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      My best friend Deanne came into the coffee shop that cold February morning looking much more cheerful than anyone had any right to be on such a gray, dank winter day. It had snowed the day before, but the skies hadn’t cleared immediately afterward, the way the weather usually behaved in this part of northern New Mexico. No, they’d remained heavy and brooding, threatening more snow but not actually doing much beyond that except making the air feel about ten degrees colder than it really was.

      If I wanted to be totally honest with myself, I should have admitted that my own grumpy mood had less to do with the weather and a lot more to do with the unfortunate fact that Max Sullivan, my childhood crush-turned-movie star, was supposed to be back in Las Vegas following a month-long film shoot in Costa Rica. But script changes and other on-set snafus had already extended the production a week beyond the time when it was supposed to wrap up, and now he wasn’t sure when he was going to be back in town.

      On the surface, this shouldn’t have been a huge deal. Delays like that happened in the film industry all the time…or at least, that was my vague impression of how these things often shook out. Max and I had renewed our friendship after his return to our hometown the previous autumn, when he’d bought Sunset Ridge, a sprawling ranch on the east side of Las Vegas, but he didn’t like to talk too much about the projects he was working on, some of them because he honestly couldn’t break whatever nondisclosure agreement he’d signed, and others because I got the impression he wanted to leave that part of his life behind when he was in New Mexico so he could focus on the here and now.

      Anyway, I knew part of my annoyance stemmed from the way I couldn’t quite forget that Valentine’s Day was approaching fast, and now was only a week off. Absolutely nothing about my relationship with Max could be viewed as anything more than simple friendship, so I knew it was silly to think he’d sweep me off to Santa Fe for a romantic dinner or something if he was actually back in town.

      But still….

      “You’ll never guess!” Deanne exclaimed, and waved an oversized envelope she’d just pulled out of her equally oversized purse.

      “You won the latest Powerball?” I asked — a complete joke, since I knew my friend didn’t even play the lottery.

      She shook her head. “Better.”

      About all I could do was lift an eyebrow. Deanne was comfortable enough; it wasn’t like I could afford to pay her a huge salary as my one and only assistant at Levitation Latte, the coffee shop I’d inherited from my grandmother, but her husband Mike made a good living at his job with the city’s community development department. All the same, I found it hard to believe she’d turn up her nose at any stray lottery winnings that might come her way.

      Since I didn’t respond, only continued to look at her expectantly, she brandished the envelope again and said, “Las Vegas is going to be featured on Fix My Town!”

      Because I liked to watch home improvement shows when I had some free time, at least I’d actually heard of Fix My Town. It was a reality program where the hosts visited small towns across the U.S., places that were in desperate need of revitalization. And because the constraints of filming a reality program meant it wasn’t really possible to fix up an entire town — despite the show’s title — they tended to focus on three or four special projects that would offer the most bang for the buck, so to speak.

      While I might have secretly admitted that Las Vegas had a few rough spots which could use some polishing, I still didn’t like the inference that our hometown wasn’t perfectly fine just the way it was. “You really think that’s necessary?” I asked. “I mean, things seem like they’re doing mostly okay around here.”

      Deanne set the envelope down on the table…taking care to keep it far away from the spot where I was putting together the batter for that morning’s batch of cranberry muffins…and crossed her arms. “I thought you’d be more excited about this. I mean, they’re going to fix up the movie theater and move a restaurant into the shop down the street that’s been empty for years.”

      True, our one and only movie theater had seen better days and was in desperate need of renovation, and I’d be the first to admit that downtown Las Vegas could use another restaurant. Maybe not fine dining, because that wasn’t really the town’s style, but a place where you could sit down and get a good meal. It wasn’t that we didn’t have a couple of restaurants in the area, but they were super-casual pizza and Mexican establishments, and there was definitely a demand for something just a little fancier.

      “Okay,” I said cautiously. “That sounds like it could be good. But how did the show’s producers even find out about Las Vegas in the first place?”

      “Oh, Mike and I sent them an audition tape,” Deanne said, her expression brightening now that I didn’t appear to be offering any further objections to the TV show coming here to spruce up the town. “I mean, we ran the idea past the mayor first, but after he gave the okay, we explained how we’d lived here all our lives and love Las Vegas, and think it has a lot of potential it isn’t living up to. But we didn’t hear anything for months and months, and then that” — she pointed at the envelope — “showed up yesterday. They’ll be here on Thursday.”

