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      My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead pets. On occasion I see a once upon a human, too, but mostly it’s just cute little furry beasts who have come back from the other side to warn me of their previous owner’s impending doom.

      

      It turns out, everything I thought I knew about my relationship with the man of my dreams was a lie, so when I’m asked to cater sweet treats to a party honoring a very important judge, of course, I dive right in to get my mind off of things. But when I set up the dessert buffet and spot the ghost of a girl I was accused of killing just last month, I realize this night isn’t going to go off without a homicide in its giddy-up. Try as I might to stop it, another murder strikes our community, and not only am I determined to solve this crime, but I’m determined to heal my broken heart, too. In both cases, it seems I’ve bitten off far more cookie than I can chew.

      

      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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      I see dead people. Mostly I see dead pets, but on the rare occasion I do see a dearly departed of the human variety, but right now I see a very alive, very beautiful woman claiming to be my boyfriend’s wife.

      “I’m sorry.” I shake my head, a silly smile floating to my lips. “I’m afraid you have the wrong Noah Fox. This one’s not married.” A flash of heat powers through me, and as much as I want to feel a surge of relief from the words that just spewed from my lips, I strangely don’t feel an ounce of anything even remotely close to it.

      The strawberry blonde before me lifts a well-sculpted brow as if amused by my reaction. Her long hair hovers over one eye, giving her a seductive glamorous look. She has full, pouty lips that most women would take to the needle for, her fitted coat and patent heels offer her a big city appeal, and suddenly I wish this woman, whoever she is, would have stayed just about anywhere but Honey Hollow, Vermont. Certainly, I wish she would have stayed out of my bakery.

      Everett steps up next to me, looking every bit the official judge he is. His commanding presence makes everyone offer him, in the least, a modicum of respect, and this woman is no different.

      “Lemon, I think it’s best we let Noah handle this.”

      I look to Everett, surprised at the calm, casual way he was able to dispense each word.

      The blonde perks to life as she looks toward the walkaway that leads into the Honey Pot Diner, the hometown café that’s connected to the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery through a cutout in the wall.

      “Well, speak of the devil.” Her lips pull back into a wicked grin, her eyes brighten at the sight of him, and it suddenly feels as if I’ve slipped and fallen into a rabbit hole.

      “Noah?” I take a blind step toward the man I love, the one I’ve given my heart and my body to. Noah Corbin Fox and I met about six months ago, and after a rocky start quickly made up for lost time with one another in every spectacular way. Only at the moment, things don’t feel too spectacular. “This woman says she’s your wife. Tell me that’s not true.” A thought hits me like a ton of bricks, and that surge of relief I’ve been craving washes over me like a tidal wave. “Is this your ex-wife?”

      Noah stops short of me, his eyes pinned to the buxom blonde, and I can’t help but note a touch of horror in them.

      “Lottie, I can explain.” He shakes his head as he steps in closer. “Britney? What the hell are you doing here?”

      A husky laugh belts from her as if she were enjoying the show before she turns her attention my way. “Is this your inamorata? You’ve traded me in for a girl? The town baker? You never cease to amuse me.” She bites down on a cherry red lip, and a fireball of embarrassment rips through me.

      “Noah?” My voice breaks, and I hate it betrayed me. “Please tell me this isn’t happening.” I look right into those evergreen eyes of his. Noah is tall, muscular, with dark wavy hair and a face that makes every woman take note of his magnificence in a three-mile radius. It’s felt like a dream to be with someone who’s not only shockingly handsome but shockingly wonderful all the way around—except for the tiny detail about his wife. That’s not panning out to be all that wonderful.

      Noah takes a breath that expires in a sigh, his shoulders sagging as he looks to the woman before us.

      Keelie and my sister, Lainey, stride up behind him.

      Keelie is my bubbly blonde best friend whom I’ve known since birth, and a part of me is glad both Lainey and Keelie are here to witness the spectacle because Lord knows I never want to repeat it.

      “What’s going on?” Keelie demands, and Everett shakes his head her way. “Don’t you tell me no,” she’s quick to scold him. “Lottie?” Her voice hikes to fighting mad levels. “Why does it look as if there’s a hostage situation brewing?”

      The blonde, Britney, laughs. “No hostages here. My husband is just surprised to see me, that’s all.” She blinks a smile my way. “And apparently, his girlfriend is, too.” The room grows cold by ten degrees at least. “A realtor friend of mine let me know there was an opening down the street, and I thought this might be the perfect place to expand my franchise.” She casts a side-eye to Keelie. “I own a string of Swift Cycle workout gyms, and I’m always looking to expand.” She takes a bold step closer to Noah and glides her finger brazenly down his tie. “And now that I’m in town, I’m hoping to win back my husband.” She gives his tie a quick tug and it looks intimate, as if she’s done it a million times, and I can’t stop the tears from blurring my vision. “We’ve been through better and through worse. Now I think it’s time to put the past behind us and focus on rebuilding our family. You have my heart, Noah Corbin Fox, and you have it forever. I’m staying at the bed and breakfast at the edge of town, and I have Toby with me.” She flexes a wicked smile as if to say I’ve got you now.

      “You have Toby?” Noah takes a step toward the door as if he were ready to find this Toby person right this minute.

      I bet it’s her sleazy boyfriend. From what he’s told me in the past, she was cheating on him and he lost his job because he discharged his weapon at the guy’s car. Unless, of course, that was all a lie, sort of the way Noah and I were all a lie.

      “He’s staying with me,” she purrs it out as if it were somehow meant to entice Noah, and I’m back to being confused. “We’ll have breakfast tomorrow and sort everything out.” She tips her head, and a curtain of strawberry blonde hair falls over his chest. Just the sight makes me sick to my stomach. “Unless you’d like to have a nightcap at my place. Second floor, third door to the right.” Her finger glides over his lips. “It will be just like old times.” She heads for the exit and steals all of the oxygen out of the room right along with her.

      “Holy heck.” Keelie takes a step toward Noah and pokes him in the chest. “You’ve got some serious explaining to do, mister.”

      “Noah?” My voice comes out less than a whisper as he steps my way.

      Everett gives him a firm shove to the chest. “Let me guess. You didn’t tell Lemon the truth because it slipped your mind?”

      My adrenaline finally kicks in. A painful knot the size of a blueberry muffin clogs my throat.

      Noah looks to me with his sad eyes pleading for me to understand, but I don’t. I don’t understand any of it.

      “Lottie, I’d like to speak with you alone.”

      “No.” The word bullets from me without my permission. “How could you keep this from me?”

      “I wasn’t trying to keep it from you. Believe me, I’m trying to fix this.”

      “Well, you just made it worse.” I speed to the back, jump into my car, and race all the way home so I can weep all night long.

      And I do just that.
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        * * *

      

      “Banana cake?” Everett asks as the wind does its best to blow us both over.

      It’s the first Saturday night in March, and truly the month has come in like a lion with its windy tail on fire.

      Everett leans into the bakery van he gifted me a few months back as a means to thank me for getting him off the hook of a murder investigation in which he was the prime suspect. I was well on my way to winning a refrigerated van just like this, but the killer was at hand, and I chose the path with the least amount of pie filling. But I digress. Standing before me is the dashing and honorable man who not only gifted me the van but landed me the baking gig I’m about to storm with a truckload of goodies.

      That horrible night at the bakery comes back to me. It’s been five days since the maleficence. Wait, that’s not quite the word. The melee? The outright carnage that ripped out my heart. That’s better.

      It’s been five days of Lainey, Keelie, and yes, Everett all trying to help me Scotch Tape my tattered heart back together in haste. But alas, it was to no avail. It’s shattered to shards, and quite frankly, I don’t think it’s worth salvaging.

      Noah isn’t my first ugly breakup. There was Otis Bear Fisher who was the first to burst my heart open like a piñata. Then there was the New York catastrophe, Curt in Manhattan whom I shared a very brief engagement followed by an explosive breakup. Curt tossed my heart in the air before taking a baseball bat to it and hitting a homer—after which I ironically ran all the way back to Honey Hollow and fell right into the arms of my first true love, baking.

      As for Noah, I haven’t returned his calls, texts, or even bothered to open the door when he came a knockin’. I need space to think things through before I can even hear what he has to say—beyond what I already know. To make things worse, I’ve had to witness The Coffee Cake Break get gutted by a construction crew yesterday. It was the coffee shop that Greer Giles and her friends, Nikki Spencer—who wasn’t Nikki Spencer at all come to find out—and Tinsley Shields, opened up last month. Once Greer was murdered, the place went down the toilet. And after Nikki skipped town, Tinsley gave the key back to the landlord—who in the mother of all ironies might just pan out to be me in the long run, but that’s another story altogether, which involves the death of a woman named Nell Sawyer whom I thought was just a dear friend but turns out was my biological grandmother—actually, aunt if you want to get technical. It also involves the reveal of my biological mother and the fact that I was left half of Honey Hollow and a beach house in Nantucket in Nell Sawyer’s will. The entire legal document is currently being contested by my new uncle William whom I’m pretty sure hates me to the bone.

      But I digress.

      Essex Everett Baxter, Judge Baxter to some, stands tall and vexingly handsome before me, his cobalt blue eyes piercing right into mine. He’s shockingly gorgeous and oozes an unfair amount of testosterone, thus holding the ovaries of every woman in Vermont hostage to his devilish whims. He hardly smiles or shows an ounce of emotion, and I swear on all that is holy it just makes the girls swoon that much harder. When we met, he asked me to call him Everett, as does everyone else with the exception of his exes. They’ve all graduated to referring to him by his proper moniker, Essex. I’ve always said it’s a parting gift he gives them, and I stand by my claim. Everett is a notorious womanizer, and I do mean that in the nicest way. We met last fall when my old landlords took me to small claims court, and he made the wise decision to side with me. We’ve been friends ever since. I may or may not have a propensity to drag him into the homicide investigations that have been thrust my way. And by thrust my way, I mean the ones that I blindly stumble into—by way of a body. It’s been a hectic and somewhat hellish past six months to say the least.

      “Banana cake.” I nod, assuring him that I came twelve boxes strong with the fruity dessert. “You did say that was Judge Shumaker’s favorite.”

      Yesterday, I gave Everett the seemingly innocent task of asking Judge Shumaker what his favorite dessert was, and soon enough regretted it when I realized I would need to purchase every banana I could get my hands on to whip up enough banana muffins to serve up the masses that are bound to show up tonight.

      Everett is throwing Judge Sterling Shumaker a farewell party here at Heritage Hall in Ashford, just across from the courthouse in which they work. It’s gorgeous in this part of Ashford, with its expansive, rolling green lawns tucked among the buildings. A huge fountain sits in the park across the street, backlit with a blue light that gives it an ethereal glow.

      Everett kindly requested that the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery cater all the baked goods for the event, and I was more than glad to oblige him. His friend, Judge Shumaker, was chosen for the district court down in Burlington, which, come to find out, he needed a presidential nomination as well as senate confirmation to fill the seat. Everett made it sound like no big deal, but it is much more than a big deal.

      It turns out, Everett should have been up for the position but was turned down due to his questionable dalliances—i.e., the questionable places I’ve dragged him to in an effort to track down killers of every shape and size.

      I’m not sure I can ever forgive myself for costing him such a big career move, even if Everett insists he doesn’t care.

      “It sure is his favorite, Lemon.” Everett has a propensity of calling me by my surname, and I’ve always thought it was adorable and lends a certain amount of respect between us so I’ve never protested the fact. “Banana cake reigns supreme with Judge Shumaker. He was emphatic about it.” Everett takes ahold of a stack of boxes filled with treats for tonight’s elegant soiree.

      My eyes do a quick sweep of the good judge. Everett has on a long wool coat, one of his signature suits, and a tie that shines like silver in the moonlight.

      “You look great tonight.” There’s a hint of sadness in my voice as I say it. I can’t help it. I’ve been dripping with melancholy ever since Mrs. Britney Fox walked into my bakery.

      “Thank you.” He gives a slight bow. “And you look stunning.”

      Everett is dressed to the nines per usual, and I’ve donned a hip-hugging cobalt blue velvet dress, the exact color of his eyes, an accouterment quite out of the box for me.

      My cheeks heat with the compliment he just flung my way.

      “Thank you.” I pile another box onto his already precariously tall tower.

      He takes a step away then backtracks. “Oh, and Lemon? There’s a surprise for you inside.” He comes shy of giving a wink as he steps toward the open mouth of the kitchen that belongs to Heritage Hall.

      “A surprise?” My voice rises as I animate back to life. “He’s not in there, is he?” I couldn’t help but ask. This last week a mean curveball was thrown right into my gut, and I’m not ready for another one. I’m certainly not ready to come face-to-face with Noah Corbin I’m-Still-Married Fox.

      Everett closes his eyes a moment. “Trust me, I wouldn’t do that to you. I think you’ll like this one.” He winces. “And if you don’t, rest assured I had very little to do with it.”

      “Now you’re scaring me.” I’m only half-teasing as he speeds toward the building.

      “No fear tonight,” he shouts out. “We’re going to have a good time.”

      A small laugh lives and dies in my chest as I gather a stack of boxes to transport myself. I made the mistake of forgetting my work boots—and yes, I’ve paired them with a fancy dress a time or two—so it looks as if I’ll be doing all of my catering in heels this evening.

      “Who’s having a good time with Essex tonight? Would that be you, little Laurie Lemon?” a female calls out from behind me, and I turn to find a familiar brunette looking jarringly beautiful in a fitted white dress and chandelier earrings that sparkle like stars.

      I’m about to correct her and let her know I’m not having that kind of fun with the good judge, but she moves into the light and I see her face for who she is and a scream gets locked in my throat.

      This isn’t your run-of-the-mill party guest looking to lend me a hand or razz me about the good time I may or might not be having with Everett. It’s Greer Giles herself wearing the exact dress she was murdered in.

      And, judging by her ghostly presence, there will most certainly be another murder tonight.
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      “Of all the ghosts in the universe,” I say it mostly to myself, but, holy God up in heaven, I think I just said it to the late Greer Giles as well.

      A cackling laugh bubbles from her, that exact same one she had when she still owned a set of vocal cords to expel it.

      “Holy Moses,” I squeal as I pull her in close as if I were making an effort to hide her presence. She’s every bit herself, same long, luscious dark hair, same glowing gray eyes, same naughty up-to-no-good mischievous smile. “What are you doing here?”

      “You know what I’m doing here, Laurie.” She plucks her arm free from my grasp. “And it’s up to you to figure out who’s going to die.” She snips that last bit mean and nasty right in my face.

      “It’s not Laurie. It’s Lottie, and it’s nice to see eternity hasn’t changed you all that much.” I gasp as a thought hits me. “What’s it like? What happened once you bit the big one? Tell me everything! Leave no celestial detail unturned.”

      She smirks as she grabs a box of baked treats that still needs to be hauled into the buzzing building behind us, and I snatch it right back out of her hand.

      Even though she has a see-through quality about her, she’s still solid and tangible. And not only can I hear her, but judging by the box she just tried to make off with, she can move things, too. It was almost amusing when it was Dutch, the deceased Golden Retriever, and that black bear who once belonged to Eve Hollister moving things around, but now that Greer has been gifted this unholy power, I’m terrified to think of the supernatural possibilities.

      “I can’t tell you.” She scowls at the heavens, and for a moment I’m fearing for her soul. “But I can say that after I was shot by that nasty woman who said those wicked things to me while shoving a cupcake down my throat to keep me from calling for help, I did see myself as I floated out of my body.”

      “I had wondered why she shoved a cupcake down your throat. Of course—you were still conscious. She wanted to silence you.”

      “Boy, did she ever. And thank you, by the way. I hear you’re the reason that lunatic is finally behind bars.”

      My heart aches a little because the poor woman she’s referencing happened to have had a hard life.

      “Anyway”—she tries to open the box of goodies in my hand, and I bat her ghostly fingers away—“the next thing I knew I was flying through the sky, and the rest is a mystery to you until it’s your turn to bite the big one.”

      “But you’re here.” I shake my head in disbelief. “That means something very sinister is about to happen. You have a mission, Greer. You’re to lead me to whoever it is that’s about to meet their maker. Don’t you see? Together we can stop this tragedy from ever taking place. We can take the Grim Reaper by the sickle, and turn in the perp before they ever commit a crime!”

      Her expression sours. “That’s not how justice works, and you know it.” She glances back at the hall alive with music, laughter, and a steady flow of bodies filing in on this chilly March evening. “Would you look at that? Of all the luck. A real live party. It’s almost as if I get to pick up right where I left off. Let me guess? My Essex is waiting inside.” She looks to me and glowers. “He’s never that far from you, now is he?” Her lids drop down a notch as an evil grin glides easily over her features. “I’m betting he’s feeling frisky tonight. What do you think, Lottie? Shall I see if he’s up for playing a naughty game of hide-and-seek with a girl from the wrong side of the celestial tracks?”

      “Oh no, you don’t.” She starts to take off, and I pull her back by the wrist. “You leave Everett out of this. You and I both know that man is always frisky.” A horrible thought flits through my mind. “Oh my word! It’s not Everett you’re here to usher to the other side, are you?” I can hardly catch my next breath just thinking about it.

      She makes a face and takes back her arm. “That’s for me to know and for you to find out.” Greer skips off, and it’s then I notice the dark crimson circle still evident over her back and shudder. Now there’s a grisly detail I wish she didn’t drag along with her.

      “Don’t touch anything!” I shout after her. “And don’t touch any body either!”

      “Lottie?” A voice startles me from my left, and I turn to find my mother and that far too tan—far too bleached toothed, far too controlling boyfriend of hers, Rich Dallas. He has a shock of white hair. His skin is dyed orange, and his teeth move in one large block of chalk.

      “Oh, you scared me.” My hand slaps over my chest, and I close my eyes a moment. Miranda Lemon, my sweet mother, was generous enough to adopt me as an infant. It was her husband, my father, Joseph Lemon, who found me abandoned on the floor of the fire department. Carlotta Sawyer, my biological mother, just sprung back into my life last January, and I’m still not over the trauma and drama.

      Mom squints into the night. “Who were you shouting at?”

      “Just a friend.” I blink a short-lived smile to the two of them. “What are you doing here?” My heart ratchets up to unsafe levels again. Hey? Maybe Rich Dallas here was one of Greer’s naughty customers, and it’s his controlling turn to bite the big one? Greer worked for an escort agency known as the Elite Entourage before she was brutally gunned down. Maybe good old Rich Dallas here had his fair share of demented dalliances with her? I feel terrible for entertaining it and even worse for not feeling so bad about his impending doom.

      Mom waves me off. “You will never believe this, Lottie, but Judge Shumaker and I used to date way back when. This predates your father, of course. It was a silly high school thing that quickly went south. Of course, Sterling went away to some fancy college and met his Jillian, and I met my Joseph, so it all turned out the way it was supposed to.”

      Rich grunts, “Did you see the way that man was looking at you in there?” The whites of his eyes glow with rage, and I can feel the negative energy radiating off him like a primal heat wave. After my mother told me about the twenty-minute check-ins that he required of her, I knew this guy was nothing but smothering trouble. And to think I couldn’t wait for my mother to break up with her last perverted boyfriend. Brad Rutherford was into some really horrific kink, and I wanted my sweet perhaps not-so-innocent mother to have nothing to do with him. But let’s face it. Rich here seems a lot more dangerous than a pair of whips and chains. He looks every bit controlling to the core.

      “Well, my mother is gorgeous.” I shrug as I load their arms with three boxes apiece. “I don’t think you can fault anyone for admiring the view—especially when you’re the lucky man that gets to have her on your arm all night long.”

      My mother chortles like a schoolgirl as she looks to her new beau. “And she does mean all night long.”

      “Gross. Still here!” I say, snatching up the last of the boxes and closing the van.

      I lead the way into the kitchen and quickly work alongside Lily Swanson, the one employee of mine that I managed to convince to join me this evening in getting all the cookies to the dessert station on time.

      Lily is a brunette stunner who just so happens to wear a permanent scowl. She’s best friends with Naomi Turner, who happens to be my best friend Keelie’s twin. Naomi has a long-standing hatred for me, and thus Lily and I have never seen eye to eye either, but she gladly accepted the position at the bakery after a dry spell in her employment history.

      Lily is also the one that introduced me to Greer. They were sorority sisters back in college. The Coffee Cake Break was Greer’s baby. It will be interesting to see what her thoughts are now that it’s closed. Not that I plan on spending copious amounts of time with the ghost in question, but as fate and my transmundane slash supersensual supernatural status would have it, I’m willing to bet that will be the case.

      The party swirls around us, thick with hundreds of guests as elegant instrumental music seeps through the speakers. After what feels like a small eternity, Lily and I finish up with the dessert table and take a step back to admire it.

      “Banana cake.” She shakes her head. “At least you made it look good.”

      “If you sprinkle enough powdered sugar over something, you can make just about anything look good.” I baked them in cupcake tins, and they look like the most delicious muffins you ever did see. “Say, this is quite the dignified crowd, don’t you think?” I nod into the sea of formal gowns. “Sadly, it reminds me of the Hearts of Hope Charity Ball. That was the very last place I saw Greer Giles alive.”

      Lily rolls her eyes. “That girl loved a good party. Believe you me, if she could find a way to show up tonight, she would. This is the exact kind of blowout she liked.”

      I want to say believe you me, she did show up, but I offer up a nervous smile instead.

      A thought comes to me. “Hey? If Greer were here, who do you think she would gravitate to?” I figure I might as well be a little preemptive in my investigation. After all, Greer showed up with both bells and bullets on.

      Lily blinks back as if I struck her. “That’s an odd question, Lottie. But since you’ve been buried under banana cake batter all afternoon, I’ll excuse you.” She makes a face at the crowd. “I don’t know. If I had to guess, there’s only one person she’d cling to.”

      “Who? Who?” I practically crawl on top of her to get my answer.

      “Relax, would you? It’s obviously Essex.” She rolls her eyes again like a thirteen-year-old. Lily and Everett have had an on-and-off-again fling.

      Since Everett is committed to steering clear of relationships in general, he only ever has on-and-off-again flings.

      Those words we shared last month, ironically at Greer Giles’ funeral, come back to haunt me. Everett let me know he had feelings for me—after Noah all but wrangled them from him. And I assured Everett that if things ever went south for Noah and me that I would make a beeline for his mattress. Of course, it was in good fun and I was teasing—for the most part. But now that the moment is here, my heart is too wounded to even think about committing mattress shenanigans with someone else.

      “There he is now.” She points over to the devilishly handsome judge and, sure enough, glued to his side, openly fondling his side, is none other than the ghost of Greer Giles.

      “Thanks for the heads-up. Feel free to hang around tonight. I have a feeling things are about to get interesting.” I head in Everett’s direction and note the blooming crowd around him.

      “Lemon”—he ushers me into his circle with a sweep of his hand—“I’d like you to meet a couple of colleagues of mine.” He nods to an older couple along with a slightly younger looking man beside them. “This here is Judge Sterling Shumaker and his lovely wife, Jillian, and next to her is yet another one of my comrades in judicial arms, Judge Garrett Kremer.” He bows my way. “This is Carlotta Lemon. She’s generously provided the baked goods for the evening.”

      The three of them gasp in unison, and I’m pretty tempted to gasp as well. I realize that Everett is not so keen on calling me Lottie, but Carlotta, really? I’ll relegate that formal treasure to my biological mother, thank you very much. She officially goes by the moniker that was gifted to her by her own mother, Carlotta. It turns out, I’m third gen with the nifty name. But Miranda Lemon, the mother who raised me, aptly chose to nickname me Lottie, and I rather like it.

      “It’s so wonderful to meet you.” I offer a sweet smile their way.

      Greer hangs on Everett’s arm as if it were monkey bars, and he shakes his hand out a moment as if it were falling asleep.

      “There, there, big boy.” Greer slaps his cheek with a wet one. “I’ll find far more creative things for you to do with those hands later.”

      “Oh no, you won’t,” I mutter under my breath, and all three of Everett’s friends look to me with expectation to quantify the sentence with something that remotely makes sense.

      “Judge Shumaker.” The large man with a twinkle in his eyes offers me a quick shake of the hand. He’s tall with a halo of hair on top of his head. His features are handsome, despite his advanced years, and he holds a devilish glow about him. “Can you believe this party? Old Judge Baxter really knows how to roll out the red carpet. He even got Mooney from Mooney’s Roadhouse to work the bar!”

      Everett nods. “Mooney’s Roadhouse happens to be our favorite watering hole in Ashford.”

      Judge Kremer caws out a laugh. “I think we’ve spent more time there than we have at the courthouse!”

      The three men nod as if it were factual, and I have no doubt it is. Everett looks toward the crowded bar and gives a sinewy man with shoulder-length hair a quick wave. I’m guessing that’s Mooney by the way he’s working with a bottle in each hand, pouring out the drinks as fast as he can. He offers a friendly nod our way before getting back to the tequila task at hand.

      Judge Shumaker leans in my way, and speaking of tequila, his breath is eighty proof at least. “And, of course, Everett has had nothing but kind things to say about you, Carlotta.”

      “Has he now?” I look to the ornery judge, a bit taken aback by any kind vocalizations he might have had about me, and bite down on a smile.

      Everett looks my way. “I let Judge Shumaker know you made his requested banana cake for the evening. He swears on his mother’s grave, it’s his favorite.”

      “That’s right”—Jillian, Judge Shumaker’s wife offers—“you know what they say. The way to a man’s heart is straight through his stomach. We don’t have children, so I like to tease that Sterling is my only child.” She stabs her finger into her husband’s belly, and he nearly doubles over.

      “Geez.” Judge Shumaker comes up laughing. “I’d better watch it around this one. I think she’s gunning for me!”

      We share a warm laugh while the other man, Judge Kremer, offers me an all too friendly nod. He’s boyishly handsome, wide blue eyes like Everett’s, but his face looks red around the nose and cheeks as if he’s enjoyed one too many of those jewel-toned drinks he’s nursing in his hand.

      “It’s very nice to meet you, Carlotta. I’m sure your desserts are just as sweet as you are. In fact, I’m off to indulge right now.” He presses in close with no regard whatsoever for my personal space. His breath reeks of tequila, and those large eyes of his are suddenly glossed over with lust. “If that banana cake is as good as it looks, you’ll have to save me a dance.”

      A choking sound emits from my throat. “I guess I’ll do just that.” But it’s the last thing I feel like. It looks as if I’ll have to make myself scarce sooner than later.

      He takes off for the dessert table, and I’m secretly hoping he never comes back. Hey? Maybe Greer is here to give him a ride to the other side, and I won’t have to worry about dancing with the sleazeball after all? And sadly, I only feel a tiny smidge guilty for thinking it.

      Greer grazes her blood red claws over my shoulder. “It looks like someone is getting lucky!” Her voice trills before she dips a kiss to Everett’s cheek, and he swats his face as if he were chasing a fly.

      I smirk in her direction as if to say take that.

      “Excuse us,” Jillian says, her eyes set to someone in the crowd as she and her other half float away.

      “What was that about?” I ask as Everett and I crane our necks that way.

      “See that redhead?”

      I stand on my tiptoes and spot the judge and Jillian openly arguing in front of a tall redhead with her hair so short it’s buzzed around her ears.

      “That’s Maureen Taylor,” he whispers. “She’s a secretary down at the courthouse. Rumors have been flying.”

      Judge Kremer comes back with a half-eaten banana muffin in his hand. “The rumors would be true.” He glowers over at Judge Shumaker and his wife. “And they passed me over for an old stink bomb with no morals? I think the president and the senate need to rethink their values.” He stalks off into the crowd.

      Everett looks my way and frowns. “Kremer didn’t get it because he’s got a DUI on record. Shumaker might be loose with his wedding vows, but there’s no record of it. They like ’em clean—at least on the surface.”

      Greer moans into him. “I like ’em clean, too. In fact, I think I’ll lick this one clean myself.” She openly glides her tongue over Everett’s cheek, and I bat her away.

      “Do you mind? Everett is off-limits. O-F-F. Now, go do whatever it is you’re supposed to be doing. I’m pretty sure it’s not gnawing on whomever you please.”

      Her cheeks pinch pink as if she actually had an ounce of blood in her. “But—”

      “No buts.” I stomp the ground between us, and she up and vanishes in a cloud of glittery dust. “That will do.” I turn to Everett, only to find his eyes as wide as frying pans.

      “Lemon?”

      I’m quick to wave him off. “It’s Greer Giles.” I wrinkle my nose when I say her name, and he takes in a sharp breath.

      “You mean?”

      I nod. “She’s back, and she’s gunning for you. I mean, not really. I don’t think you’re in any danger.” A breath catches in my throat as the thought becomes a stark reality. “Dear God, we have to encase you in bubble wrap. I’m taking you home right this minute!”

      “Someone is going to die tonight, Lemon.” His dark brows dip down as he gives everyone in the vicinity a menacing look. “Make her tell you who.”

      “I tried that and, believe you me, she’s just as uncooperative in the next life as she was in this one.”

      “I can get her to talk.” He glances around as if trying to locate her. “Tell her to come here. I’m sure I can get just about anything out of her.”

      “Fine.” I crane my neck and spot her near the dessert table along with Judge Kremer and Judge Shumaker, both of whom suddenly look red-faced and angry.

      Hey? Maybe they’re both hitting the jewel-toned drinks a little too hard.

      I’m just about to drag Everett along for the supernatural ride when the tall redhead with the buzz cut comes over. The closer she gets, the more obvious her beauty is. Sure, she’s about my mother’s age, but you can tell she takes all the right measures to make sure Father Time keeps walking in the opposite direction.

      “Judge Baxter.” Her tone is curt and to the point. “Can I have a word with you?”

