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AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
This book is dedicated to my husband, Bob, with deep love and gratitude for the thirty-six years we've spent building a life together. As my first reader and most trusted critic, he has been the steady presence behind every page. His patience, insight, and eye for detail have strengthened each book, and his unwavering support has made this work possible. I could not have done any of this without him.
Our years in Provincetown gave us more than just memories; they instilled in us a lasting sense of rhythm, community, and belonging. The town itself—its people, its humor, its contradictions, and its fierce, tender heart—lives at the center of these stories. Provincetown isn't merely a setting; it's a character that has quietly shaped the way we see the world.
In addition to that life, we spent more than a decade running three Airbnb cottages, welcoming strangers who arrived with suitcases, expectations, and often, secrets. During those ten years, we witnessed moments that were funny, bizarre, touching, and occasionally jaw-dropping. It was those moments that sparked the idea for Delilah's memoirs and the guesthouse itself.
I hope that the blending of these two worlds—Provincetown as a lived experience and the years spent hosting people at their most unguarded—lends these stories authenticity, humor, and heart.
At their core, these books explore connection, chosen family, and the quiet importance of looking out for one another. Simple ideas, perhaps, but ones that feel more necessary now than ever.
What makes this series most meaningful is that it allows us to give something back. Through these books, we are able to support organizations doing vital work and that purpose is the driving force behind this project. To everyone who has read, shared, supported, or donated—thank you.
 

PROLOGUE
 
Where the Road Ends and the Drama Begins.
 
There's a saying in Provincetown: "You don't end up here by accident."
Maybe it's the town's location—curled like a questioning comma at the very tip of Cape Cod, the literal end of the road. Or maybe it's that once you get here, something within you exhales in a way it didn't realize it needed to. Something lets go. Your shoulders drop. Your stride widens. Your secrets loosen their grip.
Welcome to Provincetown, darling.
Population: seasonal.
Mood: delightfully unstable.
Dress code: somewhere between thrift-store pirate and body-glitter wizard.
Here, lobster rolls cost thirty-five dollars, parking is Darwinian, and art galleries smell faintly of ambition, suntan lotion, and whatever essential oil the trust-fund crowd has deemed transformational this week.
But beneath the kitsch and cocktails lies a place that breathes history: a fishing village, a queer haven, a painter's retreat. Provincetown is a sanctuary and a stage. A party and a prayer. A place you run to. A place you return to. And, if you're lucky, a place you belong.
Everyone arrives in Provincetown with a story. Some come to write theirs. Others come to bury one. And every now and then, someone shows up thinking they'll blend in quietly, only to find themselves in the middle of a murder investigation.
We should know. We've been here before.
The Pink Lady—our infamously charming guesthouse and emotional demolition derby—has barely caught her breath after the last scandal. You remember, right? A suspicious death in Room 6. A guest with more aliases than luggage. A journal, a burner phone, a secret child, and an ending that wrapped up with tears, hugs, and at least one awkward arrest. Cozy stuff.
So let's reintroduce the players, shall we?
There's Delilah Brie, our queen of caftans and keeper of hearts, the former drag legend turned guesthouse matriarch. She runs The Pink Lady with a cracked nail polish fist and the deep, terrifying competence of someone who once hosted a New Year's Eve party for eight hundred gay men and lived to tell the tale.
Her best friend and occasional chaos engine is Nunya Bizness, Provincetown's answer to the question: "What if Lucille Ball did drag, got into everyone's business, and could pick a lock with a bobby pin in under thirty seconds?" If Delilah is the spine of the house, Nunya is its glitter-smeared soul.
There's Eden Lowell, ex-cop turned quiet protector, whose sense of justice may be slightly battered but still remains intact. She's become something of the town's unofficial fixer, though she'd be the last to admit it. Eden doesn't smile easily, but when she does, it's usually because of a terrible pun or a well-placed glass of wine.
Father Tom, the 6'1" priest, is all muscle and quietly tortured about the fate of his soul. His crisis isn't about sin; it's about service. He's starting to think his church isn't helping the community as much as he knows it could. What if his calling lies outside its walls? What if he wants something the life he's sworn to doesn't allow? He still wears the collar, but every day it seems to fit a little looser.
