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        “This is as fun a novel as it is moving and at times heart-breaking, never the more so when the final page comes and readers are only left wanting more.”

        CYNTHIA CHOW, KING’S RIVER LIFE MAGAZINE ON THE CUPID CAPER
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        “Another great mystery by Larissa Reinhart. Con artists, murder, a cast of sinister characters, and some laughs along the way. Loved it.”

        TERRI L. AUSTIN, AUTHOR OF THE ROSE STRICKLAND MYSTERIES ON THE CUPID CAPER
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        “The perfect combination of mystery, romance, and laughs! If you like your mysteries with humor and romance, with quirky characters, you can't go wrong with anything that Larissa Reinhart writes!!!! She is an incredibly gifted storyteller!"

        DEVILISHLY DELICIOUS BOOK REVIEWS ON 18 CALIBER
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        “The mystery and detective cases drive the story, but Larissa Reinhart’s characters steal the show every time.”

        THE GIRL WITH BOOK LUNGS ON NC-17
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        “NC-17 is simply fabulous. Fans of cozy mysteries, southern chick lit, hick lit, crime capers, and humorous mysteries will love it.”

        JANE READS ON NC-17
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        “If you love southern settings with plenty of sweet tea and eccentric characters, the meet up of these two heroines is epic.”

         BARB TAUB, HUMOR WRITER AND AUTHOR OF THE NULL CITY SERIES ON A VIEW TO A CHILL
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        “Maizie’s missteps make each of her successes an absolute joy, and I encourage readers to delve into this lively, funny, and genuinely satisfying series.”

        CYNTHIA CHOW,  KINGS RIVER LIFE MAGAZINE ON 16 MILLIMETERS
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        “With visually descriptive narrative, humorous quips, witty repartee and a quirky cast of characters, this was a such a fun book to read.”

        DRU ANN LOVE, DRU’S BOOK MUSING ON 16 MILLIMETERS
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        “Larissa writes a delightful book. Suspense, romance, and some funny situations. [Maizie’s] a teen star grown up to new possibilities.”

        SHARON SALITURO, FRESH FICTION ON 15 MINUTES
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        “I love Larissa Reinhart’s books because they are funny but they also show the big heart of the protagonist.”

        LYNN FARRIS, HOT MYSTERY REVIEW ON 15 MINUTES

      

      

      

      
        
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        "Hollywood glitz meets backwoods grit in this fast-paced ride on D-list celeb Maizie Albright's waning star. Sassy, sexy, and fun, 15 Minutes is hours of enjoyment—and a wonderful start to a fun new series from the charmingly Southern-fried Reinhart."

        PHOEBE FOX, AUTHOR OF THE BREAKUP DOCTOR SERIES ON 15 MINUTES
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        "Maizie Albright is the kind of fresh, fun, and feisty ‘star detective’ I love spending time with, a kind of Nancy Drew meets Lucy Ricardo. Move over, Janet Evanovich. Reinhart is my new "star mystery writer!"

        PENNY WARNER, AUTHOR OF DEATH OF A CHOCOLATE CHEATER AND THE CODE BUSTERS CLUB ON 15 MINUTES
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        "Child star and hilarious hot mess Maizie Albright trades Hollywood for the backwoods of Georgia and pure delight ensues. Maizie's my new favorite escape from reality."

        — GRETCHEN ARCHER, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE DAVIS WAY CRIME CAPER SERIES ON 15 MINUTES
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        "Anytime artist Cherry Tucker has what she calls a Matlock moment, can investigating a murder be far behind? A Composition in Murder is a rollicking good time."

        TERRIE FARLEY MORAN, AGATHA AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF READ TO DEATH ON A COMPOSITION IN MURDER
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        "This is a winning series that continues to grow stronger and never fails to entertain with laughs, a little snark, and a ton of heart."

        KINGS RIVER LIFE MAGAZINE ON A COMPOSITION IN MURDER
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        "Cherry Tucker is a strong, sassy, Southern sleuth who keeps you on the edge of your seat."

        TONYA KAPPES, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR ON THE BODY IN THE LANDSCAPE
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        "Because of Cherry's experiences, she knows that—Super Swine notwithstanding—man has always been the most dangerous game, making her the perfect protagonist for this giggle-inducing, down-home fun."

        BETTY WEBB, MYSTERY SCENE MAGAZINE ON THE BODY IN THE LANDSCAPE
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        "The perfect blend of funny, intriguing, and sexy! Another must-read masterpiece from the hilarious Cherry Tucker Mystery Series."

        – ANN CHARLES, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE DEADWOOD AND JACKRABBIT JUNCTION MYSTERY SERIES ON DEATH IN PERSPECTIVE
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        "Artist and accidental detective Cherry Tucker goes back to high school and finds plenty of trouble and skeletons...Reinhart's charming, sweet-tea flavored series keeps getting better!"

        GRETCHEN ARCHER, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE DAVIS WAY CRIME CAPER SERIES ON DEATH IN PERSPECTIVE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        "Like front-porch lemonade, Reinhart's cast of characters offer a perfect balance of tart and sweet."

        SOPHIE LITTLEFIELD, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF A BAD DAY FOR SORRY ON HIJACK IN ABSTRACT
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        "Reinhart manages to braid a complicated plot into a tight and funny tale. The reader grows to love Cherry and her quirky worldview, her sometimes misguided judgment, and the eccentric characters that populate the country of Halo, Georgia. Cozy fans will love this latest Cherry Tucker mystery."

        MARY MARKS, NEW YORK JOURNAL OF BOOKS ON HIJACK IN ABSTRACT
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        "Reinhart's country-fried mystery is as much fun as a ride on the tilt-a-whirl at a state fair. Readers who like a little small-town charm with their mysteries will enjoy Reinhart's series."

        DENISE SWANSON, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE SCUMBLE RIVER MYSTERIES ON STILL LIFE IN BRUNSWICK STEW
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        "This mystery keeps you laughing and guessing from the first page to the last. A whole-hearted five stars."

        DENISE GROVER SWANK, NEW YORK TIMES AND USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR ON STILL LIFE IN BRUNSWICK STEW
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        "Portrait of a Dead Guy is an entertaining mystery full of quirky characters and solid plotting...Highly recommended for anyone who likes their mysteries strong and their mint juleps stronger!"

        – JENNIE BENTLEY, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF FLIPPED OUT ON PORTRAIT OF A DEAD GUY
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        "Reinhart is a truly talented author and this book was one of the best cozy mysteries we reviewed this year."

