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Chapter One


Tallula
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Irecently unsubscribed from life as I knew it. In the made-for-TV series, this episode would be called, The One When She Returns to Her Hometown.

If I had a tail, would it be between my legs? Yes.

Did I try to play the Hollywood game and follow the rules? Also, yes.

I even paid for the upgrades. That place chewed me up and spit me out, leaving me to all but crawl back to Hogwash Holler, Louisiana.

Never heard of it? No one has.

It’s where you can still purchase a black and white television—Cherry’s Vintage and Resale boasts a variety to choose from. Residents tune in to WHOG AM radio and listen in on the police scanner broadcasts. If you want a good cup of coffee, good luck. Though my sister is working on fixing that.

My life did not turn out quite how I expected. It’s much worse.

But as they say, The show must go on!

I angle the Lexus’s rearview mirror down, apply fresh lipstick, and with a little smile, I say, “And action!”

Moink, my frug—a French bulldog pug mix—lets out her oinky little bark.

Walking in high heels is no problem. I’ve had plenty of practice. Driving over two thousand miles cross country in them is another matter, so I slide them back on and get out of the car, secretly hoping for a parade and confetti bombs to celebrate my big return.

Neither happens. Womp womp.

No surprise. I didn’t exactly announce my arrival—nor my departure. Hogwash is the kind of place I wanted to forget about. I’m only here because of a revenge plot that went a little too far. With a sigh, I say to my dog, “What are we going to do?”

Wearing her heart-shaped sunglasses, she looks at me and then moinks.

Taking a quick perusal of Main Street from behind my Versace sunglasses, Hogwash Holler hasn’t gotten better with age. Though, a lot can happen in ten years. Slinging my Louis Vuitton handbag over my shoulder, I strut down the sidewalk. Back in Hollywood, I’m used to getting surreptitious glances from the public, wondering if I’m a big name, but so far, there aren’t any heads to turn.

Almost seems like a ghost town.

If I’m brutally honest, despite being told that I’m a Marilyn Monroe lookalike, I didn’t quite make it in Tinseltown. But that’s a disappointing story I won’t think about.

The hair salon, with its neon sign, is my top priority. I start to enter, but the door only opens halfway.

“Hang on there, darlin.’ You caught me mid-dressing,” says a female voice with the same Louisiana accent that I trained myself never to use.

I stifle a gasp, wondering why someone would get dressed by the front door of their place of business. Stepping back slightly, I rethink my first stop.

However, the fact remains that I look like a rag mop stuck in a microwave and desperately need a blowout and facial. With an annoyed sigh, I turn my back and wait.

Second thoughts turn into an unease swimming in my stomach. I vowed never to return, with one exception. If the Chamber of Commerce wanted to give me an award, I’d accept in person—I left a lot of things behind, but not my manners.

Having been on numerous Hollywood sets, the best I can say about Hogwash Holler is that it is a wannabe Hallmark town. With its main thoroughfare lined with shops and restaurants, it longs to be quaint, cozy, and cute. But it’s frozen in time and not moving forward. It would be a 1980s movie director’s dream to film an underdog story about saving a small town. Set dressers would include window boxes overflowing with flowers, bistro tables for outdoor dining, and those little seasonal flags streaming from the lantern posts.

However, scavengers and neglect made it the opposite of whatever you imagine a swoony small town to look like.

A whoosh of cool, perfumed air comes from behind me. The same female voice with the thick Louisiana accent says, “Good morning, and thank you for your patience.”

I turn to see a stout woman with a poof of strikingly brassy hair and wearing a shirt that says Team Pumpkin Spice.

“Sorry to have interrupted you while getting dressed,” I say.

Gripping my forearm, she braces herself and laughs loudly. “Darlin,’ I wasn’t getting dressed. I was decorating the window for autumn.” She squints and focuses on my arms. “What do we have here all dressed up?”

“This is Moink.” My dog wears a little dress in a muted orange with white polka dots on top and mini autumn leaves on the skirt. Her collar coordinates with the theme. Like me with driving in heels, she took off her little booties in the car.

“She matches my window dressings. I think I’d like one of these little pipsqueaks.” She scratches Moink’s chin.

I glance toward the big bay window dotted with miniature velvet pumpkins and others coated in glitter. Sprays of dried corn, and at least a dozen gnomes, each with a signature accessory, are positioned helter-skelter. One even has hair-cutting scissors and mischievously attempts to snip the end of the long, oversized hat of one of its fellow gnomes. There are also several wooden cutouts of ghosts, mummies, and bats. A scarecrow holds a sign that says Hay there! In the center is a massive bowl of candy corn in the shape of a maple leaf. It’s like she bought the entirety of a craft store all at once.

“Let me guess, autumn is your favorite holiday.”

“It’s the gateway to the entire holiday season, straight through Saint Patrick’s Day. Then we take a little break until the Fourth of July.” She rubs her hands together. “I’m just getting warmed up.” Her eyes get as big as the assortment of the gourds whimsically arranged in a basket.

It’s not my style, but I appreciate the enthusiasm and suddenly crave a PSL.

She gasps. “Wait, a minute. I recognize you.”

Wearing a smile, my hand splays on my chest, and I anticipate what television show she’s going to mention. “You’re too kind.”

The little space between her eyebrows bunches slightly. “You’re a Swan.”

“I didn’t get the role in Sect of the Steel Swan. But did you see it? I think I avoided disaster on that one. Plus, I heard the actors on set were total divas. In my opinion, they lacked chemistry and that came across on screen.”

The furrow on her brow deepens. “Darlin,’ the last time I saw you was when you were about this tall.” She flattens her hand and measures about shoulder high.

Not wanting to be associated with anyone but the character I’ve built, with a little bounce and a giggle, I kick up one of my heels. “Hollywood magic.”

Her palms fly to her cheeks as if she just now made the association. I’d prefer Hollywood Llula rather than small town Tallula. Yes, I’m a Swan, but I’m also an aspiring Hollywood actress. “Heavens to Thelma.”

“Betsy, I told you, I’m doing a permanent,” a raspy female voice calls from behind a stylist’s station.

“You have got to see who just walked into our shop. I’m half shook and half star-struck.”

“Oh, you don’t have to make a fuss.” Unfortunately, I haven’t yet made it onto the silver screen, but I’ve been on several popular television shows and made for TV movies.

A tall woman with black hair and a streak of white in the front peers around the stylist station. “This better be good, Betsy.” Her gaze travels from the newly decorated front window filled with fall décor and my cream-colored Lexus parked outside before landing on me. “I’m getting high-maintenance vibes. Outsiders. We need business, but not that bad.”

Betsy huffs and arrays her hands like she’s presenting a game show prize—I’ve been a hostess for several and have the motion down. “It’s Jennifer Buellton-Klinger from Klingler and His Digital Army.”

Thelma gasps and goes from being wary of outsiders to a warm fan. “We never missed an episode. It was a sad day when you and Scott broke up. I knew right then that was the nail in the show’s coffin. A true shame, if you ask me.”

The mention of my costar, who I thought was my actual spouse until recently when I discovered his deceitful nature, triggers the prickling sensation that recently devolved into vengeful anger—the road trip and numerous remote sessions with my therapist were instrumental in managing it. Sort of.

If only I’d seen the writing on the wall. By now, he certainly has.

“We’re two of your biggest fans,” Betsy says with giddy, childlike excitement. “I can’t believe I didn’t recognize you on television. You made quite a striking transformation. Tallula Swan is Llula Lilly and she’s in our shop. Wonders never cease.”

My internal heart “like” icon flashes red, and warmth floods me. “You are too kind. I can sign something too if you’d like.” I belatedly realize she hadn’t requested a selfie.

“How about we take a group photo, then we’ll get it printed out and you can sign it? We’ll hang it right here.” Betsy motions to a blank space on the wall.

“Certainly,” I say, soaking in the attention, which is more than I can say I got from my ex which is the whole reason I’m here.

After a bit of fuss with the digital camera, Betsy sets the timer. Moink makes her piggy snorts and poses like a pro for the shot. I give her a bit of a biscuit, and she settles onto the chair in the waiting area.

“Bless me, I got so caught up, I forgot to ask what brought you into the Hogwash Hairwash & Style?”

“I’m looking for a blowout and a facial if you do those.” I bite my lip, worried they won’t have the lymphatic drainage treatment with snail mucin and papaya enzymes that works wonders on my derma-type.

With a tender look in her eyes, Betsy squeezes my hand and says, “We’ll get you fixed up something good.”

A thumbs down replaces the little red heart because The Hogwash Hairwash isn’t exactly on par with the salons and spas I’m used to and I have second thoughts. What if she turns my blonde curls into a hair helmet? “You know what? My sister is probably waiting for me. I should⁠—”

“This won’t take but a few more minutes. We took up enough of your time. I can work fast when I want to,” Betsy says, bustling around.

That’s what I’m afraid of.

However, when I settle back at the sink, instead of chatting my ear off, Betsy gives me what might very well be the best scalp massage of my life, complete with relaxing oils that almost, but not quite, make me forget about what Peter did...and how I reacted.

I remain at the sink a little longer than normal, but Betsy works wonders with her fingers, relaxing me.

After a second rinse, she asks, “I don’t mean to pry, but what brought you back to Hogwash? Visiting family?”

No slight to hairstylists, but I can hear Thelma and her client gossiping about Mrs. Halfpenny and how she turned up to the church potluck with a pot of pork and beans...and jelly beans mixed in.

I know better than to share too much about my personal life because it’ll echo off these walls for the whole town to hear.

The truth is the stuff of an after-school special, a cautionary tale. Shortly after our wedding, the county informed Peter that our marriage license paperwork hadn't been properly filed. He never bothered to tell me and went along with our “sham relationship” to better his career and to “tide him over” until he got paid—I’ve been living off a trust left to me by my grandfather. Meanwhile, he was spending all “our” money. Then, when he got the big role he was hoping for, he ditched me and rapidly moved on with a new relationship.

I answer. “I’m here visiting my sister.”

“Her kids are adorable and so well-behaved. Is there someone special in your life? Are you next in line for marriage? Are you next in line to become a mother?” Betsy asks, sweetly innocent. She must keep her gossip local. This proves that Hogwash truly is sheltered because depending on who you ask in Hollywood, I’m either a legend or a villain.

I snort. “No, I plan to be single for a long, long time.”

“I bet there are some hunks out there in Hollywood. But we have some fine fellows here, too.” She winks.

I highly doubt that. Handsome and Hogwash are not synonymous. My sister had to travel halfway around the world to a symposium on international law to find her husband—he’s in the military and was stationed in Germany at the time.

Nope. So much nope. “I’ll never date a guy that’s ever stepped foot in this town.”

Betsy chuckles as if those are famous last words. From her chair by the mirror where he admires himself, Moink makes a noise that sounds a lot like she agrees. Traitor.


Chapter Two


Tallula
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After Betsy wraps a towel around my head, she says, “I gave you a little something extra from my personal supply of hair potions.”

My smile turns upside down.

“I’m well familiar with platinum blonde treatments. Yours direly needed a moisturizing mask to protect it from further damage.”

I relax, settling back in the adjustable swivel chair. She’s not wrong. The stress practically has its own zip code.

She gives me a glass of cold water and says, “Here’s your facial.”

Not sure if this is a new product or unique packaging, I stare at it.

“Drink up. Glowing skin comes from the inside out.” She winks.

While Betsy blow dries my hair, I close my eyes, trying to let the hum of the device drown out my thoughts about Peter Price, and how he deceived me with a sham marriage.

A pleasantly cool hand presses against my cheek. Betsy’s touch is tender, almost maternal, which is much more than I can say I ever received from Sandrine Swan, aka Sandy, aka Mother. “Whatever it is, leave it behind,” Betsy whispers.

At least, I think she says that, because before I know what’s happening, the chair spins and I’m facing the mirror.

“Ta-da!” Betsy says with a flourish.

They say everything is bigger in Texas. But Betsy from Hogwash Hairwash & Style has ‘em beat when it comes to hair.

“Wow,” is all I can say when looking at the volume Betsy gave my curls.

She aligns her head with mine. Beaming a smile, she says, “As soon as you go outside, it’ll lose some of its height, but I always wanted to do a starlet’s hair. My dreams have come true.”

“Glad I could help.”

Thelma cashes out her customer whose perm would make a 1980s pop star proud. She casts an arched eyebrow at Betsy, then mutters, “And I’m never going to hear the end of it.”

“I can’t believe I had the privilege of doing Jennifer Buellton-Klinger’s hair.” Betsy bounces, tapping the tips of her fingers together.

I’m about to remind her I’m Llula Lilly, and that I’m not a fictional billionaire tech mogul’s socialite and conniving wife, but I’m not sure who I am anymore. My dream was to break into film and let my inner star shine.

I was born Tallulla Judith Swan but when I got a talent agent, I started going by Llula Lilly. Then, after Peter and I eloped, I changed it to Llula Price. Now who am I?

Who am I if not a rising star in Hollywood? That’s not something I want to think about now. Being back in Hogwash is temporary, so I can regroup and help my sister.

Then I’ll be back and better than ever!

“You’re just jealous you didn’t get to do her hair,” Betsy says, drawing me from my thoughts.

“You’re already bragging?” Thelma fires back.

The woman with the poodle perm drops a few bills on the counter and scurries out, wary of the storm brewing between the two hair stylists.

“You never know when to let things go. We’ve been open for almost thirty years and at least once a month, you remind me that you wanted to name this place Hair N’ Dipity,” Thelma says.

Betsy pouts. “It’s a clever name.”

“Except no one would understand what that means.”

“Like serendipity. Like how our newest and most esteemed client came in today. Like our friendship, Thelma.”

She crosses her arms in front of her chest. “We’re not friends. I’ve called it off.”

“Which you do at least once a season, yet you’re still here.” Betsy huffs as if she takes it in stride.

This makes me think of everyone I left behind in LA—people I thought were friends. After the, um, incident, it became apparent there were two kinds of people. The ones who avoided me as if afraid to catch a nasty case of “scandal” and the ones who were gossip gorillas. They came in strong, pretending to care about my breakup, then tried to strong-arm me into spilling secrets—Peter did enough damage on his own.

Moink’s head turns toward each woman when they speak as if she’s soaking up this little spat.

“We are best friends forever. Practically sisters,” Betsy says.

Thelma grunts.

Betsy goes still, then her warm laugh fills the salon. Moments later, Thelma’s stony expression cracks, and the corners of her lips curve toward a smile.

“And that’s why we’ve been best friends and business partners for so long. You can’t let the little things in life bog you down.” Betsy’s eyes sparkle at the quick resolution of their spat.

Betsy and Thelma have been a pleasant enough hour-long distraction, but the fact of the matter is I’m back in this backwash town and I need to be on my way as soon as possible.

My granny would say, Are a bog and a swamp much different? She also told me never to come back—not because she wanted me gone, but because she knew I’d get stuck. I’m afraid to visit her because no doubt she’ll scold me six ways to Sunday for returning to Hogwash, but I remind myself this is only temporary. I’ll be on my way as soon as possible.

“How much do I owe you?” I ask, holding out my credit card—the one still tied to Peter’s bank account.

“It’s on the house,” Betsy says.

“That’s so sweet, but I insist on paying.”

“Don’t be silly.” Betsy sweeps her hand dismissively.

I wave the Amex Black. “Please? It’s the least I can do.”

“Yes, let the woman be silly,” Thelma says.

Betsy chuckles and then taps the credit card reader. I rarely check the total amount owed, but the fact that it’s only a dollar catches my attention. When I get the prompt to leave a tip, I make a little dent in Peter’s credit card balance.

The revenge hasn’t stopped, and it is oh-so-sweet.

After a long goodbye to the ladies, I’m back on the street when my phone beeps with a text from my sister, ordering me to get my “Fancy pants butt to the Coffee Loft.”

My sister Mara was a lawyer until last year. She’s sharp, angsty, and snide. She’s also so smart no one dares argue with her. I’m not about to start now, but where is her coffee shop?

When I drove into town, I passed the post office, library, and the car wash—where I’ll have to stop later. Across the street from the salon, on the corner of Main Street and Metairie Road, is the Penny Gamble, and next to it is Cory’s Automotive Service Station. Everything is exactly where I left it and worse for wear.

Peering down the sidewalk, I look for my sister’s new coffee shop—she said I won’t be able to miss it. I certainly don’t miss it here. So why did I come back?

After I officially ended things with Peter, I hardly left the house, bereft because of his betrayal.

My so-called friends took me on what they called a “Split Splash.” They said a night on the town would make me feel better. I agreed, uninformed choices were made. Then they coaxed me into going scorched earth on my ex. It felt good for a second, but when social media came at me with burning torches and pitchforks, my friends turned on me too.

So yeah. I’m here because I have nowhere else to go.

In truth, my life resembles the streets of Hogwash Holler. But I digress.

The sun peeks out from behind the clouds, but that doesn’t help make this situation any brighter. However, it casts a shadow behind my car. It’s in the shape of—I tilt my head, approaching slowly.

In the movies, a shovel or another heavy object would conveniently be nearby that I could use as a weapon.

All I have is a sample-size hair pomade and Moink. Betsy insisted I take it with the parting words, The bigger, the better. Too bad I didn’t get the jumbo bottle Thelma tried to sell me. The thing probably weighed as much as a brick.

A man crouches behind my car and unscrews—no, he’s screwing in my license plate. Confusion keeps me rooted to the spot. He wears dingy clothes and a gray hoodie. Springing to his feet, he clutches my bling-covered license plate frame and races down the street.

With Moink in one arm and my other hand in a fist, I stomp my foot, but can’t very well chase the guy in these designer heels. “Hey, get back here. That’s mine! You can’t just⁠—”

With a squeal of tires, a police car takes the nearest corner fast. I wave my arms, trying to flag him down. All I catch is a glimpse of the handsome deputy sheriff whose focus fixes on the suspect as he veers down another street. The officer glances at me with dark eyes and swerves but doesn’t stop.

Considering recent events, it would be smart for me to avoid the authorities, but maybe Betsy was right about Hogwash having handsome fellows. I wouldn't mind seeing him again.


Chapter Three


Jesse
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Iflick on the roof lights and let the sirens blare. “It’s Christmastime on Main Street,” I say as I speed through town.

I’ve driven well above the legal limit on these roads many times, only now, it’s within my authority as the deputy sheriff, trying to serve, protect, and maintain the peace.

If being the new guy on the force wasn’t hard enough, I’ve been having to deal with my missing cousin and now the Bling Ring—as the citizens of Hogwash Holler call the band of petty thieves, taking their private property.

I keep my finger on the pulse of the official news and skim the Pest Digest. At first glance, you’d think it was a gardening journal, but the local periodical is equal parts speculation and gossip. If there’s a shred of newsworthy info in the paper, consider it a lucky day, but everyone in town subscribes and I consider it part of my job to keep informed.

Recently, my name has been in ink a few times. Thankfully, the Pest Digest didn’t exist back when I was in high school. Better for there not to be a record of my misbehavior.

On my two-way radio, I call dispatch. “We have a runner. In active pursuit of the 211 from the gas station. On Main Street and turning onto Spring Street. The suspect may have also stolen a license plate cover. Over.”

“Roger that. Louisiana state plates?” asks Nancy, our dispatcher.

“Negative. California. It was a license plate cover frame decorated with rhinestones.”

Nancy chuckles. “Is this a joke?”

“Possibly the work of the Bling Ring. Attempting to locate the suspect. Over.”

“Copy that. Do you need backup?”

“Not at present, ma’am. Over and out.”

As I pursue the thief toward the Chateau, my guess is the Bling Ring consists of a group of scavenger hunters who failed to find Tickle’s famed Golden Tokens and the rest of the treasure just like everyone else. Only now, they’re stuck here and trying to make their mission meaningful.

“Sorry, folks. Not on my watch,” I mutter.

I'll catch them and ensure that everything is returned to their rightful owners along with an apology. We’re southern, and I’ll teach these criminals their manners on top of obeying the law.

I can’t be sure the suspect came down here, but there are only a few options out this way: Tickle Chateau, the Metairie Stronghold—an old fort—the cemetery, and the swamp.

Unfortunately for the guy I’m pursuing, I know this area like the back of my hand—that was but one reason Cameron Parish agreed to take me on. Long ago, I wasn’t so different from the suspect, always getting up to no good, taking things that weren’t mine, and getting into enough trouble to make my mother turn over in her grave.

Stopping, I flick off the emergency lights mounted on the roof and cut the engine. Scanning the area surrounding the once grand antebellum home, memories of other visits out this way pop into my mind like Polaroid photos.

My cousin Sawyer and I were like brothers. We used to rile each other up, claiming the place was haunted. We’d sneak in and hang out, not respecting the No Trespassing sign. I’m guessing our spray paint still stains the plasterboard walls in the dining room.

Moss, ivy, mildew, and vines slowly reclaim the structure with its moldering pillars and porches, ironwork and secrets. I wonder what ever became of Hogan Tickle as I quietly approach his former residence. My hand hovers over my sidearm just in case the suspect or the crocogator make any fast moves.

It’s already fall, but the air this close to the bayou is thicker than in town and sticky. Unusually quiet too, but that works in my favor as I listen for the snap of a twig or the rustle of leaves.

As minutes pass, there are so many places to hide on this property, the reality that today isn’t the day I’m going to catch these criminals sinks deeper. I can’t keep chasing them down. I have to come up with a plan.

I feel strangely like a fish on one of those rickety docks in the marsh, flapping around, gasping for air. Only, it’s not like I can’t breathe. More like something else suffocates me. I’m just not sure what. It eludes me, evades like these suspects I’ve been chasing for the better part of a month.

Not only did I join the police force because of a sense of duty, I have wrongs to right and mysteries to solve. Namely, the one that plagues my broken family. Also, the one that routinely threatens to ruin our town. Sawyer claimed it’s cursed. I believe there are opportunists seeking a purported payday.

Long ago, this area was known for fishing, farming, and thievery—of the pirate treasure variety. Then came Hogan Tickle, an entrepreneur and eccentric, at least in his old age.

Supposedly, when he was younger, he was part of the Boot Boys, a trio of bandits who sold beer during prohibition. He went straight, switching to root beer, but that didn’t stop him from gambling, hence the defunct soda fountain in town. That also didn’t keep him from seeking treasure—sparkly and valuable things.

But the Bling Ring repeatedly takes trinkets, random objects that happen to shine. It doesn’t add up.

Rumor has it there was the Dubois Diamond, the Roger Cahoot Ruby, and a third, unknown treasure of which Tickle took possession. He left riddles on his gravestone, supposedly directing people on a scavenger hunt to find it. No one ever has, but that doesn’t stop them from looking.

Turning back toward the SUV—a sport utility vehicle is helpful out here where there are more dirt roads than paved—a gleam in the leaf litter and overgrown grass catches my eye. Crouching down to pick it up, I find what looks like part of a key chain. Carl Soto reported his missing, but not his keys. Could this be part of it, or is it a coincidence?

Had it been here a while, like everything else, the bayou would’ve taken possession of it. No, this is a fresh clue. Either that or a bunch of magpies have some loser locals doing their dirty work retrieving shiny objects to line their nests.

It’s always shiny objects.

When I got back to Hogwash after years away, and a few more spent getting squared away and having graduated from the Academy, I found my cousin Sawyer still in town. Time hadn’t done him any favors, and he had less sense than I remembered, but he’s family—practically a brother.

And a man who likes to go fishing on the bayou at night—crawfish in particular. The problem with that is other things like hunting after dark.

The day after I got my badge, I went to meet my cousin for breakfast to celebrate and he didn’t show. We found his flats boat and gear backed up by Bladecrook—a tricky spot in the otherwise calm swamp.

But that’s not all. I know he got involved in some schemes—owed money to unsavory characters. I tried to get him to quit gambling. Gave him three strikes. He couldn’t give it up, I suppose. Now, I’m afraid he’s lost.

But one thing he told me that’s stuck in my mind. He insisted he was going to find the ring. As far as I know, he’s not part of JRR Tolkien’s fantasy world. He couldn’t have meant the Bling Ring because this was before they struck. I can only imagine he referred to Adele Swan’s engagement ring—yet another supposed blemish on my family’s name.

I knew better than to get involved with a Swan, even if it was just that one time. But my hands are clean. No ring. No bling.

Just a stain on my lips that I seldom think about anymore, so why am I now?

But that’s not my only problem. My family’s past crimes fill more than a few of the folders in the police station at the back of the town hall. My father, cousin, his parents, and even I have been in and out of jail more times than is acceptable—my father died there and I don’t want that to be my fate.

I just hope none of it catches up with me, not after I’ve come this far to do the right thing.

My frown deepens. I’m well aware the past follows me around like a gray cloud. That’s the problem with wrongdoing and lies—they never seem to go away. The truth always has a way of working its way to the surface. I suppose my cousin will turn up too.


Chapter Four


Tallula
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Safely back in the Lexus and with Moink in her passenger-side safety seat, I flip on my phone to relay the theft to my social media followers. First, I notice all the notifications. A little surge rushes through me. Yay! I’m still relevant. Then I read some of them.

The little red hearts fade inside of me and turn dark and sticky, leaving me with a queasy feeling. The late night with my so-called friends and everything that ensued isn’t getting the round of applause they’d promised.

People only like me when I’m Little Miss Good Girl. Instead of seeing themselves in the social media mirror, they saw my reflection and forgot about their bad choices. Until now. After my escapades, I’m no different. I let them drag me down to their level.

The thunder of the license plate frame theft quiets, and the rant I was about to share turns into an apology for my recent behavior—as if my former friends even care. I lose steam and promptly regret clicking publish.

My phone instantly rings. It’s the Wicked Witch of the South—that’s what Mara calls our mother. I answer on the second to last ring.

“Sources say you’re in town.” Like me, she refuses to associate herself with Hogwash. When asked, she refers to the place where she lives as Marais Way—the bougie part of town by the water.

“Hello, Mother. Sources are correct.”

Her barely restrained silence demands an explanation from me.

“Things didn’t work out with Peter.”

“Tallula, you were hardly married for three months.”

“That’s the problem. We weren’t married.”

“You could’ve tried harder.”

Looking back, that wasn’t the issue. “Mother, you didn’t approve of Peter.”

As if my other comment computed, or she doesn’t want to discuss how she practically disowned me when she found out we eloped, she asks, “What do you mean you weren’t married?”

I do my best to describe what happened without her turning it around and making it my fault.

“I hope you have a good lawyer.”

“I’m working on that.” I just wish it would all go away. “In the meantime, I’ll be helping Mara.”

“Why she got it in her head to open a coffee shop, I’ll never understand. Right there on Main Street, of all places. I’m still in the loop. You can never be too careful. That town is rampant with criminals and crooks. Law enforcement consists of degenerates. The place has gone to the dogs. The real money is in syrup. Then you invest right and you’re set for life. If you’d been smart, you would’ve been a good girl and married Belvedere Winston or at the very least got a business degree instead of—” I stop listening. As usual, she bulldozes the conversation.

“Mother, I have to go.” I say goodbye and quickly end the call before she gives me more reminders of how all my failings were because I wasn’t good enough.

Moink gives me a plaintive look, big glossy round eyes bulging. I scratch her little smoosh-faced head.

In my puppy baby voice, I say, “What else should we expect from her? You’re a good girl. A good good girl. Yes, you are. Let’s find your aunt’s coffee shop.”

I cruise past the town clock—it’s still only right twice a day. Back in high school, the town hooligan thought it would be funny to mess with it.

When I left Hogwash, I purposefully said that I was from outside New Orleans. Like my mother, I never mentioned this town because I didn’t want to be shabby by association. Harsh, I know.

I could turn around and go back the way I came. While living in Hollywood Hills, I never experienced a robbery, although our security surveillance company did report once that someone had been pilfering the trash bin.

The Laughing Gator Grille and the This & That look like a photo captured in time—they haven’t changed either. Plywood covers the windows of the community center. An abundance of old cassette tapes with the magnetic ribbon blowing in the wind dam up the gutter. The marque on the Flying Pig Theater, where I starred in Oliver Twist, Annie, and a Midsummer Night’s Dream before moving on to high school productions says, Save the Pig!

If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was on the set of a post-apocalyptic movie.

Never mind save the pigs. This whole town needs help. Too bad there isn’t a billionaire benefactor who could swoop in and save the day. We had one of those once, and now all that’s left are ruins.

“Unwelcome, home, Llula,” I whisper, suddenly feeling like the car and I both run on little more than fumes. Good thing I didn’t take the Tesla. I can’t imagine there’s a charging station nearby.

Moink lets out a squeaky little growl.

I’m glad I left without a glance back when I did. Can’t say I’ll be staying long. But this begs the question, why did Mara return to Hogwash and put down roots?

Then I roll past a newly constructed building and do a double take. It’s stucco and three stories with upper-level balconies wrapped with ornate cast-iron railings and dripping with flower boxes. They overlook the town, but perhaps there is also a view of the bayou beyond. Floor-to-ceiling windows sit behind a wide front porch stacked with boxes likely awaiting a trip to the dump.

With Moink in my arms, I ask, “Whoa. What has your auntie been up to?”

We use an entrance on the side adjacent to the main parking lot, which looks like it’ll be the main one. It’s a bit more modern with a big glass door but has a cast iron grate over it along with louvered storm doors that are propped open. It reminds me of photos of Granny’s photos of Hogwash in its heyday with the charming French Quarter influence.

When I go inside, a team of people bustle around. The ground floor is fairly standard with a big coffee bar toward the back, display cases, bags of coffee beans, a couple of grinding machines, and a blank menu board on the wall.

A cluster of tables and chairs in various stages of completion fills the front area along with several cushy chairs under protective plastic.

Glancing up and wondering why the building is so tall, I’m truly impressed. There are various nooks and lofts, some accessible by the main staircase and others with the rolling ladder which crisscrosses a broad wooden shelf.

A team of people bustle around. My sister, Mara, orchestrates it all with a baby on one hip and a tablet in her free hand. In a commanding voice, she hollers, “Those boxes belong up here.” Her harsh expression dissolves, and she singsongs to the baby with brown curls. “The boxes belong up here, yes they do. The boxes belong up here, yes they do. This place is a zoo and you smell like poo. What am I going to do?”

Before I can get my sister’s attention, she hurries behind a door labeled Bathroom.

Heels clicking on the tile floor, Moink and I take a spin around the room, picturing other Coffee Loft branches—they never fail to make the perfect latte. I appreciate how each one is unique with a fresh feel yet the branding across them gives me a sense of the familiar.

I have to give my sister credit for launching this endeavor with three kids—Julip, the youngest, is just over twelve months old.

With all the people working, it’s rather like a movie set, making me question why I left Hollywood instead of Peter. Technically, I won the duel at high noon, got the last laugh, and showed him—or whatever my final line would’ve been in the script had I been acting and the breakup not been real life.

The bathroom door opens and my sister’s gaze locks on me then the dog and then me. I get a mini cascade of internal heart likes but know better than to expect warm and fuzzy from Mara.

She wears a smile, but my sister doesn’t so much as say hello and gets right down to business. “I see that life didn’t treat you so bad that you had to sell your ostentatious designer thing.” She flicks my Louis Vuitton. For a second there I thought she meant my precious pooch.

With an annoyed huff, I say, “It’s a limited edition from the Mermaid Collection.”

“It looks like a sea witch got sick and⁠—”

I pout. “Let me have my riches to rag moment.”

Mara squawks a laugh. “Remember that time you played Annie at the Flying Pig Theater?”

If there’s a punchline, I miss it, but I’m not about to admit that to my intelligent and clever big sister. “I was just reminiscing about my start on the stage,” I say wistfully.

She doesn’t hear me as she answers a call.

In reality, the Swans have never had a rags moment—our family was wealthy from the beginning. Our mother’s inheritance only added to our parents’ bank account. It wasn’t a stretch to play the role of Jennifer Buellton-Klinger, a rich socialite. All I had to do was impersonate Sandrine Swan.

Having lived in Los Angeles and been around A-list people, I’ve realized there are two brands of “rich.” Some flaunt it, jet around, drive fast cars, and do everything they can to impress anyone watching. Then there’s old money like my parents whose noses are most often in the air, who have the finest of everything and work hard to keep up with Joneses and the Jaspars, and the Janviers, but otherwise keep a relatively low profile—minus the mansion, sailboat, and luxury trips to Europe.

