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Dear Reader,
Welcome back to Bookend Bay! If this is your first visit to this imaginary small town nestled on the sandy shores of Lake Superior, I'm so glad you found us. 
In this series, you’ll meet Quinn Delaney, newly divorced, reluctant amateur sleuth and proud new owner of her dream café.  Some changes in her midlife are welcome. Others, like suddenly seeing ghosts, acquiring an OCD twin from a parallel universe, and stumbling over more murders than any café owner should, are decidedly less so.
If you love best friends who find themselves in the odd pickle yet always persevere, you're in exactly the right place.
If you'd like to spend more time with Quinn, I'd love to have you join my newsletter at clarelockhart.com and I'll send you a free series novella as a thank you.
Happy reading!
Love and hugs,
Clare







  
  Chapter One
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About three years ago, I became a chronic secret-keeper. 
The secrets started with the change. I’m not talking about the typical midlife changes that happen to most middle-aged women. Things like hot flashes, sleep disruption, weight gain and lizard-like skin. No. These things were minor nuisances compared to the changes I’d experienced.
I know what you’re thinking. Peri-menopausal symptoms were not minor nuisances. But in my case, everything was relative.
And don’t get me wrong. There were worse fates than mine, but meeting the ghost of my ex-husband’s murdered, contemptible, swindling mistress was catastrophic. For all three of us, I suppose, considering the encounter resulted in the end of my marriage and sent my life on a course I couldn’t have seen coming even with the advantage of the Hubble space telescope.
And as if ghosts with their own agendas weren’t enough of a disruption, I then met Brielle, my twin, who lived in a parallel universe. It took more than a moment to wrap my head around that concept. She was invisible to everyone else, with a few exceptions. It was the exceptions that caused the most trouble for me.
Anyway, those two events are why I started keeping secrets, although I hadn’t kept them from Toni Miller, my best friend, chief baker, and the other half of the Murder Gals. We’d been given this moniker by the Bookend Bay Bugle, our local newspaper. That’s what happens when amateurs solve a few murders. 
Back to the secrets. 
Toni was keeping a real doozy of a secret and had been for seven months. My every attempt to wheedle it out of her had flopped.
Now, it was five a.m., and we were at Break Thyme, my café. Toni was in charge of the baking, making raspberry white chocolate scones for the morning crowd, mostly locals, since in was early February in Upper Michigan. 
I opened the pantry door, unfastened the fifty-pound bag of flour, then used the scoop to fill the plastic bin where we kept a more manageable quantity close to the work surfaces.
“So, today’s the day,” I said to Toni as I set the bin back into the baking drawer. “Are you excited?”
She shook her head and added cane sugar to the giant stainless-steel bowl. “Excited isn’t the word. Queasy better describes what I’m feeling today.”
Oh no. That wasn’t promising. “You know I’m here for you to help with whatever’s making you queasy. If you want to share.” 
With one sharp gaze, she revealed her thoughts. Did she really needed to explain—one more time—the reason she couldn’t share?
“Sorry. Never mind. I’ve waited this long. I can sit tight until tonight.” I would wait, but it would be a special kind of torture for me. I’ve been blessed—or cursed, depending on the situation—with a driving curiosity, greater than the average person’s for sure. It was a challenge for me to leave puzzles and unanswered questions alone. Which is probably another reason Toni and I had managed to get involved in murder cases that had little to do with us. 
Toni’s secret related to a murder we’d investigated last spring when we went undercover at a matchmaking contest. For her, finding love while catching a killer had been a happy bonus. She’d met Clark Prescott, a corporate lawyer, and much to everyone’s surprise, after the event, she and Clark agreed to be part of a reality show in the tropics where marriage was the end goal.
I’d been on tenterhooks while she was away. Since she and Clark had to sign non-disclosure agreements, they weren’t allowed to give away any details of the show—hence the secret. 
I wouldn’t have said Toni was a stickler for following every letter of the law, considering we’d bent a few in the name of justice. But Clark was a different ball of wax, and under his influence, Toni was playing by the rules. So, I still didn’t know if my best friend was married.
