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CHAPTER ONE

 


"Alright, everyone, that's another item
taken care of. This may be the year the Covington Christmas
Celebration goes off without a hitch. Knock on wood," Patty Gellar
declared, rapping her knuckles three times against the top of her
neatly styled gray bob.

I joined in the laughter echoing around the
tables arranged in a square in the main room of our Town Hall. At
the head table sat the Celebration Committee—my mom, Claire Cooper,
along with Patty Gellar, Marcy Overland, Lalita Patel, and Amy
Erickson—each a key player in bringing the Covington Christmas
Celebration to life. The rest of us volunteers nibbled on
delectable cookies that Patty had brought from her bakery as we
scribbled notes in the ultra-organized binders Lalita had
thoughtfully prepared for everyone. I considered myself
detail-oriented, but the bookstore owner operated on an entirely
different level. I was thrilled that my friend, technically a newer
member of the Covington community, was taking part in one of our
town's most cherished traditions in such a big way.

I was pumped to be a part of the decorating
committee for the second year in a row. I missed all this when I
was living in Chicago for five years, where I worked as an interior
designer. But now, Emmy Cooper was home to stay… back where I
belonged and happier than ever. So far, my twenty-eighth year on
planet Earth has been pretty darn fantastic.

Marcy Overland, my "other mother," due to
her daughter Whitney and me being best friends since we were in
diapers, raised her pen. "All but two food truck vendors have
gotten their permits turned in to me. They're new to the
celebration, and I think they'll be a great addition, so hopefully,
they'll get everything in order in the next day or two." Heads
bobbed in agreement around the square.

My boyfriend, Dean Erickson, had come
straight from work to the meeting, shifting in his metal folding
chair as he tried to find a comfortable position under the weight
of his police gear. Between his bulletproof vest and the fifteen
pounds of equipment strapped to his gun belt, I knew it wasn't an
easy task, especially after a long twelve-hour shift. Still, he
winked at me, flashing that smile that never failed to make my
heart skip a beat. I squeezed his large hand, and he laced his
fingers through mine, grounding me in the warmth of his touch.

I leaned over and whispered, "You don't have
to stay. I know you're exhausted. What's this, your fifth twelve in
a row?" The guy was a hard worker and pulling a lot of overtime
shifts. One of the Covington Police Department's officers had
recently moved, and they hadn't hired anyone else yet. It seemed
not many people wanted to put their lives on the line for a
less-than-stellar paycheck.

His electric blue eyes looked tired but
still sparkled, even under the harsh fluorescent bulbs. "I'm okay,
sweets. This shouldn't last too much longer. Plus, it's a chance to
be with you."

There go those pesky butterflies. I
laid my free hand over my heart, patted my chest, then blew him a
kiss.

A pointy elbow jabbed my ribs on the other
side. "Ow, Whit, what was that for?" I grumbled and turned to my
best friend, a scowl replacing my puckered lips.

She nodded toward the head table, where the
committee members stared at Dean and me. Strike that—the whole room
was staring at Dean and me. My neck and face instantly warmed as I
bit my lower lip.

I tucked my long brown hair behind my ears,
even though I wanted to hide behind it instead. "Um, sorry… what
did I miss?"

Dean cleared his throat and apologized as
well.

Dean's Aunt Amy tilted her cheery round
face, a grin spreading from ear to ear. "If you two lovebirds are
done whispering sweet nothings to each other, I was asking if Emmy
needs any more volunteers for painting the new Santa's cottage."
Her pen was poised over her binder as she waited for my answer. I
didn't want to look at anyone else. Still, in my peripheral vision,
I could see knowing smiles on the faces around the tables.

Instead of waiting for the sinkhole I
desperately wished would swallow me whole, I shook my head. "Uh,
nope. I'm all set. Good to go. Fine and dandy."

Whitney murmured out of the side of her
mouth, "Stop talking."

I swallowed and gave Amy two thumbs-up,
which she returned with a chuckle. When will I ever stop being
weird? I'm twenty-eight years old, for crying out loud.

I put my hands in my lap, and Dean reached
for one of them. As he gently squeezed it, he whispered, "It's no
secret I love you."

As I leaned my head on his shoulder, I
replied, "And that I love you."

Fifteen minutes later, the meeting wrapped
up, and everyone began milling about, returning tables and chairs
to their rightful places while chatting about their roles for the
Christmas Celebration. Dean and I couldn't escape some good-natured
teasing, but I found that I didn't mind it one bit. After all, I'd
been quietly in love with Dean Erickson since we were kids. When he
admitted to me last year that he'd harbored the same feelings all
these years, it was as though a missing piece of my heart had
finally fallen into place. If we were in one of the old musicals I
loved, I'd be singing a cheery tune while dancing down the brick
sidewalks of our quaint downtown, occasionally swinging around a
lamppost, ala Gene Kelly.

