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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.

      

      Everett has some serious upheaval coming his way that he never expected, and Lottie is determined to help him get through it. But with another dead body coming between them, things are bound to get in the way. 

      

      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.
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      Eleven years earlier…

      I don’t know what I was thinking coming up here. And with these clowns? I’d read a book to pass the time, but liquor is quicker—and leads to more exciting places. Not that I haven’t had my share. But what the heck, what’s another bottle? And once I’m done, I’ll give Project-Make-Her-Mine another go.

      With a bottle in hand, I stagger down to the lake. A rustling sound garners my attention from behind and I turn abruptly.

      “Hey”—a laugh gurgles from me—“it looks like you changed your mind. I guess it’s a party for two after all.” Something silver flashes above me before landing over my head, quick and hard. “What are you doing?” A horrid moan comes from me as another blow comes down over me one more time. And the world goes black for good.

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      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. I’m seeing two very much alive, very much handsome men, Everett and Noah, furiously trying to solve a mystery as they huddle over their laptops.

      It’s a lazy Saturday and it’s raining sickles outside of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery. All of Honey Hollow—heck, all of Vermont—seems to be getting drenched with the deluge, despite the fact it’s officially spring.

      Everett—Judge Essex Everett Baxter—is technically my husband. And I do use the matrimonial term loosely. We tied the knot last Christmas just so he could meet the requirements of the inheritance his father left him.

      Everett is a dark-haired, blue-eyed god that has the power to stop every living, breathing woman in their tracks. He’s supernaturally gorgeous and built like a linebacker. He seldom smiles and never calls me by my first name. He prefers to call me Lemon and, I’ll admit, it makes me swoon a little each time he does.

      He was sort of a womanizer before we met. In fact, the only people who are allowed to call him by his proper first name, Essex, are those he’s done the mattress mambo with. He utilizes it as more of a naughty door prize than a formal moniker. And even though I more than qualify, I still prefer to call him Everett along with the rest of the masses. Everett is a young judge, somewhere in his thirties, and just last week one of his many ex-girlfriends—although a particularly psychotic one—disclosed that he has a child roaming this earth somewhere.

      Cressida Bentley, the ex-girlfriend in question, a waifish blonde socialite, blurted the paternal information just as she was being hauled away and arrested for sending me death threats.

      Of course, she issued one last threat as Noah was taking her away, but it wasn’t issued toward me. It was aimed right at the good judge’s heart. Not only did she let him know that he was a father, she also let him know in no uncertain terms that she would not disclose where she was housing this mystery child if she spent a single night in jail.

      Well, Everett wasn’t having it. Cressida spent two nights in jail before her wealthy father was able to wrangle her from the long arm of the law.

      Word on the street is she has an entire legal team trying to get her out of the nightmare she landed herself in.

      It turns out, Cressida wasn’t just stalking me. She was very much stalking Everett for the last few months. She couldn’t get enough of him, and honestly, I can’t really blame her for that. Everett does have a rather addictive quality about him.

      And sitting next to Everett, right here at the counter of my bakery, is homicide detective Noah Corbin Fox, my boyfriend. Noah is a hot commodity himself with dark hair that turns red at the tips in the sun, dimples for days, and verdant green eyes that steal the sanity of every woman lucky enough to see them. He, too, has a psychotic ex-girlfriend he can’t seem to shake, Cormack Featherby.

      Cormack, much like Cressida, is a waifish blonde herself. She’s been after Noah ever since she laid eyes on him back in high school. And it just so happened at that moment in time Noah and Everett were stepbrothers.

      Everett was actually dating Cormack first and Noah stole her from under him. And there has been no love lost between these two ever since. They’re no longer stepbrothers due to the fact Noah’s wily father stole a chunk from Everett’s mother and hightailed it out of town. But years have gone by and Noah and Everett have made an earnest attempt to be amicable to one another—like they are now, as they both do their best to try to find this mystery child Cressida and Everett seem to share.

      Despite the rainy weather outside, the bakery is bustling and lively. My best friend, Keelie Nell Turner, and my right-hand girl, Lily Swanson, are helping at the registers to move the congestion along, and as soon as the last soul leaves with their order, the three of us take a breath.

      Keelie shoves a fresh, out of the oven snickerdoodle cookie into her mouth and moans. Keelie is an adorable blonde with the biggest blue eyes you ever did see, and more often than not, those big baby blues have been known to have a naughty gleam in them.

      “These are the best, Lottie.” Keelie toasts me with yet another snickerdoodle. “I’ll need these at my wedding, for sure.”

      Lily rolls her eyes. “You’ve said that about everything lately.” Lily Swanson hasn’t always liked me, but now that I’m writing her checks, she likes me just fine. Lily is a brunette stunner with long wavy hair and precision-cut features. She used to date Noah’s brother, Alex, but quickly grew tired of his two-timing ways and set sail for Seven pastures. Seven is a bald, beefy security guard Everett and Noah hired to protect me through that whole stalker fiasco.

      “It’s that baby in your belly.” Lily points to Keelie’s cute baby bump with an accusing finger. “It’s demanding you eat everything in sight. You’re lucky you like food.”

      Keelie moans through another mouthful. “I’m lucky I’ve got a best friend who knows her way around baked goods.”

      I shrug over at her. “It doesn’t hurt that you work next door at the Honey Pot where they serve the best cuisine this side of Vermont.”

      It’s true. Our grandma Nell owned both the Honey Pot Diner and the bakery. And she happened to leave me both in her will.

      The Honey Pot was Nell’s baby, though. In fact, there’s a walkway through the bakery that leads right to it. In the middle of the Honey Pot, there’s a large resin oak tree whose branches extend over the ceiling and into the bakery itself. Each branch is wrapped in twinkle lights and it gives both places an enchanted appeal, especially on a dark and rainy day like today.

      The bell chimes on the door and in walk a trio of familiar faces. My mother, Noah’s mother, Suze, and Carlotta, my other mother.

      A little over a quarter of a century ago, Carlotta left me swaddled in a blanket naked and alone on the floor of the Honey Hollow Fire Department, and let’s be honest, that little bit of baby abandonment was quite possibly the best decision she’s ever made. I was quickly adopted by the kind fireman who found me, Joseph Lemon—God rest my sweet father’s soul—right along with his lovely wife, Miranda Lemon, who I just so happen to be face to face with at the moment.

      “How’s it going, ladies?” I offer the trio a cheery smile.

      Carlotta manufactures a quick grin. “It’s raining, it’s pouring, the old man is still snoring at the B&B. That boyfriend of your mother’s likes to sleep past noon.” Carlotta is essentially my twin in every way, with the exception of the gray hair and crow’s feet. But our look-alike features are where our similarities end.

      I can’t help but avert my gaze. The boyfriend in question is Noah’s smarmy father who had the nerve to come back to Honey Hollow a few months ago after faking his own death. And truthfully, I don’t care to know any updates on the man unless the update signifies that my mother is newly single again.

      My mother is a classy, but rowdy, natural beauty with her creamy blonde locks that brush over her shoulders and a devilish gleam in her eye that only seems to add to her sassy appeal. She has a face that never ages and a voraciousness for men that doesn’t seem to quit. And I wish it would do just that since she is seeing Noah’s twisted father, the same man who’s notorious for bilking widows out of their fortunes. And believe you me, I do not like the widow math.

      Mom trills out a cheery hello herself. “Suze and I are here to pick up those snickerdoodle cookies I ordered for our horticulture club.” She snatches a snickerdoodle cookie off the tray next to Keelie and takes a moaning bite. “Oh, Lottie. We’ll need these for the Bonnet Festival at the end of the month, for sure. It simply isn’t Easter without one of your sweet treats.”

      “I’d love to bake for the Bonnet Festival.” I give a little bunny-inspired hop to prove my enthusiasm. Easter is one of my all-time favorite holidays, and that’s exactly why I have baskets filled with pink and green plastic grass dotting the counter and cutouts of bunnies and decorated eggs adhered to the windows and walls.

      I lean toward my mother. “Did you say the horticulture club? That must mean the two of you are off to get your hands dirty.”

      Suze grunts at the thought. Suze is a tall woman who seldom smiles, with squinted eyes that seem to be scrutinizing every situation and a soul so sour not even the devil himself dares to touch it with his pointy tail. Okay, so that’s a bit harsh but true nonetheless. She wears her silvery pale yellow hair short in the back with long bangs swooped to the side up front. And I’ve never seen the woman happy. Never.

      Lily raises a finger. “We have the platters all ready to go, Miranda. Let me put them in a waterproof container for you,” she says before disappearing to the back.

      Noah jumps up and offers his mother a quick embrace. “What are you ladies up to today?”

      Suze lets out a heavy breath. “Miranda has wrangled me into some silly gardening club. Who gardens in weather like this?”

      A crackle of thunder shakes the bakery as if it were agreeing with her.

      Carlotta smacks Suze on the shoulder. “Liven up, Toots. Nobody is getting their gardening manicure done today. It’s all about planning out a battle strategy. April showers bring May flowers.”

      Suze scowls. “I hate April.”

      And that about sums up Suze in a nutshell.

      Lily hauls out three large plastic tubs and lands them at the other end of the counter for my mother.

      Noah nods over to it. “I’ll help you get that to your car, Miranda.”

      He takes off with my mother while Suze puts in an order for a cup of coffee, black, and a rocky road brownie before heading off to a seat near the window to do what she does best, sulk.

      Carlotta hitches her head toward Everett, and I head that way with her.

      “Any luck?” I ask, sliding a couple of fresh snickerdoodle cookies his way.

      Everett shakes his head. “Nothing. I’m beginning to wonder if Cressida made the whole thing up. I don’t get it. Why wait until she was facing criminal charges to bring up the fact we share a child?”

      Carlotta slaps him on the back.

      I really should address her need to accost people.

      “Don’t you get it?” Carlotta belts it out. “A woman like Cressida was just using that kid as a pawn to her advantage. In other words, a get-out-of-jail free card.”

      Everett twitches his brows as if the thought amused him. “Don’t worry, Carlotta. I didn’t fall for it.”

      “That’s because you’re a fair but tough judge,” I say. “Have you tried speaking to her in person?” My stomach twists in a knot at the thought of giving Cressida another chance to manipulate him.

      His lids hood as if he were seething. “She won’t see me.”

      “What?” I squawk.

      This just got serious.

      His cobalt eyes meet up with mine. “She wants all charges dropped before she says a word. And only then, she says, can I have my child.”

      “Oh, Everett.” My soul crushes with agony. Leave it to Cressida to make this mess feel as if it’s all my fault. “Go ahead and drop the charges.” It takes more willpower than I thought possible to utter those words. “The most important thing is for you to have access to your child.”

      “No.” He doesn’t hesitate with the answer. “I’ll find my child, Lemon. And I won’t let Cressida get away with tormenting you.”

      I land my hand over his and bear into those gorgeous deep blue eyes. “We’ll find our child. I meant what I said, Everett. I’m in this with you, through and through.”

      He closes his eyes a moment and lets out a breath he seems to have been holding forever.

      “Thank you for that.” He kisses the back of my hand and Carlotta moans like an injured cow.

      “Get a room, you two, would you?” She gives a hearty wink my way. “There ain’t nothing a little headboard knocking can’t cure.”

      Before I can swat her or fill her pie hole with snickerdoodles, the bell chimes at the entry and in files a mob of beautiful young women all about my age, mid-to-late twenties, and just as I’m about to offer them a cheery hello, I spot two women in their midst who manage to wipe the smile right off my face, Cormack Featherby and Serena Digby.

      I suck in a quick breath.

      “The nerve,” I say it lower than a whisper.

      Last February, Cormack and Cressida, the psychotic exes of Everett and Noah, hired their equally psychotic friend Serena Digby, a dark-haired beauty they went to college with, to put a hex on me.

      Yes, a hex.

      Apparently, Serena has no problem lying to her old friends and convincing them she’s a witch capable of hexes and nonsense of the like. She spouted off a storm of a curse right here in my bakery and promised all sorts of trouble would rain down on my life if I didn’t relinquish the hold I had over Noah and Everett’s hearts.

      As if.

      And even though I did feel rather cursed for a time, nothing came of it—other than Cressida’s arrest. I’m shocked either one of these witches has the nerve to show up in my bakery.

      I watch as the mob of women all put in their orders before joining a few tables together and cackling up a storm as they take a seat.

      The bell on the door chimes again, and it’s my old friend Scarlet Sage, the owner of the Scarlet Sage Boutique just down the street.

      “Hey, Scarlet.” For her I can come up with a genuine smile as I meet her down at the register to take her order myself. “What can I get you?”

      She tilts her head to the side dramatically as if she were physically exhausted. Scarlet has gorgeous long dark hair and luminous lavender eyes.

      “How about a vat of the strongest coffee you make?” Scarlet shoots a quick glance to the rowdy women taking up residence behind her. “I’m hosting a trunk show this evening for those girls.”

      Keelie leans in while grabbing a fistful of snickerdoodles. “Which one are you going to shove into the trunk?”

      Scarlet shakes her head at Keelie as I offer her a snickerdoodle and thanks me as she snatches one up.

      “It’s actually more of a trunk sale.” Scarlet laughs. “I’m hosting designer Mitzi Jenson’s Posh line—for half off. Everyone is really excited about it. That’s Mitzi right there.” She points over at a woman with curly black hair and wide-set eyes. She’s seated at the head of the table, and the rest of the women seem mesmerized by whatever it is she’s saying.

      Scarlet takes a bite of the cookie and her eyes roll back into her head. “Oh, Lottie. Is it too late to ask you for a couple of platters of these for tonight?”

      “Not at all,” I say. “In fact, I can provide the cookies and the coffee if you like.”

      “That would be great!” Scarlet takes another bite and moans. “These are the best I’ve ever had, Lottie. And sorry about the last-minute notice. I just found out about the sale myself a few hours ago. Mitzi and her friends stumbled into my shop and brought up the fact all of my inventory was pathetic.” She takes a moment to scowl over at the table brimming with socialites. And I have no doubt they’re just that. Cormack doesn’t cavort with anyone under a certain tax bracket.

      “Anyway.” Scarlet shrugs. “The trunk show is open to the public, so if you don’t mind spreading the word, that would be great. Oh, and Keelie, I’ve got a few great pieces that could double as a wedding dress if you want to take a look.”

      “That would be great,” I say on my bestie’s behalf, seeing that she has a mouthful of snickerdoodle cookies she’s noshing on. “The big day is just two months away and she’s not anywhere close to having a dress yet.”

      Keelie swallows down her cookie and quickly accosts Scarlet into telling her every last detail about the dresses in question.

      Mitzi heads toward the counter and I migrate in that direction, but a redhead blocks her off at the pass.

      “I know what you’re thinking.” The redhead grabs Mitzi by the wrist. “And there’s no way in hell I’ll allow it. I’ll see you tonight and you had better have a change of heart, or else.” The redhead stalks right on out of the bakery, and yet none of the women at the table seem to notice what just transpired.

      Mitzi shakes out her dark curls as she slits a heated gaze my way and I quickly straighten the napkin dispenser, pretending not to have witnessed the hostile display.

      Just as she’s about to step on over, a rather demure girl with mousy brown hair and a cute round face calls out to her and Mitzi turns around.

      “Hey”—the round-faced girl shrugs up at Mitzi—“you remember what we talked about, right?” She gives a single nod. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Mitzi’s entire body seems to relax. “Of course, it will,” she says, pulling the girl into a brief embrace before heading my way. “Hello,” she says with a smile aimed right at me and, I must admit, she seems friendly enough. “I’m hosting an event tonight—”

      “At the Scarlet Sage Boutique,” I cut her off with a smile of my own. “Scarlet just told me all about it.”

      She stabs a bright red fingernail over her bottom lip. “Did she?” Her heavily lidded eyes hood a notch. “Bring something sweet to eat.” She takes a breath as she glances back at the girls at her table. “Something I could easily slip a little poison into and get rid of half of this crew.” She heads back and reclaims her seat at the head of the table before I can respond. So much for being friendly. I never did say I was a good judge of character.

      Serena Digby bops on over with her dark hair pulled back, a swath of red lipstick on her mouth. “Well, well, Lottie Lemon.” She bats her long lashes my way. “I just wanted to let you know I spoke to the Moonlight Council and reported you as I said I would.”

      Last month, Serena witnessed me speaking to the ghosts at my mother’s haunted B&B and she assumed I was a witch.

      “Funny.” She tips her head to the side. “They say they’ve never heard of you.”

      “That’s because, just like you, I’m not a powerful witch. In fact, I’m not a witch at all.”

      The table behind her breaks out in cackles and Serena scowls over at them.

      I lean her way. “What’s the matter, Serena? Troubles with the fake coven?”

      “Just one witch has crawled under my skin. But not to worry. I have it on good authority she won’t be a problem much longer.” She scurries back to the table and I shake my head at her.

      “Can you believe that?” I say, heading over to where Everett and Noah sit slumped over their laptops once again.

      I’m about to say something not very nice about Serena in general when a furry brown and white rabbit stops me in my tracks.

      It’s staring right at me, seated at attention, twitching that cute pink nose as if it liked what it was sniffing. The tiny creature has long, brown floppy ears and eyes that glow like fire—and that can only mean one thing.

      “Lemon?” Everett waves to get my attention. “Everything okay?”

      My lips part, but not a sound comes from my throat.

      Noah stands up. “Lottie, what is it?”

      Carlotta gasps when she spots the little revenant rabbit.

      Carlotta just so happens to be transmundane like me—further classified as supersensual. Grandma Nell, Carlotta’s mother, told me all about the grave details of our so-called gift before she died. It used to be when I saw the dead—I’m visited by pets that have crossed the rainbow bridge more than I am by people—it meant nothing more than a skinned knee, but as of late, it almost always means a homicide is afoot.

      “Ooh, lookie here!” Carlotta scoops the supernatural critter into her arms. “Well, well, it looks as if we’re about to have a good old-fashioned murder tonight. I wouldn’t miss this trunk show for the world.”

      “Murder?” Noah looks my way, and I give a faint nod.

      Everett takes a deep breath, his chest widening like a wall. “You both see another one, don’t you? What is it this time?”

      “A bunny,” I say. “Cute as a button.”

      Everett shakes his head. “Deadly as can be. I’m coming with you to the boutique tonight. There’s going to be a homicide, and there’s not a thing we can do to stop it.”
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      There is one thing that sets my snickerdoodle cookies apart from the rest. Sure, they’re light and fluffy, buttery, and rolled with cinnamon and sugar, but the secret to my success lies in the fact I add a little cinnamon into the dough as well. If cinnamon is the key ingredient to setting these cookies apart and making them so magical, then what could be better than a little more magic? Everyone knows you can never have enough magic, or in this case, cinnamon.

      I’m afraid my heart takes the same approach to loving people. What could a little more affection hurt? But when it comes to the men in my life, the more is more attitude hasn’t exactly been beneficial to everyone.

      It has certainly not been fair.

      Everett wants Noah and me to ride our relationship and see where it goes. But I’d be fooling myself if I truly thought he was fine with this arrangement going on indefinitely. And I’d be fooling myself if I thought there would be some magical solution that I could live with.

      The horrible truth is, I don’t think I could live without Noah or Everett in my life. And since the great state of Vermont frowns heavily on polygamy, I’m going to have to make a decision one day soon.

      But not tonight.

      This fine evening will be wasted—okay, fine—spent unwisely with Serena Digby and her ditzy friends at the Scarlet Sage Boutique.

      True to his word, Everett has come with me, and no sooner do we step into that estrogen-clad establishment than every woman in the store turns and does a once-over at the comely looking judge.

      “Ladies”—Everett nods at the lot of them—“as you were.”

      A titter breaks out as lively conversations resume. The Scarlet Sage Boutique is a large store with colorful and trendy selections everywhere you look, and tonight there are oodles and oodles of inventory at hand and plenty of hands to grab them.

      “Come on, Lily”—I say as I hitch my head for her to follow me—“let’s get these snickerdoodles to the refreshment table in the back.” Earlier, Everett helped me haul down a couple of coffee urns, cups, plates, and napkins for tonight’s fashion-based festivities.

      “Lottie!” Mom waves from the left just as I set down the cookies. “Would you look at this?” She holds up a short dress comprised solely of red sequins, and oddly, it looks half her size, but I’m not saying a word. Thankfully, Mom dives back into the melee before I have the chance to acknowledge the glittery accouterment.

      Suze pops up behind her and holds up a rainbow looking tent my way. “For one of your weddings perhaps?” She bears her fangs my way as if it were funny.

      Lily waves her off. “You’d better be nice to Lottie. She’s going to be your daughter-in-law one day.”

      Suze huffs a laugh. “That girl isn’t marrying Noah, not again anyhow. I can see where this train wreck is headed. But I’m sure some nice girl will be there to soothe my son’s broken heart.”

      My mouth falls open as a rabid crowd steps between Suze and me.

      Mitzi Jenson cups her hands over her mouth to create a megaphone effect. “Flash sale on all custom made jewelry pieces!” she shouts, and a mob quickly swarms in the vicinity where the jewelry is laid out.

      Scarlet laughs as she pulls Mitzi to the side. “Lottie, have you met our celebrated designer?”

      “Briefly.” I smile at the girl with the dark curly hair and wide-set eyes. She reminds me of a doll I once had. My sister Meg kept taking the head off and hiding it just to annoy me. But Meg said the doll freaked her out because her eyes were set too far apart. And I’ll admit, there is something a tad bit unnerving about it now that I see it live and in person. “I’m Lottie Lemon. I own the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery.” I hold out my hand and Mitzi scowls at it.

      Her lips twitch with the idea of a smile. “I realize who you are. Please, take an additional fifty percent off of any coat you like.”

      Lily smacks me on the arm. “That’s a huge deal, Lot! Her coats run into the thousands.”

      Mitzi nods. “Same offer applies to you.”

      No sooner does she say it than Lily dives for the coatrack.

      A shorter woman with golden brown hair that neatly frames her face and a sweet, thin-lipped smile joins us.

      Mitzi makes a face at her as if her presence offended her. I’m getting the feeling just about everyone’s presence offends her.

      “Scarlet, Lottie, this is my business partner, Carly Cobb. She’s my right-hand gal and I love her like a sister.” She pulls the girl in for a quick embrace and her entire person softens. I guess the ice queen has a heart after all.

      The girl gives a brief wave at the two of us. “Mitzi runs all her ideas by me and I axe the bad ones.” She bubbles with laughter. “We’re a good team that way.”

      “Hey”—Mitzi bumps her hip to Carly’s—“you say all of my ideas are great.”

      Carly belts out another belly laugh. “Only to your face. What you don’t know is that I don’t run with all of them. You’re welcome, by the way.”

      Mitzi and Carly are so sweet together. They sort of remind me of Keelie and me.

      A couple other girls come up and Mitzi is right back to her previous glacial state.

      “Scarlet, Lottie, these are my good friends, Alexandra Gladwell, Higgins Ripley, and Quinn Nottingham.”

      She points to a caramel blonde with long hair and exaggeratingly large lips, as if there was some cosmetic procedure gone wrong—that would be Alexandra.

      Higgins is a petite pale blonde with tiny squinted eyes and an overall jovialness about her. But that name…

      What is it with the wealthy and their deep appreciation of oddball names?

      And then there’s Quinn. My goodness, she looks like she could be Serena Digby’s sister. Same long, wavy, black hair, same lavender eyes with a wicked sparkle. But I’m betting this one won’t be nearly as much trouble as her look-alike.

      Alexandra’s lips pucker in an ill attempt to smile, I think. “Nice to meet you,” she says with the eerie deft of a trained ventriloquist. Neither her lips nor her face moved when she said it. “Mitzi and I share a few horses. Champions, of course.”

      Scarlet perks up. “I love horses!”

      Higgins rolls her eyes. “I’ve never caught on to the animal craze. I’m the jewelry designer.” She shakes Scarlet’s hand and mine.

      Mitzi chokes as she tries to get her words out. “Excuse me, Higs. I’m the jewelry designer. You’re the grunt worker.” She gives a tiny wink, but nevertheless the dig polluted the atmosphere and now there’s tension in the air.

      “Funny!” Quinn belts out a laugh, and oddly, she not only looks like Serena, she cackles like the wicked witch, too. “I’m in charge of shoes. And I think it’s safe to say that Mitzi and I both work hard on the shoe line.”

      Mitzi leans her way. “Italy in two weeks! There’s nothing like going abroad for a little inspiration.”

      “You mean stealing,” a sharp voice comes from behind, and I turn to find the tall redhead that I saw Mitzi arguing with at the bakery. Her pouty red lips are knotted up and her eyes are heavily squinted into half-moons. “But then, we all know there’s nothing new under the sun, Mitzi. Isn’t that right?”

      The girls in our small circle go rigid, as if there was an underlying threat to her words.

      Mitzi takes a breath. “Scarlet, Lottie, this is Courtland.”

      Courtland? Of course, her name is Courtland. Why wouldn’t it be? And why do I get the feeling Courtland is about to have a throwdown with the designer of the hour?

      Mitzi shakes her head at the girl. “Courtland is just bitter because we vetoed her idea of having a masquerade for our spring fling this year.”

      Cormack Featherby pops in our midst. “That’s right. We’re having a debutante revival instead. And for those of you who are not in the know, the precious event will take place at my daddy’s estate at the end of the month.” She frowns over me. “Lilac, can I have a word with you?” She looks my way and I can’t help but avert my eyes. Not once has this woman gotten my name straight. And I’m well aware she does it just to grind down my nerves. I’ve got a newsflash for her. She doesn’t have to try so hard.

      “Yes, Cormack?” I bat my lashes her way.

      “Would you mind catering the desserts for the deb ball? Whatever the girls decide is fine by me.”

      Mitzi snatches a snickerdoodle cookie off the table next to her and moans as she bites down into it.

      “Whatever this magic is, we must have these at the deb revival.”

      The rest of the girls treat themselves to a cookie as well and nod with approval.

      “In fact”—Mitzi cups her hands over her mouth again—“attention, shoppers! First prize of the night is awarded to everyone in attendance!” The crowd goes wild without knowing what the outcome might be. “Everyone here is invited to the deb revival at the Featherby estate, last Saturday of the month.”

      The crowd ignites with whoops of approval, and I turn to find my sisters Lainey and Meg high-fiving one another. I spot Keelie and Carlotta near a bin filled with scarves right alongside Lily, and they, too, seem more than enthused.

      “I’ll be more than glad to cater the desserts,” I say to Mitzi. “It was nice meeting you all.” I quickly excuse myself and head over to my sisters.

      “Lainey, you look fabulous!” I pat a hand on her blooming belly. Both Keelie and Lainey are set to have their first child this August. And I cannot wait to hold those sweet baby buns they’re baking in their ovens.

      Lainey grunts as she arches her back, “I’m the size of a house, Lottie. One of those under cared for mansions with the windows and doors falling off the hinges. I swear, my back has gone out on me three times on the way over.”

      Lainey and I share the same caramel-colored waves and hazel eyes. I used to think my parents got the details of my adoption wrong because Lainey and I look so much like sisters. Meg is the odd girl out with her long black hair—okay, so she dyes it—but those icy blue eyes of hers were different enough. Meg is rough and rowdy and all around a good time. She worked for years as a female wrestler in Las Vegas but has since moved back to Honey Hollow. She currently works down at Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club, teaching all the dancers their fancy moneymaking moves.

      “Lainey, you are not the size of a house,” I reassure her. Lainey is the head librarian at the Honey Hollow Public Library. And that’s the exact job I would have wanted if I didn’t have a hankering for baking.

      “That’s right.” Meg bites the air with her words and I can feel the zinger coming. “I’d say you’re the size of a decent condo. Give it another month and you’ll swell to that mega-mansion you’re striving for.”

      Before I can swat her or laugh, Mitzi lets out a sharp whistle to garner everyone’s attention once again.

      “If you decide to host a trunk show at the location of your choosing, I will give you an additional seventy percent off prices, along with free merchandise on the day of your party! Choose a focus. We have jewelry, lingerie, scarves, tote bags, and shoes available as well!”

      Mom crops up in our midst, along with Carlotta.

      “Oh, me, me!” Mom raises an eager hand. “I’d love to do a lingerie sale with my book club!”

      “Me too!” Meg shouts. “I’ll do the jewelry line—and shoes.”

      Lainey waves over to Mitzi as others take her up on the offer as well.

      “Scarves for me! Ooh, and tote bags!” Lainey shouts. “The women at the library just love a good scarf and tote bag.”

      “And I’ll be sure to attend all of the trunk shows.” I give a greedy grin.

      Carlotta butts her shoulder to mine. “Let’s throw a party at the bakery, Lot. I’ve got my eye on a pair of boots. It’ll be fun. You do all the work, and I’ll collect the free loot.”

      “No. I have my hands full with Easter coming up. It’s the second busiest holiday next to Christmas. Plus, I’m hoping to find Everett’s child. Not only that, but Noah said he thinks he has a break in the case. That’s why he’s not here tonight.” I crane my neck as I give a look around. “Hey, have you seen Everett?”

      “Yup. He’s with the men folk congregating outside. Rumor has it, Mangias has set up a trolley. They’re selling pizza by the slice and making a killing at it.”

      “Well, at least there’s a break in the storm. Let’s check out these scarves.” I pull a red and green floral scarf out of the bin, or at least I try to. “Boy, this is heavy.” I give another tug and Carlotta helps in pulling it out. The weight of whatever is attached to the end of it is so heavy, the scarf begins to snap and tear.

      Carlotta dives down to pick it up from the bottom and comes up holding a fuzzy brown rabbit and we both coo in unison.

      “Gah!” A squeal evicts from me just as quick as that coo. “Who are you here for? Speak up!”

      It hops right out of Carlotta’s hands without bothering to answer, right through me, and disappears in a spray of glittering stars.

      Carlotta steps on my toes. “Is that any way to speak to the dead? Come at it a little nicer next time, would you? Just because you’re a pro at speaking to ghosts doesn’t mean that sweet bunny is a pro at coming back from the other side.”

      “I guess I never thought of it that way.” I give a nervous glance at the growing crowd. “That supernatural cutie could be here for any one of us, Carlotta.”

      “Not for me. I was never foolish enough to have a pet rabbit. Those things multiply like crazy, you know.”

      “Yeah, well, it takes two to tango.”

      “Three if your name is Lottie Lemon.”

      I avert my eyes. “I’ll be back. I’ll do a quick once-over and see if I can find trouble.”

      “Oh, you will. Ten bucks says you find a body—and spoiler alert—they’ll have a mouthful of that delicious cookie you schlepped all the way here.”

      I groan as I take off.

      She’s not wrong.

      Over the last year or so, every dead body I’ve found has been noshing on one of my sweet treats.

      I try to thread my way through the crowd, but it’s near impossible with women shoving and pushing as they struggle to get their designer deals.

      A man with his hair slicked back and glossy as if a cow licked it is craning his neck every which way and I can’t help but think he looks like a lost child. There’s something adorable about men severely out of place in a women’s boutique. He looks nervous, afraid—most likely fearful of all the well-manicured hands snatching away at random. I could see him easily getting caught up in the chaos, and not in any good way.

      I spot Scarlet near the back, but by the time I get there, she’s disappeared. I spot Courtland, the tall, angry redhead, by the dressing room and head in her direction, but by the time I get there, she’s gone, too. Every one of the dressing stalls is full, but there’s not really a line for them anyhow. Most of the women here tonight are boldly trying things on right in the shop. It’s almost all women anyway. At this point, men are too frightened to set foot in the place.

      I spot a mannequin knocked to the ground in the back of the dressing room, partially covered with discarded clothes, and I head over to pick it up.

      Poor Scarlet.

      It looks as if the place is being pillaged with mounds of clothes lying in heaps everywhere you look. This will be a real mess to clean up once the melee is through.

      I give the mannequin a tug by the arm, but it’s no plastic beauty lying on the ground.

      “Oh my God.” I pull the clothes off the top of the woman’s head, only to reveal a familiar face. Her eyes stare vacantly up at the ceiling and there’s a scarf cinched tight around her neck—a dainty rose print with blue and green leaves—and one of my snickerdoodle cookies still clutched in her hand.

      Mitzi isn’t going to have to worry about having another trunk show.

      Mitzi Jenson is dead.
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      A scream rips from me as I work my fingers into the scarf around her neck, but it’s cinched far too tight.

      “Somebody help!” I shout as I tug and pull, but it seems as if I’m only making it worse while poor Mitzi lies motionless.

      The dressing rooms around me burst open and a dark-haired wicked witch lands by my side.

      “Is she dead?”

      I can’t help but note the hint of glee in Serena Digby’s voice.

      “Yes, she’s dead,” I mutter as I pull out my phone and send a spastic group text to Noah and Everett.

      A flock of screaming women quickly congregates behind me, and in runs Everett, swooping to my side.

      “Everyone out,” Everett riots. “Lemon, are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine. I just”—my chest bucks with emotion—“I just found her this way.”

      Scarlet pushes her way to the front and lets out a sharp cry. “Lottie, what happened?”

      I shake, my eyes quickly filling with tears. I hadn’t known Mitzi for a day, and yet my heart breaks for her as if I’ve known her all my life. She had everything going for her. The brightest future just ahead.

      Scarlet helps wrangle the masses back just as Carlotta swims up stream through the crowd and makes her way over.

      “You found another one, didn’t you, Lot?” The furry, floppy-eared supernatural fiend jumps right out of her arms and onto the floor next to Mitzi and, I’d swear on all that is holy, I can hear it sobbing.

      I reach over and pet the back of its fur and a prickling feeling rides up my arm. The sweet little ghostly rabbit is soft and feels every bit real. I’ve always marveled at how solid the dead can feel when they want to. Not long ago I couldn’t hear the dead, but as my powers grew, not only could I hear them speak—and fully understand them—but they garnered the power to move things in the natural word, a horror if ever there was one. And then, just a few months ago, they unlocked a level of nirvana I could have never comprehended. They can eat.

      Everett helps me to my feet. “All right, everyone,” he bellows as the crowd continues to whisper and gasp. “I need the room cleared out. This is a crime scene.”

      Just as the women turn to leave, a handful of firemen enter the room with Forest Donovan, Lainey’s husband, leading the way.

      Forest groans at the sight as a couple of his coworkers head straight for Mitzi.

      “Lottie, what happened?” Forest is a good man, friendly face, always has a smile ready to go, and would give the shirt off his back to help just about anyone.

      “I found her. I came in here”—I suck in a quick breath as I look to Everett—“I followed her friend, the one I heard threatening her earlier.” My fingers fly to my lips as I bear hard into Everett’s deep blue eyes.

      “Lottie!” Noah’s voice riots from behind, and soon I’m in Noah Fox’s arms. “Tell me what happened.” He runs his lips over the top of my head.

      I look up just in time to see his cohort in homicide solving crime, Detective Ivy Fairbanks. Ivy is a tall redhead who wears her hair swept back into a tight bun and has perfected that dissatisfied scowl of hers, especially when she’s looking at me.

      “Lottie Lemon,” she growls right at me. “I’m telling you, Noah. We’re going to have to keep a security camera on her at all times.” She takes off for the back of the room with a shake of her head.

      Noah’s brows lift. “It’s not a terrible idea.” He lands a kiss to my lips. “I need to get over there. Do you have any information for me?”

      “It looks like she was strangled with one of her own scarves.” I can hardly get the words out. “This is her trunk show tonight. Scarlet Sage was playing host to Mitzi’s designs. All her friends are here.” I lean in until we’re nose to nose. “And so are her enemies,” I whisper that last part right over his lips.

      He gives a single nod. “We’ll talk,” he whispers right back. “Everett, why don’t you get Lottie out of here? Maybe see if she needs help loading up her van—and stay with her tonight.” He glowers over his old stepbrother as he says it.

      “Don’t worry.” Everett takes me by the hand. “I won’t leave her side all night.”

      Carlotta swoons in front of him. “Sounds like it’s Mr. Sexy time. I’ll go out front, Lot Lot, and find you something frilly to wear.”

      “Carlotta,” I hiss as the coroner walks in. “There is a person lying on the floor who was just mur—” I point over to Mitzi and something catches my eye in the corner of the room. “Look,” I say, pointing hard, stepping in the direction. “There’s something lodged in that chair, and I think it’s a—”

      Noah follows my gaze. “It’s a syringe. Good eye, Lottie.”

      Ivy expands her chest as she looks my way. “And we would have found it eventually. Thank you, Lottie. But I’m asking you all to leave now so the real investigators can get about their business.”

      It’s no secret I’m not Ivy’s favorite person. In fact, I still hold firm to the theory she has the hots for Noah.

      “What?” Carlotta squawks and puffs up her chest as if she were looking for a fight. “I’ll have you know my Lot Lot has more crime-fighting superpowers in her pinkie than the entire Ashford Sheriff’s Department has combined.”

      “Carlotta.” I shake my head at her. “You’re insulting Noah.”

      “And”—Carlotta lifts a finger as I do my best to push her out of the room—“she’s got ties to two crime families! You better be nice to my Lottie Dottie, or she’ll arrange to bust your kneecaps!”

      “Good grief.” I sigh as Everett navigates both Carlotta and me back out into the now half-empty boutique. The madness that was taking place has come to an abrupt stop and nary a soul is rummaging the sale racks—that is, except for Carlotta.

      She holds up a pair of lacy pink panties, and I wave her off.

      Everett lands his lips next to my ear. “Don’t look now, Lemon, but I see Cressida up front with Cormack.”

      “Please tell me you’re kidding.” I stand on my tiptoes and affirm this obnoxious blonde theory. “Wow. She really does have a pair of cookies.”

