
  
  [image: ]




  
  Copyright © 2024 by Clare Lockhart 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews and articles.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, institutions, organizations, events, or locales in this novel are either the product of the author’s imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. The resemblance of any character to actual persons (living or dead) is entirely coincidental.
Paperback ISBN: 978-1-996988-00-8
Ebook ISBN: 978-1-0677159-9-1
Amazon ASIN (ebook): B0D8Z9781P
Apatite Publishing
Toronto, ON, Canada
A SPIRITED RECKONING/Clare Lockhart 






  
  










For Isabel,

I didn't think I'd have another mother in my life, then you came along, full of love and open arms.








  
  
Dear Reader,
Welcome back to Bookend Bay! If this is your first visit to this imaginary small town nestled on the sandy shores of Lake Superior, I'm so glad you found us. 
In this series, you’ll meet Quinn Delaney, newly divorced, reluctant amateur sleuth and proud new owner of her dream café.  Some changes in her midlife are welcome. Others, like suddenly seeing ghosts, acquiring an OCD twin from a parallel universe, and stumbling over more murders than any café owner should, are decidedly less so.
If you love best friends who find themselves in the odd pickle yet always persevere, you're in exactly the right place.
If you'd like to spend more time with Quinn, I'd love to have you join my newsletter at clarelockhart.com and I'll send you a free series novella as a thank you.
Happy reading!
Love and hugs,
Clare
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  Chapter 1
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I wasn’t built for confrontation. Coffee, yes. Walks in the woods, absolutely. But accusing a man of dognapping? That was a whole different cup of joe. 
Still, here I was, heart pounding like a trapped rabbit, standing on the porch of a sprawling brown bungalow with Toni Miller, my best friend and partner in crime. Or rather, partner in rescue. Because, let’s face it, accusing someone of stealing a beloved pet was a far cry from solving a murder.
The front door pulled inward, and a man loomed over us, his broad shoulders straining the seams of a plaid shirt. With hands the size of baseball mitts, he looked like he could squeeze a Volkswagen as easily as I could crush a pop can. 
Great. We were about to accuse the hulk of dognapping. 
Although Toni and I had faced—and prevailed in—a few dangerous situations, we weren’t reckless. Deputy Cody Wilson was nearby and waiting for a text message reporting our success with this endeavor. That said, we had a good reason for going it alone. 
Eyes the color of cold steel scrutinized us. “Whatever you’re selling, I don’t want any.” The hulk's voice sounded like it had traveled up his throat wrapped in sandpaper.
I smiled and shifted slightly to peer around the guy and take in the dusty-looking center hallway with what looked like a leaf blower and a rake propped up against a scuffed-up wall. A musty smell seeped from the foyer. 
“Hi there, I’m Quinn Delaney, and I’m sorry to bother you. I’m not selling anything. I’m helping one of your neighbors on the street behind you. They’ve lost their dog, Juno.” I held up the lost-dog notice I’d snatched off the lamppost in front of his house. “Have you seen him?”
He hardly glanced at the photo of the golden lab sitting in the grass, a stick held in his goofy grin, eyes reflecting a playful spirit.
“Nope.” The hulk made a move to close the door.
Toni stepped closer. “Hold on. Are you sure? Can you look at the photo again, please? The family is quite upset, as you can imagine. They have two small children who really miss their dog.”
We had to keep this door open. Hurry up, Brielle! 
The hulk hesitated, then he leaned forward and squinted at the lost-dog notice. “I don’t have my reading glasses on, but I know about the missing dog. Those supposed dog-lovers left Juno outside all day long—barking. Some people don’t deserve to be pet owners.”
Before I could respond to this news, a woof sounded from inside the house. 
I heard Brielle’s voice, “Come on, boy. It’s okay. Let’s go. Up the stairs.” A few minutes before Toni and I had rung the doorbell, my twin Brielle had snuck inside the house via the back patio door. 
Another woof.
Uh oh. It sounded like Brielle was having trouble with the dog. Sometimes animals didn’t warm to her. 
I should explain that Brielle isn’t your average everyday fifty-year-old woman. Well, at least not in this world. She’s average in the parallel world where she lives. 