      I nod up at him. “I’ll be right back.” I take off for Greer Giles’ pastures, and no sooner do I get to the dessert table than she’s gone, right along with Everett’s cohorts in judicial crime.

      “Lottie!” Mom runs up, her forehead wrinkled with distress. “Have you seen Rich? I can’t find him anywhere.”

      “Not since I last saw him with you. Why?”

      “Oh, he’s fighting mad. I made the mistake of making small talk with Judge Shumaker and his wife, and Rich did not approve of that one bit.”

      “Mother! What are you doing with that lunatic? He’s clearly a control freak, and that kind of crazy simply has no place in your life. I never thought I’d say this, but I’d much rather you battle it out with Carlotta over that horny toad, Mr. Rutherford, than have you spend another moment in Rich Dallas’ psychotic arms.”

      Her shoulders do an odd little bounce, and she gets a faraway dreamy look in her eyes. “He does have rather strong arms.”

      “Ugh!” I give an exasperated cry before scouring the vicinity for Greer once again.

      “Speaking of ugh, no offense, but please do not make these banana cake muffins for Lainey’s engagement party next weekend. They’re comfort food, Lottie, and I want Lainey’s party to be nothing but the utmost elegant soiree.”

      “Duly noted.” And I’m much relieved that I won’t have to endure another banana hunt before next weekend.

      “Meg is coming in for the event.” She lifts her hand to her lips, and I suck in a quick breath of excitement.

      “No kidding? I thought you said she’d be here closer to my birthday.” My twenty-seventh birthday is fast approaching in a mere couple of weeks. But to think I’ll get to see my little sister Meg as soon as next weekend makes me want to burst into a million happy little confetti hearts.

      Suffice it to say, it’s been an emotional roller coaster since Noah sliced up my heart, so this surge of unmitigated bliss is much needed.

      Meg has been working the Las Vegas female wrestling circuit as Madge the Badge for the last few years. I haven’t seen her since last May when Lainey, my mother, and I all trotted ourselves to the armpit of hell, otherwise known as Nevada. Don’t get me wrong. I can appreciate a good heat wave as much as the next girl, but Mother Nature had the heat set to toast, and it was not a good look on the three of us.

      I check my phone for the time, and it’s just about eight. “Will you excuse me for a moment? It’s time for me to refresh the desserts.” We part ways, and I head down a dark hall in the back that leads to a shortcut to the kitchen, but just as I’m about to step inside, the sound of escalating voices stops me cold. Sounds like men. Angry men. I peer in, only to find the guest of honor himself going at it with a tall shadowed figure, so I opt to head to the kitchen the long way. No sooner do I refill every dessert platter until it’s brimming with banana cake than I spot Greer Giles and her pristine white dress—save for the gunshot wound—traipse right out the front door, and I have a very bad feeling about this.

      “What in the heck?” I take off like a bullet after her—pardon the deadly pun—threading my way through a jostling crowd, thick with laughter and a tad too much cologne. I finally hit the exit, and the air outside baptizes me with an icy mist, the streets slicked with dew.

      “Over here, dumdum!” Greer shouts from the fountain at the park across the way, and I can’t help but glower at her.

      “I might be a dumdum, but you’re the one who’s dead.” I meant to say it to myself, but my heart is racing, and my adrenaline charging at a thousand miles a minute. No sooner do I land, panting by her side, than I see him.

      Facedown in the overgrown fountain is Judge Sterling Shumaker. And as evidenced by the excessive amounts of sanguine liquid curling around him—he is most certainly dead.
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      “Oh my goodness!” I pull Greer back from the horrible sight as if protecting her from the grisly nature of the poor judge’s demise.

      “Lottie?” a deep voice shouts my name over the expanse that divides the park from Heritage Hall. “What’s going on? Is it Greer?”

      “Ooh!” Greer enlivens, and her entire extraterrestrial body begins to glow. “He knows about me!” Her dark hair shimmers down her back like a trail of dying stars.

      Everett spots the body tipped over in the fountain and freezes. “My God.” He wastes no time in pulling Sterling Shumaker out of the water and landing him on the lawn. While Everett does his best to revive him, I put a frantic call in to 911. Soon enough, the night is lit up with the fracture of red and blue lights that patrol cars can only bring. The fire department shows up, as does an ambulance, and an entire herd of Ashford County Sheriff’s Department fills the scene. A crowd of elegantly dressed people hemorrhage out of Heritage Hall, and the entire vicinity is strewn with chaos.

      The wind howls as it presses through the city, and it feels as if it’s trying to punish us all for the gruesome crime committed here tonight.

      My mother latches onto me. “Lottie! What’s happened?” She seals her hand over her mouth once she sees it. “Please tell me you didn’t find another one.”

      My mouth opens and closes as I try to spot Everett. Last I saw he was speaking with Jack Turner, Keelie’s father, who just happens to be the captain of the sheriff’s department. I’m pretty sure I’ll be the next one Jack wants to speak with. I’m afraid I’m all too familiar with the drill.

      Mom moans, “Tell me that’s not Sterling.” Her hands clamp around her throat. “My God, you don’t think Rich did it, do you?”

      “Rich?” My mind bounces, trying to place the name. I’ll be the first to admit I’m in a bit of shock. This might not be the first dead body I’ve stumbled upon, but it doesn’t mean I’m getting used to it. Rich Dallas! “Mother, you don’t think that psychotic soon-to-be ex did this, do you?”

      “I suppose anything is possible. Rich has been known to—”

      “Has been known to what?” a rough voice bellows from behind, and my mother jerks to find the not-so-great love of her life stalking from behind.

      “There you are.” She pats him down as if looking for the murder weapon. “And you’re clean and dry. Oh, thank heavens. You have no idea about the dark and dirty places my mind just strayed.”

      He gives a gritty laugh as he pulls her in tight. “If your mind is taking a turn for the dirty, I suggest we hightail it out of here. I don’t like the looks of whatever is going on over there.” He glares at the sheriffs as they pull a neon yellow string of caution tape across the fountain as if it offended him.

      “You’re right.” Mom gives me a quick kiss to the cheek. “Let us take you home, Lottie. I can’t be here with the firefighters and the sheriffs all gathering around like this.”

      “No, actually. I think I need to stick around for a bit.” I spot an all too familiar dark frame heading this way, and everything in me seizes. I’ve been artfully avoiding Noah since the incendiary incident at the bakery, and I have a feeling there will be no artful way out of our next untimely meeting.

      Mom moans, “Have it your way, but please make sure that kind judge of yours takes you home, Lottie. I don’t like the idea of my baby girl out in the night with some crazed lunatic running loose.” She offers me a quick squeeze of an embrace before Rich Dallas pulls her close and stalks off with her as if she were his most prized possession—possession being the operative word.

      Everett jogs up just as they leave. His jacket is long gone, his shirt soaking wet and stained pink from Judge Shumaker’s blood. Before he can say a word, Noah lands in front of us.

      Noah’s muscular frame looks large and menacing in the night shadows. His brows form a single line as he looks to Everett with discontent before he softens and looks to me.

      “Lottie, I need to speak with you.” Noah’s dimples press in. “Official business.”

      “I didn’t do this. I was following”—Greer makes a face behind Noah as if she knows she’s got me—“I was following a noise, and I found him in the fountain.”

      Noah winces at his old stepbrother. Noah and Everett were once related by marriage, and during their brief tenure as stepbrothers they had a falling-out about a girl Noah supposedly stole from Everett. The fallout was ugly and rather permanent at that.

      “Everett, you’re soaking wet. Captain Turner let me know you were the one that plucked him out of the fountain. Where were you just before you came out this way? Were the two of you together?”

      “No.” I shake my head.

      Noah leans in toward Everett. “Was anyone with you? Were you in a crowd?

      Everett gives a slow blink. “Are you accusing me of killing Judge Shumaker?”

      “He didn’t do it!” Greer scoffs as she socks Noah right through his arm, a disconcerting sight. But I’m thankful she didn’t employ her ability to affect the material world.

      Everett takes a bold step forward. “Because if you are, your investigation is already off to a terrible start. I didn’t do this and neither did she. Why don’t you go and question some of the guests that were here tonight? I believe his wife is still on the premises. And if you have anything at all you need to ask Lemon, I suggest you have Detective Fairbanks do the honors. Lemon doesn’t need to speak with you until she’s good and ready.”

      Noah glowers at Everett. I’m pretty sure if the place weren’t crawling with every authoritative figure in Ashford County, he would try his best to bash him through a tree.

      “According to Captain Turner, you don’t have an alibi, and you don’t have anyone to back up your story. I’m giving you an opportunity to rectify that or else I’ll need to take your clothes in. They have Shumaker’s DNA on them.”

      “Because I yanked him from the fountain,” Everett roars, and a small group of partygoers turn to look this way. “The guy has at least a dozen stab wounds, and they were all bleeding out at the time.”

      Detective Ivy Long Legs Fairbanks strides on over with her auburn hair pulled back into a bun, her svelte frame accentuated with a pair of riding pants and a fitted pea coat. She looks ready for a day in the English countryside, and how I wish that were where she was. She’s stunning in an obvious way, and sadly that makes me dislike her all the more. I wonder what she thinks of Noah’s wife popping back into the picture? I bet she’s thrilled that we’re no longer together. Just thinking about it pains me. Ivy Fairbanks is Noah’s partner in homicide solving crime. They work as a team at the Ashford Sheriff’s Department.

      “Carlotta.” She bats her lashes while looking to the sky. “Captain Turner filled me in on the situation.” She looks to Everett. “Judge Baxter, I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to come with me.”

      Everett glowers at the two of them a moment. “Lemon, call me if you need to.”

      They take off, and it’s just Noah and me. The air feels stiffer, and despite the fact it’s near freezing temperatures, a heat wave rides through me.

      The evergreens seem to crowd around us and offer up shelter from the wind whistling through, and Greer has thankfully trotted off with Everett. Greer, whom I see now was Judge Shumaker’s favorite pet. Disgusting. My guess is they hit it off through that escort service she worked through, the Elite Entourage. It looks like Maureen Taylor wasn’t the only one he was getting some side action from, although I don’t really know the timeline of his affairs nor do I want to.

      Noah and I are far enough from both the crowds and the body—poor Judge Shumaker, stabbed to death. It’s such a violent way to go, it’s downright terrifying.

      Noah gently cradles my arm with his hand, and I jerk away as if it were a reflex.

      “Sorry.” He swallows so hard his Adam’s apple rises and falls. “Lottie, I’m still me. I promise, nothing has changed.”

      “You’re still you? If you’re using you as a replacement word for imposter, then you’re spot-on. Because that’s who you are to me. The Noah I knew wasn’t married. At least that’s what you wanted me to believe.” I take a daring step toward him. “And if you were in the process of getting a divorce, you could have told me.”

      “It’s a bit more complicated than that. By the time I went to file, I had already lived outside of Ohio for six months—it has something to do with residency requirements. Basically, I found myself in a legal bind and was in the process of trying to fix it.”

      “Yeah? Well, your wife stated plainly that she was interested in repairing your family.” My voice breaks as I say it. The thought of Noah having a family with anyone but me doesn’t sit well.

      “I’m not. We’re not. I have Toby—my Golden Retriever—at my place and Britney takes care of him during the day. I want you to meet him. I know you’d fall in love with him.” That last bit comes out quiet, tired, as if he already knows I’ll refuse his offer.

      “I don’t know. I’m still grieving a Golden Retriever of my own.” It’s true. Dutch was Tanner Redwood’s trusty dog, and even when Tanner’s killer was revealed, Dutch stayed on with me for months. I ended up so emotionally attached that I claimed him as my own and garnered myself a world of bad luck. It turns out, this—thing I am, transmundane, further reduced to supersensual—means I see the dead, either human or creature, and they often come back to signify some dark harbinger for their previous owner. Apparently, I’m not supposed to get too attached or really, really bad things happen, like your boyfriend suddenly winds up married to someone else.

      Noah’s brows furrow. “That’s fine. I thought he might like Pancake and Waffles, though. He’s good with cats.”

      Pancake and Waffles are my sweet Himalayans. Both were gifted to me by Nell Sawyer, the only person in the world who knew about my gift up until Everett. Pancake was mine right from the get-go, but when Nell passed away, she bequeathed Waffles to me as well.

      “Maybe. I don’t know. I’m pretty sure I shouldn’t be scheduling play dates for our pets when we’re not even dating anymore. You do realize it’s frowned upon to date around on your wife.” I couldn’t help it. He had it coming.

      His lips purse a moment, those very lips I’ve tasted a hundred times. Noah and I took our relationship to the next level last Christmas and, boy, am I ever regretting it.

      My stomach sours as if calling me out on the lie.

      Noah steps in close until his cologne permeates me like a cloud, and I feel the warmth of his body as sure as if he were holding me. Every last cell in my body aches to wrap my arms around him.

      “Lottie, I have to fix this with you.” The muscles in his jaw tense and pop. His chest heaves as if he were struggling to maintain his emotions. Noah is unfairly handsome. I shouldn’t be surprised that another woman is clawing to be a part of his life and I’m not. I’m just shocked to see the woman in question is legally bound to him.

      “You can’t fix this.” My own chest bucks with emotion. “You had an opportunity when we met, and you cleverly chose to evade it.”

      “That’s not true. Hell, maybe it is. I’m sorry. I can’t apologize enough.” His eyes flash with the glint of tears, and I force myself to look away.

      “If you’re through with me, Detective Fox, I would like to go home.”

      Noah steps in front of me and bows in to carefully capture my gaze. His serious eyes hook to mine. “You and I both know you’ll be investigating this murder in order to get Everett off the hook.”

      My mouth opens as if to protest, but I swiftly close it. He’s got me there.

      He gives a curt nod. “Off the record, I approve.”

      “What?” Noah has never approved of me drilling into one of his cases.

      “That’s right.” He presses those lime green eyes into mine, and I can feel him penetrating all the way to my soul. “And you’ll be doing it with me.”
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      Honey Hollow is besieged by what appears to be the windstorm of the century. The evergreens across from the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery are all swaying hard to the right, and if the wind picks up any more, it will snap them all in half. A recycling bin must have been knocked over down the street because every now and again errant cans, empty bottles, even an empty gallon of milk or two go whistling by in haste.

      Earlier I witnessed Cascade Montgomery nearly getting knocked flat against the building as she battled her way from her car to the shop she inherited, The Busy Bee Craft Store. Cascade’s cousin, Merilee Simonson, was my landlord. She and her sister were giving me the big heave-ho for no good reason. They took me to small claims court on the same premise, and that’s when I met Everett. It’s also about the time I stumbled upon my first body, Merilee herself.

      I shake all thoughts of that horrible day out of my mind as I get back to stocking fresh baked goodies back onto my shelves. I made batches upon batches of banana muffins because morbidly enough they’ve been selling out like mad. I steal a quick glance out at the bakery itself—the butter yellow walls look practically scrumptious themselves and the mismatched pastel furniture look as delicious as nonpareils.

      Lily wipes her forehead down with her arm as the last of the afternoon rush leaves the store. “You really have to choose wisely next time. This town is going to run out of bananas.”

      “What do you mean choose wisely?” I ask, taking a break from the task at hand.

      “You don’t know?” Lily’s brow hikes into her forehead like a fishhook.

      I give a quick glance out at the café as a majority of the crowd heads for the exit and steps into a waiting van outside our door. I can’t help but twist my lips at the sight. Sure, Honey Hollow has more than its fair share of tourists at any given time of the year, but that bus—it reminds me of the fact that just last month my mother sent over a busload of tourists who had paid a king’s ransom to partake in her haunted B&B tour.

      I suck in a sharp breath as I connect the bloodied dots, ignoring the bell chiming on the front door, most likely indicating yet another onslaught.

      “Tell me that my mother has nothing to do with this,” I hiss so fast it all sounds like one long word.

      Lily opens her mouth, but before she can answer, Carlotta Sawyer—so not the mother in question—pops up to the register.

      “I didn’t have a thing to do with this.” She chortles freely to the woman standing beside her, a windblown Rhonda Gilbert. Rhonda is Honey Hollow’s one and only florist, the proud owner of The Enchanted Flower Shop. She is forever dressing to represent the next upcoming holiday, thus the cozy mint green cardigan with shamrocks the size of my hand sewn over it. I’m thinking Rhonda makes the felt cutouts herself and sews them onto her garments. But nevertheless, she’s always the cheeriest person you’ll meet on Main Street. She wears a tight perm, has large marbled blue-green eyes, a wide smile, far too many teeth, a long giraffe-like neck, and a laugh that can be heard for miles.

      “Hi, Rhonda,” I say, choosing to ignore Carlotta momentarily. “You just reminded me I need to devote an entire pastry shelf toward shamrock-themed treats.”

      Lily clicks her tongue. “That might actually work.”

      “What are you talking about?” I can’t help but emote my frustration. My entire day has been wonky ever since I spotted Britney, Noah’s non ex-wife, leaving his place at the crack of dawn. I couldn’t help but think it was something akin to the walk of shame—but since they’re legally married, I suppose it’s the furthest thing from the truth. The only one ashamed to be in the situation would be me. A few months back, I moved across the street from Noah, because at the time it seemed like a genius idea, and Everett just so happened to purchase the home next door to mine. It was a trifecta of happiness for a time, and now it’s just awkward.

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you”—Lily scoffs with exasperation—“those people who came in here and gobbled up all of your banana cake? Your mother is sending them over and suggesting they order Judge Shumaker’s favorite dessert from your bakery.”

      “A dessert of doom tour.” Carlotta giggles as she nestles herself into her white fur-lined winter coat. “How morbid,” she says it sultry as if it were alluring to her.

      Lily makes a face. “She actually bills it as—the last thing they ate tour. She’s got a graph with the victims’ names and the items from your bakery they were found with.”

      Rhonda gags as if she might vomit. “That’s abominable! How could Miranda Lemon do something so disturbing?”

      Lily shrugs. “She wants them to feel as if they get their eighty dollars’ worth.”

      “Eighty dollars?” Rhonda’s face goes pale. “A person?”

      “That’s right,” I say, gifting each Carlotta and Rhonda a banana cake muffin. “My mother is making a killing.” I wince at the terrible pun. “Sorry.”

      Rhonda takes a bite out of the muffin in her hand and moans. “So good. Hey”—her marbled eyes brighten as she looks to me—“can you arrange for the next murder in Honey Hollow to take place at The Enchanted Flower Shop?”

      My mouth falls open, and the bell chimes again, only it’s not an entire herd of murder-hungry tourists. It’s Detective Noah Fox.

      Carlotta leans in. “Looks as if things are about to get Foxy.”

      “I can assure you they are not. Lily can you help, Detective Fox. I’m a bit busy.”

      “Ooh”—Carlotta wiggles her fingers with delight. “Rhonda, why don’t you get us some coffee and find a seat? I’d like to have a quick word with my daughter.”

      Noah steps over, those serious eyes of his pin to mine, and I can’t help but note a touch of hurt in them. “Lottie, can I speak to you as well?”

      Carlotta holds up a finger. “I believe I asked first.”

      She quickly steps behind the counter and whisks me just deep enough into the kitchen to secure our privacy. But I’m still watching as Noah collects a banana muffin and a cup of coffee and hightails it to a window seat. He slumps over himself, looking every bit dejected, and shockingly that simply makes every female in the place crane their neck to get a better look at him. There is nothing hotter than a brooding detective, and he knows it. So not fair.

      Carlotta steps in front of me and blocks my view. I don’t know whether to thank her or shove her out of the way. I’m leaning toward the latter, but I gently scoot her to the left a few inches instead.

      “Guess who’s going to get a little supersensual this Saturday?” She shakes her chest as if it were a sexy upcoming event. My God, please tell me this is in no way sexy.

      “Is that a meeting?”

      “Yuppers.” She gives a little hop, and I can’t help but frown at her word choice.

      “My mother taught me to never trust a person who says yuppers. Now, where is this supersensual shindig taking place so I can crash it like a plate glass window with a semi-truck?”

      She makes a face. “No fatalities allowed. If I bring you along, you need to play nice. This isn’t one of your Lottie Lemon mystery shows where you discover a corpse. If the FBI gets a whiff of the transmundane community because of you, there’s bound to be a bounty on your head and it won’t be pretty.”

      “Duly noted. Now, where’s the meeting? What do I bring? What do I wear? I’d bring Pancake and Waffles, but they generally dislike people, and I don’t have a single pointy hat in my wardrobe.”

      She swats me on the arm, that lookalike face of mine looking at me agog. “Good thing because we ain’t witches, honey. Bring yourself. Wear your soul.” She gives a little wink as she starts to trot off.

      “Whoa.” I catch her by the arm and reel her back. “Where is this supernatural wonder taking place? And how I do know my privacy will be protected? In this age of insta-everything, my cover could be blown sky-high as soon as I walk through the door.”

      “It won’t.” She slaps my hand away. “I can’t tell you. It’s a secret location. Changes every time, so no need to worry about being infiltrated. I’ll pick you up here at eleven a.m.” She leans in close, wrinkling that twin nose to mine right at me. “Don’t be late!”

      Lily comes in as Carlotta barrels off into the café. “Your boyfriend is here.”

      I groan as I head on out, just dreading the fact Noah wants to speak with me. Not only do I not wish to speak to him, but I certainly do not wish to work on Judge Shumaker’s case with him. That’s why I have—

      “Everett,” I say, stunned as I look up at the stately handsome devil with his lids hanging heavy over those clear blue eyes. I glance past him as Noah’s chest expands the length of two football fields. Why does it suddenly feel as if a fistfight is about to break out?

      “Lemon.” He nods my way.

      “Can I get a treat for you?”

      “Yes.” He manufactures a pleasant, albeit short-lived smile. And just like that, his lips curve upward with wicked intent. Everett is a testosterone bomb that takes down every estrogen-bearing being in a twelve-block circumference. And right now, it’s no different. I swear on all that is holy, between Noah and Everett, the poor women in the shop are getting a serious case of whiplash.

      Everett takes a step closer to the counter. “I need a date for tonight, and I was hoping you would accompany me.”

      Lily gives an exasperated sigh as she looks my way. “Well, Lottie? Everyone knows you don’t keep a man like Essex waiting.”

      My lips part as I glance to Noah. Judging by the steam coming out of his ears and off his entire person, a volatile sight if ever there was one, it’s obvious he heard.

      “A date?” My heart thumps right up into my throat. Everett and I have pretended to be on plenty of dates, but never anything official since I was technically dating Noah—a very married man. But now that Noah is seemingly enjoying his wife into the late hours of the night, leaving her scrambling for the door at ungodly hours… “Where would you like to take me?”

      No sooner do the words leave my lips than the door bursts open and a tall bodybuilder of a woman with long black tresses and bright blue eyes gives a menacing growl while flexing her arms in front of her chest as if it were an act of war.

      “Meg!” I scream at the top of my lungs as I race on over and land the world’s biggest hug over my sweet—yet slightly scary younger sister. “My God, is it really you?”

      “I’m no deity.” She pulls back and gives me a hearty wink. “It’s just me, Madge the Badge, coming to do a couple of good old-fashioned takedowns in Honey Hollow.” She does a quick survey of the vicinity and stops once she spots Everett. “I know you. You’re Mr. Sexy. Lottie flashed the phone your way during that naked couples’ massage the two of you had last month.” She snickers as if she could still visualize him in the buff. It’s true. Meg and I were Facetiming for a portion of the scantily clad event.

      She thrusts her hand his way. “Meg Lemon,” she says as they engage in a healthy shake. I’m just glad she seems to be going easy on Everett. “Break my sister’s heart and I’ll break both of your arms.”

      Everett pulls back his lips a moment. “Unfortunately, the detective your sister was dating has indeed broken her heart.” He nods toward Noah who’s currently making his way over. Dear God, this cannot end with broken bones in my bakery!

      Meg makes an odd sound, something between a moan and a choo-choo train pulling out of the station, before stomping over to the perp in question.

      “Did you break my baby sister’s heart?” she shouts each word so earth shatteringly loud every customer outside of the ones with a very vested interest in the outcome run out the door.

      Noah’s head inches back a notch. His eyes close a moment before he blinks back to life and looks right at my caustic baby sister.

      “Yes.” He steps over to me. “And I’m very sorry about it, too.” He glares over at Everett. “A date? It’s nice to know you’re subtle.”

      Everett huffs, “I didn’t have anything to do with your wife coming back into town. Don’t get mad at me because you screwed up a good thing.” He looks my way. “The Widow’s Walk is playing at the Ashford Theater. I can pick you up at six.”

      Meg intertwines her arm through mine. “We’ll be there.”

      “We?” I look over at my sweet yet slightly overprotective sister.

      “Yes, we,” she gravels it out like a threat. “I’ll rustle me up an old boyfriend and score some tickets.” She shoots her pale blue eyes up at Everett. “I can get tickets to the most sought-after show on Broadway within a half hour of curtains up.” Her gaze narrows menacingly over his. “I have my sources. They can do many, many things.”

      Everett’s brows peak. “Then I will see you at the theater come seven thirty. I like you,” he muses without so much as a smile. That’s Everett in a nutshell.

      Noah steps in and glares hard at Everett as if he too had his sources—his right fist and his left. “I’ve got news for you, Judge Baxter. You are the only suspect on my list, and I just might need to drag you in for questioning tomorrow night.”

      A breath hitches in my throat. “Don’t you dare,” I snip. “This will be ten paces backwards for us if you entertain the idea twice.”

      Noah expels a deep breath, his lips pulling back as if he just received the best news. “Hear that, Everett?” But he doesn’t take his eyes off me. “She said us. Because we’re still happening. Maybe we can speak soon, Lottie. Call me anytime. Come over. I’ll pick up a pizza for us or we can order in.” He looks to Everett, his features turning caustic on a dime. “And that, my friend, would be a real date.”

      Noah takes off, and I watch as he climbs into his truck and barrels down the street.

      I don’t think that would be a date, but it’s too late to correct him.

      I’m pretty sure it would be classified as an affair.

      And if there’s one thing I’m not interested in being, it’s the other woman.
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      “I’m as mad as a March hare at a tea party when it comes to the theater,” Greer Giles proclaims as she latches herself onto Everett’s arm. “March hare. See what I did there?” She loses herself in a giggle-fit while attempting to climb Mount Baxter.

      “I see,” I whisper, looking right up at Essex Everett Baxter looking every bit the handsome prince against the backdrop of a velvet navy night. The winds have died down just enough for my hair to stop blowing every which way. We’re standing just outside of the Ashford Grand Theater as an entire bevy of glammed up women and men hustle inside to escape the frigid air. Everett has a wool coat over his suit. The moonlight shimmers over his silver tie as if it were water.

      “I see you, too.” His lips twitch. “And if I haven’t mentioned it already—you are stunning, Lemon.”

      “Why thank you.” I do a little curtsy in my simple hip-hugging dress with a long black velour coat that is to date my most prized possession from Honey Hollow’s premier vintage shop, Second Chance. Everett’s spiced cologne hits me in all the right places as I swoon into his watery blue eyes. It’s not a wonder that Everett knows how to slay the girls and leave them with a hop to their step. He’s gorgeous, wealthy, educated, and have I mentioned handsome to a devilish fault? It’s clear that he is indeed the total package.

      Noah flits through my mind. He’s all of those things minus the wealthy. But what he lacks in monetary funds, he makes up for in matrimonial paperwork. On his way to a divorce or not, I heard his wife. She wants to mend fences. Who am I to stand in the way of her God-given right? Noah should have spilled the wedded beans the day we exchanged our life stories—or at least somewhere between our first kiss and way the hay before we hit the mattress. The nerve of that married man.

      Everett frowns, a look that makes him that much more comely. Honestly, there’s not a bad move this guy’s face can make.

      “You’re thinking about him, aren’t you?”

      “Sorry.” I shudder. “I can’t help it. He’s got me raging on the inside, and I don’t know how to get my frustrations out.”

      Greer purrs as she grazes her blood red fingernails over Everett’s cheek. “I could think of about sixty-nine different ways.”

      Everett gives his scruff a quick scratch.

      “Ha!” I belt out a laugh and swat the slutty little ghoul by his side. “That was Greer you felt,” I inform him. “She’s clinging to your side as if she were your date. If I were you, I’d sleep with a pot over my privates. She is the ghostess with the mostess, if you know what I mean.” I can’t help but glower at her, and she breaks out into a witchy cackle.

      “Pot?” Greer waves me off. “Puhlease. Not only does this man not sleep with a stitch on, but he doesn’t think much of the sheets either.”

      Everett jerks and looks to where my gaze is set.

      “Has she been in my bedroom?”

      “Oh yes,” I’m quick to out her. “And she’s quite happy with the sheetless show. How about we ignore her for the rest of the night?” I ask as I refocus one hundred percent of my attention on the good judge.

      “No way.” Everett looks down at her. “Tell us who killed Judge Shumaker. This is making my life hell, and I want it over with.”

      Greer fans herself as if he just whispered an entire string of raunchy sweet nothings into her ear. “Tell him there are ways to get things out of me.”

      “She says she’s overdue for a dirt nap.” I thread my arm through Everett’s as we head on into the theater. “What’s the play about?” I ask as we feed into the crowd of bodies congregating in the grand foyer lined with a garish felt crimson wallpaper. “The Widow’s Walk?” Sounds dry and boring and like the exact reason I never venture out to the theater. I don’t know—it just seems so pretentious to me, but I wouldn’t dare say that to Everett. I wouldn’t dare hurt his feelings after he was kind enough to extend the invite.

      “The Widow’s Walk is the exploration of a young woman’s second coming-of-age after her husband dies. It’s basically the thespians’ version of erotica.”

      I gasp at the salacious thought, but before I can expound on the horror, a couple of familiar faces crop up. Meg waves us over, and attached to her side is Hook Redwood, my BFF Keelie’s newly minted ex-fiancé.

