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Description: St. Patrick’'s Day is here—and so is a killer.

It's March in Honey Hollow and all month we’ll be celebrating St.
Patrick’s Day! There’s a parade to be had, books to read, a
convention of redheads called the Redhead Roundup: An Auburn
Affair, and have | mentioned Lyla Nell is turning two? Speaking of
two, it's time for the twins to make their debut into the world. The
twins may not be able to wait to get here, but with a killer on the
loose—my thirst for justice can’t wait either.

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

The twins are about to make their grand entrance, and Honey Hollow
is buzzing with excitement for the St. Patrick’'s Day Parade and the
Redhead Roundup: An Auburn Affair. It's a convention of fiery hair,
and Carlotta is terrified of the entire thing—and that’s before a killer
makes an appearance.

As if that weren’t enough, Lyla Nell's second birthday is on the
horizon, and my bakery is buried in orders for every sweet treat
imaginable. Between celebrating, baking, and dodging danger, it
looks like March is about to test my limits in more ways than one.

With a killer lurking among the redheads, and my own family growing
by the day, I'll need more than a sprinkle of luck to keep everyone
safe. In Honey Hollow, when it rains, it pours—and sometimes it's
raining trouble.

Here’s hoping | can keep the cakes from burning and the killer from
striking again. Because in Honey Hollow, life is sweet, but murder
never takes a holiday.
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THEKILLER
Twelve years ago—Vermont State Penitentiary...

The cuffs bite into my wrists as they lead me down the corridor, and with each step
echoing off the cinderblock walls, it feels like a countdown to hell.

The fluorescent lights buzz above me. They flicker away as if they’re struggling to
stay alivein this desolate place, just like everyone else.

A door clangs openin front of me and | pause at the threshold and scan my new home
for the next twelve years.

Cold concrete. A steel toilet. A mattress thinner than my patience.

The entire place reeks of bleach, rot, and broken lives—my broken life, to be specific.
| shake my head at the mess.

Welcome home, indeed.

The guard nudges me forward. | don’t bother to look at him. | don’'t look at anyone. |
stare straight ahead and walk into the box they’ve carved out for me as if I'm not

afraid—because I’'m not. Not of this place. Not anymore.

I’ ve already lived through the worst part.



The door slams shut behind me with a finality that reverberates in my bones. | head
over and sit on the edge of the cot and rest my hands in my lap, still red from the
cuffs.

I’m still shaking, but not from fear, fromfury.

| trace my fingers over the calluses forming on my palms, proof of the days I’ ve spent
trying to scrub away the betrayal like it's something that can be wiped clean with
enough steel wool and soap.

But it won’'t wash off.

They lied. They used me. Set me up so cleanly it looked like | wrapped the ribbon
myself. And the world applauded while | burned. The trial. The sentence. The
mugshot they blasted on every news channel. With my hair tucked back and my eyes
looking hollow, | was the face of the fall girl.

| didn’t say aword. Not one. Not even when | had the chance.

Because | knew something no one else did.

Thiswasn’t the end.

They might be free now. Smiling. Working the room with their cheap charm and
whiskey-coated lies. They might think they got away with it. That they washed their
hands of me as if | was a stain to be rinsed down the drain with the rest of ther
MeSSeS.

But they’ re wrong.

I’m not gone. I’'m not broken. And I’ m sure as heck not done.



Let them enjoy their freedom. Let them toast to their cleverness while clinking
glasses in some darkened bar, so very smug and untouchable. Let them think they
won.

Because I’ ve got time.

Y ears, maybe. But I'll count every day like a prayer.

They made a mistake. A big one.

They left me breathing.

And | don’'t forget.

| close my eyes and picture their face—so polished, so smug. | remember the sound
of their voice the last time they spoke to me. The lie dressed in a designer Italian suit.

The betrayal dipped in sugar, which they offered so very easily.

| don’t care how long it takes. | don’'t care what | have to becometo do it.
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Oneday, I’'ll walk out of here.
And when | do?

They’ll pay. Every last filthy debt.
Justice might wear a blindfold.
But | don't.

LOTTIE

PRESENT DAY ...

“Lemon, bed rest was the doctor’s orders. | really think you should adhere to that
until the babies arrive.”

| take a defiant bite of my shamrock-shaped shortbread cookie, letting the buttery
crumbs fall where they may—which, given the size of my belly, means straight onto
what used to be my lap.

Tonight, the Honey Hollow Community Center has been transformed all around us
from its usual bingo-hall blandness into a glittering emerald wonderland.

Green streamers twist overhead, weaving between newly installed crystal chandeliers
that reflect tiny rainbows across every surface. The dark hardwood floors gleam as
does the green glittery décor strewn across al of the tables which happen to be



dressed in white linen. The renovation committee really outdid themselves—it’s less
community center, more country club now.

The lighting is low, the Irish-inspired music is loud, and the scent of my sugar sweet
treats permeates the air with just the right amount of deliciousness.

“And | did adhere to bed rest,” | say atouch too loud over the music so Everett can
hear me.

Essex Everett Baxter is one heck of alooker—dark hair, bright blue eyes, a body that
can stop a bullet, and it’s near impossible to garner a smile from him. At any given
time, there are at least ten women craning their necks to get a better look at him. And
well, women have been known to drop to their knees in adoration of him in public
establishments.

He was a playboy before he met me and now, I’'m the only star in his sky. | know that
for a fact because he just so happened to say those very words to me last night.
Everett always knows the exact words to say to melt me.

| nod his way. “In fact, | was on bed rest for three whole days just the way that Dr.
Barnette insisted. But it happens to be dayfourand | have an event to cater. And
before you go there, yes, | do have a staff and they’re all here in force, but | kind of
wanted to get in on the redheaded fun, too.” | nod around at the room full of crimson
glory asif affirming my decision.

The Redhead Roundup: An Auburn Affair isin full swing this evening. They meet up
once a year around St. Patrick’s Day, and this time they’ve chosen our cozy little
town of Honey Hollow, Vermont, to kick off their festivities.

The bustling convention has taken over the community center, and not only is there
an abundance of redheaded beauties and cuties, but by the looks of the green beer and



sea of green accoutrements, St. Patrick’s Day is being celebrated alittle early aswell.

Mayor Nash has already invited them all to participate in the big St. Patrick’s Day
parade coming up in just under aweek’stime, and | can’t wait for that, too, because it
just so happens to take place right in front of my bakery.

Honey Hollow never misses a chance for a parade—we once held one when a
woman’s sourdough starter survived for a year. In our defense, it produced really
good sourdough that not evenl could compete with. My stomach rumbles just
thinking about it.

| pat my enormous belly with the memory as the twins each deliver a sharp kick that
would make an Irish step dancer proud.

My false little labor scare three days ago had both Everett and Noah hovering over
me like a couple of nervous honeybees. Okay, so the scare wasn't so little—I may
have believed that | was going into full-blown birthing mode. But apparently, that
wasn’'t the case. It was just a bout of some seriously earth-shattering, but notuterine-
shattering, Braxton Hicks contractions.

“That's telling him, Lot.” Noah pulls me in by the waist, or what little waist | have
left. Okay, so | have no waist. I’m nine months pregnant with twins—really big twins
(think toddlers).

Noah Corbin Fox is a looker, too, with his dark hair that turns red at the tips, verdant
green eyes, and dimples so deep you could take a nap in them. We share a daughter,
Lyla Nell, who is set to turn two next week. Noah and | were off and on—and even
married more times than | can count. Suffice it to say, we're complicated. But I'm
married to Everett now—and well, that only seemed to complicate things even more.
It'salong and sordid story.



“In fact, I’ve got an idea.” Noah nods to Everett. “Why don’tyougo on bed rest until
the babies arrive? I’ [l wine and dine Lottie and make sure she has a ball without you.
It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“Very funny.” Everett takes a moment to properly glare at Noah for even going there.
“1 seem to recall you overreacting when you thought her water broke last month.”

“That was different.” Noah ticks his head at the memory. “I didn’t realize she was
holding an actual water bottle upside down.”

“Over my pants,” | clarify.

Heck, even | thought | broke my water that day.

“Nevertheless—" Everett’'s chest expands as he looks my way. “I'll be keeping an
eye on you until the babies arrive—at least while I’'m at home from the courthouse.”
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“I"d better keep an eye on her instead,” Noah says. “I’ve got a clear schedule
tomorrow morning.”

“Perfect,” Everett says. “I’ll free up my afternoon.”

| shake my head. “You two do realize that arguing over who gets to babysit me is
completely unnecessary, right? | am a fully functioning adult,” | say as | snatch
another cookie from the dessert table, another green shamrock with lots of pink and
green sprinkles. “I mean, sure, | may have had an episode the other day that had all
the theatrics of a primetime medical drama, but turns out, it was just a silly Braxton
Hicks extravaganza. | had them all the time with Lyla Nell. It was no big deal.”

“Lemon.” Everett inches his head back a notch. “You believed you were about to
gject those kids *like two torpedo missiles —and those were your exact words.”

“And that belief waswrong,” I'm quick to point out. “ So, case closed, Judge Baxter.”

It's true. Everett is a prominent judge down in Ashford County with far more
important things to do than keep an eye on me while | stuff my face with
cookies—and pie, and pizza, and everything that every restaurant on Main Street has
to offer.

And well, Noah has a pretty important job down in Ashford, too, working for the
Ashford Sheriff’s Department as their lead homicide detective.

Suffice it to say, the rash of homicides in Honey Hollow has kept him busy these past
few years. And me busy by proxy since | always seem to find myself tangled up in



them—and so do my sweet treats.

That wily little white fox | saw a few days ago comes to mind. It was more of a
chihuahua with giant six-inch tall earsthat stick straight up and a cute little beak-like
face than it was your traditional fox, but despite the fact, judging by the way it
appeared and disappeared in a spray of blue and pink stars let me know that it was
well past its prime. And we al know what happens when those long-gone
creatures—human or of the furry variety—make an appearance in Honey Hollow.

| look out at the crowd once again and wonder which one of these redheads isn't
going to make it to that upcoming four-leaf clover-shaped day.

“Look, Everett”—Noah says, snapping up a cookie for both himself and me—*“we're
both here, we're both responsible adults, and we both know Lottie isn't going to
listen to reason, so you might as well grab a cookie and try to enjoy yourself. | say we
divide and conquer. Obviously, you get the night shift, so I'll spend my days with
Lot.”

Everett growlsin response and a sigh escapes me.

“Boys, please.” A laugh snorts from me, which sets off another round of baby
acrobatics. “ There' s enough of my swollen ankles and stretch marks to go around.”

True as gospel.

A loud whoop goes off and the laughter and the merriment in the community center
only seems to rachet up a couple more wild notches.

The air smells divine—a mixture of buttery pastries, whiskey-soaked desserts, and
the cinnamon-apple tea I've been downing by the gallon. The dessert tables are the
centerpiece of the refreshment area, which feature more than a few Irish-themed



treats, such as Bailey’s cheesecake hites topped with candied shamrocks, whiskey-
glazed donuts with green sprinkles, Bailey’s brownie bites, and my piéce de
résistance—mini Irish apple cakes drizzled with caramel whiskey sauce. Every
confection either features a tiny fondant shamrock or has been dyed an alarming
shade of green.

So far, March is shaping up to be pretty monumental. Not only has every redhead in
Vermont (and possibly the country) descended on Honey Hollow to kick off the St.
Patrick’s Day festivities—which will culminate in a parade for the ages—but my
sweet baby girl Lyla Nell isturning two.

That’ shuge.

Plus, my birthday happens to be the very same day, but honestly, | couldn’t care less.
When you're about to push two human beings out of your body, celebrating another
trip around the sun seems rather inconsequential.

“Besides’—I say, moving along and snapping up a whiskey-glazed donut then
thinking better of it and handing it to Everett before snapping up another cookie
instead—"the doctor said light activity was fine,” | remind them. “This is me, being
lightly active.”

My eyes drift back to that pile of whiskey-glazed donuts. I’ ve already eaten six back
at the bakery. And since | am cooking the glaze, I’m sure the tiny bit of whiskey that
gets splashed into the mix has lost al of its nefarious powers. Besides, they redly do
taste divine.

Carlotta pops up, looking every bit like my doppel ganger—same honey blonde hair
with touches of gray, same hazel eyesthat are in serious need of some bifocals, which
she refuses to don, far more wrinkles, and a far different figure considering she’'s
wearing an emerald green dress that | would die to fit into. And ironicaly, that dress



was culled from my closet.

Carlotta is my biological mother who rematerialized in my life a few years
back—just in time to claim her inheritance. Typical. She’s sarcastic, cunning, and all
around a prickly cactus of a person who just so happens to live with Everett and me.
It'salong and sordid story.

“There she goes,” she sings as she watches me wolf down another shamrock sugar
cookie. “ Stuffing her face with cookies.Just what the doctor ordered. Where can | get
me a doctor like that?’

Noah shakes his head. “Y ou need to get knocked up first.”

Carlotta ticks her head to the side wistfully. “I’'m afraid my baby-making days are
over, Foxy. And don't think I’'m not sorry about it. | hear babies are big business
these days. And to think | gave Lot away for free.”

It's true. | ended up on the floor of the Honey Hollow Fire Department while my
sister Charlie had the misfortune of actually being raised by Carlotta. All things
considered, | got off pretty easy.

“Hear that, Lot?’ She taps her elbow to mine. “If you change your mind about
keeping the little yippers, you can make a mint—as in double the dineros! |’ ve got
connections if you want to make adeal.”

“Sorry to dash your dinero dreams, but I'm keeping them,” | tell her as | snap up yet
another cookie—a caramel turtle wonder. “And I’m keeping the cookie train going,
too. It's medicinal. The babies demanded it—telepathically, of course.”

“That’s funny.” Noah tips his head my way. “The babies aso telepathically
demanded you stay home last week when we wanted to go fishing.”
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| cringe alittle at the memory. Okay, so it was me who didn’t feel like sitting next to
a bucket of wiggly worms.

“Pregnancy telepathy is very specific,” | tell him. “And highly accurate.” | crane my
neck into the crowd. “Have you ever seen so many people with glorious red manesin
one room before?’

“Nope,” Carlotta is the first to answer. “And that’s exactly why | don’t trust this
night,” she mutters while staring at the crowd as if they’'re all about to burst into
flames. “I just know this event is going to be trouble. It's unnatural for this many
gingers to be in one place at one time. It’s like a fiery-haired omen. | say we pack it
up, burn some sage, and call it anight.”

“Carlotta,” | hiss. “Would you keep it down? These are nice people. And | hate for
anyone to hear you ranting and raving about fiery-haired omens and burning sage, of
all things. We don’t dabble in witchcraft.”

“ Says the wickedest witch of them all,” she snips back.

I’ll admit, my hormones may have earned me that title as of late, but again I'm
carrying twins. Who could blame me for a little emotional outburst here and there?

And well,everywhere.

A couple of redheaded women stride by and give us the stink eye as if they’ ve heard
the entire conversation.

“Seethat?’ Carlotta harpsin their wake. “They look asif they’ re ready to hang you at



high noon, little yippers and all. Hate to break it to you, Lot, but I’'m never wrong
about these things. We've had akiller show up at almost every event in this town, and
now you want to tell me awhole convention hall full of redheadsisn’t going to end in
murder? | call bull-hockey.”

Noah ticks his head. “ She' s got a point.”

“I"m not saying aword.” Everett straightens as he gives a quick glance around. “But
aslong as you two don’t see a ghost, we might be in the clear. Big might.”

“Well, | don't see aghost,” I’'m quick to tell him. “And | refuse to dwell on the Grim
Reaper for no good reason. For once, I’d like to have a crime-free celebration.” 1 nod
up at the ceiling as if trying to make a pact with the universe. “Just one event where
nobody ends up in cuffs or abody bag.”

Carlotta snorts. “And just like that, you jinxed it.”

Noah nods. “1 one hundred percent agree.”

“Noah.” | swat him without hesitation.

“I’'m just saying”—he offers up a shrug—"| might as well go ahead and put caution
tape around the perimeter now.”

Everett leansin. “1 wouldn’'t have said that, Lemon.”

“But you were thinking it.” Noah nods his way and Everett presses his lips tight in
response.

“You're both hilarious,” | grunt just as a flash of a familiar redhead catches my eye
from across the room.



Venus Finnigan waves enthusiastically with her husband Sean by her side with his
red hair even more vibrant in thisdim light, and | give a quick wave back.

They’re the reason I’'m here. Venus was kind enough to ask me to cater alongside of
her own bakery, and between her charm and my inability to say no to anyone, here |
am, nine months pregnant and on my feet—that | can’t actually see.

Venus and Sean melt back into the crowd and | spot my mother and my sister Meg.
And oddly enough, the two of them look as if they’ re arguing about something. | bet
it has to do with the baby.

Meg just had a sweet baby girl named Piper and my mother has been watching the
baby now and again while Meg checks on the strip club where she works. Meg is the
one who teaches the girls their money-making moves without actually making much
money herself.

Generally, my mother and Meg get along just fine, but | bet Meg caught my mother
doing something goofy like the time she cut a hole in her bra and stuck the baby
bottle through it so she could feel as if she was nursing. | caught her doing that once
with Lyla Nell and about had a heart attackandcommitted matricide all in the same
afternoon.

I’m about to mosey in their direction when the sight of an elegant older woman stops
mein my tracks.

“Oh my goodness,” | whisper, grabbing Everett’s arm with a death grip.

“What is it, Lemon?’ Everett is instantly alert—and well, instantly in panic mode,
too. “Contractions?’

“The hospital bag is already in the car,” Noah pants in a panic himself, already



reaching for hiskeys.

“No, it'snot that,” | say. “Look who just walked in.”

The crowd parts just enough to reveal none other than Eliza Baxter, Everett’s mother.
Her silver-streaked dark hair catches the light as she scans the room with laser
precision. Her eyes lock onto an older, handsome gentleman standing nearby
speaking to a crowd rapt at attention. And that cold look she's giving him seems to
cause the temperature in the community center to drop ten degrees.

Without warning, the lights cut out and the entire room is plunged into darkness.
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A few shrill screams go off, aong with the illumination of a few cell phones just as
the lights come back.

And to my surprise, | find a cute little white fox sitting on my belly with freakishly
tall ears spiked into the air. It belts out a few quick barks before disappearing in a vat
of pink and blue stars.

Both Carlottaand | yelp in response.

“What isit, Lemon?’ Everett asks while pulling mein.

“It was that tiny little ghost of afox,” | say. “It was just here.” | pat my belly in the
exact same spot. “But now it's gone.”

“It might be gone”—Everett says as he scours the room—"“but | have a feeling the
killer has arrived.”

LOTTIE

The music swells around us, a lively Irish jig that makes my twins do a little jig of
their own against my ribcage.

Everett, Noah, Carlotta, and | weave through the sea of redheads toward Eliza Baxter,
who stands like a statue carved from ice despite the warmth in the community center

tonight.

“Mom?’ Everett says with his voice as formal as it aways is when addressing the



woman who birthed him. “1 had no idea you were coming to Honey Hollow.”

Eliza's perfectly manicured hand flutters to her pearl necklace. Eliza is tall,
statuesque, has a shock of dark hair, and has the standard-issued Baxter cobalt blue

eyes.

Everett has them, too, as does our daughter Evie. | actually adopted Evie when she
popped into our lives a few years back after being all but abandoned by her birth
mother. I'm still so thankful each and every day that she'sin our lives. But | digress.
Not only does Evie have the Baxter baby blues, but she has the rest of their standard-
issued good looks, too.

“Everett, dear.” She sheds an easy smile. “Forgive me. This was a last-minute
decision on my part.” She leansin and kisses him on both cheeks and Noah as well.

“1t’ salways good to see you, Eliza,” he says.

“Likewise,” she says. “Especially you.” She points my way and gives a little wink.
Her silver-streaked auburn hair is swept into an elegant updo that would make my
hairstylist weep with envy. She wears an emerald green dress that probably costs
more than my minivan and has on a cream-colored coat that screams old money.
That’ s because sheisold money.

Elizais ahotel heiress.

Fun fact: Noah' s dubious father was once married to Eliza. And after he stole a bunch
of her money, he faked his own death. But he's back from the proverbia other side
and somehow he's managed to latch himself to Miranda Lemon, my own

mother—the one who raised me.

“Lottie’—Eliza nods with her usual restrained warmth—*you’'re looking so



very’—she cringes a moment as she inspects my panfully swollen
body—* expectant.”

“That’s one word for it,” | agree, patting my belly. “The doctor says | canexpectthe
twins any day now.”

Before Eliza can respond, a woman steps up beside her. She looks to be in her late
sixties with short red hair with a hint of gray roots, wearing a stylish black pantsuit
with a green silk scarf. There' s something skittish in her eyes as she quickly scans the
room before landing our way.

“And this is the reason I'm here,” Eliza says, pulling the woman in by the elbow.
“This is one of my bridge buddies from Fallbrook, Glinda Van Jance.” Eliza' s smile
widens, genuine and warm. “Glinda, this is my son Everett, his wife Lottie, and my
bonus son Noah.”

Carlotta coughs loudly.

“AndCarlotta,” Eliza adds with asigh.

“That's right. Lizzy and | are practically besties,” Carlotta is quick with the lie.
“That’s why we color-coordinated today.” Sheelbows Eliza and nearly knocks her
over like abowling pin. “Glad you got the memo, Sexy Mama.”

Sexy is Carlotta’s nickname for Everett—for obvious reasons. And apparently, it's
been extended to his mother as well. Carlotta has a long history of giving people
nicknames—that they’ve earned or she's simply christened them with. Usually, it's
the latter.

“It's a pleasure,” Glinda says, quickly shaking everyone's hand with a firm grip that
speaks of someone used to commanding respect. And | can tell by the way she holds



herself, she certainly does that.

Carlotta grunts. “So what gives? The two of you just sit around all day playing bridge
at the country club?’ She locks onto Glinda. “You're not a hotel heiress, too, by
chance? Or let me guess, you came upon your wealth the ol d-fashioned way—by way
of awedding ring.”

“Carlotta,” | scold, but it’s useless at this point.
“Simmer down, Lot Lot,” she scolds right back before turning her attention to the
poor woman in front of us. “I’m abig believer in marrying wellandoften—preferably

to men with large life insurance policies and questionable health.”

| can’'t help but roll my eyes at the thought. Carlotta has never once accomplished that
guestionably fiscal feat. At least that | know of.



Page 6

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 10:00 am
Glinda belts out a good-natured laugh—and thankfully so.
“Actualy no, | never married,” she tells us. “I’'m retired now, but | used to be a
chemistry professor at Vermont State. These days the only chemistry | dabble in
concerns a mixologist.”

We dll share alittle laugh.

“Well, they have quite the bar here tonight.” Noah is quick to point to the bar in
guestion.

Glindanods. “I hear they’re serving the very best whiskey.”

“Whiskey?’ Carlotta perks up. “Now you' re speaking my language, Sis.”

| can't help but notice how Eliza keeps glancing over Glinda's shoulder at the
handsome older gentleman holding court across the room. He's tall, still broad-
shouldered despite his years, with sharp features and a shock of white hair tinged

with reddish gold.

Carlotta follows my gaze and groans hard once she spots him. She's pretty good at
spotting a handsome man in the wild no matter what his age bracket might be.

“Hubba-hubba.” Carlotta’ s entire body convulses as she saysit.

“Who'sthat?’ Everett asks while nodding in the man’s direction.



I’m glad he asked and not me. Not only would | have asked who he was, but I’ d want
to know why Eliza can’'t seem to take her eyes off of him. Subtlety has never been my
strong suit. Unlike Carlotta, Eliza isn’t one to ogle men, so | am curious why he's
catching her eye—and the ire etched on her face, too.

Glindafollows my gaze as well. “Oh, that’s Sebastian Gallagher. He's something of a
legend in the whiskey world. He just launched a new premium brand called
Sebastian’s Secret Reserve. He claims it's going to revolutionize craft spirits in
Vermont—and the world. I'll admit, he’s not hard to look at. Don’'t you agree,
Eliza?’ She elbows her friend, but Elizais too awestruck to speak. “Maybe we should
say hello,” Glinda goes on. “I mean, he crafts whiskey and | was a chemist. | guess
you could say | have more than a little professional curiosity.” She gives a dight
laugh, but Eliza doesn’t play along.

In fact, Eliza grows so white I’'m half-afraid she might faint.

She catches her breath as she turns our way. “If you’'ll excuse me, | think | need some
air.” She practically flees the scene,leaving behind atrail of expensive perfume—and
Glindafollowsin her wake.

Noah shoots alook to Everett. “What was that about?’

“l have no idea.” Everett frowns in the direction she took off in. “But something
seems to have upset her. I’ d better go track her down.”

“Yes, for sure, go,” | tell him. “We'll befine.” | give my belly a pat asif to prove my
point.

Just as Everett disappears into the crowd after his mother, Venus Finnigan
materializes before us with her vibrant blonde hair cascading over her shoulders in
perfect waves. Next to her stands an elegant woman with matching blonde hair swept



into a French twist. The family resemblance is unmistakable in their green eyes, high
cheekbones, and creamy vanillalocks.

“Hello, you three,” Venus says to Carlotta, Noah, and me. “Lottie, you look
absolutely radiant,” she gushes. “Pregnancy really does agree with you—timestwo.”

| laugh at the thought. “1f byagrees with me, you mean it’s turned me into a waddling
dessert vacuum, then yes.”

Venus laughs. “Let me introduce my mother. Everyone, thisis Keegan Meryl.”

The older blonde extends a hand and quickly shakes with all three of us. “Lottie, my
daughter has told me so much about your bakery. And by the way, those whiskey-
glazed donuts are divine.” Her voice sounds cultured and refined, and she looks
glorious in a ruby-red blouse dotted with red sequins. And in a sea of green, she
shines like a bright red beacon.

“I'm so glad you're enjoying the desserts,” | tell her. “Your daughter is quite the
baker herself.”

It's true. Venus owns a bakery called Cupid’'s Sweet Concoctions, out in Hollyhock.
Noah and | went to visit last month, and to call her establishment a mere bakery
seems like an insult. If a bakery and a princess castle had a baby, Cupid sSweet
Concoctions would be the end result. It's posh, pretty, and pricey as can be. But
despite the dollars for donuts it demands, its success is in the stratosphere. And so is
her chocolate cake.

Keegan nods my way. “Oh, | know all about my daughter’s desserts.” She pats her
thigh. “And so do my hips.”

We all share a good-natured laugh.



Not to be left out of a good bodily pat-down—even if it is self-imposed—Carlotta
does the same. Although her pat is more of an assault.

“My hipsdon’t mind Lot Lot’s sweet treats either.” She's quick to bond with Keegan
over their love of baked goods. “In fact, now that she's filling those sweet treats with
booze, I’ m ready to pack up and move into the bakery full-time.”

Noah chuckles at the thought. “ Everett will be glad to hear it.”

“Oh hush, you.” Carlottais quick to wave him off. “Sexy loves our late-night hallway
meet and greets. Half the time they’re in the nude.”
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“Good grief,” | mutter.

Although it's true for the most part—with Carlotta holding up the nude part of the
deal.

Venus presses her lips tight for a moment. “Um, Mom was the head curator at the
Vermont State Museum of Fine Arts before she retired,” she says, expertly taking the
limelight off of Carlotta and any nude visuals she might have provided—or more
importantly, circumventing any future nude reprisals. “She has an eye for beauty in
al forms.”

“Including handsome Irish whiskey makers?’ Carlotta teases and inspires Keegan's
gaze to drift right toward the whiskey maker in question.

My, my, Sebastian Gallagher seems to be attracting his fair share of attention. It's
amost asif he'sthe senior version of Everett.

Hey? Maybe that has something to do with Eliza' s startling reaction to him.

Noah clears histhroat. “If you ladies will excuse me, | need to make aquick call.” He
leans in and presses his mouth close to my ear. “I’'m going to call for backup and
scope the place out for trouble. Those ghosts of yours have never been wrong
before.”

Great. Even Noah feelsthe doom inthe air. And | suppose he should. It ishisjob.

Noah dlips away and | turn back to Keegan. “So, do you know that man? Sebastian



Gallagher?’

Keegan's posture stiffens. She exchanges alook with Venus, takes a deep breath, and
says, “l—uh—I guess | don't really know him.” The words hang between usin away
that makes you certain she's not exactly telling the truth. It's pretty apparent she
knowssomethingabout him in the least.

She clears her throat. “1 think | need a cup of coffee. Or perhaps something stronger.”
She stalks off with her heels clicking sharply against the hardwood floor, and
shockingly | can hear it above the boisterous music and lively chatter vibrating
through the room.

“Sorry about that,” Venus says with a puzzled expression as she watches her mother
go. “Well”—she turns to Carlotta and me with a forced smile—"are you ladies
thinking what I’'m thinking?’ She hitches her head toward Sebastian, who stands
surrounded by admirers with his shock of white hair with traces of whiskey-colored
highlights.

Carlotta drools on command. “That we should introduce ourselves to the silver fox
and make a few indecent proposals?’ She waggles her brows. “I wouldn't mind
sharing my emeradislewith him, if you know what | mean.”

“Eww,” | groan her way, athough I'm not actually surprised by anything she says.
Carlotta basically considers flirting a competitive sport. Not to mention the fact she's
in averycommitted relationship with Mayor Nash—who happens to be my biological
father. Not that it's ever stopped Carlotta from flirting within an inch of her life—or
her relationship.

“What?" she balks my way. “I'm old, not dead.” She smooths her hair out. “And
clearly, I'm not the only one interested. Half the women in this room are eyeing him
like he’ sthe last corned beef sandwich at an Irish wake.”



Venus laughs. “Well, I'm not eyeing him for those reasons. | was thinking more
along the lines of finding out what has my mother in such atizzy.”

| cast aglance hisway again. “I’ll admit, heis alooker.”

Carlotta gags and gyrates. “Don’t you have enough men in your reverse harem, Lot?’
She frowns my way. “ Save some for the rest of us, would you?’

| shoot her a look. “I’'m investigating, not collecting,” | say. “Besides, he's old
enough to be my father—and maybe yours.”

“Maybe s0,” she says. “But he's hot enough to be my next mistake,” she mutters as
we approach Sebastian’s circle.

The air in the community center seems to shimmer with tension, as if the universe

knows that someone in this room is about to have their time on the planet cut fatally
short.

And | certainly wonder who that could be.

LOTTIE

Sebastian Gallagher is finishing up what appears to be a tense conversation with a
stunning woman who looks to be in her forties. She's a brunette with auburn
highlights, physically fit, and has on a deep maroon pantsuit that screams success.

Although at the moment, her perfect features are twisted into a scowl.

“You think this changes anything?’ the woman says under her breath. “A new
business? | know exactly who you are, Sebastian.”

He purses hislips, and if | had to guess, it looks asif he's hiding a smile.



“Della, my love, it's water under the bridge.” He winks and it only seemsto infuriate
her even more. He glances our way as we come upon them and does a doubl e take at
Venus. “Ah, Keegan's precious daughter.”

Della turns our way with an indifferent look on her face, but she's still notably
annoyed from the encounter she just had with him. I’'m starting to think this was a
bad idea.

“Venus Finnigan,” Venus says in a voice that suddenly sounds more professional
than it does warm.

“Carlotta Sawyer.” Carlotta quickly throws both her name and her hand out there, but
Sebastian doesn’t waver his gaze from Venus.
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“1 didn’t realize your mother would be here tonight,” he says it low and dlightly out
of breath as he quickly scans the room for her.

“My husband is on the board for the event,” she tells him, but he's still on the hunt
for her mother.

The woman standing next to him gives a hard sigh and | offer her a commiserating
smile.

“Lottie Lemon,” | say, extending my hand her way. “I own the bakery here in town
and brought the baked goods this evening. Or at least some of them. Venus supplied
her fair share, too.”

The woman stares at my hand for a moment before shaking it and | can’t help but
note her fingers are ice-cold to the touch.

“Della Crane,” she says curtly as she nods to both Venus and me. “The desserts look
fabulous. And as long as either of you didn't use Sebastian’s whiskey in your
products, then I’ [l be sure to sample them.”

“Oh no, | didn’t do that,” I’'m quick to say. “I mean, | used whiskey in afew of the
recipes.” | turn to Sebastian and cringe. “I’m sure your whiskey is amazing. It's just
not what | had on hand.”

Sebastian offers a slight smile my way. “I'll be sending an entire box of my whiskey
to your bakery come morning.” His gaze shiftsto Venus. “And a pallet to yours.”



An entire pallet to hers? | can't help but stifle a laugh. Talk about preferential
treatment. Clearly, Venus mother made a huge impression on the man.

“Did you hear that, Lot?’ Carlotta straightens. “Y ou’ re getting a free case of the good
stuff. 1’1l be there bright and early to help you put it away.”

| shoot her alook because | know exactly what she means byput it away.

“Ah, the famous Lottie Lemon!” Sebastian clasps my hand. “Your whiskey-glazed
donuts are the talk of the evening. | was hoping to meet you as well.”

“What about me, Hot Stuff?” Carlotta balks at the man. “I’'m Lottie Dottie’'s OG
mama. | bet you were looking forward to meeting me, too! Saving the best and the
hottest for last.”

Oh, good grief. More like saving the most psychotic for last. If he's smart, he'll have
arestraining order on her by morning.

He offers a nervous laugh in response.

Carlotta schmoozes her way closer to the man. “And what would a big, important
whiskey man like you want to waste your liquid gold on this preggo pinata? Send it
my way, Hot Stuff, and I'll make sure webothhave a good time.”

