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

      

      It’s the Fourth of July and my friend Bizzy Baker and her family have come to Honey Hollow to celebrate. My mother is debuting her new romance novel, and there's a book signing at the lake. The authors are squabbling, Noah is brooding, Everett is determined to get me alone, and Carlotta is scheming to take over the world with her new friend Georgie Conner. I plan on showing Bizzy all the sites our cozy town has to offer, right up until a body is discovered. It's up to Bizzy and me to track down the killer before they strike again. Fireworks are going off in our world, and the ramifications will be explosive. 

      

      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 dead pets, which are always harbingers for ominous things to come. Throw in the occasional ghost of the human variety, a string of murders, and her insatiable thirst for justice, and you’ll have more chaos than you know what to do with.

      Living in the small town of Honey Hollow can be murder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead people. Okay, so rarely do I see dead people. Mostly I see furry creatures of the dearly departed variety, aka dead pets, who have come back from the other side to warn me of their previous owner’s impending doom. But right now, I’m not seeing a dead anything, but a very much alive and sexy to the bone honorable judge whose official bench happens to reside in downtown Ashford County. Not that Everett, the sexy judge in question, lives in Ashford. Nope. Everett just so happens to conveniently live right next door to me right here in Honey Hollow, Vermont.

      Everett is a tall stack of muscles with a shock of black hair and steely blue eyes that look as if he’s about to slice you in half with those lusty laser beams he sees the world through. He rarely smiles, is smarter than an entire library of books, and has the full attention of anyone with a functioning pair of ovaries.

      “Lottie, you’re staring,” whispers Keelie, my very best friend in the world.

      It’s the Fourth of July and I’ve spent all morning at my shop, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, whipping out one flag cake after another for today’s festivities down at Honey Lake.

      But at the moment I’m not at the bakery. I’m standing at the reception counter of my mother’s happily haunted B&B because I just so happen to be expecting out-of-town guests at any minute, and Keelie has graciously—or perhaps not so graciously—offered to greet them with me. The B&B is an oversized white mansion with innumerous bedrooms and bathrooms. Once my father died, this place became my mother’s baby. It’s beautiful and cozy inside with its dark mahogany paneled walls and emerald carpet. I’m hoping my guests will think so, too.

      My new friend, Bizzy Baker, and her crew are heading down to Honey Hollow this afternoon all the way from Cider Cove, Maine.

      Keelie let me know, in not so many words, that she didn’t like how easily I took to Bizzy. I guess you could say she’s just a smidge jealous, but she doesn’t have to worry. Keelie’s best friend status is cemented for life.

      A wicked laugh erupts from our left and we look over to find Carlotta Sawyer as she heads this way, a shifty look in her eye.

      Carlotta is my biological mother who abandoned me on the floor of the Honey Hollow Fire Department well over two decades ago and has recently come into my life. This B&B isn’t hers. It belongs to Miranda Lemon, the woman who raised me and whom I still call Mom to this day. Miranda, Mom, is as spicy as she is sweet and has an affinity for wanting the best for me.

      Carlotta, on the other hand, is ornery, and wily, and has an affinity for booze and men. We share the same caramel-colored hair and hazel eyes, but she has more gray strays in her mane these days than she does otherwise. She also has crow’s feet, marionette lines, and a cutting sense of humor—all of which serve as harbingers as to what the future might bring for me if I lean too heavily on impulsive day drinking.

      “Guess what, Keels?” Carlotta elbows her niece. Yes, Keelie and I are cousins as well. “Lot came home from the bakery last night with her sweater inside out.”

      “Lottie Lemon!” Keelie belts out a husky laugh and her belly shakes along with it. Keelie is tall, blonde, and her belly just so happens to be the size of a bona fide beach ball. Both she and my sister Lainey are about to pop out little ones next month, and I couldn’t be more elated and anxious to welcome two sweet little angels into this world just as soon as they want to get here. “Have you been getting naughty in the bakery?”

      “What? No.” I steal a glimpse in the direction Everett went in. “And would you shush? He’s actually here at the B&B with his sister Meghan.” Not only will there be fireworks tonight at Honey Lake, but my mother and her wily publisher have arranged for a local authors signing to take place there this afternoon. “Apparently, Everett’s sister is a huge fan of Tallulah Velvet.” I wrinkle my nose because my black-haired, blue-eyed god is nowhere to be seen at the moment.

      Carlotta huffs, “You might be foolin’ Keelie Nell because she’s got a mini monster eating away at her brain cells, but you’re not fooling me. You and that hottie naughty judge were heating things up in the bakery kitchen, weren’t you?”

      “No, Carlotta, we were not.” My cheeks heat a thousand degrees just reliving the naughty scene. “I dragged him into the office instead.” There. I said it. “And Keelie, feel free to step on Carlotta’s toes for that comment regarding your brain cells. Everyone knows you’re a sharp cookie. You’ve managed the Honey Pot Diner for going on eight years now.”

      Keelie sucks in a quick breath. “Don’t you try to throw smoke and mirrors in my direction, Lottie Lemon. Carlotta isn’t wrong about my brain cell depletion. Everyone knows losing brain cells is just a part of becoming a mother. You’re trying to skirt around the sexy issue at hand. You and Everett are doing the dirty! You’re back together, aren’t you?”

      I bite down on my bottom lip as the lobby fills with bodies, and I quickly scan the crowd for signs of Bizzy and her friends, but I don’t see any.

      “Okay, fine”—my shoulders bounce with excitement—“we’re back together.”

      Both Carlotta and Keelie let out a whoop so loud and shrill you’d think I’d just won the lusty lottery. And in a way I did.

      Keelie’s joy quickly morphs to something much more somber.

      “Lottie”—she leans in—“did you really choose Everett over Noah?”

      “No, no. I mean, yes.” My hands fly to my ears. “I mean, I was trying to make a decision between the two of them and Noah said to be with Everett. He wanted to return the favor that Everett gave him. Anyway, it’s confusing. Bottom line—I didn’t listen to Noah. I listened to my heart. Everett is the only man I should be with seeing that he’s my husband. I mean, sure, our marriage was simply a business transaction so he could keep his inheritance, but somehow it still makes sense.” A visual of the two of us entwined in one another’s arms flits through my mind. “It’s the right move. He’s the right move.” I grow weak in the knees. “And his night moves aren’t so bad either.”

      Carlotta twists her lips. “So, are you simply making a pit stop with Mister Sexy while you make up your mind between the two of them?”

      “No,” I give a weak protest. “I mean, I don’t know. I don’t think so. All I know is, I’m really, really happy.” A spear of heat bisects my stomach and assures me of this.

      My mother, Miranda Lemon, the mother who raised me, runs up.

      “Girls!” she trills as she reaches for a tote bag on the floor next to her. “Can you believe the turnout? I just knew when I gave my rights away to Wiley Rose Publishing, Wiley Fox would do right by me.”

      “Gave your rights away?” Keelie makes a face. “You mean your book rights.”

      “She means her rights,” I correct. After my father died, my mother’s track record with men was all losers and boozers, and unfortunately for her, Wiley falls into both of those inglorious categories.

      “Girls, please.” Mom waves me off. “He said he was going to turn me into a star. And now look at all of these women just fighting to get into the conservatory for the authors’ mingle. This is just a taste of what they’ll be getting at Honey Lake in just a few hours. The man is pure brilliance, I tell you.”

      Miranda Lemon is a creamy-haired blonde whose tresses touch her shoulders, there’s a touch of mischief to her in general—a side she’s wildly explored since my father died—and as of late, she’s tried her hand at spinning a naughty yarn.

      Her romance novel, Reckless Fear, just hit shelves last week, and in honor of her book, Wiley Rose Publishing is hosting an author signing at the lake today. Wiley, as in Wiley Fox, my mother’s latest, not greatest, acquisition in the boyfriend department, is Noah Fox’s father. Noah and I dated, and well, things never seemed to work out for us. Technically, he’s still my boyfriend. I think. Oh heck, I don’t know what to think about Noah anymore, and it just breaks my heart. Anyway, his father is a rat who faked his own death and makes a regular sport of stealing off with the fortunes of unsuspecting widows. But now he’s back from the dead and ready and willing to bilk my mother, who has unwisely signed the rights of her book away to the devil himself.

      I’m about to say something snippy about the fact Wiley has suckered an entire glut of unsuspecting women into his latest scheme when a tall redhead with long, wavy hair, eyes the color of dark coffee, and lips painted a shocking shade of fuchsia steps up to the counter.

      “Ambrosia!” my mother practically shrieks out the woman’s name. “Oh my God, it’s really you!” Mom wastes no time physically accosting the woman. “Ambrosia, this is my daughter Lottie, her other mother Carlotta, and her dear friend Keelie. Thank you so much for coming out today. I have your room all ready for you. And once we’re done with the signing down at the lake, we can get right to discussing co-authoring that book together.”

      “Co-what?” The woman looks slightly stunned by my mother’s rather aggressive announcement.

      A rail-thin blonde with an easy smile pops up in our midst and gives a little wave.

      “Jessie Lane here,” she snips. “I’m the coordinator for most of the author events in Vermont. Wiley enlisted me to help out.” She lifts her brows. “Who do I see about moving the boxes full of books to the lake?”

      There’s a serious demeanor about her, but I suppose if she’s got an entire legion of authors to wrangle, she’d have to have several serious bones in her body.

      Mom raises a hand. “That would be my boyfriend, Wiley. He’s the genius that put this whole thing together. Who knew there were so many hungry romance fans in Vermont?”

      “Me!” A bright clap of light ignites as the ghost of Greer Giles appears among us. Greer is a girl in her twenties, or rather was in her twenties when she was murdered last year. She’s been camping out at the B&B with a ghostly boyfriend of her own and the little girl—ghoul—they adopted. “Oh, Lottie, I’ve read every single one of Ambrosia Whispers’ books. I can’t believe she’s staying right here at the inn where I’ll get to personally haunt her. Oh, the scares I have planned for that woman. She won’t soon forget me. In fact, I bet I’ll end up in one of her books!”

      My mother, the redheaded Ambrosia, and thin blonde Jessie all head off for the conservatory as Greer floats alongside them.

      The crowd parts and up steps another handsome man with a dark head of hair with just a touch of copper in it, verdant green eyes that look as if they’re holding all the grief in the world locked in them, and an adorable set of dimples that dip in and out regardless of whether or not their owner is harboring a smile.

      “Lottie.”

      “Noah.” And just like that, the high I’ve been on for the past few days blows apart and I’m sent hurtling right back to Earth.

      Noah Corbin Fox and I dated off and on for almost two years now. We were going hot and heavy right up until that wife he forgot to mention showed up. It was all a big mess. Noah never meant to hurt me. They were all but divorced. And that’s when his old stepbrother Everett stepped up to the heart-shaped plate and I dated him for a brief moment in time—and now once again.

      It’s been drama city ever since, and last we left it, Noah suggested I give this thing with Everett another whirl. And I can see it in his eyes that he deeply regrets it. But we both know it was inevitable. Everett himself was the one who told me to go back to Noah way back when and finish off what we started, and maybe have our happily ever after, but my feelings for Everett never waned. And either in a fit of machismo, keeping up with the testosterone-laden Joneses, or whatever you want to call it, Noah reversed the tables. But in the end, it was my heart that made the decision. After all, Everett is my husband. I sigh just thinking about that matrimonial fact.

      “What are you doing here?” I make my way around the counter and pull him in for a warm embrace. It’s not that I’ve been avoiding Noah ever since I made the decision to fully give my relationship with Everett another go. It’s just that—well, okay, fine. I’ve been avoiding Noah.

      He takes a deep breath and his blazer pulls back enough for me to see the leather strap of his gun holster. Noah is the lead homicide detective down at the Ashford County Sheriff’s Department, and seeing that I’ve become embroiled in more than my fair share of homicides, we’ve worked closely together—both in and out of the bedroom.

      “My mother.” He shrugs as he warms my back with his hands. “She’s a big fan of some author who’s here. Ambrosia something or other.”

      Carlotta sucks in a violent breath. “Ambrosia Whispers? You just missed her. Who knew good old Suze was a closet romance junkie? Well, there you have it. Even a battle-ax like that needs to take the edge off once in a while.”

      Carlotta’s not wrong about the battle-ax part. Suzanna Fox is a peach, or a pill— take your pick, but she’s most likely both.

      Noah tips his head back as his hold on me stiffens, and I turn and follow his gaze until I’m looking right into a pair of cobalt eyes that have the power to make me jump out of my skin at the sight of them—in the very best way. Suffice it to say, making women jump out of their skin has been their specialty since about the time he hit puberty.

      “Everett!” I squeak, evicting myself from Noah’s embrace as I do an odd little hop.

      His lips twitch with satisfaction, and for reasons unknown, it’s taking far more control than I have not to give that dark scruff on his cheeks a quick scratch.

      “Lemon.” He wraps his arms around me and lands a smooth kiss to my lips right here in the open, and as much as a tiny part of me demands to protest, the rest of me breathes a sigh of relief. Everett has only ever called me by my surname, and I’ve secretly relished it each and every time.

      Everett takes a quick step away, and soon Evie, Everly—the daughter Everett had with a socialite who quickly became his most ardent stalker—steps up.

      “Hey, Mom!” She gives me a quick embrace. Evie is the spitting image of her daddy with long flowing raven black hair, daring blue eyes, and a devilish gleam that certainly means trouble. She’s drop-dead gorgeous, looks all of twenty-one, but is merely fifteen. She’s already giving her daddy and me reasons to sponsor an ulcer, what with her two boyfriends, not to mention her penchant for running from teen party to teen party no matter how much we forbid it.

      Evie is a bit of a wild child, and I blame the fact her biological mother, Cressida Bentley, kept her hidden from the world—more specifically from Everett—at some snooty boarding school up until a couple of months ago. But now, Everett has full custody, I’ve stepped in as her mother, and Everett and I are working as a unified front to undo the damage Cressida caused.

      Evie touches her fingers to her lips once she spots the depressed detective behind me.

      “Oh, Uncle Noah, I’m so sorry you have to see this.” She gives her father the side-eye as if she means it. And if she does mean to disparage Everett for his public display of affection, it would be odd considering the fact Evie was heavily campaigning to get us back to together. “But don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll meet a nice young lady anxious to start a family with you asap. The entire conservatory is teeming with women hopped up on enough hormones to bring on a baby explosion that will make the boomers look like the DNA crumbs left over from humanity’s sandwich.” She links her arm to mine. Evie is just a smidge taller than me and it’s unnerving to look up at that girl I’m ready to reprimand. “Mom and Dad are working to give me a little brother or sister. Personally, I’m rooting for one of each. Do twins run in our family?” She blinks those long lashes at me, and before either Everett or I can dispel any baby rumors, an all too familiar face appears in the crowd.

      “Bizzy Baker!” I cry out and lunge at my dear friend.

      A few months back, Everett, Noah, Carlotta, and I went to Cider Cove for a little R&R and got waylaid with a murder investigation while we were there. It turns out, not only is Bizzy an amateur sleuth just like me, but she’s also transmundane—just like me as well.

      It’s true. Both Bizzy and I harbor a supernatural quirk that can’t be denied. I happen to be further classified as supersensual, meaning I can see the dead. And Bizzy is further classified as telesensual, meaning she can read minds.

      Believe me, it makes me edgy to know that every last errant thought I’m having is suspect to Bizzy’s busy mind, but I know that she can’t help prying into my thoughts no more than I can help seeing the ghosts of the dearly departed. But I don’t just see any willy-nilly ghost. Aside from the crew that haunts my mother’s B&B, I rarely see any, unless, of course, there’s murder afoot. It used to be that seeing one of those fantastic phantasms meant that the person they came back to visit was merely going to have a very bad day, but as of late, it almost certainly means a homicide is on its way. Typically, I see dearly beloved pets that have returned from the other side of the rainbow divide, but I see once-upon-a-humans now and again, too. Best of all, my grandma Nell and my adoptive father Joseph Lemon have paid me a few heartfelt visits. I’ve never been so happy to be supernaturally cursed or blessed—take your pick—than I have been when I’ve seen their beautiful ghostly faces.

      Bizzy pulls back with a laugh caught in her mouth. “Lottie Lemon! I can’t believe we’re back in the same state, yours this time.” Bizzy has long dark hair and icy blue eyes. She looks as if she could be Evie’s mother far more than I could, but at the moment, Bizzy is engaged to a hunky homicide detective from Maine, Jasper Wilder, and they’ve yet to procreate.

      A sharp bark comes from our right and I look down to see a medium-sized dog, white with red freckles strewn all over him, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Sherlock Bones!” His name bursts from me with marked enthusiasm. Alongside him, I spot Jasper Wilder with his dark hair and silver eyes.

      Next to him stand two women. The older one is wearing a red, white, and blue kaftan while holding a black and white tabby. That would be Georgie Conner, the quirky artist that lives at the Country Cottage Inn that Bizzy manages, and the sweet cat is Fish, Bizzy’s fur baby.

      The younger one is about my age or a little older, early thirties perhaps, with a blonde bob and a mischievous smile budding on her lips, and that would be Macy Baker, Bizzy’s older much more lust-driven sister who has already made it clear she’s coming to Honey Hollow in hopes to find herself a man. She’s specifically pinned Noah’s look-alike brother Alex as her primary target. She let me know so much when we left Cider Cove a few months back.

      “Georgie! Macy! Fish!” I howl as the entire lot of us breaks into one big group hug. “Jasper.” I laugh as I see him buddying up to both Noah and Everett. “Welcome to my mother’s B&B!”

      Evie wastes no time in taking both Sherlock and Fish from them and heads for the courtyard, while Georgie gifts Carlotta a matching red, white, and blue kaftan and they get right to scheming.

      Georgie has a wild mane of scraggly gray hair, a bright red painted smile, and a dangerous twinkle in her lavender eyes.

      She leans toward my wily bio mother. “I hear my favorite romance author, Ambrosia Whispers, is staying right here at this haunted B&B with me! First ghosts, and now the very presence of the woman who pens stories with more spice than nice? Life cannot get better, Carlotta. You might just regret inviting me to your neck of Vermont. I may never leave.”

      The two of them head for the conservatory where a gaggle of bodies swarm in hopes to catch a glimpse of the writers that have congregated in there.

      Everett, Noah, and Jasper have huddled together and seem to be carrying on a lively conversation that’s peppered with intermittent bursts of laughter and, believe me, it lifts my spirits to hear Noah laugh. The last thing I wanted to do was crush him.

      “Come here, you two.” I pull both Bizzy and her sister Macy to the reception counter with me as we face my not-so-amused best friend. “Keelie, this is Bizzy and Macy Baker. They’re spending the next two weeks right here in Honey Hollow.”

      Keelie glowers at the two women before her.

      “Hello, ladies.” She forces a tight smile. “Bizzy”—she wastes no time to needle her with jealousy—“Lottie has told me all about the fact the two of you are fast friends. I bet you didn’t know that Lottie and Everett have gotten back together now, did you?” She sheds a smug smile. “No, I didn’t think so. Why, you might ask? Because it’s information only a true best friend would be privy to.” She waddles from behind the counter. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I hear there’s a group of romance authors congregating in the conservatory who can give me a pointer or two on how to navigate the last sexy mile of this nine-month fiasco.” Keelie takes off and Macy grips me by the arm.

      “Tell me now if Noah Fox is single and ready to mingle.”

      No, not Noah!

      I cringe because I happen to know Bizzy was privy to that intimate musing.

      Bizzy gently removes Macy’s death grip from my arm. “Down, girl. Noah Fox is still very much off-limits. You’re here for his brother, remember?”

      I shrug over at Macy. “The good news is, you’ll get to meet him in just a couple hours down at Honey Lake.”

      Macy hops on her toes before declaring she needs to retouch, recolor, and redress as she takes the key to her room and zooms up the stairs.

      “Bizzy”—I say as I pull her in close by the arm—“I have so much to tell you.”

      “I’ll say. So you’re happy with Everett?”

      “More than happy.” A swirl of heat dances through me as the words leave my lips. “You know we’re married and we need to be until at least December, even though it was more or less a business arrangement so he could get the rest of his inheritance. And we share Evie. Everett and I just seem to make a lot of sense.” A part of me wanted to tack on the words right now because my heart still has very real feelings for Noah, but I resist the urge.

      The sound of animalistic grunting comes from somewhere near our feet, and I look down to see the cutest little baby piglet I’ve ever seen in my life.

      “You have got to be kidding me.” I bend over and give the sweet little thing a scratch on her forehead. “My mother is going to scream if she sees you in here.” I straighten to look at Bizzy. “I’m telling you just about everyone has come out to see these authors—and their cute pudgy piggies, too.”

      Dear God, no.

      Bizzy’s eyes grow large. “Lottie, I don’t see any cute pudgy piggies.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “You mean?”

      She gives a single nod. “You might just be seeing a precursor to murder.”
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      Honey Lake gleams like the cerulean jewel it is on this toasty Fourth of July. It’s late afternoon, and I’ve just finished putting out over a dozen flag cakes underneath the dessert tent for the entire town of Honey Hollow to enjoy.

      An entire gaggle of local authors stand under a tent dedicated for their signing as they zip around, making last-minute adjustments to their display tables. I spot Ambrosia Whispers with her red gleaming hair, along with a woman dressed in a red sequin dress that hugs her every curve. The woman has blue streaks in her hair and large rhinestone earrings that glisten in the sun like floodlights. She and Ambrosia seem to be having a rather heated conversation at the moment.

      But before I can process another thought, Everett steals me away and ducks us behind my bakery van that sits next to the tent in question.

      Everett wraps his strong arms around me and bears into me with those cobalt blue flames that have me melting like candle wax. There is a very real reason baristas the world over have uniformly written the words Mr. Sexy on his coffee cups. He’s just that, Mr. Sexy. Before Everett and I met, and perhaps right in the very beginning, Everett was a world-class womanizer. In fact, he’s bedded so many women it’s a shocker he doesn’t have more surprise children crawling out of the woodwork.

      He leans in. “I’ve been waiting all day to give you something.”

      I bite down on a playful smile. “If it’s a kiss, you’ve already gifted me one back at the B&B.”

      “Not like this.” Everett lands his mouth over mine, and every last cell in my body responds with a firework explosion of its own. There has always been something animalistic between Everett and me. Something visceral that could never be denied. And despite his rough and rugged demeanor, he is very much all about putting my needs first and making me the center of his world whenever we’re together. And boy, does he ever put my needs first in the most spectacular way.

      He pulls back with his lids hooded dangerously low. “I can park the van for you if you like.”

      “I would love that. I have so many cakes to cut and serve. And I don’t know what I was thinking not bringing cupcakes.”

      His eyes sparkle with a smile of their own. “Are you having fun with Bizzy?”

      “Are you kidding? I’m in heaven. Is it horrible that I wish their inn would burn down and they would all have to move to Honey Hollow forever?”

      A rumble of a laugh lives and dies in his chest.

      “Lemon.”

      “I know. It’s not nice to have disaster fantasies about other people’s lives. How’s Jasper? I heard he’s itching to get out on your new boat.”

      “Our new boat,” Everett counters as he gives my waist a squeeze. “And we’re making plans for some time this week.”

      “Sounds wonderful.” My mouth opens again, but I don’t have it in me to breathe the words that have been circling my mind.

      Everett nods. “Noah’s okay. He told me to tell you so. He’s with his mother and keeping a loose eye on Alex right now just to make sure things with Macy don’t go sideways.”

      “Oh, they will,” I assure him. “Macy has plans to go every which way with that boy.” Although Alex is no boy. He’s a finance guy just a smidge younger than Noah—early thirties—and he’s been in Honey Hollow for almost a year now causing a scene with his shocking good looks and ability to break a girl’s heart in a single bound.

      Someone calls my name from afar, and I tick my head that way.

      Everett jingles the keys to the bakery van in his hand. “I’ll get this monster off the lawn.”

      “And I’d better get back out there,” I whisper. “Oh, before I forget—I may have seen a little cute piglet who is no longer among the living, but don’t you worry, Everett. I’m staying out of trouble,” I say as I head back toward the crowd.

      “Lemon?” Everett’s eyes widen with worry, and I blow him a kiss.

      Outside of Carlotta, who actually shares my ability to see the dead, Noah and Everett are apprised of not only the fact I can do it, but what it means as well. And it almost always means murder. Of course Bizzy, Jasper, and Georgie are in the know. It’s a little unnerving widening the pool of people I need to trust with my secret, but I’m confident my secret is safe with this crew.

      I head back into the thick summer crowds in their half-dressed state as the patriotic festivities ensue around me. Colorful buntings decorate the booths that are set out, and the scent of the barbecues dotted around the lake enlivens my senses with fresh grilled hot dogs and sweet corn.

      I spot Bizzy standing with Carlotta and Georgie underneath the tent Wiley erected to keep the bevy of local romance authors from getting scorched by the sun. Bizzy has a wide-brimmed sunhat on and a white crocheted cover-up wrapped around her waist, while both Carlotta and Georgie have donned their star spangled kaftans.

      “The transformation into the Bobbsey Twins is officially complete,” I say as I come up on them.

      Carlotta is quick to wave me off. “Don’t pay her any mind, Georgie. All sorts of crazy things have been popping out of her mouth ever since she did the boyfriend switcheroo.”

      “I say good on you, girl.” Georgie gives a hard thumbs-up my way. “Just because you’ve got two muscle cars doesn’t mean you have to keep riding the same old, same old. Once in a while you need to alternate and take the judicial hot rod around the block before his batteries die out. You did the right thing, sister.”

      Sherlock Bones, the cute freckled dog, lets out a bark as if agreeing with her.

      Bizzy can’t help but laugh. “Sherlock says muscle cars are the best.” She gives a wink my way. Bizzy has the uncanny ability to read the animal mind, too, and I give the cute little pup a quick pat for his innocent thoughts.

      “Hey, Lottie?” Georgie catches my attention once again. “Carlotta says there’s the ghost of a cute little baby piglet oinking his way around the shoreline. Do you know anything about this? It’s not that same piggy poltergeist you saw back in Cider Cove, is it?”

      I shake my head. “No, this is a different one. Although it is an odd coincidence.” I glance to Bizzy. “And I haven’t had a chance to speak with him or her yet.” It’s true. About a year ago, my powers began to grow, and not only could I see the dead, but they garnered the ability to move things in the material world. Then they began to speak—thankfully in a language I can understand—and as of late they’ve garnered the ability to eat. Don’t ask me where it goes, or why, but every ghost that’s had the ability to wolf down a stack or two of my pancakes has been more than grateful to the gifts my strange abilities have afforded them.

      “Well, I know if it’s a him or a her.” Carlotta cinches a tote bag over her shoulder that reads Reckless Fear and next to it my mother’s moniker, Mirandy Lemonade. Beneath it is written stories sizzling with sin. I can’t help but make a face. A part of me doesn’t want to admit that Wiley Fox just might be a good publisher for my mother after all. But with all the rabid romance fans lining up under the signing tent, the great advertising for my mother’s books, I guess it’s hard to deny.

      Carlotta sniffs with a smidge of pride. “The portly piggy is a bossy little girl named Bingo, and she’s got the longest eyelashes you ever did see. Why is it men and pigs always end up with great lashes? What did women ever do to get the short end of the hairy-eyed stick? Aren’t we the ones that give birth? Are we the ones that have to put up with men and pigs alike?”

      “Yeah!” a woman calls out from somewhere in the tent. “Men are pigs!”

      “Good grief,” I say. “Keep it down, Carlotta. Men are not pigs. You’re about to incite a gender riot.”

      Bizzy wrinkles her nose. “You would think romance readers would love men.”

      Georgie pushes up the sleeves of her holiday-inspired kaftan.

      “Not this one.” She hitches her head toward the literary battlefield at hand. “Just because I read about swoon-worthy men doesn’t mean I want to share the remote with them. Come on, girls.” She passes a matching Mirandy Lemonade tote bag to both Bizzy and me. “Let’s load up these bags with books the way the good Lord intended and find us the perfect man in the process—one who can be contained within the pages of a steamy read.”

      We head on into the tent, where a long line of authors sits behind a series of tables stacked with books featuring saucy-looking covers.

      Mom has positioned herself primarily right next to Ambrosia Whispers who happens to have a line fifty-deep filled with women just dying to get her autograph. And in contrast, Mom doesn’t have a single soul standing in front of her, not even that Wiley Fox who got her into this erotic debacle to begin with.

      Carlotta and Georgie make Ambrosia’s line that much longer, while Bizzy and I head off to put my poor mother out of her misery.

      “Oh, Lottie,” Mom wails as she spikes to her feet. “This is a disaster.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I say. “What can I do?”

      “I’ll help, too,” Bizzy offers. I introduced my mother to Bizzy and the rest of her new guests back at the inn.

      Mom shakes her buttery curls. “That’s very nice of you girls, but there’s nothing either of you can do. I’m a louse of a writer. I’m nothing but a fake. I haven’t sold a single book since I’ve arrived. Not one person is interested in Reckless Fear.”

      Bizzy quickly plops down a ten-dollar bill onto the table. “Congratulations, Miranda. You’ve just made your first sale of the day.”

      “No.” Mom shakes her head. “That’s very kind of you, but I can’t take money from people I know.” She quickly pulls forth a book and proceeds to sign the interior. “Here.” She hands the book to Bizzy. “Consider it a gift from me to you.”

      “Mother.” I frown over at the diminished book pile next to her. I caught a glimpse of the tower of books that were there when we arrived. “You haven’t been giving your books away, have you?”

      “Of course, I have, Lottie. Like I said, I can’t take money from people I know.”

      “Mom, if I had that same philosophy, I’d be broke. We both know just about every soul in Honey Hollow. Of course, you can take money from people you know. You’re running a business, not a charity.”

      “Oh, pish posh.” She waves me off. “I haven’t had a single stranger, a single real potential buyer come forward and so much as ask a question about my novel. And just so you know, Wiley says it’s a good thing to gift your book to friends and family. Once they fall in love with it, they’ll tell ten friends and so on. It’s the only way to go virus these days, Lottie. Everyone knows that.” She hugs herself as she sniffs the air, and I don’t have the heart to correct her use of the word virus versus viral.

      An uproar erupts at the table next to us as the line to see Ambrosia Whispers disassembles, and there’s a mad rush as women begin to mob her. Women of all ages begin to grab for her books, and there’s even a man in a fedora eyeing the ruckus. The cagey redhead pops up like a cork in the middle of the madness, and soon Wiley runs over and pulls a megaphone to his mouth.

      “Attention, attention!” he bellows, looking eerily like Noah’s twin. Actually, both Noah and his brother Alex look like carbon copies of their father, same black hair, green eyes, and dimples for days. “The authors are taking a well-deserved thirty-minute break. Please enjoy the coffee and the desserts in the next tent over and come back for more stories that sizzle!”

      I glower over at him without meaning to. Okay, I meant it.

      Bizzy leans in. “My God, he looks exactly like Noah.”

      I nod. “Just an older version. At least we know Noah ages well.” But then, I never doubted he would.

      Wiley crops up next to us. “Ladies.” He nods our way, and I quickly introduce him to Bizzy.

      “It’s a pleasure to have you here.” A smarmy smile takes over his face. “I see you have a copy of Reckless Fear. We hope you enjoy it. Look for the sequel coming next fall, Reckless Mattresses.”

      My lips part, and just as I’m about to ask my mother about her squeaky sequel, Ambrosia Whispers pops up with the thin blonde I met back at the inn, Jessie Lane the coordinator. And next to Jessie is another girl, too, who looks more like a throwback to the eighties with her wildly teased mane—mostly long dark hair, but on either side of her face, there are thick hot pink streaks that match that caustic hue on her lips. She’s got an elastic smile and rows of pearly white teeth that take over her face.

      “Jackie Hart—stories with Hart.” She shakes my mother’s hand. “Quite an event you’re putting on here today, Mirandy. We have a local romance writers meet-up every now and again. You’ll have to swing by.”

      Mom claps. “Let’s do it soon! I own the B&B. We can have a meeting at the end of the month in my conservatory. I’m just dying to be a part of your community. I’d like to get to know all of your tips and tricks to selling books. I haven’t sold a single copy yet today.”

      “Don’t worry, Mirandy.” Jessie gives a commiserating laugh. “We still have plenty of time left. And the meet-up at the inn sounds fabulous. I’ll coordinate with you, and I’ll make sure to invite all the local authors. Expect between thirty to fifty.”

      “Oh, it sounds great.” Mom oozes with relief as if this were the exact stepping-stone she were looking for, and it might be.

      “Mirandy.” Ambrosia leans her way. It’s a bit unnerving to hear them all reference my mother by her pseudonym, but I suppose they’re all using theirs as well. “The first step in selling like hotcakes is getting a top cover model to grace your cover.” She points to Bizzy’s copy and Bizzy holds out the book. “See that? Rose petals falling on a simple white background? That’s not going to attract a lot of attention. What you need is some serious beefcake. I’m talking a real hottie with a bare chest.”

      Both Jackie and Jessie nod furtively as if it were a must.

      Mom grunts over to Wiley, “It looks like it’s back to the drawing board.”

      Jessie lifts a finger. “I can help you with that. In fact, I’ll be by the inn tomorrow to pick up the things I left in the conservatory. I can share the names of some top photographers with you.”

      Mom’s face brightens. “You know, I’ve got a camera.”

      Wiley says something in response, but my attention is hijacked by a rather lumbering little piglet who just bounced her ghostly self through three different people.

      Oh dear God, we’re staring right down the barrel of a cloven-hoofed homicide! I’d better text Noah and Everett. Although, Everett’s most likely already spilled the homicidal beans to Noah.

      Bizzy gasps as her eyes hook to mine and I nod, affirming my thoughts.

      Jackie Hart, the author with Hart, leans in, and her sugary perfume suddenly hits me and cuts off my oxygen supply.

      “Ambrosia, why don’t you share some of your tips and tricks with Mirandy Lemonade?” She gives a wink Ambrosia’s way.

      Why do I get the feeling that woman somehow just slighted my mother?

      Jessie huffs, “Sorry, Mirandy. That vault has been on lockdown for years.” She gives Ambrosia an icy look. “There are just some industry secrets that authors are willing to take to the grave with them.” She sniffs hard as she looks to Jackie. “You have a few yourself, Jackie, haven’t you?” A moment of thick silence slices by. “Excuse me. I hear there’s flag cake for dessert. I hope the berries are fresh.”

