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      My darling readers,

      Welcome to the Nun of Your Business Mysteries! I so hope you’ll enjoy the fifth adventure for Trixie Lavender and her pal Coop, an ex-nun and a demon, respectively, trying to make their way in the world—together.

      Please note, I currently live in the beautiful state of Oregon, just outside of Portland. And though not a native (New Yorker here!), I’ve fallen in love over and over again with my new home state every day for the almost six years we’ve been here. That said, I’ve created a district (sort of like the Pearl District, for you natives) in a suburb of Portland that is totally fictional, called Cobbler Cove.

      You may recognize some of the places/streets/eateries I mention because they do exist, but keep in mind, I’m also flagrantly instituting my artistic license with the geography of gorgeous Portland to suit my own selfish needs. Some names for characters or groups/eateries/streets mentioned herein are completely fictitious.

      As I’ve mentioned in my previous cozy mysteries, there’s an ongoing mystery surrounding Coop and Trixie that will play out over the course of the series (sorrysorrysorry!), but the central mystery in each story will be all wrapped up in a pretty package with a nice bow by book’s end.

      That out of the way, welcome to the crazy world Trixie and Coop inhabit. I hope you come to love them as much as I do!
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      “Are you excited, Coop?” I asked my intrepid demon with a grin of affection.

      Naturally, I couldn’t tell by her facial expressions, but her body language was twitchy. Which I took to mean, she was borderline ecstatic.

      Her gorgeous green eyes met mine as we moved up in the long line we’d been waiting in for almost two hours at Cobbler Cove Hall while icy rain poured down over our shared umbrella.

      “Is my eyeliner running, Trixie Lavender? I can’t meet Glitzy Mitzy with smudged eyeliner. Mitzy always says there’s no excuse for smudges unless it’s because you’ve been out all night at a super-fun club, laughing so hard it brought you to tears and even then, it’s questionable. I’m not sure I understand what that means because the last time we went to a club, I sure didn’t laugh, but then I guess I can’t really laugh anyhow.” She paused and inhaled. “Anyway, my point is, I worked extra hard to smoke my eyes out just for this occasion.”

      I grinned at her again and lifted her chin, admiring the beautiful tilt upward of her almond-shaped eyes, adorned in a masterful blend of glittery pink to her eyelids and burnt orange in the creases.

      Then she’d buffed the burnt orange with a mix of med-blue under her eyes until it looked exactly as she’d called it—smoked out. The effect made her look mysterious and smoldering.

      Coop’s newest passion—aside from her word of the day, tattoos, Dynasty, and Joan Collins—was makeup. Not that she needed any, mind you. As you all know, she’s stunning with her waist-length red hair, a body to die for, and her bronzed skin that never seemed to need any sun to keep its healthy glow, but always looked as though she was fresh from the tanning salon.

      Some might call her beauty otherworldly, and they’d be right. But she wore the makeup, it didn’t wear her, is the best way to describe her latest passion.

      And by the way, Glitzy Mitzy is what one would call an influencer—a makeup guru on YouTube who’s making bank buying lots of different brands of makeup (this is called a haul), and then giving the viewers her opinion on not just the quality and ease of use for the brand, but creating tons of different looks with one palette of eyeshadow.

      And she’s who we were here to see.

      “Trixie? Please tell me if my eyeliner is on point,” she implored, her eyes searching mine with that intensity only Coop possessed.

      Patting her arm, I bounced my head and fought a giggle at this new slang she’d picked up. “Your eyeliner is totally smoked out, Coop. It’s so on point, your gorgeous face should be right next to the phrase ‘on point.’ Promise.”

      She didn’t smile her acknowledgement of my words, but she did manage to lift one side of her fully lined and glossed red lips in her recently perfected smirk—only making her ever more endearing to those of us who knew how hard it was for her to facially express emotions.

      “Are you sure?” She stuck her face in mine for inspection and closed her eyes so I could see her hour-long application of pink glitter eyeshadow and a cut crease in Tahitian Sun.

