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      Midlife dating is all fun and games until someone falls into the flambé and catches on fire…and your best friend’s ex-husband is accused of murder.

      When my BFF Gilly Martin requests my help in narrowing down her dance card from two great guys to one, I reluctantly agree to employ my psychic nose for the good of my bestie’s future.

      But who knew dating could be deadly?

      After Gilly’s ex-husband is arrested for murder, I am more than okay with my Detective Hottie boyfriend locking the meathead up and throwing away the key. However, being a jerk doesn’t make someone a killer, and the case smells fishy from the get-go. So, I’m putting my personal feelings aside and using my smell-o-vision to investigate.

      

      Get the FREE short story The Importance of Being Gilly that inspired the novel!  Link at the end of the book.
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      Early August…

      “Celibacy is for the birds. Birds who hate sex,” my best friend Gillian “Gilly” Martin lamented. “I can see why it fails to keep teenagers from doing the hanky-panky when it’s taught in school.”

      We watched as dozens of teens danced to music I wasn’t all that familiar with. Earlier, I’d recognized a Taylor Swift song, but only because my niece Ari walked around for a month belting out the lyrics to “You Need to Calm Down”. I didn’t hate it.

      “What about Luke? I’m sure he’ll happily make a booty call,” I half-teased.

      Luke Robson, a security supervisor for a luxury hotel in Kansas City, had been trying to make long distance work with Gilly for over half a year. The two had sizzling chemistry but Robson had wanted Gilly to move to the city, and Gilly had wanted him to move to Garden Cove. Something neither of them wanted to do.

      “Luke’s dating someone else now.” Gilly sighed. “But man, oh man, he knew how to rock my boat.”

      “What about that doctor? You know, the one that took care of me in the hospital,” I said. Doctor Scott Graham had asked Gilly out twice that I knew of, but she’d turned him down because of Luke. Now that sexy security guy was out of the picture, there wasn’t any reason for her to say no. “He was pretty cute.”

      “Hot, you mean,” Pippa, our other BFF, added. She was chic in a pair of skinny crop jeans, a short-sleeved peach sweater, and a pair of strappy heels. Her blonde hair was pulled up into a messy bun.

      “And he’s nice.” I raised my hands with a shrug. “I’m sure if you gave him a call…”

      “No,” Gilly said quickly. “I’m on a man-cleanse.”

      “That sounds like it should come with a warning,” Claire Portman said, as she walked up to our table. “Side effects may include flatulence and loose stools.”

      Gilly’s eyes widened as she choked on a laugh. “I hope that’s not the case.”

      “Me, either.” But I fully supported Gilly’s self-imposed man-hiatus until she found someone who would move planets to be with her.

      “That’s a grand plan,” Claire said, primping her expertly colored caramel brown hair. She’d been a beauty queen in her heyday. Thanks to good genetics and an extremely gifted plastic surgeon, she looked better at seventy than a lot of fifty-year-olds I knew. “It’s always lovely to see you, Nora. Where’s that gorgeous young man of yours?”

      My guy, Ezra Holden, was a detective with the Garden Cove Police Department, and he was nineteen years my junior. I didn’t dwell on our age difference, since it was something I couldn’t change. Even so, I knew Claire didn’t mean anything ageist by her comment. Claire thought anyone under the age of sixty was young.

      “He had some work to finish up,” I told her without going into a lot of detail. He was executing a time-sensitive warrant and, unfortunately, it had coincided with the going-away party. His son Mason was the same age as Gilly’s twins Marco and Ari, and this party was to celebrate the three of them. I shook off my thoughts and smiled at Claire. “He’ll be here when he wraps up his police business.”

      “All work and no play,” she replied.

      I smirked. “There’s nothing dull about Ezra.”

      She waved her hand delicately. “Of that, my dear, I have no doubt.” Claire dipped her head and kissed my cheek. “Isn’t my grandson handsome?” She gestured toward the dance floor. Mason, her grandson by marriage, was dancing with a handful of friends. “I hope Ezra makes it. He should see this. It’s good to see your children happy.” She glanced over at her son Roger and his wife Kati, Mason’s mother, as they visited with friends a few tables down from us. Both Kati and Roger were laughing and smiling.

      I nodded. “It is good.”

      She rewarded me with a smile that radiated pure joy. Then something caught her attention. I glanced over to where she was looking and saw a tall, thin, silver-haired woman wearing a beautifully draped ice-green dress. Next to her stood a blonde woman in a black silk tank top and cream dress slacks, and black pumps.

      “There’s Marta LaMonte and her granddaughter, Lauren,” she confided. After, she nodded to Pippa, Gilly, and me. “I have to go, darlings. Enjoy your night.”

      A slow dance came on, and I watched Marco pull a cute brunette into his arms. Ari glanced over at our table and waved as she started dancing with Mason, Ezra’s son. The two of them had been thick as thieves since before their senior year. I’d asked Ari if the two of them were dating. She’d said no. I, admittedly, had been relieved. I was Ari’s godmother, and I was in a relationship with Mason’s dad. I worried about sides if the two of them got messy.

      And now all three of them, Marco, Ari, and Mason, were technically adults and heading off on their next adventure. Which is why we were sitting in the ballroom at the resort where Gilly’s ex-husband worked. It was a sendoff party for the three of them hosted by Gilly, her ex, Giovanni Rossi, Kati Portman, who was Mason’s mother, and Ezra. It was taking place at Portman’s on the Lake because Kati and her husband managed the resort for Claire, and Gio was the head chef at Players, the resort’s fine dining restaurant. In other words, the price was right.

      “I can’t believe my babies are going off to college,” Gilly said. “It seems like just yesterday I was bringing them home from the hospital.”

      “I remember that day,” I told her. “They were so tiny, but I knew they’d never want or need for anything with you as a mom.”

      Gilly’s brown eyes glistened with tears. She hugged me. “You’re going to make me cry.”

      “We can’t have that,” I said, giving her a good squeeze. “Not when your makeup is this fabulous.”

      Gilly had gone to the beauty shop that afternoon for a makeover, including hair and makeup. She always looked beautiful, but the ladies at Curl Up and Dye had done my girl right. She wore a black pair of wide-leg pants, low-heeled sandals, and an off-the-shoulder v-neck top that showed off all her glorious curves.

      Gilly sniffled then dabbed at her eyes with a cocktail napkin. “You’re right.” The side doors opened, and a handful of wait staff started wheeling in carts full of food. “Ugh,” Gilly muttered. “The great Gio is making his entrance.”

      Dinner for the party was being catered by Players. Gio, a James Beard nominee and a Michelin Rising Star award-winning chef, and the absentee father of my godchildren. I wanted to punch him in his smug face every time I saw him. Tonight, was no exception.

      The catered dinner, of course, had been Gio’s grand gesture for his mostly grown children, who he’d managed to ignore for over a decade when he left his family to pursue his dream of celebrity in Vegas. When he’d returned to Garden Cove, he’d given Gilly a whole song and dance about how he’d come back because he missed his family. Ari, however, had told me that Gio had gotten fired from his cushy gig because he’d been caught sleeping with his boss’s wife.

      Currently, Gio wore a black and white chef’s coat with a black hat. For all his many, many flaws, the guy was still handsome. His hair was peppered gray now, and it somehow made him even more attractive. I used to worry that Gilly would fall back into his arms. He could be extremely charming when he wanted to be. Gilly, however, was no longer the same woman Gio had never been good enough for, and she’d instantly shut down any notion he had about getting back together.

      Twyla Reynolds, Players’ hostess, directed the servers as if she were conductor. She looked in our direction, but when I waved, she quickly looked away.

      “That’s weird,” I told Gilly.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I swear Twyla just actively avoided eye contact with me.”

      “She probably didn’t see you, Nora,” Gilly said.

      I shook my head. “I’m pretty sure she saw me.”

      “Come to think of it, she hasn’t been in the shop for a long time.” Pippa frowned.  “She’s one of our regulars. She’s even a member of the Scent of the Month club.”

      Gilly shrugged. “As a wise man once said, paranoia will destroya.”

      “If by a wise man, you mean The Kinks,” I countered. “Then yep.”

      “I’m just saying, I’m sure there’s no big conspiracy,” Gilly said. “People get busy. They have lives. Let’s focus on the real issues tonight. Like the fact that my ex-husband gets to play hero at our kids’ farewell party, and,” she sighed, “he gets to look great doing it.”

      “Aww.” I put my arm around Gilly’s shoulders. “I think someone is having a different kind of party. One of the pity variety.” I gave my bestie an assessing look. “Besides, you are way hotter than Gio.”

      Gilly’s shoulders went back, and her head rose a little higher. “That helps. Let’s get in line for grub. I’m starving.”

      While Twyla was directing diner traffic, a tall, slender man with dark brown hair and wearing a gray suit put his hand on her shoulder. He leaned in to speak to her. She shook her head and darted her gaze somewhere over her shoulder before saying something I couldn’t make out from this distance, and then shook her head again.

      The man moved around her and grabbed a plate.

      “Who’s that guy?” I asked Gilly, pointing to the distinguished gentleman.

      “Trident.” When I gave her a blank stare, she added, “Aaron Trident. You know, the mayor of Garden Cove.”

      He looked back at Twyla, and I got a good look at his face. Sure enough, it was our town mayor. “Oh, duh.” I winced. “So who invited the mayor to the party?”

      “Maybe Claire. I’ve been on a tour of graduation parties this summer,” Gilly said. “They are definitely more for the parents. There’s always a mix of family and friends.” She nodded at Claire. “And that woman has a lot of friends. The wealthier guests are from the Portmans. Including the mayor.”

      Pippa scoffed. “He’s not going to miss an opportunity to rub elbows with big donors like Claire, Bob Grayson, the LaMontes, and I think I saw Bellmore Parker and his new trophy wife earlier.”

      Bellmore owned Parker’s Landing and Lakeshore Resort. One of the big five resorts, along with Portman’s on the Lake, The Rose Palace, Gardenia Hollow Resort and Marina, and Hunter’s Hillside Getaway.

      “I’m sure he’s looking to shake a lot of hands and kiss some babies,” Gilly said.

      “Then I’m glad I left my baby at home,” Pippa, who’d given birth to a beautiful daughter six-months earlier, commented. Since her younger sister Tippi had moved in with Pippa and Jordy, she’d become a reliable babysitter when the occasion called for it. “A dirty diaper is cleaner than that asshole.”

      “You really don’t like him,” I said.

      “His office sent a letter to Jordy asking him to move his Narcotics Anonymous meetings to somewhere less centrally located.” Pippa balled her hands into fists. “Apparently, a bunch of ex-addicts showing up downtown on a weekly basis doesn’t fit with the mayor’s vision for Garden Cove.”

      “He can’t force Jordy to stop having meetings, can he?” I asked.

      Pippa shook her head. “Not legally. But he can make things hard for Jordy when it comes to business licenses. I can’t believe I voted for that jerk.”

      I had voted for him as well. At the time, he’d seemed like the lesser of the two evils, but when election time rolled around again, I’d have a rethink. “That really sucks.”

      Jordy, a tall man with hair past his shoulders, two arm sleeves of tattoos, and wearing black jeans and a pale green t-shirt, came up behind Pippa and draped his arm over her shoulders. He kissed her hello. “What’s up?”

      Pippa’s whole body relaxed as she sagged against him. “Just telling Gilly and Nora about our illustrious mayor over there.”  She pointed at Trident. “I’d really love to junk-punch him. Hard.”

      Jordy laughed, gave her a squeeze, and kissed her temple. “My lioness,” he said with a chuckle.

      She crossed her arms over her small chest, her engagement ring catching the light, and gave him a curt nod. “Damn straight.”

      The two of them, Jordy and Pippa, had been enjoying a long engagement. Pip had a strained relationship with her family, and I think on some level, she hoped her parents would come around to accepting the father of her child. She’d only talked to her mother once since J.J. had been born. Even so, I was a fan of a long engagement, and these two would seal the deal when they were ready, or they wouldn’t.

      Jordy looked around. “Where’s Easy?”

      “He had some work to finish up,” I said. “He’ll be here soon.” I looked at my fitness tracker for the time. “I hope, anyhow.”

      The food, as I knew it would be, considering Gio’s caliber of cooking, was impeccable. There was lasagna, chicken alfredo, gourmet pizza, pesto salad, a slew of veggies, focaccia, garlic bread, and a house Italian salad. The dessert table had Ari’s favorite, tiramisu, along with cannolis, mini panna cottas, and ricotta cheese cookies.

      “I think Gio is trying to fatten us all up,” Pippa complained.

      “You don’t have to eat any of it,” I said. I snatched a cookie from her plate before she could smack my hand away and held it up. “More for the rest of us.”

      “Hah.” She pulled her plate away before I could snag another. “Keep your hands off my cookies.”

      Gilly snickered. “That’s what she said.”

      I elbowed her. “You’re terrible.”

      Ari came up behind us in time to hear Gilly’s joke. She blew the bangs of her bouncy bob up with a heavy sigh. “God, Mom. You’re so extra.”

      “Thank you,” Gilly preened.

      “It wasn’t a compliment.”

      “I know.” Gilly booped her daughter’s nose. “But I’m going to choose to treat it as one.”

      Ari shook her head, but she was smiling.

      I glanced out to the dance floor where she and Mason had been. He was now talking to Ari’s friend Johnny. She’d introduced me to the kid at graduation. “You better tell Mason and Marco to get in line before all the food’s gone,” I told her.

      Ari cast a suspicious gaze at the line of teenagers and adults lined up for the feast. She frowned. “Good plan.”

      Gilly said, “Just grab them and go ahead of everyone else. The guests of honor should totally get cutsies.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Ari waved off her mom as she walked away.

      I put my arm around Gilly. “You okay?”

      She sighed. “They grow up so fast.”

      We both looked at the twins. “You did a great job, Mom.” I removed my arm as the line moved forward and patted her back. “You get all the credit.”

      She nodded toward Gio, who was laughing it up with some guy in a suit. “I may get the credit, but he’s not above taking some of it.”

      “Ignore him.”

      “If only it were that easy.” She frowned. “Look at the way they fawn all over him.”

      “He’s like gold-plated jewelry, Gils. Shiny on the outside but pure junk when you get down to his core.”

      “That doesn’t stop people from buying his bullshit,” she grumbled. Twyla Reynolds stepped aside as we approached the first table with the stack of plates.

      “Good evening,” Twyla said to the both of us. “Enjoy the meal.” She smiled at me, but I noticed she wouldn’t look at Gilly. What did she have against my BFF?

      Gilly, who was oblivious to Twyla’s avoidance, gave the hostess a quick nod and grabbed a plate. “Thanks,”

      “Hey, Twyla.” I took a plate after Gilly. The strong scent of garlic, red sauce, and browned meat stirred my hunger. “Man, that smells good.”

      “I had some earlier,” Twyla confided with an unwarranted blush. “It’s delicious.”

      “The secret,” a man says, “is dry-frying the fennel seeds before adding it to the ground pork.” I can’t see his face, because, well, in my smell-o-visions, faces are always a blur, but there’s no mistaking that bravado. Or that voice. It’s Gio, and he’s showing off for someone.

      He grabs a sauté pan by the handle and gives it a shake. The seeds slide back and forth before he lifts the pan from the heat and dumps the fennel into a bowl.

      “Now that the oils are released,” he dumps the bowl into a large container of ground meat, “it is one step closer to creating the perfect Italian sausage.”

      “So that’s how you make sausage, huh?” a woman asks flirtatiously. She drapes a hand across Gio’s arm.

      He pivots toward her and loops his arm around her waist, pulling her close. “Would you like a demonstration on how I stuff the sausage?”

      I make a mental note to buy twenty gallons of bleach, because that’s how much it’s going to take to clean my brain of this memory.

      “I’m pretty sure you’ve showed me your technique before, but I’m a slow learner. I can always use a refresher.” She giggles. If I could gag in a smell-o-vision is would be happening now.

      Luckily, I snapped out of the aroma-triggered memory before I had to witness more of Gio’s icky kitchen porn. My psychic nose was a fairly new, not always welcome, ability. One I’d had to die for. Literally. I’d had a near-death experience two years earlier during my hysterectomy. Ever since, I’d been experiencing memories related to scents. This wouldn’t normally be a big deal, but in my case, the memories I experienced weren’t my own.

      I stared at Twyla. Same hair as the vision. Same clothes. Same voice. I had a sneaking suspicion that the memory had taken place earlier in the evening.

      I shook my head. That’s why she couldn’t look Gilly in the eye. She was having sex with my bestie’s ex. “She’s one-hundred percent over him,” I told Twyla. “But, man, you could do a whole lot better.”

      Twyla looked startled for a moment, then she narrowed a steely gaze on me. “Mind your own business.”

      I gave her a nod. “That’s real good advice.”

      At the time, I had no idea those were the final words I’d ever speak to Twyla Reynolds, because four months later, she was dead.
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      Mid-December…

      When Gilly Martin texted me minutes earlier with the numbers 9-1-1 followed by a dozen surprise faces and horror emojis, I hadn’t even bothered to put on a bra before hot footing it out of my house and across my yard to her place. We’d been best friends since kindergarten and neighbors for over a year, so I didn’t bother knocking as I entered her home.

      Instantly, I knew the situation was serious when the sweet, smokey scent of burning sugar wafted from the kitchen. The aroma took me back to seventh grade, when Gilly and I had played truth or dare around a campfire at Camp Petal Falls. The lakeside retreat was located in the hills on the far side of Garden Cove, and as far as I knew, still hosted kids every summer. Kyle Windsor, a cute boy from a neighboring town, had skewered a giant marshmallow, lit it on fire, and dared Gilly to eat the whole thing.

      She had.

      My lovesick BFF had ended up with first-degree burns on the roof of her mouth and could only eat soft, cold foods the rest of the week. Still, Kyle had been impressed, and he and Gilly had shared a magical week of holding hands and closed-mouth kissing. Since then, roasted marshmallows had become one of Gilly’s favorite comfort foods.

      As I rounded the corner to her kitchen, Gilly stood in front of her center island holding a brûlée torch over a bowl as she scorched the outside of a huge marshmallow.

      “You know,” she said. “If you put the marshmallow in the microwave for ten seconds, the insides get gooey soft. It’s heaven in the mouth.” The top of the marshmallow erupted in flames.

      I smirked. “It seems heaven’s on fire.”

      Gilly giggled, blew out the flames, then scooped a spoonful of the fluff and stuck it in her mouth. “Mmmmm,” she hummed as she swallowed. “The secret is coating the bowl with cooking oil before microwaving the marshmallow.”

      I arched a brow at her. “How many of these have you eaten?”

      “Too many. Or not enough. I haven’t decided.” She narrowed her gaze. “Don’t judge me.”

      I raised my hands. “Judge-free zone. I promise.” I sat on a stool across from her. “Why don’t you make me one while you tell me why you’re drowning your stress in melted marshmallows?”

      Gilly retrieved another bowl, gave it a quick spray of cooking oil, toasted the marshmallow’s bottom before setting it in the center and putting it in the microwave. She set the timer for ten seconds then turned around to face me. “I have a date.”

      “That’s great, right?” I wasn’t sure why she was so stressed out. Maybe it was the who and not the what. “Are you back with Luke or did you finally say yes to the hot doc?”

      “No,” she replied as she removed the bowl from the microwave. “And yes.”

      “No to Luke?”

      Gilly clicked the button on the torch and held it over the marshmallow. She blew out an edge that caught fire. “Luke’s engaged.” She handed me the gooey goodness.

      I knew they’d decided to break up months ago. Still, I’d let Gilly’s feelings guide my reaction. “Are we sad about the engagement?”

      “I’m okay. More okay than I probably should be, which means, he definitely wasn’t the one.” She shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not that hurt about it.”

      “I’m sorry he wasn’t the one, but I’m glad to see you putting yourself out there again.” Gilly’s hiatus from men had showed her that she could survive just fine without one. Still, she was wired in the best way for relationships, and if anyone deserved a happy-ever-after it was my BFF.

      She nodded. “I ran into Scott at the grocery store last week. We bumped into each other in the deli section, and he asked me out again.”

      “That’s great.” I took a bite of the marshmallow. “Damn, this is good.” The soft, sweet fluff was nummy. “I’m happy you finally said yes to a date.”

      She held up her index and middle finger. “Two.”

      “Two dates?” I asked. “You and the doc are making future plans already?”

      “Nope.” She fired up another marshmallow. “I have two dates with two different men.”

      “Oh.” Color me intrigued. I leaned forward and put my elbows on the center island. “Who’s number two?”

      “You remember Perry Porter?”

      I grinned. “Do tell…” Perry had been one grade higher than us in high school, and he’d been one of the star football players. Gilly had harbored such a crush for Perry our sophomore and junior years. Funny enough, I’d run into him earlier in the year, and since then, he’d been coming into the shop a couple times a month to buy shampoo and soaps. Even so, I hadn’t realized he and Gilly had been talking.

      Gilly set her marshmallow on fire again. “Perry stopped by the shop this afternoon after you left.” She waved the flames away. “Don’t you think it’s hot that he’s a conservation agent? The guy literally saves puppies and kittens.”

      “More like spiders and snakes, but yeah, I know what you mean.” Perry had wrangled and rescued several poisonous and nonpoisonous snakes from the reptile zoo, Scales, Scales, Scales, after the owner had been killed by his pet king cobra. “Why did Perry come into the shop? He just bought some shampoo last week.”

      “To see me, I suppose.” She wiggled her brows and grinned. “He booked a massage, and the rest, as they say, is—”

      “A happy ending?”

      Gilly’s daughter Ari rounded the corner at that moment. “That’s gross, Aunt Nora.”

      I blinked innocently. “Why, whatever do you mean?”

      My goddaughter rolled her eyes at me. “I don’t need to hear about Mom giving a customer a happy ending.” She cast her mother an accusatory glance then shivered. “Geez, go away for a couple of months and things get X-rated around here.” Ari was home for the semester break from Sanderson Institute of Technology.

      SandTech was a private research university north of Kansas City, Missouri. Which meant, it was expensive is all get out. Only a handful of students were accepted to their program every year, and Ari had made the cut. But even with scholarships, I knew the tuition, dorm fees, and meal plans were killing Gilly financially. It helped that Gilly’s ex-husband was still paying child support on the twins. That was part of the divorce settlement until the twins were out of college.

      Marco had received a baseball scholarship at a two-year community college outside of Rasfield, about fifteen miles from Garden Cove. He had opted to live in the dorms instead of at home. I think the choice not to commute had hurt Gilly’s feelings, but she never let him see it. She’d raised two independent human beings who were brave enough to venture out into the world. That was something to be celebrated.

      Gilly narrowed her sharp gaze on her daughter. “How do you even know what a happy ending is?” she asked.

      “I don’t live under a rock.” Ari shook her head. “I’m going to Mason’s,” she told her mom. “I’ll be home later tonight.”

      Mason was home from university as well. I got the impression Mason hadn’t always had the easiest time making friends. Though Ezra never said so, I think he’d been relieved when Ari and his son started hanging out.

      “For your information,” Gilly called after her daughter, “there was no happy ending!” We heard the front door slam. “I repeat, there was no happy ending.”

      “Sure.” I nodded. “I believe you.”

      Gilly held up a sacrificial marshmallow. “Don’t make me throw this at you.”

      I laughed and waved my surrender. “So, tell me about your two dates.”

      “I’m bowling with Perry on Wednesday night, and I have the Liberty Lily dinner cruise with Hot Doc Scott on Friday.”

      The Christmas cruise ran every year for the two weeks prior to Christmas, weather permitting. Thankfully, we’d been experiencing mild temperatures in the mid-fifties for an entire week. It had been great.

      I raised my brows at Gilly. “Wow. Juggling two men in the same week, that’s pretty freaking ambitious.”

      “I knooooow,” she whined. “Hence, the roasted marshmallows. They’re brain food so I don’t mix up my dates and call them by the wrong names.”

      More likely, the gooey treats reminded her of a time when her dating life was so much simpler. “Why didn’t you space the dates out over a couple of weeks, not a couple of days?”

      “Don’t use logic on me, Nora. At least this way, I can compare them and see which one I want to date the most.”

      “What are you comparing?” I wagged the spoon suggestively.

      “There will be no spoon-to-spoon comparisons,” she said on a giggle.

      “What about forking?”

      She snorted. “You’re terrible.” I’d finished my marshmallow off, so Gilly took the bowl and put it in the sink.

      “I don’t know, my friend,” I said, licking sugary remnants off the spoon. “I fork every chance I get.”

      “There will be no forking on either date.”

      “You’re saving the forking for the second dates?”

      She yanked the spoon out of my hand and pointed it at me. “You can fork off.”

      “You’re paying for my therapy, Aunt Nora,” Marco said as he popped his head into the kitchen. He’d grown another inch since graduation and was at least six-foot-three now. He looked past me to his mom. “I’m out.”

      We heard the front door slam again before Gilly could even ask him, “Where are you going?”

      I frowned. “Have you considered putting bells around their necks?”

      “More like microchipping them when they’re asleep.” Gilly sighed. Marco and his twin sister Ari were both home from college for the winter break, and I knew from Gilly that both had spent more time with their high school buddies than they had with their mom.

      “They’re technically adults.”

      “They may be eighteen, but in my mind, they’ll always be my babies.”

      “And they always will be. Not time, not distance, not anything in the world will change that. Those kids adore you.”

      “I can tell by the way they’re always leaving.” She tossed the spoon in the sink. “But back to my point. No forking. After so many wrongs, I really want to find a Mr. Right.”

      “Babe.” I leaned forward. “Maybe you should set your goals on finding Mr. Right Now without setting any expectations. There’s nothing wrong with taking it slow. What’s the rush?”

      She sat down across from me. “I’m fifty-three, Nora. And it won’t be long until I have another birthday.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      “Yeah, but you have Ezra.” Gilly ran her fingers through her dark auburn hair and shook her head. “Pippa has Jordy and J.J., Ari and Marco are doing their own thing. I’m basically alone.”

      “I’m right next door,” I told her. “As long as I’m alive, you’ll never be alone.”

      “And that would be great if I were a nun or you had a penis,” she said. “But there’s nothing in me that wants to live a life without a companion. I want someone to hold at night.”

      “I know of a good dog rescue in Moonrise—”

      Gilly smacked my shoulder. “I’m being serious.”

      “So am I.” Pippa and Jordy had adopted one of their dogs from there. “I’m here for you. Whatever you need. And any guy you allow into your life will be one lucky so-n-so.”

      “Thanks, Nora.” Gilly’s gaze met mine. “There is one thing you can do that would really help.”

      “You name it.”

      “Will you and Ezra do double dates with me? I’d like you to employ your,” she touched her nose, “smell-o-vision to sniff out any red flags.”

      My smell-o-vision, as Gilly called it, had helped the local police solve several murders and a few other crimes. Even so, I wasn’t sure it was going to give me any meaningful insight into my BFFs dates. “You know my gift doesn’t work that way, right?”

      “You’ve caught killers, Nora. I think you can suss out a player or two.”

      “Scents have to evoke the memories, and most of the time the memories are good. Pleasant even.”

      “I’m sure there will be plenty to smell,” Gilly said, pushing my concerns aside. “Besides, I want your opinion of my dates, even if it has nothing to do with your aroma-mojo. You know that I can’t trust myself when it comes to men.”

      I knew she was laying it on thick to convince me to say yes. Still, I hated hearing her put herself down. “Dating a guy who turns out to be an asshole doesn’t mean you have bad judgment,” I replied. “It means they were really good at hiding their asshole-ish ways when you started dating them in the first place.”

      “Even so,” she said. “Will you double date with me?”

      I scrunched my nose and let out a noisy breath. “I’ll have to call Ezra. He might be working those nights, but if he isn’t, then yes.” I shook my head. “Even if he is, I’ll be a third wheel if you want.”

      Gilly jumped up and hugged me. “You’re the best!”
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      The mild end of fall weather had kept the tourists coming to Garden Cove, and we’d had a busy morning for an off-season Wednesday at Scents & Scentsability. The shop was fully decked out for the holiday season, including silver garland bordering the door and the shelves, a white pre-lit Christmas tree decorated with red bulbs in the front window, and twinkling fairy lights. Heck, we’d even flocked the windows. Well, I’d tried to flock the windows. It had ended up looking like Frosty the Snowman had vomited on the glass by the time I was finished. Luckily, Pippa, who is a perfectionist, cleaned up my mess and redid the flocking to look like it was the perfect amount of winter frost.

      It was a good thing I had other talents. Like making soaps and lotions. With the help of a chemist friend from my previous life, I’d formulated a new face and body lotion—a combination of colloidal oatmeal, flax seed oil, rose hip oil, lavender oil, vanilla, and hyaluronan—to help keep skin hydrated during the cold months. It had become as popular with the locals as it had with the tourists and our online customers, so I’d spent most of the day making a new batch and not giving a flock about my lack of decorating skills.

      I was fortunate to work with my two best friends. Pippa manned the front of the shop. She had a gift for making everyone who walked through the doors feel special. Gilly’s massage business brought in impulse-buying customers who wouldn’t have stopped by the shop otherwise.

      The afternoon had slowed down significantly, and since it was the first of two double-date nights with Gilly, I was glad for the extra time to stock shelves before closing. Ezra had been remarkably happy to go along with Gilly’s dating scheme. He’d even promised to give her a guy’s view of both candidates. I had laughed because he’d met them both before. The doctor he’d met when I’d suffered a mild concussion during a fight with a murderer, and Perry, he’d met during the Snakes, Snakes, Snakes incident. Ezra had been none-to-thrilled that Perry had flirted with me. While he’d had nothing to worry about, it had been exciting to have two handsome men vying for my attention.

      Near closing time, the three of us jumped into action to clean and finish restocking the shelves. Both Gilly and I needed to get home and get ready for our bowling date. That’s right. Perry, Gilly’s first date this week, had picked bowling. I wasn’t sure if it was a genius move to go with something quirky instead of romantic. However, Gilly seemed genuinely excited for the activity, so I wasn’t about to be a party pooper. I was just grateful I’d gone to my orthopedic for another set of knee injections a few weeks back, otherwise I’d have been cheering from the cheap seats.

      “Are you nervous?” Pippa asked Gilly. She’d recently had her long blonde hair cut into a mid-length tapered bob that perfectly framed her narrow face. She called it her Mom-bob, which had made Gilly and me laugh.

      “Not gonna lie, I’ve got some butterflies,” Gilly said. “I’ve crushed on Perry since the eighties. I’m afraid I’m building this date into something bigger than it needs to be.”

      Her shoulders bunched with tension. I gave her back a scratch. “It’s going to be fun, whatever happens.”

      “I wish I was going with you all.” Pippa jutted her lower lip in a pout.

      “You and Jordy should come along,” Gilly said. “The more the merrier.”

      “We can’t,” she said. She put her elbows on the counter and rested her chin between her wrists. “Wednesday nights is NA for Jordy, and my sister Tippi attends, so no babysitter for J.J.” A wistful smile curled her lips. “Honestly, as much as I would love watching this date go down, I’m looking forward to a little mommy-daughter alone time.”

      “That’s the best possible reason for staying home,” Gilly said. Her eyes misted and she dabbed at them. “They grow up fast. You’ve got to savor the moments when you’re still the most important person in their lives.”

      “Awww,” I said, putting my arms around Gilly. “Come on now.” I waved Pippa in. “Group hug.”

      The three of us held onto each other for a few moments, both my pals sniffling when we broke the huddle. Pippa grabbed some tissues from a box behind the counter and handed Gilly a few sheets. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I never used to get this emotional.”

      “Hormones,” Gilly said. “After the twins were born, I would cry at the drop of a telephone commercial.”

      “Those can be tear-jerking,” I admitted. “Or at least they used to be. I can’t remember the last time I saw a commercial. Streaming has its privileges.”

      “So, you’re saying I’m normal,” Pippa said.

      I smirked. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      Gilly gave my arm a light punch then she winked at Pippa. “Normal is overrated.”

      Pip scoffed. “Next to you two, I look like the poster child for normal.”

      We all giggled at that. The doorbell chimed, and while I wasn’t one to turn away business, I had to stifle a groan. “I’ll get this,” I said. “You two get out of here, and I’ll close up as soon as I’m done with this customer.”

      The woman was a brunette, youngish, maybe early thirties. Her hair was wavy and past her shoulders. She wore jeans, a puffy turquoise coat, and tennis shoes.

      “Good afternoon,” I told her. “Welcome to Scents and Scentsability.”

      “Hi,” she said without really looking at me. She immediately went to the specialty soaps shelves on the far side of the shop then began to mill around the different displays out on the floor. When she landed on the new body lotion line, she paused. “I’ve heard this is great for dry skin.”

      I walked over to her. “It is. The dry heat from furnaces can really zap the moisture from your skin. The combination of oils with the hyaluronic acid helps keep the skin plump and reduce fine lines.” I smiled at her. “Not that you have many fine lines to reduce.”

      She went up on her toes for a second with a pleased preen and grabbed a bottle. Then another. “For a friend of mine,” she said. “She just got engaged, and they’re doing a quicky wedding.” Her tone held bitterness. “Anyway, she’ll love this.” She turned the bottle in her hand. “Does it smell like vanilla?”

      “Yes, vanilla contains B vitamins and is high in antioxidants. It’s great for the skin, and the scent is a total bonus.”

      “My friend loves vanilla.” She unscrewed the top and put it to her nose. “Wow, that does smell yummy.”

      “Did you miss me?” a woman asks as she corners another woman in a dark hallway. I recognize the woman talking because her hair and voice color are the same as my customer’s. She’s wearing black pants and a black button-down shirt. The other woman, the one she’s talking to, slides out from around her.

      “We can’t do this anymore, Jax. It’s time to grow up.”

      “I am. We are.” I can hear the hurt in her voice. “Tell me you don’t miss me. Miss us.” She leans in, her blurred-out face inches from the blonde. “God, you smell good.”

