a tidal wave of mouthwatering scents, marinara sauce with hints of basil that might just put Mangias to shame, fresh baked garlic bread, and the tangy aroma of grilled osso buco. Sinatra is playing, the dance floor is empty, and so is the restaurant for the most part.
A thin woman with a sprig of heavily highlighted hair comes this way with a grin on her face.
“Lottie, Trixie,” Bianca Bananas Lombardi says as she bounces in our direction.
If I had to map out a worst-case scenario, it would be this one. I was hoping we wouldn’t bump into Bianca, seeing that she’s heading to the Net Ball this evening herself. It would have been much easier to snoop without meeting up with someone we know, and besides that, she’s already made an excuse for that hallway to nowhere in the back.
“What are you doing here?” Her brows struggle to furrow, but the facial paralysis she pays for wins the battle. “Aren’t you going to the Net Ball this evening? All proceeds go to the bingo hall. Ninetta was dead set on helping out with their renovations. She hated sitting on those rickety metal folding chairs. But alas, she won’t be there to enjoy the new cushy seats anyway.”
“That’s a tragedy,” Trixie says. “And, yes, we are going to the Net Ball.”
“We were just picking up our costumes,” I tell the woman. It’s not a lie, so I could sing it from the rooftops if I wanted. “My sister, Meg, is in charge of the dancers at Red Satin, and she’s lending us some of the dresses from their wardrobe. Nothing revealing, of course. In fact, you’d be surprised to know they actually have an array of evening gowns that a debutante would die for.”
Bianca’s lips tug down as if she was horrified by the prospect. Believe me, I’m not so thrilled either.
“Well, I can’t wait to see them,” she says. “Did you ever take the tour over at the vineyard?” She blinks over at Trixie. “It’s the place I send all of my out-of-town guests. It’s so beautiful.”
“We did,” Trixie tells her. “And we were lucky enough to have had Carmine Marino as our guide.”
I nod at the woman. “He mentioned that he and Rosa argued about something the night she was killed. Something to do with his vendor account here at Rizzo’s. Do you know what that was about?”
Her mouth falls open, and her eyes dart out the window momentarily. “You know, I do know what that was about.” She gives a quick look around at the staff milling about before stepping in close. “Rumor had it, he broke things off with Rosa and she wasn’t having it. In the event you’re not aware, both Rizzo sisters were notorious about getting their way. And well, Rosa laid it on the line. She told him he was in that relationship until she was finished with him, or she’d finish him.”
“She’d finish him?” Trixie gapes. “Meaning?”
Something near the bar catches my eye and I do a double take to see Jed Silver watching us with his dark hair slicked back and those aqua eyes never deviating from the three of us. He gives a slight wave, but I choose to ignore him for now.
Bianca leans in, her sickly sweet perfume smothering us like a wet blanket. “Meaning she’d cut off his account. And not only did Marino Vineyards supply the liquor for this place, but they supply it to dozens of restaurants in and around Leeds. Rosa was effectively ready to cut him off at the financial knees. She had the power to make sure he would have lost all of the establishments he was servicing. It would have been a death blow to his financials. Anyway, I don’t know how that concluded on the night of Rosa’s death.” She shudders. “And I certainly hope it didn’t conclude with her murder.”
Trixie and I exchange a glance.
My word, it just may have.
“Excuse me,” I say to the both of them. “I’ve got to use the restroom. Trixie, why don’t you put in for that pizza to go? I think we need to get back to the house and get ready for the ball.”
“I’ll do just that,” she says as I take off for the dark hall that’s been calling to me like a siren song ever since we set foot in this place.
Jed meets me as I enter the mouth of the hallway and we step into the dimly lit corridor together.
“What do you want?” I don’t hesitate to snap at the man. It’s no secret he’s vowed revenge on both Noah and Everett. And if I can’t stand one thing it’s someone trying to hurt my family.
“Why all the hostility?” He snorts as he laughs. “Don’t answer that. So what’s it looking like? Who did old lady Rizzo in?”
“I don’t know,” I tell him, stopping shy of the ladies’ restroom as I look up at the handsome devil—emphasis on devil—standing before me. “Did you do it, Jed? Did you stab Rosa Rizzo to death in cold blood at her own sister’s funeral?”
He inches back as if recoiling from the thought. “Nope. But I’m betting whoever did it knew about this place.” He nods to my left, past the door to both the women’s and the men’s room.
A gasp gets trapped in my throat. “You know about this?” I point to what looks like a black void, but upon further inspection, there seems to be a black velvet curtain hanging over the back wall.
He nods, the whites of his eyes glowing in the same sinister way that the drivers of the cars out front were doing.
“What do you know, Lottie?”
“Nothing,” I tell him. “But I’m about to find out.” I start to take off and he pulls me back by the elbow.
“You can’t get in there without the code. And lucky for you, I know exactly what it is.”
“What’s it going to take for you to give it to me?” A part of me understands that I should never negotiate with terrorists, but another part of me is privy to the fact I’m short on time and Jed Silver just might be my only hope.
“I want you to consider working with me,” he whispers. “But here’s the deal. Nobody, and I mean nobody, can know about what I’m about to show you, and more importantly, tell you.”
“I’d rather die than work with you.”
“You might change your mind when I tell you it could save just about every soul in Vermont.” He hitches his head toward the dark curtain. “I have a feeling what I’m about to show you will change your mind. And once I tell you what’s really happening in there, you won’t hesitate to try to fix it.”
I doubt anything can change my mind, but I keep my mouth shut as Jed leads us to the promise land. He pulls back the curtain and inputs a code before swinging open the door and I can’t believe my eyes.
Jed leans my way and whispers into my ear the deep, dark secrets of Rizzo’s Trattoria.
“And kids like your daughter Evie are some of their best customers,” he says, nodding at the debauchery.
My blood boils within me.
A part of me has already changed its mind.
“You can help shut this monster down,” he seethes as he looks around at the travesty unfolding. “I can use your help. But spread the word and the deal is off.”
I know what he means. There are only two people he’d want me to exclude, and I happen to be legally wed to both of them.
“I won’t help you, Jed. You hate Noah and Everett; therefore, you hate me. I won’t get into bed with you at any price.”
I take another look around the room. This isn’t my mess. This isn’t for me to figure out.
Jed pulls a business card from his pocket and hands it to me. It reads Red Satin Management at the top followed by his name and number.
“Just in case you change your mind,” he says, landing the card in my hand.
“I won’t.”
And then he tells me the rest of the story.



LOTTIE
  
“I  have a theory,” Russo says as he flaps his ghostly wings beside me.
“Oh my word.” I gasp as Trixie and I stare up at the Marino mansion that sits high on what’s known as Honey Hill right here in Honey Hollow. “This place is heaven personified.”
“My theory doesn’t have anything to do with paradise,” Russo crows as he flies between us. The sky is dark, save for a waxing gibbous moon, and the scent of honeysuckle is alive in the warm spring air. “But I will admit, this earthly abode comes close to the stately mansions set on high.”
It’s just about seven-thirty, and as much as I wanted to be prompt to tonight’s stylish soirée, I had to deal with a fussy baby as I handed Lyla Nell to Lainey. Lyla Nell’s molars are tormenting her. Luckily for my sweet babe, Lainey had a natural ointment that immediately soothed my poor angel’s sore gums. I tried to tell Trixie and Ransom to go on ahead, but they insisted on driving out with Everett and me.
Noah, Carlotta, Bess, and Nettie are already on the premises somewhere. And judging by the size of the crowd, so is all of Vermont.
I spot Evie with her friends standing in the expansive courtyard just shy of the entry. Evie, Dash, Marcy, and Jessie all look right out of a storybook with their long flowing pastel dresses. Hand them each a parasol, and I’d swear we were just transported back to the Regency era. Those dresses they have on are truly sublime. Evie mentioned that the drama department helped the high school girls out with their accouterments for the evening.
The girls are sharing a laugh while standing next to a glorious ten-foot marble fountain dripping crystal blue water.
It’s magical.
Everything about the Marino mansion is magical from what I can see. From the twinkle lights strewn throughout the weeping willows to the palatial alabaster mansion itself.
“This place oozes I’ve-got-money-and-I’m-not-afraid-to-wield-it,” I say.
“Doesn’t it, though?” Russo chirps as he appears in front of me, flapping his wings while flying backward as we continue our way to the entry. “But I can assure you, wealth doesn’t play a part in my theory.”
Ransom ticks his head at the mansion. “This place reminds me of my childhood,” he says, patting Everett on the back. “There’s nothing like playing hide-n-seek in a mansion the size of a small country.”
I nod over at Trixie. “Everett’s mama is basically the queen of her own architectural nation. She’s a hotel heiress. Everett comes from extravagant wealth. And yet, he’s still somehow managed to keep his feet on the ground.” I hike up on my tiptoes and give the handsome steed beside me a kiss.
