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      Achoo. A thick cloud of dust flew up from the pages of the hefty book that had fallen off the shelf. It barely missed my head as it hit the floor with a thump. I stumbled backward and let out a scream as I tried desperately to catch myself on anything before falling. 

      A sandpaper-like sensation scraped over my cheek from the wooden floor, and I slowly opened my eyes. There was Milo, my gray tabby cat, hovering over me. I scratched his long, soft coat. “Hey, little man. I’m okay. Just took a tumble.” I eased myself to a sitting position and gently rubbed the back of my head where it had connected with the floor. Not a great way to end a Monday.

      A deep gravelly voice said, “You’ve been lying there for several minutes out cold. I didn’t think you’d ever wake up.”

      I looked around. “Who’s there?” My heart rate increased as I scrambled to my feet and grabbed the heavy book. As I hurried down the aisle of the bookshop, scanning right and left, I wondered who was in my store. I was certain I’d locked the front door at four on the dot after my last customer left.

      I checked the empty sitting area in front of the oversized north-facing windows. It was comprised of two wingback chairs, a small table between them, and a round table in front of them. It had great natural light for reading. But I was alone.

      Shaking my head gingerly, I surmised it must be the residual effect from hitting my head. Glancing at the fat black book in my hand, Practical Beginnings, I decided I’d find a place for it tomorrow. Walking back to the wide wooden counter, I dropped it on top and stroked Milo’s soft fur. “Ready to go home?” My besties were meeting me at the library for classic movie night. Tonight was Death on the Nile by Agatha Christie, and I didn’t want to be late. 

      I had locked the cash register when I heard a scratchy, but kind voice say, “Ready when you are.” 

      With the stapler in my hand, I twirled around, shaking it in the air. “I demand you show yourself!”

      “Lily, it’s me. Your old buddy Milo.” 

      “Stop it. Right now!” Who was in my shop?

      “Look at your cat,” the voice urged. 

      My heart thudded in my chest. Was something wrong with my sweet baby? “Milo?” I scooped him into my arms and held him tight. 

      “Need. To. Breathe.” He squirmed in my arms and escaped to the counter. 

      I stumbled back against a long table stacked with bestsellers. Some dropped to the floor as my weight sagged against it. “Did you just speak?” The words came out as a croak. 

      “I’ve been waiting for you to open that book for ages. Remember Aunt Mimi asked you to read it on your last birthday?” 

      I nodded, dumbfounded. This couldn’t be happening. I could hear him, but his tiny mouth wasn’t moving. I lifted my hand and grazed the slight bump on the back of my head. My cat was talking to me. Wait, I must have hit my head harder than I thought or worse, had something possessed me? I rubbed the back of my head again. Ouch. “No, I must be concussed.”

      I walked around the room, checking to make sure the windows were secured and double-checked the front door was locked. “Yup, all tight as a drum.” 

      “We already knew that.” Once again, it was the same voice. My legs jiggled like rubber. I dropped to the chair and put my head between my legs just in case I felt faint. After a few seconds, I sat up. This was stupid. I was having a conversation with a prankster. 

      “Milo, if you’re really talking, come over here and sit in this other chair.” 

      I watched as he walked to the edge of the counter and dropped to the floor, only to hop up in the chair opposite me. This couldn’t be happening. No way he understood. 

      Licking his front paw and rubbing it above his eye, he said, “Now what do you need me to do for my next parlor trick so that you’ll believe me?” 

      “Tell me what I’m thinking?” I leaned closer, giving him full access to my face. The close proximity would help me see if his mouth was moving. 

      “I’m not telepathic. I’m your familiar, and yes, that means you’re a witch. Finally, the truth is out.” He stretched over the cushion and rolled on his back as if I was supposed to scratch his tummy. “Feel free.”

      Like when Milo always rolled over, I obliged by scratching his belly and his eyes would close in contentment, but this time he was giving me directions where I should be scratching. 

      “If you’re going to be bossy, I’m done.” I went to stand up and dropped back in the chair. “Wait, what did you say about being a witch? I own a bookshop. There is nothing special about me.” 

      My cat opened his eyes, and he rolled to his side, never bothering to blink. “You can believe that’s nothing special, but a few witches live in Pembroke Cove, and you are one of them.”

      Once again, I felt as if I had fallen from the stool and conked my head, but I was sitting on a comfy chair, talking with my cat who just announced I was a witch. “Wait.” My thoughts were spinning. “Does that mean Aunt Mimi is one, too?” 

      “Stop repeating yourself, and now you’re catching on.” Milo jumped to the floor and looked up. “I thought you said we were going home. I’m hungry.” 

      My breath came rapidly, and my head swam. This couldn’t be happening. I must be dreaming. As I bent over to put my head between my knees, which seemed to be the thing to do again, a tapping on the glass in the door drew my attention. Who on earth would stop by now? I looked at my watch. It was almost five. Again came the insistent knocking. 

      I got to my feet, albeit unsteadily, and waited until I felt I could plaster a smile on my face before going to the door. When I peeked out, relief washed over me, and my breathing slowed. Why I was being such a nervous Nellie was beyond me. Must be all this talk of familiars and witches. With a glance over my shoulder, I jabbed a finger in Milo’s direction. “Shush.”

      “No one else can hear me. When I talk, they hear a cute little meow coming from my tiny mouth.” 

      I frowned. “Tiny is debatable at this point.” I pulled open the door. The minute I saw his handsome face and the dreamy hazel eyes, my knees went weak. It was one of my oldest and dearest friends and also the guy I’d been in love with my entire life. Gage Erikson.

      “Hi there. I was expecting to see you later at the library.” 

      Gage walked in and looked around. “I thought I heard you talking. Are you alone?” 

      Heat flushed my cheeks. This wasn’t something I was about to share with anyone, having a conversation with a cat and the cat talking back. I forced a grin and added an extra dose of cheeriness to my voice. “Just talking to Milo. There’s no one else here.” 

      Gage bent over and scratched between the kitty’s ears. Instead of a purr, I heard, “Hmm, that feels good. Thanks, Detective Cutie.” 

      There was no reaction from the man, so at least there was that. Milo opened one eye, and I would swear the cat winked at me.

      “Gage, what brings you around? Did you want to drive to the movie together?” I clamped my mouth shut. That sounded way too much like a date. I didn’t want to do anything to make our friendship awkward, so I rushed ahead with, “Nikki and Steve are meeting us there and maybe even Aunt Mimi and Nate O’Brien.”

      “Sounds like it’s going to be a packed house.” He looked at me while he scooped up Milo to continue giving the kitty attention. 