He belts out a belly laugh and it sounds genuine. Dellarolls her eyes, and believe me,
I’m trying hard not to do the same.

“Honey, I'll be sure to send a box earmarked just for you as well,” he's happy to tell
her—and Carlotta is more than happy to hear it. “But as for the bakeries,” he gives a
wistful sigh as he looks at Venus and me, “I’ll admit, my intentions are not all that
pure. I’'m hoping to discuss a business opportunity with the two of you.” He says the



two of us even though he's right back to being completely focused on Venus.
“Sebastian’s Secret Reserve is thinking of launching a line of whiskey-infused foods.
Cookies, cakes, chocolates—all with my premium spirits.”

“Interesting,” | say, mostly to remind him that I'm still here, although | don’t know
why. Venus really seems to have cast a spell on him.

He nods to her asif she said it instead. “I’m a big believer in seizing opportunities,”
Sebastian continues. “Life is too short for regrets. Tomorrow isn't promised,

especially at my age.”

A chill runs down my spine as he says it and it has nothing to do with the twins
kicking away asif they were trying to swim away from a shark.

And while Sebastian is busy ogling Venus, | can’'t help but notice the way Eliza is
watching him from across the room. Her eyes are cold as she raises a glass in his
direction—asif she's giving him atoast or awarning, | can’t tell which.

Venus phone chimes with atext, and she glances down at the screen.

“Oh, it's Sean. He needs help with the presentation setup. He's going to give a toast
and give a little history of the club. Please excuse me, ladies.” She squeezes my arm
before leaning in close. “Don’'t let my mother and Sebastian cross paths if you can
help it. | don't have a good feeling about this.” And with that cryptic warning, she
vanishes into the crowd.

Della checks her watch and sighs. “1 should get back to mingling. I've got three
potential clients here tonight.” Her gaze drifts toward the dessert table. “After |
sample some of those Irish cream brownies, of course. A girl has to have priorities.”
She stalks off and her high heels click against the wood flooring like gunshots.



“Well, how about that?’ Carlotta slides closer to Sebastian, batting her eyelashes with
all the subtlety of a fog horn—an old weathered one at that. “How about you and |
find anice, dark corner and discuss the finer points of whiskey? I’ ve been told | have
an excellent kisser.” She offers a demonstration by way of puckering up. But
thankfully, he doesn’t seem to be falling for it.

Sebastian winces her way. “1’ ve no doubt about that, madam.”

“Hey! Who are you calling amadman?’ Carlotta scoffs his way and holds up her
dukes as if she were ready to introduce her fist tohiskisser.

“We should really let you get back to your admirers,” | tell him before cringing. “I
mean, friends or clients.” | try to backtrack, but let’s call a spade a spade. I’ m pretty
sure | had it right the first time with admirers. “We should go,” | say, grabbing
Carlotta's arm before she can embarrass us further. Although, let’'s be honest,
everyone knows Carlotta will embarrass us well into the future—and quite possibly
eternity. “The babies need sustenance, and those desserts aren't going to eat
themselves,” | say as| pat my belly.

Sebastian gives a rich laugh that seems to draw envious glances from the women all
around us. “Enjoy your night,” he says. “I’ll be in touch about those whiskey-infused
treats, Lottie.”
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| practically drag Carlotta to the nearest dessert table, which groans under the weight
of Irish-inspired confections. “Could you be any more obvious?’ | hiss. “On second
thought, don’t answer that.”

“What?’ she balks. “He's single, I'm single, and life's too short to beat around the
boozy bush.” She snags a Bailey’ s cheesecake bite and shovesit into her pie hole.

“We don’'t know that he's single,” | say, snapping up a bright green dessert plate.
“And you are definitely not single.”

“] don’'t see aring on my finger.” She spikes her hand to my nose. “And don’t you get
any funny ideas about yipping away to your daddy. I’'m not looking for aring either.

I’m the kind of girl that likes to take it slow.”

“Hall needed a good laugh.” And | don’'t mind laughing right in her face. “The only
thing you're slow at istrying to commit. Y ou share two children with the man.”

“That you know about,” she says with a cheeky wink and | really hope she’s kidding.

She pops one of Venus sweet treats into her mouth. “Mmm, this is sinful. Try the
Irish coffee cupcakes. The whiskey buttercream is straight from Heaven.”

| load my plate with mini Irish apple cakes, whiskey-glazed donuts, and, of course, a
few shamrock sugar cookies. “Wow, Venusreally outdid herself with these treats.”

“Yououtdid yourself, Lot,” Carlotta corrects, sampling a chocolate Guinness cake
pop. “These taste just like your recipes. | bet Venus bought up a bunch of your



goodies and just slapped her name on them. How about we ask her to catch us
outside? We can use your shamrock cookie cutters as brass knuckles.”

| avert my eyes. I’'m about to say something, but my reply dies on my lips as | spot
Eliza and Sebastian near the exit. His back is against the wall—literally—as Eliza
jabs afinger into his chest. Even from here, | can see the fury radiating off her body
like heat off a summer sidewalk. Sebastian’s easy charm has all but vanished,
seemingly replaced by a mournful look in his eyes as he grabs her wrist.

| gasp and step away from the dessert buffet. “Should we go over there?’ | ask,
setting down my plate. And it would take something of this magnitude for me to do
just that. | don’t give up on my desserts so quickly. Orever.

Carlotta follows my gaze and snorts. “And interrupt whatever that is? No, thank you.
Eliza always gets the hot ones.” She winks at me. “Must run in the family.”

“Speaking of hot ones... | don't see Everett anywhere.” | scan the room as anxiety
begins to bubble up in me. Something is definitely off here tonight. And if that
ghostly fox is a barometer, then it should be half past a murder by now. “Maybe |
should text him? Things look as if they’ re getting heated with Eliza and that man.”

“Nah, let Long Legs Lizzy have her moment. Whatever that silver fox did, she clearly
has a thing or two to say about it.” A wicked grin begins to carve itself into her face.
“Besides, nothing makes the hanky-panky hotter than having a good argument first.
Trust me. | speak from experience.”

“Spare me the details,” | mutter. “Besides, that's Everett’s mother we're talking
about. But regardless, | think you're right. Maybe | should stay out of it.”

Carlotta lets out a whoop that manages to rise over the noise. “Say it again, Lot. The
part about me being right. | want to record it on my phone.”



“Not on your life,” I sing, turning back to the desserts where my attention belongs.

Whatever history Eliza has with Sebastian, it’s not my place to interfere.

Twenty minutes pass in a blur of sugar and raucously loud Irish music. | sample
sweet after sweet, each more decadent than the last—Irish cream fudge squares,
whiskey truffles, mint chocolate grasshopper bars, and tiny soda bread pudding cups
drizzled with whiskey caramel sauce.

The volume in the room only seems to increase. The music grows louder, the laughter
more boisterous, and the chatter seems never-ending.

The twins seem to be performing somersaults in response to my sugar intake, and
suddenly | need peace and quiet and a breath of fresh air.

“1"d better find Everett,” | say, holding my far too bloated belly as | crane my neck
into the crowd. “Oh, look! | think | see him over there,” | tell Carlotta, squinting
toward a tall, dark, and far too handsome figure near the hallway that leads to the
bathrooms.

“Lead the way, Lady Waddles-a-Lot.”

Carlottais lockstep with me as | push through the crowd, but sure enough the figure
disappears down the hall. We follow, but instead of finding Everett, we discover a
door leading outside. The cool night air beckons, promising relief from the stuffy,
overcrowded room, and it's alure far too luscious to resist.

“Let’sget somefreshair,” | suggest, pulling her in that direction. “Just for a minute.”

We step outside and the night is gloriously crisp as clear sparkling stars dot the velvet
sky. | take a deep breath, grateful for the quiet after the cacophony of noise inside.



We step further onto the small patio behind the community center and move around a
hedge that shields us from the view of the parking lot. I’'m about to suggest we take a
seat when | stub my shoe on something soft yet immovable.

We glance down and gasp as afar too familiar face lies toes up with his eyes fixed on
nothing and a knife protruding from his chest. His white shirt has been stained
crimson and that stain has spread like spilled whiskey. And speaking of the devil’s
favorite libation, one of my whiskey-glazed donuts is in the man’s right hand while
the ghost of atiny white fox sits right on one of his kneecaps. The tiny poltergeist lets
out alittle yip before disappearing completely.

Carlotta grabs my arm and digs her nailsinto it. “I told you, Lot,” she shouts. “That
room full of fiery redheaded firecrackersisbad luck.”

Bad luck isright.

Carlotta won't have to worry about Sebastian becoming her next big mistake.
Sebastian Gallagher is dead.



Page 10

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 10:01 am

| open my mouth to scream, but before any sound emerges, a figure steps from the
shadows on the other side of the body.

Eliza Baxter stands over Sebastian with her hands covered in blood.

Oh my word!

It seems Sebastian Gallagher just may have been Eliza’ s biggest mistake of all.
LOTTIE

Asickly metallic scent mingles with the crisp night air, creating a nauseating cocktail
that makes my stomach lurch.

Sebastian Gallagher’s vacant eyes reflect the security lights above, giving them an
eerie glow. The pearl knife handle protruding from his chest looks more like a prop
from a bad murder mystery dinner theater. Except for the fact the sanguine pool
spreading beneath himisal too real.

My brain struggles to process the scene. Sebastian Gallagher is dead, while Eliza
Baxter stands over him with her hands awash in crimson. So much crimson

everywhere.

A scream tears from my throat, high and primal. Carlotta joins in as well and her wail
rises an octave above my own.

Footsteps pound against the pavement and we look up to see Everett and Noah



sprinting toward us from the direction of the parking lot. They skid to a halt and their
expressions transform from concern to shock as they take in the grisly scene.

“Lemon?’ Everett wraps mein his armsin an instant before he does a double take in
his mother’ s direction. “Mom?’ His entire body growsrigid. “What happened?’

“Ill tell you what happened.” Carlotta manages to find her voice before either Eliza
or | do. “Looks like your mama taught this whiskey-guzzling fool the ultimate lesson
about crossing a Baxter—death by accessorizing.” She nods to Eliza. “That knife
really brings out the dead in his complexion.”

A hard groan expels from me. “Not now, Carlotta,” | whisper her way. Not that my
words have ever stopped her before.

“Geez.” Noah drops to his knees beside Sebastian and presses two fingers against his
neck before sighing. “He's gone. | need to call thisin.” He pulls out his phone and
quickly doesjust that.

“Don’'t worry, Sexy,” Carlotta spouts off. “We'll help you cover up your mama's
little homicidal hobby. In fact, we'll cheer on Foxy as he helps bury the body.”

I’'d protest, but it wouldn't be the first time that whole bury-the-body thing
happened—but that's another story entirely. And for the record, we weren't
responsible for that person’s death either. Mostly.

Behind us, in the community center, the party continues in full swing. The muffled
thump of Irish music and bursts of laughter create a surreal backdrop to the horror
before us. Life and death, separated by nothing more than a hedge and a few feet of
concrete. It aways seems to be this way, and it’'s a pattern that | don’t care for at all.
But one | seem powerless to stop.



“Everett”—Eliza holds out her hands and examines the glossy sanguine liquid under
the patio lights. “It's not what it looks like.” Her voice trembles, which is so unlike
her. Her hands—those perfectly manicured hands that | can guarantee you have never
touched anything remotely dirty—appear to be wearing glossy red gloves. “I found
him thisway. | tried to pull the knife out, but it wouldn’t budge.”

“Yeah,” Carlotta snorts. “That’s her story and she's sticking to it! Just like I'm
sticking to my ‘I’ve only had one glass of whiskey’story after | drain the whole
bottle. No harm in getting ahead of my alibi.”

Everett moves to his mother’s side and wraps an arm around her shoulders. His face
Is unreadable, but | can tell he's torn between the instinct to protect his mother and
hisingrained respect for the law.

The exit door behind us opens with a bang as Ivy Fairbanks strides onto the scene as
If she's been waiting in the wings for her cue. Her red hair gleams under the security
lights as she takes in the scene with professional efficiency. Those long legs eat up
the distance between us in seconds, and soon she's standing in front of us with that
all-too-familiar scowl on her face.

“Noah,” she acknowledges her counterpart at the homicide department with a curt
nod that somehow still manages to convey her undying devotion. She's been crushing
hard on Noah ever since they met. Which also explains her undying disdain toward
yours truly. Her gaze dides over me with all the warmth of a January blizzard.
“Lottie.”

Carlotta snickers at the woman despite the somber scene. “Fancy meeting you here,
Poison Ivy. Good thing Lot Lot here keeps stumbling over bodies or you' d be out of a

job. Or | guessin this case, you can thank Sexy’s mamafor the corpse.”

“So much for covering up acrime,” | mutter and Everett’s eyes flash my way.



| guess the party is still on in that respect.

Noah shoots Carlotta, Everett, and me a quick warning look as well before turning to
Ilvy. “The victim is Sebastian Gallagher. | don’t know much more about him, but
multiple witnesses inside were speaking with him. I’'m sure he has ID on his person
somewhere.”

Carlotta harumphs. “Why don't you ask Baxter the Butcher to ID the body? She
knows exactly who he is,” she spouts off once again, unprovoked. Although, let’s
face it, she seems to beprovoking the rest of us just fine. Carlotta juts her head in
Eliza sdirection. “Ain’t that right, Toots?’

Eliza grunts as she holds up her bloodstained hands. “ Carlotta, do you really want to
get on my bad side tonight?’

vy shakes her head. “I’m pretty sure it’s Lottie's bad side you want to stay away
from. And don’t think | don’t see that donut in the man’s hand.” She nods my way.
“It's practically your calling card.”

My mouth falls open, but before | can say a word, Ivy plucks a ream of yellow
caution tape from her bag.
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Carlotta gasps at the sight. “The woman carries crime scene tape in her purse!”
“Where Lottie goes, murder follows,” vy says without missing alethal beat.
Carlotta shrugs at the thought. “ She really does know you, Lot.”

| poke her in the ribs and she jumps. Clearly,shedoesn’t know me.

“Don’'t worry, Noah,” vy says as she inspects the body. “I called for backup on my
way over. When | heard your voice on the dispatch, | figured you might need
support.”

Of course, she did. When doesn’'t Ivy Fairbanks come running at the first hint of
Noah needingsupport? We all know exactly how she would like to support him, and it
just so happens to be behind closed doors.

I'll admit, just the thought boils my blood. | can't help it. I'm surging with
hormones—most of which need to find a Sexy outlet, and soon. | nod up at Everett as
if 1 had said those words out loud and he offers a reassuring nod right back because
it's clear he understood my every unspoken word.

Everett gently guides his mother away from the body while saying something softly
to her. | can’t hear the conversation, but his protective stance speaks volumes. If Eliza
Baxter isresponsible for landing this poor man in the next life, then she will most
assuredly be getting away with murder. It really does pay to have a high-powered
judge as your son.



One of the babies gives me a swift kick.Ooh, maybe one of the twins will be a high-
powered judge someday, too. And if that’s the case, | suppose | can start picking out
my victim.

| cast a side glance at Ivy and give a knowing nod, and this time | don’t blame the
hormones at all.

People begin to pour out of the community center, drawn by our screams or perhaps
just seeking fresh air. Or maybe it’s the army of screaming sirens all heading this way
that did it.

The first woman to round the hedge lets out a shriek that could shatter glass. More
screams follow as others discover the grisly scene, and that alone inspires vy to
move with impressive speed as she cordons off the area with her magic purse tape.

My mother and Meg push through the growing crowd as both of their faces contort
with deep concern. My mother’s lemon blonde locks bounce around her shoulders
with each hurried step, and her green and white checked wool coat stands out among
the sea of emerald party attire.

Next to her, Meg is basically a contrast in every way. My older sister is a self-
professed Goth princess and, case in point, has dyed her hair a harsh shade of
midnight that seems to absorb light rather than reflect it. She's dressed in black from
head to toe, is wearing combat boots to keep her tootsies toasty, and has on lipstick in
the darkest necrotic shade to add that extralevel of the undead ook she’'s going for.

“Lottiel” My mother rushes to my side, narrowly avoiding a collision with the
caution tape. “Are you al right? Are the babies okay?’ Her eyes narrow in on me.

“What have you done now?”’

And just like that, this night takes another step sideways.



LOTTIE

“I"'m fine and so are the babies.” | pat my belly to assure my mother of the fact as we
stand just shy of Sebastian Gallagher's body outside of the community center.
“Carlottaand | just found him like this.”

My mother and Meg take a moment to cringe at the body among us.

“Well, not exactly like this,” Carlotta interjects. “Five minutes ago he was just your
garden-variety corpse. Now thanks to Lot Lot, he’'s Honey Hollow’s hottest tourist
attraction.”

| shoot her a look. Although judging by the size of the swelling crowd, she's not
wrong.

Meg peers around the hedge at Sebastian’s body. “Cool knife. Good choice of a
murder weapon, Lot. That's a Victorian handle, right? Now that’s some vintage
craftsmanship.”

“Meg.” | shake my head her way.

“What?" she grunts back. “Someone has to appreciate the finer points of homicide.
Y ou'rereally honing your craft.”

“You always say the sweetest things.” Mom pats Meg's arm before turning back to
me. “This is becoming quite the nasty habit, young lady. Now that the twins are
almost here, you really should find something else to occupy your time.”

| suck in a quick breath. “Mother. It's not like | pencil it into my schedule.
Tuesday—bake scones, find corpse, prenatal yoga.” | toss my arms in the air in afit
of frustration. Although | would writedeliver twinswith a Sharpie on every wall in the



house if | thought that they were guaranteed to arrive that way.

“Oh, never mind, honey,” she says, giving me a quick hug as best she can. “Get
yourself inside, Lottie. It's freezing out here” Mom wraps an arm around my
shoulders. “Y ou poor thing. This can't be good for the babies.”

vy strides by and stops cold in her tracks when my mother says those words.
“Yes'—Ilvy snips my way with those dead eyes of hers—"because finding a dead
body is normally so beneficial for fetal development.” She takes off to document the
scene with her phone.

“Ignore her,” | say to my mother. “And if you don’t mind, | think I’'m going to stay
out here for a minute longer.”

“That’sright.” Carlottanods by my side. “Lot likes to keep an eye on her work.”
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“Have it your way.” My mother wraps her coat tighter around her body. “Come on,
Meg. Let’'s go.” She begins to scoot my sister in the direction of the community
center once again and | pull her back by the elbow.

“Wait. What had the two of you so heated inside?’ |I'm pretty sure it had nothing to
do with Sebastian Gallagher’s murder, but my inquiring mind demands to know. This
is the exact kind of thing that can rob me of a good night’s sleep, and heaven knows
I’ [l be losing enough sleep soon enoughtimes two.

Okay, fine, so | don’'t sleep these days at all, but it doesn’t change the fact | love to
ruminate on all sorts of odd things at all hours of the night. And | would definitely
ruminate over what could have worked my mother and sister up in atizzy. And with
my quirky mother, the possibilities are endless.

Meg rolls her eyes. “1 was tapped to perform in Las Vegas in a month and I’m going
to accept the offer.”

| gasp at the thought. “You mean perform in the ring?’ Meg was a pretty famous
femae wrestler for years. “Are you reprising Madge the Badge?’ That was the
character she played, and let me tell you, she was so popular that girls still emulate
her in costume form each year at Halloween. And I’'m super proud of my big sister
because of it, too. When Lyla Nell comes of age, she’s so going to be Madge the
Badge—and maybe it’s high time | don that costume myself.

“Yup,” Meg says. “And I’'m going, too.”

“What about the baby?’ | ask.



Mom gives afrenetic nod. “That’s exactly what | said.”

Carlotta belts out a wild whoop. “Who cares about the little yipper. We're going to
Vegas, baby!” She and Meg exchange high-fives.

Mom groans. “And | guess that means I’m going as well. Someone has to watch little
Piper back at the room while Mommy is in the ring. I’'m sure her daddy will want to
be in the audience cheering you on.” She gives areluctant shrug at my sister.

“Cool beans,” Meg says. “Thanks, Mom. | really appreciate it. It was going to cost
me afortune to kennel her for two weeks.”

“Meg.” Mom swats her, and my sister cackles as if there wasn’t a body less than six
feet away.

“Comewith us, Lot,” Meg says as my mother begins to drag her inside again.

“lI wish,” | call out after them. “I’'m guessing I'll be a bit busy in one month’s time.
Y ou guys have fun out there; I'll have fun right here.”

About ten different people openly glare at me and | suddenly remember where | am
and which body I'm standing over. And believe me, there's nothing fun about these
dirty looks.

Noah finishes his call and steps our way. “Lottie, | need to ask you and Carlotta what
you saw.”

“What wesaw?’ Carlotta gyrates as if she were just electrocuted. “What we saw was
Eliza the Ripper trying to perform impromptu open-heart surgery with a cocktail
knife. Very innovative approach, but her technique needs work. Patient satisfaction
rating is zero stars.”



A round of gasps and screams circles the crowd at her words and | don’'t hesitate to
swat her.

“Would you stop?’ | snip. “We saw no such thing. Noah, we just came outside for
some fresh air,” | explain while holding my belly asif it might fall off if | didn’t give
it the extra support. “We walked over and found the poor man like this.”

“That's right.” Carlotta happily corroborates my story, as she should. “And the
Country Club Carver was standing over him with blood on her hands.”

“Oh, for Pete's sake.” | glance in Everett and Eliza's direction, but thankfully it
doesn’'t seem they heard. Although | can’t say the same for the sixty-plus people
pressing up against us with looks of outright horror.

“Did you see anyone else?’ Noah asks, and if I’'m not mistaken, he has a pleading
look on his face.

| know for a fact that the detective in him wants to arrest anyone but Eliza. She was
practically a second mother to him in a roundabout way. And with Suze Fox as his
primary sourpuss of amaternal figure, I’ m sure he really appreciates Eliza.

| shake my head. “Just Eliza,” | confirm, lower than a whisper. “But she says she
found him aready...well, you know.” | make a vague stabbing gesture that |
immediately regret—mostly due to the gasps and screams that ensue because of it.

The entire Ashford Sheriff’s Department seems to arrive in droves with their red and
blue lights painting the vicinity in aternating splashes of color. The partygoers are
quickly herdedback inside for questioning, and just like that, their festive mood is
thoroughly shattered.

Venus catches my eye from the crowd. Her face is pale with shock as she clutches her



mother’s arm, and poor Keegan Meryl looks asif she might faint.

Glinda Van Jance stands off to the side, and yet her expression is unreadable as she
watches the sheriff’ s department secure the scene. The only one who is nowhere to be
seen is the other redheaded woman Sebastian was arguing with earlier—Della Crane.

“1 should check on Everett and Eliza,” | tell Noah, who nods absently while already
coordinating with the arriving officers.

vy walks by and just about blocks my path. “Don’t even think of leaving town,
Lottie,” she calls after me as she strides on by, not bothering to hide her suspicion in
acrowd of thousands—or at least it feels like thousands.

“1’m nine months pregnant with twins,” | call back as she makes her way to the other
side of the body. “I couldn’t make a quick getaway if | tried!”
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Although, I’'ll admit, it’s not looking so good right about now. A getaway, quick or
slow, might just be necessary.

| waddle my way toward Everett, who happens to be sitting with his mother on a
bench safely away from the chaos. That cute little ghostly fox comes to mind, but it’s
nowhere to be seen at the moment. And honestly, I’'m thankful for that. Right now, |
want to focus on the living.

Carlotta falls in step beside me because, let’'s face it, she’'s harder to shake than the
glitter LylaNell peppered the house with.

“Well, Lot,” she sighs, “l guess | won't have to worry about making Sebastian
Gallagher my next mistake after all. When you’ ve been in as many relationships as |
have, you start to appreciate when fate does the dumping for you.”

| shoot her alook.

“What? | collect near-miss relationships with future murder victims. We all have our
hobbies.”

| glance back at the body, now fully surrounded by officers and crime scene
technicians.

A night that began with happy little shamrock cookies and whiskey-glazed donuts has
ended with the Grim Reaper and flashing lights.

Someone in this sea of redheads turned this auburn affair into a death sentence, and



unfortunately for Eliza Baxter—she' slooking like the prime suspect.

| know for afact the only way for Everett and me to put our focus back on the birth of
these babies where it belongs is to solve this case.

And whether Everett or Noah likes it or not, that’ s exactly what I’ m about to do.

NOAH

Red and blue lights flash across the parking lot, painting Sebastian Gallagher’s
lifeless body in slashes of aternating colors.

Another body in Honey Hollow.

Asmuch as!’'d liketo say | can't wrap my head around it, a part of me wonders what
took so long.

The scent of sugar and whiskey permeates my senses along with a metallic twinge in
theair.

My eyes drift to the donut in the hands of the dead man. How | wish Lottie and her
baked goods weren’t forever getting tangled up in these blatant acts of evil.

But on the bright side—if there is a bright side—L ottie has singlehandedly brought
each of those killers to justice. However, | can't let her do that this time, not in her
condition. And if Eliza has anything to do with this, justice might be found on a
diding scale.

The coroner kneels beside the poor man sprawled on the ground, already making
preliminary notes while officers secure the perimeter. But it’s the handle of that knife
still protruding from Sebastian’s chest like a pearlescent sundial that prickles the hair



on the back of my neck.

Someone thought it was fitting to end that man’s life tonight. And I’m hoping with
everything in me that the someone in question is not Eliza Baxter.

“Noah.” Ivy waves at me with her notepad already filled with statements as | make
my way over. “Three witnesses saw Mrs. Baxter arguing with the victim earlier this
evening.”

“Wonderful.” | blow out a breath as | scan the crowd. | spot Lottie and Carlotta
immediately but no sign of Everett and Eliza. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if he's
already shipping her off to Europe. It's certainly something | would have considered.
And if he needs help on my end... | blow out another hard breath, and this time it
stretches into a white desolate plume.

I’ll admit, | would turn a blind eye for a handful of people and Elizais one of them.
But Ivy isinvolved and so is the rest of the department at this point. In theory, turning
a blind eye would be a cinch, but this is reality and things not only got bloody
tonight, they got complicated fast.

“I’m handling this case solo,” | tell Ivy before making my way through the crowd.

“Fox,” lvy calls out, but | don’t turn around. I'm sure I’ ll get an earful later, but I'm
not up for it tonight. I'm the lead investigator, and that means | get to call the
shots—whether or not she likes them. Whether or not they lead to an internal
Investigation or cost me my career.

| speed over to where Lottie and Carlotta stand huddled nearby just feet away from
the crime scene. Lottie looks exhausted with her hands cradling her enormous belly
and I’d do anything to get her home and in bed.



“How are you holding up?’ | ask while offering her a firm embrace and one of the
twins kicks me in the gut because of it.

“Oh, she's fine, Foxy,” Carlotta interjects before Lottie can answer. “Finding bodies
is practically a cardio workout for her.The twins will probably pop out asking where
the next corpseis hiding.”

L ottie shoots her alook, even though we both know she’ s right.
“What?’ Carlotta juts her neck out like a chicken. “I’m just saying, most women nest

before giving birth. Lot Lot here collects dead bodies like they’'re limited-edition
Beanie Babies.”
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L ottie opens her mouth to protest but gags on her words because there isn’'t much to
protest.

| lean their way. “1 know | asked earlier, but | really need you to think. Did either of
you see anything out of the ordinary when you arrived on the patio? | ask, pulling
out my notepad in hopes of a different answer.

“What we saw”—Carlotta announces a touch too loudly—“was the Silver Spoon
Stabber performing amateur acupuncture with extreme precison. Her knife
placement was excellent. But her patient outcome was poor.”

An officer walking by nearly trips over the caution tape just hearing it.

“Would you knock it off?” Lottie elbows her. “You aready said al that, albeit
worded alittle differently.”

“I can't help it, Lot. I'm on aroll.” Carlotta pats herself on the back. “It’s not every
day Sexy’s mama unleashes the beast within and tells one of her exes what’s what
with the working end of aknife.”

“He was not one of her exes,” Lottie is quick to tell her. “Eliza was married to
Everett’s father forever, then she made the mistake of marrying Noah's conman of a
father for five regretful minutes.” She winces my way and mouths a quicksorry.

“No offense taken,” | say. “Please continue.”

“Anyway”—L ottie does just that—*“Eliza was so burned by Wylie she hasn’t dated



since. Besides, she said she didn’t know the man.” She looks my way. “We came
outside for air,” Lottieexplains, shooting Carlotta a warning look. “We found
Sebastian like this, and Eliza was standing over him because she simply tried to help
the man.” She cringes again, and | know for a fact she's trying her hardest to try to
keep her mother-in-law out of the big house. | can’t blame her; soam I.

“She claims she was just trying to pull the knife out,” | say with a shrug.

“And | clam I'm only twenty-five,” Carlotta snorts. “We al tell lies to make
ourselves feel better.”

L ottie gasps as she stares down her look-alike. “1’m going to fit you with a muzzle,
first thing in the morning.”

“Why wait that long?’ | mutter.

| scan the crowd, looking for Everett once again, and this time | spot him with Eliza,
on a bench away from the chaos. Eliza sits ramrod straight, stoic, and confident,
despite the blood staining her hands.

“Let’s check on them,” | suggest as | guide Lottie and Carlotta across the way.

“Need me to break the ice?’ Carlotta offers as we approach. “I’ve got more than a
few Killer jokes on hand. Get it?Killerjokes?’ She cackles at her own ridiculous pun.

“Please don’t,” Lottieand | say in unison.
Eliza looks up as we approach and her expression is unreadable. Everett’'s face,

however, is a storm of conflicted emotions. | know for a fact the judge in him is
battling with the devoted son heis.



“I’m going home,” Eliza announces without preamble as she rises to her feet, and for
amoment, | think maybe she’'s afraid I’m going to arrest her. I’d love to assure her of
otherwise, but deep down | know better.

“Whoa,” | say, pulling her in for a quick embrace. “I understand you want to leave,
but | really would like to ask you a few questions first,” | say, trying to balance my
heartfelt respectwith the job at hand. “It’s just procedure, nothing personal. In fact,
I’m willing to break with protocol to make it as painless as possible.”

“Ask away,” she replies with anicy frost coating each syllable. “I’ve already told you
everything.”

“Yeah, Foxy,” Carlotta snips. “Like how to effectively accessorize with other
peopl€e s blood. Crimson is the new black. Ain't that right, Lethal Lizzy?’

Eliza casts aglance at Carlotta strong enough to curdle milk.

| choose to ignore Carlotta’' s colorful outburst and focus on the task at hand. “Did you
know the deceased?’ | don’t take my eyes off of Eliza.

Her lips press tight as if they had no intention of uttering a word. “I did not know
Sebastian Gallagher,” Elizainsists, although something flickersin her eyes when she
says it. “I was out for some fresh air—I saw him in distress, and foolishly tried to
help.” She holds out her hands, still coated in crimson. “And believe me when | say,
that will be the last Good Samaritan act that | indulge in any time soon.”

| tip my ear her way. “And you mentioned you tried to remove the knife?’ | ask,
knowing full well that I’ m treading on thin ice with Everett watching my every move.
He' s like a missile ready to explode, all steel and heat. A part of meisfearing for my
teeth—although my vision is pretty high on the list, too.



“Yes.” She nods curtly. “It wouldn’t budge.”

“Like her aibi,” Carlotta quips loud enough for everyone to hear. “That thing is
sticking about as well as acat in abathtub.”

Both Lottie and Everett growl her way.

“Come on, Mom.” Everett places a protective hand on his mother’s shoulder. “I'll
drive you home.”
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“That won't be necessary.” Eliza smooths her blood-spattered dress with remarkable
composure. “My driver is aready out front. | need to clean up a bit first.” She lifts
herhands a notch before looking my way. “Y ou know where to find me.”

“Ill be in touch.”

She gives a curt nod to each of us—longest to Everett, briefest to Carlotta—before
stepping back into the community center.

“l think I’ll walk her out,” Everett says, giving me a look that spells outwe are not
donein the most aggressive manner before bolting into the crowd.

“Bloody Hands Baxter strikes again,” Carlotta announces once they’re out of earshot.
“She dliced him up smoother than a country club paté.”

L ottie makes a face but chooses to ignore her for the most part.

“Noah”—Lottie steps in close and | wrap my arms around her like a reflex—"you
have to know she’'sinnocent. Thisis Elizawe're talking about.”

Her body is shivering, her lips are trembling, and she looks al around ready to
collapse.

“Lottie, I'm going to say thisin the nicest way, but | need you to stay out of this one.
And off your feet if possible.”

Her eyes narrow over mine and | can tell | just pulled the pin on a very hormonal



grenade.

“Oh, so you' d like for me to be eating bonbons on the sofa until the babies arrive?’

“Feel free to swap bonbons for donuts, but yes, | want you safe.” | touch the tip of her
nose with my own. “Scratch that. Ineedyou safe and | need the babies safe, too.
Besides, thisis the last bit of time that Lyla Nell can get you al to herself. Put your
feet up. Read her books, snuggle with her. In fact, | wouldn’t mind getting in on that
snuggling action myself.”

Everett reappears and growls on command. “What did | miss?’ He lifts a brow before
eyeing my arms wrapped around hiswife like avine.

“Nothing much,” Carlotta pipes up. “Just Foxy here trying to schedule some snuggle
time with Lot Lot before the yip yips take over. He's making his move while you
were busy escorting Stabby McRichpants to her getaway car.”

Everett grunts my way and his eyes narrow dangerously on me. “Keep your focus off
my wife and on my mother. | want her name wiped off your suspect list ASAP.”

“You know | can’'t do that,” | say with afrown because, let’s face it, I'm mad about
it, too. “Not until the evidence clears her.”