      The other woman sighs as she turns her back to the brunette. “You know I can’t. Not anymore. Please don’t do this to me.” Her voice is soft and pleading. “You will always be important to me. You’ll always be my best friend. Can’t that be enough?”

      The dark-haired woman nods. “I guess it has to be.”

      I blinked as the vision cleared. The brunette was talking, but I had no idea about what. “I’m sorry,” I said. “What were you saying?”

      She squinted at me and repeated, “Do you have some fun small items for a bridal shower?”

      “We have several products that make great shower gifts,” I said, trying to shake off the vision. “Are you looking for a specific theme?”

      “I’m not sure.” She tapped her lower lip. “Do you have a brochure or something?”

      “We have a website,” I told her. I retrieved a card from the back counter. “Here. There’s also an email address on there if you have any questions. Of course, you can always call or come back. It usually takes about two weeks from the order to get it done, especially if you order the soaps. They have to be molded and cured.”

      The woman nodded. “I’ll get these two bottles for now.” Her expression brightened. “Thanks so much.”

      I took the bottles to ring up. “You’re quite welcome.”

      After she left, I couldn’t stop thinking about the vision. The woman was lovesick. Or at least she had been at one time. I wondered if the friend getting married was the one she “missed.” I hoped not. Unrequited love sucked. But to then turn around and fake happiness for that person as they moved on without you, well, that was the suck of all sucks.

      Pippa, who was in her coat and carrying her purse, walked over. “What’s the look for?”

      I shook my head and gave her a ghost of a smile. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “Okay,” she said. “Don’t tell me.”

      “Did Gilly get out of here?” I asked.

      Pippa nodded. “She went out the back. She told me to tell you she’d see you tonight, and to not be late.”

      I gave her a two-finger salute. “Got the message. Thanks.”

      My cellphone rang as Pippa walked out. I smiled when the caller ID displayed Ezra’s name. I accepted the call. “Hey you.”

      “Hey there, you,” he said back.

      I frowned as it dawned on me, he might be calling to cancel. “Did something come up at work? Do you need to get out of the date tonight?”

      He chuckled, and the sound sent a thrill through me. I loved his laugh. “Nothing like that,” he told me. “I’ll be there, but I’ll have to meet you at the bowling alley. I’ve got some work that I can’t put off until tomorrow. Can you ride over with Gilly?”

      “As long as I’m going home with you.”

      He chuckled again. “That’s the part of the date I’m most looking forward to.” We hadn’t seen each other as much since Mason came home for the semester break, and I was glad to know he missed me as much as I’d missed him.

      Tell me you don’t miss me. Miss us. That’s what the woman in the vision had said. I’m sure she felt lonely after the breakup.  I knew what that was like, to love someone but it not be enough.

      “You got quiet on me, Nora.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “Just thinking.”

      “About me, I hope.”

      “Always,” I told him.

      “I love you, Nora.”

      “I love you, too.” I forced a smile into my voice. “See you tonight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The Belle of the Bowl was a twenty-lane bowling alley situated on the west side of Garden Cove. In the eighties, it had been Rick’s Roller Rink. The skating rink had charged a dollar per person and an extra fifty cents if you had to rent skates. Gilly and I used to go there on Tuesday nights for Two for Tuesday admissions. Not to brag, but I had been the queen of skate limbo with the ability to do the splits down to the sixteen-inch mark. Of course, Gilly had been a close second. The rink went out of business in the early nineties and had stood empty for years until the place reopened in the 2000s as a bowling alley.

      This was the first time I’d been in the building since its conversion, though it certainly wasn’t the first bowling alley I’d ever been to. I’d hung out at the one in the student union when I was in college almost every day. However, this was the first time I’d hung out in one with my psychic smeller.

      My nose itched, and I shook my head as several visions rocked me in rapid succession. A twenty-first birthday party, a near-perfect ending to a game with three strikes in a row, and the last was a first kiss. At least they’d all been happy memories, and none of them had involved murder. I was calling that a win.

      Ezra arrived at the bowling alley shortly after we arrived.

      “Got out earlier than I thought I would.” He slipped his arm around my shoulders and kissed the top of my head. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “With my nose, I knew it would be tough coming here. At least the popcorn and hot dog scents override all the foot funk.”

      Ezra’s green eyes lit up with mischief. His lips quirked in a half-smile. “I’m okay with calling this night early and heading back to my cabin to make some new memories.”

      I turned in his arms. “Very tempting.” He kissed me, and I melted like butter sitting next to the stove. “Even more tempting.” I patted his chest. “But I promised Gilly.”

      “Stop playing grab ass, you two,” Gilly whispered harshly as she scanned the bowling alley for her date. She had arranged to meet Perry at the alley so if the date was a bust, she could take her own car home. Plus, she hadn’t quite let go of Protective Mommy Mode, and her policy was to keep her dates and kids separate.  “There he is.” She waved at Perry, who stood at one of the nearby lanes.

      Ezra chuckled and winked at me. “Grab ass is my favorite game.”

      I giggled and gave him a quick elbow to the ribs.

      Perry Porter stood at least six and a half feet tall, so he was easy to pick out, even if he hadn’t been waving back. He had gray hair, and his stomach had gotten a little wider since high school, but his arms, chest, and neck were still tree trunks. It was evident the man worked out every day.

      Perry turned his attention to Gilly. He gave a low whistle. “Damn, don’t you look pretty as a picture.”

      “As long as it’s not a Monet.” She laughed. “You know, awesome from far away but messy up close,” she said, paraphrasing a line from the movie Clueless.

      Perry’s expression told me he was clueless, but he smiled anyhow. “You’re pretty far away and up close.”

      “Good answer,” Gilly said.

      I noticed the big guy already had bowling shoes on. Maybe he had his own. I gave Gilly’s shoulder a nudge. “Why don’t we go get shoes?”

      “You guys get your shoes rented.” He nodded to Ezra. “Detective Holden, right?”

      Ezra smiled and offered his hand. “Call me, Easy. All my friends do.”

      “All right, Easy.” Perry took the offered hand and shook. I never think of Ezra as small because he’s several inches taller than me and built a bit like a boxer. However, next to Perry, there wasn’t a person in the room who didn’t resemble a munchkin from The Wizard of Oz. “I’ll get the drinks and the popcorn,” Perry said. “Do you want anything else, Gilly?”

      She shook her head. “Popcorn and a soda sounds great.”

      Ezra pulled out his wallet. “I’ll help Perry with the drinks and food if you don’t mind getting my shoes.” He handed me a twenty-dollar bill. “Size eleven.”

      I took his money and smiled. “I’ll take a beer and nachos. Extra jalapenos.”

      “Extra jalapenos. Starting the night off spicy, huh?” He gave me a quick grin. “You got it.”

      As Gilly and I made our way to the rental booth, she leaned in. “Perry’s cute, right?”

      “The cutest,” I agreed.

      “And nice,” she added.

      “That too.” The rental booth didn’t have anyone in attendance. A sign said to push a button for service, so I pushed. The button lit up, and there was a loud buzzer sound. “That’s grating.” I looked around. The alley was loud enough that no one even glanced our way.

      Gilly rubbed her hands together as if to warm them up. “I don’t know why I’m so nervous.”

      I put my hands on top of hers. They were cold. “Relax,” I said. “He’s totally into you.”

      She widened her eyes at me. “Did you get one of your scratch-n-sniff flashes?”

      “Nothing like that,” I said. “It’s evident in the way he looked at you. That man wants to put a baby inside you. Or at least do a lot of practice runs.”

      “Nora!” Gilly snorted a laugh. “You’re so bad.”

      I grinned. “Doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”

      “What can I do you for, ladies?” a string bean of a man said as he came through a door at the back of the booth.

      “I need a size seven shoe in women’s and a size eleven in men’s,” I said.

      “A size ten in womens for me,” Gilly told him. She was five-nine, so the shoe size fit her.

      “Don’t be nervous,” I told her. “You’re in charge of what happens next. Just have some fun.”

      “Just have fun,” she repeated. “It’s that simple, huh?”

      “Super simple,” I agreed.

      After we were all laced up in the rental shoes, Perry asked Gilly, “Do you want some help picking a ball?”

      On the way to the alley, Gilly had told me that she used to use an eight-pound ball when she would take the twins bowling.

      “I’d like that.” She glanced away from Perry to me then looked down at her feet, and awkwardly added, “Shoes fit.”

      I gave her a WTF arched brow. She gave me back an I-don’t-know-what-I’m-doing shrug. Gilly was the most natural flirt in the world, but I think her long-time crush on Perry was making her awkward and nervous.

      Perry, who hadn’t noticed the brief exchange between us, said, “Great.”

      “How are your shoes?” Ezra asked me after he laced his up and stood. “These things have really slick bottoms.”

      “I think that’s the point. Then they can’t scuff the alleys.”

      He smirked. “Is that true?”

      I snickered. “I have no idea. It sounds plausible.”

      “We’ll go with it then.” He nudged me and pointed a covert finger in Gilly and Perry’s direction. “How’s it going with those two?”

      “Too early to tell.”

      “Sniffing out any problems?”

      I leaned my head against his shoulder. “Too early to tell,” I said again.

      “Perry seems like a nice guy,” Ezra mused.

      “You weren’t saying that back in February.”

      “Well, in February, he was trying to hit on my girl.”

      I snorted a laugh. “I haven’t been a girl in a long time, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      He playfully tugged me to him. “You’re my girl, Nora. Don’t ever doubt it.” And to emphasize his point, he kissed me in a way that made my toes curl back in my rented shoes.

      “Whew,” I said on a ragged breath. “That left little room for any doubt.”

      He grinned. “Good, then my job here is done.”

      “Oh, buddy,” I informed him. “Your job is just getting started.”

      I glanced over at Gilly and Perry, and watched as Perry handed her a blue marbled ball from the eight-pound rack.

      Gilly shook her head. “I don’t remember the balls being this heavy,” she said. “Maybe I need a seven.” She gave him back the ball.

      What happened next was right out of a Benny Hill skit. Gilly let go of the ball before Perry got his hand on it. Her mouth dropped open as her expression turned to one of pure horror.

      The ball bounced off his foot. Perry wailed with pain as the heavy orb rolled down the aisle and onto the lane.

      “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry,” Gilly shouted.

      As Perry staggered sideways, his foot caught the rack of balls next to him. I’m not sure if it was Perry’s ginormous size and weight, or if the rack was faulty, but the stand of bowling balls flipped as Perry fell over the top of it.

      Balls rolled everywhere!

      A woman carrying a large popcorn and two large sodas tripped over a red and gold one that crossed in front of her path, and an older gentleman with a blue league shirt and a bad toupee was doused with the flying sodas like he was the winning coach at a football game.

      At that point, the entirety of the bowling alley had been alerted to the disaster, and Ichabod Shoerenter was hustling in our direction.

      Perry’s eyes were wide and watery as he stared dazedly at the chaos. Gilly was tugging on his arm, trying to help him up. Unfortunately, without a crane, there was no way she was going to get him off the floor on her own.

      “I’m so sorry, Perry.” She kneeled beside him. “So sorry.”

      Ezra and I rushed over to help.

      “I think my foot is broken,” he said with a grimace. He cradled his arm. “My wrist might be fractured.”

      Gilly’s cheeks were redder than chili peppers.

      “I’ll call an ambulance,” I said.

      “No,” Perry said through gritted teeth. “I can drive myself over.” He tried to stand, but he couldn’t put any pressure on his foot.

      “Help me get him up, Easy,” Gilly said. “I’ll take Perry to the emergency room in his car.”

      “It’s a truck,” he said with another grimace as Ezra got under his arm and, with some effort, lifted him up.

      “Give me the keys,” Gilly told him. “I’ll go and pull the truck around to the front.”

      He nodded, dug out his keys, and handed them to her. “It’s a blue dually pickup, second one in the first row.”

      The string bean counter attendant helped Ezra lift Perry. Gilly’s giant date towered over both of them, resting his forearms on their shoulders.

      We kicked off our rented shoes, slid our own back on, and I grabbed our coats and purses. “I’ll go with you to find the truck.”

      Gilly simply nodded. I could tell my friend was in shock. “I maimed my date,” she said numbly as we walked outside. The temperature had dropped to forty degrees. “I am a terrible human being.”

      I handed Gilly her purse and coat, then punched her in the arm. Not hard enough to leave a bruise, but hard enough to snap her out of feeling guilty.

      She rubbed the spot and gave me an irritated glance. “What was that for?”

      “You are an awesome human being,” I said, “and one of the kindest people I know. It’s not like you dropped the ball on his foot on purpose.”

      “No, but I should’ve made sure he was holding it before I let go.” She threw her hands up. “And let’s not forget the domino effect on everyone in the path of those balls. I’m sure that man who got soda-drenched and popcorned is going to be scarred for life.”

      “It wasn’t that bad,” I reassured her. “I’m sure most people will forget about it in a day or two.”

      “Hah. This is Garden Cove. More like a decade or two,” she complained. “Even then, they might be talking about the legendary night Gilly Martin took the Belle of the Bowl down with one ball.” She looked around the parking lot and let out a sharp sound of frustration. “Where is that darn truck?”

      She started pressing the unlock button on the key fob. There was a flash of lights and a loud honk-honk in the first row of vehicles.

      “Hah! There it is,” she said triumphantly.

      We rushed to the truck. Gilly opened the door and climbed into the driver seat as I rounded the passenger side and got in.

      “This thing is a monster,” I said.

      “Well, Perry is a big guy,” she replied. She put the keys in the ignition and turned it over. The truck lurched then stalled out. “What the heck?”

      I saw the gear stick centered between our knees, and I exclaimed with no small amount of horror, “It’s a stick shift.”

      Gilly smacked the steering wheel with her palm. “Who in the world buys manual transmissions anymore?” She let out a noise of despair. “Oh, no. This is so bad, Nora. His injured wrist is the one he uses for the stick shift, and I mangled his freaking clutch foot. He can’t drive this thing at all!” She groaned as she pressed her forehead to the back of her hands. “I broke Perry. I can’t break his ride, too.”

      “This is why millennials created Uber,” I told her. She gave me a look that told me I wasn’t being helpful in any way, shape, or form, and that I needed to do better. I nodded my head apologetically. “How about this? Ezra can drive Perry’s truck. We’ll follow in your car.”
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      Ezra drove Perry in the man’s monster truck, and I drove Gilly in her car to meet them at the hospital. There were two ambulances in front of the emergency doors, so Ezra had waited his turn in line while I parked in the visitor section. Gilly and I went in ahead of them to let the admissions person know that he was coming.

      “Perry Porter,” I said. “We think he might have broken his foot and maybe his wrist.”

      “How did it happen?” she asked.

      “Bad bowling date,” Gilly muttered.

      The woman raised a brow. “I’m going to need specifics.”

      “An eight-pound bowling ball fell on his foot,” I said quickly.

      “And the wrist?” the woman asked.

      Gilly winced. “That happened when he fell against the rack of bowling balls and it collapsed.”

      “Oh my,” the woman said. “That does sound like a big ouch. Do you have his insurance?”

      “Here,” Perry said as he hopped toward us with Ezra’s support. He held out a small white card with his non-injured hand.

      The woman behind the partition picked up her phone. Over the intercom, we heard, “We need a wheelchair in the waiting area.” She sized up Perry, and after a second of hesitation, she added, “Make it an extra wide.”

      A male orderly came out of the back with the largest wheelchair I’d ever seen. It was also really low to the ground. It made getting into it gracefully an impossible task for a giant like Perry. After a few minutes of answering questions, they admitted him into the emergency bay. They only allowed two of us to go back with him, so Ezra stayed in the waiting area. I would have stayed with him, but Gilly insisted that I go. I don’t know if she wanted moral support or my nose for news, but I wasn’t going to abandon her.

      “I’m so sorry,” Gilly said to Perry for the umpteenth time.

      “It’s okay,” he replied with a wince for the same amount of times. “I’ve been hurt worse. When I played college ball, I was always twisting or tearing something.”

      “That was over twenty-five years ago,” Gilly pointed out.

      “True,” Perry said. “But I did fracture my pinky rescuing a baby raccoon from an attic last year.”

      “Awww,” Gilly chimed in a melty, swoony way. “That’s so sweet.”

      Perry wiggled his pinky and winked. “Poor little thing got stuck in some coiled wires at a construction site.”

      “And how did you fracture your finger?” I asked.

      He averted his eyes for a moment, then returned his gaze to Gilly with a sly smile. “I slammed it in the truck door.” He shrugged. “But it was right after the rescue, so that counts, right?”

      “Absolutely,” Gilly giggled. “It counts.”

      The bays were small, so when the nurse came in to get Perry’s vital signs, I moved around the bed toward the back of the room.

      “Not that arm,” Gilly said to the nurse when she started toward Perry’s right side. “He hurt his wrist, too.”

      “Thanks, and sorry about that. I was told about the foot, not the wrist.” She looked at the red, swollen joint. “That does look painful.” The young brunette gave Perry a genial smile.

      He didn’t notice. The man couldn’t take his eyes off Gilly.

      I hadn’t gotten any of Perry’s memories. Still, I had seen enough to know that the guy was definitely into my BFF, and she could do worse than a man who devoted his life to nature and wild animals. And a guy who didn’t seem to mind that she’d crushed his bones on their first date. “I’m going to go give Ezra an update,” I said.

      The nurse popped her gloves off and washed her hands at the sink. The bitter, artificial scent of the antiseptic hand soap filled the front of the room.

      “It’s going to be okay,” a man says. Like always with my visions, I can’t see his face. However, I recognize Perry’s deep voice and the wide berth of his shoulders. He’s wringing out a cloth in the sink, and the water is turning a light pink. Is that blood? There is a gallon jug of pink antimicrobial soap on the counter. He squirts some in his palm and washes his hands.

      A woman is crying in the background, but I can’t see her. My heart jumps in my chest. Is she hurt?

      “Will it scar?” she asks.

      “Keep it clean and you’ll be right as rain,” Perry tells her. “We’re lucky the little fellow didn’t bite you. Opossums can transmit salmonella and toxoplasmosis.”

      “Who knew they were so vicious,” she says. The woman is wearing the same brown uniform as Perry.

      “Usually, they’re not.” His tone holds a scootch of admonishment. “But they don’t like to be backed into a corner.” He finishes drying his hands. “Let’s get you to the hospital.”

      Gilly must have seen me space for a moment because her gaze held a question. I raised my brows and gave a barely perceptible head shake, shrug combo. The vision didn’t tell me what kind of man Perry was as far as relationships went, but he had taken care of his co-worker with some compassion. I put that in the plus column for him.

      “I’ll see you all in a bit,” I said and exited the room. On the way back to the waiting area, I spotted trouble…for Gilly. Doctor Scott Graham, her Friday night date, rounded the nurse’s station, whizzed past me, and headed straight for Perry’s bay. Oh boy.

      I quickly put myself between Hot Doc Scott and the door. “Hello, Hot, uhm, Doctor Graham. How are you doing?” I hoped I was loud enough for Gilly to hear.

      “Ms. Black?” He narrowed his gaze at me. “What are you doing here?”

      The last time I’d been in the hospital emergency was after I’d been attacked by a man who was trying to kill me at a creepy doll art gallery show. I’d figured out that he had blackmailed then killed a woman in our town, and the guy didn’t want anyone finding out the truth. “I didn’t hit my head again,” I replied. “I’m not always getting injured if that’s what you mean.”

      His eyes widened. “I didn’t mean—”

      I laughed. Loudly. Embarrassingly so. Gilly was going to owe me for this. “I’m just teasing,” I said. “I’m here for a friend.”

      He gave me a polite nod. “Well, I have to get in with my patient, now. It’s good to, uh, see you.”

      I pointed to my head. “Minus the concussion.”

      He looked at me like I’d just lost my damn mind. I was still blocking his way, but he maneuvered past me to put his hand on the doorknob. “Have a nice evening, Ms. Black.” He’d skirted around me with the ease of a man used to dodging patients’ family members.

      “Mr. Porter,” I heard him say as the door was closing. “Let’s take a look at that foot.”

      My stomach knotted for Gilly. Did I go back in? Would that make things worse? Gilly could handle this, right? I yanked my phone out.

      Sorry! I texted her. Want me back in?

      No, she texted back. Thanks for the heads up. Will handle.

      I sent back several hearts, poop emojis, and kissy faces. When I looked up from my phone, I saw someone familiar. I resisted the urge to run the other way as a young hospital attendant escorted Gio Rossi up the hall toward me. His right hand was heavily wrapped in gauze, and his jacket was open. The white t-shirt underneath was covered in red. Holy crap. Was it bring-Gilly’s-men-to-the-hospital day? Who else was going to show up? Her eighth-grade boyfriend who had burp-spelled her name in an effort to woo her? Sheesh.

      His glowering expression changed to chagrin as he recognized me.

      “Aspetta un momento,” he said. He flashed a smile at the orderly, and she flushed with pleasure. Ugh.

      “Nora,” he said as our paths were crossing. “What are you doing here?”

      I wasn’t about to tell him a damn thing about Gilly and her disastrous date. “Visiting a friend.” Not a complete lie. “What happened to you?”

      “Kitchen accident,” he said as he glanced down at his hand. “Knife slipped.”

      Now that we were only a couple of feet apart, I could tell the red on his shirt wasn’t blood. The splattered mess had the distinct tangy aroma of tomatoes, oregano, and garlic.

      “You bastard,” a woman says. “I should do the world a favor and kill you.” She was holding a carving knife and waving the blade out in front of her. She’s tall, waif-like, with brown hair. Her face, of course, is fuzzy, but I know who this is. I’d already seen a vision of her once before with Gio in his kitchen.

      “Calm down, Twyla,” he says. “You’re being hysterical.”

      The anger in this vision is so powerful, I feel it surge through me. She lunges forward. Gio holds out his hand and the tip of the knife sinks into his palm. “Stop!” he’s shouting.

      Twyla rears her arm back to stab him again. Gio jumps back to avoid her next blow, and turns to flee. He crashes into a serving dolly behind him, and a tub of sauce splashes his front. He turns back to Twyla, and when she sees all the red, she gasps.

      Her hand is shaking. “I’m…I’m…sorry.” She drops the knife and it clatters to the floor. “I didn’t mean…”

      Gio presses a kitchen towel to his hand. “Go,” he says. “Go and don’t come back.” The threat of “or else” is implied.

      I blink at Gio as the vision clears. I couldn’t help but feel residual rage.

      “Nora,” he said. “You’re swaying. Do you need to sit down?”

      “I’m fine,” I told the sack of crap. I started back toward the lobby.

      “Could you not tell Gillian?” he asked. He forced a smile and gestured to his hand. “I don’t want her or the children to worry.”

      “You can’t honestly believe I’m going to keep this from Gilly.” I remembered when Ari had told me that her dad had come back to Garden Cove without telling anyone a month before he’d “officially” returned from Vegas. He had asked her to keep his little secret from her mother and Marco. His request had torn Ari up with guilt. I glared at him. “There won’t be any little secrets between us. Especially where you’re concerned.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Calm down.”

      “You’re a real piece of work.” Before I headed to the waiting room, I added, “And never tell a woman to calm down. That’s an excellent way to get stabbed.”
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      Friday morning, the holiday spirit was in the air, Main Street was decorated to the T, and Garden Cove had been filling up with tourists for the weekend. In other words, it was going to be a banner day for the off-season at Scents & Scentsability. Pippa had shown up with a smear of spit-up on her red cashmere sweater, no lipstick, and her hair was sticking up in a few places in the back—very un-Pippa-like.

      “I love that baby with all my heart and soul,” she told Gilly and me when we asked what was up. “But I got less than one hour of sleep last night.”

      “Colic?” Gilly asked.

      “Probably. She’s not running a fever, and she’s pooping. The pediatrician said it was probably colic and gave us a few ideas to help.” Pippa’s shoulders slumped forward. “None of them worked.”

      “Pip.” I gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “You should’ve stayed home and got some rest. I could’ve managed the store.”

      “We both knew this weekend was going to get busy,” she replied. “Besides, there wouldn’t have been any rest at home, and I needed to work today for the small break.” She frowned. “I can’t believe I’m talking about needing a break from my own baby. I am the worse mom on the planet.”

      Gilly, who had the mom thing on lock, said, “You’ve got to take care of yourself, too, so you can be your best for your daughter. J.J. is safe and loved, and Tippi would call you immediately if you needed to go back home. Besides, if a few hours away recharges your batteries, then Pip, you’re doing the right thing.” And then she hugged her.

      Pippa started crying.

      I think she needed one person—who wasn’t her guy Jordy—to tell her it was okay to need a break from her baby occasionally. Pippa was extremely competent at her job, heck, at life in general, but so far, motherhood was the one job she worried she couldn’t master. Her words, not mine. As if parents fell into two categories—perfect or perfectly awful. Who needed that kind of pressure? I couldn’t imagine constantly feeling like I had to be the perfect anything.

      The crying hadn’t lasted a full minute, but after, the release of emotion seemed to pep her up. “I still can’t believe the doc is cool with you seeing someone else,” she said to Gilly as she wiped her eyes. It was an elegant change of subject from babies to Gilly’s adventures in dating. “You know, in the same week you’re seeing him?”

      I leaned on the counter and smiled. “Yeah, Gilly. Have you and Hot Doc Scott talked any more about your rotating dance card?”

      “Quit calling him that,” she said. “You’re going to slip up and call him that during the date tonight.”

      I snorted at the irony. “You mean like the way you call Ezra ‘Detective Hot Stuff’? Sometimes right to his face?”

      “That’s not the same, and you know it. You and Easy are in a committed relationship, and I’m…”

      I arched a brow at her. “The Garden Cove Floozy?”

      “Nora!”

      Pippa snickered. “That’s the hot goss at the coffee shop.” She held up her hands as if illustrating a marquee. “Gilly Martin. Town Floozy. Everyone’s saying it.”

      Gilly’s brown eyes widened, and she punctuated every word with horror. “They. Are. Not.”

      Pippa and I laughed.

      “No, they aren’t,” I said. “No one knows you’re dating two guys at the same time.”

      “Well, Perry and Scott know,” Gilly said with a wince. “I still can’t believe I maimed Perry.”

      “A sprained wrist and a hairline fracture on the top of his foot is hardly a maiming,” I said sympathetically.

      “And he still wanted a second date.” Pippa beamed a smile at Gilly. “I put that in the plus column for Cute Conservation Dude.”

      “Of course, he could be nuts,” I added. “On the plus side, at least you hadn’t stabbed him.”

      Gilly shook her head. “I know, right? I don’t know if I’m jealous or mortified. It’s as if Twyla was playing out one of my top ten Gio fantasies.”

      I’d told Gilly about Gio and the smell-o-vision the next morning. She’d been surprised, but not as upset as I thought she’d be. The realization had been a relief. She really didn’t have any feelings for the jerk anymore. We’d given the scoop to Pippa yesterday, when we first arrived at the shop.

      “I still can’t believe she took a carving knife to him,” Pippa added.

      Gilly shrugged as if it had been inevitable. “Some men bring out the worst in people. Gio is one of those men.”

      “Ezra said as long as Gio sticks to his accident story, Twyla won’t be charged.”

      “Maybe she should be,” Pippa said. “I mean, what you saw sounds terrifying.”

      “I think it was a heat-of-the-moment thing.” I straightened the lip balm on the counter. “She’s probably not homicidal.” At least, I hoped not. I mean, I couldn’t stand Gio, but I didn’t wish him dead.

      “That man is a cockroach,” Gilly said. “He’ll survive the fallout of his indiscretions. He always does. And frankly, I don’t want to give him any more thought than I have to. He is no longer living rent free in my head.”

      I gave my friend a curious look. “That’s really healthy.” I respected her wishes and moved on to happier, more present-day topics. “So, you didn’t say if Hot Doc Scott called. You know, since you had them both in the same room two nights ago.”

      “He did.” She let slip a tiny smile. “He wanted to confirm tonight’s date.” Gilly seemed happy. She was having fun and keeping it casual. It was a good look on her.

      “Are you sure you want Ezra and me to tag along? You might be more relaxed without us there.”

      “Besides, you can’t sizzle with a chaperone around,” Pippa added.

      “I’m not planning any kind of sizzle,” Gilly said. She turned her gaze on me. “I need you there to liven up the conversation if small talk turns to weather. That’s the kiss of death for romance. Besides, Scott has already bought four tickets for the dinner cruise. If you back out now, it’s going to look like I have flighty friends. Is that what you want, Nora?” Her tone took on the slight brunt of accusation. “You want him to think that I have unreliable friends?”

      I chuckled. “Nope. No unreliable, flighty friends here.”

      Gilly frowned. “Is it Easy? He doesn’t want to go, right? You’re covering for your man.”

      “Ezra is totally in for the cruise. He’d take me out more if I’d let him.” I didn’t mind the age difference between us, and Ezra had made it abundantly clear that he wasn’t interested in anyone else. According to him, he was in love with me, and that was that.

      “If Ezra is cool with it, then stop trying to get out of the double date,” Gilly insisted. “Now finish whatever you’ve got to finish up in your kitchen, so we can get the shop open and get this day started.”

      “It’s not a kitchen,” I said. Gilly meant the workroom in the back where I made my soaps and lotions. It used to be a restaurant kitchen, but no food was cooked or consumed in there now. Hence, not a kitchen anymore.

      “You know what I mean,” Gilly said. “The quicker you get your stuff done back there, the sooner you can watch the front so I can give Pippa a massage and she can take a nap.”

      “Really?” Pippa asked. “That would be wonderful.”

      “Then it’s a done deal,” Gilly told her. “I kept my morning clear so I could go get spray-tanned for my date.”

      “But if there’s not going to be any sizzle, what’s the point?” Pippa teased.

      “I’m wearing a dress, no stockings. It requires a clean shave, which I did this morning, and an even tan.” She waved the back of her hands at me in a shooing motion. “Now quit meandering and hurry up.”

      I pressed my fingertips to my chest in mock offense and gasped. “Meander? Moi?” I glanced at Pippa. “How dare she?”

      Pippa laughed. “I love you guys.”

      Gilly and I both smiled.

      I gave Pippa a brief hug. “We love you, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Ezra picked up Gilly and me for our second double date night on the Liberty Lily Dinner Cruise. Scott was meeting us in the parking lot. Ezra’s truck had a crew cab, and I insisted Gilly sit up front. She was taller than me without heels, but tonight she had done herself up with full glamour. Big wavy curls cascaded over her shoulders, and she wore a chocolate-brown chiffon dress that looked like it had been plucked right out of an old Hollywood film. Deep v-neck front, sheer balloon sleeves, a form-fitting bodice, and a swing skirt. That was not a backseat look.

      “He’s arrived,” she said, looking down at her phone. She gave Ezra a pleading glance. “Can’t you go any faster?”

      He gave her a crooked smile. “I’m five over the speed limit already.”

      “You’re a cop,” she said. “Can’t you put on your lights and sirens?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. Besides, we’re only a few minutes away. I’m sure Doc Graham won’t turn to stone before we get there.”

      Once again, it wasn’t a cold night. On the contrary, it was sixty-one degrees. Gilly unzipped her wool coat. “Global warming is real, y’all.”

      “Or it’s a hot flash,” I teased, then made a mental calculation about when I’d changed my last hormone patch. Crap. I was pretty sure I was a day late.

      Gilly snorted. “I still get my period like clockwork every twenty-seven days. My OB says I have the ovaries of a thirty-year-old.”

      I shivered. “I’m happy to never have another period ever.”

      Ezra, smartly, avoided adding to the conversation.

      “The doc is early,” I said to Gilly.

      “Better than late,” Ezra commented as he turned down the main road for all the resorts.

      “What if he decides I’m not worth it and leaves?”

      “Then he’d be a damned fool,” Ezra pointed out. I loved him even more in that moment.

      “Why, Easy Holden,” she said coyly. “Are you flirting with me?”

      He choked on a laugh. “I like my balls where they are.” He looked back at me through the rearview mirror and winked.

      I giggled then flicked Gilly in the back of her head.

      “Ow.” She rubbed the spot. “I’m joking, of course.”

      “This’ll be fun,” I said. “I’ve never done the cruise before.”

      “Me either,” Gilly said, “and I didn’t move away for two decades. Cough. Nora.  Cough.”

      “First time for me as well,” Ezra added. “And since the doc is paying, I’m looking forward to it even more.”

      I flicked the back of his head then.

      “Ow,” he said, and we all laughed. “I think you’re liking the backseat a little too much.”

      “That’s what she said,” Gilly snickered.

      Ezra and I both groaned, but we were also smiling. What a terrific night it was turning out to be, and we hadn’t even boarded the boat.

      We passed Portman’s on the Lake a mile from where the Liberty Lily was docked.

      Gilly looked out the window as we passed the place. “Gio’s not working. He’s hanging out with the kids tonight.”

      “Did he say anything about the stab wound on his hand?” Ezra asked.

      “I haven’t talked to him,” Gilly admitted. “But I don’t think he’s said anything more to the twins than it was a kitchen accident.”

      I sighed. “That’s his story, and he’s sticking to it.” I would’ve loved to have confronted Gio with what I knew, but my visions, as my ex-husband Chief Shawn Rafferty liked to point out, were not evidence.

      “What are they doing with Gio?” I asked.

      “Ari and Marco weren’t sure. He said he had some big news and wanted to make the night special.”

      “That’s never good,” I told her. “Unless of course he’s moving back to Vegas. Or really, anywhere that isn’t here.”

      Gilly nodded. “That would be good news.”

      We pulled into the parking lot at the dock. The Liberty Lily was decked out with twinkling lights, giant snowflakes, and several Christmas trees on the bow. A veritable winter waterland.

      It might have been unseasonably warm, but the wind had really kicked up outside. I got out of the back of the truck and opened Gilly’s door. She’d insisted on heels, and I had a feeling she was going to seriously regret them.

      “Hold on to me,” I said. “I don’t want you blowing away.”

      Scott waved at us from closer to the entrance. He wore a dark cable-knit Henley sweater that hugged his arms and chest and a pair of khaki pants. Dressy, but not too formal.

