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      “I think it’s going to make it,” Brenda whispered excitedly. We were crouched in front of the oven’s glass window staring in at the soufflé inside. I’d baked in from scratch. Me! Kylie Berry, aka the worst cook this side of the Appalachians!

      Yeah, yeah, I know that as the owner and primary cook of Camden Falls cafe, The Berry Home, that I should have a clue when it comes to making delicious food. Well, I don’t… but I never stop trying! Before this, I’d had a life as a wife and heating and air entrepreneur extraordinaire in Chicago. I’d rarely ever set foot in a kitchen. Every night had been delivery or dining out at some fancy restaurant. I’d never dreamed I’d end up divorced and penniless in a woman’s shelter by way of a terrible prenup and a cheating ex. It’d been my cousin Susan who’d saved me. She fell in love and ran away to Seattle to be with her fiancé, but before she left, she sold me her cafe—actually the entire building housing the cafe plus three rental shops—and gave me loads of time to pay for it.

      “It’s doing it!” I’d never seen anything so exciting in my life. The golden hood of the soufflé was a full inch over the ramekin’s rim. “I did it. I really did it! Wait…” I craned my neck forward and squinted my eyes. The right side of the soufflé was tilting down, creating a sloped top to its previously level rise. “Noooo!” I whisper-screamed as the soufflé’s whole crown collapsed in on itself.

      I collapsed down onto my butt and pouted. I’d done everything the chef on the YouTube video had done. I’d watched it over and over and had even made notes.

      “You’ll get it next time,” Brenda said, offering me a hand. “Now get that tush up. There’s work to do.” Brenda’s hair was thick and raven black with a few strands of silvery gray weaving in and out. Her body was more sturdy than thick, and the woman had the work ethic of a plow horse. She never stopped, never ever said quit, and faced every challenge with a roll-up-your-sleeves-and-Get-it-done attitude. She was my hero, the person I aspired to be.

      “Yes, ma’am.” I took her hand and climbed to my feet. “You have anything in mind for today?” It was barely after 6 AM. I’d been up since before five.

      “Mmhmm, I brought in a whole mess of greasy beans from the garden and a whole heap of tomatoes, too, picked just last night. I’m gonna cook up those beans with sweet onions and pork jowl bacon and make some crispy, sweet cornbread. Gonna fry up some chicken, too.”

      I had no idea what greasy beans were, but she had my mouth watering. Still, I wondered at whether my customers would want greasy beans. “Do they have to be greasy? Should you maybe pour the grease off?”

      Brenda laughed. “Greazy, not greasy. It’s what they’re called ‘cause they cook up shiny. Now you go on and leave me to it. I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      I hesitated, then asked, “Can you make some cobbler, too?”

      She winked. “Got it all planned. My neighbor Fred brought me over a bucket of blackberries last night.”

      I didn’t even know him, but I was going to have to give that man a hug. I pulled out my phone and tweeted Brenda’s menu plans to the world and then tucked it away again in the back pocket of my jeans.

      Next, I got my failed soufflé out of the oven. I dared dip a spoonful out and try it. It was good! Cheesy. I wondered about sautéing some onions, mushrooms, and peppers to serve on top. I couldn’t serve it as a soufflé, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be a good dish.

      I let my brain play with that thought as I gathered up the trash left over from last night. Seeing as people tried to kill me from time to time, I preferred to carry it out when there was a little light in the sky rather than during the dark of midnight.

      I shouldered the back door open and hefted the bags outside only to stop short when I saw the three cars parked a small distance away behind the shop next door to my cafe. Usually, the back parking lot was empty so early in the morning. While I stood there, a fourth car pulled up. Women were at various stages of opening car doors, lifting out covered items, and carrying them toward the back of the shop.

      I couldn’t say for sure, but all the covered items looked every bit like covered dishes of food. One woman with her hair in rollers that peeked out from under a black and teal scarf flashed me a nervous smile as she hurried to the unattended open door. In a matter of seconds, I was the only person left.

      I shrugged, tossed my trash into the dumpster behind my cafe, and headed back inside myself.

      “You know anything about a party next door?” I asked Brenda. She was elbow deep in the sink, cleaning the beans.

      “Nope, not a thing.”

      I shrugged again. “You need anything?”

      “You mind putting a few of the cast iron skillets in the oven and turning it on? That’ll have them ready for the cornbread when I get to it.”

      “I’m on it.” I took care of that and then headed out of the kitchen to see if Jonathan needed anything. I’d tweeted last night that he’d be here to make his near-famous pancakes this morning. One of my regulars, Jack, had spent some time in his early years making gourmet pancakes and had passed his mastery on to Jonathan.

      “How’s it coming?” I asked, stepping through the kitchen door into the area behind the grill’s counter. A smile instantly took over my lips and my cheeks warmed when I spotted who else was there. Brad was behind the counter starting the coffee machine. The sleeve of his police uniform tightened and attempted to stretch as his muscle beneath flexed when he slid the tray of coffee grounds into place. “Hi,” I said, sounding suddenly a little breathless. I resisted the urge to fan myself.

      “Hey, beautiful!” Brad said, glancing my way to shoot me a smile that launched a thousand tiny butterflies inside my tummy. His eyes were the bright vivid blue of Bahama waters. I nearly sighed. Brad and I got in a few dates here and there when we could, whenever our mismatched schedules allowed it.

      “Hey beautiful,” a gravelly, lower voice said to my left, one that made my heart skip a beat. I knew who it was before I turned my head. Gregson’s eyes were like that of a storm on a hot summer night. His piercing gaze sent my thousand butterflies fleeing my tummy to scatter tingles over my entire body. He had on his usual trench coat, and his strong jaw was shadowed by his perpetual, well, 5 o’clock shadow. I couldn’t tell if he’d gotten up early or hadn’t been to bed yet. As a homicide detective, either one was likely.

      “Hi,” I said, this time feeling a little faint. Gregson and I had a complicated past. It’d started out as a hate-terrified acquaintance—me being the one who was terrified—but had somehow morphed into something more. He’d kissed me. More than once. He’d let me know exactly how he felt. That he was here now, with Brad, made me nervous. The two of them were polar opposites. Brad had the heart of an angel. Gregson was Dante after his trip back from hell. He wasn’t the kind of man who always played by the rules when going after what he wanted, and he’d said he wanted me.

      Thankfully, I didn’t have to think on that very long. Jonathan, with his as-ever easygoing manner, distracted me. “Hey, boss, you want me to set up an omelet station, too?” he asked.

      Jonathan was the other angel in my life. His bald forehead extended back to the top of his head, and his hippie, wavy white hair matched the length of his bushy beard. He was tall and lanky. He always looked a tiny bit too skinny for his frame, but his shoulders were surprisingly wide, and I’d seen him pick up a fifty-pound bag of sugar like it was nothing. He had his old-fashioned round spectacles on today. They were sitting halfway down his nose as he looked down at me, waiting on an answer.

      “Huh?” It wasn’t much of an answer, but I could feel Gregson’s gaze digging its way down to my soul. I blinked and refocused. “You think anyone will bother with omelets with your pancakes as an option?”

      He shrugged. “Never know. They might. Atkins and all that. The carb haters,” he mumbled with a shake of his head before refocusing on his large bowl of batter.

      The front door of the cafe jingled, and Zoey walked in. Okay, so walked was an overstatement. She shambled. She had oversized green, smiling, plush froggie slippers on her feet with a cuter than cute wraparound, sleeveless dress on the rest of her. Her normally fierce eyeliner had smudged into more of a raccoon look, yet she was still one of the prettiest people I’d ever met. Her flawless, almond-toned skin glowed, and her silky black hair draped lazily over one shoulder.

      Gregson turned his attention to Zoey, and the smile that stretched his unreasonably kissable lips was full of fondness. The sight melted me toward him just a little.

      “Coffee,” Zoey croaked, climbing on top of the bar stool next to Gregson. “Pancakes.” She yawned wide enough to make an anaconda envious then laid her cheek on her crossed hands atop the counter.

      “Late night?” I asked, a hitch of laughter in my voice.

      She mumbled an answer that I was pretty sure meant yes.

      “Tech support?”

      Zoey mumbled some more. I thought I heard the word Dubai. She was a tech wizard and did international gig work of a nature that I hoped didn’t include espionage, but I truly wasn’t sure.

      I patted Jonathan’s shoulder. “Those omelets sound like a good idea,” I said quietly. “Maybe make sure she gets one with her pancakes?”

      Jonathan winked. “Will do, boss.”

      Brad moved past me on his way out from behind the bar. When he did, his hand slid behind my waist. He twirled me with him in a half turn, moving me out of his way at the same time as he stole a quick kiss. He let me go and was gone too fast.

      My cheeks heated again, and I pointedly refused to meet Gregson’s gaze.

      “Calderos,” Gregson’s gravelly voice ground out, “you give any more thought to what I said?”

      Brad spared Zoey a distrustful glance before he took the seat next to her. “Take the detective’s exam? You sure I’m ready?”

      “Not yet, but I can help you get there.”

      My blood turned cold as I glanced between Brad and Gregson. The man was up to something. I didn’t trust him as far as I could throw him. I didn’t care how many tingles the man gave me.

      “Detective’s exam?” I asked, my voice pitching high.

      “Yeah,” Brad said with a sheepish smile. “I know I haven’t been on the force very long, but I’ve seen a lot of dead bodies since, you know, you moved to town.”

      Comatose, Zoey snorted. I died a little.

      “It’s not that bad,” I complained.

      Zoey snorted again.

      “I wouldn’t be inviting you to any family reunion of mine,” Jonathan said.

      You end up finding a few dead bodies, and all the sudden you’ve got a reputation. It wasn’t fair. “I haven’t killed anybody,” I complained.

      “Well, there was—” Brad started, but I cut him off.

      “No! That was Sage.” My cat. “I had nothing to do with that.” I paused, running through events in my head, then amended, “Almost nothing to do with that.”

      Collectively, they all snickered. I rolled my eyes.

      The morning rolled on. Brad, Zoey, and Gregson all got their pancakes and coffee. I stole a plate for myself and silently vowed to pay Jonathan anything he wanted if he ever mentioned leaving to go to somebody else’s kitchen.

      The door chimed open, and octogenarian Agatha blew in on a wisp of air. Her long gossamer tunic floated the barest amount over the floor behind her but had a tall, inverted V opening in the front, revealing skin hugging black yoga pants. A black three-clasp, wide belt at her middle showed off her tiny waist.

      “Jonathan, sweetheart, do you have the bourbon-soaked walnuts and maple cream this morning?”

      “I surely do.”

      “Thank the heavens! I’ve got a photoshoot to advertise my yoga class, but the poor man will just have to find a way to hide my pancake belly. Life is too short to miss out on the good stuff. Load me up!”

      Zoey’s blurry eyes were looking a little more focused after drinking some coffee and eating most of a thin, delicate, rolled omelet that Jonathan had made using broth, shivers of scallion, and sweet soy sauce. “Heard from Jack?” she asked.

      Agatha’s hand went over her heart. “He’s doing good, thank goodness. They’re all doing great, the whole family. They needed this vacation.”

      “Especially after going through all that,” Jonathan said as he flipped a blueberry dotted pancake.

      Jack had recently been accused of a terrible murder. It had turned his world upside down.

      “He thought about selling the bank,” Agatha said, which raised eyebrows among the rest of us. “He was thinking of not coming back.”

      That news made my heart hurt. Jack was such a good man. I didn’t want to lose him from my life. The thought left a somber cloud over us, only dispelled when Gregson got up to go. He paid his bill, left a tip, and said a goodbye to the group. A hat seemed to materialize out of nowhere. He put it on his head then tipped its rim with his eyes on me. “Beautiful,” he said as his goodbye to me, curving his unforgivably tempting lips up in the barest of smiles.

      Gregson left, holding the door open for Joel to come in as he went.

      “Perfect timing!” Jonathan called to him. “Finishing up your order now. It’s a big one!”

      Joel had a boyish face and easygoing charm. He was built like an offensive lineman, which was good since he’d actually played pro football before moving back home to take over his uncle’s newspaper. He’d worked wonders moving it from a paper-only operation to one that was gathering a strong online following. He and I had been on our way to becoming quite the smitten pair but in the end had parted the best of friends. We’d figured out that his vision and my own vision for my future didn’t match—and I’d opted for my vision over his. Of course, that didn’t mean I didn’t feel a twinge of jealousy at him finding someone new. Why his new love had to be my ex-husband’s high school sweetheart, Susie Prescott, I had no idea. What I did know was that they were two of the kindest people I’d ever met, and I wished them both the best.

      “You got your staff coming in today for a meeting?” I asked, wondering why such an unusually large order. Most of his staff worked from remote locations.

      “Sort of. Some of the writers and one of the editors are in to help do interviews for an intern. Susie thought it was time I got some extra help around the shop, but…” He glanced back to the front of the cafe and then hooked a thumb in the same direction after returning his attention to me. “I’m curious about what’s going on next door. There’s a huge grand opening sign draped over the store’s name, and people are walking out with boxed lunches. You know, the kind that usually have a sandwich and a salad cup inside. It’s the kind of thing I’ve seen at professional convention lunches.”

      I frowned. “No, they’re just having a party or something.” I moved so that I could look out my cafe’s large front windows. “See, they’re leaving with big cotton candy flowers.”

      My observation was met with silence rather than any oooh’s and ahhh’s at my astute observation. I turned back around to look at my stalwart regulars, the people who came to eat here before I even had anything even remotely approaching good to feed them.

      Suddenly, almost as one, their faces lit up with mouths open and huge smiles of surprise. It wasn’t quite the reaction I’d been expecting, but I was glad they were finally on board with what I was saying.

      “Liam!” Agatha cried, her arms going wide into the air. She was off her stool and pushing past me in the blink of an eye.

      The cafe’s front door chimed at the same time, and when I turned to see who it was, I was treated to the sight of a tall man twirling then dipping Agatha backward with what looked like practiced ease. When he stood up, lifting Agatha effortlessly with him, I gasped.

      People didn’t look like him in real life. Nobody. They just didn’t. He couldn’t be real. He’d stolen the blue from sapphires for his eyes and had somehow absconded with some Hollywood heartthrob’s body. He was taller than Brad but shorter than Joel. His body was long and lean and well hidden under his clothes, but something told me he had the well-muscled physique of a champion swimmer.

      And everyone seemed to know him—everyone but me and Jonathan.

      Zoey, Brad, and Joel all moved past me to greet the man I’d never met. There were exuberant handshakes, shoulder pats, and hugs. The name “Liam” was bandied around some more. I had to take a step back just to give them all more room. Nobody noticed.

      “Sarah around?” the newcomer asked. His gaze fell on me, the person in the waist apron. “She in back? Mind telling her an old friend is here to see her?” His smile was congenial but nothing more. He’d saved his dazzling charm for his new-again friends. As for me, he turned his attention away as soon as he was done asking me to fetch Sarah, my cousin and the person who used to own this cafe. “Why’d she change the name to The Berry Home?” he asked the others. There was dismissive laughter in his voice as he asked, and it rankled me.

      I opened my mouth to answer for them with snippy words ready on the tip of my tongue. The chime of the cafe’s door stopped me, or rather distracted me, from letting them drop. Yet another newcomer had walked in, and this one was carrying a ribbon-fastened boxed lunch.

      I almost lifted a straight arm and pointing finger to tell the young woman to turn herself right around and march herself back out. I was beginning to suspect that there was no party next door, only an unwelcome competitor. I didn’t tell the young woman to go, though. The look of worry-laced anguish on her face stopped me. A slightly pudgy man trailed in after her. His resigned expression said he’d rather be anywhere else, but his tight eyes practically bore holes into the back of the young woman’s head.

      The two sat down at a table flanking the cafe’s front windows. There was a hesitant pause wherein neither looked at the other, and then the woman reached across the table for his hand. He pulled away and adjusted the way he was sitting so that he was lounging against the back of his chair instead of leaning forward.

      “Sarah what?” Liam said. His words pulled my attention back to him.

      His eyes fell on me. Butterflies materialized to swirl in a sudden vortex inside my stomach.

      No, no, no! What was wrong with me? I was dating Brad. My lips practically still tingled from Gregson’s last kiss. I could not—no way, no how!—be attracted to yet another man. What was with this town? Did they put something in the water? How could so many different men be so… so… yummy in so many different ways?

      No, no, no, no, no! my inner voice yelled some more. Walk away. Now!

      I turned away to do just that, but the call of my name stopped me.

      “Kylie, sweetheart, come over here. I want to introduce you,” Agatha called.

      Why couldn’t it be Zoey? I lamented silently. I’d have been more comfortable ignoring her and then apologizing later. I couldn’t bring myself to do the same to Agatha. So, I turned to face them all.

      “Hi,” I said, stepping forward with a raised palm of hello. The gesture wasn’t returned by Liam. His eyes were full of hurt.

      He looked away from me again as if I wasn’t there and addressed the others. “She just moved away? Just like that?”

      Zoey laughed. “Like you’re one to talk. How long you been gone? A year and a half? Two years?”

      Liam shrugged and rubbed the back of his neck, his expression suddenly sheepish. “Yeah, something like that. But I was always coming back,” he added, defending himself. “I came back.” He took a deep breath and then finally gave his attention to me. “Sorry,” he said and extended his hand to shake. “Liam Kelley, with an E-Y.”

      “Kylie,” I said, “with an I-E.” My checks heated. I did my best not to send an embarrassed glance in Brad’s direction. He didn’t need to see me blush just from shaking another man’s hand.

      “Nice to meet you,” Liam said with a smile that turned my legs to Jell-O. “So, you got any good grub in here? I came hungry,” he said with a chuckle and a pat on his absolutely flat belly. “I’ve missed Sarah’s hometown cooking,” he said to Sarah’s old regulars and my now close friends. In response, a couple of them chuckled too, although nervously.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said. “Jonathan’s doing pancakes this morning.”

      “They’re amazing,” Zoey said. “I’d already be in bed asleep if he wasn’t here.” She then shot me a half-second apologetic glance and grimaced smile when her words reached her own ears.

      “I was kind of hoping for some sunny-side-up eggs over toast.”

      Jonathan spared me a worried look over his shoulder. “I can—”

      I cut him off with a small shake of my head. “You sit down, catch up with everybody,” I told Liam with a used car salesman’s smile. “I’ll get those eggs and toast made.” I could do this. It was just an order of eggs. Simple. Easy.

      The group sat themselves at the grill’s bar while I went behind it and got to work. I listened as they talked.

      “I thought you said you were just going to be gone for a few months,” Brad said. “Working on a film in New Zealand, right?”

      “Yeah, that’d been the plan,” Liam answered. “But then production ran long. They got greenlit for a sequel by the time they were done shooting the first movie, and I stayed a few more months doing welding prep for the next. Then Acid Spire got wind of me and hired me. They thought it’d be cool to have a blacksmith touring with them since they’re a heavy metal band.”

      I greased up the grill with a heavy pat of butter and put a couple of thick wedges of sourdough bread on top to toast. Then, I cracked some eggs. The yolks broke on the second and third. I tried to slide them off the grill to make room for a do-over, but they stuck. I added two more eggs further to the side, but I was starting to encroach into the area that Jonathan needed for making pancakes.

      Sobs reached my ear, and I glanced over my shoulder at the woman sitting next to the windows with her boxed lunch. The man who had been with her was now gone. She had the paper box unfolded, revealing what looked to be a distressingly delicious club sandwich, an enormous cookie baked to golden perfection, juicy fresh grapes, and some type of side dish in a cup. I wanted to tell her to take her box and go, but her hands shook as she pulled out her cell phone and did her best to dial.

      I couldn’t bring myself to add more upset to her day.

      “Sarah’s really gone?” I heard Liam ask behind me, even though the volume of his voice had dropped to barely above a whisper. I didn’t hear a response and assumed someone nodded yes.

      The conversation turned into a mumbling of details I barely followed as I fought to prove my worth as the cafe’s new owner. In the end, though, I slid a plate of what was mostly a huge heap of scrambled eggs over gently burnt toast in front of Liam. I was proud, nonetheless. One of the egg yolks had survived intact. It was still even a little liquid at its very center.

      Liam stared down at the plate before him. His hands framed it but didn’t make any move to try it.

      “We adore Kylie!” Agatha said, her voice too expressive, too jubilant. I immediately knew what she was doing. She was compensating for my poor cooking and was trying her best to guide Liam’s response. It was very kind of her, but I shrank a little more because of it. “Kylie has amazed me with… her skills. She has wonderful skills.”

      Liam’s mouth fell open and his brows went up. He looked at Agatha, stunned. He then spared a glance for Zoey and Brad. Zoey was doing her best to hide a mischievous smile, but Brad’s expression was much more pointed and meaningful. There was a warning in it for Liam to be kind.

      I really, really wanted to crawl under a rock. Any would do. Slime-covered was even okay. It would just make the slithering easier to get all the way under there. Yet, my used car salesman smile was back in place when Liam turned his attention to me.

      “Looks great,” he said though his voice was tight and a little pitchy. He was a terrible liar. That was a good tidbit about him to tuck away at least. “And Sarah’s—”

      Brad cleared his throat. Liam stopped talking.

      I disappeared into the kitchen. There was nothing to be done about Liam. First impressions matter, and this one was horrible. I doubted he’d ever be back. He’d find a new regular spot to go. Maybe he’d make a new set of friends, and I’d never need to see him again or be reminded of this particular humiliation. There was nothing to be done.

      But there was something to be done about whatever was going on next door. Bonnie’s regular storefront sign was covered up with a grand opening banner, and people were leaving with food. A memory about something to do with her mattress store niggled at me, but I couldn’t recall what it was. I knew I’d been seeing fewer and fewer customers coming and going from there. I’d even seen some mattresses get returned.

      All that food going into the place this morning wasn’t for a baby shower or some other kind of party. The poor woman crying at the front of my cafe sure didn’t look like she’d been attending a party.

      And if there was no party, those boxes weren’t free party food. They were for sale. Bonnie had morphed her mattress store into a deli.

      My blood pressure notched up, making my temples throb.

      Competition under my own roof!

      Nope. I wasn’t having it. I was gonna head straight over there and shut that down!

      Just as soon as Liam and all the others left.
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      I slipped a cup of coffee onto the now sniffling woman’s table before heading for the cafe door. She hadn’t ordered it, but the poor woman looked like she needed a break.

      Glancing back, I wasn’t sure she’d noticed the quiet offer. Her eyes were glued to the face of her dormant phone. It seemed to mock her by remaining silent, and her pallor and trembling hands told me she was barely holding it together.

      If she was still there when I got back, I’d send her something chocolate. All its feel-good compounds could sneak their way into her system. I’d drug her with yummy-infused happiness. Anything to keep her from breaking down and causing a scene. I needed to keep the few customers I had left. Everyone was trying out the shiny new place next door with all of its pretty cotton candy creations. But I couldn’t blame them. I loved cotton candy!

      When I stepped outside The Berry Home, I didn’t go inside Bonnie’s Mattresses right away. I instead stepped off the sidewalk and moved a couple of feet into the extraordinarily wide main street. Traffic passed, but it might as well have been a mile away for all the danger it posed.

      Looking up, I saw what I’d come to see. Sure enough, there was the banner everyone had been telling me about. Huge, bold lettering declared “Grand Opening!” But it was an announcement that covered up the store’s name.

      The shop’s door opened, and a forty-something professional strolled out with a smile big enough to belong on a toddler. In her hand was a long, thin white stick. On its end was the most distressingly cute cotton-candy creation. It was pink with fluffy, long, spun-sugar fur, and it had enormous round, adorable candy eyes. It looked remarkably like Cousin It from the Adams Family—but cuter. Like, a lot cuter. Insanely cuter.

      And I wanted one!

      I wanted one now!

      The sight of it—or should I say, It—transported me back to being barely eight years old at the country fair. All the nostalgia came rushing back, minus the memory of anything bad attached.

      I crossed my arms tightly over my chest and fought against the blues that tried to pull my face long. I no longer felt angry at my competitor. I felt sad that I was being so effortlessly outdone by her.

      “Suck it up, Berry,” I chided. I forced myself to ignore all the warm, happy feelings trying to bubble up inside of me. I narrowed my eyes and pressed my lips thin. “You’ve got a job to do. Seek and annihilate. Save your cafe.”

      I marched myself out of the street, over the sidewalk, and to the front door of Bonnie’s now un-named business. How did anybody even know she’d opened a box-lunch deli? How was she managing to do so much business her very first day?

      It’s a fad, I reassured myself. People like new experiences. They like to try new things. Today, this place was new. Tomorrow, it’d be old. The day after that, it’d be closed—because I was going to destroy it.

      I jerked the door open. A wave of deliciousness rolled over me. I closed my eyes and moaned. I didn’t mean for it to happen. It’s just that somewhere, somehow in this place without a professional oven, someone had made fresh baked cinnamon rolls.

      Did they headhunt Patty? My eyes snapped open. Fire ignited in my belly. Patty was my when-available baker. She was my secret weapon. She’d practically single-handedly saved the cafe right after I’d taken it over. She had a touch of schizophrenia, so she only came in to bake on days the voices were being good to her.

      If Bonnie’s stolen her from me…

      I was too angry to finish the thought. I didn’t want to go to prison. I’d know too many people there who didn’t like me on account of me helping them get there ahead of me.

      “Kylie!” an excited, joy-filled voice cried out.

      Bonnie threw her pleasingly plump arms into the air to frame her bottle-black bouffant hair and maneuvered around what I could tell was a makeshift counter. I guessed it to be folding tables lined up end to end then covered with a heavy white linen. Paper lunch boxes of different colors were stacked in three two-decker pyramids, pink, glossy white, and blue. Splurge-purchase, ribbon-wrapped baggies of colorful candies dotted the area in front, and a cotton candy artist worked his mesmerizing magic off to the side. Several helpers had busy hands putting together boxed lunches in the area a little further beyond. I hated how good it all looked.

      “I am so excited you’re here,” Bonnie continued.

      She moved in next to me, linking her arm with mine. It allowed her to steer me to wherever she wanted me to go.

      “I meant to come over before our grand opening,” she said, “but you know how it is. There’s always so much to do.” She looked at me as if with sudden awed wonderment. “How do you manage everything? I never realized how much there was. You are my new hero! Any tips at all would help so much. Tell me, how do you manage?”

      I took a breath and started to answer but then stopped.

      She was speaking to me like we were old friends, like everything was okay. But it wasn’t—and she knew that. She was trying to control the direction of the conversation, and she was doing a really good job.

      “Bonnie…” I paused, my brain whirring. I’d come in here all brimstone and fire, but using tact might work better. “What you’ve done here, it’s amazing. You’ve, uh, transformed the place.”

      “And you were my inspiration,” Bonnie gushed. She was laying it on thick.

      “Yeah, about that… You, uh…” I cleared my throat. I could do this. I’d dealt with Chicago teamsters once. “You can’t open up a deli next to my cafe.”

      Bonnie’s large, slightly bulgy eyes blinked dumbly. Fake dumbly. I wanted to cringe but did my best to force my lips to hold a faint smile instead.

      “Oh no, sweetie,” she said after I didn’t fill the silence. “This isn’t a deli! No, this is more like a consignment shop.” She straightened and smiled big and proud.

      “Consignment shop?” I parroted her but in a deadpan voice.

      “Oh, yes! Why, I’m just giving the local ladies a place to sell all their best dishes! Before now, people only ever got to eat them once or twice a year at the church bake sales. That’s all this is, just helping local people have a way to put a few extra dollars in their pockets.”

      And a bunch of extra dollars in yours. I didn’t say it, but the words must have been readable in the whites of my eyes because Bonnie’s smile faltered. She even took a step back, but she quickly recovered. She released my arm and went back to talking as she moved away from me to stand behind her makeshift counter. This time, I let her ramble off her spin of the situation and waited her out until she stopped. Once she did, I ignored all she’d said and said what I came to say.

      “You gotta shut this down, Bonnie. You can’t open a deli next to my cafe. I own this building.”

      She didn’t miss a beat. This time, she didn’t even blink.  Her hand slipped under the countertop and came back up with laminated pages that she slapped down upon its spotless surface. Her fixed smile might as well have been carved in wax.

      I glanced down at the plastic coated pages. They were facing my direction rather than upside down, so I could read the words splashed across their surfaces. They were Bonnie’s lease agreement, the one she’d signed with the cafe’s previous owner—my cousin Sarah.

      Brenda’s jewel-tipped fingernail tapped the pages. “There ain’t nothin’ in here that says I can’t do what I want to make the money I want,” she said.

      My face heated. My temples throbbed. I continued to stare down at the pages. My palm itched to grab them and race them to the nearest shredder. Instead, I gritted my teeth. I didn’t ask permission before sliding them closer to me. I began to read, and I read, and I read some more. My eyes tripped on certain points, glomming to hope only to lose it just as quick.

      Time to bluff.

      I straightened my back, looked her square in the eyes and said, “This lease isn’t any good. It wasn’t signed by me.”

      Once again, Bonnie didn’t blink, but I swear, her smile managed to get a little bigger without ever even moving. Her jewel tipped finger tapped one time on the face of her cell phone. A swoosh sounded. I recognized it as the sound of an email being sent. A half-second passed, then her phone belted out the powerful anthem of all women everywhere, Respect by Aretha Franklin, the queen of soul herself.

      Bonnie clicked her nail-tipped finger against the phone’s face to answer the call, then again to put it on speaker. “Marvin, you there, hun?”

      “You betcha. We got that situation we talked about?”

      “We do,” Bonnie answered, projecting her voice so that the person on the other end of the call could hear. Then, to me, she said in a more conversational tone, “Marv’s my lawyer.” She followed up with a wink.

      I privately bet a serrated grapefruit spoon would do a good job on that eye of hers, then I remembered all those folks I mentioned waiting on me in the prisons and scrubbed the idea from my thoughts.

      “Marv,” Bonnie said, “Kylie here’s tellin’ me I’ve got to shut down my little consignment shop. Is she right?”

      “No, ma’am. Not one little bit! Like I told you when you came in here and we sat down with your legally binding contract, which Kylie—as the new cafe owner—is legally bound to uphold. There are no restrictions whatsoever stipulated in your lease agreement of that property. You are fully and absolutely within your rights to sell any items that the good Commonwealth of Kentucky holds to be eligible for trade in exchange for legal tender.”

      “And that would include cupcakes?” Bonnie asked, her voice now singsong in quality.

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      Bonnie leaned her shoulder into the phone but didn’t take her eyes off of me. “And what about a turkey club with extra bacon and homemade mayo? Is that okay to sell?”

      “Why, yes, it sure is!”

      “And warm apple dumplings with caramel sauce drizzled over the top?”

      “Oh my, yes!” Marvin chortled, sounding hungry.

      Bonnie took a breath to say more, but I held up my hand to stop her—in surrender. For now.

      I turned my back and walked out. Snickered laughter accompanied my way.

      The world outside took on a hazy shade of red, and I made my way back to my cafe on autopilot. Once there, I found Sage. I sat down in the little cozy-corner nook that Agatha’s knitting group loved so much and forced my beautiful, sweet, ferocious little cat to endure me petting her in long, slow strokes until the urge to commit homicide had sufficiently passed. My left eye twitched occasionally all on its own as I fantasized about what that grapefruit spoon could really do.

      I glanced around me, only shifting my eyes from side to side. My cafe was practically empty—empty of almost everyone but the woman sitting against the front windows eating her boxed lunch.

      My eye twitched harder. My hand stilled on Sage’s back. Her purring stopped and she twisted around to stare with evil-infused slitted eyes then flash-bit my pinkie before catapulting away. She didn’t break the skin. That’s how I knew she loved me.

      I stood without giving thought as to what I was going to do. My brain wanted free of the Plague-of-Bonnie, and right now, that plague was represented with pinpoint intensity by the woman sitting in my cafe with her boxed lunch. It was time for her to go.

      I took a step. Took another step. My heartbeat quickened. My ears rang as my blood pressure shot up. I was twenty feet away. Fifteen. Less than ten! My gaze was locked on her like a laser.

      The woman’s phone rang. She answered it in a quavering, tear-filled voice. “Mom?”

      Abort! Abort!

      I drifted past her in quick shuffled steps.

      “He left me, Mom,” she cried.

      Noooo! My inner voice screamed, hating my inner mandate that I be nice to anyone more down on their luck than me.

      “No, Mom, wait, wait. Don’t hang up. Please!”

      Her desperate words had me almost sprinting to the kitchen to escape the calamity that was her life.

      The smells inside were heaven, and I breathed them deep. I would have never imagined that a kitchen would become such a sanctuary for me prior to finding a new home here. Feeling thankful for all my new friends and this place—The Berry Home—didn’t even begin to cover how I felt. Yet, in contrast, that poor woman’s life was falling apart. It made me sad for her, made me ache for her. I had to do something nice for her.

      Brenda was just pulling a couple of her promised blackberry cobblers out of the oven. Their crusts were golden brown with plump blackberries peeking through. Dark, fragrant juices bubbled up through the labyrinth of cracks in the crust.

      “Does orange and chocolate pair with blackberries okay?” I asked Brenda.

      “Oh yeah, they go great together,” she said as she gave the heavy kettle of green beans a stir. I didn’t know what the magic was, but they already had my mouth watering.

      Heading into the walk-in freezer, I came back out with a tub of French vanilla ice cream. The tub weighed twice as much as I would guess by eyeballing it, but I knew that was because this ice cream was rich with butterfat and yolks and not fluffed with air.

      I scooped out a generous portion of the ice cream into a bowl and then chopped up half a thin bar of spiced-orange dark chocolate. I scrapped the chocolate nibbles into the ice cream, then folded them in. That concoction then got mounded on top of a hearty portion of warm blackberry cobbler.

      The young woman’s eyes were red rimmed when I delivered the dessert. She looked up at me, startled, when I slid the plate onto her table.

      “No,” she said, holding up her palms. “I can’t. I…” She swallowed hard. When she spoke again, her voice was bereft of almost any breath. “I’m on a budget.”

      “It’s okay,” I said with a reassuring smile. “It’s on the house.” That earned me a smile.

      She glanced around and then back up at me. “I’m sorry I’m sitting here crying. I hope I wasn’t causing any problems.”

      I managed, barely, not to flick my gaze at her boxed lunch. “No problem at all. We’ve all had bad days.”

      Her smile broadened. “Judith,” she said, lifting her hand in hello.

      “Kylie,” I told her, putting a hand over my heart.

      The conversation hit a two to three second awkward pause after that, and I almost stepped away to head back to the kitchen.

      “I messed up,” Judith said, which forced me to remain where I was or risk being rude. She fiddled absently with the spoon I’d brought with her dessert, but her gaze managed to stay on me. “Now nobody wants anything to do with me.”

      Her words made me flinch inside. I remembered those days of my life all too well. “You’ll put it behind you,” I told her. “Life will get good again. You’ll see. Just takes time—sometimes some hard work, too.”

      Hope brightened Judith’s eyes. “Do you think so? I mean, really think so?”

      I nodded. “I do. I really do.”

      I headed back to the kitchen and thought about my own situation after that. My words of advice rang in my own ears.

      Just takes time.

      My cafe didn’t tend to have a lot of business on its good days. Today wasn’t a good day, and it was close to empty. That had my other words of advice ringing in my ears.

      Sometimes takes hard work.

      I was pretty sure that time could bury me in this instance. That left hard work. I wasn’t afraid of hard work. I was good at it. I could own it. I could make it my… well, you know.

      Yet, I knew that working hard was sometimes not enough or not even the best approach. I had to work smart, too. I started by calling my lawyer. Okay… I started by looking up lawyers online and picking the first one available to talk to me right then. The meeting lasted twenty minutes. I paid him enough to give me a stomach ache, and I learned the same thing that Bonnie’s lawyer had told me for free: Bonnie was within her legal rights to sell whatever she wanted. Sarah hadn’t built a noncompete clause into her lease agreements.

      That only left me with the first option: hard work and lots of it. But that hard work didn’t have to be all me.

      I called Patty, my ace in the hole, my baker extraordinaire.

      “Me and Bella”—Joel’s great aunt with whom Patty lived—“we’re taking us a cruise! We’re going to It’ly, Spain, Greece and… Oh, I don’t know where all. Lots of places!” Patty gushed. “We leave in two days! So much to do. Can you believe it? I’m going to It’ly!”

      “Ohhh! That’s great!” I said, doing everything I could to keep every ounce of disappointment and panic from my voice. Patty had been homeless and living on the streets less than a year ago. She’d baked thank you cookies that had been decadent, buttery perfection when I’d given her and her friends a warm place to stay during a cold winter’s night. That’s how I’d discovered her—my secret to sure success. She’d trained at a world-class bakery in New York years ago, but mental illness had cut her promising career short.

      Her life had changed so much in such a short time, and all of it was for the better.

      My eyes teared up. “I couldn’t be happier for you,” I told her and meant it.

      I hung up then wracked my brain about what to do. I had to save my cafe. I couldn’t let it go under. I knew there was no point calling the health inspector on Bonnie. Roberto Bianchi had a love-inspired vendetta against me. He was in love with my ex’s aunt, and she hated me. No, that wasn’t right. She loathed me. Roberto would be more likely to shut my place down and give Bonnie’s place a perfect score.

      I went back out to the grill area and stood and stared. Judith was finally gone. I was glad to see that, but the rest of the place was empty as well.

      As the day crept on, we actually had more traffic than I thought we would. Customers got double and triple orders of Brenda’s greasy beans, cornbread, and garden grown tomatoes. But that stream of customers quickly dried up once I tweeted that we were sold out. There were only five people for the dinner crowd, and they came early and left.

      Brad came by for a simple date. We sat at a little table that had a good view of the front door, but nobody else came in. Brad had brought a bottle of red, and we shared it while finishing off what was left of Brenda’s blackberry cobbler.

      “You think something like this could be reduced and used as a sauce over ice cream?” I asked while swirling the wine in a glass.

      “I don’t know, but I know that if anyone’s willing to try it, it’s you.” His smile was toothy and charming, and it crinkled the corners of his brilliantly blue eyes.

      “Why you gotta look at me like that?” I asked with a laugh.

      “Like what?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Like I’m the best, most beautiful girl in the whole wide world.”

      He laughed. “You being the best, most beautiful girl in the whole world isn’t my fault. I can’t help it if I look at you like that. My eyes are just telling the truth.”

      I went all warm and fuzzy inside, but my constant wiggle worm of worry did its best to interrupt my glow. “You really gonna go for detective?”

      Brad stiffened. “What’s wrong with that? Ain’t I good enough to at least try?”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. “Sorry. Foot-in-mouth disease.” I studied him a moment then tried again. “I was just worried about you with Gregson.”

      Brad’s expression morphed into a silent “Oh…” without ever having to make a sound. “He’s sweet on you, isn’t he?”

      I bit the inside of my lip, not wanting to admit anything, but then I nodded my head.

      “And do you like him?”

      I bit harder, fighting the answer. Finally, I shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t say I like him exactly. It’s more like… like, being around him makes the air heavier, makes me feel like the world might end at any second, so I start taking notice of everything. He…” I couldn’t find the words.

      Brad’s eyes narrowed. “Makes you feel alive?”

      And that was it, wasn’t it? Brad had hit the nail square on the head. Yet I shrugged, not wanting to admit anything. I instead gave all my attention to the cobbler.

      “And how do I make you feel?” he asked.

      His question brought an instant smile to my face, one that warmed my cheeks and made me feel good through and through. I looked him straight in the eyes. “You make me feel happy.”

      His smile echoed the same warmth back at me, and he nodded. “Then that’s good enough for me.”

      “You, uh, don’t mind Gregson being in my life?”

      “Can I do anything about it?”

      I shrugged again. “Break his legs?”

      Brad laughed. “Anything that wouldn’t land me in jail?”

      I shook my head, smiling. “Nothing I can think of. But I am worried.” I hesitated and then told him my worry. “Gregson isn’t as nice as you—and he’s offered to help you study for the detective exam. I’m worried he’ll, I don’t know…”

      Brad’s brows were lifted and he absentmindedly nodded as he pondered my words. Then he shrugged dismissively. “I’m not worried.”

      My brows went up. “You’re not?”

      “Nope,” he said with absolute confidence.

      “Why?” Gregson was two steps away from unhinged at times. I couldn’t fathom why Brad wasn’t concerned.

      “Because Gregson hates unsolved puzzles.”

      “Huh?” My brows notched up higher.

      “The man hates unsolved puzzles, and that’s what these crimes are to him. He’s passionate about it. Like, okay, yeah… scary passionate, but at least he cares. He cares more than any other cop I’ve ever met. Ever. Myself included. That man would implode his entire life before letting someone off the hook because he was too lazy to do the work. And he’s good at the work. Really good. I’m lucky to have him to help me”—his smile returned—“even if he does have ulterior motives.”

      The worry I’d been feeling about them spending time together faded away. “And you’re sure you’ll be okay?”

      Brad nodded. “I know Gregson’s doing everything he can to stack the cards in his favor where you’re concerned. I reckon you wouldn’t look too favorably on him ruining my career, and I know he could never stand to give me advice that could lead to a killer going undiscovered.”

      My smile brightened. “So you’re good.”

      “I’m good,” he said back with a smile that launched all the little butterflies the bore his name. “But how about you?” He looked around the empty cafe, then back at me. “You good?”

      I shook my head. “I know Bonnie’s place is new and everybody likes to try out new, but”—and I hated to admit this—“she’s got a good business model. I think she could steal enough of my business to drive me under.”

      “What’re you going to do?”

      “Bake.”

      Brad choked on his mouthful of cobbler. “You’re gonna what?” he asked as soon as he was able.

      “Bake. I’m going to bake.”

      Fear struck him dumb. I could see it etched into every line of his face.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I complained.

      “Sorry… sorry.” Brad fumbled with his napkin and then took a sip of wine, all in an attempt to regain his composure. Finally, he asked, “Are you sure? I mean, I’m thinking you have other, uh, strengths you could go with.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve thought it through. Patty’s not available. I need Jonathan and Brenda to cover other parts of the menu and they’re not available every day. I don’t think I’d have any luck getting anyone new to come work for me on account of, well…”

      “Them being afraid of turning into a corpse?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. So that just leaves me.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” he asked.

      “Can you arrest Bonnie for being obnoxious?”

      He laughed and shook his head.

      “Then I guess you just gotta keep being the guy who makes me smile like nobody else can.”

      “I can do that,” he said. His voice was low and his eyes filled with mischief. “I can definitely do that.”

      The next week was hard. It was very hard. I got no more than four hours of sleep a night. Brenda and Jonathan were troopers as they worked around me and did their best to manage the tornado-like mess that followed in my wake. At any given moment, I was either standing inside a cloud of flour, had dried egg in my hair, was sitting on the floor in front of the oven staring like a mad scientist watching for the agonizingly slow results of an experiment to reveal themselves, or was quietly crying in some corner because nothing I made turned out right.

      I had some near successes. I made a custard that had held together beautifully until it spent an hour in the fridge. Then, it turned into a watery surprise of broken glop. And then there were the chocolate-and-toffee muffins. They were delicious just under the burnt outer crust before you reached the undercooked dough in the center. And there were the wrapped pizza bites I made, designed to travel well—and they did. The outer dough traveled very well, right next to all the yummy stuffing that would ooze out all over it.

      “I can’t do this,” I told Sage. I was sitting on the floor underneath the stairs that led up to my apartment.

      I’d squeezed myself in between a huge box of paper towels and an oak barrel once used in the production of bourbon that Zoey had talked me into buying. It was only six in the morning, but I’d already done a full-faced, wide-armed belly flop into four and a half dozen egg whites which I’d meticulously separated from the yolks. I’d planned to use them to practice making a few different types of meringues, meringue cookies, and an angel food cake.

      Instead, I’d spilled them on the floor—and then joined them there. My clothes were quickly drying into stiff glue.

      Sage looked up at me with her golden-green eyes. They seemed to have a light all their own in the dimness of the small space.

      “What am I going to do?” I asked her.

      Sage answered by purring loudly and rubbing her cheek against my hand with determined devotion.

      I’d watched lots of videos of pet psychics, so I closed my eyes and listened for her voice.

      Sage bit my finger.

      I opened my eyes again, and she returned to petting herself against my offered hand.

      “Bonnie has all those people, “I told her. “People who can bake. They all have a few dishes they’re really good at. But with all of them together, Bonnie’s got something new—something really great—she can offer every day!” My shoulders sagged, and I hung my head. “There’s no way I can compete with that.”

      I dropped my hand.

      Sage squeaked a complaint then batted my uncooperative hand with her paw until I lifted it once more. She went back to loving herself via me before turning her attention to making a snack of my egg-drenched apron.

      I couldn’t lose the cafe. If I lost the cafe, I’d have nothing. If I had nothing, I couldn’t offer Sage a home. A place to be safe. A place to call her own.

      A tear escaped down my cheek.

      “It’s not like I could hire an army of bakers,” I said.

      Sage made a short, brusque chirp of a meow. She was scolding me, I was sure of it.

      “Well, I can’t!” I told her. “Even if I could, this town doesn’t have an army of bakers.”

      Sage chirp meowed again in the same brusque tone.

      “I don’t know what you’re fussing at me about. It’s not like I have any control over how many bakers this town has. And if I did, I’m sure Bonnie would snag them all.”

      Flash bulbs went off in my head as the obvious answer exploded in my brain.

      “An army of bakers… Bonnie’s army of bakers.” A smile grew, toothy and wicked. It hurt my cheeks and made me feel like a mad, insane scientist.

      But I wasn’t a scientist. I was a business woman able to offer bakers of an entrepreneurial sort a bigger slice of the pie than Bonnie was offering. Heck, I could probably offer them half the pie! Bonnie wouldn’t be able to do that because those bakers represented almost the entire source of her income. She was completely dependent on them—but I wouldn’t be. My cafe made food of its own to sell. So, I could offer the baker’s goods for sale at a commission that would barely do more than break even.

      “I’ve got ‘er!” I told Sage.

      Sage barely complained as she lost the use of my lap when I stood up. I didn’t even bother to change. I headed straight over to Bonnie’s place. It was early, but I’d been making note of when she stopped and started her day. She’d be over there now.

      I headed out the front door of the cafe to look in the front of her store. Sure enough, her lights were on. I couldn’t see anybody inside, but I knocked hard on the glass door regardless.

      The door bounced and jumped the barest amount with each knock. It wasn’t locked.

      I pulled the door open and stepped inside and marched my way up to the makeshift counter.

      I opened my mouth to call for Bonnie but said, “Oh my God!” instead. An enormous Stay Puft marshmallow man, made in all the colors of the rainbow out of cotton candy, decorated a chair just beyond the counter. “Nooo, what are they thinking?” It was too big to offer to any customers, and I couldn’t imagine it would remain looking very good for very long in Kentucky’s humid air.

      I trained my eyes into the more shadowed depths of the store. “Bonnie!”

      Nothing. The woman was ignoring me. Well, she wouldn’t be ignoring me for long after I told her I was going to steal all her bakers and sandwich makers!

      “Bonnie!” I called again.

      Of course, I’d give her an out first. I’d give her the chance to close down her shop graciously rather than face the public humiliation of failure.

      “Bonnie! We need to talk.”

      “R E S P E C T. Find out what it means to me,” Aretha belted out. It was Bonnie’s ring tone, but it wasn’t coming from the back of the store. It was coming from really close.

      My eyes fell on the huge, colorful—yes, delicious-looking—cotton candy creation sitting just a few feet away from me.

      “Nooooooo,” I said. “No, no, no, no, no… Bonnie?”

      “Sock it to me. Sock it to me. Sock it to me. Sock it to me,” Aretha sang.

      “Ohhhhh, Bonnie…”
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      “She killed Bonnie! Arrest her. Arrest her now!”

      Mary Lou-Ellen Brown was standing in the middle of my diner surrounded by a small bevy of the town’s most talented home bakers.

      The morning sky had turned from dark to light. There was crime scene tape cordoning off the area in front of Bonnie’s shop. I would’ve thought my place would be sitting empty because of it, but it wasn’t. It had a whole mess of home cooks in it, and they were all looking at me. Some had a glimmer of fear in their eyes. Others stared at me with outright hate. Not just hate. Loud hate. They didn’t have to say a word for it to be loud. Their faces were jutted forward and their eyes all but bulged out of their heads.

      Mary Lou-Ellen’s arm was outstretched and her finger pointed straight at me. It was so rigid that it looked as though it would snap in two rather than bend. She was seething with rage. Her face was blotchy red, and little specks of spittle arched through the air in escape from her mouth with every huffed breath she took.

      I was sure she was a mere two seconds away from climbing onto one of my tables to give a rousing speech to the townsfolk to gather up their pitchforks and torches to track down their local monster—me. Thing was, I was familiar with a lot of the people here. I was pretty sure most of them actually had pitch forks.  Real ones. Terrifying ones with foot-long tines that tapered down to alarmingly sharp points.

      I opened my mouth and took a breath to speak, but Mary Lou-Ellen cut me off.

      “Nobody wants to hear your lies!” she yelled at me. Then, to the small mob she was doing her best to incite into a riot, she said, “That woman, that nasty piece of filth, came into our town, and people started dying. They started dying because she started murdering! One person after another after another.” She slammed her fist into her hand for emphasis as she repeated herself. “She needs to be locked up! Thrown in jail!”

      “Nobody’s going to jail,” a low gravelly voice said. All heads pivoted to stare at Detective Gregson where he stood in the open door of my cafe. Absolute quiet ensued. Uncomfortable quiet. Gregson cleared his throat. “Nobody’s going to jail until we follow due process and identify the killer,” he clarified. “Then someone will go to jail.” He walked  a lazy path forward until he’d unassumingly inserted himself between me and everyone else.

      Mary Lou-Ellen took a half step forward and leaned into the remainder of the step. “If you don’t do something about her, then we will,” she hissed.

      Everything that was seemingly unassuming about Gregson fell away. His head turned to give Mary Lou-Ellen his full attention. She took a step back. Her angry mob took a step back with her.

      “Will you look at the time,” a woman said near the back of the group. Her voice was filled with fake exasperation. “I’ve got to be getting over to the school. Little Jimmy’s got a dentist appointment this morning.” She ended with a nervous titter.

      Murmurs grew within the small mob, and feet began shuffling. They were on the verge of dispersing.

      “Nobody’s going anywhere,” Gregson said, “and call the dentist. Little Jimmy’s dentist appointment is going to have to wait. Now, line up against the back wall, single file. You’re all suspects.”

      There was a collective gasp. Someone cried out a frantic, “No!” Someone else swore.

      “We’re suspects but she’s not?” Mary Lou-Ellen demanded to know.

      “Sure, she’s a suspect,” Gregson replied. “But if what you said is true and she murdered all those other people and got away with it, what makes you think we’ll catch her this time?” Rather than wait for her reply, he pulled a notepad from the pocket of his trench coat. “Now, what is your name and home address?” He poised his pencil over the open notebook. “Be sure to speak slowly and loudly so that me and everyone else here can be sure to get it down right.”

      Mary Lou-Ellen gasped in outrage and then her gaze flicked to me. Her expression grew self-righteous and hard. “Slut.”

      It was my turn to gasp in outrage. She had no idea there was anything going on between me and Gregson. I mean, heck, I didn’t even know if there was something going on between me and Gregson.

      “Slut…” Gregson repeated, studiously writing in his notebook. When his pencil stopped, he shifted his gaze to Mary Lou-Ellen. “Is that Lane or Road?”

      Rather than answer, Mary Lou-Ellen snorted in disgust, spun on her heel, and marched toward the far side of the cafe to join the others.

      Gregson turned his back on them to face me. He spared me a half-second crooked smile and a wink before turning forward again and taking a slow, lazy walk to the back of the cafe to join them. “Calderos!” he yelled without a glance back.

      “He’s maintaining the crime scene integrity outside, sir,” one of the uniformed officers told him.

      “Take his place. Tell him I want him in here.”

      “Yes, sir!” The officer exited my cafe’s front door and Brad materialized a moment later. He didn’t spare a glance for me, not one single flick of his eyes, before making a quick-footed beeline for Gregson. Gregson put him to work as notetaker as he began questioning each one of Bonnie’s home cooks.

      “What did I miss? What’s happened?”

      I jumped at the sudden disembodied sound of Joel’s voice. When I turned around to face him, I discovered he wasn’t alone. He was flanked on either side by a mini-me, or rather a mini-him. It’s not that either of them looked like him, but they both had the same gleam in their eyes—a crazed eagerness to know.

      Reporters were just like the police in a way. They wanted to know all the parts of a situation and how each part interconnected with all the other parts. But rather than pull out meticulous brushes and a magnifying glass to slowly uncover clue layer after layer, they were willing to do a cannon ball into the middle of a tar pit just to see what got dislodged and bobbed its way to the surface.

      Now, instead of being faced with just one cannon-baller, I was faced with three.

      “Where did you come from?” I asked and inwardly flinched at the harsh tone I’d attached to the words. It still stung that he’d replaced me in the span of an afternoon after we’d talked about—and rejected—the possibility of getting hitched and growing old together.

      I did my best not to pout. I had no right at all to feel an ounce of ill toward the man. He was one of the best people I’d ever met. Yet, whoever it was that said you couldn’t have your cake and eat it too could suck my big toe. I wouldn’t even get a pedicure first.

      “Brenda let us in through the kitchen. That okay?” There was genuine uncertainty in Joel’s voice.

      “Always,” I said with a reassuring smile. “Who you got with you?”

      “These two are my top picks for the internship,” Joel said with near-fatherly pride.

      I tuned out a little as he went into an explanation about his selection process and focused on mini-me and mini-mo instead.

      Mini-mo was a maybe-twenty, freckle-faced guy with wavy red curls in an endearing, shaggy mess.

      Mini-me was a maybe-twenty-year-old girl with dirty blonde streaked hair pulled back into an immaculate ponytail. She had a nose piercing with a delicate, pale pink stone and intense eyes so close to midnight blue that they were almost black. I kept watching for her to blink, but she never did.

      Movement out of the corner of my eye had me glancing to the side to discover Liam walking in. He had the dazed look of someone trying to make their way through a world-distorting fun house. He navigated to one of the bar stools and sat down.

      “Should I be in here?” he asked when Joel’s explanation had winded down.

      “Uh… yeah,” I said, feeling a little unsure of the answer myself. But The Berry Home wasn’t a crime scene. That it was teaming with cops and suspects was irrelevant. “What can I get you?”

      “Uh…” Liam looked around him. “Is that hippie dude here? I could do with some pancakes.”

      I got the feeling Liam didn’t actually want pancakes. I was sure he was just trying to avoiding eating anything I made.

      “Jonathan’s not here today. We’ve got goat cheese, spinach, and sun-dried tomato quiche. And Brenda’s also in the early stages of prepping for a steak salad lunch offering.”

      Liam’s brows went up. “Really, steak salad?” Hopeful surprise lit his face.

      I nodded and did my best not to laugh. “Really.”

      Bashful chagrin took over. “Sorry. I just really love a good steak salad.”

      “I love a man who loves food.” My words reached my ears the moment they left my mouth, and I felt my face grow hot. Behind me, Joel cleared his throat, but when I turned around, he was looking everywhere but at me. That made me smile. Looked like Joel still held at least a shadow of a candle for me as well. It was good to know that even though he’d moved on, he still held me in some small place in his heart.

      Liam leaned forward to peer around me at the perp lineup happening at the back of the cafe. “So, is this how it always happens?”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “People dying around you.”

      Joel snickered, but his mini-memos scribbled furiously in their pads without so much as a flicker of movement at the corners of their mouths.

      “You should take a tip from them,” I whispered archly. “Observe and don’t judge.”

      Joel’s grin got bigger, and he turned his gaze to Liam. “It doesn’t always happen like this. One person got wrapped up like a gift and left at her front door.”

      Liam’s jaw fell open and then he smiled big. “Oh, you’re messing with me.”

      Joel lost his smile. “No, that really happened.”

      Joel’s memos stopped their scribbling, looked at me, then sort of leaned ever so slightly closer to Joel before returning to their writing.

      I sighed. Some truths were best faced head on.

      “It doesn’t always happen this way,” I told Liam. “One person didn’t even die here… or even near here,” I added, but the words came out a tad defensive. I sighed again, and my shoulders slumped. “It’s not always like this.” But, if I was being honest with myself, I guess it usually was.

