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      The Country Cottage Inn is known for its hospitality. Leaving can be murder.

      

      My name is Bizzy Baker, and I can read minds. Not every mind, not every time, but most of the time, and believe me when I say, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.

      It’s February, Valentine’s Day is just around the corner, and a couple of popular podcasters have descended on the inn with their rabid listeners in tow. The Perfect Pairing hosts decide to throw a funeral for every bad relationship their loyal fans have had, and things take a turn for the deadly before the casket can close for the night. A double homicide seems to have played out on the grounds of the Country Cottage Inn, and it’s up to Bizzy to solve the case before the very next funeral belongs to her.

      Bizzy Baker runs the Country Cottage Inn, has the ability to pry into the darkest recesses of both the human and animal mind, and has just stumbled upon a body. With the help of her kitten, Fish, a mutt named Sherlock Bones, and an ornery yet dangerously good-looking homicide detective, Bizzy is determined to find the killer.

      Cider Cove, Maine is the premier destination for fun and relaxation. But when a body turns up, it’s the premier destination for murder.
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        Two hours from now…

        Chip

      

      

      The moon hangs low overhead. It’s dark at this end of the street—icy cold, with snow in the forecast.

      “You know, if my wife ever catches us, she’s going to kill me,” I tease as my hands run up and down her back. My eyes squeeze tight a moment because, as it happens, that was nothing but a little gallows humor to get me through the next few minutes.

      As it turns out, my wife isn’t going to kill me.

      I’m going to kill her.

      A laugh gurgles from the woman in my arms. “That’s exactly why we’re taking her out first. We’ll finally be rid of her. We’re going to be free. You’re not chickening out on me, are you?”

      “No.” A heavy sigh expels from my chest because maybe I am. “How is this supposed to work again?”

      “She said she’ll be out in ten minutes for a breath of fresh air. You’ll shoot her, then I’ll hit you over the head with the gun and head back into the conference. You tell the cops you were attacked by an armed man who took off for the woods. It will all go off as planned, I promise.”

      “It had better.”

      

      
        
        The present…

        Bizzy

      

      

      “What better way to start a month that revolves around love than a funeral?” The toothy blonde tosses her head back and laughs like the madwoman I’m pinning her to be.

      “Go on, Bizzy”—my sister, Macy, jabs me in the ribs—“it’s your turn to throw some hate mail into the coffin.”

      I clutch my sweet little cat, Fish, as we stare down at the shimmering pink casket that lies open, right here in the ballroom of the Country Cottage Inn. The coffin in question is brimming with hot pink envelopes, all addressed to some former heartbreak these poor women have endured.

      The ballroom is filled to capacity with women tonight, most of them clothed in little black dresses with matching veils covering their faces.

      The people throwing the morbid event are selling the veils at the door for five bucks a piece, and the entire display feels like more of a circus than a funeral.

      Fish yowls, Bizzy, these women are ridiculous. The next time one of them bows her head into that grisly box, I say we hit them over the head with the lid. Maybe that will knock some sense into them.

      I give a covert nod to my little cat because I happen to think she’s onto something.

      Great. The blonde in charge squints over at me suspiciously. It looks as if I’ve got a Negative Nelly on my hands. I’ll have to keep this one under control. It’s jerks like this that have the potential to kill my brand with one sour expression.

      I openly scoff at the woman.

      Did she just call me a jerk?

      And good luck trying to control me. I can hardly control myself most days.

      The look-alike blonde next to her nods as she pins her eyes to mine. She’s a contagion, all right, she adds as if she heard her friend’s internal musings. Sorry, sweetie, you have three seconds to convert or I’ll have security show you to the door.

      My mouth falls open at the blatant, albeit silent, threat. Both women before me look to be around their late forties, on the pretty side, and a little on the snotty side, too.

      My name is Bizzy Baker Wilder, and I can read minds. Not every mind, not every time, but it happens, and believe me, it’s times like these I wish I had the power to shut down the internal show. I can read the minds of animals, too, and trust me when I say they typically have better things to say.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met.” I offer a tight smile to the two bleached blondes before me, each in her own strappy sequin gown, the first one in pink, the second in red. “My name is Bizzy. I’m the owner and manager of the Country Cottage Inn. If there’s anything at all that either of you need, please let me know, and I’ll be happy to accommodate it.”

      That whole owner thing is still rather new to me. Up until this past December a wealthy earl from England owned this palatial estate. And well, when he met his untimely demise, he left this place to me in his will.

      The inn has always been my baby, and so I’ve never been more thrilled to receive anything in my life. But I’ll admit, it’s been a daunting task taking care of this place from a fiscal point of view now that the fate of the inn lies solely in my hands.

      Macy grunts my way, “Bizzy is my younger, far too straitlaced sister,” she says, hitching a creamy blonde lock behind her ear.

      Originally, Macy had black hair, much like my own, but she decided to bleach her locks about a decade ago and never looked back. She wears it in a bob that curls around her neck, and the way her tresses frame her face they make her blue eyes pop.

      Macy is just a year older than me, but we’re light years apart in every capacity. She’s a feisty maneater who happens to run a soap and candle shop just down on Main Street. But believe me, she’s not all that in love with her current occupation. My mother sort of handed her the reins of that establishment years ago, but it keeps her in beer and pizza so she’s sticking with it.

      However, it’s that whole maneater aspect that landed us in this casket predicament to begin with.

      The blonde in the shimmering pink dress extends a hand in my direction, right over the casket, and I’m quick to shake it.

      “Bobbie Buckingham”—she laughs as she says it—“so great to meet you. And we can’t thank you enough for allowing us to host the event here for free!”

      Judging by that look of delight in her eyes, I guess I’m not such a jerk anymore.

      But nevertheless, I take a moment to scowl over at my sister. The ballroom is a huge money generator for the inn, and it’s in high demand to rent at any time of the year, especially during February—a month made for ballrooms—but Macy took the liberty to not only give these two women one day’s worth of free run of the place, but two. The second of which is later in the month, Valentine’s Day to be exact.

      Macy had better fork over enough bubble bath to last a lifetime in hopes to make up for this financial debacle.

      The second blonde, the one in the red dress, gives a frenetic nod. “And I’m Lacey Lovelace.”

      Her eyes are a shade darker than the first blonde’s, more of a navy, and she seems more soulful, more trusting than the first—even if she did threaten to haul me out of here by way of security. Little does she know, the so-called security guard is also the handyman around here, who also happens to be my ex-husband of one day, Jordy Crosby. In fact, my ex-husband and my current husband just so happen to be less than five feet away watching the whole funeral fiasco play out.

      “Nice to meet you both,” I say. “If you have any questions about—”

      Before I can finish, an older woman singing my name over the moody instrumental music bleating through the speakers interrupts us.

      “Bizzy!” She stretches my name out for a mile before nearly landing in the casket herself.

      “Georgie.” A genuine laugh gets caught in my throat. Georgie Conner is an eighty-something-year-old hippie artist who was once quasi-related to me. Her daughter, Juni, was married to my matrimony-loving father once upon a time. But they’ve since parted ways, and I like to say that I got Georgie in the divorce. “Are you okay? What’s going on?”

      Georgie has shoulder-length, gray, wiry hair that loves to rise above her head like a storm cloud when she’s frazzled—much like the way it’s doing now. She’s donned one of her signature kaftans in pink with tiny red hearts printed all over it. Her eyes are a peculiar shade of lavender, and she sheds the smile of a deviant far too easily—just like she’s doing now.

      “What’s going on indeed.” She narrows her eyes at the woman across from us. “Why, you’re only hosting the two biggest names in the relationship game, and you didn’t bother to tell me. Everyone knows Bobbie and Lacey are the besties with the best advice.”

      My lips twist at the cheesy tagline—and yes, it’s the official tagline of their purported brand.

      “I listen to your podcasts every week!” Georgie grows more animated by the second. “I just took the Perfect Pairing Personality Quiz, and I’m a nine—a natural peacemaker. I always knew I was a lover, not a fighter.” She looks my way. “You’d be a one, Bizzy. That’s a perfectionist who doesn’t know how to have any fun.”

      Macy chuckles. “You know her well, Georgie.”

      Before I can respond, an arm glides over my shoulders. “I know her well, too.” Emmie winks my way. “And I say my bestie is off the charts. She not only knows how to have a good time, but she’s genuinely a good person.” Emmie thrusts a platter of sweet treats their way. “Red velvet chocolate chip cookies?”

      “Ooh”—Bobbie’s eyes grow in size—“with white chocolate chips, too. These look amazing. Don’t mind if I do.” She snatches one up, and Lacey is quick to follow just before the rest of us attack the platter like a bunch of cookie hungry vultures. “Mmm!” Bobbie moans as she takes a bite. “Oh, Bizzy, did you make these?”

      “Not me,” I’m quick to correct. “My maiden name might be Baker, but I’m anything but. I’m more of a bad luck charm in the kitchen than anything else. This is all Emmie Crosby’s handiwork,” I say as I pull her in close. “And she happens to be my best friend. We’ve known each other since we were little. In fact, both of our first names are Elizabeth, and we’ve been using our nicknames ever since to avoid confusion.”

      “Wow”—Lacey muses as she looks to the two of us—“you both have the same long dark hair and blue eyes. Bizzy, you look more like Emmie’s sister than you do Macy’s.”

      Our little circle shares a warm laugh.

      Emmie tips her ear their way. “So I hear you’re a rather famous set of best friends.” She holds the platter out once again, and the two of them each go for another cookie. “How long have the two of you known one another? Preschool? Utero?”

      Bobbie shakes her head. “Nothing like that. We met a few years back at a self-help convention and we just hit it off.”

      Lacey nods. “We just knew it was right. I mean, everything she says is funny.” She leans in and gives a hearty wink. “And I just so happen to make it funnier.”

      Another laugh breaks out among us.

      “I’d better get these cookies to the refreshment table.” Emmie shoots me a look as she takes off. I think they’re nuts, Bizzy. But don’t worry. I’ll be front and center for the funeral.

      A private smile twitches on my lips. Just a few months back, I let Emmie in on the fact I have the ability of prying into people’s minds. I thought she’d hate me for holding out on her for so long, but she was nothing more than amused.

      Bobbie reaches over and pats Fish on the forehead. “Oh, you’re just too precious. What’s your name, sweet stuff?” She claws at my poor cat with her blood-red two-inch long fingernails.

      How she ever gets anything done with those, I will never know.

      “This is Fish,” I say, giving Fish a quick kiss on her nose. “She’s been with me for about two years now, and she’s smart as a whip.”

      Smart enough to know these women are certifiable, Fish mewls. I say you call Jordy and have the entire lot of them booted out of here. And make them take their little pink casket, too.

      “And she has great instincts,” I add.

      “Fish?” Bobbie laughs. “How clever! I’ve got my cat, Sugar, with me here today.” She cranes her neck past me. “Diane? Diane,” she calls out. “Come on over.” She gives an aggressive wave. “Sugar’s got a friend to meet.”

      A woman about my mother’s age with short platinum hair and a warm smile steps up, holding a tiny gray ball of fuzz in her arms, and around her ankles bounces a red and white curly-haired pup.

      “Here you go.” She hands the kitten over to Bobbie, and we all coo at the fuzzy gray cutie with the denim blue eyes.

      “This is my sweet Sugar.” Bobbie nuzzles her nose to the tiny kitten’s face. “She’s a six-month old teacup Himalayan.”

      “Oh?” I perk up. “I have a friend in Vermont who has a couple of Himalayan brothers, Pancake and Waffles. They’re such great cats.” I give the tiny furball a pat on the forehead, and it’s like touching a handful of cotton candy.

      Bobbie nods. “I don’t call her Sugar for nothing. This little girl is the only thing that keeps my sanity together some days.” Try every day. She shoots a dark glance into the crowd. And as hard as Sugar works to keep my sanity together, Keegan works twice as hard to tear it apart.

      “Are you girls ready?” Diane looks from Bobbie to Lacey. “It’s time to get this show on the road.” She gives Bobbie a hard look. “And don’t forget, we’re here to promote the new book.” That’s how you make money, sweetie—in the event you forgot.

      I make a note of her curt internal diatribe. I’m sensing bad blood.

      Lacey nods my way. “This is Diane Regal, our manager. She likes to keep us on a tight schedule. And if she didn’t, we’d be playing with caskets well into the night.”

      “Nice to meet you, Diane. I’m Bizzy, the owner of the inn. And who’s this?” I say, bending over to give the chipper little puppy a quick scratch on the back as he jumps and barks.

      “That’s my baby, Gizmo,” Diane says, scooping him up.

      “He’s a doll!” I coo.

      He’s a nuisance. Fish is quick to swipe his way.

      I shoot my ornery cat a look before smiling at the woman before me. “What breed is he?”

      “He’s half Shih Tzu and half Bichon Frise. They call the breed the teddy bear dog.”

      A laugh bubbles from me as I give him a quick scratch behind the ears. “He’s a teddy bear, all right. He’s super adorable.”

      He gives a few quick barks as if agreeing with me.

      Diane pulls him back a notch. “You’ll have to excuse him. He’s a bit excited now that he’s seen your cat.”

      Another dog runs over, a medium-sized red and white freckled mutt that just so happens to belong to me.

      “And this is Sherlock Bones,” I say as Sherlock does his best to stand on his hind legs to get a better look at the curly-haired cutie in Diane’s arms.

      Tell her to put him down, Bizzy. Sherlock barks. I’ll show him around the ballroom. Now that I’m the new owner, it’s only right that I give him the official tour.

      Fish mewls, Good grief. You are not the owner—Bizzy is. And you’re going to scare the humans if you start darting all over the room. In the event you didn’t notice, these women are all wearing stilts. And if you tip one over, they’ll sue Bizzy and she’ll lose the inn before she’s had it five minutes.

      She’s not wrong.

      Diane sets Gizmo down, and both dogs scuttle past us with Sherlock leading the charge.

      “Don’t worry,” I tell her. “Sherlock won’t leave the room.”

      “I’d better make sure of it.” She takes off just as Jasper appears, and both Bobbie and Lacey sigh at the sight of him.

      I can’t blame them.

      Jasper Wilder is definitely a sigh-worthy sight to behold. He stands well over six feet, has the body of an athlete, muscles for days, eyes the color of a lightning bolt, is the lead homicide investigator down at the Seaview Sheriff’s Department, and he just so happens to be married to me.

      “Ladies”—I say with a touch of pride in my voice—“this is my husband, Jasper.”

      Bobbie offers up her hand, and he’s quick to shake it. “I could see the look of love in your eyes for your wife as soon as you stepped up. And they say love is dead.” She slaps the casket as she cackles. “Chip?” she calls out, and soon a tall, strapping man with dark curly hair and dark eyes that seem to smile on their own steps up. He’s donned a tuxedo and looks every bit her other half as he slips an arm around her waist. “This is my husband of fourteen years, Chip Buckingham.”

      “Oh honey, we know who he is.” Georgie shakes her wrist back and forth. “Hubba hubba. Mister, you’re welcome to leave your shoes under my bed anytime you like.”

      Macy laughs. “Nice try, Georgie, but Bobbie and Chip are the power couple of the Perfect Pairing.”

      Lacey shrugs. “I’m still waiting for my Mr. Right. But I still have plenty of time to track one down before the big dance coming up on the fourteenth, via our newly minted app.” She wags her phone in the air as she says it. “We’re announcing the matchmaking service tonight.”

      Bobbie elbows her bestie. “Way to ruin the surprise.” She starts in on a laugh then stops abruptly as something just over my shoulder catches her eye. “Excuse me.” She takes off, and I follow her with my gaze as she stalks over to a redhead in the requisite black dress and they seem to be having a heated conversation.

      A tall man with a beard and light eyes steps into our midst. “Pardon me,” he says as he mumbles something to Chip, and the two of them take off to have a private conversation of their own.

      “Well, come on”—Lacey hands Macy, Jasper, and me each a sheet of hot pink paper along with a pen. “Jot down a nasty note to your ex, seal it up in one of these red envelopes, and toss it into the casket. The funeral procession is about to begin.” She takes off, arming everyone around us with those pink sheets and a pen.

      Macy gets right to jotting down her deepest, darkest regret. “This is to all those one-night stands who actually wanted to have a relationship with me. Some men just don’t get the meaning of the words I don’t want to know your name.”

      “Pfft.” Georgie uses Macy’s back as a hard surface as she starts penning her own letter of regret. “Tell me about it, Toots. This one goes to my least favorite ex.”

      “The one who made you dip your foot into a perfectly good cheesecake?” I ask. That was sort of a creepy story. It was clear the man had a foot fetish.

      “Warren?” She makes a face. “He and I were like peas and carrots. I was thinking of the one that tried to buy a bunch of synthetic sea glass and pepper it around the cove, hoping I’d lose my mind at what a gold mine I’d found.”

      “Aw,” I say. “That seems sweet.”

      “More like demented,” she counters. “If I tried to pass off any of that phony rubbish to my customers, I’d lose my integrity in the business world.”

      Georgie is an artist who specializes in sea glass mosaics. And recently, and perhaps regrettably, she’s gone into business with my mother. They run a shop down on Main Street called Two Old Broads. My sister thought of the name for them, and it’s been a hit ever since.

      Jasper takes a breath. “I’m all done,” he says, folding up his paper and stuffing it into a bright red envelope.

      “A love note to Camila?” I tease. Camila Ryder is his ex-fiancée. She’s still very much invested in him, but he buried that relationship long ago as evidenced by that note in his hand, I’m guessing.

      “That would be the one,” he says, dropping it in, and I quickly jot something down on a piece of paper and do the same.

      Jasper wraps his arms around me. “Who did you write your note to? Jordy?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t have any hard feelings toward him. I wrote it to the cheap whiskey that led to that one-day marital disaster, which was never consummated by the way. That whiskey ruined the vow I made to myself to never get divorced.” It’s no secret I was raised in a broken family and hated it. “On the bright side, the vow is back on and you’re stuck with me forever.”

      “That makes me the luckiest man alive.” And I plan on getting lucky tonight. Are you on board?

      I’m about to tell him exactly how on board I am when I hear the murmurs of something coming from the crowd—an internal voice that seems to be agitated. I can’t tell if it’s coming from a man or a woman. When I’m not near the person, it can all sound a bit androgynous.

      Oh, there isn’t a thing they can do to save themselves. This is their last night on this planet. And I promise, it’s going to be a perfectly romantic yet deadly exit.

      “Bizzy? Is everything okay?” Jasper does his best to catch my attention as I hold Fish twice as tight in response.

      “No,” I whisper as I look out at the crowded room. “I don’t think anything is okay. In fact, I think there might just be a real corpse to go along with this casket.”
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      Death is in the air. I can smell it a mile away.

      The lights flash and flicker as the music stalls a moment and Bobbie waves from the front of the ballroom, calling for us all to take our seats.

      Fish mewls in my arms, I don’t like this, Bizzy. I’d have Jasper call for backup.

      “Not a bad idea,” I whisper.

      Jasper raises a brow. “So I’m getting lucky?”

      “No, not that—but for sure, yes to that.” I make a face at the crowd of women all jockeying to get a seat up front. “Fish thinks you should call for backup.”

      “I like how you think, Fish.” Jasper gives the crowd a quick sweep with his eyes. “I’ve already called Leo, and he’s on his way.”

      Leo Granger is Jasper’s good friend. He was the best man at our wedding, in fact. But the two of them weren’t always so close. Way back when, Jasper’s ex-fiancée decided she wanted a bite out of Leo, too, and ruined Leo and Jasper’s friendship for a time, not to mention flushing her engagement to Jasper down the toilet simultaneously.

      Suffice it to say, Jasper and Leo had a falling-out after that, but about a year ago Leo came to Cider Cove—because of me, actually. It turns out, Leo shares my quirky gift when it comes to reading minds. We’re something called transmundane, and our strange ability is further classified as telesensual. There are other supernatural abilities that fall under the transmundane umbrella, but ours is unique in that it gives us the ability to tune into other people’s private musings. On the downside, there’s no off button.

      Aside from Emmie, only a few people know about my strange quirk, and that would be Jasper, Leo, and Georgie. A friend of mine in Vermont is transmundane, too, but her supernatural quirk involves seeing the dead. Believe me, I’ll take a few noisy minds over a renegade ghost any day of the week.

      “Let’s find ourselves a seat,” I say as Fish snuggles up next to my neck.

      Jasper gives a quick glance to the refreshment table. “How about you save me a seat, and I’ll snatch up a handful of cookies for us to munch on while we watch the show? And I do believe it’s going to be entertaining.”

      I nod. “Let’s hope it doesn’t prove to be deadly.”

      We break off in two different directions, and I spot an entire line of familiar women seated together near the front, so I head their way.

      Mom waves me next to her, and lucky for me there are two empty seats. I set Fish down next to me as I plop into my own chair.

      “You get to warm Jasper’s seat for him,” I tell the feisty feline.

      Fish rolls her eyes. And you get to make sure no one sits on me while I’m busy warming his seat.

      “Touché,” I whisper just as Sherlock Bones joins us and takes a seat by my feet.

      Gizmo and Sugar are just at the end of the aisle. He lets out a friendly bark. I told Gizmo all about the stash of bacon in Georgie’s pocket and he’s dying to meet her.

      It’s true. The pockets of Georgie’s kaftans have been known to be a veritable carnivore’s delight. I’m sure any dog within a ten-block vicinity can sniff her out of a crowd.

      

      Mom pulls me in for a quick hug. “Bizzy, this is fabulous,” she pants while fanning herself with one of those hot pink fliers they were distributing at the door.

      I’ve already scanned them, front and back, and they’re filled with all of Bobbie and Lacey’s social media info on them.

      My mother is petite and gorgeous. Her caramel-colored hair is feathered back, circa nineteen eighty-something, and she typically dresses like a preppy as an ode to that totally awesome era, but tonight she’s donned one of those wonky quilt dresses she and Georgie are making a killing off of down at their shop.

      And yes, it’s exactly what it sounds like, a large quilt draped over her like a dress—think blanket with a hole in the middle cut out to poke your head through. The strips that comprise the quilt are cut into all sorts of wonky, mostly triangular shapes, with frayed edges to boot, and the quilts are as comfortable as they are adorable. It’s no wonder they’re flying out the door.

      I can’t help but notice that Mom’s cheeks are a caustic shade of red and she has sweat beading on her upper lip.

      “Mom, are you okay?” I ask, fanning her with my hand in the event she decides to pass out.

      “No, I’m not okay. Georgie bamboozled me into rolling myself in quilt batting because she said it would be a great way to advertise. And here she is in a breezy cotton number while I’ve bundled myself in winter bedding.” She turns to scowl at Georgie. “I’m about ready to pass out in the event you were wondering.”

      Georgie makes a face. “Not soon enough, Toots.”

      Juni leans in from the other side of Georgie.

      Juniper Moonbeam is Georgie’s daughter, the one that happened to be my old stepmother for all of five hot minutes. Juni is a hippie biker chick who has a penchant for leather duds and old leathered dudes to match. She did some time at a correctional facility for who knows what, but she’s out now and she’s been wreaking havoc in Cider Cove ever since.

      “A funeral, Bizzy!” Juni claps her hands together. “Can you believe it? And not a single body in the casket. I bet it feels as if it’s your lucky day.”

      Macy snorts. “Don’t worry about the empty casket, Juni. I’m sure Bizzy will find someone to fill it with before the night is through.”

      The four of them share a laugh on my behalf, but I’m not guffawing along with them.

      It just so happens there has been a rash of homicides in Cider Cove these past few months, and I may have solved one or two.

      Okay, fine. I’ve solved them all, but in Jasper’s defense, he wasn’t too far behind in the investigative effort.

      Jasper lands beside me and kindly offers up a cookie to just about every woman in the row as the lights dim a notch and a spotlight falls over the two blondes in charge of these funeral festivities.

      Jordy is working the lights for us tonight. He’s not just the handyman, and groundskeeper slash security guard, but he’s the stage crew around here as well. He may not be my husband anymore, but I sure spend every day giving him a list of chores to get done around the inn.

      “Welcome!” Bobbie gleams in her pink sparkling gown as she waves to the amped up crowd. “I’m Bobbie Buckingham, and this is the other half of my brain, Lacey Lovelace!”

      The crowd loses its collective mind, and soon the women all around me are howling on their feet.

      Lacey laughs. “Oh, come on, ladies. We’re just like you—we put our yoga pants on one leg at a time.” Laughter ensues at that one.

      “That’s their thing,” Mom whispers my way. “They’re supposed to be super relatable.” She fans herself twice as hard. “What I wouldn’t give to be wearing nothing but yoga pants right about now.”

      My mother has never shied away from sharing what she feels, even if what she feels involves partial nudity.

      “Ladies—girls”—Bobbie looks to the crowd and laughs—“I can’t believe this turnout! First, I want to thank you all for your continued support.”

      Lacey nods. “Thank you for listening and calling into the Perfect Pairing podcasts, where we wax poetic about all matters of the heart! We love to hear what you have to say.”

      “That’s right,” Bobbie is quick to agree. “And thank you for coming out to all of our events—especially this one. I’m sure kicking off a month dedicated to romance with a funeral isn’t exactly where you saw things going, but now that you’ve written a goodbye letter to those dead relationships in your past, don’t you feel better?”

      The crowd gives an approving roar.

      Lacey raises a hand. “And I’d like to go on record that my letter was the first in that casket! Heck, it was so therapeutic, I might just write about six more to the same rotten ex before the night is through. Nothing feels as good as killing off the person who gives you nightmares—except for maybe getting to do it again and again and again.”

      The crowd goes wild, and for a second I’m afraid if a single ex walks into the room we’re bound to have a lynching.

      Bobbie and Lacey regale the room with stories of embittered past relationships before giving the floor to the crowd while their manager, Diane Regal, runs up and down the aisles with a microphone as the women around us share their war stories. Those spine-chilling relationship horrors serve as cautionary tales to those of us listening. They run the gamut from cheaters to scammers and everything in between.

      Finally, the spotlight falls back to the front where Lacey waves to the crowd.

      “Now let’s allow those dead relationships to rot in the past where they belong.” She holds a hand out toward her sparkling twin, Bobbie. “From here on out, we want to focus on love.” The women in the room give a collective cheer.

      Jasper leans my way. Do you see that guy standing to our left? Isn’t he that guy we met earlier? Bobbie’s husband?

      I glance that way, and sure enough, the man with dark curly hair is looking right at me. His mind is filled with nothing but white noise, and I straighten in my seat. As far as mind reading goes, white noise acts as some sort of shut-off valve that clues me in on the fact the person experiencing it is having some serious lascivious thoughts. And in this man’s case, I’d bet good money those thoughts were pinned in my direction.

      “I think so.” I clear my throat. “Yup, that’s him. Bobbie’s husband.” That last word comes out with a bit of marked aggression. I can’t help it. I don’t like the idea of being taken advantage of anywhere, let alone in someone else’s mind.

      Jasper shakes his head and his jaw redefines itself. I don’t need to be a mind reader to know he’s undressing you with his eyes. If there is a body later, you can bet it will be his—and you won’t have to look far for the killer. It will be me.

      I make a face at him.

      Jasper is teasing just as much as he is serious.

      I glance back that way, and that same dark-haired man in a suit that asked to speak to him earlier is standing next to Chip, poking a finger in his chest before stalking off.

      Maybe he caught Chip ogling his wife, too? Nothing would surprise me anymore.

      “And to all of you—” Lacey grins out at the crowd with what look to be shards glimmering in her eyes. My money is on fake tears. “We want to thank every one of you for participating in our relationship funeral tonight. And as a reward, we want to give you all a free month’s subscription to our new dating app, the Perfect Pairing!” The crowd howls with glee—my mother, Georgie, Juni, and Macy happen to be the loudest and the longest in the howling department. “That’s right!” Lacey shouts, amping up the crowd twice as much as before. “And we expect to see all of you and your shiny new beaus right back here on the night of the fourteenth for an exclusive Perfect Pairing Valentine’s Day soiree. Just bring your tickets from this evening, and you’ll have free admittance, free drinks, free red velvet chocolate chip cookies from the Country Cottage Café, and the freedom to fall in love while you’re at it!”

      Emmie catches my eye from the refreshment table and shrugs. I guess they liked the cookies.

      I knew we shouldn’t have offered up something so delicious tonight. It was my lousy idea to throw in a few free platters of Emmie’s latest sweet treat. This is what I get for being nice.

      “Now”—Lacey takes Bobbie by the hand—“as a special treat and a surprise, my team and I have banded together to honor my best friend, Bobbie Buckingham, this evening.” An elastic smile stretches across her face. “Not only are she and Chip an example of relationship goals for the rest of us, but they’ve never had a honeymoon! So we have a little surprise for the two of you. Chip, why don’t you step on over?”

      Chip Buckingham, the dark-haired man with the roving eye, takes his place next to his wife and both Jasper and I take a moment to scowl at him.

      Diane heads up on stage with Sugar in one hand and a large manila envelope in the other. Gizmo runs up right along with her, wagging his happy little tail, and the audience breaks out into laughter at the sight of the furry cutie.

      “This is from all of us at a Perfect Pairing,” Diane says as she hands the envelope to Bobbie. “You kids enjoy it.” She trots back to her seat as Bobbie clutches the envelope to her chest.

      “What have you done?” Bobbie laughs as she slips her finger across the seal. “This is the part where normally I would say you shouldn’t have, but if whatever this is involves an all-inclusive resort in the Caribbean, well then, yes, you very much should have!”

      The crowd bucks with laughter and cheers.

      Bobbie pulls out what looks to be a few eight by ten photos as she thumbs through them quickly and her smile quickly dissipates as she staggers on her feet.

      “This must be good,” Mom whispers my way.

      “You”—she takes a step back from Chip and her face goes white—“you’ve been cheating on me?”

      A sharp gasp hisses around the room, followed by a small titter of laughter. And I can’t blame the ones who are laughing. It all feels so very staged as if Bobbie were about to land the punch line.

      “Who is this woman you’re with?” Her voice is tight and curt, and suddenly it’s apparent to everyone this is no laughing matter. She turns to look at the crowd. “This is you, isn’t it, Keegan?” she growls as she tosses her microphone into the crowd. “I hate you!” she cries out to the faceless woman before giving Chip a hard shove to the chest. “And I hate you, too!” The pictures fall from her grasp as she runs right out of the ballroom, and on her heels is Chip, the cheater.

      Lacey chokes into her microphone as she looks to the crowd. “Please, stay and— um, there’s a book in the back, I think.” She drops the microphone and takes off for Bobbie like any good best friend would.

      The chandeliers up above light up the room once again as instrumental music begins to seep through the speakers.

      Diane gets up and pulls the redhead that was talking to Lacey earlier to the side, and the two of them look to be having some choice words themselves.

      My guess is that’s Keegan.

      I’m about to head that way when they both dart out of the ballroom using the same exit Bobbie took off in. And Gizmo is right there on their trail, barking up a storm after them.

      Bodies rise from their seats, and soon the crowd is murmuring in hushed whispers as we try to digest what just played out before us.

      Jasper leans in. “I’m going to collect those pictures.” He darts for the stage before I can answer.

      It’s a good idea for many reasons: first and foremost to protect Bobbie’s privacy, and then, of course, in the event they’re needed as evidence for her forthcoming divorce.