I know. It’s a bit of a mind-bending concept. You see, here in the world you and I live in, Brielle is invisible to everyone except me, well, most everyone. I’ll share more on that later.
Having an invisible twin was a mixed bag of opportunity and mayhem. For instance, a few days ago, when the Hansen’s dog went missing, Brielle conducted an imperceptible house-to-house search and eventually found Juno inside this house. I was grateful for moments like these.
“You have a dog?” Toni said as the barking turned sharper.
The hulk pivoted as the golden lab appeared in the hallway with Brielle tapping its tush to keep him heading toward us. The dog turned and barked at her. Animals didn’t know what to make of Brielle. We weren’t sure if they saw her or just sensed her presence, but they were usually uncomfortable around her. My cat, Oreo, treated her like a predator.
Juno bounded down the hallway toward us, throwing yips over his shoulder at my invisible twin. 
“Hey, how’d you get upstairs?” The hulk’s meaty fist wrapped around the edge of the front door.
“It’s too late!” I snapped, shaking my head. “The gig is up.”
“Come here, Juno!” Toni cried. The dog bounded forward, tail wagging, and let go a hefty snort as he skidded to a stop in front of the dognapper, who greeted him by swooping down low and rubbing noses. I wasn’t expecting that.
“That’s a good boy,” he said in the same tone I used with my eighteen-month-old grandson. The hulk let out a sigh of resignation when Juno wiggled past him to greet us. Toni grabbed Juno by the collar.
“I only took him to teach those people a lesson,” the guy said. “I was gonna put him back in their yard today. Hold on. I got a leash for him.”
While the hulk got the leash, Toni hugged the dog, and Brielle slipped out the door. I sent a quick text to Cody to report the success of our mission.
About six months ago, under rather humorous circumstances, I learned Cody could see Brielle. This caused quite a bit of confusion before I realized what was happening because no one else besides me could see her. While Cody acknowledged Brielle’s special talents, he was a lawman, and technically, Brielle had broken the law by entering homes uninvited. It wasn’t that she had murky morals. A dog’s wellbeing had been at stake. 
Toni and I had grappled with telling Cody about our plans to confront the dog thief. Since we took our safety seriously, as did our partners Alec and Clark, we’d let Cody in on our plans. 
“Listen, I didn’t mean to upset any kids,” the hulk said as he clipped the leash onto Juno’s collar and scratched behind the dog’s ears. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt Juno.”
“That’s true,” said Brielle. “He seems to really love the dog.” I looked over at her for a second before remembering no one else could see or hear her.
The guy was still talking. “But you gotta understand, it’s a kinda torture to listen to the pup bark all day. It’s like suddenly they forgot they have a dog. It’s animal abuse.”
This was news to me. I could sympathize with him. The Hansens ran a thriving dental practice, eight miles away in town, so they had full days, but that was no excuse. They could hire a dog walker. I often dropped off my cat Oreo at Bookend Bay Inn to spend the days doted on by the owner’s mother and her friends. 
“I hear what you’re saying, but you can’t just take someone’s dog,” I said. 
“Yeah, well, I would talk to them, but we’re not exactly on good speaking terms. Every time I see them, they complain about my natural garden. They call my wildflowers weeds and look down their noses at me because my garden isn’t all neat and tidy like theirs.”
“Okay, fine. We’ll talk to them about the barking,” Toni said, leading the dog off the porch, then following swiftly to a clump of birch trees.
“Hold on a second,” the guy said. He reached behind the door, then held up a stuffed duck with one dangling orange foot. “It’s Juno’s favorite.”
I took the duck. “Thanks.”
“Hey, I shouldn’t have taken the dog. I get that. I’m not a bad guy. Just want them to treat him right,” the guy called after us. “He’s a great dog.”
Brielle slipped into step beside me as Toni and I headed down the sidewalk to the Hansen’s house. “That guy looks intimidating,” Brielle said. “But he’s a real softie when it comes to Juno, and he did appear to have the dog’s best interest at heart. If you tell the Hansens who took the dog, it could start a neighborhood feud and escalate into something nasty.”
Toni had been the first person I told about Brielle, so I relayed what she’d said to Toni. “So, what are we going to tell the Hansens?” We rounded the block, stopping for Juno to sniff, then anoint the bark of one of the first maples to turn red and drop its September leaves. 
