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      Grab the new romantic mystery from USA TODAY Bestselling author Megan Matthews.

      

      One bat. Two lovers. Three strikes.

      

      The high school baseball couch just hit his last home run. With a family friend rising to the top of the suspect list, the situation takes a dark turn. This modern tragedy splits the Vine’s family and will tear it to shreds unless Vonnie finds the actual killer.

      Murder is never the only problem in Pelican Bay. Vonnie knows a secret, but how long can she keep it from the town’s motorcycle gang? What will they do when they find out she’s the one who kidnapped their kidnap victim? Can she get her across state lines before they catch up to them?

      Vonnie’s on her own this time as the government sends Broadrick off to save the world. Will she keep it together long enough to prove she can handle dating a SEAL? In his absence, the situation intensifies, leaving her on the brink of losing it all. Will she still be alive if he returns?

      Her family is in chaos, Broadrick’s on his way out the door, and Vonnie just killed Jeffrey. How will she make it out of this one?

      

      Fans of small-town mysteries will love this female PI and her laugh-out-loud crime fighting techniques. Snatch up this romantic murder mystery and help Vonnie find her bad guy.
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        To my cat Ella. Thanks for keeping my keyboard warm while I was trying to use it.
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      Death always came when you least expected it. Unless you lived in Pelican Bay. Then you just always expected it.

      Broadrick drove on Main Street and turned toward the high school as we made our way to my sister’s boyfriend’s high school baseball game. It was early in the season and their relationship, but she kept calling this guy the one. I had to check him out for myself. It was the big sister thing to do.

      Broadrick clutched the steering wheel of Rachel, my car, as we chatted on the quick trip. Somehow Broadrick—the boyfriend I’d just accepted was actually a boyfriend—became the lead driver even though it was my car. “Vonnie, no one is going to die.”

      “You haven’t lived here long enough, B,” I argued. He wanted to take a vacation to Florida, but I couldn’t leave Pelican Bay. What if someone croaked?

      Who would solve the case? Ridge Jefferson, the tough as nails former SEAL who semi-employed Broadrick? Sure, he could, but where’s the fun in that? He didn’t have my pizazz.

      Maybe we’d leave it up to the town’s police. Detective Anderson was just named interim chief, and he had a lot on his plate. He didn’t need another murder case falling in his lap. I’d be doing him a favor by solving it.

      And don’t even get me started on the “around whenever it’s convenient” bounty hunter, Tony. He had enough fun chasing down criminals. Tony didn’t need another adventure. He didn’t even keep a scrapbook of his jobs—even the enormous ones.

      We only had me to rely on.

      A cop car with screaming sirens blasted past us. See? There was always trouble in this town. “What the hell?” I asked.

      “I’m not chasing him,” Broadrick said, and I rolled my eyes while watching the car speed away.

      He didn’t realize I didn’t have to follow the cops. I’d find out whatever happened through a Facebook update in only a few minutes. Gossip spread quickly thanks to the internet.

      “Are they going to have popcorn at this baseball game?” he asked, probably to change the topic, but it wouldn’t work.

      “Yes, but I’d be careful. Kids cook everything. They use the concession sales to fund the band. Eat nothing that has to be cooked.” In high school, I’d once ordered a cheeseburger. Took me two bites to reach the frozen middle. I spent the next five days thinking I’d eventually die from eating raw meat.

      “Noted,” he said and slowed as a county cop car come in from out of town and turned into the high school parking lot. No lights.

      We followed it because that was also our final destination. “Do you think something happened at the baseball game?” I asked, but I knew the answer. You didn’t turn on the sirens for nothing.

      “I hope everyone is okay,” Broadrick said as he found a parking spot against a backdrop of flashing lights.

      A blonde who resembled me with matching green eyes ran to the car. She hit the window on Broadrick’s side, but I got out before he lowered it.

      “Vivi, what’s wrong?” I asked my seventeen-year-old sister as she rounded the car to reach me. We looked alike in features, but nothing matched in attitude.

      “They found Coach Torres in the dugout before the game,” she said with her gaze flicking from me to Broadrick.

      “Okay and…” he asked. Like I said, he hadn’t lived in Pelican Bay long enough.

      “He’s dead,” I answered.

      Broadrick loomed over us with his back to the field. “Vonnie, you don’t know that for sure.”

      I sniffed the air. “It smells like murder.”

      “Vonnie,” my sister said, grabbing on to my shoulder and spinning me toward her. “This is serious. Mr. Torres really is dead.”

      “I know.” Didn’t she hear me when I said it smelled like murder? A school coach was dead, and foul play was definitely involved.

      They didn’t bring this many cop cars to the scene of a heart attack. Also, they were missing an important part of the equation.

      An ambulance.

      The only way Coach Torres left that dugout was in a body bag.

      If I wanted to get any decent clues, we had to get in there before they closed off the scene. “Let’s go,” I said and pulled Vivi toward the dugouts.

      She resisted, but I had more muscle. I always told her she couldn’t get by on just book smarts alone, and look who was right.

      “I’m going to go talk to the officer and see what’s up,” Broadrick said, putting his phone to his ear. Probably to call his boss Ridge and fill him in on the details. Ridge loved a dead body almost as much as me.

      Vivi and I made it to the edge of the baseball field and pushed our way through the crowd. My feet hit the dirt, and my shoes left tracks in the field’s sand as we walked closer.

      “I can’t do it,” Vivi said as she stopped walking. “You should have seen Allen’s face when he told me. He’s never looked so scared.”