      “I guess.” Seeing Gage holding Milo was like kryptonite to me, causing my heart to do all kinds of crazy flips. Anyone who loved someone else’s cat had to be a keeper, right? I sighed, and his brow quirked. 

      “You okay?” 

      “Oh. Yes. I fell off the stool earlier and hit my head.” 

      Concern filled his golden-hazel eyes. He deposited Milo in the chair and took a step in my direction. “Where did you hit it?” 

      My hand went to the tender spot on the back. “I’m fine.” 

      “Turn around so I can take a look.” 

      I did as he asked, enjoying being fussed over a little, but not wanting to appear like some weak girl who needed his attention like those girls at the coffee shop. They were always giggling whenever he walked in, especially when he used to wear his police officer’s uniform. He pushed ever so slightly on the spot that had connected with the floor, and tears sprang to my eyes as I cried out, “Ouch. That hurts!” 

      His laugh was comforting. “Guess I found the spot. You should put ice on it and take it easy for tonight.” 

      I turned back to face him. “I can’t miss the movie. It’s one of my favorites.” 

      “Mine too, but that’s why I stopped by. I can’t make it tonight. I have to cover a shift for Mac Sullivan. His wife’s gone into labor, and we’re short a man.”

       “That’s exciting. About the new baby I mean, not about you working.” I had to hold my disappointment in check again so as not to appear as anything more than a friend. “We’ll miss having you there to chow down on popcorn and red licorice.” 

      Gently, he tucked a stray lock of my hair back behind my ear, a motion he had done thousands of times. But it made my heart race. I kept my eyes glued to the old oriental carpet in the middle of the room. No way was I going to let him see my eyes. He was way too perceptive and would see how I felt about him which I’ve spent years hiding.

      “Maybe I’ll swing by tomorrow around ten with coffee?” 

      When I looked into his eyes, I wondered if I saw a flicker of hope that I would say yes. Which I would, about anything. Dang it, in my head I sounded like a freshman in high school with a crush on the football star. “That’d be great. But if you’re bringing coffee, any chance you can get one of those pecan buns, you know, with extra icing?” 

      “Is that your way of asking if I’ll stop at the Sweet Spot?”

      “Well, you offered coffee, and William makes the best pastries in three towns.” I playfully batted my eyelashes just because I could and knew it always made him laugh. 

      Right on cue, he grinned. “That can be arranged.” His cell rang, and he glanced at the screen. “I gotta take off. Duty calls.” 

      He dropped an almost kiss on my cheek on his way out the door and called over his shoulder, “See you in the morning.” And then he was gone.

      After a long sigh escaped my body, Milo said, “Really? Do you think he does not know that you’re into him?” 

      Turning my back on him, I said, “I will not start talking to my cat about my love life.” 

      Milo trotted in the direction to where I stored his cat carrier. “You mean your nonexistent love life, don’t you?”

      “Milo?” I meant for it to come out as a warning to hush up, but it sounded more like a question to my ears. “Do you think Gage knows I have a crush on him?”

      “Yeah. And if you opened your eyes, you might see the feeling is mutual.” 

      

      When I finally got to the library a little after six, the usual group had gathered in the community room to watch the film. My best friend, Nikki, was there with her boyfriend Steve, and my aunt was there with Nate. Marshall Stone was running the projector, and Teddy Roberts and Jill Dilly were there too. The group was rounded out with a few teenagers from the high school and a couple of new faces. Typically, there’d be a few more stragglers before the film actually got started. This was shaping up to be a fun evening.

      I waved to Meredith across the room, one of the librarians who worked there. She was a quiet woman, with a long blonde braid down her back and round wire-rimmed glasses giving her a studious look. With a shy smile, she returned my wave and looked at her boss, the head librarian, Flora Gray. She was bustling about, making snide comments about how tomorrow, she’d be vacuuming up popcorn, candy wrappers, and heaven only knew what else from the floor. She was not a fan of movie night.

      “Flora?” I stopped her as I helped set up the chairs. “Why don’t you join us tonight? It’s a classic Agatha Christie.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she glared at me. “I’m a librarian. That fact should be enough to explain. I prefer books over any other form of entertainment. Especially when it’s in black and white.” She lifted her chin as disdain dripped from her words. 

      She didn’t need to be so snarky. “I was trying to include you so you’d see what a wonderful group of people attend.” 

      Meredith passed by, her arms loaded with books. “Flora, you know the movie buffs always leave the room immaculate. I don’t think there is any need to be so harsh on Lily.” 

      Flora gave Meredith a withering look, and she hurried to the other side of the library. Flora wiggled a large keyring in front of me. “I’ll give this to your aunt, and she can lock up. But I’ll be back later tonight to check on things. Everything had best be in place. And for once, clean up after yourselves.” She pointed to the dish of hard candies on the side table. “Get rid of those. They draw ants.”

      I did not understand where she was coming from. Our group never left a mess. In fact, we cleaned the restrooms and the small kitchenette every month. It was odd she pointed out the candy dish since I did not know who brought it. But it didn’t matter; the place would be spotless before we locked up. “Don’t worry, Flora. I’ll make sure everything is clean and tidy.” 

      She jabbed a finger that almost touched my chest. “See that you do.”

      I watched the older woman march out of the room. Through the doorway, I kept an eye on her just in case she came back for round two. Her short steel-gray hair was in a no-nonsense style. She always dressed exactly the same way. A starched white blouse, a horsehead broach, and black slacks with sturdy tie shoes. In the winter, she added a fisherman knit sweater to stave off the stiff ocean breeze as she biked from her home to the library. Even in the snow, she still biked. I could never figure out how, since the winds off the water were enough to push a car around, let alone a biker. I often thought she looked like the wicked witch from The Wizard of Oz, riding her bike in the tornado. But it was none of my business. At least I took comfort in knowing she treated everyone the same as me. She was an old biddy and thought she was doing the town a favor by letting groups hold events there. 

      At one time, Flora had tried to put an end to our gatherings. Even though she was on the board of elders, the rest of the group had intervened and reminded her it was a public space and community-minded groups could use it as long as it was posted to the schedule. 

      Pushing all thoughts aside, I turned my attention to Nikki, my best friend for life. We were complete opposites. She had long strawberry-blonde hair while mine was dark in a pixie cut; her eyes were blue and mine, brown, and we always had each other’s backs. She held up the DVD for Marshall to see. 

      As she grew closer and smiled at me, she asked, “What did the old bat complain about tonight?”

      Marshall looked at us and said in his best Sherlock Holmes voice, “Fair to say, everything. I swear, how can someone as cantankerous as her even want to live in our fair town?”