        – MYSTERY TRIBUNE ON PORTRAIT OF A DEAD GUY
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        "It takes a rare talent to successfully portray a beer-and-hormone-addled artist as a sympathetic and worthy heroine, but Reinhart pulls it off with tongue-in-cheek panache. Cherry is a lovable riot, whether drooling over the town's hunky males, defending her dysfunctional family's honor, or snooping around murder scenes."

        — MYSTERY SCENE MAGAZINE ON PORTRAIT OF A DEAD GUY
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      THE PIG’N A POKE

      A Finley Goodhart Crime Caper prequel

      When a winter storm traps ex-con Finley at the Pig'N a Poke roadhouse, she finds her criminal past useful in solving a murder.

      

      Free for my VIP Readers!

      

      Tap this link — https://www.larissareinhart.com/larissasreaders — to join Larissa’s email group where she shares exclusive content, news, and giveaways and receive The Pig’N A Poke as a gift. Note: Larissa will not share your email address and you can unsubscribe at any time.
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          #PARTYPROLOGUE #NEEDANASH

        

      

    

    
      I needed to hear Wyatt Nash's voice like I’d never needed anything before. More than chucking California and my Beverly Hills lifestyle to create a new life in Georgia. More than getting out of jail when my crazy ex-fiancé implicated me in his (secret-to-me) drug-dealing life. Even more than refusing to sign Vicki's contracts to preserve (my sanity) our mother-daughter relationship from the constraints of our manager-actress alliance.

      I needed the deep growl of Nash's "what" more than I ever wanted carbs.

      And that's really saying something. It could also be a very big problem. I've not had much luck relying on men in the past. I feared this set a dangerous precedent for my heart.

      But then again, I'd never witnessed a murder victim before meeting Nash.

      The evening had started out well. At a masquerade gala for the Clothing Kids Foundation founded by my old friend and fashion mentor, Lorena Cortez. She'd moved to Black Pine recently, like me. Whereas I moved to escape Hollywood, Lorena had retired from a long and illustrious career in costume design. Lorena and the Clothing Kids board had asked me to emcee the ceremonial speeches at the gala. Rhonda and Tiffany, my Black Pine BFFs had come as my plus twos. I'd worn my most notable costume designed by Lorena—a cheer outfit from Julia Pinkerton, Teen Detective.

      Actually, I'd been asked by the board to wear it, bringing—IMHO—a more Comic-Con feeling to the gala. I would have chosen something a little more relevant. And with more coverage. A woman of my size and stature should not bare her upper-upper thighs. I was no longer in high school, but unfortunately, I'd been typecast a long time ago.

      Lorena had graciously adjusted the old cheer ensemble for my twenty-five-year-old body. She'd also created wood nymph costumes for Tiffany and Rhonda to go with the woodland theme she'd devised for the magazine photo spread that would highlight Clothing Kids and her career. My father's company, DeerNose, had supplied all the materials (non-scented) for the children's costumes who attended the benefit and the photoshoot.

      The Clothing Kids masquerade gala was an appealing fundraiser, particularly as we entered Mardi Gras season. A local philanthropist couple, the Martins, held the party at their beautiful Queen Anne in the historic district. Black Pine's well-to-do had packed the rooms and garden of the Martins' home. Both old and new Black Piners longed for sophisticated events.

      At least the moneyed class did. In the winter, the more down-to-earth Black Piners focused on celebrating the opening of NASCAR and mourning the end of football season.

      The board had been working hard to raise funds, drive awareness, and create national chapters. Lorena's notoriety in the entertainment industry helped tremendously. The buzz had grown, and the launch looked like a success.

      Until now.

      Until Rhonda and I, looking for Lorena, had scurried next door and opened the door to her bungalow. Changing everything forever.

      I couldn't reverse time, but at the moment, I desperately wished I could. Wished I'd never brought Rhonda with me. And mostly wished we hadn't found what we found.

      And now, while I wished away, Rhonda was screaming. Mostly to the Lord to save her. But also at me to do something—combined with a lot of nonsensical shrieking. I clutched her hand and sucked in air through my nose and out my mouth. I couldn't blame Rhonda for screaming, but between the screaming and my own panic, I feared I'd pass out.

      I needed Nash. Just his voice would do. I knew this from experience. Something about his calm, commanding presence soothed me. If he panicked, he never showed it. In the face of overwhelming situations, he quieted. And he smelled good.

      But I think that's a pheromone thing.

      In the face of overwhelming situations, I cried. Hyperventilated. Made bad decisions. Or ate trans-fats. I was not one you should call in an emergency.

      My biggest wish—the one upon a star and to God and the universe and anyone else listening—was for me to be different. Immediately.

      Currently, I hyperventilated and was really, really, really afraid of making another bad decision. I'd already made a few since entering.

      My fingers slipped and fumbled on the tiny turn-lock of the Chloé mini saddlebag hanging across my body. Partly due to the shakes. Partly due to the blood that somehow got on the leather. And everywhere else.

      "Maizie, we need to go," sobbed Rhonda. She yanked me backward, dripping fabric apple blossoms in her wake. I dropped the phone. It skittered across the pine floor until it hit a bookcase filled with baskets of fabric and sewing equipment.

      "I can't go. I have to stay," I spoke in gasps. I couldn't even figure out how to talk and breathe. Why couldn't I be like Nash? He always managed to breathe and talk and think in emergency situations. "I'm calling the police. You go outside. Get some fresh air. I'll be there as soon as I can."

      "Outside by myself. Are you crazy? What if…whoever did this is still around?" Rhonda collapsed to the floor, pulling me with her.

      My knees buckled and my tailbone hit the wooden floor. Hard. But I landed next to my phone. I picked it up and called Nash.

      "What?" said Nash.

      I immediately calmed. Mostly. Rhonda's screaming had commenced again.

      "I'm not coming to that party," he continued. "There's nothing you can say that will entice me. Except for the cheer skirt. But I would forever be indebted to you if you came over later in the cheer outfit. And by forever indebted, I mean⁠—"

      "I can't," I gasped.

      "It's not really a fantasy thing, I⁠—"

      "No, no. I can't wear it ever again." My breath hitched. I pinched the skin between my thumb and forefinger to control my tears. "It's covered in blood."