      “So, how does it start?” Liam asked, shifting his attention between me and the questioning happening at the back.

      “Huh?” I hoped he wasn’t asking what I thought he was asking. There was no way I was going to step him through how people went about doing the murders.

      “Do you just ease your way back there and start listening in to what people tell the police?” he asked.

      “Oh!” Relief flooded me. He was asking how I started my investigations. “Um, well…” I crossed my arms over my chest and thought. What did I usually do? It wasn’t like I kept a to-do checklist on my fridge titled “In Case of Murder.” I frowned, perplexed, then I snapped my fingers, happy once the answer came to me. “I get Agatha and her knitters together.”

      “Really? Knitters?”

      “Yeah. They know stuff.” I dropped my voice as if about to say something taboo. “Gossip stuff.”

      Liam looked toward the lineup and then back at me again. He leaned forward and dropped his voice as well. “Can I come, too?”

      This time, Joel didn’t snicker. He laughed out loud.
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      I bit my lip as I stared, arms crossed, at two different plates sitting on my stainless steel kitchen counter. One plate was piled high with an assortment of Patty’s cookies. It was a little bit of this and a little bit of that made from frozen leftovers of her cookie dough. The other plate was stacked high with meringue cookies I’d made from scratch. I’d piped them out in big, fluffy swirls that resembled clouds rather than the pointy-tipped shape similar to Hershey’s kisses.

      I stared back and forth between the two plates. My eyes stung, and I felt as though I wanted to cry.

      I felt Zoey move in to stand next to me. She stared at the two plates as well. She pointed at the meringues. “Did you make those?”

      I nodded while holding myself tighter, biting my lip harder, and rocking slightly.

      “You thinking of serving them to the knitters?”

      I nodded again.

      “What’s wrong with them?” she asked.

      “I don’t know!” I lamented, beside myself. I knew there had to be something wrong with them, but I couldn’t figure out what it was.

      Zoey tapped at the crisp outer shell of one of the cookies with a long, matte purple nail sporting a shiny gold stud piercing and looping chain that disappeared to the side rather than dangle down. The crisp sound from her tapping nail spoke of perfection.

      I picked up the cookie she’d tapped. It weighed next to nothing. I snapped it in two and then tapped at the inside. I heard the same crisp sound I’d heard on the outside. I could even smell the faint, pleasant scent of vanilla.

      Zoey took half of the cookie and bit into it. I bit into the other half. There was a resounding crunch from both of us.

      “Mmmm,” Zoey hummed, looking pleased.

      The cookie melted in my mouth in the best way possible. I had to blink hard against my tears. “What’s wrong with them?” I asked. There was no way I’d gotten them right.

      Zoey smiled and gave me a one-armed hug around the waist. “Nothing at all.” Then, as if to nudge me forward out of my shock, she said, “The ladies are waiting.”

      “The ladies, right.” The knitting group much preferred to keep their hands moving with yarn than to eat anything I served them, but I always liked to offer them nibbles anyway.

      It’d already been a long day, but there was still more to do. Finding Bonnie’s body this morning felt like a lifetime ago—no pun intended—and now it was dark outside again.

      “Mind grabbing the platter of cups?” I asked Zoey.

      “Sure.” She swept the large serving platter into the air. It was full of empty coffee cups, each with its own saucer and spoon, a bowl of sugar cubes, a tiny pitcher of cream, and two French presses filled with dark, bold coffee.

      I picked up a similar tray, this one laden down with the two plates of cookies plus a third plate of dainty finger sandwiches. Three kinds—minced ham, cucumber, and egg salad. The goal was to provide nibbles that could be eaten down in only one or two bites so as to not interfere with the steady stream of knit-one, purl-two.

      I followed Zoey out of the kitchen. She walked right past a wide-eyed, expectant-looking woman and went on to Agatha’s knitting group, tucked away in the cozy-corner at the back of the cafe. But the expectant woman’s eyes were locked with mine, and there was no way I could simply walk past without being rude. I recognized her, though she looked much better today than she had yesterday.

      I stopped. “Hi… Judith, right?” It was as if someone invisible started adding tiny bags of sand to the top of my tray the instant I stopped. Its weight continued to grow each second thereafter.

      “Hi.” She smiled and released a relieved breath. “I wasn’t sure if you’d remember me.”

      Remember a crying woman eating my competitor’s boxed lunch inside my cafe? Not a problem. “Of course,” I said in my best reassuring voice, returning her smile.

      “I just wanted to stop by and apologize,” she said. “And I wanted to bring you this.” She fished around in her purse and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “This is my great-great-grandmother’s recipe for mutton stew. She grew up in Ireland. The way I heard it, she had the best mutton stew in the village. All the men would find excuses to come ‘round to do odd jobs for her, hoping she’d feed them some.”

      My heart melted. “That is so sweet! Thank you!”

      She nodded. “It’s my way of saying thank you for being so nice to me yesterday. It’s the least I can do.”

      But I didn’t have a hand free with which to take her great-great grandmother’s recipe—and I wanted it!

      “Mind following me back here?” I asked with a head tilt toward the cozy-corner and the small group gathered there. “I’ll set the tray down.”

      “Oh…” Uncertainty filtered across her face. “I don’t want to intrude.”

      The cafe’s door jingled, and Liam stepped through. His shoulders and height practically filled the entire frame of the door. His eager gaze fell on me, and he lifted a hand holding a ball of fuzzy pink yarn. His smile—so boyish and charming—was infectious.

      “It’s not an intrusion,” I told Judith with a lilt of laughter in my voice. “Come on.”

      I headed for the back with my two stragglers in tow.

      A chorus of “hi” and “hello” greeted me, then “oooh” and “awww” as I set my tray down. A few knitting needles even stopped clacking so that their owners could pinch a thick, quilted dinner napkin and their nibbles of choice.

      “Coffee?” I asked. I got a few takers and filled coffee cups while the clack of knitting needles ensued full force.

      Liam had found a spot to sit between the sisters, Nancy and Shelly. I smiled at the sight of the shoulders of the two elderly ladies matching the sitting-height of Liam’s shoulders. The three of them had their long legs extending toward the center of the group, and I was sure that the image belonged on the cover of an AARP magazine with some clever caption.

      Zoey had materialized a laptop computer seemingly out of nowhere and was sitting, typing, just beyond the group’s circular edge.

      I grabbed a seat for Judith and offered it with a hand wave. As far as I knew, she was the only person here to have actually been in Bonnie’s store yesterday, other than me. She might have some useful tidbit to tell. I also took the opportunity to pocket that scrumptious mutton stew recipe she’d brought for me.

      Judith settled in, but it only took a quick glance at Liam to see he was feeling out of sorts.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      He looked to either side of himself and then held up a single, bent-tip needle. “I think I brought the wrong thing… Or maybe not enough things? I don’t know. I’ve only got one of these. Everyone else has two.”

      Nancy nudged his shoulder with her own. “That’s a crochet hook. We’re knitting,” she said. “Crochet’s a fine skill. You can make beautiful fabrics with crochet.”

      Liam’s eyes travelled the hands of the entire group. “Then how come nobody else is crocheting?”

      “Because knitting is better,” Prudence said, and all the knitters laughed and nodded in unison, though the joke went over my head.

      “Here,” Agatha said, leaning toward her gape-mouthed, colorful carpet bag. “I’ve got an extra pair.” She paused in her reach, gazed at his ball of pink yarn, and narrowed her eyes. Then she nodded and continued her reach. She rummaged for a moment and then pulled two pale wooden and extremely long needles out of her bag. “These are bamboo. Eights. Should be good with that.” She chin-nodded to his yarn as she passed the two sticks to him.

      He took them, tried to figure out how to hold them, and ended up doing what looked like a drummer’s stick twirl in mid-air. His pinched brows and tight mouth told me it hadn’t been on purpose.

      Shelly put down her knitting. Peering through her glasses down the long stretch of her nose, she reached over into Liam’s lap. She slowly and wordlessly demonstrated how to hold the needles and work the yarn.

      I felt Agatha’s gaze on me and shifted my attention to her. Her brows were lifted and mirth had curled the corners of her lips. “So, somebody’s been busy. Do you have any new takers for the storefront yet?”

      Her words made me cringe. I sank lower in my chair. I glanced around me at the floor and nearby seats, wondering where my purring security blanket was. It took a yawn and a short chirp for me to spot Sage. She was curled up inside Nora’s yarn bowl. The little minx had pushed the round ball of yarn the bowl had held onto the floor and had taken its spot. Her never-ending circular body fit inside the swirl-notched ceramic bowl perfectly. Thankfully, Nora didn’t seem to mind.

      “That is a nice store,” Prudence said. “Right on Main Street. You’ll probably be beating away the folks who want it. Anybody contact you about it yet?”

      I shook my head no, but then I wasn’t sure how common knowledge it was that I owned the whole building block. It was a fact that still felt absurd to me, but I would have gone financially under a hundred times over if it hadn’t been for the rental income from the other storefronts. The cafe broke even, sometimes—which, trust me, was a huge improvement from when I first took the place over.

      “Maybe Bonnie’s sister, Lizzie, will take the place over,” Nora speculated.

      “She has a sister?” It felt like such a dumb question to ask. I knew so little about Bonnie. Was she married? Did she have kids? I’d been so absorbed in my own little life that I hadn’t taken the time to learn about hers. I was a terrible person—not a killer like half the town thought, but yes… a terrible person.

      “Mmhmm, a nephew, too,” Agatha said.

      “Oh, but he ain’t no count,” Prudence said. “That boy’s a walking billboard for how not to live your life. Always into trouble, that one.”

      “But he’d been so talented,” Shelly said with a tsk. “Craig could draw so beautifully.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Chloe shrugged. “Life. A few wrong choices that led to other wrong choices.”

      “Drugs,” Prudence said.

      All the ladies nodded silently, their lips pursed tight and their eyes on their work.

      “What a shame,” Nancy said. “Still, Lizzie and him were the only family Bonnie had.”

      “And Bonnie had doted on that boy when he was younger. Spoiled him rotten! Gave him everything. Literally bought him a pony.” She laughed. “Though maybe she did that to tick Lizzie off.”

      All the ladies chuckled, most of them shaking their heads.

      “I scratched Bonnie’s car once,” Nora said.

      The clacking of the needles halted. There was a couple of gasped breaths.

      “Did Bonnie find out?” Chloe asked in a hushed voice.

      “I was going to leave a note,” Nora said. “I was. I’d wrote it out and everything, put it right under her windshield wiper. But Monica Lancer saw me and asked what I was doing, and when I told her she grabbed that note right off Bonnie’s car, looked around to make sure no one was looking, then grabbed my hand and dragged me away. I’d never seen the likes of it.”

      “So Bonnie didn’t find out?” Chloe asked.

      “No, not so as I know,” Nora answered.

      There was a collective sigh of relief, and the ladies relaxed deeper into their chairs.

      I was lost. There were things not being said, and I needed to know them.

      “What would’ve happened if Bonnie had found out?” I asked.

      There was a lot more head shaking.

      “Did she love her car or something?” I asked, still feeling clueless.

      “Bonnie loved tit for tat,” Agatha said. “If she felt like you did her wrong, she’d do you one better… but you know, wrong.”

      Heads nodded.

      “Ohhhh.” I was finally getting a clue. “Do you think she went too far, got even a little too hard?”

      The ladies swiveled eyes to look at each other and nodded.

      “What’s some of the things she’s done?”

      “She rubbed her sister Lizzie’s pillow down with poison oak the night before prom,” Chloe said. “I’d already graduated, but I heard about it from some of my friends. Lizzie, that poor girl, her face swelled up like a balloon, even had weeping sores. Her prom date took one look at her, got back in his car, and drove away. So, Bonnie made a big deal that Lizzie should go with her and her date, then Bonnie made fun of her to anyone who would listen after they got to the dance.”

      My mouth fell open and my brows reached for my hairline. “Why?”

      Chloe shrugged. “Way I heard it, Lizzie fit into the dress Bonnie had wanted to wear but couldn’t fit.”

      I didn’t know what to say, but I was sure I had Bonnie’s killer. It had to be Lizzie. I couldn’t imagine growing up with a person as mean as Bonnie without eventually wanting to off her.

      “Do they even talk to each other now? Are they estranged?” I asked, then felt silly for asking. They’d said Bonnie had been in her nephew’s life, that she’d doted on him.

      “Oh yes, they made up,” Chloe said. “Thing was about Bonnie and Lizzie. Bonnie was willing to destroy the poor girl, but nobody else better touch her. Any girl who spoke mean about Lizzie eventually got labelled as an outcast at school. You couldn’t always tell that Bonnie was behind it, but, well… she was. I think she was, anyway.”

      Okay… So, Bonnie was abusive but also highly protective.

      “What’s going on with Lizzie now? Do you think that Bonnie might’ve hurt someone for Lizzie and they killed her for it?”

      The ladies looked at each other. I got a few shrugs. Nobody knew.

      “What about the money?” Liam asked as he did his best to untangle his fingers from his yarn.

      “Huh? What money?” I asked.

      “Well, isn’t there money? Isn’t that what they always say, follow the money?”

      “Oh, yeah!” I looked at the group. “Was Bonnie rich?”

      Shelly shook her head and the others followed suit. “Can’t see how she was. Her mattress store went under.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not about being rich, is it?” I asked. “I mean, some businesses fail.”

      “But there are a couple of other mattress stores in town and they’re doing just fine.” Shelly looked around at the others. “I’m just saying, if Bonnie was rich, seems like she would’ve had the funds to fix whatever it was that wasn’t working at her store rather than switch to selling something else altogether.”

      “Well…” Agatha said with her eyes on me but didn’t say anything further.

      “Well, what?” I asked.

      Agatha shrugged her graceful shoulders with her head tilted innocently to the side and her eyes on her knitting.

      “What?” I asked again. She knew something she wasn’t saying.

      “I wasn’t close to Bonnie, mind you,” Agatha said, “but Bonnie had a way of choosing the right ear to chew on. She knew you and I are friends, so she took every opportunity she got to hint at how she felt about you.”

      “Me!” I’d barely had anything to do with the woman. Yes, yes, that made me a horrible, self-absorbed person, but it had also greatly limited me having anything at all to do with her. I wasn’t sure when I’d have had time to get on her bad side.

      Agatha’s lips were curled at the corners. “Her feelings got a little hurt that you didn’t seek her out for business advice when you took over the cafe.”

      “Huh?” My mouth fell open again.

      “Mmhmm,” Agatha said, her smile getting larger. “She felt slighted, like you were singling her out as not being a good business owner. It bothered her a lot. Every time she spoke to me, she sounded more and more miffed about it.”

      A litany of words filtered through my head. Insane. Egotistical. Twisted. Plus a few others less nice.

      Sally tsked. “I hadn’t wanted to say it, but I’d thought her deli was on purpose… and all about you.”

      That… More words filtered through my head. Descriptive words. Very insulting words.

      “But to give up a profitable business just to mess with me?” I said, my voice brimming over with exasperation. “I don’t get it!”

      “Oh, no, honey,” Nora said. “Her place was going under.” She leaned forward, scrunched her face, and loudly whispered. “Bugs. Everywhere.”

      My skin crawled, and a flash of fear lightening bolted through me. “You mean…” I dropped my voice. I whispered, and not a loud whisper either. A quiet whisper. A whisper that I hoped no other ears would hear. “Roaches?”

      If Bonnie had roaches, that meant I’d be likely to get roaches… or have roaches already. It was a restaurant owner’s worst nightmare, well that and causing a mass breakout of cholera or something equally horrible.

      Nora leaned back and laughed, flapping her hand dismissively. “No, silly. Bed bugs!”

      It was everyone else’s turn to shudder.

      Zoey’s fingers gently clacked on her keyboard, just as they’d been doing periodically throughout the get-together.

      My eyes went to the fabric of my chairs and then my carpet. I felt myself break out in a cold sweat. Had any of Bonnie’s customers tried out her display mattresses and then come over here?

      “They never could figure out where they were coming from,” Nora went on. “From what I heard, people’d get their new mattresses, unwrap them, then end up with bites the morning after.”

      I felt my brows scrunch together. “The new mattresses? Wrapped? Never used?”

      “Yeah, that’s the way I heard it.”

      “Couldn’t they have picked up the mites when they tried out the in-store model then carried them home with them?”

      Nora shook her head. “I know Paul, who knows Terry, the local exterminator, and they checked the display models and never found any sign of bugs on them. They even burned three sets of the display models, just in case. Never made a difference. People’s orders would get delivered, and they’d have bites the next morning.”

      Liam jerked like he’d just been bitten. “Sorry,” he said and reached into his back pocket. He pulled out his phone, looked at the screen, then scowled. “Gotta go. Princess Anna has thrown a shoe.”

      Confusion was just my place to live tonight. “Can’t someone pick it up for her?”

      Liam stood, stared at his yarn and needles, then plopped them into Judith’s empty lap. “Million-dollar horse. Trained for hunter jumper. The owners heard I was back in the States. They want me out for an emergency shoeing.”

      “But you’re a blacksmith,” I said, ever more confused.

      Liam laughed. “I’m a blacksmith and a master farrier specializing in corrective shoeing.”

      “Liam here’s our resident jack-of-all-trades,” Agatha said with obvious fondness.

      Liam chuckled again. “Just the metal ones.” Then to the group, he said, “Thanks for having me.” With his liquid-blue eyes focused just on me, he said, “Thanks for letting me tag along.”

      “Mmhmm,” I said, opting to go the no-words route for fear of squeaking. Someone had to be playing a joke on me. The man had to be a hired model straight off the cover of Rugged-Gorgeous-Men-R-Us. People who looked like him weren’t supposed to exist in real life. They were supposed to be the product of fancy picture filters and touch-up apps.

      Liam left, and I hoped that nobody noticed the pink of heat in my cheeks.

      My brain raced for a topic to keep people’s attention off of me. I went with the first one I landed on. “Does anybody know how these brand-new, still-wrapped mattresses were infested with bedbugs?”

      There was a lot of head shaking.

      “Sounds like a mystery to me,” Agatha said with a twinkle in her eye.

      She was right. Maybe someone had been sabotaging Bonnie’s merchandise. Maybe she’d ticked off the wrong person.

      “Anybody know about Bonnie’s life insurance?” Nancy asked.

      “Did she have any?” I asked.

      “Someone like her? I’d say she did; I’d bet the bank on it. I’d bet it was big, too. The woman thought very highly of herself and her own self-importance. She’d want to be sure she mattered even after she was gone.”

      “Huh…” It was like truer words had never been spoken. They felt so right. “You figure Lizzie’s the benefactor?”

      Brows lifted and heads shook.

      “Craig, then?”

      There were a few glances at each other and then heads nodded.

      “It’d be like Bonnie to pass Lizzie over,” Chloe said.

      “She wouldn’t want to make things easier on Lizzie,” Prudence said. “Lizzie’d feel the effects of Bonnie longer if the money went to Lizzie’s son. Keep things complicated.”

      A round of murmurs agreed.

      “Follow the money,” I said, just as Liam had suggested. He was right.
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      “Sherry wine, fresh tarragon…” I mumbled to myself, frowning. My frown deepened. “Cooked in a heavy covered pot over aged apple wood picked at the end of summer…”

      I glanced up from the recipe Judith had given me for mutton stew to stare at one of my shiny, stainless steel ovens. Then, I twisted and stared through the layers of wall in the direction I figured my fireplace sat in the cozy corner of the cafe.

      Could I?

      Should I?

      Where would I even get—I checked the recipe again—aged apple wood picked at the end of summer?

      Turning forward again, I accessed my early morning baking attempts. I had two loaves of bread on my stainless steel countertop. One was a basic yeast loaf, meant to be airy and light, but all the air was on the outside of it due to the five-inch trench down its center.

      The other loaf was banana nut bread. It was maybe a pound when I’d put it in the oven but ten and a half when I’d pulled it out. I could dry it, paint it, and use it as a doorstop.

      “Croutons,” I mumbled, wondering if I could cut the thing up and turn it into a sweet and savory croutons for salad, but once dried, I suspected it would break teeth.

      “Them ain’t so bad,” Brenda said, stopping her work to stare at the loaves with me. “I mean, I ain’t never met a banana bread that didn’t have no odor before, but that don’t mean it tastes bad.”

      “Zucchini bread,” I said, turning my head to look at her.

      Brenda scrunched her face. “Why would someone go and do something like that to a perfectly good zucchini?”

      “People seem to like it,” I countered. “There are recipes all over the internet for it.”

      “Yeah, and you can grow vegetables in your outhouse, but I ain’t gonna eat those either.”

      “Ha, I’m gonna make some and I bet you’ll like it.”

      Brenda stared at me, expressionless.

      “I’m gonna get Patty to make some when she gets back, and I bet you’ll like it,” I amended.

      Brenda’s face lit in a big smile. “There ya go.”

      Sage brushed by my ankle and all but bleated a demand that was impossible to misinterpret.

      “You better feed her before she gets all feisty on us and decides to take matters into her own claws. Jonathan ain’t here to slip her scraps this morning.”

      “Should we bake some quiche?” I asked as an idea of something we could make in advance for a breakfast offering.

      “I’ll get on it,” Brenda said.

      “I’ll, uh…” I stared at the loaves again. “I’ll go list those on the Oops board. Maybe somebody will want to buy them whole.”

      I headed out to the open grill with Sage trailing behind. A tap-tap-tap got my attention at the cafe’s still-locked front door, and the light from within illuminated a waiting Zoey in an otherworldly glow that showed her off as the angel I liked to think of her as.

      I did my best to stifle a yawn as I flicked the turn-lock to open. “What’re you doing up?” It wasn’t even 6 AM.

      “Haven’t been to bed,” Zoey said, looking much more bright-eyed and bushy-tailed than me.  She had her laptop folded and tucked under her arm. “I’ve got to show you something.”

      I followed her to the grill’s counter. She put her laptop on it, lifted the lid, and brought it to life. The image of Rick and Morty flying through space dressed in the dark suits and ties of G-men filled the screen.

      I’d always known Zoey was a little off-kilter, but this sealed it. Of course, I was the one who recognized Rick and Morty, so what did that say about me?

      “I’ve been up all night chasing a bug, but I found it, killed it, and now my newest program is finally working,” Zoey said with a far too happy, crazed gleam in her eye.

      “What’s it do?” I was obligated to ask regardless of my fear of the answer. Zoey’s eyeballs were literally shiny, and the left one was twitching. I didn’t mean that her eyelid was twitching. Her actual eyeball was twitching while the other one remained perfectly still. “How long have you been up working on this?”

      “Do you have coffee?” she asked.

      “No.” I’d throw the grounds down the drain before I let her drink a drop.

      Zoey frowned. “Tea?”

      “Chamomile?” I offered, hoping it would help her wind down toward sleep.

      “No, never mind.” Her hands lovingly stroked the sides of her computer screen. “This baby’s gonna change everything. It’s my most advanced program ever.”

      “What’s it do?”

      “It catches killers. I call it Whodunnit.”

      My concern for Zoey momentarily flagged. “Really?” There was no way for me to keep my hope out of my voice. Zoey was a bona fide genius. If anyone could pull off creating such a thing, it would be her.

      “Wanna see it work?” she asked, her voice sing-song and teasing.

      “Yeah.”

      Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “Got coffee?”

      I pursed my lips. I’d been played. “You’re evil, you know that, right?”

      “Yessss, but I work for good, so what does it matter?”

      I sighed. “Give me a few minutes.” I headed behind the counter.

      “That’s fine. I need to put some data points in anyway. I took notes last night at the meeting, but I need you to go over it again and to add in your thoughts.”

      She typed as I talked. Together, she updated her data points and I made coffee. I poured her a cup just the way she liked it then made one for myself. I came around to her side of the grill and sat down next to her as she launched Whodunnit into action. We waited. Her laptop’s internal fan kicked on and ramped up to high speed. Her computer was working hard.

      Dots appeared and then cycled through in a lit pattern that told us Whodunnit was close to telling us who had killed Bonnie. The image shifted and names appeared.

      “Ha! It’s working! The top three candidates are Agatha Rayans, Bonnie Carvel, and Jack Hamilton.”

      We both took a moment to absorb the names in silence. Finally, I spoke.

      “It thinks that maybe Bonnie killed herself and then wrapped herself in cotton candy?”

      Zoey shrugged. “Weirder things are possible. Things happen.”

      “Jack’s out of town… maybe out of the country,” I pointed out.

      “Mmhmm.”

      “So, then, I guess that makes Agatha the killer?”

      Zoey slammed her laptop shut. “Don’t talk to me.” She scooped the laptop under her arm and started for the door.

      “Wanna go with me to talk to people later?” I called after her.

      “Of course!” she fired back. “Wake me when you’re ready.”

      ‘When I was ready’ turned into late afternoon. I made sure of it. Brenda and I soldiered through lunch. Patty shocked me by showing up, too. She and Brad’s Aunt Bella had opted to get bumped to a later cruise due to overbooking. They got a cabin upgrade in exchange. Patty turned my kitchen into a glorious place where magical things happened. And Brenda and I cooked up a storm in preparation of dinner. We made bacon, scallion, and potato soup. We also made a roasted tomato, caramelized onion, and goat cheese tart I hoped wouldn’t sell. I wanted to eat every bit of it myself. Then, for those less adventurous customers wanting something a bit more hearty to sink their teeth into, we made three trays of stuffed manicotti—one with a meat sauce, one with a meatless red sauce, and one stuffed with mushrooms, spinach, and sausage and topped with a cream sauce. Salad rounded everything out.

      I was exhausted by the time everything was prepped, but I knew that Melanie and Sam would be able to run the cafe without anyone but each other this evening.

      I headed across the street to Zoey’s apartment building then climbed the stairs to her floor. I had to pound on her door for half a minute before the blurry-eyed genius opened up. I then curled up on her collection of truly enormous floor pillows and took a nap while she got herself ready. We were out the door an hour later. My feet still hurt from my day of work, but I felt refreshed.

      Outside, in back of Zoey’s building, we climbed into her car.

      “Where we going?” Zoey asked.

      “Oh! Right… I was figuring we’d talk to Lizzie, Bonnie’s sister.”

      Zoey’s gaze dropped to my hands. They were empty. “You got a condolence gift?”

      “Nooo…” I’d gotten so used to these murders, I’d completely forgotten about the importance of simple acts of kindness. “Suggestion?”

      Zoey shrugged. “You usually take something from the cafe.”

      “Okay.”

      Zoey drove us across the street and parked in back of the cafe. I ran inside and came back out a couple of minutes later with a wrapped cream-sauce-topped manicotti tray that Lizzie could just pop in the oven to bake. I also put together a plate of still-warm chocolate chocolate-chip muffins and grabbed a couple of toffee cookies for me and Zoey.

      Zoey had figured out where we were going through some clever phone investigating. We pulled up outside of Lizzie’s place less than twenty minutes later. Then, we had to immediately back out of her driveway to allow others to leave. We pulled back in and then had to pull out yet again as another pair left.

      “Busy,” Zoey said.

      We finally parked on the slightly too narrow street with the tires of Zoey’s car inching a wee bit too far onto Lizzie’s beautifully manicured lawn. She really did have a beautiful yard. Overbrimming pots of interchanging yellow-orange then solid yellow mums lined her inlaid red-brick walkway leading to her front door. Trellises laden heavy with cream-colored hydrangeas framed her front door. A green wooden cutout reading “WELCOME” in cursive hung above her door, and a swirling, oversized yet somehow unassuming doormat provided the perfect landing spot for all her visitors to wait for the lady of the house to answer their knock.

      Zoey knocked while I cradled the tinfoil-covered tray of stuffed manicotti and plate of chocolate muffins. A woman who looked remarkably like Bonnie but a tiny bit younger and with lighter brown hair answered the door. She had to be Lizzie, Bonnie’s younger sister.

      Lizzie had a cordless housephone pressed to her ear. Her gaze instantly dropped from our faces to the food offering I was carrying.

      She turned her back on us and waved for us to follow at the same time as she walked back into the house. “Yes, yes,” she said into the phone. It was obvious she wasn’t talking to us. “ I understand.” Pause. “Yes.” Pause. “Of course.” Pause.

      The long hallway opened up into a connected dining room and kitchen. Lizzie turned to face us, waved her hand randomly at the room, then turned away again to continue talking on the phone.

      I looked around us. Every available surface was covered by a dish of food. Feeling bold, I went to her fridge and opened it. No room at all. None. It was packed solid.

      I glanced at Lizzie. She wasn’t paying me any attention. So, I opened her freezer as well. It was odd how opening her freezer felt like such an invasion of personal space. It, too, was packed solid.

      I closed it back up before she noticed I’d opened it and placed my offering of food in her large kitchen sink. It was the only empty spot.

      The doorbell rang. Lizzie disappeared from sight. I heard a few mumbled words exchanged, then Lizzie strolled back in with a glazed Bundt cake balanced in her free hand and a stack of mail tucked against her side under her arm. She put the heavy cake on top of something else less durable. The stack of mail got stacked on top of them both, creating a precarious tower. I watched as whatever was in the lower dish slowly collapsed.

      Lizzie didn’t notice.

      “Yes, uh-huh.” Pause. “Yep.” The fingers of her free hand threaded into her hair, fisted, and pulled. “Yep! Will do!” she said, her voice becoming louder and more clipped while seeming to try to hold onto a fraction of cordiality. “Yeah… Okay. I’ll give you a call if I need anything. Thanks!”

      I heard the mumbled voice of the other person on the line still talking as Lizzie pulled the phone away from her ear and clicked the phone off. Silence filled the room. Lizzie deflated with a sigh, looking worn out as she propped one hand on her hip and her phone-holding hand over the tall back of one of the dining table chairs.

      “People just keep coming,” she said with a shake of her head. “Or calling. They won’t quit calling!”

      As if on cue, the phone rang again. Rather than answer it, Lizzie strolled leisurely over to the phone’s base unit and unplugged it. The ringing instantly stopped.

      “There,” she said and then gave the cordless handset a toss into the edge-to-edge dishes. “All the home cooks Bonnie was working with are bringing me food. We wouldn’t have to buy groceries for the rest of the year if it would all keep.” Her gaze fixed on us, and I could tell she was finally ready to take on the next thing in front of her. She clapped her hands together. “Thank you for coming by. The”—she hesitated—“uh, food you brought was lovely.” It was obvious she didn’t have a clue what we’d brought. “I really appreciate you coming by. I know Bonnie would’ve appreciated it. Thank you for keeping us in your thoughts.”

      They were practiced words. Canned words. Rote words. Words she must’ve said a hundred times over since Bonnie had died.

      “I’m sorry for you loss,” I said. More canned words, but what else was there for me to say?

      “Thank you.” Lizzie extended her arm and started walking in the direction of the hallway that would lead us to the front door. She stopped walking when she realized we weren’t following. She looked at us expectantly with brows raised. “Is there something I can do for you?” Her words were perfunctory. It was obvious she just wanted us out of her house.

      “Hi, I’m Kylie Berry,” I told her. “I own the cafe next to Bonnie’s store.”

      Lizzie’s body stiffened. She stood up straighter and turned to face us fully. “Bonnie’s deli,” Lizzie corrected.

      “Right, yes, of course,” I said, not looking for a fight. Bonnie was the person who signed the lease, not Lizzie. Bonnie was dead, so the lease was void. Hitting heads with Lizzie would achieve nothing, so I quickly acquiesced. “We just wanted to come over and offer our condolences.”

      Lizzie’s gaze flicked to Zoey then came back to me. “You just wanted to come over here and snoop. I heard all about you. Bonnie gave me an earful. Told me how you were always messing in official investigations. Just wouldn’t shut up, wouldn’t leave things alone, always muddying the waters, confusing everyone. Well, you stay out of this. My sister is dead! For all I know, you’re the one who got her killed… Or maybe you killed her yourself.”

      I almost took a step back from her sudden, raw anger, but the sight of Zoey taking a step forward held me in place. “It’s unorthodox, we know,” she said. “But we’ve helped catch the people who hurt other people’s loved ones. Sure, we usually figure it out when the bad guy tries to kill Kylie”—Zoey hitched a thumb at me—“but we do catch them. They do go to jail.” She paused. “They don’t get away with it.”

      Those last words were the magic words. Lizzie’s defenses melted away. Her eyes grew puffy and reddened. She cleared her throat and turned her attention to the mail stacked on top of the cake. Turning her shoulder to us, she started flipping through the stack, taking her time to peruse each one. She cleared her throat again, and this time it sounded more froggy than the first time. “What do you want to know?”

      A tear fell from her eye and landed on the letter she was holding. She swiped it away with her thumb.

      Zoey looked at me. It was show time.

      I stepped forward to be shoulder-to-shoulder with Zoey. “Do you know of anyone who wanted to hurt your sister?”

      Lizzie snort laughed then swiped the back of her wrist over her cheek. “I don’t have all day. Let’s move on.”

      “So you’re saying there were a lot of people who would have liked to hurt Bonnie?” I asked. I wanted confirmation of what I’d learned from the knitting group.

      Lizzie rolled her eyes as she lifted her face to the ceiling. “Yes,” she said with unfiltered exasperation. “Everyone. Half the town. Anyone who knew her for more than ten minutes.” She looked at me, then lifted a hand in my direction. “You!”

      “Why me?”

      Lizzie snorted again. “Yeah, right.” She turned her attention back to the mail, flipping to the next item in the stack.

      “No, really, why me? What reason would I have for wanting to hurt her? I made money from her. She had a long-standing lease agreement with me and paid on time. What would my motive be?”

      “P-lease!” More eye rolling, then her voice turned mockingly sing-song. “Because she was gonna put you out of business. You were going under. Her deli was running circles around you and that ridiculous Oops Board of yours. If ya can’t cook it, have the decency not to serve it!”

      My face flushed with heat, and my chest tightened. Score one for Lizzie. She knew how to place a hit.

      “Got plans for that cool million you’ll be getting?” Zoey asked, her voice slick and cold like wet ice and just as vicious. “Or is it a million-five?”

      “W-What?” Lizzie paled. “How…” Her brain seemed to overcome her shock. Her face scrunched with anger. “You’ve been snooping.” The words were an accusation more than a statement.

      “Your son, Craig, sounds like he might have some legal troubles,” I said. “And if he got his hands on all that money… I wonder what he’d use it for.” I was fishing with dynamite with that one. If what the knitters had said was right and Craig had a drug problem and was due to inherit, that would be a reason for Lizzie to want her sister to stay alive.

      “He’s got nothing to do with this!” Lizzie yelled. “Nothing! I-I-I haven’t even seen him! He’s gone. Run off. Nobody’s seen him since…” Her mouth clamped shut.

      “Since what, when?” I asked.

      Lizzie started anger flipping through her mail. She came to a smallish manila envelope and stopped. Her whole body stilled. My focus shifted to the envelope as well. The face of it didn’t look right. It was more bare, more blank than I was used to. That’s when I realized it only had a delivery address. There was no return address. There was not even any postage or a postage stamp.

      Lizzie turned her back and walked away from us, the envelope still in hand. I heard paper tear.

      “Since what?” I asked again. She was stressed and distracted. Maybe she’d tell me something more than nothing on accident. Of course, I wanted to know what was in the envelope and who had sent it, but I wasn’t going to learn that unless I grabbed the thing away from her. But there were some lines of etiquette I just wasn’t prepared to cross—that I didn’t want to cross. Despite all that, I could see I needed to push more. “Craig—”

      “Miranda,” Lizzie said, cutting me off.

      “Huh?”

      Lizzie turned to face me. “Go talk to Miranda Bearsdon. Her and Bonnie were hitting heads. She was Bonnie’s latest favorite… target. Now, get out.”

      “Do you know—” I started to say.

      “Get. Out.” Lizzie didn’t raise her voice, but I could see in her expression that if she had a gun stashed in her house, she was two seconds away from going and getting it.

      Zoey and I left.

      “Any idea who Miranda Bearsdon is?” I asked Zoey as we climbed back in her car.

      “None right now—but I will.”
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      The sky had turned dusky, well on its way to night, by the time Zoey dropped me off in front of The Berry Home. I walked in its front doors and stopped.

      Melanie and Sam—my two servers who fit in working at the cafe around a full college schedule—were leaned up against the far corner of the grill’s counter. They were talking, their heads somewhat close together, looking doe-eyed at each other. Melanie’s Shirley Temple mouse-brown curls perfectly framed her heart-shaped face, and Sam’s tall lankiness had a graceful ease that put me in mind of Fred Astaire.

      As soon as they spotted me, they both straightened and hurried at busying themselves. But seeing them standing there doing nothing except trying to see the future in each other’s gaze wasn’t what had stopped me. It hadn’t bothered me one bit. What did bother me was the absolutely empty dining area.

      “Have we had any customers?” I asked.

      Melanie gave a minute shake of her head, her face pulled long with sadness.

      I blew out a stress relieving breath. It sort of worked.

      I headed for the cash register.

      “Did you guys bring any of your books or notes for studying?” I asked.

      “Most of my study material’s digital,” Sam said and then pulled out his cell phone and gave it a hand-tilting wave. With it, the world was at his fingertips.

      “I’ve got some study notes uploaded to the cloud,” Melanie said.

      Education had changed so much since my day. Few things made me feel older.

      I got some money out of the cash register and handed half to each of them. “To help cover not getting any tips tonight.”

      “Thanks!” they both said with happy smiles for me and then each other.

      “Make sure you guys eat dinner and pack some to go if you want.”

      “Uh…” Melanie said and then looked like she regretted saying anything.

      “What?” That came out more tart than I’d meant it to, so I rephrased. “Anything wrong?”

      “No, no. It’s just, my photography club is meeting later tonight. I was wondering if it would be okay if I took one of the manicotti trays. I know everyone would love it, and I’d let them know it came from here.” Her face turned pink with embarrassment, which only made me smile and feel ever more fond of her.

      “Why don’t you invite them to meet here while you’re on the clock. That way you’ll have space, plates, and everything needed to bake the manicotti. Just be sure to clean up afterward.”

      Melanie’s eyes lit up. “Really?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a gentle laugh.

      In contrast, Sam didn’t look half as thrilled. I suspected he didn’t like losing his alone time with the girl I was sure he was hoping to make his own.

      I headed into the kitchen, snagged the tomato tart and one of the red-sauce manicotti trays, then went upstairs to my apartment. Once there, I slid the manicotti into the oven to finish baking then ran myself a rose-scented bubble bath. I sighed in relief when I sank my tired and sore body into the steep-sided bear-claw tub. My eyes closed as the water’s heat radiated into me. I took it in and just relaxed.

      It was with sheer brute strength that I eventually forced my eyelids to open rather than drift off to sleep. Reaching over the side of the tub, I tapped my cell phone to life, clicked through the necessary screens, and called Brad. I returned to lounging back and staring up at the ceiling as I waited for him to answer.

      “Kylie?” His warm, sure voice answered halfway through the second ring.

      “Mmhmm, had dinner?”

      “Not yet.” He blew out a breath. “I had no idea how much studying would be needed for the detective exam. It’s unreal.”

      “I thought you might want to come over for dinner.”

      “I don’t know. I should really study.” I turned on my side and stretched so that my chin rested on the side of the tub. The water sloshed and lapped when I did. “What’s that sound?” he asked.

      “Oh, I’m in the tub.”

      Silence followed, then, “I’ll be there in fifteen.” The call clicked off.

      I giggled.

      Dragging myself out of the bathtub wasn’t easy, but I managed to have myself dressed by the time Brad got there. I even made a quick run back down to the cafe to get enough salad for two.

      Once Brad arrived, we settled on the floor in the living room in front of the coffee table, our backs to the couch. I curled my legs up so that my knees could rest against Brad’s. Sage performed the duties of a chaperone and watched us with lazy, half-lidded, golden-green eyes from high on her perch near the top of her ceiling-anchored cat tree.

      “Did you make this?” Brad asked after taking a bite of the manicotti. “It’s really good!” His face morphed into an apologetic smile as soon as the words were out. “I mean—”

      I shoulder bumped him. “Brenda helped. She keeps me from turning the pasta into soup and, you know, soup into char. I get these great ideas about what to put in a dish but always seem to butcher the execution.”

      “Now there’s a set of words.” Brad laughed.

      “What?” I was clueless.

      “Butchered execution?”

      Now he had me smiling. “Ahhhh… Yeah…” It was the perfect segue. I really wanted to talk to him about Bonnie’s murder and Zoey’s and my conversation with her sister, Lizzie. I opened my mouth to launch into it, but Brad spoke first.

      “Did you know a cartel once tried to move into this area?”

      “Uh… no.” I did my best to keep the disappointment of not getting to talk about me and my stuff out of my voice.

      “Yeah. The volume of drugs that get trafficked through this area on its way to other areas is insane. I mean, I’d had some idea of it before, but Detective Gregson has me digging deeper into the criminal history of the area. I’d had no idea, and I grew up here!”

      “Detective Gregson?” I could hear the disapproval in my own voice, but Brad didn’t seem to notice.

      “He’s been here, what… a few years? His knowledge of this place makes me feel like I’ve been walking around with blinders on all my life.”

      “And he has you doing extra studying on top of what’s necessary to pass the detective’s exam?” An uncomfortable ire grew in me behind those words.

      “He’s brilliant. Yeah, okay, a bit rogue…” He turned an eye toward me. When he spoke again, his voice took on a deeper timber. “But then, maybe I like a rogue.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek.

      “Just as long as you don’t kiss him like that,” I teased.

      “Never.” He leaned in and kissed me again. This time, it wasn’t on my cheek.

      I melted into him, but an expertly and extremely rudely timed text from Gregson had Brad hurrying out the door with barely more than a hug and a thanks for dinner.

      Watching Brad go, I scowled. I was pretty sure he was moving faster to get to Gregson than he had done to get to me.

      I put the food away, put the dishes in the sink, and then plopped down on my couch. I texted Zoey. “You up?” It was a dumb question given that it was only the start of night. It was like asking the sun if it was warm.

      “Coffee,” was her instant reply.

      I rolled my eyes, but then I got my butt up off the couch and headed downstairs. I was pleased to see that Melanie’s photography group had taken her up on the offer to come over to the cafe. They sat around in a loose circle in the back corner looking like a decades-younger version of Agatha’s knitting group. It warmed my heart to see them.

      It took fifteen minutes to brew some coffee, but when it was done, I headed to Zoey’s with the good stuff locked away in a silver screw-top coffee carafe.

      Zoey opened her front door just as my knuckles were falling to knock. They didn’t even get the chance to make a sound.

      Zoey looked at me, then at the carafe. “Yessss.”

      She grabbed it and was gone, leaving her door open. I followed her in and shut the door behind me. She went toward her kitchen. I went toward her living room.

      My steps slowed the deeper I moved into Zoey’s apartment. My mouth slowly dropped open, and I felt as though I had stepped into a live-version remake of the movie A Beautiful Mind. There were printed pages taped all over the walls. Everywhere. Some of them even skirted up onto the ceiling. They all bore names. Usually three, sometimes more.

      My sweeping gaze slowed so that I could take the writing in. Page after page after page held names. I assumed they were the names of those who Whodunnit claimed to be guilty of murder. More than half of the pages included my name. Sometimes I saw Agatha’s. Sometimes Brad’s. Some yelled Joel. A few had Liam’s and Zoey’s. None of them bore Gregson’s.

      I heard a noise behind me and turned to see Zoey standing still, large iced mocha in hand. A plate of what smelled like spiced pumpkin bread, but fruitier, was in her other hand.

      “Don’t look at that.” I understood that she was talking about the pages on the walls. “They’re just a road map. Means nothing until I figure out the map’s legend, its key code. It’s in there somewhere. I know it.” She stuck the plate out in front of her at arm’s length. “These have chocolate chips and walnuts.”

      “Zoey…” My heart ached for her. She’d gone around the deep end. But how far? Maybe I could still bring her back.

      “I’m going to get this figured out, and Whodunnit is going to work!”

      She shoved the plate into my hand as she marched past me to her floor-to-ceiling wall of computer screens plus desk.

      “This is, uh… a lot of work,” I said. I had to remain positive. If she felt attacked or dismissed, she’d kick me out. I was sure of it.

      Her fingers started clacking at her keyboard the mere second she sat down. “Naw, it’s not bad.” Her clacking never faltered as she spoke. “You like the bread?”

      I took a nibble. It was good. “Uh-huh,” I told her.

      “It’s from a box, a mix.” She laughed. “Two mixes. Banana bread and spice cake.”

      “Really?” That was brilliant. I took another bite. It really was good. I’d have to talk to Patty about it. Maybe she could come up with a from-scratch version that would make this one blush with embarrassment. If anyone could do it, Patty could.

      But I was getting distracted. Zoey—my poor demented, genius friend—needed my help. I had to be careful. I couldn’t stay the wrong thing.

      “Zoe, hun, you’ve gone off the tracks. You’ve lost it. Your marbles are in a pouch left under your bed. What the heck are you doing? Don’t make me sit on you!”

      Score one for me and my ability to stay calm in a delicate moment.

      Zoey kept typing but reached behind her with one hand and broke off half a loaf slice. She took a bite. “Needs something,” she said before swallowing.

      I twisted my mouth to the side as I stared down at the slices covering the plate. “Cream cheese icing?” No, that wasn’t right. “Vanilla glaze?” Not quite there. Wait, could it…? “Buttermilk-vanilla glaze!”

      Zoey’s fingers stopped. She turned her face away from her computer screens. “Huh… I was talking about the code, but that sounds interesting. I’d love to try it.” She turned back to her screens and resumed typing.

      I sighed heavily and then plopped down on her large floor pillows. “Are you going to be okay? Is there someone I should call? A—I don’t know—coder’s anonymous sponsor or something?”

      “I did a self-assessment earlier. I’m at least three and a half days from suffering a break in my psychoneural functioning.” Her voice grew more distracted. “Plenty of time.”

      “You made that up,” I accused her.

      “Nope. Real thing,” she said.

      “So you’re really going to be okay?”

      Zoey stopped typing for a second time, and this time she sat back in her chair and let her hands fall to her sides when she turned to look at me. “I’m really going to be okay.”

      I smiled then nodded. I was willing to trust her. I’d take her at her word. But no way was I going to talk to her about our meeting with Lizzie earlier or what she thought of Miranda Bearsdon as a potential suspect. I wasn’t going to fuel her crazy. I needed Zoey well more than I needed to catch Bonnie’s killer.

      Of course, I was still going to catch Bonnie’s killer. I could feel the itch of that truth on my skin. Whoever it was, they were going down. But maybe talking to Miranda was something I was going to have to do on my own—or at least without Zoey.

      I absentmindedly took another bite of the bread. It really was good. Zoey’s self-destructive genius couldn’t even leave the cooking to me.

      It was so annoying.

      And I was so totally going to steal the recipe.
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      Morning came. Almost.

      I yawned my way from my cafe’s kitchen into the path between the grill and its counter. My eyelids were cracked open just enough to allow me to find my way. I trundled forward in my PJ’s with my felt scuff slippers on my feet. They were decorated with the cutest cats sitting on a slender tree limb. That’s why Sage had clung to my left slipper this morning, biting, clawing and being dragged over the floor with my every step. I was sure of it. She was jealous of my thread-drawn feline friends. It had nothing to do with her fiesta nature and my refusal to give her a second helping of chicken liver pâté last night.

      I yawned again, this time so hard that my eyes closed altogether. When I opened them, it was to stare through the dimness of my cafe out through its front windows into a day that was in essence still night. Could 4:30 AM be considered morning? If you’d asked me that a year ago, I would have answered with a resounding no!

      Something caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. I turned my head toward the counter then threw my back hard against the grill. A body was laying on top of my grill’s counter.

      “No,” I gasped, barely making a sound with my rushing breath. “No!” I squeaked. The body had the face of an angel. It had Zoey’s face.

      The body snorted and then snored.

      My knees gave way, and I sank to the floor. There, I buried my face in my hands. I wanted to scream at Zoey in anger for the half-second belief that someone, anyone, had hurt her. I clutched my chest and sobbed in silent relief. Then, I called her a few names, but I didn’t do it very loudly. The girl needed her sleep.

      I had no idea why she’d chosen my grill’s bar as her spot to rest her head for the night. I was just glad she had.

      I turned around, went back upstairs, and returned a few minutes later with a black and red gingham throw to drape gently over her. I even risked lifting her head to slide a soft pillow beneath her temple.

      She sighed, and I swiped a tear away from my cheek.

      I had planned to make some coffee to help me get started with my very early morning of baking attempts, but I didn’t want to risk waking her. So, back inside my cafe’s stainless steel kitchen, I heated water in a pot on the stove. I then dumped in coffee grounds, let them steep, then poured the brew through a paper filter straight into a cup.

      It was my turn to sigh when I took my first sip.

      With that most necessary task done, I slid an oven-safe bowl of manicotti into the oven to heat for an easy breakfast then set to work figuring out what to bake. If I’d learned anything from Bonnie’s foray into the culinary world, it was that I was missing an important part of the market. I wasn’t providing for those who wanted easy, fast, yet comfortably satisfying food that would make their event-filled days a tiny bit happier. People had busy lives with a lot of stresses and demands pulling them in every direction. They wanted wholesome, feel-good food they could fit into that life.

      But how could I compete with an operation designed to provide that kind of service? My operation was designed to cater to people who had an hour to sit down, relax, enjoy, and unwind.

      “Maybe I’m making a mistake by even trying to compete,” I said to myself out loud as my brain tumbled through the options and their possible outcomes. I twisted my lips and scrunched my brow, considering what to do.

      There was no true substitution for trying something in order to find out if it would work. But where to start? I didn’t have a plan. My baking didn’t come close to all of Bonnie’s talented home bakers, and there was no way I could offer that type of variety. I’d drive myself out of business if I tried.

      I crossed my arms over my chest.

      My eyes cut to my walk-in cooler, the one holding all the trays of manicotti meant for customers who never came last night. I could portion it out and offer it up as part of a to-go lunch, but I didn’t have that many take-out containers. And my take-out containers weren’t designed for a compact, out-of-the-way lunch at your desk. And the pasta would get cold. I liked it cold, hot, lukewarm, whatever. But others might not feel that way.

      I huffed in frustration.

      Sandwiches. It would have to be sandwiches. Easy to eat and yummy beyond belief.

      I went to my walk-in cooler and looked at what I had to work with. More frowning. Then my eyes spotted the bacon. Everybody loved bacon. There were still lots of garden-ripe heirloom beefsteak tomatoes Brenda had brought in, too. Brenda had told me their names. They were Pruden’s Purple, Black Brandywine, and Marianna’s Peace. I didn’t know which was which.

      An extensive Google search followed to get ideas about how to make the best, most mouthwatering BLT ever. I followed that up with a tweet. My hands shook as I announced the sandwich as the cafe’s first ever designed-to-go item. I described it best I could in the short space allowed.

      

      BLT — LUNCH TO GO!

      Thick maple bacon.

      Golden toasted baked-today sourdough.

      Cool, tangy, from-scratch mayo.

      Thick sliced garden-ripe heirloom beefsteak tomato.

      Crisp iceberg lettuce.

      FAST. FRIENDLY. DELICIOUS.

      

      I had retweets within seconds of sending it. My smile grew as my heart raced. Then someone tweeted that eating my cooking would kill a person. Someone else claimed I was a hitman for hire. Yet a third person asked how much I charged per hit.

      I put my phone away. I pushed the Twitter catastrophe out of my thoughts and focused instead on the reality ahead of me. I had to somehow, some way, bake a decent loaf—or five—of sourdough bread.

      “I can do this. I’ve got this,” I told myself in a can-do pep talk, then I noticed my teeth were chattering. I’d been in the walk-in cooler too long.

      I came out of the cooler with my arms laden down, ready to work. I measured. I weighed. I looked up recipes with obsessive care.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      My eyes swiveled to the heavy door that led from my kitchen out to the back parking lot. I checked my phone. It wasn’t yet 5:15 AM.

      Currently investigating a murder: Check.

      People try to kill me when I investigate murders: Check.

      I considered and reconsidered whether I should answer the door.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      I all but tiptoed over, afraid the door would catapult its way inside in a huge, fiery explosion.

      “Hello?” I called through its heavy metal.

      A muffled voice responded something garbled, but it had me yanking the door open all the same.

      “Patty!” I threw my arms around her before she’d even had a chance to step inside. “Oh, thank God!”

      “I saw yer text. Figured I best get over here. It’s been a few weeks since I baked you up some loaves of sourdough. Didn’t want you burning the place down trying to do it on yer own.”

      Harsh but true words. I didn’t even care. She was here. I was saved!

      Patty looked me over from head to toe.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You planning on staying in yer pajamas all day, girl?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      She gave me a pointed look which I interpreted as ‘get to it, then.’ She was kicking me out of my own kitchen by telling me to go get dressed, and I couldn’t be happier about it.

      “Don’t wake Zoey,” I called over my shoulder as I headed for the door leading up to my apartment.

      “I should be saying the same to you. You got bags under yer eyes. Looks like someone’s been beatin’ on ya.”

      I stopped with my hand on the doorknob. “You telling me to go back to bed?”

      “Figure it how ya like. I’ll get things goin’ down here.”

      I almost giggled, overcome with joy. “There’s a dish of manicotti heating up for breakfast in the oven,” I told her.

      “I’ll take care of it,” she said, this time smiling.

      I scratched at the door with my nails, and Sage came running. We bounded up the stairs to our home together. I sighed as I kicked my slippers off and slid back under the covers. Sage purred as she pranced in a circle on my side, kneading the covers with every step before she curled into a ball.

      We slept for another two full hours! I felt absolutely negligent when I got back downstairs—this time dressed in jeans, a baby blue light-knit shirt, and white sneakers. But I shouldn’t have felt guilty. I opened the door to discover Brenda and Patty hard at work. The kitchen was full of their laughter and banter and the most wonderful smells ever.

      “Zoey still here?” I asked.

      “Well, good morning!” Brenda called. “Yep, Sleeping Beauty’s awake, and Jonathan’s feeding her breakfast right now.”

      My stomach growled loud enough to get more giggles from both of them.

      “Get outta here,” Brenda said. “Shoo. You and that maniac out there got other work to do.”

      I hugged her then headed for the grill.

      “Good morning!” Jonathan said. “What can I get you?”

      “Can I have pancakes with… Oh! Caramelized bananas!”

      Jonathan chuckled. “I can do that! You sit right down, boss. Found this one”—he head bobbed at Zoey—“sleeping on the counter this morning.”

      “Wasn’t sleeping. Resting my eyes,” Zoey corrected him.

      I climbed onto the stool next to her. I couldn’t hold back my smile. She looked so much better than she had last night when I’d visited at her place.

      I nudged her with my shoulder. “I saw you. Earlier.”

      She eyed me. “You were the blanket and pillow?”

      I nodded.

      She rolled her eyes but smiled, a sight as pretty as the sunrise. “I thought maybe I’d interrupted a friendly burglar.”

      “What were you doing?” Catching her asleep on my countertop had been unusual even for her.

      “Making sure you didn’t go without me to talk to Miranda Bearsdon.” Her eyes narrowed accusatorially. “I saw the way you looked at me last night.”

      Busted. “You had me worried.”

      “I do that to people sometimes.” Zoey smiled again, morphing from calculating to guileless in an instant. She nudged my shoulder with her own.

      We ate a lazy, slow breakfast, and Zoey dug up what she could about Miranda. I texted Agatha, inviting her for breakfast, and she added her thoughts and info to the mix. She graced us with her company a mere ten minutes after I’d texted her, and Judith walked in a minute after that.

      Agatha perched on a stool on the other side of Zoey, and Jonathan slid a plate of strawberry-topped pancakes in front of her with more strawberries than pancake. He’d gotten to work on it as soon as Agatha said she was on her way. Agatha’s eyes lit up at the sight.

      Judith ordered French toast with caramelized bananas plus a splash of brandy, which instantly made me jealous since I hadn’t thought to get brandy in mine.

      We quickly settled into the topic at hand.

      “Miranda has her own cookbook,” Agatha said. “I’ve heard it’s done all right for itself, except it’s got a strawberry and rhubarb pie recipe that’s a whole lot like Tamara Gillum’s and there’s blueberry cobbler in it that looks a whole lot like Judy King’s—and Judy King won last year’s county cook-off with that cobbler.”

      My brows went up. “She’s stealing people’s recipes?”

      Agatha tilted her head and shrugged her shoulders, but the implication was clear. Agatha didn’t know if Miranda had stolen the recipes, but it sure looked as though she had.