      “I knew I should have instated that restraining order.”

      “No.” I turn and gently grip him by the tie. Everett is always dressed to the nines. “We need her to open up to us before she’s sent up the river.” I shrug up at him. “This might be our only chance. Your child—our child is out there somewhere and we need to find them.” My tone comes out pleading. “Why don’t you go see if you can talk to her? I’ll wait here.”

      He shoots a dark look in her direction. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. God knows she won’t say a word to me unless it’s a threat. And if she wants to negotiate, play along, for goodness’ sake. There’s a Baxter out there somewhere who needs our help. Cressida is practically holding the poor thing hostage.”

      He nods without taking his eyes off of her. “You’re right.” He lands a kiss to my cheek. “I’ll be right back.”

      He takes off and I’m about to join Carlotta when I bump into a body.

      “Sorry!” I say as I back up, only to find the man with the cowlick still looking a bit shell-shocked.

      “It’s okay.” He shakes his head as he looks to the floor, dazed. “Actually, nothing is okay.”

      The woman with the long caramel hair and the overfilled lips quickly comes to his aid. I think her name is Alexandra.

      “My God, Bronson.” She holds him at an arm’s length as if he were made of glass. “Did you hear? It’s—it’s Mitzi.” Her chest bucks as she begins to sob and he quickly pulls her close, and suddenly I’m caught in an all too private moment.

      I step aside just as Courtland, the tall redhead who was threatening Mitzi earlier, crops up.

      “Can you believe it?” she whispers my way while looking right at the couple grieving before us. “Mitzi isn’t even cold, and good old Alexandra is making a play for her boyfriend.”

      “That’s Mitzi’s boyfriend?” I look back to the man as he wipes down his face and nods at whatever it is Alexandra is telling him. He’s the man I saw lingering right here in the back of the store just moments before I discovered Mitzi’s body.

      My goodness, he could be the killer.

      “Yup.” Courtland tugs down her skirt. “His family owns the Winner’s Circle Horse Ranch just outside of Fallbrook and some printing conglomerate. He’s got more money than he knows what to do with, thus Alexandra the piranha taking a bite out of him. She’s been hungry to land a billionaire for as long as we’ve known her.”

      “Don’t you all come from money?” I realize it’s a sweeping generalization, but these are Cormack’s friends. And I’ve been around Cormack enough to know the debutante math.

      “Some more than others.” Her lips purse. “Alexandra missed out on her trust fund by minutes. Her grandfather ended up rewriting his will a few months before his death and left everything to his sixth wife, some twenty-two-year-old who works as a dancer in Leeds named Windy City Picnic.”

      “Windy City Picnic? There’s a name for you.”

      A dull laugh pumps from her as we observe Mitzi’s friend, Carly, join Bronson and Alexandra as the three of them sob their eyes out.

      “Poor Carly,” I whisper as I bring my fingers to my lips. “Mitzi was her best friend. I can’t imagine how much she’s hurting.”

      Courtland’s chest bounces with another dry laugh. “You bet she’s hurting. Carly just so happens to be one of the less financially fortunate in our close little circle. Unlike Alexandra, Carly’s parents held traditional nine-to-fives, as does she.”

      “Really? What does she do?” It will be interesting to see what Courtland considers a nine-to-five.

      “She works as a physical therapy assistant down in Ashford at some trauma hospital. And she coordinates all of Mitzi’s trunk shows. At least she did.”

      “Oh, wow. She really was Mitzi’s right-hand gal.”

      The petite blonde I met earlier congregates with the grieving group and says something to Carly briefly before looking this way. She does a double take at the two of us and heads on over.

      “Higgy”—Courtland manufactures an ounce of grief as the two exchange an embrace—“what’s to become of us?”

      Higgins pulls back to reveal a tear-slicked face. Her tiny lips knot up.

      “The Pinewood Seven are now the Pinewood Six.” She drops her face into her hands a moment.

      “Pinewood?” I ask with a sorrowful smile. “Is that up by Hollyhock?”

      It would figure the rich and infamous adopt clique names as if they were a part of a street gang.

      Both Courtland and Higgins freeze up, and it’s the first time Courtland seems thrown for a loop this evening.

      A couple of blondes catch my attention by the door and I do a quick double take. It’s Cormack and Cressida speaking with Everett, along with that Serena Digby knockoff—oh, wait, it’s actually Serena. As much as I wish she’d go away she—just like the other two—seems to be sticking.

      Courtland and her friend Higgins drift off a few feet, whispering amongst themselves and looking over at me every now and again. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it looks as if Courtland were reprimanding the girl as if she spilled some deep, dark secret.

      As if.

      It was Courtland who was spilling the tea on just about everyone here.

      I’m about to head for Carlotta once again, who still seems to think it’s fine to rummage through the naughty lingerie in the middle of a homicide investigation, when I come upon the real deal Serena Digby look-alike.

      “Quinn?” I nod at the girl as she looks my way and I gasp when I see her eyes are blood red like cherry tomatoes. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      She sniffs hard and uses her sleeve to wipe the tears off her face. “Thank you.”

      “You know, this is probably an odd thing for me to say, but you look an awful lot like my friend Serena Digby.” Okay, so I’m playing fast and loose with the truth. Serena is no friend of mine, but it’s probably not the best time to point my finger at my enemies with a body lying in the next room.

      “Oh”—she waves it off—“that’s my cousin.” She wrinkles her nose at the idea. “No offense, but I didn’t think Serena had friends. Not real ones anyway. You’re not a part of that ridiculous Moonlight Council she’s in bed with, are you?”

      “What? Who me? A witch? No way.” I glance to my left and spot Carlotta sweet-talking the adorable, albeit very dead, bunny in her arms and she looks like a nutcase. I take a quick breath as I return my attention to Quinn. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to know anything about the boarding school Serena went to, would you? Piedmont?” Noah and Everett have tried to check out just about every boarding school in Vermont in search of Everett’s child, but the identities of the children who attend there are more secure than Fort Knox.

      Quinn nods. “I’m more than familiar. I went there myself.”

      I’m about to dive deep into Cressida’s crazy story, but then I think better of it.

      “Say, if one of these socialites had a baby and she was trying to hide it from the world, do you think she’d choose that boarding school to do it?”

      This could go one of two ways. Either she’s heard of Cressida using her child as a body shield against prison time or she could play along with my boarding school games.

      “Maybe.” She shrugs. “But if I really didn’t want anyone to know about the kid, I think I’d choose my rival school. Everyone at Piedmont hated Ellington. They were basically our cross-town rivals. If you even spoke to someone at Ellington, you’d be considered contaminated. It sounds adolescent, I know, but believe me when I say my father, a Piedmont alumnus himself, would hire just about anyone for his company so long as he could pass up a perfectly good applicant from Ellington. They say some rivalries never die, and that’s about right. No one would ever suspect a thing if I hid a kid there.” She tips her head to the side. “Come to think if it, knowing my friends and family, they would consider it a bigger sin to have had anything to do with Ellington than hiding my own child.”

      “Wow, that paints a picture.”

      Carly begins to wail and Quinn shudders at the sight. “I’d better get over there. We need to figure this mess out, and fast.”

      She takes off and I wonder what there might be to figure out. I suppose who the killer is. But according to that ghostly little cottontail, that would be my job.

      I finally make my way over to Carlotta and snatch a pair of pearl white panties from her hand.

      “Where’s the bunny? What’s its name? Is it a boy or a girl?”

      Carlotta snatches the panties right back. “The bunny skedaddled. Her name is Fluffy Takes the Cake—funny name, I know, but these people are rich. Think horses. She said she’d scope the place out for clues. It looks like we got a live one this time. Maybe you’ll get to rest on your laurels instead of doing all the dirty work for once.”

      “Interesting.” I glance over at Everett and the trio of wickedness that surrounds him. “Guess what? I think I might actually have a lead on where Everett’s child is being hidden.” A thought hits me and I sag. “If only there was some way to get past the iron curtain of security those places have erected.”

      “Hot tip, huh?” She gives a sly glance over her shoulder. “Why don’t you give it to me? Luke Lazzari is just sick that he wasn’t able to track down your stalker himself last month. And he and Jimmy Canneli are still trying to figure out who owes who a juicy steak dinner. I bet they’ll track down Mr. Sexy’s kid in no time flat and have them delivered to your bakery.”

      I groan at the idea of dragging those criminals into our lives once again. It’s true. Last month, the two most notorious crime bosses in all of Vermont made a game of trying to find out who was sending me those cookie threats. Of course, I sort of discovered it myself when I plucked Cressida’s purse off her shoulder and another cookie threat tumbled right out of it for everyone at my birthday party to see.

      Luke Lazzari and Carlotta used to date way back when. Not a shocker if you ask me.

      I think on it for a moment.

      “Okay, fine. Cressida—and anyone who’s anyone—went to a boarding school called Piedmont when she was little. The name of Piedmont’s cross-town rival is called Ellington. According to my source, you don’t go near Ellington lest you want to ruin your chances in corporate America or you have zero aversions to cooties.” I lean in. “Tell Luke and Jimmy I said go get ’em. Not only will the winner get a steak dinner out of the deal, but I’ll throw in a platter of fresh baked snickerdoodle cookies. I love Everett’s child already as if he or she were my own. And I’m anxious to find him or her safe and sound.” I glance back to Everett a moment. “And one more thing. Neither Everett nor Noah can find out about this. It will be our little secret.”

      “Our little secret.” She makes a zipping motion across her lips with her fingers. “I’d better put a word in to the boys. Get that nursery ready, Lot Lot. You’re about to have a crib to fill.”

      She takes off and I watch as she sails right out of the boutique.

      I hope she’s right. I hope Everett’s child is found sooner than later.

      Cressida turns her head my way and shudders once she sees me.

      That’s right, Cressida. Be afraid. Your days of pulling one over on Everett are over.

      I glance over to Mitzi’s friends.

      The killer’s days are numbered, too.
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      The rain let up just a notch this late afternoon, just one day after that horrific murder at the boutique last night. All of Honey Hollow seems somber, the weather, the townspeople, and the tourists alike.

      Noah steps into the bakery and my entire being lights up.

      He flashes those dimples my way. “Hello, beautiful.”

      I make my way around the counter just in time for him to steal a kiss from my lips. I didn’t dare breathe a word to either Noah or Everett about Carlotta’s Lazzari-Canneli connections, although seeing that I know those criminals as well, I guess they’re my connections, too.

      “Any news?”

      “Nothing.” He pulls me in for a tight embrace and I take in his woodsy cologne.

      I’ll admit, I’ve got a bit of an addiction to the slightly ornery detective, but I can’t help it. I’ve always been attracted to the finer things in life even if I couldn’t always have them. But lucky or unlucky, depending how you look at it, I’ve got two of them in Noah and Everett.

      Noah’s chest expands. “It’s like the kid is a ghost.” He shakes his head as I lead him over to take a seat at the counter.

      “Let me get you something to eat.” I quickly gather a plate of Noah’s favorite chocolate chip cookies (I made them with extra chocolate chips just for Noah) and I toss in a few snickerdoodles, too. “Coffee?”

      “Please. Leaded. I’ll be up all night with the Jenson case, too.”

      “Any news on what was in that syringe?” I ask as I quickly accommodate him with a mug full of my house blend.

      “No. It was empty, but forensics swabbed it down in hopes of finding a residue of whatever was in there. The coroner said there was no trace of an injection in any obvious locations on the body. But something will turn up.”

      “You know, I spoke with several of her friends last night both before she was killed and after. Let’s just say they were an interesting bunch.” I wrinkle my nose. “More like strange. And considering they’re friends with Cormack, Cressida, and Serena, they would have to be.”

      “Well, I agree with you there.” He toasts me with his coffee before taking a careful sip.

      “They did say one thing that really stood out to me.”

      “What’s that, Lot?” Noah sets his coffee down carefully as he bears his eyes heavy into mine. Over the last year or so, Noah has learned to take the things I say quite seriously.

      “It’s probably nothing. It was something silly actually, but I was talking to Courtland—who by the way practically assaulted Mitzi right here in my bakery yesterday afternoon. They really seemed to be going at it. Anyway, after poor Mitzi was killed, I happened to be talking to Courtland in the boutique when their friend Higgins came up and said something about the Pinewood Seven was no more—and that now they would be the Pinewood Six.”

      Noah glances to the side as if trying to see where this fits.

      “Anyway”—I lean in—“when I asked about it, both Courtland and Higgins looked as if I caught them vandalizing the place. It just struck me as odd.”

      Noah pulls out his phone. “Pinewood Seven,” he says as he makes a note of it. “I’ll see what I can dig up.”

      “I asked Everett last night on the way home and he said he didn’t have a clue. Poor guy was pretty angry that Cressida wouldn’t give him one hint of where their child might be unless I drop the charges.”

      “You’re not dropping the charges. Threatening to kill you is a direct violation of Penal Code 422—making a criminal threat. And the state will take up right where you leave off even if you try to drop the charges. She’s not getting out of this. It’s bad enough Cormack got off with nothing more than a slap on the wrist the time she kidnapped Pancake.”

      “Catnapped,” I correct.

      It’s true. Cormack is as much of a nutcase as is Cressida, and quite frankly this is getting old. One of them has to pay the piper. And I’m betting the piper is a big old scary prison warden.

      My sweet cats Pancake and Waffles blink through my mind. They’re a pair of Himalayan brothers gifted to me by my grandma Nell. Initially, I had just Pancake, but once Nell passed away, she left Waffles to me in her will.

      The thought of Cormack taking off with one of them as if they were a mere possession boils my blood. And just as I’m about to express that fact, an adorable yet tiny floppy-eared bunny appears over Noah’s shoulder.

      Noah lets out a moan and lifts his shoulder up and down. “I should look into getting new pillows. I’m starting to get one serious crick in my neck.”

      “I think I can help you with that,” I say, reaching over and plucking the bunny right off of him and into my arms.

      “Hey, that did help. What did you just do?”

      “I just pulled the cutest rabbit off of your back,” I say in my best baby voice as I nuzzle my nose to the sweet little angel.

      “All right, all right,” the tiny creature purrs as she hops right out of my arms and onto the counter. Surprisingly, she sounds a lot like my mother. “I get it, I’m cute.” She bats her long lashes up at Noah. “Speaking of cute, it must be an epidemic.”

      I can’t help but giggle.

      Noah makes a face. “We’ve got a ghost amongst us, don’t we?”

      “Yes, an adorable floppy-eared bunny with a cute white tail. And I happen to know her name is Fluffy Takes the Cake.”

      Noah’s brows perk with amusement and I’d bet money, the rabbit’s did, too. I reach over and take up Noah’s hand. Not long ago we found out that I act as a conduit, and if someone is holding my hand, they can hear the dead as well.

      “That’s my name”—Fluffy purrs—“eating cakes is my game—or at least it is now. I happened to wander in here last night and ate my way through a box of those yummy cookies left on the counter.”

      “I knew it! I told Lily there was a platter of cookies that looked as if it were ravaged.” I lean in and whisper, “She thought we might have rats.”

      “Wrong vermin.” She gives a giggle and wiggle—and boy, does she ever remind me of Miranda Lemon now. “So let’s get down to it. What kind of cakes are you willing to throw my way?”

      “Who knew your name would prove to be prophetic? How about a carrot cake? Does that sound good? Easter is almost here and I’ll be making those nonstop until the end of the month.”

      “Oh, a cake made of carrots! Now that was worth dying over. Say? Can you stick one of those delicious cookies into it? I must say, I’ve picked up a hankering for them.”

      “You bet.”

      Noah searches the counter as if he were struggling to see her. I’m sure it’s frustrating to be able to hear them and not see them in all their unearthly glory.

      “Fluffy”—he winces as if it pained him to say it—“who do you think could have killed Mitzi?”

      The tiny spectral twitches her adorable velvet pink nose. “I heard that man Mitzi was with say something about it being over now. Why do you think he would say that?”

      I glance to Noah. “Fluffy, you heard Bronson say that?”

      “Yes, him. They were all over one another earlier that night. I just knew trouble was brewing. I didn’t come back for nothing, you know.”

      “Tell me about it.” I sigh. “Noah, Bronson was Mitzi’s boyfriend. I think we should start our investigation there first.”

      His cheek glides up on one side, no smile. “I’ll start my investigation there first.”

      “You don’t learn, do you, Fox?” I meant to say it teasingly, but it comes out a bit abrasive.

      Fluffy makes a gurgling sound. “You two work out the odds and ends. I’ll scour the kitchen for abandoned cookies.” And just like that, she disappears in a spray of tiny twinkling stars. Now that’s a sight everyone should see.

      Before Noah and I can continue our somewhat heated debate, the door chimes and in walks my mother.

      Lily flags her over by the register. “I can help you, Miranda.”

      “Oh, good.” She gives a friendly wave to both Noah and me. “I need to put in a huge order for a half a dozen cookie platters. Carly Cobb contacted me today, and it turns out, the trunk show we arranged last night is still a go. She said, sadly, the trunk show must go on. I guess she’s got a stake in the business. It’s happening tomorrow, so clear your calendar. And it’s strictly lingerie.” She gives Noah a quick tickle under his chin. “Men are invited, too, Detective Fox. There’s nothing more romantic than picking out something to spice up your love life. Of course, your father will be there as well.” She gives an odd wink my way. “Anyway, poor Carly. She was so upset over the phone. Can you imagine? Your best friend is strangled to death by way of her own scarf and you still need to peddle the things.” She sniffs the air as she makes her way to Lily.

      “I’ll be there,” I call out.

      “So will I,” Noah says as he grins right at me.

      “And so will people from Mitzi’s social circle,” I say. “In all fairness, I’m not investigating. I’m simply a customer looking for something special to wear for my man.”

      His dimples ignite. “Bring your gun, Lottie.” The smile glides right off his face. “Ethel needs to be with you if you’re going to speak with anyone about the case. I realize by now I can’t stop you. But at least this way, I can fool myself into thinking you’re safe.”

      “No need to fool yourself. I’ll make sure Ethel is with me.” Ethel is the name I gave the Glock handgun Noah and Everett chipped in to buy me.

      The bell on the door chimes and in strides a tall, dark, and brooding judge hot off the bench.

      “Everett”—I say brightly—“you look like you need a cookie.”

      “Try ten.” He takes a seat at the counter, and I quickly accommodate him with my sweet treats and a steaming cup of coffee. He looks to Noah. “Any news?”

      Noah shakes his head. “I’m sorry, buddy. But I’ll keep trying. We’ll find your child. Don’t lose hope.”

      Everett growls, “I tried every intimidation tactic I could think of with Cressida, and nothing worked. She won’t stand down. I’m so desperate. I’d do anything to find out where she was hiding my child.”

      If ever there was something I wanted to share with these two, it’s the fact I have a bead on where Everett’s child might be.

      I bite down over my lip. “Okay, fine. I have something to tell you.”

      The two of them look my way and are unwavering with their heavy stares.

      “Last night, I spoke to Serena’s look-alike cousin, and she said if she had a kid that she didn’t want the world to know about she’d hide him or her at Piedmont’s rival.”

      Noah nods. “Ellington. I tried to get someone there to talk to me, but I didn’t get very far.”

      “What can we do?” Everett’s voice is weary. “It’s gated. I couldn’t even stand outside hoping to get a glimpse. There has to be a way. Something, anything.”

      Noah slaps him on the back. “Hey, just because Serena’s cousin suggested it doesn’t make it a fact. Although, it would be a great way to hide the child in plain sight. Ellington is less than a two-hour drive from here.”

      Everett ticks his head to the side. “I doubt Cressida is racking up visiting hours. Noah, I need to find my child, and I need to do it yesterday. I’ve hired you, I’ve hired Seven. I’ll hire every PI in the state until I’m able to look my child in the eyes.”

      I’ve essentially hired someone—two someones—but I don’t dare say it. But the words are bubbling up in my throat, and as much as I try to swallow them down, here they come.

      “Lottie?” Noah squints over at me. “You know something else, don’t you?”

      “Lemon?” Everett stands and there’s a renewed look of hope in his eyes.

      But before I can say a word, Carlotta runs into the Cutie Pie and appears before us, gasping for air, with her hair wild from the wind.

      “He did it,” she pants as she looks right at me. “Luke Lazzari tracked down that kid.” She smacks Everett on the shoulder. “Congratulations, Mr. Sexy. It’s a girl.”
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      The Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club down in smarmy Leeds, the town just south of Honey Hollow, stands before us with its glittering signage and its promise of girls, girls, girls.

      And we are very interested in girls at the moment—just one, though.

      “Carlotta?” I pull her to the side as Noah and Everett jog their way over. It’s sprinkling out and they dropped us off in front while looking for a parking spot. “Why would Luke Lazzari ask us to meet him at Red Satin? Everyone knows this place is owned and run by the Canellis. The Lazzaris and the Canellis are rivals. Luke isn’t using us as pawns to start some new turf war, is he?”

      Carlotta slings her scarf over her neck. “I guess we’re about to find out.”

      A breeze whistles by just as Noah holds the door open for us.

      I link my arm through Everett’s. “Are you ready to do this? Are you ready to hear whatever Luke Lazzari may have to tell us?”

      Both Noah and Everett give a long blink. They made their frustration with the situation crystal clear on the way over. But both Noah and Everett eventually came around, and they said they understood why I did it.

      Everett takes in a deep breath, his chest expanding wider with every second.

      “With you by my side, Lemon, I could conquer the world.”

      The four of us step inside and the sound of dicey music bombards our eardrums. Red Satin has a general theme—crimson carpeting, crimson wallpaper, and furniture with the same dicey hue gives the place an all-around devilish appeal. And the one redeeming factor about the establishment happens to be heading in our direction at the moment.

      “What’s up, Lot?” My sister Meg hooks her arm around my neck and pulls me in for a half-hug, half-assault tactic.

      “Would you look at that?” Carlotta quips. “You can take the girl out of the wrestling ring, but you can’t take the wrestling ring out of the girl.”

      I break free from my sister’s stranglehold and do my best to comb my fingers through my hair. No thanks to Meg I probably look like a wild woman—like those girls up on stage shaking what their mamas gave them while whipping their hair back and forth.

      Meg has her own tresses teased to high heaven. She’s gone hog wild with the midnight-colored lipstick and has her eyes colored in with enough dark kohl, she’s sure to be the envy of raccoons everywhere.

      Meg sheds a frightening smile. “What brings the four of you to this fine establishment?”

      Carlotta steps in close to her. “We’ve got a meeting with Luke Lazzari. Have you seen him?”

      Meg casts a quick glance around. “Cool hand Luke Lazzari. Yup. He’s been here for the last hour or so, acting his usual suspicious self.”

      “Where is he?” Everett comes shy of roaring out the words. His every last nerve is on edge and it’s darn right palpable.

      The girls on stage give a wild whoop as they dance as if their lives depend on it. Thankfully, they’re still somewhat dressed, although one seems to have just lost a shoe and the crowd wholeheartedly approves.

      I tap Meg with my elbow before pointing to the stage. “Is that one of your numbers?”

      “Nope. My girls are on a break. It’s a free-for-all right now. You could go up there, Lot, and let loose if you wanted.”

      Carlotta raises my hand as if it were a victory. “Let’s go show ’em what we got, Lot Lot. Heck, half these men are so drunk they’ll think we’re twins. I’ll split the profits with you. I bet we’ll have more than enough to pay for that mega plumbing bill Bear is about to fling your way.”

      I take a moment to glower at her. Bear is Keelie’s fiancé—my ex-boyfriend from many moons ago—who owns his own construction company, and he’s the one currently redoing the plumbing at my grandma Nell’s old place. That’s where Carlotta was living before she flooded the place in a ploy to move in with me. Okay, so it didn’t exactly go that way, but it’s close enough.

      I’m guessing this plumbing job is going to set me back a shiny nickel or two. Come to think of it, maybe a quick spin at the poles wouldn’t hurt anything.

      “Lemon.” Everett pulls me out of my delusional stupor. “I see him.”

      I follow his gaze, and sure enough, I spot Luke Lazzari seated at the bar with his eyes cast on those beautiful women on stage, all of whom are currently snatching up dollar bills as they fly their way.

      Everett zips over to Luke and the rest of us follow suit.

      Noah pulls me close. “Lot, do you have any idea the direction this might go? Do you think he’ll ask for money in exchange for information?”

      “I have no idea, but I’ll dance on that stage and snatch up the bills right alongside those women if Everett needs a single dollar.”

      Noah lifts a suggestive brow. “I wouldn’t mind.” He brings his lips to my ear. “If we were the only two people in the club.”

      A dark laugh rumbles from me.

      Luke spots me and stands. “Carlotta, Carlotta Junior. It’s a pleasure to see you ladies. Jimmy’s on his way up to say hello.” Luke is an older man, good-looking despite the fact he’s nearly bald. He’s got demanding light gray eyes and a pointed chin that gives him a mysterious appeal.

      Carlotta’s mouth falls open. “Did the two of you work side by side in an effort to find Mr. Sexy’s little girl?”

      “Nope.” Luke rocks back on his heels. “My men found her easy-peasy all on their own. I just thought I’d rub it in Jimmy’s face.”

      Everett’s chest puffs up at the mention of his little girl. “Where is she? Where can I find my daughter? I’ll drive all night, charter a plane, walk, run, do whatever it takes to see her as soon as possible.”

      Luke holds up his hands. “Whoa, whoa there, Judge Baxter. No need to get carried away. You won’t need to take five steps. She’s right here in this bar.”

      “What?” the entire lot of us calls out at once.

      “Where?” I ask, breathless, looking around the establishment for some poor child. My God, she’s probably hiding underneath a table or in the restroom. Leave it to a greasy mobster to drag a little girl into this depraved environment where the waitresses all run around wearing nothing but pasties up top and fig leaves on their bottoms. Everett probably hates me for dragging the mob into this. I’m not so thrilled with myself at the moment.

      “Right there.” Luke nods straight ahead before giving a sharp whistle. “Hey, kid,” he barks. “It’s showtime. Get your hiney down here and say hello to your papa!”

      I glance over in the direction he’s looking in, and as sure as hell fire, a girl on stage stops her gyrating motion. And despite the fact her long black hair is still spinning up above her head due to the centripetal force she’s elicited, she hops off stage and runs on over.

      Honest to God, every jaw in the vicinity just hit the ground.

      She’s beautiful.

      She’s—Everett in female skin.

      The girl looks to be about nineteen with jet-black hair set in perfect waves that run down her back, tall with cobalt blue eyes with a hint of a devilish gleam, which could have come from either of her quasi-devilish parents. Her skin glows like a paper lantern and her lips are painted cherry red. She’s donned a short plaid skirt and her white blouse has been knotted up under her breasts—of which she is amply endowed. She scowls as she examines our small group, glaring from Noah to Everett as if she was ready to slap them both into tomorrow.

      “Which one is he?” she pants as if her adrenaline were just amping up.

      “It’s me,” Everett says it loud and clear as if putting her on alert that he wasn’t backing away from this challenge. “I’m your father.”

      Her chest bucks as she gives a silent laugh. Her blue eyes meet up with his, but there’s a coldness to her. It looks as if Cressida’s mean genes have already done their dirty work.

      She takes a step forward and jams her finger into his chest. “What do you want?”

      Everett gives a quick blink. “I want a relationship with you. I want to get to know you. Up until a week ago, I didn’t even know you existed.”

      It’s tempting to fill her in on the fact her mother is the wickedest witch of them all, but I’ll bite my tongue for now. No matter how I feel about Cressida Bentley, she is the girl’s mother.

      “Hello,” I say, giving a little wave. “What’s your name? How old are you?”

      She shoots me a look that says, eat it and die. “My name is Everly Baxter Bentley.” She takes a moment to growl at Everett. “And it only took you fifteen years to find me.”

      My mouth falls open. “You’re fifteen?” My God, she looks all of twenty at least.

      “That’s right.” She gives a quick glance around the place before plucking a wad of bills from the side of her skirt. “And I think I like this gig,” she says, fanning herself with the spoils of her hip-swaying labor. “In fact”—she unbuttons her blouse a few more notches—“if I show a little more skin, I might just be able to support myself in the lifestyle in which I’m accustomed.”

      “Fifteen?” Everett’s voice picks up in volume. “Then legally you’re still my charge.” He takes off his jacket and lands it over her shoulders before she can properly scowl. And judging by those scowls she’s throwing one after another, she’s thinking about going pro.

      Carlotta swats me on the arm. “Did you see that, Lot? He just went straight into daddy mode.”

      Everly lets out a dark laugh that rivals any cantankerous cackle I’ve ever heard. “You’re not the boss of me. What do you know about the law?” she snips right at him.

      “I’m a judge.” Everett doesn’t miss a beat.

      Noah flashes his badge at her. “And I’m a cop. You’re not setting foot in this place ever again unless you want to be accessorized with a pair of silver bracelets.”

      “Thank you.” Everett nods his way.

      Everly steps toward Noah with her chest pulled back—a move I’ve seen Everett play out a time or two and, come to think of it, Everly looks just as ornery.

      “I don’t care if you are a cop. I don’t have to listen to you either.”

      “Yes, you do,” Carlotta smarts. “He was almost your uncle.” She yanks the girl back by the elbow. “Now listen here, missy, and listen good. You’re strip club days are over. I’ll admit, this isn’t exactly a fun crowd that’s come to haul you out of here, but you’ll always have your Grammy Carlotta on your side.”

      Her eyes widen. “You’re my grandmother? I’ve never had one of those.” She takes a moment to size my nutcase of a birth mother up. “Do you like booze?”

      “You’re darn tootin’. I start every day with a hot shot of whiskey, and I’m happier because of it.”

      Everly’s lips curve with devilish delight. “I think we’re going to have a really good time this summer.”

      “Oh no, you’re not.” I pull Carlotta back. “You’ll stay away from Carlotta and her whiskey if you know what’s good for you.”

      Everly folds her svelte arms across her chest, her legs set in a defiant stance. “And who do you think you are?”

      “I’m your daddy’s wife,” I say it as if I had a vendetta against the girl. “And believe me when I say, what your daddy says goes. No Red Satin.”

      She snarls right at me before looking to my sister. “I’ll be back, Meg. We’ll finish working on that routine you were teaching me. You’re right. I was blessed with some serious moneymakers.” She arches her back and nearly knocks us out with her blooming bosom.

      “And we’re out of here.” Everett shakes Luke’s hand. “Thanks for helping out. I appreciate it.”

      Everly grunts, “Yeah, thanks, Uncle Luke. I’ll text you when I need to use my get-me-out-of-paternal-jail-free card. Which I’m guessing will be before the night is through.” She shoots a mean look to Everett. “So, where are you taking me, anyway?”

      “To dinner.” Everett ushers our small crew toward the door.

      “Thank God”—Everly shuffles along—“I have a serious craving for fois gras.”

      Everett ticks his head to the side. “How about we settle for pizza?”

      Everly rolls her eyes. “Yes sir, Captain Buzzkill.” She blinks a sarcastic smile his way. “Let’s just see how quickly you regret getting to know me.”

      Something tells me she’s going to make sure the entire lot of us regrets getting to know her.

      But she’s wrong.

      Everett and I won’t ever regret this.

      I hope.
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      “Nobody calls me Everly and lives to tell about it.”

      Everett invited Carlotta, Noah, and me to join him and his sassy little spawn for dinner at Mangias, the quaint Italian restaurant right across the street from the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery. It smells like garlic and fresh baked bread and everything spiced and nice in here. My senses always feel as if they’ve died and gone to an Italian heaven whenever I step into this place.

      Everly Baxter Bentley puts out the warning about her moniker as she surveys our faces. The pizza and garlic bread had no sooner landed on the table the second we arrived and was in our mouths before we sat down. Everett asked for me to put in our order so they’d have it ready by the time we got here.

      I’m pretty sure he’s hoping her flippant attitude might dissipate once we get some food in her. But I have a sneaking suspicion this won’t be the case.

      “Everly?” Carlotta gives a gloating grin as she willfully disrespects the child—and she is a child despite the fact she looks as if she could buy liquor straight from the bar without being carded. “What do you propose we call you?”

      Her ruby red lips twist a moment. “Everyone calls me Evie, except for Cressida who calls me Brat.” She pulls back her lips into a short-lived and come to find out rare smile. “It’s her adorable little pet name for me.”

      “That’s heartbreaking,” I say. “I’m sorry you had to endure that.”

      “I don’t care.” She helps herself to a slice of pepperoni pizza. “It’s not like I see her every day.”

      Noah leans in. “When was the last time you saw her?”

      Everly—Evie winces at the ceiling. “I don’t know. Three, four years ago?”

      “Years ago?” Everett’s voice is right back to hiking up a notch. “Don’t worry, Evie.” He nods as he says her nickname in a show of respect for her wishes. “That ends now. You’ll be living with me.”

      “Cool.” She shrugs. “I’ve still got an English paper due. And finals are coming up, but we can ditch those. Cressida greases my professors and I get an automatic A anyway.”

      “Wow.” I sit back, stunned by what I’m hearing. I wasn’t expecting to find out that Cressida was up for Mother of the Year, but not visiting her kid for three or four years at a time? Greasing her professors to give her an automatic A? “I’m officially stomping out Cressida’s mom card like a cockroach. There’s no way she’s getting near this child again.”

      “Oh hush, you,” Evie snips my way. “You think you’re better than my mom? Besides, everybody greases the professors. How do you think kids get out of those prep schools to begin with? Isn’t that right, Daddy?” She smears his name with a sarcastic grin and I can see Everett’s face bleach out for a minute.

      “I’m afraid to say she’s right, Lemon.” He ticks his head to the side. “I knew it was happening as far back as when I was there. But don’t worry, Evie. You’ll get a chance to earn your grades right alongside the rest of your peers next fall at Honey Hollow High.”

      She juts her head forward. “What’s a Honey Hollow?”

      Noah’s dimples depress without the effort of a smile as if he were too afraid to give it, and he might be. I’ll admit, Everly has effectively put the fear of all things good and evil in everyone at this table during the short time we’ve known her.

      “You’re in Honey Hollow now,” Noah tells her. “It’s the name of the town.”

      A choking laugh comes from her. “This little hillbilly hollow? Oh, I’m not staying here. I’d rather eat a donut that rolled across the bathroom floor in a men’s room on Taco Tuesday.”

      Carlotta lets out a whoop. “That’s a good one, kid. I’ll have to use that myself. And believe me, you’ll be eating your fair share of donuts. Your mama here just so happens to own a bakery.” She gives me a quick slap on the back.

      Everly’s mouth falls open. “Cool. That means I can eat all the cookies and cakes I want, right? I hate the stupid kitchen rules at Ellington. They run that place like a prison.” She gives Everett the evil eye. “I suppose you’ll do the same. Let me guess. You’ll have Detective Fox-Socks here take me to the county jail to keep an eye on me while you’re sending people off to the penitentiary for fun. And don’t tell me you don’t get your jollies off making people suffer. I can see it in your eyes. You’re brutal just like my mother. But don’t worry. I won’t hold it against you. I’m appreciative of the cold-hearted genetics I’ve been gifted. If I were a weaker girl, I would have curled up and died long ago. It takes a strong person to celebrate birthdays and holidays alone. And before any one of you moan and groan at how unfair life has been to me, just know I’m quite comfortable with indulging in some serious retail therapy. Cressida may not have given me much, but she did give me every material fantasy her daddy’s American Express card could buy.”

      Carlotta leans in. “How about you and I get some hot toddies, sit by a nice fire, and we teach your mama a financial lesson or two as we shop until we drop? I’ve got my eye on a few embroidered cardigans that will work great for spring in this hillbilly town.”

      “Carlotta.” I elbow her in the ribs for even suggesting it. “Evie, I’m sorry to hear about your lonely upbringing. What about your grandfather? What kind of a relationship do you have with him?”

      Royce Bentley, Cressida’s father, is loaded to the hilt. Evie would have to work awfully hard to max out his credit cards.

      She shakes her head. “He doesn’t know about me. It’s been long rumored that I’m Cressida’s dirty little secret. But I don’t care. I don’t need a family.” She rolls her eyes at Everett. “And I certainly don’t need you.” She blinks another one of her infamous sarcastic smiles.

      “Too bad.” Everett blinks a sarcastic smile right back at her. “You’re not spending another birthday, holiday, or day for that matter, alone. I’m in your life for good.”

      “Me too,” I say it quick and gruff as if I were serving up a punishment.

      “Don’t forget Grammy, Lot Lot.” Carlotta toasts the poor girl with her pizza. “You can call me Carlotta for short.”

      “What about you?” she grumbles to Noah, and Noah promptly shakes his head.

      “I’m staying out of this,” he says, lifting his beer a notch before taking a sip.

      “Come to think of it”—Evie’s lips flicker—“I’m starting to like you best. Should I call you Uncle Noah? I’ve never had an uncle before.”

      Noah’s lips part as he looks to Everett then me. “Sure.” He shrugs it off. “Uncle Noah, it is. Your father and I were stepbrothers for a short time. We don’t always see eye to eye, but—”

      “Good,” she cuts him off. “That means you’ll take my side on matters. And seeing that you’re a cop, I bet you’re packing heat.” She turns and bats her lashes at Everett. “Hear that, Daddy? Rub me the wrong way and I’ll have Uncle Noah rub you out.”

      Carlotta lets out a wild hoot of laughter. “This is going to be a great time.” She claps her hands as if she approved of the show.

      Noah’s phone pings with a text and he frowns at the screen. “It’s the station. It looks like the forensics report just came in. I’d better go outside and give them a call. The coroner’s report is in, too.” He takes off and Evie pants after him.

      “Dude! He’s dealing with forensics and the coroner? Why couldn’t he be my father?”

