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      You don’t have to do this. Nobody has to be a hero,” I pleaded, but Joel and Brad continued to glare at each other.

      The air was heavy with the electricity of male testosterone. I, Kylie Berry, owner and operator of Sarah’s Eatery, had a front-row seat for the two most mesmerizing men in my life facing off over who could stomach more of my notoriously horrible cooking. The counter was laid out with plate after plate of different kinds of egg dishes. None of them were good. Most of them were barely edible.

      Brad rolled his police-uniformed shoulders, and I could see his muscles bunching as he grit his jaw. He didn’t once avert his eyes from Joel. “I can handle it if he can.”

      Joel sat up straighter and dwarfed Brad with his size. While Brad looked as though he was intimately acquainted with every single piece of gym equipment ever created, Joel had been born with a body naturally designed to lift compact cars as a mere afterthought. “I’ve been preparing for this my whole life,” Joel said, giving his flat yet solid middle a couple of slaps.

      “I can’t watch,” Zoey said from where she sat next to Joel. While Joel made Brad look small, Zoey’s petite Asian frame was downright minuscule next to him.

      “I can’t stop watching,” Agatha said as she leaned in, resting her chin on her hand. Her wrist tinkled with the adornment of what could have been a thousand bracelets, and the slender length of her elegant neck was emphasized by her dangling beaded earrings.

      On any given day, she and Zoey would be able to compete for most fashionable townie of Camden Falls, despite the six decades of age and experience that separated them. In so many ways they were polar opposites. The octogenarian’s silvery-white hair framed her face with a shorter-than-short pixie cut that amplified her timeless beauty, while Zoey’s long, thick hair was so black that it seemed to have natural highlights of blue and could be worn slicked back or as a wild, untamed mane. Agatha wore just enough makeup to emphasize features unravaged by the passage of time while Zoey’s face was a palette on which she fearlessly explored fashion trends usually only employed by the divas of the catwalk.

      Visually, they were night and day, but in their hearts they were the same.

      Both lived by codes of their own making, and they didn’t care if others understood that or not. Neither allowed anyone to define their lives but themselves.

      They were quickly becoming my role models.

      Tearing a more than slightly burnt piece of sourdough bread in half, I put each half on a different plate. I then scooped an undercooked poached egg onto one and an overcooked poached egg onto the other. Next to that I ladled runny scrambled eggs, frittata chunks that had stuck to the pan and had to be scraped out, sunny side up eggs that looked more cloudy than sunny, and half of an omelet that had so much cheese in it that it was more of a greasy lump of melted cheese than eggs.

      I pushed equally loaded plates in front of Brad and Joel. Joel picked up his fork and leaned forward while Brad gulped, wiped beads of sweat from his brow and then grabbed his fork and leaned forward as well.

      Jack, sitting next to Zoey in an Armani business suit, could have passed for a dark-skinned James Bond on a no-hair day. He had his wrist raised and was looking at a watch that I was sure cost more than my first car. Brad and Joel eyed him pensively, waiting for the moment that they would venture where few others had dared. “Go!” Jack exclaimed, and the race was on.

      Brad’s fork dove into the small mountain of scrambled eggs while Joel went right for the poached egg on toast.

      There was a subtle shift in air pressure and then a whoosh of an arctic breeze as the front door of the café opened and the woman who loved to hate me best stormed in. “Stop!”

      Brad paused with his egg-laden fork halfway to his mouth while Joel stopped mid-chew.

      “I have warned you to stay away from this heathen of a woman, but you continue to tempt your fate. She got away with murder once and she’ll get away with it again! How can you be so blind to her ways?”

      “Hi, Aunt Dorothy—I mean Dorothy,” I quickly amended on account of her not being my aunt anymore. She was my ex-husband’s aunt, not mine. “Want a Coke? They’re sealed and everything.” I quickly retrieved a glass Coke bottle from a small fridge under the grill’s bar and put it on the counter. “No tampering possible. And, best part, these are from Mexico and have been made with sugar instead of high-fructose corn syrup!”

      I made the announcement about the soda’s sugar contents with no small amount of pride. While I was still a terrible cook, I was making an effort to learn. It was true that the eggs were awful, but I had made them in only an hour and a half instead of the four hours that it used to take me.

      In response to my offer, Dorothy looked at me like the devil’s spawn that she thought I was.

      In a surprise turn of events, Dorothy hadn’t been in the café to warn away my customers—what few I had—for a full week and a half. I’d started to think that her hatred of me had been replaced with something else to occupy her time, something like making small children cry or declaring to any person who’d had a life mishap that it was God’s punishment for being a less-than-perfect person. Of course, by that same line of logic, I couldn’t help but wonder why she wasn’t covered in boils with a raging mouth fungus that was making all her teeth fall out.

      Instead, she was the picture of health as a woman in her mid-forties with long, light brown hair that reached almost all the way to her backside. The only marks that her rampant hatred had left on her were the thousand feather lines around her mouth, from it always being pinched in judgment of somebody else.

      Brad put down his fork of eggs, and I saw his muscles bunch and flex beneath his State Police uniform. “Dorothy, you know that Kylie didn’t murder Rachel Summers. Her murderer’s been caught and jailed.”

      Dorothy did an old-Italian style spit on the floor. “That’s what she’d like you to think, but the woman is a sickness on this town and mark my words, you will all pay the price sooner or later.”

      “I know I’m paying the price,” Joel said around a mouthful of food. He hadn’t yet managed to make himself swallow the poached egg and toast.

      “Time! And the winner is Joel!” Jack exclaimed, but Joel didn’t look like he felt like that much of a winner. He finally swallowed, and his face twisted into a painful grimace followed by an all-over bodily shudder.

      The café’s doors burst open again and in rushed two people I had not seen in almost a year.

      “Mom? Dad? I mean…”

      “It’s okay, Kylie,” Bruce Hibbert said as he moved to stand at Dorothy’s side. Just as Dorothy wasn’t my aunt, Bruce Hibbert wasn’t my dad. He was my ex-husband’s father.

      “How are you, sweetheart?” Maryann Hibbert asked as she took up a spot on Dorothy’s other side. They both linked their arms with hers. I got the impression that it wasn’t for the sake of solidarity.

      “I’m good,” I answered weakly.

      “So nice to have you in town,” Maryann said.

      Bruce and Maryann lived in Camden Falls, Kentucky, and Dan, my ex, had grown up in Camden Falls. I’d grown up in Illinois, and met Dan through the brother of a friend of mine when I was seventeen and still in high school. Dan had been a worldly twenty-six. We’d married right after I finished high school, stayed married for eleven years, and then divorced earlier this year. In the divorce, Dan had kept the house, the cars, the business we’d built together, and the entire contents of our bank account. I’d kept my dignity. I had thought that he’d gotten sole property of his family, the same as with everything else, but life was proving me wrong.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been by to say hello.” It wasn’t true. I wasn’t sorry. I had assumed we would politely go out of our way to avoid each other when I moved here to take over the café that my cousin Sarah had owned. Again, I’d been wrong.

      “We’ve missed you,” Bruce said.

      “Dan’s missed you,” Maryann added.

      My right eye involuntarily twitched. Dan was a lot of things, but I was certain that sorry-to-see-me-gone wasn’t one of them.

      I liked my nose and didn’t want it to grow any longer, so I didn’t return the sentiment of having missed him. The silence that followed made me wish for the chirp of crickets. My gaze fell to the plates in front of me. “Would you like some eggs?”

      “No,” Bruce and Maryann answered emphatically and in unison. Then they looked at each other. It was one of those married couple looks where a whole conversation takes place in half a second with no words spoken. Then Maryann added, “We had a big breakfast.”

      “She’s going to rot in hell,” Dorothy said as she stared at me. “Thank God our Danny is no longer married to her. Now she can’t drag him down with her.” Then she narrowed her eyes. “And get a haircut. You look like—”

      “Dorothy!” Maryann cut her off, then to me she said, “I’m so sorry about her,” Maryann said in a stage whisper. “We begged her to stop coming here.”

      “Dan should have never let you go,” Bruce added.

      Dan should have never cheated on me with anyone who would say yes.

      Maryann smiled wistfully. “We’d sure love to see you two kids work things out.”

      “Our boy’s just not the same without you.”

      I thought I might vomit. Their son was a narcissistic troglodyte disguised as a caring member of society. He’d fooled me for years, but once I’d finally recognized who he was, it was as if a veil of lies had been lifted to reveal the truth about our whole marriage. Yet I didn’t want to hurt his parents. They had always been good to me.

      “He’ll be fine,” I said and then broke off a small piece of the burnt bread and stuck it in my mouth to chew on it slowly. It helped to cover up the taste of bile the conversation was leaving in my mouth.

      “We’ll have him call you!” Bruce said.

      No no no no no! I could feel panic sweat breaking out on my brow. “I’m dating someone,” I croaked.

      “Who?” Dan’s parents asked at the same time as Dorothy yelled, “Whore!”

      Bruce and Maryann didn’t even blink. Their entire attention was on me.

      My gaze flitted between Brad and Joel as random letters of the alphabet bounced around inside my mouth to form a name. “Broel.” The letters had formed a word, and it had fallen out of my mouth.

      Brad and Joel both looked at me, and I silently begged for one of them to come to my rescue. They then both turned to face my ex-in-laws.

      “She has a date with me on Saturday,” Joel said.

      “And I’m taking her out on Friday,” Brad said. Joel shot Brad a glare, and the café’s air once again crackled with testosterone.

      “Whore!” Dorothy exclaimed again, this time her voice filled with triumphant vindication.
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      The door didn’t quite hit my ex-in-laws in the butt as they head out the door, but it came close.

      “Well, that’s my entertainment for the day,” Joel said as he stood up and stretched. He gave the counter a tap. “I’ll pick you up at eight on Saturday.”

      My jaw fell. Joel was actually planning on going through with the date. But why? No more need for the ruse. My ex-in-laws were gone.

      “And I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty on Friday,” Brad said.

      My mind raced for what to say but both men were out the door before I got the chance. “What just happened?”

      “You, my dear, just started dating two men at the same time,” Jack said. His mouth was quirked up on one side and there was a twinkle in his coal-black eyes.

      “Ahhh, those were the days,” Agatha sighed. Her chin was on her hand, and her eyes had a dreamy quality to them.

      “Are you shopping for a new man, Agatha? I thought you had someone,” Jack said.

      Agatha scrunched her nose. “Alfred up and died on me.”

      So much was happening so quickly. I had dates with two different men, Agatha had been in a relationship, and now her man was dead. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Agatha.”

      Agatha waved a hand in dismissal. “He was old.”

      “What is this, the fourth boyfriend you’ve buried?”

      “The seventh,” Agatha said. “I really need to start dating younger.”

      “I’ve heard Newt Brayton is newly single.”

      “Oh…” Agatha’s brows rose as she turned her head to give Jack her full attention. “And how old is he?”

      “Late forties at best.”

      “That could work.” Agatha smiled, and I could see that her spirits were lifting.

      The café’s front door opened again, and this time I swore that I caught a faint scent of sulfur as a cold breeze blew in. I turned to look at who could be walking in, but as soon as I saw, I shifted my eyes immediately to Zoey. She had her head down but as soon as she spotted the newcomer, her eyes flew wide.

      “Max,” she whispered.

      Max had been around for more than a week, but as far as I knew, this was the first time he and Zoey had laid eyes on each other since he’d started haunting the town. I say “haunt” because Max had ghosted Zoey. She’d moved to Camden Falls because it was where Max had wanted to live. She’d secured a home for them and had made all the plans for their wedding while he’d travelled the country as a sports talent scout. Leaving her up to her eyeballs in debt from taking care of everything, Max had stopped calling. He’d also stopped answering when Zoey called him.

      He’d pretended Zoey didn’t exist.

      Now it was Zoey’s turn to do the same to him.

      Zoey’s eyes were on me, and she’d gone pale beneath the natural glow of her honeyed skin. Retrieving my upstairs apartment keys from my pocket, I slid them across the counter to her under the cover of my hand. She took them and without saying a word to Max, turned and walked around the end of the grill’s counter to disappear into the industrial kitchen in the back. In there was a door that led to my apartment. It was my nightly sanctuary. Now it was Zoey’s.

      I turned to face the café door. In Max’s hand was a bouquet of long-stemmed red roses. He was six feet of all man. He was the rare high school and college athlete who had kept his physique long after graduation. His shoulders were wide, and his legs were long and muscled. His stomach was flat, and his hair was a thick sandy brown.

      “Max, you shouldn’t have!” I said as I raised a hand high into the air, making like he’d brought the flowers for me. I said it loudly, and I made a show of myself. I wanted everybody’s attention on me, especially Max’s. Zoey deserved to be able to slip away in peace.

      Max’s smile was boyish and charming. He understood exactly what I was doing, and he played along. “I’m glad you like them. Red roses for the fiery redhead.” When he spoke, his voice carried from his diaphragm. It wasn’t even as if he were speaking that loud, but I was sure that his voice could be heard throughout most of the café.

      He pulled one of the roses free from its sisters, sniffed it, and then let its soft petals rest on his chest. “I was wondering if I could speak with Zoey. There are things I need to tell her.”

      Soooo many words flew through my head. Cutting words. Mean words. Words that were designed to cripple. I had seen the unshed tears in Zoey’s eyes and how she’d scoured the world for Max, breaking countless laws with her savvy techie ways. I kept them to myself, though, and simply said, “She’s not here.”

      Max nodded in understanding and then rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, if you see her again, please tell her…” His voice trailed off. He looked chagrined. “Tell her I’ll make things right.” He laid the rose he’d chosen for Zoey to the side of the rest, then he turned and left. I watched as he climbed into a white Toyota Prius parked curbside of the café. He merged with traffic and was gone again, a ghost once more.

      I went to check on Zoey but didn’t have to go far. I found her standing just out of sight inside the kitchen.

      “You heard?” I asked.

      “Everything.” She was still pale, and I could see her trembling.

      If I were a better chef and a better friend, I’d know what to do for her. That’s when I thought of Harry Potter.

      “Sit here!” I said as I jumped into action. I pulled a stool over to her and then ran into the walk-in pantry. “Where, where, where?” I asked myself as I scanned the shelves. “There!” I grabbed a bar of chocolate and sped back out to the kitchen, back to Zoey. I figured if chocolate could cure what ailed you after being visited by a Dementor, surely it could help Zoey after seeing Max.

      I broke off a piece of the dark, rich baker’s chocolate and handed it over.

      Zoey scrunched her face after she took a bite. “Needs sugar.”

      “Sugar. I’m on it.” I sped back to the pantry, searched, and came back a moment later with a box in my hand. Smiling proudly, I held out the box. “Sugar cookies.”

      Zoey smiled, and I knew that we were out of the woods. She was going to be okay.

      “I can’t believe he waltzed in here like that, acting like everything was fine.” She took a bite of chocolate and then of cookie. “A week. He’s been back a week and this is the first time he’s reached out to me.”

      “Has he tried to call?”

      “Yes, but I didn’t answer.”

      “Does he know where you live?”

      Zoey shrugged her shoulders. “After I sublet that monstrosity of an apartment he’d wanted, I didn’t tell him where I moved.”

      “Ladies,” Jack said, appearing in the kitchen doorway, “it’s time for me to get back to the bank. Zoey, I wish you the best. Kylie, you have a customer.”

      “Thanks, Jack.” He disappeared as silently as he’d appeared. “You going to be okay?” I asked Zoey.

      “Yeah… You mind if I make myself a sandwich?”

      Making a customer happy with food that I didn’t have to make. A dream come true! “Sure!”

      I left Zoey to it and headed back out into the café. It didn’t take long for me to wish I hadn’t.

      “Hey, you the new owner? I’ve been hearing things about you.” A tall, lanky man had taken a seat at the bar next to Agatha. He had high cheek bones and blond hair that sat in tight ringlets all around his head, and he had a small soul patch on his chin. The light color of his hair made it almost unnoticeable.

      “I am,” I said. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know exactly what he’d heard about me. I made quick work of stacking all the egg dishes left over from the morning’s eating competition into an under-the-counter bin. I’d take it into the kitchen later.

      He leaned forward with a big Cheshire cat grin on his face. “Well you’re not ugly at all. In fact, you’re right pretty.”

      Talk about your backhanded compliments. He took a breath to say something more, but stopped when Zoey walked around the corner and into view.

      “Ohhhh, I’ll have that,” he said.

      I frowned. I was pretty sure what he meant, but I had to ask anyway. “You want a sandwich?”

      “Nooo, I want what’s carrying the sandwich.”

      Zoey had been through enough this morning. The last thing she needed was to put up with this jerk, but to my surprise, she sat down on the stool next to him.

      “I’m Cameron. Cam for short,” he said, all eyes for Zoey.

      Zoey didn’t give any sign that she’d heard him, even though there was no way she hadn’t. “Could I get one of those Cokes you had earlier?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Ice?”

      “Nope. Bottle’s fine.”

      Score two for two. I’d been able to make someone happy with my food twice in a row! I got her a soda, popped the cap, and set it on the counter next to her.

      “Cam, what can I get you?” If he answered “Zoey,” I was going to pick his too-scrawny butt up and toss him out the door.

      “I just wanted to meet the person I was going to be putting out of business,” Cam said.

      Back up. What? “How’s that?”

      Cam slid his arm around Zoey in a very boyfriend sort of way at the same time that an engine revved out in the street. I looked, and I was pretty sure the sound was coming from the oversized shiny black SUV sitting right outside the café’s door.

      I knew that SUV. I’d seen it before. I had thought that it was driven by Rachel Summers’ killer, but her killer was in jail. So what was the SUV doing back here again?

      The sound of air exploding from Cam’s lungs drew my attention back to him. I was pretty sure it was from the sharp elbow that Zoey slammed into his ribs. As for Zoey, she hadn’t missed a beat. She just took another bite of her sandwich, and her sandwich looked good.

      I made a mental note to start offering them. She’d made it fast with what looked like no cooking. Maybe I’d even be able to charge full price for them instead of the discount items I listed on the “Oops” board. Everything I messed up, I listed on the “Oops” board, which of course was everything.

      Cam rubbed his side as he glared at Zoey. “Don’t be like that, baby. I’m a new business owner. Be nice to me and there could be some steep discounts in it for you.”

      That’s it. I’m throwing him out… But that was the moment Cam screamed and jumped up off his stool.

      “What the!” he shouted while rubbing his hip. It was the hip on the side next to Agatha.

      “Oh, won’t you look at that,” Agatha tsked as she repositioned a long-needled brooch back in the scarf that swept around her neck and laid decoratively over her shirt. “It must have slipped.” Her smile was demure yet completely evil.

      “You b—”

      “Don’t say it,” I warned. I was ready to climb the counter if he finished that sentence.

      Cam threw up an arm. “I’m done with y’all.” Then to me, he said, “I felt bad for you at first, but no more. My new café is gonna be the end of this sorry place. Consider this being put on notice to find something else to do with your life, because all this”—he pointed around him—“it’s going away.”
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      Early morning turned into early pre-noon. A few customers came and went, Zoey finished her sandwich, and I made notes on a napkin about the different kinds of sandwiches I could make.

      Agatha clapped her hands together as a group of women walked into the café. “Ahh! There are my ladies.” All of them had a carry-along of some type, each one bigger than a purse. Agatha hopped off her stool, picked up a carpetbag, and the group of women headed to the cozy corner of the café with the plush chairs and the small fireplace. Once seated, each woman opened her bag and pulled out yarn, knitting needles, and whatever project she was working on.

      I knew better than to offer food or drink immediately. The women came for the company, and food was an afterthought. I’d give them an hour to work up an appetite. I knew from experience that finger foods were the most appreciated. No grease. No sauce. No mess. Nothing was allowed to interfere with their knitting.

      “I’m going to head out,” Zoey said. She put a ten on the counter to pay for her sandwich.

      That didn’t feel right. She was a friend. You’re supposed to feed your friends. But the café was a business. I had to get comfortable with that.

      She reached into her pocket and pulled something out. “Here are your keys.”

      I’d forgotten she had them, and I picked them up off the counter where she laid them. “Are you sure you don’t want to go upstairs? Max wouldn’t be able to bother you up there.”

      “Naw, I’ve got a client scheduled in a half an hour. They’re having networking problems, and I need to be able to remotely log into their system to troubleshoot.”

      I understood about half of the words she’d said. Words like “client,” “the” and “hour.”

      “Mind me asking how much you charge?” Curiosity was getting the better of me. My mother had raised me to be more polite, but my mother wasn’t here.

      “Two seventy-five an hour.”

      I gulped. I was pretty sure she didn’t mean two dollars and seventy-five cents. I suddenly felt a lot better about accepting the ten dollars she’d left for me on the counter. “Do you have to be good to be able to charge that much?” Maybe I was in the wrong line of work.

      “Very good.” She winked and zipped up her jacket.

      I should have already known the answer. I’d seen her apartment with her seven or eight monitors tapping into surveillance systems throughout the country in her hunt for Max. I had worried that she was a little unhinged when I saw the lengths that she’d gone to in order to find him. But then again, I’d never been ghosted by someone who had told me that they wanted to spend the rest of their life with me.

      Whatever she decided to do to Max—which I was sure would be something—he was going to be getting off easy.

      “Your phone’s ringing,” Zoey said.

      “Huh?”

      “Your phone.”

      And that’s when I heard it. Not a ring tone. Not music. Not chimes. An old-fashioned telephone, the kind that usually hangs on the wall.

      I looked frantically all around me for the source of the sound.

      “Under the counter.” Zoey pointed to a spot about midway down the bar.

      I bent over and walked the length until I spotted the phone. When I found it, I pulled it out and slammed it down on top of the counter triumphantly. Zoey waved goodbye as I answered it.

      “Sarah’s Eatery,” I said into the phone. I’d actually already renamed the café The Berry Home, but I couldn’t afford to make it official by changing the logos and signs. Until then, I’d keep it simple and call it what my cousin Sarah had named it.

      “Do you do catering?” a woman’s voice asked. It was such a shocking question that I had to pull the phone away from my face and stare at it. The best I could figure was that whoever was on the other end of the line had been living under a rock for the past several weeks. My ex-aunt Dorothy had been poisoning the whole town against me since I’d arrived. I’d been sure that everyone had heard about how badly I had destroyed the once-beloved café.

      I was tempted to call Zoey back inside. The news that someone didn’t know how bad a cook I was had to be shared. She was out the door, though. The stalker SUV had moved across the street, so at least I didn’t have to worry about someone jumping out and abducting her.

      “The café is under new ownership, and we aren’t providing catering services at the moment. We may offer catering in the future, though.” I was talking on autopilot as I watched Zoey walk past the café’s street-front windows. I squinted, not sure that I could trust what I was seeing. Cam was coming the other way, heading right for Zoey. When he got shoulder-to-shoulder with her, he whisked her into his arms and spun her around. He looked like Fred Astaire, trying make Zoey his Ginger Rogers.

      The woman on the phone babbled on. I’d said no, but she must not have heard it. “It’s a very simple affair, I promise. We want an elegant cheese course with a variety of hors d’oeuvre. Nothing too extravagant, only ten to fifteen different kinds. A selection between hot and cold, with an emphasis on fresh ingredients.”

      The woman talked, but my head was full of Zoey. She was getting spun around, dipped, and twirled. I waved my free hand frantically in the air to try to make it stop. Of course it accomplished nothing. Zoey was bent half backwards with her hands pressed against Cam’s chest and her arms extended to their full length. Cam’s arm was looped around the small of her back, holding her close. He wasn’t letting go.

      “You see,” the woman continued, “our son has just graduated college.”

      People were beginning to gather on the other side of the street to gawk at Zoey’s ordeal. I struggled to pull off my shoe, deciding to chuck it at the window. Maybe it would distract Cam long enough for Zoey to wiggle free.

      Zoey twisted in Cam’s grasp. She put her back to him, then she elbowed him in the face and broke free. Cam fell, then jumped back up.

      Zoey extended her hand, I saw a spark of light, and Cam fell again. This time he flopped on the ground like a fish. Zoey stayed bent over him the whole time, holding something against him. A dark stain on the front of his jeans told me he’d wet himself.

      Looking satisfied, Zoey straightened up. She stuck what I was pretty sure was a stun gun in her jacket pocket, turned and walked away.

      A half second later a disoriented Cam stood up. He walked into the café window, bounced off, and then staggered off in another direction.

      “Hello? Hello?” the woman’s voice on the phone called.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry. I, uh, got distracted. Hectic day. Congratulations on the birth of your son!”

      “Graduation,” the woman corrected. She did not sound pleased.

      “Right. Graduation. Um, when are you needing this catered?”

      “Next Tuesday.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do next Tuesday.”

      “What’s the soonest you could do?”

      I ran the mental calculations in my head. “A year from Tuesday. I might be able to do it then.”

      The woman hung up.
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      Come on, Sage,” I said, holding open the door leading into the café’s kitchen. I was waiting on the smoky gray and white tortoiseshell kitten to follow me through. I had woken the little girl up earlier than usual this morning. Brenda wasn’t going to be in, and that meant that we had to open the café.

      I didn’t try to do the things that Brenda normally did. She’d left some instructions for what I should attempt. She’d seasoned a pork roast and left it in a pot. All I had to do was put it in the oven, which I did.

      I did spot cleaning next, in both the kitchen and the café. It was the one daily task relevant to the café that I was good at.

      Outside, the still darkness of predawn was giving way to the soft glow of morning. We were deep into the winter months, and I knew it would be toe-numbingly cold outside.

      I glanced at the clock. It was time to open for business. Even though I knew no customers would arrive for another hour, I unlocked the café door and pushed. I liked to invite fresh air inside every day. I believed it helped to keep the insides of the building healthier. But the door wouldn’t budge.

      Push came to shove—literally—as I eased my shoulder into it. The awning over the café’s entrance bathed the front door in shadow. I could see that a package had been left against the door. It looked like a rolled-up carpet.

      I pushed harder, shoving in hard bursts with all my might. The door opened enough for me to squeeze through. I needed to drag the thing away from the door so customers would be able to get in.

      I reached down to grab the carpet’s edge and yanked up, but what came away was much lighter than expected. It threw me off balance, and I tumbled backward onto my butt.

      Sitting on the frozen cement, I stared at what I had in my hands. It was an arm. A man’s arm, still attached to a man’s body. There was no rug.

      I threw the arm up in air, but the shoulder-hinged limb flew up only to swing back down and slap me in my face. I couldn’t stop myself. I threw it again, and it slapped me again.

      I stopped. I closed my eyes. I breathed. The hand had been cold and waxy. The body was dead. I was hitting myself with a dead person’s hand.

      Instead of trying to move the dead body, I moved me. I rolled away, stood up, and then staggered backward into the street. I wanted to cry and scream. I wanted to beg for help. The wimpiest of little whimpers was the best I could manage.

      An old pickup truck driving by had to swerve wide to keep from hitting me. The driver honked and flipped me off, and I did my best not to run after them and beg for help. They were out of reach. I had to think things through. I had to get back inside the café so that I could call someone. My cell phone was still upstairs. The café phone was under the counter.

      I reached into my pocket and my fingers wrapped themselves around the café’s keys.

      The café sat on the corner of two crossroads. I ran down the side street and let myself in through the café’s back door. I was on the phone to 911 a minute later. Seven minutes after that, flashing squad cars and an ambulance arrived.

      My heart stopped when I saw the ambulance. I hadn’t checked his vital signs. I hadn’t tried to save the person’s life. Then I remembered that cold, clammy, waxy hand slapping my face. Whoever that poor soul was, he was dead. I knew it.

      People gathered around the body, shining flashlights, taking pictures, and talking on radios clipped to their shoulders. Nobody was attempting CPR. Then crime scene tape was stretched to quarantine the area.

      The body was moved further from the door. The crime techs laid out a bag for the body, and Brad stepped inside the café.

      He took off his flat-topped policeman’s hat. “Kylie.” He said it in the same way a person would say good morning, and he nodded.

      “Hi, Brad. Can I get you coffee?”

      “Have you made it yet?”

      “No.”