“Then find the evidence,” he thunders. “Because we both know she didn’'t have
anything to do with this.”

“Hate to break it to you, Sexy.” Carlotta ticks her head to the side. “But his blood on
her hands suggests otherwise. It's what we in the amateur sleuthing business call not

agreat look.”

My phone chirps and it’s atext from Ivy requesting my presence.



| say goodnight and head back to ground zero. And as | head back to the crime scene,
| can't help but feel caught between impossible loyalties—to my job, to Everett, to
Lottie, and most of all, to Eliza.

The Redhead Roundup promised Irish luck and celebration, but as the night grows
colder, | know only one thing for sure. By the time this case closes, the killer’s luck
will have run out—no four-leaf clover or pot of gold will be enough to hide them

from justice.

And if Elizaisthe killer, something tells me that Everett and | will be testing our luck
and our devotion to the law to the killer extreme.

It's abad day to be Eliza Baxter.

And quite possibly a bad day to be me.

| glance down at the corpse one last time.

It is definitely a bad day to be Sebastian Gallagher.

EVERETT

The morning light filters through the kitchen windows, casting a honey-colored glow
across the limestone floors.

Coffee percolates in the background, filling the air with its rich aroma—a scent that
would normally comfort me but fails to penetrate the fog of my sleepless night.

| still can’t fathom what happened yesterday.
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Mymother trying to help a dying man?

I’m sorry, but | wouldn't believe it even if | saw it with my own two eyes and yet
that’ s exactly what she demands | believe.

That’s her story, and she sure as heck seems to be sticking to it. For now, at |east.

But if there's even a hint of a lie in there somewhere, her story will tumble like a
house of cards. I’ ve done enough time on the bench to know that a lie snowballs into
other lies, and soon enough that avalanche of deception eventually takes down the
one looking to deceive. And how | hope that is not the case with my mother.

There's just no way | believe she stumbled upon that nightmare and the first thing
that came to mind was plucking that knife out.

It's not that my mother is a bad person. She’s more of a believer in letting the help
aid in the needs of others, and herself. Not to mention her lifelong phobia of the
sanguine liquid that runs through our veins.

There’s no way I’'m mentioning any of that to Noah or Lemon. It's bad enough my
mother has managed to land at the top of a suspect list. The last thing | need isto give
them areason to keep her there.

“Daddy!” LylaNell giggles as she runs my way and | quickly scoop her into my arms
and kiss her cheek. She gets her sweet demeanor and natural curiosity from Lemon,
but those green eyes and dimples are al Noah. It's her ability to argue her way out of
a paper bag that she gets from me.



“Morning, baby.” | sneak in another kiss to her cheek and she giggles twice as loud.
“Did you Sleep well?’

“1 hates sleep,” she declares like the truth it is. In fact, I'd go as far as saying Lyla
Nell isalergic to getting some shut-eye.

A white furry tornado times two darts past us and Lyla Nell kicks and squeals, unable
to focus on anything but it.

“Cancake! Wockles!” she shouts as | set her to the floor. “Get back here!” She takes
off, echoing their names through the house as she chasesPancakeandWaffles, a
couple of Himalayan brothers—two white balls of fluff whose fur risesin the air like
confetti.

Lemon makes her way into the kitchen, her sweet belly leading the way. She looks
exhausted but beautiful with her honey-blonde hair twisted into a messy bun. She's
dressed for success in a blue denim dress and a cozy pink sweater that |ooks soft to

the touch, and | quickly confirmitisas| pull her infor akiss.

“The coffee is ready,” | tell her, sliding a mug of decaf her way, but she wraps her
arms around me instead and we share another quick kiss. “How did you sleep?’

“Like a woman housing two future basketball players practicing layups on her
bladder.” She gives awry smile. “How about you?’

“l didn't,” | admit, touching my forehead to hers. “It's pretty hard to catch a wink
when your mother becomes suspect number one in a murder investigation.”

Things couldn’t possibly get any worse.

She tips her head and a sunbeam crosses her features, lighting her up like the angel



sheis.

“How did the conversation go with Meghan?’ she winces as she asks.

| called my sister once | got home last night and told her exactly what happened. That
went about as well as | imagined—which isto say, catastrophically.

“She immediately threatened to hire ten different attorneys. | assured her I’d handle
everything on the legal end of things. Suffice it to say, she’sworried sick.” | close my
eyes for aminute. “And | had no inclination to tell Evie, but she sent a whole slew of
text messages around midnight. Apparently, one of her friends was at the event and
saw the whole scene play out.”

“Oh my goodness.” Lemon buries her face in my chest for a moment. “Poor Evie
does not need this kind of worry while she’s away at school.”

“She said she'll be driving home as soon as her midterms are through. And I’ m pretty
sure there’ s no stopping her from worrying.”

Thankfully, she’s at Ashford University, which alows for easy travel whenever the
mood strikes her. | just wish it was striking under different circumstances.

And then there are the twins, twelve-year-old Ava and Olivia, that | brought into this
world from a one-night stand. In fact, | had no clue about them up until a couple of
months ago. Ironically, they knew my mother before they knew me. I'll haveto talk to
their mother Haley and do my best to explain the circumstances. We'll both want to
shield the girls from all of this. They adore their grandmother, who affectionately
they call Mimi Lizzy. Heck, we were all at dinner together just last week and they
couldn’t idolize her more if they tried.

| nod. “And | feel the need to give Haley a call, too—just in case the girls hear



something at school.”

“What a disaster.” Lemon bites down on her lip. “Of course, she didn’t do it.” It
comes out more of a question. “I mean, your mother is many things—demanding,
she's a perfectionist, occasionally ruthless in social settings—but she's not a killer.
The thought is absurd.”

A visua of my mother's crimson-stained hands comes back to me. My mother
wouldn’t so much as soil her pinky, let alone bathe her hands in it for that matter. It
could have been me there lying with a knife in my chest and she’'d command me to
pluck it out myself.

Lemon gives my ribs a quick pinch. “Penny for your thoughts, Judge Baxter?”’

My lips curve but no smile. “Not sure they’ re worth that much today.”
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That, and the fact someone could be legally prosecuted because of them.

The sound of shuffling footsteps grows in volume as Carlotta saunters into the
kitchen in apink robe that’ s seen better decades, her hair wrapped in aluminum foil.

“Morning, offspring of afelon,” she chirps with glee. “Sleep well, Sexy?’
“Carlotta.” Lemon gasps.

“What? We're all thinking it.” Carlotta heads straight for the coffee pot. “Besides, it's
not the first time Lady Kills-a-Lot has gotten blood on her hands. Remember that
charity auctionwhere she demolished Francine Dundee’ s bid for that fancy-schmancy
timeshare in Aspen?’

“That was metaphorical bloodshed,” Lemon corrects.

“Tell that to Francine's therapy bills. And you and | both know that Francine has one
too many baby chicks to afford chicken feed, let alone afancy plumber to unclog her
brain.” Carlotta pauses long enough to slurp her coffee. “So, what’s the defense
strategy to keep your mama out of the pen? Temporary coo-coo brain? Did he insult
her red-bottom heels? Was he allergic to being alive?’

| frown her way. “There won't be a defense strategy because my mother didn’t kill
anyone.”

If | say it long enough, | might fully believeit.



Carlotta waves me off. “Whatever stops the tears, Sexy.” She moves on to the donuts
sitting under a glass dome, and Lemon and | may as well be invisible from this point
on. Nothing gets between Carlotta and her donuts.

Lemon checks her watch and frowns. “The housekeeper is late. | guess my scones
will have to wait. | may not be able to do much at the bakery these days, but nobody
makes those scones but me.” She winks as she saysiit.

“I’ll wait for the housekeeper,” | tell her. “Y ou go ahead.”

“Everett, are you sure?’ Lemon asks as Lyla Nell runs into the room dragging her
diaper bag.

“Mewant Glam Glam,” she cries as she holds her arms up our way.

Glam Glam would be Miranda’ s nickname in lieu of Grandma.

“I"d better go.” Lemon lands a kiss to my lips just as one of the twins gives me a
wallop, and | reward them with abelly pat.

“Don’'t stay long,” | urge her. “Bed rest isn't al that bad. Believe me, if my doctor
recommended bed rest, I’d be whistling all the way to the bedroom. Think of all the
relaxation you couldget in. All the TV, books, and phone time you could stand. And
the naps alone speak for themselves.”

“You're tempting me.” She laughs as she picks up Lyla Nell’s hand. “But only a
little. Are you sure you want to stick around?’

“1’ve got time before my first case.”

We exchange another lingering kiss as | help them to the van and wave them off.



“Try not to let the Silver Spoon Stabber skip town,” Carlotta calls over her shoulder
as she jumps into her own minivan and takes off in haste right after them as if she had
abank to rob.

And after the legal pickle my mother has found herself in, | wouldn’t be surprised by
anything.

No sooner do | step back through the door than my phone buzzes with a text from the
housekeeper. She can’t make it today. Family emergency.

| text back a quick response wishing her well, then survey the kitchen. Coffee
grounds spilled across the counter. Cat hair clumped like tumbleweeds roll across the
floor.

Lemon has been working so hard at the bakery while managing Lyla Nell and her
pregnancy. She deserves to come home to a sparkling clean house. That's exactly
why | insisted on hiring a housekeeper to begin with. She only makes a weekly
pitstop here, but it always brings a smile to Lemon’s face. And I’d do anything to see
her smile.

Heck, | bet | have plenty of time to whip this place into shape before my first case.
How hard could alittle cleaning be? I’ [l start with the floors.

Limestone floors—are we supposed to mop those with water? | head to the cleaning
closet and scan the array of bottles. My eyes land on a spray can of Woodland
Whisper furniture polish. This should do. The Ilabel mentionsnatural
shineandprotective coating, both of which sound appropriate for stone.

| start at the entry and make my way to the kitchen, spraying the stuff liberally across
every inch of the floor, watching with satisfaction as the limestone takes on a glossy
sheen.



Timeto wipe it down.

| grab a mop and make one broad stroke. Before | know it, my feet fly out from under
me.
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The world tilts sdeways.
Pain explodes across my back as | land hard on my spine with ateeth-rattling thud.

My cell phone jumps out of my pocket and skitters across the room like a frightened
mouse, coming to rest well underneath the refrigerator.

| try to move and al | can do is groan.

Pain sears through my spine like awhite-hot knife.

| can’t move.

Things just got worse.

LOTTIE

The scent of cinnamon and fresh coffee hits me the moment | push through the door
of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery with my arms full of squirming toddler and a

belly full of more of the same.

Lyla Nell has decided that walking is for peasants today. Lucky for her, my enormous
belly doubles as a shelf—or in this case, a seat.

The bakery is decked out to the nines in St. Patrick’s Day glory with shamrock
garland draped every which way, cutouts of |eprechauns dancing along the walls, and
green-frosted everything in the display case. The place hums with morning chatter



and the hiss of the espresso machine.

The crowd of customers is thick and so is that aforementioned heavenly scent of
coffee.

The bakery happens to be conjoined with the Honey Pot Diner, the restaurant that |
own along with my sister Charlie. The Honey Pot is cute and cozy and even has a
life-size resin oak tree that acts as the centerpiece. In fact, its branches spread out
from the Honey Pot and across its ceilingandmine, connecting both businesses like a
botanical umbilical cord. Each branch is wrapped in magical twinkle lights, with
green ones addedfor this shamrock-shaped season. Right now, the effect is part
enchanted forest, part Irish pub fever dream.

| spot my mother at a table near the window, surrounded by a small army of caramel-
haired females. My sister Lainey is there with her girls—rambunctious two-and-a-
half-year-old Josie and tiny Mimi, or as her birth certificate reads, Miranda Lottie
Donovan, hardly a month old and aready commanding attention like a seasoned
Donovan diva.

Carlotta strides in next to me and cups her hands around her mouth. “Listen up, folks!
Breaking news—L ot Lot’s hoity-toity Murder-in-Law will be going up the river soon
enough! But rest assured, she'll be going to the big house in style!”

| suck in aquick breath just as Carlotta jumps out of swatting range.

She turns to me with awicked grin. “Hey, Lot Lot, do they make designer jumpsuits
for the criminally fabulous? Orange Chanel, perhaps? Prison-yard Prada?’

A titter of nervous laughter circles the room.

“Very funny,” | snarl her way just as my mother comes over and wrestles Lyla Nell



right out of my arms—or from off my belly as it were. “Keep it up, Carlotta, and I'll
need bail money myself.”

“Oh, Lottie, don’'t engage,” my mother says as she kisses Lyla Nell on the forehead.
“And please stop picking Lyla Nell up. She'savery big girl and she has two perfectly
good legs. Yes, you do!” She rubs her nose to Lyla Nell’s and the two of them break
out in giggles. “Who is Glam Glam’ s little dol?’

“Glam Glam,” Josie shouts from her high chair with a deeply affronted look on her
face.

“Oh, you know |’ ve got more than one,” my mother trills as she lands Lyla Nell in a
waiting high chair of her own. “After al, I'm a professional grandma now. |I’ve got
this.” She gestures to the spread before them—cinnamon rolls the size of salad
platesand shamrock lattes complete with green foam art. That was my idea. Come to
think of it, al of it was my idea.

“Morning, Lottie,” Lainey sings and | do my best to give her a quick hug—albeit
awkward and more of a chokehold while she bounces little Mimi against her
shoulder. “Mom said you know all about Meg's Vegas trip? | am definitely going.
Please tell me you're going, too!”

| pinch off a bite of her cinnamon roll—so soft and gooey. “You already know the
answer to that. And | can’t believeyou’ regoing. You're insane.”

Mom gags. “Well, if | wasn't going before, | am now.” She tosses her hands in the
air. “1 volunteer to babysit in the hotel—with lots of room service, of course.”

Lainey gasps. “Hear that, Lottie? We've got a free sitter! Y ou have to come for sure

now.



A quick laugh bubbles from me, albeit a mournful one. “I’'m pretty sure the twins
won't let me go to the bathroom, let alone al the way to Vegas—with or without
them in tow.”

Carlotta bops over. “Are we talking about my upcoming Vegas trip again? The one
where I'll finally fulfill my lifelong dream of becoming a showgirl—or at least
getting arrested impersonating one?’

“Carlotta, you don’'t even know who'sinvited,” | point out. “ThisisMeg'shig trip.”

“Details, details.” She waves me off dismissively. “I'm a package deal. Where
trouble goes, | follow. Or isit the other way around?’
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I’m not sure exactly what she said, but it sounds about right.

| head to the counter to greet my bakery brigade where Suze, Noah's mother, is busy
arranging pastries with military precision. Her stocky frame moves with efficiency,
and her short blonde hair with those long, impractical bangs sweeps into her eyes.
Her smile tightens when she sees me—forced andpointless, the usual fare. Suze
doesn't much care for me, but her paycheck seems to ease the pan of our
interactions.

Next to her, Lily Swanson arranges colorful macarons into a cookie rainbow. The
dark-haired beauty is currently involved with Alex, Noah's younger brother, and
helping raise his baby boy Levi—a situation that sounds like the plot to a romance
novel and thankfully works for them, and not just in the parenting department but in
the romance department, too.

Fun fact: Lily isn’t in my fan club either. But as long as she smiles for my customers,
that’s all | care about.

And then there's Effie, our resident queen of comebacks, who just so happens to be
busy at the register. Her coffee-colored eyes sparkle as she banters with customers.
Her sarcasmis legendary. It’s less of a skill and more of a superpower.

“Morning, sugar slingers,” | call out with awave.
“Oh, look, it's our killer boss.” Suze chuckles to herself as she says it. “I heard all

about that poor man last night.” She rolls her eyes. “This is exactly why | avoid
public outings when you're involved, Lottie. I ve cautioned Noah to do the same, but



that boy has never listened to me.” She picks up a green frosted cupcake and sticks a
chocolate gold coin into the buttercream. “I heard there was a community center
showdown with none other than Eliza Baxter. The husband-thief herself.”

| sigh. For the record, Eliza didn't steal Wiley from Suze—he left of his own
accord—but facts rarely get in the way of a good grudge in this town.

“Now, Suzie Q"—Carlotta interjects—“let’s tell the truth. Eliza didn’'t steal your
man. She just borrowed him until she realized he was a defective model and threw
him back into circulation.” She leans my way. “I came within an inch of my hoo-ha
from having my own fortune stolen by the Feckless Fox.”

| avert my eyes at the thought. Carlotta has no fortune to speak of. Unless, of course,
she’s somehow found a wayof siphoning from my own. Other than that, she already
blew through the money Nell left her in the will. Nell would be my grandmother who
left me the bakery, the Honey Pot Diner, and an entire list of other rea estate
endeavors. Carlotta got cash—which she quickly made disappear. Funny howshe' syet
to disappear, though.

Suze's eyes narrow to dangerous dlits. “At least | had a husband to lose. Some of us
can’'t even manage to keep a man around long enough to learn his middle name.”

Carlotta gags and scoffs. “I’ve got Harry! Harry as in MayorHarryNash, my girls
baby daddy.” She looks my way and squints. “What’s Harry’s middle name again?’
She waves me off. “Never mind. Everyone knows middle names are overrated,”
Carlotta fires back. “ And so are husbands, from what | hear. They’re like appendixes.
You don't notice them until they cause trouble, and you're better off once they’re
removed.”

A titter of laughter breaks out in the bakery and | can’t help but join in.



Although | very much love my husband. | love Noah, too. It's complicated.

I’ m about to warn Carlotta not to mention internal organs around my customers when
a familiar spray of blue and pink stars glitters near the walkway that leads to the
Honey Pot Diner. And | certainly know what that means.

“Duty calls,” | whisper to myself, already moving toward the connecting doorway.
“Hold down the fort, ladies.”

“Where are you off to now?’ Suze shouts after me. “I'd like to know the places to
avoid.” Shetittersto herself as she saysit.

Very funny.

“She's off to see the dead about a dead guy.” Carlotta laughs, and oddly enough,
evokes afew laughs from Lily and Suze as well.

I’'m already racing toward the Honey Pot Diner, determined to catch that dlippery
supernatural trickster before he or she causes another round of magical mischief in
my bakery.

Some women chase dreams. Some chase men. | chase the spirit of a long-gone fox
with a penchant for dead men and terrible timing—and | wouldn’t have it any other

way.
LOTTIE

The moment | cross the threshold into the Honey Pot Diner, the temperature drops a
few degrees.

Not the usualsomeone left the door openchill, but the unmistakable icy fingerprint of



the otherworldly. And oddly enough, this is the first time that icy fingerprint has
made itself known.

| scan the room, my eyes following the trail of glimmering stars floating like
radioactive dust through the cozy establishment.

The Honey Pot Diner is already brimming with customers, mostly those enjoying
eggs and bacon with a side of the Honey Pot’s famous red velvet waffles—made to
order in my bakery. And boy, the scent of bacon is caling me like a salty, sizzling
siren song.

It's bright inside from the morning light pouring in through the giant bay window,
and the sound of easy-listening music coming from the speakers puts just about
everyonein ajovia mood.

Everyone except for me.

There—next to the oak tree centerpiece—that adorable furry fox sits patiently with its
luminescent eyes fixed on me as if I'mlate for an appointment. Its translucent fur
shimmers with an internal glow that trails with pink and blue stars that quickly

dissolve into nothing.

| speed that way and nearly bump right into my sister.
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“Charlie,” | say, gripping my belly and inching back, just about losing my balance.

“Whoa, sister,” she says with a laugh as she does her best to keep me from tipping
backward. “Why don’t we get you a seat? What are you in such a hurry for, anyway?
If you're looking for Keelie, she took the afternoon off. Apparently, there’'s some
ritzy birthday party for a three-year-old today. All the who's who of Honey Hollow
under five will be there, or so I’'m told.” She wrinkles her nose at the thought.

And that nose wrinkling is pretty much Charli€’ s take on motherhood, too.

Charlie and | are nearly identical in every way—same hair, face, eyes, and ability to
see right through to the other side, but I’'m older by ayear.

It turns out, we' re something called transmundane, further classified as supersensual,
which means we can see the dead. But not all the dead, mostly just those the man
upstairs sends back to help solve a crime or two.

Mostly.

And bymostly, | mean just me. Charlie has yet to have a supernatural sidekick sent
her way. | guess you could say I’m the unlucky one in the family who fate seems to
have tapped as a supernatural sleuth. But there are other ghosts we see on the regular,
too—Ilike the happy family of ghosts taking up residence in my mother’s B&B.

Charlie wasn't raised by the Lemons like | was, but pretty much my mother, Meg,
and Lainey have all adopted her by proxy, too.



“I"'m not here for Keelie,” | tell her. Even though | so have some serious tea to spill
with her. She will never believe what Everett’s mother, of al people, has managed to
tangle herself up in.

Keelie has been my bestie ever since preschool. We've shared al of our secrets with
one another, with the exception of the fact | can see the dead. | couldn’t tell her. The
girl is afraid of the dark. The last thing | wanted was for her to be afraid ofme. “I’'m
here for that cute little thing.” | nod to the precious white fox with ears almost the
same size as its body.

Charlie gasps and takes me by the hand straight to a table for two right next to where
the wily fox sits, shimmering away like a miniature galaxy of stars.

“Does this have something to do with that man Eliza hacked down last night?’
Charlie asks as we quickly take a seat across from one another.

| shoot her a look for even thinking it, let alone saying it out loud in a public
establishment.

“Never you mind,” | whisper her way before leaning toward the tiny specter in
question. Upon closer examination, it not only has snow-white fur, but a cute little
snout, and little pink lips that curve into what | swear is a smile. “What’s your name,
Sweetie?’

The tiny fox bounces from the trunk of the tree right onto our table, facing both
Charlie and me.

“My name is Sebastian, but you can call meSebby,” he says in the cutest little
masculine voice you ever did hear.

“Aww,” both Charlieand | coo in unison.



“Wait.” | shake my head at it. “Are you telling me that Sebastian named you after
himself?’

The little cutie pie gives a quick nod. “And why not? A perfect name from one
perfect gentleman to another. He always caled me Sebby. After al, that's what his
own family called him.”

“Interesting.” | lean back and lift abrow at Charlie.

She shakes her head. “He named his pet after himself? That says everything | need to
know about the man.”

“Oh, | was no pet.” The tiny thing inches back as if he were affronted. “| was family
myself. Once Sebby took me in, well, his family took me in as well. What Sebby
wanted Sebby got. And when he was a teenager, he wanted me as his friend.” He
glances toward the window and sighs. “Of course, that meant never seeing my own
family and friends ever again, but it was worth it in the end. | ate steak and French
fries, along with Mama's chocolate silk whiskey pie. The meals were plentiful and
we stayed up far too late each night watching questionable television.”

Charlie perks up. “Ooh,that chocolate silk whiskey pie does sound good.”

“1 am definitely putting it on the menu,” | tell him. “Sebby, you know you' re here to
help solve Sebastian’ s homicide, right?’

“That | do,” he practically sings. “And the sooner we land the killer behind bars, the
sooner | can hit the bar with Sebastian in the sky.”

| make aface. “Thisisthefirst time |’ ve heard anything about a bar up there.”

“Oh, thereisone,” heinsists. “In fact, there are several. And the wine most certainly



does not taste like water, if you know what | mean. Miracles still abound.”

“Good to know,” Charlie says, looking as amused as | do.

“One more thing, Sebby,” | say, leaning in his way. “There’s a woman who is
currently sitting at the top of the suspect list. Her name is Eliza Baxter.”

“At the top of the suspect list?’ he practically squeals so loud both babies jump at
once in my belly. I'm not sure if my twins will be transmundane like Lyla Nell
iIs—and believe me, that’s been sort of a problem already. Or if they heard the little
guysqueak because they’re touching me, or rather residing in me. As it stands, if
anyone touches my flesh, they can hear straight through to the other side, too.
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“Why, let’s arrest the wealthy little fiend and be done with it.” Sebby floats up a few
inches along with his insolence. “Wait until | get my paws on her. How dare she
shove aknife into the man who was my brother from another mother.”

| shoot him a wry look. “We are definitely not arresting Eliza,” | practically hiss.
“She’s innocent. Ithink. Anyway. No matter what anyone says—no matter what
evidence we stumble upon...” | pause a moment to glance over at Charlie whose
eyebrows have crested into her forehead. “Eliza Baxter is innocent. There's a redl
Killer out there and it’s our job to find them, and fast.” | place my hands on my belly.
“Like very fast.”

Sebby salutes me with hispaw. “I'monit, Lolita.”

| inch back. | don’t remember telling him my name.

“My nameisLottie,” | correct, enunciating it for his benefit.
“That’s not what Carlottatold me,” he counters.

“Wait...you met Carlotta?’ | squint his way. “Never mind. It's Lottie. Carlotta is
seldom right about anything.”

“But she's fun, much like my Sebastian was,” he's quick to tell me. “And besides, |
like Lolita. It has anicering to it.” He begins to float toward the ceiling once more.
“I’ll see you soon enough. | hear there's an entire forest of little foxes out beyond the
lake. If you'll excuse me, | have a little catching up to do with my kind. Tata for
now!” And with that, he floats right out of sight.



“Wonderful.” | frown in hiswake. | go to stand and Charlie grabs me by the wrist.

“Hey, did you get the invite to Vegas?’

| giveaquick nod. “But asmuch as | love Meg, | don’t think | can swing it.”

She looks momentarily confused. “Is Meg participating in the Vegas Flavor Frenzy,
too?”’

| gasp a little at the mention of the event. “I forgot all about that. Is that coming up? |
mean, Meg will be in Las Vegas for a wrestling match, but | doubt it's at the very
same time.”

“The Flavor Frenzy is in a month,” she tells me. “I’ve aready committed to the
Savory Sizzlein Sin City. You should sign up for the Sin City Sugar Showdown.”

“Oh, Charlie,” | moan. “The Vegas Flavor Frenzy is huge.” The event itsdlf is
parceled off into two different events, the Savory Sizzle for the savory culinary lovers
and the Sin City Sugar Showdown for those of us with a sweet tooth. “I’m so glad
you' re competing. It's been a dream of mine forever to compete myself. But as much
as|'d love to come aong’—I place my hand over my belly—“1"m sort of cooking up
a little something with my husband. Y ou know | can't travel with the twins. Maybe
next year—or in eighteen years more likely.”

“Bummer,” she says, leaning in and giving me a hug. “But | understand. And just for
the record, you would have slayed the competition.”

“Aww, thank you.”

“No, | mean it.” She winks. “Vegas should pen you a thank you note for narrowly
avoiding atragedy or two.” She slinks back to the kitchen before a reply can work its



way up my throat.

“Haha, I’'m not laughing,” | mutter as | walk back to my bakery and right into another
one of my favorite blondes and nearly knock a box of my sweet treats right out of her
arms.

“Venus,” | say with alaugh. “Sorry. | seem to lead with my belly these days whether
| want to or not. And what did you pick up?’ | try to peer into the corner of the box,
but | have no clue what deliciousness lurks beneath the cardboard.

“Cookies and cupcakes,” she says with a laugh. “I’'m on my way to my niece's
birthday party. My sister-in-law called this morning and requested that | bring the
desserts, but | wasinstructed not to bring them from my bakery. She said she didn’t

want this to be all about me on her daughter’ s special day.”

“Oh,” | wince as | say it. “Well, | appreciate the business. How about | give you a
couple more boxes? On me.”

“I'll take them.” She laughs again. “But only under one circumstance. You come
along with me. As much as | love my sister-in-law, she and her friends can be a bit
much. Bring LylaNell! It’s going to be quite the party.”

Carlotta materializes asif she were aghost herself. But face it, I'm not that [ucky.

“Did someone say party?’ Carlotta perks up at the thought.

“1 sure did.” Venus nods. “And you should come aong, too, Carlotta. The food is
being catered by six different restaurants, and there' s going to be an open bar.”

“I’ll grab my coat.” Carlottatakes off to do just that and | frown in her direction.



“Venus, you really don’'t have to extend the invite our way. It's my pleasure to gift
you the desserts.”

“Believe me, you'll be doing me abigger favor by showing up. Have | mentioned my
niece isturning three?” Sherolls her eyes. “And yes, you heard me right. An open bar
at a party for a three-year-old. Trust me when | say, this will be a birthday party to
end al birthday parties. My sister-in-law and her friends are all about one-upping
each other. It's sort of ablood sport at this point.”

A thought comes to me.
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“A birthday party for your niece? | guess your mother will be there—I mean, Carlotta
could say hello to her aswell.”

“Oh, shewill. And she already loves Carlottal”

“In that case, you've got yourself afew tagalong guests.”

It turns out, I’ ve got a party to cater, and my very first suspect to question.
Bring on the cake, and the interrogation.

LOTTIE

If there’s one thing | know for certain, it's that nothing good ever comes from a
children’ s birthday party where there’ s an open bar.

| had just agreed to Venus' invitation seconds earlier when Carlotta emerges from the

bakery office in ared sequined blazer, gold hoop earrings the size ofhulahoops, and a
pair of silver stilettos that | know she didn’t leave the house in this morning.

“Ready, set, go!” she announces, snatching a mini cheesecake off the counter and
popping it into her mouth like it's the exact vitamin she needed to get through this

day.
Cometo think of it, I might need one, too, so | snatch one up myself.

Her sassy heels catch the light like adying star and | arch abrow. “I didn’t realize we



were attending a V egas residency.”

She tosses her hair and swipes on bright red lipstick in one Herculean move. “Lot
Lot, when there’ s an open bar, lamthe entertainment.”

Venus snorts out a laugh. “Oh, my sister-in-law and her friends are going to love

youl.
“Or request arestraining order,” | mumble.

“1 don’t doubt it.” Carlotta straightens the lapels of her glitzy jacket. “And | plan on
leaving with at least one man’s phone number and a possible marriage proposal.” She

shoots me alook. “Just for funsies, of course.”

“And I'll start writing my apology letters as soon as | get home,” | say, picking up a
few more boxes filled with desserts to bring to the party.

“No way, no how.” Carlotta swipes them from me. “Y ou’re the size of a houseboat
right about now, Lot Lot. A houseboat that’s guaranteed to sink al of these yum
yums to the ground. They’ |l be safe with me. Plus, thisway | can sample afew on the

ride over.”

“Did you just compare me to a floating home?’ The part about sampling desserts on
the ride over was a given.

“Affectionately.”

Cometo think of it, that level of affection is on brand for Carlotta.

LylaNell, Carlotta, and | jump into my van and follow Venus on the way to the party.



Before we left, | was tempted to go home to change, but Venus assured me that both
Lyla Nell and | were dressed more than appropriately. Carlotta’s level of dress or
undressis aways questionable.

As expected, the car ride is loud, chaotic, and entirely composed of Carlotta making
up increasingly ridiculous reasons why she should be the one to cut the birthday cake.

At least now | know what to expect next week when we're celebrating Lyla Nell’s
second birthday.

“1 have the most experience with knives,” Carlotta goes on, touching up her lipstick
in the sun visor mirror.

“Y eah, andthatstatement makes me super comfortable handing you a blade in a room
full of toddlers,” | deadpan.

It's happened before and it wasn't pretty. Both Noah and Everett had to tackle her to
the ground in an effort to spare us all from the knife-twirling routine she claims to
have perfected.

“You know if you weren't with me when we found the body, you'd be sitting at the
top of the suspect list right along with poor Eliza,” | tell her. “Because if anyone in
Honey Hollow was going to take out a whiskey tycoon with a single stab wound, my
money would have been on you.”

“Wow, thanks, Lot Lot,” Carlotta beams with pride.

“That wasn’t acompliment.”
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Carlotta ignores me as we pull into a ritzy driveway that looks more like an old
English cobbled road than something that leads to a mere garage. “Ooh, is that the
house?’

| look up at the architectural wonder that could double as a castle.

“l guessitis,” | say.

“Yay! Birdy party!” LylaNell chirpsfrom the backseat and claps her hands like mad.

“l have afeeling it’s going to besomeparty,” | say under my breath.

| knew Venus sister-in-law had money,butthis house looks like it came prepackaged
with its own Bravo reality show. And something tells me there will be enough drama
to furnish one.

The estate is massive with a glistening white mansion with ivy curling up the pristine
stone walls sitting right in the middle of it. White columns frame the entrance likeit’s
the actual White House, and gold-accented balloons in the shape of stars float above

the driveway.

A valet in atuxedo approaches as we park, and once he takes the minivan the three of
us team up with Venus again.

“This cannot possibly be a child’s birthday party,” | mutter as Venus leads us closer
to what can only be described as a mansion on steroids.



The driveway is lined with what appears to be an entire line of ice scul ptures made to
look like Disney princesses, along with a fancy red carpet—anactualred carpet—that
stretches from the curb to the front door.

“Told you.” Venus nods toward the madness while balancing her own tower of
bakery boxes. “My sister-in-law, Vivian, believes in both making memories and
spending her husband’ s money. Mostly the latter.”

“Will a three-year-old even remember any of this?’ | ask as Lyla Nell attempts to
climb me like a tree—a rather bloated tree about to have mini trees at any given
moment.

“Vivian takes enough pictures to make sure everyone will remember them into
perpetuity,” Venus sighs. “ She does yearly photo albums. Monthly milestone shoots.
Weekly Instagram posts with custom hashtags. Y ou know the type.”

“She’s the exact type | wish | could be,” | say. “I’m sort of disorganized with those
kinds of things. In fact, I'm bringing Lyla Nell’ s baby book along to the hospital so |
can hurry and fill it out before the twins arrive.”

She belts out alaugh. “Don’t worry. I'm the same, Lottie.”

