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      “Did you hear what happened last night?” My cab driver asked as we pulled up to the three-story Victorian Manor. “Someone died.”

      “What?” I asked, my thoughts consumed by my aunt Lula, who had lived here. It was well after midnight, and after finding out what had happened I got on the first flight to Moon’s Landing.

      “Yeah, I heard peacocks killed an old lady or something like that.”

      I cleared my throat, deciding not to tell him anything about the matter. It was my aunt Lula Dixon he was talking about. I never would have believed for one moment a peacock had caused her death. But that’s what Sheriff Lomack told me had happened.

      “Is this alright?” My cab driver asked as the light smoke from his cigarette filled the cab. He casually rolled down the window, his eyes locking with mine in the rearview mirror.

      I took a moment before answering, dabbing my eyes with a tissue. “Sure,” my voice cracked with tears.

      The old house stood prominent and angry. I wrapped my jacket tightly around me to keep myself warm from the chilly October weather.

      A week before Halloween, the sleepy coastal Northern California town of Moon’s Landing is beginning its slumber season.

      My driver’s coughing had drawn my attention from the house to him. He was the last taxi at the airport, leaving only the choice of taking his cab or staying at a hotel until morning.

      But I was in a hurry to get here, here, to a now empty house.

      “Can I help you with your bags?” The driver asked. He tossed his cigarette outside the window, its fiery ashes dissipating as it flew.

      I stepped out of the cab and immediately sunk into thick mud, ruining my favorite shoes. The driver rushed to the trunk and deposited my luggage before leaving.

      Halloween decorations and lights adorned the front yard and near a haunted cemetery underneath a maple tree. Lights twinkling in purples, greens, and reds on the porch.

      I remembered my aunt’s warm smile, calling me inside for coffee and fresh walnut muffins.

      Red Maple trees surrounded the house as though they stood guard— from what? Glass bulbs of different shapes and sizes hung from the trees, illuminated by lights shining up from the ground.

      Since I was eight, my parents have sent me to stay with my aunt every summer, and those visits have been extremely memorable. The adventures we had! The secrets we kept!

      She was the first person to show me how to use a film camera. Aunt Lula didn’t care for digital ones. She said they couldn’t capture the essence of the subject. The heart. Grain made a photograph magical. The manor's basement has a well-working darkroom that made me feel like an alchemist.

      My aunt's absence made the house feel like a stranger to me, and I hesitated to enter.

      How would it feel with her gone?

      I found my luggage—all four vintage green suitcases from the 1940s—left sitting half on the curb and half in the mud, waiting for my attention. My hands planted on my hips as I took in their now poor condition. I loved vintage, including my clothing. Ever since I was sixteen, I had dressed in vintage clothing, some authentic and others reproductions. My aunt believed it was a fleeting interest, but my love for vintage clothing from the 1930s and ‘40s persisted.

      Pkwaaak, Pkwaaak! A peacock called out to me from the roof of the house. They fly up there nightly to stay safe from predators.

      Before approaching the old Victorian Manor, I cleared my throat as it tightened with nerves.

      Aunt Lula named her home Magnolia’s Bloom after her favorite flower, which grew wild there. Her back garden was a favorite place of mine to unwind and relax.

      Did she still have the old witch’s cauldron we used for smoking s’mores? Without a doubt, I’m sure it was here somewhere.

      Leaving my suitcases on the curb, I walked up the path to the front door. Having the key in my purse saved me from searching for the spare one under the flowerpot.

      A dog howled. My aunt’s white hound, Butterscotch, joyfully greeted me as she ran out from the shadows. I couldn’t believe my eyes! She had been missing since my aunt’s accident, relief flooding me as I wrapped my arms around her. “I’m so glad you’re safe,” I said as I embraced her tightly.

      Tense, she growled at something in the shadows she had come from.

      “Is someone there?” I asked Butterscotch as though she could answer.

      She whined, sensing something out there. Her sharp eyes darted as they seemed to follow something as it moved toward the street.

      “What is it?” I asked her before yelling out, “Who’s out there?”

      A peacock flew out of a maple tree and Butterscotch began barking as it flew overhead.