      Standing over six feet and strong as an ox, he owned and worked a vegetable farm on the outskirts of town. Years in the sun had left him with deep creases in his weatherworn face. Marshall had been running the projector for the last five years. Like everyone in Pembroke Cove it seemed, he had experienced at least one run-in with Flora. The last time she had been downright vicious when she thought he had broken the projector. It turned out all that was wrong was he had unplugged it at the end of the night. 

      People had taken their seats and the lights had just shut off when I heard Aunt Mimi scream, “Help! Somebody help!”
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      I ran from the community room, scanning the space as I raced through the library. Where was my aunt? Panic clutched my throat and squeezed my heart with each step I took. She screamed again as if she was in agony, and it cut to my core. I burst through the front doors and skidded to a stop on the top of the granite steps. Aunt Mimi was standing over Flora’s motionless body. A blood-covered baseball bat was in my aunt’s hand. I recognized it was the kind Little League kids use. Lying next to her crumpled body were several books, a candy wrapper, a brown paper sack, and her tote bag. “Where did you get the bat?”

      “It,” she stammered, “it was leaning against the handrail, and it started to fall. I didn’t want it to conk her in the head, so I grabbed it.”

      That wasn’t something I wanted to hear. If it turned out to be the murder weapon, which based on the amount of blood, it was, Aunt Mimi’s fingerprints were on it. “Put it back exactly as you found it, okay?”

      She carefully propped the bat against the railing. Holding her hands out, palms down, as if she was steadying herself, she said, “It was just like that.”

      I nodded to show that I had heard her. I saw Teddy, Jill, and Marshall standing at the front of the group, and Teddy was stuffing something into his front pocket. The rest of the movie buff fans had followed me from the community room. I didn’t want Aunt Mimi or anyone to mess up the evidence. I had watched enough mysteries to know we needed to call the police. “Touch nothing.”

      “Do you think she’s,” Aunt Mimi’s voice dropped to a hoarse whisper, “dead?” 

      If the situation hadn’t been dire, I might have laughed at the way she said the word. Like it was contagious or something. “I’m not sure.” I didn’t want to touch Flora, but someone needed to see if she was breathing so when the police were called, they’d know to send an ambulance and not a hearse. But heck what did I know about these kinds of things.

      I walked down the steps, giving the crime scene a wide berth. “Flora, can you hear me?” But she didn’t move. A pool of blood had formed under her head. I was extra careful to avoid that mess since it wouldn’t do if I stepped in it. Besides contamination of the evidence, it was yuck. I didn’t want to have to throw out my cute penny loafers; they were just broken in. I glanced at my aunt and thought, thank goodness she couldn’t read my mind, worrying about my shoes. But she was frowning at me. That was odd. I needed to check if Flora had a pulse. 

      The bump on the back of my head twanged from where I had bonked it earlier as I leaned forward. I placed two fingers where her carotid artery should be thumping. Again, thank you, Netflix, for the tutorial. Nothing. Her skin was warm which made sense as she had just left less than fifteen minutes ago. 

      “Aunt Mimi, call Gage. He needs to get down here, but tell him we need a medical examiner and not the paramedics.” 

      Nate rushed to her side and while she was talking, I took a closer look around. There was a butterscotch hard candy wrapper next to her right hand and keys looped around her left fingers, but not in a defensive position at all. If it wasn’t for the bat and the blood on the back of her head, one could surmise she died from a fall down the stairs. 

      Minutes later the wail of sirens were growing closer, and I couldn’t quite see what was underneath her. It almost looked like a red rose. Was that even possible? I never heard of any man who would give Flora anything, let alone flowers. 

      Car doors slammed, and Gage ran to where I stood. “Lily, are you okay?” 

      I appreciated that his first concern was for my safety. I pointed to Flora, who lay in front of us, definitely dead. If she hadn’t been, she would have been yelling at all of us for gawking. She was one who wanted to be center stage when she was hurling snark at others. Being hurt, or in this case worse, didn’t matter. 

      “What happened?” He touched my arm. It was a familiar touch that calmed me. “Were you the one to find Flora?” 

      He hadn’t needed to feel her pulse. Another officer, Sharon Peabody, a rookie I had met a few weeks ago, had done that the moment they’d arrived. She informed Gage in a monotone voice there was no pulse.

      “We were inside and the movie was about to start, and you know how it goes, talking and microwaving the popcorn. Just as the lights went out, I heard Aunt Mimi screaming, and I came running. I found Flora like this and told my aunt to not touch anything and made sure everyone heard me, too.” 

      I looked back at the group of onlookers. Marshall, Jill, and Teddy were clustered together. The teenagers had formed a close-knit circle away from the movie buffs, and the newcomers stood off to one side. My eye caught Meredith hovering in the doorway, wiping her eyes with a hankie. I gave her an encouraging smile, hoping to convey everything would be okay.

      Gage walked around, guiding me to step to one side so Peabody could take some photos. He nodded with a knowing smile. “Netflix again?” 

      My heart skipped. “You know me so well.”

      Officer Peabody cleared her throat. “Detective Erikson, I’ll tape off the area and request an investigation unit.” She waited for Gage to agree with a nod.

      I pointed to the bat. “I think that is the murder weapon, but why leave it?” I was talking more to myself than to Gage, who was still beside me, but his focus had turned to the scene in front of us.

      “Lily, this isn’t a game of Clue or some old movie. Don’t start spinning theories.” 

      I didn’t look at him so I wouldn’t have to fib. There was nothing I loved more than solving a good riddle. Crossword puzzles, Jenga, scavenger hunts. If there was a puzzle to solve, I was the it girl. And for the first time I had a real-life—well, dead—mystery I could try my skills on.

      “Gage, give me a little credit. I know this is serious.” I was going to have to be very careful as I poked around. Then I had an interesting thought. I had an ace in the hole, a confidential confidant. Milo. There might be some advantage to being a witch with a familiar after all. 

      

      A while later, Gage sent everyone home. I walked Aunt Mimi and her boyfriend, Nate, to their vehicle. They’d been dating for decades, and he’d become part of our family. The movie was forgotten in all the excitement. As we approached Nate’s truck, I broached the subject of the book. The one that caused me to fall. 

      “Aunt Mimi, do you remember that book you asked me to read?” 

      Her eye twitched, and she glanced my way and then back to the stone path we were walking on. “Yes.”

      “I opened it up today, and it was full of dust. Where did you find it?” Even if she wasn’t looking at me, I was keeping my eye on her. After all, I had just discovered she might be a witch too, and she was the sweetest woman in the world. Now, that was an interesting comparison. The sweetest woman found the most cantankerous one dead tonight. What were the odds?

      “Everyone has read it in our family over the years. Did you read any of it yet?” 

