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      My name is Nora Black. I'm turning fifty-two, but I don't feel a day over thirty-nine. That is, when my feet don't hurt, my eyesight isn't failing, and my scent-induced psychic ability isn't showing me crimes.

      For my birthday, my best friends Gilly and Pippa signed us up for a weekend at the Central Midwest Spa Convention. Yay. Massages, fine dining, maid service, and best of all, as long as we attend a few workshops, the weekend is a tax write-off. It should be all sunshine and roses, right? Wrong.

      My former intern at Belliza Beauty, aka the Job Stealer, Carmen Carraway, is a featured presenter. Yuck. Throw in an ex-boyfriend, a number one fan, a brewing scandal, and a dead body, and my relaxing birthday weekend is DOA.

      I'll need all my senses, along with my friends, if I want to stop a killer from striking once again.
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      Thursday, August 7th…

      “I'm gonna miss you,” Ezra said as he nuzzled my ear.

      I giggled. “It's only for four days.” I turned in his arms and leaned into his kisses. “But I'm going to miss you, too.”

      It had been a few months since he'd first declared his love for me over Memorial Weekend. Now it was August, and every day with him this summer had made me happier than I could've imagined. Not that I had thought finding love after fifty was impossible, I just hadn't thought it could feel so exciting and brand new again.

      “I hate missing your birthday.” His emerald-green gaze mesmerized me. “But I'm glad you're getting away with Gilly and Pippa. Even if it's a work thing.”

      “Hardly work.” I smiled. Gilly, Pippa, and I were headed to the annual Central Midwest Spa Convention in the city for a girls' weekend of relaxation and reconnection. Gilly had booked us massages for late this afternoon, facials and mani-pedis on Friday, and I was looking forward to seeing all my old friends and clients, and bonus, dressing up as a flapper for the Roaring Twenties dinner party on Saturday evening.

      Ezra cupped my neck, his fingers entwining my hair and diverting my thoughts from the beauty biz to him. “Call me tonight.”

      “Promise,” I said as he pressed his forehead against mine.

      “You two need to stop canoodling and get to packing up the damn vehicle,” Gilly Martin, my BFF since kindergarten, said as she dragged a large suitcase, her second one, down to the curb from her house.

      The house right next to mine.

      The thought made me smile. I had closed four weeks ago on the ranch home in Gilly's cul-de-sac. Mr. Garner, the previous owner, had moved away from Garden Cove after a short stint in jail for assault with a deadly weapon and withholding evidence from the police. He'd been a sweet man, who'd lost his way when his daughter had disappeared. I'd helped him find the truth about his girl, and he'd shown his gratitude by selling me the house under market value. I'd offered him more, but he'd been ready to move on. I missed his beagle, Godiva, who I'd taken care of while the older man had been incarcerated, but I was glad she was back with her furdad.

      “Our bags are already in the trunk,” I said, referring to mine and Pippa's suitcases. “As yours would be if you had packed last night like I suggested.”

      “I don't operate that way,” Gilly quipped. She smacked my butt cheek as she passed me on the way to the SUV Pippa had rented for our trip. She wore khaki chinos, a sage-green tank top, and a bright pink pair of tennis shoes. The ensemble accentuated and flattered her curves.

      As I watched Gilly try to manage her luggage, I didn't attempt to keep the incredulity from my voice. “For someone who waited until the last minute, you sure packed a lot of stuff. How many suitcases do you have? It's a good thing we got a sports vehicle. As it is, I might have to ride on your lap.”

      “You're,” Gilly hauled up the first bag and loaded it into the hatchback, “being,” she grunted as she shoved the second bag on top of the first, “dramatic.”

      “I don't think you are,” Ezra whispered. “Did she pack her entire closet?”

      “And her entire dresser,” I answered.

      Gilly touched the button on the hatch.

      It lowered then raised.

      I chuckled.

      She frowned and pushed it again.

      It lowered then raised. She clenched her fists and let out a noise of frustration. “It won't flippin' close.”