When someone asked Whitney where her beau
was, a dreamy expression immediately took over her pretty face, as
it always did at the mention of Sam Brewer. "His school has a
program tonight, so he had to be there," she explained, her voice
warm with affection. "But he'll be helping put the booths together
and leading the middle school choir show for the Celebration."

Ever since Whitney and Sam had first locked
eyes at last year's Freedom Festival, they hadn't even entertained
the idea of looking at anyone else. Sam, the cousin of our good
buddy Marcus, had moved to Northern Wisconsin from Middle Tennessee
this past summer. A talented musician like his cousin, he was now
teaching all things music at the local middle school and even
lending a hand as an assistant coach for several sports teams. My
petite bestie and her Thor-like boyfriend were too stinking cute
together.

A hearty "Ho, ho, ho," rang out from across
the room, inciting claps and cheers from everyone. Ray Pickett, the
owner of one of my all-time favorite restaurants, Pickett's
Barbeque, was Covington's resident Santa Claus. The man was Kris
Kringle's doppelgänger—at least in the winter, when he grew out his
snow-white beard and normally short-cropped hair. With his rosy
cheeks, wire-frame glasses, and a belly that suggested he had
enjoyed a few Christmas cookies in his time, Ray was the epitome of
the jolly old elf. Not to mention, he was one of the most jovial,
generous people around.

Pam Franklin, our longtime family friend and
a dedicated employee of Pickett's Barbeque, stood beside us. "He's
been practicing upstairs in his office at the restaurant," she said
with a wry smile, her brown eyes twinkling with affection. Ray had
been like a second father to Pam and a grandfather to her
daughters. She'd worked for him for nearly twenty years and was now
the regional manager overseeing all three Pickett's Barbeque
locations in the surrounding counties.

Pam closed her eyes and pinched the bridge
of her nose. "Well, I'd like to report a stalker right here," she
muttered, jerking her head toward Ray and Bea Burke. Bea, the
multiple times-divorced, sixty-something woman, clung to poor Ray's
arm like her life depended on it.

With hair dyed a shade of crimson that
definitely didn't occur in nature and enough makeup to outfit the
entire cast of The Lion King on Broadway, Bea was impossible to
miss. She pointed proudly to the sequined Christmas ornaments on
her extremely low-cut sweater, one that didn't even reach her ample
behind, stuffed into a pair of gold lamé leggings. Bea was always
on the hunt for the next Mr. Bea Burke, and apparently her sights
were set on poor Ray.

Whitney leaned in close, her voice low as
she whispered, "Was that box of Miss Clairol called 'Santa's
Suit'?"

I nearly lost it, choking back a laugh as I
glanced at Bea. She was infamous for her ever-changing hair colors,
which were always timed perfectly to match the season or an
upcoming holiday.

Ray looked downright miserable, his strained
smile not even coming close to reaching his eyes. "That woman comes
into the restaurant every single day looking for him," Pam
grumbled, folding her arms. "Half the time, he runs upstairs to his
office to escape her." I've even caught her sneaking up there a few
times, searching for him. He's tried to tell her politely that he's
not interested, but she won't take the hint. I'll go rescue
him."

Before Pam could take a step, two men
approached Ray and expertly pulled him out of Bea's clutches. Bea
stood there, looking like a child whose lollipop had been snatched
away.

"Problem solved—for now," I said, biting
back a grin.

Pam tugged on her lavender parka, sighing.
"Well, I've got to get back to the restaurant."

Whitney's right eyebrow arched. "Why are you
going back tonight? You're the big boss lady now. Isn't that
assistant manager of yours working tonight?"

"Oh yeah," I said, "he told me he was
working tonight, so he couldn't come to the meeting." Our buddy
Marcus, aka "Marcus-with-the-mullet," was promoted to assistant
manager of the Covington Pickett's location several months ago. Pam
and Ray asked him if he was interested in the manager position, but
his first love and namesake, The Brewer Band, was gaining
popularity. He didn't want to commit to a position and not do his
best at it.

Pam adjusted her white knit hat over her
dark brown French braid and gave us a nod. "He is, but I've got an
employee tonight who needs a little chat—with a capital 'C.'" Her
eyes widened, and her lips pressed together in that unmistakable
no-nonsense way of hers. Pam was the definition of sweetness and
steel—a combination I admired deeply and wished I could master. I
was getting better at standing my ground, but now and then, I still
wound up with metaphorical boot prints trailing down my back.

Dean let out a low whistle. "Stinks to be
them. But I'm sure you have good reasons."