      My eyes widened. “So soon? Shouldn’t they be giving us a little more time to get ready?”

      “Guess not,” she replied, giving a very unconcerned shrug. “It sounds like the production company doesn’t want to allow a lot of lead time because they don’t want people in the town to try to fix things up before they get here. The show’s team wants it to be as natural as possible.”

      I supposed that made sense. Not that everyone would feel the same way, but I knew several people who would’ve gone out into the February cold to try painting their fences or doing whatever they could to spruce up their properties so Las Vegas wouldn’t look like a complete dump when the episode aired. And even though they’d apparently sprung the news on Deanne and Mike at the last minute, that didn’t mean the show’s crew and production staff wouldn’t have been working hard behind the scenes getting everything ready.

      “Okay,” I said. This all sounded like it was a done deal, so it wasn’t as though offering any further protests would do much good. Besides, I’d completely remodeled Levitation Latte when I inherited it from my grandmother — before I took over the reins, it had been called The Tea Spot and was more of a sandwich kind of place than the coffee shop I’d turned it into — and so I didn’t see any reason why the team at Fix My Town would have anything to do with me, other than stopping in for a shot of espresso or something. Although Deanne hadn’t gone into the details, I had to believe the show’s crew would be staying at the Plaza Hotel down the street, since it was one of the few places in Las Vegas that would accommodate a large group descending all at once, and was definitely the most centrally located. “It sounds like fun,” I added, since it seemed pretty obvious to me that my friend was expecting more of a response than a single carefully noncommittal word. “But for now, we need to get ready to open.”

      She seemed to take the hint that I didn’t want to talk about the arrival of the TV show’s crew, so, even though she looked a little disappointed, she only nodded and went to fetch her apron from the hook off to one side where it always hung.

      After all, Las Vegas might be getting its time in the spotlight in a few short days, but in the meantime, we still had a business to run.
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      I actually had an email from Max waiting for me when I got home from work that day. While he much preferred to text, he was too busy on set to be picking up his phone whenever the mood struck him. Besides, I got the impression that he liked to sit down with his laptop after a hard day’s work and write to me, doing something that would take his mind off the movie shoot…which seemed unending at this point…and remind him of the quiet life he had waiting for him back in New Mexico.

      Not for the first time, I hoped his latest email might contain the welcome news that they’d finally wrapped and he was on his way home, but no such luck. No, he only wanted to tell me that the next movie he’d be shooting, which was set to start in late April, had now been pushed back to late June, so he’d have more time in town than he’d thought.

      I think I’m going to get some horses for the ranch, he wrote. So if you know anyone who raises horses who’s local, let me know. I want real New Mexico horses, not ones from some fancy horse breeder.

      This news cheered me up immensely. Yes, I knew that Max’s work required him to be away from Las Vegas for extended periods, but if he was planning on buying some horses, then that must mean he really did intend to make Sunset Ridge his permanent home. He still hadn’t sold his house in Bel-Air; it sounded as though his assistant Courtney was living there pretty much full-time now, which I had to admit must be a nice perk, getting to stay rent-free in a multimillion-dollar mansion. Also, now he wouldn’t be turning around and basically heading out to yet another movie shoot in less than two months, but would be here for the spring and at least the beginning of the summer.

      Assuming his current shoot ever finished, that is.

      I wrote back that I’d put the word out about the horses, and finished my email by saying, Deanne and Mike auditioned Las Vegas for that Fix My Town show, and it looks like we were accepted. So, we’re going to have another crew here in a couple of days. You may not recognize the place when you get back!

      Then I sent the email, wondering if the producers of the show had decided to come to Las Vegas because they were hoping for a chance…or not so chance, since they knew he lived here…Max Sullivan sighting. If that was the case, they were going to be disappointed when they got here, considering he was currently three thousand miles away.

      No, they’d just have to settle for revamping a movie theater whose interior hadn’t been touched since the early 1970s, and trying to figure out what kind of restaurant would best suit a space that used to be a western-wear emporium but had been empty for the past ten years. Renovating that particular spot wouldn’t be easy, since they’d have to install a whole new kitchen in addition to updating the wiring and plumbing to accommodate that kind of business.

      But the old store was big, probably the reason why it had remained unoccupied for so long. The shops here on Bridge Street tended to be much smaller, and therefore affordable for small business owners who couldn’t expect to make a profit with that much overhead.

