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      For My Father-In-Law, Richard.
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      My name is Nora Black. I’m over fifty and loving it. I’ve embraced the aches and pains, hot flashes, and the new odiferous psychic gift that keeps on giving.

      My latest smell-o-vision adventure includes a deadly snake, a high-drama baby shower, sibling secrets, and—surprise—a murder.

      With my two BFFs, my sweetie cop, and a whole bunch of nutty Garden Covians by my side, we’ll sniff out the killer. But if we’re not careful, we’ll come out smelling like…manure.

      Forget roses, honey. This aroma with a view is starting to stink.
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      “And I said, just because you drop a pretty penny for a meal doesn’t mean I’m dropping my pretty panties,” said Tippi Davenport. She tossed her long blonde hair behind her shoulder and hooted. “And oh, baby, was he ever livid!”

      In the living room, a nervous titter of laughter erupted from our guests. Marjorie Meadows, an old friend of my mother’s and the Field and Meadows’ Art Gallery’s co-owner, clapped her hands. “Hah! You said ‘baby’! I get your pin,” she said.

      The shower guests were playing the diaper pin game. You claimed a safety pin from anyone who spoke the word baby during the shower. The person with the most pins at the end of the party would win a gift certificate to my store, Scents & Scentsability.

      I watched Tippi hand over her diaper pin as I readied the next baby shower game of Pass the Pacifier in the dining room area. It appeared the girl could care less about the game because she immediately launched into another ribald tale. Hoo, boy.

      Gilly Martin walked over to me, holding a glass of orange sherbet, lemon-lime soda, and tropical fruit punch. My BFF since childhood wore a buttery-yellow cashmere sweater that looked lovely against her warm skin tones and dark hair.

      “We need to make more of this liquid gold, Nora. That’s the last cup.” She sniffed the drink. “You’d think this stuff was spiked with premium rum the way these ladies are going through it.”

      “Nobody sins on a Sunday,” I said. We’d picked a Sunday for Pippa’s shower because that’s when most of the guests were available to attend. “Besides,” I added. “Are you sure it isn’t spiked?” I gestured toward our loudest guest. “I cannot believe that’s Pippa’s younger sister.” Although the sisters shared a similar fine-boned, willowy appearance, they were definitely polar opposites in the personality department.

      Gilly, eyes wide, nodded her agreement. “They say an apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, but I’m pretty sure Tippi and Pippa aren’t from the same branch.”

      I gave a low whistle. “I don’t think they’re from the same tree. If our Pippa is an apple, Tippi is a nut.”

      Gilly giggled. “Reese looks like she’s trying to come up with a good reason to arrest the nut.”

      Reese McKay was a newly promoted detective with the Garden Cove Police Department, but I’d met her when she was a uniformed patrol officer. I’d helped the local PD with a few cases, and she and I had become friends as a result.

      I shrugged. “How much worse could it get?”

      Tippi guffawed as she tossed her long blonde hair back, then said, “Whatever you do, don’t fall for a married man. I don’t care how ugly, emotionally distant, or frigid he says his wife is, he is never going to leave her.” Tippi turned her bright blue gaze to Leila Rafferty, my ex-husband’s wife, put the back of her hand to her mouth, as if she was going to tell a secret, and added, “I learned that the hard way.” She glanced around at her audience and held up two fingers. “Twice.”

      Leila, who was officially in remission from her cancer after a successful bone marrow transplant last summer, laughed so hard I couldn’t help but smile. Leila’s cancer had almost killed her, and even though she was still as thin as a rail, she’d put on a couple of pounds in the last few months. I’d lost my mom to cancer almost two years ago in April. When I found out last year that Leila had lost most of her hair to chemo, I’d given her all of my mom’s lace-front wigs. Today, Leila wore a blonde bob number that my mother had loved, and it made me feel like a piece of Mom was still here with me.

      Gilly, who could always read my emotions like a book, nudged me gently. “I miss her, too,” she said quietly.

      I put my head on Gilly’s shoulder for the briefest of moments, then used a baby shower napkin to dab my misting eyes.

      “I think Dolly is going to implode from embarrassment,” whispered Gilly.

      I cut my gaze to Dolly Paris, the owner of Dolly’s Dollhouse Emporium and Museum, and watched her clutch her pearls. Literally. She wore a strand of cultured pearls and earrings to match. Her gaze darted between her twenty-something daughter, Carrie—who seemed enamored with Tippi’s stories—and the door.

      Jane Beets of Beets’ Treats, a candy and sweets shop where I bought brownies way too often, snickered.

      Tippi’s scandalous behavior proved to be more entertaining for everyone than celebrating my BFF’s pregnancy and upcoming wedding. Pippa was miserable, as evidenced by her taking yet another super-long bathroom break.

      When Pippa rejoined the party, she came up behind me and leaned in. Her voice was tight as she spoke through gritted teeth. “Gilly, why did you invite my sister?”

      Gilly flushed. “I thought it would be nice for you to have some family at your baby shower.”

      “And is it?” Pippa asked. “Is it nice?”

      I choked back a laugh. Gilly had extended the invitation to Pippa’s mother. But the woman—who had a problem with her daughter having a relationship with a man of Jordy’s ilk—had summarily declined. I think she might have forgiven Pippa for the pregnancy, but she couldn’t forgive her for getting engaged to Jordy. So much so, she cut Pippa off from her allowance.

      Of course, up until all this happened, I’d had no idea Pippa had an allowance. It turns out, her parents own a chain of hotels in Illinois. I mean, I knew Pippa was educated and had excellent taste, but she’d always lived rather modestly. Not like someone who had a lot of cash to burn.

      “We’re running out of punch,” I said. “I’ll get some lemon-lime soda from the garage to make more.”

      “I’ll help you,” Gilly said.

      Pippa grabbed us both. “Oh, no you don’t. You guys will not leave me alone in here with her. Nora, you go distract Tippi while I get the soda.”

      “I’m not up for another one of Tippi’s smell-o-vision memories.”

      Last January, I’d died for twenty-seven seconds on an operating table. After I was revived, I’d developed a talent for seeing scent-related memories. Just not my own memories. The sweet citrus scent of the punch had invoked Tippi’s memories of a cheerleading camp where she’d gotten caught playing Seven Minutes in Heaven with a friend’s boyfriend. She’d been wearing orange sherbet lip gloss at the time. In the memory, she had been mortified when the closet door had swung open, but today she’d been smiling when she thought of it.

      “I think your sister has a thing for guys who are unavailable.”

      “Better lock up your men,” Gilly muttered.

      Pippa rested her forearms over her basketball-sized belly. “I’m not worried about Jordy.”