      A man wearing a dark trench coat and wide-brimmed hat, similar to the thief depicted on Neighborhood Watch signs, hurriedly absconded with a small suitcase. I screamed for him to stop, but he vanished into a neighbor’s yard, running towards the back. “Wait!” I shouted. “Stop!”

      Another growl escaped Butterscotch as she stayed close to me. Her haunches cooled as she slightly relaxed once he was out of sight.

      “Who was that?” I asked. My heart skipped with fright.

      Lights from neighboring houses flicked on as the ones who lived there woke from the noise of my yells.

      My shoulders sank in defeat as I stared at my remaining suitcases. The thief took my camera case! “Well, I better get these inside before I call the police.”

      Butterscotch tilted her head up at me inquisitively. I patted her on the head. “What a welcome this has been,” As I heaved a sigh, I grabbed my suitcase and grinned at Butterscotch. “But at least I got you back.”

      Butterscotch pawed at my suitcase with her front paw, and that’s when I caught sight of the blood on her foot!

      Despite the poor light from the street lamp, I spotted a blood streak on her right paw. “What happened?” I asked as I examined her. I couldn't see any cut, but her right paw had dried blood on it.

      “What happened out here?” A male voice shouted as he ran toward us.

      I nearly fell back from the surprise of his voice, but he leaned down, catching me before I did. He pulled me to my feet and steadied me before letting go. He held me with his steely gray eyes. His hair was a mess, partly covering his eyes, and he smelled of vanilla and whisky.

      Butterscotch began prancing around us, barking, but it was a friendly sound. A couple hurried out of their house. “What happened?” One of them shouted. “We heard shouting and called the police!”

      “Who are you?” Asked the other, his eyes wide. “Wait are you⁠—”

      "Birdie," I said, letting go of the man who caught me. “Birdie Lopez.”

      “Oh lord, save us,” an old familiar voice said in disproval. “Not that troubling girl.”
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      Deputy Lomack eyed me curiously, waiting for me to answer his question. His bored gaze cut through my thoughts. His dark hair, combed to the side, caught the Halloween decorations' light, shifting the color from orange to purple and back again. Seeing his polished appearance made me nervous and reminded me of my troubles in Los Angeles. I cleared my throat, trying to focus on his question.

      “Did you get a good look at the thief?” he asked.

      I hesitated, feeling all eyes on me, from Lomack to my aunt’s neighbors and the other deputies. All waiting to hear what had happened for a second time. I know it sounded crazy, but I told them what I had seen and I didn’t think describing it again was going to make a difference.

      “Go on,” Deputy Lomack encouraged, ready to jot down my description.

      “Well,” I began, touching the collar of my jacket. “He was wearing a dark trench coat with the collar pulled up to cover his jaw, and he had a wide-brim hat.” I was flustered from losing my luggage and tired from the long day of travel to my aunt’s home. I know how it sounded, but it’s what I saw. “And the thief took off with my camera case. I hope I get it back. I had my lenses inside.”

      “What?” Deputy Lomack’s eyes narrowed as if I had said something absurd. “Do you know who you just described?”

      Jeremy Jones, one of my neighbors, chimed in, pointing to a signpost across the street. “You just described that man.”

      Deputy Lomack looked at me with a puzzled expression. “Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked. His incredulous look was one as if I had horns growing out of my head, causing me to touch a hand to my dark hair out of nervousness.

      “I know what I saw,” I replied, tugging at the morganite pendant I wore around my neck.

      “It doesn’t sound any stranger than what happened with her aunt and that peacock,” Jeremy whispered. Jeremy, a young man about twenty-something is a bit of a busybody. Traits he had in common with his mother; Lois. “It was a tragic accident. I’m so sorry for your loss,” his eyes downcast before moving away. He must have realized he’d put his foot in his mouth.

      After writing notes in his notepad, Deputy Griffins chimed in. “She kept feeding those dangerous peacocks.” His blonde hair appeared nearly white under the light. Not that he had much, as it was in a buzz cut. He tapped his pen against the pad as though gathering his thoughts. “She was told repeatedly to stop feeding them from the H.O.A.”