And while that cliff hanger was a humdinger, it wasn’t the only secret she was keeping.  
One day last fall, about a month after her return from the tropical reality experience, she let one thing slip—that because of an underhanded producer, during the filming of the show something outrageous happened to her and Clark that nearly caused them to walk off the set. Can you imagine her telling me that much, then clamming up? She literally slapped her hand over her mouth as if the reality police were about to swoop in and arrest her.
This made things worse, fanning the flames of my curiosity to molten temperatures, until Toni had had enough of my pestering. She called in sick three days in a row. I got the message. Some best friend I’d been. I screwed a lid onto my need-to-know and backed off.
Well, all was about to be revealed. Tonight was the airing of episode one. Finally.
“I’ve gotta hand it to you and Clark,” I said, setting a jar of cinnamon beside the bowl. “You’ve given very little away.”
Toni dipped a measuring cup into the flour.
“Honestly though, when you went off to Aruba, I thought there was a better chance of the sun rising in the west than you getting married down there.” 
In keeping with the rules, upon their return, Toni and Clark maintained separate residences. He lived in Minneapolis, which was a six-hour drive from Bookend Bay, but they saw each other every week. Then, about six weeks ago, he bought a house in a community no more than twenty minutes away from our small town. What did that tell you?
“But now, I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe you did get married. You and Clark get along like you’ve known each other forever. Alec really likes him, too. I think we’re at an age where we can spot an inauthentic person pretty quickly, and we agree that Clark’s the real deal.”
Alec was the real deal, too. We’d met a few years ago when I’d purchased Longfellow, a travel trailer, and parked it in Beach Meadows Park where Alec was a park ranger. I’d not been ready for a relationship back then, but things changed last summer, and I couldn’t be happier.
Toni finished measuring the flour and dumped it in. “Yes, he is. He’s a special guy. I didn’t think I’d ever find a man who’d measure up to Norman, but Clark’s that guy. Oh, he’s different from Norman, of course, in good ways, you know, not ways that are non-negotiable.”
I knew her non-negotiables—honesty, integrity, a strong moral compass, shared goals as well as appreciating each others’ differences. Thirteen years ago, her husband Norman died unexpectedly. She grieved him for well over a decade. 
“Remember when I dated that firefighter, and I kept comparing him to Norman?” asked Toni. With prompting from her mother, two years ago, Toni had stepped out of her comfortable cocoon and started to see a firefighter named Harry. Things seemed fine. Then she stopped. Not because he had questionable attributes, but because she still wasn’t over Norman.
I gave her a look. “No, I forgot all about that guy,” I said sarcastically. “As if I could forget about him having to come to your rescue and cut you out of Justine’s ceiling—after you’d ghosted the guy. Like that hadn’t been awkward.” That fiasco at Toni’s cousin’s house, happened during a murder investigation a couple years ago.
“Yeah, that was bad.” She paused to count off teaspoons of baking powder. “I didn’t tell you this at the time, but when I started dating Harry, I swear I could feel Norman right there beside me. That’s why I couldn’t carry on with Harry. As soon as I ended it, I stopped feeling Norman’s presence. It was obviously my own darn guilt. After all these years, I don’t know why I’ve struggled with it so much. When I started dating Clark, that old guilt came back, and I had doubts again, especially after what happened on that show. Maybe I should talk to a therapist about it because I don’t want to blow it with Clark.” 
Poor Toni. I had no idea she was struggling so much. Why had she kept this to herself? 
I gave my friend a hug. “Oh, Toni, I wish you’d talked to me about this.”
“Me, too,” Toni said. “But I couldn’t. I can’t. Not until this silly show is over. It’s easier for me to keep to the non-disclosure agreement if I don’t talk to you about my relationship with Clark.”
“Then I’m going to have to insist you talk to a therapist if you’re still feeling guilty about dating him. You’re not allowed to take a pass on your own happiness, Toni Miller.”
She nudged me with her shoulder. “Yes, ma’am. Now, hand me the cinnamon. We have to get these scones in the oven.”