"Oh, I do," she murmured, frowning. "Why
don't you guys come on over for a bite?" The thought of Pickett's
breaded, deep-fried mac 'n cheese balls had my mouth watering.
Whitney whipped out her phone, already texting. "I'll see if Sam
wants to meet us there when he's done."

Dean stifled a yawn before giving me an
apologetic smile. "That sounds great, but I'm beat. I've got
another twelve-hour shift tomorrow, and I need to be up at four in
the morning. Sorry, Ems." He put his arm around me, his eyes
silently asking for forgiveness. I hugged him or at least tried
to—it wasn't easy with the bulk of his bulletproof vest in the
way.

"No need to apologize. I'm just worried
you're overdoing it with all these hours." I had to crane my neck
to meet his gaze. His six-foot-two frame made eye contact
challenging for someone like me, stuck at five-foot-five. He smiled
and kissed my nose, one of the many small gestures that melted my
heart.

"I'm okay," he reassured me. "I used to pull
shifts like this all the time in my old department. These are a
piece of cake compared to Indy. Instead of dealing with drive-bys
and deadly drug deals, I'm handling noise complaints and plastic
reindeer being rearranged into... inappropriate positions."

We all snickered at that. After all, the
reindeer prank had happened two nights ago on Benson Lane. It
seemed like someone was reviving a practical joke that had been
pulled several years ago. But the humor couldn't completely erase
the weight of what Dean had been through. While serving with the
Indianapolis Metropolitan Police Department, he'd lost his best
friend, Jason, in the line of duty and carried physical and
emotional scars from his near-fatal injuries during the incident.
Still, he'd come a long way, and I couldn't help but feel immensely
proud of him.

Whitney looked up from her phone, her face
lighting up. "Sam's leaving the school now and will meet us at
Pickett's."

Pam nodded and patted Dean's back. "Go get
some sleep, and I'll make sure lunch is sent to the station
tomorrow for everyone."

Dean started to protest, but Pam silenced
him with a look. "This isn't up for debate," she said firmly then
winked.

"You're a sweetheart, Pam." His smile
deepened his dimples. I swear she blushed. Dean had that effect on
women.

"Shh, don't go spreading that around," Pam
said with a grin. She gave us a little wave before heading out.

My parents, Paul and Claire Cooper, strolled
over, their hands clasped as always. Dad and Mom owned and operated
Cooper's Cove Resort—our cozy lakeside cottage retreat on Lake
Covington—with help from my younger brother, Noah, and me. Despite
the demanding work of running a family business, they were always
the first to step up for community and church events, whether it
was volunteering their time or chairing an important committee.
Their generosity seemed boundless, and they never expected anything
in return. I couldn't help but feel a swell of pride. I was lucky
to be their daughter.

Born and raised in Tennessee, my mom's sweet
Southern accent still lingered, even after more than thirty years
of living in the Northwoods. "We're heading to your folks' place
for dessert, Whitney," she said, placing a gentle hand on Dean's
arm. "Your Aunt Amy and Uncle Harry are coming too, Dean. Do y'all
want to join us?"

I didn't want Dean to feel obligated. He
loved my parents, and the feeling was mutual, so I spoke up.
"That's nice of Marcy and Doug to invite us, but Whit and I already
made plans to meet Sam at Pickett's. But poor Dean, here, is headed
home to get some much-needed sleep."

"Oh, sweetheart, don't let yourself get worn
down. I know how much extra you've been working. It's not safe for
you to be exhausted," Mom said, her voice full of gentle concern.
Claire Cooper was forever "mom-ing" everyone, and people loved her
for it. Growing up, my friends adored her, our resort guests would
sit and chat with her for hours, and somehow even strangers
couldn't resist spilling their life stories to her. Now that I
think about it, people do that to me, too... huh.

We all pulled on our coats and prepared to
walk out into the cold December air. I hugged my mom and reached on
my tippy-toes to kiss Dad's salt-and-pepper scruff on his
cheek.

"Be safe driving home, baby girl," Dad
whispered, his voice soft with affection as he used the nickname
he's called me all my life. He always says that, no matter how old
I get, I'll always be his baby girl... and I wouldn't have it any
other way.

Dean walked us the short distance down Main
Street toward Pickett's. Tiny snowflakes swirled in the glow of the
streetlamps. Each antique-style lamp was wrapped in white twinkle
lights, with festive wreaths hanging on each one. The planter boxes
lining the brick sidewalk, once brimming with summer blooms, now
held miniature pine trees. These small evergreens, cared for by the
high school's forestry club, would be planted in our local parks
when spring arrived.

As we strolled, we admired the charming
window displays with their warm lights and whimsical decorations.
Covington always goes all out for holidays, but there's something
about Christmas that makes it feel a little more special—something
that reminds us what it's all about.