“l don’t have any pictures of my rugrats either,” Carlotta grunts. “It's bad enough |
gotta see 'em every day.” She stops short and gasps while staring at something in the
distance. “Is that a champagne fountain | spy?’ she squeals with far too much glee.
“Now this ismykind of children’s party. Take note, Lottie. You'll be having a lot of
these. And just FYI, I like my champsin any color.”

“Please behave,” | warn her. “We're here as guests, not to get thrown out of a
toddler’s birthday party.” Or get wasted on champagne, but that’s sort of a given on
her part at this point.



“When have | ever not behaved?”’

Honestly? She looks genuinely curious.

“Would you like the list chronologically or alphabetically by offense?’ | shoot back
and that seems to have silenced her into admission.

| hold Lyla Nell’s hand while Carlotta balances those boxes from my bakery—or at
least the ones that survived her snack raid on the drive over.

“My kids are already here,” Venus says, leading us up the walk. “My girls just adore
LylaNell. They’ll bethrilled to dote all over her.”

“I'mglad to hear it,” | say. “Lord knows | can’'t chase after her.”

To our right a catering truck, a live pony wearing a gold tiara, and a man dressed as
an actual leprechaun stand ready for whatever level of insanity is about to unfold.

“Thisisa party for a three-year-old, right?’ | ask, just to be sure. Maybe she's been
sayingthirty-year-old all along and my pregnant brain just heard what it wanted to
hear. It wouldn’t be the first time.

Venus groans. “She's three going on CEO of a luxury cosmetics empire. My sister-
in-law takes competitive parenting to new and terrifying heights.”

Carlotta claps her hands. “I love it. This is exactly the level of ridiculousness | live
for.”

Before | can beg her to refrain from speaking for the next few hours, abutler in afull
tuxedo nods our way and opens one of the massive double doors to the castle in front
of us.



“Welcome, ladies,” he rumbles. “Y ou can find the bar to your right.”

Carlotta grins. “I’m going to need three martinis and the name of whoever owns this
palace so | know who to sue in the event | have an unfortunate, fortunate fall. And |
do foresee Lady Luck smiling down on a potentially broken leg tonight.”
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The screams of athousand toddlers emanate from inside and V enus groans.
“Welcome to the battlefield.”
LOTTIE

Awoman meets us in the foyer before we can properly step inside, revealing a
stunning beauty who I'm guessing is Venus' sister-in-law.

The woman is gorgeous. Sculpted features, impossibly svelte frame. Vivian has the
polished look of someone who considers being a mom a full-time job but also
employs three nannies. Her highlights look as if they cost more than my monthly
budget, and her smile has the warmth of atax audit.

The sound of chatter and laughter pours out into the entry and the sound of classical
music is layered just above that. Brass and marble abound every which way you look,
and honestly, it feels asif we're about to step into a mausoleum.

“Venus! You madeit!” Vivian air-kisses both of Venus' cheeks, careful not to disturb
either of their makeup. Her gaze lands on the bakery boxes. “Oh good, you brought
the treats.” She squints to read the label emblazoned with the name from my bakery
and makes a face.

My mouth falls open. What was that face for?

“1 got the desserts from the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery,” Venus says quickly. “This
isthe owner, Lottie Lemon, and her adorable daughter, Lyla Nell. And thisis?>—"



“And I’'m the mandatory fun portion of this bakery entourage,” Carlotta announces,
as if this tenuous connection justifies her presence at this exclusive gathering.
“Carlottais the name; crashing fancy partiesis my game.”

She's not lying.

“1 go wherever the free boozeis,” she continues, apparently unable to tell afib.

Vivian's face remains frozen in a quasi-smiling mask. “Well, please, come in.
Everyone who mattersis already here.”

She turns, leading the way just as V enus mouthsl’ m sorryto me.

“1 can see why you wanted me here,” | whisper to her. “Emotional support.”

She gives a mournful laugh. “Y ou’'re onto me.”

We glide through the entry and the scent of roses and something sweet wraps itself
around us as the sounds from the party only grow in volume—and the mansion seems
to be growing, too.

“This place isthe size of a shopping mall,” | whisper, thistime to myself.

It looks as if the entire first floor has been converted into a literal fairy-tale
wonderland. Real trees—not potted, but apparently uprooted from unsuspecting
forest and reinstalled indoors—create a woodland effect in the massive living room.
A carousdl sits in the middle of the grand room as waiters in tuxedos pass out hors
d’ oeuvres on gold trays, and a harpist plays Disney songs in the corner, adding to the

already chaotic cacophony of screams and shrill laughter.

| hold onto my belly. “I feel like we've stepped into the fever dream of a toddler



influencer.”

Venusleans my way. “ Trust me. Y ou haven’t seen anything yet.”

The room that’ s the size of a shopping mall only seems to expand as Venus leads us
through it.

“Wow,” Lyla Nell chirps, clearly mesmerized by all the pink fluffy clouds up above
us that look as if they’re made from cotton candy, the thousands of arched balloon
sculptures, and all of the little kids driving around in miniature cars, making it feel as
If we've accidentally stepped onto the highway.

“Wow,” Carlotta parrots. “This place looks as if it was designed by someone with
unlimited access to Fantasyland and a blank check.”

Venus nods. “The theme appears to be Enchanted Forest Princess Tea Party, but with
an aggressive commitment to luxury.”

True as gospel.

She leads up to an entire wall that opens up to a backyard that belongs in the French
countryside. There are bounce houses by the dozen, a petting zoo, carnival rides, a
midway with prizes, rows and rows of food vendors, and | think | see a pop-up

jewelry store and a full-blown cosmetics shop.

But it’s the glorious pastel creature with a horn spouting out from the top of its head
that snags my full attention.

“Isthat an actualliveunicorn?’ | ask as both Lyla Nell and | gasp at once.

“It’ s supposed to be.” Venus shrugs. “It’s a Shetland pony with a horn attachment and



rainbow dye job,” she confirms. “PETA has already been notified, I’'m sure.”
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“Pony!” LylaNell gives my hand afirm squeeze. “Mommy, | want ponynow!”
“We'll getinlineinaminute,” | tell her as we make our way to the lawn.

Carlotta is already making a beeline for the champagne fountain when Venus and |
bump into her sister-in-law once again.

“The children’s activities are also being held in the east wing,” Vivian tells us with a
dismissive wave. “Adults can enjoy themselves at the club in the back at the
Enchanted Forest Princess Open Bar. The guest of honor will make her appearance
for cake in approximately ninety minutes. Plan your time accordingly.”

| don’'t know what to be more baffled by—the club or the lack of attendance by the
guest of honor.

“The birthday girl isn't a her own party yet?’ | ask, unable to hide my confusion.
“She must be napping,” | say, answering my own guestion after the fact.

“She isn'tnapping.” Vivian blinks at me as if I've asked why water is wet. “She’s
having her hair and makeup done, of course. And her final dress fitting isn't for
another thirty minutes. The seamstress had to make last-minute adjustments to the
butterfly wings.”

Of course. What was | thinking?

And butterfly wings? Something tells me they really work, too.



Someone callsfor Vivian and she takes off.

| take a look around and shake my head. “Butterfly wings? Final fittings? Unicorns
and carousels? | don’'t have any of that on order for Lyla Nell’s birthday party next
week. | was just going to have a cake after dinner. | feel like afailure of amother.”

Venus laughs so hard that her entire body shakes. “Oh, Lottie. Don't let this set the
bar for anything in your life. If anything, Vivian sets the bar that | try to avoid. Half
the time my kids don’t even get a cake. They get pizzawith acandle in it. My brother
might be wealthy, but let’s just say his dream of marrying a socialite has turned into a
bit of a nightmare for him.”

We share a dark chuckle over that one.

“Lottie?” someone calls out and | spot both Keelie and Lainey standing in line for
that magical unicorn. Keelie has her son little Bear with her and Lainey has Josie
dancing next to her while Mimi sits strapped across my sister’s chest. Little Bear will
be three, along with Josie, come this August, so | guess they meet the primary
demographic.

We make our way over and | quickly give them both a hug before introducing them
to Venus.

Lyla Néll races to Bear and Josie and the three of them hug and scream as if they
don’t see one another just about every single day. I'm thrilled they’ re so close.

“What are you girls doing here?’ | ask, thankful to see them. For some reason, just
having Keelie and Lainey here makes it feel asif I’m still on Earth and haven’'t been

transported to some exotic planet.

Keelie bubbles with alaugh. “Fondu isin Bear and Josi€’s class.”



“Fondu?’ | squint her way.

“That would be my niece,” Venus says with agrimace. “Let’sjust say my brother lets
Vivian do whatever Fondu pleases, to whomever.”

“The kids just love her,” Keelie goes on. “Bear cals Fondu his little cheesy
girlfriend.”

| shoot Keelie alook that saysHeaven help.

If the fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree, | foresee very expensive expectations in his
future.

Lainey nods. “Bear and Josie just love this party.” She leans my way. “Rumor has it,
the goodie bags alone could pay off my mortgage.”

“Ooh,” | muse. “Don't tell Carlotta.”

“Oh”—Lainey perks up once again—"and did you hear they’ll be doing facials and
complete glam makeovers?’

Kedlie makes aface. “1I’m bummed about it, too.”

“Why would you be upset?’ | ask. “You love to get all glammed up. I'll do it, too.
It'[l be fun.”

“Actually—" Venus cringes my way.

“It'sonly for thekids,” Lainey finishesfor her.
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Keelie nods. “And that’s why I'm bummed.” She gives an impish shrug. “But at |east
| qualify for the diamond art mani-pedis.” She leans in hard. “They’re using actual
diamonds.”

| look at Venus and she nods to affirm this.

“Well, then there’s no stopping me from getting my nails done, too,” | say.
“Regardless of the fact | can't see my feet.”

We all share alaugh at that one just as | spot a certain older blonde sitting all by her
lonesome on a picnic table laden with an assortment of flowers. And by the looks of
things, she’ s trying to make a bouquet of some sort.

Venus looks my way then follows my gaze. “Oh, that’s my mother,” she sighs. “ She
insisted on having a horticulture table set up for the kids. | tried to tell her that
toddlersweren’t al that into greenery that they couldn’t stomp on, but she insisted.”

“My mother loves horticulture, too,” | tell her.

Venus is about to say something else when her phone chirps. “It looks like I'm
needed in the east wing. Vivian has asked my girls to hold Fondu’s train for the big
procession.” She gives a little shrug. “What can | say? She's al about grand
entrances.”

She no sooner takes off than | turn to Lainey and Keelie. “Would you girls mind
watching LylaNell for aminute? | think | need to get off my feet for awhile.”



They’re both happy to do it and I’'m more than happy to boot scoot my way to the
flower power table and have alittle chat with one of my suspects.

Time to dig into the dirt and see if her story comes up roses, or if I’ve finaly found
my killer in full bloom.

LOTTIE

Iwaddle—because let's be honest, I'm way past the point of walking
gracefully—over to the flower-laden picnic table where Venus mother, Keegan
Meryl, is currently engaged in a one-woman battle to create an acceptable bouquet.

The sweet scent of roses mingles with lavender and something citrusy, creating a
fragrant oasis amid the chaos of screaming children and clinking champagne flutes. A
gentle breeze carries the melody of the harpist from inside, competing with the
carnival sounds from the backyard attractions—and Keelie screaming with joy now
that she’ s up at bat with the unicorn. That’s exactly why | love my bestie.

By the look of sheer concentration on Keegan Meryl’s face, you'd think she was
defusing a bomb instead of arranging carnations. Her red hair catches the sunlight as
she snips a wayward stem with surgical precision. She's beautiful, much like her
daughter, and in this light, she looks exactly like Venus plus twenty years.

“Mind if | join you?’ | ask, accidentally miscalculating the distance of the bench and
landing with apfftthat sounds borderline inappropriate.

Oh, who are we kidding? | can no more control my bladder these days than | can
other questionable bodily functions and poor Keegan had to hear my malfunction

firsthand.

She gives alittle laugh once my body decides to break the ice or break other things as



it were.

But who cares about a little public humiliation? My feet throb with relief the moment
they’re no longer supporting the combined weight of twins, this particular bakery
owner, and the approximately seventeen cupcakes I’ ve sampled today. Sure, | might
regret them, but boy, were they good.

Keegan's blue eyes sparkle. “Oh! Lottie, of course. Sit, sit.” She flutters a hand
toward me. “You don’t need help, do you? Can | get you something to drink?’

“No, no. And please excuse my body’s dramatics. It’s just its way of announcing that
I’'m very, very pregnant.”

Her mouth lifts at the corners. “Yes, well, you certainly have a glow about you.”

“Hal That's just the result of being approximately two percent human, ninety-eight
percent pastry at this point.”

We share aquick laugh and it feelslike awin in my favor.

Keegan Meryl is polished and elegant, the kind of woman who looks like she has a
standing weekly appointment for facials and imported tea, but she's also sharp, and
I’m getting the feeling she’'s very controlled. And that's certainly something that
would work in the favor of akiller looking to get away with murder.

“You're not inside enjoying the Enchanted Forest Princess Open Bar?’ | ask,
gesturing toward the house, where the sounds of screaming toddlers and clinking

champagne glasses harmonize in a caustic symphony.

Keegan purses her lips. “Believeit or not, | prefer a quieter setting.”



“As a mother of almost three, | can adready relate.” | nod, plucking a sprig of
lavender from the assortment in front of her. “This party isredly..."

“Alot,” shefinishesfor me. “Vivian has never been one for subtlety.”

That earns a genuine laugh from me. “So, I’ ve sort of noticed.” | wrinkle my nose.

“There' s a Shetland pony in atiara being shown up by aunicorn.”
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We share another quick laugh.

She hums in amusement before setting down a pair of floral shears. “ Are you actually
here for the festivities, or is this more of an accidental attendance?”

“Bingo on the latter. Venus was kind enough to extend the invite. | provided the
desserts for the party sans the cake.” | glance back at the house just in time to see a
seven-tiered wonder being wheeled out of the house. “Wow,” | muse. “I wonder
where she got that?’

“Paris,” Keegan sighs. “Actually, she flew in an entire herd of pastry chefs from the
City of Lights and they worked nonstop for three days straight to finish it—to
Vivian's standards, of course. And because they had to keep revising their project,
there was no time for other desserts to be made.”

“Oh, | get it. That's where | came in. I'm sorry Venus wasn't allowed to contribute.
She really does the most spectacular sugar work | have ever seen. Everything in her

shop looks asif it was made in amagical castle.” Hand to heaven, that is the truth.

“Well, Vivian won't allow for another family member to steal the spotlight. It was a
part of the contract she drew up when she married my son.”

She saysit so nonchalantly it sounds almost sane.
Almost.

“I"'m sorry to hear it.” | cringe alittle. “But well, Venus made such a compelling case



for me to be her emotional support friend. And where my desserts lead, | follow. This
is al so fun for me to see and take in. And my little girl is here and she’'s having a
blast, too.”

| decide to leave Carlotta out of the fold for obvious reasons. Speaking of which, |
cast a quick glance around and suspiciously | can’'t seem to spot her. That alone sends
my stomach in knots. Carlottais like a bomb waiting to go off at all times, but when
she's out of sight, it’s practically a countdown to detonation.

“Oh, I’'m so glad you brought your daughter along,” Keegan says while arranging a
sprig of baby’s breath into a bouquet that looks like it belongs in a bridal magazine.
“Fondu loves collecting little friends.”

Something about the way she sayscollectingdisturbs me on an intrinsic level.

I’m about to deep dive into the real reason I’'m here whena spray of pink and blue
miniature stars appears, shimmering in the sunlight like itty-bitty fireworks. And soon
enough, Sebby materializesin al his otherworldly foxy glory, perched on the edge of
the picnic table with histail swishing with glee.

Here' s hoping we can join forces and shake the truth out of our first suspect. And for
Venus sake, | hope Keegan Meryl points me in the direction of the real killer—so
long asthereal killer is not Eliza Baxter.

LOTTIE

“What did | miss, Lolita? Has she confessed?’ That cute little white fox floats before
me right here at little Fondu’ s over-the-top birthday party as |’ m about to shake down
her grandmother. “Is it time for my big reunion in the sky with Sebastian?’ His tiny
voiceis practically vibrating with anticipation.



However, | can’t help but frown at his little moniker-based faux pas—the one he has
with me. | really should have a talk with Carlotta. Besides, why is Carlotta always
shmoozing with the dead who come back to help me?Mebeing the operative word.
She obviously doesn’t have anything in common with this cute little fox.

And why do | haveto be Lolita?

| shake my head his way, covertly letting him know he hasn’t missed a beat and he
breathes a sigh of relief, sending more miniature stars flying through the air. He's so
stinking adorable, I’ d love nothing more than to keep him forever—and teach him my
proper name.

“Well, that’s a good thing. Go on and take your time solving this one,” he chirps.
“I’ve just met the most enchanting vixen bythe koi pond. Turns out, the afterlife
dating scene here on the planet is better than | expected.”

And now | see exactly what he and Carlotta have in common.

| suppress an eye roll and turn my attention back to Keegan, who seems to be
studying me with great intensity.

“Keegan”—I lean in—"last night you seemed to know Sebastian Gallagher.”

The woman'’ s hands freeze mid-arrangement. Her eyes dart around as if checking for
eavesdroppers among the party guests.

Wow, if ever there were alook of admission, that would beit.
“I’ve heard about him, of course,” she says, pinning her cornflower blue eyes to

mine. “I’m pretty sure more than half the people in the community center knew of
him. | like to keep my finger on the pulse of society, if you will. And I've always



been a big fan of whiskey.” She dips her chin. “By the way, those whiskey-glazed
donuts of yours were areal hit.” She winks my way and a chill runs up my spine.

“Wait a minute,” Sebby squeaks. “Wasn't that the last thing that my Sebastian
nibbled on before kicking his way to the light?’

| clamp down on my lips to keep from saying yes out loud and simply give a little
nod.

As much as I'd like to play along and even ship a box straight to Keegan's home, |
just don’t feel asif I’ ve got time to beat around the whiskey-glazed bush.

“Keegan, you knew that man on a personal level, didn't you?’ | press gently, looking
her right in the eye as | ask the question and don’t let go.
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She givesfirst by way of lifting her chin asif | struck her.

“Yes, | did,” she says with a sigh. Her fingers trace the edge of a rose petal. “I'm
sorry, Lottie. | realize that my true relationship with the man will come out in the end,
but | can’'t say a wordto you without speaking to my children first. They would never
forgive me.”

Her true relationship?
| blink, stunned.

Thisisn't at al what | expected. | thought she might have known Sebastian as an
acguaintance or afriend, but her tone suggests something far more serious.

“She’s going to confess!” Sebby cries. “ Stop her, Lolital Muzzle her, fill her piehole
with flower petals, push her into the champagne fountain and maybe hold her head
down alittle while too long. | still have afew wild oats to sow.”

| shoot the homicidal fox alook for even suggesting it. While my present condition
might be conducive to a temporary insanity plea, | wouldn't risk even the most
curtailed prison stay in lieu of missing time with my precious babies—and | include
LylaNell and Evie in that number, too.

| clear my throat as | look at the woman. “I completely understand,” | say, even
though | don’t. “Family comesfirst.”

“Indeed,” she says, tossing a wreath she just fashioned out of chamomile flowers,



“ Although sometimes family is precisely the problem.”

Sebby flops dramatically across the table. “What does she mean byfamily? She
wasn't Sebby’ s family. His sister had a much more pronounced snout.”

“Believe me”"—I say to the woman—*1 know all about family trouble.”

Were her words a dig at my relationship with Eliza and what happened last night?

| shake my head at the thought. Regardless, I'm not here to point a finger at the
innocent even if she feels the need to. And if she feels the need to, then it makes me
feel as if she's twice as guilty for trying to get the limelight off of her and onto
someoneelse. A much easier target, might | add, considering Eliza's inadvertent red
gloves she was sporting last night.

“Keegan, could you at least tell me if you know who might have wanted Sebastian
Gallagher dead?’ | press not so gently thistime.

Keegan looks my way and her eyes are as sharp as the shears in her hand. “Who
didn’t?’ she says with alaugh. “ Sebastian had a gift for making enemies.” She leans
forward, lowering her voice. “I know your relation to Eliza. I'm sorry, Lottie, but not
only was the woman at the scene of the crime, but | think she may have had a very
good motive.”

My heart sinks for a moment. “What would that be?’ | gird myself for whatever lieis
about to sail from Keegan Meryl’s mouth. It's clear she’'s dead set on pushing my
focus onto poor Eliza and off ofher.

She shakes her head and her blonde hair catches the light. “If my suspicions are right,
then that’s her story to tell, not mine.”



“Oh, come on!” Sebby protests, his tail puffing up in indignation. “You can't just
drop a bomb like that and clam up. That’s like serving a cupcake with no frosting!”

| wholeheartedly agree.

A sudden commotion erupts from the direction of the house. The unmistakable
opening strains of “Pomp and Circumstance” blare from what must be professional-
grade speakers, causing at least a thousand birds to take flight from nearby trees.

Keegan rises while dusting off her immaculate garden dress. “It seems the guest of
honor is making her entrance.”

| somehow manage to make my way to my poor feet, too. These days the twins make
the otherwise ssimple maneuver something between a yoga pose and an Olympic
event.

The music picks up in volume and the crowd begins to scream and clap.

“This should be interesting,” Sebby says“A three-year-old with her own
processional. What atimeto be alive. Ordeadin my case.”

We turn toward the house just as a hot pink spotlight hits the back patio. A small
figure appears at the top of the grand outdoor staircase, draped in what looks like
enough pink tulle to upholster a small country. Little Fondu—and | will never say
that name without craving bowls full of melted cheese—stands frozen, clearly
overwhelmed by the sea of expectant faces below.

Poor thing.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” booms an unseen voice that sounds suspicioudly like it
belongs to a game show host—or at least the ghost of one. “I present to you the



birthday princess, Miss Fondu Rose Sparrow-Meryl!”

“Sparrow-Meryl.” Keegan nods my way before | can even make an internal quip
about the rhyming sensation. “That’s why my daughter-in-law chose to marry my
son. She said she aways wanted her surname to have a good besat to it. She's all
about aesthetics.” She ticks her head when she says it and suddenly, | feel sorry for
both the Sparrows and the Meryls.

Polite applause breaks out, punctuated by the click of expensive camera lenses as the
tiny princess begins her procession.

That’s when | spot Carlotta near the bottom of the stairs with two martini glasses in
hand, engaged in what appears to be an intense debate with the unicorn handler.
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“Oh no,” | moan because, let’s face it, I've trained to spot a Carlotta catastrophe a
light year away.

As Fondu takes her first tentative step down, Carlotta makes a sweeping gesture that
sends her martinis flying—right onto the pony in front of her.

The animal rears onto its hind legs, its unicorn horn tilting precariously before he
launches into the air like a glittery missile with a magnificent rainbow mane.

The tiny horse takes off with a start and screams abound, and Vivian unleashes an
entire litany of unholy expletives—some far more creative than | have ever heard
Carlotta string out and that’ s saying alot.

The crowd screams.

The birthday girl screams.

At least six different waiters make a mad dash after the rainbow-colored cutie, soon
followed by several of the mothers, then an entire herd of children, and before we
know it, the entire party has devolved into a chaotic conga line led by the quasi-
mythical creature.

Keegan tosses her bouquet aside and lifts her dress at the knees as if she, too, were
about to engage in a full-blown sprint. But before she can take a step, the unhinged

unicorn dives right into the seven-tiered birthday cake with a satisfying thud.

The cake explodes, the conga line comes to an abrupt stop, causing the masses to



tumble backward like arow of perfectly set dominos, and more expletives ring out all
around.

“My masterpiece of a party!” Vivian wails as she shakes her fists at the sky. Then in
three angry stomps she lands in front of the mother of all this destruction, none other
than my own biological mother, Carlotta. “YOU!” Vivian's scream could shatter
crystal.

Carlotta backs away with her hands raised in surrender. “In my defense, that unicorn
iIsaboozer if ever there was one.”

Chaos erupts—mostly from the owner of said boozer. Vivian lunges forward, with
her designer heels sinking into the manicured lawn as she charges toward Carlotta.

The birthday girl begins to wail twice as loud. The unicorn is busy eating its fill of
what 1ooks like a luscious vanilla cake withraspberries and cream filling before he
decides he's had enough of the sugary nonsense and trots directly through the buffet
table, sending canapés flying like tiny edible frisbees.

Shoot.

| knew | should have loaded up while | had the chance.

“1 should probably...” | gesture vaguely toward the escalating disaster.

Keegan hands me a hastily assembled wreath of clovers. “For luck. Something tells
meyou'll need it.”

Sebby chortles as he strides by my waddling side. “And here | thought the afterlife
was where al the good parties happened! 1I’d better help clean up the mess. Dead or
alive, I'll never say no to cake.” He takes off and I’'m tempted to follow along and do



my part in cleaning up the mess, too. After al, | have not and will not ever say no to
cake.

And | won't say no to bringing akiller to justice as well.

I’ ve already established the fact that Keegan is hiding something. And ironically, she
seemsto think that Elizais hiding something.

Carlottaruns this way with Vivian hot on her heels.

“Throw methe keys, Lot Lot!”

| do just that, and Carlotta misses and my six-pound keyring pegs Vivian right in the
forehead.

“Oh geez!” I'm about to waddle her way or in the least make a run for it myself when
my phone pings.

It'satext from Evie.

Mom something’ s happened to Dad. He's missing. | think he’s been kidnapped.

NOAH

The precinct is far too boisterous today, and my desk is far too messy. It's not
anywhere near quitting time, but my mind left the building about an hour ago.

| glance at the new file that materialized this morning, the one with Sebastian
Gallagher’ s name stamped acrossit.

How is it possible that Eliza Baxter, of all people, is the only viable suspect so far in



this case?
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Could someone have set Eliza up?
But why?

She says she didn't know the man. Although according to footage from the
community center, she clearly had words with him. But I’'ve known Eliza long
enough to realize that if any stranger gets on her bad side, she will most certainly
have words with them.

In fact, alot of people seemed to have words with Sebastian Gallagher that night, and
my homework is to question each and every one of them. It should be easy—each one
was a redhead, with the exception of Eliza.

Now all | haveto do isask around if anyone saw where the redheads went.

I’ve never felt so conflicted in all my life about a case. Part of me wants to follow
procedure and let the evidence lead where it may. The other part knows Eliza
wouldn’t kill aman, no matter how much he deserved it.

My phone buzzes on my desk and | pull it over to see atext from Lottie.

Noah, | can't seem to get ahold of Everett! Evie has been trying to get in touch with
him all afternoon and I've been trying for the last twenty minutes. I'm starting to

think her theory about Everett being kidnapped is accurate. Help!

“What?’ | squint at the phone for amoment and read the message again.



| text right back.

Where are you?

She answersright away.

At the bakery. And don’t bother going to the courthouse to track him down. | called
and they said he was a no-show today. | called Red Satin, his mother, his sister, and
Haley as well, and no one has any clue where he might be. Noah, I’'m worried. Very,
very worried.

| growl at the screen just reading it. The last thing that Everett or | want is very, very
worried Lottie Lemon. A very, very worried Lottie is a Lottie who makes rash
decisions, like confronting murderers or breaking into suspicious warehouses.

| tell Lottie to stay put, grab my coat, and try to call Everett as | race out the door. It
goes straight to voicemail.

| have no doubt Lottie has done her due diligence, so | don't bother going to the
courthouse and head straight for Honey Hollow. I’'ll admit, | sped al the way and
twice was tempted to put the siren device on the roof of my truck just to part the Red
Sea so | could make it to the bakery faster.

Visions of Everett in trouble—or worse, Lottie going to find Everett in
trouble—propel my foot to press harder on the accelerator.

A parking spot opens up out front of the Cutie Pie Bakery and | grab it before
jumping out of my truck and racing inside. The bell above the door jingles merrily,

completely at odds with the anxiety coursing through my veins.

The warm scent of sugar and cinnamon hits me like a brick wall, and it's a stark



contrast to the tension on Lottie' sface as | spot her sitting at the counter with a small
crowd gathered around her.

“I'm here, Lot,” | say, making my way to her and pulling her in. Her body feels so
tight, she’swound tight like a spring. “Where's Lyla Nell?’

“Back there with my mother.” Lottie hitches her head toward the front, and sure
enough, | see Miranda seated with Lyla Nell as the two of them share a platter of
green frosted cookies.

At least someone is enjoying themselves. I’m about to look away when | do a double
take.

Why in the world does Lyla Nell’ s face look as if she was trying out for the circus?

On second thought, a circus clown might have less makeup.

And is she wearing false eyelashes?

“Well, well, Detective Hercules arrives in record time,” my own mother announces
from behind the counter. Her blonde bangs sweep across her forehead as she gives
me that knowing look, the one that somehow manages to be both judgmental
andsimultaneously smug. “I clocked you at twelve minutes from when Lottie texted.
That’s impressive even for you, Noah.”

“Mom”—I start to defend my herculean timing, but Lily cuts me off.

“Maybe Everett finaly came to his senses,” Lily suggests, arranging a tray of
macarons with far too much precision for someone who isn’'t avoiding eye contact
with me. “Maybe he realized what he signed up for with thatLemonof his and took
off before the double trouble arrives.”



“Lily,” Lottie gasps.

“What?’" Lily shrugs. “Some men aren’t built for fatherhood. Especialy not men like
Everett. He' s built for speed when it comes to the female gender and doing things to
said females behind closed doorsthat areillegal in at least sixty states.”
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| shake my head at Lottie because it’ s just not worth correcting.

My mother tips her head. “Or maybe he came to his senses and is hoping Noah will
jump back on the Lottie Express and take over for him, which, as evidenced by how
quickly he got here, has already happened.”

“Newsflash, Mom”—I nod her way—*“1 never left.”

“Oh,please.” Carlotta waves a dismissive hand as she pipes up, and it’s only then |
notice her face is colored in like a rainbow and her nails are glittering in a blinding
manner as if she had dipped her fingernails in glitter. “You're all being ridiculous.
Has anyone considered that Sexy might just be at home taking a snooze?’ She
examines her nails, and they shine so bright they could probably stop traffic. “Did
you ever think of that, Lolita?’ She cocks her head at Lottie. “Maybe he wants some
peace and quiet before the little yippers arrive, and he knows having a ditch day isthe
only way to get it?’

“A nap? Lottie's voice climbs half an octave. “Everett doesn't nap or snooze. He
doesn’t even sleep. I’ m pretty sure he justpowers down for four hours and reboots. He
has more energy than Lyla Nell does on any given day.”

Carlotta rolls her eyes. “Everyone naps, Lot Lot. Even the perpetually wound-up
judgmental types.Especiallythem.”

“I"ll check the security cameras and see if his truck isin the driveway,” | say, doing
just that.



Sure enough, Everett’'s deek black truck is parked in its usual spot, looking like it
hasn’t moved al day.

“Oh no.” Lottie’ s face goes pale. “ Something really terrible must have happened if he
never left the house. | bet he needs our help. What if he fell? What if he's
unconscious? What if —"

“He's not alive,” Lily finishes for her, and all eyes narrow on her. “What? I’'m just
saying. It's happened before—especially when Lottie is concerned.” She shrugs at
her boss. “Y ou do have a certain effect on the mortality rate in this town.”

“Grab Lyla Nell,” Lottie cals out, already waddling toward the door with surprising
speed for someone carrying two entire humans. “We're headed home.”

| don’t argue, | simply just follow orders. | scoop up Lyla Nell from Miranda with a
hurried explanation and help strap her into Lottie’'s minivan. Carlotta jumps in the
passenger seat while | jJump into my own truck and we race across town all the way to
Country Cottage Road.

| pull into the driveway, brake hard, and jump out of the truck before the engine stops
rumbling. In less than three seconds | sprint to the front door, fishing out the key
Lottie gave me years ago. My cop instincts kick in as | approach with caution,
listening for disturbances, and checking for signs of forced entry. But all rational
thought dissolves when | hear Lottie s panicked breathing behind me.

| swing the door open and race inside, immediately losing traction on the stone floor.
My boots dlide as if I’m trying to stealhome at the World Series, and my arms do the
windmill in a desperate attempt to stay upright.

“Everett?’ | call out so loud my voice echoes across the walls and two balls of white
fluff scatter in my presence.



“Noah?’ Everett shouts back. “KEEP LEMON OUT OF THE HOUSE!”

EVERETT

“Geez,” Noah shouts as he glides his way into the kitchen and nearly passes me by as
If he werefloating on air. “ Everett?’

“Right here,” | grunt, still flat on my back from the fall | took this morning.

“What the hell?” Noah barks. “What’s happening to the floors? | think you need to
fire your housekeeper.”

“Believe me, I'm on it.” | blow out a breath. “Only in this case, the housekeeper is
me. The real housekeeper had a family emergency, so | thought I’d pinch-hit. I'm an
idiot who thought I could clean limestone without professional training.” | groan, not
bothering to move. “I’ve been down here since this morning. My phone is under the
fridge. Please tell me, you're not letting Lemon set foot in this place.”

“Lottie, make sure you stay outside,” Noah calls out. “Everett tried to clean and
turned this place into an ice rink.” He slogs his way over and winces at me. “So,
what’s going on?’

“l thought I'd spend the day counting the speckles on the ceiling. You're the big
detective. What do you think is going on? | did a somersault and landed flat on my
back, threw it out in theprocess. | can’t move two inches without a hot poker shooting

up my spine.”

Noah's eyebrows hike a notch. “You know Lottie thinks you've been kidnapped,
right? She's mobilized half the town.”