      I turned back to her. “Your boyfriend actually saw the coach?”

      She nodded. “They were meeting early to go over his swing.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “Maybe someone practiced their swing on the coach.” That would lead a body to have a memorable appearance. Definitely not a heart attack.

      Vivi stepped away from me with her hands out. “I can’t go there, Vonnie. I can’t do it!” She stomped her foot and shook her shoulders, her words bordering on hysterical. See? Not alike at all.

      “Okay, okay. Stay here.” I patted her on the shoulder and left her a few feet from the crowd. People said Vivi, and I were similar, but she had no chill. Our bodies may have had matching appearances with the blonde hair and green eyes, but our brains were complete opposites.

      I left her and made it another five feet before my arch nemesis barreled his way from the dugout with his hands out in my direction. “I don’t think so, Vines. Get behind the police tape.”

      “Come on, Bradley. Don’t be that way,” I said to the uniformed officer who liked to make my life difficult. He had shorter brown hair with matching eyes and a tall, formidable stance.

      He kept up his charge. “Get behind the police tape before someone arrests you.”

      Wow, he was in a mood today. I pointed behind me at the crowd, who were standing together a short distance away on their own cognition. “There is no tape, Bradley.”

      His face turned red, and he swiped back his dark brown hair. “Someone get some tape out here!”

      He was a relatively new hire on the small-town police force and apparently thought he had to make something of himself. It had also recently come to light that he had a girlfriend in the FBI. She’d be a handy acquaintance to have if Bradley wasn’t such a stick in the mud. No matter how often I asked, he never gave me her phone number.

      My shoe kicked up dust from the field as I walked backward since it looked like Bradley might pick me up and carry me to the crowd. He was feistier than normal. Someone must have told him I tried to FOIA his girlfriend’s name.

      Detective Anderson, or I should say practicing chief, cut through the swarm of people and made his way to us. Even as chief, he still wore his signature tan trench coat and had his badge swinging from a chain on his neck. The cops in this town really had a type they played into.

      “It’s about time you showed up,” I said to Anderson as he walked by us.

      He came to a screeching stop on the other side of Bradley and then turned around. “Why are you always at my murder scenes?”

      Someone in the crowd yelled for people to get out of the way as an ambulance drove as close to the field as possible. It did not have its lights on.

      I shrugged at Anderson’s question. “Just lucky, I guess.”

      He scowled at Bradley. He often forgot that he had me to thank for even being the fake chief. Thanks to me they put the old chief behind bars for shooting a man in the bed-and-breakfast and bringing down another rung in the town’s drug problem. Anderson barely even said thanks.

      I tried not to hold it against him.

      I normally failed.

      “Most people consider being involved in a murder unlucky,” he said and placed his hands on his hips.

      That was his unhappy pose, but I’d done nothing to make him unhappy yet. He really needed to chill and learn to appreciate me more. Not only had I solved the whole old chief murder case, but I hooked Anderson up with the love of his life. Lainey McLeod and he were going strong two months later. He should consider me his best friend. I expected to be the best woman at his wedding.

      We should share secrets. Be on each other’s speed dial list.

      Have pillow fights.

      Okay, that was going too far.

      I didn’t want Anderson near my pillows.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked, bringing me back to reality. Our gazes met, and his face was all scrunched up as he stared at me. It gave him wrinkles on his forehead and made him look old. I would not tell him that, though. He had to learn it on his own.

      “Those people are boring,” I said, regarding his comment about people finding dead bodies unlucky. “Anyway, now that you’re here, we can get started.”

      I took a step toward the dugouts.

      “What?” Anderson asked. “You are not helping me in this investigation.”

      See what I mean about how he forgets what a help I am? “You’re down a man on the force, Anderson. You can use the extra pair of hands. Don’t worry. I’m on the job.”

      Broadrick walked up behind us and stood next to me with his gaze on the scene as it unfolded. He’d have my back against Anderson like a good boyfriend.

      “I’m on the case. Right, Broadrick?” I asked, wanting back up.

      He shook his head, and his green eyes with their speckled brown flakes glared at me. “You most certainly are not. This is seriously violent stuff.”

      So not a good boyfriend… my mistake.

      I glared right back at him and stuck my hands on my hips so I resembled Anderson. Broadrick and I just recently agreed that I’d start calling him a boyfriend again, and now here he was ticking me off. He couldn’t even give us a good six months of in-person relationship time. We’d met online and then dated long distance for two years while he was off doing SEAL stuff.

      Right when I thought our relationship was going to hit the next level, he’d written me a dear Vonnie email to break it off. Speed ahead the worst six months of my life and right as I got things back on track, he showed up in Pelican Bay demanding I give him a second chance. Now since he’d taken a job working for Ridge after he finished his service in a few months, I’d finally believed he would not leave again.

      Unless he kept being so bossy. Then I might gather the girls and toss him out of town. I stared at his muscular biceps and my shoulders relaxed.

      Naw, to be honest, I liked him bossy. I didn’t listen to him, anyway.

      “Sure, dear,” I said, patting him on the arm and watching as the sheriff—they called in the big guys for this one—taped off an area for the crowd. That meant Anderson considered it a murder and planned to bring in the crime scene van.

      My insides grew a little giddy, and I tamped them down because it wasn’t normal to be excited about a murder. And I needed to at least pretend to be normal.

      “Chief Anderson!” a man’s voice called from inside the dugout. “You’re going to want to see this one.”

      I started forward. If he wanted to see it, I definitely wanted to see it.