      Everett’s lids hood over and not in any good way.

      Carlotta gravels out a laugh. “You don’t know what you’re saying, kid. Your papa and the man with the badge may have been related for a time, but they’ve since burned every bridge between them. You see, Noah stole Mr. Sexy’s girlfriend way back when, and the two of them have been at it ever since. But then, Detective Fox started seeing this little rascal”—she points my way—“and Mr. Sexy caught wind of her sugar cookies and wanted a nibble of them himself. They’ve been swatting her around like ping pong ever since.”

      “First of all”—I hold up a hand to Carlotta—“no one has dared to swat me around. Noah and I were very serious until his wife came back into the picture. And well, Everett and I were very serious until Noah died and came back to life—and Everett very kindly suggested Noah and I finish what we started.”

      Evie tips her head to the side. “Then why did you say you were his wife?” She points to Everett as if the logistics of my love life had the power to confuse her. And believe me, my love life has the power to confound the entire Mensa society.

      Carlotta waves me off. “Because Lot Lot thought it would be a good idea to marry your daddy for his money.”

      “I did not marry him for his money.” I all but physically assault Carlotta for suggesting it. “I simply agreed to it so he could keep his inheritance intact.” I look to Evie. “It’s simply a case of one friend doing a favor for another.”

      “Friends?” She gasps as if she were affronted. “You mean you don’t have feelings for my father?”

      My lips part as I look to Everett. “Of course, I have feelings for your father. I love him. He knows that and so does Noah. It’s complicated.”

      A husky laugh belts from her. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ve met girls like you at school with two hot guys pining after them. They can’t seem to decide if they like vanilla or rocky road, and before you know it, they’re indulging in a double scoop of both. We have a special name for girls like you.”

      “Save it,” I say. I can guess at what it might be and I don’t care to hear it. “The only girl we’re interested in at the moment is you. Tell us something about yourself. What are your hopes, your aspirations, your wildest dreams?”

      Noah comes back and takes a seat. His expression is somber.

      Evie practically accosts him by the arm. “What did the forensics report say? Did the coroner show you pictures of a dead body? I’ve always wanted to see one of those. Oh please, can I, Uncle Noah? Can I? Can I?” She purses out her lower lip and manages to look adorable as heck in the process. With the way she’s batting those big blue eyes up at Noah, I don’t see how he could deny her a thing.

      Carlotta lets out another wild cackle. “Hang around your shiny new mama, kid. She’ll make sure you see all the dead bodies you want.”

      “Really?” Everly looks my way as if she has an all new respect for me.

      “Really.” Carlotta slaps the table. “Your mama is practically a cadaver magnet. Lottie finds a fresh new corpse about once a month or so. Homicide victims are her specialty.”

      “Homicide? As in murder?” Evie’s mouth rounds out with delight. “Mommy”—she lifts her chin a notch when she gifts me with the moniker—“I demand you take me to a crime scene right now. If you won’t do it, I know my new uncle Luke Lazzari will be happy to oblige. He said he’d do anything I wanted as long as I shut up on the car ride to Leeds. That man practically owes me a crime scene.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “Evie, that man is a crime scene.” I’m not sure which was a bigger mistake, involving Carlotta or involving Luke. But then, without the two of them, Everly wouldn’t be here among us at the moment.

      Noah shrugs over at Everett. “I can keep it general.”

      Everett tosses his hands. “Go ahead.”

      It’s clear this entire evening has gotten away from him.

      Noah takes a breath as his eyes meet with mine. “They found a lethal dose of an amalgam in her system. A combination of morphine and fentanyl.”

      Carlotta waves a breadstick at him. “So she wasn’t strangled to death with her own scarf.”

      Evie gasps. “This is amazing. If this is a normal dinner conversation that you people have, count me in for every meal.”

      Everett shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Evie. But this is grim stuff. I regret you heard any of it.”

      Evie glowers at him as if she were about to slice him with her butter knife. “Go on, Uncle Noah. Did the coroner have anything to offer? And just for the record, I’m interested in forensics myself. I’m looking into it as a career choice.” She averts her eyes at Everett. “It’s miles better than something yawn worthy like law school.”

      Noah’s chest pumps with a dry laugh. “I hate to break it to you, kid, but my job is immersed in the law. You have a lot to learn about what goes on in the homicide division.”

      She rocks in her seat. “Then let me intern with you this summer. I’m almost all done at Ellington. I can start tomorrow.”

      Noah cocks his head toward Everett. “Maybe next summer. I think you should spend this summer with your dad. Who knows, you might just score an internship down at the courthouse.”

      Evie shoves a breadstick down her throat and gags at the thought. “No, thanks. I’d rather hang around the bakery and stuff cake in my face all day. Besides, if I’m lucky, and I always am, I bet Mommy Dearest here will lead me to a body or two.”

      Everett and I exchange a glance, because sadly she’s right.

      Dinner wraps up and we head on out. Since Evie packed an overnight bag, we decide it would be best if she spent the night at my place with Carlotta and me. No sooner was the decision made than Evie’s eyes light up like whiskey bottles held to the sun. But I’ll make darn sure that good time doesn’t happen. No one is getting schnockered on my watch.

      We drive down to Country Cottage Road where I explain that Noah lives across the street from me and that Everett lives next door. Noah lived on this quaint little street first, and since I was dating him at the time and in need of a place of my own, I snatched up the empty house across the street. And it just so happened that Everett snatched up the empty house next to mine.

      We get Evie settled in my cozy little home and she promptly snuggles up with Pancake and Waffles.

      Everett pulls me to the side. There’s a softness to him I haven’t seen before, and dare I say, a slight look of desperation.

      “Lemon.” It’s all he says. It’s all he needs to say.

      I pull him in for a hard embrace. “We got this, Everett. Everything will work out just fine. I know it will.”

      Even if I do end up exposing Evie to a corpse or two.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Everly—Evie came to the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery bright and early at eleven a.m. right after she and Carlotta managed to rouse themselves from their comatose states. She missed the morning show in my opinion. By that time, I had baked up a storm that involved scones, croissants, raspberry and cheese Danish, and let’s not forget the mountain of snickerdoodle cookies for my mother’s big lingerie soirée at the bed and breakfast.

      Lily and Keelie already packed up most of the baked goods for the trunk show being held at my mother’s. They took off twenty minutes ago because they wanted to scope out all the naughty nighties before anyone else could lay claim to them. I leave the bakery in the hands of the kitchen staff as Everly and I take off for the B&B ourselves.

      “So this is Hillbilly Hollow,” she muses, looking at my sleepy sweet town with a scrutinizing eye. Apparently Evie will be taking the rest of her classes remotely. Everett called the school this morning and they were more than eager to make arrangements to allow her to remain off school property.

      I’ll admit, it did make me wonder why. The headmaster sounded a bit relieved.

      “Honey Hollow,” I say it with a heavy emphasis. “In case you’re not aware, hillbilly isn’t exactly a very nice word. It’s derogatory. We don’t say that.”

      “Yes, Mommy Dearest.”

      “Evie”—a dull laugh bounces from me—“please don’t call me that.”

      “Why? Is that derogatory, too? Carlotta is right. You’re no fun.”

      My blood boils just hearing that Carlotta is putting me down behind my back.

      “Carlotta is wrong,” I correct. “I’m a barrel of f-u-n. Wasn’t I the one that let you eat your way through a dozen cupcakes back at the bakery?”

      “Yeah, and now I want to puke.” She puts her hand over her tummy and moans for effect.

      “Sorry.” I wince. “I’m sort of new at this mothering stuff.”

      “Not to worry. I’m sort of new at this daughtering stuff.” She leans in to get a better look at me. “Don’t you think I’m a little old for parents now? I mean, I’ll be eighteen soon.” Her voice grows small and she shrugs as if it were no big deal.

      “Oh honey, no. You are never too old to have parents.” I quickly tell her all about how Carlotta left me at the firehouse and how Joseph and Miranda Lemon raised me along with my two sisters. “And to this day, Miranda Lemon does her best to mother me. I don’t know where I’d be without my family, and that’s exactly why it’s so important for you to embrace your own. That would be your dad and me in the event you were wondering. And all of my family is your family now. And all of Everett’s family is your family now. And Noah, too. He’s sort of a bonus.”

      “Yeah, Uncle Noah’s my favorite so far. Carlotta is tied for second, of course.”

      I shoot her a sideways glance. “Well, your dad is gunning for top position. And I think he should get it. Everett is a great man. He’s a very prestigious judge, and I’ve never met a soul who didn’t like him.”

      “Please”—she rolls her eyes—“Carlotta told me all about that Essex thing. Seriously? The man is a playboy. It’s disgusting. It’s perverse.” She shudders. “How come you don’t call him Essex? Carlotta said you had plenty of naughty time with the good judge, but you refuse to do it.”

      I take in a quick breath and hold it. Note to self: Strangle Carlotta with a pair of frilly panties as soon as I get to the B&B. I’m sure people will just chalk it up to a serial killer running rampant, and I’m positive I can get Noah to cover for me.

      “I prefer to call him by the name I’ve been using since I met him.”

      “So why aren’t you with my dad?” She shifts in her seat. “He certainly lives up to the Mr. Sexy hype.” She shrugs as if she couldn’t care less. “But I get it. Detective Noah Fox really has it going on.” She sways her shoulders side to side, unable to hide her swooning. “I mean, he’s got the gun, the badge, and he spends all his free time fighting the bad guys. I bet he brings the cuffs home, too.” She gives a wistful shake of the head as if she were envisioning it. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to try to steal Noah away from you. I’m not a pig. Besides, I think he makes a cool uncle.”

      “Your dad is pretty cool,” I say, trying to slip in another good word for Everett. Poor Everett. She really is giving him the cold shoulder.

      “If he’s so cool, why are you shacking up with the man he hates? I caught Uncle Noah sneaking into your room last night. And I heard things, too.”

      GAH! Another note to self: Pad the bedroom walls. I always suspected I’d end up in a padded room. I just figured it would be Carlotta driving me to it.

      “Look. I love your father very, very much. Everett and I have a special bond. But Noah and I have a special bond, too, and… I don’t know. I just need to figure things out, that’s all. When you grow up, you’ll see everything isn’t as black and white as you’d like it to be. And I seem to be living in a sea of gray for the last few years.”

      We come upon the B&B and I park in back where the rear door to the conservatory is open. The parking lot is brimming with cars as hordes of women swarm their way in through every orifice of the place.

      The B&B itself is basically a large and rather stately mansion. My mother spruced it up over the last few years nicely, but its biggest draw is the fact it’s haunted.

      Yes. Haunted.

      Evie and I each schlep a couple of platters laden down with freshly baked snickerdoodle cookies in through the back door. The conservatory itself is a large glass room my mother had tacked onto the B&B last year. It’s cavernous inside and has played host to many a dicey events, but I have a feeling none were as dicey as this one is about to be.

      It takes a good solid ten seconds for the scene before me to fully register.

      The conservatory is already swarming with bodies. Funky music is popping through the speakers, and tables, chests, and wicker baskets are strewn all around the room, brimming with spicy accouterments to wear behind closed doors. But what alarms me most is the fact my mother seems to have already donned a racy nightie and is displaying it, and by proxy herself, for all to see.

      “Mother!” I hiss at the woman who raised me. “Evie”—I turn to the poor girl I’ve just dragged into the lions’ den—cougars’ den to be exact—“Carlotta’s right over there. Why don’t you hang out with her for a second? I’ll be right back.”

      “No way.” Her eyes enlarge as she gets a gander of my mother in a black lace nightie that thankfully touches the floor. But I’d swear on every cookie at the bakery she doesn’t have a stitch on underneath, because I, along with the rest of the world, can see it for ourselves. “How cool that you have two totally insane mothers. This one looks like even more fun than the last.” She strides right up to my mother and holds out her hand. “Grandma Lemon? I’m Evie Bentley, your new favorite granddaughter. Do you think they make that dress in my size?”

      Mom recoils a moment before shaking Evie’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you, dear. I’m afraid you might be a tad bit young for this one, but there are some all-cotton PJs at the front of the room with prints of unicorns and donuts.”

      “Oh goody.” Evie makes a face before heading that way.

      “Lottie”—Mom leans in—“who is that, and why is she calling me Grandma Lemon?”

      “That’s Everett’s daughter.”

      She sucks in a quick breath and I swear she just bounced underneath her nightie because all sort of bits and pieces are jiggling and wiggling.

      “You found her!” Mom beams. “That’s fantastic.”

      Noah pops up next to her and takes a bite right out of my mother’s neck and my stomach falls through the floor.

      Mom giggles like a schoolgirl and swats him, only to reveal it’s Noah’s father, Wiley. Wiley and Noah are practically carbon copies of one another. It’s unnerving to say the least.

      Wiley Fox certainly lives up to his name. He faked his own death, only to resurrect himself right here at my mother’s B&B. After hearing that he stole a chunk of Everett’s mother’s millions, I haven’t exactly been a fan.

      “Hello, Lottie.” He winks and shoots me with his finger. Still not a fan. “Is Noah dropping by?”

      “I mentioned the event to him this morning. He said he’ll try.”

      Wiley clicks his tongue as he shakes his head. “I’ll have a word with that boy. With a woman like you in his life, he needs to pay extra attention to the details. Today’s event is designed to bring intimacy to a relationship. If he’s too lax in that department, he’s liable to lose you to Everett forever.”

      “Noah doesn’t have to worry. I’ll be in his life for…” A tall dark and arrestingly handsome man catches my attention. “Everett.” I walk off without so much of a goodbye. “Everett! I’m so glad you could make it.” I offer him a quick embrace.

      “I wouldn’t miss it, Lemon.” He winces as he takes in the chaos. “I see Evie is here. Are you sure it’s okay to expose her to this?”

      “I didn’t even think of that. But my mother has her looking at innocent cotton PJs.” I crane my neck to the right and spot Evie with Carlotta by her side. “Oh, she’s right there with Carlotta.” Evie looks as if she’s petting something in Carlotta’s arms and I squint over to see a fluffy little specter snoozing away while tiny little stars spray from its fur. “Oh my God, she’s petting the dead.”

      “You mean Carlotta?”

      “No, but Carlotta will be dead soon enough if I get my way.”

      I grab Everett and quickly drag him across the room with me.

      “Look who’s here, Evie? Why don’t you show him those donut PJs? See if they have a matching set for me. We can snuggle up with Pancake and Waffles and watch a good old-fashioned murder mystery tonight”—I pluck Carlotta over my way—“where the daughter kills her biological mother. Can I speak to you for a minute?” I start to navigate us away from ground zero, but Carlotta rears her head back.

      “Get me a pair, too, kid,” she calls out to Evie. “We’ll be the three mysterious Musketeers!”

      “No, we won’t,” I hiss as I lead her right out to the foyer. “You’ll be dead—by my hand. Are you crazy letting her pet this sweet little, invisible to those around us, soul?” I take the furry little creature right out of her hands and Fluffy gives my arm a few thumps with her hind leg. “Carlotta, you can’t go around telling people we can see the dead.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Lot.” She gives the beautiful bunny a quick scratch under the chin. “She said she was having a lame time, so I suggested she pet my invisible rabbit and she went with it. She mentioned she had a lot of invisible pets herself growing up because at the boarding school she went to she was never allowed to have a real one.”

      “My heart breaks just hearing that.”

      The little cute rabbit perks to life, her eyes glowing like balls of fire and it’s an unnerving sight.

      “It certainly makes me sorry to hear it,” the tiny bunny chirps, and I still can’t get over how much she sounds like Miranda Lemon. “Say”—she twitches her nose as she cranes her neck to look behind me—“either I see the dead or people’s corporal frames are a lot more transparent than I remember.”

      I turn to find the ghosts of my mother’s B&B upon us. There’s Greer Giles, a pretty brunette about my age who was shot and killed right here in Honey Hollow a little over a year ago. She still wears that white ruched dressed she was sporting the night she was killed, and I must say it still looks just as stunning on her. Then there’s her good-looking boyfriend Winslow Decker, a two-hundred-year-old pig farmer who wears his dirty blond hair slicked back and ample stubble on his cheeks. Their adopted daughter Azalea, Lea for short, is about six, wears her long straight hair combed over her face, and wields a machete for effect. She’s a bit cantankerous but adorably so. And last but not least, there’s a friendly black cat named Thirteen. His fur shines like faceted onyx and his eyes illuminate like spotlights.

      Little Lea stomps over. “Look, Greer, a bunny.” She snatches it away by the ears until Fluffy is dangling precariously. “Shall I behead it and we can eat it for dinner?”

      “Ooh!” Greer coos as she rescues the shivering little ghost from Lea’s murderous clutches. “I had a bunny once when I was a kid. Hello there, gorgeous. What’s your name?”

      Carlotta leans in. “Fluffy Takes the Cake,” she says. “And guess what else takes the cake? It turns out, good old Judge Baxter had a little of his sexy time come back to roost. Everett’s got himself a bouncing baby girl.”

      Greer and Winslow gasp with delight.

      Winslow nods. “You found Cressida’s child, I’m presuming.”

      All four of these friendly ghosts were present the night that Cressida shouted the fact she had a kid with Everett from the panicked rooftops. Cressida was grasping for straws because she didn’t want to be dragged off and arrested.

      “That we did,” I say. “In fact, Evie is in there now with him.”

      Greer and Winslow float off without hesitation.

      Lea snatches up Thirteen by the back of the neck. “I’m in a decapitation mood and you’ll do nicely. The rabbit gets it next.”

      Thirteen lets out a roar fierce enough for a lion and swipes his paw just inches from Lea’s face, sending her screaming down the hall sans the clever little cat.

      Thirteen jumps right into my arms and I marvel at his heft and the fact the dead somehow have the ability to retain it.

      “I smell evil lurking nearby,” he purrs.

      Carlotta nods. “The cat is right. How long do you think Evil Evie is going to hang around, anyway?”

      “Carlotta!” I bring my finger to my lips as I shuttle her a few feet farther from the entry to the conservatory. “She is not evil. And you shouldn’t say that. For some reason, she likes you best.” Actually, I believe she liked Noah best, but Carlotta was second. That’s close enough.

      A smarmy grin erupts on her face. “What’s not to like?”

      I’m about to shoot off an entire litany of reasons right off the top of my head when I spot Carly Cobb hauling empty boxes out of the conservatory.

      “Hang on to that thought. And this sweet cat,” I say, dropping a kiss to Thirteen’s head as I give him to Carlotta. “Carly?” I say, picking up my pace as I make my way over to her.

      She turns my way and her pleasant smile morphs to a look of mild surprise. “Can I help you?”

      “More like can I help you,” I say, taking one of the boxes from her. “We met the other night at the original trunk sale. I’m Lottie. My mother owns the B&B.”

      “Lottie! That’s right.” She cringes. “That was a terrible night.” Her lower lip quivers as if she were about to break out into a full-blown sob, and just as we head into the empty kitchen, she does just that.

      “Oh, goodness.” I take the other box from her and land them to the floor. “I’m so very sorry.” I pull the girl in for a spontaneous embrace and she shudders against me as she lets her emotions run wild.

      “No, I’m sorry.” She pulls back. “I just got tears all over you.” She pulls a tissue from her pocket and sniffs into it. “Please feel free to pick out a blouse from the Posh collection. It’s on me.”

      “Not to worry. This blouse has been known to dry itself a time or two.”

      We share a quiet laugh.

      “Mitzi was your best friend, right?” I nod because I already know the answer.

      “More like my sister.” Her light green eyes light up like beacons as the tears continue to swell. “Mitzi and I did everything together.”

      “That’s sort of how my best friend Keelie and I are. Or at least we used to be before our jobs and men made the waters a bit murky.”

      “I would give all the jobs and men in the world to have Mitzi back.” Her chest bucks with a soft laugh. “I’d like to think she would have said the same, but she was a huge fan of the testosterone-infused among us.”

      A supernatural pink aura appears on the counter next to us as Fluffy blinks to life.

      “Oh, Lottie, is she the killer?” Fluffy sits on her hind legs, and it looks like she might just topple over. “I may look harmless, but my teeth have taken down a garden or two. And don’t get me started on what I can do with my hind legs. I knocked one of Mitzi’s front teeth out just in time for picture day.”

      I offer a short-lived smile the cunning cottontail’s way.

      Carly wipes her face down with her sleeve. “I guess I’d better get out there again.”

      “No,” I say as I step before her and effectively block her path. “I mean, having a best friend myself makes me a good person to get your feelings out with. Any news on who would want to do something so horrible to the poor girl? I mean, there were so many people at the boutique that night. I guess it could have been anyone.”

      Fluffy groans, “Good one, Lottie. Lead her to the trough, then turn her around again. You shouldn’t be so quick to give your suspects an out.”

      Funny. She not only sounds like my mother, she reprimands like her too.

      Carly takes a deep breath as she glances to the door. “I’ll be honest with you, Lottie. I don’t think that was some random killing. Mitzi had enemies—very real enemies.” She waves it off. “Mitzi could rub people the wrong way. And the fashion industry is fiercely competitive. I know she’s received more than one threat. But those were all business-related, of course. The real enemies were the enemies within.”

      “The enemies within? That sounds cryptic.”

      She makes a face. “I hope this doesn’t come across as gossip, but I wasn’t exactly a big fan of her boyfriend. Bronson Graham is a narcissist through and through. And don’t think I didn’t hear all that buzz about them deserving one another. Some people had the nerve to suggest I said it first.” She shakes her head. “I didn’t say it once. They were just jealous of the relationship Mitzi and I had, with Bronson being at the top of the list. He’s a first-class nutcase if you ask me.” She shudders as she says it.

      “Oh, Lottie.” Fluffy floats over with a trail of miniature stars following her in her wake. “I believe her.”

      I nod because I’m prone to as well.

      “Mitzi may have had enemies,” I say. “But she was very lucky to have you. I bet you never disagreed on anything.”

      She belts out a laugh. “Only when it came to how much advertising we should do. Mitzi was of the school of thought that more is more. That’s probably why she was so successful.” She shrugs as she takes a step toward the door.

      “Carly, can I ask you one more thing?”

      “Sure.” She hitches a golden strand of hair behind her ear. “Anything, Lottie.”

      “I heard someone mention something called the Pinewood Seven.” I shake my head. “Something about that being your best-selling line?” I offer a meager smile with the lie. Nobody said a thing about it being a line of clothing.

      Fluffy chortles. “Nice save, Lottie. Let’s see if she takes the bait.”

      Carly’s face bleaches out. She takes in a breath and doesn’t let it go.

      “I don’t know.” She shakes her head. “I don’t know what that is,” she says as she speeds out of the room. And it quickly grows apparent she knows exactly what the Pinewood Seven is.

      Now to find out myself.

      Maybe Bronson Graham will tell me.
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      The rain finally lets up and the sun comes out to tickle the flora and the fauna struggling to burst into glory. Spring has always been one of my favorite seasons right next to fall. There is something about the renewal in nature that sends a message to the world that it’s never too late for a new beginning, and it seems that’s one message I need to keep hearing, seeing, and believing in year after year.

      Early this morning I got a text from Luke Lazzari. He wanted to know how his “niece” was doing. And I quickly assured him she was doing just fine. He said he was happy to hear it then asked if there was anything else I needed. After a brief moment of hesitation, I asked if he could help me find out where I could find Bronson Graham.

      I know for a fact Noah and Everett would frown upon me dragging a crime boss into my unofficial investigation. But with Evie showing up on the scene, I’ll admit, my sleuthing game feels off.

      I do my best to brush the whole thing aside and instead immerse myself in my work. The bakery has been bustling all day long, and Lily and I have been working like crazy to keep the customers moving. The cupcakes and sugar cookies have been flying off the shelves, but those snickerdoodle cookies? They’re proving impossible to keep in stock. It’s been nonstop production in the kitchen, and it seems as soon as a batch comes out of the oven, it’s boxed up and walking out the door.

      And not only are things back in the swing of things at the bakery, but my mother is finally back to hosting her Haunted Honey Hollow B&B Tours. She had to take a brief hiatus last month when she was cited, and therefore shutdown, for not having a liquor license, but she’s since dumped the bad idea of having a bar. Too bad she hasn’t dumped the bartender yet, but I’m hopeful that’s next on the horizon. The bartender in question happens to be Noah’s father, Wiley, and true to his name, he is wily indeed.

      But back to that B&B tour. Right after my mother scares the money out of those hungry-to-be-terrorized tourists, she promptly sends them my way for what she’s dubbed The Last Thing They Ate Tour.

      Morbid, I know.

      It’s true. In an odd turn of events, it seems that every unfortunate victim in this homicide-prone town of ours was found nibbling on one of my delicious desserts.

      Coincidence?

      I’d like to think so, even if it has happened a record twenty times in a row.

      Keelie strides over from the Honey Pot Diner next door and pulls a raspberry Danish out of the glass casing.

      She takes a bite and her eyes roll back into her head. “Lottie, you have no idea what your desserts do to me. Don’t tell Bear, but I’ve been fantasizing about your Danishes lately more than I have him.” She sniffs the air. “Do I smell a batch of snickerdoodles afoot? I’m calling dibs. I have a mad craving for those sweet treats, and if I don’t get one soon, I’m going to roll myself in cinnamon and sugar.”

      “Sounds good to me,” a male voice calls from behind and we turn to find Bear standing near the register.

      Otis Bear Fisher was my boyfriend back in high school. He made a habit of cheating on me and I made a habit of crying myself to sleep. But we’ve moved well past that drama and trauma. Bear has not only cleaned up his act, but he’s engaged to Keelie now. Bear has a head full of dirty blond hair, the beginnings of a scruffy beard, and just the right amount of grease on those work overalls of his.

      “Hey, Bear,” I say as Keelie makes her way around the counter and begins nibbling on his ear. I have a feeling Keelie’s cravings just changed on a dime. “How’s the plumbing coming on Nell’s old place?”

      He grimaces in lieu of a response. “I’m sorry, Lot. It’s worse than I thought. I’m going to have to swap out all the main lines and replumb the upstairs, too. It’s an old house with Swiss cheese pipes. But don’t worry. By the time I’m through with it, you’ll practically have a brand new house on your hands.”

      “Because we’ll have twenty-first century plumbing?” I ask with caution.

      He takes a full breath. “Because you’ll have brand new twenty-first century dry wall, paint, carpeting, fixtures, doors, and appliances to go along with it.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      He shrugs. “It’s that bad. Sorry, Lot. But I’ll cut you a deal.”

      “How about a wedding cake in exchange for all of that work? I predict bartering will usurp cash in the twenty-first century.” I made up that little financial tidbit, but I’m betting it’s not too far from the truth.

      Keelie perks to life. “Ooh! I forgot to mention. I don’t think we’re having a traditional wedding cake. I’m thinking cookies or cupcakes.”

      “What?” I squawk so loud half the customers crane their necks in this direction. “Keelie, you have to have a wedding cake. It’s tradition. And your best friend is a baker who is willing to bake it for you free of charge. I’ve waited my whole life to bake this cake for you.”

      Keelie gives a sing-songy growl. “Okay, fine. But I’m warning you. It’s going to be near impossible for Bear and me to agree on anything. The only thing about the wedding we seem to agree on is the fact it’s happening.”

      “Bear.” It comes out scolding, but only because I meant for it to. “This is Keelie’s big day. You need to take a back seat and let her drive this wedding train all the way to your honeymoon and beyond. Face it, Bear, this is the first of many life-altering decisions that you’ll need to defer to your better half for.”

      Bear gives a mock bow. “I completely agree. But I might want to sample what you have planned for the wedding cake just to be sure.”

      “Fine by me. Anytime you want, I’ll feed you wedding cake samples until you’re dreaming of three-tiered layer cakes for months.”

      Bear belts out a laugh. “Now that’s a threat I can live with.”

      The door to the bakery opens and in strides Carlotta with Evie by her side. Carlotta has donned one of my favorite denim dresses straight from my closet. Helping herself to my accouterments has been her favorite pastime while she’s been staying with me. And Evie looks questionably stylish with her ripped black jeans and a half of a floral top that shows off her midriff.

      Evie gives a friendly wave. “Hey, Lottie,” she says as she plops down in a seat by the window and pulls out her laptop. She has her long black hair pulled back into a ponytail and she has more cosmetics on than I did on prom night. It’s mostly just foundation and mascara, nothing garish. It’s safe to say Evie won the genetic lottery.

      “How about some cookies and milk to go with that homework?” I ask as I gather a platter full of shortbread, brownies, chocolate chip cookies, and a chocolate croissant for good measure. Lily takes over the register for me as I grab a glass of cold milk and deliver it with a smile. “Evie, this is Bear and my best friend Keelie. Bear and Keelie, this is Everly Baxter Bentley, Everett’s daughter.”

      Bear and Keelie stare at her in wonder as they follow me over.

      “Wow.” Bear shakes his head. “You look just like your dad.” He looks my way. “But if I were him, I’d run the DNA check just to be sure.”

      Keelie swats him. “Never mind Bear. His better judgment has taken a nosedive ever since he’s been spending his days knee-deep in my dead grandma Nell’s sewage.”

      “Eew.” Evie’s brows pinch as if she were truly offended by the idea. I know I am.

      Keelie’s mouth rounds out with a smile. “You are just so pretty. I bet you’re thrilled to finally meet your daddy.”

      Evie looks mildly nauseated. “No matter how hard he begs, I’m not calling him Daddy.”

      Carlotta slaps me on the back. “Don’t you worry. My Lot Lot’s done that enough for the both of you.”

      Keelie’s eyes widen. “Ignore her, Evie.” She cranes her neck at the laptop. “What grade are you in? Shouldn’t you be in school today?”

      “Tenth.” Evie nods. “And my new dad said I’m not allowed to go back to Ellington. He laid down the law and said I had to be homeschooled until I could attend Honey Hollow High in the fall.”

      My mouth falls open. “That’s not exactly what happened.”

      Her eyes sharpen over mine. “It’s what happened in my mind.” She purses her bottom lip as she looks to Keelie. “Besides, I’m sure Lottie will allow my friends to visit me at my new home.” Evie bats those cobalt blue eyes my way. “My friends are the only family I’ve had for as long as I remember. You wouldn’t say no to my family visiting, would you?”

      Keelie scoffs. “Of course, she wouldn’t say no. If Lottie Lemon is about anything, she’s about family.”

      “Great.” Evie taps into her phone and I can see she’s texting someone. “I’ll have about a dozen or so of them over this Friday night.”

      “What? That sounds an awful lot like a party.” The words choke from me just as a small crowd scurries in and Keelie volunteers to help Lily at the register. Bear follows her over, leaving just Carlotta, Evie, and me.

      There’s no way Evie is having a party on my watch.

      Carlotta plops her purse down next to the girl. “Sounds like we’ve got a party to plan, kid. How about I get us a couple shots of espresso to kick off the event planning with?”

      Evie nods appreciatively. “Make mine a double.”

      The chime goes off at the door and in walk two very important men in my life, Everett and Mayor Nash.

      “Lottie, my girl!” Mayor Nash offers me a quick embrace. “How’s my favorite baker?”

      “Happy to see you both,” I say. “Evie, this is Mayor Nash. Not only is he the mayor of Honey Hollow, but he’s my biological father. I just found out about a year ago. And oddly enough, he and Carlotta are dating.”

      “And mating.” A sarcastic smile comes and goes on Evie’s lips. “We met last night in the kitchen. He and Carlotta shared a Boston cream pie with me and they told me all about their dating adventures. And I didn’t mind one bit that Carlotta was naked.”

      “Lemon,” Everett growls and I quickly pull him in for a hearty embrace.

      “I’ll take care of it,” I whisper. Although I have no clue how.

      Carlotta hoots like an owl with laughter as she hauls Mayor Nash off to pillage all the java I have to offer. I don’t serve espresso, but come to think of it, it’s not a bad idea. And considering it came from Carlotta—well, even a blind squirrel finds an acorn once in a while.

      “Hello, Evie.” Everett offers an amicable nod as he takes a seat across from her. “Did you get your schoolwork done?”

      “Yes, Dad,” she drawls both words out with a special brand of disdain.

      “Do you need help with any of your subjects?” There’s a tender tone to his voice as he asks.

      She narrows her eyes on his. “Why? Are you afraid I inherited my mother’s inability to understand and retain scholastic information?”

      “No. I just—”

      Evie cuts him off at the pass. “No, you just assumed I was stupid because I’m a girl. Is that it?”

      Everett ticks his head back a notch. “Not true. I asked because I care.”

      “If you really care, you’ll go tell Carloser that there aren’t enough espressos to jolt me out of my reality. I’ll take a Frappuccino instead. I think I need something to cool me off.”

      Everett looks my way as if he were silently asking for a life raft.

      I nod. “Go ahead and put in the order. It’s on the house for Evie.” I hitch my head toward the register for Everett to take the hint.

      I think I’d better have a little girl-to-girl chat with my shiny new daughter here. There are certain ground rules if she’s going to live under my roof, and one of them is being nice—cordial in the least to her father.

      What’s not to love about Everett?

      Evie might just be the first female in the history of ever to have an aversion to the man.

      I adored my father. And I adore Mayor Nash as well.

      Poor thing must be harboring deep-seated feelings of abandonment with Everett. We’ll have to tackle that right away. No use in letting that fester.

      Everett takes off and I step in close.

      “Evie, take it easy on him. He really does care about you. I just know the two of you can have a special relationship if you give it a shot. Everett is an amazing, highly intelligent man.”

      “Yeah? So?” She shakes her head as if she were genuinely wondering what his accolades could possibly mean.

      A cool breeze sweeps inside as a handful of tourists exits the shop and in their place strides one wicked witch who just so happens to be the sole reason Evie is among us—well, not the sole reason, but definitely half.

      “Cressida.” Her name strums from me tight. Those death threats she dared send my way by way of an innocent cookie flit through my mind. “You have a lot of nerve stepping into my bakery.”

      Her blonde hair looks immaculate, shiny and straight, as if she just had a blowout. Her denim color eyes sparkle with a special brand of mischief, and her glossy lips curve upward as if she were privy to yet another jaw-dropping secret. And how I pray that’s not true.

      “I heard rumors,” she says, scouring Evie up and down. “And I guess they’re true. You unearthed the brat.” She makes a face at the daughter who apparently she hasn’t seen in years. “What’s with the long face, Evie Stevie? Did you think I would miss you? Are you expecting tears and air kisses? That’s what friends are for. Did you ever get around to making any? Or are you still scaring everyone off like the good old days?”

      Evie’s entire countenance dims a notch as she sags in her seat.

      “Excuse me?” I balk as I walk around to Evie and place my hands protectively over her shoulders. “Evie here has plenty of friends. In fact, we were just planning a get-together for them right here in Honey Hollow.”

      “That’s right,” Evie hisses at the woman who bore her. “And I’m not going back to Ellington. I’m staying right here in this hillbilly town and I’m going to public school in the fall!”

      Cressida turns her head to the side abruptly as if Evie had struck her.

      “Public school?” Cressida pants the words out as if she were at war with the institution. “I knew you hated me, but I had no idea how much.”

      “Cressida,” I say it like a reprimand. “What are you talking about? I went to public school and I turned out perfectly fine.”

      She gives a throaty laugh and there’s an incredulous look brewing on her face.

      “Exactly my point, Carlina.” Cressida is a part of the refuse-to-say-Lottie’s-name-correctly crew.

      Evie scoffs. “Her name is Lottie.”

      I give Evie’s shoulders a squeeze. “Cressida knows my name. She and her questionable friend just like to get my name wrong in an effort to get under my skin.” It’s true. Cormack and Cressida have been doing it for what feels like a millennium.

      Evie’s mouth rounds out as she looks right at her mother. “You’re nothing but a bully!”

      Everett appears and drops a Frappuccino off at the table.

      “She’s a bully who was just leaving,” he says, and he gives her a stern look that could pluck the lashes right off Cressida’s eyelids.

      Cressida smirks at the young girl seated before me. “I’ll leave for now, but I’m not going anywhere. Expect to see more of me at your place, Everett. As a mother, I have legal rights to visitations.” She bites down on a crimson red lip as she openly flirts with the good judge among us. “Of course, it’ll be you I’ll be visiting.” She gives a sly wink as she glides right out of the shop.

      Everett turns to Evie. “I’m so sorry. I’ll do my best to keep her away.”

      I nod. “And I’ll do my best to land her behind bars.”

      Evie huffs a dull laugh. “Good luck with that. She’s the Teflon heiress. All the snobs I go to school with get away with murder.”

      Poor Mitzi Jenson flits through my mind. Someone is very much getting away with murder at the moment, but hopefully not for long.

      Everett drums his fingers against the table. “Guess what?” He gives a short-lived smile at his daughter. “You’ll have a chance to meet with your grandmother and aunt this Saturday night. They’re in New York until tomorrow, but I’ve arranged for us to have dinner with them this weekend.” He looks my way. “I’m hoping you’ll join us, Lemon.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Good,” Evie quips. “Because I’ll have to skip. Sorry, Pops, but I have other plans.”

      Everett blinks back. “What plans?”

      “Lottie’s letting me have a few girlfriends spend the night. It’s already been arranged.”

      I tip my head her way. “But I thought you said your get-together was Friday night?”

      She openly scowls right at me. “Plans have changed. Besides, I’ve sent out the memo for us all to wear matching PJs and we’re going to have a real pillow fight and watch romcoms until our eyes bleed. It’s my first real slumber party as a civilian.” She shrugs my way. “Boarding school speak.”

      I nod as if it were a given.

      Everett’s chest expands as he takes a deep breath. “Enjoy the slumber party, Evie. I want you to. I want you to have a very normal, very happy upbringing, and I’ll do anything to make sure that happens.”