      You might ask yourself what that means, and I’d like to give you an answer, but I’m still not even sure what it means. What I can tell you? We went to Ulta, Sephora, and various other makeup places in the mall on a hunt to find the elusive Tahitian Sun eyeshadow in order to create this cut-creased look. A shadow Coop had been convinced she’d die if she didn’t have.

      According to her, it was the final piece of the “look” she was going for and if Glitzy Mitzy said you needed it, Coop was moving Heaven and Earth to get it.

      “What about my blush?” she asked, in an almost anxious tone. “Did I blend it enough? Blending is ultra-important or I’ll look like a clown. I don’t want to look like a clown in front of Mitzy. She’s not the number-one makeup guru on YouTube for nothing, Trixie. I love her. I want her to see how hard I worked to make it look exactly like her sunrise/sunset video so she knows how much I respect her as a fellow artist.”

      This video Coop was talking about was the most viewed upload out of all the makeup gurus in the history of YouTube. And I wasn’t going to upset my sweet, loyal demon’s apple cart by telling her Mitzy probably wouldn’t be able to give Coop the kind of attention Coop gives her.

      Not if this line, stretching out and around the block on one of the yuckiest nights Portland had seen in a long time, was any indication.

      Mitzy had a following I hadn’t quite expected. It felt more like the lines you saw for a Backstreet Boys concert back in the day. There were tons of not only teens, but adults, too, all dressed to the nines, their makeup on point, as Coop says, all here to spend a moment with their favorite guru.

      There was no denying tons of people loved this just-past-her-teen-years, multimillion-dollar influencer who used makeup as a conduit to reach hundreds of thousands of viewers with a catchy greeting at the beginning of each video.

      I think I’ve heard, “Hey, Glitzy Ditzies, It’s Mitzy here!” followed by her signature “squee!” at least a thousand times since Coop began surfing YouTube.

      Coop watched her videos as though her very life depended on Mitzy’s every word. She even had her phone set to notify her in the event her beloved guru put up a new video.

      However, I want to add, if this was the worst of Coop’s recent declaration to “live her best life,” I can live with it.

      Somedays, now that Coop was more and more exposed to the world around her here on Earth, she was reminiscent of a teenager, discovering new things by trial and error. And I tried to cater to the fact that she was actually, in terms of life experience anyway, still a child in an adult’s body who’d never been to a prom or failed a test or had her heart broken.

      Since she’d set her sights on soaking up all life had to offer, Coop had tried many new things while the rest of us hung on to her coattails for dear life and offered the occasional bit of advice to steer her clear of danger.

      Though, one thing I’m eternally grateful for is the discovery she’s not a fan of alcohol. Unfortunately, she found that out the hard way—after a couple of shots of tequila and a drink called a Moscow Mule. She tried them both when she’d attended her first (and mine, too) underground party. Phew, that was a night I won’t soon forget.

      A night that included a lot of really icky moments…

      First, my Coop learned how ugly a hangover can be, to date, something I haven’t even suffered. Then she experienced some very unpleasant bathroom time (oh, heavens, so unpleasant) while Knuckles held her hair and I made something called Hair of the Dog with Goose’s instruction. Thereafter, she’d decided alcohol wasn’t for her.

      Thank gracious, too. Not that I mind the occasional glass of wine, but I do know a thing or two about addiction, if you’ll recall, and I’m glad that’s something Coop won’t suffer.

      This latest obsession with makeup was enough to keep up with—if I’d had to deal with something bigger than mascara and pore reducer (of which, mind you, Coop hasn’t a single pore), I’m not sure I would have survived.

      But I’m here to tell you, she’s as gifted at applying makeup as she is at creating a stunning tattoo. Her knack for anything creative translates to her face and highlights her artistic flair.

      Anyway, when she found out Mitzy would be in the Portland area for a meet and greet, there was no way Coop, who’d begun making a pretty good living since word got around about her famous tattoos, would miss purchasing the VIP package.

      An all-inclusive evening with Mitzy.