      Broadrick grabbed my arm and stopped my forward motion. “I’m serious, Von. This one is bad.”

      “How do you know?” He hadn’t gotten to see the body. I’d been with him the entire time.

      “I agree. Stay off this one, kid,” Ridge said as he took up the spot Anderson had just vacated. Where’d he come from? Why did I live in a town full of bulky, tough, bossy guys?

      “Ugh, why am I always surrounded by testosterone?” I asked rather than a greeting.

      You couldn’t escape it when you lived in Pelican Bay.

      Ridge had on the standard Pelican Bay Security uniform. Black polo with the company logo in the left corner and a pair of well-fitting dark wash jeans. If they didn’t have distinct faces and haircuts, all the guys looked like they were ready to pose for a line of jean advertisements.

      I had my gaze on the dugouts and kept trying to position my body to get a view, but we were too far away to see anything useful.

      Ridge stepped in my line of sight, blocking any chance of catching a glance at the scene. “I need to talk to you, anyway.”

      “Oh, really?” I asked and diverted my attention to him. Ridge Jefferson wanting to talk to me meant it had to be about something important. “Let’s talk then.”

      We were a good five feet from anyone in the crowd, but Ridge eyed them with suspicion. “Let’s step over here.”

      He led the way a few feet to our left—further from the dugouts and past the foul line of the field. Broadrick came with us, but that didn’t stop Ridge from talking.

      “I know you’re searching for more information on Snowbird after your interactions with him,” he said.

      What he meant to say was that I’d vowed to find the identity of this so-called Snowbird and shut down his crime ring. I didn’t make revenge vows lightly. Snowbird had his cronies kidnap me at gunpoint, and most recently, he’d sent me a dead bird and thrown a rock through my office door. What did I do to piss him off so much? Besides, be amazing.

      “Do you know who Snowbird is?” I asked. Ridge wouldn’t tell me even if he did, but I wanted to read his face while he answered.

      His expression didn’t change. “Not yet, but he’s on our radar now, so it won’t be long. Criminal rings like this have layer after layer, and we keep pulling them back with each person we catch. I believe Snowbird is close to the top. He’s been able to hide behind the dirty dealings of the old chief, but not anymore.”

      “So he’s the big guy? Maybe the numero uno?”

      Ridge nodded. “Or close to it. Probably has connections out of town, but we’re chipping away at the empire, and he’ll have to come up for air soon.”

      I rubbed my hands together. Behind me, the crowd parted as two EMTs wheeled a stretcher through the people and ducked under the police tape. Moving the body already? Interesting.

      “Great. If Snowbird gets nervous, he will make a mistake soon. I can help.”

      Ridge and Broadrick shook their heads in the most annoying way. They had the expression that said they thought they knew more than me. “He’s already threatening you. The violence will only get worse once we get closer.”

      Broadrick nodded at each of Ridge’s words. “He’s right. You can’t risk it, Vonnie. You need to lie low until he’s behind bars.”

      “Or… a better plan. Let me grab him. I can do this.”

      Ridge held out his hand in the air like a stop sign. “I’ve got this, Vines. You’ve been good, and I’m proud. But leave this one to the professionals.”

      I almost stomped my foot against the dirt, but didn’t want to pull a Vivi. “I am a professional.”

      Almost.

      I had less than six hundred hours left before I became eligible to apply for my private investigator’s license.

      “Vonnie, help!” my sister’s scream cut through our conversation, and without hesitating, I took off after the voice.
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      “Vonnie!” my sister’s panicked voice rang out through the growing crowd’s murmurs.

      My feet slammed against the dirt, grass, and then the parking lot as I followed her voice to make my way to her. “Vivi!”

      A heavy presence followed behind me right on my tail. Broadrick kept pace as we cut through the crowd and I frantically searched the lot for my sister.

      She slammed into me from the corner, and I wrapped my arms around her middle to keep her from falling over. “What’s wrong, Vivi?”

      Her fingers dug into my back, and she shoved her head against my neck, forcing me to breathe in her hair and the scent of her coconut shampoo.

      “They’re taking Allen to the station.” She trembled as she spoke into my shoulder, making the words hard to hear.

      My shoulders relaxed. That was what had her screaming my name? I thought she’d lost an arm or something. My word. Overreact much? Not that I could say that to her face. Vivienne Vines was what we called… emotional. I blamed it on the fact my parents named her Vivienne. It wasn’t nearly as tough a name as Vonnie.

      I ran my fingers through her hair, trying to calm her. It always worked when we were kids. “Okay. We can handle this.”

      Broadrick stood at my side, glancing between the two of us and looking like I had asked him to face off against a tiger. His pupils were round and dark even on the overcast yet sunny day. He reached out and, with an open palm, awkwardly patted Vivi on her back so hard it rammed her into my shoulder again. He lightened up and the next few pats didn’t send her flying.

      I bit my lip, watching the gesture. My man was so cute. Terrified, but cute. My heart grew a little warmer for him as he did his best to comfort my sister, even though she obviously petrified him with her tears.

      Tears that dampened my jacket. Thank goodness I’d found it in the closet that morning or I’d have to change and dry out.

      Broadrick gave Vivi a few more pats as she cried into my shoulder, and then, with a helpless glance at me, he withdrew his hand and hung it at his side. His gaze darted around the parking lot, looking for a threat to squish—anything to let him escape.

      I bit my lips harder so I didn’t laugh. That’s why I had the bakery girls and cupcakes to handle my emotional needs and Broadrick to crush anything big and scary.