      I give my sister a quick embrace. Meg looks, dare I say, elegant with her dark hair styled straight as a pin, her makeup toned down from the cartoon version I’m used to seeing.

      “You clean up nice,” I’m quick to say while Greer does her best to stick her tongue into poor Hook’s defenseless ear. She really is a supernatural menace.

      Meg scoffs at the thought of cleaning up well. “Are you kidding? I’m not putting on my face again until I get back to Vegas. And those yellow contacts? They’re starting to affect my vision. I think I’ll stick to my baby blues for a while.” She pokes Hook hard in the chest. “Can you believe this guy is running around Honey Hollow and no one has managed to snatch him up?”

      “Keelie did for a time. They broke off their engagement a couple of weeks ago.” I can’t help but sneer at him while Greer wraps her entire body around him. Hook really is a looker, tall, well-chiseled features, a brick of paper white teeth, and the mind of the Wolf of Wall Street—his former profession.

      He holds up his hands, and Greer dangles off him with the grace of a ballet dancer. “It was all her. My heart and wallet were ready for a wedding.” He winks at Meg. “But that’s all in the past. Tonight, my body is ready for all the fun you’re willing to fling my way.”

      Meg pulls him in with a husky laugh. “And a fling it will be. I like ’em quick and I like ’em dirty.”

      I’m about to clear my throat when another pair of familiar faces bombards us, my mother and her psychotic new boy toy, Rich Dallas.

      “My girls are all here!” she trills while producing Lainey from behind her as if pulling a rabbit out of a hat.

      I glance to Everett and shrug. “It looks like we have date crashers.” I give a little wink, and both my mother and Lainey let out a little yelp.

      Lainey pulls me in hard. “Did you say date?” Both Lainey and I share the same caramel waves and hazel green eyes despite the fact we’re not biologically related.

      “That’s right.” Everett blinks a short-lived smile, and half the crowded foyer sighs his way. “Lemon was kind enough to spend her evening with me.”

      Mom’s jaw drops. “What does Detective Fox think of this new arrangement?” she whispers it, presumably to me, but I’m pretty sure every ear in our tiny circle has picked up on it.

      “He doesn’t have a say.” I glance to Everett. “He’s too busy contending with his wife.”

      The lights flicker, and bodies quickly hustle into the opened doors that lead to the great hall.

      Lainey wrinkles her nose. “I’d better find Forest. He was getting us a drink at the bar.” She leans in. “I’ll be by this week to shore up the details for my engagement party—and you had better spill all the dirty little details about your date with Mr. Sexy!” She scuttles off before there’s sexy fallout, because let’s face it, she didn’t exactly whisper that last part.

      Mom grazes my arm with the gloves limp in her hand. “And what a saucy way to start the night. Perhaps the hint of saucy things to come?” She offers up a flirtatious wink to Everett, and Rich Dallas turns fifty shades of jealous.

      “All right, little woman,” he drawls it out in a country accent, which I’m pretty sure is real. He’s got a black velvet suit with white satin piping, a sheriff’s star cinches his vest together, and he’s donned a ten-gallon hat for the occasion. I’m sure the fifty rows behind them will appreciate that. “You’ll keep those pretty peepers feasted on me and me alone, ya hear?” He honks out a laugh while his hands honk over her waist, riding a little too high for my taste.

      Mom leans in, giggling up a storm. “Isn’t he something?”

      Everett’s chest expands. “He’s something.”

      They turn to take off, and I grab ahold of my mother. “Hey? What brings you and Lainey out this way? Have the two of you been enjoying the theater behind my back all these years?” I’m only half-teasing. Honestly, I can’t even remember the two of them mentioning movies, let alone theatrical arts that are situated in a playhouse.

      “Chrissy Nash plays the widow’s best friend.” She gently swats me on the wrist with her gloves. “Get it? The widow’s best friend? I believe that’s what they refer to as type casting!”

      Chrissy Nash just so happens to be my mother’s best friend. Chrissy is Mayor Nash’s ex-wife. He openly cheated on her for so long it’s a wonder they lasted as long as they did. It’s nice to see her coming into her own. And if the play is as erotic as Everett suggested, then we will truly see just that.

      Rich leans in toward my mother. “And if they cast you as the merry widow, I’d have to take out the leading man. I’m the only leading man in your life and don’t you forget it.”

      Mom’s about to respond with a pithy, albeit naughty response no doubt when she’s so rudely whisked away in Rich Dallas’ arms.

      Everett leans in as he steers us into the theater proper. “Let me know when she’s ready to file a restraining order and I’ll help walk her through the process.”

      “Aw,” I coo up at him. “Now those are the sweet nothings I like to hear.”

      Greer sticks her finger down her throat and pretends to gag, following alongside us like a love-struck puppy.

      Everett leads us to our seats, middle of the theater twelve rows back, visual perfection if you ask me. Of course, there’s no seat for Greer, so she makes do by sitting on his lap.

      “Well played, Greer, well played.”

      Everett leans in. “I’ve got a surprise for you, Lemon. Do you want it now, or do you want it back at my place?”

      “Ooh.” I can’t help but trill. “Was that your brilliant plan all along? Get me back to your place so you can show me what brings the girls to the yard?”

      His features smooth out, and his brows dip low. “It was my plan to fill you in on what I know about the case, but if you want to swing by so I can show you whatever your mind has decided it needs to see—I have no problem with that.” His lids hood dangerously low. “I’m getting the feeling you have a filthy mind, Lemon.”

      Greer runs her finger over his lips as he says it, and it’s disconcerting.

      My mouth falls open. “You’ll spill what you know about the case now if you know what’s good for you.”

      A laugh rumbles from his chest. “Maureen Taylor is playing the part of the widow tonight. Does the name ring a bell?”

      I quickly glance to the playbill tucked in the seat in front of me and snap it up. “Maureen Taylor…” I find her picture, a black and white square filled with a grinning face I swear I’ve seen before, her hair so short it must have been shorn with shears around her ears, and I gasp. “It’s her! The woman from Heritage Hall. You and Judge Kremer implied she was having an affair with the recently deceased.” In truth, I’m afraid to whisper Judge Shumaker’s name as the crowd grows silent around me. Maureen is the secretary down at the courthouse, so there are bound to be others from the office here who have come to watch her performance.

      Everett nods as the lights dim low. “We’ll be sure to congratulate her when the night is through.”

      “You bet we will.”

      Greer relaxes over Everett as if he were her favorite sofa as she readies to take in the play with the rest of us. I know for a fact my first order of business at the supersensual meet and greet will be inquiring on how to banish a poltergeist from your boyfriend’s lap.

      I sit straight as a pin. Everett is not my boyfriend.

      Noah pops to mind. Sadly, he’s not either.

      The theater goes black before the spectacle gets underway, and I can’t help but note Greer Giles gives off an eerie green illumination as if Everett just cracked her like a glow stick—and I have a feeling had she lived just a wee bit longer he would have.

      The play starts up and away we go into a raunchy wonderland where we collectively watch Maureen Taylor sway, swoon, and bend over with the best of them. At one point, there is a very detailed mattress scene with lots of action and even more moaning. Maureen does this pretzel like trick with her body while the leading man dives in and— I squeeze my eyes shut tight as if I were on a roller coaster speeding out of control. Good God, I can’t watch. My mother and sisters are in this very room with me! My cheeks burn ten shades of burgundy as a riotous applause starts up.

      I can feel Everett lean in close, his minty breath on my cheek, and my insides tingle like they do for Noah. So not fair.

      “You can open your eyes, Lemon. Show’s over.”

      My lids blink twice and, sure enough, the house lights have erupted as bright as the sun and bodies are making their way to the rear.

      “Do you always close your eyes during the good part?” A devious grin plays on the corners of his lips but, per usual, Everett is too stubborn to give it.

      “That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”

      Greer pops up right through his chest like a jack-in-the-box, and I gasp in fright.

      “Are you propositioning my Essex?” she hisses while stealing the playbill right out of my hand and hitting me over the head with it.

      “Holy sh—” Everett catches the paper I’ve rolled into a cone in the midst of my puritanical duress and brings it tight to his chest. “Was you know who responsible for that?”

      I give a guilty nod as if the you know who in question were me. “And I bet that lipstick wearing phantasm has a lot more head bopping party tricks up her sleeve.” I look right at her, her large gray eyes glowing like supernovas. “You do not have the upper hand here, missy. As soon I solve this case, it’s curtains for you. But if you pull another stunt like that, I’ll be sure to pull the plug a whole lot sooner.” I snatch the playbill out of Everett’s hand and return the head bopping favor.

      “Suit yourself.” She stands and dusts off her white dress. The crimson stain over her chest looks suspiciously like a rose corsage gone very, very wrong. “I’ll be in the back. I just have to see what the leading man is packing, and I’m betting there’s a wardrobe change taking place right about now.” She flies straight through the air screaming with pleasure all the way through the thick velvet curtains. I will admit, that little flight through time and space looked like fun.

      “She’s gone to check out the naked men in the back,” I say as Everett and I rise from our seats.

      “At least she’s making the best of it. As will we.”

      Neither Meg, Hook, nor Lainey and Forest are to be seen. I do, however, spot my mother speaking to Maureen and Chrissy Nash down at the base of the stage. Both women glow with pride, and each of them holds a bouquet of red roses to their chests.

      “This is perfect,” I say, picking up Everett’s hand and snaking us through the crowd until we hit ground zero. Everett gives my hand a squeeze, and I freeze once I realize what I’ve done, what I’m still doing. I feel terrible about leading Everett on. But now that I’m no longer officially with Noah, I’m not sure how terrible I really feel.

      “Lottie!” Mother pulls me in and Everett by default. “Can you believe how wonderful these two were? This was Chrissy’s very first foray into the performing arts.”

      Rich Dallas embraces my mother from behind, towering over her like some steely bodyguard ready to rumble with anyone who tries to lay a hand on her—including me.

      “You were great, Chrissy.” I nod to my mother’s gorgeous best friend. Chrissy is tall, fit, and has a waterfall of blonde hair, that even though the color comes straight from a box, it knocks at least ten years off her age. I just hate that Mayor Nash humiliated her by way of having multiple affairs. Rumors have been swirling that his nineteen-year-old girlfriend is pregnant. How I hope that’s not true for both the girlfriend’s sake and Chrissy’s.

      “Thank you.” Chrissy hugs the flowers she’s holding that much tighter. “I really think I’ve found my calling, and it’s all thanks to this woman right here.” She pulls Maureen forward.

      Maureen is all teeth and eyes, a cartoon of a woman with a Cheshire Cat’s grin. Sure, she’s a great actress, but is she a great killer? That is the question.

      My mother waves my way. “Maureen, meet my sweet daughter, Lottie. My other girls are here, too. We’ve all come out to support the two of you this evening.” She winks my way. “Maureen and I go way back. We were sorority sisters at Tri Delta! Can you believe it?”

      Wow, my mother really has a scholastic connection to just about everyone in this case. Go figure.

      “That’s—fantastic?” My stomach sours. Last month when Greer bit the big one, there was an entire sorority kerfuffle.

      Maureen waves it off. “Your mother is a powerhouse of productivity. I said to myself if Miranda Lemon can run that B&B and still have time to paint the town red with this strong buck”—she smacks Rich on his beefy bicep, and he doesn’t flinch—“then I thought why not? When auditions came up, I hopped right to it. And low and behold I got the part.” She looks to Everett. “Judge Baxter, I cannot begin to tell you how much it means that you came out to see me tonight.” Her affect changes on a dime, and is that a tear in her eye?

      I bet she’d weep a river if she knew the real reason we were here with our feet on the Ashford Grand Theater floor is because she’s a suspect in Judge Shumaker’s death.

      “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” Everett assures her. “I’m proud of you, Taylor. In fact, I’ll bring a box of goodies from the best bakery in Honey Hollow to celebrate tomorrow.”

      Her mouth rounds out with surprise, and it’s only then I notice how unusually large it is. My God, you could drive a train right down her throat.

      She snaps her fingers my way. “You’re the baker!”

      Chrissy laughs. “Lottie is the best baker in all of Vermont. She gets that talent from her mother.”

      Mom takes a bow. “Taught her everything she knows!” She flicks a finger at Everett. “Including how to date the most eligible bachelors in town.” Her shoulders do that shimmy they seem addicted to and Rich gives her sides a tickle until she spins in his arms, and before I know it, he spins her right out of the Everett fun zone.

      Chrissy grunts, “That man. I’ve never seen anyone fall so hard so fast. It really is true love.”

      “It must be,” Maureen chimes. “He keeps asking everyone she knows if they think she’s interested in anyone else.”

      An incredulous huff comes from me. “Insecure much?”

      Both Maureen and Chrissy chortle at the thought.

      My blood boils at the way this stranger just whisked into our lives and quite literally whisked my mother away to God knows where. Dear Lord, he’s practically holding her captive.

      “How I wish I had a man like Rich.” Chrissy fans herself with her fingers before giving a slight wave and melting into the crowd.

      “What do you think of him?” I ask Maureen. Her hair glows like a pumpkin on fire under the harsh stage lights from above.

      Her expression sours as she glances in the direction they took off in. “I like a man who knows what he wants—but if he ever tried to leave me, watch out.” She looks right at me. “I’d kill him.” She takes off, and it’s just Everett and me staring at the void in her wake.

      “Lemon, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Judge Shumaker was leaving for Burlington.”

      “Bingo.” Everett takes up my hand and tips his head at it as if asking the question.

      “I approve.” I tip my head right back as Everett leads us out into the starry night.

      We wander away from the crowd near the turnstile kiosk by the ticket window with nary a living or dead soul in sight. The air is icy and the wind is doing its best to shoo us away, but we’re too stubborn to leave.

      I look up at him and take in a quick breath. Everett is stunning in any lighting, but under the pressing light of a paper lamp moon, he’s washed monochromatic—save for his brilliant blue eyes.

      “You think Maureen could have done it?” I can hardly get the words out, my chest is thumping so hard. My entire body has turned into one riotous pulse.

      His chest widens as he closes the distance between us, and I grip my hands on the icy metal of the turnstile behind me to keep from floating into the air. Everett is an intimidating wall of steel once his gaze is heavy upon you.

      “I don’t know if she did it,” he answers. “But I think we should shore up a suspect list for our investigation.” His hand lands over my side as if he were about to pull me to him, and if he does I don’t have it in me to object.

      Do it, do it, a very naughty part of me is chanting.

      “Our investigation?” I’m so giddy I bite down over my bottom lip. Noah asked me to join in on his investigation for the first time ever, and even though I didn’t outright decline, you can bet your bottom cheating dollars I won’t be taking him up on the offer. “I like the sound of that. We didn’t get much out of Maureen tonight though.”

      “We will. I happen to know she shares Judge Shumaker’s love of banana cake. You bake it and the motives will come.”

      A laugh bubbles from me. “I see what you did there. How about the widow? Mr. Rutherford’s wife was trying to off him. Remember? I’m sensing a theme.”

      Everett steps in dangerously close, a lewd grin twitching on his lips. “We’ll make sure to meet with her as well.”

      “Two suspects? I think our investigation is off to a booming start. Don’t forget Judge Kremer.”

      “Ah, yes”—Everett bows his head toward mine, and every cell in my body is on fire, alive and present—“the disgruntled co-worker.”

      “And Rich Dallas? He was missing during a crucial window of time and miffed at the judge for flirting with my mother. Add another suspect and we just might race this one to the finish line,” I pant out the words just as I hike up on my tiptoes. My God, I think he’s going for a kiss!

      My middle finger catches on something, and just as I try to jerk it away, it bends completely backwards. I twist my body around, bend over the cursed turnstile that is holding my finger hostage, and scream my head off while trying to remove it.

      “What’s wrong?” Everett lies over my back to get a better look since we’ve practically penned ourselves in with the metal queue to the ticket booth.

      “I think it’s stuck,” I grunt. “Oh my God, Everett! God, God, God!” I howl at the top of my lungs as Everett sways over my back like a ride at an amusement park. His hands are both over mine as he tries his best to free me. His own grunting and howling lights up the night in response to how painfully wrong my finger looks torqued in an unnatural position.

      “Lemon!” he cries as we buck and jerk.

      “Everett! Get it out! Faster, faster!” I scream loud and in unison with his own barking of orders that it occurs to me we’re practically mimicking the entire second act in which the merry widow has a back-bending tryst of her own with the bartender.

      We moan and groan, writhe and buck, until a pair of footfalls speed in our direction.

      “Get off of her or I’ll shoot!” Noah bursts to life out of seemingly thin air, his hand on his weapon over his back.

      Everett jerks, and my body lurches. My finger partakes in one last act of rebellion before it hitches its way free, and soon enough I’m inadvertently giving Noah the bird.

      Noah staggers forward, his handsome face frantic, his eyes quickly scanning our midsections for loose clothing, I’m sure.

      “Everett, I’ve got a search warrant for your house and your vehicle.” He opens the flap of his suit jacket and flashes a piece of paper neatly tucked in a secret compartment inside. “We’ve got reason to believe you killed Sterling Shumaker,” he pants, out of breath, as he looks to his old stepbrother. “Now get the hell away from Lottie before I chain you in the back seat of my truck.” Noah offers a sorrowful glance my way. “I’m sorry, Lot. It’s not personal.”

      It’s not personal.

      Only it is.
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      The moon shines over Honey Hollow like a spotlight as Everett and I make our way back to Country Cottage Road with Noah hot on our heels. Everett and I didn’t say two words on the way over. We were equally fuming at this ridiculous stunt Noah has decided to pull.

      “Oh my God,” I gasp as I spot the melee around Everett’s house. “There must be sixteen patrol cars at least!”

      Greer pops her head up from the back seat and lets out a hoot. “Lordy, look at all those G men! I am in like sin. That boyfriend of yours really knows how to throw a party.”

      I’m about to inform her that Noah is not my anything. I’m not even sure he’s my friend at this point, but she’s already materialized in a small circle of sheriffs, fondling their faces, their hair, causing them to itch up a storm. My God, she’s dangerous. If ever I was in need of a spiritual leash, it’s now.

      Everett groans as he pulls into his driveway, “And look who’s here to greet us.” He nods toward a leggy redhead walking down from his porch.

      We get out and Detective Ivy Fairbanks flickers a crimson smile our way. “Judge Baxter. I’m assuming Detective Fox has briefed you on the search warrant?”

      Noah jogs up before Everett can answer, and I can’t help but growl at him.

      “It’s a shame you’re so blindsided with jealousy that you feel the need to stoop to these levels.”

      The moon bears over Noah’s chiseled features, illuminating the red highlights in his dark hair, and he looks soul-crushingly handsome.

      “Lottie.” His dimples press in deep as Everett hands his house key over to Detective Fairbanks. “I would never have even thought to do this if I didn’t feel it was justified.”

      “Justified?” Everett shakes his head with amusement. “If it makes you sleep better at night.” He hands his car keys over to Noah. “Be quick about it. I’ve got an early morning wake-up call. Some of us have real jobs that don’t involve revenge fantasies.”

      I’ve never seen Everett this angry, and my heart breaks over the fact he’s been dragged into this nightmare between Noah and me. Greer skips over from the group of men she’s been busy groping for the better part of ten minutes and wraps her arms around the poor judge.

      “Let me kiss this and make it better.” She presses her lips to his cheek, and he flinches.

      “Everett”—I fish my house key out of my purse and hand it to him—“go on in and make yourself at home. You can lie down in my bed if you want. Pancake and Waffles would love to see you.” And right about now, I’m thankful Everett and I live next door to one another.

      Greer hops up. “Good idea!” Her eyes shimmer like supernatural diamonds. “I’ll get him good and naked for us.”

      I cut my hand through the air in a weak attempt to stop her. I’d pipe up, but then Noah might turn me in to the FBI, seeing that he’s so bent on acting on every suspicious whim.

      “Thank you.” Everett cinches his fist over my key. “I will do just that. If you don’t mind, I’ll get a fire going and make us some hot cocoa to pass the time.”

      “That sounds amazing,” I say as he takes off and Greer hops onto his back, forcing Everett to give her a piggyback ride all the way up to the porch. As if she needed it.

      Noah’s chest bucks with a dry laugh, but he’s not smiling in the least. “Sipping hot cocoa by the fire? How very romantic. And I’m sure he indeed plans on making his way into your bed. Not that I think you’d fall for that.”

      An incredulous laugh garbles in my throat. “If this is some kind of reverse psychology, then it’s backfiring spectacularly. And speaking of bedmates, I happened to see your wife traipsing out of your place at an ungodly hour when I was getting ready to leave for work.”

      His eyes widen a notch, and his face grows increasingly pale in the moonlight. He glances upward a moment before sighing. “She brought Toby over to spend the night, and he cried each time she tried to leave. I’m afraid he doesn’t remember me as much as I had hoped.”

      “Well, she stayed the night, so I’m sure both you and your dog were thrilled about it.” I turn to leave, and he catches me by the hand.

      “Lottie.” His voice pleads with me in a way that I’ve only heard in our most intimate moments. “This isn’t what you think. Britney and I are over. I’ve already got the names of some great divorce attorneys.” His brows pinch in the middle, and he looks incredibly pained. “I screwed up. I should have told you from the beginning. At first, I thought you wouldn’t be interested. Too much information. And as time went by, I was so happy with you, I forgot all about Ohio and my life there. In the back of my mind, I knew the divorce was imminent. I didn’t think it would come back to bite me. And for sure I didn’t think it would destroy us. Can you ever forgive me?” Noah warms my hand in his, and it feels right. It feels like the old us—the us that was very much a lie.

      “Yes, I can forgive you.” I nod as I bear hard into his lawn green eyes. “But that doesn’t mean we’re picking up where we left off. Far from it.” My heart rips in two as I saw the words out. My body bucks as if begging to weep, but I refuse to let it. “In fact, I think you have too much on your plate to date anyone seriously.” True as God. “If you want to sleep around on your wife, you’ll have to find somebody else to do it with. It won’t be me.” I go to take a step toward the house, and Noah blocks my path. His chest heaves as if he ran a mile to get there.

      “In an odd way, you just gave me hope.” His lips pull back with a sorrowful smile. “I’m not sure if that’s what you meant, but you did. Thank you for that. I can’t eat, can’t sleep, can’t think straight knowing how much I’ve hurt you. I will do anything to make this up to you. And I will spend a lifetime doing it.” His eyes flit to my house with the peachy glow, the flicker of the fireplace dimming then brightening the living room. “I don’t know what to make of Everett. I don’t trust him. I don’t know that I should. And even though, at the end of the day, he’s a decent guy—he’ll break your heart if you think he’s going to give you all of him. You deserve someone who only has eyes for you.”

      “Says the guy with a wife.” I can’t help but roll my eyes like a schoolgirl. “This blatant display of prowess”—I wave a hand at the men streaming in and out of Everett’s home—“it’s not a turn-on, it’s a turn-off. If you’re really trying to resuscitate our relationship, you’ve actually gone in the opposite direction. You’re pounding the nails into the casket without any help from Everett at all.”

      Noah’s eyes widen, and his features harden to stone. “Lottie, this is official business that has to do with an active homicide investigation. Trust me, I would not be wasting government dollars on a bogus suspicion. There is a very real reason for me to believe Everett needs to be investigated.” He takes an enormous breath. “Have you thought about my offer?”

      “To team up with you?” A huff of laughter ounces through me. “You have to be kidding, right? Everett isn’t even on my radar. You’re so far in the wrong direction, the real killer must feel mighty secure.”

      His lips twist in a knot, and my own lips ache to find their way to his. But I stomp that urge out like a kitchen fire because that ship has sailed and the ship’s name is the SS Britney.

      I take a step in with a hot swell of anger brewing inside of me. “No, Detective Fox, I will not be joining your investigation. I will not join illicit forces with you. In fact, I will not be spending any time with you at all. Ask your wife. Maybe Mrs. Fox has a thirst for justice to match my own, and perhaps she’ll steer you in the right direction, but judging from the kangaroo court, your running this case will grow as cold as Sterling Shumaker’s corpse.”

      I speed past him, run up the stairs, and land in my warm living room, only to find Pancake sitting next to Everett’s back and Waffles on his lap.

      Everett holds up the remote my way. “Hope you don’t mind I turned the TV on.” A sports network recaps the game highlights of the day, and the sound of a cheering crowd fills the living room.

      “I don’t mind a bit.” I take a seat next to him. “Both Pancake and Waffles look riveted by the recap. Hey? I think they might be basketball fans.”

      “Next time there’s a game, you might want to leave it on for them. Front row seats and comfy sofa? They’ve got it made.” I can’t help but note the dejection in Everett’s voice.

      I take up his hand and he turns his full attention to me and my cheeks heat on cue.

      “You’re blushing, Lemon.”

      I glance to the ceiling. “That’s Everett 101. Every woman blushes around you in the event you haven’t noticed. It’s practically a requirement.” I meet up with his sapphire blue eyes, and he gives a solid blink as if acknowledging the fact. “When you look at me, it feels as if I’m the only living person in the room.”

      Greer strides out of the kitchen with a mug in her hands. “Please, Lottie. You are the only living person in the room.”

      Everett looks back to see what has my attention and does a double take. “Lemon, that mug is floating.” His voice is tight and borders on something edging between anger and fear.

      “It’s just Greer.” I can’t help but scoff at her as she attempts to take a sip, and a drop of cocoa drips onto the floor.

      “Do you mind? You’re going to ruin my floors. You can’t drink. It’s not a part of the deal. And by the way, you do not have my permission to move objects in front of people. The last thing I need is every paranormal investigator in the country following me around.”

      She lands the cup on the coffee table right in front of Everett, and his eyes round out like silver dollars.

      “This is real.” He shakes his head. “No matter how much this happens, I can’t get used to it, Lemon.”

      I make a face at Greer. “You and me both.” Greer picks up Waffles right out of Everett’s lap, her hand grazing a little too dangerously close to home with the good judge. We watch as Waffles floats all the way across the room to the ottoman where Greer plops down with him, and he lets out an angst filled rawr. Pancake is far too riveted by the television to notice his brother’s walk on the supernatural side.

      A thought comes to me, and I perk right back up. “Guess what?” I scoot in closer to Everett and tap him on the knee. “Carlotta is taking me to my very first transmundane—supersensual smashup session. There’s a meeting this Saturday, and I’m tagging along.”

      His head inches back. “Here in Honey Hollow? That’s great, I think.”

      “I don’t know where it is, but I’m hoping to glean everything I can about this celestial disease I seem to have contracted.” I give Greer the side-eye as she loses herself in Waffles’ cuteness. I lean in close to Everett and whisper, “I’m going to see if there’s a shutoff valve for you know who.” I point her way, and Everett nods in agreement.

      “Damn good idea. I like to know when I’ve got a woman in the room. Every time I feel something brush up against me, I think she’s around.”

      “That’s because she is.”

      Greer lets out an exasperated breath. “I’m listening!”

      “She heard.” I shrug his way just as a knock erupts at the door.

      Both Everett and I jump up, and I swing it open to find Noah on the other side looking stoic and somber.

      “We found the murder weapon.” He looks from Everett to me.

      “Oh, thank God.” Every last ounce of me sags with relief. “Now you can leave poor Everett alone and go after the real killer. I knew this entire circus was a big waste of time.”

      Noah takes a breath as he looks to his former stepbrother. “We found a bloodied knife in the back of your car, tucked behind the driver’s seat. Forensics is handling it. I’m afraid you’ll have to come down to the station with us. We’ll need your prints. Detective Fairbanks and I would like to ask you a few questions about your involvement. We have reason to believe you had a motive. You certainly had the weapon. We need you to get into a patrol car. We’re taking you down to Ashford. You’re being booked on the suspicion of murdering Sterling Shumaker.”
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      Detained overnight.

      If you want to get technical, they questioned Everett until the wee hours of the morning. He pulled back into his driveway just as I was leaving that next day. That was yesterday. Today is Saturday, not only the day of the transmundane meeting that I’m dying to get to—no pun intended—but tonight is Lainey and Forest’s engagement party at the Evergreen Manor, Honey Hollow’s one and only inn. I asked Everett to be my official plus one, and he reluctantly said yes. It turns out, he’s been put on administrative leave down at the courthouse again, and he’s deeply concerned about how this might affect his career in general. But he acquiesced and said a night out on the town might be just what he needs to pull him out of his sour mood. Sour my foot. He’s downright angry is what he is. Whoever planted that knife in the back of his car is clearly trying to frame him.

      This morning I hit the bakery early and hard, baking up a storm of caloric proportions—mostly for tonight’s big event. I baked tons of Lainey’s favorite mocha sandwich cookies, a mile at least of snow-capped brownies, and acres of peanut butter squares. Of course, I made my mother’s favorite raspberry dream thumbprints, toffee cranberry crisps, and a boatload of banana muffins since the entire town can’t seem to get enough of them. Initially, I was against the idea of bringing anything with bad juju to the elegant affair—as was my mother—but Lainey insisted that I make them, stating that they needed to be served at a positive event like tonight’s just to take the mystic appeal off of them, and she’s right per usual.

      Just before ten, I ask Lily to watch over things as I traversed the mean wind and headed to the bank to make a deposit. The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery really is turning a healthy profit each month, and even though Nell has left me the building and so many more pieces of prime real estate in her will, I still don’t feel like any of it is mine. And if my new uncle William has anything to say about it, it won’t be.

      After the bank, I boot scoot my way into The Enchanted Flower Shop, a cute, brightly lit, quaint little space surrounded with every beautiful piece of flora that nature has to offer. The entire store gives off the scent of the most exquisite rose, and it’s a treat just to be in the place. I just wanted to make sure Rhonda was on track for all of the bouquets and floral garland I ordered for tonight. Lainey decided to hold off having flowers until the wedding because she and Forest are running on such a tight budget, so I thought I’d surprise them. Sure enough, Rhonda looked as happily frazzled as usual with her red hair frizzed out as if she just stuck her finger into a socket and her sweater dotted with shamrocks in celebration of the upcoming holiday. The flowers are peach and white roses, along with gerbera daisies, filled with enough baby’s breath to circle the planet. Tonight will truly be perfect for my sister.

