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

      

      A couple of feuding food vloggers descend upon my bakery to shoot an episode of their culinary videos and it quickly evolves into a strawberry shortcake disaster. And then there is Everett with his 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.
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      My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead people. Okay, so rarely do I see dead people. Mostly I see furry creatures of the dearly departed variety, 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 an entire kitchen full of my strawberry shortcake dessert in all of its incarnations. I’m talking dozens of eight-inch round cakes, dozens upon dozens of ten-inch round cakes, hundreds if not thousands of small paper dessert cups filled with the creamy fruity concoction. It’s a virtual sea of cake layered with fresh farm-to-table juicy red strawberries whose sugary juices have macerated into the spongy vanilla cake and, of course, there are layers upon layers of heavy whipped cream smothered throughout.

      It’s late on a Saturday afternoon in May, which would usually be a slow stretch of time for the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, but it feels as if all of Honey Hollow—heck, all of Vermont has gathered in and around my little sweet bake shop.

      My best friend, Keelie Nell Turner, waddles into the kitchen with her back arched and her belly distended to the size of a basketball. Her blonde hair trickles down her shoulders in a glacial cascade of curls, her lips are full, and her skin is impeccable, nothing but glowing peaches and cream.

      “Keelie”—I’m quick to greet her with a warm embrace—“pregnancy really does become you. I think Bear should knock you up more often,” I tease.

      She grunts as the kitchen staff continues to swirl around us.

      “Lottie Lemon, don’t you put that curse on me.” Keelie gasps as she grabs her belly. “Just got a wild kick.” She laughs as she rubs a circle to the left of her beach ball-like belly. “Okay, I hear you. You’re a blessing. A big one, too.” She winks my way. “But seriously, Lot? Lucky for me, you have enough strawberry shortcake here to feed all of Vermont.”

      I crane my neck past her to get a better look into the café at the front of the bakery.

      “I guess that’s why all of Vermont showed up.”

      Lily Swanson breezes into the kitchen with her dark hair in a messy bun, her cheeks pink from running back and forth.

      “Lottie, the next time you decide to host all of Hollywood, count me out. There are more divas in this place than I care to number.” Her lips twitch as she looks to Keelie. “And in case you’re wondering, your sister is the biggest diva of them all.”

      “Is Naomi here?” Keelie snatches up a strawberry shortcake cupcake before waddling right back out of the kitchen.

      Naomi Turner used to be Lily’s BFF, but that whole best friends forever thing didn’t actually pan out for them. A few months back they were both dating the same guy and things ended disastrously as predicted.

      “Lily, why don’t you move a couple more cakes to the front and I’ll take care of the rest. Maybe you can help thin out the crowd, too. We can’t have everyone in here,” I say, picking up a giant platter that houses one of the bigger strawberry shortcakes before elbowing my way out into the café.

      The bakery itself is painted a cheery yellow hue and the furniture is mix-and-match with no two pieces looking exactly alike, considering the fact they were all secondhand store finds. Bear Fisher, Keelie’s soon-to-be husband, is a contractor and he helped put this place together as well as paint the furniture every shade of pastel. There’s a huge walkway that leads to the Honey Pot Diner next door, and in the Honey Pot there’s an overgrown oak tree that sits in the middle of the dining room. Its branches extend over the ceiling of the Honey Pot and enter into the café portion of my bakery as they float all along the ceiling. Each branch is strewn with twinkle lights and it gives both places an enchanted appeal.

      It’s wall-to-wall bodies in the bakery as the film crews set up their cameras and equipment.

      Carlotta spots me with my arms loaded with enormous shortcake goodness and she gives an obnoxious whistle with her fingers.

      “Coming through!” she shouts as she uses her body to axe a pathway through the wall of humanity. I finally manage to put the cake down on one of the many conjoined bistro tables that have been pieced together and laden down with the yummy desserts.

      Carlotta is my birth mother, and the woman who raised her was Nell Sawyer, my wonderful grandmother who owned both the Honey Pot Diner and the bakery itself. And when Nell died she gifted them both to me, along with almost all of Vermont and a beach house in Nantucket. Carlotta is my doppelgänger in every way, with her caramel-colored waves and hazel eyes—with the exception of her crow’s feet, deep laugh lines, and stray wiry gray hairs that are starting to outnumber her original color.

      Carlotta smacks me on the back. “Lot Lot, I think it’s official. Today is the day you get your lucky break into showbiz.”

      “Newsflash, Carlotta, I’m not trying to break into showbiz,” I tell her. “I think today is the day I’m going to work extra hard to hold my sanity together.”

      Last month, my half-sisters, Kelleth and Aspen Nash, asked if a friend of theirs named Cricket Flannery could host her food show here, and I agreed without realizing what melee this would bring into my life. It turns out, Cricket is also a friend of the Turner family, and once Keelie heard about Cricket wanting to host her show in my bakery she all but begged me to go through with it. And suffice it to say, between the Turner family and the Nash clan, there has been a friends and family extravaganza congregating around the bakery all day, along with Cricket’s thousands of fans.

      “Don’t worry, Lot,” Carlotta says, taking a look around. “You’re the winner in all this. Think of all the exposure you’ll be getting. And it’s not just one popular food show—it’s two that are descending on the bakery today.”

      It’s true.

      Not only is Cricket here, along with the YouTube production team that helps her churn out her show Head Over Meals, but her so-called food vlogger rival, Ben Daley, from the ever popular the Daley Dish show is here as well. They’re filming a double episode set to air on both of their channels, and I suppose that means double exposure for me. It’s what I have to keep reminding myself when I take in the fact I was asked to donate the desserts in exchange for all the “priceless” free advertising they keep reminding me about. But I’m not doing this for the advertising. I’m doing it for my best friend, Keelie. I would do anything for that girl, including eat the cost of about a thousand strawberry shortcakes.

      A dark-haired deity enters in through the bakery doors and it’s as if a hallelujah choir breaks out. Every woman in the bakery pauses for a moment to offer the aforementioned Greek god the ogling respect that’s due to him.

      The deity in question would be the honorable and yet heart-stoppingly handsome Judge Essex Everett Baxter—my husband. Okay, fine. The legal union he and I share is nothing more than a technicality. He needed a wife in order to receive the lion’s share of his inheritance and I willingly stepped in and saved the financial day.

      Essex actually prefers people call him by his middle name, Everett. His formal moniker is strictly reserved for those he’s done the horizontal mambo with, and even though I’ve mamboed with Everett more times than you can shake a coital stick at, I prefer to call him by the name I first knew him by.

      His lids hood over those cobalt blue eyes as he wraps his arms around me and my insides detonate in honor of his otherworldly glory. Everett has always had the command of every woman’s attention and I’m certainly no different. He’s tall, dark, and vexingly brooding, and any smile he offers is extremely short-lived and hard-won. He has about five years on me, seeing that I’m in my late twenties and he’s just hitting his mid-thirties stride. Some would say he’s the right age for just about everything, and I would happen to agree.

      “Lemon,” he says it low and deep, sending the sound of his voice echoing right down to my bones, and every last molecule in my body laps up the sound. Everett has only ever called me by my surname for as long as I can remember. “You look delicious.” His lips curve upward before he glances to the table next to us. “And the dessert doesn’t look so bad either.”

      A laugh rattles through me as I cinch my arms around this wall of a man. Everett is built like a linebacker, and not one woman has ever complained. He’s wearing a three-piece suit, dark and inky, his signature look, and a navy tie. But it’s the scent of his thick, expensive cologne that pulls me into his spell.

      “How did it go at the courthouse?” I ask apprehensively. I happen to know he was there on a Saturday battling it out with Cressida Bentley’s lawyers as both Cressida and her daddy’s money do their best to contest the charges she’s up against. Cressida was stalking me a few months back by way of threatening notes. It turns out, she’s also the mother to Everett’s fifteen-year-old daughter Everly, who goes by Evie.

      Everett’s chest expands to the size of all of Honey Hollow.

      “Don’t worry, Lemon. I’m not letting her sweet talk her way out of this one.”

      “It’s not anything that comes from her mouth that I’m worried about. It’s all that green coming out of her father’s bank account, anxious to buy her a get out of jail free card, that has me quaking with anger.”

      Carlotta pops up between us. “Well, if it isn’t Mr. Sexy.” And yes, that’s a bona fide nickname gifted to Everett by baristas the world over. “Speaking of which, I need a new bed, new mattress, headboard, and the whole shebang. The bigger, the better.” She gives a hard wink to the beefy wall of muscles next to me. “See what I did there?” Suffice it to say, Carlotta has a bit of a salty edge to her. She’s also been holing up in my back bedroom while we repair the plumbing damage and black MOLD at Nell’s old place, Carlotta’s former home. I’m terrified of the four letter M word.

      “What’s wrong with the bed in the guest room?” I ask.

      Carlotta blinks back as if I struck her. “That old rusted out squeak-fest stuffed with combustibles built for one? Why, I can’t hardly get a good night’s rest on it let alone entertain the occasional guest.”

      By “occasional guest” she means Mayor Nash—who, come to find out, also happens to be my biological father.

      I steal a moment to take a nice, deep, cleansing breath. Over the last few months of rooming with Carlotta I’ve learned a nice, deep breath is necessary for a lot more than living. Some days it’s solely responsible for holding my sanity together.

      “The room is too small to fit more than a twin in there. I’ve got a better idea,” I say. “How about we go apartment hunting? That way you can entertain all the people you want, whenever you want, on the world’s biggest mattress?”

      Carlotta sputters and gags. “Don’t you think for a minute I’m going anywhere, missy. You can’t kick me out. I gave you life.” She leans in hard. “I’m the reason you see clearly to the other side of the great rainbow divide, and when push comes to strawberry shortcake shove, I’m probably the reason you bake so well. We all know Mama Nell was kneading up trouble in the kitchen long before you were a sparkle in Mayor Nash’s very married eye. It’ll be a cold day in H-E-double-hockey-sticks when you shove me out the door.”

      She stalks off as I let out an egregious loud moan, not that anyone can hear me over the boisterous sound of laughter and hum of conversation going on around me.

      The fact of the matter is, there was some truth to Carlotta’s rant. She is, in fact, the reason I’m what’s known as transmundane, further categorized as supersensual. And being supersensual entails the fact I can see the dead. Not all of the dead—just those who have come back for a very specific purpose. Their presence used to signify something ominous, albeit petty, was about to happen to the one that cherished them most, but as of late it almost always means murder is afoot.

      Everett’s chest rumbles against me as he gives a silent laugh.

      “You don’t really want Carlotta to go anywhere. She’s a riot. Plus, she keeps you on your toes.”

      A smart-aleck comment is about to missile out of my mouth just as Evie strides up in a tight pair of ripped up blue jeans, a white T-shirt that hardly covers her midriff, and a pair of high-heeled booties which look far too cumbersome on this warm spring day, but then, Evie has been prone to suffer for beauty now and again in the short time I’ve known her. I’ve really taken to Evie, and she’s really taken to me. So much so she’s asked to call me Mom. Of course, I said yes. Evie feels every bit my daughter as she is Everett’s.

      “Hey, Mom.” She quickly locks me in a warm embrace. With her boots on she’s taller than me by three whole inches but feels more like three feet. Her long dark hair rides down her back in perfect ringlets, and her cobalt blue eyes are the exact representation of her daddy’s. “Hey, Dad.” She tips her head to his shoulder a moment. “Guess what? Carlotta just said she’d teach me how to play Texas hold ’em. We’re going to get a bunch of my friends together from my old boarding school and take them for a ride. Whatever that means.” She glances to the door. “I gotta go. My dates are here.”

      She zips off, leaving both Everett and me with our jaws rooted to the floor.

      “Texas hold ’em?” I say to Everett.

      “Dates?” The word snips from him with a dangerous edge. “All right, I’m on board. We’re getting rid of Carlotta.”

      A gentle laugh rolls through me. “If only it were that simple.”

      “Lottie!” my mother calls out in her all too familiar trill—that would be my other mother, my adoptive mother, Miranda Lemon. Way back when Carlotta had me, she soon realized that her sixteen-year-old self could no more care for an infant than she could a pet rock. She quickly abandoned me on the floor of the local firehouse and a kind man by the name of Joseph Lemon found me. The rest is adoption history.

      Mom has creamy blonde hair that’s well coifed and curled as it dusts her shoulders. She’s a blue-eyed beauty who somehow forgot to age, and she has the personality of an effervescent bottle of champagne that’s been shaken up and left to explode all of its bubbly goodness onto the unsuspecting world below.

      She scuttles up with her best friend by her side, Becca Turner, Keelie’s mother. Becca has strawberry blonde hair that touches down just past her neck and a twinkle in her eyes that reminds me every bit of my bestie. It takes a moment for me to realize that her hand is conjoined with that of a younger woman about my age with long straight caramel-colored hair, squinted eyes, and a wide smile. Her forehead is fringed with bangs and her tiny nose and pointed chin give her a childlike appeal.

      Mom pulls the girl front and center. “Lottie, this is Cricket Flannery.”

      Becca pulls the girl in. “The Flannerys have been great friends of mine as far back as I can remember. In fact, I once dated Cricket’s father.” She gives a sly wink and a husky giggle.

      I hold out a hand. “Lottie Lemon,” I say to the girl. “I’m so glad to finally meet you.” And it wasn’t for a lack of trying. Every time I tried to set up a meeting, Cricket would quickly respond with have your people call my people and ta ta for now! Honestly, I had an eerie feeling she was a robot, and even though we’re finally meeting face to face I still haven’t taken the robotic notion off the table.

      “So nice to meet you, too.” Her eyes take on a half-moon appeal as she grins hard. “I can’t wait to shove my face into every last one of these tasty cakes. I haven’t eaten all day.” She leans in. “I never eat before a mukbang.”

      “Mukbang?” I try to figure out what that might be, but I shake my head as I come up empty.

      “That’s right.” She holds a finger out as if she were about to explain when a shorter redhead strides by and Cricket plucks her right into our midst. “Belinda! Lottie, you must meet Belinda Dennison. She’s the event planner extraordinaire who organizes all my events. In fact, if you ever need her for anything, you won’t be sorry you booked her.”

      Mom gasps. “Can you help with a bridal shower? My good friend here and I are throwing her daughter a bridal shower and we’d love to have someone who really knows what they’re doing to steer the ship.”

      Becca gasps with the same tone and level of enthusiasm to match my mother.

      “Yes!” She clasps the poor woman’s hands. “You must help with the bridal shower if you’re available. It’s a backyard affair. Miranda and I are up in arms at how quickly it’s coming up on us. It’s just three weeks from now.”

      The redhead gives a warm laugh. “I’m free. I’ll be glad to help. Consider me booked.” She looks my way. “And it’s wonderful to meet you, Lottie. You have an amazing bakery.”

      “Why, thank you. And it’s nice to meet you, Belinda.”

      Cricket sneers at something at the door and her expression falls flat. “He’s here.” She takes off into the crowd, mumbling something about it being showtime.

      Belinda glances over before glowering in that direction. “I’d better start staging the food.” Her affect softens as she looks to the mounds of strawberry shortcake laid out on the table. “That shortcake looks fabulous. I’m a big foodie, and I can’t wait to dive in. Cricket insisted we have Chinese, and I’m stuffed, but I think there’s room for dessert.”

      “There’s always room for dessert.” We share a warm laugh. “Did you go to the Wicked Wok? It’s my favorite.”

      “Sure did. Cricket treated a few of us beforehand. Excuse me,” she says, heading toward the table laden with my sweet desserts.

      At the entry, a mob quickly gathers around a good-looking man with a clean-shaven face. There’s an overall jovial appeal about him as he shakes the hands of everyone near him and is met with a rather rock star reception. He’s clad in a T-shirt and jeans, looking every bit like the all-American frat boy who’s holding fast to his youth. That must be Ben Daley of the Daley Dish, Cricket’s self-professed nemesis. I’m not quite sure what I’ve gotten myself into with hosting this culinary showdown, but I sure hope it brings a surge in business.

      Mom and Becca wander off to examine all the cakes I’ve laid out on the table as the crowd only seems to press in all the more around us. I hike up on my tiptoes and crane my neck toward the entrance myself, but it’s not Ben Daley I’m hoping to see.

      Everett leans in, his cologne warming my senses. “Still haven’t heard from him?”

      By “him,” he means Noah Fox, my on-again, off-again boyfriend who suddenly decided we were off again after he disclosed a very dark secret.

      It turns out, Noah killed someone way back when, and now his wily ex-girlfriend, Cormack Featherby, has decided that she’s desperate enough to blackmail him into dating her, seeing that nothing else did the job. For whatever reason, Cormack seems to be apprised of all the dirty little details.

      Noah is despondent—not only in the fact his past has come back to haunt him, but in the fact he’s horrifically ashamed of his actions. And ever since he told me that little deadly tidbit, he’s been avoiding me like the girlfriend plague.

      “I’ve seen him.” I nod to Everett. “I caught him leaving for work the other day and he waved as he drove down the street, but that’s about it.” Noah is one of the lead homicide detectives down at the Ashford County Sheriff’s Department. We just so happened to have worked side by side together on a few cases ourselves. I’m not a pro or anything, but I do seem to have a knack for finding bodies and tracking down killers. In fact, Noah and I did a lot of things together that I’m really starting to miss. “I’m not sure who I dislike more at this point, Cormack or Cressida.” I offer him a mournful smile. “Probably Cressida for keeping your baby girl from you for the last fifteen years. That is as heartless as heartless can get.”

      “Cormack’s right up there, though.”

      He should know. He was dating Cormack in high school when his then stepbrother decided to steal her from under him. The former stepbrother in question just so happens to be Noah Corbin Fox. They’re no longer yoked by the unholy matrimony of Everett’s mother and Noah’s father, but there’s been bad blood between them ever since.

      A tiny furry body catches my eyes as it waddles along near the floor. I recognize those elongated ears and that friendly face that looks as if it’s smiling. It’s a tan Pembroke Welsh Corgi. It has a little blue bandana around its neck and looks mighty official.

      I give Everett a light tap on the chest as I point over to it.

      “Do you think that’s a guide dog?” I give a quick glance around for its owner but, in this crowd, even I could get lost in my own bakery.

      “What are you pointing to?” He squints over in its general direction. “Did you say guide dog?”

      “Oh no.” My stomach does a hard roll as if I were about to be sick. “You don’t see it, do you?”

      Everett shakes his head as his eyes latch to mine.

      “Lemon.” He gives a mournful sigh as he glances around. “I think I’d better call Noah.” He pauses a moment before leaning in. “Tell me you have Ethel with you.”

      I wince because I never like bringing Ethel to the bakery. Ethel is the name I gave to the Glock handgun Everett and Noah bought me a few months back. She’s a lean, mean, potential killing machine that doesn’t quite factor into any recipe I might be cooking up. Okay, fine. I’m terrified to have a gun lying around in the bakery. I’ve put her in the ground safe in my office a time or two, but mostly I forget her at home on purpose.

      I look back to the tiny cute pooch and it smiles right up at me as its fur erupts into a dizzying display of miniature stars, and before I know it, the sweet smiling dog has evaporated to nothing.

      It seems a supernatural guest has arrived and, thus, dearly departed.

      That can only mean one thing.

      We’re about to have a murderously good time.
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      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is the nexus of chaos on this seemingly innocent Saturday afternoon. Another hour has drifted by and the production crew has thinned the herd as far as the crowd is concerned. I was able to pull out of the crowd those I wished to stay and, of course, I picked my mother and her friends, my sisters Lainey and Meg, Keelie and her fiancé Bear, Carlotta, Lily, Naomi, and Everett and Evie and just about anyone else I could think of. Evie begged me to let her two dates remain on the premises, and much to Everett’s growling dismay, I granted her request.

      I try to take a quick inventory of people and ghosts alike, but at the moment there isn’t a ghost to be seen. I can’t believe I saw another one of those pesky poltergeists. Not that the sweet thing was pesky, but its presence certainly signifies pesky things to come.

      The inside of the bakery has been magically transformed into a bona fide movie studio with giant oversized lights and cameras positioned just about everywhere.

      Everett stands by the counter talking to Wiley Fox, Noah’s wily father who faked his own death and has magically resurrected himself right here in Honey Hollow. I might like him a bit more if he didn’t spend his days swindling widows out of their retirement. And the fact he’s dating my widowed mother doesn’t make me a fan either. Mom really seems to have taken to him, though. But I’ve got my eye on that wily widow-swindling fox. He’ll be a dead man in the traditional sense if he tries to empty my mother’s bank accounts.

      Keelie’s sister Naomi strides on over. Even though she and Keelie are identical twins, Naomi has opted to dye her blonde locks a deep shade of midnight, and she can pull it off with the best of them. Naomi has long black hair that she flat irons until it’s stiff as a board and has a mirror shine you can see your reflection in. But now that Keelie is six months pregnant, Naomi and Keelie are looking less identical every day.

      Naomi takes a moment to scowl at me—not a shocker, considering the girl has never really liked me. I’m pretty sure it has everything to do with the fact her twin has been more of a sister to me than to her, going as far back as our preschool years. But then, there was that incident in high school. You see, it was me who dated Otis Bear Fisher first. Yes, the very man my bestie is set to marry next month. Bear and I were pretty serious right up until he cheated on me with everything that moved. But the one person he didn’t cheat on me with was Naomi and she was really angry about it at the time, too. And now seeing that her sister is set to marry the guy, you would think she would be more than fine with the way things turned out.

      “Cricket has put me in charge.” Naomi’s lips expand into a demonic smile.

      I tip my head her way. “In charge of what?”

      She rolls her eyes. “In charge of everything. Now come on. She’s getting touched up and she wants to meet you.” Naomi takes me by the hand and threads me through the crowd.

      “But I’ve already met her.”

      “Well, you must not be that memorable because she wants to meet you again.”

      “Great. Let’s hope she doesn’t forget those dozens of endorsements for the bakery she promised,” I say that last bit under my breath. I haven’t had a single sale all day. And as a business owner it’s downright frightening to know I’ll meet with a bunch of zeros once I reconcile the accounting at the end of the night.

      Naomi leads us to the entry of the Honey Pot where we find Cricket reclined in a chair while a tall brunette dusts her face with powder so pale it just might be flour.

      Naomi yanks me forward. “Cricket, this is Lottie Lemon. This is her shoddy shop, and you’re about to eat her shoddy desserts.” She bleeds a wicked smile my way.

      Cricket bats the girl with the makeup brush away and squints to get a better look at me.

      “Naomi, what are you talking about?” Cricket snips. “First, I’ve already met Lottie, and I doubt there’s anything shoddy about this place or her baking.” She gives a sly wink my way, and I note the glittery eyeshadow on her lids. It’s pretty in an obnoxious disco ball sort of way, and suddenly I have a craving for glittery eyelids myself. “You’ll have to excuse Naomi. Our families have always been close, and I think of her as my naughty cousin. She’s got a little kick to her, but I keep coming back for more.” She titters before looking to Naomi, and her face falls flat on a dime. “Naomi, you can’t be serious with those eyebrows. You’re a part of my team while I’m here. Every member of Head Over Meals needs to have professionally styled eyebrows.” She glances to the girl above her. “Christie, please tell me you can save the day.”

      The girl with the long dark hair, Christie, is quick to laugh it off.

      “Of course, I can fix it.” She nods to Naomi and me. “I’m Christie Duran. I’m a freelance makeup artist, but primarily I work with Cricket.”

      “And me,” a cheery male voice calls from behind and it’s Ben Daley, the food vlogging rock star who has all the girls here in a tizzy. Both he and Everett have thrown the women who have amassed to witness the culinary event for a hormonal loop. It’s pretty much been an even split with who is getting the attention. I must admit, there is something innately charming about Ben’s easy smile and happy-go-lucky spirit. I can see the appeal.

      “Ben Daley.” He shakes my hand briefly before taking up Naomi’s and kissing the back of it. “Please tell me you’re single, or I might as well surrender my smile right this minute.”

      Both Cricket and Christie give a playful groan, but Naomi giggles while her shoulders flutter around like two lost birds.

      “Why, I am single.” Naomi wastes no time in declaring her newly minted relationship status. “I just went through a horrific breakup, and I’m most certainly ready to mingle.”

      I inch back, surprised to hear a touch of a contrived country twang in her shockingly breathy voice.

      Cricket reaches up and kicks her on the leg. “Oh, stop it, Naomi. Ben is the enemy.” She gives him a wink. “He’s off-limits. Now sit your flirtatious tail in the chair next to me and let Christie hack through that forest sprouting over your forehead.”

      She does as she’s told, and soon her eyebrows are getting the treatment while Christie begins to hack away with a pair of tweezers.

      Ben shakes his head my way, and I can’t help but notice a small cut along his right cheek accompanied by a thin trail of blood. It looks fresh, the skin surrounding it is a flush shade of pink, and if I’m not mistaken, there’s a slight trace of a handprint glowing against his skin.

      “Thank you for hosting us, Lottie,” he says. “I can’t wait to dive into those cakes. I hope you don’t mind, but it’s going to get pretty messy. I plan on enjoying myself. I’m known for getting down and dirty with my food.”

      Christie huffs, “Among other things.”

      Ben gives a long blink. “Come on, Christie. It’s time for bygones to be bygones.”

      She openly scowls at him and sends the tension rising straight into the stratosphere.

      “And on that note.” Ben lands an arm over my shoulders. “Why don’t I introduce you around, Lottie?”

      We head back into the café and he leads us right to a man about his age and height, handsome with the beginnings of an early summer tan. The apples of his cheeks and his nose are a bit pink. His thick hair is combed back and he’s looking at us with his chin tipped up a notch as if he doesn’t approve of what he sees.

      “Lottie, this is my business partner, Nate Roth.” Ben slaps him on the back and the man’s chest puffs up as if a fight were about to break out. “We run Waterberry Farms out in Hollyhock.”

      “No kidding?” A genuine spike of excitement surges through me. “So that’s why you insisted all the strawberries for the show were purchased from Waterberry Farms. And, by the way, you have an excellent delivery staff. They were as pleasant as can be to work with.” And they found fresh baked chocolate chip cookies as an acceptable form of tipping.

      Nate sheds a prideful smile. “Thank you, Lottie. I appreciate hearing that. And for the record, I run the farm all by my lonesome.” He lands a heavy hand over Ben’s shoulder. “Benny boy here is more of a free-range silent partner who thinks he runs the place.” He gives a quick bite of a laugh, and I can’t tell if there was any malice behind the comment.

      “It’s nice meeting you,” I say. “And I look forward to doing more business with you both. I love to use fresh ingredients when I can. It really does make a difference in the quality of the desserts.”

      Ben navigates me away before I can say another word, and we bump into a dark-haired girl with long stringy hair, thin lips, and heavily lidded eyes that glance our way.

      “Aurora Lockwood?” Ben seems a bit stunned to see the woman.

      “Hey, Ben.” It comes out sultry, and perhaps a touch vindictive before she smiles my way. “I’m an old friend of his from high school.” She nods his way. “When I heard you were visiting Honey Hollow, I knew I needed to be here. You look great, Ben.”

      His lips purse as if he wasn’t buying her agenda. “It’s nice to see you, Roar.”

      She flinches when he says the cute nickname.

      Ben tips his head to the side. “So, are you in town for good now?”

      “Yup. I got a job at the library, right here in Honey Hollow. I think I’m all through running.” She swallows hard.

      “The library?” I ask, a bit too excited at the prospect. “My sister, Lainey, is the head librarian.”

      Aurora gives a little laugh. “That she is. She’s one of my favorite people, too. I’m actually in charge of the mobile library. I ride my bike around town, and I have a cart attached loaded with books. I make a loop around all the parks before circling around the lake. Now that school is letting out for the summer, it’s a great way to get kids into reading.”

      “That’s wonderful!” I’m about to fire off a million questions her way when Belinda, the event planner I met earlier with my mother, bellows for everyone to get into their places.

      Soon, both Cricket and Ben are seated behind those conjoined tables laden with mountains of my strawberry shortcakes. I must admit, it’s a pretty scrumptious sight.

      Everett pops up and wraps his arms around me. It feels right, it feels like home, and sadly, it also makes me miss Noah all the more. I suspect he’ll be arriving soon since Everett said he’d give him a call. Outside of Carlotta, only Noah and Everett know about my supersensual standing, and they both know to take it seriously—especially considering the fact it’s as serious as death.

      A row of intense spotlights shines down over the two food stars who’ve decided to grace my bakery today.

      Cricket beams a cherry red smile at the camera. “Hey, guys! It’s me, Cricket, from Head Over Meals and my guest today is none other than Ben Copies-My-Stuff-Daley,” she says it with a good-natured laugh, and Ben laughs right along with her.

      “And I’m Ben Daley, with the Daley Dish. My guest today is the Cricket Steals-My-Meals-Flannery. We’re teaming up here at the Berry Pie Bakery and Confectionary to bring you double the madness, double the fun.”

      I wince. “It’s Cutie Pie,” I whisper, and I’m quickly shushed by three different crew members—all of which who look as if they’re about to bounce me right out of my own bakery.

      Cricket rolls her eyes. “Come on, Ben. Everyone knows it’s you that steals from me.”

      Ben reaches for the strawberry shortcake sitting in front of Cricket, and she quickly smacks him on the hand.

      Ben laughs. “You don’t like to share, do you? So the rumors are true. You’re stingy.”

      A round of laughter breaks out in the crowd, and Cricket waves it off.

      “Should we trade desserts?” She slides her plate over an inch just as something metal drops to the floor and vibrates with an annoyingly loud rattle. I glance in that direction and catch Belinda picking up a silver platter of mine. Good thing it was empty.

      Ben pushes Cricket’s shortcake back toward her. “I’ll take that as a sign we shouldn’t.”

      “Fine by me.” Cricket picks up a fork. “I don’t know about you, but I’m digging right in. I don’t entertain fools when I could be shoveling whipped cream goodness into my mouth.”

      Ben snorts. “And I don’t entertain divas.”

      No sooner does Ben say those words than the crowd oohs and boos. But, soon enough, they’re both moaning while indulging in my sweet, scrumptious strawberry shortcakes and the audience amassed in my bakery moans right along with them as if they were anxious for a bite themselves. They won’t have to wait too long. I’ve whipped up enough for all of Honey Hollow. I didn’t think it was fair we’d have to stand around and watch two people plow their way through a whipped cream mountain of strawberry sweetness.

      Ben points his fork to Cricket. “What do you think of it?” His face contorts. His eyes narrow as he moves his jaw from side to side as if he were trying to place the flavor.

      She gives a robust laugh. “I think you’re a lunatic for asking. Nobody said you were the brightest blub, but if you don’t think this is heaven, you’re not living.”

      He sinks his fork back into his shortcake like a man on a mission before taking another few hearty bites.

      Ben sits up in his seat with a start, his face quickly turning purple as if he were purposefully holding his breath. His hands ride up to this throat as if he were choking, and Cricket pokes him in the ribs with her elbow.

      “Dramatic much?” she snips. “Is this the way you behave when you don’t care for something? There’s a word for that and it’s called rude.”

      Ben’s eyes enlarge at the camera, and then as if someone pushed him over with a feather, he falls forward and his face lands right into his strawberry shortcake.

      The crowd around us breaks out into a laugh.

      I’m not laughing. I don’t think there’s one thing funny about it. Not one person who has ever crossed the threshold of my bakery has had that response to my sweet treats. And they think they’re going to air this little bit of hateful theater? The man is acting as if he’s just been poisoned.

      I take in a sharp breath at the thought.

      “Oh, come on.” Cricket gives him a shove. “You’re ruining perfectly good shortcake.” She gives him a jostle, but Ben doesn’t move. “It’s not funny,” she says as she gives him another push, and this time he tips right off his chair and onto the floor.

      Lainey’s husband, Forest, hops over. He’s a fireman with the Honey Hollow Fire department and he’s trained to save lives and apparently food vloggers who pretend to pass out cold—or at least I pray he’s pretending.

      Forest quickly checks Ben’s vitals before looking out at the audience and shaking his head.

      Oh my God.

      Ben isn’t faking it. And he won’t be indulging in another sweet treat.

      His days on the food vlogger circuit are over, and so is his life.

      Ben Daley is dead.
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      Chaos ensues. Screams go off at all corners of the bakery in quick succession and then a hushed murmur takes over the crowd.

      “Coming through,” a gruff familiar voice shouts, and a breath hitches in my throat at the sound of it.

      In a moment of resplendence I see him, face to face, Noah Corbin Fox with that dark hair that turns a fiery shade of red in the sun, those evergreen rich eyes that are currently firmly planted over mine. He’s arrestingly handsome and the fact he happens to own a shiny little badge isn’t an irony that’s lost on me.

      “Lottie.” He pulls me right out of Everett’s arms and into his own before brushing a kiss over my ear. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine,” I say, digging my fingers into his strong, capable arms because our time alone is fleeting. My body still craves his touch, the special way he holds me. His cologne makes me want to cry a river over his intentional absence in my life for the last solid week. I don’t think I could take a lifetime of this. “Ben Daley,” I say, looking in the direction where Forest and a few off-duty EMTs and firemen kneel near him.

      “I’ll take care of it.” Noah speeds off, and in his wake stands a tall, leggy redhead with her hair pulled back into an impossibly tight bun, the look of insolence on her paper-white face. She’s donned a navy power suit with daringly high heels, and I’m all too familiar with the woman who’s currently scowling before me, Detective Ivy Fairbanks, Noah’s partner down at the homicide division.