      I knew I was lucky; my grandmother Maureen had owned The Tea Spot and the building it occupied outright, and that meant I didn’t have to worry about paying a landlord, only keeping up with the property taxes and the utility bills. There was no way in the world I could have paid Deanne what she was currently earning if I’d had to shell out thousands every month in rent or a mortgage on top of my other operating expenses.

      Anyway, the cost of redoing the old western wear emporium was the producers of Fix My Town’s problem, not mine. For now, I could only hope the film shoot wouldn’t interfere with my own business very much. Despite Max’s absence these past five weeks, things had been humming along in Las Vegas just fine…and I wanted to make sure they stayed that way.
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      Soon enough, word got out about the TV show’s crew coming to town, and everyone else seemed a lot more excited about their arrival than I was. Which made sense, I supposed — Las Vegas wasn’t exactly the kind of place that tended to bustle with activity. And even though the production team wasn’t supposed to arrive until the next day, things were a lot busier on Wednesday morning than I’d expected them to be, probably because my friends and neighbors and customers were hoping that an advance part of the group might come early to do some scouting or whatever.

      “No, I haven’t seen anything,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time that morning, this time to Lucy Margolis, my neighbor down the street. She didn’t come in every day, although she tried to stop in for a latte at least once or twice a week. Still, since she’d just been at the shop the day before, I had to believe she’d only dropped by now because she was hoping to spot some kind of unusual activity in Las Vegas’s small downtown. “They told Deanne they’d be here tomorrow.”

      “Oh, I know,” Lucy replied. “But I figured I’d take a look, just in case.” She paused there, then added, “Did you know that Bruce and Skyler Mackenzie are the ones who bought the old emporium the Fix My Town team is helping to renovate?”

      “No, I didn’t,” I said. That was definitely news to me; the Mackenzies were some of Las Vegas’s more prominent residents, and in fact were people I’d planned to talk to regarding Max’s wish for some horses for his ranch, since they had a large property of their own to the north of town and bred quarter-horses and pintos. They definitely had the money to buy the emporium, but I’d never heard of them having any desire to go into the restaurant business. “Where’d you hear that?”

      “Oh, I bumped into Skyler at Walmart yesterday, and she told me,” Lucy replied. “She said it was a project they’d been considering for a while, and then when the Fix My Town people reached out to them about taking over the emporium — I guess they talked to someone in real estate here, who told them the Mackenzies had already been thinking about buying the property — it seemed like kind of a no-brainer. After all, Skyler and Bruce had to buy the property on their own, but now they won’t have to spend any additional money to fix it up, since the production company is taking care of all that.”

      On the surface, I had to admit that it sounded like a pretty sweet deal. God knows I’d spent a hefty chunk remodeling the coffee shop and investing in brand-new equipment for the kitchen. I hadn’t been able to go top-of-the-line with everything, since doing so would have been far beyond my own modest means, but I’d tried to get the most value from every single penny I spent. Honestly, it sounded awfully attractive to have someone else pay for everything.

      But what strings would be attached? I’d seen past episodes of the show and knew the designers were careful to make sure any renovations and upgrades fit the flavor of the town where they were working, and yet just because something was fresh and up-to-date didn’t necessarily mean it would fit the tastes of the people who owned a particular business. When I overhauled the coffee shop, I’d purposely chosen a warm, kind of funky color scheme — hence the purple couches that occupied one corner of the place — because I knew it would be offbeat but welcoming at the same time. However, I had to believe the show’s designers, who’d definitely bought into the current trends of all-white kitchens and sleek quartz countertops, might have had a few choice things to say about my selections.

      Well, that kind of tussle would be Skyler and Bruce Mackenzie’s problem, not mine. I could sit comfortably off on the sidelines and watch the whole thing go down from a safe distance.

      I told Lucy it did seem like a pretty sweet setup, and she nodded and headed out of the shop, latte in hand.

      She was the last of our morning-rush customers, and I told Deanne, who’d been hanging off to one side, trying to look like she wasn’t listening to Lucy’s and my conversation, that she could go ahead and do a quick Walmart run while things were quiet.

      “I doubt we’re going to have many people in here before lunch,” I said. “So you might as well get some shopping done.”

      “You’re sure?” she asked, even as she began untying her apron.