      The little minx was being awfully coy. “No, in fact, I left it at the bookshop when I took Milo home.” 

      She stopped short and tipped her head. “How is Milo?”

      “Chattier than ever.” 

      She nodded. “It happens from time to time with a cat. They grow with us. Look at me and Phoenix. We’ve been together forever.” 

      That was an interesting statement, and come to think of it, Phoenix had been alive for as long as I remembered. “How old is she now?”

      Aunt Mimi’s eyes darted to Nate and then to me. “I don’t remember, but she’s in perfect health and who knows, she might even outlive me.”

      This was fascinating. “Anyway, tomorrow I’m going to start reading the book and see if there are any puzzles in there to solve.” I adored Nate, but right now I wished it was just Aunt Mimi and me strolling along. I could pump her for information. 

      “How about if I stop around midmorning and we can chat? I might shed some light on where you should start reading.”

      Nate piped up. “Most people start at the beginning, my beautiful mermaid.”

      She slipped her arm through Nate’s. “And sometimes it’s best to let the book tell you where to start. It adds to the thrill of life.” 

      What was my aunt trying to tell me? That this book would guide me on the alternative path to my future? “Gage is coming around ten, so stop in a little later.” 

      She gave me a sly wink. “I’ll bet he’s stopping at the bakery, too.” She waved her hand. “No need to confirm the truth. I’ll come down around noon, and we can have lunch. I want to hear all about coffee with the cute detective.” 

      “Aunt Mimi, don’t say that, and Gage is not my guy.” Not that I wouldn’t open the door if he came knockin’, but that was a pipe dream. It had been too many years since we’d been tap dancing around each other. Eventually, some girl much prettier than me would catch his eye, and he’d be a goner. Me? I was a one-man kind of gal.

      “We hear you talking, but neither of us believe that’s true. But we can talk about that tomorrow, too.”

      We reached the truck, and Nate opened Aunt Mimi’s door. She kissed both my cheeks and placed her cool hand against my warm cheek. “Please don’t worry about a thing. I promise everything will make perfect sense in time.”

      Nate gave me one of his special bear hugs and told me to drive safely. He didn’t say it, but I knew it was on all our minds. There was a murderer on the loose. 

      As I watched them drive away, I noticed Jill Dilly sitting in a parked truck in the passenger seat. I didn’t recognize the vehicle, so I wandered in her direction, waving as I went. Thank goodness it was still light out. I didn’t want to scare the poor woman. 

      “Jill, what are you doing out here by yourself?” 

      “Oh, hello, Lily. Marshall drove tonight. We take turns, you know, each driving in for movie night. Living outside of town, it just seems to make sense.”

      I scanned the small parking area. But Marshall was nowhere to be seen. “Why didn’t you wait in the library?” 

      “With all that commotion and knowing that Flora, no matter how vile she was…” Her words died on her lips, and her face was white and drawn. “Someone offed her, while we were just a short distance away.” She shuddered. “And Lily, how are you so calm? You actually touched her body. I saw you.” 

      I thought this was an interesting take on things. Jill actually seemed to be more weirded out that I touched Flora rather than the fact someone had killed her. “It wasn’t like she was going to get up and start yelling at me.” 

      Jill shook her finger at me. “You’re a little too glib about all of this for your own good. You’d best be careful and mind your business, like Gage said. I know you think you’re some kind of amateur sleuth, solving the mystery of the missing popcorn or blurting out the ending of the movie before we’ve all had time to figure it out.”

      “I like to exercise my brain. There’s no harm in that.” 

      She pulled her mouth into the tightest scowl I had ever seen. “Marshall’s coming.” She gestured out the windshield, and sure enough, there he was. But unlike Jill, he seemed to be almost happy. A song lyric flitted through my head—ding dong, the witch is dead. Now that was odd. Walking beside Marshall was Teddy Roberts, followed by Nikki and Steve and a few other people from movie night. 

      Nikki lifted her hand in greeting. “Hey, Lily. Want to come with me and Steve? We’re going to swing by Robin’s Café for some cake.” 

      My friend never had a piece of cake she didn’t like and just as the bakery had the best sweet rolls, the café had the best cake, especially this time of day. “Thanks, but no. It’s been a long day, and I think I’m going to head home and spend some time with Milo. He was acting a little weird today.” I held back a snort. That was the understatement of the century. But first I was going to swing by my bookshop and pick up that book, Practical Beginnings. With what little Aunt Mimi said, I was curious to see what else Milo might know about it. That was enough mystery for me right now.

      “If you change your mind, stop down.” Nikki and Steve walked off in the direction of the café. They both lived above the shops on Main Street and walked almost everywhere. Convenient for the lovebirds, too.

      Marshall and Teddy each nodded in my direction before they got into Marshall’s truck. I guessed more than two people carpooled to movie night. “Take care, guys.” 

      I waved and wandered to where I had parked. Someone must like butterscotch candies. I bent over to pick up the wrapper on the ground. It tempted me to go back to the steps of the library just to see if there were any more clues, but no. I needed to go to the shop and then home. Gage was right, I loved a mystery, but I had more than enough on my hands with this whole idea of living with a talking cat and my aunt having a cat that was at least forty years old.

      

      Book in hand, I hurried up the front walk, eager to get out of my work clothes and into comfy yoga pants and an old T-shirt. Slowing as I approached the door, wondering why the screen was in place, but the inside door was standing wide open. I paused on the top step and listened, straining to hear if there was someone inside. But all I heard was silence. Closing my eyes to think. Maybe I hadn’t closed the door all the way and the breeze nudged it open? 

      “It’s about time you got home, Lily.” 

      I stood on the bottom step. Who the heck was talking? Milo. I placed a hand over my racing heart and took several long, slow, deep breaths. “Milo,” I hissed. “What if someone hears you?”

      “I’ll sound like a cat, remember? Call your buddy Gage and have him come over. Someone left you a present on the kitchen table. But don’t worry. It’s wrapped in brown paper, like the kind my fish comes in on the rare occasion you buy me a treat.”

      “Someone walked into my house and left a gift?” No, that didn’t have a nice sound to it at all. 

      Milo sat back on his haunches. “I wouldn’t call this a gift, more like a clue.”

      Now he had my undivided attention. “What is it, and who was it?”

      “I don’t know everyone in town, so I don’t know who it was. Besides they were dressed in black, wearing a mask. Like I said, it’s wrapped up. But as your familiar, it’s my job to look after you, so before you get too curious, call Gage.” 

      “I’m just going to take a quick peek.” 

      Milo got up and swished his tail. Before he disappeared into the kitchen, he said in a haughty tone if cats can sound that way, “Don’t say I didn’t try to help.”