      “Oh, they are!” I call out after her. “Grown locally and organic!” But I doubt she heard. The festering crowd has swallowed her whole. Honey Lake is a hot spot this time of year in general, but it seems as if all Vermont heads this way on the Fourth.

      Jackie rolls her eyes, her pink streaks lifting in the breeze as light as cotton candy. “Leave it to Jessie to stir the pot.” She glowers over at Ambrosia for a moment. “I hear His Ardent Wishes spent three weeks on all the best-seller lists. I guess congratulations would be in order. But you won’t get them from me.” She stalks off into the swell of bodies and leaves the rest of us with our mouths agape.

      Ambrosia waves it off. “And that’s what happens when you hit it big, Mirandy. You need to watch your back, because the one who smiles at you one moment will be the one who stabs you in the back the next.” She glances around. “But I don’t have time to worry about that. The only thing I want to worry about is writing my next bestseller. Excuse me. I’m anxious to try those delicious desserts.”

      She takes off and my mother quickly pulls Wiley to the side and begins brainstorming ways to land naked hot men on her cover.

      I nod to Bizzy. “I think this is our cue to find our own hot men.”

      “With temps nearing triple digits, every man here qualifies as hot.” She shudders as we make our way out of the tent. “Lottie, I think we need to find the killer before the killer finds their victim.” Something to the left catches her eye. “Speaking of hot men.”

      We head over to the lawn just outside of the white sandy beach that surrounds the lake to talk to Noah, Everett, and Jasper about our concerns, but the consensus is that there’s not much we can do. Noah calls in for extra security for the event without trying to sound too cryptic.

      The sun begins to set, and everyone is noshing on a slice of flag cake with its creamy whipped topping and fresh berries set in the pattern of the American flag. Almost everyone has gone back for thirds, and there’s nothing more that pleases a baker than that.

      A tangerine glow fills the sky as dusk sets over Honey Hollow and the landscape takes on a dreamy magical appeal.

      Noah nods over to Everett and me.

      “Do you two mind if we have a quick word?”

      My stomach cinches. A part of me insists I run, but I agree instead as Everett and I follow Noah over a few steps near the woods that line the north end of the lake.

      Noah takes a breath, and his dimples invert as he looks to the two of us. His chest expands, and if I’m not mistaken, it looks as if he’s having a hard time getting his words out.

      Everett clears his throat. “I’d like to say something if you don’t mind.”

      Noah nods for him to proceed and looks a little relieved.

      “Noah”—Everett’s chest expands—“I know things haven’t been easy for either of us, but I want you to know that it stretched me more than I wanted when I suggested to Lemon that she see where things could go between the two of you. I just want to thank you for returning the favor.”

      Noah gives a curt nod. “You’re welcome, but I think it should be noted it was merely a suggestion. Lottie wanted to do this. She’s not with you because I asked her to be. She’s with you because she wants to be.” His expression softens as he looks to me. “Just know I’m here, Lot. I’m not going anywhere. The two of you are married, so it makes sense that you’re together. But I want you to know I’m not a closed door, not unless you close it.”

      I clear my throat. “Duly noted.” I take up his hand. “Noah, I’m not in this to hurt either one of you. I just want everything to be okay between us.” Tears blur my vision, and I do my best to blink them away.

      “It is.” He gives my fingers a quick squeeze. “In fact, I expect us to get right back to sharing pizzas at Mangias without missing a beat.” He gives a slight wink, but I can see a patina of hurt in his eyes. He looks to Everett. “Have fun while it lasts.” He takes off and I hold my breath a moment.

      “Wow, those sounded like fighting words,” I whisper mostly to myself.

      “Don’t worry, Lemon.” Everett wraps his arms around me. “I’m used to his vitriol. Noah’s never been good about coming up empty.” He shakes his head in the direction Noah took off in. “I’d better get the guy a beer. How about I meet you down at the lawn in two minutes?”

      “That sounds perfect. I’ll get us all another slice of cake.”

      We split up, and I head off to the dessert tent just as the first firework of the night detonates over the sky. I look up to see a colossal display of fiery glory, a giant white flower with red stars shooting out from the top while “America the Beautiful” blares from the speakers set up at the base of the lake.

      A sharp scream erupts from my left, and I glance that way just as Bizzy runs up.

      “Did you hear that?” she pants out the words while squinting into the darkness.

      Another scream erupts, and we dash in that direction, only to find Georgie Conner howling at the sky with her hands covered in dark sanguine liquid.

      “Georgie?” Bizzy takes a staggering step forward. “What’s the mat—”

      Before she can finish her sentence, we both spot exactly what’s the matter at once.

      Sprawled on the lawn lies a motionless redheaded woman with a long-handled knife plunged into her back, and a slice of flag cake sits next to her hand.

      Ambrosia Whispers won’t have to worry about writing another bestseller.

      Ambrosia Whispers is dead.
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      In seconds, this stretch of grass, just yards from Honey Lake, where Bizzy and I are standing, is engulfed with sheriff’s deputies, and the grand finale in the sky hasn’t yet begun.

      It turns out, Noah, Everett, and Jasper were on our tails, and Noah called for backup as soon as he spotted the knife.

      Carlotta runs a water bottle over Georgie’s hands while the poor woman continues to wail away.

      “She’s dead!” Georgie thunders. “She’s really dead!”

      Sherlock Bones bounces around in a panic as if he were trying to calm the poor woman himself. Bizzy’s cat, Fish, is at my place with my sweet cats, Pancake and Waffles. For a second, I thought of bringing them along this afternoon, but now that I’m apprised of the murderous turn of events, I’m relieved the cats are home safe, spared of all the gore.

      Evie volunteered to watch over both Sherlock and Toby, Noah’s golden retriever, and they’ve been having a grand time today chasing beach balls up and down the sand.

      Bizzy swipes the bottle from Carlotta’s hand. “We could be washing away evidence!”

      “I don’t care!” Georgie howls as she wipes her hands down on her kaftan. “I can’t have a dead woman’s blood on me!” In one swift moment, she whips off her dress and she’s standing in front of us in a gray bra and day-glow white parachute panties.

      Carlotta balls up the dress and tosses it aside. “Don’t you worry, sister. I won’t let you stand alone!” She whips off her matching kaftan and tosses it aside as well, and now we’ve got another pair of parachute panties glowing in the dark. And I’ll be honest, in this murky light, I can’t decipher whether or not Carlotta has on a bra at all. I’m not going to scrutinize the situation either.

      Jasper comes over. “Georgie, they need a statement from you.”

      “I didn’t see anything!” she howls. “I tried to get the knife out. I’m innocent, I tell you. I can’t go up the river for murder one. Don’t let them take me, Carlotta!”

      Carlotta links arms with her. “Don’t worry, Gray.” Carlotta employs the cheeky nickname she’s given her old buddy. “I’ve got an in with both the homicide detective and the judge. If either of the them gives you grief, I’ll threaten to have my Lot Lot cut them off where it hurts—in the bedroom.”

      Georgie gasps. “Wait a minute. Didn’t she just give the homicide detective the old heave-ho?”

      Carlotta turns and glowers at me. “Way to go, kid. Now my bestie is going to roast.”

      The three of them take off just as my sisters crop up.

      “Bizzy,” I say. “I know it’s not an ideal time, but I’d love for you to meet my sisters. This is Lainey,” I say, pointing to my look-alike with her caramel curls and hazel eyes as she holds her enormous belly. “She’s due next month, along with Keelie. Lainey is older than me by a year. And since we look so much alike, I always surmised my parents were wrong about my adoption.”

      Meg rolls her eyes. “And I’m Meg, a year younger and cooler. I used to be a female wrestler back in Vegas, but I came home to teach the strippers their night moves.” She looks my way. “So who’d you kill this time, Lot?”

      “I didn’t kill anyone.”

      Lainey wrinkles her nose as Georgie continues to howl out her innocence. “Who’d the old hippie kill?”

      Bizzy shakes her head. “Trust me, Georgie wouldn’t hurt a fly. She said she just came upon the body. She’s a bit frazzled at the moment. I’m hoping once she’s settled, she’ll remember something.”

      Lainey moans while gripping her belly.

      “What’s the matter?” I squawk. “Oh God, it’s the baby, isn’t it? You’re about to give birth, aren’t you?”

      “What? No.” She bats me away. “I’m just sad that my sweet child is about to enter a world where killers run amok. It’s terrifying to think about. Just last week, I was worried about the teacher shortage in our local school district, and now I have to worry about a killer running loose in Honey Hollow. This mother thing is no joke.”

      Meg grunts, “I’d better get you home. I’ll stay the night with you since Forest has to work.”

      I turn to Bizzy as they take off. “Forest is Lainey’s husband. In fact, he’s one of the firefighters helping out.”

      I look over at the grisly scene with Ambrosia Whispers lying on the ground with the knife still plunged deep in her back. A coroner’s van pulls up to the lawn and the firefighters are doing their best to cordon off a large area. But a crowd has amassed and people are actually snapping pictures of the poor woman.

      Noah stalks over. “Lottie, Bizzy, did the two of you see anything suspicious at all?”

      “No,” I say. “I didn’t.”

      Bizzy shakes her head. “I just heard Georgie screaming, and then we found her with blood on her hands. I guess she was trying to help the poor woman. If the knife had any prints, I’m sure they’re gone. Georgie mentioned she was trying to pull it out.”

      Noah’s chest expands as he takes a look around. “Keep an eye out for anything suspicious. If you learn anything new, call me.”

      He takes off just as the man in a fedora lumbers his way over with a determined look on his face. He looks pale, curly dark hair peering out from under his hat.

      “Is it true?” He glares past us and a tiny smile curls on his lips. “I guess it’s curtains for Red.” He turns to leave and Bizzy and I exchange a quick look.

      “Excuse me,” I say, catching up to him. “Did you know the deceased?”

      “You could say that.” He takes off into the crowd just as Bizzy meets up with me.

      “Lottie, I read his thoughts. He said that witch had it coming.”

      “What?”

      “He also said something about getting her off his paperwork would be a bear.”

      “Paperwork?”

      Jessie Lane runs up. “Oh my God.” She covers her mouth with horror, her eyes locked over the body. “Oh, I can’t believe this.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m sure you were good friends.”

      “I don’t know how friendly we were. Ambrosia wasn’t about making friends. She was about turning a dollar.” She shudders. “Anyway, I have access to all her social media. I should probably contact her family and then put out a message to her readers. She has a legion of fans.”

      The sound of a woman wailing in the distance picks up, and soon it sounds like a choir of howls and screams as word gets out.

      “Jessie, if you need any help, please let me know. My mother is the one that owns the inn, and I run the bakery in town if you need to reach us.”

      Bizzy nods. “And you know those closest to her. I’m sure you’ll be vital to the investigation.”

      A woman with dark hair and blue highlights catches my eye as she makes her way silently to the edge of the caution tape blocking off the area.

      “Hey, who’s that?” I nod to the woman in question and Jessie turns to look.

      “That’s Tallulah Velvet. Why?”

      “Oh”—I shake my head—“I just saw her having a heated conversation with Ambrosia earlier today. I guess I’ll have to let the homicide detective know.”

      Jessie’s shoulders sag with relief. “That’s right. Tallulah and Ambrosia were having it out. I tried to stop it. I guess things escalated.” She bites down over her lip. “I knew she had it out for her. But to kill her?”

      Someone calls Jessie from behind.

      “I’ll be back. I’m afraid this is going to be an all-nighter for me,” she says as she takes off.

      “Come on,” Bizzy says, leading straight over to the woman with blue hair without hesitation. “I think we should get right to work.”

      “I like how you think,” I whisper.

      The woman with the blue hair turns to leave, and I block her path.

      “I’m sorry.” She waves us off. “I’m not doing any autographs right now. A dear friend has been murdered.” Her lips curl at the tips.

      “Oh no.” I shake my head. “We weren’t looking for autographs. We’re so sorry for your loss. What was your name again?”

      She blinks back, looking insulted that I even had to ask.

      “Tallulah Velvet. I was one of the authors at the signing earlier today. Ambrosia and I have known each other for years.”

      Bizzy takes a breath. “I heard she wasn’t well liked.”

      Tallulah glances to the sky. “Let’s just say Ambrosia had a dark side. But then, don’t we all?” She glances back to the body as the knife gleams under the moonlight. “I have to go.”

      She sinks into the crowd just as the grand finale erupts overhead in a blinding display of lightning quick detonations. One thunderous explosion after the next goes off, so loud and deafening the ground under our feet trembles. It feels as if a war is going on all around us. And with the body lying just a few feet away, it’s proof there have already been casualties.

      Once the fireworks die down, the murmur of the crowd takes over.

      Bizzy leans in. “Lottie, when you gave your condolences to that woman, Tallulah Velvet didn’t reference Ambrosia as a dear friend in her mind. She called her a backstabbing witch. And then finished it off with she got what she deserved.”

      My mouth falls open. “Did you hear anything else?”

      She gives a quick look around. “Jessie said something about damage control. But I think it was business-related.” Her shoulders jump as she looks at something behind me. “Hey, there’s another author we met earlier today.”

      I turn to find Jackie Hart with her heavily teased hair and pink highlights as she stares hard over at Ambrosia’s lifeless body.

      “Any bead on her thoughts?” I keep my voice low, mostly because I don’t want to interrupt the process.

      Bizzy winces over at the woman. “She said—to the backstabber a backstabbing.”

      We watch as Jackie tosses back her hair before diving into the crowd.

      “That was ominous,” I shudder.

      “Somewhere in there is a springboard as to where to begin our investigation.”

      A bright pink aura appears near our feet and I look down to find a spray of stars swirling around the hair of a pot-bellied pig standing at least two feet off the ground.

      “I think another springboard just popped on up and her name is Bingo.”

      The cute piglet oinks our way and I quickly take up Bizzy’s hand. Not long ago, I discovered quite by accident that I act as a conduit for others to hear the dead. Not in a creepy, clairvoyant way, just in your run-of-the-mill old-fashioned telephone game for the dead sort of way.

      “Where’s my little Valerie?” The ghostly piglet sounds prim and proper with a hint of a British accent. “Has she gone to the other side? Has the killer been apprehended?”

      “I’m guessing Valerie is Ambrosia Whispers’ given name,” I say as I bend over and give the surly specter a quick scratch on the head. “I’m Lottie and this is Bizzy. Don’t you worry. With your help, the killer doesn’t stand a chance. Go out and try to listen in on whatever conversations you’re able to listen in on. We’ll do what we can on our end.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I expect answers quickly. I haven’t missed a Sunday buffet in the heavenlies since I crossed over to the great pigpen in the sky. And if that killer thinks I’m missing out on some good eats, they’ve got another thing coming.” She zips off in a blaze of hot pink glory and I straighten to look at Bizzy.

      “Something tells me this will be buttoned up before too long. Everyone knows you don’t get between a girl and her buffet.”

      Bizzy and I glance back at Georgie as she sobs her way through an account of what happened while both Noah and Jasper attempt to comfort her.

      “Let’s hope you’re right, Lottie.” Bizzy sighs. “With Georgie on the suspect list, things just got personal.”
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      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery sits in the heart of Main Street and has every sweet treat you can think of lining its shelves—chocolate croissants, raspberry hand pies, Bavarian cream-filled éclairs, fresh fried glazed crullers, napoleons, fudge brownies, S’mores brownies, cupcakes in just about every flavor with devil’s food cupcakes leading the pack as far as sales go, thumbprint, confetti, snowball, sugar, peanut butter, and chocolate chip cookies, and last, but not least, sheets and sheets of flag cakes. The walls of the bakery are painted butter yellow while the secondhand mix and match furniture is painted in every shade of pastel, and there’s a walkway conjoining us to the Honey Pot Diner next door.

      My grandma Nell once owned both places, and now both places belong to yours truly. The best part about the Honey Pot Diner just so happens to be the giant resin oak tree set in the middle of the restaurant. Its branches expand and crawl over the ceiling of the café portion of my bakery, and each one of those branches is wrapped in twinkle lights, giving off an enchanted feel.

      I came in extra early this morning and baked up fresh Danishes and croissants, enough scones and donuts to make sure all of Honey Hollow was able to have a wonderful start to this summer day. Of course, after that visit Everett paid me last night, I’m set to have a wonderful century. That man is no one-trick pony. He made sure I forgot all about the atrocity down at the lake. Heck, about an hour in, I forgot my own name.

      Bingo popped into the bakery as I was piping cupcakes this morning and she told me all about the farm she was born and raised on in Oklahoma. She also let me know that Valerie, aka Ambrosia, won a blue ribbon with her help in the 4-H section of the county fair. Bingo is a cutie with her pudgy belly, pink hair dappled with gray spots, and a flat velvet nose. I’ve let her in on the fact she’s able to gobble up just about anything she wants, and let’s just say she’s made quick work of all of the leftover flag cakes that I brought back from the festival at Honey Lake.

      Lily Swanson, a brunette cutie, works the register for me up front. Lily and I go way back. The truth is, Lily didn’t quite care for me while we were growing up. She was best friends with Keelie’s wicked twin Naomi back then, and they sort of made a sport of looking down on me for the most part. Okay, so Naomi isn’t quite wicked. But she’s not quite nice either.

      “Hey?” I look to Lily as the morning crowd begins to wane. “How are you and Naomi getting along these days?” They went from best friends to best enemies once they let a man get between them. And it just so happens that the man in question was Alex Fox, Noah’s younger brother. Alex has a knack for seeing more than one lady at a time, and he just so happened to be seeing both Lily and Naomi for a while there. Things ended badly, as expected.

      “I don’t know,” Lily grunts as she swats the counter with a dishrag. “She reached out about the baby shower and placed an order.”

      “Wait, I thought we were still debating on where to host it. Where does she want the order delivered?”

      “It’ll be at the Evergreen Manor. Naomi wants you to work your dark magic and bring something everyone will like—and lots of it. Her words, not mine.”

      “Will do,” I say. “It’s a privilege to get to bake for both my sister and hers. I can’t believe Honey Hollow is going to get two new residents next month.”

      Lily bucks with a silent laugh. “With all these deaths, it’s almost like you’re making room for them. Stop the slaughter, Lottie. I’m onto your murderous ways.”

      A couple of tourists glance in our direction and I quickly pull Lily to the side.

      “Would you keep it down?” I glance to the front of the café where Carlotta and Georgie are enjoying blueberry muffins while chatting it up with Bingo as if it were the most normal thing in the world. Of course, Carlotta has to do a lot of translating. That whole conduit thing seems to be one-off with me.

      Bizzy and Macy stride on in, looking fresh-faced and ready to tackle the second day of their already tumultuous vacation.

      “Good morning, ladies! What can I get for you? Anything and everything is on the house.”

      “Ooh.” Macy tugs at a blonde lock of hair. “I’ll take a chocolate croissant. Alex is meeting me here.” She gives a sly wink my way. “He’s giving me the grand tour of Honey Hollow today.”

      “Alex Fox?” Lily nearly spits his name out. “Be forewarned, that tour will most likely end in his bedroom.”

      Macy gives a husky laugh. “That’s exactly what I’m hoping for. Lottie, make that two chocolate-filled croissants and a large iced latte. It sounds as if I need to get my energy up.”

      Lily averts her eyes. “I’ll get right on it.”

      Macy heads off to take a seat with Carlotta and Georgie and I note that Bingo does a disappearing act. Unlike Georgie and Carlotta, Macy doesn’t know anything about Bizzy’s transmundane status, nor mine.

      Bizzy tips her head. “Just a glazed donut and a regular latte for me. Any news on who could have killed Ambrosia?”

      I shake my head. “Nope. But I did learn that Bingo once won a beauty pageant at the county fair. She makes Valerie, or Ambrosia, sound like a saint.”

      Bizzy shakes her head, a sly smile sending her lips north. “I did a little research. Ambrosia Whispers was a troublemaker with a capital T. Her social media pages are rife with accusations and name-calling. And she has a rabid following. Her fan page is called Ambrosia’s Armed Forces. She has at least fifteen thousand members. She runs giveaways and gives early chapter teasers for her upcoming books. Jessie posted a notice of Ambrosia’s death all over the internet, and there’s a lot of grieving going on there tonight. It looks as if her fans will be holding a vigil soon at Honey Lake.”

      “Ooh.” I perk up at the thought. “They say the killer likes to return to the scene of the crime. Who knows, they might just show up. With your ability to pry into people’s private thoughts, we might just nail this person in no time.”

      “I wish it worked that way. But you never know.”

      Jasper and Everett step into the bakery, and Bizzy is quick to wrap her arms around her fiancé.

      I make my way around the counter and do the same with Everett.

      He’s looking sharp, smells like all things woodsy, and happens to be shooting those heavily lidded bedroom eyes of his my way.

      “Hey, hot stuff.” My teeth graze over my lower lip. “What are you up to?” I give his slick silver tie a quick tug. Judging by his fancy suit, I’d say he was off to do some serious criminal justice, but then I’ve seen Everett dress the same to have pizza, so I can never be sure.

      “I’m headed to the courthouse.” He lands a warm kiss to my lips and my insides sizzle. “But first, I’m dropping Jasper off at the sheriff’s department. I’ll probably pop in and see what Noah’s thoughts are on the case.”

      “I think I’d better send some cookies.” Noah’s favorite chocolate chip cookies have always made him feel better. Here’s hoping their sugarcoated superpowers help heal his heart—at least a little.

      Jasper looks my way. “Bizzy is worried about Georgie. And I get that. But I want to assure you both she’s not really a suspect. In fact, I’m heading down to see if Noah’s cleared her just yet.” He casts those silver peepers Bizzy’s way. “There’s no need to look into anything. I’m sure the sheriff’s department has this under control.”

      Everett lifts a brow. “Lemon? Do you think you can sit this one out?”

      I offer Jasper a sorrowful shake of the head. “I’m sorry. There’s not a chance.”

      Jasper closes his eyes a moment. “In that case, both of you stay safe.” He dots a kiss to Bizzy’s cheek. “Call me.”

      “I will.” She bats her lashes up at him. “And I will stay out of danger. I’ll be with Georgie and Carlotta—and Lottie, too.”

      Jasper sighs. “Why doesn’t that make me feel better?”

      Everett ticks his head. “Because you’ve met all the players.” He takes me by the hand and leads me away a few steps.

      “Lemon, in no way do I want to tell you what to do, but I strongly suggest you stay away from any potential suspects. That woman was brutalized in a violent way. That tells me the killer is impulsive, volatile, and completely unbalanced. You’ve got a little bit of a reputation as a very effective detective.” He nods his head toward Bizzy. “So does she. I’d hate for the two of you to walk around with a target on your backs.”

      I shrug. “If the killer was smart, they’d leave town.”

      “Nine times out of ten you outsmart them, Lemon. But not before you find yourself in a pickle. Be careful.” He leans in a notch, those hypnotic eyes bearing hard into mine. “Evie’s having a sleepover at the house tonight.”

      “Ooh,” I squeal without meaning to. “It sounds as if I’m having a sleepover, too. Are you up for a repeat performance of that acrobatic routine you pulled off last night?”

      “I don’t do repeats. I’m bringing all-new fresh and original material. Be warned, there might be some aeronautics involved. And you won’t believe the landing I’ve got set for you.”

      “You just terrified my girl parts.”

      He dots me with a kiss. “I’ll find a way to make it up to them.”

      I load Everett up with enough cookies to feed the entire force as he and Jasper take off.

      Alex strides in, and for a second I think it’s Noah as he makes a beeline for Macy, so Bizzy and I follow suit.

      “Alex,” I say and he gives me a quick embrace.

      “Lottie Lemon.” His dimples dig in, and I can’t help but note how alarmingly he looks identical to his brother. They’re both knockoffs of that Wiley Fox, but thankfully neither of them is in the business of ripping off widows. “Heard you’re taking a walk on the Baxter side. Good luck to you. Strangely, Noah doesn’t see this as a breakup. How did you manage that?”

      “Please,” Macy says, wrapping her arms around Alex. “When she’s ready to divulge her secrets, I’ll be the first to know.” She rakes her fingers through her hair. “So are you ready to take me to your place?”

      Alex’s lids hood low. “How did you know the tour starts there?”

      “Because we think alike.” She gives a flirtatious bounce of the shoulders. “And I have a feeling I know exactly what you like, how you like it, and for exactly how long.”

      “Goodbye,” Bizzy says, pushing her sister and Alex toward the door. “Try not to populate the planet while you’re at it.”

      “Ooh!” Georgie hops out of her seat. “If you don’t want the kid, give it to me. I’ve been itching to have a do-over in the childrearing department.”

      Macy waves her off as she and Alex take off, lost in one another’s eyes. And if you ask me, it looks like a hazard ready to happen the way they’re ignoring the ground beneath them.

      Carlotta steps in front of me.

      “Well, Lot? Whose first up on the suspect list?”

      “What do you think, Bizzy?” I ask as I look her way.

      Bizzy shrugs. “Jessie Lane knows who’s who in the author world, and she also seemed to know enough about Ambrosia. I think we grill her and get her to tell us everything she knows.”

      I nod. “And if she doesn’t say it out loud, she might just think it.”

      Georgie hoots and hollers. “We make quite the team. We need to think up a snazzy name for our investigative services.”

      Carlotta lifts her chin. “The Supernatural Sleuths?”

      Georgie ticks her head to the side. “I was thinking something more along the lines of Detecting Divas.”

      “Sexy Spies,” Carlotta counters.

      Georgie leans in. “Gorgeous Gumshoes.”

      “Seductive Snoops,” Carlotta shouts, amping up her name game.

      Georgie claps. “Amorous Agents of Justice.”

      Bizzy looks my way. “How soon can we leave?”

      “Give me five minutes.”

      Here’s hoping Jessie Lane has the answers we’re looking for.

      It’s not Bizzy and me with a target on our backs.

      It’s the killer.
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      It wasn’t all that hard to track down Jessie Lane.

      She mentioned yesterday that she was going to run by the inn to pick up her things, as well as help my mother brainstorm about her cover. Although, I don’t know what they have to brainstorm over. Ambrosia made it clear beefcake was the order of the day. All my mother has to do is slap some bare-chested hottie on the cover and she’ll have a hit on her hands—theoretically.

      Since Evie offered to look after our collective menagerie today, Bizzy dropped Fish and Sherlock Bones off at my place before they came over to the bakery. She said they were thrilled to be reunited with Pancake and Waffles. And, of course, Sherlock seems pretty happy to have a little extra canine energy with Toby around, too.

      Bizzy followed me to my mother’s B&B in her rental car, and soon the entire lot of us walk through the foyer of my mother’s happily haunted home and are greeted by the friendly flock of ghosts in question.

      “Greer!” Her name springs from me in a cheery tone as she and her haunted brood float on over. Standing next to her is her ghostly boyfriend, Winslow Decker, their adopted, somewhat frightening, little daughter, Lea, and their pet cat, Thirteen.

      Both Bizzy and Georgie are in the know when it comes to the supernatural state of this haunted hotel, and neither of them seems to mind, most likely because I highlighted the fact Greer and the gang were exceptionally well-disposed.

      I take up both Bizzy’s and Georgie’s hands.

      “Bizzy, Georgie, standing before you is Greer Giles who died just over a year ago, gunshot to the chest. I solved her murder.”

      Greer nods. “Thank you, Lottie.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Georgie bucks. “I heard her! I heard a ghost!” she howls at the top of her lungs and I swear someone in the grand room just broke out into applause.

      I nod. “Greer is a brunette with long dark hair that looks as if it’s holding an entire constellation of onyx stars. She has glowing eyes, and glowing skin, and she’s as sassy as she is gorgeous.”

      Winslow chuckles.

      “And then there’s Winslow Decker.” I offer him a quick wink. “He’s her two-hundred-year-old boyfriend who doesn’t look a day over thirty. He was a pig farmer on the land right over the B&B. He’s a cutie with his dark blond scruff, boyish face, and dimples. Oh, and he dresses about as dapper as a farmer can with a white buttoned-down shirt and spaghetti thin bowtie. His rugged jeans have seen better days, but he wears them well.”

      Greer licks her finger and presses it to his bottom as she makes a sizzling noise.

      “That’s right, ladies.” Greer bumps her hip to his. “This sexy specter is mine all mine.”

      Little Lea raises the blade in her hand. “I’m next, Lottie!” Her voice comes out dark and deep, and those of us who are still living shudder.

      “That’s Lea,” I say. “She’s about six. Stands at three and a half feet tall, has her shoulder-length hair combed over her face, wears a dirty pinafore and scuffed Mary Janes, and wields a machete in her hand. Her family was slaughtered over this site and she’s still trying to drum up some revenge.”

      Georgie tosses up her hands and screams before hiding behind Carlotta.

      “It’s okay, Gray,” Carlotta whispers. “I scream a little on the inside each time I see her myself.”

      Lea belts out a harrowing cackle.

      I take a breath. “I do believe she enjoys this.”

      Thirteen’s fur electrifies a brilliant shade of lightning white before reverting back to its natural ebony state.

      “Do tell them how handsome I am.” His whiskers twitch in time with his ears.

      “Come here, you,” I say and he leaps right into my arms. “And this is Thirteen, a beautiful black cat if ever there was one. He might have used up his nine lives, but he’s got one fantastic afterlife. I’m not sure why these four fantastic phantasms get to hang around and others don’t, but I’m not complaining.”

      Lea slashes the air with her weapon. “We’re not either. Now that we can eat, there’s a little cheer in our otherwise dreadful lives.”

      Thirteen swipes at her. “Dreadful? Speak for yourself. The rest of us are rather pleased with our deadly disposition.”

      Lea roars like a lion, and Thirteen’s fur stands on end before they take off down the hall with Lea in chase.

      Greer shakes her head. “Don’t mind them. Lea will have his tail chopped off in five minutes flat. It’s practically her bedtime routine.”

      Bizzy gives a nervous glance my way. “It was nice meeting you all,” she says to the seemingly empty space before her.

      “Yeah,” Georgie calls out from behind Carlotta. “If you’re in the mood to put on a good haunting, head over to room sixteen tonight.”

      Bizzy shakes her head. “Georgie, you’re not in sixteen. That’s Macy’s room.”

      “Precisely.”

      A tiny chortle works its way up my throat. “It was nice seeing you guys. We’re actually here to speak with a friend of my mother’s.”

      Winslow groans, “Word of warning, Lottie. There’s a naked man being burned alive in the conservatory. I had to leave. I just don’t have the stomach for that sort of thing.”

      “What?” I barrel right through them as Bizzy, Carlotta, and Georgie follow suit. The conservatory is a large glass room that was added onto the B&B about a year ago. It’s been the pièce de résistance ever since. During the day you can see the evergreens right outside the glass walls. And at night the woods are backlit an ethereal shade of blue, giving off a fairy-tale appeal.

      We’re about to crest the entry to the conservatory when Greer barricades it with her ghostly body and I pause.

      Greer makes a face. “Let the record show, I tried to stop her.”

      “Oh God,” I say as I walk right through the shivering spook, only to find a large black backdrop erected in the back of the room lit up with those over bright floodlights photographers use. I spot my mother first in what looks to be a flimsy black negligee as she places her hand above her eyes and squints our way.

      “The conservatory is closed for a private party,” she shouts in her friendliest, albeit annoyed, voice. “Feel free to take your lunch in the dining room!”

      “Mother!” I take a step deeper into the room, only to see a woman rising from a crouched position with a camera in her hand, but if that we’re the only malfeasance. “Is that…?” Lying on some kind of a mat is a bare-chested man that looks far too much like Noah Corbin Fox for it to ever be safe.

      He hops to his feet, and I spot the gray in his hair, both on his head and his chest—albeit slightly wrinkly with a little loose flesh around the edges.

      “Well, if it isn’t my very first fan club.” Wiley flashes that killer Fox smile, unleashing those deep-welled dimples, and a choir of sighs emits from my right.

      Carlotta and Georgie eat up every inch of skin he’s doling out as they barrel to the front of the room, whooping it up as if we had walked into a bona fide male strip club.

      Georgie points to a crock pot in the corner. “Is that hot wax?”

      Bizzy groans, “Good Lord, let it be a vat of beef stew.”

      Mom gives a knowing nod to Georgie. “You better believe it’s hot wax. We’re doing a quick photo shoot in hopes to save my dying book. If it wasn’t for Jessie here, I’d just be standing here watching my hard work get flushed right down the toilet.”

      “Jessie?” I perk up just a notch as I turn to the woman holding the camera. A burst of light appears in the space between us as Bingo materializes about head high before sinking slowly to the floor.

      The portly piglet belts out a snort. “I’m just here for the food, Lottie. Good luck with the investigation.” She trots on through me and I sway on my heels. “And for the record, I’ve never tasted anything like your flag cake. If my nose is correct, your mother has enough of that whipped delight in the kitchen to fill a trough. Here’s hoping I’m the only swine in the vicinity.”

      Nope. I see another animal just a few feet away.

      I narrow my gaze on Wiley as both Carlotta and Georgie offer him a spontaneous massage.

      Mom gets to the business of batting them away just as Bizzy pulls me close and navigates me to Jessie.

      Bizzy leans her way. “How are you doing?” Her concern sounds genuine. At least one of us has our eye on the prize—winnowing down our suspect list. Unlike Carlotta and Georgie, who seem to have their eye on the boobie prize, taking selfies with Wiley’s bare chest.

      Jessie rakes her fingers through her tousled blonde mane. She’s donned tight jeans and a clingy white T-shirt, which only elongates her thin, tall frame.

      She blinks back as if she were surprised. “I just came to see your mother in hopes to talk about cover models and this happened.” She laughs as she holds out the camera in her hand. “Mirandy is determined to fix her flat sales asap. And I can’t blame her. Authors work hard to put out their books. They need all the pieces in place to make their marketing efforts run like they’re supposed to.”

      My nose twitches. “It’s just Miranda. Mirandy Lemonade is her pen name.”

      Jessie waves it off. “Oh, I know. But it’s just easier for me to remember it that way. I’ve been working with authors for years and pen names reign supreme when it comes to communicating with them. You may have a hard time getting used to it, but she will. She’s a natural. And I read the book.” She dips her chin. “Your mama has one spicy imagination.”

      Bizzy and I give an easy laugh.

      I nod. “She’s made no secret of it.”

      Jessie ticks her head to the side. “And good on her. If she keeps this up, she’s going to make a heck of a name for herself.”

      “She’s making something,” I agree.

      A yelp comes from our right, and we look to see Carlotta and Georgie dipping their fingers into the tub of hot wax while they dance around in what looks to be pain.

      Mom unplugs the crock pot. “I think we need to let it cool.”