      During the pause that followed, I jerked in bubbly gasps, squeezed my eyes shut, and tried to block Rhonda's screaming.

      "Is it your blood?" he said slowly.

      "No."

      "Did you call 9-1-1?"

      “As soon as I arrived. I’m ignoring their return call right now.”

      "Where are you?"

      "Lorena's."

      "Your friend, the costume designer? On Scarlet Oak Drive? The old bungalow?"

      I nodded. Which he couldn't hear, but he said, "Be there in five minutes. Just hang on. Stay on the line. Stay calm. Are you in danger?"

      Rhonda had stopped screaming, but her face had gone an ashy gray. "I don't think so. I don't know. Maybe? Who knows? I don't understand⁠—"

      "Is someone hurt? Someone who needs help?"

      I stared across the room, but there was nothing we could do for her now. "I guess not."

      "Get out of the house. Isn't the party next door? Go there."

      "I can't go there. I'm all bloody," I wailed. "Everyone will freak out." Like Rhonda. Which I couldn't say out loud because it would freak Rhonda out more. "I can't leave her. It's just…just…too…too…"

      "You don't have to talk. Just breathe." Nash stretched out the words and between syllables, I heard his boots pound the old wooden stairs of the Dixie Kreme Donut building. The third riser rang like a gunshot, making me flinch.

      Seeing my recoil, Rhonda grasped me around the middle and pulled me against the feathery layers of her toga. We leaned against the bookcase, clutching each other, staring out at the large open room in Lorena's adorable bungalow. Previously styled in what I'd call funky artisan. Now looking more like horror splatter gore. I circled Rhonda's shoulder and patted her bare upper arm.

      "It's going to be okay," I said to her. "Nash is on his way."

      "Oh Lawd," she moaned. "Lawd, Lawd, Lawd."

      "Who's that?" said Nash.

      "Rhonda. She's in shock."

      "Is it Rhonda's blood?"

      "No. Rhonda is okay. Right, Rhon?"

      She turned her head to bury her face in my armpit.

      "Maizie, hon'," said Nash. "Now that you're calmer, could you tell me what happened?"

      "I…we…you see…then—" Losing the words, I hiccuped.

      "Start at the beginning."

      "Which beginning? People always say that, but you never know how far back they want you to go." I gulped a mouthful of air that tasted like starch and old pennies and blew out quickly.

      In my ear, something heavy banged. I knew it was only the outside door of the Dixie Kreme building, slamming as Nash left his office. But I jerked anyway. Beside me, Rhonda shook. I clutched her against me. My armpit was drenched with her tears and snot, but I felt it a good sign she was no longer screaming.

      "How about starting at the party? You and Rhonda were there." Keys jangled and a metallic squeak told me Nash had opened the door of his Silverado pickup. I breathed a little easier.

      "And Tiffany."

      "And Tiffany," he said. "She's not with you?"

      "No," I said sadly. "We left her at the gala. She's hooking up with a bartender."

      "Leave that for later. Boomer was supposed to be there." Nash's voice tightened. "He's not with you now, is he?"

      "No. Daddy and Remi are still at the event. Or they went home because he didn't want to be there in the first place. But I told him he had to come because DeerNose is a big sponsor for Clothing Kids and he’s on the foundation’s board.  Lorena dressed him like a lumberjack and Remi is an armadillo. Too cute, but I couldn't tell her that⁠—"

      "The costumes don't matter, hon'. You were at this party…”

      "Masquerade Gala."

      "Gala. And Boomer was there, even though he didn't want to be⁠—"

      "You know it's quail season. He wanted to be up before dawn. But I said he should still come to Lorena's kickoff event…" I thought about that for a minute and shuddered another gasp. "Oh, my God. Daddy⁠—"

      "But he's fine and Remi's fine, right? So you were next door⁠—"

      "At the Martins’. They're board members for Clothing Kids. They have a beautiful, turn-of-the-century Queen Anne. Which you'll see in a minute—" I opened my eyes. The pool of blood shimmered. I quickly closed them again. "Oh God, I'm in shock. I must be in shock. Why am I talking about architecture and wardrobe? Why can't I be serious? I think I'm going to be sick⁠—"

      Rhonda's face wrenched from my armpit. My eyes popped open. Her cherubic face—still ashy—hovered next to mine. Narrowing her deep brown eyes, she shoved me back against the bookcase. A basket flipped off a shelf, scattering clips and bralettes all over us. A bra petal caught on one of the twigs sticking from Rhonda's extensions.

      "Don't you get sick on me, Maizie Albright. The blood is bad enough. And the whatever that is—" She waved toward the scene before us. We collectively gagged and looked away.

      Nash swore. "Forget the beginning. Forget it. Jump forward. What happened? Whose blood, Maizie? Whose blood is on you?"

      I clamped my eyes shut. My chest heaved. I buried my face in Rhonda's neck, inhaling her vanilla Bath & Body spray and the clay from her tree makeup along with a strong dose of her fear-produced sweat. A heady mix that reordered my brain.

      "Oh my God, Nash. It's Lorena. My sweet, sweet friend. Oh, God. She's—" I hiccuped a sob.

      Rhonda squeezed me, and I squeezed back.

      "She's hurt?" Nash said slowly. In the background, the engine cut off and the door squeaked. His boots thudded, then pattered.

      The front door of Lorena's bungalow swung open. Still clutching each other, Rhonda and I looked up. Nash's tall, brawny body filled the doorway. Stepping inside, he ran a hand over his shaved head. The little scar on his chin whitened with the tightening of his jaw. His Paul Newman-blue eyes narrowed at the blood-spattered scene.

      A pool of spreading blood stained the cheery rug and wooden floor. And in the center lay Lorena's body.

      "She's dead," I whispered.
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      Later, Rhonda and I sat on the tailgate of an ambulance, draped in blankets. We told our stories to the officer on duty. Nash and I took Rhonda home, where Tiffany promised to watch her.

      "Figures on the night I might have met Mr. Next-Right," said Tiffany. She’d been kidding. Mostly.

      From the minute I'd called Nash to that moment had seemed like a long, long stretch of time. I felt numb and overcharged like someone had toggled my on-and-off switch too many times.

      Instead of driving me to my father's cabin, Nash brought me to the old Nash Security Solutions office above the Dixie Kreme Donut Shop. Where he (temporarily) lived.