      She folds her arms across her chest as the sheriff’s deputies arrive in droves.

      Ivy squints over at me. “Why does this not surprise me?”

      “Well, it surprises me,” I say. Each and every time it happens, I want to add but think better of it.

      She shakes her head. “Lottie, there is not a phenomenon in the world that can describe what is happening to you outside of plain old bad luck.” Her expression sours as she looks to Everett. “Judge Baxter, I’d be mindful of the company I keep if I were you. And I might swear off her desserts. I’m beginning to think they’re her calling card.” She takes off and I choke on my reply.

      “Did she just say calling card?” I look up at the wise judge before me. “Is she implying I’m a serial killer?”

      Everett’s chest bounces with a silent chuckle. “Don’t worry, Lemon. I’m fairly certain you’re innocent.”

      “You’re fairly certain?” I inch back. “Watch it,” I tease. “You’re skating on thin serial killer ice, buddy.”

      His brows twitch. “You may not have killed him, but we both know somebody did. The little ghostly beast you saw earlier assures us of it.” His eyes flit around the vicinity at the throngs inside the bakery, inside the Honey Pot, as they peer over at the melee, and right outside the window as hundreds of people push their faces to the glass. “And I bet the killer is here, watching everything unfold.”

      Evie pops up before I can properly process any of this. She bounces on her heels with a look of glee on her face as she pulls a couple of boys over. There’s a tall blonde girl standing beside her as well.

      “This is so freaking awesome!” she squeals and a handful of people turn this way. “I’ve told my friends all about you, Lottie, and they think you’re totes cool.” She steps aside and looks to the two young men to her left. They’re both tall and brooding looking, with just the right amount of fear in their eyes as if they sense danger around Everett. That’s pretty much the go-to response to Everett in general. Women find him intoxicating and men find him intimidating. It’s really a win-win for Everett.

      Evie points to the dark-haired boy whose tall and lanky frame might just behoove the high school basketball team to enlist him. “This is Kyle. He’s a starter on the Honey Hollow High basketball team.”

      Ha! Called it.

      Evie points to the boy next to her built like a brick house. “And this is Conner.” She swoons a little as she bats her lashes up at him. “He’s on the varsity football team.”

      The blonde on the other side of her clears her throat.

      “Oh yeah.” Evie taps the girl on the arm. “And this is Dash, my new best friend. You’ll be seeing the four of us a lot now that school is out.” She snaps her fingers as she looks to Everett. “I almost forgot to tell you. It’s time we get a boat. Make sure there’s a decent cabin. I hate not being able to spread out. And if you could have at least two suites that would be perfect.”

      Everett inches back. “You just described a yacht. We don’t live near the ocean.”

      “No, but we live near a lake. And what’s better than boating in the summer on the water?” She steps between the boys and picks up each of their hands. “It’s our first official date and we got a murder right out the gate. I’m thinking it’s a good sign of things to come.”

      Everett’s mouth falls open and for the first time, Judge Baxter looks as if he’s at a loss for words.

      “Which one are you dating?” I dare to ask. Poor kid has to be shivering in his gym shoes.

      Evie rolls her eyes. “I’m dating them both.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “What about Dash?” I say in a panic. The least Evie can do is spread the love, or misfortune as I’m guessing it will pan out to be.

      Evie belts out a laugh. “I’m taking a page out of your playbook. If two men are good enough for my mom, they’re good enough for me. Dash can fend for herself.” She ticks her head toward the chaos in front of us. “Come on, guys. Let’s go check out the body before they cover it up with a sheet the way they do in movies.”

      They take off before I can say another word, or before Everett can add to the body count. I saw those death rays he was shooting those boys.

      “Lemon.” His voice is tight and urgent.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll find a way to deprogram her. Besides, her hormones will eventually kick in hard for one of them. She’s just trying them out for size.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”

      I’d laugh if it were funny. Heaven help us. It’s just May. Evie is going to destroy our sanity before summer ever officially gets underway.

      Everett presses his lips to my ear. “They’re taking pictures. I’d better take care of this.” He takes off in an effort to wrestle Evie and her friends away from the scene of the crime.

      The scene of the crime.

      I cringe because that’s exactly what my bakery has become.

      Poor Ben. He really did seem like a nice, loveable guy.

      Carlotta ambles up, staggering from side to side as if she were holding a heavy load. It’s not until she’s right upon me do I note an adorable furry creature in her arms.

      “I’ve got ’em, Lot Lot. And his name is Biscuit. What should we do with him?” She holds up the supernatural specter with his cute smiling face and I melt into a puddle as my heart turns to pudding.

      “Hey there, Biscuit.” A meager smile crests my lips.

      The tiny corgi lets out an arduous moan, letting me know he’s not as happy as that smile leads me to believe.

      “Somebody killed poor Benny,” the tiny beast moans the words out. “Oh, I can’t have this. I need to get back to paradise and comfort the sweet boy. There are lots to show him. I can’t be bothered staying here.”

      Carlotta gives the pup a quick snuggle. “You have to stay right up until Lot Lot captures the killer and then you’ll poof, go right back where you came from.”

      I offer him a mournful nod. “But you can help expedite the process by tracking down whoever did this.”

      “Or you can eat.” Carlotta is quick to deter him from the task at hand.

      It’s true, though. It used to be that I couldn’t even hear the dead. Then as my powers grew—not only could I hear them, but they were able to move objects in the material world, a frightful development if ever there was one. And the latest and perhaps greatest—as far as they’re concerned—feat is that the dead can actually eat.

      “I can eat?” His eyes lift a notch. He’s extremely expressive for a dog and this impresses me. And speaking of eating, he’s so darn cute I can gobble him right up.

      “You can eat anything you want,” I whisper. “In fact, you can eat as much as you want. Nothing can harm you, and not a calorie counts.” I give his transparent body a quick pat. It never ceases to amaze me how solid the dead can feel when they want to.

      He gives a yippy bark and his fur ignites with pink and green sparks. “Never mind the murder. It’s been a coon’s age since I’ve had a decent bite of anything.”

      “What do you mean ‘never mind the murder’?” I whisper in a panic.

      He vocalizes for a moment. “Ben has always been a resourceful boy. I’m sure he’ll find his way around.” The happy hound floats right out of Carlotta’s arms and heads straight for the table, still laden down with my strawberry shortcakes, and soon enough whipped cream goes flying.

      Carlotta shoves her purse my way. “Hold that, would you?” She can hardly finish her sentence before her fingers strum down the buttons of her blouse and she whips it off before I can scream, gag, or vomit.

      “Carlotta!” I hiss at the sight of her nude-colored bra that has the uni-boob thing going on in front. “What in the name of gravy and biscuits are you doing? People are going to think you’re out of your mind.” Okay, so people have already surmised as much, but still, some things just have to be said.

      “I don’t care what people think. I’m having a hot flash, Lottie. It’s like having Satan himself breathing over you when you least expect it.”

      “You can’t walk around in your bra.”

      “It’s not a real bra. It’s one of those workout doohickeys I picked up across the street at Swift Cycle.”

      I squint over at her, rife with suspicion. “You and I both know you don’t work out.”

      “No, but I would if my bed was bigger.” She takes off toward Biscuit where he continues to spray the whipped cream every which way.

      Noah rises from where Ben’s body lies and takes a look around. “Everybody back,” he barks at the people pressing against the table.

      “Carlotta,” I lean in, “why don’t you show Biscuit the kitchen where he can eat in peace?”

      The last thing we need is a supernatural scene.

      “Will do. I’m all for helping out my darling daughter.” She narrows those hazel peepers of hers my way. “And I’m sure that darling daughter won’t mind returning the favor.” She speeds off without extrapolating and I’m not sure I want her to. Knowing Carlotta, this favor will include hoisting a king-size mattress on top of my little Honda and somehow forcing it to fit into my guest room.

      My sisters speed this way.

      Meg slaps me on the shoulder. “Congratulations, Lottie, you got another one.”

      “What?” I pull my not-so-sweet little sis to the side. “Would you stop? This is no time to be congratulating me. Are you insane? Don’t answer that.”

      Meg’s long hair is freshly dyed jet-black and it’s a stunning look on her when juxtaposed to her icy blue eyes. She used to work the female wrestling circuit out in Vegas under the pseudonym of Madge the Badge, but now she teaches dancers their naughty moves at a gentlemen’s club called Red Satin.

      Lainey laughs it up as she cradles that baby in her belly. Both Lainey and Keelie are due later this summer in August.

      Lainey butts her shoulder to mine. “You have to admit, Lottie, it’s almost as if you’re collecting corpses.”

      Meg bucks with a laugh. “Our sister, the corpse collector.” She holds out a hand and Lainey slaps her a high-five.

      Mom scuffles over with Becca Turner in tow.

      “Oh, Lottie, this is terrible.” She pulls me in for a warm embrace.

      Becca nods. “I told Bear to get Keelie home. She doesn’t need to see this in her delicate state.”

      Mom gives a sharp whistle to someone behind me, and Forest Donovan, Lainey’s official plus one, appears like a well-trained dog.

      “Forest, you get my darling daughter home before this entire scene rubs off on her the wrong way. We don’t want her or the baby having nightmares. You know those little angels can dream. And they get their feelings and their fears straight from their mother.”

      Forest nods in agreement. Forest is classically handsome with dark wavy hair and bright eyes. He’s been in love with my sister for as long as I can remember.

      He wraps an arm around Lainey. “She’s right. We’ll see you ladies later.” He gives a curt nod my way. “Lottie, you have got to do something about these weird coincidences. People at the firehouse are starting to talk. We’ve got sheriff’s deputies taking bets that you’ll be at the next homicide in Honey Hollow.”

      Lainey holds up a finger. “Can we get in on that one?”

      “Really, Lainey?” I restrain from swatting her—she is hosting my niece or nephew after all.

      “What?” She balks with a laugh in her throat as Forest navigates her to the door. “You’re a sure thing, Lot!”

      Becca pulls someone from the crowd and soon both Cricket Flannery and the event planner, Belinda Dennison, are before us.

      Cricket leans in. “I’m so sorry, Lottie. I have no idea what went wrong. Maybe he ate too quickly? An exploding stomach is a very real occupational hazard in our field.” She snaps her fingers to the redhead next to her. “Make a note—if you ever see me gulping down food, shoot me. I’d die of embarrassment if I ever face-planted into a dessert in front of the camera.”

      Belinda rolls her eyes. “Please, you would die of embarrassment before your stomach actually had the chance to explode. And duly noted. But we don’t have to worry about it. We don’t have any more bookings for the month of May. You can come to the lake house and spend some quiet time with me.”

      “No bookings?” Cricket gets a wild look in her eyes that makes you question her sanity. “Wait a minute. Ben Daley is dead. And his audience is in the millions. I know what we’ll do. We’ll film as many episodes as we can this month and we’ll call it a tribute to our fallen brother in nutritional arms. That way we can bag his fans while they’re hot for the taking.”

      Meg and I exchange a glance. There’s nothing more cold-hearted than plotting to steal the fan base of a dead man, right in front of the dead man.

      Belinda shrugs. “That’s fine by me, but where will we film?”

      Naomi pops up from behind. “The Evergreen Manor is ready and willing for all of your filming needs.” She scowls my way. “Lottie, you’re not welcome. The Evergreen doesn’t need any more negative publicity—and God knows murder follows you everywhere.”

      Cricket scoffs. “You’re welcome to come, Lottie. In fact, bring your strawberry shortcakes if you don’t mind. I think the world really does deserve to know how wonderful they are. Those were some of the best desserts I’ve ever tasted.” She looks to Naomi. “The Evergreen can provide something savory. I’ll film a double episode.”

      Mom raises her hand. “I’d love to volunteer my sweet B&B. It’s haunted you know.” Her shoulders do that shimmying thing they do when she’s hot to trot. It’s a move usually reserved for the testosterone laden, but as evidenced by the aforementioned maneuver, a woman with a camera crew will do in a pinch.

      Cricket’s mouth falls open. “You own that haunted B&B? It’s practically famous.”

      It’s true, on both points. Not only is my mother’s B&B haunted by a handful of friendly ghosts, but it’s an infamous locale at this point.

      Belinda pulls out her phone. “Okay, so far we have two venues. Sorry, but my lake house is out. Any other takers?” She looks from Becca to me to Meg.

      Meg shrugs. “We serve up some mean appetizers at the strip club. You’re welcome to film at Red Satin, but we’ll have to blur out the faces of the gentlemen who patronize our fine establishment. They’ve got wives, and kids, and bosses they need to keep in the dark.”

      “A strip club!” Cricket’s whole body gyrates with delight. “Oh, I can’t wait. This is going to be a blast. We’ll call that the spicy send-off edition. I’ll bring a framed picture of Ben and have the strippers kiss it and everything.”

      Sounds grisly if you ask me. Come to think of it, you can practically ask Ben. Poor guy is just lying there, staring wide-eyed at the ceiling.

      Becca raises her hand, too, although with far less confidence than my mother just displayed.

      “You can always film at the bridal shower. I mean, Belinda will already be there, and I’m having the event catered. Just let us know what you need.”

      “Sounds perfect.” Cricket nods. “My viewers are wedding hungry. They’ll just eat up the bridal shower.”

      “Wonderful.” Becca is quick to nod. “And it’ll just add to the festivities to have you there.”

      Belinda holds back a laugh. “It will if we can avoid a catastrophe like this one.”

      “It’s so sad,” I say. “Did either of you know him well?”

      The two of them exchange a quick glance, but neither says a word.

      Cricket clears her throat. “We’d better head out to a coffee shop. I think I need to break this to our fans delicately.”

      They thank us before disappearing into the crowd.

      I spot Nate, Ben’s business partner, finishing up a conversation with a sheriff’s deputy and excuse myself.

      It takes a small eternity to thread my way through the crowd as I make my way over to him.

      “Nate?” I call out just as he’s about to walk out the door.

      “Hey, Lottie.” He winces. “This is terrible. I’m sorry it took place in your bakery.”

      “Well, I guess it’s worse for Ben than it is my bakery. How are you holding up?”

      “I’ll be fine.” He slaps the back of his neck. “I’m just stunned, as I’m sure you are as well. How about free produce for the rest of the month? I’d hate to see your business affected by this. And believe me, I’ve had Ben affect my business negatively before, but nothing like what I assume you’ll be going through.” He ticks his head over toward the chaos around Ben. “Come by the farm anytime you want, and I’ll help you out myself. I’d like to see you baking again.”

      “That’s very nice of you, thank you. It sounds as if things are looking up for me already.”

      “I’m glad.” His smile is short-lived as he glares over at Ben. “I hope things look up soon for the both of us.” A chill runs through me as he says it.

      He takes off and I can’t shake that weird vibe he just gave off.

      I spot the woman I met earlier, Aurora, standing outside the window with her dark hair shimmering blue underneath the streetlamp, and I head out into the warm spring air as afternoon quickly turns into evening.

      She’s holding herself as tears stream down her face. She’s the only person here who I’ve seen shed a tear, and it breaks my heart to witness.

      “Aurora,” I say as I step in close. “I’m sorry about your loss. Is there something I can do for you?”

      “No. I’ll be fine.” She quickly wipes down her face. “I’m just in shock, that’s all. Ben was a good guy, mostly.” She frowns. “But he didn’t deserve to die like that. It was awful to watch—and in front of all his fans.”

      “I’m sure they won’t air it.”

      “They won’t have to.” She shakes her head with an incredulous look. “Everyone out here was recording it on their phones. It’s already all over social media.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      She takes a deep breath. “Maybe so. But Ben made a lot of people feel pretty terrible. I guess karma really does have its say—or in this case, the final say.” She walks away and I stand there stunned at her crass words.

      Karma? As in she believes Ben deserved this in some way?

      I glance back to where Ben lies as the coroner begins to take pictures of the scene.

      Someone thought Ben deserved to die. I already know this, no thanks to that friendly ghost that’s paid us a visit.

      But who?

      And why?

      Something tells me I’m about to uncover the answer to both.
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      The bakery was deemed a crime scene.

      Well, of course it was a crime scene, but the fact the Ashford Sheriff’s Department—more to the point, Noah, who is still hardly speaking to me, declared it so, made my skin crawl.

      I was asked to surrender my keys and not come back to the bakery until at least the next evening—to which I willingly complied. And that’s exactly what brings Everett and me driving back to the scene of the crime the very next night. Everett just got back from the courthouse as I was about to leave for the bakery and he caught me before I could take off.

      Everett, Noah, and I all live on the very same street, Country Cottage Road. Noah lived there first, and when I needed a place of my own, I thought it was fortuitous for a rental to come available across the way from my boyfriend’s home. And then, Everett just so happened to purchase the home next to mine, and now the three of us are just as happy as can be—at least we were. Okay, fine. At least I was. I don’t know how happy Noah or Everett have been, especially since I’ve had an on-again, off-again relationship with them both for quite some time now. Originally, I was pretty serious with Noah, but then that irksome wife he forgot to mention strolled back into town and that threw a kink in the amorous armor. Actually, Britney isn’t all that irksome and we’ve grown to be pretty good friends. She and Noah still share custody of their dog, Toby, an adorable and far too smart for his furry britches golden retriever.

      I blink back to reality as Everett and I drive down Main Street, only to find that sheriff’s deputy cruisers take up almost every parking spot in front of the bakery.

      “Look at that.” Everett shakes his head at something up the road.

      I crane my neck a moment before gasping.

      “That’s Noah and Cormack!” I gag at the sight of them holding hands. “And they’re heading into Mangias.” A horrible groan works its way up my throat. “Oh, how I can’t stand that woman. How dare she try to blackmail my boyfriend, steal my boyfriend, while attempting to dine in my favorite restaurant. I want a restraining order asap Everett.”

      His chest rumbles with a laugh as he finds a parking spot right in front of the delectable Italian eatery.

      He leans in to get a better look at the door. “How about we turn that party of two into a party of four? You up for dinner?”

      “With you? I’m up for just about anything.”

      Mangias has been a social hot spot in Honey Hollow for a while now, partially because the food is out of this world—or more specifically, out of this continent—and partially because it’s seductively dark inside and it lends an aura of romance. The scent of fresh baked pizza and garlic bread hits our senses as soon as we step inside, along with the tangy hint of red sauce, and it’s an Italian heaven that’s to die for.

      Everett tucks his mouth to my temple and I take in his warmth for a moment.

      “They’re being seated,” he whispers. “If we move quickly, we can get a bigger table.”

      Everett and I walk briskly to the back of the restaurant where both Noah and Cormack spot us at the very same time.

      Cormack’s icy blonde hair looks as if she’s just had a blowout. She’s donned a tight-fitted white dress that is practically begging for a bite of pizza itself, and her lips are a sparkly hue of crimson.

      “Well, if it isn’t Landy and her man, Essex.” She gives a little wink his way. How I hate it that she has earned the right to call him by his formal moniker, but the reality is so has just about every other woman we know. And even though Cormack is well aware of what my own formal name is, she has made a habit of calling me anything but. I don’t care anymore. The only thing I care about is freeing Noah from her clutches.

      “Noah,” I say, lunging forward to offer him an embrace. He quickly takes a step back, his body stiffening as he nods my way.

      “Lottie, Everett.” Noah glowers at Cormack a moment and it’s clear the blame of everything that is wrong with this world can be laid at her feet.

      Everett motions to a table to our left that’s more than ample to accommodate us all.

      “Mind if we join you?” Everett asks while pressing his hand into the small of my back and I can’t help but note Noah’s eyes dipping down that way.

      Noah doesn’t say a word. He simply looks to Cormack for clarification.

      Cormack gives a quick half-nod. “I don’t see why not. The four of us could split a pizza. It’ll be just like old times.” She giggles herself into a conniption and sounds just like a dolphin braying. How Noah can tolerate sitting next to her dolphin-like antics is beyond my understanding.

      The waitress comes by and we quickly put in an order for an extra-large pepperoni pizza, and suddenly I’m feeling nostalgic for all those better pizza days gone by I’ve spent with Noah and Everett by my side that didn’t include this blonde braying gnat.

      Cormack lifts a neatly polished fingernail. “I’m reserving a slice for Toby. I’ll get that dingy dog to like me come heck or high pepperoni. Especially now that Noah and I are living together.”

      My mouth falls open. “Oh, is that so?” I can’t hide the sarcastic tone in my voice, and once I flip this table on its ear I won’t be able to hide my anger either. “Noah, really?” I hiss over at him. I’m no longer interested in expressing my hostilities to the ditz before us. Noah is looking like a much more appropriate target.

      Everett reaches over and gives my hand a squeeze. “I got this,” he whispers. “Cormack, you do see where Cressida’s obsession with me landed her? With a restraining order. And that’s just the appetizer. A cold, barren prison cell awaits her for what she’s done to Lemon.”

      Cormack rolls her eyes. “I’m not going to prison, Essex. And newsflash, neither is she. And by the way, you should be grateful to her. She’s the mother of your child. She could have kept that dirty little secret to herself for the rest of her life.”

      A choking sound emits from me. “Evie is not a dirty little secret. She’s a person!” I look to Noah. “Do you see the monster you’re letting dictate your future?”

      Cormack slaps her hands down on the table. “Don’t you ever call me a monster, Lisa. I’m anything but. All those years ago, Noah himself dictated his future. I just so happened to be there, and together we vowed we’d never speak of it again.”

      Everett grunts, “Until you decided to lord it over him. Come on, Cormack. Prove to us all that you’re better than that. You don’t want to hold a man hostage. You deserve to have a man who wants to be with you.”

      Her nostrils flare in response. “Big Boss, why don’t you tell those gathered with us how real your feelings are for me.”

      Noah ticks his head to the side. “Oh, they’re real, all right.”

      The pizza arrives and the four of us slowly dig in. I can’t help but eye that extra-large towering soda that Noah has parked precariously close to Cormack’s tighty-whitey of a dress. If this pizza pan were to move one inch it might just prove lethal to that wannabe wedding gown.

      It would be petty of me to do it. Childish even. But it’s oh, so tempting.

      “So Noah”—I lean his way—“what exactly happened in the past? I’m sure Everett and I can help you wade through whatever it is.”

      Cormack lifts a finger. “So sorry, Lima, but this isn’t up for negotiation. What’s done is done. Noah won’t tell you a single thing.”

      “That’s what you think,” I shoot back. “I have ways of making that man talk that you only wish you were privy to.” Come to think of it, I’m sure Cormack has slept with Noah, too.

      Noah shakes his head. “She’s right, Lot. I’m not incriminating anyone else. I know the law. I’m not turning either you or Everett into an accessory.”

      “Fine,” I snip. “Have it your way.” I glance to Everett and he nods as he ticks his head toward Cormack. And suddenly I know exactly what to do. “So”—I land my attention right back to Noah—“what happened after you killed him?”

      “Lottie”—Noah presses my name out lower than a whisper—“I walked away and never looked back. Can we drop this?”

      I look to Cormack. “Where’d you bury him?”

      Cormack bucks and seizes. “Oh, for Pete’s sake! Nobody will ever know where that man lies. Those details belong to me.” She swats Noah on the arm. “How could you admit anything to her? And they know he’s a he. What happened to taking this to the grave—a special secret for just you and me?”

      Everett tips his head to the side as he looks to Noah. “You really romanticized this, didn’t you, Romeo?”

      “Whatever works,” I mutter. I certainly don’t want to see Noah doing hard time. But then, I suppose I shouldn’t be rooting for him to get away with murder either. Nevertheless, we now know that the poor soul Noah slaughtered was a man, and that the two of them buried the guy. I’m betting all Cormack did was cheer Noah on. A homicide-inspired manicure isn’t exactly her style.

      Everett narrows his gaze in Cormack’s direction. “I bet you miss him.” There’s a genuine softness to his voice, and I marvel at it for a moment.

      Cormack sighs as she glances away from the table. Her cheeks pique with color and I can’t tell why she’s flushing. Did she love him? Did she hate him? Why in the heck did Noah kill him? And how in the heck did Noah kill him?

      “Not much.” Cormack sniffs. “Not anymore. Besides, it doesn’t matter. It’s done.” She takes up Noah’s hand. “If I didn’t have you with me that day, I don’t know what would have happened.”

      “Ah-ha!” I shout, pointing a finger right at her. “You were being assaulted and Noah came to your defense. Noah, it was clearly an accidental death. I’m sure you could explain this to whomever needs to hear it.” Hopefully, the trial judge will be Everett and Noah will walk away a free man. On second thought, Everett might just sentence Noah to more life sentences than there are lives to live them.

      Everett strums his fingers. “It’s not necessarily an accident. You moved a body, Noah. And you buried it. There are an entire slew of charges that revolve around that alone.”

      Noah’s jaw tenses. “I’m well aware, Everett. And that is exactly why I’m not providing any further clues to either of you.” He glances to the featherhead to his right. “Cormack, I suggest you don’t fall for their schemes either. If they try to further manipulate any information out of you, I suggest you simply walk away.”

      Her eyes spring wide. “Did the two of you just manipulate me?” She sucks in a breath and scoffs. “I can’t believe this. And here I thought we were friends, Essex. And you, Ms. Goody Two-Shoes Cookie Peddler. To think I let you waltz right into town and steal not one but two of my best men.”

      “Cormack”—I squeeze my eyes shut tight a moment—“you waltzed into Honey Hollow. I lived here.”

      “Details, schmetails.” She gives a husky laugh. “Guess what? I live here now, too. With this man right here.” She inadvertently points at Everett. “The love of my—”

      My fingers twitch and send the pizza pan gliding over no more than an eighth of an inch and that super tall, super dark soda of Noah’s sails right off the edge of the table, baptizing Cormack with all of its caramel-colored goodness.

      “AAARGH!” Cormack bounces to her feet before collecting her purse. “You did this to me, Livia! Your childish resentment of the fact Noah has chosen to be with me ends now. I will not tolerate your hostile behavior toward me. And I will not tolerate you ruining a perfectly good Vera Veragamo.” She fans her fingers over her once white dress.

      “You will not tolerate my behavior?” I stand, shocked that she has the cookies to make such a claim. “I have never been anything but polite and tolerant of you,” I say, quickly working my way to her side of the table, prompting both Noah and Everett to rise out of their seats as well. “You should be so lucky I haven’t buried you yet. I’m this close to committing a homicide myself these days, and you’re sitting pretty in that stained Veragamo of yours right at the top of my hit list.”

      “She’s got a hit list!” Cormack trills while hopping on her sky-high heels and pointing at me. “I’m going to sue you, Linda. And soon enough, I’ll be the one who owns and runs the Cutie Patootie Bakery.”

      “Ha!” I bark it right in her face. “You can’t even say its name. You’d run that place right into the ground, the same way you’ve run yourself into the ground. You have nothing real in your life. No real friends, no real boyfriend, no real anything. You’re a fake! The only thing you’re an expert at is blackmail, and that’s all you’ll ever be good at!”

      Cormack lunges for me and wraps her cold, bony fingers around my neck, and before I can conceive what’s happened, I’m clawing at her flesh in an effort to remove her.

      It takes both Everett and Noah and half the waitstaff from Mangias to wrangle her away from me, right before the entire lot of us is tossed out on our ears.

      We stumble back out into the warm Honey Hollow night where the sky glows a deep shade of purple and the stars shine like crushed diamonds. A smattering of fireflies hovers around the maple trees that line the street, and there are couples walking hand in hand as they enjoy the night.

      Cormack links arms with Noah before she pulls him in aggressively. “Let’s get out of here, Big Boss.”

      Noah’s shoulders sag as he fishes his keys from his pocket and hands them to Cormack.

      “Go ahead,” he says. “I’ll be there in a second.”

      Cormack scowls and growls as she stomps her way past us.

      Everett doesn’t waste any time as he gives Noah a quick shove to the chest. “What in the hell are you thinking? If you have a problem of this magnitude, you come to me. You should never have let it get this far with that woman. She’s a freaking psycho just like the other one.”

      I’ve never seen Everett exhibit such a righteous anger. But I’m right there with him.

      “And you could have told me,” I say. “I want to help, too, Noah.”

      He squeezes his eyes shut. “Look, Everett, you were an undergrad at the time. How could you have possibly helped me?”

      Hey! Everett just sifted another clue from him.

      I offer a weak smile up at him. Nice work, Judge Baxter.

      Noah takes a breath as he looks my way. “And you can’t know anything, Lottie. I refuse to endanger your freedom, your reputation, or your life.” He reaches over and cradles my cheek in his hand. His dimples quicken in and out as he struggles to control his emotions. “There was a period of time that I thought this had finally blown over, that Cormack indeed was going to keep a lid on it and so was I. But that was just a fantasy. I’m going to lose everything, Lottie. It’s just a matter of time. And when I sink, I don’t want to drag you down with me.” His chest expands with his next breath. “I’m sorry. It’s not going to work out for us. I’m not pulling you into the quicksand my life has become. I refuse to do it. You’re too special, too precious to me to hurt any more than I already have. You can have Everett. He’s stable and sitting on the right side of the law.” He looks to his former stepbrother. “I’m thinking about handing in my badge soon. I’m not sure why I haven’t done it already, outside of the fact it’s the only shelter I have from Cormack. And then, I’ll look into procuring counsel. I’ll be turning myself in. It’s the right thing to do.”

      Everett steps forward. “What’s the name of the man you killed, Noah? Let me get a head start for you. We can fix this.”

      “No,” I say, my chest palpitating as I struggle to catch my breath. “Don’t tell us that.” I shrug. “Tell us the name of a man you once hated.” I nod, hoping he’ll catch on. If Noah doesn’t want to implicate us, at least we can walk the tightrope of a technicality. “What’s his name?”

      A car honks from across the street. Noah had parked right in front of my bakery, something he’s done a million times before, only this time it wasn’t because he wanted to see me. It’s because Cormack had blackmailed him into a hot date.

      Noah swallows hard as he glances to Everett. “It’s a familiar one.” He shrugs. “That’s all I’m going to say.”

      Noah takes off for his truck as Everett pulls me close.

      “He looked at me when he said it was familiar,” he whispers into my ear like a dark poem. “I’ll get to the bottom of this, Lemon. Please, don’t look into it. Don’t go digging. Noah is right. Neither he nor I want to incriminate you. I’ll make sure Noah gets a top-notch legal team. He’s not going anywhere. But it could all unravel if you try to dig your fingers into it. Don’t do it, Lemon. Let me take this one. It’s mine. Promise me you’ll do this.”

      My eyes meet up with his cobalt gaze, and I melt at the sight of him.

      “You know exactly what to say to hypnotize the girls, Judge Baxter. There is nothing sweeter than seeing you come to his defense.” Nothing hotter either, but I leave that sexual tidbit out of it.

      “You’re not promising, are you?”

      I shake my head just enough. “I don’t think I’m capable of staying out of this one. I’m working with you.” I step in close. “Did you notice that Noah said he walked away and never looked back once he killed the guy?”

      Everett takes a breath. “And that Cormack said that the details of his burial belonged to her.”

      My mouth falls open. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      He nods. “Noah may not have had anything to do with the burial.”

      Everett wraps his arms around me tightly and we stand there under a low hanging moon as the stars shine down on Honey Hollow and the fireflies hang lethargically in the air.

      Everett and I are teaming up to save Noah.

      But if Noah is indeed the killer he professes to be, I’m not entirely sure how to save him, or if he deserves to be saved at all.
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      I miss Noah.

      My bed misses Noah.

      My body misses Noah.

      Everything in the universe demands that I slaughter Cormack in her sleep. And then I remember that Noah killed a man—that a human being was removed from the planet because of his rash actions and it offers Cormack a morbid reprieve. I still need answers, and right about now she’s my best bet to get them.

      Today is the day my mother is set to host Cricket Flannery and her crew as they tape another episode of Head Over Meals. By the time I offload dozens of my now infamous strawberry shortcakes into the kitchen of my mother’s happily haunted B&B, the rest of the inn has already filled up with bodies. My mother’s bed and breakfast has been her baby ever since my father, Joseph Lemon, passed away. It’s an overgrown white mansion with enough rooms to qualify as the mini hotel it is. The interior has dark paneled walls and thick carpeting throughout. There are always a few tourists booking a room and it’s provided a nice living for her.

      I make my way to the conservatory and suck in a quick breath as soon as I see it’s elbow to elbow in there.

      Carlotta bounces over. “What do you think, Lot? You feeling like it could go two for two in the DOA department? In the mood to serve up a little cold corpse à la mode?”

      “Would you hush?” I pull her to the side as members of Cricket’s film crew begin to haul my strawberry shortcakes into the room and stage them on the table set up in the front. “There will be no more dead bodies. I hope.” I crane my neck past her. “Any sign of Biscuit?” Whenever there’s a suspect in the vicinity, the ghosts that come to aid in the investigative effort seem to crop up as well.

      “Oh yeah, he’s in the dining room with the rest of the spooks and kooks. That little Lea has already threatened to shave him.”

      “What?” I grimace at the thought. Lea is the ghost of a little girl whose family was once slaughtered over these very grounds. It’s fair to say she has a bit of an edge to her. “I’d better head over and let Biscuit know it’s almost showtime.”

      Carlotta catches me by my shoulder. “Speaking of showtime, you’ll never guess what that little pip squeak, Evie Stevie, has cookin’ for you and her daddy.” She claps her hand over her mouth. “Oops. I almost spoiled the sultry surprise.” Her shoulders bop up and down. “Word to the judge lovin’ wise, you might want to unbutton your blouse a few notches. You don’t always have to look so prudish, you know.” She takes off, and I scoff in her wake.

