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Praise for Sarah E. Burr


"With the setting, characters, and mystery storyline all on point, You Can't Candle the Truth is pure delight." —Carol E. Ayer, author of The HSP Mysteries



“You Can’t Candle the Truth, like its heroine, Hazel Wickbury, is absolutely enchanting…the magic is threaded with persuasive charm into the fabric of the story.” —Lori Robbins, award-winning author of the On Pointe Mystery series



"If you're looking for an escape from the real world to a place with a touch of magic and an entire serving of good vibes, make sure to book a trip to Crucible." —J. C. Kenney, author of the bestselling Allie Cobb Mysteries and the Elmo Simpson Mysteries


“Burr crafts an elevated modern mystery. A diverse cast of characters, a sparkling setting, and a layered whodunit coalesce to give this story a timeless feel with forward-thinking flair. Has a murder mystery ever felt so on fleek? I think not!”


— Leah Dobrinska, author of the Larkspur Library Mysteries, on #Throwback for Murder



"With #hashtags and @handles, a well-written mystery with some skilled twists and well-developed characters, #TagMe For Murder is a hit!" —Dollycas, Escape with Dollycas into a Good Book



"If you are looking for a great mystery, you'll want this book to trend to the top of your to-be-read pile." —Carstairs Considers on #TagMe for Murder



"#FollowMe for Murder's sleuth Coco Cline is confident, chic, and cool. The book is fun, and I enjoyed spending time with the characters. Coco's breeziness and style reminded me of Agatha Raisin in the TV series. I'll definitely be reading the rest of this series." —Lane Stone, author of the Big Picture Trilogy



“I’m hooked on this different setup for a cozy.” —Carstairs Considers on The Ducal Detective



“This series is so much more than mysteries. I really like all of the main characters and I'm fully invested in their stories.” —Caboodle of Cozies on A Voyage of Vengeance



Dedication

To my Sleuthing Society, this one is for you
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Chapter 1


“As far as murders go, this one was pretty clever.” Joanie Nix turned her worn copy of He Didn’t See It Coming over in her hands as she shared her thoughts on our latest book club selection. “Did any of you figure it out before the big reveal?” She glanced around our circle with her wide gray eyes.



By chapter two. I pressed my lips together, not wishing to rain on her parade. Joanie genuinely seemed to enjoy the latest best-selling novel from P.J. Hampton and had spent most of our Timeless Tomes book club discussion reeling from the “twist” at the end.



Rosemary Fox cleared her throat. “Well, from a police procedural perspective, I did have a tricky time…believing some of the scenes with the local PD.”



The Copper Bay detective’s sentiments were much kinder than mine would’ve been. I’d read several of P.J. Hampton’s previous psychological thrillers and loved them. Yet, this book felt totally different from his normal polished writing style. Like Hampton had gotten sloppy, tossing whatever he could at the page to plug the plot holes I’d encountered during my reading. Heck, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the guy used ChatGPT or some other AI to help write his lackluster scenes. They were that cringeworthy.



“Do you come across that a lot in fiction?” My best friend, Owen Reed, Timeless Tomes’s owner and our host for the afternoon, leaned forward in his chair, his chin propped up with his fist. “I’ve always wondered how accurately books like this portray cops.” He then motioned to his hardback copy of He Didn’t See It Coming.


Rose chuckled. “It’s honestly why I’ve started reading all those cozy mysteries you and Winnie recommended to me.” She shot a grateful smile my way. “It’s easier to enjoy a mystery from an amateur sleuth perspective—at least for me.”

“Then, you’re going to love next month’s pick.” Owen wagged a teasing finger. “But before I reveal the winner… Winnie, we haven’t heard from you much this session. What did you think of P.J.’s latest?”

Seven pairs of inquiring eyes landed on me, and my heart rate ticked up a notch. Even among the kindhearted, bookish folks who made up our small club, I still got anxious when being thrust into the center of attention. I swallowed my nerves and glanced at the novel lying on my lap. “Well, much like his previous works, Hampton’s writing shines most when developing his characters. However, I wished he’d developed the MC into someone more likable…or at least relatable.”


Rose nodded thoughtfully at my assessment as Astrid Carr, our newest and youngest member, giggled. “Right? His whole woe is me act got old real fast.” The twenty-five-year-old tossed her long, honey-blonde hair over her slender shoulder. “Hard for me to feel sorry for the dude when he’s driving around in a Maserati.”


“I guess I did think that once or twice,” Joanie admitted. “All his problems were of his own making.”

Anthony Kwan, an English teacher at the nearby high school, nodded his support. “I feel like we’re seeing the unlikable MC trend much more in literary fiction of late.”

“The character hit too close to home for me,” Monica Townsend said with a shudder. “I felt like I was reading a story about my ex.” The Moon Tide bartender had recently gone through a rough breakup.


Owen gave her a sympathetic expression. “So, he was relatable, but not in an enjoyable way?”