“I think Brielle makes a good point, and I believed that guy,” Toni said. “I think he’s a dog lover, and I’m not so sure about Lars Hansen. At my last appointment, he suggested I crown all my molars. All of them! I think he just wanted me to help pay for his fancy new crown-making equipment.”
“Hmm. You’ve never had any problems with your teeth that I remember, but anyway, what do you say we keep the hulk’s name and address to ourselves?”
“Agreed,” Toni said. “We’ll say we found the dog sniffing trees.”
“Okay. Good.” The tension I’d been holding since we’d begun this endeavor eased. That worked for me. The less conflict in my life, the better. 
We dropped off the dog at the Hansen’s and learned their dog walker’s mother was in the hospital and had failed to let the Hansens know she was unavailable, so that’s why Juno had been barking. 
With our good deed done, we drove to my café Break Thyme.
In Bookend Bay, many of the shops along Courtesy Avenue, the main street, also backed onto Courtesy Park, which ran along a slivers-worth of Lake Superior in Upper Michigan. I loved living on a Great Lake and always felt a connection to people who lived near one of the five enormous lakes.
After parking my truck in Moose Harbor’s lot, we walked to Break Thyme along the boardwalk. Since there wasn’t a lick of wind, the brilliant blue lake mirrored the majestic formations of a string of puffed-up clouds.
My café was usually closed in the evening, but tonight was our monthly book club meeting. I was really looking forward to this one and couldn’t wait to discuss the book we’d just read. The Far Side of the Track, a memoir by Cleo Steenburgen, a local author, was about growing up in an anti-establishment, impoverished family who’d lived in a forest in Northern Canada for the first ten years of her life. Tonight, the author was attending our meeting to talk about her book.
“There’s just enough time before our meeting for me to bake a batch of carrot cupcakes,” Toni said as I unlocked the back entrance into the kitchen. 
I checked my watch. Six-fifteen. “Are you sure you have enough time? The meeting’s at seven. Don’t you want to just relax?” 
Ever since Toni retired from her career as a speech-language pathologist, she’d become Break Thyme’s baker, one of the best bakers I’d ever known. Lucky me.
She dismissed my suggestion with a toss of her short blonde curls. “No, I’m fine. This way, I can get everyone’s opinion tonight.” She pitched her pocket-sized purse into the cupboard, snatched an apron off the hook, and tied it on. “I don’t have the proportions of spices quite right yet.” 
Toni and Clark were getting married in three weeks, and I was hosting a small reception at Break Thyme. My best friend insisted on making her own wedding cake. (And she called me a control freak.) Since carrot cake was Clark’s favorite, Toni had been testing recipes for the last month. Our customers had been the lucky recipients of this delicious project. 
By the time I’d hung up my sweater, Toni was lifting flour into a stainless-steel bowl. “I’ve already got the pineapple diced and the carrots grated. And Brielle left a huge batch of cream cheese icing in the fridge—thank you very much, Brielle—so I don’t have to make that. And as a bonus—the cupcakes will make the café smell great for our meeting.”
“Okay. Can’t argue with that.” I looked around for Brielle, but she’d vanished. Her departures were always abrupt. Whenever she woke up in her life, she vanished from mine. And now that our hormones were doing the tango, waking frequently in the night was our new norm, so she was more likely to pop in and out. Since she lived in England, and they were five hours ahead of us, Brielle often appeared in the evening. 
I knew Brielle wanted to be here for the book club meeting, so hopefully she’d fall back asleep soon. It was funny how matter of fact her presence had become in my life.
As I came into the main café area, I saw Poppy Porter, the best barista in the Milky Way, sitting at the counter with one hand running through her shoulder-length, tawny hair and the other scrolling on her phone.
She greeted me with her usual sunny smile. “Hey, Quinn, how’d it go with Juno?”  
“Very good. We solved the case of the kidnapped dog.” I filled her in on the details. 
She chuckled. “I wish I’d been there to see that guy’s face when he realized you’d caught him with a stolen dog. You should have called Cody right then. He would have taught that guy a lesson.”
“Maybe I should have, but I believe the hulk genuinely cared about Juno, and I don’t think he’ll do anything like that again. Must we always punish people for doing the wrong thing, even when it’s for the right reasons? I guess Cleo’s book has influenced me.”  