      In the hall bathroom, I peeled off the bloody cheer outfit and placed it in the paper bag given to me by Black Pine Police. I burst into tears. Lorena would never again design a cheer skirt with a secret inner panel that somehow prevented muffin top. I showered, dressed in one of Nash's concert t-shirts and sweatpants, and schlepped back to the office.

      Nash waited for me on the lumpy couch in the reception area. Now his living room. I sank beside him and buried my face in his neck. One of his large hands cupped the back of my head. The other patted my leg.

      He responded well in emergencies, but the aftermath made him uncomfortable.

      At least my aftermath.

      "Mowry's in charge of the investigation," he said.

      "That's good," I sniffled. "Ian's very thorough."

      "It didn't look like an accident," said Nash slowly.

      I shook my head and looked up at him. "Why would someone do that to Lorena?"

      He stroked my hair. "You did good tonight. You kept your head."

      "I panicked. I walked through a crime scene. My bloody footprints are all over the place. I put my hands on her body when obviously she was dead. I cried and I almost threw up on Rhonda. And I made no sense on the phone. I gave the dispatcher the wrong address, then hung up. It took them twenty minutes to find us."

      "You checked on a victim to see if you could help. You called in the first responders. And you called me. You stayed calm. For you. That's all that can be expected."

      "Exactly. As a private investigator, more should be expected. I'm not the person I would call in an emergency. In an emergency, I call you. I want to be like you. You would have handled it better."

      He shrugged and patted my hand. "I'm me. You're you."

      "That doesn't make me feel better." I slid forward and leaned my elbows on my knees. "And here I am, thinking about myself again when I should be thinking about Lorena."

      "Let's think about Lorena. But first, tell me what you told the police. Start at the beginning-beginning," he said. "Then we'll sort out what happened with the rest."

      "The beginning-beginning." I sighed. "I didn't see Lorena today. At least not until it was too late. My beginning-beginning started with the Step and Repeat."

      

      Step and Repeat—the event backdrop for taking red carpet moments—was something Rhonda had always dreamed about. And I'd made it happen for her at the Clothing Kids Masquerade Gala. Tiffany was only barely aware of entertainment news, but Rhonda was a subscriber. Rhonda and Tiffany had done a lot for me since my move home and subsequent cultural adjustment to the non-rich and not-famous lifestyle (their words not mine). Taking them to the Black Pine social event of the year meant a lot to Rhonda.

      Free drinks and food meant a lot to Tiffany.

      "I can't believe I'm here," said Rhonda through duck-face lips. We stood on the Martins' walk before a vinyl banner wallpapered with the Clothing Kids logo. "I'll never forget this night as long as I live."

      "Dressed like this, I can believe it," Tiffany smirked. She'd rolled her eyes at their crepe togas adorned with foliage, but I could tell she was secretly pleased to not only be invited to the landmark event but also dressed by my famous friend. "Mardi Gras and we don't have to do anything weird for beads."

      Rhonda pressed a hand to her apple-leaved bosom and tried to toss her balayage spiral extensions, forgetting several had been curled around long, forked twigs attached to a crown of apple blossoms. Trying another pose, she turned sideways, looked over her bare shoulder, and smiled coquettishly. "Just think. Me, a wood nymph."

      "Better than another kind of nymph." Tiffany cocked a hip and unfolded her arms painted in cherrywood knotholes.

      "Or dressed as a cheerleader over two layers of Spanx," I said then sucked in my breath. Placing my weight on my back leg, I tucked one hand on my hip and leaned forward with my other arm stretched across my cheer skirt. "I'll be lucky not to pass out by the end of the night. If I eat anything, I'll pop like a can of biscuits."

      Not only was this Tiffany and Rhonda's first red-carpet photoshoot, but it was also my first in over a year. Between my very (very) public fall from grace, the subsequent wrapping up of my old life (arrest), and moving in with my father's family in Black Pine, Georgia (probation), I didn't get a lot of red-carpet calls. Or invites to emcee philanthropic events. Or even requested to give charitable contributions. I'd been blackballed from the giving tree. Which I understood. For your cause, would you want a celebrity headliner whose fiancé had been caught using his non-profit to sell Oxy to senior citizens?

      In my case, absolutely not. Even though I had no idea Oliver's kindness toward the elderly extended into drug dealing. Unfortunately, charity work had been my favorite part of celebrity status. Toward the end, philanthropy was the only real perk considering how badly I wanted out of the entertainment world.

      But here I was, once again, smiling and blowing kisses for a professional photographer before a media backdrop. I couldn't contain my excitement.

      Rhonda pulled out her selfie stick, conveniently disguised as a twig.

      "No photos," said Helmut, the photographer, and waved us on. "Don't forget I have exclusive rights to all photos and video. If you've hashtagged anything about tonight, I will find out."

      And here was my first experience of getting kicked off the red carpet walk. Which says a lot about my life now. But I wouldn't change it for anything.

      Except maybe wish I hadn't gotten asked to attend the masquerade in my old Julia Pinkerton, Teen Detective costume. I hoped Helmut cropped the photos. I'd rather keep everything below my shoulders out of the public eye. But at least my arms were toned from carrying cameras and other surveillance equipment. And from driving my dirt bike, Lucky. It's amazing how clenching handlebars for fear of dying can be an effective workout.

      Although I was about to swap Lucky for a vehicle with four wheels. I would probably need a new arm regimen.

      We sashayed up the brick walk to the Martins’ house. The home was located in Black Pine's original downtown, the area off the town square where the old Southern and carpet-bagging families had their homes. Back when Black Pine was a Gilded Age mountain retreat for those escaping the summer heat. The lake came a bit later when those old families wanted an even better vista for golfing. And a place to put their sailboats and baby yachts. Black Pine remained a resort, and recently it also became a hub for the movie industry.

      Whether it's the nineteenth or twenty-first century, some things never change: taxes, land, and labor have always been cheaper in the South. And the rich still run things.

      They just have a different accent now.

      "Let's hit the bar," said Tiffany. "Maizie, I know you don't drink, but if they're really expecting you to do a Julia Pinkerton cheer routine when you present the giant check, you'll need one."

      I shook my head. "Sometimes it's better to face humiliation sober. Especially when it's a humiliation for charity. Which I'm all for. At least in theory."

      "I want to tour the house," said Rhonda, snapping herself beneath the foyer chandelier. "I love these old houses. But only if it's a rich person's house. You head to the other side of Black Pine and houses just like this are dumps."

      "Funny how that works," said Tiffany.