      “Absolutely,” I replied. “You know Wednesdays are our deadest day of the week, so even if a few people wander in, I can handle it. I know it’s a crunch at Walmart trying to go after work.”

      Looking relieved, Deanne didn’t offer any further arguments, but only headed out to the back room, which was a sort of combo kitchen/storeroom, and where we kept our bags in a couple of little cubbies I’d had installed when updating the space. Normally, she would never have tried to duck out in the middle of a workday like this, but she and her husband had had to drive down to Albuquerque over the weekend for a funeral for one of Mike’s great-aunts, and she’d run out of time to get her shopping done.

      Honestly, I wouldn’t have cared if Deanne needed to take off more often than she did. Yes, I was technically her boss, but our friendship was way more important — and a lot older — than our current boss/employee relationship. If we were in a crunch, I might have asked her to wait a little bit, but since foot traffic wouldn’t pick up again until closer to lunch, I didn’t see the problem.

      Because I was the only person in the shop, I went ahead and wiped down the tables and straightened a few chairs that hadn’t gotten pushed back in when people left after having their morning cup of coffee. It would have been nice to chat with Tilly, the alley cat I’d been feeding for years and who was now my special charge after I zapped her with the power of speech months earlier, but she was out making her usual rounds of the town. No matter how cold it was, Tilly needed to have her rambles.

      I’d tried numerous times to reverse the spell that had made her start talking, but so far, all my attempts had ended in failure. By this point — nearly four months had passed since I’d gotten the bright idea to make the cat talk so I could pick her brain as to who might have killed Tom Gallegos, our former mayor — Tilly seemed pretty much resigned to her situation. She was careful not to speak in front of anyone who didn’t know her secret…which meant everyone except Deanne and Max and me…but otherwise, she hadn’t changed her habits much.

      However, I was determined to keep trying. Even though she’d stopped complaining about her unwanted power of speech, I knew the cat still wasn’t thrilled with me, and who could blame her? Having to watch her every reaction to make sure she didn’t say the wrong thing in front of someone who didn’t know about her special ability had to be exhausting.

      The door to the shop opened, and I looked up from the table I’d been wiping down, wondering if Kyle Isaacs, one of the town’s deputies and a former boyfriend of mine who liked to come in and chat when things were slow, had decided to drop in for one of his complimentary lattes and a muffin.

      That wasn’t Kyle walking through the door, though. I didn’t recognize the woman, although something about her seemed strangely familiar, like someone I might have passed on the street several times without knowing their name.

      But no…that wasn’t it. As she approached, her gaze almost too intent as it met mine, an odd little shiver ran down my spine. Those eyes, big and dark…where had I seen them before?

      She paused in front of me and smiled. About my height, with dark hair that had a striking white streak in the front that I guessed was natural, she looked as though she might be in her late forties or early fifties.

      “Hello, Skye,” she said. “I’m your mother, Alicia Petrucci.”
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      For one long, hideous moment, I could only stare back at the strange woman. Part of me wanted to babble that she couldn’t possibly be my mother, the woman who’d walked out on my father and me when I was only a few months old, and yet…

      …and yet, I somehow knew she was telling the truth. My father hadn’t kept any pictures of her around, but I’d found one in his dresser drawer when my grandmother and I were cleaning out his room after he passed away at barely forty. The woman who stood in front of me now looked almost scarily like the image I’d seen in that photograph, as though the intervening twenty-nine years had barely touched her. There was that streak of white in her hair, of course, and a few lines had etched themselves around her big dark eyes — eyes that looked way too much like mine — but otherwise, she seemed to be much the same.

      My vocal cords finally decided to unclench. “What are you doing here?” I asked, not caring how abrupt the question sounded. Most people probably would have forgiven me for being a little curt with the woman who’d abandoned me when I was just a baby.

      “It was time to come see you,” she said simply, sounding as though the last time we’d visited had been only a few weeks earlier, and not nearly thirty years.

      “‘Time’?” I repeated. “Why now?”

      She paused and glanced around, as though she needed to reassure herself that we really were alone in the coffee shop and I didn’t have a patron hiding under a table or about to emerge from the bathroom or something. “Because you are coming up on your thirtieth year,” she said, “and that is when your magic will truly begin to manifest.”

      Under other circumstances, I might have laughed at that kind of woo-woo pronouncement. But since I’d graduated a few months earlier from merely reading tea leaves and occasionally having prophetic dreams to casting actual spells…well, all right, one spell and then I’d stopped, since the experience of making Tilly talk had told me I didn’t want to get myself — or more innocent cats — in any further trouble…I knew magic was real, even if I wasn’t very good at using it.