      Drinks—which, as I said, Coop planned to avoid for eternity—a free makeup session and color consultation, a swag bag full of Glitzy Mitzy swag, and a picture with Mitzy herself in a private setting, all on tap for tonight after the event.

      Coop was beside herself with unmitigated joy. I, on the other hand, not as much. Don’t get me wrong, I love that Coop’s found an outlet for expression that doesn’t include anything dangerous—though, I have seen her watch, with great fascination, some skydiving videos recently—but makeup doesn’t give me the contact high it does Coop.

      I am, however, a daggone good guinea pig when she wants to try a new look. According to her, I have the kind of coloring that allows for a varied palette of complementary colors. That’s also why I’m wearing false eyelashes tonight (falsies, for any newbs like me out there) as long and fluttery as butterfly wings, because I want to support my Coop, and I want to encourage her to live her best life.

      I’d just like to do it without my vision quite so impaired—these eyelashes are like moth’s wings on top of my eyelids. But Coop insisted we gussy up for her idol. So with her help, I’d gussied up and practiced my squee.

      I even put on lipliner and red lipstick—Blood of Thine Enemies is what it’s called, if you must know. I hope Higgs recognizes me when he meets us afterward for a late dinner date, because I don’t look anything like the tinted-Chapstick-wearing Trixie he knows.

      Thinking of Higgs made me smile. We’d come a long way in these last months since he found out about the demon inside me and that his dog, and my owl, talk.

      A long, long way.

      A hushed rumble in the crowd and a sudden ripple of movement had Coop grabbing my hand, her palm strangely clammy. Very unlike her normally cool facade.

      “Mitzy’s coming soon. Do you think she’ll like me, Trixie?” she muttered, licking her full lips and shaking out her hands.

      I grinned at her and took her hand in mine, giving it a squeeze. My gentle demon was nervous, and it was adorable. If they hated my Coopie, it would be because she’s drop dead gorgeous. Though, to her credit, she never seemed to notice the jealousy in other women, and I wasn’t going to start pointing it out to her now.

      Brushing her hair from her face and tucking it behind her ear, I said, “Who wouldn’t like you, Coop? First, you’re like a walking Glitzy Mitzy billboard—her signature squee and all. Not to mention, you’ve lined her pockets by purchasing every single bit of merch she sells.” I pointed to her hoodie, which read I’m a Glitzy Ditzy. “You’re funny and smart and absolutely gorgeous. You’re the total package. If she doesn’t like you, she needs to have her head examined.”

      Coop’s shoulders lifted and a heavy sigh escaped her perfectly glossed lips. “I hope that’s true. I don’t want to disappoint her, and I definitely don’t want to have my head examined.”

      All this talk of disappointment worried me. Coop wasn’t terribly insecure, so I wasn’t sure where this was coming from. In fact, I prayed Glitzy Mitzy didn’t disappoint Coop.

      I’d read an online article or five about how snippy she could sometimes be with the people who worked for her—not to mention the infamous Twitter wars she was often caught up in.

      Though, to be fair, the argumentative tweets had originated from some rival makeup gurus, Bessie Carr, Ames Snarles and infamous tea spillers—also what’s known as drama vloggers—Teesha, from Hot Tea with Teesha, and Octavia, from Dish and Makeup.

      Are you wondering what a tea spiller is? I did, too, when Coop first used the term. Tea is gossip, and when you reveal the gossip it’s called spilling the tea, and when the gossip is particularly delicious, it’s called scalding-hot tea.

      That’s what Teesha’s videos entail, all the juicy gossip about all the social media influencers.

      Anyway, it was a pretty cutthroat world in the land of makeup, leaving me endlessly surprised when Coop discussed the infighting at what we’d dubbed our family dinners with Knuckles, Goose, and Higgs.

      Coop tugged at my freezing-cold fingers and hitched her jaw. “The line’s moving, Trixie Lavender. We’ll be inside soon. I find I’m shook.”

      My lips thinned and I cocked my head, my damp hair getting caught on my high gloss lips. “Shook?” I asked on a shiver as I looked at the sea of heads in front of us.