      “Damn, he’s handsome,” Gilly hissed.

      “Yes, he is,” I agreed.

      Ezra nudged my shoulder. “Hey now,” he said softly.

      I looped my free arm with his and went up on my toes for a kiss.

      A breeze kicked up around us, and Gilly let out a shout of, “Wooo!” as she let go of me. Her hair was whipping around her face. When she reached up to brush it back, another stiff wind blew up her dress. She yipped and pulled a Marilyn Monroe, only Lucille Ball-style, trying to smoosh the dress down on her thighs while her thick hair lashed her face. She tripped on a pothole and went tumbling forward.

      Right into Hot Doc Scott’s arms.

      The surprised look on both their faces made me laugh so hard, I thought I’d pee myself. The wind took the back of her dress up, putting her underwear on full display. I yanked the dress down from the back and held it down by pressing my palms against her butt cheeks.

      Scott steadied her as she twisted the side of her skirt with one hand to prevent the gust from catching it again while simultaneously shoving hair out of her face.

      “Wow,” she said. “That’s embarrassing.” Another gale-force wind tried to upend her clothes once more. I’d told her the chiffon dress might be a mistake, but she’d wanted to look special for the date. And, well, she looked pretty damn special right about now.

      “It made for a memorable entrance,” Scott said warmly. “You look beautiful.”

      That was a point for him in my book.

      I wrapped my arm around Gilly’s backside as she zipped up her jacket to keep her dress from flying up again. I leaned in and whispered, “I see you wore your red lacy underwear,” I murmured. “If you’re planning on getting lucky, Ezra and I could duck out early.”

      She elbowed me. “Hush.”

      Ezra slid his hand into mine. Scott offered his arm to Gilly, and she took it. They made small talk as we got in line at the pier.

      “I can’t believe we’ve never done this before,” I said as we neared the yacht’s gangway. “This dinner cruise has been running since we were in high school.”

      Gilly cupped her hand over the side of her mouth and leaned to me. “I sure hope it’s had some upgrades since then.”

      I giggled. “We haven’t had any upgrades, and we run just fine.”

      Gilly smirked. “Well, some of us haven’t had any upgrades.”

      “Now you hush,” I told her. I’d had Lasik eye surgery in the fall to correct my near vision, and I’d started getting shots in my knees for the arthritis.

      “I don’t know why I’ve never done the dinner cruise before.” Ezra shook his head. “It’s probably like all the people who live in London but have never taken a riverboat tour of the Thames.”

      “You’ve been to England?” I asked.

      “No,” he admitted. “But it’s on my bucket list.”

      I grinned. “You have a bucket list, huh? What else is on there?”

      Ezra glanced at Scott and Gilly, then his gaze shifted back to me. “There are at least three that involve you getting naked. Are you sure you want me to tell them to you right now?”

      I nudged him with my shoulder and laughed. “Definitely tell me later.” God, the man made me so happy. I loved his openness, his loyalty, and most of all, I loved that he let me be who I am without judgement and without trying to change me. That was a rare thing to find. I looked at Gilly’s new date. Could Scott be that for her? Was Perry? Only time would tell.

      “I’ve been on the dinner cruise twice now,” Scott said. “The food isn’t bad, and the view,” his gaze met Gilly’s, “is spectacular.”

      “The view from here isn’t too bad either,” she said. Gilly had told me that she thought Scott looked like Harrison Ford. He was a little younger than Gilly and me, but only by a few years, and I could kind of see what she meant. With the Henley sweater, he definitely had a Dr. Jones vibe going on.

      The holiday decorations from outside extended to the inside. The interior dining room was lined with white Christmas trees lit up with warm white lights. The twenty four-top tables and a half dozen two-seaters each had a pinecone and berries centerpiece with a pillar candle. The seats were starting to fill up fast. As we crossed the dining room, I worried for Gilly. The floors were a glossy hardwood and might be easy to slip on in heels.

      I inhaled sharply when I saw a loosely S-shaped reflection pool in the center of the room that was lined with a beautiful mosaic of blue and green tiles. Streams of water shot up, arched, then entered the water in a beautifully timed dance from one end to the other.

      “Oh, a leapfrog fountain,” I said. “Those are so cool.”

      The bottom of the fountain was littered with coins.

      “Look at all those wishes,” Gilly mused.

      Scott dug a quarter out of his pocket. He held it up. “I’ll share a wish with you,” he said. My heart strings tugged. Gilly deserved romance, and Scott was giving it to her in spades.

      “Okay.” She reached up and touched the coin, her palm resting against his thumb. It wasn’t hard to see how taken she was with the man. “What are we wishing for?” she asked.

      “Excitement and adventure,” he said.

      Gilly arched a brow. “Are you worried about being bored?”

      “With you?” he asked. “Never.”

      She grinned. “Good answer.” She pulled his hand to her lips and gave the quarter a soft blow. “Excitement and adventure it is.”

      “There’s an open table.” I pointed to a four-chair table near a window. “I’m going to grab it while you two kids finish up your fun.”

      I dragged Ezra with me. This was a nice moment for Gilly, and one she should get to share alone with Scott.

      Over the speakers, the piped-in dinner music stopped, and a woman said, “Hello, passengers. Welcome to the Liberty Lily. I am your cruise director, Lauren Page.”

      Our focus shifted to a blonde woman in her mid-thirties, standing at the bottom of a staircase with a microphone in her hand. She looked familiar, but I wasn’t sure where I’d seen her before. Probably in the shop. On the right side of the stairs was a chef’s table sign with an arrow that pointed down a narrow corridor that was hard to see around.

      “Please take your seats as soon as possible so that we can depart the Garden Cove shores on time,” Lauren continued. “If this is your first voyage with us, let me tell you a little about this wonderful ship. The Liberty Lily is an eighty-foot yacht, constructed by Shipsy Incorporated, out of Wisconsin in nineteen-eighty.”

      Dang. That was a long freaking time to be in business. Gilly and I would have been in middle school when it launched.

      “It was purchased by Michael LaMonte, my grandfather,” she did a quick curtsy with a smile, “in nineteen eighty-one.”

      Ah, the LaMontes. Now I knew where I’d seen her. It was at the party for the twins and Mason. Claire had pointed out the LaMontes before she’d scampered after them. This woman had been with the matriarch, Marta LaMonte. Gilly and I had gone to school with one of the youngest of the kids, Dora LaMonte. She’d had three older sisters that we didn’t know as well. I wondered which sister Lauren belonged to.

      “My grandfather,” the woman continued with enthusiasm, “had the ship trucked to Garden Cove in several pieces and assembled right here on our shores. Captain Samuel Remus has been the captain for the past twenty years, and he’s the master of smooth sailing.” She made a swooshing motion with her hand then laughed as if she’d made a funny joke.

      There was one long blast of the horn, followed by three short blasts.

      Lauren smiled and pointed up. “That’s the captain’s signal that we’re preparing to depart now.”

      Another couple was heading toward the open table I’d spotted, so I sped up. Not today, Seat Stealers, I thought. Not today. The couple looked unhappy as I sat down in the seat nearest to me when they were only feet away. Hah!

      Gilly grinned at me as she took the spot across the table. “Well played, my friend. Well played.”

      I dipped my head in a slight bow of victory, grateful for the shots in my knees that had allowed me to beat my opponents.

      Ezra scooted his chair closer to mine and put his arm over my shoulder. He gave me a kiss that left me a little breathless. He tapped my nose. “Those bozos never stood a chance.”

      I nodded. “Damn right.”

      Scott smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “These are good seats.” His gaze lingered out over the lake. “The weather is nice tonight.”

      “Warm and breezy,” Ezra agreed. “Might be a storm brewing, though. I hope it doesn’t hit while we’re out on the boat.”

      Gilly’s eyes widened at me. Uh-oh. Weather talk was a romance killer.

      “So, Scott,” I intervened. “Any interesting cases lately?”

      Gilly narrowed her gaze on me and gave my shin a light kick. Ope. I’d briefly forgotten about Perry ending up in the E.R. Wednesday night.

      I winced, then grimaced before mouthing the word sorry to her.

      Scott was unfazed, though. “Nothing as exciting as snake bites or chocolate-covered head injuries.”

      Early in the year, a friend of ours had been treated for a copperhead bite. That same week, I got into a fight with a killer and ended up with a chocolate fountain dumped over my head. The chocolate hadn’t given me my concussion. That had happened when I’d smashed the back of my skull into the killer’s face. The bad guy had come out of the fight worse than me. I had strong survival instincts, aka, I’d grabbed the nearest chair and beat the crap out of him with it. I’m not a tall woman like my BFF, and my slight build can give some people the impression that I’m an easy victim. There were a few bad guys behind bars right now who had seriously underestimated me.

      Ezra absently brushed my hair off my shoulder, lingering for just a moment as the tips of his fingers grazed my neck. I met his green-eyed gaze and melted.

      Gilly cleared her throat.

      I gave Ezra’s knee a squeeze, then turned to Scott. “Where did you work before Garden Cove?”

      “In Kansas City,” he answered. “I did my internship at Truman Hospital.”

      “In emergency medicine?” Gilly asked.

      He turned his smile on her. “In internal medicine,” he said. “But I did several rotations in the emergency department. You’d be amazed at the range of injuries and illnesses that come into that place.”

      “Did you ever hook up with someone in the supply closet or the on-call room?” she teased.

      “Or the elevator?” I added. We both liked a particular medical drama that had been on for years. Those doctors and nurses had sex all over the hospital. “It seems like someone is always making out in the elevator.”

      Gilly nodded her head emphatically.

      Scott’s eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open a little before he snorted a laugh.  “That’s more a second or third date conversation.”

      Gilly wiggled her brows. “That’s not a denial.”

      “Is this your way of asking for a tour?” he asked. “Because that can be arranged.”

      She sputtered, “Of the supply closet?”

      I stifled a laugh. “Or the on-call room.”

      Ezra shook his head, unable to hide his grin as well. “And, of course, the elevator.”

      Gilly glanced Scott up and down. She shook her head and grinned. “That’s definitely a second or third date question.”

      Scott laughed. “I’ll make a note to revisit this conversation at another time then.”

      While my bestie was enjoying her date, I noticed my goddaughter Ari walking alongside the wall on the far side of the leapfrog fountain. Marco and Gio were there too, and they were being led by a dark-haired waitress.

      I took a slow breath so I wouldn’t gasp, but to say I was shocked was an understatement. Did Gio know Gilly would be here tonight? Maybe. I mean, Ari or Marco could’ve told him. Even if Gilly didn’t want the twins meeting her date, it’s not like she had kept her plans a secret. But why would he show up here to ruin her night? What would he have to gain? As T-swift said, and I paraphrase, they were never ever getting back together. All the same, Gilly needed to know about the new predicament.

      So, I did the only thing I could think of to get her attention covertly. I kicked her in the shin.

      Her eyes widened as she latched her gaze on me.

      I shifted my eyes toward her ex and her kids heading toward the back of the dining room.

      She wrinkled her nose at me in an I still don’t know what you’re talking about look.

      I shifted my eyes left again, along with my chin, then back to meet her gaze, before giving her the long will you just look over your shoulder stare.

      Finally, she turned her gaze off me and to the left where I’d been indicating. Marco, Ari, and Gio were being escorted behind the stairway to the chef’s table area.

      Gilly turned back to me and touched her neck. “Is it too late for bowling?”
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      Ezra squeezed my knee when I stiffened in my seat. I knew the twins were out with their father, but why bring them here? Was his showing up here a coincidence, or was it calculating? Neither he nor the twins had looked in our direction as they walked toward the reserved seating, but it didn’t necessarily mean that Gio didn’t know we’d be here. After all, Gilly’s ex was the king of manipulation, and since his return to Garden Cove, I hadn’t seen any real changes in the way he operated. Getting stabbed by his own hostess was proof-positive his asinine behavior hadn’t changed.

      Gilly, though, had changed, thank heavens, and Gio hadn’t stood a chance of getting her back. I couldn’t even begin to describe my relief over that revelation.

      Gio had put Gilly through the wringer with a messy divorce. Even so, I felt terrible for Marco and Ari.

      Gilly kicked my ankle. I jerked my foot back, banging my heel against the leg of the chair. I hissed sharply.

      “Are you okay?” Ezra asked.

      I gave Gilly a terse stare. “I’m fine.”

      She gave me a turnabout is fair play stare back. After all, I’d just kicked her under the table. Of course, she’d kicked me earlier first, so… It didn’t matter. This was her night, and I wasn’t going to make it about me. I raised a questioning brow at her. She did a slight head tilt and a microscopic nod to her right shoulder.

      I rolled my eyes, finally understanding what she wanted, as I pushed myself back from the table. “Excuse me while I find the ladies’ room,” I said.

      “Good idea,” Gilly said brightly. “You can report back.”

      “On the bathroom?” Scott asked.

      “You never know how clean they’ll be,” Gilly said quickly.

      My smile thinned. “You could go with me.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not ready,” she said. She glanced quickly at Scott and added, “Great bladder control.”

      A smirk from Ezra widened my smile.

      Scott, to his credit, appeared absolutely charmed by Gilly. I hadn’t gotten a single vision from the doctor. Which didn’t mean anything other than I hadn’t found a scent he felt an emotional connection with. My job as Gilly’s date detective tonight was turning out to be a smell-o-bust. There had been nothing about Perry or Scott so far that said, “Danger. Avoid at all costs.” Frankly, psychic sniffer or not, I liked both men.

      “Be right back,” I told them.

      I walked around the reflection pool to the other side of the dining room. A bathroom sign on the wall had an arrow directing foot traffic away from the reserved seating where I’d seen Gio lead the twins. I did a quick look around—as if I needed to be covert—before heading the wrong way. There wasn’t an empty table in the room now. I recognized a few locals, but mostly, the diners were tourists. It made me happy to see our picturesque town thriving. The fall and winter months usually took a toll on Garden Cove’s small businesses, but this weekend’s surge of visitors gave me hope.

      I just avoided colliding with a young waitress as I rounded the staircase.

      The brunette was dressed in black pants and a black collared shirt, finished off with a black apron tied around her waist. “Can I help you?”

      I was so focused on Gio and the kids, I barely looked at her. “The bathroom?” I turned the words into a question.

      She pointed the opposite direction from where I wanted to go. “You’re going the wrong way.” Her smile was tight as she gave me directions. “Just take a left at the fountain.”

      I pursed my lips and craned to look around her. I saw Gio hold out a chair for our cruise director, Lauren Page, then give her a quick kiss—on the mouth—before taking his own seat.

      “Holy shit,” I rasped, completely aghast.

      The waitress gave me a withering stare. “Excuse me?”

      “I…uhm, thanks for the directions.”

      Gio and Gilly had agreed that neither of them would introduce anyone they were dating to the kids unless it was serious, and only after they talked to each other first. One thing was certain, Gilly had no idea this was happening. She would have told me. If Gio had brought Marco and Ari here to meet Lauren Page, it was a breach of their co-parenting protocol, and Gilly wasn’t going to be happy about it.

      The waitress watched me warily as I walked back toward the fountain. I already felt like an idiot, and I had no idea what I was going to tell Gilly. I mean, what could I say to my BFF with her date right next to her? I had to get her alone. But first, I needed to compose myself, so the fake bathroom break turned into a real one.

      The ladies’ room was a surprisingly decent-size—four stalls, with the fourth being the largest for the elderly, disabled, or new mothers. A spray of peachy mist shot into the air as the door closed. The pungent aroma smelled utterly artificial, but it definitely handled the job of covering any other odors that might be hanging in the air of a bathroom. There was a basket of hand towels on the sink counter, a pump dispenser for soap, and a lotion bottle with lilacs on the label.

      I turned on the hot tap and waited almost thirty seconds for the water to warm. I stared at myself in the mirror. I didn’t want to be the one to break this news to Gilly, but if you couldn’t rely on your best friend to be honest with you, then who?

      I wet my fingers and gave my face a gentle pat. Enough to dampen the skin but not enough to ruin my makeup. I didn’t wear much, but my mascara wasn’t waterproof, and the last thing I wanted was to return to the table with raccoon eyes.

      While I was tapping one of the hand towels over my face, the door opened, and the peach mist sprayed again.

      I glanced over and froze as Lauren Page, cruise director and Gio’s smoochy dinner companion, walked past me in a hurry. A stall door shut quickly, and within seconds she was peeing.

      A woman is sitting down, her pants around her knees as she leans forward. Oh, dear Lord, she’s on the toilet. As usual, I can’t see her face, and I pray that I don’t hear any plops or other noises. I have to stop going into public bathrooms.

      The woman’s feet are bouncing up and down as she turns something in her hand. It looks like a white plastic stick.

      “For God’s sake, Lauren, it’s been a minute,” another woman says. I recognized the voice from somewhere. “What’s the verdict?”

      The woman on the toilet bobs her head up and down as she throws the stick into the sanitary napkin bin. She stands and pulls her pants up, then opens the stall door. The other woman, wearing a waitress uniform, rolls her hand. “Well?”

      “Two pink lines,” Lauren says.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive,” Lauren says without irony. “I’m pregnant.”

      The vision broke, and I braced myself against the counter to keep from sagging down.

      I wondered if anyone would notice if I jumped over the side of the ship and swam to shore? I rushed from the bathroom. This was a bombshell waiting to explode. Did Gio get Lauren pregnant? Is that what he was dropping on the twins tonight? Holy bun in the oven. This date was going from bad to worse, and my poor BFF didn’t have a clue. Was this something I could keep to myself until after the date? Maybe. Probably.

      Oh, who was I kidding. If I hadn’t left my purse at the table, I would’ve already been texting Gilly to meet me by the exit.

      I couldn’t go back to the table. Not yet. I needed to pull my crap together for Gilly’s sake.

      When I left the bathroom, I saw Lauren with the brunette waitress. Their conversation was short and, from the looks of it, unpleasant. I stared as the waitress stormed away.

      Oh my gosh. I knew her, I realized. She was the woman. The one from the shop who had asked about bridal shower gifts. The one in love with her best friend. I can’t believe I hadn’t remembered her, but I saw a dozen or more visions a day at the shop—after all, I worked in a place with a lot of scents that held memories for my customers. So, unless the vision was important to my life or dangerous for someone, I tended to let them go.

      When I got back to the table, Ezra’s gaze met mine. “Everything okay?”

      I shook my head and said, “I’m going to start wearing nose plugs when I go out.”
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      “Everything all right?” Gilly asked after I sipped some water.

      I nodded, but I was most definitely not all right. I had some hard news to deliver, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

      The same brunette waitress from outside the bathroom approached our table. “Hi, folks. Welcome to the Liberty Lily. I’m Jackie, and I’ll be your server tonight.” She smiled. “Are you ready to order? Start with the appetizer and just work your way down the menu to the drinks.”

      “Sure,” I said quickly. I nodded as I looked at the menu and ran my finger over the laminated page. “Spinach and strawberry salad, the pan-seared blackened grouper, the molten lava cake, and a glass of wine.”

      “Which one?” Jackie asked.

      “Uhm…” With all the extra Gio crap running around in my brain, I blanked. I looked at Gilly, the resident wine expert for help.

      “She’ll take the Vignoble Blanc,” she said to the waitress. She looked at Scott and smiled. “It’s a good acidic wine with notes of pear and honey that will go really well with the grouper.”

      “I’ll definitely take that,” I told Jackie. “Maybe two.”

      “And you, ma’am?” the server asked Gilly.

      “Well…” She glanced at Scott. “You go ahead. I need another moment.”

      Scott smiled. “What’s the bourbon and gruyère flambé appetizer?” he asked.

      Jackie’s eyes brightened. “It’s grilled gruyère cheese, topped with candied bacon, then finished with a couple of tablespoons of bourbon and lit on fire.”

      “Tableside?” Gilly asked. Her expression was one of dismay. My bestie was a bit of a klutz, and after the bowling alley incident, I could appreciate her concern that she might end up in the emergency room with another date.

      Jackie nodded.

      “That sounds really fun,” Scott said, “but also a bit heavy.”

      Gilly let out a quick sigh of relief.

      “Instead,” he said, “I’ll take the charcuterie tray, the prime rib medium rare, the molten lava cake, and…” He met Gilly’s gaze. “What wine would you suggest?”

      Gilly grinned and looked back at the selection. “The Casa Viñedo Merlot is nicely robust. It’ll hold up well against the prime rib.”

      “Perfect,” Scott agreed. He barely glanced at Jackie and said, “I’ll take that.”

      “You go next, Easy,” Gilly told Ezra. She was enjoying herself. I was glad, because once she learned about Gio, the fun would be at an end.

      “I’ll take the charcuterie, the pork chop, and deep-dish apple pie with ice cream.” He raised a brow at Gilly. “Go ahead, wine guru, give me the goods.”

      She laughed. “Do you actually like wine?”

      Like Gilly, I was surprised. Ezra was usually a beer guy.

      He chuckled. “I used to like Mogen-David mixed with Sprite in high school.”

      I snorted at this revelation. “Fancy.”

      “So, a sweeter wine it is,” Gilly said. “Give him the Weinberg Riesling,” Gilly said to Jackie. “It has some apple notes that will go well with the pork, and it’s sweeter than the other wines on the list.”

      “Good enough for me,” Ezra said.

      “Oh, and bring him a glass of lemon-lime soda, if you have it.” Gilly smirked then winked at him. “Just in case.”

      Scott snorted a laugh. “You’re like the Rain Man of wines.”

      “She can also tell you where a wine came from and what kind of dirt it was grown in just by tasting it,” I teased.

      Gilly rolled her eyes at me. “I wouldn’t go that far. I’m good, but I’m not that good.”

      “Are you ready, ma’am?” Jackie asked Gilly.

      “I’ll have what Nora’s having,” she told her. “Can’t go wrong with grouper. Same wine too.”

      “Great,” the server said. “I’ll be back soon with your drinks. Until then, enjoy the cruise.”

      “What’s the look for, Nora?” Gilly asked after Jackie left our table. “You smell  something bad?”

      Ezra frowned at me. “Something going on?”

      I squirmed under their questioning stares. Now was not the time to spill the goods. “Nope,” I lied. “No bad scents here.”

      Scott looked confused at our aroma banter, but he jumped in with, “It’s not me. I showered today.”

      Gilly let out a nervous giggle as she glare at me.

      Ezra scooted back in his chair and let out a surprised, “Ow!” Gilly met his confused expression with a grimace. She’d tried to kick me and kicked him instead. I hid my smile.

      “Are you okay?” Scott asked him.

      Ezra frowned. “Yep. Just hit my shin on something.” He finished the statement with a meaningful glance at Gilly. She gave him an apologetic look.

      “So, how long have you lived in Garden Cove?” Scott asked my bestie, and I was grateful for the change in subject.

      “All my life,” she said, happily. “Nora and I are locals. True Garden Covians, through and through.”

      “True story,” I agreed. “Gilly and I became best friends on the first day of kindergarten. We’ve been partners in crime ever since.”

      Ezra winked. “More like partners in crime-solving.”

      Gilly giggled. “Nora does most of the crime-solving, but I like to think of myself as her super-awesome support staff.”

      “Don’t listen to her, Scott,” I said. “Gilly is more like upper management.”

      “Hah!” Gilly said. “That implies I’m somehow the boss, and you listen to me.” She cast a smile in the Scott’s direction. “You said you did your internship in internal medicine in Kansas City. Did you stay there after you finished? Or did you work other places?”

      Scott’s expression warmed. “Actually, I worked in Columbia at the University Hospital for a few years, then in St. Louis for six years in a larger private practice. But a friend I went to school with opened a practice down here in Garden Cove five years ago. Rena Alvarez.”

      Gilly nodded for him to go on.

      “She asked me if I wanted to partner with her.” He shrugged. “I was ready for a change. So, I said yes. It took a minute to find another doctor to buy me out of the practice, but a year later, here I am.”

      “I thought you were an emergency room doctor,” I said.

      Scott smiled. “Because there aren’t a lot of doctors in town, I take shifts in the E.R. a few times a week. Besides, I don’t mind the extra work.”

      “So, you’ve been here for a few years, then?” Gilly asked.

      He nodded as his gaze landed back on Gilly. “Best decision I ever made.”

      She glanced away shyly. Just in time to see her daughter throw a coin into the fountain, then wipe her eyes with the back of her hand as if she’d been crying.

      We both stared at Ari. Gio was next to her. He put his arm around her shoulder. Ari tensed, but she didn’t move away. Gio said something to her. Kissed her cheek, and they both went back behind the stairway again.

      Gilly looked at me, and I grimaced. Now I wouldn’t be able to keep his BS from my BFF for much longer.

      Gilly gave Scott an apologetic look. “I’ll be right back.”

      He stood up and pulled the chair aside for her as she stood.

      “I’m, uh, going with her,” I told the table. I scrambled from my chair.

      As I walked away from the table, I heard Ezra ask, “Are you a football fan?”

      “Go Chiefs,” Scott said with deep enthusiasm.

      The reply made me shake my head. Men.
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      Gilly was like a panther on the hunt as she scooted past two servers with cooking carts. I wasn’t sure what was about to go down, but I planned to be there for my friend no matter what. Even if it meant raking out bail money.

      I came up behind her as she entered the shadows under the stairs. The chef’s table was heavily decorated and filled with classic holiday food. Turkey and a roast with all the fixings.  Gio, Lauren Page, the twins, Mayor Aaron Trident, an attractive blonde, Marta LaMonte, a couple who could’ve been Lauren’s parents—because the woman looked like an older version of our young hostess—and another older man were seated for the meal.

      Gio took Lauren’s hand and kissed it. His pleased smile stretched across his face. I wanted to punch his teeth in.

      I tightened my grip on her shoulder as Gio stood up and clanked his spoon against his glass. “Now that we’re all together, again,” I heard Gio say. “I want you both to know that you are important to me.” Oh, lord, he was talking to the twins.

      Lauren added, “Gio loves you both so much. He can’t stop talking about you. You’re important to him, and so you’re important to me,” she said. “You will always have a place in our home.”

      Gilly stiffened, and I held her with a firm grasp. She took a step forward when Lauren added, “And you two will be the best big brother and sister our little bun in the oven could ever ask for.”

      Oh, boy. This was Defcon One bad. I could feel the rage coming out of Gilly’s pores.

      “This is such bullshit,” Marco said. A chair scraped across the floor. “I’m out of here.”

      “Sit down, son,” Gio said. “The boat has already pulled away from the docks.”

      “Ship,” Lauren corrected.

      “What?” Gio asked.

      “It’s a ship, not a…” There was a slight pause. “You know,” she said. “Never mind. It’s not important.”

      “That bastard,” Gilly hissed.

      I put my hand on Gilly’s shoulder to let her know I was there. I was with her no matter what.

      “I’m going to kill him,” she seethed.

      “I’ll bring the shovel and trash bags.”

      “Don’t forget the sulfuric acid,” she added. “They’ll never find his bones.”

      At that moment, I saw Twyla Reynolds enter at the rear of the chef’s table area from a door positioned near the hall leading to the kitchen. Her fists were balled up, and she looked ready to stab Gio in the balls. Between her and Gilly, this situation was about to get super ugly.

      Gilly pulled out of my grip and stepped out from under the staircase as an oncoming server, holding a large tray of drinks, was coming up the narrow walkway from the kitchen. My BFF backed out of the way, returning to the main dining room. A guy in a white chef’s coat stood at a nearby table with a rolling cooking cart. He’d dropped a shot of brandy over the gruyère, then tipped the frying pan forward into a flame. The burning alcohol blazed brightly, to the delight of the wowed diners.

      She tried to maneuver onto the bottom stair so the drink server could get between her and the tableside show, but her narrow heel found a hole in the hardwood floor and wedged itself in. When she tried to go up and back, her foot had other ideas.

      Her arms helicoptered as she twisted sideways, yanking her foot from her shoe. She spun away from the cooking cart. Her swing skirt swung as she pivoted around to avoid falling into the flaming gruyère. The cook was quickly trying to smother the flames and move away when the server coming out of the corridor lost her hold on the drink tray, much to the surprise of a diner who took the brunt of the splash.

      “Gilly!” I shouted, unable to do much but watch as the nightmare scenario played out.

      “Fire!” someone shouted. “That lady’s on fire!”
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      Flames licked up Gilly’s skirt as she danced around, swatting at her legs. Why had my BFF worn chiffon? Its light weave of natural fibers that gave the fabric its flouncy, semi-transparent appearance was apparently a second cousin to napalm.

      Gilly let up a hoarse squawk as she hiked her dress up, trying to hold the skirt away from her body. The cook was trying to yank a small fire suppressor from the side of his cart, but it wasn’t coming loose. He let out a long list of expletives—the same ones flying through my head—as Gilly began high-stepping it toward the leapfrog pool in desperation.

      Without a care for myself, I rushed at my BFF with the full intention of smothering the flames with my body if necessary, but I was too late. Scott beat me to her. He grabbed Gilly around the waist, hoisted her up and carried her the last few feet to the leapfrog pool. They landed in the water with a messy splash.

      The dining room, which had been a cacophony of shrieks and shouts a few seconds earlier, burst into applause.

      Gilly and Scott were drenched from head to toe. Scott pulled back the tattered pieces of Gilly’s dress and went into triage mode.

      “Is she all right?” I asked, as the full weight of the flambe moment crashed down on me. “Is she hurt?”

      “She’s got a few small first-degree burns on her legs, but miraculously,” Scott answered, “nothing worse.” He turned to Gilly. “You’re one lucky woman.”

      She snorted at the irony. “So lucky,” she agreed. “All I need now is a sharp stick in the eye.”

      Scott chuckled. He scooped up a quarter from the bottom of the pool and held it up. “Excitement and adventure.”

      Gilly forced a smile. “Careful what you wish for.”

      “I have another wish,” he said. He dropped the coin into the water as he dipped his head, his lips softly brushing over Gilly’s.

      Gilly encircled her hands behind his neck and kissed him back. The dining room burst into applause again.

      “Damn,” she said. “That’s a really good wish. Maybe we should have started with that one.”

      On that note, he leaned in for another kiss.

      “Oh, my gawd, Mom!” Ari and Marco were standing behind the pool. Their shocked expressions mirrored their mother’s.

      “Oh, uhm, hi, guys,” Gilly said to her kids. She gestured to her date. “This is, err, Scott.”

      “We know who he is,” Ari said.

      “That’s right.” The twins had been with me the night of the art gallery fiasco. They met Scott as my doctor when he took care of my concussion.

      Marco took off his dinner jacket and handed it to his mom.

      “No, babe, I don’t want to get your nice clothes wet,” she said.

      Reason number two not to wear chiffon. When wet, it was more like a window than a wall. I grimaced at Gilly. “You should take the jacket.” I grabbed it from Marco and practically threw it at her. “Victoria’s Secret is out of the bag.”

      Her expression grew even more appalled as she glanced down and saw her red lacy panties were on full display.

      She yanked Marco’s coat over her torso.

      “Gillian?” a slightly accented voice asked. “What are you doing?”

      Gilly glared at her ex as Scott helped her stand. “We’re going to talk, mister. But right now, I need to get dry and find something to wear that’s a little less…revealing.”

      Our server, Jackie, was standing nearby. I snapped my fingers at her to get her attention. “Do you guys have some extra uniforms?”

      She shook her head. “Sorry, no. We have to supply our own uniforms.”

      I huffed and looked around the room. “Fine. I’ve got this.” I walked over to our table and blew out the centerpiece candle, removed all the drinks, along with the silverware, napkins, and candle. Then, like a dime store magician, I yanked the tablecloth off and rushed it over to Gilly.

      “I got you,” I said, wrapping Gilly sarong-style. I sent up a thank you that she wasn’t injured and smiled at the absurdity. Only Gilly could light herself on fire in the middle of the lake.

      “What?” she asked.

      I arched my brow at her. “I love you so much, you know that?”

      She gave me a hug, extra tight, so that my clothes were nearly as wet as hers. “I do know.”

      The entirety of the cruise crowd was hyper focused on Gilly now. Even the captain and several crew members had come down the stairs. Worse, phones were coming out all over the place. People were snapping pictures and recording the incident.

      I grabbed her upper arm. “Come with me if you vant to live,” I said in my best Arnold Schwarzenegger impression.

      Gilly held the tablecloth tight against her chest as I dragged her away. “Where are we going?”

      “To get you presentable, so we can finish our date night.”
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      Gilly and I used a full container of bathroom paper towels. I held her up by her hands as she squatted below the air dryer to get what was left of her dress dry.

      I looked at the red blotches on her thighs. “Does it hurt?”

      She shook her head. “Stings a little is all.”

      “I almost can’t see your bra anymore,” I said helpfully.

      “I hope so, because my arms are going numb from hanging in this position.”

      I laughed. “It could’ve been worse.”

      “I’m not sure how. I’m a disaster,” she said. “I can’t believe Gio sprung both his engagement and baby news on the kids tonight without talking to me first.” Her eyes watered with her anger. “I’m going to bury him in the deepest, darkest hole. One that matches his heart.”

      “I already told you I have trash bags and a shovel, and I’m sure Pippa could sneak out with Jordy’s chain saw. We’d make quick work of him, and I know enough about how the police operate that no one would ever find any evidence of our involvement in Gio’s disappearance.

      She blinked at me then snorted. “You’re scary sometimes.”

      “Only when it comes to protecting the people I love,” I replied. “I’m a total cuddle bug the rest of the time.”

      Gilly rolled her eyes and smirked. “I just don’t understand why Gio would choose a ship in the middle of the lake to tell his two children that he’s making a new family. It reminds me of the way he’d taken me on a car ride out to the middle of nowhere to tell me he wanted to go to Las Vegas. Alone.” A noise of frustration escaped her. “It’s one thing for him to ambush me, but a whole ‘nother for him to ambush the kids.”

      I hated Gio for everything he’d put Gilly and the twins through. There was nothing that man could do that would ever redeem him in my eyes. I love Gilly enough to hate him even when her and my godchildren couldn’t. “He’s a terrible person,” I said without a hint of sarcasm.