      “I’ll have you know I run a bakery,” I call out after her. I have no intention of seducing a sack of flour.

      Everett flits through my mind as I head for the dining room. That man is no sack of flour. But I’m not up for seducing him either at the moment. Noah needs us. And I’m certainly in no mood to crush Noah’s heart.

      The dining room is more of a formal hall that Mother has available to her boarders should they choose to enjoy their meals here. But, after she had the conservatory tacked on to the B&B, most boarders have preferred to take their meals in there instead. I can’t blame them. It’s an expansive glass room that overlooks the woods just beyond the building and it makes you feel as if you’re a part of the great outdoors.

      I step into the dining room and spot the handful of ghosts that haunt this place.

      “Well, if it isn’t Greer Giles and the spooky bunch,” I tease as I head on over.

      Greer Giles is a girl about my age who was killed last year. She’s a beautiful brunette with long dark hair that seems to have trapped every star in the universe in it. And standing next to her is her boyfriend, Winslow Decker, a two-hundred-year-old pig farmer who died over the land my mother’s B&B was built on. Winslow has that rough and tumble cowboy appeal with his dirty blond hair and fuzzy scruff on his cheeks. He’s cuttingly handsome and nice as can be—a double whammy in the awesome boyfriend department.

      I offer them both an embrace at the very same time.

      Winslow gives a wistful shake of the head. “We heard what happened at the bakery.”

      Greer’s upper lip twitches. “Lottie Lemon, you cannot catch a break. You keep this up and they’re going to cuff you, toss you into a river, and throw away the keys.” A husky chuckle comes from her. “But then again, you are sleeping with the lead homicide detective. I bet he cuffs you often, and in all the right places.”

      “Greer, I don’t even know what that means. There’s only one place to cuff me and—well, let’s just say he hasn’t hauled me to prison yet.” I sag at the thought of Noah never cuffing me again.

      “Hey?” Greer gives my back a quick rub. “What’s got you down?”

      Winslow offers a sorrowful smile. “We don’t have to ask,” he says. “It’s apparent her business is suffering. Why, every person who’s been killed in Honey Hollow has had one of her desserts in their hands. A deadly detail like that is bound to slow down foot traffic eventually.”

      “Actually, it’s not that. And shockingly, those morbid facts only seem to bring an uptick in foot traffic. In fact, when my mother’s haunted Honey Hollow B&B tours finish, she sends them my way for what she’s dubbed as The Last Thing They Ate Tour.”

      Winslow shudders. “I will never understand the human preoccupation with death. In my day, you had reason to fear it. But, then again, you were most likely dead by your thirties.”

      Greer wraps her arms around him. “And now we’re together forever. I guess death isn’t so bad after all.”

      “Help!” A flying corgi zooms by with little Lea on the chase. Lea’s long hair is combed over her face, and she’s wielding an axe as she tries her best to hack up the spooked spook.

      Thirteen, an adorably yet equally dead black cat, hops up into Greer’s arms. “Lottie, you do attract the most delightful guests. And they always offer me respite from that brooding child and her wicked blade. Last week, she chopped off one of my ears out of sheer boredom. It might have sprouted right back, but it doesn’t make it a pleasant experience.” He twitches his whiskers toward Greer and Winslow. “The two of you claimed her as your own. Might I suggest a little discipline? I suggest you send her to the darkest corner of the universe to think about her actions.”

      Greer is quick to wave him off. “Lottie, why did you look so sad when we brought up Noah? Did you decide to kick the hot homicide detective to the curb and choose Everett instead?”

      “No, it’s not that.” I explain quickly how Cormack pulled a page out of Cressida’s twisted book and blackmailed him, and then I lower my voice just above a whisper and tell them about Noah’s own brush with death, as a killer.

      The room grows still as Greer and Winslow exchange a look.

      Thirteen lets out a yowl. “Everyone needs justice, Lottie. Even the dead man Noah saw fit to boot to the other side.”

      Winslow holds out a hand. “We don’t know the facts. And besides, there isn’t any apparition that’s come to Lottie on that man’s behalf.”

      “Right.” Greer nods. “That means this isn’t for Lottie to solve.” She offers a pained smile my way. “You and Noah will figure all this out. It’s just going to take time.”

      Winslow ticks his head to the side. “And we’ll do our best to chase Cormack out of the B&B as much as possible. Hopefully, she’ll head your way and spill the dead beans.”

      “That’s perfect,” I say. Cormack has been living here at the B&B for close to a year now. “Thank you, I appreciate that.”

      “Lottie?” my mother calls from down the hall.

      “I’d better go.” I start to head out of the room and give Biscuit a quick wave. “We’re on!”

      “Gladly.” He zooms on ahead, leaving Lea and her hatchet in the dust.

      Greer and Winslow are going to give Cormack a little extra special haunting. And I couldn’t be happier.

      I hope she inadvertently tells them exactly where the bodies are buried, or in this case, body.
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      My feet quickly carry me over to the mouth of the conservatory where my mother pulls me close.

      “Isn’t this wonderful, Lottie? Look at all those lights and cameras. It’s as if the B&B has been transformed into a bona fide Hollywood studio.” She straightens for a moment. “Oh, I almost forgot. I went ahead and fulfilled Evie’s request.” She gives a sly wink. “And even though you’re not privy to the surprise just yet”—she leans in—“I want you to know, I left a drawer full of cosmetics and perfumes in the bathroom in the event you want to freshen up. You’re welcome!” She takes off into the crowd.

      What is she talking about?

      Why would I need to freshen up?

      I look just fine. I think.

      I try to make my way over to the oversized table set up in the front of the room when I spot Evie twirling that long dark ponytail of hers while giggling herself into a conniption as she stands between those two young men she introduced me to the other day. Kyle, the dark-haired basketball player, and Conner, the blond linebacker—both of which look far too lusty to ever be trusty.

      I head over, and she hops with glee as soon as she spots me.

      “Hey, Mom!” She lunges over at me with a hearty hug. Evie is never short on affection, and I love that about her. “Do you think we’re going to see another body?”

      “Only the living variety.” I frown a moment at the two boys currently trying to sneak a peek down her low-cut T-shirt. “Excuse us,” I say, pulling Evie to the side and pinching up her shirt at the shoulders.

      “What did you do that for?” She quickly gives it a yank back down, exposing three more inches of flesh than she was before. “I’m not a nun, you know.”

      “You will be if you keep dating two boys. Your daddy isn’t going to take too kindly to that. I’d knock it off before he sends you to a convent.”

      She clucks her tongue. “He’s not sending me to a convent. And he’s one to disapprove. My new bestie, Dash, filled me in on his lackluster, or should I say lustful reputation. And then you came along and tamed him.” A satisfied smile crests her lips. “Don’t you think that says everything? The man is gaga over you. Uncle Noah is great, but he’s not my dad, and newsflash, he’s not your husband. And that’s exactly why I took the liberty to book a room for the two of you, right here at the B&B. Don’t worry. I squared it away with Grandma Lemon. She thought it was hopelessly romantic.” She sticks a finger down her throat and pretends to gag. “I just thought the two of you could stop being off again and get it on again.”

      “What?” I nearly shriek. “Evie.” A dull laugh rattles through me. “That’s very nice of you. But—”

      “No buts. Your mom is losing big bucks by holding that room for you, and I’ve already called my dad and told him there was an emergency at the B&B. I told him only he could help you out of this one. And he cleared the rest of his day just like that.” She snaps her fingers. “My dad is a very busy judge. He wouldn’t just do that for anyone.” She tips her chin down. “He’s doing it for you.”

      The room grows infinitely brighter as those floodlights Cricket’s crew dragged in flicker on.

      Belinda Dennison, the redheaded event planner I met the other night, gives a violent whistle.

      “Quiet on the set!” she bellows.

      Evie grabs her boyfriends and they hustle their way to the front, as do I.

      The spotlight shines down on Cricket Flannery and we watch as she starts her spiel.

      Biscuit floats down just shy of my shoulders, putting him eye to eye with me.

      “She does put on a show, doesn’t she?” he snarls as if he wasn’t impressed.

      I give a slight nod of agreement.

      “Welcome foodies!” Cricket’s blonde hair gleams like gold under the duress of those white-hot stage lights, and suddenly I’m fearing for the whipped cream on my shortcakes. “It’s me, Cricket Flannery! Welcome to another episode of Head Over Meals!” That happy-go-lucky façade of hers quickly dissipates to nothing. “This entire show is dedicated to the memory of my dear friend, Ben Daley. As you all know, Ben shoved so much shortcake down his throat, he accidentally bit the big one.”

      A small gasp circles the crowd, but Cricket laughs it off.

      “But don’t you worry one bit, all you Daley Dish lovers! I’ve got your Daley dose of that loveable face of his covered.” She retrieves a framed eight by ten of a smiling Ben Daley and lands it next to her on the table. “Now let’s see if we can do this again.” She says to the black and white framed picture, “And something tells me you’ll be on your best behavior this time.”

      Geez, that’s pretty morbid.

      I can’t help but cringe as I watch Cricket go on and on as she carries on a rambling conversation with Ben’s innocent picture. But, soon enough, Cricket has had her fill of my strawberry shortcake. In fact, she’s looking a little green around the gills.

      After a solid hour of filming, Belinda shouts, “That’s a wrap!”

      Once the heavy floodlights cut out, the murmuring of the crowd takes over.

      Cricket staggers this way, moaning like a zombie.

      Biscuit moves his little legs back and forth as if he were attempting to make a run for it.

      “Heads-up, Lottie,” he says as he makes his way around me in an effort to avoid her. “I think she’s going to blow.”

      “Are you okay?” I wrap an arm around Cricket’s shoulders. “Would you like to get some fresh air?”

      “I would love some fresh air.”

      I quickly shuttle her through the thicket of bodies all the way to the front of the B&B as I lead her out to the fresh spring air and sunshine.

      “That’s better,” she moans just as Biscuit lands right over her head. “Oh, wow, I’ve just got the worst crushing headache.”

      I do my best to shoo the cunning critter away until he relents and floats by her side instead.

      “I’ve never seen anyone eat so much in one sitting,” I say. “Let alone so much whipped cream. I’m not entirely sure that was safe.”

      A quick chortle escapes her. “It’s all a part of the job for me.”

      “I guess it was a part of the job for Ben, too. Any word on why he suddenly died?” Normally, Noah would have told me by now, but I suppose due to this Cormack-issued moratorium on our relationship, he won’t be telling me much of anything anymore.

      “Not that I know of.” She pulls her hair into a quick ponytail. “But he’s gone now—and great news. I’ve already seen an uptick in my subscribers by fifty percent. I didn’t think it’d be that high this early in the game.”

      Game? I’m not amused by her word choice, but considering she has whipped cream coursing through her veins I won’t hold it against her.

      “She didn’t think?” Biscuit lets out an incredulous laugh. “Oh, she thought this one through, Lottie. She’s the killer. I could smother her to death with my belly if you like.”

      I give a quick shake of the head in his direction.

      “Congratulations on that,” I say to Cricket. “I mean, someone has to entertain all of those people. And, Ben isn’t around to do it anymore. Did you know Ben well?” I asked the same question the day Ben was killed and she refused to answer it then. It’s pretty black and white. I don’t see why I should let her off the hook that easily.

      She wrinkles her nose. “Not really. He sort of was on the periphery, you know? Like a gnat.” Her eyes close a moment. “I’m sure I sound perfectly awful. But I’m still in shock. And you have to understand I’m a highly competitive person. You don’t get to be where I am without a cutthroat mentality. And before you go judging me, he was the exact same way.”

      “I get it.” I’m not sure I do. I’d like to think I’d have a lot more sympathy if one of my competitors died. In fact, I know I would. “But it’s not like you wanted him dead.”

      “No way.” She averts her eyes. “I mean, it’s nice to have the spotlight to myself now that he’s gone. You know, death is just a natural part of life. It’s not like anyone killed him.”

      My God, she is clueless at how callous she sounds.

      Biscuit lets out a sharp bark. “I think I should smother her anyway.” He floats his big, round belly toward her face and I quickly shake my head again.

      I clear my throat. “But what if someone did kill him? Do you think there was anyone angry enough to do it?”

      A quick laugh chirps from her. “Heck yes. Have you seen how rabid my fans can be? I could have sicced any one of them on him to do the deed.” Her forehead wrinkles.

      “Did you?”

      “No.” She inches back with a genuine look of dismay, but her eyes linger over mine a few moments too long as if she were covering something, and I’m beginning to wonder if what she’s trying to cover is murder. She lets out a sigh. “Actually, Ben had sort of an addiction—to the ladies. You know the type, the good-looking womanizer everyone is looking to bed? That was Ben. He loved the ladies. But he knew how to make them angry as well. Some might say he was better at the latter. I wouldn’t sleep with him, but just about everyone I knew had. In fact, some went a few steps further.”

      “Further? Like what?”

      She shakes her head. “Not my story to tell.”

      “It sounds as if you knew a lot of the girls he was with. If you had to take a stab at it, which one had a bone to pick with the guy?”

      She inverts her lips a moment, lost in thought. “Christie had a serious bone to pick with him.” She blows out a hard breath. “If I were Christie, I would have killed him.”

      A redhead pokes her head out of the front doors to the B&B.

      “Cricket?” Belinda shouts, her face looks tan as if she’s been spending time out in the spring sun. “You need to get back in there. Your fans are getting restless. And half the staff already left.”

      Cricket bounces back up the stairs and into the B&B without another word.

      Biscuit swims through the air with his short little legs. “I’ll keep an eye on her, Lottie. Something tells me she’s a very bad egg.” His fur lights up in a spray of golden stars as he floats right through the wall of the B&B.

      Cricket is a bad egg for sure.

      Belinda comes out and shakes her head my way. “Sometimes she forgets it’s good PR to mingle with your fans. Thanks again, Lottie, for all the food. How much should I make the check out for?”

      “Oh no, it’s on me. I mean, after everything that’s happened, it’s the least I can do.”

      “Wow”—her pale green eyes widen—“that’s very generous of you.”

      “So where are you off to next?” I know for a fact Christie will be there. She’s the makeup artist on staff. If I can’t catch her now, I’ll catch her then.

      “The Evergreen, this Friday.”

      “I’m good friends with Naomi, the manager. I’ll be there for sure. I can’t wait to see another taping. I guess you can say I’m addicted.”

      She gives a little laugh. “I’ll look forward to seeing you.” She turns toward the inn.

      “Hey, Belinda?” I stop her and she pivots my way. “Did Cricket and Ben ever date? She was so natural with him. The chemistry was obviously there.” I shrug. “She mentioned she was still in shock over the whole thing.”

      She shakes her head and grimaces. “Not that I know of. But then, Ben weaseled into so many women’s lives I lost count. With those two? Who knows?”

      “How about you?”

      Her face bleaches out. “I guess I was one of many.” She shrugs. “But I’ve moved on. And now that he’s gone, everyone will be forced to do just that.”

      She disappears and I take in her words.

      Now that Ben is gone, everyone will be forced to move on. I bet that’s exactly what the killer is hoping will happen.

      A familiar cologne envelops me, and I spin quickly to see a heart-stoppingly handsome judge standing before me with eyes the color of a stormy sea.

      “Everett?”

      His lips flicker with the idea of a smile that he’s too stubborn to give.

      “Rumor has it, you’re in need of a rescue.”

      A dark laugh strums from me. “A far more accurate rumor has it, our daughter rented us a room.” I tick my head toward the inn.

      “Smart girl,” he says. “I say we take it.”

      “Everett.” My voice hikes with surprise as he lands a finger gently over my lips and traces them out.

      “Don’t worry. I promise I will respect your feelings for Noah. I have an idea.”

      Everett and I end up on the second floor in a room that overlooks Honey Lake in the distance.

      “Just a little romance,” he says as he puts that old-school record player my mother keeps in the room to good use, and soon we’re swaying to a slow song from another era gone by. Everett lands his cheek next to mine and my entire body swims in the sensation of his flesh against mine. There has always been something visceral between Everett and me. It’s hard to pinpoint at exactly what moment I fell in love with him. But before I realized it, I was already in the deep end.

      His heart ricochets hard against me and a breath hitches in my throat. There is so much energy floating between us, it’s electric. If a single spark got away, it would be liable to burn this entire place down. The heat index rises around us until it feels hotter than an inferno. But the music winds down, and as soon as it’s over, he lures me to the bed.

      “Now what?” I whisper, almost afraid that I’ve asked.

      “Now we nap, Lemon.”

      “Nap?” Who knew I could fall even deeper in love with Everett just like that.

      “I’ll take what I can get.” He wraps an arm around me and we drift blissfully off to sleep right here in the middle of the day.

      And as I fall asleep, I see Ben Daley’s face in that black and white picture.

      Ben loved the ladies. And, according to Cricket, he also knew how to make them angry.

      And maybe, just maybe, one of them was angry enough to kill.
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      There have been seasons in my life that have been complicated—seasons that have been downright complex enough to give quantum physics a run for its money. But this tumultuous season with Noah’s own life in flux makes everything I’ve ever been through seem like a cakewalk.

      Another couple of days drift by and Noah is still holding fast to the cold shoulder routine. But on a lazy Thursday, after the morning rush at the bakery, I decide enough is enough. I ask Lily to watch over the shop while I load up a box of Noah’s favorite cookies and I drive straight over to Ashford, right to the sheriff’s department where I’m determined to have my way with Noah, and maybe we’ll exchange a few words, too.

      The sheriff’s department is a plain white boxy building, no bells or whistles, and it continues its bland appeal inside with its white walls and floors, steel décor with clean lines. The entire place holds a sanitized appeal, and for that reason alone it makes me edgy. A smattering of officers mill around. And while on my way to Noah’s office, I spot a familiar redhead, Ivy Fairbanks.

      “Detective,” I say as I open the pink box I’m carrying. “Cookie?”

      Her penciled-in brows rise a notch as she peers inside. “Chocolate chip. Noah’s favorite, I presume. What’s with the two of you, anyway? He’s been moping around, brooding about something. I assume it’s you.” Her orange lips form a straight line.

      “I guess it is me.” I swallow hard, knowing full well it’s not. “I’d better get in there.”

      “You won’t be alone,” she calls out as she heads to her own office, next door to Noah’s. “He’s got company.”

      I suck in a quick breath. Darn it. Cormack has beaten me to the foxy punch. And why on earth am I always competing with that blonde witch?

      It takes a lot of fortitude not to burst right into his office. Instead, I give a little warning knock before bursting right in because, let’s face it, it turns out I’m all out of fortitude.

      But it’s not Cormack I see. Instead, I find both Noah and Everett seated across from one another and the two of them jump to their feet as soon as they spot me.

      “I brought cookies,” I say as I land the box to the desk and wrap my arms around Noah tightly.

      “Lottie.” Noah runs his lips over my ear and my hair in one heated sweep. “Thank you,” he says, gently stepping away, his cologne still enveloping me thoroughly. “Take a seat.”

      “I don’t want to take a seat. I want to take you home—to my place. I feel like you’re a prisoner, Noah. And I miss you. I miss us.”

      There’s a pained look in those evergreen eyes of his. His dimples dig in and out for a moment.

      “I’m sorry.” He takes a full step away.

      “Lemon.” Everett wraps an arm around me. “We were just going over his options.”

      I swallow hard. “What options?”

      Noah folds his arms across his chest as he glares out at the wall behind me. “Lottie, I think maybe you and Everett should go. He can tell you all about it. I think I’ve said enough inside these walls already.”

      I look to Everett, tears swelling up in my eyes.

      He gives a slight nod. “Talk to him.”

      Noah takes a breath. “No. Lottie, I can’t be alone with you. You don’t know the half of Cormack’s threats.” He slaps the back of his neck before raking his fingers through his hair. “I’m going to fix this, Lot. Just… it may not go so well for us.” Tears glint in his own eyes. The muscles in his jaw pop as if he’s trying to restrain his emotions. “I have two choices. Turn myself in and head straight for a prison cell, or be with Cormack while I try to figure this out.”

      I do my best to swallow back my emotions. “Be with Cormack.” Words I never thought would come out of my mouth. “Everett and I will figure this out with you.” I Look to Everett. “Did you get anything else from him?”

      Everett takes a breath. “Nothing.”

      “Okay.” I turn my attention back to Noah. “We know you didn’t bury the man you professed to have killed.” I study his features as the hint of a smile rides on his lips. “Knew it.” A surge of relief hits me. “Don’t worry, Noah. We’ll figure out the rest of the puzzle, too.” I go to wrap my arms around him one more time and he cautiously holds out a hand.

      “I’m sorry, Lottie. You’re my number one priority. Not me, not Cormack. I refuse to harm you in any way. I threw my life in the trash all those years ago. I’m the one that needs to fish it out. And I don’t want either of you getting your hands dirty.” He nods past me. “Everett, thank you for the legal recommendations. I will certainly reach out when the time is right.” He takes a steady step my way, those lawn green eyes pinned to mine. “Lottie”—my name hisses from him low, like a tire expiring air—“start your life with Everett. You’ve already tied the knot. You’re ahead of the game. We tried. We gave it a shot—multiple times. Life keeps throwing us a curveball, one more dangerous than the next. I can’t… we can’t let this go on. You have a bright future ahead of you and I have a dark cloud hanging over my head. Know this, you will always have my heart. You will forever be the only woman I truly love. Those two things are constants. And we will be friends. Family. And who knows? Things might actually be better between us than ever before.”

      “No.” I shake my head in protest, my voice pitching to the ceiling.

      Noah sighs as he makes his way back around his desk. “Everett, why don’t you take your wife to lunch? I’ve got a full day ahead of me.” His eyes harden over the two of us. “And I’ve got those options to consider. But there are details I’m not at liberty to discuss with either one of you. Trust me when I say I am placing your safety and reputations over mine. The less you know, the better.”

      “That is wholly unfair.” The words quiver from me as Everett pulls me back. “Noah, you can’t shut me out like this,” I shout without meaning to.

      “Let’s leave, Lemon,” Everett says it softly as if he were coaxing a child.

      “Noah”—I plead as Everett navigates us to the door—“you said nothing could come between us. Don’t do this. Don’t let Cormack Featherby of all people come between us.”

      “She’s not coming between us, Lot.” Noah closes his eyes a moment. “I am.”

      And with that, Everett somehow manages to land us on the other side of the door.
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      On the way back to Honey Hollow, Everett and I pick up enough Wicked Wok to feed a small island nation.

      We figured Evie and Carlotta would be there. I didn’t say anything to Everett, but for all I know Evie’s boyfriends might show up, and then there’s her new bestie, Dash.

      I’ll admit, Everett sounded worried for me when I just about tripled our already bloated order, but I quickly assured him I like to eat my feelings. That’s not necessarily a lie. And I don’t know why so many people get in a tizzy over that one.

      Who doesn’t like to stuff their face while contemplating all the crappy things happening in their life?

      Name one thing that a wonton or one of my fresh baked chocolate chip cookies couldn’t make better? There simply isn’t anything that food can’t fix. And that’s the exact philosophy that has me steering clear of the bathroom scale, too. I haven’t weighed myself in a year. Besides, neither Noah nor Everett has ever complained about my curves. In fact, it seems the curvier I get, the more attention those boys give me and I don’t think for a minute it has much to do with my body. Love sees to the soul, and I believe with all my cookie-loving heart they see mine.

      But to my surprise and delight, it’s just Evie and Carlotta joining our food-fest this evening.

      “So?” Evie waggles her brows at Everett and me as the four of us sit at the dining room table with tiny white boxes spread out all around. “How’d the two of you enjoy the room with a view? The pamphlet said the blushing rose room was the romantic playhouse of the entire B&B, and that just a few hours there with your honey, you’re guaranteed to have a spring to your step.”

      Carlotta’s mouth falls open. “So what’s the verdict, Lot Lot? Have you got a spring in your step? Or is Mr. Sexy here more apt to put a wiggle in your walk?”

      “Ladies.” Everett closes his eyes a moment.

      “I don’t kiss and tell,” I say. “And before either of you ask, we didn’t kiss. Everett and I are respecting Noah.”

      Evie huffs, “Like he’s respecting you? No offense to my shiny new uncle, but I saw him holding that blonde barracuda’s hand this morning.”

      Carlotta shakes her head. “Nah. Cormack was just trying to attack him with her face before he jumped into his truck and sped off to the sheriff’s station. Old Foxy only has eyes for you, Lot.”

      Evie elbows Carlotta on the arm. “My dad only has eyes for you, too,” she says it stern as she examines me. “Rumor has it, Everett Baxter is impossible to resist.”

      “I won’t argue with that,” I say. “You know what else is impossible to resist? Kung Pao chicken.” I shove a box her way before shooting a sly smile at Everett. He is impossible to resist. And that’s exactly why my romantic troubles have been multiplied.

      After we chowed down on the feast from the East, Everett and I head over to the sofa and snuggle up with Pancake and Waffles, a couple of Himalayan cats, identical brothers to boot, that I acquired from my grandmother Nell. She initially gave me Pancake as a kitten, and then when Nell passed away, Waffles was bequeathed to me in the will.

      I take up Waffles and Everett takes up Pancake as we take a moment to stare one another down.

      “I’ll turn on the TV so we can talk,” I whisper as I quickly turn on the television to some reality dating show that calls both Evie and Carlotta over like a homing beacon. “That went well.”

      Everett leans in. “We’ll whisper.”

      Both Evie and Carlotta are seated at the opposite ends of the room, each in their own cushioned recliner with their feet elevated as they stare at the television like a couple of zombies.

      “Okay.” I scoot in so close to the sexy judge, I’m practically seated in his lap. “Why would Noah kill anybody?”

      “In defense.” Everett’s stormy blue eyes bear into mine.

      “You seem confident of it, and I tend to agree. He’s not a killer by the traditional definition. He’s more of an accidental slaughterer. And believe me, there is a stark difference between the two.” My blood boils, and it takes all that I have in me not to flip over the coffee table.

      Everett’s lips twitch. “Anyone ever tell you you’re cute when you’re all worked up?”

      “Only you, and, oddly enough, it’s making me angrier.” I give a little wink. “So we agree he was trying to defend Cormack. I mean, she is in the equation.”

      “Yes.” He sighs. “I hope he realizes none of this would have happened if he had left well enough alone. This is where stealing someone else’s girl gets you.”

      “Everett.” A tiny laugh erupts from me as I use Waffles’ paw to gently smack him on the arm. “I suggest you refrain from sharing the commentary with Noah. He’s in enough pain as it is.”

      “Well, he should consider it. Especially since he’s done it again.”

      “Are you implying he swiped me from you?” My mouth rounds out with amusement. “Noah and I dated first.”

      “But we met first. We were already in the works, Lemon. Noah was just inserting himself where he didn’t belong. His track record agrees with me. And so would the deceased.”

      My lips knot up at the thought. “But we can both agree that Noah didn’t bury the guy.”

      “No.” Everett pulls me closer until our heads are just about touching. “And I’m beginning to wonder if Cormack had someone else do it. That would bring a third party into this so-called secret.”

      I try to shake out all the details from my mind. “Noah mentioned you were in college at the time. How long did Noah and Cormack date?”

      “A while. Toward the end it was on and off. They seemed to always run into one bit of trouble or another.” He frowns a moment. “Sort of the way it is between the two of you.”

      My heart wrenches when he compares what Noah and I have to anything that Cormack and Noah could have shared.

      I blow out a steady breath. “I guess I didn’t think that Noah and Cormack shared anything serious. I’m so easy to dismiss her all the time, and here she’s been fighting for something she believes was real all along.” I shake my head. “I don’t want to admit what they had was real, Everett. That’s shallow of me, I know.”

      “No.” He picks up my hand and kisses the back. “It’s self-protecting. Nobody wants to feel less than. And believe me, Lemon, you’ll never be less than—or second best. Not to me, not to Noah. It’s not possible.”

      “Thank you for that.”

      A sharp bark comes from across the room and seated on Carlotta’s lap is the world’s most adorable, albeit dead, corgi.

      “It’s Biscuit,” I whisper as I interlace my fingers with Everett’s. “Oh, Everett, he’s so cute. I wish you could see him.” Not that I want my powers to grow—especially not in that direction.

      Biscuit floats over with his tiny legs tucked under his barrel-chested body, that perma-smile growing on his face. His fur glows with the slight patina of pink and blue, and there are tiny gold sparks that shoot off around his ears that give him an enchanted appeal.

      I lean his way. “You look as if you’re riding a magic carpet,” I whisper.

      Biscuit gives an odd combination of a bark and chuckle. “I can’t wait to show off all I can do once I see Ben in paradise. Is there any hope of us solving this murder tonight? I’m growing a bit tired of earth.”

      “I’m sorry.” I wrinkle my nose at him. “But there’s another taping of Head Over Meals tomorrow at a place called the Evergreen Manor. It’s just up the hill from where we are. There will be suspects. And rumor has it, the Evergreen is hosting a luncheon in honor of the taping.”

      An approving howl gurgles from him. “I do like food, Lottie.”

      “Have at whatever you like in the bakery. Oh, um, actually just the stuff in the back if that’s okay with you. Those refrigerated shelves are murder to clean. In fact, the bakery is closed at the moment, so you can have free reign of the place. I’ll be there bright and early in the morning.”

      His fur electrifies with a rainbow of sparks. “Oh, Lottie, let’s hope you don’t regret making such a generous offer. I’ve enjoyed your strawberry shortcake. And now that I can eat my fill, I may not help you solve this case.” And with that, he dissipates in a brilliant blaze.

      Carlotta grunts from her chair, “Good going, Lot. It looks like we’ve got a doggy friend for life.”

      Evie perks up. “We’re getting a dog?”

      “No, no.” I shake my head her way as I hold up Waffles. “We have two adorable balls of fluff.” I bite my lip as I look to Everett. “But if we ever do get a dog, it just has to be a corgi. They’re so sweet and smart, and they’re unreasonably cute.”

      Evie gasps. “That cute little dog with stubby legs and long, honking, pointed ears? Yes!” She hops up and down before plopping down on the coffee table before us. “The Queen of England has them. They’re totally cool and partly royal. Oh, can we, Dad? Can we?”

      Everett quickly looks one up on his phone. “This little guy?” He squints over at it. “I don’t know. Noah has a retriever.”

      Carlotta chortles from behind. “What’s the matter, Judge? Worried about his dog being bigger than yours?”

      Evie nods. “Everyone knows what that’s code for.”

      Carlotta grunts, “Compensation issues.”

      Everett shakes his head at her. “I have nothing to compensate for.”

      I nod. “I’ll vouch for that.”

      Evie gags. “Okay, enough.” She glances to her phone. “You know, my friends back at my old boarding school want to see a picture of you guys. Some of them don’t believe I have actual parents now. So if you don’t mind, I’d love to show you off.”

      “Oh, sure,” I say as I wrap an arm around Everett’s shoulders. “How’s this?” I ask, holding Waffles next to Pancake.

      “Cute,” Evie says as she snaps a few quick shots. “Now how about one with a kiss?”

      Everett glances my way. “You don’t have to ask me twice.” He pecks my cheek while I grin for the camera.

      Evie makes a face. “That’s nice, but I was thinking more of a kiss on the lips. For all they know, you could be brother and sister.”

      “Very funny.” I’m onto her kissing games, but I’ll go with it. What’s a kiss going to hurt? Besides, I’ve kissed Everett dozens of times.

      I angle myself just a bit and Everett’s lids hood as if he were preparing for a far more carnal treat.

      Everett leans in, and as soon as his lips touch mine, something sparks to life in me. A fire ignites from my head right down to my tingling toes. When Everett Baxter kisses you, your whole body listens—and boy, is mine ever responding.

      Evie chirps something about shoving her face into a box of chicken and broccoli, but I’m too lost in this moment to keep track of what’s happening in the rest of the house.

      Everett’s chest detonates against mine in strong, powerful thumps, and I can feel his love for me in every beat.

      We pull back slowly, our eyes meeting up with one another as if we were communicating on a subliminal level.

      Yes, Everett and I are teaming up to help save Noah.

      And in doing so, we might be hurting him a little bit, too.

      Everett asks me to pull out my laptop and we run a search on local news from Fallbrook as far back as when he was in college. We wade through pages and pages of articles until Everett stops cold.

      “That’s the guy.” Everett’s finger lands just shy of the screen. “That’s the guy that Noah killed.”
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      His name was Duke Forbes, a man in his late thirties, and at the time one of Cormack’s many stepbrothers.

      Although according to Everett, Cormack’s father had remarried many, many times thereafter. Everett said he remembered Duke for several reasons—for one, he was trying to barrel his way into Cormack’s love life as far back as when Everett was dating her. Apparently, Duke was as smarmy as could be. And then, he up and disappeared right around the time Everett went to college. He said he asked Cormack’s father about him once, and her father said it was a mystery as to where he ended up. At the time they thought he might be yachting the Mediterranean with friends, as trust fund babies tend to do, and they left it at that.

      Everett let me know he’ll do an in-depth search on what might have happened to Duke and he’ll give me the details as soon as he finds anything out. Suffice it to say, I’m excited about the new find. The more we know, the closer we are to getting Noah out of this mess—or sent to prison for life. Either or.

      But that’s for another day. At the moment, Keelie and I stand in the ballroom of the Evergreen Manor, arranging cupcake versions of my strawberry shortcake out on the dessert table.

