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      Olivia and her daughter, Vi, planned on a summer road trip across the country, but they end up stuck in Olivia’s childhood home in Grand Arbor Township when their camper van breaks down.

      Good thing there’s a $1000 grand prize in this year’s Grand Arbor Cherry Festival Pie Baking Contest.

      The problem is, somebody is determined to make sure nobody wins.

      Can Olivia find out who’s sabotaging the contest or will this year be the last cherry festival in Grand Arbor?
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      It was a Thursday evening, and I should have been sitting at home, lounging on my couch in my comfy stretchy sweatpants. If it were any other Thursday night, I would have Chinese takeout spread across my coffee table and The Princess Bride playing on the TV. Instead, I was wearing an uncomfortable dress that looked like something my mother would have worn to church.

      My best friend, Carly, was helping me do my makeup while I made my best impression of a statue as I perched impatiently on the edge of one of my kitchen stools. The kitchen smelled faintly of cinnamon and coffee. Carly’s vanilla perfume mixed with the smell of Fox’s canned salmon, creating a strangely comforting blend. The cat herself was perched on the counter, tail swishing like a metronome, casting judgmental green eyes on our pre-party chaos.

      Something tickled my eyelid. I resisted the urge to scratch, but I couldn’t help squeezing my eyes closed and twitching.

      “Stop it!” Carly glared at me. She waved an eyeliner pencil in a warning. “Do you want to be blind? I’m going to poke your eye out if you keep moving.”

      “Sorry. I just hate this stuff. You know that I’ve never been the girly type. Not to mention that this is not at all the type of outfit I would wear unless I was under duress.” I glanced down at the cream-colored boucle twinset I was wearing and cringed. I was turning into my mother years ahead of schedule.

      The fabric itched like a woolen straitjacket, and the pearl buttons gleamed under the kitchen lights like tiny, judgmental eyes. My reflection in the microwave door showed a woman playing dress-up. My auburn hair was stiff with hairspray, my lips too glossy, and the silver streak at my temple at odds with the prim outfit.

      The outfit reminded me of my actuarial days in Chicago. Those stiff pencil skirts that my late-husband, Paul, always said made me look competent but approachable, but inside, I felt like a fraud. I’d traded them for flour-dusted aprons when I inherited the cafe after the death of my parents, yet here I was again, playing dress-up for people who’d never accept me.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what Mom would think of me now. She’d always been the kind of woman who could command a room with a single smile, while I felt like I was wearing a costume in her shadow. I’d give anything to hear her chuckle from the sink, shaking her head at my flour-dusted sleeves and overthinking brainworms.

      Carly rolled her eyes. “Well, keep in mind why you’re doing this. You don’t want to embarrass Vi, do you?” I sighed. No, I did not. I resumed the position as Carly approached my face with the eyeliner pencil.

      “That’s the only thing keeping me from ripping this off.” Tonight, I had to go to a party held for parents at my daughter’s school. The party was pretty much a PTA meeting for wealthy parents. Vi had just gotten into Cranbrook, a very expensive private school, with the help of some connections our family had to the headmaster. We were not rich by any measure, but I managed to scrape together enough funds from my online cheesecake sales to cover Vi’s tuition. Going to Cranbrook guaranteed that Vi’s dream of going to Harvard would be smooth sailing from now on.

      “Remember how we used to sneak out of Mr. Thompson’s history class to get ice cream at Scoops?” Carly smirked, dabbing concealer under my eyes. “Now Vi’s got teachers with PhDs and a library that looks like Hogwarts. Makes our old stomping grounds seem like a dirty cardboard box.”

      I snorted. “At least we didn’t have to worry about networking with parents who own yachts.” Fox chose that moment to leap onto my lap, kneading my thighs with needle-sharp claws, as if reminding me that my real job was being her personal throne.

      I tugged at the hem of my scratchy top. My stomach was a giant knot as I worried about tonight. The other partygoers there were sure to sense that I didn’t belong. The type of people who sent their children to a school like Cranbrook had a sixth sense for sniffing out those who were not a part of their social group. For my daughter, I would grin and bear it as I mingled with all the snooty parents.

      “So, how are things with you and Kevin lately?” I didn’t want to think about the party anymore. Carly’s love life was the perfect topic to take my mind off my nerves.