Both Everett and Ransom are wearing dark suits, as is just about every gentleman here. Although, judging by the way the estrogen laden are craning their necks in the direction of these two, you’d think they were the only men here.
By and large, the men, in general, look dapper enough, but it’s the women who are putting on the real show.
Dazzling gowns in every shape and size, in every color, and well, even colors I didn’t think existed are present and accounted for.
The invites clearly stated that fashion was to be celebrated and immortalized. But some of these dresses make it look as if it’s being outright mocked, starting with the frocks both Trixie and I are wearing.
We knew we had to blend in. And to do so, we needed to be just as outrageous as the rest of them, thus enter Meg and her closet of dirty delights. Lucky for Trixie and me, we’re both wearing foot-length gowns—mine in hot pink and Trixie’s in a shade of mint green. The one I’m wearing happens to have a low-cut V in the front and a frilly skirt, and the whole thing reminds me of a naughty Southern belle, while Trixie’s has enough ruffles and lace to qualify as a wedding dress.
“Let’s get in and track down our suspects one more time,” I say.
“What about me?” Russo squawks. “I said I’ve got a theory.”
I hitch my head toward Ransom to give the bird a clue as to why we’re not entertaining the dead at the moment.
Everett knows all about my intricacies with the disembodied, but as far as Ransom goes, he’s still in the dark. And as Trixie mentioned, she would like to keep it that way. I can’t blame her. They’re still new, and I know for a fact nothing can send a brand new relationship off-kilter than a ghost or two.
Everett found out before Noah. But that was back when I was dating Noah. I kept him in the dark for so long he thought I was losing my ever-loving mind. And then when he finally found out the truth about why I kept acting so strange, well, he just about lost his ever-loving mind.
The four of us step into the palatial state and a string quartet greets us in the entry, sawing away at their respective instruments while heavenly music exudes from them. The floors, the walls, and perhaps the domed ceiling are all covered with creamy marble tile. A glorious wrought iron stairway leads to a second level with a balcony that overlooks the grand foyer, and just above that sits a chandelier the size of a small planet.
A spacious ballroom to the right hosts hundreds of people, and as we head that way, the sounds of the string quartet give way to soft rock music bleeding through the speakers. A dozen crystal chandeliers hang high overhead, sparkling down over the throngs of people dancing away, while others enjoy the sweet and savory treats from the buffet lined up against the back wall. Next to that is a working bar, and I happen to recognize the bartender working it. It’s Noah’s father, Wiley. He’s sort of become the resident bartender in Honey Hollow, so I’m not all that surprised.
I spot both Suze and Lily dressed to the nines as they man the desserts catered from my bakery. They’re speaking with my mother and Meg, who look stunning in their jewel-toned dresses. Just beyond them, I see Keelie and her husband Bear and Charlie and her boyfriend, all looking equally snazzy.
Ransom pats his stomach. “I don’t know about you, but I’m craving something sweet to eat.”
I bite down on a smile. “Maybe we should head that way first,” I say as I look at Trixie. “I might just have a special surprise for you.”
“What in the world?” She chokes on the thought as we make our way over. “Lottie Lemon, I certainly hope you haven’t put yourself out for me.”
“What’s this?” Carlotta pops up from seemingly thin air. “Lot Lot puts out for just about anyone. Go on and ask Sexy. He’ll vouch for me.”
Both Everett and I take a moment to glare at the woman. First off, she’s donned that wreath of mourning once again and paired it with a hideous red and black floral print dress with a scarf attached to the collar that looks as if it’s cutting off her oxygen supply. And I’m guessing if Ninetta’s haunted hairpiece has anything to say about it, it will do that indeed.
“Carlotta, that scarf is strapped around your neck like a noose,” I say, attempting to loosen it, but she slaps my hands away.
“Back off, Lot Lot,” she says just as Bess and Nettie join us. They’re both wearing colorful muumuus, and I don’t even need to ask where they got them. Nettie has been wearing one of those breezy delights ever since she got here. “This here dress is a Ninetta Rizzo original.”
Nettie gasps. “You don’t say. How’d you get your hands on a dress that belonged to the dead?”
“I’d like to know the answer to that myself,” I muse. But to be honest, I’m almost afraid to hear it.
“I’ll tell ya.” Carlotta pulls her shoulders back with pride, and that noose tightens another notch around her neck. “Just a few days before Rosa was killed, she was at the bingo hall and mentioned she needed to leave to drop off a bag full of Ninetta’s things to the thrift shop across the street. So I followed her, and once she did the deed, I dug through the bag myself and picked out a few dapper duds to remember Ninetta by.”
Bess scoffs. “But Carlotta, you said you hated the woman. In fact, Ninetta shared the sentiment. She barred you from her funeral, remember?”
Russo caws, “That’s right. Both Ninetta and Rosa used to say that nothing brightened their day like seeing Carlotta Sawyer suffer.”
Carlotta grunts at the forthright fowl, “All right, fine. I couldn’t stand either one of them. I bought the dresses in the event I wanted to make a few voodoo dolls in the future.”
“Carlotta, the woman was dead,” I point out the obvious.
“Well, in my opinion, it’s never too late to feel a little pain,” she snips. “Besides, everyone knows Ninetta had loads of money. I figured I could resell her designer duds at twice what they were asking for them down at the thrift shop. But then, this upside-down ball was announced and the rules stated only ugly clothes need apply, so I thought I’d wear one of her atrocities myself.” She holds her arms out. “Ugly is as ugly does. Ninetta loved ugly clothes so much she threw a party for them.”
She’s not all that far off base. And I happen to know for a fact that dress is an original Vera Veragamo. It probably cost more than my first car. Carlotta could make a fortune reselling it.
“Never mind voodoo dolls and pricey frocks,” I say. “I’ve got a surprise for all my sea-faring friends.” I nod to Trixie. “Especially you.” I point to the collection of tiny white ramekins lined up next to the platter of beignets, and everyone gasps in unison.
“Is that lava cake?” Trixie asks as she squeezes her chest.
“That’s right,” I say. “Dig in, I made them just for you.”
Each one of them snaps up one of the luscious desserts along with a fork. Lava cake is a dense brownie-like wonder filled with warm, gooey chocolate. I must have eaten six if I didn’t eat sixteen this morning before Trixie and I went on our little adventure down to Leeds.
That episode with Jed Silver this afternoon comes back to me. The things I saw in that secret room behind Rizzo’s Trattoria replay like a bad movie. Try as I might to shoo it out of my mind, I can’t seem to do it.
Hiding in a secluded back room was an illegal gambling casino that could easily rival the one that Jimmy Canelli has in the back of Red Satin. Jed said the dirty money Rizzo’s Trattoria gained from gambling was just the tip of the illegal iceberg.
He said there was something far more sinister running through there—drugs— and with my help, we could shut it down. Jed mentioned that Jimmy Canelli sent him over as a spy to try to track down who was supplying the place with the illegal substances. Jimmy was cut off from running narcotics a little over a year ago thanks to Noah, and if Jimmy can’t make a living off illegal substances, no one can.
I’ve yet to fill Noah and Everett in on that illegal tidbit, but only because we haven’t had a second alone.
Jed’s parting words to me about spreading the news come back to me. Noah and Everett could be put in harm’s way if I hand-feed them this information. And they will be less than thrilled that I had any kind of a conversation with their shared nemesis.
“Oh, Lottie,” Trixie moans. “These are fantastic. They certainly beat out anything the pastry chefs on board the Emerald Queen can do.”
“I agree,” Bess says. “But ask me again on the ship, and I’d be forced to deny it. I know what side my lava cakes are buttered on.”
Ransom chuckles. “These are amazing, Lottie. I bet they would taste great with a beignet dipped in the chocolate sauce, too.”
Lily crops up and quickly gloms onto his arm. “Let me help you with that. I’ll make sure you get the freshest beignets we’ve got, and I’ll sweeten the deal by landing a mountain of powdered sugar on top just for you.”
I bet she’d like to sweeten the deal.
Everett shakes his head. “Lemon, if I had a nickel every time this guy brought up your beignets yesterday, I’d have heavy pockets.”
I laugh at the thought. Everett took the day off yesterday so he could spend some quality time with his favorite cousin, and I thought that was so sweet—and also a bit curious that they both came home with more sports equipment than either of them has ever used in their lives. I’m not quite sure what that was about.
I wrap my arms around Everett and pull him close. “Speaking of that male version of a mall crawl, what’s the real story behind those new hunting duds of yours?”
He shoots a dark glance at Ransom as Lily does her best to insert herself into his suit.
“I just remembered something,” he whispers. “I have that news you wanted on Rizzo’s Trattoria.”
I suck in a quick breath. “Did you find out which names were officially listed on the trust?”
