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      To-Do:

      
        	Throw Laurie’s birthday party.

        	Organize pantry.

        	Repack hospital bag more efficiently.

        	Clean bathroom.

        	Fix crooked poster in nursery.

        	Vacuum everything.

        	Vacuum everything again.

        	Find a case? No, not this month. No time.

      

      

      “Girl’s day!” shrieked my best friend Paula, clinking an imaginary champagne glass as the automatic doors opened in front of us. “Time for a shopping spree!”

      I tugged at a red shopping cart nested inside another cart. “Well, the budget is exactly two hundred dollars, so I’m not sure how much room that’s going to leave for spreeing.”

      The shopping cart didn’t budge. I grimaced and pulled harder.

      Paula threw out her arms, looking far too fashionable in her belted teal shirtdress and brown ankle boots. “Conveniently, my friend, you happen to know an event planner extraordinaire. I can throw the world’s best first birthday party on even the most shoestring of budgets.”

      Shoestring budget? I jerked, startled. It’s Laurie’s first birthday party, not the Met Gala. Shouldn’t two hundred dollars be enough? Am I . . . shortchanging my baby girl?

      Someone tapped my shoulder, and I waddle-pivoted to find an elderly Hispanic gentleman offering me a cart. “Here, señora,” he said in a thick accent, his gaze flicking to my heavily pregnant belly. “For you.”

      I let out a little sigh of gratitude and accepted the cart. “Thank you.”

      I was almost thirty-six weeks pregnant with the twins, and a lot of everyday tasks weren’t coming as easily as they used to. Gripping the handle, I leaned forward to let the cart bear the brunt of my extra weight and followed Paula into the store.

      Our first stop: the crowded clearance aisle.

      “We’ll just see what we have here,” said Paula, “before we wander over to the party section. Since we’re keeping the budget modest, we want to stretch every dollar.”

      I bit my lip, a wave of guilt washing over me. Should we have set aside a bigger budget for the party? Maybe I should call Jim, and we can agree on an extra hundred dollars?

      My husband was working from home with Laurie and Paula’s two kids, but surely he had time for a quick phone call . . .

      I shook my head and chided myself. She’s not even going to remember this party. She’ll just be happy that she gets to smear chocolate cake all over her face. And our expenses are going to go way, way up when the twins are born.

      I pawed through the nearest rack, looking through the haphazard collection of scented candles, mermaid-print bandanas, and fidget toys. I picked up a patriotic-looking snow globe and squinted at the figure of George Washington in the center.

      What in the world?

      I shook it, and red-white-and-blue sparkles blizzarded around George Washington.

      Leftover Fourth of July merchandise.

      I snorted and set the snow globe back down, moving on to inspect a bin full of umbrellas emblazoned with phrases like “dance in puddles” and “rain waters my soul.”

      “There’s not a whole lot of party stuff here,” I called to Paula.

      But my friend was bending over, digging deep into the bowels of a display rack.

      Movement in the corner of the store caught my eye. I turned my head, glimpsing a collection of giant inflatables peering down at me from several aisles over—a witch with a cauldron, a stack of leering pumpkins, and a purple dragon.

      My chest tightened. That’s right—Halloween’s next month, and I still need to get Laurie a costume! And what about the twins? They’re due in four short weeks!

      Dry panic flooded my mouth.

      I’m never going to get everything done!

      “Got it!” called Paula triumphantly. She waved a roll of yellow crepe streamers in the air. “In duck-yellow, just like Laurie’s ducky-themed bedroom. And they’re buy-one-get-one-free!”

      “Oh, those are very pretty!” I exclaimed, but my gaze flicked back to the Halloween inflatables.

      I didn’t like the witch inflatable, I decided. She had a judgmental expression on her face—like she disapproved of my paltry party budget.

      Or maybe she just knew that I’d never accomplish everything on my list.

      “Should we go to the party section now?” I asked. “I’d like to get back home soon so I can vacuum.”

