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The back door to the kitchen of the Green Lady Inn slammed open, crashing against the wall, "Jake, Jake, where's your gun," Zack shouted, raging as he stormed in. "I'm going to shoot that little money-hungry creep."

The door slamming against the wall sent Magic, the cat, scuttling for cover—his nails clicking, trying to find purchase on the tile floor. 

"Whoa, now slow down," Jake said, jumping up from the table and carefully avoiding the black cat streaking by. He had his computer and papers spread out over the kitchen table. Someday, he hoped to have an office where he could work on his manuscripts peacefully.

He went to his friend and neighbor. Zack was pacing from one end of the kitchen to the other. Jake grabbed him by the shoulders to slow him down.

"Do you know what that dirty, rotten bastard did?" Zack ran his hands over his slick bald head. He would pull the hair out of his head by the roots if he had any. What hair he lacked on his head was made up for with a bushy red beard. He stood there in his cargo shorts and sandals, canvas hat in hand, shaking with anger. Only a blizzard could make him change his customary attire.

"Slow down and talk to me. Which bastard are you talking about?" Jake asked, calmly helping Zack to sit down. "Tell me what's got you so riled up." He poured two cups of coffee, and since it was late in the day, he splashed a bit of Jamison’s Irish whisky in, too.

"Prendergast, that's what's happened. He rented out that space next to my gallery to someone else. He knew I wanted to expand the gallery, and in another month or two, I would have been able to afford to buy the space outright." Zack took a long pull on his coffee, raised his eyebrows, and nodded his thanks to Jake, holding up his cup.

"There's a printing outfit moving in next door. Prendergast didn't even have the decency to tell me he was renting it out. He should have come to me, and I might have been able to move up my time line. Please let me borrow that big, shiny Glock of yours." Zack took another drink of his laced coffee. “mm, this is good," he said, calming down a bit—his skinny knees pumping with nervous energy under the table. “I can't let you have my gun, knowing you intend to kill Prendergast. He's a pain in everyone’s butt, and I understand what you're feeling. But he's also the busiest realtor in Salem. His job is to rent out property for his clients."

"I realize that, but he's so underhanded and only interested in lining his own pockets."

"We must be talking about that toad, Prendergast," Megan said, breezing into the kitchen, loaded down with bags of groceries. Jake stood and helped her place them on the counter. They gave Prendergast the nickname “toad” because of his obnoxious behavior. 

"How's Elizabeth," Megan asked. Her young daughter was now six months old.

"Sleeping peacefully. I’m surprised she didn’t wake up. Zack’s arrival managed to scare the hell out of Magic and sent him scurrying to Elizabeth’s room. I haven’t seen that cat move so fast in quite a while," Jake answered, chuckling. “He’s probably back to standing guard.” Their black cat had taken to protecting Elizabeth by choosing a vantage point on top of a tall dresser to watch over his charge.

"So, what's our favorite villain done this time?" Megan asked, removing her coat and placing it over one of the chairs. She listened while unpacking the groceries and putting them away.

"He's only gone and rented out the space next door that I was going to buy. Jake won't let me borrow his gun to shoot the devious penguin," Zack said. The realtor was very short and very round, and he reminded them of Danny DeVito when he played the penguin in the Batman movie. The first time Megan saw him standing at her door, she had to run into the kitchen to avoid laughing in his face.

Pouring a cup of coffee for herself, Megan remembered all the trouble Prendergast had caused last year when he had advertised the Green Lady Inn on the "About Salem" website before they were officially open.

The unexpected guests had booked off the website and set off a chain of disturbing events. These events led to finding out that one of the guests, Albert Sinclair Montague, was a distant relative and an investigator from Scotland Yard, chasing a couple of art thieves. The art thieves happened to be guests at the Inn at the time. While they were there, they had stolen a valuable painting from the Longstreet Gallery—owned by Zack and Amanda—killing one of the guards in the process.

Megan took down the cookie tin and placed it on the table. It stayed full longer since Zack's wife, Amanda, had given birth to their son last year.

"I have an idea," Megan said, opening the cookie tin and taking out her favorite chocolate one. "Why don't we find out more about who is renting the space next to the gallery? We can also find out who owns the space. It might be the same person you originally bought the gallery space from—or someone else. If that printing shop fails or loses the lease somehow, you could approach the owner directly and by-pass Prendergast all together."