Robert, the handyman, has the posture of a guy carrying too many tools and too many secrets. The jury's still out on whether he's repairing The Pink Lady or whether she's quietly repairing him. He's been there for a while now, fixing hinges, avoiding eye contact, and feeling too much. He's trying to navigate his own truths, inching his way toward self-acceptance, one crooked porch step at a time.
Sky, the sweet, steady baker, is still finding his place in the world. His transmasc identity is real and hard-won but still new enough that he sometimes draws back—just a little—when someone gets it right. Like the joy is too big. Sky's future looks soft and golden. He wants a life where queer love and stray dogs are safe. He's working on it.
Tessa Jorgensen, Provincetown's real estate goddess, struts through town with killer heels, razor-sharp instincts, and the kind of local knowledge that can't be bought on Zillow. She's fierce, fabulous, and frighteningly good at getting you to sign closing papers. But don't be fooled—underneath the designer blazers and perfect mascara is a woman who knows every secret this town has ever tried to bury. She's the friend you want on your side... and the absolute last person you want to cross.
Tessa's longtime nemesis, Chadwick Fairchild III, also sells real estate—but with less charm and a signature salmon-colored blazer. While Tessa rules the room, Chadwick is a nuisance in loafers. He's everything wrong with new money and nothing right about taste. Audacity and inherited wealth keep him afloat in Provincetown. The feud between them is legendary. Their passive-aggressive social media posts? Pulitzer-worthy.
Add to all this a podcaster turned gay oracle, a bartender who pours her opinions stronger than her whiskey, a healer who cracks backs and reads souls in the same breath, two rival painters—one brooding, the other all commercial gloss—and a chorus of drag queens with commentary sharper than stilettos, and you get a seaside circus that shouldn't work but somehow does.
And this summer, The Pink Lady's guest book is a masterpiece in its own right. Checking in are the kinds of personalities that make Provincetown both irresistible and combustible: a platinum-haired Baroness with a reputation as carefully tailored as her silk blouses; her seemingly wide-eyed assistant Claudette, forever eager to serve yet watching and learning with unnerving precision; a celebrated art dealer with as many enemies as accolades; a daddy-and-twink duo from Miami who arrive like a storm and never fail to leave wreckage; and a sweet Midwestern couple so guileless they might be the strangest act on the bill. Fold them into the house's existing cast, and The Pink Lady becomes less a guesthouse and more a stage—where alliances shift, egos spar, and spilled secrets are impossible to mop up quietly.
Now it's summer again. The tourists are back. The margaritas are overpriced. A rare masterpiece has just arrived in town... followed shortly by the discovery of a dead body. In Provincetown, even the brushstrokes whisper.

ONE: House in Order
 
A pen is sharpened, arrivals anticipated, and silence speaks louder than words.
 
Scene One: Memoirs of a Mad Woman
Delilah Brie sat at her desk in the corner of what had once been a parlor, now serving as her half-office, half-glamour command center. The desk, a chipped but respectable piece of Victorian mahogany, was perpetually draped in a rotating ensemble of patterned silk scarves; Delilah maintained that wood looked naked without adornment. Her reading glasses perched at a defiant angle on the tip of her nose, a Diet Dr. Pepper sweating into a coaster beside her. An orchid, doing its best, swayed in the breeze of an aging oscillating fan that had been whirring since Judy Garland was in pigtails.
It was morning at The Pink Lady Guesthouse, and the air already carried that unmistakable Provincetown cocktail: sea salt, the faint tang of fried clams, and, if you inhaled deeply enough, the fizz of potential scandal—which smelled like sunscreen spiked with vodka.
She tapped at the battered laptop keyboard, then stopped to laugh, a sharp, elegant cackle that could strip wallpaper if applied correctly.
"Oh Lord," she said to no one in particular. "That woman was past the point of no return."
On her screen, a Word document glowed. For the past six months, Delilah had been writing a book about her years running The Pink Lady Guesthouse—a collection of unforgettable guests, questionable decisions, minor disasters, and stories too ridiculous for anyone to accuse her of inventing.