      Paula dropped the streamers into the cart and put her hands on her hips. “You vacuumed yesterday, Kate.”

      “So?” I shrugged nonchalantly, trying to play it casual. “We can’t have it dusty at Laurie’s party.”

      “And Jim said he couldn’t stop you from organizing the pantry on Tuesday.”

      I frowned. “It was in dire need of organization. I think it hadn’t been done in a whole year.”

      “A year,” said Paula, overenunciating the words. “What happened a year ago?”

      Oooooooh. I pushed the cart forward a few steps, feeling sheepish. “Okay, so maybe I go into nesting mode in the last month of a pregnancy. Is that a crime? Should we call a detective?”

      Paula’s serious expression wavered, and she suppressed a giggle. “You are a detective. Wait—you don’t have any cases on your plate right now, do you?”

      I shook my head. “No. No way. The next few months are going to be crazy busy, and I can’t take on any new cases. I told Galigani that already. He agrees.  I deserve a little maternity leave.”

      Paula stood in front of the cart, her arms crossed. “Exactly! That’s what I’m saying. You don’t need to vacuum again—give yourself a break. Remember how you ended up on bedrest for the last week of your pregnancy with Laurie?”

      With a scowl, I protested, “That was preeclampsia! It had absolutely nothing to do with overexerting myself nesting.”

      She studied me skeptically.

      “In fact,” I added, “Dr. Greene told me that staying active might even help me avoid preeclampsia bedrest.”

      “You and your facts.” She turned away from me to riffle through another rack of clearance items. “But I’m still not going to let you cut short our girls’ day so you can go vacuum. We have a party to plan!”

      I fell silent, glancing up at the Halloween inflatables. That witch was definitely mocking me—there was an unmistakable gleam in her eyes. Her expression somehow reminded me of Sergeant Patrick McNearny, the homicide detective I often feuded with while solving murder cases.

      I smirked quietly to myself. I wouldn’t tell Sergeant McNearny that he reminded me of an inflatable witch. He might not appreciate the humor.

      “Oh!” Paula whirled back toward me, holding up a roll of blue crepe streamer. “Your ultrasound! How did it go?”

      Resting a hand on my baby bump, I said, “Dr. Greene said she was finally able to tell if they’re boys or girls—”

      “One of each?” Paula squealed, eyes shining. “That’ll be so fun! Oh, you can dress them in little outfits that almost match, but with boy and girl flair for each, and—”

      “I don’t know that it’s one of each,” I interjected. “She didn’t tell me. I’m dying to know, but Jim wants to be surprised.”

      Paula made a face. “I’ll talk to him. He’s crazy. We need to know.” She set the blue streamer back on the shelf in a huff. “What if you have two little boys and a closet full of Laurie’s pink onesies?”

      I swallowed back a sudden surge of anxiety. “Laurie had a lot of neutral clothes when she was tiny,” I said weakly.

      But deep down, I knew Paula was right. If either of twins was a boy—and especially if both of them were boys—we’d be totally unprepared.

      Newborns spit up on six outfits a day. And twins . . .

      We’d be dressing them in pink frilly skirts by the end of the first week!

      I glanced down at my purse in the cart, then unzipped it and pulled out a thin white envelope. “I had Dr. Greene write it down and put it in this envelope, just in case I could talk Jim into it. Should I open it? We could shop for baby clothes while we’re here, and—”

      Paula snatched the envelope from my hands. “I have a great idea!” she exclaimed. “Let’s do a gender reveal at Laurie’s birthday party! Everyone will be at your house, anyway. I’ll handle all the details, and surprise you and Jim!”

      My lips twitched.

      I’m not so sure about this . . .

      “But shouldn’t this party be about Laurie?” I asked. “We’d be letting the new babies take center stage at her birthday celebration. I already feel like I’m not making a big enough deal about it by capping the budget at two hundred dollars.”