      “The only thing I’m worried about is getting through this next game.” A tap at the back door window drew my attention. The face peering back at me through the pane glass made my heart flutter. “Speaking of fellas,” I told my besties. “I’ll be right back.”

      I put on my teal puffy winter coat before stepping out into the backyard. Ezra Holden, aka my fella, met me on the deck. He wore gray dress pants, a pale blue button-down shirt, and the same black blazer he’d had on the first time we’d met eleven months ago. It had been an official encounter, since he’d been serving me with a restraining order. It felt like ancient history now as Ezra wrapped his arms around me and gave me a kiss.

      “Hey, sweetheart.”

      I melted. “Hey.”

      He grinned, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “How’s the shower going?”

      “So far, so good.” I chuckled. “You looking for an easy arrest? Because I think Pippa wants to press charges against her sister for…existing.”

      “Existing is a hard charge to make stick.” Ezra slid his hand down my backside and gave my rear a squeeze. “But I might be persuaded to do a twenty-four-hour hold.”

      I rose up onto my tiptoes and kissed him until a soft moan escaped his lips. Thanks to Lasik surgery in September, I had the eyes of a teenager now, but the best part was being able to see Ezra’s gorgeous green eyes clearly when we were this close.

      I smiled. “I can be very persuasive.”

      “You certainly can be,” Ezra agreed.

      I heard laughter from inside the house, reminding me of my hosting responsibility. “I love this surprise visit. But I know you wouldn’t have come all the way out here just for a stolen kiss.”

      “You’d be surprised at the lengths I’d go to get a kiss from you.”

      I let out a giggle that ended on a nervous snort. “All right, then,” I said softly. “You better get going now so I can finish up here. You’re still coming by tonight, right?”

      “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away.”

      Gosh, this man made me giddy. I took a breath to clear my head. “It’s a date.”

      “Perfect.” He reluctantly let me go. “Hey, can you tell Reese I’m here? I need to talk to her for a minute.”

      I raised a brow. “You could’ve called her.”

      “Then I wouldn’t have gotten to see you in the middle of a workday.” He chuckled. “I texted her.”

      I narrowed my gaze. “She told you to rescue her, didn’t she?”

      Laughter sparkled in his eyes. “I’m actually here to rescue whoever Tippi is. Reese mentioned the words handcuffs and duct tape in her text.”

      I gave his chest a quick pat. “Pippa’s sister is…er, a lot.”

      “Sister, huh? I always thought Pippa was an only child.”

      “She wishes.”

      He chuckled. “Tell Reese to meet me out front,” Ezra said, his tone more serious.

      “Hey, is something really wrong?”

      He straightened his jacket. “Remember I told you there was a robbery at Meier’s Jewelry last week? Reese was the detective on the scene.”

      “The smash and grab?” Everyone in Garden Cove had heard about the heist. The perpetrators had broken in at the end of the day, forced the owners to disarm the security system, and shattered all the glass displays. The jewelry had been swept clean, and the burglars had managed to escape without leaving any evidence behind. The thieves wore masks and bulky trench coats, so the in-store cameras had been mostly useless in identifying the duo. Shawn Rafferty, my ex and the chief of police, had petitioned the town council for more money to install security cameras downtown, but, so far, the measure hadn’t been approved.

      I met Ezra’s gaze. “Did someone else get robbed?”

      “Today,” he said. “The Diamond Daisy.”

      I tucked my chin. “That’s Dan Briggs’ place. How awful for him. He told me he’s barely making ends meet this winter.” Many of the businesses in town were hit hard during the off-season. No tourists meant little to no money coming in. Several of the stores in the downtown area, what the locals called the strip, had been closed since November and weren’t planning to reopen again until the end of March. Mr. Lems, the man who owned the antique furniture shop next to Scents & Scentsability, had said it was cheaper to close temporarily than to pay to keep the lights on.

      Pippa, Gilly, and I had managed to keep our store in the black because of bulk sales of my skin and face lines to a chain of medical spas across the country owned by the celebrity duo of Doctor Corrine and Nurse Mary. Even so, hardly any of these businesses in town, other than a few restaurants and convenience stores, were open on Sundays right now.

      “Why was Dan at work today? The Diamond Daisy wasn’t open, was it?” I asked.

      Ezra shook his head and frowned. “Mr. Briggs had gone into work to restock shelves and do some maintenance. He said he went into the back of the shop to get some cleaning supplies. And found the burglars waiting for him.”

      “Is he okay?” Dan was a big man at six and a half feet tall. And he sported a beard that would make the ZZ Top guys jealous. Even in his sixties, he was formidable. “His size alone had to give the thieves pause.”

      “He said they had guns.”

      I rubbed my arms. “Cripes. Who robs a souvenir shop?”

      “People who don’t know it’s a souvenir shop,” said Ezra. “Locals are aware The Diamond Daisy has nothing to do with diamonds.”

      The back door opened, and Gilly stuck her head out. “Hey,” she hissed. “It’s getting tense in here. Tippi is talking about nude yoga, and I think Dolly is one downward-facing-dog story away from an aneurysm.”

      “I’ll be right there,” I said. I stared up at Ezra. “I’ll send Reese out.”

      “Love you,” he said.

      “Love you back.”

      After Ezra walked away, Gilly dragged me inside the house. “Pippa is ready to fake contractions to end this baby shower.”

      “We might have to stuff Tippi into a closet,” I said. I went into the living room and put my hand on Reese’s shoulder. “Ezra’s out front. He says he needs to speak to you.”

      Reese cast me a grateful and relieved look as she stood up. “Duty calls. Nice party, Nora. Thanks for inviting me.” She grabbed her purse, put on her coat, and hurried out the front door like she was escaping prison.

      Gilly waved at me from the kitchen. I went to her.

      “You cannot leave me alone again.” She glanced around conspiratorially. “Pippa can’t kill her sister, not yet anyway. But I’m an easier target.”

      “It’s not that bad,” I assured her.

      She gave me a doubtful look.

      I grimaced as our very pregnant and unhappy bestie stalked our way. “Okay. It might be that bad,” I admitted. “Maybe I should hide the cake knife.”

      “Eep,” Gilly chirped. “She’ll forgive me, though, right?”

      “Eventually.”

      Pippa balled her fists and planted them on her hips. “She’s telling them about the time we snuck into the prince’s room.”

      “Which prince? Harry or William?” asked Gilly. “Wait. Why were you at Windsor Castle?”

      “I wasn’t. I’m talking about Prince Carl Phillip of Sweden,” she said. “At the penthouse suite at my parents’ hotel in Chicago.”

      “I’ve never heard of him, but wowza,” Gilly said, awestruck. “Your parents know royalty?”

      “Not really. The king had some business in the city, and my parents had a penthouse suite available.” She smirked. “However, Prince Carl Phillip is gorgeous. He could give that guy from the Fifty Shades movies a run for his money.”