      "Are you taking pictures for your blog?" I said, fretting per usual. "Helmut told us he has exclusive rights to the party."

      "That man doesn't have exclusive rights to my face, Maizie," said Rhonda. "I'm gonna selfie my way through this house. And this party."

      I found it best to nod and smile when Rhonda and Tiffany had issues with authority. It often led to raised voices and exaggerated body movements. With the crush of the party, I feared someone might lose an eye due to Rhonda's branch extensions.

      "Let's selfie our way to the bar," said Tiffany. "Some dude told me it's in the back parlor, whatever that is. But judging by the folks rolling in, we need to get there before they run out of free booze."

      "I thought we would hobnob," said Rhonda. "And pass out LA HAIR business cards. My goal is to eventually work exclusively with Black Pine's rich and famous. We can charge more."

      Tiffany shook her head, scattering leaves. "They tip worse. Let's go. The bar calls. I also want to stock up on gift bags before they run out."

      "We're at a party with gift bags and it doesn't have a bouncy house?" Rhonda turned to me, sideswiping a passing pirate's parrot and knocking it from his shoulder. "How much were these tickets, Maizie?"

      "My humiliation is the price of your admission." I cocked a shoulder. "But I'll catch up with you later. I should find the Clothing Kids people and find out what time I have to present the check."

      "How about talking them out of the cheer routine." Tiffany snorted.

      "Daddy, Carol Lynn, and Remi should be here, too." I looked around the foyer at the clusters of costumed patrons. "And I imagine Lorena is flitting around somewhere. If you see her, tell her I'm looking for her."

      Rhonda grinned. "Can you believe I know a famous Hollywood costume designer?"

      "You don't know her, Rhon," said Tiffany. "We met her once. And she mostly had a mouth full of pins while we stood around in our undies wrapped in material. Not my idea of a G.N.O."

      "If Lorena meets you once, you become her friend," I said. "That's why I love her. And her mouth is often full of pins, so no biggie."

      "See?" Rhonda elbowed Tiffany. "I bet Lorena'll do a selfie with me. My blog will blow up after this."

      "I'm gonna blow up if I don't get to the bar." Tiffany yanked on Rhonda's elbow. "Come on."

      I watched them walk away, then craned my neck, trying to identify people in the room. Not spying my family or anyone from the Clothing Kids board of directors, I moved through the front rooms. I'd not grown up in Black Pine, so the only recognizable faces were the few that had hired my investigation companies—formerly Nash Security Solutions and currently Albright Security Solutions (owned by my ex-manager/still-mother who didn't care enough to get creative with names). Totally awkward doing cocktail party nods to those who hired you for cheating spouse surveillance.

      Even more awkward pretending you don't recognize those you've seen with their pants down. Literally.

      This was why Wyatt Nash, formerly of Nash Security Solutions and currently head of security at DeerNose, didn't do Black Pine shindigs and wasn't my plus three. Also because he doesn't like shindigs. Or people in general. But years of dealing with the underbelly of civilization does that to you.

      Which, hopefully, was where I'd be after my two-year apprenticeship was done.

      Okay, that sounded better in my head.

      "Excuse us," said a man in a tux, opera cape, and Phantom mask.

      He tried to push past me. I backed into a butler's pantry to move out of his way. His plus one, in a long gown—obviously Phantom's Christine—waved at a friend and stopped in the congested wood-paneled hall, blocking me inside. The couple leaned against the doorway of the pantry, chatting with friends. I turned and moved deeper into the pantry, in search of solitude.

      Fine. In search of snacks. The Spanx was killing me, but my empty stomach was killing me more.

      The pantry shelves held assorted fine china, crystal, and silver. But the back wall had shallow shelves with vintage cookie tins. Spying a small latch (and hoping it was a sign from God), I lifted the latch and pushed a small door open. Instead of a cookie closet, I faced ornamental shrubs.

      I took it as a different kind of sign from God and stepped into the cool evening air. Easing through the tall azaleas, I spied a couple dressed as Raggedy Ann and Woody from Toy Story. Not wanting to break up a secret rendezvous, I halted, poised to creep back through the secret cookie door.

      "You need to calm down," said Woody.

      "I'm going to kill you," snarled Raggedy Ann. "You ruined everything."

      Wrong kind of secret rendezvous.
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      Sliding backward toward the door, I heard the sharp crack of palm on skin, followed by a crash and a thud. The bush in front of me shook, scattering leaves and twigs.

      Some slap. Raggedy Ann obviously worked out.

      Figuring Woody could take care of himself, I popped back through the pantry door. Finding the Phantom and Christine gone, I slipped back into the hall where Paul Bunyan stood glowering. One hand clasped an ax he'd hooked on his shoulder. A scrawny armadillo yanked his other hand.

      "Maizie," said Boomer Spayberry and hauled my six-year-old half-sister, Remi, back to his side. "About time I found you. When are they doing this thing so I can git?"

      "Daddy. You look perfect." I grinned. The ax was the only costume requirement for a man of his stature and dressing habits.

      "I don't know why I have to be at this party. Or in the pictures. I don’t mind being on the board, but I'd rather just sign the checks," he said. "Quit pulling, Remi."

      "I wanna find the kids." She tipped her head up, pointing her pinkish-grey felt armadillo nose toward the coffered wood ceiling. "We're doing hide-and-seek."

      I stopped myself from telling Remi she looked cute. Those were fighting words. I stroked her felt head instead. "Lorena outdid herself with this costume."

      "I can't curl up in a ball, though." Remi knocked on her segmented paper-mâché shell. "And Daddy won't let me eat bugs."

      "Having your picture in the magazine spread is good PR for DeerNose," I replied, insightfully moving the conversation back to Daddy and away from armadillo eating habits. "And what could be cuter than a giant lumberjack surrounded by kiddy forest dwellers?"

      "It's terrible PR.” A Chanel No. 5 cloud wafted toward us. "But don't let my opinion stop you."

      The perfume was as recognizable as the voice. We collectively jerked and turned to face my ex-manager and still-mother, Vicki Albright. Not only spritzed but also clothed in Chanel.

      "Not much of a costume," I said.

      "It's vintage." Seeing my reaction, she sighed. "I'm surprised you don't recognize it. I wore it to the 2010 pre-Golden Globes party at Chateau Marmont. Hello, Boomer," Vicki said to Daddy, then patted the armadillo’s head. "Remi. Lorena did an incredible job with the costume."