      “But what’s that got to do with Bonnie?” Zoey asked. “Why would Miranda stealing recipes make her want to kill Bonnie?”

      “Maybe Bonnie found out,” I offered as a possible motive. “Maybe she was going to out Miranda, ruin her reputation.”

      “But I’d already heard that rumor about Miranda,” Agatha said. “I’ve heard it from at least three different people. It’s practically common knowledge.”

      “So then there’s no motive, at least not connected to her recipes,” I said.

      “Who’s Miranda?” Judith asked.

      Zoey showed her a picture of Miranda’s cookbook. The sales page included a snapshot of Miranda herself.

      Judith tapped her nail on the countertop, and her face tightened as she studied the picture. “Oh!” she said, her expression brightening. “I’ve seen her.” She wagged her finger in the air as if hoping it would help her mental image come into better focus. “Yeah… She was in Bonnie’s place. I was getting a boxed lunch, and they were further back in the store. Miranda got real mad because Bonnie dumped a whole platter of her deviled eggs right into the trash. Right in front of her!”

      “Do you know why? I mean, why Bonnie dumped the food?”

      Judith shook her head. “I don’t know, but I thought Miranda was going to hit her right then and there.”

      I stared out the front windows onto the street. People were still walking by with ribbon-tied boxed lunches and pretty cotton candy flowers, the same as they had for the last couple of weeks. It was hard not to pout. I wanted one of those cotton candy flowers.

      I pivoted around on my stool to stare out at my nearly empty cafe behind me. I had three customers.

      I was going to go out of business. I was sure the low customer count wasn’t solely due to Bonnie’s deli. People tended to get a little nervous about being around me right after a murder. Business often fell off, but this felt extreme.

      “Anybody know who’s running things next door?” I asked after turning forward again. Everyone shook their head. “I’d thought they’d shut down with Bonnie gone.”

      The cafe door chimed and a small, stout man walked in at a brisk pace. He checked his watch as he entered and then addressed Jonathan behind the counter.

      “I want ten BLT’s to go. How fast can you make that happen? I’m having a staff meeting, and I’m tired of the bellyaching and time wasted while everyone figures out what they’re going to eat.”

      Jonathan’s eyes cut to me. I raised six fingers. “Six minutes,” Jonathan told him. I could hear the stress in his voice as he said it. It didn’t give us much time, I knew, but I wanted to make an impression. I wanted the businessman to come back again in the future.

      I quietly disappeared into the kitchen, and Brenda, Patty and I fell into an assembly process that felt practiced and good. Patty cut the bread, buttered it, and got it under the broiler. She threw the already-cooked bacon onto a lower rack to warm. I thick sliced the tomatoes then tore off the bitter outer leaves of the iceberg lettuce and got the more tender leaves halfway into the bulb. Brenda prepped a stack of waxed paper and retrieved the homemade mayo from the cooler. Then, we assembled.

      The BLT’s were wrapped and in a bag in under five minutes. I passed the bag to Jonathan, and he gave it to the customer. Having already paid Jonathan, the customer left smiling. We finished up with a round of high-fives.

      I sat back down between Zoey and Judith with a contented sigh.

      “Feel better?” Zoey asked.

      “Yeah,” I said with a laugh. It was silly, but that BLT and happy customer had me on top of the world.

      “Wanna go catch a killer now?” she asked.

      “Yeah, but let’s go harass the deli next door first.” I was grinning like a fool.
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      “Your face will freeze that way if you keep that up,” Zoey teased.

      I was scowling. Hard. Zoey and I were standing outside my cafe watching a steady stream of customers walk in and then walk out of Bonnie’s still un-named deli.

      “What do we know so far?” I asked.

      “Bonnie was worth some money dead, and she was throwing Miranda’s food away.”

      “And Bonnie liked to get even with people,” I added. “So, if Bonnie was throwing Miranda’s food away, maybe she was getting even with Miranda about some slight.” Imagined or otherwise.

      A woman walked out of Bonnie’s deli. “I’ll be there in a few minutes,” she said into the phone pressed to the side of her face. “I’ll drop your lunch off at the front office. Now hang up before your teacher fusses.” She disappeared inside her car, parked curbside.

      “You think there’s anything of Miranda’s in that lunch box?” Zoey asked as the woman drove away.

      “That’s a good question.” With Bonnie gone, who knew what changes had been made—or who had made them. It was clear that someone else had taken over in Bonnie’s place. The deli was operating with smooth efficiency. It took real effort to make an operation look effortless.

      We headed inside. A man who had walked in just ahead of us ordered three lunch boxes. The boxes got stacked in front of him and he paid then left. The whole transaction took less than thirty seconds.

      There was no way I could compete with that speed. None.

      I took in the faces of those working. Some were the same as when I’d last come in. Others were different, though I really had very little idea who was who.

      One of the workers took a double-take when she spotted me then disappeared from the front area. She reappeared a moment later with Lizzie in tow. Lizzie really did look like her sister, Bonnie. It was odd to see her here instead of in the morgue, and it left me wondering if someone had meant to kill her instead.

      “Good,” Lizzie said. “I was needing to talk to you. I need to know how much the rent on this place is and what the terms to own are.”

      The customers walking in gathered, watching us rather than getting their food and leaving.

      Lizzie’s words rang like a bell in my ear. “To own?” I had looked over the lease, and there was no such option.

      “Yes, own,” Lizzie said. Her words came out clipped, and she propped her closed fist on her hip. “So that I can buy you outright instead of throwing money away on rent.”

      “There’s no option to own,” I said and then inched a little to the side to make room for the growing crowd.

      “No option?” A vivid red flush bloomed halfway up her neck. “Well, we need to add it.”

      I shook my head. “No. It’ll never be added. And the lease agreement was with Bonnie. She died, so the lease is broken.”

      Lizzie’s face turned hard as stone, and her other fisted hand landed on her other hip. “I’m Bonnie’s inheritor. That includes this property. The lease stands.”

      The gears in my head screeched to a halt as I considered if her statement could be true. I shot a worried glance at Zoey, who replied with a minute I-don’t-know shrug.

      Oh, snap.

      “I… We…” I tried to figure out a retort, but none came. This couldn’t be happening. “You…” I tried for another word but only a strangled whimper made its way out.

      Zoey hooked my arm and dragged me back out of the deli.

      “The will!” I exclaimed when we got back outside to the sidewalk. “I should have demanded to see the will.” I turned to Zoey. “Can she step in and take over the lease? Can she do that? When is this going to end?”

      Zoey didn’t answer. Instead, she dragged me across the street to the parking lot behind her apartment building. We wordlessly climbed into her car while my brain did its best to figure out the worst and best case scenarios for how long I’d be able to keep the cafe up and running if the customer situation didn’t improve. The outcomes to all my figuring were bleak.

      That old fear of being homeless again crept into my sense of being and threatened to overwhelm me like a doomsday cloud, but I fought against it by searching for its silver lining. Worse come to worst, I could lease the cafe to someone and live upstairs in the apartment. I could live off the income from the building’s storefront rentals. I could become a recluse, a fabled person who never left her home for thirty odd years and more.

      My panic subsided. I would not be homeless… Not now. Not ever again.

      With that bottom rung of my internal ladder of well-being secure, I set my sights on the next rung up: keeping the cafe open. I could do it. One foot in front of the other and all that.

      I remained in a daze most of the way to Miranda’s. Her place turned out to be a compact bungalow with yellow siding, burgundy shutters, and a small concrete front stoop. It was a simple home and very tidy. A car was parked in the gravel lane to the side.

      Miranda opened the door a moment after I knocked. She had mousy brown hair, a long nose, and a long face with large, tightly rounded teeth. “Yes?” she asked, her gaze flickered up and down to take us in.

      “Hi,” I said. “I hope we can have a few moments of your time.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m not in the market to buy.” She swung the door to close it without giving us the opportunity to respond.

      “Bonnie,” I blurted, using the dead woman’s name as a bomb drop.

      The door stopped in its swing and then opened wide again. Miranda looked us up and down once more. “What’s this about?”

      “We know the two of you didn’t see eye to eye on some issues,” I said. I was being vague on purpose, hoping she’d attach additional layers of meaning to the words I was saying. But rather than offer up some insight as to what those layers of meaning might be, Miranda simply narrowed her eyes. She didn’t say a word, so I kept going. “We know it wasn’t your fault,” I added.

      “Can we come in?” Zoey asked. “It’s important.”

      Curiosity glinted in Miranda’s sharp gaze. “For a minute.” She opened the door wider.

      Zoey and I stepped through to find ourselves in a surprisingly large main room with a huge, open kitchen to our left. That’s where Miranda headed, and we followed after her.

      The leg of the wraparound kitchen counter nearest the door was covered with recipe printouts, each one featuring a different header. That’s because they were all from different websites. It only took a quick glance to see that Miranda had been busy. She’d crossed out one or two ingredients per recipe and had handwritten in substitutes. On one, she’d crossed out coconut oil and had written in coconut cream and ghee next to it. On another, she’d crossed out mint and substituted basil and lime.

      “I’m Kylie Berry and this is Zoey Jin.”

      “I know who you are,” Miranda said. “You run that cafe next to Bonnie’s store,” she said to me. “What I don’t know is what you want. As you can see, I’m busy.” She swept a directing hand over the countertop, which surprised me. There was nothing in her mannerism to make me think she had the slightest qualm over using other people’s recipes for her own gain.

      “You have quite a collection here,” I said, shifting a few of the printouts around.

      “Yes, I do. Writing cookbooks requires a lot of research.”

      Zoey snorted.

      “Excuse me?” Miranda asked with one sharply raised brow.

      Zoey shrugged but also shook her head. “This doesn’t look like research to me. It’s looks like stealing.”

      This time Miranda snorted and then sneered at Zoey. “You small-minded petty dictators. You’re all the same.”

      “Is that what Bonnie was, a petty dictator?” I asked.

      “She was the worst! If you weren’t going about things the way she thought you were supposed to, she took it personal. And if you managed find success doing it your way… Ha!” She rolled her eyes exaggeratedly.

      “She didn’t like it?” I asked.

      “She couldn’t stand it,” Miranda replied, pausing at every word for emphasis.

      “So what was she doing to you?” Zoey asked in the direct, no holds barred way that was all her.

      Miranda shifted her weight from one foot to the other before answering. Uneasy. “What do you mean?”

      The woman knew exactly what Zoey had meant.

      “Why was she throwing your food out?” I asked. Judith had told us that she’d seen Bonnie throw an entire tray of Miranda’s deviled eggs away.

      Miranda’s eye twitched involuntarily, and her airy, dismissive smile shifted ever so slightly into a grimace.

      “Was it because she objected to you using other people’s recipes and passing them off as your own?” I asked.

      Miranda’s self-righteous egotism fell effortlessly back into place as she crossed her arms over her chest. Her mocking smile was back. “Ever had a grilled cheese sandwich?” she asked.

      I hesitated before answering. I knew she was working an angle, but I didn’t yet know what it was. I hated the idea of walking into her mind-trap of lies. “Yes,” I answered reluctantly.

      “What about chicken noodle soup?”

      “Yes….”

      “Mashed potatoes?” Miranda asked, smug as ever.

      “Pop Tarts!” Zoey blurted. Both Miranda and I looked at her. “What? I like Pop Tarts. Thought I’d throw that out there since it’s name-random-food time.”

      “Fine. Mashed potatoes,” Miranda said, reverting back to a food she had listed. “What’s in them? Potatoes, right? Yet there are thousands of recipes for them. But all they are is potatoes that have been mashed.”

      “Except they’re not,” I said. It was true I was a terrible cook, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t food obsessed. I was constantly reading recipes and watching how-to videos on line.

      “Right!” Miranda exclaimed. “Some recipes call for heavy cream, some for milk, some for chicken broth. Some people use butter and others use cream cheese and sour cream. The variety is endless, and that’s just the extra ingredients. That’s not even taking the technique into consideration. Some people bake their potatoes while others boil them. Some use an electric mixer while others push them through a fine sieve.”

      “And then there is the type of potatoes,” I added. It bothered me that I was in such strong agreement with what she was saying, but I absolutely was.

      “Yes! Starchy or waxy. Even the potato’s age can make a difference.” She turned her focus to the recipes spread over her countertop. “Even the soil the potato is grown in can affect its taste. I do my research. A lot of it. That’s what this is. It’s research. Mashed potatoes has potatoes in it, so I use potatoes.” She shrugged. “I use butter, too. But it’s still my recipe. I still get to put it in my cookbook even though it has butter and potatoes in it, just like every other recipe for mashed potatoes does. Fried chicken has chicken. Steak has steak.” She shrugged again. “But Bonnie didn’t see it that way. She didn’t care that I test each of my recipes dozens of times. She didn’t care that I evaluate every step of the process, every ingredient, and even suggest ingredient alternatives in my cookbooks. Those ingredient alternatives get tested, too. The variations are endless.”

      Her anger seemed to have drained away. The depth of her passion for her work shown through.

      “It must have felt awful when Bonnie threw your food away and discounted everything you’d done to make it good,” I said.

      Miranda swiped away a tear. “You have no idea. The woman always did know where to sink a knife. She’d slide it in wherever it would hurt most.”

      “I’m sure no one would blame you for what happened,” I said. “A person can only take so much before they have to hit back.”

      Miranda’s gaze went from hazy to laser focused as she planted her gaze back on me. “You’re right. I wonder what getting a person’s kid kicked out of rehab would drive a person to do.”

      “Huh?” That was a hard shift sideways. Not what I’d been expecting.

      “Oh, yeah… Lizzie’s kid. Bonnie got him kicked out of rehab.”

      “Got proof?” Zoey asked.

      Miranda smiled with serpentine satisfaction. “I’ve got as much proof against Lizzie as you’ve got against me.”

      Which was to say, absolutely none.

      We left. Miranda slammed the door behind us so hard that the wind it made blew my hair.

      “I kind of liked her up until she picked up the meat cleaver to escort us to the door,” I said.

      “I don’t know. Kinda made me like her more. Think she did it?” Zoey asked.

      I shoved my hands into my jeans. “I don’t know. I think she could’ve done it, though. As in, I think she’s got it in her to do it.”

      “Oh, yeah. For sure.”

      My cell phone rang, and I dug it out of my pocket. The Caller ID let me know it was Brenda. I clicked answer.

      “Kylie, you there?” instantly came Brenda’s voice. She sounded out of breath.

      “Everything ok?”

      “We need help.”

      Adrenaline shot up my spine like electricity. Terrible, horrifying images filled my head. “Hide in the cooler! Lock yourself in. Barricade the door!”

      “What are you going on about?” Then she said it again, this time her voice growing distant as if talking to someone else. “What’s she going on about?” Then once again back into the phone. “We need more bacon. We’re almost out, and we’ve got more orders coming in. Patty’s had to start five more loaves of bread. I had to call my cousin to go get us more tomatoes.”

      My jaw fell. “For the BLT’s?”

      “People are ordering them left and right. I never seen the likes of it.”

      I navigated through my phone with Brenda’s call still live. I jumped over to Twitter. My early-morning tweet had been retweeted over a hundred times, and my original tweet had numerous comments attached to it. The most liked one read, “Got The Berry Home’s to-go BLT as a joke. Was gonna make fun of it. The owner’s crazy insane, always murdering people, but this BLT’s for real worth dying for!”

      I showed it to Zoey. “Was this you?” I thought maybe she’d made a dummy account to promote the cafe.

      She shook her head.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I told Brenda.

      Zoey and I ran by two different grocery stores, and I bought up every package of bacon that came remotely close to what I’d gotten from the meat delivery guy. It was thinner, but we could load more strips onto the sandwiches.

      Zoey let me out in back of the cafe, and I carried the heavy laden bags in through the back door. It was all hands on deck inside. Jonathan, Brenda, and Patty were hard at work. They’d even pulled Judith into the mix and had her washing pots. For those eating in-house, Brenda had made chili to be served over spaghetti. I already knew Jonathan had plans of offering a selection of grill-style sandwiches.

      “Do we have customers, ones eating in?” I asked, excited at the bustle of activity.

      Jonathan paused on his way to the cooler. Brenda, Patty, and Judith stopped their work, too. Everyone looked at me and then Jonathan gave a small, silent shake of his head—no. Then, time unfroze and everyone got back to work. I was glad. It gave me a moment to deflate without all eyes on me.

      I carried my bags of good into the cooler and then came back out with several packages of bacon. Patty took them from me and started laying them out on a baking tray to cook.

      “Did you make us proud?” Brenda asked. “Did you figure out whodunnit?”

      “Not yet. Found out that Bonnie got Lizzie’s son kicked out of rehab.”

      Brenda stopped cutting tomatoes. She wagged her knife at me as she talked. “You figure Lizzie reckoned Bonnie owed her? Bonnie’s new place has taken off like wild fire. Maybe Lizzie figured that’d do real nice as payback.”

      Jonathan chimed in. “Would be a great way to set her son up with a job if he gets himself put together. It’s hard to get hired on anywhere when nobody thinks you’re worth the risk. Maybe the deli is Lizzie’s way of securing her son’s future.”

      A chill ran through me. “She made a big stink today about wanting to buy the place, wanting a to-own clause added to the lease.”

      “You letting her take the lease over?” Judith asked.

      “I’m not sure I’ve got a choice in the matter. I’ll have to talk to a lawyer again.” It was a thought that made my stomach hurt. I was sure a fifteen minute talk would cost me a few hundred dollars. Lizzie and her no-longer-here sister were costing me money in more ways than one.

      I rolled up my sleeves and joined in the work. Judith lasted another hour before leaving for a job interview. I paid her cash plus a bonus in thanks for her willingness to jump in and help out when help was needed most. It was a great trait to find in a person.

      The rest of us went from working full tilt to having almost nothing to do as the orders for carry-out BLT’s stopped with the progression of the day. No longer were people focused on good yet convenient food. They were now looking forward to sit-down dinners, food that fed the soul while shared with great company and with time enough to linger in the moment. But standing in front of my grill and looking out at my cafe’s dining area, I could’ve heard crickets if I’d had crickets. The place was empty.

      “Sugar snaps,” I said in complaint in place of something much stronger.

      I paid Melanie and Sam a cash bonus as soon as they arrived. There’d be no tips again tonight. I gave them instructions on how to handle the leftover food and then I headed upstairs with Sage.

      I called Brad to see if he wanted to come over, but when Gregson’s gravelly voice answered Brad’s phone, I simply hung up. But I shouldn’t have bothered. I’d be seeing the man soon enough. That’s what I found out anyway, an hour after going to bed.

      An acrid, almost stinging assault on my senses pulled me from a deep sleep. I woke rubbing my nose as if that could stop the caustic, bitter assault on my delicate membranes.

      “Sage?” I called. I needed to know she was okay. She mewed her response from where she sat next to the door.

      Rather than open the door and risk whatever foulness was beyond flooding in, I went to my window and opened it instead. I deeply breathed in cool air then doubled over with a racking cough that almost dropped me to my knees.

      I shoved the window closed again and locked it for good measure. Peering out through the thin glass pane onto the slender road that provided a corner to my cafe, I saw nothing wrong. But it was pretty obvious that whatever was wrong with the air, its origin was outside. Not inside. That was a huge relief. It meant the cafe was most likely safe.

      I grabbed my cell phone then opened my bedroom door. I wrinkled my nose.

      “Come ’ere,” I said, scooping Sage into my arms. The bitter, sharp, almost violent smell had filled my apartment. The strength of it planted doubt that the cafe was safe, but when I opened the door to the stairwell leading down to the kitchen, the air was infinitely sweeter. The cafe was safe.

      “Where’s it coming from?” I asked Sage.

      I checked my kitchen. Everything was off. Everything was fine.

      I checked the windows overlooking Main Street. It was empty except for the random car silently passing by.

      That left only one other place to look. I went to my fire escape and the large door-like window that led out to it. There, I found my answer. In the parking lot below was a cartoon-like rendition of a woman’s face. It had a thickness to it. A fluffiness. Fluffy like cotton candy, because, I was sure, it was cotton candy. I was also sure the caricature was supposed to be me. It had pale skin, green eyes, and flaming red hair. Literally flaming. Her hair was on fire and the rest of her was charring.

      I called Brad again.

      Gregson answered.

      This time, I didn’t hang up.
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      I held myself tight as I stood outside in the parking lot behind my cafe. The air was a little nippy in my short sleeve t-shirt and flannel pajama bottoms. I should have put on a jacket. Heck, I should have put on a bra. It was a thought that echoed loudly within my head as I stood amidst a half-dozen police officers examining the scene.

      “Keep this up and the police chief is going to have to add you as a line item in the budget,” Gregson said with a crooked smile. It was his attempt at levity, though his eyes hinted at a mix of feelings. In them I saw worry. In his tight jaw, I saw anger and frustration.

      I scowled up at him despite the care and concern I saw behind his casually caustic nature. His smile fell away. He took a deep breath, blew it out, and dropped his pretense of ease.

      Wordlessly, he took off his trench coat and draped it over me. My eyes unintentionally half closed as his hands brushed my shoulders. I wanted to lean into him. I wanted to rest my forehead against his chest. But I didn’t—and I wouldn’t.

      He sighed as he shoved his hands into his trouser pockets. “I’d thought if I kept you in the dark about what we were doing that you’d bumble around, get nowhere, and stay out of it,” he said. He shook his head. “I knew better. Didn’t want to know better, but I did.” He fixed me squarely with a gaze that seemed to see past the outer layers of my skin to what lay beneath. He seemed to see me. Not the person people wanted me to be, but me. “So how ‘bout you tell me what you’ve been up to, who you’ve been talking to, and what was said.”

      My gaze fell on Brad. He was directing the activity of some of the other officers at the scene. He was having to track a dozen moving pieces, and it looked like he was doing a great job at making sure no one fuddled anyone else’s efforts.

      It was a step up for him. When we’d first met, he’d been one of the officers being directed. He was moving up in the world, but it seemed to be happening without me.

      Meanwhile, Gregson was edging in. Not physically. Not at the moment. But he had created room for himself in my life, and he’d done it without even breaking a sweat. Not only that, but he’d managed to distract another man—a man who had been in my corner since the beginning—by dangling a carrot in front of him. He’d taken Brad away from me, and Brad hadn’t put up a struggle. He’s gone willingly. Eagerly.

      “I hate you,” I said. The words were out of my mouth and ringing in my ears before I even thought about them. But rather than pull back from the sentiment, I leaned in. “I see what you’re doing to Brad and me.”

      Gregson’s brows climbed halfway up his forehead, and this time I did see humor in his eyes. “Doing to you and him? Here I thought I was being a great mentor to him. Rewarding his years of service on the force, his hard work, his passion to fight the wrongs that plague humanity. I didn’t realize that any of that had anything to do with you.”

      Ouch.

      “You saying you’d still be helping him with his career if I wasn’t in the picture?” I asked.

      Gregson’s crooked smile returned. “As much as you like to think otherwise, Berry, the world does not revolve around you.”

      The man was gaslighting me, trying to make me feel like my complaints were meaningless, and worse yet, selfish. But I was lucky. Just like Bonnie, I knew where to slide the knife. Gregson cared about me—and that was his weakness.

      “Too bad you’ve had Brad so busy,” I said. “Maybe I wouldn’t have been alone when a killer decided to camp outside my door.”

      “That’s a great point. Maybe it’s time to move you to a safe house,” Gregson countered and fixed me with a stare that gave me goosebumps. “I happen to know of a nice one. It even offers breakfast in bed.”

      I gulped.

      Round one to Gregson.

      He stepped close enough for me to feel his heat. With his eyes still locked with mine, his hand moved. It brushed my hip. I gulped again. But then Gregson stepped back and flipped open his notepad, switching his focus to it. That’s what he’d been doing when he’d stepped close, I realized. He’d been retrieving his pad and pencil from his coat pocket, from the coat he’d put on me. But his grin—boyish yet dangerous—said there had been more to the move than that. He knew exactly the effect he had on me.

      That’s when it hit me like a bolt of lightning. I couldn’t out maneuver this man. He was playing me like a fiddle, and every attempt I made to stop him failed.

      I looked longingly across the parking lot at Brad. I missed Brad. I missed safe. Gregson was not and would never be safe.

      I sighed and then told Gregson everything I knew. It wasn’t much.

      When I was done, Gregson’s pinched expression told me he was sure I was holding something back. That was fine. I’d let him believe that. Maybe I couldn’t get one over on him, but I could let him get one over on himself.

      I eventually went back to bed. I snuggled in feeling safe, really safe. After all, I had a bunch of police officers mulling about in my back parking lot. I was safer now than I had been a couple of hours ago.

      My eyes popped open as a thought snuck its way past my presumed defenses. My assumption that I was safe was only true if Bonnie’s killer wasn’t one of the officers outside. And, what if whoever had set fire to me in effigy wasn’t even Bonnie’s killer? What if it was just someone getting in a bit of fun at my expense. All of the worry and effort that tonight had brought might have been for nothing. It could have been someone else crying wolf for me, using up the good will of those sworn to protect me.

      I buried my face in my pillow and groaned. Why couldn’t anything be simple? There were just too many ifs.

      I thought of Gregson’s offer of a warm bed and a safe place at his house. It was suddenly tempting.

      “Nope! Ain’t gonna happen!” I told absolutely no one but me. I was, after all, the person who needed to hear it the most.

      I pounded my pillow overly hard to fluff it, then closed my eyes to sleep, but sleep didn’t come. I gave up after a couple of hours.

      “Come on, Sage,” I said as I zombie walked out of my bedroom. For once, I had the good sense to pull on a robe before heading downstairs to the cafe’s kitchen. I did a repeat of yesterday with a few minor changes. I gave Sage a nibble of cheese and then stood with a steaming cup of coffee cupped in my hands as I stared blurry eyed at the contents of my walk-in cooler.

      Sage joined me after she’d finished her treat. She rubbed against my ankle with her back arched and her tail twitching and chirped things to me I couldn’t quite understand.

      Yesterday’s BLT to-go option had been a huge success. It might have been a fluke, or it might have been the beginning of a wonderful opportunity.

      I yawned deeply then sank to the floor to sit cross-legged. I dug my phone out of my robe’s pocket and scanned Instagram and then Pinterest. I eventually lay on my back with my phone held above my face and thumb-scrolled through Google images.

      I stopped scrolling.

      “Huh…” I said as I considered.

      I dropped my phone to my chest to give myself space to eyeball my cooler’s contents. “It could work.” I looked around a little more. “It could work!”

      I sat back up and recrossed my legs. My fingers started tapping as I readied my new post for Twitter.

      

      LUNCH TO GO!

      Waldorf Chicken Salad Sandwich

      Golden toasted sourdough

      Crisp granny apples

      Candied, toasted walnuts and pecans

      Plump, juicy, sweet black grapes

      Slivered celery

      Fresh, oven roasted whole chicken

      Cool iceberg lettuce.

      FAST. FRIENDLY. DELICIOUS.

      

      I was amazed it all fit in the short message space provided. I hit Tweet then stared at my screen, biting my lip and holding my breath. No retweets. Then it happened. A retweet! Then another!

      “Yes!” Maybe yesterday hadn’t been a fluke. Maybe I really could tap into Bonnie’s—now Lizzie’s—customer base.

      I put my phone away and turned my attention to the rest of the day. I was pretty sure that Patty wouldn’t be in two days in a row, but she’d baked me up a load of goods that should last at least a little while.

      I imagined the work ahead of me. I stepped through it in my mind.

      I was pretty sure Brenda would be in.

      I didn’t know about Jonathan.

      I could only for sure depend on myself, and I needed to design my day to fit that.

      I knew my loose scheduling wasn’t the smartest way to run my cafe, but it let me tap into the best talent and most dedicated staff available to me. And besides that, my hodgepodge crew was willing to work with me—killer threats and all—so I was more than happy to work with them.

      But what to make today? It needed to be something I could tackle mostly on my own in the event I didn’t have extra help.

      I gave it some thought and then decided. I’d reheat yesterday’s chili and offer it over freshly baked potatoes with optional toppings of grated cheese, lime, sour cream, green onion, sliced jalapeños, fresh tomato, and diced red onion.

      I’d use yesterday’s spaghetti noodles to make baked spaghetti with meatballs. I could pre-bake the meatballs then prep individual dishes of the topped pasta to bake with lots of ooey-gooey cheese at the time of order.

      Yesterday’s salad fixings could go upstairs for me. I’d make more salad fixings fresh for today’s customers.

      And of course, there was the promised to-go Waldorf chicken salad sandwich. I couldn’t afford to fail on that—as in it had to be good. I mean, sure, people could choose not to buy it, but it had to be the delicious thing they’d wish they’d gotten.

      My stomach knotted, and I fanned my face even though I was still sitting in the cooler. My anxiety was ratcheting up.

      “Okay, I can do this,” I said to myself.

      I brought my phone to life and tapped my eat-in menu to the world. As soon as the tweets went live, someone posted a question asking what was for breakfast.

      I groaned and fell backwards once more onto the floor. I closed my eyes. The cold lulled me, calling me to curl up and go back to sleep. But rather than succumb, I forced myself back up onto my feet.

      “Come on, Sage,” I said. “Let’s figure out breakfast.” I grabbed my cup of coffee on the way out. I turned my oven on to warm it and then headed out to the grill. There, I sat in the dimness, lit only by the light from the kitchen, and got a napkin and pencil. I made a list of everything that needed doing. Then, I figured out the order that things needed to happen and the estimated the amount of time each task would take.

      The sight of all that there was to do and the precariousness of being able to make it happen made my hands feel clammy with dread.

      “That still leaves breakfast,” I told Sage, though she ignored me. She’d curled up on the stool next to me and had gone back to sleep. I scratched the spot under her upturned chin, and she chirped and flexed her claws happily.

      I refocused on my list. “Quiche,” I said. Spinach, feta, and red pepper. I posted a tweet to announce it and almost immediately got hit with a question.

      “Ohhh,” I said, staring at it. Someone wanted to know if they could get a whole quiche to go. My fingers answered yes before my brain kicked in with the question of whether or not I should.

      I revisited my list of what to do, made adjustments, then headed for the kitchen. The sound of the lock in my cafe’s front door turning stopped me in my tracks.

      “Hey, beautiful,” Brad said as he let himself in. He still had a key that Sarah had given him prior to me taking over. He was in casual clothes for once, jeans and a plaid shirt.

      I leaned to the side to peer past him and was surprised to see he was alone. No Gregson.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and glowered at Brad. I had no right to be upset with him, yet I was.

      “Hey, now,” he said when he got to me. “Don’t be like that.” Brad wrapped me in his strong arms, and all my ill-placed anger evaporated as I melted into him.

      “Where’s your significant other, Gregson?” I asked.

      Brad chuckled into my hair. “I could be asking you the same.”

      I knew he was right, but I protested anyway. “I’m not the one following him around all doe-eyed,” I said, pulling far enough away that I could look up into his face.

      Brad tweaked my chin with his thumb and finger then kissed me. “You okay?”

      He didn’t have to finish the thought for me to know what he was referring to. That fluffy, yummy likeness of me set on fire behind my cafe had been a very clear message. Someone wanted me to stop investigating Bonnie’s murder.

      “I am,” I said. I wasn’t sure if it was true, but it was what I was going with all the same. “And how are you? You’ve been… busy.” I wasn’t sure whether Gregson was actually being good to him or was messing with him to set him up for failure. I wanted to know.

      “Did you know people are scary nuts?” Brad asked, but he was smiling as he said it.

      “Yeah, I’d got that impression,” I said with a laugh.

      “I’m learning stuff I didn’t know were things to know. Gregson’s been having me hang out in the background while he questions people. The conversation might last for fifteen minutes, but then he and I will go get a cup of coffee and talk for two hours dissecting everything about it.” Brad shook his head. “He goes over everything. He explains why he asked the questions he asked, why he didn’t ask other questions, why he asked them in the order he did, and why he phrased them the way he did. He explains body language—his and the person’s being questioned. He explains the psychological theory attached to each approach. This one guy he talked to, I thought I was seeing every clue that the guy was lying out both sides of his mouth, but then Gregson believed him and explained to me why. I just… I just don’t know which way is up and which is down anymore.” Brad’s expression grew pained. “Maybe I’m not cut out for this. Maybe it’s too much for me.”

      My heart broke a little, and I pulled Brad down for another kiss. I had to fight to keep from tearing up once our kiss ended, but there was something that needed to be said.

      I planted my hands flat on Brad’s solid chest. “If Gregson thinks you’ve got what it takes, then you’ve got what it takes,” I said. “You said it yourself. He’s got insight into all these people. That means he’s got insight into you, too.” And me, I added silently. The thought was unnerving, though I couldn’t say why.

      Brad stayed long enough to help me get potatoes washed, wrapped, and in the oven before he left to catch up on sleep.

      The meatballs disintegrated, so I turned the baked spaghetti and meatballs into baked spaghetti with meat sauce.

      All of my quiches turned out watery despite being completely cooked. I added them to the discount board and tapped Brenda with making more after she arrived. Hers turned out perfect.

      Brenda prepped several whole chickens and baked them to succulent, juicy perfection while I took care of prepping the rest of the ingredients for the Waldorf salad.

      Jonathan soon arrived. The three of us together fell into the easy movements of a well-practiced team.

      I ran back upstairs and got dressed when I heard the first customer arrive. Zoey, Agatha, and Joel were at the grill’s counter when I got back down. Joel’s two mini-mes were sitting at a nearby table, but it looked as though each had one eye and one ear reserved for all things Joel.

      He took a sip of his coffee and a gargantuan bite of his French toast. “When’re you making biscuits and gravy again?” he asked after he’d swallowed. “You’re pretty good at those.” He hesitated after the words were out of his mouth. “I mean, you’re good at a lot of dishes now.” Then those words hit his ears. “I’m just saying, you’re getting better all the time. The, uh… uh… that one dish…” He glanced at Zoey and Agatha as if asking for help.

      They gave him none.

      I took pity on him and interrupted his avalanche of unintentional slights with the offer of more coffee. “Need a top-off?” I asked, holding the pot ready.

      “Yeah,” he said with a sheepish smile. He waited for me to finish pouring before speaking again, and what he said captured my full attention. “Where do you think your visitor last night got all that cotton candy? Did Bonnie’s get broken into?”

      “No, not that I know of.” That possibility hadn’t even been on my radar. “You guys heard about what happened?”

      “Brad sent us a text. We have a shared Kylie thread,” Agatha said.

      “You have a text group and I’m not on it?” I asked, trying not to sound as hurt as I instantly felt.

      “Of course not, sweetheart,” Agatha said. “How can we scheme behind your back about how to keep you alive and well if you’re on it with us?”

      Okay, that made sense, I guessed. Though, I still felt left out.

      “You think whoever it made—what should I call it, a drawing? You think they had a key to Bonnie’s place?” Agatha asked. She’d opted for a simple breakfast of sunny-side up eggs over toast with a couple of pieces of bacon.

      I nudged Jonathan. “Can you make me that?”

      “Sure thing, boss. You sit. I’ll serve.”

      I climbed onto the stool next to Joel. “Nobody mentioned anything about Bonnie’s place to me last night.” And I now felt dumb for not having thought to ask—or, you know, gone over and broken in to see if anything was amiss.

      The very thought sparked instant sympathy in me for my friends. No wonder they had a text group that didn’t include me.

      “When we heading out?” Zoey asked. “Wanna hit up the rehab today?”

      I did, but I needed my cafe to stay afloat, too. I’d made so many plans of all there was to get done today. I couldn’t bail. But then I turned around and looked at the cafe’s dining area. I was empty. Again.

      My cafe was going under whether I was here or not.

      “Go,” Jonathan encouraged and he slid my breakfast in front of me. “Brenda and I’ve got this. Go do what you do.”

      I nodded, convinced. “Okay, the rehab it is. Maybe someone will be able to tell us about Lizzie’s son.” And maybe someone would provide the clue I needed to prove that Lizzie had murdered her sister—two birds with one stone and all that. With both Lizzie and Bonnie out of the way, maybe I’d have a chance at saving my cafe.
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      “No. Way,” Zoey said.

      “Are we still in Kentucky?” I couldn’t help but look around me before turning to face the rehab center once more. The place looked as though it belonged in England on some royal estate. It was a two-story house large enough to land a small plane on. There were evenly placed windows across the front of both the bottom and top floors, and the walls themselves looked to be built out of huge cubes of cut stone.

      The place was solid. In a fight between it and a wrecking ball, I was pretty sure the house would win. That was true of all of it except for a glass, stone, and iron addition that jutted out from one half of its front. I could see actual trees through its huge windows. They had to be ten feet tall.

      A sign stood stuck in the ground some ways away from us on the immaculately manicured lawn. It read, “Riedmont Heritage Rehab.” Beneath those words were more words in smaller letters. “In memory of Henry Riedmont, loving son.”

      “Is that a pool?” Zoey asked.

      I looked in the direction she was. My mouth gaped open before I answered. “I thought it was a pond!” But the glass-still water was edged by the long curve of a rounded, cement rim. Large clay tiles created a wide perimeter around it.

      Movement caught my eye.

      Facing forward again, Zoey and I watched as a woman in a robe strolled by between us and the house. Her skin stretched in a snug yet somehow slack way over her bones. No fat or muscle offered padding. Her eyes were sunken and shadowed despite the day being bright, and each stilted step she took shook her body in a jarring way. Her hand was at her face, scratching. There were scabs that would someday heal into scars, if she were lucky. If she lived long enough.

      The oh-so-perfect mansion lost its luster.

      We were in the right place.

      We headed inside without another word. The doorway was wide enough to allow a baby grand piano to be carried through. Inside, an expansive foyer greeted us. The floor was a dark, polished stone I didn’t recognize. The walls were a creamy white.

      Twenty feet away stood a near-circular desk rimmed by a countertop which stood at a comfortable height for visitors. A man with black-rimmed glasses sat at it. He shifted from looking bored to a man interested in earning his pay as soon as he spotted us. His eyes shifted several times between Zoey and me as we approached. He had a pamphlet ready by the time we reached him, and he slid it in front of me.

      “Welcome to Riedmont,” he said. “We have a wonderful facility, and I’m sure you’ll enjoy your stay.” His eyes were fully on me. Not on Zoey. Not at all.

      My cheeks heated. “I, uh…” I didn’t know what to say. My complete train of thought derailed.

      “It’s okay,” the man said and covered my hand reassuringly with his own. “It gets better. I promise.”

      Words came out of my mouth. Nothing intelligible.

      I glanced at Zoey. She was halfway to doubled over with silent laughter. I tapped her foot with mine. She snorted, and her laughter escaped loud and free. I gave her a hip bump that sent her careening off balance and then refocused on the deskman.

      Zoey managed to compose herself and return to stand next to me.

      “I, uh, I’m not an addict. I don’t have a problem,” I said.

      The deskman’s gaze turned sympathetic, and he glanced at Zoey as if to commiserate before refocusing on me. He said nothing.

      “No, really,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

      “Well…” Zoey said. “I wouldn’t say nothing.”

      I glowered at her, but it didn’t do any good. She was unrepentant.

      “My friend here likes to think of herself as special,” Zoey continued, her voice soft and conspiratorial. She lifted her hands to make air quotes. “The drugs ‘don’t affect her like other people.’ She ‘can quit at any time.’”

      A strangled squeak of dismay escaped me.

      Zoey hushed me by placing a hand on my arm.

      “What we really need,” she said, “is a tour. I’m hoping that if my friend sees the place, maybe she’ll feel better about spending time here. Important time.” She looked at me. “Needed time.”

      I called her every name I could think of inside my head.

      Zoey gave the man her sweetest smile. She blinked coquettish eyes at him. “Do you think you could help us? It would mean so much to me, personally.”

      The man blushed. “For you, I think I could,” he said. “And for your friend, too, of course,” he added belatedly. He opened a desk drawer and pulled something out. The next thing I knew, he had that something held up, and I heard the click of a picture being taken. He took one of Zoey, too. He then pushed some buttons on his computer, and I heard the gentle whir of a printer.

      I leaned over the edge of the counter to get a better look. The deskman shot me a glance of mild annoyance. I smiled and kept leaning, pretending not to notice. He had two visitor passes laid out at the ready, and he affixed Zoey’s and my pictures to them.

      I’d thought his desk would be filled with unseen clutter when we’d first walked up, but it was almost bare. There were the requisite pens and pencils, of course. There was a flat window in the top of his desk through which his computer monitor shone up. That wasn’t any help, though. It was at an angle that kept the screen’s contents unreadable to random snoops like me.

      The one thing I could spy and actually do something about were the three employee ID badges duct taped underneath the rim of customer counter. They were at eye level for him and within easy reach for me.

      I snagged one before he had the chance to stop me. The duct tape ripped rather than allow itself to be separated from the face of the counter’s edge. The man on the badge had a white head of hair and beard plus rosy cheeks. He looked a lot like Santa, though the badge said his name was Luis P. Salto.

      “You don’t take your employee badges home with you?” I asked. Duct taping them to the check-in desk at the end of each shift seemed odd.

      “Ex-employees,” the deskman said as he snagged the employee ID back from me.

      With his nearest hand busy and unable to stop me, I snagged another ID.

      Annoying? Yes.

      Did I care? No.

      The man had likened me to the walking-dead lady we’d seen outside. I’d be as annoying as I wanted.

      This new ID pulled away easier than the first. The tape didn’t rip in half. It felt more pliant and less stiff. A woman with short, spiky, blonde hair stared up at me. Her name was Renee J. Taylor.

      I pulled my hand clear of the deskman’s hand when he reached for the ID I held. I tried to snag the third ID at the same time. He beat me to it, but I caught a glimpse of the name and face. It was a woman with heavy half-circle sags under her eyes. Her name was Jessica Q. Forester.

      “Why’d they leave here?” I asked, letting him reclaim the ID I held.

      “That information is confidential,” he said.

      “Did they get promoted out, bumped up the ladder?”

      He snorted. It was an incredulous sound.

      I dropped my voice to a whisper. “Did they get fired?”

      The deskman didn’t reply. He didn’t even look at me.

      I turned to Zoey and spoke a bit louder. “They got fired! From this perfect place!”

      Zoey picked up what I was laying down. “Sounds like this place isn’t so wonderful after all,” she said, “I mean if people are doing stuff that’s bad enough to get them fired. What’d they do?” she asked.

      The adoration was missing from his eyes when the deskman looked at Zoey this time. “Riedmont Heritage strives in every way to provide the best stay possible,” he said.

      I tucked my arms close around me and leaned in hard against the counter. “Do they give you a pamphlet on what canned answer to give and when?”

      The poor man released a sigh and drooped his head. He shook it then lifted his gaze once more to meet ours. “You’re gonna get me fired if you two keep on like this.” Something about him had changed. There was a pretense, a false front that had slipped away, leaving the man beneath visible.

      “Look,” he said, “we do the best we can. See? It ain’t always easy. The people who stay here, they’re complicated. They’re all real simple on the surface, but when you start digging past the glue they’ve used to hold their lives together, it’s a mess. Sometimes it’s hard not to get messed up by bein’ around other people’s mess. It’s easy to forget what normal is.” He shrugged. “Some people who work here get too far off center. They make bad decisions, then they get fired.”

      “What’d those people do to get fired?” I asked, indicating the people on the once-taped ID badges.

      The deskman ignored my question, having decided to go for my jugular instead. “Now look here,” he said, his gaze on me. “You look fine, but I see you. You’re all glue on the surface, holding the top layer together. That’s how I know it’s you with the problem. Now, it’s a problem we can help you with—if you’ll let us help you—or you can get on up out of here and quit trying to mess with how I pay my bills. You get me?”

      I stopped leaning into his space and stood up straight instead. Everything that’d just come out of his mouth had been truth. I’d felt it. Everything. What he’d said about this place, what he’d said about himself, and what he’d said about me. The truth about me felt blatant and obvious, yet I’d been completely blind to it twenty seconds before.

      “Sorry,” I said, feeling humbled. “Could we get that tour now? I’d really appreciate it.”

      He nodded, quietly finished his work, and then rang someone to come to the front desk. “This is Amanda,” he said as an introduction.

      Amanda was a stout woman with soft brown hair pulled up into a messy bun. She took the clip-on ID’s the deskman had made and handed one to each of us.

      “Follow me,” she said with the voice of someone with a forty year pack-a-day smoking habit. Given that she looked forty now, she must’ve been a very precocious infant.

      She turned and started walking without glancing back to see if we were following.

      Zoey and I quickly fell into step behind her. She led us down the hall and into a large, airy, bright room full of treadmills, free weights, and other related equipment. A few people were inside working out.

      “This is the gym,” Amanda said. She waited a beat of three seconds and then headed out of the room without a further glance for us. “The art room,” she announced when we reached the next room. It was empty, but the remnants of their art therapy haunted the room. There were drawings of grey upon grey but also a few paintings with splashes of color that felt somehow violent.

      The tour continued in this way through a myriad of rooms designed for group gatherings of one type or another. Patients gathered here or there, but everyone was subdued. Quiet. I imagined their physical selves were the leftover part from lives otherwise burned away.

      A large sweeping staircase at the far end of the house led us to the second floor.

      “Do either of you have any drugs on you?” Amanda asked, addressing us directly for what seemed like the first time when we reached the top of the staircase.

      “N-no,” I stammered. I honestly couldn’t tell if she was asking because she wanted us to share or out of bored curiosity.

      “Any illegal paraphernalia?” she asked.

      “Define illegal,” Zoey said.

      I elbowed her and shook my head no at Amanda’s arched brow. “She was kidding,” I added.

      Amanda’s expression was unreadable, but then she rolled her eyes. “I gotta make a phone call. Patient rooms are on this floor. Don’t bug anybody who doesn’t want bugged. Don’t give anybody anything, and don’t take anything from anybody. Understand?”

      Zoey and I nodded.

      “That includes phone numbers,” Amanda added. “No passing messages on to someone’s dealer or maniac co-dependent lover or bestie. Got me?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, and Zoey nodded her head.

      Amanda turned and walked away, her phone already out in front, her fingers typing.

      “Looks like we’ve been turned loose in the zoo,” Zoey said. An impish grin lit her face all the way to her gleeful eyes.

      “Zoey…” I said, a quiet warning in my voice. “These people have real lives they’re trying to get back. I don’t want to mess that up.”

      “Hey, I followed you here. Not the other way around,” she said.

      “You drove,” I shot back.

      Zoey shrugged. “Why we here again?”

      “To learn more about Craig, Bonnie’s nephew. He got kicked out. Rumor is that Bonnie’s the one who got him kicked out.”

      “Right. And why’d someone wait so long to kill her?”

      I knew Zoey had a good point without her having to spell it out. People died from drug overdoses every day. Heck, maybe even every minute. Lives were ruined by drug addiction, yet Bonnie had sabotaged her own nephew’s attempt at recovery. That was cold. A person could argue that what she’d done was akin to attempted murder. Whoever had killed Bonnie might have considered it an act of self-defense.

      “Let’s divide and conquer before Nurse Ratched gets done with her call,” I said. “This place looks like a maze.”

      I went one way. Zoey went another. Most of the doors I passed stood open. I walked with casual slowness, craning my neck this way and that to catch a glimpse of what was going on inside.

      Women occupied the first several rooms. It took me peeking into the third one for the significance of what I was seeing to hit me. They all had only one bed.

      I realized with a jolt that Craig might not have had a roommate. He might’ve kept completely to himself. It could be that nobody even knew who he was.

      There was no way I was going to get details about him from the people who worked here, I was sure. The rehab center was clearly willing to fire any employee found lacking. Of course, Nurse Ratched’s catch-and-release style of letting Zoey and me roam the rehab’s halls unsupervised threw a contrary wrench into that theory.

      I breathed a sigh of relief at the first room I saw with a double bed. My growing panic calmed. Furthermore, I was now seeing only men. No women.

      “Hi,” I said to a guy walking out of his room at the same time I was going past. He had dark circles under his eyes but was otherwise very pale.

      He didn’t adjust his stride as he moved past, and his shoulder hit mine hard enough to twist the whole upper half of my body. Angry words gathered on the tip of my tongue as I watched him walk on without a word of apology to me, but letting them fall wouldn’t have gotten me any closer to doing what I’d come here to do.

      “Don’t mind him,” I heard a man say from deeper inside the room from which the rude guy had come.

      There was a slow, easy, southern drawl to the low timber of his words. The sound of his voice pulled me into the room like a seductive siren’s call yet did nothing to prepare me for the sight of him.

      I did my best to hide my startled distress. The man was waxy pale and covered in a sheen of sweat. Despite that, most of his gaunt frame was hid beneath a cozy throw. The armchair in which he sat all but swallowed him. If the throw had been used to cover the chair, he might not have even been noticeable beneath at all.

      “Jackson grew up among those who considered him part of the home’s collection of commodities,” the man said in his surprisingly strong, vibrant voice. “He was an item to be prized in the background of one’s surroundings but never a thing meant to be of impact or true regard.”

      I moved deeper inside the room. I stepped carefully, cautiously. I wasn’t afraid of this man. I was afraid of causing movement to the air and somehow breaking him with it.

      “Where are my manners?” He moved and his hand appeared. He extended an open palm to the end of his nearby bed.

      I sat.

      “What brings a lovely lady such as yourself to grace these disease-pocked halls?”

      “You don’t think I belong here?” I asked. The deskman’s words had cut me. I wanted to know if the wound was valid.

      The charming gent looked me up and down. “No, not here. Somewhere, but not here.” His seeing eyes glimmered. “We all have our demons, my darling. But yours do not seem to be of the kind for which you can get help here.” He looked me up and down again. “So that brings us back to my original question. Why is such a lovely lady such as yourself here today?”

      “Do you happen to know a guy by the name of Craig Mitchem?” I asked.

      “Sadly, no.” His gaze turned considering and seemed to drink me in. “Is he a fellow of import to you?”

      “Uh… Well, knowing more about him is.”

      “Fairly enough said.” He turned his gaze to his open doorway. “Randall,” he called. He called only once yet continued to stare until a shadow changed the light within the room. I turned to see another man standing there. He was round in the middle like half of a beachball. The skin of his face was so porous that it gave it the appearance of being bumpy.

      “Be a good sort and find me someone who knows Craig Mitchem. I’ll consider myself in your debt.”

      The man in the doorway smiled a yellow, toothy grin at the southern gentleman’s last words. “Yeah, boss,” he said, then disappeared.

      I turned a speculative eye to my host. “Boss?” Was I in the company of some genteel crime lord?

      “Figure of speech, I assure you.”

      I wanted to know his name. Rather than ask, I told him my own. “Kylie Berry,” I said.

      “Timothy Dorrance.” He extended his hand in offer. I took it and found it surprisingly sure. It was also dry, in contrast to the sweat that covered the rest of him. The man truly did not look well.

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      “They say it is so. Truly, I am yet to be convinced.”

      I felt the same, but I kept that to myself.

      “Why are you helping me?”

      Humor lifted his lips in a smile that reached his eyes. “Why else but to convince myself that there is of yet some value left in this experience I call a life.” His eyes twinkled, but he sighed. “Who am I fooling? Neither of us, I do suspect. I’m helping you because you need help. Does one truly ever need more than that? Life is more than a series of tit-for-tat exchanges, after all.”

      I was sucked in completely. Charmed. I liked this guy. I’d probably like him even if someone told me he was a serial killer. I really hoped he wasn’t, though. With my luck, I knew he could be… and I’d told him my name. My real name.

      Sudden panic gripped me, but then I relaxed. Zoey could make me a new identity. I could go into hiding, live a simpler life. That could be good. I found myself smiling at the thought, then another thought hit me. Maybe my life really was as messed up as the people here were telling me.

      The light changed in the room again, and I turned to see that Randall had returned. He’d brought somebody with him.

      “You wanted to see me?” the young man asked. He shifted his weight from foot to foot and fumbled on where to put his hands. I couldn’t tell if he was uncomfortable because he was a drug addict working his way to clean or if he was nervous to be standing in front of Timothy.

      “Tell me, how is it that you came to know Craig Mitchem?” Timothy asked.

      “We was roomies,” the young man answered. He folded his unusually long, slender arms over his chest. Rather than being skin and bones, he was skin, bones, and muscle. I could see nearly every sinew.

      “This good lady here has some questions for you. I am sure you will answer her with all the integrity you can manage to muster. I do suspect I’d be upset if you didn’t.”

      The young man spared a glance for big Randall, who had remained present, standing at the entrance—and exit—of the room. “Yeah, sure. Whatever. ’Course,” he said.

      Guilt nibbled at my sense of self, eroding a tiny bit of the person I liked to think I was. This place was supposed to be a time-out from the rest of the world in order to regain control of your life, not have that control threatened by another patient. It was clear that the young man before me did not feel in full command of the situation he was in. And yet… I was doing nothing to interrupt it. Worse, I was about to use it to my advantage.

      I gave the young man my full attention. “Mind sitting with me?” I patted the bed.

      “Naw, I’m good,” he said.

      Timothy cleared his throat. The young man shifted from one foot to the other and then quickly perched himself on the edge of the bed about a foot away from me.

      I mentally kicked myself. It’d been my hope to alleviate his stress, not increase it.

      “You knew Craig?” I asked him again.

      His expression was that of a trapped animal as he nodded his head. “He dead?”

      “No! Oh, no. At least, not that I know of.”

      He glanced at the others in the room then back at me. “He steal somethin’? I don’t know nothin’ ‘bout nothin’ if he stole somethin’. I really don’t.”

      “No, it’s nothing like that. I just know that Craig ran into a spot of trouble while he was here. They made him leave early?”

      “Oh, yeah, they kicked him out. They caught him with drugs. The dirtbag tried to pin it on me, say that they were my drugs and that I smuggled them in, but I didn’t.” He looked at the others and shook his head while rubbing his palms on his thighs. “I didn’t do that,” he said.

      “And they believed you but not him?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Well, yeah. Why not? Gotta believe one of us, right? I mean, we didn’t both smuggle in the same drug and hide it in his stuff. Plus, he liked the oxy. Was in his charts. That’s what he liked. I never done that stuff. I’m here ‘cause of heroin. See?” He held out his arm. The inside of his forearm and elbow were covered by an elaborate tattoo, but I could make out the scars beneath the thin lines.

      “And the drug they found was oxy?” I asked.

      The young man shrugged. “Was somethin’ not heroin. White pills. All I know.” He brushed at his nose and sniffed. “I’m not comin’ in here and getting off one thing by getting on another. I got a second chance. I ain’t wastin’ it.”

      “Any idea how he got the drugs in here?”

      “Hide them up his keister? They real thorough round here, though. They turn you inside out and upside down during check-in. Even put you in solitary ’til the detox starts to make sure you ain’t supplementin’. I don’t see how he got them in.”

      That scored one for the theory that Bonnie had snuck them in. And given how lax oversight of new people coming to this floor was, it stood to reason that Bonnie could have walked the pills right up here herself.

      “Don’t none of it make sense,” the young man continued. “Craig, he done had plans for when he got out. Him and his girl. He kept talkin’ ‘bout how he knew some rich famous dude who was gonna hook him up with good work, wouldn’t even care about his past as long as he stayed clean. He was all hyped about it. Then he goes and does somethin’ like that. Don’t make sense. Not when you’re tryin’, and I really thought he was tryin’. That’s why I was real glad when we got bunked together.”

      “He was a good roommate?” I asked.

      “Oh, yeah. Always talkin’. Some people don’t like that, but I did. He was a funny little guy with big dreams and a plan. A good distraction. A good reminder.” His nervousness fell away, and he fixed me with an intense stare. “I got plans, too, you know. I ain’t just some junkie. I got things I’m gonna be doin’, too. I ain’t got Craig’s connections. I don’t know no rich guy, no Liam with a fancy house up a fancy holler, no neighbors, no nothin’ to bother him being one with nature and foo-foo stuff like that, but I’m gonna be somebody, too. Somebody who matters. Somebody people will miss. I’m gonna have that. Don’t gotta be rich to have that.”

      Chills ran over me. “Did you say Liam?”

      “Huh? Yeah. Just some guy gonna hook Craig up with a new life. Wouldn’t shut up about it. I mean, to each their own. Wish him the best. Good luck and all that.” He shook his head. “Still, end of the day, he’s still an addict. He shouldn’t have brought them pills in here. How’s he gonna hold onto that good life now?”

      That was a good question.