      Paula waved away my objection. “Laurie will be fine. She’s not going to know the difference.”

      Well, that’s true. I was just thinking that Laurie won’t even remember this party . . . but still . . .

      “I won’t take no for an answer,” said Paula firmly, turning on her heel and pointing to the left. “To the party aisle!”

      After another moment of hesitation, I nodded and pushed the cart after Paula. It was always easier to cooperate with Paula’s whims than to resist them.

      Maybe if I cooperated, we’d get home sooner.

      And then I can vacuum.

      In my open purse, I spied a half-crumpled piece of paper. My newest to-do list. I smoothed it out, looking at everything I needed to do.

      Party planning. Focus on throwing Laurie a great first birthday.

      We turned onto the party aisle, and my eyes landed on the last item on my list—one I’d scratched out already: 8. Find a new case? No, not this month. No time.

      I nodded, satisfied with my decision. Even though part of me itched to put my detective skills to good use, the smarter part of my brain knew I should take a few weeks off.

      Unless, of course, a case finds me . . .
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      “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls!” called Paula, standing on an upside-down bucket in my living room. “In five minutes, we’re going to have the gender reveal for the twins! Everyone start thinking about making their way into the kitchen. David is arriving with the cakes any moment.” She placed her hand dramatically over her chest. “I was starting to worry the bakery wasn’t going to finish them in time!”

      From across the room, I made mournful eye contact with Jim. Paula’s idea for a gender reveal was a pair of cakes—cupcake-sized, I hoped—that she wanted Jim and I to smash into each other’s faces like an enthusiastic bride and groom at a wedding reception.

      The idea didn’t thrill me . . . but Paula had been so enthusiastic, and it seemed easier to play along.

      I was too pregnant to argue.

      Our house was packed out with friends and family. My mom and her boyfriend Galigani sat on the couch in conversation with Jim’s brother, George, and George’s wife, Kiku, who was holding her little one. My dad and stepmom stood near the doorway to the kitchen with Deb, my policewoman friend. Laurie shuffled across the floor, chasing Paula’s toddler son, and our poor cat Whiskers hid under one of the couches evading Paula’s nine-month-old-daughter Chloe.

      A knock sounded at the door, and I opened it to find my friend and rival PI, Vicente Domingo and his cousin Baramendi, with Sergeant McNearny a step behind them.

      “Sorry we’re late!” Baramendi said. “We were just wrapping up a few loose ends at work.”

      Vicente shrugged sheepishly. “Kate knows how it is,” he said. “Sometimes you just can’t break away from an important case.”

      “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow, suddenly intrigued. “Anything I can help with?” I asked against all my better judgment.

      McNearny scowled at me, though there was a grudging respect in his eyes. “Not a chance, Connolly. You’re on maternity leave, remember? Galigani said you told him yourself that you didn’t want any cases for a few weeks.”

      “That’s right,” Galigani piped up from his position on the couch.

      “I know, I know,” I grumbled, waving them inside. “I’m just not a hundred percent sure I meant it.”

      Vicente chuckled, and the group joined us inside.

      McNearny grumbled, “Connolly, with your uncanny sense of timing, there’ll probably be a murder in the hospital while you’re giving birth.”

      From across the room, Deb yelled, “I heard that, Sergeant! Don’t you be giving Kate a hard time now.”

      Just then, Rachelle—our new nanny—walked out of the kitchen, carrying two glasses of ice water. “Hi Uncle Patrick!” she called, waving cheerily at Sergeant McNearny.

      The sergeant muttered something unintelligible in my general direction. He still wasn’t thrilled that I’d hired his niece as our nanny—but it seemed like he was starting to get used to the idea.

      A shrill baby scream broke over the party noise. I whirled, my heart jolting to a gallop, to see Laurie sitting on her bottom in the middle of the living room, her face crumpled in a deep sob.