The working title sat proudly at the top of the page:
Memoirs of a Madwoman
Below it, a growing list of proposed chapter titles scrolled like an absurd parade of inside jokes, petty grievances, and cautionary tales that she fully intended to preserve for future generations.
Chapter 1: Judith is Napping (And Other Warning Signs)
Chapter 2: The Longest Hair—No, Longer Than That
Chapter 3: Please Dye Your Hair Purple in Our White Porcelain Sinks
Chapter 4: The Hot Tub is Not For Baptisms
Delilah shook her head, her mouth twitching with glee, and sipped her soda with reverence.
"'Judith is Napping,'" she read aloud with a grin. "That's not just a chapter title—that's a study in psychotic behavior."
She scribbled a footnote: lightbulb madness, cheese duel. (The lightbulb catastrophe had been launched by the fact that, apparently, the bulbs in the lamps in Room 5 were not exactly the same hue. The cheese altercation in question had involved two guests, a fondue set, and a fight over whether Camembert could ever be considered "summer cheese." Spoiler: it could not.)
Truth be told, she'd earned this little moment of quiet absurdity. The chaos of recent months still lingered in her bones: a suspicious death under her own roof, secrets unraveling like cheap yarn, and police interviews that left her with a distinct dislike for men in short-sleeved dress shirts—especially in windowless rooms steeped in burnt coffee and bad authority.
But somehow, she'd come through it. They all had. Scarred, maybe. Wiser, certainly. And with a newfound caution around burner phones, vague backstories, and overly polite guests who "just wanted a quiet stay."
Now summer was slamming back into Provincetown like the tide—noisy, wild, and not asking permission. Ferry horns blared from the harbor, bicycles clattered past in little flocks, and somewhere down Commercial Street, a drag queen was already advertising brunch specials through a megaphone. Delilah felt oddly energized, refocused. A little older, sure, but in that deliciously wise-crone-who-knows-where-the-bodies-are-buried sort of way.
And while the world could keep its hustle and its hashtags, Delilah had decided this would be her memoir year.
Another thought struck, and she let out a delighted gasp. "Oof. The ones from San Diego. They were more unhinged than a panelist at a flat earth convention.” She typed furiously, then underlined flat earth for emphasis, certain her editor (if she ever found one) would try to soften it.
She tilted back in her chair with a satisfied sigh, soaking in the strange satisfaction of chronicling a life lived elbow-deep in other people's drama. The memoir wasn't a money-making scheme, though Lord knew she wouldn't refuse the royalties. No, this was about legacy, about leaving behind a breadcrumb trail of glitter and gossip so that future generations could understand exactly what it meant to run a queer guesthouse in America's most gloriously unhinged seaside village.
"And then there was that drag queen who thought she was psychic..." Delilah muttered, typing again. "Claimed the ghost in the ice machine told her to wear a tiara, but only on Tuesdays. Honestly? I respected the commitment."
She paused to underline Tuesday ghost, then leaned back again, fingers steepled, eyes glinting with the kind of satisfaction usually reserved for wine and revenge.
From upstairs came the hiss of the ancient pipes, promising another morning shower would come with a side of interpretive plumbing. Delilah closed her eyes and listened to her house breathe, every creak and hum as familiar as old jewelry.
Scene Two: Brace Yourself, She’s Monologuing 
The office door slammed open with the full force of a windstorm wrapped in leopard print.
"I swear on my last set of lashes, Delilah, I am not emotionally fortified for another round of decorative throw pillows and bisexual crying," Nunya Bizness declared, her heels clicking across the wood floor like tiny hooves of doom.
Delilah didn't even flinch. With the practiced calm of someone reaching for prayer beads, she opened her desk drawer and retrieved a chocolate-covered espresso bean. "Good morning to you too, hurricane."
Nunya flopped into the velvet chair across from her with a sigh that could have wilted roses. Despite being indoors, her oversized sunglasses remained perched on her nose. Her caftan, a citrus chiffon explosion, suggested both wealth and poor impulse control. The coffee cup she'd "borrowed" from Joe's, still smeared with lipstick, trembled in her hand as if it knew what was coming.