Even before Dean opened the door to the
restaurant, the tantalizing aromas of smoked brisket and buttery
biscuits wafted through the cold night air. Whitney went inside to
grab a table, while Dean and I said our goodbyes.

After a kiss that was over far too quickly,
Dean headed for his apartment across the street and down the block.
He lived over his Aunt Amy's vintage goods shop, The Blueberry
Patch. He and his Uncle Harry renovated the old building into the
gorgeous gem it is today. It worked out great for them. Dean got a
beautiful apartment that would cost a fortune in a big city, and
Amy got the perfect tenant.

I found Whitney at a table near the back of
the room. She'd already ordered me a sweet tea… She knew me so
well. My addiction to their tea was as bad as my addiction to
cheese. Within a few minutes, our teas arrived, and we placed
orders for our favorite appetizers to share among the three of
us.

"I'm surprised Marcus hasn't sniffed us out
yet," Whitney joked.

I looked around but didn't see our mullet
buddy. "Maybe he's with Pam and the wayward employee." I lowered my
voice, even though the country music playing over the speakers was
loud enough that no one would've heard me anyway. "Who do you think
is in trouble?"

Whitney screwed up her signature "I don't
know" face. "It always seems like this crew is a well-oiled
machine. I don't know who it could be." She looked at her phone. "I
texted Marcus and told him we're here."

"Okay. I need to use the restroom. Be right
back," I told her as I pushed my wooden chair back from the
table.

As I stepped out of the restroom and into
the narrow hallway leading back to the dining room, my phone buzzed
in my pocket. It was a message from Dean, wishing me goodnight and
a safe drive home. Smiling, I stopped to type a quick reply.

That's when I heard it—a man's
smooth-as-silk voice drifting from the adjacent hallway that led to
the stairs to the offices. At first, I ignored it, focusing on my
text. Not wanting to be nosy, despite what my family and friends
say, I kept my attention on my phone.

But the tone of the man's voice shifted,
growing sharper, angrier. My curiosity was piqued, and I glanced
toward the sound, hesitant but concerned. Was he arguing with
someone? About to get physical? I strained to catch a second voice
but heard none. Realizing he must be on a phone call, I turned back
to the dining room. He sounded like he was walking toward me. I
heard something that stopped me dead in my tracks.

"I'll get you your money," the man growled.
He was silent for a moment or two then said, "I won't give my Uncle
Ray a choice."


CHAPTER TWO

 


I hurried back to our table, where Sam was
now sitting with Whitney. She was laughing at some story he was
sharing as I approached them.

"Hey, there, Emmy." Sam rose to pull out my
chair for me, ever the gentleman.

"Thank you, kind sir," I said with a grin,
tilting my head up to meet his gaze. When we first met Sam Brewer
last summer, we couldn't help but joke that he looked like Thor
straight out of the Marvel movies. The size difference between him
and Whitney was almost comical. Her petite frame practically
disappeared next to his towering build. But together? They were
impossibly adorable.

"So, what did I miss?" I asked, though my
thoughts were still tangled up in the words I'd overheard in the
hallway. "I won't give my Uncle Ray a choice." The man's
tone had been anything but pleasant.

Sam launched into a humorous story about
something that had happened at the school that night. I smiled and
laughed at the right moments, but my best friend knew me far too
well. Whitney narrowed her baby blues, leaning forward.
"Something's up. I can see it in your eyes."

I nodded, twirling my straw absently before
taking a long sip of iced tea. I wonder if I can get this in IV
form?

Sam leaned back in his chair, crossing his
arms over his broad chest with a knowing shake of his head. "I
swear, you two have some kind of mind-meld going on."

A familiar voice with a hint of a Southern
drawl spoke up behind me. "I've been saying the same thing for
twenty years, Cuz. It's best to just go with it, right,
Emmylou?"

I didn't even need to turn around. I knew
the voice belonged to our buddy Marcus. He's called me "Emmylou"
for as long as I can remember, a nickname that somehow always felt
like a term of endearment.

"Ya got that right," I teased, looking up at
him with a grin.

"How's your night?" Whitney asked. "Did you
have to be in the meeting with Pam?"

Marcus held a tray laden with our order with
one arm while he placed our plates on the table. "No, I was taking
care of some things in the kitchen while she and Grady were having
their talk." He put the golden mac 'n cheese balls closest to me.
He knew me pretty darn well, too.

"Grady?" I asked, carefully cutting one of
the piping-hot delights in half, letting the steam curl upward. "I
don't think I know him. Has he worked here long?"

Sam huffed as he speared a Nashville hot
chicken tender with his fork, the fiery red sauce glistening under
the lights. "From what Marcus has told me, maybe a little too
long." The big guy loved his crazy-spicy food. My taste buds were
perfectly happy to let him have it all.