      I rubbed my hands together. My first clue. And I was officially investigating my first ever murder case.
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      I looked around Lily’s perfectly maintained lawn as I approached her cottage. My adrenaline was pumping. When she called to say someone left something on her kitchen table and she thought it was a clue to Flora’s murder, I couldn’t get to her home fast enough. First thing, I wanted to protect the only girl who stole my heart years ago, and I didn’t want it back. And I knew Lily; her curiosity was killing her right about now.

      I raised my hand to knock, but the screen door opened and there she was, beautiful as always with those soulful brown eyes and pert nose with a smattering of freckles with a sprinkle on her cheeks too. The girl of my dreams, but it was too bad she didn’t give me the time of day. But I’m not giving up. Someday she’ll see me for more than just her good friend. 

      As I stepped into the house, I bumbled my words. “I came as fast as I could, considering I was at the scene of a crime.” The words died as I noticed her face was bright with excitement. Not what I had been expecting. Lily was actually grinning like she had just won the prized teddy bear at the summer carnival. This was not good at all. 

      She took my hand, and I couldn’t help but notice how well they fit together. She tugged on my hand, indicating I should follow her. When we got to the kitchen, on her table, I saw a large box wrapped in brown paper, just as she had said. 

      “Look. I think it has to be a clue to Flora’s…” Several beats passed until she said, “Murder.”

      I walked around the table, inspecting the package. It was about sixteen inches square and the paper had Lily’s name stamped on one side. I peered closer and there was actually a cat stamp, too. How curious. “You haven’t touched it yet?”

      She shook her head, but her eyes still sparkled. “No. I waited for you, but if you hadn’t come soon, I was going to open it.” 

      I just looked at her, thinking she was brilliant on one hand, but on the other, it was easy to see her enthusiasm got the best of her. Along with her inquisitive nature, it was double trouble. “Glad you erred on the side of caution. Which is unlike you. Why did you wait?” 

      She glanced at Milo, and if I hadn’t known better, I’d swear he shook his head in my direction. But cats only understood a few phrases from their human. Dinner, treat, and another treat. 

      “I don’t know.” Her singsong answer now really had me wondering what was going on here.

      “How’s your head? From today I mean?”

      She rubbed the back, and a small frown graced her lips. “A little tender, but no headache.” She gestured to the box. “Can we rip the paper off like it’s my birthday and see what’s inside?”

      “Only you would think a package left by an unknown person is exciting.” I wanted to laugh since I too wanted to open it, but we needed to be cautious. I approached the box. Before picking it up, I pulled a pair of latex gloves from my back pocket and put them on. This would help to preserve any evidence. If we were lucky there’d be fingerprints. “Let’s take this out back, just in case.” 

      Lily held open the back door, and I carefully lifted the box and inspected the bottom, noting it wasn’t heavy. I walked out back to her deck and set it on the bistro table. “The top and bottom are securely taped.”

      “I’ll get scissors.” 

      Before she went in the house, I pulled out my Swiss Army knife from my front pocket and held it up. It had all the tools we’d need for this operation. “We’re set, Bubbles.”

      She smiled as my old nickname for her slipped out. I had promised her when we were in high school that I wouldn’t call her that anymore, but darn, in this situation, it fit.

      Lily’s eyes were wide as I sliced the top. Her nail clicked against the tabletop as I went slowly to preserve the paper in one large sheet. “Patience.”

      Holding out her hand, she said, “Give me the knife, and I’ll do it. We could be here all night at the rate you’re going.”

      I gave her a side-glance. “You will not tamper with evidence. I should have just taken the box down to the station and asked you to forget you ever had it.” 

      With a snort, she said, “Yeah. Right. Like that would happen. I’d discover what was inside.” She crossed her arms over her stomach and a slight pout formed on her soft pink lips. Reminding myself I had a job to do, I refocused. 

      I folded the paper open to the sides. The cardboard top had one piece of scotch tape holding it together. An easy slice. Next was sparkly tissue paper. Whoever they were, they had gone to a lot of trouble. 

      “What do you see?” She stood on tiptoes, trying to peer inside.

      There was a handwritten note. Holding it by the corner, I pulled it out and scanned the paper. What the heck? “It’s signed, Flora Gray.” 

      Lily held out her hand. “Can I see it, please?” 

      “Nope. I’ll hold it and you can read it. I don’t have an extra set of gloves.”

      A frown came and went on her face in a second. She read aloud. 

      Lily, 

      If you’re reading this, I’m dead. Which means I need for you to stick your nose into my business and figure out who killed me. The police are incompetent, and I’ve had my eye on you for years. I know you’re the only one who can solve the case. Well, maybe you could ask your boyfriend, Gage Erikson, to help.”

      Sincerely, 

      Flora Gray

      The sparkle that had been in Lily’s eyes dimmed. “I’m sorry she said the police were incompetent. I don’t feel that way. But isn’t it great that she recognized my talent for solving puzzles? After all these years to discover she may have actually liked me.” 

      I went to put the note back in the box when she said, “Wait. I want to get a picture.” She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and took several snaps before I could protest. 

      “I’m done. You can put it away now.”

      After I secured the note in the box and folded the paper up, I said I was going to put the box in my truck and I’d be right back. We needed to have a serious talk about her inserting herself into my investigation.

      

      Lily had the Keurig turned on when I made my way back to the kitchen from the front door. Milo had taken that moment to come with me. I’m sure he was hoping for a treat, and since I knew where she kept the tin, I helped myself to give one or maybe two to the fur ball. I had to wait until I had Lily’s full attention before trying to talk about the case and how she would not be a part of it. She moved around her kitchen and soon had set out not just piping hot coffee, but a small plate of my favorite no-bake cookies. 

      “Now, where were we?” She smiled from across the table before getting up again. “Be right back.” 

      She hurried down the hall and came back with a notebook. This did not bode well for my planned conversation about her hanging up her sleuth hat. She held the pen at the ready. 

      “Now, tell me everything you found at the scene of the crime.” 

      I sipped my coffee and selected the largest cookie on the plate. “Nope. Not happening.” 

      “Aw, come on. You heard what Flora said in her note. She thinks I’m the only one who can solve the crime.” She looked at Milo and said, “Isn’t that right, Milo? I have skills we haven’t even tried out yet.” 

      The cat yawned and looked bored. Like this people stuff was annoying him. He lay down on the rug in front of the kitchen sink and stretched out, making himself appear almost twice his normal length. What a life. If there was such a thing as reincarnation, I was coming back as Milo. And when I gave it another thought, that was one sure way to be with Miss Lily Michaels.