      "Must not be that great if you knew it was me." Remi scowled, matching her lumberjack guardian.

      "Vicki." Daddy nodded. Their relationship as exes had recently improved into cordiality. However, trust was still an issue. Past grievances and betrayals were tricky. Daddy made an effort to forgive, but to forget was another thing entirely. "Come on, Remi. Let's see if we can find the kids."

      I waited until they moved down the hall. "Why is it bad PR?"

      "Really, Maizie." Vicki rolled her eyes. "His clothing line is for hunters. And you want him photographed wielding an ax before a group of children wearing animal costumes? DeerNose's one million to Clothing Kids won't matter. Everything is about optics. I'm surprised Lorena agreed to the idea."

      She had a point. "Daddy hoped it would help to show hunters' views on conservation and preservation. But I'll talk to Helmut before the shoot."

      "Helmut's doing the photo spread? I thought it was just tonight’s party snaps." Vicki patted her blonde coif. "I'm surprised Boomer's doing this publicly anyway. He never used to do galas. Not when I wanted to participate. All that talk about not blowing trumpets when giving alms. Everyone knows the only trumpeter at a gala is in the jazz quartet."

      As a child of divorce, I'd gotten used to tiptoeing around potential landmines. I ignored the hazards hiding in that comment. "I convinced him. It's a kickoff to bring the charity to a national level. They're hoping to establish chapters in other communities."

      "I also heard you promised a cheer routine."

      "A reenactment from Julia Pinkerton." My cheeks blazed. "I find it difficult to say no."

      "Interesting since you've had no issue saying it to me." Her sea-glass green eyes narrowed, then widened. She jerked her chin up but softened her features. "Sorry."

      "That was very good," I said encouragingly. "You're getting better."

      "Kevin's having me try meditation." She lifted a shoulder. "If I concentrate hard enough, I can almost forget I'm stuck in Black Pine after you betrayed me by running away to live with your father. Which caused All is Albright to dive in the ratings."

      "On judge's orders," I muttered. "And the dive had nothing and everything to do with the casting."

      "Maizie," called a voice thickened with midwestern twang. "We've been looking for you."

      We turned to peer down the hall, relieved by the interruption. A man dressed in a three-piece suit, complete with a straw boater and spats, waved.

      "Who is that?" murmured Vicki.

      "The homeowner, I believe. Dennis Martin. I haven't met all the board members yet. Lorena lives next door, so their involvement is probably neighborly kindness."

      "This new money in Black Pine." Vicki sighed. "Trying to pretend they are original."

      "Since when do you care about Black Pine lineages? Your money isn't exactly old. It's the same age as me." I raised my brows, hoping she'd get my implication.

      She slow-blinked, flashing her sea-glass green eyes. The Georgian accent she fought to hide in California suddenly appeared. In a much more refined drawl. "The Albrights have been in the area for over a hundred years. Spayberrys, too. You should learn to appreciate your family legacy, Maizie. Particularly now that you live here again."

      I blinked back with matching sea glass greens. However, I blinked in confusion, not contempt. Back in the day, the Spayberrys were considered backwoods—they literally lived in the woods, as far from town as they could get—and the Albrights were "townies."

      "You couldn't wait to get out of Black Pine," I said. "You dragged me to California as soon as I got that diaper commercial."

      "There was no dragging. I carried you in a Baby Bjorn." She shook her head. "Really, Maizie. Let's meet the organizers. I have an extra check for the foundation."

      The suited man stood before a door to an office. As we strolled inside, a woman turned from gazing out a window. She wore a long Edwardian-style dress with long gloves and a plumed hat pinned to her updo.

      "Dennis Martin," said the suited man, holding out his kid leather-gloved hand. I shook it, wincing at the firm grip. "This is my wife, Jan. We missed you at the meet and greet. Had a little emergency we needed to take care of."

      Jan gave Dennis the side-eye. "Not an emergency. Just a small detail we needed to attend to."

      I smiled and winced again as Jan took my hand. Another strong grip and her gloves were damp. "This is my mother, Vicki Albright⁠—"

      "I know," said Jan, grasping Vicki's hand. "You're the television producer for that reality show. The movies really attract attention to Black Pine. But I told Dennis, it’s not just feature films that build the economy. The small screen counts, too."

      Vicki's smile flickered. "All Is Albright is one of the shows I produce. Among my other projects."

      "And you live in the Peanut Mansion on the mountain. I know you did quite a bit of work on it. I'm president of the Historical Society." Jan arched her brows. “I'm glad to hear you passed our inspection. I was surprised considering some of the embellishments you made."

      I took a step back, unsure of the dangers lurking in the shallow pool we trod. Some animosity of the historical variety, it seemed.

      "Your in-town home is quaint, too," said Vicki. "Originally a tobacco grower's little house, I understand?"

      "Like yours, this was also a summer home," Jan replied, lifting her chin. "But Mr. King of King Tobacco also had a third home on St. Simon's Island."

      "Not Jekyll? Too bad," murmured Vicki. "Peanuts had so many more uses, I suppose."

      I discreetly moved to elbow Vicki. She outmaneuvered my elbow and turned to study the toile wallpaper. "Reproduction, I assume?"

      "Original," said Jan. "We hire a preservationist to clean it every year."

      "I hope they wear a mask," said Vicki. "I understand arsenic was used to get that vibrant green. Owning a historic mansion, I've been studying architectural history, too. As my family has always lived in Black Pine, even before the Peanut Mansion was built, I feel learning local history is more than a passing hobby. It's a family legacy."

      "Arsenic?" Dennis's befuddled expression turned to open horror as he stared at their dining room wall. "Jan, did you know about that?"

      "Of course, I know," said Jan tightly. "That trouble was mainly in England."

      "Sorry," said Vicki. "I didn't realize your tobacco farmer wouldn't have imported his wallpaper. He bought locally? How quaint."

      "Vicki," I said quickly. "Don't you have a check to give the Martins?"

      Vicki opened her velvet handbag. Pausing a moment to allow the gold interlocking C's to catch the light, she pulled out a slip of paper and handed it to Dennis. "Happy to help your foundation."

      Dennis glanced at the amount and chuckled. "Wow. Your reality show must do alright. Get it? Alright instead of Albright."

      "I do alright." After a sharp glance at me, Vicki flicked a smile. "If you'll excuse me."