By the time we iced the pastries with a pink raspberry glaze in keeping with our February Valentine theme, I ran upstairs to my office and placed an order for a new fair-trade coffee I wanted to sample.
Later, when I came downstairs, my head barista Poppy was pouring coffee for Edna Brooks, a local regular.
“Did you hear our unseasonable warm weather is ending?” Edna said. “Get ready for more than a sprinkle of snow this afternoon. You’ll want to be home before it gets too bad.”
I smiled at her use of the word sprinkle. This was our verb of the month. It might seem odd for a coffee shop to highlight a new verb every month, but our customers had fun with it, so we’d kept it going after a communication error between me and the artist who’d painted a verb of the month sign instead of herb of the month. 
“I don’t mind,” I said. “I like the snow. It brightens things up. Courtesy Park looks gray otherwise.”
“I could handle another few days of unseasonably warm,” said Poppy. “By the way, I’m going to bring a nacho dip to Toni’s tonight. I won’t sprinkle too much cheese on top, so you don’t have to worry about calories.” She looked at me. I’d worked hard losing my peri-menopausal weight and wanted to keep it off.
“Is Toni’s debut happening tonight?” asked Edna. “I don’t want to miss that.”
“Yep,” said my employee Ethan Geddes, tipping the watering can over the rosemary plant. He’d returned to work at Break Thyme after taking a semester off to rethink his life. “Channel twenty-seven at eight o’clock. We’ll be watching. Tyler’s cooking up Arroz Con Pollo for dinner, and we’re making margaritas.” Ethan had moved in with his older brother Tyler to gain independence and help pay the rent. 
Edna looked impressed. “So many young cooks these days. Good for Tyler.”
A rumbling sounded from outside. I looked out to see a Vespa pull up to the curb into a parking spot. The rider was hard to miss considering the fuchsia jacket and pink polka-dot scarf. They removed their helmet releasing sandy, shoulder-length curls. After setting the helmet on the seat, she pulled off her gloves, shook her head, and fluffed her hair with painted fingernails.
Della Lombard. Ugh.
Last September, Della opened a patisserie Sugar Lips in Bookend Bay, somehow getting around the town bylaw that prevented two similar businesses within a certain radius of each other. Della’s pâtisserie was only twelve shops from Henrietta’s bakery. We still didn’t know how Della had pulled that off. 
It surprised me when she marched up to my front door. “Hello!” she said with flourish as she entered. “What are you all doing inside on such a glorious day?”
“Working,” I said. Because some of us had to earn the money to pay our bills, not charm our way through life like she apparently did.
“Same,” said Poppy and Ethan together.
Della made a tsk sound with her tongue. She strolled to the counter, trailing perfume and unzipping her leather jacket. 
“It’s high time I came in to check out the competition,” she said, her gaze sweeping around my café from the exposed original brick wall buffering the open staircase to the picture windows in the Cozy Nook. “Some folks say you bake a passable scone here. I’d love a sample, please.”
“We don’t do samples,” Poppy said, frowning. “But I’d be happy to sell you the whole scone.”
“You don’t?” said Della. “At Sugar Lips, we always have a little something out to sample. It’s an absolute boon for business. Well, the whole scone it is then. I’m sure it’s worth the calories.” She pushed her butt up onto the stool beside Edna, who inched away. Della’s perfume was a bit much. 
Della spun her stool around to face me. “I’m sorry. I’ve forgotten your name. You’re the owner, isn’t that right?”
“Quinn Delaney,” I said, giving a tight smile. The first time I met Della was at Sugar Lips on her opening day. I’d brought her a jar of rosemary jelly and a plant from May Flowers—the flower shop next door—to welcome her to Bookend Bay. I’d heard there’d been no more than a sprinkle of customers, and I felt sorry for her. When I’d opened Break Thyme, I’d been relieved and thrilled to have customers lining up out the door. Then again, I’d been living in Bookend Bay since I was twelve. Della was new to our small town and hadn’t built relationships with the locals. Despite my efforts to be supportive, she hardly gave me a minute of her time. At the time, I figured she must have been upset by the turnout. I’ve since altered that view.
“A little birdie told me you’re entering the Winter Bake-Off,” Della said.