      “Really, really, good. I’m almost afraid to believe it’s real. He’s amazingly sweet, and he always wants to hear what I think. I’ve never been so sure of a relationship before.” Carly blushed as she gushed about her new boyfriend, Kevin. The blush crept from her chestnut bob down to the neckline of her violet sweater. Even after fifteen years, Carly still got that starry-eyed look, like the time we’d stolen her dad’s vodka and slow-danced to Spice Girls in her basement. She practically glowed with happiness. “I only wish we got to spend more time together. We were supposed to go out tonight, but the TV station sent him to cover some story in Grand Rapids. He’s always away on assignments, but Kevin promised to take me on vacation to Traverse City once things slow down at work.”

      “I think it’s really cool that you’re dating a cameraman, Aunt Carly. I bet Kevin gets to meet a lot of famous people,” Vi added around a mouthful of pizza.

      “Well, he mostly covers local news stories, but he did get to hang out with the Red Wings team in their locker room last month.” Carly added a bit of gloss to my lips and stepped back. “There, finished!”

      I picked up a mirror and examined my reflection. I had no idea what Carly did, but whatever it was, there was only one word to describe it. Magic. The face staring back at me in the mirror looked ten years younger. I tucked a lock of my shoulder-length auburn hair behind my ear and examined my side profile.

      “Be careful, Mom. If the parents are anything like their kids, they’re going to be a bunch of snakes,” Vi warned.

      “What do you mean?” I paused. The protective mama bear inside was already extending her claws. “Have they been picking on you?” I had worried about Vi not fitting in since we were not wealthy and had only recently moved back to my childhood hometown. Vi never said anything to me about the kids at school being mean to her, but I did notice that she didn’t mention any new friends at Cranbrook. If those demon spawn did something to hurt my daughter, heads were going to roll tonight when I met their parents.

      Vi shrugged. “It’s fine.” That word again. In the same tone she had used when her father died, and when we left Chicago. She shook her head. “No, not me, personally, but another girl. This video just came out a couple of minutes ago.” She pulled her phone out of her jeans pocket and tapped at the screen. “Look.”

      Carly and I peered over her shoulder at the video clip. It was one of those annoying social media apps that the kids were into nowadays. The video showed a group of pretty teen girls laughing as they bragged about getting another girl, called Mackenzie, expelled. The girls cackled as the leader of the group did an exaggerated impression of Mackenzie breaking down in tears.

      Vi grimaced. “It’s awful. These girls cried to the headmaster about Mackenzie being a bully and got her expelled. Rumor has it, she lost her spot at Yale next year because of the expulsion.”

      Vi bit her lip. “Mackenzie’s dad is some big-shot investment banker. He’s been camped outside Headmaster Lawrence’s office for days. People heard him yelling yesterday. Something about ruining her future.” She mimed an explosion with her hands. “Total meltdown.”

      I exchanged a glance with Carly. Parents like that were why I’d brought pepper spray in my clutch. Carly wrinkled her nose in disgust. “This just reminded me why I hated high school so much.”

      Even though I didn’t know this Mackenzie girl, I burned with anger and indignation for her. There was nothing worse than being railroaded by false accusations while the accusers got away with their lies. I also understood how much work it took to get into an Ivy League university. To have all those years of effort wasted because of a stupid teenage prank was incredibly unjust.

      “Can you show this to the headmaster?”

      Vi shook her head. “The app doesn’t allow recording. The clip’s going to self-destruct in less than a minute.”

      “Not if I can help it,” I muttered. I had an idea. “Play that again for me, Vi.” I pulled out my phone and recorded the clip. “I’m going to show this to the headmaster tonight. This is proof that Mackenzie is innocent. She shouldn’t have to suffer because of a bunch of mean girls.” I had barely finished speaking when Vi’s phone made an exploding noise and the video faded to black. She wasn’t kidding about the self-destruct function of this app.

      Fox, our white and ginger tabby cat, rubbed against the doorway leading from the foyer into the kitchen. She let out a series of long meows, letting us know that we had all been negligent in paying tribute to her in the form of treats and pats. She crawled in between my legs and let out another long cry.

      “Okay, okay, Miss Foxy. I’m sorry. How foolish of me to forget about your dinner.” Fox complained pitifully as she followed me over to the pantry, where we kept her canned food. I scraped out the food into her bowl and placed it on the ground. The sounds of slurping and her tongue rasping against the food bowl filled the room as I disposed of the can and washed my hands.

      Fox devoured her dinner with the single-minded focus of a predator, then promptly sat on the kitchen rug to lick her paws, right beside the antique vase Mom had loved. Her tail twitched. My stomach lurched. “Don’t you dare—” Too late. A ginger blur launched onto the counter. The vase wobbled, just like the carnival carousel ride where Piper had shrieked with laughter minutes before vanishing. Carly lunged, catching it an inch from the floor. Fox blinked at us, utterly unrepentant.

