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Chapter One
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“I think I might be dying, Merry.”

My boyfriend, Rob Castle, isn’t usually the dramatic one in our relationship, and that’s how I know something is seriously wrong in the Castle household. Or rather, the Bellamy household.

“Everyone is sick. Rose is blaming Jessica, but I’m putting this squarely in baby Emma’s corner. You know what daycare is like. And right in time for Thanksgiving! All that food...the turkey...the pie...the...” He stops talking and makes a sound I pretend I don’t hear. 

“Well, if everybody’s sick then that’s even more reason why I should come over. Someone needs to look after you all.” I wince, wondering if nurse/carer/general dogsbody is really how I want to spend my Thanksgiving weekend, but then I remember how much I love Rob and his family, and I can’t help it. If they’re sick, I want to help. I want to make sure they’re ok. “I’ll wear a mask,” I suggest, mentally constructing my own DIY hazmat suit and packing a bag of medical supplies fit to service any eventuality.

“It’s no good.” Rob sounds upset. “This is a plague house. It’s too late for me, but you might have a chance of avoiding it. Meredith.” His voice breaks. “Save yourself.”

I fight the urge to laugh, knowing that my poor boyfriend really is suffering - and if everyone in the house is sick, nobody will be having a very happy Thanksgiving this year. He’s right, though. Adding one more person to the mix isn’t going to help anybody.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. I love you. I’m going to go die now.” He sniffles into the phone but promises to keep in touch when he can. He ends the call, leaving me alone in my empty living room, surrounded by the bags I’d been halfway through packing when he called.

Snuffy, my cat, bounds into the room, leaping energetically into my open suitcase and miaowing at me.

“Well, it looks like we’re staying put for Thanksgiving,” I tell him. I can hear the disappointment in my voice, and it seems like Snuffy can too. He climbs carefully out of the suitcase and comes around to the side of the sofa, hesitating before executing the perfect arch jump and landing right on the arm of the chair next to me, where he bats his head against my shoulder in a gesture of sympathy.

“I know you don’t mind the thought of a quiet weekend at home,” I say, scooping him into my lap and burying my face in his fur. “But I was kind of looking forward to spending the holiday with Rob and his family.”

I love Rob’s sister’s family. Her two kids are both so adorable and fun to be around, and Jessica has been telling me for weeks about the role she had to play in her preschool’s Thanksgiving Pageant. She promised me a do-over performance of Tina the Turkey, in the costume Rose slaved over, and complete with the Turkey dance that she was so excited to teach me.

My empty house feels even emptier now, and the prospect of spending the holiday weekend alone with only my cat for company isn’t exactly a cheerful one. Especially when I remember just how bare my kitchen cupboards are. I shuffle awkwardly to my feet, keeping hold of Snuffy, who complains loudly about the motion before jumping gracefully out of my arms and running off again. So much for his sympathy! My kitchen is as neat as ever, and it’s not until I start poking around in my cupboards that I realize just how ill-prepared I am for the turn my Thanksgiving has taken. No turkey, no yams, no green bean casserole...I’m going to be lucky to scrounge together a luxurious Thanksgiving dinner of toast and coffee at this point. For a fleeting moment, I wonder if Mrs. Wu’s is open - a silly thought, she’s always open - but eating pad thai on my own instead of roast turkey with a house full of friends sounds like a dismal prospect. 

I suppose I might as well go to work, I think, wishing I’d decided to keep my cafe, the Jitterbug Junction, open for the holiday. It had been a point of debate between me and Phoebe, my friend who works with me, and in the end we’d polled our most regular customers, all of whom were horrified at the thought of our staying open during the holiday. So maybe I won’t open up, I reflect, thinking of the well-stocked Jitterbug kitchen. But I could get a jump on baking some holiday treats for the rest of the week. I may not be an excellent cook, but running the Jitterbug has massively improved my baking abilities, and the thought of redeeming my lonely holiday into something useful appeals to me. Plus, there will be plenty of opportunities for taste-testing treats along the way. I glance at Snuffy, wondering if I can even manage to sneak him along with me and make a whole day of it, when my phone rings. 