In other words, there are loud, look at me rich people, and the quieter, you can’t help but notice how the other half live rich people.

I’m not sure where I fit in except with one foot on each side—I grew up in the latter and spent the last decade building my career around the former.

In high school, I was the small-town princess cliche who left to hit it big in Hollywood, only to return home without a shiny gold award. No glitz. Zero glam.

Where does that leave me? Right back in Hogwash Holler.

Eventually, Peter will catch up with me. Maybe the authorities too, after what I did. There will be a reckoning. He’ll want his credit card back. I’d like all the money of mine that he spent. Maybe Mara can help me come up with the receipts and a legal case.

She says something about shiny things going missing around town. “I heard that you were the latest target of theft. You’re just lucky those earrings of yours weren’t snatched too. They’re sparkly. It sounds like the Bling Ring struck again.”

For a moment, I think she’s talking about how my life was practically stolen from me before I realize she means the license plate cover. News travels fast in Hogwash.

“Well, it was bling, but not a ring. It was the frame thingy that went around my license plate.”

“I meant ring as in a group of organized criminals. At least, that’s the word on the street. Some speculate that when a recent group of people failed at finding Tickle’s Golden Tokens, they turned to a life of crime, stealing shiny things.”

She eyes Moink’s ID tag with its pink rhinestones and her heart-shaped sunglasses. “What is that?”

“Meet Moink.”

My dog makes her oink-bark, and the baby burbles happily.

I shake my head. “Don’t tell me people still follow that nonsense about the riddles and Tickle’s Tokens.”

“The scavenger hunt isn’t as popular as it once was, but people still come looking, hoping for a big payday.”

I glance toward the tall front windows. “Looks like they’ve been picking over the town.”

“It’s certainly not like it used to be.”

“And what it used to be wasn’t that great to begin with,” I mutter.

Mara hitches a mischievous smile. “Granny always said you can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.”

I cover my dog’s ears. “Moink, do not listen to her.”

“Speaking of bling, with this rash of thefts and our new deputy sheriff on the case, Mother is obsessing about Granny’s engagement ring, claiming none of us are safe.”

“That again? I thought she’d given up on it when Father bought her the Toussaint diamond earrings.”

“You’ve been warned,” Mara says gravely.

Little does my sister know I have no plans to visit our parents. Also, I couldn’t have come at a more convenient time since they’re on their annual autumn trip to France.

“Are you staying at their place?”

“Not a chance.” If I did, I’d owe them something.

“All I have to offer is an air mattress and in the hallway.”

I wrinkle my nose.

Mara chortles. “As Granny says, ‘Beggars can’t be choosers.”

“She’s never had to beg for a thing in her life.”

Supposedly, the diamond in Granny’s engagement ring was a fragment from the legendary Dubois Diamond, possibly pirate treasure, found by the Boot Beer Boys over by the Metairie Fort. The Swans claim that the Lawson family was behind a sizable loss of funds years ago when my grandfather was still alive. Shortly after, the ring went missing. Conclusions were drawn. A feud started. No one will ever know I kissed Jesse Lawson. End of story.

“Anything else I should know?” Almost afraid to hear the answer, I pet Moink to soothe my nerves.


Chapter Five


Jesse
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After alerting dispatch that the suspect is in the wind, I return to town, recapping what transpired for my report later. As I near the turn that leads toward Daley’s farm with its wide open golden fields that somehow make the sky seem bigger, a memory of an afternoon on my motorcycle surges forward.

We were going nearly eighty in a fifty-five. She was so far out of my league, I wasn’t even in the same ballpark. But those hours together were enough to knit hope into my heart—the idea that someday I wouldn’t be so bad. Perhaps some of her good rubbed off on me, exposing a speck of something shiny.

I snort through my nose, ironic that all these thefts involve shiny, glittery objects.

With that memory comes the flash of someone waving at me on Main Street earlier when I was chasing the suspect. In the split second I saw her, I almost swerved off the road.

It couldn’t be T that I saw in town, could it?

Compiling what I know, I check the facts.

T, the good girl is from Hogwash.

It stands to reason she’d someday return.

Last I heard she’d gone to Los Angeles to pursue an acting career.

The license plate on the Lexus was from California.

Her blonde hair was like a beacon, a halo of light, reminding me that the world doesn’t only consist of criminals and closets filled with skeletons.

As I roll back through town, the new coffee shop sticks out like a sore thumb among the buildings with more peels and less paint, a community pool that doubles as a sanctuary for all things creepy and crawly, and roads with enough potholes to keep Cory’s Automotive Repair doing realignments until the Department of Public Works gets funding to repave it. I veer to avoid one now, parking in front of the Hogwash Hairwash & Style Salon.

Betsy and Thelma are reliable resources. Likely, they can give me information about what transpired outside their shop earlier.

As I get out of the SUV, I take a deep breath, underwhelmed by the state of the town, but overwhelmed with a sense of duty to make sure the swamp—and the Bling Ring—don’t take what remains.

Sure, it’s rough around the edges, but there are good people here and I don’t want them to be forgotten—not like I was. This place isn’t home, but it’s no longer the enemy either.

Bells jingle on the door as I enter, and the scent of a cinnamon candle along with the sting of hair chemicals fills the air.

Betsy and Thelma dish about a famous television star who visited the salon, regaling me with how gracious and sweet she was. My mind drifts as I surreptitiously observe my surroundings—an old habit made new, but now for arguably more honest purposes.

As far as I know, there isn’t a central figure that represents autumn holidays—not like Santa at Christmas, Cupid for Valentine’s Day, or leprechauns during St. Patrick’s Day. I suppose there are ghosts and bats, and witches and werewolves, but those are primarily for Halloween. Gnomes could fit for fall in general. Whatever the case, it’s as if they collectively got together and threw up cutesy little pumpkins, gourds, and wooden acorns in a variety of colors.

Sorry for the visual and don’t get me wrong, Betsy’s decorations are endearing, but it’s a lot.

“I wish I got to see Tallula,” a third female voice says.

Ding, ding, ding. At that, I have confirmation of the identity of the woman on Main Street—Tallula Swan. In my mind, she’s T—add more letters and her name carries more meaning than I can afford. For a long time, I walked around with a chip on my shoulder like the world owed me a debt. Now, I don’t expect anything, least of all that a woman like T would remember me.

Molly whines, “Totally not fair.”

“Molly, if you’d come in on time today—” Betsy starts.

“I’m tired of your excuses,” Thelma says, cutting across her business partner.

I see who plays good cop and who plays a bad cop.

“I was doing research,” says Molly Hazelwood, Hogwash’s #1 Pest, and the brains and buzz behind the Pest Digest.

“Had you been here, maybe you could’ve gotten an interview with Llula,” Betsy says.

“Speaking of interviews...” Molly’s penetrating gaze turns toward me.

“I’m not available. Have work to do.” She’s been trying to get me to blab about the Bling Ring for weeks. I refuse to add to the speculation.

“Please, Officer Lawson. I only have a few questions.”

More like inquisition. “I explained the rules, Miss Hazelwood. During an open investigation, I am not at liberty to discuss details.”

“Are you available for comment about today’s activity on Main Street?”

“If I thought it would be helpful to share what I know, I might consider it, but no. Not at the moment.”

“Residents are starting to get worried, deputy,” Molly says, needling me.

“My recommendation is to keep items that are shiny safe. That’s the only real threat at present.”

She scribbles something down. “Sir, what are your thoughts on root-knot nematodes?”

“I haven’t been in my backyard since I returned to Hogwash. I don’t have a garden and if I did, I couldn’t rightly tell the difference between a grasshopper and a hornworm.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

I chuckle. “Ladies, it’s been lovely chatting with you. Thanks for the information. I must be on my way.” I gathered what I needed without having to ask a single question.

It takes another ten minutes for me to get out the door as Betsy and Thelma draw me into a debate about which is better—pumpkin spice or apple cider. Betsy, with her Team Pumpkin Spice shirt, clearly chose a side. As if only to be argumentative, Thelma insists cider is superior. Molly listens to my every word, not because she has a crush on me like she has for JQ over at the service station—along with at least half the other women of a certain age in Hogwash, but because she’s hoping for a crumb. A little something I let slip to use in her newspaper.

Next, I stop by the Laughing Gator Grille for tea and to jot down some unofficial notes about the activity today, including the date, time, and location, along with the description of the parties involved. The suspect had on a hoodie. Meanwhile, I’m still in a button-down shirt with short sleeves. True fall is slow to come to us this far south unless we have a cold snap. The farmers claim we’ll have a true fall by the end of the month.

I think back to the rest of the suspect’s attire. Dark or dirty pants. I could make out very little else about him. Same as the others—nondescript bulky clothing must be the Bling Ring’s uniform. They’re like ravens seeking shiny things...unless it’s only one person and not a crime crew.

As for the woman, she didn’t look like she belonged in town. I have no business revisiting the memory of the afternoon we spent together after detention. Thinking about that will only get me into trouble, and I’ve had enough of that for a lifetime.


Chapter Six


Tallula
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Mara wears a certain kind of smirk like whatever news there is to tell I’ll find out soon enough.

I clutch Moink, not liking the sense of foreboding that makes my pulse knock out a staccato rhythm.

“For now, get to know your niece.” She brushes her nose against the baby’s. “Mommy’s little Julip, this is your auntie.” She’s an uncanny mixture of my sister and her husband Jake.

Mara, two years older than me and as tough as nails, most resembles our mother with dark hair, eyes, and a complexion that tans marvelously when she’s in the sun—Mother blames it on the French blood and wears sunblock like body armor. I’d give anything not to require spray tans every two weeks so my skin doesn’t look translucent.

I inherited our father’s genes with big light brown eyes, pale skin that freckles even under cloud cover, and an inclination toward curves, whereas Mara has sharp angles. My only hope is that I don’t get his jowls. Also, my natural hair color is a mousy brown. Mother took me to the city to start getting it dyed when I went from being a towhead to looking like I’d taken a swim in the swamp. Those were her words.

It’s accurate to say that Mara got her shrewd, no-nonsense personality from our mother. Whether it’s a product of biology or Sandrine’s cool character, I’ve never been sure. Father is best described as bellicose in business and moribund about everything else—I learned those two words from an acting coach. In other words, he acts as if Swan’s Syrups is constantly on the verge of collapse—it’s a thriving molasses supplier. Mother also once said he’s been preparing to die since the day he was born, which has always been interesting to me because he doesn’t live like he only has twenty-four hours remaining except when it comes to his dining choices—he loves food and feasts like a king.

I tilt my head, wondering what I would do if I only had a day left to live.

“Earth to Tallula. Still daydreaming, I see?”

The fact stands. I am a daydreamer. Always have been.

Mara is clever, smart, and strong.

I’m pretty and that’s about all.

Giving my head a shake, I try to recall what she was saying about our living arrangements.

“Set down the thing you call a dog and hold the baby for a second.”

“I can’t—” I was going to say I can’t risk him getting trampled in the construction zone. Moink is all I have left. He’s good and loyal and gives the best snuggles unless he’s snoring.

“You know the rules. Those two words are off-limits. You can and you will. Now take Julip and listen to me good. I get it, you’ve been busy. Too busy for family. But you’re here now. That means a lot to me.”

I set Moink by my feet. Julip is heavier than I expected. Burbling her lips, Julip takes her chubby little finger and pokes my mouth, drawing outside the lines with my lipstick.

Mara laughs.

I do not.

“If you want more time, spend less of it on social media. I hope this marriage break and time unplugged from the Hollywood rat race gives you perspective. I don’t like Peter, but if you two can patch things up⁠—”

“A break?” I shake my head slowly. “More like broke. It’s over. Stick a fork in it. Done.”

“Good. It’s about time. He was slick like a swamp rat.”

“I’ve already gained plenty of perspective. For my entire life, my brand has been the good, sweet, innocent girl. Sure, some might say I’m a bit spoiled⁠—”

Mara chuckles. “And occasionally obliviously condescending. You often take yourself too seriously, but go on. I’m interested to see where you’re going with this.”

Puckering my lips, I give my sister a narrow-eyed wag of my head. “The same could be said about you. Anyway, as I was saying, if nothing else, Peter showed me that my people-pleasing tendencies can easily be taken advantage of. Yes, I snapped and perhaps went too far live streaming my breakup vengeance bender like a bad reality TV show gone off script, but I’d argue that the late-stage rebellion was good for me.”

“I don’t disagree.” Mara leans in as if mesmerized by these out-of-character declarations.

“Most importantly, I’m tired of living an artificial sweetener packet life.”

Ridges form across my sister’s brow. “You’re going to have to explain that one.”

“Being fake and not saying how I really feel. Being a disposable friend or wife. Like how people grab a bunch of those pastel fake sugar packets because they’re free and good, but then when they’ve been in your purse a while they kind of fall apart.”

My sister nods like she’s playing along with my analogy. But it makes sense to me.

“Oh, and men are off the menu for the foreseeable future. I will not be hypnotized by a guy’s charms on the first date, kiss him on the second, and elope on the third. That’s a whole lotta nope.”

“Totally,” my sister says as if not convinced.

“Mara, seriously.” My voice is almost a plea. “I’m like a fish out of water, only I’m back in the same small pond where I started. Unwelcome, uncertain, unwanted,” I mutter the last part.

Her gaze meets mine with something like understanding.

“Alright. Alright. Don’t have a cow. Have you ever heard the saying life is what you make of it?”

I tilt my head at an Of course angle.

Finger outstretched, my sister spins her hand in a circle, gesturing to the room. “Tally, let’s make the most of this. Get out your notebook, pen, and highlighters. I’ll give you a tour and then we can go over how this is going to work.”

“No one calls me Tally.”

“Okay, Tally.”

“It’s Llula. L-l-u-l-a.”

“I’m not calling you that. Sounds too much like Llama.” She laughs.

I wince at the reminder of the llama incident.

“Why on earth did you go with Llula?”

Chin lifted, I respond, “I had to set myself apart from the millions of other actresses.”

“You mean wanna-be starlets.” My sister is a master at giving thumbs-down icons on social media posts. It dims inside me now.

“I was Jennifer Buellton-Klinger. You can ask Betsy and Thelma, I’m not small potatoes.”

“What does this have to do with tubers and don’t tell me you already visited the salon? I’ll tell you what, if you’re going to work here, you’d better get used to the taste of humble pie.”

“Mara, I came here to help you out.”

“When I prayed for help and you called me sobbing, then I suggested you come help me and you agreed, I thought God was playing a joke on me. Let’s be real, you came here because your life exploded.”

I flinch as if the director said an invisible piece of shrapnel struck me and that the CGI team would add it in post-production.

Mara’s expression softens. “But I’m glad you’re here.”

I’d like to say the same, but the words don’t come. What am I going to do? It’s like I never left.

Likely having made me look like a clown. Julip pats my cheeks with her pudgy hands.

Mara takes the baby back and passes me a Wet Wipe. “Sis, you’re a hot mess heroine.”

Peering at my reflection in the chrome edge of the display case, I fix my makeup. “Do you think I had a glow down?”

“As opposed to a glow-up?” She looks me over carefully but doesn’t answer.

I smooth my hand down my hair. “What do you mean? I just got a blowout.”

“I didn’t say anything. You’re the one who thinks you had a negative transformation. All I can see is something good coming from this.”

Baby Julip reaches for my hair and gets her sticky little fingers tangled in it. Thankfully, I’ve spent enough time in hair and makeup to be able to tolerate stylists with heavy hands.

Mara pries her daughter’s fingers loose and smooths my hair behind my back. “You’ve looked better rested. But it’s less about how you look and more about how you feel. Tally, you’re a walking disaster, but I think while you’re here, you’ll find your special gift.”

“I already did. Duh. Acting.”

Ignoring me, she says, “During your shifts, you’ll have to wear your hair up. Health codes.”

“And what’s your thing? Serving coffee?”

“Being a mom, taking my family out of the city and bringing us home here to Hogwash, and helping build a community. Raising my kids with an understanding of what hard work is—not having everything served to them on a silver platter. The Coffee Loft isn’t just a coffee shop.”

This is interesting because Mara isn’t exactly the warm, cuddly, sing-around-the-campfire type, and she and I each had silver platters, spoons, and an extensive set of cutlery. She got a top education resulting in a law degree. Mine has afforded ten years of luxury living in Hollywood.

But something she said filters through those thoughts. “What do you mean my shifts?”

“We open in a few days.”

“I’m thrilled for you.” Moink oinks in agreement.

“For us. It’s a family affair.” Mara tickles her baby’s belly who squirms toward her mom.

“I just came here to help out, to bring a little star power to your grand opening.”

Mara takes Julip and then thrusts an apron at me. “No, you came here to work like a normal person.”

“Acting is hard work.”

“But it’s not a normal job. Waiting tables or serving coffee is like a rite of passage.”

Unlike so many aspiring actors in Hollywood, I skipped working at restaurants while waiting for my big break because I used my trust fund to support myself, a necessity during those early days out west.

“I don’t know the first thing about serving coffee.”

“But you’ve been to loads of coffee joints. You’ll make a great barista. Just pretend you’re playing a role.” Her gaze is absolute. There is no argument. Plus, she has a point.

I nod. “Yeah. Okay.” I also remind myself that this is just temporary. “Do you think my salary will cover the skin hydration and clarifying sauna suit I’ve been wanting to buy?”

“I’m not even going to ask what that is.”

I describe the infrared device.

My sister cackles. “You can stop there. Do you think I’m paying you?”

“This is a job, right? Isn’t a paycheck customarily part of the gig?”

“Do you need one?”

Gazing toward my Chanel slingback pumps, I nod. “When Peter and I got married, our financial advisor made all our accounts joint holdings. After, the, um, incident, Peter froze them all.”

For full transparency: while I have my own funds, my parents cut me off when Peter and I eloped. If only I’d listened to my father’s financial advice, especially about the prenuptial agreement.

Then I realize something. “If Peter and I weren’t legally married, by law—Mara, you’re a lawyer, can you⁠—?”

As if triggered by the mention of her mom’s profession, Julip fusses. My sister’s dark eyes soften as she bounces her baby on her hip. “We can talk about that later, but remember this: everything with him is behind you. Trust me, you’ll manage just fine, and don’t forget you’ll also get tips.”

I should thank her for the reassurance and the job, but I’m not used to being in this position. Mara and I are both too proud to ask our parents for help.

“You can even get creative and label the tip jar with something punny or attention-grabbing like Tips, Thanks A Latte or Tips Keep Me From A Life Of Crime.”

I give her a sharp look.

“Too soon? How about Funds for Moink’s Favorite Treats?”

“You hardly think he’s a dog.”

“That’s not true.”

I anchor my hand to my hip. “Five minutes ago, you called him a bug-eyed wanna-be baby with stick legs who looks like he ran into a plate-glass window, and whose breath smells like codfish.”

My sister’s mouth guppies open and closed. “I was just being honest.”

For the record, she’s minty fresh. “Moink chews dental bones.” However, I should brush her teeth twice a day instead of only one time, but I digress.

Another truth I’d like to avoid is that Peter will eventually catch up with me—not face to face. We’ll leave it to the lawyers. Even so, I’m not looking forward to that day, especially if he presses charges after what I did and it’s not like I can deny my actions since I broadcasted my wrongdoing for the world to see.

Aside from the credit card, all I have is Moink and what’s packed in my Lexus. I can sell my shoe and handbag collections, but to whom? I don’t expect a yard sale here in Hogwash will be particularly lucrative.

With Julip in her arms, Mara gives me a side hug. I lean into it, absorbing it like a thumbs up until she pulls away and slides right back into business mode. “I’d like to say something about how the mighty have fallen, but⁠—”

“Mighty? More like the good girl. For the record, I’m innocent of most charges.” If we’re defining crimes, where does tricking someone into giving them your heart and trust, only to have them lie, cheat, and steal with it fit into the code of law?

“I’ve always said that all good girls want bad boys,” Mara singsongs.

“That’s not entirely true, but if you’re talking about Peter, on paper he was a good boy, er, guy. As for me, I’ve mostly been a good girl.”

“You’re right except that one time you ended up in detention.” Mara shakes her head and flashes me the faintest look of knowing—in a film, it would be a brief moment of chiaroscuro with the set lighting and camera zooming in on me for a brief moment.

A distant memory wheels back to me as Mara’s gaze fixes on the front door. The corner of her lip twitches again.

A deputy sheriff in a tan uniform enters, eyes scanning the room before landing on me. He’s exactly who’d be cast as a sheriff in a swoony small-town movie. Strong, square jaw. Dark, soulful eyes. Freshly shaved in the morning and tasteful stubble toward the end of the day. Kissable lips.

“Can we help you, Deputy?” Mara asks.

“Good afternoon.” He tips his hat.

My heart bounces, sending warmth to my cheeks.

“I’m investigating a petty theft, witnessed on Main Street at approximately two o’clock this afternoon.”

“Whatever it was, I didn’t do it,” I blurt. “Probably.”

“Miss, unless I’m mistaken, I believe you were the victim.”

“You might say that.” I clear my throat, not wanting to draw too much attention to myself.

And yet unable to avoid my unbound attraction to this man in uniform.


Chapter Seven


Jesse
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Trying to conduct myself professionally after my suspicions are confirmed makes me feel like a goat on AstroTurf. My entire body stutters with a cocktail of excitement and confusion because I’m afraid my eyes deceive me.

But no, this is T as I live and breathe.

It’s like a movie star just walked out of the screen and into real life—my life where there’s mostly been ugliness—and into Hogwash, which isn’t much to look at.

She’s grown up. So am I, so it’s time to give her the rest of her name. It’s not just T, it’s Tallula.

Tallula Swan’s hair is big and blonde. Her warm chestnut brown eyes sparkle, and her lips are painted the perfect shade of red—not fire engine red. Not flame red. Perfect red.

I could go for something cold to drink right now.

“Only a few more days until our grand opening. Just putting the finishing touches on everything. I’d offer you a coffee and a doughnut, but we’re not quite up and running. Also, doughnuts won’t be on the menu,” says Mara Valencia, the owner of this new establishment.

“Suits me fine. I’m a tea guy.”

“Tea?” Tallula asks as if surprised that I, a police officer, don’t fit the rugged coffee drinker profile of most cops.

Thumbs looped in my duty belt, I say, “Black tea or a London Fog.”

“A what?” Mara asks.

“A London Fog is Earl Grey tea sweetened with sugar or honey. Add a splash of vanilla and top it with steamed milk.”

“Foamy milk?” Tallula asks.

“Frothed for sure.”

Mara says, “I can get behind that.”

“So, it’s a London Fog tea latte?” Tallula confirms.

“Sure.” I don’t know much about fancy beverages, but during my life rehabilitation, I learned to channel my energy into productive things like running, polishing my patrol boots, and perfecting a drink that doesn’t result in a morning of regret and an arrant traffic cone in the living room.

“Noted,” Mara says. “By the way, Tally, you remember our new deputy sheriff.”

“It’s Llula,” she corrects.

Mara rolls her eyes.

“Tallula Swan,” I confirm, my tongue very near tied at speaking a name I’ve scarcely let myself think about in years.

“I go by Llula Lilly now.” Beaming a smile, she strikes a pose with her hand hovering under her chin. “You might recognize me from a small role I played Jennifer Buellton-Klinger from Klingler and His Digital Army. I also had parts in⁠—”

“Tally, everyone in Hogwash⁠—”

“It’s Llula,” she counters.

“Everyone in Hogwash knows who you are.”

“I was just being polite, formally introducing myself to our local law enforcement. I read for a spot as a beat cop’s wife in an urban thriller called Avenged.” Her eye twitches and she pauses before continuing, “To make a character more authentic, it’s good to get firsthand, real-life accounts of⁠—”

I interrupt. “I’d like to help, but I’ve never been a beat officer in a municipal area nor am I married⁠—”

Mara interjects over me. “In that case, why don’t you study what baristas do, Tally?”

“It’s Llula, and living life in the fast lane doesn’t leave a lot of time...I mean, I wasn’t speeding. Probably. I’m sorry if I was going a little too fast on my way into town, but I didn’t...Did Peter put you up to this?” she asks rapid-fire, petting the bug-eyed creature dressed like a toddler on Sundays in her arms as if nervous.

Pumping my hands before we get too far off the rails, I slip out of struck dumb teenager and back into my role as deputy sheriff. “If Peter is the name of the man who stole your license plate cover, I’m going to need to know everything you do.”

Mara clicks her tongue. “Tally⁠—”

“Llula,” she corrects again.

“Tally, you remember Jesse Lawson, right?” Mara asks.

Eyes widening, Tallula turns to me. “Did you put him behind bars?”

She doesn’t remember me? Would she want to see me in jail? I point to my last name, embroidered on my tan uniform shirt above the breast pocket. “No, ma’am. I’m Jesse Lawson.”

She brushes her hand across my upper arm in a flirty, teasing way. “No, you’re not.”

“Tally, it’s really him,” Mara insists.

“Y’all are—” She gasps and clamps her hand over her mouth. “I mean, you are playing a trick on me,” she enunciates each word, especially emphasizing you are as if trying to run as far as possible for the word y’all.

“No tricks,” I say simply.

“Halloween is next month. You’re in costume, practicing for a role,” she says, still refusing to believe I’m Jesse Lawson.

The happy little cloud that had found its way under my feet disappears, landing me back on solid ground—hard, craggy rock with a gray cloud threatening rain directly overhead.

Maybe that afternoon in detention that turned into an evening spent together meant something else to her. Something as in nothing. Not that it meant much to me, but looking back, the memory is a sunny spot in an otherwise bleak stretch of years.

“Miss, this is my uniform. My badge. I’m a real officer of the law.”

“Jesse break-the-law-son?” she says, almost in a whisper.

The bad boy inside wakes up and shakes off the dust. Oh, now it’s on. Spine stiffening, I say, “That’s right, Princess.”

She narrows her eyes briefly and then remembers her manners. With a little shake of her head, a disapproving heh comes from her throat.

Tallula is the Cameron High School queen bee who wouldn’t give someone like me the time of day until she went too far, broke the rules, served a detention, and then accepted a dare. It was just the two of us. She could’ve said no.

On second thought, perhaps I don’t want Tallulah to remember the loser I was. I’m now a law-abiding citizen. I tell my inner bad boy to get lost. “I enforce the law. Here to serve and protect.” To right wrongs and hopefully, redeem my family. Mostly though, I want to live a simple and quiet life.

She blinks a few times and then looks me over from head to toe, then back up again. But I can’t ding her for that because I’ve also observed my surroundings, and, ahem, there is a lot to appreciate—from her smooth skin to her feminine figure.

I’m not especially tall—just shy of six feet. The first change I made from being a lowlife loser was I started working out and eating better. It paid off. But I’m nothing like the heartthrobs that probably surround her out there in Hollywood.

Mara elbows her sister. “Tally, Officer Lawson is here to investigate a crime—the one involving your car.”

“Oh, right,” Tallula says, almost breathless.

Mara snaps her fingers. “Car, car, cartons. Oh no. That reminds me. I have to—” With a baby on one hip, she scurries into the buzz of workers unloading and assembling everything from shelving to tables.

This leaves Tallula and me standing alone by the front of the coffee shop. It’s one thing to replay a fuzzy memory in my mind. It’s another to speed by while chasing a suspect and think you glimpse someone from the past. It’s yet something else entirely to see the best day of my life in person.

That’s not hyperbole. It’s true that I’ve had a lot of bad days. Terrible days. But the afternoon that slipped into dusk was in the top three of all time. The second was when I graduated from the Academy. The third was when I put on my shiny badge as an official deputy here in Hogwash.

Yeah, slim pickings considering I’m nearing thirty. The rest were trash. Days I’d like to erase entirely.

But I’ve never physically reacted to someone. Not like this.

I’d be a liar if I didn’t notice her bombshell curves. Yeow.

But Mara is right. I’m here because I have a job to do.

Clearing my throat, I say, “Would you like to tell me what happened earlier? Please share all the details you can remember.”

Tallula pets her dog as if he’s her comfort item. “What happened was I walked out of the hair salon. A man was crouched behind my car. He stole the rhinestone studded plate cover and⁠—”

Something about the incident has been boggling my mind. I realize it now. “He replaced the license plate.”

“Yeah. I suppose he was a kindly crook. Not that a license plate is worth much, just a hunk of metal.”

I rub my hand down my chin. “It’s puzzling because of the extra effort it takes to fasten it back in place. I was already in pursuit because of something that happened at the gas station, so why waste precious time? It’s almost like he couldn’t help himself.” Gazing out the window, I replay the scene in my mind. It’s as if the suspect saw the sparkly plate cover and simply had to take it. But why?

“It’s really no big deal. I can probably get another one.” Wearing high heels, Tallula shifts from foot to foot.

“Stealing is a crime in Hogwash, and the safety of our citizens and their property is my priority.”

“Oh, I don’t live here. I won’t be staying long. Just, um, helping out my sister here at the Coffee Loft.”

Am I sorry to hear that Tallula is just passing through? I rock back in my boots, the weight of my gear suddenly heavy. Why would I expect someone like her to come back to this little backwater and stay? Then again, I did, but only because I have a purpose now.


Chapter Eight


Jesse
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With Tallula standing opposite me, wearing a haughty expression, the bad boy in me threatens to rear his ugly head again. But I take a breath, doing my best to remember the man I’ve become.

“Let me give you my number, so⁠—”

She waves her hands as if turning down seconds on Thanksgiving. “That’s not necessary. I don’t drink tea.”

I gawk. Does she really think I was giving her my number because I was going to suggest we meet up for morning beverages? She’s as full of herself as ever.

“It’s regarding the investigation of your stolen property. Should you have anything else to share or if there are further developments, you can let the station know, Princess.” I flick the card to her.

“Oh, sorry. I thought⁠—”

“Yeah. I know what you thought. I wasn’t going to suggest we get caffeinated and then take a ride on my motorcycle.”

She shifts back slightly, cheeks the faintest pink.

Whereas old-Jesse wants to sling a bit more mud, I hold my tongue. “Glad to see you’re doing well.”

“Thanks. You too.” Her gaze slowly skims our surroundings.

The interaction goes from chilly to awkward, and I’m right back where I started where talking to Tallula is daunting—like having to do the PE rope climb in front of the whole class.

Her eyes dart from mine, then to something behind me before landing on my shoulder where my two-way radio crackles, and then travel to my left hand and then back to my eyes.

I trace the path, wondering what she sees, what she’s looking at. Before I can come up with an answer, a high-pitched, childlike voice calls to me from the doorway of the Coffee Loft.

“Deputy Lawson.” Molly Hazelwood, the town’s busybody in training, crosses the room like it’s an obstacle course. It's not surprising that she followed me here from the salon.

My shoulders tense because a visit from Molly is always...tedious and tenuous. She is persistent and if I say the wrong thing, or even breathe funny, it’ll end up in print.

“Deputy, there is a concern in this town about the Coffee Loft franchise. People are voicing opposition and⁠—”

Mustering patience because my short time in this position has taught me that I’ll need it, I say, “I’m not sure how I could help you with your concern. Miss Valencia purchased this commercial property, following all the correct channels. She registered her business, the town board approved it, and she followed all zoning and other laws in the construction of the new building. If you have a true concern, I suggest you speak directly with her. Conveniently, she’s right over there.” I gesture, sensing Mara doesn’t put up with Molly’s pestering.

Tallula winces as if to say Good luck with that. Mara seems like the no-nonsense type.

Molly says, “It’s not that, it’s about the items that are going to be for sale.”

“Coffee and other beverages?” I ask, actually confused.

I received my assignment here in Hogwash around the same time Mara initiated the purchase of the former Sunrise Café property. It’s my understanding that the sun had set on that operation with numerous health code violations, insurance problems, and a few plumbing issues. Mara paid a large amount for the centrally located real estate and then adhered to all the local rules and procedures for turning a dump into what’s shaping up to be a nice-looking coffee joint.

I don’t see a problem.

Mara, eyes sharp, appears this time sans baby. Her arms fly in front of her chest, crossing tightly. “Yes, this is a franchise, but each store is independently run. Consider it a small, local business. Not a huge corporation. As for the menu items, you can be assured that they’ll be of high quality yet affordable.”

