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            It’s Showtime

          

        

      

    

    
      “I love that top hat, Chicken.” Carlos grinned at us from across the bar. Tonight he was more handsome than ever in his suit jacket and button-down shirt.

      But Chicken was the star of the show, in his tiny tailcoat, bow tie, and hat. He was my cockatiel—make that famous cockatiel—who had helped me solve a murder. When I found him abandoned in the escape room that I used to manage, I promised him that I’d always do right by him.

      Now that Parrots of the Caribbean, the bird-themed pirate tour that we were guides for, sold out weeks in advance and we could barely keep Chicken mugs, magnets, hoodies, and plushies in stock, it was time to do right by other birds who might not be as lucky as Chicken.

      Tonight, we rubbed elbows and wings with Half Moon Cross’s wealthiest residents as we raised money for Loretta’s Exotic Friends—an island rescue that specialized in pet birds and reptiles that were looking for a forever home.

      Loretta had become a controversial figure on the island after she’d stopped pet stores from selling birds and lizards once she’d found out they’d been obtained by questionable means and sold dirt cheap to people who didn’t have forever in mind. Her rescue was always at capacity and the woman did magical things with extremely limited resources. We’d been supporting her on the down-low ever since our sales had gone through the roof, but tonight was our first large-scale fundraiser for the rescue.

      “Chicken’s not as comfortable in the top hat as he is with his pirate hat.” The confession made me feel like a bad bird mama. Truth be told, being surrounded by all these rich people made me itchy, too. Not that I had a problem with money—not only was my bird bringing in some major bank right now, but I’d also taken over Parrots of the Caribbean from my aunt. Well, sort of, because Astrid had yet to go into full retirement mode. But my swanky small talk needed some serious work before I considered joining the country club.

      I tugged on my dress. My coworker and new BFF Meg had talked me into wearing a flowered mini with one shoulder strap. It was easy for her to suggest because she looked good in everything. Aunt Astrid seconded her opinion when I tried to go with something a little less flashy, reminding me I was the host tonight, and to get people to part with their money, I couldn’t give them something ordinary. They wanted spectacular.

      The dress was totally out of my comfort zone, but Astrid’s theory seemed to be working, and I could get used to the way Carlos looked at me while I wore it.

      “It’s almost time for Chicken’s big show. Then he can get into something more comfortable,” Carlos said as he pushed a ramekin full of chopped grapefruit and watermelon at Chicken. “But of course, he can enjoy a little treat first.”

      Chicken gave him heart wings in response, which was even more adorable in his tuxedo flight jacket.

      I loved how confident he was under pressure. Tonight I’d be unveiling the Bird Talk app we’d been working with and show all the potential donors how Chicken could communicate with me. I’d already gone over the worst case scenarios in my mind, but Chicken had no worries.

      “Don’t get any of that on your fancy clothes.” I laughed, knowing my request was in vain. Birds were enthusiastic, messy eaters, and very little of the snack would actually wind up inside him. “Ruby will be mad when she finds out you had her favorite fruit.”

      “You can bring a cup of grapefruit back there with you. She may consider it a peace offering.” Carlos waggled his brows. “Did she ever warm up to the device?”

      “No. She still hates it. I don’t think she’s ever gonna like me.” I sighed. Ruby played favorites and I failed to make the scarlet macaw’s list. Didn’t matter if I brought her favorite treats, toys, games…

      Or in this case, a tablet that helped birds communicate with humans. I saw a lady on the internet who’d used the device to achieve some incredible things with her birds, and I thought it could be really fun to teach Chicken and Ruby how to use it while we were on our Parrots of the Caribbean tours. Like maybe they could lead us to the elusive, fabled pirate treasure that was rumored to be buried somewhere on our route.

      Chicken had learned enough that I was mostly confident debuting his new skill tonight in front of a live and very important audience.

      But Ruby, sadly and somewhat predictably, wanted nothing to do with it. Any olive branch she’d extended when I got here had been promptly rescinded.

      I wasn’t giving up. My plan was to show Roy how to teach her to use it, but first, I wanted to perfect the process with Chicken.

      For tonight, all I could hope for was that Ruby would put her best beak forward when it was her turn in the spotlight. She was the main attraction, and she was poised to make her debut right before the silent auction bidding opened.

      Loretta, our guest of honor came up beside me. She was dressed a little more casually than everyone else, in a plain blue dress.

      “I feel so out of place at these things,” she said.

      “Same.” I was glad someone said it. “Must feel even weirder when you’re the guest of honor.”