“Just one name.” He nods. “Serafina DeLuca.”
“You’re kidding,” I say, pulling back to examine him better. “Have you told Noah?”
He frowns at something behind me. “No, I’d better.” He sighs. “He just entered the room and Cormack accosted him.”
Russo squawks, “I’m about to accost someone, Lottie. I’ve got a theory itching to burst out of me.”
I nod at my adorable feathered friend. I think he’s been patient enough.
“Everett, why don’t you take Ransom as backup?” I hitch my head toward Russo. “I’ve got a special friend who has something he’d like to share with us all.”
“Ah, I see.” Everett lands a kiss to the tip of my nose. “Save a dance for me.” His eyes wander down my plunging neckline. “I have plans for this dress later.”
“Will it be staying on?” I ask, amused.
“For about five minutes.” His lips flicker with devious intent. “I’ve got plans for the woman wearing the dress, too.” He seals the promise with a steamy kiss before plucking Ransom away from Lily and taking off in Noah’s direction.
It’s time to hear this theory that our fine-feathered friend has been trying to tell us.
And I’m hoping that theory leads straight to Rosa Rizzo’s killer.
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“A ll right, Russo,” I say as the Net Ball percolates all around us. “What’s going on?”
Trixie grabs ahold of Bess’ hand so she can listen in and Carlotta latches onto Nettie so she can do the same. It’s only then I notice that Nettie has a dirty halo sitting over her head, much like the one that Carlotta has on.
“Oh, Nettie,” I moan. “Please tell me that’s not a wreath of mourning in your hair.”
Trixie moans twice as hard, “And please tell me that grave robbing wasn’t involved in how you procured it.”
Nettie averts her eyes. “You’re both a bunch of fuddy-dudddies. This wreath of mourning just so happens to be made of my own hair. I thought why wait until I’m dead to have all the fun?”
“How did you do that?” Bess asks. “That braid doesn’t look connected to the rest of you at all.” She cranes her neck at the thunder cloud sitting on Nettie Butterworth’s head. “Never mind. I see a bald spot.”
Nettie shrugs. “Sometimes a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do to look cute.”
Carlotta pats her head. “I guess you could say I’m a cute little trendsetter. Just you wait, Lot Lot. Soon enough, every honey in this sweet town will be sporting a wreath of mourning of her own. And at the rate you’re finding bodies, you’ll provide the hair of the dead.”
Nettie nods. “I say we go into business.”
“Never mind that.” I look to the bird of prey before us. “What’s your theory, Russo? Trixie and I have been dying to hear it.”
“Now, now.” Russo flaps his wings like mad. “Don’t either of you go dying on me. I need you to solve this case so I can get back to paradise. Earth was pretty good the first time around, but if you want a real thrill, you need to fly past the Rainbow Bridge and find a perch in the Tree of Life. Not only is the fruit tempting, so are the feathered creatures.”
“I bet they are,” Nettie says. “I hear they’ve got men with wings in that passionate paradise.”
Russo nods. “They’re muscular creatures at that. All the female folk are agog once they take a gander at them.”
“I want to take a gander at them,” Nettie practically begs to do so with her over-the-top enthusiasm.
“Me, too,” Carlotta shouts, not wanting to be left behind. “Me, too!”
“Would you both stop?” Bess says, daring to act as the voice of reason between them. “In the event you’re not aware, to meet the criteria where he’s going, you’d have to be dead.”
“What’s wrong with that?” Carlotta spits back. “We’re all headed in the same direction.”
“Carlotta,” I snip. “There will be plenty of time for men with wings when the good Lord calls your number. But right now, we’ve got a homicide to solve. Russo, what’s your theory?”
“I got to thinking about something Rosa once said to me.” He lets out a few caws as he flaps his wings before us. “She said if that woman doesn’t stop fooling around, she’s going to send me to an early grave. I bet she said that about the killer. The killer is a woman.”
“That’s your theory?” Trixie asks.
“Not a bad one,” I say. “Everett just let me know that Rizzo’s Trattoria was left in just one person’s name—Serafina DeLuca.”
A collective gasp circles around me.
“Knew it.” Carlotta snaps her fingers. “I should have figured from the beginning that Ice Pick was up to her old tricks again once I saw Rosa lying there with her body poked full of holes.”
“There’s no time to waste, ladies,” Nettie says. “We need to clear Bess’ name and get her back to the ship. Let’s go get our killer.” She links arms with Bess and Carlotta and drives them into the sea of bodies.
“Lottie,” Trixie says, linking her arm to mine in keeping with the trend. “What about the things Bianca told us about Carmine?”
Russo crows, “Carmine, Carmine!”
“I know,” I say. “I mean, certainly he has a motive. The man was about to lose every account in the area if he cut things off with Rosa. His vineyard would have taken a nasty hit because of it.”
“And Bess did smell his cologne in the very spot where Rosa was killed. Not only that, but he confessed to being in the room with her just moments before she died.”
I nod. “And that’s exactly why I don’t think he did it.”
“I was thinking the same thing. I can’t see the killer confessing to being anywhere near Rosa just moments before her death.”
I shake my head. “But then, there was that crescent shape that Rosa traced out in blood next to her as she lay dying. And Carmine does start with C.”
“Maybe it was just a part of the aftermath,” Trixie says. “Nothing intentional on Rosa’s part. I mean, she was clutching one of your beignets, and you’re certainly not the killer.”
“You’re right. It was probably just a matter of how she landed on the ground. I’m reading too much into it.”
No sooner do I say the words than I spot Serafina walk into the room dressed in a shiny purple number that reflects the light like chrome in the sunlight. Her long dark hair runs down her back like perfectly coiled snakes, and her bloated lips are frozen in a pursed position. From this vantage point, it looks as if she’s getting ready to blow someone a kiss.
“My eyes,” Trixie says. “I suppose risking my sight is a small price to pay for Bess’ freedom. Let’s go get her. Serafina Ice Pick DeLuca’s luck just ran out.”
We head toward the woman and cut her off at the pass before she reaches the bar.
“Serafina,” I say. “You look…so luminous.” Honestly, I’m not sure there was anything else I could have said about that hip-hugging dress that’s melted onto her flesh.
Russo lands on the woman’s left shoulder, and her entire body sags in that direction.
“Thank you, Lottie,” she grunts. “I’m not sure why, but it feels as if the weight of the world just landed on my shoulder.”
Russo crows, “You’ll have the weight of the law on your pretty little head once you’re arrested for killing my Rosa.”
“Serafina”—Trixie steps in close—“we know about that salon you’re trying to purchase.”
The woman’s cheeks hike a notch and her lips expand, and is that a smile she’s trying to generate?
“You mean, the one I did purchase,” she says with a touch of pride.
“You did?” I ask, stunned by the revelation. “But how did you get the money? Don’t tell me you went to the mob.” That last sentence comes out with marked disappointment, but only because I hate that anyone has to stoop to such low and dangerous ground.
“Why would I need a loan from the mob?” Her lids hood over a notch. I bet she’d frown at me if she could. “I went to my ex about a couple of weeks back. His fishing business is doing pretty well, and he agreed that he owed me for being so nice to his mother.”
“What?” Russo squawks at the thought. “A couple of weeks back? But both Rizzo sisters were living and breathing at that time.”
Trixie nods because it’s true. “Serafina, when exactly did you get this money?”
“I don’t know, beginning of the month? By the time Rosa found out, she had a fit. That’s exactly what we argued about the night she died. Can you believe it? She didn’t approve of her son giving me a dime. That’s why she cut off my allowance. But I didn’t care then, and I don’t care now. I close escrow on the salon next week. It’s already public record. The old owner of the Glow Girl did an article on the transition to ease her customers into it and me. I needed my own stream of income. And the kicker? I just got a call from Rosa’s attorney this morning. For reasons I can’t understand, I’m the new owner of Rizzo’s Trattoria. And here I thought those two old biddies couldn’t stand me. Why in the world they’d leave the place to me is a mystery. But now it looks as if I’ll be sitting pretty with not one but two streams of income.”
“You just found out this morning?” Trixie asks, sounding just as blindsided as I am.
“That’s right,” Serafina says. “If I knew I’d inherit the restaurant, I wouldn’t have bought the salon. Now I’ve got one business too many. Heck, I would have bumped off the Rizzo sisters myself just to get to it quicker.” She honks out a laugh. “Kidding—mostly.” She nods to a waitress walking by with a tray full of sparkling prosecco poured into elegant crystal flutes. “I need a drink.” She takes off with Russo in tow, and Trixie and I look at one another in horror.
“She bought the salon before either sister was killed?” I say, disbelieving. “And she wishes she hadn’t now that she has the Trattoria?”
“I don’t think she’s our killer.” Trixie sighs.