Murmurs of agreement went around the room, and local librarian Fern Becket held up her phone. “Looks like you’re not alone in your opinion. I just Googled the book, and The Wren basically said the same thing as Winnie.”


The blood in my veins froze. Papercuts. That’s why the words had come to me so effortlessly in front of this crowd. I’d already written them. Or should I say, The Wren had.


“Ooo, she read this one?” Joanie clapped her hands eagerly. “How did The Wren rate the book?”

Fern continued to scan her phone screen, squinting as she read the text. “Ugh, I should’ve brought my reading glasses.” Fern’s cheeks reddened, as she sometimes got sensitive about her age. At fifty-nine, she was our oldest member in the group.

With a friendly giggle, Astrid wordlessly asked if she could take the phone, and Fern handed it to her without pause. I smiled at the chummy interaction between the two generations. “Seems middle of the road,” Astrid concluded after skimming the review I’d written a few weeks ago. “Praises the character development, especially the lawyer and the lead detective, but then says the story unravels with the details. She also doesn’t think that the poison was administered in a believable manner.”


Fern’s eyebrows arched. “Well, I didn’t think the book was that bad. It made for a good vacation read while Tom and I were in Tuscany.” The Beckets had gone abroad for April break with their kids and grandkids. We’d spent the first part of our meeting ooh-ing and aww-ing at pictures.


“Yeesh.” Anthony let loose a low whistle. “The Wren has been on a negative streak lately.”

I bit my tongue, praying that the conversation would shift to a different topic and soon.

Astrid scoffed. “She probably realizes that book-bashing garners more clicks than happy-go-lucky reviews.”


I’ve never bashed a book, thank you very much, Astrid. As The Wren, I always found something to compliment and highlight in my reviews. Granted, some took me longer to locate than others, but my blog, What Spine is Yours, wasn’t about tearing authors down. It was about bringing the reading community together and lifting each other up.



Owen caught my annoyed gaze and winked. “All right, gang, that’s a wrap on this month’s discussion. Our next pick is…drumroll… Under Lock & Skeleton Key by Gigi Pandian.”


Our applause signaled the group’s excitement about reading the cozy paranormal mystery and commemorated the successful ending of another meeting.

“I appreciate everyone coming in on Mother’s Day,” Owen added. “Hopefully, having our meeting earlier in the afternoon leaves you plenty of time to celebrate the mamas in your life.”

I shot him a silencing look, and Owen’s dark skin immediately grew waxy with panic. We’d opted to keep our second Sunday of the month meeting time because we thought gathering around Astrid on her first Mother’s Day without her mom might be a helpful way to support her. We’d all done a good job of pretending it was a regular day…until now.

Astrid noticed Owen’s regret and chuckled. “Guys, while I appreciate the distraction, I’m totally fine. I’ve told you before, my mother and I weren’t exactly close.”

I didn’t quite believe her. In the nearly five years I’d lived in Copper Bay, whenever I stopped by Rise & Shine Bakery, where Gertie Carr worked part-time, she'd mention her daughter’s success in the “big city” but how deeply she missed her. Astrid had only moved back to Copper Bay to settle her mom’s estate after Gertie had unexpectedly suffered a fatal brain aneurysm shortly after New Year's.

Fern reached out and gave Astrid a comforting pat on the arm. Despite their thirty-plus-year age difference, Fern and Astrid had grown close in the months since Astrid moved back to town. Fern had been Gertie’s friend and neighbor, so I imagined she felt somewhat protective of the woman’s daughter.


As members rose from their seats and began to gather their belongings, Owen cleared his throat and changed the subject. “I have copies of Skeleton Key available if anyone wants to pick the book up now.” He gestured toward his register, hidden from view by rows of bookshelves. “Fern has also assured me that it’s in circulation at the CBPL.”


“It was available when I checked our records this morning, so move quickly,” Fern reminded us with a wag of her finger.


I hadn’t yet read any of Pandian’s Secret Staircase Mysteries, but as a big fan of her Accidental Alchemist series, I looked forward to diving into this month’s book club selection. I just hope I have enough time for all the other books on my TBR pile.


As I helped Anthony and Rose put away folding chairs, I noticed Astrid pull Fern to the side. I was about to ask them to help collect the coffee mugs Owen provided when I caught sight of Astrid’s stormy expression. Wondering what had brought about this sudden rush of unhappiness, I shuffled over to straighten a nearby bookshelf, hoping I could observe them without either noticing that I was snooping. Hey, just because I was an introvert didn’t mean I wasn’t interested in potentially juicy gossip.


“It’s gotten so bad. I can hardly stand it. He’s now stealing my packages, I swear,” Astrid grumbled as she rubbed her temples. “Didn’t you say you know a good Realtor? I may need their help selling Mom’s house sooner rather than later.”



Fern tutted as she shook her head. “Stealing? Are you sure?”