Molly’s mouth guppies like she wasn’t expecting Mara to come out with her fists raised, but if I remember correctly, she was always one with a sharp tongue—to this day, I don’t think anyone has outdone her list of debate team awards at Cameron Parish High School.

She adds, “You’d think people would be excited not to get to the bottom of the swill from the gas station and choke on grounds.”

They both turn to me.

I hold up my hands in surrender. “Tea drinker over here.”

Molly straightens and stands firm. “Some residents expressed concern that this is the start of, um, gentrification.” It takes her a moment to get the word out.

Mara narrows her eyes. “Have you taken a look at Hogwash lately? Do you remember what it was like when we were growing up?”

I study a scuff on my boot because I certainly didn’t contribute to the town’s upkeep. Quite the opposite, actually. Not proud of that.

It’s just then that Molly seems to notice Tallula standing there. She blinks a few times. “The rumors are true? Betsy wasn’t telling a tall tale?”

She’s been watching the exchange as if it were a soap opera, and her intent expression shifts into a warm starlet smile. “If by rumors you mean that the one and only Llula Lilly is here, then yes.”

“I thought you’d changed your last name to Price.”

“Reversion update pending,” Tallula mutters.

Molly picks up on this as if making a note to chase the lead later. The Hazelwoods lived a few houses over from my father’s trailer before he moved to my grandparents’ place. They could never be trusted. Neither could we, but our deficiencies came more in the form of fighting and thieving. Theirs were far more conniving.

“This looks like quite the reunion. We have Mara, the brains of the bunch, returned to town to save it economically in a similar way Swan’s Syrups did all those years ago during prohibition,” Molly says.

“The sassafras farms helped too,” Mara says smartly.

“Then there’s her sister Llula, the good girl queen bee snob of Cameron High School.”

She inhales sharply. “I wasn’t a snob.”

“You were definitely a snob,” Mara counters.

Tallula huffs, crosses her arms in front of her chest, and turns her head sharply away. The response doesn’t help her case.

“Then we have the boozer loser who now drives a cruiser.” Molly smiles as if pleased with herself and rapidly types into her phone, likely making a note to include the phrase in a future issue of Pest Digest.

Her assessment is fairly accurate, past tense. People change.

Pest is the best way to describe Molly. But I don’t argue even though I want to defend myself, Mara, and even Tallula. I saw a different side of the Cameron High princess that day in detention and afterward.

Even with the workers in the background, silence hangs between the four of us.

Mara breaks it. “That’s accurate, but not the whole story.” Her eyes dart to me and then float to her sister.

Undaunted, Molly says, “The timing of everyone’s return works perfectly because I’m also heading up the high school reunion next spring.”

“I wasn’t in your graduating class,” Mara says.

“You could donate coffee and⁠—”

“You come in here, questioning the legality of my shop, and then have the gall...”

Mara silences Molly with a sharp look.

“Wasn’t your class Halloween-themed?” Tallula asks.

“Yes, we did our reunion two years ago with a murder mystery theme—that’s what brought me back to Hogwash. When I couldn’t get a good latte anywhere, the idea for the Coffee Loft came to me.”

“We’re doing an 80s retro throwback theme. Everyone has to dress up,” Molly says.

“Good movies and good music from that decade. For our Clue-inspired murder mystery, we all dressed up like it was the 1950s,” Mara says.

“80s hair and clothing styles were, um, interesting,” Tallula adds like she’s considering costumes.

Molly says, “I love the movie Clue. It’s a hilarious mystery.”

“I’ve never seen it.” However, I do have a couple of mysteries on my hands.

“Surely, you’ve played the board game,” Tallula says.

I shake my head because the playing I did as a kid was more of the I didn’t do it and don’t get caught variety.

Tallula sets the stage, “Clue is a classic film where six people, who at first seem to be strangers, are invited to a dinner party at a mysterious mansion. Their host turns up dead. A series of crimes are committed and revealed. No spoilers, but someone is guilty and no one is who they seem.”

A chill works through us as we listen in rapt silence.

“Kind of like who killed Hogan Tickle,” Molly says.

“Someone killed him?” Tallula and her sister say to me at the same time as if I can answer that.

“In my position, you’d think I’d have insider information, but those secrets are long buried. Officially, he died of natural causes.”

“Hogwash. The crocogator got him,” calls one of the workers.

“I heard he faked his death,” another says.

“Rumors abound,” Mara mutters. “And apparently, everyone listens to your conversation around here.”

“They sure do,” I add.

“Welcome home,” Mara says in a sarcastically cheerful tone.

Molly’s voice squeaks with excitement. “Who killed Hogan Tickle could be a theme for a play. Too bad the theater is closed down.”

“I have such good memories from there.” Tallula gazes wistfully into the middle distance.

“What? Like kissing a boy for the first time?” Mara teases.

“It was for the stage!” Tallula’s cheeks turn pink.

“It’s too bad we can’t use the building for our reunion. Right now, we have the school gymnasium. Exciting. Not.” Molly sighs.

“The Flying Pig Playhouse is condemned. No trespassing,” I advise.

Ignoring my comment, Molly asks, “Weren’t you in a band?”

My cousin Sawyer comes back to mind—our drummer. “Was in a band. I haven’t picked up a guitar in years. We were called the Simple Grinds.”

Mara inclines her head in question. “Grinds like coffee?”

I shrug. “Grinds like guitar licks.”

“Can you guys play at the reunion?” Molly asks.

“Doubtful,” but I don’t expand on why it would likely be a problem.

“All of you can invite a guest,” Molly says.

“That would be Moink.” Tallula nuzzles the dog with cartoonishly bulging eyes.

Mara rolls hers.

“Oui, oui, oui, mon petit mademoiselle,” Tallula says with perfect pronunciation, cooing at the animal.

The little dog with a corkscrew tail makes an oink, no a moink, sound instead of a bark. It wiggles out of Tallula’s arms and darts toward the door. On foot, it’s about the same size as Mrs. Halfpenny’s battery-operated dog.

With workers moving heavy items all around the shop, she could be trampled. Moving quickly, I scoop her up. She wiggles in my arms and tries to lick my face while making the moink sound.

Tallula reaches for the animal and our hands brush as we carefully make the transfer. My skin heats through like I’d placed it on a griddle—an ill-conceived dare back in the day.

She offers a small smile, and I wonder why I feel like a pancake soaking up maple syrup.

“Thank you for rescuing Moink. Who’s my little love bug? Mon porcin, mon corchon.” She nuzzles the wet, flat animal’s nose.

“Is it a pig?” I ask.

Molly says, “This is likely a health code violation.”

“We’re not yet open,” Mara says.

Once again, I hold my hands up. “That’s not my department.”

Tallula answers, “She’s not a little piggy. Moink is a frug.”

“Come again?” I ask, worried I didn’t hear right.

“She’s a French bulldog pug mix. Her official name is Mademoiselle Oink because she kind of makes that noise.”

On cue, the dog demonstrates.

She showcases the cream-colored short-haired creature for all of us to see. I have to admit, she’s rather homely—Moink, not Tallula. Her chocolate paws, like she was playing in the mud, paddle the air like she lives for cuddles.

People and their dogs. Sheesh.

But I suppose the same could be said about teenage boys and the crushes they didn’t realize they had. Time to put that notion away, leave thoughts of Tallula in the memory book, and lock it in the vault.


Chapter Nine


Tallula
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I’m in a high-speed chase, trying to recover my sparkly license plate frame. The police are on my tail. Only, when Deputy Lawson catches up to me, I go willingly into his arms, forgetting about the stolen item I intended to recover.

Our eyes meet and we shift closer together. He smells like French toast. My stomach flutters as I anticipate the kiss that’s coming. However, instead of placing his lips on mine, he shoves his finger into my nose.

I yelp and my eyes fly open. Two small children scurry away, giggling. Yesterday, they perched on the top of the air mattress showering me with torn-up tissues. I pray they weren’t already used. The day before that, I woke up with them rubbing my polished toenails like I was a genie in a bottle.

Some of the hotels I stayed at while driving here from LA had me living on the edge. I’m afraid I’ve tipped over—splat, flat on the floor. The air mattress deflated again. Mara’s house is under construction, including the spare bedroom. Meanwhile, she, her husband when he’s home, and the three kids are camping out in the garage. I’m on what amounts to a rubber mat in the hallway by the bathroom because the rest of the space is closed off.

“Rise. And. Shine,” Jedidiah shouts, each word getting louder as if he’s on the approach again.

I pretend to go back to sleep. Movie watchers have no idea how hard it is to fake sleeping or being dead. I have hours of footage on my phone from practicing.

I adore my nieces and nephews, but they have a lot of energy at this early hour. How can anyone expect me to function without even a proper bed?

“Up. And. Atom.” Jedediah marches closer.

“It’s at them,” my sister’s voice says.

Margaret, the second of Mara’s kids, joins in chanting, “Rise and shine.”

“Alright, alright. I’ll rise, but I can’t shine right away.” I fold up the blankets.

“Dad says that Mom doesn’t work on all of her cylinders until she gets brain juice,” Margaret says.

“Booger juice,” Jedidiah whispers.

The two siblings break down with laughter.

It’s probably time to find another place to stay.

Mara claps her hands. “Chop, chop. The contractors are going to be here in five minutes, and I’m sure they’d love nothing more than to see you in your pajamas.”

I rush to the bathroom, and the whole crew follows me because there’s nowhere else to go other than the garage.

The kids fool with the basket of toys in the tub until I apply my makeup. This gets Margaret’s attention. Jedidiah studies me like he’s a Renaissance painter. The kids are smart—except for the booger juice thing.

With Julip strapped to her chest in a sling, my sister tosses laundry in a basket.

While I line my eyelids with black, lifting my hand with a flourish for a little wing on the outside edge, I ask, “By any chance, do you know of any rentals in town or even a SkyBnB?”

“Trust me, if there were one within a twenty-minute drive, we’d be in it. But it’s not worth it to travel much farther since I have to be in Hogwash every day. Plus, Jed’s homeschool group is nearby.” My sister watches me for a long moment. “Don’t tell me you’re considering staying at Mother and Father’s.”

“Not even in the guest house. That’s a big fat no way.”

Jedidiah chuckles.

Margaret says, “Grandmother makes us wear those little blue booties over our shoes when we visit.”

Jed adds, “And we have to sit on the edge of the sofa with our hands in our laps where she can see them.”

“She hasn’t changed at all.”

“I was hoping she’d become one of those sweet grandmas who bakes cookies and always has glasses of milk ready.”

“She gave us Saltines once.” Margaret wrinkles her nose.

“They were stale,” Jed grumbles.

My heart pinches, and it takes me a moment to realize why. Our mother was as cold to Mara and me as she is to her grandkids. It’s sad, really. She’s missing out. But I don’t want to. I turn to give them each a tickle and that sends them scurrying out of the cramped bathroom with laughter.

Mara says, “Actually, there might be a room available at the Pigs in a Blanket B&B.”

“Interesting name. Never heard of it. Is it new?”

“Not exactly.”

“Why aren’t you staying there?”

“The owner is very selective with her guests. It’s kind of like a boarding house. She only allows locals. Doesn’t trust outsiders.”

“What else would I expect from Hogwash?” This town is quirkier than Sabrina Barnes who came to school one day in tenth grade dressed in a yellow vinyl suit and only quacked like a duck. Never saw her again after that.

But maybe she was going through a rough time and it was a cry for help. I wish I had talked to her. Quacked with her? Right now, I’m staring down the hardest part of my life. While I’d enjoy a relaxing bath filled with bubbles and rubber ducks, I can’t blame her for behaving, well, ducky.

I’m not sure what I was expecting when I came back. But it’s hard not to slip into a role. I tell myself not to go there and to think of this as a trial period of playing the part of the one and only Tallula Judith Swan.

And who is that? Oh, just a woman who dreams about a bad boy who turned into an upright man in uniform.

“I hear Jesse has a room there,” my sister says his name like it’s loaded—full of what, I’m not sure.

Stubs of crayons? There are a few of those on the edge of the sink.

Rubber duckies? I don’t think I’ll catch whatever Sabrina came down with.

Questions about my past love life and the future? Maybe.

They say moms have eyes on the backs of their heads, but it’s like Mara read my mind.
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The afternoon before the grand opening of the Coffee Loft, Moink and I move into Pigs in a Blanket Bed & Breakfast. It’s a French colonial that’s seen better days—much like my current status.

I wouldn’t mind if the little heart-hug emoji lit up with care at the moment.

I imagine the building’s pale pink paint was once smooth, the white on the pillars fresh. Big windows back the wrap-around porch, known locally as a galérie. The steeply pitched roof is missing shingles and the landscaping could use some TLC. But it doesn’t look haunted. Just lonely.

Relatable.

I imagine a young woman, pining after her fiancé as she leans against the railing of the veranda on the upper floor, gazing into the distance, and praying for his safety.

Thelma leads me to a room upstairs and down the hall. Unlike the knick-knack-filled Hogwash Hairwash, the interior decoration here is minimal.

“Please be sure to close the balcony doors when you leave to keep out the critters.” She eyes Moink.

“Thank you, Thelma.”

She nods as if she used up the majority of her words while talking with Betsy earlier.

After she exits, I throw open the French doors and let in the crisp fall air then set down my dog. She runs in a circle and her little corkscrew tail wiggles before she starts sniffing everything. And I do mean everything.

I collapse onto the mattress. It’s lumpy—this certainly isn’t the Mondrian or Montage, but I can’t very well play the Princess and the Pea, now can I?

Except Jesse called me Princess. Was that contempt in his voice or something else? We didn’t exactly part on bad terms. More like no terms. And that’s where my thoughts about him end...for now.

This isn’t the worst accommodation I’ve ever had, but it won’t be making it into the Behind the Scenes video of my life. I tell myself it’s just a place to stay for now.

Later, I go down to the kitchen to brew a cup of chamomile tea when heavy footfalls rush up the back porch steps.

The screen door swings open and a sweaty man, wearing nothing but running shorts fills the frame. Backlit by the setting sun, it’s quite a manly picture.

Jesse shuffles back slightly as if not expecting to see me here. I recall Mara’s comment about him having a room at the bed-and-breakfast.

“Hello, neighbor,” I say.

“What are you doing here?”

“That’s no way to greet the newest guest at Pigs in a Blanket.”

Moink scurries over to him and lifts her little brown paws onto Jesse’s sneaker, her little tail wagging wildly.

He gives the dog’s head a little pet then his gaze lifts to mine. “I thought you said you didn’t drink tea.”

“It’s just herbal. I don’t do regular tea.”

“I’m going to make you a London Fog tomorrow, and you’re going to change your mind about that.”

The intensity in Jesse’s eyes and the sight of him, all muscly and masculine, makes me fear I’ll change my mind about more than that.

The next day, I’m up and “atom” bright and early, ready to shine for the grand opening of the Coffee Loft—and hopefully sneaking out before Jesse can make good on his promise to make me a London Fog. Last night, it was too hot in the kitchen with my boiling tea and him all sweaty after his run.

I escape with zero interaction with the authorities, er, the small-town swoony deputy. But I forget a hair tie, and I think my shirt is inside out. This is so not like me—the casual outfit and forgetfulness. I need caffeine, stat. Last night I didn’t get the greatest sleep. I blame the mattress but also wonder if it had something to do with the man down the hall because I just couldn’t get him out of my mind.

“Perhaps I should take up a new hobby? Running? Polishing my shoes? What do you think Moink?”

She makes her little piggy bark in reply.

Today, she’s staying in the Coffee Loft’s office until I figure out when during my shift I’ll be able to sneak off to let her outside. In honor of the shop’s grand opening, she’s wearing a designer dress with an off-white skirt printed in elegant French script and a dark brown top with little bows, including a matching one on her head. She looks like a latte. At least someone around here wears appropriate attire.

My thoughts drift to Jesse in the doorway dressed in his athletic shorts. They stay there a long while, and I seriously consider taking up the sport...and running as far from thoughts about him as I can.


Chapter Ten


Tallula
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My sister pulls into the parking lot at the same time as me. After spending time with her kids, I have a hunch that the Coffee Loft is a way of making sure she can mainline bean brain juice every day.

She gives me a pair of her sneakers. Swallowing my pride, because not even Moink would approve, I go inside to find assembled chairs and tables replaced the stacks of cardboard. The cream and sugar station sits toward the left and a retro fridge for cold drinks is beside it.

I’m excited for my sister but haven’t quite pinned down the vibe of the shop. Does it have an eclectic atmosphere? Is it a mom-and-pop type place? Modern and hip? Or is it pure warm, cozy, comfort?

Even though my coffee order from my favorite French café in LA is typically a moyenne single shot split (half espresso and half coffee) with a pump of sugar-free vanilla syrup, whipped coconut cream-extra frothy, and a sprinkle of pumpkin spice on top during this time of year, something inside nudges me toward the warm, cozy, comfort style.

I’m about to ask my sister, but she’s on the phone. “Greta, I am so happy for you and Neal. So, what name did you decide on?”

She pauses, listening. Greta is one of my sister’s friends from college and was a bridesmaid at her wedding. They’re both super smart and have a don’t mess with me edge.

“Fire and Ice? I love it.”

It takes me a moment to realize they’re talking about a coffee shop and not a baby.

“That makes sense with the whole hockey theme and warm beverage focus.” There’s a pause, and then my sister says, “We’ll have the usual Coffee Loft menu.”

That means no doughnuts. Why do I have a sudden craving? I haven’t had one in years—despite the commercials I did for Donut Depot. I have curves, but the unspoken rule in Hollywood is not to have too many because the camera already adds weight. I avoided doughnuts and a lot of other things for my career—just like Peter used me for his.

Deflating like the air mattress around midnight, I think about what my ex said after my lawyer contacted me about our marriage license. He’d said there were a hundred women like me, hungry for the spotlight, but only room for one. I wouldn’t get my fifteen minutes of fame.

I thought Peter was the one. Turns out he was just playing a role—said our marriage was a smart move for his career.

As if directed to go to his mark for a scene, my phone beeps with a text from him, all but begging me to talk, so that he can explain. He types that he has a lot on the line. Says he misses me.

I remind myself that he’s an actor too.

A female voice floats to me. “Is here really so bad?”

I blink, confused as I pull myself out of the text hole and stuff my phone in my purse.

My sister says, “You look miserable.”

“Could be the spotty sleep or the fact that I recently learned my marriage was a sham.”

Mara slides onto the overstuffed chenille lazy chair next to me. “Do you want to talk about it?”

I lift my eyebrows in surprise, but Mara isn’t the heart-to-heart type. I haven’t told anyone the full story. “Not especially.”

Her expression softens in a rare moment of sympathy. When she was in college, I was convinced she’d sold herself to science and was part robot. Now that she has three kids, I see glimpses of her human side.

“I’d rather pretend that Peter never happened.”

“Do you want to talk about how much you hate Hogwash Holler?”

The words prick something inside. “It’s a little rough around the edges, but I don’t hate it here. It’s only temporary.”

I know three things about this town:

1. It’s a place most people can’t find on a map—except for the scavenger hunters, however, in recent years, that’s mostly fallen out of memory.

2. The locals are just as nosy, pokey, and proddy as ever—Molly especially.

3. If you stay here long enough, you’ll be forgotten—my greatest fear.

Mara surreptitiously looks around to be sure no one is listening. “Never thought I’d be back, that’s for sure.” She gets quiet. “When I got to Yale, I told people I was from New Orleans. I was so ashamed of this town. Funny how it welcomed me back with open arms—aside from whatever Molly was squeaking about the other day. I think she was just fishing for a scoop to write about in her paper.”

“She always interviewed me for the Cheer Section of the Cameron High Weekly after football games. Eventually, she’d ask about whoever I was dating.” Then I recall something from the depths of my mind. Just before graduation, she asked if I’d still date athletes or now that high school was over, whether I’d venture into bad boy territory. Did she know about the afternoon with Jesse? Does he remember?

Probably not. I’m just another pretty face.

Mara continues, “When I got to college, I practiced pronouncing words without an accent. You hide yours well.”

“I do not have an accent,” I say, enunciating every syllable.

We both giggle.

“You said y’all the other day, and if I’m not mistaken, you held the gaze of a certain deputy sheriff. Though I suppose you’re used to that.”

That little digital heart blinks red. But I tell myself it’s because I’m on a most wanted list for criminals. He was probably trying to figure out if I matched the sketch posted on the wall in the police precinct. I don’t want to go to jail. I’d look terrible in an orange jumpsuit. Though, I can pull off stripes. So far, Peter hasn’t filed charges against me for, um, the things I did in a fit of scornful rage.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I demure.

“Jesse couldn’t take his eyes off you.”

That wasn’t what I expected her to say. Still, I deny all charges—of the criminal and romantical variety. “Deputy Lawson only wanted to hear my side of the story.”

What I won’t refute is that if I had to be arrested, I wouldn’t mind him doing the honors. His dark eyes remind me of cinnamon and of easier times. The motorcycle ride started as a dare. He thought I was chicken. I raised the ante and said wherever we go, we ride back in the dark. Mostly, I didn’t want anyone to see me. But after detention, perhaps I was emboldened to break the rules one more time—or I was avoiding facing my parents.

But that was it. We never spoke again. Except now. I’ve seen him every day since I’ve returned to Hogwash Holler, we live in the same building, and he owes me a London Fog. If under oath, I couldn’t lie. I don’t entirely mind.

But there are three things I know about Jesse Lawson:

1. He had a chip on his shoulder in high school, and I think there are still a few chunks he’s working on brushing off.

2. The man is a bit of a mystery—I can’t help but speculate about his story and what on earth brought him back to Hogwash Holler and join law enforcement, of all things.

3. He has the freshest scent—a clean uniform, spicy aftershave, and leather (must be the patrol boots).

“Good chat.” Mara jumps to her feet and checks her watch. “Grand opening in two hours. I thought we’d be scrambling around, trying to get things done last minute.”

“That never would’ve happened because you’re you.”

She smiles and shows me the ropes—where to stock the items behind the counter, how to operate the coffee and espresso machines, and how much milk to add to the stainless steel frothing cup.

I’m a tad nervous but tell myself I’m merely playing a barista in a romcom about a girl with big dreams who falls for a local guy—he drinks coffee, not tea. Just saying.

Voices rise and fall from beyond the front doors as people gather.

Mara says, “I think we’re ready.”

“You’ve done an amazing job. I’m proud of you, sis.”

“Thanks for coming for the ribbon cutting and to help. It’s a family affair.”

Just then, her phone rings. It’s Mara’s husband, Jake, calling in to watch from his deployment. They chat for a moment, and then we head outside.

On TV sets, we’d sometimes film a winter scene in the dead heat of August and have to pretend to be shivering in the cold. Today is the perfect fall day, a rarity in September for Louisiana. The air is crisp, the sun bright but not sweltering, and a slight breeze blows away the suggestion of swampy air.

I hold Mara’s device aloft so Jake gets a prime view. After the kids say hello, their babysitter corrals them to the other side of the ribbon along with some locals, including a few of the nearby shop owners. Betsy waves at me. Molly and her sidekick, Roxanne, are here—one records a video while the other snaps photos—no doubt for social media. It’s a small group, all things considered with it being part of the famed Coffee Loft franchise.

Given my connections, I should’ve brought in some folks, made a commercial, or something. I’ve seen bigger turnouts at product launches, including Tiffany lamp reproductions where I acted as the “Light Girl” turning them on at the precise moment.

I should’ve livestreamed the event to get the attention of my social media followers. Surely, some of them would come out here. Then again, I don’t want Peter to know where I am. Is that selfish?

But this is a small town and while the coffee will be great, it might take a while to spread the word. I can certainly help with that.

My heart pinches because our parents aren’t here either—unless Mara didn’t invite them. Before I question that too much, Deputy Lawson tips his hat at me. He claps as Mara cuts the ribbon. She wears a smile, but I imagine she’s disappointed. I would be if there were only about a dozen people at the premiere of one of my TV shows. Though, Mother and Father never attended those either.

For the next few minutes, Mara is busy with well-wishers. I go inside, wanting to avoid the citizen social media reports—not that I expect Molly or Roxanne to have an active following.

I take my position behind the counter. The first customer who saunters up is none other than our local deputy sheriff.

“So, Tallula, you’re back in Hogwash, gracing us with your presence and already causing trouble.”

I frown, unnerved by this line of questioning, er, statement-making. “What’s that supposed to mean? Also, call me Llula.”

“Okay, Princess.” Even representing the law, he still has a bit of that old cocky swagger that I remember.

I purse my lips because Jesse calling me Princess is unacceptable. Before I can correct him again, the two-way radio on his shoulder crackles. I make out the name Halfpenny.

“Affirmative. Can it wait? Over.”

The static makes it hard to understand the reply, but Jesse says, “How about that London Fog?”

Suddenly nervous, I glance around the room. I hoped that the first orders of the day would be limited to regular coffees while I get my bearings.

“That means you’d have to come back here.”

“Would your sister object?”

I glance through the window where she’s having her photo taken, and given the hints she was giving me about Jesse, I’m afraid she’d encourage it.

“Fine, but be quick.”

He slides behind the counter. “Making a London Fog is an art form.”

He meets my gaze with an amused side smile as if he knows something I don’t. In high school, the girls who had a thing for bad boys thought it was infuriating. I have to agree.

As Jesse drops the loose-leaf Earl Grey tea into the steeper, he pours out some milk. “Best to let it adjust to room temperature.”

“You really have this down to a science.”

“More like a love language.”

Those little red hearts inside flicker. “I’ll try it just this once.”

“That’s all you’ll need to be hooked.”

When Mara and I were back here earlier, it didn’t feel so cramped. Jesse is larger in stature than Peter, who’d pay a lot of money to be as fit as our local deputy.

Why am I thinking about that? Oh, right. I’m tired. I need more caffeine...and of course, Jesse is here to help with that.

“Everything all right, Princess?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”

“You’re wearing a daydream gaze.”

“A what?”

He chuckles. “It’s just a certain kind of look. You had it in sixth-period chemistry junior year.”

“You remember my expression?”

“It was hard not to notice, not that I was looking, much.”

“No, you were probably wondering what chemicals you could get away with stealing so you could build an incendiary device or equally devious.”

“Also that.”

Once steeped, I watch as he pours the tea into two cups, dissolves the sugar, adds a splash of vanilla, and then makes the foam. After preparing the London Fogs, he passes me one.

“How do I know this isn’t poisoned with radioactive waste?” I ask, suspicious because of our conversation.

“First, you watched me make it. Second, I’m a police officer. Third, why on earth would I do that?” The glimpse of the bad boy I thought I saw moments ago vanishes. Now, his eyes pinch with concern.

I take my cup and our hands brush—same as when he passed me Moink the other day. Warmth rushes up my arm and I tell myself it’s the hot tea.

Lifting his cup in a salute, he says, “To bad boys and good girls. Never change, Princess.”

“And what about you?” I ask.

“Oh, I’ve changed. I admit that I’m glad you didn’t recognize me when you got back to town.”

His gaze holds mine for a long moment. I realize it’s probably because he wants me to try the London Fog.

Just then, his radio speaker crackles again. “Duty calls. Want to loan me Moink?”

The dog’s eyes get even rounder than they normally are.

“Do I want to ask why you’d bring my dog on a call?”

“Next time.” He tips his hat and the wicked side grin he wears softens like he remembers he’s not the local outlaw, but the law enforcer.

But that also means there will be a next time. A combination of excitement and trepidation swirls inside me as I sip the slightly spicy, slightly sweet, and very smooth London Fog.


Chapter Eleven


Jesse
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I’ve been getting my tea at the Coffee Loft every day because it’s important to support local businesses. For no other reason.

Definitely not the one standing with her back to the front door, staring into the distance with that daydreamy gaze—the same one she gave me after the motorcycle ride and kiss all those years ago. At least that’s what I’d like to believe.

Tallula is so still, it’s like she’s posing for a painting.

The most I know how to paint is a fence or drywall, but if I were to create a masterpiece, it would look like Tallula with her little round chin, perfect nose, plush lips, and that tiny beauty mark on the left side of her face between her lip and her cheek.

From time to time, I recognize a certain sadness in her eyes that suggests she found what she was looking for, but it wasn’t what she expected.

A big part of me doesn’t want her to remember the dare—not because the kiss wasn’t amazing. But because I’m ashamed of the guy I was back then. Maybe we can build it new.

“How you brewin’?” I ask with my best rendition of a New York tough guy accent. I’ve been told mine is more Southern tough guy.

Tallula’s expression crinkles with a smile and she laughs. “I’ve got a latte problems.”

I smile because her laughter is a small miracle with its tinkle that rises and becomes round and bright like the sun. “Can I help?”

“Something is missing.”

I lengthen my spine to my full height. “Has there been another theft?”

“No, nothing like that.”

Could it be the lack of consistent customers? I don’t ask though because it might be a sore spot. When I drive by during my patrols, it’s not exactly a hive of activity over here. Hogwash residents tend to be wary of new things...and people.

Back in high school, Tallula was the good girl princess—pretty, popular, and unattainable. That’s what my cousin told me—I never mentioned the bike ride to him. The chatter in town is that Tallula, aka Llula, still takes herself too seriously and thinks she’s better than everyone else.

I say we give her a chance.

She taps her finger on her chin, deep in thought.

I follow her gaze around the space which has a slightly unfinished feel to it. However, the Coffee Loft hasn’t been open long and it will take a while to go from brand new to comfortably lived in. As it stands, it’s a bit empty in a modern, minimalist kind of way. But I see potential, especially when I look up at the lofts and nooks for people to visit with friends, study, work, and read.

Giving her head a little shake she says, “How could I forget, I’m working. Can I fix you a tea?”

My smile grows. “I’ll take a London Fog, please.” I drop a generous tip in the jar. The label changes every few days and today it reads Tips Are Fa-brew-lous!

When I order this, she always makes one for herself too. It’s hard not to imagine the lipstick stain she leaves on her mug...on my lips.

“Any developments on the case?” she asks while frothing the milk.

I wrap my knuckles on the counter. “Still working on it. Can’t puzzle out why the person who stole your license plate cover took the extra time and effort to fasten the license plate back in place.”

“Is license plate theft worse than license plate cover crime?”

I chuckle. “I’d have to check the state statutes.”

“Maybe it was a very specific kind of dare. Take the cover, leave the plate.”

“Could be.” Now, I tap my chin, trying to figure this out.

“Or a spy or criminal back in California embedded some kind of high-tech gadget that contained valuable data onto my license plate cover—made to blend in with the rhinestones. Unwittingly, I transported it here, where a contact was waiting to retrieve it.” She presses her hand to her forehead dramatically. “What if it fell into the wrong hands?”

I can’t help but smile. “You’re good at this.”

Her shoulders bounce in a cute way. “I’ve seen a lot of movies. Played a few roles. If I were in the part of the small-town swoony hero deputy, I’d get in the mind of the criminal.”

The thing about me is I’m at home with thugs and troublemakers. I usually can get inside their heads because I was one once, but the motive here evades me.

However, Tallula’s comment about the swoony hero deputy catches up to me at the same time she says, “Heavens to Betsy! I got it! We need fall décor. Betsy was dressing her window for the season the first day I arrived. That’s what’s missing in here.”

Coming around the counter, Tallula hops up and down, arms extended as if about to hug me, and then goes still. “I mean, thank you for helping me. I had to get into the mind of a set dresser.”

I tilt my head to the side in question.

“A movie industry professional who decorates a set to portray a specific and realistic emotional experience—it’s autumn, sweater weather. People want to drink warm beverages and feel cozy. If this were a movie set, we’d want people to feel welcome, comfortable.”

“That sounds like a good plan.” I lift my to-go cup in a cheers gesture and turn to go when an idea of my own pops into my mind. I’d like to say it’s the kind when the local deputy musters up the courage to ask the prettiest girl in town to meet him for a coffee, er, tea.

“Hasta barista,” I call to Tallula.

Her laughter at my goofy hasta la vista coffee pun follows me out the door and fills me with light and ease even though it appears there are showers in the forecast.
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Later that night, a rustling sound cuts through the usual creaks and groans of the old B&B that I’ve grown accustomed to.

We advised the residents of Hogwash Holler to conceal their shiny objects until we catch the culprits. Thelma sleeps like the dead—once, Betsy called, frantic because she hadn’t shown up at the salon. I did a wellness check and had to use the B&B’s master key to gain access to her room.