“I loved her book. Are you talking about the time when her father got arrested for selling lemonade and apple dolls without a vendor’s license?”
“Yes, exactly. His kids were starving. They were desperate and needed to make money somehow.” Cleo’s parents had used wild apples to make the dolls they sold by the side of the road.
“It was brutal when they lost that little bit of income,” Poppy said.
“Yes, it didn’t seem right. Their needs were urgent. And as far as the dog snatcher goes, the only reason we knew the dog was in his house was because Brielle got inside without being seen, so we weren’t exactly following the rules, either. Cody agreed to turn a blind eye when he heard the plan involved Brielle’s illegally entering the house.”
Poppy clicked her tongue, then nodded. “I hear ya. Brielle gives Cody a case of supernatural blindness.” Poppy was one of the few people I’d told about Brielle because having an invisible twin from a parallel world was a tricky concept to share. 
Through a phenomenon we still don’t understand, when Brielle goes to sleep, she crosses from her world into my world. We are essentially the same person living different lives. If you’ve ever wondered how your life might have turned out if you’d made a different choice, one that seriously changed the course of things, well, a poignant moment like that creates an alternate life. 
For me, at age eighteen, I made a life-changing choice that got me pregnant, married to Bryan Delaney, and raising two wonderful children. At that moment, a parallel life sprouted up and branched off into the ether, with Brielle at the helm. She didn’t sneak off with Bryan that night and she never had children. She traveled, worked as an author’s assistant, and settled in a small town in England. 
“Anyway,” Poppy continued, “I’m going to put on a pot of decaf for the book club. And speaking of apples, I’ll use the apple spice essential oil for the diffusers in the Cozy Nook and put out a couple of those new soy candles from Mystic Garden.”
“Great, thanks, Poppy.” My favorite part of Break Thyme was the Cozy Nook, with its picture windows that looked out over Courtesy Park and Lake Superior. My vision for the space had been to make the robins-egg-colored room as inviting as possible with comfy seating, rag rugs, throw blankets, footstools, gas fireplace, candles, and potted plants. My customers told me I’d hit the mark.
Soon, our book club members arrived. After some mulling about and sampling Toni’s carrot cupcakes—beautifully decorated with piped icing and candied carrot rosettes—we settled in the Nook. After everyone took a seat, and our guest author was ready to go, I got everyone’s attention and held up Cleo’s book.
“We’re going to get started,” I said, then I introduced Cleo. 
People clapped as she moved to the front of the room to stand by the bookcases. A tall, slender woman with an athletic build, Cleo wore over-sized glasses that somewhat obscured her eyes, giving her a certain mystique. At first, she spoke in a soft voice with a hint of hesitance, but when she began talking about her book, her eyes lit with passion.
The meeting was going well when there was a sudden clatter in what was supposed to be an empty kitchen. Everyone went silent. 
Uh-oh. I guessed what had caused the noise and scrambled to come up with a reasonable explanation. 






  
  Chapter 2
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“Excuse me,” I said, getting up to check on the kitchen crash. “It sounds like the dishes I stacked in the drain rack may have fallen over. Carry on. I’ll be right back.” 
As I entered the kitchen, I smacked into Brielle, who was coming out. 
“Oops! Sorry,” I said, without thinking. I bounced off the door jamb, then righted myself and rubbed my shoulder.
Shoot. Had anyone witnessed my apology and sudden inability to get through a doorway?
I turned to see if people could see me from the Nook and yup, Ruby May from the flower shop next door, was giving me the eye.
“Who are you talking to, Quinn?” called Ruby.
In the meantime, Brielle started speaking, which added to my confusion and put me into freeze mode. “No, it’s my fault,” she said. “I’m sorry. I dropped a bowl. I forgot about the meeting tonight.” 
She forgot? It had been a long time since she’d forgotten what happened during her Bookend Bay visits. And what was she planning to do with a bowl?
Before I could get my thoughts straight, the front door opened, jingling the bells hanging above. Saved by the bells. Thank goodness. A distraction.