"He's not wrong," Marcus muttered with a
faint scowl. "Grady's one of the dishwashers, but he's got other
responsibilities—none of which he seems able to handle without
complaining or messing something up." He tucked the now-empty tray
under his arm, his frustration evident.

Whitney, ever the practical one, finished a
bite of pulled-pork nachos and delicately licked barbecue sauce
from her finger. "So, why keep him around?"

Marcus glanced around the room, lowering his
voice as he leaned in. "Grady's part of a rehabilitation program
for former convicts. Ray doesn't want to see him fail, so he told
Pam to give him another chance. But his last round of mistakes
nearly cost us during a health inspection last week. The new
inspector is super tough, but every issue tied back to Grady."

Whitney's frown deepened. Her family owned
Northwoods Diner, and as head chef, she ran a tight ship.
Cleanliness and order were non-negotiable. "I get that he's
responsible for his duties, but it's still the kitchen manager's
job to make sure everyone's jobs are done correctly," she said
firmly. Whitney had trained at a top-tier Chicago restaurant after
finishing culinary school at the top of her class, and her
standards were as high as they came. If she hadn't returned to
Covington to help her family's business after a tragic accident
involving her father, she'd probably be working in a Michelin-star
restaurant. She even turned down an offer earlier in the year to
take over a highly ranked bistro in the Chicago suburbs after she
wowed the owner, who was a guest at Cooper's Cove.

Marcus nodded solemnly. "Believe me, Ruiz is
keeping a close eye on him. He's a great kitchen leader, but the
second he turns his back, Grady gets lazy." He rubbed his short
beard with a sigh. "This is Grady's last chance—Pam made that
crystal clear."

We all murmured in agreement with Pam's
decision. A bad health inspection was a risk nobody could afford. I
knew Ruiz through my time at Pickett's, where Marcus and Pam often
bragged about his incredible work ethic and leadership.

My mind switched gears to the man I heard in
the back hall. "Do any of you know if Ray has a nephew?" I reached
for some nachos to put on my plate.

The trio gave me a combination of shrugs and
headshakes. "Hmm," I pondered as I added sweet barbecue sauce over
my pork nachos.

Marcus excused himself to attend to a table.
Whitney asked why I asked about a nephew.

I told them what I overheard and the tone
the man used when he said, "I won't give my Uncle Ray a
choice."

Sam tilted his head, a playful glimmer
lighting up his eyes. "Do you think you're reading too much into
something that might not even be a thing? You do love a good
mystery," he teased.

Our server arrived with drink refills, and
we offered our thanks. I took another long sip of my tea, letting
Sam's words sink in. Perhaps he had a point; perhaps I was
overthinking it.

"You're probably right," I conceded, my
words slow and thoughtful. "Our Ray might not be the same as his
Ray."

Whitney nodded in agreement. "We've known
Ray most of our lives. I don't recall him ever mentioning any
nephews or nieces, for that matter. He and his wife never had
children of their own."

I chewed on my bottom lip thoughtfully.
"Well, it's none of my business anyway," I said, brushing off the
lingering curiosity.

We continued to enjoy each other's company
as we finished our meal. Marcus stopped by our table a couple more
times, his comedic presence adding to the easy camaraderie. Pam
never reappeared, and we assumed she had left after her "chat"
earlier.

Once we were done, Sam drove us the short
distance down Main Street to the Northwoods Diner. Whitney's
apartment was situated on the second floor above it. I'd parked
next to Whitney's Explorer in the alley behind the building earlier
so we could walk to the meeting together. Sam and Whitney offered
to stay with me until I left.

As I climbed into my 1979 Jeep Wagoneer,
lovingly nicknamed "Daisy," I waved off their concern. "You don't
need to wait for me to leave," I assured them. Daisy might be an
older gal, lacking modern luxuries like seat warmers and remote
start, but she remained as reliable as the day my Gramps had
proudly driven her off the showroom floor.

The couple headed inside while I stayed for
a few moments, letting Daisy's engine warm up. The freezing
December air inside the Jeep bit at me despite my thick gloves and
the heavy coat that reached down to my knees. I rocked back and
forth in my seat, doing my best to block out the chill while
silently thanking Daisy for her steadfastness, even in weather like
this. Once I was sure she was ready to go, I pulled out onto the
quiet street that was the heart of Covington. I was looking forward
to climbing into my comfy bed in my cozy apartment at Cooper's
Cove. I was sure Mr. Cat was wondering why I wasn't home, cuddled
up on the couch with him, watching HGTV or a rerun of
Friends.

At 8:50 on a quiet winter Thursday evening,
I found myself at the town's single stoplight, the only car waiting
for it to change. Chuckling to myself, I realized how silly I
probably looked, belting out "Rockin' Around the Christmas Tree" at
the top of my lungs as it played on the radio.