      “Well, I guess I better get going.” I glanced at the clock. It was a quarter to seven. There was no use trying to put off the inevitable.

      Vi gave me a mock farewell salute. “You’re going to knock them dead, Mom, I just know it.”

      I adjusted the twinset’s collar, my fingers brushing the silver streak in my hair. For a dizzying second, the kitchen tilted. What was I doing, pretending I belonged in a room full of people who used the word ‘holiday’ as a verb? Then Vi grinned at me, all freckles and fierce pride, and the moment passed. For her, I’d face a hundred yacht clubs.

      “Literally or figuratively?” Carly deadpanned, handing me my clutch.

      “With this crowd, I’ll take either.” I scooped Fox off the counter, ignoring her yowl of protest, and buried my face in her fur for a fortifying breath. She smelled like salmon and spite. Perfect.

      “Just remember,” Carly called as I opened the door. “If anyone insults your cheesecake, you have my permission to stab them with your heel.”

      The evening air was cold, carrying the scent of crisp early winter air. I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves as I walked to my car. The party loomed ahead like a storm cloud, but I reminded myself why I was doing this. For Vi.

      As I slid into the driver’s seat, I glanced at the passenger side, where my clutch sat with the recorded video tucked safely inside. Tonight, I wasn’t just going to a party. I was going to fight for Mackenzie’s future and prove to myself that I belonged in this world after all.

      The engine purred to life, and I pulled out of the driveway. Whatever happened tonight, I was ready.
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      I snagged another canape from the snack table and chewed as I watched the other people in the room mingle. The auditorium at Cranbrook was a sea of tailored suits and designer dresses, the recessed overhead lights bathing the room in a golden glow that reflected off the polished wooden floors. I smoothed down the scratchy fabric of my twinset, feeling like an imposter in a room full of people who probably vacationed in the Hamptons. My heels clicked loudly on the floor, drawing glances from a group of women who whispered behind their champagne flutes. I resisted the urge to turn on my heel and bolt back to the safety of my kitchen.

      Everybody seemed to know each other through some kind of work connection or social club. I felt like I was fifteen again, an awkward wallflower at a high school dance, as I watched everybody else move around the room to some nonexistent music. I clutched my clutch bag tighter, the recorded video of Mackenzie’s bullying weighing heavily in my hand. Tonight wasn’t just about mingling with Cranbrook’s elite. It was about justice. If I could just get Headmaster Lawrence to see the truth, Mackenzie’s future might still have a chance. But standing here, surrounded by people who looked like they’d never struggled a day in their lives, I felt small.

      I glanced over at the man who stood at the other end of the table. He looked just as bored and nervous as I felt. The scent of baked goods wafted over, mingling with the floral notes of expensive perfumes. Mini quiches, puff pastries, and chocolate truffles were arranged artfully on silver platters, but I couldn’t help critiquing them. The quiches were overbaked, and the pastry shells were too thick. My hands itched to whisk the lot away and replace them with my own creations.

      As Cranbrook held a parents’ party after the first semester of every year, I realized that I had two more of these parties to attend until Vi graduated.

      At the far side of the room, the headmaster entered with his wife. Michael was a portly man with a ruddy complexion, twinkling eyes, and a white beard that made him look like Santa Claus. His wife, Sheryl, wore a shimmering silver sequined dress. Her silvery blonde hair was held up in a twist with an emerald hairclip.

      He stopped to chat with a man and let out a booming, jovial laugh that I could hear from across the room. He looked over, making eye contact with me, and smiled. I shoved the remainder of the canape into my mouth and chewed vigorously as Michael and Sheryl made their way over to me.

      “Olivia! I’m so glad you’re here.” Michael shook my hand, and then Sheryl gave my cheeks air kisses.

      “It’s been so many years since I last saw you. I remember when you used to come over with your father and mother to our lake house to go fishing.” Sheryl smiled at the memory. “Now your own daughter is a student here. How time flies!”

      Sheryl’s smile faltered for a moment, her eyes flickering to Michael’s champagne flute as he downed another drink. “Michael, dear, perhaps you should pace yourself,” she murmured, her voice tight. He waved her off with a boisterous laugh, his cheeks flushed with alcohol. I caught a flicker of something in Sheryl’s eyes before she plastered on a smile again.