Poppy placed a scone on the counter. I smiled because Toni had done such a good job with this month’s scone. She’d drizzled the heart-shaped scone with pale pink icing, finished with a light dusting of pearl sprinkles, and served it with a white chocolate cup filled with raspberry sauce. 
“Not me, personally,” I responded. “My friend Toni is the baker. She entered the contest on behalf of—”
“Isn’t that lovely,” Della interrupted, with a look of distaste. “I just wanted you to know that Sugar Lips will be giving you a run for your money. I heard all about the contest from an old friend—Wally Stufflebeam. You’ve heard of Wally, haven’t you?” She said it like she was name-dropping.
“No, I haven’t.”
Della looked aghast. “Oh, dear.”
Toni came out of the kitchen. When her gaze fell on Della, Toni’s expression darkened. She turned and shot back into the kitchen, closing the door after her. 
What was that all about?
Meanwhile, I’d missed whatever Della had said. 
“Are you coming to the environmental meeting on Thursday?” I asked Della, upholding my vow to not be rude to customers regardless how challenging they proved to be.
She shook her head. “It’s not my cup of tea, dear.”
“I think by definition the environment is everyone’s cup of tea,” Ethan said. Good lad.
I waited for her to debate that one, but she stuffed a forkful of pastry into her mouth. Pleasure gleamed in her eyes. 
“Hopefully next time,” I said. “Enjoy your scone.”
Her expression turned neutral as she eyed the scone and filled her fork.
Poppy rolled her eyes as I went into the kitchen.
Toni was peering out the back window where Courtesy Park ran along Lake Superior. The great expanse of water reflected the brilliant blue sky and the line of clouds beginning to form on the horizon. I held my arms out wide and stretched. Sunny, crisp winter days energized me.  
“So, what was that all about?” I asked Toni when she turned. “You’re not a fan of Sugar Lips, either?”
“Nooo,” Toni said, drawing out the syllable. She dislodged her scarf from the coat hook and looped it around her neck. “Clark’s coming for dinner, and I need to get things organized for tonight. With Alec, Poppy and Cody coming, they’ll be six of us.”
“Okay. I’ll make the coconut hot chocolate at your place. And I’m bringing those mushroom toasts you like.”
“Wonderful. I can’t wait for this. I’m sick and tired of keeping secrets. It’s been onerous monitoring everything I say to my best friend!” She shrugged on her coat.
“I couldn’t agree more,” I said, thinking it was debatable whether secrets were harder on the secret keeper or the person waiting for the secret to be revealed. 
She stuffed her hat in her pocket. “I don’t think I’m going to need my hat. I stuck my head outside earlier, and it’s beautiful out.”
“Yep. Odd weather for February, although it’s supposed to snow later. Which reminds me, our first environmental committee meeting is on Thursday night. You’re coming, right?”
“It’s in my calendar.”
“Okay. Good. See you at seven.”
I did a few tasks in the kitchen, filling in enough time that when I finally peeked out into the café, Della was gone. Good. Edna Brooks had left as well.
“So, what did ol’ Sugar Lips have to say about our scone?” I asked Poppy.
“She’s something else, isn’t she? She said it was passable then gobbled up every crumb.”
Ethan stopped wiping the table and looked up. “Anyone who doesn’t rave about Toni’s scones has a dark heart.” Ever since he’d learned about Toni’s reality show experience, he been treating her like a movie star. 
“Cheers to that,” I said, pushing the stool where Della had been sitting back in place. A small cloth bag sat on the adjacent stool. I picked it up. “Does this belong to Della?”
Poppy peered over the counter. “I’m not sure,” she said. “She was sitting right beside it.”
The bag was light, so it couldn’t hold much. Hopefully, there was identification inside. Intending to discover the owner, I put aside qualms about the invasion of their privacy and opened the bag to search the contents. I removed a small aerosol can and a change purse. I set the can on the counter.
Poppy picked it up. “Pepper spray. Probably for bears.” 