I sat at the stoplight, the red glow casting
long shadows across the wet pavement. As I glanced to my right,
scanning the intersection out of habit, something caught my eye. A
large black Suburban sat parked against the curb on the side
street, its front license plate bearing the letters BRR.

Well, that's appropriate for the
Northwoods.

A man stood at the driver's side door,
gesturing wildly. The warm light of the streetlamp at the corner of
Main Street illuminated his hefty frame and bearded profile, but
the angle kept his face frustratingly unclear.

I couldn't hear if he was yelling or not
since Brenda Lee was still singing about dancing merrily. I turned
down the radio.

Suddenly, the man slammed his fist against
the car window. The driver tried to inch the vehicle forward,
clearly attempting to escape the man's anger without running him
over.

I straightened in my seat, my pulse kicking
up as I watched the scene unfold. The man in the street shifted
into the lamplight's glow. My stomach dropped.

"Is that… Ray Pickett?" I questioned out
loud, doubt filling my head.

I swore it looked like him— the build, the
beard—but something was off. The shadows flickered as he moved
again, distorting his features enough that I couldn't be sure.

It can't be Ray.

A pair of headlights was beginning to
approach in my rearview mirror. I glanced up at the now-green
traffic light. Ugh, I wanted to see if it was Ray or not,
but I needed to get moving. So, I hesitated for a second, my gaze
flicking back to the man, trying to get a clearer look at his
face.

Fortunately, the car behind me turned on its
right signal, shifting onto Myles Drive. Its headlights swept
across the street, fully illuminating the man standing in its
path.

I caught enough of a glimpse to see that it
wasn't Ray Pickett… just someone who eerily resembled him.

The car slammed on its brakes, stopping just
short of the man, who immediately started waving his arms wildly at
the innocent driver, as if they had somehow wronged him by simply
making a turn. The large black SUV with the BRR license plate
seized the moment and bolted.

It whipped onto Main, making an illegal left
turn on the red light, and sped off in the opposite direction I was
headed. Fortunately, the streets were empty, and there were no
other cars to get caught in whatever madness had just played
out.

I couldn't blame the driver for wanting to
get away from the ill-tempered man. I would've done the same.

As I turned up my cheerful holiday tunes, my
nosy nature wouldn't let me stop thinking about what I'd
witnessed.

"None of your concern, Cooper," I said out
loud in a singsong voice.

Still, I wasn't naive enough to think I
wouldn't stew over this bizarre little scene for the next few days.
I needed a diversion. Tonight would be the perfect time to start a
new cozy mystery, something lighthearted enough to pull me out of
my thoughts. Fortunately, I had two perfect ones waiting— two new
Christmas cozies, one by Paula Charles and the other by Christina
Romerill.

As I drove out of town toward Cooper's Cove,
I looked forward to snuggling in bed with Mr. Cat and my books.


CHAPTER THREE

 


The next morning, I woke to a fresh blanket
of snow covering Cooper's Cove's property, and Mr. Cat's
white-booted paw firmly planted on my nose. Who needs an alarm
clock?

In my snug little home, which we called "the
apartment" and was connected to our resort's lodge, I got ready for
the day, but only after feeding my fluffy, pumpkin-and-white
companion. Mr. Cat and I had adopted each other last January, and
by now, we had our morning routine down to an art. Even if one of
the "boys," our dogs Chappy and Spooner, had a sleepover with us,
Mr. Cat had made it clear his stomach came first. While he devoured
his breakfast, I brewed a steaming pot of coffee and warmed up a
slab of raspberry Danish to take into the lodge for my early
shift.

Cold winter mornings on frozen Lake
Covington couldn't have felt more different from the sunny, lively
days of summer. By now, I would've heard the hum of a trolling
motor heading to a favorite fishing spot or the cheerful voices of
kids racing to the playground or basketball court. But winter
mornings brought a calm, peaceful stillness.

Inside the lodge, the only sounds were the
crackling of the fire I'd started in the large fieldstone fireplace
and the soft crooning of Frank Sinatra's holiday classics. The
scent of the pine boughs we'd arranged on the reclaimed barn beam
mantle smelled fresh and Christmas-y as I lightly spritzed them
with water to keep them from drying out. Mr. Cat had joined me and
sat on one of the soft brown leather couches that flanked the
hearth, busying himself with his morning bath. I fluffed up a
pillow with a snowman made of white felt stitched on it and sipped
from my oversized mug, a blend of half coffee, half sugar, and
cream. Reaching down, I gave Mr. Cat's back a little scratch.
Thankfully, his curiosity over the towering Christmas tree in the
center of the large room was quickly squashed when we sprayed the
trunk and around the bottom of the tree with an organic blend of
rosemary and orange spray recommended to us by our veterinarian. It
worked like a charm. Unfortunately, some of our other decorations
hadn't fared as well. We frequently find pine cones and various
other items scattered on the floor.