      Coop had learned a lot of new words since she’d become so active on social media, and it was becoming hard to keep up.

      She patted my arm as though I were her doddering old grandmother. “It sort of means excited, but not really. I think.” Coop frowned then shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. I only know Mitzy uses it to describe how she feels in a lot of different situations.”

      Aha. Interesting. I hooked my arm through hers and bounced on the balls of my feet. “I’m excited for you, Coopie. I’m glad you invited me.”

      But she shook her head and narrowed her gaze. “I don’t believe a word you’re saying. You think all this is silly. Every time I tell you about it, you have to make an effort not to roll your eyes.”

      I winced. Okay, maybe I thought it was a little silly, but only because some of the drama associated with something as nonessential to one’s breathing as makeup astounded me.

      I made a face at her as the rain began to come down harder, pinging the top of our umbrella with a vicious spatter of drops. “Correction, missy. I think the arguments surrounding the makeup experts are silly. I don’t think your love of Mitzy is silly at all. I think it’s sweet how devoted you are to her, and the care you take learning her techniques because they ‘give you life.’”

      Yet another of Coop’s freshly acquired colloquialisms. A lot of things “gave her life” these days.

      Coop narrowed her eyes and was about to say something when suddenly we were at the security checkpoint, handing over our purses and phones to be scanned on a conveyor belt along with a full body check via wand.

      The security guards—big, beefy gentleman—went through my purse with a fine-toothed comb before they had me show them the lining of the pockets on my jacket and my jeans.

      Geez Louise. I don’t know that I ever thought Mitzy was this popular. Sure, I knew she had millions of followers, but this mob scene? I guess I underestimated the power of Mitzy’s glitz.

      As we were allowed access to the gargantuan room, my eyes widened. Not only was it packed wall to wall, but it was beautifully decorated. There had to be at least five hundred fans here.

      Throngs of people milled about, all glammed up; there were teens with their mothers, and even a few with their obviously reluctant fathers trailing behind them, as well as adults.

      What I assumed were other local makeup gurus, judging by how fabulous their makeup and outfits were, had shown up, too, sweeping across the hall floor with their fans following in rabid succession behind them.

      Lavender and silver balloons, Mitzy’s signature colors, made up an enormous archway under a filmy gauze silk and tulle confection where some of her fans were gathering for pictures, sitting on a throne similar to the very throne Mitzy sat upon in her vids. A big lavender and silver cushiony chair with plated arms and a high back with a swirly design.

      There were rows of high-top tables covered in lavender tablecloths and some sparkly glitter scattered all over, with silver-embossed bags stuffed full of what I presumed was swag, covered every square inch of the tables’ surfaces.

      Big-screen televisions featuring life-size still shots of Mitzy flashed in all their glitzy glam, with the makeup goddess in various poses all around the world, showing off the fruits of her labor. Loud music played, colored lights flashed, and the crowd hummed with anticipation.

      I followed Coop to the table we’d been assigned especially for VIPs, watching her face light up as she jumped right into the fray and began to chat with some other young women who shared her exuberance about Mitzy.

      I felt like a fifth wheel, and completely out of my element. I only understood some of the things the ladies were talking about because of Coop, and even then, I was still a bit lost.

      However, seeing Coop’s eyes go wide when she and the other women opened up their swag bags and began to compare goodies made my heart glow.

      She held up a small eyeshadow palette and waved it in front of my face, her auburn hair swinging around her shoulders. She’d cut her long swath of luscious hair into what she claimed was a more fashionable style, giving her a wisp of bangs and a long layered look that framed her face and still hung almost to her waist.

      Of course, she could have a crew cut and she’d be stunning, because Coop really knew how to accent every perfect feature she had.

      Her eyes were intense when she said, “Trixie, look. It’s a sample preview palette of some of the shades Mitzy’s producing with Pink Leaf Cosmetics. It’s not even done yet. I feel like I’ve been waiting for-ev-err for this to happen. I feel so lucky. I mean, would you just look. Isn’t it everything?” she asked in her somber, unemotional tone as she ran her finger over a bright green and swatched it on her forearm so I could see.