“One hundred percent,” Astrid growled. “My toilet paper and granola bar orders mysteriously never arrived, but the jerkwad brought over an open box with all my feminine products in it, saying it was delivered to his house by accident.”


A gasp whispered through Fern’s fingertips. “Have you called the police about it?”

Astrid hitched up her bag on her slender shoulder. “Yes, but I have no proof. I might install a Ring cam or something and see if I can catch him in the act.” She sighed. “You’re so lucky he doesn’t get all up in your business, Fern. It’s a nightmare, having him chomping at the bit to put me on blast on his pathetic little podcast.” With a sniff, she turned and headed for the door, leaving Fern behind looking crestfallen.

“Thanks for the help cleaning up!” Rose called sarcastically after Astrid before sidling up to me. “What was that about?”

While I hadn’t overheard specifics, I could make an educated guess. “It sounds like Astrid is fed up with Milton Mulligan.”

A harsh laugh escaped the detective. “Who isn’t? His podcast has become a local menace. I can’t tell you the number of complaints we’ve had at the station about it.”

“My wife being one of them, I can imagine.” Anthony wiggled his eyebrows as he and Fern joined us. His wife, Kerri, owned a landscaping company—one that had been “featured” on Milton’s show.

Rose mimed zipping her lips.

Fern’s brow furrowed with worry. “I never would’ve thought Milton capable of such vitriol. But he’s gotten a little out of hand, hasn’t he?”

I swallowed a scoff at her gross understatement. “Just a bit. I’m surprised Rudy and Dot haven’t convinced him to shut it down for the sake of communal peace.” The husband-and-wife team owned Copper Pot, the town’s most popular restaurant, and were the self-appointed community leaders of Copper Bay, Massachusetts. “It’s not like them to shy away from confrontation if something is hurting the community.”


Rose’s lip curled. “I think they’re afraid that Milton will put them on blast. Notice how Copper Pot is one of the few establishments The IMO Report hasn’t annihilated?”



I couldn’t imagine Dot and Rudy being afraid of anyone, but stranger things had happened. “I just don’t understand why people are taking Milton seriously. Yes, his opinions are scandalous and juicy, but he’s a troll.” And I was very, very guilty of listening to his show. “He’s clearly overcompensating for something. No one tears people down because they’re happy with their own lives.”



Rose arched one of her perfectly threaded eyebrows. “Is that an objective assessment, or are you a little sore at Milton over his review of your dad’s new book? Or Strider’s movie?” Both had been featured—and obliterated—on episodes of The IMO Report.



“All right, you may have a point about my dad.” I gave her a deadpan look. “But we all know Time Waltz was dumpster-fire terrible.”


My wry comment sent Fern, Anthony, and Rose into a fit of laughter as we joined Owen, Joanie, and Monica at the register.

“What’s so funny?” Owen asked as he began ringing up Monica’s book club purchase.

I playfully rolled my eyes. “We were rehashing Milton's podcast review about Strider’s new movie.”

As the wisps of color drained from Joanie’s pale skin, I mentally slapped myself on the forehead. “Shoot, forget I said anything about Milton.”

“I-It’s fine,” Joanie squeaked out, her eyes growing teary.


Papercuts. It did not look fine.


Monica patted her on the back. “Come on, Joanie. Milton wouldn’t know gourmet cooking if it hit him on the head. Your sandwiches are amazing, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

Joanie’s chin quivered. “His stupid review about my deli counter got me in so much trouble with the health department. How could they believe a bunch of lies?”


I cursed myself for bringing up Milton’s name in front of Joanie. She’d been featured on Milton’s third episode of The IMO Report, and it hadn’t gone over well at all. “Did you talk to that lawyer I recommended?”


She bobbed her head. “Yeah, thanks for putting me in touch with her, Winnie. She’s hopeful that I can sue for damages, but right now, she’s still exploring my options.”

“Meanwhile, Milton is still making ad revenue off that nasty trash.” Monica glowered. “Who the heck is listening to that drivel?”


Owen looked at her like she had five heads. “Who in town isn’t? We’re all holding our breath, wondering if we’ll be eviscerated next.”



Chapter 2


Even though I agreed with Owen’s general assessment, I rolled my eyes at his theatrics. “Maybe we should launch a town-wide protest and stop listening,” I suggested, even though the show had become a total guilty pleasure for me during my downtime. “I mean, who outside of Copper Bay cares about Milton’s opinions anyway? He’s a nobody.”


Fern chewed on her lower lip. “Jeez, don’t let Milton hear you talking like that, Winnie.” The librarian lowered her voice. “Otherwise, you’ll be on the chopping block for your website designs or something.”