      I nudge her in the side with my elbow. “I feel as if Cormack at least owes me a ransom note,” I rage.

      It’s the day Head Over Meals is taping at the Evergreen Manor and the guests of the inn are all abuzz with excitement. “You don’t just steal a man.”

      Keelie’s whole body shakes with a laugh as she holds her bourgeoning belly.

      “She’s not giving you a ransom note. She’s never giving that man back, Lottie. Not if she can help it.”

      I make a face at my bestie. Keelie is adorable with her blonde hair toppled on her head in a bun, her skin glows a luminescent shade of pink, and her lips have that gorgeous bee-stung look that we’ve handed over some serious cash in order to procure in the form of cinnamon-spiked lip gloss.

      The Evergreen Manor just so happens to be her sister, Naomi’s baby. It’s a cavernous structure that has the capability to dwarf my mother’s B&B many times over. The Manor itself was once home to a colonial era earl who used it to throw fancy parties and land a lovely lady or two by his side. Outside it’s a sheet of white with massive pillars that run down the front of the structure. Gorgeous ironwork scrolls around the balconies and stairwells. And inside the walls are paneled with rich mahogany, and the floors are laden with a lush emerald carpet. It’s perfectly elegant, and I can see why Keelie has decided to have her wedding here in just one short month.

      I take a breath as I look at the crowd amassing right here in the ballroom. Mom and Becca—Keelie’s mother—along with Belinda Dennison are running around pointing in all sorts of different directions while Becca jots notes down on her clipboard. It’s clear they’re taking care of details for the upcoming wedding.

      I lean toward Keelie. “That’s really nice of Belinda to step in and take over the party planning details for you.”

      “She’s not taking care of enough party planning details if you ask me,” Keelie says as she pops another bite of my strawberry shortcake into her mouth.

      “Such as?”

      “Such as my dress,” she mumbles through a mouthful of whipped cream.

      “My God, Keelie. We need to get a move on. Your wedding is only weeks away. You can’t get married in the nude.”

      “Bear might like that.” She shoots me a look.

      “Okay, but what about the rest of us? And how about pictures? Think of that baby bear in your belly. You’ll need a dress.”

      “Can’t I just wear my favorite bathrobe? It was white once. And let’s face it. The meaning behind that color went right out the window once this little critter hopped on the scene.”

      A laugh pumps from me. “You’re killing me, Keelie. You cannot wear a bathrobe. I’ll call Scarlett Sage and see if we can try on a few dresses.”

      “No.” She scowls out into the crowd before popping another strawberry shortcake cupcake into her mouth.

      “Boy, you can be stubborn when you want to. But so can I. You and I are going dress shopping.”

      “Nothing will fit.”

      “Nothing has to fit. We’ll just find the one you like and we’ll have some magical seamstress whip one up to fit your body. It can even look a little like your bathrobe if you want—but with lace and satin.” I wrinkle my nose at the thought of what that might look like.

      Naomi pops up with her dark hair flat ironed to a glossy black finish.

      “Guess what, witches?” She snaps up a cupcake. “Cricket won’t be here for another hour, so Christie Duran has kindly offered to give us all free makeovers.” She nods my way. “Carlotta and your new little twerp are already benefiting.”

      “Nobody calls Evie a twerp,” I say as the three of us hustle our way to the back of the ballroom into a much smaller venue where a lanky blonde works feverishly over both Evie and Carlotta. A few studio lights are set up next to a row of folding chairs, and next to that two entire tables are laden with every lotion and potion known to man.

      “Sign us up, sister,” Keelie says and Christie looks up with a laugh.

      It’s pretty much dim in the room, save for the harsh spotlight Christie has positioned over the two of them.

      “Pull up a seat, ladies.” She motions to the area just shy of Carlotta and we’re quick to comply.

      Christie has tiny, delicate features and there’s an overall fairy-like quality about her.

      “I guess it’s our good luck that Cricket is late,” I say as I inspect Evie. The makeup looks a little heavy on her, way too much brow enhancement, far too much blood red lipstick. But it is a makeover. I suppose you want to see dramatic results. Besides, she can always wash it off if she hates it.

      Evie looks my way and waves. “I think I’ve just changed my major,” she says as Christie brushes her with powder. “I’m going to be an influencer.”

      “An influ—what?” Carlotta opens an eye her way. Carlotta is a bit dolled-up as well. Lots of heavy kohl giving her that smoky eye effect, same dark dramatic eyebrows and angry red lips. I suppose it’s a running theme. And if I’m right, I’ve just had a sneak preview of what I’ll look like in a moment.

      “What’s an influencer?” I ask as Christie runs from Naomi, to me, and to Keelie, carefully prepping our faces with a damp, cool towel and it feels like heaven. “Does it require law school?”

      Both Evie and Christie cackle away like a couple of happy chickens that just escaped the coop.

      “Don’t worry, Lot Lot.” Carlotta smacks me on the knee. “Nobody said getting old was a picnic. You’ll get used to the youth laughing at you—eventually.”

      “Mom.” Evie gives my foot a light kick. “An influencer doesn’t even need to go to school. All I have to do is take pictures of myself with cool stuff.”

      Christie nods. “And people send you things for free. It’s a blast. I’ve been doing it for about a year now. How do you think I got all this free makeup?”

      Free? I’m suddenly suspicious of what she’s crop-dusting our faces with.

      A spear of light appears, brighter than that lightning bolt Christie has pointed at us, and Biscuit materializes in a spray of baby blue stars.

      “Oh, Lottie,” Biscuit moans at the sight of us. “Is this the killer? Why, she’s slashing your faces! I don’t do blood, Lottie. I’m sorry. But I’m afraid I’ll have to leave. I demand to be taken back to paradise at once.”

      “Relax, you little clown,” Carlotta spews his way. “These here are primo products being put to good use.”

      Christie’s eyes widen for a moment.

      “Don’t worry.” Evie waves it off. “Carlotta is her bio mom. They pretty much spend their time antagonizing one another, but it’s all done in fun.”

      Evie just about summed up my relationship with Carlotta in a nutshell.

      Biscuit lands onto the oversized table where Christie has her magical color palates laid out like a rainbow of velvety goodness, and he wastes no time licking away at the products at hand.

      “Dear Lottie,” he moans. “This doesn’t hold a candle to what you have in your bake shop. In fact, it does indeed taste like a candle. Ask me how I know.”

      “How do you know?” I whisper.

      Christie chuckles. “Trust me, Lottie. I always seem to know what colors work best. You’re an autumn.”

      Biscuit barks out a laugh. “Carlotta had the most delicious candle lit last night. Cotton apple, was it?”

      “Candy apple,” Carlotta corrects.

      Christie holds a finger her way. “Bingo. That’s the exact shade of lipstick I’m using on you gals today.”

      Biscuit shudders. “Anyway, I was lapping up the steamy concoction, enjoying it ever so much until I realized it has the distinct after bite of formaldehyde. Don’t ask me how I know. I met up with my demise in quite a unique way. Speaking of meeting up, I met your father last night, Lottie. A gentleman indeed.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “You met Mayor Nash?”

      Christie shakes her head. “I don’t believe I have.”

      Mayor Nash is my biological father, and oddly enough, he and Carlotta have picked up right where they left off over a quarter of a century ago. It’s a bit disconcerting, but nonetheless not only did I discover he was my father last year, but I gained three half-siblings, two sisters and a brother—a happy biological bonus I wasn’t expecting.

      “Oh yes.” Biscuit floats around Christie. “But he wasn’t wearing any clothes. I don’t know if I would recognize him if he were.”

      I’ve heard enough.

      I glance at Evie as best I can without moving my face as Christie works her magic on me.

      “Evie, an influencer sounds great,” I say. “I’m sure you can do whatever you want in life as soon as you get out of college. The world will be your oyster. Nowadays, a girl has to get an edge where she can. Isn’t that right, ladies?” I look around to a handful of sour faces.

      “Not me.” Naomi is the first to shoot down my scholastic theory. “I could have gotten the job at the Evergreen without my degree. Speaking of which, I got the job the old-fashioned way.” She gives a quick wink to Evie. “I slept with the owner.”

      “Naomi!” I hiss. “Don’t listen to her, Evie. What she’s really telling you is that without that university stamp of approval, you might just be forced to resort to the world’s oldest profession.”

      Evie shakes her head. “That’s not what she said.”

      Keelie puckers her lips for Christie. “Grammy Nell would have hired me to manage the Honey Pot whether or not I had my degree.”

      Carlotta raises a hand. “And look how far I’ve gotten! I don’t have me no fancy piece of paper. I went to the school of hard knocks, and I was knocked up while doing it, too.”

      Evie catches a breath. “Ooh, that sounds like fun.”

      “Stick with me, kid,” Carlotta grunts. “I’ll take you places you never dreamed of going.”

      “Like prison,” I hiss. “Evie, stay away from Grammy Carlotta. She has questionable intentions with just about everything.”

      Christie chuckles to herself as she comes back my way and begins penciling in my lips.

      “Well, I went to college. In fact, I went to grad school, too,” Christie offers.

      I nod up at her and her hand slips. “Ooh, sorry,” I say. “But I bet you got a great career out of it.”

      “Oh, I did. Not this one. Although this was my dream job.” She sighs near my face and I can feel her breath falling over me. “I was an accountant at a big fancy firm in Ashford. I was dating at the time and took some bad advice from my then boyfriend.” She pauses to look at Evie. “Don’t take everything a boy tells you to heart. I was silly and I thought he knew better. Of course, what he encouraged me to do was classified by the law as stealing.” A collective gasp erupts. “Come to find out, it was a felony offense, too.”

      Dear Lord, should she really be sharing this with us? Also, I’m really glad that Evie is here to listen to this cautionary tale regarding boyfriends. Hopefully, she’ll drop Boy One and Boy Two and stick to cruising the mean streets of Honey Hollow with her gal pal, Dash.

      Naomi scoffs. “A felony? Did you serve time?”

      Carlotta chokes. “Did you decapitate that boyfriend?”

      Biscuit yodels. “Killer, killer, chicken dinner!” He looks my way. “I heard Carlotta issue the same sentiment last night with your father.”

      I do not want to know.

      A bubbling laugh evicts from Christie. “No, I didn’t serve time. Thankfully, the bosses at the office I worked for liked me. It was my uncle’s girlfriend’s firm and I think that’s why she went easy on me. She let me know she was disappointed in me. I paid back every red cent. I had no idea what I was doing. And I wasn’t stealing the money for myself. My boyfriend had an account with the firm for his business, and instead of me billing him, he had me reverse the charge and the firm was essentially paying him close to six hundred dollars a month. He thought it was hysterical. Of course, I went with it. My uncle’s girlfriend wasn’t always that nice to me and he convinced me it was nothing more than a little well-deserved revenge. Anyway, I was young and foolish and almost thrown into the big house because of it.”

      “How long did that go on?” I ask, shocked to hear it.

      “Close to six months. In all honesty, I sort of forgot about it after the first month, and it was basically running on autopilot until an intern found it. By that time, Ben and I had already broken up. I could have killed him when I got fired.”

      “Ben?” I flinch and she nearly pokes my eye out with a mascara wand. “As in Ben Daley?”

      “Yup. That’s the jerk. Anyway, I guess it’s not polite to speak ill of the dead. But it looks like he got what was coming to him in the end.”

      Biscuit snorts as he floats on by. “A homicidal end.”

      “Ouch,” Evie says what we’re all thinking.

      Christie shrugs as she pulls back to inspect the entire lot of us. “Well, ladies, you’re welcome.”

      We stand and look at one another in horror before looking into the oversized mirror hanging on the wall and break out into a choir of groans. Each and every one of us has the same spiked villainous brows that look far too unnatural in a dark crimson hue. Our lips are over-lined and over-colored in a shocking shade of blood red. And our faces look as if they’ve been bleached ten shades, giving us all a sickly appeal.

      Christie takes off for the sink in the corner and begins washing her hands.

      Naomi nudges me in the ribs. “You had to go and interrogate her, and now look what she’s done.”

      “Yeah, Lottie.” Keelie glowers at her own reflection. “You had her remember a very traumatizing time in her life, and now we all look as if we belong in some biker girl gang.”

      Carlotta huffs, “One that’s bound for prison.”

      Evie scowls at her reflection. “Hey, Mom? Do your lips burn?”

      “No.” My eyes widen with horror. “Should they?”

      Carlotta smacks a few kisses at her reflection. “It’s called suffering for beauty, kid. Get used to it.”

      “More like, take it off if it’s bothering you,” I whisper. “There’s a stack of makeup wipes on the counter. Feel free to use as many as you like.”

      I head to the sink where Christie is examining her own reflection in the tiny mirror hung on the wall in front of her.

      “Thank you for taking the time to do this,” I say. “We don’t have very many makeovers in Honey Hollow. It was fun to get glammed up.” Theoretically.

      “Not a problem. I love to do it. Of course, I’m still honing my craft. Cricket only lets me apply powder and lip gloss. That can get boring after a while.”

      I’m beginning to think Cricket is smarter than I gave her credit for.

      “Well, I’m glad you had a chance to hone your chops.” Sort of. “I wanted to offer my condolences about Ben. I realize the two of you had a rocky relationship, but I’m sure it still stings in the end.”

      “Would you think I was a horrible person if I said it didn’t?” She cringes a little as she says it and manages to look adorable while doing so.

      Biscuit lands at her feet and barks up at her. “Yes, you’re a horrible person. My Benny had more empathy in his little finger than you do in that whole silicone body of yours.”

      I glance down to her chest to see if these silicone rumors are true, but I can’t tell and I refuse to linger for an in-depth inspection.

      “No, I don’t think you’re horrible,” I say. “Plus, it’s still new. You’re in shock. We all are. Did you happen to say anything to him that day?”

      She glances toward the hall. “Nothing out of the ordinary. But I was glad I was there.” She shrugs my way. “For closure.”

      Biscuit barks. “That’s an odd thing to say, Lottie.”

      I nod down at him.

      Odd indeed.

      Christie looks my way. “You heard he was poisoned, right?”

      “What?” I inch back, stunned. “No, actually, I haven’t heard anything.”

      It’s Noah who usually tells me these kinds of things, but now that Cormack has issued a gag order, I’m in the dark about a lot of things. And I don’t like a single one of them.

      “It’s true.” She gives an aggressive nod. “I heard it was a food allergy. I sure hope his family doesn’t sue your bakery.”

      “What?” I shriek at the thought.

      “Oh dear.” Biscuit runs in a circle. “If memory serves me correctly, they are a litigious bunch.”

      I turn and spot Cormack out in the crowd talking to a few of Cricket’s groupies I recognize from that fated day at the bakery and a thought comes to me.

      “Thank you for letting me know, Cricket. I appreciate that.”

      “No problem.”

      Biscuit barks. “Ask her where the next disaster on meals is taking place. I have a feeling we need to keep an eye on this one.”

      “Hey, Christie? Is the next taping local?”

      She squints at the ceiling. “It’s at some strip club. Red Honeys?”

      “Red Satin. I know it well. I guess I’ll see you there,” I say as I take off into the crowd as Cricket passes me to get her face dusted by Christie.

      But I’m not sticking around for another taping of Head Over Meals. I’ve got an axe to grind with a certain homicide detective, and I think I know how to grind it.

      “Naomi”—I pull my wily cousin to the side—“I need you to do me a favor.”

      “Why would I do you a favor?”

      “Because I’ll be in that delivery room with your sister with all the blood and gore so you won’t have to.”

      “How do you know I don’t care for blood and gore?”

      “Because I’m a good guesser.”

      “What do you want, Lottie?”

      “Make sure Cormack stays through the taping. And afterwards, I want you to shove her in that spa you have here at the manor. Don’t let her out for at least two hours.”

      She twists her lips. “You’re going to make a run for Ashford, aren’t you?”

      I give a single nod.

      “Fine. Go, but—”

      I don’t stick around to hear what she has to say.

      I run all the way to Ashford, all the way to Noah.
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      The drive to Ashford is rife with adrenaline. No sooner do I park than I float right into the Ashford Sheriff’s Department. Just the thought of Cormack being put in a beauty-based prison for the next couple of hours feels like heaven. The air is sweeter, the colors more vibrant, and the weight of the world finally off my shoulders for this small glorious moment in time.

      I spot Detective Ivy Fairbanks standing near the counter and I give a pleasant wave.

      Her eyes narrow in on mine, but I don’t give her a chance to drag me down. Instead, I head right into the office marked Detective Noah Fox and seal the door shut behind me.

      Noah looks up from his paperwork and jumps to his feet.

      “Lottie?”

      I zoom over and wrap my arms around the man I love.

      “Cormack is caged up at the Evergreen for the next few hours. That means I have you all to myself to do whatever I want, however I want, for as long as I want—sort of.” I don’t give him the opportunity to reply. I land my mouth over his and indulge in a kiss that feels as if it housed the very air I needed to breathe. Noah and I aren’t over by a long shot. Cormack can’t have him. She doesn’t win.

      “Lottie.” Noah runs a wild kiss over my cheek, right up to my ear. “God, how I love you.” A quiet laugh rumbles through his chest. He pulls back to get a better look at me. “Do you forgive me?”

      “Yes.” I run my fingers through his hair. I miss every little bit of Noah. And not having him in my life the way I’m used to has made me miss every hair on his head. “Noah, Everett thinks you killed a man by the name of Duke Forbes.”

      His eyes close as a soft expletive flies from his lips.

      “Lottie.” He rides his hand over his face a moment. “I asked nicely for the two of you to drop this.” His jaw tenses as he looks out the window. “And now Everett—”

      “Everett cares about you,” I say.

      “Does he care about you?” He inches back as if he meant it. “Because if he did, he’d want to protect you from any information that might make you an accessory after the fact.”

      “So his name was Duke Forbes.” I take a breath. “Everett mentioned that he was Cormack’s stepbrother. I bet he tried to attack her and you were protecting her. That’s what you do, Noah. You protect. You’re a good person with a good heart. And there was a struggle.” I nod into my theory. “I bet you didn’t have a gun. I bet he had a gun and someway, somehow you shot him. Am I right? Did you shoot him, Noah? Is that how you killed Duke Forbes?”

      “Lottie.” He winces as he covers my mouth with a kiss. “You are a brilliant, brilliant woman.” He pulls back with a pained look in his eyes. “But I cannot—will not confirm or deny anything you just said.”

      “Well, maybe just tell me if I’m a good guesser.”

      A small laugh trembles from him, but he doesn’t say a word. “You really have Cormack occupied, huh?”

      I give a fervent nod. “I’m up for a little dirty office time if you are.” I pull my cardigan off one shoulder and Noah gently puts it right back. “I meant what I said the other day, Lottie. And I don’t want to lead you on. I’m in very real trouble. Trouble brought on by my own foolishness.” His chest expands and his expression grows stern. “But now that you know what you do, I have no choice. The sooner I turn myself in, the better.”

      “Noah, I looked up Duke Forbes myself. There was very little mention of him. There was no report of a body. There was no missing person’s report filed. What happened in the days that followed? I mean, was there a memorial service? Was his mother frantic?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have any idea. Cormack and I were already over at that point. I went into a dark period and it’s all a blur. I was already accepted to Ohio State and I went out there. When I said I never looked back, I meant it.”

      “Noah, promise me that one day you will tell me the whole story.” There’s a visceral sadness in my voice that echoes right down to my bones. “I know you’re not a monster. I know you had a very good reason to do what you did, and I want you to share it with me. I want to share everything with you.”

      He takes a breath and steps back. “I know,” he whispers, his gaze set to the floor.

      I give a little shrug to keep my emotions from detonating all over the walls.

      “I spoke to Christie Duran today.” I point to my face. “She was doing free makeup tutorials at the Evergreen and she mentioned that Ben Daley was poisoned. Any idea what the killer might have used?”

      “Shellfish.” He presses out a forlorn smile. “It turns out, Ben Daley was allergic to any sort of shellfish, but extremely allergic to scallops in particular—and he ingested enough to kill him. Which wasn’t a lot. The shortcake he was eating was soaking in it.”

      “What?” I hiss. “That means the killer had access to the kitchen.”

      He tips his head to the side. “Yes. But we did a thorough sweep of the kitchen the day he was killed and didn’t find anything suspicious. We certainly didn’t document any shellfish in the bakery.”

      “Noah, there was an entire production team in my shop that day, not to mention enough onlookers to fill a football stadium.” I reach up and scratch the scruff on his face. “What did the internal security camera turn up?” We’ve had so many incidents in and around the bakery, Noah set up a surveillance system both inside and out.

      “Nothing.”

      “Don’t tell me they weren’t on.”

      “They were on and running, but as fate would have it, there was a large black umbrella shielding the scene of the crime. It could have been anyone.”

      A hard groan comes from me. “Those umbrellas were set out to just above those lamps the production crew brought in. I guess that was a bit of fortune for the killer. Any leads on the suspects?”

      A sly smile creeps up his cheek. “I was about to ask you the same thing, Detective Lemon.”

      “Well, not that I’m actively investigating—”

      He tips his head and lifts a brow.

      “Okay, fine. I may have had the good fortune to speak with a couple of people. I had a chance to speak to Cricket while she was at my mother’s B&B. She wouldn’t admit to actually dating Ben, but she did say something about refusing to sleep with him. She mentioned that a lot of her friends did and that some even went a few steps further with him. Whatever that means. And then there was Belinda. She admitted to dating him but said she was just one of many. I also spoke with someone today, during this disaster”—I say, pointing to my face again—“and don’t say it isn’t, Noah.”

      A short-lived smile presses from him. “You’re beautiful, Lottie. Who did you talk to today?”

      “Christie, the one that told me about the allergy. She not only said she was dating him, but that he gave her terrible advice regarding her accounting career and she took it. He convinced her to steal from her employer and put money into his service account. Noah, the guy was a weasel. Christie eventually got fired and she basically walked away from accounting. She says she’s living her dream as a makeup artist, but she still seems bitter. She said at the time of her firing, she was angry enough to kill him. She called him a jerk and said it looks like he got what was coming to him in the end.”

      “Wow.” Noah gives a hard blink. “That’s a lot of footwork you’ve done.”

      “And how about you? What do you have?”

      “What I have is classified and on a need-to-know basis for officers of the law. I’m sorry, Lottie. I can’t have you endangering yourself in two homicide investigations.”

      “Noah, you’re the killer in one of them. And I’m not afraid you’re going to hurt me.” I frown. “Oh right, you’re worried about that whole guilt by association thing.”

      “It’s called an accessory to covering up a crime. In this case, it would be a felony homicide. I was a street judge who issued a deadly verdict. It was wrong. And yes, I am very, very worried.” He bears those verdant green eyes into mine. “And that’s exactly why I’ll be speaking with those attorneys Everett gave me the names of, right after I turn in my badge.”

      “No, please, don’t do that. We can figure this out.”

      “I’ve already figured it out, Lottie. And unfortunately, this is the way it needs to be.” He swallows hard. “Now I need you to go back to Honey Hollow. I’ll wait until you’re on the road. I’m not dragging you down with me.” He wipes a lone tear from my cheek. “I refuse to. I love you. And that is never going to change. Goodbye, Lottie.” He leans in and lands a soft kiss to my lips that leaves me aching for so much more.

      Noah opens the door and watches as I step out of his office.

      My feet carry me all the way back to my car without my permission.

      And with every step, it feels as if I’m walking right out of Noah’s life.
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      He did it. At exactly four o’clock, Noah turned in his badge. I know this as a fact because at four-oh-five Ivy sent me a text and asked if I knew what the hell was going on. Apparently, Noah didn’t give the reason behind his resignation, and that alone brought me a mild sense of relief.

      Noah’s house went dark a few minutes after he got home. Of course, Cormack was there keeping guard over him—God forbid comforting him. I bet she’s shaking in her designer boots now that he’s speaking to attorneys, just inches from fessing up to the crime. Her little blackmailing jig is almost up. And unfortunately for Noah and me, he might just be headed up a prison creek without a paddle.

      The next afternoon, Evie let me know that she ran into Noah and asked if she could take Toby for the afternoon. And as it turns out, Evie’s friend, Dash, just got her driver’s license and they’re down at Honey Lake now. It’s so nice and warm out, my skin is practically begging to be exposed to those lemon-yellow rays shining over Honey Hollow.

      I ask Lily to man the fort before packing up a box of my strawberry shortcake cupcakes and head down to the lake myself. The least I can do is give them to Evie and her friend. Plus, that way, I can check on Toby. I pocketed a few fresh baked doggie biscuits before I left to ensure the cute pooch had something to munch on, too.

      I park high up by the evergreens that nearly run all the way down the sandy shores of Honey Lake. The lake is a sparkling shade of crystal blue today and it looks mesmerizing. The water’s edge runs approximately seven miles, east to west, and is about two and a half miles at its widest. The entire lake is surrounded by evergreens and a white sandy shoreline. There are several boats out on the water, and the houses that line the lake on the south end have people lounging on their patios, already getting an early start to summer.

      Right away, I spot Evie and Dash tossing a Frisbee along with Kyle and Conner, the two Honey Hollow High jocks that Evie has claimed as her own. Toby runs back and forth among the four of them, chasing that Frisbee with a fierce determination, and no sooner does he leap in the air like the canine acrobat he’s proving to be than a spasm of light illuminates beside him. A pudgy little corgi appears there on the sand, giving chase right along with Toby.

      “Biscuit!” I bounce in my seat at the sight.

      If Biscuit is here, that must mean a suspect is afoot.

      I suck in a quick breath as I look to Evie’s friends in a whole new murderous light, and just as I’m about to narrow my suspicions, I spot a large rather lumbering trailer attached to a bicycle with the words library on wheels painted onto the side.

      “Aurora Lockwood,” I expel her name in a whisper. She’s the dark-haired girl who was at the bakery that day. I saw her speaking to Ben. He was surprised she was back in town. They had a certain chemistry that made me wonder if there was a romantic connection between them. I spoke to her after he died as well. She was right outside of the bakery, watching the entire horrific thing unfold. By the looks of things, she was taking it pretty hard that night.

      I quickly snap up the box of goodies before glancing at myself in the rearview mirror and I let out a yelp once I spot my reflection. I won’t lie. Ever since I let Christie Duran desecrate my features, I either gasp or shriek each time I’ve passed a mirror. I’m not sure why, but this hideous lipstick, and whatever she used to turn my eyebrows into red villainous hooks, it just won’t come off. It’s faded just a notch, but, my God, it looks as if I took a Sharpie to my skin. It’s that indelible.

      I didn’t want to say anything to Carlotta or Evie, but we’re all suffering from the same desecrated fate. I can only imagine Keelie and Naomi are, too. I’m sure Keelie is using it as an excuse to eat another pizza, and really? Who could blame her?

      And Naomi? Well, I’m pretty sure she’s pinned the debacle on me.

      I head on over to Evie and her friends and give a friendly wave once they spot me.

      “Mom!” Evie leaps two feet into the air. She’s so enthusiastic about having a family to call her own, it warms my heart that I get to be a part of this special girl’s life. To think Everett and I have a family. Well, I’ve considered Everett family for some time now, but now that we share a daughter, we’re virtually unbreakable.

      “Hey, guys!” I hold out the pink box in my hand and the four of them attack like vultures. Both Kyle and Conner look as if they’re comprised solely of muscle and hair. And both Dash and Evie are dressed in tank tops and short shorts, their colorful flip-flops abandoned on the shoreline not too far away.

      Both Toby and Biscuit run over as well, barking up a happy storm.

      Biscuit leaps with joy. “Drop one my way, Lottie! I ate my way through those treats you left me in the office. And I may have broken into one of those refrigerated shelves and eaten a couple rows of lemon bars, too.”

      “I thought so,” I whisper as I fish out the dog biscuits warming my pocket and scatter them over the grass. Hopefully, no one will notice the fact a couple are disappearing all on their own.

      “Guess what?” Evie spits it out as if things were about to get visceral. Her dark hair is pulled into a messy bun and those cobalt eyes shine over at me just the way her daddy’s do. However, those harsh pointed brows look as if they belong on a Halloween mask. But her bright cherry lips don’t look so bad—if you’re far away and squinting.

      “What?” There’s a mild sense of alarm in my tone. It’s really hard to tell when Evie is genuinely affected by something or if it’s a spur-of-the-moment decision on her part to lay a heavy emphasis on a word.

      “That witch that did our makeovers yesterday used semi-permanent makeup!”

      “What?” I shriek so loud a couple of crows scream their way out of the evergreens above us. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Nope.” Evie pulls her phone out and shows me a picture she snapped of the makeup table yesterday, with the labels of the products clearly marked. “She must have done it on purpose. I bet she had a vendetta against you because she knows you’re about to pin her as the killer.”

      Dash gasps. “Oh my God, she’s the killer?”

      “What’s her name?” Kyle, the more sinewy of the two boys, whips out his phone.

      “Christie something,” Evie says. “What was it, Mom?”

      “Oh, I, uh, don’t remember.” My God, I think I just spouted off my very first lie to the poor girl. I had a sneaking suspicion I’d make a lousy parent.

      “Duran.” Conner nods at his own phone. “She works with Head Over Meals. She was easy to track down.”

      I crimp a smile at Evie. “It looks as if you’ve got your own investigative team,” I say just as that library on wheels begins to move in this direction. “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.” I take a few steps away before turning back. “Nobody start any rumors. For all we know, the woman is just a cosmetics catastrophe.” That, and I’m not in the mood to get sued for defamation.

      Biscuit barks and yips, leading the way over to the mobile library, and I give a friendly wave at the girl while trying not to send the pink box in my hands airborne.

      “Hello there!” I give a cheery greeting, thrilled to see the woman with long black hair and thin smile is indeed Aurora Lockwood. “It’s Aurora, right?”

      She blinks hard. “Oh yes! We met that night at the bakery.” She steps off her adult tricycle and opens the side compartment to the small black trailer hitched to the back. “Pardon me.” She pulls out a bullhorn and points it to the lake. “The mobile library is now open! Come and get your books! Red-hot reads for one and all! We’ve got ’em!” She laughs as she puts the bullhorn down.

      “Who’s this?” She bends over to give Toby a quick scratch, and Biscuit is right there angling for a quick pat himself.

      Biscuit barks. “What about me, Lottie? Why can’t she see me? I like people and I want them to like me back.”

      “Everybody loves you.” I nod to Biscuit, but Toby offers up a wet, sloppy kiss over my arm as if thanking me for the compliment.

      Biscuit dances around Aurora, sniffing at her shoes and ankles. “She doesn’t smell like a killer, Lottie. Where do you think she’s hiding the shellfish? I’d check behind the books if I were you.” He floats on up to the mini trailer and dives right on in. “I’ll do it myself!” His voice is garbled as he wedges himself inside, and suddenly books are avalanching out onto the grass below.

      “Oh geez.” Aurora quickly scoops the fallen books up. “I guess it could be worse. I could be stuck in an office all day.”

      “Or a bakery,” I tease. “Actually, I love my work. That’s half the battle, right?”

      “That’s what they say.” She grins as she spikes her fists into her hip. “So how’s business been? I felt really bad for you. I mean, you had a death right there in your shop.”

      “You might find this hard to believe, but business has actually been brisk.” I hold out the box of my sweet treats.

      “Ooh, thanks. Are these the infamous strawberry shortcakes?”

      “Yup. And shockingly they’ve been selling out each and every day. People can be pretty morbid.”

      “Don’t I know it.” She shudders. “Can you believe I’ve had people contacting me, asking if I’d be willing to sell any Ben Daley memorabilia? He really did have some rabid fans.”

      “Oh? Do you have anything that would qualify as memorabilia? I thought you just came back into town.”

      She arches her back and squints into the sun. “I used to go to school with Ben.” She bites down hard over her lip. “We were high school sweethearts.” Her cheery countenance quickly disappears. “You could say I knew him better than just about anyone. We were together about a year and a half—hot and heavy.” She shrugs. “Things didn’t end so well.”

      “I’m so sorry. I know how much that can hurt, especially in high school. My high school sweetheart wasn’t much of a sweetheart. He cheated on me left and right. But we’ve mended fences, and now he’s set to marry my best friend next month.”

      “Wow.” She gives an incredulous laugh. “I wasn’t expecting that plot twist.”

      Biscuit jumps out of the trailer. “I wasn’t either, Lottie. Would you like me to smother this infamous ex of yours? I’ve been told a dozen times, if I haven’t been told a hundred, that my belly is the perfect smothering device.”

      I shake my head down at him just as Evie calls for Toby and the happy hound runs in her direction.

      “Oh no!” Aurora hops with a look of horror on her face. “Is he running away?”

      “No! He’s fine. That’s my daughter and her friends he’s running to. She actually just came into my life if you can believe it.”

      She gasps. “Did you put her up for adoption and the two of you reconnected?”

      “No, but that’s basically what happened with my biological mother and me. She came back into my life a year ago. I wasn’t looking for her, but at the end of the day, I’m glad she reappeared. We have a good relationship now.”

      “That’s so great to hear.” Her eyes widen a moment as she stares out at the lake. “That gives me hope.”

      “Oh? Were you adopted?”

      Her attention snaps back my way. “What? Oh, I, yes, something like that. It’s a complicated story.” She takes a sharp breath. “So I heard Ben was poisoned. Shellfish.” She rolls her eyes. “He couldn’t be in the vicinity of anything that remotely came from the sea without his eyes watering. It’s not a surprise it took him so quickly. Do you think it was painful?” Her lips curl at the tips and all sorts of bells and whistles go off inside of me.