      Soon, the entire room is on their feet and some of the women have migrated back toward the front, toward that coffin, pretending to add a few extra notes to the mix, but we all know they’re hoping to catch a glimpse of those pictures. And Macy just so happens to be a first class offender, leading the charge.

      Good call on Jasper’s part for snapping them up.

      Fish pats my chest with her soft little paw. I smell a rat, Bizzy—one of the human variety. Who do you think gave that woman those pictures?

      Sherlock barks. It was Diane! I saw her do it. And to think I thought she was a nice woman. Poor Gizmo is stuck with her. Maybe I should help him plot his escape?

      “Just because she gave Bobbie that envelope doesn’t mean she knew what was in it,” I say.

      Mom nods my way. “You’re so right, Bizzy. But who would have done something like this in front of a crowd no less? It takes a monster.”

      Georgie steps in. “My money is on this Keegan person. I’ve never been wrong about who the other woman was in my man’s life. Sometimes a woman knows exactly who to point the finger at.”

      Mom huffs, “And sometimes there are far too many potential other women. Believe me, I would have never pointed the finger at you, Juni. No offense.”

      Juni shrugs as she adjusts her leather jacket. “No offense taken. I aim to surprise.”

      “Speaking of surprises—” I say. “Would the three of you mind keeping an eye on things? I need to check the foyer and maybe let the staff know what’s going on.”

      I take off with Fish and Sherlock in tow. The foyer to the inn is cool and sparse with bodies. The gray wood floors and the dark wooden walls hold a rustic appeal, and just in front of the creamy marble reception counter is an old-fashioned grand staircase that leads to the upper level.

      Both of my employees, Nessa and Grady, are busy helping a crowd of guests, so I bypass them and head out into the icy February night. The sky is clear, but it’s definitely cold enough to snow if we had a good storm. We’re right on the cove, so the snow doesn’t stick as long as I’d like it to.

      Just outside the inn sits a tall three-tiered fountain with pink lights in honor of the heart-shaped holiday upon us. The inn is a palatial structure, and surrounding it are over three dozen cottages, one of which I happen to share with Jasper and our two fur babies.

      I glance in that direction, and something right in front of my cottage catches my eye. It’s about a five-minute walk, so I start in on a decent jog until the jumble lying in front of my driveway begins to take shape and a breath gets locked in my throat.

      Lying on the ground before me are both Chip and Bobbie Buckingham. And judging by the blood pooling around them, there may just be a real need for that casket yet.

      Make that two.
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      A sharp scream escapes me. It feels innate, an autonomic response that I have no control over, and oddly, it feels as if I’m watching myself and this entire horrific nightmare unfold from somewhere in the navy sky.

      Fish lets out an ear-piercing yowl. Run, Bizzy! In the other direction!

      Sherlock barks and snaps as he scampers over to the bodies, and his barks quickly dissipate to whimpers.

      No sooner do I stagger my way closer to the couple splayed over the ground than both Jasper and his friend, Deputy Leo Granger, materialize. Jasper checks Chip’s vitals and shakes his head up at me, letting me know it’s too late to save him. But Leo checks Bobbie’s vitals repeatedly before hovering his cheek above her nostrils.

      Curled in Bobbie’s left hand is a sleek black handgun, and it takes my breath away once I spot it.

      “She’s alive!” Leo shouts, and soon Jasper is calling it in.

      It all feels like a dizzying nightmare as the sirens saw through the icy night. The seizure of blue and red flashing lights illuminates our small corner of the world, and soon an entire tribe of EMTs is hauling Bobbie into the back of a waiting ambulance.

      A crowd amasses around us, and Leo quickly cordons off the area with caution tape that looks as if it glows in the night.

      Jasper comes my way and pulls me in close. “Bizzy.” His chest is palpitating as if he just ran a marathon. “It looks like it was an attempted murder-suicide. We’re going to be here until morning. You might want to head to your mom’s for the night.” He glances to our cottage less than a few feet away. “I don’t think you’re going to get a whole lot of rest with the ruckus that’s going to take place out here.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I take a moment to study the scene behind him. “Jasper, it doesn’t make sense. Aren’t these kinds of events usually planned out with a little more thought? Why would Bobbie want to kill herself when she had a packed house of her most ardent fans less than a hundred feet away?”

      “She was humiliated.” He sighs in the poor woman’s direction. “Unfortunately, it happens.”

      “What about the pictures? Where are they?” I quickly pat down his torso as if they might be on him somewhere.

      “I put them in the back of Leo’s cruiser. And right about now, I’m glad I didn’t take them to the cottage. I checked them out. It was hard to see who the other woman was. But it was very clear that Chip was doing something he shouldn’t have been doing with her. Look, don’t worry about this.” He dots a kiss to my cheek. “Just take care of what you need to at the inn. I’ll have these guys wrap this up as quickly as they can. I plan on following the ambulance to the hospital. I need to speak to Bobbie Buckingham as soon as she’s medically stable.” He bends over and gives Sherlock a quick pat. “You watch over our girls, buddy. Who knows when I’ll be back. I’ll hitch a ride with Leo since my truck is blocked in.”

      Sherlock barks. I’ll protect Bizzy and Fish with my life if I have to! Even if the killer comes at us with a fistful of bacon.

      Oh brother, Fish mewls. Bizzy, I hope you realize we’re on our own.

      Jasper gives me one last kiss before taking off.

      “Be safe,” he says as he darts into the crowd.

      “Bobbie?” a woman screams from behind, and I spot the woman with the short platinum hair holding Sugar, the small gray kitten. It’s Diane, the manager, trying to garner Bobbie’s attention as her stretcher is being hoisted into the back of the waiting ambulance.

      I head over and Sherlock beats me there, already whimpering around Gizmo as the two of them seem to be having a private conversation. I’m not sure how, but the animals always seem to understand one another, and I’m glad about it, too.

      “Bobbie!” Diane shouts once again. “What’s happening?” Her gaze darts to the medical team tending to her friend, then to me. “Bizzy, what’s happened? Why is Chip lying on the ground over there? Why aren’t they helping him? What’s happened to Bobbie? Why is she bleeding? Was there an accident? Did they get hit by a car?”

      “It wasn’t a car.” I shake my head. “It was a gun.”

      Diane’s mouth falls open as her face bleaches out.

      The tiny kitten in her arms mewls, and I carefully extract her from the woman in fear she’ll drop her.

      “Diane, let me get you something to drink. Some cold water,” I say, trying to move her away from the gruesome scene.

      “No.” She lifts a hand. “I’ll be okay.” Her lips curl at the tips. This is a fine end to a disastrous night. At least there’s some closure for me.

      Closure?

      She nods my way. “Please, if you can help me find someone to mind the cat. Gizmo thinks she’s a toy, and I don’t think I can handle much more than what’s been handed to me tonight.”

      “Diane?” a woman shouts from behind, and we turn to find Lacey trotting this way, her feet wobbling in her heels as she tries her best to take in the dizzying scene.

      A horde of women flock in close to the ambulance, and soon sobs are heard throughout the thicket of bodies as the word why echoes to the sky, while others call out for Bobbie and let her know they’re praying for her.

      It takes a moment for Lacey to emerge from the tangle of bodies, and once she spots Bobbie inside of the ambulance she clutches her chest. Lacey looks sick as a trio of medical workers maneuver around her friend. I study her a moment in that dark coat over her sequin dress, and she has on a pair of red silk gloves that match her gown. Funny, I don’t remember her wearing that earlier, but then, it’s freezing outside and right about now I wish I were in a wool coat myself.

      Her forehead breaks out into a series of worry lines as she struggles to take in the scene.

      Lacey staggers forward with unsure footing. “For the love of all that’s good, would someone please tell me what’s happening here?”

      “I’m sorry,” I pant. “I came out and found them on the ground. The Seaview Sheriff’s Department was right on my heels. There was a gun in Bobbie’s hand. I don’t know much else.”

      “Oh wow…” Lacey’s eyes drink it all in at once. So much blood. Goodbye, Chip. I’m so very sorry you’re gone. And you—she looks to the gurney where Bobbie lies motionless—look where you are. It’s hard to believe she thinks she’s getting away with this.

      My heart breaks to hear her pain turn to anger so quickly.

      A choking sound emits from Diane. “Did you say a gun was in her hand? You mean—she shot him?”

      The crowd around us gasps in unison before they get right back to buzzing, ten times as furtively as they were before.

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head as I pull both Fish and Sugar close to my chest. “I don’t really know anything.” Sugar begins to tremble, and Fish rubs her face against the tiny kitten in an effort to comfort her. “Diane, I’ll take care of Sugar. Don’t worry about a thing. Lacey, if you need anything at all, please feel free to call or swing by. I’ll do whatever I can to help. For now, I’ll instruct my staff to shut things down inside.”

      “The books.” Diane raises her head with a look of agony.

      “Don’t worry about the books,” I tell her. “I’ll store them for you for as long as you like.” I glance back toward the inn and spot Jordy waving me to attention.

      “I’m closing her up,” he shouts, and I nod over at him in response.

      Unfortunately, this isn’t the inn’s first rodeo when it comes to having a casualty on the premises. At this point, the staff is well-versed in what to do, and no instructions are needed.

      The dark-haired man with the beard steps toward the fountain with his hands in his pockets as he observes the scene with a stoic expression. His chin is lifted up a notch, eyes squinted, and if I had to guess, I’d say he looks angry. I try to pick up on his thoughts, but I’m either too far away or they’re just not able to come through.

      I look to Diane and Lacey. “Do either of you know who that man is?” I ask as I nod his way and the two of them look back.

      Diane’s expression sours. “That’s Tiger Caldwell, a producer, I think. I don’t know. Chip introduced us months ago. Truthfully, I wasn’t paying all that much attention.”

      Lacey shrugs. “I thought he was a bookie.” I didn’t care what he was. I wanted in on that action.

      A familiar redhead walks over to him as we watch, and a breath hitches in my throat once I realize it’s Keegan—the exact redhead that Bobbie accused of having an affair with her husband.

      “And there’s the little slut,” Lacey says, mostly under her breath. “She didn’t waste any time in moving on, did she?”

      Diane shakes her head. “No, she sure didn’t.”

      “I take it you ladies don’t care for her?” I glance to the two of them, and yet neither of them dares to admit it.

      Sherlock barks. Bizzy, Gizmo has something to say.

      “Excuse me,” I say as I begin to step away.

      “Just a moment, Bizzy.” Lacey reaches into her purse and pulls out her wallet. The ornately carved leather catches the light, and I can’t help but note a wreath of flowers surrounding what looks to be a hook or the letter J in the center. “My business card. It has my number on it. Please, if you find anything out at all, call me. I just can’t believe Bobbie would be responsible for something like this.”

      “Thank you,” I say as I take the card from her.

      Lacey pulls Diane to the side, and they immediately begin to whisper amongst themselves.

      Gizmo barks and jumps, and I follow both him and Sherlock toward the parking lot where not a soul is congregating.

      “Hey, little guy. What’s going on?” I ask, looking into his sweet button eyes.

      Gizmo whimpers as he looks to Sherlock and the cats in my arms.

      He lets out a sharp bark. I was just telling Sherlock Bones that I had already come upon the scene before he did.

      “What?” I squat down as if I needed the proximity to listen in better. I don’t, but it felt right regardless. “You mean you and Diane were out here with Bobbie and Chip?”

      That’s right. He lets out a little yip. She was shouting Bobbie, Bobbie, and then I heard a bang and we ran.

      I glance back to where Diane and Lacey are still watching that man, Tiger, and that woman, Keegan, by the fountain. Both Diane and Lacey wear serious frowns as if they heavily disapproved of what they saw.

      “Gizmo,” I whisper. “Did you see Bobbie holding a gun?”

      He gives a sharp bark. No. I saw Diane holding one.

      My heart lets out a few pronounced thumps as I rise to my feet. And no sooner do I hit an upright position than I find myself staring face-to-face with Diane herself.

      “Come on, Gizmo.” She scoops him up in her arms before looking my way. “I’ll be by sometime soon to figure out what to do with those books. And I don’t know what to tell you about Valentine’s Day.”

      “I do,” Lacey says, coming up behind her. “We’re still on for the dance, Bizzy.” She glares over at the ambulance. “I have a feeling Bobbie would want it that way. And who knows? She might just be there for the event herself. She’s always been bulletproof. And I have a feeling she’s going to prove this theory correct.”

      Diane shakes her head. Leave it to Bobbie Buckingham to turn things upside down. And now the world will think she’s getting away with murder. Knowing her rabid fans, they wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “Goodnight, ladies,” Diane says as she meanders back toward the ambulance and keeps an eye on Bobbie with a hardened glare.

      “Don’t worry, Bizzy.” Lacey stretches a quick smile my way. “I’ll make sure the inn has more than enough business on the fourteenth. In no way was this meant to harm you or your adorable inn.” I’d like to think Bobbie is all through harming people, but seeing that she’s still breathing, I can’t guarantee anyone anything. She’ll pay for what she’s done to Chip. I have no doubt justice will prevail. No one in their right mind will ever believe what she has to say again. We might have been the perfect pairing once, but all that has changed tonight.

      She takes off, bypasses the ambulance, and hugs the caution tape until she’s standing as close to Chip’s body as she can. And less than three feet from her are Keegan and Tiger Caldwell. They might be three different people, but their expressions are one and the same—serene, peaceful and, dare I say, each one of them wears the hint of a smile on their face.

      How about that?

      Maybe this wasn’t an attempted murder-suicide after all?

      Maybe this was murder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      The inn is quiet, on this, the morning after Chip and Bobbie Buckingham were gunned down in front of the inn—directly in front of my cottage to be exact.

      Jasper was right. I didn’t get much sleep last night, and that’s exactly what has me in the Country Cottage Café this morning, downing coffee as if it were the exact plasma my body needed to survive, and it just might be.

      It’s light and bright inside. The café is an expansive space that’s open to the guests and the general public alike, with its black and white wrought iron bistro tables sprinkled about. Aside from a spacious dining room, there’s a sunroom that overlooks the majestic Atlantic Ocean. And in the warmer months, you can sit out on the covered patio that butts right up next to the sandy cove.

      Emmie has been right here with me this morning, providing me with a steady supply of red velvet cookies, along with her delicious creamy lattes, and my taste buds haven’t complained one bit.

      What’s to become of this mess? Sugar mewls, adjusting herself as she sits in my lap. I have Fish and Sherlock by my feet, and they’re both half-awake themselves. Suffice it to say, no one in that tiny cottage got a good night’s sleep last night. The way those deputies were drumming around, you’d think they were jackhammering the sidewalk.

      “I don’t know what’s to become of anything.” I sigh down at the furry ball of fluff. “But you’ll be safe with me. A part of me wishes you had been around when everything went down. At least then we’d know for sure what truly transpired between Bobbie and Chip.”

      Sugar shudders. I’m not sorry I didn’t see it. I love Bobbie. In fact, I’d like to go and visit her if you don’t mind.

      I shrug up at Emmie. “She wants to see Bobbie.”

      “Aww,” Emmie coos. “I still can’t believe you can talk to animals that way. Can’t you bonk me over the head or something so I can have the same talent?”

      A laugh inches up my throat. “Nice try. But you’re already too talented for your own good,” I say, holding up a cookie and taking a bite as if to prove my point.

      I didn’t always have the ability to pry into anyone else’s mind. But way back when I was thirteen, Emmie and one of our good friends at the time, Mackenzie Woods, went to a Halloween party together and some supernatural melee occurred. It turns out, Mackenzie was dared —by my brother no less—to dunk me in a whiskey barrel filled with water.

      Not only did Mackenzie follow orders, she held me under until I was just about to exit that barrel and my body at the very same time.

      Four things happened that day. One: I developed a fear of confined spaces. Two: I never wanted to see a body of water ever again. My phobia of the wet stuff is all too real to this day. Three: I vowed never to trust Mackenzie Woods again. Although, side note: We stayed friends right through high school where she proceeded to steal my boyfriends.

      That’s when I finally cut ties with the wicked witch. And four: Once I made my way out of that barrel, I had the uncanny ability to hear people plain as day without their lips moving.

      It took me about a day to catch on, but I quickly put two and two thoughts together and realized I was suddenly able to pry into other people’s private musings—the inner sanctum of their beings, their very minds. It’s been an odd adventure ever since.

      But Mackenzie Woods is still very much in my life. Not only is she the mayor of Cider Cove, she and my brother recently got engaged this past Christmas Eve.

      It was the same night Leo proposed to Emmie, and Emmie almost choked to death when she accidentally attempted to swallow her ring. In her defense, it was buried in a delicious slice of chocolate cake. The entire night was one mishap after the other, but I’m more than thrilled Emmie lived to tell about it.

      “I think I’m going to do it,” I say, dropping a kiss to Sugar’s forehead. “I think I’ll head over to see Bobbie. How can I get clearance to bring a cat into the hospital?”

      “You need clearance?” a voice booms from behind, and I turn to find Georgie in a baby pink kaftan as she thumps a wild and woolly looking briefcase onto the counter. “I can get you clearance.”

      “Ugh.” Emmie looks affronted by the thing. “What’s with the luggage? It looks as if it got ran over with a car.”

      A putrid odor hits me, and I could swear I see fumes rising off that hairy scary piece of leather like heat off a New York sidewalk in July.

      “And it stinks.” I fan myself with my fingers. “I think it got ran over with a family of opossums living inside.”

      “Oh pish posh.” Georgie lands the briefcase to the floor, and both Fish and Sherlock wisely move away from it. “I found it in the dumpster behind the bank. I’m having a power meeting with your mama this morning.” She makes a face my way. “And I wanted to look official.”

      “My mother is the last person you need to impress,” I say. “You’re already in business with her. Trust me, Georgie. You’ve got her where you want her.” Much to my mother’s chagrin. “And were you serious about being able to get me clearance to see Bobbie? You know—along with her cat?”

      “Please.” Georgie waves me off before jabbing her fingers in her hair and fluffing up her wiry curls. “I used to date the chief of surgery, Randolph Buggywhip.”

      “Buggywhip?” Emmie shakes her head as if she was unsure about this cerebral journey Georgie is pulling into. “Have a cookie.” She slides the plate full of red velvet wonders her way.

      “Yup, Buggywhip.” Georgie squints at the ceiling. “Or was that just something he asked me to call him? Wait a minute… or was there a buggy whip involved?”

      I’m about to tell her to forget it when I spot my father and Jasper’s mother entering the café.

      “Bizzy Bizzy!” Dad’s entire face brightens at the sight of me, and when my father smiles, every inch of his face smiles along with him.

      He pulls me into a hard embrace, and I take in the scent of his spiced cologne as a mad rush of childhood memories comes back to me. It seems every time my father greets me he says my name twice, and I’m twice as pleased when he does it, too.

      Dad has jet-black hair, light eyes, and deep comma-like dimples that adorn his boyish face. He’s had a bit of an addiction to matrimony ever since he and my mother split. She used to say she was a trendsetter when it came to other women marrying my father. She wasn’t wrong.

      At least she’s able to have a sense of humor about it.

      “Bizzy.” Gwyneth makes a sour face as if she were sucking on a lemon and suddenly felt the need to smile. I’m not quite sure if she likes me or not. But I do know that I’m not her favorite person. I’m certainly not the person she wanted her son to end up with, but if she can’t get past that moot point, then I can’t help her. We’re stuck with each other whether either of us likes it or not.

      “Gwyn, it’s good to see you. What’s going on?” I ask as I inspect the two of them. Gwyn has the same black hair and lightning clear eyes as her son. In fact, Jasper has three brothers and a sister who all look like doppelgängers of one another.

      But the whole Dad and Gwyneth thing still feels new to me even if they have been together a little over a year. And roughly about that same timeframe—within weeks of meeting one another—my father, Dad-the-Cad, proposed to Gwyneth.

      They were going to get married right out the gate, but cooler, far saner heads prevailed and they have wisely opted for a long engagement instead.

      Let’s hope things never get farther than that. If my father decides to send Gwyneth the way of the rest of his wives—via divorce court—things are going to be weird between our families. Believe me, I would have given anything to have had my father stay as far away from Gwyneth as possible. There are plenty of other single fish in the sea that don’t happen to be my mother-in-law.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Georgie.” He pulls her in. “You too, Emmie. You’ve been like a third daughter to me. We’ve got some pretty big news.”

      “Oh Lord.” That familiar sigh of my mother’s follows those words as I see her walking in with none other than Mackenzie Woods and my brother, Huxley.

      “Hux,” I say as he gives me a hearty embrace. “Geez, Bizzy. Grady and Nessa just filled us in at the front desk.”

      Mackenzie growls my way, “You just had to go and off another guest, didn’t you?”

      About half the patrons grab their breakfast and speed for the back patio. Not that I can blame them. The back patio butts up against the aforementioned Atlantic, and it’s a show in and of itself to watch as it churns out its angry waves like only winter’s fury can produce.

      “Way to clear a room, Mayor Woods,” I hiss as I hold Sugar a touch closer.

      Mackenzie is a stunning woman with chestnut brown hair and eyes that shine with all the wicked intent my brother seems far too interested in. She’s donned her requisite cranberry power suit and heels, the wardrobe staples she claims were inspired by my mother. And that frown on Mack’s face seems to be her go-to expression whenever she’s around me.

      Hux is basically my look-alike in male skin, black hair and same denim eyes. He’s a family practice attorney, and good thing, too—he already has three divorces under his belt. Considering the money he’s saved on the working end of things, I’d say he went into the right profession.

      Mom squints over at my father, and I can’t help but note she’s wearing another one of those wonky quilt dresses, white with red checkered hearts stamped over it. Boy, when she commits to something, she doesn’t quit.

      I have a feeling she thinks her livelihood is tied to advertising those dresses. And she might be right. She sank a good portion of her retirement into her business that caters to old broads—her terminology, not mine.

      “So what’s the big news?” Mom puts down a briefcase of her own on the counter, supple brown leather, not a scratch in sight, nor the carcass of an opossum. I can see why Georgie would want to emulate her. If Ree Baker is anything, she’s immaculately put together.

      Her wonky quilt dress flops off one shoulder, and she grunts as she yanks it back up. But it slides right back where it was, offering us an eyeful of her bosom in the process.

      Okay, so she’s mostly immaculately put together. I have a feeling there’s only one other person she’d like to shove in one of those dresses and it’s Georgie—right after she strangles her and has her fitted for a casket.

      “All right.” Hux holds up his arms and offers one of his charming smiles. “You asked for it, I’ll deliver.”

      “I’m the one with the news,” Dad says with a wink.

      Mack shakes her head. “I can guarantee we’ve got bigger news. You should probably go first.”

      Gwyn scoffs. “I can guarantee our news is bigger. Please, go first. We insist.”

      My father nods. “What she said.”

      Mom averts her eyes. “Oh please, somebody go before I have to go. That shop I own isn’t going to run itself. Especially when both old broads are here watching the four of you argue over who has the bigger news. Now please, somebody spill the beans.”

      Georgie narrows her eyes at my mother. “Who are you calling old?”

      “Oh, would you hush.” Mom laughs. “Come on now. I’ve got a power breakfast to get through with this one.” She motions to Georgie. “Somebody spout something off.”

      “Fine,” Hux says.

      “Fine,” Dad snaps back.

      “We’re getting married,” Dad and Hux blurt out at the very same time right before they exchange slack-jawed expressions. “On Valentine’s Day,” they blurt out in unison once again, and the rest of us hold our breath as if waiting for the punch line.

      Mom tosses up her hands. “Oh for Pete’s sake.”

      “Wait a minute,” I say as I look to the four people in the vicinity intent on making a matrimonial bundle. “You’re serious?”

      “As a heart attack,” Hux says.

      Dad shrugs. “At my age, you don’t say things like that. But yes, we’re serious. Gwyneth and I aren’t getting any younger, and we’ve waited a year just to please all of you. We’re getting married on Valentine’s Day right here at the inn.”

      “At the inn?” My shoulders hike a notch.

      Mackenzie elbows my brother. “That’s what we were thinking. The gazebo was decent when you did it, Bizzy. We’ll take that.”

      “Oh, actually, I don’t recommend it in February,” I’m quick to tell her. “The weather is too unpredictable. I guess we could hold it in the ballroom but—”

      “The ballroom is perfect.” Gwyneth waves me off. “Nathan, let’s get to the jewelers and shore up our rings.” She threads her arm through his. “And there’s the issue of my dress. You can wear what you like, of course, so long as it’s a dark suit with a white tie and patent leather shoes.” She yammers on until they’ve stepped right out of the café.

      “You heard her.” Mackenzie nods to my brother. “We need to get busy.” She scowls my way. “I’ll have my florist contact you. I’d like a string quartet and a light pink aisle runner. No doilies or Cupid cutouts. I’m going for a modern traditional feel, no paper poms, no crepe paper, no confetti.” She yanks Huxley right out of the café, and I’m left choking in their wake.

      “I’m supposed to be hosting a Valentine’s Day dance in the ballroom that night.”

      Mom shakes her head. “Oh, who cares? So they have a few hundred extra guests? It’s not your problem, Bizzy. Not one of them bothered to hear you out. I say they deserve what happens to them.” She looks to Georgie. “And why am I the only one on board when it comes to wearing this contraption you’ve contrived?”

      It’s true. Georgie sort of developed the wonky quilt dress all on her own a few months back, and it’s been a big hit ever since—that is, when women aren’t passing out from heat exhaustion.

      “First thing’s first”—Mom continues—“we’re instating a dress code. And where is Juni? Shouldn’t she be here for our very first employee meeting? Especially seeing that she’s our only employee?”

      Georgie shrugs. “She’s back at her place trying to figure out what to wear when we go out with Bizzy later.”

      “Where are we going?” I dare to ask.

      Georgie knots her lips up for a moment. “According to you, we’re headed to the hospital. And believe you me, Juni won’t be all that thrilled. She was hoping for somewhere a little more exciting, where the men wear less and the women are waving bills in the air. Personally, I like to chuck quarters at ’em. If you aim just right, those boys will dance like nobody’s business.”

      “Why do I get the feeling I’ll get to see this firsthand one day?” I shake my head. “Don’t answer. Today’s adventure consists of a glorified infirmary. If Juni is lucky, there might be a man who’s post-op from open heart surgery. I’d imagine he wouldn’t have a shirt on.”

      Mom chuckles. “And the nurses will be waving syringes at him instead of bills, but boy will he get a bill.”

      “Ooh, needles.” Georgie rubs her hands together. “We might just get lucky yet. It’s been a good long while since I’ve been stuck with some feel-good juice. Don’t worry, Biz. I’ll get you right where you need to be”—she leans in and scratches Sugar on the head—“and your little cat, too.”

      Perfect.

      This is the first homicide investigation where I just might get to speak to one of the intended victims—unless, of course, it’s not a homicide case at all.

      If Bobbie indeed killed Chip, then this investigation might just close before it ever opens, and I should have the answer to that in just a few hours.

      And if not, the fun has just begun.
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      Cider Cove General Hospital sits just this side of Rose Glen and dutifully serves both communities.

      The establishment is a giant white rectangle that stretches to the sky, and inside it smells of antiseptic and chlorine. A recent renovation has left it with pale laminate flooring and soft sage walls. People scuttle to and fro with determined purpose as Georgie, Juni, and I make our way to the fourth floor where Bobbie Buckingham currently has a room to call her own.

      It turns out, the chief of surgery, Dr. Buggywhip, is actually Dr. Bernstein. Georgie may have gotten his name wrong, but she certainly didn’t get his affection for her wrong. He was not only thrilled to see her, he asked her out to dinner at some ritzy steakhouse aptly named Ritzy’s.

      Go figure. And here I brought a small plate of Emmie’s red velvet cookies in the event I needed to appeal to his sweet treat-inclined good senses. The only sweet treat he wants is his kaftan wearing ex.

      Sugar mewls from the front-facing carrier I’m housing her in. It’s actually a baby carrier, but since the only difference is that my babies have fur, I didn’t see why I couldn’t use one as well. I’ve long since been toting Fish around in it, and not only does Fish love it, Sugar seems to appreciate it just as much.

      This place is cold, and it smells like feet, Bizzy, Sugar mewls once again while poking her head out of the carrier and taking a look around. And there’s not a friendly face here. Everyone looks so serious. Bobbie is a fun girl. She’s not going to like this place one bit. I’d better hide before someone sees me and they kick both Bobbie and me right out the door. On second thought, she rises up a notch, Bobbie would thank me for getting her kicked to the curb. Maybe I should claw a few eyes out? I bet that would land us out the door all the quicker.

      “Whoa,” I say, giving the fuzzy little kitten a quick scratch as we hop into the elevator. I’m still not sure if Juni is apprised of my supernatural abilities. I never told Georgie that she couldn’t tell her daughter, but believe me, the less people who know, the better. I’d hate to end up in a government-issued cage with probes glued to my temples while a group of scientists try to make me guess a number from one to ten.

      “Don’t worry, Sugar,” I whisper to her. “Nobody is kicking us out. You don’t have to hide. Georgie got it all straightened out with the big guy, and as long as we stay out of other patients’ rooms we’ll be fine.”

      Juni gives a dark chuckle. “I’m not staying out of other patients’ rooms. How am I supposed to scope out all the cuties? There’s men in them there halls—and it’s up to me to do my due diligence to winnow them out.” She straightens her fishnet stockings and tugs up the black leather mini skirt she’s paired them with.

      It felt like six below zero outside. I’m surprised her legs haven’t frozen solid and snapped right off.

      “I’m joining her.” Georgie gives her bosom a lift with her hands, and I’d swear on all that was holy one of them just rolled behind her back.

      “Georgie.” I wrinkle my nose at her. “You just had the chief of surgery ask you out to dinner. Why in the world would you want to troll the rooms for other men? Not to mention sickly, wounded men.”

      “Why put a limit on it when the world is brimming with handsome men, each with his very own buggy whip.”

      I’m with Georgie, Sugar mewls. I don’t see why we should put a limit on men. Especially when there are so many handsome cats out there.

      I wrinkle my nose at the little furball. Clearly, someone isn’t fixed yet. Although I’m not sure that would help Georgie.

      Georgie wags her left hand at me. “Bizzy Baker Wilder, do you see a ring on this finger?”

      “Georgie, if I ran around on Jasper while I waited for him to propose, I wouldn’t have a ring on my finger either.”

      Juni grunts over at the slightly older version of herself, “She’s got a point, Mom. But that doesn’t mean I’d listen to her. Bizzy has a track record when it comes to putting the brakes on the fun express. I’ve often wondered if Jasper has a case of buyer’s remorse.”

      “Juni.” I laugh. “I’m standing right here.”

      She squints over at Georgie. “She’s an eavesdropper, too.”

      The elevator doors whoosh open and we spill out onto the fourth floor, where the smell of questionable food clogs our senses as dirty lunch trays are quickly collected and placed on a rack in the hall.

      Georgie checks her face in the reflection of a framed picture that depicts how to administer CPR in an emergency.

      “You’re not the only one looking to score, Juni.” She licks her fingers and slicks back a few wild hairs. “I once dated an MD in the sixties. He was an ear, nose, breast doctor.”