      Vivi loosened her hold just enough to clutch her fingers into my upper arms like she had to hold on to her life. I’d definitely have bruises later. “Anderson said Allen is wanted for questioning.”

      I ran my fingers through her hair again, except when I hit the halfway point, my finger became stuck. Her hair had twisted itself up in my hand. Oh shit. My eyes widened as I tried to find where my ring became tangled in her strands, but I couldn’t see anything past her massive head. I’d told her a hundred times that her huge brainiac head would get her into trouble. Now look at the mess she’d gotten us into.

      I panicked, trying to dislodge my finger by moving it around in her hair. Vivi took it as more comfort and settled against my shoulder again.

      “That’s pretty standard,” I said as I continued to wiggle my hand around and parted her hair with my other hand in an awkward hug only a sister might get away with.

      Vivi pulled back, caused by either my overly aggressive hugging technique or my words. I stepped forward and kept my arm stretched out to follow her movements, so she didn’t figure out the mess going on in her hair. She had enough on her plate.

      “It’s normal?” she asked around a new shed of tears.

      I glanced at Broadrick, trying to get his attention and motion to the monstrosity happening with my sister’s hair attacking my hand, but he had his attention on the cops at the dugouts. When we made eye contact, he gave me a smile but didn’t react to my horrified expression. Such a clueless male.

      “Yeah, totally normal.” I moved to the left, trying to get a better angle on the mess.

      Vivi would freak if she figured out I’d turned her head into a rat’s nest, and we did not need to add another Vines freak-out to the situation. Things were bad enough. I twisted my hand, and it moved an inch before getting stuck again.

      Okay, but progress.

      Think positive, Vonnie.

      “The cops always talk to persons of interest in a case, and he found the dead body,” I said, more focused on her hair than my words.

      Vivi jerked and my hand snagged against new strands of hair but thankfully broke free from the original tangle. Although she must have felt it when she moved. “Don’t say that.”

      “What?” I wiggled my entire arm, trying to get the last bit free. “Dead or body?”

      I needed specifics.

      “Both.”

      My hand slipped from her hair and I blew out an enormous sigh of relief. I wrenched my hand to my side and shook it out. There, I fixed everything, and no one needed to be any the wiser about what occurred. Even Broadrick never figured it out. As long as my sister didn’t pat the back of her head and feel the vast tangle poking out from behind her neck, we’d all be fine.

      “They put him in a cop car, Vonnie.” Vivi wiped at her eyes, and when she stepped away, I let her go, since my ring was no longer attached to her hair. I wanted to get far away from the crime scene happening on her head.

      She turned around, and I grimaced at the rat’s nest peeking out and looking at me. Pretending to console her, I flipped more hairs into a place to hide it. Hopefully. “Did they use handcuffs?”

      She sniffled and pouted as she tilted her head up to meet my gaze. “No.”

      “Okay, then he’s not under arrest. No big deal.” I patted the last piece of hair into place and then removed my hand to distance myself from the association of the attack. “When did they take him?”

      If Anderson really believed he was the killer, he’d keep him in the interrogation room to sweat it out for a bit before he sent someone in to speak with him. It was the oldest trick in the book.

      Vivi pointed toward the cluster of cop cars. They’d parked in the middle of the lot like they got to make up their spaces. It looked like a pack of kittens parked their vehicles. We headed in that direction with me leading the way and Broadrick keeping our backs safe.

      They had Allen in the back of a Pelican Bay squad car—we had three now—alone with no one watching the vehicle. He definitely wasn’t prime suspect material. Yet.

      Allen had his forehead resting against the headrest of the passenger seat, and he turned toward us as we approached. He and Vivi locked gazes, and he laid his open palm with his fingers stretched out on the glass window. Vivi ran to him and matched her hand against his like they were two lovers forever separated by a single pane of glass.

      I did my best not to gag, but a little sound came out. Broadrick laughed and bumped my shoulder with his.

      “Ah, young love,” he whispered as we walked to the car.

      I crinkled my nose. No wonder Romeo and Juliet both ended up dead.

      “I think you mean dramatic.”

      I hip checked Vivi out of the way when we made it to the car and opened the back door.

      Vivi gasp and Allen tried to close it from the inside. But I blocked it with my leg. “Chill, dude. You aren’t under arrest.”

      “Vonnie, you can’t do that,” Vivi said, staring at me with eyes about to pop out of their sockets.

      I rolled mine. How were we sisters? “They’re only locked from the inside. It’s fine.”

      It’s like they thought a silent alarm went off somewhere and I’d be jumped by a hundred cops any second. The entire county didn’t even have a hundred cops.

      “Hey, Allen,” I said when they finally lowered the gawking level a tinge.

      Red rimmed his eyes, but he did his best to look macho. Probably for my sister’s sake. “Hey.”

      “Piece of advice.” I waited for him to acknowledge my words with a jerk of his head. “Get a lawyer before you answer questions. Don’t accept their offer of a soda.”

      It was the oldest trick in the book, but Allen didn’t look like he watched a lot of the ID Channel.

      His eyes widened, and he leaned forward, breathing heavily out his nose. He kind of resembled someone ready to puke. “But I didn’t do anything.”

      I gave him a good once-over but didn’t find any noticeable blood on his clothing. “I believe you.”

      Mostly.

      “It looked like…” Allen’s entire body shook with memories. “Someone hit him in the head with something.”

      Hmm. I’d only need one guess on that item, considering we were at a baseball field.