Ha. Little did she know I already had been the subject of Milton’s ire, but not for the occasional freelance design work I did for local businesses. In his premier episode, Milton attacked The Wren and What Spine is Yours for pandering to “wokeness” and “herd mentality.” His bitterness over people caring about my views on literature had been easier to spot than one of Lillian Jackson Braun’s beautiful, bold covers on Owen’s bookshelves. He’d ended the segment by calling The Wren a coward for hiding behind her words, while on The IMO Report, he would continue to “bravely” speak out about his opinions.


“Let’s not waste our glowing, post-book club vibes on that gossipmonger anymore.” Owen skillfully redirected the subject. “Anyone need a last-minute Mother’s Day present?” He did a Vanna White pose, showcasing a display of spring-themed books.

Anthony Kwan took him up on his offer, grabbing a Maeve Binchy novel for his wife on behalf of their kids.

Joanie giggled as the young father paid for his purchase. “All I can say is thank goodness for June’s gift baskets. My mom’s arrived this morning, and she called gushing about the baked goods.” Joanie’s parents lived in Vermont.


“Lucky her.” Fern clicked her tongue. “After twenty years of dropping hints for T.J. Maxx gift certificates or anything remotely useful, my kids still give me flowers.” She rolled her eyes. “I doubled my allergy meds this morning, just to prepare.”


We laughed at Fern’s exaggerated disappointment, and it seemed that Milton Mulligan and his annoying podcast were finally forgotten.

I caught sight of my watch and winced. “Speaking of Mother’s Day, I need to get to a family dinner across the street.” I pointed out the window toward Copper Pot, although Owen’s plethora of flowery, springtime decorations blocked the cozy restaurant from view.


“I’ll walk with you,” Rose offered. “I’m gonna grab a BLT to go.” She danced her newly purchased copy of Under Lock & Skeleton Key across Owen’s countertop before securing it into her messenger bag. “This book is my hot date for tonight.”


We bid everyone goodbye, and I braced myself as we stepped out onto the sidewalk. The chilly May air whipped through Bayside Drive, a reminder that New England’s weather changed faster than a new Louise Penny release flying off bookshelves. The last I’d checked, the temperatures were supposed to climb into the sixties by the middle of the week, but they were surely taking their sweet time getting there.

“Didn’t Punxsutawney Phil declare an early spring this year?” Rose chattered through her teeth. “Guess it’s true. Never trust men.”

I chuckled at her snarky humor as I clutched my sweatshirt tightly and hustled across the street toward Copper Pot. The local staple overlooked the quiet harbor and was one of my favorite places in town.

Even though we were outside for all of five minutes, my teeth rattled from the cold. It had been foolish to pack my peacoat away for the season. Growing up in Southern California hadn’t prepared me for languishing New England winters, but it was a small price to pay to live in this charming harborside haven.

If only Mom and Dad could see it that way.

I steeled myself for my parents’ complaints about the cold as Rose and I ducked inside Copper Pot, relishing the rustic comfort that enveloped us.

“Hiya, Winnie. Detective Fox. How ya doing?” Dot Morris greeted us with a welcoming smile from behind her hosting podium.

My fellow book clubber sighed. “How many times do I have to tell you, Dot? It’s Rose.” She added with a chuckle, “Heck, I’d even take Rosemary.”

Hearing Rose joke with Copper Bay locals warmed my insides even faster than the wood stove in the corner. She hadn’t been given the friendliest welcome when she’d first been reassigned to our town from the Boston PD, but those days were thankfully behind us.

To Copper Pot’s owner, I said, “Hi, Dot. I’m doing well.” I unzipped my sweatshirt as I was already enjoying the warmth in the restaurant. “Are you all set for Wednesday?”

Dot beamed. “You bet. I just finished chatting with your dad about the menu. I put your parents in a booth overlooking the water.” She pointed over her shoulder. “Want me to add another place setting?” She raised an eyebrow at Rose.

“Oh, no.” My friend held up her hands. “I don’t want to intrude. I’ll just place a takeout order and hang at the bar.”


“You sure?” I asked her. Sadly, both of Rose’s parents had passed away by the time she joined the Boston PD. She spoke more about her dad than her mom, as she’d died when Rose was very young. But that still didn’t mean today wouldn’t be hard for her. “You’re more than welcome to join us.” In fact, it would be a blessing. The more, the merrier.


Rose shook her head. “Like I said, I got a hot date with our book club pick.”

Reluctantly, I bid Rose goodbye and assured Dot that she didn’t need to leave her post to escort me to my parents.

Copper Pot was relatively quiet, especially for a holiday, but I imagined the dinner crowd would begin to wander in soon. It didn’t take me long to find Mom and Dad tucked away in a corner, looking like they were love-struck teens on a date rather than sixty-year-olds meeting their adult children for a meal.

“Arwen! There you are.” Dad’s indigo eyes, which he’d passed onto me and my twin brother, brightened as I ambled up to the table.

Mom tossed her long raven hair, streaks of silver shimmering in the dim overhead light. “We were just saying how this view never gets old.” Her gray gaze traveled out the window, taking in the churning whitecaps of the Atlantic.