      I head back to the Cutie Pie, and no sooner do I step on in than the thick scent of vanilla welcomes me home. The room is brimming with women, and both Keelie and Lily are working to bring in some extra seats and tables in from the Honey Pot next door to accommodate them all.

      I spot Meg and Naomi seated by the window chatting happily away, and despite Naomi’s disdain toward me, I can’t help but smile. Just having Meg around is enough of a treat to make up for anything to do with Naomi’s bitterness.

      Carlotta waves to me from a table near the back, surrounded by women and a spur of excitement enlivens me. It’s officially eleven, and she’s here to pick me up for our supersensual sit-down with others who share our odd abilities. Every time I want to refer to them as powers, I can’t help but feel a little silly. I’m no superhero, that’s for sure.

      Meg and Naomi rise and head on over.

      “Hey, Lot.” Meg leans in. “I saw you and the judge doing it right outside the theater and then that cop showed up.” She belts out a belly laugh as if it were the funniest thing in the world, and my face turns red as a beet.

      “We were not doing it.” I swat her on the arm as Naomi covers her mouth and howls with laughter herself. “My finger got stuck, and he was trying to get it out.”

      Meg chortles even louder. “It looked to me like he was trying to get it in! You should have seen the look on that detective. It was priceless. You really know how to serve up revenge, ice-cold and in his face!”

      She and Naomi exchange a high five.

      Both Naomi and Meg share the same overdyed locks, the color of a raven’s wing, and I’ll admit, it looks great on them. They both share the same ice-blue eyes and devilish grin. In a way, Naomi and Meg look more like twins than Naomi and Keelie.

      Naomi leans in. “What’s with the weird crowd?” She looks as if she’s about to be sick as she takes in the masses. “They’re talking about nothing but roadkill.”

      Meg nods. “And dead chicks. I heard someone mention seeing a friend who passed away standing in her bathroom in the middle of the night. You and Mom really know how to bring ’em in.”

      Dead friend in the bathroom in the middle of the night? Greer Giles comes to mind, and just as I’m about to wave it off, my eyes spring wide open.

      Carlotta says something, and the girls around her spike with laughter.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper. The meeting! No wonder she’s not pushing me out the door. The meeting is taking place right here at the bakery! I clear my throat. “Yes, well, Mom’s haunted B&B tour has taken both the B&B and the bakery out of the red, so I don’t mind one bit how grim the conversations might be—as long as they’re putting in a steady stream of orders, I’m fine with it.”

      I am so not fine with this. Carlotta will pay for hosting a paranormal convention right here in the bakery. I give a scrutinizing look to the women who have traversed beings from the other side to be here, and I don’t recognize a single face.

      Meg grunts, “I’d better get across the street. I told Rhonda I’d help her deliver all those flowers to the Evergreen and stage everything. She said I could have a temporary position while I’m in Honey Hollow, and I think I might take her up on it.”

      “That’s great.” I’m momentarily pulled out of my supernatural stupor. “Any hope of you ditching the wrestling circuit for good and making Honey Hollow your home once again?”

      “I don’t know.” She pulls a tube of bright blue lipstick out of her purse and blindly rings her lips with it. It’s brilliant and shocking, much like Meg herself, and yet the hue reminds me every bit of Everett’s eyes. “It looks like the town is full of kooks these days.” She gives a deadeye look to the women seated behind me. “I actually heard them talking about seeing animals that weren’t really there. It’s like someone freed the prisoners from the funny farm, and they’re all congregating in your bakery. I’ll see you witches tonight.” She takes off, and Naomi makes a face.

      “That’s funny.” Naomi shakes her head. “Every once in a while, I swear I see animals that no one else does.” Naomi lifts a finger as she heads to the door. “I’ll make sure everything is perfect for Lainey tonight.” A greedy grin takes over her face. “Britney Fox has been consulting with the gym remodel at the Evergreen, and she has fabulous ideas for tonight’s venue.”

      My mouth falls open. “Do not let that woman near my sister’s engagement party!” But it’s too late. Naomi is off into the windblown street, her hair flying straight into the sky as if Greer Giles herself were tugging at it.

      Carlotta scuttles on over. That devious gleam in her eye is one I’ve seen in myself a time or two when I’m trying to get away with something.

      I pull her in tight. “Naomi just said she sees animals on occasion that others can’t see!”

      Her mouth contorts into all sorts of interesting shapes. “She must be one of us. Charlotte was just saying this runs strictly in families.” She glances back at the group of women who are in the process of conjoining their tables. “I just asked Lily to slice up some of that scrumptious white chocolate torte and get the coffee flowing.”

      “That torte was Lainey’s engagement cake!” One of five I baked for the occasion. I look to Lily as she picks up a carafe. “Banana muffins for our friends.” I nod with a threat in my eyes. Lily knows better than to take a knife to those butter rich white chocolate wonders. And Lord knows I have enough banana muffins to line all of Honey Hollow with.

      Carlotta shuttles me over to the gaggle of women and seats us smack in the middle. “Never mind the sugar sweet details. It’s time to get this paranormal party started.” She taps her hand on the table, and soon enough all eyes are feasted our way. “Everybody, I’d like to introduce you to my daughter, Lottie Lemon. This is, in fact, her very own bakery—and it’s unlimited desserts and coffee, free of charge for each of you!”

      The crowd lets out a collective whoop, and I cut a mean look to this biological version of me.

      She clears her throat. “I realize we’ve just met ourselves, but my daughter here is very new to the supersensual scene. So let’s play nice, ladies.”

      A warm round of laughter bursts out. They’re all beautiful in their own right—a diverse crowd ranging in what looks to be their late teens right down to a handful of octogenarians.

      A brunette with a sharply defined nose and drawn in triangular brows smooths her hands over the table. “Let’s call this meeting to order. My name is Arlene Potts, and I’d like to personally welcome our newest members, Carlotta and her daughter Lottie Lemon.”

      I cringe when she refers to Carlotta as my mother, but in light of the circumstances I think it’s best to leave Miranda Lemon out of this.

      Lily swoops by and crop-dusts the table with banana muffins and coffee so fast I’m sweating bullets in the event she hears a whisper of anything illogical, but she’s back behind the counter happily texting on her phone and none the wiser.

      Arlene taps her coffee mug to the table, once again training every eye to look her way. “As a regional representative, I think it’s only fair if we go around and introduce ourselves and our gifts.” One by one each woman gives her first name and the type of supernatural favor she’s been gifted. Most are like me, dead pets with an occasional person thrown in the mix. A few only see the furry dearly departed, while others strictly see humans. When it gets to me, Arlene offers a knowing nod.

      “Ask all of the questions bubbling in your mind. We’ll try to answer them as best as possible.”

      “Perfect.” I lean in. “So, when you see these deceased creatures, or people, are they always a precursor to something awful happening?”

      The entire table breaks out into titters as they look to one another, a majority of which shake their heads at me as if I’ve just let an obscene odor fly.

      A petite woman about my age, short blonde bob, large coffee-colored eyes raises her hand. “I’ve seen a connection. I’m talking spilt coffee, the dropping of a cell phone. Once I witnessed my neighbor back into his trash cans. I had wondered if it was related.”

      I bite down hard over my lower lip. This isn’t exactly what I was hoping to hear.

      “So, um, why do you think the other side would like to communicate with us?” I glance around, and every face looks suddenly vacant, morbidly staring back at me as if I were about to let them in on some deep, dark, cosmic secret.

      Arlene taps her glittery green nails on the table. “I’m thinking it’s not so much that they’d like to communicate as much as it is that we have been gifted an extraordinary sense of vision.”

      “But don’t you think there’s some purpose to having that gift?” I dare to press in deeper.

      Carlotta lifts a hand. “I think what my daughter would like to know is why is it she’s always stumbling upon a dead body once she spies the little creatures—or big ones.” She leans in. “She’s got a bona fide posthumous human on her hands this month.” The table breaks out into murmurs as if they could commiserate.

      A feisty looking brunette with a nose piercing and dramatically dark lipstick that glows off her pale skin slaps a hand to the table. “Every gift has the capability to grow and progress. Yes, the dead always come back to those they loved. Sometimes to work on unfinished business, sometimes just to observe or offer comfort, and sometimes to take their loved one home. It sounds to me like you have the latter.”

      Arlene looks my way. “Can you expound upon the evolution of your powers?”

      I shudder when she says the P word. I shoot a quick glance to Lily, who is safely tucked behind the counter, and lean in.

      “It started with simple things, a skinned knee, a busted femur, and then just this last September it escalated to bona fide bodies. And it hasn’t let up yet. At first, I couldn’t hear them at all, the pets, that is, and come to think of it, I couldn’t hear the human who paid me a visit in November. But the Golden Retriever I met in December, him I could hear. And the ornery bear in January, well, he had the ability to move things in the natural world, as did the herd of Chihuahuas in February. But this month, the ghost of the last murder victim, she can move things, and unfortunately for me, I can hear every little thing she has to say.” I lean back in my seat, and all I see are the whites of their eyes.

      “Lottie?” Arlene leans in deep. “I don’t know how you can possibly be experiencing this in such alarming frequency. The closest we’ve ever had to a supernatural connection is at most twice a year.”

      The blonde bob nods. “It’s been three years since my last.”

      The feisty brunette ticks her head to the side. “I had three in one year, but I haven’t seen a thing in six months.”

      Carlotta sighs. “I can see the things Lottie calls to herself, but I myself haven’t had the pleasure for close to two years.”

      “I don’t call these things to myself,” I’m quick to correct.

      “Oh, you do.” Arlene perks up. “In fact, your powers are the strongest I’ve ever seen. I’ll be sure to contact the transmundane headquarters and let them know about you. I’ve only heard of one other case that involved murder.” Her lips invert as if she were unsure if she wanted to divulge what comes next. “She’s one of the top private detectives in all of Connecticut—maybe even the country.”

      I take a quick breath. “Connecticut is only a few hours away. I’d love to meet this person. What’s her name?”

      Arlene lifts her gaze to the ceiling a moment. “Morgana Harold. She’s constantly stumbling upon bodies like yourself. If I had a way to connect you, I would, but I’m sure she’s easy enough to find.”

      The meeting goes on and I listen to every conversation under the sun, most of which do not involve anything that was once remotely living. Arlene lets me know the next meeting won’t be for several months, but that she’ll be in touch with the both of us, and soon enough the bakery clears out.

      “Well?” Carlotta ticks her head to the side. “What did you think?”

      “I think the supernatural coffee klatch wasn’t all that supernatural. And it has me worried.” I bite down hard on my bottom lip as a thousand thoughts flit through my mind.

      “Lottie, you’re special. I knew that about you the moment I had you.” Her hazel eyes press into mine. “That’s part of the reason I didn’t feel like I could raise you. I didn’t know what to do with my own transmundane nature, let alone if you had them. But now that I’m back, I’m determined to help you. Now, you heard that woman. The gal in Connecticut is raking in the big bucks by busting bad guys. I say you and I open up shop right here in Honey Hollow—”

      “You can stop right there. I’m not turning a profit off other people’s misery. If I can help solve a murder, it’s purely out of the goodness of my heart. I don’t need it to become my chief revenue for new handbags.”

      She scowls at the thought. “You like to bake, and you sure don’t mind turning a profit. And what about that new ex of yours? You think Noah Fox refuses a paycheck? Look, Lottie, I’m just saying people work with what they’ve got to get by in this world. All I’m saying is think about it. If you’re an official PI, you can—”

      “I won’t have time for the bakery. Which, by the way, is turning a profit. I have plenty to live off.”

      “Oh? Is that why you live in a rental, drive a car that died ten years ago, and have holes in your boots?”

      I look down at the worn toes on my favorite work boots. “I’m not doing it. I’m not a private investigator. I don’t want to go to PI school and get a license and have an entire slew of murders to solve. I like things just the way they are—sort of. But one thing is for sure. I’m going to have a meet-up with Morgana Harold sooner than later. I need to know how to manage these spirits. Greer Giles is a loose cannon. That bear back in January could have killed somebody itself.”

      Her eyes widen with glee. “You could be the ghost whisperer! I bet they’ll even give you your own TV show.”

      “We’re done,” I say, pulling the tables back into their proper formation. “I’ll see you at the Evergreen tonight and not a word of any of this. And please, no more business ideas.”

      “Have it your way. But you could do a lot of good for a lot of people.”

      Her words ring out in my mind long after she leaves. I doubt I could do any good. As it stands, the only thing I do is inadvertently bring up the body count in Honey Hollow.

      Maybe what I really need to know is how to turn off these so-called powers and stop finding bodies everywhere I look. Now that would be a supernatural feat.
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      There is nothing as beautiful on a blustery night in Vermont as the Evergreen Manor bejeweled with a plethora of twinkle lights. The manor itself is an old colonial mansion restored and refurbished to be Honey Hollow’s one and only true blue inn. My mother’s B&B used to get the overflow until Eve Hollister’s long deceased black bear came back from the dead and put it on the map as the premier haunted go-to spot in all the Western Hemisphere. Although, there have been rumors that the entire thing is a sham and the word bogus is popping up quite a bit in the online reviews. If my mother doesn’t up her haunting game soon, the spooky gig and her extra income will both go up in smoke.

      I step inside the Evergreen Manor, and the scent of fresh cut roses permeates my senses. The entire foyer and lobby have been transformed with elegant floral garland and wreaths in peaches and pinks. To the far right is the grand room, and I can hear soft classical music streaming from it. Inside the great hall, I spot mood lighting and more twinkle lights, giving it a romantic appeal. A huge chalkboard sits outside the grand room with the words Congratulations Lainey and Forest scrawled over it in gorgeous flowery script.

      It all looks perfectly dreamy, as it should, considering Lainey and Forest are soulmates who deserve to be together forever. I wish I had a soulmate. I thought I had one, a perfectly good one at that, but, as it stands, I’m right back to rolling on in life all by my lonesome. A soulmate would be pretty nice. Noah flits through my mind, and my mood instantly sours. He and his wife just had to go and ruin everything. Although, some might say I was the third party in his love story, and the thought makes me shudder. But if Noah isn’t my soulmate, who could it possibly be?

      “Lemon?” I jump a little as I spin around to find Essex Everett Baxter looking every bit the Mr. Sexy devil he’s known to be in barista circles far and wide. His hair is dewy and neatly slicked back, his face clean-shaven, his cologne does its best to take down my defenses—my God, is it ever working—and that barely-there dirty grin is taking down the rest of me. “You look impeccable this evening.” His eyes glide down my navy gown.

      “And you look resplendent.” I glower over at the spook by his side. “And you look pretty good yourself for someone who bit the big one more than a month ago.”

      “I bit the big cupcake.” Greer makes a face because it just so happens that after she was shot, her killer saw fit to shove one of my red velvet cupcakes down her throat in order to keep her quiet until she drifted off to eternity. “Speaking of which, I am a sucker for those banana muffins of yours, and I can smell them from here. See what you can do about getting me to taste one of those things.” She glides her finger down Everett’s tie. “There are a few other things I’d like to taste as well. You have no idea what it’s like to have a craving go unmet.” She takes off for the grand room, and I step in closer to the dreamy judge before me—judge on leave, that is.

      “She’s gone.” I grimace. “Is she—you know? Causing problems for you?” I glance to his belt before my eyes ride back up again.

      “I can assure you I have no problems in that area nor have I noticed anything off. But if at all possible, I’d like her out of my house.” His lids hood low, and a dangerous smile flirts with his lips. “I have another woman in mind that I’d like to entertain.”

      My mouth falls open. “Are you flirting with me?”

      “I believe I’m inviting you to have a nightcap at my place.”

      “I don’t drink.” I can’t help but tease him. Everett is so stony-faced and serious, and even though it’s a part of his charm, a part of me wants to infiltrate the armor.

      “I’ll serve tea.”

      “Then it’s a date—our third to be exact. You really do move quickly.”

      A dark laugh catches in his throat, but he won’t give it.

      I wince because I’m not looking forward to derailing us so far off-topic. “Any idea how that knife ended up in the back of your car?”

      “None whatsoever. But I don’t think Noah planted it. The courthouse isn’t too thrilled about the news, but Fiona convinced them that if there wasn’t an arrest made by next Friday, I could resume my position.”

      “Believe me, I’m thankful that you’re back to work—but Fiona Dagmeyer?” I can’t help but snarl at the mention of her name. She’s one of Everett’s infamous exes and apparently a very good defense lawyer. “You don’t think the sheriff’s department has enough to make an arrest, do you?”

      “No, but I think we need to step up this investigation. A week has passed, and we haven’t hit one hotel room, underground casino, or massage parlor.”

      A laugh bubbles through me as I thread my arm through his. All of those past escapades were strictly in the name of our investigations, and it’s clear Everett enjoyed each tantalizing adventure.

      “I saw the guest list, and Maureen will be here tonight,” I whisper. “I think I should have a girl-to-girl chat with her. Who knows? Maybe it will lead us to the most lascivious place on the planet yet.”

      “Here’s hoping.”

      We turn to head for the grand room and bump into another couple heading in the opposite direction, Noah and his blonde bombshell of a wife, Britney. Her long hair waterfalls over one eye, giving her that ultra-sultry appeal, and she’s donned a tight-fitting black gown that looks as if she were dipped in paint. Everything about her screams Jessica Rabbit. It’s not a shocker he’s here with her. I bet they’ve mended fences and are about to celebrate the fact their family is finally back together, just the way it should be.

      Britney nods to the two of us. “We were just headed to dinner in the main dining room. Please extend our congratulations to your sister. I hope you like the way I set up the tables. I’ve always had a knack for interior design.” She threads her arm through Noah’s, and he stalls. His gaze is still set to mine with an earnest sadness clouding his eyes.

      “We’re discussing the details of our divorce,” he offers.

      “Have fun with that.” I pull Everett into the grand room and don’t look back. A part of me demands to believe Noah, and yet a part of me insists that Britney was all dolled up for a night on the town with her husband. Either way, I don’t want to upset myself over it.

      Dinner goes off without a hitch. Each table is strewn with the perfect arrangement of roses set in tall vases with sparkling crystals hanging from the stems like trapping a star. It looks magical, and normally, it would bring me an insane amount of joy, but just knowing Noah’s wife dug her Foxy claws into each arrangement makes me like them less. I guess I’m petty that way.

      After dinner, the music takes a turn for the romantic. Couples migrate to the dance floor, and soon enough Everett nods me over into the thick of it. He lands his arms around my waist, and it feels like the most natural thing in the world.

      I tip my head to the side as I look up at this deity who chooses to roam the planet freely. “What do you think will become of us?”

      “Us as in you and me?” His brows hike in amusement.

      “I mean, I know you don’t do relationships—and I’ve never done that whole one-night stand thing.”

      “I’m not looking for a one-night stand. I like having you around, Lemon. If I wanted you in my bed, you’d be there.” He winces. “Voluntarily, of course.”

      A laugh gets trapped in my throat. “You think you’re that good?”

      “I am that good. It’s just a fact. Besides, I’m letting you lead the way. If you want something with me, I’m here. If you want Noah, he’s there.” He ticks his head to the exit. “I trust you’ll make the right decision.”

      I’m about to toss back a saucy retort when we spot Maureen by the refreshment table and Keelie right next to her.

      “I think the stars just aligned,” I say just as Greer squeezes herself between Everett and me.

      “I thought you’d never leave,” she sings, looking right into Everett’s eyes as if he could see her.

      “Greer’s back, and she wants a spin on the dance floor.”

      “Go on, Lemon. I’ll watch from here.”

      I take off and come upon my bestie, fully expecting a friendly hello.

      “How dare you!” Keelie all but spits nails in my face.

      I take a step back and Maureen shrugs my way as if she had no clue, and I wouldn’t expect her to, but I need to keep her engaged.

      “What did I do this time?” I shake my head at Maureen as if this were a reoccurring thing between Keelie and me.

      “You let your crazy sister steal my fiancé. Word on the street is they’re dating. And she brought him here tonight to flaunt in my face! Can you believe it?”

      “This is about Hook? The fiancé you dumped? I thought you said you were both free to date other people?”

      “Yes, but not Meg. They had a thing for each other way back when. In no way do I want Hook to find his happily ever after with somebody else.”

      “Okay, but it doesn’t make sense. If you want him for yourself, you should make it exclusive.”

      “Please,” Keelie seethes as she steps in close. “You of all people should understand how an open relationship works. I was taking a page out of your playbook!”

      “Keelie! I’ve never seen you so mad. And I’m not in an open relationship. I can assure you of that.”

      “Then are you and Everett exclusive? Or are you just having a good time? Because either way, I’m sure it still hurts to see Noah parading around Honey Hollow with that new wife of his.”

      I shoot Maureen an uneasy glance. “Noah’s wife is not new. She was in the picture long before I was, and I wasn’t thrilled being the other woman.” My God, Keelie is a genius! Maureen must totally empathize with me right now. I’m going to have to buy Keelie dinner for this brilliant segue.

      “Whatever, Lottie. Just tell your sister to stay away from my man.” She scoops up a couple of banana muffins and heads back to her table.

      Maureen leans in. The hair on the back of her neck actually looks as if it’s standing up from the horror, but most likely it’s just growing out that way.

      “That looked harsh.” She gives a knowing wink.

      “It was. And I meant what I said. I never set out to be the other woman.”

      A chuckle resonates deep in her chest. “None of us do, honey.”

      “You mean you’ve been in my shoes before?” I’m ready to milk this until the murdering cows come home.

      “Oh yeah. And quite recently, too. Things didn’t exactly end the way I wanted with my last relationship. He needed to move quite a distance, and I was afraid I’d never see him again. Our relationship was everything to me, but it turns out, it meant nothing to him. Just a few days before we”—she squints to the ceiling—“broke it off for good, I found out he wasn’t only cheating on his wife, he was cheating on me as well.” She rolls her eyes. “They’re all the same, honey. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if the married man you were involved with had a little extra something on the side—in addition to you. Cheats are notoriously insatiable. And don’t you buy any of that bull that you’re the only one for them—that they’re leaving their wife, that they’re just settling the details of their divorce. It’s all malarkey I tell you, malarkey!” she shouts it out as if it were a macabre cheer, and my stomach drops because she just described Noah to a T.

      “So, who was this other woman he was seeing? I mean, you’re beautiful and vivacious. What did he need with yet a third partner?” Honestly, I’m stymied by the fact Judge Shumaker had the stamina for one, let alone three women in his life.

      Maureen makes a face as if she might be sick. “She’s some twit who teaches suburban couples how to strip for one another.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes toward Everett, only to find not one but three women dangling from him as if he were a jungle gym. Naomi, Lily, and Greer Giles each look as if they’re having the time of their life. The judge doesn’t look too bored by it either. But the more women the merrier. That’s par for the course for Everett.

      “Wait, I think I might have taken that class”—I snap my fingers as I employ the oldest trick in the book—“it’s out in Leeds, right?”

      She shakes her head as she takes a quick bite out of a walnut encrusted truffle. “Fallbrook. Real highbrow stuff. Works out of some yoga place called Reach for Tomorrow or some junk like that. The two of them met because she gives free ten-minute massages at the courthouse once a month. Our insurance covers it.” She sighs as she looks out longingly at all the happy couples embracing on the dance floor. “I guess I know now she was giving him a little more than a back rub.” She gives my arm a quick pat. “But you’re far too young and beautiful to run around with a broken heart. Get out there and have some fun. I saw the way Judge Baxter was looking at you. Whoever manages to tame that beast will be one lucky girl. He’s kind, devoted, and honest to a fault. They don’t make ’em like that anymore. If anything, he’s worth having a whole lot of fun with, and rumor down at the courthouse has it, he is a ball of F-U-N. I say hit it if you can. What are you waiting for, hon? Another married man to come along?”

      Certainly not that.

      She takes off, and I help Lainey and Forest cut the cake. Meg gives a grand speech and brings the house down with tears of joy.

      Afterwards, I take Everett up on his offer for a nightcap, chamomile tea for me and a shot of whiskey for him, and just the scent inebriates me to dangerous levels.

      Everett and I talk about everything under the sun. We discover we really do have so much in common. And all the while in the back of my mind I wonder what his kisses would taste like—serious kisses, not the chaste pecks we’ve already exchanged in the name of our investigations. And yet Noah resonates like a gong in the background, one that I can’t seem to escape.

      “Try to keep your calendar free for tomorrow night.” The words come out far more seductively than I meant them to. “I’m ready to take our investigation to the very next level.”

      I left out the tidbit about the yoga instructor in Fallbrook, but I Googled the kinks out somewhere between cutting the cake and serving it up. It turns out, Cindy Mitchell has an opening at six thirty, and I quickly signed Lola and Evan up for the endeavor.

      Everett walks me to the door. His daunting frame looks every bit ready to make me his.

      “I’m always ready to take things to the next level, Lemon.” Everett exudes enough testosterone to do a hostile takeover of every last part of me, and strangely I think every last part of me is ready and willing.

      We say goodnight and I head home, noting the lights are still out at Noah’s place, his car missing from the driveway. I guess that means he’s having a nightcap of his own.

      Or maybe he and his wife are taking things to the next level themselves.

      Either way, my broken heart and I don’t want to know.
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      Fallbrook is the epitome of suburban wealth gone rampant—at least on the upper end of town where mega mansions are sprinkled about the countryside like solid gold Krugerrands. Fallbrook also happens to be where Everett grew up and his mother and sister still reside. He actually took me to his sister, Meghan’s, dirty thirty a couple months back and fooled his entire family into believing we were engaged. It turns out, Everett has a bit of a dirty streak in him, too. But I think I already knew that.

      Greer pokes her head between the two front seats and moans as she looks out the windshield. “I love me some Fallbrook. That moron that was fleecing me for my clientele, Tiger, lives out here. Hey? Do you think we can pay him a visit? I’d like to do a little early trick-or-treating and give him a nice ripe pop on the bottom for cheating me out of my fair share of the take.”

      I quickly relay the conversation to Everett before I glance back at Greer.

      “First, let’s get one thing straight. You’re dead. It is really, really hard to pay dead people their fair share of anything other than respect. Second of all, if you give someone a pop on the bottom, it will most likely be me who gets hauled in for assault because of it. So I veto that bottom slapping option.”

      “I’m not up for assault charges either.” Everett lifts his hand off the wheel momentarily. “No stunts, Greer. I mean it.”

      “Ooh,” she squeals with delight. “I like a man who tells me what to do and how to do it.”

      “I’m not repeating that,” I say just as Everett’s navigational device announces we have arrived at our destination. The two of us look up at what appears to be a mundane medical building, a plain white box set on a plain boxy street. Everett parks out front, and we quickly make our way into the building, only to find a sign that leads the way upstairs reading This Way to Couples Bear All.

      Everett takes a breath. “They get right to the point, don’t they?”

      “I guess there’s no way around this.” I look up at the handsome stud I’ve dragged along on one too many risqué adventures. “You know, I’ve never asked you this, but why do you go along with all of my crazy schemes? You do realize you can say no.”

      “And let you find another man to take my place? Not on your life, Lemon.” He presses his hand into the small of my back as we head on up the stairs. “Not to mention, I’m pretty sure you’re about to strip for me.”

      “You are such a pig!” I laugh while taking up his hand and giving it a squeeze, and Greer glides right by us blowing him a kiss.

      “Honey”—she drips the word sultry into his ear—“lucky for you, I love bacon on everything.”

      “Lemon?” We get to the top of the stairs, and Everett pauses, taking up my other hand. His left brow hooks into his forehead, and he has that look on his face that suggests he’s about to get lucky—correction, I’m about to get lucky. “We can ditch the shirtless shuffle, and I can turn the car around taking us right back to my place.” He steps in close as he takes in the scent of my neck. The peppered scuff on his face brushes up against my cheek.

      “Everett!” I laugh, taking a step back and nearly falling down the stairs, and he yanks my body close to his. We do a little spin toward the hall, and I can’t help but giggle up a storm.

      He pulls back, his features stone-cold, those blue eyes sirening out at me like warning beacons. “Did you or did you not proposition me with bacon?”

      “What?” I inch my head back to get a better look at him. I shoot a quick glance to Greer Giles and her see-through body and suck in a quick breath. “Oh my God.”

      “Now that I think about it, Honey Hollow is a decent drive. I know of a great hotel right here in town with a five-star room service menu. And trust me, Lemon, you will work up one hell of an appetite.”

      My mouth falls open.

      “Yes!” Greer cries out with all the glee her incorporeal being can muster.

      “Yes?” Now it’s Everett who’s inching back. “Wait a minute. Your lips didn’t move when you said it, did they?”

      I shake my head in horror. “Oh no, no, no… You can hear her!” I dislodge myself from the hot-to-trot playboy and chase that poltergeist right through a wall. “Come back here! You listen to me, you little hussy. I’ve got a murder investigation to solve, and I don’t need any part of your body that is well past its expiration date piping up!”

      Greer pokes her face out of the baby blue plaster, and it just hangs there suspended without a body to go along with it. I’ll admit, it’s a bit unnerving, but there’s no backing down now.

      “How did he hear me? Why did he hear me? As much as I like flying, walking through walls, moving objects, once people can hear me, it takes away a bit of the magic.” She sucks in a huge breath and nearly vacuums me up in the process. Greer jumps out of the wall and latches onto my hands. “What if the next step is that they can see me? I’ll have my life back! There won’t be anything different between me and the next girl.”

      “With the expectation of the flying, walking through walls—and you forgot that your body has a unique quasi-invisible quality that no amount of cosmetics nor clothing is able to disguise.”