      “He really is,” Gilly agreed.

      “The twins will be okay,” I told her. “They’re practically adults now, and they’re resilient. After all, you built them cell by cell, so I know they’re made of tough stuff.”

      Gilly blew her flattened bangs from her eyes. “I’m not nearly as tough as I used to be.”

      “None of us are,” I said. “But we wear our miles well.” I gave Gilly a crooked smile. “Boy, Hot Doc Scott sure made a great catch out there. I think Perry might have some competition.”

      Gilly couldn’t stop the pleased smile tugging at her lips. “He was pretty amazing.”

      “And that kiss?” I wiggled my brows. “Hubba hubba.”

      She grinned and tugged her lower lip between her teeth for a second. “Amazing. Woo-wee. It might take a while for my toes to uncurl.”

      I laughed. “Good to know.” I was struggling to hold her up in the squat position, and my arms were starting to shake.  “You really like Scott, don’t you?”

      “Why? Did you see something about him I should know? I’m not sure I can take any more excitement tonight.”

      “Sorry.” I shook my head. “No mystical memories of him tonight. But I do think Scott’s a decent guy. I don’t have to have a vision to see that about him. Perry, too. They both seem pretty awesome. Just like you.”

      Gilly nodded. “Okay. I think I’m dry enough now. Pull me up.”

      I grunted with the effort. “My arms don’t have the strength they used to,” I said.

      Gilly glanced at her reflection in the mirror. Her chocolate chiffon skirt looked like it had been in a war zone, but the bodice still looked good.

      I put my arm on her shoulder. “If we wrap that tablecloth around your waist, the top is salvageable.”

      “I don’t think I can go back out there, Nora.” She checked her face in the mirror. “I look terrible. I don’t think I can face the twins, Scott, and an entire room of diners who saw me go up in flames.”

      I folded the tablecloth in half and wrapped it around her waist. I draped it as best I could, but the white linen lacked the stretch and lightness needed to look like anything other than a tablecloth. Even so, at least she was covered.

      I tucked the draped cloth in at her waist to hold it in place. “I have a safety pin in my purse.” I wiped below her eyes and pinched her cheeks to add color. “You’re gorgeous. Even now. And besides, Scott didn’t seem to mind the way you look one bit.”

      “Maybe he’s nuts,” she countered. “That’s always a worry.”

      I placed my palms on her cheeks and stared her dead in the eyes. With a serious tone, I told her, “Or maybe he knows a remarkable woman when he sees her.”

      After a brief hesitation, Gilly nodded. “As long as I got you by my side, I know I can get through anything.”

      “That’s how we roll, chick,” I said with a smile. “We are ride or die.”

      I tilted my head and gave her noggin a gentle bonk with mine. “To the very end.”

      Shouts of dismay and fear met us when I opened the bathroom door to go get my purse. “Stay here,” I told Gilly. “I’ll be back.”

      I couldn’t see Ezra or Scott anywhere, but people were gathering on the starboard side of the dining room and looking out the window.

      “There she is,” I heard someone yell. “There in the water.”

      Oh, crap. Had someone fallen overboard? I made my way through the gathering crowd and managed to get to the door that led outside. I pushed my way through it and out onto the deck. A man in a uniform was waving to some other men in sailor clothes who were being lowered onto a rescue raft. I saw Ezra and Scott on the other side of him.

      I ran toward them.

      “Get off the deck, miss,” the guy in uniform barked.

      “She’s with us,” Ezra said. He came around and met me on the other side.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Ezra shook his head. “I don’t know. The first mate saw someone hit the water from up there.” He pointed to the upper deck where the helm was located. “They’ve been working fast to get her in.”

      An irrational thought popped into my head. “Not Ari?”

      “No. Not her. She’s with her dad and brother.” He rubbed my arms. “She’s fine.”

      Relief washed over me. “What are you and Scott doing out here?”

      “Cop and doctor,” he said. “The captain agreed it was a good idea for us to be on hand just in case the woman needed help or foul play was involved.”

      “Right.” I shook my head as a sense of foreboding overwhelmed me. “Of course.”

      “Got her,” a man shouted from the lifeboat. “Take us up.”

      It took several minutes for the crew to get the woman back on deck. An ensign had brought out a first-aid box, and Scott went into emergency mode. He assessed the woman checking for a breath, pulse, and injuries. I wasn’t close enough to see who she was, but Scott’s expression when he looked up was unmistakable. She hadn’t survived the water.

      “She’s dead,” he said flatly.

      “Drowned?” the captain asked.

      Scott shook his head, then said, “It might be a contributing factor.” He motioned to Ezra. “But she has a wound on her back. It’s sharp, no ragged edges. A large knife, if I were a guessing man.”

      “Okay, folks,” Ezra said. “This is a crime scene now. Captain,” he gestured to the man who had told me to leave, “you need to take the ship back to port and call the Garden Cove PD and tell them to send the coroner and a forensic team. Tell them Detective Holden is on the scene.”

      The captain, who was used to giving orders but not taking them, barely hesitated before hustling up the steps to do as he was told. Only then did I move in to get a closer look. I felt the blood leave my body when I saw the victim’s face.

      “You know her?” Ezra asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “That’s Twyla Reynolds.”
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      High winds forced waves up the side of the ship, spraying water over the deck.

      “Let’s move her inside,” Scott said.

      “You can’t bring a dead person into the dining room,” Marta LaMonte said from the door. “People eat in there, and my family has a reputation to maintain.”

      Ezra shooed her with a wave. “Ma’am, I need you to go back inside. Essential personnel only.”

      She gave me an unfriendly look then shook her head as she went back in. Gilly stood on the other side of the glass. I put my hand on Ezra’s arm. “I’m going to go in, too, and let Gilly know what I know.”

      “We’re going to have to keep everyone on the boat when we get into port,” he said.

      I nodded. “You think Twyla was murdered.”

      He shrugged and raised his brows. “She didn’t stab herself in the back.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “We’re on this cruise with a murderer.”

      “Yep,” he said. “I’m afraid so. We have to be careful about this, though, Nora. A trapped killer is a dangerous beast.”

      Scott joined our circle. “We can’t leave her on the deck.”

      “We can’t move her around, Doc. Sorry,” Ezra said. “But we can get her covered with a tarp or something.” A crewman standing by gave Ezra a sharp nod and took off. “And,” he said to Scott, “while the lady was kind of a dick about it, I’m not a fan of stirring up the entire crowd in there more by dragging a dead body inside.”

      “Twyla,” I said. I rubbed my arms. I’d worn a long-sleeved shirt to dinner, but it was cotton, and the wind and the wet were beginning to chill me to the bone. I wished I would’ve thought to put my coat on before rushing out onto the deck.

      Ezra nodded. “Sorry. Just trying to compartmentalize.” He took his jacket off and put it around my shoulders.

      “It’s okay.” We’d just been talking about her the last couple of days because she’d stabbed Gio in the hand. I turned my gaze to Ezra. “She attacked Gio just two days ago. Do you think he…?”

      He frowned. “That’s what I need to find out. When things kicked off with Gilly, there was a lot of distracted diners. It would have been easy for someone to slip out, stab Twyla, and toss her overboard without being seen.”

      “All eyes were on Gilly.”

      “Except for the killer’s.” He gave me a meaningful look and touched the side of his nose.

      I shook my head. The only scent in the air was lake water, and it wasn’t conjuring any helpful memories. “I saw Twyla right before all the excitement with Gilly. She walked in from a door back behind the chef’s table area.”

      Ezra nodded. “It gives us a place to start our timeline. It means she hasn’t been dead for very long. He turned to Scott. “Doc, I need you to keep the knife wound in the back under wraps for now.”

      “Probable knife wound,” Scott corrected. “But I get it.”

      “How did you find it?” I asked. “I mean, how did you know to turn her over?”

      “I saw the blood and the tear on her back when they hoisted her up on deck,” he said. “Awful. Just terrible.” He looked pale under the deck’s halogen lights.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “She was a person,” he said. “And someone just…”

      I understood. It wasn’t so much the death that shook him; after all, he was an emergency room doctor. I’m sure he’d seen his fair share of people dying. But Twyla had been murdered in a violent manner. That kind of thing was something altogether different.

      I reached out and touched his forearm. “Let’s go inside. We can let Gilly know what’s going on together.”

      “But no one else,” Ezra said.

      “Yep.” I was glad he hadn’t asked me to keep the truth from her. I gave Ezra back his coat and followed Scott into the dining room.

      Gilly, wearing the makeshift sarong, greeted us. “What happened?” she asked.

      Several diners had gathered near us. I gave Gilly a slight headshake. “It’s unclear right now.”

      “I heard she drowned,” a woman said.

      “I heard she was stabbed,” someone else added.

      Great, word was already getting around.

      “The police are here and looking into the matter,” I said loudly. “Right now, there is no conclusive information.” I grabbed Gilly by the arm and dragged her down the hall into the now empty chef’s table area. Scott was right behind us.

      “So, you really don’t know what happened to the woman?” Gilly asked, when we were sure no one was within listening distance.

      “It’s Twyla,” I told her. “Twyla Reynolds.”

      Gilly frowned, then her brown eyes flew wide. In a harsh whisper, she said, “The woman who stabbed Gio.”

      “Yes,” I said. “And I saw her right before you turned into The Towering Inferno. She was back here in this space. Or at least, she was heading this way.”

      Scott put his hand on Gilly’s shoulder. “Are you feeling okay? First-degree burns can hurt worse than the deeper ones.”

      Gilly nodded. “My legs are stinging, but I’ll survive. I need to get to my kids.”

      “Why don’t you and Scott find Marco and Ari?” I asked.

      “And what are you going to do?” Gilly’s tone was suspicious.

      “I’m going to look around for a minute, and then I’ll join you.”

      “Nope,” Gilly said. “No way am I leaving you alone, Nora Black. You have a penchant for getting yourself in really dangerous situations.”

      I lowered my voice even more. “If there is a killer onboard, you should be with the twins.”

      “And so should you,” she demanded.

      “I’ll stand guard for Nora and keep her out of trouble,” Scott said. “You go find your children.”

      “Really?” Gilly asked. “You don’t mind?”

      He looked at her, and the lines at the corners of his eyes softened. “What else am I going to do?”

      Gilly leaned in and kissed him soundly. “Thank you, Scott.” She patted his chest. “But don’t take too long, okay?” That part was directed at me.

      “Promise. I’ll take a quick look around, and then I’m out.” I wanted to take advantage of the empty space while I could.

      “So, you consult for the police department on the side,” Scott said. Then added, “Ezra told me earlier when you, were uh, in the bathroom.”

      “Oh, cool. Yes, I’ve done some official work for them in the past.”

      “You make beauty products, right?”

      “Yep.” I nodded. “I have a shop called Scents and Scentsability.”

      “And you do what for the police?”

      That question was a little trickier. I didn’t want to tell him the whole truth, but I also didn’t want to lie. “Like the title of the shop says, I’m an expert in scents. I can tell a lot from different smells.” There, not a complete fabrication.

      “Wow, that’s really interesting. I saw a show like that on Britflix. One of their mystery series where the lead detective has…what do you call it when someone has a sensitive nose?”

      “Hyperosmia,” I answered. “I’m a bit like that. I can detect faint scents and identify them, or at least the notes in them.” Again, not a lie. I was an expert on scents. And I had a mild case of hyperosmia. Of course, mostly it was the psychic part of my aroma-mojo the police were interested in.

      I began casing the chef’s table area, glad there was a buffer between it and the main dining area. The server Jackie strolled in from the narrow corridor joining the two areas. She turned a scathing glare on me. “This area is off limits.”

      Before I could say anything, Scott put himself between us. “Ms. Black is a consultant for the Garden Cove Police Department and she’s in this space on official business. You’re the one who needs to leave.” He peered down at her. “But before you go, can you account for your whereabouts when the woman went over the rail?”

      Jackie blanched, her eyes blinking rapidly. “I was…I was in the dining room with everyone else.” Her words were hurried. “I’ll let you two get back to…whatever.” And on that note, she fled the scene.

      Scott looked at me, his eyes full of disbelief. “I can’t believe I just did that.”

      “Dude,” I told him. “That was awesome.”

      “I don’t know what came over me,” he said. “I feel like a lifetime of watching police procedurals and mysteries have been my training ground.”

      We both laughed, and it was as much for the tension release as it was for the humor.

      “More points for you,” I said.

      He looked at me. “Are you keeping score?”

      “Where Gilly’s concerned?” I gave him a quick shot with my finger gun. “You bet.”

      “Am I winning?” he asked.

      “By a nose.” I smirked.

      The table was set, there was a large whole-roasted turkey at the head of the table, a venison roast, stuffing, mashed potatoes, gravy, cranberry sauce, and a host of other holiday fixings. This must have been a special meal for the LaMontes and their guests. Several wine glasses, a couple of teas and sodas, along with an ice water for every seat. There was a half-eaten bread roll on a plate. I picked it up and sniffed. Yeast was the predominant aroma, but it didn’t evoke any memories. I looked at the door where Twyla had come from.

      I walked toward it.

      “Where are you going?” Scott asked.

      “Just getting a peek behind door number one,” I told him. The door had a circular portal window. I rose up on my toes and looked through it. Unfortunately, it was too dark to see. “Going in,” I said.

      Scott got behind me. “Not alone. Gilly’s orders.”

      I smiled. “Fine by me.”

      I opened the door. There was enough light from the chef’s table area to cast some illumination into the narrow hall.

      “Is this the path to the kitchen?” Scott asked.

      “I don’t think so.” There was no sound of hustling cooks or pans clanking on the other side. “Private quarters, maybe.”

      There was a sweet smell of vanilla and berries, faint, but lingering as I inhaled deeply…

      “You’re so beautiful,” a man says seductively. “I could just eat you up.”

      “I’m your main course, baby, morning, noon, and night,” the woman with him says. Cripes. It’s Gio and Twyla again. They start making out, and for once, I’m grateful I can’t see faces. This is not something I want to watch. Gio’s hands are roaming everywhere. Twyla is giving as good as she’s getting. Ugh.

      This is in Players’ kitchen again, which means it’s an old memory and not murder related. Please vision end.

      A phone begins to ring. It’s Twyla who stops their fooling around. “I have to get this,” she says. “It’s important.”

      “Who is it? Your other lover?” He’s teasing, but she doesn’t answer him.

      As I come out of the vision, feeling icky and like I needed a shower, I felt along the wall for a light switch.

      “Yes,” I said, when my fingers skimmed a metal toggle. I flipped it up. The overhead lights flickered to life.

      There was a smear of blood on the wall, along with a bloody handprint. I stepped back as I noticed a small puddle of crimson on the white-tiled floor.

      “Oh, shit,” Scott said.

      “One hundred percent, oh, shit,” I agreed. “I think we just found the original scene of the crime.”
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      Since there was no other law enforcement on the ship, Ezra unofficially deputized me to secure the scene. Twyla was his direct priority, and he needed to protect her body against tampering. I’d spent my entire life police adjacent. My father had been the chief of police for Garden Cove until he retired, and my ex-husband was the current chief. And now, of course, I was dating a detective on the force. On top of that, I had consulted on several homicides, so it had made me the most qualified candidate for the job. Which meant, I knew enough about police work to set up some boundaries to keep the general public out.

      “Will this work?” Ross Blythe, the first mate of the Liberty Lily, asked. He held out a roll of caution tape. “We use it to cordon off hazardous areas.”

      “That works. Block off this entire area here. There’s no way for someone to get into the hall from any other location, is there?”

      He shook his head. “That’s the LaMonte family’s private quarters. They sometimes stay on the yacht during the off seasons for family parties. There’s only one way in and out.”

      “Great. Double tape that door then.” Although, if there was only one way in and one way out of the private quarters, it begged the question, how in the hell had Twyla Reynolds gotten in there without being seen in the first place? Had she boarded the boat earlier in the day? And if she had, why? To spoil Gio’s night? Maybe. I mean, she had attacked him a couple of nights before, so it wasn’t impossible to fathom.

      “Is the boat locked up during the day? I mean before the dinner crew arrives?”

      Ross rubbed his clean-shaven chin. “The cooks get in around noon for food prep in the kitchen, but I can’t see someone sneaking onto the boat and not getting noticed. And the private quarters are always locked unless they’re in use. They are a strictly off-limits area for the crew.”

      The door had a large key slot, but it didn’t look as if anyone had jimmied or tampered with it when I’d gone through it earlier. “Someone must’ve unlocked the door.”

      Ross nodded. “I guess so.”

      “Are there surveillance cameras on the ship?” I asked hopefully.

      He shook his head. “Out in the parking lot, but not on the ship.”

      “Why not the ship?”

      Ross shifted his gaze back and forth covertly. “They have a lot of political fundraisers on the boat, if you get my meaning. They held one for the governor last month right before Thanksgiving.”

      Interesting. It didn’t surprise me that they wouldn’t want that sort of thing recorded. Politics was a dirty business, most of the time. “Thanks for the heads up,” I told him.

      I’d let Ezra know about the parking lot so the police could check the recordings to see when Twyla arrived, and if she arrived alone. I looked at the first mate. “I was told you were the one who saw Twyla go overboard.”

      He bowed his head and rubbed his eyes. “It was awful. I’ve been on the Liberty Lily for eleven years and we’ve never had anyone go in the water.”

      “Did you actually see her go over? Or did you see her hit the water?”

      “I saw her when she was at the rail, then suddenly she just…” He made a falling gesture with is hand. “She went over.”

      “So, there wasn’t anyone outside with her?”

      “Not that I saw.” He shook his head. “But from the bridge, I could only see her at the rail and maybe a foot behind her.”

      Okay, so she wasn’t pushed. Even so, she didn’t stab herself in the back. I glanced around the floor of the small dining area. The hardwood was stained a dark mahogany, which made it hard to see if there were blood droplets anywhere. If Twyla had been wounded in the hall, why wasn’t there more blood on the floor?

      The engines quieted then there was a louder roar, and I could feel myself pulling to the left. “What’s that?”

      Ross smiled. “We’re docking.”

      “Isn’t there supposed to be horn blasts? Like the ones when we left?”

      “Only in the movies,” he said. “Ships don’t blow their horns when docking unless they want someone to get out of the way or they have to back up.”

      I was grateful we were almost back to shore. This double date had taken a tragic turn. Also, I was still damp from standing on the deck, and I wanted nothing more than to be back on dry land.

      Mayor Aaron Trident, along with the blonde woman he’d been sitting next to at the chef’s table, walked up the corridor toward the caution tape.

      “You can’t go in there,” I said.

      “My purse is in there,” the woman said.

      Aaron took her hand and gave it a pat. “There now, dear. We can return for it later.”

      “This is utterly ridiculous,” she complained. “Some whore goes overboard and we’re all made to suffer for it.”

      “Meredith,” Aaron admonished. “Don’t be harsh. I apologize for my wife.”

      I’d assumed the woman was his wife, but it was nice to get confirmation.

      “I’m sorry.” She directed her apology to me. Meredith tried for a contrite expression, but thanks to some heavy Botox around her eyes, mouth, and brow, she only managed to look constipated. Her hands shook. “Everyone knows that woman got around. And she wasn’t particular about the who.”

      Did she know about Gio and Twyla? Or did she have some other man in mind? Or was she referring to her husband? I knew about Gio because of my visions, but I hadn’t heard through the gossip grapevine, aka Pippa, that Twyla particularly got around. Still, even if Twyla was loose, it didn’t give Meredith a free pass to be a bitch. After all, Twyla, a young woman, had died.

      “Whatever she did in her private life is none of our business,” Aaron said. He gave her a meaningful stare. “It doesn’t call for us to be unkind.”

      I didn’t like the mayor much, mostly because he’d threatened Jordy’s business if Jordy didn’t move his N.A. meetings, but his compassion for Twyla made me view him a little less harshly.

      “You’re right, dear,” she told him. “It’s my nerves.”

      Her nerves were real assholes, apparently.

      “I get that you want your stuff,” I said, trying to get rid of them before I said something I couldn’t take back. “But you’ll have to wait.”

      Aaron apologized again then led Meredith away.

      I glanced over at Ross. He flattened his lips in a deep frown and inclined his head. “Some people are the worst,” he said. “And those two rank right up there.” He glanced around again. “But you didn’t hear that from me.”

      “I’m not sure it’s a secret.”

      He laughed uncomfortably. “True,” he said. “But still…”

      “No one will know you said it.”

      His shoulders relaxed. “Thanks.” He gave me a casual salute. “I don’t always like my job, but it pays well, and there’s not a lot of options in Garden Cove unless you own your own business.”

      I sometimes forgot how hard it was for locals who lived in a tourist town. There were always layoffs during off seasons, and long hard hours during peak. If you found a job that kept you gainfully employed year-round, it was something you held on to with an iron grip.

      “Hey, we all have to make a living, am I right?”

      Scott returned from checking on Gilly. “We’ve docked. There are lots of police lights lighting up the parking lot.”

      “Great,” I said. “I can’t wait for someone official to take over.”

      A man who looked to be in his early twenties and wearing a white chef’s coat came out of the hall adjacent to the private quarters’ door. He stopped on the other side of the caution tape. “Chef Pat wants his slicing knife.”

      “Chef Pat is going to have to wait,” I told him. “No one gets in until the police techs get in here and process the area.”

      He frowned. “Chef ain’t gonna like it. He’s pretty particular about his knives.”

      “Then why did he let his slicing blade out of the kitchen?” I knew from when Gilly was married to Gio that he was particular about his knife set. It had cost him several thousand dollars, and he never let anyone else use them.

      “Chef Rossi requested it,” the guy said. “To carve the venison and the bird at the table.”

      “Gio Rossi?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Chef Pat don’t normally lend his tools out, but Chef Rossi is the closest thing we have to a celebrity around here.”

      A hulk of a man, at least six-foot-five and weighing in at over three-hundred pounds, clapped his hands from the back of the hall. “Where’s my Miyabi?”

      “I can’t get to it,” the younger man said. “They have the table taped off.”

      “Ridiculous,” the chef spat out. He barreled up the hall toward the caution tape.

      Ross’ gaze skittered back and forth like a trapped rabbit looking for escape. I prepared to launch into a cease and desist with the jerk, but Scott, once again, took command.

      “Stop right there,” he told the chef. “A woman has died. This room is part of the investigation. You take one step past that barrier and you’ll be arrested for obstruction of justice.”

      I fought back a snort of laughter. This was not a funny situation, but Scott was really leaning into his knowledge of television police procedure.

      The chef curled his lip in a snarl and threw his hands up. “Back to the kitchen,” he told his cook. “Now.”

      I turned my gaze to Scott.

      He stretched his smile into a grimace. “Too much?”

      “That was very cool,” Ross said in a quiet voice.

      “Agreed,” I said. “Only, it’s tampering with evidence, not obstruction, but you were definitely convincing.”

      Ross, who was taller than me, studied the table. He picked at his thumbnail and chewed his cheek for a moment. “You know, I don’t see Chef’s knife on the table anywhere.”

      “Hey, Nora.” Detective Reese McKay walked up behind us. “Ezra said you were holding down the fort.”

      Reese wore a fur-lined leather coat, black jeans, and black boots tonight. Her cinnamon hair was in a tight bun. When we’d first met, Reese had been a patrol officer on the force. She’d worked hard to earn her detective shield since then. Ezra, who thought of her as a little sister, respected her talents, and as her friend, I was really proud of her. She was one of the officers in the police department who was aware of my psychic smeller.

      So, when she tapped her nose and said, “Did you get a sense of anything?” I shook my head.

      “Not too much to see,” I told her covertly. “But I do have some information. There is blood on the wall and the floor in the hall of the private quarters. I didn’t go into the bedrooms.”

      “That must have been hard for you,” Reese said. She was teasing, but she wasn’t wrong. If Scott hadn’t been with me, I might have been tempted to investigate further. “What else do you know?”

      “There might be a missing carving knife that was on the table.”

      She arched a brow. “You think…”

      I shrugged. “Possibly.” I glanced over at Ross. “He knows about the stab wound. He was out there when her body was brought up. Ross Blythe, first mate of the Liberty Lily. He saw Twyla go over the rail.”

      Reese narrowed her gaze on the man. “Good to know. Anything else?”

      “There are no surveillance cameras on the ship. There wasn’t any blood that I could see in this area or the hall leading to the door to the deck.”

      “And with the deep wound on her back there should’ve been a lot of blood,” Scott said.

      Reese gave him a once-over. “Oh, hey. Dr. Graham. What are you doing here?”

      “On a date, and assisting where I can, Detective.”

      She looked mildly disappointed he was on a date, but nothing more. “Ezra said there was a doctor on site who did the initial exam.”

      “We were on a double date,” I told Reese. “Gilly and me with Ezra and Scott.”

      “What happened leading up to the event?” she asked.

      I made a face. “There was a commotion in the dining room as Twyla was coming through the door from the private quarters. That’s the only time I saw her before the crew fished her from the lake.”

      Reese rubbed her nose and winced. Her cousin, someone she’d loved a great deal, had drowned in the Garden Cove Lake. I’d been unfortunate enough to be the one to find her. Initially, because of the girl’s drug use and history, her death had been ruled misadventure. Reese hadn’t believed it. She’d asked me to personally look into her cousin’s demise, and the investigation had opened a floodgate of corruption perpetrated by a secret brotherhood of men.

      Reese took a deep breath. “Anything else?”

      “Everyone had their cellphones out taking pictures and videos. Maybe someone caught an image of the killer or Twyla on camera.”

      The young detective nodded. “I’ll have Officer Treece ask folks to surrender any cellphone images they may have taken. They don’t have to, but I think most of them will want to help.” She peered at me. “What else? I know you’re holding back, Nora.”

      “I didn’t exactly get my information in a verifiable way,” I said.

      “Ah.” She nodded. “Give me the low down, and I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Gio Rossi was stabbed in the hand two nights ago.”

      She raised a questioning brow. “Coincidence?”

      “I’m pretty sure the victim was the stabber.”

      Scott blanched.

      “You know something, Doc?” she asked.

      “Nothing I’m allowed to talk about,” he said. “But if I did, that wouldn’t be the story I was told.”

      I gave Reese a flat stare. “Gio says it was a kitchen accident. My sense…says otherwise.”

      “You know I trust your nose, Nora. It doesn’t lie.”

      Unlike Gio Rossi, who had turned lying into an artform. “Still, there’s no way to prove it.”

      “Won’t stop me from asking,” Reese said.

      “They’d had an affair,” I added quietly. “I think he must’ve broken it off with her because she was angry enough to stab him.”

      “Can anyone vouch for his whereabouts?”

      “I’m not sure. You’ll have to interview everyone and ask, but I will say, it would’ve been easy to go unnoticed during those few minutes of…er, excitement.”

      Reese steepled her fingers. “Thanks, Nora. It’s a good lead. I’ll take over from here. You are officially un-deputized. Let me know if you, uh, sniff out anything else.”

      “You got it.”

      “What about you, Doc? Anything to add?”

      “Nora covered it pretty efficiently,” he said. “We’d better get out to Gilly.”

      “When she’s done giving her statement, you guys can go,” Reese said.

      We ran into Ezra as he was coming in from the deck. His brown hair was damp and sticking to the sides of his face. I grabbed his hands. They were chilled to the bone. “Are you staying?” I asked.

      “I think I have to,” he said. “There are some important people here tonight, and Chief Rafferty told Reese he wanted me to oversee the investigation personally. He also cautioned me not to step on any toes.” He leaned in close. “The chief of police is appointed by the mayor. He wants us to tread carefully.”

      “I can take Nora and Gilly home,” Scott said.

      Ezra gave him a thankful smile. “I appreciate it.”

      I kissed his cheek. “Call me later.”

      “I will,” he said. “Promise.”
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      Scott’s small sports car barely fit five people, the extra two being Marco and Ari. The twins both did their fair share of grumbling as they squeezed into the tight backseat.

      I took note of the cameras located on two of the light poles. One of the cameras was directed at the parking lot and the other was directed at the boat. It would be a lot of footage to go through, but I hoped they would find something to indicate when Twyla had gotten on the ship. Although, I wasn’t sure what kind of insight it would give them.

      I climbed into the back with Marco and Ari. Marco made a few noises of discontent, but we all finally sausaged in.

      “Sorry,” Scott said. “This car isn’t built for volume.”

      “It’s really cool, though,” Gilly told him as he held the door open for her. She held on to her makeshift sarong and side-slid into the bucket seat.

      I snickered. Ari elbowed me. Scott closed the door and went around to the driver side and got in. He pressed a button and the vehicle roared to life.

      “Nice Porsche,” Marco said with grudging respect. “I thought all doctors drove Lexuses.”

      “Only the ones who can’t afford a Porsche,” Scott said. He laughed. “Kidding. It was a way-too-extravagant present that I gave myself after I finished paying off all my medical debt and sold my part of my old private practice.” He smiled at Gilly. “It’s sad, I know.” He glanced at the three of us sandwiched in the back of his car. “I’m regretting it now.”

      Marco grinned. “Never regret a Porsche 911.”

      “I like it,” Gilly told him. “Of course, it probably cost more than my house and the birth of my two children, but still, I’m sure it has some practicalities.”

      I had to give Gilly credit, she was trying really hard.

      Scott, who I decided I really liked for her, said, “Not a single one. Again, I’m sorry to the backseat.”

      “We’re fine,” I told him.

      Marco agreed. “I don’t mind.” He shoved his sister, who in turn accidently shoved me. “Sorry, Aunt Nora.”

      “I’m good,” I said. After all, there had been a lot of shocks for the twins tonight, and if a little sibling jackassery lightened their mood, I could put up with it for the ride home.

      Ari glowered. I knew her mood had nothing to do with the car, or Scott, or even the dead woman. She was still stewing about her father’s news.

      “You okay, kiddo?”

      “Fine,” she said. “Don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Gotcha. No talking about…what? What aren’t we talking about again?” I asked.

      She rolled her eyes at me. “I’m not falling for that. I’m not twelve,” she said.

      Marco jumped into the conversation. “Ari’s just pissed that dad knocked up a chick who’s only a few years older than us.”

      “I think Lauren Page is a little more than a few years older,” I said. She had to be at least in her mid-twenties.

      Gilly scoffed from the front seat but didn’t say anything.

      “I don’t care that Dad is getting married or having a kid,” Ari said. “I just don’t understand why he had to make such a spectacle out of it. I mean, this is something he should’ve told us before announcing it to the whole freaking world.”

      “Speaking of spectacle,” Marco added. “Mom, what the hell was all that? You should come with a hazard warning.”

      “And you should come with a bar of soap, so I can wash your mouth out whenever I need to,” Gilly said.

      “That would be all the time,” Ari quipped.

      “Har har,” her brother rejoined. He sighed. “What a waste of a Friday night. Can I go to Lavender’s house when we get home?”

      “I appreciate you asking.” Gilly reached back and touched his knee. “Can you stay home for a little while first so we can all talk? I think we all have a lot to unpack.”

      Marco crossed his arms over his chest. “I suppose.”

      I caught Scott’s reflection in the mirror. He was smiling.

      Once he got off the resort road, he asked, “Where to?”

      “I guess you don’t know where I live, do you?” Gilly said. “I didn’t even think about that. Duh.”

      “It’s okay,” he told her. “Just point me in the right direction.”

      Ari and Marco put in earbuds and did their own things on their phones the rest of the way home. At one point, I saw Ari texting Mason. She typed, u hme? Big yikes 2night no cap.

      There were several bouncing dots before the return message came back with, cbn w  jny ts.

      I didn’t know what language they were communicating in, and when Ari saw me looking down at her screen, she moved and turned her phone away from me, so I took that as a sign it was none of my business.

      I knew enough of her slang to know that big yikes meant something embarrassing or bad, and that no cap meant no lie. The rest of it had been gibberish though.

      Soon after, the roar of the Porsche engine turned out to be better than a noise-canceling machine, and I’d nodded off by the time we got home.

      Ari woke me up. “Aunt Nora, we’re here.”

      I wiped the corner of my mouth and the cold area on the side of my forehead that had butted up against the small quarter-glass window on my side in the back. Gilly got out and popped the seat forward so I could get out.

      My lower limbs felt stiff and numb. “I’m pretty sure my legs fell asleep.”

      Gilly barked a laugh. “That must’ve been where all the snoring was coming from.”

      I blanched. “I don’t snore.”

      Ari shook her head. “You definitely snore.”

      “I could hear you over my music, Aunt Nora,” Marco said. “You were really loud.”

      Scott decided to get into the action. “You gave my Porsche a run for its money.”

      I grabbed the frame and lifted myself out of the back before meeting Scott’s gaze. “You know you’re still on probation, right?”

      He sent me a crooked smile. “But am I? I mean, really?”

      I laughed and threw my arms around Gilly. “I do like him.”

      The twins were already unlocking the front door.

      “Say goodbye to Scott!” Gilly said. “And thank him for the ride home.”

      “Bye Scott,” Ari said as she entered the house.

      Marco waved without looking back. “Thanks for the ride.”

      I gave my bestie a final squeeze. “Take your time saying goodbye.” I glanced over at Scott. “Thanks for…well, everything. You were a big help tonight. And I really appreciate you rescuing our girl here.”

      “Something tells me she probably could’ve rescued herself, but I was glad to be of service. To both of you. I hope we can do it again sometime.” He patted the top of his car. “I mean, without the fire and crime.”

      “Me too,” I told him. “You kids have fun. I’m exhausted, and I’m going to bed now.”

      I traversed the lawn to my house, digging my keys from my purse as I went. Scott had walked Gilly to her door and the two of them were still talking as I entered the house.

      I closed the door behind me and let out a heavy sigh. Damn, what a night. I felt so awful for Twyla Reynolds. In the visions I’d had of her with Gio when she’d stabbed him, she’d been so angry. Really hurt. It seemed strange that just two days after, he announced his engagement. Had he broken off their relationship? I wouldn’t have put it past the man to date two women at once then dump the one who had become an inconvenience. Besides, Gio was a bit of a social climber, and Lauren Page was about as high as someone like him could get.