      “Good. I’ll make it.”

      I wasn’t going to argue. I wasn’t even going to take it as in insult that he wanted to make the coffee himself.

      He got to work making the coffee. I sat down on one of the bar stools.

      “You’ve got a dead body shoved up against your door, Kylie.”

      Oh God, the person really was dead. I didn’t know if that made me happy or sad. At least I hadn’t messed up by running back inside the café without offering help first.

      But another murder. Connected to me. That couldn’t look good. Maybe it wasn’t murder. Maybe the person passed out drunk, froze to death, and a good samaritan pushed them up against the shopfront so that no one would trip over them and get hurt. “How’d they die?”

      “Strangled.”

      Boogers!

      “Know of any reason why someone would leave a dead body against your door?”

      I glanced outside through the glass-lined front of the café. The sun was halfway up, and everything was lit in a soft glow.

      I looked back at Brad. “The awning over the door keeps the streetlights from reaching that spot.

      Brad took a break from measuring coffee grounds and glanced outside. He nodded. “Could be.” He went back to making the coffee. “Did you see who it was?”

      My heart faltered. “No, oh no. Don’t tell me. Is it somebody I know?” Jack? Agatha? Zoey? It couldn’t be Joel. At least I didn’t think it could be him. He would have seemed like a much bigger roll of carpet.

      Brad finished his work and then took up a spot across from me while the coffee brewed. “The wallet says Cameron Caldwell.”

      “Zoey,” I whispered. I hadn’t meant to say her name. I hadn’t known I had said it until the sound reached my ears.

      “Zoey?” Brad’s inner policeman was piqued. I wasn’t talking to easy-going Brad now. I was talking to murder-investigator Brad. “What about Zoey? Did you see something?”

      “No. Nothing.”

      Brad’s gaze turned cold. I no longer saw the man behind his eyes who wanted to take me out on a date. That man was gone.

      “Zoey didn’t do it.” That’s what I said because that’s what I wanted to believe.

      Brad said nothing. He waited.

      His interrogation technique worked.

      “Cam—I mean Cameron—hit on Zoey twice yesterday. He came into the café and expressed his interest, and then a little while after that he grabbed her in front of the café.”

      “He grabbed her?”

      “He danced with her.”

      “Danced with her?”

      “Yes, grabbed her and danced with her.” I was getting annoyed. Brad had to figure out who had made Cameron dead, and he wasn’t getting annoyed. There was something wrong with me.

      “Then what?”

      I shrugged. “She elbowed him in the face, then she tased him until he peed himself.” I felt guilty for telling Brad about the altercation, but others had seen it too. Someone would eventually tell him. I didn’t mind him knowing; I just didn’t want him making Zoey suspect number one. She didn’t do this. She couldn’t have, not my newest, bestest friend. But there was another part of me that completely believed that Zoey could have done this. She was a miniature Amazonian in three-inch heels.

      Brad’s eyebrows went up. “What happened after that?”

      “Zoey walked away. Cam got up, bumbled around looking disoriented, and then wandered off in a different direction.”

      “Do you know where Zoey went after she walked away?”

      “She had a service call scheduled. Someone needed help with their network.”

      Brad pulled a small notepad out of his shirt pocket and made a note. “What time was this?” I gave him my best guess. “Do you know the name of the client?”

      “No.”

      Brad wrote some more and then looked me square in the eyes. “Is there anything else I should know?”

      I felt as though he were asking me if I’d killed Cam myself. If I was suspected of murder too many times, would they finally assume I was guilty by association? “I didn’t kill him.”

      Brad nodded. “That is good to know.” He shifted his weight. “Kylie, about our date on Friday…”

      “You need to cancel?” Going out on a date with a potential suspect surely must have been a conflict of interest.

      “Postpone.”

      “It’s okay. You can cancel.”

      “Kylie.” His bluer than blue gaze didn’t waver. “Postpone.”
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      You’re closed down again, huh?” Joel said with his elbows leaning on the bar. I’d left the café’s back door unlocked with a note taped to it. It didn’t mention the murder, but it did say to come on in. Everything considered, the café was having a good turnout for its mid-day rush. There had to be twelve people.

      “Are you serving any food today or just sticking to coffee?”

      “I’ve got a pork roast cooking.”

      “Pork?” Fear flashed in Joel’s eyes, words like trichinosis no doubt invading his thoughts.

      “Brenda left me instructions,” I said. I was trying to reassure him, but he didn’t look comforted in the slightest. “It’s been in the oven since before dawn. Want to go take a look? It should be done soon.”

      We went in back to survey my success. What we found was an oven that hadn’t been turned on and a pork roast that had been sitting out unrefrigerated for close to six hours.

      “Sugar snaps.” I wanted to say worse but didn’t.

      “This will have to be thrown out.”

      “Brenda’s going to kill me.”

      “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

      I smiled at him weakly. Brenda was a saint. It didn’t matter if she knew about the roast. I knew she wasn’t ready to give up on me. I was amazed by how many people continued to come to the café even though ordering food was a little like playing at a roulette table: you never knew what would come your way.

      “Any ideas what I could feed people?”

      “Show me your walk-in cooler.” I did. Joel crossed his arms over his wide, powerful chest and surveyed the pickings. “You got plans for this bacon?”

      “No.”

      “Can you boil some eggs?”

      “I think so.”

      “You got a menu board other than your Oops board?”

      I didn’t. Getting one hadn’t even occurred to me. The printed menus that Sarah had used became useless the second she’d left. I couldn’t make a single dish on them. “I could cross the oops out.”

      “Good. Go do that. Write on it ‘Wilted Salad with Warm Bacon Vinaigrette.’”

      Something about the sound of that as a lunch offering made me happier than a kid on Christmas. Reaching up to grab Joel’s collar, I pulled him down and planted a kiss on his cheek. He blushed, which made me happier still.

      With Joel dressed in a too-small apron, he performed duties as chef and I as his sous chef. Together we filled fifteen requests for the meal, given that more people had managed to find their way into the café.

      It was AMAZING! Pure and simple. It was my best day in the café yet. So what if the day started with a dead body shoved up against the front door… Doesn’t matter. Best day ever.

      That was until I started hearing the gossip circulating while I served the food. The things people said as I went from table to table changed, but the topic remained the same.

      “…always been a little strange. That make-up of hers.” They were talking about Zoey. Her adventures in eye makeup were legendary.

      “…heard she grabbed him while he was walking past and kneed him right where it hurts.”

      “…hope she gets away with it. Cam was a jerk.”

      “…she got so possessive of her fiancé that he had to go into hiding.”

      “I thought he went missing, as in the buried-somewhere-out-in-the-woods kinda missing. I thought everybody knew she’d killed him. That happened months ago.”

      My ears started burning. Each person seemed to have something worse to say than the last. I struggled not to up-end more than one salad plate over a customer’s head. If I did that, though, people would stop talking. If they stopped talking, I’d stop learning. And if I stopped learning, I might not be able to help Zoey when she needed it most.

      “…Cam can rot in hell,” one guy said. “He grabbed my little sister and shoved his tongue down her throat. If that Asian chick killed him, I’m shaking her hand. I wanted to rip his tongue out but my mom made me promise not to, said it would mess up my scholarship.”

      “…why didn’t he get fired? He was a terrible waiter. Always rude. I stopped going there. Refused. I’d rather come here, even with the bad… Oh, hey Kylie. How’s it going?”

      I smiled blandly, put the food on the table and moved on.

      “…think Patty knows? We should call her and tell her. He was such a jerk to her. I don’t even think she’ll be sad.”

      “Oh, yeah. She dumped him months ago.”

      “I thought he dumped her.”

      “Doesn’t matter now. He’s dead and she can tell it anyway she wants.”

      “…he badgered poor Tim until he just gave in.”

      “Heard Cam made Tim cry. Tim wasn’t ready to sell.”

      “I would have burned the place down before selling to that S.O.B.”

      The comments flowed at every table. Zoey and Cam were all anybody could talk about. Back and forth. Some talked about Zoey, others about Cam. Nobody had anything good to say about anyone, except for the guy who wanted to shake Zoey’s hand for, you know, being a murderer.

      I retreated to the kitchen and packed a huge to-go container as a take-out lunch for Joel. He’d worked through his break and then some. I put in the salad we’d made together with extra bacon crumbles. I added store-bought cookies and a slice of chess pie that Brenda had made the day before.

      He left, and that was the end of my lunch rush.

      Agatha was at the grill’s counter when I came back out from the kitchen. She was sipping a cup of coffee she’d helped herself to. She always managed to look queenly.

      I got a clean cloth and wiped down the counter near where she sat. “Agatha, did you know Cam?”

      She did a one-sided shoulder shrug. “Knew of him more than knew him.”

      “Was he a nice guy?”

      “He used to act nice, but there always seemed to be a motive behind everything he did. He was a waiter at Bouche. Used to be that if he waited on you, he was the picture of charm. It was always about the tip. If you saw him out and about, he’d fake a smile if he couldn’t avoid you or sometimes he’d ignore a person like they weren’t even there. I can’t swear to it, but I’d heard rumors that if you had tipped him badly in the past that he’d spit in your food from then on out.”

      I grimaced. The thought of eating anything Cam had spit in made my stomach curdle. “You said he used to act nice. Did he stop?”

      Agatha’s brows lifted halfway up her forehead. “Oh, did he ever.”

      When she lifted her brows, her forehead didn’t even wrinkle. I didn’t know whether to hate her or beg for a gene transplant. I wasn’t even thirty and I was already seeing little crow’s feet at the corners of my eyes. She had none.

      She rested her chin atop curled fingers. “He became a nightmare. Most people in town have stopped going to Bouche. I usually call ahead and make sure he’s not working.”

      “All because of him?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did they stay in business?”

      “Bouche is right off the interstate and in the direction of the Camden Falls National Park, so the restaurant catches a lot of tourist business.”

      This wasn’t making sense to me. If my waiter or waitress—either two of them—were driving away business the way Cam did, I’d fire them.

      “Was he nice to the tourists?”

      “Not especially.”

      “Well, that must have meant that he wasn’t making as much as he used to in tips. Had he come into some money?”

      “I don’t think so. Word is that he just negotiated with Tim Hubert to buy him out of Allegro Takeaway Coffee, and I don’t think Cam paid him very much. I’ve known Tim a long time. We even used to date. Tim refused to say much about it, but I got the impression that he wasn’t happy about selling and that he’d gotten less than he’d planned to get out of the business. He’d always planned to sell eventually, when he was ready to retire.”

      “He’d thought it was worth more?”

      “He knew it was worth more, but Cam started trolling his business online several months back. He made up hundreds of fake reviews saying the most awful things, but Tim could never prove it. Cam’s trolling drove away the tourist so that Tim was barely breaking even. Then, when Cam offered to buy it, Tim was tired. He caved.” Agatha’s lips were pressed together and she shook her head. “I’d have hired someone to beat that boy with a baseball bat.”

      Or hire someone to strangle him? But why leave the body in front of my café? Maybe Tim was trying to undermine my business and bolster his own at the same time. I didn’t get many tourists, though. I was too far from the interstate. And I wasn’t a coffee shop. I did sell more coffee than food, but that was on account of my being a terrible cook.

      I needed some coffee. Maybe with some whiskey splashed in it. Trying to think all this through was giving me a headache. Why did people need to keep dying around me? There were perfectly good places to die all over town. Maybe I’d start collecting the fingerprints of everyone who came into the café. If I did that, maybe people wouldn’t be so quick to kill others while pointing their murderous little fingers at me.
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      Zoey walked in. Everybody in the café stopped talking. I didn’t think I had her fingerprints, but I was sure I could get them.

      “Want some coffee?” I asked as she sat at the grill’s bar next to Agatha.

      “Did you make it?”

      “Joel made it after he got done making lunch.” That got a smile out of her.

      “I’ll have some coffee. Any lunch left?”

      “Don’t you want to know what it is?”

      “Nope. Joel’s a good cook.”

      I remembered the night that Brad showed up in my apartment with carton after carton of eggs. He was a good cook, too. It was because of him that I was able to boil eggs for the lunch.

      I poured Zoey a cup of coffee, set out the chilled cream dispenser and cubes of sugar, and then went into the back kitchen to make Zoey a salad. Most of the fixings were already prepped. I warmed the bacon vinaigrette, sliced an already boiled egg, heated up the gently sautéed red onion, and put everything together the same way that Joel had.

      I eyeballed the dish. It looked pretty good, but not the same as when Joel did it. I was pretty sure that I got the vinaigrette too warm and wilted the lettuce too much.

      I took it out to Zoey and slid it over. I held my breath as she took her first bite, then let it out when she took her second bite. She liked what I’d made well enough to eat it, and that was a win in my book.

      The café door opened. The front door. The door with all the crime scene tape. It was Brad.

      The silence that had pervaded the café a moment ago turned into a host of whispers.

      Brad approached the grill’s bar, but he didn’t even look at me. Not even once. His eyes were on Zoey, but Zoey ignored him. She ate her salad.

      That salad was making me proud.

      “Zoey,” Brad said.

      “Brad,” Zoey said around a mouthful of food.

      “We need to talk.”

      “Start talking.” Zoey still hadn’t taken her eyes off of her salad.

      Brad shot me a look, one that said he needed privacy.

      “Agatha, I’ve noticed that you know how to make a mean fire back there in the fireplace. Mind showing me how?”

      “Sure.” Agatha’s eyes swiveled to Zoey as she slipped off her stool. She gave Zoey a supportive rub on the back before we turned to make our way back to the café’s cozy corner. When we got there, we didn’t talk about the fireplace. We watched Zoey and Brad. Pensively. I could tell that Agatha was hating this as much as me.

      “Think she’ll be okay?” I asked.

      “She’s a tough one.”

      I glanced around us. Just like Agatha and me, all eyes were on Zoey and Brad. They were both regulars at the café. They had both stood by me. They’d seen me through terrible cooking, the suspicion of murder, and a list of screw ups too long to name. Now they were at odds with each other. It was hard to watch, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      Brad said something.

      Zoey shook her head.

      Brad stepped closer and said something more.

      Zoey shook her head.

      Brad stepped back, put on his hat, and then to my amazement Zoey slid off her stool and followed him out of the café. This time, Brad used the back door like everybody else.

      Zoey’s abandoned salad was only half eaten, and the sight of it made me want to cry. It wasn’t fair. Life gets good for a second, or at least good enough, then everything changes.

      I liked it better when I was under suspicion for murder. I didn’t feel so helpless.
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      The customers trickled down to nothing earlier than usual, and I locked the backdoor at five-thirty with a sign listing what time I’d open in the morning.

      Sage and I headed upstairs to the apartment, and I made us a dinner of canned chicken and frozen peas thawed in the microwave. Sage ignored her peas.

      It had been a long time since I’d been done for the night this early in the evening, and I was determined to enjoy it. I ran a bubble bath using natural dishwashing soap for the bubbles. I climbed in, sank under the bubbles, put a washcloth over my eyes and drifted off.

      In my half-awake dreams, ponies chased cowboys, rabbits laid carrot-flavored eggs, and I was in a food competition but I couldn’t remember how to make cereal and milk. I couldn’t figure out which one was supposed to go into the bowl first.

      The jostle of my bath water brought me out of my half-slumber. “Sage, stop. You’ll fall in.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      My eyes flew open, and I tore the washcloth off my face. “Zoey!” I closed my eyes, blew out a relieved breath and sank lower under the bubbles. Then one eye popped back open. “How’d you get in here?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yeah.” First Brad waltzed in, in the middle of the night. Now Zoey was sitting on the edge of my tub.

      Zoey shrugged. “I called your cell phone. You didn’t answer.”

      “That’s because I’m in the tub!” That, plus the fact that I was pretty sure that my cell phone was still downstairs somewhere in the café.

      “I like what you’ve done with the place.” Zoey’s lips quirked up.

      I frowned. Now she was just messing with me.

      “It’s very minimalist,” Zoey continued, her smile getting bigger.

      “It’s called being broke.” The apartment was almost completely empty. I slept on a mattress laid on the floor. It didn’t even have sheets.

      “Yeah, but you’re the richest broke person I’ve ever met.”

      She was referring to the fact that I owned the café, my apartment, and every other building on the entire block. Long story short, this had all been my cousin Sarah’s. She fell in love with a man who lived in Seattle, I was divorce-poor and desperate, and she saved me from a life of abject destitution. What she didn’t do was leave me any seed money on which to operate. If it weren’t for the rent money from the other properties, I wouldn’t even have enough to buy kitten food. The café was currently operating at a loss, mostly because I didn’t know how to cook. I’d tried to hire a chef, but that had been a comedy of errors—none of which had made me laugh.

      “What happened with Brad?” I asked.

      “He took me down to the police station.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then I came here.”

      “You’ve been down there all this time? What’d they do?”

      “Questioned me. Three different people. Same questions asked different ways. Over and over.”

      Zoey had to be exhausted. Her usually bold yet perfect make up had feathered under her eyes.

      “And they let you go?” Would they let a murderer go? Was I to be her next victim? Would she push me under the water because of, I don’t know… reasons? Okay self, get a grip. My overinflated ego was riding on a fear high.

      “Kylie, I’m not under arrest. They don’t have any proof that I did anything wrong. They had to let me go.”

      “And that’s when you broke into my place.” I was hoping she’d get the irony.

      Zoey rolled her eyes. “Broke in. Got invited. It’s all semantics.”

      “I’ll remind you of that if you ever walk in to find me snooping around your place.”

      “And that brings me to why I’m here. I want your help.”

      Images flashed in my mind. Me with a shovel and Zoey rolling a dead body off the back of a truck. I narrowed my eyes. “What kind of help?”

      “Help help. Stay-out-of-jail help. You know, like the help I gave you?”

      “But I didn’t kill Rachel!”

      Zoey scowled and stood up. “And you think that I did killed Cam?”

      “Nooo, I don’t think that you did. I just think that you could have.”

      “Woman, get your butt up out of that tub before you turn into a prune. You are going to help me solve this murder. We are going to stick our noses into everybody’s business until whoever killed Cam wants to kill us too.” She stalked out of the room, giving me privacy.

      “I’m not liking your sales pitch,” I called after her.

      I got out of the tub and then streaked down the hall to my bedroom. I hadn’t bought towels yet. I usually air dried, but I did my best to speed up the process by doing a dog shake. It worked. A little.

      I pulled on some clothes and headed out to the kitchen. Zoey was eating a PB&J with potato chips on the side.

      “Made you one.” She slid a plate with another sandwich toward me. I took the potato chips on my plate, pulled open the sandwich, put the chips inside, and then smushed the two pieces of bread together. Zoey eyed my creation. “No wonder you can’t cook.”

      “I’m eating what you’re eating. I’m just eating it different.” We ate in silence for a few minutes. “So what’s the plan?”

      “The plan is that you’ve got to get a haircut. I can see your split ends from here.” She shook her head. “That is not a good look.”

      Ex-aunt Dorothy had said the same thing, although with a little less cruelty.

      I asked again. “What’s the plan to clear your name of murder?”

      “Uh huh, I’m not even worried about that. Well I am, but that’s not the big thing. The cops what to search my place. I can’t have that. They’ll seize all my equipment.”

      “And then you really will be in trouble?”

      Zoey nodded. “Not every client pays me two seventy-five an hour. Some pay me a thousand. I can’t have the police capturing what I do to make a thousand.”

      “Why is it that you live in that tiny apartment if you make that much?”

      Zoey shook her head. “That’s not everyday money. That’s if-I-accept-the-job plus an off-shore-bank-account money.”

      Who was this girl? The potential answers to that thought were starting to scare me.

      “Zoey, what you did to Cam—”

      “Was self-defense and he had it coming.”

      Oh my God, she killed him. I wondered if I could make it to the door if I ran.

      “He grabbed me, wouldn’t let go, I tased him, and that was the end of it.”

      Oh thank God, she didn’t kill him. I took another bite of my sandwich. It tasted so much better now that I’d had a near-death experience.

      “You know the surveillance footage I’d been capturing around town?” Zoey asked and I replied with a nod. “I’ve got the footage from last night. You need to see it.”
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      I didn’t get to see the video last night. Zoey’s phone rang, she answered, and I could hear the frantic pleas of a client even from where I had sat. Zoey took off, and I contemplated how difficult it would be to change the locks on my door before taking another bath, this time without bubbles but with a very large glass of wine.

      Now it was morning and I was serving scrambled eggs on toast to Brad. I leaned my elbows on the counter and watched him take his first bite. He almost didn’t grimace.

      “Are you on your way to work or just getting off?” I asked. I knew my cooking was awful and so did he. What I didn’t know was why he was here eating it if he hated it that much.

      Brad took a long sip of his coffee—coffee he’d made himself. “Heading to,” he answered. “What are you making for lunch?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Did you lose a bet down at the station or something?”

      Without looking at me, he shoved his scrambled eggs around with a fork before answering, “Or something.”

      I wasn’t buying it. Maybe he was hanging around to get a chance to snoop on Zoey a little more. But Zoey wasn’t here. “I’m making fried chicken and mashed potatoes.” It wasn’t true.

      Brad winced. The last time I’d tried to make fried chicken, it was raw around the bone, the breading turned near black instead of golden brown, and the oil had smoked so badly that it had fumigated the entire café. Brad had been here to witness the whole fiasco.

      I stood up straight. “Okay, what gives? Why are you really here?”

      Brad looked as though he wasn’t going to answer me, so when he spoke I was surprised. “You’ve got to stay away from Zoey.”

      Those had not been the words that I expected to come out of his mouth. “Come again?”

      “Things aren’t looking good for her. I know that she was a help to you when you were a suspect in Rachel Summers’ murder, but you need to steer clear of her.”

      “Why are you even making the focus about her? She didn’t do anything.”

      It was Brad’s turn to lean his elbows on the counter. “I like you, Kylie. Hell, I even like Zoey, but you have to distance yourself from her. I can’t tell you why other than to say that the more we know about her, the more we realize how much we don’t know. Every answer leads to ten more questions. Stay clear.”

      “So you really think that she killed Cam?” My heart was pounding in my chest. I liked Brad and I respected him. If he really thought that Zoey had killed Cam, who was I to think she didn’t? It wasn’t like I had any proof of her innocence. There was the promise of a video that she wanted me to watch, but what if she’d doctored it? She had the skills.

      “We’re still investigating,” Brad said.

      They’re still investigating. I let a thought bounce around the insides of my head. “You don’t have anything on her. You’re trying to warn me off but you don’t know she’s actually guilty—”

      “Of this,” Brad said, cutting me off. “Of this, Kylie.” He stood, put on his jacket, and took another sip of his coffee. “Stay away from her, Kylie. If you roll around with garbage, you’ll smell like garbage.”

      My jaw dropped. Stunned. Somewhere deep inside of me, a fuse to an anger bomb lit.

      Brad put on his hat. “And for the love of God, Kylie, get some help in the kitchen. I know you want to do it all yourself, but the food, Kylie. You should apologize to those poor eggs. What you did to them…” He shook his head, then left. Meanwhile, I managed to keep the top of my head from exploding. At least he’d left out the front door. The crime scene tape was gone.

      I went to the back of the kitchen, did some jumping jacks, deep breathing, and air boxing. Anything to burn out the rage that Brad had lit within me. Finally ready to face the world again, I headed out to the café… and almost turned right back around and walked back into the kitchen.

      Max was in the café. My café. He’d come in through the front door and was standing just inside, rubbing his hands together in the way one does when trying to get warm. He was tall, lean, magnetically handsome, and I hated him because of how much he’d hurt Zoey.

      “Good morning!” He smiled, and it belonged in a toothpaste commercial. His eyes were the essence of eager congeniality. It made it a lot harder to hate him, but I dug deep and put forth the effort anyway. “You are glowing today. The picture of pretty.”

      Dammit! I found myself hating him a little less, and I hated that. “Want some coffee?” I asked.

      “That’d be great. Seen Zoey this morning?”

      “Not yet.” My built-in dislike of him found its footing again.

      “I knocked on her apartment door, but no answer. You know where she is?” My skin crawled when he asked. Something I couldn’t put a finger on had changed in his demeanor. His words felt more like an accusation than a question.

      “Nope.” My guess was that she was in her apartment refusing to answer her door to the selfish idiot who had abandoned her.

      Max took a seat at the back of the café. I took him his coffee and offered to bring him some eggs on toast. He passed on the food, so I left him to his coffee and his phone, which he was nose deep in by the time I walked away.

      I went back to the grill and texted Zoey that Max was hanging out, looking for her. I didn’t get an answer back. Zoey was a girl who liked her privacy. She’d see Max when she was ready to see him, and not a second sooner.

      [image: ]
* * *

      TWO HOURS LATER, the lunch crowd had wandered in. Today, people actually had a choice between two different dishes for lunch. I’d made a fresh wedge salad topped with chicken salad made using chicken from a can. But I’d put yesterday’s leftover bacon crumbles on top. Everything was better with bacon.

      The second option was tomato soup. It, too, was from a can, but I’d chopped up fresh tomatoes and added them along with some of the chicken. I then put it in a blender to puree the whole thing, and added more fresh tomato. If anyone ordered it, I’d serve it with buttered toast. I hadn’t peeled the tomatoes, though, and the soup looked weird with tiny pieces of skin floating all through it.

      I put both entrées on the Oops board, setting the price significantly less than the cost of a burger, fries and drink from a fast food place. It was enough to cover the cost of the food and would pay for part of Melanie’s hourly wage. As for keeping the lights on and all the rest, rent from the rest of my Main Street properties would have to cover it.

      Agatha sat down at the bar’s grill. “Do you have any more of those glass Cokes?”

      Happiness flashed through me. It felt so good when I knew I could deliver exactly what a customer wanted. “Sure do. Want it over ice?”

      “Yes, please.” Agatha looked down at the bar stool next to her. “Well, hello!” Sage stretched her head upward into my line of sight as Agatha reached down to pet her. “What a lovely girl you are.”

      I poured Agatha a Coke. “Would you like some lunch today?”

      Agatha glanced at the Oops board. She studied it with a serious face, and then smiled. “I’m feeling adventurous today. Bring me one of each.”

      Agatha always knew just the right thing to say.

      A couple of minutes later I had a wedge salad and a bowl of soup in front of her. Her brow quirked upward. “Interesting.” She took a sip of the soup. Then she chewed. She took another sip, then nodded and said, “Hearty but light. It’s a nice beginning of what could become a great signature soup.”

      My heart swelled with pride, and my eyes threatened to well with tears. It was only in moments like these that I realized how much succeeding meant to me.

      My attention shifted to Sage as Agatha started in on the salad wedge. The little smoky tortoiseshell was on the far side of the café, making her rounds between the customers to get loving and adoration. She reached Max and he startled. Then his foot lashed out in an attempt to kick her.

      “Hey!” I was climbing over the counter before I realized what I was doing. My feet hit the ground and I steamrolled forward.

      Max jumped out of his chair and scooped Sage into his arms. He held her against his chest and rubbed his chin against her ear. “Such a sweet little girl,” he cooed before holding her out to me.

      I grabbed her from him and held her against me, ignoring her attempts to get back to him and his scratchy, whiskered chin. “You tried to kick her.”

      He shrugged, holding his hands out to his sides. “I’ve spent too much time in New York. I thought she was a big rat.”

      I glanced down at her… Long tail. Four legs. Furry. Rationally, I could see how he could make the mistake, but emotionally I wasn’t buying it. He had tried to kick my cat.

      Sage wiggled in my arms, trying to get free. Done with playing nice, she hissed and swatted my ear. I knew she cared, though. Her claws hadn’t even been out.

      I let her jump to the ground, and she ran off to claim a reader’s lap in the cozy corner. I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at Max.

      His patience slipped, and his irritation bubbled to the surface. Mirroring me, he crossed his arms over his chest, but when he did it, his biceps bulged. “Where’s Zoey?”

      “What makes you think I’d know?”

      “Because every time I’ve seen her she’s been on her way here, here, leaving here, or leaving with you.”

      That was awfully specific for someone who had only been trying to reconnect with Zoey for the last two days.