      She bats those mile-long lashes over at him. “Why, thank you, Daddy. I just knew the two of us were going to get along great.”

      That’s funny. Just a few minutes ago, she swore she’d never call him by that paternal moniker. I get the feeling Evie says a lot of things she doesn’t quite mean.

      A smile flickers on her lips as she looks my way as if to say I was right.

      Everett wraps up his time with us and heads back to the courthouse for his final case of the day.

      My phone pings in my pocket. It’s a text from Luke Lazzari.

      Bronson Graham hangs out down at the Polo Pool Restaurant and Lounge in Fallbrook. He’s there now. Looks as if he’s settling in for the night. You’re welcome.

      Without hesitation, I ask Lily to close for me tonight.

      Carlotta gets wind of my dicey adventure, and before I know it, I’ve got a couple of guests in my car.

      We’re going to Fallbrook to have a quick bite to eat, and maybe play a little pool with a shark who just might prove to be a killer.

      It’s just Carlotta, Evie, and me.

      What could possibly go wrong?
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      Confession: I don’t have Ethel with me. In truth, I’ve been a little skittish to tote around a gun, especially now that I have Evie hanging on like a spare appendage. In fact, I took Ethel over to Noah’s place this morning before I left for work and tucked her away in his gun safe.

      But seeing that Carlotta, Evie, and I are standing in front of what looks like a dive bar right here in the ritziest town in Vermont, I sort of wish I was packing a little bit of heat.

      A spray of pink and purple stars emits from Carlotta’s oversized tote bag, and sure enough a couple of floppy ears pop right out of it.

      “Well, lookie who decided to join the party?” Carlotta plucks the cute bunny out of the bag.

      Evie gasps with delight as she looks to Carlotta’s hands as if she could see the adorable supernatural creature.

      “Let me guess”—Evie gapes at the exact place the bunny’s ghost is taking up residence—“it’s our invisible friend, Floppy!”

      I make a face at Carlotta. “Yes, it’s exactly that. Please excuse Carlotta’s Floppy flight of fancy. She’s prone to having a wild imagination.”

      “Oh, I don’t mind,” Evie says, pretending to take the bunny from her and surprisingly succeeding. “I get it. This is Carlotta’s dead emotional support animal. Only it’s not going to get her kicked out on her shiny rear because no one can see it. I think you’re brilliant, Carlotta. I could use a Floppy myself.” She brings the precious beast to her cheek and unwittingly rubs its fur against her. “You know, it’s almost as if I could feel her. I wonder what Floppy would say if she could talk?”

      Fluffy purrs, “She would say she never knew Country Cottage Road was teaming with rabbits. We’re talking good-looking, lean, yet muscular, hares with gorgeous eyes and really long—”

      “Fluffy,” I hiss and Evie’s mouth falls open.

      “Wow, Lottie. You really need to get your temper under control if you’re running around yelling at nonexistent pets. I think an anger management course or two is in your future. And her name is Floppy.”

      It’s Fluffy but I’m not saying a word.

      Carlotta breaks out into one of those belabored choo-choo train laughs and slaps her knee.

      “You heard the girl, Lot. You need someone to help keep that red-hot rage of yours in line. I’m willing to bet Mr. Sexy knows just how to do it.”

      “Yup.” Evie makes a face. “I bet the homework will be giving my dad a foot rub or something equally disgusting.” Her lips twist to the side, giving her a general mischievous appeal that makes every last nerve in my body stand up at attention. Evie is up to something. I can sense it. “I was going to wait until we got back to the house to tell you, but I bought a present for you, Lottie.”

      “For me?”

      Fluffy coos as her tiny white cottontail twitches back and forth. “I bet it’s an entire herd of strong looking men with strong hind legs, prominent front teeth, and nice long—”

      A stream of unintelligible sounds sputter from me as I struggle to interrupt—thus prompting Carlotta to clamp her hand over my mouth.

      “Let the bunny speak, Lot Lot. I want to hear her say it.”

      “Ears.” Fluffy lays a heavy emphasis on it as if it were the most sensual word in the entire English language.

      Evie shrugs. “Fine. I bought you a bunch of nighties.”

      “Night what?” I shake my head at this younger, female version of the man I love. And I do love Everett.

      “Naughty bedtime clothes.” She shakes her head, looking at me as if I were an imbecile and I’m starting to feel like one.

      “Evie, why would you do that?”

      She clucks her tongue in the event her annoyance with me wasn’t clear enough.

      “So you could get back to calling my dad Essex.” She shudders as she says it.

      I bite down on a smile that’s tempted to crest my face. “I thought you liked Noah?”

      Evie shrugs. “Oh, I do. But face it, he’ll have to go. Now that my life is finally coming together, you don’t want me to be a product of a broken home, do you? I mean, I realize Cressi-duh is my biological mom, but I don’t think of her as my real mother just like you don’t think of Carlotta as your real mother. You’re my Miranda, Lottie. And Everett is my Joseph.”

      My heart melts into a puddle of molten chocolate at the mention of my father’s name.

      “Aww,” Carlotta coos at the thought. “Hear that, Lot? She wants you to bag a Baxter as fast as you can. You’re legit in the eyes of the law. I don’t know what’s stopping you.”

      “Noah is stopping me. I don’t have it in me to break his heart.”

      Evie rolls her eyes. “In a few years I’ll be eighteen and street legal. I’ll make sure Noah’s heart heals just fine. In fact, we’ll name our first daughter after you both—Carlotta.”

      “Oh dear God.” The words strum from me like a threat. “Evie, you stay away from my Noah. He’s your uncle for all practical purposes. Besides, you need to focus your attention on boys your own age.”

      A couple comes out of the Polo Pool Lounge and the kind gentleman holds the door open for us.

      “Come on,” I say. “Let’s get inside. We’ll continue this conversation some other time.”

      The Polo Pool Lounge Restaurant and Bar is dark and rowdy inside. The scent of pricey liquor and grilled steak hits our senses as soon as we step inside.

      The waitress starts to lead us off to a table in the back, and as we pass the cavernous pool hall, I spot a familiar boyishly handsome face with piercing light blue eyes and dark hair sloppily slicked back.

      I link arms with both Carlotta and Evie and navigate us into the poolroom instead.

      “Ah, the devil’s tool.” Carlotta grabs ahold of a couple of sticks and tosses one to Evie. “Come on, kid. It’s time I taught you the ways of the wicked world. It’s not all boarding school fun and games out here.”

      Fluffy coos as she floats right out of Evie’s arms. “I smell a bunch of dirty bucks.” Her ears take turns flopping back and forth as she purrs the words out. It’s not only unnerving to hear her sound so hauntingly much like my mother, but I would bet all the gold in Egypt my mother would have done the very same floppy-eared maneuver.

      Carlotta and Evie find an empty table and get right to it. I grab a pool stick and head on over to my target for the night.

      Bronson Graham fires a quick shot and makes the colorful balls zigzag all over the table. I don’t know much about pool, but I do know that when all the people your standing with spontaneously groan and leave, either your deodorant has failed or you’ve just won the game in an annoying fashion.

      Bronson takes a swig of his beer bottle and I pretend to stumble into him, nearly knocking my tooth out as he evicts the bottle from his mouth in a rush and pegs me in the face.

      “Geez!” Bronson does his best to steady me while I quickly nurse my mouth.

      Fluffy chortles at the scene. “Nice move. The shove and love—it’s a tried-and-true move I’ve implemented myself a time or two. Now make him give you babies, Lottie. A maneuver like that deserves at least ten or twelve.”

      My jaw unhinges as I do my best to swat her away, but much like my mother, she decides to linger.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, inspecting my mouth as he winces. “Let me get you some ice.” He motions for the bartender in the back, and soon I’ve got a dishtowel full of glacial goodness to be used strictly for medicinal purposes.

      “I’m fine, really.” I dab the cool cloth to my mouth a time or two. “Say, I’ve seen you before.” I try to sound chipper, but instead, it sounds as if I’ve filled my mouth with marbles, and it doesn’t help that I can feel my upper lip swelling to the size of a hot air balloon.

      “You recognize me?” He shakes his head as he struggles to place me. “From the shop, maybe?”

      “Shop? My shop?” Now it’s me who’s confused.

      “I thought maybe you meant the print shop. My family owns Graham Printing Services. We mostly do company logos, but you can put just about anything on the items we offer. You know, mugs, T-shirts, water bottles, wristbands, pens. You name it, we’ve got it.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. I happen to own a bakery.”

      “We just got in a batch of stress balls in the shape of croissants. And they smell like the real deal, too. My dog has already eaten six of them.”

      We share a warm laugh.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think it’s from the print shop that I recognize you.” My eyes widen a notch as I do my best to feign surprise. “You were at the boutique that night. Weren’t you?”

      Bronson closes his eyes and tips his head back. “God, that awful night.”

      His pain almost feels palpable. But then again, that might just be my swollen lip throbbing.

      “I was there.” He wipes his face down and takes another quick sip of his beer. “Ironically, I’m here trying to forget I was there. Or more to the point that my girlfriend was there. She was the one that was killed that night.” His shoulders sag as he says it.

      “I’m so sorry.” It comes out muffled and not in the least genuine, even though I meant it to be. “It was her trunk show. She was a very talented designer.”

      “That she was.” He tips his head to the side. “And thankfully, her designs will live on. Despite what people think, Mitzi didn’t have everything handed to her. She worked closely with a friend to get her pieces just right.”

      “Would that be Carly? I met her that night. She said she was Mitzi’s best friend.”

      “She is. But it wasn’t Carly. It was a woman by the name of Serena Digby.”

      “Serena?” Her name expels from me like a curse. Suffice it to say, I’d like nothing better than to pin this homicide on that wicked witch. Come to think of it, I’d like to pin it on a couple of blonde witches as well. But with my luck, even if they did do the dirty deed, they’d still live to haunt Honey Hollow with their presence another day.

      “Yup. Serena and Mitzi have always been good friends.”

      “So they owned Posh together?”

      “Nope. Serena didn’t have anything to do with it, in fact.”

      “Ah-ha! So she had a motive to kill her.” Did I just say that out loud?

      Fluffy floats over to Bronson and sits on his shoulder, petting his face with her left ear.

      “My, my, Lottie. He has good teeth. The better to bite you with.” She chortles away ala Miranda Lemon and that off-putting similarity, in combination with my throbbing upper lip, gives this whole night a quasi-hallucinogenic appeal.

      Bronson shakes his head. “I don’t think Serena did it. She might have a tough exterior, but she’s a good egg.”

      More like a rotten egg, but I leave the poultry-based commentary to myself.

      Fluffy thumps a hind leg my way. “I do believe he’s looking to sit on your back, Lottie. You are one very lucky, lucky girl. Which brings me to my next point. Can we speed things up? There’s an entire den of hares under your porch who I’ve already put on alert to the fact I’m fertile.” She sings that last word and my lips do their best to part as I stare at her with both shock and awe. I’m pretty sure that, much like Miranda Lemon, her fertile days are well behind her. But I’m not about to break it to either of them. Some delusions keep us youthful, and I happen to think that’s one of them.

      “Well if it wasn’t Serena”—I shrug over at Bronson—“who could have done something so horrible to that sweet girl?”

      He makes wild eyes for a moment. “Sweet girl?” He gives a quick chuckle. “You really didn’t know Mitzi, did you? She could be many things. I’m not sure anyone who really knew her would call her sweet.”

      “Did she have a temper?”

      “No, no, nothing like that. She was just a strong woman who knew what she wanted.” He stares off at the wall a moment. “And she had a hankering for telling the truth even when it did her a disservice.”

      Interesting.

      He shakes his head. “I heard a rumor that she was killed because some crazed customer got into a tug-of-war over a sweater with her. Who knows?” He shakes his head as if it were about to flick right off. “It might be true.”

      “I heard there was a syringe.”

      He glances to the door. “I don’t know where it would have come from.”

      “Did Mitzi have any enemies? Anyone that she didn’t get along with that you know about?”

      “Oh, sure. That was everybody. But if I had to narrow it down, I’d say our friend Court. She and Mitzi never saw eye to eye. But Mitzi always won out in the end. Let’s just say Mitzi knew where the bodies were buried.”

      “I see. She knew Court’s secrets.” It must be Courtland we’re talking about. I suppose Courtland would be the obvious suspect. But thankfully, if my past investigations prove anything, it’s that the most likely suspect usually isn’t the killer. And that, my friend, circles us right back to Serena Scarf Wielding Killer Digby. Okay, so I admit, I might be rooting for Serena to come out on top in this one.

      I can’t wait to point the finger at her while demanding Noah arrest her, like he should have last month. And maybe if he did, Mitzi Jenson would still be alive.

      Someone calls Bronson’s name out and he waves at them before leaning toward me and wincing at the sight of my mouth.

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      “I’m perfectly fine.” I try to smile and feel my lips heading in two different directions.

      “It was nice chatting with you.” He empties his beer. “Oddly, I feel a little bit better.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      He takes off and I glance back in the direction where I left Carlotta and Evie to their own devices and a horrific sound rips from my throat at the sight.

      “Oh, look!” Fluffy perks up with excitement. “Evie must have let the boys know she was fertile, too.”

      Sure enough, Evie is bending over the pool table with a man twice her age bent over her body as he pretends to teach her how to make a shot—while he scores in an entirely different way himself.

      “Get back!” I shout as I fend him and his greasy looking friends off with the stick in my hand.

      A couple of them cry out in fright as they get a good look at my face as if my bloated lip had the power to scare them off all on its own.

      “Evie, where is Carlotta? So I can beat her with the stick next.”

      “Relax,” she snips in annoyance with me. “She went to get us another round of whiskey.”

      “Another round?”

      “What?” Evie balks. “They came in these cute little sample glasses.”

      “That was no sample, Evie! That was a shot.”

      Her mouth widens with surprise. “You mean, I just did my very first shot of the night?”

      “Yup.” And I’ve got a gun that I’m about to take my very first shot of the night with, and it just so happens, the target is wearing my face like a Halloween mask.

      Carlotta strides over and downs both shots once she sees me.

      Evie isn’t getting another shot of anything. I’ll bet my life on it. Carlotta has gone too far this time.

      All the way home Carlotta tries to convince me that she asked for virgin whiskey because she thought it was a thing.

      “Do you know what’s not a thing?” I ask her as we pull into my driveway. “Your better judgment.”

      The three of us barrel into the house, and Carlotta stalks off and slams her bedroom door shut like the emotional teenager she is, followed by Evie who stalks off—more like staggers off—and slams her bedroom door as well.

      Noah comes out of my bedroom with a lazy grin on his face.

      “Noah Corbin Fox. What on earth are you smiling about? We’re living in a house full of ornery teenagers—with Carlotta leading the pack.”

      He motions me to my bedroom.

      “Whoa.” He steadies me by the shoulders. “What happened to your lip? Who do I need to arrest?”

      A dark laugh gurgles from me because I’m tempted to say Carlotta.

      “I’m fine. It was more or less an accident. What’s going on?” I bite down on a smile. “What brings you to this side of the street, Detective?”

      “I needed to see Ethel, but I didn’t find her. I’m proud of you, Lot. You’re finally taking her with you wherever you go.”

      “Why did you need to see Ethel?” I’m curious regarding the business Noah might have with my not-so-friendly Glock.

      “I’ll tell you in the morning. I ended up finding something far more interesting.”

      “What’s that?”

      He leads us to the bedroom, and sprawled out on my mattress I see a smattering of the raunchiest nighties that ever did see the light of day—and ironically, they were never meant to.

      “Oh my word,” I say. “Noah, where did you get these?”

      A dark laugh bounces in his chest as he wraps his arms around me. “The real question is, where did you get these? But I’m guessing it was at that trunk show your mother threw.”

      I suck in a quick breath as I look back to the naughty nighties. This must be what Evie bought for me in an effort to help me put the Essex back in my relationship with Everett.

      Noah closes the door with his foot, his arms never leaving my waist.

      His lids hang low and there’s a crooked smile twitching on his lips.

      He lands an achingly slow kiss to my lips. “Now, which one do you want to wear first?”

      I bite my lip as I glance back at the skimpy display.

      No use in letting them go to waste.

      “The night is young,” he says. “I think there might be time for them all.”

      My shoulders bounce as I hold back a giggle.

      “Challenge accepted.”

      Noah and I have a fashion show for the ages.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      After a heated night in Noah Fox’s arms, I received a mysterious call at about eight in the morning while in the throes of baking enough snickerdoodle cookies to stack to the roof, and it was a request for more—you guessed it, snickerdoodle cookies.

      I’m ashamed to admit I’m feeling a bit prideful at the moment. But honest to God, I’ve never had a cookie take off quite like this before. I always make sure to include top-quality ingredients to any of my baked goods, but there is just something special about these snickerdoodle cookies.

      The mysterious caller paid for fifty dozen snickerdoodle cookies to be delivered to Honey Lake today at two o’clock in the afternoon. I didn’t recognize the name on the credit card the woman gave me over the phone, but I was thrilled to have the payment in full nonetheless.

      Lily and Evie drive out to Honey Lake with me and we each grab a giant tub filled with platters of snickerdoodle cookies.

      It’s the first warm day we’ve had since before last fall and all of Honey Lake is perfumed with the sweetness of nature releasing its oils. Honey Lake itself is a velvety shade of baby blue today. That pristine body of water spans approximately seven miles east to west and is about two and a half miles at its widest. An entire thicket of evergreens surrounds it on the east side and on the west there are a smattering of ritzy cabin-like homes. There are boaters out on the water, and along the white sandy shores are a trickling of people, but I’m guessing the venue where we’re headed to is where the oversized white tent is set out near the waterline just in front of us.

      Lily snorts at the sight. “Lottie, you didn’t tell us this was some fancy occasion. Look at all those well-dressed people.”

      I scan the crowd as we near it. “You’re right. All the men are dressed in suits and the women are sheathed in colorful amazing gowns. Don’t worry,” I say to Evie. “We’re just a part of the catering staff. It’s totally acceptable how we’re dressed. Hey? How’s that English paper coming along? Did you ever pick a topic?”

      Evie rolls her eyes, an action she tends to demonstrate often. “It’s so boring. It’s a five-page essay on something I would change if I could.”

      Lily glances at the girl. “You’ve already had enough change if you ask me. Maybe you’d prefer to switch things back to the way they were.”

      “No way.” Evie shakes her head emphatically. “I’m fascinated by Hillbilly Hollow. Uncle Noah is freaking hot. And then there’s you, Lottie.” She shakes her head once again. “I’ve done my research on the web. You really have found enough bodies to fill a graveyard. I’m pretty sure if I keep hanging out with you, we’ll stumble upon a corpse before I know it.”

      Something under that huge white tent catches my eye and I gasp.

      “Oh, Evie. That corpse just popped up sooner than you think.”

      “What?” She follows my gaze, and once she spots the open casket sitting on a platform, she retches extra loud for effect. “This is so sick!”

      “I know.” I cringe. “I’m sorry, Evie. We can leave now if you want. I’m sure Lily will gladly take care of everything.”

      Evie glances to the sky. “I mean sick, sick. You know, in a good way. A funeral at the lake? Who in their right mind would have dreamed this up?” She takes off for the casket and, oh my dear God, I think she just took a selfie with the body—I mean, Mitzi. I can see her shock of dark hair from here, and if I’m not mistaken, she’s wearing one of her signature scarves, one from the very same line that put her in the casket—unless, of course, that toxic cocktail she was injected with killed her first.

      We deposit our bins onto one of the white linen covered tables near the back of the tent where the refreshment stand is and I shake my head at the sight.

      Lily leans in as we examine the baby blue casket set out on a giant table in the middle of the tent. Enormous wreathes made of solid white roses surround the vicinity, and I spot a few recognizable faces hovering nearby, each impeccably dressed, each with sunglasses concealing their eyes.

      Cormack and Cressida stand with Carly Cobb, Mitzi’s best friend. Bronson has an arm slung around her shoulder as if he were comforting her. I see a woman with long, light-brown hair and heavy blonde highlights. I think that’s Alexandra Gladwell, the woman who shared horses with Mitzi. I can tell because her swollen lips just so happen to match mine. Although, admittedly, my swelling has gone down considerably and my lips are perfectly full and plump at the moment.

      And next to Alexandra stands Higgins, the petite blonde with the friendly face. She’s the one that froze up when I asked her about the Pinewood Seven, or Six as it were. I’m pretty sure she’s the one who’s in charge of the jewelry line. And then there’s Quinn, the Serena look-alike, who just so happens to be standing next to the original witch. I can’t help but make a face at the two of them.

      I tip my head toward Lily’s. “Maybe I should go over and say hello?”

      “I was wondering when you’d notice.”

      I glance over to Lily, only to note she’s looking in another direction entirely and I follow her gaze.

      “Oh no,” I groan as I spot my mother and Wiley standing behind a makeshift bar with a couple of customers queued in front of them. I waste no time in speeding over. Wiley is busy gyrating a silver shaker over his head as if this were a resort in the Caribbean. And Mom, well, she’s sort of causing a scene with that hot pink blouse she’s donned and the caustic matching lipstick.

      “Mother?” It comes out clouded with both disappointment and confusion. “What are the two of you doing here?”

      Wiley, the unnerving Noah look-alike, has on a white dress shirt, sleeves rolled up, and those dimples of his sink in as he flashes that con artist grin my way.

      “What does it look like we’re doing?” He practically cheers as he asks the question. “We’ve scored our first gig.”

      “That’s right.” Mom shimmies her shoulders with pride. “And at a funeral to boot!” She bursts with an unnatural amount of glee. “They say it’s good luck if you start out at an open viewing.”

      “Who in their right mind says this?” I demand to know because I have a feeling it’s the booze talking.

      “Wiley, of course.” She shakes her head at me in dismay. “Lottie, could you be a love and stand to the side? It’s highly frowned upon to cut in line, and I do believe this young man was next. No nepotism allowed, young lady.” She wags a finger in my face, and I turn to find Bronson Graham standing next to me ordering up a Mitzi Margarita.

      Mom giggles my way. “It’s her signature drink.” She wrinkles her nose at the casket. “Wiley thought it would be a nice touch.”

      “Keeping it classy,” I mutter.

      Bronson turns my way. “Hey? It’s you again!” He offers me a partial embrace. “How’s the face?” He pulls off his sunglasses and squints those baby blues my way. “Better.” He nods.

      “I am better. Thank you for asking. So, uh, this was unexpected.” I shrug. “I catered the cookies today.”

      “The snickerdoodles?” His brows rise and I swear I heard an entire group of women sigh from behind. Bronson is a looker if you’re into that baby-face appeal.

      “Yup. I baked up a storm this morning. Made them all fresh. I didn’t know about the funeral until just a few hours ago, and to be perfectly honest, I wasn’t told what the event would be.”

      Carly Cobb pops up next to him and laughs. “Nobody knew. Hey, Lottie!” She gives a friendly wave, perhaps a little too perky considering the venue, but then she does have an empty Mitzi Margarita in her hand. “Another, please,” she says, sliding the glass toward my mother before retuning her attention my way. “It’s a pop-up funeral. Mitzi would have loved it. After all, it was the pop-up trunk sales that put her on the map. By the way, I was the one who called this morning. Sorry that I had to cloud it with mystery, but I was afraid you wouldn’t take the job if you knew who it was for. I used my sister’s credit card.”

      “Of course, I would’ve taken the job. Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Well”—she winces—“she was eating one of your cookies when she breathed her last. I thought it might weird you out. But the good thing is, I watched her wolf down about a half a dozen of them that night. Those were the first carbs she’s had since the new year. She had even eschewed her beloved margaritas. But in her honor, we’re imbibing now.”

      Mom slides the fruity concoction her way and Carly pulls out a cool twenty-dollar bill and hands it to her.

      “Just a little tip,” Carly whispers, and I watch as my mother waves the bill around as if it had a few extra zeros attached to it.

      “Tips!” Mom gives a little wink my way before folding the bill and sinking it between her cleavage.

      Lovely.

      I take a breath as I look to Carly. “So everyone is here.” I marvel at all the people who were able to take off from work on such short notice. But then, I’m guessing very few, if any, of these people hold traditional nine-to-fives.

      Carly and Bronson exchange a look.

      A huff expels from her. “Everyone is here with the exception of Courtland.” She shrugs dismissively at Bronson. “But we didn’t expect much out of her anyway.”

      “Oh?” I lean in as my curiosity begins to eat away at me. “Did she have to work?” I’m pretty sure I answered that for myself just a moment ago, but I’m curious where they’ll take the conversation.

      Carly waves the notion off. “If by work, you mean getting a facial and a massage, then yes, Courtland is most likely hard at work.”

      Bronson’s features harden. “Let’s just say Courtland and Mitzi had a hard time getting along.”

      Carly nods. “And sometimes in life you have to get along with people whether or not you want to.”

      A bright flash catches my eye to the left just as a sweet brown bunny materializes next to me, floating through the air as if she didn’t have a floppy-eared care in the world.

      “Oh goodness, Lottie.” Fluffy sounds frantic as if there was trouble afoot. “I sense danger. What’s happening?” She turns toward the casket and gasps. “Oh dear, she’s quite dead, isn’t she?”

      Someone calls for Carly near the parking lot and she glances to Bronson with dismay.

      “I made sure to have Higgins keep an eye out in the event something were to happen,” Carly says it low for his ears only. “I’d better check this out. Excuse me,” she says as she takes off.

      Bronson excuses himself as well and picks up his own drink from the bar.

      But my eyes can’t leave Carly.

      Fluffy swims near my ear. “She’s up to something, isn’t she, Lottie? Oh! Oh goodness!”

      “What is it?” I ask lower than a whisper.

      “I spy a very handsome herd of hares. And if I’m lucky, I’ll have a belly full of precious babes before this party is through.” She zooms over near my bakery van that’s parked just a few feet from a florist’s van with its back doors opened wide like wings.

      What did Carly mean by if something were to happen?

      I spot Lily refreshing the cookie trays and head over to help.

      “Lottie”—she wipes her brow with the back of her hand—“believe it or not, we’re almost out of snickerdoodles.”

      “That’s insane,” I say without the proper conviction.

      I watch as Carly and Higgins hover over something in the back of the florist’s van. It’s a large baby blue wreath that’s being pulled out and displayed for them. There’s a banner across the breadth of it with gold shiny letters, but I’m too far to see what it says.

      Carly reaches over and snatches the banner right off of it before pointing the young man over to the tent. He heads this way with the oversized arrangement, but Carly and Higgins head over to a trash can nearby and Carly crumples the banner and tosses it away.

      Interesting. I wonder what made her so angry with the banner? I bet it said something terrible and twisted like you deserved this or good riddance. People can be completely out of line even at times like these. There seems to be no end to their bullying these days.

      Carly and Higgins make their way in this direction and I pretend to straighten the platters before shoving a cookie into my mouth and turning around.

      Lily elbows me in the ribs. “Now there’s a sight for you.” She nods to the left and it takes me a few seconds before I see it.

      Evie stands huddled with a blonde and they seem to be having an intense conversation. Usually this wouldn’t bother me, but the blonde in question just so happens to be Cormack Featherby.

      I speed on over.

      “Everything okay?” I can’t help but give Cormack a stern look. She’s no better than Cressida in my eyes. I bet she’s known about Evie forever and didn’t mind one bit keeping this fifteen-year-old secret from Everett.

      Evie smirks my way. “Mackie and I are having a private conversation.” She links her arm with Cormack’s.

      “Yes, Lorena.” There’s a giddiness in Mackie’s voice I just can’t stand. “Let’s just say little Evie and I are making plans for a very fruitful future.” She bleeds a dark smile at Everett’s female look-alike. “Very, very good plans.” They break out into a shared cackle as they walk a few steps away and continue to conspire together in a fit of whispers.

      Plans? What kind of plans could they possibly be working on? Most likely ways to split Noah and me apart. Evie will have to learn the hard way that Cormack’s cheap tricks don’t work.

      “Lottie?” a female snips my name from behind and I spot Serena and Cressida. Yes, the momster has decided to show, looking at me with a stone-cold expression.

      Serena lifts her chin. “We’ve shored up the time for the deb revival at the Featherby estate. Guests will be arriving at seven.”

      Cressida’s nostrils flare as she glares my way. “We’ll need far more cookies than you’ve provided this afternoon. It seems my friends have taken a liking to them. I do hope you don’t have a nasty accident and fall into the oven while you’re baking up a storm.”

      Both she and Serena share a rather nasty laugh.

      I’m about to remind Cressida the only debut she’ll be making will be in front of a prison warden. And hopefully that will be sooner than later. But before I can come up with a quip either of these dimwits might understand, I spot an odd swarm of vermin in front of the bakery van.

      I don’t bother excusing myself. Instead, I pick up a few empty tubs and head out that way.

      The gaggle of rabbits only seems to grow, and suddenly I’m fearing for my fine, furry friend despite the fact she’s already crossed the rainbow divide.

      “Fluffy?” I hiss as I near the cottontail chaos.

      Wait—these bunnies can’t see Fluffy. She’s dead. Unless… unless… they see her! Oh my dear God, I pray my powers aren’t growing in that direction. Just think of the disastrous outcomes that it would lead to if we had dead pets roaming, floating around, talking to people. That would test the sanity of every free person on the planet, or at least in Honey Hollow. And what would become of my sweet little town? It would be a haunt for paranormal fanatics. We’d never get a day of rest. And ironically, the town as we know it would, in fact, be dead.

      I come upon the thicket of rabbits, all hopping over one another as they swarm toward a central nexus.

      “Shoo!” I cry out as I do my best to fan them away. “Shoo, I tell you. Shoo!” And yet, there’s not a hare out of place. I carefully poke my foot in the melee, and sure enough the party disperses to reveal Fluffy on her back, the look of delirious contentment in her heavily lidded eyes. “Do I want to know what just transpired?”

      “Oh, Lottie”—she says it breathless—“it was amazing. Who knew death would be far more vivacious than life?”

      “The dead,” I flatline as I make my way to the van and hoist the empty bins into the back.

      That trash can catches my eye and I glance over to the tent where the people at Mitzi’s funeral seem completely immersed in their huddled conversations.

      A thought comes to me. I reach into the van and grab a plastic bag and a ball of old tin foil that I took off a platter a few days ago and forgot to toss out. I head over to the trash and I see it lying there like a white snake, spotted with fancy gold script. I quickly toss the tin foil and snatch the banner, putting it into the bag in my hand in haste. I make my way back to the front of my van and shut myself inside, quickly pulling the banner out of the bag to inspect it.

      Printed in shimmering gold, it reads, It’s so quiet without you. Pinewood forever. XOXO Courtland

      I lean back as I take it in.

      What could that possibly mean?
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      Evie acted suspicious all the way back to the bakery.

      But to tell the truth, I was a bit too preoccupied to pick up on any significant clues as to why.

      My mind was still wrapped up in that morbid banner.

      It’s so quiet without you. Pinewood forever. XOXO Courtland

      I try to ponder what Courtland could have meant by it. On one hand, it could literally mean that it’s too quiet. But if that were the case, why would Carly and Higgins think to rip the banner right off? Pinewood must have been the naughty buzzword.

      At the boutique both Courtland and Higgins froze solid at the mention of the Pinewood Seven. Of course, it was Higgins herself who mentioned it to Courtland. It wasn’t until I asked about it that they grew stiff as a board.

      Could Courtland have meant it as an offense?

      Maybe the mere mention of it was meant as an insult to Mitzi?

      Courtland wasn’t at the funeral either. That’s a pretty big deal.

      And when the subject of her absence was brought up, Carly told Bronson that sometimes in life, you have to get along with people whether or not you want to.

      That leads me to believe Courtland and Mitzi didn’t really get along.

      I wonder why. I wonder if Pinewood has anything to do with it?

      I pull into my driveway after a long day at the bakery. Carlotta picked up Evie and brought her home hours ago. I told her I’d help her work on her paper once I got home tonight, and I will, but that doesn’t change the fact I’m beat. I don’t know how parents do it.

      Parents. A dreamy smile glides up my face. I’m so proud of the way Everett stepped right into his role as a father. More like he was pushed right in—into the deep end.

      I myself voluntarily jumped.

      I really care for Evie. She’s sweet, caring, and loyal. Okay, so she’s none of those things. But she has a vivaciousness that can’t be rivaled. Although, I’m not entirely certain of what I mean by that.

      I grab a box filled with snickerdoodle cookies and head up the porch. It just so happens I baked a fresh batch as I was closing up shop so we could enjoy a few at the house as Evie and I tackle the five-page essay. I’ll admit, my high school English skills are a bit rusty, but nothing a cookie rolled in sugar and cinnamon can’t fix.

      I let myself in as my sweet cats Pancake and Waffles greet me with a lazy wave from the couch with their tails. But it’s the elaborate display over on the dining room table that steals my attention.

      “Oh my word!” I gasp at the lit tapered candles, the pink tablecloth, the silver charges, and my mother’s bone china on full display. Crystal wine glasses stand proudly, and there’s a bottle of something amazing chilling in a wine decanter. A row of Chinese takeout boxes lines the table, and there’s a vase smack in the middle with a few flowers from the yard. “What in the world?”

      “She’s here!” Carlotta bleats from somewhere deep in the house.

      I’m about to confirm my presence as a friendly knock erupts on the door. I head over and open it to find my all too handsome, all too generous boyfriend holding a small pink gift bag.

      “Dinner and a present?” I marvel as I pull him inside. “Noah Fox, you are just too much for me.” I’m about to wrap my arms around him and gift him a kiss when another shadow darkens my door. “Everett?”

      He nods at the two of us as he steps inside. “I came as soon as I could.” He looks at the dining room table and gives an approving tweak of the brows. “It looks like I’m right on time.”

      “Everett, what’s going on?” I ask just as Evie runs out of my bedroom with fistfuls of something pastel and fluffy in each hand, and it’s not until she’s upon us can I tell it’s those nighties she purchased for me at the trunk show the other day.

      “Lottie Lemon,” Evie belts it out, curt and red-faced.

      “Hold the show. Don’t you dare start without me.” Carlotta runs over, puffing away, with her hair in curlers and a mint green facemask on that gives her that alien appeal I’m sure she’s after. “As you were.”

      Evie steps up. Her hair is in a messy bun, her sweats are shredded—although that might be purposeful—and she’s wearing a T-shirt that reads, I hate everything.

      “Lottie”—Evie rattles the lingerie in her hands like a couple of lacy pompoms—“please tell me you did not entertain Noah in these.”

      My mouth opens, but not a single word croaks out. Instead, I glance to Noah then Everett and cringe.

      “Aaargh!” Evie riots it out like the conviction only a teenager can muster. “I can’t believe you wasted these on Noah!”

      Noah glances my way, his mouth agape. “Lottie?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know what she’s talking ab—” And then it hits me over the head like a gavel as I look to Everett.

      “That’s right, Lottie,” Evie snarks as she shakes those pastel pretties in my face. “I bought these for you to entertain my daddy with. And now you’ve gone and ruined everything,” she riots out the words, tosses the lingerie to the ceiling, and runs screaming all the way to her room where she promptly slams the door behind her.

      Carlotta ticks her head to the side. “It’s not too late for the entire lot of us to move to Connecticut. Maybe she won’t notice.” She looks to Everett. “Where can you legally drop off a teenager to abandon her? Asking for a friend.”

      A choking sound emits from me. “We’re not abandoning her.” I look to Noah and Everett. “I apologize. I’ll go talk to Evie.”

      “No.” Everett takes a breath. “Let me do this.” He heads that way and Noah blows out a heavy breath.

      “Lottie.” Noah pulls me close and his dimples dig in deep as he grimaces. “She bought those? For you and Everett?”

      I shrink in his arms as I give a little nod. “And she’s the one that put them all over my bed.”

      He tips his head back. “And then I found them.”

      Carlotta snorts. “And then you wasted them according to our teen scream queen.”

      Noah gives a dark chuckle. “They were far from wasted.” He holds up the tiny pink gift bag he walked in with. “Which brings me to my next point. I have a gift exclusively for you.”

      Carlotta smacks her hands together. “Now it’s getting good. Let’s see whatcha got, hotshot. After the night of a thousand nighties, it had better be amazing. What do you think it is, Lot Lot? I bet it’s something else he wants you to wear. Let me guess. He wants to see you in a diamond tiara and nothing else.”

      “Carlotta,” I say her name with a threat as Noah hands me the bag. “Should she be here for this?”

      “Aw, come on, Lot Lot.” Carlotta whines as she picks up Waffles as if he came over to see what the big to-do was about himself. “We’re all one big happy family here. Besides, Evie just aired your dirty laundry. I don’t think there’s a single secret left between us.”

      Noah lands a kiss to my cheek. “It’s fine. Carlotta can stay. Go ahead and open it.”

      I pull out the pink tissue paper and my hand latches onto something thin as I pluck it out with trepidation.

      I examine it for a moment. Although, I’m not entirely sure what I’m looking at. It’s brown, leather, I think, and it has a number of straps and buckles and a pocket of some sort with a hole in it.

      Carlotta belts out a hearty laugh. “Ooh, looks like things just took a turn for the kinky!”

      “Be quiet, Carlotta. This is a sweet gift from Noah.” I shoot Noah a look that says, explain yourself. “Did we just take a turn for the kinky?”

      His cheek flickers, but before he can answer, Carlotta cuts him off at the pass.

      “It’s because he knows he needs to step up his game. Mr. Sexy saddled you with a kid, so Mr. Fox plans on saddling you with something far more interesting.”

      “What’s this?” Everett heads over and inspects the item dangling in my hand.

      I give the leather straps another once-over, and shockingly, it does loosely resemble a saddle.