“I don’t either,” I say, pulling out my phone and looking up the Glow Girl Salon. Sure enough, we find the exact article linking Serafina to the sale of it.
The man of the hour, Carmine Marino himself, strides past us before he backtracks a moment.
“Ladies, so glad to see you here.” He widens that cat-who-ate-the-canary grin of his. “Lottie, your beignets are a hit.”
“Thank you,” I say. “Carmine, can I ask you a question? Do you have accounts outside of Vermont?”
“Are you kidding?” He laughs. “Marino Vineyards has clients in all fifty states and thirteen countries. We’re expanding to the Emirates next month. We’re at the top of our game.”
“That’s wonderful,” I tell him as he gives a slight bow and disappears into the crowd. “That’s what I thought. Trixie, I don’t think Rosa was blackmailing him, or if she was, it wouldn’t have affected him financially.”
“You’re right,” she says. “Look at this place. Marino Vineyards isn’t just dripping with prosecco, it’s dripping with money.”
“Let’s verify it just to be sure,” I say, whipping out my phone once again and quickly doing a Google search. “Bingo,” I say. “Every word was true.”
Russo comes back and lands on my shoulder, nearly knocking me off balance in the process.
“Russo.” I touch my forehead to his for a moment. “You mentioned that Rosa said if that woman didn’t stop fooling around, she was going to send her to an early grave. But after listening to what Serafina had to say, it just doesn’t fit.”
Trixie tips her head to the side. “It’s almost as if she were talking about…”
Her eyes widen as she looks at me, and I nod.
“I think we know who the killer might be,” I say.
We scan the room and spot our one and only suspect heading out of the room, and we waste no time speeding right after her.
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T  he Net Ball swirls around us as Trixie and I hightail it out of the ballroom.
Bianca Bananas Lombardi casts a nervous glance over her shoulder before picking up her emerald gown laden with sparkling baubles and traipses up the grand staircase.
“We can’t lose her,” I say, grabbing Trixie by the hand and darting into the foyer, only to bump into a rolling cart brimming with both sweet and savory treats—and some of those sweet treats have come straight from my bakery. “I’m so sorry,” I tell the waitress manning the trolley as Trixie and I leap up the stairs, taking them two by two.
On the second level of this palatial estate, creamy marble floors lead to three different arteries, all of them elongated hallways laden with crimson carpeting. Various floor-to-ceiling oil paintings hang on the walls, each of them depicting a scene from a vineyard.
“There she is,” Trixie pants as she points to the right.
Sure enough, there she stands hunched over her phone, her fingers typing away like mad. It’s an old flip model, and something about it looks remotely familiar.
“Who do you think she’s texting?” Trixie whispers.
“I don’t know, but whoever it is, she decided she needed a lot of privacy to do it.” I suck in a quick breath. “Trixie, I recognize that phone. It’s a burner used to hide the user’s identity. What do you think she needs that for?”
“I don’t know, but nothing surprises me about her anymore.”
My hand glides down my right thigh, feeling for my holster, and I gasp at the smooth canvas of my leg.
“Trixie, I left Ethel behind.” My heart thumps as I say it. “I was in such a hurry, I forgot to pack my gun.”
“Don’t worry,” she whispers. “I’ll text Ransom.” She reaches for her purse just as Bianca glances our way and does a double take.
“Lottie? Trixie?” She steps out of the hall, her green gown swishing as she heads our way.
I give Trixie’s elbow a tug, and we meet Bianca halfway at the balcony that overlooks the grand foyer below. A crystal chandelier the size of Jupiter hangs from the ceiling just past the balcony, and we’re so close we can touch its bottom tier.
Maybe we didn’t get a chance to text Ransom, Noah, or Everett, but at least we’re still in full view of the public eye. I’m sure they would be more than okay with that. Mostly.
“What are you doing up here?” Bianca gives the idea of a smile as she inspects our gowns with that frozen placid expression of hers.
I clear my throat. “The restrooms were full downstairs.”
“That’s right,” Trixie says with an aggressive nod. “And who wouldn’t jump at the chance to explore this gorgeous place?” She motions to one of the oil paintings to our left. “Not to mention I’m an artist, so these paintings caught my eye the second we walked through the door. I knew I just had to see them.”
“Ah.” Bianca nods, and her perky hair bounces so high it’s about to bounce right off her head. “Well, I can’t blame you. This place is nothing short of a museum, mausoleum—take your pick.” She belts out a laugh, and it’s disorienting to watch since her face can’t join in on the jovial effort.
Before Trixie or I can answer, a spray of lavender stars appears, and in their wake materializes a majestic bird with a…beignet in its beak?
“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Bianca shrieks at the sight of the fried treat.
She can see the beignet; she can’t see the bird.
“I got it,” I say, snatching it out of Russo’s beak. “I guess someone must have tossed it up here,” I say, out of breath, as I take a quick bite.
“Hey,” Russo squawks. “That’s my yum-yum. Get your own.” He swoops in and gobbles it up right out of my hand.
“Oh,” I cry out as I pretend to nibble right along with him.
Bianca leans back as if she were afraid I might just take a bite out of her next.
“My, you’re hungry,” she says. “I don’t think I’ve ever quite seen anyone eat like that before.” She gives a nervous laugh. “Anyway, I have to get going.” Her eyes reduce to slits as she looks from Trixie to me. “There’s an emergency down at the restaurant. You know how it is managing your own place, Lottie. There are always little fires that need to be put out.” She swallows hard as she glances at Trixie. “So have the two of you tracked down Rosa’s killer yet? Everyone knows that you, Lottie, are the brightest and the best when it comes to solving a homicide or two.”
I nod because she just confirmed what I had already been thinking. There were two homicides that happened this month—despite the fact we were only aware of one.
“No luck so far,” Trixie says with a shrug. “I mean, we have thoughts.”
“We do?” Russo flies in a circle around the three of us. “What thoughts? I thought Serafina was out?”
I give a curt nod his way.
“Thoughts? I bet you do.” Bianca casts a quick look around before stepping in close. “So who did it? Serafina or Carmine?”
My lips twitch at the thought of how easily this woman is ready to sell out her friends, or rather her supposed friends. I have a feeling Bianca is only out for herself.
“Neither,” I tell her, and her eyes widen with fright. “Carmine didn’t do it.”
“How could you be sure?” Bianca looks irritated by my boldness. “The man was a cad. He slept with both sisters. Do you know how wrong that is? And Rosa, well, I’m sure she was ready to plot her own revenge on the man, but he beat her to the punch so to say. She was ready to hack him off where it really hurt—his bank account, remember?” She nods as if alluding to the conversation we had earlier this afternoon.
“Not true,” I say. “Carmine said that he has accounts all across the country and several international accounts as well. We verified it with a simple Google search.”
Her pillowy lips crimp tight. “Then it’s obviously Serafina who did the deadly deed. She’s been desperate for cash for months.”
“Maybe so,” Trixie says. “But all of her financial needs were taken care of just prior to Ninetta passing away. That little tidbit was also available to us via a simple internet search.”
“Bianca,” I say her name low and like a threat. “We know you lied about Carmine. Rosa really was trying to protect him. I think she wanted to stop her account with him because she didn’t want him getting mixed up with the nefarious dealings going on in the back of the Trattoria.”
The woman sways on her heels as if I struck her.
“What nefarious dealings?” Russo squawks once again. “You mean those glittery slot machines? Or those boring playing cards? Oh, how Rosa detested them.”
“You knew?” Trixie doesn’t hesitate to call out the bird.
“Yes, I knew,” he crows. “That’s where most of the breadcrumbs could be found. Gamblers are messy eaters. And both Rosa and Ninetta spent more than their fair share of time there. That is, until they decided they couldn’t take it anymore. Ninetta wanted to gut the place. Rosa agreed, of course, but she said she would miss all the exciting men who came for a visit.”
“They knew.” I nod to Bianca. “Both Ninetta and Rosa knew about the gambling casino in the back. They didn’t mind it so much at first, but then they wanted it gone, didn’t they?”
“No.” A faint gasp expels from the woman. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Of course, you do.” Trixie scoffs. “That first night we showed up at Rizzo’s, you looked shocked to see us all. It’s because you were afraid that we had already pieced it together, isn’t it?”
It’s true. Bianca looked both surprised and terrified to see us that night. I remember thinking the very same thing.
Trixie is astute. I knew I liked her.
“The night Rosa was killed at the funeral home”—I lean her way—“you disabled the security cameras, didn’t you? You said you were in and out of that mortuary all week because of Ninetta. You had the prime opportunity.”
Her head jerks to the right.
“Serafina was right about you,” Trixie seethes. “You’re a pro at giving people the runaround.”