      Pippa Davenport, my other best friend, came out Gilly's front door wagging her finger. “I told her she packed too much damn stuff.” Pippa—dressed in designer jeans, strappy sandals, and a pale pink scoop-neck shirt—had arrived an hour earlier to have coffee and to help light a fire under Gilly's butt. She brushed her mid-length blonde hair off her shoulders. At thirty-six years old, she was the youngest in our group. Even so, over the years that I'd known her, she had perfected the stare of a disappointed parent. She turned that look on Gilly. “Now, get it in the trunk or get it out.”

      “That's what she said,” I joked quietly. Ezra chuckled.

      “But I need it,” Gilly whined. “I need all of it.”

      Pippa looked unconvinced. “For one weekend?”

      It was technically a four-day event, opening today, which was Thursday, with events going through Sunday morning, but Pippa wasn't wrong. Gilly had packed way too much for our short trip.

      Gilly didn't agree. “One suitcase is for clothes, one for shoes and snacks, and the carry-on bag has my makeup and hair stuff in it. What would you like me to leave behind, Pippa? My curling iron? My trail mix? My underwear?” She was getting herself worked up.

      “Calm down, Norma Rae,” I said, pulling away from Ezra and heading down to the SUV. I took out the bags, all four of them—two Gilly's, one mine, one Pippa's—plus the small carryon and, with some effort, reorganized the larger bags sideways so that they slid in next to each other. I put the carryon bag on its side and placed it on top. I stepped back, hit the button, and the hatch closed completely. I looked at Gilly. “Voíla.”

      She smiled triumphantly back at me. “See. I told you they would fit.”

      “Only because I’ve been the reigning champion of Tetris since 1984.” I looked at my smartwatch. Eight thousand and thirteen steps since I'd gotten up this morning at six a. m., pulse seventy-two, and the time was ten-fifteen now. “Damn it. We have to go.” I looked back at Ezra with a sigh.

      “Hey,” said Pippa. “That should be, yay, we get to go. You can live without Ezra for a weekend. You don't see me getting all sappy about leaving Jordy.”

      “Yeah,” Gilly agreed. “I didn't plan this weekend for you to be a big fuddy-dud. So, no pining for Detective Hot Stuff. We are going to have a great time.”

      “Is it okay if Detective Hot Stuff pines for Nora?” Ezra asked.

      “Absolutely.” I sealed my response with a kiss before patting his chest in lieu of goodbye.

      As much as I'd miss Ezra's company, I was happy to be getting away from work and Garden Cove for a few days with my BFFs. Besides, I'd loved going to the expos and conventions when I worked as the regional sales manager for Belliza Beauty. Every year the company came out with new and exciting cutting-edge skincare lines, makeup, and hair care. Barbara DeMonde, the sales director for Chromorphia Cosmetics and my former college roommate, was the keynote speaker for the main event on Saturday, and I couldn't wait to see her.

      I smiled at both Gilly and Pippa. “We're going to have a killer time.”
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        * * *

      

      “This weekend is going to suck,” I said as we made our way through the lobby of the Frazier Ambassador Hotel a little after noon. On a billboard near the convention registration table was an announcement that Carmen Carraway, the younger viper of a woman who had taken my job as regional sales manager for Belliza Beauty, was the keynote speaker for the Beauty Trends event on Saturday.

      “I thought Barbara DeMonde was giving that talk,” Pippa said. “That was one of the things you were most excited for. How in the world did Carmen the Terrible get the gig?”

      “Is this the chick you mentored, only to have her stab you in the back by taking your job?” Gilly asked.

      “Yep, but in the grand scheme of life, she did me a favor—albeit her method could have been less crappy,” I said. “Her taking my job gave me the push I needed to open Scents & Scentsability.” And I regretted nothing. But it didn't stop my irritation at Carmen's apparent star status. It wasn't exactly that I wanted her to fail, but it didn't mean I wanted her success rubbed in my face.