      Why do I get the feeling she’s rooting for a painful demise?

      “It certainly didn’t look comfortable.” I nod at the morbid fact. “Do you know if Ben had any enemies who could have done something like that?”

      “Of course, he did. Ben had enemies coming out of the woodwork. Half of them were there that day.”

      “So who do you think could have done it? There were so many people around. It was a brazen act of violence if you ask me.”

      “Maybe so, but if I were to have killed him, I would have chosen a venue just like that one. And the fact it was basically being live-streamed by the audience to his ardent followers was sort of the icing on the cake—no pun intended.” She reaches into the box and takes another cupcake.

      “I did hear he had an awful lot of women angry with him. Most of them exes.”

      She gives a knowing nod. “But then there’s Nate. From Waterberry Farms? He was pretty ticked at Ben. I heard him saying that Ben’s ‘creative borrowing’ needed to stop.”

      “Creative borrowing?” As in stealing?

      Biscuit growls, “There’s nothing wrong with a little creativity, Lottie. Ben was an artist. He always did what he needed in order to get ahead. And I’ve always admired that about him. He was a rising star. A brilliant man. These women have clearly misunderstood his intentions.”

      A part of me feels sorry for the slightly delusional dog. It’s clear Ben had very real issues.

      Aurora shakes her head. “I don’t really know. But Belinda was there as well.” She shrugs as if I should know what that means.

      “Right. Belinda mentioned they dated.”

      She makes a face. “I guess you could say that.” She nods over at the far end of the lake. “See that great big yellow house with the double balcony? That’s Belinda’s.”

      “Really?” I marvel at the grand home a moment. I happen to know that a lakefront house costs a mint. I wonder how she could afford that? “It’s beautiful. In fact, I think she mentioned something about a lake house a time or two. She’s a very lucky woman.”

      “If you say so.”

      “What about Christie? She seems bitter.”

      She ticks her head to the side. “Oh right, the one that stole a mint for him.” She rolls her eyes. “The thief. I’ve heard rumors about the big heist for years.”

      “Years? So you weren’t that far when you left town?”

      “Oh no, I went to live with my aunt in Fallbrook. It was a tough time for me. I was going through a few personal things. Anyway, that’s when he was with Christie, and then Belinda. Sure, he had plenty of girls in-between, but those were his primary go-tos.” Her eyes flit back to that yellow house down on the lake. “It seems as if every one of Ben’s exes has their secrets, and they all somehow lead back to him.”

      Biscuit walks toward the shore, his tail wagging happily in the breeze.

      “She senses something in this direction,” he growls as if he senses it, too.

      I follow her gaze back to the yellow house. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was glaring at Ben himself.

      “Well”—she pats the back of her jeans—“it looks as if I don’t have any takers. I’d better head over to the park. Your sister likes for me to achieve a brisk borrowing ratio.”

      We share a warm laugh at Lainey’s expense, and I watch as Aurora hops on her bike and pedals away.

      “Come here, Biscuit,” I call out and he runs right over and hops into my arms. I land a kiss right between his cone-like ears. “What do you think?”

      “I think we’re getting close, Lottie. I can feel it in my creaky bones.”

      “I think your creaky bones are right.”

      “Lottie?” a deep voice calls out to my right and I turn to find a stack of muscles in a T-shirt and jeans, looking every bit the heartbreaker he’s panning out to be.

      “Noah?” I run over, spilling Biscuit right out of my arms without meaning to and sending him rolling over the ground like a runaway burrito until he ends up back into that game of Frisbee with Toby. “Oh, Noah.” I wrap my arms around him and I can feel his body grow rigid beneath me. “Let me guess,” I say, pulling back. “Cormack has followed you here?”

      His dimples dig in deep. “Anyone ever tell you, you’re a good guesser?”

      “I’d rather hear I’m a good kisser. Especially coming from you.”

      He gives a husky laugh. “I can vouch for that,” he says, taking a full step back—less than the required amount, I’m sure. “And a little bird named Evie told me that Everett can, too.” He pulls out his phone and I see a picture of Everett and me sharing a smooch on the couch.

      “Hey, that was staged,” I say in protest of the incriminating evidence. “Evie was the director, in the event you were wondering. She wanted a picture to share with her friends.”

      He frowns as he looks at the lake. “Yes, well, I have it on good authority the two of you will be having quite the romantic date this evening.”

      “Tonight?” I balk at the thought. “That must mean he’s picking up takeout from the Wicked Wok. It’s Evie’s favorite. The sassy apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

      Noah presses his lips tightly as if it will pain him to say whatever comes next.

      “Nope. I don’t think Wicked Wok is in the works for the two of you. But it wouldn’t surprise me if he brought a few boxes home for Carlotta and Evie. She’ll keep watch over Evie while you’re gone.”

      “How do you know Everett is taking me somewhere?”

      “I walked into the bakery just as he was asking Lily to find someone to open for you tomorrow.”

      My mouth falls open at the revelation. “You really are a good detective.” My fingers fly to my lips. “I’m sorry, Noah. And I’m really sorry you turned in your badge.” In the distance, I spot Cormack’s blonde mane bobbing up and down as she struggles to walk through the sand in heels. “I don’t know how, but I’m going to fix this. And I’m going to fix us,” I say it sharp like a threat. “You don’t get to turn in our relationship the way you turned in your badge. I’m not some cheap piece of alloy you can glide across the table to Everett. I get that you want to keep me safe. What I don’t get is your willingness to let me go.”

      His jaw flexes tightly and his eyes harden as if he were about to burst with emotion.

      “Lottie”—he swallows hard—“you have to believe me when I say I only want the best for you. And right now, that’s not me. I’m not sure it will ever be. I’m damaged goods.”

      Cormack shrieks as she inches her way over and topples over Noah.

      “That Frisbee is following me!” she screams as she points to the bright red disc tucked firmly inside Biscuit’s mouth.

      “That’s what they do, Cormack. They move,” I say as I gently pluck it free and fling it back to Evie and her friends. I look up at Noah. “I’m on the move, too.” I nod. “Expect results.”

      Noah centers those evergreen peepers of his over mine, and it feels like a stolen moment of bliss.

      “Have a good time with Everett,” he says it low as if it took everything in him to will the words to come out. “The two of you are good together. You have a daughter now. Everett can give you a good life.”

      He doesn’t have to say another word. I know exactly what he’s thinking.

      Noah is convinced he’s incapable of providing a good life for me—that he’ll be too busy doing time in prison to provide anything for anyone.

      Cormack wraps her long svelte arms around Noah’s body as if they belonged there.

      “Have a good time in New York, Libby.” Her lips curve with a malevolent smile. “Do everything I would do with that beautiful, beautiful man. You heard Noah. Everett is all yours for the taking.”

      A sigh expels from me. “New York?” I nod to Noah, amused.

      Everett is about to whisk me off to the Big Apple.

      And Noah is all but applauding the effort.

      I make my way back toward Evie and her friends, and in the distance, at the park just up the way, I spot Aurora with a handful of takers as her mobile library is momentarily bombarded.

      Aurora suggested that each of Ben’s exes held a dark secret. I guess that would make her no different.

      Just what exactly is she trying to hide?

      I turn back to see Noah and Cormack seated on the sand as they face Honey Lake, and I can’t help but think they very much look like a couple.

      My heart wrenches at the sight, and I fight the urge to scream at the madness that’s taken over my world.

      Maybe I do need to get away.

      Maybe New York is the perfect place to do just that.

      And maybe Everett is the perfect man to make me forget about everything we leave behind.

      I’m betting he is.
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      New York in springtime is like falling into a new start on life. New York in spring at night is like walking on the clouds and looking down at the beautiful planet while it spins like a sapphire jewel in the backdrop of the universe. There is promise, and hope, and the ability to believe all of your dreams are on their way to coming true. In such a magical land as this, they have to. It’s written in the stars.

      Everett booked a late afternoon flight that had us in JFK within an hour. Then, of course, it took almost that long to ride into the city. It turns out, Everett has a very romantic dinner planned for us on the top floor of a skyscraper called the Crown Building that sits just east of Central Park. We’re having dinner in a snazzy restaurant called Chez Mélange, a longtime celebrity haunt known for its mobs of socialites and exquisite five-star cuisine.

      I’m more than familiar with the city, considering I went to NYU. But New York has never lost its magic with me. And I always feel so very privileged whenever I visit. It’s a treat I never take for granted.

      We step into the premier establishment, and Everett stuns in a dark suit and light blue tie that makes his eyes glow like sirens. He just so happens to have worn that very suit to work this morning. Everett is dressed to kill on the regular.

      Everett warned me things could get fancy, so I threw a blue velvet dress into my bag—the exact color of his swoon-worthy eyes—and changed as soon as we arrived at the room we’re staying in just a few floors down. The room has sprawling views of the park across the street and I tried my best to convince Everett that we should order food in, but he promised me I wouldn’t want to miss a single thing he had planned for the night. However, once he saw me in this dress, he about threw all his well-laid plans out the window.

      Good thing I decided to explore his original idea. This place looks amazing.

      It’s all dark wood and crystal inside the elegant establishment. There’s a wraparound bar to the left and a row of tables that hugs the enormous windows. The glass stretches from floor to ceiling, and it gives the effect that you’re sitting in an open-air venue right over Manhattan.

      “Oh, Everett,” I moan as I take in the dimly lit restaurant with its well-dressed patrons, its waitstaff in tuxedos. There’s smooth music trickling through the speakers and a few couples dancing over a small parquet floor set out in the middle of the room. “This place is gorgeous. Everett, what are we doing here? You know you don’t have to wine and dine me.” I curl my body around the side of his and run my finger down his tie absentmindedly. I’m sure the move looks flirtatious, but it’s so natural with Everett I couldn’t help it.

      “Max Lane,” he says as his lips curl up one side. “He was the head chef at the Featherby estate back in the day. Max didn’t miss a sneeze. He was a good friend of the family, and he knew everything that was going on with anyone. He needed to be in the know—both in and out of the kitchen. That’s just how he is. I got to know him while I was seeing Cormack.”

      “Everett!” I bounce with excitement. “Are you telling me he’s a chef here?”

      “Head chef. Partial owner. Rumor has it, Max is doing better financially these days than Mr. Featherby himself.”

      “Do you think he was there around the time Noah—you know…” I shrug a little because I can’t bring myself to say out loud that Noah killed a man.

      He gives a subtle nod. “I’m sure of it. And if someone from the Featherby clan went missing, Max would know about it.” He glances toward the back. “He’s working tonight. I called ahead of time. Once we order our meals, I’ll request to speak with the head chef.”

      “Oh my God, you’re a brilliant, brilliant man, Everett Baxter. This is gold! I think I’m going to reward you.”

      His lids hood. His lips twitch with naughty intent.

      “Everett,” I hiss as a giggle works its way up my throat. “I was thinking of baking you something.” My stomach pinches with heat because his plan does have a certain delicious appeal.

      “And I’m sure I’ll appreciate it. How about we share it with Evie?”

      “Yes.” I give his arm an enthusiastic squeeze.

      A waitress comes by and seats us at one of those candlelit tables right next to the window and we take a moment to marvel at the expansive views of Manhattan.

      “New York is magic, Everett. I’m glad Max works here and not in Leeds.”

      His chest rumbles as we each peruse our menus. “I’d go anywhere as long as I was with you.”

      I glance up, my lips parting with aw.

      “Everett, you have the kindest, sweetest soul.”

      “Watch it.” His lips twist as he examines me with that heated gaze. “You say that any louder and you’re bound to ruin my reputation.”

      A warm laugh ripples from me as I examine him like this. Everett is perfection inside and out. And I’m lucky he’s in my life.

      We put in our orders, coquilles Saint Jacques for an appetizer—scallops in a mushroom cream sauce topped with Gruyère cheese. Everett orders the Hachis Parmentier, the French version of shepherd’s pie, and I opt for the coq au vin, chicken in red wine sauce, butter, and bacon.

      I lean over once the waitress leaves. “Can you believe how lucky we got with Evie? She is a living doll.”

      His lips curve as he reaches over and picks up my hand. “I can’t believe how lucky I am to have you in my life, Lemon. Not many women would have stepped up the way you have.” He presses those blue eyes into mine.

      “Of course, I stepped up. I love her. And I love you.” I bite down hard over my lower lip. “Everett, I really do love you.” My heart detonates as I say it. “We’re family, and nothing and no one is ever going to change that.”

      He gives the hint of a nod, his eyes still trained on mine.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say there was an air of disbelief within you.” Everything in me sags at the thought. “It’s because of Noah.”

      “He does exist.”

      “And right about now, he’s probably sorry about that fact,” I say.

      He chuckles at the thought just as our appetizers arrive and we dive right in.

      “It’s nice to hear you laugh,” I say as I drink him down like this, his dark hair glowing with a blue patina in the flickering candlelight, his eyes sparkling as he looks at me.

      “I always laugh at Noah.”

      I belt out a laugh of my own. “That’s good to know. I’ll tuck it away for a rainy day when I’m dying to get you to smile.” I shake my head over at him in wonder. “Everett, what are you doing with me? You’re as cutthroat gorgeous as you are brilliant. You can have any woman. And you’ve had just about every woman,” I tease. “I’m just a small-town girl who owns a bakery. I’m so far out of your league it’s scary.”

      His brows narrow as a genuine concern takes over his features.

      “Is that your hesitancy with me?” He cocks his head in disbelief. “Lemon, you are everything in a woman that I desire. And in the event you’ve forgotten, I live in that same small town. And I happen to like it. I don’t have a league. I have you. There is no one else on the field. My feelings for you aren’t temporary. They’re here to stay, and they’re only growing stronger.”

      My throat thickens as a surge of emotions fills me. “Can you really see yourself getting married? Having kids with me?”

      His lips flicker at the tips. “Legally you are my wife. And we do share a daughter.” He grows instantly somber. “But when I ask you to marry me, and I will, I want to have the exact kind of wedding you’ve always dreamed about. I’m all in.”

      My insides quiver just hearing it. But Everett doesn’t take his eyes from mine.

      “And yes, I want children with you,” he says. “I’m up for changing diapers, late night feedings, watching our children grow in wonder. Something I was denied with Evie. I can’t wait to share all of that magic with you. Yes, I very much would love to have children with you. Two, four, six, I’m on board for whatever the universe gives us.”

      “Six?” I give his arm a playful squeeze as I laugh. “Oh my goodness.” My voice runs threadbare. “I couldn’t love you more than in this moment right here. To think you want those things with me is… it’s an incredible honor. It blows my mind that you feel that way.”

      “I would crawl over broken glass to prove it.”

      “You will never have to do that.” I interlace my fingers with his. “I do believe you, Everett.”

      He leans in just a notch. “How do you see our future playing out?”

      A smile curls on my lips without an instigation on my end. It’s as if it knows a secret that I’m not yet privy to.

      “It is bright and beautiful and full of surprises.”

      His brows hike a notch. “You just described how I see you to a T.”

      Our meals arrive, and no sooner does the waitress set the scrumptious banquet before us than Everett requests to speak to the head chef.

      “I have to thank him personally for creating such works of art.” He flashes those cobalt high beams at the waitress and she melts into a tittering puddle before taking off to procure one know-it-all chef for us. And for Noah’s sake, I truly do hope he knows it all.

      Less than a few minutes go by before a man in a white chef’s uniform strolls our way. He’s a tall man, barrel-chested, with a wreath of gray hair and full pouty lips.

      Everett rises to his feet. “Max Lane.” He holds out his hand and the older man shakes it, looking a bit perplexed. “I’m Everett Baxter. Essex as you might have heard Cormack call me a time or two.”

      I roll my eyes at the thought of a young Cormack wielding his first name like a sexualized weapon.

      “Holy smokes!” The older man staggers back a step. “Young Essex? The one that Cormack swore she would marry some day?”

      “That would be me.” Everett gives a wistful shake of the head. “Right up until she swore she’d marry Noah Fox.”

      “Aw, Noah.” Max shakes his head.

      “Join us for a moment.” Everett scoots over and Max takes a seat between us. “Max, this is my lovely wife, Lemon.” He gives a quick wink my way and I tug at my bottom lip with my teeth. It’s not a lie. I am his wife.

      “Lemon”—Everett lifts a hand toward the chef in our midst—“this is Max Lane. He was once the head chef over at the Featherby estate.”

      “Nice to meet you, Lemon.” He offers a jovial smile.

      “Likewise,” I say. “So you worked for the Featherbys? I bet you have your share of stories to tell.”

      He gives a hearty chuckle. “I’ve got them, all right. The Featherbys were a turbulent bunch.”

      A tight smile adheres to my face. “I couldn’t have thought up a better descriptor. Rumor has it, you know everything there is to know about them.”

      “I do indeed.” He leans in with a twinkle in his eye. “I even know where the bodies are buried.”

      I spark to life at the thought.

      “So you know what happened between Noah and Cormack?” I ask with innocent intentions—sort of.

      He clucks his tongue as he winces at Everett. “I know all about Noah trying to outfox this big guy right here.” He slaps Everett on the shoulder. “Heard you’re a big-time judge now. And Noah’s a mall cop?” He jostles Everett by the arm and bellows out a laugh.

      “Detective,” I’m quick to clarify.

      “Well then.” Max leans back. “It sounds as if I’d better watch my step around both you boys. But I guess you’re not boys anymore. You’re men now. So how’s it going? Are you keeping up with anyone else?”

      “Not really.” Everett glances to the ceiling. “What ever happened to Duke? You remember him? Long-drawn-out features, premature balding, smug smile—thought he was better than everyone else? He owes me money.”

      Max blows out a breath and squints as if he’s struggling to recall. “Ah, Duke. Strange fellow. A little inappropriate if you ask me. He had a thing for Mackey.”

      Mackey is one of Cormack’s many nicknames, and, not shockingly, I’m not a fan of any one of them.

      Everett nods. “That’s right. If memory serves me correctly, I think he did have a thing for her.”

      “Oh, he did. He acted on it, too. That was after your time, though.” Max shudders. “It bothered Noah. Heck, it bothered me.” His forehead wrinkles. “But then one day he up and disappeared. Rumor has it, he left for the Med to boat hop with a bunch of European beauties. That buddy of his that he was always hanging around—Gordon Woodhouse—he left around the same time. He’s the one that owned the boat.” He shakes his head as he recalls it.

      Everett leans in. “But you don’t believe it.”

      “No. In fact, I know different.” He stares down Everett a moment with a stern expression.

      “What happened to him, Max?” Everett asks in his best Judge Baxter tone sans the courtroom to add all that extra drama. “Where can I find Duke, now? I want to talk to him.”

      The older gentleman’s eyes glaze over as he stares out at the city below.

      Max slouches forward. “Let’s just say you wouldn’t be in the right place if you were about to talk to him.”

      He rises from the table and nods my way. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Lemon. Any woman who can hold this man down is a testament to all women.” He looks to Everett. “Don’t be a stranger. Your dinner is on me.” He takes off before either of us can protest.

      “Everett,” I hiss. “Do something. That man has real answers!”

      He glances over his shoulder briefly. “He does.”

      “It sounds as if he knows that Duke died.” A slow breath expels from me. “I won’t lie. A part of me was hoping he was still living it up on the Med. I guess there’s really nothing we can do to help Noah.”

      A moment of silence thickens the air, and neither of us touches our food while we contemplate this.

      Everett reaches over and gives my hand a squeeze. “He has a top-notch legal team. And he has us on his side.”

      “He also has a murder charge coming down the pike.” A thought comes to me. “There is one other person who knows the details of what happened that day, and that’s Cormack.” I tick my head to the side, expecting Everett to agree to the twisted road I’m about to lead him down.

      “No.”

      I sit up in my seat. “No what?”

      “No, I’m not plying Cormack with liquor until she spills all her deep, dark secrets.”

      “A few minutes ago you said you’d crawl across broken glass for me.”

      “For you, yes. For Noah, I revert to the top-notch legal team.” He grips his glass. “Besides, we both know Cormack would then weaponize my knowledge of the crime and use it against me. It’s a bad career move on my part. And I advise you against it, too.”

      “I didn’t think about that. You really are the smartest person in the room, Everett.”

      He pulls his glass forward and raises it. “And you are the most beautiful person on the planet.”

      Something loosens in me as I melt under the supervision of his heated gaze.

      I lift my glass to him. “To us.”

      He touches his glass to mine. “To us.” A sad smile flits over his lips. “Don’t worry, Lemon. I’ll wait for you.”

      Everett will wait for me. It’s enough to bring tears to my eyes, and it does just that.

      We finish up our meal before enjoying a dessert of chocolate soufflé.

      He whisks me to the dance floor and we indulge in a quick swaying embrace heated enough to steam up every window in this place before landing back at our hotel room.

      Everett holds me all night as I dream about what could be between us—our perfect wedding, our six brilliant children.

      Being with Everett is as natural as breathing.

      Being with Noah feels as if I’m holding up a building to keep it from toppling.

      Everett said he’d wait for me.

      And a part of me is wondering why I’m having Everett wait at all.

      Then Noah pops into my mind and complicates everything.
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      The next day Everett and I fly home and head off to work as soon as we can. Which brings me right back to the bakery.

      No sooner does the brisk afternoon rush die down than Lily Swanson, my right-hand gal, swats me with a dishrag.

      Growing up, Lily never thought much of me. She was Naomi’s best friend and I was Keelie’s. And seeing that Naomi had a petty hatred toward me due to the fact her twin appreciated my company just a little bit more, well, Lily hated me by proxy. But she’s been working for me going on a year and a half and it seems we’ve crested that pettiness—right up until this moment, that is.

      “Stop finding corpses, Lottie,” she snips. “That crowd nearly trampled one another to death trying to get ahold of your strawberry shortcake. Do you hear that? We almost had mass casualties right here in the bakery.”

      “It’s not my fault,” I say, taking the dishrag from her. “It’s my mother’s.”

      “For having you?”

      I make a face. “The other mother, Miranda Lemon. You know full well those tourists pay her top dollar to have their supernatural socks scared right off their bodies, and they work up an obscene appetite while they’re at it.” True as gospel. Once Greer and the rest of the spooks at the B&B finish terrorizing the masses, my mother sends their tour bus straight to my bakery.

      Lily scowls. “Every one of them was clamoring for the last thing Ben Daley ate.” Her shoulders jump as she shudders. “Speaking of which, Lottie, I think he’s still here.” She nudges her head toward the café.

      “Who’s still here?” I crane my neck. “Is it Seven?” Seven is actually the nickname of Lily’s beefy boyfriend, Miles Rock. Everett hired Miles to watch over me while I was being stalked a few months back. Lily was dating Noah’s two-timing brother, Alex, at the time but gave him the old heave-ho once Seven showed up on the scene. And who could blame her? He’s tall, rippling with muscles, and only has eyes for Lily. I say she made the right choice.

      Lily glances over her shoulder into the kitchen before stepping in close. Her dark hair is knotted up into a bun and she has a smidge of flour on her cheek. Ironic since Lily doesn’t go anywhere near the baking station.

      “Ben,” she whispers. “I think his ghost is here. I’ve seen entire cakes disappear before my very eyes, Lottie. He’s a hungry ghost, too. You know what they say. If someone’s life is cut short unexpectedly, they don’t leave that area. They’re doomed to live out the rest of their days making the living miserable. And that’s you and me in the event your ever-living math is off.”

      A dull chuckle rides through me. “Ben’s not here. Believe me. I’d know it if he was.”

      It’s not Ben that’s haunting this place. It’s a cute little corgi named Biscuit. And that little slice of heavenly bread and butter is getting sloppy. I’ll have to have a word with him about that. He might be fine with throwing all caution to the celestial wind, but I’m the one who will have to pay the Lily Swanson price.

      Lily takes a breath. “I didn’t think you’d believe me. Anyway, Keelie’s bridal shower is coming up this weekend and we’re all out of strawberries.”

      “I’d better pick some up before they sell out. Oh, and speaking of Ben Daley, Head Over Meals is taping at Red Satin tonight. Are you coming?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Why couldn’t your sister work at a strip club with male dancers? It’s really disconcerting to visit that place.”

      “I know what you mean. But seeing that Cricket wants to maintain her family-friendly rating, I bet those girls will be clothed the entire time we’re there. You should come. I’ll bring Keelie and order up a round of appetizers for us. And that way I won’t seem so suspicious as I try to interrogate Cricket and her crew once again. Besides, I have a serious bone to pick with Christie Scribble-on-You-with Semi-Permanent-Ink-Face Duran. Do you realize I had to put foundation on my eyebrows? Carlotta and I look as if we’ve seen better days on the street corner. And poor Evie looks as if she’s been playing in her mother’s makeup bag—that mother would be me, by the way.” I wiggle my shoulders.

      Lily bleeds a dark smile. “Naomi looks like she belongs in a horror movie where she plays the part of both the deranged killer and the bloody victim. I say she got what was coming to her.”

      I make a face. “You really should try to mend fences with her. You were best friends for two straight decades. Besides, the two of you aren’t warring over the same man anymore. I say let bad boyfriends be bygones. Think about it. Life’s too short not to spend it with the people you care about,” I say, untying my apron and grabbing my purse. “I’ll be back with enough strawberries to fill both our fridge and the Honey Pot’s!”

      I take off into the sunny Honey Hollow afternoon and think about all the people I care about—with Noah and Everett spinning on a loop.
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        * * *

      

      Waterberry Farms is located on the western side of Hollyhock where the sun seems a touch warmer, the sky a little bluer.

      A giant wooden arch bearing the farm’s moniker greets me as I pull into the visitors’ lot. Since this is a working farm, there are tractors out in the fields, people working the crops, and, of course, miles and miles of delicious produce just waiting to find its way to the table—or my bakery. And that brings me to my next point.

      I stroll into a trailer sitting up front marked office and ask to speak with Nate Roth. Nate was Ben’s business partner that I met the day of poor Ben’s demise.

      The secretary lets me know he’s in the field right behind the office and I set out to find him.

      No sooner do I step back out into the warm, spring day than a smiling little corgi dances his way around my feet.

      “We’re here to get the killer, aren’t we, Lottie?” Biscuit barks and snaps as if he suddenly had a ferocious bone in his body, which I wouldn’t believe even if he had a body.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “There’s already a long line of suspects who could have killed Ben, and so far they’re all women.”

      “Nate doesn’t sound as if he qualifies. And I’m glad about it, too.” His little legs scuttle twice as fast as they can just to keep up with me. “Ben was a good person. There must be someone who appreciated him for it. It will be an honor to meet the man.”

      Speaking of a man, standing not ten feet in front of me, staring at a melon patch is a tall hunk of burning detective love.

      “Noah Corbin Fox?”

      He turns my way and his eyes enlarge. “Lottie?”

      “What are you doing here?” I skip on over, bursting with excitement in my step.

      “I’d ask you the same, but I think I know.”

      Biscuit quickly follows behind. “Let me know if I should smother him,” he calls after me.

      “Not yet,” I shoot back as I step in close to the man who’s spent the last solid month holding me at bay. “Biscuit is here.” I give a little shrug. “And you would be here because?”

      He turns to look at the miles of farmland before us.

      “I’m here because I needed some air.”

      I nod over to him. “I think you want me to believe it’s because you needed some space from Cormack, and maybe some space to gather your thoughts, but what you’re really doing is hoping to case Nate Roth to see if he could have killed his business partner that day at my bakery. You can’t keep a good detective down.”

      His dimples dig in deep, no smile. “You really are good, you know that?”

      “You used to tell me those exact same words during much more exciting moments.” I’m not sure why I thought this was an appropriate time to drag us into the proverbial bedroom, but I did it.

      He cocks his head to the side. “Did you happen to hone your chops last night in New York?” An amused smile glides over his lips before disappearing.

      “Noah.” I give his chest a light shove. But my hand lingers a moment, because it misses him.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I guess you could say I’ve been feeling sorry for myself. It’s not a good look. And nobody should be feeling sorry for me, not even me.”

      “Don’t feel bad.” There’s a marked sorrow in my voice because I feel bad that he feels bad. How’s that for some bad math. “Everett and I enjoyed a nice dinner.” I stop shy of telling him about Max Lane. Noah wouldn’t be all that thrilled to know we were going against his wishes and trying to piece together this homicidal puzzle. “Did you talk to the attorneys Everett set you up with?”

      “Not yet. But I have an appointment for the end of next week.”

      “So that’s when it all goes down,” I whisper it like a secret. The truth is, I wish we could put the worms back in the can and make all of this go away. But somebody died. And something tells me Cormack is driving this crazy train into the ground, so there’s that. Noah Corbin Fox as I know him is about to embark on a very dark chapter of his life. “I won’t leave your side, Noah. Neither will Everett. No matter what happens, we’re going to be there for you.”

      The sun catches his hair and turns the tips a fiery shade of red.

      “I know, Lot. And I appreciate that.”

      Biscuit lets out a few quick barks. “He’s here’s, Lottie! It’s Benny’s friend. I bet he’ll gush to the moon about how great my Benny boy was.”

      “Give me your hand so you can hear Biscuit,” I whisper. A while back we discovered that I act as a conduit when it comes to other people hearing the dead, and I want Noah to hear exactly what Biscuit might have to say.

      Noah and I glance to the right where Nate Roth offers us a squinted smile. He’s wearing a dirty T-shirt and old ripped jeans—genuinely ripped, not the store-bought chaos Evie is into.

      “Welcome,” he calls out. “How can I help you folks today?” Nate’s nose and cheeks are a bright shade of pink and his forehead is beaded with sweat. He has on a pair of thick leather gloves and works to take them off as he speaks with us.

      “Hey, Nate.” I give a quick wave with my free hand. “My name is Lottie. We met at my bakery a few weeks back, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery?”

      He rocks his head back. “That’s right. How are you doing?” He shakes my hand and Noah’s before pausing. “Nate Roth.”

      “Noah Fox.” His mouth opens again as if he were about to add to his intro but then thinks better of it.

      Nate cinches his cheek. “A horrible thing happened that day.”

      Biscuit lets out a few happy yips. “I knew it, Lottie! He adored my Benny.”

      Nate blows out a breath. “Hate to say it, but I saw that disaster brewing a mile away. The guy was a world-class jerk. A real walking catastrophe.”

      Biscuit sits up and howls at the sky as if he were channeling his inner coyote.

      “I knew I never should have left him. Death came early for me, Lottie. I assure you, had I stuck around I would have molded him into the man he was destined to be.”

      It makes me feel terrible to think Biscuit blames himself for Ben’s actions.

      I look to Nate. “You know, some people create catastrophe in their lives out of the best intentions.”

      Nate belts out a laugh. “You summed up Ben nice and neat with that one. He meant well. He was a good guy at heart. Fun to be around, had that small-town boy factor that made everyone magnetize to him. And don’t get me started on the ladies.”

      Biscuit spins in happy circles. “Knew it. My boy was a good egg.”

      Right up until he wasn’t. But I keep that commentary to myself.

      Noah leans in. “How was he on the farm?”

      Nate points out to the field. “See those crops? They’re thriving because he’s nowhere near the premises. Ben was more of a silent partner.” He shakes his head. “Only he wasn’t so silent.”

      I lean his way. “How did the two of you come to own this place? I mean, I’m sure it’s a good investment, but it sounds like Ben wasn’t much of a farmer. I’m surprised he was interested in it.”

      “We came about it the old-fashioned way.” Nate laughs. “We inherited it. Ben is my cousin. Our grandfather left it to us. We were his only grandchildren. Ben’s father passed when he was a kid. His mother was never in the picture. And my parents live in Florida. The last thing they want is to put in time on a hot field. So to Ben and me it went.”

      “And now he’s gone,” I say it low because I hate to keep emphasizing the point. “How are you doing with everything?”

      “Fine.” He motions to the field before us. “Everything is doing great out here. In fact, the numbers are looking better now that he’s not pilfering the finances anymore. For a silent partner, Ben sure made certain he got a steady raise—no matter how much I advised him against it. Ben had everything handed to him as a kid. He was the quintessential boy who forgot to grow up. And when his dad wasn’t around to shower him with attention, he had the girls showing up on his doorstep by the trunkful. He married one, had a kid with another. He was a real mess.”

      Noah and I exchange a glance.

      A bevy of questions struggle to burst from me all at once. “Ben was married? He had a kid?”

      Noah leans his head in. “Who was he married to?”

      “A woman by the name of Belinda Dennison. She kept her name. Probably knew it wouldn’t last. And it didn’t.”

      “I guess that’s not a shocker,” I say. But it’s kind of a shocker. “From what I hear, he was quite the ladies’ man.”

      Biscuit moans, “There’s nothing wrong with being a ladies’ man. Just goes to show he was a lover, not a fighter. The world should really have more Bens in it.”

      I give an appreciative nod to the sweet pooch. Biscuit is loyal to a fault. And if that’s not an admirable trait, I don’t know what is.

      Noah gives my hand a gentle squeeze. “Nate, who was the mother of his child? Was she in town? What kind of a father was he?”

      Nate scratches at the back of his head. “That’s sort of a dark story. Some girl he dated. He talked her into giving up the baby. Rumor has it, she lost her mind. I think that’s where all the threats were coming from.”

      “Threats?” Noah and I ask in unison.