      A pink ghostly aura trots back this way, and soon Bingo is standing before me. I casually rub my wrist against Bizzy’s so she can hear anything Bingo has to say, too.

      “Lottie!” Bingo gives an adorable snort. “There’s an emergency!” A few more snorts escape her. “There’s not a crumb of flag cake left in the kitchen! There’s bound to be a riot. You must do something.”

      Bizzy bites down on a smile as I nod to the hungry hog.

      “I’ll get right to it.”

      Jessie blinks my way. “What’s that?”

      “I’ll get right to supporting my mother.” I expand a tight smile. “So you run a PR company, right?” I ask as I look her way.

      Jessie shakes her head as she puts my mother’s camera down on a nearby table.

      “No, actually, I’m really just a volunteer. I’m a bit author-obsessed. I’ve put together a few signings for them, and make sure things run smoothly. Ever since the whole indie movement, authors have been determined to make themselves a lot more accessible. It’s been wonderful for people like me who just love to interact with authors and other readers alike. I’ve met the greatest friends through all this. And to think it all came from my love of reading.”

      “Oh, that’s great.” Bizzy turns her ear toward Jessie. “So what do you really do for a living?”

      “I’m the secretary at Curb Masters out in Hollyhock. It’s a landscaping company. They mostly do that whole mow, blow, and go routine, but people will hire them for landscape design every now and again, too. Your mom has a great floral design out front.”

      “Thank you. Her horticulture club has had a hand in it.” I bite down hard on my lip. “I really admire your dedication to authors. I can’t believe you volunteer your time out of the goodness of your heart.”

      She belts out a laugh. “I wouldn’t paint me as a saint. But yeah, books are my passion. I share my favorite authors on all my social media sites as often as I can. I understand how valuable word of mouth advertising can be.”

      Bizzy leans in. “Jessie, you’re in the know with these authors and their lives. Who do you think could have done this to Ambrosia?”

      Jessie squeezes her eyes shut tight. “It’s awful, I know.” She takes a deep breath. “I shouldn’t say anything, and believe me, I’m the last person to start rumors, but this is no secret in the book world. Jackie Hart and Ambrosia had a very real beef.”

      My adrenaline spikes a notch. “About what?”

      She shakes her head. “That’s not my story to tell. Nobody really knows the nitty-gritty details, but Ambrosia once mentioned something about a project they once worked on together that went south. Anyway, after whatever the inciting incident was, Jackie badmouthed Ambrosia at an event and word got out. Before you knew it, Jackie’s readers were upset with Ambrosia and vice versa. It’s been a heated situation for some time now.”

      Bizzy and I exchange a glance.

      Bingo snorts. “My Valerie could write up a storm. She wrote a story about me once. In fact, I believe I was her very first story.”

      A thought comes to me. “Jessie, have you ever tried your hand at penning a novel?”

      She cringes. “Yup. I’m guilty. It didn’t go so well. Thankfully, I could see the awful writing on the wall. I thought of hiring a ghostwriter to implement my ideas, but it turns out, my ideas weren’t so great either. My mom was the creative one in the family.”

      Bizzy’s face brightens. “Is she a writer?”

      Jessie glances to the ceiling as if she didn’t quite know how to answer.

      “She’s put pen to paper once or twice. But life had been hard for her for the most part.” She pulls out her phone and checks the time. “Speaking of family, I’m supposed to see my sister this afternoon and I’m running late. She’s in Burlington, so it’s a bit of a drive.” She waves to my mother. “Good luck to you, Mirandy! And thank you for the opportunity to work on your cover!”

      Mom runs over with her hands held out, a residue of sticky goop on her fingertips.

      “Thanks to you, too, Jessie!” She makes a face at her hands. “Don’t forget about the signing do-over in two weeks. We’ll have it right here in the conservatory. Wiley thinks we need a snazzy name for it.”

      “I agree,” Jessie says. “How about the Summer Sizzler? You can use the tagline, Things are about to heat up in Honey Hollow.” She looks my way. “I may not be able to pen a novel, but I can hammer out a hell of a tagline.” She gives a hard wink.

      Mom coos, “That is brilliant! If you don’t mind, I’ll be calling you if I need any advice.”

      “Please do.” She nods to Bizzy and me. “I’ll see you ladies at the Summer Sizzler!” She speeds off and Bingo charges after her. Something tells me Bingo will make another pit stop in the kitchen before coming back.

      A dark figure heads into the room, and I’m shocked to see I recognize his handsome, albeit somewhat irritated, looking face.

      Noah blinks back as he spots us. “Bizzy? Lottie?” He shakes his head in dismay. “I’m sorry you have to witness this.” He nods over to where his father is currently being quasi-assaulted by Georgie and Carlotta—and what is my mother doing with his feet?

      Ugh.

      Something tells me I don’t want the dirty details.

      Bizzy looks to Noah. “Oh no, Jasper and Everett just went to see you at the sheriff’s department.”

      Noah gives an apologetic smile. “They won’t find me there. As soon as my father asked for tips on shaving his chest, I thought there might be trouble.” He casts a glance my way. “And I thought maybe I’d drop by the bakery after. But I can see you’re already in hot pursuit of Valerie Nester’s killer.”

      I crimp my lips. “I’m still referring to her as Ambrosia Whispers. It’s easier to remember. You have to admit, she had a catchy pen name.”

      “Lottie.” Noah closes his eyes. “Even though I’m afraid my words will fall on deaf ears, let me handle this one.”

      “Noah”—my voice dips as if pleading for him to understand—“this was clearly a crime of passion. The killer isn’t coming after Bizzy or me.”

      Georgie lets out a whoop, her hands firmly plastered to Wiley’s gooped-up chest.

      “Bizzy, get a picture!” she shouts.

      “Excuse me. Duty calls.” Bizzy pulls out her phone and gets to work documenting the whole hairy ball of wax.

      Noah sweeps his gaze over me. “What the hell is happening?”

      “My mother is convinced that your father’s dad bod is about to skyrocket her book to the best-seller list.”

      He offers a mournful smile, and a breath catches in my throat.

      “Oh.” My fingers rise to my lips. “That’s not what you meant. Noah, I’m sorry.”

      “No.” His eyes close once again. “It’s fine. You need to have a shot with Everett. I get it. I wanted this for you.” He shakes his head in disbelief. “I’m just”—he gives the back of his neck a quick scratch—“an idiot.”

      Mom screams, and soon Georgie and Carlotta are joining in on the horrific choir.

      Noah and I hustle our way over to find all three women with their hands adhered to Wiley’s chest.

      “Lot Lot!” Carlotta calls out. “Snap a couple of quick pics yourself. And be sure to get my good side. Ah heck, what am I saying? Every side’s my good side.”

      Mom sucks in a quick breath. “Do you think this would work for the book cover?” She looks my way. “Lottie, Bizzy, take as many pictures as you can.”

      Bizzy exhales as she looks my way. “I think I’ve got this.” She leans my way. “I’ll take one for the team.”

      Noah and I take a step back as she snaps away.

      He rocks his arm against mine. “Where to next, Lot?”

      “Jackie Hart.” I shrug. “How about you?”

      His dimples dig in. “Jackie works at a restaurant called Ciao in Hollyhock. I know the place well. It’s dress to the nines fancy.”

      “Hey, is that the Italian restaurant where they do the singing and dancing?”

      “Yup! You thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “I’m thinking it sounds like the perfect place to take our out-of-town guests for dinner one night soon.”

      His dimples press in once again. “If it means I get to have dinner with my girlfriend, I’m all in.”

      I bite down over my lip and nod.

      “Is it weird I still consider myself your boyfriend?”

      “Is it even weirder I do, too?”

      Noah’s chest depresses as he sighs with relief. “Thanks, Lot.”

      I offer a weak smile because I’m not sure he should be thanking me for anything.

      My focus will be on pinning down Jackie Hart.

      Something tells me Noah’s focus will be elsewhere.
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      That night Everett and Jasper bring enough Chinese food from the Wicked Wok to feed all of Vermont and Maine.

      Noah is working late so he couldn’t make it, but after we finish our feast from the East, Bizzy begins regaling us all with a little rendition of pet mind reading. Of course, Georgie, Carlotta, Jasper, Everett, and I all know she can truly read their minds, but Evie doesn’t. Evie doesn’t even have a clue about my own supernatural tendencies. And I do feel bad about holding that tidbit back from her. But the truth is, I’m just not sure she’s ready to hear it.

      Regardless, Bizzy has been playfully interviewing Pancake, Waffles, her cat Fish, Jasper’s dog Sherlock Bones, and Noah’s sweet golden retriever Toby. It’s been a laugh a minute. Who knew our pets were so observant and insightful? And here I thought all they cared about was naps and food. It turns out, they very much care about the happenings in our lives.

      Evie takes another bite out of her spring roll as we all congregate in the living room, sprawling over the sofas and the floor.

      “Bizzy”—Evie nudges Pancake over toward Bizzy with her foot—“ask Pancake what he thinks about my dad and mom finally getting together.”

      Bizzy’s mouth opens as she looks my way. I bet she’s just as glad as I am that Noah isn’t around to hear this.

      Bizzy hitches a dark lock of hair behind her ear. “You heard the girl, Pancake. What do you think?”

      Both Pancake and Waffles have pale butter-colored fur with rust-tipped tails and a dusting of cinnamon over their noses. They’re a couple of Himalayan brothers that thankfully made their way into my life. I had Pancake first, then when my grandmother Nell died, she bequeathed Waffles to me and I couldn’t be happier to have him.

      Bizzy pulls Pancake into her lap and the handsome boy looks my way, then to Everett before letting out a rather clear meow.

      Bizzy inverts her lips. “He says he thinks he can speak for Waffles when he says they just want Lottie to be happy. But he will admit that one of Lottie’s suitors, and he won’t say which, makes sure he gives them a treat each time he visits.”

      Everett reaches into his pocket before tossing out a small sprig onto the floor and Pancake, Waffles, and Bizzy’s cat Fish all attack it at once.

      Everett offers a sly look my way. “Catnip.”

      The room breaks out into laughter and cheers.

      Carlotta stands and stretches and Georgie does, too. They’ve donned matching red kaftans with tiny round silver mirrors sewn into them that reflect the light like a seizure.

      “It’s been real, folks.” Carlotta pats her belly. “Thanks, Judge Baxter, for the extra five pounds. I’m sure you and my Lottie Dottie will find a creative way to work it off.”

      Evie sticks her finger down her throat and pretends to gag.

      I nod to Carlotta. “Where are you off to?” My suspicion is growing by the minute.

      “Gray and I are painting the town red tonight.”

      Jasper raises a brow. “Heading down to Main Street?”

      “We’re not sticking around Honey Hollow.” Georgie lifts a crooked finger. “We’re headed to the city that never sleeps.”

      Evie sits up straight. “New York?”

      “Close.” Carlotta scuffles across the room and grabs her purse. “Leeds.”

      Everett and I moan in unison, prompting Carlotta to belt out a laugh.

      “Have the decency to wait until the rest of us are gone, would ya?” Carlotta bops Evie on the shoulder. “If I were you, kid, I’d run for cover. These two lovebirds are liable to explode all over the room at any given moment.”

      “What? Eww.” Evie bolts for the door before looking at Everett and me. “My sleepover starts in a half an hour. I’ll text you tomorrow when the coast is clear.”

      Everett just so happens to live next door. A few years back when I was looking for a new rental, Noah had a couple of houses come available across the street from him, right here on Country Cottage Road, and I took one, and by chance, or by a deliciously diabolical plan, Everett took the other.

      “I can bring fresh donuts in the morning,” I offer.

      “Cool,” Evie says as she walks out the front door. “We should be up around twelve or two.” She waves to everyone in the room before disappearing.

      Jasper laughs. “Getting up at the crack of noon. Boy, do I miss being a teenager.”

      “Yeah?” Bizzy wraps an arm around him. “What should we do to relive a little of that teenage magic?”

      Jasper twitches his lips. “How about a walk around Honey Lake?”

      “Sounds good to me.” Bizzy scoops up Fish, and Sherlock follows them to the door as they say goodnight.

      Georgie gives Everett and me a wave. “Feel free to explode all over the room as often as you want.”

      Carlotta gasps as she looks my way. “Dear stars above Honey Hollow, this here could be the night the two of you create a wee one to call your own. In addition to Evie.”

      Georgie slaps her thigh. “Why, you’ve got a built-in babysitter. I say get right to it. There’s not a baby-making moment to waste.”

      Carlotta nods. “Judge Baxter, I know you’ve got the right stuff to replicate your DNA until you’re well into triple digits.” She leans in. “And I don’t doubt you’ll be able to launch that rocket right up until the end.”

      “Okay,” I say, navigating Carlotta to the door.

      She bats me to the side and spins his way. “But her lady parts are destined to shrivel up and disappear.”

      I scoff at her. “Gee, thanks.”

      Carlotta makes a face before looking back at Everett. “It’s true! She only has a small window of time to pop those puppies out. And if you wait too long, you might just get out-Foxed, if you know what I mean. Her ovaries are just as fickle as she is.”

      “Enough,” I say without the proper enthusiasm.

      Georgie grunts as she leans in to inspect me, “I say she’s got at least five good years. It’ll be iffy after that, but it might be possible. They have all sorts of injections they can juice you up with nowadays, and who knows? You might even hit the jackpot and have a litter of six or eight at a time.”

      “Eight?” Everett says it stern.

      “Yuppers.” Carlotta links her arm to Georgie’s. “And if you get an even dozen, you might even get yourselves a TV show. A Baxter dozen!”

      Georgie gasps. “How about a Baker’s dozen?”

      They exchange high-fives while Everett and I exchange a look.

      “Don’t worry,” I tell him. “We won’t accept those curses.”

      Carlotta turns as they waddle down the porch. “Are you calling me a witch?”

      “If the pointy hat fits,” I say, giving a quick glance around for Carlotta’s car, but I don’t see it in the immediate vicinity. “Hey? How are you getting to Leeds?”

      Carlotta waves as they hit the sidewalk. “We’ve got a couple of brooms parked around the corner.”

      “Funny.” I close the door and bite down over my lip as I look up at the outlandishly handsome judge by my side. “I would have told them to stay out of trouble, but I think that’s the point.”

      Everett’s lids hood low. He’s already taken off his suit jacket and rolled up his sleeves, so I pull him in by the tie.

      “Are you ready to spend a little time with your wife?” My teeth graze my lower lip when I say that last word, the most important word of all.

      “My wife,” he whispers, a dangerous smile twitching on his lips. “I do like the sound of that.” He cups my cheek, his thumb gently brushing against my lip. “Do you have a bathing suit handy?”

      “What?” A small laugh bubbles from me. “Not what I was expecting to hear you say next. But yes, in fact, I happen to have a brand new cherry red string bikini in my bedroom.”

      “Can’t wait to see it. Put it on. We have somewhere to go.”

      I don’t ask. I simply strip to nothing and come back wearing the skimpiest red bikini Honey Hollow has ever seen.

      “Now what, Judge Baxter?” I run my finger down his tie like a promise.

      Everett growls as his eyes sink low. “I’m this close to abandoning plan A and going with plan B.”

      “B for bedroom?”

      His lips curl in response.

      “Now I’m very curious what plan A could have been.”

      He winces. “All right. It’s still a go. But so is plan B.” He takes me by the hand and swings the front door open.

      “Are we going outside?” A mild sense of panic strikes me as the cool night air seeps on in. “Should I grab a towel? Or a coat?”

      “Nope.”

      “How about some flip-flops?”

      “You probably won’t need those either.”

      “No shoes? Why do I get the feeling things are about to get mighty interesting?”

      We’re about to step out the door when Toby zooms past us in a redheaded furry blur, leaping and barking his way to freedom right into the middle of the street. “Oh no!” I zoom right after him and scream his name as he makes a mad dash across the street.

      Everett is on my heels, and no sooner does Toby land on Noah’s porch than he looks at the two of us and begins to sway as if he were wondering which direction to bolt in next.

      “Don’t you move, Toby Corbin Fox!” Okay, so I don’t really know if Toby has a middle name, but it felt right adopting the rest of Noah’s moniker to reprimand him.

      Toby darts to the front lawn, and I seize the moment by doing my best to dive-bomb over him. But the sneaky dog slinks away before I ever touch him and I land onto the cool blades of Noah’s lawn, just before Everett lands on me from behind.

      Thankfully, Everett has landed rather strategically as not to crush me.

      Before either of us can move, a truck pulls up and kills the headlights as the sound of footsteps quickens this way.

      “Lottie?” Noah’s voice spikes with worry. “Everett? What the hell is going on?”

      “Lemon.” Everett helps me up and I cringe as I watch Noah’s eyes widen with the slight look of horror as he takes in my bikini-clad body.

      “Were you trying to escape?” Noah takes a step in close, his eyes wild with surprise. “Lottie, were you running to me for help?”

      “What? No!” I glance down and note my top is more than slightly askew and I quickly fix it. “Good grief.” I glance over to the porch, only to find Toby innocently curled up and taking a nap. “Toby got out and took off, so I took off after him.”

      Noah ticks his head to the side. “And why are you wearing”—he motions at my bikini—“never mind. There are some things I don’t want to know.” He takes a moment to glower at Everett. “I’d say have a great night, but I don’t think you need me encouraging you.” He sighs my way. “Goodnight, Lottie. Everett,” he says, heading on into his home and taking Toby with him.

      Everett leads me across the street, over to his property as he navigates us into the backyard, and then I see it.

      “Everett!” I do a little hop and inadvertently send my body bouncing in all the wrong, or right places. And judging by the look on Everett’s face, they were definitely right. “When did you get a hot tub? And what’s to stop Evie and her friends from bum-rushing it at any moment?”

      “I told her it was ours for the night, and she didn’t protest.”

      He fires it up and the water goes from warm to boiling as the pearly white bubbles percolate like mad. I climb on in, sucking in a breath as I sink my body down into it.

      “Ooh, this feels like heaven.”

      “Don’t get too far ahead of me.” He pulls his tie loose.

      “Judge Baxter, you are wearing far too many clothes for my liking. Take them off, now. All of them. That is a direct order from your wife.”

      His lips twitch with wicked intent and he does just that.

      Everett and I enjoy that boiling cauldron to the fullest before traipsing back to my place and having a sleepover of our own.

      Confession: not a lot of sleeping takes place.

      What more could I expect?

      After all, I am Mrs. Essex Everett Baxter.
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      Ciao in Hollyhock is located at the southern end of town in a great big stone building that looks as if it were plucked right out of Rome.

      Hollyhock is the town next door to Honey Hollow, and it just so happens to be where Noah and Alex grew up. Speaking of Noah’s look-alike brother, both he and Macy are here tonight—right along with Bizzy, Jasper, Georgie, Carlotta, Noah, Everett, and me.

      Everett and I invited Evie to join us for our fancy feast, but she opted to stay at my place with the menagerie and watch movies with her friends. Here’s hoping she’s not secretly plotting a raging party like she did a few weeks back. I suppose time and perhaps the Ashford Sheriff’s Department will tell.

      We enter Ciao’s heavily carved doors and the scent of marinara sauce and garlic enlivens our senses. Back in Honey Hollow, Noah, Everett, and I love to frequent an Italian restaurant called Mangias several times a week. Considering it’s conveniently located right across the street from my bakery, it’s hard not to be lulled in by the heady scent of fresh baked pizza. But Mangias is a casual place you can go to after a long day’s work in just a T-shirt and jeans if need be.

      Not Ciao. This is a dress to the nines establishment that requires a suit and tie for the men and cocktail attire for women. Carlotta and Georgie spent the afternoon gluing rhinestones onto a couple of matching black kaftans and, I must admit, their rainbow-hued accouterments look rather inspiring—if you’re a unicorn looking to have a hot night on the town.

      I jest.

      They look adorably dolled up for a fun night out. Apparently, their night in Leeds landed them in hot water with the security guards at some male strip joint, and from what I hear, the entire town has banished them from ever returning. I thought I’d take that moment to inform them that getting booted out of tonight’s venue could very well get them both booted out of the great state of Vermont. For that reason alone, I expect them on their best behavior.

      Bizzy’s sister Macy looks dressed to kill in a backless red frock and shockingly high heels. Her blonde hair is freshly blown out and her bowtie red lips add to her vampy appeal.

      Alex, Jasper, Everett, and Noah are collectively turning heads of the female variety. I’ve seen more than one woman’s jaw drop to the floor at the sight of these dangerously sexy men.

      Both Bizzy and I trotted down to the Scarlet Sage Boutique this afternoon and splurged on a couple of fancy gowns. Bizzy picked up an off-the-shoulder lavender number that clings to her body like nobody’s bizzyness. With her dark hair and pale blue eyes, she’s a stunner all around.

      And me, well, I went for the gold, literally. As soon as I saw this gown, I knew it was the one, with its plunging neckline and curve-clinging definition. I’ve never seen a dress transform my body into a figure eight racetrack like this before, and judging by the reactions I got from both Noah and Everett, I made the right decision.

      “Lemon.” Everett’s lids are heavily hooded, and from what I can see of his eyes, they look dangerously glossed over with lust. Everett looks like an addict desperate for just one more hit of his favorite drug, and lucky for me, I just so happen to be it.

      Noah steps up in his dark suit with a forest green tie that matches his eyes. “I’ll say it again. You’re beautiful, Lottie Lemon.”

      “Well, I’ll say it again. Thank you,” I tease. “I mean it. You’ve both been far too kind to me tonight.”

      A waitress with long dark hair and high-cut cheekbones strides by as her eyes hook onto Everett.

      “Oh my God,” she gasps. “Can I have dinner with you?” She blinks back, surprised. “I mean, can I help you?”

      A tiny laugh bubbles in my chest.

      I can’t blame the poor girl. Everett looks dangerously comely tonight. I have no idea what he did to turn the volume up to inhumane levels. I mean, he’s wearing a dark inky suit, one of which he wears every single day down at the courthouse, his black tie is discreet, his jet-black hair is slicked back, his cobalt eyes siren out like warning beacons just the way they do on an average day, but make no mistake about it, there is nothing average about Essex Everett Baxter.

      Fun fact: he goes by his middle name, Everett. Only women he’s done the dirty deed with have the right to call him by his proper moniker—with the exception of his mother and sister. Nobody tells a Baxter woman what to do, not even Everett himself. Anyhow, even though I’ve garnered the right to call him by his sexy name, I still choose to call him Everett. It’s what I called him before we hit the mattress so to speak and old habits die hard.

      Another tall, dark-haired woman struts by in a black and white waitress uniform and stalls before him.

      “Essex?” Her hot pink lips fall open.

      “Jackie Leoni?” Everett’s brows hike a notch.

      Before he can utter another word, the girl hops onto him as if he were a life raft leaving the Titanic.

      “Essex!”

      Carlotta nudges me in the ribs. “She just said the code word! That girl did the mattress mambo with your man.”

      I frown over at the squealing banshee that Everett is having a hard time plucking off his person.

      I look to Carlotta and shrug it off.

      “So has half of Vermont. The female half.” I glance to Bizzy. “Everett really got around before he met me. The women he’s been with sort of use his first name, Essex, like a calling card.”

      Georgie shakes her head as she sizes him up. “How I wish I met him before he met you. I’d love to call his card all night long.”

      Macy grunts, “You and me both, sister.”

      Carlotta titters, “Hear that, Lot Lot? You’ve practically won the lott-ery.”

      Noah clears his throat, and Alex belts out a laugh before socking his brother playfully on the arm.

      “It was worth the price of admission just to see your ego kicked down a notch, buddy.” Alex winks over at him.

      “Noah doesn’t have an ego.” I wink over at the dimpled detective myself.

      He offers a depleted smile. “Thanks, Lot.”

      Bizzy gasps. “Lottie”—she whispers as she leans in—“Jackie Leoni looks an awful lot like Jackie Hart.”

      “What?” I hiss without meaning to.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” Everett says as he lands his friend Jackie back to an upright position and I get a clear shot of her face and those hot pink streaks in her hair.

      Son of a gun. It is her. And good thing, considering she’s just the woman we were hoping to see.

      Bingo!

      No sooner do I think it than that beautiful beast pops into our midst.

      “Italian food,” she snorts out that last word. “I’ve been dying to try it. Get it?” She chortles my way. “Dying?” She lumbers off into the dining room with a spring to her step.

      Jackie giggles at Everett like a lust-riddled schoolgirl. “My uncle owns this place. I’ve been working here since I was a kid. But this isn’t my only gig. I’m a waitress by night and a hot-to-trot author even later in the night.” She’s right back to giggling. “I write under the penname Jackie Hart—stories with Hart. In fact, I’ve got a little secret to tell you. My novel, In the Judge’s Chamber, is strictly about the encounters I had with you know who. I hope you don’t mind that I’ve given a detailed account of your best-kept secrets.”

      Georgie smacks Carlotta. “Day trip to the library tomorrow. And if they don’t have a copy there, we’ll hit every bookstore on the Eastern Seaboard. Nobody writes a tell-all about that man’s most rough and dirty moments without me laying eyes on it.”

      Alex takes a breath. “Best-kept secrets? I might check out a copy myself. I’m always up for improving my game. Noah, I’ll gift you one for Christmas so you can keep your tabs on the competition.”

      Noah growls, “Do it and die.”

      Jackie’s fingers walk up Everett’s tie. “Remember that little trick you did when we got up on the—”

      “Jackie”—Everett steps forward and pulls me in—“I’d love for you to meet my wife.”

      Jackie lets out the world’s loudest honk, squawk of some sort, or the wild cry of a Yeti.

      “Wife?” Her big green eyes bug out in horror before she offers a warm laugh my way. “Well, let’s have a celebration. Hell has frozen over! Come one and all, I’ll seat your whole party.”

      Before we know it, the entire lot of us is walking through what looks like a glammed up ballroom in an old Italian mansion. There’s a live band in the corner, crooning away as couples migrate to the middle of the expansive room and sway to the music. The stone floors gleam, there are rows of gilded chandeliers dripping with shimmering crystals—albeit the chandeliers themselves are dimly lit—and each table is dressed in a bright red tablecloth with a tray of candles in the center, giving the entire place a peachy glow.

      We take our seats and begin to peruse the menu.

      “So Alex”—Jasper flashes a short-lived smile his way—“Macy mentioned you run an investment firm.”

      Alex bobs his head. “That I do. You looking to invest?”

      “Nope.” Jasper dips his chin as he gives the guy a sober look. “Just doing a little research on you—making sure you’re not a serial killer.”

      Bizzy bites down over her lip. “I may have asked Jasper to look into you.” She mouths the word sorry to him. “But I can’t help it. I’m a bit protective over my big sis.”

      Alex flexes his dimples and manages to look just like his big brother.

      “Not a problem. I appreciate you looking out for her.” Alex wraps an arm around Macy while she swoons openly at him.

      It’s clear Macy is in seventh heaven. I wouldn’t be surprised if Honey Hollow gained a brand new resident by the end of their visit, or if Cider Cove added a Fox to their community. They really seem into one another. But then, I’ve seen Alex into his fair share of women. And from what Bizzy says, Macy is Alex in female skin. They might just burn quick and bright and neither one will have a problem with it.

      Not me. I seem to grow attached—to two men. Now there’s a problem.

      Alex glances to Noah. “You’ve met my brother, the big hotshot detective. And my dad, the wanted felon.” His brows hike a notch as he dispenses that truth. “In fact, our father was married to Everett’s mother for a short time. That was a heck of a ride.” He gives a wistful shake of the head. “We moved to Fallbrook into Everett’s mother’s mansion. Talk about taking a walk on the wild side. I had no idea people with that much money existed.”

      Jasper nods. “I bet it was intimidating.”

      “Not for me.” Alex shrugs. “I kept my head down and played baseball. Unlike this guy.” He hitches his thumb toward Noah. “The first thing he does is steal the big man’s girlfriend,” he says as he points his finger at the big man in question, Everett.

      Georgie slaps her hand down on the table. “No!”

      “Yes,” Alex counters. “And believe me when I say that set the tone between these two.” He points to Everett once again. “That guy vowed vengeance against Noah. And judging by the fact he’s got the gold”—Alex winks my way—“I’d say he’s on top.”

      Carlotta waves him off. “Rumor has it, the big guy likes to switch things up. I’ve had a chat or two with Lily Swanson. He likes it on top or bottom, leaning against the living room wall—” She takes a quick survey of all the stunned faces. “That’s not what we’re talking about, is it?”

      I shake my head.

      Noah takes a breath. “That’s right. You did threaten me.” His dimples flex as he glowers over at Everett. “How did that go again? No matter what you do, no matter where you go, I’ll find you and I’ll make sure you’re just as miserable as you made me? I believe that would be verbatim. Of course, there was more, but I think that’s enough for now.”

      Georgie leans in. “Who was the girl? She must have really been something.”

      Carlotta shakes her head. “A featherhead named Cormack Featherby. She’s still after Foxy here. The good judge is glad he’s rid of her. Lot Lot is a bit of an improvement.”

      “A bit?” I ask, amused by her word choice.

      Carlotta shrugs. “I tell ya, if that featherhead wasn’t stark raving mad, she’d be a good candidate for a revenge relationship, Foxy.” She nods Noah’s way. “I say if you want to make the old girl jealous in an effort to win her back, you go the sexy smart lawyer way. Why don’t you head down to the courthouse and pick up a pretty young thing?”

      “Carlotta.” I lean back in my seat to appropriately glare at her. “I’m not old.” What I really wanted to reprimand her on was the fact she’s practically pushing Noah into the arms of some pretty young thing. I’ll have to read her the riot act for even mentioning the words revenge relationship.

      Carlotta grunts, “I was there when you were born. I should know how old you are.”

      Alex shakes his head. “I’d stay away from the courthouse, Noah. Those are all Everett’s leftovers.”

      Georgie sputters a dark laugh. “From what I hear, the entire state of Vermont is filled with his leftovers. Boy, am I sad I ever settled in Maine. I could have been Mrs. Essex Baxter by now.”

      Everett’s lips curl in her direction, and she sighs out a groan.

      Everett looks to Noah. “Go ahead and have anyone you want.” He picks up my hand for all to see. “I’m happy right where I am.”

      Noah glances down a moment. “I guess you made good on your threat. The part where you said you’d hunt down whatever made me happy and snatch it away like stealing candy from a baby. You said you’d play dirty—that you learned from the best. Me.”

      Bizzy looks over at Everett and her eyes grow wide. Everett glances her way, and for a second, it looks as if they’re having a standoff.

      Alex winces. “I remember that argument. But I also distinctly remember him saying to keep an eye on your CD collection. I think the threat was actually music-based. Don’t worry, Lottie. Everett’s intentions with you are pure.” He chuckles at his own words.

      Macy waggles her brows. “Oh, honey, I don’t think that man has a pure bone in his body.”

      “He doesn’t,” I say it so fast I’m shocked the words ever left my lips. I gasp as I look to Noah. “I apologize,” I say directly to him.

      Noah’s chest bumps with a non-existent laugh as he glowers over at Everett.

      “That’s all right, Lottie,” he says. “I know you’re sleeping with him.”

      Everett slaps his hand over the table. “Not once did I throw that in her face while the two of you did whatever it was you were boring her with.”

      “Please,” I say. “No fighting.”

      Macy scoffs. “Why can’t things like this ever happen to me? I want men to fight over me.”

      Alex tips his head. “This isn’t a fight. It’s a war.”

      As much as I hate to admit it, Alex is right. Noah and Everett are acting as if they’re in the war of their life. A part of me wonders if any of it is really about me. I mean, I know they both truly love me, but they’re both competitive by nature, too.

      The waitress comes by to take our orders, and I’m mildly disappointed it’s not Jackie. But, in fact, it’s probably better this way. I’d much rather corner her than have to extrapolate about her escapades with Everett as she tries to relive old times with him.

      Macy and Alex order up what sounds like every bottle of red wine this place has to offer, and if the rest of this meal goes in the direction we’ve already sailed in, we’re going to need every last one.

      After some thankfully lackluster pre-dinner conversation, our meals are served and the food looks just as scrumptious as the delicious scent in this place promised.

      We’re about halfway done with our meals when Bizzy catches my eye and hitches her head toward the front of the room. I glance over to see Jackie zipping back and forth before nodding to Bizzy.

      We excuse ourselves and do a disappearing act before either Carlotta or Georgie offers to join us.

      Bizzy leans in. “Jasper just said I know where you’re really off to.”

      A quick laugh belts from me. “I don’t know what I would do if I could read Noah’s and Everett’s mind. I probably wouldn’t want to know what they’re thinking.”

      “Oh, you don’t,” she says it quickly.

      I pull back. “What does that mean?”

      She waves it off. “Just regular man stuff.”

      “In that case, you’re right.”

      Jackie ducks into the hall just past the dining room and we follow her over to the service corridor and it looks as if the restroom is just a few feet away.

      She bumps into us on the way back with a stack of napkins in her hand.

      “Oh, hey, ladies.” Her eyes grow large as she looks my way. “Geez, do you even know that you’re the luckiest girl in the world? The things that man can do to a woman’s body should be illegal. I can only imagine he was saving the big guns for his wife. And to think you’re guaranteed to have that good time every single night and day for the rest of your life. If you ever need backup, I’m your girl.”

      I cringe. “Thank you for the offer, but I think I’ll decline.”

      Bizzy steps in. “Hey, I think we met you at the Fourth of July author signing. I can’t wait to dig into your books.”

      Jackie’s pink lips round out. “Sorry, my mind is drawing a total blank. I’ll be honest, that was one of the worst days of my life. I don’t know if you realize it or not, but Ambrosia was murdered that night.”

      “We heard,” I whisper. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      She gives a quick glance around. “Thank you.” She shrugs. “It’s a huge loss to the writing community and an even bigger loss to her readers.” Her jaw clenches and her cheeks bite with a red hue.

      “Oooh dear.” Bingo pops up from behind me and I jump. I latch my pinky to Bizzy’s in the event the pink little piggy says something we should both be apprised of. “It looks as if she’s the guilty party. I’ve never seen anyone look so angry.”

      Bizzy gives a slight nod as if agreeing.

      “Jackie”—Bizzy leans in—“you look upset, angry even. Did you leave things off in a negative light with Ambrosia? I know how hard that is when a loved one dies before you can make things right with them.”

      Jackie rolls her eyes. “It’s that apparent, huh?” A dull laugh bounces from her. “It’s not exactly a secret that we didn’t get along.”

      “Really?” I ask, trying to sound surprised as if Jessie hadn’t already clued me in on that fact. “Ambrosia seemed so easygoing.”