      “Ooooh!” I cooed as I swooped toward her and eased myself to sit at her side. “What’s wrong, little duck? Don’t cry at your own birthday party, sweet girl!”

      Laurie threw herself into my lap with a guttural sob.

      “Oh, honey,” I murmured, stroking her back. “Did you fall down?”

      Paula’s three-year-old peeked out from behind Rachelle’s legs, his wide-eyed expression giving him away.

      I crossed my arms and trained a stern stare on him. “Danny,” I called in a commanding voice. “Did you make her cry?”

      Danny bit his lip, then took a small step forward and pulled a stuffed duck from behind his back. “Sorry, Laurie,” he said, holding out the duck.

      I accepted the duck from Danny and handed it to Laurie. She grabbed it and clutched it tightly to her chest.

      “Oh, did he take your duck?” I asked. “See? He gave it back and said he’s sorry. Can you say, ‘I forgive you’?”

      Laurie just studied Danny dourly, and I suppressed a snort. I hadn’t expected Laurie to actually repeat the words, but her expression clearly communicated that she did not forgive him.

      The door opened, but I ignored it, focusing on negotiating a peace between the two children. “Danny, can you—”

      Someone jostled my arm, and I looked up sharply. My eyes widened. Paula’s husband had arrived with the cakes. And . . .suddenly a delighted baby Chloe zipped across the floor to greet her father.

      Oh no.

      He was tripping, falling, windmilling his arms with panic in his eyes.

      The world slowed down as the cake boxes flew toward the ceiling, flipping over in midair and dumping a pair of bigger-than-cupcake-sized white-frosted cakes directly above our heads. By instinct, I leaned forward, covering Laurie, protecting her from the oncoming frosting missiles.

      “Nooooooo!” my sweet husband called, lunging toward us, arms outstretched. He made contact with one of the cakes face-first, knocking it off course.

      A light shower of pink crumbs rained down around me. A girl . . .

      Then the second cake hit my head, rattling my skull.

      Laurie’s whimpering sobs heightened to a shriek. I blinked, shaking off the cake, inspecting Laurie for injuries.

      “Are you okay?” I asked in a soothing voice.

      Much to my relief, Laurie was fine—a few flecks of frosting dotted her party dress, and one of her shoes was covered in pink crumbs, but she’d mostly avoided the disaster. My head pounded, and I reached up to touch my hair.

      I was covered in cake.

      I pulled my hand away, staring blankly at the white frosting and pink crumbs on my fingers.

      Pink. Again.

      Two pink cakes.

      I blinked a few times, trying to process what had just happened.

      “Two girls!” cried Jim.

      I glanced from person to person. Jim was fist-pumping the air, a mask of cake coating his face and the front of his button-up shirt. Everyone else in the room was deathly silent and wide-eyed, every mouth covered by a hand.

      I shifted Laurie onto my hip and reached up toward Jim. He leaned over and helped me to my feet. Laurie’s shrieks returned to soft whimpers, and she reached for her daddy with a choked sob.

      “Are you all right, honey?” Jim asked in concern.

      “I’m just fine,” I said, my hand drifting to my hair again. “A little bit of a headache, maybe. Are you all right?”

      “I’m great!” he exclaimed. “We’re having baby girls!”

      I looked around the living room at the explosion of pink. “You’re not disappointed that you’re not having a son?”

      “Not in the least. This is going to save us so much money.” He fist-pumped the air and started chanting, “Hand-me-downs! Hand-me-downs!”

      From the couch, my mom tittered, then burst into a fit of giggles. After a moment, Galigani followed suit, leaning forward with his face in his hands and chortling.

      Then the whole party dissolved into laughter—everyone except Paula and her husband, whose faces had paled to the same shade as the vanilla frosting that now adorned my hair. David stood a few steps away from me, shaking. Paula was at his side, tears brimming in her eyes.

      I grinned at them. “Well, this is certainly a gender reveal to remember!”

      My mom crowed. “One we’ll never forget!”