      “Yup. Everyone knows he had some homicidal heckler that kept turning up in the comments of those videos he uploaded. But then, Ben was successful, had a nice handful of people who would have loved to see him fail. I guess it could have been anyone.”

      “Yeah,” I whisper as I look to Noah, surprised at these new revelations. “I guess it could have been anyone.” And the pool of suspects only seems to grow deeper by the minute.

      Nate hitches his thumb to the fields in the distance. “Let me guess, you’re in need of more strawberries?”

      “That I am. Is there any way to double the order? I’ve got a special event coming up this weekend. My best friend’s bridal shower.”

      “Sure thing,” he says. “I’ll make sure you get nothing but the best.” He nods to Noah. “It’s nice seeing you both.” He takes off and Noah and I watch until he’s well out of earshot.

      Biscuit barks up at us. “Ben has a child!”

      I look to Noah. “And no one has mentioned this before? He must have really kept it a secret.”

      “And there were threats.” Noah looks wide-eyed into the fields.

      “And a wife,” I add. “Belinda Dennison.”

      Noah tips his chin up my way. “What’s your next move, Detective?”

      “I think I’ll do some internet sleuthing and see just what kind of threats Ben Daley was receiving, and then I’ve got to get dolled up to paint the town red.” I give an impish grin his way.

      Noah’s features fall flat. “Another hot date with Everett, huh? Where’s he whisking you off to this time? Paris?”

      “More like Leeds. And I don’t have a date with Everett. It’s my sister, Meg. I’m headed to Red Satin to watch Cricket tape another show.”

      “Red Satin, huh?”

      “Don’t get any big ideas. I doubt Cormack will let you off the leash. Speaking of which, does she know her little blackmail scheme has come to a head and that you’re thinking of turning yourself in?”

      “She knows. And until I do, she plans on lording this nightmare over me. She did mention her father could remove whatever penalty would come against me, but I declined the offer. The more distance I can put between me and that family, the better.”

      “Usually I couldn’t agree with you more, but selfishly, if the body hits the fan, I’ll be rooting for Cormack’s father to step in if need be. You wouldn’t be up for telling me what happened, would you?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m protecting you to the bitter end, Lottie. The less you know, the better.” He pulls me in and lands a kiss to the top of my head. “Let’s head on out and wade through a few threats before the day is done.”

      Noah and I head back to our cars and he follows me back to Honey Hollow.

      Ben Daley was married.

      He has a baby out there somewhere, an ex-girlfriend who bore it.

      And he has a handful of threats lurking on the web.

      Ben was a busy boy. And there were so many people who could have killed him.

      Which one did it?

      Hopefully, I’ll narrow the field tonight at Red Satin.

      And the first person I want to speak with once I get there is Belinda Dennison, Ben’s one and only ex-wife.
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      Keep laughing, Ben. Laugh until you die.

      If you cared at all about the people you profess to love, you’d find a short cliff and take a long walk.

      This episode was short. Your life will be shorter.

      It’s almost here. Your grand finale.

      You always seem to make a big entrance. I’m rather looking forward to your big exit.

      Are you afraid of anything, Benny? Are you afraid of me? You should be.

      They say time heals all wounds. I say death does a much better job.

      It’s coming, Benny boy. Can you feel it? The end is drawing near. Oh, so very near.

      Those were all the threats I fished out of the comments section of the Daley Dish food vlog. There might have been countless more, but time ran out and I needed to spit shine myself for a quick jaunt to tonight’s infamous soiree at the strip club.

      Every single one of those threats came from someone who calls themselves the Joker from HL. It certainly didn’t give me a lot to go by, so I’m hoping tonight I’ll be able to uncover a few more tidbits that will help this perplexing puzzle take shape.

      It doesn’t take long for me to get ready to head out to Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club. I’ve been to this part of Leeds more often than I’d like. Everett is working late, but I invited him to stop by once he was through and he said he would. I drove down with Keelie and Lily, and as soon as we arrived, Lily made a beeline for the bar and Keelie made a beeline for the bathroom.

      Red Satin is dimly lit. The wallpaper, the carpeting, and the strobing lights above are all a deep shade of cardinal, and it gives off that welcome-to-hell vibe I’m sure they were going after. There’s a long illuminated stage that stretches into the room like a tongue, and dancing on it now are three girls dressed in short shorts and tank tops just like the ones that Evie and Dash were wearing at the lake the other day. For a brief moment, my heart stops beating as I speed on over to make sure it’s not Evie shaking what she’s got. God forbid Everett stride on in after work, only to see his baby girl collecting stray bills from partially sloshed men. It’s bad enough it’s already happened once. True story. In fact, that is exactly how Everett met his baby girl. But I quickly push that sorted and twisted story to the back of my mind.

      “Lottie!” My name swirls through the air, accentuated with a friendly bark just as a trail of glittering stars appears at the edge of the stage. “It’s perfectly delightful here,” Biscuit sings. “I’ve been backstage for hours watching all the ladies apply their costumes.”

      “Did you say apply?”

      “Of course. They’re very creative with stickers, you know. You couldn’t dance up here the way they do and expect your clothes to stay on. They do try to preserve as much modesty as they’re able.”

      I make a face. “I’m pretty sure you saw the waitresses applying their costumes.” I give a quick scan of the vicinity to find girls in nothing more than pasties and a G-string running around, serving drinks to the questionable gentlemen clientele. Each waitress has a miniature frilly apron wrapped around her waist. It’s so tiny it looks as if they swiped it off a doll. I lean close to Biscuit. “The dancers here like it when their clothes fall off. Every time they lose a piece of clothing, it’s like they get a raise.”

      “Darn tootin’.” Someone smacks me over the shoulder and I turn to find Meg with her raven black hair pulled into a ponytail. She’s dressed in black leather from head to toe, and that form-fitted jacket she’s donned has more metal zippers than I’d know what to do with. She has enough dark kohl ringed around both her eyes, she’s liable to make just about any raccoon green with envy. But it looks striking juxtaposed against her glacial blue eyes. “Stop talking to yourself, sis, or I’m going to have to cut you off at the bar.” She gives a sharp laugh at the thought.

      Meg doesn’t know that I can see right past the rainbow divide, and I plan on keeping it that way.

      “You’re funny.” I stand up straight and take in the place.

      Against the back wall there’s a long table and a beehive of people aggregating around it. I spot Belinda Dennison zipping around like a redheaded flame. I bet she might know who Ben had a kid with. After all, she was married to the guy. Funny how she forgot to bring up that tidbit. Although, she hardly knows me, and it might have been forever ago.

      “Hey, Meg?” I step in close to my leather-clad sis. “Why would someone hide the fact they were divorced?”

      “It depends what you mean by hide. Most people want to forget about a bad marriage.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Especially if their ex just turned up dead. Poisoned to death not five feet from where they were standing.” I spot a small army of pasty-wearing waitresses slogging over a bevy of platters from the kitchen. “What’s on the mukbang menu tonight?”

      “You mean, what is Cricket Flannery going to pretend to eat?” Meg scoffs. “She’s not outsmarting me. I saw the way she hardly took a bite out of anything that day at the bakery.”

      “Really? I guess Ben did drop dead soon into the episode. Eating next to a corpse could quell even the most voracious appetite.”

      “I don’t know.” Meg shakes her head. “Something about her strikes me as fake. I bet one of these days someone is going to unearth something about her and prove to the world she’s nothing but a big, fat phony.” She whips her ponytail back and forth. “I’d better get over there. Tonight’s culinary offering is nachos. I want to make sure there are extra jalapenos on every bite. If that girl isn’t sweating, we’ll know she’s spitting into a napkin behind her viewers’ back.” Meg takes off on a mission to spice things up just as Cricket shows up on the scene wearing a skimpy hot pink dress that hardly covers her body, and I can only imagine that accouterment was picked out in honor of the venue.

      I’m about to Follow Meg and make a break for the culinary chaos myself when I spot my spitting image walk into the horny thorny establishment. But it’s not the doppelgänger who gave me life that has my mouth falling open. It’s the girl next to her, the long-haired, underaged beauty that Everett gave life to, that sends me running in that direction.

      One of the drunk patrons tosses his hand out and effectively blocks my path.

      “Another drink for me, sweetie. And lose the clothes, would you?” The shadowed man thrusts a fifty-dollar bill into my shirt, and I swat him like mad before I head for Carlotta and Evie.

      Carlotta fishes the bill out of my top before a single expletive can fly from my mouth.

      “Not bad, Lot Lot.” She waves the bill in front of my face. “You made fifty bucks just walking over here.” She elbows Evie in the ribs. “What did I tell you, kiddo? There are a lot of opportunities in this world for a woman.”

      I gasp so loud it sounds as if a hurricane were headed in this direction.

      “Don’t listen to her, Evie. She’s clinically insane. She might have even spent some serious time in a locked psychiatric family.”

      “Geez!” Evie’s eyes bulge over at Carlotta. “You really are the coolest woman I know.”

      “Oh no,” I grunt. “I refuse to let Carlotta demote me.”

      Carlotta blinks a smile my way. “I’m the one that brought Evie along for the ride.”

      “And you’ll be driving her right back home. I don’t care if this is where we found her all those months ago, I think we can both agree it’s no place for a kid.”

      Evie comes just shy of glowering at me. “Dash wanted to come tonight, but her mom isn’t as cool as my mom.” She shrugs. “So I can stay, right?”

      An entire litany of protests tries to leave my throat all at once.

      “Sure.” I finally squeeze out the one word I didn’t want to say.

      “Great.” Evie takes the place in with wide eyes. “It’s just as magical as I remember. Hey? Do you think dancing would be good for a sore back? I helped Carlotta drag her new waterbed into her bedroom, and after we filled it we jumped on the thing until it almost popped. I think I pulled something.”

      “There’s no way you’re dancing on that stage,” I say with the undercurrent of a threat. “And a waterbed?” I look to Carlotta. “Really?”

      Carlotta scowls at Evie. “I thought we agreed—no snitching tonight. Now look what you done did?”

      “Carlotta, stop speaking like you grew up under a moss-riddled stump. You know full well I never would have approved a waterbed to be dragged into my spare bedroom. Not after what happened to the last place you lived in. Poor Nell’s house still hasn’t recovered from your water-based fury.” I don’t wait for her to reply before turning to Evie. “Why don’t you head over to the table and check out the nachos. I hear they’re pretty good. I’m sure Meg will help you get a serving or two. And stay away from Christie. It’s obvious she’s a novice running amok.” Something in my gut tells me that woman should have stuck to accounting.

      “Will do.” Evie takes off and I watch as she makes her way to the table lest some wayward drunk tries to shove so much as a glance into her top. It’s one thing for me to turn a dime running around this dicey joint, but I’m pretty sure Everett would frown on the fact I let his—our baby girl earn some pocket change while getting groped by what they loosely refer to as gentlemen around here.

      I swat Carlotta on the arm. “What are you thinking bringing Evie here? And what in water world heck are you thinking, buying a waterbed?”

      “That’s the beauty, kiddo. Your innovative bio mama didn’t have to spend a dime of her inheritance on it. Harry had one tucked away in his garage that used to belong to that half-brother of yours.”

      “You have Finn’s bed? Don’t you think it’s weird that you’ll be entertaining Mayor Nash on a bed that once belonged to his son?”

      Her eyes narrow with a look that lets me know she’s less than thrilled I put a pin in her happy little waterbed dreams.

      “No one thinks like that but you, Lot. You’re a prude and all twelve of your boyfriends know it.”

      “I don’t have twelve boyfriends.” I scour the entrance for signs of Everett. “Some days I wonder if I have two.”

      Carlotta chuckles at the thought. “Don’t worry, kiddo. I saw Cormack and Foxy having a good old lover’s spat on his front lawn before I left. There’s trouble in paradise. That must mean he’s one step closer to falling back into that hellhole you’ve sucked him into.”

      I avert my eyes. “I did not suck Noah into a hellhole. He voluntarily jumped,” I muse.

      Carlotta laughs so hard she’s not only slapping her knee and belly, she’s slapping the back of my head for kicks, too.

      I step out of firing range and my feet keep carrying me until I land right in front of Belinda Dennison.

      “Can you believe this place?” I laugh in lieu of a simple hello.

      Belinda rolls her eyes. “Leave it to Cricket to go as low as a stripper pole. At least she’s not dancing.”

      Cricket bounces over in her tight pink dress. “Great idea! We’ll end the segment with me spinning around a pole like a pro. If only I could do it with some finesse. You know, add an air of credibility. I’m probably going to look like a giraffe on roller skates.”

      Meg waves her over. “Come with me, and I’ll show you a few effortless moves. I’m the one that teaches these girls everything they know.”

      “Awesome.” Cricket bounds in Meg’s direction.

      “Wait for me!” Evie calls out as Meg leads Cricket to a free pole located in the back of the stage. “I want to swing from a pole in an effortless move!”

      “Good grief,” I whisper. First, I enlist someone to scribble on her face with indelible ink, and now she’s taking pole-dancing lessons from my sister—at a strip club. Everett is going to revoke my mommy card if I keep this negligent streak going.

      “Are you okay?” Belinda pops up beside me with her hair in loose waves that cascade over her shoulders. Her crimson lipstick is a near match to her rosy tresses.

      “Oh, I’m just feeling a bit overwhelmed.” I let out a big sigh as I watch Evie climb to the top of the pole like a monkey with a perky little ponytail before she glides right down laughing her head off.

      “Tell me about it.” She gives her shoulders a quick pinch before rolling her head side to side. “I’m going to need a month long vacation after all these back-to-back shoots. Cricket doesn’t typically film this much, but she’s really hungry for Ben’s viewers.”

      “How’s she doing with that?”

      “Oh, she’s got them.” She blinks over in Cricket’s direction. Belinda has beautiful glassy green eyes. And my mind drifts right to Noah and his own green eyes. A part of me wonders if we’ll ever be the same—if we’ll ever stop running into obstacles. It’s almost as if the universe doesn’t want us together. I freeze at the thought and quickly usher it out of my mind. Instead, Belinda’s secretive marriage to Ben pops to the forefront.

      “That’s great,” I say. “I mean, I’m sure Ben would have wanted it that way. He had tons of fans, and I’m sure he would want them happy.”

      A laugh catches in her throat. “Are you kidding? He’s rolling over in his grave. He and Cricket couldn’t stand one other. They’re both fiercely competitive people. I have to think that once he realized he was in trouble that day, the thought must have surfaced. Everything he built would now belong to someone else. It makes me wonder if that suffocated him more than his allergy.”

      I shudder at the thought. “I guess we’ll never know. But you mentioned you dated Ben. I bet you miss him.”

      She takes a deep breath as she glances around the room. “We were a little more connected than that. I thought what Ben and I had was real, but it turned out to be the same superficial fun he had with just about every other girl.” She shrugs. “Anyway, I don’t like to think about it.”

      So she’s not fessing up to the marriage, but she didn’t deny it either.

      “Hey?” I lean in. “ I heard a rumor that he had a kid with someone. Which of his many girlfriends was it?”

      Her mouth rounds out as she cuts her gaze to mine. “Oh. I almost forgot about that. He did have a baby with one of his exes, but Ben wasn’t ready for kids. I don’t think he ever wanted any. He was a big kid himself. And the girl, well, she was just a kid herself. I think she would have kept it and raised it if he didn’t put up such a fight. Rumor has it, she was never the same afterwards.”

      “Who was the girl?”

      She shakes her head. “No one you would know. Besides”—she shudders—“I don’t want to say her name. Not many people have the ability to scare me, but she’s always given me the shivers. She’s just one of those people who looks a little too serious about everything. But we didn’t run into her much. She was already well in the rearview mirror once Ben and I met.” She bites her bottom lip. “I can’t stop thinking that maybe she’s somehow connected to his death. Everyone knows she had an axe to grind. And she wasn’t right upstairs. She was a loose cannon.”

      “I suppose that’s a possibility.” A good one, I’ll admit. “So what happened between the two of you? I mean, Ben sure had an adorable air about him.”

      A tiny ghostly corgi comes barking and smiling this way.

      “Did she confess, Lottie?” A sharp bark escapes him. “Oh, I hope not. I’m not in the mood to smother a soul tonight. Not with all these luscious ladies prancing around in their prime. I think we should interrogate all of our suspects here. Don’t you think that’s a great idea?”

      Spoken like a true man.

      Belinda scoffs as if she had heard Biscuit herself.

      “Let’s just say Ben and I petered out,” she volunteers. “He wasn’t very nice to me. If Ben didn’t get his way, watch out. Things went south quickly. I started out working for the Daley Dish. That’s how we met. It was forever ago. And then we disagreed on a few things. Just little things. But they added up, and eventually we had a blowout. He booted me from the show. In fact, he had me iced from every other venue I was set to work. I lost my income overnight. If it wasn’t for Cricket, I would be out on the street.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that. Cricket really did save the day.” I try to absorb everything she’s just told me. “It sounds as if Ben could be a vindictive person. I’m sorry you got caught up in it.”

      “I am, too. But it all worked out in the end.” She gives a mournful smile. “At least I’m not homeless.” Speaking of homes, I’m about to ask her about the lake house I’ve heard her mention when she spots Christie the cosmetics catastrophe heading this way. “Ooh, I need to get Cricket in the makeup chair. That girl is harder to herd than a pack of stray cats.” She takes off and I’m left with more questions than I came with.

      I’m not sure I gleaned anything new. But it sure underscores the point that Ben was a jerk of the highest order.

      Biscuit gives a sharp bark as if he read my mind before he floats up until we’re eye to eye.

      “She didn’t have nice things to say about Ben,” he says. “Why do you think Ben was so good at making others miserable?”

      “I’m not sure. But then, he was an overachiever,” I say brightly. “It seems he wanted to be good at everything, including making people angry.”

      The ghostly pooch lets out a yodeling laugh. “That’s my Benny, always going the extra mile. I think I’ll keep an eye on the ladies roaming this fine establishment. That will be my way of going the extra mile.”

      A laugh crests my lips but quickly dissipates when I spot a blonde-headed featherhead entering the establishment with Naomi and Serena Digby by her side.

      Why is it that mean girls always travel in clusters? Serena Digby is a self-described witch who supposedly put a hex on me to keep both Noah and Everett from achieving any sort of happily ever after with me. I don’t believe in hexes, but I can’t help but notice that fake little hex of hers is doing one heck of a job at accomplishing the paranormal feat.

      Keelie leaps over her sister with a tight embrace and Lily is right there with them. Who knows? Maybe tonight Lily and Naomi will finally call a truce on the war they’ve waged against one another. Now that Alex Fox isn’t in the picture, there isn’t much of a tug-of-war.

      Serena heads for the bar, but Cormack has her sights set on yours truly.

      I give a quick sweep of the vicinity and wonder if anyone would notice if a homicide took place. Then Noah and I would really have something in common. We would both be killers, and we would have both killed for a worthy cause. Okay, so that last statement was hard and calloused, but I couldn’t help it. Cormack’s entire existence is hard and calloused. I’m just taking a page out of her pointy-tailed playbook.

      “Leandra.” She smirks my way. “It looks as if wedding bells are in the air.”

      “That they are.” I glance over to my bestie. “In just one month, Keelie will be Mrs. Otis Bear Fisher.”

      Cormack scoffs. “I’m not talking about that freight train of a disaster. I’m talking about me and my Big Boss man. Noah and I are tying the knot.”

      “What?” I close my eyes a moment. “Cormack, your delusions have run over your better judgment. It has to be embarrassing at some point for you. Let me give you a little advice that will make you appear a touch sane to the average person. Not every thought is meant to be shared. Noah is not marrying you.”

      “Well, he’s not marrying you either—anymore.”

      That’s a jab at the fact Noah and I accidentally got married last fall. It was quickly dissolved but, nonetheless, I was Mrs. Noah Corbin Fox for one glorious moment.

      “I have news for you, Cormack. If I wanted to, Noah would marry me in a red-hot minute.” With the exception of the fact I’m already hitched.

      A husky laugh trembles from her. “He won’t be marrying you ever again. He’s got me now.”

      “Only because you’re blackmailing him.” An idea begins to percolate in the back of my mind. “But then, Noah has always said nice things about you. I guess he does have real feelings for you.”

      Her entire face brightens. “See there? They can’t be denied.”

      “I mean, that’s why he killed for you.”

      She gives a quick nod. “True love knows no bounds.”

      “I ran into an old friend of your father’s the other night. Max Lane?” I decide to leave Everett out of the conversation for now. Lord knows this woman is lethal to a man and his hard-earned career. And, oddly, a tiny part of me feels bad blaming Cormack for the fact Noah turned in his badge. But with Cormack’s stormy history, I think she’s more than responsible.

      Her mouth yawns open. “Maxie? Oh, how I miss that man. How is he?”

      “He’s great. In fact, we got around to the topic of you and your family. He said to say hello. He also mentioned he knew where the bodies were buried.”

      Cormack sucks in a breath so big and fast, I do a quick earring check to make sure she didn’t inhale one of those gold baubles she’s wearing as well.

      She steps in close, those celadon green eyes of hers rounding out in horror.

      “He told you we put the body beneath the old oak out back?”

      My own mouth falls open at the revelation. “You mean the oak by the pool?” I don’t know if there is an oak tree by the pool, but that icy body of water is the only thing I recall from the backyard of her father’s enormous estate.

      “No, silly. Why would I have him put by the pool where I enjoy a nice sun nap? I had him put at the base of the property, down the slope where I would never dare to venture. Out of sight, out of mind. And out of the way of my olfactory senses. Dead bodies tend to smell.”

      “Right,” I say, fighting the urge to let a few sarcastic comments slide out. “That was some forward thinking on your part. Max mentioned something about how hard it was to bury him.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Max always wants to play the part of hero. He didn’t bury anybody.”

      “Oh, right.” My pulse begins to pound because I feel as if I’m close to shaking out all the rest of the dirty dead details from her. “He mentioned someone else.” My God, what was the name of the man he mentioned? “Jermaine? Gordy?”

      “Gordon.” She straightens with her next breath.

      “That’s right, Gordon Woodhouse.” I stare right at her, not wanting to miss a muscle flinching from her. “Gordon helped you bury the body.” It’s more of a question really, but with Cormack I need it to sound like a fact. I want her to think I’m one step ahead and that any information she’s hand-feeding me, I already know.

      Cormack shudders. “Let’s let sleeping bodies lie, Lizbeth. No use in rousing a dead dog, now is there?” She squints over at me. “Don’t you dare whisper any of this to anyone. I’ve already taken measures to make sure Noah doesn’t talk.”

      I roll my eyes because I happen to know he’ll be talking to an entire legal team in a week.

      “Cormack, you can’t keep Noah on a leash. Is that really how you want to have a relationship with him?”

      She scowls my way. “I’m willing to have a relationship with Noah any way I know how. Besides, he loves me. He will always love me. He told me so last night.”

      “Most likely in an effort to get you away from him. A dying man will say anything to save his life, or his sanity.”

      Cormack leans in so close we’re practically nose to nose.

      “Listen to me, Lizzette”—her peppermint-scented breath sweeps over my face— “don’t you ever imply that Noah doesn’t care for me. One day he’s going to prove you wrong and you’ll be left sobbing into your pillow at night.”

      “Whoa,” a male voice calls from our left and we turn to find Essex Everett Baxter looking like a dark dream in his smart suit and electric blue tie that enhances the very same hue in his eyes. “Easy, ladies. You don’t want to get kicked out, do you?”

      Cormack pushes out a dry laugh. “Well, well, if it isn’t your knight in shining armor, Linda. Why can’t you just be happy with Essex for once?” She takes off for the bar and I quickly step in close to Everett.

      “Contrary to popular, yet irrelevant opinion, I’m thrilled to see you.”

      Carlotta runs up. “Did I miss it? Did I miss the big fight? I saw Cormack with her hands wrapped around your neck and came a running. Did you kill her, Lot? Do you need me to help bury a body?”

      “Actually, I do need something just like that—in reverse. Cormack told me where they hid the body,” I hiss over to Everett.

      His lids hood low, and it’s not lust that has him looking at me through slotted lids.

      “Lemon, you realize the more you know, the more we’ll incriminate ourselves.”

      Everett’s legal career flashes before my eyes, as I’m sure it is flashing before his eyes, too.

      “Don’t worry, Everett. Carlotta and I have this handled. Be sure to give Evie a ride home.” I glance back to see her twirling away like an expert on the pole much to my sister’s applause. “Sorry about that. But tell her I had to run. It’s an emergency.”

      “And tell her she did a good job,” Carlotta smarts. “We don’t need no daddy issues on our hands. Look where that got me?” She points my way and I quickly grab her by the hand and whisk us out of there.

      “Where are we going, Lot Lot?” Carlotta asks as we hit the warm spring air.

      “First, we’re headed across the street to that hardware store to buy a couple of shovels. And then we’re going to dig up a body.”
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      The drive out to Fallbrook is a bumpy one, considering there aren’t many streetlamps in this exclusive area of Vermont—that and the fact most of these roads aren’t meant to see a car do over seventy miles an hour.

      Carlotta and I pulled up a satellite picture of the Featherby estate and we were able to discern that we wouldn’t have to drive through it to get to our destination. Instead, we decided to come upon it from the other end, and lucky for us the Featherby estate butts up to a few bridle trails on three sides. The particular side in question is on the downslope, so it was easy to identify, and just our luck there is one sprawling oak tree at the base of it.

      Carlotta and I crawl through the gap on the old wooden fencing that follows the path of the bridle trail, and soon enough we’re standing at the base of that mammoth oak. It’s dark as pitch out, save for the battery-operated lantern in my right hand that boasts of exuding two thousand lumens and brightens the night as we each carry a shovel to the front of the oak tree. The air is warm and damp and holds the scent of night-blooming jasmine perfuming the air nearby. The sound of crickets enlivens the hillside and a bed of a million stars lies thick overhead like a sea of glittering jewels.

      Carlotta grunts as she eyes the behemoth monster before us. “No offense, kiddo, but you do realize we’re breaking about ten different laws. And the fact you’ve brought a spotlight to highlight our location doesn’t bode well for us either.”

      “We’ll be fine. If anyone asks us what we’re doing, we’ll simply say we’re digging for gold. Everyone knows there’s gold in the hills of Vermont. It was my own dad’s favorite hobby. And by dad, I mean Joseph Lemon. No offense to Mayor Nash.”

      “Are you ever going to stop calling him Mayor Nash?”

      I roll my eyes. “Why? Does Daddy have a better ring to it? You know I’m not ready to call him Dad.”

      “No, but you can at least call him Harry. He didn’t raise you, but he sleeps under your roof five out of seven nights a week.”

      “That’s because you’re giving it away again. Why don’t you just marry the guy? I’m not kidding, Carlotta. It burns me the way he used you when you were a teenager. You were sixteen when you had me. Don’t make me start doing the maternity math either because I can’t think that you might have been Evie’s age when he began grooming you to do the dirty with him. He was a married man, for Pete’s sake! He had three kids under his belt.”

      “Pish posh.” Carlotta stakes her shovel into the ground and hikes her foot up on it. “That man was bedding half of Honey Hollow, and if you ask me, that wife of his knew it.”

      A choking sound emits from me. “Are you blaming Chrissy Nash because her husband was a cheat?”

      “Nope. I’m just saying she didn’t exit the situation when she knew of it.”

      “Oh my gosh, you are so dense. She was probably trying to save her marriage!” My voice hikes up in volume.

      “And she did. That man stayed in that marriage for years after I left town.”

      “And I’m sorry about it, too,” I say, momentarily confused by the words that just left my mouth. “What are we arguing about again?”

      “I don’t know, but we need to hurry. Nature has its own laws at this time of night, and we’re not a part of them. Now let’s dig up a body before a bear comes by and eats us alive.” She shudders at the thought. “Wouldn’t it be something if we were digging our own graves? Or worse yet, that hungry bear didn’t leave any bodies to bury.”

      “You know what would really be something? If we were digging Cormack Featherby’s grave. What kind of a person blackmails someone into staying with them?”

      “The kind of person who has to compete with you. Face it, Lot. You’ve got two of the most eligible bachelors in all of Honey Hollow in your clutches, and the only way another person can get between any of you is to toss an old homicide in their face.”

      Yes, I broke down and told Carlotta all about Noah’s morbid secret. But since Carlotta and I already share a handful of morbid secrets, I figured what was one more?

      Besides? Who else was I going to go grave robbing with? My number one pick, Keelie, is with child. Which takes her out of the grave robbing running for good.

      “Fine. You win,” I say. “I’ve got two gorgeous men in my clutches and I plan on keeping it that way. Wait, that didn’t come out right. What I meant to say is that I don’t want Noah serving time in prison because of Cormack’s obsession with him. Maybe if we find the body we can have it examined. Maybe Noah didn’t kill the guy? Maybe he had a heart attack once the gun went off, or maybe—”

      “Or maybe you’re about to dig up the very evidence that puts him away for life. The guy disappeared off the face of the earth, Lot. He’s not even a cold case rotting away in some homicide detective’s desk drawer. If we leave right now, those attorneys will tell Noah that he’s a free man because it’s a victimless crime. There’s nothing here that a missing person’s report can’t handle.”

      “I know that, Carlotta, but something is off. I can feel it in my creaky bones. Now let’s get digging.”

      “Where do we start?”

      I take a quick look around the circumference of the massive tree.

      “This is the only side of the tree that’s not surrounded by those miniature boulders. And look,” I say, pointing to a large V-shaped opening in the root system bulging from the earth. “This looks like the only place we can dig.”

      Carlotta leans in before pulling out her phone and shining a spotlight over something red and long embedded into the ground. She quickly dusts it off with her fingers to reveal five red bricks that form the shape of a cross.

      “Oh my holy stars!” Carlotta jumps back as if a snake was about to bite her. “This is it! This is ground zero. I’ve never seen a body after it’s decayed for over a decade. I bet he’ll be all moldy and full of worms. I bet his hair will still be intact, though. That’s what they find in all the horror movies.”

      “Lucky for me, I don’t watch horror movies, so I don’t know what to expect, but if I had to guess, we’d find nothing but a pile of old bones.”

      Carlotta and I start digging at the base of the cross when a car pulls up and parks behind my old Honda, and both Carlotta and I hold our breath.

      Both the driver’s side and the passenger’s side doors open, and we can see the shadow of two men making their way over to us.

      “She did it!” Carlotta tosses her hands in the air. “Her daddy is dead, and she’s a gold digger! The women of Honey Hollow be damned. She’s got two men she ain’t parting ways with! Ya hear that? She’s got two men by the horns, and now she’s got me digging an early grave.”

      “Would you hush?” I hiss over at her as I hold out the shovel like a battering ram toward those shadowed men. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

      A slight chuckle comes from one of them and I lift my lantern and run over a few steps, only to reveal both Noah and Everett standing there. Contrary to the aforementioned laughter, neither looks too amused. In fact, they look downright angry.

      “Lemon.” Everett’s voice cuts through the silence. I can’t decide if that sounded more like a reprimand or a threat. With Everett you never know. My surname is pretty versatile with him.

      “Let me handle this,” Noah says as he hops the fence and heads our way. Soon Everett joins him, and we’re all standing around that old rugged cross looking like a quartet of upstanding citizens that are about to take a walk on the felonious side.

      “Cormack told me this is where the body is buried,” I hiss it out so fast it sounds as if I’m about to bury a few myself.

      Noah cocks his head to the side, his green eyes glowing as the lantern illuminates his face.

      “Lottie”—he steps in close—“why in the world would you want to dig up his body?”

      “To see if there is one. To see if maybe he was decapitated. To see if you’re innocent. I don’t know why I’m so compelled to do this, but maybe it all boils down to I have to do something.” It comes out charged and a touch too angry before I quickly relay the location Cormack suggested and point to the impromptu cross. “Now if you’ll both get out of my way, I’ve got a bone to pick with a man named Duke Featherby.”

      I stake the shovel into the ground once again and start moving earth from one end to another.

      “Fine.” Everett takes off his jacket. “Carlotta, would you mind?”

      “Oh, honey”—she purrs with delight—“you just take off whatever you like. I’ll stand right here and catch what you throw my way.”

      Everett gives his tie a tug before tossing it to her, and Carlotta roars with approval. He works the button of his shirt off with his fingers.

      Noah grunts, “What the hell are you doing?”

      “This is an Italian tailored suit.” Everett glances his way for less than a second. “You don’t just throw dirt on it. And believe me, if you weren’t here, I’d be taking off my pants, too.”

      “Oh, Noah”—Carlotta grouses—“you always have to go and ruin everything.”

      “Carlotta!” I balk.

      “What?” she snips my way. “We almost had the Mr. Sexy show on lockdown.”

      Everett’s lips curve the right way. “Don’t worry, Carlotta”—he works his shirt off in slow, jerking motions, and the t-shirt underneath that does a disappearing act as well—“you’re still getting half the show.” He motions to her with his hand. “Now give me the shovel.”

      She does as she’s told, and instead of digging alongside him, I seem to be slightly immobilized at the moment by that six-pack he’s wielding. And those biceps! The way they jump in rhythm to his shoveling really does create an impressive scene.

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake.” Noah whips off his jacket and tosses it to Carlotta. He works off his shirt and tie in record time before stripping right down to his skin.

      “Now we’ve got a party!” Carlotta howls at the moon as if it were a mating call. Come to think of it, that’s probably how I ended up on the planet to begin with.

      “Noah.” A tiny laugh evicts from me.