      “Zoey is her own person,” I countered. “She has a lot on her mind, not the least of which is how to feel about the man who ghosted her breezing back into town and trying to rekindle what he threw away.”

      “Ouch. You don’t pull your punches. I like that.” He was smiling again, and I could feel myself melting. No wonder Zoey was avoiding him. He was too disarming—too charming. He was too easy to forgive without being deserving of forgiveness.

      “Why did you do it to her? Why did you run away?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking.

      My question brought an unexpected sadness to his eyes. “Because I was a coward. I—” He stopped to clear the emotion from his voice. “My parents didn’t have a good marriage.” He chuckled, but it contained no humor. “That’s the nice way of putting it. A part of me believed that getting married was agreeing to the life they had together, and I love Zoey too much to do that to her. But I didn’t have the strength to break things off, so I stayed away. I realize now how much of a mistake that was. A terrible, horrible mistake. But it’s one I’m willing to earn her forgiveness for every day for the rest of my life.”

      Wow… I wondered what I would have done if Dan, my ex, had poured his heart out to me like that. It was hard to let go when love was involved. I nodded as I took in Max’s confession.

      “Think you could put in a good word for me?” he asked, then hurriedly added with his hand on his chest, “I’d owe you.”

      “I can pass along to her what you said, but I can’t do more than that.”

      “And even that is more than I deserve. Thank you.” He got his jacket, left a fifty on the table to pay for his four cups of coffee, but then paused before heading out. He snapped his fingers like he was just remembering something. “Kylie, there’s a salon down on Brunt Street. Do you know the one I’m talking about?”

      “No, but I could probably find it.”

      “They’ve got a sign up in the window. They’re looking for models. You know, before and after photos. With that red hair of yours and your complexion, you’d be perfect. And they’re offering a free cut and highlights in exchange for the photos. I bet they’d be thrilled to have you.”

      “Thanks, I’ll check them out.” I’d lost count of the number of people who had pointed out my need for a haircut. Probably this was Max’s polite way of telling me the same thing.

      He left, and I took the fifty off the table and passed it on to my waitress, Melanie, telling her that someone had left her a nice tip. Her Shirley Temple curls bounced around her pretty face as she did a little happy dance.

      Back at the grill, I saw that Agatha had eaten nearly half her soup and a third of her wedge salad. She’d pushed the dishes away, clearly done.

      “A valiant effort, my dear,” she said.

      “Brenda made lemon bars. Want one?”

      “Oh! I’d love one, with an iced glass of milk.”

      I took away the lunch dishes and brought her dessert. Agatha took a bite of the lemon bar and closed her eyes, in heaven.

      “Mmmm,” she said. She opened her eyes. “Brenda’s lemon bars won first place at the county fair three years back.”

      “There’s a county fair with food contests?”

      “Mmhmm.” Her eyes twinkled, knowing she was planting seeds for the future in me.

      “Any contests for worst cook?” I joked.

      “That’s called last place, sweetie.”

      She had me there.

      “Agatha, what do you think of Zoey?”

      “Mmm, I like her. A lot. That one thinks for herself instead of letting the world tell her what to think.”

      “Brad said I should stay away from her.”

      “Brad’s a cop. To him, everyone is guilty until proven innocent.”

      So that meant Brad had thought that I was guilty of killing Rachel Summers. But I didn’t kill Rachel Summers. I was innocent, and that meant that even though he suspected Zoey of being guilty, she could be innocent—same as me.

      “What do you think of Max?” I asked.

      The bridge of Agatha’s nose crinkled like she was smelling something bad. “He’s a showboat. A magician. He’s all sleight of hand. Look here while I do this over there. He distracts, then he manipulates.” She shrugged. “I suppose that’s part of what makes him such a good sports agent. He knows people, and he’s very observant.”

      I shuffled my weight from one foot to the other. I didn’t want to ask my next question, but I needed to. “You think he’s trying to manipulate Zoey by coming back into her life?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t think he does anything that doesn’t serve his purposes first and foremost.”
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      Sorry I missed lunch yesterday. I meant to be here,” Brad said, taking off his hat and setting it on the stool next to him as he sat down. “What’s for breakfast?”

      “A butter toasted bagel topped with a sunny side up egg.”

      “You ever think of serving cereal? Hard to mess up cereal. Can be healthy, too.”

      “You mean the type of cereal that tastes like cardboard or the kind that’s like chewing gravel?”

      “The gravel stuff can be softened if you pour warm milk over it, and the cardboard stuff can be sweetened with some fresh berries and honey.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Despite yesterday’s conversation and the overpowering rage that followed, Brad had me smiling. I fixed him a split butter toasted bagel and eggs while he made a pot of coffee.

      Without a barbed word or an angry glare between us, Brad finished his breakfast and was out the door at the same time that Max walked in. My happy mood turned immediately dour. He took a seat at the grill’s bar, and my space felt violated. I was so used to only my regulars sitting at the bar. Without realizing it, it had become an extension of my personal space.

      “Can I get you some breakfast?”

      “Sure. I’ll have pancakes and sausage.”

      “Sorry.” I pointed to the Oops board. It contained a description of the breakfast I’d given Brad. “I’m still learning, so I only offer one or two types of dishes at a time.”

      “Oh, sure! Bring it on. Whatever works for you.”

      I poured him a cup of coffee, set out the chilled cream and sugar cubes, and then made him breakfast. Putting it before him, I admired the eggs. I’d gotten them almost right. As for the bagel halves, they were what I’d call well-done with a touch of char.

      Using a fork and knife, Max sawed his way through the egg-topped bagel and then took a bite. His eyes opened wide. “This is better than I was expecting. You wouldn’t believe how few places use real butter. I’ve eaten at diners from coast to coast. Real butter, real ingredients, always make a difference.”

      I wasn’t sure who I was talking to. Max’s compliment felt so genuine, so honest. I liked him. The guy sitting in front of me didn’t feel like the same guy I’d talked to yesterday.

      “Heard from Zoey?” he asked.

      “No, ‘fraid not.” It wasn’t even a lie.

      Max shrugged. “She needs time. I get that. I made her wait. It’s only fair that it’s my turn to wait.” He ate every bite of his breakfast, and did so without complaint. “You mind if I meet with a client here in about an hour?”

      “Is it anything that would disturb the other customers?”

      “No, we’d just be talking business at one of the tables.”

      “That sounds fine.” Opportunity to expose yet another person to my café. Win-win. “Say, did you know Cam?”

      “Who?”

      “Cam, the guy who was killed and left outside my café a couple of nights back.”

      Max snapped his fingers. “Was he a waiter at some restaurant?”

      “Bouche.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’d met him a few times. Great guy. Nice guy. Real shame.”

      I wanted to frown at Max’s description, but I fought to maintain my poker face. Everyone else I’d heard speak about Cam had had nothing good to say about him. But maybe Cam had appreciated a man’s man, and had treated him with something other than outright disdain. Max was one of those people who others instinctively wanted to be liked by. He was charismatic and handsome. One of the cool kids in school. Maybe Cam had been different around him… or maybe Max was lying. I needed to know which.

      Before I managed to come up with the perfect reply to say to ferret out the truth, Max excused himself from the grill’s bar and sat down at the same table I’d seen him sit at the day before. He pulled out his phone and studied while absentmindedly rubbing the back of his neck.

      It was time to figure out what to serve for lunch. I headed into the pantry, stood, and stared. My other waiter, Sam, had the floor today and Melanie was due in before lunch. I’d have plenty of help, so there was no reason for me to pick a lunch option that allowed me to work both the floor and the kitchen. The lunch could require more last-minute preparation time.

      Five minutes passed. Ten. My feet started to hurt, then my head. “How do other people do this?”

      “Kylie?” It was Joel’s voice.

      “Back here,” I called. I couldn’t put him to work through another lunch. He’d start avoiding the café and me. I didn’t want that. I liked him. His presence was like a lighthouse in a storm. I always felt safer and more secure with him near.

      He appeared in the pantry’s doorway and filled the entire space, from shoulder to shoulder and top to bottom. “What’cha doin’?”

      “Trying to figure out what to make for lunch.”

      He stepped inside, and suddenly there was barely room for the two of us. Together, we stood and stared.

      “How about we see what you have in the walk-in cooler?” Joel suggested.

      Standing in the cooler was much the same as standing in the pantry. There was barely room for the two of us, and we were once more standing and staring at all the options.

      “How are you with hamburger?”

      “I undercook it. A lot.”

      We stood and stared some more.

      “How about stuffed baked potatoes? Put more in the oven than you think you’ll need and use the leftovers to make something else tomorrow.”

      I could do that. I could use my phone to Google how to bake them. “What would I stuff them with?”

      Back to staring at the shelves.

      “Ground beef. You could brown the ground beef loose, like taco meat. That way you’d know for sure that you weren’t undercooking it. As it cooks, add in some diced onions. You got any canned chili?”

      I thought a moment. “I think I saw some frozen chili that Sarah must have made in the walk-in freezer.”

      “Ohhh,” Joel said with reverence. “She made a good chili. I’d add that in to the beef and onions. Then when somebody orders a loaded potato, you cut it open, put on some of the beef and chili mixture, and then top the whole thing off with shredded cheddar cheese. Ask them if they want a dollop of sour cream, too.” Joel was making my mouth water.

      “I think I can do that.” Little by little, my confidence was growing.

      Joel leaned down, kissed me on the cheek, and then called out that he’d be back in an hour and a half for lunch.

      I Googled. I baked. I singed off an inch of my hair.

      I made an appointment at the beauty salon on Brunt Street.

      I did everything that Joel had said to do, but I should have drained the fat from the browned ground beef. Despite that, lunch looked good. When I added it to the Oops board, I was bold. I marked it at almost the same price as what you could buy a burger for.

      For dessert, I listed lemon bar ice cream. It was vanilla ice cream with yesterday’s lemon bars folded in.

      People began trundling in. I was ecstatic. There were twenty-two heads. The plates were easy and fast to make. Proud of my creation, I delivered the dishes myself while Melanie and Sam put the plates together and readied a few chilled cups of ice cream so that they would be ready to go if anyone ordered one.

      True to his word, Joel returned for lunch, which I gave him on the house with an extra-large serving of ice cream. He ate at the grill’s bar while I delivered plates to the diners scattered throughout the rest of the café.

      “You’re getting so much better at this!” exclaimed Fred Jerkins.

      “I agree. I was sure we’d be having spaghetti with meatballs again.” Sally, Fred’s wife, said, giving me a wink.

      I didn’t mind their teasing. They’d been good to me. They were members of Joel’s Saturday morning walking group, and they had faced down my ex-Aunt Dorothy when she had been at her worst. They had supported me when most people in town were turning their backs.

      “It’s so good to have you here again,” I said. The words but we want him to go to college reached my ears. They came from a woman sitting with Max and another man at the table next to the Jerkins. I assumed that the other man was the woman’s husband.

      “He’ll have plenty of time to go to college later,” Max said.

      “Our boy’s got the chance to go to college when nobody else in the family ever has. He’s going to be the first. We won’t let him give that up.”

      Mrs. Jenkins’ hand touched mine, and I refocused. “How have things been going? It looks like you have a decent crowd today.”

      It was true. The lunch crowd had been growing, but it made up the bulk of my customers for the day. I was lucky to get ten other people throughout the rest of the day. “Things have been improving. Slowly. Business is picking up.”

      “I am so glad to hear that.” She patted my hand. “I want to try this.” She took a bite of her potato, and I waited for her judgment, but my ear traveled once more to the table next to me.

      “I know that you’re good parents,” Max said. “Bryan is seventeen. He needs your help with this next big step. Don’t steal this opportunity from him. I know I don’t need to tell you how much resentment can build up in a person who feels that they’ve been cheated of the future they were meant to have by their parents, well-meaning or not.”

      Ohh, that was a low blow. I stared at the couple. They were looking at each other, their profiles turned toward me. Worry and uncertainty blanketed their faces. That’s when Max swooped in for the kill.

      “Sign here,” he said. “It will be the best thing you’ve ever done for your son. He wants this, and he’ll never forget how much you believed in him.”

      Max was playing every emotional chord that kid’s parent’s had. The kid wasn’t even here to put in his two cents worth. I was once again liking Max a little less.

      “This is delicious!” Fred’s voice pulled me back to the table I was standing in front of.

      “It is. And do I taste Sarah’s chili in there? She would never give that recipe to anyone. How did you get it out of her? And more importantly, will you share it with me?” Sally’s eyes were full of hope.

      Confession time. “I, uh, found some of her chili in the freezer.”

      “Oh poo,” Sally said, slumping back in her chair.

      “Sally’s tried to replicate Sarah’s chili no less than twenty times.”

      “Always a fail. I never get it right.”

      Note to self. Try to get Sarah’s chili recipe. If other’s liked it as well as Sally did, it could help to bring in more customers.

      With everyone fed, I escaped back to the grill’s bar.

      “Going well?” Joel asked.

      “Going great,” I answered honestly. “Do you by any chance know anything about Sarah’s chili?”

      “Only that she’d chew off her own arm before giving the recipe to anyone.”

      I bit the inside of my lip. There had to be a way. “Did you ever see her using a recipe book? Maybe one that she made up herself?”

      Joel thought a moment. “I did see her reference a little notepad sometimes, not very often.”

      My eyes scanned the counter on their own. I wondered if there was a chance that Sarah had left that notebook behind. She had packed up and left in such a hurry, after all.

      My cell phone buzzed in my pocket. I checked it. A text from Zoey. My place. Fifteen minutes.

      I glanced in Max’s direction. He was still busy with his woe begotten clients. Holding the phone low in hopes that Max wouldn’t see what I was doing if he happened to look my way, I texted Zoey back. Can’t. Lunch rush.

      Zoey: Leave it with Melanie and Sam. Fifteen minutes. Don’t make me circulate your sophomore high school yearbook photo.

      With her hacking skills, I had no doubt that she’d managed to find it. She had me backed into a corner. I had no choice.

      Still, I smiled. I was going to get to investigate another murder.
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      The moment my knuckles touched wood, Zoey yanked her apartment door open. She pulled me in then stuck her head back out into the hall, looking each way. She was behaving more “uniquely” than usual.

      “I didn’t see anyone when I came up the stairs,” I said.

      Zoey closed the door. Her glossy black hair was pulled back into a thick French braid. It was a very stealthy look compared to her usual wild, free-flowing mane. And her eyes didn’t sport the Cleopatra look tonight. They were more raccoon-light. Dressed from head to toe in dark colors, she looked like a cat burglar.

      “We doing some breaking and entering that I don’t know about? ‘Cause I’m not dressed for it.” I waved a hand at my ensemble of hip-hugging light blue pants with a tucked in white t-shirt. My princess-style coat was blood red, so at least it provided a little bit of camouflage. But given that it was daylight, I didn’t think any of that mattered.

      “Oh, the breaking and entering has already been done. Sit.” She waved at the chairs in front of her computer and her half-moon wall of computer screens.

      There was a high-backed chair that looked as though it would be at home on the bridge of a starship, then there was a low backed chair pushed to the side. I sat in the one that clearly wasn’t hers. No way was I going to claim being the captain of any trip she had planned.

      I got a good look at Zoey’s eyes when she sat down. They were bloodshot, and it didn’t look like it was because she’d been crying. “When’s the last time you slept?”

      She picked up a Red Bull and took a swig. “Recent enough. Now look at this.” Her fingers flew over her keyboard, and a file popped up. She clicked play. Every screen around me filled with the same image. It was at night. An empty sidewalk in front of buildings I didn’t recognize. There was a dark alleyway with a pile of garbage in the shadows.

      A man came into view. He was walking down the sidewalk. He was tall and lanky, and he wore a jacket. His hands were shoved into the jacket’s pockets. I leaned forward and stared at the largest, centermost screen. I was sure I was seeing Cam. Alive.

      “When was this? Does Cam have a brother or something? Was the wrong person IDed as being dead in front of the café?”

      Cam reached the end of one building and stepped off the curb onto the alley’s entryway. He got halfway across when the pile of garbage stacked behind him grew. It got taller, more defined, and then it struck out with shadowed arms to hook around Cam’s neck and drag him into the deeper darkness against the building.

      I screamed and sat back in my chair with my hand over my mouth. Tears flooded my eyes as I watched Cam’s feet kick into the subdued light past the shadows. They lost their sense of direction, then they lost their force. Then they stopped moving.

      “Oh my God, oh my God.” My hands flailed in the air. “Did we just see what I think we just saw? Was that Cam being murdered? Oh my God.” The image was frozen on Cam’s lifeless legs until Zoey minimized the screen. A puppy sniffing a daisy took its place.

      I felt as though my eyes were going to pop out of my head and I had both my hands clamped over my mouth. Zoey was watching me, worried.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      I nodded, but my eyes stayed bulged and my hands stayed clamped over my mouth.

      “Breathe,” Zoey directed. “You’re not breathing. You’ll feel better once you breathe. Breathe deep.” She demonstrated, and I breathed with her. As promised, I felt better.

      I jabbed my finger at the screens. “That was Cam being killed.”

      “I know.”

      “Who did that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Did you do that?”

      Zoey didn’t look offended. Instead she brought up a still shot of the shadow creature standing against the building. She clicked some buttons and a small window with image contrast controls appeared. She made adjustments, and the building itself gained better definition even as its color became distorted.

      “This is a brick building,” Zoey said. “I’ve done some research, and the height of each of these bricks is a little over two and a half inches. The mortar between the bricks is four-tenths of an inch. Together, each brick represents almost three inches in height. This figure,” she pointed her finger at the screen, “this person, is at least twenty-two bricks in height. They are at least five feet six inches tall. I’m barely five foot one.”

      My gaze dropped to her shoes. She had on a pair of rugged, army-issue looking boots, except that these boots had platform soles and no less than a four-inch heel.

      Zoey followed my gaze and tucked her feet out of sight under her chair. “Kylie, look at me.” I did. “I didn’t do this. I don’t have the strength and I’m too light. Cam never got his feet back under him. If it had been me, he would have been able to stand up and pick me up with him. It wasn’t me.”

      I looked at the image. I studied it. The shadow was blurry, but wide. It was substantial; Zoey wasn’t substantial. She was wiry, a person who could crawl through a pet door. She wasn’t a person who could have easily achieved what I’d just seen on that video, but from what little I’d been able to see, the only person in the video struggling had been poor Cam, not his murderer. And yes, I said “poor” Cam. As vile as he’d been around me in life, seeing his death made it impossible for me to think of him in any way other than a victim.

      I looked at Zoey. I was ready to believe her. I knew that it was unfair of me to want any proof at all. She’d asked me for none, and she’d been unable to find any proof of my innocence herself. Yet she had stood by my side. “Okay. Whatever you need. Let’s get this guy.”

      Zoey seemed to deflate as relief and fatigue flooded her features. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. I’m not going all Thelma and Louise with you. No driving off cliffs.”

      “Well, not with us in the car anyway.” Zoey grinned, and I couldn’t help but grin back, but the disturbing thought was that I wasn’t sure how much she was joking. Even more disturbing was that I was starting not to mind.

      “So what’s next?” I asked. “Were you able to see who went into that alleyway before Cam got there? Is it a dead end alley?”

      Zoey swiveled back to face the monitors. “I don’t think so. Look at this.” She brought up footage of a dark sedan turning into the alley. There was the glow of red taillights after the car disappeared from view, but then the glow stopped suddenly. They didn’t fade away. The car would have had to turn off its lights for the glow to have disappeared so suddenly.

      A moment later, there was movement near the wall. A shadow. The shadow was large for the blink of an eye, then it seemed to collapse in on itself as it neared the edge of the alleyway’s entrance.

      “That’s the killer,” Zoey said, and I got goosebumps. “This was six minutes before Cam showed up.”

      “Any way to track the car?”

      “No, I tried. I couldn’t see the license plate, and the car doesn’t come back out of the alley. It must have driven out the other end, and there aren’t any surveillance camera sources on that side. I did find video of the car pulling up outside your café, though. But I didn’t want to show it to you. It gave even me the creeps.”

      “Why?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but I was sure that my imagination could produce images far worse than the truth.

      “It all happened so fast. Twenty seconds. Middle of the night. The car pulled up in front of the café. Pulled right up onto the sidewalk. It’s hard to see anything from the camera’s angle, but when the car drove away, Cam was lying in front of the café’s door.”

      Twenty seconds. What she was describing could have happened in broad daylight and still have gone unseen. Twenty seconds was tying a shoelace or answering a phone call. It was hardly any distraction whatsoever.

      She clicked out of the video of the car driving into the alleyway and brought up another. “You need to see these, too. I hacked into the Bouche’s deleted surveillance logs. That’s the restaurant where Cam worked.”

      “They deleted them?”

      “It’s common practice to delete logs older than a certain date, like six months.”

      “Oh.”

      “This is from eight months ago.” Video of Cam filled the screens. There wasn’t any audio. Cam was waiting on tables. The customers were smiling, and it looked as though Cam was doing a good job. “Now watch this video from a couple of months ago.”

      It was Cam again, but this time everything was different. His clothes looked messy. He didn’t smile at the customers and they didn’t smile back. When he delivered a plate, he all but tossed it on the table.

      “Wow,” I said. “Was he having a bad day?”

      “Not so as I can tell. All the days are like this. I was able to find ten different instances where it looked as though customers were complaining directly to the manager.”

      “I guess that’s what it looks like when somebody gets job burnout.”

      “I don’t think that was it,” Zoey said. “Burnout happens gradually. This shift happened fast. Just over six months ago he was a good waiter, then boom. He’s terrible. No transition. The difference is drastic from one day to the next.”

      She brought up video showing what she was talking about. She was right. The change happened overnight.

      “And check this out,” Zoey said. She brought up video of Cam getting into a blow out argument with a short, pudgy, balding man with thick glasses. Food was thrown. Cam flipped the man’s plate off the table and upside down onto the floor. Even without audio, it was clear that both men were yelling.

      I shook my head. “Where’s the manager? Why aren’t they intervening?”

      “I don’t know, but here’s this.” She brought up more video. “This is the first day that Cam’s service was terrible. Look, right here.” She pointed at a woman with dark brown hair and flared hips. “That’s Steph. She’s the manager.”

      I watched as Steph intercepted Cam on his way back from badly serving a customer. Everything about Steph’s body language said she was mad. She took him to a secluded corner of the restaurant and spoke to him with her hands on her hips, leaning forward. As for Cam, he looked bored. He was intermittently looking at and chewing his nails. When he looked as though he’d bitten off some nail and spit it, Steph seemed to have gone from anger to rage. Then Cam smiled at her, a full Cheshire cat smile. He started talking, and it didn’t take long for everything about Steph’s body language to change. Her hands dropped and she leaned away from Cam.

      “Is he threatening her?” I asked. I kept watching.

      In the video, Steph shook her head and then reached out to Cam with both hands, as if pleading or imploring, but he shook her off. When Cam walked away, still grinning like a loon, Steph had her face buried in her hands. The video ended.

      “Wow, she was upset with him,” I said, wondering if she was upset enough to kill Cam or have him killed. “That heavy-set guy with the thick glasses was really mad, too.”

      “I say we start with Steph. Maybe she can tell us what made Cam change so much,” Zoey said.

      “What about Cam? What do we know about him?” I asked.

      “Not much. He wasn’t very active on social media, and over the last several months he hasn’t been active at all.”

      “I heard some customers talking. They mentioned a woman’s name, said that they’d broken up. An ex-girlfriend?” I thought for a moment, trying to rehear the words in my head. “Patty. I think they said her name was Patty.”

      “I didn't find anything online, but some people are private about that stuff.”

      My gut churned at what I wanted to ask next. Max had been coming to the café for the last couple of days, and I got the feeling that he was going to continue coming until he got the chance to sort things out with Zoey. I didn’t mind him showing up every day. He was another customer. His patronage could help keep the lights on. And if he made a habit of bringing clients there, that would help keep the café afloat that much longer. But I needed to know if Max was friend or foe, and Zoey was the deciding factor.

      “Zoey, about Max—”

      “He looks good, doesn’t he?” Zoey slumped in her chair. “I want to run my fingers through his hair, and I love the way he looks at me.”

      “But…” I prompted, needing to know the other side of the coin.

      “But I don’t trust him. He left. He cut me off like I didn’t exist. I was planning our wedding! And he treated me like I’d died or he’d died—and I really had thought he might have died! He’s got this titanium screw in his neck, from an old football injury, holding the thing together.” She shook her head. Her eyes held a vacant stare of abject disbelief. “He didn’t even have the courtesy to tell me goodbye or that he hated me or that he’d found someone else. Nothing. How can someone who cares about you do that?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t know. Dan had been a lot of things to me, but ambivalent had never been one of them. I couldn’t imagine the pain of being done that way. To be told one second that you were a person’s moon and stars, to being treated as if you didn’t matter at all—it was too much. “Want me to tell him not to come around anymore?” I missed Zoey visiting the café. If Max was there, Zoey wouldn’t be.

      “No, it’s okay. I’ll talk to him eventually.” She rolled her eyes skyward. “I still want him, and I hate that. I see him and I get all happy inside. I remember all our good times. He smiles and I want to throw my arms around him and kiss him. A part of me—the part that’s happy being with him—doesn’t connect with how terribly he’s treated me. It was his absence that hurt. Now that he’s not absent, I’m left with all this joy. It’s so confusing.”

      I was confused, too. I wanted to help Zoey, but I didn’t know how. There was really only one thing I could do. I could give her my unconditional support. “Whatever you decide to do, I’m on your side. Hate him, love him, bury him out in the woods,”—I really, really hoped it wouldn’t be that last one—“I’m with you.”

      I nearly fell back in my chair when Zoey threw her arms around me for a hug. I guessed I managed to say the right thing after all.
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      Ready?” I asked with my hand on the handle of Zoey’s apartment door.

      “Yeah,” she said, putting on her jacket.

      I opened the door and we barged out into the hallway, ready to do battle with the latest whodunit question of the season: who killed Cam? But my full steam ahead charge came to an abrupt halt, and Zoey slammed into my back.

      In front of me stood Max. He was leaning with his back against the wall and his thickly muscled arms crossed over his equally thickly muscled chest.

      “Figured I might run into you two,” Max said.

      “What do you want, Max?” Zoey demanded to know, mimicking his crossed-arm stance as she stepped up beside me.

      “I thought I’d made that clear,” Max said. “I want you, and I want your forgiveness. I need it, Zoe.” This last was said in the voice of a bedroom confession, and I felt suddenly very out of place.

      Zoey was quiet next to me, so I filled in the gap. Nothing positive or negative, just a redirection. Given his own manipulative ways, I was sure he’d understand. “We’re busy right now, Max. We have some place we need to be.”

      His eyes went from me to Zoey. “That true, Zoe? You don’t have time for me?”

      I felt Zoey stiffen. “You can’t waltz back into town and expect me to put my whole life on hold for you, Max. You didn’t put your life on hold for me, even before you decided I wasn’t worth a second of your time.” Bitterness—lots of bitterness.

      Max’s arms fell to his sides, and he stuffed his hands into his jeans pockets. The jeans fit him well. Really well. Baseball-player-uniform well. It made me feel all the worse for Zoey. A gorgeous man was asking her to give him a second chance, and she was having to tell him no. The girl was strong.

      “You’re right, Zoe. I’ve got a lot to make up for, both from before and after…” He avoided saying after what. “I was thinking I could make you dinner and we could talk—just talk. You talk, I’ll listen. Or if you want me to talk, I’ll tell you about everything, about every moment that we’ve been apart. I won’t hold anything back. I promise.”

      “My life is bigger than you,” Zoey said, standing her ground. “I have bigger worries than you.”

      “I know. Cam. I heard that the cops are looking into things and that… well, that you beat Cam up, you beat him up bad, so they’re looking at you.”

      Wow, talk about pouring salt in the wound. I wanted to throttle Max. It was time for me to jump in. “So you understand if we’ve got to go. Things to do. Prison to stay out of and all that.” I started moving and was relieved when Zoey fell into step beside me.

      Max stepped after us. “I could be your alibi, Zoe,” he blurted.