I wasn't much of a morning person back when
I lived in Chicago, but ever since coming home, these quiet moments
had become my favorite part of the day. I loved watching Cooper's
Cove "wake up," no matter the season.

With the lodge still quiet, I had plenty of
time to check off my morning to-do list, leaving the afternoon free
to focus on interior design projects. Owning my own company, Cooper
Designs, was a dream come true. I specialized in residential work,
taking on only the jobs I truly wanted to do. I occasionally took
on commercial projects, such as a bed and breakfast or office
space. Those could be fun, too… especially the B&B. And I'd
rekindled my passion for trash-to-treasure projects, scouring
thrift stores, garage sales, and junky antique shops for forgotten
pieces waiting to be revived. Some of my creations adorned the
cottages of our resort, while others were sold on consignment at
The Blueberry Patch.

I sipped my coffee and gazed out the large
windows overlooking the lake. "Looks like someone's heading out for
some ice fishing, Mr. Cat." I spotted two snowmobiles loaded with
gear, making their way onto the thick, snow-swept ice.

It had been an exceptionally good winter for
our community and local businesses, Cooper's Cove included. The
lakes had frozen to perfection, creating ideal conditions for ice
fishing enthusiasts. Cross-country ski trails were in their prime,
stretching out like frosted ribbons through the Northwoods, and
snowmobile trails had been providing hours of fun for both tourists
and locals alike. It was still our typical below-freezing
temperatures, but when you lived up here, it was a way of life. And
when visitors ventured to Northern Wisconsin in the winter, they
knew they wouldn't be running around in shorts and tank tops.

Over the next hour, I busied myself tidying
up the lodge as I sang along with 'Ol Blue Eyes, working both
upstairs and down in the rec room and restrooms. My brother Noah
handled the maintenance of our small indoor pool area, but I always
took an extra moment to ensure everything was neat and in its
proper place.

This time of year, the downstairs area,
which was usually bustling with kids and teens during the summer,
took on a different vibe. With school in session, it was the
grown-ups who reclaimed the space. It was fun to watch them tapping
into their inner child, laughing over a vintage arcade game or
fiercely competing with friends at a round of pool or foosball.

Of course, the heated pool was a
crowd-pleaser no matter the season. After a long day of snowy
adventures, it was the perfect way for guests to unwind. Due to our
fickle weather, it had become one of Cooper's Cove's standout
amenities, a deciding factor for many visitors when choosing where
to stay in the area.

I'd just settled at the reception counter
computer to check emails when the merry jingle of antique sleigh
bells on the lodge's front door signaled someone was coming inside.
Looking up, I saw Mom and Spooner bustling in from the cold,
bringing with them a burst of winter air.

Ever the good boy, our golden retriever sat
obediently on the large rug by the door, patiently waiting for one
of us to wipe his wet paws. I quickly stepped over, kneeling down
to take care of him while crooning words of love about what a smart
dog he was. Spooner's wagging tail thumped against the floor as Mom
peeled off her outer layers, replacing her boots with her trusty
"slipper shoes," as she called them.

From his cozy perch near the fireplace, Mr.
Cat stretched lazily before sauntering over to greet them. Despite
their rocky start, he and the boys had become friends. Spooner and
Mr. Cat touched noses in a polite greeting, a picture of canine and
feline harmony, before Spooner trotted off to claim his favorite
spot—the big flannel dog bed nestled in front of the crackling
fire.

I couldn't help but laugh as Spooner spun in
tight circles, searching for the right spot before flopping down
onto his bed with a satisfied sigh. "Poor guy must be exhausted
from that long walk from the house," I quipped as Mom and I headed
through the door behind the reception counter into my kitchen.

"Want some coffee?" I offered, reaching for
the half-full pot I'd brewed earlier.

Mom scooped up Mr. Cat, whose little purr
machine roared to life the moment she scratched his chin. "No,
thanks, sweetheart. I've already had two cups this morning. That's
probably why I made it over here from the house in record time,"
she joked.

I smiled as she leaned casually against the
counter, stroking Mr. Cat's soft fur and making his purr grow even
louder. Dressed in a hunter-green Cooper's Cove hooded sweatshirt,
skinny jeans, and her curly brown hair hanging loose just past her
shoulders, Mom looked at least a decade younger than her actual
age. She still turned the heads of much younger men, even in her
mid-fifties. I always loved when people commented on how much I
looked like her.

Of course, only the locals who'd been around
forever knew that my brother and I were adopted. It wasn't
something we kept a secret, but it didn't matter to us. Paul and
Claire Cooper raised, nurtured, and loved each of us from birth.
They were our parents.

