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      It had rained all night, but by morning, the storm had begun to clear. My Aunt Lula always said a good storm meant something new was brewing, and she wasn’t wrong. Our H.O.A. president, Lois Jones, was gone—vanished into hiding, with no word from her in weeks. Another wicked witch was swept away by the storm.

      The sidewalks glistened with dampness, and the grass shimmered with fresh morning dew as my coonhound, Butterscotch, and I set off on our brisk Monday morning walk. I clutched a thermos of coffee in one hand, its warmth warding off the chill of the early hour in Moon’s Landing, California. The lights in my next-door neighbor Mason Moon’s Victorian home were off, an unusual sight. Mason’s house was rarely dark; he usually left the porch light on even when he was away on business, a habit he once mentioned. Without its usual glow, the house appeared eerily lifeless, its silhouette stark against the soft light of dawn. He’d been out of town on business for the past few days. I often wondered how he managed the dual responsibilities of running the brewery and his family’s corporation.

      The brewery was the backbone of our community’s economy, and Mason once confided that the weight of it all pushed him to constantly think of new ways to drive the business forward. It was hard to believe I’d only known him a few months; it felt like ages. Yet, Mason remained a mystery to me. Butterscotch, however, adored him, showering him with affection every time she saw him.

      We passed by Mason’s aunt’s home. Flora and Petunia Moon didn’t think much of me and made no effort to hide it. At every neighborhood gathering, Flora would purse her lips in disapproval when I arrived, and Petunia had once loudly remarked that city girls never lasted long in small towns. They frequently asked when I planned to return to Los Angeles and put my Victorian up for sale. But Moon’s Landing was my home now, and I had no intention of leaving.

      The brisk air of the sea drew into town, reminding me that we live close to the ocean. I usually stayed away from it as I preferred the peacefulness of the nearby mountains. I did not hike much or at all—but I enjoyed admiring their beauty from afar.

      As I sipped my coffee, I waved at Mr. Jeffries, who was mowing his lawn—his weekly ritual, rain or shine. Butterscotch hurried past; she hated the sound of the mower.

      Still groggy from a late night of work—the endless duties of being the sole photographer for Moon’s News—I tugged gently on Butterscotch’s leash to slow her down, hoping to savor my coffee.

      She stopped in front of an old house that had sat empty for years, its once-pristine white paint now faded and peeling, revealing gray wood beneath. The sagging porch leaned precariously, with weeds sprouting through the cracked steps. A rusted weather vane atop the roof creaked faintly in the morning breeze. The air felt heavy as if it carried whispers of its long-forgotten stories. Some neighbors believed this house was haunted, with its boarded windows, dead grass, and sagging porch. But today, a moving van was parked in the driveway. Intrigued, I followed Butterscotch up the cracked walkway. Movers were busy unloading the truck, carrying bamboo floor lamps and an oval desk.

      A brunette woman in her forties emerged from the house. Her black cat trailed behind her until Butterscotch’s bark sent the feline scurrying indoors. The woman waved us over. “Hello,” she greeted warmly, extending her hand. “I’m Felicia Pierce. You must be one of my new neighbors.”

      I shifted my thermos to shake her hand. “Hi, I’m Birdie Lopez, and this is Butterscotch. It’s nice to finally see someone moving into this house.”

      Felicia smiled. “I’m sure you weren’t expecting to see a moving truck here this morning. It feels strange being back in Moon’s Landing. I never thought I’d be back here, but here I am.”

      “You’ve lived here before?” I asked, surprised.

      She nodded toward the house. “Yes, with my mother and grandmother. I left years ago for a job in San Francisco, right after my divorce.”

      “Well, welcome home,” I said. “It’s nice to see this place getting some love again.”

      Her smile grew wistful. “I can’t wait to fix it up. Why don’t you come by tomorrow once I’ve unpacked? It’d be nice to catch up on what I’ve missed all these years.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Are you planning to stay long?”