      I raised a brow at Gilly. “That’s a story I want to hear later.”

      “Maybe when this baby is out, and I can tell it over a glass of wine.” Pippa smiled at Gilly. Her sister laughed loudly again, and Pippa’s smile turned to a sneer. She lightly punched my shoulder. “Fix this, or I’ll swap out labels on your soap-making supplies.”

      I gasped with mock outrage. “You wouldn’t dare.” I could see my friend was in distress, and, considering she was eight months pregnant, I didn’t want to make her more miserable. Not even with a well-intentioned celebration. “Maybe we should just skip right to the cake and presents and get the party over with.”

      “Can we?” asked Pippa with such hope in her voice, I felt my stomach drop. I hadn’t realized how close to the emotional edge Pippa felt.

      Before I could answer, Carrie shouted, “Mom!”

      The three of us moved quickly into the living room. Dolly sat on the couch gasping noisily as she rummaged through her purse.

      “Is she having a panic attack?” Tippi asked. “I’ve had one of those before. So not fun.”

      Gilly moved into rescue mode and made a beeline for the woman. Dolly, whose name conjured up visions of Dolly Parton, was the exact opposite of the iconic singer. She was a few years older than me, but her gray hair was styled in what Gilly liked to call “nursing home chic.” She also dressed like a retired librarian.

      Gilly undid the top pearl button of Dolly’s pink cardigan. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

      Carrie frantically dug through her mom’s purse. “It’s not in here,” the younger Paris said.

      “What are you looking for? An EpiPen?” I asked. The way Dolly was struggling to breathe made me think it was something more serious than a panic attack. “Is she having an allergic reaction?” Had the white chocolate chunk cookies I’d served for the party caused some kind of anaphylaxis reaction? I grasped Carrie’s wrist to get her attention. “Does your mom have a nut allergy?”

      Carrie, a dark-haired girl in her late twenties, shook her head. “I’m looking for her inhaler. She doesn’t have food allergies. She has stress-induced asthma.”

      Pippa cast an accusing glance at her sister. Tippi bugged her eyes. “I only mentioned one Kama Sutra position. We hadn’t even gotten to the Lotus position yet.”

      “Oh, dear God,” muttered Pippa. She glared at her sister. “Stop. Talking.”

      Tippi pressed her lips together and scooted back into her chair.

      “Do you remember putting the inhaler in your purse before we left?” Carrie asked her mom.

      Dolly nodded, then rasped through sips of breaths, “Yes.”

      Carrie frowned. “She keeps a backup in her car. I’ll get it.” The young woman jogged to the door, flung it open, and exited the house, leaving the front door wide open.

      Gilly leaned Dolly forward and grabbed the nearest coffee cup. She paused, leaned in for a long sniff, and wrinkled her nose. “This has alcohol in it.”

      “Damn it, Tippi,” Pippa said.

      Tippi brought her hands up. “It’s not mine.”

      Pippa scoffed. “Yeah, right.”

      Gilly wasn’t having any of the sisters’ arguments. “Enough. We need a stimulant, not a depressant,” she said. “Someone grab me a cup of black coffee. Hold the vodka.”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Pippa said with exasperation.

      Tippi hopped up from the couch. “I’ll get it.” She headed to the kitchen.

      “How do you know all this stuff about asthma?” Marjorie asked Gilly.

      “My daughter Ari had a friend in fifth grade who was asthmatic. I learned a lot about how to help ease breathing during an attack with what you have on hand. Coffee is a stimulant, so it dilates the lungs. If worse comes to worst, we can put her in the bathroom and steam up the room by turning on hot water taps.”

      I nodded. “If worse comes to worst, I’m dialing 9-1-1.”

      “Already on it,” Pippa said as she pulled her phone from her purse.

      Dolly tried to stand. “No,” she said. “Don’t…call. I’ll…be oh…okay.”

      A scream from outside brought all the chaos in the room to an abrupt stop.

      “Carrie,” Dolly wheezed. “That’s Carrie.”
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      Ezra stood near the open driver door of Dolly’s gold hatchback, which was parked at the end of my driveway facing the house. He held one hand out toward the car and had one hand on his gun. Carrie sat in the driver’s seat, but it was hard to see her with the sun glinting off the windshield.

      Reese was on the passenger side of the car, her phone to her ear. Her face was pale but her expression was determined.

      I jogged toward them. “What happened?”

      “Stay back, Nora,” Ezra demanded. His fierce tone stopped me in my tracks. “Carrie, I need you to keep holding as still as possible. Don’t make any sudden moves.”

      Had Carrie done something illegal?

      “Carrie.” Dolly stumbled across the lawn, apparently recovered from her asthma attack. “What’s going on? Why are you holding my daughter hostage?”

      “Ma’am, you need to stay back,” Ezra cautioned.

      A high-pitched squeal escaped the young woman.

      “Carrie!” her mother shouted. Gilly slung her arm around Dolly’s shoulders, comforting her but also keeping the panicked mother from rushing toward the car. All the guests from the party now stood on my lawn, their gazes locked on the car.

      I walked slowly around toward the passenger side. Reese, who was standing in front of the open door, shook her head at me.

      “What’s this about?” I mouthed.

      She held up a finger. “Yes, hello,” she said into the phone. “This is Detective Reese McKay. I need animal control and an ambulance dispatched to Hawthorne Subdivision, 602 Dogwood Court. “

      “Animal control?” I decided Ezra wasn’t angry. He was scared. But of what? I tried to cycle through all the animals that might be out in the winter. Raccoons, maybe. Cougar? Doubtful. Maybe a rabid squirrel? Probably not. I was reasonably sure opossums holed up in dens during the winter. I slow-walked to the grass, joining the baby shower guests.

      Pippa sidled next to me. “Do you know what’s going on?”

      “Ezra,” I said with a measured tone. “Give us the quick and dirty. You have a yard full of freaked-out witnesses, and one of them is Carrie’s mom.”

      “Snake,” Ezra said. “A great big copperhead, I think. It’s in the floorboard, so it’s hard to tell for sure.”

      Dolly gasped, her breathing turning into a harsh wheeze once again. “Oh…” She gulped. “Oh, no.”

      I glanced at Gilly.

      She nodded. “I’ve got her.”

      “Please help me,” Carrie whimpered.

      “Help is on the way. Hold real still now,” Ezra cautioned again. “A sudden move could make it strike.”

      “Are you kidding me with this?” Tippi said in a hushed whisper from behind Pippa and me. “I thought living in a small town would be boring, but this is the most excitement I’ve had in months.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” Pippa said.

      Tippi crossed her arms and frowned but said nothing else.