      “What if it’s already manifested?” I asked, figuring there wasn’t much point in denying something I already knew was true.

      Once again, Alicia paused to send a quick glance around the coffee shop, obviously wanting to reassure herself that it was safe to talk here. “Oh, I knew you would have some small skills to start,” she said. “Those would have come to you from your father’s side of the family. Maureen always liked to talk about her grandmother with the Sight.”

      Although I’d been doing my best to control my anger at the way Alicia had popped in here out of the blue, the casual way she’d mentioned my grandmother’s name made my blood start to boil. Maureen O’Malley had never uttered a single word about being upset or resentful that she’d basically been forced to raise me, considering the way Alicia had checked out after I was born and my father had spent the ten years or so afterward drinking himself into an early grave, but still, I knew there were things my grandmother had wanted to do with her life — like travel now and then — that she’d never been able to do, thanks to having to raise me single-handedly.

      “You’re angry,” Alicia said, her tone candid. She studied my face for a moment, her expression now serious. “And you have every right to be. But I knew I’d left you in safe hands with Maureen, and that it was better for her to raise you than for me to be a part of your life.”

      About all I could do was set my hands on my hips and stare back at this long-lost mother of mine in disbelief. I’d always thought Alicia Petrucci must be a real piece of work to have abandoned me the way she did, and after meeting her for the first time as an adult, I didn’t see any reason to change my mind on the subject.

      But even as I opened my mouth to inform her that leaving a newborn behind while blithely assuming her mother-in-law would handle everything, the little bell on the front door jangled, telling me I had a customer walking in. A quick glance told me it was Kyle, maybe a bit late for his morning drop-in, but obviously ready for a coffee and a chat.

      As usual, his timing was impeccable.

      Alicia clearly took the interruption for what it was, saying in an undertone, “I’ll come by your place tonight so we can talk more,” before she turned away from the counter and headed toward the door, passing Kyle in the process.

      Her departure barely earned her more than a quick nod from my ex-boyfriend, which didn’t surprise me too much. Like me, he was a native of Las Vegas, and his job as a deputy put him in contact with the public even more than my own line of work did, but at the same time, it wasn’t as if he knew every single person in our hometown. Besides, while our little city wasn’t nearly as touristy as Santa Fe or Albuquerque, we still got plenty of visitors, many of whom seemed to make it a goal to stop in at Levitation Latte for some coffee to go after seeing the local sights.

      Kyle came up to the counter, took a look at my face, and said, “Everything okay?”

      “Fine,” I replied automatically, and did my best to shift the frown I knew I’d been wearing into an expression that was a little more pleasant. Lord knows I had every reason to be scowling, but I also didn’t want to explain myself to him right then. Sooner or later, everyone would find out that my long-lost mother had decided to drop unexpectedly back into my life, because that was just how things worked in Las Vegas, but the longer I could postpone that dreaded moment, the better. “What can I get you?”

      For just a second, he hesitated, and I worried that he might try to force the issue by asking some probing questions. Common sense apparently won out, though, because he said, “Oh, a latte and one of those cranberry muffins.”

      “Coming right up,” I told him.

      Fetching a cup and getting the latte perfectly foamed distracted me just long enough that I didn’t feel as if I still had steam coming out of my ears. All the same, I couldn’t help inwardly fuming. Alicia didn’t appear to feel guilty at all about the way she’d bailed on my father and me, and had even presumed to invite herself over tonight. The thought lurked at the back of my mind that I should plan not to be at home and see how she liked it when I turned the tables on her…but some part of me was admittedly curious about what she had to say.

      Was it really possible that my magic might be on the verge of getting a significant power-up?

      “Here you go,” I told Kyle as I handed him the latte. “Let me get that muffin for you.”

      He thanked me for the coffee even as I bent down to fetch a pair of tongs and retrieve the cranberry confection from the display case. Since he didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry — probably because early February was a particularly dead time of the year in these parts — I went ahead and set the muffin on a plate rather than slipping it into a bag the way I often did so he could take it to his squad car and get right back to work.

      “So,” he said, “did you hear about Fix My Town?”

      Unfortunately, yes, I thought, but I only replied, “Deanne told me about it, and then Lucy let me know about what the Mackenzies plan to do with the old cowboy emporium. Sounds pretty exciting.”