      I waddled a couple of steps toward Paula. “It’s a great party,” I said in a reassuring voice.

      A tear streamed down Paula’s face. “I ruined it!” she cried. “I should have just gotten the cakes from the bakery at the grocery store, so we had them in place before the party started! We should never have tried to bring them in partway through, amid all the chaos.”

      A pang seized my midsection, and I sucked in a gasp, lurched backward, and grabbed Jim’s arm.

      “What is it?” Jim asked.

      I let out a slow exhale, then carefully inhaled. Breathe through it.

      Then the pang released me, and I let out a shaky laugh. “Just a Braxton Hicks contraction—I feel fine now.”

      Jim studied me in concern, but I waved it away.

      “They’re perfectly normal at this stage of pregnancy,” I assured him. “I’ve already had a few this week.”

      I shuffled forward to grab Paula’s hand. “Don’t feel bad! You’re going to see how hysterical this was in a week!”

      I gestured at the other partygoers. My brother-in-law had fallen to the floor laughing, and tears of mirth streamed down Rachelle’s face, smudging her mascara. She wiped the tears away, then broke into another fit of guffaws.

      “See,” I added, “best party ever—the guests are having a great time.”

      Paula managed a shaky smile. “I guess they are.”

      “Now,” I said with a grin, “could you do us a favor and get Laurie changed into a new dress? Jim and I are both in dire need of a shower.”

      Paula nodded mournfully. “Let me rake the worst of that cake off your head and into the trash. We don’t want to clog your drain.”
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      The hot water felt absolutely heavenly on my pounding head.

      Jim had chosen the guest bathroom, leaving the larger shower in our master for me. I took my time scrubbing away the remnants of the sticky frosting, secure in the knowledge that Paula would pull out all the stops to play hostess to our guests.

      Another pang ricocheted through my abdomen, the sickening, tightening sensation hitting me like a piano falling out of the sky. I slammed one hand against the wall and grabbed at the shower curtain with the other. The fabric jolted, a ripping sound telling me I’d pulled the curtain halfway off the hooks. I staggered to keep my balance, leaning forward with both my palms pressed against the fiberglass.

      Breathe in. Breathe out. Just a Braxton Hicks.

      The seconds dragged on and on and on. Finally, the tightening sensation eased. I stood up straight, took a slow breath, and turned the knob to send a stream of cool water washing over me.

      I couldn’t be starting labor already, could I?

      But I dismissed the treacherous thought by pure force of will. The twins might come early, but not this early. We just have to get through this party and Laurie’s birthday, and then the twins can make their debut anytime.

      Squinting at the drooping curtain, I half-considered trying to reattach it to the hooks, but decided against it. I need to get back to Laurie’s party. Jim will fix it later.

      I shoved aside folds of fabric, toweled off, and scrunched my hair mostly dry, then picked out a cute maternity dress that flattered my bump.

      When I made my way back out to the party, my dad was sitting on the floor with Laurie, reading a board book to her. The other party guests milled around the living room and kitchen. When Jim saw me, he crossed the room and pulled me into an awkward over-the-bump hug.

      “Feeling better?” he murmured in my ear.

      “Much! Is Laurie having a good time?” I asked, standing on my tiptoes to peer over his shoulder at my baby girl on her grandpa’s lap.

      “She’s having a great time,” he said. “Her grandparents were positively fighting over her.”

      Galigani and Rhonda, my stepmom, walked out of the kitchen chatting and laughing. I smiled a little. I was glad everyone was starting to become friends. My dad had moved back to San Francisco a couple months earlier, eager to make up for lost time. While I’d been hesitant to accept his presence at first, it felt really nice to have a dad again.

      But speaking of Laurie’s grandparents . . .

      “Where is my mom?” I asked.

      Jim shrugged. “She left a few minutes ago.”

      “She left early?” I demanded, crossing my arms. “Her own granddaughter’s first birthday party? Why? Is something wrong?”