      I wondered if killing Bonnie had been part of Craig’s answer.
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      “Wait, wait,” Zoey said when we were back in her car and making our way to Liam’s. She’d attended a going away dinner at his place prior to him heading off to the wilds of New Zealand. Liam had only invited his close friends. Craig hadn’t been among them. “Hold up,” Zoey continued. “The southern mobster guy was green?”

      “No… not exactly. His skin had more of a wet dough look.” We were driving the back roads out in the county, away from town.

      “But you said green.” Zoey slowed the car to take a left onto a road I hadn’t noticed we were nearing. It blended in. I would have driven past without ever realizing it was there.

      “I don’t know how to describe it.” I thought a moment. “It was more like he looked like he could’ve been green, you know, like a leaf that’s turned yellow.”

      “So he was yellow?”

      “No, no, I mean… yeah. I don’t know.”

      “And Bonnie, no one remembered seeing her?” Zoey asked.

      “No one I talked to.” Of course, that was a bit like a needle in a haystack, and I didn’t get the chance to look through the whole haystack.

      Zoey turned onto another road. This one was only one lane. The trees were thick along its edge and tall enough to create a tunnel effect. The road curved, and Zoey gave her car more gas as we drove into the absolute blindness of any oncoming traffic.

      “Zoe… Zoey.” I went stiff in the passenger’s seat. My hand clung to the door’s handle. My other hand braced itself stiff-armed against the dashboard. It’s not that I thought either would do me any good. There was simply something instinctive and right about it.

      “What?” Zoey asked, seemingly oblivious to the stress she was putting me under. She took her eyes off the death-inducing road to glance at me. “Oh, come on,” she said after seeing the fear that must’ve been etched all over my face. “You hunt killers. People who kill people. But you’re scared. Now.”

      “Terrified,” I said, then screeched, “Zoey!” The curving road revealed a fluffy-tailed squirrel sitting in the middle of the unlined asphalt. It was nibbling on a nut, sure to be its last meal.

      With her Cleopatra eyes once more forward, Zoey slammed on the brakes. The car skidded to a halt. Our line of vision of the squirrel dropped below the tip of her car’s hood. “Did we hit it? I don’t think we hit it. I didn’t feel a thump,” she said.

      “Would something that small make a thump?” I asked, mortified.

      “Yeah, anything bigger than a frog makes a thump.”

      “I didn’t want to know that,” I said with a moan. I’d never missed Chicago so much in my life. People didn’t drive headlong around blind curves there. They didn’t hit squishy things that went thump, either.

      Mostly.

      “We’re almost there. Just a few more turns,” Zoey said.

      “So this isn’t his driveway?”

      “Nope, not this.”

      “So, other cars could be coming?”

      “Yep.”

      I groaned again.

      Zoey got the car moving. I swiveled around to check the road for red splotches but breathed a sigh of relief instead. The squirrel was right where we’d left it, happily eating its nut. I guessed cats weren’t the only creature with nine lives in these parts.

      True to her word, Zoey took a few more turns before turning up the long, low V between two neighboring hills. It was Liam’s holler. There was some winding to it, but the road was straighter than what we’d left behind. The trees and other vegetation had seemed to back off, too.

      Zoey assured me we were now essentially on Liam’s driveway. “We won’t come face to face with any cars unless he’s on his way out.”

      I relaxed for the first time in over half an hour.

      The road—I mean driveway—was longer than I’d thought it would be. It eventually climbed at a steep angle, and the trees crowded back in around the road, tunneling it once more.

      Zoey slowed.

      “We’re here,” she said.

      “Does he live all wild man or something?” All I was seeing was forest.

      Zoey snorted. “Hardly.”

      The road curved and climbed a few dozen feet more, and we came to stop in front of a tall, wrought-iron gate. It blocked the road and extended both directions into the vegetation in the form of a wrought-iron fence. The sight was imposing but apparently not impenetrable. A section of fence in a small flat, open patch to the left of the drive had been knocked partially over. It now stood at a forty-five degree angle, pointing inward, away from us.

      I squinted and leaned forward. “Do you see something glinty?” The fencing was very matte black in color, but something on the damaged section of fence was sparkly.

      We got out of Zoey's car and inspected the bent section. Zoey rubbed at the spot in question, and we studied her fingers.

      “What color is that?” she asked.

      It was very dark, but there was something metallic about it. “Green? Paint, maybe.”

      Zoey nodded in agreement. “Car paint.”

      I glanced up at the sky. “You think water would wash it off?” I wasn’t sure when it had rained last. I was trying to gauge how long ago the paint could have found its way onto the fence and still be there.

      Zoey shrugged her shoulders.

      “What now? Do you know how to get the gate open?” I asked, indicating the portion of fence closed across the driveway with the hook of my thumb.

      “Looks already open to me,” Zoey said. She took off her stilettos and chimp walked up the bent section of fence. She landed a smooth, hopping dismount on the far side. She’d made it look effortless.

      I tossed her shoes to her. She balanced on one foot to strap each on without having to hold to anything. Her balance was ninja like. In contrast, I could stumble into a door frame walking through my own apartment.

      I searched for any excuse to stall. I couldn’t think of any other than wandering into the forest to pick wild mushrooms. Given that I didn’t know anything about wild mushrooms other than that some were poisonous, I decided to take a pass. I didn’t need death-by-omelet to be added to my resume of achievements.

      “Okay, I can do this,” I said, doing my best to psych myself up.

      I climbed onto the bent fencing and started scaling upward. My foot slipped, sending my leg through the iron shafts. A burr on the metal caught my jeans and sliced a swath of fabric up my thigh. The squeeze was tight. Too tight. It felt like a two-sided tourniquet.

      “You hurt?” Zoey asked.

      “Don’t think so.” I wasn’t actually sure if I was hurt or not, but I was feeling pretty stuck. I yanked. My jeans tore even more. I wiggled and kicked in an attempt to unsnag the fabric from whatever was ripping it, but it didn’t do any good.

      “No, stay there,” I told Zoey when she started to climb back over the fencing.

      I gave my leg another good yank. More fabric ripped, but my balance pitched forward. I ended up with my face pressed into the bars so far that one ear had wedged through.

      “I’m coming,” Zoey said. The fencing shifted as I heard and felt her climb back on. Her end of the fence was at least waist high, and she had to work at getting back on top.

      The fence didn’t like it. It didn’t like it at all. It groaned and then shifted.

      I cried out as my balance pitched forward even more. This time, my whole head went through the bars. My shoulders stopped me from going any further.

      “Are you okay? Can you breathe?” Zoey asked, her words rushed.

      “Yeah, yeah… I’m okay.” I wasn’t okay. My butt was in the air. My jeans were ripped shorter than a very short mini-skirt. And I suddenly really, really had to pee.

      “Can you pull your head out?”

      I tried. I couldn’t. “No.” It felt like my ears would tear off.

      “I’ll go get Liam,” Zoey said. I heard and felt her climb back down from the fence.

      “No!” Not that. Anything but that. The Greek god returned home did not need to see me like this. “You got some Vaseline? Some lotion? Some WD-40?” I was desperate. Anything would do. She could grease me up in bacon fat with a herd of wild boars passing by for all I cared. Just as long as she didn’t go get Liam.

      My foot slipped. My other knee went down hard. The angle was different, and my knee wedged, but this time it felt like I was trying to use my bones like a crowbar. “Zoey, call Brad,” I said, panting.

      “It’d take him too long.” Zoey’s voice was pitched higher than usual. “You’re neck’s at a really bad angle, Kylie.”

      “Call Gregson! Maybe he can get a helicopter.” My voice sounded thick. It didn’t sound right.

      “I’m gonna go get Liam. Don’t. Die. Sage is cute, but she scares me. She always looks like she’s plotting my murder.”

      “But she hasn’t murdered you,” I said in her defense. “That means she loves you.”

      My knee wedged deeper, my neck bent weirder, and my breathing turned noisy. “Get. Liam,” I rasped.

      I heard movement and then one of Zoey’s stilettos rolled into my sight. The other joined it a heartbeat later. Then, there was the almost imperceptible sound of Zoey running away.

      I prayed after I could no longer hear her.

      I prayed I didn’t die here. I prayed she didn’t have to adopt Sage. And I prayed I didn’t pee myself before the day was done.

      My whole body was shaking from the effort of holding myself steady by the time I heard the pounding of heavy footsteps.

      “Kylie, how you doin’?” a voice I had to assume was Liam’s asked. He sounded calm, but it was a forced calm. I could hear the tension beneath his easy words.

      “Good,” I answered, but I suspected he didn’t hear. A clicking and then a strong whoosh competed with my strained voice. The sound changed then tiny sparks arced into my field of vision. Some of them even fell on my bare skin, but they flickered out of existence like sleeping fireflies without doing any harm. In contrast, speckled darkness danced in my eyes, and my head grew light as if it wanted to float away.

      Metal groaned, existence shifted beneath me, and then a strong arm wrapped itself around my waist. I was momentarily airborne before the ground was gently lifted to greet my feet.

      “You okay?” Liam’s voice was so close to my ear. It sent shivers down my spine. I wobbled, but powerful hands stabilized me with the tenderest of touches.

      My vision cleared, and I spotted a blue metal canister on the ground out of which extended a slender, crane-necked copper colored tube. “Is that a blow torch?” I asked.

      “Yeah, had to cut through the bars to get you out,” Liam said. That’s when I noticed the fence’s new deformity. He’d cut one of its bars and bent it out and down to make more room for my head.

      “Thank you,” I said, putting a steadying hand on his arm as I stepped away to face him. It was then that I saw what he was wearing, and it wasn’t much. He was shirtless under a scarred leather apron that covered most of his chest almost all the way up to his collar bones. His tan arms were beyond thick with powerful muscles. His shoulders could have carried the world.

      I couldn’t stop my eyes from scanning the length of him from his head to his feet. He wore heavy brown work boots and faded jeans that could have been washed a hundred times.

      “You okay?” Liam asked again. His eyes were bluer than blue. They were so bright, radiant like a glacier-fed mountain lake. I couldn’t stand to look at them. I trailed my gaze across the ground just so that I could look away.

      “Fine. I’m good,” I said.

      Zoey stood near. The worry I’d heard in her voice earlier was still visible in the etched crease of her forehead and the long pull of her mouth.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Liam asked. “Do you need to sit? You need anything to drink? Water?”

      I suppressed a groan. Why did he have to mention water?

      I squeezed my legs together and tried not to do the time-honored pee-pee dance before asking one of the handsomest men I’d ever met one of the most embarrassing things you can ask a stranger.

      “Mind if I use your bathroom?”

      “There’s my girl,” Zoey said, all smiles again.
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      I was being ferried along on a cloud. Okay, it wasn’t a cloud. It was Liam’s arms, and he was carrying me like I weighed no more than air.

      “I can walk.” I squirmed as if to roll out of his arms to freedom, but the only thing it did was have me wiggling next to his chest of steel and stone. There were only my clothes and his leather apron between us. “Really,” I said, trying again. “I’m fine. I can walk.”

      “Ain’t happenin’ ’til I get a chance to check you over. You could be hurt and not know it.”

      Check me out? Noooo. No way. I needed to get down. But struggling to get down meant more wiggling against Liam, and that was not on today’s to-do list.

      Save my cafe.

      Kick Gregson to a curb far outside of my life.

      Fit in a date with Brad.

      Solve a murder.

      Those things were on my to-do list. Not this. Not being carried by a man who seemed more like a frontiersman of old than a modern day businessman.

      “I’m not hurt,” I said, not giving up to reclaim the use of my legs. I looked over Liam’s shoulder at Zoey. She was following behind with her shoes dangling from the fingers of one hand. “Tell him I’m not hurt,” I told her.

      “Yeah, I’m not doing that. I’m not psychic. Let Liam do his thing.”

      “How do you know you’re not hurt?” Liam asked in a warm baritone that vibrated out through his chest and into me. I resisted melting. I would not melt.

      “Because I know.” I couldn’t hide my frustration from my voice, plus a hint of desperation. The man had literally cut through metal to save me. He’d destroyed his own property. He’d stopped his work and had come running to my rescue.

      Did I even have the right to feel annoyed? I thought about that, and the answer was a resounding yes! It was my feeling, and I could have it if I wanted to!

      But if Liam noticed he had an unhappy passenger in his arms, he didn’t let on. Instead, he told a story. “I knew a guy who fell climbing an eighty-foot cliff face back in New Zealand,” he said. “The guy’s gear saved him, and he finished the climb. When he got to the top, his whole body seized up. Couldn’t move. They had to chopper him out. He’d broken his back.”

      “Good thing for me I didn’t fall,” I countered. “You know, ‘cause I couldn’t move? Stuck? Opposite of falling. I’m fine.”

      Liam smiled down at me. It was lopsided, pulling up one side of his face more than the other and wrinkling one eye more than the other, but both his eyes shone with a good-natured humor that melted all the icy parts of me. What he didn’t do was put me down until we reached his place, which turned out to be an enormous, two-story log cabin. There was an open-air, testosterone-infused workshop attached. The house’s roof extended to cover it, but it had no walls. Medieval looking devices galore were placed like small islands of wonder within. I had no idea what most would even be used for.

      “Still need the bathroom?” he asked.

      I shook my head. The urgent urge had passed. I was good for now.

      “You sure?”

      I nodded.

      Liam gently set me down on a huge log that had been carved into a bench. It even had shapely curved indents to make sitting on it more comfortable. I ran my hand over the fine grain of the wood. The center was a vivid red but the edges were a pale blond, yet it looked to be made completely from a single log.

      “Did you make this?” I asked.

      “Yup.”

      “I thought you were a blacksmith.”

      He knelt in front of me and took one of my ankles between the palms of his huge hands. “I like to dabble.”

      If he considered making this bench dabbling, I wanted to see what he poured his heart and soul into.

      “He could make something for the cafe,” Zoey said.

      “I could,” Liam agreed.

      I’d had to be rescued by the guy whose property I’d been trying to trespass on. The guy whose work I’d obviously interrupted. The guy who was doing everything to make sure I was okay.

      “Yeah, that’d be great,” I said. I had no idea how much he charged or how I’d pay for it. It was a worry that hovered over me like a gray cloud.

      “What you want?”

      “Maker’s choice,” I said, mentally kicking myself some more. Why couldn’t I shut up? It was such a dumb thing to say to an artist. Who knew what he’d dream up? I might hate it. It might be a massive eyesore that took up ten square feet of needed customer space. It might have sharp pointy bits that people could impale themselves on as they tried to scoot past. But I had said it, and I wouldn’t take it back. I was feeling beholden.

      Liam handled my ankle with care. “This hurt?” he asked as he applied even pressure to both sides.

      “No,” I said.

      Zoey took a seat next to me and went to work strapping her stilettos back on.

      “This?” Liam asked. He extended my leg and gently tilted it clockwise and counterclockwise. The torque created pressure in my knee, but all seemed well.

      “It’s good,” I said.

      Liam repeated the pattern with my other leg before moving my arms and neck. No pain anywhere, just the warm, sure, gently strong touch of Liam’s hands. My whole body warmed, and I had to jerk myself back to reality. I was here for a reason, and it was time to get on with that. There was a killer to catch.

      But was Liam that killer? He was newly back in town, and Bonnie had suddenly died.

      Coincidence?

      Okay, yeah, probably. But I needed to consider it as a possibility anyway. I couldn’t let his hormone-fueling presence—and melt-worthy touch and strong hands and dreamy eyes—cloud my judgement.

      “Have you ever done any art instillations with cotton candy?” I asked. Whoever had killed Bonnie had sure liked the stuff. She’d been wrapped up in it.

      “Huh?” he said.

      Zoey stretched a lazy arm over the back of the bench and gave my ear a vicious flick with her finger. She then pulled her hand back to run her fingers through her glossy black hair as if she’d done nothing at all. She feigned an expression of complete nonchalance until I gave her the stink of my evil eye.

      I glared. She glared.

      I huffed, defeated, and we called a silent truce.

      I refocused on Liam. “Do you know Craig Mitchem?”

      Liam’s expression turned guarded, and he sat further back on his heels. His hands dropped their touch of me, and his eyes narrowed. “Whatever he told you, it was probably a lie.”

      Bingo. Liam definitely knew Craig, which matched what we’d learned from the other patients at the rehab.

      I took in a deep, slow breath while my brain spun for a strategy. I wanted to get as much information from Liam as possible without revealing how little I knew myself.

      “We haven’t seen Craig. Never met him. He hasn’t told us anything,” Zoey said.

      I shot her some more evil eye while scratching at my middle finger. It needed to flick some ear, too.

      “Oh,” Liam said. His voice was instantly more relaxed. He stood, grabbed a nearby folding chair, and plopped it in front of us before sitting down. The chair looked made for a child with him on it. His bent knees rose several inches higher than the part he sat on. “Craig was here,” he said.

      “Here? When?” There was no holding back the surprise from my voice.

      “The night I came home from abroad. I found Craig and his girlfriend living here. They’d moved themselves in. Don’t think they’d been here very long, though. Maybe a few weeks.”

      “They’d broken in?”

      Liam nodded and added a shrug like it was no big deal.

      “Did you call the cops?”

      “Naw, they’d dusted. Spruced the place up with new potted plants. Fixed a couple of shingles on the roof. Craig even chopped wood and stacked it for me. They had this place looking good by the time I got home. I’d been ready for a disaster after being gone for so long. Heck, I was impressed. I paid him.”

      “So they were… nesting?” That didn’t sound very killerish to me.

      “Yeah, I guess you could say that.” Liam shrugged again. “I kind of think he was angling it as kind of a job audition. Craig asked if I’d keep him on, let them live in a shack I’ve got at the back of the property.”

      This was getting weirder and weirder.

      “He drove a car into your fence, squatted in your home, and then asked you for a job?”

      “Oh, the fence, that wasn’t him. Someone did that last night. Knocked the fence down, came inside the property, and started looking for a way into the house.”

      He said it as if it were nothing. I’d have had half the police out at my place. Heck, I have had half the police force out at my place after that kind of thing.

      “Do you know who it was?” I asked.

      “Naw. I shot a round into the air, and whoever it was took off. No big. I’ll install some motion-controlled flood lights.”

      “What makes you think it wasn’t Craig coming back?”

      “I guess it could’ve been, but why bother with all that when he could’ve just come to the door and knocked. It’s not like we parted on bad terms.”

      This guy was something else.

      On a hunch, I asked, “Did you give Craig a job?”

      Liam rubbed at his chin. “I thought about it. I did. He’s a good guy when he’s got his life together. But I told him we’d talk about it again in six months.” Liam’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial level, and he leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “I didn’t like the look of his girl. She looked… harsh. In the eyes, ya know?” He waved two fingers at his own peepers for emphasis.

      “So you kicked Craig out. Did he say where he’d be going? Any chance he snuck back to stay in your shed?”

      “Nope and nope. I’ve checked the shed. It’s empty. But if I was in his spot, I know where I’d go.”

      “Where?” I asked.

      “Home.”

      It took me a second to catch his meaning. After all, Liam was home, but I suspected he was talking about a different kind of home. A home that wasn’t about the address you put on your letters.

      I felt like face-planting into my palm. Of course. Liam was talking about Craig’s mom, Lizzie. But, I’d already been to Lizzie’s, and Craig hadn’t been there.

      Or had he?

      Craig had hidden out at Liam’s. He’d probably stay under wraps at Lizzie’s, too. They wouldn’t advertise his presence. After all, he was wanted by the police. He’d broken his probation agreement when he got kicked out of rehab. Or rather… when Bonnie had gotten him kicked out.

      I turned my attention to Zoey. This time, there was no evil eye from either of us.

      “We gotta go back to Lizzie’s,” I said. “We need to stake her place out, see if we can catch sight of Craig.”

      “Not me,” Zoey said, shaking her head. “I’ve written my memory quota worth of code in my head while we’ve been running around. I’ve got to get home and get it out of my head before it burns out my synapses.”

      My face fell long.

      Zoey not go? The yin to my yang absent on a stakeout?

      “I’ll go,” Liam said.

      “Huh?” Noooo! Mister big, sexy, wilderness man could not sit alone with me for hours in the dark as we watched somebody else’s home all stalker fashion.

      “Great!” Zoey said. “It’s a date.”

      This time I did facepalm.
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      I missed Zoey.

      She’d ditched me.

      Now…

      When I needed her most.

      She’d left me to sit here in the dark with a gorgeous mountain man who looked like a transplant from the cover of a GQ magazine. The cab of his rust-bucket truck was enormous. Its long bench seat could have doubled as a twin bed.

      I kept one eye on Lizzie’s house and glanced over at Liam out of the corner of my other eye. The sight of him had me fanning my face. I hadn’t meant to. My body did it all on its own. Self-preservation and all that. I couldn’t risk self-combusting.

      “You hot?” Liam asked. “I thought girls were always cold. You can crack the window. The turn handle’s next to your knee.”

      His old beater truck didn’t even have power windows. I hadn’t seen a crank window in years.

      I turned the handle to lower it a half inch. The night’s chilly air swept into the cab, dropping the temp within much faster than I’d hoped. I resisted wrapping my arms around myself in a show of needing to be warmer.

      Liam had called me a girl. I supposed I could take offense. But to be honest, I kind of liked it. He was a boy. I was a girl. What could be simpler?

      “You really think Craig killed his aunt?” Liam asked. His question dashed my imaginings that there was anything simple about this moment. “Does anybody know how she actually died?”

      That was a good question. I’d seen her dressed up in fluffy, delicious cotton candy—and it was delicious. I knew seeing Bonnie trussed up in it should have made the thought of the stuff revolting to me. It was the socially acceptable response, after all. But I didn’t care. Cotton candy was delicious! I’d be munching on it right now if I had a bag. I’d be giving all of my attention to it and none to Liam. Life would be simplified through its sugary goodness. Just a boy and a girl and a bag of cotton candy.

      “Nope, no idea how she died.” His question made me feel dumb, and that made me feel annoyed. I should have already asked that question myself. Who was the sleuth here? Possibly not me. I had to get a grip. “I’ve never actually met Craig. But it sounds like you’ve known him for a while.”

      Liam nodded. “Yeah, I have. We go back years. I know him better than a casual acquaintance, but not by a lot.”

      “What made him think of asking you for a job.”

      “He’s done some work for me in the past. Random stuff. Stuff like the firewood he cut for me while camping out at my place.”

      Uninvited. I thought the word rather than said it. Squatting at the house of someone you hoped to make your future employer sounded like a desperate thing to do. Of course, he was running from the law. Craig’s probationary agreement had been broken when he’d gotten kicked out of rehab, triggering a warrant for his arrest. In addition to that, he now had the added worry of being convicted of murder.

      Still, I was impressed. Craig had figured out a path forward for himself, even if it hadn’t worked. It was a path that he’d taken action on. He’d put his full effort into it.

      Or… he’d gotten caught squatting and had used the guise of wanting a job as a ploy to dissuade Liam from calling the cops on him. But if that was the case, why talk endlessly about working with Liam while he was in rehab?

      “And that’s all he wanted?” I asked. “He wanted to… stack firewood for you?”

      “No, it was more than that. He wanted to be my apprentice. He wanted to learn, and he said he was willing to start from the absolute bottom to have the opportunity. When I first started to turn him down, he said he’d work for free just to learn and have a place to stay, but his girl squashed that pretty hard and fast. They had a sidebar, had some words, but it didn’t matter. I could feel it. The timing wasn’t right.” Liam’s eyes found mine through the darkness of the cab. “I’m not heartless. Maybe if it’d been just him, but I don’t trust her. I just couldn’t see giving them an open door to bring trouble into my life. I’ve got other things to do.”

      Light from an oncoming car flooded the cab of his truck. It allowed me to see the tightness in his face. The conversation had seemed to age him by ten years of harsh realities. But the light shifted, leaving us in darkness once more as the car turned into the driveway of Lizzie’s house.

      It was Lizzie herself, returning home. The trunk of her sedan popped open an inch, seemingly on its own. She then climbed out of the driver’s seat and walked to the back. From there, she collected bags of groceries and a very large case of soda.

      Liam leaned forward. “What’s she got? Is that Mountain Dew?”

      It was hard to tell what it was in the low light, but the color and design told me that it could be. “Maybe. Why?”

      “The trash at my place had been full of the stuff when I’d come home.”

      “Craig drinks it?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m figuring,” he said.

      “If he does, maybe his mom drinks it, too.”

      “Yeah, but that much?”

      Lizzie had put the groceries down at her house’s front door and returned to the trunk of her car. There, she pulled out two more large cases that looked the same as the first. It was a lot of soda.

      We had him. Lizzie was most likely hiding her son.

      I opened the passenger-side door of Liam’s truck and slid to the ground. I closed the door with a heavy creak of its hinge and clicked it into place with a firm press rather than a loud slam. I heard Liam’s door open and close behind me.

      I was two-thirds of the way to intercepting Lizzie on her third trip from her car’s trunk by the time she spotted me.

      “This is harassment,” she said, letting her grocery-laden arms sag straight at her sides. The reusable totes contained a lot of snack foods. Chips, cookies, pretzels, and the sort. I found it odd that the woman determined to take over her sister’s pseudo-bakery was buying bags of pre-made cookies.

      “Got company?” I asked, ignoring her claim of harassment. I went past her to the trunk of her car and peeked inside. There was yet another huge case of soda. It looked just like the others Lizzie had already carried to her stoop. And yes, it was Mountain Dew.

      Liam hung back as I confronted Lizzie. His hands were shoved into the front pockets of his jeans, and his expression was pinched, almost apologetic. But his stance was sure with his feet planted shoulder width apart. He was like a quiet bull, standing alone, doing nothing, yet intimidating, nonetheless.

      “Craig loves this stuff, doesn’t he?” I asked, confronting Lizzie with an unflinching stare.

      Lizzie’s gaze flicked to the case of soda without me having to point at what I was referring to. “You need to get out of here and leave me alone,” she said, her focus back on me. Her anger colored her words with a frantic desperation that seemed to verge on panic. She put her bags of groceries on the ground. “I’ve got a gun in my car, and I’m not afraid to use it. I’d be within my rights. You’re trespassing.” She glanced in Liam’s direction. “And take sasquatch with ya.”

      Liam didn’t flinch a muscle. He remained that calm bull, simply standing, unmovable. I was pretty sure no one would actively put hands on him to try to force him to move.

      “Okay,” I said, “we can do that. We can go. Liam,” I said, shifting my focus to him, “you got your cell phone with you? We could give the police a call now instead of talking to Craig first to, you know, give him a chance.”

      “I told you, Craig’s not here!” Lizzie said. “Are you dumb or just deaf?”

      “What we are is not in jail,” I shot back. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to say the same for you tomorrow. There’s a warrant out for your son, and you’re hiding him. I’m sure that’s breaking a law somewhere.”

      I could see Lizzie’s face turn a bright red even in the dim light. She took a step forward and take a deep breath, her finger pointing at me like the gun she claimed was tucked away inside her car. She was ready to tear into me with more words of rage, I could tell.

      “Do you really think Craig killed your sister?” Liam asked. His voice drifted over us like the night. It wasn’t combative. It was seeking.

      Lizzie looked from me to him and back again several times until her shoulders sagged and the fight seemed to leave her. “He hasn’t hurt anybody. He’s made some bad choices that’ve hurt himself, but he hasn’t never hurt nobody else.”

      I gave the silence that hung in the air between us a moment to simply be, and then I spoke gently, softly. “Can we see him, Liz? Just to talk?”

      She closed her eyes and hung her head, but then she nodded.

      I picked up the large case of Mountain Dew from the trunk, and Liam collected the rest of the bags. We followed Lizzie to her door and helped carry her groceries inside.

      The house was empty of anyone but us. At least that’s the way it looked.

      Lizzie started putting groceries away while Liam and I stood by watching. She was engrossed in the activity. Fully focused. She was ignoring us. She was stalling.

      Liam cleared his throat. It was just what was needed.

      Lizzie put a can of baked beans back in the bag she’d been pulling it out of, then wiped her palms fervently on the front of her hips. She glanced around the kitchen as if looking for another option but then nodded her head. “Okay, okay. I’ll take you to him. You can talk, but then you leave.” Her gaze locked with mine. “And you won’t call the police afterward, right? You’ll just go, and that’s it. Do you promise?”

      My stomach flip flopped. “I don’t currently have any plans of calling the police when I go,” I said. “I’m just trying to figure out who killed your sister.” It wasn’t a promise, but it was the best I could offer.

      Lizzie stuffed some munchies into a grocery tote and then led the way a short distance off of the kitchen. She stopped at and opened a narrow door. I would have thought it was a door to a broom closet, but it instead revealed a narrow flight of unfinished wood stairs which led down to a basement.

      Lizzie headed down. She flipped a switch as she went, and a weak light flickered into existence. The basement was cramped with shelves. I wouldn’t have called it dirty. It was more that it looked unused. Dust muted all the colors of the seemingly forgotten items on the shelves. Boxes were stacked in perilous towers, ready to topple over if a gust of wind—or in this case, a hearty rat—passed them by in just the right way.

      Surprising me, Lizzie headed toward the darkest, most jumbled corner of the large, cluttered room. I’d half expected her to have to start moving things out of the way as she went, but a turn this way and a step that way revealed a path that was easily traversed. At the end of the path was a door that had been within eyeshot all along but had yet remained unnoticed. It was so unassuming. So there, yet unimportant. Unremarkable.

      Lizzie tapped her knuckles against its wood. “Honey, I’m coming in.”

      The thought that they could have picked a warning code ahead of time hadn’t occurred to me until just that second. My heart leapt into double-time as I heard the door’s lock mechanism click. I almost took a step back when bright light haloed the door’s opening from within.

      “Did you get the chips?” a man asked without a hint of stress or guile. I’m not sure who’d I’d been expecting Craig to be, but a young man with the face of a seventeen-year-old boy hadn’t been it. Of course, he wasn’t seventeen. At least I didn’t think he was.

      I shot Liam a confused look and mouthed the words, “How old is he?”

      Liam bumped his thumb upward and mouthed, “Twenties.”

      I stared at Craig. I wondered how many people he’d been able to fool with his unassuming appearance. No one would look at his boyish face and think he was a threat. That could give him a real advantage if he had plans of hurting someone.

      “Craig, honey,” Lizzie said with a nervous quaver in her voice, “I’ve brought some people to see you.”

      Craig leaned forward enough to look past the door frame in our direction. His face lit in unabashed joy. “Liam!” He pushed past his mom, gave no indication that he’d seen me at all, and slapped and held Liam’s hand in a hearty bro-shake and hug. “Hey, man! Good to see you. Did you change your mind? I’m ready to go when you are. Throw me at anything. I’m your man. I’ll take care of it, and you can focus on creating your metal sculptures, or you know, whatever. I know you do other things, too.”

      Liam’s look of awkward embarrassment was instant. “Uh, no. But we’ll get there. I hope. I know you’d be an asset. A great help.”

      “Awesome! Then what are we waiting for!” Craig was smiling from ear to ear. His button-up shirt was tucked into crisp, well-fitted jeans. His sleeves were rolled halfway up his forearms. He had the look of a man ready and eager to work. A doer. He did not have the gaunt, sunken, used-up look of an off-the-rails junkie.

      “I’m here with Kylie,” Liam said. “She was hoping to get the chance to talk to you, and I was tagging along.”

      Craig’s gaze landed on me for what felt like the first time. “Oh, hey.” He shook my hand. Nothing about it felt overreaching or false or anything besides an eager desire to make a positive impression.

      I liked Craig instantly despite all the warning bells ringing in my head because of everything else I already knew about him.

      “Hey, where are my manners. Come on in,” Craig said. He turned his back on us and disappeared through the well-lit door. His mother followed, then me. My step faltered when I got a look inside. The space was well lit. Pictures hung on the walls. There was a small kitchenette, a navy blue futon sofa-bed with orange and yellow throw pillows, a soft blue and white mottled area rug that mimicked a lazy summer sky, and even a faux fireplace. The place was quaint, small, and picturesque. It was lovely.

      A door opened on the far side of the room. The sound of a water tank filling told me it was the bathroom. A young woman in a summer dress and cardigan stepped out. Her coifed hair, bold lipstick, fan-like eyelashes, and proud curves said 1950’s pinup girl. Her tattoos said 1980’s punk band.

      “Sweetheart, I didn’t know we had company,” she said.

      “Yeah, you remember Liam, and this is his friend, Kylie.” Craig motioned an arm to his girl. “Liam, Kylie, this is Kimberly.”

      “And what can we do for you?” Kimberly asked.

      She had a different kind of energy than Craig. While Craig was welcoming us in and open to sharing his space, it was clear that Kimberly was holding court. Something about her said that she wasn’t sharing anything. She was simply allowing us to remain in her presence for the moment. It felt a little like Liam’s quite bull energy. But Kimberly felt more like a praying mantis. She was waiting. She was being patient. But there was no mistaking the fact that she would pounce if she thought it was in her best interest.

      The woman made me nervous without doing a thing. I could understand why Liam had been open to hiring Craig—if it had been Craig without Kimberly.

      “Sit. Take a load off,” Craig said, motioning to the couch. He sat in a nearby armchair. Kimberly perched next to him on the arm rest, and he cradled her hips with his arm. It would have made a lovely portrait.

      Liam and I sat on the couch. Lizzie made herself busy in the kitchenette. She went to work putting away the groceries she’d brought down and seemed to check the cupboards and three-quarter sized fridge for what else might be needed. She was in mother-hen-on-steroids mode. She couldn’t save her baby from the world, so it was as though she was determined to care for him in every other way she knew how. I felt bad for her for the first time. She was in an impossible situation and poised to lose more than I could imagine ever losing in an entire lifetime.

      “We were hoping to talk to you about your time in rehab,” I said to Craig.

      Craig leaned further back in his chair, took a deep breath, and then blew it out in a long exhale through pursed lips. “Yeah, I get it. Looks bad, me getting thrown out and all.”

      “Why’d you get thrown out?” I asked. I knew. Liam knew. Lizzie knew. Half the town knew. But I needed to hear it from Craig. Everything else was little more than speculation.

      “Drugs,” Craig said. “They found some stashed inside my things.”

      He’d said it. No preamble. No excuses. Just right to the point.

      “Did you put them there?” I asked.

      “No, I didn’t.” He shook his head.

      His answer felt so earnest, I wanted to believe him. But I had to hold onto my doubt. I had to dig some more.

      “Did you take any after you found them?”

      “No, I didn’t even know they were there. Staff found them. Said they got a tip from one of the other patients but wouldn’t say who. But I was there when they pulled them out of my sock drawer. I saw ‘em myself. I even asked them to drug test me. Begged them to, but they wouldn’t. They said it’d be a waste of funds ‘cause the outcome would be the same. I was getting booted, clean or not.”

      Lizzie dropped something in the kitchenette, and it fell with a clatter. Craig looked to her then shifted uncomfortably.

      His face became tense, pinched, worried. The gears of his brain were turning. He set his sights on us again. “Not meaning to be rude or nothin’, but what’s this about? I’m mean, what’s it to you? I’m here and that’s all done. It’s water under the bridge. I’m looking forward. Not back.”

      I couldn’t tell him why we were here wanting to pick through the events of his life, not outright anyway. My questions were about trying to figure out if Craig blamed his aunt for him getting kicked out of rehab. He had been on a path of getting his life back together. Bonnie took away his chance. It didn’t matter whether he was staying clean or not. She’d caused the terms of his probation to be broken. He was destined for jail—not getting a job, not being with his girlfriend, not making progress on rebuilding his life. Bonnie had taken everything away from him.

      “We’re trying to figure out who killed your Aunt Bonnie,” Liam said.

      My eyes flew wide. I wanted to kick him. I recovered quickly, but not before Kimberly noticed. Her eyes were like laser points fixed on me. Her expression was a blank slate of hard, cold, granite. The woman made me uncomfortable.

      “It wasn't me,” Craig said. “I’m a drug addict. I am. I’ve done the work and I can admit that about myself now. I’ll be a drug addict for the rest of my life whether I’m using or not—but I never hurt nobody. I never laid a finger on my aunt. I don’t know why everybody’s sayin’ it was her who messed me over. If it was, I don’t know nothin’ about that. She was dead already by the time I even heard anything about what people’ve been sayin’ about her.”

      “And I think that about wraps this conversation up,” Kimberly said with the sweet demeanor of a Sunday School teacher talking to well-behaved toddlers. She stood from where she’d been perched on the arm of Craig’s chair. “I’ll head up with you. That way, I can carry the groceries back down. I’m sure there are things overdue for the fridge, right, Lizzie?”

      Craig stood and gave Kimberly a kiss on her cheek. “You ladies go on ahead. I’d love the chance to talk to Liam. Guy stuff.”

      “Of course, sweetie,” Kimberly said. She moved to the door of their tiny home, opened the door, and stood waiting. Lizzie headed out, and Kimberly’s expectant gaze fell on me. When I didn’t move, her brows arched halfway up her forehead, but nothing else about her expression changed.

      “Meet you upstairs?” Liam said as he put an encouraging hand on the small of my back.

      I was being told to leave by everyone here. It rankled.

      I stood up with what I hoped was a genteel grace while my inner child stomped her feet and fumed. Another corner of my mind schemed on how I’d come back by breaking in through a ground-level window, regardless of the fact that I hadn’t spotted any. I was that annoyed at being ushered out.

      I’d known what to expect when passing out of Craig and Kimberly’s tiny home within a home. Still, the difference was jarring. I made my way with careful steps through the little maze of clutter, doing my best within the unfinished basement’s dim light. The sound of Lizzie’s steps had her already on the staircase.

      I made it out of the maze and halfway to the stairs when a hard shove had me jerking backwards to slam my back into a square wooden post. That didn’t bother me much. In fact, I forgot about it almost as soon as it happened.

      The naked blade of a knife pressed hard against my throat had captured every ounce of my attention.
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      Kimberly’s eyes were wild. She looked like a woman not only willing but eager to burn bridges. Heck, she looked like she’d be willing to burn down whole cities.

      While that was disconcerting, I could deal. I could avoid her, placate her, be nice to her. Whatever.

      What I couldn’t deal with was the knife she had pressed against my throat. Its metal had felt cold when it first connected with my flesh. Now, the spot burned. I was sure she’d broken the skin, and my chest itched with the imagined sense of my life’s red, precious gold trickling down. That stuff was important to me. I needed it. It helped keep me breathing. It helped keep my heart beating. It helped me to be able to feed Sage, and I had to feed Sage. She got real testy when she didn’t get her food when she wanted it.

      “Hi, there,” I said. I tried to add a smile to my words, but my lips trembled and jerked. I gave up the pretense that anything was okay or would ever be okay again. I had to blink several times to keep my eyes from welling with tears. “What’s up, Kimberly?”

      Was she going to kill me right here? Was Craig killing Liam right now? Did they separate us on purpose? I hadn’t seen it coming at all, not one little bit. I’d been duped, thoroughly and completely. I wanted to kick myself for that.

      “Leave us alone,” Kimberly said. She wasn’t panicked. She was calm. Rather than make me feel more at ease, it made me feel like a bug. I felt as though she could squash me out of existence without it meaning a thing to her.

      “Yeah, sure. Whatever you want,” I told her. She had a knife to my throat, and I believed—believed—she was willing and capable of slicing it hard and deep.

      I’d tell her whatever she wanted to hear. I’d tell her about the time I hiccup-sneeze-peed while standing in the frozen section of the grocery store. I’d tell her about when I cyber stalked my ex with fantasies of implicating him in the murder of a woman who died at the age of 101 from natural causes. I was weird that way. I liked a challenge.

      I did not like being one muscle twitch away from death.

      “That ho-bag got what was coming to her,” Kimberly said. “Now it’s your turn.” The pressure of the knife shifted, and the burning sensation at my neck grew. A mumbled noise from her and Craig’s tiny home within a home distracted her for a second, then she refocused on me. “Come back and I’ll figure out who you care about and I’ll kill them.”

      My ex-husband’s name almost came to my lips. I almost begged her not to hurt him—as well as gave her his phone number, address, business hours and the name of the gym he liked to frequent. Almost…

      Instead, I nodded. It was a tiny movement. I didn’t want to encourage any more slip or slide of the knife at my throat.

      “Kimberly,” Lizzie called down from the top of the stairs. “I could only find French Onion dip. I couldn’t find the Ranch dip you wanted. Do you want the French Onion?”

      “Sounds perfect,” Kimberly called back with honeyed sweetness without taking her eyes off of me. The coldness I saw in them left me chilled.

      The knife disappeared from my throat, and Kimberly’s hands disappeared inside the folds of her pretty sundress. I guessed it had discreet little pockets.

      Kimberly flounced away to the stairs as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      In contrast, I struggled to keep upright. My legs had turned to jelly.

      I took a moment to just stand, to breathe. A sudden wave of nausea hit. I fought against it, but the nausea won. I left a not-so-discreet deposit in the top drawer of a forgotten, worn out chest of drawers. The drawer screeched in complaint at the insult as I pushed it closed afterward.

      Liam’s voice reached me before his large shape cast a shadow over the well-lit open door. Jelly or not, it was time for my legs to do their thing. I took a step, then another, and was amazed that I could walk.

      Strength infused me by the time I reached the stairs. It didn’t hurt that I had my own personal mountain man at my back. I barely knew Liam, but I felt confident that he’d do his best to protect me in a throwdown. Still, it wasn’t until we’d made it all the way outside of Lizzie’s home before I felt my lungs fully expand.

      I gulped the fresh, cool air down like a thirst-starved man drinking a cold glass of water.

      “You okay?” Liam asked.

      “Yep,” I lied. I was not okay. “I think Kimberly killed Bonnie.”

      “Kimberly? She seemed really nice.”

      We stepped down from Lizzie’s low front porch and began the walk back to Liam’s truck.

      “What’d you and Craig talk about?” I asked. They hadn’t been alone for very long, but Kimberly had managed to make a lasting impression on me within an even shorter amount of time.

      “Craig said his mom has been acting funny.”

      “He thinks his mom did it?” I asked, shocked. I wasn’t so much surprised that he’d thought she’d done it. It was more that I was surprised he was willing to throw Lizzie under the bus. She was a lifeline for him. She was hiding him from the world and providing for him. His woes wouldn’t simply disappear when Bonnie’s killer was caught. There was still a warrant out for his arrest. He was still destined for jail.

      Weirder yet, if Lizzie did do it, why did Kimberly feel the need to put a knife to my throat? Was she trying to protect their little lifeboat at sea? Was she trying to protect Craig and herself by protecting Lizzie, too? She had told me to stay away. She hadn’t said specifically from whom.

      “Craig said his mom’s been on the phone a lot with somebody named Danny… No, Daniel. That was it. Craig said he was pretty sure the guy was making threats against his mom. Figures maybe he had something against Bonnie and was now turning his attention to Lizzie.”

      Kill Bonnie then go after Lizzie? The cogs of my brain turned.

      “Does Craig personally know this guy, Daniel?”

      “I didn’t get that impression,” Liam said. “But maybe Craig’s not what Bonnie and Lizzie had in common.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If this guy Daniel killed Bonnie and is now going after Lizzie, and if it has nothing to do with Craig, maybe it’s got something to do with Bonnie’s bakery.”

      Fireworks went off in my head. I felt dumb all over again. I’d been so focused on Craig that I’d completely overlooked the bakery front as being a reason to kill Bonnie.

      Well, that wasn’t completely true. I’d considered that one of the local bakers could have killed Bonnie. I hadn’t given it much thought beyond that because the other best suspect found down that road was me. Bonnie had been renting her shop space from me. She’d been running a bakery consignment shop and deli that was in direct competition with my cafe. What’s more, her bakery had majorly succeeded in stealing a significant portion of my customer base. My cafe was on its way to going under.

      If Bonnie’s bakery was the reason Bonnie was killed, I made the best suspect I could think of.

      “Tell me more about this Daniel guy,” I said. “Do you know his last name?”

      “I asked. Craig had only ever heard her call him by his first name.”

      Maybe Agatha’s knitters would know a connection between Bonnie, Lizzie, and a guy named Daniel.

      Something about Liam’s gait changed. It drew me out of my own head and had me looking at him. His whole body had stiffened, and his expression had hardened.

      I followed his line of sight to his truck. That’s when I saw a shadowed figure detach itself from Liam’s truck to step nearer the soft glow of the street lamp. The man wore a long coat. It’s collar was up, and his hands were deep inside its pockets.

      “Gregson,” I said under my breath.

      “You know him?” Liam asked. There was an edge to his voice but also hope. He struck me as a man who was willing to fight but who preferred not to.

      “Yeah.”

      “He a friend?”

      That was a question I wasn’t sure how to answer, so I sidestepped. “He’s a cop.”

      The warning Kimberly had left on my throat prickled, adding to the dull burning sensation that had yet to go away. The moment hadn’t been right to mention what had happened to Liam. I wasn’t going to fall crying into his arms, and I hadn’t wanted to rush back into Lizzie’s house for any kind of grand confrontation. So, telling Liam wouldn’t have done me any good.

      Also, I realized, not telling Liam had left me in control of what happened—or did not happen—about it.

      Maybe that’s why I felt so completely undone when Gregson’s gaze shifted to my neck. Liam and I had come to a stop a few feet away from him.

      “Take a hike,” Gregson said without taking his eyes off me.

      “She’s not going anywhere. She’s with me,” Liam said.

      “He’s talking about you taking a hike,” I told Liam. I laid a reassuring hand on his arm. “It’s okay. Can you give us a minute?”

      Liam looked from me to Gregson and back again. “You sure?” he asked, his concern unmistakable.

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I said.

      “K, I’ll be right over there,” Liam said, but he’d said the words to Gregson. They were a quiet warning to Gregson not to do anything to me. Liam was taller than Gregson. His shoulders were wider than Gregson’s. I was pretty sure Liam would win in a foot race. But something told me to never ever bet against Gregson in a fight.

      “It’s okay, Liam. I’ll be fine.” And this time I said it not to reassure Liam but to protect him.

      Liam walked away at a slow gait with several glances backward. But he respected my request. He gave me and Gregson space, far enough to put him out of earshot.

      “How’d you find me?” I asked.

      “Wasn’t looking,” Gregson said. “Was already here, staking the place out, when you pulled up.”

      “Oh… I didn’t see you.”

      “Exactly.” It was his way of calling me an amateur. That was fine. I was.

      He stepped within arm’s reach and slid his fingers behind my neck to cup it. His thumb dragged a line below the spot that burned. It slid easily as if lubricated with something slick and probably red. “Want to tell me about this?”

      “I’d rather hear what you have to say.”

      “About?” he asked. His graveled voice was more a comfort to me than I wanted it to be. His entire presence was.

      I waffled inside my head, torn about who to ask about first. The look in Gregson’s eyes told me he was looking for a name, the name of the person who had left the present on my neck. A part of me was still unwilling to give up control of what happened next on my behalf, yet self-preservation won out. “What can you tell me about Craig’s girlfriend?”

      “So Craig is in there,” Gregson said.

      “You hadn’t known?”

      “Suspected.”

      “What are you going to do?” I asked.

      “Kill his girlfriend,” Gregson said, dropping his hand from my neck. The absence of his warmth was immediate and missed, but I made sure not to let that show.

      I didn’t actually take him seriously, not about killing Craig’s girlfriend. Well, I mean, I tried not to take him seriously. The churning ball of raw dough in my belly left behind by his words told the truth, though. I didn’t know where Gregson’s line of do’s and don’ts were. I didn’t know how far he would go to get done whatever it was that he wanted done.

      “Tell me about her,” I said, prompting him again.

      “Not much to tell. She’s the cashier at a truck stop. No record.”

      That either meant Kimberly had never done anything to get in trouble or she’d never gotten caught. I was betting on the latter.

      “Should I worry about the lumberjack?” Gregson asked.

      “I guess that depends on what you’re worrying about him for.”

      “Go on a date with me.”

      I blinked. “What?” I hadn’t seen that coming.

      “You. Me. A date.”

      “No.”

      Rather than have a comeback, Gregson simply looked at me with a gaze that belonged in a bedroom. His lips hinted at a smug smile, though I didn’t actually see one there.

      “Zoey’s new Whodunnit program says you’re Bonnie’s killer,” I said, craving to wipe the non-existent smile from his face. I didn’t mention that her program seemed to have trust issues. It thought half the town had killed Bonnie. While half the town might’ve been rooting for someone to do her in, I seriously doubted that most of them had the gumption to try anything themselves.

      “We can go to dinner, dancing, and self-defense.”

      “Huh? Self-what?”

      “Self-defense.” His eyes looked me up and down, bringing a heated blush to my cheeks. “I know a world-class instructor. It’s not me. I’d be there with you. Learning.”

      I gulped. Images of the many positions we could get ourselves into during practice flooded my mind. The night’s cool air lost its crispness. Where was the frost and the snow when you needed it?

      I shook my head, not trusting my voice this time. I didn’t want him to know how much he was affecting me.

      “Dinner, dancing, and a cooking lesson, then,” he said. He seemed closer than a moment ago, though I hadn’t seen him actually move. I only knew that the whole of my vision was taken up with him. “I know a woman from Italy. She’s had five offers to bankroll a restaurant for her. She’s turned them all down. I saw her make a snarky food critic cry tears of joy.”

      “Italian?” The word came out as a squeak. I imagined the dishes I could serve, the happy, smiling faces, the return customers coming again and again.

      This time Gregson’s lips did curve up in a smile. “It’s a date,” he announced.

      “I haven’t said yes.” My words were rushed, frantic.

      “I’ll make the arrangements and will let you know when.” He started walking away.

      “I haven’t said yes,” I nearly wailed.

      Gregson didn’t even look back.

      “Wait! What are you going to do about Craig?”

      Gregson stopped and gave me his attention once more. I felt more than saw his gaze fix on my neck. There was hesitation in the pause that followed. He was contemplating. Considering. Weighing the do’s and don’ts of his life. Finally, he took a deep breath and nodded. “I’ll tip off the boys working the warrant that Craig’s here. Let nature take its course.” He paused again. I didn’t fill the silence. I could tell there was more he wanted to say. “You want to press charges?”

      He didn’t need to ask what for.

      I shook my head no.

      “Do you need some place safe? Doesn’t have to be with me—but it can be. Spare bedroom. Lock on the door. Plenty of room for Sage.”

      I smiled. The offer was beyond sweet, which was unexpected. Gregson was a lot of things. Sweet wasn’t one of them.

      “I’ll be okay,” I said. It was a complete lie. Or at least it felt that way. I had no idea if I’d be okay or not.

      Movement out of the corner of my eye drew my attention away from Gregson. It was Liam. With Gregson walking away, Liam was returning. He took up a protective spot next to me and put an arm around my shoulders.

      Any sweetness I’d imagined Gregson had left him. “How much you figure a coffin for someone as tall as you runs?” he asked, the question directed at Liam.

      I groaned inwardly.

      “Why would I care how much it costs?” Liam answered. “I’d be dead.” He did not sound impressed with Gregson’s attempt to unnerve him.

      “That’s good. Very healthy attitude.”

      “Yeah… Why’s that?” Liam asked.

      “Because… people around her drop like flies. Greatly shortened life expectancy.”

      Liam made a scoffing, snorting sound. He didn’t believe Gregson.

      “No, really,” Gregson said, his smirk fully back in place.

      Liam’s arm fell away from my shoulder, but it found a new home around my waist.

      Gregson’s smirk turned into an annoyed sneer.
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      “Are you sure about this?” Brenda asked.

      It was barely after 6 AM. I already had three enormous bowls half full of meatloaf mixture. I’d added ground beef, ground pork, oats and breadcrumbs, chopped onion, eggs, fresh garlic, scallions, tomato paste, pureed carrot, Worcestershire sauce, herbs, spices, and salt. I’d even added a little bit of baking soda.

      For now, the mixtures were resting in the walk-in cooler. The ingredients were getting the chance to get to know each other better, consider maybe getting married, maybe even having babies. I wasn’t a food scientist. I didn’t know what food got up to when you left it alone all mixed up together. But, it felt right, so I was doing it.

      In truth, I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. I was operating on blind faith. I’d looked at thirty different recipes and watched what felt like eighty different YouTube videos. My eyes were blurry from having watched some French guy named Alex for half the night.

      I’d fallen down the hodgepodge recipe hole of every single recipe I’d come across. I’d obsessed over every single possible ingredient. What I’d come up with from all my study was represented in those three huge bowls.

      My palms were sweaty with the idea that none of it was any good. It was so much food to waste if it turned out to be an epic fail. I prayed that Brenda might be able to turn it into a worthwhile meatball concoction if what I’d made turned out to be not any good.

      But of course all that was just the loaf part of a meatloaf recipe. There was still the yummy, all-important glaze to contend with. My fifth attempt was bubbling on the stove. Four predecessors had already made it into the trash or down the drain.

      And why was I doing all of this? It wasn’t even for my eat-in crowd. All of this effort was for my carry-out-on-a-manic-run crowd. I’d done it in an effort to stay relevant next to Bonnie’s consignment bakery and deli.

      I wanted to dance on the woman’s grave at this point. I really did. I felt vile for feeling that way, but there it was. I imagined hiring a lively band to play as I danced away. Of course, the image always digressed into me literally stomping up and down, waving my arms in true tantrum form and screaming obscenities.

      How in the heck had it taken someone so long to put that woman in the ground? I hated her all the more for the horrible feelings I had about her. I blamed her for me hating her, which made me then hate me.

      I glanced around for Sage. I needed snuggle therapy. I spotted her curled up, snoozing atop a twirled towel in the corner.

      The worst thing about all this meatloaf was that I wasn’t even serving meatloaf for my take-out crowd. Sort of, but not really.

      I was planning on meatloaf sandwiches for the lunch boxes.  I’d tweeted the news at four-thirty this morning while Sage had rubbed herself in figure eights around my legs.

      Brenda was looking at me with worried, lifted and pinched brows. “You can always do something different. It’s not too late,” she said. “You can make a new announcement.”

      “What’s wrong with my idea?” Admittedly, my tweet had gotten a mixed response. In addition to the meatloaf sandwich, I was planning a tangy cucumber and cabbage slaw plus thick-cut kettle potato chips made fresh today by us. “I’m including red velvet cupcakes, too. Patty’s gonna be here any minute to make them.”

      Brenda’s face lit up in a big smile. “Red velvet?” Some of her worry turned to hope. “Is she going to make anything for in-house?”

      “Carrot cake for those dining in.”

      “God bless that woman,” Brenda said.

      I nodded in full agreement.

      “What else you gonna make for folks eating here?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. I rubbed at the big, hard lump of stone in my stomach. I was neglecting what should be my core focus. Instead, all my effort was going to a small yet voracious subset of my customer base. “Any ideas?”

      Brenda pursed her lips as she thought, then she nodded once, sharp and succinct. “Soup,” she said. “And something gooey. Something that wouldn’t travel well in a boxed lunch.”

      My phone buzzed. I clicked it on to discover that Joel had private messaged me on Twitter to put in an order for twelve boxed lunches. He was having an in-office staff meeting, and this was his way of making them feel appreciated.

      He made me feel more than a little appreciated, too. I did love that man, and I was so happy he’d found someone new. He deserved tons of happiness and then some.

      “Soup…” I said, refocusing on Brenda. “What else?”

      “Quiche. They’re easy. We can do three kinds. They’ll be great for breakfast, and we can offer slices to be had with soup or salad at lunch, too.”

      I loved that idea.

      “Jonathan will be here to make pancakes soon,” I said. He also handled to-order omelets. He’d been making noises about adding Eggs Benedict to his repertoire, but we hadn’t gotten there yet.

      “It’s been a while since you’ve made biscuits and gravy,” Brenda said.

      “Ohhhh! It has!” But then I bit my lip as I thought. “Would that compete too much with Jonathan’s pancakes? I’ll wait and make them on a morning he’s not going to be here,” I told her.

      We talked some more about what to serve for lunch and prep for dinner. In the end, I tweeted an announcement that we’d have creamy, chunky, luscious tomato soup with a choice of three kinds of hearty quiche. They’d be available from lunch until we ran out. Another option to have with the soup was a made-to-order grilled cheese sandwich that was decadent, sinful, and gooey in all the best ways. They’d be served hot, and it was definitely not a dish that Bonnie’s deli could mimic.

      Steak and feta salad would be available for dinner. Prep would be easy and could be done ahead of time.