“Of course, she has,” | sigh. “I’d get up to deal with the fallout, but I’'m pretty sure



my L4 vertebra has lodged itself somewhere near my kidneys.”

“I"ll call an ambulance.”

“No, don't do that. | just need you to help me up. As long as | can make it to the
couch, | should be fine.”

| lift my hand his way, but before Noah can ice skate over, a gray-headed hurricane
glides into the room howling and screaming, and all around having a good time.

“Carlotta,” Noah shouts. “Slow down, you can really hurt yourself in here. Case in
point, the judge splayed out on the floor.”

But Carlotta is oblivious to his threats because she already has enough inertia going
to launch her to the moon. Unlike Noah, she doesn’'t attempt to slow down. She
barrels forward with her armsflailing like mad.
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“Sexy!You're alive,” she screeches, diding across the freshly polished floor like a
bedazzled hockey puck.

“Carlotta,stop,” Noah and | shout in unison, but it stoo late.
She crashes into the kitchen island, sending perfectly arranged copper pots and pans
raining down from the overhead rack. And it sounds a lot like someone dropped a

drum set down aflight of stairs.

Carlotta, not being one to fall gracefully, pinwheels backward and directly toward
me.

“Geez.” | wince.

| can’t move, can’'t dodge—I’'m more or less a helpless target.

She lands directly on top of me, knocking what little breath | had left completely out
of my lungs. And somehow—because theuniverse has a twisted sense of humor or
Carlotta has very good aim—we end up face-to-face, lip-to-lip.

For one horrifying microsecond, Carlottaand | are al but kissing on the kitchen floor.
“Get off of him,” Noah gruffs as he attempts to pluck her away, but not before | get
new pain from her elbow in my sternum, adding to my collection of injuries. “All

right, Carlotta, stop trying to steal first base.”

“Please,” Carlotta huffs, trying to right herself but only managing to dig her knee into



my thigh and | grunt hard because of it. A few inches north and I'd be in a whole
different world of hurt. “I’ve had better kisses from my great-aunt Mildred's
taxidermied poodle,” she snips as she claws her way to her feet. “Put a little oomph
into it next time, Sexy. It’s like you don’t even care.”

“Everett, is everything okay?’ Lemon shouts from the front door and | shake my head
at Noah.

“Tell her I'mfine.”

“He's laid up, toes to the ceiling, can't move, and his phone is under the fridge,”
Noah says with a deranged grin. “He greased the floors with enough furniture polish
to host the Stanley Cup finals right in your living room.”

A groan comes from the other room. She' s not thrilled, but then neither am I.

“I can't live like this,” Carlotta says with her hands on her hips. “Where am |
supposed to go?”’

| lock eyes with Noah, who shakes his head frantically.

“Go with Noah, across the street,” | reply without hesitation, ignoring his dagger-
filled glare. “His cabin is plenty big enough to house you, Lemon, and Lyla Nell for
the night until | can get someone out here to strip the floors—or rip them out.”

Carlottatips her head my way. “That’s Sexy flexing his funds.”

Noah chuckles my way. “And yet al the money in the world couldn’t save you from
yourself.”

As Noah helps me to my feet—every joint in me protests the movement—I realize



that surviving eight hours stranded on my kitchen floor might have been the easy part
of my day. The real chalenge will be surviving the night knowing Lemon will be in
his bed instead of mine.

Hopefully, Noah will have enough sense to let her have his bedroom to herself. But
something tells me he won't.

Whereisakiller when you need one?

NOAH

Ican’t stop smiling as | settle behind my desk.

It's the next afternoon, and my mind keeps replaying last night on an endless loop.
Who knew Everett’s little foray into domestication disasters would turn out to be the
best thing to happen to me all night, all month—heck, allyear?

The original plan was for Carlotta to bunk at my place, too, but she took one look
around at the tower of empty pizza boxes and declared it an affront to her aesthetic
sensibilities before promptly vacating the premises. Within twenty minutes, she'd
called Mayor Nash and sweet-talked her way into his bedroom. Some people would
call that alucky break. | call it divine intervention.

That left just Lottie and Lyla Nell in my cabin—exactly where they belonged, even if
it was just for one night. After dinner (pizzafrom Mangias, our favorite) and bathtime
for Lyla Nell (which somehow resulted in more water on me than on her), Lottie
crawled right into my bed and so did Lyla Nell.

| had the privilege of reading them both a bedtime story, and once they fell asleep, |
did, too. It was bliss sleeping in the samebed as Lottie again. And having Lyla Nell
sleeping between us felt like heaven on top of that.



| chuckle at the thought, shuffling papers I’'m not actually reading. The case files on
my desk should have my full attention, but they don’'t stand a chance against the
memory of Lottie's sleepy smile this morning when she found me making pancakes.

Everett fared just fine himself, from what | heard. Evie came home from college and
spent the night mopping the floors and tending to her laid-up father. They, too, split a
pizza along with a bag full of Chinese food from the Wicked Wok. | don’t feel sorry
for himin the least.
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In fact, Evie had Everett’s doctor do a home visit, and they prescribed a few days of
bed rest.

And Lottie didn’t bother hiding her delight at that prescription. How the tables have
turned—Mr. | Never Stop Moving finally forced to lie still while his very pregnant
wife waddles circles around him. Poetic justice at its finest.

Regardless, getting Everett out of the picture for one night felt... wonderful.
Necessary. Like coming up for air after being underwater too long.

Too bad there isn't some specialist | could consult about making this a more
permanent arrangement. Maybe someone with experience in, shall we say, removing
moving obstacles.

| shake my head at my own dark joke. I'm kidding, of course.
Mostly.

A brisk knock interrupts my felonious daydreaming, and before I can respond, the
door swings open. Eliza Baxter herself strides in wearing along cream-colored coat,
her dark hair swept neatly into a bun. Speaking of someone with a potential talent for
problem-solving of the permanent variety—or at least that’'s what the facts have
determined.

“Eliza?’ | stand, and she waves me to sit back down before doing the same across
from me.



“Good afternoon,” | tell her. “What can | do for you?’

She frowns my way and sighs. “It’s not what you can do for me. It's what | can do
foryou.”

| inch back, amused and yet slightly alarmed. “What would that be?’

Eliza meets my eyes with her steely gaze. “I’m here to confess.”

LOTTIE

The bakery hums with the whir of the industrial mixer battling with the chime on the
front door, along with the happy chatter of customers who can’'t seem to start their
day without a sugar rush by yourstruly.

The scent of fresh cinnamon rolls mingles with the thick, heavenly scent of fresh
brewed coffee, and it creates that signature Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery perfume that
no department store could ever bottle. Although if it could, it would make afortune.

| balance atray of shamrock-shaped cookies with my forearm while my bump—now
visible from space—keeps those sweet treats at a precarious distance from my body.

| make my way behind the counter and begin boxing them up for a custom order.
Effie, Lily, and Suze are al busy aswell.

Everything seems to be selling this morning, but those whiskey-glazed donuts have
sold out twice aready.

It's sort of a known fact around here that if a body turns up with one of my sweet
treats on or near the poor soul who lost their life, well, that sweet treat turns into an
instant bestseller. And because of that fact alone, | can see why the conspiracy



theories would fly about yours truly as well. Not only do Idiscover the bodies, but my
desserts always seem to beat me to the punch.

“Good morning, Lottie,” Effie calls out while diding a tray of chocolate muffins into
the display case like the expert sheis. “How is Bed Rest Boy holding up?’

| snort out alaugh.

Everyone was worried over the fact that Everett might have indeed been kidnapped,
so | let them know exactly what happened in a group text last night.

“Poor Everett,” | say. “He s taking it about as well as a soufflé with a lammed door.
For someone who spent weeks lecturing me about taking it easy and staying off my
feet, Everett has the bed rest tolerance of atoddler on Halloween night. He's already
threatened to go to the courthouse a half a dozen times, and it’s not even noon.”

Lily laughs as she puts the finishing touches on three shamrock shakes—two for a
customer, and by the looks of it, one for her. That mountain of whipped cream sitting
over pastel green vanilla mint ice cream is waking up my appetite—not that it ever
went to sleep.

“Men are dways the worst patients,” Lily insists. “My grandmother used to say a
man with a cold thinks he' s dying, but awoman with pneumonia still makes dinner.”

“Amen to that,” Suze says with a nod.

“That’s the truth.” 1 nod, pulling another platter of my shamrock cookies out of the
refrigerated shelves. “Thank goodness Evie came home. She has him properly
terrorized into compliance. | caught her threatening to superglue him to the mattress
if he tried getting up one more time. Thankfully, Evie doesn’t have any morning
classes so she was able to ‘daddysit’ as she put it.”



“Like father, like daughter,” Suze quips from the register. “That girl is the only one
who can tell aman like that what’s what. She must get that from me.”

Suze has certainly told a man what’'s what before, but 1'd like to think Evie gets her
confidence around both men and women fromme—and, of course, Everett.

| bite back a response about what else Evie might have gotten from Suze—or rather
her influence. No sense poking that particular bear before I've had my third cup of
coffee of the day, even if it is decaf.
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The bell above the door jingles, and in struts Carlotta, looking like she stepped off the
cover of a magazine—if magazines featured women in red sequins with too much
perfume at eight in the morning. She's still wearing the same clothes from yesterday,
but her skin has a certain glow that suggests a good night’s sleep was not on her
agenda. Both of which are typical for her.

“Someone looks like they enjoyed their sleepover at the mayor’s house,” | say as |
pull a couple of whiskey-glazed donuts off the rack behind me and set them on a plate
for her.

Carlotta plops down in front of me and wastes no time in taking a bite. “Please, Lot.
Harry and | are far too sophisticated for sleepovers.” She wolfs down half her donut.
“We prefer the termadult recreational evening.”

Suze chortles at the thought.”Is that what the kids are calling it these days? We used
to call it getting lucky.”

“Not that it's anyone’'s beeswax” —Carlotta continues, gulping down another quick
bite—"but we ended up at the casino down in Leeds and got lucky there.” She
waggles her eyebrows. “Asin we found a dark corner and got lucky with each other.
Then | won three hundred bucks at the slots—turns out, I’'m good at pulling things.”

Lily nearly chokes on her shamrock shake.
“1 think those four-leaf clover cookies are really starting to pay off, Lot,” Carlotta

continues, unfazed. “Hand over another dozen, would you? | need all the luck | can
get before round two tonight.”



Suze is quick to oblige, packaging up cookies as if her own finances depended on it.
Most likely she's eager to get Carlotta out of the bakery because aside from the
morning and afternoon rush, it's Carlotta who keeps this place on its toes.

“Lottie’—Lily cranes her neck past me—“where’s Lyla Nell today? Don’'t tell me
you finally enrolled her in preschool.”

“She’s probably in the back,” Suze says with a frown. “Barking orders at the kitchen
staff as if she owns the place.” She shakes her head my way. “You and Noah are
raising quite the saucy bossy young miss, I’'ll have you know. Unlike little Levi and
Willow Grace—now those two are simply angels sent straight from heaven.”

Now it’s my turn to frown.

It's no secret that Suze has never cared for Lyla Néell, and it has more to do with the
fact she’'s never cared for me than it does anything with my sweet babe. But now that
Suze has two other grandchildren under her belt, it's clear she'll be favoring them
from here on out.

“Suze’—I start—*“Levi is eight months old and Willow Grace is eightweeksold.
They’ve hardly had a chance to bark out orders at anyone. Besides, Lyla Nell can be
an angel when she wantsto.”

| bite down on my lip because she is rather expressive about her needs. That’s called
confidence, isn't it?

| glance at Lily. “I haven't enrolled Lyla Néell for school yet.” I’'m about to tell her
exactly where LylaNell iswhen Lily startsin.

“Areyou kidding? Alex and | have already enrolled Levi,” she’s quick to tell me with
a bright green ice cream mustache onher lips from that yummy shamrock shake she's



been teasing me with. “The waitlist is years out. | doubt you'll ever get LylaNell in.”

| suck in a quick breath. Drats. | should ve jumped at the chance last year when
Lainey and Keelie were pressuring meto do it.

“So where is Little Yippy?' Carlotta asks while holding up another whiskey-glazed
donut. “Did you finally come to your senses and drop her off at the Honey Hollow
Fire Station?’

| make a face. “She’s at the B&B with my mother, insisting on a makeover. | think
that birthday party did her more harm than good. It took Noah and me amost an hour
to chip the diamonds off her fingers and toes last night. They were choking hazards,
you know. But Noah thinks it should be enough to pay for her college fund.”

“Forget the future—it can’'t get here soon enough.” Carlotta dismisses with awave. “I
want to talk about the here and now. Where are we headed off to today? Please tell
me it's somewhere with cocktails. Or suspects. Or preferably both. Gin for the win!”
I’d like to know where we' re headed off to myself.

Eliza Baxter, where are you, and what do you know?

| sigh, resting one hand on my belly while the twins do some serious Irish step
dancing on my bladder once again.

Out there somewhere between shamrocks and suspects, | have a feeling Eliza Baxter
holds the missing piece to this homicide, whether sherealizes it or not.

LOTTIE

Isnatch up a shamrock cookie to take the edge off these constant hunger pangs right



herein the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery.

“1 think | need to talk to Eliza,” | tell Carlotta in answer to her question. “But | have
no ideawhereto find her. | sent her atext this morning, but she hasn’t answered.”

“1 know where you can find her,” Suze says with a smug certainty in her voice that
makes me stop mid-bite with my own shamrock cookie.

“You do? | nibble away, but | don’t dare take my eyes off the know-it-all before me.
“Of course, | do. With a state this size, everyone knows everyone's business.” She

flips the bangs out of her eyes. “She’s headed to the Leprechaun Jubilee out in
Fallbrook this afternoon.”
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“The what now?’ | ask.

“The Leprechaun Jubilee,” Suze repeats, |ooking more than a little delighted to know
something | don’t. “It's an annual St. Patrick’s Day extravaganza that takes over the
Fallbrook fairgrounds each year. They’'ve got everything from Irish soda bread
competitions to Blarney Stone tossing contests. There' sCeltic ax throwing, traditional
Irish music, and enough craft beer to drown a leprechaun. Plus, those
ridiculousshillelagh showdownswhere grown men try to outdo each other with those
Irish walking sticks—all while wearing kilts.”

“Aren’t kilts a Scottish thing?’ | ask.
“Who cares?’ half the bakery saysin unison.

“Don’'t forget the food,” Lily chimes in. “My cousin’s boyfriend runs one of the
shepherd's pie stalls. Says he makes more in that one weekend than he does in a
month at his restaurant.”

“ And the whiskey-tasting pavilion is epic,” Effie adds with an all-too-knowing smile.
“My brother Nico judged it last year. He couldn’t remember his own name by the end
of the day, but he swears it wasworth it.”

“They also have that Irish Whiskey Cake Challenge where people compete to eat
these decadent, golden-brown cakes soaked in premium Irish whiskey,” Suze
continues. “Last year, Mayor Nash and Wiley nearly came to blows over who
finished more. Wiley was winning until Mayor Nash accused him of dropping slices
in his pants. It was the most ridiculous display of male competition I've ever



seen—well, until they moved on to the Bailey’s Cream Puff Sprint and transformed
their suits into what looked like cocaine kingpins caught in a sting operation gone
horribly wrong.”

“Cocaine kingpins aside—do you know for a fact Eliza will be there?’ | ask, amost
amused.

“She and just about anyone with or without Irish descent.” She shrugs. “That's
according to Wiley, who heard it from Todd at the hardware store, who's dating
Eliza's second cousin’s hairdresser. Ever since she snatched my husband away from
me, I’ ve been keeping tabs on the little hussy.”

| press my lips tight.

| don't even bother questioning Suze's oddball intelligence network. It sounds
frightening in its accuracy.

“Well, Carlotta’—I say, already mentally mapping the fastest route to Fallbrook—*it
sounds like we're headed to an Irish paradise. Between all that red hair and all that
Irish whiskey, that place is going to be nothing but a good time.”

Carlotta's eyes light up like she just found a diamond in her whiskey-glazed donut.
“Day drinking and detective work? Lottie, you really know exactly how to show a
girl agood time.”

Effie dides ato-go shamrock shake my way. “ Are you sure about this, Lottie? Everett
and Noah will have a conniption if they find out you’ re cooking up theories instead of
cooking up pastries.”

“What Everett and Noah don’t know won't hurt them,” | say, accepting the shamrock
shake with a heartfelt thanks, and don’'t waste a second before sucking half the



whipped cream right off the top. “Besides’—I say, coming up for air and with a dot
of whipped cream on my nose—"I’m just going to talk to my favorite mother-in-law.
It's completely innocent.”

Suze shoots me alook. “I always knew you liked her better.”

“Oh, please”—I can’'t seem to stop myself from rolling my eyes—*you’re not even
officially my mother-in-law. Noah and | are technically divorced, remember?’

To be truthful, | hardly remember. Noah does his best to make me feel asif we're still
together in just about every way. Case in point, waking up together in the very same
bed this morning. He's good, I'll give him that.

“Semantics.” Suze waves dismissively. “Once you've endured my daily critiques,
you're family for life. There’s no escape clause. There' s no resignation letter strong
enough to break that bond.”

| blink over at the woman. For someone who has gone out of her way to make sure |
know how glad she is that I'm out of her son’s life, she sure has a funny way of

showing she cares.

Carlotta belts out a laugh. “If enduring criticism made someone family, I’d be related
to half the men in Honey Hollow—and almost all the women.”

“1 was referring to my helpful suggestions’—Suze says—*“not criticism.”

“Inthat case—" Carlotta smirks. “1’d only be related to a quarter of them.”

| wipe the whipped cream from my nose. “If we're ranking mothers-in-law, Suze,
you' d definitely make the top five.” | bite back a smile.



Under normal circumstances, | would have bitten my tongue, but I’ve got all of these
feral hormones coursing through my veins and heaven knows the mood swings they
cause have to be directed somewhere.

“Top five?” Suze looks stymied. “But you' ve only got two of us.”

“Exactly,” Lily says with a grin. “What Lottie is trying to tell you is that you're
solidly in second place.” She winks my way and | just shake my head.

Keep laughing, Lily, | want to say. Soon enough, she, too, will be Suze' s daughter-in-
law and then we'll see what’s so funny.

“Don’t worry, Suzie Q,” Carlotta says, reaching for a third whiskey-glazed donut.
“Second place just means you're the first loser. That's practically winning in your
case.”

Suze narrows her eyes on Carlotta. “Remind me again why | haven't poisoned you
yet?
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“Because | make your life look good by comparison,” Carlotta says, taking yet
another daring bite out of her donut. “It’s called public service. You can thank me
anytime.”

“We're out the door in ten seconds,” | tell Carlotta while grabbing my purse. “And
try not to flirt with random strangers or stray unicorns thistime.”

“l can't make any promises, Lot. Redheads are my weakness. All that pent-up anger
from years of sunburns? Makes for explosive chemistry.”

“1’ve seen pictures of Mayor Nash when he was young,” | tell her. “He was certainly
aredhead.”

“That’swhy I’'m saving al my best moves for him.”

Carlotta and | say a quick goodbye to the staff as we dart for the door—Carlotta
Speeds, | waddle.

Something tells me that Eliza Baxter knows something about Sebastian Gallagher’s
last night on Earth.

And I'm going to do everything | can to get her to talk—even if it takes some Irish
whiskey to do it.

LOTTIE

Shockingly, it only took Carlotta and me less than fifteen minutes to get to Fallbrook.



With normal afternoon traffic, the trip should have been double that.

“It's as if we were in atime machine,” | say, stymied by how fast we arrived at our
destination. “1 swear, | wasn’t going any faster than usual.”

“1 hate to break it to you, Lot, but your foot weighs ten times as much as it usually
does. Y ou'’ ve been breaking speed limits and the sound barrier for the last six weeks.”

“Oh, for Pete’'s sake. Why haven’'t you said anything?’ | give an exasperated sigh as |
dlide into the first parking spot | see and kill the engine. “You do realize | drive with
precious cargo on board.”

“Yup, asin me,” she says, snapping off her seatbelt. “Besides, | don’t mind speeding.
It just means we get to where we need to be that much quicker. I'm not a fan of
wasting time. Speaking of which, let’'s dive into this redheaded playground and see
what’s cooking. I've always said a redhead in the streets means a firecracker in the
sheets—purely scientific observation, of course.” She smirks my way. “And before
you get all hoity-toityon me, relax. | called Harry and told him to put on a red wig
and meet me here.”

“There'sasmall mercy. | think.”

We get out and waddle our way into the St. Patrick’s Day festivities—and | do mean
we're both waddling. Me for obvious reasons, and Carlotta, well, | highly suspect the
dozen whiskey-glazed donuts that Suze did her way as we left the bakery has
something to do with it. She didn’t share a single one with me. Not that my sweet
babes need to appreciate the taste of whiskey so soon in their young lives.

“Would you look at this?’ | shake my head at the happy-go-lucky sights and sounds
al around us. Think Ireland meets St. Patrick’s Day on steroids and lots and lots of
redheads. And have | mentioned the redheads have shown up in fiery numbers today?



Again, it’s worth noting that the Red Seais alive and well and surging all around me
in human form.

“Sweet mother of Jameson,” Carlotta clucks as she surveys the festival grounds with
wide eyes. “The Leprechaun Jubilee looks as if St. Patrick’s Day had a wild night
with aroom full of redheads. It’s like every redheaded cousin from fifty miles around
decided today was the day to proudly display theirKiss Me, I'm 1/64th Irishheritage. |
haven’t seen this much Irish pride since your daddy got drunk and thought the great
love of hislife was a bottle of whiskey.”

| nod. “ Things would have been less complicated that way.”

The Leprechaun Jubilee is exactly what would happen if a St. Patrick’s Day pinata
exploded all over the county fairgrounds. Everywhere | look, there’s something
aggressively Irish—from emerald green banners flapping in the spring breeze to
inflatable leprechauns tall enough to require FAA clearance.

The air smells like adelicious culinary brawl is taking place between competing food
vendors with sizzling corned beef, freshly baked bread, and the unmistakable malty
siren song of beer that by the looks of it, has been dyed an unnatural shade of green.

“Now this’—Carlotta points hard to a group of men staggering around each with a
pint of green beer in their hands—"is what | call a proper celebration. None of that
namby-pamby Easter egg hunt nonsense. These people know how to party.”

She’'s not wrong. The festival grounds pulse with Irish folk music blasting from
multiple stages, creating a cacophony of competing fiddles and tin whistles. Children
dash past with faces painted green, chasing each other with plastic walking sticks that
I’m certain will result in at least one emergency room visit before the day is over.

But what really catches my eyeisthe hair.



“S0. Much. Red. Hair,” | say with a heavy sense of awe. “It looks as ethereal as it
doesvivid.”

“Yuppers. It's like walking through a forest where all the trees have been replaced by
flame-topped humans with a surprising capacity for beer consumption.”

“More like we've stumbled into a secret convention where al the world's redheads
finaly get the appreciation they deserve,” | correct as Carlotta and | wade deeper into
the crowd. “I’ ve never seen so much gorgeous auburn in one place—it’s like walking
through a sunset.”

“Nah. It's more like someone dumped a crate of Halloween wigs onto the
fairgrounds,” she shoots back. “It's a buffet of fiery hotness. And | may need to
sample everything on the menu.”

“We're here to find Eliza, not to hunt for your next questionable moral judgment,” |
remind her, although | know it’s futile. Once Carlotta is in hot pursuit mode, she's
pretty much unstoppable.
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“Why can’t | do both, Lot? Y ou know I’'m an excellent multitasker.”

Before | can come back with a rebuttal, a spray of pink and blue stars suddenly
materializes to our right, followed by the appearance of that cute little fox, Sebby,
who looks positively delighted by the festival atmosphere.

“Lolital” he happily greets me, and it only makes me frown at Carlotta for the
moniker-related slight. His ghostly tail swishes with excitement. “This place is
crawling with redheads! Sebastian always said redheads were the exact trouble he
was looking for, but he never mentioned they traveled in packs.”

“That’s how | prefer my men to travel,” Carlotta adds. “All the way to my bedroom.”

“1 prefer them traveling that way all the way to my den,” Sebby says. “Of course,
with the females of the bunch.”

I’m about to say something when Carlotta raises a finger my way. “Before you go
getting all self-righteous on us, just remember you got two baby daddies and you
slept with both of those men just this week alone.”

| roll my eyes. Even though it’ stechnically true, I’ll never admit it.

She nods my way. “Not to mention the fact the universe sent you afox to help solve a
case that happens to land on the same month the next batch of yippers is set to
deliver—and those yippers happen to belong to Sexy. | think the universe knows
things we don't, like maybe the fact Foxy is the daddy of one or more of those rugrats
crawling around in that giant belly of yours.”



“Oh, heisnot.” | go to swat her, but she ducks out of range. | steer Carlotta away
from a group of men throwing axes at shamrock-painted targets. Carlotta and axes
can be alethal combination. Carlotta and men aren’t such a great combo either. “ Suze
said that Eliza was volunteering at some booth.”

We meander through rows of vendors selling everything fromKiss Me, I'm IrishT-
shirts to authentic Celtic jewelry thatlooks suspicioudy like it was made in a factory
in China. After nearly being trampled by an impromptu Irish dancing flash mob, we
finaly spot a white tent with the wordsFallbrook Sourdough Societyemblazoned
across the top.

And to my delight there, behind a table laden with crusty loaves, a wooden cutting
board, and an array of gorgeous knives—some with etched silver, some with intricate
carvings, some looking as if they’ve seen sharper days—stands a tall woman with
razor-sharp cheekbones, auburn hair pulled back into a bun, and a ruby red smile for
everyone to see.

Glinda Van Jance doesn’'t look as if she belongsin atent full of bread. She looks like
she should be negotiating hostile corporate takeovers or modeling scarvesin Milan.

“Lottie Lemon,” she calls out when she spots us. “What brings you to the land of
leprechauns and green booze?’ She chortles out a jovial laugh as if she, too, has

imbibed the emerald spirit.

“Just soaking up the Irish culture,” | say as | waddle my way closer to the bustling
booth. “Glinda, thisis Carlotta, my?—"

“Her favorite mama.” Carlotta snatches up the woman’'s hand and gives it an
aggressive shake.

“Of course, | remember Carlotta.” She gives a nervous laugh. “It would be a crime



not to.” She cringes because | sense she realizes Carlottais a crime in and of herself.
“Can | interest you ladies in some sourdough loaves? They’re fresh baked right here
on the premises.”

“Yes,” | say, far too fast and eager. | can’'t help it. The twins were practically rooting
me on with their tandem kicking. “And | was also looking for my mother-in-law. |
heard Eliza Baxter might be around. Have you seen her?’

Glinda' s mouth falls open. “1 sure have. She just stepped away to deliver a specia
loaf to one of the judges’ tents,” Glinda explains, gesturing vaguely toward the other
side ofthe fairgrounds. “ She'll be back shortly. In the meantime, can | interest you in
the ancient art of sourdough first? Ireland has a long history of sourdough bread. In

fact, we even have sourdough Irish soda bread.”

Before | can say yea or nay, Glindais already lifting a glass jar containing what 1ooks
suspiciously like beige goop. But I’'m more than familiar with the contents.

“There are some very old secretsin thisjar,” she sayswith alaugh.

That jar might be bubbling with secrets, but here’s hoping Glinda Van Jance bubbles
out afew of her own.

LOTTIE

“This’—Glinda Van Jance announces while holding up the sourdough starter in a
glass Mason jar with the reverence usually reserved for religious artifacts—"is
Agatha Crustie. She’s my personal starter, going on seven years now.”

“Seven years?’ | muse. “I’'m impressed.”

Sebby moans from deeper in the tent as he shoves his face into a round loaf that is



suspiciously disappearing before our very eyes. “Tastes like home,” he sighs.

And I’'m left to wonder which home. I'm betting it’ s the heavenly one.

Carlottasniffs at thejar in Glinda' s hand. “Let me get this straight, Toots. Y ou hamed
your bread batter?’ she asks, peering dubiously at the bubbling mixture.

“Of course!” Glinda looks scandalized that there might be an option not to. “Every
proper sourdough starter deserves a name. It's a living thing, after all. Every yeast
colony hasits own personality.”

“1 named my first yeast infection, too,” Carlotta muses. “| called it Richard, after the
man who gave it to me.”

“Oh my word,” | hissas | swat her arm relentlessly. “Please ignore her,” I'm quick to
tell Glinda. “ She might have had a stroke that got rid of any filter she may have once
owned.”
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| know darn well that Carlotta wasn’t born with a filter of any kind. And because of
it, I'm standing here today. | guess | have Carlotta’ s misfortune to thank for my life,
LylaNell’s, and that of my twins. It really isasick and twisted world.

Glinda's eyes and mouth both round out. “Well, that’s... um, creative. Although our
sourdough names tend to be more pun-based. We've got members with starters
named Doughleen, Marilyn Mondough, Becky with the Good Bubbles, Sir Lawrence
of Doughrabia, Edgar Allen Dough, Vincent van Dough, Stinky Bubbles, Bread PFitt,
and my personal favorite, Clint Yeastwood.” She cringes in Carlotta' s direction as
she says that last part, fully expecting a dicey comeback.

Let'sfaceit, | expect one, too.

“Welp”—Carlotta holds up a finger—"if we're naming things that rise unexpectedly
and need constant attention, 1've got a whole black book full of suggestions that
would make your sourdough club clutch their pearls so hard they’ d leave marks.”
And, of course, Carlotta does not disappoint.

“Sebby,” | growl so loud half the women in the bustling booth turn this way. And in
no time the supernatural specter is front and center and at attention WITH A HALF-
EATEN LOAF CLUTCHED IN HISPAWS!

“Gah,” | shout as| grab it and shoveit in Carlotta’ s piehole asfast as | can.

Perfect.



Sebby floats above the scene, examining the jars of starter dough with fascination.
“In my day, bread was just bread. Now it has more names than European royalty.
Though | must say, there's a rather fetching red-furred vixen by the cider stand.
Ifyou’ll excuse me..” He dissolves into a shower of stars, off to pursue his
supernatural love interest.

Oh my word. Much like Carlotta, Sebby is proving to be useless and perhaps more
trouble than he's worth.

“I’ve named my sourdough starter, too,” | chime in. “Mine is called Little Dough
Peep. | keep it right next to my coffee maker.”

Carlotta snorts. “Is that what that goop is? | thought it was the result of Sexy trying to
cook something without adult supervision. It looked like it was plotting revenge.”

“Oh, for goodness' sake. When has Everett ever touched an oven?’ Good grief, did |
really say that out loud? “ So Glinda’—I manage to redirect my attention back on the
poor woman—-*1 just love your name. It’s so unique.”

“Eh.” Carlotta shrugs. “It’ s ripped right out of Oz.”

Glinda laughs. “That’s exactly where | got it. Oh, | just lovedThe Wizard of Ozwhen
| wasalittlegirl.”

“Me, too,” | tell her. “I was obsessed and watched it on repeat.”

Carlotta grunts, “ Sounds like | showed up right on time.”

| take a moment to frown at the woman. Carlotta didn’t show up in my life until afew
years ago.



| shake my head at the woman before us. “Glinda, how do you know Eliza again? Are
you in the same social circles?’

“We play bridge together once aweek,” she’s quick to remind me.

“Oh, that's right. She did mention that the other night.” | wince. “I swear, these
babies have gobbled up every last one of my brain cells.”

Glinda and Carlotta share a boisterous laugh, but | don’'t realy see anything funny
about it.

Glinda's perfectly manicured fingers tap against the counter. “Oh, well, as far as
Eliza goes, we also worked together througha few community service projects. You
know how it isin small towns—everyone ends up volunteering together eventually.”

Carlotta hitches her head to the side. “Fallbrook may be the town where everyone
volunteers together, but in Honey Hollow, wehomicidetogether. Ain't that right,
Lot?" She dlaps me hard over the back. “You might even say Lot Lot here is the
leader of the homicidal pack.”

Glinda' s eyes widen once again. “Lottie, weren't you the one who found Sebastian?’
She shakes her head. “I mean, obvioudly it was Eliza who found him first, but then
you showed up on the scene.”

| nod. “That’ s exactly what happened.” There’s no point denying it. “ And speaking of
Sebastian Gallagher? Did you know him, too?’ | keep my voice casua, as if | were
asking about the weather.

The briefest shadow passes over Glinda's face. “Not well. Our paths crossed
occasionally at charity events. The whiskey business and all that. He was aways
donating bottles for auctions. He seems quite generous. Those bottles don’t run



cheap.

“Ah, whiskey.” Carlotta perks up. “Now we're talking my love language.”

“Oh?’ Glindaturnsto Carlotta. “Do you have an interest in distillation?’

“Just in the consumption,” Carlotta assures her. “But I’ ve been known to mix a mean
cocktail. My Bloody Mary once made a man propose on the spot.”
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| lean her way. “Isthat the man you shot?’ |’ ve heard stories.
Carlotta gives aknowing nod my way and | quickly drop it.

“Digtillation is afascinating process,” Glinda continues, and there' s something almost
wistful in her voice. “I mean, the chemistry of it is what draws me in—converting
sugars to alcohol, controlling the environment. One wrong cal culationand the whole
batch isruined. Or worse.” She shoots a cold glance at the sky.

“Worse?” | prompt. “Don’'t tell me that whiskey has something in common with
sourdough starter—one wrong move and the entire thing can blow up on you.”

“Something like that.” She laughs. “Bad booze gives you bad hangovers. You learn to
appreciate quality when you've had time to—well, reflect on the aternatives.
“Speaking of quality”—Glinda pivots, reaching for a cloth-covered basket—“1’ ve got
a fresh batch coming out of the portable ovens. Would you like to try some? With
proper Irish butter, of course.”