      Jackie barks out a full-blown cackle. “I’m sorry, but that’s exactly what she wanted her readers to think. The ones that really knew her knew better. If she got into a scuffle with another author, she sent her rabid reader base after them. Believe me when I say it wasn’t pretty. Anyway, I had a bone to pick with her. But the truth is, so did just about everyone else.”

      Bizzy shudders. “Sorry to hear it. Can I ask what the disagreement was about? I mean, I’m assuming it was book-related.”

      “Oh, it was.” Jackie glowers at the wall behind me as if it were Ambrosia herself. “Valerie—Ambrosia—and I were good friends for a while there. The best of friends some might say. Anyway, we shared industry secrets and tried to help one another out whenever we could. One night I came up with what I thought would be a life-changing plotline, and believe me it was. It just so happens that it wasn’t my life it changed.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “She stole your idea?”

      Jackie nods. “You’re a smart cookie. I can see why Essex snatched you up.” She moves in a little more. “Val and I were having coffee one morning and I told her the details about a new series I was coming up with about a princess who escapes her country, only to find her true love in the corn fields of Nebraska. I had to line up a cover designer and fit the project into my schedule, of course. My book wouldn’t have come out until summer. Anyway, two weeks later, she puts out a new book on the fly, and you can probably guess what it was about—a princess who fled her country, only to find love in the cornfields of Nebraska. She didn’t even try to mask the plot. Even worse than that? She used the name I had picked out for my heroine. Kelena.”

      “Wow,” I say. “I mean, I guess there was no denying it.”

      Bingo belts out a choir of snorts. “I would have kicked her. Sorry to my Valerie, but there’s nothing a good hoof to the face can’t fix.”

      Bizzy clears her throat. “What did Ambrosia have to say when you confronted her?”

      “She denied that I ever told her about it, and when I pressed, she tossed her hands up and said so kill me. I have a lousy memory. She mentioned that she must have confused it as her own idea. She was full of it if you ask me. That’s when I started to ask around and it turns out Ambrosia Whispers”—she says her name in air quotes—“had quite the reputation for milking other people for ideas. I wouldn’t be surprised if all of her work was ripped off.”

      “That’s terrible,” I say. “I’m sorry she stole your idea. I can’t imagine how frustrating that would be.”

      Jackie twists her lips. “She turned it into a bestseller, too. I’d like to think I would have done the same.”

      “I’m sure you would have,” Bizzy adds. “You’re an amazing author. Hey? You made it sound like you’re familiar with the people Ambrosia crossed. Who do you think would have been angry enough to stick a knife in her back?”

      Jackie touches her fingers to her lips as she looks to the floor contemplating this.

      “Henry.” She nods with sincere confirmation.

      “Who?” Bizzy and I ask in unison.

      “Her ex. He was there, lurking around the author signing that day. Anyway, Ambrosia and he had a wild breakup. It was epic, one for the ages. One she chronicled in her book, The Cheater’s Diary. That, too, was a bestseller.”

      “Henry Henderson?” Bizzy’s eyes widen as if she wasn’t trying to bait the girl.

      Good one, Bizzy, I say to her telepathically, and her lips curl up at the corners.

      Jackie shakes her head. “Henry Watson. He’s some lowlife that works down at an aptly named dive bar, Lowlifes. Anyway, he’s a bartender. That’s how they met. We had an author meet-up there one year just before Christmas. The party was so-so, but Ambrosia came away with the biggest prize of all, a shiny new boyfriend. Anyway, he turned out to be a boobie prize.”

      Someone calls her name and she looks past us.

      “I’d better get back to work. Good thing my uncle owns this joint or I would have been fired a long time ago.” She takes off and Bizzy pulls me in close.

      “She sure didn’t have one nice thought about Ambrosia. But she didn’t exactly confess to the killing her either.”

      “We need to read Ambrosia’s book,” I say.

      Bizzy nods. “And right after that trip to the library, I think we need to head to a dive bar called Lowlifes.”

      “I bet Georgie and Carlotta will love it there, and I mean that in the best way.”

      Bizzy laughs. “Here’s hoping they don’t pick up a couple of lowlifes of their own.”

      We head back, and as soon as we finish up with dinner, we all hit the dance floor with the exception of Noah. Even Carlotta and Georgie are dancing with a couple of dashing older men. Even though Carlotta is dating Mayor Nash, Harry, my biological father, it’s never stopped her from having a good time with other men.

      Everett leans in and brushes a kiss over my cheek and the entire left side of my body electrifies.

      “Lemon, you have no idea what you’re doing to me with that dress. I love it, and more importantly the woman in it.”

      A laugh bubbles from me. “You have no idea what you’re doing to me in that suit. I think these irritating clothes best come off first chance we get.”

      “Why wait? There’s a perfectly good darkened hall to our right.”

      I bite down over my lip, partially tempted. Everett has been known to pull me away to a darkened corridor a time or two.

      Noah pops up and taps Everett on the shoulder.

      “Not now, Fox. We’re having a private conversation.”

      “Funny.” Noah tips his head back. “I never denied you the chance to dance with Lottie.”

      Everett turns his way with a marked look of irritation on his face.

      “Why is it you always have to be in the driver’s seat, Noah? If I want to finish a dance with my wife—finish a conversation with her, I should be able to do so without you crawling all over my back.”

      “She might be your wife, but she’s my girlfriend and don’t you forget it. Just because you conveniently landed her in a marital commitment doesn’t mean anything. It was nothing more than a desperate attempt to hold onto Lottie, and you know it.”

      Everett’s chest bucks with a silent laugh. “I don’t need to resort to desperate attempts. What Lemon and I share isn’t child’s play.”

      “Oh?” Noah steps in with a threat in his eyes. “And you’re saying what Lottie and I had was? Lottie and I have a real relationship. I never had to chase her through the neighborhood while she was in her bikini. At the end of the day, you’re nothing more than an animal. You’re an insult to animals because animals have the ability to cultivate relationships with people. Something you’ve never been able to do. The truth is, I didn’t have to steal Cormack. She craved the emotional connection I was able to give her.”

      “Excuse me, Lemon. The trash is starting to stink. I’d better take it out.”

      He pulls Noah in by the lapels and gives him a violent shove.

      Soon, Noah and Everett exchange fists to the eye and every band member morphs into a bouncer, landing the two of them out on the sidewalk.

      It’s clear dinner is officially over.

      One thing that isn’t over is Noah and Everett’s personal war.

      And my investigation into Ambrosia Whispers’ death—well, that’s just getting started.
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      The Honey Hollow Library is tucked into a hillside that affords views of the whole town from its bird’s eye perch.

      It’s the very next afternoon, post the horrific brawl between Noah and Everett.

      I sigh as I look to Bizzy. “I can’t help but note there was a heck of a lot more peace between the two of them when I was with Noah. I’m not saying Noah is immature. I’m just saying this reversal is new and it really stings his heart.”

      Carlotta, Georgie, and Macy are snapping pictures of themselves with Honey Lake in the background while Bizzy and I wait to head into the library.

      Lily is watching the bakery for me and already we’ve sold out of flag cakes for the day. I guess July is a patriotic month in general, but it doesn’t hurt that the entire town has fallen in love with the creamy goodness.

      Bizzy hugs herself for a moment. “Noah seems like a really nice guy. I mean, Everett does, too.” Her eyes widen a notch as if she were covering something.

      I’m about to probe just what that might be when Georgie and Carlotta stream into the library.

      Macy hitches her head in that direction. “Come on, girls. It’s time to load up on dirty books.”

      Inside the library it’s considerably cooler than the hot humid air of a Vermont summer.

      “Oh, it’s heaven in here,” Bizzy whispers, fanning herself with her fingers.

      “I’m glad about it, too,” I whisper back. “My sister is due in a month. I can’t imagine how miserable she must be in this heat.” I hold out the pink bakery box in my hand her way. “Last chance for a fresh baked Danish.”

      “I’m still full from the blueberry Danish I had at the bakery this morning. Lottie, I don’t know how you show any restraint. I’d eat away all my profits if I were you.”

      “Believe me, I’m close.”

      The library is bustling and I’m not too surprised, seeing that it’s at least thirty degrees cooler in here. The library itself is spacious, lined with plush carpeting to keep the noise volume at a minimum. Almost every table and chair is filled to capacity and there are groups of mothers with toddlers in tow headed toward the glass room in the back for story time, I’m assuming.

      I spot Lainey seated at the front reception desk and we head on over.

      “Lottie Lemon,” my sister groans, waddling her way around her desk to pull me into a sideways hug.

      Lainey’s caramel-colored hair is pulled back into a ponytail and she’s donned a pink and white floral dress over her enormous belly. Of course, I would never tell her it was enormous to her face, but, I’ll admit, it looks painfully distended. I’m terrified for my poor sweet sister to actually have to endure childbirth. I mean, I know women do it every day, but both she and Keelie are going to have to experience it in a very real way in just a few weeks, and from what television has shown me, it won’t be a picnic.

      Lainey pries open the box. “Danishes! It’s like you read my mind. I’ve been craving cheese Danishes like nobody’s business. What brings you and the crew to my literary neck of the woods?” she asks, glancing over at Georgie and Carlotta who are currently perusing the what’s new section.

      Bizzy takes a breath. “We’re in search of books and we’re hoping you can help us.”

      “That’s the name of my game.” She sets the bakery box aside. “Now let’s get reading. Who? What? Where? And when?” she teases.

      I give her the name of Ambrosia Whispers’ book, The Cheater’s Diary, and Lainey leads the charge.

      Georgie and Carlotta tag along as well and we all pause as a group when Lainey shows us the expansive Ambrosia Whispers’ catalog the library has their hands on.

      “Wow,” Bizzy says, running her finger along the spines. “This is quite a collection.”

      “Yup.” Georgie pulls one off the shelf. “She was pretty prolific. Ladies and Scallywags was one of my favorite series. I guess now we’ll never know which scallywag Sharla chose to spend her life with. Now that Ambrosia is dead, she took all of our happy endings with her.”

      Lainey moans, “I’m sorry to hear that, Georgie. But the good part is, the characters will live on forever.” The spine of a book catches her eye. “Oh, look, Lottie, here’s the book you requested, The Cheater’s Diary.”

      “You have two copies,” Bizzy points out, taking the second copy for herself. “Looks as if Lottie and I are about to have a read along.”

      Carlotta slaps her hands together. “Now let’s get to the good part. You got any books by Jackie Hart?”

      Lainey makes a face. “If I had a dime for every time someone asks me that. She’s quite a popular lady.” She walks us over a few aisles. “Here we go.” She waves a hand over a about a dozen books.

      I blink back. “Ambrosia had nearly the entire shelf to herself in comparison. I guess she really was prolific.”

      Lainey nods furtively. “She really was. I’d say Jackie is more on par with what I’ve seen. The strange thing is that they’ve both been writing for about ten years or so. I guess Ambrosia never slept.”

      “Huh,” Bizzy says while thumbing through the book in her hand. “This is supposed to be based on true events that occurred after she caught her boyfriend cheating on her.”

      “Really?” Lainey leans in. “I might just have to read that myself once you’re done. I bet she slaughters him in his sleep. That’s what I would do.”

      I lean an ear her way. “Should I warn Forest?”

      She shakes her head. “You don’t have to. That man knows what one wayward glance will get him, let alone an entire body. Speaking of which, look at me. I’m the size of the library—heck, it looks as if I ate the library and it’s all his fault. He and those wayward glances.”

      I can’t help but giggle. “I can’t wait to hold your baby in my arms. And, I can’t wait for the big double baby shower coming up. Any requests for the dessert table?”

      She twitches her lips. “I don’t know, but I sure do have a hankering for a cheese Danish.”

      “Ah-ha!” Georgie shouts, inspiring a ring of shhs coming from the surrounding tables. “Here it is,” she whispers as loud as she can while pulling a book off the shelves. “In the Judge’s Chamber by Jackie Hart.”

      “Oh thank God, there’s more than one copy.” Carlotta takes another off the shelf, as does Macy.

      Bizzy shoulders her way in. “What about me?”

      “Bizzy!” I laugh at the thought of her wanting a copy. “Okay, fine. What about me?”

      “Here.” Lainey reaches up and pulls out another copy that got pushed to the back. “The two of you will have to share. I’ll admit, it’s unusual for us to have so many copies, but this book has gotten more requests than just about any other romance book in here—combined.”

      My cheeks heat at the prospect of reading all about Everett’s sexual dalliances. I much prefer living them, especially while they’re happening to me.

      Bizzy hands me the book. “You can have it. I’ll share Georgie or Macy’s copy with them.”

      Georgie grunts, already immersed within the text. “Good luck prying this out of my cold, dead hands. I’m taking this one to the afterlife with me.”

      “Ditto,” Macy says, pulling the book closer to her face as she begins in on the reading adventure herself.

      Carlotta gives a whoop as she buries her own nose in her copy. “Is it wrong that I’m envisioning my little Lot Lot as Loretta, the judge’s red-hot flame?”

      Macy gives a dark laugh. “Is it wrong that I’m envisioning myself?”

      “Ditto,” Georgie says.

      Bizzy shrugs as she glances to the unopened book in my hand.

      Lainey leans over Carlotta’s shoulder. “What’s the big deal about this book that has turned you all into bona fide reading zombies?”

      Carlotta lifts her chin, her eyes never straying from the words on the page in front of her.

      “The author wrote this book after having some hot chamber loving with Lot Lot’s man. It’s basically a tell-all of his naughty, intimate ways.”

      “Everett?” Lainey squawks as she wrangles the book from Carlotta and begins to take in as many words as she can before Carlotta tries to wrangle it right back.

      “Oh, what the heck.” I crack open the book in my hands, and Bizzy and I get right to reading. “Wow,” I muse as I quickly flip through the pages, looking for the juicy stuff, but there’s no real need. Each page is chock-full of juicy stuff. “He’s definitely honed that skill,” I whisper.

      Bizzy gasps as she dots her finger over a paragraph. “Is that even legal?”

      Lainey looks over her shoulder. “Is it painful?”

      “No to both,” I say as I snap the book shut. “Do you think there’s a plotline in there?”

      Lainey snatches the book from me. “Who cares?”

      Carlotta and Georgie let out a simultaneous howl.

      “Lot Lot.” Carlotta kicks me in the back of the knee. “Quick, check page thirty-three. I need verification he’s still using that move.”

      Georgie pulls the book away and comes up for air. “If he is, consider my hat officially in the ring.”

      Bizzy opens the book in her hand and flips the pages before sucking in a quick breath.

      “Is this even real?” She pulls back, and I quickly peruse the infamous page.

      My lips press tight. “I plead the fifth.”

      “Lottie!” Macy barks it out like a reprimand. “What are you doing here, wasting time with a bunch of overheated women? We need to get you down to the courthouse.”

      “Page thirty-three is at stake.” Carlotta bonks me on the head with the book. “Now get!”

      I make a face. I’ll admit, the offer is tempting.

      “Maybe.” I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment. “But first, I think we could all use a drink at the bar.”

      Lainey squints over at me. “There is no bar at the library. Or in all of Honey Hollow for that matter.”

      “Yup.” I take a deep breath as I give Carlotta and Georgie the side-eye. “That’s why we’re headed to Leeds.”

      Georgie and Carlotta link arms and spin around, dancing a little jig that looks better fit for Octoberfest.

      “A bar?” Macy rolls her eyes. “If I had a shot at meeting up with the hot judge in his chambers, I’d make sure I was one hundred percent sober.”

      “Oh, I will be,” I assure her. I plan on being more than lucid when I speak with Ambrosia Whispers’ ex.

      Henry Watson, we’re gunning for you.
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      Lowlifes is located in a red brick building just down the street from where my sister Meg works, the Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club.

      Macy opted out of our little investigative field trip once Alex made her a better offer, or more aptly put, an indecent proposal she couldn’t refuse. She was more than a little heated after reading that expose of Everett’s love life.

      Fine, we were all a bit heated.

      Lainey actually dumped a cup full of ice over her face.

      I’m not going to lie. I’m looking forward to tonight, where I can fully explore the benefits of page thirty-three—for research purposes, of course.

      Carlotta barks out a laugh as she points to the chalkboard sign just outside of the establishment.

      “Enjoy cheesy nachos with your cheesy date,” Bizzy reads. “At least they’re honest.”

      Georgie ticks her head to the side. “I’ve spent decades around lowlifes. And I’m not afraid to say they can be entertaining as long as they’re not trying to use you for their entertainment.”

      I open the door to the venue and a blast of cool air hits us, right along with the scent of French fries and cheap beer.

      “Let’s hope Henry Watson is in the mood to entertain us,” I say. “With the truth.”

      The inside is covered with red brick as well, beat-up wood floors, and small round tables that look as if they were made of slices from a redwood tree. The music is a touch too loud, as expected, and there is more than a fair share of bodies in here for the late afternoon crowd.

      I spot a familiar face seated down by the bar surrounded by beautiful young women.

      “Hey, that’s my sister,” I say as I head in that direction. “Meg?” I say as I come upon her.

      She’s got her black hair pulled back into a long sleek ponytail and enough eyeliner ringed around her eyes to qualify her for the raccoon family, but she’s gorgeous nonetheless. She’s wearing a torn up black tank top and has on a spiked collar, giving her that tough girl appeal she strives for. Meg is a tough girl with or without the spikes, but I think she likes the message they convey.

      “Lottie Lemon.” She stands and gives me a quick embrace before waving to Bizzy, Carlotta, and Georgie. “What brings you to my neck of the adultery-riddled woods?”

      I give a quick sweep of the vicinity and note a man with a fedora working behind the bar, and I don’t have any doubt that it’s the man I came to see. I recognize his hat from that infamous day at the lake.

      I lean in and whisper, “I’m here to talk to the bartender. It’s a part of my investigation.” I pull back. “What are you doing here?” I give a tiny wave to the girls sitting around the table who look somewhat bored while waiting for us to finish up our conversation.

      “Red Satin is on a hiring spree, so I’m doing interviews. I don’t like to do them at the club because the men always try to influence my decisions.”

      Georgie claps up a storm. “Interviews for the strip club? Count me in.” She pulls up a seat at the table and Carlotta pulls up a seat right next to her.

      Carlotta snorts, “If my bestie has a dream, who am I to burst her bubble?”

      Meg glances to the bar. “Hey, Henry!”

      He turns this way and I cringe.

      Perhaps telling Meg about my true intentions wasn’t the best idea. In my defense, my brain is still sexually scrambled after cherry picking my way through In the Judge’s Chamber. It turns out, my husband has a lot to answer to. Or in the least demonstrate.

      Husband.

      I swoon for a moment at the thought.

      Meg lifts a finger. “Free drinks for my sister and her friend. They’re on me.” She turns my way. “Good luck to you, Lot. Hope you nail whoever you’re looking to pin to a wall.” She plunks back into her seat and carries on with her own interrogation methods.

      Bizzy and I shuffle our way to the bar, where we meet up with the fedora wearing man with a red beard and affable smile.

      “So which one of you is Meg’s sister?” he asks with a laugh caught in his throat.

      “That would be me,” I say as Bizzy and I take a seat at the end of the bar. “And this is my good friend, Bizzy Baker. She’s here from out of town and I’m trying to show her a good time.”

      He glides an amber-colored drink over to a customer. “You came to the right place,” he says as he makes his way closer to us. “So you’re really Meg’s sister?” He laughs to himself. “She’s a good friend of mine. She’s been coming to the bar for the past year just shooting the breeze. Too bad she’s not single or I would have scooped her up.”

      It’s true. Meg has been seeing Hook Redwood for about a year now. He’s a decent guy. Smart. In fact, he owns a finance business with Alex.

      “Well, Meg is quite the catch, so I couldn’t blame you there.” A tight smile pins to my cheeks.

      “How about you?” He gives a playful wink.

      “I’m married and she’s engaged.” I quickly fill our bartender friend in on the status of our love lives before this takes a turn for the desperate. Although, I’m not really getting a desperate vibe from him—more like a playful energy.

      A burst of hot pink light claps to my left as Bingo suddenly appears standing on her hind legs and belly to the bar.

      “What did I miss, Lottie?”

      I shake my head as if answering her question. I touch my bare leg to Bizzy’s bare leg in hopes the connection to the other side will be the same as it would be if we were holding hands.

      Bingo lets out an egregious oink that goes on forever, causing Bizzy to jump as she looks that way. It seems the connection is strong after all.

      Henry gives an adorable frown. “Well, that’s too bad. I like to score at least one date per shift and now my quota is off-kilter.”

      Bizzy gives a gentle laugh. “Well, the day is young yet. Hey, I think I recognize you. Weren’t you down at Honey Lake on the Fourth? I was burning up and saw your hat. I remember thinking, now there’s a smart man, wearing a cool hat. My dad used to wear fedoras all the time while I was growing up, so it caught my eye.”

      I have no clue if any of it was factual. I vaguely remember Bizzy wearing a hat, but that may not be factual either. Regardless, she’s great at transitioning subject matters with suspects. I can definitely learn a thing or two from her.

      His playful demeanor quickly evaporates as she gives a shifty glance to the left and right.

      “That was me.” He shrugs as if coming to terms with his honesty. “A few friends invited me to their cookout, and I was in charge of bringing the hot dogs.” His eyebrows give an unenthused bounce.

      “I was there, too,” I offer. “Actually, I bumped into Bizzy there. There was a tent set out for a bunch of local authors and we were both huge fans of Mirandy Lemonade. She writes romance.” Shoot. Should I have mentioned Ambrosia instead?

      Bizzy shakes her head my way discreetly.

      Bingo snorts once again. “I’m sensing he’s hiding something. Why don’t you ask him if he likes to read books? My mother always said not to trust humans who didn’t read books.”

      Good thinking. And it sounds like she had a good mama, too.

      “Are you a big reader?” I post the question his way.

      “I am. Thrillers mostly. My ex was a writer. Maybe you’ve heard of her. Ambrosia Whispers?”

      Both Bizzy and I feign surprise.

      She leans in. “How can we not have heard of her. I guess you know what happened to her that night.”

      He gives a slow blink.

      “I sure do.” He stares off at the wall a moment and Bizzy gasps as if she just pulled a juicy tidbit right out of his brain.

      Ha!

      I hope we got ’em.

      “It’s terrible what happened.” He sags a moment as if he were genuinely grieving. “What can I get you ladies to drink?”

      We both quickly order tonic water with a twist of lime and he gets right to work.

      “So what do you think happened?” I ask. “I mean, the sheriff’s department hasn’t made any big announcements. I guess that means the killer is still out there roaming free.”

      Henry nods as he glides the drinks our way.

      “Valerie—that was her real name—she was a hothead, that’s for sure,” he says. “Not that I didn’t give her anything to be hotheaded about, but she had a strange way of bringing misery upon herself no matter how terribly she was wronged.”

      Bingo grunts, “Is he blaming my Val for the way he cheated on her? Is this a man or a pig? Don’t answer that. Some of my best friends are pigs.”

      Bizzy sits up. “You were in a relationship with Ambrosia Whispers?” She pretends to be starstruck, and for a second, even I believe it.

      “Yup.” Our bearded friend is right back to grinning. “It was bliss in the beginning. In fact, the first four books in the Destined to Sin series she said were about me. Those were the good old days.” He gives a wishful shake of the head. “But Val had a dark side. She liked things to go her way, and when they didn’t, she made sure you knew about it. She was a bit anal about keeping her place tidy. Everything in its place and a place for everything kind of stuff. I guess you could say I’m quite the opposite.”

      I nod his way. “So the two of you clashed over the little stuff. I get it.”

      I don’t, but I can see it happening.

      “You could say that.” His eyes widen a moment. “I tried to stomach it at first.” He winces as he leans our way. “If I tell you the truth, do you promise not to hold it against me?”

      He’s so friendly and likable I don’t see how we can. Except if he confesses to actually doing the deadly deed. No pass on murder one, my friend.

      “You bet.” Bizzy toasts him with her drink, and I do the same.

      He shrugs again. “To be honest, I probably should have left the relationship long before it ended. But I’ll admit, I liked having a famous girlfriend. Heck, my own mother was a huge fan of Val’s work. Anyway, after weeks of being subjected to far more verbal abuse than any man should have to deal with, I started talking to a girl here at the bar. One thing led to the next, and let’s just say things got wildly out of control.”

      My lips part at the revelation. “Did Ambrosia find out about the other woman?”

      He makes a face. “In grand fashion.” He lands his elbows on the bar and leans in as far as he can. “Mel, the new girl, started sending me pictures of herself partially clothed, and nude”—he shrugs again—“she left them on my phone, and it turns out my phone is linked to my tablet. Val never checked my phone for spying purposes. She couldn’t. I have a password on it. But my tablet, well, I guess you could say that’s where I dropped the ball. When the entire nightmare shook out, Val told me she was reading next to my tablet and a racy picture popped up on the screen. And, seeing that merely breaking up with me would have been too much of an easy option for her, she went low. She took screenshots of every single exchange Mel and I had. I won’t lie, we said some pretty raunchy things to one another and made good on those promises later. Valerie somehow managed to keep quiet about her newfound knowledge for about two weeks, silently collecting more screenshots for her big reveal. It was my father’s eightieth birthday, and all of my siblings and their spouses got together at my parents’ place out in Fallbrook for the big celebration. Val waited until most of the relatives went home, but my siblings were still present before she sent each one of my brothers and sister, including my parents, every single screenshot. My poor dad almost had a heart attack. My mother gave me a good beating with a broom right in front of Val. I suppose that made Val feel good. My mom also made me apologize to her, which I did. My siblings weren’t so amused. My sister hated my actions but disliked Val’s timing even more. One of my brothers called her a tacky witch for pulling that off at my father’s birthday party.”

      “Were you angry?” Bizzy asks with a touch of innocence to her question. No judgment in her tone whatsoever.

      Henry closes his eyes a moment. “What she did to me was unforgiveable. My dad died last year and my mother a few weeks back. All I ever was to them after the incident was the loser son with the crazy ex-girlfriend. I won’t lie. I haven’t exactly shed a tear now that Val herself is gone. She had a special way of infuriating people. I guess you could say she liked to get creative.”

      “I’ll say.” I shudder. “I’m sorry. I mean, I get why she did it. You were cheating on her. But dragging your parents into it was pretty low.”

      Bingo moans. “I don’t blame her. She was caught up in the moment. I’ve been so angry I could charge a crowd. But I’ve learned to count to ten and find something good to eat before reacting, and it’s saved dozens of people from being maimed.” Her nose ticks up and down. “Do I smell sweet cherries?” She walks right through the bar and begins munching on the tiny red globes in the bin behind Henry.

      Bizzy’s eyes grow large as she watches the condiments slowly disappear.

      “I’m sorry about that mess,” I say to him. “We really didn’t know too much about her.”

      Bizzy nods. “Except that weird rumor we heard. Something about her stealing the plotline from another author.”

      Henry pinches his brows together. “Jackie Hart. Her good friend. And the rumors are true. Believe me, I was there the day she came home from having coffee with the woman. Val had a vindictive gleam in her eye that couldn’t be denied. She said Jackie just gave her the best idea yet and she was running with it. Apparently, Jackie made a quip about her writing style not being consistent. Val’s output was noteworthy. She put out several books at once and it aroused Jackie’s suspicion. She had the nerve to ask if Val hired a ghostwriter. Jackie didn’t think something was right, and Val didn’t take too kindly to the accusations. Stealing that plotline was her way of telling Jackie to back off.”

      Bizzy and I exchange a glance.

      Bizzy hooks her gaze to his. “Henry, do you think Jackie could have done this to Val?”

      He cringes. “I don’t think so. Jackie Leoni, that’s her real name, she’s more of a lover than a fighter.”

      I’ll say. Page thirty-three corroborates his claim.

      He shakes his head. “I’m shocked the sheriff’s department hasn’t arrested Tallulah yet.”

      I blink back. “Tallulah Velvet?”

      He nods. “That woman has a temper ten times the one Val had.” He flicks his wrist as if to annunciate the fact.

      “What kind of beef did Tallulah have with Val?”

      Henry’s lips twitch. “Let’s just say earlier that night, on the Fourth, Tallulah’s ex, Ronald Stigman, proposed to his new girlfriend, and she said yes.” He ticks his head to the side. “I don’t remember the details, but it was Val who cost Tallulah that relationship and they drew enemy lines shortly thereafter. Tallulah vowed revenge. Val said to me one day that Tallulah Velvet was the only person she regretted messing with. She thought about getting a restraining order because the harassment was so bad at one point. But things simmered. And Val waited for Tallulah’s next move. A part of me wonders if that knife in the back was it. That was Tallulah’s go-to phrase. She always did say that Val stuck a knife in her back. Maybe this was her way of repaying the favor?”

      A couple of customers at the other end of the bar garner his attention and he nods before taking off.

      “Bizzy”—I whisper—“he certainly gave us a lot to think about. Was there anything noteworthy going on in his mind?”

      “Not really. He was pretty forthright.”

      Bingo turns around, her nose pink from her cherry binge.

      “I think he could have been moved to kill her. But I don’t think he did it.” The surly swine lets out a belch. “But this Tallulah person, she might be the killer indeed.”

      Bizzy and I nod to one another.

      And as soon as we track down Tallulah, we’ll try to determine just that.
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      After a long day Bizzy, Carlotta, Georgie, and I head back to Honey Hollow. Jasper picks Bizzy up and they take off for a romantic dinner at one of the lakeside restaurants. Carlotta takes Georgie out to dinner with her and Mayor Nash. It’s nice to see he’s still in the picture. I’m not hung up on that whole they’re-my-biological-parents-I-want-them-together thing, but I think they’re a decent pairing. Evie is off to a movie with friends, and just as I’m about to entertain the idea of slinking off to Everett’s hot tub to sneak in some R&R, Noah sends a group message to both Everett and me, inviting us to Mangias for dinner to discuss the case.

      Everett responds that he’ll meet us there if I’m up for it and I quickly agree as well. It looks as if my nice night of R&R has quickly morphed into playing the part of referee between the two great loves of my life.

      And if I’m honest, for reasons unknown to me, I miss them both. Yes, I saw them just last night, but they weren’t exactly in top form. I miss the three of us actually getting along. I knew things would be different now that I’m with Everett, but I had no idea it would feel as if my world had turned upside down.

      Here’s hoping an extra-large pizza from Mangias can help right all the wrongs.

      Mangias is located right across the street from the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, so I park right in front of my bake shop and pause to peer inside. It’s closed at the moment. The twinkle lights from that behemoth resin oak tree that expands its branches into my shop are the only thing giving it life at the moment. This bakery was my dream for so long, and now I have it. Maybe once you achieve one dream in your life it’s time to reach for another?

      Both Lainey and Keelie are moving on with the next phase of their lives.

      Should I be doing the same?

      I mean, technically, I’m married. But what about children? Of course, I want them. I’ve always envisioned myself as being a mother one day. My own mother was a loving example of how to raise and nurture a family. But I won’t be able to have kids forever. I really need to get my procreating act together. I need to get my heart together.

      A part of me wishes I had met either just Noah or Everett and not both on the very same day. Life just seems so much more complicated when you have two men that you’re hopelessly in love with.

      I just wish I had a sign as to what I should really be doing and with whom.

      A burst of pink light erupts in the bakery and a tiny tot of a piglet materializes as Bingo appears before me.

      “Lottie Lemon,” she oinks my name out. “I do believe all the world’s problems can be solved by eating dessert.” She moseys her way to the bakery shelves, and in less than five seconds half of one shelf quickly disappears.

      Maybe so. But right now, it’s time for pizza. I give Bingo a friendly wave before heading across the street. I’ll clean up the mess she leaves behind in the morning.

      Inside the Italian eatery, I find both Noah and Everett already seated at a table near the window and the two of them stand up like true gentlemen once they see me.

      “Save it.” I pull each one in for a hug in turn. They both look devastatingly handsome. A table full of women nearby keeps stealing glances in this direction and a few of them look genuinely disappointed that I’ve shown up. “You’re both savages and you know it.”

      The three of us take a seat and the waitress stops by as we put in an order for our usual pepperoni pizza and garlic bread.

      “Lemon”—Everett takes up my hand and kisses the back of it—“I want to be the first to apologize for my behavior last night.”

      Noah dips his chin. “I believe I was the one who started the argument. I should be the first to apologize.”

      A quick laugh bounces from me. “For goodness’ sake, let’s not brawl over who should apologize first. I accept both of your apologies. In fact, I think we should just drop the subject. Noah, I realize seeing Everett and me together is hard for you to deal with. I would be devastated if I were in your shoes. If anyone should be apologizing around here, it’s me. And in light of that, I’m truly sorry to have dragged you both into an unfair situation.”

      “It’s pretty fair to me.” Everett gives a sly wink, and I can’t help but bite down on a smile.

      “Yes, well,” I clear my throat, “it wasn’t fair to you while I was with Noah.”

      Everett’s dark brows meet in the middle as he frowns. “Lemon, I was insistent you finish things off with him. I was a willing participant. Don’t feel bad. Certainly don’t apologize.”

      Noah leans in. “For the record, Lottie and I haven’t finished things off. I suggested she see if there was anything between the two of you to return the favor so Lottie and I could resume our lives without interruption.”

      Everett straightens a bit. “So you classify me as an interruption?” He folds his arms across his chest. “Don’t worry, Noah. I won’t resort to name-calling.”

      My lips twitch as I look to both of them. “I’ll admit, I rather like the idea of being married.”

      Noah’s deep green eyes enlarge a moment. “I’ll marry you, Lottie.”

      Everett laces his fingers with mine. “Sorry, Noah, she’s taken.”

      Noah growls over at him, “That’s merely a legal technicality.”

      I take a breath, already wary of their war of words.

      “Bizzy and I went down to Lowlifes today and spoke to Henry Watson. He asked us both out for a date.”

      Noah squeezes out a quick smile. “A little competition?”

      “No,” I quickly assure him.

      Everett rubs his thumb over my fingers. “Someone asked my wife out?” He narrows those cobalt eyes to mine. “That’s because you don’t have a ring.” His lips curve at the tips. “I was going to save this for later, but I don’t see why I should wait.” He pulls something out of his pocket and holds what looks like a diamond-riddled platinum band between us. “Carlotta Kenzie Lemon, would you do me the honor of wearing this ring as a token of my undying affection?”

      A series of sighs break out from all around me. Not surprising considering women sitting in a close proximity to Everett have a certain duty to keep tabs on his every move.