      I took Pippa’s fine-boned hand and gave it a squeeze. “You don’t see any snakes this time of year,” I said. “Let alone poisonous ones.”

      Reese, who was off the phone now, nodded. “Yes. They usually hunker down in a rock den until spring.”

      “It’s moving,” Carrie said. “I feel it wrapping around my foot.”

      “Does anyone have a flashlight?” It was forty-seven degrees outside, but Ezra’s face was flushed, his forehead beaded with sweat. “I want to get a better look at it.”

      “I’ve got one,” Leila said. She pulled a yellow mini flashlight from her purse and trotted over to Ezra. “And don’t worry,” she directed at Carrie. “Snakes don’t like the cold, probably why it’s in the front floorboard. It’s trying to soak up some engine warmth. The light from a flashlight doesn’t generate any heat.” She handed the mini to Ezra.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Rafferty.” He clicked the flashlight on and shone the beam toward Carrie’s feet and swore. “Cripes.” Ezra’s mouth was set in a grim line. “It’s got to be at least five feet long, and it’s coiled around the foot pedals.”

      “See,” Leila said, craning her neck around the door for a better look. “It’s just trying to stay warm.” She gave a low whistle. “Wow. That sucker looks well-fed, too. You should call Johnny Scales.”

      “Who?” Ezra asked. I wasn’t familiar with the name either, but Reese was.

      “Johnny ‘Scales’ Morrison has a snake farm about fifteen miles outside of town. Still in the county, but rural,” she said. “He’s pure weirdo.”

      Leila circled around Ezra. “Johnny’s something of a character, but he’s great with snakes. Shawn hired him two years ago when we found a rattler in our garage. Johnny had it out of there in minutes. No muss, no fuss.”

      Ezra shook his head. “Animal control is on the way. I’m sure they can handle it.”

      “How did it get in my mom’s car?” Carrie asked. I’d moved around for a better view, along with a few of the baby shower guests.

      I caught a glint of the snake, and just the sight of shiny scales made my teeth hurt.

      “Copperheads are really poisonous, right?” Pippa asked.

      “They really are.” I rubbed my arms to ward off the willies. I heard the sirens in the distance before I saw the ambulance coming up the street. I hoped like hell we wouldn’t need it. “Will they have antivenom?”

      Reese answered, “No, but the hospital keeps antivenom for poisonous snakes in our area. If it’s a copperhead, they should have it on hand, just in case someone gets bitten.”

      “Has that happened?”

      Reese shrugged. “Not that I know of. At least not since I’ve been with the GCPD. But it’s one of the things we were briefed about during rookie orientation. Fortunately, death by snake bite is a rarity.”

      The ambulance stopped in the middle of the street. Our guests’ vehicles had taken up mine and Gilly’s driveways and most of the real estate by our curbs. I recognized the driver as Bob, the same paramedic who had checked me out the first time I’d passed out during an intense vision. His partner was a young blond man, a little taller than Ezra, and with Captain America looks.

      The Chris Evans lookalike glanced around. “Where’s the patient?”

      “Over here,” Tippi waved. “I think I need CPR.”

      The hot paramedic shook his head, a bare hint of a smile on his lips.

      “Grant,” said Carrie. “I n-need help.”

      Carrie knew the young EMT?

      “Oh, my God.” Grant headed toward the driver’s side, but Reese’s stern voice stopped him.

      “Stay back,” she ordered.

      Ezra kept his gaze on the snake, his shoulders bunched with tension. The EMT hit the brakes, his face flushed, but I didn’t know if it was from embarrassment or concern for Carrie.

      “Over here.” Reese didn’t even try to conceal her annoyance. “No snake bite yet, but we need you just in case.”

      He walked to where Reese stood and looked inside the car. “Holy moly.” His eyes widened. “Carrie…oh, crap. That’s a huge freaking snake.”

      “It’s moving again, Grant!” Carrie yelped. “I have to get out of here. I have to⁠—”

      “Stop,” said Bob as Grant rounded the front of the car. “Go get supplies ready.”

      “But—”

      “No buts, probie. Go.”

      Given his mutinous expression, I didn’t think Grant would do as Bob said. But after a moment’s hesitation, he jogged toward the ambulance.

      Bob moved to Ezra’s side. “Stay calm, Carrie. The snake is as afraid of you as you are of it.”

      “I doubt that.” Carrie’s knuckles were white, her face red, and tears streamed down her cheeks. Her arms began to tremble involuntarily. “I’m not going to make it,” she said. “I’m not sure I can hold still.”

      “Even if you do get bitten, you won’t die,” Bob assured her as he imparted the same information Reese had just given us. He paused. “You’re not allergic to snake venom, are you?”

      Carrie looked at Bob like he was crazy. “How would I know that?” she said, her voice rising.

      “You’re not allergic, honey,” called out Dolly. “I had you tested when you were young.”

      Bob smiled. “Then you’re fine.”

      I glanced at Dolly. I knew she was a protective mother, but why on earth would she get her young child tested for snake poison allergies? That seemed rather extreme.

      “The Discovery Channel had a whole series on poisonous snakes. You’re supposed to keep your heart rate slow and low,” Pippa offered.

      Tippi added, “You know, if she were a honey badger, she would not give a f⁠—”

      “Hey,” Pippa said. “Not. The. Time.” I had a feeling she’d said that a lot to her sister over the years.

      “Where’s animal control?” Ezra asked.

      Bob shook his head. “We were dispatched for a probable snake bite. That’s all I know.”

      “Reese,” Ezra said.

      She already had her phone out. “On it.”

      “It’s moving up my legs,” said Carrie, her voice hoarse from crying.

      “It must be getting colder in the floorboard,” Leila said. “Carrie’s body is the best heat source.”

      “Could something cold drive it away from Carrie?” I asked.

      It was a question no one could answer.

      “It’s on my thiii-igheee!” Carrie squeaked. “Help.”

      I saw the thick, slithering brown and cream-colored snake clearly now as the sunlight hit its scaly head. My stomach did a backflip and several somersaults. Even from here, I saw Carrie’s slight body trembling.

      I didn’t know if she moved suddenly or if her shaking startled the snake, but it opened its mouth wide and struck. Its fangs sank into her forearm.

      Carrie screamed.

      Dolly cried out and nearly collapsed, but Gilly had her by the shoulders and managed to prop up the woman. The poor lady couldn’t speak, but the silent tears rolling down her cheeks said plenty about her fear for her daughter.

      “Animal control is ten minutes out,” Reese told us.

      All I could think about was Leila saying snakes didn’t like the cold. We needed something cold to get the snake away from Carrie. My pulse raced as I ran into the house and grabbed the small fire extinguisher from the kitchen. It was a carbon dioxide fire extinguisher. Last week, I set a pan on fire, which was another reason I didn’t cook. But I knew from that experience the spray was very, very cold.