      As one, we stopped, turned and stared at him.

      “You and me, Zoe. We’ve always been a good team. I could tell the police that you were with me. You wouldn’t be a suspect anymore.” But she’d be indebted to him, locked into a relationship with nowhere to go in case he decided to tell the police the truth. The manipulator had struck again.

      I stepped forward. “I seem to recall Zoey being with me that night. Or maybe if she wasn’t with me, she was with Agatha or Joel. Maybe she was having dinner with Jack and his whole family. If we asked, I’m sure they’d remember the night quite clearly. ‘Zoe’ doesn’t need your get-out-of-jail-free card. She has me. She has her friends. Friends that will be here tomorrow and the day after. Get my meaning?”

      Max’s pale eyes turned the color of sludgy ice. A dirty cold. He took a step closer, his focus completely on me. “I get your meaning.”

      My fists were bunched, and I was ready to fight. I didn’t care that the man could body slam me with the same effort that it took him to sneeze.

      “Kylie, we gotta go.” Zoey’s voice broke through my haze of protective anger. So much for me being a rock solid companion of neutral support.

      We left. Max stayed behind, once more relegated to that of a discarded fragment from Zoey’s past. Over, done with, and ignored. Even if only temporarily.
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      Bouche, the restaurant where Cam had worked, was a steakhouse with French-style cuisine. It was a lot nicer than what I’d been expecting. It didn’t matter that I had seen it on the videos that Zoey had shown me. Those videos hadn’t truly captured its essence. The decor was somewhere between classic and trendy, and I was both intimidated and envious when we walked in. When the smells from the kitchen hit me, I was downright embarrassed and, yes, even ashamed about my little café and the food I offered my patrons. The things I did to food suddenly seemed like crimes against livestock and plant life everywhere.

      Zoey snagged the attention of a smartly dressed thirty-something waitress. “We’d like to see the manager.”

      “Is there a problem? I would love to help you if possible,” she said. Her name tag read “Jenny.” She was attentive, and even though she had been walking with a purposeful, fast pace before Zoey stopped her, she gave no appearance of impatience or the need to hurry off. She seemed interested in helping us, and if it was a problem the staff could address, it lightened the burden put on the manager. All of this was a sign that the staff had been well-trained. On top of that, it indicated that the management had expectations regarding their employee’s performance—expectations that the staff understood. If this woman was well-trained, then that meant Cam had most likely been well-trained and he would have understood just how woefully bad he’d been doing his job.

      “It’s something that we need to talk to Steph about directly,” Zoey said.

      “Oh!” Jenny said. Hearing the manager called by her first name seemed to fast-track the negotiations of speaking to her. “You ladies help yourself to a seat over there, and I’ll let Steph know that you're here to see her. Could I get your names?” We gave them. “And would you care for something to drink while you wait?” Zoey asked for a lemonade and I asked for a raspberry lemonade.

      We sat down in a booth tucked against the wall at a window. Jenny brought us our drinks, and Steph showed up a few minutes later. I moved to sit on the same side of the booth as Zoey so that Steph could sit opposite us.

      Before sitting down, Steph shook our hands with a strong, firm grip and introduced herself. “Hi, I’m Stephanie Montgomery, manager of Bouche.” She sat down. She had ruddy cheeks, wavy hair that was pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck, and a friendly smile. She was dressed in dark blue slacks and a light pink blouse. “What can I help you ladies with?”

      I jumped in. “We understand that Cam worked here before his death.”

      Steph’s smile faltered. “That’s correct.”

      “We were hoping to ask you some questions,” I said.

      “I’m sorry, who are you with?” She looked back and forth between us. When she didn’t get an immediate answer, she clarified her question. “Are you with the police?”

      “No,” Zoey answered.

      “Then you were friends with Cam,” Steph said, suddenly looking wary.

      “No,” Zoey answered again.

      “The newspaper?”

      “No.”

      Steph’s brows went up. “Then why are you here? I’ve already talked with the police, I have nothing to offer the paper, and I’m not interested in talking with his friends.”

      “But we’re none of those,” I said.

      “Which leads me back to the question, who are you and why are you here?”

      “Were you afraid of Cam?” Zoey blurted out, and Steph’s face paled.

      “I-I wasn’t.” She’d said it, but with a stutter.

      Zoey leaned forward and spoke more slowly, putting her hands on the edge of the table. “Why. Were. You. Afraid. Of. Cam?”

      Anger from Steph this time. “I wasn’t.”

      It was time to play bad cop, scary cop. Of course, Zoey was scary cop. “Then why didn’t you fire him?”

      “How I run my restaurant is no business of yours,” Steph declared, indignant.

      “Isn’t it?” Zoey asked. “We’re customers.” She took a sip of her lemonade, emphasizing the statement. “You had a waiter here who ticked off customers right and left. We want to know why you kept him on.”

      “Did he threaten you? Because we saw video of you getting mad at him… and then you got scared.”

      “I’d say desperate,” Zoey said, talking to me.

      “Desperately terrified?” I offered.

      “Yeah, that works.”

      We both returned our attention to Steph, and I asked, “Why were you desperately terrified of Cam?”

      “Well, I never!” Steph said, upping her indignation.

      “Oh, I think you did,” I said. “I think you did a lot. You run a tight place here. It’s clean. The food smells good. Your staff is well-trained and they do their jobs well. But Cam didn’t. And you didn’t fire him. I don’t see anyone else here acting the way Cam did, and that means they know that they would get fired if they pulled the stunts he did. That means they’re afraid of you and the power you have over them… So why were you afraid of Cam, and why wasn’t he afraid of you? What power was it that he had over you?”

      Steph opened and closed her mouth several times before closing her eyes and drooping her head. But when she opened her eyes again and lifted her head, she didn’t have the look of someone defeated. “Where are you getting your information? Because it’s not right.”

      “What’s wrong about it?” Zoey asked. “Was Cam a good waiter?”

      “Well, he… he was.”

      “Liar,” Zoey said.

      Steph’s face flushed red, and she started to get up.

      “Sit or we go to the police with what we know,” Zoey threatened. A bluff. To my amazement, Steph sat back down, looking as guilty as a toddler who had stolen a cookie out of the cookie jar.

      So there was something that Steph didn’t want the police to know.

      “Why did you kill Cam?” I asked.

      “Are you nuts?” Steph exclaimed. “I didn’t kill anybody.”

      It was worth a try.

      “Then who did?” I asked.

      “How the heck should I know?”

      “Do you think it was one of his customers? Maybe someone he pushed too hard?” Zoey asked.

      Steph glanced toward the rest of the restaurant. “No,” she shook her head. “Couldn’t have been. He wouldn’t.”

      “Who wouldn’t?” I asked.

      Steph looked uncertain, then she started talking. “Cam got into a big argument with one of my regulars, Jared.”

      “Short, heavyset with coke-bottle glasses?” I asked.

      Steph narrowed her eyes. “How do you know that?”

      “How we know,” Zoey said, “isn’t as important as that we know.”

      Steph frowned, but she gave us the confirmation we needed. “Yeah, that’s Jared. A lot of things were said during that fight, on both sides, and Jared told Cam—how’d he put it—oh yeah, he told Cam that he’d get rid of him. I’m pretty sure he meant fired, though.” Then to herself she added, “I hope he meant fired.”

      “What about Cam’s girlfriend,” I said, “is she taking his death hard?”

      Steph looked at her watch. When she looked at us again, her lips had thinned and she had seemed to have lost her patience despite the appearance of our leverage over her. “I’ve had about enough of this, but I’ll answer your question anyway because you need to understand that you are barking up the wrong tree. Cam was my employee. Em-ploy-ee. I don’t know if he had a girlfriend or not, and his relationship status was frankly none of my business. I was his employer. Not his keeper, not his watcher, and not his confidant. Now, I’ve told you everything there is to tell, which is more than I had to. It’s time that you both to take your meddling noses and get out of my restaurant.”

      I noticed that she didn’t threaten to call the law on us.

      “Just one more question,” I said, leaning forward. “Where were you when Cam was killed?”

      She looked me square in the eyes, challenging me. “At home. Alone.”
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      The early winter sun was setting by the time we got back from Bouche. Zoey had driven her car since I was carless. She parked in the lot behind her building, and we walked to the front by way of a side street.

      “I really thought Steph was going to crack there for a second,” I said.

      “We need to figure out what her screws are so that we can twist them. Everybody’s got screws.”

      I wondered what Zoey’s screws were. I imagined a whole host of skeletons dancing in her closet. Then I imagined my own closet. It had a few skeletons, too, but their bones were chalky and some of them had osteoporosis. They weren’t very impressive as far as skeletons go.

      We rounded the corner onto Main Street and stopped in our tracks. Max was in front of Zoey's building with a bouquet of multicolored daisies. I remembered the puppy smelling the daisy on Zoey’s computer screen, and I wondered if they were her favorite flower.

      Sitting at Max’s feet was a large paper bag with a looped carrying handle. Its side read, “Thai Goddess,” a local Thai restaurant.

      “My favorite place,” Zoey said, and it sounded like she was talking to herself more than to me.

      Zoey slowed her pace as she approached Max. I slowed a bit more than she did, dropping behind to give them a sense of privacy.

      Max handed Zoey the flowers. She buried her face in the soft petals and she flashed him a dazzling smile. “These are beautiful. Thank you, Max.”

      He smiled down at her, then brushed his thumb over her cheek in an intimate caress. “They’re not half as beautiful as you. I’ve missed you so much.”

      “I’ve missed you, too, Max. A lot.” I was definitely starting to get a third-wheel vibe. “And I can’t believe you picked up dinner.”

      “All your favorites.” The bag was nearly overflowing with takeout containers.

      “Thank you, Max.” She bent and lifted the bag by its handles. “I’ve been wanting to take Kylie to Thai Goddess and hadn’t gotten around to it yet. This is really thoughtful.”

      “But… I thought—” Max started to say.

      “Kylie, mind getting the door?” I opened it. “Do you know how to use chopsticks? Eating Thai food with a fork just isn’t the same. If you don’t know how to use chopsticks, I’ll teach you.”

      “I could use some teaching.” I was feeling as surprised as Max looked. I was going to have dinner with Zoey, and Max was getting left out on the street!

      [image: ]
* * *

      DID YOU SEE his face?” Zoey laughed. She picked up a shrimp with her chopsticks and popped it in her mouth. I tried to duplicate her movements and flipped a shrimp into my hair. Zoey fell over sideways. “You’re killing me!”

      It was good to see her laughing. I was pretty sure that this was the first time I had seen her laugh.

      I picked the shrimp out of my hair with my fingers and popped it in my mouth. We were sitting on a couple of plush pillows on the floor. The food containers were spread out around us, all at an arm’s reach, and a candle named Jasmine Musk was burning nearby.

      Feeling bold, I decided to be nosy. And blunt. “Are you thinking about giving him a second chance?”

      Zoey sighed. She was lying on her back, staring at the ceiling. “I want to. I do. But I’m not ready. I’d be afraid I’d gouge his eyes out in his sleep.” She rolled her head to look at me. “I’d been considering revamping his online identity. Had the whole scenario worked out. He was going to be an orphan who ran away from an orphanage to be raised as a hitman for a gang. I was going to load the system with five to ten arrest warrants.” She looked at the ceiling. “I was aiming for life in prison, but he could have gotten the death penalty in a few states, and I didn’t want that.”

      I paused with a noodle dangling from one chopstick, halfway to my mouth.

      Note to self: never ever truly tick off Zoey.

      I recovered enough to gobble down the noodle, and Zoey sat up and got herself some more Pad Thai. “Enough about me. I want to know about you.”

      I laughed. “You telling me you don’t already know everything? I figured you and that computer of yours could tell me what I dreamt about last night.”

      “If I had to guess, it would be nightmares about balloon payments.”

      A cold chill ran up my spine. Did I owe a balloon payment on the property I’d gotten from my cousin Sarah? I thought that I had at least three years before I had to start making full payments. I thought that the payments were fixed, forever to remain do-able. Suddenly I felt sick—like I might hyperventilate. I really needed to read the fine print of the contract I’d signed!

      Zoey was busy loading her plate up with food and didn’t notice my sudden panic from her off-hand remark. I swallowed my debt-fear down with a spring roll chaser.

      “What I want to know,” Zoey said, “is how weird it is to be stuck in a town where your ex grew up. I mean, all his family is here and yours isn’t.”

      “Do you research everyone?” It was a little unnerving talking to Zoey about myself. I was sure that there were things she knew about me that I hadn’t told her. She was like a DIY version of the CIA.

      “I do,” she said in the same way one might admit to farting in an elevator. “Usually it’s just enough to see if you’re a plaguer.”

      “A what?”

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry. It’s slang I use for my own thoughts. Zombie apocalypse stuff. Um, if I look into someone and I don’t like what I find, the idea is to treat them like they’ve got the plague.”

      “Like, stay away from them?”

      “Yeah, everybody’s got a plague of some type. You’ve got your Aunt Dorothy.”

      “Ex,” I added in. The ex was important.

      “Anyone who makes friends with you makes an enemy out of her. She’s one of your plagues.” She shrugged. “One that I can live with.”

      “So if you look into someone and find out they…”

      “Beat their kids,” Zoey said, finishing the sentence for me.

      My brows went up.

      “There’s a few around, no one I’m friends with. I digitally keep an eye on the kids and throw them a bone when I can.”

      I smiled. “You’re their fairy cybermother.”

      Zoey laughed. “Yeah, I like that.”

      “What else do you do?”

      Zoey thought a second. “One of the kids’ dad was driving home from a bar. He didn’t look drunk on the surveillance video, but you can’t always tell. I called in a tip. The guy got nabbed and put on work-release status in prison for six months. By the time the dad got back home, the kid had left for college—which I made sure he got a scholarship for.”

      “Zoey, that’s amazing!”

      She shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. “We all try to help where we can.” She played around with her food, then got us back on topic. “So spill. What about you? You living here, your ex’s folks and all the rest. He’s got his old high school buddies who are still here. Aren’t you curious about any of them?”

      “Naw. Well, I haven’t thought about his friends being here. It is a little weird having his parents nearby. I always did like Dan’s parents, not that I saw them much since we lived in Chicago and them here. They could be a bit pushy, but it came from a nice place. They wanted grandbabies.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “Someday. I guess I would have had them already, but Dan knew that I’d be off work from the company if that happened, and he always wanted to push for that next rung up the ladder before we started a family.”

      “It’s not doing well,” Zoey said, midway through gobbling up some noodles.

      “What’s not doing well?”

      “Your company—I mean your ex’s company. It’s not doing well.”

      This was news to me. I’d made a conscious choice to leave him and the life we once had, so I hadn’t kept tabs. I wasn’t sure how I felt about the company not doing well. I’d poured years of my life into nurturing it into what it had become—a multimillion dollar company that had kept us comfortable with a mid-six-figure salary for Dan. I hadn’t been officially on the books with a salary. Dan had said that it would be an unnecessary financial drain on the company. Dan had said a lot of things. Dan had been a jerk… and I’d been foolish and naive.

      “He’ll figure it out,” I said. Then, needing to change the topic, I asked, “What about you and Max? Do you know what you’ll do?”

      Zoey nodded. “Take my time. A lot of time. I fell so hard and so fast for him the first time around. Maybe things can work out. Maybe. But I won’t rush it, and I won’t let him rush it. There’s no picking up where we left off.” We ate in silence for a while. “I miss him. I miss the way he made me feel.”

      “How was that?”

      “Accepted. One hundred percent. He accepted me, all of me, never tried to change anything about me.”

      “Wow.” I put down my chopsticks. “Wow.” I had to say it again. I was only now getting a sense of how much I had changed into someone else over the years to please Dan. That Max had liked Zoey just as she was made me like him a little bit more, or at the very least dislike him less.

      I got a thought. It was a simple one, but it felt important. “You and me tomorrow. I’ll take off from work after lunch and we’ll spend the day together doing girly stuff. Whatever you want. A de-stress pampering day.”

      Zoey smiled. “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. A girls’ day out.”

      “Oh! I know the perfect wild goose chase to send Max on while we’re out so that he’ll leave us alone.” Her smile turned wicked. “He had a doctor’s appointment recently. Time for him to hear back that some of the lab results will require more exploratory measures.”

      Yep, never tick Zoey off.
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      They’re doing what?” One of the last people I’d expected to be hearing from at eight-thirty in the morning was Maryann, my ex’s mother.

      “Suzette over at the health inspector’s office called me last night. She knows that you’re our daughter-in-law”—I stopped myself from correcting her, ex-daughter-in-law—“and she knows that you took over the café. After the complaint came in, she called me as soon as she could. I don’t have your cell phone number, dear, or I would have called you last night. The best I could think to do was to call the café phone number this morning.”

      “So they’re doing a surprise inspection?” I bent over and lightly banged my forehead against the counter. “Do you know when they’re coming?”

      “Suzette wasn’t sure. It’s whenever the inspector, Jeffrey Brenston, gets around to it. She thought maybe today or tomorrow.”

      I straightened up, accepting the inevitable. Maybe someone had called and complained about Sage being given run of the restaurant. I’d keep her upstairs in the apartment until after the inspection. “Any idea who complained?”

      “She didn’t know, hun. I’m sorry.”

      I felt more than a little humbled by Dan’s mother looking out for me. “You’ve always been good to me, Maryann. Thank you.”

      “No, no… you call me Mom. Nothing has changed. You are still our girl even if you and Dan are having a spat.”

      If I could bottle her optimism, well… I figured a lot more people would be climbing Mt. Everest and freezing to death. Her way of looking at mine and Dan’s relationship had very, very little to do with reality. We were divorced, and because of the prenup I’d signed as a starry-eyed eighteen-year-old, I had been left destitute when we split up. Between that and learning that Dan had more affairs than I had fingers and toes, our “spat” was terminal. Our relationship was as dead as Cam, and that was pretty dead.

      “Thank you, Mom.”

      “Oh, good!” she exclaimed. “That’s so much better.”

      We said our goodbyes and hung up.

      “You saying I should stop eating here?” Brad asked as he took a bite of omelet. “This here’s almost edible.” He took another big bite. Edible or not, it didn’t seem to be slowing him down. He was smiling. “You got somebody back there helping you?” His smile fell. “You got Joel back there helping you?” He half stood up from his stool, craning as he leaned forward in an effort to catch a glimpse of whoever might be in the kitchen.

      It was all I could do not to laugh. I’d thought that Brad and Joel were kidding around at first about having a rivalry over me, but I wasn’t sure that Brad had gotten the note about it all being a joke. He seemed to be taking it pretty seriously. Problem was I had the feeling he was more concerned about making sure that Joel didn’t get the girl more than he was interested in getting the girl for himself.

      “Oh, it’s Brenda,” Brad said, sitting back down. “No wonder the omelet’s so good.” It had gone from barely edible to “so good.”

      “I made the omelet, thank you very much. As for Brenda, she’s prepping a couple of trays of lasagna for lunch.”

      “No Oops Board today?”

      “Nope. Full price.”

      “I’ll have to see what one of the guys’ wives packed them for lunch. No Oops Board and eating here loses all the fun. You giving up on your culinary adventures?”

      “Just for today. Me and Zoey—” Open mouth, insert foot. Brad’s whole visage darkened.

      “What about you and Zoey?” He shook his fork at me. “I told you to stay away from her.”

      And after having spent more time with Zoey, I now had a better appreciation of why he had warned me off. Zoey was sweet and nice but with Freddie Krueger sensibilities. There were parts of her personality with flashing “Go” signs where everyone one else had huge blockades.

      “Funny, I don’t recall waving my right to think for myself. You going to start picking out my clothes for me next?”

      Brad took another bite of eggs and then started poking his fork in my direction again. “It wouldn’t hurt. I’ve seen what you wear.”

      “What’s wrong with what I wear?” He was treading on thin ice now.

      “This ain’t Chicago, missy. This here’s Kentucky. If you’re going to live here and want to be accepted as one of us, you need to start dressing more like the locals. Then, and only then, will you have a chance at being accepted as one of us… you know, in ten or fifteen years.”

      I laughed, and he smiled.

      Brad was gone by the time Max walked in the door. Lanky, cute, and hardworking Sam had made it into work, and he was serving what few customers we had while I looked up checklists to help me prepare for the health inspector’s not-so-surprise surprise inspection. But when I saw Max, I stopped what I was doing and got him a cup of coffee at the grill’s bar. It felt less weird for him to sit there this morning that it had yesterday. I guessed that I was getting used to him.

      “How was the Thai?” Max asked, taking his first sip of coffee. He might have meant it as a mild jab, but I chose not to take it as one.

      “It was really, really good! I can see why it’s Zoey’s favorite place.” Saying that didn’t even make me feel jealous. It would be too much like comparing apples and oranges.

      “You’re a good friend to her. I’m glad she has you. I know it couldn’t have been easy. Running this place, it takes a lot. Taking care of your friends on top of everything else…” He shook his head. “It’s a lot to juggle.”

      I thought about the upcoming surprise inspection and wondered if I should cancel my day out with Zoey, but I pushed the thought from my mind. Max was right. It was a lot to juggle, but Zoey was worth it. All of my new friends were worth it. They’d supported me when they didn’t even know me, and I was not about to be a fair-weather friend to the person who had stood by me the most.

      “I just wanted you to know that I’m here now,” Max continued. “Anything that Zoey needs, I’m going to be there for her, even if she’s not ready to forgive me yet.”

      It was sounding like Max had been sipping some of Maryann’s optimism juice. I wasn’t sure that Zoey was going to forgive him—ever. “Max—” I started to say something to temper his hopes, to keep him realistic in his expectations. I didn’t want him making assumptions about Zoey’s affections. She didn’t need that from him. But he cut me off.

      “I know that you’re a good friend and that you want the best for her, and that’s why I know that you’ll step aside so that I can be the one she leans on.”

      Wait. What?

      He went on. “I’ve interviewed several criminal lawyers, and I’ve found the one who can make sure that our girl gets to keep her freedom. A lot of expenses ahead, but I can take care of that for her.”

      And I couldn’t. I wasn’t sure how he knew that I couldn’t, but I could feel it in my bones. He knew what a precarious situation I was in with the café and all the rest. I was barely staying afloat. Today’s outing was going to be a huge and painfully expensive splurge for me. There was no way that I could help Zoey with legal fees. If Max could help her as much as he said, maybe I was doing a disservice to her by getting in their way of a reconciliation.

      Hold up. That wasn’t right. I felt like palming my forehead. What was I thinking? Zoey hadn’t been arrested, and she didn’t have any legal fees. Furthermore, she wasn’t going to have any legal fees. We were going to solve the crime and catch the killer. Yes, so I’d been sipping on Maryann’s optimism juice after all, but Zoey was going to be fine. While it was true she was a person of interest, I had been too. That had turned out okay, and so would this.

      “Your offer’s real nice, Max, but Zoey won’t be needing a lawyer.”

      Max looked stunned. “Why not?”

      “Because she’s innocent.”

      Max smirked. “My little firecracker has a vicious temper. I’m sure that it won’t take much digging for the police to figure that out.”

      I didn’t smirk. “I don’t know… you’re still alive. She doesn’t seem overly vicious to me.”

      His smug look fell away. He took a sip of his coffee, no doubt composing his comeback. When he hit me with it, I felt the jab. “Just like Rachel Summers is alive?”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with that.”

      “I know that’s what you keep saying. It’s what everybody says… well, it’s what most people say. There are those who have their doubts.”

      “What’s that got to do with Zoey?”

      “What it has to do with her is that you are interfering with my ability to take care of my girl. She needs help that she can’t get from you. She needs a professional. She brutally beat a man and now that man is dead.”

      “Brutally? I saw Cam get up and walk away.” Stumble… walk. Potayto… potahto. It all added up to the same thing. “Zoey had nothing to do with Cam’s death.”

      “And how would you know?” Max challenged.

      I leaned forward with both hands flat on the counter. “Because I watched him die.”

      The color drained out of Max’s face. “Y-you did kill Rachel Summers, and now you’ve killed Cam. Kylie, this is serious. The police think that Zoey did it.” He grabbed one of my hands. “If you care about her at all, you have to turn yourself in.”

      I jerked my hand away. This conversation had not gone the direction I had hoped. “I didn’t kill Cam,” I hissed under my breath. “I didn’t. Zoey didn’t. And we are this close to figuring out who the killer is.” I held up my hand up with my thumb and forefinger close together.

      Max stood and picked up his coffee, preparing to move to his usual table on the far side of the café. “You’re hurting Zoey by getting in the way of me taking care of her. These antics of yours might have worked once to get you off the hook for murder, but you’re leading my girl down a path that could get her hurt. She deserves better than that, Kylie. A lot better. And that’s what I’m offering. Don’t be selfish. This is the rest of her life we’re talking about, not some idiotic game. Be smart about this, Kylie, and let me take care of my girl.”
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      I stewed for hours, long after Max had already left. His words echoed in my head. I couldn’t get them to shut up. I couldn’t be hurting Zoey by trying to help her. That certainly wasn’t my intent. Of course, the road to you-know-where was paved with just that—lots and lots of good intentions.

      When Melanie, my other wait staff, arrived, I left all service activities to her and Sam and focused on cleaning and anything else I could do to prepare for the upcoming inspection. I considered canceling my hair appointment, and I considered canceling on Zoey. But doing either one of those things felt wrong. So instead I opted to soldier on. I’d put one foot in front of the other and then I’d do it again and again. But that might have been Maryann’s optimism juice talking. Regardless, I was moving forward. There wasn’t anything else to do.

      TWO HOURS LATER I was opening the door of the little salon on Brunt Street that Max had told me about. It was called Susie’s Clip & Dye. I stepped in to find it empty, something I would have never seen in Chicago. There were three barber chairs and three chairs positioned around a low coffee table, set up as a waiting area. The place was clean and smelled of patchouli with the hint of ammonia. There was no one around.

      “Hello?” I called.

      “Be right there!” a woman’s voice floated out from a room at the back. She appeared a moment later. She had silky brown hair with warm gold highlights in a messy updo, and she wore rectangular librarian glasses halfway down her nose. She was a very attractive late-thirtysomething. She was dressed in capri pants and sandals despite the wintry weather outside, and she had on a black peasant blouse with white polka dots, pulled off her shoulders. “Well, hi there,” she said with a thick accent. “I’m Susie. Are you Kylie?”

      I started to say yes but stumbled on the word when the woman stopped dead in her tracks. Her eyes got wide and she stared.

      “I had nothing to do with Rachel Summers’ death, I swear.”

      “Ohhh myyyy gosh! You’re Kylie! Dan’s Kylie!”

      This was worse than her thinking I’d killed Rachel. “You know Dan?”

      She closed the distance between us, led me by the arm, and sat me in the nearest barber’s chair. “Did I know him?” she laughed. “Dan and I were the ‘it’ couple all through high school. When we broke up our senior year, child, even the teachers were crying.” She ran her fingers through my hair from the bottom up as she talked. “Honey, is this natural? You don’t dye this, do you? It’s some of the prettiest red hair I’ve ever seen. Seeing you in all those pictures, I always figured it was colored.”

      “Pictures?”

      “Facebook. Dan and me got back in touch with each other about five or six years ago.”

      I couldn’t stop myself, and I craned around in my seat. “You slept with him?” If she said yes, so help me, she was getting the Zoey treatment.

      “Oh no, honey. Well… we flirted a little, but you can’t do too much cheating over the computer.”

      I sat back in my chair. My head was spinning, and I felt the stab of Dan’s betrayal all over again.

      “Look at that little picture right there stuck into the side of my mirror,” Susie said. There was a new note in her voice. Affection. It hadn’t been there when she’d been talking about Dan, and the stabbing pain eased to a resentful ache.

      I looked where Susie had told me to. There, staring back at me, was the image of a man who looked like a cross between Grizzly Adams and George Clooney. He had the kindest eyes I’d ever seen.

      “That’s my honey,” Susie said, her voice full of adoration.

      “So you and Dan didn’t, uh, reconnect the old-fashioned way?”