      “Ugh.” She makes a face. “And no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to take off this dress. Can you imagine? I’ve already worn it once. I wouldn’t be caught dead in it again.”

      I roll my eyes and look to Everett. “Are you hearing this? We have a real comedian on our hands.”

      Everett takes a step forward and wraps his arm protectively around me just as a mass of couples stream into an opened set of double doors at the end of the hall.

      “No, I don’t hear anything,” he whispers hot into my ear, and my insides bisect with heat.

      Greer tips back her head dramatically, so much so it looks as if she just cracked her spine in half to do it. “Oh, thank God! I never thought I’d say this, but I like the anonymousness.”

      “Anonymity,” Everett instinctually corrects her before our eyes widen with horror. “I heard her again.”

      “You did?” I’m breathless, terrified at what this might mean. “My powers—” I hold my hands up in front of me and inspect them. “They must be increasing.”

      “Oh, please, that man has an inner alarm that goes off when there’s a wanton woman in the vicinity. Of course, he heard me. It’s his superpower that’s growing, honey, not yours.”

      I look to Everett and nod. “Did you hear that pithy remark? She said it was your superpowers that were growing, not mine.”

      He shakes his head just enough. The two of us are frozen with extreme caution, afraid to move, to breathe, in the event we’ll scare away whatever this is.

      He lifts a finger. “I think I might know the answer to this haunted riddle.” He takes up my hands again and nods.

      “Greer?” My voice shakes. “Say something to Essex.” It’s ironic the only time I’m allowed to invoke his formal moniker is when I’m speaking to or referring to his exes—not that Greer was technically one of them, but face it, she was well on her way.

      Greer shudders as if not looking forward to this extraterrestrial encounter of the material kind.

      “Essex, if you don’t take Lottie Lemon by the hair and kiss her all the way back to that fancy hotel room, I am going to grab ahold of the steering wheel and get you there myself.” She gives a cheeky wink my way. “I thought since I had the spotlight I’d make it saucy. You can thank me later.”

      Everett takes a quick breath, his gaze wandering in the direction of where Greer’s voice came from. “You heard the girl, Lemon. We’d better start smooching, or she might just cause a pile up on I-97.”

      A nervous laugh trickles through me. “It’s the hands. I must be some kind of a conduit.” I let go. “Do it again, Greer.”

      “Would the two of you get in there already and take off your clothes? You’re getting me hot and bothered, and I don’t have a horse in this raunchy race.”

      I nod to Everett, my eyes never leaving his.

      He glances to the left. “Nothing.”

      “Then that’s what it is.” I take up his hand again, and Greer sings a bad rendition of “It’s Raining Men” as we make our way into the dimly lit room. About six couples are scattered all around an enormous vacant room, save for slivers of bright blue mats scattered across the floor. Each couple takes up one mat, so Everett and I follow suit.

      A cheery blonde bops in from a side door and steps onto a mini stage where a series of spotlights shine over her. Her butter yellow hair is pulled tight into a ballet bun, and her eyes are heavily drawn in and almond-shaped to perfection. Her long lashes stretch to the ceiling, and I can’t help but think she looks like a real live Tinker Bell in her lime green tights.

      “Well, hello!” She tucks her hand over her eyes to shield the glare as she looks out at the small crowd. “My name is Cindy Mitchell, and I will be your body coach for the evening!” Music starts up from the speakers, and she flicks a finger at a man with a ponytail who hops up next to her onstage. “This is my dance partner, Emilio, and he’ll be here to demonstrate some of the moves we’ll go over tonight. What I need you to remember most is this is not a choreographed dance. This is a free-for-all. So there are no wrong moves, only a very seductive invitation. Think of this as a love letter penned by your body to let your partner know just how much they mean to you.” Her hips swirl and twirl in smooth gyrating motions as she glides effortlessly up and down his body. “The clothes will want to come off. Keep your movements fluid and natural, look into your lover’s eyes and don’t let go. Make them see you, feel you, want you.”

      Greer doesn’t miss the opportunity to stand in the limelight. She’s right behind poor Emilio mimicking Cindy’s every move. Greer is no stranger with a two-on-one situation. She worked with the Elite Entourage as a paid escort for who knows how long, and her expertise ran the sexual gamut.

      Soon enough, we’re all on our feet mimicking the sultry moves—the women at least—while the men more or less alternate pumping their shoulders. Figures.

      “Lemon”—Everett’s lips twitch and offer me up a hard-won smile—“I’m impressed with your moves.”

      “I can’t help it,” I say, shimmying my body in close to his. “I’ve always had happy hips. I think I secretly wanted to be a dancer.”

      “The dancing baker,” he muses as he pulls me in by the waist as his lids sink low. Everett was born to engage in a strip tease with his partner each and every night. There is no doubt this judge has down every move in the bedroom.

      Tinker Bell aka Cindy pops up like a blonde apparition. “You’re doing fantastic. I’ve been watching the two of you, and I must say your chemistry is off the charts. You must do this often.”

      “No actually.” I reach over and give Everett’s hand a squeeze as if asking him to go along with it. I practically roll my eyes at the thought. Of course, he’s going to go along with it. This entire night is a series of going along with it moments. “I just lost my lover.” I give a little shrug Everett’s way. “It’s been a painful two weeks, and my good friend here thought he’d pull me out for a night on the town.” I cringe because in hindsight none of that came out the way I had hoped it would.

      “I see.” She tips her head to the side as she examines the two of us with greater scrutiny. “Unusual. One might expect a nice dinner out or perhaps a movie, but to bring you here was a rather bold move.” She nods his way. “I’m going to take a leap here, but I do believe your friend”—she gives Everett a friendly wink—“is quite interested in you. Perhaps tonight will not only open the pathway to healing, but the pathway to a whole new relationship.”

      “Maybe.” I can feel my cheeks heating to dangerous degrees as I bite down hard on my lower lip. “But it’s been a painful journey.” I’m quick to look her way and nod as if willing her to take the bait.

      Her hand presses to her chest a moment. “I’m so very sorry to hear it. You know, oddly enough, I too lost a lover just a couple weeks back.”

      “You don’t say! How?”

      Tink shudders. “It was pretty gruesome. I’ll spare you the details, but a part of me realizes that, in a way, he had it coming.”

      I suck in a quick breath as Everett cinches his arm around me tight.

      I lean toward Tink, as if I were about to divulge a secret. “Mine did, too. I may or may not have been the only woman in his life at the time, if you know what I mean.”

      I’m not sure it’s wise to all but call out the inamorata, but I’m going with it anyway.

      The music picks up steam, and the couples around us really start to get down and dirty, and I swear I just saw a sweater go flying.

      Cindy belts out a husky laugh. “No judgment?” She hikes a brow, and I’m quick to shake my head. “I was my man’s number two for so long he must have gotten bored with me because guess what I discovered just a few weeks back? He had a nineteen-year-old girlfriend, barefoot and pregnant! Believe me, the scandal that could have caused would have been enough to kill him. He was advanced in years and not in the best shape.”

      “No kidding?” I dig my fingers into Everett’s back so hard my bones feel as if they’re about to break against the steel of his body. “How did his wife take it? My God, I bet she doesn’t even know!” That last bit flew out all on its own.

      Cindy is quick to wave it off. “She knows. And she wasn’t all too pleased with it either. I initially thought there would be hush money involved, but that feisty teen wasn’t going away without a fight.”

      I scoot in close. “You think she killed him?”

      She shakes her head. “Birdie wouldn’t hurt a fly, but she’d seduce it right into her bedroom.” Her fairy-like features contort in a knot. “She was a dance student of mine for years. She teaches pole dancing down in Leeds.” The whites of her eyes flash like lightning at how ridiculous that is. Compared to a couples’ strip tease in Fallbrook? I’m not touching this one. “But enough about me. Let’s see what the two of you got. Maybe your new man here should lose a layer or two.” She practically swoons into Everett when she says it.

      “Just one more question,” I plead.

      “Sure.” She blinks those long lashes at me.

      “Were you there the night he, you know, bit the big one?” I shouldn’t have said night! Gah! What a sophomoric blunder. I bet I just blew my cover sky-high. Unless, of course, she doesn’t think it’s a big deal.

      She waves it off as if it wasn’t. “I was nowhere near the scene of the crime. And thank God for that. I’d hate to have gotten caught up in such a gruesome crime—or the bloody aftermath.”

      I nod as if I understood. Either Cindy is very good at covering her tracks or she just spewed an entire sea of truths. I’m thinking the latter, but that doesn’t mean she’s off the hook.

      “Come, come.” She claps our way. “Let’s see some action,” she says as she moves on to the next couple.

      Everett begins to sway his hips. “All right, Lemon. You’re about to get rewarded. I find your investigative superpowers just as supersensual as the rest of you.” His smooth moves glide within inches of my body, and I can’t help but giggle.

      “I see what you did there. And, believe me, I see what you’re doing.”

      His brows bounce as he pulls his jacket off his shoulders before letting it slide slowly down his arms, his eyes never leaving mine. Everett flicks his belt buckle in one quick move, and I gasp as I pull him in close, our hips still moving in time.

      “Judge Baxter,” I whisper it low, far beneath the boom-chick-a-bow-wow music blaring overhead. “You are causing a scene. Every woman in here is blatantly ignoring her partner.”

      His gaze softens as he presses it into mine. “What about you, Lemon? Do I have your full attention?”

      Our movements stop, and our eyes lock over one another as the moment grows all too serious.

      “It’s safe to say you’ve had my full attention from the moment our worlds collided back in September.”

      “I guess the fact your landlords had it out for you was my lucky break.” His lids hood low, save for a bright blue line at the base, the only evidence that he can still see me. Everett inches his head toward mine, and my heart ratchets up into my throat. My adrenaline skyrockets, and every last cell in my body explodes with heat. “I’m going to kiss you, Lemon.”

      A breath expels from me as I give a subtle nod. “I dare you,” I whisper.

      I dare you? Oh hell, I’ll psychoanalyze my errant ramblings later.

      Everett pulls me in close, his arms gliding easy around my waist as if they’ve always belonged there. His lips curve toward the ceiling, and it’s the last thing I see before his mouth seals over mine, hard and deliberate with an achingly sweetness buried underneath.

      The entire universe fades to black. Nothing else exists outside of this moment.

      Fire. Kissing Everett is a nuclear explosion of lust in every good way.

      A heated rush explodes within me like never before, and I can feel Everett’s desire for me as I take in the feel and taste of his mouth. It’s happening. I’m actually kissing Everett, and he is sure as all heck kissing me back.

      I can hear Greer cooing and clapping from a distance or maybe it’s Cindy. But I don’t care. I am lost in the wonder of Essex Everett Baxter’s hot mouth, and I’m enjoying every delicious minute of it. Everett kisses me until I’m good and dizzy, his heated mouth devouring mine as if it were his favorite meal. Everett and I indulge in one long lip-lock as if it were long overdue, and perhaps it is.

      We never break our hold on one another as the music stops and the lights flicker back on.

      We’re finally ushered back into the night, and we pause just shy of his car and resume our position. It’s as if I’ve lost my mind, lost my entire way, only to find it again right here in Everett’s magical kisses.

      Kissing Everett feels wrong.

      It feels right.

      It feels as if it should never stop happening.

      Noah pops into my mind and I try to bat him away, but he doesn’t leave. He stays and fights for me. A rage builds up inside of me at the thought of him. He should have fought harder right from the damn beginning.
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      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery has hit its late afternoon lull, so I’ve stolen a moment to sit in the corner with my sisters who just so happened to stop in for coffee, and my bestie, Keelie, is kind enough to join us despite the fact she’s downright disgruntled with a majority of us.

      “Meg,” Keelie bleats her name like a threat. Her hair is piled on top of her head in a knot, and it’s creating the cutest little blonde waterfall. “I understand you’re seeing my boyfriend.”

      Lainey gives me the side-eye because we both know how ridiculous that sounds.

      Meg grunts out a laugh. “I understand he’s single.” A dark curtain of hair falls forward as she leans in menacingly toward Keelie. Meg has always reminded me of an angry elf, and I mean that in the nicest way possible. She’s got the pointed ears, the sharp nose, and she’s all around adorable. “But he won’t be for long. That boy has moves that a girl like me can appreciate.”

      Keelie garbles out something unintelligible before slamming her hand over the table. “You better watch your back, Lemon. Nobody comes for my man and lives to tell about it.”

      Meg leans in hard. “If he was truly your man, you wouldn’t have cut him loose! Your loss is my gain, Turner.”

      Lainey lifts a hand between them, and that sparkler on her finger catches the light like a star in the night. “Forest and I set a date.”

      “What?” I squawk. “Tell me, tell me. I’m so excited I can’t contain myself.”

      Lainey purses her lips a moment as the suspense builds around us. “July twenty-fifth.”

      “July!” we chime in unison as we do an odd little fist pump toward the ceiling.

      “Oh, I can’t wait.” I give Lainey’s hand a squeeze. There’s a bridal shower to plan and an entire dessert menu to come up with—that is, if you allow me to do the honors.”

      “Are you insane?” Lainey inches back. “There’s nobody else I’d even consider. It’s you all the way, Lottie. In fact, I’m going to let you help me design the wedding cake. All I know is it’s going to be big and beautiful and taste like heaven.”

      “Done and done. I’m on it.”

      Meg nods my way. “So, what’s new with you, Lot?”

      Keelie’s eyes widen like twin blue spheres. “Yeah, what’s going on with the investigation? Need help tracking down the bad guys?”

      “Actually, I might.” I wrinkle my nose a moment. “I need to take a pole dancing class somewhere in Leeds and soon. A young girl by the name of Birdie is teaching it, and it turns out, not only was she, too, having an affair with Judge Shumaker, but she’s got his bun in the oven.”

      Lainey gasps. “Who’d you hear that from?”

      “Cindy Mitchell, the woman who believed until recently that she was the one and only other woman.”

      Meg growls, “More like other, other women. Men are such pigs.”

      Greer’s comment about bacon comes to mind, which in turn unleashes all thoughts of those unholy kisses Everett doled out that night.

      Lainey swats me. “Hey, you’re blushing. Did you and Noah get back together?”

      I make a face. “Not even close.” As much I want to hold back, I just can’t. I spill every hip gyrating—lip-loving detail in one minute flat.

      “Lottie Kenzie Lemon!” Keelie shrieks as if I just robbed a bank. Hey? She doesn’t think I’m morally bankrupt, does she?

      “Noah and I aren’t together,” I’m quick to clarify.

      Meg scowls at the thought of him. “Good riddance. And I bet you weren’t his only plaything either. Cheaters never know when to quit.”

      My mouth opens to defend Noah, but I can’t seem to do it.

      “Lottie”—Lainey strangles the living heck out of my arm—“so is he a good kisser?”

      Keelie pounces in close. “Did you see stars?”

      Meg smacks her on the arm. “They were making out, not boxing.” She reverts her attention my way. “Did you take him back to your place and have your way with him? I bet he’s rough and greedy in bed.” A sly smile glides up her lips.

      “Would you stop?” I hike my hands up over my ears and sink in my seat. “We didn’t go there. In fact, he didn’t even come in after that. I was afraid of what might happen. I was weak, and my head was in the clouds. He had intoxicated me with all those dangerous kisses, and who knows what would have happened?”

      Keelie purrs like a kitten. “I can think of two or twelve things that could have taken place, and all of them are exquisitely sinful.”

      Meg shakes her head. “Look at you go, Lottie. Not only are you a professional snoop, but you’ve got the two hottest men in town—save for my man Hook”—she takes a moment to gloat Keelie’s way—“You’ve really turned into a fine young woman.”

      Lainey raps her knuckles over the table. “Don’t forget, she’s the best baker in all of Vermont.”

      My shoulders sag for a moment. “Don’t forget, she just had her heart brutally stomped on. No matter how thrilled I am to have kissed Everett, I still can’t seem to get from under this dark cloud of grief. Any tips on how to cure a broken heart?” I look to the three of them, and Meg rolls her eyes.

      “The quickest way to get over a man is to get under another one.”

      Keelie cackles right along with her, and they share a high five.

      “Nice to see the two of you unified over something,” I bleat.

      Lainey tips her head my way. “Why don’t you get to know his wife?”

      “What?” the three of us caw in unison.

      “Yeah”—she shrugs as if it were no big deal—“Swift Cycle just opened their doors yesterday, and you don’t need to have a membership. We can just go in and pay the one-time fee and let her know we’re not afraid of her. Maybe you can get to know her and she’ll give you the 411 on what really went down from her point of view. You already have his. Who knows? It might even give you closure.”

      “No way. I wouldn’t be caught dead stepping in there. And, believe me, I’ve had all the closure I needed once she waltzed in and claimed him for herself.”

      Meg taps her midnight blue nails on the table. “Plus, you kissed Mr. Sexy. There’s no going back.”

      A chair gets knocked over from behind, and we turn to see the most beautiful Golden Retriever bounding this way. Suffice it to say, my heart soars through the roof at the sight of him.

      “Dutch!” I pull him in and hug him tight, but it’s quickly apparent he’s visible to everyone as Keelie joins in on the fun. A pair of men’s chinos stands behind him, and I follow them up until I see Noah Corbin Fox standing there in the handsome as all heck flesh.

      “You kissed Everett?” he whispers it like a secret, his brows pinched in utter distress.

      I take a breath and release the beautiful beast in my arms, quickly realizing whom he belongs to.

      Meg stands up as if she’s gunning for a fight, and she just might be. “It’s none of your beeswax who my sister chooses to smack on the lips.”

      I can’t help but make a face at how that turned out. But it’s pure Meg, I have to give her that.

      “Lottie”—Noah takes a breath as he reaches down and picks up the beautiful creature’s leash once again—“I’ve got news about the case that I was hoping to discuss with you.”

      “Is this the part where you steal my clues and hope to get to the finish line before me?” I couldn’t help it. Sure, it was a childish dig, but it felt like the letting of a blistering wound.

      Noah’s lips twist as the rife look of disappointment crosses his features. I can’t tell if it’s him or me he’s disappointed in, but I’m rooting for the former.

      “No, Lottie. This is the part where I give you proof that the person who was in possession of the murder weapon just might be the killer.”

      Everett? I don’t dare say his name out loud. Instead, I rise to my feet.

      “If you’ll excuse me, girls, I think Detective Fox and I have some business to tend to.”

      Keelie raises her hand impatiently as if we were in class. “We’re still down for pole dancing later this week, right?”

      “I’m in.” Meg is quick to lockdown a spot on the Leeds Express.

      “I’ll call you,” I mouth as I lead Noah right back out of the Cutie Pie Bakery.
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      “So this must be Toby,” I say as I motion permission to take the leash from Noah, and he gives it. “I’m far more comfortable with animals than I am with humans, and that’s a well-documented fact.” As noted by the dead, but I leave that little tidbit out.

      “This is Toby, and I’ve told him all about you, Lottie. He’s been dying to meet you,” Noah says as he tries to keep pace with me. The wind is blowing so hard it’s practically pushing me from behind, and my hair is flying every which way and doing its best to both smother and blind me. “So I’ve got news on the case.”

      “If it implicates a certain ex-stepbrother of yours, then I’m not interested.”

      “Lottie”—Noah steps in front of me, his chest rioting far too close to mine—“do you want to step in somewhere? I’ll show you the evidence I came across. I meant what I said. I want to team up with you.”

      “Admit that it’s nothing but a lame attempt to spend time with me.”

      His dimples press in deep, and his eyes glint with that mischief look they’d get right before things would take a turn for the serious between us.

      Noah takes a breath. “It is exactly a lame attempt to spend time with you.”

      “Fine, but make it quick. I didn’t tell Lily I was leaving.”

      The wind picks up ten times more violently than before, and I end up scuttling my way right into Noah’s chest. His body feels warm and familiar, and it makes me want to weep rivers over how terribly everything went down for us.

      A sweet smile presses from him. “You want to step into Mangia?”

      “I’m pretty sure they’d turn Toby away.” I frown at the thought of anyone giving his handsome beast the boot. “But I know a certain flower shop that I’m betting won’t mind.”

      We ditch across the street into the protective shelter of The Enchanted Flower Shop, and both Carlotta and Rhonda Gilbert quickly hijack Toby from me and take him over to the large marble island to make a floral wreath for his head, whatever that might be.

      Noah steps in close, his thick cologne hitting me for the first time like an old friend coming in for a tackle hug. Those lips I’ve kissed at least a hundred times look just as kissable as they were the first day we did exactly that, only now they feel oddly off-limits.

      “Let’s see what you have, Fox.”

      Noah pulls out his phone, his thumb gliding across the screen every now and again.

      “So, you really kissed Everett?” he says it low as if he wished he could keep it under wraps forever.

      My lips part as I look up at him. A part of me wants to apologize for hurting him, and yet another far more vindictive part of me wants to rub it in his face.

      “You don’t have to say. I heard it the first time.” Noah opens his mouth and closes it as if struggling with his words. “Do you really think this will go anywhere?”

      “That’s between Everett and me.” There it is, the knife in his heart, and I never meant to plunge it. “I’m not looking for a ring—like I foolishly was last month from you.” I shake my head at the thought. I’m so angry with myself I could scream.

      “I would have given it to you, Lot. I would marry you in a second. As soon as I untangled myself legally, I was going to drop to one knee. There wasn’t a thing that could have stopped me.”

      “Yes, well, your wife stopped you. What did you have to show me?”

      Noah winces as he holds his phone out between us. “This is footage taken from Heritage Hall the night of the murder. You said you heard Judge Shumaker arguing with someone just after eight.”

      “That’s right. I had just checked the time. I’m really diligent about refreshing the baked goods every half hour.”

      “Take a look at this. It’s the corridor just in front of the kitchen, so it would put you in the vicinity at just about the right time.” He hits play on the black and white footage, and I lean in to get a better look. Judge Shumaker is facing the camera, and a man in a dark coat is gesticulating in front of him.

      “There’s no way I can tell who that may be just based off his jacket.”

      “You won’t have to.” He points to the screen and, sure enough, the men trade places, and it’s Everett’s face I see shouting something at Judge Shumaker.

      “Oh my God.”

      Noah lets the feed run out until the screen goes black. “He didn’t mention that run-in to you, did he?”

      “No, he didn’t.” A thousand thoughts sail through my mind as I head for the door.

      “Lottie?” Noah calls out. I turn to face him, my every nerve jangled by the latest revelation. “We’re not arresting him—yet.”

      My heart feels like it’s shattering all over again as I give a slight nod.

      “And just so you know”—a slight crooked grin takes over—“the pole dancer in Leeds? She teaches at Red Satin.”

      “Figures,” I say as I speed back out into the blustery day. I should have deduced the fact that all things downright deviant take place at Red Satin.

      But what I couldn’t have deduced is the fact Essex Everett Baxter could be keeping a very real secret from me—one that might just pan out to be downright murderous.
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      It takes four text messages and three county lines to track down that wily judge. That man has some serious explaining to do, and I don’t care how stunning his blue eyes are, I’m going to shake the truth out of him.

      Mooney’s Roadhouse is a desolate looking ramshackle building that looks as if it’s constructed from rusted tin cans. There’s an oversized neon moon the shape of a pizza that hangs above the establishment and a silhouette of a cowboy with his gun drawn at it as if he were about to shoot it out of the sky. Inside, it stinks of sweaty drunk men and booze, there are peanut shells strewn over the floor, and the house band is honking out a rowdy tune while a couple of girls in cut-off shorts and skintight T-shirts jingle-jangle what their mama gave them all over the dance floor.

      I do a quick sweep of the vicinity and spot the ornery judge and his go-to legal eagle seated in a murky corner. Everett has his traditional suit on, and Fiona Dagmeyer, aka The Dagger, a stunning brunette as sharp as those razor teeth of hers, is styling in her jet-black power suit and a pair of witchy looking four-inch stilettos that have rows of spikes coming off the back that scream she means business. She really does look fierce, I’ll give her that.

      “Everett,” I hiss as I take a seat in the booth next to Fiona. “I just reviewed evidence that shows positive proof it was you I heard arguing with Judge Shumaker the night he was murdered. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Everett takes a moment to glare at something over my shoulder, and I turn just to make sure it’s not Greer Giles. God knows I hear that catty cackle of hers going wild in the distance. I’m guessing she has a thing for the boys in the band.

      “I apologize, Lemon. But you were upset and I didn’t want to make things worse. My exchange with Sterling meant nothing.”

      “Then you should have brought it up. This looks bad.” I glance to Fiona who casually plucks the cherry from her daiquiri and pops it into her mouth stem and all. A few seconds later, she spits the stem out in the shape of a heart with devil’s horns. Impressive in a scary sort of way. “I take it she knows.” I look to him, incredulous. “How could you keep something so vital from me, and yet you shared it with her?” My voice breaks, and I hate that it betrayed me that way. “Just FYI, I’m far from soaking my pillow with tears. I’m downright pissed. When were you going to tell me?”

      “I wasn’t.” His expression smooths out, and it seems he’s actually entertaining the beginnings of a smile. How dare he.

      “Great. Because I love it when men keep secrets from me.” I look to Fiona. “Do I have idiot stamped across my forehead? Don’t answer that.” My rage percolates twice as hard as it did when I stepped in here when I look back his way. “What were the two of you arguing about? I don’t want there to be any secrets between the two of us. You’ve seen what’s happened to the last man who kept secrets from me.”

      Fiona bubbles with laugher. “Do tell. Is he still able to walk, or did you go for his primal apex when you set out to maim him?”

      “I broke up with him,” I spit it out without bothering to take my eyes from Everett’s.

      She gasps so loud, I’d do a head count of cherries if I cared at all that she might gag to death. “Are the two of you dating?”

      “Everett doesn’t date,” I answer for him to spare us both the humility. “The argument? What was it about?” In a brief moment of paranoia, I think that maybe Fiona is helping her ex avoid the question.

      Everett straightens, and he glances to Fiona and gives a subtle nod as if calling her off. Knew it.

      “Lemon—Judge Shumaker and I had a disagreement on how a case we were both working on should have been decided. In brief, the defendant wanted to overturn a conviction that could land him in prison for a very long time, and Judge Shumaker wanted to bypass any additional time to process the case because he was leaving. It was unethical. It could have cost that man and taxpayers years of unnecessary prison time—which does not come cheap. Now that Judge Shumaker is gone, the case will be retired.”

      The music hikes up to deafening decibels as I try to wrap my head around what he’s just said.

      “Everett, maybe the man who was frustrated by the inefficient due process he was receiving was responsible for Judge Shumaker’s death? I think this is vital information we should share with Noah. The sooner you’re off the suspect list the better.”

      Fiona lifts a blood red fingernail my way. “She’s right.”

      Everett tips his head back a moment before he concedes. “Very well. I’ll contact him in the morning.”

      My lips pinch in a knot. “If you’re not arrested by then.”

      A wiry young man, with a muscle T-shirt and sinewy muscles to match, comes over and sets a beer down for Everett.

      “Why so down, my man?” He flickers a smile my way, and it registers this is Mooney as in Mooney’s Roadhouse, as in the bartender from that horrible night at Heritage Hall.

      Everett thanks him for the beer. “I’ve got two women warring over me. It’s never a pretty sight—it’s downright beautiful.” He tips the beer my way before taking a sip.

      Mooney lets out a howl of a laugh. “Say, what’s the news on old man Shumaker? They nail the bastard who did it?”

      Fiona huffs as she curls her drink in toward her. “With the Ashford Homicide Division knee-deep in the investigation, you can bet this case will grow cold as that booze you’re serving. Put this on my tab, would you?” She scoots me out of the booth until she’s standing tall and cinching her purse over her shoulder. “Call me, Essex.” She frowns my way. “If you get any new leads, please keep us apprised.” She takes off, and I slide right back into the booth until I’m seated square across from my favorite ornery judge.

      “What was that about?” Mooney scoops up her drink and mops up the water ring left in its wake. “Are you one of the detectives she was picking on?” He winks as if he could commiserate with me on that.

      “I’m no detective. I’m just a baker.”

      “Just a baker?” Everett shakes his head, dismayed by my meager assessment. “Lemon here could give any baker in the country a run for their butter. She catered the desserts at Heritage Hall the night we lost him.”

      Mooney’s mouth falls open. “Banana cake girl. Those were the best banana muffins I’ve ever had. Reminded me of the ones my mother used to make. My sisters and I wouldn’t let them cool before they were in our bellies. Of course, I’d make sure they got the lion’s share.” He shoots Everett with his fingers. “You got to treat the women folk right. But nobody knows that better than this man.” He slaps a hand over Everett’s shoulder before taking off for the bar.

      “Nice guy,” I muse, still not happy with the seemingly nice guy in front of me.

      “He is. I’ve sat on one of those stools right over there and told him far too many things on far too many occasions. In fact, I shared with him briefly about that case I was telling you about. Even he could see the injustice that was about to take place. Of course, no details outside of those on the periphery were divulged. I would never put my career on the line like that. But I’ll admit, it’s nice to have someone to talk to.”

      I reach across the table and take up his hand. “That’s why I firmly believe you are far too valuable to be going through life on your own. And I’m not talking about with me per se. I mean in general. What’s keeping you from finding the one and settling down? You’re quite the catch, you know. And you can’t sow your wild oats forever.”

      “I like my wild oats.”

      “Is this about what your father did to you?”

      Everett confided in me a few months back that his father left the family when he was young. I’m sure it devastated him on an intrinsic level.

      His expression darkens. It’s clear I’ve crossed a line.

      His entire person softens as he lands his elbows onto the table and leans in. “It used to be. And then my father came back and we made things right, but, truth be told, I guess old habits die hard.”

      “Well, you’re not getting any younger, and I have a feeling you’d make a great father.”