      I rubbed his shoulder, looking as awkward as Broadrick had with my sister. “Don’t worry. Getting a lawyer is standard. Everyone does it.”

      Well, everyone smart.

      If any cop took you to a police station for any reason, you get a lawyer.

      It was common sense.

      “Vonnie, stop chatting with my witness,” Officer Bradley said as he walked up to the squad car and shut the door, almost cutting off Allen’s foot in the process.

      He crossed over to the driver’s door, and I met his gaze across the hood with a big smile and a wave. Bradley hated it when his rudeness didn’t affect me. With a huff, he got into the car and drove off, leaving the three of us alone in the lot.

      “What do we do now?” Vivi asked as she watched the taillights make the short drive to the police station. Truthfully, they could have walked him there to save the taxpayers some cash and not make the entire thing so official and scary for the poor kids.

      I rubbed Vivi’s arms and fixed her messy hair again. The knot kept poking its way through the wall I set up to hide it. “We get cupcakes.”

      My sister sniffled. “I don’t know how that is going to help.”

      See? Again, how were we sisters?

      “You’ll never know until you try,” I said, in complete shock. I should never have to defend a cupcake to a Vines woman.

      Broadrick bustled us to the side. “I’ll drive.”

      The bakery was only a few blocks from the high school and Broadrick made it in record time because everyone in town was gawking at the events at the ball field. Soon they’d have the mayor out there.

      People were standing everywhere in the open part of the bakery, but they weren’t in line to order food. I shook my head as we walked in. The only place busier than the ball field was the bakery because everyone came to get the chatter. Third place went to the town’s hardware store, as that’s where the men gathered to gossip.

      Slowly, one by one, the non-customers turned to stare at us. It wasn’t freaky at all.

      Lies.

      The entire thing creeped me out.

      I stopped halfway to the dessert display and kept my sights set on Anessa’s bright pink walls of the bakery. Everything in the bakery was pink except for the tables and chairs, which she’d painted in jewel tones. The woman knew what she liked.

      I sighed and threw my hands in the air, even though I already had their attention. “Okay, noseys. Someone killed Coach Torres at the ball field. Vivi’s boyfriend, Allen, found the body. Bradley has taken him in for questioning, but no cuffs, so it’s all okay.”

      I gave one big glance around the room with a stern expression, hoping they’d see Vivi’s red eyes and catch my drift not to go all hysterical about this while she was in attendance.

      No one moved.

      “That’s everything. Go back to your currently scheduled cupcakes,” I finished and shooed my hands out to hurry them along.

      Pearl, in her favorite seat across from the register, returned to sipping her tea and the other patrons used that as their signal to resume their chatter rather than my hand signals. Super annoying.

      “Did you tell him to get a lawyer?” Harley asked from a table beside Pearl.

      She’d caused quite the drama when the town discovered she’d been having a multi-one-night stand with one of Ridge’s guys and that she called the leader of the motorcycle gang brother. She insisted Dominick got a bad rap, but his nickname was “The Impaler,” so I wasn’t sure if Harley really understood the meaning of the word or the term motorcycle gang. Overall, I considered her good peeps, though.

      And it wasn’t surprising that she’d ask about the lawyer.

      I walked toward her while I answered. “Of course. Standard protocol.”

      She nodded and tore the wrapper off her strawberry cupcake. “Good. Anderson is cool and everything, but …”

      “He’s still a cop,” I finished for her.

      “Exactly,” she said and followed me up to the counter while I considered what cupcake would best soothe Vivi through the experience.

      Anessa greeted me with a wave and then left to finish ringing up her current customer. I tapped on the glass with my finger, something Anessa hated, but since I’d be the one to wipe them down at my next shift, I didn’t worry about her disapproving glare.

      Noise came through the bakery, cutting through the chatter of the people gathered around my sister lobbing questions at her. The towns people couldn’t help themselves. The noise grew, a chopping whirling sound that turned into a deafening beat.

      “What the hell now?” I asked Anessa as she approached the display case on the other side.

      She raised an eyebrow and glanced at the ceiling. “It’s this new thing. Pierce is on his way home. This is how he announces his return.”

      I rolled my eyes. Rich people.

      The windows rattled and the people finally stopped talking long enough to scan the room for the army battalion ready to storm through the doors.

      “He didn’t come in over the ocean like normal?” We had a small airstrip outside of town for the overly rich people to use, but they normally curved out over the water and came in from the north, so we didn’t hear the commotion.

      Anessa laughed. “I guess he likes to let Katy know he’s coming.”

      “He couldn’t send a freaking text?”

      She shrugged. “You know how those two are.”

      Weirdos. Pierce probably wanted to give Katy a warning, so she had time to hide any evidence.

      “Can I grab those to-go cookies?” Harley asked Anessa from beside me. “I’m helping my brother hang a painting and need reinforcements.”

      “Your brother is into art?” Not something I would have guessed about the leader of a motorcycle gang.

      “No.” Harley chuckled. “But my dad painted it for him, so it has sentimental value.”

      “That’s awesome.” Harley believed her dad had died when she was a baby. His monumental return to the living put her on an emotional rollercoaster, but they’d worked hard to form a relationship.

      “Yeah, they’re getting along. It’s this gorgeous bird, and it will look nice in Dom’s living room.”

      “So why the reinforcements?” I nodded to the bag as Anessa handed it over.

      Harley peeked inside and then folded over the top. “They’re for me. To help with the stress of dealing with a gang of motorcyclist fighting over the right way to use a level.”

      I laughed. “Hopefully you got a dozen.”