      Susie laughed. “Lord, no. It was fun to see how he was doin’ and what he was up to, but that was as far as it went. We’d reminisce about the old times sometimes, but I like today better.”

      I felt myself relax. Susie’s hands running through my hair helped a lot. If she kept that up, I’d be lulled into falling asleep.

      “You will look fabulous in before and after pictures. I can tell you haven’t been trimmed in a while. You still up for it? Everything’s on the house if you are.”

      And those were the magic words. “I’m in!” I wondered if I might walk out bald if she decided to exact some secret revenge on me for marrying Dan, but getting a nice cut and highlights was worth the risk. There was no telling how long it would be before I could afford to pay for the service myself.

      We talked as she got to work. She took pictures from all four sides. Then she mixed up a color concoction and swabbed select strands of hair before wrapping them in tinfoil. She offered me a soda while we waited for the timer to go off on the highlights and fed me peanut butter and cheese crackers. How such a simple thing could taste so good, I didn’t know, but it got me wondering if I could work them into a dish to serve at the café. Sooner or later I’d need to work up a signature dish that the café—and I—would be known for. Getting known for something you do well was important. Reputation was the best kind of advertising there was, at least if that reputation was good. Right now I had a reputation of serving food that you might or might not be able to stomach eating. I did think that the Oops board was gaining a fan base, though. People were starting to come in just for the curiosity of it.

      “You took over Sarah’s Eatery, didn’t you?” Susie asked.

      “Uh huh.” I tried not to crumble cheese cracker on my shirt as I stuffed my face.

      “Was it hard? I mean, him ending the marriage like that, was it hard?” Her face was twisted up in sympathy.

      I choked and coughed on the cracker and had to grab my drink. “He broke up with me?” I finally managed to splutter. I could barely believe my ears.

      “Well that’s how he’s tellin’ it, all over Facebook. Is that not what happened?”

      “No!” That egotistical maniac.

      “He’s been vague on the details, but he’s been sayin’ you were mentally unstable, that you went on wild spending sprees spending tens of thousands on a whim, and that at the end he had feared for his life.”

      “The man could bench press me! What was he feeling afraid about? Did he think I would tickle him to death?”

      She looked embarrassed. “He said something about waking up to you standing over him with a pair of scissors.”

      Heat flushed my face. I didn’t have to look in the mirror to know that I was as red as a beet. “I needed him to cut the tag off a new dress.” Great… I’d just confirmed two of his complaints—fear of death by sheers and out of control spending. Neither incident was being portrayed accurately. He was taking our past and distorting it to suit his purposes. “Let me ask you: why did you two split up?”

      “He slept with the cheerleading squad and two of the teachers. That boy gave me gonorrhea. I wouldn’t have found out if it hadn’t been for that. We’d popped each other’s cherries, so I know it hadn’t started with either one of us. Then he tried to tell me he caught it from a toilet seat. I told him I wanted to know just what he’d been doin’ with that toilet seat.”

      A fine example of how history repeats itself. “Well, I don’t know of any teachers this time, but I do think that there might have been a whole cheerleading squad.”

      “So he hasn’t changed a bit then. Still whorin’ around. I’m sorry, honey. You came along almost ten years after he and I had split up. I’d hoped he’d gotten done with sewing his oats. I hate that he did ya that way.”

      I thought for a moment. Susie was a potential fountain of information about someone I had thought I’d known well but hadn’t. Time to dip my toes. “Was he greedy back then?”

      “Ohhh, he was tight with a dollar. God help him if anybody knew it, though. It was real, real important to him that everybody thought he was generous.”

      So, Dan was basically the same person he’d been in high school, albeit maybe a little smoother at hiding it. “When I started seeing him for who he was, I couldn’t believe I’d been so blind to it all. Made me wonder what was wrong with me to have missed it.”

      Susie patted my hand. “You wouldn’t believe how often I’ve heard those words come out of the mouths of other women about their own Dans. Honey, you are not alone.”

      The timer went off. Susie rinsed my hair and gave me a scalp massage that nearly had me purring. Then it was on to the trim. When it was all done, I looked like a new me, and I felt like I had a new friend. I’d like to think that I ran into Dan’s high school sweetheart because it was a small world, but truth was that it was a small town. The coincidence of Max sending me here blew my mind.

      I stood and posed for the after part of the before and after photos. My smile was big, and my inner confidence was high. Yet a thought I couldn’t put my finger on was niggling at the insides of my head. I was pretty sure that it had something to do with Zoey’s newly corporeal ex-boyfriend, but I didn’t know what. “Do you know Max, um”—I snapped my fingers, trying to remember—“Max Jones?” I asked as I turned for a side shot.

      “Kind of muscular fella? Looks like he played college football or something?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Yeah! He came in for a trim a couple of days back. This whole before and after thing was actually his idea. He said he knew how hard it was for a small business to generate buzz and recommended using local people—people others living here could relate to—as the subjects in a before and after campaign. Well, I thought the idea was brilliant. Couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it myself.”

      A cold chill ran up my spine. Max the Manipulator had struck again… but why? Had he known about mine and Susie’s shared history?

      “Susie, are you very active on Facebook?”

      “Oh yeah! It’s been the best way for me to get the word out there about my shop. Anytime I’m running a special, that’s where I announce it.”

      “And where are you planning on displaying my before and after photos?”

      “On there, Facebook. Oh, and I’ve got a Twitter account, and Instagram’s done good for me, too.”

      My stomach dropped. “And are you friends with Dan on Facebook? Does he follow you on Twitter and Instagram?”

      “Not sure about Twitter and Instagram, but we are friends on Facebook.”

      I wanted to put my head between my knees and hyperventilate. I’d tried to separate myself from everything-Dan, and here I was posing for beauty pictures that he was going to see. The narcissistic fathead would think I’d done it all because of him. Because I missed him.

      I was going to be sick.

      But there was more to this. I knew there was. “The others on Facebook, how many of them know about your history with Dan?”

      Susie guffawed. “Only eight to nine hundred of them. I’m tellin’ ya, we were the ‘it’ couple Everybody knew we were together, everyone from our high school days.”

      “Is Max friends with you on Facebook?”

      “Mmmm, don’t think so.”

      I knew that didn’t mean much. I’d watched the movie Catfish. Max could have a fake account. He could be on there as anybody, snooping to figuring out how to mess with me, distract me.

      A blinding flash of light went off inside my head, incinerating all other thoughts. “The health inspector!”

      “What?”

      “That… that… piece of…useless…” I stammered, fighting to find words through my rage. I took a deep breath. “Turns out Dan’s got competition for the number one conniving dirtbag of the year.” Max had set me up to meet Susie. And he’d called the health inspector, I was certain. He wanted me preoccupied and out of the picture so that he could have Zoey’s undivided attention without her handy dandy backup nearby. He wanted to isolate Zoey from the other people in her life who would support her. I knew this tune. Dan had played it for years. If I wanted to spend time with other people, if I got a friend, I was being selfish. Self-centered. Neglecting him.

      By the time we split up, I literally had had no one but him in my life. And when I didn’t have him anymore, I had nothing. He’d seen to that. I wouldn’t let Max do Zoey the same way.

      His wooing strategies were about to backfire. Zoey was going to hear about this, and my guess was that Max was going to be on the receiving end of her famous temper after all.
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      Zoey pulled up to the curb of Susie’s Clip & Dye, and I piled myself into the passenger side. I felt flustered, but I didn’t want to dump all my new discoveries on Zoey all at once. Some things were better eased into.

      “Lemme see,” Zoey said, and I pivoted in the seat, turning this way and that, so that she could see the new do. After doing the color and cut, Susie had given me a blowout. I looked ready to star in a music video. “Nice.”

      “At least she was able to get some good before and after shots. My hair had been way past due for some TLC.”

      “It had been looking pretty ratty, but you hid it well.” Zoey put the car into drive, and I snapped my seat buckle into place around me. “I was able to dig up some info on Jared, the guy who Cam had had a big fight with at Bouche. He drives a blue Toyota four-door with a dent in the front fender. Works at the crayon factory. Isn’t married. And lives in Wilmington Heights.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “It’s a little subdivision, or part of one. The builders ran out of money before they finished it, so it’s mostly a bunch of winding roads with sectioned off housing lots but with only a few houses built here and there. Plus a bunch of partially built homes. Looks a little like a house graveyard.”

      We went by the factory first. It was a sixteen-hour type of place, running two shifts back to back. Zoey drove up and down the rows of parked cars. No blue Toyota with a dent in the front fender.

      We then headed in the direction of Wilmington Heights and passed a long chain of fast food joints on the way.

      “Hey, wait.” I twisted in my seat as we passed a burger place. A blue car with a big dent in the front fender was sitting at the drive-through window, and the driver of the car was being handed a large bag of food and a drink. “I think that might be Jared’s car.” We had already driven past, and I twisted around in my seat to watch. “He hasn’t pulled out of the parking lot yet. Maybe he stopped to eat in his car.”

      Zoey pulled across the oncoming lane into the parking lot of the seasonally closed Fresh Foods air market before getting us back on the road, heading in the direction from which we’d come. She turned at the spot I’d seen Jared’s car, and we cruised the lot. “There,” she said. “It’s him.”

      She pulled into an open spot a couple of cars down from Jared, and we got out. I felt like the dynamic duo, crime-fighting wonders, as we approached his car. Not wanting to risk him driving off mid-interview, I opened the door of the passenger seat and got in, and Zoey slid into the back seat.

      “Hey!” Jared exclaimed with a mash of fries sticking out of his mouth. It looked as though he’d sprouted tentacles. “What are you doing? Get out!”

      “Swallow before you choke,” Zoey said, leaning forward over the front seat divider. She picked up his soda from the console and handed it to him.

      Jared chewed, chewed some more, and then swallowed the mash down with the help of his soda. “Is this a hijack? Are you hijacking me? I’ve heard about women like you. I’m saving myself for marriage. Get out or I’ll call the police.”

      “Why’d you kill Cam?” I asked. The direct approach hadn’t succeeded to get a confession out of Steph, but Jared didn’t know that. Maybe he’d spill.

      “Cam got what was coming to him,” Jared said.

      Not exactly a confession. I’d try again. “Is that why you killed him, because he had it coming?”

      “I didn’t kill Cam, but I’d like to know who did. I’d like to shake their hand.”

      Zoey leaned her head into the mix. “If you hated Cam so much you wanted him dead, why should we believe you didn’t do it yourself?”

      Jared stretched to get a better look at Zoey and then jerked away. “Don’t hurt me. Please. Take my wallet. Anything.”

      I looked from Jared to Zoey and back. “Why do you think Zoey’s going to hurt you?” She weighed at least two-hundred pounds less than him. He could have knocked her over with a nudge from his elbow. The guy had a lot of mass. There was no way Zoey could beat him in a hand-to-hand scuffle.

      “She stabbed Cam. Gutted him. I heard about it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Is that how you think Cam died, that he was gutted?”

      “No,” Jared admitted, seemingly sullenly. “His head was half cut off from being strangled with a piano wire.”

      I looked at Zoey. “You own a piano?”

      “Nope.”

      “Fix pianos? Own the stuff to do maintenance on pianos?”

      “Nope and nope.”

      “See,” I said to Jared. “It wasn’t her.” I stole one of Jared’s fries and savored the salty pop of flavor. The crackers Susie had given me were wearing off. He looked too terrified to try to stop me. I had to admit, the power of fear was intoxicating.

      “But I can find some piano wire if that would help jog your memory,” Zoey said.

      My gaze shot to Zoey. “No, no. We can’t threaten bodily harm. He could press charges.” Then to Jared, I said, “We’re not going to hurt you.” I reached out a hand to pat his arm in reassurance, but he jerked away. The big man was a mouse. Unless he was faking it, he wasn’t our killer.

      “Jared,” I said again, “did you kill Cam?” I spoke calm and slow with as much reassurance as I could build into the question.

      He shook his head no. His eyes were as the size of saucers. “Will you go now? Will you get out? Or I could get out. You could take my car.”

      I did need a car… I gave myself a mental shake to dislodge the thought.

      “Where were you the night that Cam was killed?” Zoey asked.

      Jared’s eyes went wide. “Oh! Oh! I know this one! I was playing poker with the guys. We were at Ned’s house, Ned Mayes.”

      I hung my head and wanted to groan. Not Ned again. With a few redeeming moments, every time I’d been around him, I left wanting to take a shower. He was a larger-than-life version of Squiggy, missing his Lenny, from Laverne and Shirley. Not only were his clothes and hair greasy, his personality was greasy.

      “Who else was there?” I asked, taking out my handy dandy tiny notepad to write down the names. “And who is Patty?” That was the name I’d overheard some of the customers mention at the café.

      “Patty…” Jared’s expression darkened and it lost some of the innocence his nerves had given him. “Why are you asking about her?”

      “Wait a minute,” Zoey said. “Do you know Patty?”

      Jared stared straight ahead and said nothing.

      “So you do know Patty,” I said. Nobody got that emotional one way or the other over someone they had no connection with. On top of that, his unwillingness to say anything about her made me think that it was his way of trying to protect her. So, he cared about her. Whatever had happened between them, he still had feelings for her. “What’s she to you?” Silence from Jared. “Did she leave you for Cam? Cheat on you with Cam?”

      “Shut up! Patty’s a saint.”

      Him knowing Patty became a definite yes.

      “Do you think that Patty could have killed Cam?” Zoey asked.

      Jared’s brows migrated toward each other. “How did Cam actually die?” he asked.

      “He was strangled,” I said, “but his neck wasn’t cut up.”

      “Cam was a skinny guy,” Jared said and then shook his head, “but I don’t think she could have managed it. Last time I saw her she had a cast on her arm and she looked pretty banged up. She had bruises and stuff. Even if she’d wanted to kill Cam, she wouldn’t have been able to.”

      I didn’t know about Zoey, but that description didn’t make her sound too innocent to me. It sounded like a really great motive. “Did Cam have a habit of getting rough with her?” Of course, she could have gotten the injuries while she was killing him.

      “No.” Jared’s eyes were fierce. “If he had, I really woulda killed him then. She’d said she was in a car accident.”

      “When did you see her last?” Zoey asked.

      “A week and a half ago.”

      That had been before Cam’s death, and that meant that she couldn’t have gotten her injuries during his death throes.

      “So what’s her last name and where does she work?” I asked.

      Jared clammed shut again. He wasn’t saying anything.

      Satisfied that Jared hadn’t killed Cam, Zoey and I got out of the car to let Jared eat in peace. But he wasn’t sticking around. He almost rolled over my foot backing out of the parking spot. I had to do a little dance to protect my toes. Maybe that’s why I didn’t see the burger flying at my head. Meat, special sauce, and pickles exploded into my newly coiffed hair.

      Throwing my arms down in frustration, I stomped toward Zoey’s car.

      “Uh-uh,” Zoey said, shaking a finger at me. “Not in my car. That stuff gets on my upholstery and I’ll be smelling burgers ’til spring.”
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      A quick wash-up inside the Pork-Belly Burger’s bathroom and I was back in Zoey’s car. My recently bigger-than-life hair was now damp and pulled back into a slick French braid. Even after getting burger bombed and then fast-food bathroom washed, it still looked good. Susie had set me up with some resilient crime-fighting hair.

      “Look at it,” I said, preening in the rearview mirror as Zoey drove. “You can still see the highlights.”

      “Do you know where we’re going?”

      “Yeah, let’s talk to Ned. He’s probably at his garage. Do you know where it is?”

      “I think so.”

      Zoey’s “I think so” was better than most people’s “I know so.” She had us there five minutes later. When we pulled up Ned’s auto repair shop, its wide, metal door was up and Ned was inside playing peekaboo under the hood of a primo cotton candy pink 1957 Chevy. As gorgeous and distinct as the car was, I wouldn’t have known its make and year if it hadn’t been for the sign posted on the side of the garage advertising the car for sale.

      “Do we know that Ned is innocent?” Zoey asked.

      I thought about it a moment. “If he was at the poker game with Jared, then I guess that would make him innocent.”

      “What if they’re covering for each other? What if one of them snuck out during the game?”

      There were so many what-ifs to consider. It was mind numbing.

      I shrugged. “We’ll see if everybody’s story matches everybody else’s and go from there.”

      We got out and strode into the garage. Ned stuck his head to the side, spotting us. He smiled big as his eyes did a top down and up over me.

      “Hey! There’s my favorite piece of carrot cake,” he said, wiping his hands on a rag that looked dirtier than his hands. “You decide you can’t get enough of me?”

      “Hi, Ned.” I smiled, trying my best to be congenial and polite, but I could feel my lips quivering with the effort. Ned smelled of oil and gas. It was two odd smells I liked, but not on him. Replace him with a beefy lumberjack from the Yukon and I’d be trying to figure out how to write my phone number on his chest in permanent ink. But given that it was Ned, I was trying to figure out how to be friendly without giving off any indication that I wanted to be friends. “That’s a nice car you have there.”

      “Yeah, she’s a beaut.” He gave the car an affectionate pat. “She’s not mine, though. I’m selling her on commission.” His brows lifted from what I guessed was a sudden idea. “And I do believe I am looking at one young lady who does not have a car. Want the two of us to take her out for a test drive? I can have all her delicates put back in place in a jiffy.”

      “No, oh no.” I waved him off with a little bit more enthusiasm than I’d meant to. Clearing my throat, I tried to cover my intense desire not to be in a confined space with him. “We actually want to know about your poker game. Did you have one last Monday night?”

      “We have one every Monday. You two wanting to join? It’s a bit of a boys’ club, but they’d get over it.”

      “Who are the ‘boys?’” Zoey asked, and I was thankful for the sidestep. That meant I could pretend Ned didn’t just ask us if we wanted to join.

      “What’s this about?” he asked, looking at me.

      “Cam,” I said.

      “Ahhh, investigating another murder?” He shifted his gaze to Zoey. “You out to prove your innocence like Kylie did?”

      “Nobody’s saying she’s guilty,” I said, jumping in. “We’re just making sure it stays that way.” And making sure that the police don’t have a reason to follow through on a search. All of her computer equipment could remain unsullied by their warrant-wielding hands.

      “And what’s all that got to do with my Thursday night poker game?” He crossed his arms over his chest and squared his stance. He wanted some answers of his own, and he wasn’t going to budge until he got them.

      “Jared,” I said but didn’t say any more. I watched his expression to see if any thoughts flitted across his face. The only one I saw was confusion. He wasn’t coming up with any links to tie Jared to Cam’s death. It was time for me to explain. “Jared likes to eat out at Bouche,” I said.

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So he and Cam didn’t get along too well. They got into a big argument right there in the restaurant.”

      “Don’t forget about Patty,” Zoey said. “Seems to have been a love triangle going on.”

      “Ohhh,” Ned said, his face twisting. “Don’t tell me he’s still hung up on her. If he’s got a shot with her, then I’ve got a shot with Scarlett Johansson.”

      I was sure there might be a when-hell-freezes-over declaration coming. “So things weren’t looking good for him?”

      “Nope.” Ned uncrossed his arms, leaned a hand against the car, and propped his foot toe down by crossing it over his ankle. The man was ready to cooperate.

      “Mind if we follow up with your other poker buddies, you know, dot all the Is and cross all Ts?”

      “Naw, I don’t mind.” He pulled his cell phone out of his back pocket and handed it over to me. “Other than Jared, it’s Greg, Brian, Paul and Junior. Go ahead and call ‘em. They’re in my contacts.”

      “Thanks!” I took the phone and stepped aside, leaving Zoey and Ned to chitchat. Fifteen minutes later I had confirmation from all the guys that they were at Ned’s on Thursday night to play poker and nobody disappeared for more than fifteen minutes. I also asked each person what the other guys drove, but when I hung up the phone for the last time, I realized that while Ned didn’t drive a car like what we’d seen on the video, that didn’t mean he hadn’t had access to one. “Hey Ned, you got a register of all the cars you’ve worked on over the last couple of weeks?”

      “Why?” His suspicion was back.

      “We saw the car the killer was driving,” Zoey said.

      “What’s that got to do with me?”

      “Maybe it matches one of the cars you’ve recently worked on,” I answered. “Could have been one of your customers.”

      “Humph,” he said. “More likely you’re wonderin’ if ol’ Ned was dumb enough to go kill Cam using one of the cars I’ve worked on.” He was none too happy. “Go on. I’ve been nice about you nosing around, but git.” He pointed an angry finger at me. “Go on, git.”

      We got. If getting a list of cars that Ned had recently worked on was still an issue after we hunted down some other leads, we’d circle back around to it.

      “Where to next?” Zoey asked once we were back in the car.

      “Ned had a Patty listed in his contacts. Patty Rogerton. Think you can find out enough about her online for us to be able to track her down?”

      “One way to find out,” Zoey said. She reached into the backseat of her car and retrieved a computer tablet. “You Google. I’ll drive.”
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      That can’t be her,” I said, squinting my eyes in an effort to see better as I stared out the front window of Zoey’s car. Patty’s picture on Facebook had been pretty, but the girl we were looking at across the parking lot was drop dead gorgeous. With her one good arm she was assisting a line of first graders with getting on a school bus. Her other arm was in a colorful cast and strapped to her chest in a sling.

      “I can see why Ned compared her to Scarlett Johansson,” Zoey said.

      “I didn’t think you had people who looked like that in this town. I thought they only existed in Hollywood… after hours of makeup and a little CGI thrown in.”

      Patty Rogerton, first grade teacher at Camden Falls Elementary, had thick blonde hair that cascaded down her back in a way reminiscent of a rippling stream. She had a bombshell pinup model’s body, and a sweet, eager smile for everyone who met her eyes. I hadn’t even met her yet, but I was guilty of a girl-crush already.

      We waited for all the kids to get on the bus and for the parents to drift away with their kids before getting out of Zoey’s car. I felt like a couple of stalkers as we approached Patty, but we had Zoey’s innocence to prove. That was worth a little stalkerish behavior.

      We managed to catch up with Patty just as her one good hand reached the school’s door.

      “Ms. Rogerton,” I called. She stopped, turned and greeted us with the same friendly smile that she had given everybody else. Even with the fading bruises still visible beneath her light makeup, she was as beautiful close up as she had been at a distance. I searched her face, wondering if she were putting on a nice act, but I couldn’t find anything false in her features.

      “We were hoping to talk to you a few minutes,” Zoey said.

      “Sure. Do you two have a child who you’re planning to enroll?”

      To my shock and embarrassment, I actually took a step back. Instantly I thought again about whose decision it had been to wait to have children, and I second-guessed my claim that it had been Dan’s desire to wait and not mine.

      “No kids, neither one of us,” Zoey said. “We actually wanted to talk to you about Cam.”

      “Ohhh…” Her cheeks turned pink. “What about Cam?”

      “You knew him?” I asked.

      “Yes, I-I knew him,” Patty said, her gaze dropping to the ground.

      “So you’ve heard?” Zoey asked.

      “That he’s gone? Yes.” She lifted her gaze to meet ours once more, and a resilient strength seemed to wrap itself around her.

      “Were you two close?” I asked.

      “At one time. What’s this about?”

      “We’re investigating his murder,” Zoey said.

      “You’re police,” she said as a statement rather than a question, and I could see surprise in her eyes.

      “No,” I said. “We’re private investigators.” Not a lie, not really. We were private citizens investigating Cam’s murder.

      I tried to envision her standing against a brick wall in the dark. She was taller than Zoey and me by several inches. Her shoulders were broader, and her arms would have good reach. She wasn’t as tall as Cam, though, and she didn’t look especially strong. But looks could be deceiving. I glanced at the cast. It wasn’t really a cast in that it wasn’t made of plaster. It was plastic and had tabs and a hinge that allowed it to be removed.

      “How did you know Cam?” Zoey asked.

      “He was my boyfriend,” Patty said. “I mean, he used to be my boyfriend… until he cheated on me.”

      If my jaw could have hit the ground, it would have. What man in their right mind would cheat on her? She was the epitome of “all that” and more.

      Sudden and heavy depression sank over me. If a man would cheat on her, they’d cheat on anyone. No woman had a chance of being good enough or perfect enough to keep a man from straying.

      I heard Homer Simpson yell “D’oh!” inside my head. If no woman could be perfect enough or good enough to keep a man from straying, that meant that men didn’t stray because of women. That still didn’t tell me why some men cheated, but knowing that Dan’s cheating had had nothing to do with me felt like a wet blanket of insecurity being lifted from my soul. And it was a blanket I hadn’t even known had been there.

      “So the two of you broke up?” Zoey asked.

      “I broke up with him,” Patty said, lifting her chin, but then she seemed to deflate. “I was going to break up with him. When he realized I’d found out he was cheating on me with Marla, he beat me to it and broke up with me first.” There was a lot of bitterness in her voice. “With a text.”

      Ouch.

      “How long had you been together?” I asked.

      “Two and a half stinking years.” She crossed her arms. “I kept waiting for him to propose… every birthday, every Christmas and Valentine’s Day. He kept telling me he wanted to marry me. ‘When the time was right,’ he’d say.” Her gaze flicked between Zoey and me. “I heard he bought that skank Marla an engagement ring after two and a half months. I’d like to rip her hair out.”

      All right then. Lots of anger to go with the bitterness.

      “And maybe choke the life out of him, too?” I’d said it with a joking voice, hoping to sneak it past her defenses. It didn’t work.

      “The man is dead!” she rebuked at the same time as she lamented.

      “But what I need to know is did you kill him?” I blinked, stunned with myself. Those words did not just come out of my mouth. Tell me I didn’t say them.

      Patty stepped forward. She didn’t as sweet and nice as she had when we’d first walked up. “If I’d have killed him, I’d have done it with the bottle of poison that I’ve got sitting at home.”

      Neither Zoey nor I said anything in response to her oath. The silence that lingered must have given Patty time to come to her senses because her eyes went wide and her hands flew up to cover her mouth.

      Without saying anything more, she turned to go but I grabbed her good arm before she could disappear through the door.

      “Where were you the night that Cam died?”

      “At Madame X’s, getting drunk with some friends.” She jerked loose and was gone.

      Back in the car, I asked, “Do you think she did it?”

      “Maybe.” Zoey’s attention was on her tablet as she scoured various social media sites. It didn’t take her long to find something of interest. “Check it out.” She handed over the tablet. On it was a picture of Patty with some all-female friends at a bar. I assumed it was Madame X’s. Above the line of party-happy girls was a banner that read, “Good Riddance Cam.”

      “Where to next?” Zoey asked.

      Staring at the picture, I said, “Madame X’s.”
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      It was heading into late afternoon but not quite early evening when we reached Madame X’s. The parking lot was empty, and the neon sign outside displaying the club’s name was not yet turned on. It felt odd walking from daylight into the dimly lit innards of the almost empty club.

      A few daytime drinkers were perched at the bar. No one sat within easy speaking distance of anyone else. These people wanted to be alone. In stark contrast to the miasma of their quiet despair, the bartender looked energized and full of the vigor of youth. He wore a white blousy shirt that would have been at home on a swashbuckling pirate, and he made it look every bit as sexy as you would hope a strikingly confident pirate would.

      Zoey and I claimed the spot at the end of the bar and sat on the tall, dark forest green faux-leather covered stools.

      The dark-haired bartender came over. He leaned into his hands, perched against the bar from his side and gave Zoey a wink before asking, “What can I get you ladies?”

      Zoey didn’t hesitate. “A soda with maraschino cherry juice added in along with a few cherries, and do you have a food menu?”

      I looked at Zoey in surprise. I’d thought we were going to be in and out and on our way, but then my stomach growled. I smiled at the bartender. “I’ll have what she’s having.”

      “You got it,” the barkeeper said.

      Twenty minutes later, Zoey and I were sharing a surprisingly delicious bowl of spinach artichoke dip along with some equally delicious dry-rubbed spiced buffalo wings.

      I waved the bartender over. “Do these get ordered from somewhere?” I imagined enormous clear cellophane bags packed full of frozen, pre-spiced chicken wings dropped into vats of bubbling oil by the handful.

      “Nope, everything’s made fresh,” he said, leaning on outstretched arms again. He had small crinkle lines at the corners of his eyes, and I wondered if he might be older than his flawless good looks originally made me think.