      “I don’t want to get my suit dirty either, Lottie.” He gives a sly wink before he flicks his fingers for the shovel in my hand and I happily oblige.

      Everett and Noah start moving earth like it’s nobody’s business.

      Carlotta inches toward me as we watch those muscular chests slick with sweat, and she shakes her head wistfully.

      “Look at those two men, Lot Lot. They’re not doing that for themselves. They’re doing it for you. If you want, you can take off your top, too, and I’ll go wait in the car while the three of you get down and dirty together.”

      “Carlotta,” I hiss her name like a reprimand. “You’re not making things better.”

      “I’m not making things worse, either.”

      I can’t argue with her there. But I’m keeping my top on. For now.

      Soon, Noah and Everett come to an abrupt stop, panting and wiping down their brows, their chests glistening in the light, their—

      Noah clears his throat. “My eyes are up here, sweetheart,” he teases and I give a nervous laugh.

      “Don’t worry, Lemon”—Everett leans on his shovel—“I will never discourage you from looking.”

      Carlotta is right back to purring. “Now there’s a man after my own eyeballs.”

      “What’s going on?” I say, hiking back their way. “Did you hit bones?”

      “No.” Noah scrapes at something with his shovel. “We hit a root system that’s older than all of us combined.”

      “He’s not here.” Everett tips his head my way. “There is no body.”

      “Then where is he?” I look to Noah as if he has the answer.

      “I don’t know, Lot. I’m beginning to wonder that myself.”

      “I think I know who might have the answer,” I say. “The very man that supposedly buried the body to begin with, Gordon Woodhouse.”

      Noah takes a deep breath. “I’ll track him down. The two of you have done enough.”

      “What am I?” Carlotta bleats. “Chopped liver?”

      “I’ll track him down,” Everett corrects. “I’ve got a guy.”

      Carlotta snorts. “I’ve got two mob bosses that can track him down and break his kneecaps.”

      “No,” the three of us shout in unison.

      “I’ve got this,” Noah roars at Everett.

      Noah may think he’s got this, but not if I’ve got this first.
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      For the next few days, Noah, Everett, and I try our hardest to hunt down Gordon, but he’s essentially a ghost himself.

      It’s the night before Keelie’s bridal shower, and I’m home after a long day at the bakery. All of the shortcakes have been baked, and the strawberries have been washed, sliced, and are currently macerating in sugar. The only thing left to do is make up a vat of whipped cream in the morning and assemble all the pieces together. It’s going to be a busy day filled with fun, family, friends, and laughter, but I’m not going to lie. It’s going to be filled with lots of emotion, too.

      Keelie Nell Turner is about to get married in a month.

      Married.

      Keelie and I have done all of our firsts on or about the very same time. We were always there to cheer or jeer one another along, whichever one seemed appropriate at the time. Like when Bear spent my senior year serial cheating on me, it was Keelie who suggested I cut my losses. Let’s just hope I never have to return the favor and say those exact same words to her. Bear had better be on his best behavior. It’s not only Keelie he needs to think about. He has a bear cub who will be joining them shortly.

      Everett swings by my place after work. After everyone is well fed from the Wicked Wok he kindly provided, Everett and I snuggle up side by side on the sofa, each with our own laptop, front and center, as we get to work hoping yet again to find out anything about Gordon Woodhouse.

      Everett shakes his head at the screen. “If I didn’t know the guy myself, I’d doubt he ever existed. Gordon Woodhouse doesn’t have a single cyber footprint.”

      Evie strides by and flops onto the recliner next to us. “Maybe he went to Mars? People are going to start doing it, you know. He’s probably just ahead of the curve.”

      Everett glowers at his laptop. “He’s ahead of the curve, all right.”

      Evie clucks her tongue. “You guys are stuck. Face it, this guy you’re looking for doesn’t want to be found. Maybe focus on something else. I bet it’ll click into place soon enough.” She says it all while texting furiously and simultaneously laughing at her phone.

      I nudge Everett in the ribs. “You know, when I was a teenager I wasn’t able to multitask like that.”

      Everett glances her way. “I think we’ve got a genius on our hands.”

      I give his ribs a quick tickle. “That’s because she takes after her daddy.”

      Everett picks up my hand and kisses the back of it. “She’s right. We need to focus on something else.” His lips curve with naughty intent.

      “Judge Baxter, there is a minor in the room,” I tease.

      “And that is exactly why I propose we talk about Ben Daley’s murder case.”

      “Okay.” I try to relive that fateful day. “Let’s see. When we met, he had that scratch on his right cheek and the faint imprint of someone’s hand as if he’d been swatted something good.”

      “Right cheek?” Evie lifts her eyes my way briefly. “That means she’s left-handed.”

      I glance to Everett and he nods as if affirming the fact.

      “Interesting,” I say. Not that it means all that much. Ben had both left and right-handed women in an angry tizzy.

      Everett’s chest widens. “What ever happened with Nate Roth?”

      “He let me know that Ben was married to Belinda. And that Ben had a kid with one of his old girlfriends, but he heavily coerced her into giving it up for adoption. He said he heard she went crazy or something. Oh, and he mentioned that Ben’s father died when he was young and that his mother was a no-show his whole life.”

      Evie grunts, “The mother did it. Mothers are crazy.” She looks my way. “The biological ones, more specifically.”

      Carlotta strides in with nothing on but her bra and a pair of jeans, fanning herself with a piece of paper.

      I stand up with a start. “Good Lord up in heaven,” I shout. “Must you prove her theory right so quickly?” Not that she hasn’t already in so many ways over the many months I’ve known her. “Get some clothes on before I’m forced to evict you.”

      “Are you crazy?” she shoots my way.

      “If I am it’s because I got it from you,” I shoot right back.

      “I’m having a hot flash.” She staggers toward Everett like a zombie fresh from the grave. “Dr. Baxter, do something, would you? There has to be something you can prescribe.”

      “Carlotta”—I say, snatching the paper right out of her hand—“he’s a judge, not a doctor.”

      “Oh, come on, Lot Lot. You of all people know what he’s capable of with that probe of his.”

      “GROSS,” Evie shouts. And, shockingly, her loud protest still doesn’t warrant looking up from her phone. Unless, of course, she’s documenting the whole thing, which will most likely mean we’ll be brought up on charges for tampering with a minor’s sanity.

      “Fine.” Carlotta starts to walk away and unhooks the back of her bra to my horror. “But if I can’t be in the living room, I’m getting naked. You girls will commiserate with me in ten to twenty years.”

      I glance down at the paper in my hand, only to find it’s a menu from the Wicked Wok. Carlotta must have snatched it off the table. The restaurant tends to tuck a few of these in the takeout bag. With the sheer quantity that Everett and I order from them, you would think I would have it memorized front and back. I flip it over quickly before tossing it to the sofa table.

      “Wait a minute!” I gasp as I dive for it and pull it up close to get a better look at it. “Everett. The Wicked Wok serves garlic scallop stir-fry. Do you know what this means?”

      Evie glances up. “I’m with her on this one, Dad. I think we need to switch up the menu.”

      Everett nods. “Duly noted,” he says to Evie before reverting his attention my way. “Are you thinking this is related to Ben Daley’s death?”

      I nod. “Everett, I bet he was poisoned with drippings from scallops—from this very dish. He was hyper-allergic, and someone saturated his shortcake with it. Belinda told me that before the taping Cricket took a bunch of friends to the Wicked Wok.” I quickly land beside him once again. “What do you think?”

      His brows narrow in as he tries to digest this. “I think we need to keep the suspect pool open, but this is definitely something to consider.”

      I ruminate over this long into the night.

      There are two mysteries to solve and so many things to consider.

      But I can’t seem to put any of the pieces together.

      A part of me wonders if my mystery-solving days are over.

      And I consider that long into the night.
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      There is something glorious about Honey Hollow in springtime.

      The bluebirds are chirping, and the sky is a delightful robin’s egg blue. It’s the afternoon of Keelie’s bridal shower, and the backyard of her childhood home looks like something out of a fairytale. The verdant lawn expands in all directions. Round tables covered in lavender linens are set out, with white ladder-back chairs dotting the periphery of each one. Sitting at the gated entry to the yard there’s a giant black chalkboard sitting on an easel that reads From Miss to Mrs.

      Naomi crossed out Miss and wrote Mess right above it. I didn’t think it was cute or funny, but she gave me the finger for calling her out on it and trotted away on her five-inch heels.

      Nevertheless, the guests are beginning to arrive in droves. Each woman looks polished and primped to perfection, and the array of pastel dresses gives the crowd a nonpareil appeal that makes my baking heart sing.

      A giant white tent sits over the buffet spread and dessert tables. Rows and rows of polished silver chafing trays line the buffet. And the Honey Pot Diner catered every scrumptious meal inside of them. In a way it feels as if our grandmother Nell were here with us. The Honey Pot was her baby, and I know she would have loved to have made such an important contribution to the day.

      On the end sits a galvanized steel bucket chilling champagne, and if that weren’t magical all on its own, some of the ice cubes actually have lavender roses frozen inside them. Above the makeshift bar there’s a large pink sign that reads But First, Mimosas in pale gold lettering, and the bartender is none other than my mother’s current suitor, Noah’s look-alike father, Wily Fox. It’s unnerving seeing him here, openly flirting with the long line of women all thirsty for what he’s ready and willing to give them.

      But the dessert table seems to be getting even more attention than that. And since every last tasty treat was provided by the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, I don’t mind one bit.

      Not only did I provide over a hundred individual strawberry shortcakes per the bride-to-be’s request, but I made a bevy of other desserts to go along with them. There are heart-shaped sugar cookies frosted in pink with Keelie and Bear scrolled across each one in gold edible icing. There are lemon bars, blondie bars, double chocolate chip brownies (Bear’s favorite), a raspberry macaron tower, and an assortment of pink and white cake pops sprinkled with edible gold glitter. Everything turned out exactly how I hoped it would—perfectly dreamy and delicious.

      I glance out at the crowd, and as perfect as everything seems, my heart and mind are left unsettled. And that’s exactly why I brought Ethel along for the day. When Evie came into our lives a few months back and stayed with me, I banished Ethel to Noah’s gun safe to sit alongside Noah’s vast collection of guns. But since Evie moved to Everett’s house last month, Noah brought Ethel back and asked me kindly to never let her leave my side. She’s currently strapped to my right thigh via one of the holsters Noah gifted me a few weeks back. I’ll admit, it feels second nature to have her there—like a trusty friend who won’t let me down when I need her.

      Mom and Becca head this way, each in their own pink frilly gown.

      “Mother, Becca, the flowers are amazing!” I can’t help but beam.

      Mom gives a sly wink. “They came fresh from my horticulture club. We’ve been working hard since January to make sure everything turned out just right. Let’s just say there are no more blooms in the rose garden behind the B&B.”

      Carlotta comes running up, winded, her face piqued a bright shade of crimson, and I’m hoping she won’t whip off that baby blue dress she’s donned in an effort to quell another one of her hot flashes, or as she likes to refer to them, her own portal to hell. Carlotta has made walking around the house in her brassiere a regular occurrence, which in turn has become my own private portal into the underworld as well.

      “Come on, Lottie.” Carlotta gives me a tug. “Help with the toilet paper, would you?”

      “What toilet paper?” I ask, genuinely concerned for her sanity.

      Becca laughs it off as she looks my way. “I asked my sister to head off to the big box store in Ashford and buy up as much toilet paper as she could get her hands on.” She leans toward Carlotta. “I hope you splurged and bought double-ply. Serious games require serious reliability.”

      Note to self: All games that require the ingestion of questionable consumables is completely off-limits.

      “Don’t worry, sis.” Carlotta slaps her over the back. “I’ve got nothing but the best.”

      I follow Carlotta out to her car as the sun kisses my bare shoulders and it feels like bliss. I’m wearing my own pink frilly gown—Keelie’s favorite color—and speaking of the guest of honor, I spot her up ahead.

      “Keelie!” I quickly abandon Carlotta once I see my beautiful friend. Keelie has been inside the house all this time, getting her makeup professionally done—by someone other than Christie Duran—as well as having her hair professionally styled. Keelie thought she’d do a wedding day dry run with the works, and what better day to do it than this one. I gasp at the sight of her. “You’re so beautiful.” My chest bucks as I pull back to get a better look. Keelie’s hair shines like gold, her face glows like a star, and her baby belly looks as if a missile is readying to launch right out of her body. “You’re still due in August, right?”

      She swats me without thinking about it. “Lottie Lemon, you’re lucky I love you or I’d toss you out on your little pink patootie. Thank you for all the sweet treats. I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

      “No need to thank me. I wanted to do it. Consider it a gift.”

      Meg pops up between us with her shock of dark hair pulled into an updo.

      “Wow, Keels, it looks like mama bear is about to pop.” Meg doesn’t mix words, not that I did either. “By the way, I got you the retro toaster. No need to send me a thank you. We’re family.”

      Keelie coos as her eyes well up with tears. “We are family, Meg.”

      Carlotta strides by juggling an innumerous amount of toilet paper, the packages of which are the size of a washing machine.

      “Ah, Carlotta, always putting other people’s business ahead of your own,” Meg quips while taking the oversized package off the top and helping her out. “Keeping it classy, I see.”

      They head off for the tent until Becca screams at them to take it to the south end of the yard.

      My older, far more maternal sister, Lainey, waddles up looking every bit as adorable as Keelie. Lainey’s hair is swept up into a ponytail and she has on a chambray maternity dress with a row of miniature roses dotting the neckline.

      “Come here, you two.” Lainey pulls us into a simultaneous embrace, which is more of a theory than a well-executed bodily maneuver. Lainey is just as big as Keelie. “Can you believe in just a few short months we’ll both be holding our bundles of joy?” She cradles her belly as if she were doing it now.

      “I can’t wait,” I say. “I’m volunteering to babysit any kid, any time.” I hold up a hand as if I were taking an oath and they both belt out a laugh.

      Lainey’s smile quickly dissipates. “I’m holding you to it. Forest and I have had date night every Wednesday for a year straight, and I don’t want to break our streak. Even if he’s at work at the firehouse, I head down there and we have a little picnic.”

      “Wednesday nights”—I’m quick to nod—“I’ll be at your service.”

      “Ooh”—Keelie lifts a finger—“it’s Tuesday nights for Bear and me.”

      “Tuesday,” I say, amused. “You bet. How long have the two of you been doing this?”

      “We haven’t started yet, but I figure Lainey knows what she’s talking about.” Keelie locks arms with my wise sister. “Speaking of which, it’s time you spill all your secrets. I’m about to join the ranks of old married women the world over, and I need to be in the know. Start at the bottom and work your way up.”

      They make their way to the buffet tent, and suddenly it feels as if Keelie and I are drifting apart already. Face it. She’s got more in common with Lainey than she does me, and by the looks of it, things aren’t going to change anytime soon.

      “Lottie!” Belinda calls out as she makes her way over.

      “Belinda,” I say it with an unsure smile. For a moment, I forgot that not only did Belinda offer to help with the shower, but that Cricket and her crew were tagging along to do yet another taping. Mom and Becca gave them the green light, so who am I to complain?

      The redhead is dressed to stun in a mint green jumpsuit. Honest to God, I don’t know how people go to the bathroom in those things. Is there some escape hatch I don’t know about? It looks more like a trap door to me.

      “Your desserts are out of this world!” She moans as if she’s having one right now. “I’m going to refer every client I have to your bakery.”

      “Why, thank you. I appreciate the business.” A feeling of euphoria mixed with courage hits me, and to think, I’ve yet to imbibe one of Wiley’s mimosas. I’d better butter her up first. “It sure is heating up for the summer. I bet you cool your feet in the lake each night.”

      A gentle laugh strums from her. “You bet I do. You know, I never thought I’d own such a beautiful house. I feel truly blessed to have it.”

      “Good thing business is picking up again for you.”

      She gives a curt nod. “That’s right. Ben isn’t around to sabotage me into losing out on any more jobs. But he wasn’t always so cruel.” She wrinkles her nose. “We used to kid around a lot. He actually had a decent sense of humor. I used to call him the Big Joker. Of course, I was capable of pulling off a joke or two myself.”

      I twist my lips at the mention of him. “Belinda, I’m dying to know something. That woman who had Ben Daley’s baby? She was in town at the time of Ben’s murder, wasn’t she?”

      If Belinda knows anything at all, I’ll have to squeeze it out of her today.

      The sharp sound of barking lights up the air, and soon there’s a corgi circling our feet. He’s only visible to one of us, and that lucky person would be me.

      Belinda squints my way as if I’ve thrown her for a loop. She closes her eyes momentarily.

      “Yes, Lottie, she was.” There’s a sadness to her voice, and a frankness embedded in it as well. “I don’t want to pin anything on her, but she wasn’t only in town—she was at your bakery the day Ben died. In fact, she was one of the people I had to physically evict so we could start the show.”

      My heart thumps wildly. “You mean she was at the taping? Within striking distance of Ben’s dessert?”

      She gives a careful nod. “I guess we should take this to the sheriff’s department.” She sighs heavily. “I didn’t even put two and two together until just now. But it’s all conjecture, of course.”

      “Maybe if I speak to the girl first,” I say. “Do you know where I can find her?”

      Why do I get the feeling she’s still protecting the girl’s identity?

      She cranes her neck past me, and I follow her gaze to the table where Cricket is getting her face touched up by the clown generator herself, Christie Duran. My eyebrows still haven’t forgiven me for the inky faux pas.

      Belinda takes a breath. “All I can say is, she works in Honey Hollow. On some weird trolley that circles the lake.”

      My mother steps our way. “Belinda?” She waves her over. “I need a little help with deciding what game we should play first. I’m thinking guess the size of the belly. You know the one, where they cut a string and we see who gets the closest? But Becca thinks we should save that one for the baby shower. We can always go straight for the classic—toilet paper wedding dresses.”

      Belinda darts over, and the two of them melt into the crowd.

      Weird trolley. I shake my head, trying to make heads or tails out of it right up until I spot Lainey and it all falls into place.

      “The mobile library,” I say to Biscuit. “The mother of Ben’s child is Aurora! Of course, it is. She asked me that strange question about adoption. She wants to find her child. I could feel the desperation in her voice. But was she desperate enough to kill?”

      “I do remember the girl.” He floats up around my shoulder. “It was the day at the lake.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Oh, how I miss my old stomping grounds.”

      A tiny laugh trembles from me as I head back to the party, the crowd ever thickening.

      I spot Cricket and wave as I head her way.

      The petite blonde has a table set behind her laden with offerings from the Honey Pot Diner.

      “Looking good,” I say with a smile just for her. “This episode of Head Over Meals is going to send the masses to the Honey Pot, I just know it.”

      She hitches her thumb behind her to the fancy spread. “It does look good. Too good. You know, the hardest part of doing this show is not eating until I go live.”

      I inch back as something she said to me previously flits through my mind.

      “You’ve mentioned that before,” I say. “I forgot about that.” I shake my head a moment. “But the day you taped at my bakery you had lunch at the Wicked Wok. That’s one of my favorite places to eat.”

      She makes a face. “No, I didn’t. When I say I never eat before a taping, I mean it. I don’t exactly have the biggest appetite. And I’d hate to think what would happen if I couldn’t take three bites out of the food set in front of me. I honestly think there would be a revolt.” She laughs so loud it stuns me.

      “Right,” I say, trying to join in on her jovial mood, but it escapes me.

      Christie whistles for her and Cricket scowls in the girl’s direction.

      “I’d better go,” she says. “The sooner I get one of those cute petit fours into my mouth, the better. I think I can eat thirty of them.” She starts to take off then backtracks. “Oh, and your dessert! I’ll eat thirty of those for sure.”

      I offer a quick smile as she runs over to Christie who once again dusts her face with powder.

      Biscuit moans as if he were dying. “I have a bad feeling, Lottie. Is something about to go terribly wrong?”

      I give a sideways glance over to the ghostly pooch who’s currently sparkling like a glass of champagne.

      “I hope not.” I pull out my phone and shoot both Noah and Everett a quick little text. “But just in case, I’m calling for backup.”

      I look over to Biscuit as I recall something he said just a few minutes ago. “Biscuit, you mentioned the lake was your old stomping grounds. Where exactly did the Daley family live?”

      “In a snazzy lakefront house the color of a sunbeam.”

      “The color of a sunbeam.” I nod. “A yellow house on the lake.”

      Those threats Ben was getting on his YouTube channel come to mind. The perpetrator signed off as Joker from HL. Belinda said Ben had a good sense of humor—that she called him the Joker—that she had a good sense of humor, too.

      Joker from Honey Lake.

      I blink over at Belinda as she carefully arranges the platters for Cricket’s next show. She has full access to the food.

      Someone comes by and offers Belinda a mimosa and she graciously accepts it, picking it up with her left hand.

      And just like that, I think I have a few more questions I need to ask Belinda Dennison.
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      Sometimes the pieces to a puzzle never seem to fit. Sometimes you’re not even sure what the picture will look like when you’re done. But on occasion you hear that satisfying click as the pieces come together and you breathe a sigh of relief because you know that the rest of the puzzle will fall right into place. And that’s exactly what I’m hoping will happen now.

      Belinda Dennison gives a carefree laugh as she chats with the crew before tucking a lock of hair behind her ear and heading toward the house.

      “Belinda?” I call out as I speed her way, and Biscuit is quick to scamper by my side. “Can I speak with you for a second?”

      Biscuit barks. “It’s her, isn’t it? I’ll bite her ankles. You can kick her in the chin.”

      Belinda blinks with surprise. “Sure. I was just heading to my car for a second.”

      We walk to the side of the house that lies opposite of where the guests are entering, and I take a moment to soak in the quiet reprieve this stretch of land seems to offer. It’s barren but for a few trees. A shed sits with its door slightly ajar, and there’s a shovel and rake leaned up against the side of the house.

      “So what did you want to talk to me about?” She gives an easy smile before fishing her keys out of her purse with her left hand, and my stomach does a revolution just witnessing the action. “If you want the shortcake on the table, I will certainly oblige you. I’ve never tasted anything so good, Lottie. You’ve got a customer in me for life.”

      “Thank you. And actually, that would be nice to have it on the table. I appreciate it. I’m sure the Honey Pot won’t mind. We’re basically one and the same.”

      “No problem.” Her lips curve as we’re about to crest the front of the house. She does a double take in my direction. “Was there something else?”

      “Actually, yes. Your home on Honey Lake, did it by chance once belong to Ben Daley?”

      Biscuit dances in a circle. “It did, Lottie! It did! She’s living in his house. There’s a killer in the house! A killer!”

      Her lips part slowly as she takes a moment to examine me.

      “Yes,” she whispers. “I’m sorry, Lottie. I’m in a hurry.” She starts to take off and I block her path.

      “Belinda, you were very angry with him, weren’t you?” I shake my head. “You don’t have to answer that. You already did.” My voice begins to shake. “You told me exactly how cruel Ben was to you. He blocked you from bookings. He shunned you from his show. You were nearly penniless.”

      Her eyes glitter with tears, but her features harden with anger.

      “Yes, Lottie. That’s exactly what happened. And thankfully, Cricket stepped in. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to hurry so I can get back to the set. I can’t afford to lose this job.”

      She attempts to move and I block her again.

      “Now what?” Belinda grunts. Any friendly demeanor she might have had for me has left the proverbial building.

      Biscuit growls, “Don’t let her go, Lottie. We can’t lose her now. Trip her and I’ll land my belly over her face. Ben isn’t breathing anymore. I don’t see why she should be.”

      I nod over to her. “You were so angry with Ben. You wanted to terrorize him. You wanted him to feel some of the pain he caused you.”

      “What are you talking about?” The words come from her with a measured sense of shock and rage—so much so it makes me wonder if she still thinks I’m clueless.

      “You left threatening comments on his videos.” I watch as her eyes widen in horror. “Joker from HL—that’s you, isn’t it? You said you called him the Big Joker. But you mentioned that you were capable of pulling off a joke or two yourself. You live right in front of the lake. And that makes you the Joker from Honey Lake.”

      She swallows hard. “I don’t think there’s any proof of that. It’s not true.”

      Biscuit howls, “How can she say it’s not true? You just proved it’s true, Lottie. The only one not telling the truth around here is her.”

      “But it is true,” I say. “And do you know what else is true? Cricket didn’t take you to the Wicked Wok before the taping of the show the day that Ben was killed. She never eats before a taping. She’s told me so—twice. You ate there. You admitted it to me. You had the scallops because you knew Ben was allergic, didn’t you? You knew it would be lethal to him.”

      “No.” She takes a staggering step back. “I knew he was allergic, but I didn’t think it’d kill him. I just meant to teach him a lesson. He was a golden boy, always getting what he wants.”

      “You had an argument with Ben just before you came into the bakery that day. You slapped him. Your fingernail left a cut on the right side of his face because you’re left handed.” She scoffs as if the thought affronted her. “And that night at Red Satin when I asked you about your relationship with Ben, you weren’t willing to admit you were once married to him. That’s his family home you’re living in. He was trying to evict you, wasn’t he?”

      Her eyes enlarge as she takes a sharp breath. “That was my home, too. He had no right. He had no regard for me as a wife or a human being.”

      “You tried to set up Aurora, didn’t you? You hand-fed her to me that night at Red Satin, but you didn’t mention her name.”

      “Why would I?” Her eyes narrow in on mine. “I knew someone as nosey as yourself wouldn’t want it all laid out for her. Does it make you feel grown up to put all the pieces together?”

      “No, it makes me feel justified. You killed Ben Daley. And you just confessed. I think you know what happens next.”

      Biscuit lets out a yelp before biting down on her ankle.

      “Ouch,” she howls as she does her best to shake the chomping corgi off her leg. “Something just bit me.” She glances back, and before I know it, she’s swiped the rake from the side of the house and wields it like a bat my way. I duck and lunge for the shovel, and soon we’re battling it out with our backyard weaponry as if we were jousting.

      “Let me go, Lottie,” she grunts. “You won’t see me again.”

      “You’re too dangerous for me to lose,” I grunt right back.

      Biscuit barks and growls. “Send her to the ground, Lottie. I do my best work sitting down.”

      And I do just that. I swipe her feet out with my shovel and Belinda lands awkwardly on her back. I toss the shovel to the side before landing on top of her and doing my best to keep her down. Biscuit jumps over her chest and lands rather unceremoniously over her head with his smiling face looking right at me.

      “Good work, Biscuit,” I pant.

      In one herculean move, Belinda flips me over, and the next thing I know I have a rather portly corgi tumbling over my own face. I twist my head back and forth until he rolls right off and I look up in time to see the working end of that shovel coming down over my face.

      Biscuit jumps in the air and intercepts it just enough to knock it to the side, and I roll away, reaching for the holster strapped to my thigh for my good friend Ethel.

      “Freeze!” I shout as I point Ethel right at her.

      “Freeze!” another voice echoes, a far deeper, much sexier voice, and it’s Noah Corbin Fox, gun drawn, his feet set in a defiant stance.

      Belinda looks from him to me, and her hands slowly float to her shoulders.

      Noah has her cuffed before I can get off the ground and Everett is right there to help me.

      “Lemon.” He pulls me in tight.

      “She confessed,” I pant. “She killed Ben Daley.”

      Noah calls it in, and soon enough the sheriff’s department shows up in droves.

      Detective Ivy Fairbanks helps lead Belinda away as the guests of Keelie’s bridal shower flock around to witness the event.

      I spot a little furry face peeking out from the shed and I excuse myself from Everett and Noah for a second before heading on over.

      “Hey?” I crouch down and give Biscuit a quick pat between the ears. “You didn’t leave.”

      His large amber-colored eyes look up my way. “I wanted to say a proper goodbye. I wish I could help you solve the case of the missing millionaire as well.”

      A tired laugh trembles in my chest. I know he means Duke. Technically, his body is missing and I’m sure he came from money, so he’s right on both accounts.

      I glance over at Noah. “I wish you could, too.” The grass crushes under my knees as I bend over to pick up the cute corgi one last time. “It’s safe to say, I’m in love with you, Biscuit. I know for sure a smiling corgi just like you is in my future.” My lips press a quick kiss over his forehead, and he slowly dissipates in a swirl of sparkling stars.

      “Goodbye, Lottie! Oh, look! I see Ben! Benny boy!” His voice tapers off, and soon Biscuit is simply a memory—a good one.

      Everett steps over and helps me to my feet. “I’m glad you had Ethel with you. And I’m glad you’re safe.” He hitches a loose hair behind my ear, and that tenderness he displayed in New York comes back and warms me from my head to my toes.

      A breath locks in my throat as a thought comes crashing to the forefront of my mind.

      “Everett, the whereabouts of Duke Forbes’ body might not be a riddle for that much longer.” I whisper in his ear, and he rocks his head back as soon as I say it.

      “Of course.” His lids hood, his lips curve as he looks to me. “Has anyone ever told you you’re a smart cookie?”

      “No, but I sure do miss it when you call me Cupcake.”

      His lids hood another notch as his finger brushes over my lips.

      “I miss a lot of things, Lemon.”
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      The rest of the bridal shower went off without a hitch—sort of.

      Carlotta loaded up on mimosas and had another hot flash, which led to her flashing the bartender, Noah’s father, Wiley, and begging him to arrest her.

      Games were played and women vied hard to win those votive candles and five-dollar gift cards to the local coffee shop. Perhaps the sweetest game of all was toilet paper brides where we broke off into teams and created rather impressive gowns out of two-ply, a hope, and a dream.

      Naturally, Keelie got to play the role of the bride and ironically so did I. Meg and Lainey weaved a tapestry of toilet paper over me to create a strapless bodice that segues into a full billowing skirt. The gown is surprisingly sturdy, and I’ve been instructed to wear it until it falls apart. And considering I’m wearing nothing under the bodice, and very little aside from that, I’m just one wayward spill from flashing the masses just like the woman who landed me in this world.

      The shower ended over an hour ago, but there is so much food left that Keelie had everyone call their families over to help devour it all. I called Noah and Everett to come back. Evie is already here.

      The sun is getting ready to set, and there’s a breeze cooling down what has panned out to be a nice preview to summer.

      Cricket and her crew stuck around for a little while after their taping, and yes, they went ahead and filmed the segment even though one of their own was arrested for killing Ben Daley. Cricket let me know, in her best Hollywood over-dramatized tone, that the show must go on. And on it went.

      Mom comes my way with Wiley Fox by her side. Honest to goodness, I will never get used to seeing that man pawing all over my mother. Each time he wraps his arms around her I want to swat Noah and reprimand him. But he’s not Noah. He’s the look-alike tree from which that delicious apple fell.

      “Oh, Lottie”—Mom’s shoulders do that shimmy thing she’s all but trademarked at this point—“you make such a beautiful bride. Please, don’t you dare get married without me again. Twice was more than enough.”

      I give a guilty shrug. “In my defense, neither time was I purposefully excluding you. But should I travel down that aisle again, I will most certainly make a big to-do over it. And it will most assuredly be my last time.”

      Wiley bucks with a laugh. “You bet your rosy little cheeks it will be. My Noah is head over heels. That boy won’t let you out of his sight”—he leans in—“or his bed. I raised a smart one, didn’t I?”

      Mom reaches over and offers me a quick pinch to the cheek. “So did I. Oh, and make sure you let him see you in this dress, Lottie. It’s inspirational, and I just know he’ll think so, too.”

      Meg and Lainey pop up, each with a dessert plate in hand brimming with cookies and several of my strawberry shortcake cupcakes.

      Meg gives a wistful shake of her head as she eyes my makeshift gown.

      “Just wait until that hottie naughty judge you’re hitched to gets a load of you.”

      “Yeah”—Lainey quips—“maybe that latent honeymoon will finally hit. You make a hot bride, Lottie.” She gives her belly a pat. “Ooh, the baby thinks so, too.”

      Mom quickly gloms onto Lainey’s belly with both hands as if she were about to extract the tiny being right this minute.

      “Bubbie loves you. Yes, she does,” Mom coos into Lainey’s stomach as if it were a megaphone.

      “Bubbie?” Meg asks for the rest of us. “Is that what you’re going for?”

      “Yup.” Mom straightens with a triumphant smile. “Of course, I thought of all the usual suspects, GG for Gorgeous Grandma, Glam Glam, and…” She glances skyward. “Why in the world was I so quick to dismiss Glam Glam?”

      Lainey twists her lips. “Because I vetoed it.”

      Mom waves her off. “We still have plenty of time to think of it. Come on, Pop Pop.” She gives Wiley a pop to the bottom to accentuate his new nickname. “Let’s hit that dessert table ourselves.”

      A smarmy smile glides across his face. “Dessert sounds nice, but I can think of something sweeter.”

      “Eew,” I say as they take off. “I’m sorry, but he’s essentially Noah to me. It’s very off-putting to see my boyfriend hitting on my mom.”

      Lainey makes a face. “Never mind your boyfriend. I’d focus on getting some alone time with that husband of yours. There’s nothing wrong with doing the down and dirty with the man you’re legally wed to. And you really do make a smokin' bride.” She ticks her head to the side. “Not to mention Everett is a smokin’ man.” She gives a quick look around. “Speaking of smokin’ men, where’s my smokin’ husband? This pregnant lady is about to explode with hormones.” She wobbles off into the crowd.

      Meg and I watch as Carlotta staggers our way.

      Meg elbows me in the ribs. “Ten bucks says she pukes on your wedding dress, Lot.”