      I pulled the pin as I left the house and ran across the yard, ignoring the twinge in my right knee. When I got to the car, Ezra asked, “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to save Carrie. Hold your breath and close your eyes,” I ordered.

      She was pale and barely responsive. I don’t know if the poison worked that fast or if she was going into shock. Either way, I blasted the beast of a snake with the CO2 extinguisher before anyone could protest.

      The snake recoiled but didn’t strike, so I shot it with the spray once more. It slithered toward the passenger side. Reese took several steps away.

      “Hit it again,” Ezra said.

      I laid into it with one long blast, and the snake moved sluggishly out the open door. The cold appeared to slow it down as it slithered out the passenger side. Reese pressed her booted foot down on its neck just below the head. It didn’t even squirm that much.

      “Got it,” she exclaimed.

      I let out a quick sigh of relief.

      “Great work, Nora.” The pride in Ezra’s voice warmed me. “That was quick thinking.”

      Carrie’s gaze flicked up to me. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank…” Her eyes rolled back as she slumped over and passed out.

      Bob pushed his way past me, a stack of gauze and a rolled bandage in hand.

      “She’s unconscious, but she won’t be for long.” He pushed up the sleeve of her shirt and placed the gauze over the puncture marks. He wrapped the forearm from above the wound to just below it with the bandage, then affixed it with tape he’d removed from his pocket.

      “Don’t you need to cut the bite marks and suck out the poison?” Tippi asked seriously.

      Pippa gave her a stern look.

      Tippi frowned. “That’s what they do in movies.”

      “Nope,” Bob said. “We don’t use tourniquets either. All of that will just make the situation worse. Right now, I need to get Carrie to the emergency department with as little movement on her part as possible.” Bob jerked his chin up. “Grant. I need a splint.”

      The young man handed him a plastic wrist stabilizer, another rolled bandage, and a sling. “I’ll get the gurney.”

      “Awesome,” Bob muttered as he applied the brace.

      “Can I help?” I asked.

      Carrie moaned as she came around. She blinked rapidly, then her eyes widened in horror. “Oh my gosh, I feel like I’m burning. Oh, oh!” Tears leaked down her cheeks as she shifted her legs.

      “Don’t move,” Bob directed gently. “Even small movements will make the snake venom circulate through your body faster.” He unlocked his phone and handed it to me. “Can you take pictures of the snake, please? One of the head and one of the body will be enough.”

      I took Bob’s cellphone to the other side of the car. It took me a second to figure out how to get his camera to come up. Reese held still as I carefully documented the venomous creature pinned under her boot. After, I returned the phone to the paramedic.

      Bob slid it into his pocket. He finished immobilizing Carrie’s arm, then slid a ring off her right hand and handed it to me—a silver band with turquoise hearts set in it. “Just in case her hands swell,” he said.

      Carrie’s legs began to shake as her face contorted. “I don’t know if I can hold still. I feel like my arm is on fire.”

      Grant brought the gurney onto my lawn. I moved out of the way as he dropped it down and took a syringe that had been resting on the pillow. “Morphine,” he said to Bob as he popped the cap.

      “Carrie, are you allergic to any medications?” Bob asked.

      “No,” yelled Dolly as she staggered toward the car. “She’s not.”

      Carrie moaned. “Help me. Please, God, help me.”

      Bob nodded to Grant, and the young paramedic administered the injection. After, the EMTs made quick work extracting Carrie from the vehicle, getting her on the gurney, and into the ambulance.

      Dolly’s wheezing increased as she walked to the ambulance. I ran over to the car. “Where do you keep your extra inhaler?” I called out.

      Dolly said something I couldn’t hear, but Gilly said, “She says it’s in her glove box.”

      My skin felt like it was crawling as I quickly slid into the driver seat, leaned over, and popped the glove box open. I took out some napkins, some motion sickness pills and finally saw the red inhaler.

      The snake under Reese’s foot hissed. A jolt of panic hastened my retreat from the vehicle.

      I was still trembling as I handed Dolly her medicine. Dolly shook the small device then sucked in a spray of it before noisily blowing it out. She put her hand on the bay door before Grant could shut it. “I’m going with you.”

      “Ma’am, we can’t let civilians⁠—”

      “That’s my daughter,” she insisted.

      “I’m sorry,” Grant said.

      Gilly put her arm around Dolly. “I’ll take you to the hospital,” Gilly told her. Then she nodded to the paramedics. “We’ll meet you there.”
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      “Land sakes, that was the scariest thing I’ve been through in a long time,” Marjorie Meadows said. “I’ve never heard of a snake coming out in the dead of winter. I mean, I know we’ve had a few warm days, but this is ridiculous.” Marjorie was in her early seventies and still extremely active in the community. The older woman had lost her husband in her forties, and she and my mom had become close friends after they’d met in a widow support group. Even so, she took great care of herself and could probably run circles around most of us.

      “It was huge, too.” Tippi’s eyes were wide. Maybe seeing Carrie taken away on a gurney had sobered her up. “I have a friend with a python, and that snake out there was definitely bigger.”

      “I’ve never seen one that big before.” Leila nodded. “At least, not in the wild. Granted, it’s not like we get a lot of copperheads around Garden Cove.”

      Ezra had waited with Reese until the animal control unit arrived and retrieved the snake out from under her foot. Reese stayed calm and collected. Even so, ten to fifteen minutes was a long time to wait when you have an angry snake coiling its tail around your ankle. Her relief was obvious as the two men took control of the situation, using snake tongs, a hook, and a bag to retrieve and control the poisonous pest.

      After, Ezra had given me Dolly’s keys. I put them in a pink Depression candy dish on the oak console near my front door. I remembered I’d pocketed Carrie’s ring and dropped it into the dish as well. I’d give them to Dolly when she came for the car.

      As I returned to the remaining guests, I thought about Leila’s comments about the scarcity of copperheads around Garden Cove. I’d grown up in the area, and she was right. They weren’t common. At least not in populated areas.

      “It is strange,” I said. “I’ve never seen one up close and personal until today.”

      “That fire extinguisher was quick thinking on your part,” Jane said. “How in the world did you come up with that idea?”

      I shook my head with a chuckle. “If I hadn’t burnt up a frying pan trying to cook bacon a few days ago, I wouldn’t have thought of it. So, I guess we have my poor skills in the kitchen to thank. Well, that and the fact that Gilly bought me a replacement cylinder.” I smiled as I thought of my BFF. She took such good care of people—just the way she was taking care of Dolly right now.