      Loaded baked potatoes were an option from lunch onward for those counting their nickels and pennies. We’d bake the foil-wrapped bundles in batches. Then, we’d repurpose any left over tomorrow in some new dish. Thick, stick-to-your-ribs potato soup was a great second-day dish, although Brenda swore the leftover potatoes could be turned into super crisp home-made, thick-cut French fries.

      Lastly, I let our sleepy little town plus the world beyond know that Patty would be here making her wondrous baked creations. I knew she’d be making red velvet cupcakes and carrot cake, but I was sure she’d make cookies galore, too.

      The day blew past in a blur of activity. It was nearly four in the afternoon by the time I realized I’d barely sat down or eaten in hours. Brenda and Patty had already gone. Jonathan was wrapping up his day. Melanie and Sam were just getting going on theirs.

      The tweets had worked magic to get people inside the cafe. It would’ve been a slow day for most cafes, I was sure. But for me and The Berry Home, it was great. The place never got full by any means, but there was a nice steady stream of customers that had kept us busy all day long.

      On top of that, we’d sold over fifty boxed lunches. Most of them had been batch orders for groups of people wanting a simple lunch option in a hurry. The income the to-go lunches were generating was making an undeniable difference.

      In-house, a total of four quiches had gone onto the Oops Board at a steep discount. They’d been my creations, of course. Those steep culinary discounts stopped when Brenda took the lead and I switched over into assistant mode. The result was golden perfection.

      The meatloaf sandwiches turned out surprisingly good. I underbaked the first couple of loafs, but we saved them by slicing and serving each slice in-house after a quick pan fry. We served them nestled against buttery mashed potatoes that Brenda whipped together from some freshly baked potatoes.

      The meatloaf glaze I’d made turned out to be the best I’d ever had. I tried to reproduce it six times over and failed every single time. The other batches were okay, but they weren’t slap your foot and pray you don’t die before getting another mouthful good.

      “Sit,” Jonathan said pointing to the customer side of the grill’s counter.

      I did as I was told. My body instantly complained about how tired and sore it was as soon as I sat down. It was like I’d been masking my fatigue and aches with adrenaline. Sitting down had been like a sign to my body that all bets were off. It could rest now.

      I laid my forehead down atop my stacked hands on the countertop and groaned.

      “Tough day?” Judith asked. She was eating a plate of spinach and mushroom quiche along with a simple tossed salad of greens, red onion, fresh raspberries, walnuts, and feta topped with a tangy and slightly sweet vinaigrette.

      I glanced at her food, and my stomach growled loud enough to be heard two towns over.

      “I got ya, boss,” Jonathan said. He had his white, wispy, shoulder-length hair pulled into a ponytail at the back crown of his head. His round spectacles were a soft shade of purple today. He was in true hippie form. He slid a plate in front of me with three silver-dollar-sized pancakes. Each pancake was speckled with a smattering of different ingredients. There was also half a tiny sausage link and half a piece of crispy bacon.

      “What’s this?” I asked. My eyes tried to well with tired tears. I was so hungry, so exhausted, and my best (and only) line cook was serving me a kiddie portion of food, a small one at that. Was this his way of telling me I’d gained weight and needed to trim down? Jonathan was a lean kind of skinny that yoga masters strived their whole lives to attain. But surely, he wasn’t casting shade on me for not being just the same.

      “Sampler platter,” Jonathan said proudly. “Eat that up. There’s more on the way.”

      I sighed with relief and smiled into my weariness. I smeared the pancakes with butter and drizzled thick maple-bourbon syrup over the top. The pancakes were light, fluffy, and warm in my mouth, and I closed my eyes as I ate. It didn’t happen right away, but my bone-weary tiredness began to fade.

      I opened my eyes to discover an ooey-gooey quarter of a grilled cheese sandwich sitting next to a bowl of the thick, hearty tomato soup. A small, chilled creamer bell sat at the ready with heavy cream. I poured it into the soup and watched it make ribbons of white throughout. I took a bite. The steaming soup had a slight spicy note that was instantly softened by the cream.

      I dipped a corner of the grilled cheese sandwich wedge before crunching my teeth through the buttery toast.

      Perfect.

      “Okay, I know this food isn’t this good because of me. I’m giving you a raise. All of you.” I was at risk of going out of business, but I might as well line their pockets a little extra on the way out the door. But honestly, with more food like this and more days like today, we might actually still be in business a whole year from now.

      Jonathan’s resulting grin was big and toothy, but he didn’t say a thing. He simply slid a plate with slivered slices of each type of quiche in front of me and a few bites of salad identical to the one Judith was eating. “More samples coming,” he said before disappearing into the back kitchen.

      “I love it here,” Judith said. She was quickly becoming a regular. “I feel like I’m getting to take a time out inside a Norman Rockwell painting.”

      I did my best to look around me with fresh eyes. The smile that pulled at my lips came directly from my heart.

      Judith had been having a really, really bad day the first time we’d met. “How are you doing?” I asked. I was happy to see her relaxed and smiling.

      “Better,” she said, positively beaming. “I think my ex is missing me.”

      “You want to get back together?”

      She nodded. “It took him a minute, but I knew he’d figure out that I was the best thing he’d ever had going in his life.”

      I laughed at her complete lack of guile.

      “No, really,” she said, laughing along with me. “That boy would be absolutely lost without me. He just needed a hot minute to be able to see that for himself.”

      “Yeah, reminds me of my ex-husband. He was a little clueless about the realities of life, too.” Last I’d heard, the once massively successful heating and cooling business we’d built from scratch was now circling the drain. Too bad for him I had no interest in taking him back. Ever. But long and lasting happiness was a rare find in today’s world. I was happy that Judith had a shot at it with her one-time beau.

      Jonathan was back. He slid a miniaturized version of the day’s boxed lunch in front of me, complete with fresh-fried kettle chips and cool, tangy, refreshing cucumber and cabbage slaw. I was starting to wonder how I’d eat everything on his Berry Home menu tour, but I was game to try!

      The cafe’s front door burst open with a loud jangle of its overhanging bell. A wild-haired Zoey in plaid pajama bottoms and a spangled, drop-neck blouse filled the space.

      I gasped. “Are you okay?” Her makeup looked as though it had been the image of perfection—a week ago. Now, she looked scary. She had the look of someone who had escaped a mental ward some time ago and had been on the lam ever since.

      “I got it,” she rasped, holding a stack of hole-lined paper up next to both sides of her head. It looked like old-school, perforated printer paper that fed through a printer from a continuous, ever-connected stack.

      I didn’t say aloud what I thought she had. An image came to mind. It was of a nefarious, black-gloved hand putting a mind-stealing worm in her ear. Body snatcher style. I hoped she was still the Zoey I’d come to love and know. If she wasn’t, I’d deal. She was my Zoey no matter what.

      “Have you eaten?” I asked. Maybe she’d come back to her senses after getting something more than caffeine into her system. “Jonathan?” I said as a prompt.

      “On it, boss,” he said, completely understanding without me needing to explain.

      Zoey’s eye twitched from the bottom up. Her red-eyed gaze tracked from me to Jonathan. “Coffee,” she said in a voice that should only be used by a wraith.

      “Pour it down the drain if you have to,” I said, hurriedly.

      “She’ll not get a drop from me,” Jonathan assured.

      I picked up my miniaturized sample plate of today’s boxed lunch. “Look,” I told Zoey. “Yum. It’s good.” I felt as though I were trying to soothe a wild and agitated creature with the goodness of food.

      Zoey’s gaze locked onto the plate. The reams of paper she’d been holding next to her head fell to hang at her sides. She stomped forward in her fuzzy, yeti-claw slippers. Huge glued-on googly eyes waggled, and a pink tongue lolled.

      When she reached me, she looked at her paper-filled hands and then at the plate I was offering, as if confused about what to do.

      “Wanna trade?” I asked, my voice gentle and encouraging.

      She nodded without taking her gaze off the food.

      I took one of the stacks of paper. She took the plate. She then let the stack of paper in her other hand fall to the floor, thus freeing her up to take up the plate’s offerings. She whimpered with closed eyes as she took her first bite.

      I slid off my stool and guided her onto the next one over. Judith slid from her stool and collected the haphazard pile of paper from the floor. “Lizzie and Kimberly,” she said. She held the long stream of paper up. “Over and over again. That’s what it says. Lizzie and Kimberly.”

      I rubbed Zoey’s back through her fancy spangled blouse. “Did you have a breakthrough with your Whodunnit program?”

      Zoey nodded as she chewed. She swallowed, took a deep breath, and grunted what sounded like an affirmative.

      The cafe door jangled again. This time, it was an ethereal Agatha who all but floated in. Her signature ankle-skirting, open slit tunic caught air and gently billowed behind her. She was pale and looked uncharacteristically shaken. “Zoey, are you okay?”

      I glanced between the two of them. My mind was full of questions. I’m sure it showed on my face.

      “She ran right out in front of a great big moving van,” she said. “I was walking down the sidewalk on my way here, and I saw her run right out in front of the thing. My heart nearly stopped! I was sure it had hit her, but then there she was, running right out in front of the other traffic.”

      My mouth fell open. “Zoey!”

      Zoey wagged her finger in the air as if to say no-no and gulped down her bite of food. “That truck was a solid ten feet away. Nowhere close to me.”

      I was afraid to ask but I needed to. “Ten feet away before or after you stepped in front of it?”

      Zoey grunted and waved a hand as she took another bite of food. She was dismissing my question as a way to avoid it. That could only mean one thing.

      “You stepped out in front of a moving truck that was only ten feet away?” I felt queasy.

      “It wasn’t moving fast, and I was in a hurry!” she exclaimed, this time not bothering to swallow first.

      We all regained our perches. Agatha took up the stool on the far side of Zoey. Agatha put in an order of chef’s choice, and Jonathan promised to bring me another sampler plate of today’s box lunch and to ply Zoey with as much good food as she would eat.

      Jonathan got two grilled cheese sandwiches started on the griddle before disappearing into the back kitchen.

      Judith poured through the connected pages. “What’s it all mean?” she asked.

      “It means Lizzie and Kimberly worked together to kill Bonnie,” Zoey said.

      “How can you be sure?” I asked.

      “Does it say how?” Judith asked.

      “Whodunnit derived 3,258 possible scenarios of how the murder took place,” Zoey said. She was sounding more like her regular self. The food was helping. Zoey pushed her empty plate out of the way to accept the steaming bowl of tomato soup. Agatha got the same. Jonathan slid another box-lunch plate in front of me.

      “Grilled cheese sandwiches coming up,” Jonathan told Agatha and Zoey.

      I took a bite of my meatloaf half-sandwich. It was nice. There was a homey quality to it that was somehow reassuring. I followed that bite with a bite of slaw. It was creamy and crunchy at the same time. While the meatloaf sandwich was heavy and hearty, the slaw was light and fresh. They were great together.

      On a hunch, I pulled out my phone and checked my Twitter feed. More than one person had posted a picture of their boxed lunch. One person posted a series of photos of their meal as it was reduced to crumbs, bite by bite. There were comments of “I want!!!” and “From where?” There were also comments about me being a psycho killer and that the boxed lunches were my next step in my overarching plans of killing the whole town in one fell swoop. I chose to ignore those.

      “How many of the scenarios actually made sense,” Agatha asked. She eagerly rubbed her hands together and made a happy sound as Jonathan slid her thick, decadent grilled cheese in front of her. She did what I’d done. She picked up one of her sandwich halves and dunked it into the tomato soup. She mmmm’d after biting off the coated corner.

      “Hard to say. I mean, I’ve never seen a unicorn in real life, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

      “A unicorn?” I asked.

      “One of the scenarios had a unicorn distracting Bonnie while someone else wrapped her in cotton candy.” Zoey cut her already halved grilled cheese into bite sized wedges and then dropped them in her soup like croutons.

      “What about drugs?” Judith asked. “How many of the scenarios dealt with that? It does kind of make sense. Kimberly could have known how to source drugs by knowing some of the same people Craig knew.”

      “About a third,” Zoey answered.

      “And how many of those include something about bed bugs?” Agatha asked.

      I stopped chewing and swallowed. “Bed bugs? What bed bugs?”

      “Don’t you remember?” Agatha asked. “It was the reason Bonnie’s Mattresses went out of business.”

      “Which caused her to have to switch business models,” I said, extending Agatha’s thought chain. Anger had crept into my words. The bed bugs were what caused her to give up selling mattresses. If she hadn’t had to do that, she wouldn’t have started the consignment bakery and deli. It was all because of the bed bugs. They had been the root of my difficulties. But did they have anything to do with why Bonnie been killed?

      “Maybe Bonnie planted the bed bugs herself,” Zoey said. “Maybe her business was already failing but she needed something to blame it on. She could have sabotaged her own business.”

      “She was conniving that way,” Judith said. “I wouldn’t have put anything past her.”

      “But would it have been a reason to kill her?” I asked.

      Agatha shrugged.

      “Oh yeah, I could see it,” Jonathan said. “I knew this guy who actually sold his house and left all his belongings behind just to get free from them. I could see someone taking Bonnie out if she’d known the trouble she was introducing into their lives. I mean, that’s just cold.”

      Jonathan had a point. A really good one.

      “Any ideas on how we could find out more about it?” I asked.

      “We should talk to Lizzie,” Zoey said around a mouthful of food. “Bonnie put Lizzie through hell, but they were still close. If anybody knew what Bonnie was up to, it would’ve been Lizzie.”

      I did my best to suppress an involuntary shiver. I didn’t like the thought of going back to Lizzie’s house. I could still feel the ghost burn of Kimberly’s knife at my neck. A few thick dabs of makeup had been enough to camouflage the thin red line the encounter had left me with. The makeup had made it possible to go through my day without having to face any questions I didn’t feel like answering.

      “Are you sure we need to talk to Lizzie?” I asked Zoey. My mind raced for an alternative. Craig had told Liam his mom had been having issues with someone. “Anybody know someone named Daniel?” I asked. I could be the perfect misdirection I needed to avoid going back to Lizzie’s.

      Judith shrugged.

      Zoey remained engrossed in her food. She was becoming more living person and less zombie with every bite.

      “Wasn’t there a Daniel who worked for Bonnie?” Agatha said.

      “For her deli?” I asked.

      “For her mattress shop. Not sure if he stayed on for the deli or not.”

      “Do you know his last name?” I asked.

      Agatha shook her head. “But I can find out. I’m sure one of the girls will know. I’ll send a group text.” She pulled out her phone and focused on the task.

      I prayed someone in Agatha’s knitting group knew Daniel’s last name. Anything to avoid going back to Lizzie’s.

      If Gregson had followed through on giving away Craig’s location to the police working his warrant, Craig might already have been taken into custody. But that didn’t say anything about where Kimberly was. She’d most likely still be at Lizzie’s. On top of that, she’d likely be mad enough to kill. As in kill me—or whoever I loved most, as she’d promised. Maybe she was figuring out who that would be right now. Maybe she was plotting her revenge. She could be outside right now. Watching, waiting.

      A cold sweat prickled my brow. It was hard to breathe. I had to come up with an alternative plan. The Daniel diversion might not work out. I did not want to go back to Lizzie’s.

      “Your Whodunnit program says it was Lizzie and Kimberly,” I said. “Maybe we should float that idea past the police first. Maybe they’ll have the missing pieces to put together a case.”

      Zoey turned a wide eye on me with an expression that said she thought I was nuts. “You feelin’ okay?”

      I squirmed on my stool. “It was just a thought.” Zoey was the person who always believed in me no matter what. Seeing the sudden doubt in her eyes gutted me. I couldn’t take it.

      I caved. I closed my eyes, hung my head, and stomped up and down on Bonnie’s grave some more. “Lizzie’s it is.”
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      My car’s door creaked as I opened it, but there was no one around to notice in the parking lot behind the cafe. My car wasn’t anything fancy. It was a little silver Ford Focus that was more fiberglass than metal, and it’d had three previous owners before me. But I was glad to have it. I’d bought it with my own money. Not my ex-husband’s. Not with any help from my folks. Mine. I was proud of it, even if it did stay parked most of the time.

      “Oh my God,” Zoey said, staring in through the open passenger-side door. “When’s the last time you drove this thing. The air’s stale. That’s it. I’m driving.”

      “No, you’re not.” We’d had this conversation three times already. She was barely back from beautiful-mind insanity, and there was no telling how much sleep she’d been getting. No way was I letting her drive. “My car is fine,” I told her. In truth, I hoped my battery hadn’t gone dead from me letting it sit here untouched for so long.

      We climbed in. I turned the key in the ignition. My precious little car made noises like a sick wildebeest. The engine coughed as if clearing away phlegm then finally purred.

      “Okay! See?” I said. “We’re good!” We closed the doors and strapped in. “So where’s this Daniel live? Did you figure it out?”

      “Not Daniel. We need to go see Lizzie first,” Zoey said. “Whodunnit says it was Lizzie and Kimberly. That’s who we need to go see.” She opened my glove compartment. “You got any protection in here? Some brass knuckles or something?”

      “Why?” I asked, feeling suddenly wary. I wondered what she knew. Gregson was the only person who knew what Kimberly had done to me. I hadn’t told anyone else. I hadn’t even told Gregson, for that matter, but he’d seen what he’d seen.

      “Whodunnit says they’re killers. Gotta be pretty cold to off your own sister. We’ve got to be ready to protect ourselves. Maybe we should swing by a gun shop. We need to get like a Glock or something.”

      A shiver ran up my spine. “If you get a gun, I will fill the barrel with flour and water paste,” I warned. “Try getting that out. The stuff turns into cement.”

      We turned onto Main Street and started driving. “Did you figure anything out about Daniel?” I asked again. I still didn’t know where he lived.

      “Lizzie’s first. We won’t need to go anywhere else. You’ll see.” She shrank down into her seat and lulled her head to the side. Soft snores followed.

      I sighed and resigned myself to going to Lizzie’s. I scratched absentmindedly at my neck before realizing what I was even doing. “Poo,” I said to no one but myself. I did not want to do this.

      The drive was much shorter than I’d remembered. Too short. I brought the car to a stop next to the curb across the road from Lizzie’s. Zoey was still snoring. I considered letting her sleep and pulled my phone out to figure out who Daniel was and where he lived. I was making good progress, too, when Zoey stirred. She awoke with a snort, blinked with exaggerated care, and then squinted. The smile that followed was wicked.

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      She had her door open and was rolling out of the seat to stumble her way upright before I could stop her.

      I waved my phone at the empty space she’d left. I lamely wanted to make my case yet again for going to see Daniel first, but she wasn’t there to notice.

      I sighed and put my phone away.

      Zoey marched herself off the curb and headed across the street.

      I groaned but I got out and followed. My arms stayed hugged tight across my chest, and I lagged behind as we approached Lizzie’s front door.

      Zoey rapped hard against the door with a high, knuckled hand. She turned and looked at me. “Maybe you should head around to the back in case they try to make a run for it,” Zoey said.

      My eye twitched as I imagined Lizzie plus Kimberly bolting out the back. In my imagination, Lizzie didn’t pause, but Kimberly shoved her knife deep into my belly and then sliced.

      There was no way I was heading around to the back, not without my own private suit of armor.

      Zoey rapped again at the door then careened from side to side in an attempt to peek through the two long, slender windows that bordered the door.

      I needed to distract her. She’d pull out a sledgehammer next. She was that determined to get inside.

      “Craig was here last night,” I told her.

      “Wha?” She spun around to face me. She looked funny in her fancy loose-necked blouse, pajama bottoms, and fuzzy slippers. She hadn’t wanted to take time to change before we headed out.

      Curiosity got the better of me. “What’s with the ensemble?” I asked, wagging my finger up and down at her.

      She looked down and then pulled at her shirt as if noticing it for the first time. She frowned and her brow furrowed, then her face lit up. “A meeting. Had a Zoom meeting. Had to look presentable.”

      “Did you, uh…” I wanted to ask about her ghoulish makeup. She looked like she’d gotten into a brawl with a clown… and lost. I hoped she hadn’t had her Zoom meeting looking that way.

      “Did I what?” Her perfectly manicured brow was arched high above her Picasso styled eye.

      “Did you, uh, fall asleep before or after your Zoom meeting?”

      “Are you trying to ask about my makeup without asking about my makeup?”

      Well, there it was. Out in the open.

      I nodded.

      Zoey shrugged. “I lost a bet with an international think-tank.”

      “Think tank?”

      “They’ve been helping me.”

      “What with?” I asked, not that it was any of my business.

      “My Whodunnit app. Solving murder.” She put her focus forward on the door again but then quickly turned back around to me. “They all think you did it, by the way.”

      Oh no… “Did what?” As if I needed to ask.

      “Killed Bonnie. Actually, they think you were the killer in all the murders you’ve solved.”

      My jaw fell long. “People, internationals… all over the world? They think I’m a murderer.”

      “As if. No!” Zoey laughed. “They think you’re a serial killer.” She turned forward again just as if she hadn’t said anything at all.

      I needed to sit down.

      Zoey knocked again.

      I did my best not to lose my lunch in Lizzie’s bushes.

      “What about Whodunnit saying it was Lizzie and Kimberly over and over and over again?”

      “Eh… I had to force the parameters to get the thing to stop saying it was you.”

      Oh God…

      “Did you say Craig and Kimberly were hiding out here?” Zoey asked.

      “Yeah, in the basement.”

      Zoey stepped back from the door and started eyeballing the windows along the front of the house. “You figure any of them are unlocked?”

      “I am not breaking and entering,” I declared. Not today, I silently added. Not while Kimberly had a chance of still being in there with her handy-dandy knife. I scratched at my neck some more.

      Zoey huffed then looked at the clock on her phone. “Oh, well. I could do with another nap. Let’s find Daniel.” She tapped on her phone’s face, slid her finger, did a few other things, and found Daniel in less time than it had taken me to look up info on Bonnie’s original mattress store. “Looks like he’s gotten a gig as an apprentice upholsterer at an upholstery and repair shop. He’s working late today.” She studied her phone for a moment longer. “Huh… Nice place. They’ve got a lot of East Coast clients. New Hampshire, stuff like that.” She looked up from her phone and smiled big. “Let’s go get him fired.”

      “What if he hasn’t even done anything.”

      “You’re too soft,” Zoey complained. “Everybody’s done something.”

      That sure was what her think-tank thought of me.

      Zoey was slumped in her car seat and asleep before I even turned the engine over. I stole her phone to see where we were going then pulled away from the curb. The drive took us across town and into the county, yet I soon found myself in a pocket nook of buildings that looked like a miniaturized industrial park. The shared space between the shops was graveled over with no clear indicator of where to park. I did my best to gauge the intended layout from the almost randomly positioned vehicles, most of which were trucks of the larger than usual variety. I parked in a spot I hoped gave me the best odds of not being accidentally backed over, unseen.

      Zoey was still asleep. Her face was as smeared as ever. I reached behind her chair and snagged my purse. There, I found what I was almost sure was a clean tissue. I inched it close to her cheek. She snorted. I pulled away, took a breath, and moved in again. My heart pounded in my chest. Would I wake her? Would she hate me? Would I be causing her to break the terms of whatever bet she’d lost?

      One of her eyes opened.

      “What’cha doin?” she asked.

      I froze. “Nothing.” I might as well have been a little kid caught with his arm shoved halfway inside a cookie jar.

      She scooted higher in her seat, being careful to keep distance between her and the tissue.

      “You didn’t spit on that thing, did you?” she asked.

      “No! Of course not.” I did my best to hide my guilt. I’d considered doing just that. I mean, what was a mere tissue alone against everything on her face.

      A heavy, oversized, red-painted steel door on the building in front of us opened in a burst of motion. The person opening it wedged it open by giving a toe shove to a weathered 4x4 plank that had the rounded look of a discarded fence post. He then hopped on top of a large, blue plastic barrel and lit a cigarette.

      “That Daniel?” I asked. I put the offending tissue away.

      Zoey glanced at her phone and then at the guy. “Don’t think so.” More people wandered through the open door. “That’s our guy,” she said. “Third one.”

      Zoey reached for her door handle. I considered telling her to stop. People were going to think she was deranged because of the way she looked. But she was out the door before I finished waffling on what to do.

      I climbed out of the car behind her, and we headed for the small collection of tired-looking workers.

      Zoey got more than one double-take and at least one laugh. But the laughter didn’t last long. Possibly our somber expressions chased it away.

      “Daniel Dixon?” Zoey asked our suspected conspirator of murder.

      “Don’t know him,” the guy said.

      One of the other guys snickered. “This your ol’ lady, Daniel?”

      “Shut up,” our guy shot back.

      “Can we have a minute?” I asked. I took a step in the direction back toward my car, away from the group.

      “Not happening,” the guy said. “Get lost.”

      “You used to work for Bonnie, didn’t you?” I asked. “At her mattress store.”

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

      “Wasn’t that the lady who got herself murdered?” another guy asked. “You worked for her?”

      Several of Daniel’s coworkers swiveled their heads to look at Daniel… and kept looking. They weren’t smiling. They were suspicious.

      “Naw. Not me. My last gig was doing deliveries for the soft drink factory.”

      The fellow who had made the connection to Bonnie’s murder narrowed his eyes. “Oh, yeah? My cousin works there. What was your supervisor’s name?”

      “My supervisor was always changing. I had more than one. Why don’t you mind your own business, Frank?” Daniel said, an edge to his words.

      “I don’t want no murderer here,” said another guy. “I like my job. It’s a good job. I like Ms. Penelope. Her mom hired me. We let you stay, maybe Ms. Penelope dies, too. There’d be no one to replace her. They’d close the shop.” He got to his feet. He stood a full head taller than anyone else. Fists the size of ham hocks were balled at his hips.

      Daniel got to his feet, too, but his outward ire was gone. “Julian,” he said, placating, “we’re good. I’m good. I’m a good guy. I ain’t never hurt nobody. These women are mistaken, and I’m gonna walk them back to their car.”

      Julian grunted. Someone else patted him on the shoulder, which seemed to mollify the big man.

      Daniel walked past Zoey and me without a word, and we followed. He stopped a few feet short of my car.

      “Joke’s over. Time for you to go,” he said. He turned as if to walk away without waiting for a response.

      “Walk away and I’ll tell your boss about the bed bugs,” I said. It was a hunch, and by the way Daniel paled and nervously licked his lips, it’d been a good one.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, but he stayed put as he’d said it.

      “Who does know what we’re talking about?” I goaded. “Does Lizzie know what we’re talking about?”

      Daniel licked his lips again, took a small step back and crossed his arms over his chest. He shot a worried glance in the direction of his new workmates. “Look, I got a nice thing goin’ here. This is a good place. People are nice and the pay is good. Yeah, I used to work for Bonnie, but she’s dead and I don’t work there no more. And I ain’t lookin’ for trouble. You want me to leave Lizzie alone, I’ll leave her alone. OK? We good?”

      “Did you help her get dead?” Zoey asked.

      I nearly groaned, but Daniel’s eyes went wide and he shook his head in short jerks. “Naw, weren’t me. I don’t know what Lizzie told you, but I never laid a finger on Bonnie, no matter what she did. Never. I ain’t never hit a woman. I ain’t never hurt a woman, I mean, not physically, you know?”

      We had leverage. Daniel thought we knew more than we knew. I had to keep him thinking that.

      “Tell us about the not physically hurting Bonnie,” I said.

      Daniel cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably. “It wa-n’t all me, ya know. Lizzie was in on it. I mean, she helped.”

      My stomach tried to turn itself upside down. I wondered if big Julian would step in to save Zoey and me if Daniel decided to demonstrate what it was that Lizzie and he had done to Bonnie. Looked like Kimberly didn’t have anything to do with it after all.

      “Lizzie’d keep people distracted, and I’d sneak the bugs in, stash ‘em so that they’d get on the mattresses.”

      “The bed bugs?” So he had sabotaged Bonnie’s business. Go figure. What really surprised me was hearing that Lizzie had been a part of it. Lizzie must’ve hated her sister a lot.

      “Yeah.” Daniel shifted again, looking between the two of us. “What’d you think I was talking about?”

      I’d thought he was talking about murder. If he wasn’t, that meant that Lizzie and Kimberly, with her handy dandy little knife, were still front and center as prime suspects number one and two.

      I ignored his question and asked another one of my own. “Why’d you do it?”

      Daniel shrugged as if to say he didn’t know, but his mouth pulled slant in a satisfied sneer. He’d known what he was doing in every way.

      “You ruined her business, which ruined your own job, and all you’ve got for the reason why is a shrug?”

      His sneer morphed into a full-fledged smile. “It’s none of your business,” he said in a near sing-song manner. I could tell he was getting his jollies by holding back something we wanted. His sadism glittered in his eyes. He looked ready to break into song and dance, it made him so happy.

      I wanted to pick up the old fence post in front of the nearby door and pound his face in with it. That’s what I wanted. Instead, I turned to Zoey.

      “Can you ruin him?” I asked.

      It was Zoey’s turn to smile, but hers wasn’t sadistic. It was maniacal. It was chaos incarnate. “I can,” she nodded, smiling from ear to ear. She lifted her phone in front of her face. It lit her in an eerie glow fit for horror movies and psychological thrillers.

      I was never more happy that she was my friend and not my enemy.

      “We talking prison time?” Zoey asked.

      “Deportation,” I told her. “Criminal deportation to somewhere with huge mosquitos and a corrupt prison system.”

      Daniel laughed. He wasn’t taking the situation seriously.

      Zoey frowned as she tapped at her screen, then nodded. “Okay, I can trigger the US Marshals to be after him or… yeah, I can put him the crosshairs of two different cartels and a gang syndicate on each coast.”

      Daniel snorted with derisive disbelief, but then he leaned in to see Zoey’s phone. He went pale yet again.

      “Wait… Wait. Stop. What’re you doing? You can’t do that! It’s not fair!”

      “Not fair?” I asked. “You destroyed Bonnie’s mattress business but this isn’t fair?” I wasn’t even going to mention what the cascade effect had been on my business and how fair I thought that was.

      “Bonnie got what was coming to her,” he declared.

      “Bonnie got dead,” I countered. “You saying she deserved to be murdered? You were eager enough to help her get what she deserved with the bed bugs. How’s her stopping breathing any different?”

      Daniel sputtered useless, meaningless words. “She put gas in my car tank!” he exclaimed.

      Those were words I had not expected.

      “Okay. And…?” I asked, leaving the obvious question unsaid.

      “I drive a diesel!” he all but yelled.

      “Oh…” I said.

      Zoey snickered. “Good one.”

      “And then she started adding bleach. She did it for months, some of one, some of the other, a little at a time. Stuff started going wrong with the engine. First this, then that, then the whole thing. It cost me thousands.”

      “Why’d she do it?” I asked. That seemed to be the magic question throughout this whole insane case.

      “Because I’d parked in her favorite spot a few times.”

      “How do you even know she messed your car up?” Zoey asked.

      “She came straight out and told me. She laughed about it.”

      “So why didn’t you just quit? Maybe sue her or something? Call the police for vandalism?”

      Daniel shifted uncomfortably and looked at his feet as he kicked at the gravel.

      “She had something on you, didn’t she?” Zoey asked in a tone that was more accusatory than questioning.

      Daniel shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “What?” I asked.

      He rolled his eyes and sighed. “I told Bonnie that a cousin of mine had been talking trash about her.”

      “Why’s that an issue?” I asked.

      “My cousin hadn’t been talkin’ trash about her, she’d been talkin’ trash about me.”

      “Ohhh…”

      “What’d Bonnie do to her?” Zoey asked.

      “Got her fired. She’d been an x-ray tech at the hospital, making good money. She lost her house after that.” Another smile crept onto Daniel’s lips.

      Daniel was the kind of guy who made me want to go home and take a shower with a Brillo pad. Just being around him made me feel gross.

      “None of what happened was my fault,” Daniel went on. “Things just were the way they were, see? And I was gonna quit. I wanted to quit. But Bonnie said I had to stay, take my licks like a man and all that. Otherwise, she was gonna tell my cousin’s fiancé what I’d done, and well, he’s been to prison.”

      “And you figured he’d be willing to go back?” I asked.

      “Naw, I figured he’d know how not to get caught again.” He shrugged and stuck his hands deep into his front pockets. “I didn’t want no part of that. I just wanted out.”

      “But you were trapped,” Zoey said.

      “Yeah,” Daniel said, but the panicked regret of his honesty showed instantly on his face. “No… I mean, no. Working at the mattress store was a good job. I liked it. I was good at it. Bonnie paid good.”

      “But you were trapped,” I said, repeating Zoey’s words, the words Daniel himself had confirmed to be true. “I bet Bonnie didn’t pay enough to offset the cost of your ruined engine. That meant you were basically working there for free during that time because all of your pay would’ve had to go to fixing your car.”

      Daniel’s upper lip quivered as he fought and lost against a toothy sneer. He called Bonnie a few names and reiterated again that she’d gotten what was coming to her. This time, his face didn’t register any regret, and he didn’t make a single excuse for himself.

      Refreshing.

      “So what’s this all got to do with Lizzie?” I asked. “Why are you harassing her?”

      Daniel jerked his head back as if struck. “Harassing her? You mean me! Lizzie keeps threatening me. Threatening my job. Says she knows what I did to Bonnie and she’ll get me fired if I don’t fess up to it. But I didn’t do nothin’ to Bonnie. Lizzie’s just grasping at straws, trying to save herself or her kid. Somebody. But that woman knows what happened to her sister, and she knows who done it. Whether she did it or somebody else, I don’t know, but she knows… and she probably helped, if you ask me. She’s just lookin’ for a scapegoat, but it’s not going to be me.” He gave us an expectant look like we should be nodding in agreement with him, but we weren’t. “Go talk to her! Go, right now. You talk to her. You tell her I know. You tell her to leave me out of this.”

      I didn’t know what to believe. Lizzie had pointed her finger at Daniel by way of calls overheard by Craig. Daniel was pointing his finger right back at Lizzie.

      A heavy door slammed. We all turned our heads and saw that Daniel’s coworkers had headed back inside the shop. The great big door they’d come out of was now closed.

      “I gotta go. Don’t come back.” He walked away without a look back.

      We waited until Daniel got all the way inside the furniture repair shop, the door closed completely behind him, before either of us spoke.

      “You think he did it?” Zoey asked.

      “I think he would’ve enjoyed doing it,” I said. “But I’m not sure he actually did it.” I gulped. I hated saying my next words, but they needed to be said, nonetheless. “We need to talk to Lizzie.”

      Zoey patted my shoulder. “Knew you’d come around.” She smiled then held out her hand. “Lemme drive.”

      “Not on your life.” Or mine, I thought, but I kept that last part to myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Zoey stayed awake for our drive back over to Lizzie’s. I did my best to relax my death grip on the steering wheel. My joints were threatening to lock into place. I’d be nicknamed the claw lady for my curled hands and taloned nails. But that might be handy. Maybe I could defend myself that way. It’d be perfect for ripping Kimberly’s face off.

      “When’s the last time you had a manicure?” Zoey asked, pulling me out of my ghoulish fantasies.

      “Huh?”

      “You keep staring at your hands. You really should take better care of them. People notice that kind of thing.”

      I glanced over at her. Zoey’s makeup could have made Freddy Krueger pay her homage before walking away. In contrast, my fingernails would have made him laugh like a medieval executioner would at a pocket-knife wielding mugger—with great fantastical derision. Freddy would then morph into Kimberly to go into slice ’n dice mode on me.

      Kimberly had really managed to crawl under my skin. I couldn’t understand why, except that maybe it was because I hadn’t seen it coming. She hadn’t felt like a threat. I’d completely missed any cues, and she could have killed me because of it. She—what happened, what she did—made me not trust myself to recognize when I was in danger. I hated that. I hated it so much, I’d rather be put in a pit with a hungry leopard. At least then I’d know where I stood. I’d be a yummy morsel for a very large kittycat. But I’d know that from the get-go. No surprises. No thinking I was safe when I wasn’t. How could I ever feel safe again if feeling safe wasn’t a feeling I could trust?

      I pulled up curbside in what was now my usual spot when we got to Lizzie’s.

      “Nobody’s home. Guess we should go,” I said.

      Zoey looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “Lizzie’s car is in her driveway.”

      I made a show of squinting and stretching my neck. “Oh, yeah. Thought it was a neighbor’s or something.” I was such a bad liar. When had I lost my truth-altering mojo? It was yet another thing that Kimberly had taken from me! Everything was her fault. The sauce that broke three days ago was her fault. Getting my legs tangled in my sheets and falling out of bed this morning was her fault. The whole world was her fault. I didn’t know how yet, but it was.

      I closed my eyes, leaned my head back, and suppressed a shiver. I had to get a grip. I had to get out of victim mode. If everything was somebody else’s fault, I would be forever helpless against bad things happening. I had to take back control. My destiny was my responsibility. Nobody else’s.

      “Hey, you okay?” Zoey asked.

      I opened my eyes to look at her and nodded. “I will be. Let’s do this.”

      We got out of the car and headed across the street. For a split second, I felt good. I felt strong. I felt like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid… you know, if the Sundance Kid was a derange, potentially homicidal clown with international ties. But Zoey was my deranged, potentially homicidal clown, so that made her okay with me.

      “What’s the verdict?” Zoey asked as we approached Lizzie’s door. “Do we think she did it? Do you need me to hide out of sight so that I can jump her from behind if she tries anything?”

      “Huh…” Zoey hiding out of sight might’ve actually been a good idea, but not so that she could jump Lizzie from behind. I was more concerned about Lizzie’s reaction to Zoey. Seeing Zoey might startle her into shutting the door on us. It was honestly the simplest, most effective—and possibly smartest—thing Lizzie could do. “Maybe you could just stand off to the side,” I told Zoey.

      I knocked and Zoey stayed tucked away out of sight. The door opened. Lizzie’s whole demeanor drooped at the sight of me. Her exhaustion was showing. She’d been Bonnie’s younger sister. Now she looked older.

      “Can’t you just leave me alone?” she said. She started swinging the door shut without waiting for an answer. That’s when Zoey’s forearm bulldozed me out of the way and she jumped into my space.

      Lizzie shrieked and staggered back, bringing her hands up to her mouth in horror. The door swung open more but stopped when it hit something solid. Whatever it was hadn’t been an inside wall.

      “You did it!” Zoey yelled. “Admit it!” Then to me, she mumbled, “I really need her to admit it. I want to go back to bed.”

      “What are you?” Lizzie asked, her gaze still locked on Zoey.

      “I am the person who will destroy your world if you don’t admit to what you’ve done.” Zoey propped her hands on her pajama and slinky-top covered hips. “Now spill.”

      “What’s with the suitcase?” I asked. I could see the edge of it peeking out from behind the door. It’d been what the door had hit, causing it to stop opening wider.

      Lizzie’s expression went from horror stricken to stony.

      “Look,” I said, “I’ve got Detective Gregson on speed dial. He’s the guy investigating your sister’s death. Excuse me, I mean murder. If you’re planning to run, I’m gonna call him.”

      Lizzie’s expression stayed stony, but fear crept into her eyes. She looked from me to Zoey and back again. I could see her waffling with some decision.

      “We’re not out to get you,” I told her.

      “Yes, we are,” Zoey growled. “Whodunnit says you’re it.”

      “Who-what?” Lizzie asked, her voice pitched high. Panic was setting in. Tiny beads of sweat were collecting on her upper lip.

      Lizzie was off balance mentally and emotionally. It was the perfect time to give her a little nudge. “Why’d you help Daniel?”

      “With the bed bugs?” The words were instantly out of Lizzie’s mouth. What hadn’t come out of her mouth was anything having to do with Bonnie’s murder, at least not directly.

      “Yeah.” What she’d said wasn’t what I’d hoped for, but I went with it. “Why’d you help him?”

      Lizzie shrugged. “Seemed like the thing to do. Bonnie…” She shrugged again, but this time, tears flooded her eyes. “Bonnie was always messing with people. Getting even with them over nothing. It was good to finally see her get some of her own. I was never smart enough to pull it off. It always backfired. I always ended up worse off for me and she came out smiling. Always.” There was a bitter note in her voice.

      “Like this time?” Zoey asked.

      Lizzie’s tears fell. “No, not like this time. I didn’t do this. I didn’t kill my sister. She was my sister!”

      “And Craig’s your son,” I said. “Bonnie got him thrown out of rehab. Now the law’s after him. They’re going to take your son to jail, maybe even to prison. Have they already come for him? Or is that what that suitcase is about?”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lizzie said, her voice strong and harsh. But her confident arrogance was paper thin.

      “I know your sister’s been murdered and you’re fixin’ to go on the run—or send your son on the run. You’re acting guilty, and well, guilty is as guilty does. You did it. You killed your sister. You shot her up with drugs and twirled her up in cotton candy. You took her breath away. You killed her.” Zoey’s Whodunnit program had been right.

      “No, no… It’s not what you think,” Lizzie said, shaking her head furiously.

      “Then tell me something new to think,” I said.

      “Why am I even talking to you! You’re nobody! Get away from my home and leave me alone!” Lizzie slammed the door. It bounced back hard from its impact with my sneakered toe. That’s not something I couldn’t have done with the stylish high-heel pumps I used to wear in Chicago. My situation was different than it used to be, but it was a different in a way that felt wholly and completely satisfying.

      I didn’t try to stop the smile that curled my lips, but that smile faltered when I saw Lizzie’s hands turn into the claws mine had been earlier. She was a half-second away from lunging for my throat. I could see it in everything about her, especially the foam spittle at the corner of her mouth.

      Time to run.

      “Whodunnit doesn’t say Craig did it,” Zoey said. “It thinks he’s innocent.”

      “Huh?” Lizzie blinked as if stepping out of the dark and into the light. “What? Who?”

      “Whodunnit,” Zoey said again. “It’s a little program I’ve been working on to help us figure out who killed your sister. It says that Craig is innocent.”

      “Innocent? Really?” Desperate hope lit Lizzie’s face, but then she buried it in her hands and wept. Unfiltered, heart-wrenching sobs shook her entire body. Her knees buckled, but she caught herself in a backward stagger.

      I crossed the threshold of her home, uninvited and probably unwelcome, and put my arm around Lizzie’s shoulders. The poor woman wept harder, this time leaning into me. I held her harder.

      She moved and I walked with her. Zoey closed the door behind us. We moved through Lizzie’s home like a slow procession until we reached the thick, welcoming cushions of her couch. She sank down onto it, and I sank down with her, still holding her.

      Zoey handed me a box of tissues she’d picked up from somewhere along the way. She then wandered away quietly, almost aimlessly, disappearing from sight into the rest of the house.

      A part of me worried that Zoey would come across Kimberly and that the next time I saw Zoey would be with her growing pale and cold, her lips blue and her eyes unseeing. I wanted to call out to her, to stop her, to keep her near. I wanted her safe. But getting Lizzie to open up was a balancing act of push and tug. If I drew her attention out of herself and put it on Zoey, Lizzie would shut down again.

      We were so close to a breakthrough. I could practically taste it, and it was delicious. So, I’d have to trust that Zoey could be okay without my intervention. She was her own woman and scary capable. I trusted her. I trusted her skills, even if I couldn’t trust my own senses when it came to whether I was safe or not.

      Lizzie sniffled and rubbed almost violently at the tip of her reddening nose with her tissue. “Nobody else would believe me when I said he didn’t do it,” she said. Her sobs were almost under control. “I don’t know what to do anymore. It keeps coming at me from every direction. Nobody knows what I’m dealing with. I’m doing the best I can!”

      I rubbed the flat of my palm up and down her back. “You don’t have to keep struggling,” I said. “It doesn’t have to go on like this. You can ask for help. You don’t have to go through this alone.” That was my shorthand for telling her she could confess everything. Pour her guts out. Tell me all the secrets she’d been hiding. I’d like that a lot.

      Lizzie sniffed, and her back stiffened. She was regaining her emotional footing. “It’s nothing anyone can help me with,” she said, her voice now calm and full of certainty.

      Zoey strolled back into the room. She had a wad of money spread in a fan. She was waving it and tapping it into her other open palm. But it wasn’t just money in the fan. There were other pieces of paper as well.

      I squinted, not trusting my eyes.

      Coupons?

      Lizzie gasped at the sight of what Zoey had found. Her whole body went rigid beneath my touch. I thought she was about to fly into mama bear mode, but instead, she crumpled into more sobs. But this time, it wasn’t just sobs. It was outright wailing. She grabbed my hand and held it with the strength of a construction worker. I grimaced and gritted my teeth, but I didn’t try to pull it away.

      Zoey pulled a chair into position across from us and sat down. There, she waited with the fanned money while Lizzie cried herself out. It took half the box of tissues to get her there, but she finally got to the point where she could speak again.

      “That’s not yours,” she said, the first recognizable words out of her mouth. Her tone was accusatory. Petulant, even.

      “Whose is it?” I asked. Sure, the money was in her house, but that didn’t make it hers—or at least not intended for her. I didn’t want to make assumptions. I mean, who left wads of cash laying out and about within their own house for themself?

      “Put it back,” Lizzie said, folding her arms over her chest. She wasn’t giving anything away.

      “Zoey, you got a lighter on you? Matches? Is her stove electric or gas?”

      “Don’t know,” Zoey said. “But I could find out. You thinking of having a bonfire?” She fanned the money in front of her face.

      “An expensive one,” I said.

      Lizzie had her arms crossed in front of her as tight as ever. Her face was averted. Avoiding. Refusing to acknowledge. The woman was backed into a corner, and this was her response—put up a brick wall.

      I shrugged. “Okay, let’s go. Let’s go find that stove.” I stood.

      Lizzie shot to her feet. “That money’s not yours!” She hammered the air with her fist as she shouted.

      “Then whose is it?” I asked again. I was sure the money wasn’t hers. Not really.

      Lizzie’s body stayed upright and strong, but her face crumpled in upon itself as anguish pushed itself to the forefront. “It’s not yours,” she said again, still hammering the air but now with less vehemence, less strength.

      “Then whose is it?” I pushed again.

      “I don’t know!” Lizzie wailed. “But I need it. It’s for Craig.”

      “Is it money to help him run?” I asked. I guessed that would explain the coupons. They’d help his money stretch a little further. If he was on the run, there was no telling when Lizzie would be able to get money to him again. He wouldn’t be able to use a phone or tap into any money accounts if he truly wanted to travel under the radar. Everything would have to be with cash. So, the wad of money put aside for him made sense.

      “It’s to save him from prison,” Lizzie cried. “He can’t go. I can’t let him. My sister was an awful person. It wasn’t his fault.”

      My stomach fell. I hadn’t seen that coming. Was that a confession? “Lizzie, are you saying that Craig killed Bonnie?” I asked, my voice as gentle as I could make it.

      She shook her head from side to side and silently mouthed no. Tears streaked her face. But the words that came out when she found her voice was, “I don’t know.”

      Well, there was the thread in the knitting works. I had to pull it. I wondered what Agatha would think of me. Possibly, she’d know how to manage a loose thread without undoing all her work, but I didn’t have that same daft touch. I was like Zoey without all the crazy makeup and scariness. I was a bulldozer shoving my way through everybody else’s damage. I hated to think of the open wounds and scars I’d left in my wake.

      “Lizzie,” I said, “if you don’t know if Craig killed Bonnie, why does he need the money to keep out of prison?”

      “Because someone else says they do know,” she wailed like a heartbroken child, completely defeated. She rubbed the base of her palm against her temple with one hand and fisted the front of her shirt with the other. “I got a letter saying there’s proof that Craig did it. They said I’ve got a lot of money coming to me because of what Craig did, so I’ve got to share it or Craig’ll go away forever. But I don’t have any money.”

      “But Bonnie’s life insurance…?” I asked.

      “It won’t pay out for months. And this person, they want the money now or they’ll take the syringe Craig used to kill Bonnie to the police. It’s got Craig’s fingerprints.”

      “How do you know someone’s not just having an easy go at you?” Zoey asked. “Maybe it’s someone making stuff up, hoping to get lucky.”

      Lizzie shook her head. She headed out of the room, and we followed. In the dining area off of the kitchen, she rummaged through a stack of what looked like unread mail piled high on the dining table. There, she pulled out a smallish manilla envelope. From it she pulled a photograph. She handed it to me then crossed her arms tight over her chest again and took a step back. She was scared of what she was giving me, scared of all it might mean. It was clear she needed to distance herself from it as much as she could.

      Zoey stood behind me, peering past my shoulder. Together, we studied the photograph.

      It was a long, slender, plastic syringe. The attached needle was thin and about three-quarters of an inch in length. But there was something on the plastic. It looked cloudy, but there was a design in the cloudiness.

      “Is that a fingerprint?” Zoey asked.

      “Ohhhh,” I said, seeing it, too, after she’d called it out. I shifted my attention to Lizzie. “Why’s this important?”

      “It’s supposed to be Craig’s fingerprint,” Lizzie said. She was now rocking herself gently from side to side. She was still holding herself as tight as ever.

      “What if it is?” I said. “He’s a drug addict. There’s going to be drug related things in the world with his fingerprint on them.”

      “And Bonnie’s blood, too? Turn the picture over,” Lizzie said.

      I did. There was writing in pencil. It said, “Bonnie’s DNA. Craig’s fingerprint. Murder. Conviction. Prison. I’m doing you a favor. Pay me what’s mine.” What followed was a very large dollar amount.

      I glanced at the wad of cash Zoey still had in her hand. There was no way it was enough to meet the blackmailer’s demands.

      “What if it’s all a ruse?” I asked. “You’re an easy target.”

      “I can’t take that chance,” Lizzie said. She shook a finger at the picture. “I had Craig do an ink blot of his finger print. All of them. I used a magnifying glass to study them and compare to the photograph.”

      “And?” I asked when she didn’t say anything more.

      “And I don’t know. I don’t know.” She swayed harder from side to side. She was doing everything she could to soothe herself. “I just don’t know, but I also don’t know who I can ask for help. If I go to the police with this, it could be handing over the proof they need to put my boy away for life. I can’t do that. I can’t. He’s a good boy. If he did kill my sister, well, Bonnie had stacked up a whole mess of owed. Someone was going to get her. She was mean. Being mean made her happy, really happy. She weren’t ever gonna stop. Not ever. Her day was coming. If it was Craig who done it, I don’t blame him. It’s not his fault she built up all that nasty karma against her. He just got swept up in it.”

      I was speechless. Thankfully, Zoey wasn’t.

      “Whatcha gonna do for the rest of the money? This is looking light.” She wagged the cash.

      Lizzie lifted a hand to her mouth and chewed at her nail. “I don’t know,” she said after a moment. Her eyes swiveled to me. “You could buy me out of the deli. Give me cash. I’d go away.”

      “I already own that place!” I exclaimed. She hit me right in the spot where all my frustrations were built up the most.

      “Yeah, but you don’t own the business,” Lizzie shot back, “and the business is hurting you.”

      She was right.

      Suddenly, I felt like I was in a shake down. My gut turned as the world tilted on its axis. This, Lizzie’s whole act, could be part of an elaborate shakedown to get me to pay off her in hopes she’d simply take the deli she’d inherited and go away.

      “No.” The word was out of my mouth before my brain had even run through a set of ‘should I or shouldn’t I’ questions. A huge part of me wanted to rein in that response. Lizzie was giving me the chance to hit the reset button, to go back to the way things had been. But she wasn’t just asking me for money. She was asking me to turn my back on figuring out what had happened to Bonnie. No, she hadn’t come out and said that, but if I gave her money, that instantly tied me to her and her situation. But her situation wasn’t anything I wanted to have a part of. “It’s not happening,” I said, driving the nail home in the coffin.

      Lizzie’s face scrunched again as the sea of emotions she was holding back threatened to flood her again. She snatched the photo from my hands with a cobra’s speed.

      “Get out,” she said, still swaying but not looking at us. “Go.”

      “Are Craig and Kimberly still here?” I asked. They were still a part of this puzzle. I wanted to know where the pieces were.

      “I’m not telling you anything. You’re no help. You’re not anything. You’re useless. Now, get out of my home.”

      Zoey put the wad of money down on Lizzie’s table. We headed for the door. Screams of Lizzie’s raging tantrum accompanied us on the way out before we’d even reached the door.

      I’d never been so happy to leave a place in my entire life. That’s why seeing my car gone felt like all the more of a shock.

      I shook my head.

      “You have got to be kidding me.”
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      I felt giddy. I started smiling from ear to ear. Okay, so maybe I was upset at first about my car going all David Copperfield with its disappearing act. But that was before I thought through all the implications.

      “Am I missing something, other than your car, I mean?” Zoey asked. She was giving me some serious side-eye.

      “My car’s gone.”

      “I can see that,” she said with the tone one usually reserves for a five-year-old explaining they’ve found—and picked up—a dead toad. “What’s with that?” She swirled a finger at my face. “The smile.”

      If you’d asked me in advance if having my car stolen would bring me joy, I’d have said no. But now? Here? In this situation?

      A giggle escaped. I was lightheaded with relief and had to fan my face. Tears filled my eyes. “Craig and Kimberly probably took it.” I was overcome with emotions. Nervousness. Anxiety. Fear. They all morphed into something much brighter within me. I bent at the waist and laughed until the sound stopped and my tears flowed. When I stood, it was to gasp for air and wipe my streaked cheeks dry. A few more gales took me before the fit passed. The aftermath left me feeling spent and shaky.

      “You okay?” Zoey asked me again for the second time in half an hour.

      “Do you think Craig and Kimberly will get away?” I asked. I hoped they made it to Mexico, Canada, or Alaska. I hoped they made it to the other side of the world and that our paths would never cross again.

      “No,” Zoey said in a way that conveyed no doubt. I might as well have asked her if I made better cupcakes than Patty. “You wanna tell me why you’ve been weird all day?”

      I couldn’t help it. I gave her the once over from head to toe.

      “No, this is normal me and you know it,” Zoey said.

      She was right. I did.

      It was time to tell my bestie what’d happened. “Kimberly caught me by surprise when I was here with Liam. She put a knife to my throat. I thought she was going to use it. Like, really use it.”

      Zoey visibly swallowed. It wasn’t like her, but she pulled me in for a hug. “Let’s go find her. I’ll mess her up. I won’t tell you how. I know you’re all into this crime solving stuff. We’ll just say she might never be able to blink again.”

      Zoey was a lot of things, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t a killer… Pretty sure. “How do you mean?” I wanted to know if I needed to re-ordered my understanding of who Zoey Jin was and was not. It wouldn’t make a difference in the end. She was my bestie of the best kind, and that wasn’t going to change. But a girl likes to know who she can call if she needs to bury a body. I won’t say how the person becomes a body and no longer a person. For now, let’s say they get sat on by a bear obsessing over honey in the woods. Something innocuous and neutral.

      “I mean I’d superglue her eyelids to her forehead,” Zoey said.

      “Alrighty then.” Nothing innocuous or neutral about that. But it did make me smile, and it did make me feel loved. And while Zoey wasn’t offering to kill Kimberly, I still believed Zoey would be there for that middle of the night call if there was some random body needing planted in someone’s garden.

      The click of Lizzie’s front door had me turning around to look at it. What I saw made me take a step back. Lizzie was stomping off her steps and across her lawn with long strides that ate up the space between us. She had a water kettle in one hand and a big colorful ceramic mug in the other. As she moved, she poured water from the kettle into the mug. Steam rose from it.

      “When I told you to git, I meant all the way off my property,” Lizzie said. She moved her arm into mug-content slinging position. Her target was me and Zoey.

      “Your son stole my car,” I said.

      Lizzie’s headlong gait faltered. She stopped, and her gaze searched the street in front of her house. There were other cars parked here and there, but I guessed she recognized the owners of them. With no unclaimed cars in sight, her deductive reasoning kicked in. She glanced back at her house. Then, as if realizing the obvious tell of that look, she tried to cover. “It wasn’t him. He’s not even here. Not anymore. He left yesterday.”

      I was surprised the police hadn’t picked him up yet. I would’ve believed he was gone if that had been the case. But Lizzie had looked back at her house when thinking about Craig, looking back at it as if he was still inside.

      “He took my car, Lizzie,” I said. “It’s just one more thing the police can tack onto the charges against him.”

      Lizzie gulped, then she glanced at her still-steaming mug. “Tea?” she asked, extending the mug toward us.

      “There’s no tea bag in it,” Zoey said.

      “Oh, right… right.” Lizzie’s brain had clearly not revved up into full working speed after the shock of our news. Her eyes were wide and her expression was full of searching uncertainty.

      I pulled my phone out and started dialing.

      “What are you doing?” Lizzie asked, her voice breathy and panicked.