      I felt like hitting my head on the bar top. I was being outdone by the food from a nightclub. I really was a terrible cook.

      “You have a chef?”

      “No, no… I do it.”

      “You?”

      He chuckled. “One of the perks owning the place. Catch me later tonight and I’ll be cleaning the bathrooms and mopping the floors.”

      No way. He owned the place? “How old are you?”

      He tossed his small bar towel over his shoulder. “Thirty-two.”

      He was older than me. I’d been thinking he was younger than Zoey and moonlighting here while attending college during the day. My mind was officially blown. On top of that, I felt as though I’d found a kindred spirit. Here was a person at the forefront of keeping a business akin to my café afloat. The entire time that we’d been sitting at the bar, we hadn’t seen anyone else working there. “How did you come to own a place called ‘Madame X?’”

      “Had been working here a few years when the chance to buy the owner out came up. I jumped at it.”

      “Are you here every night?” Zoey asked.

      “Pretty much,” he said. He reached his hand across the bar in an invitation to shake. “John Grimwald.”

      We both shook his hand.

      “This is Zoey Jin and I’m Kylie Berry. I own Sarah’s Eatery.”

      “Oh, nice! Well… I’ve been hearing things, but it’s still nice to meet you.”

      At least he was upfront about it.

      “Hearing things?” I prompted.

      “Yeah, you know, words like homicide and food poisoning.”

      To be called out in this way by someone else who provided food and services to the public was mortifying.

      “And now people are talking about a ritual decapitation that happened right out in front of your place.” He laughed, but then he stopped. Suddenly he looked concerned. “Everything okay here, ladies? Do we have a problem? The meal is totally on the house. I just don’t want any problems.”

      Ahhh, the power of fear working its magic again.

      “There’s no problem,” I said a tad dismissively, but that was the exact moment Zoey said, “We definitely have a problem.”

      John’s eyes went back and forth between the two of us. It was clear from his expression that he was still unsure about us. I wondered if he had a Louisville Slugger baseball bat underneath the counter.

      Zoey leaned forward onto her elbows. “Did you know Cameron Caldwell?”

      “Cam? Sure. Before he, you know, got decapitated, that is.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “Is it true that his head was propped up with a candy cane wedged into the stump of his neck?”

      “One of those really big thick ones,” Zoey confirmed.

      I glared at her. Then to John, I said, “Cam was strangled. No open wounds that I could see.”

      “Yeah… ‘cause you found him.” He was looking at me like he was trying to figure out if he needed to search for his under-the-counter bat. “And you killed that other woman, too. Rachel somethin’.”

      Him saying “too” was not lost on me.

      “Rachel Summers. I didn’t kill her. I swear.” I was starting to think that it would be easier—and maybe more helpful—to say that I had. Everyone was assuming I had anyway, and no one seemed to be in a hurry to tick me off. On the other hand, I was sure that having the reputation of a serial killer in the making wouldn’t do much for business. Suicidal customers might keep coming… or start coming, but everyone else would steer clear.

      “John,” I continued, “were you working last Thursday evening?”

      “Yeah, I was here. That was the night Cam got killed.”

      “It was,” I said. “Can you tell us if Patty Rogerton was here?”

      “Cam’s ex? Oh yeah, she was here. Her and her posse were having a real hate-fest night at Cam’s expense. As in literally. Patty was using Cam’s credit card to pay for everything.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Could Patty have strangled Cam, kept him dead and locked away in the trunk of her car, come here, used his credit card to party the night away, and then dumped his body in front of the café? Only someone who didn’t care if they got caught would do such a thing. When we’d talked to her at the school, she hadn’t seemed like a woman determined to live her final hours of freedom to the fullest. She’d seemed like a woman wanting to move on with her life. Besides that, she apparently had a different strategy in mind for offing Cam if she’d ever decided to get around to it. She had a bottle of poison with his name on it.

      “You didn’t question her about it?” Zoey asked.

      John looked chagrined and shrugged. “He kinda had it coming if you ask me. Her using his credit,” he added hurriedly, “not the other stuff.”

      “Why’d he have it coming?” I asked.

      “Him and Patty, they’d been tight. Well over two years. They way they’d look at each other, I thought they were both in it for life. Then boom, he dropped her and started bringing some other girl around, and it was those two’s turn to look all doe-eyed at each other like it would never end. No transition. No downtime for him. Just boom. I’m tellin’ ya, it was cold. I felt so bad for Patty.”

      “Who was the other girl?” Zoey asked.

      “Um…” John looked around him as he thought, and then met our eyes again when he had it. “Marla. I think it was Marla.”

      “And this all happened recently?” I asked.

      “Happened at the end of summer, right before school started back. Last time the two of them were in here together, they were getting one last celebration in before Patty had to start the school year.”

      “Was Patty mad at Cam?” Zoey asked.

      John’s eyes went wide. “Oh yeah. Never seen someone so mad. She was out for blood.” John seemed to realize what he’d said. “I don’t mean like that. Not like that. Patty’s a good girl. Nice. Sweet as anything.”

      She certainly had the look down pat. She was the picture of wholesome innocence at the school until she mentioned the little bottle of poison. But maybe none of that mattered. She’d been here on Thursday night, spending Cam’s money.

      “Do you have security cameras?” Zoey asked.

      “Closed-circuit ones. The feed doesn’t go anywhere. Stored on some CDs in the back.”

      “Mind if we see the footage?” Zoey asked.

      “Well, as long as we’re good and we’re not going to have any problems,” he said, glancing at me, “I suppose that’d be okay.”
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      I’d never seen such a pretty girl crush a beer can on her forehead before,” Zoey said. We were getting out of her car in the parking lot behind her apartment’s building.

      “She didn’t even flinch.”

      The closed-circuit video system we’d watched at Madame X’s had been more entertaining than informative. Patty and her friends had arrived before the time of Cam’s death and had partied long afterward. John had pretended not to notice what credit card Patty had used to pay for the night’s fun. He’d figured she was due her revenge. What I wanted to know was whether that revenge included hiring Mister Dark-and-Dangerous Shadow Man to put an end to all of Cam’s hopes and dreams while she partied the night away with her friends.

      As for Patty’s bruises and the cast on her arm, even from the high and distant angle of the security camera, she’d been pretty messed up. If Cam had given her those bruises, it hadn’t been while he was dying. It couldn’t have been. Given the timeline indicated on the video, Patty and Cam were in two different locations when Cam was being killed. Patty’s injuries would have had to have happened prior to Cam’s death, and that supported Patty’s story that she had gotten her injuries from a car accident.

      I wondered if I should ask Zoey if she could hack the police database to search for an official police report to prove Patty’s story about getting injured in a car accident. If it had instead been Cam who had hurt Patty, she might have hired someone to do her dirty work for her. But if Cam didn’t mess her up, there would have been a lot less motive for Patty to have Cam killed. But I liked Zoey. In fact, I liked her so much I’d rather her stay out of jail. So, hacking the police database was currently off the table. We’d put it back on if we started running out of options.

      “Want to come up?” Zoey asked when we reached the front of the building.

      “Yeah.” But not really. It was heading into early evening. I needed to get back to the café. But making sure Zoey’s stalker ex wasn’t waiting in ambush outside her door was more important.

      Upstairs in the hallway, Zoey and I stopped in our tracks and stared. It was indeed ambush time, but not in the way I’d thought.

      “That ain’t fighting fair,” I said. Sitting in front of Zoey’s door was a bouquet of long stem roses held in the teeth of a five foot puppy dog with big droopy ears. It was adorable.

      “You don’t think he’s in there, do you?” Zoey asked.

      I studied it. If he scrunched down, he could fit. “Maybe.”

      “I’ll set it on fire,” Zoey said. “If he’s inside, that’ll flush him out.”

      I stared at the stuffed dog’s huge, sad puppy eyes. I envisioned it romping through my nightmares with singed stuffing dangling out its ears if she hurt the thing. “I’ll just check it,” I said, hurrying forward. Standing next to it, I reached out with one hand and picked the dog up by the back of its neck. It took all my strength to lift it, but if Max were hiding inside, I wouldn’t be able to lift it at all.

      “All clear!” I patted the tiny-home sized puppy on the head, happy to have won it a reprieve. “If you decide you don’t want it, we could take it over to the children’s wing of the hospital later.”

      “Oh, I like that!”

      We parted ways, and I headed across the street to the café. I stepped through the front door expecting to see a place empty enough to take a nap in the middle of the floor without anyone noticing. Instead it was pandemonium. Well, if pandemonium could be defined as a distraught waiter and waitress following around an egomaniacal, short Italian man with a shaggy caterpillar superglued to his upper lip, then that’s what it was.

      “Roberto!” I exclaimed. “Have you come back?” From what my cousin Sarah had said, he had been the real magic in her food. But when the café had become mine, Roberto had remained chef of Sarah’s Eatery for one whole day. On the second day, he was gone. No call. No note. No show. Just gone.

      But now Roberto was back, and I felt like throwing my arms around him—“He’s the new health inspector!”—to strangle him.

      “What?” I asked Melanie. She couldn’t have said what I’d thought she’d just said. Her curls bobbed and bounced around her pretty heart-shaped face as she emphatically nodded her head. I turned to Roberto. “What’s this about? I haven’t changed anything about how you kept the kitchen. I’ve kept it all the same. Everything’s in order.”

      His bark of laughter filled the otherwise empty café. “In order? One hundred and six infractions. That’s how many corrections are needed to keep your establishment open.”

      “To keep it open?” A whooshing noise was growing inside my ears. I was pretty sure it was my blood pressure. I was going to stroke out. Fall over dead. Twenty-nine years old. Unwed. Mother of none. So little would be said about me at my funeral. The obituary would be something like she lived, she died, and she occasionally tried really hard.

      I sat down in the nearest chair and put my head between my knees. The whole room was tilting, and I held on to the table next to me to keep from sliding onto the floor and out the door.

      “Sign here,” Roberto said, shoving a clipboard under my nose. With a shaky hand, I signed the empty line waiting for my name. He then tore off the duplicate sheets, bearing checkmarks next to all of the very many infractions, and tossed them at my feet. “You have forty-five days,” he said and left.

      “I heard he’s dating Dorothy,” Sam whispered loudly to Melanie. The news made the room tilt a little more, and I groaned.

      At least I’d learned one useful thing. Max hadn’t set me up. It had been Dorothy.

      Always Dorothy.
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      Dawn was breaking outside, and the café was empty except for me. I was finishing up a definite Oops board addition. What began as a quiche had become loaded scrambled eggs with the bonus of flaky, buttery pie crust.

      I’d tasted it. I thought it worked.

      The café door’s dangling bell rang out as Brad strolled in. He made it to within five feet of the grill bar’s counter before planting his feet and putting his hands on his hips. I scooped him up some of the eggs and put it on the counter. I’ll admit it. I was eager for him to try my newest creation.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Brad asked.

      I looked from him to the dish and back again. “It’s eggs. It’s always eggs. Wait. Did you get bad news from the doctor or something? Is your cholesterol high?”

      “No, my cholesterol’s not high! It’s perfect. My whole family, all of us have perfect cholesterol. I could eat two pounds of bacon a day and still have the cholesterol of a vegan.”

      Still not looking happy, he plopped himself down on a stool in front of the eggs and took a bite. “This looks terrible. Tastes great, but looks terrible. Maybe you should require your customers to wear blindfolds.”

      My heart soared. Angels sang. My eyes teared up. Brad had said that my eggs tasted great!

      He shook his fork at me. “I want to know what in Sam Hill you were thinking?”

      I again looked from him to the eggs and back again. Confused.

      “No,” he said. “Not the eggs. Forget the eggs. I want to know what you thought you were doing sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. I want to know why you thought it was okay to investigate Cam’s murder.”

      My stomach dropped. Busted. Guilty. But another part of me wasn’t having it. I lifted my chin and stared Brad right in the eyes. Defiant. I didn’t leave a marriage to a man who liked to tell me what to do just to let some other man tell me what to do. “Is there anyone in town that I am—by law—not allowed to have a conversation with?”

      “No, but—”

      “And is it illegal for me to reminisce about Cam with the people who knew him?”

      “No…”

      “And—”

      “Now you stop right there,” Brad said. He wagged his fork at me, took a bite, and then wagged his fork some more. “How’d you make these so good? Wow, they look bad. Forget that… You know what I’m talking about so stop acting like you don’t. You’ve been investigating Cam’s murder. You’re muddying the waters for the professionals, and you could put yourself in harm’s way. Remember the last time? Remember how that turned out?”

      It was my turn to cross my arms. “I remember not going to jail for a crime I didn’t commit. I remember getting to the truth sooner than all the professionals.”

      Brad’s expression darkened, and his jaw clenched shut mid-chew. His eyes still angry, he swallowed. “Officer Matt Brown, gunned down and killed when he knocked on somebody’s door. Officer Willa Moore, shot once in the chest and once in the abdomen when she recognized evidence at a residence during the questioning of a suspect. Officer Vern Jasper, body never found.”  It was time for more fork shaking. “You’re staying out of this investigation. I do not want to be getting reports of… of something like that happening to you.” His voice drifted off at the end as his full attention shifted back to his plate of eggs.

      I felt humbled. He cared. He really cared. “Did Willa live?”

      “She did.”

      Brad eventually left with a thermos full of coffee that he’d brewed himself. Going on his advice, I placed an online order for a higher quality coffee than what I’d been serving. I wasn’t too proud to let coffee’s addictive qualities do some of the work of getting people in the door. But looking at the prices, I wondered if it might be cheaper to offer up cups of brewed gold.

      Picking the coffee brand with the best reviews that was also within my budget, I added on an order for a coffee grinder. So many of the reviews emphasized the need to grind the beans fresh prior to brewing for best results. I figured a lot of little changes could add up to big success with customer satisfaction.

      As the day progressed, people wandered in. Some stayed. Most got a little something, sat a while, then left. When Susie popped in, my hand immediately went to my hair. Yesterday’s post-hamburger French braid had worked out so well that I’d done it again this morning, minus the condiments.

      First thing, Susie assessed my hair. I don’t even think she looked at my face. “Looking good, Kylie.” She leaned over the counter, turned me around, and fixed an errant strand before turning me back around and pulling a few strands loose in the front to frame my face. “There. Perfect.” She smiled and finally looked at the rest of me. “Do you do fill-ups?”

      “Fill whats?”

      “Fill-ups.” She plopped a shiny, purple, metallic insulated to-go mug on the counter.

      The too-expensive coffee I’d just ordered suddenly began to feel like a very good investment. “I sure do!”

      I poured her some of the coffee that Brad had made and then set out the chilled cream dispenser and the cubes of sugar.

      “Oh, how cute!” She lifted the lid of the dispenser. “Is this real cream?”

      “It is.”

      “Organic?”

      Dang it! Note to self. Get organic. “No, but if you plan on becoming a regular, I’ll make sure to get some.”

      Susie’s eyes got wide with excitement. “In that case, could you offer some other things too? I like my coffee with brown sugar and molasses.”

      My brows went up and my mouth fell open. I’d never heard of such a thing. But, self-preservation kicked in, and I was nodding my head before I even knew it. “I can do that!” Yep, I was no longer in the driver’s seat. Entrepreneur-Kylie had taken over. “And if you make it in for coffee Monday through Thursday, Friday’s coffee is on the house.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep.”

      “I love that! I’m going to tell all my customers. I’ll give you a shoutout on Facebook. What’s your website?”

      I was so over my head taking on the café. With the mention of a website, I sank a little deeper. “I don’t have one yet, but it’s in the works.” The tip of my nose did not suddenly become visible. It did not grow. Phew!

      “Well as soon as you get it up, let me know. I’ll tell everyone about it.”

      Susie left, and I rallied with a silent pep talk. I had an insanely long health inspection list of things that needed to be fixed, forty-five days to do it, a killer to catch, Zoey’s innocence to prove, and more coffee goodness to procure. I could do this. I would do this.

      Yet, even with all of that to do, I couldn’t get past thinking about Max. He had me steaming. Every time he entered my thoughts, my vision turned a little red. But I wasn’t sure why I got so mad. Roberto, the new Camden Falls health inspector, had been here because he was trying to woo Dorothy. I’d originally come to the conclusion that Max called and made a complaint, but Dorothy hated me and wanted me to fail. It made more sense that Roberto had acted on his own because of his feelings for Dorothy. Max had probably not had anything to do with it.

      So, Roberto being in love with Dorothy explained the surprise health inspection. But that didn’t explain how Brad had found out that Zoey and I were investigating Cam’s murder? Someone had told him. Max knew we were investigating, but so did Ned, Patty, Steph, Jared, and John. Any one of them could have said something. It would make sense for Ned, Patty Steph, Jared or John to tell. They each had a personal stake in the situation. They were involved either as a suspect or as the alibi of a suspect. But Max wasn’t a suspect or the alibi of a suspect. If he had told the police that Zoey and I were investigating Cam’s murder, he’d done it for reasons that had nothing to do with Cam. His reasons would have had to do with Zoey, and as a survivor of a manipulative and controlling ex, I wanted to know what those reasons were.

      But that led me back to the question of was it Max who told or one of the others. It was an endless loop of possibilities that played over and over inside my head, and it left me confused as to who to be mad at. Despite that, all of my anger wanted to zero in on Max. I didn’t care if he was guilty or not. I wanted it to be him. That way all my anger toward him would be justified.

      I cleaned the counter as I stewed, sorting through my layers of emotion. I didn’t like Max. He reminded me of Dan, my ex. But that mental association wasn’t fair to either Zoey or Max. If Zoey had someone who wanted to step up and take care of her, I had no right to get in the way just because of how someone else had done me wrong.

      The aged beauty, Agatha, strolled in wearing flowing clothes that gently swirled around her as if moved by magical, invisible energy flows. Ethereal as ever. She took a seat at the bar. “How are you today, sweetie?” she asked. “You looked troubled.”

      If only my arms were long enough to reach across the counter and hug her. “It’s Zoey. I’ve been worried about her. Everyone thinks she hurt Cam.”

      “Well, she did hurt Cam. She beat the snot out of him, right out there on your sidewalk.” She pointed out the window. “Taught the twerp to think twice before putting hands on a lady who didn’t want to be touched.”

      I had to nod. No nonsense and direct, as always, Agatha was right.

      With Zoey on my mind, I walked over to the window and gazed out. But instead of seeing Zoey’s building across the street, I saw the shiny, black, hulking SUV that had been hanging around since almost the day I’d arrived in town. There was no cloud of warm exhaust billowing in the cold, late morning air, and I wondered if I’d finally get the chance to see its owner walking out of one of the surrounding businesses.

      I craned my neck. Watching. Looking.

      I texted Zoey. That big SUV is back.

      Zoey: Watching it.

      I wondered whose security camera she was tapping into to see it. She didn’t have a window overlooking Main Street.

      Me: Seen the owner?

      Zoey: Nobody’s gotten out. Parked for over an hour.

      Okay, so that was weird. I craned my neck again to look at the SUV, and then realized that whoever was in the SUV could be looking back at me.

      I went back to Agatha, took her order for a cream cheese danish (that I’d procured from the grocery store) and gave it to her on the house with a cup of steaming coffee.

      Tall, lanky Sam walked in carrying his backpack on his shoulder. The café was quieter than usual today, and there was an excellent chance that he’d be able to get some studying in as he took care of customers.

      My cell phone vibrated with a text.

      Zoey: Sam’s there. Meet me at my car.

      I grabbed my coat and left by the back door. It was a long hike to the far end of the block, behind where I’d seen the SUV sitting on Main Street. I crossed from my side of the street to Zoey’s and hoofed it behind the buildings of her block. I even climbed a brick fence that acted as a support wall between parking lots built at different ground levels. Finally, I made it to Zoey’s car.

      Starsky and Hutch, back together again.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “Follow the SUV.”
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      Why are we doing this again?” I asked. We’d been sitting in Zoey’s car, parked three spots back from the SUV for over an hour. I was getting more concerned than suspicious. I wondered if whoever was inside the SUV might have gone into a diabetic coma or something. They could need help.

      “I want to know who’s in there,” Zoey said.

      Very simple answer. Very direct. To the point. No rationalizing. I could respect that. But I still didn’t know why we were here doing this.

      “Aren’t we supposed to be figuring out who killed Cam? The car that dumped Cam’s body in front of the café didn’t look anything like the SUV.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Want to know who’s driving it.”

      Paranoid is as paranoid does, I thought to myself. Given that Zoey could keep tabs on the majority of the country—the world?—it made sense that it would bother her that she didn’t know who was behind the wheel of the SUV that had been hanging around for weeks.

      “If I get out and throw rocks at it, the owner would get out, right?” I was really getting tired of sitting there. It was a good vantage point from which to watch the café, though. I’d counted a whole five people who had gone inside and a whole seven people who had come out. Yep, the place was hopping.

      Zoey started the car and my gaze fixed forward. Sure enough, the SUV’s taillights were on. A second later and we were on the move.

      I hadn’t explored much since I’d gotten to town. I’d been in survival mode in one way or another since the day I’d arrived. So, I was surprised at how fast the town fell away and the roads narrowed to just large enough to fit two cars passing each other. There was no shoulder on the side of the road. No space for walking or biking. There was road and then not road. In some spots, there was a sudden drop-off, the ground dropping away further than I could see over the road’s edge. We had officially left the cozy country town and had driven out into the country. Trees, hills, houses at wide distances from each other, barns, fields, and fences marked the distance we traveled. The SUV turned off of one country road and onto another so many times that I was completely turned around. I no longer had a clue as to which direction the city of Camden Falls was in. I also had no idea how to get back.

      “Do you know where we are?” I asked.

      “Not a clue.” Zoey’s gaze remained locked on the SUV. We’d hung back far enough that we’d almost lost it a few times as it turned onto this or that road, but each time Zoey had managed to spot it or guess the right choice between a left or a right. She was a bloodhound on the scent, focused forward with no thought of how to get back.

      “Hey, look.” The SUV was turning. “Is that a road or someone’s drive?”

      “I think it might be someone’s private drive.” She slowed to a crawl in the middle of a curve on top of a hill. We watched as the SUV made its way down a gravel road that wound around the back end of a property that looked abandoned.

      The SUV stopped. The door opened, and someone got out.

      “Is that…?” I squinted and leaned forward, as if getting three inches closer to the SUV parked a third of a mile away would help me make out the driver’s identity.

      “That son of a—” A car honked as it passed us. It passed in a no passing zone and in the middle of a curve. That driver had not been happy, and neither was Zoey. Her hands were white knuckled, gripping the wheel as she leaned forward in her seat.

      Even from our far distance, we were both sure. The person who had gotten out of the SUV was Max.

      The laws of nature and physics that were broken getting us to where Max had parked would have made roller coaster engineers break out in a cold sweat. I got out of Zoey’s car shaking. Zoey got out of it swearing. She stormed forward, spewing her anger and hurt at Max as he walked backward with his hands up.

      “Baby,” he said when she’d run herself down to fumes. “I love you, but I know you. You’re a people watcher, baby. I just wanted the chance to get near you without you turning around and walking away. I wanted the chance to see you, to be near you again, but I knew I didn’t deserve it. Then, with everything that’s been happening to you over the last week, I’ve been worried about you. Please, Zoey. I was just looking out for you.”

      I was pretty sure Zoey wasn’t buying it. She stomped her way up to Max with her fists clenched. I wondered if Zoey had a tire iron in her trunk and how long it would take me to get to it if Zoey’s anger sparked Max’s anger and things turned violent. But to my shock, Max sank to his knees in front of her. His arms stayed down at his sides and his face stayed lifted. He looked ready to take whatever it was she gave with no intent to lash out or defend himself.

      “You left me!” Zoey screamed at him. “Then you stalked me!”

      Max said nothing.

      “That’s not right. You’re not right. How can you do that to somebody you love? That’s not love! That’s vile and selfish and cowardly. How could you be such a coward?” Zoey wasn’t holding anything back, but this time what came out wasn’t rage venting curse words. It was her hurt, her thoughts. Everything that had been building inside of her had finally started flooding out.

      “Oh, hey. Look at that. I’ve got a phone call,” I said to absolutely no one. Nobody was paying any attention to me. All the same, I dug my phone out of my pocket, turned my back and started walking. With my phone to my ear, I jabbered on to no one about strategies for tackling the fixes necessary to pass the next health inspection test when Roberto came back in a month. He had dinged me for a shelf being less than one-sixteenth of an inch too close the floor. He’d lain on his side with a magnifying glass and a flashlight to prove it.

      Cresting the knoll of a hill thirty or so feet away from where Zoey and Max were deciding whether to stomp out the embers of their relationship or feed it twigs and straw to get it going again, I took in my surroundings. It looked like a sprawling farm that had fallen into disuse. The winter grasses were high from a long summer of growth, and a nearby barn was being used to store old cars instead of farm equipment. I was tempted to go check it out. Maybe there was a forgotten roadster tucked away that I could buy from a little ol’ lady who only drove the car on Sundays to get to church. Standing outside, most of what I could see wouldn’t be salvageable, but I’d watched scavenger shows where rare finds had been discovered in similar looking barns. That alone had my feet moving forward.

      Everything inside the barn was covered in dust or strewn with tarps. Two cars had flat tires and were so covered with dust that I couldn’t discern their color. They didn’t look like anything special. I popped the hood of one. No engine. Bending down and looking under the other, I saw a bunch of pipes that I was sure were supposed to be in the car and not on the ground.

      Moving on, I lifted the edge of one of the tarp-covered cars only to drop it just as fast. Something had made a home for itself inside the car by way of a missing window. The ammonia-laced musk was so strong it practically seared my nose hair.

      When lifting another tarp, I held my breath. But this car was intact. It was a white Toyota that had serious potential as one I could drive. In contrast, the sedan next to it looked pretty good but was in serious need of a paint job. It was peeling in a few places, like it had been sun-baked and exposed to the weather for too long. With a sigh and another longing look at the Toyota, I moved on. I had no idea how to track down its owner, but I was sure I wouldn’t be able to afford it right now anyway. It was way too nice.

      The next tarp I looked beneath revealed two side by side motorcycles. One was a dirt bike and the other looked like it was meant for the road. It looked pretty good, but it wouldn’t serve my purposes. I needed to be able to pick foods and goods up for the café.

      The sound of voices rising had me making my way back out of the barn to see what was going on. Max was on his feet, arms gesticulating. Zoey was on her way to poking a hole through his chest with her finger. Their argument was going in circles. Zoey wasn’t over the hurt and distrust that came from being abandoned. Max was swearing his undying love and proclaiming the right to look out for her without her permission or knowledge.

      Things were said. No healing or forgiveness was getting done.

      A phone rang, and Zoey and Max stopped arguing. The sound of the ring was too far away to be my phone. Zoey looked at hers and Max checked his. Zoey then walked away with her phone to her ear, and Max stuffed his phone back in his pocket.

      His eyes locked with mine.

      Trapped. I didn’t want to fake another phone call. Now there was no way around interacting with Max.

      He headed toward me, and I did an ambling, slow walk toward him. I’d rather be anywhere else, doing anything else. I planned to be the head cheerleader if Zoey decided to cut him out of her life.

      When he’d gotten within ten feet, he shoved both his hands deep into the front pockets of his jeans. He was coming over to talk, not fight.

      Guilt set in. I kept hating on him and all he wanted to do was make amends.

      “Guess this is awkward,” he said, stopping at a conversational distance of a couple feet away. Zoey was a good thirty feet from us with her eyes closed and her palm on her forehead. “I think it’s a customer call. They’re all idiots. Someone once called her for help getting their equipment to turn on in the middle of an electrical blackout.”

      Huh. It was hard to believe that there were people in the world less tech savvy than me.

      “You guys getting things worked out?” I asked. I already knew the answer but needed something to say.

      Max shrugged. “We’re getting there.”

      Optimistic or delusional? I wasn’t sure which. I was pretty positive that the only way Zoey would trust him again was if he locked himself in a cell and gave her the only key.

      “Max, I was wanting to ask you, how come you told Brad that Zoey and I were looking into who killed Cam?”