Beneath the performance, though, Nunya radiated authority. She didn't just enter a room; she claimed it, and you felt grateful to be included. Her laugh was a cannon blast, her silences weapons of precision, and her loyalty—once earned—was ironclad. People often mistook her for frivolous, dazzled by the sass and the sarcasm, but Delilah knew better: Nunya was a woman who could slice you apart with a one-liner and then, in the same breath, wrap a blanket around your shoulders.
The sunglasses came off only when she decided you were worth seeing. Today, they remained perched on her nose, a signal that she was watching but not yet participating. A curl of jet-black wig hair had escaped the confines of her turban and clung stubbornly to her cheek; she let it stay there, knowing full well it made her look like Ava Gardner at a hangover brunch.
Her contradictions were her power. She was a paradox in motion—sharp-tongued yet soft-hearted, sarcastic yet generous, a diva who knew every barista by name and tipped like she meant it. To strangers she was a spectacle; to her friends, she was the scaffolding that kept the roof from caving in.
And now, sitting in the low light of The Pink Lady's parlor, Nunya leaned back in that velvet chair with the air of someone who had already diagnosed the day's disasters and was simply waiting to be proven right.
"I did not survive last month's murderpalooza just to be taken out by mismatched luggage and guests who think Provincetown is Nantucket—but with drag queens instead of boys named Chad."
Delilah smirked. "That's... actually not inaccurate."
"I need you to hear me," Nunya said, setting her coffee down with theatrical precision. "This week's guest list? I've reviewed it. I've meditated on it. I've Googled every one of these fools. And I can already tell—we are in for it."
Delilah gestured with her leopard pen. "Hit me."
Nunya whipped out her phone like a sacred scroll, braced for impact, and began reading off the list.
"First up: Adrian Harker. Art dealer. According to his website—which looks like it was designed by a moody intern with expensive taste—he's 'internationally sought-after' and 'a curator of experiences.' His shipment already landed in town — a mysterious crate labeled FRAGILE: FINE ART, now under lock and key at Rex Hadley's gallery. You know a man like that makes sure everyone hears about it twice."
"Lovely," Delilah murmured. "Let's hope he tips in cash."
"Oh, he looks like the type who tips in vintage grief and cologne samples."
"Go on."
"Next: Baroness Vivian Larkspur." Nunya pronounced it with enough faux-European flair to trigger flashbacks to failed study abroad programs. “She’s either old money or pretending so hard she deserves a nomination for Best Performance in a Limited Series. Her email signature includes a wax seal emoji, which is already a cry for help.
She attached a PDF of her 'personal preferences,' complete with clip art of lilies, as if this were the Four Seasons circa 1998."
Delilah snorted. "Oh, that screams Baroness."
"She included a list of allergies, none of which are food-related. She requires—and yes, that's the exact word—hypoallergenic pillows, vintage champagne on arrival, and, quote, 'a quiet corner for reflection.'" 
Nunya lifted her sunglasses dramatically. "I assume that's code for judging people without making eye contact. And honestly, she'd better reflect on that wardrobe, because her Instagram... honey, her filters are working harder than her PR team."
"She booked the deluxe suite, right?"
"With monogrammed luggage and a face that could curdle milk," Nunya said. "But—and this is where it gets delicious—if you zoom in on her photos, you can spot little betrayals. Jewelry that never quite sits right—stones that don't catch the light the way they should. A 'designer' bag where the stitching goes just slightly off at the corners. And, I kid you not, she posted a 'private jet' last year with a row number glowing right over her shoulder. Row number, Delilah."
Delilah raised her brows, jotting a note. "Adjust expectations."
"Oh, I've already adjusted. She's giving me the 'fabulous on credit' vibe. Which is fine, darling—we've all been there. But I have a sixth sense for women like this—the ones who mistake hauteur for heritage, the kind of woman who's one moth infestation away from losing her title."
Nunya scrolled again. "Then we've got Claudette Moreau. No social media presence, which in this day and age is either deeply chic or profoundly suspicious. She's the Baroness's assistant, apparently—booked under the Baroness's name, carrying half the luggage, answering all the emails. Reservation notes say she'll be handling 'logistics.'"