      A laugh rumbles from him. “You’re subtle. That’s what I like about you, Lemon. You put it all out there. I very much look forward to having a family when the time is right. So, did Noah show you the footage?”

      “Yes.” I don’t know why, but it feels as if I’ve betrayed Everett in some way by spending time with Noah. If it were anyone else, it wouldn’t matter, but Noah and Everett have such a sticky history, it’s impossible not to rub one of them the wrong way. “He knows about—” I tick my head to the side. “He overheard me. I may or may not have been bragging about your lingual abilities.” My face heats fifty shades of cherry red, and I hate that it gives away my emotions so easily.

      “I’ll take care of Noah. He doesn’t have any right making you feel uncomfortable.”

      I shrug in lieu of a response. “I think we both know I’ll be uncomfortable around Noah for just about ever. What was I thinking sleeping with him without doing a thorough and extensive background check? My God, he could have turned out to be a hit man for the mob for all I know. He could have been someone in the witness protection program with a hit out on him. He could have been a fugitive. I’m far too trusting, and that naiveté ends today.”

      His lips pull back, no smile. “I’ll have my documents submitted by morning. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised with how milquetoast I really am.”

      A warm laugh bubbles from me. “Please, there’s not a milquetoast thing about you.”

      Greer pops up and lands right on his lap. An unnerving sight, considering half her body is embedded into the table.

      “So, what’s next on your crime fighting agenda? Any more couples’ strip teases on the horizon?”

      Everett inches back, wild-eyed. “I heard that.”

      I bite down over my lip and give his hand a squeeze. I hadn’t even realized that I haven’t let go. I look to Greer, unsure of what the truth might inspire her to do. “Keelie, my sister Meg, and I will be taking pole dancing classes down at Red Satin later this week.”

      Greer lets out a mean whoop, her right hand spiked to the ceiling, and it accentuates that crimson stain on her dress. “You really are a hoot, Lottie. Too bad we didn’t get the chance to hang out in the before life—but, to be honest, I didn’t like you much then. But I like you just fine right now.” She begins to scoot out toward the dance floor once again. “Hey? If you solve Judge Shumaker’s murder, what happens to me?”

      “You’ll be back in paradise whooping it up with the rest of the saints.”

      “No! I don’t want to go. You can’t solve that murder, Lottie. I won’t let you.” She takes off and bops her way between the girls losing it to the band.

      “Did you hear that? Not only do I have a judge withholding evidence, but I have a ghost who has vowed to make sure things don’t tie off in a nice neat bow.”

      Everett presses out a warm smile. It looks every bit genuine, and just like that, it fades away.

      “I think you’re working too hard, Lemon. In fact, I think someone should take you out for a nice dinner, and that someone should be me. St. Patrick’s Day is coming up in a few days. Have any plans?”

      “The Honey Pot Diner throws a mean Irish feast every year. How about I reserve us a table for two? There’s a huge buffet, and the entire world is invited.”

      “I approve.”

      The music takes a turn for the romantic, and Everett nods toward the dance floor. “Let’s do it, Lemon. I’m not getting any younger as you so kindly reminded me.”

      Everett is just a few years older than I am, so I poked my own eye on the way to pointing out his soon-to-be geriatric standing.

      We make our way to the dance floor, and he takes me in his arms.

      Everett bears hard into my eyes. “I think we’re a good fit.”

      “I bet you say that to all the girls before you take them back to your place.”

      A dark laugh thunders through his body and vibrates right through to mine.

      “No tricks here. I meant it. You’re easy on the eyes and easy to get along with. I appreciate both.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Just out of curiosity, what did you think of our meeting of the minds that night in Fallbrook?”

      “If by minds, you mean lips, then I’m guessing I can trace your happy hormones all the way back to law school where your mind was being exercised liberally.” He lifts his brows as if to acknowledge I’m right. “But about that kiss. I think I’m going to need a reminder.”

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      His mouth covers mine, and he makes me his in every single dark, delicious way.

      Everett reminds me about a lot of things, all of them good, all of them easy and right. Maybe the reason Noah and I had to work so hard at it is because we never really fit—throwing a wife into the mix will do that to a couple. But with Everett, there are no secrets, no pretense, no wife, no wily redheaded detective who works side by side with him—whom I’m positive was trying to steal my man. No paranoia. With Everett, you simply know what you get—one hundred percent solid beefcake of a man.

      But do you get more than just a kiss? More than something physical?

      Something deep down in my belly screams, sometimes, something physical is more than you can ask for—and perhaps all that you need.
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      There are places I have visited in the name of my investigations that I would not want my mother to know about. There are very dark places that these homicide investigations have led me that my mother indeed knows about. The Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club is sadly both.

      A while back Everett and I discovered that there is an illegal gambling casino in the bowels of this fine establishment. And in addition to that, we discovered that there is a naughty club within this naughty club called the Jungle Room where kink reigns supreme. My mother’s last abomination of a boyfriend, Brad Rutherford, happens to log quite the frequent flyer miles by way of utilizing the latter. He and his paramours made a habit of visiting the Jungle Room so much so that when he started dating my mother he took her for a kinky visit, too. I guess kinky habits really are hard to break. But not long after my mother kicked Brad to the kinky curb, she ironically found herself another man that makes me wish for Rutherford days gone by. A feat I would have thought impossible, but such is life at the moment.

      Keelie, Meg, and I stare up at the stage, with its multicolor lights, and the metal pole that reaches the ceiling and spikes right through the stage looks like a menace, as if it means business. The music is at a comfortable decibel, not the jet engine levels it will be when the pros take the stage.

      We were told to wear comfortable clothes, workout wear, and I complied by donning black yoga pants and a matching tank top. Keelie, however, has chosen a red sequin one piece left over from her ice skating days, no leggings, and, oddly enough, she fits right in with the other girls. Meg has donned one of her Madge the Badge uniforms, a copper number that looks alarmingly like a two piece better suited for back alley bondage, complete with cuffs around her biceps and chains dangling from her bare midriff.

      It’s eleven in the morning, and the club has just opened. A smattering of waitresses have already lined up at the bar to collect their customers’ orders. Each one is wearing a sequin G-string with matching pasties, their hair and makeup full tilt glamour.

      It turns out, Birdie’s classes run Monday through Thursday between eleven a.m. to noon, and if there are any patrons here at this hour, they are more than welcome to ogle the spectacle. More than half the seats are full. I glance to the stools that belly up to the stage, and I’m shocked that I recognize the three faces staring back at me.

      “Oh my God,” I hiss, fully not amused at the sight before me. “Who invited the peanut gallery?”

      Sure, Noah and Everett asked to join in on the fun, but I didn’t extend the invite to either one because—hello? Pole dancing! And the fact Hook Redwood is here will not bode well for the battling beauties I’ve brought along to help me through this traumatic event.

      “I invited Hook,” both Meg and Keelie answer in unison before looking to one another with a scathing hatred buried in their eyes.

      “Nice. And the others?”

      Keelie shrinks. “I might have seen Noah and his wife walking their dog in front of Swift Cycle—oh, okay, I’m lying.” She growls at the ceiling. “I did a session at Swift Cycle, and Noah was there. I wanted him to eat his heart out, Lottie. I told him Everett would be here cheering you on, and I couldn’t make a liar out of myself.”

      I glance back their way, and Noah gives a little wave while Everett glares at him.

      “What was Noah doing at Swift Cycle?” I’m not really expecting an answer. My guess is getting ready to take Britney to Mangia for pizza. I don’t see why she shouldn’t be privy to our favorite restaurant. She’s already privy to so much else.

      “He had some documents with him. I saw her go off to the side and sign them. Do you think those were the divorce papers?”

      Meg groans, “Who knows, who cares? The dude is yesterday’s news. Lot’s got a new man in town. One with mean eyes and a mean body. I say onward and forward straight to the judge’s chambers.”

      Keelie shakes her head. “You should test-drive Everett, then figure out who you like more in bed. So in a way, Noah still has a fighting chance.”

      “I’m not a test-drive kind of a girl. I’m the give-your-whole-heart-away-and-watch-it-get-stomped-on kind of a girl. And I’m getting pretty darn good at it, too. Heck, maybe I can teach a class? I’ll have to pay my students, though. Everything is backwards in my life, so I don’t see why not.”

      “Wah, wah, wah. Cry me a river.” Meg gives me a shove in their direction. “Suck it up, buttercup, and say hello. And then tell them to eat their hearts out because you’re a free agent. You don’t need a man to define you. Your life, your rules. They’d be lucky if they were included in it. And I’m with Keels on this one. You should be test-driving whoever the heck you feel like. No one breaks your heart from here on out. You’re the heartbreaker, Lottie.” She gives another firm shove, and I let the propulsion take me all the way to the three of them sitting there with a slightly guilty look on their faces. Minus Hook, of course. Hook looks ready and willing to take every girl in the joint on a test-drive.

      “Well, look who the cat dragged in. Hook.” I offer a curt nod. “Nice to see you cheering on my bestie and my sister. Noah, Everett.”

      Noah leans in. “I just wanted to make sure you were safe.”

      Everett grunts, “Which I assured him you would be under my supervision. I’d kiss you for good luck, but I don’t think Fox could handle reality. He’s a bit tense.”

      That’s putting it mildly. Noah looks as if he’s ready to bottle rocket right through the ceiling.

      A young brunette in a pair of yoga pants and a sparkling pink bathing suit top takes the stage, and Meg and Keelie follow.

      “That must be Birdie.” I can’t help but grimace as I study her for even a hint of pregnancy. “Either she’s carrying extremely well, it’s a condition she no longer is associated with, or that’s not Birdie. Anyway, wish me well,” I whisper as I hop up onstage and wedge my way between Meg and Keelie in the event pole dancing turns into fists flying. Hook seems equally smitten with the two, so really this could go either way.

      The young girl extends her hand. “You must be Lola. I’m Birdie.”

      Both Meg and Keelie groan at the mention of my faux moniker. I can’t help it. I have a bakery to protect and a pair of beautiful Himalayans waiting for me at home who wouldn’t care to hear such salacious things about their mother. Plus, I sort of like my new codename.

      Birdie steps back and leads us into a series of easy stretches. I can’t help but notice that my behind is facing Everett and Noah, and once I start in on the forward chest lunges, I’m basically bouncing my bottom in their faces. Not the way I had envisioned spending my morning.

      “Doesn’t this feel great, ladies?” Birdie’s shoulder-length hair falls like a curtain, her skin is a gorgeous shade of dark olive, and her eyes glow a celadon green. Her legs are so lean, her muscles sinewy, I can certainly see why an old pervert like Judge Shumaker would be attracted to her, but why would she ever pursue him?

      “It feels like heaven,” I groan because it sort of doesn’t. Suffice it to say, pulling long hours at the bakery hasn’t allowed for proper stretching to take place in my life. “But it’s also driving home the point I really need to get in shape,” I bemoan.

      Birdie laughs as she straightens. “With the little one on his way, I have a feeling I’ll be looking to get into shape once again in just a few months.” Her hand presses to her nonexistent belly.

      Meg scoffs. “You’re really having a kid?”

      “That’s right,” Birdie beams with pride. “Just two months to go. The kid’s a real kicker, too.” She pats her flat tummy, and the three of us are frozen solid just trying to wrap our heads around this.

      “Wow,” Keelie muses. “I hope I’ll look that great when I’m about to be a mom.”

      “You sure can.” Birdie waves us over to the pole. “All it takes is spending six hours a day on this bad boy.” She gives the pole a whack.

      “Six hours?” Meg takes an impromptu spin on the menace. “That’s it? And you get paid for it?”

      Birdie is quick to nod. “Darn right. I’ve already outearned all of my siblings by a mile, and the year is still getting started. Stage dancing is great, but the bread and butter come from private table dances. That’s where the big bonuses come from.” She pats her belly as if her baby were a big bonus itself, and I’m pretty sure it was.

      “How does your husband feel about this?” Okay, so I feel like a jerk even asking, but I need this to circle back to Judge Shumaker.

      Birdie blows out an exasperated breath. “Are you kidding? He’s serving time in Knoxville for grand theft. But he’s not the baby daddy. You know what they say, while the cat’s away, the bird will play.” She gives a quick wink at her play on words. “I thought about divorcing Rich and marrying my baby daddy, but I’ve already got so many damn hyphens in my name, Birdie McBride-O’Dell—just the thought of adding another name to my driver’s license makes me want to vomit alphabet soup. Come to think of it, everything makes me want to vomit these days.”

      My mouth hangs open at the odd confessional. So Birdie herself is a cheat. Is there no end to this chain of fools?

      I shake the thought out of my head. “But what about the baby daddy? I mean, he’s got to be pretty psyched about the whole eighteen-year parental prison sentence, isn’t he?”

      “Oh, he’s dead. Tragic accident, but we’ll be fine. My family is very close, and they’re very supportive.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear it.” I glance to Keelie for help, and she clears her throat.

      “So, do you think he left you anything in his will?” Keelie shrugs slightly my way.

      Birdie laughs it off. “I doubt it. Let’s just say we weren’t exactly out in the open.”

      Meg surveys the landscape. “Is this where you met him? I mean, it does look like the ideal place to land a man.”

      I give her a look that says you’re kidding, right? She had better be kidding.

      Birdie waves it off. “Please, nobody is meeting decent men with even better jobs in this place. It’s basically a den of destitution. I work for a service where wealthy men take hot chicks out on glamorous dates.” She says glamorous in air quotes.

      A thought comes to me, and I straighten like a pin. The Elite Entourage! Of course! Greer Giles was his favorite pet, but it’s apparent from Birdie he had more than one girl from the agency warming his bed.

      If only Greer were here. Where is that shifty specter when you really need her?

      A luminescent being glides down from the pole, headfirst with her dark hair spraying out supernaturally and floating as if she were underwater.

      Greer bounces to her feet. “Present and accounted for.” She leans in, her face glammed up enough to don a G-string and start earning her dead keep. “I could feel your need of me.”

      “You could?” Personally, I’m shocked to hear it. I wonder if it’s always worked this way but the others weren’t able to share that knowledge with me?

      “Could what?” Birdie asks as she hikes up on the pole.

      “Nothing. I tend to talk to myself when I get nervous. Please feel free to ignore me.” Dear God. I’m going to talk myself right into a padded room if I’m not careful.

      Birdie starts in on the lesson, which involves climbing and hugging that thin metal pole and ends with her thrusting her head toward the ground, her hair splaying around her in a dramatic sweep.

      I step in close to Greer. “Have you seen this girl before—at the agency?” I whisper it so low I’m afraid the music drowned out the sound of my voice.

      Greer takes a better look. “I don’t think so. But I didn’t know all the girls at Elite. I was more into the men, if you know what I mean.” Her shoulders do a little shimmy, and for a second I envision her doing exactly this with Judge Shumaker.

      I lean in close. “Do you think anyone at the agency had it out for him?”

      Greer rolls her translucent eyes. “Doubt it. My boss was too busy at the spa to care what her girls were doing.”

      An image of Judge Shumaker’s name on that list I saw last month comes to mind.

      “Your boyfriend, Tiger, he had Judge Shumaker’s name on a list. Do you think anyone associated with Tiger had a vendetta against him?”

      Greer shakes her head emphatically. “Nope. Tiger only wanted couples. Judge Shumaker didn’t even consider his own wife a plus one.” She squints her strangely glowing gray eyes my way. “Have you talked to the merry widow?”

      “Merry widow?” I give a quick glance to Birdie, who’s still intently twirling, before scooting in closer to my friendly ghost. “Do you know something about her that I don’t?”

      She shoots a dirty look to the three musketeers sitting at rapt attention. “I overheard that detective you dated talking to some witchy redhead about it. I’d ask him for the lowdown.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “You were spying for me? That’s brilliant!”

      Greer is quick to deny it with a shake of the head. “I wasn’t spying for you. That’s not allowed. I was simply checking up on The Coffee Cake Break and shocked to see it turned into something better. I can’t believe I didn’t think of spin classes myself. They’re my all-time favorite. I even pedaled along with the rest of the class for old times’ sake.”

      “What? You can’t do that. What if someone saw the pedals moving?”

      “Relax, the only person who saw was the new owner, and she looked as if she swallowed a live frog. She was G-R-E-E-N. It gave her quite the scare.” Greer laughs so loud it echoes through the place.

      Meg elbows me. “You’re up next, Lot.”

      “Crap,” I hiss under my breath as I step up toward the pole and let Birdie teach me the basics. Soon enough, I’m high at the top and spinning my way down like a pro. Birdie even has me bending over backwards and tossing my hands to the waiting ground below while my thighs do their best to strangle that measly piece of metal threaded between them lest I break my neck.

      “You’re a natural!” Birdie claps for me as I land back onto the stage with my feet rooted to it as if determined never to leave again.

      Keelie offers me a robust high five. “We’re killing it! If we’re ever low on cash, we can just head over to Leeds for a little side gig.”

      Birdie laughs it off. “Hardly. Most places like this have a waiting list of girls just dying to get a piece of the action.” She looks to Meg. “You were really impressive. Are you sure you haven’t done this before?”

      A prideful smile glides over my sister’s face. “Let’s just say entertainment is entertainment. There’s not a very big difference between what I do and what goes on in this place. I bet at the end of the night, you wish you could slam some of these customers to the wall.”

      Birdie’s shoulders bounce as she chortles herself silly. “Some of the customers here would pay a hefty sum for you to do it! Great job, guys. If you’re ever in town again, stop by and I’ll help you get to the next level.”

      Keelie leans in. “Won’t you be taking off for maternity leave soon?”

      Birdie brushes it off. “I’m working right up until the end. As a single mother, I’ll need every dime I can get my hands on.”

      Keelie and Meg each shake her hand and cough up the one hundred dollars she charges. I offered to pay for the three of us, but they wouldn’t hear of it. I pull my purse up off the floor and quickly do the same.

      “Thank you, Birdie. That was a lot of fun,” I say, handing her the cash. “So your child’s father”—I wince as I dare go there—“can I ask what happened to him?”

      She hitches her hair behind her ear, her eyes suddenly glossed over with what looks to be genuine tears. “Let’s just say he brought it on himself.”

      My mouth falls open. “Did he try to break it off with you and ended up getting hit by a bus?” A bus with lots of knives attached to it.

      Her chest bounces with a laugh. “Hardly. He was murdered a few weeks ago. The sheriffs haven’t arrested anyone yet, but I’m betting it was that wife of his. She wasn’t too thrilled when she found us.”

      “She caught you?” I can’t breathe at the thought!

      “Not only did she catch us, but she caught us in their bedroom.” Her cheeks turn a dark shade of cherry. “It was some sick fantasy of his to do it in his bedroom before his wife was due to come home. In a twisted way, I think he wanted to get caught. Anyway, she came down here and made a big stink about it. Tried to get me fired. She didn’t realize that I didn’t meet him at this place. But she was following me and figured it out pretty quickly. I finally had to sic my brother on her, and she’s left me alone ever since.”

      “It sounds like you have a nice brother.”

      “He’s the best. But don’t worry. I learned my lesson. The next time someone wants to take me back to their bedroom and their wife is due home soon, I won’t fall for it.”

      A thousand different things beg to drift from my throat, but I opt for a smile instead. We part ways, and I jump off the stage, landing next to Everett and Noah. Hook is already plying both Keelie and Meg with compliments—as he should. I think.

      “Lottie Lemon”—Noah gives a wistful shake of the head—“I have to echo your instructor. You really are a natural.”

      Everett’s lips curve at the tips. “Have I mentioned I’m having a pole installed in my living room next week?”

      “I guess you’ll need someone to break it in for you.” I couldn’t resist, but judging by the hurt look in Noah’s eyes, I probably should have.

      Everett nods my way. “I’m free the rest of the week if you need anything.”

      “Oh right, maybe we could squeeze that trip to Connecticut in? I’d love to have you come with me.”

      Noah looks to the two of us. “What’s in Connecticut?”

      “Romantic getaway,” Everett offers without missing a beat. “Tomorrow works best, Lemon. How’s that for you?”

      “Perfect. I’ll be ready to leave about eight. That gives me plenty of time to get the bakery going for Lily.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” He looks to Noah and nods. “Tell Britney I said hello. I’ll see you later, Lemon.” He takes off, and my discomfort level goes up a dozen notches. Funny how being left alone with Noah never bothered me before.

      Noah steps in close, and his leaf green eyes bear hard into mine. “I saw you whispering to yourself up there, Lottie.” Greer! “I could tell your nerves were really jangled. I don’t want to see you putting yourself in these uncomfortable situations.” His shoulders sag, his expression suddenly downcast. “And I certainly wouldn’t want you to swing around Everett’s living room.” His eyes close for a moment. “I guess I did this to myself, didn’t I?”

      Sometimes in life there are no words, and this is one of those times. I give a meager circular nod and shrug.

      “Britney’s stalling to sign the papers. But the divorce is still in motion. It’s just a matter of time. Maybe one day in the future you’ll give me another chance.”

      Meg pops up behind me and laughs in Noah’s face. “You know what they say, if wishes were horses, beggars would fly! Now fly away. Scat! You’ve already done enough damage around here. Nobody breaks my sister’s heart and gets away with it.” She leans in and gets her face within inches of his. “I hope it hurts.”

      Noah presses out a sad smile my way, and my heart breaks all over again. “It does.” He takes off and leaves without another word.
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      If Vermont is experiencing violent, windy conditions, then what’s happening in Connecticut is nearing downright cyclone levels.

      Everett holds my hand tight as we head into an unassuming office building set in an industrial park filled with unassuming buildings that have no more appeal than a stack of boxes scattered around a ten-block vicinity. I made sure Greer came along for the ride—not that she needed the lift. I’m sure she could have hopped state lines a heck of a lot sooner than we ever could, but I wanted the security of knowing she was with us in spirit as it were.

      It turns out, the woman we drove hours to see, Morgana Harold, did indeed have an opening in her schedule. Everett was wise enough to call this morning before we made the long trek over and put us down for a two o’clock appointment.

      “Morgana Harold, Private Investigator,” I read off the plaque before we head on in. I turn to Everett and shiver. “I’m nervous! I’ve never done this before. What if we’ve got the wrong woman? What if she’s never heard of the transmundane community before? What if she’s not even supersensual? What if she’s just a really good detective?”

      Everett’s lids hood low as if my meltdown has somehow triggered that happy place that lives somewhere underneath this gruff exterior. But Everett doesn’t say a word in response. He merely leans in and lands his mouth to mine until all of my worries melt away.

      “Boy, you know just how to relax a girl.”

      “I’ve got a few other tricks that are far more efficient.”

      “That you’ve utilized in an office building? Wait, don’t answer that. I’m pretty sure your tried-and-true methods would demand we take our relationship to the next level.”

      Greer hops up and down clapping up a storm. “Next level! Next level!”

      Everett grumbles out a dry laugh because no thanks to our handholding he heard the impromptu cheer.

      I shake my head up at him. “Why do I get the feeling the girls you’re involved with never really discuss taking things to the next level—they just happen spontaneously like nuclear fission and supernovas?”

      “You’re on the right explosive track.” He opens the door, and we set foot into a spacious office, clean and bare bones, white walls, and honey wooden floors. A petite woman with heavily outlined eyes and a waterfall of black glossy hair greets Everett with a smile.

      “Here to solve a mystery?” Her ridiculously long lashes bat heavily his way. “I just might be the answer.”

      I clear my throat. “As much as I’d like to help you make his day, we have an appointment with Morgana Harold at two,” I say coldly to the nymph just begging to take a bite out of my man. I back up just a notch. Everett is nobody’s man. He’s like a government monument gifted to the public. He just sort of belongs to all women. I can’t help but frown. I’ve never been good at sharing.

      She flicks a finger toward the door to our right, and we head on in to find a woman about my age. Her cherry-colored hair is free-flowing every which way, and a pair of wire-rimmed glasses is sitting at the base of her nose. She has an exaggerated look about her, large eyes, overdrawn lips. She reminds me a lot of an old teacher I once had who used to entertain us with her wild imagination. Let’s hope that little bit of my scholastic history doesn’t repeat itself.

      She stands and opens her mouth as if to introduce herself, but her eyes snag on Greer, and she takes a moment to inspect my phantom friend.

      “You can see her!” I squeal as I look to the paranormally gifted PI. “It’s true. You are just like me. I’m Lottie Lemon. This is my friend, Everett, and the deceased is Greer Giles.” I’m a bit hasty with the intros, but I’m so darn excited I can’t help it.

      Morgana gasps and seals the door to the office and speeds back to her seat. She does a quick inspection of the three of us before her gaze lands on Everett.

      “What about you, big boy? Are you seeing the other side, or are you just liking what you see?” She rocks her shoulders his way as Greer takes a greedy seat on his lap.

      “Hey! I’m here,” I say, incensed, as I look first to Morgana and then to Greer. “And that goes for you, too.”

      “I’m so sorry.” She shakes that wild mane of hers, and I half-expect a moth to fly out of it. “I don’t know what came over me. It’s almost as if I was under his spell.” She gives a throaty laugh his way as if it were some private joke between them.

      “My God, we’re not witches, are we?” Carlotta insisted we weren’t, but after that more than mundane, transmundane meet-up, it’s clear Carlotta knows a whole lot about nothing.

      “Not witches.” She pulls down her navy sweater as she settles down from the hormonal conniption Everett seems to incite wherever he goes. “We are”—she squints over at me—“what do you think we are, and who sent you?”

      “I was told I was transmundane, something more specifically referred to as supersensual. Everett here is the only one I’ve involuntarily told about it. My biological mother knows about it. She’s got it, too. In fact, we just held a meeting of a local chapter at my bakery back in Honey Hollow.”

      She makes a face like she might be sick. “I find those coffee klatches to be useless if you ask me. But then, I’ve always been on another level.”

      “Lemon is on another level, too.” Everett lobbies for me, and I think it’s sweet. “She can see and hear them.”

      “That’s right,” I add. “And my extraterrestrial visitors have recently gained the ability to move objects, thereby wreaking havoc in the material world.”

      Her eyes pop twice their size. “You don’t say. I can see and hear them, too. Lucky for me, they’re not interfering in anything in the natural. What’s the frequency in which you’re seeing the other side?” She leans in hard as if everything hangs in the balance.

      “One per month, pretty steady now.”

      “Wow!” She leans back hard in her seat as if to get as much distance between us as possible. “Do they call you Bad Luck Lucy back in Honey Hollow?”

      Both Everett and Greer chuckle, and I give his hand a quick squeeze as a punishment.

      “No, but they often call me a suspect. I’m finding bodies, lots and lots of them. At the rate I’m going, it wouldn’t surprise me at all if the people at Guinness weren’t chasing me down.”

      “One a month,” she muses. “And they’re all connected to a corpse?”

      I give a solemn nod.

      She shakes her head as she gazes off to the corner. “Am I ever glad you’re clear in Vermont. You might just give me a run for my transmundane money. Have you thought of becoming a private investigator? You’d make a killing at it—for lack of a better term.”

      “No thank you. I’m a baker.”

      Greer huffs at the thought, “And a darn good one, too. She put me out of business in less than one month.”

      Everett chuckles. “She’s sitting on my lap, isn’t she?”

      Greer starts to bounce with pride quite literally, and I shoo her away until she’s sitting on the edge of the desk like a good little ghoul.

      Morgana claps her hands. “And I was once a nurse, but after a majority of my patients began to bite the big one and I garnered the unsavory nickname as Noose Nightingale”—she rolls her eyes at that one—“I decided to go with the universe. Why fight it? I’ve always liked puzzles and riddles, and this is just that, supersized with a side of cold, hard corpses.”

      “Lovely,” I muse. “So, how many ghosts do you come across?”

      “About one every other month. I’m not quite at your level yet, but I hope to be soon. I’ve got a mortgage and three boys in private school. The bodies can’t fall fast enough, if you know what I mean. Obviously, not all of my investigative efforts come with a supernatural sidekick, but the fact I’m kicking the Hartford Homicide Division in the rear makes the family of those victims practically run in my direction. When someone you love is murdered, you want results, and I deliver them.” She slaps her open palm hard. “How about you? How many investigations did detectives close in on before you?”

      Everett’s chest bounces as he laughs silently. “Zero. This woman could shut down every homicide detective in the country. She’s that good.”

      “A supportive man.” She nods approvingly his way. “You’re quite the lucky woman, Lottie Lemon.”

      “I am.” My cheeks heat as I glance to Everett. “So, how did we come to be this way? Is this some ancient curse? Are we from another planet?”

      “Heaven’s no to all of the above. We’re just simply people who skew toward the supernatural. People have gifts. Some people are good at hospitality; others are practically savant when it comes to music. The brain warps and stretches in unusual ways.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not buying it. This runs through bloodlines.”

      “That’s true. And that’s why I think it’s a gift we inherit. Just like this brick wall of a building inherited his stunning blue eyes that make the girls swoon ten times harder. My theory is that it’s dying out. From what I gleaned at those useless meetings was that by and large this is a fading gift. You and I are anomalies within an anomaly. Two of my boys don’t have it. The middle one does. He’s a wily one, too, but as soon as he’s old enough, I’ll have him helping me out, teaching him the ropes. It’s all fun and games at the lighter end of the spectrum, an adorable kitten here, a playful puppy there. But if this shapes up for him like it did me, it’ll be raining corpses before you know it, and he’ll be smack in the middle of it.”

      “Why are we so good at solving cases?” The words burst out of me as if that were the only question I want answered, and in a way it is.

      She shrugs as if she hasn’t got a clue. “I suspect it’s a part of it. Our thirst for justice is like a fat man’s craving for pizza at midnight. It’s strong, and it must be satiated.” She nods to Greer. “So, what case are you working on now?”

      Everett looks my way and I nod, encouraging him to spill it, and he does.

      “Judge Shumaker”—she pounds his name into her keyboard and glosses over whatever pops up on her screen—“always look to the obvious. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that, but sometimes we can overcomplicate things ourselves. Did you check out the wife?”