      I mean, I understood the appeal. Gilly once told me that when Gio focused his attention on her, it felt as if she would always be safe and warm as long as she had him by her side. He made her feel as if she were the most important person in the world. And when his attention was gone, it was as if a cold void was left in its place.

      Poor Twyla, I thought. She’d been tossed from the warmth of his attention and had been thrown into the chilly void.

      As I took off my coat and set down my purse, my cellphone rang.

      It was Ezra.

      I answered before the second ring, “Hey,” I said. “You still at it?”

      “I’m afraid so,” he told me. “I think I’m going to be on this all night.”

      “I miss you already.” We’d made plans for him to stay the night.

      “Miss you too.” I could hear the trepidation in his voice. “But…that’s not why I called.”

      “Did something happen?” I asked. “I mean, something else?”

      “No one can account for Gio’s whereabouts during the time when Twyla was attacked. Not even his fiancée could vouch for him. She said he wasn’t with her when she moved out into the dining room with the rest of the guests. Compound that with the fact that Twyla had attacked him two nights ago, and we’re taking him in to central booking.”

      “You’re arresting him then?”

      “We’re doing a forty-eight-hour felony hold while we examine all the evidence,” he said. “Probable cause. The diners have happily been turning over their videos and photos around the time of the murder. Hopefully, we’ll find enough evidence to formally charge him.”

      I sat down on my couch. “It makes sense. He had the means, the missing carving knife. The motive, his contentious affair and breakup with Twyla. And he had the opportunity when everyone was distracted with Gilly.”

      “That’s how we’re operating on the matter.”

      “Do you really think he did it?” I asked

      “I do.” He paused for a moment, and I could hear muffled talking in the background. When Ezra returned to the call he said, “I’ve got to go. Long night. Lots to do.”

      “Let me know if you need me.”

      “Always, Nora.” His voice softened. “Love you. Talk soon.”

      He hung up before I could answer back.

      I took a deep breath and counted backward from five before standing up and throwing my coat back on. Gilly needed to know what was going on with Gio so she could tell the twins, and this wasn’t news that I wanted to give over the phone.

      I hoped the universe would forgive me, but there was a really petty side of me that thought my bestie and her children, along with all the women he’d strung along through the years, would all be better off if Gio Rossi ended up rotting in jail for the rest of his life.
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      At two in the morning, my phone rang. I rolled over and slapped the digital alarm on my nightstand a couple of times before I realized what was really happening. I had to wait a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the bright glare of the screen before I saw it was Ari.

      I slid my finger across the surface to accept the call. “Hey.” I sat up in bed. “Are you okay? Is it Marco? Your mom?”

      The silence hung heavy for a moment.

      “Talk to me, Ari.”

      “You have to help Dad,” she said.

      “Ari—”

      “No. He didn’t do this, Aunt Nora.” I heard the tears in her voice. “He wouldn’t.”

      “Desperate people can do desperate things,” I told her. “The evidence isn’t in his favor.”

      “It’s all circumstantial.” Ari’s voice took on a fierce edge. “I need you, Aunt Nora. I know you hate him, but he’s my dad, and I…” She choked out a sob. “I love him. I’m not asking you to help for his sake. I want you to help for mine.”

      “But what if the things I learn only make him look more guilty?”

      “I can’t believe they would. My dad is a lot of things. I’m not blind to his faults. You know this. But I won’t believe that he’s a murderer. If you find out that he is, then so be it. At least, I’ll know for sure then.”

      I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and sighed. I’d planned to stay out of this investigation as much as possible. I found it hard to be objective where Gio was concerned. Yet, I couldn’t ignore Ari’s plea for help. I’d have to find a way to put my bias aside and be objective. Heaven help me. “Okay.”

      “You’ll do it?” she asked. “You’ll use your ability to help Dad?”

      “I’ll use it to try and find the truth.”

      She was silent for a moment. When she spoke again, it was only to say, “Thank you.”

      Three hours later, another call woke me up. My ex-husband Shawn asked if I would meet him for breakfast at his house. To sweeten the pot, he said that his wife Leila was cooking, and that Ezra would be there as well.

      I said yes, because I would’ve said yes even without the breakfast. I’d told Ari I’d investigate, so I’d already planned to ask Ezra if they needed my brand of consulting.

      I’d called Gilly after I got off the phone to let her know I’d be late for work. She’d told me that Marco hadn’t said a word since getting the news about their father’s arrest, and that Ari had cried most of the night. My heart ached for them. Gilly and my godchildren were my family, and when they hurt, I hurt. I insisted my bestie take the day off to be with her kids, then called Pippa to let her know. It was a lot of coordinating, but it had to be done.

      When I pulled up to Shawn’s home, a pale yellow, two-story colonial-style house, Ezra’s truck was in the driveway. I went up the steps to the covered porch and knocked on the door. Shawn’s wife Leila answered.

      Her cancer was still in remission, and she had finally gained back all her lost weight. On top of that, she no longer needed to wear the wigs that I’d given her, now that her hair had grown back. Her hair was blonde with some silver and dark gray interspersed, and she styled it with big curls and had pushed her bangs back with a daisy-printed headband that matched her daisy-printed t-shirt.

      “Nora.” She beamed a smile at me. “Come in, please.”

      “I love your hair,” I said when she hugged me as I crossed the threshold. “New cut?”

      “Yes.” She cupped her curls and gave them a bounce. “I’m also trying out the natural thing since I haven’t been able to color my hair in three years thanks to chemo. The doctor says it’s safe to color it, now that I’ve been off my cancer treatments for over a year, but I’m just so scared I’ll lose all my hair again.”

      I adored Leila. She’d made Shawn really happy, and I was glad. He’d been my high school sweetheart, and I’d liked him as much as I’d loved him. Unfortunately, he’d wanted different things than I did, and it had been a marriage killer. I’d broken his heart, and I was glad Leila had been the one to mend it.

      “I don’t blame you.” I followed her into the kitchen. “I’d be afraid to mess with my hair too if I’d just gotten it back. You look fantastic though. No color needed.” Ezra and Shawn sat at a small table near a picture window, framing a large backyard with an inground pool. I gave them a slight wave.

      “Sit,” Leila said. “I’ll have food ready in two secs.”

      “Can I help?” I asked.

      Both Ezra and Shawn laughed. Hmph. That wasn’t awkward at all.

      “Ha ha.” I glared at them. “I’m not a total disaster in the kitchen.”

      “Then a lot has changed over the years,” Shawn said.

      Ezra shook his head. “It really hasn’t.”

      “Don’t pay them any mind, Nora.” She stirred a pot on the stove. “You have other strengths.” The corner of her lip tugged up in a half-smile. “Ones that don’t involve food.”

      “Et tu, Leila?” I sat down in the nearest available chair, which landed me between the two of them facing the window.

      Leila’s laugh was a joyous pixie tinkle. “I have cheese grits, bacon, hash browns, and scrambled eggs. Do you want whole wheat toast or English muffins?”

      “Uhm, yes, please, to all of that,” I said. “And I’ll take the English muffin.” I would be a little bloated today, but it would be totally worth it.

      Within minutes, Leila had dished up all the plates, and Shawn got up to help her serve them. He slid the pepper in front of me. “For your eggs.”

      Leila chuckled. “Shawn told me you used to pepper your scrambled eggs so much it would make him sneeze.”

      “Many things have changed over the years.” I scooped up the shaker. “But not my love for peppery scrambled eggs.”

      Ezra sneezed when I started dashing it out, and everyone laughed. As nice and as weird as the moment was, I knew Shawn hadn’t called me over just to take a trip down memory lane.

      I took a bite of the eggs. Buttery and delicious. Not too soft or hard. Leila had cooked them perfect. “Good. Mmm. Thanks.” There were juice and coffee carafes on the table, along with an empty glass and coffee cup near my plate. I poured myself a cup of coffee and took a sip to wash down the eggs.

      “As excellent as this all is…” I tipped my imaginary hat to Leila. “My compliments to the cook.”

      “My pleasure,” she responded brightly.

      “Why are we meeting here at your house and not down at the station?” I asked Shawn.

      “To discuss Twyla Reynolds,” he said.

      “Has Twyla’s family been notified?” I asked.

      Shawn nodded. “Her mom, Connie, was notified this morning. Detective Reese and Bethany, our grief counselor, went and talked to her.”

      “Poor woman,” Leila said. “She’s a widow and lives alone. She must be losing her mind.”

      My mother had been a widow, and I hated to think about what me dying too would’ve done to her. “Does she have anyone?”

      “A son,” Leila replied. “But he moved away from Garden Cove right after high school. I’m going to get some of the Garden ladies to put some food and such together for her.”

      “I’m sure that will give her some comfort.”

      Shawn put an elbow on the table and leaned forward. “Ezra tells me you’ve already been getting some of your nose hits about the case.”

      “A few, yes, but nonspecific to her death.”

      “Even so.” He waved his fork around. “I’d like to have you go with Ezra to Twyla’s home, and see what you can, you know, see. Rossi’s place, too. We’re waiting on the judge to sign the warrants this morning.”

      “If this was a crime of opportunity, I’m not sure searching his place is going to gain anything. Have you guys found the weapon used on her?”

      Ezra shook his head. “Not yet. The Liberty Lily chef is losing his mind. I don’t know if his slicing knife was the weapon for sure, but it wasn’t anywhere on the LaMontes’  table.”

      “Do you think the murderer threw it overboard?” I asked.

      “The first mate didn’t see anyone else out on the rail aside from Twyla, so I’m not sure.” Ezra clenched his fist. “The only thing I know for certain is, we searched that yacht from bow to stern and everywhere in between. It’s a good bet it’s on the bottom of the lake somewhere.”

      “Can you guys recover the knife if it’s out there?” I asked.

      “Water patrol has had a dive team out there already this morning. They’ll keep looking until they find it.” Shawn shook his head. “Those guys are amazing at what they do. If the murder weapon is out there, I believe they’ll find it.”

      “Good.” I nodded. “I still don’t understand why we’re meeting here. I’ve consulted before, and we’ve always done it officially with me signing paperwork at the station and such. I don’t understand the need to be covert.”

      “The mayor has thrown his full support behind this investigation,” Shawn said. “But he wants it resolved quickly and quietly with as little embarrassment for the LaMontes as possible.”

      “Ah.” I got it now. The secrecy was politically motivated. “And just what does he mean by quickly and quietly?”

      Shawn twirled his fork like a conductor. “The likelihood of getting concrete evidence to convict Rossi is slim. He’s already admitted that Reynolds stabbed him, but only after Ezra pushed. He said that he’d fired her for poor work performance, and that she’d lashed out.”

      “They were having an affair,” I said flatly.

      He jabbed the fork in Ezra’s direction. “And Easy tried to push that button as well, but Rossi isn’t budging on that part. He insists they were only co-workers.”

      I clucked my tongue. “Because he doesn’t want to lose his foothold with the LaMontes, I’m sure. I mean, Lauren Page is a big catch. She’s young and she’s an heir to the LaMonte fortune. Of course, he’s going to lie. He doesn’t want his fiancé to know he’d been screwing Twyla and her.”

      Leila finished chewing a bite then said, “This is getting interesting now.”

      Shawn set his utensil down. “We just need something that will help us get a confession. If Rossi pleads guilty, we can get this solved with as little fanfare as possible.”

      Shawn had an ambitious streak. You don’t become chief of police without it, but he was also an honest man. Even so, I wasn’t sure what he was asking. “I can’t manufacture memories I don’t see.”

      “And I wouldn’t ask you to, Nora. You know that. But if you see something that we can use to make Rossi think we know more than we do, it might be enough for him to get honest and tell us the truth.”

      I scratched the back of my neck. “And if the truth is he didn’t kill Twyla?”

      Shawn sighed. “He’s our best suspect right now, but if new evidence came to light, we’d follow that trail to whatever conclusion it landed on.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’m in.”

      Shawn grabbed his fork and held it up, and I clanged mine against it.

      “Excellent,” he said. “Done deal.”
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      When we finished breakfast and said our goodbyes, Ezra walked me out to my car. I unlocked the door and he opened it for me.

      “That was strange,” he said.

      “What?”

      His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Watching you and Shawn banter.”

      “Muscle memory,” I said. “We grew up together, and the young girl in me still remembers our friendship.”

      “What do you think about his proposal?”

      “I think he hopes Gio’s guilty so he can keep his job,” I said. “I don’t like it, but I understand it. My dad had to navigate the politics of Garden Cove as well when he was in Shawn’s position. I think the town is lucky to have had two honest police chiefs.”

      Ezra dipped his head and pressed his lips to mine. “I agree. I still don’t like all the covert investigating and trying to manipulate a suspect though.”

      “You can’t tell me you’ve never lied to a criminal to get him or her to talk.”

      He grinned, but it didn’t quite meet his tired eyes. “Yeah, but never because the mayor personally wanted a quick conviction.”

      “Is it bad that I hope he’s innocent? Ari and Marco are devastated right now. This is their second parent to get arrested for murder.”

      “We’re just holding him right now, but I get your meaning. Mason’s already texted me a few times this morning, trying to get information for Ari.” He scrubbed his face. “I just hope the truth prevails, whatever it is.”

      I slid into his arms. “You look exhausted.”

      “Looks are not deceiving.” He rested his chin on my head as he held me close. “But this helps.”

      “When are you executing the warrants?”

      “Sometime late this morning. Judge Kramer doesn’t like to sign warrants that aren’t emergencies until after ten a.m.”

      “That’s a couple hours away. Go take a nap.”

      He nodded then kissed me again. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      I was pretty sure that meant no on the nap. “I better get to work. Pippa’s alone at the shop. Call me when the warrants happen.”

      “Yep.” He hugged me tightly and expelled a deep breath. “Will do.”
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      Pippa waved me over as soon as I walked through the door of our shop. “Come here,” she said with urgency. She had her laptop open and facing away from the customer area, not that it mattered. The place was empty.

      “Slow morning?” I asked her.

      “Hardly. I had an entire family in from Traverse City, Michigan, as soon as I unlocked the doors.”

      I wasn’t sure exactly where that was, but it felt like a long way to go for some lotion. “I hope they bought a bunch of stuff.”

      “They did,” Pippa said. “They’re related to the Digbys and drove down last night for Christmas.” She lowered the monitor as I came around the counter.

      “Didn’t you want to show me something?”

      “Yes, but I want you to brace yourself.” She lifted the monitor. “This video has gone viral. It’s already gotten over one million views since it was uploaded last night.”

      The headline read, Woman turns into human torch to win the heart of a man. Wait for the end. You won’t want to miss it. Very click-bait. My stomach sank immediately when I saw the cover still was Gilly’s backside with her skirt high in the air, and her lacey underwear on display.

      “This is bad.” I gulped. “Real bad.”

      “It gets worse,” Pippa said. She pushed the play button.

      “That lady’s on fire!” a man shouted. The rest of the video had been overdubbed with Alicia Keys’ “Girl on Fire” as Gilly danced around. I ran out of the hall. Diners were getting up from the tables. The camera work was shaky, and the person holding it said, holy crap about a dozen times. A lot of Gilly’s lower body was exposed as she tried to get the flames away from her legs. Although, thanks to the spray tan, her legs looked fabulous. Finally, Scott showed up, scooped Gilly into his arms, and jumped into the water feature with her.

      I blinked. “That dress is not designed to get wet.”

      Pippa nodded. “Or get near flames.”

      The camera operator was too far back to get audio on what Gilly and Scott said to each other, especially over the spontaneous burst of applause. Then they kissed.

      “Awww,” Pippa said. “That’s my favorite part.”

      I shook my head. “How many times have you watched this?”

      She sagged forward, putting her elbows on the counter. “More times than I care to admit.” She closed the laptop. “I’m mortified for Gilly, but I’m also a little jealous. That was romantic the way he leaped to her rescue.”

      “You mean, the way he stopped her from getting severe burns?”

      Pippa gave me a terse frown. “I called Gilly as soon as I saw this on my Pinstabook last night. She told me she was okay.”

      I nodded.

      “She also told me about Twyla Reynolds. Of course, that’s all over social media too. How awful.” She shuddered. “And Gio’s part in the mess. Gilly said they’re holding him while they investigate. Do you think they’ll really arrest him?”

      “If they can find enough evidence.” I believed Gio could be guilty, but I hoped for Ari and Marco’s sake that he was innocent. Honestly, as much as I loathed the man, he was the definition of coward. I couldn’t see him stabbing anyone. Still…”Or if Gio confesses, that would be even better. Quick and done. I don’t want Gilly and the kids to be dragged through a long trial.”

      Pippa slid a lip balm from her pocket and popped the top. It was from our organic beeswax line. I could smell the eucalyptus and mint, one of my favorite scent combinations, as she applied it. “We’re about out of these,” she said. “They’ve been a lifesaver lately. I don’t know if its hormones or stress, but my lips have been extremely chapped.”

      “Probably a combination of both,” I told my friend. “I’ll put it on my list to make another batch next week.”

      “What are we going to do about the video?” she asked. “Do you think Gilly has seen it yet?”

      “Show me again.”

      “Nora!” Pip exclaimed, scandalized.

      I gave her a flat stare. “Okay, Miss I’ve Watched It More Times Than I Care To Admit. Besides, I don’t want to watch it for Gilly. The recording caught me coming out of the hallway, and I want to see who else comes out and in what order.”

      “Fair enough,” Pippa said. She slid the laptop in front of me and pushed play again.

      It was difficult, but I ignored Gilly on the recording and concentrated on the narrow hall to the right of the staircase. Commotion kicked up. I came out. Racine and Steve Page, Lauren’s parents, were next. Then Marta Lamonte. The older man from the table had a hold of her arm. Next was Meredith Trident, and then the recording panned farther left to the leapfrog fountain and I didn’t see anyone else come out.

      “So, Trident, Lauren, and Gio behind at the chef’s table, and whatever staff might have been working back there.”

      “Ugh, I hate that dude,” Pippa said.

      “Join the club,” I told her. “Gio is a class A putz.”

      “Not Gio,” she responded. “But yeah, him too. I’m talking about Trident. That jerk sent health inspectors to Moo-Las because Jordy won’t move his N.A. meetings out of town. It’s a total abuse of power.”

      Moo-Las was short for Jordy’s coffee shop, Moo-La-Lattes.

      “Another total jerk,” I said in solidarity.

      Pippa nodded. “Jordy is trying to keep the troubles low-key. He doesn’t want to spook the attendees. I mean, it’s anonymous for a reason. He’s worried if Trident makes too big of a stink, it will affect the group negatively.”

      “I still don’t understand why Trident cares,” I said. “The meetings are after most of the shops in town are closed. It’s not like there’s a flashing neon sign over the coffee shop screaming ex-addicts hang out here.”

      “Exactly,” Pippa exclaimed. “However, I might know the reason he’s pressing the issue, and it’s a reason I can’t say because of the anonymous part.”

      “Ah.” I nodded. “It hits a little close to home, maybe?” Like the mayor’s unhinged wife? I could totally see Meredith Trident as someone who struggled with substance abuse. Yet, if she were on the path to sobriety, I had total respect. “Let’s watch the video again. Maybe we missed something.”

      I didn’t see anything new the second time around, but Pippa made an excited noise. “Go back,” she said.

      I pressed my finger against the video’s scroll line and took it back a few seconds.

      “There.” She touched the laptop screen on the left side of the staircase. “Is someone going under there?”

      The image was out of focus and poorly detailed. I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman, but Pippa was right. There was someone there.

      “What made you think to look on that side?”

      “Jordy and I checked out the cruise as a possible wedding venue last year. We might have made out under those stairs, so I knew there was a path across to the chef’s table area from there.”

      I should’ve thought of that as well. After all, it’s where Gilly and I had hidden when Gio had made his big announcement.

      “None of this is proof of anything.” I closed the laptop. “There were other people filming. Hopefully the police will find something more concrete from the videos and images that were surrendered.”

      “I’ll keep looking, too, to see if anyone else posts some stuff online from the evening.” She put her hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      I gave her a tired smile. “Don’t I look okay?”

      “You look like a woman who has seen one too many dead bodies.”

      “You can say that again.”

      She crooked her brow up and smirked. “You look like a woman who has seen—”

      I put my hand up. “All right. I get it.”

      “You should take the day off, as well.”

      “I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      “Nora, I ran this place by myself for months after your hysterectomy. I think I can handle one day on my own.”

      I shook my head. “I’m going to unmold those peppermint Christmas tree ornament soaps I have curing in the back. But I will have to take off later.”

      “What for?”

      “The police are getting a warrant for Gio’s house. Shawn has hired me to do my thing.”

      “Eeep.” Pippa made a face. “I’m not sure that’s a memory lane I’d want to walk down.”

      I chuckled. “That’s no lie. I am mentally bracing myself for the crapfest.” I drummed my fingers on the counter. “I’m worried about Ari and Marco. Ari wants me to prove her dad’s innocence.”

      Pippa nodded her head with a sigh. “Fathers and daughters. No matter how big a turd you dad is, you don’t want to believe the worst about him.”

      “Is that personal experience talking?”

      She turned away from me and began to arrange lotion samplers on the far side of the counter. “I sent him and my mother a picture of J.J. I thought maybe seeing their grandchild might, I don’t know, thaw their frozen hearts. No such luck. I can see on the text that they saw the message, but neither of them have responded.”

      “Are you still holding out for them? Is that why you and Jordy haven’t tied the knot yet?” At one point the couple had talked about doing a quickie in Vegas, just the two of them, but Pippa wanted family and friends to witness her commitment to a man who made her so very happy. It made me angry that her parents, who owned a chain of hotels, couldn’t see that Jordy was more than good enough for their daughter. He was the absolute best.

      “There’s no rush,” Pippa said. “Jordy agrees.”

      “He loves you, babe. I’m sure he’ll agree with whatever you want. But, hey, you know my feelings about marriage.” I thought getting hitched was a terrible idea. For me, specifically. I had never been so happy as I was right now in a committed non-marital relationship. What Ezra and I had worked for both of us, and it didn’t matter what anyone else thought. “When you’re ready, it will happen. And if it doesn’t happen, does it make you both any less committed? Absolutely not. You do you.”

      Pippa smiled. “Thanks. I needed to hear that.”

      “That’s what besties are for.” That, and investigating deadbeat ex-husbands.
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      It was afternoon by the time I got the call from Ezra. Gio’s home was situated in the rolling hills above the lake. I’d never been here before, and I was surprised by the lack of size. It was a basic ranch design with a wraparound covered porch. Still, it wasn’t as big as I’d expected for someone with his inflated ego, but it still looked expensive. Of course, any home with a lake view was going to fetch a pretty penny.

      Ezra and Reese were waiting for me when I pulled into the circular drive out front. Only his vehicle was in the parking lot, so I assumed they’d arrived together. Ezra had dark circles under his eyes from the lack of sleep. I supposed a little sleep deprivation never killed anyone, but it didn’t stop me from worrying about him.

      He had sent in a team of techs to do a search before I arrived. It was easier to do my aroma-mojo when I didn’t have to worry about messing up hard evidence.

      “I don’t suppose you all found anything damning enough that I can skip this trip down Gio’s memories?” I asked.

      Ezra rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Not a thing,” he said. “The place is neat as a pin, too.”

      Reese handed me a pair of shoe booties and gloves. “Just in case you see something we missed.”

      “Thanks,” I told her. I held on to Ezra with one hand while I put the paper covers over my feet before donning the gloves. “I feel very official.”

      Ezra’s eyes softened. “You look adorable.”

      I bounced on my toes. “I’ll take it.” I gestured to the front door. “Lay on, Macduff.”

      As we walked in, I took in the décor. It was warm and cozy. Two words I would never use to describe Gio. The hardwood floors were wire-brushed hickory planks that looked buttery soft, and he had a large, distressed heirloom rug in the living room, along with thick, chunky leather seating, and rustic coffee and end tables that faced the large picture window overlooking the lake.

      It was an open floor plan, and the kitchen was definitely a chef’s dream. The space was bigger than the living room with a working center island that contained a sink, a prep area, a built-in eight-burner gas range, and a large exhaust hood. There was a pan rack hanging from the ceiling that doubled as a light feature. The walls were filled with either counter space or cabinets with the exception of the dishwasher, the side-by-side refrigerator covered in the same wood as the cabinets, and there were double doors in the corner that I could only imagine opened up to a ginormous pantry.

      I walked over and opened the doors. The pantry—bigger than my home office—was stocked full of dry and canned goods.

      “Wow,” Reese said. “Can you imagine the kind of cooking you could do in this place?”

      It dawned on me that the place was missing something really important. I went to the dishwasher and opened it. Empty. I opened the refrigerator. It was full of beer, wine, fancy waters, and several takeout boxes. On top of that, the ranges and the two ovens were clean as whistles.

      I grunted my disbelief.

      “What is it?” Ezra asked.

      “No food aromas,” I told him. “This entire fabulous kitchen is all for show. What a waste.”

      Reese looked around and squinted her eyes. “You’re right. Wow. Why have all this if you’re not going to use it?”

      “Gio never did much cooking when he was married to Gilly,” I told her. “He said he cooked all night for work, and he didn’t want to do it when he got home.”

      “That makes sense, I guess.” She finger-combed her cinnamon hair behind her ears, the strands tugging on her gloves. “Still.”

      “I’m not getting anything in here.” I glanced from Ezra to Reese. “And other than,” I sniffed the air, “coffee, definitely coffee, I don’t really smell anything.”

      “Even if you did, are we sure Gio is capable of strong emotion?” Reese asked. “I mean, Gilly has told me some stories.”

      “He’s capable,” Ezra said. “Fear and anger were prevailing during the interrogation last night.”

      “I can’t believe he’s doubling down on his lie about firing Twyla,” I said.

      Ezra nodded. “Only, it wasn’t a lie. Kati told me that Gio had submitted termination paperwork for her two days ago.”

      “Balls.” I sighed. “Of course, he would’ve. I mean, she’d stabbed him the night before.”

      “Are we ready to move to the bedroom?” Reese asked with a slight smirk.

      I glowered at her. “I don’t wanna.”

      “But you will,” she said.

      I nodded. “But I will.”

      A sleigh bed, queen-sized, was centered on the wall in the bedroom. There were two tall dressers, a dressing table made of matching wood spanned one wall, and a television had been mounted to the right of the bed. Sconce lights had been installed above the bedside tables. Burgundy blackout curtains hung on the one lake-facing window in the room. The comforter was rumpled, and there was a pair of rolled socks on top of the dressing table.

      I gestured to them. “We know he spends time here.”

      “Getting anything?” Reese asked eagerly.

      “Not yet.” I resisted the urge to hold my breath as I strolled to the bed. I inhaled deep. I could detect musk, medicated talcum powder, and foot fungus spray. None of those scents evoked any memories. “There’s nothing triggering my nose in here.” That meant Gio didn’t have a single scent that he felt emotionally connected with in the room. Cold-blooded bastard. Even so, it didn’t make him a murderer.

      Ezra opened the ensuite door. “Let’s check the bathroom out, and we’ll do one last sweep before we get out of here.”

      I went inside the palatial room. Again, bigger than my home office. Gio had a six-foot shower, tiled in stone that went from floor to ceiling, with a bench and multiple head attachments, including a large rain one coming down from the ceiling. “Claire has to be paying him a fortune,” I mused.

      There was a glass barrier centered on the shower, and in front of the barrier was a claw-footed tub. I whistled. “Nice.”

      The double-sink vanity stretched the entire wall, and there was a divider between the toilet and the rest of the bathroom. I opened the medicine cabinets. Cologne that didn’t inspire a single vision along with hair gels, shaving creams, aftershave lotion, skin cleansers, and several bottles of some anti-age cream that I made and sold at the shop.

      “Find something?”

      I held up the tube of fine-line minimizer for Ezra and Reese to see. It had my shop logo on it. “Someone has been shopping for Gio at our store. I’d like to know who so I can ban them for life.” I sighed. “Sorry, guys. This is looking like a total wash.”

      As we were walking out, I saw a covered trashcan by the toilet. “Have you checked in there?”

      Reese nodded. “Some tissue, an empty shampoo tube, and a broken perfume bottle.”

      I bent over and picked up the receptacle, glad I was gloved. I lifted the lid and was immediately hit with the sweet smell of berries and vanilla. The same scent I’d noted in the hallway where Twyla had been attacked.

      “Are you kidding me with this crap?” a woman says. She’s wearing a pink bathrobe, and her hair is tied up in a towel. Even so, I recognize her voice as the Liberty Lily director and Gio’s fiancé, Lauren. She’s holding a bottle of Emanuel Ungaro L’Amour. “I swear to God, Gio, if you don’t get rid of her, I will end you.”

      “Stellina, please,” Gio says. “She’s no one to me. It is you, and only you.”

      “Keep your pants zipped.” She throws the lid off the trashcan and smashes the fragrance into the bottom. After, she points a shaky finger at him. “If anyone finds out about your stupid affair, we’re done. You’re only good to me if my family thinks you’re worthy.”

      He approaches Lauren. “Cara, you know you’re my only love. I promise, Twyla won’t be a problem.”

      Though she’s obviously upset, I don’t feel like it’s because of Gio’s cheating. Something else is driving her fear and anger.

      Lauren sighs and slides her hand over her belly. “I gave up too much for you to ruin our future.”

      Reese and Ezra stared at me, their eyes full of expectation. I didn’t let them down.

      “Lauren Page knew about Gio’s affair with Twyla, and she insisted that he get rid of her. Her words.”

      “It looks like we have a new suspect,” Reese said.

      “Or a co-conspirator,” I suggested.

      “Either way,” Ezra said, “she’s definitely a person of interest.”

      “Do you really think she’d help Gio cover up a crime?” Reese asked. “I mean, it’s a stretch.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “She’s pregnant, and she sounded desperate. That’s not a good combination.” I shrugged. “Or so I’ve heard. She was adamant that no one ever find out that he was seeing her and Twyla at the same time. She told him it would be over for good if his affair ever came to light.”

      “That’s probably why he’s hardcore denying it,” Reese said. “Lauren is a catch. My aunt Jenny is a friend of Marta LaMonte, and she told me Marta has disinherited her daughters. She hates all their husbands. She thinks that every one of them married gold-diggers. According to Jenny, Marta is pinning all her hopes of a legacy on Lauren.”

      “I didn’t know Jenny was still in contact with that crowd.”

      Reese’s lips thinned. “A lot of their husbands got in trouble at the same time. And while Marta’s husband is dead, she knew what it was like to have to live in her spouse’s shadow. Jenny told me they all meet once a month at Claire’s for coffee, cakes, and a catch up.” She gave me a tight smile. “I’m glad her friends stuck by her. It’s been hard since Uncle Reagan started his prison sentence. But with good behavior, he might get parole soon.”

      “I’m glad for you and Jenny,” I told her. Reagan had been involved in illegal activity, but he’d turned himself in, confessed, and gave evidence against the other members of his secret cabal of rich business owners. He’d blamed them for his daughter’s death. None of that made him a good guy, but Reese and Jenny loved him.  “So, if Twyla exposed her affair with Gio, that might cause Marta to cut Lauren out of an inheritance as well?”

      “I don’t know about that. I haven’t discussed what’s going on now with my aunt, but from what she said about the daughters, I think it’s a strong possibility.”

      “Then there’s motive,” Ezra said. “Money makes people do crazy things.”

      “And money mixed with love could spell murder.” Reese took her phone from her purse. “I think it’s time to pick up a certain young heiress for an honest chat.”

      Ezra dug his keys from his pocket. “Take my truck back to the station,” he told her. “See where the video team is at on the footage collected last night, and call Lauren and ask her if she’ll voluntarily come down to the station for an interview. We don’t have physical evidence of her involvement, and I don’t want to spook her.”

      Reese took his keys as we walked back out to the living room. “Where will you be?”

      “I’ll ride with Nora to the victim’s apartment to see if she can get any more hits that might help us out.” He turned his gaze to me. “If that’s okay with you?”

      “Sure,” I said. “I can drive us.”

      Reese’s expression soured and she stared out the window at the lake. “I hate that we have to pussyfoot around the LaMontes. It’s not the people in power who need protecting.”

      “Noted,” Ezra told her. “And I agree. Still, we need to employ as much discretion as we can. But make no mistake, if Lauren Page is involved with Twyla’s death, I don’t care whose granddaughter she is.”
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      Twyla had lived in the Alyssum Apartments off Fifth and Grand, only four blocks from the downtown area. That put her within walking distance of Scents & Scentsability. The building was four stories, and the manager who gave us the key said there were four apartments per floor. Twyla had lived on the second floor in apartment 22.

      The place itself wasn’t fancy, but the grounds were kept neat and the hallway was clean. “The manager takes good care of the place,” I said.

      Ezra nodded but didn’t say anything as he put the key into the door and turned the lock. He jiggled the handle, but it didn’t open. He turned the key again and frowned at me.

      “What’s wrong?” I whispered.

      “It wasn’t locked.”

      He opened the door. The apartment was chaos. Drawers were pulled out of end tables, couch cushions were sliced open, and papers were scattered on the floor.

      A man in his late twenties, maybe early thirties, staggered back in surprise.

      Ezra threw his arm back to keep me out in the hall and pulled his pistol. “Garden Cove Police,” he growled. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

      The guy held up his hands. He had sandy-blond hair and a medium build. His eyes were red-rimmed, and his mouth was set in a grim line. “I’m Rafe Reynolds. Twyla’s my sister,” he said.

      “Let me see some identification,” Ezra demanded. “Slowly. No sudden moves.”

      The intruder kept one hand up as he cautiously lowered the other. “My wallet is in my back pocket.” He turned sideways so Ezra could see what he was doing as he reached back and took his bifold wallet from his jeans and flipped it open. “See.” He showed Ezra his ID.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.” Ezra didn’t lower his weapon. “That doesn’t explain what you’re doing here. Or why you’re ransacking your sister’s apartment.”