      “Snakes want to be around people about as much as people want to be around snakes,” Marjorie said. “My son Davis ran into a rattlesnake perched on a low branch once when he was a teenager. Damn fool was out running in the woods, jumped up and grabbed the branch to do a pull-up, and found himself face to face with the nasty beast. That boy screamed so loud I thought his butt was on fire.”

      A few of us laughed, but Pippa barely smiled as she moved away from the group and headed toward the kitchen.

      I followed her out of the living room and out of earshot to our guests. “You’re fading,” I told her. “Are you okay?”

      “Tired,” she admitted. “I know it sounds ungrateful, Nora, but can we get to the gifts and cake?”

      “I’m sorry about Tippi. Gilly meant well.”

      “I know.” Pippa sighed. “My relationship with my family is contentious. And that’s putting it nicely.”

      “Will you be okay without the allowance? I can see if there’s any money in our budget to give you a raise.”

      “There isn’t,” she said quickly. Pippa did the books, so she would know. “Besides, I’ll be fine without it. Most of what my parents gave me is in a savings account. And since I’ve moved in with Jordy, there’s no need to keep my apartment.”

      “Still, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” She put her arm around my shoulders. “Just don’t go inviting any of my family to the wedding.”

      I chuckled and crossed my heart. “Not even if they bribed me.”

      “You won’t need to worry about that.” She smiled, but it was tight and didn’t reach her eyes. I think her parents’ disapproval bothered her more than she wanted to admit.

      “I’m sure they want what they consider best for you,” I told her. “Even if they’re more wrong than they’ll ever know. It’s probably from a place of love, though.”

      “Hah,” she replied quietly. “They want to control me. They always have. Honestly, after I followed you here to Garden Cove, I thought they would cut me off then. So, I’ve been preparing myself to live without their support for a while. I don’t need them.” She paused and then patted her belly. “Though Junior here will benefit from their generosity. He or she already has a nice fat college fund.”

      “That’s my Pippa. You are a strong, kick-ass, independent woman.” I slipped my arm around her waist. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t miss your family or want them in your life.”

      “I have Jordy. And you and Gilly.” She patted her belly. “And soon, this one. So, I have all the family I need.”

      Tippi poked her head around the corner. “You okay, Pip? Can I help with anything?”

      “You can give me a little peace and quiet,” Pippa snapped.

      Tippi winced. She gave Pippa a thumbs up and kept her tone upbeat. “You got it.”

      Pippa grimaced as Tippi returned to the living room. “I should apologize, but I can’t help but wonder why she’s even here.” Her tone was suspicious.

      “Your sister might be a lot,” I told Pippa. “But she showed up. That’s something, right?”

      “It’s something,” Pippa allowed. She shook her head. “I don’t like to think about my past, especially where my family is concerned. But…well, keep an eye on anything of value in the house.” Her expression grew pained. “Tippi has stolen from me countless times. Once, she visited me in college and took my roommate’s heirloom necklace. She was seventeen when that happened, and it got worse from there.” The memory darkened her light blue eyes. “Tippi had a credit card our parents gave her, so it wasn’t as if she needed money. After I found my roommate’s necklace in her purse, she didn’t even apologize. Just laughed it off.”

      “Wow, that’s awful.”

      Pippa sighed. “Tippi’s always been impulsive and selfish. She can’t be shamed, either. And she can’t be trusted, Nora.”

      “All right. I’ll keep an eye on her.” I cast a glance up the hallway. “But right now, why don’t I get this party shut down?”

      “Thank you.” Her relief made me sad. She’d been looking forward to the baby shower when we’d been in the planning stages. Thanks to her sister, she wasn’t enjoying it at all. “I need to get home and off my feet.”

      I glanced down at her swollen ankles. “Go lay down in the guest bedroom,” I said, ushering her down the hall toward my spare room. “I’ll clear the place out.”

      She gave me a wan smile. “Tell them to leave the gifts.”

      I smiled back. “I’ll frisk them at the door.”

      “See? This is why you’re my BFF,” she said. Then she grasped her belly and oofed.

      “Everything okay?”

      “I think Baby Davenport-Hines is going to be a boxer.”

      I smirked. “She’ll be a prizefighter.”

      “Or he,” Pippa said. She narrowed her gaze at me. “You didn’t break into my doctor’s office, did you?”

      “Your child’s gender is safely a secret. Though why you’d want to be surprised in this day and age is beyond me.”

      “Don’t mention age,” Pippa groaned. “If I have to hear about how dangerous a geriatric pregnancy is one more time, I’m going to snatch my doctor by her short and curlies.”

      “It’s definitely an antiquated phrase. I mean, you’re barely thirty-seven. It’s not as if your uterus is a dried-up dusty husk.”

      “Descriptive,” she said dryly.

      “I just mean, there’s still life in those reproductive organs.”

      Pippa snorted. “Literally.” Her smile slipped away as she wistfully touched her belly. “It’s not just Tippi being here that’s got me frazzled, you know. The whole Carrie getting snake bit at my baby shower feels like a bad omen.”

      “What are you worried about, Pip? You’ve had all the tests. You and that baby have passed with flying colors. If a pregnancy was a university, you’d be on track for summa cum laude. In a month or so, you will deliver us a happy, healthy boy or girl. And, frankly, I can’t wait to start spoiling the little sweetheart.”

      “Logically, I know you’re right. Jordy keeps telling me the same, but the closer I get to my due date, the more I worry.”

      “I think a cyclops with three legs would’ve shown up on an ultrasound.”

      “Not funny.” She smacked my arm. “You’re going to give me nightmares.”

      “Baby Davenport-Hines is going to be gorgeous, just like his or her mom and dad. Now, go rest while I corral the guests.”

      Pippa went into the guest room, and I closed the door between us.

      When I walked into the living room, all eyes pivoted toward me. Before I opened my mouth, Leila jumped up from the couch and grabbed two coffee cups and an empty serving tray from the coffee table. “Why don’t we help Nora get this place cleaned up and be on our way?”

      Without Gilly here as backup, it was nice to have Leila step up. I cast her a grateful look. “I’m afraid our mom-to-be has had all the excitement she can stand for one day.”

      Tippi got up. Her demeanor was more subdued than I’d seen it all afternoon. “Point me in the right direction.”

      I led her to the kitchen, grabbed a trash bag from under the sink, and handed it to her. “If you could gather up all the napkins, plates, cups, and such. That would be a big help.”

      Leila dumped a coffee cup into the sink. I instantly smelled the booze as hot water from the faucet hit the dregs.

      Tippi’s face pinched as she reached out for the trash bag.

      “I can’t do this with you anymore. It stopped being cute a long time ago,” a man says. His hair is light brown. He is tall and broad-shouldered. I can’t see his face because I never see faces in my visions, but his voice is low and grim.

      “I’ll quit, Jack,” the woman says. She has lighter hair, and she and the man are of similar height. “Just give me time.”