      A breath hitches in my throat as I take in the magnificent cushion-cut diamond surrounded by a halo of diamonds set on a diamond eternity band. It’s a darn right diamond palooza happening here.

      “My God, Everett, it’s exquisite,” I pant as he slides the jewel onto my ring finger.

      Everett leans in and brushes a soft kiss over my lips as a round of applause breaks out around us.

      I pull back to see Noah glowering over at Everett.

      “Sorry.” I wince his way.

      “Don’t be.” Noah’s dimples dig in. “I’m not intimidated by his latest tactic.”

      “No tactic,” Everett replies. “I’m simply furnishing my wife with what is due to her. And the next time someone wants to hit on her at a bar, they’ll spot the ring on her finger and think twice.”

      “It’s so beautiful, Everett. You really shouldn’t have. This must have cost a fortune. Please tell me you plucked this out of your mother’s vast collection of baubles.” A while back I wore an engagement ring that once belonged to his mother and it was the size of a globe. Long story short, I eventually gave the ring back to his mother and she put it into the family vault where it belongs.

      Everett catches my gaze. “I picked this out especially for you. Wear it in good health, Lemon. Always.”

      There’s a sincerity in his voice that neither Noah nor I can argue with. And before I can respond, the food arrives and the three of us dig right in. Of course, I’ve got one eye glued on my brand new sparkler. Dear God, it shines like a supernova. I’m no expert, but I’d say I have four or five carats on my finger at least. This must have set Everett back a fortune. Not that he doesn’t have a fortune or two—but still.

      After we indulge in a few aggressive bites in a satiated silence, Noah nods my way.

      “Tell me about your meeting with Ambrosia’s ex.”

      “You know about Henry?” I ask him.

      “I’m the lead homicide detective on the case,” he says. “I know about everything.” He gives a playful twist of his lips. “So what did you glean?”

      “Henry was caught cheating,” I tell them. “And, well, let’s just say Ambrosia found a creative way to pants him in public.” I fill them in on Henry’s father’s birthday debacle, and how that exposure affected his relationships with his family.

      Everett leans back in his seat. “That’s pretty brutal. But I’ve heard worse in the courtroom. It’s usually that behavior—both his and hers—that land people in front of my bench.”

      Noah shakes his head. “I think I’d better pay a visit to Mr. Watson. Anything else you’d like to report, Detective Lemon?”

      “Henry confirmed the fact Ambrosia stole Jackie Hart’s plotline as one of her shiny new ideas. Apparently, Jackie had wondered if Ambrosia had a ghostwriter helping her write all those novels she was putting out three and four at a time. Henry said Ambrosia’s ego was bruised, and that’s why she dug her claws into Jackie’s plotline. But the strangest thing he brought up was another author, Tallulah Velvet.”

      Noah gives a crooked grin. “Tallulah Velvet had a major beef with Ambrosia Whispers.”

      “What about?” Everett asks before reaching for another slice of pizza.

      Noah shrugs. “Don’t know. I spoke to her the day of the murder. She said Valerie had it coming, but it wasn’t her that did it.”

      Everett nods. “The battle cry of both the innocent and the guilty.” He looks my way. “Do you know where to find her?”

      “Not yet. Bizzy offered to track her down. And don’t either of you worry. We’re hoping to speak with her in a public venue.”

      Noah’s expression grows stern. “And do you plan on bringing Ethel along for the ride?”

      Ethel is the name I gave the Glock handgun both Noah and Everett teamed up to buy me a few months back.

      “Yes, and no. Mostly no.” I cower a moment. “But in my defense, I’m too lazy to head to your place to retrieve her.” It’s true. She’s been sitting in Noah’s gun safe ever since Evie popped into our lives. For a time, Evie was actually staying with me, and I didn’t feel safe having a gun in my underwear drawer with a teenager in the house.

      Noah closes his eyes a moment. “Lottie, the gun can only protect you if you have it on your person.”

      “I know. And believe me, I’ve been thankful for all the times it’s protected me before. I’ll try to be more diligent about it.”

      Noah’s phone pings and he glances at the screen before letting out a hard moan.

      He looks my way. “Lottie, have you seen the new cover for your mother’s book?”

      “No, do I want to?”

      Noah flashes his phone our way, and both Everett and I recoil at the very same time.

      “What is that?” I lean in, trying to get a better look at the monstrosity.

      Noah pulls his phone back. “I believe that’s my father’s chest with the appendages of several women glued to it.”

      “I guess the hot wax debacle made the final cut.” I glance over at the disaster once again. “I don’t think this is going to garner her any additional sales. If anything, numbers will run retrograde.”

      We finish up dinner and head on out.

      I offer Noah a quick hug. “Hey, I forgot to ask you if you had anything new on the case. Are you holding something back from me, Detective Fox?”

      Noah takes in a lungful of the warm night air. If tonight’s heat wave is any indication, tomorrow will be a scorcher.

      “Not much. We did confiscate a few items from Ambrosia’s condo, some paperwork, her laptop. And I’ll be talking to Jessie Lane again tomorrow. She’s been pretty helpful with the investigation as far as filling me in on who had a bone to pick with whom. I’ll let you know if it yields anything.”

      We say a quick goodnight as Noah hops into his truck and takes off.

      Everett wraps an arm around my waist. “You want to head back to my place and kick your shoes off?” His lids hood low, and judging by that devilish grin twitching on his lips, he’s hoping I’ll take off more than my shoes.

      “Not so fast. There’s something I didn’t share with Noah.”

      “I like where this is going already.”

      “I stopped by the Honey Hollow Library and checked out a certain book called In the Judge’s Chamber by Jackie Hart.”

      His eyes round out before the hint of a sly smile curves on his lips.

      I take in a quick breath. “Did you read it?”

      “A secretary of mine clued me in on it a few years back when it first hit the shelves. She gave me her copy and I did read it.”

      “How much of that book was a work of fiction? Inquiring wives want to know.”

      His chest pumps with a quiet laugh. “Her name and mine.”

      “So about page thirty-three…”

      Everett swipes his thumb over my lips.

      “Page thirty-three will blush when it hears of the things I’m about to do with,” he picks up my hand and kisses the ring he placed on my finger, “my wife.”

      Everett and I head over to his place and blow page thirty-three to pieces.

      And the one left blushing is me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      When I heard the words rage yoga, I should have quickly deduced exactly which town would have the angst needed to hold such classes.

      And as the universe would have it, all raging roads always point to Leeds.

      Bizzy texted last night and let me know that not only did she find Tallulah Velvet, but that she was heading up a yoga class the very next day.

      It’s early morning, far too early for keeping both eyelids open at once, let alone venting my rage out on the world, but as fate and my intense thirst for justice would have it, Bizzy, Macy, Georgie, and Carlotta have all driven down with me to the Body Fit Yoga Studio on a strip of land on the outskirts of Leeds. Although, my inability to keep my eyes open might have more to do with the fact I had an exceptionally late night and early start to the day.

      Everett made sure to not only demonstrate page thirty-three, but to improve on it, many, many times into the wee hours of the night. And seeing that I had to get up extra early to bake so that I could be here in time for our little rage party, he was kind enough to hit the pause button so we could both get a few winks of shut-eye. This morning we may have hit the shower at the very same time to conserve water, but seeing that we were highly distracted in that tiny little water closet of mine, we probably used more water than either of us would have otherwise. Nonetheless, he came down to the bakery with me this morning and worked on his laptop until it was time for him to head to the courthouse.

      I will say it was bliss.

      More than bliss.

      There’s been a smile on my face and a spring in my step ever since.

      The yoga studio is minimalistic, white walls, white wood floors, and a bevy of yoga mats to choose from if you didn’t bring your own. The five of us sign in and ante up for the one hour howl of terror and are quickly directed out back into what looks like a hayfield that sits under a pristine blue summer sky. The temperatures have already skyrocketed and are nearing triple digits, and there’s no hope of keeping our cool out here, literally or figuratively.

      “I was sort of hoping we’d be letting out all of our pent-up rage in the confines of an air-conditioned studio,” I say, slapping a trickle of sweat as it runs down the back of my neck.

      Georgie bumps her shoulder to mine. “I bet you need to cool off after that wild night you had.”

      Both Georgie and Carlotta have donned matching pink kaftans with bright green leggings underneath. I won’t even ask.

      “How do you know I had a wild night?” I bite down on the smile I’ve been trying to harness all morning.

      Macy rolls her eyes. “First of all, we know who you went home to.”

      Carlotta pokes me in the ribs with her finger. “Second of all, we know the two of you can’t keep your hands off each other.”

      Bizzy gives a sly smile. “Thirdly, your need to investigate page thirty-three probably got the better of you.”

      “It’s true,” I say as we step out into the midst of dozens of women already posing and stretching on the yoga mats. “Let’s just say, Everett made sure to meet and exceed everything written in that naughty novel. And if I’m being truthful, he’s already outperformed every move between those covers long before I ever cracked the book open. Everett says he saved his top gun moves for me, and that I inspired him to invent a few new ones to boot.”

      The four of them moan and swoon in unison, and if I’m not mistaken, I could swear I heard a couple of oinks in there as well.

      Sure enough, a spark of light goes off bright as a nuclear blast and Bingo appears in a clearing just shy of the yoga mats and throngs of women.

      “What on earth are all these people doing here?” she warbles as she ambles in close and takes a seat on her belly, ready and willing to observe this strange human condition we’re subjecting ourselves to.

      “Bingo’s here,” I whisper to Bizzy with a wink and lead us over to her where we lay down our mats and begin to stretch as if we know what we’re doing.

      I look to Macy. “How was your night with Alex?”

      Macy rolls her eyes. “The man is insatiable. And it doesn’t hurt that I am, too. He’s taking the day off to gear up for our hot date tonight. He’s taking me out for a picnic on Honey Lake.”

      “Ooh,” Georgie coos. “That sounds romantic. I bet he’s looking to get lucky.”

      Macy shrugs. “He is, and he will. I’m making sure that boy misses me something fierce once I leave. He’s already making plans to visit Cider Cove.”

      “Wow,” I say. “If you and Alex end up getting married, we might actually be related.” I suck in a quick breath as I remember the fact I’m not with Noah at the moment.

      My ring catches the light and Bizzy reaches over and snatches up my hand.

      “Oh my God, Lottie. Did Everett give you this?”

      I give a rather shy nod as the four of them gather around to inspect my bling.

      Carlotta flicks it with her fingers. “That’s a real one, Lot. If things go south, you can hock it and gain a fortune.”

      “I will never hock it.” I hold it protectively close to my heart. “This was a gift from my husband. It means the world to me.”

      Bizzy tips her head and looks up at me from under her lashes. “You’re really getting serious about this marriage. I’m starting to think it’s not just a business arrangement anymore.”

      “It’s true, it may have started as just that, with Everett needing to do the matrimonial deed in order to collect his full inheritance, but now that we’re together, it does feel like something more.”

      Carlotta shoots me the stink eye. “But what about Foxy?”

      “Yeah,” Macy says with a touch of protest in her voice. “I thought we were going to be related, remember?”

      I bite down on the inside of my cheek. It’s hard to keep my emotions in check.

      “Great news? He’s still my boyfriend,” I say, shaking my head as if it wasn’t great news at all. It’s confusing news is what it is. I’m not even sure it’s true.

      

      A thin-framed girl with blue hair pulled into a ponytail, holding a megaphone waves from the front in an effort to get everyone’s attention.

      “That’s her,” Bizzy whispers, and I nod in confirmation.

      “Hello, everybody, and good morning!” The chipper girl bounces as she strides back and forth shouting into the apparatus in her hand.

      Good thing there isn’t a residential housing tract for miles or I could imagine this would be a rude wake-up call.

      “My name is Tallulah Velvet, and not only am I a super sensational yoga monster, but I am an awesome author as well. If you’re angry, frustrated, or an overall irate person, you’ve come to the right place. Rage yoga is all about exerting raw, unfiltered emotions through balanced and controlled exercise paired with your ability to shout your rage into the void of the universe. Are we ready to get started?”

      “I’ll say!” Georgie barks. “Let’s get this screaming party started!”

      A wild cheer ignites as Georgie commandeers the troops, and before we know it, Tallulah lands us in what she calls a meditative pose, sitting straight up with our legs folded, arms out on our knees.

      Bizzy sucks in a quick breath. “I think everyone is giving the one finger salute.”

      I take a look around and, sure enough, that special finger I’ve seen waved my way every now and again on the interstate is being held high by the plethora of women. Something tells me this isn’t their first rage rodeo.

      Carlotta honks out a laugh. “Look at that, Gray. They’re freely giving the bird. Let’s join in on the fun.”

      “I’m not joining in on the fun,” Bizzy says, leaning her back into the sun.

      “Me either,” I say, mimicking her relaxing move.

      Carlotta grunts, “That’s because neither of you are fun. Come on, Macy. Pick up the slack.”

      I peer over to confirm she’s doing just that.

      Tallulah groans as if she were giving birth. “Okay, ladies. Now it’s time for our very first cry of fury for the day. I want you to dig deep. Hone in on your biggest frustration, your sharpest grief, and let it all out via your vocal cords. On three!”

      As if we were being attacked by an entire herd of hungry vultures, every woman in the vicinity belts out a wild cry that stretches to the sky.

      “Come on, Lot Lot!” Carlotta screams through her own grunts. “Give us what you got!”

      I start out low with sort of a yelp as if someone stepped on my toe, and Carlotta gives a disapproving shake of the head my way.

      Even Bingo has gotten into the action, snorting her ghostly furry head off, and it almost sounds as if she’s trying to harmonize with some of the other women.

      Tallulah leads us into another pose, the downward dog, and it feels good to stretch my legs out while my hands are pressed to my mat.

      “Got your bum in the air, girls?” Georgie shouts.

      “Yup!” Bizzy shouts back.

      I catch Macy looking my way.

      “Page sixty-seven,” she calls out and all five of us break out into cackles.

      Tallulah gives us instructions on letting out our ferocious feelings, and, I’ll admit, it’s much tougher to scream while in this contorted position, but I give it my best shot anyway.

      The next few poses come at us fast and furious as we perform warrior pose one and two. Finally, I’m getting the hang of it, stretching my body while stretching my soul, and soon I’m howling with the best of them. I belt out all of my frustrations regarding my feelings for Noah and Everett, my frustrations that the universe gave me two gorgeous men on a platter, and my anger toward myself for not being able to choose. I scream and howl so loud that my vocal cords feel as if I’m shredding them to pieces.

      A hard tap lands on my shoulder, and I pause momentarily to find Carlotta standing over me.

      “You can stop with the shouting now. We’ve been done for close to five minutes.”

      “What?” I cower a moment as I note the eyes of every woman, and one ghostly swine, in this field are pinned on yours truly.

      Tallulah makes her way over with a laugh in her mouth.

      “Don’t worry about a thing. Every now and again, we get someone who needs a little more time to unleash their frustrations. I’m just glad you didn’t clam up. We get women who can’t even squeak out a hello. I’ve even had a handful ask for their money back. You’re not going to ask for your money back, are you?”

      “What? Heck no.” I quickly traipse off my mat as Bizzy and I head over to her.

      The rest of the crowd has broken out into social circles as a happy hum of voices surrounds us.

      “I’m Lottie Lemon. I think we met at that author signing on the Fourth.” I figure we should get right to the nitty-gritty.

      Bizzy nods as if affirming the fact. “My sister is still raving about your book, Love’s Resurrection. And as soon as I can pry it out of her hands, I’m reading it next.”

      Tallulah belts out a friendly laugh. She’s shorter in stature but full of spunk and life. The blue highlights in her hair show she’s got a bubbly personality that can’t be contained.

      I lean in. “How on earth did you get started in this?”

      She nods as if she’s been asked that a thousand times.

      “My therapist suggested it. In fact, she’s become a regular here. It’s safe to say she’s a fan.” Her smile fades a touch. “So you were both at the signing that day.” She shrugs. “Well, I hope you had a great time.”

      “Oh, we did.” I block her path in the event she’s thinking of bolting. “But did you hear? There was a murder that took place.”

      Her jaw clenches as if the thought enraged her, and judging by Bizzy’s quarter-sized eyes, she’s picking up on some less than savory thoughts.

      “I know all about it.” Tallulah exhales as if she were breathing her way through the trauma. I bet she’s reliving it. That might explain why Bizzy is cringing just a bit.

      Bingo lumbers her way over, batting those extra-long eyelashes our way.

      “Is the angry one the killer? Fancy that. A woman who profits off rage can’t control her own.”

      “Good point,” I whisper without meaning to, and Tallulah looks my way.

      “Yes, well, it’s over now and we can all move on with our lives.”

      Bizzy offers a puzzled glance her way. “Did they catch the killer?”

      Tallulah shrugs. “I doubt it. And I doubt they ever will. Ambrosia made so many people upset, the poor sheriff’s department would have to question the entire Western Hemisphere to get to the bottom of it. Some cases simply grow cold. And unfortunately for Ambrosia, she’s growing cold, too.” She shudders. “Sorry, I’m sure that sounded insensitive. Ambrosia wasn’t exactly my favorite person, but then neither was I to her. There was no love lost between us. And apparently, there’s a killer out there that I’m betting feels the very same way.”

      Bizzy and I exchange a quick glance.

      “Tallulah,” I say her name softly and yet my voice still feels strained. “Can I ask why you felt that way about each other? She really did seem like a well-loved author. My mother is one of her biggest fans.”

      She nods. “She has a rabid fan base. Believe me, I know all about them. Ambrosia and I started out as genuine friends, much the same way all of her present enemies did. In fact, we had a shared friend named Ronald Stigman. We met ages ago at a café where Ambrosia and I used to meet up and write side by side. Anyway, long story short, Ambrosia had a boyfriend at the time so I went for Ronald. He was smart, funny, handsome, everything a girl could want. Little did I know that what I had mistaken for friendly behavior on Ambrosia’s part was actual flirting. I guess she was on the prowl and I didn’t pick up on it until it was too late. Not that I was about to hand Ronald over on a silver platter. Ronald and I dated. We got serious. We talked marriage.” Her chest bucks. “None of that made any difference to her. She saw how happy I was—and how miserable she was with Henry—and she sabotaged both of our relationships. Her boyfriend cheated on her and she exposed him to his whole family. I told her that was a lousy thing to do. I didn’t know she was about to do something even lousier than that to me.”

      Both Bizzy and I lean in at the very same time. I can’t imagine what could be lousier than that, but then Ambrosia did have a wild imagination.

      “What did she do, do, do?” Bingo oinks out that last word three times straight.

      Tallulah leans in a notch herself. “Ambrosia took advantage of the fact Ronald and I were at a rocky point in our relationship. She broke into my apartment and boxed up all his things and then scattered them around town. She wrote up this insane treasure hunt and gave it to him to perform in order to get his things back. Of course, his valuables had been stolen by then. Ambrosia made it look as if I did it. She even swiped my phone and texted him a nasty note about it. At the end of the day I tried to let him know it wasn’t me who did it, but it was too late. He was done with me, and that was the end of it. And ironically, that day at the signing, Ronald proposed to his new girlfriend. Ambrosia made sure I saw the entire thing unfold. Apparently, she still maintained a friendship with him, and I learned after the fact that it was Ambrosia who put the idea in his head to propose to his new girlfriend that day. It was terrible.” Her voice breaks as she looks to the ground.

      Bizzy sighs. “I’m so sorry. That must have been painful.”

      “It was. But, on the bright side, I sold a record number of books that day,” she says, wiping tears from her face.

      “I guess that part of Ambrosia will be missed by her fans. I mean, she did contribute to the literary world no matter what kind of a person she was.”

      Tallulah huffs at the thought, “All Ambrosia contributed to the world was carbon dioxide. Yeah, she wrote some books but not that many. Someone was feeding her manuscripts. And I’ll be the first to say, I can tell a stark difference between the two.”

      “The two?” I ask.

      “Yup. There are two clear voices in her work. The crappy one is hers, and the sublimely written pieces, well, those are a true mystery.”

      Bizzy and I glance at one another for a brief moment.

      Didn’t Jackie mention something about that? Wait, it was Henry who said Jackie has accused Ambrosia of hiring a ghostwriter.

      “Tallulah,” I catch her gaze, “do you think Ambrosia hired a ghostwriter?”

      Her mouth opens. “You know, I don’t know about a ghostwriter, but she definitely has her hands on someone else’s work. Even some of her fans have called her out on it. The difference is night and day.”

      “I wonder what was going on with that?” I shake my head. “I guess Ambrosia may have taken that secret to the grave with her.”

      “Jessie Lane might know more,” Tallulah offers. “She was actually Ambrosia’s only friend standing that I know of. Pardon the pun, but everyone else wanted to kill her.” She warms her arms with her hands as if a chill just ran through her despite the fact thermometers all over town are ready to burst. “Anyway, Jessie was the event coordinator along with Wiley Rose Publishing. Jackie Hart, another author who attended the event, had a similar problem with her. I guess you could say Ambrosia was a bit of a book thief when you get down to it. I know she’s not here to defend herself, and if she were, she’d deny everything I’ve said, but it’s true. Ambrosia didn’t write all those books. So great news for your mom. Her favorite author might just be somewhere out there, alive and well.”

      She gives a friendly wave and thanks us for coming out before taking off.

      Bizzy pulls me in close by the arm. “That was wild.”

      “Did you get anything from her thoughts?”

      She nods. “She said she hopes Ambrosia is rotting in hell. She said if she can’t have Ronald, Ambrosia got exactly what she deserved—a knife to the back just like the proverbial one she delivered.”

      “Dark thoughts.”

      Bizzy winces. “They usually are. I’ve learned not to hold them against people. They don’t know they’re being judged.”

      “Do you think she killed her?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” She blows out a breath as she looks in the direction Tallulah took off in, and I spot Bingo following along, grazing over the field as she goes.

      “I think we need to go back to the beginning and talk to Jessie.”

      Bizzy nods in agreement. “And in the meantime, I think we need to head back to the library and check out every book they have of Ambrosia Whispers.”

      “We should scour the internet to see if anyone else has accused her of hiring a ghostwriter, too.”

      “It sounds as if we have a lot to do,” she says.

      “Let’s get Bizzy,” I tease and she gives a sarcastic laugh.

      “It never gets old.”
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      Yellow cake is my preferred delicious base when making a traditional flag cake.

      The miniature versions are selling out, too, and just about everyone who takes a bite comments on how moist the cake is. My secret is simple. In addition to the usual sinful amount of butter, I throw in just a dollop of sour cream to keep the cake from drying out.

      “Oh, Lottie,” Bizzy moans through her next bite. “I’d ask for the recipe, but I think both my taste buds and the Cider Cove Fire Department wouldn’t approve if I made it.

      I can’t help but laugh.

      Bizzy asked for a large serving of my flag cake and I quickly complied with a slice that could qualify as a cake all on its own. Bizzy has made no secret about the fact that despite her surname, Baker, she’s pretty much a hazard in the kitchen.

      “Don’t worry,” I tell her. “I’ll be glad to be your supplier.”

      The bakery just finished up with a rush, and since Lily asked for the afternoon off, Bizzy was kind enough to jump behind the counter and help me out.

      She points her fork my way. “It’s no wonder your bakery is the busiest bakery I’ve ever seen.”

      “Oh, I can actually explain that odd surplus of anxious customers. About a year ago, my mother had a brainstorm and decided to profit off all those not-so pesky poltergeists. Believe it or not, she charges eighty bucks a pop to tourists willing to brave her haunted halls. And once they’re done with their Haunted Honey Hollow B&B Tour, she sends them by the busload in my direction for what she’s billing as The Last Thing They Ate Tour. It’s virtually a free tour. That is, unless they purchase the sweet treat the poor unfortunate soul happened to be noshing on when they bit the big one. And it has been an awful strange string of coincidences that each time I find a body, I also find one of my desserts on or near the deceased.”

      Bizzy’s mouth falls open. “That brings a whole new meaning to the fact your desserts really are to die for. But I don’t want to die. At least not yet. I have a wedding to tend to in September.”

      “That’s right. You and Jasper are tying the knot. I bet you’re over the moon.”

      “More like overwhelmed. You wouldn’t believe how much planning goes into one of these events.”

      “Oh, I would. Keelie just got married last month.”

      As if on cue, my bestie waddles in through the walkway from the Honey Pot Diner. Her blonde curls look a bit wild and unkempt, she’s donned a pale blue dress the exact same hue of her eyes, albeit the dress has a few red stains running down the front, and her belly looks as if it’s grown twice in size since I last saw her a few days ago.

      “Lottie Lemon,” she grouses. “I see you judging me. Don’t say a word and hand over whatever she’s having.” Keelie plunks herself down on the stool next to Bizzy.

      I quickly oblige and set Keelie up with a slice of flag cake that rivals the one I gave Bizzy.

      “I can’t believe your baby shower is coming right up.” No sooner do the words leave my mouth than the bell on the door chimes and in comes my mother.

      “Lottie!” she trills in a panic. “Oh good, you’re here, too, Keelie. We need to shore up the menu for the baby shower. Lainey says all she’s craving is your peach cobbler.”

      Keelie grunts, “There’s nothing like your peach cobbler, Lottie.” She lifts her chin as she scans the vicinity. “You wouldn’t happen to have any around, would you?”

      “Ooh”—Bizzy’s shoulders bounce—“and peaches are in season, too.”

      “I don’t have any at the moment, but consider it a done deal for the baby shower. In fact, I’ll order up a fresh bushel from the local farm. They’re organic, too.”

      Keelie makes a face. “Who cares about organic? All I care about is getting their sugary sweetness in my belly.”

      Mom gives Keelie’s tummy a pat. “You’ve already got something sweet inside your belly. And I just can’t wait to squeeze those chubby little baby cheeks.”

      “Keelie?” Bizzy offers an affable smile. “Do you know what you’re having?”

      “A baby,” Keelie snips.

      “Keelie Nell Turner,” I say. “Bizzy Baker is a good friend of mine.”

      Keelie’s nose twitches in the exact way it’s prone to do when she’s upset.

      “You used to consider me a good friend, Lottie Lemon.” Her lower lip quivers and a ripe terror grips me, because I swear on all that is holy, my best friend is about to lose it.

      “You are my good friend,” I insist as I make my way around the counter.

      “Good friend?” she fires off the words as if they were expletives. “We used to be best friends.” She starts in on a wail that reverberates off the walls like an echo chamber, chasing off what few customers I had left from the afternoon rush as they quickly find the exit.

      “Oh, Keelie.” I wrap my arms around my bawling bestie. “I love you so much. Nothing or anyone can ever change that.”

      Keelie pulls back, red-faced with her eyes swollen with tears.

      “Actions speak louder than words, Lottie. Who have you been investigating with all this time? Has it been me or her?”

      Bizzy inverts her lips. “It was me. But in truth, it was my friend Georgie who was pegged as the killer. So I guess that makes this my investigation. And I sort of asked Lottie to help out.”

      I give a furious nod to Keelie. “And believe me, as soon as you’re able, you’re riding shotgun on any future criminal chase I might find myself in.”

      Keelie makes a face as she presses a hand to her belly.

      “Actually”—she gives a little shrug—“I’d hate to do anything to endanger myself. I’m the only mama this little sweet pea is going to get. I mean, what if something happened to me all because you had a hankering to take down a killer? Bear would get remarried. Some other woman would step into my brand new mama shoes, and I’d have to come back to haunt both of them. That’s not very nice, now is it? So where does that leave us, Lottie Lemon? Where, I ask you? Where?”

      Bizzy’s eyes bulge a moment at my bestie’s theatrics.

      “I think I have a solution.” Bizzy reaches into her tote bag and lands her laptop next to Keelie. “We need help with research. You can do that right here while eating a piece of Lottie’s delicious flag cake. And best of all, there is nothing that can happen to you while doing it.”

      Keelie sucks in a quick breath. “That’s a great idea! I can be your right-hand research gal!” She bucks in her seat. “But you’re wrong about nothing happening to me. I think I’m having a bladder attack. Here’s hoping I can make it to the restroom.” She does an odd little mermaid wiggle all the way back to the Honey Pot and we don’t dare try to stop her.

      Mom takes a hearty bite out of Keelie’s cake.

      “Mmm,” she moans. “Let’s have a nice variety for the shower, Lottie. Throw in a few dozen flag cake cupcakes, peach cobblers, those cheese Danishes that Lainey is always drooling over, and a full cookie bar. I’m thinking pinks and blues as far as the iced sugar cookies go.” She starts to head out the door. “Oh, and you’re both invited to the book club at noon tomorrow in the conservatory. Jackie Hart will be reading from her book, as I will be from mine. And I’ll give you both copies featuring my brand new cover! You won’t believe how steamy it is.”

      “She means scary,” I whisper to Bizzy. “I’ve seen it.” A thought hits me. “Mom? Will Jessie Lane by chance be at the reading tomorrow?”

      She snaps her fingers. “Good idea! I’ll invite her to come. Once she sees my new cover, I’m just certain she’ll share it with all of her social media friends. I just can’t wait to be a virus hit.”

      “Viral,” I shout after her, but it’s too late. She’s gone. “Although, considering who her new boyfriend is, virus isn’t a far cry from the truth. Wiley Fox has been known to get around like a contagion or a parasite. Thankfully, Noah is nothing like his father.” My shoulders sag just thinking of Noah. I’d be lying if there weren’t more than a smidge of guilt over everything I’m putting him through.

      Bizzy makes tracks through the whipped cream on her plate with her fork. “You really care about him, don’t you?”

      “I do.” I shake my head. “But Everett and I…we’re”—I glance down at my wedding ring, and it’s as if a light turns on inside my heart—“married, or at least for all practical purposes we are. And I’d be a liar if I didn’t say I was loving it. I’m loving him.”

      Her expression grows dark, and she clears her throat.

      “How about we start the investigation for Keelie since she’s currently indisposed?” Bizzy fires up her laptop, and soon we’re surfing the internet, reading all sorts of reviews and blog posts concerning Ambrosia Whispers’ books. “Looks as if her fans agree. Half of them say it’s as if she’s two different authors.”

      I point to one review in particular. “A literary Jekyll and Hyde.”

      Bizzy and I shake our heads at the screen.

      “We’ll see if Jessie knows anything,” she says.

      “I wonder if we can get ahold of her laptop?”

      Bizzy’s eyes light up with a mischievous fire. “I bet you know a detective who would give it to you gift wrapped.”

      “Noah won’t do it.”

      “Please.” Bizzy glances to the ceiling. “You have him eating out of the palm of your hand. That man would dig up a graveyard if you asked him to.”

      My lips twitch from side to side. “He may have already tried to dig up a body or two, but that graveside shenanigan was partially done to clear his good name.”

      “Point proven. What are we waiting for?”

      “Let’s talk to Jessie first. And if she doesn’t give us the answers we need, we’ll ask Noah.”

      “You’ll ask Noah.” She nods. “That man would give you the world, Lottie Lemon.”

      My chest squeezes tight because I just so happen to know she’s right.
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      The very next day the Honey Hollow B&B is brimming with bodies—almost all of them exclusively female, and one hundred percent of them are crammed into my mother’s conservatory.

      Bizzy is the first to greet me as I arrive. She helps Lily Swanson and me unload the bakery van and get the cookies and flag cake cupcakes out onto the dessert table my mother has set out.

      “Lily really wanted to come and hear Jackie Hart read her work,” I tell Bizzy.

      Lily nods. “I figured why not? We’ve got a skeleton crew running the bakery and I really do love Jackie’s work. I was pretty much able to corroborate everything she wrote in In the Judge’s Chamber. Essex and I go way back.” She gives a sly wink to Bizzy, and I can’t help but snarl.

      Lily and Everett were more or less a one-night stand—okay, so a couple of one-night-stands, but that was it. In fact, that about sums up every other sexual relationship Everett has had with other women in a nutshell.

      Lily leans toward Bizzy. “I hear your sister is dating my ex.”

      Bizzy looks to me for help just as the sister in question pops up.

      “Lily”—I say with not nearly as much caution as I should be expending—“you’ve met Bizzy’s sister, Macy, haven’t you?”

      “Briefly.” Lily’s lips twitch a short-lived smile. “I’m Lily Swanson, Alex’s ex.” She lifts her chin a notch. “So what do you think of the Fox Express?”

      Macy’s left eyebrow hooks into her forehead. “I’m thinking I may need a ticket to ride for a long time to come.”

      Lily chortles at the thought. “Well then”—she steps in close to Macy and begins to navigate her away—“let me fill you in on everything I know.”

      They take off and both Carlotta and Evie fill their void.

      “Hey, Mom.” Evie gives me a brief hug, and I take in her sugary sweet perfume. Evie’s long dark hair is coiled in neat waves and her cobalt blue eyes siren out just like her daddy’s.

      Carlotta has donned a navy and white tie-dyed kaftan, and I have a sneaking suspicion that there’s a matching one just like it running around here somewhere. Carlotta looks as if she’s cradling something in her arms and, sure enough, a cute little pink nose pokes out from the fabric of her sleeve.

      “Fish!” Bizzy trills as she gives her sweet kitten a scratch between her ears. “Are you having a good time?”

      Bizzy stares intently at the black and white tabby a moment.

      Bizzy looks up at Evie and me. “She says there are far too many people here to have a good time. But she doesn’t plan on leaving. She wants in on the book club.”

      Evie laughs at the thought. “You and me both, Fish.” She wags a book in my face. “Look what Glam Glam, or should I say Mirandy Lemonade, gave me. It’s a signed copy. It’s got the new cover and everything.”

      Glam Glam is what my mother opted for instead of going the traditional route and being called plain ol’ Grandma.

      I suck in a quick breath as I pluck the naughty book from her. But before I can berate the fact my mother gave her the tawdry tome, I quickly inspect the cover and cringe.

      “Oh, it’s even worse in person.” I all but gag out the words. Wiley stands proud on the cover, bare-chested, with three different hands pressed to his torso with something sticky layered between them.

      Bizzy recoils at the sight, as she should. “What is that weird film on his skin?”

      “Wax, but it certainly doesn’t photograph well.”

      Evie bucks with laughter. “That’s hilarious! I bet Glam Glam really thought this looked hot. Boomers can’t be expected to know any better.”

      Carlotta glances her way. “Spoken like a true millennial.” She plucks the book from me. “And for your information, little Miss Evie, Mirandy was just handing it to you so you could pass it my way. This hot little ditty is mine.” She holds it close to her chest. “I’ve already read the first edition, of course. In fact, I’ve convinced Harry to act out a few of the scenes with me. He’s coming over tonight and we’re doing just that.”