      “Why are you grinning?” 

      Lily's question interrupted my train of thought. I needed to think fast. “Seeing how excited you were over opening this box was,” I paused, “illuminating.” She must have been satisfied with that because she stirred cream into her coffee and lifted the mug to her lips. “What do you make of Flora’s note?” 

      She had gone into her puzzle-solving mode. A telltale sign, she chewed the corner of her lip as she twisted her mouth into the cutest half smile and wrinkled her nose. It had been like this in school when we were taking exams—total concentration. Not looking at me, she sipped her coffee. Finally, she said, “She knew she was in danger, and I think she knew the possible suspect.” She set her mug down and folded her hands on the tabletop. “But why didn’t she come to you? I’m pretty sure she found you the least objectionable cop in the department, confirmed by the simple fact she said I should consult with you.”

      My laugh came out more like a bark. “Don’t you find that funny? The police are incompetent, but you, a bookshop owner, could solve it, with help from me.”

      Lily lifted her shoulder and smirked. “If the badge fits, wear it.”

      Clutching the middle of my chest, I groaned, “How you’ve wounded me.”

      Her laughter was musical, and despite the seriousness of the conversation, being with Lily was the best part of my day. But I needed to stay focused. There was a murder for me to solve, but no one had said I couldn’t consult with a friend who just happened to have a brilliant mind. 

      “Let’s get back to the subject of Flora. Did you notice anyone out of the ordinary hanging around the library tonight? Like someone who hasn’t come to movie night before? Or possibly when you found your aunt over Flora’s body?”

      She closed her eyes as if she were looking at pictures. Milo jumped up in her lap, and she petted him absentmindedly. “We had some new people, but Flora didn’t acknowledge them. I have a sense that something wasn’t quite right, yet I can’t put my finger on it.” She opened her eyes and looked at me. “One thing I found odd was Jill Dilly, Marshall Stone, and Teddy Roberts all drove together. When I asked Jill why, she said they take turns since they’re so far out of town.” She narrowed her eyes. “But that makes little sense. In all this time, I’ve never seen them carpool.” 

      I couldn’t see why she would think it was odd. 

      “They had Marshall’s truck, but Teddy lives closer to the docks, not inland.”

      This was something I needed to jot down for when I talked to Teddy tomorrow. Why had he hitched a ride with Marshall when he would have been driving in the opposite direction? “Did you see where they went?”

      Her lips flattened into a straight line. “No, sorry.”

      “Let’s talk about those first moments after you got to the top of the stairs. What did you see?” 

      “Aunt Mimi’s face was beet red. I’m sure that was from screaming. She pointed to Flora, and as soon as I saw the blood, I looked around. That’s when I saw the bat, and someone needed to know if she was alive. Since no one else was looking to do it, I touched her neck to see if I could find a pulse, but nothing.” She tipped her head. “Did you see the candy wrapper?” 

      “I did. But who knows how long it had been lying there.”

      “What kind was it? Just for giggles.” 

      I was curious to see how observant she had been. Lily had something she was processing, and I didn’t mind sharing the detail. “Butterscotch.”

      She nodded but said nothing more about the wrapper. It was as if she had made her mental note to be mulled over later. “And was there a flower under her body?” 

      “Actually three. A red, a yellow, and a white rose.” 

      “That doesn’t make any sense. Red is for romantic love, yellow for friendship, and white is purity. When I saw the red, I thought maybe this was a lovers’ quarrel gone bad.” She broke a cookie in half and handed me a piece. Never one to turn down one of her cookies, I happily accepted it. 

      “But if it was something in the romance realm, why the white and yellow?” 

      I was of no help when it came to flowers. I knew you gave long-stemmed red roses on Valentine’s Day, and a guy could never go wrong with pink. That tidbit was confirmed when I gave Lily pink roses on her last birthday. 

      “Had anyone mentioned Flora was dating?” 

      She rolled her eyes in my direction. “Please. Flora was like a vampire. She arrived at the library before the sun came up and never left until after dark.”

      Tapping my index finger on the table, I stopped mid tap. “Then why did she leave early tonight?”

      Lily’s face lit up. “Unless it was to meet her boyfriend, and they had a tiff. He lost his temper, swung the bat after he had given her the flowers. So, with the force of the blow, she fell face first, crushing them beneath her.” She brushed her hands off like they had dirt on them. “Case solved.”

      “I can tell by the way you’re beaming you're pretty proud of yourself, but there’s one minor problem.” 

      She arched a brow and gave me an inquiring look. “Such as?”

      “The baseball bat was not an object of convenience. It had to have been brought to the library, so this was premeditated. Not a crime of passion.”

      Her face dimmed, and then she perked up again. She popped her index finger in the air. “Unless a kid had left it behind and the scorned lover grabbed it and clocked her a good one. You know how Flora could be totally exasperating.”

      Milo meowed. She ran her hand down his back. “What’s wrong, kitty?” 

      He let out the most mournful cry, and Lily looked at me. “Can we talk about all of this tomorrow? I think all this talk of murder has upset my fur baby.”

      What? Cats can’t understand humans, but Lily looked like she was exhausted. After the day she had with hitting her head and then Flora, it was understandable she needed some rest. I got up from the chair, and Lily walked me to the door. As my norm, I bussed her cheek with a reminder I’d be by at ten. 

      “Good night, Gage.” 

      As she was closing the door, it was crazy, but I could have sworn I heard her ask Milo, “So who was Flora dating?”
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      I scooped Milo up and carried him to the kitchen. After what he had just said about Flora, he deserved some of the special lactose-free kitty milk I gave him on rare occasions. I had so many questions, it might just loosen his tongue. After setting the shallow bowl on the floor, I waited impatiently until Milo had lapped it all up. 

      “Spill it, kitty. How do you know Flora had a boatload of cash stashed at her house?” 

      He gave me a disdainful look. “I’m a cat, right? I wander around our tiny little town, and I see things. Nobody censors themselves around animals. They think we can’t understand humans.”

      That was when I knew Gage’s remark stung a bit. “You should cut Gage some slack. How’s he to know that you comprehend every word?” I waved my hand in the air. “We’re getting off track. Tell me what you know, so I can figure out what to do with it.”

      “Don’t you think we should talk about your newfound witchery? It’s so much more interesting than someone who was taking money from a bunch of people.” 

      I was torn. I wanted to know more about my new circumstances, but I also wanted to help Gage solve this murder, and Flora explicitly asked me to help too. The town didn’t need the publicity, being on the verge of a summer season. Tourists brought in a lot of money to the economy. Including into my bookshop. 

      “Can my newly discovered identity help me in this situation?” 