      According to the sheriff, a peacock caused her death. I shook my head. “But a peacock? Really?” It just didn’t sit right with me.

      “Have you ever seen one up close?” Deputy Griffins eyed me with a smirk. “They jump and kick with their super sharp claws. We have one downtown at the station⁠—”

      “In lock up?” I asked as I crossed my arms and rolled my eyes.

      “No,” Griffins looked at me as though I had gone mad. “They hang out around the Sheriff’s station.” He tucked the notepad in his pocket. “Lomack, I believe we can wrap up here.”

      Deputy Lomack sighed, clearly losing patience. “Look, the evidence points to a peacock being involved. We found her with one sitting on top of her. There were trails of their footprints left from stepping all over the crime scene. I’ll spare you any more of the details.”

      Griffins couldn’t keep himself quiet as he jumped in to add, “Petunia Moon had been complaining to the H.O.A. for weeks about your aunt feeding those birds.” Griffins grumbled before continuing, “And Lois Jones had sent her countless letters to stop feeding them. She had till the end of the month to stop.”

      “Who is Lois Jones?” I asked. “And what does she have to do with any of this?”

      Lomack held out his hand, signaling to Griffins not to speak.

      A voice across the street shouted angrily at us. “Lois Jones is the head of the H.O.A. and has repeatedly sent letters to your aunt to stop feeding those birds!” An angry woman with curlers in her hair and wearing a bathrobe stormed at me as she pointed her finger in my direction. “We’ve all told your aunt to stop feeding them. Those birds are aggressive. I have been attacked by them countless times!” She finished in a rush of words and was nearly out of breath. She rested a hand on Deputy Griffins as she caught her breath. “Just the other day poor Jack Moss⁠—”

      “That’s enough,” Lomack instructed firmly.

      I knew this woman, oh; I knew her well.

      This is Petunia Moon, and she is one of the Moon sisters who live across from my aunt. The woman is always cross with me and throughout the years had run to my aunt whenever she thought I was ‘misbehaving.’

      “Ma’am, return to your home, please. A deputy will speak to you soon. You can wait over there.” He pointed at her porch.

      “Speak to me?” She gasped, hand to heart. “Speak to me about what?” She took a few quick steps away in retreat. “What do you have to speak to me about? I should be speaking to you about this girl’s dog.”

      “My dog?” What has Butterscotch done? What could she have done to Ms. Moon?

      Butterscotch was sitting patiently in between two gravestones in the haunted cemetery. My aunt loved Halloween and the cemetery was the crown jewel of all her decorations. Laced cobwebs danced to and from the graves, dyed in a nice patina to age the fabric. Glass bulbs that caught hints of light were added to the lace to give it a ghostly touch.

      “Did you look at Butterscotch’s paw like I told you to?” I asked Deputy Lomack. “There’s blood on it. We need to speak to Sheriff Newbaker about it; it could be important.”

      Butterscotch might have been defending my aunt or she might have evidence on her coat.

      “Look,” Lomack’s voice turned stern, “The last thing anyone wants is you poking your nose where it’s not wanted. Leave the investigation to us.”

      "There's no need to argue, Sir," I said. I then whistled for Butterscotch to return to my side. “I know what I saw, and my luggage wasn’t stolen by itself. That thief took it.”

      As I turned to leave, Petunia Moon started ranting about how my aunt feeding the peacocks had caused the tragic accident that took her life.

      Ignoring her, I glanced at the house next door.

      Who lived there?

      A six-foot skeleton stood guard in the yard, dressed as a pirate. A chest full of gold at its side. The front of the house was draped in black and gold gauze creating the illusion that the pirate had just buried its loot in a cave.

      Who lived next door to my aunt? Were they a friend to my aunt… or were they also upset about her feeding the peacocks?
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      I thought I would feel better the next morning, but I had more questions than I had last night. Wiping the tears from my eyes, I walked through the house; it felt so empty without her here. I stopped by the door to her bedroom, which was closed. I didn’t have the heart to go inside. That was my aunt’s space, the heart of the house. I’m just not ready to open that door, not yet—if ever.