      “If only Pat could be here tonight,” said the headmaster.

      The headmaster and my father, Pat, were fishing buddies who had been friends for years, even before I was born. It was through this connection that I landed a spot for my daughter at this exclusive school.

      “My dad would have been so proud. He always said that Vi was too clever for her own good. Cranbrook is the first school that’s actually challenged her.”

      A waiter carrying a tray of champagne flutes walked by. He was handsome, like a movie star whose name I couldn’t recall. His cheeks dimpled as he stopped next to us and smiled.

      “Thank you,” I croaked out as I grabbed a flute. The bubbles tickled the roof of my mouth as I took a sip.

      I raised my eyebrows as Michael slammed back his champagne in one gulp. He placed the empty glass on the waiter’s tray and grabbed another flute.

      Sheryl pressed her lips together into a thin line. His wife obviously disapproved of his drinking, but otherwise said nothing.

      “Vi’s thriving in Honors Chemistry,” I said. “She says the labs here make her old school’s look like a children’s playset.”

      Michael chuckled, but Sheryl’s grip tightened on his elbow. “We’ve invested heavily in STEM,” she said. “Though some trustees argue we should focus more on traditional values.” Her gaze flicked to a group of women in twin sets even stiffer than mine.

      “Nonsense!” Michael slurred, reaching for another champagne flute. “This isn’t the 1950s, Sheryl. Even Cranbrook has to evolve.” The way her lips thinned could’ve cut glass.

      We made a bit of small talk about Vi and the cafe until they saw a group of women come into the room. As they walked away, I overheard Sheryl hiss under her breath, “You’re making a scene, Michael.” He muttered something back, his words slurred, and she clenched her fists at her sides. It struck me how different their dynamic seemed compared to the warm, jovial couple I remembered from childhood. Time changed people. Or maybe it just revealed who they always were.

      The Michael Lawrence I remembered from childhood had been a bear of a man who hoisted kids onto his shoulders during Fourth of July parades and taught me to bait a hook. This version had the same booming laugh, but his eyes darted like a cornered animal’s whenever Sheryl touched his arm. And Sheryl’s smile was as polished as her hairclip, but it didn’t reach her eyes. The lake house hostess who’d snuck us candy when Mom wasn’t looking now held her champagne flute like it might shatter if she gripped it too hard.

      Alone once again, I glanced at my watch and sighed. 8:15. I looked over at my companion at the other end of the snack table. He had a purple birthmark on the top of his bald head in the shape of a question mark, like Mikhail Gorbachev. He swirled the champagne in his glass before taking a sip. Like me, he watched the other partygoers in the room with disinterest. I guess I wasn’t the only socially awkward person here.

      “Sure seems like everyone here already knows each other,” I said.

      The man nodded. He looked away at the far end of the room where Michael and Sheryl were socializing. “Please excuse me,” he said before he walked away.

      Well, that was rude. I watched him stride away, his shoulders stiff. There was something familiar about him. Maybe it was the way he carried himself or the sharpness in his gaze. I couldn’t shake the feeling I’d seen him before, maybe in the newspaper or at a community event. A question mark-shaped birthmark wasn’t something you forgot easily.

      I sighed, feeling my isolation suffocating me. Even the snacks couldn’t distract me from the fact that I was an outsider here. Cranbrook wasn’t just a school, it was a microcosm of Grand Arbor’s elite, a world I’d never belonged to. But tonight wasn’t about me. It was about Vi. And Mackenzie.

      Glancing at the table of appetizers and miniature tarts, I picked out a dainty-looking custard tart topped with raspberries and popped the tart in my mouth. Not bad, I thought as I chewed, but not as good as the tarts from my cafe. The pastry shell was a bit soggy, and I could tell it was made with margarine instead of butter by the lack of richness and the unbalanced flavor.

      My clutch dug into my palm where I’d clenched it. I could hear the way Mackenzie’s voice cracked when those girls mocked her. I’d been that girl once, minus the Yale aspirations. If I could just get Michael alone for five minutes…

      I raised my champagne flute to my lips and washed away the last traces of the pastry. My feet ached from standing so long. At this moment, I really regretted wearing heels instead of a pair of sensible ballet flats. Looking around the room, I searched for a place where I could sit down for a minute. Through the doors leading out to the garden, I spotted a stone bench. Perfect.

      I let out a groan in relief as I sat down. The night air was chilly with a bit of wind, yet still comfortable. Winter weather in Michigan wasn’t
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