      “You mean ear, nose, throat,” I say.

      “Nope,” Georgie corrects. “I mean ear, nose, breast. He liked to whisper sweet nothings in my ear while giving me Eskimo kisses, and grabbing my—”

      “I get it,” I say as I point to the room with the name Buckingham written on the board outside of it. “We’re here. Let me do the talking,” I whisper.

      Georgie makes a face in Juni’s direction. “She’s a know-it-all and she’s bossy. She’s lucky I let her stay at the inn for free.”

      I shoot her a look.

      “Okay, fine.” She waves me off. “You let me stay at the inn for free. But you still owe me a thank you for bumping off that stuffy old earl who left it to you to begin with.”

      “Georgie.” I cover Sugar’s furry little ears with my hand. “You did not kill Quinn Bennet.”

      “Or did I?” She gives a wink just as I give a light knock over Bobbie’s door.

      “Come in!” a chipper voice sings from deep inside the room, and we head in to find Bobbie Buckingham sitting up in bed wrapped in a hot pink robe, her blonde hair neatly combed, and her cheeks giving off a rosy glow.

      There’s a giant gauze square sitting over the right side of her forehead, but other than that she looks perfectly fine. Standing by her side is a blond gentleman about my father’s age, with heavy lids, a loose smile, and a sweatshirt with a picture of a polar bear drinking a beer on it.

      “Bizzy.” Bobbie’s countenance brightens. “Well, come on in, ladies. Don’t be shy.”

      “Hi, Bobbie,” I say. “I hope you don’t mind I’ve brought along my good friends, Georgie and Juni. Georgie is actually dating—”

      “Who cares who my mama is dating”—Juni says as she hustles her way to the man in the polar bear sweatshirt—“I’m the available one around here. Well, hubba hubba. I’ll have what he’s having.” She points to the bear holding the beer and they share a laugh.

      “I guess I’ll have to buy you a drink later,” he says, eyeing her up and down, while looking perfectly smitten with her. “Why don’t we step aside?” He plucks a box of chocolate off the small tray table and opens it up toward Juni. “Sweets for the sweet?”

      Juni gives a husky laugh. “I do believe someone is trying to seduce me.”

      They shuffle off to the corner, and I grimace over at Bobbie.

      “Sorry.” I’m not entirely sure what I’m apologizing for, but it felt right.

      “Please.” She winces as she struggles to sit up a bit more. “That’s my brother, Buck. He’s just doing what he does best. Sometimes I think he flirts for a living.”

      Georgie gives a knowing nod. “And that’s my baby girl, Juniper Moonbeam. She juggles men and guzzles booze for a living.”

      “She’s not kidding,” I’m quick to tell her as I extract the tiny cotton candy-haired cutie from my front carrier.

      A wailing noise comes from Bobbie as she flicks her fingers toward her.

      “Give me that little sweetie pie.” She takes her from me and snuggles with her until Sugar all but disappears under her neck. “Is it really you?” She peppers the tiny cat with kisses and Sugar mewls and kisses her right back. “Oh, you don’t know how much better I feel just seeing you.”

      “She seems happy to see you, too.” I shrug over at her. “Are you okay?”

      She glances to the ceiling. “I’m as okay as I can be. I just lost my husband.” The louse that he was. “And I darn near died myself. Someone knocked me over the head and stuffed a gun in my hand to make it look as if I shot Chip myself.”

      Georgie gasps. “You mean you didn’t pull the trigger?”

      “Nope.” She shakes her head. “In fact, they shot me, too. They said a bullet may have grazed my side. The doctor thinks that happened after they knocked me over the head and I fell to the ground.”

      “Bobbie”—I step closer to the bed—“who knocked you over the head?”

      “I don’t know.” She plants another kiss onto Sugar’s back. “It could have been anyone, I guess.”

      Diane comes to mind.

      Gizmo all but outed the fact she was at the scene of the crime.

      “That’s shocking,” I say. “I guess the sheriff’s department will be able to tell pretty quickly whose gun that is. That might lead straight to the killer.”

      “It won’t.” She frowns at the thought. “It was my gun. I’ve carried it for years. Although I’m not entirely sure if they fired my gun. I guess forensics will tell us that.”

      A thought comes to me. “So you think they shot Chip after they knocked you over the head?”

      She shrugs. “It must have been. I don’t remember hearing a gunshot.”

      “Well, I bet Chip was trying to charge at them as soon as he saw that they hit you.”

      Could it have been a robbery gone wrong?

      Her eyes go vacant a moment as she stares out the window. “Chip was saying something to me…”

      Georgie leans in. “I bet he was telling you to run.”

      Her chest bounces with a quiet laugh. “He wasn’t telling me to run.” He was telling me I was about to get what I deserved.

      “What?” I mutter mostly to myself, but she glances my way and shakes her head.

      “I don’t know what he was saying.” And for darn sure I don’t know what he meant. “I gave that man everything.” Tears stream down her face as if on cue. “And he repaid me by having an affair. We don’t have children. He could have told me he wasn’t into the relationship anymore. He could have told me anything, and I would have moved heaven and earth to make things better. I know things weren’t great. I was so busy, but he seemed content.”

      “They always do.” Georgie shakes her head. “I had one of those losers on my hands. Happy to see me—and happy to see every other girl in the room once I turned my back, too. Don’t you dare think you did anything wrong. And don’t go beating yourself up thinking should’ve, would’ve, could’ve. You buck up, young lady—and you take care of yourself and that sweet little kitty of yours, too.”

      “I agree,” I tell her. “In fact, I can watch Sugar for you until you’re out and about.”

      “Would you?” Bobbie quickly wipes down her face. “I’d appreciate that. You wouldn’t mind if I had one of those cookies you’re holding, would you?”

      “Absolutely not,” I say, landing the entire plate on the small table in front of her. “I think you deserve a cookie or two, or the entire platter.”

      “Knock, knock,” a cheery voice calls from behind, and we turn to find Lacey waltzing into the room with her blonde hair in a whippet of a ponytail and a red coat bundled around her body.

      Her eyes grow wide as she spots us. “What’s this? A party and nobody invited me?”

      A dull laugh expels from Bobbie. “Bizzy was just bringing Sugar by to say hello. She’s going to keep her for me until I get better.” She tips her head my way. “Lacey isn’t into pets. She’d probably lock Sugar in the bathroom and forget about her for days.”

      Sugar lets out a sharp mewl and we all share a laugh.

      Lacey comes over and gives Bobbie’s hair a slight tussle. “Can you believe this one? Didn’t I tell you she was bulletproof?” She sighs down at her friend. “You’re looking good, kid.”

      Personally, I’m surprised to see her on such friendly terms with Bobbie. Last night, she all but called her a killer. But then, tensions were high. And if I’ve learned anything in the years I’ve been inadvertently prying into other people’s minds, it’s that you can’t judge anyone by their thoughts. Even the kindest person can think inexplicable things. It’s not fair for me to decide which thoughts are wrong or right.

      “So?” Bobbie nods up at Lacey. “Is everything still a go for the Perfect Pairing’s Valentine’s soiree?”

      “You bet it is.” Lacey fluffs her pillow. “Do you think you’ll be up for it? I mean, you were shot at. And regardless of the fact Chip was being a jackass, he was your jackass.”

      Bobbie snorts out a laugh. “You know me, I need the attention. And I’m not ready to grieve Chip just yet. I’m still plenty angry with him. Believe me, whoever killed him, just beat me to him.” She looks my way. “And don’t worry, Bizzy. I’m planning on hiring a full security detail to follow me everywhere I go until they catch whoever did this. I’m hoping it wasn’t personal. One of the deputies who came by this afternoon said it could have been a mugging gone wrong. He said they’ve seen it all.”

      I thought the very same thing.

      She looks up at Lacey. And now we’ve seen it all, too.

      Lacey offers a knowing nod as if she had just read Bobbie’s mind. But then, they are close friends—sometimes that’s as good as being a mind reader.

      I wonder what she meant by that? Now they’ve seen it all, too? It sounds to me as if Bobbie suspects someone.

      “Bobbie”—I practically whisper her name—“who do you think could have done this?”

      She looks to her friend, and Lacey gives a slight nod as if giving her permission to speak.

      Bobbie takes a deep breath. “I think it might have been Keegan Merritt. She’s been spending an awful lot of time at my house lately. That’s where I have my home office. She was doing some side work for Chip as his personal assistant.” She scoffs. “I guess we know what she was assisting him with.”

      Lacey gives a circular nod. “She was pretty bitter after her divorce. And she was struggling financially. Working with Chip was her second job. She works down at a bar called the Match Box where she hosts some kind of a dating game. Couples go head to head while she asks them random questions and the winners get a free dinner out of it.”

      “Sounds fun,” I say.

      “I’m in.” Georgie slaps her thigh. “And don’t you worry, Bizzy. I’ll find a man to accompany me. You and Jasper had better watch your back. My man and I are pretty competitive.”

      “A bold statement, considering you’ve yet to meet your man,” I tell her, and both Bobbie and Lacey share a laugh.

      “I’m in, too,” Juni calls out from across the room. “Buck and I can practically finish one another’s thoughts. I’d be quaking in my winter boots if I were the two of you.”

      Bobbie chuckles. “Maybe something good came out of this, after all.” She kisses Sugar on the nose and hands her back to me. “If you don’t mind, I think I need some shut-eye. Hopefully, I’ll be out soon and I won’t have to trouble you with another visit.”

      “It was no trouble at all.”

      We say our goodbyes, and I place Sugar back in the carrier as she purrs and warms me with her furry little body.

      “Well?” Georgie elbows me as we step outside of the room. “What’s cooking in that good-looking head of yours, Bizzy Baker Wilder? I’m not the mind reader around here, you know.”

      “I think we’re heading to the Match Box to see if we can pair up with a killer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      The Country Cottage Inn gleams against the backdrop of the dark, stormy sky.

      It’s a bitter cold day this February morning as I head toward the structure. The inn is comprised of blue stones on the outside of the building despite the fact the front of the establishment is covered with ivy. A trail of blue cobblestones snakes around the facility all the way to the cove and throughout the walkways that lead to the individual cottages scattered about.

      Last night, I called the Match Box to see if Keegan Merritt was working, but as it turned out, it was her night off so Jasper and I snuggled up next to the fireplace and noshed on pizza from the Country Cottage Café. Let’s just say we didn’t need that fire to keep us warm. We found far more creative ways to sizzle.

      Fun fact: There is no faster way to clear the room of pets than stripping down and showing off the fact you’re more or less hairless all over. I think Fish hacked up a furball in the kitchen in my honor.

      Inside the Country Cottage Inn it’s warm and toasty, and I find both Nessa and Grady huddled behind the reception counter whispering something to one another. And if I’m not mistaken, Nessa is giggling away like a schoolgirl.

      “What’s going on?” I ask as I set Fish and Sugar on the counter while Sherlock runs wild through the foyer, conducting his routine morning inspection.

      “Good morning to you, too, Bizzy.” Nessa takes a step away from Grady and her expression sours. “Nothing exciting going on here. Jordy hauled out the Valentine’s Day decorations like you asked, and he’s plastering metallic cutouts of Cupid all over the place.”

      Grady gives a frenetic nod. “And he’s putting up those heart-shaped lights you like so much.” He shoots Nessa a quick look.

      My eyes narrow in on them. “Why do I feel as if the two of you are up to something?”

      Sugar mewls, Maybe they’re in love? Grady is a looker. She belts out a hearty yowl his way as if she were throwing her fuzzy hat into the ring.

      I shake my head at her. There’s no way these two would even look at one another that way. They’ve known each other since they were little. They’re practically brother and sister.

      Grady is a dark-haired Irish Adonis, and Nessa is a perky little brunette with olive skin and glowing eyes. She’s Emmie and Jordy’s cousin, and I’ve known her for as long as I’ve known them. They’re both recent college grads, in fact.

      No sooner do I take off my coat than Georgie and Mackenzie stride this way from the direction of the café.

      Georgie points toward the windows. “And that’s where we’ll put the Valentine’s Day tree and the four of you can take your pictures.”

      “What’s a Valentine’s Day tree?” I ask as the two of them pass me by without so much as a glance.

      Fish titters. I heard Georgie mention yesterday that she was stepping in as the wedding planner extraordinaire. My guess is, she’ll have a tree there for Sugar and me to climb in no time.

      “Wait,” I call out as I catch up to the two of them. “Georgie, are you acting as the wedding planner?”

      Georgie narrows her lavender eyes my way. And I can’t blame her. That neon green kaftan she’s donned hurts my eyes to look at as well.

      “I’m not acting, Biz. I’m getting paid for the gig. That makes me a pro.”

      I look to Mackenzie with her hair pulled back into a bun, a navy suit on as if she were ready to conduct a corporate takeover—and believe me, it feels as if she’s about to take over the inn.

      “Are you the paying party?” I ask.

      Mackenzie’s lips glide into an easy smile, a sure sign of a malevolence on her part.

      “That would be Gwyneth. Gwynie offered to pay for incidentals such as a wedding planner, flowers, and baked goods so long as I did all the dirty work.” She ticks her head to the side. “I’m sure you’re willing to comp the cookies seeing that it’s your father’s and your brother’s big day, but I say you keep your mouth shut and we split the take. I could use a few extra nickels to call my own.”

      I shrug. “Sure, why not.” She’s right. Of course, I was going to comp all the sweet treats, but let’s call a spade a spade. Gwyn hasn’t been the nicest to me, and I could use a few spare nickels myself. I’ll most likely spend them all in an effort to feed her son so it all works out in the end. “What’s with the tree?”

      “It’s a Valentine’s Day tree, Bizzy.” Georgie does an odd little hop. “It’s pure marketing genius on my part. Even your mother will have to agree. I’ll have a box of my sea glass ornaments for sale at ten bucks a pop right at the reception counter. And I’ll tell every couple that shows up on that heart-shaped night that if they make a wish as they put the ornament on the tree it’s guaranteed to come true.”

      I lean in a notch. “That’s a brilliant idea. But I’m not sure I would use the word guaranteed. I wouldn’t be surprised if I had ten lawsuits thrown at me the next morning for breach of contract.”

      Georgie grunts, “I still think we should feed ’em whatever they want to hear. They get hope for a night, and I get a few nickels myself. It’s a win-win all the way around. And don’t think the women coming to that shindig won’t be putting out on the big night. Their dates will practically owe us a thank you card.”

      “Who’s getting lucky?” a deep voice whispers in my ear before dotting my cheek with a kiss, and I turn to find Jasper Wilder, my handsome other half, offering me a happy-go-lucky grin that usually leads us both to lucky, lucky places.

      “You.” I wink. “Hey, I thought you were leaving for work?”

      He winces as he glances back to the entry. “I was.”

      Heading our way are both Diane Regal—along with Gizmo in tow—and Lacey, the saucy blonde I saw less than twenty-four hours ago at her best friend’s bedside.

      “Hello, ladies.” I pin a smile to my face. “What can I do for you?”

      Sherlock barks as he gives Gizmo a playful nudge with his nose. Stick around, kiddo. The one in the green has bacon. Play your puppy dog eyes right, and she’ll give us both a snack to remember.

      The two of them scamper over and sit at Georgie’s feet, whimpering and looking as pathetically adorable as they can muster.

      They’re so stinking cute I have half a mind to raid Georgie’s pockets myself and rain salted meat over them. Gizmo really does look like a miniature teddy bear come to life with his soft curly hair and big button eyes. If he were my dog, he’d have the waistline of a whiskey barrel. I couldn’t deny him a thing.

      I redirect my attention back to Diane and Lacey—and suddenly realize exactly why my handsome hubby has decided to stick around. Suspects galore.

      Diane opens her mouth to say something, and Georgie cuts her off.

      “You’re not planning a wedding, are you? What the heck. I’ll offer my services to the both of you at a discount. If you act fast, I’ll throw in a Valentine’s Day tree while I’m at it.”

      Both Diane and Lacey look as confused as can be. Can’t say I blame them.

      “No, actually.” Diane sighs. “I’m here to ask a favor of you, Bizzy. Those books we were hoping to sell the other night are awfully heavy. Would you mind if I stored them here at the inn until the Valentine’s event? Now that Bobbie is on the mend, I think it’d be appropriate to sell them that night instead.”

      “Not a problem,” I tell her. “I had my groundskeeper move them into the utility closet last night so they’ll be safe until the big day.”

      Lacey lifts a finger. “And I had something I wanted to ask you, Bizzy. After you left, Bobbie and I had a thought. Would it be okay if we ran a scavenger hunt here on the grounds that night as well? I bet our fans will fall in love with this place. You never know, it could bring you a little business.”

      “I’ll take it,” I’m quick to tell her. “Of course, it’s fine.” The inn could use a shot in the arm this time of year as far as guests go. Now that I’m the owner, I’m seeing things through an entirely new lens—a green one, as in fiscal. The inn is doing okay in general, but the truth is, our head is just above water this time of year. “I’ll take any guests you want to send my way.”

      “Great.” Lacey takes a breath as she looks to Jasper. “Good morning, Detective. I suppose you’re still sifting for clues.”

      “Oh”—I glance to my official plus one—“Diane, Lacey, this is my husband, Jasper. He’s the lead detective on the case, but he was just coming in to say goodbye to me. He’s on his way to work.”

      Thanks. He winks my way. Would you mind asking if either of them remembers anything suspicious from that night?

      I nod. “Say”—I lean their way—“have either of you remembered anything that might be of help to the case? Do you remember noticing anything odd? Anything at all?”

      Diane purses her lips. There’s no way I’m telling the homicide detective in charge of the case that I was at the murderous ground zero. It’s bad enough I shook like a leaf while he was jotting down my name the other night.

      “I’ve got nothing.” She hikes her shoulders to her ears.

      Lacey tips her head to the side. “Come to think of it, I saw Keegan heading out toward the parking lot. But like I said the other night, once I saw Bobbie and Chip arguing, I decided to back off and give them their moment. I went to the restroom and headed right back into the ballroom.”

      Diane nods. “And I saw the same thing—Bobbie and Chip arguing. I took Gizmo out to use the bathroom and after he finished up, we turned right back around.”

      I glance down to the sweet dog still sitting at attention, and he lets out a small whimper.

      It’s true. I had to go number two!

      There’s that. Maybe that’s why he said Diane was near the explosive couple? His proximity might have been off.

      But I’m not letting her off the hook just yet.

      Diane rocks back on her heels. “Wait a minute. I think I saw Keegan heading their way, too.” Thank God for Keegan’s obsession with Chip. It doesn’t even matter if I saw her or not. The girl needs to be taking the limelight, not me.

      I shoot a glance to Jasper and his brows dip low as he studies me.

      Why do I get the feeling you’re not buying what she’s selling? he asks.

      Because you’re intuitive, I want to tell him but choose to restrain myself.

      Jasper nods to the women before us. “Thank you both. I’ll look into Keegan Merritt with a little more interest.” He dots my cheek with a kiss. “Have a great day, ladies,” he says, giving both dogs a quick pat before taking off. Don’t turn your back on anyone, Bizzy. Love you.

      I love him, too. And I’m always sad to see him go. The only bright spot is knowing I’ll get to see his handsome face at the end of the day.

      Mackenzie steps our way. “Mayor Woods.” She nods to the women before us. “Nice to meet you both. I’m sorry about the unfortunate incident. The inn seems to have had its fair share of trouble as of late. I’m considering putting a warning label on it.”

      “Oh?” Lacey looks my way with an expression that suggests I might be slightly responsible for the tragedy. Which brings us right back to that whole litigious thing.

      “It’s nothing,” I shake my head.

      “Nothing? Try ten different homicides,” Georgie howls. “Right here in Cider Cove. And Bizzy Bust-’em Baker has solved every last case.” She shrugs my way. I couldn’t fit Wilder in there, kid. It threatened to take away some of the pizazz.

      “It’s hasn’t been ten,” I try my best to refute it.

      My word! Has it been ten?

      Mackenzie sniffs. “It’s been thirteen counting Chip Buckingham.”

      “Thirteen murders?” Diane shrieks, and about a dozen guests pause to look this way.

      “But who’s counting?” I give them a little wave, and they quickly turn away.

      “I’m counting,” Mack snips. “And oddly enough, Bizzy here always seems to haul in the killer.”

      A dull moan comes from me.

      Way to blow my cover. It’s bad enough Diane knows Jasper is sniffing around. Now she’ll clam up around me as well.

      “Mackenzie”—I sigh—“don’t you have a wedding to plan? And Georgie, that bacon isn’t going to feed itself to the dogs.”

      Georgie jerks back to life and asks Diane’s permission to give Gizmo the tasty treat.

      “Go right ahead,” she says before looking to Mackenzie. “So when’s the big day?”

      “The fourteenth,” Mackenzie says just as Sherlock and Gizmo growl and snarl as they work to vacuum up every bit of bacon Georgie just flung their way. “Right here at the inn. In the ballroom, in fact. But don’t worry. The party you’re throwing doesn’t deter me. I’ve always wanted a big wedding. As long as I don’t have to feed them, I don’t care how many desperate saps looking for love show up to admire me in my fabulous dress. Speaking of which.” She checks her phone. “My time here is up.”

      Diane and Lacey share a quick glance and nod.

      “A wedding!” Lacey tosses up her hands with glee. “This is exactly the type of thing the Perfect Pairing needs right now. I’m Lacey Lovelace, of Bobbie and Lacey.” She quickly thrusts her hand at Mackenzie, and they share a vigorous shake. “You’re more than welcome to have the wedding at any time during the night you like.”

      Mack takes a moment to scowl at her. What the heck kind of a name is Lacey Lovelace? Most likely her dancer name.

      “It’ll be a double wedding.” Mackenzie shudders at the thought. “As it turns out, the father of my groom-to-be is getting hitched, too.”

      Lacey gives a long blink. “A double wedding? I couldn’t have asked for a better way to celebrate a night dedicated to love. I’ll tell you what. I’ll get ordained and perform the ceremony for the entire lot of you. What do you say, Mayor Woods? Do we make a perfect pair?”

      Mack nods. “As long as it’s legal, I wouldn’t care if one of these dogs did the deed.” She glances to her phone again. “I have to run for now. I’ll see you all later.” She trots off. “Yes to the tree, Georgie,” she calls out as she heads for the door. “But I get a free ornament!”

      “Yes!” Georgie shoots a fist into the air. “That almost makes up for the fact I don’t get to perform the sacred rites.” She scowls at Lacey. “You swiped that rug right from underneath me, lady.”

      Lacey laughs at the thought. “That would be my specialty.”

      Diane’s chest bucks with a silent laugh. “You can say that again.”

      The women take off, and I stare at them long after they leave.

      “What are you thinking, kid?” Georgie leans in so close I can feel her breath on my cheek.

      “I think we’re going to have a good time talking to Keegan Merritt tonight. It looks as if all of the bullets are pointing her way.”

      “I’d better rustle up a date. Know any single seniors willing to mingle?”

      “No, but Juni might have a spare. Maybe you can ask her?”

      She makes a face. “It’s no use. Her mother never taught her to share. And before you go pointing out the obvious, I’m well aware the culprit is me. But don’t worry. I’ll be there with bells on—and so will the hottie I’m about to hunt down.”

      She takes off, ready to stalk her prey, and I stare out the window at the frozen world just outside the inn. The snow is coming down hard, as icy and cold as the killer’s heart.

      Someone killed Chip Buckingham.

      And Keegan Merritt might just be the one with a glacier in her chest where her beating heart should be.

      It’s date night at the Match Box.

      Here’s hoping Jasper and I score more than a free dinner—here’s hoping we get a killer out of the deal, too.
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      The Match Box happens to be a bar nestled along the boardwalk overlooking the water down at Whaler’s Wharf.

      Outside it’s a clapboard building comprised of dark wood that appears wet to the touch, and inside it has a weathered appeal with dark floors and matching furniture. The music is loud, the sound of boisterous laughter hovers a decibel or two over that, and the scent of fresh grilled burgers sends Jasper, and the two gentlemen who have joined us for the adventure, moaning with delight.

      Georgie gave up her hunt for a man about halfway through the day and twisted Juni’s arm into lending her one of her own. So Juni is with Dr. Bernstein, the two of them clad in black leather jackets like a couple of biker peas in a Harley pod. And Georgie, true to her word, has shown up with bells on—little silver jingle bells sewn right on the edges of that red kaftan of hers. And she happens to have her arm around Bobbie’s brother, Buck.

      That’s right. Juni and Georgie did the boyfriend switcheroo, and neither of them could be any happier.

      Buck, the blond surly man, claps along to the music.

      “Come on, hot mama.” He does his best to nudge Georgie toward the dance floor. “I’m in the mood to shake and bake with a lady in red.”

      “Hold your horses, Chef Boyardee. We’ve got to compete with the young guns here for our free dinner.” She spikes a finger his way. “I hope you memorized that script I gave you.”

      I make a face at Jasper. “Don’t worry,” I whisper. “We’re the only real couple here. We’ve got this on lock.”

      “You better believe it.” He gives a sly wink. “What’s your favorite color again?”

      “Funny.” I give him a playful slug in the arm. “And it’s blue in the event you forgot.”

      Or was it lavender? Heck, I could never make up my mind.

      The hostess comes over and we ask to sign up for the next slot available to play their reindeer couple’s games.

      “The Perfect Match? You’re in luck,” she says. “I’ve got another game opening in less than an hour. I can seat you if you want to enjoy some appetizers until them. Or you can order dinner and, if one of you wins, we’ll deduct the winners’ meals from the bill.”

      Georgie snaps her fingers. “So that’s how they get you.”

      “That’s fine,” I tell the girl, and soon we’re seated near the window overlooking the twinkle lights out on the wharf with the iridescent glow of the waves breaking down below.

      “This is so romantic,” I say, taking in the rustic appeal the Match Box has to offer. Bodies are squeezed into every square inch of the facility, and the crowd seems to be growing that much rowdier by the moment. It’s dimly lit in the facility save for a few small spotlights up above the dance floor and candles nestled in Mason jars set on every table.

      Jasper’s lids hood low and he gets that loose grin on his face that happens just before—

      “All right, you two.” Georgie smacks her lips our way. “We get it. Someone’s getting lucky.” She shoots a glance to Buck, who suddenly looks hopeful. “Relax, Papa Bear. It’s not you.”

      A dark laugh strums from the sandy-haired man. “Playing hard to get, are we? Don’t worry, Mama. I’ve caught colder fish than you. By the end of the night, you’ll be begging to get lucky.”

      “Win me a free meal and we’ll renegotiate the deal.” She shrugs my way. “It’s not the first time I’ve had to employ the hard-to-get strategy to score a free steak. You kids don’t stand a chance.”

      Dr. Bernstein lifts a brow our way. He’s older, handsome in a fuzzy teddy bear sort of way with his commanding furry brows and curly gray hair.

      “I beg to differ,” he says. “Juniper Moonbeam and I are twin sides of the same coin.”

      As odd as a proclamation that is to hear from just about anyone, a part of me accepts his sentiment as gospel. Although they seem to defy every dating social norm there is—Juni is an ex-con and Dr. Bernstein has taken the Hippocratic Oath. They seem happy to ignore the societal disconnect between the two of them. And in keeping with their smitten spirit, so am I.

      The waitress swings by and we order a few appetizers to split between us.

      “Make it two of everything,” Juni shouts before the waitress does a disappearing act. “We’ve got a couple of deep pockets picking up the tab. We may as well feast like kings.”

      A warm laugh breaks out among us save for Jasper and me.

      I shrug his way. “There’s an outside chance we’re not the deep pockets in question,” I say, looking over at Juni and Dr. Bernstein as they canoodle like a couple of lovestruck teenagers.

      Jasper nods. He did park his Bentley outside. They won’t even let you sit in one at the dealership without having deep pockets.

      I bat my lashes up at him. “I’ve always been a truck girl myself.”

      “Lucky for me, that’s all I can afford.” Have I given you a tour of the truck bed yet?

      “The one that’s full of snow?”

      His cheek flinches. “Sounds as if we have something to look forward to come spring.”

      “It’s a date.”

      The appetizers arrive just as I spot a familiar redhead laughing near the bar.

      “Save a jalapeño popper for me,” I say as I shoot out of my seat and zip over to the bar before my handsome husband has a chance to put the kibosh on this good time.

      “Pardon me?” I say with a little wave and she looks my way. “Are you the one running the game?”

      “The Perfect Match?” She perks up. “That’s me, I’m Keegan Merritt. I sort of run the show around here.”

      Keegan is a gorgeous woman, petite, sly smile, wavy red hair that is easily the envy of every woman. She’s wearing a short pink dress that glows against her deep olive skin and looks sensible enough for me to believe she’s not a killer.

      That’s the thing about killers. They can be as unassuming as the next person and often are—right up until things get deadly.

      “What can I do for you?” Her smile expands, and I warm to the girl.

      “Oh, actually, my husband and I signed up for the game, and then it occurred to me that since we’re married it might go against the rules. And seeing that we’re both big on following all the rules I thought I’d make sure it was okay with you first.”

      She frowns as she takes a moment to inspect me. Who confesses to following all the rules? A Miss Goody Two-Shoes, that’s who. I gave up on following the rules a long time ago—and I’ve had more fun because of it, too. And for a second there I was starting to like her.

      Hey? What’s not to like?

      “It’s more than fine,” she says. “In fact, most of our winners have been longtime married couples. I’m sure you’ll do great. Just remember to have fun with it.”

      The bartender slides a shot glass filled with brown liquid her way and she takes it.

      “I’d better prepare for the game.” She knocks back that shot glass like a hero and shudders. “Antidote for jangled nerves. Works every time. I highly recommend it. I’ll see you soon!” She darts toward the back and my shoulders sag.

      “Strike out?” Jasper crops up out of nowhere.

      “I’m just getting warmed up.”

      “Bizzy.” Jasper lays those translucent peepers over mine. “I thought we said we’d approach her together?”

      “You said that,” I remind him. “Besides, don’t you have to question her formally, anyway? Why take away my fun?”

      He gives a long blink. “Fine, but I’m sticking close by.”

      “Should we go over our script for the big game?” I tease.

      “Nah. We’ve got this on lock.”

      Jasper and I burn through the appetizers with the others, and before too long we find ourselves up on the makeshift stage at the front of the establishment with Juni and Dr. Bernstein to the right of us, and Georgie and Buck on our left. Lucky for us, there were no other takers so the six of us have the entire establishment at rapt attention.

      We’re seated in ladder-back chairs with a stack of white poster boards on our laps, the size of a briefcase, and we’ve each been armed with a permanent marker. There’s a cardboard partition between each of us, like the kind they use in voting booths but shorter. I can see everyone’s head, but I can’t sneak a peek at the answer they’ll be jotting down. Not that Jasper and I would have to resort to cheating. If I wanted to do that, I wouldn’t have told him to think naughty thoughts about me while contemplating his answers. That way instead of getting insight to whatever it is he’s about to say, all that I’ll pick up on is white noise.

      Standing before us, Keegan looks polished—even more so than she was when we met up a little while ago at the bar. Her hair teased out and her pink lips shine like glass under the duress of the white-hot spotlight pointed at us.

      “Question number one!” She holds out a notecard in front of her. “If your significant other won the lottery, what would be the first thing they would buy?”