      I nodded my head and smiled, trying to keep my eyelashes from sticking together. “Oh, Coop,” I breathed a sigh. “That’s going to be gorgeous with your green eyes. I’d definitely say you’re very lucky to see a preview. Those eyeshadows are totally lit.”

      Coop popped her lips and complimented me. “You used lit in a sentence. Well done, Trixie Lavender. You have been listening.”

      One of the women at our sparkly lavender and silver table, young with dirty-blonde hair, squealed her pleasure when she swiped a shimmery raspberry lip gloss over her bottom lip and held up a compact to inspect her fish-lipped pout.

      “Look!” she almost yelled, showing Coop. “It’s the lip gloss she’s been talking about since the beginning of time—the one with the crystalized flakes in it!”

      Coop acknowledged her with a vehement bob of her head, her eyes wide. “The one that she claims will stay on even after an entire night of kissing, right?”

      The woman grabbed her wrist and bounced up and down in excitement. “Yes! That’s the one!”

      Another young woman, probably in her mid-twenties with shoulder-length chestnut brown hair and blue eyes, gazed at Coop. “Is that sunrise/sunset on your eyes?”

      Coop nodded, and said, “It is.”

      The girl squealed, flapping her hands. “Yass, queen!  Oh, my God, it’s gorgeous! You’re gorgeous, and you did such an amazing job. It looks exactly like Mitzy’s.” Then she pouted, her shoulders sagging in clear dejection. “I wish I could blend better. I kind of stink at it. I mean, look at my poor attempt to copy her Under the Sea video. Any advice?”

      She closed her eyes and leaned forward for Coop to inspect, and as my demon began to advise, I decided to see if I could grab something to drink and maybe one of the tiny sandwiches waiters in crisp white shirts and black bowties were passing around.

      “I’ll be right back, Coop,” I said in her ear before I made my escape.

      My stomach rumbled its consent. Food was definitely necessary, or I was going to pass out from the heat in the room created by all these bodies pressed so closely together.

      I hadn’t given myself enough time to eat before Coop was ready to apply my makeup, and she didn’t want me to mess it up by eating—because Mitzy says the lipstick is the icing on your face’s cake and who wants smeared icing?

      Although, if this new lipstick she’s creating is so good, I guess eating after you’re all decked out won’t be a big deal, right?

      Grabbing a couple of tiny cucumber sandwiches and a dainty lavender and silver napkin from one of the waiters, I went in search of a bottle of water or maybe some punch. As I milled my way through the throng of people, I overheard some of the excited chatter. Everyone was talking about the sample palette and the long-lasting lip glosses.

      And then I heard some not-so-excited chatter from a tall, lanky woman with green-tipped hair, a sequined jumpsuit in gold and platform boots. I was rather stuck behind her at a standstill when the crowd decided to stop moving.

      Her nails were long and pointy, as was the fashion these days, painted in an emerald green with rhinestones glued on them. She waved her hands around as she spoke to another woman, equally as fashionable in a sleeveless sapphire-blue, sequined cut-off top and white miniskirt.

      The gold and green Amazon leaned into the more petite woman wearing strappy heels that had to be at least six inches high. “Giiirl, did you hear?” she whispered, her tone conspiratorial.

      She rocked back on her shoes, her purple toenails glittering in the flashing lights. The shorter woman tilted her platinum-blonde head, her micro-bladed eyebrows rising. “Hear what?”

      The tall woman popped her lips. “Hear what Mitzy did to Ames Snarles?”

      The shorter woman rasped a sigh and rolled her eyes, tucking her tiny purse close to her chest. “Oh, what now? I swear, those two are always peeing on each other’s trees about something. Did Mitzy call him out on Insta again? I swear, they use Instagram like it’s their personal fight club. It’s lame AF.”

      Lame AF? Note to self, ask Coop to make you a slang cheat sheet.

      She shook her head, the green tips of her hair catching the light, sucking in her cheeks. “Nope.”