      “I'll text Barbara later to make sure she's okay. And honestly, I don't care if Carmen is the keynote speaker.” I was a liar, liar, pants on fire, but whatever. There was no sense in letting Gilly and Pippa know that I was just the tiniest bit jealous of my old counterpart. I pulled my shoulders back and waved my hand dismissively. “I've got my girls, my man, and my health. I'm not going to let anything or anyone spoil our weekend.”

      Gilly lightly punched my upper arm. “That's the spirit.”

      “I had to work for that woman after you went on hiatus,” Pippa said with a bitter expression on her lovely face. “I'm not sure I can be nice if I run into Queen Maleficent. She made me get her dry cleaning, Nora. Ugh.”

      “You got my dry cleaning for me,” I pointed out.

      Pippa furrowed her brow. “Because I wanted to, not because it was part of my job. Plus, you always said thank you.”

      I wasn't going to argue with her. Carmen had jumped at the chance to kick me when I was down by taking my job while my mother was sick. That alone had been enough to make Pippa, who was extremely loyal to me, dislike her on my behalf.

      “You know Maleficent got a bad rap, don't you?” Gilly asked.

      “What do you want me to call her? Disney Princess?” Pippa's lips thinned into a grimace. “Cruella De Vil, Queen of Hearts, Captain Hook?”

      “Think of her as Voldemort.” I nodded toward the front desk. “And let's avoid saying her name this weekend. We should get checked in. We'll deal with registration after we get our bags up to the room.” We'd booked a double king suite for the three of us. Gilly and I had lost roshambo—best two out of three—to Pippa, so we got to share a bed, and Pippa got the other king all to herself.

      “I'll handle the check-in,” Pippa said. “You guys wait here with the bags.” She took off before Gilly or I could object. Not that I would have. The line was long, and I didn't relish the idea of being crammed between a bunch of strangers.

      “I'm going to get a drink.” Gilly gestured at a table with lemon water and other beverages for conference guests. “Do you want anything?”

      We'd driven for over two hours and had only stopped for a pee break once, so I declined with a shake of my head. “No, thanks.”

      She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      After Gilly left me, I heard a man say, “Well, I’ll be, if it isn't Nora Black.”

      I looked behind me and saw a suave-looking man in an expensive tailored suit, his dark brown hair slightly gray at the temples, and his brown eyes crinkled at the corners. I hadn't seen him in a few years, but he hadn't changed much.

      At least he was talking to me. The last time I’d seen him, nine years ago, I’d given him the “it’s not you, it’s me” breakup speech.

      “Hello, Gregory,” I said. “How are you?”

      “Heart’s all mended,” he said, pressing his hands against his chest. “How are you?”

      “Happy,” I said simply. “Are you still with Selebrate?”

      “I am. In fact, we’re showing our new Stress-less meditation pods this weekend. You should come to our launch party tomorrow night. It's in the Rosewood Room on the sixth floor.”

      I'd read about the new meditation pods thanks to an article Gilly had texted me.  They were supposed to be the second coming for finding peace and relaxation. And Gilly had been super excited about the Stress-less, in particular. She’d kill me if I tossed away an opportunity for her to stick her curvy butt in one. Even if it meant accepting an invite from my former boyfriend. “Sounds good, Gregory. Can I get a plus two?”

      Gregory smiled. “You always did like to negotiate.”

      I laughed. “If I was negotiating, I would’ve said I had four friends, and bargained down to the two.”

      “Touché,” he said. He nodded. “Any friend of yours is welcome. I’ll add you and plus two to the list.”

      “Thanks.” Gregory's invitation to the exclusive launch party brought back the zip of excitement I used to feel at these events. Although I hated to admit I missed anything from my old life.

      “What about you?” he asked. “I heard you were out of the beauty business. Belliza really lost an asset when they let you go.” He gave me a flirtatious smile. “Who are you with now?”

      I smiled back, because a) Gregory was still a handsome man, and b) we'd been more than friends once, and c) I was flattered. “I opened a boutique shop back in my hometown.”