      “That depends. I’m hoping to find work. I’ll be dropping off an application at the library later.”

      “The library?” I asked. “I didn’t know they are hiring.”

      “They’re not,” she admitted. “But I’m hoping they’ll make an exception. I used to work as a librarian in San Francisco.”

      “Do you know Justin Graves?” I asked, thinking of the gruff librarian who ran the place.

      Felicia’s expression shifted, her brows drawing together as if bracing for a reaction. “He’s my ex-husband.”

      A flicker of surprise passed through me, and I quickly masked it with a sip of coffee. “Your husband?” I repeated, startled.

      She nodded. “We grew up here together, but I was restless. He wasn’t.”

      A mover called her back to direct the placement of furniture. “It was nice meeting you,” she said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      As she returned to her movers, I couldn’t help but wonder how she planned to navigate her return to Moon’s Landing—and her history with Justin Graves. Butterscotch tugged on the leash, signaling it was time to move on.

      I had an event to cover at the library that evening: a visit from mystery author L.B. Cunningham. His Joni Miles Detective series was beloved in our community. The stories followed Joni Montgomery, a 1920s Los Angeles archaeologist who solved murders with her best friend, Maple Lollywood, and often clashed—and flirted—with the dashing millionaire William Rutherfurd. Rumor had it Cunningham would reveal a secret about his upcoming book, Runway to Murder. It was all anyone at Sweetie’s Latte could talk about, and I couldn’t wait to see what the evening would bring.
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      Butterscotch and I arrived home. Mason was waiting for us on the porch. I couldn’t help but smile as I spotted him standing at the top of the steps, hands in his pockets. His silver-blonde hair was freshly trimmed, and his blue eyes were clear and alert despite the early hour. Mason had been away at a business conference in New York City, a trip meant to last two weeks, but here he was, back early. It made me wonder what had pulled him home ahead of schedule.

      “How was New York?” I asked as Butterscotch bounded up the steps to greet him, her tail wagging furiously.

      “Uneventful,” he said, scratching her behind the ears.

      As I unlocked the door, Mason followed me inside, carrying a plastic bag with a bold I [image: red heart] NY logo. Butterscotch grabbed one of her toys near the fireplace and trotted over to her bed by the sofa.

      “What’s this?” I asked, pointing at the bag with a teasing smile.

      “Oh, this?” Mason said, lifting the bag casually. “It’s for you.”

      I took the bag from him eagerly and peeked inside. “A snow globe!” I exclaimed, pulling it out. Inside was a miniature Empire State Building surrounded by tiny flecks of glittery snow. I gave it a gentle shake and watched the snow swirl.

      “It plays music too,” Mason added. “Figured it’d remind you of how much you love winter.”

      I wound the key, and a soft melody filled the room. “It’s perfect,” I said, smiling up at him before placing it carefully on the mantle. For a moment, we stood together, watching the snow settle.

      Mason broke the silence. “Boston Bob contacted me while I was in New York. The S.O.S. hasn’t found any sign of Lois Jones.”

      Lois Jones. The name alone sent a chill through me. Our former H.O.A. president had vanished after I exposed her embezzlement scheme and her role in Karl Smith’s murder. Before fleeing, she’d left me a chilling note promising revenge.

      Mason asked Boston Bob, a member of the Society of Sanitation, to use his resources to locate her. The society is a National Union for Janitors. The union was formed in the 1920s during prohibition; it is kept secret—they preferred it that way, which is why I had never heard of them before I met Boston Bob. He gave me a crash course on who they are and what they do.

      The society had started with local Hobos who lived by a code of conduct. A hobo wasn’t someone who was homeless or without means but one who just preferred to live outside of society's norms. They found that the work of a janitor was rewarding and gave them access through closed doors—which meant they had eyes and ears everywhere. The members I met have unique names, such as Wichita Willie, Mississippi Mike, Tallahassee Ted, Philadelphia Pete, and Boston Bob.
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