      “Baker’s dozen.” She grew serious. “But Dad is really working on his new life. I’m proud of him.”

      Her eyes glittered with the truth of her words. I tapped the display again and pointed at the double chocolate cupcakes. “I’m glad, babe.”

      Harley lost her mother to cancer, so getting to have her father in her life helped ease some of the hardship.

      “Anyway, I’ll see you around. Good luck with Allen,” she said.

      “Thanks.” My phone buzzed in my back pocket, and I grabbed it while Anessa boxed up the cupcakes.

      KATY: NB is sleeping on my bed, but he’s got to go before Pierce gets home. I just heard the chopper, so you’ve got less than five minutes.

      She attached a picture of my brown and white mixed breed Jack Russell sleeping on his back in the middle of her pillows.

      “Damn it, NB.”
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      “How are you planning to keep the dog inside today?” Broadrick asked as he leaned against my kitchen counter, holding a mug of coffee. Damn, he looked hot doing it.

      I leaned over and picked up NB before he jumped and scratched my legs. “How come he’s NB and your dog when he’s cute and ‘the dog’ and mine when he gets in trouble?”

      NB settled into my arms and rested his head on my elbow, giving it a lick. He had a real thing for elbows. I figured there were worse things in the world. At least it wasn’t drugs. Or humping.

      Random humping would definitely be worse.

      Broadrick crossed one foot over the other and raised an eyebrow. Not a good sign. He sipped his coffee, letting the suspense build. “You really have to ask? I mean, I’ll answer if you really need me to.”

      I narrowed my eyes and tugged on the hem of my gray T-shirt. “No.”

      NB wiggled, asking to be let down, and I shook off his hair as he scampered to the other side of the kitchen.

      It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since I’d had to rescue him from Katy’s, and he already had his eyes on the back door. The monster was just waiting for us to leave to make his escape. If I ever found the person who taught him how to get out of the backyard, we were going to have words.

      It was probably Frankie Zanetti’s cat, Spencer. I’d watched him for a few days in February and he made my life a living hell. That cat definitely had a drug problem. He let the nip get to him.

      “It’s because you’re trouble. Like the dog,” Broadrick clarified, even though I hadn’t asked for it.

      I stepped in front of NB as he walked toward the back door on his way to prove his addiction to trouble. His little tail whipped around so hard it hit him in the side.

      I rolled my eyes at Broadrick as he watched me struggle to keep NB in line. He just stood there in his black polo getting ready for a day fighting crime or whatever the hell he did with Ridge Jefferson while on military leave.

      “I know. There’s no need to clarify,” I said, laying on the sass extra thick.

      It did not faze him.

      Unfortunately.

      “What’s the plan for today?” he asked while looking into his coffee cup, making it seem like he was just being curious, but I knew better. He was trying to figure it out, so he could stay two steps ahead of me.

      I knew what he was up to, but since I actually wanted his help this morning, I played along.

      “Right. The plan. The plan for me, the plan chosen especially for me. My plan,” I said in my best Emperor’s New Groove voice.

      He didn’t even smirk. “Vonnie.”

      “That plan?” I finished.

      Still nothing.

      “I waste my talents on you.”

      Finally, his lip twitched. “I’m not sure quoting The Emperor’s New Groove counts as a talent.”

      “See!” I pointed a finger at him. “You recognized it.”

      Besides, it wasn’t my fault that NB learned how to escape from the backyard. I’d given him access, and he abused the privilege. How did I get blamed?

      “You need to admit that the new doggy door is not working,” Broadrick said, finishing his coffee and rinsing the cup before he put it in the dishwasher.

      I did not need to admit anything, and he couldn’t make me. “Never.”

      Katy gave the dog treats one time and now he wandered over there whenever we left him unattended to get more. Technically, it was her faulty fence too since I rented her old home. If we needed someone to blame, I recommended her.

      “NB and I talked, and he’s going to be a good boy,” I said, staring at the dog and hoping he’d follow through on the lie.

      The dog in question, with his adorable little squishy face, walked right past me, lifted a paw, and scratched at the doggy door, wanting outside. I pretended not to notice.

      Broadrick closed the dishwasher. “You sure about that?”

      “I’ve willed it.”

      He shook his head. “You’ll have to stay home with him.”

      What? Why did I have to? Did he think that because I’m the mother? “I can’t. I have to visit the ball field today.”

      If I waited too much longer, all the good evidence would be gone. It might rain at any time in April, so I couldn’t risk waiting.

      NB ran between us and sat in the middle of the kitchen with his gaze set on the door like he might hypnotize us into opening it for him.

      “No way. It’s not safe,” Broadrick said, reminding me why I walked down this road in the first place. He was right—not that I’d admit it—and I needed him to come with me to be a lookout for the fuzz.

      I picked up NB and faced him toward Broadrick, hoping he’d make his sad puppy dog face at him. It normally worked.

      “If it’s safe, then you can take him with you. As backup,” he said.

      I shook my head. “No, he’ll ruin the crime scene.”

      The dog peed on everything, and Anderson might actually arrest me if my dog peed on something important. Even I had my limits.

      Broadrick sighed and rubbed a finger against his temple. “I thought that’s what you were planning to do.”

      “Funny.” Not. I never ruined a crime scene. How rude to say such a thing. I just poked around a little.

      I sat NB back on the ground and grabbed my black spring coat from the chair. He ran right to the back door and pawed at the flap, but I continued to the front and ignored him. It’s what my mother did to me when I misbehaved as a child.