It buzzes noisily - and relentlessly - and it takes me a minute to find the thing, retracing my steps through the house until I reach the sofa and find it slipping down the side of the arm where I was sitting. I snatch the handset up, smiling to myself as I imagine Rob calling me back to complain some more. Maybe I’ll take a tray of baked goods down to the plague house, I think, considering the life-restoring properties of freshly-baked brownies, but when I answer the call, it isn’t Rob.  It is another voice I recognize, though, and I wonder who else is not having the holiday they’d hoped for this year.

“Merry?” 

Kate Kelly is my best friend and one of Silver Brook’s hardest-working police officers. Right now, she sounds anxious, and I see my hopes of a quiet Thanksgiving slip through my fingers. I sink wearily onto the sofa and press the phone against my ear.

“Kate? What’s wrong?”

“Everything!” I hear a thump in the background, then the low rumble of voices. A lot of voices. Arguing. “Do you have plans for Thanksgiving? Cancel them. You have to help me. It’s a matter of life and death.”

My best friend is a police officer. When she calls a thing a matter of life and death, there could very well be a body lying there in the middle of the room. I brace for the details.

“What’s going on?”

Kate takes a deep breath, and the low rumble rises to shouting in the background, and something that sounds suspiciously like glass breaking. Then more shouting.

“Kate?” I’m starting to worry now.

“Merry. You have to help me. Jeremy has invited his whole family to spend Thanksgiving with us. Half of them are already not speaking to the other half, and things are starting to get seriously heated. I am trapped in the middle of the War of the Waltons. I need backup.”

***
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SCHLEPPING A BOX OF baked goods I liberated from the Jitterbug to Kate and Jeremy’s house might not be how I imagined spending my Thanksgiving, but I have to say I don’t mind the invitation. It beats sitting at home on my own for the holiday. And if my best friend needs me...

I’ve met Jeremy’s family, well, some of them at least. Reaching the familiar entrance, I raise my hand and knock, but the door flies open before I can make a sound, and a small, dark-haired blur darts out, narrowly avoiding a collision with me before dashing around to the side of the house.

“William Francis Hart, you get back here right this minute! Don’t make me come out there after you - oh, hello!” Unbridled parental fury melts into a syrupy sort of welcome as a woman - Jeremy’s sister, Lydia - notices me. “How can we help you today?”

“Hi, Lydia.” I hesitate, but her blank stare suggests she doesn’t recognize me. “It’s Merry - Meredith - I’m a friend of Kate’s. And Jeremy’s.” I perform an awkward routine that is part introduction, part curtsey, and all narrowly avoiding dropping my box of brownies, until a movement from inside the house signifies my rescuer. Or rather, the person I’ve come here to rescue.

“Merry! Thank goodness! Come on in. Lydia, don’t you recognize my best friend Meredith?”

“Um, excuse me, Merry is my best friend.”

“We’re allowed to share friends, Jeremy.” I can hear the frazzled note in Kate’s voice, even if her boyfriend can’t, and I swiftly jump in between them to avoid the first of potentially many arguments.

“This is kind of heavy.” I gesture to the box that is straining at the seams with goodies. “Can I go put it in the kitchen?”

“Of course. Come right through.” Kate drags me through the hectic living room and into the kitchen, checking theatrically for Walton interlopers before closing the door behind us and leaning against it for good measure. “Thank god you’re here, Merry. I was this close to killing myself.” She smiles grimly. “Or somebody else.”

“Busy morning?” I reach an empty plate down from the cupboard onto the counter and notice at least a dozen more like it. My eyebrows knit together. “Just how many people are you planning on serving today?”

“Oh, this isn’t everything.” Kate points to the fridge. “There are dishes stacked three-deep in there, and a few shelf-stable things already laid out in the dining room. We’re going to be eating leftovers until Christmas.”

“Well, there you go. Reason number one to refrain from killing yourself.” I offer my friend a quick, impromptu hug, until a scream from somewhere else in the house makes her stiffen. The scream is swiftly followed by a crash, and Kate wriggles out of my grasp.

“What was that?”

“Jeremy’s problem,” I say, philosophically. “You’re busy in here with me. Let him handle his family for a few minutes.”

“I wish he’d handle them forever.” Kate presses a shaky hand to her head
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