"Demure or difficult?" Delilah asked.
"Demure now," Nunya said, lowering her voice like a fortune teller. "But I smell ambition. She's got that 'assistant today, queen tomorrow' energy. That whole demure act? It's a cover. This one's already rehearsing for the role."
Delilah tilted her head. "Like an understudy?"
"Like All About Eve, baby."
Delilah smiled faintly. As she scribbled another note, she whispered, "Eve Harrington eyes. That never ends well."
Nunya nodded solemnly. "Trust me, Delilah—assistants like that aren't planning your schedule, they're planning your exit."
She flicked her screen again. "Then: Dante and Milo. A daddy-and-twink duo from Miami with joint TikToks, a couples fitness blog, and a complicated relationship with clothing. Their booking confirmation included a note that said, 'We're happy anywhere, as long as the lighting's good.' Their email also had six shirtless selfies attached for no reason. I don't trust them at all, and I also want to party with them immediately."
Delilah raised an eyebrow. "How long are they staying?"
"Five nights—or until one of them storms out dramatically, whichever comes first."
"And the last?"
Nunya sighed as if preparing to discuss a national tragedy. "Colleen and Robby Kowalski. Straight. Married. From Minnesota. Their profile photo features matching shirts that say 'Live, Laugh, Lake.' She likes Pinterest. He likes grilling. They're bringing a karaoke machine. Their own karaoke machine, Delilah! Girl, I am exhausted already."
Delilah blinked. "They know what to expect in Provincetown, right?"
"Apparently not. But they're bringing snacks for the journey and a laminated itinerary. Colleen used three exclamation points in her email confirmation."
A silence fell between them, sacred and horrified.
Scene Three: The Quiet One
The side door creaked open and Robert walked in.
He filled the doorway in his usual quiet way—broad shoulders hunched slightly, a habitual posture. Sweat beaded at his temples and traced paths down the side of his neck. Dust from the shingles he'd just replaced on the south side of the roof streaked his hands, and the scent of salt air clung to him like a second skin.
Normally, he'd mutter a soft "Morning" or crack a half-smile at Nunya's theatrics, but today Robert said nothing. He simply nodded once and started to move away, his boots leaving faint prints of grit on the polished floor.
Nunya perked up immediately, tilting her sunglasses down to appraise him. "Oh my stars, look who wandered in from the Home Depot calendar. Robert, honey, you missed my complaining—and trust me, it was Tony Award worthy."
Silence.
Undeterred, she tapped a manicured nail against the arm of her chair, wagging her finger like a metronome. "You're glistening, sweetheart. That's a dangerous look around here. Someone's liable to mistake you for dessert."
Nothing. Not even a twitch of a smile.
Robert grabbed a rag from the counter, wiped the sweat from his brow, and disappeared into the back hallway without a word. A door shut somewhere behind him, the sound sharper than it should have been.
Delilah and Nunya exchanged a glance.
"Well," Nunya said finally, blinking.
Delilah's eyes lingered on the empty doorway, her expression softening with concern. "He's been off lately."
"Off? Darling, he just gave me nothing. And that's after I threw him gold. Absolute comedy gold."
Delilah sighed, turning back to her desk. "Something's weighing on him. Let's give him space."
"Fine," Nunya said, sliding her sunglasses back up and snapping her fingers. "But if he keeps this up, I'm going to need subtitles."
Delilah stood and stretched. "Well, the porch is clean, the linens are fresh, and the guest list is already giving me heartburn."
Nunya stood too, pushing her sunglasses up on top of her head, her eyes tired but sparkling with anticipation. "We've survived worse."
Delilah raised an eyebrow. "Have we?"
Nunya shrugged. "Well, we've survived adjacent."
It was then they heard it: the low rumble of a car pulling up out front. Not the usual clatter of a tourist Subaru or the squeak of a rental bike. This was smoother, heavier—a town car, maybe, the kind of vehicle that suggested luggage with its own set of instructions.
Then came the rest of it: the rattle of rolling suitcases, the slam of car doors, and the muffled sounds of travelers assembling themselves on the sidewalk. Apparently the first wave had arrived.