      “I hope so,” he said. “I mean, we could definitely use another restaurant around here.”

      I nodded. “That’s for sure,” I said, which was only the truth. Whatever the Mackenzies eventually landed on as the theme for their new restaurant, I knew it wouldn’t be any kind of competition for Levitation Latte. My shop occupied a specific niche and didn’t offer what most people thought of as “real food,” unless you counted my ham and Swiss cheese croissants, which a lot of my customers liked to pick up for a quickie lunch when they didn’t have time to go sit down somewhere.

      “But I guess we’ll have to see how it all works out,” Kyle said, then glanced around the shop, his forehead creasing slightly in something that wasn’t quite a frown, but close. “Weird thing, though.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “What?”

      “Well,” he said, “this isn’t a high-impact show like a movie shoot, but the production company still had to get permits from the police department to let us know where and when they planned to be filming. One of the locations they listed was your coffee shop.”

      That comment only made me stare at Kyle for a long moment. I’d assumed there would be some spillover, just because the old cowboy emporium was only a few doors down from Levitation Latte, although on the opposite side of the street, and the movie theater was just a couple steps farther along Bridge Street. But Deanne had mentioned only those two locations to me, and nowhere else.

      “Well, they’ll probably be shooting various places around town for establishing shots and that kind of stuff,” I said, glad I sounded cool and unworried…even though doubt had already begun to creep in. After all, just because Deanne had only heard about two projects the design team planned to tackle didn’t mean there might not be others. The episodes of the show I’d seen generally focused on two public spaces and one private one, in most cases, the house of someone in the community who’d given a lot to their town and whose home was in desperate need of renovation. “I mean, there were probably a bunch of other places on the list, right?”

      Kyle tilted his head, then took a bite of cranberry muffin, as though that would help him with his powers of recall. “Yeah, I think there were about ten,” he responded. “Places like the plaza and the hotel, some spots up by the university. Oh, and it looks like they’re going to be doing a reno on Pastor Phil’s house.”

      Phil Smothers was the minister at the local Presbyterian church and was one of those people who always seemed to be busy with one project or another, whether it was organizing a youth basketball league or setting up a halfway house for women escaping abusive relationships. His home, a small Victorian not much bigger than a cottage, sat on a large, half-overgrown lot a couple of streets over from mine, and while I knew he did his best to keep the place up, a house that old was always a challenge. Having the Fix My Town team come in and renovate and update must have seemed like a dream come true.

      Honestly, I couldn’t think of anyone in town more deserving of that kind of help than Pastor Phil. I’d long stopped going to church by the time he came to take over the Presbyterian congregation when the former minister retired, but he came into Levitation Latte every once in a while for a cup of coffee and to pin up some kind of announcement or another on the bulletin board toward the back of the shop, next to where the bathroom was located. He drank his coffee black and never ordered a muffin, as if he thought the good Lord might frown on that sort of indulgence. Once, I’d tried to tell him his drink was on the house, but he wouldn’t hear of it. No, he obviously wanted to make sure he pulled his own weight.

      “That’s awesome news,” I said, and meant it. “And I don’t think there’s any real significance about having my shop on the shooting list. It just means they’ll probably want to come by and get some exterior shots to show how some of the businesses here on Bridge Street have already fixed up their places.”

      Kyle glanced around the shop and nodded, as if confirming to himself that Levitation Latte truly was shiny and up-to-date, and a worthy representative of Las Vegas. “I can see that,” he said, and then helped himself to another bite of muffin, washed down with some latte. “Anyway, it’ll be cool to watch the transformations start to happen. I guess the crew will be here for six weeks.”

      Again, not news to me, since watching the show had already told me that the production team stayed in each location for a month and a half, a span of time necessary to get what were usually some pretty in-depth renovations taken care of before the big reveal day rolled around. “They’re staying at the Plaza?” I asked.

      “Most of them,” he replied, once he’d swallowed the mouthful of coffee he’d just taken. “I guess the two producers are sharing Lorraine Tyler’s house, the Airbnb.”

      At the mention of that particular house, a small tickle of unease wandered its way down my spine. Once upon a time, there hadn’t been anything terribly noteworthy about the place, except that it was a stone house which looked like it should be on a postcard rather than rented out as a vacation spot, but last fall, that was where Perry Lockhart, the director of the movie Max had been filming here, was found shot to death. Suspicion had fallen on Max at first, mostly because he and Perry clearly hadn’t gotten along, and for a while, I’d been seriously worried that Max would end up going to jail for a crime he didn’t commit.