The loaf she unveils sends a waft of yeasty perfume into the air that makes my mouth
water instantly. My cravings kick into overdrive as she glices the still-steaming bread,
revealing a perfect crumb structure with bubbles the size of quarters——which
reminds me, | haven't had a fried pickle in a hot minute. I' [l have to rectify that, and
soon.

“The fermentation process does produce trace amounts of alcohol, but it's baked off
during cooking,” Glinda says. “Go on, Lottie, it's perfectly safe.”



“You don't haveto tell metwice,” | say.
She hands me a piece that’ s still warm enough to melt the butter into glistening pools.
| take a bite and nearly groan out loud. The contrast between the crusty exterior and

the tangy, chewy interior is nothing short of miraculous.

The bread is warm, the butter is delicious, and suddenly it’s painfully obvious a
single slice—heck, a singleloaf—just won't be enough.

“This’—I declare between bites—" might be worth going to prison for.”
Glinda belts out a laugh, pausing mid-slice while her knuckles whiten around the
handle of a knife just for aheartbeat. “Well, that’s quite the endorsement. Although |

can assure you, no laws were broken in the making of this bread.”

“Glinda’—I lean in and snatch up another warm slice while I’'m there—"did you see
anything the other night that you thought was suspicious?’

She gives acool glance around and leans my way. “I did. | saw three things that made
me think twice after the fact. | saw an older blonde woman having it out with him.
And she looked plenty mad.”

“Wasthat Venus mother, Keegan?’

“Keegan, yes.” She snaps her fingers my way. “| was briefly introduced by her son-
in-law. | guess he was heading things up.”

| rack my brain trying to think if | saw Keegan getting testy with the deceased but
come up empty.

Glinda gives both Carlotta and me another slice of oven-hot sourdough. “Then | saw



Eliza having words with the man. Whatever he must have done or said to her really
set her off. Elizais one of the most even-keeled women | know.”

“Same,” | say through a mouthful of warm, buttery sourdough that makes my life feel
complete.

“And let’s see”—Glinda squints at the sky—*oh yes, there was a redhead, real pretty
thing that looked as if she wanted to throttle him. She's a popular realtor out here.”

“DellaCrane,” | say. Did | know she was arealtor? Oh goodness, | really should start
taking notes. That or deliver these babies. It would be nice to have a brain once again,
but then again, | suspect | won't be sleeping much for the next eighteen years
anyway. “| saw that as well. Anything else that you found suspicious?’

Her lips purse as she glances around once again. “I’'ll be honest, the man was as
handsome as the day is long. It wouldn’t surprise me at al to learn he was in a love
triangle of some sortwith those women. Y ou know the type, far too handsome for his
britches so he playsthe field.”

“Don’t they al.” Carlotta shakes her head as she helps herself to another slice. She
glances to our left just as an older man with athicket of crimson locks stops to admire
the sourdough display. “Well, howdy-do.” Carlotta doesn’'t waste any time before she

beginsflirting. “So, isyour hair that color al over, or just where the public can see?’

I’'m about to intervene before Carlotta gets us kicked out of the booth when
something across the crowded fairway catches my eye.

| gasp at the sight and grab ahold of my belly.

The twins had better hold on. We're in for a bumpy ride.



LOTTIE

My gasp is loud enough to draw Glinda's attention, and possibly shift one of the
twinsinto my chest cavity.

“What is it?’ Glinda asks, scanning the crowd for whatever caused my sudden mini
heart attack, and a heart attack isright. “Did you find Eliza?’

“No,” | flatline. | wish. “What | did find is my husband—who is supposed to be flat
on his back at home.”
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And he just so happens to be hobbling through the crowded festival like a wounded
leprechaun with not one but two tall gnarled wooden walking sticks of some sort
propping him up. And next to him, looking far too pleased with himself is Noah.

By the looks of it, they haven't spotted me yet.
“Here they come,” | multter.

“Who are they?’ Glinda squints in their direction. “Boy, they are a couple of
lookers.”

“Those are Lot Lot’s stalkers,” Carlotta answers for me. “And as their Irish luck
would have it, they’ve both been married to Lot Lot at one point or another. Lottie
Dottie here may look tame, but she's got some serious game—and far too many little
yippiesif you ask me.” She cups her hands around her mouth.“Well, well! Looks like
Sexy decided bed rest was for lesser mortals. And he's brought backup,” she teases.
“Nothing says ‘I don't trust my preggo wife' like bringing along the ex-husband to
help with surveillance.”

“l bet they tracked my phone,” | say, wagging the offending device their way. “I
knew | should have left it at the bakery.”

“Rookie mistake.” Carlotta nods. “ That’s why | leave mine with random men at bars.
It keeps everyone guessing.”

Everett spots us as if on cue and his face cycles through an impressive range of
emotions—relief, confusion, suspicion, and finally, that special brand of exasperation



he seems to reserve just for me.

Noah, on the other hand, simply crosses his arms and nods with that “I knew it” look
on his face that makes me want to pick up a sourdough roll and peg him with it.

Everett reaches us first, wincing with each step, but I'll admit, he looks darn good
doing it. Darn hormones. Okay, fine—hormones aside, judging by the women giving
both Noah and Everett a second look, they both look too darn good for their Irish

britches.

“Funny running into you here, Lemon.” Everett’s lips curve but as always, he's far
too stubborn to give asmile. “I thought you were spending the day at the bakery.”

“1 had a change of plans,” | say as sweetly as | can. “Funny running into you as well,
since you’'re supposed to be horizontal and immobile. | guess bed rest isn't so fun
when you' re the one being forced to the confines of a mattress.”
He frowns asif he wants to acknowledge this but knows better.

“The doctor said light movement would help.” Everett is smooth with the half-truth.

Carlotta belts out a laugh. “ Since when is navigating a busy, dizzy, redheaded love-
fest light movement?’

Noah clears his throat as they close in on us. “The real question is, why my mother
called in apanic saying you' d gone off to hunt akiller again.”

Both Carlotta and Glinda gasp at that one.

“Your mother has an overactive imagination,” | tell him. “That and she still has it out
for Everett’s mother for seemingly stealing her man. Speaking of which, | was just



stopping by to say hello to Eliza, that’s all.”

Everett’'s chest rises and falls. Of course, both he and Noah realize that my hello to
Eliza would have been followed up with an entire litany of questions, but that's
beside the point.

Everett’ s eyes widen at the mention of her.

“My mother?’ He inches back. “What would she be doing here?’

“Peddling sourdough,” Glinda says while offering both Noah and Everett a slice of
fresh baked bread and the crock of butter to go along with it.

They’re no fools. Within three seconds both sides are buttered and they’ re moaning in
gratitude.

Glindaleans my way. “You don't really think Elizais akiller, do you?’

| openly glare at Noah for obvious reasons. Way to get the homicide rumor mill
going. Not that Elizadidn’t do a good enough job on her own.

“No way,” | tell Glinda. “The woman is innocent as the day is long. | was actually
going to hit her up for some old baby pictures of my husband. I'm putting together a
scrapbook for the twins before they’re born. Just a little side project I’ ve taken on
with all my freetime.”

Both Noah and Everett raise a brow my way.
Okay, so it's a bald-faced lie—both the free time and the scrapbook. But the

scrapbook is an idea I’ ve been thinkingabout. The free time is more or less akin to
mythology at this point.



Maybe when Keelie and | move into a nursing home together one day we'll have a
little time on our hands. Maybe.

Sebby materializes between Noah and Everett, waving his ghostly paws in an
adorable manner. “She’'s herel The whiskey woman is coming this way, and she
hasmurderin her eyes!”
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“I knew it,” Carlotta crows. “I just knew Lizzy Baxter was a killer at heart. They
don’t make up playground chants for just any ol’ someone. Ask me how | know.”

“What playground chant?’ Glinda looks pale with terror.

Carlotta leans her way. “Lizzy Baxter took an ax and gave her husband forty whacks.
When she saw what she had done, she gave the next one forty-one.”

“That’'s absolutely horrific.” Glinda's hand flutters to her throat as if she might be
next.

“Kids are brutal.” Carlotta shrugs. “But they’re rarely wrong about who's got murder
in their blood.”

Eliza closes in on us with her dark hair swept back into a bun with a white apron
stamped with shamrocks tied over alime green dress—a designer dress, no doulbt.

“Everett?’ she scoffs at her son as if she's surprised to see him. “What are you doing
out of bed?’ Without waiting for an answer, her gaze lands on me. “And Lottie, what
a surprise.” Maybe so, but her tone suggests finding a roach in her morning coffee
would be less surprising. She winks over at Noah instead of offering up a reprimand,
sarcastic or otherwise.

Noah Fox might be getting off easy, but there’'s no way I’ m letting Eliza off the hook
for anything.

She knows something.



And heaven forbid she may havedonesomething.

Either way, | need to get to the bottom of this before a couple more of her
grandchildren are born.

LOTTIE

Before anyone can trade another barb, a sudden surge of festival-goers pushes
through the sourdough tent, nearly knocking over adisplay of artisanal bread baskets.

“Oh goodness,” Glinda exclaims, rushing to save the precious loaves of sourdough
from being trampled. “You'll have to excuse me. The one o’'clock rush is always
chaotic. People want something to soak up all that green beer.” She throws us an
apologetic smile. “Lovely seeing you al. Eliza, don’'t forget to take a few fresh loaves
for the rest of the judges!”

Glinda takes off to appease the bread-seeking crowd while Eliza turns to us with all
the enthusiasm of someone sitting down for aroot canal.

She takes a moment to frown my way. “I should be going as well. I’'m helping with
the whiskey cake-eating competition at the main pavilion,” she says, checking her
elegant silver watch that most likely cost as much as this entire shamrock-shaped
shindig did to put on. “The Boozy Bite Bonanza starts in fifteen minutes, and I’'m
needed at the judges' table.”

“A whiskey cake-eating competition?’ Noah perks up at the mention of the sweet yet
boozy treat. “What a coincidence. Everett and | were just about to sign up for that.”

Everett nods to his mother. “I suspect it might take my mind off the back pain.”

Carlotta chuckles at the thought. “Because nothing says spina recovery like a little



competitive eating. Nice try, Sexy.” She straightens with ajolt. “Wait just a whiskey
pickin’ minute...Whiskey? Cake? Competition? Why, those are my three favorite
words in the English language! I'm in.” She nudges me. “What better way to fatten
up those twins than with booze-infused baked goods?’

“Ooh,” Sebby muses. “Multitasking at its finest. I'll be on your team, Carlotta, since
Lolita seemsto have two extra helpers on hers.”

“Let’s show these leprechaun lovers how it’s done,” she tells him. “I’ve been a gold
digger since before it was trendy.”

“1 can vouch for that,” | say.

Eliza s lips purse like she's just bitten into a lemon. And since she's looking right at
me, I’m feeling like the Lemon in question.

“As a baker, Lottie, you should know that the alcohol bakes out of the batter,” she
informs me while lifting her chin. “It's perfectly safe. Care to show these three who's
boss? The cakes were provided by a competitor of yours out in Hollyhock.”

“Cupid’'s Sweet Concoctions?’ | ask and she affirms the fact with a nod. “Then I'm
in, too.”

Venus Finnegan’'s mother might be on the suspect list, but that won't stop me from
gobbling up all of the desserts | can get my hands on that her daughter bakes. Not to
mention she charges over twenty bucks a slice for just about any cake in her shop. In
that respect, this competition is a prudent financial decision.

Eliza s cool smile widens a notch. “My money is on you, Lottie.”

The compliment, while completely unexpected and perhaps dlightly backhanded,



catches me off guard.

“Why, Eliza’—I say with alaugh—"if | didn’t know better, I'd say you were trying
to get on my good side.”

A ghost of a smile flickers across her face. “Consider it a peace offering. Now, shall

we?’



Page 42

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 10:01 am

Less than five minutes later, Eliza ushers us into the Shamrock Sweets Pavilion, a
massive green-and-white striped tent with a wooden sign proclaiming thel3th Annual
Boozy Bite Bonanzahanging over the entrance. Inside, the air is thick with the heady
scent of whiskey, cinnamon, and the nerves of competitors preparing to test their
stomach capacity.

Long tables line the center of the tent, covered in green tablecloths and set with stacks
of plates. A banner stretches across the back wall showing a cartoon Ieprechaun with
disturbingly elastic cheeks stuffed with cake. Banjo music competes with the excited
chatter of spectators who seem to have gathered for what is apparently one of the
festival’s main attractions.

“Wow. This is quite the production,” | say as we're led to our assigned spots at the
competitor’ stable.

“Honey Hollow might have the market cornered on murder, but Fallbrook knows
how to throw a proper all-the-booze-you-can-eat contest,” Carlotta says, eyeing our
competition. “Don’'t worry, Lot. They al look like a bunch of namby-pamby
crybabies who can’t hold their liquor. We' ve got thisin the bag.”

| pet my belly and nod. “The babies and | are starved. These people don’t stand a
chance.”

We're al quickly seated and | catch both Noah and Everett rolling up their sleeves as
they land on either side of me. Carlotta and Sebby end up across from me and | can’t
help but notice thetroubling way Carlottais opening her mouth and twisting her jaw.



“Carlotta, knock that off,” | snip her way. “Someone is going to think you're having a
medical episode and call this whole thing off.”

“Quit your witchin’, Lot,” she snips back. “I’'m just stretching my jaw in afew warm-
up exercises | learned from some of the girls down at Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club.”

“What would the girls down at Red Satin need to stretch their jaws for?’ | ask.
“They’re strippers?’

“It's called aside gig, Lot,” she shoots back. “Not everyone lives in your happy little
murderous bubble.”

My eyes widen in an instant. “Never mind. Please don’'t extrapolate.”

Sebby lands on the table next to Carlotta and his ghostly tail swishes with excitement.
“I’ve got a hot tip for you ladies. The secret is to compact the cake with your tongue
against the roof of your mouth before swallowing—saves valuable chewing time!”

He no sooner says it than I’ m left to wonder if I’ ve ever chewed cake in my life. I'm
more of an inhaler myself.

“Welcome, contestants!” A booming voice draws my attention to the front of the tent,
where a man dressed as a leprechaun—complete with a fake orange beard and an
alarmingly tall green hat—stands on a small platform. “I’m your host, Lucky Larry,
and thisis the thirteenth annual Boozy Bite Bonanzal”

The crowd erupts in cheers. Apparently, competitive cake-eating is the height of
entertainment in Fallbrook. With the state of the world, | really can’t blame them.

“The rules are simple,” Lucky Larry continues. “You have exactly five minutes to
consume as much of our famous whiskey cake as possible. No hands allowed—face-



first eating only! The contestant who consumes the most cake will be declared
thechampion and win our grand prize—a year’s supply of O’'Malley’s Premium Irish
Whiskey and the coveted Golden Fork Trophy!”

Carlotta practically vibrates with excitement. “A year's supply of whiskey?' she
shouts with glee and the crowd cheers twice as hard. “Well, butter my sourdough
biscuits and call me lucky! My liver has been in training for this since 1975!”

The servers begin placing enormous platters of cake frosted in whipped cream in
front of each contestant. The whiskey scent is strong enough to make my eyes
water—or maybe that’s just hormones again. Either way, I’'m suddenly questioning
exactly how much alcohol evaporates in the baking process.

All of it as far as I’'m concerned at the moment. Nothing is going to keep me from
shoving my facein thefirst cake that lands in front of me.

“Remember, doll,” Sebby whispers to Carlotta. “It’s not about chewing—it’'s about
swallowing whole chunks at a time. Pretend you're a snake unhinging your jaw to
consume amouse!”

| lift abrow Carlotta’ s way because we both know she' s not far fromit.

Lucky Larry raises a green flag. “Competitors ready? On your marks... get set...
WHISKEY!”

The tent erupts in cheers as twenty faces simultaneously plunge into a lusciously
delicious whiskey cake. Lucky for me, the whiskey is faint, the whipped cream is
indulgent, and the vanilla cake is moist as can be. | try to follow Sebby’s disturbing
yet effective advice, but | end up gobbling down in large gulpsjust theway | likeit.

“Carlotta, what are you doing?’ Sebby shouts as she moans through every hite.



“You're doing it all wrong! There's no savoring in food-eating competitions. This
isn't awine tasting.” He tosses up his front paws. “Fine. If you want something done
right, you have to do it yourself.” He face-plants into the cake, and within seconds the
sweet treat dissolves before my eyes.

One of the twins gives a swift kick, then the other, and | get the hint. It’s time to kick
thisinto high whiskey cake-eating gear.

And | dojust that.

One cake after the other.

“TEN SECONDS REMAINING!” Lucky Larry shouts,

With a final heroic effort, | manage to shove in one more mouthful just as the timer
goes off.

“STOP! FORKS DOWN!" Lucky Larry shouts, despite the fact no forks were
harmed in the gulping down of these liquor-based concoctions.
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| sit back, breathing heavily with a mouth coated in whiskey. Carlotta looks blissfully
tipsy despite the alcohol being baked out. I’ [I be the last to explain science to her.

Noah appears slightly green around the gills. And Everett, somehow, has managed to
keep his dignity intact, with hardly a crumb on his shirt or a hint of whipped cream in
hisfive o’ clock shadow.

The judges move down the line, hemming and hawing, and tabulating.

I’m so full that a part of me wants to say I'll never eat cake again, but | think the
twinsand | know that’s not true.

Finally, Lucky Larry approaches the microphone, holding a golden trophy in the
shape of afork that looks tackier than most of Carlotta's holiday outfits—and that’s
saying alot since most of those are mine.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have a winner! By a margin of just two whole whiskey
cakes, our championis... LOTTIE LEMON!”

“What?’ | sit up anotch with a start.

“Oh, knock it off, Lot Lot,” Carlotta snarls. “Don’'t act so surprised. Anyone with a
free-loading pair of tenants taking up residence in their midsection has an unfair
advantage. You weren't eating for one—you were eating for a small Irish village.If
they gave medals for competitive breeding while competitive eating, you'd win that,

too.



Noah glances over at Everett. “And | guess we' d get an honorable mention.”

The crowd erupts on my behalf, and I'm ushered to the front to receive my trophy
and a certificate for a year’s supply of whiskey that | happily claim despite the fact
I”’m nine months pregnant.

Sure, there are gasps and even afew boos, but little do the naysayers know that I'll be
taking those bottles straight to my bakery.

“Congratulations,” Eliza says with genuine surprise as she hands me the golden fork.
“1 had no idea you had such—capacity.”

Everett wraps an arm around my shoulders. “1'd like to think | helped in a roundabout
Wa_y.”

A laugh bubbles from me. “WEéll, the twins were hungry,” | say, patting my belly. |
turn back to the unfortunate suspect at hand. “Eliza, do you have a minute to grab a
bite?’

“Are you still hungry?’ She rakes her eyes up and down my body as if I’m about to
commit acrime.

“No, but I’'m thirsty,” | tell her and Noah shoots me a look that saysnice save. Okay,
so it was a total cover-up. | can totally go for some corned beef brisket right about
now. “Besides, Everett and | would love to spend alittle time with you.”

“I"d love to, dear, but | promised the festival committee I'd finish cleaning up.
There's an Irish dance competition in this venue next. In fact, it starts in five

minutes.”

Before | can protest, she dlips into the crowd, leaving me standing with a golden fork,



cake all over my face, and the distinct feeling that Eliza Baxter is much better at
evasive maneuvers than anyone gives her credit for.

And it makes me wonder if she'sjust as good at evading a homicide.

But one way or another, I’m getting answers from Eliza Baxter—even if | have to eat
my way through every contest in this festival to corner her.

NOAH

|dive into the crowd right after Eliza and catch her by the elbow before she can leave
the venue.

The tent reeks of whiskey and sugar as a mob dressed in far too much green meanders
around us, and with far too much green beer in their hands, too.

Someone is playing fiddle music that feels a little too darn loud and a little too darn
cheerful for what’ s about to go down.

“Not so fast,” | say, steering her behind a tent pole for a little privacy. From here, |
can still see Everett and Lottie across the way. He's helping to wipe the cake off her
face while Carlotta says something that has Lottie laughing and Everett frowning.
Lottie is cradling that golden fork trophy she just won, and by the look on her face,
she’ s proud of the fact, too. | can’t blame her. I’m proud of Lottie, no matter what she
does.

Eliza s expensive perfume cuts through the scent of the whiskey cake, and it reminds
me of brewed tea stegped far too long. Her face is calm, but her eyes certainly aren’t.

They’re calculating. Worried. And from what | can tell, glancing for the nearest exit.

“Eliza’—I soften as | step in close—“don’'t you want to let Everett and Lottie in on



that little secret you spilled in myoffice?’ | offer a pleading look because deep down
she must know it would be best for everyone involved if they knew the truth as well.

“No.” Her jaw tightens and | can see Everett hovering in her features like a ghost.
“I"'m not ready.” She glances at Everett and Lottie. “Not here. Especially not with the
twins on the way. Not to mention Lottie and Lyla Nell are due to have a birthday in a
couple of days. Let them have their fun. I’'m certainly not signing up to ruin it for
them.”

A gust of cold air pushes into the tent and briefly clears the sugary scent that’'s
starting to kick my appetite back into gear. That whiskey cake was amazing, and
despite the fact | knocked back my fair share, | wouldn’t mind another bite.

“Why does this have to be all about me, anyway?’ she scoffs with her voice on edge
now. “It was years ago. Decades. Noah, we' re talking ancient history.”
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“Because right now, you're my number one suspect, Eliza. And as much as | hate to
say it, you're probably Lottie's number one suspect, too. You and | both know she’s
investigating this whether Everett and | want her to or not.”

That gets her attention. Her face goes pale in an instant.

“Look”—I sigh as | say it— “you're like a mother to me. | want you to know that if
you have anything else to say regarding Sebastian’s death, then I'm a safe place for

you.

For a split second, there's a dash of genuine fear in her eyes. Then in an instant it's
gone, replaced by cold, hard anger.

Eliza stares daggers at me, then looks across at Everett. He's wrapping his arms
around Lottie, grimacing from his back pain but smiling at something she said. They

look happy. Normal.

“I'm sorry, Noah.” Eliza closes her eyes for a moment. “I'm not having this
conversation again. Not now. Maybe not ever.”

As soon as she says those words, she walks straight out of the tent without looking
back. Without so much as a goodbye to Everett or Lottie.

| watch her leave, then look back at Lottie holding up her trophy for a photo. Everett
has his arm around her, and Carlottais being Carlotta.

They have no idea what’s coming.



EVERETT

Mangias Italian food.

Wicked Wok Chinese takeout.

A toddler who's decided her new life goal isto launch o mein across the living room.

And Carlotta with chopsticks. All here in my living room with far too much noise
happening at once.

Some might say thisis bordering on a nightmare. But that wouldn’t be me. | wouldn’t
want it any other way than it is right now—sans the searing pain in my back.

Noah sits across from me, digging into a pile of garlic knots while feeding every
other one to his golden retriever, Toby.

Evie sits next to Noah, happily plucking dumplings off his plate while he pretends not
to notice. Lyla Néll is covered in marinara, cheerfully feeding Waffles a noodle. And
Carlotta? She's holding her chopsticks as if she's about to stab a man. It would not
surprise me.

“Dad, you need to elevate your legs more,” Evie fusses, shoving another pillow under
my knees. She's been home from college for exactly twenty-four hours and has
already rearranged the entire living room into what she calls an optimal healing
environment. It looks more like atriage center if you ask me.

“1 hurt my back, not my leg,” | point out, but it’s useless. The pillows keep coming.

“Come on, Dad, you know the body is all connected,” she informs me with the
confidence of someone who took a single anatomy class. “The position of your legs



affects your spinal alignment.”

| don’t argue. It’s easier that way. Not to mention that actually made sense.

Lemon waddles in from the kitchen with a precarious stack of takeout containers
teetering on her belly, looking just one wobble away from disaster.

“Okay, who ordered the beef with broccoli?’ she calls out. “And where's my sweet
and sour chicken?’

“I’ve got something sweet and sour right here,” Carlotta announces, holding up a
bottle of whiskey that definitely wasn't part of our delivery order.

Noah pops up behind Lottie, relieving her of the containers before they empty their
contents at her feet.

Of course, he does. He's been playing hero al evening, opening containers, pouring
drinks, and generally being annoyingly helpful while I’'m trapped under what feels
like every pillow in the house.

“Lemon, take a seat,” | suggest. “Y ou shouldn’t be carrying anything after we trekked
around at the fairgrounds.”

“I’m pregnant, not incapacitated.” She pins a brief smile on her face and it lets me
know I’'m walking on thin ice, which is tantamount to what | had transformed the
floorsin this house to.

Thankfully, Evie was able to reverse the curse, as she put it. And reverse it she did.

Lemon will be back in our bed tonight. And regardless of whether or not I'm there
with her, I’'m just thankful Noah won't be anywhere near her in a horizontal position.
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“Besides’—Lemon adds, patting her belly with pride—"I just proved | have the
strongest stomach in this entire family. The twins and | can handle anything thrown
our way.”

“Says the woman who couldn’t get off the toilet for twenty minutes after we got
home,” Carlotta shoots back.

“Oversharing, Carlotta,” Lemon mutters.

Lyla Nell bops my way with her pigtails bouncing in turn. With each passing day, she
looks more like Noah and she wears his face better than he can ever hope to.

“Daddy haveboo-boo,” she announces as she grabs an afghan and proceeds to tuck
mein.

“Thank you, baby,” | say, bending over to drop a kiss on the top of her head. “I feel
much better now.”

“Daddy’s face needs pillow, too!” She proceeds to cover my face with a throw
pillow, which I'm fairly certain is attempted murder. Must be the Noah in her trying
to smother me.

“All right,” Lemon says as she plucks the pillow off my face. “Let’ s finish dinner.”
Within minutes another round of Chinese and Italian food abounds. The scent of

garlic, ginger, and tomato sauce creates a bizarre but not unpleasant fusion, and it's
one we' ve never turned down before.



“Why did we order from two different restaurants again?’ Carlotta asks no one in
particular. “Because we're a bunch of hungry geniuses, that’s why.” She belts out a
laugh and we all hold up either a container of Chinese food or a pizza slice to toast
the fact.

Lemon nods. “Not only that, but you can't expect a pregnant woman to choose
between pasta and lo mein. | think one of the twins prefers Mangias and the other

prefers the Wicked Wok.”

“1 keep telling you, one belongs to Foxy,” Carlotta says without missing a beat. “Why
do you think the universe sent this handsome little fox to help out with the case?’

“She’sgot apoint,” Evie says and | shoot her alook that saysEt tu?

Noah nods. “And | think the universe is making a point, too, Lot.” He winks my way.
“And just throwing this out there, but the name Noah works for aboy or agirl.”

“Then you better find someone else to procreate with, buddy,” | tell him.

“Speaking of names,” Evie says, pulling out her phone. “I’ve been working on a
spreadsheet filled with names you could use for the twins. I’ve got boy twin names,
girl twin names, and names that will work together if you get one of each. | have it all
organized by origin, meaning, and compatibility with Lemon-Baxter.”

“Y ou made a spreadsheet?’ Lemon looks genuinely touched.

“Of course, shedid,” | say proudly. “That’smy girl.”

“1 made one, too,” Noah offers, asif anyone asked him. “But mineis more of alist.”

“Of course, you did.” | frown hisway.



“1’ve been playing the baby name game, too,” Carlotta shouts, waving her chopsticks
dangerously close to her eyes. “What about Gin and Tonic? That's a pair of classics
that never go out of style.”

“We're not naming our children after liquor,” Lemon flatlines.

“Fine,” Carlotta huffs. “We'll stick to Jack and Daniel, then. It works for both boys or
girls.”

“It still falls under the liquor category,” Evie points out.

“Semantics,” Carlotta dismisses. “You say liquor, | say liquid inspiration.”

Lyla Nell does her best to crawl into Lemon’s lap. “Babies names, Elsa and Annal”
She giggles up a storm and claps her hands.

“Aww,” Lemon coos. “ Those are beautiful names.” I’m just not sure.

Lyla Nell’slittle mouth falls open. “Mickey and Minnie?’ Shetries again.

“Better yet, Bonnie and Clyde?’ Carlotta adds while slapping her thigh.

“Or Romeo and Juliet?” Noah suggests with a straight face.
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“Tragedies need not apply,” | tell him.

“Fair point.” He shrugs. “Maybe you'll find some good family names. You could
honor someone important to the both of you.”

Before either Lemon or | can respond, Lyla Nell begins to chase Pancake and
Waffles, and somehow manages to grab them both by the tails. Toby makes a run for
it and hides out behind one of the dining room chairs. He knows she’s coming for
him, too.

“All right, missy,” Lemon says. “It’s bathtime.”

“I'll give her abath,” Evie volunteers. “Mom, you should have your feet up, too.”
“Yup,” Noah agrees. “You and Everett are a couple of bookends, Lot.”

“Very funny,” she says, tossing athrow pillow at him. “I’ll help, Evie.”

They manage to herd Lyla Nell upstairs, and Carlotta stands to her feet with a groan.
“Come on, Sebby,” she says, hitching her head at thin air, although both Noah and |
realize that there is most certainly something there. Apparently, in this case it's afox.
“Let’sraid the fridge for cheesecake, then we'll head down to Red Satin and you can

watch al the foxy ladies. Harry and | are meeting there for nachos.”

| wait until she's out of earshot before flicking a pillow at Noah and he catches it
midair.



“No, neither of the twins is mine,” he says, flinging it back my way. “But I’ve still
got joint custody of your wife's common sense—and her heart.”

“ And the common sense would somehow be related to you?’ | ask, amused. “Y ou do
realize that | can still muster the strength to injure you.”

“All right, Toby, time to head across the street.” Noah laughs as he rises from his seat
and Toby shows up front and center, and so do Pancake and Waffles. Lyla Nell has
been a bit rough with them as of late. | wouldn’t be surprised to learn they, too, would
like alittle respite across the street.

“You're not going anywhere until you tell me what you and my mother were
discussing,” | say alittle rougher than intended. “I couldn’t get so much as a hello out

of her.”

And yet Noah seemed to extract a whole conversation. | was watching long enough to
observe the fact. She looked worried, almost pleading with him about something.

Noah’s eyes widen a notch before hislips clamp shut. He shakes his head my way.

“I’m sorry, buddy. But that conversation was strictly confidential .”

He wastes no time showing himself to the door, and I’ m left with more questions than
answers.

Carlotta darts out the door right after him and | decide to make the painful trek
upstairs.

Lemon and | put Lyla Nell to bed and kiss Evie goodnight as well. “Come here,
Judge Baxter,” Lemon says as she coaxes me into bed. “I think we need to examine
some evidence that proves not all your parts are out of commission.” Her smile is



equal parts sweet and wicked.

“Not even a broken back could stop me from delivering a verdict on that motion,” |
tell her, wincing as | slide between the sheets. “ Some cases deserve personal attention
from the bench.”

And | am more than happy to oblige.

LOTTIE

It's the very next day and I'm at the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, right where |
belong.

The afternoon rush has finaly ended, leaving behind the lingering scent of sugar,
yeast, and desperation—the last one being entirely mine.

The bakery counter looks like it survived a small cyclone, with display cases half-
empty and enough green sprinkles scattered across surfaces that from a distance look
like a freshly mowed lawn.

| collapse into a pastel chair at my favorite corner table, the one with the wobbly leg
that only I know how to balance just right, and stare at the mountain of custard-filled
donuts I've accumulated as my reward for surviving another day of smiling at
customers while housing two tiny humans who seem determined to practice their
kickboxing against my poor bladder.

And honestly? I’'m beginning to think they’re settling in for the long haul. By this
time with Lyla Nell, | was having nonstop Braxton Hicks contractions. And well,
those seemed to have curtailed a week ago. It's as if my babies have staged a coup
ofmy uterus and have decided that my body will be their home for the next eighteen
years.



Speaking of the twins, | pull out my to-do list, which has grown to such epic
proportions that it might as well qualify asthe Great American Novel.

St. Patrick’s Day is a mere day away, followed immediately by my birthday and Lyla
Nell’s birthday—on the very same day. Then there's the small matter of, oh, giving
birth to twins any day now. Although | think we've already established the fact the
birth in question is more or less a hypothetical event.
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Which might actually be a good thing because I’'m so far behind on everything that
‘behind’ has become my permanent state of mind.

“At least | ordered Lyla Nell’s birthday gifts online last night,” | mutter to myself,
taking a bite of a donut. The custard oozes out the other side, landing on my ever-
shrinking lap. Perfect. Just perfect.

A spray of blue and pink stars lights up the area in front of me, and within seconds
the cutest little white fox appears with his tiny nose and extra-long pink ears.

“S0 nice to see you, Lolita,” Sebby says, hopping down to the table and taking up a
custard-filled donut for himself. “It’s come to my attention, that this St. Patrick’s Day
celebration of yours is going to be one nonstop green extravaganza. The Emerald Isle
brought to life right herein little old Honey Hollow!”

“Youbetitis,” | say, licking the custard from the bottom of my donut before it makes
a break for it. Just the thought of all the excitement that will bring has me already
exhausted.

“And did | mention”—he pauses a moment to wolf down the glazed, custard-filled
wonder before snatching up another—*that the foxy ladies will be out in force? My
kind of foxy ladies, of course. Those enchanting woods just beyond town are
positively teeming with vixens ready for a spring fling.Something about the full
moon coinciding with your human celebration makes for quite the supernatural
soiree.”