Thelma frightened me. The woman was as still as stone—doesn’t help that she’s exceedingly pale. But she was just sleeping. I told her she should go as Morticia Addams for Halloween.

The pattering of footsteps from downstairs turns into rhythmic pacing. At present, the only guests at Pigs in a Blanket are Tallula and me. I don’t want to get involved in her personal life, but Thelma has a strict rule about non-residents here after hours.

My sense of protection and, fine, curiosity, get the better of me. If Tallula has a guy down there with her, he better be a good one—not a bad boy. But I hate that idea just as much.

I pull on a T-shirt over my flannel pajama pants and stalk downstairs. Keeping close to the walls like I’m clearing a house, a muted red glow comes from the kitchen.

I hear a garbled chatter sound and then a groan. We’ve either been invaded by raccoons or the Bling Ring has gotten bold, breaking and entering.

In one swift motion, I pivot, flick on the light, and say, “Put your hands where I can see them.”

“Don’t shoot,” Tallula jolts, startled.

At least, I think that’s what she said. She has what looks like a lit-up mouthguard with a large disc on the end protruding from her mouth. A wire trails down her pink and cream checkered sleep set to a little receiver attached at the waist.

I holster my finger gun. Glad I left my sidearm upstairs.

“What’s—?” I point from my mouth to hers.

Eyes wide, she turns abruptly as if remembering she had some sort of device in her mouth. When she faces me again, it’s gone. “Oh, um, that was my tooth-whitening device. You know, my pearly white smile helps pay the bills. Er, it did.” She frames her chin with her hands and grins.

“Thought we had an intruder.”

“Nope. Just little ol’ me.” Her hair is smooth as if she styled it before she came down here. I have no doubt mine is standing up on all ends.

“Did I wake you up? I’m so sorry. I was just—” She toes the floor, then closes the refrigerator door.

“No, I’m sorry. Carry on with your fridge forage. I’m still getting used to another person staying here. If you haven’t noticed, Thelma is very quiet.”

Tallula nods bashfully as if her parents caught her sneaking out after curfew. “I was just looking for some ingredients.”

“Midnight snack?” I could go for one.

“Comfort food.” She lowers into an oak chair. “I’m not going to stay here long. I won’t get stuck. I just hit a rough patch. You know?”

“I’ve had a few of those.”

“Remember when we were talking about set dressing earlier?”

I nod, sitting down at the table too.

“Since coming back to Hogwash, I feel like I’ve been playing the most challenging role of my life. I told myself I’d never return. I expected the second I arrived in Hollywood, I’d magically turn into someone else.” She looks down at her hands, hiding a vulnerable expression.

I risk asking, “What if instead of playing a role or expecting to be someone else, you just be yourself?”

She snorts through her nose. “Like a woman who can afford to eat beignets? I was looking for the ingredients. I used to make them for the Cameron High School bake sale. I never got them wrong. They were loyal and true and everyone’s favorite.”

I recall sabotaging one of those bake sales with water balloons. “I wish I’d been able to try one.” Wish I’d been different.

“If you could have one thing, besides a beignet, what would it be?” I ask.

“Are we talking food or⁠—?”

“Anything. Think big. The more audacious the better.”

She’s quiet, so I answer, hoping it’ll embolden her. I know it immediately because I think about it every day. “To live a quiet but fulfilling life with my family.”

Tallula glances at my left hand as if double-checking whether I’m married.

“My future family,” I add.

“Is there a soon-to-be Mrs. Lawson?”

I chuckle. “No. Not even close. I’m staying here while I fix up my grandparents’ old place. My father—” I wave my hand dismissively. “It’s a complete restoration of an old brick Acadian-style home.” Once upon a time, it was my grandmother’s dream house complete with high ceilings and a front porch with pillars, large windows, and a view of the yard.

“Sounds nice. Reminds me of Mara’s remodel. So that’s why you’re staying here,” Tallula echoes as if something clicks into place in her mind.

“How about you? If you could have anything what would it be?” I repeat.

“I really want a beignet, but if I could have anything...I thought I wanted to be famous. To make it big. To be anywhere but here. But maybe I need to rethink that. Perhaps I could use a renovation too.” She says the last part softly then goes quiet for a long moment.

I want to hear her laugh. See her smile. I’m not sure how I can help. Getting to my feet, I say, “We don’t have to worry about waking Thelma up. Let’s hunt down the ingredients for those beignets. Talking about them gave me a craving.” ...And for her too.

“The bad boy wants to bake?”

I go still. “I’m not a bad boy anymore. But sure. Why not?”

A grin peeks from the corners of her lips. “It’s a top-secret recipe, so don’t watch too carefully.”

“If anyone needs to do the watching, it’s you. I might get the salt and sugar mixed up.”

“Hmm. Maybe you’re better off being my assistant.”

“Whatever you need, Princess.” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I feel the weight of them as if they have more meaning than me just offering to help Tallula bake in the middle of the night.


Chapter Twelve


Jesse
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Compared to the resignation and sadness from when I found Tallula down here rummaging in the fridge, her eyes are bright like me joining her in this little late-night escapade gave her a hit of excitement. “Okay, first we need aprons. It’s a messy job.”

“But we’re in our pajamas. They’re glorified whatever-wear—meaning we can be as slovenly as we want in them.”

“Hmm. I do recall you wearing a pair to an all-school assembly once and having to do detention.”

“You remember that?”

“I was in the office when Principal Mohar called you in. You wore the scowliest scowl I’d ever seen.”

“Sounds about right back then.” Huh, so she does remember me.

“We don’t want our pajamas to get covered in flour.” In a tall cabinet, she finds an apron with giant pieces of fruit and frills along the hem that looks like it was hand-sewn in the 1980s. She holds it in front of me as if seeing if it’ll fit.

“I’m not wearing that.”

“It’s vintage.” Tallula waggles her eyebrows.

“That doesn’t sweeten the deal.”

“Moink and I have matching aprons. Don’t we, little miss?” She wiggles her fingers toward the sink and I only just now see a dog sitting on the mat in front of the cabinets.

“Why would a dog need an apron?”

“To match her mommy,” Tallula answers as if that wasn’t obvious.

“Do you do much baking?”

“Not since I was last in Hogwash,” she says with a sad tinge to her voice that I can’t quite place.

Rubbing my hands together, I say, “Well, let’s do this.”

Tallula gathers the ingredients and has me hunting for various bowls and a rolling pin. When we amass everything we need, she takes a deep breath, and like a surgeon about to start a procedure, she says, “Spatula.”

As she adds the dry ingredients to a bowl and then mixes the wet before combining them all, I can’t deny that I’m watching her rather than the secret recipe. Most of the time, Tallula seems “on,” like the camera is always recording her. However, right now, she appears relaxed, as if she muted whatever soundtrack usually plays in the background of her life, giving her the freedom to laugh and speak openly.

After all the whisking and mixing, Tallula says, “Okay, time to knead then the dough rests.”

She demonstrates the push, fold, pull motion and then insists I try. I must look like I got my hands on a giant ball of Silly Putty because she bites her lip and shows me again. When I still don’t get the rhythm, she places her hands over mine.

Something stirs inside of me, and I tell myself it’s a craving since my dinner consisted of vending machine snacks from the town hall while I filed my reports earlier.

She shifts closer to me and our hips bump. Warmth slides through me—it’s not the same kind as being fully kitted out on a hot summer day or coming back from a five-mile run.

Her arms overlap mine and I can tell the position is awkward since she’s shorter and smaller than me. Biting her lip and scarcely meeting my eyes, she ducks under my arm and is now between them, positioned in front of me. I inhale her sugar-sweet scent. It transports me to a vision of another life—one where we’re a couple, this is our kitchen, and this late-night baking activity will result in a kiss.

With her hands on mine, showing me the kneading motions, she says, “You’re getting the hang of it.”

And thinking things that are so out of reach, I may as well be trying to bake on my own—that would likely result in an oven fire.

However, I have to admit that the proximity right now has me toasty warm all over.

Tallula peeks over her shoulder. Our gazes meet. Her blinking slows and her lips part ever so slightly. I turn into dough. Total mush. This woman could ask anything from me and I’d do it. For a tenth of a second, I replay the kiss we shared all those years ago, telling me what I want most right now, but does she?

As our eye contact lingers a little longer, something shifts between us. My brain seems to sync to a different frequency like a radio finding a signal. The static in my head gets quiet, but before I can identify the song or station, Tallula turns back to the dough.

After we let it rest for ten minutes, she rolls the dough into a large rectangle. I’m in charge of painting on the butter—around her, I feel like butter. All melty and warm. Next, we sprinkle on the cinnamon sugar before rolling it into a long log, making slices, and then putting the buns into a muffin tin.

“Explain how these are beignets.”

“They’re a variation. Part traditional beignet because of the dough ingredients, and part cinnamon bun because of the cinnamon sugar and the spiral shape.”

I incline my head, not quite following.

“You know how cruffins are part croissant and part muffin?”

“No, I don’t.”

Her lips curve upward. “Just trust me on this.”

While we let them rise a little longer, we’ll use the stand mixer to make what Tallula calls the “Glaze.”

“I thought beignets were coated in powdered sugar,” I volunteer.

“They do. But this is my Granny’s version. Remember, they’re beignet-cinnamon bun hybrids. Just wait and see.”

I can’t help myself. “In that case, I thought cinnamon buns had frosting.”

“Icing, glaze, frosting, same thing. Just a little drizzle will do.” Tallula measures the vanilla and pours it into the bowl.

“Is that like how cinnamon rolls and cinnamon buns are the same thing?”

“Sure. Except technically, they’re all distinct, but let’s not split spun sugar.”

I chuckle, taking that to mean Let’s not split hairs. “I’m not about to argue, but when the time comes to frost them, I’ll insist on dabbing my frosting on instead of drizzling. There’s nothing delicate about frosting on a cinnamon roll.”

She gasps as if I broke the cardinal cinnamon roll rule. “You can’t dab drizzle on a beignet bun.”

“How about dollop?” A smile breaks through my lips because mostly I’m razzing her, hoping to earn a laugh.

“No, they get a slight coating.” She flicks the off button on the stand-up mixer and inspects the contents of the big bowl.

“What if I like a big slab of frosting on my baked goods?” I pour in more powdered sugar to thicken it up, sending a white cloud up from the mixer.

Tallula stops the mixer. “You can’t break the recipe rules.”

“But you’re breaking all the rules. Beignets are fried like doughnuts. Cinnamon rolls are practically like cake and baked.”

“These are my beignet buns, mister.” She wields a whisk in my direction.

“Those were the magic words.” I swipe a blob from the bowl onto my finger and say, “What if I dab this on—?” I boop it onto the end of her nose.

Eyes crossing adorably, Tallula says, “You can’t do that.”

I lick the remaining frosting off my finger.

She watches me like she wouldn’t mind allowing herself to have a spoonful.

“I can’t do what?” I chuckle. “I can and I did, and this is delicious.” Distracted by how good it is, I don’t notice until it’s too late when Tallula places two dots of the goop on my cheeks.

“Who’s breaking the rules now? I could arrest you for that,” I say playfully as she scoots to the other side of the table.

Wearing a massive grin, she says, “Come get me.”

We race around the kitchen table with Moink at our heels. Obviously, I’m not trying to apprehend a suspect, so I take it easy until I catch up with Tallula in the living room. She trips on the throw rug and careens forward. I slip into protector mode and reach for her before she collides with the coffee table.

Safe in my arms, we’re both breathing heavily—our chests mere inches apart. It might sound silly, but I want to kiss her beauty mark...then her lips.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Thanks for the rescue.”

“Anything for you, Princess.”

She arches an eyebrow. “Anything except calling the frosting glaze.”

“Except that, but you admit it.” And I admit that having her this close, snug in my arms, is sweeter than any icing, glaze, or frosting.

Moink lets out her squeaky little squeal as if reminding us of our location, the time, and circumstances.

I slowly bring us to a full and upright position, not eager to let go.

“We’d better get those rolls in the oven,” Tallula says as if coming to her senses.

It’s well past my bedtime since I have duty in the morning, but I want nothing more than for the next hour to creep by.

Tallula and I chat in the kitchen about Hogwash, past and present, as the timer counts down the minutes until the beignet buns are done and this night will be over.

After pulling them out of the oven, she says, “This is top secret. No one can know that you so much as witnessed me making this recipe. My grandmother would disown me. If she hasn’t already. I really need to go visit her,” Tallula says as if making a confession.

I crash from the sugar high because I take this to mean she doesn’t want anyone to know about our time together much like the motorcycle ride.

“Since you ruined the glaze, I guess we’ll have to just slather this stuff on.” Tallula’s tone sounds resigned, but her wide eyes and the way she swallows like she’s anticipating the biggest bite ever, tells me she’s finally giving in to what she wants.

Too bad it isn’t me.

The frosting melts into the plump dough, but it’s still thick and the perfect complement to the light yet buttery, cinnamon-infused pastry.

Tallula closes her eyes after she takes a bite. Her lips tip upward in a big smile. I take a mental snapshot because she looks like herself, unguarded, and happy.

“I have to admit, these are the best beignet buns I’ve ever had.”

“And the only ones.”

“You should know that I consider myself a beignet and cinnamon roll connoisseur. Just never at the same time.”

“Is that so?” she asks with a laugh.

“A professional, but seriously, you should sell them at the Coffee Loft.”

Tallula jumps to her feet and squeals. Moink joins her. This time, she does throw her arms around me. The hug is like the reverse of us kneading the dough and more intentional than when I caught her after slipping on the rug in the living room.

She presses against me, all warm and soft—everything missing from my life. Everything I don’t deserve.

Tallula’s embrace is like a warm blanket after a lifetime of cold. But when she drops her arms, she hops away as if she forgot to put on the oven mitt and touched a hot pan with her bare hands.

“I just meant that is an amazing idea. My mind is buzzing. I have to be up in five hours. Okay, okay. I’m going to brainstorm in the morning, but wow. Thank you, Jesse.”

I’ve sailed the spectrum of being told I’m useless and worthless to being genuinely thanked for helping out in the community—Mrs. Halfpenny notwithstanding. But Tallula’s expression of gratitude hits different. It gets me right in the chest.

“Don’t mention it,” I say.

She makes a lip-zipping motion like this is our little secret. Thankfully, Thelma sleeps soundly, otherwise, she’d be spilling the tea tomorrow about our little rendezvous. And if I don’t go to sleep soon, I’m liable to spill mine all over my uniform.

But when I get in bed, I can’t stop thinking about Tallula and her beignet buns.


Chapter Thirteen


Tallula
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This is the first morning since arriving in Hogwash that my sneaky niece and nephew haven't abruptly woken me up, or that I’ve actually wanted to get out of bed.

It’s not like I’m depressed. More like displaced.

But I’m excited even without a shot of espresso. As soon as I arrive at the Coffee Loft, I float the beignet buns sales idea to Mara. “I’ll start with the classic recipe and if they’re a hit, I can expand to some specialty flavors.”

“I didn’t know you could bake.” She shrugs. “Sure. Have at it.”

I’m surprised she’s so hands-off. But her hands are full with the kids and the house remodel.

My thoughts drift to what prompted the fridge forage, as Jesse called it. But I pause on the memory of him in the kitchen last night—looking a little rumpled in his pajamas and dark hair sticking up at odd angles. But his eyes were bright, alert. His sideways smile at the ready. It’s like nothing gets past him...and I can’t help but notice the way he looks at me.

In a way Peter never did.

There’s affection there, but appreciation too. As if he sees beyond the surface and my appearance.

What brought me to the kitchen last night was an ill-advised trip down social media lane. The online chatter was loud and divided into two camps. Most people side squarely with Peter, which is totally unfair.

I was the woman scorned!

But he’s a Hollywood heartthrob who just landed the Donny Wicks role in the latest action franchise, so of course, everyone is ready to camp out in Peterville.

I make the beignet bun dough, trying to meditate as I knead—a self-improvement guru once told me that this is a great exercise to come fully present in a moment and break free from my “Monkey mind.”

I scoff. Looking back, the woman didn’t look like she’d ever eaten a piece of bread, never mind kneaded one. Not like I had recently either until last night.

Suffice it to say, my monkey mind grabs a vine and brings me back to Peter. He’s been texting me, stating I made a big mistake. That my career was over and that he was going to help me get it back. Oh, and that he saw the writing on the wall, and I’ll be paying for it.

Can’t do that since he has all my money except for the $1.89 in the tip jar. Twenty-five cents of that is leftover from yesterday.

“Tally, are you okay?” Mara’s voice pulls me from what feels like a pit of darkness.

“Huh? Yeah. Fine.”

“Looks like you’re trying to murder that dough.”

I grunt.

“Did you break your good girl habits and go full bad girl? Should I be concerned or proud?”

“Neither,” I mutter because I’m not too sure myself.

Having left Hogwash for Hollywood, I thought I’d let go of my vicious grip on holding everything together—my parents’ marriage, my social life, myself... Acting allowed me to temporarily forget my roles and embody another where there were no real consequences. Nothing at stake.

“It’s okay to let go,” Mara says, letting the invitation settle before speaking again. “I have to go pick up the urchins. Be back in a few hours.”

It takes me a moment to realize by urchins my sister means her children. But the other thing about letting go makes me think she was reading my mind again.

How can I let go when I feel so discouraged, stuck, and frustrated? I was the one who upended my perfect little life in Los Angeles and left. Meanwhile, Peter is celebrated like a hero and gets to stay.

Stewing with indignation as I stir the cinnamon and sugar together, I grab my phone and click on my social media account. Then I hit record.

I say some things about happy people and miserable people. I call out the trolls. But I also rant, using some harsh, ugly words.

I expect my tirade to bring relief with each passing second. As I holler into my phone, I expect my breathing to become easier. But the weight of the betrayal broke every good girl bone in my body. Nothing that will come out of my mouth will relieve the deep ache, but that doesn’t stop the words from pouring forth.

“I’d done everything right. I created the life that everyone dreams of. I was the perfect wife. This is the thanks I get?”

No sooner do I click publish do I want to delete the video. But it’s too late. This social media platform does not have a back button. There is no erasing the history. My outburst will exist forever.

Probably it’ll get legs and wander back into my life when I least expect it. Eventually, the masses will forget about what happened, Peter will do something stupid and fall out of favor—or get old and ugly—and I’ll make a grand comeback. My return will delight everyone and I’ll rise to sweetheart status.

Then this dumb video of me being a dumb butt will surface.

A theatrical groan escapes and my stomach feels all hard inside. Why have I let this happen? But that same smug self-help lady floats into my mind then my granny’s wisdom flies past her. I could think about this as a setback or try to find something to be grateful for. There’s a lesson in this experience—patience, resilience, self-acceptance?

I’m not entirely sure, but I think it’ll reveal itself when I resolve to move on. Forget about Peter and social media and fans who take sides.

If only it were that easy.

My phone beeps every ten seconds with post-rant response notifications. Those intervals turn into one long stream of bleeps. I toss it into the flour bin.

Thankfully, the door jingles with a customer.

Deputy Lawson wears a tan uniform that complements his fit figure. I can’t stop thinking about his hands when we kneaded the dough or his soft and expectant gaze when our eyes met. Or the way he caught me when I almost fell. The hug that we shared when he suggested I make the beignet buns for the Coffee Loft. It’s like each time we touched and every minute that passed, mended something inside. Except I didn’t realize it until he sent his sideways smile in my direction.

Jesse makes a great distraction.

“Hello, Tallula. You look...” He pauses as if thinking of the right word. “Like pure sunshine.”

If only I didn’t feel like I got struck by lightning. I sigh because he has a way of pushing past my perfect good girl façade and shining a spotlight on the truth. Maybe it’s the badge. “Have you ever done something you regret?”

He laughs out loud. “Uh, yeah. Lots of things. Where would I even begin?”

“Something that you can’t undo?”

“Like burn beignet buns?”

The beeping from my phone had melded in my mind with the beeping of the kitchen timer. I yelp and hurry over to the oven. “They’re okay. Thank you for saving the day.”

He lifts his hat in his hand like police officers do in the movies. “Just doing my job, miss.”

Is he flirting or is this the Jesse Lawson 2.0? His big comeback after terrorizing our town? Whatever the case, I am here for it.

But I shouldn’t be. Not at all. Men are off the menu. Social media too...starting now.

I have to be stronger. After the breakup, I told Mara I’d take a break from posting. I’d been doing good until now. Being lied to is the worst, but lying to myself carves out a hole inside. Not even a jumbo beignet bun could fill it up. But I’m not sure what else I’ve been lying to myself about.

I told Jesse that my career had hit a dry patch. More like a desert.

But it’s not just that. There’s something I want or don’t want...I’m just not sure what. Other than not to have flown off the handle and told social media. I wanted Peter to feel as bad as I do, but now my emotions are all over the place and I feel worse. The internet will not issue an apology. Neither will Peter. So, what is it I want?

Then I meet a pair of deep brown eyes. The little digital red heart inside lights up, taking rational thought with it.

He points to the tray of beignet buns that are slightly darker than usual. “Are you going to put drizzle on those? If so, I’d like to buy one, fresh out of the oven.”

“You got it and it’s on the house.”

“That’s mighty kind, but are you authorized to do that?” His smile is flirty.

I waggle my eyebrows. “Mara left me in charge. There’s no telling what’ll happen.” Like me going rogue and screaming into the void of my phone.

After preparing the beignet buns, I give one to Jesse.

His eyes get big. “I’ve been dreaming of these since last night. Twice in twelve hours might become a dangerous habit.” He pats his stomach.

“I don’t think you have anything to worry about.” Wait? Am I flirting too?

I lean in, anticipating Jesse taking a bite. His eyes close briefly. “Mmm. This is divine. I am impressed all over again. These are heavenly.”

“You really think so?”

“They’re perfect.”

“I’m worried about what people in Hogwash will think about them.”

Jesse’s lips tug into that wicked side grin and he says, “Princess, you don’t have anything to worry about.”

If only that were true.

His lips part as if he’s going to say more, then a commotion comes from the back door off the kitchen.

“What is that smell?” It’s my sister. As per usual, I can’t read her mood other than her usual setting which is sharp, sarcastic, and sassy.

The kids bustle in behind her and crowd around the tray of beignet buns.

“Can I cut one for you?”

“I recommend two,” Jesse calls.

“Hello, Deputy. Has the Coffee Loft officially become your regular spot?” Mara asks.

“The best game in town.”

“Just be sure you’re not scaring away customers.”

“Just lowlifes and nosy nellies.”

“Hi, Deputy Lawson,” Jedediah says, standing tall and uncharacteristically still as if he wants to make a good impression on the police officer.

“Hey there, Deputy Junior.” The two of them chat for a moment while I watch for my sister’s reaction.

Mara takes a big bite. “Where have you been hiding this recipe?

My little baby sister heart beams at Mara complimenting me on something I did. “I started making them for high school bake sales after you graduated.”

“Of course you did, our little goodie two shoes, always contributing.”

She hasn’t seen the new thing I contributed to the internet yet. Mara will not approve.

“We’ll run a special this week. Buy a jumbo beignet bun, get a free small coffee,” she says.

“Is tea included?” Jesse asks.

Please say yes, please say yes. Anything to entice him to come in.

Mara wears a certain smile and nods. “Sure, I’d do anything for my lil’ sis.”

Wrapped up in her accolades along with the kids, I don’t see Jesse slip out the door. In his place, I feel a beignet buns-shaped hole, complete with a big splotch of frosting.

Word about the jumbo beignet buns and coffee combo spreads fast. In the coming week, we sell out of the beignet buns before ten a.m. and have more than doubled the coffee sales. Once people taste it, they can’t quit. I double the baking batches and we still sell out by lunchtime. Seven days in, and we’re taking specialty orders.

Passing me a clean Coffee Loft apron, Mara says, “I was going over sales from this week and your beignet buns are like magic. I knew it would take a while to build the business because we’re in such a small town, but I have you to thank.”

“It could also be the free coffee. It’s literally the best.”

“True, the Coffee Loft brew sells itself, but you got people in the door. I built it, you made it better.”

I like the idea of my sister and I doing something together when so often we were at odds growing up. I have a feeling she wanted to see our parents split and be done with all the quietly simmering hostility while I held onto their marriage with a death grip.

“Glad I can help.” I just wish I could save some money and get back to my real job. My stay in Hogwash is only temporary. I left my agent a message the other day and am waiting to hear back on a reading I did shortly before I left to play a single mom in Too Cute for Christmas.

The phone rings, but it’s not mine. Mara answers and jots something down. “More orders. Three dozen beignet buns for the church brunch next weekend.”

“I got this.”

“You can handle it?”

“I’ll just come in extra early. I already have an idea for a new tip jar sign. It’ll say Tips, Please. I Knead The Dough.”

Mara laughs and salutes me before taking her leave.

The beignet bun orders increase and continue throughout the week. Coming in at five a.m. turns into me having to get up at four a.m. and then three in the morning to have everything ready on time.

On the third day of that brutal schedule, I think I have everything under control, but when the fitting on the stand mixer decides not to cooperate and sprays flour everywhere, I rush around, flustered.

Even though I know the beignet bun recipe by heart, and the business is keeping me stocked with supplies and ingredients, this is the episode when the small-town baker is in over her head. Which means it’s time to turn up the music.

I wouldn’t object to spontaneously busting a move, cueing the love interest to appear and we’d dance together in a perfectly choreographed number.

I’ve always wanted to be in a musical film.

I grab the broom and sing along into the handle as I clean up the mess. As I belt out the chorus to a popular love song, I feel like I’m being watched.

“Eat your heart out, Peter!” I holler.

Then someone knocks on the door. I spy the silhouette of a man with broad shoulders, a thick utility belt, and a specific kind of gait.

My cheeks match the little internal heart “like” icon that flashes warm whenever I see, speak to, or think about Jesse.

“Hey, Princess. I’m on the night shift. Saw the light on back there. Just making sure everything is okay.” He wears that wicked side grin like he saw me streaking past the doorway to the kitchen with my broom microphone.

“What? You didn’t see anything.”

His eyes crinkle at the corners and he chuckles as if to say he rather liked my little song and dance.


Chapter Fourteen


Jesse
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Good thing I had a cup of tea after I caught Tallula dancing yesterday because the night shift turned into an ordeal. We got a call to the Swan residence out on Marais Way where all the mansion properties spread luxuriously toward the waterfront with docks and boat lifts.

Orville and Sandrine Swan are out of town. Mara must be driving all over the parish bringing her kids to their various activities. That leaves Tallula and I really don’t want to burden her with this, but duty calls.

You’d think since she and I both live at Pigs in a Blanket and I visit her place of employment on the daily, it would be easy to track her down, but no such luck.

Later that morning, I ask myself, if I were a princess, where would I be? Then I recall her mentioning she had to look after her sister’s kids. In the afternoon, I spot her car parked outside the salon. It wasn’t there an hour ago.

Inside the Hogwash Hairwash, a few seasonal scented candles burn, intermingling with the odor of hair products. Since I was last in here, Betsy’s autumn decorations have multiplied like Gremlins—I know she’s behind it because Thelma would be hard-pressed to hang a fall wreath on the door at Pigs in a Blanket.

As we roll into October, for once, Hogwash has had a pleasantly cool climate, compared to some years when summer temperatures overstay their welcome. I’ve had the perfect weather for my early morning runs.

Moink rushes out from under a chair and greets me. Her little piggy tail goes wild and she tries to climb up my leg but hardly makes it past the lower half of my boot. I give her a belly rub, wondering how much she likes the doggy outfits. Today, she wears a knit sweater in alternating hues of orange, brown, and yellow with golden threads woven through.

Tallula’s voice carries from somewhere beyond a bank of mirrors. “It looks like spindly spiders took up residence on my eyelids.”

“It is getting close to Halloween.” That’s Thelma’s rasp.

“I offered to try to apply a new set.” Molly’s high-pitched child-like tone fills with excitement.

“If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a million times, you’re not licensed,” Betsy speaks with surprising authority.

“At least I still have my tooth-whitening device,” Tallula mutters.

Being back in Hogwash, it’s been interesting getting to know people and seeing their character from this side of the law—as in me not being a troublemaker with people crossing to the other side of the street when they see me coming. I think I can trust Betsy to be a rule-abiding citizen and asset if need be. I happen to know Thelma doesn’t always wear her seatbelt. As for Tallula, her blaze of glory upon leaving Los Angeles recently came to my attention.

“Darlin,’ you’re not going to find a spa around here—” Betsy starts.

Thelma cuts her off. “The closest thing is the community pool.”

“It’s a swamp,” Tallula counters, appalled.

It’s unverified, but I’ve heard a company is looking to rehabilitate it.

“Though I have done a seaweed wrap before,” Tallula says brightly.

“You’d catch a skin condition,” Thelma mutters.

Making my presence known, I break into the amusing conversation, saying, “That area is condemned for the time being, so I don’t recommend anyone go fishing around for seaweed or anything else.”

Betsy jumps with surprise. Thelma’s lips remain flat as if not enthusiastic to see more of me than she already does day and night at the B&B. Tallula casts her gaze down, not meeting my eyes.

“You look tired, darlin’,” Betsy says.

Thelma arches an eyebrow as if she wasn’t sleeping all that soundly the night Tallula and I made the first batch of beignet buns and knows I occasionally keep late hours.

“I had a busy shift last night. But I have good news,” I say, hoping to break what happened last night to Tallula as gently as possible.

The three women lean in.

“I found the license plate cover.” I leave out the part about how it was on my property.

“That’s great. Thank you.” Tallula lightly steeples her hands under her chin with gratitude.

“We’re holding it in this ongoing investigation, but we will return it to you as soon as possible.”

Tallula shrugs. “I don’t need it.”

The door jingles and Molly appears, nearly breathless. “I heard there’s a dragon in Hogwash.”

Moink hurries back to her hideaway under the chair. Betsy, Thelma, and Tallula stare, wide-eyed. The two stylists talk at once.

“Dragons are mythological creatures. Do you mean someone is already wearing their Halloween costume?” Betsy asks.

“Maybe they’re playing a prank.” Thelma casts a wary eye in my direction.

“Carl Soto said the police found a dragon hoard last night.”

I roll my eyes toward the ceiling. “In case no one noticed, I am the police and no, we did not find a dragon hoard. We uncovered some items, purportedly stolen by the Bling Ring.” I don’t mention that several acres of private property were dug up and not by wild boar—not mine in this instance but nearby. Rather, someone with a shovel. I think I know what they were looking for.

“That makes slightly more sense,” Tallula says.

“Where? I need to see this for myself,” Molly says.

I sigh. “Miss Hazelwood, involving yourself in an investigation is a crime.” The technicalities linked to that statement are varied, but her meddling is not helpful.

“Sorry, sir.”

I nod mildly, letting her know it’s okay.

Tallula scrunches up her shoulders as if she’s anything but. “Deputy, you said that you had good news. Usually, with good news comes bad news.”

I can no longer avoid the inevitable. “I was looking for you, Tallula, because you’re right.”

For a salon that’s usually full of chatter, it goes deathly silent.

“Is she under arrest?” Molly asks, excited by the prospect of a small-town scandal.

“Nothing of the sort,” I say with what I hope sounds like assuring authority.

“Any laws I broke were out of state. Probably.” Tallula clutches Moink to her chest.

I’ll have to follow up on that later, but strictly speaking, likely it’s well out of my jurisdiction. “No, this is another matter.”

“He’s hoping you keep a few beignet buns stashed away for special customers since you run out so fast,” Betsy says, voice full of hope.

“There was an incident out on Marais Way. I’m going to need you to come with me.”

“At my parents’ house?” Tallula swallows and then lifts her chin when I nod as if prepared to meet whatever fate has in store.

When we get outside, I say, “You can follow me in your car, if you’d like.”

She goes still. “That means you trust me or you’re setting me up.”

With a shake of my head, I chuckle. “You and that imagination. Yes, I trust you. No, I’m not doing anything sneaky. I just gave those three enough gossip to keep their tongues wagging through tomorrow. Hop in or follow me, and I’ll explain more in a bit.”

She doesn’t move.

I rest my hand on her shoulder. Moink licks my thumb. “It’s a property issue.” I’m not trying to be cagey, but Molly gets her hot tips from somewhere, and I’m not about to blab about what happened right here on Main Street.