      Carlotta slaps Noah on the back. “Looks like you need to be a seasoned detective to know what it is. Well, Detective? Don’t keep us in suspense. Let me guess. It’s a love sling built for two. And I know just what goes in that little compartment.”

      “A gun.” Noah nods her way before reverting to me. “It’s a holster, Lottie. There’s a smaller one in the bag that wraps around your thigh.”

      “Oh, I get it,” I say as I hold the strappy holster a little farther from me to make heads or tails out of it. “It’s for Ethel. But just so you both know”—I look from Noah to Everett—“I put Ethel in the gun safe at your place, Noah. I just don’t feel comfortable with her here at the house now that Evie is with me.” I wrinkle my nose at the two of them. “Sorry.”

      “Lemon.” Everett closes his eyes and groans. “You need Ethel. And I think maybe it’s time Evie moves in with me.”

      “No,” both Carlotta and I sing in protest.

      “I love having her,” I say. “Who am I going to share my day with as we curl up with the cats?”

      “Yeah?” Carlotta smarts. “And who am I going to share my whiskey—I mean, my steamy reads with as we curl up with the cats?”

      “Carlotta”—I start—“steamy reads are no better than whiskey. Don’t you dare give her either.”

      Evie steps out of her room and makes her way over. “I know you’re talking about me,” she snips. “Dinner is getting cold and the candles have melted all over the table.”

      Sure enough, she’s right about both. The five of us gather around the table and indulge in enough Chinese food from the Wicked Wok to feed a frat house. Evie said she had Carlotta pick it up on the way home. She had a private party for Everett and me planned, but as she so bluntly put it, Noah up and ruined everything.

      Everett asks about her day and Evie quickly blurts out the fact she spent it with a dead body at the lake.

      “Yeah, Cressi—duh was there, but she didn’t speak to me.” A somber look appears on her face before quickly departing as she bounces in her seat. “But who cares about that? Just last night, Lottie took me to some dive bar to meet up with a real live suspect!”

      My lips part in horror as I look to Everett. “We weren’t meeting up.”

      “That’s right”— Carlotta holds up a forkful of lo mein noodles as if she were toasting us—“Lottie likes to catch her suspects unawares.”

      Everett’s eyes widen for a moment as he looks my way. “Lemon, you took her to interrogate a suspect? In a dive bar no less?”

      “It was in Fallbrook.” The piddly excuse comes from me with a whine.

      Noah closes his eyes. “Lot, you know I don’t even want you interrogating anyone, let alone pulling a minor into it.”

      Carlotta waves him off. “Tell him what you found out, Lot Lot.”

      And just like that, I blurt it all out—mostly to defer from the fact I might have put Evie in danger last night. I should have known better. Of course, I put her in danger. I turned my back and left her with Carlotta, which was the equivalent of leaving her all alone. Not to mention there were men crawling all over her—grown men.

      If Everett ever found out what really went on, I’m sure he’d never speak to me again.

      Instead, I tell them about the weirdness Courtland and Higgins displayed when they talked about the Pinewood Seven—or six as it were. I let them know that Bronson essentially pointed the finger at Courtland. And, of course, I tell them about the wreath and that strange banner I rescued from the trash, and I promptly offer to show it to Noah.

      He glances to his meal. “Maybe not right now.”

      “Pinewood Seven.” Everett looks to the ceiling as if he were trying to recall an old song.

      “What is it, Everett?” I scoot in close. “Is it some elite club only rich boarding school kids are privy to join?”

      Everett shakes his head. “Not that I know of.”

      Evie reaches for a fortune cookie. “Do you think they’re talking about Pinewood Lake?”

      “Pinewood Lake?” I look to Everett and his brows pinch.

      “Let’s find out.” He pulls his phone out and does a quick search. “It’s in Connecticut.”

      “Yup,” Noah says, looking down at his own phone. “It’s a small lake on private property. Do you think this has anything to do with it?”

      “Evie?” I lean her way. “How did you hear about this lake?”

      “I heard Carly mention it to that guy you spoke with last night.”

      Pinewood Lake.

      Everett, Noah, and I exchange glances.

      Something happened at Pinewood Lake, and I happen to know it once involved seven people—and now there are six.
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      For a week that seems to have no end, this one is finally coming to a conclusion.

      It’s Friday, the sun is out, the bakery is humming along, and Evie has begged to accompany me to the Honey Hollow Library. It’s the day of my sister Lainey’s trunk show, where the focus will be on designer Posh scarves and tote bags.

      Of course, I cleared this little outing with Everett and he sweetly let me know that he trusts my judgment with Evie. And to be honest, that statement alone made me question his judgment.

      The Honey Hollow Library sits at the edge of town on a slight hillside, affording it expansive views of the houses below and the rows and rows of evergreens. The library itself is a massive sprawl, a boxy building with large glass paneled windows and an impressively large foyer whose walls are covered with artwork from the local schools. And set up in the elongated alcove just outside of the library proper are rows of tables laden with colorful scarves and tote bags alike.

      A massive crowd is already elbow to elbow in the foyer and every face here is a familiar one. I spot my mother and Noah’s mother, Suze, Carlotta, Cormack, and Cressida—yes, Cressida—and I find her presence anywhere to be unbelievable at this point.

      Lainey pops out of the crowd. “Hey, don’t I know you?” she teases as she pulls me in for a quick embrace. “Hi, Evie. We met at the lingerie party. You were shopping for her, and I was shopping for no one.” She makes a face as she cradles her blooming belly. “I guess the lingerie industry figures pregnant women don’t have a need for that stuff. They might be right. After all, it’s what got me into this predicament to begin with.”

      We share a quick laugh and Evie looks as if she’s about to both vomit and butcher us to death for mentioning something so gruesome.

      Lainey tugs at the platter in my hand and peeks under the foil wrap before stealing a brownie.

      “Go ahead and put those cookies down and get shopping girls,” she encourages. “That’s what today is about. Cookies and shopping. Hey? I think we’re about to have a perfect day.”

      There’s a special table near the back reserved for refreshments, and Evie and I make our way over and set down our platters of sweet treats. Lainey requested my rocky road brownies, blondie bars, peanut butter cookies, chocolate chip cookies, lemon bars, cheese Danishes, glazed crullers, a smattering of pecan fudge, two dozen chocolate chiffon cupcakes, and, of course, an entire platter dedicated to my now infamous snickerdoodle cookies. It’s safe to say Lainey has a bit of a sweet tooth.

      Evie purrs as she inspects the colorful wares set out before us.

      She hitches a lock of dark hair behind her ear. “I may not be good at a lot of things, but I’m an expert at shopping. Cressida may not be speaking to me, but that’s never stopped me from using the credit card she issued me. Don’t worry, Lottie. I’ll be sure to pick up something nice for you, too.” She starts to take off then backtracks. “And try not to waste it on Noah this time.” She gives a cheeky wink as she heads off for the nearest table.

      A woman carrying an oversized basket nearly plows right through me.

      “Oof!” She spins to the left, revealing her to be Carly Cobb. “Oh, sorry, Lottie! Did I hurt you?”

      “Oh no, I’m fine.”

      She lands the basket on the floor next to the refreshment table and I can see it’s full of more colorful scarves. Almost all of them happen to be a dainty rose print with blue and green leaves, just like the one Mitzi had cinched around her neck that night.

      “Can you believe this turnout?” She takes a breath as we look out into the crowd.

      “That’s Honey Hollow for you,” I say. “We don’t miss a good sale.”

      She belts out another cheery laugh. “I’m glad about it, too.”

      A tall, lanky girl glances this way from the entry as she helps style a couple of women with scarves and tote bags and I gasp.

      “Hey, isn’t that your friend Courtland over there?” It’s Courtland Montague, all right.

      “Yup.” Carly openly scowls at her. “She’s in charge of the scarves division. This is sort of her baby. But I’m the overlord of the entire operation, so she still has to answer to me.”

      “What about Serena Digby?” I ask as I spot the witch talking to her cousin Quinn. Serena has about three or four scarves draped over her arm, and she’s currently examining the tote bags.

      Carly squints over at her. “Yeah, Serena helped Mitzi out a lot. She was always giving Mitzi good ideas, and Mitzi was always running with them.”

      “And what did Serena get in return? Was she an employee?”

      “Nope. I run the books, and I know who’s in or out. Serena’s just a friend—was just a friend of Mitzi’s.”

      “Huh,” I say, shaking my head. I happen to know Serena isn’t exactly rolling in dollars. “Why would Serena invest so much time in giving Mitzi design tips if she wasn’t getting anything in return?”

      “You know.” Carly tips her head to the side as she does her best to examine the witch. “Now that’s a really good question. I’d imagine Serena wouldn’t be too happy about that. I might bring her on as a consultant.” She looks my way. “The company is structured to go on, and I’m good with that. It’s the only thing we have left of Mitzi. My friends are helping me run it until we can figure out where all the pieces go.”

      “That’s very nice of you all. Are you taking time from work to do this?” I know for a fact Carly is a physical therapy assistant.

      “Actually, I am. I needed it, due to the grief alone. But we’re all adjusting, and this is the new normal.”

      Someone calls for Carly near the register up front and she excuses herself.

      I thread my way through the crowd, and just as I’m getting close to my intended target, a luminescent being pops up next to me—floppy ears and all.

      “What’s happening, Lottie?” Fluffy says it breathy as she surveys the crowd. “Are we near the killer?”

      I glance to Courtland as she thanks a couple of women before they head for the register.

      “I don’t know. But I’ll be honest, it’s beginning to look that way.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have much time for this.” Her body lights up a brilliant shade of blue as a trail of stardust illuminates around her. “If this party doesn’t wrap up soon, I’ll have to leave the venue. I’d hate to miss out on the daily gathering under your back porch. I’m telling you, the entire neighborhood is filled with delicious little rascals. And I crave every scrumptious bite.”

      “Okay, TMI—too much information,” I whisper as we come upon Courtland. “Hello.” I give a little wave to the girl as I pick up a colorful scarf.

      She blinks back at me a moment. “Nice to see you again. It’s Lottie, right?” She picks up a scarf and begins to fold it neatly.

      My stomach knots up. A part of me is afraid she’s been doing her homework on me. And if she is the killer, that would not work in my favor.

      “Yes. Lottie.” I manufacture a short-lived smile. A thought hits me. “Say, did you go to Ellington?”

      Her bottom lip juts out as she shoots me with a glacial look. “Are you trying to insult me? Is that some kind of cheap potshot?”

      “What? No!” I press my hand to my chest. “I promise, it’s not. My—” What is Evie to me exactly? “My stepdaughter went to Ellington. Actually, right up until last week. I just had a few questions about their summer programs. I thought maybe you might know. Mitzi mentioned that all her friends went to boarding school. I just figured you were one of them.” Mitzi mentioned no such thing, but it doesn’t mean it wasn’t common knowledge either.

      She takes a breath. “Yes, I did. But I didn’t go to Ellington. And I’m sorry if I came across the wrong way, but Ellington was our cross-town rival.”

      “Oh, I see.” I force a quick laugh. “But I bet all of those summer programs are the same, right? There are so many camps to choose from. She mentioned something about one on a lake.”

      She averts her eyes. “They’re all on lakes. But there are some camps that are more esteemed than others.”

      “We’re definitely looking into something private. In fact, she mentioned she’d rather just go to a lake house owned by one of her friends.”

      Courtland nods furiously. “That’s exactly what we did. Oh, we must have gone to that lake a thousand times.” Her voice grows small as she gazes at the wall behind me.

      “Do you still go? You know, get the old gang back together and do a little reunion trip?”

      Fluffy chortles. “Goodness, Lottie. She’s as pale as the moon. Are you trying to kill the poor girl? Oh, another death, another day. Isn’t that what they say?”

      I shoot this furry version of my mother a look.

      “No, we don’t go.” Courtland’s lips part. Her eyes widen a notch. “It’s been years.”

      “It’s probably time,” I say. “How many years has it been?”

      “Eleven.” She swallows hard before shaking herself out of her trance. “Anyway. Mitzi is dead. So if the gang isn’t all there, it just wouldn’t feel right.” She begins to gather scarves spastically and proceeds to roll them into tiny tight balls.

      Fluffy huffs, “The way she’s fidgeting, you’d think she had a hot date with twenty men under the porch in just a few minutes. You don’t think she does, do you, Lottie?”

      I shake my head just enough.

      I lean in toward Courtland. “But you’re still close to your friends, right? I guess in the end, that’s all that matters.”

      “We still have the business.” Her shoulders sag. “You know, Mitzi and I may not have seen eye to eye, but I really do miss her. We all do.”

      “Oh, right, um, the funeral was very nice. I catered the desserts. It looked as if she was very loved.” By everyone but you, I want to add.

      She shakes her head. “I couldn’t go. Everyone knows Mitzi and I were butting heads those last days. And, honestly, I would rather just grieve in private than face that crowd—face her.” Her chest bucks. “I didn’t even send flowers.”

      I blink back with surprise.

      Fluffy lights up a shade of bright pink. “You hear that, Lottie? She’s a liar and a killer.” Her long ears pull back. “Wait a minute. Why would she lie to you about not sending flowers? That doesn’t make sense. Usually people enjoy pointing out their generosity, no matter how small or meaningless.”

      I nod in agreement. It sure doesn’t make sense.

      “Well, you cared about her, and that’s all that matters.” I glance back and see Carly Cobb talking up a storm with Lainey. “I bet your friends have all sorts of theories on what happened.”

      “All we know is that someone used Mitzi’s very own scarf to strangle her with.” She pulls the very same print from the table and rattles it in the air between us. “And apparently, she was poisoned. I’m thinking someone spiked her drink or something.”

      Her drink?

      I guess the only way she would know about the syringe would be if she were the killer.

      “Or maybe they spiked those cookies you served.” She gives a bleak smile. “Bad joke, I know. They were really good. The best, actually. Everyone there had at least six. All of my friends still rave about them. Even Bronson ate a few and he’s diabetic.”

      Fluffy kicks me on the shoulder. “He’s diabetic? Is that another word for fertile? Lottie, if I eat your cookies, I could have more babies.” She zips off to the refreshment table and I blow out a quick breath.

      “Well, I hope he didn’t hurt himself. But now that I know it, I’ll whip up a sugar-free batch just for him.”

      She pauses from her manic folding to inspect me. “That’s really nice of you.”

      “It’s my pleasure.” I snap up a few more scarves and a tote bag with a picture of a cat on it. “You know”—I step in close—“they say unfortunate events like the one that befell Mitzi are usually propagated by somebody close to them. You know your friends better than anyone, Courtland. Who do you think could have done this?”

      She expels a heavy sigh as she cautiously glances into the crowd. “Well, I won’t name names, but Mitzi had a recent falling-out with one of our friends over a horse they owned. It got ugly. Very, very ugly. But I’m not pointing the finger. I’m sure the sheriff’s department will figure this one out sooner than later. Besides, a true friend doesn’t throw another under the bus. That’s something Mitzi couldn’t wrap her head around. What better way to show her how it’s done than to shield the killer,” she says that last part under her breath. A crowd bustles around us and Courtland excuses herself to help them.

      Mitzi threw someone under the bus?

      And if Bronson is diabetic, that means he has access to syringes.

      But Alexandra is the one Mitzi shared horses with, and according to Courtland, that got very, very ugly.

      It looks as if I’m off to the races.
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      Growing up in Honey Hollow didn’t exactly predispose me to equestrian sports. But thankfully, Everett more than makes up for what I lack in that area.

      Evie did a little research and found out Alexandra Gladwell would be riding in the Vermont Rose Dressage Classic this afternoon in Fallbrook. I’m a little proud of the fact she’s shaping up to be a pretty good amateur sleuth herself. At this rate, we’ll solve the crime in half the time.

      Everett thought the dressage event would be a great way for his mother, Eliza, and his sister, Meghan, to finally meet Evie, so he’s invited them both to the show. And once Noah heard that Everett was bringing his mother, he thought it would be an excellent idea to have his own mother, Suze, come along for the ride as well.

      As far as great ideas go, Noah has had far better suggestions, but I decided to stay tight-lipped about this one.

      And that is how this little cluster doodle of people all came to be sitting around a table set inside the Fallbrook Racetrack.

      Everyone is dressed so elegantly here, with the men in ascots and the women in pretty pastel accouterments. Evie and I pretty much arrived in jeans and T-shirts, but thankfully, Carlotta smashed a couple of floppy hats over our heads as we walked out the door. A pink one for me and a mint green beauty for Evie. And miraculously, we fit right in with the rest of the bonnet-wearing crowd.

      Both Eliza and Meghan share Everett’s shock of dark hair and brilliant blue eyes. And, of course, they’ve both taken to Evie as if they’ve known her their whole lives. Meghan is huddled next to Evie, discussing girly things like the latest nail polish trends as they compare their ring fingers each painted a different color from the rest of their nails. Meghan is one year younger than Everett, single, and works for an insurance company in Fallbrook.

      Once we arrived, Eliza ordered up a fancy feast for us all of lobster salad, plateau de fromage—a ritzy cheese plate—endive boats, spicy chicken fried sliders, mimosas. and a round of mint juleps served in silver tumblers. The mint julep lemonade is my favorite. It has both a sprig of mint and a sprig of lavender in it and it tastes like springtime in my mouth.

      The dressage show is already underway and we watch with bated breath for the first few minutes as the stunningly gorgeous horses with their braided manes elegantly traverse the obstacles in front of them. But then, Suze wakes from her stupor and realizes that she’s with a bunch of people she’d rather forget. Suze has been known to be ornery, so this is not a shocking turn of events.

      Suze has her short blonde hair swooping down low over her eyes and she’s wearing a small pillbox hat in the same traffic cone orange hue that her lips are being punished with. Both Eliza and Meghan are wearing feathered tiaras of sorts in yellow and peacock blue.

      “Noah”—Suze purses her orange lips at him—“now that Everett and Lottie have a child, I think it’s time for you to move on.”

      Evie gasps, “I like you Auntie Suze.”

      Of course, she would. For some reason, Evie is suddenly ravenous to lock Everett and me in a room together until we come out a unified front.

      Suze snarls and smiles at the very same time. A neat trick only someone as villainous as Suze could pull off.

      “I’m not your aunt, young lady,” Suze is delighted to correct her. “In fact, thankfully, I’m not your anything. You have Eliza and Meghan to fill in the family aspect of your life. I think it’s best Noah and I bow out gracefully.”

      “I don’t.” Noah shakes his head. Those serious evergreen eyes of his flit over to Evie. “I’m still your Uncle Noah. That’s not going to change. And I’m still with Lottie. That’s not going to change either.”

      Evie crimps her lips. “Just because my father is a pushover doesn’t mean I am.”

      “Whoa.” Everett tips his head her way. “I’m no pushover. They don’t call me Judge Boulder Baxter for nothing. Boulders are immovable in the event you’re wondering.” His lips curve as if the nickname pleased him.

      Evie twitches her nose as if that weren’t enough for her. “Suze, who do you think Noah belongs with?”

      I’m betting Noah is realizing what a bad idea it was to drag his mother along for the ride. Judging by the way his features are hardening, I’d say he was steeped in deep regret.

      Suze is quick to wave the idea off. “Noah is a handsome man. Once he’s no longer saddled with Everett’s wife, I’m sure women will spring out of the woodwork to attack him.”

      My stomach turns at the thought of women springing out of the woodwork and attacking Noah. I’m moved to wrap myself around him and stave them off with his nightstick.

      Okay, so Noah doesn’t actually carry a nightstick. I’ll probably have to use a whisk.

      Everett gives a chuckle, and yet his gaze is set at something behind us.

      “It looks as if the universe is answering the question of who Noah belongs to for us.” He nods at something over my shoulder and we turn to find a horrible, yet somewhat inevitable, sight.

      It’s Cormack Featherby waving her way over. She’s donned a white short dress and has what amounts to a beach umbrella on her head, a giant lavender wide-brimmed hat that requires a four-foot clearance. It’s not until she’s latched herself around Noah do I see Cressida, Serena, and Quinn, Serena’s mini me, seated at a table behind us. Cressida has on a giant orange hat with a matching dress, and I’m so glad she’s appreciative of the citrus hue, because it just so happens to be in season where she’s going.

      “Oh, Big Boss.” Cormack pulls away from Noah and leaves a bright pink imprint of her lips over the side of his cheek. “I wish I knew you would be here. I would have rented a private booth for the two of us.”

      Evie leans in. “It’s never too late.”

      Noah frowns over at the girl. “I’m sorry, Cormack, but I’m having lunch with friends and family—and the love of my life. Thank you for stopping by.”

      Cormack boot scoots back to her seat like an injured animal and Eliza belts out a laugh.

      “Oh, Suze”—Eliza lifts her mint julep as if she were toasting her long-time friend—“aren’t you thrilled we’re no longer jockeying for the affection of a man?”

      Suze lifts her drink. “Hear, hear. Let there never be another man in our lives for as long as we both shall live. I’ll never share another remote control again.”

      Eliza gives a wistful nod. “And I’ll never inadvertently share my millions again.”

      Meghan waves them off as they sip their lemonade. “Don’t listen to those two old bitties, Evie. Men are great. But wait until you’re at least nineteen to explore your options. You have plenty of time to find a good man.”

      Evie sharpens her eyes over mine, and why do I suddenly feel as if she’s about to launch a missile my way?

      “Why just one good man?” A wicked grin blooms on her face. “If two men are good enough for my new mommy, they’re good enough for me. One to have and to hold and one to hold and to have. Isn’t that how you play it, Lottie?”

      Suze belts out a laugh. “Well, she’s got you there, Carlotta.” She gives a sly wink as she says my formal moniker. Suze knows full well I don’t like being addressed that way, but in keeping with the trend these days she refuses to say my name.

      Meghan scoffs. “Lottie, are you still stringing these two along?”

      “What?” I spike up in my seat. “No. I’m just—” I look to Noah and Everett for help, but they’re doing everything to avoid eye contact with me at the moment. “We’re just all on a very bumpy road together at the moment.” I pick up the pamphlet they gave us at the door. “What was the name of Alexandra’s horse again?”

      Noah takes up my hand and lands a kiss over the back of it. “Swagger Takes a Ride. She’s up right now.”

      “Oh!” I lean toward the action to get a better look.

      The entire lot of us watches in blissful silence as Alexandra takes the track by storm. And once she’s through, the obnoxious table behind us claps the longest and the hardest. I suppose it’s nice that Alexandra has such a great support system.

      I watch as her horse trots off the field and another takes her place.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” I say, standing to my feet. “I’m off to the little girls’ room.”

      Meghan squawks out a belligerent laugh. Apparently, six mimosas will do that to you. “Maybe we should put all the single men on alert?”

      Suze grunts, “A matrimonial union has never stopped her before. Ask my ex-daughter-in-law.”

      I take a page from Evie’s book and roll my eyes as I head on out. Besides, they can say whatever they want about me. I know who I am, and I know who my heart belongs to. Unfortunately, that just so happens to be both Noah and Everett.

      The oversized barn where the horses are taken after their time on the track is almost on the other side of the facility. By the time I get there, I’ve broken out into a sweat and can hardly see where I’m going, the sun is just that bright.

      My foot glides out from under me and I stop for a second to look down and confirm my worst nightmare.

      “Great,” I mutter. “Now I’ve really stepped in it.”

      A woman nearby laughs and I look up to see Alexandra holding a shovel. She still has on her riding helmet and looks amazing in her white riding pants and navy velvet coat with tails.

      “Don’t worry. I can take care of that for you. Hold your foot up and turn around.”

      I do as I’m told as she does her best to scrape the dung right off of me.

      “You look familiar,” she says as she begins shoveling a small pile of hay under the gate to her horse’s stall.

      “Oh?” Perfect. “Everyone says that. I own a bakery out in Honey Holl—” I feign surprise. “Hey, I think we met! I catered the boutique the night—” I cringe. “The night that horrible thing happened.”

      “That’s right. You’re the cookie lady. Boy, those snickerdoodles you make are out of this world. You wouldn’t happen to have any now, would you?” A laugh bumps from her. “I’m only half-teasing.”

      “Nope. But next time you’re in Honey Hollow, feel free to stop by the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery. I’m right there on Main Street.”

      “Will do, for sure,” she says. “My grandmother on my mother’s side owned a bakery. They didn’t come from money. They had to struggle for every dime they had. It’s my dad’s side that holds the keys to the ritzy kingdom.”

      “Is that who you own the horses with?” I happen to know exactly who she owns those horses with—owned would be more like it.

      Alexandra pulls off her helmet and shakes loose a long braid that snakes down her shoulder smooth as grosgrain ribbon.

      “Actually, I owned them with the girl that was killed. We own three. I guess I own three.” She shrugs. “But now that Mitzi is gone, I’ll have to find a cheaper place to board them. It was something I’ve been wanting to do for a very long time. Our oldest, Harry Wins the Race, is ill. Mitzi wanted to put him down.” She shakes her head as she pulls a long brush from a bucket hanging on the side of the fence. “Thankfully, we won’t need to argue about that anymore.”

      “Oh? Were you debating what kind of treatment he might need?”

      “Nope. Mitzi wanted to pump him full of lead. She said he was a waste of good money at this point.”

      My hand clasps over my chest. “I can’t believe anyone would say that about one of these majestic creatures.”

      “Oh, they do. And often. It’s common practice to put down one of these spectacular beasts once they hurt a tendon, or an ankle turns from underneath them. Can you imagine if we treated people that way? There would be a moral outcry. As there should be.”

      “Well, I’m glad for Harry’s sake things are working in his favor.”

      “I’ll make sure of it.” She nods. “Harry has the sweetest big brown eyes. It just burned me that Mitzi was adamant to do the dirty deed. She went as far as making an appointment to have him euthanized. She said her opinion held more weight because she was pouring more money into his care. But I found a facility not an hour from here who would not only help rehabilitate him, but they said he might be a candidate for their pet therapy program that works with troubled teens. If only Mitzi would have listened to me and not have held to her own stubborn belief that he was going to drain us financially.”

      “It sounds like she would have agreed if she knew about it.”

      She laughs as she brushes the gorgeous beast with long, even strokes.

      “She knew about it. And she rejected the idea. Mitzi didn’t think he’d last a month, and once they gave him the boot we’d be on the hook for his treatment again.”

      “That sounds pretty cutthroat,” I say it low, mostly to myself.

      “That’s Mitzi in a nutshell.” She pauses from her manic brushing as she stares off into the barn behind me. “She always thought she knew better. And once she set her mind on something, you had better believe it was going to happen. That’s exactly what got her into trouble.”

      “You mean got her killed?”

      Alexandra shudders as she blinks back to life. “No, actually. I don’t know why anyone would kill her.” She swallows hard. Her demeanor is suddenly wooden compared to a few moments before. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to tend to my horse.”

      “Of course,” I say as she lands a soft kiss to the stately beast’s face and it’s apparent her horses are her babies. I’m guessing the fact Mitzi wanted to have one euthanized could have set Alexandra over the edge. Maybe even got her angry enough to kill.

      I do my best to avoid all the prairie pies on my way out of the tall wooden structure, and just as I pass the restrooms, a wicked witch flies right out.

      “Lottie.” Serena lifts her chin my way. “I know what you’re doing.”

      “Walking back to my seat? Let me guess. You’re not only a fan of cauldrons, you’re tossing your pointed hat into the psychic ring, too?”

      She averts those creepy lavender eyes. “I meant snooping. That’s what you are, a professional snooper.”

      “What’s it to you?” I say as I continue on my way, but she catches up and soon we’re shoulder to shoulder.

      “I’ll tell you what it is to me. You’re looking to pin Mitzi’s murder on one of my friends. And I happen to know you haven’t circled your way to my cousin just yet.”

      I stop short and so does she.

      “Are you implying that Quinn is guilty?”

      Her lips knot up. “No. I’m implying that something strange is going on, though, and I don’t want Quinn dragged in the middle of it. She’s like a sister to me, Lottie. I’ll do whatever it takes to protect her.”

      My mouth opens then closes as I decide against letting a snarky comment fly. Maybe I should test her on this instead.

      I tip my head to the side. “What do you know about the Pinewood Seven?”

      She blinks back as if she had never heard of it. “Pinewood Seven?” She searches the ground for a moment. “Pinewood Lake? I used to hear Mitzi mention it all the time. She and her close friends would head out that way once or twice a year when we were kids. I didn’t go to Piedmont so I was never invited, but Quinn went. Someone’s father owns a horse ranch out there. It might be Carly’s?” She shakes her head. “No, that’s not right.” She squints over at me. “Why? What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, glancing back at the table where Everett and Noah sit with their mothers, Evie, and Meghan. And surprisingly, there are two blondes in their midst, Cormack and Cressida. Great. I bet Cressida hasn’t even acknowledged Evie.

      I don’t bother excusing myself. Instead, I make a beeline back and shoo the bumbling blondes from our vicinity.

      Within minutes the races wrap up and we say goodbye to Eliza and Meghan as the rest of us get back to Honey Hollow.

      No sooner do Evie, Everett, and I pull into my driveway than I let out an egregious scream as I hop right out of Everett’s sedan.

      Sitting in a couple of scrappy looking lawn chairs are both Carlotta and Mayor Nash with their pants rolled up to their knees and their feet immersed in a bright blue kiddie pool swarming with—a thousand little cottontails?

      “What in the name of hillbilly?” I shout so loud my voice echoes right back to me.

      “Relax, Lot Lot.” Carlotta giggles her way through her words as Everett and Evie stride up next to me. “The three of you need to grab a seat and dunk you bare feet into this pool of furry fun.”

      “Lemon,” Everett says it with a sharp bite because it’s clear neither one of us knows what to make of this.

      Mayor Nash bounces with a laugh. “There’s nothing like having your toenails nibbled on and trimmed at the very same time.”

      “Gross!” Evie upturns the kiddie pool in a show of what appears to be supernatural strength, or rage—we’ll go with the latter. “Get out!” she riots at both Carlotta and Mayor Nash. “My friends are showing up in less than ten minutes and you’re going to humiliate me to death!”

      A tiny ghostly beast floats up out of the melee as Fluffy floats on past us, glowing a shade of vibrant pink that I don’t think I’ve ever seen before.

      “Killjoy!” Fluffy shouts at Evie before disappearing out of sight.

      Everett belts out a chuckle. “Nothing like a little teen temper tantrum to clean up the wildlife.”

      “If by wildlife you mean Carlotta and Mayor Nash, you got that right,” I say as we watch the two of them hightail it to his car and speed away.

      “I guess it’s our turn to make a getaway. I’ll get ready and we’ll take off for that jewelry trunk show at Red Satin.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Everett sighs. “Are you sure it’s a good idea to let Evie have a few friends over tonight?”

      “What could possibly go wrong?”

      Famous last words, I know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club is a place usually best avoided on a Saturday night, but it just so happens that this Saturday night, it’s a hot spot of sorts for both genders.

      Since my sister Meg puts in an honest day’s work at this den of depravity—it’s important to note, she doesn’t actually participate in the aforementioned depravity—she has arranged for the trunk show to take place in this fine establishment, more specifically along the back wall near the bar, a good distance from the stage show, which thankfully at the moment consists of women in sparkling dresses—itty bitty though they might be, I’m hoping they’ll keep on.

      It’s crowded down here, but I suppose that’s to be expected for a Saturday night. Both Noah and Everett have joined me on my investigative undertaking, and I find it bordering on offensive the way neither of them puts up a fight. But then, we’ve been in this establishment more times than I can count on reconnaissance missions, I’m hoping the titillation factor has long since passed.

      There are tables and tables covered with both jewelry and shoes, and there are more women in pasties gathered around than a grown man knows what to do with.

      I spot a trio of suspects a few tables over, still organizing their wares—Carly Cobb, Higgins Ripley, and Quinn Nottingham, Serena’s twin. I’ll try my best to speak to each one before we leave. I guess you can call tonight a triple-header.

      Noah holds up a ruby looking necklace with black stones surrounding each blood red jewel and it looks stunning.

      “Anything you want”—Noah glances to the colorful selections—“I’m buying tonight.”

      Everett leans my way. “Take it all, Lemon. I want to see him sweat.”

      Noah scowls over at his old stepbrother. “Why don’t you busy yourself and buy a few fun things for Evie?”

      Everett bounces his shoulder. “You heard the man, Lemon. Let’s pick out a few fun things for our daughter.”

      I bite down on a smile. I do love the way that sounds.

      “How about this?” I’m about to reach down and pick up a cobalt blue bracelet, the exact color of Everett Baxter’s eyes—and by default, Evie’s—when a fantastic phantasm blinks to life and I end up giving her a quick scratch between the ears instead. “Fluffy!” I say, picking her up and holding her between Noah and me like a baby. “We’ve got a little supernatural visitor. And please don’t tell me what that debauchery was about back at the house. You do realize you’re causing an infestation to hit the entire neighborhood.”

      A hearty chuckle comes from her. “Don’t I know it.” She gives a few lazy blinks at the vicinity. “Goodness, look at all the happy men and women. Why don’t you come here more often?”

      “Because I refuse to be a woman of ill repute.”

      “You’re such a prude, Lottie,” she purrs with approval as she inspects both Noah and Everett. “On second thought, you’re a woman after my own heart. I hope you’ll make lots of babies with these strong, handsome men. I’m off to hunt a killer.” She floats off, and for once I’m thrilled that neither Noah nor Everett was utilizing me as a conduit to hear the baby-based exchange. I shrug over at them. “She’s gone.” I crane my neck over the blooming crowd around me hoping to see a suspect or two. There are far more grabby hands here than there were at the library for the scarf sale.

      Mom crops up and so does Wiley.

      “Oh, Lottie, aren’t these just fabulous?” Mom says as she picks up every other necklace on the table and tosses it into her very own Posh designer tote bag. “Wiley says it’s on him.” She winks over at me. “Get yourself a man who says it’s on him, Lottie. And you will have a treasure just like my Wi-Wi.”

      Now there’s a coincidence. Why is something I ask myself each time they’re together.

      She blinks back at Noah and Everett. “I see you’ve come with your own personal bodyguards.” She gives a sultry laugh as if she were flirting with them.

      “Bodyguards?” Meg pops up with her dark hair teased to high heaven and her makeup overdone as if she were a cartoon character. She’s donned her old wrestling garb, a gold leotard with wrist cuffs and a cape. Come to think of it, the cape might be new. “These men are like credit cards. Lottie never leaves home without ’em.”

      Mom indulges in a laugh on my behalf. “I must say, I admire your stamina. One man is enough for me.”

      “Mother,” I hiss as I offer a meager smile to both Noah and Everett. “I’m not doing anything that requires any stamina. I’m with Noah.”

      Meg leans in. “Hear that, Detective Fox? You seem to lack the ability to exert her.”

      Everett’s lips curve upward, and honest to God, I think Meg just got a genuine smile out of him.

      “Hear that, Noah?” Everett elbows him in the rib. “Sounds like she’s saving all her stamina for a worthy cause. Me.”

      Meg lets out a howl of a laugh. “The two of you just gave me a great idea. Don’t go anywhere. Give me ten minutes.” She takes off just as Quinn pops up a few feet away, digging through some storage bins as she pulls out new inventory.

      “Ooh!” I point over to her as I nod to Noah and Everett. “I’ll be right back.” I squint over at the woman who raised me. “Play nice, Mother. You’ve caused enough trouble for one night.”

      A small crowd of women move into the vicinity, and it takes all of my strength to thread my way through them until I land near Quinn who’s still elbows deep in those bins.

      “Need help?” I ask as I catch a box that seemingly jumped from the bin all on its own and catch it.

      “Nice save.” She laughs as she straightens. That dark wavy hair, those lavender eyes, she really is the spitting image of Serena. And yet, somehow I seem to appreciate this version better. “See anything you like?”

      “I’ve seen too many things I like. By the looks of it, you’ll sell out of all your inventory in the next ten minutes.”

      “I hope so.” Quinn arches her back as she takes in the chaos. “We’ve decided to keep Posh going in memory of Mitzi.”

      “We?”

      She nods. “My friends and I.”

      “Oh, like Cormack, Cressida, and Serena?” I try to look genuine while asking the question. I want to shake down every name I can from her. I have a feeling the killer is just one name out of reach—unless, of course, the killer is Quinn.

      “No.” She shakes her head. “We’re not all that close—with the exception of Serena and me. It’s mostly my old boarding school friends. We’re inseparable.”

      “That sounds special. So it’s like a mini corporation. How many of you are there?”

      Her forehead wrinkles as she considers this. “Let’s see. There are Bronson, Alexandra”—she touches a finger as she goes down the list—Courtland, Higgins, Carly, and me. So I guess six.” She sags a moment. “It was the seven of us for as long as I could remember.”

      And there you have it. The Pinewood Seven.

      “Wow.” I clear my throat as the music picks up a notch and seems to pulsate through my skull. “I bet the seven of you did everything together. I bet you knew everything about one another, too.”

      Her eyes widen a notch. “That we did.” She shudders. “A little too much, if you ask me.”

      “So I guess you all have your thoughts on who did this to Mitzi.”

      She gives an incredulous sounding laugh. “Oh, yes. Honestly, it could have been anybody. Heck, it could have been any one of us. Just because we’re close doesn’t mean we always like each other. Sometimes we’re at each others’ throats, and lately it was more often than not.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it. Can I ask what happened?”

      She takes a deep breath as she looks over at Carly and Higgins as they take money hand over fist, one sale after another.

      Quinn sighs. “Let’s just say when a group of people share a secret, things can get ugly.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “I can imagine. The same thing happened to me,” I volunteer the lie far quicker than I can come up with a story to back it. “One of my friends decided to spill the beans, of course. The rest of us weren’t thrilled with it. There was some humiliation involved. And, well, my two best friends no longer speak to one another.”