“I'm glad someone here is having the luck of the Irish,” | respond, addingbuy



wrapping paperto my to-do list. How did | forget to order that last night? Do they
ship wrapping paper? Oh, forget it. I’ll dig out some gift bags that | saved from
Christmas. Lyla Nell won't care if Santa's face is plastered on half of her gifts.
ShelovesSanta.

Come to think of it, that might lead her to believe that he supplies her birthday gifts,
too. Although let’'s face it, those gifts | ordered were lukewarm at best. It might be
prudent to let Santa take the heat.

A thought comes to me. “Sebby, how exactly are you and those foxy mamas... You
know what? On second thought, | don’t think | want to know.”

“Wise choice,” Sebby agrees. “ Spectral liaisons are a complex topic that would make
your human brain short-circuit faster than plugging atoaster into a bathtub.”

Some of those things that happened in my bedroom last night were complex enough
to short-circuit even the most promiscuous human brain.

Everett Baxter really does have an entire litany of night moves that could make even
an aerialist question their expertise in human flexibility.

“Thanks for that lovely image regarding the bathtub,” | say, crossing offpink
streamersand addingsanityto the bottom of my list.

At least Lyla Nell is napping at Glam Glam’ s right now, giving me a precious hour of
peace to plan both our birthdays. Not that my birthday requires a single thing. I'm
content letting everyone forget al about it and shining the spotlight right on my sweet
baby girl.

My mother jumped at the chance to have uninterrupted Glam Glam time, which I'm
pretty sureis code for ‘let’s see how much sugar | can feed my granddaughter before



sending her home.’

But beggars can’'t be choosers, and right now, I'm begging for just enough time to
figure out how to organize a birthday party while nine months pregnant with the
world’s most active twins and hunting akiller on the side.

Just another whirlwind day in Honey Hollow.

Speaking of whirlwinds, | spot one just about to enter my shop.

LOTTIE

The bell above the door chimes, and Venus Finnegan glides in looking as put-
together as | am pulled-apart.

Her blonde hair is swept into a perfect updo, her spring dress unwrinkled despite the
March wind—with pink and white daisies printed over it. It's aimost as adorable as
sheis.

“Lottie,” she sings with a wave. “Just the baker | was hoping to see,” she says,
approaching my table with the grace of someone whose center of gravity hasn't been
hijacked by two tiny humans.

“Venus, what brings you by? Here for more of my addictive sweet treats?’ | say it
with awink because we both know her sweet treats might just be twice as addictive.

Sebby swipes a custard-filled donut from my plate. “I love your donuts.”
“Right on the money,” Venus trills again. “I’m here picking up afew dessert platters.

| ordered and paid for them online. I'm taking them to my sister-in-law’s. My baked
goods are dtill strictly verboten. Plus, she loved your cookies at Fondu's birthday



party and she's hosting a small get-together tonight. It’ ssort of a do-over without the
exploding cake and traumatized pony.”

| give a mournful laugh at the thought. “Well, your niece had quite the memorable
party.” | leave out the fact that I’ve had nightmares about that unicorn horn flying
through the air like a mythological missile.

“Memorable is one word for it.” Venusrolls her eyes.

“I'll say,” Sebby agrees.

“Try being related to the mastermind behind it all.” Venus gives a mournful chuckle.
“I"'m locked in for alifetime of memorable moments. Anyway, the platters are for the
do-over party. Only family this time around. Fondu’s other grandparents missed the
main event due to the fact they were ‘trapped’ on their yacht in the Bahamas.” She

saystrappedin air quotes.

“The struggleisreal,” | say with alittle alaugh.
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| wave over at Lily and ask her to retrieve Venus' treats for her.

And while Lily heads to the back to gather the order, | decide to seize the moment.
After al, I’m running out of time in more ways than one.

“Venus'—I begin carefully—"I was wondering if you spoke to your mother
about...” How in the world am | supposed to ask if her mother spilled some big, dark
family secret yet?

“Anything?’ She blinks my way.

Sebby tosses up his front paws in frustration. “You know, Lolita, you might get
further along in your casesif you simply finished your sentences.”

| shook him alook before wincing over at Venus because | can feel the truth bubbling
itsway up my throat. “ About Sebastian Gallagher?’

“Good going, Lolita” Sebby brazenly munches on a donut in front of the
nontelesensual among us. “Now ask if she's the killer. But if she is, don’t arrest her
until tomorrow night. Like Isaid, I’ ve heard great things about this Ieprechaun lunacy
about to take place on the big green day.”

But | don’t so much as glance at the spunky little specter. | can’'t take my eyes off
Venus.

Her smile freezes and suddenly looks a little brittle around the edges. “Sebastian
Gallagher?’



“Yes.” | give a quick glance around. “At Fondu's party, your mother said she had
something interesting to say about him, but she wouldn’t extrapolate.”

What she really said wasl realize that my true relationship with the man will come
out in the end, but | can't say a word to you without speaking to my children first.
They would never forgive me.l inadvertently frown at Venus. If | didn’t value our
relationship so much, | wouldn’t be beating around the bush.

Venus eyes round out in horror and her perfect composure cracks just enough to
confirm that I’ ve hit anerve.

“She’'sgoing to say it.” Sebby floats her way. “ She’ s going to confess!”

That’s not where | see this going, but perhaps a confession on behalf of her mother
would be on order.

Lily chooses that exact moment to return with a stack of pink bakery boxes,
completely obliviousto the tension crackling in the air.

“Here you go, Venus,” Lily announces with the somewhat faux cheer | expect her to
give to each and every customer. “Suze added a few extra macarons on the house.
She says they turned out too pretty to sell to regular customers.”

| try my hardest not to avert my eyes. | happened to think all of my desserts are
equally pretty, and | certainly like tosellthem to customers. That's what keeps the
lights on and Suze's bank account lined with green. Although | will agree to giving
Venus a few freebies. After al, | brought Carlotta to her niece's birthday party, and
we all know how that went.

“Thank Suze for me.” Venus accepts the boxes with a smile that looks forced.



Lily takes off and Venus turns back my way. “I’'m sorry, Lottie. | don’'t know of any
connection between my mother and Sebastian.”

My lips invert because that’s not what | asked. | ssmply asked if her mother said
anything about him.She’ sthe one that brought up the connection.

She turnsto leave, then pivots my way again.

“1 just thought of something.” Her lips twitch as if there was a whole other direction
she wanted to take this conversation. “Remember that redheaded woman who was
arguing with Sebastian that night when you and | came upon them?’

“DellaCrane?’ | perk up, nearly forgetting all about my custard donuts. Well, almost.

“That’'s the one. She was in my bakery this afternoon. | happened to overhear her
chatting with her friend. She said there was a big Irish feast tonight at a place called
O'Reilly’s Pub and Diner. The woman couldn’t stop raving about it. She asked if her
friend wanted to meet her there at five, but her friend said she couldn’t make it. Della
said she was going anyway. She said they have the best shepherd's pie this side of
Ireland.”

“ Shepherd’ s pie does sound delectable,” | say, nibbling on my thumb.

“1 thought so myself.” Venus looks rather proud for even suggesting it.

And don’'t think for a minute | don’t realize that I'm being manipulated. But, well,
she’sgood, I'll give her that.

She shrugs. “If you realy want to solve this case, and | know you well enough to
know that’s true, I’d hunt down Della Crane and see exactly what she has to hide.
The argument she had with Sebastian the night he died looked pretty brutal.”



Her phone pings, and she frowns at the screen. “I’m sorry, I’'m being reprimanded for
being late. My not-so-sweet sister-in-law says, if | don’t show up in the next twenty
minutes, she's replacing me as Fondu’ s godmother with her Pilates instructor.”

“Sounds like you’ d better hurry.”
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“I’ll see you tomorrow for the big parade,” she says with a wave. “Erin go bragh!”
With that, she's out the door in awhirl of perfume and let’ s be honest—deflection.

| pick up another custard donut while considering Venus' convenient subject change.
But before | can think too deeply about it, the door bangs open again and Carlotta
marches in, heads straight for my table, drops into the chair across from me, and
grabs a donut without so much as a hello.

“Don’t eat that donut,” | tell her just as Sebby snatches it from her lips.
“Hear that?’ he says her way. “Lolitaonly shares her donuts withme.”

“You shouldn’t fill up on them either,” | tell him, picking up my mile-long to-do list.
“We're going to dinner.”

Venus might think that Della Crane is hiding a few secrets, but it’s painfully obvious
that Venus is hiding a few secrets of her own—or more to the point, secrets that

belong to her mother.

Nevertheless, someone somewhere knows something about Sebastian Gallagher’s
death, and I’'m hoping that someone is Della Crane.

LOTTIE

O'Reilly’s Pub and Diner looks like St. Patrick himself bought out a party supply
store and went completely feral.



Green streamers drip from the ceiling like vines in a jungle, shamrock cutouts are
plastered over every inch of the walls, and every single person in here—without
exception—is drowning in emerald and looks as if they lost a fight with aleprechaun.
Think tall green hats, lots of fake orange bears, and a sea of emerald in every single
hue.

The dark oak furniture gleams under the dim lighting, giving the whole place a warm,
ancient feel despite the aggressive holiday decor. The music is loud, decidedly Irish,
and the thicket of people are chattering and laughing so loud it mimics the sound of
brewing thunder.

The scent of corned beef brisket hangs thick in the air like a carnivorous fog,
mingling with the yeasty tang of beer and the unmistakable aroma of deep-fried
everything. And judging by the enthusiastic Irish jig the twins are performing over
my bladder, they most certainly approve. Boy, they’re going to miss my bladder one
day.

“1 think | just gained five pounds walking through the door,” | mutter to Carlotta as
we step inside.

“That’s why | never bother looking at the scale,” she shoots back with her eyes
already scanning the bar patrons like a predator assessing the herd. “I find it’s best to
live in blissful, caloric ignorance, Lot. And that’s one of the reasons | don't feel bad
about hanging out at the bakery and eating all the dessert | want.”

“So, |I've noticed.”

A spray of pink and blue stars appears and soon that cute little furball with the big
funny ears and fluffy little tail materializes.

“Is this the bar?’ He startles as he takes a good gander at the place. “And look at all



of the beautiful human women with bright orange beards! | haven’t seen a good beard
on awoman since Sebastian’s mother.”

My mouth falls open at the inadvertent slight, although | suppose he's just telling the
truth.

Carlotta shrugs. “Once a year | ditch the electric shaver and let what the Good Lord
gave merunwild,” she says, scratching at her imaginary beard.

However, once a year during No-Shave November that beard isn't so imaginary.
Carlotta really does let loose and let her facial locks fall where they may. That's one
of the worst parts about the two of us looking so much alike. Come November
everyone knows exactly what I’d look like with a beard. Spoiler alert: It’s not a good
look.

“Remember,” | say to Carlotta. “We're going to slowly dig into this with her.”

It takes approximately three seconds to spot our target.

Della Crane sits perched on a barstool toward the middle of the counter, her vibrant
red hair standing out even in this sea of fake orange beards and |eprechaun hats. She's
wearinga tight green T-shirt that readsKiss Me, | Might Be Irish, and despite the fact
that Irish heritage might be wishful thinking, she certainly has ataker.

“There sheis.” | nod in Della sdirection. “And she’'s not alone.”

A man in a shamrock-patterned tie leans toward her, and by the looks of it he's far
too close for casual conversation. From Della srigid posture and forced smile, I'd say

his pseudo-Irish charm isfailing spectacularly.

“Watch and learn, Lot Lot,” Carlotta whispersit like the threat it is. “Thisis going to



be Irish poetry in motion.”

Before | properly threaten her right back within an inch of her bearded life, Carlotta
saunters over to the bar and deliberately bumps into Shamrock Tie Guy, causing him
to spill his green beer down the front of his white dress shirt.

“Oh, for shamrock’s sake,” Carlotta shouts with an Oscar-worthy performance. “Are
you aways this clumsy? Let me help you with that.” She proceeds to dab at his shirt
with a napkin, managing to make the stain both larger and somehow swing around to
both of hisarmpits. Now that’s not a good look either.

“I’ve got it,” the man says, backing away as if Carlotta might be contagious. He
wouldn’'t be entirely wrong in that respect either. He takes a better look at his newly
minted green armpits and wheezes. “Geez.” He looks from Carlotta to Della. “It's
fine. | just remembered | have somewhere to be.”

And with that, the seat on Della s left frees up and Carlotta plops down in it.
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| land in the seat to her right, effectively boxing her in, and my swollen feet are
thankful for small mercies, regardless of the fact that those mercies come in the form
of a hard barstool. Now to get some food in me. | open my purse and take a bite out
of one of the crullers | packed.Have donuts, will travelseems to be my motto these

days.
Delladoesn’'t even attempt to hide her relief as the man makes his hasty exit.

“Thanks,” she says to Carlotta. “He was about thirty seconds away from showing me
pictures of his pet iguana.Again.”

“lguana pictures are third-date material at the earliest,” Carlottais quick to inform. “I
once dated a man with a pet python. The jokes just write themselves with that one.”

Thankfully, she chooses to stop there.

“Do tell afew,” Sebby says, bouncing around on the bar in front of Carlotta with his
tail swishing like mad.

But before Carlotta can oblige our ghostly guest, the bartender—a burly man with an
obviously fake orange beard and a name tag that readsO’ Malley—approaches us with
amile-wide smile.

“Good evening, ladies,” he practically yodels. “You look like a fun bunch. How
about this—I give you the first drink free if you don leprechaun hats and orange
beards.” He quickly outfits the three of us with the hat and face fur, and since we're
not ones to look a gift-leprechaun in the mouth, we quickly oblige.



“Oh Lolita,” Sebby marvels as he floats around my head as if he's never seen a
woman with a beard before despite his hair-raising story about Sebastian’s mother.
Come to think of it, he's probably never seen a pregnant woman with a beard before
either. Although oddly enough, this orange furry nightmare once happened when |
was knocked up with Lyla Nell, too. “Lolita,” Sebby sighs as he looks at me moony-
eyed. “Be still my non-beating heart. I’ve never seen a human so beautiful. That
beard really does take your natural beauty to new heights.”

| make a face at him. It's nice to know if this bakery gig doesn’t work out, | can
alwaysjoin the circus.

The bartender nods our way once more. “What can | get for you girls?’

Carlotta raises her hand first. “I’ll have whatever has the highest acohol content and
the lowest shame factor.”

| avert my eyes because | know for a fact Carlotta doesn’t care about shame. If
anything, she’'sflirting shamelessly with the bartender at hand.

“One Leprechaun’s Curse, coming up.” O’ Malley nods, apparently understanding this
vague request.

“Guinness,” Dellasays quickly.

He turns to me and his eyes linger for a moment on my pregnant belly. “And for
you?’ He cringes slightly as he saysit.

“Something green, festive, and completely non-alcoholic,” | reply. “I'm the
designated everything these days.”

“Shamrock Shake with extra whipped cream it is.” He decides, already drifting away



to prepare our drinks.

“Well, look at you.” Della smiles with delight as she inspects my swollen midsection.
“You really bring new meaning to the wordsbelly up to the bar. And you hardly fit,”
she says with alaugh. “When are you due?’

“Right about now,” | tell her, and the woman’s eyes round out. “But it feels as if |
should have delivered last month. At this point, | think my body has forgotten what to

do and when.”

She gives a mournful laugh. “Well, | can tell by the way you're carrying that it's a
girl.” She grimaces dlightly. “A verybiggirl.”

“You might be right,” | tell her. “The odds are fifty-fifty times two. I’'m having
twins.”

“Twins?’ She laughs as she inspects me once again. “Y our husband sounds like areal
overachiever.”

“I’ve heard that before.” | laugh along with her because it happens to be something
Noah pointed out when we announced the double trouble news.

Della seems to suddenly realize she's flanked on both sides. Her easy smile fades
dlightly as she looks between us. “Hey? Do | know you two?’

“Not formally,” | answer, extending my hand. “I’m Lottie Lemon. | own the Cutie
Pie Bakery in Honey Hollow. And thisis Carlotta.”

“Just Carlotta,” Carlottaclarifies. “Like Madonna. Or Sasquatch.”

“Or Godzilla,” 1 add the more accurate comparison.



Della shakes my hand tentatively. “Della Crane. I'm a realtor with Red Crown
Realty. Here to meet al of your rea estate needs,” she says just as the bartender
slides a green Guinness her way and she mock-toasts Carlotta and me before sucking
the foam off the top. “Now how did we not formally meet again?’

“At the auburn affair last week at the community center the night Sebastian Gallagher
was murdered,” | offer and the color drains from her face faster than beer from a
punctured keg.
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She glances toward the exit as if calculating the nearest escape route, but Carlotta
shifts subtly to block any potential flight.

“That’s right, Agent Orange,” Carlotta grouses. “We' ve got you pegged. We know
what you did and when. And more importantly to who! Now spill the killer deets or
we're calling the cops.”

So much for dowly digging into it.

More like digging our own grave—one right next to Sebastian Gallagher.

LOTTIE

“Oh, good grief.” | place my hands over my belly and both twins offer up a swift kick
asif to say,thisiswhat you get for bringing her along.

The Irish rock music blares away here at the Irish pub where Carlotta and | traipsed
off to in hopes of shaking down Della Crane. But thanks to Carlotta’'s no-

nonsense,all-nonsense style of interrogation, the only one shook is me.

Dellainches back to get a better look at Carlottawith her orange beard. I’ [l admit, she
wearsit well.

“1 don’t know what you' re talking about,” Della says and her voice is suddenly tight.

“Oh, | think you do,” Carlotta presses on, much to Sebby’s delight, who happens to
be barking and doing somersaults with such unmitigated glee you'd think he was the



one sucking down green beer. “Y ou were having quite the heated discussion with the
deceased,” Carlotta goes on. “The kind that makes people wonder if you might have
stabbed him later.”

“Good going, Carlotta,” Sebby is quick to cheer her initiative. “There’s no point in
mincing words.”

Especialy not if you don’t mind spooking a suspect.

“Carlotta,” | warn, shooting her alook. So much for the subtle approach.

The bartender returns with the rest of our drinks—a violently green concoction in a
skull-shaped glass for Carlotta and what appears to be a mint milkshake with a
shamrock cookie on top for me. Dellaimmediately grabs her own already half-empty

glass and takes along, fortifying swig.

“Look”—I say once O'Malley drifts away again—“we're not here to accuse you of
anything. | just want to understand what happened that night.”

“Why?" Della asks as her knuckles turn white around her glass. “Are you a cop or
something?’

“No,” | admit. “But | am someone who was there, who saw Sebastian alive, and then
very much not alive. And I’m someone who needs to know the truth.”

She makes a face at her beer. “The truth?’ she repeats with a bitter edge to her voice.
“The truth is that Sebastian Gallagher was a manipulative, conniving, two-faced

snake who built his entire whiskey empire on lies and theft.”

Sebby gasps. “Is she name-calling my sweet Sebastian?’



Carlotta chuckles. “Well. This conversation just got a lot more interesting. But let's
cut to the chase. How did he perform under the sheets?’

“Carlotta,” | hiss so loud thistime half the bar stops its conversation for a beat.

“What?' Carlotta hisses back. “Inquiring minds want to know and all that other
nonsense. And stop giving me the stink eye. With that beard and hat, it feels as if
you' re putting a leprechaun curse on me.”

Della looks between us, then at the exit again, clearly debating whether to bolt or
unburden herself. After amoment, she gives adull laugh. It’'s clear Carlottais the one
who cast aleprechaun pox on us al this evening.

“You girls are a hoot.” Della tugs at her beard for a moment, and | must admit, the
color really makes her crimson locks pop. “So, you really want to know? Fine.
Sebastian Gallagher was a charming con artist who dated me just long enough to gain
access to my finances. He cleaned out my bank accounts, maxed out my credit cards,
and left me with nothing but debt and humiliation.” She sags at the thought and | feel
terrible for even asking.

“Oh, I'm so sorry to hear it,” | say, practically gagging on the grief | feel for the poor
woman.

“S0, the plot thickens,” Sebby says with a swish of his tail. “I love a good revenge
motive. It's like those soap operas Sebastian used to watch when he thought no one

was looking.”

| struggle not to react to my ghostly companion as | press on. “Della, is that why you
were arguing with him at the community center?”’

“Yes.” Her lips form atight ball and turn as pale as her flesh. “I’d finally gathered



enough evidence to prove what he'd done. Account statements, forged signatures,
even recordings of him bragging about his demented financial conquests to other
men.” Her eyes flash with a mixture of triumph and pain. “I confronted him with it
all. I told him | was going to expose him for the fraud he was.”

“Men like that deserve to be exposed,” Carlotta offers up a mock toast with that skull
glass of hers. “Preferably in public, with a spotlight and a hot mic. Or in private with
handcuffs and ariding crop.”

“How did he take that news?’ | ask, sipping my creamy, dreamy concoction and the
twins give an approving kick.
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“About as well as you'd expect,” Della sighs as she says it. “He laughed in my face
and said no one would believe me. He said he'd tell people that 1I'd given him
permission to access my accounts, and threatened to destroy my business reputation
ifl tried anything.” She takes another drink and the top of her orange beard is now
stained green. “ Then he walked away like | was nothing.”

Carlotta leans hard into the woman. “And later that night, someone just so happened
to stab him. Convenient timing, Ginger Snap.”

“Ooh, Ginger Snap.” Sebby wiggles histail with delight. “ That does make me hungry
for acookie.”

Me, too. And because of that, | don’t waste any time gobbling down the cookie that’s
spiked onto that mountain of whipped cream in front of me. Ginger snap,
indeed.Mmm.

“I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you're implying,” Della says sharply. “Although I
can't say | shed any tears at the news either. Sebastian had a talent for making

enemies. I’'m just one in along line of people who wanted him off of this planet.”

“Oh, do make her tell,” Sebby pleads. “Back in the day, Sebastian used to brag in
depth about all of the women he wronged. And he seemed rather proud of it, too.”

Charming.

“Go on, Carrot Top.” Carlotta leans toward Della, suddenly all ears. “Nothing bonds
women like sharing stories about terrible men.”



Della hesitates, then shrugs. “ Sebastian Gallagher was the love 'em and leave 'em
type. Asin leaving them holding the bag. Rumor has it, he would marry women then
take off with everything they owned.” She takes another sip of her drink. “And he
once did some shady business deals with a person who ended up in prison because of
it. Sebastian walked away clean as a whistle while his partner took the fall.”

“Partner in business or crime?’ Carlotta raises an eyebrow.

| shrug at the two of them. “With Sebastian, it sounds like they were one and the
same.”

“Both,” Della confirms. “I don’t know much about it, just that someone went to the
slammer while Sebastian kept right on making whiskey and breaking hearts.”

“He sounds like a real prince,” | say as dry as that man's whiskey—and heart,
apparently.

Sebby hops onto my shoulder, peering at Della with newfound interest. “Ask her
about his family. Sebastian the original, his father, was quite the family man. Had
seven children and remembered all their names... most of the time.”

| clear my throat. “ Did Sebastian have afamily of his own? Any children?’

Something flickers across Della s face and it looks a lot like pity. “He had a wife and
a couple of kids once. But he walked right out the door and never came back. Rumor
has it, he left them with nothing but his name, which probably did them more harm
than good.”

“Oh wow.” | shake my head at the horror. “What was his wife's name?’ | ask, trying
to sound casual while my heart pounds a rhythm in my ears. I'd bet money the ex-
wife wasthekiller. And if shewasn't, thekiller did her a solid.



Della scrunches her nose. “Kay, | think. | asked him about her once, and he said,
‘Leave Kay out of this.” That was the end of that conversation.” Della drains the rest
of her glass. “ The man had more secrets than Area51.”

“Men always do.” Carlotta gives a dramatic sigh. “The pretty ones especially. | once
dated a guy who claimed to be a bachelor. Turned out, he had three wives in three
different states. I’ d have been impressed by his time management if | wasn't so ticked
off at him.”

“How did you handle that?’ Della asks, momentarily distracted from her own
troubles.

“Let’s just say his other wives and | formed a support group that involved his credit
cards and a very expensive booze-filled spa weekend.” Carlotta winks. “We found
solidarity in margaritas and expensive shoes.”

“Look”—Della says, trying her best to extract one last green drop from her glass—“1
need to get going. I’ ve probably said too much already, but beer really does have a
way of loosening up my lips. Plus, | don't mind telling you ladies what a mule that
man really was.”

“Had Sebastian been a mule all along?’ Sebby looks stymied by the analogy. “Well,
that explains why he had a habit of kicking people when they least expected it.”

Sounds about right from what |’ ve heard.

“Della’—I say quickly before she leaps out of her chair—"just one more question.
About how much did he take from you?’

For the first time, genuine emotion crosses Della's face. “Nearly two hundred
thousand dollars. My life savings, my home equity, everything. | was going to open



my own real estate agency. Now I'm back to square one, working for a boss who
takes sixty percent of my commissions.”

“Did you see anything unusual that night?’ | ask, returning to the killer in question.
“ Anyone hanging around Sebastian who seemed out of place?’

Sebby floats to the ceiling and back. “Yes, Della, did you notice any suspicious
characters? Perhaps someone muttering ‘1’ m going to stab Sebastian in his cruel, cold
heart? Now that would be a solid clue.”

| make aface hisway.
Della considers my question while idly spinning her glass on the bar top. “Not really.

Though there was that older woman he was talking to. A blonde, elegantly dressed.
They seemed to be having a pretty intense conversation.”
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“Keegan Meryl?’ | ask as my pulse quickens.

“I don’t know her name. But Sebastian looked shocked when he saw her. Like he'd
seen aghost.”

“Or an ex-wife, perhaps?’ Sebby suggests and | all but dismiss the thought. Surely
Venus would have known if that man was her father.

“Anyone else?’ Carlotta prompts.

“There was a dark-haired woman in a cream-colored coat who followed him outside
at one point. | noticed because she seemed so out of place—everyone else was in far
more casual clothes for the event. You could tell she was dripping with money.”

“That’s our Elizain adiamond-encrusted nutshell,” Carlotta chirps.

My heart skips a beat. A woman in a cream-colored coat. Eliza Baxter wears cream-
colored coats like other women wear jeans—frequently and without a second thought
asto the blood she might get on them.

Sebby gives a dramatic gasp. “We have our killer, Lolital It's your mother-in-law!
Hey? What if Sebastian was married to your husband' s mother? The fact that she
killed him could make family dinners going forward a little awkward. Though | have
to say, the drama would be delicious.”

“1 should really go,” Della says, standing up. “But thanks for the conversation. It's
nice to know I'm not the only one who's been taken for a ride by a charming con



artist.”

“Want my number?’ Carlotta offers. “I’m starting a support group. We meet weekly
at the liquor store.”

Dellalaughs as she adjusts her beard. “It was nice chatting with you ladies. Enjoy the
rest of your night.”

As she walks away, Carlottaleans toward me. “ So, what are you thinking? Is Red still
our prime suspect?’

| watch Della step outside, phone already pressed to her ear, looking more like a
woman on amission than akiller on the run.

“I’m thinking, we have a financial scam, a woman with a serious motive for revenge,
at least two others with mysterious connections to Sebastian, and a very tangled web,

indeed.”

“Sounds like we need another round,” Carlotta declares as she signas for the
bartender.

“And possibly a flow chart,” | add, absently rubbing my belly as the twins execute
what feels like a coordinated tumbling routine.

Between stolen money, broken hearts, and a mysterious woman in a cream-colored
coat, this case has more ingredients than one of my blue ribbon cakes.

Someone places their hand on my shoulder from behind and | turn around as a scream
gets lodged in my throat.

LOTTIE



|gasp so loud that it threatens to dislodge this fake orange beard on my face.

O'Reilly’s Pub and Diner is buzzing with loud Irish rock music and a sea of emerald
and orange locks, both real and fake alike. The lights are dim, the scent of corned
beef hash is thick, and the laughter and manic chatter can be heard al the way to
Ireland, I’'m sure of it.

“Noah?’ | blink in surprise.

Not just Noah, but Everett, too, both decked out in matching green top hats and
orange beards that rival both mine and Carlotta’ sin their synthetic garishness.

In this light, with the neon shamrock signs bathing everyone in an eerie emerad
glow, we could pass for an oddball barbershop quartet—if barbershop quartets
specialized in facial hair and questionable green top hats.

“Why do | feel asif | havetwo proficient stalkers?’ | ask with alaugh while the twins
execute what feels like a backflip in response to the fact my heart nearly stopped.

“We sent you about fifteen texts combined,” Everett says, leaning in and pressing a
kiss on my lips. “We were worried,” hegrunts. His back is clearly still giving him
trouble, though he' d rather eat his ridiculous beard than admit it.

“Fifteen texts?’ | quickly fish out my phone and groan. “It's dead,” | say, wagging
the offending device their way to reveal a black screen. “ Apparently, pregnancy brain
extends to forgetting to charge essential communication devices. My apologies.”

“No problem,” Noah says, signaling awaitress. “Table for four?’

“Sounds like we're staying, Lot.” Carlotta rubs her belly. “All that Leprechaun’s
Curse has my appetite dancing an Irish jig.”



“My appetite is always dancing an Irish jig,” I'm quick to say.
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Sebby chortles out a ghostly laugh. “That’s because you've got two Irish lads or
lassies swimming away inside you.”

He's not wrong.

Everett helps me off the stool. “The waitress promised a free basket of soda bread if
we keep these on,” he says, adjusting his beard with what appears to be a modicum of
dignity.

How he manages to look distinguished even with fake orange hair hanging from his
face, | will never know. At least ten different women—bearded women—crane their
necks as they struggle to get a better look at both Everett and Noah. And oddly
enough, almost all of them are frowning at me.

Regardless, the luck of the Irish is definitely in my favor.

“Plus’—Noah adds—"“they supposedly have the world's best shepherd’'s pie. We
figured you might be hungry.” He pats his belly, aerting us to the fact he definitely
IS.

My stomach growls in agreement, betraying me completely. “Fine, but only because
these babies are demanding sustenance.” | pat my belly. “Their appetite for justice is
only matched by their appetite for carbohydrates.”

“Much like their daddy,” Noah quips while patting Everett on the back and Everett’s
face turns purple from the shock of pain I’'m assuming.



“One of usislousy at bed rest, and it's not me,” | tease. “I completed my three-day
sentence with a smile on my face—and that smile was only from the fact | knew day
four was coming.”

Carlotta belts out a laugh. “Lot’s appetite for justice doesn’'t match her appetite for
donuts. Nothing comes close to matching that.”

“That’s because some things are sacred,” | say, patting my belly as if assuring the
twins that donuts would be on the way eventually. And they will be, even if | have to
mine the stash in my purse to provide them.

The waitress—a tall woman with shamrock earrings larger than most satellite
dishes—Ileads us to a booth in the corner. The sturdy oak table is scarred with decades
of initials, spilled drinks, and what might be knife marks from particularly
enthusiastic diners—or killers. The leather seats squeak beneath us as we settle in
with Everett and me on one side, and Noah and Carlotta on the other. And well,
Sebby floating somewhere in between.

“I’ll be happy to take your orders now if you like,” the waitress announces with her
pencil poised. “And might | say, you four have the most magnificent beards I’ ve seen
al evening. The family that beards together, stays together.” She laughs and winks as
she saysit.

Sebby lands in the middle of the table, his ghostly form catching the light from the
green candle flickering between salt and pepper shakers. “What a strange human
ritual! Sebastian never grew facia hair. Said it itched his delicate skin. Although you
know about his mother.”

By the sounds of it, his mother was testing the luck of the Irish—or at least as far as
her lucky locks go.



“How about four shepherd’s pies? And three beers?’ Noah asks and we all quickly
nod in agreement. “Everett’ s treat.” He winks at my handsome hubby, only to be met
with a frown. Noahnods up at the waitress once again. “And whatever non-alcoholic
drink you' d recommend for avery pregnant lady.”

“Green apple cider, non-spiked,” our waitress suggests with a grin my way. “Comes
with afree shamrock cookie.”

“Sold,” | agree.

“And don't forget that soda bread,” Everett suggests. “We' ve been good sports about
the facial fashions.”

“Coming right up, handsome.” She takes off for the kitchen with her shamrock
earrings swinging like pendulums.

“S0”—Noah leans forward, his voice dropping a notch—*learn anything interesting
from Della Crane?’

“Don’'t worry, Foxy. We got al the dirt,” Carlotta tells him before I can open my
mouth. “ Sebastian was a gold-digging leech who stole two hundred grand from Red
and broke her heart. Just one in his long line of scams. The man collected enemies
like Lottie collects little yippers.”

Sebby’ s furry little mouth falls open as she looks at Carlotta. “Y ou say gold-digging
leech asif it’sabad thing.”

The waitress returns, impossibly fast, with a basket of soda bread that smells like
heaven and a crock of honey butter that | immediately want to dive into and we all do
just that.



After we devour half the basket, | nod to Everett and Noah.

“Carlotta’s not exaggerating,” | say, dathering another thick piece of warm bread
with butter. “ Sebastian apparently had a talent for conning women, marrying them,
and then disappearing with their money. He also had a wife named Kay and some
kids he abandoned.”

“Kay?' Noah's brow furrows. “That name sounds familiar.” He straightens a
moment. “Wait aminute. | did some research on his brand. The name Kay is on those
old Gallagher whiskey bottles. Kay Gallagher was part of the original family
business.”

Our shepherd's pies arrive at a speed that defies the laws of restaurant physics.
Steaming large ramekins filled with perfectlyspiced meat, vegetables, and a cloud of
mashed potatoes browned to crispy perfection. The smell alone makes my mouth
water, and the twins do backflips from sheer anticipation.