      But tea leaves and a few prophetic dreams had helped guide me to the discovery that Evan Bryant, the husband of Max’s high school girlfriend, Raylene, had committed the murder in order to frame Max for the act. Evan was now safely spending life behind bars, and Raylene, with a divorce and a serious makeover under her belt, was now already engaged to Dean Vigil, an attorney who’d moved to Las Vegas from Albuquerque only a few years earlier.

      All’s well that ends well, I supposed, except some part of me really didn’t like the idea of the Fix My Town producers staying in a place where someone had died violently only a few months earlier.

      “They know about the house’s history?” I asked, and Kyle finished off the rest of his cranberry muffin before replying.

      “Oh, they know,” he said, sounding way too cheerful. Then again, none of that particular tragedy had really touched him, so there was no real reason for him to be somber about the whole thing. “Lorraine had to disclose that information to them when they rented the house. But it sounds like they didn’t care, or at least, the news didn’t bother them enough to make them back out of the deal. I guess they didn’t want to spend six weeks in a hotel.”

      Even though the Plaza was comfortable and very nicely renovated, I had to admit I probably wouldn’t want to stay there for a month and a half, either. For one thing, the historic hotel had its own share of ghosts, or at least was purported to. I’d never encountered any of them myself, but I hadn’t stayed there overnight, either. All the same, I definitely got a creepy feeling whenever I went to the lower level where the public bathrooms were located.

      “So, the two producers are married?” I asked, thinking that sounded like a cozy arrangement. Getting to work with your spouse every day on what was probably an interesting project sounded as though it would be fun.

      Much better than having them disappear to Costa Rica for weeks at a time.

      Not that Max was my spouse, or anything close to it. A good friend, and one I was glad to have, even though I hadn’t stopped hoping that maybe one day he’d figure out we’d be great as a couple instead of simply as friends.

      “Nope,” Kyle said, and swallowed the last of his coffee. “Or at least, I don’t think so. It sounds like they’re just business partners. But shows like this don’t have huge budgets like a Hollywood film, so I guess they decided to cut costs instead of renting two separate Airbnbs. The house has two bedrooms, after all.”

      That’s right, it did. I’d never been inside the place, since there wasn’t much point in my securing a vacation rental in a town where I already had a perfectly good house, but Deanne and I had looked over the listing one day when we were bored and wanted to see what the inside of the home looked like. Lorraine had done a lot of work restoring the house, which had been built in 1905. It had two bedrooms and two bathrooms, and a gorgeous yard with an outdoor kitchen and carefully planted flowers.

      Not that anyone would be barbecuing out there at this time of year. Las Vegas, New Mexico, wasn’t exactly known for its skiing, but temperatures around here still got darn cold in January and February. It wouldn’t really be comfortable to sit outside until April or maybe even May.

      Anyway, because the house had two bedrooms and two bathrooms — as well as a nicely appointed kitchen — it would certainly work for people who didn’t have a romantic relationship but needed to be close by each other. Also, while it wasn’t the only Airbnb in Las Vegas, it was the one that was closest to downtown, making it extremely convenient for anyone who’d be overseeing a nearby project.

      “Right,” I said, and didn’t bother to add that I hoped they’d have a safer stay there than Perry Lockhart had. No point in borrowing trouble.

      Maybe that same thought had passed through Kyle’s mind, though, because he didn’t look quite as cheery as he had a moment earlier. However, he didn’t comment, only pushed the empty plate that had held his muffin and his equally empty coffee cup toward me as he said, “Well, I should probably get going. The chief is okay with us taking breaks when we need to, but she wants to make sure we maintain an adequate presence on the street.”

      That must have been a new command from Chief DeVargas, because Kyle had never been in much of a hurry to be on his way before this. Maybe she was smarting a little because I’d managed to solve both of the murders that had taken place here in Las Vegas over the past six months, thanks to my tea leaves and whatever higher presence sent those strange dreams to me, the ones that had a definite ring of a truth to them, even if it wasn’t always clear right from the beginning.