      Rafe shook his head. “It was like this when I arrived.”

      “Did the building manager let you in?” I asked from behind Ezra. Because that seemed like something the manager should’ve told us when he’d given us the key.

      “I have my own,” Rafe said. He slid his hand into his front pocket and produced a keyring with a lone key on it. “Twyla gave it to me a couple of years ago.”

      Reluctantly, Ezra holstered his gun. “When did you get here?”

      “About half an hour ago,” he said.

      “If you didn’t make this mess, then why didn’t you call the police?” I asked.

      “Because I thought…” He put his wallet away and shook his head. “I should’ve called.”

      “But?” Ezra asked.

      “There were some things that my sister had in her apartment that I didn’t want anyone to see.”

      “What things?” Ezra kept himself between Rafe and the door. “And don’t be cryptic.”

      “It’ll make Twyla look… It’s not good,” he finally said. “She had some usb drives that had information on them. Information people would want to keep private.”

      “And you were going to help yourself to them?” Ezra posed it as a question.

      “No.” Rafe shook his head emphatically and waved his hands in denial. “I was going to get rid of them.” He sat down on the armrest of the sofa. His shoulders sagged forward. “Look, my sister wasn’t a saint, but she didn’t deserve what happened to her. I didn’t want her past to stop you all from finding who did this.”

      “Do you know who she had dirt on?” I asked. I moved around Ezra to address Rafe. “She was blackmailing people, right?”

      Rafe pressed his fingers against his temple. “Yeah, but… Well, the last time we talked, Twyla said she was in love. She’d found someone who made her happy, and who loved her back. I got the impression she was done with the other stuff.”

      Ezra took his phone out and called Reese. “Get a warrant to pull Twyla’s banking records, and I’m going to need a team over to her apartment,” he said. “Someone broke in and trashed the place. Yep. Okay. I’ll wait here until they arrive.” He hung up and glared at Rafe. “How long had Twyla been in the blackmail business?”

      “She wasn’t.” Rafe leaned forward. “I mean, she never asked anyone for money,” he said. “It was more about…leverage. Twyla used information she gathered to get things done for people. But she wasn’t stupid. She said the secret was knowing when and how to use information, and to never push anyone further than they were willing to go. She said it was about negotiating the line, not crossing it.”

      “So, it was about power,” I said.

      Reluctantly, Rafe nodded. “Yes.”

      It made sense. Twyla was the one who decided whether someone got a reservation and where they sat in the restaurant, and with Gio’s pedigree as a chef, people came from all over the state to eat at Players. The place booked out months in advance during the high season. I remembered how pleased Twyla had been to get Gilly and I squeezed in when I was investigating Fiona McKay’s death. There is a certain amount of power that comes with a job like hers, and she enjoyed it.

      “Let’s go out into the hall,” Ezra said. He ushered Rafe out of the apartment, and I followed behind. “I don’t want the place disturbed until the apartment has been printed and cleared by my techs.”

      “Do you know who she was blackmailing?” Ezra asked.

      “I wish I did. I would tell you.” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, though. You’ve got the guy, right?”

      Gio’s hold hadn’t been made public, but it wouldn’t have been hard for someone to find out. “Did your sister ever mention Gio Rossi?”

      “That chef at her restaurant?” Rafe said. “She talked about him all the time.” The man balled his hands into fists. “Wait? He’s not the guy, is he?”

      “The investigation is ongoing,” Ezra said. “But Rossi is a person of interest. So, your sister hadn’t mentioned any trouble she was having at work?”

      He shook his head. “No. Never. That restaurant was the one place where she felt like she had some control in her life.”

      “Would it surprise you to learn she was fired?”

      “Bullshit,” Rafe scoffed. “Twyla was great at her job, and she loved it.” His voice cracked. “I don’t believe it.”

      “All right,” Ezra said sympathetically. “How often did you visit your sister?”

      Rafe pressed his lips together for a moment. “Not often. A couple of times a year when I needed to get away from the city.”

      I looked through the open door at the mess. “Could you tell if anything was missing?”

      He grimaced. “No.”

      Ezra asked, “Do you know where she kept these thumb drives? The ones with the information on them?”

      “I don’t know,” he told us. “I don’t even know if she kept them here at the apartment. I just wanted to check.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed Rafe, but even if he wasn’t being completely honest, he seemed genuinely upset about his sister. I put my hand on Ezra’s wrist.

      “I could go in. Look around without touching or disturbing anything.” I’d detected the berry vanilla on the boat and in the perfume at Gio’s. I wondered if she had a bottle in her apartment, and if it would trigger more memories.

      Ezra mulled my request over for a few seconds then gestured for Rafe to step aside. “Go on, Nora.” He took a bag with some gloves in it out of his jacket pocket. He took out two and handed them to me. “Just in case you do need to get hands on.”

      Rafe’s revelation about his sister’s side hustle muddied the waters. Was her death about an affair? Or was it about something else? Whose secrets had she been leveraging? I hoped something in the apartment would give me a clue.

      I carefully made my way to Twyla’s bedroom, stepping over some bill envelopes and a broken vase. The bedroom was in similar disarray. The intruder had torn the blankets and sheets off the bed, overturned the queen-sized mattress, tossed out clothing drawers, and even the clothes from her closet were on the floor. Whoever it was had been hurried, but thorough. Leaving no stone unturned, so to speak.

      “What were you into, Twyla?” I asked the room without expecting an answer. There weren’t any obvious strong odors in the room. Nothing triggering. I walked over to where the pillows had been tossed. One was against the floorboard under the window. The other had found purchase on the bedside table lamp. I dipped my face close and inhaled. I don’t know why I thought I’d smell berries again, but I didn’t. There was a hint of citrus, maybe bergamot. I sniffed again. Definitely bergamot with notes of cassia.

      “I can’t tomorrow night, I have to work,” a woman says. I recognize Twyla’s voice. Wherever she is, the dark-paneled room is dimly lit with half-melted taper candles. She’s sitting on the edge of a bed, putting on earrings and quietly humming. When she’s done, she runs her hand across the pillow next to her.

      “This was fun, though.” She stands up, and I can see she’s wearing a low-cut, red sequined dress as she slides on her heels.

      I hear a man’s muffled voice, but I can’t see him. “Sunday night?” he asks.

      “Sure,” Twyla says. “I’ll be waiting for you.” She opens a black leather clutch and takes a set of keys out. The ring has a plastic-looking cat ornament attached to it, and there is an unusual key on the ring, like an old-fashioned skeleton key. She walks across the room.

      “Wear red again,” he says casually.

      “Yep. See you Sunday.”

      When the room comes back into focus, I had to take a second to orient myself. This wasn’t the room from my vision. I couldn’t decide if the memory was important to her death. The voice had been too muffled for me to recognize the man, and I didn’t get to see him at all. It hadn’t been Gio’s bedroom, either. Even so, the mystery male still could’ve been him.

      I tried to pick up any other scents in the room. The linens smelled like fabric softener, the tropical breeze one that Gilly used. And there wasn’t anything that I noted in the bathroom.

      I joined Ezra and Rafe back out in the hall. Snapping the gloves off, I asked about the only thing in the vision that stood out. “Did anyone find Twyla’s keys?”
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      Reese showed up with the forensic team of three officers. They fingerprinted Rafe first for exclusionary purposes, took his statement and let him go, then went to work on the rest of the apartment, marking off areas, taking pictures, printing, bagging, and tagging. If the person who broke into Twyla’s apartment left any evidence behind, they were going to find it.

      Since it was mid-December, the days were shorter, and at four o’clock in the afternoon the sun was setting.

      Reese caught Ezra and I up to speed. “The divers haven’t found anything yet. There isn’t a single video of the area we need from last night, to see who came in and out of the chef’s table area, but they did catch Twyla.”

      “Really?” I asked. “When?”

      “Someone had pushed record when their phone was pointed in that direction, then moved it to Gilly in the fountain with Dr. Graham. She already had Marco’s coat over her, and you were there holding the tablecloth.”

      “So right at the end, when all the real chaos was over.”

      Reese nodded. “Looks like.”

      “What was Twyla doing?” Ezra asked.

      “She opened the side door. She had her hand on her chest as if she were struggling to breathe, maybe.” Reese shrugged. “It was so brief it’s hard to tell.”

      “Could you see her back?” he asked.

      Reese gave him a strange look. “Uhm, yeah, as a matter of fact. Her shirt was dark, so I didn’t see any blood or anything like that. Although, the medical examiner gave a preliminary report. She had a skull fracture on the upper edges of the frontal bone, and he says the weapon that caused her stab wound pierced her lung but missed any major blood vessels. He said that could account for the low volume of blood in the hallway and the fact that there wasn’t a major trail of it to the rail.”

      “So the knife didn’t just fall out of her in the water,” I said.

      “Nope. It definitely shows that there was no knife in her back when she went out the door.”

      “Did he give the cause of death?” Ezra shifted his balance from one foot to the other. The long night and day were catching up to him. “Was it from the wound?”

      Reese smoothed down a flyaway hair that had gotten loose from her ponytail. “She drowned. The knife wound wasn’t fatal. He said that there is every chance she would’ve lived had she gotten medical attention.”

      I swallowed the knot in my throat. “Oh, God.”

      “Exactly. If she had gone into the dining room instead of the deck, she probably would’ve survived,” Reese said. “The examiner likes to speculate off the record. I showed him the recording, and he suggested Twyla was struggling to breathe and was trying to get to fresh air.”

      When my mom died, I had started hyperventilating. While the air wasn’t any different inside the house than out, all I could think about was trying to get outside so I could breathe. “It makes a lot of sense. It’s instinct to search for more air when you feel like you’re suffocating.”

      “And that instinct killed her,” Reese said.

      Ezra’s face was somber. “No. Whoever stuck a blade in her back and bashed her head into the wall killed her. The lake just finished the job.”

      “What about Lauren Page?” I asked. “Is she coming in?”

      “In the morning. That’s her terms. She refused to come in today because she had family stuff to do. And we don’t have any evidence to compel her to come sooner.”

      “Can I be there?” I asked. “Who knows, maybe if I can get close enough, I’ll be able to catch her scent and a helpful memory.”

      Ezra nodded, then looked at Reese. “Between the two of us, we can arrange for you to casually bump into her.”

      “I like it.” Reese held out her fist and I gave it a bump with my own. “If she’s guilty, let’s take her down.”

      “Easy there,” Ezra admonished. “We don’t know anything at this point. Gio is still our best and only suspect.”

      “Got it. I’ll be easy, Easy.” She snickered. She gave him a sharp salute. “I’m going to go check in on the team. Catch you later, Nora.”

      When she disappeared into the apartment complex, I shook my head. “She’s not afraid of you at all.”

      “I’ve definitely done something wrong.” The hint of a smile curled his lips. “About tonight…”

      “You’re going home and straight to bed,” I said. “I’m going to go be with Gilly and the twins tonight, just in case they need me.”

      “You’re a good friend,” he said. “And a good partner.” He pulled me into his arms.

      I gently poked his stomach and kissed him. “Takes one to know one.”
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      I went home, showered, and changed into sweatpants and an oversized sweatshirt, in preparation of whatever movie marathon my BFF and her kids wanted to watch. I loved having a house right next to Gilly’s. It meant we were always close if we needed each other while still keeping our own space.

      Gilly stopped me on the lawn. “Grab your purse, Gert. We’re going to Pippa’s house.”

      “What?” This was a twist I hadn’t seen coming. “But I’m in my comfy clothes, and when I get tired,” I jerked my thumb over my shoulder at my house, “my bed is right there.”

      “Tough,” Gilly said. “Jordy is barbequing for us tonight, and it will be a good distraction for Marco and Ari.”

      “Playing that card, are we?”

      She smiled, but I could see the tension around her eyes. “Yes, I am.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Getting my purse.”

      “Do you want to call Easy?”

      “Nah, he needs to sleep. He worked nonstop through the night and all day today.”

      “Shawn better give him some time off after all this.” She looked at her front door then back to me. “I’ll walk you home to get your stuff.”

      In other words, she wanted to talk without the twins overhearing.

      As we crossed the lawn, she asked, “What did you find out today?”

      “It’s not great news for Gio, I’m afraid. Even if he didn’t do it alone.”

      “What does that mean?”

      I glanced sideways at her as I opened my door. “I think his new fiancée might have had a hand in it. She knew about Twyla and she wanted her out of the way.”

      “No.” Gilly’s mouth formed an astonished ‘o’. “Why in the world would she want to be with him if she knew he was a cheating bastard? I mean, I wish someone would’ve given me the heads up before we got married. Besides, she seemed so confident. Confident women don’t usually put up with that kind of crap.”

      “Believe you me,” I said. “She let Gio have it with both barrels.”

      “It still begs the question of why.”

      I grabbed my purse from the coat stand, and my keys off the hook in the entryway. “Money. The baby. Her family.”

      “But not love,” Gilly said, picking up what I’d left out.

      “Who knows? People love in all kinds of ways, but I don’t think so.” I stopped her on my porch as Marco and Ari came out of their house. “We’ll meet you at the car,” I called to them.

      “Is there more?” Gilly asked quietly.

      “Yeah. You remember our waitress from last night?” I asked.

      “The brunette?”

      “Yep.” I nodded. “That’s the one. She came into the store on Wednesday.”

      Gilly groaned. “The day of the infamous bowling emergency.”

      “At least there isn’t video,” I said sympathetically.

      Gilly’s gaze sharpened on me. “What do you mean?”

      “Uhm.” Had she not seen the girl on fire video? I decided to hold off on telling her until I got through my story because I had a feeling once I let the cat out of the bag, it was going to sprout claws. “Anyhow, she came into the shop on Wednesday, and while she was there, I had a vision of her and another woman, and she was talking about how much she missed her and loved her. They were in a hall— Oh!”

      “What is it?”

      “I’ve had a hundred and one things happen since Wednesday, and at least a hundred small memories that you know I work to ignore.”

      “I know,” Gilly said.

      “So, it’s not my fault.”

      “What’s not your fault?”

      “It just dawned on me that the hallway she and Lauren were in is the one leading to the private quarters on the Liberty Lily.

      “Her and Lauren.” Gilly looked genuinely confused. “I don’t understand.”

      “I think the waitress and Lauren had a fling.”

      “Maybe that’s why she’s so forgiving of Gio’s infidelity.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed. “But not the point.”

      “What is the point?”

      My forehead tensed. “This conversation is giving me a headache.”

      Gilly’s car horn blared. She whipped her gaze toward the vehicle. “We’re coming!” More quietly, she asked me, “What are you thinking, Nora?”

      “I’m really not sure,” I told her. “I had the start of an idea, but really, even if it’s the same hall Twyla was attacked in, it’s not a real clue. Lauren’s family owns the boat and Jackie works there. They’d both have easy access.”

      Gilly gave me a lopsided smile. “That’s what she said.”

      I rolled my eyes. The horn blared again. “Come on. Let’s go before the kids get the cops called on us for a noise complaint.”

      As we crossed the lawn again, she gave me a soft elbow to the shoulder. “So, what were you saying about a video?”

      I shook my head. “I’ll tell you when we get to Pip’s.” And that way, I wouldn’t be the only one breaking the bad news. Misery loves company.
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      “Hail, hail, the gang’s all here,” Gilly said as we walked into Pippa and Jordy’s home. “And we’re starving.”

      “It’s a good thing we have a lot of food then,” Pippa answered. She greeted us as we moved through the living room in a conga line of hugs and kisses. “Put your jackets in our room. Just throw them on the bed.”

      Their ranch house sat on the side of a wooded hill, and it smelled of baked bread, sautéed onions, and hickory smoke from Jordy’s smoker on the back deck. Their home was modest, but their fancy espresso machine was not. The open floor plan with a large living room, dining room, and kitchen combo was a great space for J.J. to crawl around, while giving Jordy and Pippa a clear view of the tiny tot no matter what they were doing. There were two bedrooms, a master on the left with a private bath and a guest bedroom on the right with a guest bathroom that included a shower.

      Pippa had a crib in the master bedroom for J.J., because her sister Tippi was the current resident of the second bedroom. She’d moved to Garden Cove earlier in the year as a way to regain control of her life from alcohol dependency. I think her intention had been to run away from her problems in Illinois. Instead, she’d found family, stability, and acceptance. Pippa’s parents might have a bug up their butt about Jordy and his past, but as far as I was concerned, they should’ve been on their hands and knees thanking him for saving Tippi’s life. That girl hadn’t been heading anyplace good.

      Their brindle-colored American Staffordshire, Bo, wiggled himself right over to me and leaned in for some major pets and cuddles. I didn’t want a dog of my own. They needed more time than I had to offer, but I absolutely adored them. Jordy had adopted Bo from a shelter in Moonrise, Missouri, a small community near the Bootheel. Helma, the brown, black, and tan basset hound, another rescue from Iowa, was flopped down on a huge dog bed, and J.J. was using her as a backrest.

      I snickered. The old girl was lazy and a bit overweight, but it kind of made her the perfect extra babysitter for my new goddaughter. Marco instantly walked out back to hang with Jordy by the smoker. The distraction was good for him.

      Ari got a text. She glanced down at her phone. “Can Mason come over? His dad’s sacked out and he’s bored.”

      Gilly raised her hand. “It’s Aunt Pip’s house and her food. Ask her.”

      Pippa laughed. “Absolutely. The more the merrier.”

      Tippi and Pippa didn’t really look alike, but they definitely looked like they came from the same family of genes. Fine boned, lean, and almost regal.

      Tippi grinned. “Isn’t that Easy’s son?”

      “Yep,” Ari answered absently while she texted Mason back.

      “He’s a skinny thing, but he’s definitely got potential. You should make your move before he has a glow up,” Tippi teased.

      Pippa and I exchanged incredulous stares. Tippi was trying to stir up a bit of drama. Mason wasn’t the only one bored.

      Ari turned her cold teenage stare onto Tippi. “What makes you think I haven’t?”

      “Ariana Luna Isobel Rossi,” Gilly said rapid fire. “Care to explain?’

      “No,” Ari replied. “I do not.” Her thumbs moved fast over the letters. “He’s coming.”

      “That’s what she said,” Pippa muttered out the side of her mouth.

      Gilly cast an accusatory glance at our third, and I let out a snort that woke Helma from her nap, sending J.J. into a backward sprawl. That was usually Gilly’s joke, and it was fun having it turned around on her.

      “Good one, Pip,” I said. The baby began to fuss. “I got her.”

      I went into the living room and picked her up from the floor. She’d gotten heavier since the last time I’d held her. “What are you feeding this kid? Lead?”

      “I hope not,” Jordy said as he opened the sliding glass doors. He came over and kissed J.J.’s cheeks and mock chewed her face. She giggled, making me laugh. He chewed her face again.

      “Da!” she cried with a delighted squeal and slapped him across the nose.

      I laughed again. God, I hadn’t realized how much I’d needed this as I looked around at my tribe. My heart ached for my missing man, but I knew Ezra needed the sleep more than a get-together.

      Jordy’s hair was tied back, as usual. On the surface, he looked like he could be a little rough and tumble. Between his long hair, full beard and mustache, both arms and his neck covered in tattoos, and the fact that he was built like a linebacker, we used to make up stories about his life before Garden Cove. The one we liked the best was that he’d worked undercover with the DEA and had infiltrated a biker gang, got injured during a drug bust, received a huge insurance settlement, and he retired and used the money to buy Moo-La-Lattes. There wasn’t a single part of his history that we’d gotten correct, but, still, it had been fun to imagine.

      Jordy’s drug addiction had alienated him from his family. He’d done a lot of questionable things in his addict days. Things he felt like they would never forgive him for, but he got clean and sober. He worked in construction for a while in Minnesota, and eventually inherited some money from his grandmother. The woman had loved him and had wanted him to move somewhere he could get a fresh start. So, that’s what Jordy had done.

      “How’s your week been, Jordy?” I bounced J.J. on my hip.

      “Better than yours,” he said. “Though not by much.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” I frowned. “I heard about the health inspectors. Are you going to have any problems there?”

      “The guy didn’t find anything to ding me on, but he swabbed my milk frother nozzle to send off to a lab for microorganisms. I swear if it comes back positive, I’m calling total bullshit. Pippa’s been preparing a public corruption complaint for abuse of power. There is not a single reason we should have to move our meetings, and I know Trident is behind the health inspector suddenly taking an interest in my place. A building inspector came out two months ago and cited me for faulty wiring,” he said. “Those wires weren’t faulty before he inspected them.”

      “Pippa said you have a suspicion why he might want to move you out of town.” I pressed, even though I knew he wouldn’t give me a direct answer. “Is this about Trident’s wife Meredith?

      He gave a headshake then arched a brow. “N.A. meetings are like Vegas. What happens there, stays there. But I can say without betraying any confidences that I’ve never met the mayor’s wife.”

      “Ah, okay. Good to know.” Now I was even more curious than before, but I let it go. “I hope the complaint works,” I said.

      “Me too.” Jordy scratched at his beard. “I don’t know how much more of this bullshit I’m going to take.”

      “Bsshii,” J.J. said.

      “Ope.” Jordy gently put his finger to her pouty little lips. “Your mom’s going to whoop me if you start cussing.”

      “Bishi bishi,” she exclaimed then laughed her baby laugh.

      “This seems like it might get dangerous if Pippa overhears, so I’m just going to…” I gave J.J.’s fat cheek a kiss and handed her to her dad. She tugged on his ponytail, and he made a funny face at her.

      Tippi came over. “Your spaceship out there is throwing a lot of smoke, and Marco is starting to look panicked,” she said. “I’ll take J.J.”

      Jordy gave her the baby and rushed to check on the meat.

      Pippa and Gilly were chatting in the kitchen, and Ari had plopped down on their couch with her face buried in her phone.

      I watched Tippi bounce and coo at J.J. They both looked content. “You’re really good with her.”

      “I didn’t know how much I could love someone until she came along,” the young woman said. She glanced over at her sister. “I’m so grateful.”

      I smiled at her. “How are you doing? You know, with everything?”

      “Seriously good. I’ve enrolled in some online classes. I go to meetings every week. And every day I make the choice to stay sober. It’s not always easy. There are some things that time won’t cure.” She grinned at me. “Like addiction. It’s a constant one day at a time. But it’s become a lot easier to stay sober. I just got my eleven-month chip.”

      “One more month and it’ll be your year birthday.”

      “If I’ve learned anything at all, it’s that you can’t celebrate something that hasn’t happened yet.” She tickled J.J.’s neck. “What about you? Pippa told me about that woman dying on the boat dinner thing last night. Yikes.”

      “Yep. It was tragic.”

      Tippi leaned and whispered, “I’ve seen the videos.”

      “Videos? As in plural?” I asked with no small alarm.

      She nodded. “There are three of them, and they’ve got a gazillion views.”

      “This is bad,” I muttered. “So, so bad.”

      “What’s bad?” Gilly, suddenly behind me, asked.

      I almost jumped out of my skin. “Uhm, well, you see. About last night…”

      “There’s a recording of your flambé dance,” Pippa blurted from behind the breakfast counter. “It’s everywhere!”

      “Are you kidding?” Gilly asked. “This can’t be true.”

      “You are going viral everywhere,” Tippi added. “I saw a clip from a local news station in Kansas City this afternoon.”

      Ari, no longer face in phone, stood up. “Three million views,” she said with complete mortification. “Girl on Fire” blared out of Ari’s speakers. She hit the mute button as the video of her mother catching on fire and falling into the fountain played through. “My life is over.”

      “How are you making this about you?” Gilly said to her daughter. “And you’ve been on that phone all day. If it’s that big of a sensation, why are we just finding out about it now?”

      “Because it originated on Pinstabook,” Ari said as an explanation. “No one under forty is on Pinstabook anymore.”

      “I resent that accusation,” Tippi said. “I’m barely in my thirties and I’m on there all the time.”

      “Whatever,” Ari huffed.

      The energy was turning ugly.

      Tippi made it worse by saying, “You should see the one that got looped right as Gilly’s yanking her skirt up in the air to “Disco Inferno”. It gives a whole new meaning to burn, baby, burn.”

      “That’s sick,” Ari said. “Mom could’ve been really hurt!” She was starting to tear up. “What is wrong with people?”

      “Oh, honey.” Gilly put her arm around Ari’s shoulder. “Sometimes you have to laugh so you don’t cry. And I’m okay. It’s one of those things where, it might not be funny now, but one day we’ll all get a good chuckle over the time your mom caught on fire and exposed herself to the entire world.”

      Ari’s lower lip jutted out. “Today is not that day.”

      Gilly held out her hand to Pippa. “Show me the video. Let’s see just how bad it is.”

      “Maybe this isn’t a good idea,” I said.

      “I’m a big girl, Nora. I’m going to have to deal with it at some point. It might as well be while I’m safe and surrounded by family.” She shifted her gaze to Pippa. “Well?”

      Pippa went to Pinstabook and typed in burn, beauty, burn.

      “The headline is flattering,” I said, trying put a silver lining on a sow’s ear.

      Gilly clucked her tongue. “Don’t help, Nora.”

      “Right. Better to be silent. Got it.” I went up on my toes so I could see the video too. Tippi had described the clip to a T. Gilly, on fire, threw her skirt up and twirled, then it looped over and over as if she were dancing to the disco song. I noted that this video was a slightly different angle from one I’d seen at the shop. “We have to find out who uploaded this clip.”

      “So we can stake them through the heart,” Gilly said. “I’m in.”

      “No, but that’s not off the board,” I told her. I pointed to the stairway behind Gilly. “The video Pip showed me this morning showed someone going behind the staircase moving toward the chef’s table. We couldn’t make out who it was, but look…” I pointed to a triangle of space between Gilly and her flaming skirt. “That’s our waitress, Jackie. She had to have seen who stayed behind in the chaos.”

      Pippa used two fingers to make the screen bigger. Jackie was staring in the direction of the chef’s table.

      “Why wouldn’t she come forward?” Gilly asked.

      I stared at the image. Was Jackie a reluctant witness or an unexpected suspect? I glanced up at my friends. “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?”
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      The next morning, I put on one of my power suits, a dark gray and slate-blue pinstripe number that I hadn’t worn since my corporate days. I finished the look off with a pair of black Versace slingback pumps. Another item I hadn’t worn in years. My hair was swirled into a rolled bun, and my makeup was flawless. It was day makeup, of course, but I was dressed to impress.

      I wanted to command attention, and when I walked into the police station at nine in the morning, every head in the place turned in my direction.

      Mission accomplished.

      I’d called Reese about the video the night before. The techs were able to clean up the image enough to identify Jackie Sanders, the waitress. And they’d found another clip with Lauren coming up the hall, looking visibly upset, just a minute before Twyla Reynolds took her fatal plunge. For someone like Lauren, money talks and image is everything. I’d seen that in my vision.

      A low whistle sounded. Shawn was standing over by his desk. “Look at you,” he said. “Fancy.”

      “Only when I have to be.” I laughed. “I figured this outfit would at least earn me a modicum of respect from a LaMonte. I hope it scares her a little. Scared people make for vivid memories.”

      I opened the Versace tote I’d bought in 2015 after a big deal I’d put together with Sephora to sell Belliza Beauty products in their Midwest stores. It had led to an online deal that made everyone’s bonuses that year. I took out a small bottle of scented oil I’d put together that morning at the shop and held it out. “My secret weapon,” I told him.

      “A bottle of…what?”

      “It’s a mixture of raspberry ketone and vanilla. I like to call it eau de confession.”

      He held up his hand. “I’m just going to trust that you’ll do your thing.”

      I smirked. “Good idea.” I sounded and looked a lot more confident than I felt. The suit was a little tight in the waist, and I hadn’t worn pumps in so long, that even these luxury heels were making my feet hurt a little. But the biggest worry I had was that Lauren Page was going to get one whiff of my concoction and it would be a big fat bust. If that happened, I was going to feel foolish that I’d dressed up for failure.

      “Is Ezra in yet?”

      Shawn nodded. “He’s having Gio brought up from holding. We haven’t been able to interview him since Friday night. He evoked his right to an attorney, after Lauren hired him a lawyer. But once she gets clued to the fact that she’s a suspect, too, I think she’s going to withdraw her support.” He sucked his teeth. “If she would’ve given Gio an alibi, she would’ve alibied herself as well. Some criminals deserve Darwin awards.”

      “If she’s not guilty,” I said, “she might not have known she was going to need an alibi.”

      He shrugged and tipped his head sideways. “True.”

      “Has Lauren arrived yet?”

      “Should be any minute. That’s the reason I’m down here in the bullpen and not in my perch. I got a lot of eyes on me, and I can’t afford any big screwups.”

      I leaned against a nearby desk to take weight off my toes. “Gotcha,” I said. “I forgot how much Dad had to deal with when he was chief. Really, though, I think he loved the politics of it as much as he hated it.”

      “I don’t love the politics at all,” Shawn said. “But I love the job. I’m going to go check in with the mayor. I told him I’d keep him up to speed.”

      My stomach sank at the implication. “Not about me, though.”

      He smiled, and it softened his eyes. “No, Nora. Not about you.” He waved. “If I don’t see you later, Leila wanted me to tell you how much she enjoyed having you over.”

      “Tell her she can feed me anytime.”

      He grinned. “Careful what you wish for.”

      “If that’s all it takes to get her cheesy grits, then I am wishing away.”

      His face glowed with genuine pleasure. “Thanks. You’ve been a good friend to Leila.”

      I swished my hand at him. “She makes it easy. Tell her I loved seeing her too. She should call me for lunch sometime.”

      “I’ll let her know.” As he was leaving, I saw Ezra come through a metal door on the far right. Gio was in front of him, his head bowed, and his hands cuffed behind his back.

      Ezra saw me and greeted me with a nod. As they got closer, Gio looked up, and I had to stop myself from reacting. He had a bruise over his right eye and his nose was busted. Cripes. Someone had beaten the bejeezus out of him.

      I’d said more than once over the years that Gio deserved to get his butt kicked, but now that it had actually happened, I felt sick.

      I met them as they were walking up the aisle. “What happened?” I demanded.

      “I slipped in the shower,” Gio said.

      “Hah, likely story.” I met Ezra’s stare. “What really happened?”

      “He slipped in the shower,” Ezra repeated. “The man has smooth feet and the floor was slick with shampoo.”

      “I like pedicures,” Gio said. “Sue me.”

      I gave him an incredulous look. “Seriously?”

      “He was the only one in the bathroom,” Ezra said. “You know I wouldn’t lie to you.”

      “Because you’re not a liar.” I glared at Gio. “Like some people.”

      “Surely you don’t believe I killed this woman,” Gio complained. “Why would I do such a thing?”

      “Because you had an affair with her while you were engaged to someone else. She threatened to expose you for the louse you are, so you attacked her.” Gio blanched as I laid out the scenario.

      “I didn’t even see her that night.” His eyes watered with tears. “I swear, Nora. You know me. You are the godmother to my children. You know I’m not capable.”

      “Everyone is capable with the right motivation,” I said. “And you should be ashamed, trying to manipulate me with Marco and Ari. Those kids are a mess because of you.”

      “What can I do, Nora? What?”

      “You can start telling the truth.” I poked the air in front of his chest. “Stop lying, Gio. The more you lie to the police, the deeper you dig your hole. I don’t know who you think you’re protecting, but it’s not you. You just look more and more guilty.”

      “What am I lying about?” His eyes were red rimmed, and his hands shook. I could tell a night in jail had really rattled him. Gio was a weak man, and I didn’t think it would take much to get a confession out of him.

      “You were having an affair with Twyla Reynolds. You didn’t fire her because she was a bad employee. You fired her because she stabbed you after you broke her heart.”

      “Yes, it’s true,” he said. “But…I didn’t know. I swear.”

      “You didn’t know what?” I asked.

      “I didn’t know how deeply she loved me.” He bowed his head again. “I wouldn’t harm her, I swear. It’s why I didn’t report her when she stabbed me that night you saw me at the emergency room. I couldn’t.”

      “Why not? Because you didn’t want to embarrass Lauren?”

      Gio shook his head. “Partly,” he admitted. “But also…she was full of so much passion. So much life.”

      “Oh my word,” I said. “Idiot. You…you loved her, too.”

      He opened his mouth to speak then closed it as he looked past me toward the front of the station. Lauren Page and her friend Jackie had just arrived. Gio’s gaze darted around desperately as if he were looking for an escape.

      “You can’t ask me any questions,” he said. “Not without my lawyer present. You can’t use anything I’ve said against me.”

      Ezra’s mouth tugged up at the corners when I said, “He can’t ask you any questions without your lawyer present, but me, I’m not a police officer. And you’ve engaged me in a public area without any reasonable expectation of privacy.”

      When Gio snapped his gaze to Ezra, Ezra shrugged. “It’s true.” He tugged Gio sideways. “Come on.” To me, he said, “I’m going to put him in the interrogation room. Be right back.”

      “Who are you?” Lauren demanded as she approached. “Did my grandmother hire you? Gio already has an attorney.”

      My expression soured. “Do I look like an attorney?” I mean, seriously, I was wearing a three-thousand-dollar suit, and a purse worth twice that much. This wasn’t small-town lawyer attire.

      “She’s the lady from that shop I was telling you about,” Jackie said. “Where I got that lotion.”

      “Jesus,” Lauren hissed. “Just how good is business?”

      I put my hands on my hips in a Wonder Woman pose. “Business is business.”

      She took a second to gather herself. I could tell I was making her nervous. Good. That’s the result I wanted.

      “Why were you talking to my fiancé?” she finally asked.

      Oh, she was playing the fiancé card. Interesting. “Why? Are you afraid he’ll say something to incriminate you?” I squeezed the bottle of scent in my palm and put my finger on the pump nozzle, waiting for my moment.

      That got her sputtering. “I don’t… This is outrageous! I can’t believe…” She growled her frustration. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “Really?” I lifted the bottle and spritzed a little on my wrists and rubbed them together. An intense aroma of vanilla and berries filled the air.