“Glad you could make it.” I kissed them both on the cheek before taking a seat opposite them. “Happy Mother’s Day!”

“Thank you, sweetie,” Mom gushed, a little too profusely. “We wouldn’t miss the chance to eat as a family! The drive up from Cambridge was a breeze compared to the 405.”

I winced. “You say that now, but wait until you’re heading back toward the city.”

She batted aside the idea of Boston weekend traffic. “A small price to pay to spend Mother’s Day with my children.” She then peeked over the top of my head. “Is your brother on his way?”


“He should be here soon. He’s finishing a segment with a morning show in Australia. Time difference and all.” My brother, Strider Lark, yes, that Strider Lark, was one of Hollywood’s hottest stars. He’d just finished filming a World War II biopic directed by Academy Award winner Romeo DeLange and was currently promoting the release of Time Waltz, an action thriller he’d shot nearly two years ago. The movie had premiered at the start of the month, and Strider was still making the online interview rounds from the comfort of my seaside cottage.


“I hope they’re kinder to him than that awful podcaster was.” Mom shuddered, visibly disgusted by someone attacking her precious son.

I arched an eyebrow. “You’ve been listening to Milton’s show?”

“Of course.” She sniffed. “After he said those terrible things about you—I mean, The Wren during his first episode, we had to keep that vile man on our radar.”


Dad chuckled. “I’m lucky Owen still wants to host me at his bookstore after what was said about Digger Donna Digs Up Delphi.”



Despite his laughter, I could see the hurt in Dad’s eyes. For some reason, Milton had been unnecessarily cruel about his latest children’s book. As a celebrated author, my father wasn’t used to hearing someone say they’d rather let their cat you-know-what on his book than give it to a child to read.



I reached out for Dad’s hand. “Please. You’ve spent the last eight weeks at the top of the New York Times best-selling list. Like Owen would listen to Milton’s sad little hate-cast.”


“Thanks, bookworm.” He squeezed my fingers in return.

My phone buzzed in my jacket pocket, and I fished it out. “It’s from Strider.”

Hey, wrapping up soon. Chatting with Zane about my exit. Be there in 20. Order me the haddock please.


I swallowed the lump of discomfort in my throat. I had to kill twenty minutes by myself? Bent bookmarks. I’d been banking on Strider’s presence to help navigate the lingering tension that tended to hover over Lark family gatherings. Maybe I should guilt Rose into joining us. I loved Mom and Dad dearly, but we were still working on rebuilding our fractured relationship after years and years of miscommunications. It was always nice to have a buffer when those awkward moments came up.


You can do this, Winnie. Mom and Dad are clearly trying to make up for lost time.

I had to give them credit. After Christmas, when I’d aired my grievances about feeling invisible and unimportant to my family, my parents uprooted their lives in California and were now renting an apartment in nearby Cambridge. At first, I’d felt incredibly guilty about forcing my mom to leave her beloved and storied career in academia behind, but as luck would have it, she’d secured a paleobotany lecture series at Harvard University for the spring semester.

“Looks like Strider’s running a bit behind.” I grimaced in sheepish apology. “He’ll be here in twenty minutes or so.”

Mom and Dad shared an unreadable look. “Well, then,” Mom said, breaking into a slightly strained smile, “it’s just the three of us for a little bit. How nice.”

“Yep.” I twiddled my thumbs.

Mom cleared her throat. “Have you heard from Teddy recently?”


Your first question is about my boyfriend? I pushed down the bratty bubble of irritation and pressed onward. “With the time change, it’s hard to find time to chat, but we’ve been texting.”


“Lovely. That’s good.” Mom fiddled with her silverware. “Long distance can be hard.”

Don’t I know it.


Dad skimmed the menu as if he wasn’t going to order the crab melt for the umpteenth time. “So, Arwen…how are things with work?”



My lips twitched into a grin at his coded message. Mom and Dad were relatively recent members of the small, exclusive group who knew I was the woman behind The Wren and What Spine is Yours. While membership had its perks, I’d also instilled within them the fear of death should they ever reveal my secret—something my folks took very, very seriously. “Great, thanks. Your piece is still getting a lot of traction.”



“I know. My editor emailed me this morning. The publisher is thrilled.” He beamed with gratitude. For the longest time, The Wren had passed on opportunities to feature Lyle Lark’s Digger Donna series because I couldn’t objectively review my father’s books. At the time, Dad hadn’t known I was the person behind What Spine is Yours and was, according to my brother, very upset over the slight. Once my secret was revealed, though, I’d consented to an interview with him, which didn’t require me to write a review. The week-old piece had already been viewed over a million times.


“Dot mentioned you guys finalized the catering menu for Wednesday, too?” I steered the topic of conversation away from my secret identity to a safer subject: my father’s writing career.