      I told myself Marie DeVargas wasn’t the sort of person who’d allow that kind of petty jealousy to enter her mind, but whatever the reason, I wasn’t going to keep Kyle from making his rounds…partly because, even though lately he seemed to have given up on trying to get back together with me, there was always the worry in the back of my mind that maybe he’d bring up that troublesome subject at some point.

      Never mind that we were much better as friends than we’d ever been as boyfriend and girlfriend…and yes, I definitely recognized the irony of that particular reality, considering the way I couldn’t quite let go of the hope that one day I’d have a future with Max Sullivan.

      Kyle said goodbye and headed out, and I picked up the plate and cup he’d left behind, and put them in the dishwasher. A quick look at the clock on the wall behind me told me it wasn’t quite eleven. Deanne would be back soon, and I had a decision to make.

      Should I tell her about the way my long-lost mother had dropped into the shop this morning, or should I let it go and wait to see what Alicia had to say to me tonight? It still annoyed me to no end that my mother thought she could just come by and pick things up as though almost thirty years had never elapsed. And yes, it felt weird to think of her that way when she’d never really been a mother to me, but biologically, I supposed the epithet was accurate.

      As soon as the thought went through my head, though, I knew I’d have to tell Deanne what was going on. If she ever found out that I’d tried to hide the way Alicia had come by while she was gone, my best friend would be hurt, and that was the last thing I wanted.

      My grandmother used to say that thinking about a person would bring them to you. I didn’t know whether that observation was entirely accurate; I’d thought about Max plenty of times over the decade he’d been away in California, and he hadn’t returned until just last year.

      In this particular case, however, that piece of folk wisdom turned out to be correct, since Deanne came through the door that led into the kitchen/storeroom, took one look at my face, and said, “What’s going on? Did something happen?”

      No, she wasn’t psychic. But we’d known each other since third grade, so by this point, there wasn’t a whole lot I could hide from her.

      I’d already decided there wasn’t much reason to beat around the bush. “My mother came into the shop while you were gone.”

      My friend’s big blue eyes widened even further. “What?”

      “She just appeared out of nowhere and told me she needed to talk to me about my magic,” I said, thinking even as I uttered the words how crazy they sounded. “She said something big is supposed to happen when I turn thirty.”

      Deanne absorbed that comment for a minute. At least I didn’t have to worry about her saying magic wasn’t real, since she’d heard Tilly talk and knew that, even if I didn’t consider myself a full-blown witch, I wasn’t exactly your garden-variety girl next door, either.

      “You don’t turn thirty for another six months,” she pointed out.

      I figured I’d earned a sigh after the shocks of the morning, so I released a breath and said, “I know. But it sounds like she thinks I need to be ready…whatever that means.”

      My expression must have been more woebegone than ever, because Deanne hurried over and gave me a quick hug. Even that small embrace was enough to make me feel a lot better, telling me that whatever happened with Alicia Petrucci, at least my best friend would always have my back.

      And apparently Deanne thought I could also do with a boost of caffeine, because she went over to the coffee pot where it sat on its warmer, poured me a cup, and then doctored it with chocolate and whipped cream, the way I would do sometimes when I’d had a particularly crummy day.

      “Here,” she said, and put the cup in my hands.

      I wrapped my fingers around the heavy mug, glad of how real it felt, how warm and utterly comforting. Although it was too hot to take a sip yet, it smelled heavenly, and I raised it to my nose so I could inhale a welcome breath of chocolate-scented Italian roast. “Thanks,” I said simply.

      “It’s what I’m here for,” Deanne replied. She stopped there for a moment, watching me with her fair brows pulled together. “What are you going to do?”

      “Let her speak her piece, I guess,” I said. “I mean, I suppose I could have told her to stay away from me, or just not go home tonight so I wouldn’t be there when she stopped by, but I guess some part of me wants to hear what she has to say.”

      Although my friend was one of the sweetest people I’d ever met, right then her blue eyes flashed fire. “Unless she tells you she was kidnapped by aliens and that’s why she’s been gone for almost thirty years, I don’t think any excuse she has to give is going to be acceptable.”

      Probably not. But while I’d been forced to accept the existence of magic, I didn’t believe in space aliens and abductions, so there had to be some other reason why Alicia had decided it was okay for her to remove herself from my life.

      And the only way I’d find out what that reason was would be to wait for her to show up at my house and give her a chance to explain herself.

      I shrugged, although I was feeling anything but nonchalant right then.

      “I suppose we’ll just have to see,” I said.
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