      “I’ve given you five months.”

      The woman’s tone turns from pleading to menacing. “Who knew getting sober would turn you into such a bitch.”

      “I love you, Tip,” he says with calm deliberateness as he walks away. “I probably always will. But I’m done.”

      Tippi took the bag from me. “On it,” she said as she walked out of the kitchen.

      Marjorie came over to me. The crease between her eyes deepened as she frowned. “Are you okay? Maybe you should go sit down.”

      I forced a smile and shook my head. “I’m fine.” After my involvement with two different murder cases in Garden Cove, rumors about my psychic ability had made the rounds. Fortunately, most people dismissed the stories as bunk. I hoped Marjorie was one of them. “I’m worried about Carrie, is all.” I glanced at my phone sitting on the counter. “Gilly should have called by now.”

      As if conjured, my cellphone lit up with Gilly’s name.

      Marjorie smiled. “Ask, and ye shall receive.”

      “It’s nice when it works out that way.” Most of the baby shower guests had come into the kitchen when my phone rang, so I put Gilly on speaker. “How’s Carrie?” I asked.

      “She’s gotten the antivenom, and the doctor is admitting her for observation.”

      “Dolly must be out of her head,” Leila said.

      “After the initial shock wore off, she calmed down. The doctor said this is the first snake bite the hospital has seen in eight years. He was stunned that it happened in February.”

      I was astonished as well. I’d seen firsthand how much the snake had hated the cold. Why would it have left its den to slither up into Dolly’s car? “It’s nuts,” I agreed. “I’m glad Carrie got to the hospital in time.”

      “According to the doctor, copperhead bites aren’t usually fatal, just painful as heck. He said it would take a couple of weeks to fully recover, though. She can expect a lot of swelling and pain until she fully heals.”

      “Then why are they admitting her?” Jane asked. “I mean, if she’s not in any danger?”

      Gilly answered, “The antivenom can have some nasty side effects. Something called serum sickness, so Scott…err, ” she cleared her throat, “the doctor wants her at the hospital to manage symptoms if that happens.”

      I raised a brow at Leila. She let slip a barely there smile.

      “Scott, huh?”

      The mood was palpably lighter now that we knew Carrie was on the mend. The ladies around me snickered.

      “Well, that’s all I know,” Gilly said quickly as if she hadn’t heard me. “Oh, and Dolly left her purse in the living room. The hospital needs Carrie’s insurance card, and she didn’t have it on her. Dolly keeps a spare in her wallet.”

      I carried the phone into the living room. Dolly’s satchel purse was next to the couch. “It’s here. Do you want me to bring it to the hospital?”

      “No, just find the card and take a picture of it, front and back. Text it to me. They can get started on the claim with that, and Dolly can bring the card here tomorrow for an official scanning.”

      “What about her car?”

      “Dolly’s worn out, so I’m going to take her home after they get Carrie settled. Are you good with us dropping her car to her in the morning?”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “I’m sorry I’m not there helping you with all the baby shower stuff.”

      “Don’t even worry about it. We’re pretty much done here.” I cast my cleaning crew a grateful look. “See you soon.”

      “See you,” Gilly replied, then hung up.

      I rummaged through Dolly’s purse. Boar bristle hairbrush, a lipstick case, sanitizing wipes, a small jar of petroleum jelly, travel tissues, a notepad, a compact case. I cussed when I poked my finger on the end of a small pair of pointy scissors. I found her inhaler hiding in a side pouch under pens and a couple of Chapsticks. I considered dumping the purse until I finally saw the wallet.

      However, my jaw dropped when I saw the shiny object nestled in next to it—an empty travel-size bottle of vodka.

      Two things came to mind. Maybe the spiked coffee hadn’t been Tippi’s, after all. And why was sweet, innocent Dolly day-drinking at a baby shower?
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      The next morning, Gilly knocked on my door. Ezra ended up canceling our plans because of work, but I’d been depleted from the day’s events, so it had been a bad news-good news situation for me. Bad, I didn’t get to see Ezra. Good, I slept like a rock.

      “Morning, Nora. You ready to go?” Her hair was pulled back and cinched with a pretty, jeweled butterfly comb on one side. Several strands around her face and the crown of her head were extremely lighter than her normally dark brown. Her makeup was a little heavier than her normal daytime look, and she wore black jeans with a chocolate brown turtleneck sweater that showed off all her best assets.

      “Well, don’t you look like the prize cow,” I said teasingly. It was something my dad used to say whenever I would get dressed up for school events. “And did you put new highlights in your hair?”

      Gilly rolled her eyes. “Ari did it for me last night. We bought one of those pull-through highlight kits. I styled my hair this way because the color is too patchy. I’m going to try and fix it tonight.”

      “It looks really nice the way you have it.”

      Gilly smiled at the compliment. “I told Dolly we’d drop her car off before eight, so let’s get a move on.”

      “I see. You gussied up for Dolly, huh?”

      She shrugged and patted her hair. “I thought we could stop by the hospital and check on Carrie.”

      “And Scott?” I asked.

      She feigned astonishment. “Now, Nora, what kind of woman do you think I am?”

      “The kind that would get dressed up at seven in the morning to impress a cute doctor.”

      She frowned then laughed. “You’re not wrong.”

      “Not that I don’t approve of you playing the field, but I thought you and Luke were hitting it off.” Luke Robson was a security supervisor at a hotel in the city. We’d met him in August when we’d gone to a beauty convention for my birthday. Luke was an army veteran and, most importantly, a nice guy. He and Gilly had met up a few times since that weekend, but they both had complicated lives.

      “We are. We do,” Gilly said. “But we’re having an…adult relationship, you know. Taking it slow.”

      “How slow?”

      “A snail moves faster,” she said with a grimace. “I don’t know. Luke asked me to move to the city to be with him, but my life is here, Nora. My kids, my house, my job.” She gave me a meaningful look. “My friends.”

      “Your friends are going to be your friends no matter where you go. As to the rest, I get it.” My stomach clenched at the idea of Gilly moving away. It dawned on me how awful it must have been for her when I’d first left Garden Cove. She never tried to talk me out of it, though. And I would give her the same support if she ever genuinely wanted to leave. “Is there a part of you that wants to go?”

      Her eyes went to that far-off place where possibilities are endless before she met my gaze. “I don’t. I would love to be with Luke, truly. He makes me happy…adjacent. I love how I feel when I’m around him, but I don’t want to start my life over in a new place. I like what I’ve built here.”

      “And if he moved to Garden Cove?”

      “I would love it. But I think it would be the same for him. He likes where he’s at.”

      I gave her a hug. “I’m proud of you.”

      She dropped her chin and smirked. “For what?”