He nodded. “She said they could make some mini crab cakes for the event.” His chest puffed out with pride, as if he’d skillfully negotiated the menu item.

Mom patted his arm. “It sounds like it will be a nice spread, but do you think we’re ordering too much?”

“Owen said tickets sold out last week,” I informed her. “And anything leftover, we can donate to the soup kitchen.”

Mom’s eyes widened. “Sold out? Do you hear that, Lyle? I told you that vulgar podcast wouldn’t ruin you.” She playfully chided my father. “Meanwhile, your dad was gearing up to email Milton, trying to do damage control.”

At Dad’s reddening cheeks, I chuckled. “Did you really think Milton Mulligan would be your downfall?”

“Cut me some slack.” A scowl formed on his lips. “You saw how awful Strider’s movie did at the box office after Milton’s review came out.”

I nearly choked on a suppressed laugh. “Dad, Strider’s movie bombed in theaters because it was genuinely terr-i-ble. Even he admits that.” I didn’t usually critique my brother’s movie choices, but he and I had spent many nights dissecting what possessed him that he thought a time-traveling-spy-alien-romance movie would be a good idea. “And no one outside of Copper Bay gives a cracked spine about what Milton has to say.”

Despite my bookish pun, Dad’s expression remained stormy. Leaving him to sulk, I turned to Mom, asking her how her day had been so far.

“It’s been just perfect.” She grinned as she nestled against my father’s side. “I spent the morning setting up the little porch garden you got me. Although, perhaps I should’ve waited until the weather warmed up more…”

We continued to pass the time talking about the collection of plants I’d selected, since botany was my mother’s specialty. One of the servers took our order, including Strider’s haddock, and we were waiting for our appetizers to be delivered when there was a collective intake of breath throughout the restaurant.


I swiveled in my seat, searching for the cause of everyone’s gasp. I rolled my eyes when I saw the tall, buff figure standing in the doorway. Of course.


“Hey, honey!” Mom waved her arms in the air to capture my twin brother’s attention, which of course shifted the focus of the restaurant to our table.

Strider caught sight of us and hurried over, saying quick hellos and flashing megawatt smiles to the folks who gushed over him along the way. Even though most Copper Bayers had accepted my brother as one of their own, it didn’t mean that everyone was completely immune to his movie-star charms whenever he made a public appearance.

“Hi, Mom. Happy Mother’s Day!” He leaned down to greet her with a big hug. “Heya, Pops.” Strider fist-bumped my dad, who was sitting on the inside of the booth. My brother then nudged me to scooch so he could sit next to me.


“Thank you, sweetie. The earrings you got me are beautiful.” Mom showcased her ears, the classy diamonds shimmering in the dim restaurant light. I had to give it to her; she showed equal appreciation for our gifts, despite mine costing several thousand dollars less. “Arwen said you were finishing up an interview. How did it go?”



Strider ran his fingers through his silky raven hair, styled in a perfect swoop. “Oh, it was fine. We mostly talked about my training regime for the Time Waltz role, rather than the movie itself.” He chuckled. “Probably for the best. I can’t take any more awkward conversations at this point.”


“You’re too hard on yourself.” Mom reached across the table and squeezed his wrist. “You were great in that movie.”


Strider patted her hand. “No, I wasn’t, Ma. And it’s okay to admit that.” He grinned at me, and I knew he was searching for sibling brownie points for being humble. “How did your book club go, Win?”


I shrugged. “It was good, even if the book wasn’t.”

“What book was it?” Strider sipped on the unsweetened iced tea we’d ordered for him.


When I mentioned P.J. Hampton’s latest book, Mom did a double-take. “Didn’t you—I mean, The Wren review that one?” she whispered. “No cohesiveness to the plot, right?”


Touched that she remembered such a small detail about my writing, I nodded. “One of the women in the group actually brought up The Wren’s review during our meeting.” My face dropped into my hands at the memory. “I wanted to curl up into a ball!”

“Oh my.” Dad’s eyebrows rose.

“Luckily, Owen was able to shift the spotlight elsewhere.” I said a silent prayer, thanking my bestie.

Mom tapped her chin. “Owen is such a nice young man. He deserves to have someone special in his life looking out for him.”


Strider and I shot knowing glances at each other. At least, she’s finally given up on the ridiculous notion of Owen being in love with me. Owen was more like a brother than anything.


“I’ll ask my Harvard colleagues if they have any single kids I can set him up with.” Mom grinned at the prospect of playing matchmaker.


In tandem, Strider and I brought our hands to our chests. “Yes, my Harvard colleagues,” we both mimicked in posh, hoity-toity tones. We’d heard about her fancy new colleagues a lot since Mom started lecturing there.


Dad chuckled at our short-lived performance. "Who says you have no acting ability, bookworm?”


“I do, Dad. I do.” I could impersonate the accent Moira Rose uses in Schitt’s Creek, but that was about the extent of my talents.


Mom, however, did not look amused.