She reached for her leopard-print pen and added one more note to the list:
New Chapter: Everyone Arrives Early and Wants a Late Checkout.
She smiled, tapped the pen once against the desk, and muttered, "Time to meet the next batch of beautiful disasters."
Delilah smoothed her blouse. Nunya adjusted her caftan.
Together, they stepped into the lobby—ready or not.

TWO: The Guests Arrive
 
New arrivals, clean linens, and no emotional support from the ice machine.
 
Scene One: Check-In
Adrian Harker arrived at The Pink Lady not like a guest, but like a duchess late to her own funeral. He emerged from the black town car with the unhurried grace of a man who no longer rushed for anything that didn't pay in prestige. Dressed in an eggshell linen suit that defied both wrinkles and humility, he paused at the gate, surveying the house as if auditioning it for his disapproval. A leather weekender bag—no wheels, of course—hung from one hand; the other held a cane carved from some extinct wood and topped with silver, an accessory less for support than punctuation. His hair was perfectly swept back, gleaming like polished steel; his cologne was a whisper of bergamot and money, and his smile suggested he’d been keeping a secret since 1987.
When Delilah opened the door, he didn’t speak right away. He removed his sunglasses and slowly assessed her, before he said, "Ah. Finally, someplace in this town that knows how to age gracefully."
Before Delilah could respond, the temperature in the foyer seemed to drop five degrees.
The Baroness appeared in the doorway like a cold front wrapped in couture—her gown a rigid column of ivory silk, tailored so precisely it could have been sculpted. Every hair was lacquered into submission beneath a veiled hat that dared anyone to blink too loudly. She paused at the threshold, letting the silence bend politely around her, and raised her copper-lined cigarette holder with the gravity of a coronation scepter. A thin curl of smoke trailed from its tip as her gaze traveled slowly across the room—assessing, judging, and finding the décor, the people, and possibly the air itself several tax brackets beneath her.
Her lips pursed, unimpressed. She didn't walk; she proceeded.
"Baroness Larkspur," she said, her voice soft as silk. "Though if this is the kind of place that insists on first names, you may call me Vivian."
Nunya appeared beside Delilah without a sound, as if summoned by disdain itself. "We prefer whatever makes you feel welcome, Your Ice Majesty," she said with a crisp smile.
The Baroness gave her a long, withering look, then nodded slightly. "Excellent," and glided inside.
Next came Claudette Moreau, stepping inside with the practiced quiet of someone who had learned the power of not being noticed until it mattered. A plain canvas satchel hung neatly over one shoulder, her coat buttoned high despite the summer air. Dark glasses obscured her eyes, but the tilt of her head made it clear she was observing everything—the furniture, the people, the Baroness most of all—as though committing each detail to memory. She gave her name softly, declined the offer of a welcome mimosa with a subtle shake of her head, and moved down the hallway toward her room. For just a moment, her gaze lingered on the Baroness—not a look of deference, exactly, but more like an understudy waiting for her turn.
"I like her," Nunya whispered. "She gives me serial killer vibes, but in a tasteful way."
"She gives me art student who never left the studio," Delilah muttered back. "But yes, tasteful serial killer."
The front gate creaked again. Then—
"Oh my God—these cobblestones are trying to kill me!" Milo's voice rang out, bright with alarm.
He staggered through the front yard with a roller bag, a fuchsia tote, and a fedora clinging to the back of his head by sheer will. Behind him came Dante—tall, bronzed, and thick-bearded, shirtless except for a mesh tank top that barely suggested clothing.
"Milo, baby, I told you not to wear the platforms."
"And I told you to Google what 'supportive' means!"
They bickered their way up the steps and into the lobby, dragging an embarrassing amount of luggage behind them, including what looked like a ring light, yoga mats, and a box boldly stamped: Do Not Look Inside This Box.
Dante winked at Delilah. "Room 6, right? Hope the bed's sturdy."
Nunya didn't miss a beat. "Depends—are we talking endurance, or just enthusiasm?"
"Oh, I like her," Milo said immediately, flopping into the nearest antique chair with zero awareness of its fragile legs. "We're gonna vibe. I can tell."