      “For knowing your own mind. That’s not always easy. And not just for that.” I thought about how she’d been with Dolly the day before. Gilly was the best person I knew. “I’m always proud of you, by the way. I’m so happy you’re in my life.”

      “Did someone forget to change their hormone patch?” Gilly teased, but her voice cracked, and her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “If this world was a stormy sea, you’d be my lighthouse, Nora.”

      “I feel the same way.” I let her go. “Get some coffee. I’ll be right back, and we can go.”

      “You did forget to change your patch.” She snickered.

      I ignored her as I headed down the hall to the bathroom, where I kept my hormone patches.
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        * * *

      

      Dolly Paris’ home was an A-frame house on the cove about two miles past the Portman’s on the Lake Resort entrance. The resort was owned by Claire Portman. Although, since her husband’s incarceration for all manner of white-collar crimes, she had relegated the day-to-day running of the business to her son Roger and his wife, Kati. Kati, as it happened, was Ezra’s ex-wife and the mother of his teenage son, Mason. Eight years ago, he’d followed his ex-wife and son to Garden Cove, leaving behind a promising law enforcement career in the big city. He was a father first and a cop second.

      I grabbed Dolly’s keys and Carrie’s ring from the dish on my console, along with Dolly’s cavernous purse to take back to her. I’d never been to Dolly’s place before but followed Gilly easily enough. I’d given her the keys and made her drive the snake car, though. The idea of getting into that vehicle after a copperhead had been slithering around in it gave me the heebie-jeebies. Luckily, my BFF was made of sterner stuff.

      We parked in Dolly’s narrow driveway and got out. The lake was visible, even from the front of the house. “This place has an amazing view,” I said.

      “It sure does,” Gilly agreed. “Dolly bought it for a steal when she moved back to Garden Cove. Twenty-five or so years ago, there wasn’t near as many resorts.”

      I grabbed Dolly’s purse from the car before we headed to the porch. “I never knew Dolly had moved away. “

      Gilly nodded. “Right after you left for college, she ran off with some guy from Rasfield. She came home a few years later with a kid in tow and a whole new puritanical way of living.”

      I searched my recollection, but, really, until recent years, Dolly hadn’t been in my orbit of thoughts. She’d been older, and we’d never hung out together. Our recent friendship had developed because we both owned local shops near each other.

      “I can’t believe I didn’t know any of this.” Although maybe her complicated past explained the bottle of booze in her purse. I couldn’t help but think of the parallels between Dolly’s struggles and those of Tippi. I stood by Pippa no matter what. However, my instincts leaned toward Tippi making a genuine attempt to connect with her older sister.

      Gilly shrugged. “When she returned, Dolly was pretty far from the wild child of her youth. And the town had moved on to bigger and better scandals.”

      “As they do,” I said.

      Gilly smiled. “Let’s give her the keys and her purse and get going. Otherwise, we’re not going to have time to stop by the hospital before my first client at eight-thirty.”

      “Drop me off at the shop first,” I said as we climbed the porch steps. “Pippa isn’t feeling well, so I want to get in and help her open this morning.”

      “Yesterday was a disaster,” Gilly said. “I had no idea inviting her sister would cause such a stir.”

      “Your heart was in the right place,” I told her. “Pippa knows that.” I rang the doorbell and waited. “Besides, I have a feeling Tippi isn’t here for anything nefarious. I think she wants to be near Pippa—and maybe even get some forgiveness for past actions.”

      Gilly gave me a flat look. “I don’t know about that.” Dolly hadn’t answered the doorbell, so Gilly knocked. “That’s strange. She knew we were coming by.” She twisted the doorknob. It wasn’t locked, which wasn’t unusual for rural living. Gilly opened the door. “Dolly,” she called out. “It’s Gilly and Nora. Are you up?”

      We heard nothing. “That’s weird,” I said. “Do you think she got a ride into town from someone else?”

      “Maybe. But why not wait until we got here? Surely, she’d prefer to use her own car, and she needs the insurance card for the hospital.” Gilly opened the door all the way and stepped inside.

      “We shouldn’t⁠—”

      Gilly’s gasp cut my caution short. She rushed inside, and I followed.

      Once in, I saw Dolly on the floor, a pool of dark blood crowning her head of graying hair. Gilly squatted next to her and felt for a pulse. She shook her head. “She’s gone.”

      As I stumbled closer, I was struck by the scent of alcohol, some kind of woodsy aroma, and a whiff of rotting garbage.

      “Tell me.” The voice is menacing, deadly. “Tell me where you hid the money and jewels, or I will destroy everything and everyone you love.” He pushes a trembling blonde woman against the wall of a room I don’t recognize.

      “He’s dead,” she cries out. “And it’s our fault. No guns,” she says. “We said, no guns.”

      He shoves her again, and she lashes out, swinging her arms at his face as she fights to get away from him.

      “You scratched me, you bitch,” he said. He touches his blurry face, and when he pulls his hands away, there’s blood. “Now I’m going to make you pay.”

      “I’m pregnant,” she says. The words stop his hand. “It’s yours,” she tells him. Her voice catches on a sob. “It’s your baby.”

      I swallowed a knot that had formed in my throat.

      “What did you see?” Gilly asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. It wasn’t this place.” The woman from my vision was blonde. I recalled Dolly’s hair had been brunette before she’d gone completely gray. Carrie was a brunette, too. But if the woman wasn’t them, then who? And why was my smell-o-vision showing me an unknown female?

      I leaned in for a closer look. “Do you think she fell?”

      Gilly shrugged. “Possibly. I smell alcohol on her. Maybe she got drunk, stumbled, and hit her head.”

      My heart raced as I stepped around Dolly’s lifeless form. “Poor Dolly.” I shook my head. “And poor Carrie. Can you imagine trying to recover from a snake bite, only to discover your mother’s died?”

      “Oh, God. She’ll be devastated,” said Gilly.

      A bruise on Dolly’s wrist drew my focus. I bent over for a closer look. “It looks like someone grabbed her. The bruise is fresh. And it wasn’t there yesterday. At least not that I noticed.”

      “I took her pulse at one point during her asthma attack. It wasn’t there,” Gilly agreed. “Those are definitely finger marks.”

      “She’s got some broken nails on that hand as well.” I looked around the floor and saw droplets of blood leading away from Dolly. Standing was harder than squatting, but Gilly, whose knees were much better than mine, helped me up. I gestured to the droplets. “It looks like she hurt herself somewhere else.” The house wasn’t any larger than my own, so it took seconds to follow the blood trace into the kitchen. A bloody mallet rested on a small butcher-block-topped center island. The knot in my throat came back.

      “I don’t think she stumbled,” I said.

      Gilly took her phone from her purse and dialed 9-1-1.
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