I nod. “You tried to cast the blame on Serafina because you thought she was desperate for money. And Carmine? Like we said, if Rosa threatened to cut him off financially in Vermont, he would have laughed at the thought. It wouldn’t have made him desperate either. That means the only one desperate around here was you.”
“Me?” She digs her thumb into her décolleté as she points to herself. “Why would I be desperate?”
“You already told us the answer,” Trixie says.
“She did?” Russo looks just as stymied by this as I do.
Trixie nods to the woman. “You said Rizzo’s Trattoria made fifteen K a night.” She shakes her head. “But you said yourself the place was dead until both sisters passed away. It wasn’t the restaurant bringing in that money, was it? How much of that illegal gambling and drug money was your take?”
Bianca’s face bleaches out, and oddly enough, even her hair seems to be losing its color in this bright light.
“The night of the murder”—my chest palpitates with every word—“I asked you to forgive Carlotta’s behavior. I said she had been hitting the bloody marys and you said things were going to get bloody, all right. And they did, didn’t they? You stabbed Rosa Rizzo to death that night.”
“No,” Bianca is quick to shut down the truth. “I didn’t do it, Lottie. You can never prove it.”
I gasp in horror, and my fingers touch my lips as a thought comes to me.
“What is it?” Trixie asks.
“Yes”—Russo flaps his wings as he hovers above us—“what could possibly shock you more than that?”
“Trixie”—I say, glancing her way momentarily—“I think I know what that bloody C stood for that Rosa traced with her finger, and it wasn’t Carmine.” My eyes settle on the callous soul before us. “Rosa wasn’t trying to spell out her killer’s name—your name, Bianca. She was trying to spell out the motive for murder. It was cocaine.”
“Ha.” She laughs in my face. “They were both addicted.”
“Maybe so,” I tell her. “But you didn’t mind that. It actually worked in your favor, didn’t it? I don’t know how, but you helped to cause the overdose that killed Ninetta.”
“You’ll never prove that,” she balks at the thought.
Trixie takes in a quick breath. “Wait a minute. You tried to give Rosa a beignet that night. You kept shoving it at her, and you grew irritated when she wouldn’t take it.”
“Wow,” I muse. “Cocaine looks a lot like powdered sugar.”
“That wouldn’t have killed her,” she snorts.
“It might have if she already had copious amounts of it already in her system,” Trixie points out. “You wanted to push her off the ledge so to speak, just the way you did her sister.”
Her eyes close tight a moment. “Yes, I did it. I killed them both.” She dips into her purse, and in a moment Trixie and I are staring down the barrel of a gun. There’s an extension on it, and I recognize it as a silencer. I know enough about guns to realize that once she fires that weapon, despite the silencer, it will be anything but quiet. It’ll be muffled at best but still loud enough to sound like a horrifying pop.
She holds it low and close to her waist, the bulk of it getting buried in the folds of her gown.
“They left me no choice,” her voice quivers as she says it. “I worked myself to death running that bedraggled restaurant of theirs. And I was still broke. Then one night, I paid a visit to Canelli looking for a loan. That’s when I got my greatest inspiration.”
“You installed the casino?” I ask, stunned.
“Of course, she did,” Russo says as he lands on her shoulder and Bianca sags with his weight. “Once the money started rolling in, Ninetta said it was a stroke of genius. But her approval didn’t last long.”
“That’s right.” Bianca’s chest expands with pride. “Canelli gave me the loan, but I didn’t use it to buy a car the way I intended. I started small, a few slot machines, a blackjack table, and once the proceeds started to roll in, I purchased the rest.”
“Who are you getting your drugs from?” The words come out pressured as I ask. I won’t need to help Jed to nail the bastard to a wall. If I’m lucky, Bianca will simply tell me their name.
She shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Lottie, but I don’t have time to get into that right now.”
“You’re going to lose it all anyhow,” Trixie says. “You’ll never work at the Trattoria again. You know that.”
Bianca swallows hard as if the reality had just set in. “You’re right.” A faint laugh pumps from her. “All of my hard work… Those two nitwits didn’t leave the restaurant to me. Not that I minded. If the authorities ever did step in, it would have worked in my favor. In fact, that’s exactly why they left it to someone neither of them could stand. They wanted the person they hated most to fry for it.”
“Serafina,” I say, shaking my head. “So that’s why they left it to her.”
“You are good.” Bianca sounds amused by the fact. “Rosa left her loser son a pile of money, too. And Ninetta left some spare change for their niece as well. I don’t know who gets their homes, I don’t care. What I care about right now is leaving town. So if you girls don’t mind—”
“Bananas?” a voice comes from the hall closest to us to the left. “Why did you want me to meet you all the way up here?” Serafina appears, looking more than mildly irritated. “And why did I have to come up the back way?”
Bianca discharges her weapon in the woman’s direction, and Serafina falls to the floor with a gunshot wound to her chest.
If her heart had a bullseye, I’m pretty sure Bianca hit it.
Murmurs of curiosity bubble from the crowd below us.
“Lemon,” Everett’s voice echoes faintly from an undisclosed location.
“Trixie?” Ransom howls as well, and yet his voice sounds that much closer.
Serafina struggles a moment, clutching at the blood pooling from her chest before her body goes limp.
“She needs help.” Trixie tries to lunge in that direction, but Bianca pushes her away with a violent wallop, causing Trixie to fly backward, right past me and right off the balcony.
“Trixie,” I scream as I watch my friend sail toward the ground. Russo flies right along with her, but instead of landing on the hard marble, Trixie lands in one of those roving buffet carts as it passes through the foyer, and its timing couldn’t have been better.
“Oh thank God,” I pant just as Ransom, Everett, and Noah pounce her way. I’m about to call out for them when a hand clamps over my mouth.
“You’re not going anywhere,” Bianca seethes as she lands the barrel of her gun to my temple and pulls me close. “You’re my ticket out of here. I just need to get as far as Leeds. I’ll push you out in a ditch. Don’t worry. You’ll get to see your precious daughters again. That is, if you promise to behave.”
Just the thought of not seeing Evie or Lyla Nell again breaks my heart and boils my blood at the very same time.
A thought comes to me. “That burner phone… You’re the one who was sending those messages to Carlotta, weren’t you?”
A laugh trembles from her. “That was me. If it wasn’t for you, I was going to plant that burner in her purse and make sure that cop boyfriend of yours found it, too.”
“You were going to try to make her look guilty?” My chest pumps with a laugh. “Bianca, you really are bananas if you didn’t think all roads of guilt would lead to you.”
A wild cry comes from her as she gives me a hard shove and my back glides over the railing until the only thing stopping me from falling to a certain death is Bianca herself.
Russo flies back up. “You girls are really keeping me on my toes. Why does she have that gun pointed at your head? Rosa always said you don’t point a gun at someone unless you’re going to use it. Wait!” He swoops in and pokes his talons into the woman’s eyes.
“What the—” Bianca stumbles backward, and I try to bolt from her embrace, but she pulls me close with herculean strength.
Her weapon hikes up just enough for me to make a play for it, and soon we’re wrestling it out.
“Lemon,” Everett roars from the direction of the stairwell.
“Freeze,” Noah thunders, but neither Bianca nor I stop in our fight for that weapon.
In a single power move, Bianca lands my back over the balcony once again, and soon I’m looking at the Marino mansion from an upside-down vantage point.
“Lottie,” Russo howls. “Oh dear, you can’t go traipsing off to paradise just yet. You’ve got those girls to raise. And those husbands just itching to get you back to the nest. I heard them squabbling over you in the entry not long ago. There were threats of violence made by Everett. But then, Noah reminded him that he just did the favor of a lifetime for him so that concessions should be made.”
“What favor?” I ask under my breath just as he jabs Bianca in the eyes once again with his talons.
She jerks just enough for Noah to pull her away, and in a moment I find myself safe in Everett’s arms.
“It’s over,” Russo calls out as he floats to the ceiling with the deft of a helium balloon. “It looks as if I’m headed back to paradise.”
“Goodbye, Russo,” I cry out.
“Tell Cray Cray, Bess, and Nettie I said goodbye! Until we meet again in our eternal nest, may your beak be full and your feathers be light.”
And with that, Russo Rizzo blinks out of sight.
“She did it,” I pant as I spot Noah cuffing the woman. “Bianca confessed to killing both Ninetta and Rosa.” A breath hitches in my throat as I spot the puddle of crimson behind them. Ransom is there checking the poor woman’s vitals and shakes his head over at Noah. “She killed Serafina, too.”
Another senseless death has overshadowed any vindication I may have had over capturing the killer.
Trixie bolts my way. “Lottie.” She wraps her arms around me just as Everett lets go. “Oh, thank goodness you’re all right. She almost got us both.”
“But she didn’t,” I say as Noah reads the woman her rights. “Bianca won’t hurt anyone else ever again.”
That casino with its powder white secrets runs through my mind.