"That's my girl—always one step ahead," Jake said, raising his cup to toast Megan.

“I have a funny idea that you two have more in those cups than just coffee,” Megan guessed.

“Right, you are, my darling. Care for a splash?” Jake asked her, raising the bottle of Jamison’s.

“Maybe later,” she said, "Speaking of our Mr. Montague, I haven't seen much of him lately," Megan said.

"He pops in now and then. He spends most of his off-duty time with Lydia. I have an idea that we might be losing our long-term lodger in the not-too-distant future." Jake said, smiling. Lydia had met Albert Sinclair Montague while helping at the Inn during those first few hectic weeks. Lydia now worked part-time at the Inn during the week, and her daughter Emily covered the weekends.

The soft cry of an infant drifted in, "Looks like our little princess is up. I'll go. You stay and talk Zack out of killing Prendergast. Don't you even think about giving him your gun," she cautioned. "You can put the rest of the groceries away while you talk. I can have dinner ready in about an hour," Megan said—walking down the short hallway to Elizabeth's room. 

The nursery had been converted from Jake's office last fall when Elizabeth had arrived. They were thinking about putting an addition on the back of the house soon. Jake's last book was another New York Times best seller and had paid for the renovations to the kitchen and the office. His agent was nagging him to finish his next one while his name was still high on the list.

"Who’s Momma's little angel?" Megan cooed to her baby, lifting her out of the pretty white crib. "My, don't we have some wet diapers." She placed the infant on the changing table and proceeded to change her out of her wet diaper and into a new, clean outfit.

Magic supervised intently from the top of the dresser—green eyes glinting, swishing her silky black tail, watching to be sure that Megan was doing things correctly. After Elizabeth was all clean and tidy again, Megan took her to the kitchen for her supper of strained peas, chicken and—for desert—some lovely strained peaches.

"Here, let me take her," Jake said reaching for his daughter. "Hi, sleepy head, don’t you smell good?" Nuzzling her neck, he inhaled the sweet smell of baby powder. Elizabeth smiled and giggled loudly.

"I'm going home to Amanda and Christopher,” Zack said. “I'll have to listen to Amanda rant when she finds out what Prendergast has done." Walking out the door, he called back, "Sure I can't borrow your Glock?"

"No way," Jake chuckled.

"Worth a try," Zack said—slapping his battered hat on his head and making his way out the door, across the yard to his house next door.

Megan heated up the baby's dinner, carefully checking the temperature. Jake placed the baby safely in her highchair, snapping a bib—decorated with a cocky yellow duck on it—around her neck. Elizabeth babbled happily in her baby talk. She pointed and jabbered to Megan. Not to be ignored, Magic meowed for his supper—while rubbing and winding around Megan's feet. "Wait your turn," she scolded the pesky cat.

"Looks like they’re both trying to hurry you along," Jake smiled at his daughter.

"She's got a good appetite. Magic is just annoying," Megan said. She turned a kitchen chair around to face the highchair. Blowing on each spoonful, checking to make sure it wasn't too hot, she fed her angel.

Elizabeth's arrival was predicted by the ghost of Lucinda Cory Sinclair, a distant relative of Megan’s and now a permanent resident in the guest room named in her honor.

Megan’s friend Amanda’s son had been born on Saint Patrick’s Day the previous year. Amanda, refusing to miss the party at the Inn, left the hospital as soon as she could after her son was born. Looking for a quiet place away from the noise of the party to nurse her newborn, she had chosen Lucinda’s room because it had a rocking chair. Lucinda had suddenly appeared behind Amanda and joined in singing the little baby's lullaby. 

When Megan went upstairs to check on her friend, she walked down the hallway, listening to the singing of the unexpected duet. Megan walked in to a strange site: Lucinda was standing behind Amanda as she was rocking her baby. Lucinda looked from Amanda to Megan and simply said, "When the leaves fly." Elizabeth Sinclair Durant was born the following October in the middle of a fall gale with the rain and wind whipping the leaves from the trees. Lucinda’s prophecy was more accurate than Megan’s pregnancy tests.