      “This is easy.” Georgie snorts.

      “Easy?” I glance over and both she and Juni are scribbling away their answers—so are their supposed significant others.

      I shoot Jasper a quick look and he’s staring down at his lap, looking stumped.

      What would Jasper buy if he won the lottery?

      Something for us? For me?

      Of course. He’s so sweet, he’d probably run out and buy me some flashy piece of jewelry.

      I write flashy jewelry down as fast as I can.

      “Time’s up!” Keegan waves the card at us. “Couple number one, Juni and Dr. B. Let’s see your answers.”

      Dr. B is the way Juni introduced the esteemed medical practitioner. She told the crowd he performs invasive surgery on very important people and that there might be a hit out on him.

      And there might be if Juni’s on-again, off-again boyfriend, Butch, gets wind of someone carting his woman around in a Bentley.

      Juni and Dr. B hold up their cards and the room explodes with applause.

      “Wonderful!” Keegan laughs and claps. “You both gave the same answer—Hogs. And judging by those jackets, I bet I know what kind.” The crowd whoops and hollers. “Couple number two, Georgie and Buck. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      The two of them flash their cards at the crowd, and the room lights up again with a raucous applause.

      Keegan laughs at the sight. “You both said a hot air balloon. That’s quite an eccentric purchase. I’ve got to give it to you. The two of you really know each other well.”

      Jasper and I exchange a look, and his lips twitch with a smile.

      If anyone around here knows one another, it’s Jasper and me.

      “Couple number three, Bizzy and Jasper—show us your answers!” Keegan sings, and both Jasper and I hold them up at the very same time.

      The room goes quiet and a groan works its way through the crowd.

      “What?” I say as I lean over to read Jasper’s card. “An electric guitar?” I practically choke out the words. “Why would I buy an electric guitar?”

      “For me,” he says, wild-eyed. “I’ve always wanted one.” He leans over and looks at my answer. “Fancy jewelry? Good to know.” And judging by that look on his face, he looks worried for both himself and me. I’m guessing a bauble from Tiffany’s isn’t in the cards for me.

      The next question is much easier. What is your partner’s most annoying habit?

      The six of us get right back to work, and soon Keegan has Juni and Dr. B. flipping their cards over to the audience.

      “You both said chewing on your toenails,” she cringes as she says it, but the crowd howls with approval.

      Wonderful.

      If Jasper and I lose to a couple of toenail munchers, I’m going to flip every table in this place.

      “Couple number two, Georgie and Buck.” Keegan nods their way and they flip their cards, causing the room to break out into a riot of laugher. “Hot air balloons! I’m sensing a theme here, you two,” she says as the crowd laughs hysterically once again. “Bizzy and Jasper, let’s see what you’ve got for us.”

      We flash our cards, and the crowd groans hard this time.

      “What did you say?” I lean past the partition to see Jasper’s answer and gag. “I do not drool in my sleep.”

      He winces. “I didn’t say it bothered me.”

      “No,” I snip. “Just that you found it annoying.”

      I flash my card his way and he blinks back.

      “I left the toilet seat up once. And believe me, you haven’t let me forget it since.” A sly smile glides up one side of his face.

      Very funny.

      “Next question.” Keegan waves her notecards at us. “What is your partner’s favorite food?”

      Seems innocuous enough. And simple for once.

      Juni and Dr. B. flash their cards—Indian, a perfect match on both their parts.

      Georgie and Buck give their requisite hot air balloon answer, and the crowd eats it right up.

      Cheaters.

      Jasper and I hold up our answers, and the crowd actually boos at us this time.

      Jasper said Italian, and I said Chinese.

      “Italian?” I scoff over at this apparent stranger next to me. “Then why are we eating Chinese five days a week?”

      “Because I thought you liked it.”

      “I thought you liked it, too.”

      “I do.” His brows hike in the way they tend to when he’s defensive. “I just like it a little bit more knowing that you care to put away that much kung pao chicken in a week.”

      My mouth falls open.

      The beat goes on in exactly that way. Next question—what is your favorite couple’s activity?

      Juni and Dr. B. both give a rather X-rated answer, and since they’re yet again a perfect match, the crowd goes wild. Georgie and Buck go with their standby and get a chuckle from everyone in the room while they’re at it. And Jasper and I once again stun the crowd into silence. I said reading and he said running.

      “When have I ever run?” I shake my head at him, trying to understand this alien whom I’ve pledged to spend the rest of my life with.

      “Since when do we read together?” he counters.

      The final question we actually do get right. When did you have your first big fight? Jasper and I both answered tonight. And I’m sure he meant that in the future tense, as did I.

      Keegan shakes her head. “Don’t worry, Jasper and Bizzy. You’re not the first married couple we’ve seen crash and burn.”

      “Wonderful,” we both mutter in unison.

      At least we’re in sync with something.

      Keegan holds up a hand. “It’s a tie for the other couples,” she shouts as the room explodes with cheers. “Two free dinners for lucky couples one and two. Thank you all for playing!”

      The music kicks on again, and the dance floor is quickly swamped. I bolt over to Keegan as she switches off the microphone and hands it to a bartender.

      “You were great,” I say, and she laughs my way.

      “Well, I wish I could say the same about you. But don’t worry. It was all in fun. I’m sure you and your handsome husband are as solid as a rock.” And I do mean handsome. Those other women might be eating free hot wings tonight, but Bizzy is going home with a real meal.

      I’d have to agree with her on that one.

      “You know, I just figured out why you look so familiar to me.” I lick my lips as I dive on in. “I run the Country Cottage Inn, and I think I saw you at the Perfect Pairing event the other night.”

      Her eyes squeeze shut a moment. “Yes, actually, I was.” She blows out a breath. Now there’s a night I never want to think about again.

      “I’m sorry. That was pretty horrible what Bobbie did to you in the ballroom.”

      She shrugs. “She got hers in the end, I guess.” And so did he.

      “Is it true?” My shoulders hike as I ask the question. “Were you and Chip—”

      “No.” Her eyes grow wide. How dare she ask me that. She makes a face. “I was his secretary. Look, I’m going through a messy divorce. My ex is Hartford Merritt. Does that name ring a bell?”

      My mouth falls open. “The same Hartford Merritt that stars on Second Chance Family?” It’s a sitcom I used to watch way back when, but it’s still on the air as far as I know.

      She nods. “Every Tuesday night at eight. He’s already got four Emmys blowing up his ego.” She makes a face. “It turns out, I knew him even less than you know your husband.” She shrugs. “Sorry. That came too easy. Anyway, I applied all of the ridiculous principles Bobbie and Lacey doled out and it landed me in the biggest mess of my life.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it. Is that why you turned to Chip? For comfort?”

      She shakes her head as she gives a brief look around. “Look, I don’t make much here. And to be honest, that side gig as Chip’s secretary wasn’t exactly covering my bills either, so I was forced to get creative.”

      “Creative?” My ears ride up a notch, anxious to hear exactly what she has to say.

      She sighs as if she’s loath to say what comes next. “I’m a professional cuddler.” Her eyes close a moment. “Please don’t say anything. I’d hate for word to get out around here. It’s just something I’m doing that’s very low-key.”

      “I’m sorry—a professional what?”

      “Cuddler. You know, hugs? Anyway, Bobbie has long suspected that Chip was fooling around, and well, she caught us in the act one day. Cuddling that is, not canoodling in the traditional way. Chip told her he was just giving me a friendly embrace. And she seemed to buy it. Little did she know, it was one expensive hug. I charge a flat rate of five hundred dollars.”

      “Wow,” I say, stunned.

      “Oh, it’s a deal. I’ll go up to three hours before I double the fee. I once made two thousand dollars with a businessman from Edison.”

      As soon as she mentions the name of that smarmy town, I suspect that businessman wanted to do a lot more than cuddle.

      “So how’s Bobbie?” She looks as if it pained her to ask. “Any word?”

      “Bobbie is doing well.” I tip my head her way. “I happened to see her myself. She’s adamant she didn’t pull the trigger. She says someone else did this to them. Any idea who that could be?”

      She blows out a big breath. “I’m the easy suspect, I know. But I wasn’t angry enough to kill.” Sure, I was. “Okay, fine. I probably was, but not in the literal sense. I don’t even know how to use a gun. Besides, if the cops follow the money trail, it will lead to the exact person they should be looking at, and it’s not me.”

      “What money trail?”

      “Bobbie was flat broke. Chip was good at one thing, and that was making her money disappear. On second thought, he was good at two things. I can vouch for the fact he had a roving eye.”

      “If the sheriff’s department follows the money and it leads to Chip… Hey, you don’t think Chip had a shady debtor come after him, do you?”

      “Look, I don’t want to name names, but I think when the people running this investigation see how much the Buckinghams were in the hole, they’re going to start to wonder where they got the money to pay their bills.”

      “Where did they get the money?”

      “Let’s just say Bobbie’s manager not only had to play the part of mommy, she had to play the part of banker, too.” Someone calls her name from behind, and she glances that way. “I’ve got to go. It was nice meeting you. Oh, and I wouldn’t bother fighting with that man you’re married to. In fact, I’d let him have his way with just about whatever he wanted.” Especially if what he wanted was me. If Bizzy weren’t so nice, I’d drop my business card off at his table. Here’s hoping Mr. Gray Eyes and I meet again.

      She takes off, and I frown because I know for a fact she and Mr. Gray Eyes are meeting again—when he detains her for questioning.

      Jasper comes up. “Any luck?”

      “No, but I have a feeling she’ll let you get lucky with her.”

      He winces. “The only one I’m looking to get lucky with is you.”

      “Take me home,” I say. “I’m going to follow her advice and let you have your way with me.”

      “She sounds like a wise woman.”

      I nod. “Let’s just hope her words lead straight to the killer.”

      Diane Regal, you’re next on my list.
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      There’s no better feeling in the world than to realize you and your spouse are virtual strangers—said no one ever.

      The very next day a part of me actually began to wonder if Jasper and I had grown apart. Clearly, I was entertaining insanity. It’s too early for us to grow apart. Besides, we are never growing apart. Jasper and I are solid. We just have a few glitches in the getting-to-know-you department. And that’s exactly why I’ve put together a box of the Country Cottage Café’s red velvet cookies and a large pepperoni pizza, wrangled my menagerie together, and headed to the Seaview Sheriff’s Department.

      The sheriff’s department is light and bright inside, mostly because the décor lacks any splashes of color. It’s all about stainless steel counters and glaring white walls, a rather sparse environment save for the deputies milling around looking intent at whatever task has been set before them.

      Sugar mewls, Look at these men and women. They’ve all got guns. This is terribly exciting. Who do you think they’re going to shoot first?

      Fish mewls right back, They’re not shooting anybody. They protect people for a living.

      Sugar stands on her hind legs and dangles her front paws off the sides of the carrier. I have both her and Fish stuffed together as they sit strapped to my chest.

      Sort of the way Sherlock Bones protects us? Sugar yowls.

      That’s right. Sherlock barks. But I’m better at it. I’ve been telling Jasper for years that the force needs to beef up their canine unit. He looks up at Fish. There’s a reason there’s no feline unit.

      Fish hisses his way, If there was a feline unit, there would be a lot more peace in this world.

      And less mice, Sugar adds.

      My feet carry me straight to the homicide department, and a frown takes over my face as soon as I spot Camila Ryder, Jasper’s ex-fiancée, seated at her desk, which just so happens to be right across from Jasper’s office.

      Camila came back into our lives last year and fought hard to win him back to no avail. She and I have sort of made peace, but I’m still not willing to turn my back on her. I’m not entirely convinced she’s given up on him. But then, if I had foolishly slept with Jasper’s best friend and then desperately wanted Jasper back, I’m not so sure I would have given up either.

      Her eyes flash my way. “Well, if it isn’t Bizzy Baker and the Fuzzy Bunch.” She squints over at the load of food in my hands as I land it over her desk. “You’ve brought me lunch. How generous of you. And pizza, my favorite.”

      Camila is a brunette looker with perennially tan skin that glows, and a face that could easily grace magazine covers. I’m not thrilled that she’s manipulated her way into spending eight hours a day with my husband by way of playing the part of the secretary for the homicide department, but then I’m not insecure about my relationship with my husband either.

      Jasper steps out of his office, and a smile instantly crests his lips.

      “Hey, beautiful.” He wraps his arms around me, and both Sugar and Fish mewl for his attention. “Hey, girls.” He gives them each a quick pat, and Sherlock barks for his attention. “Easy, boy.” He scratches Sherlock on the back. “What’s with the impromptu visit?” A sly grin slides up his face. How about we make Camila babysit our four-legged friends and I give you a tour of my office? Have I mentioned that I give naked tours?

      A dull laugh rattles my chest. “You’re funny.”

      “You’re funny.” Camila winks my way, and I look over to see her noshing on a cookie while opening up the pizza box. “Ooh, pepperoni. This brings back some serious memories, Jasper.” She wrinkles her nose my way. “Jasper and I were obsessed with Italian food. You probably already know it’s his favorite.”

      “I didn’t, actually.” I twist my lips at my handsome husband. “Up until yesterday, I would have sworn Chinese was his favorite.” I shrug over at her. “Jasper and I played that silly couple’s game, the Perfect Match, and we didn’t exactly fare well.”

      Jasper’s chest rumbles with a laugh. “I think we would have fared better with a couple of strangers at the bar.”

      “Really?” Camila gasps as if it were the juiciest bit of gossip. “I knew it. I’ve long suspected the two of you have never been able to communicate.” Her brows rise with her sudden interest. “What kind of questions did they ask?”

      I shake my head. “Silly stuff—and we communicate just fine.”

      “Silly stuff, like what?” she asks, helping herself to a slice of our lunch.

      “Like, if you won the lottery, what’s the first thing your significant other would buy?” I shrug it off.

      “Electric guitar.” She moans through a bite, and my eyes widen at how easy it was for her to answer so correctly. “What?” She scowls my way. “We were going to get married. I know the man.” She winks his way. “Intimately.”

      A growl comes from me. “Okay, you think you’ve got him pegged. What’s Jasper’s most annoying habit?”

      “He leaves the toilet seat up on occasion. But he’ll deny it, of course.” She rolls her eyes.

      “I said the same thing.” I sniff his way. Camila already nailed the favorite food bit. “What’s his favorite couple’s activity?”

      “Running.” She nods, and I don’t even want to go there.

      “All right.” I give a quick blink. “So you and Jasper knew how to communicate. So you would have scored the free dinner, so what?”

      “Ooh, free dinner?” Camila’s cheapskate antennae go up. “How about I borrow Jasper for the night? I could use a free meal now and again.”

      Fish gives a sharp meow. Say no, Bizzy.

      “No.” I don’t hesitate to follow the direct order from my cat. In fact, if I took her advice more often, I wouldn’t be in half the pickles I’m in today. “Speaking of meals, that’s why I’m here.” I pin a smile to my lips as I look up at the hot stud muffin before me. “I thought we could picnic in your office. Sort of a getting to know you date. And if you’re good, I might even let you fill me in on all the secret details surrounding the Buckingham case.”

      Camila grunts as she swallows down a bite, “That case is crazy, isn’t it? I mean, that whole Bobbie Buckingham thing was sort of dramatic, don’t you think?”

      “She was shot,” I say. “I guess you can’t get more dramatic than that.”

      Camila averts her eyes. “I mean, yeah, but really? Everyone knew something was coming. I’ve heard rumors Chip was cheating on her for months.”

      “Really?” I say as I free Sugar and Fish from the carrier and set them on her desk. As much as I love to have them close, they’re essentially little heaters—more like lava fields. I need to take a break once in a while to keep from passing out from all the nuclear thermal fission taking place.

      “Yes, really,” Camila says. “I’m a huge fan of the Perfect Pairing podcast. Their focus is relationships. For the last two years, all Bobbie talked about was her relationship with Chip. That was her shtick. She played the happily married woman, while Lacey’s role was the friend always looking for her next date. It’s a formula that worked because it covered their audience nicely. But for the last few months, Bobbie had gone radio silent when it came to Chip.”

      Jasper and I exchange a glance.

      “Silent?” he asks. “As in she didn’t bring him up? Did she hint at any trouble on the marital front?”

      “Nope.” Camila pulls another slice of pizza from the box. She must have really meant what she said about needing a free lunch. I’m only mildly amused. “But that’s when you know a marriage is in trouble. I see it all the time with people on social media. If they break their my-husband-is-so-great bragging session for a spate of time, it’s usually followed by a divorce announcement. People just don’t stay married the way they used to.” She manufactures a smile as she looks from Jasper to me.

      “We’re staying married.” Jasper dots a kiss to my lips.

      I look her way. “Anything else we should know about the Buckinghams? What do you know about Diane Regal? She’s Bobbie and Lacey’s manager.”

      She makes a face. “Did they really need a manager? They run those podcasts from Bobbie’s home office. Not that it’s actually in her home. Bobbie lives on a couple of acres out in Rose Glen. She does a live video blog a couple of times a week where she walks around her house. Sometimes, she lets us see her wraparound porch or the she-shed in her backyard where she says the magic happens. That’s where her home office is actually located. Last year, she hosted a ticketed event in her backyard for fans of the Perfect Pairing and close to a thousand people showed up.”

      “Did you go?” I can’t help but ask. Camila seems to be in the know when it comes to the dealings at Buckingham Palace.

      Her eyes ride up and down my body. “You bet your nosy britches I went. I’ve been following Bobbie and Lacey for so long, they feel like friends.” Camila gets a dreamy look in her eye as she sighs at the thought. “It was magical. They had twinkle lights strewn up everywhere. A light buffet and mixed drinks. Bobbie and Lacey talked for hours about this and that. It was the best night out I’ve had in years.”

      Sadly, I believe her.

      “What about Chip?” Jasper nods her way. “Was he around that night?”

      “Oh yeah.” Camila helps herself to another cookie, and Fish swipes a paw in her direction. “That’s when he was still in on the action. Of course, he was always a sideline kind of a guy. I guess that had to be emasculating. He was basically unemployed. His wife was earning a good chunk of change. He was the butt of a few harmless jokes, but then, he is a man. I’m guessing his ego was pricked so, of course, he had to go out and find another honeypot to dip his—”

      “We get it,” I say, picking up Sugar just as the tiny cat was about to snag a cookie. “Jasper, was Chip really unemployed?”

      “He was on the board at a nonprofit down in Rose Glen called the Village Kitchen. They primarily help feed the hungry. I talked to a few of the regulars who are hands-on with the organization, and they all said he was more or less eye candy for the website. The guy sat in his office and pretty much twiddled his thumbs. I think Camila is right, the guy was emasculated. I looked into all his social media. He wasn’t shy around the camera, lots of tats, showy clothes, always trying to make himself look tough. He had an ego. There’s no disputing it. And according to those pictures we saw, he was looking for attention elsewhere.”

      “But Bobbie is beautiful.” I shake my head with disgust. “Why couldn’t she have been enough for him? I listened to a bunch of her podcasts this morning. She’s smart, witty, warm. What more could he have wanted?”

      “Oh, dizzy Bizzy.” Camila doesn’t hesitate with the insult, and both Fish and Sherlock make a play for her, with both a yowl and a bark. “Shoo!” Camila waves her hands and Sherlock is quick to wrap himself around Jasper’s legs, but Fish doesn’t retreat. She simply doubles down with her icy cold stare. “What I was going say is, it takes more than good looks and a degree to keep a man satisfied. The guy wanted someone to stroke his ego—among other things.”

      I take a breath. “I guess he was viewed as a man in power.” I give Jasper a few flirtatious blinks. “That whole man in power thing always manages to rev a girl’s engine. It might have looked as if he was on the sidelines—sure, he was virtually unemployed, but he was Bobbie’s husband. They were a supercouple. And there are women out there who not only wanted a taste of Bobbie’s lifestyle—they wanted it all, including her husband.”

      “It makes sense,” Jasper says. “She built her brand around her successful marriage. Everyone wanted her success. And some people wanted her husband. Being married to her gave him a certain status.”

      Camila nods. “I thought he was a hottie. I had no idea he was available.” I could have easily made my move that night. She shoots me a look. And don’t you dare judge me, Bizzy. You take your two-bit mind reading act and shoo on out of my head.

      I make a face.

      Years ago, Camila had foolishly traded Jasper in for Leo. Leo Granger, my fellow telesensual, made the grave error of filling her in on his supernatural secret. Of course, he claimed it was because he thought they were a forever deal. Too bad I wasn’t in his life at that point. I could have told him that Camila Ryder wasn’t the one for him. He deserves someone sweet and sane like my bestie—the exact woman he’s engaged to at present. All right, fine. I didn’t exactly see that one coming either, but I’m glad it’s working out for them.

      A thought comes to me. “Camila, did Bobbie ever disparage Chip to her followers? You know, shame him for anything?”

      She pulls a nail file out of her desk and starts sawing away at her left hand.

      “There was this one time last summer when he bought what she called a hillbilly bathtub. It was basically an above ground pool of some kind. She thought it was funny and showed it to all of her followers. Chip was inside it sitting on a float with a beer in hand. It seemed all in fun.” She cocks her head to the side. “Oh, and this one time where she went on and on about the annoying way he chews his ice. She said she had to resort to meditation just to sit next to him. I guess they didn’t know how to communicate either.”

      “When did she say that thing about the ice?” I warm Jasper’s back with my hand as a silent assurance. He, too, chews his ice at frightening decibels, and it has no bearings on my sanity. At least not yet.

      “Hmm…” Camila squints to the ceiling. “Just about a month ago.”

      Jasper nods. “I’m guessing there were cracks in the armor she wasn’t sharing with her fans.”

      A dark laugh strums from Camila. “Just like there might be cracks in the armor the two of you aren’t sharing with me.”

      “Watch it,” I say. “And I thought we were good after I helped prove your innocence last October.”

      Fish mewls, You should have let her fry.

      Sherlock pats me on the leg with his paw. The woman knows how to suck people in, Bizzy.

      I’m starting to think I was not only sucked in, but that I’ve got the word sucker printed on my forehead as well.

      “We are good,” Camila snips. I’m just keeping my options open should the occasion arise.

      Sugar nuzzles her furry face into my neck.  I wouldn’t trust her, Bizzy. She’s not your friend. A person like that isn’t above lying. But then again, she was telling the truth about Chip. He did like the attention he was getting. He was very nice to all the girls I saw him with.

      Sugar saw him with girls!

      Here’s hoping she’s the key to this homicide investigation.

      Camila lifts a glossy red fingernail my way. “I’ll be at the Perfect Pairing Valentine’s event at the inn. And congratulations to the both of you on gaining a new stepparent. I’ll be front and center for your mother’s big day, Jasper.”

      “What big day?” He looks a little more than perplexed.

      A tiny gasp gets caught in my throat. “Did I forget to mention that? I’m so sorry. Your mom and my dad are tying the knot on Valentine’s Day at the inn.”

      He backs up a notch. “Wow. I knew they were engaged, but the thought of them making it official catches me off guard. I’ll have to talk to my brothers and sister. I guess this is really happening, and there’s not a thing we can do about it. I hope she realizes what she’s getting into.”

      If my dad didn’t have a dicey track record when it comes to holy matrimony, I might be insulted. But as it stands, I’m with him on that whole I-hope-his-mother-knows-what-she’s-getting-into deal.

      I bite down on my lip a moment. “If she doesn’t, she will soon enough. Here’s hoping they make it.”

      “Anything else I should know?”

      “Hux and Mackenzie are tying the knot at the same time. It’s sort of a double whammy for the family.”

      Jasper’s chest bounces. “Let’s hope he knows what he’s getting into.”

      “He’ll figure it out,” Camila says, adding her two cents. “And when he does, I’ll be there waiting. I’ve got dibs when she dumps him.”

      “Here’s a novel idea,” I say. “Find someone who’s available. Aren’t you required to bring a date to that Perfect Pairing event?”

      Her shoulders slump at the thought. “It’s not required, but I’ll hunt one down even if I have to bring that wiry dog of yours. I’m not spending Valentine’s Day alone.” Sherlock barks in protest, and Camila wastes no time in scowling over at him. “Oh hush, you.”

      Jasper’s phone goes off, and he frowns. “I’ve got a meeting in twenty minutes.”

      “Twenty minutes is plenty of time for an office picnic,” I say, popping Fish and Sugar back into my carrier and handing the boxes of food to Jasper. “If I have any questions about the Buckinghams, I’ll be hunting you down, Camila,” I say, ushering Jasper toward his office.

      “So you’re investigating again?” she calls out. “Hear that, Jasper? Your own wife doesn’t believe you can do it alone. I can’t imagine how emasculating that must be.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” I say, sealing the door shut behind us.

      Jasper puts down the food, and I wrap my arms around him.

      “I know you’re perfectly capable of solving this case.” I give his lips a peck to prove it.

      Jasper pulls back and studies me a moment. “But you’re not letting go of the case. And that wasn’t a question, because I already know the answer. How about this? We share intel over pillow talk?”

      “I could think of a lot more creative pillow talk than that.”

      His lids hood a notch. “Who says we can’t communicate?”

      I let Sugar and Fish chase after Sherlock while Jasper and I communicate without words for the next twenty minutes.

      We’ve got a whole lifetime to figure one another out, and I look forward to every juicy second of it.

      I’m looking forward to getting a few juicy details from Diane Regal, too.

      Here’s hoping she’s willing to offer up more than a few.

      And if she’s not, maybe I can coerce her dog into a little yipping and yapping.

      Something tells me I’m going to need bacon.
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      The dog park.

      It turns out, tracking down Diane Regal was easier than I thought. I didn’t even have time to think about it. No sooner did I mention my next suspect’s name to Juni and Georgie than they traced her exact whereabouts down in less than two minutes. As fate, and a few lucky pooches would have it, Diane is a volunteer at the Puppy Prairie, a local dog park just down the street from town square right here in Cider Cove.

      Juni, Georgie, and I have donned our winter coats, scooped up a couple of pooches ourselves, and drove right down here.

      We could have walked. Sure, it’s still winter, but the snow isn’t sticking anymore in Cider Cove. But Juni wanted to wear heels, and her dog Sprinkles is a tiny brown terrier with legs that are about three inches high, and they both insisted on being carried. Suffice it to say, we all hopped into my car.

      Naturally, I’ve brought Sherlock, but when Sugar heard I was going to see Gizmo, she insisted on coming along, too, so I’ve got her in my front carrier and Sherlock on a leash. Fish decided to sit this one out. The last time I brought her here was over six months ago, and after five minutes and a rather enthusiastic Doberman named Rufus, she not only ran all the way home, she threatened to find herself a new home if I ever attempted to bring her here again.

      The Puppy Prairie is an expansive fenced in area of about an acre of land, mostly dirt at the moment with a few small manmade hills near the back to add some thrills for the four-legged creatures among us.

      It takes less than ten seconds for me to spot Diane Regal’s shock of platinum hair peeking out from under a hot pink hat as she stands near the gated entry. Her attention is fully on the handful of dogs running wild inside the park, and she’s holding a rather large aqua water bottle in her left hand.

      “Give me the pooch.” Georgie makes a play for the leash, and I pull it back.

      “I can’t give you the leash. The suspect is right there. I need her to see me walk in with Sherlock or she’ll think I’m a freak for showing up with a cat. No offense, Sugar.”

      Sugar bleats out a meow. No offense taken. I’m starting to rethink this whole thing anyway. As much as I like Gizmo, I’d like to keep my fur about me for another twenty years or so. She cranes her neck to get a better look at the dogs milling around. Most of them are bigger than Sherlock, but a few are tiny tots like Sprinkles. It looks as if Fish was right. I’ll use up eight of my nine lives today at least.

      “Aww.” Georgie gives Sugar a quick scratch on the forehead. “I don’t need to be a mind reader to know you’re having second thoughts about joining the barking brigade. Don’t you worry. I’ve got an entire bucket of bacon with me.” She pulls a bright yellow bucket from her tote bag, and sure enough, it’s brimming with salty goodness.

      “Georgie, are you insane? You can’t bring that in there. You’re going to get swarmed by every dog in the park, and probably a few of the men, too.”

      Juni trots over and plucks out a handful of bacon for herself. “Come on, sweet stuff.” She places Sprinkles on the ground. “Let’s go do our thing. Valentine’s Day is just around the corner, and if we play our canine cards right, we’ll both land a couple of woofers to call our own before the day is done.”

      Sprinkles looks my way. Don’t hesitate to help me out if I end up in a bind. I don’t really care for the big boys.

      They take off for the gate, and Georgie and I follow suit.

      “You should have brought Cinnamon or Gatsby,” I tell her as she continues her struggle for the leash. Cinnamon is Emmie’s labradoodle with fur the same color as her spicy name. And Gatsby is Leo’s golden retriever.

      “You should have brought Cinnamon or Gatsby. Forget your suspect, Bizzy. There’s nothing sadder than watching a senior citizen entering a dog park alone with a bucket of bacon.”

      “Don’t make me laugh.” I giggle through each word. “And I’ve never heard you call yourself a senior citizen before.”

      “I didn’t say I was one. I’m just saying some poor schmuck here might think that when they see me. I’m fully aware that youth is ardently worshipped in this savage world we live in.”

      “Fine.” I give her the leash as we walk through the gate and promptly shut it tightly behind us. I’d hate to be the sole reason someone had to chase their dog through Cider Cove today. And I’ve seen it happen on more than one occasion.

      Diane turns our way just as Georgie takes Sherlock off his leash. All that warring for five seconds of notoriety. That’s Georgie in a nutshell.

      “Hey”—I pin a bright smile to my face I as wave to Diane—“fancy meeting you here.” I figured I’d better play it coy. If she is the killer, the last thing I want her to be aware of is that I’m stalking her at the moment.

      Her coat is open in the front, and she has a bright pink sweatshirt on that reads Gizmo’s Mom. On her head, an equally bright pink hat reads Dogs over People.

      Her mouth squares out as she inspects me a moment.

      “Fancy meeting you here, too,” she says, snapping her fingers in my direction. “I’m terrible with names, but I do remember yours was super cute. Was it Lizzy?”

      “Bizzy,” I say, and we share a warm laugh.

      And just like that, I’ve primed my suspect—with my name of all things. It’s been a go-to icebreaker for some time. But who knew it would come in handy under such dark circumstances?

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m infamous for butchering names. That is, if I can actually remember them. They seem to go in one ear and out the other these days.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I say. “It’s not the easiest name to remember. And where’s your cute little teddy bear pup? Was it Gimble?” I snap my own fingers while glancing down at her shirt. “Gizmo!”

      I figure she might like me a bit more if I shared her plight to botch names.

      Sugar groans. Really, Bizzy? There has got to be an easier way to speak to a suspect than adapting their weaknesses as your own.

      If there is an easier way, I don’t know about it.

      “Yup, Gizmo is my fur baby. He’s around somewhere,” Diane says while squinting at the carrier strapped to my chest. “Hey, is that you, squirt?” She reaches over and plucks Sugar on out. “Hey there, cutie pie.” She plies Sugar with snuggles and kisses, and the tiny fuzzy cat purrs like a jet engine. “What’s a cute kitty like you doing at a dog park like this?” She laughs at her own joke, and I join right along.