      “So weird. I would’ve turned Astrid down when she suggested it, but the birds could certainly use the donations.”

      “The auction will make the weirdness worth it. Your birds will have all the food and supplies they could possibly want,” I promised. We had some great items available, and I had everything crossed that they’d garner several bidding wars. I wanted nothing more than to make a big, juicy donation to Loretta’s rescue.

      Chicken threw his head back and yawned with all his might.

      “Ready for bed,” he said.

      The problem with ritzy galas was that they took place at bird bedtime.

      Carlos laughed. “Looks like someone needs a break before his big performance.”

      “Want me to bring him into the bird room for you?” Loretta suggested. “You probably have a ton of stuff to do before the auction starts.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but I have to get Ruby dressed.” I chuckled. The macaw’s distain for me was becoming legendary in our inner circle, which I was happy to include Loretta in. “Speaking of, have you seen Roy? I need him to help me. I could ask Astrid, but she’s in her element with these people. And hopefully she’s getting them to make big, fat donations to the rescue.”

      Carlos motioned to the corner, where Roy was sitting by himself, enjoying a beer straight out of the bottle and a bowl of snack mix. He was wearing a polo shirt buttoned all the way up and a pair of tan pants that looked like they were brand new.

      Loretta and I weren’t the only ones feeling out of place tonight. I gave her a wave before Chicken and I went to meet up with my coworker.

      Roy had warmed up to me slightly, which was a miracle after I’d wrongly accused him of murder. We’d probably never be besties, and we didn’t have a whole lot in common, but he brought a unique perspective to his job at Parrots of the Caribbean, and most importantly, Ruby loved him.

      “Got the dress?” I asked as I approached. Anxiety kicked in, and it felt an awful lot like the first time I went out on a Parrots of the Caribbean tour. Until I moved to Half Moon Cross, I’d always considered myself a behind the scenes kind of gal.

      “The dress is hanging up, waiting for the diva,” he said. As far as Roy was concerned, Ruby would always be the star of the show. But it didn’t stop him from giving Chicken a quick cheek scritch before motioning for us to follow him.

      He opened a closet door in the hallway, where the tiniest formal dress waited for Ruby. It had a black, sparkly top and a tutu bottom.

      “How come we kept it out here when Ruby’s in the bird room?” I hated that she wasn’t sharing more of the spotlight with Chicken. She was great on a pirate tour, but unpredictable one-on-one. Bird people would understand the grumpy noises and nibbles were generally good-natured, but when we were asking people to reach deep into their wallets and donate, it wasn’t the time for any misunderstandings.

      “Is that Ruby squawking or is the DJ playing something that makes me feel old?” I asked. Chicken wasn’t the only one ready for his pajamas.

      “Nah, you’re not old, and this guy’s pretty good. Which might mean he’s old, if I like him.” Roy chuckled. “Ruby’s probably got her little bird watch on and knows we’re late. But I’m sure she’ll understand when you tell her you were showing off her counterpart while flirting with your boyfriend.”

      And there was the dig. It was only a matter of time before it happened. “Carlos isn’t my boyfriend.”

      Roy raised a brow and took the hanger off the rack. “Bet he’d like to change that.”

      “He’s here to help raise money for the rescue.” I hadn’t asked for relationship advice, but people sure loved to give it. After my fiancé had decided to “find himself” in Costa Rica without me, I wasn’t ready for another romantic relationship. Even if Carlos checked a lot of my boxes. “And you have to admit, the Ruby Chicken drink he came up with for the event is a hit.”

      The watermelon grapefruit cocktail went down way too smooth, and I hoped it would leave our guests feeling generous when it was time to bid on the auction items.

      “I’m so excited to see how much money the auction raises for Loretta’s rescue,” I added, changing the subject back to the task at hand.

      “Loretta’s a tough customer.” Roy sighed. “I appreciate what she does, but this might come back to bite us in an uncomfortable place, if you know what I mean.”

      Chicken hissed, as if he was volunteering to do that biting. Someone was overtired and would be happy to see his travel cage. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t have time to take him out of his flight suit before our main event.

      “No, I don’t.” I was fully aware that Loretta wasn’t the most popular person on the island. People who called others out on their nonsense rarely won congeniality awards. “I admire her outspokenness, and her willingness to do the right thing for the birds, even when people who are in a position to help her think the money should go elsewhere.”

      “I never said the animals didn’t deserve the money, Keela. I’m just saying teaming up with her might cause us some grief.”