      She glances to the ceiling. “If only there were merely humiliation waiting in the bounds. I guess I run with a far more dangerous crowd.”

      Carly shouts for her, and Quinn lifts a hand.

      “I’d better go.” She takes a breath. “Why don’t you pick out a piece on me? My cousin really thinks highly of you.”

      “Serena?” I practically gag on her name.

      “Yup. She’s forever telling me I should follow my dream and become a fashion buyer. She keeps saying, ‘Look at Lottie. If she can run her own business, anyone can.’”

      “Of course.” I shrug off the inadvertent zinger as she zips away into the crowd.

      A ball of supernatural fluff floats my way. “Lottie, I did it! I eavesdropped on the two blondes.”

      “Higgins and Carly? What did they say?”

      “Higgins said she’ll fight Alexandra tooth and nail to make Bronson hers.”

      “That didn’t take long. Their friend isn’t dead a month and already they’re warring over her boyfriend.”

      “I bet they’ll both have babies in their bellies by the time spring is through.” Her ears take turns flopping over her face with glee. “Oh, and there was one other thing.”

      “What’s that?” My ovaries are almost afraid to ask.

      “Higgins said something about Mitzi writing a book loosely based on their lives.”

      “A book?” No one has mentioned a book, have they? I try to scan my memory. That banner that Courtland supposedly sent flits through my mind. It’s so quiet without you.

      “They had a secret. The Pinewood Seven. Do you think Mitzi risked exposing them with the book?”

      Fluffy’s ears perk. “I think this is a question best pondered with carrot cake. I’ll stop by the bakery before heading to the house. See about putting some babies in your belly, would you?” she calls out as she evaporates to nothing.

      I turn to look for Noah and Everett and my mother pops up instead.

      “You know, Lottie.” Mom gives her cheek a quick scratch. “I’m having a sudden craving for lots and lots of grandchildren. Have you looked at those hot to trot men who are so eager to have you for themselves? I’d get a move on if I were you.”

      “Miranda Takes the Cake.” A tight smile expands over my face. “In your next life, I’m convinced you’ll come back as a bunny.”

      The lights in the room blink on and off and Meg takes the stage as the spotlights swirl over her.

      “Can I have your attention, please?” My sister bellows like a human megaphone. “Since we’re hosting a special event tonight that caters to both sexes, we here at Red Satin thought it would be fun to offer you a little entertainment. Why don’t all you couples out there migrate to the stage for a little impromptu dance competition? Winning couple gets a two hundred dollar gift card to Chops Steakhouse overlooking Honey Lake and bragging rights as Red Satin’s sexiest couple of the year!”

      The music starts up again, an odd combination of rock and country, but that doesn’t stop the entire room from gyrating along with the rhythm.

      Wiley pops up next to my mother. “I smell a steak with our names on it.” He takes her by the hand and begins to lead her toward ground zero.

      She leans back my way. “Who cares about the steak, I want bragging rights!”

      “And they’re off,” I say as they’re halfway to the stage.

      And considering there’s only one other brave couple swinging to the beat, I’d say the odds are in their favor.

      Everett crops up with his lids hooded dangerously low. “I think we can take ’em.”

      “What?” A laugh gets caught in my throat.

      Noah squeezes between us as his dimples dig in. “I’m in the mood for a nice, juicy steak, Lot. What do you say?” He clasps his hand over mine.

      “Nice try,” Everett says, pulling me close. “You go buy yourself a steak, Noah. Lemon and I are going for the gold.”

      “Bragging rights?” I can’t help but giggle.

      “You said it.” Everett whisks us over to the stage and we hop on up with Noah right there by our side.

      Soon I’m losing it to the music as Everett does his best to swivel his hips close to mine and Noah moves his body in ways that make my mouth fall open. The three of us bust a dirty move or two until we’re drenched with sweat—our bodies crying out for far more than mercy. I happen to glance back at the other couples on stage and not one of them is moving. They’re all frozen at attention, riveted as they watch Noah and Everett hustle for my attention, and as I give all the attention I have to the two of them.

      The music slows down a notch and soon Meg hops back on stage.

      “Winner by unanimous vote and perhaps default because you caused such a sexy scene—introducing Red Satin’s sexy threesome of the year!” She points our way and a riotous applause breaks out.

      Good Lord. I look to Noah and Everett with a laugh panting from me as they each hold up one of my hands in victory.

      Soon we’re off the stage and outside those thorny horny doors and I steal a moment to pull the two most important men in my life close.

      Tears fill my eyes as I look up at these gorgeous men.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, and my voice comes out broken.

      “What?” Noah sweeps the hair from my forehead. “There’s nothing to be sorry about.”

      Everett dots my cheek with a kiss. “Let’s get you home.”

      “Let’s hope I have a home once Evie and her girlfriends get through with it.” The words come out ragged from me, rife with exhaustion. “I bet they’ve mined the kitchen for all the chocolate in the house.” Or whiskey.

      We drive back to Honey Hollow, and just as we’re nearing Country Cottage Road we hit major congestion. There are cars, and trucks, and, my God, is that a tractor? Regardless, they are parked every which way, and there are about ten sheriff’s deputies’ vehicles surrounding my rental house.

      “What in the heck?” I hop out of Everett’s car and start running for the house. Soon Everett and Noah are by my side as we bullet up my driveway, only to find teenagers pouring out of what seems like every orifice of the house. The lights are all on, and the sound of loud music thumps from inside, echoing through my body like a heartbeat.

      “Evie?” Everett riots just as the girl herself emerges from the house accompanied by a couple of deputies.

      “Where are my cats?” I shriek over at her and she rolls her eyes.

      Evie sighs. “In your bathroom.”

      Noah nods. “I’ll go make sure they’re okay.” He looks to the deputies on his way up. “What’s going on?”

      “Just breaking up a party,” one of them says.

      The other shakes his head as they make their way down the walk. “Haven’t had one like this in nearly a decade.”

      “Great,” I say, looking to Evie. “I see you’re breaking records.”

      Everett has steam coming out of his ears, and I’m being literal.

      “Evie, you said you were going to have a few girls over.” He manages to keep his voice even and measured. “What happened to pillow fights and romcoms?”

      “Relax, would you?” she snips. “It’s still on. We just had a few extra friends stop by.”

      I scoff at the thought. “Like every teenager in Vermont?”

      Evie folds her arms across her chest in a show of what looks to be pride.

      “More like all of Honey Hollow High was here,” she’s quick to inform us. “I needed to let them know there’s a new queen bee in town.” She shoots Everett a look. “It was your suggestion I go there next fall. You want me to fit in, don’t you?” She bats those thick lashes my way. “And you want me to have friends, don’t you, Lottie? I’m not in any trouble, am I? You’re not going to banish me to some Swiss boarding school for the next three years, are you? I was just getting used to the idea of having my very own family.” There’s a devilish twinge in her eyes that lets me know she’s having her way with us.

      “You’re not in trouble,” Everett assures her.

      She looks my way. “Do you hate me?”

      “No. I could never hate you.”

      Noah heads over, holding both Pancake and Waffles, and I breathe a sigh of relief at the sight.

      “Great,” Evie says. “I gotta run. I’m in charge of popcorn.” She trots back into the house and I take Pancake from Noah.

      “Welcome to the teen years, Everett,” Noah says. “That girl is going to give you a run for your money.”

      “She wouldn’t be the first.” Everett tweaks his brows my way. “This one beat her to it.”

      “The teen years.” I shudder as I say it. “You think we’ll survive them?”

      “As long as you’re by my side, Lemon, I can survive anything.” He drops a kiss to my forehead. “I’m going to do a quick once-over in the house just to make sure there aren’t any boys hiding out in the closets.”

      He takes off and I snuggle Pancake over my cheek while stepping close to Noah.

      “We survived,” I say with a laugh in my throat, but it quickly dissipates when I see the pain in his eyes.

      I’m pretty sure it says, did we?
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      “She wrote a book?” Evie is riveted as I relay what I gleaned the night of the jewelry show.

      Yesterday, Evie and her friends ended up lounging around the house, but today, Monday, is an official school day, so Carlotta drove Evie straight to the bakery once Evie asked for help on her paper. And here she sits with her books sprawled all over the counter.

      “Yes, she did write a book,” I say as Lily and Carlotta hang on every word while shoving a snickerdoodle cookie into their mouths. “And if we want to find out what secrets the Pinewood Seven have, or had, I think we’re going to need to read it.”

      An elastic smile expands over Evie’s face. “I like how you said we. So what do we do now? I bet the book is on her computer. Should we break into her house?”

      Lily snorts. “Essex would love that. His kid’s not in town one month, Lottie, and you land her behind bars with breaking and entering charges.”

      “Eww”—Evie winces at her with a look of disgust, her go-to look might I add—“did you just call my dad Essex? That was a rhetorical question. Don’t answer. And by the way, that’s disrespectful to Lottie.”

      Carlotta reaches for another cookie and gobbles it down without taking her eyes off of Evie.

      Lily doesn’t hesitate to laugh. “And how is that disrespectful to Lottie? Because she’s not exactly respectful to Essex if you haven’t noticed.”

      Carlotta gasps before shoving another cookie into her mouth.

      Evie gives a quick sigh as she looks my way. “She’s not wrong, you know. Just how long do you think you’ll be able to string my dad along? He’s not getting any younger.” She leans my way. “And neither are you.”

      Carlotta breaks out into a full-blown chuckle. “She’s got you there, Lot Lot.”

      Both Evie and Carlotta reach for the same snickerdoodle cookie and Carlotta quickly retracts her hand as if pulling it out of a fire.

      Evie smirks as she comes up victorious with the cinnamon sugary goodness.

      “I want a miniature human to snuggle with.” Evie nods. “I want a baby brother or sister.” It comes out more of a command than a request. “And every day you wait, your eggs shrivel up just a little bit more until one day they’ll dry up and go away. I learned all about it in health class.” She glances to Carlotta, inciting the older version of myself to shrug.

      “Don’t look at me, kid. I popped her out when I was sixteen,” Carlotta offers. “She isn’t exactly taking a page out of my baby book. At this rate, your best bet to snuggle with a miniature human would be to make one yourself.”

      “Absolutely not.” I swat Carlotta with a dishtowel. “Evie, don’t listen to her. We’ll snuggle with Pancake and Waffles tonight. I think I’ve got some dresses left over from Halloween for them both, and once we dress them up, they’ll look like the cutest miniature humans you ever did see—albeit hairy.”

      “And cross-dressing,” Carlotta adds. “This will be one for the books.”

      The chime on the door goes off and in walks Serena Digby.

      “Speaking of books,” I whisper. “I think our ticket to Mitzi’s masterpiece just walked through the door.”

      Serena speeds over and gives an amicable nod. “I just came by to remind you that the deb revival ball is this Saturday night. Cormack wants to make sure everything is perfect. She wants to double the order for the dessert platters.”

      “That should be no problem.” I do a quick calculation in my head. “I’ll have to triple the bill. Rush fee.”

      “Funny.” Serena nods to the bakery shelf. “Box me up a dozen of those snickerdoodles, would you? Quinn just loves them and I’m heading over to the office to see her.”

      “The office?” Evie makes crazy eyes my way. “As in the Posh offices?”

      “That would be correct,” Serena says as she pulls out her wallet.

      Lily gets right to boxing up Serena’s order as Evie and I exchange a look. She ticks her head toward Serena and I give just a subtle nod.

      Evie clears her throat. “You know, Serena, I’m writing a paper for my business class. Do you think I could come down to the office this afternoon to see the inner workings of a successful company that’s predominately owned by women?”

      “Sure,” she says as she gives Lily the cash and takes the cookies. “It’s down in Ashford, next to the Ashford City Bank.”

      She takes off and I grab another box and start filling it to the brim with my sweet treats.

      “What are you doing?” Carlotta asks as she snatches a brownie from the box at hand.

      “If I’m going to snoop around Mitzi’s computer, I’ll need enough desserts to keep the office occupied.”

      “Whoo hoo!” Evie hops off her stool and shoves her books into that bright yellow backpack of hers. “We’re out of here.”

      “Wait a minute,” I moan. “How are we going to get her book off the computer?”

      “Please,” Evie grunts as if she were dealing with imbeciles. “You’ve got me on your side. I could recode every computer in that office if I wanted to and they wouldn’t be able to access any information until 2045.”

      “Teen tech,” Carlotta bleats. “Gotta love it.” She cinches her purse over her shoulder and motions for the door. “You’ll need me in the event things get ugly.”

      “Things aren’t going to get ugly,” I say. “Lily, would you watch the shop?”

      “Don’t I always? Go get the bad guys, Lottie. Or commit wire fraud or tax evasion or whatever else makes your Monday. I’ve got the bakery handled.”

      Wire fraud. I roll my eyes ala Evie as the three of us head for my car.

      There is nothing overtly illegal about what we’re going to do.

      It’s just a misdemeanor in the least.

      I hope.
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      It turns out, the Posh offices are located just a few city blocks from the courthouse and just down the street from the Ashford Sheriff’s Department.

      “And as soon as we’re done here”—I say to Evie—“I’m taking you down the street for a little field trip. Just wait until you see your father’s office. And if you’re lucky, you’ll be able to see him in action one day.”

      Evie, Carlotta, and I look up at the large hot pink Posh logo that extends past the white modern looking building with its expansive glass windows.

      Carlotta takes a breath. “Let’s hope she’s not seeing the inside of a courtroom because of legal reasons. You sure you got this under control, Lot Lot?”

      “You bet,” I say. “Evie, you’ll have just under five minutes to swipe the information from Mitzi’s computer. Are you sure you can do it in that short of time?”

      “Yup.” She twists her long dark hair into a bun and cinches it with a plastic coil that looks as if it once belonged to a phone cord. “I’ve got a flash drive that could back up seven computers. This will be a cake walk.”

      We head on in through the smoky glass door and are greeted with white glossy floors and a white reception counter covered in marble. On top sits a pink Easter basket filled with chocolate eggs wrapped in pastel foil with a tiny sign staked into it that reads, please take one!

      Carlotta snatches up a handful and I raise a brow her way.

      “What?” She snarks my way. “I took one for each of us.”

      “Never mind,” I say as I crane my neck past the partition behind the reception counter to reveal an expansive space with a hall that leads to many offices—the first of which has an oversized plaque that reads, Mitzi Jenson, President, Posh Enterprises.

      I nudge Evie in the ribs and point over to it.

      “Cool.” She takes off without so much as a glance in my direction.

      “No, no,” I whisper, but it’s too late. She’s already past the reception desk and in Mitzi’s office before I can tell her anything about signals or code words or utter the words abort the mission.

      Carly pops up with her vanilla locks framing her face and a glossy pink smile blooming on her lips.

      “What is this?” Her eyes brighten as she sees the pink box in my hands.

      “For the office,” I say.

      Carly coos at the sight as she opens the pink box of treats from my bakery and begins to indulge on a brownie.

      “Hey, guys!” she shouts. “Lottie is here and she brought lots and lots of goodies!”

      Before we know it, Courtland and Higgins pop up. Courtland is wearing a pair of sky-high heels that only seem to add to her impossible height. Her red hair is trimmed a little shorter around her shoulders and the red hue matches the color on her lips.

      Higgins snatches a snickerdoodle cookie out of the box. “I was thrilled when Serena said you might stop by. And selfishly I was hoping you would do exactly this.” She toasts me with a cookie. Her pale hair and face makes her crystal green eyes shine all the brighter as she takes a bite. “So good!” she moans through a mouthful.

      Courtland nods in agreement as she noshes on a raspberry Danish. “So where’s your daughter? Is she the one who wants a tour of the office?”

      I take a breath as I look to Carlotta for help.

      Side note: Anytime anyone needs to look to Carlotta for help, it’s easy to surmise they’re in a world of trouble.

      “Restroom,” Carlotta bleats just as a spray of stars appears behind her.

      Fluffy Takes the Cake materializes before us and her fur shines a florescent shade of magenta.

      “Oh, thank goodness.” The furry little specter twitches her velvety nose. “I was hoping we could move the investigation along. I’ve been speaking to Thirteen, and, oh, how I wish he were a bunny. But I’m not holding that against him. I mean, we’re both dead, right? Certainly there can be an intermingling of species once we’ve both crossed the great divide. The babies we’d have. They would be too precious for words—with my long ears and his long tail. They would certainly be a sight to behold.”

      Truth be told, a bunny with a long tail would disqualify it from the adorable creature realm in my opinion, but then, who am I to judge someone else’s ghostly offspring?

      “But I digress.” Fluffy shakes out her fur and a smattering of stars float out of it. “Thirteen says we need to shore up the motives. Chop, chop, Lottie. I have a harem to tend to.” She giggles herself into a hot pink conniption.

      I clear my throat as I look to Carly, Higgins, and Courtland. “So, did you hear?” I ask with a slight tremor in my voice because it’s just occurred to me I’ve put Evie in a totally illegal position. “They’re getting close to a break in the case.”

      The three girls exchange wide-eyed glances.

      Carly shudders. “I wonder who it’ll be?”

      Courtland’s chest pumps. “My money is on Alexandra. Did you know how many times she said she’d kill for those horses? I think push came to shove and she finally did the deed.” She takes a bite out of her Danish as the other girls moan in protest.

      “No way.” Carly shakes her head. “What about Bronson and his creepy declaration before Mitzi was found strangled?”

      The three of them exchange knowing nods while Carlotta waves Carly on as if prompting her to proceed.

      “Well?” Carlotta snips. “Don’t keep us in suspense. What kind of a creepy declaration did he make?”

      Carly pulls her shoulders to her ears. “He said if she kept up her behavior, he’d strangle her just to keep her quiet.”

      “Quiet?” I ask. There’s that keyword again.

      The three of them grow pale.

      Carly manufactures a stilted laugh. “You know, she was a chatty Cathy.”

      “Right,” I say. But I doubt that’s what he meant.

      Fluffy’s ears take turns rising to the ceiling. “I bet this is related to that awful secret the six of them are keeping.

      I nod because I happen to think she’s right.

      Higgins snatches a lemon bar from the pastry box. “Oh, Lottie, these are my favorite. My grandmother used to make them and they bring back such good memories.”

      Courtland lifts a finger in the air. “Maybe you’re onto something, Carly. I mean, Bronson really didn’t like…certain aspects about Mitz.”

      She says the words certain aspects slow and wooden as if it was code for something—something like the dirty little secret that’s bonding their group for who knows how long.

      Something Courtland mentioned at the library comes back to me. The seven of them hadn’t been back to Pinewood Lake in eleven years. Maybe this secret is tied to that somehow? You wouldn’t call yourselves the Pinewood Seven unless it marked an infamous event, good or bad.

      Fluffy looks to Carlotta and me. “It sounds as if Bronson wanted to keep Mitzi quiet. That’s a motive for murder if ever there was one. But ironically, what my new boyfriends appreciate best about me is how very loud and commanding I can be.” She chortles and I make a face because she just so happened to choose a rather morbid example to demonstrate her use of posthumous vocals.

      Higgins wrinkles her nose. “I’d better tell Serena and Quinn that we have a box of glorious goodies, even if they are being stingy with that box of snickerdoodles they’re hoarding.

      She takes off and Courtland and Carly exchange a dark glance.

      “She looks nervous,” Carly whispers to Courtland as if it were for her ears only.

      Courtland shrugs. “Guilty people usually are.”

      Carlotta clears her throat. “What’s this about girls? We won’t tell. We brought the cookies. We practically have a right to know.”

      Carly sighs our way. “It’s nothing really. It’s just that Mitzi had a project she was working on and Higgins protested the loudest. None of us really cared for Mitzi’s idea but, well, Higgins sort of took the reins and put the kibosh on it.”

      “The book!” Fluffy spins in a circle. “I bet they’re talking about that book.” She continues to spin faster and faster. “Whoa!” She stretches the word out infinitely as she turns into a bright pink blur before clapping out of existence altogether.

      Carlotta looks my way. “I get it,” she says to the girls before us. “My Lot Lot has had a harebrained scheme or two that I wasn’t totally on board with. But then, I was never lucky enough to put the kibosh on them all.”

      Carly and Courtland share a warm laugh on my behalf.

      “I do try to keep her on her toes.” I smear it with a smile.

      Evie pops up behind them and startles us all with her presence. She cinches her backpack over her shoulder and nods my way.

      “Ready when you are.” She gives a little wink, no smile, and I can’t help but think how much she looks like Everett right now. I’m betting it’s that extra devious gleam in her eye.

      “Oh great,” I say as a wave of relief surges through me. “I guess we’ll be leaving now. We’ll see you all at the deb revival this Saturday night.”

      “Wait.” Courtland blocks Evie’s path. “What about the tour? I was all excited to show you around. I have to practice. We have a design class coming in next week.”

      “Stop!” someone shouts from behind and we look to find Quinn, the Serena knockoff and apparent snickerdoodle hoarder, running this way. “Stop, thief!” she shouts as she snatches Evie’s backpack off of her. She opens it and plucks a rose gold laptop out before waving it in the air. “Busted.”

      Carlotta turns my way. “Busted indeed.”
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      It takes less than five minutes for Everett and Noah to show up.

      As soon as Quinn, the little snitch, put a call to the sheriff’s department, I put a text in to both of my knights in shining armor.

      Okay, so Quinn isn’t quite a snitch. She honestly did think she was stopping a thief. And Carly suggested we bring the sheriff’s department into this, lest Evie’s kleptomania tendencies fester and lead to bigger and far more felonious heists.

      Noah pulls me to the side as Evie wails away at top volume. Everett is over there calming her down while trying to get the story from her. Carlotta jabbed the poor girl in the ribs as soon as the call to the sheriff’s department was made and told her to turn on the waterworks.

      It’s good to know Evie follows orders when she has to. But then, I already knew that. After all, she followed my orders to do what she did to begin with.

      “Lottie”—Noah bears his lime green eyes into mine—“what the hell happened?”

      A couple of deputies mill around in the room, speaking to Carly, Courtland, Higgins, and Quinn while Serena stands off to the side chatting with Carlotta.

      “Okay.” I take a breath. “It’s really easy to explain.” I wince because it’s not easy at all. “I sort of found out that a certain dead suspect may or may not have written a tell-all—one that she might have been murdered because of.” I tip my head as if this should be of special interest to him, seeing he’s the lead homicide detective in the case, but Noah doesn’t seem too impressed. “Anyway, I thought the book had to be on her hard drive, so we came here to borrow it.” I shrug up at him as if I didn’t see a single thing wrong with the idea.

      “Borrow?” His eyes bulge right out of his head as he leads me a few steps farther from the rest of the bodies in the room. “Lottie, this isn’t a library. Are you telling me you sent Evie on a mission to steal that laptop?”

      “What? No!” I stuff my fingers into my mouth in an effort to prevent me from incriminating myself. “I thought it was on a regular computer. Evie has this little device. She said she could wipe the memory from it in minutes.”

      His brows rise into his forehead. “And you didn’t think that was stealing?”

      Evie wails louder and I crane my neck to find poor Everett trying his best to comfort her.

      “I’d better get over there.” I can feel a spike of heat building under my arms. “Noah, what am I going to do? This is all my fault. Just how bad is it? Did we commit a felony?”

      His features harden to stone as he examines me. “Considering that it’s a professional grade laptop worth more than a thousand dollars, the answer is yes, Lottie.”

      “Great balls of felonies!” My hands fly to my lips as I make a beeline for the poor shivering girl. My goodness, she’s only fifteen! “Evie.” I latch onto her and she sobs incessantly over my shoulder. Her whole body jerks and twitches. She moves her mouth close to my ear.

      “How am I doing?”

      “Oh, good grief.” I pull back and wipe the hair from her forehead. “Evie, I want you to know this is all my fault. I’m taking the blame.”

      Carlotta comes over. “Look at you, kid. You’ve got snot all over your face.” She riffles through her purse briefly. “Judge Baxter, I’m taking her to the little girls’ room to clean up.” She yanks Evie out of our midst and Everett turns his attention my way.

      His lids hood just a notch. “Lemon.”

      Everett Baxter looks as intimidating as he does handsome in his three-piece midnight blue suit.

      He leans in. “What the heck just happened? She mumbled something about a book. Does this have something to do with that paper she’s been working on?”

      “What? No.” I frown over at Noah as he comes in close, and I quickly reiterate the story to Everett.

      A low growl emits from him, and I resist the urge to cower.

      “Lemon, do you have any idea of the trauma you might have impinged on her for suggesting she do this? Not to mention how this makes her look?”

      Noah shakes his head. “I’ll make sure this goes away.”

      “No,” Everett says it curt. “I’ll make sure this goes away. That’s my daughter. This is my mess.” He presses his gaze into mine and he softens. “We’ll talk.”

      “Everett, I’m sorry. I didn’t think…” I close my eyes. “That about sums it up. I didn’t think.”

      Evie and Carlotta come back out, and before we know it, we’re all off in separate directions, with Evie, Carlotta, and me driving back to Honey Hollow, while Noah and Everett stick around Posh in an effort to make sure the dust settles.

      Evie bounces in the back seat. “How cool is it that my dad, the big bad judge, is going to make it look as if this never happened? No one is ever going to know about the time I committed a felony.”

      “It’s not cool,” I say.

      Carlotta ticks her head to the side. “It’s a little bit cool.”

      But it’s not in the least.

      And a small part of me wonders if I’ve set Evie up for another felony in the future.

      Some mother I’m shaping up to be.

      I’ve let Evie down.

      I’ve disappointed myself.

      Worse yet, I’ve disappointed Everett.

      And as much as I’d love to take all the blame, I blame whoever killed Mitzi Jenson just the same. If it weren’t for them, none of us would be in this mess to begin with, especially not Mitzi.
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      I called Lily and she said she’d close the bakery for me, so Evie and I hopped into our matching unicorn PJs as soon as we got home. Carlotta took off for a hot date with Mayor Nash. She said committing a felony always made her randy. Her disturbing words, not mine.

      Evie made some mac and cheese and I whipped up a batch of my snickerdoodle cookies. Soon enough, we land on the couch with full bellies and our laps filled with a furry beast each. Evie snuggles with Pancake while I hold Waffles. There’s a romantic comedy playing on the television, but neither of us is paying attention to it.

      “Guess what?” Evie’s left brow spikes into her forehead like a fishhook.

      My eyes narrow in on hers. “Why do I have the sudden urge to say no?”

      She scoffs as she kicks my foot with hers. “Because you’re shaping up to be such a mom.”

      “A horrible one at that.”

      “Hey, that’s not true.” She holds Pancake tight as if I just threatened to take him away from her. “I’ve never had a real mom before. Cressida doesn’t count.” She takes in a quick breath. “That is, unless you don’t want to be my mother.”

      “No. I mean, yes, I want to be your mother. Evie”— I set Waffles down next to me and sling an arm over her shoulder—“in the event you haven’t noticed, I’m a little attached to you. And I’m not being literal. You’ve stolen my heart—my whole heart. I care about you, and I want what’s best for you.” I press my gaze to those cobalt eyes of hers. “Evie, I love your father so much. And I love you, too. You’re my family now, just like Everett.”

      She sighs. And if I were to guess, I think she’s relieved to hear it.

      “Then why aren’t you with him? I mean, I know the story. Carlotta told me the entire twisted fairytale. You’re a princess with two Prince Charmings. But that’s not always going to be your story, is it?”

      My mouth opens and closes. “No, I suppose it isn’t.”

      “Why is it so hard to choose? I mean, I get it Noah is hot. And he just so happens to be packing heat, too. But my dad is hot in a weird dad kind of a way. And he can do a lot of damage with that gavel. Everyone fears a judge, Lottie.”

      “Believe me, I’m a little afraid of him myself at the moment.”

      “You’re the one person he cares about most.” She shrugs. “He says he cares about me, but after today I wouldn’t be surprised if he shipped me back to Ellington in the morning.”

      “No way is he doing that.” I offer her a firm embrace. “You’re a keeper. Nobody is sending you back. Your dad wants a real relationship with you. He’s invested. And he’s going to be around for life, so you’d better get used to him—and me. I’m not going anywhere either.”

      She gives a little sniff. “I’m glad.” She shrugs. “I just wish you’d give my dad another shot. It would be kind of cool to have a complete family unit who actually lived under one roof. I mean, I’ve heard about it—mostly on TV. I’ve just never experienced it.”

      “You will.” My heart stops cold. Because if I’m the woman in Everett’s life, where does that leave Noah? I close my eyes as a wave of grief washes over me.

      “Geez, Lottie, you really know how to pull down the party. Don’t worry. I have just the thing to cheer you up.” She bounces around the room until she lands right back on the sofa with that bright yellow backpack of hers. “Here’s a little gift for you.” She reaches in and pulls out a black metal square no bigger than a playing card.

      “What’s this?” I note the small wire hanging out of one end.

      “It’s the holy grail—i.e., Mitzi’s book. I swiped the laptop before I literally swiped the laptop. The only reason I took the stupid laptop was purely out of reflex. I shoved it into my backpack without thinking, like I’ve done with my own a thousand times. Like I would want to lift some janky piece of antiquated equipment. I made sure to buy the latest model for myself as soon as it came out.”

      “What in the world?” I gasp, holding the flash drive close.

      Evie pulls my laptop off the coffee table and plugs the flash drive in, and soon she’s sailing right through all of Mitzi Jenson’s files.

      “Bingo.” She points a pretty pink fingernail at my screen. “I bet this is what we’ve been looking for. Mystery at Emerald Lake.”

      “Oh, wow, she hardly tried to hide it.”

      “Here.” Evie takes my laptop for a moment. “I’m leaving a copy on your laptop, and I’ll do the same for mine so we can read it at the very same time.”

      “You are far too brilliant for your britches. But then, knowing who your father is, this isn’t a shocker.”

      Evie and I get to reading Mitzi’s vague tell-all and my heart stops cold as I devour it as quickly as I can.

      According to this, the Pinewood Seven have been hiding something sinister for the last eleven years, and the fact is, they just might all be killers.
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      Chops Steakhouse sits on the west end of Honey Lake down where there’s a dock and a few other restaurants vying for the attention of hungry boaters and townies alike.

      As soon as I gobbled up that sure-to-be bestseller of Mitzi’s, I just had to set up a time to talk to both Noah and Everett, and what better way to do just that than over a few free steaks?

      The interior of the steakhouse is dimly lit with candles flickering over every table. Noah, Everett, and I just put in our orders and are enjoying our drinks as we take in the expansive views of Honey Lake. Both Noah and Everett look as if they went the extra mile in getting ready for tonight’s date, and as much as I’d like to use the term loosely, it doesn’t seem possible at this point.

      The three of us are dating. It’s weird.

      “Lemon.” Everett’s lip rise at the tips. He’s donned a midnight black suit and a pale blue tie that only seems to accentuate his eyes. “You look stunning.”

      A small giggle gets trapped in my chest. “Everett, you’ve said that twice already.”

      “And I’ve meant it every time.”

      Noah takes a breath. He looks scrumptious in his chocolate corduroy jacket, his dark hair slicked back, and his dimples going off like blinkers every now and again.

      I swear on all that is holy, every waitress in the building has already stopped by our table six times. Not one of those girls could take their eyes off these spectacularly sexy men, and I couldn’t blame them. I can’t seem to take my eyes off them myself.

      “To Lottie Lemon.” Noah raises his ice water, and Everett and I do the same. “The love of my life.”

      Everett nods. “The love of my life.”

      My mouth falls open as I look to him. “Everett”—a laugh lives and dies in my throat—“really?” My heart gives a wild thump. Everett has said he loves me before, but to proclaim me as the love of his life seems monumental.

      “Yes.” Those cobalt eyes press into mine. “Really.”

      Noah clears his throat and breaks the spell Everett has over me.

      “I’m sorry, Noah,” I whisper. “It’s just he’s never said that before.”

      Noah ticks his head. “Yes, well, communication is right up there with commitment with Everett.” He folds his hands over the table. “Don’t keep us in suspense. Tell us what you found in the book.”

      A supernatural sprinkling of sparks and stars erupts next to me as Fluffy blinks to life in a brilliant shade of chartreuse.

      “Oh! Fluffy’s here.” I take up both Noah and Everett’s hands so they can hear her.

      “Am I late, Lottie?” Fluffy trills melodically as she struggles to get her bearings.

      “You’re just in time. I was just about to tell Everett and Noah all about Mitzi’s book.”

      Fluffy makes an odd chirping noise as she sits at attention. “Such handsome men surrounding you tonight. Take note. It is spring, Lottie. If you play your carrots right, you could have babies in your belly tonight. I’ve had up to fourteen at once myself. Wouldn’t that be fabulous? Seven from each of them. And then, of course, you could start all over again. It’s a rite of passage with my kind.”

      Noah chuckles. “It’s sort of a rite of passage with our kind, too.” Noah softens as he looks my way. “I can’t wait to have kids with you, Lottie.”

      Everett swills his drink. “We’re off to a good start, Lemon. Evie is the perfect age to babysit the rest of our brood.”

      “Hear that, Lottie?” Fluffy’s fur sparks with tiny pink stars, a stunning effect when juxtaposed against her green aura tonight. “He wants an entire brood. A man after my own heart.”

      Noah’s chest widens. “I hope we have a basketball team.”

      “Fluffy”—I whisper as I lean her way—“humans typically only have one child at a time. And I probably shouldn’t have them with both Noah and Everett.”

      “Why in heaven’s name not?” the haunted hare squawks as if I’ve just insulted her.

      “Because they frown upon one woman spending her time with two men.”

      A guttural huff of a laugh expels from her. “In my day they’d call you lucky.”

      I bite my lip as I look to both of the handsome men flanking me tonight.

      “I am lucky.” I shrug over at them as my eyes tear up. I’m pretty sure now isn’t the time to fall apart over my indecision. Instead, I clear my throat. “Let’s talk shop. It turns out, Mitzi knew her way around a keyboard. She penned quite a thriller centered on a group of eight friends.”

      “Eight?” Noah leans in.

      “That’s right. It was pretty easy to tell who was who in this book. The tall redhead was obviously Courtland. The scruffy, handsome jock was Bronson. Carly was the destitute friend who didn’t really belong. The girl obsessed with racehorses was Alexandra. There was a frail, angry blonde who I think might have been Higgins. The dark-haired girl with stunning lavender eyes was Quinn, for sure. And there was the narrator, a go-getter ready to start her own fashion business named Matilda.”

      Everett takes a breath. “And the eighth?”

      “A boy by the name of Troy Murdoch.”

      Fluffy purrs, “What happened to Troy? Did she—”

      I shake my head as I cut her off. “She didn’t have babies with him. The whole group was away at a place called Emerald Lake. They were staying at a ritzy cabin, experimenting with recreational drugs and with each other. One thing led to the next, and soon Troy was dead.”

      Fluffy gasps. “Was he stabbed, poisoned, smothered, shot, strangled, pushed, or hanged?”

      The table ceases all movement to look in the frightful furball’s direction.

      I lean in. “For a cute little pile of fluff, you really are up on the fine art of murder.”

      “Oh, it is a fine art, Lottie,” she says. “Mitzi was both injected with poison and strangled. Whoever did this to her wanted to make sure she was dead.”

      A thought comes to me. “Or maybe they weren’t strong enough to strangle her and they knew it? The scarf was just there to add insult to lethal injury.”

      The food arrives and we’re slow to start in on our dinner.

      Noah glances my way. “How was Troy killed in the book?”

      “A blow to the head with a tire iron. The rest of them—the Emerald Seven—put his body in some ambiguous place called Old Ruby. And then it just ended. No mention of what happened to the rest of the characters.”

      Noah and Everett exchange a glance.

      “There was one more thing I found on Mitzi’s laptop.” I lean in, careful not to dip into that hot juicy steak sizzling on my plate. “She had a copy of a very recent email from a literary agent in New York. There was an offer on the manuscript.”

      Everett lifts a brow. “Any emails to or from her friends?”

      “Yes,” I whisper as if I suddenly felt the need to keep it down. “One from Courtland that said if Mitzi published her little book there would be hell to pay.”

      “That’s the killer!” Fluffy perks up and shakes a peppering of stars right out of her fur.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. It sounds as if they all had a thread of a motive now that we know about the book.” A conversation I had runs through my mind. “Bronson said she had a hankering for telling the truth even when it did her a disservice. And he happens to be a diabetic. That means he had access to needles.”

      Everett lifts a shoulder. “Maybe so, but the girl with the horses, Alexandra, she could have accessed them, too. You mentioned her horse was sick. I’m betting there was a lot of time spent with the veterinarian. She could have swiped both the syringe and the toxins.”

      “Noah”—I lean in—“what did you say she was injected with again?”

      “A combination of morphine and fentanyl.”

      I nod. “Okay, we need to find out if that’s used as an equine painkiller. You’re right, Everett. Alexandra’s horse was very sick.”

      Noah blows out a breath. “Funny thing is, the coroner said there was enough of it in her system to take down a horse.”

      “Or maybe quell the pain of a very bad leg.” The other afternoon comes to mind. “Although, while I was at the Posh offices, both Courtland and Carly were quick to suggest it could have been Higgins who did it. They were talking amongst themselves and said something about Higgins protesting the most when it came to Mitzi’s book.”

      Noah chews his lip. “You mentioned Courtland sent a blue wreath. And Carly took the banner off and threw it away.”

      Everett taps his hand over the table. “What did the banner say again? It’s so quiet without you?”