      Milo looked me up and down, as if assessing what he should tell me. “Potentially.” 

      It came out more like a purr, which I found oddly encouraging. “Then let’s start with my being a witch.” I figured I’d start with a straightforward question. “How many witches live in Pembroke Cove?”

      Milo rolled on his side. “That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

      “You sound like a bratty kid on the school grounds.” I thought about what else I wanted to know. I brushed the hair out of my eyes. Ideas were bubbling. “I know Aunt Mimi is a witch. She kind of gave that away tonight when she talked about the book and told me where to start reading. But are all the women in our family witches?” 

      He groaned and put a paw over his eyes. “Men can also be witches, but some prefer to go by warlock or wizard. It really is a personal preference.” 

      I prodded the paw with my finger. “And?”

      “Lily, you’ll find all of that out in time. For now, maybe you should ask what you can and cannot do.”

      I jumped up and paced the kitchen, my frustration increasing as Milo seemed to be determined to evade my questions. “Why did I choose you at the shelter? On some level, did I already know I was a witch?”

      “Now you’re asking better questions. I was chosen for you to teach and guide you through your journey. And I’ll always be with you.”

      “Cats don’t live forever.” But then I thought of Aunt Mimi’s cat, Phoenix, and her longevity.

      “Now something clicked. You know, I can always tell when your mind puts the pieces together.”

      I flopped onto the chair. My head was aching, and a gentle throb was behind my eyes. This could turn into a full-blown migraine if I wasn’t careful. “Tell me everything I need to know now, and we’ll call it a day. Then first thing tomorrow, you can tell me about the money.”

      Milo got to all four paws, arched his back with a slow spine-stretching motion, and padded down the hall with me following. “Read the book. I’m going to bed. You’ve exhausted me today.”

      “Wait.” But with a swish of his tail, he disappeared into my office. I was sure he’d curl up in the window seat and sleep until morning. I couldn’t believe I was standing in the hallway, listening as a cat told me to read a dusty old book. It wasn’t the worst idea. First, two aspirins and a cup of tea to keep me awake. This might just be a long night.

      

      The next morning, I woke to Milo lying on my chest, purring. I squinted against the bright sun flooding the room. I forgot to close the blinds before snuggling into bed. Wait. Milo was purring. That means yesterday was some kind of crazy dream. Maybe even Flora’s murder was a part of it. 

      “Milo, you’ll never believe what happened yesterday. It all started when a book full of dust made me lose my footing.” 

      “I was there, remember?” 

      I bolted upright, flipping him from my chest, and he rolled across the bed. “You can talk?” That’s when I realized it wasn’t just a dream. I was a witch. I had a familiar. And Flora Gray had been murdered just feet from where I had been. 

      With a flick of his tail, he stalked from the bedroom. I must have offended him, but I’m sure it wasn’t going to be the last time. 

      My cell phone text message tone, a foghorn, blared. It was from Nikki, and she wanted to talk about the murder and what I planned to do to solve it. I sent back a question mark and decided I’d better get dressed and take my tired bones to my bookshop. Gage would stop by with coffee, and the caffeine was just as much of a pick-me-up as seeing him.

      “Milo!” I called out. “Are you coming to the shop with me today?” 

      Either he was really miffed at me or had gone for a morning cruise around the neighborhood. 

      I had dressed in just tight enough jeans to show off my figure, just in case Gage took a second look. I added a pretty lavender floral blouse and matching cardigan. I was almost ready to go, but I couldn’t find my loafers. I searched high and low, but they were nowhere to be found. I wore them yesterday.

      “Milo. Are you hiding my loafers to get back at me for forgetting that you can talk?” Not that it would do any good since he was more than likely giving me the silent treatment or outside.

      I padded into the kitchen in my bare feet, determined to find them when I did a double take. Milo was sitting in the middle of the table as if he was waiting for me. 

      “First lesson.” His voice was not a sweet little purr, but more like the growl of a hungry lion. 

      “I don’t have time. I need to get to the shop.”

      He glanced at my bare feet. “Without shoes?”

      Ah-ha. So he did have something to do with their disappearance. “I’m going to wear my sneakers.” A good thing that just popped into my mind. 

      He nodded in the direction of the chair. How smart was this cat? I wanted my loafers. They went best with my outfit. Grudgingly, I took a seat, but he had like thirty seconds to confess, or I was outta here.

      “Did you read any of the book last night?” 

      I could feel heat flush my cheeks, but as much as I wanted to fib, I didn’t. “No. I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.”

      “Close your eyes and think of where you took them off. See them in your mind.” 

      I did as he asked, even though I felt ridiculous. As much as I wanted to not see them, I could. “I took them off at the back door.” My eyes popped open, and I leaned forward, hands clasping the edge of the tabletop. “But I’ve looked, and they’re not there.”

      “Of course not. I moved them as part of your first lesson, which is a simple spell in locating objects. Not only will you find your shoes but you’ll be able to find other things too. A more difficult version will come much later, after you’ve perfected this one.” 

      I closed my eyes again. “Okay, what’s next?”

      “That’s better,” he said. “Now take several deep breaths, and I want you to think about what kind of being you’d like to use as your guide to find lost objects.”

      I squinted with one eye and looked at Milo. “Why can’t I use you?”

      “You can. But some people use a wise man or woman, as this just represents that part of your mind which sees all.”

      It was settled. I was using Milo, or the kitten version of him. “I’m ready.”

      “Take your time and ask your question silently. Again, open your mind, and listen for the answer. When you see your shoes, remember to be humble and thank your guide. When you open your eyes, don’t expect your shoes to just appear like a genie wished them in front of you, but have patience. Shortly you’ll find them.”

      I did as Milo instructed. At first, I could feel impatience gnawing at me, telling me I should get up and keep searching for my shoes. But after several minutes of deep breathing, I felt something shift inside. In front of me was a large escalator. I got on and rode it up. At the top, a sweet kitten was resting on a white couch. I scratched his little gray head. A mini Milo. The kitten wore a serene look, and then I softly asked to find my loafers. The kitten seemed to bow her head, and to the side was another escalator going down. I got on and rode to the bottom, and I was back in my kitchen. Slowly, I opened my eyes, and Milo was watching me with an intensity I hadn’t seen before on a human, let alone a cat. 

      “I’m going to feed you and then get ready for work.” 

      Milo jumped down and did a figure eight between my legs. He was acting almost like a normal kitty, or maybe he was just a little proud that I could sit still for five minutes. 

      I opened the cabinet where I kept his food and did a double take. Sitting on the bottom shelf were my loafers. Popping hands on my hips, I whirled around to ask Milo what the big idea was, but he was nowhere to be seen. All the same. It was still an excellent lesson. If I was going to be a good witch, my guess is patience would be important, and since it had never been one of my virtues, I needed lots of practice.