      He frowned. “Really. What are you selling?”

      “Handmade lotions, soaps, face, and hair care items.”

      “Are you looking to expand? I have contacts in manufacturing that I could hook you up with. And,” he added, “if you're looking for investors, I hope you'll call me.”

      I chuckled. “Not at this time. All my products are strictly organic, so they aren't long-term shelf-stable. Maybe sometime down the road.”

      “Got it. But let me know if you change your mind.” He waved at a young brunette girl with her long straight hair pulled back into a chic ponytail. She was average height and model thin, wearing a cream-colored silk tank top and a pale pink pencil skirt, and a cross-body clutch bag a shade darker than her shirt. “That's my new assistant,” he said. “Samantha Jones.”

      When Samantha approached, she wore rectangular-framed glasses and was clutching a pink tablet with a unicorn sticker on the back. I also noticed she wore the most expensive version of my own smartwatch, with a pearly pink band to match her pearly pink fingernails. I'd almost picked that one, but the only thing her watch did that mine didn't was show text messages and get email. Since I can't read words that small, even with my reading glasses, I hadn't thought it was worth the extra six hundred dollars.

      “Samantha, this is Nora Black, an old friend of mine. Give her three guest invites for the launch party tomorrow night.”

      Samantha gave me a cordial nod. Her eyes jumped nervously. “I don't have the cards on me, but what's your room number? I'll have them sent up tonight.”

      “I don't have a room number, yet,” I said. I glanced at Pippa, who had made it to the front of the line. “My friend is getting us checked in now.”

      Gregory pulled a business card from his pocket. “Do you at least have a pen?” he asked her impatiently.

      “Yes, Mr. Paramount.” She slid a pen out from the side of her clutch.

      Gregory smiled at me as he wrote on the back of the card. He handed it to me. “Use this to get into the launch party tomorrow night.”

      He'd written, Personal Guest of Gregory Paramount, so shut up and get this woman whatever she wants.

      I grinned as I took it and tucked it into my purse. “It's nice to see you again, Gregory.”

      “It's always nice to see you, Nora.” He smiled and walked toward the registration tables.

      Gilly came back over, holding a lemonade. “Who was that?” she whispered. “My gosh he's gorgeous!”

      “Uh-huh,” I agreed. “That was Gregory Paramount. He's the CEO of the Selebrate Corporation. They make beauty gadgets like tanning beds, zero-gravity chairs, and now, meditation pods, I suppose.

      “Gregory Paramount,” Gilly said as she tapped her chin. “I'd like to para-mount him. Can you introduce us?”

      I gave her a sidelong look. “I thought you were off men.”

      “Only men in Garden Cove,” she retorted.

      “This is the first time you've been out of Garden Cove in years,” I said.

      “Exactly.” She grinned and nudged me with her shoulder. “So…an introduction.”

      Pippa trotted back over, holding a bifold keycard holder. “Was that Gregory?”

      “Yep. What room are we in?” I asked, trying to change the subject. Pippa was quite aware of my history with the man.

      “You know him, too,” Gilly said. “Can you introduce me? Nora doesn't seem to want to do the honors.”

      Pippa barked a laugh. “Maybe because Nora dated him for nearly four months about nine years ago.”

      Gilly turned on me, her brow raised. “Excuse me?”

      “It wasn't a big deal,” I said.

      “He was in love with you, Nora. It doesn't get a much bigger deal than that.”

      I glared at Pippa. “We both realized it was a mistake.”

      “Yeah, because he was in love with you, and you told him, and I quote, that's so nice of you to say.”

      I laughed. “It wasn't one of my finer moments. But I couldn't lie and tell him that I felt more than I did.”

      Gilly forced a smile, but I could see she was butt-hurt. “Why didn't you ever tell me?”

      “Oh, Gils. You'd just gone through a messy divorce with Gio, and I liked Gregory, I really did, but please believe me when I say, there's nothing to tell. We only saw each other every other weekend for a few months because we both traveled for work.” I shook my head. “He caught feelings, I didn't.”