      Planting her hands on her slender hips, the petite woman asked with an irritated tone, “Then what now? I can’t keep track of all the drama lately. I’m so sick of everything turning into World War III so the person at the bottom of the heap can get the spotlight back and I own a drama channel, for Pete’s sake.” Then she flapped her hands. “Anyway, spill the tea already.”

      I found myself almost nodding my head and agreeing. Yeah. Spill the tea, Amazon Lady. But then I caught myself as shame crept along my cheeks in hot patches. I shouldn’t be eavesdropping.

      And yet…

      Amazon Lady flapped her hand, her nails bright and shimmering. “Ugh, right?” she said on a deep cackle. “It’s always something. Especially with these two, but this time, it’s a lot bigger than snatching a look or some promo op. Rumor has it, Ames is going to accuse Mitzy of stealing his deal—”

      The crowd moved quite suddenly, and the entire room shifted again toward the front of the hall, leaving me standing with two mini sandwiches, a dry mouth, and no tea to spill in Coop’s lap on a feud between Ames and Mitzy.

      I managed to almost make it back to our table, where I saw Coop, her eyes drawn to the front of the hall.

      When I looked ahead and saw the reason the throng had suddenly begun to move once more. Mitzy’s assistant—I believe her name is Margot—had entered the large room by way of a gauzy curtain behind a podium at the front, microphone in hand.

      “Heeey, Glitzy Ditzies!” she crooned, her voice sweetly southern as she waved to everyone. “Y’all ready for the one, the only, Glitzy Mitzy?”

      The crowd began to clap excitedly, everyone pushing into everyone else to get as close to the podium on the dais as possible.

      Margot, a pretty woman of probably no more than twenty-five with dark auburn hair and a smart pantsuit, smiled and winked before she said, “Then give it up for Glitzy Mitzy—everybody’s favorite makeup diva!”

      The crowd went wild, clapping and screaming, even stomping their feet as Mitzy—whose last name was Cavanaugh—stepped out from behind that gorgeous confection of lavender and silver curtains, her ebony hair long and flowing down her back like a dark river of silk.

      Coop’s body virtually shivered with all the joy she couldn’t express. It was in this moment I wished she were able to emote. This was tantamount to her first taste of idol worship and actually meeting Mitzy was a big deal. My idol had been Britney Spears. I know, I know, idolizing Britney is a bit warped in light of her struggles, but tell that to my pre-tween self.

      I “Hit Me Baby One More Time” in my mirror with my hairbrush probably more than any set of parents should have to endure, but I loved her back then, and still have her on my playlist to this day. So I understood what Coop was going through right now, yet unable to fully express.

      She gripped my arm and stood on her tiptoes as Mitzy took the microphone from her faithful assistant, Margot, with a warm smile and beamed at the crowd.

      “Sqa-ueeeeeeee!” she belted out to them with a wave, coming around the podium to reach down and shake hands with some of the people packed up against the dais like sardines. “Hello, my lovely Ditzies in fa-bu-lous Portland, Oregon! Thank you for such a wonderful welcome. Are you ready to serve up some party realness with me?”

      Everyone squeed madly in response, and some of the younger girls even cried.

      Now, here’s the thing about my Britney obsession. I loved her, but probably not enough to cry. Mitzy’s fans reminded me of the craze the Beatles stirred. There was shouting and sobbing and a lot of runny eyeliner as a result of her entrance.

      As she chattered excitedly into the microphone, two bulky men brought out a couch for her to sit on in lavender vinyl with silver pillows. She settled herself on it as Margot directed anyone with questions to line up at the microphones they’d placed sporadically in the crowd and at the floor under of the podium.

      Mitzy looked gorgeous, of course. She’d worn a light purple dress that flowed about her knees with a high empire waist, square neckline, and long bell sleeves. Her nails, painted to complement her dress, were stark white in comparison, with some sort of purple design on them.

      She crossed her ankles, the flash of her sparkly silver platform shoes catching the light, which happened to match her glitter eyeshadow in silver that enhanced her round, deep chocolate-brown eyes.