      “I’m still watching her for Bobbie. My friends and I thought we’d let our puppies stretch their legs, and I couldn’t leave her at home. I thought she could use the fresh air, too.”

      A yelp comes from our left, and we turn to find Georgie surrounded by a dozen barking, snarling canines, all drooling to sink their teeth into her salty stash.

      “Bizzy Baker!” she shouts while holding the bucket above her head and running in a circle.

      “Oh, good grief.” I cringe as I mentally catalog all the ways this could go south for the entire lot of us. “Drop the bucket, Georgie!” I shout. “It’s not worth a broken hip!” Or me losing the attention of a prime suspect, but that may have already happened.

      It takes approximately three full seconds before it rains bacon, and now there are at least two dozen dogs flocking all around her. However, not one of them is barking or snarling. They’re all eating.

      Georgie quickly makes her escape as she heads our way.

      “Are you okay?” Diane calls out, and Georgie gives her the thumbs-up. “We don’t recommend feeding other people’s pets because they might be on special diets.” She grimaces at Georgie as if it pained her to have to call her out on the obvious. “You don’t have any more bacon, do you?”

      “Does a bear poop in the woods?” Georgie opens her tote bag to reveal a whole new stash of salted meat. It looks as if the Cottage Café will have to pick up some more bacon if it wants to meet the breakfast demands come morning.

      Diane shrugs over at her. “Well, hand some over. I could go for a snack myself.”

      “I knew I liked you.” Georgie gives her a generous fistful, and soon they’re both noshing on cured meat. “So what brings you here? Let me guess. You’re looking to pick up a cutie for yourself? I’m telling you, no matter how old we get, it’s never fun staring down the barrel of that heart-shaped day. Any luck with the men around here, or are they all a bunch of dogs?”

      The two of them share a laugh.

      “Nope.” Diane gives a wistful tick of the head. “I’m all done looking for men. I landed myself a good one a few years back, a man named Rick.” She glances my way. “In fact, Bobbie Buckingham was the reason I met him. She was adding on a small office for herself on her property, and Rick was the senior building inspector. We’ve been married for years now, and don’t think Bobbie hasn’t taken credit for it, too. She’s added us to her success stories’ lineup at the end of her new book. That was my idea to add the successful couples’ list addendum. I figured a testimonial or two might help boost their sales. I can’t help it, I’m a businesswoman at heart. I used to be a franchisee of Donut King, had about three stores, but I sold them all a few years back.”

      Georgie and I moan in unison as a bad donut craving hits us both at once.

      “I love the Donut King,” I say. “You just can’t find a soft, melt in your mouth donut like that anywhere else.” I look to Georgie. “But don’t tell Emmie.”

      Georgie waves me off. “Everyone knows the Donut King is royalty when it comes to deep-fried confections. So what keeps you busy these days?”

      “This place, for one. And I do some light managing for Bobbie and Lacey.” Something snags her attention, and she makes a face. “Hey!” she shouts over at someone across the way. “The small dog area is to the left, lady!” She shakes her head just as Georgie and I spot Juni scooping up Sprinkles and scowling our way.

      In Diane’s defense, there are three giant dogs, all eyeing Sprinkles as if she just emerged from a yellow bucket herself.

      “Now see that woman in the heels?” Diane dips her chin, her eyes still intently pinned on Juni. “I know her type. She’s not here so much for the dog as she is the men. That’s why she’s standing with the Beastie Boys, a cute nickname I gave to those three gentlemen who happen to own those glorified horses she was letting her teacup puppy play with. You’d be surprised how many women use this place as a pickup joint.”

      “Yeah”—Georgie squints over at Juni—“but you have to admit, it’s tough out there in the dating world. I can’t blame the kid. She wants to meet quality people, and what better locale than a place where decent humans take their fur-babies for a walk.”

      “You’re so right.” Diane presses her hand to her chest as if she were touched by Georgie’s spontaneous soliloquy. “Which dog is yours?”

      “I borrowed one from a friend.” She winks over at her. “Don’t judge, I’m staring down the barrel of V-Day myself.”

      Diane tenses a moment, and I can tell this conversation is about to go sideways quickly.

      “Georgie? I think Sherlock looks lost.” I nudge my head to the left where Sherlock looks plenty oriented, but I’m hoping Georgie will take the hint and get lost herself. At least for a minute.

      Georgie smacks her lips. “Honey, that dog rules the roost at a place like this. Look at him go.” She points his way. “He’s got two standard poodles and a Lhasa Apso sniffing around. I know better than to ruin his mojo.”

      Figures. She doesn’t mind ruining mine.

      “So Diane”—I take a quick breath, trying to recalibrate—“how did you meet Bobbie and Lacey?”

      “Yeah”—Georgie leans in—“I’m looking to get into the light management gig myself.”

      Diane sheds a good-natured laugh while dropping a kiss to Sugar.

      “Actually, I met Bobbie at one of her first speaking events way back when there was no Lacey. She was more or less a motivational speaker with nothing but a simple little blog to her name. She was frazzled because her event wasn’t going off as planned, so I told her I’d untangle a few knots for her. It took less than ten minutes for things to run smoothly. The next thing I knew, she asked if I would step in and help with the bookings. She paid me, of course. Not much, but then, I wasn’t expecting anything for it.” I would much rather she didn’t pay me. Maybe then she wouldn’t have felt inclined to borrow money from me—lots of money that deep down, I knew she’d have a hard time paying back.

      My mouth falls open. “I’m sure Bobbie is good for the money.” I clear my throat. “Keeping you on as an employee, I mean.”

      She ticks her head to the side. “You’d be surprised. Bobbie and Lacey don’t make much off their podcasts, and that book has yet to sell at any impressive numbers. I should know, I’m the number cruncher for the two of them.”

      “Oh? So are they in over their heads?” I ask, trying to sound as if I didn’t just pluck a nugget from her mind that let me know Bobbie is deep in the red.

      “To put it mildly, they’re really good at spending money. They’re just not very good at generating it. But it doesn’t mean they can’t. I’ve always told Bobbie she needs to hire a real PR company, but she insists on doing local stuff and growing her business organically. Thank God she survived that attack the other night.” But then, I knew she would.

      She knew Bobbie would survive the attack? As in she arranged it that way?

      And thank God Chip had a decent life insurance policy. If Rick finds out I gave Bobbie sixty thousand dollars from my retirement fund, I’m pretty sure he’d have a heart attack on the spot. And shortly thereafter, he’d hightail it to the nearest divorce attorney. I risked everything to help her out. If they really needed the money, I don’t see why Chip couldn’t ask Tiger. Lord knows Tiger Caldwell is loaded to the hilt. But Bobbie wasn’t exactly on speaking terms with Chip by then.

      Why wasn’t Bobbie on speaking terms with Chip? And when and why did this discord take place?

      My wheels are churning in every direction at once.

      A tiny furry angel runs over, and we look down to see Gizmo barking up at the three of us.

      Bizzy! Georgie! Diane! Come quick, they’re singing happy birthday and you’re going to miss the cake.

      Diane laughs as she looks up ahead. “Looks like there’s another doggie birthday party in the works. We’d better head over and take a look. I always get the feeling Gizmo is trying to show me the cake.”

      Gizmo barks as he runs off ahead of us. I knew she understood me!

      We hit the small crowd gathered by the fence, and sure enough, a little spotted beagle is wearing a pink pointed hat while the masses sing happy birthday. Sitting in front of her is a cake in the shape of a large bone with tiny bone-shaped cookies dotting the top. As soon as the song ends, the owner, a man in a leather vest who Juni can’t seem to take her eyes off of, tosses a handful of doggie biscuits to the canines among us.

      Juni wiggles her shoulders his way. “Hey, hot stuff. Looking for a hot mama to help scoop the poop?”

      Eh. Not bad as far as dog park pickup lines go. It wasn’t her finest moment, but it could have been worse.

      Diane leans my way. “What did I tell you?”

      “You weren’t wrong,” I say right back. “Would you mind if I ask you a question about that night?” My shoulders hike a notch as I segue into the topic.

      “Sure. Anything.” She shrugs as if she means it.

      “That envelope you gave to Bobbie—what was supposed to be inside it?”

      Her eyes close a moment too long. “Two tickets for a Caribbean cruise. Just a five-day outing from Florida. Nothing more than a booze cruise. Lacey found a special last December for less than half off, and we thought it’d be a fun surprise for Bobbie and Chip.”

      “Oh? Was it their anniversary?”

      “No, it was just something Lacey thought they deserved. With the intention, of course, of doing it at our next big conference.” Lord knows everything needed to be acknowledged publicly. “There were some publicity elements to the gift as well. Bobbie’s fans really buy into that whole perfect couple angle she and Chip were putting out there. It dovetails into the fact they’re all about relationships and making them work. Most of the women who listen are yearning for a romance of their own, and the getaway was supposed to get them in the mood for romance.” And in the mood to buy that darn book on how to find your perfect pairing. Maybe Bobbie and Lacey should change the title of that book to A Perfect Parting—as in parting me from my money. She sighs as she looks to Gizmo. “Come here, boy,” she calls out, and I can feel our visit coming to a close.

      “Diane, who could have made that switch? Did you ever find the right envelope?”

      “I don’t know who did it. But I guess it could have been anyone. I had that envelope unattended on my seat before the event ever started. And the envelope was the same one I was going to give her. Someone just added the pictures—and, unfortunately, that’s what Bobbie saw first.”

      I nod her way as I consider all of this.

      “Well, I’d better go.” She hands Sugar back to me and scoops up Gizmo. “I’m off to make Rick some stroganoff for dinner. It’s his favorite. Nice seeing you ladies again. And don’t think I’ve forgotten about the books you’re storing for me. I’ll be by the inn bright and early on Valentine’s Day to help stage the scavenger hunt.” She gives a cheery wave as she takes off.

      “And just like that, I’m left with more questions than I came with,” I mutter to Sugar.

      Like? the tiny cat mewls.

      “Like why did Bobbie need to borrow sixty grand? And why would Diane risk everything to give it to her?”

      I guess you’ll have to wait until Valentine’s Day to get your answer.

      “No.” I shake my head, still watching Diane as she makes her way toward the barking lot—per the sign in front of the lot we parked in. “I’m going to do my darnedest to speak with Tiger Caldwell.”

      A riot of barking breaks out, and soon every dog, big and small, in the park is chasing after Georgie as she runs this way.

      “They’re after my bacon, Bizzy!”

      “Then give it to them,” I scream in a panic, but Georgie persists in heading my way.

      Bizzy! Sugar yowls as she jumps into my front carrier and burrows in deep. Run!

      And I do.

      Georgie, Juni, and I run all the way to my car and don’t look back.

      And since Georgie didn’t part with her stash of salted meat, we enjoy a nice snack once we land safely inside.

      Sherlock and Sprinkles get their fair share, too.

      And I’d like to give a fair share of my attention to Tiger Caldwell.

      Here’s hoping Tiger Caldwell will be just as easy to track down as Diane was.

      Although something tells me he won’t.

      And I don’t think I’ll be able to lure him into spilling his secrets with bacon either.

      But I have a saucy sister who might just do the trick.

      Here’s hoping I don’t land my sister in front of a cold-blooded killer. Not that it would be her first foray with a homicidal maniac.

      Tiger Caldwell, this might just be your luckiest Valentine’s Day yet, courtesy of the Baker sisters.

      Tiger.

      Here kitty, kitty, come out, come out, wherever you are.
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      “That’s the one,” Mackenzie Woods announces with fervent vigor as I stand examining myself in the mirror wearing one of Georgie’s wonky quilt dresses.

      It’s the middle of the afternoon on a Tuesday, and I’ve come to the conclusion these so-called wonky quilt dresses should be outlawed every day of the week.

      The shop my mother and Georgie run together, Two Old Broads, is teeming with customers. It’s the first day of their big winter sale, and everything is being snapped up at a quickened pace, even these wonky disasters.

      Okay, so they’re not disasters, but I can sense one on the matrimonial horizon and I seem to be taking it out on this innocent frock.

      Fish and Sugar watch from on top of the checkout counter, both equally horrified and yet somewhat amused.

      Juni is working the register while Georgie and my mother cautiously watch me from the corner of their eye, where I stand just outside of the dressing room with Mackenzie and my mother-in-law, Gwyneth. They’ve both come to the startling conclusion that I should wear this piecemealed muumuu on their special day as I stand up for the both of them. If I ever had doubts that they liked me, they’ve firmly been put to rest. I can rest assured both women seek to humiliate me in the very near future.

      Two Old Broads is a rather eclectic shop, selling everything from quilts in all of their iterations to Georgie’s sea glass creations. The shop holds a cozy appeal with rustic floors and homey furnishings. Most of their inventory is held in large wooden barrels scattered around the shop and on chunky dark-stained tables.

      Oh, they hate you, Bizzy. Fish brays and it sounds like a laugh. The next thing you know, they’ll ask you to wear your hair in rollers and frost your face with a mud mask.

      Sugar swipes the air. Look on the bright side. You can always find a corner to curl up in and take a nap.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “There are going to be a lot of bodies in that ballroom that night. I might overheat in this.” I pluck at the creamy quilt with its large, triangular sections of red and pink fabric. If the circus came to town, they might just storm this shop and demand to get their tents back. “You don’t want me passing out, do you?”

      Mackenzie and Gwyn exchange a brief look as if considering the entertaining possibilities an event like that might bring. I know how their wicked minds work, and yes, I just referenced Jasper’s mother as wicked.

      This is one of those moments where I’m glad there’s not another mind reader in the room.

      Gwyneth takes a moment to glower at me. “I know what you’re thinking, Bizzy. And yes, we do like you. In fact, we love you. We’re going to be family. Nobody is trying to humiliate you by putting you in one of these festive dresses. It just so happens that our shared wedding day is of a quirky nature, and we think it fits the theme beautifully.”

      “Oh?” I examine the two women before me. “So I take it you’ll be wearing something quirky yourselves?”

      Georgie gasps as she trots in close. “That’s a brilliant idea! I’ll have a couple of special wonky quilt wedding dresses made up just for the two of you. I’ll have my seamstresses whip up something with lots of silver and gold—real classy deals. Hear that, Ree?” she shouts to my mother. “We’re about to take the bridal business by storm!”

      I lift a brow as I look to Mackenzie, ready to call her bluff.

      Mack’s mouth contorts into all sorts of crazy shapes.

      “Knew it,” I say. “The only quirky part of this wedding is me, admit it.”

      My mother steps over and gives a long blink.

      “I’m sorry, Bizzy.” She takes a full breath while admiring me in the atrocity. “But it’s not your big day. And you did agree to stand up for both Gwyneth and Mackenzie. I’m afraid what they say goes.”

      “That’s right,” Mackenzie is quick to agree with my mother’s lunacy. “But seeing that you’re so combative in regards to our wishes, only goes to show how you really feel about us. I’m sure if Emmie would have asked you to wear something comfortable and cozy on her big day, you’d be thrilled to do it.”

      It’s true. I’d show up naked for Emmie’s wedding day if that’s what she wanted, but then again, she’s not vindictive and will most likely want me to look halfway decent. The fact that Gwyn and Mack want me to wear this couch potato costume on their big day says a lot of things about them, and none of them are good.

      Sherlock comes sniffing around my midsection. Don’t you have one like this at home? Didn’t Jasper tell you just last week that it was one of his favorite dresses on you?

      It’s true on both counts. Not only do I have a wonky dress to call my very own, but Jasper said he loves it because it’s easy to take off. I believe the words he used were easy access, and he wasn’t wrong.

      Mackenzie points to my hip. “Sherlock is trying to tell you it has pockets.”

      “Oh, women love pockets,” Gwyn is quick to adulate the dress’ one redeemable feature.

      “Fine,” I say.

      “Fine?” My mother squints my way. If anyone here understands the deeper meaning of the word fine, it’s my mother. She should—she redefined the more esoteric use of the word.

      “Yes. Fine.” I double down on the fact I’m resorting to her lexicon. “If that’s what the brides want, that’s what I’ll wear.”

      “Oh goodie.” Mackenzie claps my way. “Just wait until you see the hat I’m having made to match.”

      “Don’t push your luck,” I tell her just as my sister strides in looking ever so sleek in a black catsuit and a bright pink blazer on over that.

      Her lips flicker in my direction, and I can feel the zinger coming.

      “Trying on some hot lingerie to regale Jasper with?”

      Knew it. Little does she know, she’s not that far off base.

      Georgie slaps her hands together. “Wonky lingerie! Bizzy, you come up with the best ideas.”

      “Don’t forget about the wonky bridal gowns,” I tell her as I wink at Gwyn and Mackenzie. “You can thank me later.” I head over to my saucy sister while Georgie busies the brides-to-be with swatches for their build-your-own bridal gown adventure.

      Macy shakes her head as she sizes me up.

      “This is exactly why I said no when the two of them asked me to stand up for them.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “They asked you first? You mean I’m second rate?”

      “Third,” my mother says. “They asked me, too.” She shrugs. “Come to think of it, they might have asked Georgie, too.”

      “Figures.” I glance their way. “But, on the upside”—I shrug—“never mind. I can’t seem to find one.”

      Mom rolls her eyes. “Bizzy, it’s your first Valentine’s Day as a married woman. You’re going to have a blast. More importantly, Jasper will. Just try to think about shoes.”

      “Mother. Eww.” I’m tempted to swat her, but the sleeves alone on this thing weigh a ton. “And just for the record, I will have a blast, too.”

      Georgie scuttles our way with both cats in her arms. “What did I miss?”

      Macy forces a short-lived smile. “Bizzy is filling us in on her sex life.”

      “So I missed nothing,” Georgie doesn’t miss a beat either.

      “Very funny,” I say. “Macy, are you familiar with a man by the name of Tiger Caldwell?”

      “No, but with a name like Tiger, I’m pretty sure I should be. Why? Does he owe you money?”

      “No, that would be you,” I say. “I’m investigating him.”

      A sickly moan emits from our mother. “Please don’t, Bizzy. It’s bad enough I have to worry about the fact you might just run the inn into the ground. The last thing I want to think about is you running around with bad guys with guns.”

      Gwyneth calls my mother over, and I’m only mildly relieved.

      “Does she really think I’m going to run the inn into the ground?”

      Georgie shakes her head. “Everybody does. But never mind the obvious. How are we going to track down this sexy Tiger?”

      I make a face at her. “I don’t know.”

      Fish yowls as Mackenzie steps into our midst, Don’t let her make another suggestion, Bizzy. She already threatened to turn both Sugar and me into a fur stole.

      Sherlock barks at the menacing mayor. Nobody turns my cats into a stole—whatever that is.

      “Oh hush.” Mackenzie scowls at him. “It’s bad enough Gwyn and Hux have decided to have you, of all creatures, stand up as the best man. And yes, you’ll be wearing a tux.”

      Hear that? Sherlock leaps and barks. I’m going to be in the wedding!

      “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.” I give him a quick scratch on the back. “I always knew we made a good team.” I guess Gwyn couldn’t choose between her four sons. And my father’s only son is actually having a wedding of his own. In the grand scheme of all the wedding chaos, it makes perfect sense. In fact, Sherlock Bones in a tux might just be the crowning jewel of that entire night.

      Mackenzie glowers my way. “Now what’s this about Tiger Caldwell?”

      “You know him?”

      Of course, she does. She’s the mayor. She knows just about everyone. Note to self: Utilize my sister-in-law-to-be as a resource to hunt down future suspects. At least she brings something to the family table. I’ll admit, it takes the edge off our impending familial bond.

      “I don’t, but your brother does,” she says. “He introduced me to him the night of the killing.”

      “Well then”—Macy sheds a greedy grin my way—“it looks as if we’ll have to speak to our sweet brother to arrange an impromptu meet and greet with my shiny new Valentine. With a name like Tiger, I’m sure I won’t be disappointed.”

      Sugar lets out a hearty growl. She’ll be disappointed, all right. Bobbie never had a nice thing to say about Tiger.

      My entire body perks to attention as I snatch up Sugar.

      “I’d better change,” I say as I whisk her away to the dressing room. “Sugar, tell me everything you know about Tiger Caldwell.”

      She lifts her tiny pink nose my way. I don’t know much, but I do know that he came by the Buckinghams’ house more often than not. He liked the cuddler, I think.

      “Keegan Merritt?”

      She nods. That’s right. And he was always whispering to Chip about something concerning money. They never looked happy.

      “What about Bobbie? Were they friends?”

      No, not friends, but Bobbie mentioned him once or twice to Lacey. Something about a train.

      “A train? Interesting. The mystery surrounding him only deepens. I can’t wait to see what he has to say.”

      Diane wasn’t sure what Tiger did for a living, but she seemed to think he was loaded. The day of the killing, Lacey mentioned that she thought he might be a bookie. Right after that, she made it clear internally that she wanted in on that action—with her body, of course. And Keegan was seen having a conversation with him after the murder took place.

      But it’s the fact I saw Tiger and Chip going at it before the murder took place that lands him as a suspect on my list.

      Tiger Caldwell is shrouded in mystery.

      And that’s one mystery I’m determined to solve sooner than later.

      I might be wearing a disaster of a dress for Huxley’s wedding, but I’m about to ask him to return the favor in advance.

      Let’s hope Tiger Caldwell roars out a confession of murderous proportions. Or in the least, points his paw right at the killer.

      Either way, whoever killed Chip Buckingham is destined to end up in a government-issued cage.
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      “All aboard!” a man in a retro version of a conductor’s uniform, complete with coat and tails, shouts as he swings from the platform of the goliath steam engine with one hand.

      It’s less than six hours after Macy and I shook our brother down to arrange a meeting with Tiger Caldwell, and here we are doing our best impression of the steampunk era with dresses Macy rented for us all—and that includes Georgie, Juni, and Mackenzie as well.

      Jasper gives my hand a squeeze. “I’ve got to hand it to you, Bizzy. You’re quite the asset to any investigation. I don’t think I could have scored tickets to the hottest club in Bangor.”

      “It was all Hux,” I say, slapping my brother on the back.

      Not only does Tiger run a successful portfolio management company, but he’s the owner of this steampunk party train and a regular at the party scene himself.

      Both Huxley and Jasper are wearing their requisite dark suits along with the top hats Macy rented for them. In fact, most of the men present are sporting coats and tails and odd-looking ties. A few of them even have monocles. But the women are the true showstoppers with their bustles and their endless ruffles. Each of our dresses is made of thick brocade in a rainbow of black, silver, and deep purple. My own dress is a heavenly shade of deep purple that cinches at the waist and flares into a river of fabric that pools by my ankles.

      Hux leans my way, a serious demeanor taking over his face. His dark hair is slicked back, and his eyes shine bright as the sky in this dim light.

      “Play nice with Tiger. He’s not only my buddy—he manages my portfolio. Don’t tick him off. My fiscal future is in the bounds.”

      Mackenzie grunts my way, “Do not screw this up, Baker. I have my eye on a house that overlooks the water, and it’s not exactly free.”

      Macy gags. “You’re buying a house together?” She looks to Hux. “So you’re like serious about this whole thing?” she asks, flicking a finger between the two of them.

      “Yes.” Huxley’s eyes bug out for a moment. “We’re getting married. This is not a drill.”

      “Oh.” Macy’s jaw goes rigid. “So that whole humiliating Bizzy thing is real.” A laugh trembles through her. “Again, I’m thankful I’m not playing the part of maid of honor.”

      My brother gives a sold blink to his blushing bride. “Who’s humiliating Bizzy?”

      “Never mind,” I say as I spot the man with dark hair and a comely face from the night of the murder. “A tiger just stepped into our midst.”

      Tiger Caldwell stands tall in a long coat with tails, a ruffled shirt, and an elongated top hat with a silver ribbon trimming the bottom.

      “Last call to all of my fellow revelers,” he shouts at the top of his lungs. “It’s time to step onto the Ironwork Express for a night filled with illusion, delusion, and collusion in a trip that travels both backward and forward in time. Feel free to indulge in bawdy behavior and skullduggery as D.J. Cutthroat rocks the caboose!”

      Georgie and Juni lift their frocks enough to keep from tripping. Georgie has donned a navy number with zippers located in places zippers should never be, and Juni is wearing a dress that amounts to a ball gown solely comprised of leather.

      Juni eyes the train from over my shoulder. “Wish me luck, ladies. I’m certain my Mr. Right is on that steam engine somewhere.”

      “What about the doctor with the Bentley?” Jasper asks.

      “Or Bobbie’s brother, Buck?” I add.

      Juni averts her eyes. “Everyone knows the third time’s a charm.”

      “Good thinking,” Georgie says, linking her arm through her daughter’s. “I’ll let two strangers buy me a drink before I find a man to take me to the dance next week. Here’s hoping he’s wearing a monocle and his real teeth.”

      They take off and we step onto the train, only to find Tiger greeting all of the guests at the entry. It’s more spacious than I assumed it would be in here, with a row of seats lining either side and a few tables set out here and there, but more than ample room to have a spontaneous dance floor in the middle.

      The thick scent of cologne mingling with perfume lets me know just about everyone here means business, and the sound of laughter is already rising above the light music playing over the speakers.

      “Huxley Baker”—Tiger slaps my brother on the shoulder as an enormous grin breaks out over his face—“glad you finally took me up on the offer to swing by.” He nods to Mackenzie. “Nice to see you again, Mayor Woods. You look just as lovely as the night we met.” And as soon as Hux cuts this one loose, I’m hunting her down to make her my own. Or in the least, adding her name to my favorite naughty list.

      “Macy Baker.” My sister wastes no time in shaking his hand just as a sharp whistle goes off overhead and the train starts moving with a jerk. “I’m Huxley’s favorite sister as evidenced by the fact I’m allowed to wear whatever I wish to his nuptials next week.”

      I glance up at Jasper and shrug because, let’s face it, I can’t dispute a thing she just said.

      Jasper cocks his head to the side. Do I want to know what they’re having you wear?

      “Let’s just say it’s something you find easy to remove,” I whisper.

      “Oh.” He tips his head back and winces. Sorry about that. But on the upside, things should move rather swiftly for us once we get back to the cottage that night.

      I nod because it’s so true.

      “Well, well”—Tiger’s eyes ride up and down my sister’s body, and I swear I can see him hugging her every curve—“isn’t this a pleasure.” He frowns momentarily at Jasper. “And is this the mister?”

      “No, no.” Macy is quick to swat Jasper away as if he had a spider crawling up his arm. “That would Bizzy’s husband. I’m single and looking to mingle.” She hikes a shoulder his way while batting her lashes. “Know of anyone who might want to lose an hour or two with me?”

      A dark chuckle fills his throat, and his mind immediately goes to white noise.

      And there’s that. Macy has turned his brain to mush. Here’s hoping I can use it to my advantage.

      But before I can properly introduce myself and deep dive into his somewhat perverse mind, the lights go out before blinking back to life in short pink and blue bursts as techno music fills the cabin. A disembodied voice comes on and encourages guests to move freely from car to car and enjoy the different pleasures each station has to offer.

      Jasper and I step farther into the crowded car, only to be quickly separated from everyone as one giant dance party breaks out. A woman in a short frilly dress that glows lavender under the black lights quickly passes out glow-in-the-dark glasses, tiaras, and crowns to everyone around.

      “When in Rome,” Jasper says, landing a tiara over my head before planting a crown over his own. How about you and I find a quiet place where the king and queen can communicate properly?

      A tiny laugh evicts from me. Communication has quickly become a code word for far more exciting forms of expression.

      “What about the investigation?” I try not to shout it up over the music in the event the person at the center of our investigation is lurking nearby.

      “It’s going to be a long trip. We probably don’t want to make it weird.”

      “You’re so right.” I take him by the hand as he weaves us through the crowd until we come upon a woman dancing on one of the tables, and I groan as soon I see that leather dress swishing back and forth. “Juni!” I shout up at her. “We’re on a moving train! Get down before you crack your head open!”

      A beefy man wearing a leather vest steps up. “Don’t you worry, little miss. I’ll make sure she doesn’t hurt a hair on her head.” He belts out something between the roar of a lion and the howl of a werewolf before pulling Juni down and landing her in those tree trunks he calls arms. He beats his chest with his left hand, and Juni chortles up a storm.

      “What did I tell you, Bizzy?” she shouts while kicking me on the arm with her shoe. “Third time’s the charm.” That last word gets pulled out as he swiftly makes off with her.

      “Should we be worried?” I shout as they disappear out of sight.

      “Nah,” Jasper says, navigating us in the same direction. “Juni is perfectly capable of handling anything he throws her way. Let’s hope I don’t have to make an arrest at the end of the night. And I’m talking about Juni herself.”

      “Hear, hear,” I say as we move from one boisterous car to the next, until we come upon a narrow hall with doors that lead to rooms on either side of us. The music is just as loud, the lights are just as seizure-inducing, but there’s not a soul in sight.

      Jasper and I try each one of the doors until we come upon one that isn’t locked.

      “In here,” I say, pulling him in and groping for a light switch before flipping it on.

      Both Jasper and I gasp in unison as the tangle of bare limbs splayed before us—and oh my word, is that a…?

      The man turns our way with a fury in his eyes, and it’s none other than Tiger Caldwell. And from over his shoulder pops the familiar blonde mane of my sister.

      “GAH!” I call out as Jasper flicks off the lights and yanks us out of there at dizzying speeds.

      “I saw his—”

      “I know,” Jasper grunts. “A bad moon rising. Let’s find a place to call our own.”

      “Good idea. And I promise, no lights this time,” I say as we try another set of doors until one opens up again.

      Jasper twirls us into the room, and just as he’s pulling me close, the train gives a rather violent jerk and I stagger off to my left.

      A hand reaches for me and my arms glide around his body, but I can’t help but note his cologne holds more of a bitter appeal than it did before.

      His mouth finds mine, and his kiss feels off and sloppy. Come to think of it, this doesn’t even feel like Jasper—

      I slap the wall until the lights pierce the darkness and four voices cry out at once—the loudest of which is my own.

      “I JUST KISSED MY BROTHER!” I shout as I smack Hux on the chest.

      To my left, Mackenzie stares dreamily at Jasper right up until I pluck her off my husband and break the spell.

      “Do you mind?” I snap as I quickly trade places with her. “And for the record, this never happened,” I hiss as I switch back off the lights and lead Jasper the heck out of that den of depravity. “Geez,” I say, rubbing my lips over my sleeve like a toddler. “We’d better wash our mouths out. She didn’t infiltrate the fort, did she?”

      Jasper sighs. “Entirely my fault. But in my defense, I thought we were finally about to communicate effectively.”

      “Come on,” I groan as I pull us back out of this rabbit hole. “Let’s disinfect your kisser with hard liquor.”

      No sooner do we get to the car in front of us than I spot Tiger looking no worse for wear with another blonde dangling from his arm, and now I’m wondering if he was with my sister at all.

      “There he is.” I point his way. “I’m heading in.”

      “I’ll meet you there.” Jasper nods to the bar to our left. “I’m in desperate need of a disinfectant.”

      We part ways, and I thread my way through the bopping crowd until I come upon the untamable tiger himself.

      “Hello,” I say as he laughs at something the blonde just said to him. Normally, I wouldn’t interrupt what looks to be an intimate moment, but considering the fact I’m still convinced that was Macy he was entertaining minutes ago, I don’t mind busting up the party. “I’m Huxley’s sister, Bizzy.”