      Carlotta rolls her eyes as she finishes buttoning up her blouse. “I’m saving that projectile green gift for the real deal. Get hitched quickly, would you, kid? I feel a disturbance in the force.”

      I turn to my sister. “Why don’t you get married, Meg? I’m sure Carlotta would love to send a little projectile vomiting your way. How long are you going to date that boyfriend of yours? Isn’t Hook the marrying kind?” Meg has been dating Hook Redwood for at least a year. Hook runs his family’s realty business and has a loan business on the side with Noah’s brother, Alex. Hook is a good catch, and lucky for him, so is my sister.

      “He’s the marrying kind,” she grunts. “But I’m not. Besides, I’m the youngest. I should get hitched last. You go next, Lot. You’ve got the surplus of suitors to choose from, you’ve got the toilet paper off-the-shoulder stunner, and the drunk mother ready to make a splash on your big day. And both of your men live on the same street as you, which means very little moving involved.”

      Carlotta lets out a whoop just as Mayor Nash joins us.

      “Hear that, Harry?” She swats him on the stomach. “Our little princess is getting hitched.”

      “I’m not getting hitched,” I’m quick to protest as Keelie and Bear head this way.

      Keelie’s toilet paper wonder has ripped down one side, giving her that sexy leggy look no bride goes for but probably should. It’s a showstopper.

      “Is my Lottie Dottie getting married?” Keelie teases as she gives me a quick embrace. “Thanks again for everything. Bear and I just ate our way through the dessert table.”

      Bear nods, his dirty blond hair is slightly mussed, and the front of his white T-shirt has a few red patches that lets me know he really enjoyed the strawberry shortcake in particular.

      “That’s right, Lot.” Bear gives his belly a pat. “We appreciated each and every bite.”

      “You’re both welcome. And I’d love to give you more to gobble up on your big day—like say, a wedding cake? The two of you really need to narrow down your options.”

      Meg grunts, “I say go bold and have one of those naked cakes.”

      I look back at her. “As in no frosting?”

      “I mean those miniature people you spike on top. I say you take their little clothes off.”

      Carlotta lets out an approving howl. “And put ’em in a compromising position.”

      Mayor Nash howls right along with her. “Maybe we can make a game of it. Let the guests configure them any way they like.”

      I make a face at Keelie, but note that Bear looks more than a little intrigued.

      “No, Bear.” I don’t mind at all shutting down Keelie’s soon-to-be hubby. “Sorry, Keelie.” I guess I do mind after all. “He’s all yours to reprimand from here on out. If the two of you want a naked bride and groom, so be it.”

      Keelie shakes her head. “We don’t want a naked bride and groom. But with the luck I’ve been having with wedding dresses, we might just be a naked bride and groom.” She looks to Bear. “So help me, if I’m naked that day, you will be, too.”

      “I’ll be naked with you,” Bear offers. “I just thought it would be happening a little later in the day.”

      Keelie looks my way. “Guess what Scarlett Sage gave me as a gift today?”

      Meg leans in. “A buy-one-get-one-free coupon for maternity thongs?”

      Keelie grunts, “Every pregnant mama knows that parachute panties are where it’s at.” She looks in my direction. “Scarlet is hosting a pop-up wedding shop.”

      “You’re kidding? Down at her boutique?”

      Carlotta leans in. “Will they have mimosas?”

      Keelie laughs. “Yes to mimosas, and no to her boutique. It’s too small to house the event. She’s having it at the Pemberley place.”

      Mayor Nash wiggles his fingers “Fancy schmancy. They won’t need permits for that, will they?”

      Carlotta rolls her eyes. “Don’t worry, Keelie. I’ll make sure old fuddy-duddy doesn’t shut down the show. My niece isn’t walking down the aisle in less than the best. And in the event you find yourself in a pinch, you don’t look so bad in two-ply.”

      I lean in. “Keelie, do you mean the Pemberley mansion?” It’s not a mansion in the traditional sense but as close to it as Honey Hollow has to offer.

      “Yup.” Keelie gives a little hop and her dress rips clear to her hip.

      Bear gives an approving waggle of the brows.

      “Speaking of ripping at the seams”— he nudges Keelie with his elbow—“after eating our way through that dessert table, we have decided on what we want as our wedding cake.”

      “What is it?” Meg chirps. “Let me guess, a pile of brownies and we’ll call it a day?”

      “Nope.” Keelie shakes out her golden curls. “But we’ll still do a brownie bar for Bear if you don’t mind, Lottie.”

      “Of course not,” I say. “But don’t keep us in suspense. What kind of a cake are you having?”

      “The tiniest one of them all. We want cake pops.” She jumps up and down as if she won the cake pop lottery, and in a way she did.

      “Cake pops?” Carlotta juts her head like a chicken. “Is that what happens when the cake gets constipated?”

      My cheek cinches. “No, it’s when a cake gets sloshed off mimosas and starts running around, taking off her clothes.”

      Carlotta begins to unbutton her blouse. “Speaking of which.”

      Mayor Nash nods our way. “I think I’d best get her somewhere private.” He sweeps her away and Meg begins to chuckle.

      “They don’t call him Mayor Trash for nothing,” she teases. “Speaking of sexual deviants, your husbands are here, Lot, and by the looks on their faces, they like what they see.”

      Keelie laughs. “If I were you, I’d invest in toilet paper.”

      “Very funny. Excuse me,” I say as I head over to the lawn to meet them halfway. The sun has cast a luminescent glow on the landscape and both Noah and Everett look as if they just stepped out of a fairytale.

      “Lemon.” Everett’s eyes ride up and down my body before his lips curve dangerously. There’s a naughty gleam in his eyes, and that smile he’s burying in his cheek is expressing the very same sentiment. He picks up my hand and brings it to his lips. “My bride. You are exquisite.”

      My insides explode with heat as he claims me as his own. Although, in the literal sense he would be right.

      Noah steps up, his chest expanding a mile wide. “Lottie Lemon, my heart just stopped beating. You do make a beautiful bride.”

      Everett knocks his hand into Noah’s arm to keep him from taking another step forward.

      “Her husband agrees.” That dangerous crooked grin makes a reprisal.

      And sadly, Noah closes his eyes for a moment as if he were accepting his fate.

      “All right.” Everett glowers his way. “Cheer up, Fox. I’ve got news for you.”

      A quick breath hitches in my throat as I offer a knowing nod to Everett and he nods right back.

      “Don’t hold out, Everett.” It comes out heated. “Tell us what you know.”

      He looks to Noah. “I spoke to Max Lane.”

      Noah winces. “You spoke to Max?”

      “When Lemon and I flew out to New York, that’s who we met up with.”

      “Max?” Noah presses out the man’s name as if he were perplexed.

      “Yes.” Everett glances my way. “You were right, Lemon. He knew exactly what happened to Duke.”

      “What happened?” My voice pitches, I’m so anxious to learn the answer.

      Everett turns to Noah. “He’s in prison.”

      “What?” both Noah and I balk at once.

      “That’s right,” Everett says just as Cormack comes upon us.

      “What’s going on here?” She gives my gown a once-over. “Oh, Essex, you really need to set some standards.” She sashays over to Noah and wraps her arms around him. “What’s going on? Why all the stunned faces?”

      Noah takes a step back from her embrace. “Everett was just about to explain how he came to find out that Duke Forbes is locked up somewhere, very much alive and doing time.”

      “He’s in Rutherford.” Everett nods. “That’s a country club for corrupt government officials and millionaires alike. He was caught running a false charity and taking all the money for himself. I spoke to him a few hours ago.”

      “What?” Noah, Cormack, and I sing it like a choir.

      Noah’s chest looks to be pumping a million miles an hour.

      “He’s alive.” His eyes search the ground as he struggles to process this.

      “He’s alive,” Everett reiterates. “He said you wounded him. Missed all the vital organs. Gordon went out to bury him as he was told to do and heard him moan. He drove him to a nearby hospital instead. Duke went to Europe right after that. He said he was humiliated that Cormack dismissed his advances.”

      I balk at the thought. “Advances? By her new stepbrother? And then he just up and left? He didn’t tell anyone?”

      “He said he told his mother.” Everett tips his head. “And apparently, his mother and Mr. Featherby divorced shortly thereafter. Cormack and Noah went their separate ways as well.”

      “And Gordon?” I ask, transfixed on his every word.

      “Alaska.” Everett nods. “Duke said the guy ended up borrowing a bunch of money from the mob. And when they came looking to collect, he changed his identity and moved to the Great White North.”

      My heart floods with relief. “Noah.” I lunge forward in an effort to wrap my arms around him and Cormack raises a hand, blocking my path.

      “Back off, Lorna. You might be wearing a wedding dress, but Noah won’t be playing the part of the groom.”

      “You don’t get to tell me what to do.” I try to push her out of the way and she grips me by the hands before giving me a shove.

      We wrestle it out for a moment before Noah pulls her back, but Cormack’s fingers hook into the neckline of my dress and she splits the bodice right in half.

      A cool breeze hits me where a cool breeze should never hit you with mixed company present.

      “GAH!” I scream as my arms make an ill attempt to crisscross over my chest, and in less than a second, Everett has his body pressed to mine. He whips off his jacket, and soon I’m ensconced in the warmth of Everett’s love for me.

      “Cormack!” I bark as I stalk on forward, but Everett has his arms held out between the two of us. “I’ve had about enough of you,” I seethe.

      Evie and Carlotta run up, looking equally amused by the show.

      Evie dances on her feet. “All right, Mom. Let’s see your left hook!”

      Carlotta holds a hand out. “Don’t do it, Lot. One swing in her direction and she’ll sue you for all of Honey Hollow.”

      That’s probably true, and it’s definitely enough to stop me in my left hook swinging tracks.

      Carlotta grabs ahold of Evie by the elbow. “Come on, kiddo. Let’s give the grown-ups a chance to settle things while we check to see if the mimosas are still flowing.”

      Evie sighs up at her. “Have I told you lately you’re my favorite?”

      They take off and Everett growls, “Carlotta.”

      “Don’t you go fretting,” Carlotta calls out. “Someone’s got to drink all that leftover OJ.”

      Cormack staggers my way before Noah grabs ahold of her again.

      She shakes her head at me while pointing at Noah. “Everything that’s gone wrong in this man’s life is all your fault.”

      “Excuse me?” I blink back, stymied by her words. “I think you have it the other way around. Noah would still be working down at the sheriff’s station if it weren’t for you and your adolescent threats.”

      She huffs over at me, her face ripe with indignation.

      “Well, Lilian, you’re the reason he’s not going back.”

      “Noah’s going back,” I say as I look to him. “Tell her you’re going back.”

      His mouth opens and closes before he gives the back of his neck a quick scratch.

      “I don’t know.”

      Everett steps up. “What do you mean you don’t know?” There’s an edge of aggression in his voice. “I put myself on the line to help you out of that mess we thought you were in. I put my gavel down for you. I set you up with a killer defense team. You could have murdered the sheriff himself and they would have arranged for you to walk.”

      My lips twitch at the thought. Considering the sheriff is Keelie’s father, perhaps this wasn’t the best example to use while at this venue.

      Noah takes a breath. “I understand that, and I appreciate it.” He looks my way. “But before I step back into my role as a homicide detective—and I will, the department has made it very clear that I am welcome at any time—I’m going to take a moment for some self-reflection. I think this might be a good opportunity to take inventory of my life—of where I’ve been, where I’m going.”

      My heart sinks because I suddenly feel very responsible for this inventory.

      “See there, Lynn?” Cormack all but pokes me in the chest. “Noah wants a wife. Someone who is committed one hundred percent to him and him alone. He doesn’t want Essex’s sloppy seconds.”

      I can’t help but scoff. “First of all, I was with Noah long before I was ever with Everett. And you were with Everett before you were with Noah. You were Essex’s sloppy seconds, not me.”

      Everett cocks his head to the side as he looks to his old stepbrother.

      “Noah, what’s this about?” he asks. “I have been very respectful. And I have no problem with you and Lemon running whatever it is you’ve got into the ground.”

      Noah’s jaw hardens as he looks from Everett to me. “Well, maybe that’s happened. Or maybe it’s time I let the two of you run whatever it is you have into the ground.”

      Carlotta pops up out of the shadows. “Or maybe Mr. Sexy can have her from Wednesday through Monday, and the talking vanilla sundae can have her on Tuesday?”

      I shoot her a look, and she slinks right back to the tent that houses the promise of flat champagne.

      Noah steps up and takes up my hands, his emerald eyes bearing hard into mine.

      “I don’t want just Tuesday with you, Lottie. I want every day.”

      Everett growls, “She was giving you every day. I know it because I saw it.” His words rip right through my heart.

      Everett not only saw it. He felt it.

      I felt it, too.

      Noah’s dimples dig in deep. “I love you, Lottie Lemon. And I’ve missed you like mad since we’ve been apart.” He shoots a quick look to Everett.

      “Oh please,” Cormack grunts. “It’s not like someone’s going to snap their finger and she’s miraculously going to choose between the two of you.” She snaps her fingers to prove her point just as a tiny red light flickers across Everett’s chest.

      “Everett!” I shout at the top of my lungs as I tackle him to the ground.

      I recognize that pinhole of angry light, and I would swear on all of Honey Hollow it was coming from a gun. I know this because Ethel happens to be equipped with that magic laser beam. It roughly denotes the accuracy of impact of where the bullet will land. And there’s not a bullet on the planet that will land on Everett—not on my watch.

      “Lottie!” Noah jumps over me and covers my body with his, and just like that I’m finally in a position in life that I approve of.

      A little girl runs by with a laser pointer in her hand as a boy about twice her age shouts for her to give it back.

      “Well, there’s that,” I say as the three of us sit up.

      Cormack points wildly my way. “She chose Essex! You saw it, too, Big Boss! We saw it with our own eyes!”

      I take Noah and Everett by the hand. “Even if I pick them both, it’s none of your business.”

      Cormack lets out an earsplitting cry of frustration before stalking off toward the bar.

      “I think she needs a drink.” I give Noah’s and Everett’s hands a gentle tug. “And I think the three of us need a vacation. I was invited to judge a bake-off out in Cider Cove, Maine next weekend. Either of you up for joining me?”

      “Maine?” Everett pulls my hand to his lips and lands a kiss over the back of it. “I’m in.”

      Noah nods. “I’m there, too. A vacation sounds exactly like what the doctor ordered.”

      “Good,” I say, giving both of their hands a quick squeeze. “We’ll take Evie, too. I just know she’ll love it. Of course, there will be no stopping Carlotta, and I apologize for any topless shenanigans she might get into right off the bat. The Country Cottage Inn is on the beach. It’s going to be nothing but sun, sand, and good food. Cider Cove, here we come.”

      The three of us lie back on the cool grass and gaze at the velvet navy sky for what feels like hours. The stars twinkle and shine, a few of them even streak across the great expanse.

      And all the while I dream of the warm waters of the Atlantic.

      Of course, I’ll have to pick up a bikini or twelve for the trip.

      Everett will probably walk around shirtless the entire time.

      So will Noah.

      I don’t see a single downside to this.

      Nope.

      Not one.

      *Be sure to pick up the next book, Cake Pop Casualties (Murder in the Mix 22) Today!

      *And read about Lottie’s trip to Cider Cove in Felines and Fatalities (Country Cottage Mysteries 6), a Murder in the Mix and Country Cottage Mysteries crossover!

      *New to the series? Start at the beginning! Cutie Pies and Deadly Lies (Murder in the Mix 1) has you covered! Happy reading!

      *Keep reading for a preview of Bow Wow Big House!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Recipe

          

          Lottie’s Strawberry Shortcake

        

      

    

    
      Hey there, Lottie here! Have I got a recipe for you! My strawberry shortcake has been a tried and true recipe for years, and recently it’s become a favorite for both Noah and Everett. But honestly, I’ve never seen anyone put it away quite like Keelie. It looks as if that little one she’s cooking in her belly has a mean hankering for all things strawberries and whipped cream. I hope you enjoy it just as much and twice over! Happy baking!

      

      Ingredients for shortcake

      3 cups all-purpose flour

      ¼ cup sugar

      3 teaspoons baking powder

      ¾ teaspoons cream of tartar

      1 cup softened butter

      3/4 cup heavy cream

      1 egg beaten

      

      Ingredients for macerated strawberries

      3 cups sliced fresh strawberries (room temperature)

      3 tablespoons sugar

      

      Ingredients for whipped cream

      *garnish for between layers and on top

      

      2 cups heavy cream

      2 teaspoons vanilla extract

      2 tablespoons confectioners’ sugar

      

      Directions for shortcake

      Preheat oven to 350°

      

      In a large mixing bowl combine flour, sugar, cream of tartar and baking powder, softened butter, heavy cream and egg. Mix well. Place into a greased and floured baking pan. (I prefer 8 inch cake rounds but any shape will do.)

      

      Bake 15- 20 minutes until toothpick placed in center comes out dry.

      

      Let shortcake cool to room temperature.

      

      Directions for macerated (fancy word for soaked) strawberries

      Place sliced strawberries in a mixing bowl, stir in sugar. Let sit for 30-45 minutes until natural juices release and sugar has soaked in.

      

      Directions for whipped cream

      In a large mixing bowl add cream. Whip with a mixer on high until stiff peaks are just about to form. Add (beat) in vanilla and sugar until stiff peaks form. Don’t over beat.

      

      I like to place my shortcakes in a footed glass bowl. You can either cut the cake to fit the bowl or cut the cake into two by two inch cubes to create layers. Lay down a foundation of cake, then layer with strawberries and fresh cream. Repeat two more times to create a visual display of alternating layers. Top with whipped cream and garnish with fresh strawberries.

      Enjoy!

      *Be sure to pick up the next book, Cake Pop Casualties (Murder in the Mix 22) Today!

      *And read about Lottie’s trip to Cider Cove in Felines and Fatalities (Country Cottage Mysteries 6), a Murder in the Mix and Country Cottage Mysteries crossover!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preview: Bow Wow Big House

          

          Country Cottage Mysteries 4 Addison Moore & Bellamy Bloom

        

      

    

    
      Have you tried the Country Cottage Mysteries series yet? Each book is a stand alone novel so feel free to jump right in wherever you wish! Here is a sneak peek of Bow Wow Big House. Have fun!
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        Book Description

      

      

      My name is Bizzy Baker, and I can read minds. Not every mind, not every time, but most of the time, and believe me when I say, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.

      

      A doggie fashion show is afoot at the local shelter and hopefully each cute pooch will find a home to call their own. I’ve been enlisted to help out with the endeavor and I’m more than happy to do it. But trouble seems to follow me wherever I go and that body I stumbled upon quickly complicates everything. Not to mention a certain someone is determined to out my ability to read minds, and this time, they just might succeed.

      

      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.

      

      The Country Cottage Inn is known for its hospitality. Leaving can be murder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      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. Like say now for instance.

      If there’s one thing I detest more than whimpering canines, it’s that concoction the caterers are threatening me with. My God, did they bake roaches into those treats?

      I gasp as I inadvertently listen in on the thoughts of the woman before me. Not only did she request that the Country Cottage Café cater platters of brownies to the fundraiser tonight, but Siena Thompson, the woman whose mind I’m currently prying into, owns and operates the Bow Wow Rescue House right here in Cider Cove. And it’s one of the premier rescue houses in all of Maine.

      Emmie Crosby, my lifelong best friend, and I are currently standing in the ballroom of a stately mansion filled with swarms of elegant people dressed to impress one another’s expensive socks off. It’s the night of the big fundraiser set to bring in a nice haul for the rescue shelter, and by the looks of it, every deep pocket in the state has shown up for the event.

      Siena Thompson is a tall redhead with a heavy cleft in her chin and beady dark eyes that seem to be scrutinizing just about everyone at the event, and I have no doubt she’s doing exactly that.

      I clear my throat. “Hello, Siena, my name is Bizzy Baker, from the Country Cottage Inn, and this is my good friend, Emmie. We’ve got the rocky road brownies you requested for the event. Where would you like us to put them?” I ask, holding up the platter in my hand, laden down with chocolate and marshmallow goodness. They are to die for. I should know, I gobbled down about a half a dozen on the way over.

      Siena scowls at the brownies as if they had offended her, before manufacturing a tight-lipped smile.

      “Yes, well”—she takes a breath as she straightens—“my assistant, Winnie, must have requested those rather interesting treats. The refreshment table is right over there. Put them wherever you like.”

      She waves at a couple who just walked through the door holding an adorable Chihuahua before disappearing into the crowd. And as cute as that Chihuahua is, just about everyone here has a furry little purse puppy with them. A few bigger dogs roam the vicinity as well and every last one of them is better behaved than some of the humans here.

      I would have loved to have brought my boyfriend’s dog, Sherlock Bones. He’s a sweet and mild-mannered mutt who would have really got a kick—and a bellyache—from the doggie biscuit bar. Rumor has it, each bone-shaped treat is infused with bacon. Of course, my sweet cat, Fish, would have appreciated it as well, but there are only a small handful of pooches she can tolerate and this venue would have well exceeded her limit.

      It’s the night of the big biannual fundraiser to help raise both awareness and finances for the Bow Wow Rescue House. Tickets were listed at fifty dollars a plate and every last one of them sold out almost immediately.

      Emmie and I each gladly bought a ticket to support the cause, but we ended up missing dinner because we had to redo a batch of rocky road brownies.

      You see, in an effort to lend a helping hand, I decided to make up a batch myself and ended up burning them beyond recognition. They were so thoroughly toasted, you could have swept the ashes up and put them in an urn.

      Once again, my lack of culinary acumen showed as bright as that momentary kitchen fire. Come to find out, turning up the temperature isn’t the best way to speed up the baking process. I should have known better than to set foot in the kitchen. Even though my surname is Baker, it’s sort of an irony at this point. As far back as I can remember, I’ve wanted to create tasty treats like my cookie-slinging bestie, and all of my life I’ve had to defer to her baking brawn.

      Emmie and I share the same long, dark, wavy hair and icy blue eyes. People have mistaken us for sisters for as long as I can remember. We’re both in our late twenties and the similarities don’t end there. We even share the same formal moniker, seeing that Elizabeth is her first name and mine. But in order to evade and avoid confusion, we’ve each happily stuck with our nicknames. And a little Emmie-Bizzy trivia—I was once married to her brother, Jordy, for less than a day. That lapse in judgment involved a drive-thru chapel in Vegas, an Elvis impersonator, and my own brother’s very first case that involved a rush annulment. My brother, Huxley, is a family practice attorney who has garnered a lot of practice from our family alone.

      No sooner do we set our platters down on an elegant table covered in white linen than Emmie pulls me close by the arm.

      “Would you get a load of this place? It’s so elegant and ritzy and—”

      “Haunted.” I nod over at her.

      It’s true.

      The Chadwick mansion is notorious for two things: the sheer girth and opulence of the residence and the fact a murder took place here over fifty years ago.

      “Apparently, Mr. Chadwick, a psychiatrist for the criminally insane, lost his own sanity one night and ended up pushing his wife over the railing from the second floor—and her body landed right out in the foyer.”

      Emmie and I glance over at the wrought iron staircase and shiver.

      “Geez, Bizzy,” she whispers. “Why did you have to bring that up?”

      The Chadwick mansion is expansive inside, pale stone floors, marble entry, and it even boasts of a cavernous ballroom that’s currently ground zero for the charity event this evening. Smooth jazz billows from the speakers as formally dressed waitstaff wander the premises, offering free champagne. There are a bevy of volunteers practically accosting anyone they see in an effort to sell as many raffle tickets as they can in hopes to increase proceeds from tonight’s event. And you really can’t blame them. After all, that is the point of the evening.

      “I brought it up because we both know we were thinking it.”

      “Not true.” She irons out her navy gown with her hands. “I’m actually making an effort not to think of it. You know I hate the idea of a haunted house. I’m the girl that hides under a pillow on Halloween night. This is all too freaky for me.”

      I roll my eyes at that one. “You do not hide under a pillow on Halloween night. You wear the skimpiest costume you can get your hands on and you scour the neighborhood for the sexiest vampire you can—well, get your hands on.”

      She belts out a laugh. “There’s no shame in my vampire game.”

      “That’s what I like about you, Em. You own up to your neck-sucking ways.”

      “I’m not the vampire in the equation, Biz.”

      “It’s never stopped you before.”

      “Touché.”

      But it’s not Halloween, and it’s definitely not October. It’s January and we’re smack in the middle of a cold snap. We’ve been breaking snowfall records all across Maine, and it’s even managed to snow on and off right here on the coast—a rarity in and of itself, some might say a miracle.

      Tonight, we’ve traded our snow boots for high heels and glorified prom dresses. Both Emmie and I went to the local vintage store and picked up long satin gowns. Hers is a stunning navy with spaghetti straps that crisscross in the back and mine is light pink with a giant black bow seated over my rear end.

      “Never mind about the haunted house,” I say, pulling at the neckline on my ill-fitting gown. “I feel ridiculous in this dress. Next time I’m calling tails.”

      Emmie and I couldn’t decide who got which dress in the thrift shop since we’re both the same size, and I was on the losing end of a game of rock, paper, scissors, best out of three.

      That pretty much sums up how we’ve gone through our decision-making process in life, big or small. Emmie’s paper always covers my rock.

      “Ooh, look.” She jabs me in the ribs. “It’s your mom and big sis.”

      No sooner do I turn around than my mother and sister, Macy, pop up next to us.

      My mother, Ree Baker, is impeccably dressed at all times, and this ritzy venue demands nothing different. Her strawberry blonde hair is feathered and highlighted, her denim blue eyes have a youthful sparkle to them, but it’s that dress with its arrestingly dramatic collar that fans up over her shoulders that steals the show. She practically raised my sister, brother, and me on her own, despite the fact our father was very much still in the picture. Recently, she adopted two sweet kittens, Mistletoe and Holly, which amused my siblings to no end since our mother was never one to own a pet. Macy said they were the perfect crazy cat lady starter set.

      “Mom, you look”—an entire dictionary of adjectives swills through my mind, and yet not a one holds water to what I’m actually seeing—“specific.”

      Macy, my older and questionably wiser sister, leans in. “I know, right? I tried to tell her Dynasty called and the witches that ruled the wardrobe department want their costume back.”

      Emmie and I share a quick cackle at my mother’s expense.

      “Ignore her,” I say, pulling my mother in for a hug while giving Macy a quick thumbs-up for the accurate description.

      Macy has dark hair—at the roots—and a dark disposition on life in general. And tonight she has on a little black dress to match her sooted soul. Macy owns and operates a soap and candle shop called Lather and Light just down the street from the inn I manage. And tonight she’s donated a large basket of goodies from her shop to be used as one of the many raffle prizes they have here.

      “So”—Macy leans in with her eyes wide and wild—“did you hear the big news?”

      Emmie looks suspicious as to what my sister might classify as big news. It’s safe to say Macy sees the world through a different set of lenses—and those lenses are usually smudged with a raunchy patina.

      “What big news?” Em asks with trepidation.

      It’s no news to Emmie or me that Macy is the town gossip. But that’s one of the reasons we love and rely on her. She keeps us in the know.

      “Spill it, girl,” I say, and just as we’re about to form a holy huddle, a tornado in a bright red kaftan bursts onto the scene.

      The tornado in the red kaftan would be Georgie Conner, an older woman that I seemed to have acquired in one of my father’s many divorces. Georgie was the mother of one of my father’s wives way back when, and even though her daughter did a spontaneous disappearing act, Georgie decided to stick around and I’m glad about it, too. She wears her gray hair long and wild, and tonight she’s donned a thick line of kohl underneath her eyes and a swath of bright red lipstick that matches her gown. There’s a chunky necklace made of rose-colored sea glass that adorns her neck that Georgie herself handcrafted. Georgie is an artist who specializes in mosaics—sea glass just so happens to be her all-time favorite medium. And she just so happens to be one of the few people who knows that I can pry into other people’s minds.

      “Not without me!” Georgie spikes a crooked finger in the air. “You girls should know better than to let a secret fly without me here to catch it.” She pulls something out of her multicolored tote bag, and whatever it is she’s wielding looks like a macramé tennis racket. She holds it precariously in the air as if she were about to swat Macy over the face. “It’s a dream catcher, and it’s pretty darn good at catching a secret or two as well. Go ahead.”

      Macy closes her eyes a moment. “Touch me with that crooked wand and you’ll be flying right into the atmosphere without your broomstick.”

      “Ooh.” Georgie wiggles her fingers. “A murderous threat right in the very house a murderous threat was made good on. Go on. Let’s hear what else your lying lips have to say.”

      Macy brushes her off as she leans my way. “Word on the restaurant-lined streets is that la madre here dumped that hot to trot boyfriend of hers.”

      “What?” both Emmie and I squawk in unison.

      My mother has been dating my own boyfriend’s brother for a few months now—twisted, I know. His name is Maximus, and he’s the owner of a very trendy restaurant out in Seaview that bears the same moniker.

      Georgie lets out an egregious groan. “Say it ain’t so, Ree!” She claps her hand over her chest as if she had just been shot.

      Mom is quick to wave us off. “It’s true. I just couldn’t take all the late night loving, the early morning affection, the middle of the afternoon—”

      I hold up a hand. “We get it.”

      Georgie scowls my way. “Bizzy is just jealous because she hasn’t rounded out the bases with her own Wilder yet.”

      Macy ticks her head to the side. “I rounded out the bases with two of them.”

      She’s not kidding. Macy quickly had her way with Jasper’s other brothers, Dalton and Jamison. That might sound shocking, but Macy has been known to cycle through men like a crop rotation.

      She looks to Emmie. “Have you taken Jamison out for a test run yet?”

      “I have the right to remain silent.” Emmie makes a zipping motion across her lips.

      “Oh no.” I glance to the ceiling and moan. “Et tu, Emmie?” I knew they were dating. I just didn’t know they were mating. And I’m still hoping I’ve read this entire conversation wrong.

      Georgie leans my way. “Speaking of hot to trot men, don’t tell me you’ve cut a perfectly good Wilder loose yourself, Bizzy.”

      “Not me. Jasper is working late, but he’s coming straight here once he’s through.”

      “Working late?” Macy offers an amused blink. “Bizzy, it’s Saturday. I think it’s time you put a tracking device on that man.”

      I shake my head at the thought. “There’s a huge crime ring the sheriff’s department is looking to break up. Apparently, they’re close. It’s all hands on deck.”

      The lights dim before going on and off, much to the delight of the crowd. And soon a spotlight is focused near the front where a familiar brunette stands holding a microphone.

      “Hello, everyone. My name is Mayor Woods and I’d like to welcome you to the semiannual fundraiser for the Bow Wow Rescue House.”

      A rousing round of applause goes off.

      I give a half-hearted clap, but it’s not because I lack any enthusiasm for the cause. It’s more of a lack of enthusiasm for the mayor. As far back as I can remember, Mackenzie Woods was actually one of my best friends, along with Emmie, despite her evident wicked streak. Then somewhere in middle school she pushed me into a whiskey barrel full of water and a few wayward apples ready to be bobbed, and shockingly, she did it just for the heck of it. Four things came from that near drowning.

      First, I quickly acquired an unnatural fear of being submerged into both large and small bodies of water—which leads to the second thing, my fear of confined spaces. The third thing that developed was a very real distrust of Mack Woods. And the fourth and final gift she inadvertently gave me that day was the ability to read minds. It’s true. No sooner did I emerge gasping from that whiskey barrel than I started picking up on roving thoughts of those that were around me. But I’ve kept that last part to myself for the most part.

      And even though I didn’t technically tell anyone my secret, Georgie somehow managed to wrangle it out of me a few years back. Apparently, a person can only be so intuitive.

      Recently, I’ve learned that my boyfriend’s former best friend, Deputy Leo Granger, happens to share the same odd gift. And as fate and my bad luck would have it, Jasper’s ex-girlfriend, Camila Ryder, somehow garnered this information as well. She cheated on Jasper with none other than Leo, but recently she’s seen the error of her ways and tried tooth and nail to get Jasper back.

      Camila went as far as threatening to expose me if I didn’t relinquish my hold on him. As if I’d break up with a perfectly good homicide detective over a few flimsy threats. But then, true to her rotten word, Camila did make good on those threats. On Christmas Eve, she wrote Jasper a letter and basically told him that both Leo and I share a supernatural gift. Thankfully, Jasper laughed it off and called her insane. But the men who showed up from the Metaphysical Research Department, MRD for short, weren’t laughing. That’s right. Camila had the nerve to call in the feds. As if I’ll ever admit to my ability.

      Two investigators from the MRD came sniffing around the Country Cottage Inn, twice last month—the second time being on Christmas Eve right after Jasper read that ridiculous, yet explosively accurate letter. Jasper chased them away and they’ve yet to be back. But something tells me they will be. And they will want answers.

      Mayor Mackenzie Woods drones on and on, and I can’t help but glance around at the glamorous crowd. A commotion near the entry of the room catches my eye.

      It’s Siena Thomson arguing with a tall blonde, and I watch as the blonde snatches Siena by the wrist and Siena struggles to break free.

      I slip away from the crowd and make my way over to the entry, if for anything, to make sure the two women don’t come to blows.

      “Don’t you ever threaten me again, Mariah,” Siena snips as she steps in close to the towering blonde. “Or I will end you.” She stalks off and I step back, trying to blend into the crowd.

      The blonde glares in the direction Siena disappeared in.

      Oh, honey. Kiss your daddy’s millions goodbye because I will most certainly end you.
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