Tallula eyes the SUV and then her Lexus. “If you don’t mind, I’ll just follow you.”

If I were off duty and in my truck, I would feel slightly insulted, but a police vehicle can be intimidating, especially considering her concern about being arrested, probably worried about what she live-streamed before returning to Hogwash. “I’ve been in the backseat enough times to understand.”

She offers a small smile, and we head to a part of town that has its own security. Usually. I’m not exactly sure what happened here last night, but have a good idea. I’m not keen on getting involved, but considering my job, I have no choice.

As we pull through the wrought iron gate of the Swan Estate with its twin golden swans, I have second thoughts about letting Tallula ride alone. Likely, she’s getting nervous and thinking of worst-case scenarios. Thankfully, she has Moink with her.

It’s bad, but not that bad. More like something I would’ve done when I was seventeen.

Tire tracks crisscross the otherwise perfectly manicured lawn leading to the front of the palatial two-story antebellum home with curved wraparound verandas, stately columns, and a wide front entryway.

However, red water runs in the fountain topped with a massive pair of swans. One wears what looks like a white dress. The bottom of it balloons in the colored liquid.

Tallula leaps out of her car. Stricken, she yells, “Is that blood?”

“No, we tested it. Just food dye in the water. It was darker earlier. It’ll run itself out of the system.”

Her hand claps over her mouth. “Is that my wedding dress? It was a Kitty Mircachi mini, an original design.”

“We’ve been trying to reach your parents, but they’re not available.”

“They go to France this time of year. Also, Mara mentioned they might stop at the lake house up north on their way home to see the fall colors since the leaves turned later than usual.” Unfortunately, they’ll be back in time for Thanksgiving. Not that I’m ungrateful, I’m just not eager to see them and be chided. Because no matter how good I try to be, it’s not enough.

“I attempted to contact your sister, but she hasn’t been answering.”

“She had an appointment today.”

“I didn’t want to bother you, but⁠—”

“Who would do such a thing? Is there another gang besides the Bling Ring running rampant in Hogwash? The Dragon Gang or something?”

I almost laugh. “I don’t think so, but I’m hoping you can help me. It doesn’t appear anyone went inside, but we want to check to be sure. Also, there’s something by the front portico you should see.”

Today must be Tallula’s day off. At the Coffee Loft, she usually wears sensible tennis shoes, but she totters in a pair of sky-high heels as if the sight of all this makes her wobbly. She stumbles slightly and I reach for her arm.

Going still, she slowly turns to face me, blinking a few times. Her chin trembles.

“We made sure the premises are secure. You’re safe.” As a police officer, those are routine words to use, but I mean it. I’d protect Tallula with my life.

She steps closer and winds her arm through mine, clinging tight. She clutches Moink in her other. I’m on duty, but I can’t deny the streak of warmth that shoots through me.

“This is the part in the movie when everyone screams at the screen for the pretty girl to turn back,” she says at a stage whisper.

My voice low with an attempt at reassurance, I say, “Princess, this isn’t a movie.”

“That almost makes it worse.” She whimpers.

Meeting her eyes, I say, “I will not let anything happen to you. Promise.” I was never good with promises, but if given the chance, I’d keep this one.

When we reach the entrance with a large red door framed by two etched glass panels, Tallula gasps. Written in spray paint are the words, Who’s the loser now?

“Who would—?” Then she shakes her head. “This is revenge for the llama drama and the flag fiasco...and other things.”

“Then you know who did it?”

“Yes—” She’s about to say more then falls quiet.

“Yes, but?” I ask, certain she was about to add a conjunction. Who says I didn’t pay attention in school? Fine, everyone, but I did focus and make up for all that missed learning when I was at the Academy.

“I have to get this cleaned up. If my parents see it—” She frets.

“It’s not like this is high school, you had a party while they were away, and have to hide the evidence.”

“No—”

“No, but,” I echo, similar to before.

She stabs the keypad on the door and then scurries inside and turns off the alarm. “Doesn’t look like he got in.”

“No, if the alarm was armed, the service provider would’ve contacted us had anyone come inside and not turned it off.”

“My parents are going to freak out.”

I turn in a slow circle, taking in the marble floor in the foyer, the chandelier with polished crystal above, and the golden railing of the staircase spiraling to the second floor. I’ve never been inside such a fancy place.

“You grew up here,” I whisper.

“Played the role of the obedient daughter. Look where that got me,” she mutters.

“If you’d like, I can take a quick spin around to make sure everything is secure.”

“Be my guest.” Tallula lingers by the door as if she doesn’t want to be here a moment longer than necessary.

Following protocol, I make sure nothing looks out of place, which isn't hard to do since the reigning queen of opulence appears to have decorated the home. The paintings, silver, and antiques are impressive. The gold filigree moldings and ceiling murals even more so. Every inch of the home invites the eye to land and admire...but my attention repeatedly returns to Tallula.

She confirmed that she grew up here. Are children even allowed inside places like this?

I make quick work of my inspection and return to find her crouched by the door, petting Moink.

Just before I say we can lock up, I notice an advertisement on the wall for Swan’s Syrups, reminding me of a contest my grandmother entered years ago. The logo in the corner looks to be the same as when Tallula’s great-grandfather started building his empire. It says Swan’s Syrup’s: the finest molasses in the world! A pair of swans float in a pool of dark, sticky refined sugar, aka molasses, the byproduct of sugar production.

“Is everything⁠—?”

“As far as I can tell.” I’m now certain this incident is separate from the Bling Ring and everything we discovered last night. But I can’t rightly claim my cousin isn’t involved, which makes me wonder if he faked his disappearance. And if so, why?

When we get outside, dusk settles over the marsh, bringing with it a blanket of misty fog. With the vandalism behind us, Tallula visibly relaxes and her shoulders lower away from her ears.

I open the car door for her. With the window down, I peer through and say, “For the record, I think you look beautiful without all the makeup. I prefer the natural look.” I gesture toward my eyes. “The false lashes and stuff.”

The worry lines on her forehead smooth and the corner of her lip lifts into a smile.

I can’t help but return one.


Chapter Fifteen


Tallula
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My stomach feels like the never-ending drop on a rollercoaster—and not in a good way. I’d like to get off this ride, please.

Should I be embarrassed that Jesse seemed especially fascinated by my parents’ ostentatious home? At least he didn’t see my mother’s shoe closet—it covers at least five hundred square feet.

He had a wide-eyed expression as if he was impressed, which is no surprise if you've never been in a mansion like that before. But then something shifted as if he remembered that his world and mine were like the North and South Poles.

While sitting in the driveway, I filled out the digital paperwork, filing reports about who knows what. I know, I know. I should’ve read everything more carefully, but I’m running on too few hours of sleep and maybe one too many jumbo beignet buns. I’m not complaining about that. They’re gooey and good. Hollywood, eat my heart out. Or, um, my beignet buns.

I lean back slightly in the driver’s seat. This wouldn’t have been my reaction a few months ago. I would’ve kept to my strict diet plan, groveled apologies to Peter and all of his associates, and done my best to win back my friends. But I said goodbye to my Hollywood dream life.

Moink looks up at me with her big eyes from the passenger-side safety seat as if asking me why. I have the same question.

Musing, I say, “Could’ve been the pressure, the expectations, and the constant hustle to climb the Hollywood ladder. But what’s up there, anyway?”

I never stopped to really think about that. Fortune and fame are the obvious answers. After seeing the interior of my parents’ house, Jesse would argue that I had the former. Never mind that my parents cut me off when Peter and I got “Married.” No doubt they think I’m dumb. They’ll remind me how smart Mara is. Of course, it works both ways. Mother criticizes her for not trying harder with her appearance. For the record, Mara is beautiful in a slightly lower maintenance way than me. Though I’ve seen her skincare routine and it’s no joke.

As for fame, what is it even? Being known, popular, adored.

Moink makes her piggy sound.

“I adore you too. Yes, I do.”

Grappling with all this, a sigh escapes and I suddenly feel the familiar exhaustion that periodically appeared back in LA. Biting my lip, if I asked Dr. Internet for a diagnosis, it would tell me that it’s the feeling of burnout. The prescription is taking a break, which I’ve done—if not break my entire career—so why do I feel so tired now?

Moink squeaks.

I’m afraid I know the answer—is it pointing me in a different direction, as in Do not go back! If so, that scares me because it would mean staying here.

My headlights beam as I make the familiar turns, but away from the place I once called home and toward Pigs in a Blanket. My mother and father are going to be so upset.

With me.

About their house.

In general.

Truly, when are they not peeved about something?

At each other. Me. Mara. Tax codes, business deals, disagreements about what dishes to serve at the monthly Ladies Who Lunch Assembly, and Father’s Southern Gentleman Society meetings.

I sink a little lower in my seat, wishing things were different, easier. How can I fix this?

Beignet buns! They’re always the solution.

Except for women like my mother would never get their hands sticky. Father would gobble up three.

Jesse trails behind me. He has to return to the police station to finish his shift. When we parted, his thumbs looped his utility belt, and he rocked on his heels. I clasped my hands behind my back. It’s like we were both obeying an invisible Do Not Touch sign at a museum. But what’s the point of living behind velvet ropes?

Letting out a shaky breath, I can’t stop thinking about all the ways Peter went wrong and how Jesse has gone right—he’s strong, capable, helpful, and so handsome. The little digital heart inside fills up.

My phone, attached to the car’s technology suite, rings with a call from my sister and I answer.

“I got a message from Deputy Lawson. Is everything okay?” She sounds slightly frantic.

“Yes and no.” I explain what happened.

She squawks a laugh. “Wow. The fun just doesn’t stop, huh?”

I want to crawl under a rock—if there really is a dragon, maybe I can hide in its cave. “I didn’t think things could get worse.”

“Are they really that bad? Everyone loves the jumbo beignet buns. I have several more orders waiting.”

But I hardly hear what she says when a strange thought appears in my mind like a shadow in the dark.

It’s not fame I want per se. I want them to love me. I want to be loved, truly, deeply, and madly loved. Not because I’m pretty or on a television screen or have expensive things.

Before I can think more about that a car swerves around a corner, high beams bright. I squint and the rearview mirror adjusts itself.

Sheesh. “Take it easy.”

“What was that?” Mara asks.

“A lousy driver who doesn’t realize their high beams are on.”

“So, you think Peter did the damage?” my sister asks.

“Likely or it could’ve been a crazed fan. But how did they find me? I never mentioned Hogwash.” No, my hometown was never part of the conversation because I didn’t want the association.

Mara says, “Maybe people saw you in social media posts from the grand opening. And your recent rant with my Coffee Loft franchise location in the background probably didn’t help matters.”

“I was in the kitchen. It could’ve been any kitchen.”

“True, but I knew where you were.”

The car behind me tailgates now. I’m going the speed limit and in that awkward position of being unsure of whether I should speed up or slow down so they can pass, but the yellow lines on the road are double here. Let’s just say I never mastered Los Angeles freeway driving.

“I wish I could undo the rant. I wish I could undo a lot of things,” I mutter the last part.

“Speaking of undoing. Jed, that’s enough coloring for the play dough. Margaret don’t put it in your hair.” My sister’s phone clatters and she hollers, “Gotta go, Tally. Talk later.”

I exhale, thinking briefly about Mara. She went from being a boss babe to being a mom. Growing up, I was the one who played with dolls and she was always climbing trees. Then, in high school, she was super academic, and I was more social. Everyone had us pegged as me getting married and having a family. Turned out to be the other way around.

But it’s not too late. I could have a family too.

The car behind me continues to follow closely. The upside is the high beams aren’t so bright when they’re practically attached to my bumper. Should I pull over and let them pass? I’m on a back road by Bladecrook, bordered by a swamp and a culvert. Plus, it’s dark out. I glance back and don’t see Jesse’s car farther down the road. I’m certain it’s not him behind me because he’s in the police SUV and I’d see the silhouette of the light rack on the roof.

Speeding up a bit, the car behind me does the same. Out here, where the properties abut swamps, drainage ditches, and soggy waterways, there are only two ways back to town. When I reach the fork in the road, I veer left, the direction less traveled. If this person is in a rush, they’ll go right.

The rollercoaster swoop in my stomach tightens when they follow me.

The driver is erratic, speeding up and slowing down.

Where did Jesse go? What do I do?

I take a few evasive turns and the car continues to tail me.

It could be a crazy fan, a random weirdo, or a member of the Bling Ring, mad that I’m going to get my license plate cover back. Or it could be whoever Peter hired to vandalize my parents’ house.

Jesse said he’d protect me. I wish he were here now.

If I were to pull over, this would be the episode titled The Unwanted Mud Bath. I don’t want to think of all the ways it could go worse. Swallowing thickly, of course, my imagination makes up other titles, involving words like abduction and murder.

A prickly sweat dampens the nape of my neck. The car is still back there, swerving, revving, and relatively out of control.

My stomach plummets when I realize I must’ve taken a wrong turn in the dark. I’m out toward Farmer Daley’s sweet potato fields. The same area where Jesse and I took the ride on his motorcycle so long ago. I wonder if he still has it.

Past the farmhouse, the road turns to dirt, but it eventually leads to town unless the Daley’s let it grow over. I could take it, leading me farther away from civilization before meeting up with a paved road again or I could make a U-Turn.

“Think, Tallula.” It’s not lost on me that I just used my full name and not Llula.

Just then, the car behind me surges forward, nearly swiping my door. Moink hides in her seat. I’m trembling now, worried about what this lunatic is going to do. But the vehicle flies past and the taillights fade into the distance. I can turn around now, but the road is narrow. I almost failed my driver’s license test because my three-point turn was closer to a five-point turn.

Does the road widen ahead? It’s been so long since I’ve been out here, I can’t remember. But I do remember the ride with Jesse. Whenever I see him, my internal heart “like” icon flashes red and warmth floods me. But right now, I just see flashing red and blue lights.

Is that him or another officer? Was I speeding? Am I under arrest?

A sweeping feeling of relief pushes against the nerves inside, but they don’t go away because I don’t know what’s going on. I slow down and pull over onto the shoulder of the road. The police car zooms past. I’m not sure where to go or what to do.


Chapter Sixteen


Tallula
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Still shaken up by the reckless driver, I head toward Mara’s house but then double back because her hands are full. I don’t have to add my problems to her plate. No, the woman needs a jumbo platter for everything she has going on. I don’t know how she does it all.

I don’t have any other friends to call or reach out to. If anyone is wondering, yep, it’s lonely at the top. Not that I’m very high up, but I guess this results from always playing a role and never quite being myself. I didn’t discern that my friends were fake like everything else in my life and now I’m alone.

Except for Moink. She makes good company, but on a chilly night, she needs me to keep her warm. I give her an assuring pet, relieved now that the car isn’t following us.

Maneuvering back onto the road, I may as well head back to Pigs in a Blanket. Maybe Thelma is awake. She’ll likely listen to my tale of woe-is-me if not to offer consolation. It’ll also give her an arsenal of material to chat about at the salon tomorrow.

When I turn off Metairie Road and onto Main Street, the lights of the Coffee Loft sign glow invitingly. Betsy wasn’t wrong, I do stash an extra beignet bun just in case someone special comes in who is having a bad day, celebrating something...or Jesse.

Yes, fine. I save a jumbo beignet bun for Jesse.

Or, in this instance, me.

Parking in front, I crack the window so Moink has fresh air. It’s a crisp night, so I tuck her blanket around her safety seat, assuring her I’ll be right back. Then I hurry inside.

The comforting scent of coffee and the lingering sweet, buttery, cinnamon in the air is a wonderful combination. My nerves settle slightly.

Before I go to the drawer where I stashed my beignet bun, I notice one of the bulbs on the string of orange and white lights that’s part of our festive autumn décor is out. I wiggle it and it glows back to life. Jesse helped me hang them. He may have been judging my parents’ house, but I’ve never had the sense he looks down on me because of where I came from or who I am—not even when he calls me princess. A rosy warmth dusts my cheeks. Maybe he thinks of me as his princess. With a little bounce in my step, I rather like that idea.

As for my princess treasure, I’m flat broke and will likely be in debt when I shell out the money to restore my parents’ lawn, clean the fountain, and repaint the front door.

From outside, the screech of tires reminds me why I stopped in here. My chest tightens and I tell myself the driver was probably just a drunk who was lost. Hopefully, the police SUV caught up with them and they’re off the road so they don’t harm anyone or themselves.

I grab the beignet bun from my secret stashing spot and walk past the autumn display, wishing there was fall music like there’s Christmas music. I know a composer who works in the film industry. I’ll make the suggestion. We should have popular songs for all seasons.

Thinking about what kind of song one of Betsy’s gnomes would sing, I lock up the coffee loft.

From behind, a male voice slurs, “There you are.”

I jump and whirl around.

Peter stands a few paces away. He looks ragged like he could use a day at the spa.

“Here I am? What are you doing here?” I ask.

“I’m here to bring you home.”

Looking from side to side, I blurt, “I am home. Well, not here. This is where I work. I’m staying at Pigs in a Blanket.” As soon as these words are out, I realize how Podunk they sound. How very country bumpkin—everything I tried to escape. And that I shouldn’t have told him where I live.

Like fall leaves dancing through the sky, finding a place to land, I realize maybe I wasn’t wrong. Perhaps this is home. Hollywood and Peter certainly are not.

He glowers and his hands form fists. I slip to the side, nearly falling into a wax myrtle bush.

“Why haven’t you been returning my calls or texts?”

“Because I have nothing to say to you.”

“You. Are. Coming. With. Me,” he thunders as if channeling the Donny Wicks character when confronting an enemy.

“No. I’m. Not,” I say, echoing him.

He reaches for my arm and I snatch it away.

“Now, Llula. I’m not playing games.”

“Don’t call me that. My name is Tallula. And wasn’t it all a game, anyway?”

“You want to talk about games? Your little escapades around town with all my stuff were real fun, huh?”

“What has gotten into you?”

His nostrils flare. “The director cut me from the Donny Wicks role.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but what does it have to do with me?”

“He said my personal life was a liability.”

“That’s not my problem.”

“If I can show him we’re still together, then I can get my spot back. That’s my role, Llula.”

“It’s Tallula. You decided we weren't together when you chose not to inform me that our marriage license paperwork wasn’t filed correctly. When it turned into a sham.”

As if inflamed by my comment, he lunges at me. I’m half in a bush and don’t have a weapon, so I throw the beignet bun at his head.

At the same time, sirens wail and three police cruisers light up the night.

Peter wavers slightly on his feet. My old BMW is half on the sidewalk. I don’t smell alcohol, so I’m guessing he drove all the way here from Los Angeles and hasn’t slept much.

Jesse and the other deputies rush toward us.

Peter, nearly cornered says, “This is your last chance, Llula. Come home with me so I can have my career back.”

“Do not threaten her,” Jesse says in a steely tone.

Peter takes a swing at him. Jesse doesn’t waver as the other officers restrain my ex. I can’t help but feel like I’m on a movie set, except this is real life.

“Llula, you’re making a mistake. You’re finished. Done. Washed up.”

Shaking my head, I stand my ground, “Your argument isn’t very compelling, Peter. And don’t call me Llula. My name is Tallula,” I repeat.

Two of the police officers arrest him.

Ignoring them, Peter doesn’t give up. “So, you just want to stew in this little nothing, nowhere town? Turns out you fit right in.”

“It’s called real life. You should try it sometime.”

“Real life, blah, blah, blah,” he says in a mocking tone then lists all the roles I didn’t get, shining a spotlight on my shortcomings.

I have a stark realization that my Hollywood world collides with my new small-town reality. I want to play the strong female character, but Peter does a good job of making me feel insignificant. I shrink as his eyes rove over my body as if he’s looking for my weakness, the chink in my armor.

Scoffing, he says, “Leave LA and it looks like you had a make-under.”

“Yeah, a real glow down. No need to rub it in,” I mutter. My insecurities flood back. I was trying to be strong. To say what Mara would’ve—like I was playing the role of a confident woman.

But this is real life and I’m nothing special.

Jesse angles himself between Peter and me even though he’s now in handcuffs. I catch snatches of the reasons for the arrest listed by another deputy. Reckless driving, destruction of public property, endangerment, assault against a police officer, and car theft.

That’s quite a rap sheet, and he’s not even playing Donny Wicks.

Is Peter part of the Bling Ring? No, he couldn’t be.

Jesse bellows, “Do not speak to Tallula that way. Show some respect.” Turning to me, he says, “Go home, Princess.”

Peter spits, “I knew you were cheating on me.”

“I was not. You cheated on me.” With five women, it turns out.

“Then how do you two know each other?” Peter asks as the officers cart him away.

Glancing at Jesse, I say, “We were in detention together once.”

“In jail? I knew she was a criminal. She robbed me of everything I’m worth. You’ll be hearing from my lawyers.” Peter’s voice fades as he’s put into the back of the police car.

I could argue that I let him keep everything except one credit card so I could get home, but it’s not worth it. Though, there’s that word again. Home. Is Hogwash home?

My mind doesn’t want it to be, but my heart beats out a different tune.

“What a creep. That guy is delusional,” Jesse says, seething.

Turning to Jesse I said, “Thank you for coming to my rescue.”

Turning his sideways smile on me, he says, “Looks like the beignet bun saved the day.”

“It just stunned him. You were the real hero. Thank you and sorry to have dragged you into my messy life. Wish I could say this is a movie.”

The corner of Jesse’s eyes crinkle. “Nah, I prefer the real thing. And I’d like to say that I was just doing my job, but that’s not the whole story.”

I lift my gaze to his, wondering just what that is.

“If you don’t mind me wading into your mess, as you called it, or if you want to get it cleaned up a bit and find some room for a guy who likes tea, you know where to find me. I’m not going anywhere.”

My internal heart “like” icon flashes red and warmth floods me. My lips part but words don’t form. I’m afraid of what this could mean.

With a respectful tip of his hat and a sparkle in his eyes, Jesse goes back to work.

I can’t help but wonder whether Jesse meant he likes tea, as in the beverage, or something else. T, as in me.


Chapter Seventeen


Jesse
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The thing about small towns is that all news is big news. Of course, Molly appeared on the scene and captured every moment of Peter’s arrest. She asked questions, but I declined to comment. I haven’t decided whether saying less is more with her or if I’m better off telling her the facts so she doesn’t speculate.

But I know one thing for sure. I did tell Tallula that I’m interested in her—that I like her. The idea sends a shiver through me—it’s scary and exciting at the same time. Yeah, my thrills are different than they used to be.

Right now, her life is messy, as she said, but I wouldn’t mind a second-ish chance. Not that we had much of one, to begin with, but I wonder what would’ve happened if she hadn’t left Hogwash.

I probably would’ve done something impulsive and dumb like Peter. Well, not that bad. I’m not a deranged lunatic. But I wouldn’t have put it past old me to show up at her parents’ place on Marais Way with a boombox. Just saying.

Getting into trouble set me on a straight path and that might not have happened if I’d fallen for a girl and made a fool of myself. The tough truth is there’s no way Tallula truly would’ve been interested in bad boy me. She broke a couple of rules as a dare and went right back to her princess life.

But what about now? I’m afraid of the answer either way.

After filing my report of the incident at the Swan residence, I return to Pigs in a Blanket to find Tallula awake in the kitchen, fixing Moink a snack.

It’s not quite like coming home after a shift, but I can almost visualize the scene now—us with our own home, the comfort of each other’s company, a life together... But I’m getting ahead of myself.

“I’m in your debt,” she says.

“You can pay me with beignet buns.”

Her laugh soothes the rough edges that inevitably come from my line of work. I’d tell her I’ll take a laugh a day too, but she might not be ready to hear that.

She has an herbal tea waiting for me on the kitchen table and we sit down.

Dipping the bag up and down, I say, “Thanks for this. I’m guessing you’re wondering what happened.”

She nods and then tells me everything that happened after we left her parents’ house. I want nothing more than to wrap her in my arms, to comfort her. I should’ve insisted we drive together.

“How’d you know to pull him over?”

“I saw the car with out-of-state plates parked near your parents’ property and thought it was suspicious. When you drove past, it followed you. I ran the plates. The car was registered in your name. I called in backup. I lost you guys, but Deputy Talbot picked up the trail.”

Tallula presses her hand to her chest as if still processing everything. “I was so scared. I thought you were going to arrest me.”

“You have a great imagination—should write scripts.”

“I was involved in theater at Cameron High.” Her lips twist to the side as if that’s a long-ago memory, maybe even a dream.

“I have a few questions if you don’t mind.”

She bites her lip. “What about?”

“I want to eliminate Peter as having a connection to the Bling Ring.” I’m ninety-nine percent sure I know who is involved, but I must be certain before I make a move.

She laughs as if that’s preposterous. “He has all my bling—I left so much at our house, figuring I’d go back, but I don’t think I can. That life was fun, but I see beneath the glitter now.” Sadness and disappointment fill her eyes.

I want to reach for her hand, but she cuddles Moink.

I ask, “Is Peter dangerous?”

She chuckles darkly. “Only if an ego can be used as a weapon. Jesse, I am so embarrassed. I was supposed to drive off into the sunset and have the perfect Hollywood life. Now look at me.”

“I rather like what I see. Anyway, I think that’s just movie magic, Princess.”

“You don’t believe in happily ever afters?” Tallula looks down at her hands in her lap.

“I do now. But I don’t think they’re found by being anyone other than yourself.”

“Any other questions?” she asks after a contemplative beat.

Tomorrow, I’ll confirm my suspicions, but I don’t think Peter is behind the rash of thefts of shiny things—just want to be thorough. I set aside my small spiral notebook and pen.

Taking a deep breath, I say, “Off the record, do you want to tell me what made you leave Hollywood? Why you came here?”

Her eyes widen. “You mean you don’t know?”

“Not the fine details. I keep my ears open, but I don’t believe rumors. I like to gather firsthand accounts. If they match up with sources, then I’ll draw my own conclusions.”

“You heard me say that Peter cheated. It was more than that. When I found out what happened...I didn’t have the best reaction. I went nuclear.”

This time, my eyes grow big.

“My whole life, I was the good girl. Then I snapped. For a full twenty-four hours, I played the bad girl. I came unhinged,” Tallula’s voice strains.

“I find that hard to believe.”

“It went like this. My so-called friends saw that I was stressed. They offered to take me out. Said a night on the town would make me feel better. That looking good is the best revenge. We spent the day at the spa. Went shopping. Got all made up. Hit the town. Meanwhile, they kept giving me fruity drinks with lots of frills. Fizzy beverages that were so sweet they made my teeth ache. Remember, I’ve always been the good girl and never got involved in the party scene. They said it was fine. I took that to mean not to worry about the sugar and my diet plan. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Doesn’t sound like the worst.”

“Jesse, that was act one. Then we went dancing at a club. I saw one woman Peter had been with while we were supposedly married. I told her all of his dirty little secrets.”

“Supposedly married?” I ask because this part is news to me.

She hides her head in her hands. “This is like a D-grade movie. How could I leave that part out?” Tallula clarifies that the marriage license documents were not filed properly. Peter knew but kept the information from her while merging all of their finances. “He used me, Jesse.”

Shifting closer, I press my palm against Tallula’s back and rub small circles, working my way across her shoulder to the base of her neck. She leans into my hand like my tender yet strong touch smooths all the wrinkles out of her mind, leaving nothing but the truth.

She meets my gaze, liquid filling hers. “Understandably, I was hurt. But I took it too far. Sometime during the night, the girls got me fired up. They had me slinging arrows at my ex, asking me what I was going to do about it. Like the villain in a movie, I hatched a plan...and carried it into the next day. I hardly slept as I went on a crime spree.”

Had this happened ten years ago, I’d be cheering her on. “Was it really that bad?”

Tallula nods as if wishing she could minimize it. “First, I went home. In separate bags, I put Peter’s shoes, his clothes, devices, and golf gear. I dumped each of them in various places around town. His shoes went in the restaurant’s Dumpster where we first met. His clothes went into the creek by the beach where we first kissed. I threw his tech in the pool. I took his golf clubs and—” She holds out her arms, heels of her hands joined. “I practically feel the handcuffs around my wrists as I confess all this to an officer of the law.”

I chuckle. “I’m not going to arrest you.” By law, I’m not authorized.

“But it gets so much worse.”

“Is there more?” I ask, inviting her to unload this baggage she’s been toting around.

“I destroyed anything at our house that was his. Smash.” Tallula splays her fingers, making a shattering motion.

“Did that make you feel any better?”

“No. The one-woman demolition team therapy didn’t work.”

I cast her what I hope is a soft look. It’s not pity. I want her to know if there is anything I could do to remove the weight of her shame and pain at being betrayed, I would.

“As you may have noted, Peter thought I looked better in makeup. So, I left him a message in lipstick on the wall outside his condo—his man den where he and his buddies would play video games and probably party with other Hollywood wannabes.”

“Lethal.”

“Still not done. I had hundreds of signs printed that said, Lost Dog with his photo and description. We posted them all over the neighborhood and up and down Sunset Boulevard.”

“Sounds like you had some accomplices.”

“But I was the ring leader. Oh, and the ring. I chucked my engagement and wedding bands in a fountain while the camera filmed and yelled, ‘I wish I never met you Peter, Peter, Cheater Jerk Weasel.’ It doesn’t even rhyme.” Her chin trembles like a sob builds inside and then a few tears drop down her cheeks.

Using my thumb, I gently wipe them away. “Tallula, I’m sorry.”

She sniffles. “Don’t be. I’m mourning the life I thought I wanted. But that leaves me wondering what will replace it. Languishing in Hogwash Holler?”

I tip her chin up and say, “If I weren’t a police officer, I’d ask if you wanted help burying the body.”

Her eyes widen. “There’s no body.”

“But there is us.” I’d do anything for her.

She exhales slightly as if siphoning off relief one breath at a time. “You’re dead serious, aren’t you?”

I smile. “You’d better believe it. Ride or die.”

“Thanks for having my back.” She tips her head toward her shoulder. “That massage felt good.”

“You’re not a one-woman team. You’re not alone and you won’t languish. Not if I have anything to do with it.”

Our gazes meet, and I want to melt into her like butter. Breathe her sweet scent and kiss away her woes.


Chapter Eighteen


Jesse
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Still in the kitchen, Tallula blinks as if coming out of a trance, continuing her tale of destruction. “Make note that I made my ‘friends’ livestream everything that went down. The world got to watch me maraude and make a fool of myself.”

“But those friends were goading you on.” I use air quotes around the word friends.

“Jesse, I could’ve stopped at any time. I went way overboard.”

I cup Tallula’s jaw, brushing my thumb along her soft skin. “You could’ve. You didn’t. You made a public apology. Move on.”

“You know about that?”

I squint slightly, hoping she doesn’t get mad. “I did a background check to see who I was dealing with.”

“Then you saw it all.”

“No, I turned it off about a minute in.”

“The last thing I did was take all the photos of Peter and me to his parents’ house at four a.m., rang the doorbell, and made a big, fat scene about how terrible their son was. They threatened to call the authorities. Please don’t arrest me. I mean, do it if you have to. I wouldn’t want you to lose your job.”

I smooth my hands into hers. I recall a few times she seemed oddly nervous in my presence. I thought it was because of the dare after detention. Now, I realize she should put her imagination to better use.

“You’re wearing that sideways smirk,” she says.

“I’m trying not to laugh.”

“What’s funny? Nothing is funny about this.” She slouches dramatically.

“I can’t be totally sure, but I think in a court of law, the jury would side with you.”

“Do you think I’ll have to go to court?” She launches upright, wringing her hands.

I take them in mine, twining our fingers together. “If Peter is smart, no.”

“I apologized and paid for any damage to public and private property.” Sadness drops her voice with every word as if none of it is enough. “I kind of ruined my life.”

“He helped. But I say the best revenge is happiness.”

“It’s hard to admit this, but by then, I was C-list celebrity status at best. Maybe C+ given my association with Peter, but I’d severed it with a dull knife, making a mess of everything,” Tallula frets.

“That doesn’t sound like you trying to find happiness.”

She continues. “As for my so-called friends, it’s petty, but they mostly took his side because he’d just landed the role of Donny Wicks. It’s a huge franchise. Total heartthrob role.”

“Happiness is the best revenge,” I repeat, wondering if she heard me.