      Tiger does a double take in my direction. “Bizzy? It’s good to meet someone in the same unique name club. Tiger has garnered me more than a few odd looks.” He laughs as we shake hands. “Hux is one of my favorite people.” And my favorite clients. He’s swept so many attorneys my way, I pulled my advertising last month, and now I’m saving a bundle.

      The blonde in his arms whispers something into his ear before slinking toward the bar.

      “Well, Hux is one of my favorite brothers. My only brother,” I tease. One I never want to kiss on the mouth again for as long as we both shall live. Here’s hoping I can get over the trauma. I’m sure I’ll be kissing Jasper with my eyes open for the next solid year just to keep my mind from playing cruel and unnecessary tricks on me. “And Macy is my favorite sister.” I shoot him a sharp look. “Blonde, yea high.” I hold up my hand an inch taller than myself. “I believe you’ve met?”

      He winces. “That’s right. You walked into the room. My apologies. That was not only highly unprofessional, it was something I’ve never done before.” That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it.

      Any trace of a smile quickly dissipates from my face. “I run the Country Cottage Inn,” I tell him, choosing to avoid the fact I recently inherited it. I’m sure he’d see me as nothing more than a money grab.

      “The inn?” He takes a partial step back as he examines me in this new light. “I was there the other night. Tragic, wasn’t it?”

      “That’s an understatement. Did you know the Buckinghams?”

      Nothing like a little litmus test to start the interrogation off. Let’s see how he fares.

      “I did.” He gives a long blink. “Chip and I were friends.” Right up until we weren’t. “He was a good guy.” When he wasn’t blowing his money on superfluous things—or people.

      “Did you manage his money?”

      I wonder what he means by superfluous people?

      “Oh yeah.” All fifteen cents’ worth. “It wasn’t much. I mean, you would think he and Bobbie were worth a lot, but the truth is, they were just getting started. But she’ll be fine now. Chip had a huge life insurance policy. That was the one solid piece of advice he took from me.”

      “That must be a relief for Bobbie. I mean, on top of losing her husband, she doesn’t have to worry about losing her home.” Plus, she can pay off Diane.

      But something doesn’t make sense.

      “So you’re saying you did take care of Chip’s financial investments?” I ask. “As in you handled his portfolio?”

      His chest expands a moment. “Something like that.” I’ve never had it in me to lie to anyone, let alone the pretty sister of a friend.

      But if he wasn’t managing Chip’s funds, why lie about it at all? Unless, of course, the money was supposed to be flowing in his direction and—Chip was diverting it elsewhere? Where could that be…

      “How about you?” He studies me a moment. “Are you looking to park your money anywhere?”

      “Actually, I just got married.”

      The words hardly leave my lips just as Jasper pops up holding a glass with a finger length of brown liquor in it.

      “Jasper Wilder.” Jasper quickly shakes the man’s hand. “Great party. I’m Huxley’s brother-in-law.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Tiger looks genuinely intrigued. “I was just asking your wife if she was looking to invest.”

      “We might be.” Jasper nods. “Hux speaks highly of you.”

      I nod. “Tiger knew the Buckinghams. He was good friends with Chip.”

      More like a good piggybank to Chip. Tiger frowns a moment. I thought we were friends right up until the guy started to treat me like an ATM. Of course, I bought into it, gave him what he wanted, and it nearly bankrupted me. And as soon as I realized the guy wasn’t good for it, he came to a rather abrupt end.

      His lips curve with a malevolent smile, and my blood runs cold just watching.

      Suddenly, it feels as if there’s a very real possibility Tiger Caldwell pulled that trigger.

      Jasper flashes a pained grimace. “Sorry about your loss. I’m actually the lead homicide detective on the case.”

      My lips twist with his announcement, although I don’t suppose there’s a point in hiding the fact since he’ll probably need to haul him in for formal questioning.

      Sorry, Bizzy. Jasper glides an arm around my waist. There was no way out of it. If he gives us a vital piece of information, I can’t afford to have his legal team keep it off the case because I wasn’t being honest with him from the get-go.

      I nod because I fully understand.

      Tiger ticks his head. “It’s good to meet you. Any leads on who could have done this?”

      “Nothing worth mentioning.” Jasper swills his drink. And how I hate that it’s true. “How about you? Any piece of information at all on the couple that might help crack this case wide open?”

      Tiger’s eyes widen a moment. “I wasn’t close to the two of them as a couple.” He blows out a quick breath. “All right, I’ll tell you something, but if you bring it up in the light of day, I just might deny it.” He gives a quick look around. “Bobbie and Chip were having troubles. Not only was Chip stepping out on her, but she made a few aggressive moves in my direction one time too many.” He examines us both a moment. “After the first incident I said no thank you, I thought for sure it wouldn’t happen again, but she gave it another shot. And after that, I made sure we were never alone in the room together again.”

      Wow.

      Jasper and I exchange a quick look.

      “Wait a minute.” I lean in a notch. “You said he was stepping out on her?” I bet that’s where the money he was supposed to be investing went. But how much could an affair possibly set him back? “Chip had a girlfriend?”

      Tiger nods with a gleam in his eye as if he were still entertained by the idea.

      “Who was she?” Jasper wastes no time in asking.

      “I don’t know.” Tiger shakes his head. “He protected her identity more than he protected his money, that’s for sure.”

      My lips part as a thought comes to mind.

      “She was a kept woman, wasn’t she?”

      A smile glides up his face. “You’re a smart one. That she was. Unfortunately for Bobbie, I think Chip got off on pulling something like that over her eyes.”

      “I’m guessing Bobbie gave him money to invest and he invested it right into his mistress.”

      Tiger backs up a notch. “Boy, you’re good. I mean, in his defense, that money was more or less an allowance Bobbie gave him. She didn’t necessarily expect him to invest it all, but that’s the truth he was feeding her. Or more to the point, the lie.” He shakes his head at the two of us. “It wasn’t pretty.” He ticks his head toward the crowd. “I’d better mingle. After all, it is my party. If you want me to create a portfolio for you, I’d be more than happy to. In fact, I’ll work at a discount.” He points to Jasper. “You know where to find me if you need anything else.”

      “Actually”—Jasper lifts his drink a notch—“just for kicks, if you had to guess, who do you think would have done something like this to him?”

      A part of me wonders if he’ll say Keegan. I’m starting to think that cuddling malarkey was a cover for a very special hug she was sharing with Chip Buckingham.

      “I don’t know.” Tiger gives the back of his head a scratch. “But I’d talk to Lacey if I were you. She popped up a few years back, and everything just blew up from there. Bobbie and Lacey became an overnight sensation. She knew the Buckinghams better than anyone on this planet. She always seems to have the answers. Cheers,” he says as he dissolves into the crowd.

      “I guess it’s back to the beginning,” I say. “Lacey Lovelace.”

      Jasper nods. “We’ll get to her soon enough.” He knocks back the rest of his drink and sets the glass down on the nearest table. “Right now, I’ve got another woman on my mind.”

      We come across Georgie as she regales a man with a monocle and she toasts us as we pass them by.

      Jasper leads me all the way back to the caboose, and we find a tiny little corner of this traveling circus to call our own—and we do just that, make it our own.

      I kiss him with my eyes open until this runaway ride comes to a rather abrupt conclusion.

      Here’s hoping this case comes to a rather abrupt conclusion as well.

      And Lacey Lovelace just might be our only hope of that happening.
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      The Country Cottage Café sits all but barren this evening. The ratio of pets to people is just about even, and five of those pets belong to the four of us seated at this table.

      It’s the very next night after that train fiasco, and Jasper, Leo, Emmie, and I just polished off a large pizza for dinner and, at the moment, we’re plowing our way through a platter of those red velvet cookies. Sugar and Fish are curled up together on the seat next to mine, and Sherlock, Gatsby, and Cinnamon are chasing after one another, rabble-rousing for the heck of it.

      It was Jasper’s idea to dig into Chip Buckingham’s social media tonight, and that’s exactly what we’re doing now.

      “Look at this.” Emmie flashes her phone our way, and we’re treated to a picture of Chip tossing up a peace sign while sticking his tongue out at the camera. “The guy sticks his tongue out in just about every picture.”

      Fish lifts her head lazily. I don’t trust people who stick their tongues out.

      Sugar mewls, Chip did it all the time. It drove Bobbie crazy. Come to think of it, everything he did drove her crazy.

      “Check these out.” Jasper turns his laptop around, and we see a montage of about a dozen pictures, all featuring the victim. “The guy can’t keep a straight face.”

      “Eh.” Leo shrugs. “It lets us know he had a playful side.”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “He seems a little too glib. Sugar said that everything he did drove Bobbie crazy. Maybe he had Peter Pan syndrome?”

      “Or cheaters syndrome,” Em says, taking another bite from her cookie.

      Jasper and I filled Leo and Emmie in on everything we’ve gleaned so far, highlighting the fact Chip was not only running around on Bobbie, but that he was somehow funding his mistress.

      Leo takes a breath. “The guy was cheating on his wife, which is bad enough, but what was he funneling cash to his mistress for? Do you really think he was paying her rent? The guy had to take money from his wife to do it. That takes some serious cookies to take the allowance your wife is giving you, and handing it over to your side piece.”

      Emmie grunts, “I’d hang you by your cookies if you ever even thought about getting a side piece. And my bestie reads minds. You can’t go hiding things like that.”

      Leo chuckles. “It’s not happening. Besides, Bobbie didn’t hang him by his cookies. She shot him.” He looks to Jasper. “What does forensics have to say about it?”

      “It’s true.” Jasper leans back in his seat and glowers at his laptop as he considers this. “The bullet that killed Chip was fired from the gun Bobbie was holding. She was cradling the gun in her hand when we found her.”

      “What about the bullet that hit her?” I can still see them both lying there, with blood pooling around them. It was horrible. Something I’d love to forget, and yet each night when I go to bed they pop up in my mind’s eye as if they were tattooed on the inside of my eyelids. “Bobbie says she didn’t shoot herself—that she didn’t shoot anybody.”

      Jasper nods. “But the bullet says otherwise. Forensics confirmed the gun was fired twice, and it was her prints—and hers alone—that were on the weapon.”

      I reach over and give his hand a squeeze. “And that knock on her head?”

      “The doctor said she must have hit her head on the way down.”

      Leo pulls Jasper’s laptop his way. “All right. Something’s not adding up. Let’s study the security footage from that night one more time. There has got to be a clue here somewhere.”

      Jasper has already run the footage multiple times—that from the inn and from the security camera that sits on our porch. But as it turns out, Bobbie and Chip were too far from the inn, and just out of range from the camera at our cottage.

      Jasper cues up the security footage once again, and both he and Leo crouch around the laptop with all the intensity they can afford.

      Heads-up, Bizzy. Sherlock barks. Uncle Huxley is headed this way.

      A smile crests my lips. First, because I think it’s adorable that Sherlock has taken to calling my brother by the rather formal moniker. And second, my brother is here.

      Hux pops up in a suit and tie, looking a bit bedraggled, and the entire lot of us extends a friendly greeting his way.

      “Long day at the office?” I ask, pulling up a seat for him, and he plops down without hesitation.

      “You can say that.” He snatches a handful of cookies off the platter. “I’m in the middle of three different divorces, and each one is ten times more bitter than the next. Nobody believes in civil dissolutions anymore. Marriages should come with a warning label.” He takes an angry bite out of a cookie. “So it got me thinking, I’m about to get married in a just a couple days... What the hell am I thinking? I’ve already been divorced three times.” He says that last bit in a rather animated fashion.

      Jasper doesn’t waste any time frowning over at my brother. “What’s the matter, sweetheart? Getting cold feet?”

      “I’ve got ice blocks.” Hux chomps down on another cookie, and Emmie gives me a wide-eyed look.

      This is your chance, Bizzy. She hitches her head his way. If you really don’t want Mackenzie Woods as your new sister-in-law, then say something to steer Hux and those ice blocks he calls feet away from the frozen tundra that he’s about to get lost in. You know you want to.

      She’s right. I definitely want to. But should I?

      Yes, Mack pushed me into a whiskey barrel filled with water and held me under until my lungs threatened to burst. But she confessed a few months back that Huxley was the one that dared her to do it. And sure, she stole all of my boyfriends from under me in high school, but if they were so eager to cheat, did I really want them to begin with? What do I care if Huxley believes that Mackenzie is the one for him? I mean, if that thorny thistle makes his heart sing, who am I to judge?

      Sherlock, Gatsby, and Cinnamon all nudge Huxley at once in a not-so subtle plea for attention until he’s scratching each one of them on the back.

      “Maybe I just need a dog?” Hux says as he pats Gatsby on the back.

      “Goldens are great,” Leo says, his gaze still transfixed on Jasper’s laptop.

      “Labradoodles are great,” Emmie says, running her hand through Cinnamon’s curly fur.

      “Get a mutt from the pound,” Jasper adds his two cents while his fingers fly over his keyboard and I give a dreamy sigh.

      “I married him because he’s wise,” I say. “Hux, let’s get real. You live at your office. You don’t have time for a dog.”

      “Do I have time for a wife?”

      I take a deep breath. “Hux, Mackenzie is the mayor of Cider Cove. She hardly has time for a husband, but she’s willing to take you on. Do you love her?”

      “Yes,” he says it with conviction and looks stumped that I even had to ask. “Of course, I love her. I loved all my wives before we got married.”

      Emmie shakes her head. “And then what happened?”

      “I don’t know.” His eyes bug out a moment. “Things just petered out, I guess. I thought Mack and I would be different. She’s not like the others. She’s feisty, and opinionated, and she demands that I be the best version of myself every damn day.”

      “Wow,” I muse, albeit with a sarcastic bent. “She sounds like the perfect cheerleader.”

      He makes a face. “She’s less cheerleader, more drill sergeant.”

      “Drill sergeant?” I bite my lip to keep from laughing. “At least she’s showing you her true colors.”

      “Don’t knock it.” Leo winks at Emmie. “Some men like to have their woman run rickshaw over them. I’m one of them.” He mouths those last few words at Em.

      “Don’t listen to him.” Emmie tosses a cookie at him and Leo catches it. “I’m an angel—unless, of course, you turn the living room into a trash heap because you can’t be bothered to take your dirty dishes to the sink, or your myriad of wrappers, or your dirty napkin vortex to the trash.”

      “Don’t forget leaving the seat up,” I tell her.

      “It happened once.” Jasper looks up wild-eyed. “Exactly how many apologies should I give before they take effect?”

      “See this?” Hux jabs his thumb at the table. “This is why I’m wondering if I’m walking into another legal debacle. Believe me, it’s no fun wondering if you’re going to make it before you ever get down the aisle.”

      I pat my hand over his. “If it makes you feel better, there probably isn’t going to be an aisle. You’re essentially getting married at halftime in the middle of what equates to a high school dance at the gym.”

      His dark brows furrow. “That actually does make me feel a little better.”

      “I’ll be standing right there next to you,” I tell him. “And oddly, so will Dad. Look, if Mackenzie makes you happy, if you think you can see yourself spending the rest of your life with her, then go for it. Make all of your drill sergeant dreams come true. And if things start to fall apart one day for Mack and you, don’t run. Maybe try some therapy for a change. Sometimes the good things in life are hard, but they’re also worth the effort.”

      Hux blows out a big breath. “Thanks, Bizzy. I actually feel better. As much as I’m not exactly looking forward to the ceremony, I’m looking forward to spending my life with her. She might be a drill sergeant, but she’s my drill sergeant.” He scoops up another handful of cookies and hops to his feet. “Thanks for helping me out. I’ll see you all at the wedding.”

      We say a collective goodbye as he runs out the door.

      Emmie stretches an arm out and snatches up another cookie. “Are we taking bets to see how long they last?”

      “Not this time,” I say, reaching over and getting a cookie of my own.

      Sherlock gives a sharp bark. Incoming! Right behind you, Bizzy!

      I turn in time to see none other than Mackenzie Woods heading in through the back door. Her hair is windblown, and her crimson coat is cinched tightly at the waist.

      “Bizzy, Emmie”—she hisses as she pulls out the chair with Sugar and Fish in it, and I quickly scoop them up as she falls into the seat—“you have to help me.”

      Em leans in, amused. “What is it?”

      Fish and Sugar growl over at Mack.

      I can’t blame them. They were just taking a moment to indulge in a perfectly good nap when she just about squashed them.

      Mack yanks open her coat a notch as her cheeks pique with color. She looks as if she’s cooking alive, and if memory serves correct, Mackenzie always broke out in a sweat when her nerves were getting the best of her.

      “I don’t know if I can do it,” she pants. “My wedding is less than a few days away, and I’m not even sure I can walk down the aisle.”

      Good grief, Fish growls. They’re a couple of peas in a pod. Go ahead, Bizzy. Prop her up and get it over with.

      “Cold feet?” Jasper offers a knowing grin her way.

      “Aren’t you the apt detective,” she snips. “Yes, I’ve got cold feet. I never thought I’d get hitched. Heck, I never thought I was the marrying kind. And now look at me.” She thrusts her engagement ring my way. “I’m about to tie myself at the hip to your brother, of all people.”

      Emmie clucks her tongue. “If it’s that painful to you, then by all means call it off. Save both him and you the trouble.”

      Leo frowns over at her. “This isn’t like you, Mack. You’re surefooted in everything you undertake. You said yes to the guy for a reason.”

      “I proposed to the guy for a reason,” she corrects.

      Technically, they proposed to each other at the very same time more or less.

      Leo shakes his head as he and Jasper get back to the task at hand.

      “Have a shot of whiskey and get to bed,” Leo says. “It’s getting late. You’re probably overworked. Your mind needs to unwind.”

      “What do you think, Bizzy?” Mack all but rattles my arm and the cats shake right along with me.

      “What do I think about Dr. Granger’s whiskey prescription? I say take two shots and call my brother in the morning.”

      She takes a moment to glower at me. “About the wedding, Bizzy. Should I go through with it?”

      “Do you love him?” This pop quiz is starting to sound familiar. “Can you see a future with him? Or turn the question around. Can you see a future without him?”

      Mack’s lips twitch. “Yes, yes, no. God help me, I really love that man even if he does have a smart-aleck remark for just about everything. You do realize, Hux doesn’t have a serious bone in his body.”

      Fish purrs, That’s what makes Uncle Hux so fun.

      Sugar looks my way. Is that why you kissed him, Bizzy? He is a looker.

      Oh, good grief. I knew it was a mistake for Jasper to snitch me out to the pets last night, even if he was laughing about it.

      I wasn’t laughing.

      And now Sugar thinks I was putting the moves on my brother, of all people.

      Gross, gag, yuck.

      “He doesn’t have a serious bone in his body,” I echo. “He’s marrying you, isn’t he?” I wince. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”

      “I don’t think I would have respected you if you did.” Mackenzie tugs her purse over her shoulder.

      “Look, Mack. If you love my brother, and want to be there until his dying breath, or yours, then take the plunge. Marriage doesn’t degrade a relationship, it makes things better. Jasper and I feel closer and far more intimate than ever before.”

      She nods. “I can tell by that kiss he gave me, he’s pretty into you.” She gives a sly wink. “All right. I’m in. I’m marrying Huxley Baker because I can’t live without him.” She exhales, and a goofy grin takes over her face. “I’m going to be a bride.” She giggles like a madwoman as she rises out of her seat. “I’ll be wearing pearls, so those are off-limits to you, Bizzy.” She snatches up a handful of red velvet cookies. “Jasper, if you could wear a black tie for the family photos, it would be appreciated. Hux is wearing red, and I want him to stand out.”

      Emmie shakes her head at our old friend. “I can’t believe you, of all people, are going to be the next Mrs. Huxley Baker.”

      “I’m not going to be a Baker,” she corrects as she takes a bite.

      “Ah”—Leo muses—“you’ll be pulling a page out of Bizzy’s wedding playbook and become Mrs. Mackenzie Woods Baker.”

      “Nope.” Mack snatches one last cookie. “Just Woods. I’m marrying the guy, not stealing his identity. Solve that homicide, Detective. I’d like Cider Cove killer-free on the day I say I do.” She glances my way. “Who are we kidding? Do your thing, Bizzy, before I do mine. Ta-ta.” She speeds off before we can give her a proper sendoff.

      “Enjoy the whiskey,” Emmie calls after her.

      “My work here is done,” I say.

      “Not so fast.” Emmie flicks her fingers at the laptop, and Jasper spins it our way. “Let’s see if we can spot anything.”

      Leo ticks his head to the side. “There’s nothing to see, but give it a go.”

      The footage rolls from the night of the killing, and both Sugar and Fish perk to attention and watch right along with us.

      First, we’re treated to the security camera that captures the action at the front of the inn. We see Bobbie running after Chip, and then they quickly drift out of the frame. Diane comes out shortly thereafter with Gizmo, followed by Keegan Merritt. Each of them is headed in the same direction. Each of them falls out of the frame of the security camera one by one. No sign of Tiger leaving the inn, but after a small spate of time, Tiger is seen walking past the fountain that sits between the front doors of the inn and the back exit of the ballroom.

      “Okay.” I nod to Jasper. “Let’s see the footage from the cottage.”

      He cues it up and spins the laptop back around.

      The world looking out from our tiny cottage looks spherical as our camera does its best to capture the widest shot possible.

      Jasper peers over the top of the laptop. “In the lower left-hand area of the frame, you’ll see the bottom of a pink gown wafting in and out of the screen. That’s Bobbie.”

      Sure enough, the lower half of her gown pops into view, and it almost looks as if she’s dancing as she takes a few steps forward then a few steps back. A dark shadow suddenly appears to her right. Something pale freckles the screen by her feet, and then she’s out of the frame again.

      “I guess you’re right,” I say. “Nothing new there.”

      Nothing but Bobbie dancing in front of my cottage—dancing with death.

      And something about the sight doesn’t sit well with me.

      Someone drove her to that fancy footwork, the very same person who attempted to end her life.

      Tiger is right, I should speak to Lacey again. But I have a feeling I should speak to Bobbie again, too.

      And I’ll do just that tomorrow.

      Here’s hoping that one of them dances me right into the path of the killer.
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      After a long night with Jasper, I can hardly keep my eyes open this morning as I stumble into the foyer of the inn, coffee in hand. Sugar, Fish, and Sherlock Bones all trot dutifully by my side with their heads up, shoulders back as they prepare for the duties as the official greeters of the Country Cottage Inn.

      The inn has been voted the most pet friendly resort in all of Maine, and it’s a title I’ve been proud of. Not only do we allow pets to stay in the rooms with the guests, but we have an animal sitting service in the back called Critter Corner. It’s the first thing I instated when I was hired all those years ago. And now that I’m the proud owner of the inn, I’d love to start offering grooming services as well.

      The twin doors at the entry to the inn have been festooned with wreaths comprised of tiny red and pink hearts, and the reception counter is outlined with heart-shaped lights. Everything is going exactly as it should in preparation for the day we adulate love—with the exception of an arrest.

      After dinner last night, Jasper and I went back to the cottage and began to do a little research of our own, but it had nothing to do with the case. Let’s just say we were working on improving our nonverbal communication skills with one another.

      Who knew Jasper Wilder’s body had such great things to say?

      Me, that’s who.

      Jordy heads this way with his toolbox in one hand and a cookie in the other.

      “Heads-up, Bizzy. Don’t go near the Valentine’s Day tree.”

      My mouth rounds out with delight. “You put the tree up?” I take a few steps toward the windows to the right of the reception counter, and sure enough, a tall, white, Christmas tree stands proudly. Each branch is entwined with pink and red twinkle lights, and hung on each bow is a red glittering heart. “Jordy, it looks amazing! You did a great—”

      The sound of giggling comes from somewhere behind it, and I glance down to see two pairs of shoes on the other side of the white behemoth. I don’t hesitate making my way over, and a sickly groan comes from me once I see the horrific sight.

      Nessa and Grady are intertwined as they rather aggressively give one another mouth-to-mouth resuscitation—because I refuse to believe it’s anything else.

      I clear my throat and they part ways, nearly knocking every heart off that tree in the process.

      “Lord!” I cover my ears with my hands, and both Fish and Sherlock scamper in this direction.

      What is it? Fish yowls while Sherlock gets straight to barking.

      Nessa stumbles back, looking as if she just got caught with her lips in the cookie jar.

      Grady gives a sheepish nod while passing me by. “Morning, Bizzy.”

      “Not so fast.” I step in front of him and block his path. “What are the two of you thinking? This goes completely against our no dating co-workers policy.”

      The two of them exchange a glance.

      “Actually”—Nessa hitches a dark curl behind her ear—“we checked and there is no such policy.”

      “What?” I glance back to Jordy, and he sheds a quick grin my way.

      “Hire some hotties for me, would you?” He turns around to take off. “Congrats, you two. Just a heads-up. Room thirteen is empty.”

      “Ooh.” Nessa’s eyes grow wide as she looks to Grady, and it takes everything I’ve got to keep from swatting her.

      “No oohing allowed. And room thirteen is strictly off-limits to the two of you. What are you thinking? You’re just friends. Remember? You don’t want to ruin a perfectly good friendship, do you? And Nessa, if things go sideways, you’re going to hate coming to work.”

      She chokes in response. “Well, what about him? Isn’t he going to hate coming to work if things go sideways?”

      “He’s a guy, Nessa. He’s easily distracted. No offense, Grady.”

      “No offense taken.” He nods to a crowd that just bustled down the stairs. “In fact, the guests are distracting me right now. I’ll take care of them.” He zips off, and I step in close to Nessa.

      “You’re not serious about him, are you? We both know Grady is a playboy. He’s been known to mine the phone numbers of the female guests for his private purposes. An offense worthy of termination by the way.”

      She makes a face. “You’d never fire him, and you know it. Besides, now that he’s dating me, those phone numbers will never be used again. He’s only got eyes for me.”

      She takes off for the reception counter, and I shudder to think how and when this will end. I’m all too familiar with Grady’s track record. Things aren’t exactly leaning in Nessa’s favor with this one.

      Sherlock barks and jumps just as Georgie and Juni head this way. Georgie looks cheerful in a purple kaftan, and Juni looks stylish, and yet slightly uncomfortable, in a leather pantsuit.

      “Off to work, girls?” I pin a smile on my face and force all thoughts of my co-workers locking lips out of my mind.

      “Nah.” Juni sniffs. “We’re playing hooky. Your mama is steering the ship solo today.”

      “Solo?” I cringe at the thought of my mother running an entire retail shop on her own. “Good thing she’s okay with day drinking.”

      Georgie waves me off. “The last time we left her alone for the day, she claims she forgot to turn the sign on the door around. It said we were closed all day.”

      Juni nods. “And the time before that, she claims to have forgotten to unlock the front doors.”

      “Let’s hope she doesn’t forget to pay the rent at the end of the month,” I say. “So where are you two ladies off to?”

      “That’s what we came to ask you.” Juni juts her head forward. “Who’s next on the suspect list?”

      “I’m all out of suspects, but I do need to track down Bobbie and Lacey.”

      No sooner do the words leave my lips than both Juni and Georgie are tapping over their phones like mad.

      “Ah-ha!” Juni holds up her phone with triumph. “Tonight at seven-thirty there’s an end-of-life bash for Chip at a place called the Village Kitchen in Rose Glen. Both Bobbie and Lacey will be there.”

      “The Village Kitchen?” I blink back as my mind does its best to retrace where I last heard that name. “That’s the food kitchen where Chip had a spot on the board. Jasper was telling me they help feed the hungry. And I do believe Jasper mentioned the fact Chip had an office there, too. All right, girls. Seven-thirty. It looks as if we’ve got a date with destiny.”

      Georgie threads her arm through her daughter’s. “Come on, kid. Let’s get pampered before our big night out on the town. Where there’s a free meal, there’s a smorgasbord of men. I’m getting my hair done.”

      “I’m getting my lips done,” Juni is quick to tell her. “Dr. Buggywhip said he’d plump my kisser for free anytime I wanted.”

      “Ooh, I’m going to get my kisser plumped up, too.” Georgie turns my way. “How about you, Bizzy?”

      “No thanks. I like my kisser just the way it is.”

      “Suit yourself,” Juni says as they head for the door. “But fair warning, men won’t be able to resist our lips once we’ve fluffed our puckers. Jasper can’t be blamed for his actions once he sees us.”

      “In that case, I’d better give him a pass.”

      They take off, and I don’t waste any time in texting my handsome hubby.

      Hot date tonight, you and me at the Village Kitchen, seven-thirty.

      He texts right back. See you there. I’ll head straight over from Seaview.

      Perfect. Just FYI, Juni and Georgie’s kissable lips are off-limits to you.

      My phone lights up again. Fine. But that means your brother’s kissable lips are off-limits to you. Turnabout is fair play.

      “Jasper thinks he’s funny,” I say to my furry menagerie circling around the Valentine’s Day tree. Two want to climb it, and one is itching to pee on it. And I certainly didn’t need to be a mind reader to know that.

      I glance out the window, at the frost clinging to our world. It’s icy cold in Cider Cove, almost as cold as the killer running around on the loose.

      He or she thinks they’re in the clear.

      They think they’ve gotten away with murder.

      I’m about to prove them wrong on both counts, and hopefully I’ll do it tonight.
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      The Village Kitchen is located in downtown Rose Glen near the city park. And since throngs of people have showed up for the event, most of the overflow is milling around outside in the snow as a jazz band plays from the sidewalk.

      The Village Kitchen is a giant cafeteria, brightly lit with a boisterous crowd inside. The tangy scent of tomato sauce lights up our senses as just about everyone in here is holding a bowl of spaghetti and meatballs.

      Next to the entry sits a large framed picture of Bobbie and Chip on their wedding day. They both glow with joy and their happiness is palpable. I crane my neck into the crowd, and right off the bat I spot Bobbie and Lacey talking to a small group of women. Come to think of it, women are the vast majority here.

      “Would you look at this?” Juni snips through her bloated kisser.

      As it turns out, both Juni and Georgie’s kissers have fluffed up ten times their natural size, and oddly enough, they look far too swollen to do any kissing.

      “There’s not a man in sight,” Juni grunts.

      “I want my money back,” Georgie shouts to no one in particular. “How are we supposed to wrangle up some dates for the big dance tomorrow night?”

      “Don’t worry, Mama,” Juni snorts. “My testosterone antennae just went up. I see a man up front doling out the mashed potatoes. I’d best head over and claim the gravy before he’s scooped up. With all these women fighting over one man, things could get ugly.”

      “You go get yours, hon. And don’t come back without some eats. If you find a man with some real meatballs, you send him my way.” She pulls me to the right. “Come on, Biz. It’s showtime.”

      Georgie ushers us right into the nexus of Bobbie and Lacey’s holy huddle. Bobbie hardly looks like the grieving widow with her purple dress with its shapely form. And Lacey looks toasty, bundled in a baby blue sweater and matching jeans.

      Bobbie gasps as she sees me.

      “Bizzy!” She wraps her arms around me as if we were old friends. “Oh, please tell me you have Sugar with you? I’m ready for her to come home.”

      “No, actually, sorry, she’s at my cottage with my cat and dog. But don’t worry. They’re all getting along just fine.” The truth is, once they heard that this was akin to a funeral, none of them wanted to tag along for the ride. And yet it’s virtually a party scene—not to mention there are meatballs dropping to the floor at an alarming rate. They could have used Sherlock’s help in keeping this place tidy.