“How about we talk suspects?’ Everett suggests between bites of what might be the
best comfort food ever created. “ Starting with Keegan Meryl.”

| shed a dark smile at my far too sexy husband. The good judge certainly knows
exactly how to speak my favorite love language—murder.
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LOTTIE

“I'm in,” | say. And | have no doubt Everett is anxious to find the real Kkiller,
considering the fact his mother is at the top of the official suspect list. And maybe
even mine.

“Venus mother.” Noah nods. “Keegan Meryl has a clean record and no obvious
motive.”

“Nice to hear,” | say as | wince. “But Della did mention seeing a blonde woman
having an intense conversation with Sebastian that night. I’'m thinking it might have
been her.” | dive right back into that shepherd's pie, where | belong, just before
another thought hits me. “Y ou know, Keegan told me something strange at Fondu’s
birthday party. She said, ‘I realize my true relationship with Sebastian will come out
in the end, but | can't say a word without speaking to my children first. They would

never forgive me.

“That sounds suspiciously like confession-adjacent territory,” Noah observes, before
reaching for another slice of soda bread.

“Very adjacent,” Sebby agrees, attempting to steal a bite of my pie and achieving the
feat. | point hard atCarlotta spie and he mock salutes me with his paw before drifting
her way.” Sebastian was quite the ladies man in his day, too. And that blonde sure is
alooker. | couldn’t blame him for wanting to take a bite.”

| make a face just as Sebby takes a bite from Carlotta’'s pie and nearly loses his tail
because of it.



“And Keegan dropped another bomb, too,” | add. “She told me she knew all about
my relationship to Eliza. Then she said not only was Eliza at the scene of the crime,
but she thought Eliza may have had a very good motive.”

Everett’ s fork pauses midway to his mouth. “My mother? That’ s ridicul ous.”

“What did she say the motive was?’ Noah asks, with his lips pursing in the way they
do when they are full well in the know about something.

“That’s just it. She refused to say. She also said that if her suspicions are right, then
that was Eliza s story to tell.” | wince over at Everett.

“Classic deflection tactic,” he's quick to say.

“The oldest trick in the book,” Carlotta agrees. “When in doubt, point the finger at
someone else’s mother-in-law.”

“Well”—I shrug a little at Everett— “I did see your mother confronting Sebastian
that night. She had him backed against the wall, jabbing her finger into his chest. She
was furious.”

Noah clears his throat and suddenly becomes very interested in his shepherd’s pie.
And is he avoiding eye contact?

One of the twins gives a swift kick and | rub my belly. Maybe I'm reading too much
into this.

If Noah knew anything about Eliza, I'm sure he’d share it with us. | glance over at
Everett and he seems completely like himself. In other words, completely irate that
his mother is sitting anywhere near a suspect list.



“My mother wouldn’t kill anyone,” Everett saysfirmly. “I’d stake my lifeon it.”

Carlotta sighs his way. “ There's nothing sexier than a man standing up for his mama.
Even if she wore the man’s blood like a pair of gloves.”

“I still say Eliza is innocent,” | declare, reaching for another piece of soda
bread—and the crock of honey butter. I’'m no fool. “I really do like her friend Glinda.
I’m glad she has a good network of support right now.”

“Anything else with Della Crane?’ Noah asks, pulling off a chunk of the golden crust
with hisfork.

“Yes,” | say, leaning in. “Della mentioned that Sebastian once had a business partner
who went to prison while he walked away clean. But she didn’'t know the details,
though.”

Noah tips his head to the side and jots it down on his phone. “I’ll be sure to look into
that as soon as | get home.” He puts down his phone. “So, we have Keegan with a
mysterious relationship to Sebastian, Eliza with a confrontation that was witnessed,
Della scammed out of two hundred thousand dollars,” Noah summarizes, looking
every bit the handsome detective he is—even with a bright orange beard that fans out
in every direction.

“Don’t forget the abandoned wife and kids,” Carlotta reminds us. “Hell hath no fury
like awoman left with the bills and brats.”

“Hear, hear,” Sebby says before landing hisface in Carlotta’ s shepherd’s pie.

The twins choose this moment to launch what feels like an Irish step dance
competition inside my uterus, making me wince and press a hand to my side.



“Lemon?’ Everett looks ready to launch out of his seat.

“Areyou okay?' Everett and Noah ask in unison, then glare at each other.

“I"'m more than fine,” | assure them. “The twins are just excited about the case. Or
possibly the soda bread—and the honey butter. And for sure the shepherd’s pie.”

“Who are you kidding, Lot?" Carlotta scoffs. “Those baby boozers are excited about
all the free beer tomorrow. St. Patrick’s Day in Honey Hollow is legendary. Even the
little yippers know it.”
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“Tomorrow is St. Patrick's Day,” Noah acknowledges. “But orange beards
aside”—he tugs a his synthetic facial hair—*1 doubt there will be any free beer,
green or otherwise.”

Carlotta grunts, “Way to be a downer, Foxy. Just so you know, | happen to have a
little sneak peek into a surprise that Harry is planning for all of Honey Hollow.”

“What kind of surprise?’ | ask, instantly suspicious. Not that | have any reason to be
suspicious of Mayor Nash, aka my biological father. But then, whenever he and
Carlotta colluded in private before, it produced two children via an extramarital
affair.

“What kind of surprise?’ Carlotta crows my way. “The surprising kind, Lot. You'll
have to find out tomorrow like everyone else. I’'ll give you a hint—the parade ends at
Honey Lake.”

Everett frowns her way. “That’s not a hint, that’s a geographical fact.”

Carlotta offers an unrepentant shrug. “Geography can be almost as sexy as you.”

We finish up our meals before Everett antes up his credit card, and we head for the
geographical area known as the parking lot.

“1 sure hope things look up for the case soon,” | say as Noah and Carlotta walk well
ahead of Everett and me.

He wraps his arm around my waist as best he can and lands a kiss on my cheek.



“1’d say the night is getting better already,” he says, tugging at his orange beard and |
laugh.

“ After that meal? How could this night possibly improve from here?’ | tease.

He ticks his head to the side. “1 was thinking once we get home, | could help you out
of these clothes and into something alittle more comfortable.”

“Judge Baxter.” | gasp and laugh. “Are you suggesting | need help undressing?’ It's
basicaly true, but | want to hear the saucy things he has to say.

“I'm suggesting’”—he says with a twitch of his lips that still makes my heart
race—"“that | have very specific motions |’d like to file when we get home.”

“Planning to present evidence in my chambers?’ | bite down on a smile as | do my
best to match hislegal innuendo.

“If it pleases the court. And it is my sole purpose to please the court.” He leans down
and brushes his lips to my ear. “Let’s just say, I'm prepared to work late into the

night on this particular case.”

“Well then”—I smile up at him—*“1 think the court is ready to hear your opening
arguments.”

“Prepare to be stunned.” He stops next to my minivan. “However, the beard is
definitely not invited to the proceedings.”

“Objection sustained,” | say, plucking the orange menace from my face. “The
prosecution is ready when you are.”

Between abandoned wives, emptied bank accounts, and enough secrets to fill one of



my triple layer cakes, someone in our cozy little town decided Sebastian Gallagher
needed permanent retirement.

And tomorrow, mixed in with all those green beers and fake orange beards, my killer-
finding radar tells me we'll be rubbing elbows with someone who stabbed their way
to asolution.

If the twins kicking my ribs are any indication, they’ve got a hunch about who it
might be, too.

If only they’d give me aclue.

LOTTIE

It's St. Patrick’s Day and Honey Hollow’s most festive parade of the year is well
underway.

Main Street has transformed into a river of green, flowing with more shamrocks,
leprechauns, and questionable Irish accents than the entirety of Dublin on its most
celebratory day.

The air vibrates with bagpipes wailing alongside fiddles, punctuated by periodic roars
from the crowd as particularly impressive floats pass by.

Everywhere | look, emerald top hats bob above a sea of orange beards—a mandatory
fashion statement in Honey Hollow this time of year. And to be honest, I’m going to
miss them. They’re as cheery asthey areitchy.

The scent of my green-frosted cinnamon rolls wafts from the tables set up just outside
my bakery like a sugar sweet siren call, hypnotizing otherwise sensible citizens into
lining up three-deep for a bite.



“We've aready sold out twice, and it’s not even noon,” Lily shouts as she and Effie
do their best to meet the demands of the dessert-hungry crowd.
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“Tell me about it,” | say, doing my best to restock the inventory. “At this rate, the
twins will be born into a town suffering collective sugar withdrawal.” Not that it's a
bad thing—especially not when you own the bakery in town who has what it takes to
feel better.

Carlotta and Suze step up, both craning their necks hard into the crowd.

“That gentleman right there’—Carlotta points with a half-eaten whiskey-glazed
donut—"now he has the kind of thighs that could crack walnuts. Just saying.”

| shake my head their way. I'm not even going to ask.

Suze follows her gaze to a kilt-wearing bagpiper. “Nah. He's too skinny. But that
fellow behind him? Now he's built like a rugby player. Just get a look at those
shoulders. Now that’swhat | call Irish stew material.”

Did shereally just saylrish stew?

Again, | am not going to ask.

“You two realize not everyone in akilt is actually Irish, right?’ | remind them while
restocking our rapidly depleting display of green bagels. They might be green, but
they are delicious.

“Details, details.” Carlotta dismisses me with awave, and | think she just flipped me

the bird, too. “A man in a skirt is a man brave enough for anything. Everyone knows
that, Lot.”



“It's not a skirt,” Lily chimes in, arranging the shamrock cookies before stealing one
and taking a bite out of it. “It’ straditional Highland dress.”

“Know-it-all,” Suze says under her breath.

Lily isn't usually a know-it-all, so I'm pretty impressed with her man-skirt
knowledge.

“Ha,” Carlotta barks out alaugh. “ That’swhat | call easy access.”

“Carlotta.” Effie gasps, then laughs. “Watch it, woman. There are children present.”

“Children?’ Suze snorts. “I only see potential husbands and future ex-husbands. Not
that I’ m ever getting married again.”

“Tell it like it is, Suzie Q,” Carlotta steals another whiskey-glazed donut. “If they’'re
old enough for green beer, they’ re old enough for the truth about kilts.”

| shoot her alook.

“Relax, Lot Lot,” Carlotta goes on despite the death stare I'm currently giving her.
“Kids these days know more about easy access than we do. They invented dating
apps, remember? Besides, the real crime here would be not appreciating fine Irish
craftsmanship when it parades right in front of us.”

“Donuts!” Noah's voice breaks through the crowd, and soon enough he materializes
in front of me, looking as dapper as ever in atweed jacket and jeans, aready reaching
for one of the few remaining whiskey-glazed specimens. “1’ ve been patrolling for two
hours on nothing but coffee.” He pulls me in and lands a kiss on my cheek as both
twinsjump in my belly.



“Nothing but coffee? Y ou poor baby,” | tease and slide him an extra donut because of
it.

“How’s it hanging, Foxy?' Carlotta leans in and | gasp at the woman. “What?’ she
counters. “I’m talking about his nightstick.” She looks back at him. “Have you seen
any leprechaun-related crimes?”’

“Three drunk and disorderlies, two public indecency warnings for inappropriate
shamrock placement, and one attempted theft of a ‘pot of gold from the bank’s
float.” He takes a massive bite of his donut, and just the sight makes me want to do
the same. |’ ve already eaten a cool dozen this morning. “The usual St. Patrick’s Day
mayhem,” he finishes.

But before Carlotta can regale us with another inappropriate comment, Everett
appears beside him, looking unfairlyhandsome in his green button-down shirt and a
well-fitted dark suit that brings out the vexingly sexy bluein his eyes,

“Lemon.” He leans in and lands a kiss to my lips. “The parade committee outdid
themselves this year. | counted at least six bagpipers who can actually play the
instrument.”

“A new record,” | say before dotting his lips with another far steamier kiss. | can’t
help it. My hormones are on fire. And after Everett’ s performance in the bedroom last
night, every last bit of meison fireto get right back there for a repeat performance.

His phone buzzes, and he frowns at the screen. “Evie says her car won't start. Conner
Is supposed to meet her here for the parade, but she's stuck at the house. She wants
meto give her alift.”

“Go,” | tell him. “I’m not going anywhere anytime soon, and I’ ve got plenty of help.”
| gesture to our fully staffed booth.



“Are you having any contractions?” He glances at my belly skeptically. “You're
coming up on your due date, and they say twins are notorious for making an early
arrival.”

“We both know they’re definitely too late to do that. | haven't even had a hint of a
contraction. | think 1'm going to have to give these kids an official eviction notice.
And regardless, | promise not to have the twins until you get back,” | assure him with
a solemn nod. “ Scout's honor.”

“Y ou were never a scout.”
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“True, but LylaNell will be someday and that has to count for something.”
“Very funny.” He offers me another quick kiss. “Please steer clear of trouble while
I’m gone. No investigating, no confronting suspects, and definitely no chasing after
anyone.”
“The only thing I’'m chasing is adequate bladder capacity,” | promise.
“I'll keep an eye on her.” Noah winks my way before taking another bite of his donut.
Someone screams in the crowd andNoah's attention is quickly pulled away. “Right
after | make sure everyone is okay.” He takes off and so does Everett.
| keep pulling out more whiskey-glazed desserts and the bustling crowd just keeps
migrating toward my bakery. It's apparent I’'m not the only one craving one of my
sweet treats.
But sugar and spice aren’t the only things I’ m craving these days.
Right about now, I’ ve got an insatiable craving for justice.
And I'll stop at nothing to get it.

LOTTIE

The St. Patrick’s Day parade rages around me as | do my best to help fill orders, but
I’m so exhausted I’ m half-moved to go back to my office and take a nap.



While the twins practiced their synchronized swimming routine against my ribcage at
four in the morning, | went ahead and did some digging into Sebastian Gallagher and
his whiskey brand.

It turns out, his family’s original company, Gallagher Whiskey, collapsed decades
ago amid a scandal. Buried in old newspaper archives, | managed to find a story
about awoman named Margaret “Maggie” Murray, a chemistry professor turned craft
distiller, who spent twelve years in prison for an elaborate whiskey counterfeiting
operation.

According to the article, Sebastian had masterminded the whole thing, but Maggie
took the fall when he planted evidence in her lab and testified against her.

The counterfeiting scheme resulted in three deaths from methanol poisoning, which
were ruled as negligent homicide in her case. She lost her academic career and
apparently her freedom while incarcerated.

And try as | might to find a picture of what this Maggie woman may have looked
like, the only photo | could find was one of her being led away by police. And all that
photo offered was the back of a blonde woman’s head.

A trumpet blast yanks me from my thoughts as the redheaded roundup float
approaches—a massive shamrock-shaped platform populated by hundreds of glorious
redheads.

“Look at that, Lot,” Carlotta yips. “That float has more gingers than your spice rack
during the holiday baking season.”

| make a face her way before reverting my attention to the happy crowd as some of
the members march alongside the massive float like a crimson army while tossing
glittery green beadsto the roaring crowd.



“It's raining jewelry!” Carlotta shrieks with delight and immediately abandons her
post next to the donuts to dive into the fray.

“Save some for me! | love free beads,” Suze calls out, proving to be surprisingly spry
as she darts after Carlotta into the melee of bead-hunters. It would figure.Freeis
Suze' s favorite word—four letter or otherwise.

| try to crane my neck to keep an eye on them—in the event one of them breaks
theirs—when a familiar happy-go-lucky redhead with a touch of gray around the
temples steps into my line of vision, and next to her is an al too familiar, aways chic
brunette.

“Lottie!” Glinda's voice cuts through the chaos as she and Eliza approach our table.
“We are in desperate need of caffeine and sugar. The parade is delightful, but it's
equally exhausting.”

| give a quick laugh in response. “I’ve gone pro in the exhaustion department as of
late.”

“You look fabulous.” Eliza winks my way. “Two Irish coffees and two whiskey-
glazed donuts, please,” she requests, looking elegant as always in that cream-colored
coat of hers thatsomehow remains spotless despite the festivities. Come to think of it,
unless she has a look-alike coat, she managed to get every drop of Sebastian
Gallagher’s blood out of it, too. Good for her. The past is the past and dead bygones
are dead bygones.

“Make thatthreedonuts,” Glinda adds with a wink. “1 have a particular weakness for
your whiskey glaze. Must be the scientist in me—appreciating the perfect chemical

reaction of sugar and alcohol.”

“It's a combo most can’'t seem to resist,” | say, bagging up their order while Lily



prepares their coffee. “ So are you enjoying the parade?’

“It's so very charming,” Eliza says as only she can. “Although I’'m more interested in
what Mayor Nash has planned at Honey Lake. Apparently, it's going to be quite the
spectacle.”

“Oh, the whole town is buzzing about it,” Glinda agrees as she shoves a twenty-dollar
bill into Lily’s hand and tells her to keep the change. “Well, we' d better find a good
spot for viewing this spectacle. Thanks for the treats!” They disappear into the crowd
with Glinda already biting into her donut with obvious pleasure—and that’s exactly
what | like to see.

Asthe owner of the bakery, the pleasureis all mine.

“One Irish cream latte, please,” a familiar voice requests, and | turn to find Della
Crane at our counter, her red hair particularly vibrant against her green swester.
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“Coming right up,” | tell her. “How are you enjoying the parade?’
“It’ s exactly the distraction | needed,” she admits. “Between my financial disaster and
being questioned in a murder, | could use alittle leprechaun magic.” She mutters that
last part mostly to herself.

“Couldn’'t we all,” | agree, handing over her latte in record time.

“Lottie!” My mother’s voice carries over the crowd as she maneuvers Lyla Néll’s
stroller back to our booth.

“Hello, ladies,” | say to two of my favorite females. “How about a donut for each of
you?’

“Dough-knee!” Lyla Nell belts out with a clap. “ Sebby need dough-knee, too,” she
says, reaching under her blanket and pulling the cute little fox up by his ear.

He looks my way with a bewildered expression. “I’d complain, but she just keeps the
sweet treats coming.”

“1 wouldn’t complain either,” | say, offering Lyla Nell two donuts—vanilla cake with
vanillafrosting and lots of green sprinkles. “One for each hand,” | tell her.

My mother helps herself to a whiskey-glazed donut and leans my way. “Lottie, you
will never guess who | just spotted across the street.”

“1 sure hope it’sthe stork,” | say, rubbing my belly.



“Heavens no.” She waves the idea away as if that wily bird never plans on paying a
visit to Honey Hollow. And I’'m beginning to believe it. “It's my old friend, Kay! |
haven't seen her in years.” She takes an indulgent bite out of her donut and moans.

“Kay?' | inch back, trying to remember where I’ve heard that name recently—and
then freeze solid. “Which one is she?’

Mom cranes her neck for a moment before pointing directly at Keegan Meryl, degp in
conversation with Venus.

“There, in the green jacket. She was friends with one of my roommates in college. |
know her from way,wayback when.”

My brain stutters like an engine missing a spark plug—not exactly an anomaly these
days. “But that's Venus' mother, Keegan.”

“Oh, she went by Kay back then. | guess we all grow up sometime.”

A particularly glittery leprechaun passes by and manages to capture Lyla Nell's
complete attention.

“Glam Glam,” she cries as she does her best to reach out and touch the walking,
talking good luck charm. “1 want! Gimme gimme, please! Pa-lease! Right meow!”

“Oh, al right. Let’s go try to catch him,” Mom says, aready whisking my sweet baby
girl away. “Hey, stop, leprechaun! My granddaughter would just love to have a
picture with you!”

They wheel away in ablur, leaving me frozen in place as puzzle pieces slam together
in my mind with the force of afalling piano.



Keegan isKay?

Could she be the mysterious Kay Gallagher—as in Sebastian's abandoned wife?

She does have three children. Although Della mentioned Sebastian left Kay with two
children. Maybe she meant three? Or maybe Venus doesn’'t belong to Sebastian. He
didn’t seem to have any real connection to her that day we spoke to him. But he sure

did have areal interest in speaking to Keegan. And | have afeeling | know why.

The blonde woman in the prison photo. Maggie Murray. That couldn’'t also be
Keegan, could it? No, that doesn’t make any sense.

Not much does these days.

A float sails by and opens up my view to the crowd across the street. There she is,
huddled by her daughter’s side, so seemingly innocent.

“I"ll be back inaminute,” | say to my staff as| waddle my way toward the crowd.

“Where are we off to, Lot?’ Carlotta asks as she jumps by my side with enough beads
to fill apirate’s chest.

“Off to speak with afriend.”

And maybe akiller.
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LOTTIE

The crowd scatters before me as if I'm a human bulldozer and my pregnant belly is
the wrecking ball as | try to cross the street right in the middle of the St. Patrick’s
Day parade, right here in Honey Hollow.

| waddle my way through the junior high marching band with all the grace of a
penguin on roller skates, one hand supporting my lower back, the other extended like
abumper to ward off potential collisions.

Carlottatrails behind me, jangling with enough parade beads to sink a small ship.
“Make way for the human incubator,” she calls out to anyone who fails to dodge
quickly enough. “Two tiny humans coming through—still in their original packaging!
Let’stry to keep it that way, Lot. Shall we?’

Before | can answer, Sebby materializes beside me as his ghostly fox form shimmers
with excitement. “Lolital You're moving with the determination of a fox on a rabbit

hunt. | find your waddle most dignified!”

“Thanks, Sebby,” | mutter. “Nothing saysdignifiedlike not being able to see your own
feet.”

“Thistoo shall pass,” he hums contentedly as he floats by my side. “ Although there's
no guarantee it’ll pass anytime soon.”

“Or ever,” Carlotta contributes. “And it’s all your fault, Lot. You' ve coddled those



kids. You keep feeding them donut after donut, and now they’re never going to leave.
| went on a strict diet of booze and cigarettes when it was time to give both you and
your sister an eviction notice.”

“That might explain a few things,” | sigh as | do my best to dodge an Irish band
coming in hot to my right.

One of the bagpipers blasts a note so high-pitched, | swear one of the twins does a
somersault in protest.

The smell of corned beef and cabbage wafts from a nearby food stand, mingling with
the sugary sweetness of green cotton candy and beer that’s been dyed an unnatural
shade of emerald. And my stomach growls appreciatively at all of it.

What can | say? The twins have my taste buds working overtime.

By the time we reach the opposite side of the street, my foot misses the curb by half
an inch. | wobble precariously—because apparently, my center of gravity has packed
its bags and moved out of state—when Venus Finnegan appears out of nowhere. She
grabs my arm with surprising strength and hauls me onto the sidewalk as if she's
landing a particularly stubborn marlin.

“Lottie,” she pants with her eyes wide. “What in the world were you thinking? Y ou
nearly took atumble there.”

“Or twelve,” | tell her, hugging my belly as a quasi-apology to the twins. “1 was just
hopping over to say hello.”

Venus cringes my way. “All you had to do was wave me over and | would have been
there in three seconds flat.”



“You're so kind,” | tell her. “And thanks for the save,” | say, patting my belly.
“These days I’'m about as graceful as an elephant trying to balance on a beach ball,
and twice as dramatic when gravity getsitsway.”

She gives a mournful chuckle, just as Sebby circles around Venus curiously. “The
blonde one has quick reflexes! In my fox days, | would have been impressed by such
hunting skills. Although not so impressed if | were to end up on her trophy wall.”

Keegan approaches with measured steps, looking as polished as ever in her designer
emerald ensemble. Not a hair out of place, unlike me. I'm pretty sure | have
powdered sugar in my eyebrows and frosting in places it doesn’t belong.

“Lottie,” she acknowledges me with atight smile. “ Enjoying the festivities?’

My mouth opens and closes. “Would you ladies mind if we found somewhere quieter
to chat?’ | nod toward a large maple tree where the crowd has thinned out and we
head that way.

“Venus’'—I begin once we're settled under the branches—*1 hope you don’t mind me
asking, but are your siblings your full siblings or step-siblings?’

Sebby’ s ghostly ears perk up a notch. “Ooh, Lolital Direct questioning! This is just
like those detective shows Sebastian used to watch. | can't wait until you say, ‘ Cuff
"em, Carlotta.’”

Carlotta nods. “And it just so happens that | travel with a pair of those on me—for
recreational purposes, of course.”

Venus inches back like I’ ve just asked her to help me hide a body. “They’re actually
my step-siblings. Why do you ask?’



Keegan lifts her chin and her posture screams “guilty” louder than Lyla Nell when
denied cookies. “Lottie, | told you | needed a chance to speak with my children.
Whatever you think you know, please stop now.”

“Ha.” Carlotta is quick to laugh in the woman'’s face. “Lot Lot, stopping anything?’
Carlotta snorts and gestures at my pregnant belly. “Just look at her. She can’'t even
stop at one baby. She had to go for the two-for-one special. And don’t get me started
on herdonut consumption. The woman has never met a baked good she didn’t like.”

There are no truer words.

“Thanks for that character reference, Carlotta,” | mutter before turning to face
Keegan directly. “My mother confirmed that you went by the nickname Kay.” | take
amoment to glance at her daughter. “1’m sorry to do this, Venus, but 1'd like for your
mother to answer afew questions.”
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“What?” Venus gasps as if | just wielded a knife their way—much like the killer did
to Sebastian.

Sebby circles Keegan with his ghostly tail swishing. “Her aura is twitching like a
rabbit’s nose, Lolital Sheis definitely hiding something tasty!”

Maybe so, but | know for a fact murder leaves a bitter taste in just about anyone's
mouth.

Keegan groans and it's almost inaudible beneath the blare of the passing band, but |
catch it anyway.

Venus must have heard it, too, because she gasps at her mother while her perfectly
manicured hand fliesto her throat asif she were in a Victorian novel.

“Mother,” she says with a growl. “Whatever she asks, just answer it. For goodness
sake, it’s not like you're the killer.”

Keegan doesn’'t say a word; she simply crimps her lips, and that alone causes Venus
to gasp twice asloud.

Venus closes her eyesin defeat for a moment. “I just pray this day doesn’t end with
the need for legal counsel.”

Carlotta nods. “Green beer and attorney fees don’t mix well. Ask me how | know.”

“Keegan”—I press on, fully ignoring Carlotta’'s potentially dicey diatribe—"did you



have two children with Sebastian Gallagher? Were you married to him, and did he
walk out on you? Or am | just making wild assumptions based on my sugar-addled
pregnancy brain?’

Okay, so | gave her an out, but that’'s because | like her and | like her daughter, too. |
don’t want any of thisto betrue.

Keegan pauses to look at the sky asif she's checking if somehow the luck of the Irish
might actually save her from this conversation. Finally, she bows her head in defeat.

“Yes,” she admits, the word seemingly dragged from her against her will. “ Sebastian
drained my trust fund during our five-year marriage, then abandoned me with two
small children. In fact, | recently discovered he maintained a long-term girlfriend
throughout our entire marriage.” Her voice hardens. “It’s true. | was married to that
donkey and he did exactly what you said. He told me he was going to the store and
never came back. The man was deplorable.”

“Good grief,” Venus says as she bows dlightly as if she might be sick.

“Oh, Keegan,” | say. “I’ve heard of deadbeat dads, but that’s reaching Olympic levels
of abandonment. | am so sorry to hear it.”

Sebby’s ghostly eyes widen. “The plot thickens like your famous whiskey pudding
pie, Lolital” His ears slope down toward his face and his entire countenance falls into
despair. “ Sebastian was even more dastardly than | could have imagined.”

Poor Venus looks as if she's been slapped in the face as she looks at her mother. “But
you told us your first husband died! Y ou said his nhame was Phillip Dawson!”

“I"'m sorry, Venus.” Keegan’'s eyes swell with tears that she doesn’t allow to fall. “I
was too ashamed and angry to tell you kids the truth. | was going to, though. | was



getting ready to.” She turns and glares at me sharply enough to frost cupcakes from
across the room. “But someone has decided to take that opportunity away from me.”

| also decide to cut straight to the chase. No sense in tap-dancing around the el ephant
in the room—especialy when I’'m basically the elephant both metaphoricaly and
literally speaking.

“Did you kill him, Keegan?’ | ask point-blank.

“Oh, course she did, Lot,” Carlotta chimesin with an inappropriate whoop. “The jerk
did her dirty. Now we need to forget we ever had this conversation and skit, skat,
scoot across the street and celebrate with a pint of green beer that the dirty rat is dead.
| mean, if | had a quarter for every man who deserved a stabbing, |I'd have retired to
Fiji by now.”

Sebby zips around the four of us. “Carlotta speaks the ancient vulpine wisdom! In the
fox world, such betrayal would warrant a swift nip to the hindquarters!”

Venus looks at her mother, her face crumpling faster than my resolve in front of a
fresh batch of cinnamon rolls.

“Mom, did you do this?’ she asks just above a whisper. “Did you stab Sebastian
Gallagher in the heart?’

“No,” Keegan doesn’'t hesitate with her answer. “He tried to corner me that night and
we spoke for less than a second before | got away from him. | needed to collect my
thoughts. | don’t appreciate being caught by surprise. | was just about to let you know
that | was leaving the event when | saw the crowd gathered around his body.” She
closes her eyes for a moment. “I’ll admit, | was a bit relieved, a bit saddened, and a
bit angry that | didn’t get a chance to properly give him a piece of my mind.”



“I’'m sorry to hear it, Toots,” Carlotta says with genuine sympathy. “A good knife to
the chest would have made you feel a heck of alot better. Especially if you were the
one delivering the blow. Nothing says ‘I’'m over you' quite like a well-placed stab
wound.”

“Carlotta,” | snip. “Maybe dia back the homicidal cheerleading while we're in
public?’

Sebby nods. “At least wait until the leprechauns are out of earshot.”

Carlotta gags as she tosses up her hands in mock surrender. “I’m just saying what
we're all thinking. Nothing clears the sinuses like justified homicide—except maybe
wasabi. And the way these twins are pushing on your bladder, you might be
contemplating it yourself soon. I've seen you waddle to the bathroom fifteen times
today alone. Sexy hasit coming to him.”

“Thank you for keeping count of my trips to the potty,” | deadpan. “I was worried no
one was monitoring my bladder habits.”
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Sebby nods sagely. “Being a ghost has its advantages, Lolita.”
I’ [l keep that in mind.

Keegan straightens her already perfect posture. “1f you'll al excuse me, I'd like to go
home now. I’ ve had enough St. Patrick’s Day festivitiesto last alifetime.”

“No,” Venus says firmly. “The best thing you can do is tell Detective Fox everything
you just told these ladies and me. He's around here somewhere. | saw him earlier. I'll
help you track him down.” She turns to me with an apologetic half-smile. “I'm so
sorry about all of this, Lottie.”

| shake my head at her mother. “But if you didn’t do the deed”—I start— “then who
did?’

Keegan shrugs with elegant dismissal. “1 did hear he ran into some real legal trouble
years after he ditched me. And in typical Sebastian fashion, he made sure someone
else took the blame. I’d look in that direction. | heard it had something to do with a
scientist he was dating at the time.” They take off before | can respond, leaving me
staring after them with my jaw just about hitting the pavement.

A scientist he was dating?
Sebby floats in front of my face with his transparent tail swishing with excitement.

“Lolital My fox senses are tingling! A scientist with a grudge is always a dangerous
predator—they know all the clever ways to make things go boom!”



The members of the redheaded roundup continue to march the parade route, tossing
more beads and waving to the crowd, their crimson hair blazing like warning signals
in the afternoon sun. And suddenly, one particular redhead comes to mind.

And just like that, my mind is blown.

Boom, indeed.

| scan the crowd, searching for a familiar face with vivid red hair and a friendly smile
that might conceal the darkest of secrets. Because sometimes the most dangerous
poison comes in the sweetest package, and up until now |’ ve been swallowing every
single drop.

NOAH

The parade is in full swing, and it looks like a river of green flowing down Main
Street.

| navigate through the crowd, sidestepping leprechaun hats and dodging the
occasional flying strand of beads. The air smells like a mix of beer, corned beef, and
funnel cake—not a bad combination if you ask me. But then, I’ve never been all too
picky about my culinary needs.

I’m about to make my way to the bakery once again when | spot Everett a few feet
away, with Evie beside him. He's scanning the crowd, probably looking for Lottie.
That woman has a knack for finding trouble even when she’'s nine months pregnant
with twins. Actually, make that especially when she’s nine months pregnant. It's
happened before.

| flag them down with a wave and push my way through a group of teenagers decked
out in enough green to camouflage themselves in aforest.



“Noah.” Everett nods as | approach. “I was just on my way to see Lemon.”

“Uncle Noah.” Evie practically jumps onto me with a hug, looking every bit like
Everett in female skin but miles better.”Happy St. Paddy’s Day! Here's a pinch for
being my favorite uncle,” she says, giving my ribs a tweak.

“Whoa,” | say, trying to deflect. “ Careful now, I’'m packing heat. I’d hate to have an
accidental discharge. Besides, I'm wearing green. Didn't your dad teach you the
rules?’

“Dad saysrules are for fools,” she shoots back with a giggle.

“Hey.” Everett inches back, looking genuinely affronted. “1I’'m ajudge. | would never
say that.”

“And I'm kidding,” she says, pinching his ribs as well. “Where’'s Mom?’ She looks
my way as does Everett.

“At the bakery, I'm guessing. In fact, | was about to swing by the bakery stand for
another donut.” | nod to Everett. “Your wife makes the most dangerous whiskey-
glazed donut in three counties.”

Everett tips his head. “Let’'s see if we can track her down. She promised to stay put,
but you know Lemon.”

“1 do, indeed,” | sigh at the fact. “That woman’s definition of ‘staying put’ includes a
three-mile radius and potential suspect