I recognized Fisher Keach. Waving, I greeted him with such alacrity he puffed up like a guest of honor making a fashionably late entrance. Fisher was a heavy-set, balding man who’d grown what was left of his dark hair into a thin tassel that hung down his back. He’d been hired about six months ago as the interim manager of Bookends, the town’s bookstore, while the owners traveled the world. He seemed reserved to me, professional, efficient, polite, but not overly friendly.  
“I saw you were having a book club meeting tonight,” he said.
Right. He would have seen the postcards about the meetings that we always left on the counter at Bookends. Our book club was good business for the bookstore because most of us bought the book of the month from the store. 
With a thump, he set a grocery bag on top of a table and looked around the é from the staircase running alongside the floor-to-ceiling exposed brick wall to the standing display holding jellies, chutneys, and cordials. He lowered his voice. “I brought swag for everyone, if you’d like to hand it out after your meeting.” 
Since it was his first time here, I thought he might comment on what a nice café I had, but he didn’t. That was okay. Maybe Break Thyme didn’t impress him. After all, he was from a big city. I couldn’t remember which one, but he had probably seen much swankier cafés.
Putting that observation aside, I briefly wondered why Cleo hadn’t brought her own swag to give away, but I didn’t know how these things worked between authors and bookstores. 
“That’s really thoughtful of you,” I said. “Come on in.”
“I don’t want to interrupt.” He nodded his head toward the bag. “Just wanted to share the bounty.”
A few of Toni’s muffins sat on a plate on the counter. “Well, then, you must take a cupcake,” I said, as a small show of appreciation for his effort. I scooped one into a napkin and handed it to him. “You don’t have any food allergies, do you?”
He held it in the palm of his hand, admiringly. “Not one, but I am suffering a small stomach malady. The cupcake looks like a work of art. I hardly want to eat it, but I will. Later.”
“That’s Toni for you. Her desserts are often showpieces, and her scones would rival any English baker’s.” I didn’t mean to make it sound like a sales pitch for Break Thyme. I just wanted him to feel welcome.
“Thank you.” He nodded. “Have a good evening.”
“You, too, and come back anytime,” I said.
Diego Farjado, a new book club member, came around the corner. I knew nothing about Diego’s personal life or what he did for a living, but he seemed like a nice guy, and he loved books. “Quick question for ya, Fisher,” Diego said, keeping his voice low. “Did the Martin Luther King Jr. edition come in?”
“No, not today, but check back tomorrow,” Fisher said. “The shipment usually comes in the afternoon.”
“Okay. Will do. Thanks.” Diego looked at me. “It’s an inscribed copy of Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community?”
“Geez, still a relevant question.” I said, wondering how much a book like that was going to set him back.
Diego and I joined the rest of the group in time to hear Cleo explain how the neighboring indigenous people had helped her family survive their first winter in the wild and taught her how to identify edible plants, berries, and mushrooms. “I can throw together a salad from the woods anytime,” she said with a wink. 
With escalating grocery prices, this sounded ideal, but reading her book also gave insight into how difficult her life had been. 
The discussion carried on for another two hours, later than usual. Everyone seemed to love talking to an author, which made me wonder if I could get another author to visit Bookend Bay. 
“Are there any more questions?” Cleo asked. When no one responded, she thanked everyone for buying her book and listening to her talk.
“Thank you, Cleo,” I said, getting up and clapping. “We really appreciate you sharing your experiences. We’ve never had an author come to our meeting, so thank you. And by the way, Fisher Keach from the bookstore dropped off your swag for everyone.”
Cleo looked confused. “My swag? I . . . Uh . . . I don’t have swag. It’s kind of expensive. I haven’t made a profit off my book yet.”
“Oh. I’m sorry. I misunderstood.” Retrieving the grocery bag, I looked inside to see a stack of bookmarks held together with an elastic band, a plastic baggie full of magnets, and branded sticky note pads. I tilted the bag, so the contents slid out onto the table. 
“Wait, let me see that,” Cleo said, coming to look. Her mouth fell open. “That’s his book. His author name is Richard Stone.”
I could see that now. The name Richard Stone was stamped on all the products and a photo of a book called A Cry in the Woods: a chilling suspense when a luxury getaway goes horribly wrong. This was his book? Wow, what a crummy thing to do.
“This was really inappropriate,” I said, especially considering the nature of Cleo’s book.