The words Jed said earlier echo through me. Kids like your daughter Evie are some of their best customers.
As long as that casino is still up and running, Bianca will continue to hurt people from beyond prison walls.
Kids like Evie.
And just like that, my blood boils again.



NOAH
  
“S he got another one,” Ivy says as she walks my way with a less than enthused look on her face. “Is there any killer that Lottie Lemon can’t catch?”
Evie and her friends step into my line of vision as they congregate with the rest of the crowd outside of the Marino mansion on what will go down as the infamous Net Ball.
Darkness has fallen, and the twinkle lights provide just enough illumination to light the path for the coroner’s office as they wheel Serafina DeLuca’s body off the premises. A few of the teenagers snap pictures of the macabre event. Thankfully, Evie isn’t one of them.
And also thankfully, Evie—or more to the point, one of her friends is one killer that Lottie will never catch, especially not after I destroyed the evidence.
A heavy sigh comes from me.
“Lottie is good,” I say. “When she puts her mind to something, she doesn’t give up.”
“Sort of like you.” Ivy shakes her head at me. Her eyes stay trained on mine for a few seconds too long, and instantly I break out into a clap of heat.
“What are you trying to say?”
If Ivy suspects something, if she somehow found out what I’ve done—
Her lips curl. “For example, that marriage you’re tenaciously holding onto, and I’m talking about your nuptials to Lottie, not that Featherby woman.” She frowns my way.
Ivy is one of the few people I’ve confided in regarding the fact I’m not the father of Cormack’s baby.
“And I’m still stumped by the fact you haven’t told her that you’re in on her deception,” Ivy says, dismayed. “Nevertheless, I know something else you’re tenacious about—your job. I know what you did, Noah.”
That clap of heat taking over my body morphs into an all-out cold sweat.
She gives a curt nod, the dull lighting casts a blue glow over her skin, and for a brief moment, I wonder if she’s sick and might drop dead soon, taking my dirtiest secret along with her.
I shake that dark thought right out of my head.
“What did I do now?” I try to sound light as if I’m making a joke of it, but my voice hikes a notch, giving away my fear.
“The day of the picnic last week?” Her brows peak.
She knows.
It feels as if the ground is about to open up and swallow me whole. I would have bet my life I covered my tracks.
“What about it?” I ask, my irritation quickly replacing any fear I might be feeling.
“When we spoke over text messages, you said you were home the day of the office picnic. You mentioned something about having a run-in with a scorpion.” She motions to my still slightly swollen left cheek. “But that picture you sent me was clearly taken in your office despite the fact.” Her lips flicker into a brief yet satisfied smile. “Face it, Noah. You’re a world-class workaholic. And that’s the very reason I’m proud to call you my partner.”
A tsunami of relief hits.
“So that’s it?” A quiet laugh pumps through me. “You’re right. I can be just as stubborn as Lottie Lemon.” And just as tenaciously protective over my family.
Ivy shrugs. “I’m hoping her stubborn streak ends soon. It’d be nice if one of the homicide detectives down at the sheriff’s department actually gets to the killer first. I suppose there’s always next time,” she says, pulling on a pair of leather driving gloves.
“Hopefully there won’t be a next time,” I say.
“Oh, there will be,” she says, lifting her face to the horizon. “This is Honey Hollow, Noah. And at the pace it’s racking up bodies, it’ll soon be the homicide capital of the world. I’ll see you at the office.” She takes off, and I let the cool night air calm me for a moment.
That was one heck of a nerve-racking conversation.
I look around and spot Everett headed over to Evie. Let’s hope he’s not about to open a can of homicidal worms and have a nerve-racking conversation of his own.
I’d better go babysit the giant lug before he says something to incriminate us both. He’s been riding high on emotion all month.
But Coach Riggs’ murder investigation is long over with now. A cold case in the making, and we’re the ones who made it so.
He doesn’t get to ruin this.
This night has already had one hellish ending. It sure as heck doesn’t need two.



EVERETT
  
“D ad.” Evie latches onto me with full vigor, and I take a moment to breathe in the sweet scent of her hair, the scent of innocence.
At least I’d like to believe Evie is innocent when it comes to Coach Riggs’ murder, and deep down, I know she is. It was one of those buffoons she and Dash hang out with that did him in.
“I’m sorry you had to witness any of that,” I say, pulling back and nodding in the direction where Serafina DeLuca’s body is being loaded up into the coroner’s van.
“It’s horrible.” She shudders, her arms wrapping around her body as she tries to comfort herself. “Dash and the guys think it’s so cool to see a body. They were trying to get up close to see the poor woman. I have no idea where they ended up.” She gives a quick glance around at the crowded courtyard we’re standing in.
One would think that given the circumstances, the Net Ball would have come to an abrupt end, but inside, the music is still playing and the bodies still swirling on the dance floor as trills of laughter break out intermittently. This is very much a party atmosphere, and it enrages me how calloused society has become.
“Dad.” Evie winces at me. “What do you look so angry for? I mean, I get that a woman just died, but let’s face it, it wouldn’t be a party in Honey Hollow unless a corpse showed up at the scene.”
“Evie.” Her name comes from me rough. “That’s a horrible way to look at it. And don’t you dare let your heart grow cold when it comes to human life.”
“Dad.” She inches back at my tirade and a sparkle ignites over her left nostril. “I have a freaking heart. I’m not a monster.”
I swallow hard, trying not to tear the lid off Pandora’s box.
“You have some glitter on your face.” I point to my nose in the exact location.
“This?” She taps her finger right over it and giggles. “Okay, so, like, don’t tell Mom because I haven’t shown her just yet, but a bunch of us went down and got piercings.”
“A bunch of you went down and got what?” My voice spikes as I lean in to inspect the piercing in question.
“Whoa,” Noah says as he jogs up. “What’s the old man upset about, Evie?” He gives me a stern look as he poses the question.
“He’s been freaking out all night,” she glowers at me as she says it. “Like, who cares? It’s my body. It’s just a nose piercing. See?” She points to it as she tips her head his way. “My friends and I wanted to commemorate our senior year. We’re graduating next month, and we’re all going our separate ways. We just wanted to do one last thing together.”
“A piercing, Evie?” I’m beside myself at how casually she’s presenting the fact she poked a hole in her face, of all places. “And you didn’t bother to consult your mother or me?”
“Would you, like, relax?” She comes at me with just as much gusto in her voice. “It could have been worse. We could have opted to get a giant tattoo over our foreheads.”
“That’s it,” I seethe. “You’re not hanging around those kids anymore.”
“What?” she shrieks as if I threatened to do something severe like taking her phone away. And believe me, that will be next.
“That’s right,” I say. “It’s something I should have done a long time ago. Especially those boys. They’re animals, Evie, and they could have cost you everything.” That last bit gets lost in a growl, but judging by the look Noah just shot me, he understood it perfectly well.
“That’s enough,” he thunders as he tries to pull me away, but I yank my elbow free.
“I know what you did that night with your friends, Evie,” I roar the words out without meaning to and close my eyes tight a moment.
It’s too late to put the genie back in the bottle now.
“What night?” She takes a step back, her eyes narrowing over mine.
“The night the Burros were killed,” I say.
Noah sinks his head to his chest a moment. “You don’t know how to leave well enough alone, do you?” he whispers it low, for my ears only.
Evie sucks in a breath. “You know?”
My eyes hook onto hers, and I don’t say a word.
“I didn’t do it,” she hiccups, her emotions gearing up before any waterworks begin. “It was Conner and Kyle—well, mostly Conner, but he’s really sorry and he said he won’t do it again. He doesn’t want word to get out either or it might cost him his scholarship.”
“It might cost him his scholarship?” Noah muses.
“Evie, a man lost his life,” I slit the words out in one rough breath.
“What?” She shakes her head. “No one, like, died. We just smoked a little weed. I mean, they did.” Her fingers fly to her lips as if she’s said too much already. “Conner said he’s not buying from the kid anymore because if they ever do a bust he’s afraid he might get implicated.” She makes a face at Noah. “And by they, I mean you. I know you have a drug task force watching the school. Just because you arrested that woman a few months back doesn’t mean the drugs stopped flowing through triple H.”
Triple H would be Honey Hollow High.
Lemon steps up. “I knew it.” Her face is piqued with color, but I’m not sure how much of the conversation she heard. “We have to put a stop to this.” She shakes her head at Noah, pleading with him. “Evie, you stay away from anyone dealing nefarious substances. You hear me?”
Evie sniffs back tears and nods.
She tries to bolt, and I catch her.
“The night the Burros died. You said you were headed off to the hill above the B&B. Is that where you did this?”