      “Don’t apologize.” She waves the idea off. “I’m the one that needs to apologize. But I’m all better now, so I’ll pick her up tomorrow night after the event.” And then we’re off to my mother’s for some real R&R.

      “I’ll be sad to see her go.”

      Georgie nods over to Lacey. “How’s it going, Toots? You ready for the big shindig tomorrow night? Did you get ordained so you can marry those crazy kids?”

      Lacey’s mouth falls open. “I completely forgot. I guess I’ll have to find a minister to take my place.”

      “Don’t look any further.” Georgie waves a hand in the air. “They don’t call me Madame Matrimony for nothing. I married this kid off right here.” She hitches her head my way. “And she and her hubby are still standing.” Georgie rolls her eyes. “For how long, who knows? All I can do is make it legal. It’s up to her to bring the heat to the bedroom.” She leans their way. “Rumor has it, the air is frigid in that little love den of theirs.”

      “Georgie.” I laugh as I look to the older woman by my side. “That is not true at all.”

      “What’s not true?” Diane Regal crops up in our circle, and we exchange quick hellos.

      Georgie shrugs her way. “I was just telling the girls here about Bizzy’s ho-hum love life. She’s a newlywed, you know. Rumor has it, her husband is already looking for an alternate route down the highway of love.”

      “Oh, he is not.” I can’t help but roll my eyes. “Don’t listen to her, Diane. My husband and I are just fine in and out of the bedroom.”

      Diane laughs. “It’s nothing that chapter fourteen can’t cure in Bobbie and Lacey’s new book, the Perfect Pairing Checklist. In fact, we’ll be selling copies tomorrow night right at the entry to the ballroom.” We’ve got to get ’em coming and going if I’m ever going to get my money back. She takes a moment to glower at Bobbie. Who in the heck doesn’t list their spouse on their own life insurance policy?

      What?

      Diane shakes her head at her old friend. Not that I’m buying anything Bobbie Buckingham is selling anymore. As soon as I get my sixty grand back, she’ll never see the likes of me again.

      Huh.

      I examine Bobbie a moment. She doesn’t seem all that broken up about Chip’s death. Or over the fact he supposedly didn’t name her as his beneficiary. I’m starting to side with Diane. I’m not so sure I believe Bobbie regarding the life insurance policy. Obviously, she doesn’t want to give the poor woman what she owes her. And the thought of it boils my blood.

      “No way.” Bobbie wags a glossy pink fingernail my way. “Bizzy gets a book for free. She’s still caring for Sugar.” She shakes her head. “I owe you much more than a book. How about this? Lacey and I will do another conference at the inn, come spring.”

      “Spring fling!” Lacey belts it out as if they were a couple of teenagers ready to embark on Spring Break. “And don’t worry, Bizzy. We’ll make sure to invite our listeners from out of town to really pack the inn for you. It’s the least we can do in exchange for free use of the ballroom.”

      My mouth opens, but not a sound comes out. “You’re welcome.” Definitely not the sound I was hoping I’d make. I can’t believe my sister is the one that got this disastrous and costly ball rolling. Teaches me to do her one tiny favor. Her tiny favor is about to injure the inn’s bottom line.

      Bobbie elbows Lacey. “There he is,” she whispers as she nods to someone across the room, and both Georgie and I follow their gaze until we spot Tiger Caldwell looking spiffy in a light gray suit that sets off the come hither in his eyes.

      A half a dozen girls are already dripping off of him, and one of them happens to be my sister.

      A quiet laugh strums from Bobbie. “I told you he’d show.”

      “Yeah, well, he showed up with a date.” Lacey makes a face. “At least it’s not Keegan.”

      “Why would it be Keegan?” Bobbie looks physically ill at the mention of the girl. “I bet you dollars to donuts she’s home crying in her soup.” Crying over a husband that was never hers, nor ever would be. Her expression hardens. I’m not sure what I would do if I saw her here tonight. Let’s just hope she steers clear for both our sakes.

      So Bobbie still thinks Chip’s mistress is Keegan.

      And I bet dollars to donuts she’s right. I can’t imagine how she must feel. Not only did she lose her husband, but just moments before he died, she found out he was a cheat.

      Hey? I wonder if Keegan has any experience with guns?

      A thought comes to me. “Bobbie”—I say her name lower than a whisper as if I was unsure if I wanted her to hear it—“that gun you had the night that Chip died, who else knew that you were carrying a weapon with you?”

      This might narrow the pool of suspects quicker than a gunshot.

      “Everyone,” Lacey answers for her. “We talked about it on one of our podcasts called Safely Pairing. In fact, we’re both big proponents of carrying a concealed weapon.”

      “Hear that, Bizzy?” Georgie grips me by the arm. “These women are walking time bombs. Just give any one of them a wayward look and they’re liable to blow my kisser right off my face before I get any mileage out of it.” She looks to Bobbie and Lacey. “No offense, girls, but couldn’t you drum up a couple of cute men to take our minds off our own mortality for a couple of hours?”

      “Georgie.” I shake my head at her, hoping she’ll take a hint and put a lid on that bloated kisser before I’m forced to shove a shoe in it.

      “Don’t you Georgie me.” Her words come out thick and clunky no thanks to her puffy pout. “I got dolled up for a good time. And everyone at the senior center knows a funeral is where it’s at if a girl really wants to have fun.”

      “Georgie”—I whisper—“you don’t belong to any senior center.”

      She gives a long blink. “That’s never stopped me from partying with the in-crowd.” She leans toward Bobbie. “And by in-crowd, I mean in-ground. Well, sometimes, they opt for the mausoleum, but personally I look forward to being one with nature someday. So what did you do with the mister’s body? Let me guess. It was the furnace for him after the way he treated you. I can’t blame you. I’ve sizzled a few husbands myself for less transgressions.”

      I take a quick breath as I turn her toward he crowd. “There’s a meatball calling my name, why don’t you get one for me?”

      “Get your own meatballs, sis.” She wrangles out of my grasp just as Macy and Tiger step this way. “Speaking of meatballs, I’d love to take a juicy bite out of that one.” She nods to Macy. “Way to go, kid. Try not to take a page out of your sister’s playbook. Word on the street is she wears flannel to bed.”

      I do, but in my defense, it’s one of Jasper’s flannel shirts, and he happens to like me in it. I think.

      “Well, well,” Lacey purrs. “If it isn’t Macy, the tiger tamer, and our favorite big cat. Careful, Macy”—she wags a finger playfully at my big sis—“rumor has it, this cat bites.”

      “Oh, he does.” Macy nods with that bored look she gives when she’s being sardonic. “In all the right places.”

      Georgie leans my way. “Bet you’re sorry you ended up playing seven minutes in heaven with your brother instead of this guy.”

      “Eww.” Macy swats me for no good reason. “Tell me the rumors aren’t true. You did not make out with our brother.”

      My mouth opens and closes. “It was an accident.”

      Everyone in our small circle frowns my way, and I could swear I just heard someone hissing at me from behind.

      Macy straightens. “Have no fear, girls.” She smears a tight smile to Lacey and Bobbie. “Unlike my sister, I am not a freak of nature. Tiger will be my official plus one tomorrow night.”

      Lacey averts her eyes at the thought. It’s probably for the better. Although, I’ll need a date before the big event or the sheeple we’re leading toward the Valentine’s Day slaughter might actually accuse me of not practicing what I preach. And with Bobbie off the hook this year, it’s up to me alone to paddle this loveless canoe.

      I guess she’s feeling pressured to find a plus one for tomorrow night. And ironically, the pressure is coming from her own platform.

      A thought hits me. “You know, Lacey, my best friend’s brother works at the inn, and he’s hoping to find a date by tomorrow night.” I whip out my phone and quickly flash a picture of him her way and her lips part as she ogles him.

      “Oh, that boy is already taken—by me.” She laughs, and the rest of us laugh along with her.

      Macy tips her head my way. “Good to know you’re holding strong with that whole brother theme. Too bad ours is getting married tomorrow night.”

      “I’m not laughing,” I say.

      “I’m not being funny.”

      Diane pats her belly. “I’d better go fill up while there are still meatballs to be had.” She looks to Bobbie and Lacey. “Girls, you’d better eat, too. You’ll need to get your energy up for tomorrow. You’ll have to show up an hour early for the book signing.” And if we’re still in the red by tomorrow night, they’ll both have to go back to selling insurance. Lord knows those empty words they’re spewing into the world aren’t racking up the dollars. She looks to Georgie and me. “I’ll see you both mañana.”

      “Feel free to bring Gizmo,” I tell her. “Sherlock, Fish, and especially Sugar are looking forward to seeing him again.”

      “Great. At least this way I won’t be without a date. I’d bring my husband, but he’s in bed by seven.”

      Georgie gives a commiserating nod as she points my way. “And her husband wishes he could get her in bed at any hour.”

      A nervous laugh escapes the poor woman as she makes her escape.

      “Would you stop?” I say to the mumbling menace.

      Georgie narrows her eyes over mine. “When was the last time you said those words, Bizzy? Be honest. Was it last night?”

      Bobbie chortles as she shakes her head our way. “Georgie, you are adorable.” At least Chip has stopped his foray into fornicating with someone other than his wife. And that’s exactly why we’re all here today. “Attention, ladies!” she calls out. “Let’s get those bodies moving and grooving. This is a celebration, after all.” She sashays her way into the crowd while shaking her hips to the sound of the jazz band, and Lacey tips her head back as she watches.

      Too bad these women don’t realize this is exactly where their hopeless hearts will lead them one day. Lacey laughs to herself. A cheating louse of a husband, lying cold in a grave, and wife with over one million shiny new reasons to celebrate. Now that is a love story I can get behind.

      She takes off, and I scoff in her wake.

      It sounds as if Bobbie did get that life insurance payout.

      I guess she lied to Diane after all. Or maybe there was a mix-up and Bobbie will make good on that money she owes her yet?

      “Come on, kiddo.” Georgie bumps her hips to mine. “I’ll show you a few dirty dance moves you can incorporate into your routine. There might be hope for you yet.”

      She bops off into the crowd, bumping hips with anyone who stands in her way.

      A pair of arms wraps themselves around me from behind, and a familiar spiced cologne takes over my senses.

      “I’ll give you a hint who this is,” a deep voice strums in my ear. “It’s not your brother.”

      “You’re hilarious,” I say, turning around and looking into Jasper Wilder’s eyes, the exact color of lightning in a bottle. “There’s a nasty rumor going around that I’m frigid.”

      His brows narrow playfully. “For the sake of your honor, I’ll help you dispel them. Your side of the bed or mine?”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of Chip Buckingham’s office.”

      Jasper offers up a genuine frown, but he doesn’t say a word.

      Most likely because he knows I won’t listen.

      Sometimes not saying a word is the best form of communication of all.

      The mysteries are piling up.

      Here’s hoping Chip himself will end a few of those for us, by way of a paper trail.

      And hopefully, the mystery of the unnamed mistress will end tonight.
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      Jasper Wilder’s detective skills are bar none when it comes to hunting down Chip Buckingham’s office.

      The Village Kitchen not only owns the spacious eatery, but it owns the entire building. Chip’s office is on the second floor and overlooks the park across the street, laden with snow as the moonlight softly kisses it with a pale shade of blue. The din of voices from down below, along with the clang of the band, vibrates through the windows in muted tones.

      “What’s our cover if we get caught? It’d be nice to keep our stories straight,” he says, turning his phone into a flashlight. Thankfully, there’s enough moonlight seeping in, so we’re not totally in the dark without it.

      “Georgie Conner.” It comes out with an edge that clues him in on the fact I’m not all that pleased with her. “Not only do we have her to thank for our cover, but we can thank her for spreading the news of my frigidity so efficiently that even I almost believe it.”

      “I believe it,” Jasper says, taking a seat behind the desk and opening up the top drawer.

      “What?”

      “Yup,” he says, pulling open the filing cabinet to his right. “And I’ll continue to believe it until you prove to me otherwise. Georgie Conner is a reputable woman. What she says goes.” He plucks a file out and begins to examine it.

      “Lucky for us she’s reputable. And I think that translates to lucky for you.” I wiggle my way into his lap and peruse that file right along with him. “Hey, look! These are receipts of some kind.”

      “Bogus receipts.” He points to the top where we see Caldwell Enterprises printed on the letterhead. “It’s an alibi file. If Bobbie ever got suspicious, he could whip these out and extinguish any suspicions she might have.”

      “That is low. And an awful lot of work. But then, Bobbie is a smart woman. If she smelled trouble, he’d be sunk without these or it would be game over.”

      “Exactly.” He fishes out a few more files, and it’s filled with statements from the Rose Glen City Bank. “Jackpot.”

      “Ooh, I can’t wait to dig in.” And dig in we do, right up until we find a pattern. “Jasper, he was cashing the checks Bobbie gave him and trading them for cold-hard cash.”

      “You can’t trace paper money.”

      “Then why keep the receipts?”

      “Good question. I’m betting he wasn’t the brightest bulb.”

      Jasper and I dig through all of the drawers in sight and only come up with a couple more files. We each take one and thumb through them.

      “Look at this,” I whisper. “It’s receipts from a management company.”

      “Bingo. I bet this will lead straight to the mystery women he’s funding.”

      “It says Morgan Capital Management. Each month there’s a receipt for twenty-seven hundred dollars for property number 1505 and next to that the word Barron.” I groan. “Why do I get the feeling we’re not getting the address out of this thing? It’s as if it’s encrypted. I bet the management company is run by cheats, for cheats.”

      “Nothing would surprise me,” Jasper says, flicking his fingers my way. “Can I see your phone?”

      I hand it to him, and he takes pictures of each and every sheet.

      “Why my phone and not yours?”

      “Because I don’t want to go to prison one day for doing things I wasn’t supposed to be doing.”

      “You’re right. Besides, I’d probably fare better in prison than you would. Good thinking throwing me under the bus.”

      A dark chuckle expels from him as he switches off the flashlight on his phone, and the room falls dark once again save for the moonlight.

      I lean in and nuzzle my lips close to his ear. “And what would this part of the investigation be called?”

      “The fun part.” His lips dot a string of kisses up my neck.

      “Real quick, let’s recap our suspects.”

      He pulls back and a breath expires from him. “I’m beginning to think the things Georgie says about you have a kernel of truth to them. Who’s on first?”

      “Keegan Merritt,” I say. “Bobbie suspects her as Chip’s unofficial plus one. And when I talked to Keegan, she admitted that not only was she his personal secretary, but he utilized her services as a professional cuddler. I think she’s full of it. We both know what happens when a man and a woman cuddle for hours.”

      “They fall asleep?”

      I give his chest a quick shove. “They get creative in their cuddling endeavors. Chip was a man’s man, Keegan is beautiful. It seems unbelievable that he was paying her to hug him for hours on end and nothing more.”

      “I agree. Who’s next?”

      “Tiger Caldwell.” I shrug. “Chip owed him money. And Chip used him as a cover. I guess if Bobbie ever got suspicious and wondered what Chip was doing with all that cash, he could say he was funneling it to Tiger.”

      “But why would Tiger want to kill him?”

      “He did say he owed him big money and that he almost went bankrupt over it.”

      “And there’s our motive.”

      “Oh, and another thing we need to look into is the life insurance policy,” I say. “Lacey alluded to the fact Bobbie received a million dollars. And yet, Bobbie told Diane she wasn’t the recipient of the policy.”

      He nods. “Okay. I’ll try to make headway with the Rose Glen City Bank. He had an account there. They might have info on the policy.”

      “Then there’s Diane.” I lean back as I consider her. “Bobbie owes her a ton of money. And she knew about the insurance policy. Hey? What if Diane tried to frame Bobbie for shooting Chip—knowing that she’d survive and that she’d probably end up getting her money back once she cashed the policy?”

      Jasper blows out a breath. “I suppose anything is possible, but wouldn’t her dog have told you as much?”

      “Only if he heard her talk about it.” I relax against him. “Maybe I’ll talk to Gizmo one more time just to be sure I have the story straight.”

      “He might have been distracted with bacon that night. Don’t forget, Georgie was on the loose,” he says, wrapping my arms around him. “Speaking of Georgie, I believe there are some rumors we need to dispel.”

      “And an alibi to shore up.”

      And we do just that.

      But I have a feeling we’re not the first to christen Chip Buckingham’s office.

      If we can only be certain the mystery woman is Keegan, she might just lead straight to the killer, if she’s not the killer herself.

      Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day.

      Maybe I’ll give her a personal invite to the not-so-little shindig taking place in the ballroom.

      Cupid might be aiming his arrow at those looking for love, but I’m aiming mine straight for a suspect.

      Here’s hoping I strike the killer right through their ice-cold heart.
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      That infamous day that adulates love has finally arrived, and the entire inn is buzzing with excitement.

      Jordy and I spent all afternoon making sure that the ballroom was a hot pink glittering spectacle per Bobbie and Lacey’s wishes.

      Ironically, before I ever set foot into the ballroom, I called Keegan Merritt and set up her cuddling services for Jordy tonight, right here at the Perfect Pairing shindig. Odd, I know, considering I had already sold him off to Lacey. But I needed a cover to segue into getting Keegan to show up so I could ask her a few questions. I let her know that the event was open to the public and she shouldn’t let anyone bully her into not heading over. She said she’d think about it.

      Diane and Lacey were here for hours this morning setting up clues and prizes for the scavenger hunt, and now that evening has finally descended upon us there are throngs of women running to and fro, laughing and squealing, as they hunt for the next object on their list. And judging by the sand that’s tracking over the floors, they have them running all over the cove as well.

      I just hopped over to my cottage and slipped into a red lace dress with a sweetheart neckline that cuts off above the knee. I figured I could change into the wonky quilt dress Mackenzie and Gwyneth picked out for me, just before the ceremony. And no sooner do I step back into the foyer of the inn than I see canoodling in one another’s arms, Nessa and Grady.

      Next to them it’s a free-for-all for Georgie’s sea glass ornaments as couples take them and head for the Valentine’s Day tree by the window. So much for Georgie raking in ten bucks a pop. But I’m not worried about the larceny taking place.

      Sugar mewls as she nuzzles up against my chest, Aren’t they adorable?

      Fish hisses, Bizzy doesn’t approve. I can tell by that beady-eyed look she’s giving them.

      “I’m not giving them a beady-eyed look,” I whisper. “I’m trying to come to terms with the fact that my guests will most likely be treated to this scene each time they walk over to the reception counter.”

      Sherlock growls, Go ahead and fire them if you want to, Bizzy. They can’t even lick one another properly. Fish and I can take over their duties at the inn.

      Fish yowls, We can’t take over their duties. We don’t have opposable thumbs. Besides, who would want to stand on their feet for eight hours straight?

      It’s ten hours. Sherlock gives a soft bark. I’ve heard Grady say that Bizzy works them like dogs.

      Lovely.

      Grady’s hands grope their way around Nessa’s body and I groan.

      “All right, you two. I’d say get a room, but I’m afraid you’ll take me up on it.”

      Grady and Nessa part ways with goofy grins.

      “Room thirteen is still available,” Grady says as he winks over at Nessa. “Don’t worry, Bizzy. I’m kidding.” He shakes his head over at Nessa because clearly he’s not. “Why don’t you two head to the dance? I’ll work the desk tonight.”

      “Really?” Nessa’s eyes grow wide. “Thank you, Grady. I’ll find some way to make it up to you.” She moves in close and licks her lips his way before taking off for the ballroom and Sherlock follows after her.

      “That was nice,” I say. “All right. At some point in the night, when you hear a nice slow song bellowing over the speakers, go ahead and put up the sign.”

      The sign in question lets the guests know that we’ve stepped away from the desk, but if they’re in need of service to call or text. And the number it leads to happens to be mine. It’s the same sign I put up each night when I go to bed.

      “A slow song?” He looks completely baffled by my suggestion.

      “Yeah, you know, one you and Nessa can dance to as a couple. It’s Valentine’s Day. It would be a perfectly romantic gesture. Nessa would love it.”

      Grady tugs his lips to his side. “I guess I could. But Nessa and I are just having fun. Trust me. She doesn’t care about a silly dance.” Unless we’re dancing in the sheets. That goofy smile floats back to his lips.

      Fish pats my chest with her paw. This is going to end badly, isn’t it?

      “You got that right,” I whisper.

      I speed my way over to the ballroom and the chandeliers have been dimmed, the pink twinkle lights give the room a dreamy illumination, and there are bouquets of pink mylar balloons in the shape of hearts hovering over the refreshment table, as well as over the altar that Jordy constructed at the front of the room. Stretched above that, a larger banner with pink shimmering letters reads Welcome to the Perfect Pairing Valentine’s Day Soiree.

      The music is pumping, people are dancing, and it’s wall-to-wall bodies—a surprisingly even split of women and men. It’s clear Bobbie and Lacey’s ardent fans have followed instructions and found themselves a perfect pairing indeed, at least for the night.

      “There’s Bobbie,” I whisper to the cats in my arms.

      Come on, Sugar, Fish says, using my chest as a springboard, and Sugar does the same on her heels. Let’s enjoy our last night together before you get shoved into a purse or something.

      I say we eat cookies! Sugar calls out as the two of them dart underneath the refreshment table.

      Near the back of the room a thick crowd is gathered around both Bobbie and Lacey as they laugh and regale their fans with who knows what. I’ll admit, it’s a little off-putting seeing Bobbie so cheerful so soon after losing her husband. But, then again, she did discover that he had a very terrible secret. And he did—a mistress.

      First thing this morning, Jasper contacted the Morgan Capital Management company and tried to get information on account 1505, but they were stealth in protecting their clients’ personal information, even if their client is no longer with us.

      Emmie tried to help me find all the local addresses marked 1505, but there weren’t any, so that proved to be a dead end. And at the moment, Jasper is trying his best to track down the details of that life insurance policy.

      “Bizzy Baker Wilder,” a cheery voice sings from behind, and I turn to see Emmie with her dark hair swept up, in a little pink dress that hugs her curves, and by her side is Leo Granger in a suit and tie, looking perfectly polished for the romantic evening at hand. They both land a couple of platters brimming with Emmie’s red velvet Valentine-inspired cookies onto the table, and in less than a few seconds half of the cookies disappear. “You look amazing, Bizzy. In fact, everything looks amazing.” Her eyes narrow over mine. “What’s the matter?”

      “She’s thinking about the case.” Leo offers a short-lived smile my way. “I didn’t have to read your mind, Bizzy. I just know you’re wired that way. You and Jasper are eerily alike, you know that?”

      “So much alike we don’t know a thing about one another,” I tease.

      That couple’s game we played at the Match Box may have thrown us a curveball, but I won’t lie, it’s been working in our favor. Since then, we’ve found far more creative ways to communicate. My body is just itching to have a conversation with Jasper’s as soon as he gets here. And I plan to kick off the conversation with a slow dance.

      Leo winces. “Unfortunately, I just did read your mind, and I’m regretting it, too.”

      Emmie snaps her fingers. “I always miss the good stuff. So who do you think the killer is, Biz?”

      I shake my head. “It’s your first Valentine’s Day as a couple. I’m not ruining it by talking about a murder investigation. It’s too soon for the two of you to want to kill each other,” I tease before leaning her way. “Just let me know when and I’ll have a foolproof homicide plotted out that will leave the authorities stumped until well after we’re dead and gone.”

      “Easy.” Leo frowns. “But I agree, we should change the subject.”

      “Exactly,” I say. “I’d much rather talk about the two of you. So when’s the big day? I mean, we are about to witness a double wedding. You must be thinking about your own big day.”

      Emmie nods. “We’re thinking this summer. Last Saturday in June.”

      “You picked a date!” I squeal while pulling my bestie in for a firm embrace. “Oh, I’m so happy for you. That doesn’t give us much time. We’re going to have to put everything into overdrive. We have so much to talk about—the dress, the flowers, the cake.”

      “And I’m looking forward to planning it all out with you, my maid of honor. That is, if you’re up for the gig.” She gives a coy wink.

      “I wouldn’t let you get married without me right there by your side. We’ve wanted this forever. I’m so glad you’re finally going to make all of your bridal dreams come true. Have you thought about where you’re going to do the deed?”

      She glances to Leo. “Right here at the inn. I’m taking a cue from you and getting married at the gazebo with the reception at the cove.”

      “That’s perfect,” I beam. “Now if we play our cards right, we can have kids at the very same time.”

      “They’re going to be besties,” she squeals with tears in her eyes.

      “And who knows?” I give her hands a squeeze. “We might have a boy and girl, and they might even get married.”

      “All right”—Leo’s chest bounces with a laugh as he pulls Emmie to himself—“let’s enjoy the night, before she plans my funeral.”

      “Very funny,” I say as he floats his future bride to the dance floor. And I float myself right over to those red velvet white chocolate chip wonders and snap up a couple.

      A trio of women step into the ballroom, each one of them accompanied with a date and my mouth falls open at the sight.

      Georgie, Juni, and my mother each have a man by their side.

      Georgie has her arms wrapped around the blond man we met at the hospital, Buck. She’s donned a sparkling red kaftan, and he’s donned a red sweatshirt that reads I’m with Cutie.

      Funny, and yet accurate.

      Next to Juni is the barrel-chested man from the train, with his requisite leather vest and a leather jacket to go with it.

      And my mother just may have pulled off the biggest medical coo of the night. Standing by her side is Dr. Bernstein, the chief of surgery at Cider Cove General Hospital.

      “Cookies!” Buck practically knocks Georgie over as he dives into those platters.

      “Welcome to the Country Cottage Inn,” I say to the seemingly happy couples.

      Both the man in leather and Dr. Bernstein offer polite hellos before heading over to the refreshment table themselves.

      “Would you look at us?” Georgie elbows my mother. “Two old broads who have still got it going on. Our milkshakes brought those old dudes to the yard.”

      Mom huffs as she straightens in her cherry red power suit. “If by it, you mean the ability to swipe someone else’s date, then you’d be correct. Georgie, all three of those men showed up for Juni.”

      Juni grunts, “And contrary to popular opinion”—she takes a moment to glare at her mother—“I was taught to share.” She tugs her short leather mini skirt up a notch. Juni’s motto seems to be less is more, at least in the clothing department.

      Georgie gives my mother the stink eye. “Well, I’m happy about the way things worked out. And once Buck gets good and sugared up, I plan on hauling him to my place. If sugar doesn’t work, I’ve got bacon.”

      “Well, if he doesn’t show up, Sherlock will,” I assure her.

      Mom glances over to the refreshment table. “Come on, girls. We’d better squeeze a dance or two in before our dates fall into a sugar coma.”

      I shrug her way. “On the bright side, if there is a medical emergency, your date is fully capable of swooping in and saving the day. You’ve landed yourself a doctor.”

      “A doctor who can’t stop lauding the accolades of a woman by the name of Juniper Moonbeam. I don’t know what she’s got that I don’t have.”

      “Leather skirts.” Georgie nods.

      “Nah.” Juni waves the thought off. “He likes me because I’m limber.”

      “Hear that, Toots?” Georgie butts her arm to my mother’s. “Are you limber?”

      “No, but I’m nimble,” Mom is quick to inform us. “And if he tries to bend me in any unconventional positions, I’ll be showing him exactly how nimble I can be by running straight for my car.”

      “You can’t make a run for it.” I sigh her way. “Not unless you want to miss your son’s wedding.”

      Both Mackenzie and Gwyneth are upstairs in Gwyneth’s room getting ready to their heart’s content. Gwyn moved in over a year ago when her plumbing burst at her place, and she’s been happily living here ever since. And tonight just so happens to be her very last night. I guess all good things must come to an end. And this way I can charge for the room once again.

      Mom shrugs. “I can always hit the next double wedding. It’s clear Huxley has inherited more than his father’s good looks. They share the same passion for collecting brides.”

      Can’t argue with her there.

      The three of them take off to put a cookie moratorium on their dates just as my sister, along with a date of her own, walks in.

      “Macy,” I say as the two of them stride my way. “Tiger, nice to see you again.”

      Macy flashes a toothy grin. “Hey, Biz. We came to prove that it’s not impossible to find your perfect pairing. I can’t wait to share the news with Bobbie and Lacey.” She cranes her neck past me. Maybe they’ll have us on their next podcast? Who knows? This might just lead to me having a podcast of my own.

      Macy stuns in a little black dress that showcases her two greatest assets, both of which look precariously set on a perch—one that they’re liable to fall right off of. Honest to God, it’s a gravity-defying act just to keep those knockers from bouncing to the floor. And Tiger looks more than willing to pounce on those assets, judging by the way his eyes keep floating below her chin.

      He looks ready to light the night on fire in a shiny silver suit, a dark fedora with a striped feather sticking out of it, and a devilish grin on his face that tells me everything I need to know about his intentions with my sister on this night dedicated to all things amorous.

      “Nice to see you, too, Bizzy.” Tiger nods my way. “Any news on the case?”

      That’s right, Jasper outed himself as the lead homicide detective to Tiger on that tawdry train ride.

      “Nothing yet.” A thought occurs to me. “Tiger, I heard Diane mention that Chip didn’t have Bobbie as his beneficiary on his life insurance policy. Why do you think that was?”

      He blinks back. And there you have it. The guy wasn’t all there upstairs. Why in the heck would he leave what little he could contribute to the other woman, of all people? I don’t need a road map. I know for certain he was stupid enough to do just that.

      Tiger closes his eyes a moment and scowls. “I don’t know anything about it.” But I do know I’ll never see my money again. Heck, maybe that’s why he hid the funds? I wouldn’t put it past him. “Excuse me, ladies, those cookies are calling my name.”

      Macy growls at me once he leaves, “Way to put my date in a bad mood.”

      “Please.” I cluck my tongue. “If those cookies don’t cheer him up, I’m sure you’ll find a way to put him in a good mood yourself. Speaking of which, can’t you put your boobs back where they belong? Half the men in here are going to be rooting for them to fall out.”

      “You always miss the point, Bizzy. That’s exactly how I’m going to cheer him up. They’re practically medicinal.”

      She slinks his way, and between my mother and sister, I’m starting to see a medical theme forming. Here’s hoping nothing medical goes down with my brother or father during their nuptials.

      A sharp bark gets my attention from the door, and I spot Diane Regal and her adorable fuzzy friend, Gizmo, as they step on in.

      I head over, and Sherlock beats me to them.

      Hey, Gizmo. Sherlock gives him a nudge on the back. Come on. Fish and I are throwing Sugar a goodbye party under the refreshment table. Great news, it’s raining cookies!

      Cookies! Gizmo barks as they blow past me, and both Diane and I say a quick hello.

      “I guess I’m chopped liver.” She laughs. Diane looks regal indeed in a navy beaded blouse paired with matching slacks and wedges. Her platinum hair is teased just enough, and her smile is accentuated with shiny pink gloss.

      “Well, I don’t think you’re chopped liver. But Sherlock really does like Gizmo. Please feel free to stop by the inn anytime you want. In fact, if you and your husband ever need a getaway, I’ll be sure to set you up with a room. As soon as spring hits, the cove is just beautiful.”

      “I just might take you up on that.”