Cleo’s face turned purple with a surprising degree of fury. “I can’t believe he did this! I hate that guy. It wasn’t enough that he ruined my book launch, and he made empty promises. Now he tries to make this meeting all about the one book he wrote a hundred years ago.”
“He’s an idiot,” said Ruby, joining us. “I don’t know what Charlie and Tucker were thinking when they hired that pompous, patronizing chauvinist.”
Oh, really? Why did the flower shop owner bear a grudge against Fisher?
“What’s going on?” said Brielle, appearing by my side. She’d been looking pretty comfortable at the back of the Nook, lounging in an over-stuffed armchair with her feet up. At one point, I’d thought she was dozing, which I’d never seen her do. Why would she sleep here when she was sleeping in her life? “Never mind,” she blurted. “Don’t answer. Sorry, I’m doing it again. I didn’t mean to talk to you in public. Oops! I’m still doing it.” She slapped her hand over her mouth.
It was so distracting for me that I lost track of both conversations. Brielle stepped back when Cleo came closer.
“Fisher was horrible at my book launch,” Cleo said. “Instead of suggesting people check out my book when I was sitting alone at a table, he pointed customers toward his favorite authors—all men. And then he does this?” She looked at the swag with disgust. “I could just strangle that man.”
“Big city lowlife,” muttered Ruby.
“He doesn’t hold a candle to Charlie or Tucker,” said Diego Farjado, giving Cleo’s forearm a supportive squeeze. 
It was surprising and disappointing to learn Fisher had made a negative impact in such a short time on some of our book club members.
“I’m sorry, Cleo,” I said as I gathered up Richard Stone’s swag. “I had no idea.”
“It’s not your fault, Quinn,” she said. “And I shouldn’t have lost my cool. Please, everyone, feel free to take his stuff. He’s a fellow author and probably wrote a good thriller.”
A hush had fallen over the room. No one approached the swag. Instead, they reached for their purses and sweaters.
“Oh, look what I’ve done,” Cleo said with despair. “Now everyone feels awkward. It’s just been an uphill battle trying to market this book.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “And everyone loved your book, so when word gets out, it’ll fly off shelves everywhere.”
“It’s not that easy,” said Brielle. “But, hey! I can help her market her book.” In her world, Brielle worked as a personal assistant to some big name authors. But I couldn’t tell Cleo that. I glanced at Brielle, hoping to convey that she wasn’t helping at the moment. 
Thankfully, Aubrey Adams, our local art gallery owner, stepped in to thank Cleo for her time. 
I joined Toni, who was doling out goodbye hugs at the door and reminding everyone to pick up next month’s read. 
“Great cupcakes, Toni. I think this recipe is a winner,” said Colleen Walsh, who owned Mystic Garden, a new-age-like shop down the block. With her other-worldly interests, Colleen found my supernatural abilities fascinating and had been a great support to me.
Toni cocked her head. I knew that look. Skeptical and contemplative. As a fellow perfectionist, I knew, despite Colleen’s compliment, Toni was going to give that recipe another go. “Thank you, but I think I could go a little heavier on the cloves. I could hardly taste them.”
“Tasted like heaven to me, but you’re the expert.” Colleen slipped her fringed bag over her shoulder, then tugged a copper curl out from under the strap. “See you lovelies later.” 
“Bye, Colleen,” I said with a hug.
Ruby and Cleo were the last to leave. As they walked toward the door, Ruby shook her head and said, “I hate it when those big city types bring their urban attitudes and money grabbing ways to our community. I’m of a mind to write to Tucker and Charlie and tell them just what kind of man they hired to run their bookstore.”
Cleo nodded. Her expression was still tight with frustration.
Brielle, following the two women, jerked her head toward Cleo. I wasn’t sure what she wanted me to say.
“Thanks again for coming, Cleo. Uh, have you ever considered hiring a marketing assistant to help sell your book? My daughter-in-law manages my social media for Break Thyme. It made a difference when she started posting about the café.”
“It’s a good idea,” Cleo said. “But . . . I’ve just been through a bad marital breakup, and I don’t have much money, so I’m not sure if that would be the best use of my limited budget.”
“I understand.” Even though my husband had been a lying, betraying jackass, he’d had the decency to be sure I was financially secure after our marriage ended. For much of our married life, my job had been looking after every aspect of our home and raising our two children, making his life a breeze. He’d not supported my
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