The change purse was full of loyalty cards. I found a blood donor card and read the name—Della Lombard. “It’s Della’s. Her name’s on these cards. I’ll put the bag behind the counter by the cash register. If she doesn’t come back for it, I’ll take it over to Sugar Lips later.”
I counted the minutes until the end of the day when Alec picked me up. 
When Toni and I took part in the matchmaking event last spring to scope out potential suspects, we filled in personal profiles and pretended to be in the dating game. Thoughts of actual dates with some of these men had gone a long way to helping me see who I really wanted in my life—Alec. As a result, we’d been dating since last summer. I couldn’t imagine being happier with a partner, although I hadn’t exactly been open with him. 
I realized the irony of that. Here I was, giving Toni a hard time about keeping secrets when I had a couple of whoppers I was keeping from the man I loved.






  
  Chapter Two
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After we’d gotten comfortable in Toni’s living room, Clark cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. “Toni and I apologize in advance for the over-the-top drama, whining, and back-stabbing you’re about to witness. This was my first and last experience with a reality show. Sorry you have to sit through it.” 
“Will you stop apologizing?” Toni said.
Poppy laughed. “I love reality shows. I can’t wait for it to start.” 
“Toni’s right,” Alec said. “If you’re really sorry, Clark, you can buy us dinner.”
Cody laughed. He was in his late twenties, like Poppy. They’d been dating for nearly two years. As a deputy on the police force, he sometimes shared information that helped Toni and me with our investigations—an exchange that worked both ways—so it was nice to have a friendly relationship with him.
“Seriously,” Alec said. “I think we’ve got a good idea what to expect. And you know how I feel about this reality show of yours.” Alec paused for dramatic effect. “Wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
Clark cringed. “I’ll take you to dinner if we leave now.”
“We’re not going anywhere,” I said.
“As long as it’s clear, I did it for Toni,” Clark said.
Toni swatted him. “You did not. You did it because you have serious FOMO. I did it for the free vacation. I hadn’t been to the tropics in years.”
“What am I hearing?” Poppy said, looking dismayed. “Fear of missing out? Free vacation? Didn’t either of you do it for love?” 
Clark and Toni gazed sappily at each other. 
“Of course, we did,” said Clark. “Clearly, I would have done anything to spend as much time with this woman as possible.”
“Yeah, you clearly did,” said Cody. “I’ll tell you one thing we have in common. This will also be my first and last reality show experience.”
“It’s starting!” Poppy said. “Shush, everyone.”
The room went quiet. I turned my attention to the television. I wouldn’t miss this for the world, either.
The camera panned over lush foliage, along a glistening, sugary beach, through a hibiscus garden to home in on a man and woman in tropical print outfits. 
“Welcome to Second Chance at Happily Ever After!” the woman host said. “I’m Tiffany, and this is Beau.” She tilted her head to the man beside her. “It all starts here, today, in this tropical paradise where fifteen couples are getting a second chance at their happily ever afters, brought together by two of the best matchmakers in the northern hemisphere.”
Beau took over. “Our couples will have six weeks to decide if they’ve found their perfect matches, and if they have, the wedding is on us! Since relationships in the real-world aren’t tropical holidays, we’ll see what happens when we introduce our…” He swiveled to face Tiffany.
“Our…twist!” she exclaimed.
“A twist?” I looked at Toni, who didn’t look happy. Clark had a sheepish look on his face. He took a gulp of whiskey.
Toni let her breath out in an irritated huff. “Oh yeah. There was a twist all right.”
“You two look miserable,” Poppy said. “What happened?” 
“Stop hounding them,” said Cody. “Just watch the show.”
I turned my attention back to televised reality where the hosts introduced the fifteen middle-aged couples.
“I love that dress on you,” I said to Toni when the camera lighted on her and Clark.
“Thank you. Me too,” she said, looking a little happier. “It’s flattering, isn’t it?”
“She was the most beautiful woman on the island,” Clark said and kissed her cheek.
Tiffany was talking, so we went quiet. “This isn’t the first rodeo for our couples. They’ve all been around the block once or twice. Since everyone has been in long-term relationships previously, we’re going to see if experience has made our couples wiser when it comes to choosing a life partner. Because that’s what everyone here signed up for.”