      “That’s right.” I can still see it clearly in my mind. “It’s no wonder Carly tore it off. It not only sounds dicey, but I bet the remaining Pinewood Seven don’t want any reminders of that book.” I pause for a moment. “The funny thing is, Courtland casually mentioned that she didn’t send flowers.” I shake my head. “I don’t get it.”

      Noah cuts into his steak. “Maybe she has an assistant who handled it?”

      “With that note?” I counter. “That was personal.”

      Everett considers it. “Unless she was framed.”

      “Framed?” I squint over at him, trying to get into his frame of mind.

      Noah nods as if he gets it. “Could be. The killer might be doing just about anything to throw us off their scent.”

      A dull laugh pulses through me. “Little did they know we’d have the book of the century to read.”

      I lift a finger, as I’m about to make another point when a tall girl with long, dark, wavy hair and an all too familiar face walks by. On either side of her are two boys in ill-fitted suits who look far too old to ever be near her.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” I say, catching her by the elbow and reeling her in. “Evie, what in the name of double trouble are you up to?”

      That little black dress she has on is living up to its name, and it just so happens to have a plunging neckline showing off far too much information than those boys ever need to be aware of—and perhaps her daddy.

      Everett hops up. “The date is over, boys,” he says, shuffling them back toward the exit.

      “Evie”—I hiss just this side of fury—“you cannot date two boys at one time. What are people going to think?”

      Her glossy pink lips glide back. “That I’m just like you?”

      Noah chuckles. “She’s got you there, Lot.”

      I hold a finger up his way. “Noah, do not start with me.”

      Everett comes back adjusting his lapel. “I got rid of them.”

      Evie’s eyes expand at the thought. Clearly, she’s impressed with her father’s ability to make people disappear for long spates of time. After all, it’s sort of his specialty.

      “You threatened to kill them, didn’t you?” She bounces with excitement.

      Noah shakes his head. “He probably just threatened them with prison time.”

      “Neither.” Everett takes his seat. “I gave them some cash and they said they’re going to Clucky Cheese’s to shoot some skee-ball.”

      Evie rolls her eyes as she snaps up a breadstick. “I hate boys. I need to move on to real men like you, Lottie.”

      “No,” Everett, Noah, and I sing like a choir.

      Evie orders a meal and we finish up our steaks and indulge in a shared dessert of ice cream and warm brownies.

      And over the course of an hour, I see the way Evie postures herself the way I do. The way she tips her water glass the way I’m prone to do when I’m sitting at the table. She showed up tonight with two young men flanking her on either side—much the way I did.

      Whether I want to admit it or not, I’m making an impression on this sweet girl, Everett’s daughter, my own daughter. I told Everett I was in this with him, and I meant it.

      I have to be the best mother she could have. Lord knows I’ll be the only one.

      Noah and Everett share a laugh over something while Evie rolls her eyes and sticks her finger down her throat as if she were gagging. She bats those long lashes my way and offers a warm, tender smile.

      Yes, she is watching me. And I need to be the best example for her.

      I look to Noah and Everett and sigh.

      I just can’t figure out how.
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      The Featherby estate out in Fallbrook is set on a sprawl of what feels like hundreds of acres. Honestly, it’s hard to believe this exorbitant display of wealth is set in Vermont. More to the point, it feels as if this estate has swallowed the state of Vermont.

      It’s the night of the debutante revival, or deb revival as the infamous Pinewood Seven and their cohorts have referred to it as.

      Everett drove the bakery van for me since I went all out and donned a gown and heels. Scarlet Sage sold me a gorgeous gold dress with a full satin skirt and beading at less than half price. She said customers have told her that they were waiting for the inventory to turn over, so she was having a rock bottom sale. Apparently, nobody wants a dress with the stench of death on it. But I didn’t mind. After months of stumbling upon dead bodies, I guess you could say death has lost its sting a bit with me.

      We park in front of the kitchen entry and Everett helps me schlep in dozens and dozens of platters. Lily arrives with her date, Seven, and she helps me get the oodles of snickerdoodles to where they need to be.

      Noah had to work late, but he should be here in just under an hour. Everett assured him he’d keep an eye on me—to which Noah replied he expected nothing less.

      The inside of the ballroom at the Featherby estate is festooned with oversized crystal vases brimming with peach and mint green flowers from roses to hydrangeas as big as your head. Twinkle lights are strung up above in a lattice formation as the massive crystal chandeliers are dimmed to provide just the right ambiance. The black and white checked floors are dizzying to look at, but thankfully the place is flooded with bodies—women in fluffy gowns in every shade of pastel and men in suits that range from charcoal gray to light blue.

      There certainly is a prom vibe happening here tonight. And if this preppy crowd is good at anything, it’s at throwing a prom-tastic party for the ages. Moody music seeps from the speakers and more than a few bodies are already moving into the center of the room to the beat. There’s a brimming buffet table deficient of any plates to accompany it. But then, I’m sure the food is more or less for looks. I only see a few people milling around with food on their napkins and it’s Lily and Seven.

      “Lemon.” Everett hitches his head toward the dance floor.

      “Are you asking me to dance?”

      His lips flicker as he takes me in his arms and we sail deep into the crowd.

      He leans in and whispers, “I have something to show you.” Everett pulls back and those heavy blue eyes cast a spell on me.

      “Is it appropriate for you to show it to me here?” It’s an honest question. This is Everett we’re talking about.

      He winces as he gives a quick look around. “It is, but you’ll have to look quickly.” He pulls his jacket open on the left and I glance down to see a brown leather strap circling his shoulder and the butt of a gun sticking out at the base.

      “Everett.” I help cinch his jacket closed. “Are you insane? Is that yours?”

      “No, it’s yours. It’s Ethel. She looked lonely, so I thought I’d take her out, show her a good time.”

      My lips swim with a smile. “And here I thought you’d never let another woman come between us.”

      A laugh ricochets in his chest but never makes it farther. His eyes penetrate mine and I’m mesmerized, entranced. Everett and I magnetized to one another in the very best way.

      “Fair warning, Lemon,” he whispers warm over my cheek. “You are in danger of being kissed.”

      His head inches toward mine, and it’s as if gravity were pulling my lips toward his.

      A loud shriek comes from behind, and I’m plucked away from him as Evie suctions herself between us.

      “You’re here. I mean, you made it,” I say, straightening my dress. Carlotta is Evie’s official chaperone for the evening—Evie’s choice, not mine nor Everett’s. Although, I don’t see Carlotta at the moment. Evie stuns in a garnet red dress with matching heels and her hair done in tight waves that waterfall down her back like perfection. “You look so beautiful,” I say, digging into my purse. “Let me take a picture of you with your dad.” I snap one before she can protest.

      “You have to help me!” Her features crumble. “Cressida is here. And she said she’s sending me away, and that the two of you won’t find me this time. She says I have to leave, and she tried to stop me from coming inside. Thank God Carlotta was there to distract her.”

      I’m almost afraid to ask how. But that isn’t important, because the twisted ends in this situation very much justify the means. Carlotta is, in fact, being a good mother, something that I have a feeling Cressida will never excel at.

      Everett’s chest expands the size of two football fields. “I’m going to handle this.” He averts his gaze toward the entry. “I had her court date moved up. She must have just found out about it.”

      Evie’s lips part as if she were amazed. “You’re really sending her up the river for tormenting Lottie?”

      “Darn right I am.” He cranes his neck toward the door. “I’d better get over there. Nobody talks to you that way and gets away with it, Evie.” He takes off and Evie takes off after him.

      “There’s no way I’m missing the fireworks,” she shouts.

      And just like that, I’m all alone on the dance floor. There’s a crowd blooming around the open bar and I catch a familiar blonde passing out electric blue cocktails that I’m guessing is the drink of the evening. But it’s not the day-glow cocktail that has my attention. It’s the fact the woman who raised me is passing them out like Halloween candy.

      “Good Lord,” I mutter. I’d better go see what this is about, although I’m pretty sure I can guess.

      A woman strides past me then backtracks, and it’s not until she sheds a bright smile my way do I see it’s Carly. She’s donned a glitzy red gown and sky-high heels that look more like a scaffold than they do footwear.

      “Hey, Lottie! The cookies and the cake look to die for. Have you been paid yet?”

      “No, but I’m sure Cormack is good for it.” If anything, I can get Noah to squeeze it out of her. And, oh, how Cormack would love to be squeezed by the Big Boss.

      She shakes her head. “If you have a second, follow me. I’m actually in charge of the little details tonight.” She gives a slight wink. “I’ve always been in charge of paying vendors and keeping track of money,” she says as I follow her out of the melee and into a kitchen the size of a small city. “You know, I don’t like to say a disparaging thing about my friends, but they don’t really know the value of a dollar. That’s why they’ve always sort of made me the treasurer in these situations. They know they’d get ripped off and they don’t really care. But I care.”

      “That’s right. You’re the hard-working one with two jobs. I don’t know how you do it.”

      A warm laugh murmurs from her. “When you’re in my shoes, you just do what you have to do. I love my job at the hospital. And I love Posh as if it were my own baby. And now that Mitzi’s gone, it sort of is. But I’m not rolling in it the way the others are. Their parents have enough money to make them untouchable to just about any and every situation. I have to fight tooth and nail to have everything I’ve got. Nobody has my back but me.” She sighs. “Hang on. I have my bag in the pantry.” She opens it up, revealing a tote bag, and pulls out her checkbook. “Do you know the amount?”

      “Oh, uh—well, if it was Cormack, I was going to gouge her.” I give a nervous laugh and she laughs right along with me. “But since it’s you, four hundred is fine.”

      “Perfect. I’ll make it a cool thousand. No need to give me the good guy discount.”

      I take a slow breath, trying to figure out how to shake information out of her. An idea comes to mind.

      “Wow. Thank you. That’s very generous of you. I’m actually going to end up donating it. My sister’s friend back in Las Vegas has gone missing, and they’re looking for him.”

      “Oh no.” She makes a face. “I’m sorry to hear it. I hope everything works out for him.”

      “It’s a horrible feeling.” I pretend to shudder. “My sister is a wreck. They were pretty close.”

      “I can imagine.” She stares off at the wall just past me. “I had a friend go missing once.”

      “You did? Did they ever find them? I mean, I’m sure they’re fine by now, right?”

      No, actually, I don’t think they are.

      She shakes her head. “No, they never found him.”

      Him!

      Mitzi must have been peppering enough of the truth in that book to have the rest of the people who offed “Troy” running scared.

      “Never?” I watch her expression closely as her features melt like candlewax. “He couldn’t have just up and disappeared.”

      “That’s exactly what everyone thinks happened.” She’s still staring off at the wall as she says it.

      That’s what everyone thinks happened?

      With the exception of the Pinewood Seven who recently dwindled down to six.

      “What was your friend’s name?” I ask it low, almost hypnotic, afraid to break the trance.

      “Miles,” she whispers his name like a secret. Carly blinks back to life and quickly makes out the check. “We’d better get back out there. No need to miss out on the big night.”

      “Of course.” I spot several spare boxes of my cookies stacked on the counter. “I’m going to make sure all the sweets are replenished. Go on out and have a good time.”

      I wait until she’s gone to pull out my phone, and I see there’s a text from Noah waiting for me.

      Save a dance for me. On my way. Think I might have a break in the case. Can’t wait to share. Love you.

      My heart warms just seeing it. Not long ago, Noah was tight-lipped about sharing any of his findings on his investigations.

      I go to text him back, but think better of it. He’s probably driving. Instead, I run a search on the name Miles. I punch in Pinewood Lake and the year it would have been exactly eleven years ago. Sure enough, the page is populated with a bunch of odd articles.

      Miles Dickens missing. Last seen leaving the Pinewood region in a cranberry red Volkswagen. Seventeen-year-old Miles was last seen leaving for a long weekend with friends at Pinewood Forest. His friends say he never arrived. They assumed he had changed his mind about joining them and went about their weekend revelry.

      Oh my God. Miles is Troy. I bet he did show up and they disposed of his body in the Old Ruby, whatever that means.

      I bet there’s some large hollowed-out tree they stuffed him into or some abandoned cabin.

      My fingers glide across my screen, and soon I’m looking at satellite images of Pinewood Lake. I pull the image back so I can try to make heads or tails out of it. It’s a thicket, all right. The lake sits in a clearing and there are a smattering of houses around and a few boats. I bet the Pinewood Seven stayed in some luxury cabin right on the water.

      I pull the image back and note another body of water in the upper right-hand corner of the screen. The words Murdoch Marsh are written over it.

      Murdoch? Wasn’t that the last name Mitzi gave that Troy character in her book? I zoom in and take a look at the swampy shoreline. Nothing but reeds and weeds. A shadow catches my eye near the middle of the marsh and I zoom in again.

      Is that…? Couldn’t be. I zoom in and out over and over again, and sun of a gun… I swear I see what looks to be a metal frame of some sort buried in the water. If I had to guess, I’d say it looks like a red van.

      The article I read said Miles was last seen in his cranberry red Volkswagen van.

      Oh my God. The van. That’s Old Ruby.

      Everett needs to know. And as soon as Noah arrives, I’ll be sure to share this with him as well. I speed out of the kitchen and my mother flags me down.

      Miranda Lemon has her hair in a French twist and an elegant silver gown on that makes her shimmer like the shining star she is.

      “Oh, Lottie, you look beautiful! I just saw Everett and Evie. They were looking for you, and I don’t know where they went. They were afraid they lost you.” She picks up a bright blue drink off the bar and holds it my way. “Full Monty?”

      “No, thank you. I’m actually working tonight, and I don’t like to mix business with pleasure.” I crane my neck to see Wiley behind the bar. He looks dapper in his tuxedo and my stomach squeezes tight at the sight of him. And how I hate that my body is having a visceral reaction to that Noah knockoff. Although, I suppose it’s the other way around. Noah is the knockoff.

      “You’re really with him, huh?” I can’t help but ask. My mother hasn’t had a single steady or healthy relationship since my father passed away.

      “He’s a keeper, Lottie. Just like Noah—and Everett.” She twitches her nose and she’s starting to remind me of a certain supernatural bunny. “Oh, Lottie, how are you ever going to decide? If you were my age, it wouldn’t matter, but you still need to get married and have lots and lots of adorable babies. Have I mentioned babies?”

      “Just a time or two.” Fluffy would be proud. In this instance it’s Miranda who takes the cake. “I’d better find Everett. I don’t want him to worry.”

      I take off into the crowd. I spot Cormack and Serena looking equally upset near the door. Cormack has on a long white gown that looks as if it could double as an honest to God wedding gown, and Serena is wearing her signature long black dress. I bet it’s coven approved.

      I’m sure Cressida and her courtroom drama is leaking over and contaminating their good time.

      But I’m not looking for them. Nor am I interested in what’s troubling them.

      The bodies in the room only seem to stop cold once I see six rather infamous souls. Each one of them has a scarf around their neck just like the one that was found on Mitzi that horrible day—the same print of tiny red roses and blue and green leaves. I’m sure it’s a tribute to her, to her brand that she worked so hard to build—that they all worked so hard to build. But at the moment, it feels as if they’re mocking the sheriff’s department, mocking Mitzi, mocking me.

      My God, one of them did it. One of them killed Mitzi Jenson no more than a month ago. They injected her with a lethal cocktail and did their best to strangle her. The question I have is, were they all in on it? Covering up for one another much like they did eleven years ago? Or was it a one-man job?

      Any one of them had the motive to do it—some stronger than others. Both Bronson and Alexandra had access to syringes. Alexandra had access to the meds, too. Both Courtland and Higgins seem to be the most outwardly angry at her. Quinn and Carly, well, they simply wanted her to keep quiet along with the rest of them. They all had something to lose. Their freedom. I’m sure if the truth got out they would all be hauled into a lengthy legal battle—the battle of a lifetime. But then, I’m sure their parents would secure top-notch attorneys. They would definitely have their back ends covered.

      Everything in me freezes.

      But there is one person who wouldn’t have anyone to watch her back.

      And just like that. I think I have my killer.
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      The debutante revival ball is well underway. The music ticks up a notch in volume and the chatter and laughter of voices around me fly higher than a kite as they rise to the ceiling.

      A sea of people bob up and down before me, some of them dancing, some of them moving about as they mingle their way through the crowd. Every person here is well-coiffed and well-perfumed, but perhaps not so well-mannered. These are, after all, Cormack and Cressida’s friends.

      But my eyes are on the infamous Pinewood Seven, down by one. I watch as they share a laugh before darting off into the four corners of the room like balls on a pool table that have just been struck.

      I’m not certain my newfound theory on who killed Mitzi Jenson is correct, but I’m willing to talk to one more suspect—my primary suspect at the moment, in an effort to clear a few things up.

      My feet carry me toward the back as I follow the potential killer right out the side exit, out into the thick of night, a sky blanketed with stars that sparkle like crushed diamonds.

      “Carly?” I call out and she turns around, her red gown flashing like lightning in this dim light.

      “Lottie.” She sheds an easy smile.

      A pale blue light shimmers next to my head as Fluffy materializes in her full glittering glory.

      “It’s her, isn’t it, Lottie?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper. “But we’re about to find out.”

      Carly pauses as I catch up to her. The air is warm and perfumed with lavender. A few stray bodies mill around, but for the most part it’s just the two of us—three if you’re counting adorable supernatural furry beings.

      “My feet are killing me,” she grunts as she reaches down and plucks off her heels, that rose printed scarf she’s wearing billowing in the breeze.

      “Mine too. Unfortunately, mine are strapped on ten ways to Sunday. It’s going to take a team effort to get these off my feet.”

      She belts out a laugh and it echoes through the night.

      “Did you need something?” She blinks over at me with a genuine expectancy. “Did I write the wrong amount on the check?” Her eyes widen with a touch of innocence, shining in the light a beautiful shade of green.

      “Oh, Lottie”—Fluffy glides between Carly and me—“she’s so sweet. Surely she couldn’t have killed my Mitzi.”

      I offer a grim smile to Fluffy. I do appreciate her ability to see the positive in everyone.

      “The check is fine,” I say. “It’s so crowded in there. I was just coming out for some fresh air.” I glance beyond the expansive stone walkway that surrounds the exterior of the estate and nod to a fountain down the way.

      “Oh, that’s beautiful,” Carly hums as we make our way onto the lawn. “You know, I didn’t grow up this way.” She gasps as she points just beyond the fountain at a pale blue Olympic-sized swimming pool. “Would you look at that? Wow, I can’t even imagine the upkeep on a place like this. Not that I’ll ever have to worry about that. I’ll always be a little guy.”

      “I don’t come from money either.” I decide to leave out the fact I inherited a good chunk of Vermont and a beach house in Nantucket. “I’m just a baker. And you work at the hospital, right?”

      She grimaces a moment as we stride past the fountain as if our goal was that pale blue pond in the middle of nowhere

      “Actually, I’m not really advertising this, but I was let go at the hospital.” She clears her throat. “Budget cuts.”

      “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. But you still have your position at Posh, right?”

      Fluffy lifts her nose to Carly. “If it wasn’t for my Mitzi, you’d be out on your ear, young lady.” Her own ears twitch on command. “Wait, is that how the expression goes?”

      I give a slight nod. It was close enough.

      Carly sighs as she looks out at the shimmering water. “Thankfully, I do. I don’t know where I’d be without Posh.”

      “I guess you have a lot to be thankful to Mitzi for,” I say it low and measured, anxious to evaluate her response.

      Her chest bucks and I can’t tell if she’s laughing or crying.

      “Mitzi.” She shakes her head as she looks to the sky. “I guess I owe her for that. Although, I’m not sure I would be in this predicament without her.” She gives the scarf around her neck a tug.

      “This is it, Lottie.” Fluffy floats over and thumps me on the side of my head with her hind leg.

      “Ouch,” I say and Carly squints over at me.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, nothing.” I shoot Thumper a sharp look. “Probably a mosquito. What do you mean, you wouldn’t be in this predicament without Mitzi?”

      Carly’s mouth opens a moment, her features smoothing out. “Nothing actually. This entire month has revolved around her and I’m so very tired—of it.” She says those last two words almost inaudibly, but I catch them.

      “I get that. Mitzi’s killer is still out there. The sheriff’s department is still looking. I’m sure it’s been stressful for you and your friends.”

      “The killer?” Her chest thumps again. “Yes, I guess I should be worried. Mitzi gave my friends and me plenty to worry about.” A dull laugh rattles in her chest as we near the walkway around the swimming pool. “That seemed to be her specialty.”

      “You were afraid of her, weren’t you?”

      Carly’s eyes flash like fire. “What did you say?”

      “Mitzi was a threat to you and your friends, wasn’t she?”

      Fluffy’s fur ignites a bright shade of fuchsia. “Lottie, there’s an entire herd of young, strong, handsome bucks out there. I’d better see what’s happening. I bet they’re in need of a feisty young doe to contend with. They can’t see me, but I make sure they can certainly feel me.”

      So that’s how it works.

      I shake my head at the overheated spook. This is not the part where she considers ditching me for some rabbit orgy. Fluffy needs to stay put, or she just might disturb the natural order of things.

      Carly steps away slowly and I fill in the gap as I keep up with her.

      “Lottie, what are you saying?” She ceases all movement, but I take a few more steps until we’re just feet apart.

      “I’m saying, I know about the book. I know about the horrible secret the Pinewood Seven kept from the world. His name was Miles Dickens, wasn’t it?”

      Carly takes a sharp breath. The shoes slip from her fingers. One hits the concrete below and the other drops right into the pool. I had no clue we were standing so close to the edge. But neither of us pays it any mind. Our eyes are still locked over one another.

      A croak of a laugh strums from her. “It was Higgins, wasn’t it?” Her tone is sharp and accusing. “That little snitch never did know when to be quiet. My God, and she protested that book. You would have thought she would have killed—” She stops herself midflight.

      “Killed Mitzi?” I shake my head. “No, she didn’t, did she? You did it, Carly. You were panicked, weren’t you? Mitzi held all the cards. She knew where the body was buried, literally. She wrote an exposé, masked loosely as fiction. You couldn’t afford the fallout. And then you tried to pin it on your friends, especially Courtland. You bought that blue wreath in her name. You made sure the words on the banner made her look guilty. You had Higgins there to bear witness to it, and then the two of you told the others. But it was you who killed Mitzi. Just you.”

      A choking sound comes from her. “She was going to cost me everything, Lottie. I don’t have any money for legal fees. It’s bad enough I lost my job. Everything that went wrong in my life was Mitzi’s fault.”

      “Wait a minute. You said you wouldn’t be in this predicament without her.”

      Fluffy’s ears perk up. “The toxin!”

      “Yes,” I say. “You injected Mitzi with drugs you got from the hospital. Oh my God, you stole them. You weren’t let go because of budget cuts. They fired you, didn’t they?”

      Carly ticks her head to the side. “You’re good, Lottie. I’ll give you that. But what you fail to realize is, I didn’t steal or kill because I wanted to. It was because Mitzi demanded it.” Her eyes grow double in size. “I tried to warn her. I asked her to delete the book. But she wouldn’t do it. You see, Mitzi, much like my other friends, is used to getting what she wanted. But this time it was me who got what I wanted.”

      “What about what Miles wanted? Why kill him?”

      She lets out an incredulous laugh. “I didn’t kill him. That was Mitzi’s stupid error in judgment. She’s the one that lured him out to Pinewood. Then when he came on a little too strong one too many times, she hunted him down and struck him with a tire iron.”

      “Just like in the book,” I say it mostly to myself.

      “Just like in the book.” She glares over at me. “Who else knows about this book, Lottie? How did you read it?”

      “No one else knows.” I’d lie every day to protect Evie from a killer. “I—uh, I stole the book myself.”

      She glances to the glowing body of water. “And now you know too much. That girl you brought in.” She closes her eyes a moment. “Of course. She took a backup.” Carly shakes her head and laughs. “And now I’m going to have to kill you both.”

      “No.” I panic at the thought of putting Evie in danger. “I’m the only one who knows. I swear it. She has nothing to do with it. Where is Miles buried? Is he in Old Ruby?”

      Carly’s eyes flash like lightning. “Oh please, Lottie. You’re so smart. You tell me. Come on. Put a little brainpower behind it.”

      Fluffy chortles away. “She’s got you there. You heard the girl. Put a little brainpower behind it.”

      That satellite image comes back to me.

      “Yes, he is in Old Ruby. That happens to be where Mitzi put her victim in the story as well.” It comes to me in a burst. “It was the red van that was missing. The seven of you pushed him into that marsh, didn’t you?”

      Carly gives a spontaneous applause, and before I can say another word, she pounces and lands me on my back, my head ricocheting off the concrete like a rubber ball.

      “Fluffy,” I moan as the world goes blurry, and soon enough I spot two moons in the sky above. “Find Carlotta. Tell her I’m down by the pool.”

      “What?” Carly grabs me by the hair and bashes my head against the concrete one more time and I’m stunned into submission. There isn’t anything in me that’s able to push her off of me.

      Fluffy howls, “Oh dear! Yes, of course, I’ll get Carlotta. Which one was Carlotta again?” She twitches her head toward the expanse to our left, the exact opposite direction of the cavernous mansion. “Why, look, there’s yet another herd of bucks headed this way. It looks to be quite the important gathering. I’ll be right back, Lottie.”

      I gasp as I watch her float off, leaving a trail of hot pink stars in her wake.

      She can’t leave me. That’s not how this works. Catching the killer is far more important than some rabbit orgy. I’d scream for her to get back here, but I’ve got one massive headache brewing at the moment.

      Carly straddles me as she gives my head another love tap to the concrete. “You don’t work with the human body every day and not gain a little muscle—and the know-how to take it down. I’m sorry, Lottie. I wish there was a painless way for me to do this. But this needs to look like an accident. You stumbled out here in the dark and fell and hit your head. And then you rolled right into the pool.”

      I struggle to lift my arms, but I’m far too weak to fend her off.

      Carly makes sure my skull meets with the concrete one last time before giving me a firm shove right into the deep end.

      A shock of cold water stiffens my muscles. My head feels as if it were just run over by a pickup and I’m too disoriented, too weak to swim to the surface.

      And I fall.

      My body sinks lower, ever so much lower, as a body plunges next to mine and I look to see a gorgeous man in a suit swimming his way over to me. That familiar shock of black hair, those cobalt blue eyes with the look of both anger and terror etched in them.

      “Lemon,” he shouts underwater and I watch as the bubbles rise from his mouth.

      The last thing I see is Everett’s gorgeous face just as he takes me into his arms and swims us up to the surface.

      “Everett,” I pant out his name as he takes us to the edge. Everett hoists me onto the coping before springing out himself.

      There is a commotion to the left and I see Noah holding Carly back as he places a pair of cuffs over her wrists. And just above them there is a rainbow spray of colorful stars that slowly evaporates one last time. It looks as if Fluffy came to my aid after all.

      “How did you know to find me?” The words shiver from me in far too many syllable breaks as Everett holds me close, warming me with his body.

      “Lottie!” Evie screams as she runs this way with Carlotta. “I knew you were in danger! Carlotta said she had a feeling, but I knew it!” She lands next to me and drops to her knees. Her lips are moving and the sound of something garbled comes from her, but I can’t seem to make it out.

      The world quickly dims and I can’t make out a single thing as I slip into a blissful darkness.

      The last thing I hear is someone screaming my name.
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      Like a warm breeze in springtime, I breathe a sigh of relief that the Bonnet Festival is finally upon us. I’m already down at the festival setting up my sweet treats for the townspeople to gobble right up. And soon all of my favorite people will be here. Everett and Evie had to stop back at the house after church because Evie wanted to change into her second outfit for the day. I won’t even pretend to understand what that’s about. And Noah stopped by the B&B to pick up his mother, Suze.

      That headache I’ve been battling all week has finally subsided, justice has prevailed, and all is right in our world.

      The pastor at Honey Hollow Covenant Church gave a spectacular sermon this afternoon on—well, the events that led up to Easter Sunday, but he also touched on how as individuals we tend to find our identity in things.

      It got me thinking about how I define my own identity as a baker, a friend, daughter, sister, and wife. Yes, despite thoughts to the contrary, I am a wife. I’m Everett’s wife. And even though it’s in name only, a part of me feels as if maybe it should be more—maybe we should be more. And the nexus of these thoughts circle back to the ways I might identify myself—one of the ways was as a mother.

      Could I truly call myself a mother?

      I don’t know how to answer that. But I do know that I have a very deep affection for Evie. I love her. Yes, I do. I love her as if she were my own. It doesn’t really matter how she feels about me. She’s Everett’s child, and by some insane proxy, that makes her just as much mine.

      But, back to the Bonnet Festival at hand. This year there has been a change in venue, and all of Honey Hollow has been invited out to Honey Lake where a great feast awaits anyone who cares to attend.

      The lake is crystal blue and shimmering as boaters enjoy the waters. There isn’t a cloud in the sky and the air is warm and perfumed with wildflowers.

      The Honey Pot Diner provided today’s Sunday brunch. It’s a ten-dollar a plate charge, kids eat free, and so do those over eighty, but we have a healthy population of just about everyone in between. It’s a city council sponsored event and the ticket fees hardly cover the food, but it’s so nice to have the residents come together like this—both the living and the dead.

      Greer and Winslow speed my way as I settle my snickerdoodle cookies under one of the many oversized tents set out around the rim of the lake.

      Greer coos as she spots the cookies. Her long dark hair is blowing in the breeze as tiny sparks fly out from her thick and lustrous mane.

      “Snickerdoodles!” she sings. “I’ve been craving these ever since I had one at your mother’s lingerie party. Speaking of which, did you put your naughty nighties to good use yet?” She leans in. “Confession: I helped Carlotta and Evie pick them out.”

      Winslow gives a low guttural laugh. “I’m sure Lottie doesn’t want to share the details of her love life with us.” He offers an amicable nod my way, looking his Sunday best in a spiffy gray suit and pink bowtie. “Greer borrowed a few pieces from your mother. I must say they have been quite entertaining. Any word on Cressida’s court case? She still visits the inn, even though your mother unceremoniously gave her the boot.”

      “Everett says her court case is coming up.” I glance around in the event anyone seems to be looking in my direction. There is a certain caution one must take when talking to ghosts. “And speaking of court cases, Carly Cobb was booked for first-degree murder. Mitzi’s homicide was clearly premeditated.”

      Greer leans in, her eyes glowing like giant orbs. “And the rest of them?”

      “Everett says the state is looking into charges right now concerning the fact they covered up the murder of Miles Dickens. Mitzi may have killed him, but the rest of them are all accomplices. They’ve all lawyered up. Everett says they each have top-notch attorneys, with the exception of Carly, and ironically that’s exactly what Carly was afraid of. Everett says they won’t all do time behind bars.” I look right through Greer and spot Serena, Cormack, and Cressida having what looks to be a heated conversation as they point this way. They’re pretty far at the moment, and I’m hoping it’ll stay that way. But then, I’m not that lucky.

      “Where are little Lea and Thirteen?” I ask, glancing around the vicinity for the two mostly friendly ghosts.

      Greer sighs as she looks to the expansive lawn to the left of the sandy shoreline.

      “Lea wanted to participate in the eggroll, and Thirteen is off tormenting the field mice. You know, Lottie, I never thought I’d have it all—a wonderful man, a child to call my own, and even an adorable talking pet. Who knew I’d have an afterlife to die for?”

      The three of us share a warm laugh, and they speed off for the lawn once they spot Keelie and Bear heading this way.

      Keelie is wearing a pale blue dress that drapes over her blooming belly, and I can’t help but note the glow in her skin. My own dress looks to be the same non-maternity version, a long lavender dress with a tiny pink bow that sits over my bottom. Neither Keelie nor I have worn a traditional bonnet to the Bonnet Festival since we were teenagers, and for the sake of good hair we’d like to keep our streak alive.

      “Keelie Nell Turner”—I say—“having a baby agrees with you. I say you have one every year from here on out.”

      Keelie grunts as she pulls me into a hug, “You wish, Lemon.”

      Bear chuckles. “Lottie, you say that again and I’ll charge you triple for the job I’m doing on Nell’s old place.” He’s cleaned up nice with his fresh shaven face, his dirty blond hair spit-shined and slicked back.

      I lift a finger. “There’s always the school of thought, one and done. You could subscribe to that.” I offer Bear a quick embrace as well. “How is that plumbing disaster coming, anyhow?”

      He looks to Keelie and they engage in some sort of somber silent communication. I’m guessing it’s not a good sign.

      Keelie forces a smile to come and go. “You know, Lot, you could always ask Carlotta to move in with my mother.” She cringes. “Just don’t tell my mother I said so. They might be sisters, but they operate like enemies.”

      “So it’s that bad.” I glower at Bear. “What happened? In the amount of time you’ve been working on the plumbing, I could have had you rebuild it from the ground up.”

      Bear and Keelie exchange another look.

      “Funny you should bring that up.” Bear rocks back on his heels, but before he can regale me with yet another septic surprise, my mother and Wiley make their way over.

      “He is risen!” my mother sings.

      And the three of us answer in unison, “He is risen indeed!”

      Keelie slings her arm around my shoulder. “I don’t think a single Easter Sunday has gone by without your mother greeting us that way.”

      “Do you know what I love best about that?” I tap my head to hers. “The fact we’ve been together every year to hear it. I never want that to change.”

      “Me either.”

      We greet Mom and Wiley, who are both dressed in their Sunday best. My mother is wearing a peach pastel dress with a matching bonnet. And Wiley looks as if Noah himself put on a navy blazer and slacks and a funny pink tie with tiny little Easter bunnies printed all over it.

      “Come on, girls—and bears.” Mom winks over at him as she takes me by the hand and leads us out of the oversized tent and down toward the edge of the lawn where it seems like hundreds of little tykes run wild at once as they look for little plastic eggs filled with goodies. They’re all so adorable in their gorgeous Easter dresses and their floppy bonnets and the boys in miniature suits with suspenders. “Oh, just think, Keelie. Soon both you and Lainey will have a little one of your own to dress up. I’ve already asked Wiley to dress up as the Easter bunny next year so all the local kids can sit on his lap and make an Easter wish.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think that’s a thing.”

      She waves me off. “It is now, Lottie.”

      Both Lainey and Forrest arrive looking spiffy. My sister’s belly bulges dramatically from her yellow billowing dress like an adorable miniature sun. Meg and her long-time boyfriend Hook Redwood appear. Meg has on a pair of ripped jeans and a white T-shirt, and for Meg that’s about as dressed up as she gets. Hook looks like his handsome self with that same devilish gleam in his eyes that he’s had as far back as the days he spent on Wall Street.

      Lainey gives one of Keelie’s blonde locks a quick tug. “Someone needs a bridal shower.”

      Meg leans in. “And more importantly, a bachelorette party. I’ll be in charge of that one.”

      Keelie makes a face. “You’ll have to fight Carlotta. She’s already called dibs.”

      “Shower first,” I say. “I’ll bake the cake.”

      Mom leans in. “Ooh! Keelie, your mother and I have already shored up the invitations. We’re throwing it at the conservatory in just under a month. And I promise it’s going to be fabulous. But you’ll need to hurry and get registered any and everywhere so I can include the information on your card.”

      Lainey nods. “You’ll want to get a wedding website set up like Forest and I did. It made it easy to track what we still needed as far as home goods went.”

      Keelie looks as if she’s about to be sick. “Honestly, it’s all too much. Bear and I don’t even know where we’re going to live. My apartment is too small and his place is too…pigsty is a word that comes to mind.”

      “You can always burn it and start from scratch.” A thought comes to me. “You can live at Nell’s old place! We’ll figure out something else for Carlotta.” Like tonight. I don’t see why I should waste any time with the endeavor.

      Keelie and Bear exchange another look.

      “What is it?”

      Meg grunts, “They didn’t tell you yet?”

      Lainey wrinkles her nose my way. “The whole place is infested with black mold.”

      Mom nods as she affirms this. “It’s a catastrophe, Lottie. Bear says the entire house will practically need to be rebuilt.”

      Something between a cry and a howl evicts from me.

      Wiley belts out a laugh at the sight. “Don’t worry, Lottie. She can always come to the B&B.”

      Mom nods in agreement. “She can, Lottie.”

      “Mom, she doesn’t pay rent. And I can’t let her take away from your income. I’ll just have to let her continue to steal my sanity.” And my wardrobe, but that’s a shared endeavor anyway at this point.

      I spot my cagey bio mother by the water’s edge with Mayor Nash and my three half-siblings and I excuse myself.

      Carlotta sucks down the fruity concoction in her hand before she raises an empty glass my way.

      “Well, if it isn’t my favorite roomie. Did you hear the news?”

      I frown over at her. “I heard.”

      Mayor Nash belts out a laugh. “Don’t worry, Lottie. I’ll make sure she’s quiet in the night.”

      Carlotta’s mouth rounds out with delight. “Are you going to do that thing where you stuff a pillow over my face so the neighbors can’t hear me scream?”

      My half-siblings and I all moan in unison.

      I quickly wish Kelleth, Aspen, and Finn a happy Easter.

      Kelleth and Aspen looks like a couple of blonde nonpareils in their long pink and lavender dresses. My half-brother Finn is just as adorable and dapper as can be in a causal dress shirt and dark jeans.

      “I miss you guys,” I say. “I would love to spend more time with you.”

      Kelleth and Aspen exchange chilling smiles.

      Kelleth leans in. She has a propensity for piling on the cosmetics and reminds me a bit of a mannequin each time I see her.

      “We’re glad you feel that way, Lottie.” Kelleth sheds a toothy grin. “Aspen and I have a favor to ask.”

      Aspen clears her throat. Aspen has always reminded me of a blonde Betty Boop with her big cartoonish eyes and full cherry painted lips.