      “No, no. She said she’d be right back.” He scratched the back of his neck. “You know how your mom gets. She was on a mission. She takes an idea into her head and runs after it like the bulls in Pamplona.”

      “Olé!” Vicente cheered from across the room upon overhearing the word Pamplona.

      Truer words were never spoken. I chuckled. “Did she say what her mission was this time?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. We were mid-conversation when her face lit up and she declared she’d be back in fifteen minutes.” He glanced down at his watch. “Which means she should be back in ten or so?”

      My dad set down the board book and stood up, swinging Laurie high into the air. She let out a shriek of high-pitched toddler giggles, and a warm feeling filled my chest.

      I squeezed Jim’s hand. “I’m so glad we’re celebrating Laurie’s birthday before the twins arrive—that she gets to be the complete center of attention on her special day.”

      Except that we had the twins’ gender reveal and made her cry. Guilt—or acid reflux—burned my esophagus. I swallowed it back.

      “Me too,” said Jim. “Even if it is one day earlier than her actual birthday.”

      “Kate’s back!” cried Paula from behind me.

      I turned around with a grin. “Refreshed and ready for the rest of the party,” I declared.

      “Well, then,” said Paula, “if you haven’t already had too much cake, is it time to sing happy birthday to Laurie and let her eat her first piece of chocolate cake?”

      Holding up a hand, I said, “Yes—almost. I guess my mom stepped out for a few minutes. We should wait for her.”

      Paula glanced up at the clock in the living room and nodded, a frown on her face. “We’re behind schedule because of the disaster, but that’s my fault—I’ll make it work.”

      Where did Mom run off to? Annoyance coiled in my stomach. “If she’s not back in fifteen minutes, we’ll do it without her,” I said. I walked over to the hooks by the door and grabbed my phone out of my purse. “I’ll text her to let her know.”

      “Sounds good!” called Paula. “I’ll push the big surprise back a few minutes.”

      Paula had been talking about the big surprise for a whole week.

      “Is that too much trouble?” I asked, opening up my text messages with Mom.

      She waved a hand. “It’s not ideal, but it is what it is. I’m sure it’ll be fine.” With a half-sigh, she swept out of the living room into the kitchen.

      I bit my lip and tapped out a text to Mom: Can you come back now? We need to serve Laurie’s cake.

      “I think this girl wants her mama!” called my dad.

      I glanced up, and Dad handed Laurie to me. I tucked my phone in the dress pocket and took my baby girl. She cuddled up against me, and a wave of maternal feeling pulsed through my core.

      And then I smelled it—the telltale stench of an especially gnarly poopy diaper.

      I wrinkled my nose and locked eyes with my dad.

      He shrugged, a twinkle in his eyes. “Oh, and I think she’s got something in her diaper. You might want to take care of that.”

      “You don’t say?” I replied with a laugh. “I’ll change her and be right back.”

      Another contraction hit me, and I sucked in a gasp.

      “Kate?” Dad asked, but it sounded like he was speaking through water. “Kate? Are you all right?”

      I sank back a couple steps, and Dad took Laurie from me.

      “Jim!” he called. “Jim, I think Kate might be in labor!”

      “What?” gasped Deb, my policewoman friend. “Kate, do you need a ride to the hospital?”

      “No. Fine,” I hissed. “Just Braxton Hicks.”

      I sank back against the wall to steady myself, focusing on breathing in and out. When the contraction finally eased, I looked up to find the whole party staring at me. Jim stood at my side, resting a protective hand on my shoulder.

      “Honey, are you in labor?” he asked.

      “No,” I exclaimed breathlessly, though doubt nibbled at my insides. My eyes rested on Laurie.

      If I started labor now, the twins would be born on her birthday. She’d have to go the whole rest of her life sharing her birthday with her little sisters. That couldn’t happen.

      Which meant I couldn’t be in labor
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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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