      “Vonnie,” Broadrick said as he glanced back at NB and the scratching. He was doing a horrible job of ignoring the misbehavior.

      I hung my head in shame. “I locked the door. He’ll be fine.”

      “Why didn’t you just say that?” he asked as he opened the front.

      I closed it behind us and locked it against a backdrop of NB barking. He’d realized his jail sentence quickly.

      “Because you’re such an old man,” I said as I skipped a few steps to hit the walkway before him.

      Broadrick stayed at my side. “I’m only a few years older than you.”

      I shrugged and swung my car keys around on my forefinger. “It’s a mental thing. Not an age thing.”

      He might have only been four years older, but he acted like an adult.

      Broadrick came up behind me, stole the car keys mid-swing, and then continued on his way without missing a step.

      “Hey!” I ran after him, but he already had the doors unlocked.

      He slid into the driver’s seat of my black Camero and left me to my side. I’d been the one to survive a shootout at Frankie Zanetti’s house to earn the car. I should be the one to drive it.

      “Who made you the driver?” I asked as I buckled my seat belt.

      He started the car, and it purred to life. I loved that sound. “Your ten unpaid tickets.”

      How dare he? “Those are parking tickets. They don’t count as real tickets, and I’m going to pay them.”

      I just had a few other things to pay first. Like rent. Then I had to buy food, and NB needed a new chewy toy. Otherwise, he’d take his anger out on the locked doggy door and my couch. Plus, I had a plan for the tickets. I’d put them on my Christmas list and ask my parents to pay for them as a gift.

      Broadrick drove past the bakery, and my mouth salivated. Looking for clues would be a lot easier if I had an iced coffee.

      No, Vonnie.

      No iced coffees until I paid for the parking tickets. That’s the responsible adult thing to do. I unwrapped a piece of gum from the stash in my car and popped it in my mouth.

      It did not taste like iced coffee. Yuck. Grape. If Broadrick planned to keep leaving gum in my car, he needed better flavors.

      “Don’t worry. I paid them for you,” Broadrick said without even a glance in my direction.

      “What? How?” I sputtered and then had to wipe drool from my lips with the extra gum saliva. “That’s my HIPAA information.”

      Broadrick tilted his head and looked at me just long enough to roll his eyes. “It’s Pelican Bay.”

      “Ah. Yeah.” Small town shit. That explained it. “Well… thanks. I’ll pay you back.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Broadrick said as he stole a piece of gum from my container. I decided not to mention it since he’d paid for the tickets. And it was technically his gum.

      “Can I stop and have an iced coffee?” No point in restricting myself if I didn’t have tickets to pay.

      He chuckled once. “After we don’t get arrested at the baseball field.”

      “Right. That’s what I meant.” See, look at him always being responsible.

      He snapped his gum, and the car lit up like grape.

      We hit the ball field two minutes later, and Broadrick parked close to the area but not right next to it. He’d learned how to blend in nicely. I liked to pretend I taught him that skill, but he probably learned it in the military.

      He shut off the car and locked the doors. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Absolutely.” I unlocked the doors.

      He locked them again immediately. So annoying. “I really don’t want you to get involved in this case, Vonnie.”

      I rested my hand on the handle without touching the unlock button. “And I get that, Broadrick, but I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t at least do something. My sister’s boyfriend’s life is on the line.” I hurried to unlock the door.

      He locked it again. Ugh. “I’m sure the police will clear Allen of any wrongdoing.”

      Unlock.

      Lock.

      “Ugh, B. What do I have to say to get out of the car?” I needed to get into that scene before someone else showed up.

      He leaned over and gave me a quick kiss on the lips with no tongue. I kind of missed the tongue. “Just promise me you’ll be safe.”

      I gave him a slow smile and kissed him again. Still no tongue. “Always.”

      Safety was my middle name.

      We both got out of the car, but only I walked toward the tape. I glanced back when I realized he wasn’t following me. “You’re not coming?”

      Broadrick shook his head with a slight smile, meaning he wasn’t upset about anything. “I can’t get arrested. Who would bail you out of jail?”

      I laughed. “Katy.”

      Duh.

      That’s what best friends were for.

      Plus, Katy had billionaire girlfriend money now. She literally carried around bail money as pocket change.

      Bright yellow police tape marked off everything past the fence at the ball field. I chomped on my gum, trying to look like I wasn’t about to break the law as I approached the tape. Suspicious-looking people got arrested. I slipped under the tape and walked faster toward the dugout area where Allen found Coach Torres’s body.

      It’d rained in Pelican Bay the last few days, but somehow my feet still kicked up dust as I walked. I tried to lift my shoes more to stop the mess and timed my chewing with the foot lifts to keep my mind active.

      The police had cleared the dugout of stuff, so it was nothing but a wooden box with a bench inside. I stepped down into it just to be safe but came back with nothing.

      On my way out on the other side, my gaze locked in on something out of place. White plaster.

      Definitely not anything brought here by baseball players.

      I approached the area with caution, keeping my eyes on my steps so I didn’t disturb any evidence. My gum grew old and my chomps took more bite to get through them. At the far end of the dugout, halfway to the foul line, sat a deep shoe impression in the dirt. The rain made the the field muddy enough for it to stick.

      White plaster residue flakes littered the surrounding area, meaning the police took the time to make a cast of the shoe print. They obviously thought it was important to the case.

      If they did, so did I.

      Of course, I didn’t have a crime scene van, plaster, or any of that fancy stuff. I did, however, have my phone. And sometimes that’s all a girl needed.