“There was no way to spin it other than that I snapped.” Her shoulders drop. “I thought I had it all. Now I don’t know what I want other than my life back, but I only have myself and millions of social media users to thank for complete and utter public humiliation.” She looks up at me. “And they weren’t there for me when Peter came unhinged, er, I drove him over the edge.”

“Tallula, you did no such thing. Please listen to me. Hear me. You said it yourself, he used you. You know, it would make a good screenplay—or if you stick around, it could work as a script for the stage.” A soft laugh comes from my chest.

Tallula’s forehead creases. “You’re chortling.”

“I’m laughing because if I listed all the terrible things I’ve done...”

“That’s different.”

“And I am now too. You can be anyone you want. Mostly, I’d like to see you be you.”

“It’s not so easy,” she hedges as if trying to exhaust every possible objection.

“It’s only as hard as you make it. Dragging myself out of a graveyard and coming back to life was hard. I think you can handle this.”

She pokes me in the ribs. “Jesse. That’s not funny.”

I know. It was very, very real. “I’m sticking to my guns. I wasn’t laughing. It was more like a chuckle.”

She defines several kinds of laughter then adds, “I had to learn the nuances for screenplay cues. I can tell, you’re laughing at me.”

I shake my head and squeeze Tallula’s hands. “We could all stand to laugh at ourselves from time to time. I’ve hardly seen you laugh since you got back here. But when I do⁠—”

“There’s nothing funny about Hogwash Holler.”

“I’d argue that. But you didn’t let me finish. When I hear you laugh, I feel a kind of happiness I didn’t know was possible. It fills me in a way I cannot explain. It’s like a balm I didn’t know I needed for a wound I didn’t realize I had.”

The furrow between her eyebrows smooths out and her gaze brightens. “Really?”

“Yep. Some beignet buns, a bit of laughter, and—one more thing. Then I’d say we’re even. Debt paid.” I wink.

There is no world in which I’d require Tallula to pay me back for anything. But this is a good excuse to help her see what I see.

“What’s the one more thing?”

“Come with me.” Palms joined I feel like the past dissolves, taking with it all my pain and angst as I lead her upstairs to the hallway with a big mirror on the end. It’s about as wide as a window and in a plain wooden frame. Nothing fancy, no frills like the golden, gilt frames at the Swan Estate.

Planting Tallula in front of me, I grip her shoulders and meet her gaze in the mirror.

“I see a beautiful woman. How about you?”

“I need to get my lashes redone.”

“You don’t. I see a strong woman.”

“And my hair—probably a clarifying treatment and conditioning mask would help,” she adds with a huff as if she doesn’t like what she sees.

Taking a deep breath, I continue, “When I look in this reflection, I see the most beautiful woman in the world. A woman who is strong, smart, and sorry for the wrongs she’s done. That takes humility. No offense, but I rarely associate that quality with actors or Marais Way princesses.”

She shakes her head as if refusing to accept what I said.

“Tallula, I see a woman who is on the way to having the real life she’s always wanted. That might mean making beignet buns, playing with her nieces and nephews, and maybe spending more time with the deputy sheriff. I’m not sure what else, but I think it’ll be wonderful because you are. You’ve just never let your true star shine.”

Tears fill in the corners of her eyes. I hold her gaze, unwilling to let her shrink from this vulnerable moment. I want her to see what I see—the real, true, amazing woman that she is.

She squeezes my hand and says a shaky, “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. Oh, and the third thing is not to listen to Peter or a voice in your head that says you had a makeup glow under or whatever. If you ask me, you had a glow-up. I said it before. I like your natural look.”

She turns in my arms, lifts onto her toes, and gives me the softest, sweetest kiss on the cheek. There’s a flickering inside that turns into a flame as she walks toward her room and casts me a smile before disappearing inside.


Chapter Nineteen


Jesse
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One more clue and I’m cracking the Bling Ring case wide open. I’m waiting on the car wash security camera footage, and if I’m right, I’ll know who, what, and where. Then it’s just a matter of, once again, mustering up the courage to do the hard, but right thing.

And if so, that’ll leave me as the sole remaining member of the Lawson family not behind bars.

But Tallula is a piece of another puzzle altogether. One I didn’t know I was putting together.

Even though she said she never wanted to come back to Hogwash, it’s funny how being here brings everything to the surface. Except for the truth about my own mystery.

Granted, her vengefulness makes me a little uneasy, but me, of all people, know that people can change. They can have low moments and react impulsively to a situation instead of responding cooly.

The moment Tallula and I shared in front of the mirror makes itself at home in my mind. If I could see my expression now, it would be of a guy with big puppy dog eyes and his mouth hanging open. I’ve fallen for Tallula. I wonder about what could grow between us if she sticks around. If she’d want to be with a guy like me. My heart has a clear answer to all my questions. My brain strikes back with doubt, but then something that was behind us in the mirror comes into focus in my mind’s eye.

The mirror also reflected a picture on the wall behind us. I leap to my feet and race to Pigs in a Blanket. Pounding upstairs, I find a Swan’s Syrup advertisement on the wall. Similar to the one at Tallula’s parents’ house, this one also bears the brand’s logo stamped in the corner—two white swans floating in a pool of molasses.

The advertisement at the estate caught my eye as if trying to rustle up a memory. Then this one appeared like a spotlight. I’m missing something, but what?

The steps creak, and Thelma, like a ghost with dark hair, appears. “Returning to the scene of the crime?”

I frown and my inner alarm lights up. “What crime?”

A slow smile slinks across her face and her gaze flicks to the mirror at the end of the hallway. “Admiring the fine art.” She must’ve overheard us in the hall.

I chuckle. “Something like that.”

“It’s obvious to everyone. Thankfully, they’re preoccupied with the events on Main Street, but if you’re not careful, your personal life is going to make it into the Pest Digest. If it were up to me, the headline would be, For goodness’ sake, just kiss the girl already.”

If I had a cup of tea in my hand, I would’ve done a spit take.

“When the two of you are in a room together lights are flashing. Sirens wailing.” She clicks her tongue.

“I’d like the fires in her life to come under control first.”

“Don’t underestimate how your steady presence and your good character can help with that. For a long time, people who didn’t have her best interest in mind have surrounded Tallula. Glad to see she’s breaking free.”

“Me too.” And I mean it, but my attention sticks to what Thelma said about my steady presence and good character. A sigh deflates me with fear. I’m not entirely sure who I am anymore. Am I a bad boy in cop’s clothing? Am I guilty by association with my family? Am I worthy of someone like Tallula?

Now is not the time to reflect on the past or speculate about the future, so I turn back to the task because some smoldering fires need to be extinguished in my life too before I can move on. “Thelma, what can you tell me about this advertisement?”

“For Swan’s Syrups? They hosted a contest years and years ago. I was a little girl. Contestants had to create an image that best depicted Swan’s Syrups. They’d select the best submissions and use them in their advertising materials. There were various prizes—a lifetime supply of Swan’s products, a year’s supply, and some gift baskets—and money. The Swans had no shortage of that. My father, bless his soul, had a sweet tooth. He asked me to draw these swans. Thought it would be cute.”

“Did you win?”

“No, unless you count him framing my scribbles. You look like your thoughts are moving at about the same pace as molasses.”

She isn’t wrong, but I snap my fingers, pacing and struggling to shift everything together in my mind. This is my personal mystery and if I don’t figure it out, my family’s name will have even more mud on it and that could ruin my credibility as a police officer.

Thelma’s raspy voice pierces my thoughts. “Don’t tell anyone that I admitted this, but I had my chance at love and let it slip away on a ship out of Mobile.” She shakes her head. “Still think about him from time to time. It’s my biggest regret. But maybe a beignet bun will help sort out whatever is vexing you, weighing you down. That’s what Betsy would say, anyway.” She offers a rare smile.

“Thank you.” I could go for tea too and a few minutes with Tallula, but she’s not heavy in my mind. No, she’s a source of light and laughter. Things I never thought I’d seek no less deserve.

But if I don’t put together these pieces, I’m afraid that I’ll be no better than my father.

When I get to the Coffee Loft, the energizing aroma of fresh grounds and the smell of buttery dough baked with cinnamon hug the air.

I have an important question for Tallula, but her apron is askew and pieces of her loose blonde curls fall into her face.

“Good morning.”

She shakes her head. “A spilled, overflowed, flooded morning is more like it.”

“What happened?”

“I mis-programmed the coffee machine. If this were an episode of a romcom, it would be called, The One Where She Messes Up Everything.”

I want to gather Tallula into my arms and...kiss her to make it better. The spot on my cheek where she kissed me is still warm. If she’d left lipstick, I wouldn’t have wiped it off.

“I’m not good at anything except being pretty and⁠—”

I hold up my hand. “Stop right there. You’re good at making beignet buns.”

“Money doesn’t grow on beignet trees, and I’m super behind on orders after the great coffee flood of today.” She lets out a long sigh and stares at the ceiling.

Looping my fingers around hers, I draw Tallula close. I tell myself I’m doing this for the townsfolk—they love the jumbo beignet buns—but this hug is for her. For me. Us.

“I’m broke and can hardly afford my room at Pigs in a Blanket. My parents are going to be back by the end of the month. Poor Moink hasn’t had her blueberry oatmeal facial in weeks. This can’t be my life. Baking beignet buns can’t be my job.”

“Tell that to the inventor of the owners of doughnut shops and every beignet bakery in the state. Yours are unique. One of a kind. People will come here from far and wide to try them and then stay for the coffee.”

She peers up at me with tired eyes. “You really think so?”

“I know so. You went and broke the cinnamon roll and beignet rules and made something better. How’s that for being a good girl?”

My lips lift. “Maybe your job is making people smile. You make a treat they can share with a friend or enjoy after a tough day or to celebrate something. A beignet bun is like a hug.” I squeeze her tight.

Her arms snug around me and she tucks her cheek against my chest. My heart thrums. Tallula smells like sugar. I could really get used to this.

After a beat, she goes a little slack in my arms as if remembering something and mutters, “Mara will be here any minute. Said she’s coming in to take over my shift. Told me to go home and sleep.” With a yawn, Tallula adds, “I’m running on empty, but my brain is wired. I’ve had three espressos.”

From the kitchen in the back, someone calls, “Tally, I’m here.”

We jump apart, but Mara is a mom, meaning she has eyes on the back of her head and can see through walls. That’s a fact.

Her smirk suggests she saw the little standing snuggle.

“Came in for T, I mean for a tea,” I say. My ears heat.

Tallula’s cheeks turn a pretty shade of pink.

“Go home and get some sleep,” Mara orders.

Tallula stashes her apron behind the counter, says goodbye to her sister, and follows me outside.

The air is pleasantly crisp, which is welcome because even during the autumn season down here it can still be hot. A few leaves blow along the sidewalk, but they might be from last fall. I wonder if Molly would put herself to good use and create a Hogwash Holler beautification committee. I pocket the idea for later because I can’t take my eyes off Tallula. Even though she’s tired, T is the prettiest woman in town. In the world, if I have anything to say about it.

My concerns about my future and the mystery on my hands drift away. Lengthening my spine, I say, “Tallula, I have this afternoon and evening off. If you rest up a little, would you like to come on a ride with me?”

“A ride? I’d rather not go in the police SUV if that’s what you mean. Like if you’re going to arrest me, can I just turn myself in? I’ll go willingly.”

I chuckle. “T, I dare you to take a motorcycle ride with me.” The words echo the ones I spoke long ago.

Her cheeks lift with a smile like she’s ready to replay that memory...and maybe make it even better.


Chapter Twenty


Tallula
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My internal heart “like” icon started flashing red when Jesse hugged me at the Coffee Loft and it hasn’t stopped. I flop onto my bed, my thoughts loud. Aren’t there noise ordinances around here? I should call in a complaint. But the moment I close my eyes. I’m asleep.

When I wake up three hours later, groggy and confused because it’s light out—I’ve been waking up during the wee hours when it’s still dark—it takes me a moment to place why I took a nap in the middle of the day.

From head to toe, I fill with warm fuzzies when I remember my date with Jesse later. Sure enough, that little heart icon remains lit.

After a long shower, I get ready for our “date.” I’m not sure what to wear. It’ll be late afternoon and we’re well into October now. It’s definitely sweater weather. I think back to that day I had detention. What was I wearing? Chances are something obnoxiously preppy. Nothing wrong with that style, but I tried so hard to be a good girl in every aspect of my life, including what I wore.

What does that make me now? Not a bad girl because chances are I’d pick that same outfit all over again. But maybe less obsessive about fitting a mold.

I bounce on my toes. I have a beige sweater and jeans I could wear that are similar to the ones from that day. A cute pair of ankle boots will finish the outfit. It’s an upgrade from eighteen-year-old me, but also a little hug for the girl I was who tried so hard.

Speaking of hug... Did Jesse hug me or was that a dream?

I sniff the Coffee Loft shirt I had on earlier. Smells like coffee, cinnamon, and a subtle hint of...is that him?

Closing my eyes, I recollect. Yes. Jesse Lawson hugged me earlier. His arms were strong and heavy. Pleasantly weighted like a thick blanket. Like he could pull a tree up by its stump—or slug Peter if he ever dared take a swing at him again.

My ride on cloud nine stops abruptly when I recall how humiliating last night was. I wasn’t kidding when I said my life is a mess.

But hasn’t it always been this way? I’m just really good at hiding it by putting on a nice outfit, doing my hair, and pasting a smile on my lips. Pretending that everything is perfect.

Like an arrow released from a bow, another question races toward me and pierces me with truth.

What if I’m just myself?

Would that be so bad? What would happen?

Before I can arrive at an answer, there’s a light knock on my door. Thelma’s raspy voice sounds through the wood. “Tallula, there’s a young man downstairs calling on you.”

For a moment, the rollercoaster dip causes my stomach to plunge, but Thelma would’ve recognized Peter and not allowed him entry.

Of course, it’s Jesse. When I still lived at home, my dates had to answer to my father. Since then, there have been numerous guys that were varying degrees of okay. But never has my stomach swung so solidly toward unfettered excitement as I anticipate meeting the man downstairs. Back on cloud nine, I practically float to the landing by the door.

Jesse’s hair is combed and styled slightly like he may have zipped over to the salon and had Betsy clean it up. He’s freshly shaved and wearing a button-down shirt with jeans. It’s pressed and tucked in. Aside from the well-worn boots and the leather jacket slung over his shoulder and hanging off his first two fingers, everything about him says good guy—and he is. But that doesn’t mean he’s boring. The sideways smile on his lips tells me he’s every bit as fun and funny as ever.

Holding a bouquet of pale orange roses, alyssum, and sunflowers, he offers them to me and says, “You look mighty pretty, Tallula.”

“Thank you. You look rather sharp yourself.”

His lips ripple with a smile as if not accustomed to receiving compliments.

“Now, you two, no funny business, drive safely, and be home by curfew,” Thelma says.

We both gawk.

“That’s what parents say, right? I always wanted to try out that line. See if I could pull it off.”

Jesse claps her on the shoulder, “Good delivery. Had I listened to authority figures when I was a teenager, I would’ve obeyed.”

She smiles as if pleased. “All the same, have fun.”

I can’t be sure, but I think she mouths, For goodness’ sake, just kiss the girl already.

Outside, Jesse opens the truck’s passenger side door for me like a gentleman. “I thought we were taking a ride on your motorcycle.”

“We are—just have to go get it.”

“Do you remember how to ride it?”

He chuckles and rounds to the driver’s side. Cranking the engine, he rolls both windows down. “It’s, well, like riding a bike.” Then he tells me about his weekend cruises through the countryside when he has time off.

As we cross Main Street, I say, “By the way, thanks for earlier. I needed a hug.”

“I’m new at this. Haven’t had too many opportunities to flex those muscles.”

“On the contrary, your muscles are quite flexed.” Unable to help myself, I squeeze his biceps.

The corners of Jesse’s eyes crinkle with a smile. “I mean showing affection. That kind of thing. You having been married and all, I assume you’re better at it than me.”

“I was fake married,” I remind Jesse because as far as I’m concerned, Peter doesn’t get any more screentime.

With the late-day sun golden and the wind reminding me that chaos and order are two very different things, something I’ll never be able to explain washes over me. For my whole life, I was trying to exert control by being the good girl, trying to fit myself into a box of what I thought that kind of person looked and acted like. When really, I wanted order—for my parents to deal with their problems rather than pretend they didn’t exist. To not have to play the good girl so we seemed perfect.

I glance over my shoulder at the ribbon of road behind us. It’s as if there’s been a rope tied around me, holding me back, and it just now broke loose. Jesse is very much a part of this newfound freedom.

I can’t say for sure whether there’s a future with this man, but there is the time we have right now. I’m not going to pretend I’m anyone other than myself with him. Words tumble out of me. “Whatever happens is new for both of us.”

“I like that plan,” Jesse says, turning down a driveway crowded with live oaks and magnolia trees.

If I were with anyone else, I’d be afraid he was leading me to my demise. This would be the episode called, The One When She Goes into the Woods and Never Comes Out.

“I have a lot of work to do. Get this cleared out. Have the driveway graded. Maybe paved, but those are projects for later.”

We emerge into a large clearing with a brick house with a hip-style roof in the center. Two dormers like a pair of eyes stare at us above a gaping front porch with pillars that remind me of jack-o’-lantern teeth.

I fight a shiver. “Is it haunted?”

Jesse chuckles. “Most certainly not. It’s gutted. Fixing it up. Brick by brick. Literally. I’ve been repointing them, especially along the chimney there.” He points.

“This is your place?”

“When I was a teenager, my answer would’ve been, unfortunately.”

I can see why. The house is practically crumbling down, and the overgrown property isn’t much better.

Jesse cuts the truck’s engine but doesn’t get out. I don’t want to either.


Chapter Twenty-One


Tallula
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“Ikeep my motorcycle stored here. It was my grandparents’ place. My father inherited it. Ruined it. I’m restoring it.”

I nod, appreciating that. If I squint, I can almost see the Acadian-style home in its former wide front porch glory.

“It’s a lot of work, and I might lose it.”

“A foreclosure?”

“No, it’s bought and paid for. My grandmother came into some cash. My grandfather wanted to take her on a lavish trip. She’d never left Louisiana. She insisted on paying off the mortgage.”

“Where are they now?”

“My grandmother passed away only a few years later. My grandfather was never the same. Turned mean. My father seemed to take it as a cue to not commit to anything but wrongdoing. Took advantage of my grandfather’s aggrieved state.”

“And your mom?”

“She was sick. Passed away when I was pretty young. Lost my father while he was in jail. Had a bad case of pneumonia. The guy was never much for life.”

“I’m sorry, Jesse.” I cover his hand with mine.

“Everyone says that but don’t be. It’s not that I’m allergic to pity. It’s just what it is I suppose. There are worse problems to have.”

From the sound of it, I’m not sure I agree. Then again, my family has its own issues. Ones I’m guessing Jesse wouldn’t envy.

“As for losing the house, just a few years ago, I wouldn’t have cared. Not a lick. But I’ve grown to appreciate the man I’ve become. I reckon I wouldn’t have changed had I not had a father who was the kind of person who would pick the flowers off his mother’s grave.”

My eyes bulge because that is quite a statement.

“True story. I caused my own kind of trouble. Then I had a wake-up call. Got on a better path. Little by little, much like this house, I fixed my life. Now you’re back in it and if that’s not a reward for a job well done, I don’t know what is.”

My cheeks warm.

“I’m still trying to right wrongs and part of that is redeeming my family’s name.”

“Lawson?”

“Break the law son. Yeah. That one.” He draws a big breath. “Did your parents ever mention why my father was fired from Swan’s Syrups?”

I shake my head, but I’ve heard rumors.

“They accused him of skimming money from some accounts. I won’t pretend that he wouldn’t do something like that. The man had a rap sheet as tall as a sassafras tree after its first summer, but I could never work out how he got his hands on the accounts since he was on the factory side of the operation. Sure, he could’ve masterminded some slick way to take the money, but he wasn’t clever like that.” Jesse shakes his head as if still trying to puzzle it out.

“I know our families have their differences, but I don’t think poorly of you because of anything your father may or may not have done,” I say carefully.

He slides his hand out from under mine and plants it on top, lacing his fingers through mine. “A long time ago, I found a bunch of cash in a coffee can. It was about the same amount he was accused of taking from Swan’s Syrups.” Jesse meets my gaze. “Tallula, I thought I found it. Turned my father in on my eighteenth birthday.”

My heart breaks for him and stumbles a bit because was his dad guilty? What does that mean for us?

“It was the hardest thing I ever had to do, but he was already wanted for a bunch of other crimes. I’m not going to underplay it. The man was a bad dude. Still, something about it never sat right. He said the money wasn’t his. That his parents must’ve stashed it a long time ago. I didn’t believe him at the time, but the longer I thought about it, had my father suddenly come into a large sum of money, there would’ve been evidence. First, he would’ve blown half of it down at Wild Boar’s Watering Hole, and at the very least, we would’ve been able to afford heat and electricity that winter.” Jesse opens the door and gets out of the truck.

We wander over to the attached garage behind the brick house.

Shaking his head, he adds, “More than likely, he’d have a bronze statue made of himself. Or his rusty old Trans-Am. He loved that car more than he did anyone in our family.” A long sigh escapes as he hefts open the garage door.

I think of Moink and find a soft spot in my heart for Mr. Lawson. When our family life isn’t great, we can choose to make things seem better than reality or rebel against it. I know what I picked. I don’t blame Jesse or his dad for going in the opposite direction.

A puff of dust billows into the air and the remaining sun, tucking slowly behind the trees at our backs, illuminates the motorcycle in the center of the garage.

“I inherited this house and in so many ways it represents my family—broken. I want to fix that one way or another. If my father was truly guilty, fine. I accept that. But I think there was something else there. That he got caught up in something nefarious or was falsely accused.”

Having put together the chronology of events, my grandfather was still in charge of operations at Swan’s Syrups, and my father was still working as an attorney before taking over.

“Do you think my grandfather was involved?” I ask, afraid of the answer.

“I don’t know what I think other than around that same time I overheard my father talking to someone about the ring.”

“The Bling Ring?”

“No, but that reminded me of—” He picks up a box and rifles through a folder. “Have you heard from your parents about the vandalism over at their place?”

“My father left me a message...” I trail off.

My sister spoke to them and said that when she mentioned the last name Lawson, meaning the deputy on the case, he fumed, criticizing them. There’s a real feud between our families.

So far this date isn’t exactly what I expected, but it’s getting more interesting by the minute. Curiosity draws me in.

A bare lightbulb flickers on overhead. Jesse pulls out a string tie envelope. Inside is a mug shot with him, and another...and a third.

He snorts. “I want to get rid of all this.”

“As far as I can tell, there are no remnants of the bad boy except this motorcycle, this leather jacket, and your side grin.” He’s wearing the jacket now and I tug on the edge and then wiggle a little round rock band pin.

He flashes his smile then, but it’s bashful as if before it turned wicked, it belonged to a sweet, innocent boy who was born into a rough family.

“You remember?”

“How could I forget?”

“Maybe you wanted to.”

“Remember how you told me not to talk about my glow down? The same rule applies, Deputy.”

He chuckles. “Fair enough.”

That little digital heart inside flashes red and grows warm. I think I like this bad boy turned good. I think I like him a lot. A sweet sigh escapes.

Jesse suddenly goes still, his thoughts far away before swooping through the room as he picks up a glass bottle out of a box. It’s empty, but the label says Swan’s Syrup.

“Tallula, I don’t want to bog you down with this, but I think you can help me. I’m so close to being free of the past. But it still has one hook in me.”

“I don’t know how I can help, but I’ll try.”

“When you were at your parents’ house, I noticed an advertisement for Swan’s Syrups that was part of a contest years and years ago.”

“Thelma has one hanging in the hall,” I say, catching his meaning.

“Exactly. The memory is foggy, but I think my grandmother made one too. It’s got to be around here somewhere. No way would I have tossed that out.”

We poke around amidst boxes of papers, old magazines and newspapers, paint cans, and numerous tools.

“I still have to finish going through all this. Probably will need to take another load to the dump.” He turns in a circle, looking over the remains of his family’s life, stuffed into one small garage.

“Do you remember how big it was or what it looked like?” I ask at the same time I spot what looks like the corner of a frame tucked behind an old stop sign.

Jesse taps it with the toe of his boot. “Stole that senior year. Probably should’ve taken it as a sign to stop what I was doing. Definitely should return it to the town.”

“Not that. This.” Tilting the stop sign forward, I stare into a familiar face with blonde curls and a mole on her chin rather than her cheek.

Turning to Jesse, I say, “That’s my grandmother.”

With a gasp, he says, “Painted by my grandmother. What in the name of⁠—?”

“That’s my grandfather beside her and their kids, including my father. Didn’t have the jowls yet. What does this mean?” I notice the Swan’s Syrups logo in the corner.

Jesse must see it at the same time I do because he hoots with excitement. Then he all but leaps into the air before picking me up off the ground and spinning me in a circle.

“I don’t get it,” he says, talking into my hair.

“Me neither, but it means something.” Together, I think we can figure it out.

Still in his arms, I tip my head back with laughter.

We both cheer and laugh before our eyes meet. I slowly slide down his chest before landing on my feet. Jesse’s gaze travels down my face to my lips. He licks his and says, “Getting hungry? I have a picnic planned. This can wait.”

“Ready whenever you are.”

Jesse backs the motorcycle out of the garage and parks it by the truck. Pulling a couple of bags out of a big cooler he has in the back, he then stashes them in the saddle bag on the bike.

He hops on and over his shoulder, wearing his wicked grin, he asks, “Ready to ride?”

With that little heart icon aglow, I can’t help but think the adventure is just beginning.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Tallula
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The motorcycle rumbles beneath us as we coast along the country roads, past Daley Farms with its sweet potato fields, and west toward the slowly lowering sun.

It’s a beautiful afternoon and with my arms wrapped around Jesse, I can’t help but feel like life is hugging me after I got a swift kick in the backside—the whole mess with Peter and the information I’m not sure what to make of related to the Lawsons and Swan’s Syrups.

I rest my cheek on Jesse’s back, hoping to put all that out of my mind for now. This ride feels the same as the first time but different. Before I was certain I was leaving. All these years later, I think I want to stay here for a good long while.

When Jesse pulls off the main road and toward a small overlook with a view, my heart hammers in my chest as if trying to keep up with the speed of the bike. This is where we stopped after detention. My chest swells. Aside from the detour to his old house, he planned a reenactment of our first ride.

Will we kiss? My pulse raps out a hopeful answer.

He unpacks the small picnic for us, complete with a blanket, two cans of root beer, and cold-cut sandwiches from the Laughing Gator Grille—the only game in town.

“It’s nothing fancy,” Jesse says as if slightly shy.

“It’s perfect.”

We share a bag of potato chips and chat about high school, each of us daring the other to go to the reunion next spring.

“I’m not sure I could handle it,” I say.

He nudges me with his elbow. “We could go together.”

“The bad boy and the good girl. We were such a pair of stereotypes.”

“Cliches,” he adds.

“I was the perfect little princess.”

“I was the rebel without a cause.”

“We were like stock characters in a teen movie.”

We talk about who would’ve been cast in some of the other roles like jock, nerd, and weirdo.

“What did you think of me?” I ask.

“You sure you want to know?”

I nod, feeling brave. “That you were a snob, a rich girl. In Mrs. Boardman’s Home Economics class, you’d pronounce the word cuisine like this queyseene.”

I swat his arm. “I did not.”

“And gourmet was gauhhrmay like you were French.”

I bump him with my shoulder. “I am French and that is how you say gourmet.”

He chuckles. “Also, that you were untouchable, unattainable, and very very pretty.”

My pink cheeks tell me that I like the sound of that.

Jesse’s gaze drifts to mine.

I ask, “On a sliding scale of glow up to washed up do you still think those things?”

“That you’re a snob? No. But we made a rule about the glow thing. If you want to know what I think of you now, you’re gorgeous, sweet, thoughtful, kind, hardworking, and getting closer and closer every day to realizing how much I like you.”

My jaw lowers. Things have changed, especially how handsome Jesse is in (and out of) uniform, how polite he is when he stops in for tea, and how I can’t seem to get him out of my mind.

“How about me?” he asks.

“You’re doing a pretty good job showing me you weren’t who I thought you were. Though, it appears you have a fondness for your version of doughnuts and coffee.”

“Beignet buns and tea? What can I say, it comes with the territory.” He pats his abs. “But I should watch my physique.”

“You mean your washboard abs?”

“How do you⁠—?”

“I saw you after your run and leaving the bathroom the other day after a shower.”

He arches an eyebrow. “Thelma would not approve?”

“You sure about that? She looked rather encouraging when we left earlier.” I inch nearer.

“Hmm. You do have a point.” Jesse, balanced on his elbow and with one leg kicked out long, lifts onto his palm.

The space between us gets warmer the closer we get. I lean in, welcoming it on this crisp autumn evening.

His gaze dips to mine. My lips part.

Wearing that side smile that drives me wild, he says, “This rerun of our first ride out here is better than before, and I think we should do something about this.”

“About what?” I ask, my voice a whisper.

He wags his finger between us, mere inches apart. “About us.”

Not another word needs to be spoken. Our mouths crush together. I don’t know what I expected when a former good girl and a former bad boy kiss, but this is explosive. The digital hearts inside multiply and then explode like confetti.

This is better than golden awards, accolades, and parades. I always felt like I was playing a role. Except with Jesse. This is very, very real.

My hands slide up his arms as we continue to kiss, pulses jumping. His fingers thread into my hair and a happy little sound escapes.

I feel a grin grow on his lips. He pulls back slightly, gaze heavy and not wavering from mine.

“This is better than the first time,” I whisper.

His knuckles graze my jawline. “For a long time, I was afraid you’d remember and regret it.”

“No, Jesse, I could never forget. I remember everything about that day. About you.”

“Me too. I’m not proud.”

“But now, you have every reason to be.”

As if afraid of what we might say next, once more, our lips crush together. This kiss is more intense than mere moments ago. It’s like we both know what we want and are willing to tell the other, but not with words. Not yet.

As the kiss deepens, my last thought is this would be the one called Mugs and Kisses—coffee and tea mugs, mug shots—then my mind goes quiet, save for a vague awareness of Jesse’s spicy aftershave and leather scent, his rough hands trailing across my back and toward the nape of my neck, and the way his lips feel on mine, which is better than good.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Jesse
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My heart throbs out a beat that I’ve never before felt as Tallula’s lips brush mine softly. She draws back from the kiss, tracing her fingers along my lower lip as if not believing that we’re doing this.

Warmth kindles between us, and I kiss each of her fingertips. Her eyes cloud over and then blink closed. Once more, our mouths meet.

Her breath is shallow as the kiss continues and deepens. I’ve never been off the continent, yet I feel like I’m exploring foreign territory—kissing Tallula is an entirely new language. One I want to be fluent in. I chronicle everything I know about her—the sugar-sweet scent, big heart for small dogs, ability to bake blind, and the way she’s accepted humility. But I want to know more about her—everything—and become an expert in all things Tallula. What makes her laugh, smile, and forget her worries.

Her hands rove toward my jaw and mine find hers. We’re so filled up by each other, by the thunder of our hearts, and this moment, that our surroundings, the whole world turns fuzzy, and I get lost in the kiss.

When we finally catch our breath, I recline on the picnic blanket. Tallula nestles in close to me, resting her head in the crook of my arm.

Taking a deep breath and a risk, I say, “When you got back to town, I was afraid you’d remember our first kiss and not want anything to do with me. Not because the kiss was bad. But because I was. Even though I acted like a tough guy, I was ashamed. I’m not that guy anymore,” I whisper.

Picking up my meaning, she replies, “I’m not that girl.”

No, she’s a woman. More gorgeous than ever, growing in confidence, becoming who she was meant to be which is nothing short of herself—her true self not hidden behind who she thinks she needs to be or who people want her to be. The gorgeous, glowing Tallula she was always meant to be.

“What changed?” she asks.

Sitting up, I tug up the back of my shirt, revealing a series of scars. Her breath catches because the rough and thick swath of skin indicates there was significant pain. I prefer to think of it as a blessing.

“What happened? A wake-up call. Literally. As usual, I was up to no good. Out partying with my cousin.”

“Sawyer?”