      “Speaking of grief.” I was desperate to find a subject we could agree on. I didn’t want Roy’s negative vibes to rub off on me as the auction was about to start. “Ruby’s got some serious opinions.”

      Her squawking had reached a fever pitch.

      “That’s my girl.” Roy pulled the key card out of his pocket and tapped it above the doorknob. He stopped short as soon as he walked into the room and turned around, his mouth agape.

      Chicken hissed, barely audible over Ruby’s protests. But I could feel it. His little body was tense, and his wings were up, like he was ready to attack.

      “There’s a body on the floor,” Roy said.

      “We need to help her.” I didn’t understand why he wasn’t moving. He was like a wall in front of me.

      “We might be too late,” he said, still frozen.

      Some people were good in a crisis, but Roy wasn’t one of them. This was not a time that we could be anything but absolutely certain that we were too late. Chicken’s wings flapped when I pushed him at my coworker.

      “Put him in his cage,” I instructed.

      Once my bird was in Roy’s stunned hands, I rushed over to the body and dropped to my knees, desperately trying to remember the CPR I’d learned in high school.

      Unfortunately, Roy’s initial assessment seemed to be accurate.

      The woman’s eyes were still open, and her mouth had redness all around it, like she’d breathed actual fire. She wasn’t breathing now, a realization that made my own heart stutter in my chest.

      I pressed my fingers against her all-too-still neck, trying not to cringe, and then looked up at Roy. “You’re right. She’s dead.”

      He looked like he was about to jump out of his skin. He gingerly crossed the room, bringing Chicken to his cage. Now I wished I hadn’t asked Roy to put him in there, because we had no idea what had happened to this woman and if whoever did it to her wanted to do it again. If the murderer came back, I did not want to be separated from my bird.

      That was a big assumption. There was no blood, and no proof this woman had been murdered.

      “Roy! Roy! Roy!” Ruby chanted the name of her favorite person.

      He went right over to her and opened the door to her cage. I wasn’t sure who needed whom more as she raced up his arm and onto his shoulder.

      “She doesn’t look familiar. Who is she?” I asked. I’d been introduced to about three dozen of my aunt’s rich friends tonight, and their names had gone out of my head the moment we were done talking.

      Roy stroked the feathers on the top of Ruby’s head. It didn’t do much to calm her down.

      “Eleanor Greeley,” he said, exasperated when I shrugged with indifference. “She’s the mayor’s wife.”

      “Oh.” I should’ve remembered that. “What was she doing here?”

      “Hopefully making a very generous donation for our cause.”

      For someone who’d been too stunned to move moments ago, now he was being awfully snarky.

      “I meant in this room,” I said. “Only a few people have keys and I’m pretty sure she’s not one of them.”

      I did the mental math—Roy, Astrid, and I had keys because we were the main bird handlers. I was pretty sure we’d given one to Loretta for the extra set of bird-care hands. She had just offered to help with Chicken.

      “Keela?” Astrid’s voice rang out in the distance. “Keela? Where are you? Everyone’s waiting to see Ruby in her ball gown, and for Chicken’s surprise.”

      “What do we do?” I whispered to Roy. My instinct was to cover the body, like somehow hiding it would make Eleanor less dead.

      Like this was somehow my fault.

      He shrugged.

      Back to being terrible in a crisis.

      My aunt appeared in the doorway. Her sparkly caftan and matching headband had seemed so festive moments before. Now it seemed horribly inappropriate.

      “Keela! What are you doing on the floor?” She gasped. “And my goodness, is that Eleanor lying beside you? Why is she in here?”

      Astrid hadn’t come alone. Someone behind her screamed and the crowd multiplied almost automatically. Most of the gala’s attendees clogged the doorway, and it would be only a matter of time before Eleanor’s husband, the mayor of Half Moon Cross, joined them.

      “Yes, it’s Eleanor, and...” My mouth went dry. “I think she’s dead.”
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      “How could this happen to Eleanor?” Astrid asked after the paramedics had taken away her body. The guests had all been ushered out—which hadn’t been an easy task. The most prominent residents of Half Moon Cross did not like being told what to do, or when the party was over, even if there was a death involved.

      They’d wanted to get into the room, even while the paramedics did their work. They were convinced that Eleanor couldn’t really be dead and needed to see it for themselves.

      I wished one of them could’ve been right.