      

      Once I got to the shop, wearing my loafers but without Milo, I flipped the sign on the front door to OPEN and set up for the day. All the overhead and reading lights were switched on, the blinds were up to let natural light flood the space, and I even brought the old book, Practical Beginnings, with me. If there was going to be slow times during the day, I’d have something to occupy myself with. 

      I walked into the small kitchenette, which also served as my office and storage room, and had just stored my lunch in the refrigerator when Milo squeezed through the small kitty door. He walked to his water bowl and lapped up a long drink. I waited until he was finished before I asked, “Ready for questions?”

      Moments later, he sat back and looked up at me. “Yes?” 

      “Where did you slink off to this morning?” I kept my tone even and unemotional, even though now that I knew he was smarter than an average kitty, I figured he could get into even more mischief. 

      “One of us had to get into Flora’s house and check out a few things.”

      “Like what? The woman was a librarian and served on the Pembroke Cove Town Council. She lived a pretty dull life.” Then I thought about the boyfriend. “Maybe she didn’t, since it seemed Flora had a secret love affair going on.”

      “Unless I’ve missed something at her house, there was no man in her life. Nothing shows anyone other than one person living or even being in the home.” 

      “Wait. How did you get in?”

      “At one time, she must have had a cat since there was a little door just like the one you installed for me. It was unsecured, so I walked in. It was almost like an invitation.” 

      “Milo, you should have told me where you were going. Anything could have happened to you.”

      “I’m a cat, and unless I encounter another witch, no one will even give me a second thought.”

      He had me with that logic. “What else did you find out?”

      He jumped to the chair and then the small table. “Come closer.” 

      I looked in the direction of the front door. “There’s no one here.” But of course, I did as he asked. It seemed I was going to spend a lot of time doing that. 

      “When I poked around in her bedroom, under her bed to be specific, there was a tote bag. And,” he paused for dramatic effect, “there were bundles of money falling out and onto the carpet.” 

      “She didn’t use a bank. That’s not a crime.” So much for the big dramatic revelation. “I have to get out front.” 

      “Lily.” 

      The lionlike grumble had me stopping in my tracks. 

      “The stacks were wrapped and secured with rubber bands, and all were exactly the same height.”

      Now he had my full attention. “Are you saying something smells fishy, and not just at the docks?”

      “I think they were payments of some kind. You know, like you see in the movies when the perp is paying off the blackmailer?”

      I laughed, picturing Flora as a blackmailer. She just wasn’t the type, and besides, who in our sleepy little town would have the kind of secrets that would warrant blackmail?

      The bell on the front door jingled. I needed to get out front. 

      I heard, “Lily, are you in the back?”

      Gage. My heart skipped a beat, and I tossed a look to Milo over my shoulder as I hurried out of the room. “We’ll talk about this later.” 

      “Better yet, ask your detective. I’ll bet he knows if it’s possible she could be doing something illegal. The cantankerous librarian was definitely up to something.”

      Before I stepped into the main area of my shop, I had to wonder how I was going to bring up the subject of blackmail and bundles of money to Gage. It’s not like I could say my cat told me.
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            Lily

          

        

      

    

    
      Gage was holding a pastry box in one hand and in the other a cardboard drink tray with two covered coffee cups. And he looked handsome dressed in distressed blue jeans, a black long-sleeved tee, and well-worn cowboy boots. His light-brown hair was still damp, and I longed to finger comb it back into place. 

      “Good morning, Sunshine.” He smiled, which set the butterflies bouncing around my tummy. 

      “Morning, Detective.” His eyebrow arched, and I laughed. It was such fun to tease him.

      “I’m not here in an official capacity this morning. Just bringing my friend the promised treat.”

      I led him to the wingback chairs and small table. It would be easier to have a casual conversation about the case if we were both relaxed instead of standing over the counter. Hopefully, nobody would pop in to buy books this morning.

      Gage flipped opened the box in one smooth motion and set it on the table. I took the cups of coffee from the tray and noticed my name was on the side. 

      “French vanilla was the special today, so I got you one.” 

      “That was sweet of you.” How he wasn’t dating anyone was beyond me. I took a sip and caught him watching me over the rim. 

      “Did you work on the case last night? You seemed to be in a hurry when you left, and I figured you had to go back to the library.” 

      “Correction, Lily. You rushed me out because you were concerned for Milo, and I figured you were using him as an excuse since you had a pretty rough day. Speaking of, how’s your head feel now?” 

      Now that he mentioned it, I put my hand on the back where the bump was yesterday, but other than a teensy bit tender, it had returned to its normal size today except the lingering tenderness. “Good. More like a minor bruise.” 

      I decided not to rehash the whole thing about who rushed who out of the house. “Did you have to go back?” 

      “No. I went to the station and read a few reports. When I leave here, I’m going to the library. We have officers inside going over the place.” 

      “That must be a bit upsetting to the patrons.” 

      He took a big bite of a bun and muttered, “We closed it down for a few days while we investigate. I consider the entire place a crime scene until we’re sure there’s nothing more to be learned.”

      I sipped my coffee, trying to broach the subject of the money at Flora’s house. “Any news on the boyfriend angle?” With his bun gone in a blink, I had to wonder if Gage was a witch making the bun disappear so fast. 

      “Not a clue to be found so far.” He gave me that assessing look like when we’re playing chess and I’m winning. 

      “Do you know something, Lily? And if you do, you need to tell me, especially if you think it will help the investigation.”

      “I don’t think there was a man in her life. I’ve never even heard a hint or a peep.” Nibbling on my bun, I casually said, “Maybe there’d be a clue about his identity at her house. If you want to go over there, I’d be happy to go with you and look around. You know, from a woman’s point of view.” 

      His laugh came out like a snort. “We have female officers on the force, and Peabody can come with me if that becomes necessary.”

      “Peabody’s new to town, and she certainly didn’t know Flora like I did. Yeah, she’d get it right from the procedures, but I knew Flora a long time. Growing up around here gives me some advantages.” I lifted my shoulder in a small shrug as if it was no big deal, but my heart was hammering. I wanted in that house. 

      “No, Lily. I can’t let you snoop. It’s against regulations.”

      “It’s fine, but if you change your mind, the offer still stands.” With a new idea hatching, I wouldn’t need his permission or help to get inside. There must be some kind of spell for opening doors. I smiled. This witch stuff might just be super handy. 

      
      Aunt Mimi came at noon on the dot carrying a picnic basket over one arm and wearing a floral maxi dress that
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