“What?” She looks perplexed by the question. “We just said we were headed there to throw you off. We went back to Conner’s house and hung out in his backyard.” Her lips invert. “That’s where it happened. I’m sorry.” She looks at Noah and Lemon. “I never wanted to do it.” She darts off for a small crowd of her friends including Conner, Kyle, and Dash.
“Of course, Evie wasn’t at the ridge that night,” Lemon says. “That would put her in the proximity of Coach Riggs’ body, and maybe on the very night he was dumped there.” She shudders. “Anyway, Evie’s a good kid. I don’t doubt she’s sorry about what she and her friends tried that night. But it burns me to the core knowing there’s someone out there trying to hook the kids of Honey Hollow, the people here, on dangerous substances that could cost them their futures. Noah, this has got to stop.”
“The department’s drug force is on it,” he tells her.
“The department’s drug force has been on it for far too long as far as I’m concerned.” Lemon gets a faraway look in her eye as if she were trying to resolve how to take care of this herself.
The problem is too big, even for her.
“Anyway”—she nods in the direction of Evie and her friends—“those kids have all had a rough year. Graduation is just in a few short weeks. I know for a fact Marcy and Jessie can hardly wait to graduate. I spoke to Marcy the day of the senior hike. Things have really gone south for her and Jessie and their boyfriends.” She shakes her head. “I guess something happened to Marcy a while back, and her boyfriend, Will, did something in retribution. That’s all I was able to get out of her. But whatever it was, it was very, very bad.”
Noah leans back. “She said that?”
Lemon nods. “Actually, she said Will loves her so much he’d go crazy if anyone did something to her—something that she didn’t want.” She shrugs. “And whatever it is that Will did to that other guy, it didn’t sit well with Marcy.”
A thought comes to me. “Aren’t Marcy and Jessie on the cheer squad with Evie?”
“Yup,” Lemon says. “That’s how they know one another.” Her phone chirps, and she inspects it for a moment. “It’s Lainey. She heard there was a murder. I’d better call her and put her at ease. I’ll be right back.” She takes off into the dark as Noah and I stare one another down.
“Evie says she wasn’t at the ridge.” Noah takes a deep breath.
“I found a hairpin that night that Evie wears when she’s dressed in her cheer uniform—a rhinestone bumble bee. Marcy and Jessie are blonde and brunette…”
“Just like Evie and Dash.”
“It was dark.” I shake my head. “Their faces were lost in shadows. They had those darn hoodies on.” I rake my fingers through my hair as the gravity of what we’ve done, of what really transpired that night runs through my mind.
“You know what this means?” Noah asks with a sigh.
“I know.” I nod as I look back at that crowd of teenagers surrounding Evie. “We just helped someone else entirely get away with murder.”
Now we’ll have to live with it.
Noah blows out a breath. “I’m going after whoever’s pushing narcotics to these kids. Their days are numbered.”
“Good. You should.” I’m sure it’ll make him feel better about what he did for me, for Evie. “I’d better go find Ransom and fill him in on what’s transpired. I’m sorry I dragged you into this.”
“Nobody dragged me anywhere.” He slaps his hand over my back before taking off.
I caused this hell.
A part of me wonders how the universe will right this wrong I’ve caused.
And I’m terrified to think of how this might play out in our lives.



LOTTIE
  
“W elcome to the first official Mother’s Day brunch right here at the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery,” I sing as I deliver a tray of almostas, mimosas made with sparkling cider rather than champagne, to a table full of friends and family.
I went all out and brought in some of my crystal flutes from home just for the occasion. I figured since Bess, Nettie, and Trixie couldn’t be with their own kids this morning, I’d make them feel special on their big day regardless.
I’ve invited my mothers—both of them—all three of my sisters, Keelie and her mother and sister, Everett’s mother, and Noah’s mother along with Noah’s sister, too. Of course, Noah, Everett, Ransom, Lyla Nell, Evie, and her friends have all joined in on the fun as well.
“Oh, Lottie,” Trixie bubbles with a laugh as she helps me pass out the mocktails. “You have gone way above and beyond duty this morning. You do realize this is your special day as well.”
“I sure do. Evie and Lyla Nell surprised me with breakfast in bed at sunrise.” Noah and Everett may have played a hand in the culinary feast I was treated to, not to mention the floral feast that followed. I have enough roses and peonies in my living room to open up a nursery.
“And here are the sweet treats,” I say as Lily and Suze make their way over with trays brimming with cheese and raspberry Danishes, chocolate-filled croissants, orange and cranberry scones, my now infamous beignets covered with powdered sugar, and lastly, the winning dessert Trixie has secured as an instant classic here at the bakery, lots and lots of lava cakes.
Suze grunts as she lands a platter on the table, “Leave it to Lottie to make me work on Mother’s Day.”
“Mom,” Noah says her moniker with a curt tone. “Lottie insisted you sit down and be waited upon less than five minutes ago.”
Suze scoffs at the thought. “She knows my gift is hospitality. Besides, these desserts weren’t going to magically appear on the table. We can’t have Lily working her fingers to the bone just because she’s decided to eschew childbearing.”
Lily clucks her tongue. “I have not decided to eschew childbearing. I’m simply waiting for Essex or Ransom here to become single once again.” She winks over at Ransom as she says it.
“Wonderful,” I muse as I shake my head at Trixie. “How about a quick toast?” I lift a champagne flute, and the rest of the mothers at the table do the same. “To every mama near and far, may we have a great day today, tomorrow, and the next. Because in all the joys of being a mother, let’s face it, every day is Mother’s Day.”
The bakery breaks out into cheers as we imbibe and dive into the desserts spread out before us as well. Lyla Nell claps the loudest and longest while nestled in my mother’s arms, and everyone shares a laugh because of it.
I spot Everett, Noah, and Ransom congregating near the registers. All three of them are wearing long faces as they take turns glancing at Evie and her friends with a genuine look of disdain.
I excuse myself as I enter their midst.
“Gentlemen,” I say. “Can I entice you with a sweet treat?”
“Actually”—Ransom glances in Trixie’s direction—“I see a sweet treat I wouldn’t mind indulging in.” He gives a slight bow as he heads her way and they share a sweet kiss before diving into the beignets together.
“Trixie is so lucky,” I say with a sigh. “But then, so am I.” I nod to both Noah and Everett. “And since we’ve practically vowed not to keep anything from one another, what’s up with the somber spirits? Don’t you dare tell me you’re sad that it’s not Father’s Day. I won’t fall for that.”
I glance over to where Evie and her friends sit. It’s the usual suspects: Evie’s boyfriend Conner, Dash and her boyfriend Kyle. Those two other couples they hang out with are here as well: Marcy Walker, Will the Freak West, Jessie Dallas, and Travis Bernard.
“Wait”—a thought hits me—“your morose behavior doesn’t have anything to do with Evie and her friends, does it? Please don’t tell me the two of you are losing it over that nose ring of hers. It’s hardly a speck. In fact, I think it’s kind of cute.”
Noah and Everett exchange a quick glance, their expressions twice as serious.
My mouth falls open. “You’re kidding me, right? I mean—”
Noah and Everett don’t care about some silly nose ring that’s hardly visible to the naked eye. My mind begins to spool out all sorts of possibilities in its wake.
I look from Evie to Dash and then to those other girls across the table that look as if they could be their twins.
“Noah,” I pant as a horrifying possibility plays out in my mind. “What’s happening with Coach Riggs’ murder investigation?”
Noah and Everett exchange another glance, darker, far more laden with meaning.
I suck in a quick breath. “Noah, you think—” I cast a glance to Marcy and that conversation we had at the senior hike comes back to me. “Oh, Noah. You’ve figured it out, haven’t you?” My eyes close a moment too long. “It was Coach Riggs who did something horrible to Marcy, and Will came after him.” I sigh as I look up at both Noah and Everett. “They got the baseball bat from the closet in our foyer because they’ve been to our house dozens of times.” I shake my head. “And honestly, they’ve taken that bat out to the backyard dozens of times as well.”
Noah nods. “The grip was wiped down. But Everett’s prints were still on the rest of it, as was the coach’s DNA.”
“So what happens now?” I ask, half-afraid he’s about to make an arrest right here in the bakery.
“Nothing happens now.” Noah sighs. “It’s a cold case. It will most likely stay that way forever.”
“What? Why?” I ask, stymied. “But Noah, you just—” I glance back to the table and look at how close-knit they all are. “Oh my word, you think Evie is involved in this somehow, don’t you?”
“I thought so,” Everett offers, and I inch back. “Lemon, I saw four kids dump a sack on the ridge the night I went looking to put a stop to Evie’s time on what was being dubbed as Make-Out Mountain. Instead, I saw four kids that resembled the four I was after. It was dark. I made assumptions. I tried to—”
“Protect Evie.” My eyes close once again. “You had the wrong four.” I look to Noah. “So what happens now? I mean, you have hard evidence.”