      “Eww.” Evie fans the air in front of her nose as if Carlotta just let a noxious odor fly. “That’s, like, totally gross.” She snaps the book back out of Carlotta’s hand and makes a run for it.

      “Get back here, kid,” Carlotta shouts over the murmur of the blossoming crowd. “I plan on using that as a battle guide!” She takes off after her and so does Fish by proxy.

      Bizzy winces as she looks into the crowd. “Do you see, Georgie?”

      “No, are you worried?” Actually, come to think of it, she probably should be. Carlotta and Georgie have been glued at the hip. Here’s hoping Georgie didn’t break one.

      “Not yet.” Bizzy makes a face. “Okay, so I’m a wee bit worried.”

      “Boo!” a female voice blows the word into my ear and I jump, only to find Greer Giles in all her unearthly illumination. Greer glows a peculiar shade of green and her long dark hair looks as if an entire onyx solar system was trapped in it. I say that each and every time, but only because each and every time I’d swear it was true.

      “Give me your hand,” I say to Bizzy as I take up her cool fingers. “Greer is here. And she looks great, by the way.” I nod over to the sultry spook. “You really do.”

      Greer pretends to fluff her hair with her hand. “I’ve been digging into Macy’s cosmetics. She’s got all the good stuff on hand. No offense, Bizzy. But I’ve never been into anything they’re willing to sell you at the grocery store.”

      Bizzy looks indifferent. “No offense taken. You wouldn’t have happened to see Georgie, would you?”

      Before Greer could so much as bellow out a haunted reply, the distracting snorts of an adorable piglet come from the right.

      Both Bizzy and I turn that way, even though only one of us can actually hope to see anything, and Bingo is strutting right through the crowd, and I mean right through the crowd in the most literal sense. And on her back is a happy little ghoul, little Lea with her hair combed straight over her face, her tiny Mary Janes kicking at Bingo’s sides as if spurring her on. A flash of something glimmering and black sits nestled in a ball right in front of Lea, and I’m guessing that’s Thirteen curled up for a nap.

      Greer bubbles with a tiny laugh. “I like to call this bring your deceased daughter to work day. Lea said if she hears one icky bit, she’s ditching this good time. But don’t you worry, Lottie Lemon. I’m not going anywhere. Bring on the sleaze, please.” She gives a cheeky wink.

      Mom runs by, looking frazzled before she spots me and backtracks.

      “Oh, Lottie, Bizzy, we’re just about to get underway. I saved you both seats up front. Please don’t be shy. Feel free to ask as many questions as you wish during the Q&A.” She makes a face as she leans in. “It’s going to be embarrassing if I don’t get a single question aimed my way.”

      “I’ll ask you two,” Bizzy offers. “It’s the least I can do for letting my pets stay at the B&B.”

      Mom waves her off. “They’re not pets. They’re furry family members. And you’re always welcome. In fact, Sherlock Bones is curled up next to Wiley as we speak. I think he’s inspiring Wiley into getting a dog himself.” She zips off into the crowd as she tries to coerce the masses into taking a seat.

      “Wiley is a dog,” I say, leaning into Bizzy.

      Greer floats up a few feet off the ground, and the unearthly sight makes my stomach do a soft revolution. I can get used to a lot of things, but seeing a human, dead or alive, levitate off the ground is apparently where my stomach draws the line. I go to pick up Bizzy’s hand and note I’m still conveniently holding it.

      “There’s Georgie.” She points a ghostly finger toward the front of the room. “By the reception desk.”

      “Huh. Georgie looks as if she’s staring right through the wall,” I say as I lead Bizzy right out of the congested room.

      And just as we’re about to peruse the area for a kaftan-loving rebel-rouser, we run into three distinctly handsome men.

      “Hey,” I say with a laugh caught in my throat. “What are you three doing here?” I ask as I size up Jasper, Everett, and Noah—each one looking far more dapper than the next.

      Jasper is quick to snatch Bizzy from me and wrap his arms around her.

      “I’m here to see my fiancée,” he says. “Rumor has it, the book club is an event not to be missed.”

      Everett’s lips twitch with devilish intent as he pulls me in and wraps his arms around my waist.

      “And I’m here to see my wife.” Everett brushes his lips against mine and my entire body demands to riot for more.

      Noah nods my way, the clear look of irritation on his face.

      “And I’m here to observe a suspect. My case is growing cold, and I don’t like it.”

      Carlotta pops up next to Noah. “Rumor has it, your showers are growing cold, too. Now, where’s my bestie?” She juts her head in ten different directions. “Gray?”

      “I’m here!” Georgie wails as she barrels into our circle. “Good going, Carlotta, you’ve got two detectives and a judge for me.” She latches her hand over Noah’s wrist. “Let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?” Noah asks, taking off with her and the rest of us follow suit.

      “I’ve got the killer trapped in the broom closet!”

      “What?” Bizzy and I chirp in a panic.

      Bizzy pulls Georgie back. “What do you mean you’ve got the killer trapped? Please tell me there’s not a real person in some closet just waiting to press charges against you. Boy, you are determined to never see Maine again.”

      “Of course, there’s a person trapped in a closet. I’m speaking English, aren’t I?” She pulls Noah along until we come to a small linen closet just shy of the reception counter. “All right, Foxy, get ready to cuff ’em.” Georgie yanks the door open and out tumbles Lily Swanson. “There she is!” Georgie holds up a crooked finger to her. “The killer!”

      Lily’s dark mane is tousled and her cheeks are flaming red, which only brings out the rage in her eyes.

      “Oh, I am going to kill her,” Lily seethes. “Naomi Turner will rue the day she thought fit to lock me away in a closet.” She blows right past us and Noah doesn’t move a muscle in an effort to arrest her.

      “What are you waiting for?” Georgie howls. “She’s getting away! Where’s Sherlock? That little furry dude never lets me down.”

      Noah rubs Georgie’s arm. “I’m not trying to let you down. Now tell me exactly what happened.”

      “She confessed! I heard her telling Macy she was going to get her, just the way she got her best friend.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think they were talking about death. Not literally. Lily and Naomi both dated Alex at the very same time. And strangely, Lily still likes Alex as a friend. Maybe she was trying to be protective of him, as in she would come after Macy if she hurt Alex?”

      Georgie smirks. “Or maybe she was trying to up the body count?”

      A shrill whistle comes from the conservatory as my mother calls everyone to their seats and we move as a small mob into the glass room and we somehow squeeze ourselves into the front row. Up front there are four chairs and an elongated table set before them loaded with small stacks of Jackie’s books and my mother’s. Jessie Lane is seated at the edge of the table and is holding a microphone, and seated on the opposite end of the table is Wiley Fox, as if he truly had the right to be up there. But then again, he did convince my mother to sign a publishing contract with him that gives him over sixty percent of her sales. He’s as wily a fox as his name suggests. But I can’t blame my mother for falling head over heels in love with him. He’s essentially Noah Fox with about thirty years on him.

      Jessie welcomes the crowd as she speaks evenly into the microphone.

      “My name is Jessie Lane, and I’m here to help facilitate this special event. We’ve got two lovely authors with us this afternoon. Let’s give a warm welcome to the fabulous Jackie Hart!” The room goes wild with a deafening applause and a few errant catcalls.

      Jackie gives a wild wave to Everett. “You came, Essex! You came!”

      Everett offers a friendly nod her way. There’s no harm in Jackie thinking Everett showed up just to hear her speak about her books. I hope.

      “And let’s welcome newcomer to the romance world, Mirandy Limeade!”

      “Lemonade,” my mother corrects with a smile, but there’s dead silence in the room for a moment until I start to clap and the rest of the front row joins me.

      My mother grows quickly crestfallen, but just as quickly brushes it off.

      Jessie is right. This writing gig is a new career path for my mother. Of course, she didn’t get the lion’s share of the applause. The audience has yet to know her. Here’s hoping this afternoon changes everything. Or not. I’m not exactly thrilled to think this could actually propel her further into Wiley’s clutches.

      Jessie announces that Jackie and a lucky audience member will read a portion from her book together, and Jackie wastes no time in getting out of her seat and yanking Everett to the front of the room.

      Jackie shoves a copy of her book into Everett’s hands and they read nearly an entire chapter—of the least raunchy material in the book. That’s not saying a lot, considering there are words being exchanged that I’m positive have driven Evie straight out of the room in horror, or in the least motivated her to shove her earbuds into her ears.

      Believe me, I’m half-tempted to shove just about anything into my ears to dampen this drivel. Not that Everett isn’t hot while expressing his lines. But the fact Jackie seems to be falling all over him, and reading each word with such lusty believability—and the fact this is the very scene that sets up the infamous page thirty-three, well, it gives me a snapshot into the past I wasn’t looking for.

      Noah leans my way. “See this, Lot? These are his signature moves playing out in real time. The guy’s a Johnny one-note.”

      Carlotta leans in. “Yeah, but I bet he can play the hell out of that one note.”

      The scene wraps up, and Everett makes his way back to my side.

      “Don’t worry, Lemon,” he whispers it hot into my ear and my insides tickle. “I plan on writing a whole new book with you. Chapter one has just begun.”

      A smile swims over my lips, and I can’t help but glow at the thought of penning an entire lifetime with Everett. Initially, when Everett and I got married, we knew we needed to keep the matrimonial gig up for twelve months straight to meet the requirements of his trust fund, but a part of me wants to maintain the marriage far beyond its expiration date.

      It’s my mother’s turn at bat and she enlists Wiley to read a spicy snippet, and just as they’re getting to the nitty-gritty, Bingo belts out a series of oinks and snorts, mercifully drowning out any sexual shenanigans that might have otherwise haunted me.

      The room breaks out into polite applause and Greer zooms forward, taking a seat right on Everett’s lap.

      Everett glances my way. “Did you just feel a cold breeze? It feels as if an ice block just sat in my lap.”

      I nod as I pick up his hand so he can hear her if he has to.

      “It’s a glamorous block of ice who we like to call Greer.” I look up at her. “What’s got your ghostly knickers in a twist?”

      “Please, Lottie. As if you had to ask. This is one hot reading. And as soon as we’re done here, I’m going to hunt down Winslow. He appreciates how worked up I can get after one of your mother’s book club meetings.” She spins around and gives Everett’s tie a little tug. “And Everett, I’ve read In the Judge’s Chamber. Had I known it was about you, I would have tracked you down and had my way with you before it was too late.”

      It’s true, Greer wanted a turn at bat with the good judge but died before those lusty fantasies ever saw the light of day.

      Everett sheds a short-lived smile. “Hope you enjoyed the book, Greer. And I hope you get some mileage out of it with Winslow.” His lids hood as he looks my way. “I’m saving all my page thirty-threes for you, Lemon.”

      I can’t help but swoon and reward him with a quick kiss.

      Jessie begins in on the Q&A and almost every question is for Jackie. My poor mother is just sitting there like a bump on a literary log.

      True to her word, Bizzy pipes up and asks two rather benign questions.

      Carlotta asks one, and my sisters reveal themselves from somewhere deep in the crowd and each asks her a few basic questions as well, evening up the score.

      Jessie gives the floor to a random woman from the back.

      “Hey Jackie, everyone knows Ambrosia ripped off your stories. Now that she’s dead, your devoted readers want to know. Did she swipe more than just that book? Everyone here knows Ambrosia Whispers took someone’s entire catalog and made it her own. My money is on you. Are the rumors true? Did she blackmail you into giving her your unpublished work?”

      Noah leans my way. “I was regretting this while watching my dad itemize the things he was about to do to your mother, but I’m back to being glad I came.”

      Jackie looks to Jessie, and I’d swear on all that is holy they just shared a knowing glance.

      Bizzy looks my way, and I give a curt nod.

      Jackie clears her throat. “No. Whatever catalog Ambrosia snagged, it wasn’t mine. And yes, it’s true that she stole one of my ideas, but it would be over my dead body if she took one of my stories that I penned from start to finish. No disrespect to the dead, but she wouldn’t get away with stabbing me in the back like that.”

      A round of oohs circles the room, and Jackie coyly holds her hand to her lips.

      “Did I say that?” She bats her extra-long lashes.

      A series of boos goes off thunderously loud, and I startle until I realize where it’s coming from.

      I lean toward Everett whose hand I’m still holding. “That’s just Bingo, Ambrosia’s old emotional support piglet.” I give a little wink.

      A woman a few rows back spikes to her feet. “I happen to still be a big fan of Ambrosia’s, and I don’t like all of you ladies ganging up on her when she’s clearly not here to defend herself. Ambrosia was asked about a ghostwriter and she vehemently denied it. That’s the end of it. If any of you want to battle it out, I’ll gladly meet up with you outside.”

      Wiley stands to his feet, and from this distance he looks as if he could be Noah himself.

      “We won’t have any of that, ladies. If you want to keep the authors rolling into town, you’ll need to keep your tempers in check. Now why don’t we all settle down? I’ve got a bar set up to the right and we’ll be serving the house drink—on the house, called the reckless feartini!”

      The room breaks out into a series of whoops as a line begins to form at the impromptu bar.

      I look to Everett. “Why would my mother agree to a bar when she had the entire B&B shut down a few months back because she didn’t have a liquor license? Ugh. You don’t think she got a liquor license, do you?”

      “She doesn’t need one,” he says, frowning in the direction of Wiley as he takes on the role of the bartender. “It sounds as if they’re not selling it.”

      “Noah?” I turn his way. “Why would your father agree to give away perfectly good liquor?”

      Noah’s dimples invert, no smile. “Because he’s trying to get them liquored up. I’m guessing it’s a ploy to sell more copies of your mother’s books. The drink is named after it.” He shrugs as he nods to the line forming in front of my mother. “And it seems to be working.”

      “Some publisher he’s turned out to be. The only bona fide method he’s come up with to move my mama’s books is to sauce the readers. Why can’t she see through him?” I head on up to see if she needs any help, but I bump into Jessie Lane instead. “Sorry,” I say to the svelte blonde wearing a breezy pink sundress. “I was about to see if my mother needed an assistant.”

      “Oh, she’s got one.” Jessie points over to the table, and I hike up on my tiptoes to find Evie sitting beside her, passing her books to sign after opening them up to a blank page in the front.

      “Looks as if my own daughter beat me to it.” I shrug. “How about you, Jessie? Got any angsty teenagers at home?”

      “Not me. I’ve got my hands full with my sister.”

      “I take it she’s younger than you.”

      “Just a few years, but it can feel like decades some days.”

      Bizzy steps over. “Another great event, Jessie,” she says. “Let’s hope it doesn’t cost anyone their life. Things got pretty heated.”

      Jessie swallows hard. “I can’t believe this hasn’t blown over yet. I thought for sure now that poor Ambrosia is no longer with us, her fans, and those of Jackie’s, would call a truce.”

      I tip my head her way. “They seem certain Ambrosia lifted someone else’s work. What’s your take on it?”

      Jessie leans her thin frame my way as she gives a quick glance around.

      “I don’t know. I asked her myself once and she said she’d deny it until the day she died.”

      Bizzy nods. “I guess she did.”

      Jessie gives a little wink. “She did. I guess in that way, she had the last say. Excuse me, ladies. I’ll see you both here in a few days for the final Summer Sizzler signing. It’ll be nice to get the gang together one last time.” She takes off for the signing table and sits down next to Jackie, passing her books to sign two at a time.

      Bizzy steps in front of me. “She was thinking about what a liar Ambrosia was while she told you Ambrosia denied the allegations.”

      “Why can’t I read minds? It would make my job a heck of a lot easier. You do realize you have a killer edge.”

      “And you’re punny.” Bizzy glances to the author table a moment before drawing closer to me. “While those hecklers were asking Jackie if Ambrosia took her catalog, Jessie was reliving a conversation she had with the woman. She asked Ambrosia where she got those dozens of novels she suddenly spit out into the world.”

      “Well? How did Ambrosia respond—you know, in Jessie’s mind? Who did she steal them from?”

      “She said she didn’t have to steal them. That they were given to her by a family member of the author.” Bizzy takes a breath. “Lottie, she said the author was dead.”
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      Dead.

      Now there’s a word that haunts me.

      After I finished up at the bakery and my feet felt as if they wanted to fall off, all I wanted to do was jump into Everett’s hot tub. But I didn’t forget that Bizzy and I had the idea to check out Ambrosia Whispers’ laptop. And I happen to know that the Ashford County Sheriff’s Department confiscated some of her personal things, and one of them was that slender ball—or should I say laptop—of potentially criminal knowledge. I wasted no time in hunting down Noah at the signing and asking for a glimpse of the ghostwriter gold, but he gave me a big fat no. He left me no choice but to turn up the volume on my womanly wiles.

      So, when Everett asked if I was up for a hot date, I said yes—but that it had to take place at Noah’s house. Everett wasn’t all that thrilled, but he said he wouldn’t miss whatever I had planned.

      Noah’s house is basically a wooden cabin that looks as if it were made of Lincoln Logs. Toby is the first to greet us as we walk through the door, with Noah standing a few feet away pulling a couple of cold drinks from the refrigerator.

      Noah glances to Everett before nodding at me. “Looks as if you’ve got a barnacle attached to your side, Lot. You should dump him before he goes into full stalker mode.”

      Everett’s chest thumps. “Weren’t you the one that put a tracking device on her car?”

      “Only to keep her safe.” Noah blinks a smile my way. He glances down at the sparkler on my ring finger and his smile slowly disappears. “I picked up a Mangias pizza. It’s on the coffee table.” He glowers at Everett. “Lottie and I like to eat pizza while snuggling on the couch. Maybe you can sit on the ottoman and entertain Toby?”

      Everett gives a dark laugh. “Is that what you’ve been doing with your free time? You’ll have to show me how it’s done.”

      “Okay, okay.” I hold my arms out in the event they decide to let their fists do the talking again. “Where’s the laptop, Noah?”

      Everett steps in. “Shouldn’t we wait for Bizzy? She seems to be keeping pace with you as far as the investigation goes.”

      Noah shakes his head. “I told Lot, no one else can know about this. And I don’t want Jasper looking down on me.” He glances my way. “I can see you have a hard time following orders.”

      “Everett isn’t anyone.”

      Noah chuckles. “Hear that? You’ve just been voided as a person.”

      “No,” I protest as I swat Noah. “I meant, he isn’t just anyone.”

      Now it’s Everett who’s chuckling. “Lemon, he accused you of not following his orders. I’d stay away from anyone trying to control your will.”

      Noah balks, “As if you’re not barking out orders at her in the bedroom.”

      Everett postures for war. “I don’t know what kind of canine antics you were up to behind closed doors, but I prefer to keep her purring.”

      Noah growls, and it’s apparent a war of cat-astrophic proportions is about to ensue.

      I spot a large plastic bag marked evidence sitting on the kitchen counter, and I head on over without hesitation.

      “You’ll need gloves.” Noah quickly provides me with a pair of purple latex gloves and helps me pull the laptop out. We head to the sofa and I get right to work, perusing Ambrosia’s files.

      “Just the usual fair as far as documents go,” Noah points out as he slings an arm around my shoulders and snuggles in close.

      I’ll admit, it feels natural like this. It even feels natural having Everett seated clearly across the way on the other sofa because this exact same scenario has played out among the three of us before. And yes, Everett is very much entertaining Toby with a rollicking game of fetch.

      Noah takes a breath. “I’ve done an in-depth analysis.”

      “I don’t trust your analysis, Noah. And if you’re smart, you won’t either,” Everett says. “What do you see, Lemon?”

      “I see a document labeled final copies and one marked works in progress.” I click into the works in progress first and note there are two folders in there. One for each of her new series. I click into the final copies folder and there are two folders in that one as well. “Huh, look at this. Under the folder marked final copies there are two more folders. One isn’t marked. And the other has the initials K.D.”

      “I knew that,” Noah says as he glowers over at Everett. “I’m not sure what K.D. stands for, but I’ve combed through all the files inside that folder and there’s not a hint of what it could mean.”

      “I’ll tell you right now, I believe the initials K.D. belong to whoever wrote these books.” I open each file and scan over them, and true to Noah’s word, there’s no evidence of whatever or whoever K.D. could be inside them. Something strange catches my eye. “Noah, there’s a copyright page on the front.”

      “I saw that.” He points to the top of the screen. “It says to be filed.”

      “Yes, but look at the date at the bottom of the page. It says 1992 in parentheses.”

      “They all say that more or less. Every year is in the early nineties.”

      I glance up at him. “How old was Ambrosia? She couldn’t have been but a pre-teen in the least at this time. There’s no way she wrote these books.”

      Noah’s chest expands with his next breath. “She was born in eighty-five, so you’re right. She would have been less than ten when you consider the dates across the board on all of them.”

      “Noah, this is proof she didn’t pen these novels.”

      “I know. It very well could be, but we can’t be sure.”

      “I can be sure. In fact, I’m positive that whoever K.D. was, she was writing these stories.”

      “Was?” Everett catches the past tense reference.

      I nod. “At the signing, when there was talk of Ambrosia lifting anyone’s work, Bizzy pried into Jessie’s mind, and basically Jessie was saying that Ambrosia didn’t have to steal them. That a family member of the author gave them to her. She also said the author of these works is dead.”

      Noah stares off straight ahead as if absorbing this new information.

      “Jessie must know who K.D. was,” he says.

      “Maybe.” I shrug. “Or maybe that’s all she knew. She did say that Ambrosia took the secrets to the grave with her. I guess that means she took K.D.’s real identity, too.”

      Everett locks eyes with me. “Do you think Ambrosia’s killing is linked to K.D.?”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “But I have a feeling it is.”

      The three of us finish up our pizza, and Everett and I say goodnight to Noah.

      Everett pulls me in close as we hit my front porch.

      “You up for a sleepover with your husband?”

      “My place or yours?”

      “Lady’s choice.”

      “I vote we hit the hot tub and see where it goes from there.”

      His lips twitch with a smile he’s too stubborn to give.

      “I have plans on what happens from there,” he whispers. “You wouldn’t happen to have any whipped cream lying around, would you?”

      “You do realize you’re talking to a baker.”

      And just like that, we have a steamy, delicious night whipped with unbridled excitement.
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      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is bustling after an early morning rush that nearly emptied all the shelves. But I don’t seem to mind one bit, for as exhausted as I am, I can’t help giggling and smiling. It feels as if I’m walking on air. A few times I actually worried that I had garnered the power to levitate.

      Lily tosses a dishrag over her shoulder as she leans against the counter.

      “Lottie, no matter how much we ramp up production of those flag cakes and their cute cupcake counterparts, we just can’t seem to keep them on the shelves.”

      “They are topped with fresh fruit.” Bizzy sheds a grin as she closes her laptop momentarily. I waste no time in filling her in on everything I learned last night at Noah’s. And right now, Bizzy is doing all the research she can before we head out for the day. Everett is taking us all out on his boat this afternoon, and both Bizzy and I are looking forward to a day of sun and relaxation.

      Bizzy digs into her third flag cake cupcake.

      “They’re practically healthy for you,” she moans through a bite. “There’s no arguing with the fact.”

      Bizzy has been here all morning doing research on Ambrosia Whispers, and I’ve been keeping her coffee mug filled to the brim and making sure her supply of flag cake cupcakes doesn’t run out.

      Lily sighs. “I’ll tell the kitchen staff to double the batches.”

      “I beat you to it,” I say. “In fact, I’m tripling them.” A long-drawn-out yawn evicts from me and causes Lily to narrow her eyes my way.

      “That’s the fourth time I’ve seen you yawn this morning. What gives?”

      Bizzy laughs. “I think the fact she’s getting up at four in the morning gives her a pass in that department.”

      “No.” Lily inspects me with suspicion. “Something is definitely up. I’ve worked with Lottie for a good long while now and she hardly gives a long blink, let alone a yawn. If anyone is wired for the bakery business, it’s her. What giv—” She sucks in a quick breath. “This is all Essex’s fault, isn’t it?”

      I try to wave off the idea, but that burning heat taking over my cheeks gives me away and now Bizzy is gasping, too.

      “All right, fine,” I whisper. “I’m exhausted because Everett and I happened to pull an all-nighter. Honest to God, I’d hate to be on the receiving end of his bench today. I can’t imagine he’s in a good mood.”

      Lily huffs, “Please, if he’s bouncing around and smiling like a loon the way you are, I’d say it was a good day to be a victim in Judge Baxter’s courtroom.”

      I bite down on a smile as I look to Bizzy. “That’s actually how Everett and I met. I happened to be a victim in his courtroom.” I give a quick wink.

      “Lottie Lemon.” Bizzy giggles. “You’re acting like a woman who is very much in love. Don’t try to deny it.”

      “Of course, I’m in love.” I blink back. “I mean, I’ve always loved Everett.” My voice begins to trail. “Of course, I love Noah, too.”

      Lily shakes her head. “You’ve been doing the deed with Noah forever, and I’ve not once seen you float around like a ghost of your former grumpy self.”

      “I’ve never been grumpy.”

      Lily shrugs. “Some might say you’ve never been in love until now.”

      My lips invert. “I don’t know. Everett and I are married, or at least we’re playing marriage. It’s as if being husband and wife has taken us to an all-new level. Things have definitely shifted for the two of us, in a brilliant direction.” Memories from last night come crashing to the forefront of my mind in heated jags. “But it’s like once things take a turn for the steamy with that man, I can never get enough. I’m insatiable.”

      Lily nods. “It’s a hard craving. I’ve been there myself.”

      Bizzy leans in. “That must be frustrating.”

      I shake my head. “Thankfully, Everett has a solution. He does this thing he calls the cure. It’s the only way to stop me from begging for more.”

      Both Lily and Bizzy stare at me with wide-eyed surprise.

      A nervous laugh bounces through me. “Okay, clearly I’ve crossed a line with the two of you. Forget I ever said that.” I glance down at my phone. “It’s almost time to head down to the marina,” I say to Bizzy. “You ready for an afternoon of boating and R&R?”

      “If by R&R, you mean doing an in-depth analysis of all the suspects, I’m in.”

      “I like the way you think.”

      Now if we can only put our heads together and come up with the killer.

      The Ashford Sherriff’s Department will like the way we think, too.
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        * * *

      

      The Lucky Lemon is a fifty-four foot cruiser yacht with three staterooms that just so happens to have both an indoor and outdoor kitchen and a full sundeck to soak in the rays. If there was ever any doubt Everett adheres to the adage go big or go home, this should dispel it.

      Honey Lake is a deep navy today, the sky is pristine, and the temperatures haven’t hit triple digits yet. The faint scent of hot dogs grilling somewhere on shore anoints the air with summertime goodness, and every now and again an eagle graces us with its presence as it soars overhead.

      Everett, Evie, Noah, Jasper, Bizzy, Macy, Alex, Georgie, and Carlotta have all piled on board. And in a somewhat odd turn of events, Sherlock Bones, Fish, and both Pancake and Waffles have joined in on the fun as well. Adding the menagerie to the mix was a part of Georgie and Evie’s collusion. And after observing the vast amount of water surrounding us, every cat on board has disavowed their allegiance to their humans. Pancake has pledged never to trust the girl again, and Waffles has found a permanent home in the cabin under the kitchen table. I’ll be lucky if either of my sweet cats speaks to me again with or without Bizzy around to break through the language barrier.

      Fish lets out a rather loud meow as we pick up a little speed and a refreshing breeze washes over us.

      Bizzy drops a kiss to the fuzzy feline’s forehead.

      “Fish says she’s going to miss the boys and that includes Toby, but she won’t miss the lake.”

      “Aww!” Evie coos as she scoops up the fluffy cat. “I think Fish and Sherlock want to visit Honey Hollow as often as they can. Or better yet, maybe we should visit Cider Cove.” She looks to Bizzy. “Speaking of that sleepy seaside town, is Grady still single?”

      Grady is a twenty-something who works for Bizzy, and during our stay at the Country Cottage Inn, Evie grew more than a little infatuated with him.

      Bizzy nods. “I think he’s planning on staying that way for a while. He sure gets a lot of attention from the girls.”

      Evie sighs. “With a face like that, you can’t blame the girls. He’s like catnip for our souls.”

      Carlotta butts her shoulder to Evie. “More like your hormones.”

      Jasper raises the drink in his hand in Everett’s direction. “Spectacular boat. It’s inspiring me. Although, I’d have to mortgage my soul to get one as luxurious as this.”

      A dull laugh thumps from Noah. “What he’s trying to tell you, Everett, is that it’s overkill. You don’t need a yacht to cruise Honey Lake. You need a speedboat. Don’t worry, Evie. I’ll pick one up so you can have some real fun.”

      Everett doesn’t look fazed by Noah’s dig.

      “I’ve already got my eye on one.” Everett toasts Noah with the refreshment in his hand. “If one boat is good, two boats are better.”

      Noah gives a wistful shake of the head. “Spoken like a true Baxter billionaire.”

      Macy plucks her lips from Alex’s face—the two have been conjoined by the mouth since we took off almost an hour ago.

      “Wait a minute.” Macy’s voice is tight and curt. “You mean to tell me you look like that and you’re a billionaire?”

      “Hey”—Alex catches her gaze—“I’m in finance. I make men like that for a living.”

      Macy moans and gets right back to work, sharing both her saliva and her oxygen with him.

      Noah groans, “I’m about to toss a blanket over them. Or better yet, toss them overboard.”

      Carlotta waves him off as she looks to Georgie. “Don’t mind, Foxy. He’s not used to going through a dry spell. Maybe Judge Baxter could give you some tips? He waited on the sidelines for Lot Lot until what I’m sure felt like kingdom come.”

      Jasper looks to Everett. “That’s commendable. I would have done the same for Bizzy.” He winces. “Although, I’ll admit, I’m glad I didn’t have to do the same. I’d lose it if there was another contender in the picture. A very real homicide would be on the table.”

      Bizzy coos as she cuddles up next to him. “You’re it for me.”

      I can’t help but make a face.

      Geez, thanks, I want to say.

      Poor Noah.

      I bet he’s the one that wants to jump overboard right about now.

      Bizzy takes in a quick breath as she looks my way.

      “But Lottie is irresistible.” She mouths the word sorry my way. “It’s not a surprise she’s got a surplus of suitors. Speaking of things that start with the letter S, let’s talk suspects.”

      Nice save. I give her a little wink.

      Georgie grunts, “I handed you the killer on a silver platter and you turned her loose. It’s clear that ageism is at play here.”

      Carlotta belts out a laugh. “Don’t worry, Gray. While they plot a way to catch their killer, we’ll plot a way to catch a good time on your last night in Honey Hollow. That’s coming right up.”

      Georgie moans, “Did you have to remind me? There are some things I genuinely appreciate about my selective memory, and not remembering that I have to leave you is one of them.”

      Sherlock barks and threads his way through Evie’s ankles.

      Jasper reaches over and gives his snout a scratch. “I don’t think this boy wants to leave either. I think you’ve got a true friend, Evie.”

      Sherlock barks once again and Bizzy laughs. “He says he’s a friend forever.” She looks my way. “First suspect?”

      “Let’s go with Jessie Lane,” I say as I pull out my phone.

      “Is she a suspect?” Jasper asks.

      Bizzy nods. “She is now that she didn’t disclose to Lottie and me that she knew Ambrosia had someone give her a majority of those manuscripts she published.”

      Georgie snaps her fingers. “I bet Jessie is the one who gave them to her!”

      Bizzy and I exchange a glance before shaking our heads.

      “She would have been a toddler when most of those books were written if the date on the copyright page is right.”

      Bizzy takes a breath. “Of course, the copyrights were never actually filed, but that doesn’t change the fact those dates are there. I’m thinking the dates resonate as true.”

      “I agree,” I say. “Why else would Ambrosia include them? It makes no sense. And we found the initials K.D. on the folder that leads to every single manuscript that Ambrosia was accused of stealing.”

      Everett lifts his brows. “That’s too big of a coincidence to be ignored.”

      Noah nods. “Agree. So who else is on the suspect list?”

      Bizzy bites down on her lip as she considers this. “Henry Watson, Ambrosia’s ex. She did dump him rather brutally by way of sending his entire family the saucy text messages and pictures he and his inamorata were sending one another.”

      “Brutal.” Jasper takes a sip of his drink.

      “Are you kidding?” Georgie snips. “That act alone solidifies the woman as a legend in my eyes.”

      “Me too!” Evie leans in with a touch of too much excitement in her voice. “I can’t wait until a boy cheats on me and I catch him. I’m going to cream him by sending his family and friends all the evidence I compile. I’ll make him wish he never heard of me or my terrifying father who has the ability to put him away for life.”

      Noah lifts his drink. “Don’t forget about your uncle who holds the right to bear arms.”

      Evie nods. “You’re my first line of defense, Uncle Noah. In fact, if at all possible, I’d like to put in an early request to have a sheriff’s cruiser escort me to my first day at Honey Hollow High this fall. I think it’ll send a clear message about who I am and where my connections lie.”

      Everett’s chest expands. “I’ll be there to escort you inside.”

      “No, thank you,” Evie is quick to deny him the right. “And have all of those female teachers lining up trying to get into your pants?”

      Carlotta bucks with a laugh. “Oh, honey, odds are they already have.”

      “Next suspect?” I make wild eyes at Bizzy while Pancake slaps me on the nose with his tail intermittently.

      Bizzy shrugs. “How about Tallulah Velvet? She claims not only did Ambrosia cause her to lose the love of her life, but she further claims that Ambrosia was the one that gave him the idea to propose to his new girlfriend at the lake on the Fourth. That was pretty brutal, too.”

      A groan comes from me. “That’s right. And Tallulah hated Ambrosia for it. She definitely had a motive.”

      Carlotta leans my way. “What about Tacky Jackie? The woman wrote a tell-all about Judge Baxter and invited him to do the read along right in front of his wife.”

      Georgie nods. “A woman capable of such marital malfeasance is surely capable of wielding a carving knife.”

      Everett tips his head her way. “I’ve seen stranger things in the courtroom. I suppose nothing is outside the realm of possibility. But I don’t think Jackie would crap where she eats.”

      Noah frowns over at him. “You went to law school, and that’s the best you could come up with?”

      Everett frowns right back. “I went to law school. But I also have excellent intuition. That happens to be how I knew Lemon was the one for me.”

      Noah tosses his head at the thought. “You didn’t get Lottie off intuition—more like smoke and mirrors.”

      Bizzy shoots a discerning eye Everett’s way and her mouth falls slowly open.

      “Bizzy?” I tap her foot with mine. “Is everything okay?”

      “Oh right.” She blinks back to life. “Jackie Hart. I guess we can’t dismiss her. She did admit to being Ambrosia’s friend right up until Ambrosia stole her plotline. Things went downhill rather quickly from there. She was pretty ticked.”