      I headed back to my room, whispering, “How could this happen to you, Aunt Lula?” Not that asking would help anything. Maybe I should ask who would want to run off with my camera bag. Thank goodness the thief didn’t get my camera. But someone stole my 50mm prime lens, which was my favorite. I could replace it, but what if the thief had taken my camera? I'd lose a fortune.

      Wait, what is that?

      My lips formed a full smile as I walked over to a shelf. My Rolleiflex 2.8B was sitting there as though it weren’t even expensive. This is a vintage camera from 1952, I always thought the double lenses gave the appearance of a figure eight. I picked it up, opening it to properly examine it. Flipping it over, I unhooked the bracket and peered inside to look at the lens. There wasn’t a speck of dust on it; leave it to my aunt’s OCD to keep my old room clean, along with its valuables.

      Clutching it close to my chest, I thought of her.

      Butterscotch started barking, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      Honk! Honk!

      That was no car horn.

      Pakaawk! Pakaawk! A chorus of peacocks sang outside. I hurried to the bedroom window to look into the backyard. Two peacocks and a peahen were waiting for breakfast. My aunt enjoyed feeding them; she even gave names to a few.

      But a knock at the front door drew my attention from them. With a heavy sigh, I moved away from the window. I hoped it was not Deputy Lomack with more questions or worse, one of my nosey neighbors coming to ask me questions about what happened last night.

      The thought of a Moon sister at the door made me grimace. I slipped my robe over my vintage nightgown and I hurried to answer.

      A man stood behind the stained-glass door, but it wasn't Lomack.

      Turning the lock, I opened the door. “Yes?” It was the same man from last night. “Oh, it’s you!” I gasped in surprise.

      Butterscotch rushed inside through her doggy door and pushed past me to jump onto the stranger, her front paws landing on his chest. The man’s tall height made it quite the feat for Butterscotch, but she managed. He was dressed in worn jeans and a faded fitted blue t-shirt. His vanilla tobacco blonde hair had a bit of a curl to it and his eyes were mesmerizing.

      “Stop, no!” I called Butterscotch, but she ignored my commands as she licked his face. “I’m so sorry.” I stammered out an apology as I tried to calm her down.

      “Hello there,” he said to Butterscotch, smiling and patting her head.

      “You two know each other?” My aunt hadn’t mentioned him before and that was unusual since she often talked about her neighbors. It made me even more curious about him.

      His gaze was on me. “I live next door.” He pointed to the left side of the porch and over the hedges, which were covered with fake spiderwebs.

      “Butterscotch, settle down.” Her slender tail moved back and forth whipping me across my legs. “What brings you here?” I asked, hoping he would at least tell me who he was.

      He didn’t keep me waiting. “I’m your neighbor,” he explained. “I came by to⁠—”

      “There you are!” A sharp, cutting voice pierced through the air. I peered over the man’s shoulders to see who was walking up the path to my aunt’s house.

      I didn’t recognize her.

      She wore a fashionable red pencil skirt and an ivory blouse. Her polished black heels caught the sunlight. Her gait up the stairs was heavy, despite her slender frame, as though she wore combat boots.

      Her hand raised out to shake my hand which she clenched, causing me to lean back in protest.

      “I’m Lois Jones,” she said, ignoring my discomfort from the tight handshake. “I’m sorry for the loss of your aunt Lula. She was… quaint.”

      So, this is Lois Jones, the head of my aunt’s Homeowners Association. Over the phone, my aunt had spoken of the H.O.A. president's ruthless behavior. An overgrown lawn resulted in a fee and a stern letter citing which citation had been violated.

      Walking up, or rather running up the path behind Lois Jones, is a plump, middle-aged man with graying hair and long sideburns. He was busy putting on his grey blazer.

      Lois didn’t look at him as she waved her manicured hand in his direction. “This is Ellis Murphy. He sits on my board.”

      Ah, he must be her henchman. “Good morning,” although I wasn’t sure it was going to be. What are they all doing here?

      Ellis made it up the steps a bit out of breath. “Have you explained it all to her?” He asked.

      What a fine morning this is turning out to be.