"What's Dad up to this morning?" I asked as
we walked back into the lodge.

Mom opened the door to the small office
behind reception, gently placing Mr. Cat on the floor with a final
scratch behind his ears. "I'm surprised you didn't hear him leave a
little bit ago," she remarked. "Stan Johnson called last night
after we got back from the Overlands'. He was venting to your dad
about the new county health inspector showing up at Bayview
Cottages for a surprise visit."

She booted up the computer and sighed, her
brow furrowing slightly. "Apparently, this inspector dinged them on
a bunch of things the previous one never did. Of course, Stan and
Judy have had a tough time these last few years. Health issues,
aging… everything. Even with us and others around the lake pitching
in, it's been hard for them to keep up."

Leaning against the doorjamb, I crossed my
arms and pulled my sleeves snug over my hands. "Were any of them
critical violations?" I asked. A critical violation could shut down
a facility, bring fines, and tarnish its reputation.

Mom shook her head, though faint frown lines
etched her usually smooth forehead. "Not that I heard, but Stan was
overwhelmed. You know how much he's come to rely on your dad. So he
and Noah went over there to help with the list of things that
needed done. And to top it off, Judy hasn't been feeling well
again, so she's not able to pitch in much. She asked them to bring
Chappy to keep her company—she adores that little stinker." A smile
softened her expression, replacing her frown with creases she
proudly called her "happy lines," earned over decades of laughter
and smiles.

"He sure knows how to work his cuteness," I
said with a grin, thinking of our ornery little Yorkie. Chappy was
equal parts sweet and sassy, and absolutely impossible to resist.
"I'm glad he can bring her some comfort. Is there anything I can go
over and do for them?"

Mom logged onto the computer, her slim
shoulders rising in a slight shrug. "I think we've got enough help
for now. I'm heading over there in a little bit. A few people from
the church are coming. We're also bringing some meals, so they
don't have to worry about cooking. You know how much Stan loves a
good hot dish pitch-in at church," she chuckled.

We northerners were practically famous for
our "hot dishes," the go-to solution for any occasion, whether it
was a celebration, illness, funeral, or just an excuse to
gather.

"Besides," Mom added, "you've got your hands
full with the Celebration preparations. Aren't you heading into
town to work on Santa's cottage?"

I nodded. "Yep. As soon as Ivy comes
in."

Ivy had been our dependable part-time
employee for nearly two years, and she was truly a gift. She is a
hard worker with an incredible knack for making guests feel
welcome. We'd known her since she was a toddler. She and Noah had
been inseparable as kids, the best of friends for as long as anyone
could remember. But over the past year, their bond had blossomed
into something more, and the connection they shared was impossible
to ignore. The two of them couldn't be happier, and truth be told,
neither could we, nor could Ivy's family.

"Alrighty, sweetheart," Mom said, "I've a
couple of things to take care of before I head out."

I told her I was going to finish up the
laundry I'd started and spun around to head for the stairs. A
thought hit me, and I turned back around. "Do you know if Ray
Pickett has a nephew?"

Mom's amused expression matched her tone.
"That's a random question."

I threw up my hands in defense. "Look who
you're talking to."

She nodded knowingly. "True, true."

"Right?" I grinned. "Anyway, I overheard—no,
I didn't snoop—a conversation in the back hallway at Pickett's.
Some guy mentioned an Uncle Ray, and let's say he didn't exactly
sound cheerful about it."

Mom fixed me with what we lovingly called
the "Claire Stare." Our mother was the sweetest person you'd ever
want to meet, but you didn't want to be on the receiving end of
that look. Not that we didn't usually deserve it.

"Emmerlyn Cooper," she began with full mom
authority, "you know good and well you were being nosy. You might
be a grown woman, but you're still our little girl. And if any of
the events since you've been back home have proven anything, it's
that your father and I have every right to worry about you."

By the time she finished, her accent had
thickened, as it always did when she got worked up. I leaned down
to kiss her cheek, hoping to soften her mood. "I know, I know. And
I appreciate it. I'm sorry for causing you guys all that worry. But
I promise, I wasn't spying. I was texting Dean when I overheard
some guy on a call. I didn't exactly go looking for someone to
eavesdrop on. I didn't even get a look at him."

She raised an eyebrow like she wasn't fully
convinced but decided to let it go. "If you say so," she murmured,
blowing out a long breath. After a moment, her expression
softened.

"I do remember your dad telling me that Ray
had a brother who moved away years ago," she said thoughtfully.
"Maybe he had a son. I didn't live here then, so I wouldn't know.
But I know what you can do."

My eyes widened. "What's that?"

She leaned forward and sang out very
off-key, "Let it go-oo-oo."

Spooner
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