I looked at Toni. Technically, she hadn’t been looking for a life partner when we’d joined the matchmaking event. I wondered if that played into whatever happened in the tropics.
The show cut to a commercial. Toni jumped up to put out more hors d’oeuvres. Alec squeezed my hand and got up to talk to Toni. 
I heard him telling her how brave she was for sharing her personal life with the entire country.
“Before the…twist, it was fun,” she said. “Clark and I never would have had that time to get to know each other as deeply as we did. We really connected, and that’s when I fell for him.”
“He fell pretty hard, too,” Alec said. “Look at the guy.”
I looked at Clark. His gaze was on Toni, and he did look lovestruck. When he realized we were watching him, he laughed. “The show is bringing back some good memories. It wasn’t all dreadful.”
“There’s nothing like falling in love,” Poppy said dreamily.
I felt Alec’s gaze on me. When I caught his eye, he winked. Yes, falling in love was pretty special.
When the show came back on, it started with a carousal of snippets of the dramas to come. Couples in romantic splendor, couples in heated arguments, a drink thrown in a guy’s face, a woman in tears, a wedding. 
And then something that made my jaw drop.
“Who was that woman on the screen just then?” I demanded, looking at Toni.
She nodded. “Yep.”
Clark hung his head.
“What did you see, Quinn?” asked Poppy, who’d been distracted.
“It’s got to come out now, Toni,” I said. 
She looked at Clark. “I’m going to give them a head’s up.”
“Go ahead. It’s fine with me. No one can accuse us of not playing by the rules.”
On television, the attention was on one of the other couples, so we weren’t missing anything pertinent. Besides, I couldn’t imagine anything juicier than Toni explaining what I’d just seen.
She grabbed the remote and turned down the volume. Then she looked at Poppy. “What Quinn just saw was a preview of the twist aimed at driving a wedge between Clark and me.” 
“What? Who you’d see, Quinn?” Poppy asked.
Toni flicked her chin my way. “Go ahead.”
“I’m pretty sure I just saw Della Lombard sashaying down a staircase.”
“Della!” Poppy exclaimed. “What was she doing there?”
“Who’s Della?” asked Cody.
“Beats me,” said Alec.
“Della owns the new bakery in town—Sugar Lips,” I said.
Alec looked confused. “Okay. And she was in Aruba with you guys?”
“Yes, she certainly was,” said Toni. “Would you care to explain, Clark?”
Clark put his arm around Toni. “Della and I dated until early last year. She used to live in Minneapolis. We actually met at the library, and believe it or not, we hit it off. She was fun and on her best behavior. At least, she kept a side of her personality hidden for seven months.”
“You dated Della for seven months?” I asked.
He sighed. “Yes, I did. In all fairness, we were both pretty busy and didn’t see each other often. That’s why I thought the reality show wasn’t a bad idea since it would give Toni and me time together to really get to know each other. We’d agreed to not get caught up in the show’s drama.”
“It was working out very well,” Toni said. “Before Della showed up.”
“So, explain something to me,” Alec said. “How did a reality show know you’d dated Della?”
Toni fielded that question. “The producers asked for our family’s contact information in the event we chose to get married at the end of the season. Family members would be invited to the wedding. We didn’t think anything of it at the time, but when the producers contacted people, they were also casually getting dirt on past relationships. Then, they reached out to old flames and paid them to fly to Aruba and stir up the pot.”
“That’s underhanded,” Poppy said. “Going behind your back to try to create conflicts.”
“Conflicts boost ratings,” Alec said.
“It’s still lame,” Cody added. “So, what did Clark do when he saw Della?”
“You’ll see when you watch the show!” Poppy said. “I don’t want to know anything in advance.” She glanced at the television. “Oh! Toni’s on. Turn it up!”
“Gotta hit the little boy’s room,” said Cody. “Be right back.”
The scene showed Toni and two other women lounging on beach chairs, under umbrellas, sipping drinks from carved out pineapples. This part of the venture didn’t look hard to take. When was the last time I’d sipped drinks on a beach? Oh
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