      “Ms. Jones, Mr. Murphy,” I gritted my teeth. “What brings you both to my door?” And all of this before coffee? And in my robe and slippers—with my hair still set in curlers, too! “This isn’t a good time.” I touched a hand to my hair, which was wrapped up with a pink handkerchief. My eyes went back to my mystery caller. I still did not know who he was. Although, I thought I should. Why did he seem familiar? I know I’ve seen him before—hadn’t I?

      “It’s nine in the morning,” Lois sputtered in surprise at me. “You should have been up hours ago.” Her eyes were sharp on Butterscotch, who sat at my side and at attention.

      Smart dog.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked Lois, losing my patience.

      “That dog, it’s back.” She didn’t seem pleased by that.

      I smiled. “Yes, she came home last night,” I replied.

      Her sharp gaze moved from me to the mystery man standing by me on the porch. He hadn’t said a word, but he looked amused. It was clear from Lois’ reaction that she knew him well.

      “Mason Moon,” Lois said. “What on earth are you doing here?”

      Mason Moon? I looked at him in bewilderment. That’s who he is! What is he doing here? I haven’t seen him since my freshman year in high school, and he looks nothing like I remembered. We weren’t close friends; he attended a private school while I only visited my aunt during the summers. However, everyone in town knew him and his family since they owned the distillery, which employed most of the people here. Not to mention, they named the town after his family! But why is he here now?

      “Good morning, Ms. Jones,” Mason nodded at her. His lips smiled, but it didn’t reach his hooded eyes.

      I couldn't help wondering what was happening here.

      “My porch is becoming very full,” I mumbled as Petunia Moon and her sister Flora crossed the street to us. Flora’s shoulders were stiff, and her chest raised high to the sky, causing me to believe she was in a poor mood.

      “Unbelievable,” Flora stammered at the bottom of the steps. Her yellow house dress had a coffee stain, which she dabbed with a paper towel. “What is going on here?” She asked, almost spilling her coffee in shock. “I spat out my coffee when I saw my nephew here—with her.” Her eyes glared at Lois.

      “What has the girl gone and done now?” Petunia directed sharp eyes at me, adjusting her wide-rimmed glasses on her nose. Her greying hair was up in a high bun, such as a schoolmarm. “Mason?” She whispered to him. “I thought that was you! What on earth are you doing here? On this girl’s porch?”

      “Aunt Flora, Aunt Petunia, good morning.” Mason greeted them. “What brings you over?”

      Butterscotch sat up barking at them in distaste, but one sharp look from Flora had her settled down once more. Again, smart girl.

      Lois regained command of my porch as she handed me a sealed envelope. “You have ten days to remove the peacocks from your yard, or you will be fined.”

      I held off taking the letter. “They’re wild peacocks. How do you expect me to remove them?” They’ve lived here longer than the town itself, migrating from a neighboring town ages ago. “They don’t belong to me, and they didn’t belong to my aunt.”

      “She fed them, she assumed responsibility for them, and now they are your problem,” Lois retorted before taking my hand and placing the envelope within it.

      I handed the letter back to Ms. Jones. “There isn’t anything I can do about them. Or will do.”

      Flora pointed at me. “After what they did to your aunt, I would think you’d want those birds gone.”

      “Aunt Flora,” Mason interrupted. “Why don’t you go home with Aunt Petunia and take care of that stain before it sets in,” he advised. “Ms. Jones, this isn't the time for H.O. A. business.”

      Lois held out the letter to me, ignoring Mason’s comment. “You’re all she had—I assume all of this is yours now,” she waved her hand about the property. “As is this.” She shoved the letter in my hands before leaving, but not before calling back over her shoulder, “Ten days!”

      “Already causing trouble,” Flora muttered. “The girl has brought Ms. Jones here in under a day.”

      “Aunt Flora,” Mason said. Trying to calm her down. “This doesn’t concern us. Why don’t we head back to your home?”

      Ellis Murphy handed me another sealed letter. “Fees are due.”

      I took the letter from his weathered hand. I noticed his dirty fingernails and nearly dropped the letter. Someone’s been doing a lot of digging. I grimaced before glancing back at the letter. The sender had the name Cornerstone.