“Yeah, you might remember him as being a real wastoid back in the day.” I wish he’d answered the same call I got after the accident or at least would return mine in the present. Chances are he lost or sold his phone. Imagining the trouble he’s in makes my jaw tight and that’s not how I want to feel after kissing Tallula.

Exhaling, I say, “He had too much to drink and fell asleep at the wheel—I was already passed out in the passenger seat.”

Her expression drops as if anticipating what I’m about to say. “Based on the rubber marks on the road, we spun twice and then somehow flipped over the wrought-iron fence at Cameron Memorial Grounds.”

She gasps. “The cemetery?”

“Landed upside down between two rows of graves.”

Tallula inhales sharply. “You could’ve died.”

“I know. It was a wake-up call. They put me in a coma and some very skilled, courageous, and amazing people saved my life. Almost lost the use of my legs, but thankfully, God had other plans. He called. I answered. Got on track. It came down to a choice between becoming a police officer or paramedic.”

“That’s an incredibly inspiring story, Jesse.”

Her words touch a tender place inside. “I’m trying to right some wrongs. My own and in my family.”

“You’re not obligated to them⁠—”

I shrug. “Maybe. Maybe not. But I have to try to be a better example, be my own man, and break whatever chains try to drag me back with the hope that maybe that’ll help pull them forward. You know?”

“Yes and no. I mean, I guess we all have our issues.”

“Oh yeah? What’s yours?”

“You were the bad boy. I was the good girl. Still am in a lot of ways. But it goes deeper than that. I don’t know what compelled you to act the way you did. For me, I just wanted to be seen. Not because I was pretty though. For who I was, who I am. But no matter how hard I tried, I was still just the pretty girl. Ironic that I thought working in Hollywood, land of movie sets and facades, would change that.”

My gaze wanders from Tallula’s delicate neck, to her beauty mark, to her brown eyes. “I see your beauty, but I also see your bravery—it’s not easy going back to a place you thought was the problem, where people saw you a certain way, and where, most importantly, you acted a certain way. It’s tough.”

“Being back in Hogwash is strange. It’s like nothing changed and everything did. I expected more resistance to my return. I guess that was all coming from me.”

“Have you read the Pest Digest lately?”

“Yeah, people have no problem talking about me but don’t take much time to talk to me. I don’t know which is worse, the giant telescope that is social media or the microscope that’s our local gossip mill.”

I chuckle.

“How about you? Was it hard when you made your big return?”

“I had a reputation and a rap sheet to reconcile. My behavior didn’t improve until I was in my early twenties. The hole I’d dug was deep. First, I walked into the police station and tried to turn myself in.”

“For what?” She brushes her hand over her wrist, likely thinking of when she tried to have me arrest her.

“All the things they hadn’t caught me doing.”

She laughs. “That’s audacious.”

“Or stupid. Anyway, they loved the idea but refused. So, I asked if I could go to the Academy. You can imagine the hysterical laughter that ensued. But I wasn’t joking. I cleaned myself up, started working out, and applied. There were a few detours and challenges, but I showed them I would be an asset.”

“That’s quite the underdog story. Could be a movie.”

I sling my arm around Tallula’s shoulders, hugging her close. “Only if you get to be the love interest.”

She curls into me as we watch the sun set...and then our lips meet again. My hands skim her smooth lines, making my stomach squeeze and my chest too. I really like this woman. If I had to go through all that trouble to get here, to get to this moment, I count it as a blessing. There’s no one I’d rather try to be better—it would be an honor to give this woman the very best version of myself.

The pressure of her lips against mine slackens. “What?” she asks. “Seems like you’re thinking about something.”

“Oh, just us.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“It’s not a bad thing. Not at all.” Cupping her cheek, I pull her close, desperate to show Tallula just how good it can be, starting with this kiss and ending with my arms around her as we snuggle under the stars.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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Later, after dropping off the motorcycle, we pick up the truck and return to Pigs in a Blanket.

“That was a lot of fun,” Tallula says.

“Want to do it again?” I ask, my smile undeniable.

“Anytime. All the time,” she whispers the last part, and her fingers find mine. They twine together.

Chatting a while longer, we remain in the truck like we don’t want this evening to end.

Shifting so I’m facing Tallula, I ask, “I’ve been wondering, why were you in detention that day, anyway?”

She bites her lip and then says, “Why were you?”

“Hmm. Hard to remember. That day it could’ve been any number of things like rolling through the halls in Mr. Fahrney’s desk chair—that thing was like a sofa with wheels. I also stapled a few people’s clothes together. Played guitar in class...”

“I forgot you played guitar. You were a bad boy in a band. You should’ve gotten your own yearbook page.”

“You were on the committee, you should’ve given me one,” I tease.

“How’d you know that?”

“I noticed things. Like you, I wanted to be seen. But instead of doing good deeds and contributing, I did the opposite. But I wasn’t all chaos and calamity. Do you remember Bella?”

“The girl with special needs?”

“Some kids were picking on her. I was trying to cheer her up. I found one of Mrs. Sutter’s old cat calendars, cut out the pictures of the cute little kittens, and passed them to her during class. The teacher caught me. Predictably, I got the dreaded yellow slip.”

“That’s so sweet—not the detention part. You weren’t as bad as everyone thought.”

“No, I was worse.” Which makes me good at my job. “You still haven’t answered why you were in detention.”

Tallula taps the air. “Ah, forgot I was talking to a police officer. Have you ever interrogated anyone?”

“Only Denny Alton after Mrs. Halfpenny accused him of stealing Frodo.”

“Frodo is still around?”

“Um, battery operated and kicking.”

She laughs. I love that sound and could really get used to it.

“I was caught cheating. Kind of. I’d been busy with all the end-of-senior-year events—I thought if I was on every committee, participated in all the fundraisers, and did all the things, I’d finally get some attention from my parents. I’d been cramming for exams and forgot to write an essay for Mrs. Poulin’s English Lit class.”

“She was the only teacher at Cameron that terrified me.”

“Rightly so. I was in a bind though. I found some obscure book in my parent’s library that had one of those author analysis sections in the back. I copied it for the most part. She thought my messy handwriting was unusual and questioned me—asked whether I’d borrowed some of the content. Of course, I denied it but offered to do a detention and write another essay. In my defense, I knew the original material that she wanted for the essay, but I just didn’t have the time to write it all down, edit it, and everything.”

I laugh and slap my leg. “That is⁠—”

Jaw set, Tallula cuts me an affronted look.

“Okay, not funny, but you have to admit...it fit your character.”

“That’s just it. I was always playing a role. And I have been for⁠—”

I lace my fingers through Tallula’s because I’m afraid of the answer. Worried I’ll have to let her go. “How about now? With me?”

Her eyes brighten and her lips lift with a smile. “No, not at all.”

Relief washes through me but doesn’t last long. More than likely, she’ll go back to Hollywood soon. That means I’m going to hold on to what we’ve got for as long as I can.

Once in the B&B and after saying a lingering goodnight, I walk past the Swan’s Syrups advertisement on the wall, still feeling like there’s something close, practically under my nose, and I’m missing it.

With my hand on the doorknob to my room, I pause as my grandmother’s painting fills my mind along with what my father said as he was being arrested.

He’d have looked at that painting every day while he was growing up. Likely, he longed for the kind of wealth the Swans possessed and wished for a way to bring his mom back so his father hadn’t gone off the rails.

The money he allegedly stole would’ve helped for sure, but that’s not what he took.

Like a ghost from the past, the pieces float together in my mind. It was what my grandmother captured in all its glittering glory on the canvas.

Mrs. Swan’s ring.

Not wanting to disturb anyone because it’s late, and this is a lark, I slip back downstairs. When I get to the door, Tallula appears. “I’d ask if you’re down here for a midnight beignet bun snack, but you look like you’re up to something.”

My chest lifts and lowers on a breath. I won’t lie and tell her a convoluted story to make the hunch I have sound somewhat sane or claim that I have to go into the station.

“It’s about my family...and yours.”

With Moink in her arms, frantically trying to get to me, Tallula comes to my side and winks. “It sounds like you’re trying to do something good. Meanwhile, I’m up for breaking some rules.”

I chuckle and we get in the truck because there’s no real harm in her coming along. At least I hope not.

On the drive over to the brick house, I recap everything I know so far. Usually, it’s an old black-and-white movie in my head, but this time I bring it to life for Tallula.

“As I told you before, my father worked for Swan’s Syrups, and his boss, your grandfather, accused him of stealing money—petty cash. Of course, he denied it. Thinking about it some more, had he come into money, at the very least, he’d have burned it all on something. That tells me he was innocent. That I made a mistake turning him in. But where did the money I found in the can come from? And the missing money from your family’s company went somewhere. If your grandfather simply wanted to fire my dad, he wouldn’t have come up with such an incriminating story. It’s been puzzling me for a good while now.”

“The old man had no problem firing people. But why would he have gone through so much trouble to accuse your dad?”

“Could’ve been the wrong place at the wrong time or any number of other possibilities.”

“But you have a different theory,” Tallula says, perceptive.

“You’re not going to like it.” I’m worried about what she’s going to think about all of this. I consider turning around. Bringing her was probably a bad idea. I could slowly peel off the bandage or tear it all in one go.

She leans in, waiting.

“I think my father was framed. He was the perfect scapegoat because he’d already gotten into plenty of trouble and was known for petty crimes.”

“Framed? Why?”

“Still trying to figure that out. Any ideas?” I do my best to keep my tone mild. Not to suggest her family did anything nefarious while doubt pricks me like shards of glass. All this time, I believed I was guilty by association with my father, but I was the one who potentially wrongfully turned him in.

Tallula seems to shrink in the seat beside me. “There is one possibility. I’ve never told anyone.” She swallows. “My father always said what a good man my grandfather was—the kind of good I wanted to be, you know?”

“If it means anything to you, I’m not trying to make your family look bad. Just trying to make mine look less bad and more importantly get to the truth.”

“Once, when I was about six or seven, my parents left me with my grandparents because they had to bring Mara to a specialty eye doctor appointment in Baton Rouge. My grandmother had an arthritis flare-up, leaving me in my grandfather’s care for the day. He took me on his errands and got me an ice cream. Then a coloring book and crayons. He told me to wait in the car while he went into a store. I don’t remember where it was, but I’d nearly colored half the pages and it was getting dark. Eventually, I had to go to the bathroom.”

I pull into the driveway and the headlights sweep the brick Acadian.

Tallula’s voice is small as she continues. “I went inside and it was a bar—cigar smoke filled the air. Knowing I wasn’t supposed to be in there, all I wanted to do was find my grandfather. He was at a back table, playing cards. Gambling. He was cross—at me for going inside and I gathered that he’d lost a lot of money. We never talked about it. I told no one. Then my grandmother’s engagement ring went missing. And I always wondered... She hadn’t worn it in years because of her arthritis, but it was her most treasured possession. My grandfather never heard the end of it.”

“You think he sold it to pay back his debt?”

She shrugs. “Maybe. Legend has it the stone was a fragment of the Dubois Diamond.”

“From the Boot Boys’ treasure haul?”

“My grandfather’s mother was a Dubois.”

I gasp, recalling the old tales of treasure split between Jeb Dubois, Roger Cahoot, and our very own Hogan Tickle.

“What if I told you that I believe your grandmother's ring is buried in my backyard?”

She hoots a laugh before I can explain.

When I don’t join in, Tallula asks, “You’re not joking are you?”

I get out of the truck, open the garage door, and find a shovel.


Chapter Twenty-Five
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I’m not entirely sure what to make of what Jesse told me. Little pricks of guilt sting me like salt in a wound at sharing my secret speculation about my grandfather.

It was bad enough when Peter betrayed me, but am I doing the same to my family? Moink wiggles in my arms and streaks toward Jesse.

He turns on several floodlights, illuminating the backyard with numerous holes in random places.

“Moink, be careful. You could fall into one of those pits scattered around the yard. Do you have a gopher problem or is someone trying to bury a body or⁠—?”

“Trying to find something is more like it. But it wasn’t me and those weren’t here the other day.” Jesse’s eyebrows bunch together, and then he squats, examining one hole and then another.

“First the Bling Ring, then Peter, and now this? Turns out Hogwash is a sketchy town.”

Slowly shaking his head, Jesse says, “When my father was hauled off to jail, he told me, ‘Fido buried it in the backyard.’”

“Frodo? Mrs. Halfpenny’s dog? Did you have a dog?”

“No, never. Dad said it was just another mouth to feed. He’d been drinking when he was arrested, so I chalked it up to him losing touch with reality, you know?”

“Did you ask your dad what he meant?”

“Not before he died.” Jesse rubs his hand against his chest as if the loss is still a sore spot.

“Does anyone else know about Fido?” I ask in a soothing tone.

“My cousin.” Jesse sits down on an overturned bucket. “I think he’s been trying to tell me something. He was always a loose cannon, but after the accident, he was never quite the same. Also didn’t quit drinking. But he’d obsess over things—Big Foot, the crocogator, and other legends.”

I shrink back, worried that Jesse isn’t handling this well.

Looking up at me with a plaintive expression, he says, “Sawyer is the Bling Ring. I think he’s been looking for the money and your grandmother’s ring—stealing all that glittery stuff was a way for him to cross items off his list. I know that doesn’t make much sense, but you’d have to know Sawyer. When he was in a band and we wanted to learn a song, he’d learn ten others before the cover we wanted to play. He said it was a way to sort through what he wasn’t after to get to what he was.”

“So, he’s been stealing shiny things as a way to narrow down possibilities to find my grandmother’s engagement ring?”

With a long sigh, Jesse explains, “Sounds nuts, right? Sawyer had been stashing them in Roxanne Lagniappe’s shed like a dragon storing treasure. He wanted to impress her, I guess. When she found them, she made him take them back. He stashed them in the shed back there. His family and mine have had enough trouble. I don’t want him to go to jail too, he’s not a bad guy, per se, but I have to do my job, which means I’ll have to arrest him...when I track him down.”

“What if I don’t press charges for the license place cover?”

“That was but one of the many items he took.”

“I’m sure it’ll work out,” I say, trying to offer hope.

Jesse’s shoulders drop like he hardly has any left. “Sawyer had hypotheses about everything,—the moon shot, Sasquatch—including that the ring was somewhere on Hogan Tickle’s property, back by the fort, or here. I understand now. Sort of.”

“Why those places? Why here?”

“We would go over to the abandoned chateau and fort and get into trouble. If you look around here, this place isn’t much different.”

Pacing in front of him, I say, “Okay, if I were playing a criminally minded person who’d been framed, what would I do? What would I say? How old is your father—or how old was he when he went to jail?”

“Must’ve been in his mid to late forties.”

“If I had something I didn’t want anyone but me to find, where would I have put it?” I lower my voice a few octaves as if I’m Mr. Lawson. “If the clue I left was, ‘Fido buried it in the backyard,’ where would a man pretending to be a dog hide something?”

Jesse brightens and gets to his feet and paces too. “Dog house, dog bone, dog—” He races across the backyard and disappears behind the shed.

I hurry after him and find him digging by a fire hydrant.

“Dogs pee on these. I stole this one junior year.” In a matter of moments, the spade clinks against metal and Jesse pulls out an old coffee can.

We exchange a glance and both whisper, “Wow.”

Shining my cell phone’s light on it, he peels off the lid. Stuffed inside is an old bunched-up handkerchief. He carefully opens it and inside is a familiar ring.

Jesse whoops into the night. I stagger backward in shock. Thoughts race through my mind. How could his dad have stolen it? Does this mean he broke into my grandparents’ house? Also, does this prove my grandfather framed Mr. Lawson? My heart thuds with these questions because this crosses all the good and bad lines there are.

I push these thoughts away when we get back in the truck. Jesse is over the moon excited, thinking his family is in the clear. But what if his dad took the money and the ring? However, as Jesse said, there would’ve been signs of Mr. Lawson coming into money.

“Can you believe this?” he asks, thrilled at the discovery.

On the ride back to Pigs in a Blanket, he rehashes everything. I play along, saying the right things and sharing his enthusiasm but doubt lingers in my mind. I’m very good at putting on a smile and filling a role, but it feels all wrong, like wearing someone else’s shoes.

I expect to be up half the night thinking about the money, the ring, and everything we learned, but I sleep almost an hour past the alarm to get up early to make beignet buns.

I hurry to get ready and head over to the Coffee Loft. As I get started, maybe that bread kneading guru lady was right though, because the simplicity and familiarity of making the dough makes me think less. As the gluten builds, smoothing out the dough, so does my mind.

Also, the new day helps as the sun rises, filling the kitchen with golden light.

Mara has an appointment this morning, so I stay a bit late, but I don’t mind. Lately, I’ve been rethinking Hogwash Holler. Sure, it has its flaws (have you seen Main Street lately?), but the owner of the This & That started sweeping their side of the sidewalk every morning. Rumor has it the Penny Gamble is under new ownership, and of course, the ladies at Hogwash Hairwash are on point with their seasonal décor.

I have hope for this little backwater with a clock that’s only right twice a day. But what about Jesse and me?

Shortly after the lunch break rush, my phone rings with a call. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t answer, but check in case it’s Jesse. It’s my agent.

She’s surprisingly cheerful, considering the mess I made of my career and tells me I landed the role in Too Cute for Christmas. Finally, my big movie break! But my excitement doesn’t come with the feel-good internal confetti I’d hoped for.

“The original person they selected had a scheduling conflict. Isn’t this great? You’ll make your big return opposite Banner Bryce. He’s the next Peter Price, I’m telling you that you were made to play the wives of these yummy men.”

I don’t see how that incentivizes me to accept the offer. We talk about a few details, and I explain that I need some time to decide. I can’t leave Mara without ample notice. However, she mentioned her husband will have some leave time coming up.

When Jesse comes in for his afternoon London Fog, I tell him the news.

His expression flickers. I can’t help but think about my response to discovering the ring. What does this all mean for us? I fix his tea, not sure what to think or say. Everything was simpler when all I had to do was make beignet buns every morning. Now there’s an unsolved mystery that implicates my family along with an opportunity to take back my career.

“I’m heading over to the nursing home where your grandmother is, but—” the static of his radio interrupts. “I have to stop at the station first.”

I nod slowly.

“Tallula, whatever happens, I want you to know that I’m gone for you.”

“You’re leaving?” I knew it. I feel my expression fall, my heart crater.

He grips my arms and plants a kiss on my lips. “I mean that I’m crazy about you. Whatever happens, we’ll figure it out together.”

I wring my hands, filled with trepidation.

Clearing his throat, he asks, “Wait. Are you going back to Hollywood?

“I don’t know yet.” My voice shakes. “A lot is going on. There’s so much to think about.” I can’t look at him. “What happened late last night... We’re different people with different backgrounds.”

“Does that matter?”

“I don’t know.” I feel myself backsliding into the old me—the one who arrived in town with eyelash extensions and an attitude. With a good girl syndrome and a desire to hide—mostly from myself. Instead of saying that, I grasp at self-preservation. “I’m afraid we want different things.”

He shakes his head. “I don’t want things. I want you. If you want to live in the city, I’ll leave this behind. If you want to be famous, I won’t try to stop you. I know a few ways I could help you become infamous, but given my duty as a police officer—” He makes a zipping motion over his lips and smiles.

“I did enough damage without your help. You said I was unattainable, putting me on a pedestal. That’s not who I am. I’ve been playing a part for so long, I hardly know who I am, but whoever that is, I don’t think you and I could possibly be a match.”

A switch flips and bad boy Jesse knocks the rust off, coming to my defense, making sure not to let anyone get too close just like he always did. “What was this to you, just some kind of throwaway fall fling?”

I start to assure him that’s not the case when someone dressed in a dark hoodie streaks by on the sidewalk with a ceramic gnome in his hands—it was on the stoop of the salon and it holds a bedazzled sign that says Welcome Gnomies. Thelma, who is surprisingly fast, with Betsy tottering behind, makes chase.

The radio transponder on Jesse’s shoulder crackles again. “I have to go.”

Leaning on the counter, I suddenly feel like I’m drowning in coffee and beignet buns. On any other day, I wouldn’t mind swimming in those, but this is something else. Something awful. Everything I said to Jesse sounded like a breakup, but were we ever really together? Turns out Peter and I weren’t technically married. Is anything in my life real?


Chapter Twenty-Six
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That night, back at Pigs in a Blanket, there’s a light knock on my door. I open it and Jesse leans on the wooden frame. He looks like he’s been living in his gutted house for years with little more than a bucket to sit on and a backyard full of holes.

I want to hug him. I want him to crush me to his chest and promise everything is going to be alright.

With his arms folded tight between us, there’s physical distance I’m afraid we can’t cross—emotional too. Turns out it’s easier to repeat the fake heartfelt lines of a character than to say how I truly feel.

“I’m still on the clock, working a double but came up because the light was still on. Good news. My cousin is in custody. No one in town is pressing charges, but he has to do community service.”

Like the last time he led with good news, my heart pinches. “Does that mean there’s bad news too?”

He nods slowly. “I’m getting transferred up north. Sheriff says my proximity to the people in town could become a liability. Whatever that means.”

“People meaning me?”

“The Swans have a lot of influence in Cameron Parish,” he hints.

I frown, not liking how this sounds. “Are you suggesting⁠—?”

“I visited your grandmother’s nursing home this afternoon. Your father was there. I tried to explain everything about the ring. He wouldn’t let me see her. Funnily enough, he said the whole story was hogwash.”

“Do you still have it?” I glance at Jesse’s pocket.

“I don’t mean any disrespect to your father, Tallula, but I want to put the ring in your grandmother’s hand myself. Make a proper apology on behalf of the Lawsons for any disturbance and upset we caused. As an officer, I’m working on setting up a meeting, but—” He lets out a shaky breath. “Yeah, I suppose the head sheriff isn’t wrong. Emotions got caught up in this too. I hope we can stay in touch.” With a nod and tip of his hat, he turns and disappears down the hallway.

The door remains open and words form on my tongue, but for once, I can’t remember my lines. I don’t know what they are. Now, I’m stuck here in Hogwash and can’t help but think he’ll forget about me.

It’s a lot easier for Mara to tell me not to use those two words—I can’t—than for me to actually do it.

The next morning at the Coffee Loft, I’m unusually sluggish and scatterbrained. I forget to add the flour to the beignet buns. How could I forget the main ingredient? I mix up the coffee and cream and give Doris Murray a very pale and poorly caffeinated beverage. This would feature in the bloopers reel of my life.

During the mid-morning lull, Mara sits me down with a baked doughnut she said she’s testing. I try a bite, but it’s like paste on my tongue, though I’m not sure if that’s due to her baking skills or my low energy.

Wearing a hopeful smile, she leans in. “What do you think?”

“It’s phenomenal.” My voice is flat.

“And cut. From the top.”

My brow furrows.

“Deliver the line again. More oomph. Try to really sell it.”

The corners of my lips twitch, but I can’t bring myself to smile and not only because the doughnut is dry and tastes more like Styrofoam than a sweet treat.

“I think we should stick to the beignet buns,” I say.

“I’ll agree on one condition.”

Narrowing my eyes, I see what she’s up to. “This was a ruse.”

Mara shrugs and doesn’t deny my accusation. “I let the kids loose in the kitchen and this is what they came up with. Here’s the deal, tell me what happened or I’ll release Jedediah and Margaret at Pigs in a Blanket while you’re still sleeping.”

“Alright, alright. Easy on the threats. Jesse is being transferred.”

Gaze soft, my sister says, “And that’s it? End scene?”

“I just don’t think it’s going to work out between us.”

“You’ve always been okay with crumbs and the cookies are right there.”

I look around, my comfort food craving strong. “Where? Are we adding cookies to the menu?”

“You know what I mean. You could have it all—figure out a way to make it work.”

“Can I unsubscribe from heartbreak?”

“Tally, you’re cuckoo.”

“Cocoa?” I could go for some chocolate right about now.

“No cuckoo. Chock full of nuts.”

“Isn’t that a kind of coffee?”

She rolls her eyes. “You’re crazy about Jesse.”

“And now he’s gone. I always thought that if I was just good enough, my life would be good forever. I’ve been on a steady decline for a while now. Maybe I should just go back to Hollywood.”

“Perhaps it’s not your career you should be thinking about but your relationships. Sisterships. Friendships. Jesseships.”

“He’s leaving.” I go into detail about everything that happened with the Bling Ring, our grandfather potentially framing Mr. Lawson, the theft of our grandmother’s ring, and Jesse trying to make things right. “Not only did our father kick him out of the nursing home, the head sheriff is transferring him up north.”

Mara’s jaw slowly lowers. “That rat.”

“Do we have rodents?” I tuck my knees to my chest.

“No, of course not. I’m talking about Orville Swan.”

“Our father?”

“I was at their house yesterday, figured they’d want to see their grandchildren since they’ve been gone for over a month.”

I cover my eyes with my palm. “I hadn’t been over there to see if the handyman I hired cleaned up the mess from Peter. I paid him double what he quoted me for the job.”

“Everything looked fine. Mother was concerned the children were going to get Cheeto dust on her furniture. My kids do not have orange fingers from a cheesy extruded corn puff snack.”

“Grody.”

Mara huffs. “They have sticky fingers from beignet rolls.”

“Beignet buns.”

“Don’t be difficult. I’m on your team, Tally.”

“Jumbo beignet buns,” I say for the record.

“Anyway, Father was in his office, blustering. Jowls flapping. Mother started talking about the ring. I figured it was the same old story. But—” She pops her lips.

My breath sticks in my chest. “They were talking about how Grandad set someone up. How the gambling was out of control. Mother can’t believe Granny forgave him on his deathbed. She thinks he pawned the ring. She was hoping to inherit it. That’s why she’s so obsessive.”

“Did our father say anything?” Doubt peppers my voice.

“He said it was all taken care of. Not to worry about anything. No one was going to get in trouble and the business would not be bankrupt.”

Understanding cements. Jesse got burned by my father. Anger flares inside. “Of course, all they think about is money and at Jesse’s expense.”

“That’s their problem. Remember what I said about good girls wanting bad boys? I never finished my thought. Before you go on another revenge rampage, hear me out. No matter who you are or where you come from, if you have love, it’ll conquer all—shame, fears, failures, commitment, self-esteem, financial problems, and trust issues. Everything.”

I wonder about the love blooming in my life. Has it shriveled up like a weed, fallen from a tree like a dead leaf?

“Mommy, when are we going to meet Matthew?” Margaret rushes over and rubs her mom’s belly.

I gape. “Mara, are you⁠—?”

My sister beams. “I was waiting to make a formal announcement when Jake got home next week.”

Hope and happiness surge inside. “Are you serious?”

“Do you really think the Golden Hogs were ordering all those beignet buns? No, I’ve been devouring them—breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”

Margaret licks her lips.

“With a little help. Anyway, the team is called the Thunder Hogs.”

“You can’t expect me to know about local teams.”

We both laugh, but then I go quiet because the look Mara gives me suggests maybe I should familiarize myself with everything Cameron Parish has to offer.

Even though it’s been a long day, I offer to close up. Mara has a very full life. I almost overflow the sugar dispenser because that’s just it. She has a life. A real one. Not a made-for-TV special or a scripted role. It’s the kind of life I want.

It’s right then that I officially decide that I’m not going anywhere. Not back to Hollywood. I want to be part of my sister’s, nieces’, and nephews’ lives.

When I first returned to Hogwash, my sister told me, You can and you will.

Taking a deep breath, I tap on my social media app and click record, not even bothering to make sure my hair is smooth or reapplying lipstick.

“Lessons learned on my way to becoming a Hollywood reject: Worshipping at the altar of busyness and self-importance are overrated. That shallow friendships are like drinking toxic poison and telling yourself it tastes good. That a manipulative marriage, no matter how hot the guy, is not worth it. I’m not doing this to defend what I did. But to tell the truth. Maybe you need to hear that instead of being fed scripted lines or regurgitating them. I’m saying goodbye to social as Llula. You might see me on the Coffee Loft account from time to time. For now, I’m signing off and going to live my real life.” And that’s a wrap.

Satisfied, I turn off my phone and drive directly to Pigs in a Blanket, hoping Jesse is there. No luck. I shower and change into a fresh outfit my grandmother would approve of—some things don’t change. I should’ve visited her weeks ago, and I hope she’ll forgive me for not being “good” this one time.

After making a few phone calls, I swing by the town hall, hoping to find my favorite small-town swoony deputy there, but his SUV isn’t in the parking lot.

Did he already leave?

Next, I head to the brick house under renovation, but he’s not there either. I’m about to back out of the driveway when I get an idea. How hard can it be to break into a garage? Turns out, it’s not even locked, but the door is heavy and covered in cobwebs. Breaking a slight sweat, I manage to heft it up. The motorcycle sits where we left it after our ride.

I long to wrap my arms around Jesse, feel the growl of the bike underneath us and the steady beat of his heart—the little happy hearts in mine. It breaks for him, what he’s been through, and the future I’ve hardly let myself hope we could have.

Then I spot what I came for. Setting the framed painting of my grandparents in the trunk of the Lexus, I hope Jesse doesn’t have this place under surveillance and arrests me for breaking and entering. Then again, that would be a good way to get his attention.

Just as I start down Metairie Road, toward Cameron Parish Care Home, he passes me in his patrol car. I pull an illegal U-turn, hoping he’ll pull me over. When he doesn’t, I flash my high beams and wave wildly out the window. Finally, he stops on the shoulder of the road and gets out. I do too and wish for one of those movie moments where we rush into each other’s arms.

Instead, we stand there like two awkward teenagers as a long and expectant pause stretches between us.

“You don’t have to leave,” I say practically breathless like I was chasing him on foot rather than in my vehicle.

“I can’t disobey the head sheriff’s orders.” Jesse gazes at his hands because as a bad boy, that’s exactly what he used to do.

“I understand, but my father had something to do with that, I guarantee it.” I quickly tell him what Mara said.

“Sadly, that doesn’t change things. I’m on the line, Princess.”

“We can figure this out. I’m going to talk to my father, and we’re going to visit my grandmother.”

He raises his eyebrows.

With a smile, I say, “I’ve arranged a meeting. Do you have the ring?”

He pats his pocket.

“Ride or die?” I ask.

He chuckles. “Let’s not bury anything today. Well, except maybe the past,” I add.


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Jesse follows me to Cameron Parish Care Home. After we park, I pop the Lexus’s trunk and pull out the painting.

He gapes. “Did my good girl turn bad?”

I waggle my eyebrows because I like how he called me his good girl. Maybe we can have a third-act reunion.

“I’m not going to ask how you got that.”

“It’s better that you don’t.”

Marching up the marble steps of the stately old building, I’m armed with an agenda. My father is already in my grandmother’s room and stands when we enter, looking slightly alarmed at the police presence until he recognizes it’s Jesse, but I’m not sure which is more concerning to him, that he’s a Lawson or an officer of the law.

“Hello, ma’am, sir,” Jesse says politely, nodding at them in turn.

My father narrows his eyes. “How nice for you to pay us a visit, Tallula.”

I kiss my grandmother on the cheek. As ever, I get a warm smile in return. “I arranged this visit. Granny, I apologize for not coming sooner. Father, you were the one who was out of town.”

He grunts, jowls shaking.

“But it seems like you’ve been busy since you’ve been back.” Turning to my grandmother, I say, “I want you to meet someone special.” I make introductions all around, emphasizing to my father that Jesse is Deputy Lawson.

“Is this the reformed bad boy? I’ve been hearing a lot about this young man who’s doing right by our town.”

“It’s mighty nice to meet you, Mrs. Swan.” Jesse moves to shake her hand.

She gasps. “Oh my. He’s more handsome than you described, Tallula.”

My cheeks warm. “Granny, I didn’t⁠—”

She winks. “I know a match when I see one.”

We exchange a glance.

Willing my face not to blaze, I say, “Jesse brought you something special, Granny. We were going through some of his old things and it turns out his grandmother painted a portrait of our family for the Swan’s Syrups ads contest.”

She takes the framed picture. “I remember this one well. Joanne Lawson won a top prize I believe. She was a sweet woman. I recall she passed away not long after this⁠—”

Jesse nods solemnly. “That’s right.”

“My Hubert looks rather dapper, don’t you think?”

“Actually, about Grandad. Remember the time your arthritis was bothering you and he looked after me?” I tell the story of when I discovered his gambling.