      “That’s right,” she says. “A friend of ours is a reality food blogger and she wants to do a couple of local segments next week and we volunteered your bakery. She knows Keelie. In fact, she’s a friend of the Turner family, too.”

      That would be Keelie’s family. I guess if Keelie and the rest of the Turners are friends with this person, I don’t see why not.

      I look to Finn. Out of all my half-siblings we look most alike, and we seem to be the sanest of the bunch as well. Finn works for a ski resort up north, while my sisters here both work for the Elite Entourage, a quasi-escort service for wealthy lonely—have I mentioned egregiously wealthy—men.

      Finn takes a breath. “It’s a girl with a crew of three or four people who run around tasting the best of the best out there and reporting it to her millions of followers. She’s sort of a big deal. Brit is good friends with her, too.”

      “Britney?” I lift a brow at my brother. He and Noah’s ex-wife Britney have been sort of a thing for a few months now. But a few weeks ago, he let Naomi use him to make her two-timing boyfriend Alex, jealous. Alex also happens to be Noah’s brother. There always seems to be a dicey Noah connection in the equation somehow.

      “Yes, Britney.” Finn shrugs. “We’re going strong. I promise.”

      “I like to hear that.” I look to my sisters. “Bring your friend by anytime. On second thought, give me some warning and let me know her favorite dessert and I’ll be sure to have it on hand.”

      “That’s my Lot Lot.” Carlotta slaps me on the back. “As accommodating as they come.”

      “Yup.” Mayor Nash nods. “Ooh, can I request you get some more of those tiny shampoo bottles for the guest bath? They really do make me feel like I’m at a fancy hotel when I stay the night.”

      Carlotta smacks him on the gut. “Those come from my hotel shampoo collection. I’m your supplier, sweet cheeks. Don’t ever forget it.” She offers him another swat, this time right over his bottom.

      “And on that note.” I glance around and spot Suze stomping her way to the tent that just started serving up brunch. Judging by that miserable look on her face, I’d say she were hungry or angry or just her general hangry self. Come to think of it, I’m positive it’s the latter. And if Suze is here, that means Noah is roaming the grounds somewhere as well. I crane my neck until I hit the Foxy jackpot. “Excuse me,” I say as I head over toward the lake where I spot Everett, Evie, and Noah walking this way.

      “Happy Easter,” I sing, taking in Evie in her light pink dress, short, yet not terrifyingly so to the point I feel the need to walk behind her with a coat should she attempt to bend over.

      The three of them return the greeting as I steal a moment to soak up the two handsome men before me.

      Noah looks cuttingly handsome with that rogue smile brimming on his lips, and Everett looks simply dangerous, living up to the moniker gifted to him by baristas everywhere. He is Mr. Sexy indeed.

      I reach for Evie first and offer her a lingering hug.

      “Evie,” I hum. “We’ve been through so much in such a small amount of time, and yet it feels like I’ve known you forever. I’m so lucky you’re in my life. I love you so much.”

      She pulls back, her lashes quickly lining with tears.

      “Thank you for that,” she whispers.

      Noah pulls me in for a quick embrace, those dimples of his digging in and out.

      “Lottie, you look beautiful.” Noah swallows hard, and there’s the slight look of anguish in his eyes.

      “I concur.” Everett gives a mock bow.

      Noah opens his mouth to say something, but Evie bounces before Everett and me, inadvertently cutting him off.

      “I have news. Big news. I think.” She gives a little shrug. “I turned in my essay. The one on something I would change if I could.”

      “How’d you do?” I ask with a mild thread of anxiety. For some reason, it feels as if I’m in English class all over again.

      “I don’t know. The teachers at Ellington are notoriously slow to grade anything, but I don’t really care what she thinks of it because I give myself an A—in my heart, of course.”

      Everett’s lips curve in the right direction. “So, what did you decide you would change?”

      “Well, I don’t want to bore you guys with all five pages, but I thought I’d read you the last few sentences. I was hoping you would be interested.” She pulls it up on her phone. Evie looks to the three of us. “The thing that I would change is—nothing, actually. Although, I would have answered it differently a month ago.” She swallows hard. “You see, a month ago, I would have said I would change the fact my father walked out on me when I was a baby.” Her blue eyes glitter with tears. “That’s the lie fed to me by my momster, a beast by the name of Cressida Bentley.” She sniffs hard. “As it turns out, I have a wonderful father who is smarter than I could have ever hoped for. He throws the book at people for a living, which is totally cool. And he doesn’t know this yet, but I’ve decided to follow in his footsteps. I realize that law school is just a state of mind as far as undergraduate work is concerned, but I’m certain about this decision—so certain, I declare myself pre-law right this minute. Which brings me to the next thing I’m certain about—my mother. A month ago, I would have asked to have a different mother. Someone who actually remembers and cares about me.” She looks my way. “And now I have that. I’m not talking about the momster who brought me into this world. She didn’t change her stripes. I’m talking about the wonderful woman who just so happens to be married to my equally wonderful father, Carlotta Kenzie Lemon. She prefers to go by the nickname Lottie, which I think is cute. I love her. And I think she loves me back. She’s actually dating a detective, but who could blame her? He has a badge and he knows how to use it.” She takes a quick breath as she looks to Noah. “And, of course, I would have asked for a really cool uncle who packs heat and whose job revolves around dead bodies. Now I kind of feel like I have that, too.”

      Noah’s dimples depress and it’s all for Evie.

      “So you see”—she continues—“all the things I would have changed were somehow miraculously changed for me, and perhaps far better than even my wildest imagination could have dreamt them up. I have everything I’ve ever wanted and it all came in a burst. But there is one thing I would still change if I could, and knowing my father and his ability to pull a few legal strings, I think this can happen easily. I want to change my name. I no longer want to be Everly Baxter Bentley. I would like for my new name to be Everly Lottie Baxter. I love my new family and I know they love me.”

      Everett sniffs and I glance up to find silent tears rolling down his cheeks.

      “Come here,” he whispers as he pulls her in tight and dots a kiss to her forehead. “I love you, Evie. You are beautiful inside and out. I’m going to be there for you every day of your life. I won’t let you down.”

      “Neither will I.” My arms collapse around her from behind as Everett and I sandwich her in with our affection. “I love you so much. I’m humbled and honored that you would even think of taking my name.”

      “Well, it’s happening.” She wipes down her own tears as she pulls away. “You better get used to it.” She hops over to Noah and tosses an arm over his shoulders. “Noah and I have been talking.” She bats her lashes his way. “And I have to say he’s the nicest guy on the planet. Lottie, if you really aren’t going to be with my dad, I think he’s the only other man I’d want you to be with.” Both Noah and Evie swallow hard. “But I asked real nice, and Noah is willing to let you date my dad sometimes. You know, just to see where things might go. From what I understand, my dad has been doing that for quite some time.” She dips her chin my way. “What do you say, Lottie?”

      Noah offers a hint of a nod and a slow blink as if letting me know he is genuinely okay with the idea. No wonder he looked so pained when he arrived. He knew he would be putting his heart on the line once again with me, and that, in turn, breaks mine.

      “Absolutely,” I say to her and she lets out a riotous shriek that I think is teenagerese for I’m happy.

      Evie bounces in her heels. “Okay, so, like, there’s one more thing.” She cringes as she looks from Everett to me. “And you can both totally say no if you want, but just for the record, Noah already said yes.” She gives him a cheeky wink.

      “What is it?” I ask. I can’t imagine Everett or me denying her a single thing.

      “Here it goes.” She closes her eyes a moment. “Everett, I would like to ask permission to call you Dad.” She shrugs over at him. “And not in the sarcastic, terrible way I was doing it before. I want to really say it. But I don’t want it to be weird. Is that okay?”

      He takes up her hand and leans in. “You never had to ask. It’s more than okay. I was hoping you would someday. After all, there is only one person in the world who can call me by that name.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “I’ve heard stories. I won’t be the first.”

      The four of us share a laugh.

      Everett’s lips curve her way. “You will be the most important person who has ever said it.”

      “I like that.” She bites down on her lip a moment. “And Lottie? I hope you don’t think this is weird, but I would love to call you Mom. Cressida never allowed me to even think it, let alone say it. At times, I honestly thought I was hatched.”

      “Yes!” I wrap my arms around her. “I mean, no, I’m pretty sure you weren’t hatched. But yes to calling me Mom.” Tears swell up in my eyes. “That’s the sweetest thing you could have asked me. Forever yes to that one.”

      “Good.” She wipes down her face once again. “And Noah was the one who said he’d be proud to be my uncle right from the beginning. So that takes care of that.” She jumps up and down with excitement. “I can’t believe this! My life is like perfect now.” Her attention is snagged by something over by the tents. “Oh, look, there’s Carlotta. Do you think she’d let me call her Grandma?”

      I make a face over at my older not quite wiser look-alike. “Good luck with that one. I’d say your best bet is Miranda Lemon. She’s sort of a sure thing. Carlotta is more or less a crapshoot.” And that descriptor says so very much about her.

      Evie runs off in her direction and she’s quickly replaced with an unwanted face—Cormack Featherby.

      “Did you tell her?” Cormack twists her pastel pink lips into a bona fide smirk.

      Noah stiffens. “Lottie, there is something I have to tell you. While I’m more than open to the fact you’ll be dating Everett, I’m hoping you’ll be open to the fact I’ll be dating someone, too.”

      Cormack gifts him an elbow in the ribs. “Tell her who, Big Boss.”

      How I hate it when Cormack calls him that. And I think I’m hating this conversation even more.

      Noah takes a deep breath as if he were stepping out onto the battlefield.

      “Cormack,” he says with an apologetic nod. “I’ll be dating Cormack.”

      “What?” both Everett and I cry out at once.

      Cormack giggles like a giddy schoolgirl who was just asked out by the cute boy in class, and holy heaven, she sure was.

      “I’ll see you all later.” She gives a three-fingered wave my way. “I think I’ll go have a few of those scrumptious snickerdoodle cookies. I just adore your sweet treats, Lola. I know just where the Big Boss and I will procure our wedding cake from one day. Ta ta for now!” she trills as she skips back over to the tents.

      I grab Noah by the tie and pull him in. “What in the name of featherheads do you think you’re doing?”

      Everett gives Noah’s shoulder a shove. “If this is revenge for Evie asking if I could throw my hat back in the ring with Lemon, then you are far too petty to even look at my wife.”

      Noah presses a sorrowful smile my way. “No.” It comes out quiet, sullen. “It’s nothing like that. I promise.”

      “Then what is it?” My voice shakes as I ask. “Spill it, Fox, because I am hurting far more than I ever want to.”

      “Lottie.” Noah takes up my hands. “Let’s just say Cormack was impressed with the attention Cressida received from Everett ever since she broke the news about Evie. But Cormack being Cormack can’t seem to process the fact it wasn’t a good thing.”

      “Any attention is good attention,” I whisper the words robotic. “What’s going on?”

      “Why are you going along with it?” Everett asks.

      Noah pinches his eyes shut a moment. “Cormack took a page out of Cressida’s playbook. She’s opted for the chapter on blackmail.”

      “Oh God.” A sick feeling washes over me as if I just dropped a rotten egg in an industrial-sized batch of Noah’s favorite chocolate chip cookies. Only in this case, it’s Noah who’s about to throw a rotten egg named Cormack right at me.

      Everett steps in. “What is it, Noah? What does she have on you?”

      A thought comes to me. “Please don’t tell me you have a love child.”

      “No, it’s not that.” He takes a breath.

      Everett leans in. “You’re married to her?”

      “Nope.” Noah gives a long blink.

      Everett squints at him. “You did something and she’s threatening to talk. You have a secret, don’t you?”

      Noah gives a reluctant nod.

      “Noah,” I whisper. “What’s this secret about?”

      His lips press white. “It’s a secret that Cormack has known for years. She vowed she would never tell a living soul, and I trusted her with my life. I had to. But she’s willing to break her silence.”

      Everett takes a breath. “Whatever you did, it was illegal, wasn’t it?”

      Noah gives a slight nod, and this time he looks as if he’s downright angry with himself.

      Everett averts his eyes. “Let me guess. You committed mail fraud.” It comes out flat, as if Noah weren’t capable of much more than that.

      Noah looks from Everett to me.

      “I committed a homicide.” A heavy sigh expels from him. “Lottie, I didn’t join the sheriff’s department to hunt bad guys. I joined to hide the fact I was one. I’m sure that makes your choice between the two of us an easy one.” His eyes glint like shards of glass. “It was no accident. I meant to do it. I’m not the man you thought I was, Lottie. I’m a killer.”

      *Pick up Strawberry Shortcake Sins (Murder in the Mix 21) and get back to Honey Hollow!

      *Turn the page for the recipe to Lottie’s delicious Snickerdoodle cookies!
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        From the kitchen of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery

      

      

      

      
        
        Grandma Nell’s Snickerdoodle Cookies

      

      

      

      Hello, Lottie here! I’ve got another recipe for you from my bakery in Honey Hollow. My grandma, Nell, used to make the most delicious snickerdoodle cookies, and I’ve stuck to her tried and true recipe ever since. These cookies always sell out fast in my bakery. And the best part? They taste like heaven. Everett especially loves these. I hope you enjoy every last bite!

      

      Ingredients

      2 ¾  cups all-purpose flour

      ½  cup softened butter (I use salted butter for this one)

      ½ cup shortening

      1 ½ cups sugar

      2 eggs

      2 teaspoons cream of tartar

      1 teaspoon baking soda

      1 teaspoon cinnamon

      1 teaspoon vanilla

      ¼ teaspoon salt

      

      Extra ingredients for rolling the dough in

      2 tablespoons sugar

      3 tablespoons cinnamon

      

      Directions

      Preheat oven to 400°

      

      In a large mixing bowl combine butter, shortening, sugar, eggs, and vanilla.

      Combine sifted flour, cream of tartar, cinnamon, baking soda, salt—and then slowly add into the butter mixture.

      

      In a separate bowl, mix together extra sugar and cinnamon.

      

      Form dough into walnut size balls and roll into the cinnamon and sugar mixture.

      Place balls onto a cookie sheet two inches apart.

      Bake for 8-10 minutes. Middle of the cookie will still be soft.

      

      Serve warm and indulge!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preview: Strawberry Shortcake Sins
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      *Pick up Strawberry Shortcake Sins (Murder in the Mix 21) and get back to Honey Hollow!

      

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

      A couple of feuding food vloggers descend upon my bakery to shoot an episode of their culinary show and it quickly devolves into a strawberry shortcake disaster. And then there is Everett with a new reality taking over his existence—and don't get me started on Noah. That dark secret he just uttered has the power to destroy everything he's worked for and perhaps so much more. It's spring in Honey Hollow and heartache is sprouting up everywhere. But there is a murder to solve and a cute little ghostly corgi to help me do just that. The heat index is rising in Honey Hollow and it's shaping up to be a real killer. 

      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.

      *Pick up Strawberry Shortcake Sins (Murder in the Mix 21) and get back to Honey Hollow!
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      Check out Addison’s newest series written with USA TODAY bestseller Bellamy Bloom!

      Kittyzen’s Arrest (Country Cottage Mysteries 1)

      An inn keeper who reads minds. An ornery detective. And a trail of bodies. Cider Cove is the premiere destination for murder.

      

      My name is Bizzy Baker, and I can read minds. Not every mind, not every time, but most of the time, and believe me when I say it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.

      

      Bizzy Baker runs the Country Cottage Inn, has the ability to pry into the darkest recesses of both the human and animal mind, and has just stumbled upon a body. With the help of her kitten, Fish, a mutt named Sherlock Bones, and an ornery yet dangerously good-looking homicide detective, Bizzy is determined to find the killer.

      

      Cider Cove, Maine is the premier destination for fun and relaxation. But when a body turns up, it’s the premier destination for murder.

      PICK UP Kittyzen’s Arrest (Country Cottage Mysteries 1) NOW! Or turn the page for a preview!
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      My name is Bizzy Baker, and I can read minds. Not every mind, not every time—but it happens, and believe me when I say it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.

      “Good morning.” I hold up the carafe to the elderly man reading his paper. As the manager of the Country Cottage Inn, I certainly don’t mind helping out in the café when it’s needed. “More coffee?”

      “Please.” He nods politely. Lovely lady. Lovely inn. I’m glad I talked my wife into coming here. He frowns a moment. Fine. She talked me into it. As she likes to remind me, she’s always right. I’ll never admit to it, but it sure is true.

      I can’t help but chuckle as I fill his mug to the brim. Reading minds isn’t always this pleasant. For instance, the time I was at junior prom and my date smiled right at me and thought to himself how much the dress I was wearing belonged on a corpse at the morgue. Or the time I shared my first kiss, and the boy whose lips had just assaulted mine brazenly wished I was some girl named Tina.

      I’m not Tina. I will never be Tina, but at times I’ve wished I could trade places with just about anyone.

      My name is Bizzy, and I’m a twenty-six-year-old woman who has ended up as the manager of the Country Cottage Inn, right here in Cider Cove, Maine, where I grew up.

      I head to the next table, to a girl with her hair up in a messy bun, books strewn across the table, glasses slung low on her nose, and she happens to have a Dexter University sweatshirt on. I hold up the carafe and she signals for me to proceed.

      I’m going to need all the free refills I can get. She looks down and frowns at her books. Who am I kidding? There’s not enough coffee in the world to help me get through this semester. The mechanics and special relativity of physics? What was I thinking signing up for that class? I’m really in over my head this time.

      I point down to her physics book and smile. “You’ve got this. Just take lots of notes and read everything they assign.”

      Common sense wins again. The girl looks momentarily relieved. “Thank you. That actually does make me feel a bit better.”

      I give a little wink before heading to the back of the café.

      Ah, Dexter University. I’ve only left Cider Cove once and that was to attend Dexter where I nearly completed my undergraduate work—and by nearly, I mean I was one semester shy of earning that shiny new degree, but like most things in life I was terrified of reaching that goal. And trust me, I don’t like the fact I hightailed it right back to Cider Cove with my scholastic tail between my legs as an official college dropout, but the more I thought about the pressure graduation would bring, the more I was convinced I couldn’t do it.

      A brunette with long dark curls hovers over her phone and I stop cold in my tracks.

      My God, is that Mack? The girl looks up briefly, and thankfully it’s not her.

      “More coffee?” I ask as I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Yes, and keep it coming.”

      “Not a problem.” I quickly refill her mug, but I can’t seem to pick up on any thoughts she’s having. Some people are simply impossible to read and I have no idea why.

      Mack comes to mind once again.

      The entire mind reading debacle can be traced back to that fateful Halloween party I attended when I was thirteen with my very best friends, Emmie Crosby and Mackenzie—Mack Woods. Let’s just say an innocent game of bobbing for apples went horrifically wrong.

      Emmie was nowhere to be found. Come to find out, she had cornered her junior high crush at the pumpkin carving station and there were both sharp knives and first kisses involved.

      But Mack and I were going for the apple bobbing gold—or so I thought. Let’s just say Mack’s efforts to help me secure my mouth over a juicy red apple were less successful in that arena than they were in her efforts to send me to the other side of existence.

      The more I struggled to come up for air, the more Mack would hold me under, seemingly cheering me on until she finally pushed me right into the giant whiskey barrel that housed the slippery fruit.

      I hit the bottom of the barrel headfirst so hard I saw stars right there under water. It was a nightmare of splashing and twisting and turning, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t seem to untangle my limbs and stand up.

      Four things came from that horrific nightmare. One: I have an irrational fear of large bodies of water. Confession: I haven’t swum since the incident and don’t plan to anytime in the future. Just the thought of the water engulfing me and my inability to breathe or reach the surface scares the living daylights out of me. But since living in coastal Maine makes it nearly impossible to avoid the water, I’ve adopted a rule I can live with. As long as the water never goes higher than my ankles, I’m fine with walking the shoreline.

      Two: I’m terrified of confined spaces. I suspect tumbling around in a dark whiskey barrel filled with water will do that to a person.

      Three: It initiated my distrust of Mack Woods.

      Mack and I grew up together.

      Mack, Emmie, and I used to be an unbreakable trio—that is, right up until high school when Mack saw fit to steal every boy that I even remotely showed any interest in.

      And after she went home with my date at prom, I decided it was time to cut ties, and thankfully Emmie sided with me. I don’t know what I would have done if I had lost Emmie’s friendship, too. Although, I’ve never counted it a loss to be rid of Mack.

      And last but not least, number four: It was from that day on that I suddenly had the ability to pry into other people’s minds. And, believe me, I did not like what I heard. Apparently, Mack has never had a high opinion of me, but words like suffering and pity were used when she was seemingly forced to be in my presence. And forced by who? I have no idea, but she was never without a fake smile and a mean thought thereafter.

      And let’s just say listening in on other people’s thoughts hasn’t been a picnic either. Suffice it to say, I don’t bother asking people how my outfit looks, or what they think of my new haircut.

      On the surface, everyone is exceedingly polite, but peel back the curtains and you get a lot of truth you didn’t bargain for. And that includes my mother and my sister Macy, too. Of course, they weren’t having cruel thoughts about me, just exceptionally honest ones. The only person who has never had so much as a criticism of me has been Emmie. Every thought that girl has about any and everyone is one hundred percent pure.

      In fact, I’ve become so wrapped up in people’s honest criticisms, I’ve created an entire list of my own to go along with them. And for good reason. No matter how hard I seem to want something, it seems the farther away it gets. Take for instance the fact I love to bake. Well, if I don’t burn it, I find something else that will botch up the recipe. Thankfully, Emmie is an excellent baker and gladly takes my ideas and runs with them. She’s so sweet to me, she tries to give me credit for her yummy desserts, but I would never dream of letting people think I had a hand in making them.

      And that leads me back to why I dropped out of college. Since I was little, the one thing I wanted more than anything was to run my own business. My mother had her own realty company at the time and I wanted to be just like Mom, a large-and-in-charge success, holding the world by her purse strings. But since I seemed to burn everything in the kitchen—and burn down all the good things I touched in general, I decided to run from my collegiate endeavor as well.

      Instead of finishing college, I hightailed it right back to this sleepy seaside town, Cider Cove.

      I set down the carafe and head outside of the café right past the patio and onto the white sandy beach where my cat springs up out of nowhere.

      I sigh dreamily as the sapphire waves crash over the shoreline. My sweet kitten, whom I aptly and ironically named Fish, and I stride farther away from the Cottage Café and watch as the morning swells foam over the shoreline. Fish is a four-month-old black and white longhaired tabby that I found mewling her poor little heart out behind my sister’s soap and candle shop, Lather and Light, just up the way on Main Street. I took the poor little thing straight to the vet, and once it was determined she was a stray, I took her into my home and my heart.

      “Let’s walk out farther,” I say as Fish threads in and around my ankles. Fish doesn’t seem to mind the sand. In fact, she finds it amusing if anything. Since Fish is so good with people, I have her with me at all times while I’m at work. She loves the inn and she loves the pets that come through it as well.

      To the water’s edge! she cries out—of course, it’s all in her mind. We’ve been communicating this way since I brought her home and we’re both quite happy with the situation. I can’t hear every animal’s thoughts, but it’s few and far between when I don’t.

      “Careful,” I call out after her. “You know how we both feel about water.”

      I’ll never touch the stuff. There’s not a beast on the planet that will ever make me dip a paw into it.

      A dry laugh pumps from me as I glance back at the inn. It’s a tall and stately structure with a stone façade, blue shutters over the windows, and ivy covering its every free surface.

      The Country Cottage Inn isn’t only a rather large hotel set right on the beach, but it boasts of over three dozen cottages that we rent out that extend over the rolling hills behind the inn itself. I reside in one, as does my best friend Emmie. Her brother lives in another, and my Grandma, who is technically nobody’s grandmother, lives in the cottage just beyond the main entry.

      In fact, the Country Cottage Inn is the only rental facility that permits pets to stay on the premises—a rule I employed once I was given charge over this place. I’ve always appreciated animals a bit more than I’ve appreciated humans, partly because I’ve never met an animal who has had a bad thought. If my strange gift has given me anything wonderful, it’s been the ability to read the minds of animals.

      And I never shy away from striking up a conversation with them. The great thing about it is people never question your sanity when you’re talking sweetly to a cute furry little creature. And my love of animals is what inspired me to open the inn to pets as well. It’s a crying shame more places don’t invite responsible pet owners to bring along their fur babies. In fact, I took it one step further and opened up a pet daycare center in the back of the inn.

      That’s exactly how Country Cottage Critter Corner was born. To be honest, Critter Corner is truly the star of this place. We have an entire facility attached to the back that has both an indoor and outdoor area that allows ample room for the animals to roam within their respective areas. We get as many cats as we do dogs and bunnies alike.

      The entire inn feels like my baby through and through. But I’m not the owner, and to be honest, I think that takes the pressure off me. The owner of the inn is actually a wealthy earl who lives in England. We met once and the rest of our correspondences have been over the phone or through emails. And to be honest, I like it that way. It almost feels as if the inn and the surrounding properties are mine. And when I’m not running the front desk, or minding the grounds, checking on boarders, or paying the bills, you can find me in the café wishing that I could bake right alongside the pastry chefs, because as my moniker suggests, I do like to whip up a sweet treat in the kitchen now and again—even if it does end in catastrophe.

      The waves slap over the shore almost violently, reminding us that summer is a quickly fading dream and fall is upon us. It’s mid-September and tonight is the farewell to summer bonfire, right here at Cottage Shores, and everyone in Cider Cove will be here.

      I head down to the waterline in haste. It’s my job to make sure the beach is clean, cleared of any unwanted debris, and that there is more than enough chopped wood brought in to feed the hungry fires that will dot the sand later this evening.

      Fish jumps in front of me. It’s so beautiful here. Why must the people come and ruin everything?

      I can’t help but giggle at that one. “You have no idea how many ‘people’ feel exactly that way.”

      I take a full breath as I look out at the expansive cove itself with its pristine belt of sugary sand that caves in like the letter U. An embankment of maples, sweetgums, ashes, birch trees, and oaks ensconces us on either side as they stand tall and proud, almost right to the waterline on either side of us. Their leaves have already turned colors of burnt orange, deep gold, and fiery red. There is no place as magical as Cider Cove in the fall.

      The wind picks up, causing the ocean to churn like a washing machine ready to hit the spin cycle.

      Fish trots out about three feet ahead of me and freezes. Her long fluffy fur stands on edge in a ridge over her back as she looks wide-eyed and terrified down to my right, and I turn my head that way just in time to see a white and red freckled dog bounding this way at a million miles per hour, and, just like that, Fish darts to my left in a blur.

      “Fish!” I scream as I run out a few feet to my left, but no sooner do I dart in her direction than she’s already dashed past me the other way. The rather large dog barks up a storm with his tail pointed up and ears standing erect as he does his best to chase her.

      “No! Stop! Fish!” I howl in a tizzy as my sweet cat bolts my way, and just as I’m about to catch her, she zooms right between my legs and so does that pesky pooch, knocking me off balance in the effort. “Oh no!” I buck backward and trip over a piece of driftwood. My legs do a little tap-dance as I try to regain my footing, but it’s no use. I land smack on my bottom in the wet mushy sand as water pools around me in what feels like a hostile foamy display.

      “Oh God.” A sense of panic grips me as I struggle to rise. The memory of being trapped in that whiskey barrel comes rushing back uninvited, and suddenly every muscle in my body threatens to paralyze with fear. I struggle to rise just as a wall of water engulfs me from behind and I’m left gasping and reeling as I get sucked out to sea a good ten feet.

      Can’t breathe!

      Can’t see, think, or feel.

      It’s as if every nightmare I’ve ever had has suddenly come to life and sprung on me from behind in the form of a killer wave.

      “Hey!” A pair of arms gesticulate wildly as a man with dark hair wearing a full three-piece suit wades in cautiously, yet quickly, in an effort to give me a hand. “I’ve got you!” he shouts as I flail and gasp, trying my best to find my footing as another wave crashes overhead—this time right over the two of us.

      “Geez!” he shouts as he clasps his hand onto mine. Only, instead of pulling me toward shore, a swell pulls us both out farther in the opposite direction.

      “Help!” I scream at the top of my lungs, but with the wind picking up and the violent waves sloshing around us, I can hardly hear myself.

      My feet lose their grip of the bottom and my body demands to move with the wild current, but I’m holding onto the man in his nice three-piece suit as if he were a life preserver.

      “Swim with the horizon!” he shouts as he does his best to reel me in, but the violent swells have an entirely different idea.

      “I’m going to die!” I shout as I do my best to hoist myself back in the direction of the shore where I spot both Fish and that naughty freckled cutie pie, who thought it was a good idea to give a chase in the first place, both seated a safe distance from the waterline as they watch us struggle our way to safety. “Fish! Call for help!”

      “Duck!” the man in the three-piece suit shouts and I get pulled under as another hostile wave crashes overhead.

      We cork back up to the surface and he reels me in tight, wrapping an arm around my waist, and I see him for the very first time. My heart detonates just once at the sight of him—dark hair plastered to his head, gorgeous bone structure, a peppering of dark stubble gracing his cheeks, but it’s his eyes—I’ve never seen such light gray eyes. They’re stunning. And in turn they add a breathtaking allure to his already comely features.

      Beautiful. Just that word alone roams through my mind and a breath hitches in my throat at the thought.

      For a moment, it’s as if all of time stands still and those glowing eyes of his are conducting a takedown of all my good senses.

      “Are you all right?” His voice is husky and firm, and there’s a hard look in his eyes and, dare I say, an air of superiority about him in general.

      He’s good-looking and he knows it. I’m far too familiar with his type. But he has a scholarly appeal to him, and something about him screams the fact he’s been wounded a time or two. I try to steady my gaze over his to see if I can get a read on his thoughts, but there seem to be too many components distracting me at the moment.

      “Never been better.” I’m not sure why I spouted the lie. Considering my wet and wild predicament, I’ve never been worse.

      Another wave slaps over our heads and we’re sucked out to sea once more before being propelled at inhuman speeds in the opposite direction as the ocean vomits us back to shore.

      “Oh, wow,” I pant as I get on all fours in an attempt to gain my bearings. “We survived. We’re not dead.” I claw at the sand as I inch my way farther from the hostile water.

      “Of course we’re not dead. Come here,” he groans as he struggles to rise himself and he gives me a hand.

      “Thank you,” I say and I’m about to introduce myself, or hyperventilate from the trauma that just occurred, when I spot that freckled dog growling at Fish, and Fish bravely standing her ground as she makes sure I’ve survived my seaside adventure. “Oh no, you don’t,” I say, charging my way back to dry land. “My cat is not a snack or a toy or anything in between.”

      The dog bullets down the sandy stretch of the cove and the man in the sopping wet suit takes off after him.

      “Sherlock!” he shouts as he runs lethargically, and I do the same as I head for the inn.

      “Come on, Fish,” I say and she lets out a hair-raising roar before hopping like a bunny all the way back to the Cottage Café.

      I’ll see you there, Bizzy! she calls out. I may never venture near the shoreline again. And so help me, if I see that beast again… On second thought, so help him.

      Trust me, Fish, I never want to see the shoreline again myself.

      I’m sure I could easily convince Fish to relocate—but only after she exacts her revenge. I’m sure of it.

      It’s going to be a long, soggy day, and I’m already wishing I could head back to my cottage and swaddle in a blanket in front of a roaring fire with a good book and a cup of hot cider.

      After I wring myself out, I carefully make my way back into the building. The inn itself is cavernous inside, with wooden floors distressed in a gray and white marbled color. There’s a large grand staircase that leads to a second level where most of the rooms are located. The doors and wainscoting, along with the counter that frames the front of the expansive foyer, are a rich dark wood heavily inlaid with carvings. There’s a large event room on the south side of the building that’s seen just about every celebration you can imagine and a formal dining room for the guests of the facility. The Cottage Café on the east end of the building leads right to the sandy shores of Cider Cove and is open to guests and to the public as well.

      Fish is already seated on her favorite perch, the white marble counter that spans the front of the reception area.

      Emmie bats her inch-long lashes my way in horror. Emmie and I look as if we could be sisters with the same long, wavy, dark hair, same frosty blue eyes, olive skin, and pouty lips. We happen to share the same formal moniker as well, Elizabeth, but we’ve devolved in different directions with that one. When I was born, Macy, my older sister, couldn’t say my name properly, so Bizzy it was. And Emmie was an adorable nickname that her mother gave her and it simply stuck.

      “What happened to you?” She trots over with a box of tissues and dabs the water from dripping off my nose.

      “I thought I’d make sure the ocean was still salty and wet for the party tonight. Check and check,” I say as I make my way to the front desk and run my eyes over the ledger quickly.

      “Oh my goodness, Bizzy!” Emmie sucks in a quick lungful of air as she quickly puts the traumatizing pieces together. “Are you all right? Can I get you something? A cup of hot coffee? An apple walnut cinnamon roll?”

      I can’t help but give a weak smile at that last one. That was my newest brainchild, the very dessert I dreamed up and tried to bake but turned the entire batch into a pan of rock-hard Frisbees. Thankfully, Emmie took my suggestion and it’s been a hit at the Cottage Café all month.

      But, before I can answer, the bell chimes at the entry, and in through those oversized doors comes a heart-stoppingly handsome man in a soggy suit and a leashed freckled beast striding in by his side, and I can’t help but give a wry smile at the two of them.

      Emmie leans in so close I can feel her body heat beginning to warm me. “Mother of all things holy. Can I keep him?”

      “I’d say yes, but I think he’s bad luck,” I tease—mostly.

      He smirks at the thought. “I’d contest that theory.” His pale gray eyes needle into mine. I’m pretty sure you’re the one with bad luck, sweetie.

      I gasp as if he said the words out loud.

      See what I mean? Prying into people’s minds is a hazard of a superpower no one should be privy to.

      “I beg your pardon?” I’m quick to contest it. “My innocent cat was minding her own business when your lumbering beast decided to chase her into the ocean.”

      The poor pooch whimpers and sulks as if he understood me, and I have no doubt he did.

      The man straightens. The muscles in his jaw tense a moment, and it only gives him a meaner, sexier appeal, and I want to scream and throw things because he only grows more obnoxiously handsome by the moment, and perhaps more obnoxious in general, too.

      “My beast was simply following his instincts.” Those blue eyes, though. I could stare at them all day, he says internally as he openly inspects my features, and I can feel my cheeks heat up ten degrees at least.

      Does he like my blue eyes? Most likely he likes Emmie’s blue eyes, but—he is looking right at me. I try to pry into his thoughts to see what criticism or disparaging remarks are lurking around up there but there don’t seem to be any.

      He flexes a wry smile my way. “Who do I see about checking in?”

      Fish saunters over and sits between us as if she were showing up for duty.

      Don’t do it, Bizzy, Fish warns. Tell them to find shelter elsewhere. Like Connecticut.

      I wrinkle my nose at my sweet cat before clearing my throat.

      “That would be me,” I say, tapping over the keyboard until today’s check-in file pops up on the screen. “Name, please.”

      “Jasper Wilder,” he grunts it out as if he were angry at the fact.

      Emmie giggles as she hovers over my shoulder.

      “Jasper Wilder,” she whispers into my ear as if it were a secret.

      “Yes, I heard.” I bite down over a smile. Emmie and I happen to have a soft spot for the quasi-vampire related name.

      I glance down the list of names due for arrival today and note in horror he’s leased the cottage in front of mine.

      I suck in a quick breath. “You’ll be a resident?” I look up at him and he blinks a satisfied smile.

      “That’s right. I’ve leased a two-bedroom with a fenced yard.”

      “Wow, that’s—just great.” I have a feeling Fish will never let me hear the end of it. “What’s your pooch’s name again?” I say, hiking up on my tiptoes to get a better look at him from over the counter, and the poor thing is crouched low with his eyes pinned on Fish as if he feared for his life—as he should. Fish might be small, but she is mighty.

      “Sherlock. Sherlock Bones.” His lips curve into a smile as Emmie giggles herself into a conniption.

      “Sherlock Bones!” She pokes me in the ribs. “That’s so clever. Isn’t that clever, Bizzy?”

      “Bizzy?” His dark brows bounce as if my name amused him. I can’t say I blame him. My name has amused people for over two and a half decades now.

      A warm laugh bounces through me. “That’s right, Bizzy Baker. And this is my cat, Fish,” I say, nodding her way. “I’m the manager here at the Country Cottage Inn. And if you need anything at all—”

      “Ask for me.” Emmie snaps the key to his new home off the dowel next to her. “In fact, I’ll take you both to your cottage and make sure you’re well acclimated.”

      Jasper looks my way, his icy eyes searing over mine, and try as I might, I can’t get a bead on what he’s thinking. It’s as if he knows what I’m capable of and has suddenly erected a shield over his mind. Not that it’s possible, and not that I should be too concerned about his errant thoughts that may or may not be complimenting my eyes.

      I bite down over my lip as I look his way once again. Fine. I might be a little more than interested to know about his errant thoughts. He’s a looker. You’d have to be dead not to notice how arrestingly handsome he is. And judging by how fast my heart is pounding at the thought of him, I’m certainly not dead.

      They’re halfway to the door when a thought comes to me.

      “There’s a bonfire on the beach tonight! All guests are welcome to come.”

      He turns my way and grunts in lieu of a response, and I grunt right back like a knee-jerk reaction.

      I watch as Emmie chats away a mile a minute as she leads him and his adorable dog to their cottage.

      “Jasper Wilder,” I mutter under my breath.

      He’s far too ornery and perhaps far too handsome for my taste.

      I catch a glimpse of him through the window as he walks farther from the building. He pauses for a moment, turning my way, and my heart thumps wildly as if contesting my protests.

      “He’s not the one for me,” I insist.

      Is he?
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