      “Brad?”

      I hesitated a beat. “You know… Brad. Kinda built. Around your height. Muscular.” I would have added devastatingly gorgeous but thought that description might be lost on Max. When Max expression still didn’t register recognition, I added, “Cop.”

      “Oh! Brad! The guy that hangs around the café.”

      I searched my memory for any times that Brad and Max had been at the café at the same time and couldn’t think of any.

      “I thought that it would get the cops to back off Zoey,” Max continued.

      “How do you mean?”

      “You investigated the murder of some woman so that people wouldn’t think you did it, right?”

      That wasn’t quite accurate. I’d investigated in order to prove my innocence. But, investigating hadn’t done much to keep people from thinking I’d done it. Even with the murderer arrested, some people were still afraid of me.

      “What’s that got to do with Brad?” I asked.

      “You investigated the murder because you were innocent. Now Zoey’s investigating this murder because she’s innocent. I wanted the cops to make that connection so that they’d leave her alone. I love her. I’d do anything for her.”

      Okay. That made sense. But I still wasn’t satisfied. Instead, I was mad. Maybe because Zoey was mad. I wasn’t sure.

      I played it cool. I pretended I liked him. “Thank you for hooking me up with that hair salon. I love what she did with my hair.” Meant every word.

      “It looks great. I’m glad I could help. Any friend of Zoey’s… you know how that goes.”

      “Susie at the salon is really good. How’d you find her? She’s a bit off the beaten path.”

      Max turned his attention toward Zoey and distractedly answered, “Overhead some ladies in the checkout lane at the grocery store talking about her. They were talking about how much they loved her work, then one of them started going on and on about the haircut and beard trim Susie had given her husband.”

      All the truth bells and whistles were ringing in my head at what Max had said, and it took the oomph and ire right out of me.

      I scuffed at the nearly frozen ground with the tip of my sneaker. I’d been sure that Max had set me up for a distraction by encouraging me to get my hair done by Dan’s ex, but I guess I’d been wrong. I’d also thought he had been behind the complaint that had triggered the health inspection, but that had turned out to be Dorothy and more of her wicked witch act.

      I’d been wrong both times. Of course, I’d been wrong about Dan for eleven years. It was time I faced it. My people radar was something I couldn’t trust. I had no reliable sense of a person’s trustworthiness.

      I shoved my hands into my coat pockets. “I’ll be in the car.” It was cold, and I was deflated. On top of that, things seemed to be winding down between Zoey and Max. She had clicked off her phone by the time I’d made it to the car. Talking to Max again, he waved his hands around a bit, but Zoey didn’t engage. She was in the car a minute later and a second after that, we were driving. Zoey said nothing, and I said nothing with her.

      “I want pizza,” I finally said. A terrible day needed carbs and fat. Best emotional band-aid ever.

      Zoey nodded. “I know just the place.”
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      We’d gotten the biggest, greasiest pizza Zamboni’s Pizzeria had had to offer. I carried it perched on one shoulder like a waiter’s tray while Zoey carried a bag of garlic knots and other yummies. We wouldn’t make it through one-tenth of the food we’d bought, but good ol’ fashioned gluttony was sometimes good for the soul.

      We rounded the corner of the front of Zoey’s building, and I said a silent prayer of thanks that Max wasn’t standing out front.

      Up in Zoey’s apartment, we set the food on the floor and sat around it powwow style.

      “I don’t know what to think about all this,” Zoey said. “First he treats me like I’m dead, the next I can’t get rid of him.”

      “Do you want to get rid of him?”

      Zoey shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know.”

      I picked up an ooey-gooey slice of pizza with cheese that stretched the whole length from the pizza to my mouth. I knew it was rude to talk while chewing, but I figured we were past formal niceties. “Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe if you knew, things would change one way or the other. You two would be together again or, hopefully, he’d be gone.”

      “You really think it could be that easy?” Zoey asked, popping the more charred pepperoni slices into her mouth.

      “When it comes to love, I don’t think anything’s that easy.”

      “But what do you think of him? Do you like him?”

      This was big. Zoey valued my feelings about Max. A part of me wanted to say nice things that would lead to them getting back together with a lifetime of happiness to come. Another part of me felt like that was a lie sold in checkout lanes sporting shelves of romance novellas. Within our day-to-day marriage, Dan and I had been pretty good together. It rolled my stomach to admit that to myself, but it was true. We liked some of the same TV shows and would watch them together, and he’d take out the trash when I told him to. We kept up a functional home and life with minimal drama. I simply hadn’t known that he’d had a whole other life without me—and, by his design, that I had no other life without him. But as far as our daily life together, we’d been good. Great even sometimes. Yet every single day of that life we shared had required effort to make it good. Maintaining a relationship was work. There was no magical happily ever after.

      Try as I might, I couldn’t see Max surviving the relationship grind that it took to maintain a good one… day after day, month after month, year after year. I suspected that Max was addicted to chaos, instability, and the state of wanting something rather than having something. I didn’t want Zoey to get back together with Max, but telling her that wouldn’t do either. If I said that I didn’t like him but they got back together anyway and all was fine, I would forever be that person who had not believed in their happily ever after. It would taint our friendship. Yet if I told her I liked him and he was terrible to her, I’d be the friend who gave her terrible advice and I’d be stuck carrying the guilt of seeing her hurt when maybe my being truthful about my opinion of Max might have made a difference.

      Answering that question was a lose-lose for me.

      “Agatha doesn’t like him.” Yep. That’s right. I threw Agatha under the bus. Me—I was in the free and clear. “She’s had a lot of years to figure people out.”

      “She doesn’t like him?”

      “Nope.”

      “Did she say why?”

      I was back to feeling guilty and wanted to hedge on my answer, but couldn’t. “She said he’s manipulative.” I didn’t tell her that I’d thought I’d been wearing the stink of his manipulation for days. But had he manipulated me at all? Even once? I couldn’t put my finger on any proof substantial enough to say yes.

      “Do you think he’s manipulative?”

      Ugh. Oh boy. Here we go. No more hiding behind Agatha. “Yes, I think he is. I overheard him talking to the parents of a boy he wanted to recruit as a sport’s agent. He was working them pretty good.”

      Zoey’s gaze studied me. “But you don’t like him for other reasons, too, right?”

      I took a deep breath. “I can’t figure it out. Can’t pin it down. It’s little things that don’t add up to anything on their own. He said that he’d thought Cam was a pretty nice guy. He’s the only person who had something good to say about him. That doesn’t add up. Nobody else has said anything nice about him.”

      Zoey’s brows creased and her gaze grew unfocused like she was thinking. “I saw Max on the Bouche surveillance video. He was having an argument with Cam.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah.” Zoey got up off the floor without even having to use her arms. A few minutes later we were watching video of Cam serving Max at Bouche. Cam dropped off a plate of food and walked away. Max tried to stop him and had to get out of his chair to go after him. There were words between them, but neither looked as though they were yelling. The incident wrapped up with Cam getting Max a new plate of food.

      “That didn’t look like much,” I said. “I think that might be the best service we’ve seen Cam give since he changed.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Still, it was terrible service compared to most waiters.”

      We went back to the floor and our pizza. We ate, and I contemplated. “If I’d had a waiter like that, I don’t think that I’d have had good things to say about him afterward.”

      “Yeah, but Cam’s dead. What if the waiter was dead?”

      “Oh, that’s a good point. I’d probably say something nice if the waiter was dead.”

      Once again, Max was off the hook of suspicion.

      “Can you stay away from the café for a while longer?”

      I texted Sam. Melanie had arrived and all was well. The café was quiet and, between them, they were taking turns studying and waiting on customers.

      “I’m good,” I said.

      “Let’s go talk to Marla. I want to know what Cam’s fiancé has to say about him.”
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      Marla turned out to be Marla Reinholdt. As with everything else, Zoey found her information online. Social media was a godsend to stalkers everywhere.

      We tracked her down at her second job, which was working the convenience store at the Dime & Dart gas station. I thought that the name was a bit suggestive and wondered how many people darted between filling up and paying for their gas.

      I grabbed a Snickers and we stood in line behind two other people at the checkout counter. One of them was a guy dressed like he belonged on the cover of Yuppies-R-Us and the other man was a walking skeleton dressed in clothes that looked as though they might have fit at one time.

      The two in front of us did their transactions and headed out. I put the Snickers on the counter. The woman at the register had dark brown hair that fell past her shoulder and a cute little button nose. Her face was round, and her mouth was small but her lips were plump and looked to be naturally ruddy. She was chewing gum. The rest of her was small enough to work as a jockey riding horses. Her name tag read “Marla.”

      “A dollar twenty-five,” she said, ringing up the candy bar. She had a pleasant smile, and she did not look as though she’d been crying or had even been depressed.

      The rest of the convenience store was empty, but there was no telling how long it would stay that way, so I got right to the point. I fished out a five from my coat pocket, handed it over and asked, “Did you know Cam by any chance?”

      Marla stopped chewing her gum. For the first time she looked me square in the eyes. Unblinking, she said, “No.”

      I hadn’t expected that answer. I’d only asked “Did you know Cam?” as an icebreaker. I was sure we had the right person. She matched the pictures we’d found online, some of them containing both Cam and Marla. There had even been a few messages of condolence from other users about her loss of Cam. We had the right person.

      Zoey scooted in next to me at the counter. The opening between sales items on either side wasn’t large, so we had to scrunch together a little. Zoey held up her phone showing a picture of Marla and Cam together.

      “Oh, that was just one time,” Marla said.

      Zoey did a finger swipe and rolled through several pictures of Marla and Cam.

      Marla’s lips thinned and her eyes narrowed. She was more than a little bit annoyed. “What’s this about? What do you want? I got rights, you know. You don’t got no business bein’ in my place of work harassing me.”

      “I know,” I said quickly. I was guesstimating that we were five seconds of annoyance away from her picking up the phone and calling the police. She definitely did not sound like a bereft fiancé, so I took a stab in the dark. “I need to know what Cam did to you that was bad.”

      Her expression seemed to soften into resigned irritated acceptance. She crossed her arms over her chest. “He is dead, isn’t he? He can’t do nothin’ now. Do you know that jerk dumped me?”

      “I hadn’t. I’d thought you were still together at the time of his death.”

      She scoffed. “You mean, time of his murder. And I don’t know who done it to him, but I’m sure he had it coming.”

      “What did he do?” Zoey asked.

      “What didn’t he do is more like it. If he saw an angle to mess with someone, to get some leverage on them, he would. Then he’d use it. He wouldn’t just sit on some piece of information, he’d figure out how to make it work for him.”

      “Was he doing that to you?” I asked. I wanted to know if she had a reason to kill him.

      “Nooo, but I’d seen him do it a bunch of times to others. He’d brag about it, too.”

      “He’d brag about it to others or to just you?” Zoey asked.

      “Just me. But he was mean. Real mean. When we got together, I’d thought he was a nice guy. Then after we’d spent some time together and he started telling me some of the stuff he was doin’…” She shook her head, letting our imaginations finish the sentence. “Honestly, I wanted to break it off a few months ago but I was scared.”

      “You were afraid he’d hurt you?”

      “Yeah, not physical like, but, you know, I was afraid he’d find some way to mess with my life. I need this job. I need both my jobs. I’m workin’ toward getting somewhere in life. I want to buy a house. I want to be more than, you know, a cashier at a gas station. I’ve got more to offer than this.”

      My heart went out to her. She was singing my song. What’s more, my gut was telling me that she didn’t kill Cam.

      “Marla,” I said, “this is Zoey, and the police think that she might have killed Cam… but she didn’t.”

      Marla looked at Zoey. There was a pause for recognition, then her eyes got big. “You’re that lady who beat Cam up!” Her smile got huge. “I want to shake your hand!” And she did. “You’re like my hero!”

      “But I didn’t kill Cam,” Zoey stressed again.

      “Ahhh, I wouldn’t have held it against you if you had.” Guilt or embarrassment flitted across her face. “I slept a whole lot better the night after I heard Cam was dead.” Her cheeks reddened. “I’d just seen him mess with so many people. He soured on me so fast. As soon as it started looking like he’d be able to buy that old man's shop, he didn’t want anything to do with me. He was going to be a business owner, and I was suddenly riffraff. But I kept thinkin’, now that he don’t like me, he’s gonna mess with me next.”

      “I’m glad that’s not going to happen to you,” I said. I stopped short of saying that I was glad that Cam was dead. I was feeling on the fence about it, but I still couldn’t say that I was glad. “Can you give us any information about the people he messed with who you think could have decided to mess back?”

      Marla dragged the tip of her finger in a zigzag design over the countertop. She was quiet a moment, but she finally spoke. “He ruined that old man’s business so that he could buy it at a bargain. I woulda thought that Mr. Hubert woulda been upset about that, but I heard that he was retiring and that he was looking forward to it.” Her eyes stayed downcast on the counter as she continued her invisible drawing. “He was blackmailing Steph.”

      It was sooo hard for me to keep my mouth shut and not jump in with a flurry of questions. But I did keep it shut. I wanted to know if she had anyone else’s name to throw on the fire heap.

      “He had something on John, the owner of Madame X, but I don’t think he’d done anything about it yet. He had a bar tab he’d run up and didn’t want to pay it.” She thought a while more. “There are a lot of others, like knickknack stuff, odds and ends of things he done. He messed up people getting jobs. He put sugar in somebody’s tank. He got a boy to beat up someone else’s boy at school.” She lifted her gaze to meet ours. “None of this is new, though. Most of it happened a while back. He usually didn’t go so far as to make anyone start asking questions. He was real proud about that, knowing where that line was.”

      “What about Steph?” Zoey asked. “You said that Cam had been blackmailing her. Do you know what for?”

      Marla pursed her lips. “To Cam, secrets were like money. He liked to brag about how much he had, but he didn’t like to share.” She shrugged. “So I know he was blackmailing her, but I don’t know what for.”

      We thanked Marla. I pocketed my snickers, and we headed out to the parking lot. I looked at Zoey. “Back to Steph?”

      “Back to Steph.”
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      We pulled up outside of Bouche and Zoey parked in front of a row of narrow evergreens that were about my height.

      “We got a plan?” I asked.

      “Get her to confess.”

      “Good plan.” We smiled at each other.

      Inside Bouche, a different waitress than last time seated us and brought us drinks. Steph joined us a few minutes later. I saw the gait of her steps hitch when she spotted who had come to see her. When she sat down across from us in the booth table, she didn’t introduce herself, shake hands, or smile.

      “I’ve already told you everything I know,” she said. She rested her arms on the table and laced her fingers. “This is my place of business. If these visits continue, I will report the harassment to the police.”

      This surprised me. The last time we’d been here, she hadn’t said anything about calling the police even though we’d pressed her pretty hard to talk to us when she hadn’t wanted to. Maybe she was bluffing.

      “Has something changed?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You seem… more self-assured,” I said.

      “Kinda like she thinks she’s gotten away with something,” Zoey said.

      “And we know that you’ve gotten away with something.”

      Steph’s cheeks reddened and she blinked several times. “I’ll thank you to go.” She started to get up.

      “Sit,” Zoey ordered.

      To my continued surprise, Steph sat back down. Her gaze traveled everywhere but didn’t meet our eyes.

      “I asked this last time, and we’ve come back to give you another chance at answering it. Why were you afraid of Cam?”

      She flicked a look in our direction and then away again. “I told you I wasn’t.”

      “I know that’s what you told us, but now we need the truth. Why were you afraid of him?” She said nothing; I kept pushing. “His bad attitude and performance as a waiter could have cost you your job. That makes me think that you weren’t as afraid of losing your job as much as you were afraid of something else. Were you afraid of going to jail over what he knew?” No response but her eyes flicked in our direction.

      To Zoey I asked, “What’s worse than losing your job?”

      Zoey thought a moment. “Losing your home. Going to jail. Losing your children. Losing health insurance when you’re sick. Losing respect of friends and family. Losing a spouse… Can you think of more?”

      I wasn’t sure that I would have to. Steph had looked our way with actual shock and fear in her eyes when Zoey mentioned losing health insurance.

      “Steph, are you sick?”

      The fear in Steph’s face fell away as her features grew hard.

      “You can tell us or we can find out. We’re going to dig until we have our answers.”

      Steph’s eyes grew red with unshed tears and she crossed her arms over her chest, but she still didn’t say anything.

      “If you tell us what Cam was blackmailing you about, we can keep it to ourselves. We don’t need to tell the police.” It was a total lie. Of course we would tell the police. We were asking her what her motive was for murdering Cam. We’d run traffic lights to get the info to the police.

      “We won’t tell anyone,” Zoey reassured with me.

      “Talk to us, Steph, or we walk out of here and start digging into your life in every way possible. There’s no telling what we’ll find out.”

      That threat did it. Steph finally cracked.

      “I’m addicted to painkillers,” Steph blurted out. “The restaurant owners have a zero-tolerance policy. If you’re found using, you’re gone. No chance to explain, no excuses, you’re just gone.” A tear fell and trailed down her cheek. The rest of her was stone. “I can’t lose this job. I don’t have any savings. Every spare dime I made went into covering my mother’s care.” Another tear fell. “Now she’s gone, right along with the house, along with everything I own. I’m starting over and I have no one. She was my world.” Her finger pounded the table as her pain turned to anger. “I couldn’t afford to lose this job. I would’ve lost the house and she would’ve ended up in a state-run nursing home. I couldn’t do that to her. I couldn’t risk that, so I did what Cam told me to. I let him show up, put in his hours and be as surly as he wanted only to walk out with a paycheck triple that of any other waiter or waitress here. I had to cover the difference in his pay out of my own pocket just so the owners wouldn’t find out.”

      She sat back in her booth seat, crossed her arms and glared at us. “Now I suppose it’ll be you I’ll be paying off instead of Cam.”

      “Steph, we don’t want your money. We only wanted the truth. Now that we have it, we’re satisfied. We don’t want anything else.” I didn’t mention that we’d be handing that truth over to the police if it meant proving Zoey’s innocence.

      Steph didn’t look convinced. “No money? Free food? Drugs?”

      “None of those things,” I reassured her.

      Steph’s bottom lip began to tremble. “It’s been so hard. So stressful. I’ve lost so much.”

      “And we’re sorry about that,” I said. “I heard about your mother’s death when your house burned down.” Maybe the stress of it all had made Steph snap. People sometimes did weird things when lost in their grief. Cam hadn’t been missed by anybody. Maybe she’d rationalized that she was doing the world a favor and making it a better place.

      I eyed her physique. She was taller than either Zoey or me. Definitely strong. But she didn’t look as big as that shadow we’d seen in Cam’s death video. That didn’t mean she didn’t hire someone, though. I’d ordered my coffee online. Maybe she’d ordered a hitman. It was possible.

      I gave Steph’s hand a squeeze and looked her right in the eyes. “Did you kill Cam?”

      She didn’t flinch, look away or hesitate. “No,” she said. “I told you. I was at home. I didn’t kill him.” It was a convincing answer.

      I turned to Zoey when we hit the parking lot. “You think she killed Cam?”

      “Not one doubt.”
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      We sat in Zoey’s car behind her apartment building, and I tried not to think about the unfinished pizza that was waiting for us. I wanted more of it.

      “What I don’t get,” I said, “is why Steph—or whoever she hired—would dump Cam’s body in front of the café.”

      “Maybe for the distraction of it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Rachel Summers’ body is practically still warm,” Zoey said, and I winced. That was an apt but disturbing description.

      “But how’s that a distraction?”

      “Her death is connected to you, sort of. Everybody thought it was you.” I eyeballed her and she amended. “Everybody but me, of course.”

      “Of course.” I smiled. Zoey had stood by my side through the whole ordeal in a big way. It still amazed me because she barely knew me yet she’d really been there for me. Friends like that were hard to find.

      “Leaving Cam’s body outside your café muddied the water. It connected his death with you.”

      I stared out into the early evening sky. It would be dark soon. I wondered if it would snow. Did Kentucky even get snow? It wasn’t exactly south but it definitely wasn’t north either.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Everyone’s been fixated on the big fight you had with Cam. It’s like a big fish tale that keeps getting bigger every time someone retells it. I’m surprised no one has said you were dressed up like Batman throwing karate chops.” Some of the stories I’d heard had been every bit as ridiculous. “It’s had everyone thinking it was you instead of me.”

      “If I was the intended target to throw guilt on, the location of dumping Cam’s body at the café indicates the killer had prior knowledge of what had happened earlier that day.” Zoey was silent a moment. “Who saw my fight with Cam? Do we know?”

      “Hmm, there was me. Everyone in the café within sight of the grill-side window… so, about three people. Then there anyone who was happening to drive by on Main Street and potentially anyone in any of the surrounding businesses.”

      “Fifteen or more people could have seen it first hand,” Zoey said.

      “That’s a lot of possible killers. And we can’t limit it to only those who were there to see you put Cam on the ground. It could have been anyone who learned about it from someone else.”

      Zoey sighed. “So, the whole town then… I like our chances that Steph did it. She had reason. Cam was blackmailing her with no end in sight, and she was at risk for losing her job. If she did, she wouldn’t have been able to cover the cost of home care for her mother. So he was threatening not just her and her job, but also her ability to care for someone she loved. That’s a strong enough motive to kill for a lot of people.”

      “Time to tell the police?”

      “I think so. When will you see Brad again?”

      “He usually shows up for breakfast. Want me to tell him? I’m not sure he’ll take it seriously. And, that won’t be until tomorrow. What if Steph runs tonight?”

      Zoey shrugged. “Makes her look all the more guilty. I don’t care if they catch her or not. I just don’t want them looking into me anymore.”

      I thought about it. I didn’t like Cam, but I did care about whether or not the person who killed him got caught. From everything I’d learned about Cam, he was a despicable guy. He hadn’t cared who he hurt, and he’d been willing to do anything to give himself an advantage over others. But despite all of that, I was sure that there was someone somewhere in the world who had cared about him. And, if a person could justify in their heart killing Cam, who else could they find justification to kill?

      We got out of the car and headed around to the front of her apartment building.

      “Coming up?” Zoey asked.

      It was still early enough. I had time before I had to get back to the café, and the pizza was calling. “Sure.”

      We headed up to Zoey’s. Max was in the hallway. No flowers. No takeout. Just him.

      “Where were you?” he asked, getting up from where he’d been sitting on the floor outside her door. It was an abrupt question, and I guessed that the honeymoon period of his make-up attempts was coming to an end.

      “It’s none of your business, Max,” Zoey said.

      I was tempted to stomp on Max’s foot to get him to get out of the way. He was standing right in front of Zoey’s apartment door. He didn’t look like he was in a forgiving mood, though. If I stomped on his foot, he might stomp on my head. Thankfully, Zoey got him to move with a sharp elbow jab to his ribs. We were in her apartment a minute later, and Max was locked outside.

      I made a beeline for the pizza. I sat down heavily on the floor and grabbed a piece. I chewed while I thought. Steph had already lost so much. Her house was embers and her mother looked like a burnt matchstick, lying in the morgue. On top of that she was trying to manage an addiction to painkillers and keep her job. She had a lot going on. A lot of stress. If she was innocent of killing Cam and we threw the suspicion of murder onto her, could she handle that added stress on top of everything else? She could crack, spiral into her addiction, and never find her way out. If we accused her, ruined her life, and then found out we’d been wrong, I wasn’t sure that I’d ever be able to forgive myself.

      “You mind making me a copy of the video of Cam getting killed?” I was pretty sure I’d need to be inundated with wine to work up the nerve to watch it again, but that didn’t change that I did need to watch it. “And the part where Cam got dumped off in front of the café, too.”

      “Sure. You looking for anything specific? Got a telltale clue you’re hoping to find?”

      “No… well I guess yes. It’s more like I’m looking for a clue that Steph didn’t do it.” I looked at Zoey. “Having the cops—having everybody—think that I killed Rachel when I didn’t really sucked. It was awful. Now you. People are thinking you killed Cam. If Steph didn’t kill Cam, I don’t want to do that to her.”

      Zoey’s mouth pulled crooked into a grimace. “I know what you mean. I’ll make a copy.”

      I had the memory stick of that night’s events stuck in my pocket when I headed out the door. With my head turned around to say goodbye to Zoey, I walked right into Max’s chest.

      “You have got to be kidding me.” I was losing my patience, and Max wasn’t even there to see me.

      Max threw up his hands and took a step back. “Hey, just saying goodnight before I take off.” He leaned his head a little to the side to look past me into Zoey’s apartment even though he was plenty taller than me to be able to see over my head. “Zoey, I wanted you to know that I’m going out of town on business tomorrow. I’ll be gone for three days, a week at the most. Then I’m coming back here. I’ll call you every night… if that’s okay. Would it be okay?”

      There was an absence of sound as Zoey took her time answering. Then finally, she said, “I’d like that.”

      I felt both happy and sad. Zoey was taking her first steps back toward love, but she was taking them with Max. I hoped that he would be good to her, and I hoped that he proved himself worthy of this second chance.

      It was time for me to give them some privacy.

      “Text me later,” Zoey called as I started to step away. “Let me know if you spot anything on the vid.”

      “Will do,” I called back.

      “Anything I’d want to see?” Max asked.

      “Oh it’s…” Was there a reason not to tell him? It felt weird to share with someone who was until a half second ago very much on the outs with Zoey. I chose a middle ground and decided to share partial truths, and I decided to take the opportunity to get in a mild jab about his interference of telling Brad about our investigation. “I’ve got some video to look over from the night that Cam was killed.” That was true. “Brad’s great.” Again, also true. Max could make any connections he wanted to from that. “I’m going to take a look, see if I can spot anything. Fresh eye and all that.”

      Max’s brows went halfway to his hairline. “I didn’t know you two had that kind of a relationship.”

      I gave a noncommittal shrug and called out to Zoey as I walked down the hall, “Goodnight! Call you tomorrow.”

      “Goodnight!” she called back.
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      The café was dead when I walked in. Melanie was bent over her books at one of the tables. She looked up from her studies.

      “I’ve got this if you want to call it a night,” she said.

      “You sure?” I asked.

      “Yeah, it’s quieter here than at home with my roommate anyway.”

      I knew that that shouldn’t have been a good thing, but I was happy that Melanie didn’t mind working at a place with so few customers. It had to be wreaking havoc on her and Sam’s income from tips.

      I found Sage, and with the kitten perched on my shoulder, I headed upstairs.

      I had a bottle of wine open and a large glass poured when I opened my Walmart-special laptop and stuck the memory stick in its side. I had the video loaded and playing a moment later.

      I couldn’t bear to watch it the first time I played it. I turned my back to the computer and drank my wine instead. But that didn’t keep me from seeing my memory of the video playing out in my head.

      There was a car. An old sedan.

      The car pulled into the alley. The alley was dark.

      There was a large shadow. Was the shadow distorted in size? Could it have been Steph?

      Cam walked by the opening of the alley.

      The shadow moved. It reached out, and it pulled Cam backward.

      Cam kicked, then Cam quit kicking.

      That was everything I remembered.

      I took a deep breath. Took a big swig of wine. Then turned back around to hit play on the video again. This time I watched it. It wasn’t as hard as the first time I’d watched it, but I had my large glass of wine drained by the time it reached the end when all I could see were Cam’s legs sticking out into the dim light. They made me think of the Wicked Witch’s legs sticking out from underneath Dorothy’s house in The Wizard of Oz. But that had been an accident. This had been premeditated murder.

      On to the next video. The image was of Sarah’s Eatery late at night. A sedan came into view. I watched what happened. I watched the sedan stop. I saw indistinct movement on the far side of the car, and then the car was gone. I played it again. And again. I was seeing something that I couldn’t put a finger on. Something about the video was reminding me of something that I’d seen.

      I played it again. And again. And again. I drank another swig of wine. I closed my eyes and replayed it in my head. There was the road. It was at night and it was empty. The car came into view. The car pulled into the wrong lane and then up onto the sidewalk. The car stopped. Movement beyond the car. The car left.

      The car, the car, the car.

      The car!

      My eyes popped open. I’d seen that car!