      Gilly pursed her lips and wiggled them, then said, “So, BFF code means he's off the table, right?”

      I knew she was teasing me, so I laughed. “Absolutely. You can't date someone I dated. I know we have that chiseled in stone somewhere and sealed with a blood pact.”

      Gilly crossed her arms over her chest and affected a pout. “You married Shawn after I dated him.”

      The Shawn she referred to was Shawn Rafferty, my ex-husband, the current chief of the Garden Cove Police, and my new boyfriend's boss.

      “Really?” Pippa asked. “Do tell me more.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We were eleven years old, and it was not a date. It was spin-the-bottle at Mellie Chu's birthday party.”

      “Whatever happened to Mellie?” Gilly mused.

      “She's a doctor over in Lampole,” I reminded her.

      “There you are, Gregory,” a woman said enthusiastically and loudly enough for me to hear her over the dull roar of conversations happening in the lobby.

      I looked over and saw Carmen Carraway, wearing a deep red jumper with a plunging V-neck and a pair of red stilettos. I hadn't worn stilettos since my early forties, and my feet ached just looking at them.

      Carmen was willowy and tall, like Pippa, only with bigger boobs, and the red complimented her dark hair and fair skin. She threw her arms around Gregory's neck and gave him a kiss, leaving a slight hint of redness from her lipstick on his mouth when they parted.

      “Whoa,” Gilly said. “Plot twist.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Pippa gasped. “He's dating Carmen.”

      “It looks like they're doing more than dating,” Gilly said.

      “They got engaged two weeks ago,” announced a man who walked up next to us, his gaze on the couple.

      Pippa squealed with delight. “Aaron!” She hugged the young man in his late twenties, dressed in a blue, slim-fit Italian suit with a white shirt, unbuttoned at the collar. He wore a stylish leather cross-body satchel big enough for a laptop and other items. “What are you doing here?”

      “I'm Carmen's new you,” he said with a pleasant smile. “I took over the position after you quit last April.”

      “Congratulations on the promotion, but I don't envy you. There's a reason I jumped at Nora's offer when she called. Carmen is demanding.”

      “You mean I'm not?” I asked. “I don't know if that's a compliment.”

      Pippa laughed. “Nora Black, meet Aaron Keller. Aaron was an intern in the sales department. He came on a month after you took leave.”

      “The famous Nora Black.” Aaron extended his hand.

      I took his hand and gave it a shake. “More infamous than famous,” I countered.

      The young man chuckled. “Fair enough. What brings you guys here? I thought you were out of the beauty business.”

      “Not anymore,” I said.

      “Nora has a fantastic boutique shop in Garden Cove,” Pippa said with enthusiasm. “She hand-makes almost all the products on our shelves.”

      “I used to vacation with my family in Garden Cove when I was a kid,” Aaron said.

      “So, two years ago,” Pippa teased.

      “Don't be such an ageist,” he shot back with a grin.

      I decided to intervene before Pippa told him to get off her lawn. “I grew up in Garden Cove, so starting a business there made sense.”

      Aaron smiled at me. “I'll tell my parents to stop by your shop the next time they go for a stay.”

      Pippa handed him a business card. “It's called Scents and Scentsability.”

      “Clever.” He tucked it in his pocket. His gaze tracked to the registration table. “Uh-oh. I better go.”

      Aaron fast-walked toward his boss. Carmen was red-faced, her eyes wide with mild horror as Gregory faced off against a furious-looking woman.

      “Holy crap,” Gilly said. “That looks intense. Let's get closer so we can hear what's going on.”

      Pippa nodded and put her hand on my back as she and Gilly steered me closer to the commotion. “We should probably go upstairs,” I said without any real intent to walk away. I hated to admit it, but I wanted to know what was going on as much as they did. Even if it meant moving closer to she who I said I wouldn't name.

      Unfortunately, we weren't the only nosy ones. A sizeable crowd of about twenty-plus conference attendees had gathered near the registration tables, and it wasn't for the welcome packets.