      Jasper shakes his head. “Ticked enough to pick up that knife?”

      “I don’t think so,” I say. “I mean, it wasn’t a fresh grievance. Whoever stabbed Ambrosia to death at the lake, in front of what could have been potentially hundreds of witnesses, must have been rabid with anger.”

      Bizzy nods. “And it’s not like whoever did this brought the knife with them. There was a catering booth not fifteen feet from where the body was found.”

      Noah nods. “The murder weapon was confirmed to belong to a food service company working that day.”

      “It was a clear act of passion,” I say. “Bright flaming hot revenge or anger.”

      Evie looks my way. “So did you dig into everyone’s history? I mean, even if someone did get worked up over something, that was an exceedingly violent act. It would be hard for me to believe that they didn’t do something of a violent nature before this.”

      Everett’s lips curl with pride. “Nine out of ten people who commit violent crimes have a pattern of destruction that can be traced back to a trauma.”

      Evie’s shoulders bounce. “I was thinking the very same thing. That’s how I know we’re related.” She knocks her knee into Noah’s. “And our shared love of donuts assures me that we’re related, too.”

      Waffles trots out of the cabin and Carlotta scoops him right up, and Bizzy gets back to reading the minds of my sweet cats and we roar with laughter at the thoughts these little seemingly innocent beasts on board are capable of.

      It turns out, my pets are just as intuitive and intelligent as I thought they were, and then some.

      I bet whoever killed Ambrosia Whispers thinks they’re pretty intuitive and intelligent right about now. Especially since they believe they’ve gotten away with a homicide.

      But neither Bizzy nor I will let them get away.

      We just need one more puzzle piece to click into place and they won’t get away with anything.

      Certainly not murder.
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      The large banner hanging in the conservatory at my mother’s B&B reads Welcome to the Summer Sizzler! Things are about to heat up in Honey Hollow!

      It’s the afternoon of the second author signing my mother is hosting this month. Seeing that the first ended with a body, she’s determined to leave a good taste in the mouths of readers—namely with the encouragement of my sweet treats. Not only has she lined up as many local authors as she could squeeze into the cavernous room, but it seems as if every woman in all of Vermont has come out to witness the event as well. It’s elbow-to-elbow room only, and the scent of clashing perfumes and my fresh baked cookie platters are all competing for my senses. In addition to the bodies milling around, there’s a life-size cutout of Ambrosia Whispers near the front that entire hoards of women are busy taking selfies with.

      I spot my mother and sisters noshing on a batch of my blondie bars, and each of them looks momentarily derailed by ecstasy.

      Lainey groans while swallowing down a bite. “Lottie Lemon, I’ll hang you by your toes if you don’t make these for my baby shower.” Her hair is neatly curled and her makeup looks impeccable, a far cry from the state I found her in at the library.

      “You bet I will,” I say, quick to free my toes from their proverbial harness.

      Meg balks, “I’ll hang you by your toes if you don’t have any of that flag cake. I’ve only been here ten minutes, and I’ve already had three slices.”

      “Duly noted,” I tell her. “I’ll have them at the shower in cupcake form.”

      Mom looks to Bizzy. “Georgie and Carlotta are helping out with the decorating. You wouldn’t happen to know how to keep a double baby shower running on a timeline, would you? What with all the games, the food, the presents, the keeping track of the gifts—it’s all beginning to feel like higher mathematics to me.”

      “Oh”—Bizzy blinks back—“I run all sorts of events at the inn. I can help you keep the afternoon on track. And that way you’ll be free to mingle with your guests and enjoy the day.”

      Mom pulls her in by the arm. “I can’t thank you enough for this. I’d better get to my station. The signing is set to start in five minutes!” She trots off in her fancy heels with their signature yet pricey crimson bottoms. Mom is pulling out all the stops to promote her new book, including looking her best to impress the bevy of potential readers who have turned up for the event.

      Just about every wall of the conservatory is lined with tables. And situated about three feet from one another, anxious authors prepare their stations with baskets full of bookmarks and key chains and towers of paperbacks lined up beside them. I see Jackie and Tallulah, and, of course, Jessie Lane running from one side of the room to the other. It was kind of her to offer to assist my mother and Wiley in the effort.

      Lainey leans in. “That was nice of Mom to include a tribute to Ambrosia Whispers.”

      Meg shakes her head. “I don’t know, that life-size cutout is creeping me out.”

      I shudder as I look at the two-dimensional replica of the late great author.

      “Mom said that Jessie had it on hand,” I whisper.

      Bizzy nods. “Meg is right. It’s creepy.”

      The ghost of a diminutive, yet lumbering sweet little swine strolls into the room, right through the crowd and toward that cutout of her old owner. Bingo gives a few good sniffs, and in doing so tips the cardboard right over.

      Lainey groans, “And if it wasn’t creepy enough, it looks as if it’s going to keep tipping over.” She shudders herself. “I think I need another blondie bar, or twelve.” She takes off and Meg leans in.

      “I’m thinking of giving Lainey and Keelie a together gift for their shower. A couple of guys I know from a club down the street offered—”

      “No,” I cut her off. “No male strippers at the baby shower. That’s where I draw the line.”

      Meg averts her eyes. “I was going to say they offered to show up and give them massages when it was over.” She sneers my way. “Do you approve, Ms. Prude?”

      I twist my lips. “Only if they throw one in for Bizzy and me when they’re through. I have a feeling after keeping track of the sweet treats and keeping the afternoon on a schedule, we’ll need one, too.”

      “You got it, chief.” Meg salutes me as she takes off.

      Bizzy nods me over a few steps away from the crowd.

      “Something Evie said yesterday had me thinking.”

      “You want a sheriff’s cruiser to escort you to the baby shower?” I tease.

      “Funny.” She shakes her head. “I did a little digging and found that Henry had a few domestic disputes on record.”

      “Filed by Ambrosia?” My mouth falls open and she nods. “You think he fed us a crock of lies the day we spoke with him?”

      “Any one of them could have lied to us,” she’s quick to point out.

      “And they all probably did. Is there anything you found out?” I ask, anxious to hear it.

      “Jackie had a brief restraining order against Ambrosia. She was livid that Ambrosia blatantly stole her ideas.”

      I glance in that direction and catch Jackie laughing it up with the long line of readers anxious to speak with her.

      “She was angry,” I say. “Ambrosia could have rubbed salt into the wound that day. They might have exchanged words. What about Tallulah? Anything on her?” My eyes snag on the blue-haired woman currently with her nose to the grindstone as she signs a copy of her latest novel.

      Bizzy shakes her head. “Nothing much. She has a dating profile up. It looks as if she’s getting on with her life. Ronald is in the rearview mirror, and she’s driving straight ahead.”

      “Good for her,” I say as Georgie and Carlotta barrel on over in a set of black and white matching kaftans with what looks to be inspirational quotes all over them.

      “I love your dresses.” I try to read as many uplifting quotes as possible while my head keeps turning at an angle to accommodate them.

      “Thanks, Toots.” Georgie rocks her hip my way. “I brought them along in the event Carlotta and I needed to do a little light reading. Little did I know we’d be hitting the books.” Georgie gives her gown a prideful tug. “Hey, Bizzy, hope you don’t mind, but Sherlock and Fish wanted to run free out back. And don’t worry. I threatened them within an inch of their furry lives. They’re not to leave the property.”

      “That’s fine,” Bizzy says. “I think they’ve been craving a little nature.”

      “Speaking of craving.” Carlotta holds out an empty tote bag latched to her shoulder. “We need to go load up on some books.”

      “Good thinking.” Georgie hooks her arm to Carlotta’s. “I’ve got a suitcase on wheels we can use once these fill up.” They trot off and quickly get lost in the crowd.

      Something catches Bizzy’s attention at the door. “Jasper’s here. Let me see what he’s up to. I’ll be right back.”

      She takes off in his direction and my feet take off in the direction of another man—one who happens to be standing near that cutout of Ambrosia Whispers, speaking to her fans as if he had a right.

      “Henry Watson,” I say as I come upon him with a smile. “Nice to see you here.”

      He tips his sandy-colored fedora my way. “Lottie Lemon. Good to see you again.” He ticks his head toward the cutout of his ex. “Jessie let me know they were doing a memorial of sorts. A part of me needed to be here.”

      “Henry,” I whisper as I turn my back to the crowd. “I’m sorry, but I heard an awful rumor that you were arrested for a domestic dispute with her. Is that true?”

      Henry closes his eyes. “You have it partially true. The charges were filed against Val. Ask anyone at the sheriff’s department. It was Val who liked to take things too far, and I was on the receiving end of the terror.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” And there’s something in me that insists he’s telling the truth.

      A tall, rail-thin blonde appears in our midst.

      “Henry?” Jessie pulls him into a warm embrace. “It’s so good to see you.” She gives a mournful smile. “And you, too, Lottie. Oh, and great news. People are really responding to your mother’s new cover.” She taps Henry on the shoulder. “See me before you leave.”

      “I will.” He nods, and we watch as she zips back to tend to the authors.

      “Great lady,” I say.

      “You think?” He lifts a playful brow.

      “Well, yeah, she’s doing all this with her own free time. She’s a volunteer.”

      His lips press white as he glances her way. “That she is. But you know what they say. Even a volunteer finds a way to get paid. Jessica doesn’t do anything for free.” He gives a sly wink. “I’d better grab some dessert before the proverbial cupboard goes bare.”

      He takes off just as both Bizzy and Bingo stride up.

      I shed a cheesy grin Bizzy’s way. “Bet you didn’t know you were herding dead swine.”

      “Hello, Bingo.” She gives a friendly wave to her left and right.

      “Hello, girls.” Bingo licks the cardboard cutout and it begins to tip backward before I save it from toppling.

      Bizzy steps in close. “Anything come from that conversation you were having with Henry?”

      “Not really. He said Ambrosia was the one the cops came for during those domestic disputes and I tend to believe him.” I glance to the life-size version of Ambrosia offering me a winning smile. “No offense,” I tell her lifeless countenance. A thought comes to me. “Hey, Biz? What did your background check turn up on Jessie?”

      “Nothing but a bunch of author signings as expected.” She pulls out her phone. “But I didn’t look up Jessica Lane. Let’s see what her proper name yields.”

      We stare down at her phone together as it’s quickly populated with pictures of a woman who is clearly not Jessie.

      “How about the next page?” I ask and Bizzy heads on over.

      “There’s a Jessica Delaney dominating this page. I guess nothing exciting about Jessie outside the book world.” She’s about to put her phone away when something catches my eye. “Geez, look at that headline. Delaney family loses home and lives in act of arson.”

      Bizzy grunts, “Look at this headline. Arsonist caught. Mystery solved.” She accidentally clicks into the article below it. “Oops.” She’s about to click back, and I stop her.

      “It’s too late. My curiosity has gotten the better of me.”

      The two of us quickly scan the article.

      “So one of the sisters set the fire?” Bizzy shakes her head.

      “I guess so.” I point just below the incriminating paragraph. “It says she claimed to be heavily abused by her father. That she was trying to protect her sister the only way she knew how. The girls weren’t that young at the time, seventeen and eighteen.”

      Bizzy moans, “It says she’s serving ten years at the Burlington Women’s Correctional Facility.”

      A breath hitches in my throat as I read on. “It says here not only did the father perish, but the mother did, too. Bizzy”—I gasp—“the mother’s name was Katherine Delaney. Initials K.D. That’s a wild coincidence. You don’t think that’s our K.D., do you?”

      Bizzy dots her finger to the screen. “The daughters’ names are Yvonne Delaney and Jessica Delaney.” She clicks on a black and white picture of the family during happier times and expands it so we can get a close-up of the two girls, and we do.

      Bizzy and I exchange a stunned glance.

      There just might be a killer in our midst.
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      The conservatory at the B&B fills up with enough people to break every fire code in all of Honey Hollow. And yet with all of the people here, I still have the distinct feeling of foreboding laying heavy on me. How I wish I had brought Ethel along for the day. Why do I get the feeling I’m going to regret my decision to leave her at Noah’s?

      Bizzy takes me by the hand and navigates us through the crowd until we come upon Jessie Lane herself.

      Her blonde mane is tousled, her blouse sits askew, and she’s panting as she struggles to squeeze her way to the back of the room with a couple of empty boxes in her arms.

      “You need any help with that?” I offer, taking one of the boxes from her.

      “Thank you, Lottie.” She lets out an exaggerated sigh. “Tallulah sold out of all her books and asked me to get another box from the trunk of her car.”

      “We’ll help,” Bizzy says as she clears a path out of the conservatory and into the parking lot behind it.

      Bingo materializes and moseys her way over, and if I’m not mistaken, I think there’s a touch of my flag cake left on her little pink nose.

      “I’m feeling moody, Lottie,” she belts it out. “Is this the killer?”

      I shrug her way. I may not know, but I’m determined to find out.

      The sun scorches the top of my head as it bears down over us. The wall of evergreen trees to the left has surrendered their oils and perfumed the air with the earthy scent of pine.

      Jessie holds out a key fob and a blue sedan chirps to life.

      “I can’t thank you girls enough. If you’re both willing to take a box of books, that will save me a few trips in this heat.”

      “No problem,” I say, taking the empty box from her and tossing them next to the dumpsters. “What do you think of the turnout today?”

      “Are you kidding? I’ve never seen so many eager people waiting to get their hands on a book. But it doesn’t surprise me. Romance is a hot genre. There’s a reason they call it the bread and butter of the bookstore. People just love it. Mostly women. But we get a few good men, too.” She gives a little wink.

      Bingo struggles to keep up, and before you know it, she’s gliding alongside me.

      “For Pete’s sake”—the tiny pink poltergeist snorts—“ask the woman if she killed my sweet Valerie. I may be without a body, but I’m not a fan of this heat either.”

      I bite down over my lip as I look to Bizzy and she nods as if she agreed even though she can’t hear a thing Bingo just said.

      “Jessie?” Bizzy leans in and catches her eye. “I was just talking to Henry and he said something I can’t get out of my mind.”

      Jessie grunts, “What half-truths is he spewing now? I wondered if inviting him would be an error. I guess I’m about to find out.”

      Bizzy and I exchange a quick glance.

      “Actually”—Bizzy takes a breath—“he mentioned that you and Ambrosia had a pretty big falling-out recently.”

      Jessie gazes out at the woods a moment as if she were considering her options.

      “We did have a falling-out.” She shrugs. “I mean, who didn’t? She wasn’t exactly the easiest person to get along with. She had a history of that sort of thing. But it’s all water under the bridge. It was nothing anyway, and she’s gone, so it’s over. I choose to focus on how much I appreciated her, and how much I appreciated the things she did for me.”

      A mean shiver rides through me. “Jessie, can I ask if you ever gave her a book to publish for you?”

      Jessie’s face bleeds out of all color, and then just like that, she blinks back to life and opens the driver’s side of Tallulah’s car, releasing the trunk.

      “Nope.” She sheds a tight smile. “But I heard the rumors. Crazy, right? That must have been painful for her to keep being accused of publishing books that weren’t hers. I guess we’ll never know the truth. Last I checked, the dead don’t speak.”

      Bingo belts out a raucous oink. “Sure, we speak. You just don’t have the privilege of hearing us.”

      I suppress the urge to smile over at her. Something tells me this is the wrong time to grin like a loon.

      “Jessie?” I step forward just in time for her to hand me a small box of books, I’m presuming, but it’s so heavy it might as well be lined with lead. I rest them on the bumper a moment. “Can I ask you a question that might be hard for you to hear?”

      “Anything”—she says, handing Bizzy an even bigger box of books and Bizzy’s knees dip from the heft—“shoot, Lottie.”

      “Is your real name Jessica Delaney?”

      Jessie gives an audible gasp. Her body jerks and she drops the box she just picked up, spilling a load of books over the parking lot.

      “Where did you hear that? Is that what Henry is saying?” Her cheeks burn bright like a couple of Christmas ornaments. “It’s something I’ve heard before.” Sweat beads along her temples. “Ambrosia—it was another one of her dirty accusations. I didn’t get her the top spot in one of my bigger signings, and she thought I had it out for her. She started making up all sorts of wicked things about me. Jessica Delaney? I don’t even know who that poor girl is.” She yanks another box of books out of the trunk with marked aggression. “Let’s get these inside. I’ll clean this mess up later.”

      Jessie takes a step toward the B&B and Bizzy steps in front of her.

      “Your name is Jessica Delaney,” Bizzy asserts. “We saw a picture of your family. It was you, Jessie. You don’t have to hide it from us. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

      Jessie’s chest bucks as she hikes the box of books over one hip.

      “Okay, fine. That’s my name. And you’re right. I’m not exactly proud of it. I’m assuming you know the rest.”

      I nod. “Your sister burned down your home. Your father and mother were both killed.”

      She sucks in a quivering breath and covers her mouth with her arm for a moment.

      “It was an accident.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “It wasn’t. The article said that your sister was being abused. She meant to kill your father. She said she wanted to protect you, too. She’s at the Burlington Women’s Correctional Facility. You mentioned to me that you had a sister in Burlington. That’s where you’ve been going to visit her, haven’t you?” Her lips part as if to respond, but I don’t wait for it. “I asked you once if you put pen to paper, but you said your mother was the creative one. Her name was Katherine Delaney. The manuscripts the sheriff’s department found on Ambrosia’s laptop had a folder marked K.D. And those manuscripts were the exact same books that people had accused Ambrosia of stealing. They knew it wasn’t her voice. They came out of nowhere. You yourself said that Ambrosia didn’t have to steal those books. You said the author was dead.”

      Bizzy winces my way and shakes her head.

      Oh shoot! Jessie didn’t say it; she was thinking it.

      Bizzy shrugs over at Jessie. “The books came from you. The two of you had an arrangement. And I’m betting when Ambrosia stopped paying you for them, you lost your temper.”

      She shakes her head. “It’s like you’re reading my mind or something.” She gives a panicked look around. “You mentioned that the sheriff’s department knows? This is terrible.”

      “The fire was terrible,” I say. “You’ve been through a lot.”

      Bizzy’s eyes grow wide as if she just heard a whopper of a thought fly through Jessie’s mind.

      “Your sister didn’t act alone.” Bizzy gazes deeply at her as if she were about to crawl into the woman’s mind. “The fire—it was set by both of you.”

      Jessie’s eyes narrow in on Bizzy’s.

      “Yes, my sister and I both did it. So what?” Her chest palpitates dramatically as if she had just run a marathon around all of Vermont. “She took the blame. We both agreed it would be the right thing to do.  She was still a minor. She begged me not to confess. She took the fall and went to juvie. She only has six more months to serve. They won’t keep her past twenty-five. We can get our lives back on track again. But Val, she didn’t live up to her end of the bargain. She took my mother’s books, and things started out great at first. She gave me a cool ten grand for the entire catalog. But she made millions. The books were her bestsellers. I threatened to expose her, but she just laughed at me. She turned the tables on me and said that I would be the one, exposed—as a killer.” Jessie looks my way. “She was going to make sure I lost my job.”

      “You argued at Honey Lake that day.” I take a bold step toward her.

      Bingo lumbers forward as well. “For goodness’ sake, get her to confess already. I’ve got my eye on those fresh baked brownie platters inside.”

      Bizzy entraps Jessie from the other side. “You killed Ambrosia Whispers that night, didn’t you?”

      “I had to!” Jessie’s voice hikes to the sky. “She was about to ruin everything. She was greedy. She wanted me to go away. That woman owed my sister and me millions, and she wasn’t going to give it. My mother wrote those books with all her heart and soul. She was a brilliant writer. But my father—he wouldn’t allow her to publish them, let alone continue to write them. He liked keeping a lid on her. He certainly didn’t have time for a successful woman in his life. If she so much as mentioned her stories, he would hit her. He was a horrible, horrible man. The things he did. He deserved to die. Not her, though. Not my precious mother. But when the fire started to engulf the house, she just had to run back to try to save him. She didn’t know we had set it intentionally and that he was right where he was supposed to be—passed out on hard liquor. The roof collapsed and that was it. She was gone, too.”

      Bingo bows her head in grief.

      “Lottie, she needs help.” Bingo nudges her head my way. “This woman is a killer. Do something.”

      “Jessie”—I land the box in my hands back in the trunk—“I think you’d better talk to the sheriff’s department. I’m sure if you explain—”

      “I’m not explaining anything.” Her eyes grow wild. “Get out of my way. I have to go.” She tosses the books in her arms toward Bizzy and ducks past me as she jumps into the driver’s seat.

      “Bizzy, get Noah,” I shout as I dive into the passenger side without wasting a moment to shut the door.

      The car takes off with a start.

      “Get out, Lottie!” Jessie gives me a hard shove as the car veers to the right, and with one loud bang, Bizzy flies over the hood of the car before rolling right off on my side.

      “Oh my God, Bizzy!” I scream.

      “Now look what you made me do.” Jessie turns the car in the other direction.

      I dive over the steering wheel and the car begins to veer toward the woods.

      “Lottie, stop or you’ll get us both killed!”

      I lay my hand over the horn as Jessie guns it and I turn the wheel with all my might as she crashes into one car then the next while struggling to leave the lot.

      Outside, I spot Bingo in the distance. The brave little swine charges right at us, and instead of charging her way right through the car—as her ghostly given right allows—the car comes to a crashing halt as if we just struck a brick wall.

      My body rolls toward the windshield before landing hard over Jessie. But my attention is momentarily derailed from the suspect at hand as I watch Bingo floating through the sky like a piglet-shaped Mylar balloon, sparkling and bright, with a giant grin on her face.

      “I’m headed back to paradise, Lottie!” Her voice trills right into my ear as if she were next to me. “Do give my regards to Bizzy. My, how I’ll miss your sweet treats! Oh, look! There’s my Val now! She’s got a lot of explaining to do, but, of course, I forgive her. Until we meet again.”

      Jessie slams my head into the dashboard as she jumps out of the driver’s side, and I spot Noah outside the car with his gun drawn.

      “Freeze!” he roars and Jessie staggers as she tosses up her hands.

      “It’s over,” I whisper and lift my head, only to see the world passing me by as the car continues to roll down the lot. The car lurches to another sudden stop, and I glance out the window to see Everett standing at the hood of the car, holding it back from moving another inch.

      “Lemon,” he shouts with his eyes rife with worry for me.

      I throw the car into park and run out the passenger’s side to find my way into Everett Baxter’s arms.

      “Lemon.” He dots a kiss to my forehead. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine. But Bizzy, she was hit.” I take him by the hand and head back to the front of the lot where I see Jasper kneeling over my good friend.

      Bizzy lies motionless with her limbs sprawled over the ground.

      Oh dear God, no.
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      A mild concussion.

      Bizzy hit her head on the concrete and was knocked out cold. Other than that, thankfully, she checked out fine.

      An ambulance took her to Honey Hollow General Hospital, and they let her go that night.

      It’s Saturday afternoon, the day of Lainey and Keelie’s double baby shower at the Evergreen Inn where Keelie’s twin sister Naomi is the manager. The ballroom is adorned with pink and blue balloons and the tables are covered in peach-colored linen.

      I’ve furnished the dessert bar with every cookie, brownie, blondie bar, cake pop, and cupcake known to man. And I’ve also brought along over a dozen peach cobblers. But I couldn’t resist baking a cake—two three-layered cakes tiered over one another. The bottom level is enrobed in smooth baby blue fondant with white fondant clouds adhered over it. The top tier is also a three-layered cake covered in light pink fondant with white clouds adhered all around it as well. They look perfectly dreamy if I do say so myself.

      The Honey Pot Diner catered the event with petit fours and croissant sandwiches. My mother has Wiley working the bar, serving mimosas and mamamosas, a virgin version for the mamas-to-be. There’s blue punch and pink punch in glass dispensaries and the pink punch has been the clear winner between the two.

      Bizzy claims she’s right as rain and has no problem helping move the event along. We play three games: guess the belly size, change a dirty diaper blindfolded, and taste the baby food blindfolded. That last game was stomach turning to watch and gag-worthy to play. Poor babies. No wonder they’re always so unhappy. They’ve got lousy food to eat, right out the gate.

      Finally, after mountains of gifts have been opened, the crowd begins to dwindle.

      I step between Lainey and Keelie and pull them both in for an awkward hug.

      They’re both wearing the same A-lined dress but in different pastel prints, lavender for Lainey and mint green for Keelie.

      “You girls were real troopers,” I say.

      Lainey makes a face as she looks out at the mounds of gifts around her.

      “I think I just realized the house we bought is way too small. Who knew one tiny little baby could need so many things?”

      Keelie nods along and her blonde curls rain over her shoulders. “I don’t think my place can hold all that baby stuff either. Bear and I are going to have to get a storage unit just to house everything we got from the shower. But everything is so cute and pretty, I just want to hold it all at once.”

      Lainey laughs. “I’m going straight home and washing all the baby clothes I got today. I want everything ready to roll once our little one comes home. Keelie, are you taking a tour of the delivery room? I’m thinking we should go together.”

      A laugh rumbles through me. “I’m thinking you’re going to be there together for the big day.”

      Keelie groans, “That would be convenient for you, wouldn’t it?”

      “Yup,” I say. “Work on that, would you?”

      Meg and my mother walk up.

      “My big gift is still on the way,” Meg says with her dark hair in a knot at the top of her head. Her black leather bustier has a pink satin ribbon laced through the front, forming a bow at the chest, and she looks quite festive for the occasion.

      “Good work, girls,” she says. “And an even better haul. You should get knocked up more often.”

      The four of us share a laugh and Meg slaps me on the back.

      “You’re up next at bat, Lot. You’re already hitched. Now it’s time for the good judge to land a baby Baxter in your belly.”

      A sly smile takes over my lips.

      Mom gasps. “Lottie! Are you expecting a baby?”

      “What? No! I’m just—”

      Lainey nods my way. “She’s in love. And before you say it, yes, we know you love them both. Noah and Everett are both great catches. But I have to admit, you seem, I don’t know, lighter these last few weeks. And I think Everett is making the difference in you.”

      Meg’s lips part. “You’re going to ditch the detective and hold onto the judge forever, aren’t you, Lot?”

      “And that’s my cue to have another cookie,” I say as Lainey and Keelie decide to join me as they slowly waddle their way to the dessert table.

      Carlotta, Georgie, and Bizzy stand near the cobbler and I make my way over. Georgie and Carlotta are each wearing a blue and pink kaftan respectively. And Bizzy stuns in a peach dress that shows off the tan she soaked in by the lake.

      I pull Bizzy into a warm embrace. “Thank you so much for wrangling everyone for the past few hours. It was like herding cats. How is your head doing?”

      “It’s fine.” She holds up a mimosa. “Wiley was kind enough to keep these coming. They’re ice cold and taste like heaven.”

      Georgie holds up one of her own. “He gave me a double shot of champagne. That man knows the way into a woman’s heart.”

      Carlotta makes a face. “And her pants. How do you think he caught Miranda?”

      I cringe. “How anyone gets into my mother’s pants is the last thing I want to think about. So Bizzy, are you getting baby fever?”

      “Are you kidding? I’d have to move every guest out of the inn just to have somewhere to store all of the baby’s things.”

      Carlotta waves it off. “They come into this world naked and without a single thing to call their own. Sometimes I think we complicate things far too much. I left Lot Lot on the floor of the Honey Hollow Fire Department swaddled in a blanket and she turned out just fine. I wasn’t about to spoil her for anything.”

      Georgie taps her finger to her temple. “Now that’s some forward-thinking.”

      I lift my brows to Bizzy, amused. “Now there’s a birth plan for you in the event you were deficient in one. But I’ve seen what you can do with criminals. I think you can take on an infant.”

      She belts out a laugh. “Thanks, Lottie. I appreciate your vote of confidence. Speaking of criminals, we put one away together. Good work, Detective Lemon.”

      “Right back at you, Detective Baker.” I give a forlorn smile. “Jessica Delaney was formally charged with Ambrosia Whispers’ murder. And, in a hard to stomach irony, her sister will be released next month. One sister goes in and the other comes out.”

      Carlotta shudders. “That’s a cautionary tale right there. If you’ve got kids, you better watch your back.”

      Georgie slings an arm around Carlotta’s shoulder. “Thank goodness we’re done with tiny tots and on to mesmerizing men. Here’s to conquering the world, one good-looking goof at a time.” She holds up her glass and Carlotta and Bizzy do the same. I quickly grab a cookie off a platter and toast right along with them.

      I look around at all of the gorgeous gifts, the precious bassinets, the tiny clothes that look as if they couldn’t fit a doll, the tiniest shoes known to man, and it’s apparent everything is about to change in just a few short weeks.

      And nothing will ever be the same.

      Just as we’re cleaning up, Meg’s big gift arrives. A group of handsome men who drove up all the way from Leeds treats every one of us to a much-needed massage. Now there’s a gift I wouldn’t mind receiving on repeat. And lucky for me, Everett doesn’t mind doling them out on the regular.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday afternoon, I asked Lily to man the bakery while I made my way back to the house. Fish and Sherlock had a little pet sleepover with Pancake, Waffles, and Toby at my place last night, and Bizzy and the gang are about to pick them up on their way out of town. And as fate would have it, they pull in front of the house at the same time I do.

      Noah and Everett come over to say goodbye and it’s one big group hug in the living room.

      I scoop up both Pancake and Waffles and hold them up to Fish who sits nestled in Bizzy’s arms.

      “Say goodbye, boys. Or better yet, until we meet again.” I press Pancake’s nose to Fish’s.

      Bizzy belts out a laugh. “Fish says she plans on marrying both so we’ll have to move in together.”

      Waffles bleats out a meow and Bizzy nods.

      “He says he’s open to marriage but wants Fish all to himself.”

      “Aww.” I can’t help but coo.

      Sherlock Bones strides up and gives both Pancake and Waffles a quick lick over the paws and a sharp bark.

      Bizzy twitches her nose. “He wants more time with his feline buddies next time. He thinks they should be allowed to run free at Honey Lake.”

      Pancake meows right at him.

      Bizzy shakes her head. “He thinks Sherlock should take more naps with them instead.”

      I shrug. “That’s par for the course with these two.”

      The room drains as we head for the door and spill out onto the porch.

      Georgie dots a kiss to my cheek. “You’re one of the luckiest girls in the world, Lottie Lemon. Keep those boys guessing. It keeps you in the power position, as it should be.” She gives a quick wink as Carlotta walks her over to the waiting van.

      Jasper steps up. “Thanks for everything, Lottie. Like I told Noah and Everett, you’re all welcome to come to Cider Cove anytime.”

      “You are.” Bizzy gives a frenetic nod.

      Macy dives over me with a quick embrace. “It was a blast.”

      “Hey, where did things leave off with you and Alex?”

      Macy gives a sly wink. “We’re not leaving off—we plan on going on and on and on. I have ways of making sure he doesn’t forget about me anytime soon. It involves FaceTime and a nightie.”

      “Good to know,” I say, waving as she traipses down the stairs.

      Noah and Everett help bring Sherlock and Fish’s bedding to the van as we stroll down to the lawn.

      Jasper hops into the driver’s seat as I pull Bizzy in for one last embrace.

      “You have no idea how much I’m going to miss you,” I say with tears blurring my vision.

      “Consider yourself missed already.” She gives a little shrug. “You’re like a sister to me. Please text—often.”

      “I will. Daily. Friendly warning: you’re going to get sick of me.”

      She shakes her head. “Never.”

      Noah and Everett come over and Bizzy offers them each a quick hug.

      “Thank you all for being so kind to us,” she says as she steps toward the van. She pauses a moment and looks from Noah to Everett and the smile fades from her face. She shakes her head as if she were trying to talk herself out of something, and I’m curious as to what that might be. “Lottie?” She glances to Everett a moment before nodding me her way and I quickly run over.

      “What is it?” I whisper. “Is something wrong?”

      “Actually.” She turns her back to Noah and Everett even though we’re far enough away where they won’t be able to hear. “Lottie, I don’t want to be the one to tell you this but”—she glances their way briefly. “I didn’t mean to pry. It just happened. I—”

      “Just say it. I know you can’t help it, Bizzy. People’s thoughts are available to you. It’s who you are. It’s how you’re supernaturally wired. What did you hear?”

      My heart thumps out a riot. A flashback of Bizzy and Everett exchanging an odd look when we were at Ciao comes to mind. And they did it again that day we were out on the boat.

      “You were reading Everett’s mind, weren’t you?”

      She nods. “Lottie, Everett’s keeping something from you and—it’s a bombshell.”

      My eyes widen in horror. “Is this something that could destroy us?”

      She exhales as she glances to the ground. “I’m sorry, Lottie. It is.”

      Bizzy pulls me in again for another embrace before hopping into the van.

      Noah, Everett, and I stand shoulder to shoulder as we wave them off.

      My heart is heavy, and it has very little to do with my friends heading home. I know I’ll see them again one day. I know we’ll keep in touch, and it will be as if they never left.

      Noah steps in and rubs my back. “I’ve got a little something for you, Lot.” His dimples dig in. “It’s not nearly as sparkly as the gift Everett gave you.” He glances down to my left hand and my ring blinds us momentarily as if it harnessed the power to flash like lightning. “But it’s from the heart.”

      “Oh?” I try to pull myself together when all I really want to do is fall apart. “What is it?”

      “It’s a gun safe. I thought your walk-in closet might be a good place for it. What do you think?”

      “Thank you, Noah. I love it and that’s the perfect place.”

      “Good. Ethel misses you. She belongs with you. I’ll go grab the safe. It’s in the back of my truck.” Noah jogs off and Toby bounds after him.

      Everett wraps his strong arms around me and pulls me close.

      “I’m glad Ethel is coming home.” He picks up my ring finger and lands a kiss over the enormous rock. “But I think we have something better to celebrate.”

      “I’d like to think so, too.” I clear my throat as I glance to the ground.

      “Hey.” Everett dips down and catches my gaze, holding it hostage with those cobalt eyes. “Whoa, what’s going on, Lemon?”

      My lips part as a breath hitches in my throat.

      “I’m so in love with you, Everett. I feel as if you’ve truly swept me off my feet.” I hold up my left hand a moment. “I was really starting to think we had it all.”

      His brows dip down in a hard V. “Why do I feel a but coming on?”

      “But Bizzy—she mentioned something.” I swallow hard. “She wouldn’t tell me what she knows. Everett, are you keeping something from me?”

      His gaze drifts past my shoulder, and his expression grows cold as he takes an enormous breath.

      “Yes, Lemon. I am.”