When Elizabeth finished her dinner, Megan took her dish to the sink and prepared a bottle of milk. "What can we do about Prendergast?" she asked.

"I think we need Emily Cooper to do a bit of snooping on the internet. Maybe she can find out who owns the property. We can't come right out and ask Prendergast. We need to do an end run on him," Jake suggested. “I’ve got to keep trying to finish this book before my agent gets cranky.”

"I think you're right,” Megan agreed. “Emily is coming to work tomorrow morning, and I'll ask her to find out what she can find on-line in public records. If she can't do it, maybe her boyfriend, Jeff, can do it. If all else fails, we can ask Bert to use his connection at the police department."

"So long as Detective Yarbrough doesn't find out who is asking," Jake said—since the Green Lady Inn’s owners were not the detective’s favorite people.

Megan lifted Elizabeth from her highchair, picked up the bottle of milk and headed to the Green Lady's main sitting room. She had only two guests: a couple of gentlemen from Chicago. They were here to set up a new business. Since they had arrived only yesterday, Megan and Jake didn't have a lot of information on the two men. They had registered as Mr. John Fairfax and Mr. Richard Powell. When they arrived, Megan felt an itch under her Claddagh Ring. She hadn’t mentioned it to anyone yet—as her feelings usually led to trouble arriving on her doorstep.

Settling into a comfy chair, she cuddled Elizabeth and gave her the bottle. She crooned a lullaby and was lost in her thoughts. "What in heaven's name is Prendergast up to this time?" she wondered.

"Do you mind if we join you?" Mr. Fairfax asked from the doorway.

“No, not at all. Please come in,” Megan offered politely, inviting the two men in.

Seating himself on the couch, Mr. Fairfax thanked her. Mr. Powell sat on the other end. 

Until they got the addition added onto the back of the house, they would have to share the front sitting room with their guests.

"We don't want to disturb you. I'd like to relax with a little television before we head up to our rooms. I like the police shows. You can learn a lot from them," said Fairfax. He was tall and carried a bit of weight around his middle. He had a strong mid-west accent. Megan thought he might be in his mid to late forties.

"I like them, too. My husband is a mystery writer and sometimes gets an idea from watching those shows." Megan put the bottle down and placed Elizabeth on her shoulder, nuzzling her neck. The baby let out with a loud burp. Megan laughed and said, "Wow that was a good one, Elizabeth."

"Cute kid," Mr. Powell commented. He was the quieter of the two—shorter by a few inches than his friend, slim and older. Megan put his age at fifty or so.

“Do you have children?” she asked Mr. Powell.

“Yes, I have a boy seven and a girl nine. They’re back in Chicago.”

"Are you finding your way around Salem?"

"Yes, now that we have the space for the shop, we'll be up and running in no time," Mr. Fairfax informed her.

"Oh, right, a new business in town. How exciting for you. What kind of store will it be?"

"We're opening a printing shop. We'll be printing business cards, posters—that sort of thing."

“Oh, shit,” she thought as she started to twist her ring around on her finger. "Zack is not going to believe this." Just to be sure, she asked, "Where is your shop located? The Green Lady might need some printing done sometimes."

"We're downtown, right next to that art gallery." He turned to Mr. Powell. "What's the name of that art gallery next door to us?"

"It’s the Longstreet Gallery," Mr. Powell answered and went back to the channel guide. He was channel surfing trying to figure out the stations.

"Well, I'll leave you to your show and take Elizabeth for her bath. If you would like any breakfast or need anything, please ask." Megan hurried out of the room and down to the kitchen to find Jake. He was sitting at the kitchen table typing away on his computer.

"What's up? You're twisting your ring again?" He stood up and took the baby from her. "Sit down and tell me what's wrong." He put the child in her swing and turned the crank to set it swinging. London Bridge is Falling Down tinkled away as the swing moved back and forth. Magic lay down under the swing—his eyes intently following the movement, tail swishing.

"The two guests from yesterday," she said—playing with the salt and pepper pots on the table. "They're the ones that rented the space Zack wanted for the gallery. What am I going to tell him and Amanda?"

"Call and talk to them in the morning. We can’t do anything tonight," Jake suggested. "You didn't know before you rented them the rooms. It's all that darn Prendergast's fault. Maybe I should have let Zack have the gun. I'm pretty sure the city of Salem would throw us a parade."