      “What… Where did you…” She narrowed her gaze at me. “You’re a real bitch.”

      “Does it make you want to kill me?” I prodded.

      A woman pushes another woman inside a narrow hall. She grabs a long slicing knife with a wooden handle from beside a giant roasted turkey. “I warned you to stay away from him.” I recognized the clothes and voice as belonging to Lauren.

      “He used me!” the other woman says. “And I’m going to show him and everyone else that I’m not someone you mess with. I will ruin him and you. I know things. Things that would destroy your family, Lauren.”

      Lauren shoves Twyla, and Twyla’s head hits the wall. Applause can be heard nearby.

      The vision cleared. Lauren was staring at me as if I’d grown a third eye.

      “Are you having a seizure?”

      “You pushed Twyla into that hallway,” I said. “You took the knife from the table, you smashed her head into the wall hard enough to crack her skull, and then you stabbed her.” Even though I hadn’t seen that part, it wasn’t hard to make the leap.

      “No.” Lauren shook her head emphatically. “I didn’t.”

      “She threatened to ruin you. Threatened to ruin your family. You couldn’t have that, could you?”

      “How do you—? How can…” Her hands began to shake. “I didn’t stab her. I dropped the knife in the hall. I…I couldn’t. No matter how much I wanted her gone. I couldn’t.”

      “Your friend saw you.” I turned my gaze to Jackie. “You were there under the stairs. Watching. Doing nothing as Lauren attacked Twyla.”

      I was in my take-me-freaking-serious suit, and they were definitely taking me seriously. Jackie put her hand on Lauren’s shoulder. “You’ve got it wrong,” she said hastily. “Lauren didn’t kill Twyla.”

      “Yes, she did. Stop lying for her,” I demanded.

      “No,” Jackie said. “You got it wrong. Yes, Lauren confronted her—but I’m the one who killed her. Lauren left and I picked up the knife and I stabbed Twyla Reynolds. I’m the one you want. Not Lauren.”

      I blinked at the surprising confession. “Seriously?”

      She lifted her chin in defiance. “I’ll make a full confession. I’ll make it right now.”

      “That sounds like a happy result,” a man said. I turned and saw Mayor Trident with Shawn. I’d been so wrapped up in my accusations that I hadn’t noticed their arrival. I looked around and saw Ezra was in the room as well. They’d all heard Jackie.

      “Why?” I asked the young woman.

      “Because she wanted to hurt my best friend.”

      “Don’t Jax,” Lauren said. “Don’t do this.”

      Jackie shook her head and gazed at her friend. “I would do anything for her. Can’t you see that?”

      Lauren started weeping when Ezra Mirandized Jackie. He called over a uniformed officer that I didn’t recognize and instructed him to take the young woman down to be processed.

      Mayor Trident reached his hand out to me. “You, my dear, are formidable.”

      “Yes, she is,” Ezra said.

      Shawn nodded his agreement.

      “Chief Rafferty says you act as a consultant sometimes.”

      I nodded, still reeling from the revelations and the unexpected confession.

      “Well, you definitely get results.” He studied me up and down, and I could see he was trying to decide if I was someone he wanted to know. Finally, he gave me an approving nod. “I hope I’ll get to see more of your work in the future.”

      Shawn grinned. “Great job, Nora.”

      “Thanks,” I said, still shaky. “You don’t need me for anything else, right?”

      “Nope,” Shawn said.

      “Good. Then I’m going home.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Ezra said. He gave me his arm and I took it.

      For some reason, the vision had really taken it out of me. I’d never had one that hit me so hard. I wondered if it was because I’d forced it from Lauren. I still couldn’t believe it worked.

      When we got to my car, I turned to Ezra. “That was—”

      Before I could say more, he cut me off with a kiss the made me feel even more off-kilter. “Girl on Fire” played in my head, because, whew, hot.

      When he eased back, I asked, “What was that for?”

      “You, Nora Black, are a totally badass boss. That, what you did in there, was masterful. I didn’t know your dad, but damn, he would’ve been proud. You would’ve been a great cop.”

      “Nah,” I said. “I hate rules.”

      Ezra chuckled and pressed his forehead to mine. “Speaking of badass. Maybe you should bring those heels over one night.”

      “As long as I don’t have to stand in them.”

      He kissed me again. “Oh, darling, this will be a no-standing-required kind of night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      That afternoon, after a hot bath and during a glorious nap, my doorbell rang. And rang. And rang. From my bedroom, I shouted, “I’m coming! Hold your horses.”

      Ari was on my porch, bouncing on the balls of her feet, she wore a grin that lit up her face. I unlocked the door for her. She lunged at me, nearly knocking me off my feet, as she wrapped me in a welcome hug.

      “Thank you so much, Aunt Nora!” she said. She had tears rolling down her cheeks. “Dad called. He said he’s out of jail. No longer a suspect.”

      “That’s great,” I told her. “I’m glad he wasn’t guilty.”

      “Me too.”

      “Were you worried?” I asked.

      She held her finger and thumb just an inch apart. “Maybe a little bit. I mean, he doesn’t have the best track record when it comes to making good life choices.”

      “Murder would definitely be a bad life choice.”

      “No kidding.” Ari followed me into the kitchen where I started a pot of coffee.

      I got a mug down from the cabinet. “Do you want one?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I would love a coffee.” During Ari’s senior year, she would sometimes come over to my place so she could study for tests. That’s when I learned she loved coffee almost as much as I did.

      Since she’d been home from break, we hadn’t really had a chance to talk. “How’s school?”

      “Hard,” she said.

      “Come on,” I told her. “You’re a freaking genius.”

      She snorted a laugh. “So is everyone in the program. Here I was a mighty oak surrounded by weeds. At SandTech, there’s a whole forest of oaks, and we’re all vying for the sun.”

      “You sure think a lot of yourself.”

      “Aunt Nora!” Ari said with mock-hurt. “You wound me.”

      I laughed. “You’ll heal.”

      She chuckled, then we sat in comfortable silence for a couple minutes until the coffee finished brewing.

      I poured Ari a cup. She went to my fridge and took out the French Vanilla creamer.

      “Want some?” she asked.

      “Not right now. I need it black to match my mood.”

      “Ha ha,” Ari said. “So, do you think Dad and that woman will still get married? I mean, she is spawning another Rossi.”

      “Lord help us,” I muttered.

      “You are really on a roll,” Ari said.

      “That’ll teach you to wake me up from a nap.”

      “You can get back to napping if you want, old lady.” Ari sipped her coffee. “I can’t stay long anyhow.”

      “This old lady’s going to kick your cute little butt if you call her an old lady one more time.”

      “I kid,” Ari said. “You know I think you’re pretty damn cool.”

      “The coolest.” I winked at her over my cup, effectively letting her off the hook. “So what are you doing this afternoon?”

      “Mason and I are going bowling with a few friends.”

      “Seriously?” I snorted. “After what happened with your mom?”

      Ari snickered. “Because of what happened with her.”

      “So, you and Mason, huh?”

      Ari rolled her eyes and looked away. “Not hardly.”

      “But you said last night…”

      “I was irritated with Tippi is all.”

      “You don’t like Mason?”

      Ari sighed. “I’m not his type, Aunt Nora.”

      “You are beautiful,” I said.

      “My beauty’s not the issue.” She gave me a meaningful look. “I am not…his type.”

      “Oh.” I felt like a dunce. “Mason is…”

      “My best friend and a really great guy,” Ari finished. “And that’s that unless he says differently.”

      “Got it.” Mason wasn’t out. “Well, if he ever wants to, you know, share anything, like with his dad or whatever, he should trust that Ezra would be okay. He loves Mason without condition.”

      Ari smiled. “Good to know.”

      “Hello!” Gilly hollered from the door.

      “That’s my cue to go.” She put her cup in the sink. “Talk at ya later.”

      “Later gator.”

      Gilly smiled. “Afterwhile crocodile.”

      When Ari left, I poured Gilly a coffee. “Long day,” I said.

      “I bet.” She put her hand on top of mine. “Thanks.”

      “For?”

      “For loving my kids.”

      “You made them pretty easy to love.”

      “Yeah, I did.” She grinned. “I have another date, by the way.”

      “Perry or the doc?”

      “Scott,” she said. “He’s taking me to the Waterfront Steakhouse.”

      “Fun.”

      “You like him, right?”

      “He’s great. But the most important thing is if you like him,” I told her.

      “I really do, Nora. I’m going to have to find a way to let Perry down. Considering I broke him, it’s not that easy.”

      “He’s a good guy, too. He’ll bounce back.”

      She leaned onto the kitchen counter. “So did that waitress really attack Twyla out of some insane idea that she was protecting her friend?”

      I shrugged. “I guess so. That’s what she said she did.”

      “You don’t buy it.”

      “I’m not sure what I buy, but she made a full confession, so that’s that.”

      Gilly squeezed my hand. “Would you kill someone to protect me?”

      “Yes.” And I meant it. “But not so you could marry a piece of work like Gio.”

      “Girl, don’t I know it,” Gilly said. “Been there, done that, and burned the t-shirt.”

      I laughed, then started humming “Girl on Fire”.

      “Nora!” Gilly smacked my hand. “I am never living this down.”

      I grabbed her hands and pulled her into the kitchen to dance. “Embrace your fifteen minutes of fame. Some other weirdo will catch themselves on fire tomorrow, and people will forget all about you.”

      “You really believe that?” she asked as we swayed back and forth to imaginary music.

      I looked her square in the eyes, and with as much compassion as I could muster, I said, “Nope.”
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      Monday had started slow and ended slow, thank heavens, because Pippa had taken the afternoon off for errands and to take J.J. for a flu shot. Gilly left early to prepare for her date, and I’d been left to close by myself. Not that I was having a pity party or anything of the sort. Hah.

      Ezra was working late, so I decided I was going to use the alone time to start a new batch of soaps. Crafting the products we used in our shop was my happy place, and I’d had an idea for a specialty soap for Christmas. Gingerbread Man soap on a rope for men stocking stuffers. Weirdly, Gio had been the spark of inspiration behind the idea.

      The doorbell alerted me to someone up front. “Nora?” I heard Jordy’s voice. “Nora!”

      I took my apron off and came out of the back. “Hey, Jordy. What’s going on?”

      “Have you heard from Pippa?”

      I frowned. “She had some errands this afternoon. And she was taking J.J. to the pediatrician, she said. Why?”

      “Tippi called. Pippa never showed at home to pick up J.J.”

      “I’m sure she’s fine,” I said. Even so, I had a lump forming in the pit of my stomach. I grabbed my phone and hit her number. It immediately went to voicemail.

      “I’ve been trying to call her for half an hour,” he said, his voice edged with fear and panic.

      “Maybe the car broke down, or she dropped her phone. Something ridiculous like that.” I looked at her name on my phone list, resisting the urge to punch the call button over and over. “She said she had to get groceries, go by the post office, and then she was going home to get J.J. Did you all ride in together today?”

      He shook his head. “She took her car today. She stopped by Moo-Las before she left, but I was so busy dealing with that stupid health inspector crap, I wasn’t paying attention. Maybe she told me—”

      “Stop it,” I told him. “Blaming yourself won’t help us find Pippa. Besides, let’s not worry unless we discover we have something to worry about. Otherwise, we’re just wasting energy on borrowed trouble.

      He rubbed his fuzzy cheeks. “I know I’m probably overreacting here, but it isn’t like Pip to not do what she says she’s going to do. Especially where J.J. is concerned. Add in her phone ringing through to voicemail over and over, and I’m concerned.”

      “Does she have a tracking app on her phone?” I asked hopefully. “You know, just in case it gets lost. I know I have that through my cellphone carrier.”

      “I don’t know,” Jordy said. “Maybe. Pippa would’ve set it up.”

      I held out my hand. “Let me see your phone.” I scrolled through his apps until I found the one. “There.” I clicked on it. “It has your phone and Pippa’s listed.” I smiled at him. “See, we’ll be able to find her in no time.”

      “You don’t have to come,” he said with mild chagrin. “Pippa probably told me about this app before but I’m always in my head. I need to pay better attention.”

      “I’m going,” I said. I grabbed my coat and purse from the workroom and hurried back to the front. “I’ll lock up and we can go.”
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      “How accurate are these things?” Jordy asked.

      “I found my phone within feet when I’d accidentally left it on the checkout counter at the grocery store last spring,” I said. I’d gotten all the way home before I realized it was gone.

      “That’s pretty accurate.” He still looked worried. I didn’t blame him. My own worry and doubt was creeping in. “Why would she go to Juniper Street?”

      “It’s mostly city offices over there. Social security, DMV, Parks and Rec,” I said.

      “The mayor’s office?” Jordy asked.

      “Yeah, most likely.” I glanced at him. “You don’t think… Oh, man. She was taking her complaint paperwork to the post office today. You don’t think she decided to confront Trident about what he’s been doing to you and your business?”  I shook my head. “We may be rescuing the mayor from Pippa.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “She’s probably over there giving him ten kinds of hell.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, but neither of us seemed more relaxed.

      “That still doesn’t explain why she’s not answering her phone.”

      “We’re tracking it now, so it’s on. We’ll take that as a good sign,” I told him. “There, up ahead.” I smiled when I saw her vehicle. “See? There. There’s her car.”

      Jordy’s shoulders dropped slightly as he let out a chuckle of relief. “I see it.” He pulled in and parked next to the car. “She’s probably inside.”

      “Probably.” We got out of his truck and headed toward the office building, but the closer we got to the front, the farther we got from Pippa’s phone.” I stopped. “Her phone’s back that way.”

      I held Jordy’s phone, walking the parking lot until the tracker let me know that we were within a few feet of the device. I looked around. There was a hedgerow along the parking lot, but not much of anything else. There wasn’t even any other vehicles.

      On impulse, I called her number. The bushes in front of us began to chime.

      “There,” I said, too stunned to consider the implications. “Her phone is there.”

      Jordy ran over and reached behind the row of bushes. When he stood up, he was holding not just her phone, but her entire purse. “I don’t understand.” He sounded as bewildered as I felt.

      I grabbed my phone from my purse and dialed the one person I knew could help. He picked up on the first ring. “Ezra,” I said, feeling lost and scared. “It’s Pippa. I…I think she’s been taken.”
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      After I hung up from Ezra, I began walking the parking lot. Jordy was doing the same. There had to be something, anything that would hint at what happened to Pippa. I didn’t want to believe the worst, but the worst was the only explanation I could come up with for Pippa’s purse being tossed in the bushes.

      Ezra showed up by the time I was on the last part of my grid search near the street side of the lot. He parked along the road and jumped out of the truck to meet me.

      “What do you know?” he asked.

      “Go talk to Jordy,” I said, fully focused on my task. “He can fill you in.”

      “Nora,” Ezra said. “Talk to me.

      “I’m almost done.” I couldn’t talk to him. Not yet. Not until I knew I’d done everything possible to find my friend.

      He touched my arm.

      “Don’t,” I said, hyper focused on the asphalt. “I only have this last stretch to do.” I didn’t want to miss a hint or a clue, even if it was tiny, because I’d allowed myself to get distracted.

      “I’ll help you,” he said. “Whatever you want.”

      “There.” I pointed to something red on the grass near the road. “What’s that?”

      “It looks like trash,” Ezra said as we hurried toward it.

      I reached down and picked it up. It was a smashed soda can. “Damn it!” I screamed and threw the flipping thing as far as I could down the street. The can made a tinny sound as it skidded across the pavement.

      And there it was—down the road near the four-way stop. Pippa and I had watched a video where a woman demonstrated how to kick out the taillight of a car from inside the trunk. “There’s red broken glass on the road down there.”

      Ezra didn’t argue with me. He took off running. Jordy was running, too. They both beat me to the intersection.

      “Is it a taillight?” I asked as they picked up the pieces to examine.

      “Could be,” Ezra said. “I don’t know if it’s been kicked out, though, or if it’s debris from an accident.”

      “It’s her,” I told him. “I feel it.”

      “Are you getting a vision,” Jordy asked.

      I shook my head. “Just my gut.” I scanned the area and saw something white in the gutter. It was about the size of a tampon. My eyes widened as I got closer.

      It was a tube of lip balm.

      “It’s hers!” I shouted frantically. I went down on my knees and grabbed the tube. The cap was missing, but it had our shop’s logo on the front, and there was the unmistakably crisp scent of eucalyptus and mint.

      “Nora, please, please, please work.” Pippa is trapped in a dark space. She’s kicking her foot against the interior panel where I assume the taillight is as she speaks. “If you find this, Aaron Trident has kidnapped me. He tricked me into walking to his car. And he hit me in the head and stuffed me in his trunk. I don’t know where he’s taking me, but I know you’ll find me. Hurry. Hurry. I think he’s going to…”

      She stops for a second, then says, “If I don’t make it, tell Jordy I love him. He has made me so happy. Every second I’ve spent with him is a second I would happily live in for an eternity. Tell him, I’m sorry. I’m sorry for not…” Her voice catches in a sob, and I’m broken by her words.

      She kicks hard and the light busts through, shining inside the interior of the trunk. “I’m not giving up,” she says. “Don’t give up on me. Find me.” Then she throws the tube out the opening.

      I was hyperventilating as I came out of the memory. Ezra had his hand on my back. “What did you see?”

      “Was it Pippa?” Jordy asks.

      I nodded, then puked as the strength of the vision churned in my stomach. “Aaron Trident took her,” I wheezed. “He took her. We have to find her before it’s too late.”

      “But why?” Jordy sounded lost. “Why would the mayor kidnap Pippa?”

      I asked myself the same question. It made no sense. “It has to be something more than Pippa filing an abuse of power complaint against him. Someone like Trident could get past that without breaking a sweat and still win the next election.”

      Ezra was on the phone. “I need an APB out on Aaron Trident. Yes. You heard me right. The mayor. I don’t give a rat’s ass!” he said venomously. “Find out what kind of car he drives, and I want every available patrol car looking for him. Now.” He hung up. “What were you saying?”

      “There’s something we’re not seeing,” I told him. I looked at Jordy. “I understand confidentiality, but can you tell us anything about what was said during your N.A. meetings that made you believe there’s a personal reason for Trident to want the meetings moved?”

      Jordy’s brow furrowed. “He’s corrupt.”

      “What politician isn’t?” Ezra asked.

      “He uses fundraisers and parties to put donors and other politicians into compromising positions. He uses that information to get what he wants. He’s not a good man. And he’s a worse husband and father.”

      Okay, so the person attending his meeting wasn’t the wife, but the…son? It didn’t matter. The idea of leveraging information to get ahead wasn’t new. Twyla had been doing the same thing. Had she been working with Trident to get dirt on people?

      “What are you thinking, Nora?”

      “There’s no way into the private quarters of the Liberty Lily without the key. The doors are always locked.”

      He nodded. “Go on.”

      “The keyhole was large. Old-fashioned looking. Like something a skeleton key might fit into.”

      “Like the one you saw when you had the memory at Twyla’s apartment,” Ezra said.

      “Nora, do you know where Pippa is?”

      The vision had been of Twyla in a dark-paneled bedroom. Small but luxurious. Like a room you might find on a yacht. She’d been wearing a red sequined dress. The first mate had told me that the LaMontes threw a lot of political fundraisers on their ship. Was that how Twyla and Trident had gathered their information?

      “No idea is too far-fetched,” Ezra said. “Give me your take. Let’s see where it goes.”

      I nodded. “Maybe. The Liberty Lily doesn’t run on Sundays. He might have taken her there.”

      Ezra immediately got back on the phone. “I need a car out to the Liberty Lily, asap. Have them radio me right away if they see a car in the parking lot. Especially if that car is missing a taillight.” He glanced at me and Jordy. “You guys can ride with me.”

      I gave Ezra a grateful look. Jordy, like me, was scared, angry, and panicked. I worried that if he wasn’t with us, he would’ve driven off half-cocked and ready for retribution. This was better. I’d been on the finding end of bad guys one too many times, and I trusted the police—well, I trusted Ezra to get Pippa back to us.

      Five minutes into the drive over, he got the radio call. “Black BMW X5 is in the parking lot. Left taillight is busted out. It’s the mayor’s car.”

      “Copy that,” Ezra said. “Call for back up. Get water patrol over there to stop any attempt to escape via the lake. Sirens silent. Do not breach. Wait for my approach.” He muted the mic. “We have him trapped,” he told us. “He’s not going anywhere. We’re going to get Pippa back.”

      Jordy was staring out the window as if he were facing the void itself as he scratched at his arms. The tattoos weren’t just decorative. They were camouflage, covering years of IV drug use.

      I took his hand to stop his spiraling. “Pippa is a fighter,” I told him. “Trident has no idea what’s coming for him.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” Jordy growled. “I’m going to kill him.”
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      There were six police cars, no lights or sirens, and an ambulance on standby in the Liberty Lily Dinner Cruise parking lot. Ezra instructed Jordy and I to stay put in the truck, then he put Officer Jeanna Treece outside the passenger door to make sure we did as he instructed.

      Smart. If Treece hadn’t been there, Jordy might have bolted. Even now, I could see the wheels spinning as he calculated his odds of getting to the yacht before anyone could stop him. I had to believe that we would get Pippa out of the situation, but I worried what kind of shape we’d find her in.

      Luckily, I knew where we could find a reliable, emergency-trained doctor.

      I took my phone out and called Gilly.
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      The coordinated strike on the ship ran with razor-sharp precision. I’d seen Ezra work before, obviously, but never like this. He was a badass cop. It was nearing five o’clock, and twilight had turned the cloudy sky an angry orange, and there was a heaviness to the air that felt ominous.

      The water patrol used a drone to get a peek around the deck, before sending men aboard to post up for a take-down. If Mayor Trident did anything to Pippa, if he hurt her, I was going to make him pay.

      The police used all the latest equipment. They had 360-degree ball cameras, tactical borescopes—which looked an awful lot like colonoscopy scopes—to look around corners, and snipers posted in three strategic positions.

      Trident was holed up in the master suite in the private quarters, Ezra had updated us when they managed to get the borescope through the ceiling of the room for a look.

      “Pippa’s alive,” he said, to our relief. “When there’s a safe enough distance between Trident and her, we’re going to breach. We’ll use a flashbang to disorient him, then we’ll take him down. It’s going to disorient Pippa, too, and her ears will be ringing for a few days, but it’s the best way I know to get her out safely.

      Jordy rubbed the knees of his jeans, and he was rocking slightly, his lips moving rapidly in a desperate prayer. When Ezra finished the summation of what was going down, Jordy turned to him.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Just get her out.”

      “We’re going to do our best,” Ezra answered.

      Jordy shook his head. “Do better than that.”

      The minutes we had to wait for the operation to happen felt like hours. And with the rapidly descending sun, the darkness felt like another obstacle to overcome.

      We heard the bang from the parking lot.

      I grabbed Jordy’s hand again and held on tightly. Gah, it was hard not being in control of the situation. Jordy was praying again, and I hoped his pleas didn’t fall on deaf ears.

      A few minutes later, the tactical team hauled Aaron Trident out onto the deck, his hands cuffed behind his back, and they were carrying him by his arms and legs like a pig getting ready to go on the spit.

      “Where’s Pippa?” Jordy asked. He got out of the truck then. Treece put her hand out to keep him from encroaching on the operation in progress.

      I got out after him. “I don’t see her,” I told him. I tugged my upper lip between my teeth, biting down hard enough to hurt but not break the skin. “Come on, Pip,” I hissed. “Where are you?”

      As the four officers hauling Trident cleared the gangway, two more came out onto the deck with a very-much-alive Pippa Davenport. They’d wrapped a blanket around her shoulders and brought her down to the parking lot.

      Treece was out of luck if she thought she was going to stop Jordy then. He broke into a sprint to get to Pippa. When she saw him, she threw off the blanket and rushed into his arms. Even from a distance, I could see they were both crying as they clung to each other.

      Scott Graham came roaring into the parking lot in his Porsche and brought it to a screeching halt as if he were James Bond on a mission. He and Gilly got out, and he jogged down to the ambulance where the paramedics were assessing Trident for transport.

      I knew I should stay put, but I’d never been good at being a spectator. I followed Scott down to the medics. The tactical team let Scott through, but they stopped me.

      “Get out of the way,” I gritted out.

      Trident glowered, his self-righteous face smug as if he knew something that could save him. He smiled at me, and it was as if he’d punched me in the gut. “She went willingly,” he said. “I bring women here all the time. Some like it a little rougher than others.”

      “Liar,” I spat.

      “Her word against mine.” He focused his stare on me. “Who do you think they’ll believe?”

      I leapt at Trident, to the surprise of the cops, the paramedics, and Trident. I slapped him hard across the side of his head, my palm making a satisfying cracking sound as I wiped the smug right off his face.

      “Restrain her,” one of the police officers said.

      But another said, “Nope. She works for the department. She’s one of us.”

      I glanced at the man. Dan Rogers. He’d been with the police department for over fifteen years, and he’d been a friend of my father. I gave him my nod of thanks before backing up on my own.

      My hand felt sticky. I lifted my fingers to my nose. Bergamot and the spicy scent of cassia. Exactly what I’d smelled on Twyla’s pillow.

      “You,” I said. “You were…”

      The vision that unfolded before I could finish my sentence left me breathless.

      “It wasn’t Jackie,” I rasped. “It was you. You stabbed Twyla.”

      My accusation took some of the wind out of his sails. “You don’t have any proof.”

      “Nope,” I said. “But I will.” I narrowed my gaze on the man. “I know how to get it.”
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      “Are you sure you need Trident to find the stash?” Ezra said as we boarded the ship. Two officers held the handcuffed mayor by his arms and hauled him up to the deck.

      “Yep,” I replied.

      There were two techs behind them bringing up the rear. One was recording the scene, and the other held an evidence collection kit.

      Ezra added, “I bet we could do it without him.”

      “Unfortunately, we need him.” I’d seen him stab Twyla and go into the room to hide the knife in a secret compartment in the wall. The problem was that the initial activation of the sequence was a retina scan. “Unless you want to pop his eyeball out, and don’t get me wrong, I’m willing to discuss the possibility. Otherwise, we need the whole dude.”

      Ezra looked over at me. “We searched that compartment from top to bottom the night of the attack. There wasn’t anything.”

      I glanced back at Trident. “It’s designed to look like there’s nothing there.”

      Gilly, Scott, Pippa, and Jordy weren’t allowed to come aboard with us. I guess the line had to be drawn somewhere. Even so, Pippa was still really fragile after her kidnapping. She’d said Trident had taken her because when she’d threatened to expose him, he’d thought she’d had information about his dealings with Twyla.

      I looked at the moon, low in the sky. Motherflippinbastard. Trident had kidnapped Pippa, and he’d planned to get rid of her the way he’d gotten rid of Twyla. For that, I was going to make sure this town flushed him like the turd he was.

      “You’ve got nothing!” Trident yelled. “You can’t touch me. I know too many secrets in this town. Hell, in this state! You’ll never get a conviction.”

      I rounded on him and snapped. “Shut your filthy mouth before I slap it.”

      Ezra’s eyes widened. The two cops snickered. Trident shut the hell up.

      I put on the gloves given to me by the techs and slid on the paper booties for my shoes. There were scorch marks on the hardwood floor of the room where the flash grenade had exploded. The bed was disheveled, and there were cut plastic zip ties near the head. Rage boiled inside me.

      Trident gave me a look of disgust. “You’re grasping at straws, Ms. Black.”

      I held my hand up as a reminder to shut his gob hole. I walked through the steps, the same he had in my smell-o-vision.

      “Twyla,” Trident says as he helps her from the floor. “What are you doing here?”

      She moans and presses her hand to her forehead. “I’m going to ruin you,” she whispers. “Ruin you all.” She’s disoriented from the head injury, but she tries to open the door. Trident picks up the knife on the floor and stabs her in the back.

      Quickly, he searches Twyla’s pockets and grabs a set of keys. The one with the skeleton key. He uses it to open the bedroom door. He drags Twyla inside then walks to a sconce on the right side, presses and holds the switch on the light, then pulls it forward, exposing a wire that comes out of the wall. A panel on the opposite side of the wall opens, revealing an inner safe. He leans forward, as a small biometric retina scanner goes from red to green.

      First, I held down the switch and tilted the sconce away from the wall. There were a few grunts of surprise as the panel on the opposite wall clicked and swung open.

      “Voila,” I said. “The hidden safe. You’re going to have to bring Mayor Douchebag in here for this part. We need his face.”

      “No,” Trident protested. He squeezed his eyes shut as the two officers shoved him in front of the safe. “You can’t do this to me. I’m the mayor of this town. I’ll have you all fired!”

      “You can open your eyes, or I can go to the kitchen and get some toothpicks to prop them open with,” Ezra said menacingly.

      Trident looked at me.

      “I can go get the toothpicks, if you want,” I said to Ezra.

      There was a petty part of me that seriously enjoyed seeing the smug prick blanch. “Fine,” he said. “But this is an illegal search.”

      “Uhm, this is a crime scene, dickhead. It’s all fair game.” This guy had to be great at scheming because he was dumb about everything else.

      The scanner recognized his retina, and the safe hissed as it opened. Inside was a stack of money, several flash drives, Twyla’s keys, and an expensive murder weapon. Chef Pat’s Miyabi slicing knife.

      “And I think that’s all the evidence we’re going to need to put you away for life,” Ezra said. “Go ahead and take him to the station for processing.”

      When the two uniforms left with Trident, the crime techs came in to do their thing. Ezra and I left them to it. As we walked out of the small hall, Ezra put his arm around my shoulders. “That was some impressive work there, Deputy Black.”

      I shook my head and chuckled. “You’re the impressive one. I mean, dang, the way you coordinated that breach on the yacht, and got Pippa out of there safe and sound, I must confess, pretty freaking hot.”

      “You don’t say.” He gave me a lopsided grin. “I’ll have to work late tonight,” he said, “but how about after, I come over and practice a few breaching techniques at your place.”

      I snickered. “I’ll wear the shoes.”

      “Yeah, baby,” he said with a low growl. “It’s a date.”
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      “I’m fine,” Pippa said as I tucked a throw blanket around her shoulders. She took her arm out and smacked my hand away when I fluffed the pillow behind her head. “Stop fussing.”

      “Hah. How many times have you taken care of me when I’ve been laid up?” I asked her. “Good luck stopping me.”

      She laughed then winced. “Don’t. My ribs are sore.”

      I frowned. “You said you weren’t hurt.”

      “Just a little bruised,” she admitted. She glanced back to the kitchen where Jordy was cooking eggs and sausage. “He’s taking great care of me.”

      I patted her shoulder. “I know he is.”

      I’d spent six hours at the police station the night before, giving my statement, filling out a stack of paperwork, and watching with some satisfaction as Aaron Trident was taken to booking. There was no denying the secret safe on the yacht was his because only his eye could open the biometric lock. Yet, he admitted nothing.

      Marta LaMonte claimed she knew nothing about Trident’s after-hours access to the yacht. She said she didn’t even know there was a hidden panel in the master bedroom. The captain, who had been at the ship’s helm for two decades, told the police that Michael LaMonte, Marta’s late husband, and Trident spent a lot of time together until Michael’s passing. Ezra said they wouldn’t rule out Marta as being aware of Trident’s activity, but he suspected that Michael LaMonte probably had the safe installed, and only he and Trident used it.

      It made sense. If Trident ever got caught for wrongdoing, no one would think to look on a yacht that wasn’t his. Hell, if I hadn’t had the vision, that stash would’ve been difficult if not impossible to find.

      Pippa’s house had been my first stop the next morning before work. It was still early, and both J.J. and Tippi were still sleeping.

      I walked around the couch and sat down next to her. She put her head on my shoulder. “I knew you’d find me.”

      “Did you?” I raised my brows. “It was touch and go with me for a minute.” I put my arm around her. “I’d never been so scared in all my life. Even when it’s been my own life in jeopardy.”

      “When he threw my purse away,” she said, “I thought about you and your sniffer-gift.” Pippa sighed. “I knew your ability worked when the memory has a lot of emotion tied to a smell, so I practically jammed the crap up my nose when I left you that message.” She chuckled. “I can’t believe it worked.”

      “Me either,” I told her. “You’ve always been a smart cookie, though.” Since discovering my aroma-mojo, I’d taken the ride wherever the road had led. Pippa’s act of desperation had been like adding navigation. The way she’d planted the scent for me to find had been ingenious. And when she felt better, I’d ask her to try and replicate the experiment.

      “Speaking of…” She looked at Jordy again. “Did you tell him?”

      “Tell him what?”

      Pippa’s head tilted sideways so she could look me in the eye. “How much of the memory did you get?”

      “Oh,” I said. “About how much you loved him, blah, blah?”

      She snickered and smacked my shoulder. “Stop that. It was really scary.”

      I gentled my voice. “I know. I’m just teasing.” I shook my head. “And no, I didn’t tell Jordy. You had said to tell him if you didn’t make it. You made it. Which means, now you get to tell him yourself.”

      Jordy, wearing pajama pants and a light t-shirt, brought us both coffees. “You get to tell me what?”

      Pippa extracted herself from the blanket and stood up. She took the cups of coffee from him and set them down. After, she put her arms around his neck. “I love you.”

      “I’m aware,” he said with an amused smile. “But it’s always nice to hear.”

      “You have given me the best life, babe. Every day I wake up thankful for you, for our baby, for everything.”

      He smoothed her hair back. “I never imagined I’d get so lucky.”

      “I’m the lucky one,” Pippa told him. “You have had so much patience and understanding, and through it all, you have never made me feel bad or guilty.”

      He narrowed his gaze on her. “What would you feel guilty about?”

      Pippa let out a slow breath. “Marry me.”

      “Babe.” Jordy chuckled. “I’d marry you right this second if that’s what you wanted. But I know you’ve been hoping your family would—”

      She stopped him with a kiss. “You’re my family, Jordy. You, J.J., Tippi, Gilly, and Nora.” She cast her gaze at me briefly then back to Jordy. “You guys are the only family I need. Will you marry me, you know, like, as soon as humanly possible?”