      “Calling the police.” While I did hope that Craig and Kimberly got away so that I never had to see Kimberly again, I knew that I had to report the theft.

      “Wait! Wait…” Lizzie took a step forward, her mug-holding hand extended. “Let’s go back in. Have some tea. I’m sure he’ll be right back.”

      I returned my attention back to my phone and continued tapping.

      “Wait!” Lizzie cried, inching a little closer. “I’ll give you my car to drive. Keep it as long as you like. It’s a great car. Super reliable.”

      My heart contracted at a mother’s desperation to protect her son in any way she could, but I kept my attention on my phone. I tapped again.

      “Stop!” Lizzie screeched. “I’ll tell you what you want! Anything!”

      I looked up. She had my attention. “Go on.”

      “Um. Um. Rebecca Norlan hated Bonnie. She was a cheerleader in high school. I heard she set up one of the other cheerleaders to break their leg. She didn’t even do it because she was mad at her. She thought it’d be funny. She could’ve killed Bonnie.”

      “Did Rebecca and Bonnie have a grudge match or something going on?”

      “Uh, I don’t know. They really hadn’t had anything to do with each other in ten years or more, but I could see Rebecca doing something like this to her.”

      That was thin, but I’d make a mental note of it. We could always circle back. “What else?” I asked.

      Rebecca’s name must’ve been the lube Lizzie’s brain had needed to kick into high gear because a list of names and reasons long enough to fill up half a notebook poured out next. Lizzie rambled nonstop, listing one person after another. Some of the supposed grievances were slight, but others were huge.

      Bonnie had possibly burned down someone’s house after learning their homeowner’s insurance had temporarily lapsed. But that event had revealed that the builder had used asbestos and the family had been able to sue and walk away after a tidy settlement.

      “Why’d she do it?” I asked.

      “They hadn’t invited her to their housewarming party a few years earlier.”

      Wow.

      Next, Lizzie told us about the time Bonnie had harassed a couple with anonymous phone calls. She made it look like the husband had been cheating.  It broke the couple up, which had been her goal.

      Again I asked, “Why’d she do it?”

      “To collect on a bet,” Lizzie said, which I thought was super odd. While Bonnie had been malicious and hadn’t had the same boundaries as most people, she had seemed to live by a code of rules. Someone had to slight her—real or imagined—before she destroyed them. Lizzie continued. “Bonnie had found out that Margaret, the wife of the couple, had bet someone that Bonnie’s marriage wouldn’t last five years, and it hadn’t. After Bonnie found out about the bet, she made the same one except about them.”

      And there it was, the other piece of the puzzle. Bonnie’s rules were intact.

      “Did they ever figure out it was her?” Zoey asked.

      Lizzie shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      That crossed them off the list of possible killers.

      Lizzie continued her tale of destruction with one story after another. I eventually stopped her.

      I was now of like mind with Lizzie. I was absolutely amazed someone hadn’t killed Bonnie sooner. And I was surprised her death hadn’t been more gruesome. I supposed if half the town had lined up to all take a go at her, it would have been a worse death. As it was, though, it was actually pretty simple. Drug overdose, suffocation, and then death. There were plenty of people who had managed to do that to themselves without the help of anybody else. Bonnie’s murder could have been carried out by one person. That’s not to say that there weren’t several people involved.

      My head hurt trying to wrap itself around all the possibilities. There were so many people who could have wanted her dead. When you started considering who could have teamed up to do the deed, the number of matching possibilities became too much. At least it had been too much for my head. But was it too much for a computer program?

      Zoey’s Whodunnit program—which was forced not to say it was me—now said Bonnie had been killed by Lizzie and Kimberly together. That doesn’t mean that Lizzie had to be present for the actual offing. Maybe they’d planned it together. Procured the drugs together. Maybe Lizzie had even helped make sure Bonnie was alone and killable in the time and place it was done. Then, Kimberly could have stepped up to do the actual doing all on her own. That would explain why Lizzie was all in a tizzy of uncertainty about whether or not her son, Craig, had been the one to carry through on the plan. Kimberly could have backed out and Craig could have stepped in.

      I studied Lizzie carefully before asking my next question. “Did you ask Kimberly to kill Bonnie?”

      Lizzie’s eyes went wide, and she jerked her head back as if slapped. “Kimberly wouldn’t hurt a fly!” she exclaimed. She then burst out in laughter that soon degraded into tears. She swiped at the outer corners of her eyes to dry them. “That you think she did it would be funny if the whole thing weren’t so messed up.” Her voice died away, but she said “Kimberly,” one more time and chuckled some more.

      Anger lit a live ball of flame inside me. I wanted to put my face an inch away from hers and scream my rage. Something about Lizzie being blind to Kimberly’s dangerous nature caused all my insecurities to flood all my emotional senses, overwhelming them. My left eye twitched.

      “Car keys,” I said, holding my hand out.

      “Oh, right. Yeah. I’ll go get them.” She started to turn away. She took a step toward the house but turned back around to face me. “And thank you,” she said. “I’ll get your car back, I promise. I’ll have it detailed. Waxed. Filled with gas and delivered right to your door. Whatever you want. I promise. Just, thank you for not calling the police. Craig’s just not thinking straight right now. He’s a good boy. A really good boy. He doesn’t deserve the trouble he’s in. Thank you for not letting this be one more thing piled to it.”

      My anger ebbed in the face of her mother’s words. They were genuine, heartfelt. There was a purity of sentiment behind them. I could feel it.

      “You’re welcome,” I said, my voice quiet, humbled. “Don’t worry about getting it waxed. Just get my car back.”

      Lizzie nodded, and then she was gone.
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      Lizzie had come and gone. She’d given me the keys with a tight smile and a nervous glance at her car before hurrying away. Now I knew why. Zoey and I were now strapped into Lizzie’s SUV-lite.

      “What the heck am I supposed to do with this?” I asked, starring down at the gear shaft sticking up between Zoey and me. I’d assumed Lizzie’s car had an automatic transmission. I’d assumed wrong.

      “Want me to drive?” Zoey asked.

      “No.” Nothing had changed from earlier. Zoey might’ve been acting more awake, more alert, more cognizant of her situation and surroundings from moment to moment, but she was still the same Zoey who had shambled into The Berry Home a couple of hours earlier. I had no idea when she’d slept yet, and I wasn’t going to trust her behind the wheel. Not yet.

      But that didn’t solve my problem on how to drive this thing.

      I pulled out my phone and scrolled through YouTube before I found an instructional video I liked.

      “You didn’t have to look it up,” Zoey complained. “I could’ve told you how.”

      I mumbled something indiscernibly noncommittal back to her and finished watching my video. When done, I put my foot on the brake and tried to start the car. It did nothing.

      Zoey leaned over and looked at my feet. “You gotta push the clutch in.”

      I moved my foot from the brake to the clutch and pressed down. I tried the key again. Again nothing. The engine didn’t make a peep. Not even one.

      “You gotta push the clutch in and the brake.”

      “I did,” I complained. “I did both.” I moved my foot back and forth, pressing one then the other. I turned the key over and over at the same time. “It’s not working.”

      “No, you gotta push the clutch and the brake at the same time.”

      I looked at her like she was nuts, and then I did my best to do twisty foot gymnastics in an attempt to push both the clutch and the brake at the same time. “There’s no way.”

      “Noooo, use both feet,” Zoey said. “Put your right foot on the brake. Put your left foot on the clutch.”

      “Oh, sure, right,” I said, derision rife in my voice. “How am I supposed to give the car any gas if I do that? Use a stick?”

      Zoey rolled her eyes. “Get out. Let me drive.

      “No.” I doubled down, feeling stubborn more out of pride than anything else.

      Zoey sighed, clearly exasperated. “You put a foot on the brake and one on the clutch to start the car. When you’re ready, take your right foot off the break and use it to give the engine some gas. Use your left foot on the clutch and only for the clutch. It does nothing else.”

      I’d never felt more dyslexic in my life trying to follow her instructions. Finally, I got it. The engine purred, and I all but stripped the gears ramming the shift lever into reverse. But once I’d managed to slam it into place, I smiled big and proud at Zoey.

      I twisted in my seat to see behind me in preparation of backing up. I moved my right foot from the brake to the gas and inched it gently down. The engine revved wildly but the car didn’t even rock in place.

      “Lift your foot from the clutch,” Zoey said.

      “Oh, right!” I’d forgotten. I twisted around again, gave the car some gas and brought my clutch-pressing toes up. The car jerked, and my chest slammed into my seat belt.

      That’s when I almost caved. I almost said it. I almost asked Zoey to drive. But I didn’t. Instead, I took a deep breath, re-wrapped my hands around the steering wheel, and gave it all another try. And another… and another.

      Five minutes and a few bruises later and we were rolling! I’d done it. I smiled gleefully as we rolled down the road. Zoey asked me again if I wanted her to drive before we completed the gentle curve of the interstate onramp. Of course, she followed that up with a face-swallowing yawn and slouched a full foot down into her seat. Nap ready.

      “I’m good. You rest.”

      She closed her eyes. She wiggled her head into that perfect spot where the seatbelt pulls against the seat’s back to cradle her head like a makeshift sling. Her features softened, and she went from looking like a woman in her twenties to a young girl in her late teens. Seeing her there, like that, it was odd knowing how much of the world she was able to influence sitting behind her keyboard. She was the tsunami’s impetus. Never truly seen, but oh so powerful. And she was a hot Mess asleep in my car—well, Lizzie’s car.

      I let my thoughts drift as I glided along with the traffic. The flow was mostly unrushed. I relaxed, enjoying the quiet. And while I would be a gear-grinding disaster if I had to quickly slow down or speed up, going with the flow had everything good.

      The brake lights of the cars in front of me lit and stayed lit. I glanced nervously at Zoey. Her breathing was slow, and she had the peaceful glow of a sleeping angel. I didn’t want to wake her.

      I shifted in my seat, tensing. The traffic ahead of me slowed more, and soon we were stacked tight like a swiftly scurrying centipede. That is to say, really not all that fast.

      The engine started to sound odd as the speed dropped even further, and the car’s response to giving it a little gas felt sluggish. I glanced over and over from the line of cars ahead of me to the stick shift. But then the decision was made when a chain of brake lights lit hard and the speed dropped fast as vehicles merged into the right lane only, leaving the left lane empty.

      I held my breath as I put in the clutch. The car coasted. I tried fourth gear and managed to sink the stick into place, but the car was still not happy. I dropped another gear to third. I leaned forward toward the steering wheel with a death grip, hoping the speed didn’t drop further. But sure enough, it did, and I was forced to drop into second gear. I only revved the engine wildly once between pushing in the clutch and easing my foot off again.

      I was fully focused, sweating, and breathing hard. My goals were to not smash the nose of Lizzie’s car into the vehicles in front of me, not stall the engine, and not wake up Zoey. There were a lot of nots. Checking out the reason for the sudden slowdown wasn’t even on my radar of things to do or not do. That’s why it was a surprise to me when my peripheral vision picked up the existence of mangled, twisted metal and shredded fiberglass.

      There were police cars with sirens off, their lights flashing. There were officers on their feet, talking, taking notes, taking measurements. There were also two ambulances… and the remains of my little Ford Focus. Broken. Mangled.

      Brad was kneeling in a glittering sea of shattered glass, some of it in splashes of red. Paramedics were clustered around my car, equipment all around, working carefully, feverishly. Someone’s hand from inside my car dangled limply.

      And there was Gregson. Pale. Standing still within the focused chaos.

      Time slowed as I rolled by. My eyes took in everything. But Gregson wasn’t seeing me. His eyes were locked over his shoulder on another officer, someone laughing. Gregson’s gaze was venomous.

      The laughing officer was talking with another uniformed officer. He dragged his thumb across his neck in an obvious you-dead manner, his laughing smile growing ever bigger.

      Gregson put a hand on the officer’s shoulder, getting his attention, and then slammed his fist into the officer’s face. He put his whole shoulder into it, twisting all the way to his waist.

      The officer went down flat on his back, arms splayed wide. His foot twitched. That was all.

      That’s when Gregson looked up. He saw me, and it seemed that it was his turn for time to stop. He didn’t move at all as several officers converged around him. He just watched me without an ounce of himself given to the world around him.

      Then, he was gone. Lizzie’s car had carried me too far, putting the wreck and its ravages behind me.

      I stared forward, breathing heavy. There had been blood. Lots of blood. Too much blood.

      Zoey snorted and wiggled deeper into her seat.

      My eyes welled with tears in silent thanks that she’d stayed asleep. I didn’t know why it was important to me. I just needed this moment to breathe, to be, and to know that both she and I were still safe. There, in Lizzie’s car.

      Not mine.
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      I dropped Zoey off behind her apartment building. I all but shoved her out of the car. She complained, but it was with the blinking, blurry eyes and slurred words of someone not done sleeping.

      “Go up to your apartment and go to bed,” I ordered.

      Zoey mumbled a reply.

      “Promise me,” I said. She mumbled some more. “Do you need me to walk you up?”

      Zoey waved her arm in dismissal and then trundled away from the car in a sleepwalker’s gait. She left the passenger side car door open, so I had a clear view of her getting inside her apartment building. It took her two tries to land her hand on the door handle, but once she had it, she jerked the door open and trundled in.

      I felt guilty. My spine itched with an overload of danger-danger alerts. I knew I should be delivering Zoey safely to her apartment. I wanted to make her stand outside while I searched the inside. I wanted to get on a bullhorn and yell at the world that everything was fine, they should go on with their business and stay away. Far, far away. No one within ten feet. No one who might be a threat—which was everyone.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “You’re okay. Zoey’s okay.” Yet my spine still tingled.

      I unfastened my seatbelt in order to sprawl myself across the car to reach and shut the passenger side door. I stripped a few gears getting out of the parking lot and almost stalled out in the middle of Main Street as I made my way to the back of The Berry Home. I all but stumbled out of the car and slammed its door behind me.

      I wanted to take a shower. I felt the need to distance myself from everything that had been happening. I needed an oasis from seeing the splatters of blood and somebody’s unmoving hand.

      I entered the cafe through its back door. I caught a glimpse of Melanie leaving the kitchen with a tray of food balanced on her hand. I didn’t draw any attention to myself as I slipped through the door that led to my apartment. I rushed, feeling chased, up the stairs. Then when I closed and locked my heavy apartment door behind me, I leaned against it with closed eyes. I shuddered. But I didn’t stay there long. I needed that shower. That oasis, separate from the world.

      I turned the water on to piping hot then stripped my clothes off and got in. I gasped at the intense heat but then melted into it.

      I’m not sure how long I stood there under the hot spray, soaking it in and pretending the world didn’t exist. However long it was, it wasn’t enough.

      An explosion of sound against my bathroom door startled a scream from my throat. I fisted my shower curtain, holding it as a flimsy barrier between me and whatever existed beyond my very solid bathroom door.

      I didn’t say a peep. I didn’t make a sound. I didn’t even move around under the water, which would have changed its sound.

      “Kylie!” a man’s urgent voice called. It was a voice I knew.

      I stumbled drenched and dripping from the shower. I grabbed my big fluffy robe from the back of my door and wrapped around me. I put my hand on the door and started to turn the handle. That’s all the encouragement Brad needed to take over and throw the door open himself, a move that had me stumbling backward. He caught me with an arm looped low behind my back. He pulled me to him, lifting me. The tips of my toes tickled at the floor. He buried his face in my hair. I buried mine in his neck.

      “Don’t ever do that again,” he said, his arms like steel bands around me.

      “Do what?”

      He pulled away, letting my feet touch down, and took my face in his hands. “Make me lose my mind thinking you were dead.”

      There was that word. Dead. The limp hand filled my mind again. What would Lizzie do? The poor woman.

      I pushed the image away… or tried to. To help, I focused on Brad’s uniform. “I’m getting you all wet.” I brushed at it as if I could brush away the water it now wore from my shower.

      Brad captured my hands in his, stilling them. “It doesn’t matter.” His voice was rough and raw. “What happened today, it should never have happened.”

      “What did happen?” I needed to know.

      Brad swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “Craig said—"

      “Craig said?” I interrupted. My heart jumped into overtime. “Craig’s alive?”

      Brad nodded, but his expression was grim.

      “Kylie, he almost didn’t make it.”

      It was my turn to swallow. Hard. “And the woman with him? His girlfriend?” I was surprised I didn’t want her dead despite how much she had scared me and even haunted me.

      “The passenger was okay. Hurt, but stable.”

      “Mobile?” I asked. While I didn’t want her dead, I wouldn’t mind her with four broken limbs and stuck in traction for the next six months.

      “She wanted to stand, but the paramedics wouldn’t let her. I think she’s okay.”

      Shucks.

      “And Craig… He said something?” I asked.

      “A big pickup ran them into the cement divider. Craig swore it was on purpose.”

      “He knows for sure?” I asked.

      “He was convinced.”

      “Do you think he’s right?”

      Brad brushed the dew from my cheek with his thumb. “Knowing you and that it was your car… Yeah, I think he was right.”

      So, someone had tried to kill someone—either me and Zoey or Craig and Kimberly. But how would the would-be killer have known Craig and Kimberly were in my car? If the attack had been on purpose, it made more sense that the intended victims were me and Zoey. But whoever had run Craig off the road could have followed him from Lizzie’s house. The would-be killer could have seen Craig and Kimberly get in my car. The person could have known exactly what they were doing when they ran my car into the divider.

      “Why don’t you give this whodunnit a rest,” Brad said.

      I searched his face, taking in his hope, his worry, and his fear. “You think the person who ran Craig off the road also killed Bonnie?” I asked.

      Brad shrugged. “I think that they’re connected at the very least.”

      Craig was Bonnie’s nephew, but that didn’t matter if the road-rager had thought it was me and Zoey in the car. And Zoey and I were investigating Bonnie’s murder. There was a connection back to Bonnie either way it went. And if there was a connection back to Bonnie, there was a connection back to her murder and possibly her murderer.

      I worried the inside of my bottom lip with my teeth as I tried to sort it all out. Brad’s gentle, patient smile pulled me back into the moment.

      “I was there today, you know. I drove by the wreck,” I said.

      “Detective Gregson told me,” Brad said.

      “I saw him punch another officer.”

      Brad’s mouth quirked in a smug grin. “Yeah.”

      His reaction piqued my curiosity all the more. “Why?”

      Brad’s brows went up and his eyes went round in surprise. “You,” he said.

      I shook my head. “I don’t get it.”

      Brad’s quirked mouth lost its humor and pressed thin. “That guy Gregson punched, he’s got a standing bet that when you finally get taken out, it happens in a car wreck. He was disappointed about not being able to collect on his bet and was laughing about it. Detective Gregson let him know it wasn’t so funny.”

      “Taken out…?”

      “Yeah,” Brad said, his voice low, almost regretful.

      “Murdered….?”

      His voice dropped even further. “Yeah.”

      Police officers were taking bets on when I’d get murdered.

      I wiggled in Brad’s arms in an attempt to release the tension that thought put in me. Brad added some distraction of his own by pulling me in for one serious kiss.

      I’d dried my hair and put some color back on my cheeks and lips by the time I got back downstairs. Brad hadn’t been able to stay long. We’d shared some scrambled eggs and toast, plus a few laughs and lots more hugs before he’d headed on his way.

      I was almost to the bottom of the stairs leading down from my apartment to the kitchen when I felt my cellphone vibrate. I pulled it out and stared at the screen. It wasn’t a number I recognized, and there wasn’t a name attached to the caller ID.

      I hesitated. I considered not answering, but the fear of missing out took over and my thumb slid the onscreen button to answer.

      “Hello?” I said hesitantly.

      “Kylie,” a rough, gravelly voice intoned. It was Gregson’s voice.

      “Are you okay?” My heart hammered against my chest, and I felt like I could barely catch my breath.

      “I’m fine, but they’re holding me tonight. The guy I hit’s being a crybaby about it. He’s pressing charges. Concussion or something. I really wasn’t listening.”

      “Oh…” I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t sure if saying thank you was appropriate. On one hand, I wanted to stand up and cheer what Gregson had done. On the other, Gregson violently attacked a man. He’d done it because he was angry, not to protect me.

      I was flattered, yet... well, concerned.

      “Look, I don’t have much time. This is the one call they gave me. The reason I’m calling is…” He cleared his throat, sounding uncomfortable. He sighed, and in it I heard resigned acceptance—but not defeat. “I think Brad should stay with you tonight.”

      “Huh?” I blinked. We’d taken a left turn somewhere. I wasn’t sure where.

      “I can’t protect you, not from in here.”

      “Had you been protecting me before?” I asked.

      “Kylie.” Exasperation made itself fully and completely at home within his voice. “Please, listen. I don’t have long. Have Brad spend the night. Or—God, I hate this,” he mumbled, “you stay the night with him.” His voice was grim.

      The man wanted me to get a babysitter.

      “Brad’s not available,” I said, miffed.

      “Kylie, be reasonable.”

      “Oh, I’m being unreasonable now?” My irritation grew even more. I stared at my phone in disgust. “It’s not like you’d be over here camped in your car outside my apartment watching over me.” Snark is my good, good friend.

      Silence met me. Then, Gregson coughed.

      Uncertainty crept in, rolling over my bones to be sure I felt it every inch of the way as it took over.

      “You don’t sit in your car outside my place, do you?” I asked.

      “Kylie—”

      I cut him off.

      “Oh my God. Since when?” I asked, my voice going supersonic.

      “Kylie, listen. Be reasonable. Brad’s—”

      “Brad’s not available,” I finished for him, plying him with icicles in place of words. “Enjoy your stay behind bars.” I moved to hover my finger above my phone’s face. It was my intention to hang up, but my body saved me from my ego’s runaway rant. I cared about Gregson. I cared about him a lot. “Thank you,” I whispered. “Stay safe.”

      Gregson’s sigh was heavy. “You too, Kylie. And I’m sorry. I’m not there, and that’s on me. If something happens to you—” His voice broke.

      Unshed tears burned my eyes. Gregson was the worst best man I knew. I didn’t like that he’d managed to find a way inside my heart.

      I took a moment to collect myself after the call ended. I fanned my face to drive away the heat and calm myself.

      Then, I pushed through the door into the kitchen. I stepped back into life.

      No more hiding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      “I need my peeps,” I said as I headed to the door leading to the open grill. None of my tried and true friends were there, but I did step through just in time to see a hopefully new friend choke on her soda. Amber liquid sprayed everywhere.

      Judith coughed violently, and I rushed around behind her to pat her back. “You okay?”

      “Oh, wow,” she choked out. “I’ve made a huge mess.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I’ll take care of it. You just breathe.”

      She coughed some more as I rubbed and patted her back. I focused on cleaning up once her breathing steadied. She’d been eating a simple salad, except now her dressing had taken on a disturbing brown-water look.

      “I’ll get you a fresh one.” I took her plates to the back and had a new salad for her within minutes. I even chopped up some ham to top it off. She’d cleaned up the counter by the time I got back out there, and I tossed the pile of napkins she’d used to do it.

      That’s when the aimlessness settled in. Judith went back to eating her salad with a smile and a thanks, but I stood there not knowing what to do with myself. I needed my people. I needed the people who time and time again helped me figure this stuff out—Agatha, Jack, Zoey, Brad, and Joel. I felt adrift without them.

      The cafe’s front door jingled open, and just like that, my wants were answered.

      “Joel!” I practically broke my face smiling, but it faltered when I saw Joel’s mini-me and mini-mo interns step through behind him. They quickly stepped up to flank him on either side, not that he seemed to notice. But they were in full adoration mode. Joel was their new golden calf.

      Joel paused not very far in from the door. He smiled as he took a deep breath. His shoulders relaxed, dropping by at least a couple of inches when he blew his breath out. His smile grew even bigger, and my belly tingled with a small fluttering of butterflies. There were reasons we’d considered making us a forever couple, and they didn’t go away just because we’d figured out we wanted different things from togetherness.

      Joel shook his head. “I’d heard you were okay, but I had to come see for myself.”

      I made my way from out behind the counter so that I could get to him for a hug. I reached up on tiptoe to wrap my arms around his neck. It felt weird to do it in front of his minions. Their blatant stares were unnerving.

      “Kylie, that wreck…” Joel said as we parted from each other’s arms. “Someone sent me a picture. Your car got turned into a pretzel.”

      “But I’m okay. Wasn’t even there,” I reassured him. “Not a scratch on me.” What had happened to my car hadn’t done a thing to my outsides. My insides, though, were a whole other matter. But I didn’t feel like getting into that with his sidekicks there. They made me feel exposed, vulnerable. Not safe at all. I didn’t like it. I was starting not to like them.

      “Let’s sit.” I hesitated when I turned to face the dining area with its collection of seating options. The nearest tables could easily sit two people, some of them three. There were tables that could sit four and up, but I’d have to purposely maneuver to them. I suddenly felt overwhelmed by that simplest of decisions: where to sit.

      Thankfully, Joel wasn’t affected. He moved past me, and I followed his lead. He settled at a table for two. I sat down across from him, and his interns canvassed us by splitting up to sit at the table nearest him and the table nearest me.

      I blocked them from my periphery and my mind as I leaned in to enjoy Joel’s company. He did the same, leaning forward and bringing his hands up onto the table as if to reach for mine. But instead of reaching for me, his hands deposited a small recording device.

      “You mind if I record this? I don’t want to get anything wrong.”

      A big, heavy, cold stone fell with a gut-wrenching thunk in my belly. Joel hadn’t come here to help me or to make sure I was okay. He’d come here to interview me, to get the scoop.

      “This okay?” he asked again when I didn’t respond. I’d been too stunned.

      “Uh, yeah, sure.” I sat back in my chair, dropping my hands into my lap. I put distance between us. Betrayal and abandonment teased at my nerve endings, turning them raw.

      “Can you tell me about what happened today?” Joel asked.

      Wow. Not put on the spot at all.

      I avoided telecasting my annoyance with the roll of my eyes and rubbed at them instead.

      “Uh, well, I got up. Got to work in the kitchen, and then eventually Zoey—”

      “Is that Zoey Jin?” mini-me asked, interrupting me.

      Rather than have something to say about the interruption, Joel looked at me in silence, his brows up expectantly.

      I’d have ended the conversation right there and gone back to the kitchen, but the past that I’d shared with Joel kept my butt in my seat.

      I cleared my throat. “Zoey Jin”—I said, pointedly—“and I left the cafe. We went to talk to some people and then we headed back here.” I could feel the eyes of the intern behind me boring into me. I shifted uncomfortably and crossed my legs.

      “Who did you go to talk to?” Joel asked.

      “People,” I said, my voice cool.

      Awareness dawned in Joel’s eyes. I saw the light of it gently glow to life. He was finally picking up that I was unhappy with this situation. I was unhappy about being interviewed by a reporter rather than sharing thoughts and feelings with a trusted friend.

      He dropped his gaze from me to his recorder that sat in the middle of the table. He gave it a contemplative tap with a finger, causing it to spin in place.

      I heard a snort of derision come from the intern sitting behind me. It was mini-mo with her blonde streaked hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. “She’s wasting our time,” she mumbled.

      I twisted in my seat and gave her my best arched brow and to-heck-with-you squint.

      “Sorry, not sorry,” the young woman spouted, this time not mumbling at all. “Do you know how busy this man is? But he’s here, taking time out of his day to talk to you, and you’re wasting his time playing games!”

      I smiled sweetly. My voice was saccharin when I spoke.  “And you’re wasting my time by making me have to tell you to get out of my cafe.”

      The young woman gasped, dropping her mouth wide and tucking her chin. She could have swallowed a fat guppy whole. Her gaze went from me to Joel and back, her expression filled with outrage. She looked as though she was expecting Joel to jump to her defense.

      Joel’s gaze was affixed firmly to his recording device, but the hint of an amused smile had crept its way onto his lips.

      “Excuse me,” I said. I stood and walked away, heading for the kitchen. I really did have better ways to spend my time.

      I heard a chair scratch across the floor as someone else stood. The sound of two other chairs doing the same followed.

      “I’ll meet you back at the shop,” Joel said.

      “But—” Mini-me said but got cut off by Joel.

      “No. Head back to the shop.” Joel’s tone left no room for discussion.

      I kept my feet moving through the whole exchange. I got inside the kitchen then turned to face the door. Sure enough, Joel appeared a moment later. His smile was chagrin.

      “Sorry about that,” he said. “I lose my bearings sometimes.” He played absentmindedly with the frame of the empty doorway. “How are you? You okay?”

      I considered making him work harder for an answer than that, but my past, present, and presumed future fondness of him won out. “Yeah, I’m okay.

      “What happened? How’d Craig end up in your car?”

      My spine stiffened. Doubt crept in about who I was talking to, my good friend Joel or the suave, talented reporter, Joel. Opting to trust more than dismiss, I answered him honestly. “I don’t know. Zoey and I were at Lizzie’s house. When we came out, my car was gone.”

      “And Craig wrecked the car? Lost control?” There was hope in Joel’s voice and in his expression. He was asking if it was an accident.

      I shook my head. “Somebody made him wreck.”

      Joel closed his eyes, and the man deflated. “Kylie…”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Not a scratch in sight.”

      “It could’ve been you.”

      “I know, but it wasn’t. You gonna print what you learn from this conversation?”

      Joel pressed his lips together, and he shook his head no. “This is us. Just us. I’m sorry about before.”

      I nodded. I wasn’t clueless. I knew he had a job to do, and I knew he could probably sell a lot of papers or get a lot of online traffic if he did some stories featuring me. But he hadn’t. He hadn’t splashed me all over the universe for the sake of earning a buck. Joel really was my friend.

      “Have you eaten?” I asked.

      His smile warmed. His hand went to what I knew were washboard abs. “I could eat.” The man liked his food, which I loved about him.

      I answered his smile with one of my own that crinkled my eyes. “Come on.”

      We raided the walk-in cooler for some of Patty’s prepped cookie dough. We made ourselves a small collection of this and that and then sat on the floor against the back wall and talked. Sage kept us company as I poured my heart out, telling Joel everything I knew.

      “Any idea who you’re dealing with?” Joel asked when my telling was done.

      I shook my head, staring aimlessly at my crossed ankles stretched out in front of me. Sage was stretched out in a perpetual backbend with her claws hooked onto my shoes. “Not a clue,” I said. “Zoey created a new program to help figure out who the killer is.”

      “Oh, yeah? Who’s it say?”

      “Me.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah…” I said.

      “Does it point a finger at anyone else?”

      “Yeah, if she forces it to. It says it’s Lizzie and Kimberly.”

      Joel’s brows lifted hard enough to crinkle his forehead. “Okay, I can see it. That makes a lot of sense. Craig’s at the center of this, and they both care about him. Makes sense that they’d want to protect him.”

      “Yeah, but what are they protecting him from? They couldn’t have been protecting him from Bonnie. She’d already gotten him kicked out of rehab. That damage had been done. If any of them had killed Bonnie because of him, it would have been a revenge killing at that point. Not protection.”

      “Yeah, but Craig’s still at risk.”

      “But is he at risk because of what he’s done or from what others think he’s done?”

      “Good question,” Joel said, and we sat together in quiet contemplation.

      In the end, talking with Joel didn’t get me any answers, but I felt a hundred pounds lighter. I felt like I could deal again. He’d turned out to be just what I’d needed when I needed it.

      When I finally headed up the stairs to my apartment at the end of the night, it was after checking and rechecking the front and back doors of the cafe. I even went so far as to push a few tables up against the front door. It was glass, and thus see-through, and that meant everyone would be able to see what I’d done, but I didn’t care. My skin itched just walking in front of the glass front after dark. I’d be perfectly visible with the lights on inside and it dark outside. I kept feeling the need to swipe at my arms and face and body, as if I could swat away a laser sighting scope attached to a rifle.

      Once upstairs, I repeated my activities of pushing things in front of the door. I wedged my coat rack across it and pushed a little table weighing no more than thirty pounds behind it.

      I put my hands on my hips and frowned studying what I’d done. My barricade wouldn’t do a thing. But I knew something else that would. I got four glasses from my kitchen and poised them precariously at the very edge of the table. I gave the little table a tiny shake. The glasses wobbled. I held my breath and gingerly stepped away. A smile crept over my lips.

      “No sneaking in for anyone now,” I said. Finally, I could go to bed with some hopes of being able to sleep. “Come on, Sage.”

      I turned and headed for my bedroom. Shattering glass jolted me, shoring me up with my shoulders around my ears and my feet up on tiptoes. I held my breath as I pivoted in place.

      “Myow,” Sage said in a half meow, half chirp. She was on top of the little table, sitting. She lifted a paw and licked at it with voracious intent before setting it delicately back into place against her other one with the same precision as a ballerina. She stared at me.

      “Sage,” I warned. I wasn’t sure what I was going to warn her about. There were broken shards of glass all over the floor. I didn’t want her on the table, but I didn’t want her to jump down, either. She could get cut.

      Without taking her golden-green gaze off of me, she reached a paw out toward one of the other three remaining glasses. “Myow,” she meow-chirped again.

      “Sage,” I warned, this time holding out a hand, as if that could stop her. But it did no good. She laid the pads of her paw flat on the glass and nudged. The glass fell and shattered. The sound and sight of it made me jump, but Sage remained completely placid.

      “Sage!” I rage yelled.

      She bolted, digging in her claws to do so. I heard them gouge the fine-grained wood beneath her as she used the table to give her traction. Then, I jumped again, involuntarily, as the two remaining glasses shattered in a huge spray of shards over the floor.

      As for Sage, I needn’t have worried about her. She cleared the halo of sharp shards with what had to have been a six-foot jump. She sprinted down the hallway and did a skidding turn into the bedroom.

      I stared in disbelief after her and was speechless when she reappeared for an after-performance bow. Her loud, happy, self-satisfied purr echoed through the otherwise quiet apartment as she rubbed her sides against the bedroom’s door frame.

      I was still frozen, except for my twitching eye.
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      To say I didn’t sleep well would be an understatement. Still, I was awake and downstairs by five in the wee hours of the morning. I did jumping jacks in my pajamas while standing in the walk-in cooler. The uber strong coffee I’d made had barely done a thing to wake me up. Jumping in place had at least managed to dislodge a few cobwebs.

      I gave up exercising and opted to hold a frigid jar of peach preserves against my throat instead. It helped.

      “What’s it gonna be today?” I asked Sage. I had to come up with something to feed people. Problem was that I felt depleted. Spent. I didn’t have any more of a clue about who had killed Bonnie than I did ten seconds after I’d found her. The only thing that had really changed was that it looked like someone now wanted to kill me, too.

      I felt distracted. I felt pulled in a million directions at once. So, I focused on the coldness of that jar of the peach preserves and did my best to stay present in the moment.

      “Peach preserves… Peach preserves,” I said in a soft chant. I had nine jars. I pulled out my phone to see what the internet said I could make with them. “Okay, okay,” I said, surprised with what I’d found. “I can do that.” I scrolled through the suggestions. My mouth started watering.

      I checked what I had in stock to work with and frowned. I needed some pork spare ribs but didn’t have any. Biting my lower lip, I held my breath as I shot off a text to my meat guy. He made the rounds with a refrigerated truck to deliver a selection of meats and seasonal farm-fresh veggies to restaurants in the area. Like me, he was an early riser.

      “Yes!” I yelled when he texted back. He had what I needed. I did a happy dance and then got to work posting my day’s menu on Twitter.

      

      EAT IN ONLY

      Bourbon & Peach BBQ Ribs

      Thick-cut wedge fries

      Tangy, cool, fresh pasta salad

      Creamy cornbread pudding

      FAST. FRIENDLY. DELICIOUS.

      

      I bounced on my toes reading back over my post. I hadn’t even made any of it yet, and my mouth was already watering.

      I frowned, suddenly worried. Could I pull it off? Would the whole mess go on the Oops Board? That’d be a really expensive oops, and my profit margins had been on a starvation diet as of late.

      Sage chirped as she rubbed against me, getting my attention. Her sardonic grin told me she had her doubts.

      “I’ve got to at least try,” I said.

      But that wasn’t the only thing I had to do. I needed to figure out a boxed lunch menu, too.

      I bit the inside of my lip. My whole face pinched in worry. I’d been on a roll with my boxed lunches. I had what seemed like a growing customer base that had to be cutting into the sales at Bonnie’s deli. It just took one bad experience to put a new customer off. I had to get this right.

      What would I want to eat at my desk while I worked? Or sitting in my car while I read? Or in front of a group of people at a meeting? What could I make that the consignment shop deli next door wouldn’t?

      I turned to the world at large for my answers. I scrolled through pictures, followed connected links, and then stopped. My eyes went wide as I considered. I found myself nodding before I’d even made up my mind. A manic smile followed.

      “I can do this!”

      I started tap-pity tap tapping into my phone.

      

      BOXED LUNCH

      FRIED SPAGHETTI BALLS w/ SALAD WRAP

      Gooey, warm pasta, cheese, and sauce inside

      Crunchy outside

      Spicy marinara dipping sauce

      Cool, fresh, crisp salad rolled neatly in a wrap

      FAST. FRIENDLY. DELICIOUS.

      

      I’d take pictures as soon as I got a box made. If my words didn’t sell it, seeing it all yum, golden brown and ready to eat sure would.

      I got to work. I made a huge batch of spaghetti and combined it with a tangy, bright sauce. I split the huge batch into two large batches. To one, I added sautéed onions, green peppers, and chunked, meaty, baby portobello mushrooms. To the other I added sweet Italian sausage. Next, I added eggs and lots of mozzarella and shredded parmesan cheese before shaping scoops into one and a half inch balls. Each tray I finished went into the walk-in cooler. The balls needed to get cold and firm to keep their shape when they went into the deep fryer. Of course, they’d take a dip into some eggs and panko crumbs before they went for a swim, though.

      I was on my third tray when I heard a light tap on the solid steel back door. I shot Sage a nervous glance before rinsing my hands.

      I went to the door and leaned in with my ear. More tapping had me pulling back.

      “Hello?”

      A muffled voice reached me. It was one I recognized.

      I happily unlocked the door and pulled it open. It was my short, sweet, sometimes confused pastry genius, Patty. I wanted to pull her in for an enormous hug, but I didn’t want to startle her with my over exuberance. I knew I could sometimes be a bit much to take, and Patty’s system didn’t need any shocks. Certainly not from me.

      My happiness at seeing Patty faltered a little when I got out of the way of my own feelings to notice hers. Her face was stern without a smile in sight. I opened the door wider and stepped a little to the side to give her plenty of room to come in, but her feet didn’t budge from their spot.

      “Are you okay? Is everything okay?”

      She answered with a noncommittal hmph and then said, “How you makin’ the marinara sauce?”

      She must’ve seen my early morning tweet.

      I hooked a thumb over my shoulder toward my pantry of goods. “I’ve got some jars.” It was all pre-made from the store. Their label was pretty and their price had been right.

      Patty groaned with an exaggerated eye roll. She marched with heavy but quick feet to the back of her nearby car. She popped the trunk and reached in. When she stood, she had an enormous can of something hooked in each arm. I couldn’t see what it was until she made her way back over to me. One of the cans was facing forward enough for me to be able to see the front facing label. It had a picture of tomatoes on it, and the writing was in what I guessed to be Italian.

      “I got a recipe. I know someone who knows someone who knew someone. I’ll make the marinara,” Patty said.

      I once again hooked my thumb over my shoulder toward my pantry and my pre-made jars of marinara. “But—”

      “No.” She didn’t say anything more. How was I supposed to formulate an argument against that?

      I did the only thing left to me. I nodded. “Okay.”

      Patty unceremoniously shoved the cans of whole tomatoes into my arms and marched back to her car for more. Her final trip included a couple of very nice bottles of olive oil. “This is real,” she said. “What you’ve got is…” She paused. “Not real, not really.”

      I retrieved one of my bottles from my pantry. I studied it’s label. “It says 100% olive oil, cold pressed.”

      “They lie. This here’s real.”

      She cracked the lid of one of her bottles, opening it for what I could tell was the first time. She offered the mouth of the bottle up for me to sniff. I leaned forward and breathed it in. What greeted me was a mix of earthy, fruity, and peppery goodness. There was a rich warmth to it that seduced my senses without me even having tasted it.

      I opened my own bottle and took a sniff. My brows shot up. There was no fruitiness. No earthiness. My brain synapses didn’t tingle. It was like the oil had died and what was left was a memory of what had been.

      “Okay,” I said, nodding. “Just tell me what you need. I’ll help.”

      Patty put me to work, and she put together a sauce that had me in near tears that I hadn’t offered it to my customers eating in-house. At least I’d have a chance at getting some new diehard converts when it came to my boxed-lunch customers.

      The morning ticked on, and I started getting nervous. My meat guy still hadn’t shown. Then, I heard the deep rumble of a large truck and the squeal of brakes in desperate need of a tune up.

      This time, I did grab Patty for a hug. She grunted her surprise then shrugged me off, never once letting her attention drift from her magical brew of amazing marinara.

      I did a happy dance shuffle to the door and slung it open. The morning light had tipped the sky from the deepest, darkest blue to a gentle cornflower blue. A hint at night’s depths could still be seen if you studied it hard enough, but that was quickly giving way to a soft glow brought by the morning sun.

      I didn’t remember that I was still in my pajamas until I already had the door wide open and was stepping through. I shrugged, not caring. My wild red hair was pulled up in a messy mop on top of my head, but it was clean. I was covered in clothes from head to toe. Anybody who had a problem with the way I looked could complain about it to the lamppost. I was sure the lamppost would care about it with all the vehemence the situation deserved.

      Sean climbed out of his truck. It was big and square and resembled a moving truck.

      Sean had on faded jeans and a long-sleeved, light grey knit thermal top that hugged all the best parts of him. He was tall and lanky with skin the color of dark chocolate. His eyes were a smokey chestnut, dark yet bright. His cheekbones were high, and he had Zoey’s almond-shaped eyes. He wasn’t just handsome. I’d say he dipped into pretty, and I had no doubt he could make a go of modeling on a catwalk if he wanted to.

      “I’ve got one-hundred sixty pounds of ribs. All of it’s yours if you want ‘em,” he said. He had a blue-gray tweed hat that sat flat on his head with a fold overlapping a brim in the front.

      “Love the hat,” I said. This was my first time seeing him in it.

      Sean grinned sheepishly. “Selma got it for me. She’s got a thing for some Scottish show.” He slid his fingers across the hat’s front rim. “I love the thing, but no way am I telling her that. She’ll have me dressed in a kilt next.”

      I followed him to the back of the truck. He climbed up and then came back with a flat, cream-colored box. He knelt down inside the truck to be closer to eye level with me and took the box’s lid off to reveal the large slab of uncut ribs inside. The sight was intimidating. If someone wanted me to cook ‘em up to shoe-leather quality, I was their gal. But I’d promised my customers something decadent and wonderful.

      “How much?” I asked.

      Sean quoted me a price. I felt my cheeks heat. I hoped the early morning light was still too soft to give away how much the price shook me. It was a lot. But I had texted the man at five o’clock in the morning, and he’d come through.

      “Yep, yep… I’ll take ‘em all.” My voice was a near octave higher than usual. I cleared my throat before speaking again. “Thank you,” I said, this time sounding more human than mouse.

      “Great! I’ll carry them in for you.”

      It was that moment that three cars pulled up to park outside of the back door leading into Bonnie’s deli. They might as well have been part of a caravan. But it didn’t stop there. Two more cars pulled into the lot a few seconds after them.

      Car doors opened and home cooks extraordinaire got out with their noses held high. Their smiles all looked the same—almost non-existent yet somehow snide. They all loaded their arms up with delectable baked goods and headed for their intended door.

      Curiosity took over, and I careened and peered to see what it was they’d brought. What met my peering gaze had a lot more color than I’d been expecting. I’d thought I’d see lots of golden browns, maybe some dots of dried berries or chocolate chips. What I saw instead was watercolor-like splashes of pinks and blues. Many of the creations had a fuzzy quality to them.

      My mouth fell open as it came to me what it was I was seeing. Cotton candy creations!

      My mouth fell open even more when more than one woman called me a choice name. “Murderer” had been among the nicer, more neutral things said. A haughty, terrible, mean laughter followed from all.

      It was clear Sean had overheard when his brows went up and his eyes went wide. He clearly looked like a man who would rather be anywhere else, and he quickly disappeared inside my kitchen with a couple of boxes of ribs.

      A sixth car pulled in then, and the person behind the wheel was someone I clearly recognized. Miranda Bearsdon. Bonnie had targeted her where it had hurt her the worst. Her food. All because Miranda had opted to follow her own path instead of doing what Bonnie thought she should do.

      When she got out of her car, she spared a glance for me that looked both guilty and annoyed. I put aside any effort to appear subtle as I stepped up next to the path she’d be taking into Bonnie’s place. Just like the others, Miranda also had a cotton candy creation. Hers was a fuzzy, wonderful cotton candy lace cookie creation that had my mouth watering to even look at it.

      “What’s going on?” I asked her. I loved me some cotton candy a little more than a normal person should, but I still felt that their food theme for the day was in questionable taste. Bonnie had died wrapped up in the stuff, after all.

      Doubt washed over Miranda’s face but was gone just as fast. Then she tsked, rolled her eyes, and huffed in obvious annoyance. “It wasn’t my idea,” she said. She focused fully on me then. Her glance went up and down. It made me remember I was in my pajamas, but rather than see incriminations or judgement in her eyes, I saw something I had not expected to see from her. I saw pity. “It’s all because of that article about you. I didn’t agree, but… When in Rome…” She shrugged her shoulders.

      “What article about me?” I asked. I felt like a woman who had just been told her husband was cheating by someone who assumed I’d already known.

      “Uh…” Miranda’s gaze cut from me to the back door of Bonnie’s shop. I saw in them a wistful desire to escape.

      “What article?” I asked again, adding an edge to my voice.

      Miranda tsked in annoyance again, her attention returning to me. “It’s nothing. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

      She pushed past me and headed for Bonnie’s without waiting for me to step aside first.

      “Who’s idea was it to do everything in cotton candy?” I asked, calling after her.

      “Busy,” she called with a dismissive wave of her hand and without a backward glance. She disappeared inside of what had been Bonnie’s place before I got the chance to ask anything else.

      I contemplated charging after her. I’d confront the whole lot of them. The memory of their snide snickering as they’d walked past was burning like a short fuse through every nerve ending I had. But Sean reappeared from my cafe before my runaway anger reached my feet.

      “All done!” he said with his usual cheer. “I’ll shoot you an invoice.” He steps didn’t pause as they took him back to the driver’s door of his trunk.

      “Thanks!” I said with a wave. It’s all I had time for before his door was slamming shut and his engine was turning over. I watched him drive away then turned to stare at the back door leading into Bonnie’s place. It was ajar. Unguarded.

      I looked at my wide-open door leading into my cafe’s kitchen. It was ready for me to walk through, and I had a lot of work to do. I had customers to feed and a customer base to grow. I had a business to keep afloat so that I could afford the people who worked for me, who depended on me staying open.

      I had a choice. I could chase after the toxic legacy Bonnie had left, or I could work toward a happy future with the people I cared about and who cared about me.

      I took a step toward Bonnie’s door. I did. Then, I headed back inside my own kitchen. My phone was vibrating before I even got inside.

      It was from Joel. It said, “I’m so sorry!”
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      I called Joel rather than simply text him back. There was an article out there in the world, and it was about me. I suspected he might know a thing or two about that.

      Joel answered on the first ring. “Kylie, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

      “Yeah?” I hadn’t yet decided if I wanted to act like I knew what he was talking about or show my ignorance for what it was. I decided to walk a middle ground. “Wanna tell me what happened?”

      “It was Jessica.”

      “Who?”

      “One of my interns. She’s been updating the website with new material. But this time, she uploaded her own piece and then changed the passwords to lock me out. I’m doing everything I can, Kylie, I swear. I’ll get that article down as soon as I can.”

      I breathed out heavy as I sat down on the small step up into my kitchen. I leaned forward to drop my head between my knees and closed my eyes.

      “Kylie? You there?” Joel asked.

      “Mm-hmm,” I answered.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said again.

      “Mm-hmm.” I focused on my breathing. “I gotta go,” I finally said. “Let me know when you get it down.”

      “I will.”

      The call went dead after that.

      I groaned and stared at my phone. I tapped on its face then let my finger hover over the button that would call Zoey. I knew that some people had the ability to scrub the internet. Clean it. Get out their industrial soap and wash away whatever you didn’t want on there. I suspected Zoey was one of those people. But she was my best friend in the world, and the last time I’d seen her, she didn’t look so good. She’d needed rest. She’d needed an absence of me.

      Asking her to scrub the internet would definitely not be an absence of me.

      I groaned again, feeling sick. I clicked my phone off and hung my head between my knees again.

      “You gonna lollygag all day or you gonna take care of what needs taking care of?” Patty asked from somewhere inside.

      “Mm-hmm,” I replied and nodded. It was all I had energy for. But I took a deep breath and got to my feet. I headed back in.

      “You reckon the customers will notice you ain’t bothered gettin’ dressed?” Patty asked. Her words came out gentle, but there was a definite nudge in them.

      I wanted to tell her my customers could get over themselves if they had objections to me looking like I’d rolled out of bed fifteen minutes ago.

      Instead, I said, “Yes, ma’am. I’ll go change.”

      “You take your time,” Patty said, her voice gentler still. “The kitchen’ll be here when you get back.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I plodded for the door that would lead me upstairs. Each footfall on the stairs fell with a dull thud, and my head grew heavier the further up I went.

      Sage bounded up the stairs behind me, moving with the ease of having an invisible bouncy string attached to her to lighten her load. She chirped noisily and made crazy eights around my feet as I got my door open. Once inside, I sank to the floor with the door to my back. Sage went into an instant masterclass of teaching me how to knead dough by walking back and forth on my lap. I hissed when her zealousness introduced the prick of her nails into my flesh.

      I detached her and her Velcro-like claws from my pajamas and shimmied back up the door. “Let’s go get dressed,” I told her. But when I made it to my bedroom, I flopped backward onto the bed and held my phone in the air above my face. I scrolled. I tapped. I read.

      Jessica’s article was vicious. But that’s not why it hurt. It hurt because it was mostly true. Of course, her truth was told in the worst light possible, but she had most her facts right. She was malicious, but at least she had talent. It was a vile, horrible combination to find in a person, and a part of me hoped her car went off a bridge.

      Jessica’s article stated that a lot of people died around me. I’d argue that I found a lot of dead people. It was a modest variation but an important distinction to me.

      She also said that I regularly mangled law enforcement’s efforts to solve the crimes I involved myself in. My take on it was that I solved the crimes for them. I usually did it by making the murderer want to kill me, but that was beside the point. The murders got solved. So what if it was because I annoyed the killers enough to make them do stupid things. I couldn’t help it if it was my role in life to aggravate murderers. There were worse things to be.

      I swiped a tear from my hairline from where it had escaped out of the outer corner of my eye. I sat up but stayed slouched and sulking.

      Jessica was a terrible person. Terrible people murdered other people. Therefore, Jessica had probably murdered someone somewhere, and I should probably go far, far out of my way to annoy the ever-living stuffing out of her.

      I rolled my eyes at myself and huffed. My petty side had slipped effortlessly behind the wheel of my life with a wicked smile and a haunting, delighted giggle. I needed to get her back in the car’s trunk before she did things I’d regret.

      I scooted my butt off the bed and got dressed in jeans and a cream cotton knit top. I finished the look off with a heart cut blue-green chrysocolla corded necklace. I started to braid my hair but then went with a messy bun at the nape of my neck instead. With a little dust for my eyelids and some color for my lips, I felt renewed again. Patty had been right. I’d needed to put myself together, and for more reasons than just what my customers would think.

      “Come on, Sage,” I said, heading for the door with a much lighter step than what I’d climbed the stairs with.

      Putting myself together had a bigger impact on my day than I could’ve imagined. Not in a profound way, at least not in any way that was shocking. It was more that my day flowed. I met it with a renewed sense of can-do. I solved problems. I made some customers happy. I didn’t kill anyone from the deli next door. These were all things I could live with and feel good about.

      What felt really bad was that I didn’t hear from Joel. Not a peep. Not a one.

      Jonathan showed up with a friend, Theo, who had been the grill champ three years running back in his hometown in Texas.

      Theo took over cooking the ribs. He’d wanted to build a fire pit in the parking lot. I nixed that. Then he wanted to build one in the kitchen, on the floor. In the end, we settled on him turning the Cozy Corner’s fireplace into his grillmaster spot.

      I posted social media pictures of what Theo was doing mid-cook. The phone calls started seconds later. When I wouldn’t take reservations or hold orders, people flooded in. The cafe was packed. Everyone wanted ribs. We sold every bit of what I’d bought that morning.

      The boxed lunches did well, but their success seemed somewhat dim in comparison to how well the ribs had done. My moment of wow from them came when a fifty-something woman came by a couple of hours after the boxed lunches stopped going out. She grabbed me, hugged me, and cried. Literally cried! She said the marinara sauce that Patty had made had tasted just like the sauce her grandmother had made for her as a child back in Italy. I did my best to tell her I hadn’t made it, but she didn’t care. She was just so happy for the memories tasting it had brought back to her.

      It was after three by the time I got the dishes from the lunch rush cleaned up. Sam and Melanie came in early to help. Jonathan fired up the flat grill and kept everyone fed with a selection of burgers, grilled cheese, and other yummies after the ribs ran out.

      “Boss, we got this,” Jonathan said when I emerged from the kitchen tired but thankfully not soaked from washing dishes. “You gonna go see Zoey?”

      I sighed and stretched my arms high above my head. I twisted this way and that to ease my achy back.

      Jonathan’s question was a good one. It’d been nearly twenty-four hours since I’d dropped Zoey off at her apartment. She’d either been to bed since then or died of exhaustion. Either way, it wouldn’t bother her any for me to go over there now.

      “I think I will,” I said.

      “Thought you might. I set a plate of ribs back for ya. They’re in the walk-in.”

      “You did?” My brows must’ve met my hairline.

      Jonathan winked and graced me with his always-charming hippie grin.

      I gave him a big kiss on the cheek before making a beeline for the walk-in. Jonathan hadn’t put me a plate of ribs aside. He’d saved a huge, heaping platter!

      If Zoey was dead, she was going to really miss out.

      I put the platter inside a wide box and tucked a few other goodies in with it before heading across the street to Zoey’s apartment building. My arms were shaking from the weight of it by the time I’d climbed the stairs to reach her door. I knocked on her door with the toe of my shoe.

      “Zoey!” I hiss yelled.

      I tapped some more.

      Zoey pulled the door open with her toothbrush in her mouth. Gone was the clownish makeup from the day before. Also gone were the bloodshot eyes. And her zombie-like pallor had been replaced with her usual healthy, natural glow.

      Relief flooded through me.

      “Food?” Zoey asked from around her toothbrush and toothpaste foam.

      “Yup. BBQ ribs.”

      “Oh, sweet.” Zoey took off for the bathroom, and I took the goodies into her living room. I set it on the floor between her huge, colorful floor pillows and then flopped down on top of one. I pulled out my phone while I waited for her to come back. The article was still up. Joel hadn’t yet succeeded in doing a thing about it.

      I hadn’t meant to still be wearing my long, forlorn face when Zoey came back, but I was.

      “What’re you looking at?” she asked.

      “Nothing.” I moved to put my phone away, but she snatched it from my fingers. Her brows went up when she saw what was on the screen. It was Jessica’s article. “Hey,” she said, “I’ve got sodas in the fridge. Mind getting them?”

      “Sure,” I said with the best lighthearted nonchalance I could muster.

      Zoey knew me. She knew me really well. Still, a worry niggled at me as I left her to read Jessica’s words. I worried that her perception of me would get shifted. That she would see me anew and want to be done with me. I couldn’t blame her if that’s the way things went. The truth was people did die around me—or I went where people had died. The outcome was the same. Those around me had a very unnatural life expectancy, and not the really good long-life kind.

      I got the sodas out of the fridge.

      “Can you get us some plates and napkins, too?” Zoey called.

      “Sure.” I opened the various cupboards and drawers to find them. My arms were quickly filling up.

      “Can you wet some of the napkins?” she called.

      “Yeah.” I frowned, starting to feel like I was fulfilling someone’s grocery to-do list. But it made sense, and having something wet to wipe our fingers with after eating the awesomely good, drenched ribs would be nice.