“Might even give us the keys to the city,” Megan quipped.

"I think you're right," he said.

Leaning over, she talked to Elizabeth. "How would you like to play in the tub with your boats for a bit?"

Elizabeth let loose a stream of gibberish. "That's exactly what I thought. Maybe we can go to the park tomorrow with Christopher and Amanda. Would you like that?"

Megan picked up her baby and carried on the conversation as she walked back to give her a bath. In no time, Megan was ready to tuck Elizabeth in for the night. Jake and Megan took turns reading a short story to Elizabeth every night. They both hoped she would enjoy books and reading as much as they did.
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It was a lovely spring day in the park. "I'm so glad we bought our season passes to this place. Forest River Park is perfect for the kids," Amanda said—laying out a blanket and some toys.

Megan had packed a small picnic with sandwiches and drinks. Elizabeth was playing happily on a blanket, while Christopher toddled around trying to catch the squirrels. Christopher was proving to be all “boy.” He had started walking at nine months and getting into everything.

"Zack will have to hold off expanding the gallery now. He's really steamed up over that toad Prendergast renting out the property next door," Amanda said. “He practically blew a gasket when he found out about your guests being the ones that have the print shop. He was going to ask Jake for his gun again. Don’t worry; I talked him out of it.”

"I have Emily doing a search on the internet to find out who owns the property next to the gallery. Maybe if Zack spoke to the owner directly about it, he could by-pass Prendergast. If the print shop should fail, and it might, then he would be able to go around the toad, alias Mr. Horace Prendergast, and have first dibs," Megan told her.

"Has Emily found out anything yet?"

"It's complicated. We're trying to track down the company that owns it. She’s going through some records and, hopefully, she can trace it down to an address and maybe a phone number. Both Emily and Jeff have been working on it. They've only been at it a couple of days, and they are both studying for some college finals."

"Yeah, I remember college finals. This is Jeff's last year, isn't it?" Amanda asked before calling to her energetic son, "Christopher, don't throw sticks at the squirrels." He was a year old now and running her ragged. The little boy had her dark, curly hair and deep-brown eyes, but he had a lot of Zack in him too. She had to keep an eye on him every minute. He was full of mischief, and trouble was his middle name.

"Jeff will receive his Master’s degree this year. Emily has another year to go for her Associate’s," Megan said, handing Elizabeth a toy to play with. The child promptly threw it away and pointed to a puzzle ball she wanted instead.

After lunch Amanda was able to have Christopher sit still long enough to fall asleep. Elizabeth dozed off too. "Thank goodness they both dropped off for a bit," Megan said.

"I’m not so sure about that," Amanda commented. "A nap just gives Christopher more energy. I'm happy when Zack comes home from the gallery and takes over."

"But how's it going at the Green Lady?" Amanda asked. "I've been so busy lately. Catch me up."

"I only have the two guests who are opening the print shop. Oh, Kathy and Ben came over the other day. They picked a date for their wedding, Kathy wants the first Sunday afternoon in May. That gives me just over a month to plan it all out. Ben would be happy with yesterday, but she wants it done right."

"I don't blame her," Amanda perked up. "Can I help too? I love weddings. I can make phone calls for you at least."

"I was hoping you could. That would be great."

"How many people is she going for?" Amanda asked.

"They are thinking about thirty. There are Kathy's friends from the Waterside Café, her fellow waitresses and chefs. Ben is inviting the men from his construction company. Kathy's parents and her sister are coming from Maine, and Ben's are coming up from Connecticut. I'm thinking it will be closer to forty. I’m not taking any reservations from anyone for that weekend. I’ll need the rooms for their wedding guests."

The peace and quiet only lasted a while longer until Elizabeth woke up crying and needing her diaper changed. Christopher was next in line for his to be changed. The girls changed their little ones and packed up for the trip home.

Megan dropped Amanda and Christopher off next door. As soon as she entered the Green Lady, she felt something was off. Jake was typing away at his computer on the kitchen table. Smiling, he reached for his daughter. "Hi there, Princess, did you have a nice day at the park?"

Elizabeth answered him with a string of gobbledy-gook.

"Guess that means she
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