      We turned to watch her sashay to the door. She halted at the appearance of Raggedy Ann and Woody. I studied Woody's face and noticed the slap hadn't left a mark. Must have sounded worse than it was.

      "Hey, Spencer," said Dennis Martin. "Vicki Albright gave us a nice fat check."

      "Really, Dennis," muttered Jan. "Don't be so gauche."

      Woody quirked a grin. "Vicki?"

      "Spence Newson?" Vicki placed a hand on his plaid arm. "I thought I recognized you."

      "I heard you were back." He pulled her in for a hug. The leather fringe from his gloved hands dangled down her backless Chanel dress provocatively. The irony of the contrast was not lost on me. "Haven't seen you in ages, girl."

      I tried to disguise my shock as she hugged him back. Hugs and Vicki didn't intermingle in the literal or figurative sense. Maybe Kevin's meditation included herbal supplements. Strong ones.

      "Spencer Newson is the executive director of Clothing Kids," said Dennis. "I guess your mother knows him. Tonight you'll present the check to him and Lorena. And this is Jennifer Frederick, our CFO. She'll be receiving the check, too."

      Raggedy Ann moved around Spencer and Vicki's huddled walk-down-memory lane.

      "Assistant director of finance." Even with the red triangle and circles drawn on her nose and cheeks, Jennifer's face looked flushed. She darted a look at Jan before turning to shake my hand. "I understand you're good friends with Lorena."

      "Who isn't a good friend to Lorena? She makes that an easy thing to do." I smiled, wondering what Spencer had done to upset Jennifer.

      Not my business, I reminded myself. But keep an eye on Vicki.

      "I've known Lorena for a long time. When I was six, she and I worked on a Barbie commercial together. She even made extra clothes for the Barbies I was given that weren't part of the commercial. They became some of my favorite toys. Ten years later, Lorena was Wardrobe Supervisor on Julie Pinkerton, Teen Detective. She made me a tiny Julia Pinkerton outfit, too. I still have them somewhere."

      "They're probably worth a fortune now that Lorena's won all those awards," said Jennifer.

      "I could never sell them. Lorena helped me through some of my teenage struggles. She was never too busy to talk. And she gave great fashion advice."

      "I guess you were glad to learn she moved to Black Pine," said Jan. "Once I knew who she was, I became more tolerant of the liberties she took with her bungalow. Can you believe she gutted it for a more open floor plan? Unbelievable. For someone who knows clothing history, I'd like to think she'd want to pay a little more attention to hundred-year-old architectural traits."

      "Lorena's always had a unique vibe," I said. "She wanted a large living space for all her sewing equipment. Work and play are the same to her. I think her home looks totally cute."

      "Puppies are cute. The desecration of architecture brings to mind another word," said Jan with a sniff. "Lorena didn't want to be on the Historical Society preservation committee. Said she was too involved with Clothing Kids and helping at the local theater."

      "She is retired," I said diplomatically. "She was supposed to retire before that indie film brought her here. Although I'm glad the indie won her another CDGA award." At Jennifer's questioning look, I added, "Costume Designers Guild Award."

      "Yes, Lorena's very talented." Jan glanced over her shoulder. The ostrich feather swept across Jennifer's yarn head. "Where is she anyway? Shouldn't we do the speeches?"

      Jennifer pushed back her sleeve to check her watch. "We may need to do this without Lorena."

      "Why don't I go next door and get her?" Anxious to get away, I moved toward the door.

      Spencer Newson caught my arm. "This is your girl, Vick? I've seen all your shows and movies, hon'. Such a pleasure."

      "Always nice to meet a fan." I gave him a tight smile.

      Before I could slide away, he brought me in for a hug. "I'm more than a fan. Almost like we're family, right Vick?"

      "I wouldn't go that far, Spence," purred Vicki.

      He bussed my cheek. Trying to dodge his overly-friendly parry, I swooped backward, bumping into Jessie the cowgirl. Looking sexier than I remembered. And angrier. Although it'd been a while since I'd seen Toy Story 2.

      "Sorry," I said.

      She grabbed Spencer's arm with her fringed glove. "Who's this, Spence?”

      His hand flew off my waist. Spencer swung his gaze from me to Vicki to Jessie. His smile faltered.

      Awkward.

      "Maizie Albright," I offered.

      A feline smile curled Vicki's lips. "Vicki Albright."

      "Spencer's wife, Susie Newson," said the cowgirl, adjusting her hat to better glower at us.

      "Spencer and Susie, how adorable," said Vicki. "I don't remember you from school. Spencer and I graduated together."

      "You wouldn't remember me because I'm not as old as you."

      "Yes, it shows."

      Probably everyone got Vicki's jab except Susie, judging by her triumphant smile. She eyed me. "But you look my age."

      I lifted my shoulders. "I guess? I don't know. Who can tell?"

      "Now Susie, honey," said Spencer. "We were just catching up."

      "Right." Susie snorted. "I've heard that before."

      The Martins and Jennifer took a concerted slide backward and feigned interest in the possibly arsenic-tainted wallpaper. I crept back toward them, preferring poison over venom.

      Vicki tapped Spencer on the arm. "You haven't changed a bit, Spence. Always the sly dog."

      He had the decency to blush and mumble an apology.

      Susie yanked on his arm. "Spencer?"

      "We'll never get this show on the road," muttered Jan. "It takes Spencer forever to calm her down."

      "This happens a lot?"

      "More than you'd like to know," said Jennifer.

      Remembering the slap she'd given him, I feared Jennifer was right. But hoped for Vicki's sake, she was wrong.
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      After meeting the board members, I had a feeling I knew why Lorena waited until the last minute to appear for the opening ceremony. Making my excuses, I zipped out of the room and aimed toward the other end of the house where I hoped to find Tiffany and Rhonda.

      Couples jammed the hall leading to the back parlor. I squeezed through and spotted Tiffany at the bar. Judging by the cock of her hip and her hand gestures, she appeared to be in a deep conversation with the bartender. Rhonda had stationed herself behind the buffet table. I circled the table, dropping appetizers on a plate as I moved toward Rhonda.

      "Oh my stars, am I glad to see you," said Rhonda.

      I grinned. "Having fun?"

      "My branches are caught on a curtain behind me and I've been standing here for thirty minutes." She glared across the room. "I haven't been able to get Tiffany's attention. She's all into that bartender."

      Leaving my plate on the table, I slipped behind Rhonda and examined her hair. "It's not the curtain. The cord for the shade is wrapped around your sticks."