      “Not yet. But I took pole dancing lessons from the nineteen-year-old he knocked up, and she said the wife caught them in bed.” I nod to Everett because I happened to share that salacious tidbit on the way over. “She said his wife was so angry she went to the strip club and badmouthed her.”

      Morgana caws out a laugh. “The little strumpet had it coming if you ask me. And then some. She’s lucky she wasn’t offed, too. I bet the wife did it. How did she do it? Poisoning? That’s pretty traditional for an angry spouse of the female persuasion.”

      Everett and I exchange a glance because that’s how Mr. Rutherford’s wife accidentally offed his mistress. The poison was really meant for him.

      “Stabbing,” Everett offers. “Nine times, upper torso, from the back.”

      “Oh no, no, no”—she shakes her head at the thought—“unless that nineteen-year-old or those other mistresses you mentioned he had were female wrestlers, there’s no way they offed him in a quasi-public venue with that much violence. That, my friend, was the work of a very strong man.”

      I take a quick breath. “You’re right. And even though the perpetrator wasn’t facing Judge Shumaker, they must have felt confident they wouldn’t be overpowered or the knife could be used against them.”

      “Well?” She tosses her hands in the air. “Who are the male suspects?”

      “There’s just one,” I say.

      Everett nods. “Judge Kremer.”
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      Judge Garrett Kremer happily agrees to meet up with Everett at Mooney’s Roadhouse, and after a rough ride all the way back to Vermont I’m feeling the need for a stiff one.

      “Tea, make it hot,” I say to the saucy looking waitress. “Chamomile, please.”

      The short woman with rainbow-colored hair averts her eyes as she takes off.

      Greer jumps into the booth between Everett and me. “I can’t believe it’s Garrett! Boy, did we share some steamy moments.”

      I suck in a quick breath as I look to the judge across from me. “You slept with Greer Giles, didn’t you?”

      “Lemon.” Everett taps my knee with his, but my full attention is on the man before us looking horrified as if he was just caught with his man parts in the nookie jar.

      “How did you know?” His blue eyes round out. He has a boyish appeal about him, but he’s older than Everett by a decade at least. His hair has gone silver far too soon, but that only adds to his handsome appeal.

      Everett leans in. “It’s true?” He looks equally stymied and angry.

      “Yes, it’s true. It’s old news. The girl’s been dead for months.”

      Greer gives my side a quick nudge. “Ask him how we met.”

      “How did the two of you meet?” I discreetly reach over and pick up Everett’s hand so he can listen in on any other pearls Greer might want to dispense. She doesn’t seem to mind the fact my arm is impaled into her chest.

      Judge Kremer gives a quick survey of the room. “Let’s just say she was coming around the courthouse and I bumped into her.”

      My mouth falls open. “You knew she was seeing Judge Shumaker and you still slept with her.” All pure conjecture on my part, but considering I’m batting a thousand, I went with it.

      “Not at first,” he says, incredulous, as he shakes his head at Everett. “Your girlfriend here really has some insight.” He smacks his lips. “What are you doing with a girlfriend, anyway? Are you getting soft on me?” He gives an obnoxious har har as if it were hilarious. Me thinks he’s trying to change the subject.

      Everett lands his elbow onto the table as if he meant business, and let me tell you there is nothing hotter than Essex Everett Baxter getting down to brass tacks.

      “Did Sterling threaten you regarding your affair?”

      I suck in another quick breath. “You’re married?”

      His eyes flit my way as the waitress sets down our drinks and quickly disappears.

      “I’m separated. It’s complicated.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      Greer grunts, “So have I sister. So have I.”

      Everett bounces his beer in his hand. “Geez. What were you thinking?”

      “I know, I know.” He stares down at the table as if he were ashamed—as he should be. “It’s one thing to step out on the missus, but to pull what I did with Sterling? It goes against bro-code.”

      “Bro-code?” I ask, ready to strangle this turkey for being so insensitive. In the least I should accidentally on purpose spill my scalding hot water onto his lap. Who knows? I might do all of female-kind a favor by disabling his most prized member.

      Greer scoffs at the greasy judge. “He’s not sorry. He once told me he thought I was hotter because I belonged to Shumaker.” She says belonged in air quotes.

      I gasp at the raunchy revelation. “Did you really think she was hotter because she belonged to Shumaker?”

      Judge Kremer inches back as if he just saw a ghost, and that ghost was me.

      Everett gives my hand a squeeze. “Lucky guess on her part. I get it, though.”

      Both Greer and I swing our heads his way.

      Everett nods as he looks to his old friend. I can’t help but note the low lighting here makes him look not only far more comely than should ever be legal but dangerous in a delicious way. After a long day in the car, I’d love nothing more than to take Everett back to my place and snuggle up on the couch. I’m sure Pancake and Waffles would love to play with him, and I’m feeling the urge myself.

      Everett taps the table a few times hard, his serious gaze never leaving Kremer’s. “So, where did it go wrong? Did he threaten you?”

      Judge Kremer takes a breath as he spins the whiskey in his hand. “He had pictures. Said he would send them to my wife if I didn’t back down. And then he got the appointment.” He scoffs as he shakes his head. “Get the girl, get the promotion. Both of which should have been mine. Greer was someone I could have had a life with.”

      “Aw!” Greer coos as if he just produced a puppy from under the table. “Tell him I would have loved a life as the judge’s wife.”

      “Geez,” I whisper under my breath. “She probably would have loved a life as your wife, but then you already had one.” I’m quick to point out to her. “So, that’s why you killed the guy?” I can’t help it. Some serious debilitating exhaustion is taking place.

      “Killed him?” He inches back as if affronted. “Is that what you think I did? I don’t need that kind of trouble in my life. I’m a lover, not a fighter. Yes, I was ticked, but Greer died and that shook me. I thought of exposing Sterling’s misdeeds and getting myself that cushy position. I even confronted him about it. Asked him to step down, but he wouldn’t have it. I figured his past would catch up to him one day and I’d have a chance at it once again.”

      “And do you?”

      He sheds a greasy grin. “You guessed it. Got the call this morning.”

      “Congratulations, man.” Everett slaps him five from across the table. How I pray he’s playing a game of good cop, bad cop with him. There’s no way Everett would be so cold. “So you’ll be relocating to Burlington soon.”

      “That I will. I’ve got thirty days and, believe me, I’m glad to do it. With the impending divorce, I need a fresh start. And who knows? I might meet a nice girl like Greer yet.” A laugh thumps out of him. “But let’s be honest. There wasn’t a single nice thing about that girl. She was one hundred percent naughty, if you know what I mean.” He downs his drink while Greer bubbles with a laugh.

      “I sure was! One hundred percent!” She bounces in her seat while trying to high five either Everett or me, and neither of us obliges.

      Judge Kremer stands and puts on his coat. “I’ll catch you soon,” he says to Everett before looking my way. “Nice to meet you—I think.” He takes off, and it’s just Everett and me, and our far too friendly ghost.

      I waste no time in scowling at Greer. “Why didn’t you tell me you slept with Judge Kremer?”

      “Because you never asked!” she snips right back. “Besides, I had no idea he was on the suspect list.”

      Everett gives a hard blink. “Okay, do Maureen Taylor, Cindy Mitchell, or Birdie mean anything to you—something that might help solve this case?”

      Greer taps a blood red nail over her cheek. “Nothing other than the fact you bored me with their presence.”

      “What about his wife? Jillian Shumaker?”

      “Not a thing.” Greer absentmindedly runs her finger over the dark stain on her chest. “Did you ever look into the guy she was having an affair with?”

      Everett and I exchange a glance.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Sterling didn’t mention it, but he did say he caught them together. That’s when his wife knew her days were numbered.”

      “Well then.” I straighten “It looks as if not only did Judge Kremer have a clear motive for murder, but so did Jillian Shumaker—and maybe, just maybe, her boyfriend volunteered to do it.”
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      Everett and I hightailed it right back to Honey Hollow, fully ready to drop into bed, and not together. Everett looked as if he ran a lap around the planet he was so exhausted. We said a brief goodnight as he reminded me of our St. Patty’s Day date tomorrow night. The Honey Pot Diner has always made a huge event out of St. Patrick’s Day because it just so happens to be that Nell Sawyer who once owned the Honey Pot—my own grandmother—was Irish.

      I wait until the lights in Everett’s bedroom go out before I dash across the street. In the mother of all ironies, I now feel like I’m cheating on Everett by speaking with Noah.

      His porch light is off, and I’m thankful for that as I give a quick knock. Less than a minute later, Noah glances out the orange slice of a window up top and the door swings open.

      Toby is the first to greet me, and I can’t help but give him a hug. “You are just so adorable.”

      “Thank you.” Noah chuckles. “And to think I didn’t have any hope you’d ever say another kind thing to me.”

      “I wasn’t speaking to you.”

      “A man can dream.”

      I give a wary look around. The embers from a fire have just died out. It looks as if a romantic time was had by all.

      “Is your wife home?” Words I never thought I’d say to Noah.

      “Soon-to-be ex-wife. And no. She doesn’t live here. She doesn’t stay here. She’s at the B&B if you need to speak with her.” He blinks a wry smile.

      “I’m here to speak with you,” I smart as I step on in and he closes the door behind me.

      “How was Connecticut?” Noah flicks on the light, his voice low as if it were a secret we shared that he didn’t want to remind me about.

      My eyes meet with his, and his pain is palpable.

      “It went well. I had a meeting with a friend. Everett came with me.”

      “So, no romantic getaway?” His brows bounce as he leads us to the sofa. “Would you mind if I started a fire?”

      “No, please don’t.” That fireplace was witness to much coital action between the two of us. God knows I’m weak and tired. If I’m not careful, I might end up on his mattress, and I’m all through with being the other woman, thank you very much. “I’m not staying long. I just wanted to see what you had on Shumaker’s wife.”

      Noah nods as he pulls his phone forward. “She’s been seeing someone.” He plays with the screen before flashing it my way and I’m met with the picture of a man, clean cut, nice suit, older. “Jeremiah Curry. A criminal defense attorney in Ashford. It was an emotional affair, no sex. Yet.”

      My heart thumps wildly in my chest. “Do you think he did it?”

      “He was in China during the time of the murder. We have documentation. Cleanest alibi yet.”

      “So, maybe they hired a hit man?”

      His dimples depress, and he thinks it through. “A hit man would have used a gun. Knives are messy.”

      “Yes, an act of passion perhaps… Maybe Kremer did it. He was having an affair with Greer Giles, the same girl that Shumaker was sleeping with—one of them at least. Not to mention the fact Kremer is bitter that Shumaker got the position. Although, fate has turned that card for him. He’s leaving at the end of the month to fill the position.”

      Noah narrows his luminescent green eyes over me. “You gleaned all this and you run a bakery? You do realize I do this full-time.”

      “Very funny. But flattery will get you nowhere.”

      A small moan escapes him. “How I wish it would. I miss you, Lot. Do you know how much self-restraint it’s taking for me not to scoop you into my arms?”

      “I wouldn’t do it. Your gun is sitting right behind me. I’m pretty sure I can reach it before you can. I happen to have lightning quick reflexes.”

      “I know all about your reflexes, and I do miss them. What’s happening with you and Everett?”

      “I don’t think I owe you a detailed accounting of my love life. Besides, I want to talk about Jillian. Hey, maybe I can go over to her house tomorrow and offer her a muffin basket or something? She’s the only person I haven’t questioned.”

      “No, Lot”—he moans and closes his eyes a moment—“you don’t want to do that.”

      “Why not? It’s St. Patrick’s Day. I’ll make up some story about the bakery gifting baskets to the grieving. I don’t know. But I just won’t feel settled unless I speak to her. I know! I’ll invite her to the Honey Pot tomorrow night. It is a social event. She might like that.”

      “You’re not leaving this alone, are you?”

      “If you don’t cough up her address, I’ll have to employ another strategy to get it.”

      “I’ll do you one better. I’ll drive.”
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        * * *

      

      Jillian Shumaker lives behind the gates in an exclusive community in Hollyhock, a neighboring town between Honey Hollow and Ashford. It’s officially St. Patrick’s Day, and I spent the morning pumping out more shamrock sugar cookies and green frosted cupcakes than should ever be legal.

      Noah drove us over and parked a few houses down in the event she looked out her window and recognized his menacing presence as I headed on up the Shumakers’ walk with a basket full of banana muffins. I had wagered whether or not it was in poor taste to bring her the very dessert her husband enjoyed last, but I thought it might be a nice token of remembrance as well as a delicious treat so I went with it.

      The Shumakers’ home is a two-story Tudor with an expansive front yard, well-manicured with a three-tiered fountain smack in the middle of it. A glossy maroon Audi sits pridefully in the driveway, and behind that is a beat-up old Honda that reminds me much of my own, which looks to be parked in haste. I climb up the short flight of stairs and head for the enormous double doors. I lift my hand to give a quick brisk knock, and the sound of an argument escalating from inside has me freezing in my tracks.

      I lean in and hear the distinct sound of female voices. I turn my ear toward the door and hold my breath in the event I can make out what they’re shouting about, but it’s far too garbled so I do the only thing that logic dictates—I boot scoot my way to the large picture window to my left and spy on whoever is in there giving Jillian Shumaker heck.

      I spot Jillian first, her hair pulled back into a chignon, a mint green cardigan on in honor of the day. Whoever she’s going at it with is a woman, for sure. I can see a dark coat stepping in and out from Jillian’s frame but nothing else.

      Jillian raises a hand as if she were exasperated. “I want this over.”

      “I want this over, too!” the other woman riots. Her hand lands on a small marble table that holds a vase filled with lilies, most likely flowers from other mourners. Her hand taps against the marble impatiently as they mumble something indescribable to one another, and I spot a long gold ring over her index finger bejeweled with emeralds that branch out like leaves. It’s pretty, and in a strange and sorrowful way it reminds me of Nell. I only knew Nell Sawyer as a friend and Keelie’s Grammy. She was the one I shared my supersensual secret with for so long. And as it turned out, she was not only my friend, but my grandmother as well.

      “I’ve got a fistful of fresh one hundred dollar bills hot off the press. Do it tonight or it’s over,” Jillian thunders. “We’re over. And you know exactly what I mean.”

      We’re over? Is Jillian having an affair with the woman?

      The sound of heels clicking in this direction emanate from inside, and I speed my way back to the entry. I hold up my hand, ready and willing to knock up a riot just as the door swings open.

      Jillian gasps, and the door shuts slightly. The scuttle of shoes is heard from inside as she opens up again, this time with a manufactured smile.

      “May I help you?”

      “Oh, yes, actually, no. I come bearing a basket full of goodies. My name is Lottie Lemon. I was the—”

      “The baker from the party at Heritage Hall.” Her smile softens as she takes the basket from me. “This is so very sweet.”

      “I just wanted to express how sorry I was and perhaps brighten your day even in the tiniest way.”

      “Of course. This is wonderful. What a kind gesture.” Her steely eyes meet up with mine as I glance past her, and yet there’s no evidence of a soul around. Whoever is here, she’s not about to make her presence known. “Is there something else I can help you with?”

      “Right.” I straighten like a pin. “Actually, I wanted to extend an invitation to the Honey Pot Diner. St. Patrick’s Day is sort of a big deal at the restaurant, and tonight’s menu shouldn’t be missed. My treat. Feel free to bring a guest.”

      A light laugh bubbles from her. “I’m already set to go. Judge Baxter extended an invitation to his colleagues to make up for the tragedy that befell us that awful night.” She fans herself with her fingers a moment, no tears.

      “Everett—I mean, Judge Baxter is very thoughtful. I’m so very glad you’ll be taking him up on his invitation. I’ll be sure to look for you and say hello.” I take a step back as if I were leaving before holding up a finger. “May I ask if they found your husband’s killer? That was a horrible tragedy, and it’s shaken me to the core. I can’t imagine what you’re going through. Do you even feel safe in your own home?”

      She averts her gaze to the bushes a moment. “They haven’t found the killer. I’m afraid the case has grown cold. But, nonetheless, I don’t feel afraid. Whoever did this to Sterling was simply after his money—his wallet,” she clarifies.

      “Right.” I nod as I try to take this in. “Well, I’ll see you tonight.”

      The door seals shut once again, and I scamper as fast as I can to Noah’s truck and spill everything I gleaned.

      “Do you think we should do a stakeout and see who it is she’s harboring in there?”

      “I’m in.” Noah drives to the next block over and parks so that we can see the house, but the beat-up Honda in the driveway is already missing. “She must have taken off in the other direction.” He speeds for the guard shack at the exit, but it’s too late. Not a sign of the woman with the ring or her car.

      “Sorry, Lot.” Noah drives us out of the tract and pulls to the side of the road under an enormous oak tree. The dappled sky above looks almost periwinkle.

      “Noah, she said her husband was robbed that night he was killed. Is that true?”

      His finger thumps over the steering wheel. “He had his phone on him and about a hundred dollars in small bills tucked in his pocket, most likely for the bar. No wallet.” His forehead creases as if he’s trying to push this through his brain. “I specifically asked Mrs. Shumaker myself if he had his wallet with him that night, and she said she didn’t know.”

      “Well, she seems to know now. Maybe she figured it out later and forgot to mention it. I guess she’s had a lot on her mind—like this other woman she’s about to end it with.”

      Noah nods, his gaze lost as he looks out the windshield. “I’m thinking she meant something along the lines of a business arrangement.”

      “A business arrangement?”

      Noah takes a breath and reaches over for my hand. “I don’t want you to worry about it, Lottie.” He squints out a pained smile. “I think I can take it from here. Rumor has it, you have a birthday coming up.”

      “That I do.” I soak in the feel of his warm, strong hand over mine before slipping away from his grasp.

      He shifts in his seat. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.” I shrug, as I fall seamlessly under his spell again—and as much as I hate it, on some level it feels unavoidable. Will I ever be able to judge someone for having an affair again? Was what Noah and I had truly classified as an affair?

      “When I stepped into the bakery the other day with Toby—you called him Dutch.”

      I freeze solid as his heavy stare holds me hostage.

      “Lottie, you’ve said that word before.” He shakes his head. “I just assumed it was a part of that secret you didn’t want me to know about. Now I’m not so sure.”

      My mouth opens, and a croaking sound comes out. “I guess I didn’t want you to judge me. That’s why I didn’t want to tell you about my secret. And yes, Dutch very much has a part in it.” My entire body relaxes as I say those words.

      That look of utter agony I’ve become all too familiar with contorts his features. Noah still wishes he had all of me—and all of my secrets, too.

      “Fair enough.”

      We drive back to Honey Hollow with more questions than we had when we left.

      A part of me wonders if Judge Shumaker’s killer will ever be brought to justice, and a part of me bets that Noah wonders if I will ever reveal my secret to him.

      Something in me suggests the answer to both is yes.
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      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is due to close in less than five minutes, and yet I’m busier than ever pulling batch after batch of banana cake out of the oven. Keelie had the brilliant idea that I should dye them green in ode to the emerald-colored day, and I took her idea and ran all the way to Ireland with it—proverbially, of course.

      And since I dismissed the staff so they could get ready early for the festive event next door, I’m here pretty much alone—if you don’t count my new sous chef Greer Giles. You can bet your bottom ghostly dollars that I took her up on her offer to lend a helping haunted hand, and we’ve been chatting it up in the kitchen ever since.

      She makes a face at the baskets full of banana muffins. “Don’t you think these things should be frosted? Who in their right mind will want to eat a naked cupcake?”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes. Despite the fact she owned a rival bake shop, no one was ever going to accuse Greer Giles of being a champion baker.

      “I’ve never frosted banana cake before.” I wince at how sickly they look with their pale green hue. “But I’m betting a good dousing of powdered sugar won’t hurt. Why don’t you pull the fine mesh strainer from the basket under the island? There’s a bag of powdered sugar on the counter there, so get cracking. It’s a great idea and one I wouldn’t have come up with if it wasn’t for you.”

      “Think of all the brain power I could gift you if you never solve this case.”

      “Oh, I’m solving it. I have to. It’s like some volcanic eruption that’s begging to burst out of me.” I click my tongue. “That night keeps haunting me. I mean, I saw Judge Shumaker with his wife. Then I saw him and his wife arguing with Maureen Taylor. Come to find out, Maureen wasn’t too happy about being cheated on either. Cindy Mitchell didn’t seem to mind. I didn’t get any hard-core revenge vibes from her. Birdie the stripper seemed perfectly content with or without Judge Shumaker in her life. It was Jillian she had a problem with after he died. But Jillian had every right to blow her top. And oddly, she was having an affair of her own. Her boyfriend was in China at the time of the murder so Noah says he’s clean. Judge Kremer—I think he might be our man. And, of course, there’s that bozo my mother has leashed herself to. Rich Dallas is a psycho, but is he a killer?” I scoff at the thought. “Is it sad that I’m rooting for Rich to be the killer? That’s how badly I want him out of my mother’s life. But by default, I can rule him out. Things don’t usually turn out the way I hope they would. If I get a chance, I’ll question him tonight.” I take a step over toward Greer as she lifts the confectioners’ sugar to the counter. “Thank you for listening. It just feels so good to process all of that again.”

      She lifts one of her cartoon villain brows my way. “I bet you’ll be sorry to see me go once the time comes.”

      I give a wistful shake of the head. “If Judge Shumaker’s killer is never caught, I doubt you’ll be going anywhere. Just FYI, I’m here alone from the hours of four a.m. to seven.”

      “No thanks. Despite the fact I’m missing my corporal frame, I still very much value my beauty sleep.” She scoops the powdered sugar out with the sifter and holds the mound precariously over a batch of fresh baked muffins. “You know, I’ve been thinking. I’m not so sure I want to go back. At least not anytime soon. I kind of like it here. And you said yourself I’m a great help to have around.”

      “I said no such thing.”

      “All right. You implied it.” She sticks her tongue out at me. It’s safe to say Greer and I feel more than comfortable getting cheeky with one another. “Anyway, I’m not going. I’ll be your sidekick, your bakery barista, whatever it is you need me for. I just want to stay. Besides, I haven’t even seen you and Essex get to the good part yet. What in the heck are you waiting for?”

      A laugh bounces from me. “I don’t know. I mean, he’s the whole package and yet Noah—”

      “Is a married man. Face it, he was using you, Lottie, just like Judge Shumaker was using me.”

      “Actually, I’d like to think it was a little more complicated than that.” Dutch flits through my mind. “But I’m afraid I’ll have to pass on the extended stay you’re willing to dive into. I just sent back a Golden Retriever who I would have loved to have kept forever, but as it turns out, if I claim one of you as my own—I get a big, bad bag of misfortune. Come to think of it, Noah’s wife, Britney, waltzed into town just as my run of bad luck was finishing up. I guess you could say she was the crescendo.”

      Greer belts out an ear-piercing cackle. “Some might say that was your first stroke of good luck.” She beats her hand against the strainer as if it were a tambourine, and powdered sugar falls like snow.

      I’m about to make some smart-aleck remark that drives home her point when someone calls my name from behind, and I spin on my heels, fully expecting to see Lily or Keelie, but it’s neither of them. It’s Britney Fox.

      “Can I help you?” I ask, stunned to see her so brazenly standing in my kitchen. Her hair is doing that wavy thing that blocks one eye from view, and her lips are filled in with a bold shade of crimson.

      Her face contorts to something just this side of horror as she looks past me. I follow her gaze, and my insides squeeze into a knot at the sight of Greer happily dusting away with the powdered sugar.

      “Stop that,” I hiss to Greer, and yet the stubborn spook merely laughs as she looks to our uninvited guest.

      “Look at her face!” She lets out a hoot. “She’s greener than these cupcakes!”

      Britney takes an unsteady step back, and her ankle turns before she rights herself. “What’s happening?”

      “Oh—oh my God.” I look back to Greer. “So help me God, if you want to pretend to live another day,” I hiss once again, this time lower than a whisper.

      Britney gags as she does her best to keep moving toward the door, with her rear leading the way. “You’re chanting, aren’t you? Oh my God, you’re a witch! You’re a real witch! It was you moving the pedals on that bicycle the other day, wasn’t it? You were trying to make me think I was crazy!” Her voice pitches to the ceiling. “And you hate me!” Her eye bugs out as if it were about to launch right out of her skull. “You hate me, and you’re going to cast a spell on me! Oh God!” She runs for the door, and I chase after her. “No warts, I’m begging you. I don’t want to be a frog!” she wails as she runs right out the door and down the street where I’m betting she came from.

      Greer comes up and lands her elbow over my arm. “We got her good, didn’t we?”

      She holds out a hand, and I stare at it a second before slapping her a weak five.

      “We did,” I concede. “But pull another stunt like that and, trust me, I’ll find a way to turn you into a frog with lots and lots of warts. I may not be a witch, but I have a wicked way with animals.”

      “Point taken.” She scuttles back to the kitchen, and I glance to the Honey Pot Diner where it’s already teeming with bodies.

      Let’s hope this night ends better than it started.

      With my luck, I’m guessing it won’t.
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        * * *

      

      The Honey Pot Diner is brimming with bodies. Even the giant resin oak tree in the middle of the restaurant is hard to make out due to the shoulder-to-shoulder thicket of people. I’m pretty sure we’re breaking fire code tonight, but since Forest and most of his firefighting comrades in arms are here, I’m guessing they’re letting it slide. Not only is the fire department here, but I see more than a few people from the Ashford Sheriff’s Department, and I happen to be seated with two of them. Ivy and Noah have joined Everett and me at a cozy table near the front. The twinkle lights that are meticulously wrapped around the branches that climb from that resin oak tree and work their way across the entire ceiling give this place a romantic glow, and it only sours my mood all the more, considering Ivy looks as if she’s every bit playing the part of Noah’s plus one.

      Margo and Mannford, the chefs here at the Honey Pot, along with Keelie and her staff, worked hard to put out a buffet of traditional Irish fare. Corned beef brisket, cabbage, mashed potatoes, carrots, and Irish soda bread are in abundance tonight.

      “I can’t eat another bite,” I say, pushing my plate away. “I literally feel as if I can roll all the way home.”

      Ivy inverts a smile as if she didn’t care for my theatrics and chooses to ignore me—sort of the way I’ve been ignoring her for the better part of the night despite the fact she’s haunting the table with her presence.

      “Everett”—I turn my attention to my official date for the evening—“that was so very kind of you to invite your colleagues from the courthouse. And having Mooney here as the interim bartender was a stroke of genius. His green beer is pretty delicious.”

      Everett’s chest pumps with a dry laugh. “In a roundabout way, I felt responsible for the fact they had a disastrous evening.” He shoots a look to Noah. “And that was not a confession. This is merely a kind gesture on my part.” He narrows his gaze past Ivy’s shoulder. “In fact, Judge Shumaker’s widow is here, too. And I’m glad. It’s nice to see her having a night out with friends.”

      “I agree.” I shoot a look to Noah. A part of me wonders if he shared anything about our outing to Detective Ivy Fairbanks. A greedy and shallow part of me is hoping not.

      Ivy leans in, her eyes squinted as she strains to smile.

      “So the two of you are dating.” She looks from me to Everett with an aggressive form of glee. I so knew she was after Noah. And I hope he notes it, because as much as I hate it, I was apparently right.

      Everett glares at Noah. “This is a date, so technically, we are.”

      Noah’s chest bucks with a silent laugh as he gives a deadly stare right back to his old stepbrother. “You didn’t waste a moment.”

      “It’s my decision,” I say it crisp and clear as I glower at Noah. “I’m a free agent, and if I choose to spend my nights with Everett, it’s entirely up to me.”

      Ivy bucks with a husky laugh. “I do believe she’s embedding the javelin into your heart, Fox.”

      Everett ticks his head to the side. “Some might say he deserves it.”

      But Noah doesn’t respond. He merely seethes before rising from his seat.

      “I think I’ll ask Mooney McBride to make me something strong.” He takes off, and Ivy collects her purse.

      “And I’m off to powder my nose.” She nods to Everett. “I always did think you would be great if you settled down. I’m just a bit taken aback by your choice in partners.” She takes off, and I look to my handsome devil of a date.

      “For the record, I’m thrilled to be your partner.”

      “And for the record, I’m glad to have you.” Everett cinches a vexingly sexy grin on his face that lasts about as long as a flash of lightning. “Because I’m craving one of those delicious kisses you doled out the other day. I’m fairly sure an addiction is building.” He openly frowns my way as if it were my fault, and I guess it is.

      I can’t help but giggle. “I suppose I can treat you to a rather special good night.” I grimace at the thought of what I just implied. “I meant with a kiss. God, that sounded horrible. I apologize.”

      “No apology necessary, Lemon. In fact, when the time comes, feel free to knock on my door. I don’t pencil in the important things. I let them combust naturally”—he reaches over and glides his thumb over my cheek—“like a match to gasoline.”

      A laugh gets caught in my throat. “How is it you never offend me?”

      “Because deep down, you realize that walk to my door is coming sooner than you think.”

      My mouth opens at his brazenness, and to his point, deep down I love it. “You’re both easy and naughty in just about every single way, Judge Baxter.” I catch a glimpse of Jillian Shumaker chatting with Noah as they wait their turn at the bar. “And you’re making me quite thirsty. I think we should head over to the bar.”

      Everett looks to the exit, and I follow his gaze to find Judge Kremer stepping inside. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      We part ways, and by the time I reach Mooney’s mixology station, Mrs. Shumaker has done a disappearing act.

      “Darn it,” I say as I step in close to Noah. “Did you get anything?”

      He shakes his head. His dimples press in a show of disappointment.

      “Lottie, Britney said she came by earlier tonight to speak with you.”

      A breath hitches in my throat as that whole spiritual sous chef incident runs a lap through my mind.