He shakes his head. “Had.”
My eyes widen with fright.
“Noah.” His name expels from me in less than a whisper. “Oh, Everett.” I shake my head at the two of them. “I’m sorry you went through that pain alone. And I’m sorry for what that pain made you do.”
Evie hops from her seat and heads this way. “What’s going on?” she insists. “Why all the funky looks to my friends and me?”
“I”—my mouth contorts a moment—“was just about to bring you all a tray of beignets. Fresh from the back.”
“Ooh.” She wiggles with delight. “I’ll go get them.”
“Just a second,” Everett says as he pulls her in. “I have an idea. I need some help down at the courthouse. What do you think of me offering up an internship to your friends for the summer?”
“Are you kidding?” Evie hops up and down at the prospect. “We’re, like, obsessed with everything to do with criminals. Can I come, too?”
“You bet,” he says as she skips off to the kitchen.
“An internship?” I raise a brow with suspicion.
He nods as he offers a pensive stare their way. “They might be getting away with murder, but I’ll make sure they understand the working end of the law one way or the other.” He takes off for the teenagers congregating in the corner with marked intent.
Noah nods. “I doubt they set out to kill the guy. Most likely they wanted to teach the coach a lesson. Things spiraled out of control as they tend to do, and here we all are.”
“Here we all are indeed,” I whisper.
Evie bops back out of the kitchen carrying a platter full of what looks like nothing but powdered sugar, but I’m sure she snuck a beignet or two under that mountain of white.
According to Evie, Marcy and Jessie never shared what truly transpired between them and their boyfriends to cause such consternation. And good thing, too. I’d hate for Evie to have been an accessory to murder.
“These are going to hit the spot. Thanks, Mom.” She lands a kiss to my cheek, and I happily accept it. “Oh, and I almost forgot.” She looks at Noah. “Sad news, a kid from my pre-cal class OD’ed this morning. They think he’ll be okay, but that’s the fourth kid this semester.”
“Fourth kid?” My hand presses to my chest in horror.
“That’s right,” she says. “I’ll be lucky if I make it out of Honey Hollow High alive—kidding. But I’m hoping my friends make it out alive, too. Just one more month to go. Then we have Lyla Nell to worry about.”
“Lyla Nell?” I say under my breath as Evie traipses off, and in her wake, Bess, Nettie, Trixie, and Ransom step our way.
“Well, it’s time, kiddo,” Nettie says.
“We’re going to be late for the airport if we don’t leave now,” Bess says, checking her watch.
“Say it ain’t so,” Carlotta howls as she bolts over and drapes herself over both Nettie and Bess.
That wreath of mourning bobs up and down on her head like a broken mirror threatening to dismantle our world, and judging by the way things went this month, it tried its best, but we’re still standing. For now.
“Take me with you,” Carlotta bleats. “I’ve got nothing to live for if you leave me.”
“Actually, you do,” Everett says, joining our circle. “Lemon had me look into who the Rizzo sisters left their restaurant to, and indeed they left it to Serafina DeLuca.” He nods my way. “But there was another name on the list in the event something unfortunate happened to the woman.”
Bess huffs, “Don’t tell me there was someone they hated just as much as Serafina.”
“There was,” he says. “The name of the new owner of Rizzo’s Trattoria is Carlotta Sawyer.”
An uncertain cheer breaks out among us.
Trixie leans her way. “So what are you going to do with it? Are you really going to run that restaurant?”
That kid who overdosed just this morning, Evie and her friends, and Lyla Nell all run through my mind.
“Yes,” I answer for her. “Carlotta’s been needing something to keep her busy, and this might just be the thing to do it. I’ll help, of course,” I tell her, and even Carlotta looks stunned by my announcement.
“You sure about this?” Everett doesn’t look too convinced.
“I’m positive,” I tell him. “And this way, Carlotta will be out of our hair and—”
“And into Ninetta Rizzo’s hair,” she says, tapping that misshapen braid on her head. “I knew this wreath of mourning would turn up the good luck eventually. I may not have gotten along with that old battle-ax, but her noggin has always had the Midas touch.”
“She was murdered,” Bess points out.
“Exactly,” Carlotta says. “She got all the bad juju out of the way for me. Now the next time you’re all in town, come down to my snazzy new place. Dinner is on me. In fact, everyone in here gets to eat free at Rizzo’s!”
Another cheer breaks out in response.
Noah tips his head my way. “You’re going to have your hands full, Lot.”
“Don’t I always.”
We walk our friends outside and say goodbye to four of the best people we’ve met.
“You’re going to have to text me every single day,” I tell Trixie as I squeeze her tight.
“And you’re going to have to join us on a cruise,” she says as Ransom steals her from me.
“We will,” I say as they take off for the high seas once again.
We head back into the bakery, and I fix a cup of coffee for both Noah and Everett, all the while my mind is percolating.
Rizzo’s Trattoria is the nexus of illegal narcotic activity. I never did tell Noah and Everett about it. Noah is still in the dark about how cocaine was connected to both Ninetta’s and Rosa’s death.
All I have to do is keep that gambling casino open long enough to figure out who’s running drugs through the place. Jed said it was the exact same person who is feeding it to the high school kids.
Evie and her friends and Lyla Nell—they run through my mind on a loop.
As soon as I figure out who’s pushing narcotics, I’ll hand their name over to Noah on a silver platter.
I bet I can have it done within the first week of operation.
Of course, I’ll need someone with a wicked inclination to run that casino and all of its wicked offerings.
“I’ll be right back,” I tell the two handsome men before me as I head to the kitchen and pull out my phone.
I place a call down to Red Satin and ask to speak to the manager. It takes less than two minutes for Jed Silver to get on the phone.
“What is it?” he growls into the receiver.
I take a deep breath and nod as I think of Evie, of Lyla Nell.
“I’m in,” I tell him. “And we’re going to nail that bastard to a wall.”
*THANK you so much for reading! I hope you enjoyed Lottie’s latest adventure. Need more Honey Hollow? Click to grab-> Pineapple Upside Down Dilemma today!
Is that link not working for you? If you read on your phone or a tablet, click this link instead —> Pineapple Upside Down Dilemma and pick it up today!





LOTTIE LEMON HAS a brand new bakery to tend to, a budding romance with perhaps one too many suitors, and she has the supernatural ability to see the dead—which are always harbingers for ominous things to come. Throw in a string of murders, and her insatiable thirst for justice, and you’ll have more chaos than you know what to do with.
SEE YOU IN HONEY HOLLOW!
Click to grab->Pineapple Upside Down Dilemma today!
Want to read a FREE cozy mystery? Check it out HERE!!!




RECIPE
From the kitchen of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery
Lottie’s Infamous Beignets
Hello, all! Lottie Lemon here, and have I got a recipe for you! There is nothing like a warm beignet lost in a mound of powdered sugar and a cup of hot coffee to get your day going. I’m thrilled to pieces to share this recipe with you. There’s not a soul in Honey Hollow, living or dead, who doesn’t appreciate this sweet treat. Don’t forget to fry up a few extra for yourself. In my opinion, the baker always deserves an extra treat.
Happy baking!
Ingredients:
4 cups bread flour and a little extra to dust your work surfaces (bread flour has more of a gluten content so it works best with this recipe)
¾ cup warm water (lukewarm is best)
3 ½ teaspoons active dry yeast
2 large eggs
½ cup whole milk
3 tablespoons melted butter (unsalted)
¼ cup sugar (plus ½ teaspoon)
½ teaspoon salt
8 cups oil for frying (vegetable, canola, corn, or cottonseed oil will do)
2- 4 cups powdered sugar for topping
Directions:
 
	In a medium bowl, pour the warm water, ½ teaspoon sugar, and the yeast. Let sit until nice and foamy (about five minutes).
	Next, add in two eggs, milk, butter, and sugar. Stir well to combine all the ingredients.
	In the mixing bowl of a stand mixer, place flour and salt. Add in the wet ingredients, and with the dough hook attachment, mix well until a dough ball forms (about five minutes).
	Rub down the inside of a large mixing bowl with butter or oil. Place the dough ball inside and cover for two hours, until dough has doubled in size.
	Place the dough onto a work surface dusted with flour. Punch the dough down then roll out until dough is about ¼ of an inch thick. With a sharp knife cut the dough into 2 inch squares.
	In a large 5 quart pot (or larger if you prefer), heat the vegetable oil (or oil of your choosing) to 350°. (You can use a candy thermometer to maintain the temperature.) With a slotted frying strainer, place three to four beignets into the oil at a time. Once the beignets puff up, turn them over and cook until golden brown on either side (this can take about a minute or two—or less depending on the heat.) Drain then place on a wire rack to cool.
	Dust beignets copiously with powdered sugar and serve them fresh and warm!
	Enjoy!
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