      "Get it off," she shrieked. "Just cut it out."

      "I'm not cutting their shade pull. Jan Martin would kill me. I'm only half-kidding after meeting her. Hang on. It looks like the more you moved, the more tangled it got." I dug through her sticks, seeking the end. "Why didn't anyone help you?"

      "I don't know," she wailed. "Hardly anybody came over here. The food must be terrible. One couple came over, and I said, 'You've got to help.' They clapped and tossed money on the table and left."

      I glanced at the table. "You raised one hundred dollars for Clothing Kids. Nice job, Rhon."

      She glared at me. "I'm a plus two guest. You're the entertainment."

      "Hang on." I moved behind her again, flipped the cord over, under, and around the branches. "Freedom. Your curls are kind of frizzy now."

      Rhonda jerked forward. "I'm taking the sticks out. But first I'm going to kill Tiffany."

      "But look at her." We gazed at Tiffany's back. She stood on her toes, her small, wiry frame leaning toward the bar. Her scrawny shoulders were hunched near her ears and a finger pointed at the bartender's face. But with each shake of the finger, the bartender's smile grew bigger. "It could be love. Who knows."

      "Huh," grunted Rhonda. "I usually don't leave her alone at a bar. After a few sips of a cocktail, she gets surly with the staff. I have to haul her off before she pops someone. But this guy looks like a glutton for punishment."

      I shrugged. "It takes all kinds."

      Tiffany had moved her finger from his face to form a fist. The bartender folded his arms on the bar top and leaned closer.

      "That guy's going to get hurt," said Rhonda. "We should do something."

      I moved in front of her. "But Rhonda, what if it's love? Who are we to get in the way of love?"

      "You're a little obsessed with trying to get everyone hooked up, Maizie. Vicki and Kevin. Now Tiffany and the bartender. He'll get a black eye if he's not careful."

      "I can't help it. I love being in love. And I want everyone to feel that kind of happiness." I clasped my hands together and sighed. Maybe a little too wistfully.

      She squinted at me. "Trouble in paradise?"

      "Oh no," I said. "Nash and I are great. He works for my father and I work for my mother."

      "There's nothing in that situation that could go wrong."

      "Right?" I forced a smile. "But we're working toward a greater purpose. For my two-year private investigation apprenticeship to be done and for him to pay off his debts."

      "It's all about money, then."

      "I don't think I'll ever make much money as a private investigator."

      "Then it must be love."

      "I've got to get Lorena," I said. "We need her to start the ceremony."

      Rhonda riveted her attention back to Tiffany. She'd stopped shaking her fist. The bartender poured her another drink. "I'll go with you. Maybe Lorena's got another idea for my hair other than trees. These branches could be lethal."

      

      After making our way through the crowd, we walked out of the open front doors, crossed the veranda, and traipsed the front walk to the sidewalk. A group of hired valets hung out by the gate, chatting. Rhonda took a valet selfie and we continued down the sidewalk toward Lorena's bungalow.

      "These homes are beautiful," I said, gazing at the row of historic houses lit by the moon and carefully arranged landscape spotlights. "I'm glad the Historical Society works so hard to protect the original designs. Although in Vicki's case, I'm not sure why she cares. In California, she had zero interest in old homes. She wanted modern with views. Now she's brushing up on nineteenth-century wallpaper."

      "I hate to say it," said Rhonda. "But I'm gonna do it anyway. When it comes to Vicki, you've got to consider the interior motives."

      "I think you mean ulterior motives."

      "Nope," said Rhonda. "Vicki's motives are all interior. She's the only one who understands them, and they only benefit her."

      "She's doing better," I said. "Kevin's helping a lot."

      "But where's Kevin?" said Rhonda. "He's a famous kung fu trainer to the stars. He belongs at a party like this, too."

      That was a good question. And I didn't have an answer to it. I kept my mouth shut.

      We strolled down the sidewalk toward Lorena's. As Rhonda shed apple leaves, I shed misgivings about my mother. I wanted to believe in the best in her relationship with Kevin Yuan. Just like I wanted to believe the best in my relationship with Nash.

      I also wanted to believe in the best for Susie and Spencer, but they seemed like a hot mess. Instead, I hoped for the best in Spencer's interest in Clothing Kids. Mainly that their president wouldn't let his extracurricular shenanigans affect his leadership in the foundation.

      "I wonder why Lorena didn't want to be president," I said aloud.

      "Wasn't she born in Mexico?" said Rhonda. "I think you have to be born here or something. But I would vote for Lorena anyway."

      "I meant executive director of the Clothing Kids charity. I met the president and some of the other board members. Spencer's an old high school friend of Vicki's and his wife looks to be our age. Susie almost scratched Vicki's eyes out, thinking they were up to something. I also witnessed a private scuffle between Spencer and the board's CFO. Lorena's the founder and a board member. She must have wanted other people to run the foundation, but I'm kind of wondering why she chose Spencer."

      "Lorena must have had a good reason. She really wants to clothe a lot of kids."

      "Very true," I said, stopping at the sidewalk juncture before her house. "I shouldn't be such a doubter. I'd trust Lorena with anything."

      "You know how these CEO-types are," said Rhonda. "I learned all about it on Billions and Empire. Crazy greedy and will do what it takes to get the job done." She sliced a finger across her throat.

      "I don't think Spencer Newson's that kind of CEO. He's the director of a charitable foundation, not a Wall Street titan or a hip-hop mogul," I said. "I'm more worried his marriage will cause him to lose focus on his work."

      "That happened in Mad Men," said Rhonda. "You can only do booze and women for so long before it causes you to lose the ad agency."

      "Forget the president," I said. "And please don't mention it to Lorena."

      "Done and done," said Rhonda. "Selfie?"

      We leaned against the picket gate to her house and smiled up at Rhonda's phone. Behind us, the bungalow appeared warm and inviting. The interior lights basked the porch in a cheery glow. Shrubs lined Lorena's walk. Pots of pansies climbed her porch steps.

      "Lorena must be home," I said. "Maybe she had to fix something on her costume. She's going as La Calavera Catrina, the Day of the Dead fancy lady skeleton."

      "Scary?" said Rhonda. "I don't do scary. I stay home on Halloween, you know."

      "The Day of the Dead is not really meant to be scary. It's a family holiday."

      "If she looks scary, I'm out of there. I'm just telling you now."
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