      “I was, there this—I think…” I glance to the ceiling and come up empty.

      “Lottie, she said some really strange things. Did you have kitchen items floating in the bakery?”

      “Oh! Um—it’s a new apparatus.”

      His eyes widen as if he were shocked I’d entertain the lunacy.

      Noah leans in, his chest expanding as if fight-or-flight were kicking in. “She mentioned you were a witch. Did you tell her this? She said she walked in on some spell you were casting.”

      “Oh my God.” I spin on my heel before reverting back to him. “I’m no such thing. In fact, I consider it an insult, as I’m sure witches would, too.” My entire body spikes with heat, and suddenly I want to be anywhere but here. I turn to go, and Noah gently reels me back by my wrist.

      “Lottie?” His confusion is palpable. He looks frightened for me, perhaps frightened of me. “What’s going on? Does this have to do with that secret of yours?”

      “I—” A chocking sound comes from me as I look around for Keelie or Lainey or even Meg for help, but they’re all seated in the four corners of the restaurant, each having a wonderful time on their own. I spot my mother and Rich Dallas stepping inside. His skin is glowing a strange hue of orange as if he hit the fake bake a little too hard this evening. “I have to go.” I yank myself free and zip right over to my mother and her twisted date, and shockingly I’m more than happy to see them both. I’d be happy to see just about anyone who could pull me free from that conversation with Noah.

      “Lottie!” My mother pulls me in for a quick embrace. “Oh, you’re just the person I was hoping to see. I have a disaster on my hands.” She pulls out her phone and pulls up a national hotel rating system. “The B&B is getting accosted with terrible reviews. I’m losing bookings left and right. People are calling me horrible things.”

      Rich Dallas leans in, his face as red as a pomegranate, his eyes white with rage. “They’re saying she’s a sham!” he grunts it out as if he’s ready to hunt each one of them down himself. “I’m ready to hunt every one of them down myself and make them take it back.”

      I blink back surprise at how spot-on I was. It’s not a wonder he’s easy to read.

      “You wouldn’t stab them all to death, would you?” I couldn’t help it. I have a feeling I need to get straight to the point with this turkey.

      His mouth squares out in horror. “Are you kidding? I can’t stand the sight of blood.”

      Mom chortles into her hand as if it were a cute quirk. “He passed out cold twice this week at the hospital just walking by the blood bank. Good thing I was there to revive him.”

      “And that’s why I’ll be avoiding that wing altogether from here on out. It’s not very manly to fall flat on your face.”

      If my mother witnessed the event, then it must be true—unless, of course, he were staging an elaborate alibi. Something tells me that’s not the case. He’s just a hothead who blew up that night. I bet Rich Dallas was one of the last people to give Judge Shumaker an earful, unless the killer did before using him as a pincushion.

      “Oh, Lottie”—my mother moans—“the conservatory will be ready in just a few weeks, and I’m further in debt than ever before. I was counting on the money from the haunted B&B tours to help give my income that extra boost.” My ex-boyfriend Bear has his own construction company, and he’s adding the conservatory onto the B&B for her on the cheap.

      “Extra income?” I gag at how cold that sounds. “Mother! That’s terrible. You were playing all those people for fools all along. There’s not a ghost in the B&B and you know it.”

      “That’s not true. It’s as if it just up and left.” She gesticulates wildly with her hands, and that’s a clear signal my mother is at her wits’ end. “If only there was another ghost I could get my hands on.”

      My eyes widen at the thought as I spot Greer Giles seated on Judge Kremer’s lap as he starts in on his dinner.

      I’m just about to tell my mother I just might be able to help her with that when a familiar face waltzes on by and waves—and that familiar emerald ring on her finger stops me cold.

      I watch stunned as Maureen Taylor—Judge Shumaker’s OG inamorata—saunters over to the bar and begins whispering to Mooney.

      Jillian Shumaker was speaking with Maureen this afternoon. She didn’t care how much money it took. She wanted this to end. Jillian had a motive to kill her husband. She was betrayed. Maureen had a motive. She was betrayed.

      She dips her fingers into her purse and discreetly hands Mooney a wad of something. My blood runs cold. I’m betting those are fresh one hundred dollar bills hot off the press.

      Jillian had a motive, and Maureen had a motive. Was Mooney McBride the brawn behind their murderous scheme? Noah said a good hit man would have used a bullet. Sterling Shumaker was stabbed to death at least a dozen times. It was personal. What could Mooney have possibly held a grudge that volatile over?

      My eyes sweep across the restaurant as if searching for answers—then I see her.

      And I have my answer.
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      “Lottie?” My mother struggles to garner my attention as the crowd in the Honey Pot Diner bustles around us. “What do I do? Is there really a ghostbusters I can call? How I wish I had some sort of redline to the other side.”

      Greer comes up and latches onto my arm. “What are you looking at, Lottie Lemon? I’m getting the cold chills—and I haven’t felt a thing since that witch shoved one of your red velvet cupcakes down my throat!”

      Mooney meets up with my gaze, and his eyes lock over mine. Maureen turns around and does a double take. The two of them whisper among themselves before they go their separate ways. I take a blind step forward and watch as Mooney ducks through the kitchen. I’ve already lost Maureen in the crowd.

      “Oh God,” I say as I start threading my way through the throngs of bodies.

      “We’re gonna get him, aren’t we?” Greer hops up and down before gasping and trying to block my path, but I walk right through her and that cold chill she’s feeling rides through me instead. “Stop right there, Lottie Lemon!” Greer shouts at deafening decibels, but I choose to ignore her tirade. Instead, I do a quick sweep for Noah or Ivy, but they’ve both conveniently done a disappearing act. “You’re not sending me back tonight!” she hisses as she does her best to pull me back and, my God, it’s working.

      “Would you let go?” I slap her silly, only to have her latch on all the harder with superhuman strength. “I have zero control whether or not you go back or forth or up or down. I have a killer to catch! You can either come with me or not. I really don’t care.” I barrel on ahead, making my way to the kitchen.

      “Lottie, wait!” Greer trots along like an unwilling child. “You don’t have to claim me. I found another spirit in the woods behind your house, and he said all I need is a task to do. I won’t be attached to you all and in no way will this rain down a bad juju parade all over your life. No more ex-wives coming out of the woodwork.” She crosses her finger over her chest like a Girl Scout, but her eyes widen suspiciously as if she might not be telling the entire truth.

      “What spirit?” I shake my head. “I’ve taken countless walks, I run regularly every spring and summer, and I’ve never seen a spirit lingering in Honey Hollow. Granted I’ve not combed through every pine tree in town, but still, I’d like to think I’d be in the spiritual know.”

      “He’s a cutie! He used to have a pig farm out on the back side of town about two hundred years ago. A bad winter came around, and he and his pigs froze to death.” She wrinkles her nose. “But you can’t have him. His name is Winslow Decker. He’s all mine.”

      “Winslow Decker?” I gasp, completely eschewing momentarily the task at hand. “You mean all that malarkey about the haunted woods is true? I’ve heard all my life that the ghost of Winslow Decker comes out at night! And not even I believed it.”

      She gives a sorrowful nod. “Nobody believes it. And trust me when I say it’s really taken a hit on his ego. But he’s committed to staying in Honey Hollow forever or at least until the good Lord comes back and restores his living body.”

      “Wow, I’m stunned to hear he has an extended day pass. Any idea how he pulled it off?”

      “He said something about having a purpose.”

      I glance back to the empty doorway leading to the kitchen. “Follow me and I just might have a purpose for the two of you yet. If things go well for the both of us tonight, I’ll have a new assignment lined right up for you.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. Now let’s go get the bad guys.” I take her by the hand and pull her along like a kite—and interestingly enough, I’m being literal. Greer is floating above the crowd as I navigate the bodies congesting the Honey Pot right up until I bump into an all too familiar face.

      “Meg!” I grab ahold of her and come close to shaking her. “Find Noah or Ivy and meet me out back.” I run straight through the kitchen and into the ice-cold alley and meet up with Mooney McBride just as he jumps into his beat-up old Ford truck.
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      “Greer! Do something!” I spot the oversized rolling trash bin and do my best to block Mooney’s path just as he starts up the engine. The air is blowing wildly, and I’m assuming frigid, but I’m numb with shock so I don’t feel a thing.

      “I’ve got this!” Greer presses through me as she gives the trash bin a bionic shove and, sure enough, it blocks his path, but Mooney simply backs up his truck as if it were no big deal.

      “No, no, no!” I say. “He’ll be in Canada in an hour.”

      “Not if I can help it.” Greer speeds off, flies right through his engine, and the truck stalls in its tracks.

      Mooney jumps out and races through the split between the Honey Pot and the building next door.

      “Mooney!” I shout as I traverse the trash and weeds, emerging to the front of the establishment. “You must really be guilty of something or you wouldn’t be running from me!” I shout as I stumble out onto the sidewalk. I spot Mooney headed toward two women, Jillian and Maureen. “Greer, make sure they don’t go anywhere,” I say as I hustle my way over.

      “You’re not leaving.” I shake my head at the three of them. “The two of you paid Mooney to kill Judge Shumaker, didn’t you?” I pant as I look to the wild-eyed women.

      Jillian Shumaker tips her head back and lets out an infuriating laugh. “I can’t believe some ridiculous baker pieced this together. Mooney, take her.”

      Before I can move he’s on me, his arms doing their best to pull me into Jillian Shumaker’s glossy maroon Audi.

      “No!” I try to buck and kick myself loose, but it’s no use. “Greer!” I scream out her name and Mooney’s sinewy body gives way and I climb back out of the car.

      “Stop!” Maureen shouts, and I look up to find her just a few feet away holding a gun in my direction.

      “You did it,” I pant. “You teamed up with Jillian. You were both scorn women.”

      Mooney takes the keys from Jillian and motions for the car. “Get in, all of you.”

      I glance to the Honey Pot with its bustling life, and yet there’s not a single body streaming in or out. Just my lousy luck. Meg comes to mind, and I’m filled with a sense of relief and hope. I just need to stall.

      “Greer, sit on the engine,” I whisper.

      “I’ll try, but I’m feeling weak. It’s as if I feel the power draining from me. I don’t want to go back, Lottie. Don’t let them take me!” she wails into the night, and I squeeze my eyes shut tight a moment.

      “Get in the car!” Mooney riots, and I blink back to life.

      “You killed him,” I hiss his way. “These two might have paid you, but you would have done it for free. Isn’t that right? Birdie McBride is your sister, and you hated Judge Shumaker for how he used her.” Once I spotted Birdie in the Honey Pot, that whole conversation about her hyphenated name came back to me like a freight train screaming through my mind.

      Mooney’s features contort to something just this side of rage. “Damn right, I would have done it for free. He knocked my baby sister up. Promised her everything and ruined her life.”

      “And you planted that weapon on Everett. Why?” I glance back to the Honey Pot and still no sign of Noah or Ivy.

      Mooney growls out a laugh. “I meant to put it in Judge Kremer’s car, but I couldn’t pick the damn thing. I had to go with option number two. Now let’s go, sweetie. I’ll make this as painless for you as possible.”

      “And you.” I look to Maureen, and her red hair glows like a flame under the moonlight. “You couldn’t stand the fact that Sterling was cheating on you of all people. And it wasn’t with just one person but two—Cindy Mitchell and Birdie McBride.”

      Jillian steps in close to Maureen, a smug look on her face as she looks to her partner in murderous crime. “They were both younger, prettier than you. Sterling never knew when enough was enough.”

      “Move it!” Mooney shouts as he jumps behind the wheel.

      “And there was a fourth woman in his life,” I add, swallowing hard in hopes someone with a high-powdered weapon gets me out of this mess and fast.

      Maureen takes a step in, squinting at me while the gun in her hand goes slack. “There was?”

      A shadow moves in the street, a dog, a person, I can’t tell, but I’ve got high hopes for the latter.

      “That’s right.” I look to Greer who’s halfway immersed in the front of the Audi, but the engine is purring like a kitten despite her supernatural efforts. “It was Greer Giles,” I say her name loud and clear, and Greer offers me a thumbs-up.

      “Way to throw me under the bus, Lemon!” She chortles up a storm, and her ghostly voice echoes into the night.

      “Greer Giles?” Maureen shakes her head as if it weren’t computing. “Wasn’t that the sorority slut that died last month?”

      Greer materializes by my side. “Who are you calling a slut?”

      “That was her,” I’m quick to affirm before mouthing a quick sorry Greer’s way. “She was Sterling’s favorite of them all.” At least among the dead. “He loved her, he did.”

      Maureen gags as she cocks her head to the side. “That old bag dragged me to that brat’s funeral last month. He said he was a friend of the family. I’ve never seen anyone so torn up that way. He really was a rat b—”

      Maureen falls to the ground, and soon enough Jillian is knocked down like a bowling pin, too. The gun skirts across the asphalt as if it were gliding on ice.

      Meg’s face pops up in the melee. “Get the gun, Lottie!”

      And I do as I’m told just as the Audi begins to peel away from the curb. I turn and do my best to shoot out the tires, but I miss badly and end up blowing out a window to the knitting shop across the street. Mrs. Collins is not going to be happy about that.

      Greer lets out a riotous howl, and soon not only is she doing her best to embed herself into the fender of the Audi, but another form swoops this way, the shape of a man, and the car cuts out in a spectacular jolt as if it hit a brick wall.

      “Lottie!” Noah calls out, and I turn to find Everett and Ivy running alongside him.

      Noah tackles Mooney to the ground and hogties him with handcuffs before he can escape.

      “They did it! They killed Sterling. Jillian and Maureen put a hit out on him because of all his cheating. But Mooney really did it for his sister, Birdie. They all hated him,” I pant as Everett wraps his arms around me.

      “It’s all right, Lemon. It’s all over.” He presses a heated kiss over the top of my head, and it feels like heaven, like home.

      I’m safe.

      I pull back and look up at Everett. “It’s all over, isn’t it?”

      “It’s over, Lemon.” A crooked smile glides up his cheek. “You knocked it out of the park again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      The Evergreen Manor glitters with twinkle lights as I step on up the porch with Meg.

      It’s been a week since Mooney, Jillian Shumaker, and Maureen Taylor were apprehended. They’ve been booked and are currently being held as a flight risk as they await trial. It’s a relief to know Everett is no longer a suspect. Mooney confessed that Jillian made sure Judge Shumaker left his wallet at home and that she disposed of it the first chance she got. Jillian confessed that she eventually planned on offing Maureen as well. She was going to make sure Mooney was well taken care of, by poisoning him herself. She did say she wouldn’t touch his sister. She said she may not respect their dirty lives, but that the baby deserved a shot. Sterling always wanted children. He always wanted things she couldn’t give him. Just hearing it was so very sad. It’s a tragedy Jillian chose this as her reality.

      It’s the night of my birthday, and my mother has invited us over to dinner. I had asked Everett to join us, but he said he was swamped with work after being away for so long but promised he would stop by later once he was through. Noah asked if he could take me to lunch this afternoon, but I didn’t feel it would be right. Maybe some other day, but I’ve always felt particularly vulnerable on my birthday, and I’m not sure I could trust myself with him today of all days.

      Carlotta texted me a GIF of a birthday cake with sparklers for candles, which I thought was a nice gesture since I wasn’t really expecting even that. This is the first birthday of mine that she’s been in my life to witness—with the exception of my original birth day—and to be honest, I’m surprised she even remembered the date.

      Meg slings an arm around my shoulder. “Well, Lottie, how does it feel to be a year older?”

      “A lot like yesterday, but I feel as if I’ve grown this last year of my life. I’m not the person I was a year ago, and I’m glad about it.”

      Meg pulls me in just before we step into the B&B. “You had a tough year, a messy breakup, and you know what? You’re as strong as steel because of it. I’m proud of you, Lottie. If the same things happen to me, and I find out the jerk I’m sleeping around with has a wife attached to his tax returns, after I bash his skull into the ground, I plan on pulling it off with as much class and aplomb as you did.”

      I examine my feisty sister a moment and can’t help but chuckle. “I vote you forgo the assault charges and move on to the next ex on your list.” I wince. “I shouldn’t have said that. I really do believe in love.” Not that I’ve had an ounce of luck with it. First, Bear, the one who broke my high school heart, then Curt, whom I’ve unaffectionately dubbed the New York Disaster, who broke my college heart by way of sleeping with my roommate—and to think I accepted a ring from that moron. That entire nightmare does its best to play out in my mind, but I drown Curt and all of Manhattan beneath the surface. And, of course, there’s Noah. I don’t dare go there on my birthday of all days.

      “I get it.” She gives my hand a quick pat. “And you should believe in love. You’ve got two guys who are crazy about you. I’d even venture to say they were both in love.”

      My mouth falls open at the strange revelation, but Meg doesn’t wait for a response. She opens the door to the B&B, and the lights flicker inside as a large crowd shouts SURPRISE in unison.

      “Oh my goodness,” I pant out a laugh as I take in the sea of familiar faces—my mother, her psychotic plus one, Lainey and Forest, Keelie, her twin Naomi, their mother Becca, Lily and the staff from the bakery, Margo and Mannford, the chefs from the Honey Pot, Carlotta and Rhonda Gilbert, Hook and my ex-boyfriend Bear. I even spot Greer and a handsome ghostly young man about my age, whom I’m guessing is the infamous Winslow Decker. He has an arm wrapped around her as they give a friendly wave from the back. And, of course, both Everett and Noah are here. “I did not see this coming. But thank you for this. It’s really too much.”

      My mother hops over and navigates us to the dining room. “Just you wait and see the feast Margo and Mannford planned for you!”

      Keelie comes up and plucks me right out of my mother’s arms and into her own. “And I hope you like the cake. I worked with Margo, and we came up with a delicious chocolate chiffon with chocolate pudding filling.”

      “My favorite, and I came this close to making one this morning.”

      Lily shoots a satisfied smile my way. “And I wouldn’t let you.”

      “I knew you were up to no good.”

      Lainey plucks me away a moment, a laugh caught in her throat. “I love you, Lottie Kenzie Lemon. I’m so glad you’re my sister.”

      Meg scoffs as she wraps an arm around me. “What am I? Chopped ex-boyfriend liver?”

      I can’t help but bite my lip in the event Noah overheard. It was just as funny as it was gruesome.

      Lainey gives a long blink. “You’re both my favorite sister.”

      “I’ve got news,” Meg bleats it out as if she were about to tell us a horror story. “I’ve decided to extend my stay. I’ll be helping Rhonda out at the flower shop. And as my awesome luck would have it, Birdie is letting me take over the pole dancing lessons at Red Satin because she’s being forced to take her maternity leave a little early.”

      “What?” Lainey and I cry out as one.

      I fling my arms around my little sister. “I’m so glad to hear you’re staying!”

      Meg comes up for air. “I figure I want to stick around for the festivities leading up to the wedding. Who knows? I might head back to Vegas in the fall.” She eyes Hook from across the room. “Or I might have a reason to stick around.”

      Carlotta comes up with Rhonda Gilbert, and they both wish me a warm happy birthday.

      “Thank you,” I say, looking right at my birth mother, and for whatever reason it was as if I needed to hear that from her.

      Lainey points to Rhonda as if just remembering something. “Lottie, the library is hosting an author signing next month, and we’re having a reception in the lobby afterwards. Any chance I can get you to bake some delicious treats for the event?”

      Before I can answer, Rhonda does a little tap-dance. She’s donned a sweater with a birthday banner sewn to the front, and her wild and shaggy hair is strewn with a curly pink ribbon you might find on a present.

      “Pepper Patrick is my all-time favorite mystery author, and after years of begging through copiously long emails, handwritten letters, and bombarding her every social media account, she’s finally agreed to add Honey Hollow as a stop on her latest book tour. Her favorite dessert is New York cheesecake, so we need to make sure we have plenty of that on hand.”

      “Pepper Patrick.” I can’t help but giggle as I say it. “That’s almost a tongue twister. It would be my pleasure to cater the event. I will for sure include plenty of New York cheesecake. And I love a good mystery. I’ll look up her books and see if I can’t squeeze a few in before she hits the town.”

      Carlotta ticks her head to the side, and I excuse myself as I follow her to the corner as the party bustles around us. Music starts up over the speakers, and Margo and Mannford unveil a buffet style dinner that has the masses congregating in their direction.

      “What’s going on?” Carlotta glares at Greer and Winslow, and soon enough they swoop in to join us. “You are not licensed to give them run over any facility. What in the name of all things good and evil do you think you’re doing?” she hisses my way as if they weren’t even in our presence.

      “It’s fine,” I say, taking a moment to smile over at the seemingly happy spooky couple. “I am in no way, shape, or form attached to Greer Giles. And my mother’s B&B was in need of a good haunting.” I nod to the two of them once again. “Good job, by the way. I hear after your initial spiritual jaunt through this place, tickets for the haunted Honey Hollow B&B tour are now hard to come by and doubled in price. The online reviews are looking pretty good, too. I owe you both one.”

      Winslow smiles, and his chest expands as if he were a linebacker as he takes in his poltergeist of a plus one. “I can’t thank you enough, Lottie. It’s been a lonely two hundred years, and to tell the truth, I never was good at haunting those woods. I never meant to keep anyone out of there. I was simply hoping to find a friend. And now I’m not alone anymore.”

      Greer giggles into him like a schoolgirl. “Neither am I. If you see the chandelier a rockin’—don’t look up!” She laughs as she glances to Carlotta and me before she and Winslow glide right through us, through the wall and onto their next haunting conquest in the B&B.

      Carlotta leans in, clearly not as amused as I am. “You better get Morgana on the redline because I have a feeling this is going to blow up in your face. If one little dog brought all that hell into your life, who knows what two haunted humans can do?”

      “It will be fine. Believe me when I say I want nothing more to do with those two.”

      A face pops up next to Carlotta, and I take a breath at the sight.

      “Speaking of people you want nothing more to do with.” Carlotta chortles at the sight of her, and I offer a tight smile to Britney Fox.

      “Happy birthday, Lottie.” Britney glides her only visible eye up and down my body. “For reasons unknown to me, my husband is completely enamored with you. He’s finally convinced me to move forward with the divorce.”

      “Does that mean you’ll be leaving Honey Hollow?” A girl can hope.

      “No.” She smacks her lips and, dare I say, there’s a note of smug tone in her voice. “In fact, I’m opening up a Swift Cycle in Hollyhock and Leeds, so I’ll be staying at the B&B indefinitely.” She leans in as if she were about to threaten me. “I’m not afraid of no ghost. Besides, I have Toby to think about. Noah isn’t willing to part with him any longer, so we’ll have to share custody.”

      “Lovely.” I can’t help but layer it with sarcasm, and she shudders.

      “Look, I’m off to bed. I just came down here because I wanted you to know that Noah and I are truly over. If you want him back, he’s all yours.” She starts to take off and backtracks. “But I’m warning you now. As soon as you toss that hot judge to the curb, that bad boy is all mine.” She takes off as Everett and Noah step up to the scene.

      Carlotta groans, “And that’s my cue to get me some dinner.” She leans in. “Give ’em hell, Lottie.” She takes off and it’s Everett and Noah, and between the two there is far too much testosterone for me to ever be safe.

      Everett comes in with a warm embrace. “Happy birthday, beautiful.” He lands a brazen kiss to my lips, and oddly, it sends a spear of both fear and excitement through me.

      Noah takes a breath as if girding himself for the worse. “Happy birthday, Lottie. I echo his sentiment. You look stunning tonight.” His brows pinch in the middle, and poor Noah looks as if he’s about as dejected as a person can be. “So, the two of you are happening, huh?”

      “I’m a free agent.” I dig my fingers into the back of Everett’s hair and smile up at him. “I think Everett likes it that way.”

      “That I do, Lemon.” A naughty chuckle bounces through him. “I think this is the perfect time for us to really get to know one another. I’m a big believer in taking it slow when it comes to a commitment.” He glares over at Noah. “You never know where taking things too quickly might land you.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree.”

      Keelie jumps in, and her blonde curls bounce like springs. “Oh my God, Carlotta just shared the news. I can’t believe you’re dating both of them!”

      “I’m not dating both of them,” I’m quick to deny the salacious rumor Carlotta has no problem spreading on this night of my birth.

      “You’re dating me.” Everett’s lips flicker with a smile.

      Noah presses out a wry smile. “And I wouldn’t mind grabbing coffee with you, having dinner at Mangia. Heck, I would take a walk down the street if you would give it to me.”

      Keelie coos as if it were the most adorable thing in the world. “This is great, Lottie. You get to really know them both and take things slow. I guess, let the best man win, right?”

      “Right.” Everett glides his arm around my waist, and I lean into him as if it were second nature. “Let the best man win.”

      Noah purses his lips as he bears those evergreen eyes into mine. “The best man will win.”

      Everett’s chest pumps with a laugh. “I will.”

      Keelie grimaces at the can of worms that my love life has apparently become.

      “And on that note”—she threads her arm through mine—“let’s eat!”

      Dinner is amazing, and afterwards, I watch with tears in my eyes as everyone I care about sings “Happy Birthday” to me. I make a wish and blow out the candles.

      I wish for happiness, health, and the safety of every person in the room, in this haunted B&B. Carlotta was wrong. Greer and Winslow aren’t going to magnify anything negative in my life. I’m abiding by the rules of the universe. And I certainly haven’t claimed them as my own. And no offense to the aforementioned spooks, but I’m not in love with them either.

      The room breaks out into a congratulatory cheer as my phone pings next to me, and I pick it up to find a message from someone that I never wanted to get another message from in my life—my ex-fiancé Curt Vanderlin.

      Hey Lot, long time no talk. Just wanted to touch base and let you know I’m headed your way next week. My girlfriend is a publicist, and she’s working with an author coming through town. I’d love to connect with you if at all possible. I hear you run the best bakery in Honey Hollow and you can bet I’ll be there and I’m bringing my appetite, too.

      I openly scoff at the idea. I bet he’d like to connect if at all possible, as in on a mattress. I’m pretty sure the fact he has a girlfriend isn’t much of an obstacle to him or his sexual appetite. It never was before.

      I take a breath and turn off my phone. No, everyone I need to speak with is in this very room.

      We eat cake and share warm laughter. I open my gifts, all of which are far too generous, and thank every soul for taking time out of their lives to spend the evening with me.

      Afterwards, I head home, and both Everett and Noah come over to my place for a cup of warm cocoa by the fire. We discuss the Shumaker case, how our lives have changed over the last few months, and how they’ve been made better by knowing one another even if our bonding took place in the thick of one disaster after another.

      But I don’t dare bring up Curt, my own natural disaster from New York City. But try as I might to immerse him beneath my thoughts, I can’t seem to do it. He keeps corking right back to the top, gasping for attention, and all the while I think of Greer and Winslow, too. It begs the question, have I brought this new run of misfortune back into my life? Or does the universe really have it out for me?

      Hours go by and I walk both men to the door. Noah gives me a warm embrace.

      He pulls back and examines me a moment. “Maybe sometime soon we can talk about that stuff Britney says she saw.”

      “You mean whether or not I’m a witch?”

      He ticks his head to the side as if even hearing the words made him uncomfortable.

      “Goodnight, Lottie.” He pulls me in one more time. “I still love you more than anything.” He brushes a barely-there kiss over my ear before heading across the street.

      Everett clears his throat. “You ready for your gift, Lemon?”

      I laugh as I linger in the door with this blue-eyed stud. The wind has finally died down, and March really has come in like a lion and out like a lamb.

      “You already gave me a gift. And that aquamarine pendant and gorgeous chain to go with it were far too generous.”

      “It’s your birthstone, and it’s stunning like you.”

      Noah bought me a gift card to Mangia’s for a ridiculously high dollar amount and volunteered to go with me if needed. I thought that was clever since anything else would have been too much, and this way he has a chance at scoring that bona fide date he’s after.

      Everett’s chest growls with a dark laugh. “I’m talking about your real gift.” He pulls me back inside and kicks the door shut with the back of his foot. “You up for a goodnight kiss?”

      I bite down on a naughty grin that I can’t seem to help when I’m around him. “Lay it on me, Essex.”

      Everett makes sure this is a birthday kiss to remember—and it feels hopelessly right and leaves me hopelessly confused. I really do care for both Everett and Noah. Making a decision between the two of them will not be easy.

      One thing I know for sure, Curt Vanderlin is one man that I want nothing to do with, but soon enough he’ll be in my face.

      Everett holds me tight, and just like that, the entire universe fades away and it’s only this moment in existence and I’m so very thankful to him for it.

      Maybe this segue into Everett’s arms was meant to be? Maybe it’s just a darn good way to end a beautiful day.

      Either way.

      Happy birthday to me.

      

      **Thank you so much for reading! Be sure to pick up the next book, New York Cheesecake Chaos (Murder in the Mix 8) TODAY!*

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Bloodbaths and Banana Cake (Murder in the Mix 7). If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review at your point of purchase. Even a sentence or two makes a difference to an author. Thank you so very much in advance! Your effort is very much appreciated.

      **Thank you for reading! Be sure to pick up the next book, New York Cheesecake Chaos (Murder in the Mix 8) TODAY!*
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        Book Description

      

      

      My name is Lottie Lemon and I see dead pets. On occasion I see a once-upon a human too but mostly it’s just cute little furry beasts who have come back from the other side to warn me of their previous owners impending doom.

      

      My ex has landed in Honey Hollow all the way from New York where I last saw his sorry mug. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he’s brought along his girlfriend whom he has no problem disregarding as he does his best to woo me back. To make matters worse, a famous author has come to town to do a signing at the library and I have the unfortunate luck of stumbling upon yet another body. And this time, I have a couple of suspects from New York that I’d rather let off the hook than investigate. Someone just might get away with murder.

      

      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.

      

      **Thank you for reading! Be sure to pick up the next book, New York Cheesecake Chaos (Murder in the Mix 8) TODAY!*
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