Nunya smiled sweetly. "Not if you break my furniture, sugarpop."
Just as Milo opened his mouth to reply, the front door swung wide with Midwestern cheer and SPF 80 optimism.
"Hellooo from Minnesota!" chirped Colleen Kowalski, stepping in like she'd just won a contest to be here. "Wow! Smells like wood polish and freedom! Doesn't it, Robby?"
Delilah blinked. Nunya mouthed 'freedom?' and poured herself another mimosa.
Robby Kowalski followed, baseball cap in hand, already looking slightly overwhelmed and holding a karaoke machine like it was a newborn. "It's nice," he said simply, his eyes darting around for safety exits.
"We brought bars!" Colleen added, thrusting forward a Tupperware container of what looked like homemade peanut butter marshmallow treats. "Don't worry—just in case anyone has allergies, I labeled everything!"
Delilah took the bars with a practiced smile.
"And," Colleen whispered conspiratorially, "we're ready for karaoke anytime. We even have a duet version of Islands in the Stream queued up."
"I'm going to go lie down in the ocean," Nunya said flatly.
And just like that, The Pink Lady was full again—of guests, drama, and barely contained judgment. Across town, behind a locked door at Rex Hadley's gallery, the crate waited, its silence louder than all their chatter.
 
Scene Two: Loose Ends and Lavender Scones
The air in the parlor had barely settled after the guests' dramatic entrances when the front door opened again—this time without fanfare. No theatrical breeze, no couture statement, and no antique cane swung for effect.
Just Sky.
He stepped inside, a bakery box balanced in his hands, still warm from Joe's and faintly fragrant with cardamom and citrus. Buying scones, instead of baking them himself, was not like Sky, but he'd only just returned to town and hadn't quite found his rhythm. His hair was pulled back in a loose knot, sleeves rolled to his elbows, and he looked like someone who'd finally enjoyed a few decent nights of sleep—though not enough to fully trust it.
Delilah spotted him from behind the reception counter and beamed. "Look who the tide brought home."
Sky smiled softly. "Hi, Delilah."
She came around the counter and pulled him into a quick, tight hug. "I was starting to think you'd traded us in for a hammock and a margarita down in Key West."
"Tempting," he said, handing her the box. "But I missed your chaos."
She opened the lid and inhaled deeply. "Are these my favorite scones?"
"Lemon lavender, just the way you like them. 
"It's so good to have you back, baby,” she said. “And I hope you'll stay a while. Or forever. We've had enough departures to last us a lifetime."
He nodded, glancing toward the hallway where the new guests were settling in.
"It feels different," he said. "But good."
She touched his arm gently. "And you? Are you okay? After everything?"
A shadow crossed his face, but didn't settle. "Getting there."
It had only been a few months since everything had fallen apart—secrets surfacing unexpectedly, journals raising more questions than answers, pieces of the past turning up in ways he hadn’t expected. He'd left town afterward, trying to breathe again.
"Have you been out there yet?" Delilah asked softly. "To the cottage?"
Sky nodded. "That's why I'm back. Sort of. I don't know what I'm going to do with it yet. Or with anything, really."
Delilah squeezed his shoulder. "Well, the guesthouse is still standing. Which means you're always welcome here while you figure things out."
Sky made his way into the parlor and found Nunya lounging on the loveseat like a Roman empress between battles, while Dharma Plunkett sat nearby with her ever-present reusable mug and a clipboard of flyers for chakra realignment specials.
Nunya looked up from her phone and grinned. "If it isn't our favorite brooding baker. Did Key West help you find your inner peace, or just your tan lines?"
"A little of both," Sky said, dropping onto the cushion beside her with a grateful sigh. "Also a brief flirtation with a man named Ty who reminded me it's better to work things out than run away."
"Then Ty did his job," Nunya said. "Some people show up just long enough to point you in the right direction."
Sky let out a long breath, the kind that felt heavier on the way out than it had going in. He leaned back. "I need to get a job. And I need to figure out what to do with that property. I can't just let it sit there."
Dharma glanced up from her flyers, her tone cool, grounded, and wrapped in sandalwood. "I need an office manager at the Healing Center. Someone organized, calm, and not allergic to eucalyptus. It could be good for you—steady hours, and space for your spirit to breathe. Are you interested?"