      

      *Pick up Peach Cobbler Confessions (Murder in the Mix 24) coming up next!
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      *New to the series? Start at the beginning! Cutie Pies and Deadly Lies (Murder in the Mix 1) has you covered! Happy reading!

      

      Have you tried Addison’s Country Cottage Mysteries Series? Felines and Fatalities (Country Cottage Mysteries 6) is a mashup that includes a guest visit from Lottie Lemon! Each book can be read independently so jump on in!
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      The Country Cottage Inn is known for its hospitality. Leaving can be murder.

      

      My name is Bizzy Baker and I can read minds. Not every mind, not every time, but most of the time, and believe me when I say, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.

      

      A bake-off for senior citizens is being held at the inn, and baker Lottie Lemon has arrived as one of the judges. But when someone turns up dead, accompanied by a mysterious riddle, both Lottie and I are determined to find the killer. But as the riddles grow more sinister, and other threats begin to manifest, it’s clear someone has a bone to pick with both Lottie and me. Our very lives are in danger, proving that this case might just be too big for the both of us.

      

      Bizzy Baker runs the Country Cottage Inn, has the ability to pry into the darkest recesses of both the human and animal mind, and has just stumbled upon a body. With the help of her kitten, Fish, a mutt named Sherlock Bones, and an ornery yet dangerously good-looking homicide detective, Bizzy is determined to find the killer.

      

      Cider Cove, Maine is the premier destination for fun and relaxation. But when a body turns up, it’s the premier destination for murder.

      Pick up Felines and Fatalities (Country Cottage Mysteries 6) TODAY!

      

      *Love Janet Evanovich? You’ll have a blast with Meow for Murder.

      Pick it up NOW! —> An Awful Cat-titude

      

      A highly inaccurate psychic. A grumpy writer. And a corpse. Welcome to Starry Falls. Running from the mob can be murder.

      Confession. I’m no psychic. But I can sort of see the future—albeit not accurately. And you better believe, I’ve never let that little detail stop me from prognosticating my way into a pickle. So when I ticked off the mob, the feds, and my wily ex, I decided to take my Uncle Vinny’s advice and start over with a new name and new hair color while relying on my old shtick—getting my psychic wires crossed and putting myself in danger.

      A laugh out loud cozy mystery by New York Times Bestseller Addison Moore and her partner in cozy crime, USA TODAY Bestseller Bellamy Bloom.

      ***Keep turning the page for an extended preview!

      Happy reading!
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        From the kitchen of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery

      

      

      

      
        
        Lottie’s Fourth of July Flag Cake

      

      

      

      Hello, Lottie here! Happy Fourth of July! It’s one of my favorite holidays. What’s not to love about warm weather, the scent of just about every grill in Honey Hollow roasting something delicious, and ending the night with a fireworks spectacular? Of course, a flag cake is a must. I can’t remember a single Fourth where I haven’t made this scrumptious dessert. Have fun on the Fourth and have fun in the kitchen!

      

      Yellow Cake

      

      *Just a quick note. Since there is so much happening on the Fourth of July, if you decide to use a boxed mix for the cake, you can always substitute butter for oil in the recipe and milk for water. I always throw in a teaspoon of vanilla and a tablespoon of sour cream as well to keep it extra moist and everyone raves about the cake as much as they do for the ones I bake from scratch!

      

      Ingredients

      

      Yellow Cake

      2 ¾  cups all-purpose flour

      1 ½  cups of sugar

      1 cup of butter

      4 eggs

      ¾ cup of milk

      1 tablespoon sour cream

      2 teaspoons baking powder

      ½ teaspoon salt

      1 teaspoon vanilla

      

      Directions

      

      Preheat oven to 350°. Grease a rectangular 9x 13 glass pan (use two pans if you plan on making this as a layer cake and spread the batter in by half).

      

      In a large mixing bowl, blend together butter and sugar. Beat in eggs one at a time, adding sour cream, milk, and vanilla. Slowly add in flour, baking powder, and salt.

      

      Pour into greased pan and bake for 25 minutes or until toothpick comes out clean. Set aside to cool.

      

      Ingredients

      

      Whipped topping

      

      *Just a quick note. You can substitute with a whipped topping spread purchased at the store to save on time.

      

      1  pint heavy cream

      2 tablespoons confectioners’ sugar

      1 tablespoon water

      1 teaspoon unflavored gelatin

      

      Directions

      

      In a large bowl, mix heavy cream and confectioners’ sugar. Whip until soft peaks form.

      Dissolve gelatin in water over low heat (microwave will work for about ten seconds until well dissolved). Let cool then mix into whipped topping until stiff peaks appear.

      

      Fruit Garnish

      

      2 cups strawberries

      1 cup blueberries

      

      Slice strawberries in half and arrange in rows to create the red stripes of the flag. Place blueberries in rows at the upper left-hand corner of the flag (about a 6 x 6 inch square).

      

      Enjoy with friends and family!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book Description

          

        

      

    

    
      A highly inaccurate psychic. A grumpy writer. And a corpse. Welcome to Starry Falls. Running from the mob can be murder.
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      Confession: I’m no psychic. But I can sort of see the future—albeit not accurately. And you better believe I’ve never let that little detail stop me from prognosticating my way into a pickle. So when I ticked off the mob, the feds, and my wily ex, I decided to take my Uncle Vinny’s advice and start over with a new name and new hair color while relying on my old shtick—getting my psychic wires crossed and putting myself in danger.
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      “I don’t want to die!” The words rip from my throat as if they were being pulled out with barbed wire.

      My name is Stella Santini. I’ve got long black hair, light brown eyes, stand at an average height of five-foot-five, and I can see the future.

      Okay, fine.

      Confession: I’m no psychic. Nor have I ever come close to predicting what the future might hold—not with any accuracy anyway.

      You see, ever since I was a little girl, I had what my Nana Rose liked to call the shakes. Technically, it’s more of a shiver, and when you get down to it, there’s a warm, fuzzy feeling involved that makes me want to forget about the world around me for a moment, and retreat to the dark recesses of my mind where a thought plays out like a movie and I see things.

      And trust me when I say, I have been wrong about interpreting the things I see on more than one occasion.

      Take now for instance. This morning when a scene from the West End Woods flashed through my mind and I saw myself running for my life—I thought maybe I might be running from a serial killer looking for his next victim on this odd jaunt through the woods—or running from a bear looking for his first meal post-hibernation, thus the solemn decision I came to during my second cup of coffee to stay the heck away from the West End Woods for the duration of my supernatural life.

      But in a twist that only fate could provide, here I am, a mere hour later, panting, ducking evergreen trees and their prickly branches that threaten to poke my eyes out as if my life were on the line, and, oddly enough, I think it is.

      “Don’t kill me!” I howl once again, ducking and jiving my way through the forest as my Uncle Vinnie chases me through the woods with a bona fide weapon in his hand.

      “I’m not gonna kill you for God’s sake!” he riots right back.

      “Then why are you holding a gun?”

      Let’s backtrack for a minute. After I enjoyed my third cup of coffee this morning, Uncle Vinnie called and said I had fifteen minutes to get dressed because we had things to discuss and he was picking me up pronto.

      He sounded serious, morbid even. And I know him well enough to realize he meant business. I had an inkling about the subject he was going to prick. I happen to be what the mob likes to call a dead girl walking. Less than twenty-four hours ago, in what I and any sane person would call a very unfortunate chain of events, I managed to tick off the mob, the federal government, and break up with my idiot boyfriend of two years, Johnny Rizzo, all within a fifteen-minute span. And judging by this mad dash through the West End Woods, you could toss my Uncle Vinnie on that ticked-off list, too.

      My foot catches on a buckling root system and I trip, slowing myself down enough for me to know I’ve just widened that bullseye on my back.

      “Don’t shoot!” I cry out, jogging to a finish as I spin around.

      Uncle Vinnie stops within feet of me, panting, the veins on his neck throbbing like a couple of angry garden snakes about to wiggle their way into his brain.

      Uncle Vinnie is tall, with black hair, dark eyes, and bushy eyebrows that hover over his face, giving him that perpetually angry look he’s got going for him in life. But, by and large, he’s a good guy who stepped up to the plate once my father was put away five years ago on RICO charges. He treated my brother, sister, and me as if we were his own children while my mother got a quickie divorce and began to chase men far younger straight into her bedroom.

      “Please,” I beg. “Put down the gun.”

      “What?” He squints over at me. “What the heck are you talking about? This ain’t no gun.” He shoves something toward me and I turn my head in horror.

      It’s not unusual for a man of my uncle’s standing within the organization to take care of his own once word gets out that their proverbial number is up. And by take care of, I mean bump off the planet in a far more humane method than the fate that awaits them otherwise. And that’s exactly why I suspect my Uncle Vinnie has dragged me out to this isolated strip of nature just outside of Hastings, New Jersey, the town in which I was born and raised.

      He’s brought me here to die. My loving uncle is about to impart what the family refers to as a mercy execution.

      “It’s not a gun?” I stagger for a moment. “You mean you’re going to stab me to death? My God, how could you? Is that any way to treat a girl you say you regarded as a daughter when your own brother went to prison?”

      He blinks back, stunned. “Stella, look in my hand,” he growls as he rattles the instrument of death my way once again. “It’s a box of hair dye.”

      “Oh God, you’re going to poison me?” I bury my face in my hands a moment. “Do you even realize how painful that will be? How much worse do you really think it will be for me at the hand of the Morettis?”

      Ten years ago, after my father single-handedly unraveled the entire Fazio family in a mere weekend, the Morettis took over all of New Jersey with an iron fist, and one of their underlings happened to be my ex, Johnny Rizzo.

      Johnny is the one that dragged me into that whole let’s screw the Morettis scheme while they screw the government. It involved a carwash, a donut shop, a chop shop, dirty money, and a monster profit that’s kept me in Louis Vuitton bags for the past six months, but the innerworkings of Johnny’s idiotic scheme are far too complicated to dig into at the moment, nor do I care to relive them.

      But my dad… I’ve spent the last five years reliving everything about that man. How I loved the way things were before everything fell apart.

      My father, Angelo Santini, or The Sunday Sinner as he’s since been dubbed, is in prison for a RICO charge. Prior to his incarceration, he became an informant for the feds. He wore a wire, the whole nine-weasel yards—and on a Sunday no less, thus his dishonorable new title.

      Suffice it to say, he’s as good as dead if he ever gets out—and maybe on the inside, too.

      My dad cut a deal. Not a good deal. The feds still managed to seize everything, from our small kitchen appliances to my mother’s minks. Yes, real minks had been sacrificed to create those furry horrors my mother loved to ensconce herself in no matter if the weather dictated their presence or not. Believe me, she is no friend of PETA.

      But as soon as the government licked us clean, she was filing for divorce and out on the cougar prowl. Her preference for men younger than her own children is still something I can’t wrap my head around.

      In less than twenty-four hours after my father’s incarceration, our first-class world turned into a third-world nightmare.

      It turns out, Dad and his buddies were smuggling millions of dollars’ worth of drugs into the country, via Latin America, and the Fazio family distributed it right here in New Jersey.

      But since Daddy’s little tap dance with the wire, that nightmare with the Fazios imploding and the Morettis stepping up to take their place led to my own aforementioned nightmare called Johnny Rizzo. And it was his bright idea to steal from the mob, which accidentally tipped off the feds to the Morettis’ felonious misgivings—that led me here, to my very own execution party sponsored by Clairol.

      “Stella,” Uncle Vinnie barks my name out as if he were trying to wake me from a very bad dream, and how I wish he were. “I’m not going to kill you. I’m doing you a favor. The Morettis have already decided they want you quiet.” In the mob, quiet is code for dead. “Johnny took off last night or they’d have gotten him first.”

      “He took off?” My eyes bulge at the thought. “And he left me here to fry?” Okay. Confession: technically, Johnny isn’t my ex quite yet. As of yesterday, we were still together. I haven’t actually had the privilege of slapping him silly and telling him to take a hike just yet, only because we knew our lives were about to implode in far more dramatic ways than any mere breakup could bring on.

      But on my way home from that fiasco, I had broken up with him a thousand times in my head. I came this close to texting him with the news but didn’t want to deny myself the pleasure of looking him in the eye when I did it—and I might have been looking forward to shoving my knee into his crotch as well.

      Johnny Rizzo promised me a rose garden and instead wrapped me in thorns and threw me into a sewer.

      “Yes, he took off.” Uncle Vinnie nods aggressively as if this should have been obvious. “You’re on your own, kid. And I’m not going to kill you.” His features soften. “I’m going to help you.” He hands me the box with a picture of a redhead on the front who could double as Ariel from The Little Mermaid. “I’ve got a car waiting around the corner. Sit in the back. You’ll find a large envelope filled with the paperwork you’re going to need. New driver’s license, social security card, passport, and car insurance. Everything you need to start a new life. My driver is taking you up to the New York border. I bought a car for you. It’s not much, but it’s yours. There’s some gas money in the glove compartment. You’ll have to be smart about how you spend it. Drive through New York, then up through Vermont until you get to Canada.” He swipes the phone out of my hand. “In the glove compartment you’ll also find a burner phone. I’ve got the number. I’ll be calling from a burner myself. You don’t call anybody else, you hear?”

      “What? Give me that.” I dive for my phone, but he tosses it to the ground and quickly puts a bullet through it before putting his gun back into his pocket. “This is really happening?” Tears sting my eyes as I look to the man I’ve regarded as a second father for my entire life.

      “It’s really happening.” His eyes grow glossy as well. “Goodbye, Stella. That’s the last time I will ever say your name, and the last time you’ll hear it. You got that?”

      My head wobbles back and forth. “What’s my new name?” I swallow hard to keep from bawling like a baby.

      “Bowie Binx, with an X.”

      “Bow wow what?” I snip, highly annoyed that I had no say in this. “Are you kidding me? I’ve waited my whole life to crawl from under the name my parents gifted me and you did what to me now?”

      “Bowie Binx.” He shrugs. “What can I say? I was working under a very tight time constraint. You have no idea how hard it was to put together a fictitious life in less than twenty-four hours.”

      “Bowie Binx.” I try it on for size. “How in the heck did you come up with that whopper?”

      “I happened to be listening to some good music. David Bowie was playing at the time, and I went with it. And as for Binx, I asked Minnie what she wanted to name her next kitten and it’s the first thing that flew from her lips.”

      Minnie is Uncle Vinnie’s thee-year-old granddaughter who thinks she’s married to her stepfather because her mother, my cousin Jackie, thought it would be cute to have him put a ring on her finger, too, during their wedding ceremony.

      “Great. I’m named after a legendary singer and an imaginary cat. I couldn’t have done better myself.”

      “You keep up with the sharp tongue, little lady. You’re going to need it to survive. It’s a tough world out there. Even in Canada.” He wags a finger my way. “You’ll see how cold and unfeeling it is without the warm, strong arms of the family around you.”

      “Yeah, well, the family wants me dead. I think I’ll take my chances with a bunch of cold, unfeeling Canadians.” I suck in my bottom lip as I look to my uncle for what feels like the very last time. “I love you.”

      “I know.” He pulls me in and holds me for a small eternity, and I truly do feel the warm, strong arms of family around me. “If the burner phones don’t work out, we’ll find another way to communicate. The code word is meow.”

      I make a face. “Another contribution from Minnie?”

      He gives a somber nod.

      And then, just like that, he turns me around and instructs me to run.

      And run I do.

      Heigh-ho, heigh-ho, it’s off to Canada I go.

      Let’s hope I don’t run into Johnny Rizzo there or I’ll kill him.

      And that’s one prognostication I can guarantee will come true.
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      The envelope Uncle Vinnie left me was smaller than I imagined.

      The driver of the dark sedan was stoic and quiet as a church mouse as he drove me to the state line. I asked him a million questions on the way over and he ignored every single one. I’m betting Uncle Vinnie made him take an oath of silence. And seeing that the Santini men are prone to secretly recording auditory events, my Uncle Vinnie was probably taping the entire one-sided conversation, just in case he needed to fire a bullet into this poor man’s skull.

      The driver pulls up alongside a beat-up red Honda hatchback that looks to be from another millennium entirely and hitches his thumb for me to get out.

      The hatchback is more of a rust color than it is a cherry red. The seats have long gashes running through them intermittently, letting me know this tub of steel was witness to a violent crime at some point in time. There’s cash in the glove compartment just like Uncle Vinnie said there would be, along with that burner phone. The old car sputters and kicks as we make our way through endless desolate highways, and I reflect on all I’ve left behind.

      My mother, Marie Santini, most likely won’t know I’m gone until at least next week when she comes looking to borrow another one of my Louis Vuitton bags. She likes to cycle through them about every seven days and she just borrowed one yesterday. And as it stands, she’s officially now the owner of the entire collection whether she knows it or not.

      I have a brother and a sister, too.

      My brother, Lorenzo, is twenty-nine. He’s older than me by one year. He works down on the waterfront as a mechanic, and between work and his hypersexual love life, he may not notice I’m missing for a solid year.

      My sister, Stephanie, younger by one year, works at her boyfriend’s mother’s nail salon and I feel as if I haven’t seen her for a solid year. Once her feet outgrew my shoe size, she outgrew the practicality for a sister like me. Steph and I have never been close, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t crave it. I craved a lot of things, and almost all of them revolved around a normal family whose definition didn’t include anything about a hierarchy of leg breakers.

      The red beast I’m driving coughs and sputters her way halfway through New York before I decide to duck into a Denny’s and scarf down a couple of scrambled eggs and a heap of bacon even though it’s well past dinnertime. Once I’m through inhaling my food, I duck into their restroom and run that box of dye Uncle Vinnie gifted me through my hair, contemplating how I went from being a pampered princess to a fugitive on the run.

      Not surprisingly, the hair dye doesn’t take. It looks less Ariel the mermaid and more like I ran a can of Cherry Coke through my tresses. The red rim of dye along my forehead isn’t so flattering either. As if my failure to conceal my appearance wasn’t enough, I ripped a hole in the back of my yoga pants as I struggled to pull them up after I used the restroom.

      I bang my head against the stall for a good long while. I’ve never been a horseshoe, but then I’ve never been such a magnet for bad luck either. Something tells me any luck I did have just ran out for good. And I flush the toilet to cement this theory.

      I hop back into the red catastrophe I’ve nicknamed Wanda. Roadkill was a more appropriate moniker, but I had the sneaking suspicion it wouldn’t be wise in the event my supernatural powers decided to manifest themselves in a whole new direction.

      We hit the highway again until my vision grows blurry and my long blinks start turning into short naps, so I pull over and curl into a fetal position until the sun comes up and screams for me to move again.

      I yawn to life as I drive out of New York and into Vermont. Winter just turned to spring and I can’t help but take in the beauty of the verdant fields dotted in honeysuckle and bluebells.

      I’m just about to crest the Canadian border when Wanda starts to sputter again. This time she’s blowing out steam and all of the gauges on the dashboard are spinning every which way at once, so I do exactly what she’s telling me to do—get the heck off the highway before she blows up.

      “Next exit, Starry Falls, Vermont,” I read as the highway turns into a thicket of woods on either side of me until low and behold a small blip of a town percolates to life and I end up on Main Street in hopes of spotting a mechanic’s shop. Heck, at this point I’d take a veterinarian’s office. A rabies shot or two, and Wanda just might be good to go.

      Then in a rather unceremonious burst, Wanda lets out a loud whistling scream and a rather obnoxious series of claps that don’t sound all that different from one of my brother’s flatulent episodes. She gives a hard jerk and I pull her to the side of the road where she rolls to a sputtering finish.

      “She’s dead.” I smack the steering wheel. “No, no, no, you can’t be dead. You can’t leave me in Podunk, Vermont to die along with you. We’ve got to get to Canada. We made a pact, remember?”

      Okay, so we didn’t make a pact.

      I pull forward the envelope Uncle Vinnie left me and shove my new bevy of IDs into one of the zipped pockets of my Lululemon running jacket and I grab the rest of the gas money and shove it into my other pocket. It takes great pains to uncoil myself from the driver’s seat. Every muscle in my body is sore and stiff from last night’s impromptu slumber party with the newly deceased automobile.

      A crisp breeze hits me where the sun shouldn’t shine, and I quickly tie my jacket around my waist to hide my newly acquired ripped seam. No use in scaring off the residents just yet. I’ll save that fun for later when the feds come at me with their weapons drawn.

      I head out and stagger my way down the innocent street lined with a happy looking yarn shop, a candy store, a realty office, a rundown diner, and a Chinese joint. There’s an Italian restaurant across the street, a post office, an aerobic studio, and yet there’s not a single auto mechanic in sight.

      The streets are lined with rows of maple trees with their branches full of young spring shoots a brilliant shade of green. I look down as far as my eye can see and spot two rather odd sights that force me to blink in the event I’m hallucinating.

      The first is a gray stone structure that looks as if it could easily dwarf any of the buildings lining the street. It sits crooked on a tiny hill and has a haunted mansion appeal. It’s clearly out of place and has that whole I-was-just-plucked-from-the-English-countryside-and-dropped-from-the-sky look about it. It’s either a castle or a mansion and it sits at the end of Main Street with a sign staked out front, but I’m too far to read it.

      The second odd sight is what’s nestled in the hillside behind the overgrown structure. A gorgeous set of double-tiered waterfalls stands proud, rushing with white streams of glittering liquid that never seems to end.

      My feet zoom in the direction of the overgrown stone building, and as soon as I’m close enough I spot an entire legion of cats napping on the lawn out front, dripping down the porch, and nestled in just about every window that faces the street. Cats of every shape and size, white, brown, orange, striped, spotted, angry looking, innocent looking, and a few that look as if they’re plotting to eat me for breakfast.

      A tan cat with both spots and stripes bravely traipses my way and juts its head out demanding to be petted.

      “Oh, aren’t you sweet,” I whisper as I do just that. “Something tells me this is your circus and these are your adorable monkeys. As soon as I get something in my belly, I’m going to roll around on the lawn with all of you and see if I can make any new furry friends. God knows you can’t be any cattier than the friends I left behind.”

      A sign up ahead catches my attention. Mortimer Manor— good coffee, good food, and more! Head on into the café!

      “Coffee,” the word hums out of me like a groan from the pit of my very being. “Coffee.”

      The sound of female voices escalating comes from somewhere inside the structure, but I’m undeterred. Yelling is my family’s love language. No matter how loud it gets, it won’t scare me away. If anything, it’ll draw me near and make me homesick in the process.

      A brass sign sits in front of the door that holds a poster with the picture of a decent looking guy in a ten-gallon hat holding a guitar. It reads Welcome country crooner Perry Flint, Friday night at seven! Tickets sold at the door.

      A couple of cathedral-style double doors sit open and welcome me inside. It’s cool in here. It holds the scent of cloying perfume and bacon, an unnerving combination if ever there was one.

      The interior is rife with dark wood and deep crimson carpeting with some sort of a navy paisley pattern that eats at my eyes. There’s a grand foyer and an even grander entry and it looks as if there are signs staked in front of the cavernous rooms that lie ahead. But I’m not interested in venturing off in that direction. Instead, I follow the sign that promises me one-dollar coffee.

      Up ahead, a glass door opens, amplifying the sounds of that raucous argument, and out speeds a body that quickly slams into me and I sail back, staggering and moaning as I struggle to keep from falling.

      “Whoa,” a deep voice strums as a pair of strong arms wrap themselves around my waist, and before I know it, I’m looking into a pair of light blue eyes rimmed with navy, giving them that Siberian Husky appeal, and for a moment in time I forget about the mob, the feds, my idiot ex, and Wanda my dead Honda and swoon directly into those magical peepers. The rest of him isn’t so bad either. His dark hair and the appropriate amount of stubble peppering his cheeks highlight the fact he’s brutally handsome.

      He leans in and gasps. “Geez,” he belts it out as he takes a full step back. “My God, are you bleeding?”

      “What?” I lean over and inspect my reflection in the glass door before me, and what stares back has me gasping in horror as well.

      “Oh no.” I groan at the sight of myself. My hair is rising to the sky, disheveled and matted. My mascara has run down to my nose and there’s a red ring staining the skin that circles my hairline, giving off the effect of a head wound. “Oh God. How is this my life?”

      “Are you okay?” The man wastes no time in pulling out his phone. “I’ll call the paramedics.”

      “No!” I practically dive for his phone and he quickly holds it up over my head. “I’m not bleeding. I dyed my hair in a Denny’s last night, and as you can see, I had a little bit of a runoff.” I pat my forehead. “Hey, do you live here? I’m kind of homeless at the moment, and believe me when I say being homeless is a heck of a lot harder than it looks. I had to spend the night in Wanda last night. That’s the death trap my uncle gave me, but she’s dead now and I’m carless and houseless and I only have enough cash to keep me in hot coffee for thirteen days. You wouldn’t happen to know where I could spend the night on the cheap, would you?”

      He leans back as if he suddenly found me repulsive, and it’s only then I note his dark suit, that plain navy tie, and the fresh scent of his thick cologne. Leave it to me to find the town hottie and stumble in front of him like the queen of hobos.

      “No.” He smacks his lips as the shouting rises from inside.

      “No? How about a job? I have a feeling I’m going to need to scrape together a few nickels and dimes to get Wanda back up on four wheels, if you know what I mean.”

      The sound of dishes breaking erupts from inside the café and he nods that way. “Something tells me they’ll be hiring a brand new manager in just a few minutes.”

      The door bursts open and a disheveled brunette stalks out with her hair falling out of a bun, her red lipstick smeared over her cheek, and the look of hellfire in her eyes.

      Nice to know I’m not the only brunette having a hell of a week.

      “You!” she shouts, jabbing her finger at the man in the suit. “I’ll see you tonight.” She takes off in a huff, and I can’t help but giggle.

      “Something tells me you like ’em rough and rowdy.” I give a cheeky wink.

      He frowns a moment before picking up a briefcase I never quite saw him set down.

      He nods my way. “What’s your name?”

      “Ste—Bowie. Bowie Bing—Bingham? No, that’s not right.” I squeeze my eyes shut tight a moment. “Binx!” I raise a fist as if calling out the correct answer on a quiz show.

      “Bowie Binx.” His cheek curls on one side. “Do you need me to call anyone for you? Where are you from?”

      “No!” I’m quick to stop up the dam before it truly bursts. “I’m from—Chicago. I drove all day yesterday and my car just died out of the blue.”

      He tips his head to the side, inspecting me with those soulful eyes. “It only took you one night to drive here from Illinois?”

      “Did I say Illinois?” A high pitched laugh bubbles from me. “I meant Chicago… Connecticut.”

      “Chicago, Connecticut?” He gives a long blink.

      Shoot.

      “Oh yeah, it’s a small town. So small it’s not even on the map.” A nervous titter evicts from my throat. “Google Earth didn’t even waste its time with us, we’re that unimportant. So do you know of a place to stay?”

      “I’m sorry.” He shakes his head. “Good luck with the job,” he says as he takes off.

      “I didn’t get your name!” I shout, but he’s already outside, pretending he didn’t hear me.

      I guess it’s true what they say. The minute you start living on the streets, you’re invisible to the rest of society—especially hot men with briefcases.

      It takes everything in me to venture into that café with my wild hair, my staccato zombie walk, and overall air of a degenerate nature. It’s light and bright inside, not a single customer in sight. The tables are evenly dispersed, the wooden floors look as if they’ve been clawed by a thousand cats, and there’s a chipped counter up front with a couple of women standing behind. The tables are beat up, the booths and chairs are made from ripped up red Naugahyde and duct tape, and there’s a black and white checkered wallpaper border that looks as if it’s doing its best not to fall right off the walls.

      I make my way to the two women standing near the counter. One is older than my mother but not quite as old as Nana Rose was when she passed.

      Her silver hair is cut in a blunt bob and she has on a shock of dark red lipstick, lots of dark kohl lining her bright green eyes, and she has an overall soured expression about her. She’s wearing a crushed velvet blazer in gun metal gray and has a brooch in the shape of an overgrown ladybug that cinches her blouse at the neck.

      The younger one looks about my age, a bit more hardened by life, brown hair with thick, chunky blonde highlights, boobs bustling out of her unbuttoned blouse, and a pretty face, or at least it would be if she wasn’t busy scowling at me like I was about to rob the place.

      “This is a stickup,” the words bark out of me partially because I couldn’t help it and partially because what the heck. I’m already fumbling around in some alternate universe. How much worse can it get?

      The two of them exchange a glance, and for a solid moment I’m convinced the register drawer is about to fly open. But instead, they burst into laughter and I plop down on the stool in front of them, failing at yet another criminal area in life.

      “All right, clown,” the older one drawls the words out, and if I’m not mistaken with some sort of unidentified accent. It’s sort of a cross between an English accent and a hard-nosed socialite. “What are you really doing here? Would you like the breakfast special, perhaps?”

      The younger one shakes her head. “We don’t have a breakfast special.”

      The older one hushes her in haste and already I like the two of them.

      “I heard you were hiring.” I swallow hard as I look to the two of them. “The man with the suit and briefcase told me so.” I hitch my thumb to the door and they look twice as baffled. “The hot guy with the icy blue eyes?”

      The younger one waves me off. “That’s just Shep.”

      Shep. Now there’s a name that practically guarantees he won’t be allowed in a single mob family and I like him more because of it.

      The older woman leans in. “Do you know Shep? Is he recommending you? Have you worked in food service before?”

      “Oh yeah, lots of times.” If serving my brother and my idiot ex grilled cheese sandwiches at their beck and call for years counts for anything, I’m a seasoned pro. Not to mention my quasi-illegal stint at the donut shop. “So when can I start?”

      The older woman ticks her head to the younger girl and they seem to be having some sort of a silent conversation.

      The older woman plucks a dirty apron off the counter and tosses it my way.

      “How about now?”

      “You mean I’m hired as a waitress?” I quickly pull the apron over my head and the frilly thing fans out over my chest.

      “Nope.” The younger woman comes around the counter and plucks the apron off and ties it around my waist. “You’re the new manager.”

      “Manager?” I swallow hard. “Wow, that’s great. I think. So what are your names?”

      No paperwork? No questions regarding my head wound? Why do I get the feeling I just got handed the hot potato of managerial positions?

      My God, I’ll have access to those registers myself in less than an hour. But something tells me the spare change rolling around in there isn’t worth risking the pokey for.

      The older woman presses out a crimson smile. “I’m Opal Mortimer and this is waitress extraordinaire, Tilly Teasdale.”

      I wince to the younger woman at the mention of her unfortunate last name. Things couldn’t have been easy in school for her.

      Tilly juts her chin forward. “And who are you?”

      “Bowie Binx,” I answer just as the door to the café bursts open and a teenage girl with a long ponytail and cat-winged eyes flies to the counter next to me.

      “Mom,” she barks at Tilly. “I need six bottles of Jamison, two kegs, and a couple of cases of peppermint schnapps. It’s Friday and we’re having a party at Amanda’s.”

      “We don’t serve that here”—Tilly leans back, the look of boredom quickly taking over her features—“and you’re sixteen.” She folds her arms across her chest and her cleavage bursts forth with the threat of unleashing from any harness-like device she has restraining them.

      “Hey, you owe me!” The girl doesn’t waste any time in escalating the situation.

      “Owe you for what?” Tilly snaps back.

      “For the time you pretended to be a seventeen-year-old boy from Manhattan looking to hook up. Only a sick person makes their kid fall in love with an imaginary hottie. You’re not buying, are you?”

      Tilly shakes her head as she looks my way. “Boobie, this is my daughter, Jessie. Please ignore the tantrum she’s throwing. I don’t buy liquor for minors.” She gives the girl a wink like maybe she does.

      “It’s Bowie,” I whisper but Boobie feels about right considering where I’ve ended up in life, so I don’t make a stink about correcting her.

      “Fine,” the girl snips. “I saw Regina screaming on the front lawn. I’ll ask her. She hates you enough to do it, too.” She charges for the door.

      “Hey!” Tilly shouts after her. “Have her pick me up a couple of six packs while you’re at it!”

      My mouth falls open. As I live and breathe, I had no idea there were places in the world that could give my hometown a run for its dysfunctional money.

      I hitch my thumb toward the door. “Is Regina the girl that ran out screaming?”

      Opal nods. “That would be her. Regina Valentine.”

      “Are she and Shep a thing?” I’m not even sure why I asked. “I mean, she said something about seeing him later tonight, but it kind of sounded like a threat.” And it kind of sounded like a date all at the same time. A part of me respects women who can pull off a feat like that. Something tells me she’d fit in nicely in Jersey.

      Opal chortles. “Yes, well, she’s definitely his type.”

      Tilly rolls her eyes. “Everyone is Shep’s type. Have they knocked boots? Maybe. Shep does love the ladies.”

      Opal offers a sorrowful look my way. “You’ll get sick of him soon enough. He uses this place like an office. So where are you from? Where are you staying?”

      Tilly leans in. “You’re new in town, aren’t you?” There’s a dazed look in her eyes as if she’s seeing a slab of fresh meat—me.

      I’m about to answer when an all too familiar warm, fuzzy feeling takes over and spreads throughout my limbs, rendering me disabled for a moment. The room blinks in and out of focus as I get a serious bout of tunnel vision. And in my mind’s eye, I see Opal looking at me with fright as a gun dangles from her fingers. “Oh my God,” she says. “He’s dead.”

      The room snaps back into focus and a cool breeze washes over me as Opal shakes me by the shoulders.

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Tilly, get the girl a chocolate chip cookie. She nearly passed out.”

      “No.” I shake my head as I look to the sweet, somewhat kooky older woman beside me. “I saw something. You were standing there with a gun and you said, ‘oh my God, he’s dead.’” I glance to Tilly then Opal. “Look, I’ll leave town. On foot apparently. But sometimes I see things, and I think you’re too nice to do some serious time. Don’t do it. Whoever this man is, he’s not worth wearing an orange jumpsuit for life.” I should know, I’m working hard to avoid the same wardrobe malfunction.

      Tilly makes a wheezing sound as she comes in close. “You’re one of those psychics, aren’t you? The kind they advertise at two in the morning? What’s going to happen to me tonight? Am I getting lucky with Perry Flint?”

      “What? No, I’m not a psychic. That’s horrible stuff. It’s witchcraft. It’s from the devil. Believe me, I know. I’m just—” I pause long enough to decide there’s no point in spilling all the supernatural beans. “I’m just a girl who sometimes sees things, and it gets me in trouble more often than not. And please do me a favor. Don’t tell anyone.” I look Opal in the eye. “And whatever you do, don’t kill him.”
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