      I bet Diane knows something about Chip’s mistress. If I only knew the right questions to ask.

      My lips part without my permission. “Diane, do you really think Chip was having an affair with Keegan?”

      “Oh yes.” Her eyes enlarge a moment. “I caught them holding one another. I pulled Keegan to the side and told her to knock it off. It’s not right to touch a married man like that. But she wouldn’t listen. I caught them again after that, too. I’m so sure they were having an affair, I’d bet my life on it.”

      I’m starting to feel the same.

      “And who do you think put the pictures in the envelope?” I ask.

      She lifts her chin as she looks in the direction of the refreshment table. “Let’s just say I have my suspicions.”

      I follow her gaze and gasp. “Tiger?”

      “I didn’t say a word.” But evidently, I didn’t have to. I was never quite sure why he was always trying to divert Chip away from Keegan. I never figured he and Chip were that great of friends that he was trying to save his marriage. Nope. I have a feeling Tiger wanted Keegan for himself. “Excuse me, Bizzy,” she says, taking a few steps away. “I’d better find Gizmo before he gets into trouble.”

      She takes off, and suddenly I’m left wondering why Tiger wanted to divert Chip from Keegan myself. I’m betting it had less to do with the state of Chip’s marriage, or Keegan herself, than it did with the fact he wanted that money Chip owed him.

      I’m about to head over to the testy Tiger just as the woman of the hour steps on in looking like a modern version of Betty Boop. Keegan Merritt has on the requisite little black dress with her hair flowing down her back and her lips drawn in like a perfect bow.

      She trots my way. “I’m here.” A wry smile crests on her lips. “Now where’s this Jordy person?” She glances past me. Who knows? Maybe Cupid will finally get it right, and I’ll meet Mr. Forever.

      She seems so sweet. I have a tough time believing she killed Chip and set Bobbie up as the killer.

      Her eyes slit to nothing. And there’s the little witch now. Figures. Bobbie Buckingham suffers a bullet wound, a dead husband, and a scandal—and she still comes out smelling like a rose.

      Okay, so maybe she’s not so sweet. But in her defense, those were her private thoughts.

      “Easy,” I whisper her way. “You’re staring.”

      She shrugs. “I shouldn’t even be here, Bizzy. But you did say you’d pay my premium.”

      I nod. All five hundred dollars. “I can write you a check now if you like.”

      “No, that’s fine. I’m sure you’re good for it. And I know where to find you.” Her eyes are still pinned on Bobbie and Lacey as she says it. “They’re so fake.”

      “Yeah, well, I guess their personas, real or imagined, serve them well.”

      “Maybe. Too bad it wasn’t serving Chip. He’d probably still be alive if he didn’t feel the need to fool around on the side.”

      Here it is. Now all I need is for her to admit she was the one he was fooling around with.

      “I bet he would be.” I shudder because I’m not so sure about it. “You don’t think that Bobbie knew this other woman, do you? I mean, I looked at those pictures myself. It was hard to tell who it could be.”

      Keegan closes her eyes a moment. “I have a confession to make.”

      And we’re ready for liftoff.

      “It was me in those pictures, Bizzy. It was from one of our cuddling sessions. I have no idea who took those pictures, but I wasn’t the other woman. I guess it doesn’t matter if anyone believes me. But Chip did have a girlfriend. I heard him mention her name once.”

      “What was it?”

      “Jill.” She tosses her hands up, exasperated. “Anyway, he said I didn’t know her, and I guess he was right.”

      Jill? I rifle through my mind for answers on who this could be, but come up empty.

      “You’re sure it’s you in those pictures?” I ask, and she nods without hesitation.

      “That was us in his bedroom. I know that sounds crass. But Bobbie was locked up in that office of hers out back, he didn’t think it was a big risk.”

      “Do you have any idea who could have taken those pictures?”

      The crowd around Bobbie and Lacey lights up with laughter, and she glances their way.

      “Chip and I only held two sessions in his bedroom–twenty minutes each. And both times there was no one in the house with us. Bobbie was out in that shed she used as an office.”

      “Just Bobbie?” I ask as I look to the two blondes cajoling with their ardent followers.

      “Just Bobbie.” She nods.

      “Keegan, did Chip happen to say Jill’s last name by chance?”

      “Yup. It was Borden or something like that. I wasn’t really committing it to memory. He sort of blurted it out during one of our sessions. Part of my method is to ask questions as we start to relax. And I asked him who he liked to have fun with.”

      Jordy pops up in a suit and tie, and her eyes widen with surprise.

      Please let this be him.

      “Jordy,” I say his name with an open-mouthed smile. “Remember that little surprise I told you I was working on for you today?” I pull him in close regardless of the fact I may not have said any such thing. “Meet Keegan Merritt.”

      He ticks his head to the side. Bizzy is typically lousy at surprises, but I got to give it to her. She hit a home run with this one. Now let’s see if I can do the same.

      He leads her to the dance floor without so much as a hello.

      Jill Borden. I shake my head

      I pull out my phone and do a quick internet search and meet up with more dead ends than I thought were possible.

      Great.

      I guess I’ll wait for Jasper to show up and share this with him. In fact, I think I’ll review that footage in front of the cottage one more time. Maybe something will jump out at me this time.

      I key myself into the security app, and soon it’s playing out before me once again.

      There’s Bobbie’s pink gown jumping in and out of the frame. And then those little glowing dots in the lower quadrant of the screen next to her foot appear, then it ends as quickly as it began. Those glowing dots are odd in and of themselves, but I suppose they could be the pathway lights we have lining the cobbled path.

      Wait a minute. We don’t have any pathway lights that go up as far as the cottage.

      I guess it can’t be that.

      I look out at the crowd.

      Jill Borden… that doesn’t sound familiar at all.

      Chip, why couldn’t you leave me a clue in that office of yours like a good little victim?

      I quickly swipe through the pictures Jasper took of the legal documents last night, and one in particular snags my attention. Barron. Of course. It’s written right next to the account number on the property management document.

      My fingers glide over my keyboard once again, and I look up Jill Barron.

      Her name proliferates my screen as article after article pops up with news of her husband’s unfortunate demise in a boating accident.

      “Oh no,” I whisper as I expel a breath. Jill Borden is no stranger to me, and she wasn’t a stranger to Chip or Bobbie Buckingham either.

      I look to the two blondes that are playing host tonight.

      Not only was she not a stranger, she once sold insurance right along with Bobbie. And now that Chip is out of the way, Jill Barron has one million more reasons to smile.

      I take a step in her direction.

      It’s time for me to confront a killer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of the music and the din of voices picks up at a dizzying pace all around me as my feet carry me in a straight trajectory for the very woman who just may be the killer.

      Sherlock and Gizmo spring up beside me on either side.

      Bizzy. Sherlock barks. Is it time to get my tux on? I want to show Gizmo how nifty I look in a tie.

      Gizmo belts out a little yip. Sherlock says a tie is there to hold the bacon. I’d like to see about getting one of these myself.

      “In a bit.” I nod as I penetrate the circle of women and land right before the very person I think may have played a big part in the disaster that took hold of Chip Buckingham’s life. “Pardon me,” I say as I look her right in the eye. “Someone out front asked to speak with Jill Barron. Would either of you know who that is?”

      Okay, so I may have fabricated that little bit about someone wanting to speak with her, but I’m sure, soon enough, it’ll be true once Lacey confirms her secret identity to me and I put a call in to Jasper.

      Bobbie and Lacey exchange a quick glance as Lacey leans my way.

      “I’m sorry.” She presses her hand to her chest as her cheeks burn bright as Christmas ornaments, and that right there is enough evidence for me to pin everything on her. “Who is it?”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “Just someone in the foyer. Does the name ring a bell?”

      Come on, Lacey. Admit it.

      Lacey Lovelace. Mackenzie was right. Her name does sound fake. That should have been a red flag right from the beginning.

      Bobbie nods to her. “Excuse us, Bizzy.” She threads her arm through Lacey’s, and they take off out of the ballroom while Sherlock, Gizmo, and I lick at their heels.

      “Where is this person?” Lacey asks as she gives a quick look around, and we come to a stop just as we hit the entry

      The doors to the inn are propped open, and a slow trickle of men and women speed on in and stream into the ballroom.

      Bizzy? Fish calls out, and I spot her on the counter along with Sugar. What’s happening? Is everything all right? She heads this way, and little Sugar is quick to follow.

      “Hey there.” Bobbie scoops Sugar right up and peppers the little kitten’s face with kisses. “You’re coming home with me tonight.” She laughs. “I’m sorry you’ve had her for so long, Bizzy. You really did me a favor like no other.”

      “And I’m about to do another one,” I say, looking at the blonde before us. “You’re Jill Barron, aren’t you?”

      Lacey’s mouth opens and shuts as her eyes narrow over mine with the sharp look.

      She shakes her head as she blinks back to life.

      “I’m sorry.” She reaches into her purse, fishing out her keys, and I catch a glimpse of that wallet I saw the first night.

      “Your wallet.” A dull laugh lives and dies in my chest. “It’s monogramed with the letter J.” Of course, it is. “Bobbie, I’m sorry to break this to you, but Lacey Lovelace isn’t who you think she is.”

      Bobbie swallows hard. How does she know all this? Does this have something to do with the life insurance policy?

      A breath gets caught in my throat.

      “You know?” I look to the woman, aghast. “You know exactly who this is, don’t you?”

      “Good Lord.” Lacey belts out an incredulous laugh. “I’ll see you later, Bobbie.” She trots right out of the inn, and Bobbie and I follow as quickly as we can.

      “Wait a minute,” Bobbie calls out as we continue down the cobbled path leading toward the cottages. “What about all those people back there? We can’t leave yet.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” I say as I pull Lacey back by the wrist and spin her my way. “I’m sorry, Bobbie”—I say without taking my eyes off the woman before me—“but it was Lacey, or Jill, who was having an affair with Chip.”

      Now it’s Bobbie belting out an incredulous laugh.

      “No, that was Keegan. I’m positive of it,” she says. “I caught them together myself.”

      “No, it was this person, this imposter.” My voice hikes a notch. “In fact, Chip left a one million dollar life insurance policy in her name.”

      The two women exchange a quick glance, and my eyes widen as a thought hits me.

      Sherlock barks as Gizmo runs a dizzying circle around the two women.

      “Oh wow.” The words come from me breathless. “Bobbie, you knew.” I shake my head at her. “You knew she had the money. That’s why you told Diane you weren’t able to pay her back. Jill was going to funnel it to you so you wouldn’t have to do that.” A sickly groan comes from me. “And you knew about the affair, didn’t you?”

      Bobbie shakes her head emphatically. “Lacey wouldn’t do that to me. It was Keegan. How dare Chip go around my back like that. He was so jealous of my success, he couldn’t see straight. He was committed to humiliating me. He not only wanted to hurt my heart, he was coming after my brand.”

      Fish yowls, Get away, Bizzy. They were both in on it, can’t you see? They’re dangerous.

      She’s right.

      But my feet remain screwed to the ground.

      The security footage that took place in front of my cottage comes back to me. Those specks of light—they were flesh-colored. My eyes widen. It was a hand.

      “You were both in on it.” The words come out in jagged breaths. “Bobbie, it was you who pulled the trigger and killed Chip, wasn’t it? And Jill, you hit her over the head. That supposed grazing to your side, Bobbie? It didn’t come from a bullet, did it? I bet you did that to yourself long before you showed up that night. It was the perfect plan. Make it look as if someone intercepted you—that they used your own gun against you. That this imaginary person staged it to set you up as the killer. I’m not sure how you ever agreed to go along with that. Lacey could have easily killed you, too.”

      Bobbie’s eyes never leave Lacey’s. Now what?

      “Everything about that night was a setup.” I shake my head. “The two of you put those pictures in the envelope that night. Bobbie, you knew about the affair weeks before. You weren’t really surprised that night when you opened that envelope. You were trying to set Keegan up, weren’t you?”

      “She did this.” Bobbie nods.

      “No,” I tell her. “The two of you did this. The security footage from my cottage shows Chip falling before you were shot, Bobbie. You said you were knocked over the head first. That’s not true, is it?”

      She glances to the ground a moment before looking to her partner in crime. “We need to do something, fast.”

      “Don’t worry.” Lacey coolly pulls a gun from her purse and points it my way. “I’ve got this.”

      Sherlock and Gizmo bark up a riot, and Lacey is quick to point the barrel their way.

      “Shut up! Or you’ll go first.” She bellows out the threat, and the two of them are quickly reduced to whimpers. Lacey smears a wicked smile my way. “Yes, Bizzy. We did this.”

      I nod. “And you had an affair with Chip. Admit it.”

      Lacey rolls her eyes. “So what?”

      “No!” Bobbie’s chest pulsates as she shouts out the word. “That’s not true.” Her voice continues to hike. “You wouldn’t do that to me. It was Keegan. I saw her.”

      Lacey clucks her tongue. “You saw nothing. They had their clothes on. And who the heck cares? He’s dead. We have the money. You hated him, remember?”

      Bobbie’s face bleaches out. “I hated him because he was having an affair. I thought he was sleeping with Keegan. You let me believe that. You lied to me.”

      “She did.” I give a furtive nod her way. “Did she tell you about her husband? Don? He died in a tragic boating accident. Drowned. I bet you she collected a huge payout, didn’t she?”

      Bobbie looks my way. “So what? An insurance policy is not a crime.” The exact words Lacey said to me a few months back—right before we convinced Chip to increase our life insurance policies. And right after we concocted the plan to kill him.

      “Bobbie”—her name expires from me just as a horrific thought hits me—“she’s the beneficiary on your life insurance policy, too, isn’t she?”

      “It had to be believable.” Bobbie’s voice trembles as she says it. “Both Chip and I trust Lacey to distribute the funds. We just owed so much money to other people. If anything happened, this would have been best.”

      “And you made sure it happened,” I say. “When she does away with you—and don’t think for a minute she won’t stage it to look as if you did it to yourself—she’s going to take the money and run. She works in patterns—deadly patterns, Bobbie. And she’s sucked you in.”

      Bobbie shakes her head as she looks to the woman she thought was her friend.

      Fish yowls as she walks forward with the elegance of a tiger hunting its prey.

      Just say the word, Bizzy, and I’ll pounce.

      “She wouldn’t do it.” Bobbie holds fast to her delusions, and even looser to Sugar.

      Bizzy? Sugar yelps as she tumbles from Bobbie’s hands to the ground, and Fish quickly nudges the tiny furball over to herself. What’s happening? How could my Bobbie have done something like this? It’s not possible, is it?

      “Lacey has lied to you before,” I’m quick to point out to Bobbie. “She lied about Keegan. She admitted to having an affair with Chip. She hid that from you. Think about what else she’s hiding from you. Something darker, like your soon-to-be departure from this world, by her own hand.”

      Bobbie’s entire body trembles as she looks to Lacey, but the blonde beside her doesn’t say a word.

      “She was stealing money from you, Bobbie,” I continue. “She convinced Chip to give her every dime you gave him. He was paying her rent.”

      “What?” Bobbie’s voice pitches. “I was helping you out. I borrowed money from Diane so you could get yourself out of debt.”

      “She had plenty of money from her husband’s death,” I say. “She was robbing you blind. But why?”

      “Yes, why?” Bobbie asks as she takes a step back from the woman next to her.

      Lacey’s chest rumbles with a laugh. “I wasn’t enough for Don, just like you weren’t enough for Chip. But I knew what to do, and I did it. My one mistake was not upping his policy into the stratosphere. I knew I wouldn’t make that mistake again.” She points the gun to Bobbie. “But I blew through the money. I invested poorly. I needed to secure my future,” she says those words to Bobbie as if pleading with her to understand. “And I found you. You were the answer, don’t you see? I knew right when we met that we were the perfect pair.”

      “You slept with Chip.” Bobbie’s voice breaks as she says it. “He didn’t destroy me. You did.”

      “He wanted to destroy you,” Lacey bellows, and the gun in her hand shakes wildly. “In order to secure him where we needed him, I plotted with him to kill you.”

      Bobbie’s eyes flash with horror.

      “That’s right.” Lacey’s chest depresses with a dull laugh. “He thought we were luring you out there. Heck, that’s probably the plan I should have gone with to begin with. I’d have him and the money—from your life insurance policy.”

      A roar comes from Bobbie as she lunges at the woman and sends Lacey staggering back.

      “Now!” I shout, and both Fish and Sherlock go on the attack, right along with Gizmo. Sugar lets out a sharp roar and leaps right onto Lacey’s chest.

      Both women sway on their heels as they struggle for the gun, and I inch my way over and use my leg to swipe them right off their feet.

      Lacey lets out a shrill of a cry as the gun slips from her, and I dive over it with my body.

      “You should have stayed out of this, Bizzy,” she grunts in my ear just as she fishes the gun out from under me.

      Sherlock and Gizmo glom onto her arm with their teeth while Fish and Sugar run up her back and do their best to clamp themselves over her head. The gun drops from her grasp, and I snatch it up before it ever hits the ground.

      A pair of headlights shines brightly over us, as a truck comes to an abrupt stop.

      “Freeze!” Jasper shouts as he runs this way.

      “She did it.” I crawl off of Lacey and quickly jump to my feet. “She and Bobbie conspired to kill Chip, and they did it. They confessed,” I pant as my eyes do a quick search for the second suspect in question.

      “Leo,” Jasper shouts as he restrains Lacey’s hands behind her back with a pair of shiny silver cuffs. “Watch her.” He bounces up. “Where’s Bobbie?”

      Sherlock and Gizmo take off for the parking lot, and Jasper follows suit.

      It takes less than thirty seconds for Jasper to come back, restraining Bobbie by the hands, before Leo takes over and cuffs her.

      Within moments I’m in Jasper Wilder’s arms, safe, and exactly where I want to be forever.

      “Are you okay?” He pulls back and quickly inspects me.

      “I’m fine. It all happened so fast. And then Bobbie tried to run and things just got out of hand. I never meant to do that without you.”

      “It’s okay. You’re safe.” He pulls me in again and lands a kiss to my cheek. “Happy Valentine’s Day, Bizzy.”

      A smile curves on my lips as I look up at my handsome husband. “Happy Valentine’s Day, Jasper.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      The Seaview Sheriff’s Department showed up in its entirety, or at least it felt that way.

      Jasper had both Bobbie and Lacey sent to the precinct ahead of him, and he let the arresting deputies know he’d be there in a little while.

      I changed into my wonky quilt dress, and Jasper and I headed back to the inn along with our furry friends—Sugar and Gizmo included. Sherlock has on the doggie tuxedo he wore for our wedding and looks just as dapper as he did that afternoon. Suffice it to say, Gizmo was more than impressed.

      But poor Sugar. She’s so shaken and confused by everything that’s happened, Jasper held her the entire time I was doing a quick change.

      “You’ll be fine,” I whisper to her as we weave our way through the thick crowd that’s gathered at the mouth of the inn. “And you’ll be safe.”

      Thank you, she mewls weakly just as we come upon a familiar woman with short platinum hair.

      “Gizmo!” Diane cries out as she scoops him into her arms. “You scared the living daylights out of me. I thought you took off for good. Oh, that gunshot—it was all so terrible.” She buries her face in his fur. “I’m sorry.” She looks my way. “I had no idea those women were so wicked. I watched as they took them away. An arresting deputy filled me in on what happened. I still can’t believe it.”

      “I don’t think anyone can grasp it right now,” I say as I give Gizmo a quick scratch on his back. “Please, don’t be strangers. I meant what I said earlier. You’re welcome here.”

      She nods through tears before her attention floats down to the sweet kitten I’m holding.

      “Oh no! Poor Sugar.” She gently plucks her right out of my hands. “Bizzy, if it’s all right with you, I’d love to give her a home. She and Gizmo get along perfectly. I think it’s right.” She nestles the tiny kitten next to her cheek.

      “What do you think, Sugar?” I whisper as I give her forehead a quick pat.

      I think it’s right, too, Bizzy.

      Something Gizmo said to me the night of the murder comes back to mind.

      “Diane, you came out here with a gun the night of the murder. Why was that?”

      Her eyes expand for a moment.

      “I did.” She shudders. “I came out looking for Bobbie, and I heard yelling. Then Gizmo needed to use the bathroom, and I felt vulnerable. I’ve carried a gun with me for years now. Thank goodness I’ve never had to fire it anywhere but the range. I wanted to protect us.” She sighs hard. “I wish I could have protected Chip from what happened next.”

      “It’s okay,” Jasper says. “You’re safe, and the killers have been caught. You’re not in any trouble.”

      “Thank you.” She holds her fur babies tightly. “A part of me needed to hear that.”

      We say goodbye to Diane, Gizmo, and Sugar, and we watch as they take off into the night.

      “It’s all over,” I say.

      “Oh no.” Jasper nods to the inn. “The fun is just beginning.”

      The four us make our way back into the ballroom where the music is still playing and about half the room is either blissfully unaware of what’s transpired or they don’t really care all that much about Bobbie and Lacey’s murderous intentions.

      We make our way to the front where we find my father and Huxley both wearing matching dark suits with bright red ties. Judging by their facial expressions, you’d think they were next up at the guillotine.

      “Bizzy!” Georgie calls out as Juni and my mother run up along with her. “Are you sure you nabbed the right killer?”

      Mom nods. “My daughter doesn’t make a mistake.” She takes my hand and gives it a squeeze. “Macy and that tiger of hers saw them haul those women off just before we went out and inspected the chaos for ourselves. I’m proud of you, Bizzy—keeping Cider Cove crime free, one killer at a time.”

      Juni claps her hands together. “That can be your slogan when you run for office. Way to give Mackenzie Woods some real competition.”

      “She’s not running for mayor.” Georgie flicks her fingers as if shooing the idea away. “She’s gunning for her husband’s position down at the sheriff’s department.”

      Jasper gives a wistful tick of the head. “At this rate, she just might get it.”

      Macy strides up, as do Leo, Emmie, Jordy, Keegan, and even Grady and Nessa.  We gather together along with all of Jasper’s brothers, his sister, her sweet baby, and her handsome hubby. The Woods family showed up, too, but their numbers are sparse.

      I pull my brother and father into a warm embrace at the very same time.

      “I love you both,” I say as I look into their twin denim-colored eyes. They’re both so handsome, so strong, and yet there’s an air of vulnerability about them tonight as well. “You’re going to do great,” I tell them. “You’ve got a lot of happiness ahead of you. And on the up side, you will probably never forget your anniversary.”

      We share a quick laugh as Georgie steps up.

      “Down a minister?” She winks at the grooms. “Have no fear, Georgie’s here.”

      Soon, the sound of the “Wedding March” fills the air, and Jasper and all four of his brothers walk Gwyneth down the aisle with Sherlock barking alongside them.

      Gwyneth looks gorgeous with a silver gown and a pom of red roses in her hand as she takes her place next to my father.

      Next up is Mackenzie Woods with her father by her side. Mack looks dangerous in a short red number. It’s a bold look, but to each his own.

      Hux sniffs hard and, if I’m not mistaken, I see tears glistening in both his eyes and my father’s, and I get the feeling they’re not tears of remorse.

      Georgie does her thing, and before we know it, the four of them are hitched—Dad to Gwyneth, and Huxley to Mackenzie.

      Sherlock yips and jumps as the four of them smooch it out.

      I look over to see Emmie and Leo smooching it out as well. Of course, Macy and Tiger seem to be checking out one another’s tonsils. Nessa and Grady are going at it for the sake of going at it. Mom even lets Dr. Bernstein sneak in a peck.

      Georgie and Juni are finally giving their fluffy kissers a little action with Mr. Leather and Bobbie’s brother, Buck, whom I’m not entirely sure is apprised of his sister’s current location.

      A slow song bleats through the speakers, and Jasper pulls me in close as we begin to move in time with the music.

      I glance over to the refreshment table and spot Fish and Sherlock chasing one another’s tails, and everything feels right again.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Jasper whispers the words so close to my ear it tickles. “You’re glad everything turned out great, but you sort of want to make a quick escape.”

      “Oh?” I pull back and bite down on a smile. “Is that what I’m thinking? Are you a mind reader now?”

      He shakes his head. “I read hearts. Your heart specifically.”

      “Aww,” I coo. “You know what that means? We have the most intimate form of communication two people can have. It looks as if we’re the perfect match after all.”

      He nods. “I was thinking the exact same thing.” His lids hood a notch, and his lips begin to curve with delicious, yet malevolent, intent. “You know there’s another form of intimate communication we’re pretty good at.”

      “I’d say we were great.”

      He gives a quick glance in Georgie’s direction. “You could say that, but it’s doubtful anyone would believe you.” A dark laugh strums from his chest, and I swat him. “But the important part is”—he coils a lock of my hair around his finger—“that you believe it.”

      “And do you believe me?”

      A sly grin rides up the side of his face. “Make a believer out of me.”

      Jasper and I head back to our cottage and make firm believers out of one another in the very best way.

      It’s a happy Valentine’s Day indeed.

      

      ***Thank you for reading!

      Need more Cider Cove? Grab yours here —>

      

      A Winter Tail of Woe (Country Cottage Mysteries 14)

      
        
          
            [image: A Winter Tail of Woe]
          
        

      

      A haunted book store and a killer—winter in Cider Cove will leave you chilled to the bone with fear.

      

      *Need more sass and humor? You will not want to miss the next book in the Murder in the Mix series! Each book can be read on its own so dive on in!

      Grab yours HERE—>  Waffles at the Wake (Murder in the Mix 29) to pick it up today!
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      My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead people. Okay, so I rarely see dead people, mostly I see furry creatures of the dearly departed variety who have come back from the other side to warn me of their previous owner’s impending doom.

      It's the dead of winter in Honey Hollow, and I’ve got jury duty. As if that wasn’t terrible enough, Carlotta is stirring up trouble with the mob again, and soon enough a member of the family ends up biting the big one. And you will never guess which ghost comes back to help me solve the crime this time… Something like this has never happened before, and I’m hoping it will never happen again. It’s cold outside, and so is the heart of the killer.

      PICK IT UP TODAY! You will not want to miss it! Click HERE—> Waffles at the Wake (Murder in the Mix 29) to pick it up today!

      Be sure to grab it NOW!

      

      *Ready for a brand new series? Welcome to Glimmerspell!  Grab a copy NOW—> Midlife in Glimmerspell (Hot Flash Homicides 1)
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      An impending divorce. A hot homicide detective. And spontaneous time travel.

      Midlife in Glimmerspell is proving to be magical.

      

      If I thought the first half of my life was a bumpy ride, I’d better buckle up because I’m about to go over the hill and off the rails.

      After catching my husband in bed with another woman, I gave him the heave-ho, put our house on the market, and moved away to an enchanting little town for a brand new start. What I didn’t count on was the fact that enchanting little town might just be—enchanted.

      Glimmerspell is rumored to be home to vampires, werewolves, and fae, but those are just simply gimmicks to lure tourists to their snowy little town—aren’t they?

      Nevertheless, I’ve got a job at the Haunted Book Barn where my niece films her infamous video blog—Murder, Mayhem, and Baking. She’s somehow wrangled me into helping out with whipping up the sweet treats, and in the middle of filming an episode a hot flash strikes and I’m transported to another time, place, and another day entirely.

      If I thought the first half of my life was a bumpy ride, I’d better buckle up because I’m about to go over the hill and off the rails.

      Midlife in Glimmerspell can be a real killer.

      Grab a copy NOW—> Midlife in Glimmerspell (Hot Flash Homicides 1)

      

      *Need a little Starry Falls? Hop on over and pick up the next book in the series! Each book can be read on its own, so dive on in! Grab it here—> A Purr-fect Storm
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        It’s beginning to look a lot like murder. It’s winter in Starry Falls, the snow is falling and the mobsters are coming in strong. My freedom is in the balance and the only question on my mind is should I stay or should I go now? Shep is willing to risk it all for me—and a thank you, I might just get us both killed.

      

        

      
        Living in Starry Falls is proving to be deadly.

        Grab it here—> A Purr-fect Storm
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Country Cottage Café

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Red Velvet, White Chocolate Chip Cookies

      

      

      

      Hello there! Bizzy Baker Wilder here! It’s almost Valentine’s Day in my world, and my best friend, Emmie, whipped up the most scrumptious red velvet cookies to help celebrate the day that adulates love. And believe me when I say you will love these cookies. Jasper and I can’t get enough of them. Happy eating!

      

      Ingredients

      1 ½ cups All- Purpose Flour

      ¼ cup cocoa powder

      1 teaspoon baking soda

      ¼ teaspoon salt

      ½ unsalted butter (softened, room temperature)

      1 cup light brown sugar

      1 large egg (room temperature)

      1 tablespoon milk

      2 teaspoons vanilla extract

      ½ teaspoon red food coloring (gel or liquid. *Emmie prefers gel)

      1 cup white chocolate chips

      

      Directions

      
        	In a large bowl, mix together flour, cocoa, baking soda, and salt. Set to the side until later in step two.

        	*For this next step, Emmie prefers a stand mixer with a paddle attachment but a handheld mixer works well too.

      

      Place butter in the mixer and set to high until creamy, about 1- 2 minutes. Add in brown sugar until well blended and super creamy, about 2 minutes. Add in the egg, milk, and vanilla. Blend well then add food coloring until completely mixed in.

      With the mixer off, add the dry ingredients from the large mixing bowl that were blended together in step one. Slowly mix until the dough forms. Add additional  food coloring if you’re not satisfied with the hue. Then slowly add the white chocolate chips. The dough will feel sticky at this point.

      
        	Next up is chilling the dough! Emmie says you can’t skip this step no matter how much you want to. Don’t shoot the messenger! I’m simply relaying her rather barbaric instructions. Cover the mixing bowl with plastic wrap and chill the dough in the fridge for 2 hours (or up to 2 days). If you decided to chill the dough far longer than 2 hours then you might want to let it sit room temperature for about 10- 15 minutes before getting to the good part.

        	Preheat oven to 350°. Line two cookie sheet pans with parchment paper.

        	The good part! Roll a walnut size amount of dough into a ball and set on pan about two inches apart. Fill up those cookie sheets!

      

      Bake for approximately 13 minutes.

      Once you pull your tasty treats out of the oven, if the cookies are too round for your liking you can flatten softly with a fork—any crinkles that form are welcome to stay.

      Let cookies cool then enjoy to your heart’s content.

      Beware! These tend to disappear quickly!

      Share freely with those you love.

      Enjoy!
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      Thank YOU, the reader, for joining us on this adventure to Cider Cove. We hope you’re enjoying the Country Cottage Mysteries as much as we are. Don’t miss A Winter Tail of Woe coming up next. It’s the dead of winter and things are about to get downright murderous. Thank you so much from the bottom of our hearts for taking this journey with us. We cannot wait to take you back to Cider Cove!

      Special thank you to the following people for taking care of this book—Kaila Eileen Turingan-Ramos, Jodie Tarleton, Margaret Lapointe, Amy Barber, and Lisa Markson. And a very big shout out to Lou Harper of Cover Affairs for designing the world’s best covers.

      A heartfelt thank you to Paige Maroney Smith for being so amazing in every single way.

      And last, but never least, thank you to Him who sits on the throne. Worthy is the Lamb! Glory and honor and power are yours. We owe you everything, Jesus.
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