He looked surprised. "Really?"
"You've got the right energy. And it wouldn't be forever, unless you wanted it to be. I need someone to keep the calendar balanced and the chaos from sneaking in."
Sky hesitated for a moment, then nodded. "That actually… might be perfect."
"Great," Dharma said, scribbling something onto a business card and handing it to him like a spell. "Come by tomorrow morning. We'll talk more. Bring a pen, an open mind, and maybe a snack.” Dharma raised a brow, nodded once, and disappeared again with the soundless efficiency of a woman who owned both sage bundles and a label maker.
Delilah poked her head in from the hallway. "Everything good in here?"
"Better than good," Nunya said. "Our little baker boy is going spiritual."
Sky raised his hands in mock surrender. "Spiritual and gainfully employed—what a concept."
Delilah winked. "Look at you—inner peace and a paycheck."
 
 
Scene Three: Windows of Silence
In The Pink Lady's kitchen, Delilah stood at the butcher block counter, slicing tomatoes with a rhythm that was part muscle memory, part therapy. Basil and garlic hung in the air, a fragrant counterpoint to the tart cooling like a smug overachiever on the windowsill. 
She glanced out the window—more from habit than curiosity—and paused mid-slice.
There, in the backyard garden, stood Robert.
His shirt clung to his back, the mark of a man who approached the garden as therapy, not performance. His movements were calm and focused. One hand on the spade, the other gently patting down soil around the base of a thriving sage plant. He looked content, the way men do when they're alone and forget anyone might be watching. Or wishing.
Then, from the left edge of the window frame, Tom appeared.
He wasn’t in his collar—just a soft navy sweater and jeans cuffed at the ankle. The book tucked under his arm looked poetic and unnecessarily tragic. He slowed as he passed Robert, the air between them shifting, charged not with conflict, but with a more complicated awareness.
They didn't speak.
Instead, they engaged in something older, quieter.
Robert looked up. Tom met his eyes.
For a brief, precise second, their eyes locked, and they both nodded—once. Not stiffly. Not awkwardly. A nod that held more than words could ever convey—the weight of everything still unsaid.
Tom continued toward the old Adirondack chair in the corner of the yard. He sat, opened his book, and leaned back into the sun like a man no longer certain which words mattered—or whether he had the right to speak them.
Tomato forgotten in her hand, Delilah watched the moment unfold. Her heart caught in her throat. Not because it was romantic, but because it wasn't—yet. It was something more raw. Two men, side by side in silence, neither ready, but neither turning away.
She exhaled slowly and whispered to the parsley, "Oh honey... we better open the good wine tonight."
 

THREE: Curtains Up
 
Art, egos, and introductions with teeth.
 
Scene One: Parlor Games
Early evening at The Pink Lady always staged itself. Light filtered through gauze curtains in pale pinks and creams, creating an atmosphere where even the simplest gestures seemed rehearsed.
Voices rose and fell, footsteps creaked on the old pine floors, and the bustle from the kitchen hinted at both hospitality and hidden secrets.
The parlor filled like a theater—slowly at first, then suddenly complete. Guests drifted in, resembling actors moments before the curtain rose. Some immediately embraced their roles, while others prowled for cues, testing the furniture, sniffing out conversations, and arranging themselves into silent hierarchies. By cocktail hour, the cast had assembled, and the evening waited in the wings. From the look of things, tonight's opening act wouldn’t disappoint.
Adrian Harker claimed the fainting couch with the ease of a man accustomed to claiming couches—and headlines. He draped himself across the velvet like an exiled aristocrat posing for a scandalous portrait, a thin leather portfolio resting on his lap. From it, he produced a single photograph, holding it up as if making an important announcement.
A portrait of a woman, elegant and blurred by shadows. The chiaroscuro was unmistakable.
"A lost Modigliani," he intoned, lifting his chin and pausing for the gasp that never came. His voice echoed grandly in the corners of the room, and the silence that followed was brutal.
"Or possibly not lost—possibly stolen. Or tragically misattributed. That, my
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