      Zoey was in the process of moving from her computer chair to the floor pillows when I made it back out to the living room.

      “Hope you don’t mind. I took that article down,” she said.

      “You did?” There was no stopping the smile that lit my face. “How?”

      “I crashed the website.”

      “Huh?” My mind refused to grasp what she was saying.

      “I crashed Joel’s online newspaper.”

      My smile relaxed into a silent “O.”

      “The article’s all over Twitter and some of the other media sites, too. Want me to crash them?”

      My brain was still struggling with the enormity of the simple words coming out of her mouth. “As in crash, you mean…” My voice trailed off.

      Zoey’s attention shifted away from unpacking the huge box of food and settled on me. “Make inoperative,” she finished for me.

      “Right. Uh…”

      “Want me to crash them?” She hooked a thumb over her finger at her wall of computer and monitors behind her. “It’s no trouble.”

      I considered her offer. I liked it. But people used Twitter for more things than just sharing the latest gossip. They used it in times of crisis to connect and inform. It’d proven invaluable more than once. It’d be just my luck that Zoey would take it down and then an entire metropolis would fall into a sinkhole.

      “No, I’m good,” I said, my words a bit choked. “But thank you.”

      Zoey grunted in her renewed food distraction and nodded like her offer had been no big deal. Which I suppose to her, it hadn’t been. To me, though, it’d been an offer to reach into the sky and pluck out the moon. All for me.

      I loved that girl.

      We ate in companionable near silence until our bellies were full and rounded.

      “Who made those ribs?” Zoey asked as she laid back, embracing her food coma.

      I lifted my head. I guessed her asking that meant she hadn’t seen my tweet of Theo hard at work in front of the cafe’s fireplace. “What makes you think I didn’t make them?”

      Zoey shot me an arched brow and a come on grin.

      We laughed together then settled back into our food coma. I shut my eyes and gave over to being pulled down into sleep until I heard the creak of Zoey’s desk chair.

      “Whatcha doin’?” I asked, forcing my head to lift once more.

      “I’ve been tinkering with my Whodunnit program. I’ve made some changes in the algorithms.”

      “Yeah?” Hope brightened within me. I turned on my side and propped my head on my upturned crooked arm. “Any luck?”

      “Maybe. I incorporated a web crawler to look for and trace connections. I’ve had to borrow some processing power from some remote computer banks, but I’m hoping it’s made some progress.”

      I didn’t understand half of what she’d just said. I stretched out my arm and used it as a pillow for my head as her finger tapping lulled me into the beginnings of happy dreams. Her low whistle and silent fingers had me opening my eyes back up.

      “Find anything?” I asked.

      “No, but I crashed a bank of servers in France.”

      “Not a good thing?”

      “Nope.” Zoey’s cell phone rang. She glanced in its direction but didn’t answer. A call then announced itself over her computer. Again, she didn’t answer. “We got anywhere to be?” she asked, turning quickly to me.

      “Uh, yeah, I’m sure we do.”

      “Let’s be there,” Zoey said.

      She practically herded me out of her apartment and rushed us down the stairs. She got her car started and rolling before we even talked about where we were going.

      “Come up with any new maybe-done-its today?” she asked.

      “No.” I wish I had.

      “Got any old favorites?” she asked.

      I thought about it. Craig getting run off the road and almost killed hadn’t actually exonerated anyone from having killed Bonnie. Not even Craig’s mom, Lizzie. While we knew Lizzie hadn’t been the one to run Craig off the road, that didn’t mean she didn’t kill Bonnie. It only meant she wasn’t the one to run Craig off the road.

      That’s not to say that whoever did run Craig off the road wasn’t our likely murderer-at-large. The suspicion that the road rager had thought the people in the car were Zoey and me was more a gut feeling than anything else. If someone had run my car off the road on purpose, that meant the person would have needed to have an idea of when and where to find us driving. Lots of people fell into the category of having known we were out and about driving around. Only Daniel had known that we were out driving around and where we were going to be. Daniel had known we had planned to go back to Lizzie’s. He could’ve followed us there and sat in waiting out of sight until we—or in this case, Craig—drove away. He wouldn’t have even had to have been in sight of the house to do it. He could have parked and waited on a side road nearby and simply watched for my car to drive past.

      If Daniel tried to kill us, he would’ve most likely had a reason. The only reason I could think of was our effort to uncover Bonnie’s killer. If he considered that a good enough reason to kill us, it meant he was most likely Bonnie’s killer.

      I talked through my thoughts with Zoey. She nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “Figure he’s at work?” I asked.

      “The job did seem important to him.”

      I nodded. It was weird to think that even murderers needed to eat, needed to do the things the rest of us did to function within society. I guessed that’s what made them blend in and made us less able to see them for who they were.

      Zoey took some routes I wasn’t familiar with to get us to Daniel’s place of work faster than I would have. The parking lot was empty of people but full of cars. The door to the woodshop Daniel and the others had come out of last time was closed, and it didn’t have an outside handle.

      “Nothing to do but try,” I said as Zoey and I approached the door. I gave the heavy metal door a rap with my knuckles. It barely made a sound. I then tried with the toe of my shoe, but the sound was even more muted.

      Zoey picked up a stone from the gravel bed of the parking lot. It wasn’t very big, but she held it just right as she tapped on the door. A tingy peck rang out. It wasn’t very loud but had the high pitch that pulled at the ear’s senses.

      The door opened, and Zoey and I both took steps backward as if to give a welcoming empty space for whoever was opening the door to step out. But no one did. Instead, the giant filling the open space scowled down at us disapprovingly with pinched brows. Nothing and no one was visible beyond him. He took up the entire space. It was Julian, the man with the ham hock-sized fists. “You caused problems last time. Go away,” he said, but he didn’t close the door. He instead continued to fill the space and frown.

      “I’m sorry about yesterday,” I said. “We didn’t mean to cause any problems. We were just trying to help a friend who can’t help herself.” Bonnie had never been my friend, so my explanation was a stretch, but we were sort of, kind of trying to help her. Sort of. You know, by possibly trying to prove her sister or someone else she cared about had killed her so that we could ruin their lives by sending them to prison for a really, really long time. Yeah, that kind of help.

      “That was yesterday. What are you trying to do today? Are you trying to help your friend some more?” the big man asked.

      “Yep, same friend. Same help.” I’d heard there was a very special hell for do-gooders. I was starting to believe it was true. I’d never felt so wrong trying to do something right.

      “What’s your friend’s name?” the big guy asked.

      “Bonnie.”

      “Daniel knows a Bonnie. He talks about her sometimes.”

      Oh, my. Do tell.

      “What’s he say?” I asked, trying not to look overly eager. I didn’t want to pull the man’s focus away from his current line of thoughts. Maybe Daniel had boasted about killing Bonnie in some roundabout vague way he figured no one else would pick up on.

      “He says she’s fun.”

      “Oh…” Yeah, that wasn’t going to help.

      “He say anything else?” Zoey asked.

      “He says she’s dead, so I don’t know how it is you’re going to be able to help her.”

      I practically held my breath after asking my next question. I tried not to let my heart beat too hard. I told my sweat not to break out on my forehead. None of it listened, but the big guy was. “Has he said how she died?”

      “He said cotton candy killed her.” He shifted uncomfortably. “I like cotton candy.” His cheeks pinkened, and he suddenly became a little boy. “I’m going to miss it.”

      “Ohhhh, hun, you can still have cotton candy. It, uh, it didn’t kill her. There was just, um, a lot around when she died.” As in she was completely wrapped in the stuff and made to look like a life-sized cotton candy snowman. “It’s still safe to eat. You can still have it.”

      “I can?” His face lit with joy.

      “All you want, big guy,” Zoey said.

      Julian’s smile turned into a big toothy grin.

      I decided to get to the heart of the matter while we had him in such a good mood. “Julian, did Daniel leave here after we left here last night?”

      Julian nodded. “We all did. We finished work and we went home.”

      “When was that?” Zoey asked. “What time?”

      “Half past nine. We worked late. We’re behind.” Uneasy concern flickered over his face. We were going lose his emotional generosity, and we were going to lose it soon. He was clearly bothered about all the work that was still left to be done.

      “Did Daniel work until half past nine, too?” I asked.

      “No,” Julian said, and my hopes soared. “He spent a lot of time in the bathroom. He didn’t get as much done as us.”

      My hopes plummeted.

      “So Daniel spent a lot of time in the bathroom last night after we left,” Zoey said.

      Julian nodded.

      “And that means you didn’t see him for a long time?” Zoey asked.

      Julian nodded again.

      “But then he left work, left here, at the same time as everyone else?” she asked.

      Julian nodded yet again and then said, “I have to go.” He set his gaze on me. “Thank you for letting me know about the cotton candy.” His smile returned.

      He didn’t say anything more and he didn’t wait for us to say any goodbye. He simply shut the door in our faces.

      I contemplated, staring wordlessly at the door. Then I asked, “Think we should knock again? Try to talk to someone else?”

      “I like the big guy,” Zoey said. “Let’s not mess up his night.”

      I agreed. We’d press, things would turn ugly, and we’d likely get nowhere. Not tonight, not here.

      “Ideas?” I asked.

      Zoey pulled out her phone and studied it a minute, tapping and scrolling. Her smile soon followed. “France got back online.” She tapped out a message then nodded. “I promised a favor to make up for crashing them.”

      “France, as in the country. You crashed the country?”

      Zoey shrugged. “Only half of it.” She shrugged again then amended, “Little more than half. Definitely not more than seventy-five percent.” That said, she beamed her most brilliant smile. “Should be safe to go back to the apartment now.”

      I wasn’t going to ask safe from who. I just wasn’t.
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      Returning to Zoey’s was like returning to a ghost town that everybody up and left in the blink of an eye. The ribs we’d ravaged were just as we’d left them.

      I did a quick cleanup as Zoey settled back into her spot in front of her wall of computer tech. Once done, I rolled her huge exercise ball into position next to her and perched on top.

      I didn’t want to ask what she was doing because I didn’t want to interrupt. She was engrossed in her work as her fingers tapped as though with minds of their own over her keyboard. Her eyes never left her screens. I don’t even think she blinked.

      I watched and tried to follow what was going on for a few minutes then gave up and pulled out my phone. I scrolled through the random news alerts that auto-queued for me to see. My gaze stopped and hovered. I winced as I read, “France suffers catastrophic grid failure, recovers quickly.”

      As insignificant as it was in comparison, my thoughts went to Joel and his newspaper. I tried to pull his paper’s site up but was met with an out-of-order type page.

      I waited a few ticks more to see if Zoey would reach a lull in her work. When she didn’t, I dove in.

      “Do you think that Joel will be able to figure things out and get his paper back on line?” I asked.

      Zoey’s eyes were alight when she looked at me in startlement. “Nooo,” she said with laughter shaking her voice. Then, just like that, she returned to her work.

      I pursed my lips and stared down at my phone. Joel wasn’t going to be able to get the web-based version of his newspaper back online. I felt bad about that, although I wondered if I should. While it wasn’t his fault that his intern put a hatchet piece up about me, it was his responsibility. Still, I didn’t want him ruined. He’d worked very hard to revitalize the paper he’d inherited from his uncle. He’d breathed new life into it with innovation and a lot of stubborn persistence. I was proud of him, even if the current situation kind of sucked for me.

      I sighed heavily.

      Zoey’s fingers stopped.

      “You’re wanting me to fix it, aren’t you,” she said, more a statement than a question.

      “Yeah…” I said, resigned to the truth.

      She winked. “Wouldn’t be you if you didn’t.” She refocused on her computer. The screens changed in what they said, though none of it made any sense to me. “I’ll boot him back up to an earlier iteration. He’ll lose”—she paused as she assessed—“nine days’ worth of content, but he’ll be back up.”

      Nine days’ worth of news would be gone. That horrible article by Jessica would be gone. But I was guessing he’d still be locked out.

      “Can you reset the passwords, too?”

      Zoey nodded. “Sure.”

      Ten minutes passed before I was texting those new passwords to Joel. I watched as my phone registered that Joel was in the process of texting something back. The little dots blinked, stopped blinking, then blinked some more. That went on for several minutes. Finally, a text arrived. It said one thing and one thing only: “Zoey?”

      I sent a thumbs up emoticon in answer. He sent a thumbs up in reply, and then “Thank you.”

      I breathed a small sigh of relief and let my shoulders sag. Joel didn’t hate me. I’m sure he wasn’t happy with me, but there was plenty of that feeling to go around.

      Zoey had already returned to her other work, and I gave my attention to her and it.

      “Okay,” she said, “I think it’ll work this time. Pretty sure it’ll work. Might work, I mean, without crashing any countries. Sweden’s infrastructure is much more stable. I’ll use them.”

      “Are they more or less likely to kill us if you crash them, as compared to France?”

      Zoey’s fingers paused. “Less?” she said, but the way she’d said it was not reassuring. At all. I was starting to question if it was all worth the risk. So somebody killed Bonnie. She was a very kill-worthy person. She’d bankrolled a lot of kill-me points against herself. Could be that whoever killed her would never kill again.

      Yet, the thought of letting it go knotted a twisting ball in my stomach that threatened to make me physically sick. Rather than taste a much less nice version of the ribs we’d eaten earlier, I asked, “So what’s the verdict? Does Whodunnit have any names?”

      Zoey pushed a single key. A name instantly popped onto the screen. A dossier of sorts loaded onto another screen.

      I leaned forward and squinted even though the name’s lettering was huge. “Sister Elsa Bermelio?” There was a picture to the side with her in the long, covering hood of a nun’s habit.

      Zoey frowned and searched through the information Whodunnit offered. “Says she landed in Lexington in the early evening before Bonnie was killed and flew out the next morning.” Her fingers drummed the arm of her chair. Her eyes narrowed and her mouth quirked to the side in a Grinch-like sneer. Words flowed next, ones I won’t not repeat. “Give me a few minutes,” she finally said as she hunched herself over her keyboard and typed with hard, exacting strokes. She muttered and cursed some more as she worked.

      Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long before Zoey’s loud “Aha!” interrupted her keystrokes. “Now let’s see what you’ve got,” she mumbled.

      A new name filled her screen, and this time I gasped. Then I screamed, but not because of the name. Not exactly. My initial surprise had made me rock back on Zoey’s huge exercise ball. My back hit the wall, the ball scooted down the backs of my legs, and in the end, I sat folded, still staring at that name. “Do you think it could really be her?”

      “Well it is what Whodunnit is suggesting,” Zoey said.

      I leveled her with my best you’ve-got-to-be-kidding glare. “Should we back up and investigate the nun first?”

      Zoey shot me a don’t-be-snarky glare right back.

      I turtle rolled myself off my back and climbed once more onto the bouncy ball. I stared anew at Miranda’s name, huge and center on Zoey’s middle computer screen.

      “Why does it say it’s her?” I asked, finally willing to dig deeper into Whodunnit’s recommendation.

      Zoey clicked on something, and the screen lit with a node-filled diagram with lines drawn between each node. It was a mind map. Zoey started clicking on the various nodes, and the source data filled the screens. Most were posts people had made to each other on social media but some of it was archival in nature, captured from schools and other organizations and clubs.

      Each node demonstrated a connection between Miranda and Bonnie. Some of the connections felt weak, such as the connection of them both knowing some of the same people. After all, Camden Falls wasn’t a very big town. People tended to know people other people knew. But, as Zoey clicked through the nodes, the strength of the connections between Bonnie—and what had happened to Bonnie—grew.

      Miranda’s cousin used to work for Bonnie. Miranda was developing a cookbook and Bonnie opened a consignment deli yet denied Miranda the opportunity to sell through it. There were logged messages claiming Miranda had stolen Bonnie’s boyfriend in high school.  The connections went back years, but the one that had my mouth dropping open was Miranda’s time spent as a Just Say No camp counselor for teens distancing themselves from past drug use. Further exploration of the camp attendees showed that more than a few of them had been charged with drug use or drug possession in the years since.

      “Do you think some of those kids told her how to find drugs?” I asked.

      “That or sold them to her themselves,” Zoey said. “She could have kept in touch.”

      Whodunnit had finally worked.

      Miranda was our killer. We just had to figure out how to prove it.
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      “Okay, we got our plan straight?” I asked. I didn’t actually need to ask. I was stalling. Outright, completely stalling. Miranda was intimidating, and we were standing outside her home with plans of forcing her to confess. It was the easiest way considering we had all the proof of thin air.

      “We’ve been through it. We’re solid,” Zoey said.

      I raised my hand to knock but then lowered it again. I made a show of looking at the sky. Its soft blues were deepening. Night was on its way.

      “She could be having dinner,” I said.

      The sound of a fist on the door reached me before I’d even realized what Zoey was doing. My chest constricted around my heart and my mouth went dry, but there was no backing out. I had to go through with it. Zoey was my ride home.

      Miranda opened the door wearing a huge smile, a smile that turned dour as soon as she realized it was us. She cocked her rounded hip to the side and kept her hand firmly on the door.

      “Both of you.” She looked us up and down. “I know this can’t be good. What is it this time? You think I murdered the Easter Bunny? Maybe I robbed a leprechaun.”

      Zoey shrugged. “Maybe, but that’s not why we’re here.”

      “No? Then, why?” She asked dryly.

      “We’re here because Bonnie named you as the primary beneficiary of her life insurance.”

      Miranda’s brows went up and her jaw fell down. “No way,” she said, but the twinkle in her eye told me she was buying the possibility of it. “But she hated me! Why would she leave all her I’m-dead money to me?”

      “To mess with Lizzie,” I said.

      “Ohhh,” she mouthed as sudden understanding took over every feature of her face. “I could see her pulling that kind of stunt.” Her gaze turned calculating. “How much money we talkin’ about?”

      “Enough to warrant asking us in,” Zoey said.

      Miranda looked us up and down again, this time pursing her lips. “Mmm,” she said as she considered. “Okay. I guess.” Those were her words, but her eyes narrowed as she said them.

      Miranda didn’t trust us.

      I didn’t blame her.

      Once inside, it was plain to see that Miranda had been hard at work. Her long kitchen counter was decked out with an impressive assortment of hors d’oeuvres and finger sandwiches. The very corner of that counter also held what I could only describe as a goblet. The liquid inside was a yellowish green, there were ice cubes, and there was either salt or sugar on its rim. The goblet was half empty, with the ice forming tiny mountains within.

      We were in luck. Miranda had been drinking. Her inhibitions would be lowered, making her all the more likely to fall for our trap.

      “So how is it that you two found out about Bonnie’s life insurance?” Miranda asked. “Why isn’t it some fancy lawyer standing here right now giving me the good news?”

      “Well, Bonnie’s will had a stipulation in the event she died by unnatural means.”

      Miranda snorted. “I would’ve been more suspicious if she’d died by natural means. What’s the stipulation?” She almost stumbled on the last word but managed to get it out through her alcohol tipped lips on the first go.

      “Her killer has to be identified, otherwise her life insurance goes to charity,” I said.

      Miranda snorted again. “I’ll never see that money, then. You two are as clueless as the police.”

      I took a step forward. Miranda straightened and stiffened in response. Her gaze was openly wary, but she said nothing.

      “That’s why we came,” I told her. “We have a plan.”

      “Oh, yeah? What kind of plan?” she asked.

      “One that makes you a very rich woman and gives us a little extra on the side.”

      “Go on,” she said. “I’m listening. God knows I could use the money.”

      Hook, line, and sinker. We had her. It was hard to keep a duplicitous smile from creeping onto my face. What I hadn’t expected was the serpentine smile that took over her own lips. The sight unnerved me, and I questioned our decision to walk into the den of a coldblooded murderer. Bonnie had not been lightly dispatched. She’d been pumped full of a lethal dose of heroin then had her face wrapped up in plastic to finish her before the heroin had fully done its job. Then, as if making a mockery of the fact a life had been snuffed out, Bonnie’s killer had wrapped her in cotton candy.

      Miranda had wrapped her in cotton candy.

      My gaze swept back over Miranda’s assortment of hors d’oeuvres. I searched for the telltale sign of wispy pinks and blues. My body relaxed, slightly, when I saw none. It was a meaningless thing to relax from, but that’s what happened, nonetheless.

      Lizzie’s expectant stare was unblinking, waiting. I cleared my throat and ran back through all the Zoey and I had discussed. With a razor’s swipe, I cut to the chase.

      “We need you to confess,” I said.

      Miranda’s eyes bulged out and her chin tucked in. “Confess. To what?”

      “To murdering Bonnie,” I said.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Well, you wouldn’t be just doing that,” I told her. I didn’t want to confront her mounting argument head on. I needed to come at it from the side. “You’d be signing papers that pass your right to claim Bonnie’s life insurance to us. Then, you’d confess to killing her. That way the money wouldn’t go to a charity. It would go to us, and then we would give the bulk of the money back to you.”

      Miranda guffawed her surprised derision. “You want me to tell the world I murdered her and go to prison just so that the two of you can make a buck? Get the heck out of my house. I’ve heard enough.”

      “Okay, but it’s your loss,” Zoey said.

      Miranda shook her head. “You two aren’t making any sense. What are you talking about, my loss? What loss? The loss of not going to prison?”

      “Oh, no, you’re going to prison,” I said. “You’ll be found guilty of Bonnie’s murder, and you’ll be sent away. But if you sign over her life insurance to us first, then at least you’ll be able to afford good lawyers and have a nest egg waiting for you when you get out.”

      “You two are nuts! Life insurance settlements don’t even work that way!” Miranda yelled.

      “We’ve found a lawyer who’s said he can make it work that way, if we want it to.”

      A creak sparked in my ear like a firework. I spun my head around so fast my neck crackled tiny pops in response. Gales of laughter followed, but not mine and not Zoey’s. They were gales of laughter from two women I’d never seen before. They were dressed for a girls’ night out. One of them was holding her phone at eye level in front of her in the easily recognizable way someone does when recording video on their phone. She’d captured our shakedown of Miranda.

      My stomach dropped. I forgot to breathe for a moment. I teetered back and forth on my feet and reached a hand out to Zoey to steady myself.

      “Give me that phone,” I said. I think I said it. I didn’t actually recognize the voice, but my mouth had moved to shape the words.

      The two ladies laughed some more, and this time Miranda joined in.

      I took a clomping, heavy step forward. My shoulders were bunched around my ears and my hands were fists at my sides. “Give. Me. That. Phone.”

      The woman holding it squealed in elated fear, took a step back, and then devolved into giggles again. “Wouldn’t do you any good. I’m livestreaming!” Her announcement was followed by another round of gaiety from the group.

      I saw red. Literally. A red haze canvased over my vision. My sight tunneled, turning dark along the edges. But I could still see the woman standing there with her phone pointed right at me. I took another step, then another.

      The woman squealed again. This time, it held more fear than elation. She ran, disappearing from sight around a corner. A door slammed a minute later.

      Miranda and her remaining friend broke into renewed laughter. Miranda wiped tears from her eyes, and the other friend supported herself by propping her hands on her bent knees. “She locked herself in the bathroom,” the bent friend managed to get out between gasps for air.

      My eyes swept the room. I needed a sturdy chair, a fire extinguisher, or an axe. I needed something to break through that door.

      A hard band closed around my arm and then the whole room jerked sideways. But it wasn’t the room being jerked. It was me. Zoey dragged me outside and slammed Miranda’s front door behind us.

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      “Go? We have you do something. YOU have to do something!”

      “She was livestreaming, and I don’t know her data. Not her name, phone number, nothing. The damage she could do to us in the short term was more than we could do to her. It’s time to go.”

      Zoey dragged me along behind her to her car. Words fought for my mouth in fits and starts so that only garbled remnants of each managed to get out.

      Zoey managed to say them all in crystal clearness when she slid behind the wheel.

      My brain felt as though it would crack in two. It felt as though a fissure would split it. There’d be me and then there’d be some other version of me, both trying to exist within the same space. This couldn’t be my life. My life couldn’t be this messed up. It just couldn’t.

      Zoey rolled the engine over to a soft purr. We headed for home. We rode in silence until I finally asked, “Can you fix this?”

      Zoey answered simply and directly. With no drama attached, she said, “No.”
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      “Don’t call me, I’ll call you.” Those were the words I imagined Zoey said when she dropped me off. She didn’t say them, of course. But I felt like they were there, loud in the silence. But I knew imagining that was more about me than her. I just couldn’t see how she’d want to continue being friends with me after this. My life—being around me—was too much of a debacle. I was a walking disaster for myself and anyone in my vicinity. Yet my misery longed for company.

      Activity inside the cafe had died down to almost nothing.

      My two evening servers, Melanie and Sam, were sitting together at one of the larger tables toward the back of the cafe. They had five text books spread out between them and a shared plate of fried spaghetti balls.

      The rest of the cafe was empty except for two customers at two different tables. One was a student with a collection of text books different to the ones Sam and Melanie had. The other customer was tapping away at a laptop with a half-eaten plate of cookies pushed to the side.

      The cafe was as quiet as a library. I loved that people could claim it as their oasis in an otherwise bustling world during our slower hours.

      “You guys doing okay?” I asked Melanie and Sam. I was tempted to pull back one of the chairs and sit down, but I knew I’d only be interrupting.

      “This marinara is amazing,” Melanie said, but then the conversation hung in limbo as the three of us looked at each other in awkward silence.

      “We got this, if you want to call it an early night,” Sam finally said.

      “That sounds great.” It didn’t sound great. I didn’t want to be alone. “I’m going to leave you guys a little extra cash in the kitchen.” I didn’t want them to feel shorted by the lack of tips that’d be available tonight.

      “Oh, you don’t have to,” Melanie said. “We were slammed not that long ago.”

      That was great to hear, but I left them some extra anyway along with a quick batch of cookies. I also made myself a salad with chopped boiled egg and bacon on top and carried it upstairs. There, I sat down on my couch to eat while I stared at my phone.

      No way was I going to search the internet for the video that Miranda’s friend had made. I buried my face in my hands as my mind ran back over all the things I’d said—all the things that would appear irrefutably damnable.

      I curled up on the couch rather than eat my salad. Sage jumped up onto my side and twirled herself into laying down in the curve of my waist. Her warmth sank into me, and I closed my eyes in an effort to fully appreciate it.

      “What am I going to do?” I asked her.

      Sage purred her answer and needled my side with her nails. Elon Musk would someday come up with a chip to give her a voice with words I could understand. But today was not that day.

      I wanted someone to talk to—someone who could talk back.

      I held my phone up sideways in front of my prone face. I texted Brad.

      “What ya up to?”

      The reply was slow in coming.

      “Studying. Detective test is soon.” That text was followed by a pause and then, “You okay? Need anything?”

      “Just a quiet night. Gonna catch up on sleep,” I quickly typed back. I didn’t want him to come over. I didn’t want him to put me before his career. The outcome of that test could change his whole life. I wasn’t going to be the thing that messed that up.

      “K, night!” he wrote back.

      I bit my lip and stared at my unresponsive phone until it blinked off, going dark. A part of me hoped Brad would plow through my claims of an early night and come over anyway, but that wasn’t going to happen.

      I swiped my phone awake and scrolled through my contact list of who’s who in my life. I hovered for just a second over my ex-husband’s name before scrolling on. He’d been the other half of me for more than a decade. It was a comfortable old shoe to crawl back into but a really hard one to crawl back out of. So, I scrolled on.

      I paused over Joel’s name. I didn’t know if we were on the ins or the outs with each other, but calling him for the sake of a little company didn’t feel right. He had a new girlfriend, someone actually pretty awesome. I imagined that Joel’s night would be filled with trying to restore his online newspaper back to a version more up to date. But even if that wasn’t the case, he didn’t need me to interrupt the more private hours of his evening. He had someone new, someone not me. No way was I going to interject myself into that.

      I scrolled on. I paused and my thumb twitched over Gregson’s name. I hadn’t heard from him since he’d called me from jail—a jail he’d been sitting in because he’d punched another officer over me. He definitely didn’t need any extra troubles I might bring him.

      Nobody did.

      Still, I continued to scroll. I wavered at Agatha and Jack’s names, but in the end, I closed my eyes and buried my face into the couch.

      I groaned. Sage chirped in reply.

      “What was that?” I asked her, twisting my head around to see her. “I need to make changes in my life?”

      She chirped again then purred as her nails went to work performing kitty acupuncture on my side.

      “I need to stay in my lane, you say? Focus on the cafe? Give up trying to figure out who killed Bonnie?”

      Sage purred louder and rubbed her cheek against me.

      “I like the way you think,” I told her.

      I sat up. Sage complained, but I soothed her with some pettings and got her to snuggle in next to me.

      I opened a notepad app on my phone and wrote “GOALS” at the top. Below that, I tapped out my vision of what the cafe could become over the next year, five years, and ten years. I’d grown my ex-husband’s HVAC company from a hole in the wall into a thriving business taking on multi-million dollar contracts. I could put Camden Falls on the map for reasons other than being the new murder capital of America. And I could become known as something other than the woman who found dead people.

      The next morning found me bright and early, standing in my walk-in cooler. Steam fogged the air above my oversized mug of coffee. Despite the readily available caffeine, I nearly popped my jaw hinge yawning.

      Sage chirped at my ankle. She was upset with me for waking her up in the middle of what I imagined had been a good dream.

      I crossed my ankles and sank into a sitting position. Sage took it as an invitation. She climbed into my lap. There, she curled and twisted until the bottom of her chin faced the ceiling and her front legs claimed my forearm. She pulled it to her, hugging it like it was her own personal teddy bear.  She settled after that, and I can only assume she drifted back to sleep.

      I thought about my goals plan from last night. Step one for year one had been to make delicious food. Step two had been to reclaim my community identity.

      One step at a time. Today was all about making delicious food. I could work on convincing people I wasn’t a serial killer some other time.

      “What should it be?” I asked Sage as I considered the stocked shelves.

      She didn’t answer. Instead, she locked the tip of my thumb between her long, savage teeth. But she didn’t bite down. She just held it captive, possibly as a warning that I was to let her keep sleeping this time.

      I sighed and returned my attention to studying the shelves of my cooler. I took a sip of my coffee as I contemplated. I needed a signature in-house dish and something for the boxed lunches.

      It took some time, but I eventually came up with a boxed lunch option that had me smiling. I’d make ham and dried apricot baguette hoagies with thin slices of Havarti cheese and tangy stone-ground mustard. I’d include a sweet pickle on the side and creamy, mellow potato salad.

      I tweeted it to the world and then focused on the in-house menu.

      I had a personal hankering for comfort food. I suspected that was what drove my decision about what special item I could offer to my morning customers. I’d make from-scratch biscuits and sausage gravy. It’d been a while since I’d made them, and it was a homey, feel-good dish I was actually half good at. And for those wanting something a little lighter, I’d give them a choice between a couple of different kinds of quiche.

      I thought some more on what I could offer as a main in-house dish for the midday and dinner meals. I decided on chicken pot pie turnovers with a fresh berry, feta, and spinach salad topped with a bacon vinaigrette.

      I thumb tweeted the day’s menu to the world with my one free hand then gently coaxed Sage awake. She let me go without turning my arm into her impression of a patchwork quilt.

      “Time to get to work, sweetie,” I told her then did just that. I nearly had to put my head between my knees when I got a text from Brenda that she wasn’t going to be making it in, but Jonathan showed up half-past eight. He ran the grill and carried dishes to customers seated in the dining area while I worked my whirlwind destruction on the kitchen. I’d dirtied half the pots and pans by the time I got the biscuits and gravy done, but they turned out good enough to charge full price. No Oops Board for them! The same couldn’t be said for the quiches, though. Both kinds made it onto the board, but the discount had them selling well.

      I plopped a pot on top of another pot that was stacked on two other pots before stepping away to chop some celery. A squeak of metal pulled at my ear and I turned just in time to see the whole thing mimic the Tower of Pisa.

      My hands moved before my brain did. I reached, open handed as I stepped, dropping my knife as I did. I stopped dead as the tip of the knife sank into the top of my shoe. My eyes bulged at the handle sticking straight up.

      I waited a heartbeat, my breath held. “No pain,” I said, expelling the air.

      The pots leaned a little more. I reached. I dared to take a step with my other foot.

      Still no pain.

      I took a step with my stabbed foot.

      No red. No pain. “Yes!” I reached my arms forward like a goalie. “I’m coming!”

      Almost there! A couple more inches!

      “Stop!”

      My body froze with my impaled shoe stuck forward, my hands outstretched.

      I’d know that voice anywhere. It was Gregson’s rough, throaty growl. I turned my head to look at him and lost all my other thoughts. He wasn’t in his usual suit and trench coat. He was in jeans and a blue plaid shirt pulled loose over a fitted t-shirt, and that fitted t-shirt fit him well.

      “Are you insane? You’re insane,” he said, taking long strides across the floor. He looped my waist with one arm and picked me up with my back tucked tight against his side. His other hand caught the tower of pots just as it tipped past the point of no return. He stepped in, scooping the whole stack in that arm, and marched all of us over to the industrial sized sink. He dropped the tower of pots on top of what was already there with a clatter.

      “You got out of jail,” I said, words I never imagined I’d say to a cop.

      “Mmhmm. How in Sam Hades have you managed to live as long as you have?” He let my feet touch ground. “Do not move.” He knelt to study my stabby shoe, giving me a very nice view of his broad back. That trench coat of his had been hiding a lot to appreciate. “Are you cut? Can you tell?”

      “I feel some stiffness in the shoe, but that’s all.”

      He shook his head. “You’d fall into a volcano and be the only person to survive out of everyone who tried to save you.”

      My face heated from his words as he unlaced my shoe. He opened it up as much as its top construction would allow.

      “Slide out, slow. Stop if you feel any pain.” Those were his words, but he wrapped a large, sure hand around my ankle to guide me out. Then, he leaned close to my foot to examine it. I thanked God I’d bothered to put on clean socks instead of doing the lazy thing of using the discarded ones off the floor.

      “There’s a snag in your sock next to your big toe, but you look okay other than that. Do you feel okay?” He looked up at me from where he knelt, my foot rested on his very steady, well-muscled thigh.

      I gulped. “Perfect.” My voice pitched high, so I cleared my throat and gave answering another try. “I’m perfect. Thank you.” I gently extracted my ankle from his hands.

      It was his turn to clear his throat, seeming to grow in awareness of how intimate the moment felt. But rather than stand and be done with it, he surprised me by sliding my shoe back on my foot and carefully lacing it back up.

      He didn’t look at me when he stood. He instead began rolling up his sleeves as he studied the overflowing stack of pots and dishes. “I’ll get these.”

      His words perplexed me. Get them where? Where was there for them to go? My brain shattered with the difficulty to comprehend when he stepped up to the sink, turned the hot water on, and reached for the soap and sponge.

      “Hey, boss,” Jonathan called, sticking his head through the kitchen’s door. His words and presence broke my mind free of Gregson’s gravitational pull. “We got our first order for your chicken pot pies. You ready, or should I tell them they gotta order somethin’ else?”

      Butterflies took to flight within me and scattered out in every direction, leaving my skin tingling. This was a big moment. I’d made the chicken pot pie pockets. I’d done it all on my own—well, all on my own plus however many hundreds of man hours it had taken for a few dozen chefs to perfect their own personal recipes. I’d stolen from them all. The internet was a wonderful, wonderful thing.

      I gave Jonathan a succinct nod. “I’m ready.” I had the first batch sitting in the walk-in cooler—folded, crimped, and ready to go. It was time to put their buttery, flaky goodness to the test by throwing them inside a 375 degree oven… and then dropping to my knees and praying nonstop for the next fifteen to twenty minutes as they baked.

      I’d make more than this first order called for in hopes that more orders would come in by the time the bake time finished.

      Time seemed to slow after that. Or possibly I slowed and time sped up. Either way, I fell into a time warp where things just happened nonstop. I’d thought that Gregson had only just arrived when I turned around to see him finishing a load of dishes that would have taken him over an hour to wash.

      “I’ve got to go, sugar,” he said, rolling his sleeves back down.

      “Heading into work?” I asked, though I couldn’t imagine him being on the job without his usual suit and coat.

      “Nope, got suspended. Gotta attend an anger management group to get unsuspended.”

      My lips parted. I almost said I was sorry, as if I held part of the responsibility for his loss of anger. In the end I swallowed the words down. Still, I really did like that he’d stood up for me. So, instead of saying anything at all, I leaned in and kissed his cheek.

      Gregson’s answering response was a sideways smirk as he looked down at me with warm, half-lidded eyes. Then his arm slid behind my waist and he pulled me against him.

      My hands on his chest stopped things from going any further than that. “You’re presumptuous.”

      His smile widened. “You’re the one who was presumptuous first.”

      He had me there. So, I let him pull me in for a simple yet slow kiss that had my body feeling like Jell-O by the time it was over. I hid that fact by leaning against the sink as he walked out. I didn’t fan my face until he was gone.

      I couldn’t say what happened after that. I got back to work, and the time warp faded gently back in. All I knew was that it had been before noon, then I looked up and it was early evening. I hadn’t stopped once. Hadn’t sat down. I’d nibbled a bit of the fixings here and there as I’d worked, fueling myself along. Jonathan had gone, but Sam and Melanie had arrived. Evening was setting in, and with it came a sudden, new, and unexpected challenge, shattering my mojo.

      “Someone’s asking if they can have beef stroganoff,” Melanie said with her head stuck through the kitchen door. “I told them it’s not on the day’s menu, but they said they’d pay double whatever it was you wanted to charge.

      “Uh…” My mind raced. Did I have the ingredients? I was pretty sure I did. I whipped out my phone and googled recipes, muttering what I read as I did. “Shallots, red wine, flour, mushrooms, onions, broth, thyme, heavy cream, butter, Dijon, egg noodles…” Could I juggle all the needs of the kitchen while preparing an unplanned dish? It would take time. “Are they willing to wait an hour for it?”

      Melanie pursed her lips in thought. “I think so, but I’ll go check.” She was back too soon to suit me. My brain was still trying to figure out what needed doing first. “They’re game to wait as long as it takes,” she said.

      Dang it!

      “Yep, tell them I’ll do it,” I said.

      Melanie smiled big and disappeared again.

      I got to work. I burned a tray of chicken pot pie pouches, scorched two pans of butter, splattered an egg on the floor, and hid in the walk-in cooler for a full thirty seconds with my forehead resting against the closed door. I’d done all that in ten minutes. I was terrified of what the next fifty would look like.

      When I came out of the cooler, it was to find Brad staring down at a thick cut of raw ribeye I’d set out to slice for the stroganoff. His smile was big and guileless when he spotted me. The sight of him made all my defenses drop. I went to him without a word and wrapped my arms around his neck and shoulders for a full-bodied hug.

      He nodded to the steak with a twinkle in his eye when I pulled away. “Did’ja know I was coming?” But then his gaze went to the splattered egg and egg shell. “Feel like there might be some mixed messages here.”

      I knew he was teasing, but it wasn’t making me laugh. It was ramping up my stress. But rather than focus on that, I focused on him. “How’s your studying going? Are you hungry? I could make something.” I fit anything he wanted in for him. All he had to do was say the word.

      He looked with appreciation at the steak. “Got plans for that?”

      “It’s destined for beef stroganoff, but I’ve got another steak I could make for you.”

      He eyed me with a smile that hid a laugh.

      “Or, you know, that you could make for you,” I amended, a little chagrined.

      “Tell me about the beef stroganoff,” he said. He licked his lips before I’d even finished with the deets. “That. Yep, that’ll do.”

      My stress fueled anxiety notched up a little more. But I could do this. I could do it all.

      Sam popped his head into the kitchen. “Someone’s asking for an order of biscuits and gravy from this morning. Still have any?”

      I had the biscuits. I didn’t have the gravy. I knew it’d be easy enough to make, yet my head spun as I felt my control on the kitchen slip further away. That’s when Brad pulled me in and kissed my hair. “You get that. I’ll take care of the stroganoff,” he whispered. I looked up at him in surprise, and he squeezed my hand in quiet encouragement.

      I blinked away sudden tears and looked away so that he wouldn’t see. I nodded, smiling. “That sounds great.”

      Brad made enough stroganoff for him, me, and the customer. He and I sat on the far wall of the kitchen, facing each other with our knees touching as we ate and drank a little wine. It was a quick dinner but one of the best of my life. He was soon gone with a kiss, and my time warp settled back in to take me through to the end of the night. I eventually climbed the stairs to my apartment with a happy yet tired smile on my face.

      Today was a good day. Nobody died. There were no murders, and Bonnie might as well have never existed. Today was the first day of the rest of my life.

      It was a very good day.

      I just wish it had been a good night.
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      Distorted images of Bonnie danced through my dreams all night, causing me to wake in fits and starts. I eventually threw off the covers and simply stared at the ceiling, feeling more exhausted than when I’d first gone to bed. While I was done with Bonnie, she was not done with me.

      At least my feet didn’t hurt as much as when I’d gone to bed. Still, I groaned when I dragged myself up to a sitting position. I took a long shower, standing under the spray half awake. Yet, a sense of renewal filled me as I headed back down the stairs to the cafe’s kitchen. Stepping through the door, I stretched my arms high over my head and breathed deep. Today was a good day. Bonnie might’ve haunted my dreams, but the day was mine. And it was the second day of the rest of my life.

      I got to work figuring out what goodies to create for the day. I tweeted my plans to the world and then got to work. Brenda arriving had the impact of adding two more people to the kitchen rather than just one. We worked well together with a shorthand way of communicating that kept things moving with ease.

      The faint sound of metal scraping over metal told me Jonathan had arrived and was out on the grill, preparing to make his own magic. He was a little earlier than usual. I was sure the morning sky had barely begun to light.

      I helped Brenda drain the steaming water from a large pot of boiled potatoes then headed out to greet Jonathan. But it wasn’t him I saw when I got there.

      I stopped dead in my tracks. My heart skipped a beat and then I raced forward with my arms thrown wide and all but tackled Jack in a huge bear hug.

      “You’re back!”

      His laugh was deep and throaty. “What can I say? There’s no place like home.”

      I pulled away enough to get a good look at him but wasn’t yet willing to let my hands give him up by letting go. A part of me was afraid he’d disappear again.

      I took the sight of him in. He was as handsome as ever. His dark skin had darkened more from the kiss of the sun. It made me envious to imagine him and his family sitting out under huge umbrellas on a beautiful, breezy beach.

      He was in a fine Italian suit, ready to reclaim his seat at the head of the local bank. I’d heard things had not gone smoothly without him. Three people had stepped down from the banking board due to infighting since he’d gone. He had a way of soothing everyone and everything around him, and I’d missed him something awful.

      “You sit,” he said. “I’ll cook, and you talk. Catch me up.”

      “You sure?”

      “Mmhmm.” He took off his suit jacket and tossed it to lay across the bar’s counter. I went around to the customer side and climbed up on one of the stools. By the time I did, Jack had his yellow-striped, purple silk tie tossed over his shoulder and was rolling up his sleeves. He opened the half-fridge tucked under the bar and pulled out the ingredients to make what should be his world-famous pancakes. They were the same pancakes he’d taught Jonathan how to make, and it was a big reason why my cafe had managed to stay afloat in the early days.

      I watched him bring the thin batter together, dotted with small lumps of butter right inside it.

      “Tell me about the case you’re working. Who died this time?”

      I pulled a paper napkin over in front of me and let my fingers busy themselves by folding it at every corner and then every new corner created. “No case. Not working anything.”

      Jack’s energetic whisking stopped. I looked up from my avoidance napkin. Jack’s expression told me he was not buying what I was selling.

      “No case?” he asked. His disbelief was as present in his voice as it was on his face.

      I doubled down. “Nope. None.”

      Jack’s lips pulled into a knowing grin, and his hand started an easy, slow version of the whisking he’d been doing before. “So, it’s got you beat then.”

      My mouth fell open and my brows went up. “Nooo,” I complained. “It’s not like that.” But my conviction wasn’t there, and I went back to my avoidance napkin and its many current and future folds.

      “You’ve helped catch a lot of dangerous people since you showed up dragging your little suitcase behind you.” He turned on the griddle then retrieved a small sauce pan. In that he added what he needed to make a hot-buttered maple rum sauce. It was mesmerizing to watch him work. He was like an artist loading his paint palette with this or that dollop of color. “I was surprised when you lasted that first month. Pleased but surprised. You got thrown straight into the deep end without ever having learned how to swim. You paddled hard. You almost drowned yourself more than once, but you never stopped trying.”

      “That’s what I’m doing now. I’m swimming, keeping it all afloat.” My voice was small and pitched a little high. Jack had a way of making me feel like a little kid. I’d given up folding the napkin and was now shredding it.

      “I’ve spent more than one late night lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking about you and wondering… just wondering.”

      The air around me got thicker and harder to breathe. I let my gaze drift up from the napkin. My fingers stopped their meaningless busy work. “Wondering what?”

      “How many people you’ve saved.”

      I sucked in a breath from surprise. “Saved? I don’t save anyone! They’re all dead. All of them. I get there too late.”

      “Or you get there incredibly early.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t follow.”

      “I see it a lot in the people who work for me. They run into a new problem, struggle with it a little, then eventually try something new to solve it. And it works. Their problem gets solved, and whatever it is that they did to solve that problem becomes their new trick, their new tool, to solve future problems. Over and over.”

      He did nothing to fill the silence that followed. Rather, he looked at me, studying me, giving his words a chance to sink in without any competition from other words.

      It worked.

      “So you’re saying that the people who killed someone to solve their problem would’ve killed someone else to solve another problem—and it’s that someone else that I saved.”

      “Mmhmm.” He nodded. “If you have doubts, consider how many of those people tried to use their new handy dandy problem solving trick on you.”

      Jack had a point. A whole lot of people had tried to kill me. And if they’d killed one person and then were willing to kill again by coming after me, it only stood to reason that there would have eventually been a third person on their list. Maybe even a fourth. Hopefully never a fifth.

      Jack poured a ladle of thin batter on the hot griddle. The heady smell of it cooking instantly scented the air with an aroma that could have been bottled and sold. It was heaven.

      “Now,” Jack said, “catch me up.”

      And this time I did. I told him everything. I did my best not to leave out any detail. He loaded me up with a plate of airy, light pancakes and he joined me with a plate of his own. We drank coffee and ate and let the world come alive outside as I told him about Bonnie’s death and everything since.

      “Any idea who did it?” he asked when I was done.

      I slumped my shoulders and hung my head. “Not a clue.” And then the real reason I wanted to give up on finding Bonnie’s killer came out. “Craig almost died because of me. He could’ve died. His girlfriend wasn’t very hurt, but she could’ve died, too. All because of me nosing around. Murderers don’t go after the police like this.”

      Jack shook his head. “They know there’ll just be another officer to step in to take their place. But it’s different with you. There’s only one of you.” He smiled his warm smile, and his chestnut gaze made me believe everything in the world would be okay.

      “You’re the best, Jack. Thank you.”

      He reached across the distance between us and covered my hand with his own. He squeezed it. “No, thank you. You saved me, and you saved my family. It’s a debt I’ll never be able to repay.”

      My eyes welled, and I turned my shy smile back to my plate of pancakes, but another of Jack’s hand squeezes pulled my gaze back to him.

      “I mean it. You saved us. Now someone else is depending on you to save them, too.”

      And just like that, the weight of the world settled on top of my shoulders—and it was heavy. My smile slipped away as a bereft sadness settled in.

      “I know it’s not fair to put this on you,” Jack said, “but life’s not fair.” He leaned in and kissed my hair before standing to carry his finished plate into the kitchen.

      I had to give him this. Jack’s pep talks carried one heck of a finishing wallop.

      Jack left and Jonathan arrived. To my great relief, Patty showed up, too, soon after. It gave me time to continue to sit in my state of lingering limbo. Go left? Go right? Or travel the middle road?

      “Jonathan?”

      “Yeah, boss?” he said as he prepared to caramelize some bananas.

      I picked at my still unfinished plate with my fork, taking a moment to ask a question I was sure I didn’t want to hear the answer to. “Do you think I have an obligation to people to figure out who killed someone else?”

      Jonathan paused in his work. He leaned a hand against the counter and propped the other on his hip. His round spectacles sat a quarter of the way down his nose as his gaze drifted the distant ceiling in contemplation. His lips were rounded in a silent “oh” as he thought. “I don’t reckon so,” he finally said and promptly returned to his work.

      Hope lit inside me. “Really?” I’d been sure he would tell me I had an obligation to chase the truth no matter what. “How come?”

      This time, he continued his work prep as he spoke, slicing the bananas into long, slanting wedges. “Way I figure it, you’ve only got an obligation to yourself.”

      “Oh…” Jonathan was a fantastic human being. I held him in the highest regard. Hearing him tell me my only obligation was myself and no one else surprised me. It even deflated my idea of who he was just a little bit.

      Jonathan shrugged. “Would you be happy or unhappy with yourself, with your choices, if you figured out whoever killed Bonnie had gone and done it again to somebody else?”

      Oh, snap…

      “I’d feel pretty unhappy,” I said. “I’d feel pretty downright miserable.” I slouched as I saw the train heading toward me through the tunnel with its bright light glaring. I could see where this conversation was going.

      Jonathan shrugged. “That’s the way it is with some people. Everyone else’s troubles are their troubles. They just can’t feel it any different. In order to protect themselves, they gotta take care of others.”

      “And you think that’s me? I gotta figure out who killed Bonnie so that I don’t feel bad about someone else getting killed later?”

      This time he gave me a one-shoulder shrug and a sideways head nod. “Does it feel like the truth to you?”

      I nodded, silent.

      “Then I guess that’s your truth.”

      “Sugar,” I swore rather than say something else. That got a smile out of Jonathan.

      “You know, the way I figure it, me, Patty, and Brenda got this down here, you know, if you got other things you gotta do…”

      “Sugar,” I said again, but this time I said it smiling. “Thank you, Jonathan.”

      He winked. “Anytime, boss.”

      I left the cafe in Jonathan, Patty, and Brenda’s capable hands and headed upstairs to my apartment. I made lists. I turned an entire wall into a string-draped diagram of who’s who. After five hours of working the problem this way from that, I threw myself on my couch and had me an old-fashioned sulking pout. I wore a huge frown with my chin tucked down to my chest and my arms folded tight over my chest. I kicked my coffee table with my toe.

      “Stupid murder,” I grumbled. “Stupid Bonnie.” I picked up my phone and scrolled through it aimlessly out of an unfocused desire to distract myself from my foul mood. I clicked everywhere I needed to click and discovered Joel’s newspaper was back online. “Stupid Joel,” I said, not meaning it at all. “Stupid intern.” I did mean that.

      My brain was in a masochistic mood and chose that moment to rehash everything I’d read in his intern’s article about me. I’d hated how right she’d been in the things she’d said. Her facts had been slanted, presented in the worst way possible, but had ultimately been correct. People did die everywhere I went. Murderers did cluster around me, hovering, watching, and waiting for me to trip over their feet, curious about what I’d do.

      My temple pounded as a headache ramped up. I texted Brenda. She said all was well. They didn’t need me.

      “At least somebody doesn’t,” I muttered, though it wasn’t necessarily a good feeling. My cafe was the jewel in my life, bright and shiny and oh so very important. I gave so much to it. I felt a little adrift when it did just fine without me. But that was this moment, I reminded myself. It was fine for now, but it would need me later.

      I rubbed the little divot on my forehead between my eyes and curled up on my couch. I’d nap. For a little while. But the sleep was awful. I kept hearing someone’s laughter, someone just out of reach. It wasn’t the laughter itself that bothered me. It’s that I couldn’t tell if it was Bonnie’s laughter… or Bonnie’s killer. Either way, they were both having themselves a lot of fun taunting me.
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      My temple still throbbed when I headed back down to the cafe. My nap had run long, and it was now late afternoon. Rather than ease my headache, it had given it time to build a full orchestral timpani set. Each reverberating pound went through my whole head in time with my every heartbeat.

      I stopped halfway down the stairs and released a heavy groan. Tomorrow was Sam and Melanie’s big test. I gave them the night off so that they could prep. There was an excellent chance that the one and only person running the cafe tonight would be me.

      Still, when I pushed through the door into the kitchen, it was to see Brenda and Patty still hard at work. The sight of them was like coming home from a hard travel to find your family there, keeping the hearth warm and the lands well taken care of. That was my feeling upon seeing them, but the reality was that they were close to finishing up. They were washing and drying a load of dishes and were nearly done.

      “There you are!” Brenda exclaimed, but she did it with a smile on her face. I didn’t see any accusation in her that she’d thought I’d been slacking, though I did feel guilty leaving them to deal with everything the whole day through. “Let me show you what we’ve done.” Brenda showed me the large collection of freshly baked croissants. “Patty made these.”

      I snagged one for myself. I pulled off one tipped end and popped it in my mouth. It was flaky, buttery, and air-light. Patty was a goddess only visiting earth. She had to be.

      “Now I’ll show you what I made up,” Brenda said. I followed her into the walk-in cooler. “This here’s a big batch of Chicken Waldorf Salad. And that there’s an assortment of finger sandwiches, four different kinds. Agatha’s knitting group is coming tonight.”

      The sight of the perfectly cut and layered sandwiches made my mouth water even as I munched away on Patty’s croissant.

      “And over here is broccoli cheddar soup, made fresh today, and here’s a few sun-dried tomato, ricotta, and ham quiches. The soup and the quiche will be real good served together. Them fancy rolls of Patty’s can be used as sandwich bread for the Chicken Waldorf Salad.”

      I sidled up to her, put my arm around her back and leaned my head against her shoulder. All the while, I munched on my croissant and felt my hunger headache ebb away. “You guys are good to me.”

      She leaned her head against mine. “Just loading up on some of that good karma. Don’t wanna be one of them dead bodies you trip over.”

      I gasped, but Brenda chuckled and strolled out of the cooler. But she paused to chide me on her way out. “Now, when Agatha and her girls come, you sit down with ‘em and visit a while. You’re looking pale.” She started to turn away but paused and turned back. “More pale than usual,” she said, flapping a hand at me. She turned away again, mumbling as she walked on. “Never seen no one look so pale who weren’t already dead.”

      “You know all the best ways to make a girl feel good,” I complained, following her out.

      “You take care of yourself, or I’m putting you on bed rest tomorrow,” she warned. The humor had gone from her voice.

      “I look that bad?” I asked, suddenly unsure.

      Her pinched expression was sympathetic. “You’ve been better.” Her tone was gentle. “But we’ve got all the fixin’s made. All you gotta do tonight is dole ‘em out. You leave the dishes for me to do tomorrow if you ain’t feelin’ up to doin’ ‘em tonight.”

      I nodded, humbled. “Thank you.”

      Patty and Brenda went on their way. I fell into a steady but easy pattern of customer service. I made custom orders when I could, but I was successful in talking most people into ordering one of the dishes already on hand and ready to go. I even dropped the price a little to make that a little easier. All I had to do was mention that Patty had baked. Most were eager to get whatever she had made.

      All was pretty quiet by the time Agatha and her crew showed up. They settled into the cozy corner with its deep cushioned seats and the lovely fireplace crackling low nearby. The small log within was almost broken down to glowing embers. It was just enough to chase away any late evening chill that crept in through the large windows but not enough to cause anyone to overheat with their yarn-covered laps.

      I brought out Brenda’s large platter of finger sandwiches and three pots of tea with enough cups and saucers for everyone. I baked an assortment of Patty’s cookies, too, from her already ready and waiting cookie dough. I knew full well that I’d end up with plenty of cookies left over. Those extras would go with me back upstairs to my apartment to become the perfect midnight snack. A bonus was that only a few of the cookies were a little burned. The rest were perfectly okay.

      A half groan, half sigh escaped me when I settled down into one of the high-sided chairs with the girls. Prudence was sitting nearest. She was on the homestretch of a large afghan with a lovely zigzag pattern of interchanging white and vivid blue. She’d somehow managed to perfectly break the pattern around huge letters spelling, “Kentucky Wildcats.” Her clacking needles paused as she gave the afghan an airborne fluff, settling it over my lap as well as hers. She smiled without saying a word, and the clacking of her needles soon ensued.

      I’d like to say I didn’t fall asleep, that I was the perfect hostess, but the gentle fire, the warm afghan, and the low chatter and click of needles drifted me away. I woke to discover almost all of the finger sandwiches gone. I smiled, happy, when I saw there were several cookies left.

      I’d woken because the sounds around me had changed. The ladies were packing up.

      “I’m sorry, guys,” I told the group.

      “Whatever for?” Agatha asked.

      “Well, I should have been here for you. Present. I mean, you know, awake.”