      “There’s a murderer among us,” a lady named Suzanne cried. She was a friend of Astrid’s, as most of our guests were, whom I met for the first time tonight. Any other details about her? A total blur. “Can you believe it? A gathering like this attracted a criminal. We need to get statements from everyone here. Secure the exits.”

      “Half the party has already gone home.” Meg put her hand on Suzanne’s shoulder and gently maneuvered her toward the door. “And there’s no sign of any wrongdoing. It’s an unfortunate accident.”

      Meg looked back at me and shrugged as she escorted Suzanne out of the room. Big mistake, because Suzanne caught the movement and stopped dead in her tracks. She quirked a very well-manicured brow.

      “How do you know that?” Suzanne asked.

      “There’s no blood, no sign of a struggle…” Meg made a strange motion with her foot. What looked like a piece of black plastic skidded under the table that held Ruby’s cage. “And Eleanor was an older—”

      Astrid cleared her throat loudly. The fastest way to get under my aunt’s skin was to refer to her or any of her contemporaries as old.

      “We’ll have another gala to finish the party,” Astrid assured Suzanne. “We never got to the silent auction and that’s slated to be our biggest money maker for the rescue.”

      My business brain was in overdrive. Our costs had just doubled, and our bids had likely dwindled by a similar proportion. That was money the birds at the rescue would never see. We’d have to figure out a way to make it up to them.

      Because Meg had to be right, but…

      “What did you kick under the table?” I asked, once Suzanne had been successfully coaxed away from the room.

      Meg shook her head. “It looked like something electronic. Suzanne’s heels were pretty high and everyone on the island knows she has her lawyer on speed dial. Last thing we need is to pay bird money on a lawsuit.”

      Of course Meg and I were on the same page about getting the money to the rescue.

      Astrid sighed. “Ruby never got to wear that cute dress.”

      It was the least of our worries, but I could sympathize. Chicken never got to show off his tablet skills, and most importantly, we never got to open bidding on the auction.

      Ruby had refused to leave Roy’s shoulder ever since he took her out of the cage. Not that I could blame her. Poor Chicken had looked like a little exclamation point since we discovered Eleanor’s body.

      “Let’s get out of this room,” I suggested. “It’s giving me the creeps.”

      Everyone agreed and we headed to the bar. My head was spinning. Not only did someone die at our gala, but now we were also on the hook to pay for a party we didn’t get to finish with money that should’ve gone to birds in need. Carlos gave me a sad grin as I settled on a bar stool, flanked by my aunt, Meg, and Roy. I set Chicken down so he could run off some of his nervous energy.

      “You all look like you could use a Ruby Chicken, but all I can offer is a raincheck because I’m almost done cleaning everything up for the night. I can’t wait to get out of here.” He looked exhausted. I could only imagine the chaos that had taken place in the main room as word of the discovery of Eleanor’s body spread. Carlos was the perfect person to diffuse the hysteria, but he was a former police detective—a position he was reluctant to talk about—and the night had taken a toll on him too.

      “Need any help?” It had been a long time since I’d worked in a restaurant, but I could probably make myself useful.

      “Thanks for offering, but I’m almost done,” he said. “You must want to get out of here. You don’t have to wait for me.”

      Meg slid off the stool. “Don’t have to tell me twice.”

      “Shouldn’t we stay until everything’s…complete?” I wanted to leave too, but it felt wrong. We were the hosts of the party, and even if it hadn’t gone as planned, the night was far from over.

      Meg and Roy both gave me annoyed looks.

      “In case the police want to ask us any more questions?” I added.

      “Why would they?” Carlos asked as he wiped down the countertop. “Like you said, there was no evidence of foul play. No blood, no weapon, no evidence of a struggle. She was older and—”

      “Where is my wife?” A voice boomed in the doorway. It belonged to Mayor Greeley. His normally perfect salt and pepper hair was disheveled like he’d just woken up, but he was wearing one of his signature suits—not many people on Half Moon Cross dressed so formally, but I’d never seen him without a tie, until now.

      I couldn’t remember if I’d seen him earlier at the gala. If he was there, I hadn’t talked to him.

      “Please tell me I don’t have to be the one to tell him,” Astrid muttered under her breath as she rose from her stool. She put on her best smile, like she was about to lead a sold-out pirate tour for Parrots of the Caribbean. “Thomas, there’s been a terrible accident—”

      “I didn’t ask what happened, I asked where my wife is.”

      Astrid’s eyes widened at his sharp tone. She was a woman who commanded respect and didn’t often get scolded. “The paramedics took her away.”

      “Where to?”