My grandmother lets out a long sigh. “I’m so sorry, dear. I’d hoped if I acted like there wasn’t a problem...well, never mind. there’s no sense in telling ourselves anything but the truth. Hubert and Hogan Tickle were best friends and the worst of enemies.”

“Frenemies?”

“Gambling buddies. You can be sure I was happy when the Penny Gamble changed hands,” Granny says.

“It was a gambling hall?” Jesse asks.

“Not officially. Hubert stopped for a time, then he found new card tables, I suppose. It was a nasty habit. It hurt our marriage—and the business—in more ways than one. I’m sorry, Tallula.” She gazes down at her knobby left ring finger.

My throat bobs on a swallow. “That’s not all. We have reason to believe that Jesse’s father took your ring.”

My father launches to his feet. “I knew it. That no good, good for nothing⁠—”

Jesse stands his ground as I wedge myself between them.

“It is not what you think. Not exactly.”

“Granny, Jesse has the ring and would like to return it to you.”

“Ma’am, I’d also like to apologize⁠—”

I hold up my hand. “First, we need to know something.” I tell her about Jesse’s father being fired and potentially framed.

My grandmother lengthens her spine and lifts her chin.

I prepare for a rebuttal, a defense. For my father to try to attack an officer and get arrested.

Instead, my grandmother says, “Deputy Lawson, I would like to apologize officially on behalf of the Swan family. Until that point, I’d done the bookkeeping for Swan’s Syrups. Then, one day, Hubert said he’d hired a professional. Of course, I took offense, but he said it would allow me some time off.” She shakes her head. “By then, we had grown kids. For goodness’ sake, keeping those numbers gave me something to do, somewhere to go. But he insisted. I stayed involved as much as I could, but Hubert wanted me to retire.” She goes quiet for a long moment.

“Do you need some water? Tea?” I ask, wishing I’d visited sooner.

“No, thank you, dear. I’m fine. It’s a difficult thing to admit. The new bookkeeper called me one day, concerned about some tallies. Sure enough, there was money missing. To protect my husband, I claimed it was an error.” She looks Jesse in the eye. “It wasn’t the first time it happened.”

Practically turning purple, my father blusters as if trying to protect the deceased.

“It’s no use, Orville. Let it be. The truth is always the best course,” Granny says. “I reckon Hubert accused Young Lawson to cover his own tracks. For that, I am mighty sorry.”

“Speaking of that, Father, did you bribe or somehow convince the head sheriff to transfer Jesse?”

His jowls shake as he tries to deny it. “I don’t know what⁠—”

My grandmother’s voice rises. “Orville Nelson Swan, if you⁠—”

“I’m not sure what’s worse, that my father did that or the head sheriff went along with it,” I mutter.

“Went along with what?” My mother marches in, concern streaking across her features when she reaches Jesse. “What is going on?”

“Your daughter got involved with the wrong crowd,” Father says.

“Are you under arrest?”

“What? No.” I quickly recap what happened with Granny filling in the blanks.

My mother shakes her head dramatically. “No, way. I don’t believe it. Orville, you wouldn’t do something like that, would you?”

“Sandy, it was your idea,” my father growls.

My hands fly to my hips. “I’ve never done anything to rock the boat with you two. I was the perfect student. A good girl and this is what⁠—”

My mother frowns. “Then you went to Hollywood and who knows what happened.”

“I went there because playing a role is the only thing I’ve ever known how to do with no thanks to you. I thought if I was better than good at everything you two would stop fighting. That we could be a real family.”

Jesse places a hand on my shoulder. The warm weight reminds me to take a breath.

“We were a real family,” my mother states, affronted.

“Real families don’t make their grandchildren wear disposable construction work boot covers when they visit.”

She sniffs. “Who knows where their shoes have been.”

“Then have them take them off.”

“They might have dirty feet,” my mother says tartly.

“Mother,” I grind out.

Jesse clears his throat as if he’s eager to end this drama. He approaches my grandmother. “Mrs. Swan. I’m the one who owes you an apology.” He makes amends for what his father did. “And what’s more. I have something I think you’d like back.” From his pocket, he produces the ring.

My grandmother takes it with her shaky fingers. Catching the light, her eyes sparkle. “Oh, it’s as beautiful as I remember and as pretty as your grandmother portrayed in the painting.”

“That’s supposed to be mine.” My mother reaches for it, and then she rounds on Jesse when he shifts it out of reach. “What were you doing with it?”

My grandmother gives my mother a sharp look. “What right do you have to my engagement ring?”

“When we got married, Orville said that when you—never mind,” my mother relents.

“Do you mean to say that Orville said that when I croak, you’d get my jewels?’ No chance.” Granny turns to Jesse and winks. “Actually, I’d like you to keep it.”

He holds up his hands as if afraid to touch the ring after seeing the squabble over the bling. Granny insists with a wink. Then the corners of his eyes crinkle with appreciation.

She nods at the both of us. “I think you’ll find a good use for it.”

Even after a few more protests from my parents, Granny holds firm. They give up and squabble with each other about divorce, as usual.

“You have plum tuckered me out. I need a nap.” She settles back into her chair. “Oh, and Orville, if you don’t call the head sheriff before the end of the day and fix things, I’ll make sure your monthly check doesn’t clear.” She closes her eyes.

My father coughs, making his jowls tremble. “Yes, ma’am.”

After we say goodbye, I look over my shoulder. Granny peeks open one eye and winks again.

When I catch up to everyone, my father and Jesse are having a private word. My mother winds up as if ready to demand I give her the ring, “Tallula, be a good girl and⁠—”

I interrupt. “That’s what you always said. Look where it got me.”

“You’re home, which means you’ve gotten rid of your ridiculous dreams of Hollywood grandeur.”

Ouch. “You’re right. My dreams have changed, but they’re just as grand.” I glance toward Jesse. “I tried so hard to keep you and Dad together, thinking if I was just good enough...but it was never enough.”

My mother looks abased like that’s not her problem. But I have to say this even if she’s not receptive.

“Do you remember the time we went to the Gaspar’s dinner party?”

“Yes, the last time I made the mistake of bringing you children out. Mara made such a scene.”

I feel myself shrinking. “I was well-behaved, but when it got late, I fell asleep in the coat room, figuring you’d have to go there before you left. You guys forgot about me. Left me there.”

My mother gasps dramatically. “I’d never.”

“Then why do I remember Mrs. Gaspar’s housekeeper shaking me awake? She gave me a pastry and some tea while I waited for Father to return and pick me up.”

My mother’s expression is unreadable like she’s trying to recall the incident.

“The fact that you don’t remember makes my point.” I shrug. “Advice some people give is to look in the mirror, but I think you need to look beyond it, outside yourself and at the people around you.”

My mother sniffs.

“Peter was the same. I tried hard with him, hoping if I was the good wife, hostess, and actress, our marriage would be perfect.” I shake my head. “That’s not how it works. In relationships, we have to be ourselves. You should try it.”

My mother’s expression turns sour like she just ate a lemon.

“You can start with laughing together.” Jesse definitely appreciates my laugh.

After shaking my father’s hand, Jesse strides toward us. As if reading my expression, he extends his hand and we continue to the parking lot.

The weather has been seasonable with crisp autumn days and cool nights. The air is fresh and perfect for hand-holding...snuggling too if I’m lucky later. Maybe even kissing if things work out the way I hope. I glance up at Jesse and have a good feeling about our future.

Hopefully, my mother and father pause and remember what’s really important—those -ships as Mara said. But it’s time for me to let them sort that out instead of thinking their troubles have anything to do with me being a good girl.

Jesse and I pause between our respective vehicles.

Wearing a thoughtful expression, Jesse says, “Thank you for everything. Turns out my father was wrong and right. Maybe there’s hope for me.”

I take his hands and swing them between us. “I have a lot of hope for you, Jesse Lawson.”

I win a smirky little side smile.

“For the record, I wasn’t just being a good girl. I was doing the right thing.” I toe the ground with my shoe. “I’ve been afraid of being overlooked. That something would grow between us then you’d forget about me.”

He makes a strangled sound, but when I meet his eyes, they’re awash with relief. “I was wondering the same thing. But I think we both have our answer now.”

His gaze holds mine and in it I see affection.

“The real crime is that we didn’t admit our true feelings,” I say.

“That you won’t settle for likes when you could have love?” he asks.

“As long as you don’t let the past own you. You changed your life but have you transformed your heart?”

“I have and it’s all yours,” Jesse says.

Gripping his shoulders, I lift onto my toes and search his eyes. There, I find depth, meaning, and courage. He sees me...and given the little twinkle when he looks at me, he likes what he sees.

“I was afraid to lose you,” I whisper, wanting to leave all my trepidation right here and not lug it around for a moment longer.

The radio on his shoulder crackles. Nancy, from dispatch, tells him he’s sticking around. Cheering sounds through the speaker—likely from the other folks at the station.

“Copy that. Over.” Jesse lifts his head toward the sky for a beat with relief and gratitude.

“Glad to hear you’re staying put.”

He smooths a curl from my forehead. “Tallula, with you, I feel like I can breathe again.” Jesse’s smile reaches his eyes. Mine too.

“Thanks to you, I’m not going anywhere. What about Hollywood?”

“Pfft. As if. When I was a kid, I wanted shiny gold stars for a job well done. Later, I wanted a shiny gold award. Now, I just want a simple life in a small town with my favorite swoony deputy sheriff.”

“Sounds perfect to me. So does that mean Hogwash is home?”

“Home is wherever you are.”

“I love the sound of that...and I love you, Tallula. You’re more than I could’ve asked for. Could’ve hoped for.”

“Nah. I’m just right. We are. Good, bad, and in the middle. We balance each other in so many ways. I love you, too.”

Jesse lowers his head, and I meet his lips. Our kiss is like sunshine after a dreary day. It’s like a sweater on a chilly afternoon. Like a warm cup of coffee in my favorite mug. Like the scent of cinnamon. No, it’s much better than all of that combined.

His hands gently cup my jaw. My breathing turns shallow. The kiss goes beyond sensation and directly to my heart—my real one and not the digital “likes” icon.
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Thanks to my grandmother’s ultimatum, Jesse got to keep his job and the head sheriff is undergoing an investigation for bribery. Apparently, Granny dated his daddy before she married Hubert. They sing together in an acapella group called the “Decibelles and the Treble Rebels” at Cameron Parish Care Home. My parents thought their money was the ultimate arbiter. Nope, the truth is...love too. I bring Granny and the other residents beignet buns every week and watch them perform.

For so long, I wanted to escape the small-town life where I thought everyone was a nobody who knew your business, but I prefer it to being lost in a sea of everyone who wants to be somebody. Turns out that it pays to have real relationships in the community.

Speaking of that, as of last week, Jesse and I are official—bad boy and good girl. I mean boyfriend and girlfriend. Despite the little blip with the whole ring thing.

I just finished getting ready for a date with him. From outside comes the rumble of his motorcycle. Through the window, he swings his leg to the ground and takes off his helmet.

He no longer has his bad boy long hair like when we were in high school, but he is wearing his leather jacket. Maybe I’ll have to get one too. His gaze lifts to the upper window, and I wave before racing downstairs. I half expect Thelma to scold me for sounding like an elephant, but I don’t want to let another moment sneak past away from Jesse.

We’re still living at the Pigs in a Blanket, but he’s been spending his spare time at the brick house, working on getting it move-in ready. He’s been paying his cousin to help—along with serving the community time. No more random unspooled cassette tapes in the gutters on Main Street. In fact, Jesse made me a playlist and called it A Mix Tape for a Princess. It has some hits from high school and some newer songs. He said we should pick one to be ours.

Maybe one we can dance to at our wedding. Wink, wink. I think Granny had a great idea when she had him keep the ring. Just saying.

I think I already have our song in mind. It’s a few decades old and reminds me that I could never forget about him...and he’ll never forget about me.

I meet Jesse in the driveway because I don’t want to wait for him to come to the door. I lace my arms around his neck and kiss him.

“You’re happy to see me,” he says with his sideways smile.

“Sure am.”

“Any particular reason?”

“Hmm. Where to start? Let’s see. You have funny stories, are handsome, and I guess because today was a good day.”

“Did anything special happen?” He arches an eyebrow.

“Not since you stopped into the Coffee Loft for a tea earlier. But I’m grateful to be here, home, with you.” Sometimes it’s the simple things.

“Me too.” He rubs his nose against mine. “Ready for a ride?”

We hop on the bike and it roars to life. I wrap my arms snugly around him, feeling his muscles flex as if he’s hugging me back. Resting my cheek against his leather jacket, I listen for his heartbeat and know that I’ve come home.

I half expect Jesse to take a different country route, but we wind up back where we started—on our first date and our second chance. He lays out a picnic. Instead of cold-cut sandwiches this time, we have Po’ Boys from the Laughing Gator Grille.

As the sun sets, Jesse says, “I brought dessert.”

“Ooh. Yum. Starting tomorrow, we’ll be offering specialty beignet buns. The pumpkin ones were a hit, and I just perfected the ones with the coffee-flavored glaze.”

“Frosting.”

I tap him with my fingers.

“But that sounds good. Though I have to admit, I’m a big fan of the original...and the woman who makes them.” He pulls out a pastry bag with the Coffee Loft logo on it and passes it to me.

I peek inside. The scent of sugar and cinnamon wafts my way. At the bottom sits a beignet bun. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not tired of them, but they’re not exactly what I’d call dessert. I keep that to myself.

“Go on, take it out.” The bag crinkles and I think he adds the word, Carefully, but I’m not certain. Maybe he was full earlier and didn’t get around to eating it. In the fading light, something in the center of the bun sparkles. I get the idea to ask Mara if we can do special sprinkles for the holiday season so the beignet buns look like they’re dusted in sparkling snow. Thankfully, I don’t have to worry about the Bling Ring anymore.

Jesse scoots closer and takes a deep breath. “Tallula,” he says at the same time as I ask, “Jesse?” because this is no ordinary beignet bun.

Right on top, tucked in the middle, is a familiar ring. “Is this⁠—?”

He nods and plucks it between his fingers. “Tallula,” he starts again. “Will you be my real-life wife? No bad boys or good girls, no roles except for these buns.” He points at the one in my hand and winks.

My heart bounces in my chest and I wrap my arms around him. “Yes, yes!”

He laughs as we tip backward. Reclined and facing each other on the picnic blanket, our eyes meet. His crease in the corners as he smiles.

Taking my hand, he slides the ring over my finger.

“I love you, Jesse,” I say.

“I love you, Tallula.”

I cannot wait to truly say I do. But first, I kiss my new fiancé.


Epilogue
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Tallula

Life update (this is the real one and not the glossy kind I used to report on social media, making my life look much better than it really was). These days, I’m all about making real hearts happy, including mine, instead of chasing digital likes.

Mother and Father never did find out about the vandalism, and while they cooled off on Peter, they warmed up slightly to Jesse.

In fact, it seems like the whole thing with the ring shook them out of their pretentious prison. At Christmas, they let Mara and Jake’s kids wear their holiday-themed socks in the house. Progress!

They managed to finish the construction on their house in time for Valentine's Day, and he surprised her with an unscheduled weekend visit.

By the way, Mara is the brains behind the Coffee Loft with the financials, orders, and such, and I keep things rolling up front—with coffee, beignet buns, and seasonal décor. You’d better believe I had all the cutesy red, pink, and white heart items on display. Betsy was all too happy to help.

The Coffee Loft is thriving, which gives me hope for Hogwash.

Not only that, but I started a Monday Night Improv at the shop for anyone to join or watch. I chose Monday because there’s nothing funny about the first day of the work week. There’s been growing interest and we started a committee to revamp and reopen the Flying Pig Theater.

Not only that, but Sawyer has been doing great with his community service and even outfitted his mini remote control car to look like a shiny beetle. It has a sign that says Don’t Be a Litter Bug. He drives it up and down Main Street three times a day.

The only trouble is Jesse gets occasional calls from Mrs. Halfpenny with complaints that it frightens Frodo—I guess the motion sometimes makes the animatronic dog bark. If only the Litter Bug worked like a robot vacuum. But it keeps Sawyer busy, and he created a YouTube channel for modifying RC cars. Jesse said it already has a huge following.

Speaking of the law, Peter was smart and didn’t press charges because the damages were far less than what he owed me for marriage fraud. Thanks to Mara, we settled out of court. Even though she retired from the courtroom, the woman is a force to be reckoned with.

When it comes to the law, the Lawson family's name is now clear. The old Acadian house is fixed up except for a few projects, including the shed. Who knows what else we’ll find out there.

People love small towns because they’re quaint and filled with quirky characters. On the downside, everyone knows your business all the time. Word spread fast about our engagement. It even made the front page of the Pest Digest. I do not object because for once, people are talking about my real life and not the life of a fictional wife I played on television.

But then they badgered us about when and where we were going to host our wedding. Seems like everyone wanted in on the action. I didn’t want to wait too long to have a legal marriage, so we decided to crash our high school reunion—seems fitting considering how we officially met after detention and the dare that followed.

I’m not trying to avoid it because I’m embarrassed that my life hasn’t turned out how I expected. I plan to march right in, failed acting career and all, and publicly pledge my life to the man I love.

Of course, Mara, Moink, and even Molly are in on it.

Jesse

I check in with Sawyer for the third time to make sure he has the wedding bands. Getting Tallula to agree to ask him to be the ring bearer took some convincing on my part because of the whole Bling Ring thing. But Sawyer’s a nice guy—just gets lost in his life from time to time. I think we all can relate.

True to the 1980s throwback theme of the reunion slash wedding, he pats the pocket of his two-button blazer, complete with shoulder pads and paired with loose-fitting pleated pants. He even cut his hair into a mullet. Thelma was all too happy to comply.

“This is pretty rad,” Sawyer says, looking around the gymnasium.

“Totally bodacious,” I reply, using 80s slang.

We considered doing a coffee, tea, you, and me-themed wedding, but we opted to go big since Tallula’s first wedding when she eloped turned out to be a sham. She says she doesn’t care about the world knowing about our love for each other, but wants to share it with Hogwash.

I’m wearing a white suit with neon suspenders and cannot wait to see Tallula in her gown. Per tradition, it has to be a surprise.

Molly went all out with the décor. We donated to her funds which were largely reinvested locally because the This & That supplied all the streamers and balloons. They still had unopened boxes of items circa 1988. Mara, Molly, and Tallula went a little wild with the color block geometric table settings, mirrored disco balls, and Polaroid photo station.

We even brought in some arcade games. Mr. Soto plays DJ, and we’ll host a live tribute band later. Let’s not forget the custom five-tiered neon paint splatter cake.

As our former classmates and their plus-ones arrive along with family members—who’re not entirely sure why the Cameron High graduating class is also here—Mara appears with a grumbly Mr. and Mrs. Swan along with the kids.

She distributes slap bracelets along with scratch-and-sniff stickers to keep them occupied.

I greet them, wearing my retro attire and they look utterly confused.

“Why on earth did you want to borrow that old floral coordinating suit set? Did we really wear such big shoulder pads back then?” Mrs. Swan asks her daughter.

Betsy hurries over, congratulating me. Her husband stumps behind, looking like he hasn’t left 1985 with his baby blue dolphin shorts and tube socks pulled over his calves.

“It’s a themed event,” Thelma says, rocking a magenta satin dress with white gloves up to her elbows.

Eyes wide, Mr. and Mrs. Swan link arms as if they’re going back in time, they’re going together. In recent months, Tallula says they bicker less and laugh more.

Mara pokes her head out from around the science lab door and gives me a thumbs up. It’s time to take our places.

With the gym half filled with Cameron High alum and the other with friends and family, I stand under the basketball hoop with Sawyer to my side and the pastor in the middle. Taking a deep breath, I’m ready.

Mara walks down the aisle followed by Margaret, the flower girl, and Jedediah leads Moink, also dressed for the day in a neon dress with a tulle skirt that matches my suspenders along with sunglasses. She holds her head high and wears a doggy smile on her little smooshed face.

The music changes and my bride-to-be follows with big hair, red lips, and a white gown with puffy sleeves and a long train. She looks perfect.

My smile grows with her every step and hers does too as our gazes meet. She passes her flowers to her sister, and the pastor begins the ceremony.

She bounces, a little giddy, as Sawyer presents the rings. We exchange our vows.

Even though we’re indoors, there’s not a cloud in sight—just sunshine above and filling my heart for this amazing woman who’s mine. All mine and I’m hers.

I whisper this as we move in for the kiss.

Her lips are soft on mine and I give back a little, promising more later. It’s one I’ll definitely keep as I catch her sugar-sweet scent and feel her arms wrap around my neck like she’d like to continue this smooch too.

For now, we turn to the crowd and wave. Everyone erupts into cheers and clapping.

For the reception, we serve pigs in a blanket, potato skins, and a big buffet with all the 80s comfort foods and casseroles. Several punch bowls filled with Kool-Aid cover a full table with a variety of flavors from cherry to grape and a blue one I’m not too sure about.

After Tallula and I have our first dance—to our song selected from the mix I made her—I take to the stage and pick up a guitar. Sawyer sits down behind the drum set and a guy from the station joins us on bass.

“We’re the Simple Grinds. I’d like to thank everyone for joining us for this unconventional high school reunion wedding. Princess and I met in detention. Life took us in very different directions, but I never forgot her and I never will.”

We play a cover of a classic song that I dedicate to her. She sings along, dancing with her sister and friends. As I belt out the chorus, our gazes meet. I know she won’t forget about me either.

After dinner, dancing, tossing the bouquet, and cutting the cake, Tallula and I find a quiet moment together.

“Have I told you that you look radiant?”

“And beautiful, gorgeous, and stunning.” She giggles.

“Have I told you that I also love how big-hearted and hard-working you are? Funny? Clever? And make the best beignet buns and London Fogs on the planet?”

“You’ve mentioned that.”

“What about how spending our lives together brings me more joy than I fathomed possible for my life?” I kiss the top of her hand. “I’m so grateful you’re my wife.”

“That one is new.” She softly kisses my lips.

“And that I love you. I look forward to telling you that every day forever.”

I get another kiss before she says, “I love you too. I just didn’t realize how much. I also knew three things about you and have learned a lot more. I’d like to continue to add to my list. You have an amazing singing voice that I look forward to hearing more of, maybe even singing lullabies to our future kids. You’re great at giving back massages. And you look really good in your uniform, but even better in the leather jacket.” Biting her lip, she wiggles the lapel of my suit jacket.

“Speaking of that, when do we get to ride off into the sunset?”

“ Do we dare do it now?”

“One more dance then let’s go for it.”

We end up chatting with folks and dancing to three more songs. I spot Sawyer and Roxanne in the middle of the dance floor too. We leave Moink in Mara’s care. Her kids are happy to have him visit for the week and promise to send daily updates.

We wave goodbye, surrounded by a send-off of neon glow sticks.

I drape my arm across Tallula’s shoulders. We walk across the football field into the sunset before we get on the motorcycle and head to our honeymoon road trip to a little town we heard about in Florida called Coco Key. We booked a suite at the old-school resort right on the water.

Tallula wraps her arms around my waist and rests her cheek on my back. Over the roar of the motorcycle, she hollers, “This would be the season finale episode and it’d be called And They Lived Happily Ever After.”

“But it’s truly just the beginning,” I reply.
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Not ready to leave Hogwash Holler? Check out the On the Hunt for Love series. It’s a quirky town on the bayou known for farming, fishing, and thieving, but the major attraction is the scavenger hunt for the legendary golden tokens. But those aren’t the only treasures to be found. Newcomers and locals alike breathe new life into the shops and homes on the rough around-the-edges Main Street...and fall in love.

In this heartwarming, feel-good romantic comedy series, you’ll find the grumpy sunshine trope, hate to love, enemies to lovers, friends to lovers, second chances, marriage of convenience, and more. Check out this charming small town with big characters where Virgin River meets Schitts Creek.
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Want another Coffee loft fix? Welcome back to The Coffee Loft, where a new round of stories has been brewed especially for you.

Those of you stopping by to visit again, we’ve missed you. The feeling of home is the same that you loved before. If it’s your first time, prepare to be swept off your feet. While our menu hasn’t changed, we think you’ll be pleased with the fall favorites we’ve added. Fans of pumpkin spiced lattes, peppermint mochas, and rich, chocolaty cocoas will not be disappointed. This multi-author collection of stand-alone sweet romcoms is filled to the brim with the swoons you love and adore. From sweet kisses to grand gestures and matchmaking surprises, each mug and story will be filled with everything you crave. So come on in and let us serve you with that happy ever after you’ve come to expect.

Find the entire collection here

While you are at it, visit the first collection here
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Thank you to the amazing Coffee Loft crew for bringing this second season of the series together. There’s so much work that goes on behind the scenes…along with laughter. We’re just as punny off the page as we are on it.

It was a delight to work with Amy Stephens, J.P. Sterling, Tracy Broemmer, Kerry Evelyn, Susanne Ash, Tia Marlee, TJ Amberson, Mel Walker, Meg Easton, D.E. Malone, Kimberley Montpetit, H.M. Shander and Bella Greene.

I could gush all day over designer Rebecca from Beck & Dot Designs’ creativity. Thank you for executing such a fun and sweet vision.
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♥ Ellie
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Ellie Hall is a USA Today bestselling author. If only that meant she could wear a tiara and get away with it ;) She loves puppies, books, and the ocean. Writing sweet romance with lots of firsts and fizzy feels brings her joy. Oh, and chocolate chip cookies are her fave.

Ellie believes in dreaming big, working hard, and lazy Sunday afternoons spent with her family and dog in gratitude for God’s grace.

♥

Let’s Connect

Do you love sweet, swoony romance?

Stories with happy endings?

Falling in love?
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Please subscribe to my newsletter to receive updates about my latest books, exclusive extras, deals, and other fun and sparkly things, including a FREE eBook, the The Secret Book Boyfriend!

Get your free copy here: www.elliehall.com ♥
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Also by Ellie Hall


All books are clean and wholesome, Christian faith-friendly and without mature content but filled with swoony kisses and happily ever afters. Books are listed under series in recommended reading order.

-select titles available in audiobook, paperback, hardcover, and large print-

♥

The Only Us Sweet Billionaire Series

Only a Date with a Billionaire

Only a Kiss with a Billionaire

Only a Night with a Billionaire

Only Forever with a Billionaire

Only Love with a Billionaire

Only Christmas with a Billionaire

Only New Year with a Billionaire

The Only Us Sweet Billionaire series box set (books 2-5) + a bonus scene!

♥

Hawkins Family Small Town Romance Series

Second Chance in Hawk Ridge Hollow

Finding Forever in Hawk Ridge Hollow

Coming Home to Hawk Ridge Hollow

Falling in Love in Hawk Ridge Hollow

Christmas in Hawk Ridge Hollow

The Hawk Ridge Hollow Series Complete Collection Box Set (books 1-5)

♥

The Blue Bay Beach Reads Romance Series

Summer with a Marine

Summer with a Rock Star

Summer with a Billionaire

Summer with the Cowboy

Summer with the Carpenter

Summer with the Doctor

Books 1-3 Box Set

Books 4-6 Box Set

♥

Ritchie Ranch Clean Cowboy Romance Series

Rustling the Cowboy’s Heart (Book 1)

Lassoing the Cowboy’s Heart (Book 2)

Trusting the Cowboy’s Heart (Book 3)

Kissing the Christmas Cowboy

Loving the Cowboy’s Heart

Wrangling the Cowboy’s Heart

Charming the Cowboy’s Heart

Saving the Cowboy’s Heart

Ritchie Ranch Romance Books 1-4 Box Set

♥

Falling into Happily Ever After Rom Com

An Unwanted Love Story

An Unexpected Love Story

An Unlikely Love Story

An Accidental Love Story

An Impossible Love Story

An Unconventional Christmas Love Story

♥

Forever Marriage Match Romantic Comedy Series

Dare to Love My Grumpy Boss

Dare to Love the Guy Next Door

Dare to Love My Fake Husband

Dare to Love the Guy I Hate

Dare to Love My Best Friend

♥

Home Sweet Home Series 

Mr. and Mrs. Fix It Find Love

Designing Happily Ever After 

The DIY Kissing Project 

The True Romance Renovation: Christmas Edition

Extreme Heart Makeover

Building What’s Meant to Be

♥

The Costa Brothers Cozy Christmas Comfort Romance Series

Tommy & Merry and the 12 Days of Christmas

Bruno & Gloria and the 5 Golden Rings

Luca & Ivy and the 4 Calling Birds

Gio & Joy and the 3 French Hens

Paulo & Noella and the 2 Turtle Doves

Nico & Hope and the Partridge in the Pear Tree

♥

The Love List Series

The Swoon List

The Not Love List

The Crush List

The Kiss List

The Naughty or Nice List

♥

Love, Laughs & Mystery in Coco Key

Clean romantic comedy, family secrets, and treasure *These books should be read in the following order:

The Romance Situation

The Romance Fiasco

The Romance Game

The Romance Gambit

The Christmas Romance Wish

♥

The Nebraska Knights Holiday Hockey Romance Series

Stupid Cupid

Redd, Whit & Blue

The Kiss Class

Margo & the Faux Good Luck Beau

Love at First Skate (Tie-In)

♥

On the Hunt for Love

Sweet, Small Town & Southern

The Grump & the Girl Next Door

The Bitter Heir & the Beauty

The Secret Son & the Sweetheart

The Ex-Best Friend & the Fake Fiancee

The Best Friend’s Brother & the Brain

Don’t You Forget About Tea (Tie-In)

♥

SoCal Summer Kisses

We Go Together

The One I Want

Hopelessly Devoted

♥

Stand Alone Titles

Happily Ever Haunted (a romcom - ghost mashup)

♥

Visit www.elliehallauthor.com or your favorite retailer for more.

If you love my books, please leave a review on your favorite retailer’s website! Thank you! ♥ Ellie

P.S. I have a clean fantasy and paranormal romance pen name: E. Hall that you might enjoy (best read in listed order):

The Court of Crown and Compass Series

Fae of Light and Shadow (prequel)

Fae of the North (book 1)

Fae of the West (book 2)

Fae of the South (book 3)

Fae of the East (book 4)

RIP Magic Academy Reform School Series

Law & Disorder (book 1)

Crime & Curses (book 2)

Mayhem & Magic (book 3)

Shifter Diaries

Life Fated (book 1)

Lies Tamed (book 2)

Loss Hunted (book 3)

Love United (book 4)
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GARDENING & GOSSIP IN HOGWASH HOLLER

BRINGING YOU LOCAL NEWS, DRAMA, AND MORE

Coffee Loft serving suggestion from a
concerned citizen.

It’s fall, y’all. While we’re
expecting temperatures
to cool off, things in
town are not. Not only do
we have a new coffee
shop on Main Street, but
a couple of residents
who swore never to
return are back. Bless
their hearts. Be a good
neighbor and give them

a warm Hogwash
welcome. Anything
you’ve heard about

them is likely true. Just
saying.

We’'re also excited to be
the first to announce the
grand opening of the
Coffee Loft. Not sure
what they’ll be dishing
up other than
caffeinated beverages,
but we guarantee, it'll
become a gathering
place for locals to spill
the tea. | don’t mean
making a mess with your
beverages. The online
dictionary, where we get
all our reliable
information, defines it as
modern slang meaning
to divulge juicy gossip.

| THE WEEKLY
' STATUS UPDATE svyswen.

SPECIAL ALERT

This is not a drill: Please be advised
that the Bling Ring, a crime
organization operating on our
formerly safe streets, is actively
stealing private property. No
suspects have been reported, but
stay vigilant, secure your valuables,
and alert our office of any unusual
activity.

Reports include:

(Tuesday) Mrs. Landry returned
from the This & That and noticed
her lawn ornament with glass chips
to attract birds was no longer in
her yard.

(Wednesday) Carl Soto stated his
scooter’s keychain with his name in
shiny silver letters went missing.

Luckily, his keys remain in his
possession.
(Thursday) Your faithful public

servant left her favorite pen on a
table during an interview at the
town hall last week and when she
returned to retrieve it, it was gone.

Let’s look out for each other. Also,
you can rest easy knowing we have
a brand new deputy sheriff to look
after us. Consensus: he’s rather
easy on the eyes which makes it a
win for all of the single females in

town.
-HOGWASH PEST #1

P.S. Be sure to flip the page for tips on natural root-knot nematode

control.
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