      “Nonsense,” Nancy said. “Best hostess is a hostess who knows how to provide everything needed for a good time without getting in the way. You did that perfectly.”

      I smiled at her kind words.

      “Any new discoveries about who might’ve done away with Bonnie?” Chloe asked.

      I almost said no, almost. But a thought was niggling at me. There’d been something in Joel’s minion’s nasty writeup about me. She’d said something—something that made me feel like I should already know something I didn’t. Or rather, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      Joel’s minion had made the claim that the killer was always someone around me. Physically. It was like one of those find-the-hidden-object pictures that had umbrellas, combs, and hats tucked away. Everything you were looking for was in plain sight yet still almost impossible to see.

      That was the niggling feeling her article had left me with. The killer could be someone I could see but never really saw.

      Problem was that the people I was currently seeing were Agatha’s knitting group. They were all dear to me. My mind would break if I found a way to believe that any of them had killed Bonnie.

      Yet, I felt that Joel’s snotty little know-it-all minion was on to something. She’d written that I was blind to the possibilities because I was a talentless, busybody, sleuthing, bumbling hack. Okay, maybe I’d read between the lines a little with that description, but not by much. According to her, I was a bull in a china shop bouncing off things, breaking things, until someone finally decided to throw me out. And the person who would come to throw me out was almost always the killer. Simply put, I’d make a nuisance of myself until they decided to be done with me.

      Ugh. My headache was coming back.

      “Hun, you okay?” Chloe asked, reaching a delicate hand to my shoulder. I’d left her there hanging after her question.

      “Fine. I’m good. Really.” Lie. Lie. Lie. “I, uh, I’m narrowing in on someone, but I want to be more sure before I do anything about it.” Worst lie yet.

      Chloe pulled her hand back and put her fingers to her lips. Her eyes went wide. She stretched her neck forward as she asked, “You know who it is?”

      “Uh…” I laughed awkwardly. “It’s more like I have a good sense of who it’s not and whittling down the possibilities of who’s left.” Okay. An almost truth.

      Chloe’s stunned eyes turned eager. Her voice became conspiratorial instead of concerned. “Who. Tell me who you think it is.”

      Agatha came to my rescue. She looped her elbow through Chloe’s. “Now, now. Let’s let the girl be. She’ll figure it out. Or, you know, someone will kill her and then we’ll figure that out. Either way, the killer will be caught.”

      I gawked at Agatha with my mouth open. “You, too?”

      Agatha tsked in placating dismissal. “Honey, you have more lives than your cat. You’ll be fine.” She winked. I didn’t see an ounce of doubt in her. That made me want to deflate more.

      I knew that I knew who the killer was! It was like they were in the corner of my vision or on the tip of my tongue. They were the song I knew but couldn’t remember. They were… who?

      Double ugh.

      “Ladies, you have a wonderful night,” I said.

      Agatha gave me a one-armed hug and a kiss on the cheek as she went past. The girls filed out with large totes and carpet bags, leaving me with the dying glow of the fire and an assortment of dishes and leftovers to tend to.

      I gathered up the dishes on a tray I’d tucked away off to the side and carried them to the kitchen. I was actually glad to see that no new customers had wandered in by the time I got back out on the floor of the cafe.

      I snagged a leftover finger sandwich when I reached the cozy corner. It was a simple pimento cheese sandwich, but it was just so delicious. I’d have to ask Brenda if she’d done anything special to it. Otherwise, I guessed it was the made-with-love part that had imparted it with such scrumptiousness.

      I loaded the platter of cookies and the sandwiches onto the tray and headed back to the kitchen. The place was still empty, and that had me smiling. I’d close up a little early and call it a night.

      That’s the moment that the bell over the door jingled.

      Shucks!

      Not quite saved by the bell.

      I glanced back just as I was disappearing behind the edge of the doorway on my way into the kitchen. No one was there. All the same, I called out just in case. “One sec! Be right back out.”

      Still, when I popped back out, the place was empty. But that made me smile.

      I locked the door and pulled down a long shade to really drive the message home. The Berry Home was closed for the night.

      Back in the kitchen, I teeter-tottered on whether or not I had enough left over cookies to satisfy me. “Just a little more,” I said. I turned the oven on to heat it, got Patty’s pre-made dough from the cooler, and then popped the tray in the oven. That’s when it happened, right when I was bent over. Sage let out the awfullest half howl, half hiss. Then, a hornet stung me right on the keister. At least that’s how my brain registered the sharp sting.

      My hand flew back to swipe the winged beast away, but I lost my footing and fell instead. The room threatened to keep spinning even after I’d stopped moving. Yet my eyes captured the sight of something that hadn’t been there before… an enormous unopened bag of blue, pink, and white cotton candy.
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      A huge bag of cotton candy… Sitting on my kitchen floor. It hadn’t been there a moment ago.

      There was only one person who would have brought it and left it there. A killer. One with an agenda. That is, a killer with a new target.

      Me.

      My mind raced, sifting through everything I knew. It tried smashing one random piece after another into the jigsaw puzzle of a case I’d built in my head. Someone I see but don’t see. Someone around me I completely overlook. Melanie’s sweet face came to mind, but I ripped it out.

      My heart hammered in my chest even though time had slowed to a near standstill.

      The kitchen looked empty, but it wasn’t. Someone was here with me.

      Bonnie had destroyed so many lives. She’d left a wake of destruction. Hurting people had been fun to her, a game even.

      Someone I saw but didn’t see…

      Lizzie? But my eyes had been all over Lizzie. They’d been all over her son, too. Besides, Craig was in the hospital now. He couldn’t be here. But his crazy-scary girlfriend could. I wasn’t blind to his crazy-scary girlfriend either, though. I’d love for her to be the killer. I’d love for her to spend the rest of her life behind bars and far, far away from me.

      There was Miranda. My nose had been all up in Miranda’s business. The result had not been a fun experience. I wanted nothing to do with that woman. Yet I’d actively looked at her really hard. Same with Daniel. He was a sleaze of a man. Vile in a certain serpentine way. But I’d studied them both.

      Craig had the biggest reason to want to kill Bonnie. Bonnie had wiped out all his efforts to get his life back on track.

      Someone I saw but didn’t see…

      I’m around customers all day. Most become forgettable fast. Some I barely ever really look at. Some just blend, becoming part of the backdrop.

      “Nooo…” I shook my head in an attempt to dislodge a new thought. It didn’t make sense. “Nooo.”

      But the thought didn’t go away. There it was. Her sitting at the grill’s bar, listening to everything I said. Her choking on her soda when I showed up at the cafe after Craig had been run off the road in my car.

      Always there. A fly on the wall. Taking it all in.

      And her with her troubles. Her tears. Her fiancé leaving her. Her begging her parents to talk to her. Her saying she’d messed up.

      Bonnie had helped a lot of people get messed up.

      “It was you all along,” I said. I was still sitting on the floor, but I twisted, searching. “Judith. It was you.” My mind flashed on the ID badges hanging up at the rehab. ID badges of people no longer welcome. “You lost your job.”

      The squeak of a shoe over tile had me twisting and spinning around where I sat.

      She came into view. So did the long hypodermic needle she held in her hand. The long, clear tube still had fluid in it. Thanks to Sage’s hissed warning, Judith hadn’t been able to fill me full of an overdose like she’d done Bonnie.

      I still had a chance.

      Judith squatted down in front of me, sinking to eye level. Her hand holding the hypodermic needle hung limp with her arm draped over her knee. The woman was completely relaxed. She was at ease. She wasn’t holding the needle like it was some foreign object. She held it like it was an extension of herself.

      I was in trouble. She really was going to kill me.

      I gulped.

      I had to stall.

      “Why’d you do it?” I asked.

      Judith’s answering smile was a sneer. “I did the world a favor,” she said.

      I wouldn’t argue that. It was likely a true statement.

      “But why?” I prodded again. At the same time, I considered my situation. I was sitting on my needle-stabbed butt on the floor leaning back on my hands with my legs in front of me. There was an armed psychopath squatted in front of me. She was very inconveniently out of reach of a leg kick. I could boot-scoot toward her and maybe reach her with a foot swipe, but I was pretty sure she’d simply move further out of reach before I was able to make impact.

      Another problem was that hypodermic needle of hers, filled with God knew what. Judith didn’t have to do much to kill me. She was like a wasp, waiting, choosing her time. All she had to do was sting me, pump me full her of venom of choice, then back away and wait. Time would be on her side and my enemy at that point. Whatever she had in that hypodermic would do the dirty work for her.

      “What’s your plan with the cotton candy?” I asked.

      Judith did a one-shoulder shrug, and her smile turned mocking. “A girl’s gotta have her calling card. Worked so well with Bonnie.” She laughed. “Can you believe those idiots picked a cotton candy themed day? All those home cooks, obsessing over what kind of fancy little concoction to make with the stuff—after I wrapped Bonnie’s dying body up in it. How sick is that?”

      My stomach twisted in revolt at the fact that I was in 100% agreement with her. It was sick.

      “That’s how much they hated Bonnie!” Judith went on. “That was their way of saying, ‘Thank you.’” She was beaming, her eyes glistening. “I’m a hero. I saved them. They’re free now.”

      Judith wasn’t just a psychopath. She was an insane psychopath. Delusional.

      My heart sank, and true fear crept its way out to the tip of every nerve ending. I tried to remember how to breathe, but it felt like my lungs wanted to seize up.

      “I should tell them,” she went on. “I’ve been thinking of telling them, leaving them little hints.” She laughed. “I bet they’d practically worship me.”

      Her gaze wasn’t even locked on me as she said it. It was somewhere a few inches over my head, as if she was staring into some imagined future.

      I took the opportunity to scoot myself a tiny bit further away from her, but the oven front at my back told me there wasn’t anywhere to go. I had gained a good inch, though, and I drew my legs in closer to me with my feet planted wide. It would let me push off in either direction if she lunged at me. I had no idea what I’d do if she decided on a slow creep forward.

      The far-off gaze in Judith’s eyes shifted as she refocused on me. She was back in the here and now. She was present and dangerous.

      I had to keep her talking.

      “But why, Judith? I get that Bonnie had it coming from somebody, but why’d she have it coming from you?”

      Judith’s head hitched sideways. She duck-stepped forward, swallowing up the distance I’d added between us. “You think I was wrong? You think I did something bad? That I shouldn’t have done it?”

      Something about her eyes changed. They seemed to get darker. Literally. They seemed darker. Then I realized her pupils had gotten weirdly bigger. Her humanity had left the building. She was something else now. Something I’d never seen before, not face to face. Not alone with it staring back at me. I was looking at a drug addict in the peak of their high, except her high wasn’t because of drugs. She was high on the moment. She was high from having someone to kill, afraid and in front of her.

      Terror joined in with the fear that had already flooded all my senses. I could pee myself. I really could. The desire to beg and plead for my life filled my throat to the point that I felt as if I could vomit on it, but I kept it all down. I couldn’t say why, but it felt like it would be the thing she needed to hear from me before killing me. It’d be like changing the yellow light in her head to green, a signal to go. I could be completely wrong—yet I felt sure of it.

      “Why?” I asked again. My throat was tight, and the word came out like the croak of a dying man.

      Judith’s breath quickened, excited, and she leaned in ever so slightly. It was as if she were basking in my fear.

      “Why?” I asked again, and this time I put some force into the question. It broke through the strangling fear and fueled the word with a little bit of command.

      Judith blinked. The haze of her fear drug seemed to clear a little. “Bonnie ruined my life,” she said. “She destroyed it like it was nothing to her, so I took hers. See how she likes it.”

      Good. She was talking. She was engaging. She was connecting with more than whatever fantasies were playing inside her own head.

      “What’d she do to you? How’d she ruin your life?” I shifted my body and braced my arms and legs as best I could to give me a strong lift-off. I did my best to do it in a way that looked as though I was just fidgeting. I’m not sure she bought it. Either way, she didn’t seem to care. She had the syringe, after all. I suspected that gave her a level of confidence that went beyond any doubt.

      “She got me fired!” Judith exclaimed. “I had a good job. A stable job. A fiancé. I had a future. All I wanted was enough extra money for the down payment on our dream home. That’s it. I wasn’t asking for much. And that kid—Craig—his life was a mess anyway. I wasn’t doing a thing to him he hadn’t already done to himself or wouldn’t be doing to himself in the future. I just made sure he got caught this time.”

      “The drugs? The ones found in his things at the rehab? They were his?”

      She blew a pfft of air. “His. All the drugs might as well be his. He’s a drug addict!” She laughed like she’d just had to explain to a world-class chef that water was wet.

      “So you didn’t put the drugs in his things?”

      “Oh no, I put them in there all right.” She shrugged. “I wasn’t hurting nobody. He’d already done all the damage to himself. Everybody in that place is as good as dead. They’re just walking around breathing air on borrowed time. They’re already used up, and now they’re just seeing how much they can use up everyone around them before they go in the ground.”

      Harsh.

      “But some addicts recover, don’t they?” I asked. I wanted her to doubt herself at least a little. I wanted her to struggle with herself. Maybe it would distract her. Maybe… maybe it would be enough to let me get away.

      Judith looked at me. Really looked at me. Looked at me like she was seeing me. “You really are a fool, aren’t you? I’d thought it was just an act to throw people off of how clever you are. But you’re an idiot. I see that now.” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have bothered with all this.” She waved the syringe. “No way you would’ve figured it out.”

      “Did you run Craig off the road?” I blurted the question. I needed to know the answer. He’d nearly died.

      Judith’s brows went up in surprised amusement. “Yeah, that was a good one! Letting him take your car.” She snorted. “Didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “Had what in me?” I was pretty sure I knew the answer, but getting her to answer would keep her talking a little longer.

      “Ahhh, come on! It’s what convinced me you were on to me. You putting Craig in your car to take the hit was a stroke of genius, even if it was the only one you’ve ever had in your life.” There wasn’t even any malice in her voice. She sounded as though she fully believed what she was saying and was just thinking out loud.

      “You followed me to Lizzie’s?”

      “Duh… I was right there at the counter when you were talking about it. You just kept yammering away. Wouldn’t shut up. I figured you knew it was me already and was just trying to get me to do something stupid by baiting me.” She shrugged. “So I decided to kill you.” She said it like it was nothing to her. And, I supposed, it wasn’t.

      She glanced down at the syringe then glanced at my leg. It was as if she were calculating what it would take to grab my leg to shoot me up with the syringe’s contents.

      “You feelin’ anything yet?” she asked.

      Oh God, she had shot me up. How full had that syringe been? It still looked pretty full to me.

      “A little woozy,” I said. “I-I think I might need help. I don’t feel right.” Heck no, I didn’t feel right. I felt like a person being terrorized by an insane, homicidal maniac. But as for whatever was in that syringe? I couldn’t tell any difference. But I didn’t want her to know that. I wanted Judith to think that the drugs were doing the work that would make finishing me off easy. I wanted her to think that they just needed a little more time to incapacitate me.

      She looked me over from head to toe with an appraising scowl. “No. Don’t think so.” She then stretched her neck, squinted her eyes, and stared at my eyes.

      Instantly, I knew what she was doing. She was checking to see if the drugs had changed the size of my pupils.

      I dropped my gaze, letting my lids hang low over my eyes. I also reached a hand up behind me to lazily hook my hand over the oven’s top edge.

      “Yeah, let’s get this over with. I got things to do,” she said.

      Her weight shifted as if preparing to move.

      “What’s the cotton candy for?” I asked through a burst of air.

      Judith’s smile was slow, and her eyes lit up. “Gonna stuff a big wad of it in your mouth and up your nose. Didn’t mean for it to become my calling card, but it is kinda cool.”

      “You buy that? With a credit card? You get that today?” I asked in a rush.

      Judith’s smile left her and her brow creased above her nose. “Why?”

      “Because they’ll be looking for where it came from. They’ll be trying to figure out who bought it.”

      Judith’s smile came back as big as ever. “Yeah, handy how the home baking ladies have been buying up the stuff left and right to do their fancy desserts. I think I’m covered.”

      “But… But I still don’t understand why you killed Bonnie.” Panic was close to taking over my ability to think.

      Judith sighed heavily and hung her head before refocusing on me. When she spoke, she spoke to me like I was a simple-minded child.”

      “I lost my job because of Bonnie. I got fired because of her dumb idea of having me sneak drugs into Craig’s stuff. If she hadn’t been scheming to hurt him and Lizzie, then I wouldn’t have gotten pulled into her mess of a life. But that’s not how it went down. I paid the price for her getting what she wanted. Me.” She tapped her chest. “Not her. And that ain’t right. She didn’t get to destroy everything I had going for myself in my life and think there was nothing more to it. She had to pay the price! And that’s what I did. That’s all I did. I made her pay the price, what was due me. She had it coming, and that’s just the way it is.”

      Her thinking was so warped. There wasn’t an ounce of personal responsibility in it.

      “And me? I asked as I did my best to pull my legs close. “Do I deserve this?” All I’d have to do was push up off the back of the oven to be on my feet. I wasn’t sure I could outmaneuver her swinging stab with that syringe, but I could try.

      Judith’s laugh was almost a cackle. She looked at me like I’d just told her Bonnie was still alive and was tucked away in a safe house in the Poconos Islands. “You think you’re some innocent? You chose this. You wanted this! You did everything you could to get to this moment.” Her voice turned saccharin sweet. “I’m just giving you exactly what you asked for.”

      That’s when she did it. She moved. She lunged forward at me. But rather than try to stand up to try to run or jump to the side, my body surprised me. My foot lashed out, caught her square in her chest, and sent her bowling over onto her butt and back.

      That’s when my body surprised me again. Rather than stand up and run away screaming, I leaped after her. But that was a mistake. A grave mistake. She still had the syringe wrapped up like a sausage in her hand. She stabbed its long, sharp needle into my arm. She’d almost missed. But almost wouldn’t save me.

      I screamed in panic rather than pain. Thankfully, Judith’s thumb wasn’t on the plunger. But she was holding me fast. I couldn’t jerk away fast enough or far enough to free myself from the death she had waiting for me.

      Sage hissed and spit and raged, bouncing up and down on straight legs. Her pupils were as big as saucers. She lunged and clawed her way up Judith’s back before clinging to her head.

      Judith’s shrill scream pierced my eardrum every bit as well as the needle had pierced my arm. Yet her grip on me didn’t waver as her head lurched to the side to dislodge Sage.

      It was a tiny moment, yet it was enough for me.

      I leaned in. I leaned in hard.

      The needle sank deeper, so deep that its tip broke my skin again, this time poking out rather than breaching in.

      Judith finally got her thumb on the plunger, and she drove it home. Then she pushed herself away with a violent shove. A manic, gleeful smile took over her face. Her large, round, eager eyes looked insane.

      It was clear she thought she was looking at her still-breathing murder victim. Now she was waiting for the show. She was waiting to watch me die—or nearly die so that she could finish me off by suffocating me with the cotton candy. Oh, that sweet, glorious, vicious cotton candy. I’d never look at it the same again.

      A calm settled over me. I left the needle where it was rather than pull it out. I stood up and teetered. Not on purpose. Today had simply been a lot. It had been extra. And it was about to get even more extra.

      My legs felt as wobbly as Jell-O as I made my way over to a spot on the counter.

      “Come on, come on,” Judith egged me. “Show me what you got. You gonna break your nose when you fall? I’ll be sure to console all your friends as they cry about you.”

      Her voice was so disgustingly happy. It made what I wanted to do easy.

      I reached the spot I wanted, and my hand wrapped around the handle of a solid and very heavy cast iron frying pan. One of the big ones. One of the ones Brenda used to fry chicken.

      I turned my gaze on Judith while my hand still rested on the handle. Then, I picked the pan up and watched Judith’s gaze flicker off from joy to sudden uncertainty and then fear.

      “What are you? Are you even human? That dose was huge!” she said, her voice full of accusation. Her features shifted from shock and fear to tighten into open rage. “You’re not supposed to be doing this. You’re supposed to be falling down! Fall down!” she ordered.

      I lifted the frying pan higher as I moved toward Judith. Sage was yowling at the top of her lungs, cheering me on.

      “No!” Judith cried. She haloed her arms protectively over her head. That was fine because I wasn’t going to hit her in the head. I was going to break her leg. I was going to make sure she went off to prison with a really good limp. “Stop!”

      “Stop!” This was the booming voice of a man.

      I stopped. Judith stopped. Sage fell quiet.

      Liam was standing in the kitchen’s doorway. He had a large wrought-iron design in his hands. It looked heavy, but he held it with ease. It looked like an assortment of berries over the words, “The Berry Home.” He’d made it for the cafe. He’d made it for me.

      “You really are the killer?” he said, his eyes wide and sorrowful. He was looking at me.

      “No!”

      “We can get you help,” he said. “Mental illness can affect anyone. I’m sure you don’t mean to be this way.” He took a step forward. “Now put the frying pan down.”

      “But—”

      “Nobody’s going to hurt you. You’re okay,” he said, walking forward at a pace usually reserved for scared, cornered, wild animals.

      “But—”

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” he said.

      “Yeah, everything’s going to be okay,” Judith said with mock concern with her villainous smile back in place.

      “But she stabbed me with a needle!” I yelled, this time shifting so that Liam could see where it  had gone completely through my arm.

      “Uh…” Liam stopped. The big man teetered. “Uh…” His face went white as a sheet, then he crumpled just like a sheet, right over top of Judith.

      Judith kicked and wiggled and pushed but there was no escape. Liam was out cold.

      I hung my head and sighed.

      Now I had no excuse for breaking her leg.

      I pulled out my phone and hit dial.

      “I need help. I’ve got the killer.”
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      “You did what?” Agatha asked, her eyes wide.

      “She jabbed the needle through the other side of her arm,” Gregson answered for me in his usual gravelly voice. He and Agatha were sitting at opposite ends of the grill’s bar.

      “But how?” Agatha asked, her gaze studying my arms. “You’re not the biggest of gals, but you’re not a twig either.” Her bevy of bracelets jingled as she waved an ever so slightly gnarled finger up and down at me. “How long was that needle?”

      “The needle hit me at an angle,” I told her, then I pinched a section of my unaffected arm as a visual aid for what I meant. The needle hadn’t actually gone through my whole arm, only a fraction of a lunar crest.

      Gregson rubbed his face in both his hands before blinking through the morning light filtering in through the cafe’s large windows. He was haggard, and the look he gave me was wary. It was that of a man who had handed something precious over to someone he didn’t trust to care for it. I got the uncomfortable inkling that someone was me. I wasn’t sure what the precious thing was, but my anxiety-riddled guilt told me it might be his heart.

      “Careful,” Jack warned in the low, warm timbre that could effortlessly hold the rapt attention of a whole room. “You’re going to let it burn.”

      “Oh! Right.” I shifted my attention to what I was doing, which was trying to learn Jack’s secrets to his award-winning pancakes.

      Jack’s patience was a testament to his determination to succeed in all things, including teaching me his famed pancake skills. But I was pretty sure he’d have to mark it off as one of his rare failures.

      I did my best to stifle a yawn. Instead, I ended up yawning so hard that my whole body tightened up hard enough to shake.

      Jack laughed his low, throaty laugh. “Maybe you should sit down and let me take this over.”

      It had been a long night. A very long night. First had come the police. Then, the ambulances—one for me, one for Liam. There had been concerns he’d hit his head when he’d passed out, but I was pretty sure that Judith had cushioned his fall.

      As for me, I’d been tested, checked over, and held for several hours. All the while, half a squad worth of police officers had hung close to ask question after question. My reputation as a murder magnet preceded me, of course. So, some questions were laced with derision, some with open accusation, but most were professional and a few even polite.

      Satisfied or not, the officers eventually got the information they wanted and went on their way. Neither Brad nor Gregson had been among them.

      The hospital eventually concluded that I was totally fine, and they sent me on my way, too. I’d figured I’d have to get a middle-of-the-night cab to take me home, which was not an easy thing to find in such a small town as Camden Falls. But Brad had been waiting for me in the hospital lobby. He hadn’t said a thing when he saw me. He’d simply wrapped his arms around me and held me tight. It’d been him who had driven me home and who had made sure I was tucked away safely in bed before leaving. I’d found a fresh pot of coffee waiting for me in the kitchen when I’d gotten up.

      Liam hadn’t been as lucky as me. He’d only been released from the hospital a short while ago. They’d kept him for observation nearly all night. He now sat at the grill counter next to Gregson.

      “Make a hole,” Gregson told him when I came around to the customer side of the counter.

      Liam scooted over to the next stool, and I climbed up on the one he’d vacated.

      “What I don’t get is why that woman tried to break into my place. I just got my fence fixed,” Liam said. “Are you sure it was her?” He took a sip of his black, sugared coffee. Extra sugar.

      “That’s what she said,” I told him. “You were out cold, but Judith started ranting when the police showed up.” She’d vowed vengeance against anyone who laid a hand on her. She told the officer who cuffed her she’d set up a pension to be deployed into action when the time was right. It’d hire a killer to hunt down all his loved ones thirty years from now.

      Threat after threat had spilled from Judith’s mouth like acid vomit.

      To their credit, the officers hadn’t reacted. They’d simply done their job. But that had made Judith all the more angry. I guess their unflappable natures had made her want them to know how bad she was, how much of a threat she was. Their refusal to be affected by her had been as good as truth serum. She’d spilled everything.

      “But I don’t get it,” Liam went on. What’d she want with me? How’d she even know how to find my place all the way out there?”

      “I think I know this,” I said. “Judith said a lot of stuff while you were passed out on top of her—thank you for that, by the way. You kept her pinned down until help came.”

      Liam’s answering grin was as charming as it was embarrassed. “Anything to help a lady in distress.”

      I felt more than saw Gregson lean forward to eye Liam from the other side of me.

      Liam cleared his throat uncomfortably, and his charming smile faded. I could only assume it was because of whatever look Gregson had given him.

      Gregson was trying to set boundaries on what he had claimed as his territory. Me. Thing was, I hadn’t agreed to be anybody’s territory.

      I leaned forward, too, doing my best to block Gregson’s line of sight. But Liam’s gaze shifted to above my head, telling me that Gregson had simply sat up straighter. The man was taller than me, after all. Still, I wasn’t going to give up making it clear that any boundaries around me were to be set by yours truly and nobody else.

      I regained Liam’s focus by reaching out a hand to touch his. I smiled, putting as much genuine feeling into it as I could. Liam rewarded me with a smile back of his own.

      Gregson growled. Literally growled. But the growl quickly turned into a grumble, and I continued on with telling Liam what I knew.

      “Judith was furious,” I said. “She started boasting about everything she’d managed to do to get payback against Bonnie—including trying to get an actual payback. Judith had worked at the rehab center where Craig had been staying. It’d been court-ordered. He either had to go through a successful stint of rehab or go to jail.”

      “Okay,” Liam said nodding, following along.

      “The way I figure it, you were Craig’s one claim to fame, by association. As far as he was concerned, you’d made it. You were doing great, even had an awesome place tucked away at the end of a hollow, on a hill that you owned…”

      Liam’s eyes got more round as understanding sunk in.

      Zoey chimed in from the other side of Liam. “Kylie and I went out to the rehab, dug around. People still remembered Craig talking about you. World traveler. Famous. Successful.”

      “World traveler,” Liam repeated.

      “Yeah,” I said, “as in not at home.”

      “So Judith put two and two together about where Craig might’ve been hiding out after he got kicked out of the rehab,” Liam surmised.

      “After Judith got him kicked out,” I rephrased for him. “Bonnie had hired Judith to sneak drugs into Craig’s things.” The mood of everyone around me darkened when I said that. Bonnie and Judith had done a terrible thing.

      “But why’d Judith go after Craig at my place?” Liam asked. “Was she planning to kill him, too?”

      “No, she’d overheard us guessing about how much Bonnie’s life insurance would be. She decided she wanted a slice of the pie.”

      “Or all the pie,” Zoey said. She then ooohed as Jack slid a plate of pancakes in front of her. “What is this?” she asked, examining the speckled, fluffy short stack.

      “Banana and chia seed,” Jack said, leaning in on the elbows of his hand-tailored Italian suit. I had no idea how the man could cook and remain so spotless. I was lucky to have walked away without batter in my hair.

      “No way.” Zoey said, incredulous. “And it’s good?”

      “Try it,” Jack said with laughter in his voice. “My kids love them.” He was going to be late for his presidential duties at the bank, but he didn’t seem to mind.

      “I don’t know,” Zoey said. “My palate may be a bit more sophisticated than your kids’. I’m thinking these things need some Cap’n Crunch sprinkled in or somethin’. Somethin’ to elevate them a little.”

      Jack humored her with a bigger smile as she cut herself a large, triangle bite. Then, he chuckled low when Zoey closed her eyes and hummed her delight while chewing.

      “Wait,” Liam said, “Judith tried to track Craig down at my place in order to shake him down for money?”

      “Basically, I mean, I guess,” I said. “I think she was trying any avenue she thought might work.” I thought of the threatening messages that Lizzie had gotten in the mail. They’d held claims of evidence against Craig, proof of him as Bonnie’s killer. The messages had demanded a huge payout in order to remain silent. I was sure that had been Judith’s doing as well. She’d been working every angle she could to get what she’d wanted.

      I shook my head, remembering some of the things Judith had said before anyone else had gotten there. “She was so absorbed with herself. She… she didn’t see that she’d done anything wrong. She got fired for smuggling the drugs into the rehab, lost her fiancé, and got disowned by her parents—but it was all Bonnie’s fault in her mind. One hundred percent. None of it was hers.”

      “She snuck the drugs in but they still threw Craig out of the program?” Agatha asked.

      “Yeah, I guess they figured it out after the fact. Harsh that they didn’t walk that decision backward,” I said. “Now he’s got to go to jail for failing the program.”

      The cafe’s door jingled. My heart leaped right up into my face with a big smile when I saw who it was.

      “Hey,” Brad said, walking in and looking sharp in his police uniform. First thing he did was step to the counter and extend a hand to Jack. “Welcome back, man. Glad to see you.”

      Jack took his hand in a strong, single-pump handshake. “Good to be back. And am I right in my understanding that there’s congratulations in order? You moving on up in the ranks?”

      “Oh,” Brad said, looking suddenly uncharacteristically bashful. His dimples even showed themselves. “Don’t know just yet. I got through the testing for detective yesterday. Don’t know the decision yet.”

      “You did fine,” Gregson said. “I’m sure of it. You’ll be an even bigger asset to the force as a detective. You’ll be good at it.”

      Brad grimaced rather than take the compliment outright. “You hear anything yet? I mean, about you.”

      Gregson lifted his coffee cup in salute. “Suspended yesterday, suspended today, suspended tomorrow…” He shrugged, but then his gaze dropped to me. “Kind of nice in its own way.” Then back to Brad, he said, “I’m helping Kylie master making focaccia today.”

      “Focaccia?” My mind raced as to what that even was. “Italian flatbread?”

      “One and the same.” Gregson winked. “Then, we’re having our Italian cooking lesson later tonight.” He lowered his voice to a level clearly meant just for me, “The instructor’s coming to us. Figured I’d have a hard time getting you to her.”

      This was the first I was hearing of any of this. I wasn’t sure what to say. Gregson had asked me out on a date, one I hadn’t actually agreed to. Rather than risk me giving him a proper and final no, he’d built the date around my life, and he’d chosen the perfect activity.

      Gregson was doing a really good job of worming his way into my heart. Despite my best effort, I couldn’t make myself feel upset about it. Instead, I found myself smiling… and even a little happy.

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      Gregson’s eyes went wide with surprise, but then his smile took over. He transformed from looking haggard and a little used up to rugged and handsome.

      I watched as he turned his happiness on his cup of coffee and lost himself in it. The deal was done. I suspected he was trying to make sure it didn’t get undone by him saying or doing the wrong thing.

      Smart man.

      The cafe’s door chimed again. I nearly gasped when I saw who was walking through, and not in a good way.

      “Peace! I come in peace,” Lizzie said. She had the loop of a large basket draped over one arm. It was brimming with a large variety of baked goods wrapped in gem-colored cellophane of pink, blue, purple, and yellow. She cleared her throat as we collectively watched, all eyes on her. “I’m shutting down the deli,” she announced in a firm, clear voice that held no uncertainty.

      Everyone’s eyes swiveled off of her and onto me. As for me, I was not convinced this wasn’t a trap. I proceeded carefully.

      “You’re closing it,” I said, repeating her.

      “Yes,” she said with a sizable nod. “All charges have been dropped against Craig due to the prison’s inability to provide adequate care for him after the accident.” Her eyes went to me. Her gaze was such that it would bore a hole in me if it could. Craig had been in my car when he’d been run off the road by Judith. Judith had been trying to kill me. Yet, when Lizzie spoke again, there was no malice in her voice. “Craig will recover, with time and help, which he’ll have. Thanks to you,” she said, looking at me. “Craig and I are no longer suspected of Bonnie’s murder, and I’ve learned that she did have a large life insurance policy, naming me as the beneficiary.” Lizzie stood up straighter and squared her shoulders. “I’m going to use the money to buy some property, off-grid, someplace with no one around to tempt Craig with drugs as he gets better.”

      “You’re going to do it all alone?” Agatha asked.

      “No, no. Craig’s girlfriend will come with us. She’s not shied away once. That girl’s all in.” A tear filled Lizzie’s eye but didn’t fall. “We’ll make it through. It’s going to be all right.”

      No one spoke for a moment after that, and then another moment, so that it stretched uncomfortably. I simply didn’t know what to say, but Lizzie saved us.

      She smiled. “This is for you,” she said, looking at me. She inched the basket of goods up a little to let us know what she was talking about. Jack reached a hand for it, and Lizzie handed it over. The brimming basket found a new home on the countertop. “You saved my boy when nobody else knew how,” she went on. “Thank you.”

      I gave her my warmest smile in response then slid off my stool and went to her. We wrapped each other up in a hug that refused to give in to all the angry moments that had been shared between us.

      “You take care,” I told her when we broke away.

      Her answering smile was wry, pulled crooked to the side. “I’d tell you to do the same, but I wouldn’t want to waste my breath.”

      Ouch much?

      “We’ll take care of her,” Zoey said, getting up from her stool to stand with an arm around me. A small chorus of the same followed from everyone, bringing tears to my own eyes.

      Lizzie’s smile grew appreciative. “Good.” She turned and headed for the cafe’s door. “Oh, there are some cotton candy s’mores in that basket. I told the girls not to put them in, but I don’t think they listened. You might want to give them a pass.” And with that, she was gone.

      I stood, hesitating, all eyes back on me. Finally, I gave in by spouting what I was thinking. “Come on! Cotton candy. S’mores. What’s not to love about that?”

      Groans and laughter ensued.

      Yummies got passed around to everyone. And I took in every moment of it. Every laugh. Every smile. Every gentle ribbing. These people, they were my family.

      Come what may—corpses in closets and murderers behind bushes—I was the luckiest girl in the world.
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      It was with pride and barely concealed excitement that I walked down one of the below-deck hallways of the Swan of the Seas after collecting the tools of my new trade: a smartphone and a notebook computer.

      Tucked under my arm were the two ugly blue blouses I’d been issued that made up the entirety of my uniform. Because of my unique role, which would see me scurrying back and forth across the entire ship, I was exempt from wearing dress pants or a skirt and was permitted to wear jeans.

      Having collected everything I needed for my new job, I was on my way to very my own cabin—well, mine and my mystery roommate’s.

      After an abortive attempt at being a journalist at a small town newspaper back home, I’d left Nebraska to sail the seven seas and, to quote another cliché, find myself. And I was going it alone. It was the bravest thing I’d done in my life, though sometimes I wondered if it was also the stupidest.

      I felt a tinge of pride when I got to my cabin, seeing the small plastic nameplate stuck to the wall outside filled with two printed names: A. James, who was me, and S. Williams, who was presumably my new roommate.

      “Gosh, I hope she’s nice,” I said to myself under my breath. I was feeling optimistic though; she had the same last name and first initial as my best friend. She had to be nice, right? The only worry I had was that I hadn’t yet met her; somehow, we’d missed each other during training.

      My hand hesitated. Should I knock on the door of my own room? Or should I just use the keycard and let myself in right away? I clutched the keycard in my hand as another thought occurred to me.

      What if S. Williams was a man?

      What if he was a handsome man? Wouldn’t that be an interesting way to start my new life? But I was pretty sure the cruise liner company had policies against cohabitation with members of the opposite sex. A rather outdated policy, in my opinion.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Come in! It’s open!”

      I cocked my head. That voice. It sounded like it came from a thousand miles away.

      Tentatively, I pushed down on the heavy metal door handle, which operated a heavy metal lever to unseal the door.  Although the door was sturdy, it swung open easily—if a bit slowly—and I peered inside.

      “Adrienne! Addy! Addy! Addy!” The voice was from a thousand miles away. “Yay! I told them to put us in the same room, but I didn’t think they’d actually do it!”

      “Samantha? What on earth are you doing here?” My mouth agape, I shook my head in disbelief.

      I’d left my best friend back home in Nebraska a month ago, when I left for my employee training and a few days of solo R&R before my first cruise.

      My best friend was sitting on the bottom bunk bed. Her hair had been trimmed to a cute little blonde bob and her chubby cheeks were, as almost always, locked in an indefatigable smile. Samantha bounced to her feet and grabbed me in a tight squeeze across the doorway.

      “I couldn’t let you go off and travel the world without me!” she squealed in my ear.

      “But… how?”

      Samantha let me go and I stepped inside our small room, to get a better look around.

      “It’s easy. A couple of days ago, I was browsing a job site, and there was a last-minute position here.”

      “But what about training?” I asked, blinking at her. Seeing something, even a person, in an unexpected place can leave you feeling a bit off-kilter.

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh, you know. When you’ve been working on cruise ships for five years, you don’t actually need to attend the training.”

      “But you…” I shook my head and laughed. I knew for a fact she’d never even seen an ocean before—at least she hadn’t a month earlier when I last saw her. Five years cruising experience indeed. “You lied!”

      Sam flicked her short hair defensively and gave me a charming smile. “For a good cause! It’s your first time going off on your own for so long, and God knows cruises can be dangerous. What if something happened to you? I’d never forgive myself!”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I can take care of myself.”

      Sam eyed me warily. I knew she didn’t have much faith in my abilities, but she was trying to be polite. “Sure,” she said finally. “But it’s your first time on a big ship like this, and who knows what kinds of people are here? All kinds of crazies in close quarters—”

      “Like you!” I interrupted with a grin.

      Sam looked relieved. “Glad you’re not mad at me. I just—you know, the last time you went on a road trip alone, last summer? What happened then… well, I just can’t let that happen again. I needed to be with you, even if that meant fibbing a little on my resume.”

      Refusing to let that terrible memory cloud this important day, I smiled at Sam. “Unbelievable. It’s so exciting you’re here!”

      “I know!” said Sam, though her excitement had seemed to fade rapidly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked with a frown. “You look a little… green.”

      Samantha gave me a lopsided smile, held up a pill she produced from somewhere, and popped it into her mouth. “It’s because we’re still docked. Once the ship gets going, I’ll be fine.”

      “You’re seasick? And we haven’t even left yet!”

      She gave me a sad nod. “I’ll be fine. I read all about it. Apparently the body adapts.”

      “Does it? For everyone?”

      She shrugged. “It better. Speaking of everyone, what time is it? Don’t we have a meeting to get to?”

      “Hold on…” I whipped out my smartphone. “Smile!”

      Sam gave me a thumbs-up and a passably genuine smile, though I knew she was having to force it more than normal. She also looked a little green, but that would be fixed with the liberal use of photo filters.

      “I’m glad you thought to capture this moment,” said Sam, her smile now wan.

      “Ye-es. But actually, it’s work! #FirstDay #CrewLife … I’ll think of some more.”

      “What do you mean that’s work? Taking selfies?”

      I bobbed my head excitedly. “Yep! And that wasn’t a selfie because I wasn’t in it. I’m the social media manager, Sam, which means I spend all day taking pictures and Tweeting and Instagramming and Facebooking and posting things on the ship’s digital displays and customer information websites.”

      Sam was frowning now. “That’s not fair. I’m just a customer liaison. That means I have to listen to all their complaints and help them with all their problems.”

      I gave her a supportive shoulder squeeze. “That’s awesome! You’ll get to meet so many interesting people. I’m a little bit jealous!” This was a one hundred percent, total, absolute lie, but it was also sparkling white. I was pretty sure my job was going to be way more fun than hers, but I didn’t want to get her down.

      “Yeah, maybe. Come on. Let’s go.”

      Remembering she’d said something about a staff meeting, I pulled up my schedule using the staff app on the phone. She was right. Although my role was different, I was technically part of the Customer Liaison Team like Sam and we indeed had a meeting.

      We walked arm in arm down the hall and I felt like I was floating on a cloud. Of course, I was actually floating on water, but I guess they’re pretty similar feelings. I wanted to grill Sam more about how she faked her way into the job, but that conversation would have to wait until we were back in our room with the door sealed tight.

      “We must be going the right way. Can you hear all those people?”

      From ahead of us, we could hear the echoing chatter of a small group of people. Down below deck, it was all hard metal surfaces and sounds bounced around like in a cave. Up in the passenger areas, though, it was more like being inside a proper building: carpets and wallpapers and wood paneling absorbed sound normally rather than the utilitarian echo chamber of the ‘working’ levels.

      “Know where you’re going?” The voice had a rich, melodious tone and when I turned to look, I saw that the girl it was coming from had a smile just as friendly as Sam’s. In fact, given Sam’s current state, it was even friendlier. She must have heard us as she’d been walking down a corridor that intersected the one we were on.

      “I think so,” I said, offering the girl a smile.

      I had been worried about not knowing anyone aboard the ship, but then Sam showed up, and now this girl, even though we’d just met, had an air of friendliness about her that seemed infectious.

      “Cece Blake,” she said, sticking out a hand.

      Sam and I both exchanged quick, gentle handshakes with her.

      “Adrienne James.”

      “Samantha Williams.”

      She gave us a once-over, her eyes flicking over our uniforms. “Ooh, social media manager? That’s a new one, you lucky thing.”

      I beamed at her.

      “And customer liaison.” Cece’s smile grew notably tighter. “That can be real interesting.”

      “What do you do?” I asked her at the same time as I read her name badge. Idiot, I mentally kicked myself.

      “Housekeeping,” she said, tapping a short-nailed finger against a badge that said exactly that under her name.

      Our friendly meeting was interrupted by a thumping sound.

      “What was that?” asked Sam with a frown.

      I made a mental note to remind her to stop asking so many questions. If she was going to pretend she had five years of shipboard experience, then she really needed to pretend to know what was going on.

      “Sounded like a giant bag of meat smacking against a metal bulwark,” said Cece with a shrug.

      It kind of did. “Is that… a thing?”

      Cece snorted and used a hand to cover up a giggle.

      “Hell-ohhhh?” came a slurred voice.

      From the same direction Cece had come, a large man lumbered into view, ping-ponging his way off the metal bulwarks.

      “Great,” said Cece under her breath in a tone which indicated she was anything but delighted by the vision before us.

      “Ah! Wenches!” The man stopped his lumbering and leaned against a wall. “Is wenches right? Or is that taverns?” He had a worried frown, and he dropped his hands to his knees to steady himself. Sweat was beading on his forehead.

      “Sir, this area is restricted to staff and crew,” said Cece politely but firmly.

      “Crew! Ah!” The man beamed. “Which crew member would like to show me back to my quarters?” He raised a hand to his mouth to cover a yawn.

      “That’s my job,” said Sam glumly, her beaming smile now a distant memory.

      Cece winced. “Yeah, you better take him to his cabin. Just take that service elevator up to the VIP quarters and his room is right around the corner.” Cece pointed down toward the end of the hallway. “Goodness knows how he got down here though. You need your keycard to make it work.”

      Sam’s hand went up and reflexively touched her ID and access card, which hung from a lanyard around her neck like most staff members. “Wish me luck…”

      Cece took her by the shoulders. “Just don’t get too close to him. Understand?”

      Sam nodded, though she didn’t look happy about it. “See you in a bit…”

      We waved her off and watched as she led the man into the elevator. When the doors had closed, we resumed our journey to the meeting.

      “I guess she’s had plenty of experience with passengers like that,” said Cece, shaking her head to herself. “I’d hate to do her job.”

      “Plenty of experience?”

      “Samantha Williams, right? I was looking over the list of new members. She’s been doing this since I was in high school.”

      “Oh, yeah. Five years, all right.” While I was happy to have Sam here, I wasn’t overly pleased about having to play along with her little ruse. “But don’t you have to deal with customers like that too? You have to go into their rooms.”

      “Yep, but we do that when the passengers aren’t there. And anyway, if I don’t want to talk to them, I just tell them I don’t hablo Ingles.”

      I giggled. “I guess me and her couldn’t get away with that in our jobs!”

      Cece shook her head. “Nope. You have to be nice to people like old Patrick Murphy back there.”

      “You know that guy?”

      “He’s famous. Infamous, rather. Takes about a hundred cruises a year and acts like an idiot on every one.”

      “Is he… violent?” I asked, worried for Sam.

      “He’s not punchy, but he is handsy. I guess your friend is used to dealing with people like that though.”

      I pondered that thought for a moment. Back in Nebraska, Sam had been able to handle herself, but I worried that out here at sea was a completely different kettle of fish.

      “She’s a tough cookie.”

      “Awesome. There’ll be plenty of people up on the VIP floor anyway. Lots of them like to get here early and settle in before the riff-raff arrive.” We reached a room with a wide-open door and a couple of people hanging out outside. “Come on, in here.”

      I followed Cece into the room labeled Staff Meeting Room Three. Like a lot of the non-passenger areas of the ship, the ceilings were low and everything felt cramped. The room had several dozen chairs in it, and a small elevated section at one end from which presentations could be given.

      There were already about twenty people in the room and the air bubbled with excitement. I took out my phone and snapped a few pictures. I probably wouldn’t use them, but I figured something good might turn up.

      “Sweet. The best seats are still free.” Cece sat down in the very back row, closest to the door we had entered through, and patted the seat next to her. I instinctively hesitated. At school, I always sat at the front of the class and still had the childish thought in the back of my mind that sitting at the back was for the ‘bad apples.’

      The hesitation didn’t last long. I’d left home to start a new life and become a new person. Why not start by casting off my goodie-two-shoes image? With a grin, I sat next to my new friend.

      “These things never start on time,” she said, shaking her head and sighing. I checked the time. It was 4:30 p.m. exactly, the time the meeting was supposed to start.

      We were still waiting five minutes later when Samantha arrived, tapping me on the shoulder from behind and then squeezing past me to sit down.

      She didn’t look great. Her normally calm face seemed to be trying to decide whether it wanted to be red or green.

      “Did you get him back to his cage?” asked Cece with a smirk.

      “Yeah, just about.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She didn’t look it.

      “Yeah… I’m fine,” she said, though her tone was so subdued she might as well have had a neon sign above her head flashing DEFINITELY NOT FINE.

      “Testing, testing, one, two, one, two. Can you hear me at the back?”

      We responded that we could indeed hear the lady at the front who I knew to be Sylvia Diaz. She was the cruise director and my immediate boss, who I’d met several times during the interview and training process. While I hadn’t fully made up my mind about her, I was pretty sure we wouldn’t ever be friends; we were as compatible as toothpaste and cheese.

      “Right. The meeting agenda is up on the screen and you should all have been emailed a copy. Please pay attention. It’s not just for my benefit. It’s also a legal requirement that you are fully informed about all safety procedures…”

      And so, the meeting, and my new career, began in earnest.
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      The next day, with the memory of the interminably long meeting still at the forefront of my thoughts (did you know that if a passenger falls overboard, we’re not supposed to strip off and dive in right after them? And that if there’s a fire, we’re supposed to pull the alarm? And that stealing from a passenger’s room is a big no-no?), it was time to get to work.

      After Sam and I had finally finished chatting last night, I’d dozed off to sleep listening to the ship’s engines. The crew quarters were close enough to the engine rooms that the ship’s power plant provided a constant background hum that, although alien to a farm girl like me, was not unpleasant.

      I had tried not to look too excited when I parted with Cece and Sam as they headed to their respective jobs after breakfast. It didn’t seem fair that they would be cleaning and dealing with fussy passengers while I basically got to do what I wanted, wandering around the ship, taking pictures of the most interesting things, and writing posts about them. But hey, life’s not fair, I told myself with a grin when I thought no one was looking.

      The first thing I did was take a few pictures of people boarding: #CruiseLife #Cruising #FirstDayCruise. Most of the VIPs had boarded the day before for an extra exclusive night, but the regular passengers—non-vips, as Cece called them—were being welcomed aboard today.

      The Swan of the Seas was apparently a minnow in the world of cruising, though it felt like a floating city to me. The population on board was at least triple that of Cornridge, Nebraska, where Sam and I hailed from and it felt to me just as monumental as if I’d moved to Chicago or New York.

      I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see who it was.

      “Adrienne, darling?” said Sylvia the cruise director, who had sidled up behind my prime location looking down on the gangway below.

      “Oh, hi!” I said and immediately felt guilty.

      It’s a bit of a weakness of mine; whenever I’m doing something fun, I feel like I should be doing something not fun instead. And this job was definitely fun so far.

      “Good work so far, but I’m going to need you to think about a bit more pizazz in your work, do you see?”

      “Pizazz?” I asked, scrunching up my nose.

      I’d only started a few minutes before. It didn’t seem exactly fair to accuse me of being boring, which is presumably what my pizazz-lessness was.

      “Yes, get out there, mingle. Meet the customers. I know you’re not a customer liaison, but in some ways, you are the ultimate customer liaison. Do you see?”

      Do you see seemed to be a verbal tic of hers and I was already tempted to answer no.

      “Uh-huh,” I sounded. “I was thinking of interviewing some of the cruise regulars. Since I do have a background in journalism, after all.”

      Sylvia nodded at me. “Yes, that might work. But make sure they’re positive. If they have any complaints, make sure you edit them out. Your job is to provide a positive spin, not to ‘report’ on problems, do you see?”

      “Yes, I see,” I said, hiding a frown. I was being censored already and I hadn’t even reported anything yet!

      “Remember, you’re our social media tsarina, our publicity princess, our picture poster, and our Twitter tweeter. You’re not Bernstein and Woodward. Do you see?”

      I gritted my teeth and forced my finest fake smile. “Absolutely. I’m going to be so positive I’ll pop.”

      “Fantastico! You can ask some of the other staff members who the regulars are for your interviews, but remember, keep them short and sweet and fun. And make sure you’re Tweeting and Instagramming hourly!”

      Hourly? Goodness. Perhaps this work wasn’t going to be quite as laid back as I thought it would be.

      “Yes, boss,” I said and saluted her with my smartphone.

      She beamed back at me and went off to harass some other poor staff members. Looking below me, I could see that the gangways had been lifted and removed, and the last of the ship’s moorings were being untied.

      Beyond, I caught my last glimpses of the most fun city I’d ever had the pleasure of visiting: New Orleans. After nearly a month there, I’d come to the conclusion that there was more excitement in one night in New Orleans than in an entire month in Nebraska. Not that Nebraska is dull, you understand, but… no, scratch that. Nebraska is dull. But almost anywhere would be compared to Nola. Speaking of which, I’m not supposed to say Nola, because apparently it makes me sound like a tourist.

      I was on a deck called The Constitutional, so named because it provided a pleasant path to stroll the circumference of the ship at a leisurely pace, with a few cafés dotting the path and a liberal sprinkling of benches, chairs, and sun loungers placed every hundred yards or so in case you needed a break in your exercise. Another deck had a running track for those wanting something a bit more active, and I hoped to get a few interesting shots there later.

      I was just about to head back inside when an idea stopped me dead in my tracks.

      Patrick Murphy!

      Cece had said that he was a cruise regular, exaggerating that he went on a hundred or so a year. Not that I’d normally choose to focus on a rude drunk, but Sam had seemed quite upset when she’d come back from escorting him to his room the day before. I wanted to know more about him—and now I had an excuse.

      The previous night, Sam and I had spent a couple of hours studying the layout of the ship, trying to memorize the location of every point of interest. It wasn’t just for our own edification of course; it was also a job requirement. Unlike Sam though, I had the opportunity to wander the ship as I pleased—in fact, it was my duty to visit all the interesting parts—and so memorizing the location of everything was going to be a lot easier for me.

      It was about a ten-minute walk from my spot on the constitutional deck to the VIP section, in which Mr. Murphy’s stateroom was located. When I arrived, I immediately made my way to the nearest crew station, where I found a printed list of passengers and their cabins for this section. His room was designated VIP-12.

      Pleased at my own cleverness, I sauntered down the hallway with confidence, only to realize that particular corridor ended at VIP-10.

      Confidence deflated, I returned to the crew station and made another attempt, this time successful.

      Outside the cabin door was a sign reading “The Stateroom of Mr. And Mrs. Patrick Murphy.” Although the sign was of course only temporary, it looked like a permanent fixture and no doubt made the passengers in this section feel like they actually were Very Important People. Perhaps some of them really were.

      Next to the door was an ornate lion’s head doorbell that, although undoubtedly made in China for pennies, looked like it had been borrowed from an Edwardian mansion. If there weren’t dozens of identical ones throughout this section of the ship, it certainly would’ve fooled me.

      I pressed the button and was mildly disappointed that it rang with a normal ding-dong rather than a roar.

      I waited patiently for five seconds, impatiently for another fifteen, and then I rang it again.

      After my third attempt at ringing, I decided to change my tactics before giving up and finding someone else to interview. This time, I rapped on the door with my knuckles, regretting it as soon as I realized the ornate white door was actually painted steel. Banging your hand against a steel door is much more painful than doing so against a wooden one. My knocking produced less noise than the ouch I let out in painful surprise.

      What I did notice, though, was that the door was not, in fact, fully shut. It was open just about an inch. I stared at the crack between the door and its frame. Was it open when I arrived? Or had it just opened?

      I gave it a tentative push and the heavy door slowly began to swing inward.

      “Hello?” I called through the crack.

      There was no answer. I pushed the door a bit harder and it swung all the way open.

      Peering inside, my eyes went wide with shock.

      “Oh my…”

      The room was so much nicer than mine it didn’t seem fair. While of course I understood that I was just a member of staff and this businessman was paying hundreds or thousands of dollars a night, seeing the difference left a kind of gnawing jealousy inside me.

      I’d never be able to afford a room like this. Not in a hundred years.

      The floor was laid with marble, and the walls were simply but tastefully decorated with a number of abstract art pieces.

      And the lighting! Mine and Sam’s room had no windows and a single too-harsh fluorescent bulb that made the room achingly bright if it was on, or left us in pitch blackness if it was off. But here, there were large sliding windows which let in all the natural light to bounce off the brightly painted walls and copious mirrors spread throughout.

      “Hello?” I called. “Mr. Murphy?” I put my head right in through the door but I didn’t yet step inside. “Is anyone there? The door’s open…”

      I didn’t get a response. Quickly checking over my shoulder to make sure no one else was watching me, I stepped inside.

      “He-llo!” I called, much louder than before, but in a friendly sing-song voice. I didn’t want to sound like a burglar—not that I knew what burglars sounded like.

      I took another step inside and something caught my eye. Up ahead, I could see a rather expensive-looking leather sofa, but more importantly, behind it was a shoe sticking out.

      The problem was… it didn’t look like it was just a shoe. I thought I could see it attached to a sock. But I couldn’t see any further due to the sofa and my current line of sight.

      I took another step forward, moving slightly to the right to get a better viewing angle.

      Oh, how I wished I hadn’t.

      The shoe was most definitely attached to an entire leg, and presumably the rest of a person beyond.

      “Are you sleeping!?” My voice was loud and high pitched, almost yelping. Calm down, I thought, calm down. I took three deep breaths.

      “Are you passed out drunk on the floor?” I began to walk forward with nervous little steps. “Please be passed out drunk on the floor. Mr. Murphy! Mr. Murphy…”

      Squeezing my hands into tight little fists, I forced myself to keep going. With another couple of steps, I could see right over the sofa and what it had been hiding.

      “Oh… no.”

      Patrick Murphy was laid out on the floor, a reddish-brown stain surrounding his head. From the angle of one of his arms, it was clear he wasn’t sleeping—not even a very drunk person could sleep at that painful angle.

      Patrick Murphy had gone from dead drunk yesterday to actually dead today.

      

      
        
        Click here to continue reading…
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