      “This isn't the time or the place,” Gregory told the woman. He didn’t sound angry. More…weary. Like he’d dealt with her a lot.

      She was short and curvy, with a champagne-blonde pixie-cut hairstyle, and wearing jeans and a t-shirt. And now that we were closer, I recognized her. “That's Remy Tarlington.” She was older now, but who wasn't? And if looks could kill, Gregory would be dead.

      “Who's Remy Tarlington?” Gilly asked.

      “She's the head of product development for Selebrate. I met her when Gregory and I were going out. She and her wife barbequed for us once.”

      “Remy was fired from Selebrate shortly after you took your separation package from Belliza,” Pippa said. “There was a big stink about it because Remy hired a lawyer to get the non-compete clause from her contract nulled since they let her go.”

      “Did she win?” I asked.

      “I don't know.” She shrugged. “It was still ongoing when I quit Belliza to come work for you.”

      Surprisingly, Aaron grabbed Remy by the upper arm. “You need to go,” he said firmly. “Don't make a scene.”

      It was too late for that.

      Remy's expression was a mixture of hurt and confusion as she stared at Carmen’s assistant. “They won't get away with this,” she said. “I won't let them.” Remy turned a venomous gaze on Gregory. “Do you hear me? You won't get away with this!”

      Aaron tried to lead her from the area, and she jerked hard away from him, careening in my direction.

      “Watch out!” Gilly exclaimed as Remy collided with me, knocking us both to the cold tiled floor.

      We stared at each other for a moment, her hazel-brown eyes glittering with tears. She looked angry and miserable, and she smelled like Meyer lemons.

      I see a woman with a blurred face because I never see the face in my visions. With her pixie haircut and curves that can be seen even under the bathrobe, I know it's Remy Tarlington. She's holding a cellphone to her ear. “I will get what I want from Paramount. He'll tell the world that he stole my design for the meditation pod, or I'll make him pay.”

      Alarm clangs through me, jarring my senses, as she pulls a micro 9mm from her robe pocket. I can't tell what brand it is, but it reminds me of the Sig Sauer my dad had bought my mom for an anniversary present one year. Remy taps the weapon against her thigh.

      “Don't back out on your deal,” she says. “You have as much to lose as I do. Don't forget it. Selebrate is making a lot of money off my hard work, and I'll be damned if they earn one more dime on my design.”

      She ended the call then sat down on a bed. “No, no,” she mumbled. “I'll kill you before I let⁠—”

      I snapped out of the vision as Remy Tarlington rolled up to her feet. This time, Aaron managed to hustle her out of the hotel. Gilly and Pippa dragged me to a stand.

      “Are you okay?” Gilly asked.

      “Christ, Nora,” Pippa said. “You're gonna break a hip.”

      “I'm fine,” I said to Gilly, as I dusted off my butt. To Pippa, I added, “Quit treating me like I’m a hundred years old. My hips are intact, thank you very much.”

      She frowned and narrowed her gaze at me. “If you say so. Are you sure you're not hurt?”

      “What do you want? For me to get a hula hoop?” I wiggled my hips to prove I could. I held back the fact that my wrist throbbed from reaching back to brace the landing. I could move it, and I would put ice on it when we got to the room. Even so, I didn't want anyone making a fuss over me here in the lobby of the hotel in front of a small crowd of people, including my ex-boyfriend and his fiancé, who happened to be my nemesis.

      A nemesis who happened to be looking in my direction now. Craptastic.

      “My God, Nora Black, as I live and breathe,” Carmen said as she strode to me.

      “Better than dying and not breathing,” I muttered.

      “What was that?” Carmen asked.

      “I asked how you're doing,” I said. I glanced down at the ginormous diamond in a platinum setting on her left ring finger. “Congratulations on the engagement.”

      Carmen waved her hand around nonchalantly. “Thank you.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Oh, there's Donna Walker, the conference coordinator. I need to talk to her about my keynote address.” She turned back to me. “Let's
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