      “Cornerstone?” I asked. “Who’s Cornerstone?”

      “Cornerstone handles all the H.O.A.’s official business,” he explained before turning to follow Lois down the walk and toward a black car. “Have a nice day,” he shouted.

      Mason took his aunts across the street to their home, leaving Butterscotch and me on the porch, quite dumbfounded by it all.

      “Welcome back to Moon’s Landing, Birdie,” I whispered.
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      Another knock sounded at my door, but by this time, I was wearing a 1950s vintage tea-length dress in light blue and white flowers. As I pinned a teapot brooch onto my sweater, I heard someone calling my name repeatedly through the front door.

      Blanche Pruitt whistled sharply to draw my attention. The woman never had patience. “Birdie?”

      I laughed as I opened the door for her. “Just a minute!”

      “Don’t you ever answer your phone?” She asked me, bewildered. “I was calling you all morning.”

      “Oh, I forgot—I have it on silent,” I replied. I accidentally left it on silent mode after settling it for sleep last night.

      She shook her head at me in frustration. “Let’s go,” she grabbed my hand and tried to pull me outside. “Let’s go grab some coffee.”

      “What’s the hurry?” I asked as I leaned back inside the house to grab my handbag from the side table. “I don’t have my phone on me—it’s upstairs.”

      “No time. It’s already noon and you know what that means. I have to go back to work in an hour.”

      “I don’t think anyone would complain if you’re late.” Blanche worked at the local newspaper, which her father owned. She’s one of two staff reporters, along with one photographer.

      She had her car parked at the curb, a red convertible two-seater. Blanche could talk your ear off about every detail of her beloved car. She loved fast cars, but I wasn’t much of a fan.

      It was obvious where we were going. Blanche’s mother owned the Showcase! café, each booth had its theme based on a Broadway musical.

      She pulled the car away from the curb before I could buckle my seat belt. The tires squealing.

      “My mother has been trying to get a hold of you since she heard you’re back in town,” Blanche remarked as she sped down the street. “I told her I’d round you up and bring you by.”

      "I got back last night," I said, surprised. “Hardly long enough for anyone to hear I was back in Moon’s Landing.”

      The car came to a quick stop at a traffic light, allowing her to turn to me in surprise. “After what happened last night? It’s all anyone will talk about in this town. And then I heard Mason Whisky Moon was at your house this morning. Doris Gilbert is writing a piece about it on her blog.”

      Doris Gilbert is the local gossip miller who wrote a daily online blog of all the happenings of Moon’s Landing. Mainly the negative.

      “How did Doris hear about that?”

      “She heard it from Lois’ daughter, Amber Jones. She’s interning at the newspaper. Doris stopped by before going over to the Sheriff’s station. That woman is busier than a bee! You remember Mason Moon owns the whole town, right? Anything involving him is a big deal!” She quickly drove down the street after the light turned green as if we were late for an important meeting.

      “He doesn’t own the whole town.” Moon’s Landing is named after Mason’s great-great-great-granddaddy, who was a bootlegger and had settled here to run his illegal whisky business during prohibition and away from prying eyes. The old distillery now operates as a profitable museum for tourists.

      Every year on November 1st, the town hosts a Founders’ Day festival held on the grounds of the old distillery. Guests wear costumes and character actors walk around interacting with guests, creating an immersive experience. It all ends with a midnight ball with prizes for the best costumes.

      “Look!” Blanche pointed across my seat at a woman watering her garden. We pulled up at a stop sign along a beautifully manicured lawn with blooming roses. “That’s Susan Duhamel. She complained at the last H.O.A. meeting that Butterscotch was digging up her garden. I had never seen her so upset before.”

      “How upset?”

      The woman stopped watering her garden to glare at us before we could drive along. “Slow down!” She yelled after us.

      “The usual,” Blanche chuckled as she sped up. “But I heard she was fuming about it for days. Telling some of our neighbors that she’s had enough of your aunt’s dog.”

      Susan Duhamel wasn’t the only one out in her garden. It seemed the perfectly manicured streets were alive with foot traffic of
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