      And so began an hour-long Q&A, but it was hard to hear much of the A portion of the Q&A, because every time Mitzy spoke a single word, the crowd erupted in screaming adulation. They became so loud, she got up a time or two and took the outstretched hands pleading with her to acknowledge them in order to quiet them down.

      I left Coop to discuss her idol worship when Mitzy took a quick break and decided to once more go hunt down something to drink, while the crowd was gathered at the front of the room, waiting on Mitzy’s return.

      Spying a table with what looked like bottles of water, I sauntered across the room, my mouth drier than dry, my eyelashes really beginning to bug me. As I went, I took pictures with my phone so I could document this auspicious event for Coop in case she became too enraptured and forgot to do it herself.

      I scurried to the table and grabbed a bottle of lukewarm water while some bored waiters and waitresses stood by, watching the table with half an eye and very little interest, except for one elderly gentleman who winced every time the attendees did Mitzy’s signature squee.

      I have to say, I was right there with him. Their battle cry was starting to become a little obnoxious.

      Upon Mitzy’s return, her fans rallied again, and the squees became louder.

      As I unscrewed the top and took a long swig, the crowd began to shift yet again, and I was given a clearer view of the stage. Mitzy, her back to her fans, was suddenly moving toward the left side of the podium, where she teetered for a moment—and rather suddenly turned toward the massive gathering at the base of the dais.

      Her face, the size of one of the balloons floating around the room, bloated and red, elicited a loud, horrified gasp from everyone before she fell off the small stage and landed face down on the floor with a hard crack.

      And all I could think was, in all my frozen horror, holy squee.
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      There was a heavy, pulsing silence for maybe a millisecond while everyone processed what had just happened, and then the room erupted in pandemonium with people running everywhere, and then someone screamed with a southern twang, “My purse! Help me open my purse!”

      I blinked in my own personal horror, frozen in place by the sudden uproar until I came to my senses and instantly began to move toward where I’d last seen Coop.

      Listen, I know she’s a big girl and she’s a demon with the strength of an NFL team, but she’s also very sensitive and sweet and, this being her first foray into something that meant so much to her, I was worried about her reaction.

      Thankfully, she’s tall and gorgeous, and that made her much easier to find—which happened to be at Mitzy’s feet, where she held a phone in her hand as she knelt beside her fallen idol.

      I should have known Coopie would somehow, in the midst of this chaos, keep it together and do the practical thing. She was always a blessing in the middle of a crisis.

      Coop nodded her head and barked an order into the phone as she held up a hand to keep people from crowding Mitzy.

      “Yes. That’s correct. We need an ambulance at the Cobbler Cove Hall immediately,” I heard her say in her matter-of-fact tone.

      With a white purse in her hands, Margot knelt beside Mitzy—who was now rolled over onto her back—driving her hand into the purse and pulling the contents out, letting them scatter to the floor. “Where is it, y’all? I always have EpiPens, where are they?” she rasped in a light Southern twang, her eyes dripping tears, her hysteria evident. Then she paused as though she were gathering her thoughts. “Her purse! Someone find Mitzy’s purse!”

      “An allergy?” I asked as I, too, knelt beside Margot, my eyes searching hers. “How can I help? Where else should I look?”

      I tried to keep my voice as calm and as soothing as possible, but at this point, I don’t think it mattered. I was almost certain by the look of her, Mitzy had gone to the other side.

      “Peanuts! Oh, my Lord and the Pearly Gates, it had to be peanuts!” The tall Amazon lady I’d heard gossiping earlier yelled as she pushed her way through the crowd and folded her long legs to sit beside Coop. “She’s desperately allergic to peanuts. Everybody knows that!”

      I blew out a breath and reached for Mitzy’s wrist, almost knowing in my heart it was pointless. Knowing it was not only going to crush Coop, but the hundreds of people who’d shown up for this meet and greet.

      Coop scooted toward me and whispered in my ear, her voice hoarse and, dare I say, almost shaky, “Trixie?”

      I knew what she was asking without her articulating the question and
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