Strider noticed her thunderous expression and sprang into damage control mode. “Ah, come on, Mom. We were just joking—"

“Looks like trouble just walked in.” She wasn’t even paying attention to our teasing. Instead, her icy gaze was locked on the front of the restaurant.

Trouble? I shifted in my seat to see who’d caught her ire. While my parents had been spending more time in the area lately, they certainly didn’t know many folks in town.

My stomach dropped as I spotted the new arrival standing at Dot’s podium. Milton Mulligan rapped his white-knuckled fingers rapidly against the polished wood top, his features the picture of agitation.

“Yikes. Did he have a spray tan for his show’s thumbnail photo or something? He looks mighty pale.” Strider’s brow furrowed at the crabby podcaster’s sickly appearance.

I had to agree. When out in public, Milton Mulligan typically had a superior air about him, tending to look down his nose at everyone he encountered. Today, however, he appeared disheveled, and his skin had a greenish tint to it. “Maybe he’s got a spring cold?” I whispered in suggestion. It was that time of year, after all.

I surveyed the other tables, noting how all of Copper Pot’s patrons reacted similarly to Milton. Even though I didn’t recognize most of the diners, they had to be locals; everyone tensed at the presence of our resident critic.

From her seat at the bar, Rose caught my eye and stuck out her tongue. I pressed my lips together to avoid snorting at her immature reaction.

“Hello?” Milton called, his voice as grating in person as it was on his podcast. “Can I get some food, please?”


Dot materialized beside him, her face contorted with exasperation as she whispered something into his ear. Whatever it was, Milton shook his head and shrugged her hand off his arm. He jabbed a finger in our direction, and for a terrifying second, I thought he was preparing to accost Dad face-to-face about his Digger Donna book or ream Strider out for the horrendous Time Waltz script.


I held my breath as Milton staggered toward us, only to breeze past our table and drop into the booth behind my parents. From my vantage point, I could see Milton’s perturbed expression over the top of the partition that separated us.


Mom balled a fist, and she mouthed to Dad, Strider, and me, “Why us?” At least, I think she mouthed it because any sound she made was drowned out by Milton nearly hacking up a lung.


I struggled to control my breathing, not wishing to inhale any of his germs.

Strider lifted his napkin to his nose as Milton’s coughing fit continued.

Dad leaned toward the center of our table. “Should we ask for our food to go?” He shot an uneasy look over his shoulder in the direction of our noisy neighbor.

Milton’s wheezing overshadowed my reply. “Sounds like a good idea. Stri, flag down our server, will you?”

My brother nodded and discreetly waved to one of the passing workers.


We placed our request for takeout as quietly as we could so as not to offend our booth neighbor. Between Strider’s movie review and Dad’s offensive children’s book (not to mention his dislike for The Wren and What Spine is Yours), the Larks didn’t need to make an enemy out of Milton any more than we already had.


While we waited for our food, we tried to make polite conversation, but Milton’s noisy bodily functions made it difficult. After a few attempts, we gave up and began tapping our fingers rhythmically on the tabletop, counting down the seconds until we could bolt.

We couldn’t have been the only people uncomfortable with Milton because Dot soon hurried over with a bowl of soup that she placed in front of him. “Eat up, will you? Hopefully, this will soothe your throat. You’re scaring my customers.” She caught my attention and offered me an apologetic glance.


“Oh, sooo sorry to be such an inconvenience to you, Dottie.” Milton’s raspy voice was laden with sarcasm.


She bristled at the condescension lacing the nickname. “You know we do delivery, right? You didn’t have to come all this way if you’re feeling poorly.”

“I was fine on my drive here,” Milton spat out. “Maybe there’s something in this dusty old rattrap that’s aggravating my allergies.”

Dot’s jaw grew visibly tense. “Enjoy your soup, then.” She turned on her heel and stomped toward the kitchen. If anyone was aggravated, it was her, not Milton’s allergies.

Milton’s wheezing subsided as he began shoveling Rudy’s famous clam chowder into his mouth. Grateful for the reprieve, I asked my parents, “Do you want to swing by the cottage to eat, or should we sit at the picnic tables down by the harbor?”

Mom’s gray eyes lit up. “Oh, we haven’t done a spring picnic in ages. Wasn’t our last one in Big Bear?”

“The kids were, what, fourteen?” Dad mused.

The memory floated through my mind, and I pictured us enjoying the ethereal scenery the Southern California destination provided. “We went there to take Strider’s mind off his first big audition.”

“That’s right.” Strider snapped his fingers.

Dad added, “And it worked because he left his phone at the lodge—”

“—and missed the casting director’s call to let him know he got the part!” Mom chuckled at the memory.

I swallowed back my own commentary about the adventure. I’d wanted the family to go to an art exhibit showcasing pieces created by local high school students; a collage I’d made with classic book covers was featured. But Mom and Dad worried that art wouldn’t be distracting enough for Strider, so they’d shuttled us to Big Bear. Sure, it ended up being a fun family outing, but it was just one of the many instances in my childhood where Strider had been made the priority.