      “Yes.” He took her hand and brought her engagement ring to his lips and kissed it. “I love you, Pippa, and there’s nothing I’d love more than to marry you.”

      I let out a noise that was caught between a sob and a giggle. “Beautiful,” I told them when they looked my way.

      I got up and gave them a hug. “Congratulations!” Pippa and I hugged and celebrated with a few loud squeals. I strolled across the room and grabbed my purse.

      “Where are you going?” Pippa asked. “Jordy made breakfast.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, but I need to make some phone calls.” When she gave me a questioning look, I added, “We have a wedding to plan!”
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      Pippa agreed to wait to walk down the aisle until Saturday, so that Gilly and I could organize something special for the couple. Pippa had told me once that she’d wanted her wedding to be like a fairy tale. I planned to give my friend, the woman who’d quit her old life to come help me start my new one, as close to a fantasy as I could get in less than a week. Per Pippa’s request, it was only family and close friends. Gilly had done all the cooking, and as part of my gift, I stayed out of the kitchen.

      The ceremony was being held at Ezra’s place. He had a cabin on the lake with five acres of land and his own west-facing dock on the water. It was a beautifully clear day, and the temperature was in the sixties. Between Tippi, Gilly, and I, along with a small taskforce of workers, we’d turned that dock into a fantasy of lights and magic. The fact that it was nearly Christmas had been to our advantage. The stores were stocked with white pre-lit birch trees that I used to line the dock, along with deep red poinsettias for pops of color, and twinkling strands of LED lights that we laced over a trellis on the dock. We set up a tent in case it rained and had a few propane heaters on hand in case it got cold. Instead of regular seating, we set up several bistro tables with holly and pinecone centerpieces and more twinkling lights by the dock for us to enjoy the marriage vows as the sun set on the water.

      Ari and Marco were already seated, and both the twins were on J.J. duty.

      Since neither Jordy nor Pippa were religious and we couldn’t get a judge to do the ceremony away from the courthouse, Tippi got online and became ordained through the Universal Life Church.

      Pippa didn’t want to be traditionally given away, but she asked that Gilly and I, as her bridesmaids, walk on either side of her down to the dock where Jordy waited for her. Ezra stood with him as best man and the keeper of the rings. They both wore black suits with white shirts, and sprigs of holly with berries for boutonnieres, and we’d made Pippa a poinsettia bouquet interlaced with white roses.

      Pippa wore a crisp white dress with lace sleeves, a sweetheart neckline, and a sweeping skirt. The bridal shop in town had moved heaven and earth to get it tailored for the big day, and I owed the owner, Annabel Carter, for taking on the extra work right before the holiday. She’d thrown in a hooded cape for drama and extra warmth.

      “I can’t believe the hornets’ nest that bastard kicked up,” Gilly said as we waited with Pippa inside the tent.

      “It’s crazy,” I agreed.

      The case against Aaron Trident had taken a strange turn when the files in the safe exposed corruption at the highest levels of government in the state, along with evidence of drug trafficking. The FBI and DEA had inserted themselves into the investigation. Ezra said they didn’t go so far as taking over, but they all but implied they would if the GCPD wasn’t interested in a joint taskforce. As the lead detective, Ezra was also the acting liaison between all three bodies of law enforcement.

      “I can’t believe they are considering a plea deal,” Gilly grumbled. “That douchebag should rot in prison for life.”

      I didn’t disagree, but I knew that the law wasn’t always justice. “He has a big fish in a small lake who has a lot of dirt on even bigger fishes.”

      In exchange for deal consideration, Trident had admitted to searching Twyla’s apartment after he left the ship Friday night. He’d needed to get her copies of the thumb drives—the twins to the drives he had stashed on the ship. It had been their way of keeping each other in check. Trident knew the police would go to Twyla’s apartment the next day. He hadn’t wanted anyone finding the damning information, because it would’ve pointed a finger in his direction.

      “It’s still bullshit,” Pippa griped.

      “You’re preaching to the choir,” I told her.

      “Are they going to charge Jackie?” Gilly asked.

      Jackie Sanders recanted her statement after Trident’s arrest. She had witnessed a little of Lauren’s encounter with Twyla, and out of a misguided attempt to save the woman she loved, she’d made a false confession.

      “They let her out on bond for now,” I told her. “Ezra says the district attorney will probably drop the obstruction of justice charges, but if he doesn’t, she could be facing fines and maybe some jail time.”

      “Lauren broke it off with Gio,” Gilly said. “The kids told me.”

      Pippa nodded. “I heard at the coffee shop that she told her grandmother she could stick her inheritance where the sun don’t shine. According to the hot gossip, Jackie moved into Lauren’s place yesterday, consequences be damned.”

      “I bet the old gal didn’t take that well,” I said.

      “You’d be wrong,” Pippa said with no small amount of glee. “She told Lauren that she’d disown her if she married any man because they caused nothing but trouble.” She snorted. “I think all the evidence coming to light has rattled Marta LaMonte big time.”

      “Well, I’m glad Lauren saw that you shouldn’t let family stand in the way of your happiness,” Pippa said wistfully. I knew she was thinking of her own parents.

      I gave her a quick side hug. She lifted her chin and smiled.

      “Speaking of happiness,” Gilly said. “I have a third date with Scott.”

      Pippa and I both squealed with excitement. Gilly, with my permission, had told Scott about my scent ability. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure he had absorbed the information, even so Gilly said he’d taken it in stride.

      “That’s fantastic news,” I said. “I really like him for you.”

      “Me too,” Gilly said. “But I’m afraid to get my hopes up.”

      “Hope is a good thing,” Pippa said to her. “Hope gives you a reason to put one foot in front of the other and carry on even when things are dire.”

      The music began to play, the classic “A Midsummer Night’s Dream Wedding March” by Felix Mendelssohn.

      “That’s our cue,” I said. Gilly and I looped arms with Pippa. “Are you ready?” I asked the bride.

      She smiled. “I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life.”

      On that note, all three of us took the first step toward the future.

      
        
        The End.
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      A fun ’80s-themed mystery event takes a deadly turn when Nora Black’s psychic nose sniffs out a real murderous plot. School may be out for murder, but Nora and friends will have to find a killer if they want to avoid a deadly trip to the principal’s office.

      
        
        Chapter 1

      

      

      When I walked out of the bathroom, Ezra Holden, Detective Hottie, aka the man I loved, slid on a gray Members Only jacket. While his jeans weren’t so tight I could see London or France, they did hug his butt in the most delicious way.

      “Duuude,” I said. “You have a bodacious booty.”

      He chuckled as he pushed the twin beds together to make one big bed, then turned around to face me. He had a month’s worth of beard and mustache going on that I still hadn’t gotten used to. His brows rose as his bright green gaze landed on mine. “Wow, Nora. Those bangs are gravity-defying.”

      I patted the top of my hair. “Courtesy of freeze spray.”

      Fortunately, I’d had my roots touched up earlier in the week, or this ode to 1980s style would’ve been a no-go. As it was, I’d used enough hairspray that if someone flicked a lighter too close, my hair would become Aqua Net flambé.

      I went up on my toes as he dipped his head. His lips brushed mine in a way that made my entire body sing. He slid his hands over my hips and pulled me close, my stomach pressed against his straining groin. “I can’t believe this is the first time we’ve been alone in two weeks.”

      “That’ll teach you to go off undercover with the Feds,” I told him. I cupped my fingers behind his neck and twirled the sandy-blond curls that had gotten longer since he’d begun working with the joint drug task force. “I’m so happy you made it back in time for this weekend.” I sighed as he pressed his forehead against mine. “But I would’ve understood if you’d decided to stay home.”

      He caressed my cheek. “What? And miss you dressed in a ruffled mini dress with the biggest shoulder pads I’ve ever seen? Not on your life.”

      “This old thing?” I said coyly, batting my fake eyelashes at him. My dress was golden yellow and was the exact dress I’d worn to the winter semi-formal in 1986. After my mom died, I’d found several of my dresses in wardrobe bags hanging in the closet of my girlhood bedroom. The dress was a bit tighter in the waist and hips than it had been when I was seventeen, but thanks to the miracle that is shapewear, it still fit. “I can’t believe I have a legit reason to wear it again.”

      He gave me a quirky half-smile. “It’s fun seeing you get all I-love-the-eighties for a weekend. Although, I was surprised they made us give up our cellphones.”

      School’s Out for Murder, Incorporated was a new murder mystery immersive weekend venue in an old renovated high school outside of Button Falls, about two hours from Garden Cove. The owner-operators had strict rules about no technology that included laptops, tablets, and phones. I’d done a couple of escape rooms, so I understood the reasoning. Still, I felt a little naked without my cell. The nice thing, though, was that Ezra couldn’t get called back to Garden Cove for any reason. After his long absence, I was glad to have him primarily to myself for two days.

      “I guess they don’t want anyone cheating,” I mused.

      He smirked. “I’m a detective. I already have an unfair advantage.”

      “Only if you think applying cop logic to a fictional mystery is an advantage.”

      Ezra snorted. “We’ll see who solves the murder first.”

      “Hey.” I leaned into him. “We’re partners in this.”

      “In all ways,” he said before lifting me off the ground and carrying me across the room.

      I giggled as he lay me across the two beds.

      Until my ass slid between the mattresses.

      “This is so not going to work,” I said with a laugh.

      He shook his head. “They really did a great job of converting these classrooms into guest quarters, but they definitely didn’t make the beds couple friendly.”

      “Hah. Maybe that’s the point.” I unwedged myself from the crevice. “It’s a school.” The brick walls had been painted a silver-sage color, making the room feel less institutional. “But I bet we can get creative.”

      “Oh?” The corners of his eyes crinkled as he grinned down at me. “I’m all for creative.”

      I patted the bed. “I know you are.”

      He sat down next to me. “Maybe we should skip the dance…” He playfully nipped my lower lip as his fingers danced down the middle of my back. He frowned. “Where’s the zipper?”

      “It’s on the side.”

      He nuzzled my neck while he explored my dress with his hands. “Interesting…”

      The sound of the zipper unzipping was followed by my grateful exhale as the bodice relaxed and gave me more breathing room.

      “I think we’re going to be a little late,” I said.

      His warm palm splayed across my ribs as his fingers slid under my bra. He kissed up the side of my neck, the brush of his beard and the heat of his breath pulling strings of pleasure through me. I leaned my head back and moaned.

      I felt his satisfied smile against my skin. “We’re going to be a lot late.”

      “I’m good with that.”

      Three sharp knocks elicited a sound close to a growl from Ezra. “Go away,” he said.

      “Come on, you guys,” Gilly yelled from the other side of the door. “Let’s go.”

      I sighed as Ezra lowered his forehead to my chest. “We have to go, don’t we?” he asked.

      “It’s her birthday,” I said. “So, that’s a big yes.” When Gilly had found out School’s Out for Murder, Incorporated was doing a 1980s-themed mystery for their opening weekend, she’d immediately reserved six spots. It hadn’t taken much for Pippa Hines—the third in our bestie trio—and me to get on board with the plan. Gilly was turning fifty-four, and her ex-husband, the father of her two college-aged twins, had a new baby on the way. In other words, we’d been down for whatever was going to make Gilly happy.

      I’d closed Scents & Scentsability, the boutique where I sold organic beauty products that I created and curated, for the weekend. Garden Cove was a seasonal tourist town, so we relied mostly on outside orders to keep our profits in the black during the winter months.

      Pippa, who used to be my assistant when I worked for one of the largest beauty suppliers in the United States, managed the front of the shop. As for Gilly, she was an established massage therapist with twenty years of experience. Honestly, her local clients were our best year-round customers. Getting her to come work with Pippa and me had not only been a good best friend move, it had also been great for business.

      Gilly knocked again. “Are you coming?”

      “Apparently not,” Ezra muttered.

      I snickered. “We’ll be there in a couple of minutes.” Long enough for me to get zipped up and Ezra to lose his, uhm, disappointment.

      Ezra held up his hand and flashed me five fingers three times in a row.

      “Be there in fifteen minutes,” I amended.

      “Five! And not a minute later. You hear that, Easy?” Gilly said, using Ezra’s nickname.

      “Why am I in trouble?” he asked.

      “Because she knows you about as well as I do.”

      Ezra winked at me. “You’d be amazed at what I can do in five minutes.”

      “Settle down, Risky Business. This hair and this dress will take longer than five minutes to put back together.”

      “Fine.” He got up and helped me to my feet.

      I sucked in my gut and zipped my dress. “We’ll sneak away later tonight.”

      “Promises, promises.”

      I grabbed him by the collar of his Members Only—not a euphemism—and tugged him close for a kiss. “One I intend to keep.” I let him go and walked to the door. “But until then, we have a dance to go to, followed by a mystery to solve.” I slid on a pair of yellow Converse low tops. I was not cramming my feet into a pair of bright-colored chunky heels for the sake of authenticity. Besides, Converse were just as popular then as they are now, and my feet would thank me for it later.

      “Cute shoes,” Ezra said.

      I went up on my toes and turned my ankle to him. “I’ll have you know that my favorite shoes in the eighties were a pair of high-tops in just this color.”

      He smiled. “I think they’re, like, totally awesome.”

      “Aw! I didn’t know you were a Valley Girl.”

      “A Valley what?” He shook his head. “There’s a whole page devoted to 1980s slang in our check-in packet. I studied it while you were getting ready.” He put his arm around me. “Do you think they’ll have food?”

      I gave his belly a tap. “You had a double cheeseburger and large fries on the way here.”

      He frowned. “You ate some of my fries.”

      I held up two fingers. “Two fries.”

      “I feel like I haven’t eaten in weeks.”

      “Tapeworm,” I said.

      He frowned as he opened the door. “You’re not funny.”

      I laughed. “I really am.”

      He bumped shoulders with me. “Spaz.”

      “Dork,” I countered. “Let’s boat.”

      “Huh?”

      “Motor on, dude.”

      “Duude,” he said with a grin. “After you.”

      When I stepped out into the hall, a middle-aged man, wearing jeans and a t-shirt, hustled past me. He smelled like he’d been picking herbs in a dank forest of pine trees. In other words, like Drakkar Noir, which could’ve been called What High School Boys Smelled Like in the 1980s. Mr. Rude clipped me with his shoulder and sent me stumbling sideways against the white lockers lining the walls.

      “Hey!” Ezra shouted. I grabbed his arms to keep myself upright, preventing him from going after the rude jerk.

      The man gave us a one-finger wave without looking back as he continued his fast walk down the hall.

      While the guy was gone, the sweet, herbal scent of his cologne lingered…along with a memory.

      “Pizza face,” a guy wearing a yellow and blue letter jacket says as he slams another guy into a locker. He has BF in large letters on one side of the jacket, covered in silver and brass letter pins for football, basketball, and baseball. On the other side is a bearded Viking head with a horned hat. Probably the school mascot. The left sleeve has the number ten on his upper arm. The teenager’s dark, short-cropped hair is damp, but his face, like those of all his friends and the boy against the locker, is a blur. The pungent aroma of cologne and body spray is heavy in the air.

      The hallway is similar to the one we’re in now, only it’s painted yellow with gray lockers. The speaker’s friends, also wearing letter jackets, laugh as each of them gives the kid a shove as they pass by, calling him names.

      “Dickbag.”

      “Douche.”

      “Dumbass.”

      The boys are as alliterative as they are cruel.

      A woman shouts, “Get to class before I report you all. You won’t be laughing when you’re benched on Friday night’s game.”

      “Chillax,” the instigator says as the rest of the teenagers leave. The bully follows after them, and the kid they’ve tortured throws his books on the floor and slams his locker shut.

      My smell-o-vision, as my best friend Gilly called it, faded.

      “Whoa,” I said as the sage-green halls and white lockers reappeared. “That was intense.”

      Ezra had his arm around me, holding me steady. “A vision?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “A strong one.” After dying for twenty-seven seconds during my hysterectomy a little over two years ago, I’d returned to the living with a nose that could literally smell memories. Only, they weren’t my memories. The psychic remembrances always belonged to someone else. And they were always tied to aromas that evoked strong emotions. Which meant—thankfully—the memories weren’t always about murder and violence. Sometimes they were about moments of pure joy, love, pride, and a myriad of other emotional remembrances that scents could evoke. I couldn’t quite put my finger on which mood had triggered this last memory.

      “Bad?” Ezra asked.

      I nodded again. “No, but yes.” I still felt out of sorts.

      “Bad enough to make it a police thing?”

      I leaned my head against his shoulder, my crispy bangs smooshing against his bearded face. “Do you have a DeLorean I don’t know about?”

      Ezra arched his brow. “You want to go back to the future?”

      “Brushing up on your eighties’ movies, I see.”

      “Great Scott, Nora,” he teased. “I had the entire DVD collection when I was a kid. I’ve watched the movies multiple times over the years.”

      “On DVD, huh?” I’d been a junior in high school when the first movie had released in theaters. And the original videos had come out on VHS tapes. I didn’t want to think about how many years after its release Ezra had owned the collection. I waved my hand. “Anyhow, the memory I saw was about a school bully when this place was still Button Falls High, so even if we had a time machine, there’s not much we could do about it now.”

      He pulled me into his arms again and kissed me stupid. With a crooked smile, he said, “Nora Black, I’m so thankful my density has brought me to you.” The line was from Back to the Future, when George approaches Lorraine in the diner. Only, Ezra said it with such a sweet sincerity it made my heart squeeze. Then he kissed me again in a way that made me want to shove him back inside the room.

      “Hah,” I replied breathlessly as I patted his chest. “We better get going, McFly.”

      He wiggled his brows. “I’ll grab the plutonium.”
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      As a forty-three-year-old, newly divorced, single mom, I know two things for certain, starting over sucks, and magic isn’t real.  At least that’s what I thought. I mean, starting over really does stink, but when it comes to magic, I have to rethink everything.

      I’ve spent the last year since my ex left me going through the motions. Get up. Work. Care for a grumpy teenager. Cook dinner. Go to bed. Wash. Rinse. Repeat.

      Nothing changes... Until it does.

      After bidding on a box of old books at an estate auction, I’m experiencing changes.

      And I’m not talking about menopause.

      My garden gnome Linda has come to life. No, really. Her name is Linda, and she never shuts up. A chonky cat with a few secrets of his own has adopted me. And a gorgeous professor of the occult tells me I’m a witch.

      Right now, I’m not sure who’s crazier—me, Linda or the hottie professor.

      If this is my new reality, it’s nature’s cruel midlife trick. I’m learning fast that earth spells might be easy, but they aren’t cheap. All magic exacts a toll, and if I don’t master the elements, the elements will be the death of me.

      Literally.

      

      
        
        Chapter One

      

      

      

      The garlicky scent of take-out created a nauseating stench I found hard to ignore. Now, I would forever associate Mongolian Beef with divorce, and it made me want to yark.

      I passed the legal documents across the kitchen table to my lawyer Donald Overton III then glanced around my kitchen. “Sorry about the mess, Don.” There were two plates, silverware, and cups in the sink, and it had been the third time I’d said I was sorry since his arrival.

      “The place is cleaner than my house,” he said.

      Don, who was a six-foot-four man with rounded shoulders and a big, balding head to match, wasn’t just my lawyer. He was also my brother-in-law. Which meant I knew he was stretching the truth to spare my feelings. My sister Rose was a meticulous housekeeper. “Is that it?” I asked.

      He gave me a sympathetic look, emphasis on the pathetic, and nodded. “That’s it, Iris. Done is done.”

      I rubbed my face. “Done is done,” I repeated. “I’m officially Iris Everlee.” I’d legally changed it a few weeks earlier. Still, it hadn’t felt definitive that I was no longer a Callahan until I’d signed the divorce papers.

      I’d wasted eighteen years married to a man who left me for someone else. Someone younger. Someone male. My ex, it turned out, was bisexual. I have always been open-minded. I genuinely believe, love is love and that people should live their truths. But when it’s your husband, it’s a lot harder to be congratulatory about someone discovering their “authentic self.”

      “Thanks for bringing those to me.” I stood up from the table. “I have to get Michael up for practice.”

      Michael was my seventeen-year-old son. I worried he’d suffered the most during the divorce. But my son had always been a quiet child, not distant or anti-social, just even keel and low drama. It made it extremely difficult to gauge his real feelings most of the time.

      “Is he still playing football?” Don asked.

      “Yep. Today’s the first day of spring training.”

      Don added, “You look like you need a friend. You should call Rose.”

      Unable to shake the feeling of trepidation, I said, “I’m fine. I’ll be okay.”

      Don gave me a grim smile, then gathered up the paperwork and slipped it into a folder. “I’ll get these filed at the courthouse today. You and Michael should come to dinner tomorrow night.”

      I stood up and walked him out of the kitchen and through the living room to the front door. “I’ll call Rose later. I promise,” I told him, which had been the only promise Don had been trying to extract. Of course, I hadn’t promised when I would call.

      “Please do. You know how Rose gets.” My brother-in-law gave me a gentle shoulder squeeze, then left.

      I had three sisters and one brother. Rose, the youngest of us all, had taken on the responsibility as the family worrywart since our mother died of pancreatic cancer five years earlier. The doctors had given her three or four months to live, but she’d died three weeks later in her sleep because the cancer had strangled her aorta and caused an aneurysm.

      I closed the door and made my way down the dark hallway past the kitchen. Even with the door closed, the foul scents of boy stink threatened to knock me off my feet. Garlic leftovers had nothing on Ewwww de Son. I tapped on the door. No response. I pounded my fist against the wood. Still no response.

      I opened the door a crack. “Hello?” I leaned on the door to open it wider as the sickly sweet and sour odors hit me full force, burning the back of my nostrils.

      My eyesight adjusted to the dark. I saw a small mountain of dirty clothes wedged behind the door, barring further entry. I could see long toes peeking over the edge of a queen-sized mattress. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have known a human being occupied the bed.

      “Michael, damn it.” Lately, “damn it” had been his middle name. “Let me in.”

      “What do you want?” came his muffled voice full of sleepy annoyance.

      “I want you to open this stupid door right now.”

      “Go away.”

      “I’ll go away. I’ll go away to the garage and get a screwdriver and a hammer and take this freaking door off its hinges.” Screw this. I pushed the door as hard as I could. Mount Dirt & Grime slid across the carpet and allowed me entry.

      His foot drifted out of sight. He was moving—another good sign.

      “What the hell died in your room? It smells like a serial killer’s drop zone.”

      The boy sat up, his short hair looking too perfect to be slept in, just like his father. He scratched his patchy goatee. “Dramatic much?” His voice, low and pleasant in tone, held an edge of sarcasm.

      I fought back a smile. My kid was beautiful, no doubt about it. He was one of the few things Evan and I had done right.

      He blinked his soft brown eyes in my direction. “I’m not going to practice.”

      “Oh, you’re going.” I picked up a pair of sweatpants, a green pair at the top of the pile, and chucked them at him. “Get dressed.”

      He groaned and threw himself onto the bed, pulling the covers over his shoulders. “I’m tired.”

      “You wouldn’t be so tired if you weren’t up all night playing video games with your buddies.”

      He grunted. Translation: Whatever.

      “Michael Evan Callahan, you will get yourself out of bed this minute. You promised your father.”

      He moaned his dissent. “Coach is going to be there,” he replied.

      “If you want a relationship with your dad, you’re going to have to come to terms with the fact that Coach Adam is a part of his life now.” I sounded so reasonable, even to my own ears. Inside, I was screaming. It had been a year since Evan and I had separated, and most of the time, I tried to not hate him for what he’d done to our family, but sometimes I struggled with taking the higher road.

      “Yeah, well, you didn’t catch them going at it.” He was sitting up now, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “And you expect me to come to terms with it.”

      Unfortunately, my son had discovered his father’s infidelity before me. He’d gone to talk to Coach Adam after school hours and found him and Evan kissing in the coach’s office. Michael had come home and locked himself in his bedroom that night. I could still see his hurt and rage. Being caught by our kid was what prompted Evan to finally come clean with me.

      Sighing, I sat on the bed next to Michael and put my hand on his shoulder. “Kissing is not going at it,” I said.

      My oldest sister Dahlia was a family counselor. She’d recommended someone for the family to see, including Evan, in order for us to move forward with our lives.

      “Close enough,” he countered.

      It took months for Michael to even look at his father, then a few months more for him to have a civil conversation with him. I was angry with Evan, but still, I was glad that Michael was finally seeing him again. They’d been taking it slowly. A few lunches and dinners here and there. One month ago, their relationship had taken another setback when Evan and Adam decided to go public and move in together.

      I missed the days when I could scoop Michael into my arms and cuddle him. He was at that age now where he would have pulled away if I tried to comfort him. As it was, I could feel him shrink at my consoling touch. How could I expect him to understand and accept his father’s new life when I could hardly think about him without my own rage clouding my mind? I felt like I’d wasted my best years on him. He’d promised to love me until death do we part. Yes, I lost my husband, but I’d also lost my best friend. Evan and I had more in common than anyone I’d ever met. We had the same tastes in books, music, and movies. We’d shared similar political and philosophical beliefs, and we’d rarely ran out of conversation.

      On top of that, our sex life had been good. Don’t get me wrong, we’d had our share of arguments. It’s hard to be with someone for eighteen years and not have any fights, but we’d always made up. In other words, his falling in love with someone else, regardless of gender, had been a complete blindside.

      “Michael,” I said, my voice gentle but strained. “I understand that you’re uncomfortable around your dad and Adam but avoiding them is not going to make your life any better or easier. Do you want a relationship with your father?”

      The teenager raised a wary brow. “Don’t shrink me, Mom. That’s what you pay Dr. Bradford for.”

      I narrowed my gaze. “Well, do you? Do you want a relationship with your father? And keep in mind, he’s the only father you have.” I wasn’t above deploying mommy-guilt. “Your dad changed your diapers, coached your baseball and basketball teams. He attended every sporting event you ever played in high school. And he loves you,” I said with as much gentleness as I could manage. “Now tell me, do you want a relationship with your father? Yes or no?”

      “Sure,” he said more than a little grudgingly. “But not with Coach.”

      “I’m not trying to make you have a relationship with Adam, but he and your father are a package right now.” The words, even from my own lips, were a punch in the gut. Evan was a package with someone else now, and like Michael, I had to find a way to come to terms with it.

      My teenaged son grunted. Unsympathetically, I clapped my hands to get his attention. “Get. Up.”

      “I hate you,” he said through gritted teeth as he clambered from the bed.

      I tried not to let the hurt show on my face. There were plenty of times I’d thought the same words to my mother when I was a teenager, but I never meant it, and I reminded myself as I let out a slow breath that Michael didn’t mean it either. “You can hate me all you want, son, just as long as you mind me.”

      After dressing, and before he left the house, Michael gave me a rare hug and mumbled “love you” in my ear.

      “I know,” I said. “Love you more.” And out the door he went. Once I was alone, my breath started coming faster, harder, and my pulse kicked up a notch—a feeling I knew all too well. This was the beginning of a panic attack. I tried to slow my exhales through pursed lips. Blow out the candle, I told myself, as I raced for the back door.

      I quickly shoved it open and staggered into my floral paradise, aka my backyard garden. It was a brilliant mixture of colorful wildflowers and herbs. Cleome and zinnias to attract butterflies and hummingbirds, my mother had said when she’d help me plan the garden. There were yarrow plants for ladybugs. And fennel and dill, which are supposed to attract beneficial insects, but frankly, after all these years, I couldn’t remember which bugs were good. I’d turned the fountain on in the spring, and the sound of trickling water started to soothe my anxiety.

      I sat on a bench near a patch of garden phlox. The plants were all green now, but in July, delicate, pale-pink flowers would cluster in bunches. I put my elbows on my knees and lowered my head.

      Linda stared at me with contempt. I flipped her off. She didn’t react. Of course, she wouldn’t. Linda was a stone garden gnome. I’d turned her around the night before, so she was staring at the dill and not at the bench. But—I was guessing—Michael had moved her to mess with me. The kid loved freaking me out. It was his new favorite game of let’s see how many ways we can startle Mom.

      Her beady eyes always creeped me out. More than once, I’d contemplated tossing her out, but she’d been a gift from my mother.

      Every garden needs a gnome, she’d told me. And this sweet girl will keep your garden lush. Like a mini-Santa, the gnome had a snow-white beard. Mom had painted its hat and tunic pink.

      “How do you know it’s female?” I’d asked my mother.

      “Oh.” She’d given me a knowing look. “She’s full of feminine energy.” My mother had tapped her chest. “I can feel it in here.”

      I could’ve done without a gnome, but Mom loving the ugly statuette had softened my feelings toward the little creature.

      “What now?” I asked Linda. “What do I do with my life now?”

      I waited for a few seconds for a response I knew would never come. A rustle in the bushes drew my attention away from my stone nemesis. Two long ears twitched above a small rosemary bush, followed by the rest of the rabbit. It was much larger than an Eastern cottontail and smaller than a desert jackrabbit. I’d seen it several times since the beginning of spring, and I wondered what in my garden kept the little fella coming back.

      I stood up and narrowed my gaze on my recurrent garden guest. “Hello, Bunny Foo-foo?”

      The rabbit, reddish-brown in color, twitched its nose at me. The hair on my head and my arms raised as if the air had turned staticky around me. Only, there was hardly any breeze this morning. The rabbit scurried back behind some bushes, and by the time I walked over, I saw a burrowed-out spot under my privacy fence. The electric tingle I’d felt had disappeared with the small bushy-tailed beast.

      I began to look up types of hares on my phone when it rang, saving me from going down that proverbial and literal rabbit hole. I smiled as the name of the caller flashed on my screen. It was my second to oldest sister, Marigold.

      “Hey, sis,” I answered. “What’s up?”

      “What are you doing tomorrow night?” she asked. No, how are you? No, sorry about your divorce. I loved that about my hippy-dippy sister. She knew how to avoid a sore subject.

      I grinned. “I’m watching Hospital Blues. It’s a new episode.”

      She sighed. “That’s what DVRs are for. You can record it. Is there anything you can’t get out of?”

      I made a mental calculation of all the things I had to do this week, including anything involving work or Michael, and couldn’t think of a darn thing. He was old enough now to drive himself to practices, and I’d finished editing “Don’t Let Your Participle Dangle,” a follow-up textbook to “Where Did I Misplace My Modifier?”

      I used to be a professor of English out at Darling University, located just outside my hometown of Southill Village in the Ozark Mountains in Northern Arkansas near the Missouri border. I quit when Michael was born and had been working from home, living the glamorous life of a textbook editor ever since.

      Unfortunately, I wouldn’t have my next assignment until June tenth, so I didn’t have a reason to say no to Marigold. “Is washing my hair a good excuse?”

      Her tone was bright. “Not even in the slightest. Dress casual,” she said. “I’ll pick you up at four-thirty.”

      “So early? What are we doing?”

      “There’s an estate auction going on in New Weston. We are going to bid on something eccentric and fun.”

      “We’re going to do what?” I grabbed my coffee from the counter and sat down at my dining room table.”

      “Going to an estate auction. Ruth Boothwell died three months ago without any heirs, and her estate is auctioning off loads of fancy stuff.”

      “Fancy stuff, huh?” I asked skeptically. “Look, Mar. I don’t have time to go to an estate auction.”

      “Come on, Iris. What else have you got planned?”

      “Washing my hair. Shaving my legs. Waxing my mustache.”

      Marigold laughed. “It’s about time. Self-care is the first step in reclaiming your life. But you can do that tonight. Besides, this is more than just a leisure trip. A colleague of mine, Professor Keir Quinn, has written a book and needs a good editor before he starts submitting it to publishers.”

      Marigold taught Women’s Studies at Darling U.  She, like me, had gone the academia route. This wasn’t the first time she’d asked me if I would look at a “friend’s” manuscript. The last one she’d asked me to look at had been a romantic thriller set in South Florida. I’d given it a hard pass.

      “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that I don’t do fiction, but…I don’t do fiction.”

      Of course, I read fiction for pleasure, but I didn’t want to have to ponder if a comma should exist in a sentence or if it was a choice the writer made to leave it out. Same with sentence fragments and other style issues that might or might not be on purpose. I liked the grammatical and mechanical clarity in which textbooks were written.

      “I know you don’t do fiction,” Marigold shot back. “So, it’s a good thing Keir’s writing is of the non-fiction variety.”

      “Mills & Laden Academic Press sends me plenty of work to keep me busy.”

      She sucked her teeth, producing a sound of sheer annoyance. “I know you only get one book a month, and I also happen to know that you are amazingly fast at your job. Besides, you could use extra money right now, right? And this guy is willing to pay double your normal fees.”

      I sat down and closed my eyes as I prayed for patience, then asked, “Why would he do that?”

      “Because Keir needs it done fast. You know how it is at universities. Publish or perish. Besides, it’s an easy gig.” My sister sounded exasperated with me. “You should take it.”

      “It’s only easy if he’s a half-decent writer.”

      “He is,” Marigold assured me. “Look, come with me to the auction. Talk to the man. And if you decide to turn down the job, no harm, no foul.”

      The divorce, even with the sister-in-law lawyer discount, had been costly. I wondered if Rose had reached out to Marigold, and the two of them had cooked up this scheme to help me financially. I did need the money. And aside from that, even if I decided not to take the gig, going to an estate auction might be fun. The idea of getting out and doing something that wasn’t work, kid, or husband—I shook my head at my mental slip—ex-husband—related stirred excitement in me.

      “Fine,” I finally said. “What time should I pick you up tomorrow?”

      “I can drive,” she protested.

      “Barely,” I told her. “Do you want me to go or not?”

      I heard her harrumph. “I’ll come over to your house at four, but you can drive,” she said before I could protest. “The auction starts at five-thirty, but I want to get there early enough to check out the sale items.”

      “I’ll be ready with bells on.”

      “Excellent,” she said. “And Iris…”

      “Yeah?”

      “You know if you want to talk…about today or whatever, I’m here for you.”

      I nodded even though she couldn’t see me. “I do know. Love you, sis.”

      “Love you back.”
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