      “Perhaps the hospital? Or the morgue? Not sure what protocol is in this instance.” Astrid’s voice had a slight shake to it that Mayor Greeley was sure to pick up on. Not like her at all.

      “Did Eleanor have her purse with her?” he asked.

      Meg gave him an incredulous look. “Are you accusing one of us of taking it?”

      “No. I, uh…” The mayor tugged at the cuff of his jacket sleeve. Interesting that he softened for Meg but not for Astrid. “Just wanted to make sure she had it with her.”

      “I can assure you it was the last thing that any of us were thinking about when we found her,” Astrid said.

      Realization spread over the mayor’s face. “You found her?”

      “No, my niece did.”

      Thanks a lot, Auntie. Now the mayor’s angry gaze had landed squarely on me.

      “Dead bodies seem to turn up around you,” he said. “Not a problem we had on Half Moon Cross before you arrived.”

      “I don’t like it any more than you do.” And I was not letting him pin this on me. “I’m very sorry about what happened to your wife. She seemed like a lovely lady and spent her last evening helping birds.”

      “Right, birds.” The mayor scoffed and turned on the heel of his designer shoe. I didn’t know it was possible to like him less, but he’d found a new low. “I need to find that purse.”

      “Someone won’t be getting my vote,” Roy grumbled as the mayor left.

      “Let’s get out of here.” I went over to the bar to collect my cockatiel. If the mayor had made the connection so quickly between me and murders on the island—on a night when he should’ve been consumed with grief over losing the love of his life—others would too. The last thing I wanted as a new business owner and budding philanthropist was a bad reputation. “If the police have any questions, it’s not like we’re hard to find.”

      Chicken squawked. I tried to give him a scritch, but he was having none of it. I wasn’t about to catch that beak. I turned around to see what had him so agitated, and found two police officers standing where the mayor had been moments before.

      “If this is about that blasted purse,” Astrid said under her breath and headed over to them. She somehow managed another stage-worthy smile. “Do you have news for us?”

      One of the officers shook his head.

      I hadn’t realized before that he was Detective Clark. He’d worked on Vanessa Dailey’s murder case—and I wasn’t sure if I was happy to see him or not. He hadn’t taken me—or Chicken—seriously when we found evidence in that murder until we were the ones who’d found the killer.

      He gave me a nod. I couldn’t read him. But he’d probably also just gotten an earful from Mayor Greeley.

      “We’re not at liberty to discuss an open investigation,” he said.

      “We were in the middle of a very important fundraiser, raising money for Loretta’s Exotic Friends. Our guests will want reassurance that Eleanor…that whatever happened is an isolated incident. Not an incident, an accident,” she corrected herself.

      “When we’re ready to make an official statement, we’ll make sure you’re the first to know.” Detective Clark gave my aunt a smile that assured us we’d find out what happened on social media along with everyone else. “Carlos, could we have a word?”

      Carlos squeezed my hand when he came out from behind the bar. Chicken’s little feet were going a mile a minute on my other arm.

      Meg furrowed her brow. “Wait. You just said you couldn’t discuss the case because the investigation was ongoing, but you want to talk to Carlos?”

      “We have some questions,” Detective Clark said. “That’s all I can say.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Carlos assured us.

      “He was a detective,” I reminded everyone. “They might need his help. There aren’t a lot of murders on Half Moon Cross—”

      Meg gaped. “You really think she was murdered?”

      “I hope not.”

      “I’m still wondering why she was in the room with Ruby.” Meg crossed her arms, but her gaze slid to the door and she frowned. “Only bird people should have had access to the room.”

      She wasn’t the only one who’d noticed that little detail…or had a bad feeling about this.

      “Maybe we should go back and look at that thing you kicked under the table.”

      “Absolutely not.” Astrid held her hands up. “It could be something dangerous.”

      “Like, explosive dangerous?” My heart skipped several beats. “If that’s the case, we need to get out of here now.”

      “Not that dangerous.” Astrid shook her head. “But it’s definitely evidence and we shouldn’t disturb the crime scene.”

      So my aunt was also Team Murder. It wasn’t the least bit comforting.

      Ruby let out an ear-splitting squawk. The big red beauty’s timing was impeccable…or was she trying to tell us something?

      If only I’d been able to teach her how to use the Bird Talk app on the tablet. She was the only one of us who knew what happened to Eleanor.

      “Do you think someone was trying to hurt Ruby?” I asked.

      “No,” my aunt said quickly. “Eleanor was here to make
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1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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