But I was really trying to let go of the grudges I held about the past. Coming face-to-face with not one, but two killers in the last year had made me realize life was too short to harbor anger toward the people you love. Some days, though, were harder than others.

“I think a picnic sounds lovely.” Mom reached for her bright red poncho wrap.

Strider grinned. “It will be nice to get some fresh air, even if it’s a bit chilly.”

I spotted Dot approaching with our takeout order, and my shoulders relaxed slightly at the prospect of leaving. The sudden thought made me sad. Copper Pot was my favorite place in town—besides Timeless Tomes—to hang out, but Milton Mulligan’s presence had put me on edge. He certainly had a way of ruining things.

Speaking of Milton…thankfully, his wheezing had finally stopped, so at least the rest of Dot’s patrons could dine in silence.


“Here you go, Winnie.” Dot dropped off our bagged meals with a sheepish grin. “Sorry about the—” As her gaze flicked toward Milton’s table, her smile vanished. “What the…Milton? Milton?”


Dot dashed to his booth, her hand flying to her mouth to stifle a shriek. “Oh, my goodness. Someone—someone, please call an ambulance!”

Sharing shocked looks, the four of us bolted to our feet, wondering what the heck was going on. As soon as I rose, I gasped at the sight of Milton slumped forward in his seat, his face buried in the bowl of clam chowder.


Papercuts. This didn’t look good.



Chapter 3


“Is there a doctor here?” Dot’s frantic cry bounced off the dining room walls as guests glanced around, trying to make sense of the sudden uproar.


My mother tentatively raised her hand. “I-I am.”

If the situation hadn’t been so dire, I would’ve laughed and teased her. She held a doctorate in paleobotany, not medicine.

“I’m not an MD,” she hurriedly explained to Dot as she checked Milton’s vitals, “But I’ve got quite a bit of biology under my belt, and I’m certified in first aid.”

Dot nervously wrung her hands. “Anything helps at this point.”

Rose appeared at my side, having abandoned her spot at the bar. She issued orders into her cell phone with calm authority. “We need paramedics at Copper Pot, stat. We’ve got an unresponsive diner.” She shot me a grim look as she ended the call. “Stay back, Win.”

She held an arm back, directing my brother to do the same. Rose then helped Mom lay Milton out on the floor, acting as her medical assistant until help arrived. Mom was checking Milton’s vitals when Rudy Morris rushed from the kitchen. “What’s this about a guest in distress?”

Dot wordlessly pointed to the floor where Mom was wiping clam chowder from the unconscious man’s face.

“Is that Milton Mulligan?” Rudy’s ruddy cheeks lost their color at the sight of the infamous local podcaster. “Oh no. This isn’t good.”

The snarky side of me wondered if he meant for Milton or for their restaurant. No doubt, after recovering from this embarrassing incident, Milton would put them on blast once he was back behind the microphone.

Time seemed to inch slowly by as Mom did chest compressions, her features growing tighter and tighter with each passing minute.


She eventually sat back on her heels and shot Rose, Dad, Strider, and me a concerned look. I don’t think he’s going to make it.


A chill ran down my spine at her wordless declaration. What in the heck had happened here? Milton had been upright only minutes ago.

Realizing we had a crowd circling around the morbid scene, Strider, Rose, and I began urging patrons to back away and give Milton space. Wide eyes and enquiring expressions greeted us, but luckily, everyone listened to our strained requests. Well, they listened to Rose and her firm tone. Strider and me, not so much.

It felt like I could’ve read a whole book during the time it took for the paramedics to arrive. In reality, the shrieking ambulance pulled up to the restaurant, lights blazing, after only ten minutes.

Mom quickly shuffled to the side to let the professionals do their work. Dad had his arm around her shoulders in an instant, offering her comfort. Her skin had gone quite pale as she gnawed on her lower lip.

“I need to wash up.” Her panicked gaze shifted to me for help. Her hands had clam chowder on them.

Rose squeezed my arm, indicating that it was okay to leave the dismal scene, before going to confer with an anxious-looking Dot and Rudy.

I cupped Mom by the elbow. “This way,” I said, leading her toward the women’s bathroom.

Once the door shut behind us, Mom dashed to the sink and began scrubbing frantically. “Arwen, something is really wrong with that man.”


I bit my tongue from stating the obvious. Clearly. People didn’t just pass out in their soup every day.


“He’d been sick all over himself before fainting.” Mom pumped another round of soap onto her palms. “Taking into account his strange demeanor when he arrived…”

I remembered the perspiration on Milton’s forehead and the heavy wheezing before he’d gone quiet. “Do you think he had an allergic reaction to something?” He’d mentioned them flaring up when he walked into Copper Pot.
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