      Until I added plaster to my online shopping list, I’d have to use the good old camera to snap my shot and hope to compare it to random shoes around town. I leaned in close and blew a bubble as I stared at the sole imprint.

      The left side of the left sole had more wear on it than the inside sections. Interesting. If I held a contest in town to see who had the coolest shoes, I could get people to line up to show me their marks and bring the criminal to justice that way.

      They’d be practically turning themselves in. I bet Anderson never thought of anything that good while solving a crime.

      I grabbed my phone from my back pocket and snapped a long photo from a distance followed by additional photos as I brought the zoom in closer. Then I did it again by manually bringing the phone closer. To cover my bases.

      The only thing I needed was something for size comparison. I searched the pockets of the spring jacket and came out with a green and white pen from the local Boy Scout group. They’d been giving them out last spring during the Memorial Day carnival. I carefully laid the pen on the ground next to the print and collected a few more shots. You could never have enough evidence.

      Birds squawked overhead as I left the print and continued checking the area for more clues. There weren’t any. I opened my mouth to blow another bubble, but the gum had lost all elasticity and rather than separate into bubble formation size, it flew out of my mouth and landed in the dirt.

      I froze. Oh shit.

      My eyes grew wide, and I stayed unmoving as I stared at the gum. Any other day I’d leave it there. I wasn’t one to throw gum on the ground on purpose, but I also didn’t pick up chewed gum off the disgusting dirt.

      But this was a crime scene.

      I couldn’t leave evidence at a crime scene.

      Anderson would kill me. Then, after Broadrick bailed me out of jail, he’d kill me. I’d have to go on the run.

      Who would feed NB?

      I only had one solution. Yuk. With my eyes closed, I grabbed the gum and held it out between my fingers.

      In the few seconds it laid on the ground, dirt embedded itself in the groves left by my teeth. Gross. Gross. Gross.

      Drops of rain hit me directly on my forehead, and I tilted my head back to glare at the sky. “Not now, Mother Nature.” Didn’t she realize I was mid-crisis?

      Trees lined two sides of the field past the fences, and I’d wanted enough time to look through them to see if the killer had run that way. Maybe grab a few more photos of shoe prints. But the rain would make that impossible.

      The gum hardened in my fingers, and I held back my gag. I had to get out of the precarious situation I’d put myself in.

      I walked back to Broadrick and then right past him as I hunted out a trash can. Hopefully, no one saw me walking around with shit from the crime scene because I really didn’t want to answer questions about used gum. I’d never live it down with the cops.

      The school had a trash can at the far end of the parking lot, so I tossed the gum inside. Then I cleaned the dirt and sticky grossness from my hands as I walked back to the car. Broadrick was leaning against the side, watching my every move, but he did not ask about the gum. He was back to good boyfriend status. The rain picked up as I walked, making me quicken my steps.

      “Did you strike out?” Broadrick asked after I rejoined him at the car.

      I paused at the passenger side door and narrowed my eyes. A raindrop hit me in the middle of my nose. “No, we are not doing that.”

      “What?” he asked, doing a horrible job pretending he didn’t know exactly what I meant.

      “No, baseball puns.” We would not spend the new few days walking around making stupid jokes about my new case. Someone died, and it was high time I took it seriously and solved this crime.

      And since the cops apparently weren’t hiring me on as a consultant, I’d also have to find a case to make some cash for rent. Pierce might be my landlord now, but he’d still kick me out if I didn’t pay up at the beginning of the month. Funds were short because my old landlord didn’t give me back my security deposit. She said I left a bag of trash in the kitchen, and they had to air the place out for a week.

      Broadrick laughed as he got in the car.

      He could laugh all he wanted, but I had a good streak going and wanted to hit a home run on this case.

      Damn it!

      No more puns, Vonnie.

      I had to get my head back in the game.

      Double damn it.

      “I need an iced coffee,” I said as he pulled out of the parking lot. That would reset my mind. “And then a visit to Coach Torres’s wife.”

      I’d already researched where the coach lived and gave Broadrick the address to put in the GPS while I ran into the bakery to grab the drink.

      Fifteen minutes later—I had to update the girls as Anessa made my drink—we were back on the road, and Broadrick stopped in front of the one-and-a-half-story Cape Cod home on the north side of Pelican Bay. The Torres home was smaller than other houses on their street where people had built additions over the years, but theirs appeared cozy and well taken care of, which made it better.

      I left Broadrick in the car to guard the iced coffee—sometimes he came off too tall when he talked to suspects—and made my way to the door to meet with Mrs. Torres.

      The bright green door had a knocker in the middle that I used to announce my presence rather than the doorbell. A woman with dark brown hair opened the door almost immediately.

      She narrowed her eyes at me and scowled with a definite lack of tears.

      “Hi,” I said, trying not to come off too upbeat. Her husband was dead, after all. “I need to talk to you about your husband.”

      Her eyes narrowed further.

      “Coach Torres,” I clarified, in case she’d forgotten. Definitely giving off frosty “I murdered my husband” vibes.

      “Ex-husband and no, my sister didn’t bash in his head with a baseball bat,” she squawked and then slammed the door in my face. The force of the slam blew the hair from my face.

      Okay then.

      I stepped back a half foot and did a double blink.

      Oh, well. We’d driven all the way here. I couldn’t give up that easily.

      I knocked again, but the door didn’t reopen, so I held my finger on the doorbell. One slammed door did not deter me. I needed at least two and a threat before I marked someone as uncooperative.
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