      I got up and paced the inside of my horseshoe shaped kitchen. When that didn’t help, I moved to my empty living room with the huge windows overlooking Main Street and I paced in there. I paced the hallway, then it was back to the bright lights of the kitchen.

      I stopped pacing. I knew the car. I knew where I’d seen it.

      I grabbed the whole bottle and drank deep, as deeply as I could before my lungs burned with the need for air. I’d seen that car at the barn we’d followed Max to. It had been parked at an angle to a white Prius, the same car that we’d seen Max driving before we had discovered him driving the SUV. Max had been playing musical cars, but not with two cars. He’d been doing it with three cars, and the third was the one being driven to and from Cam’s murder!

      Max murdered Cam!

      I flew to the windows that overlooked Main Street. There was some evening traffic, nothing very heavy, and I could see Zoey’s apartment building across the street at an angle to my building. But there was no seeing her apartment. The upstairs of the building that housed the apartments didn’t have any windows that overlooked Main Street. I had no way of telling what was going on over at Zoey’s apartment just by looking.

      I thought about texting Zoey or—gasp—even using my phone to call Zoey. But if I texted and I got a text back, I’d have no way of knowing who actually sent the text. And if I called Zoey and she answered, I’d have no way of knowing if she were pretending to be safe and okay… or if Max had a knife to her throat.

      The only way to know if she was safe was to go over there myself.

      I grabbed my coat, hopped around on one foot and then the other as I forced my sneakers on without untying and retying them, and then I grabbed my cell phone. I dialed 911, cursed, hung up, and dialed again.

      “What’s your emergency?” asked the emergency response operator.

      I didn’t know how to answer that. I think my best friend might be getting murdered by her ex-current boyfriend? No, I couldn’t see it happening. No, I didn’t know if he had a weapon.

      I imagined the police knocking down their door to discover them sitting on the floor eating the rest of the pizza. Anybody had access to that barn. It was abandoned, and in the middle of nowhere. Anyone could have stashed that car there, or it might not even be the same car. Doubts chased each other back and forth in my head.

      “Uh, I’ll call back,” I said and then clicked off. It was a small town, and the police weren’t far away. I could be over to Zoey’s practically in a matter of seconds. If there was a problem, I could call the police back. And if Max was still at Zoey’s and heard the police sirens, he might react badly. He was still in woo mode with Zoey. If he thought everything was fine, it was unlikely that he’d do anything to try to hurt her. But if he thought that the jig was up, there was no telling what he would do. It was best to head over there on my own.

      I was out the door a second later, skidding down the stairs. It was something of a controlled fall, but I was still on my feet when I reached the bottom, and I hit the door to the kitchen at a run.

      Out in the café Melanie was still studying, and I slowed to a brisk walk as I headed for the café’s front door.

      Melanie’s flawless brow scrunched together. My attempt at nonchalance wasn’t fooling her. “Everything okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Perfect. It’s all good.” My smile could have won in a competition for fakest-ever. I vowed to explain later, and hurried out the door.
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      The cold night air hit me with a shock. I pulled my coat tighter around me, but it didn’t do any good. It felt as though the temperature had dropped ten degrees from when I’d gotten home.

      I had to get to Zoey before something happened to her. I’d left her alone with Max—a killer. I’d never be able to forgive myself if he hurt her.

      Surging forward, I intended to rush out into the street. The traffic would have to brake or swerve. I didn’t have time to wait for a path to clear. But two steps into my charge, I was intercepted with the hard brush of the shoulder as someone rushed in front of me. Their arm hooked mine, turned me and walked me down the sidewalk in the direction of the café’s side street. When I tried to yank away, the jab of something hard in my ribs made me oomph and stop my efforts. Whatever it had been had hurt, even through the padding of my coat and clothes.

      The person next to me was taller and stronger than me and wore a heavy winter coat with a large hood. I couldn’t see the person’s face. Leaning forward and twisting to look back, I gasped at whose face I saw. “Steph?”

      She didn’t say anything. Didn’t look at me. But I could see enough from my side angle to be absolutely certain that it was her.

      I twisted to see what she had sticking into my ribs and sucked in my breath. A gun. Point blank. If she shot, the bullet would rip through my insides. I imagined it tearing through my spine. My life, if I still had one, would be changed forever.

      “Steph, what are you doing?”

      “Shut up,” she hissed. “You couldn’t leave well enough alone. You had to keep picking at the scab, and that’s what Cam was, a scab. A worthless scab.”

      The café’s side street was coming up fast. Steph had us moving at the pace of a speed walker. I wanted to yank myself free but her hold on me was strong. I’d have to struggle pretty hard, and all the possible outcomes played through my head. But in the end, the thought of her finger on the gun’s trigger had me walking along with her, step for step. One jostle too hard and her trigger finger could tighten, the gun would go off, and I could be dead. So I kept walking… but that didn’t mean I couldn’t talk.

      “Steph, why did you dump Cam’s body in front of the café?” I was going to do my best to keep her engaged. If she had something to say that she wanted me to hear, she’d wait until I’d heard it before she killed me. In every movie I’d ever seen, everyone stopped talking before they pulled the trigger.

      “I didn’t dump his body in front of the café. That was never part of the plan.”

      We reached the corner of the side street and turned to walk toward the café’s back parking lot. Through the café’s large windows, I could see Melanie with her head bent over her books, studying. I wanted to call out to her, to bang on the windows, to do anything to alert her to my situation. But I hesitated, and the opportunity slipped away. The windows fell behind us rather than beside us.

      “If you didn’t dump his body, then who did?”

      “I hired someone, you freakin’ idiot. He was showboating by dumping Cam in front of the café. I told him to make Cam disappear, not put him on display.”

      A cold chill ran through me that had nothing to do with the bitterly cold night air.

      “But why?” I had to keep her talking. We were almost to the back of the building.

      We reached the building’s edge and Steph stopped us so that she could look both ways. The parking lots behind the buildings were empty.

      She gave me a hard shove, and I stumbled out in front of her. “Walk,” she ordered.

      “No.” I turned to face her, stood my ground and did my best to hide the fact that my knees were knocking together in fright. Hopefully she’d think it was because of the cold. “I want to know why you killed Cam.”

      Steph lifted the gun at the end of her fully extended arm and pointed it directly at my face.

      “Walk,” she ordered again. “Stay close to the wall.”

      This time I obeyed, but I didn’t turn my back on her. Instead I stayed facing her and walked backward. If she wanted to shoot me, she’d have to look at me while she did it. She’d have to look me in the eyes. I was a human being with feelings, hopes and dreams, and I wouldn’t let her pretend otherwise. I was hoping that it would make her lose her nerve—that she wouldn’t go through with it. After all, she hadn’t had the nerve to kill Cam herself. She’d hired someone. I had to do my best to make it so she couldn’t pull that trigger and snuff out a life. Only the hardest-hearted people could do such a thing. I had to make her remember that she wasn’t one of those people.

      “Why did you kill Cam?” I asked again, determined to wiggle past her defensive barriers by empathizing with her reasoning. She’d told us about the drugs, but maybe there was something more.

      “He found out I killed my mom.”

      Oh snap.

      My stomach dropped, and I felt nauseous. She’d killed her mom. If she could do that, it’d be nothing to her to kill me. My feet turned to lead, making every step more difficult, but I kept walking backward and did my best to stay standing on my increasingly shaky legs.

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “Your mom died in the house fire. Are you saying that you started it yourself?” That didn’t add up. Steph’s house burned down after Cam was already dead. That meant that Steph’s mom was still alive when Cam died and that Steph killing her mom couldn’t be what Cam had learned about her. It couldn’t be the reason why she killed Cam.

      “I killed her four years ago… Stop there.”

      She didn’t even sound upset. Her voice was even and strong, very matter-of-fact. She was going to have no problem pulling the trigger, even with me looking at her.

      That made my heart ache. I was filled with grief for the loss of everything new and good in my life. For the first time in longer than I could remember, I was part of a community. I had a place in the world with people who cared about me. And I was about to lose it all.

      I stopped, just as she’d told me to do. I was right next to the café’s dumpster.

      “Get in,” she ordered.

      I looked from Steph to the huge metal bin. It was ten feet wide and taller than I was.

      “I can’t get in,” I said. “I can’t jump that high.”

      “Figure it out or I’ll shoot you in the stomach and knees and leave you here to die. Slowly.”

      I’m not ashamed to say I started looking in earnest for a way to get inside that dumpster. The light was dim and the dumpster was dark, so it blended in with the night. It took some feeling around, but I found some welded loops that I could only assume were put there to be used for footholds. Having found them, though, I didn’t rush. I took an exaggerated amount of time and even slipped twice on purpose. Through it all, the aim of Steph’s gun never wavered.

      “How could you kill your mom?” I wasn’t able to keep the accusation from my voice.

      “It wasn’t my fault,” Steph said. “My mom really did have Alzheimer’s. It turned her into someone else. She wasn’t the same person anymore… The woman who had raised me died two years before her body did. And I tried. I really tried. I did everything to get through to her. Finally I couldn’t take it anymore. So I crushed up her sleeping pills and then”—her voice cracked—“I put a pillow over her face. She never felt a thing. Wasn’t scared. She was fine. Better than fine. Once she was dead, she was free. I am not a bad person.”

      I stopped and looked at her from where I stood perched near the top of the dumpster. I had to. She was making an argument for herself as being a decent human being while she was forcing me to climb into a trash bin where, I was sure, she planned to shoot me. And she’d arranged for someone to kill Cam.

      I considered pointing out the obvious, that maybe she wasn’t as good a person as she liked to think she was, but I decided to err on the side of wanting to live for a few seconds longer. She didn’t need any additional incentive to shoot me dead.

      Despite all my efforts to go slowly, I had reached the top of the dumpster.

      “Get in,” she said, wagging the gun at me for emphasis.

      Time to ramp up my efforts to distract her. I put one leg over the lip of the dumpster and perched. “How long ago did that happen, that you ended her life?” I didn’t want to say murdered. I didn’t want to trigger any emotions she might have attached to that thought.

      Steph’s weight shifted from one foot to the other like she was uncomfortable with the question. I was surprised when she answered it. “Three years ago.”

      “That’s a long time. How did you preserve her body for them to find something in the house fire?”

      “Shut up and get in the dumpster.”

      “You’re going to kill me. Don’t you want to unburden yourself to someone? Don’t you want to tell your story to someone?”

      Steph cleared her throat before she spoke, and when she did speak, it was almost a mumble. “I kept her in a chest freezer.”

      “You froze her…” I wondered if the coroner would catch the damage that must have done to her skin. On top of that, there wouldn’t have been any smoke inhalation from the house fire to sear her lungs. Even if Steph never got charged for my murder, I was pretty sure that her mother’s murder was going to come back on her. “So she was dead for three years and nobody but you knew. That had to have been a terrible secret to carry around with you. What about her Social Security checks? What about her home health care nurse? What about her doctors? Didn’t anyone question her disappearance?”

      “I cashed her checks, fired the home care nurse and told her I was going with private care, and told her doctor that I was taking her to someone new. Now, get in the dumpster!”

      If I got in that dumpster, it’d be the last thing I ever did. So I stalled. I faced her growing anger and kept asking questions. That I was so scared that I was about to pee myself didn’t matter.

      “If I wanted to have someone killed, I wouldn’t begin to know how or where to hire someone. How’d you do it?”

      Steph looked mad enough to throw her gun at me, let alone shoot it.

      I played it cool and stayed calm and laid back. I wanted to put her at ease. “I’m going to die. Indulge me. Please. When will you get the chance to tell anyone ever again?”

      “The dark web. I hired someone off the dark web.” She glanced around her as if making sure no one was listening. Whoever she’d hired, it was someone even she was afraid of. “They told me not to tell anyone. I think they’re local.”

      “What did they say would happen if you told?”

      Her gaze refocused on me. “The same thing that’s happening to you.”

      I gulped.

      “Get. In.”

      My time was up. Steph’s gun was steady as she held it pointed at me. My need to keep stalling was strong, even if it was for only a few seconds more before being killed. But I was pretty sure she’d shoot me in the head if I delayed any longer, so I got in.

      Angling down slowly, I let one foot drop to the level of the trash inside. It didn’t hold me, though. Instead, it shifted and my leg sank deeper and deeper into the mounds of plastic encased trash before I stopped sinking. It left me nearly doing a split standing up, with one heel hanging on the lip of the dumpster. Taking it off and letting it join the rest of me down in the trash felt like taking the final step off the end of a pirate’s plank with my arms and hands tied and lashed to an anchor.

      I was going to die. In the trash. At least it was cold. I wouldn’t decay too much before they found me.

      That’s when I heard something scurry and scramble at the other end of the bin. I was in the company of mice or rats, and the silver lining I’d been reaching for faded away. Steph was going to kill me, and then the vermin were going to make a snack of my face.

      “Steph, can’t we talk about this?” I could hear her climbing up the dumpster’s side. Then her head appeared over the top, dark and shadowy, and I wondered if death always looked that way. It had for Cam. Now for me.

      Steph’s arm arched over the top and pointed at me. She had the gun in her hand.

      I no longer had anything to lose. I lunged with my arms stretched over my head, reaching for the instrument of death held in her hand.

      The gun went off, and I screamed. The bullet ricocheted inside the heavy metal container, and I dove head first into nearly week-old trash. The sound of the gunfire within the confined space was deafening. The sound of the bullet zinging around was worse. The metal bin rang like a bell, glass shattered, and then nothing.

      A voice sounded in the night, one that was not mine and was not Steph’s.

      “Get away from her!”

      “Zoey!” I whispered.

      Steph’s arm and head disappeared from the top of the trash bin.

      “Run, Zoey! Steph’s got a gun! She hired someone to kill Cam!”

      I wanted Zoey to run more than I wanted her to stay and try to save me. If she ran, there was a chance she’d live, and now she was armed with the truth. What had happened to Cam would finally come to light, and Zoey would be saved. She’d no longer be a suspect.

      Shots rang out.

      “No! Leave her alone!” I yelled, but they were words and words alone. Impotent.

      I wasn’t hurt. All my limbs worked. I was alive and able. I decided to work with my strengths, and those were all the strengths that I had left.

      I patted down the bags, then began tearing into them. I did a mental inventory of everything that had been thrown away in the last week.

      Ewwww… found the spaghetti.

      Burnt toast.

      Soggy cake.

      Ewwww! Spoiled, smelly, slimy spaghetti! Doing my best not to gag and retch, I scooped up a bunch of it in my hand.

      Standing on tiptoes on top of the shifting garbage, I was just able to see over the edge at what was happening outside of the dumpster. Steph was a few feet away, pointing her gun at a sprinting Zoey. Zoey was near the far end of the parking lot running in zigzags. She was fast. She moved like someone was chasing her, always an inch away from grabbing her.

      “Stop running!” Steph screamed.

      I lobbed a handful of the rotten, stinky spaghetti at Steph’s head. Direct hit!

      She did a slow turn with her shoulders hunched as the slimy spaghetti dripped off her head onto the rest of her. Her face was twisted in rage and her eyes looked possessed.

      “You!” she snarled before pointing the gun at the dumpster and unloading five or six bullets in quick succession.

      I scooped up another handful of rancid spaghetti and waited for a pause in the gunfire. If I survived, I’d have to scour my hand with Ajax.

      The bullets stopped and I stood on tippy toes as I lobbed another handful of spaghetti at Steph. Bullseye! Right in her face!

      Steph sucked in a sharp breath, and I saw some of the spaghetti get pulled into her mouth. That’s when the retching started—by her, not me—big, gagging, coughing, bent-over-with-body-shaking retching. It was awful. I actually felt bad for Steph.

      That’s when I spotted Zoey barreling straight toward Steph. Zoey was going to ram her!

      “No!” Zoey didn’t know that Steph was covered in the equivalent of toxic waste. There was nothing I could do to stop their bodies crashing together. But some of the spaghetti must have gotten in Zoey’s mouth but, with Steph forgotten, she rolled off the older woman and started doing some retching of her own. Both women were completely incapacitated.

      I slipped and slid as I climbed out of the dumpster. I got to the ground in the most expedient fashion I could—that is to say that I fell. Landing flat on my back, all of the wind was knocked out of me.

      Wheezing, I rolled onto my stomach and did a G.I. Jane-style belly crawl toward the gun that Steph had wielded. It was lying on the ground, five feet from me and two feet from her.  She spotted what I was doing and lunged for it, but stopped short to projectile vomit whatever food she’d eaten that day all over the gun.

      “Ewwww…” I said.

      We looked at each other. We were both gauging the other one to see which of us was willing to stick our hand in the vomit to retrieve the gun. I’d do it… but I soooo did not want to do it.

      Steph dove for the gun, which meant that I had to dive for the gun. She was faster, on her feet and closer. But that was her downfall. She had too much momentum. Her hand slipped in the gunk, she cracked her head on the pavement, and came to a stop face down in her already eaten dinner. There she lay, not moving, and I wasn’t going to touch her. No way I could without throwing up on her.

      “Zoey? You okay?”

      “Oh… Oh… I need a shower. Where’s a shower?”

      “Kylie?” Zoey and I turned our heads in the direction of a man’s voice. Joel was standing thirty feet away with a great big bouquet of multi-colored carnations in his hand. He’d remembered our date! “What’s going on?” He took a step forward.

      “No! Stay back. Um, we’re kind of gross right now.”

      “What should I do?”

      “Call the police. We caught the killer!”

      Sort of.
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      Thirty minutes later, the parking lot was full of vehicles and people. There were five police cars, numerous police officers, two ambulances, and several paramedics. Steph had regained some consciousness but was still pretty groggy.

      Zoey was still covered in various types of goo, but it was her feet that were getting the attention as she sat on the back of an ambulance getting them wrapped. I hadn’t realized that she’d been running around barefoot the whole time. She’d spotted Steph intercepting me outside the café on a surveillance camera tied into the traffic lights. It was the camera normally used to capture drivers running red lights. When she’d seen me being taken, she’d run right out the door without even putting on her coat or shoes. I owed her big. She’d come to my rescue not once but twice since I’d met her. As for Max, he’d left her place a few minutes after I had or I guessed that he’d be here, too.

      She looked absolutely miserable as she sat covered in rotten spaghetti, but I could help her out with that. I had a big roll of paper towels upstairs in my kitchen. I’d bring down half of them wet and leave the other half dry. It could at least help her to feel better until she was able to take a proper shower, or since her feet were wrapped up, maybe a bath.

      As for me, I really needed the bathroom. I was shifting from foot to foot and was only a few minutes away from embarrassing myself.

      “That’s all I know,” I told the tall man who looked as though he belonged in high school rather than wearing a uniform. I hadn’t seen Brad anywhere. As for Joel, he had two officers standing in front of him with their notebooks out. The three of us—Zoey, Joel and I—were being kept separate from each other while we went over the details of what had happened. “Am I free to go?”

      “Just a couple more questions—”

      “I really gotta go,” I interrupted. “As in go, if you know what I mean.”

      He gave me a look up and down then nodded. “Don’t leave town. Be sure that you remain available for further questioning.”

      I agreed.

      He confirmed my phone number and address, and then I did an exaggerated foot shuffle and hip swing all the way to the café’s back door. My hands were shaking as I tried to get the key into the lock. The second I was in, I rushed through the kitchen and up the stairs to my apartment. I had to use the keys again to get in but then just left the door wide open and threw the keys on the floor as I made a mad dash to the bathroom.

      Relief flooded me—and thankfully, nothing else. A couple of minutes later and I had my hands washed and was back out. A short walk down the hallway took me to the side-hinged window that doubled as a narrow glass door leading onto the fire escape. It gave me a perfect view of the parking lot.

      Zoey was still sitting on the back of the ambulance. Still barefoot except for the bandages. I’d take her a couple pair of socks in addition to the paper towels. I didn’t have a spare coat, but I could put on some extra layers of clothes and give her my coat. I could always wash it later at the laundromat.

      I caught a glimpse of Brad just as I was about to turn away. It looked like he was trying to find me. His gaze was sweeping the parking lot, going from one group to the next, but he wasn’t looking up.

      I tapped on the window. No luck. He still hadn’t noticed me, so I opened the window and stepped out onto the slatted floor of the fire escape. He looked up, and I waved.

      He smiled, then took a deep breath and blew it out. It was as sweet a sight as Joel showing up with his big bouquet of flowers. I knew that I should feel guilty about liking the attention of both men, but I was too relieved and too tired to bother.

      Somewhere from deep within the apartment, I heard a hiss. I hadn’t meant to leave the apartment door standing open, and I couldn’t remember if I had adequately closed the door at the bottom of the stairs or even the one leading to the outside. “Sage?” I called out. I didn’t want her wandering off into the night.

      Something fell from the direction of the kitchen, and I heard another hiss.

      “Don’t tell me I’ve got mice,” I moaned, picturing Sage in a manic hunt across the countertops.

      I stepped back inside and headed for the apartment door to close it. The fire escape stairs didn’t extend all the way to the ground. There was a retractable ladder at the bottom. Sage would be able to sun herself outside on it as much as she wanted once the weather turned nice without worries that she would wander off and get lost or hurt.

      “Sage?”

      A shadow moved. Too large to be Sage. I passed the wall that allowed me to see into the kitchen and froze. Max was standing in the middle of the floor. He had Sage by the scruff of her neck and she dangled from the end of his arm. She mewed pitifully when she saw me, then hissed and wiggled with her sharp claw doing their best snag Max’s hand or leg.

      “What are you doing, Max?” I kept my voice calm, but I felt breathless, like I’d been running.

      “Zoey’s a great girl. I know that. But she’s got a bad habit of picking up strays like you. She doesn’t need you. You’re weighing her down. She’s got me.”

      “Okay,” I said, nodding. “I get it. Three’s a crowd… You know, I don’t think Sage likes that. How ‘bout you let her loose.” I’d agree to just about anything he said as long as he let Sage go and he left the apartment. The door was still standing wide open. I knew I could run, but I didn’t know if my furry little friend would be in good shape when I came back. Of course, maybe Max wanted me to run. Maybe that was his game plan. A good solid push to my back as I fled down the stairs could make short work of ending my life while also making it look like an accident.

      “Max, why are you here?” If it was to kill me, I was hoping he’d go ahead and say so. It would really simplify my internal decision-making matrix. Otherwise I’d be second guessing myself with every rushed heartbeat. Maybe he was desperate for the bathroom, too. Maybe his blood sugar dropped, making him feel grouchy, and all he really needed was a sandwich to be an easygoing guy again. I had a frozen Snickers hidden in the back of the freezer. I could dig it out for him, then we could have a good laugh about all this.

      “I’m here because you’re a busybody who doesn’t have the common sense of a doorknob.”

      Sage managed to hook his hand with her claws. She worked it hard, and I saw drops of blood drip to the floor.

      “DNA evidence,” I blurted.

      “What?”

      “DNA evidence. On the floor. Your blood.” I hoped that it would dissuade him from carrying out any nefarious plans he might have.

      “I’ll clean it up after I’m done.”

      All the oxygen left the room.

      “You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?”

      “Isn’t it about time somebody did?”

      He took a step forward. I took a step back.

      “But why? You haven’t done anything. We caught the killer and it wasn’t you. And Zoey’s name has been cleared. Everything’s good again. Zoey’s even talking to you.”

      “What are you talking about, Zoey’s off the hook?”

      “Steph confessed. She hired someone.” The room started to spin. “You? Did Steph hire you?” That would make so much sense. It would explain why he was back in town. He traveled all over the place as a sports talent scout. It was the perfect cover for being a professional hitman.

      Max continued to move forward. I continued to move back.

      “I don’t know a Steph? And nobody hired me. You really are an idiot. You’re so dumb. How did you manage to survive this long? And your cooking… what’s wrong with you? Nobody could be that bad.”

      “Let Sage go.” Max was out of the kitchen, and we were both moving down the hall.

      “I’m not doing this to you. You’ve done this to yourself, just like that obnoxious moron did. It’s not on me. It’s you. It’s all you.”

      “What obnoxious moron?” The déjà vu of the moment was overwhelming. Less than half an hour before, I’d been doing my best to make Steph confess to me. Now it was Max’s turn, but I didn’t know what there was left to confess to.

      “Cam. Who else would I be talking about? He messed himself. Did you know that? Stunk up my car.”

      “Your car… the car in the barn.” I’d been right. Max had killed Cam. “Did you call the health inspector? Did you know that Suzie was Dan’s ex?”

      Max smiled, full of malice. “Give the girl a star. She finally gets a clue.”

      I’d been right all along. About everything… almost everything. Max was manipulative, but he was evil too. I should never have doubted myself!

      “I won’t let you have Zoey. I won’t let you hurt her. She’s too good for you.”

      He scoffed. “In this messed up world, I’m the best chance she’s got.” His fingers loosened and Sage dropped. She was running as soon as she hit the floor and disappeared inside my bedroom. It was a relief to see her go. At least she would live.

      Max lunged, and I twirled and ran. His hand grabbed for my shirt, but instead of getting a hold on me, it pushed me forward.

      I fell, face first. Stretching my arms above my head, the tips of my fingers could almost grasp the lip of the door-shaped window seal. I lifted my head to scream, but Max was faster. He pushed my face into the hardwood floor. I had to suck in my lips to keep them from slipping open, and my teeth scratched against the unforgiving wood. I couldn’t get my mouth open to yell.

      Max’s weight shifted above me, and my eyes bulged when I felt his knee lodge into my lower back. His arm slid around my neck, next, and he bent me backward in a stretch that a gymnast would have been proud of.

      This was it. I was going to die. I couldn’t breathe, and I didn’t have any leverage to use to help me fight back. I was pinned. In front of me I could see out the open window into the night beyond. I knew that there were cops aplenty, so close, and that they would save me if they knew what was happening. But they didn’t know what was happening.

      I slapped the floor with my hand. I tried to tap the pattern for SOS that I’d seen in a movie, but it didn’t matter. I couldn’t do it. One tap would hit for a nice strong slapping sound, but then the next would be a dull thud, too weak to be heard by anyone but me and my killer.

      My body was becoming uncoordinated as my lungs burned and sheer panic made me lash out in ways I couldn’t control. But through it all, knowing there was nothing I could do to save Zoey from a life with this man was the worst.

      That’s when Max screamed, right in my ear. His arm loosened and his body jerked. I slipped free of his hold and immediately went into the wiggle worm squirm. I jerked and moved in every way I could. I ended up on my side looking up at Max, and it was my turn to scream. Trickles of blood dripped down his forehead. His arms were flapping and he was grabbing at something behind him. He threw his back against the wall, and that’s when his nemesis—my hero—appeared. Avoiding being crushed by the wall, Sage clawed her way on top of his head. She’d gone from my fuzzy little friend to a miniature wildcat.

      If she could do it, so could I.

      Taking aim, I bashed Max in the face with the heel of my shoe. His head snapped back, hard. I remembered about his neck, that it was essentially broken but held together by a well-placed titanium screw. With my leg lifted and my knee bent, ready to lash out again, I hesitated. I wanted to stop him, not irrevocably hurt him.

      “I’m going to rip your head from your neck,” Max snarled, and my qualms about hurting him left me.

      I kicked again.

      Through it all, Sage held on.

      Max stumbled to his feet and I aimed a little higher than where his face had just been. My foot made solid contact with a spot that would have him singing in a higher octave for weeks.

      Her work done, Sage jumped off and scampered away, and it was time for me to do the same. I got to my feet and ran the few remaining steps to the windowed doorway. I was right there, right at the cusp of being able to call for help, when Max’s big meat hook of a hand closed in my hair. He yanked me back and slammed me against the wall.

      I saw stars. I saw him. And I saw his enormous fist lifted behind his shoulder, ready to pulverize my face. But my face wasn’t the one that needed protecting. My little ninja cat did a flying squirrel imitation right at him. Her front claws latched onto the top of his head with her body draping over his face. That’s when her hind legs went to work, racking over his face like she was digging.

      Max screamed in fury as he staggered backward right out onto the fire escape landing. His hands slammed into his face, but Sage went over the top of his head and latched onto his back.

      Jerking and reaching and twisting his head to try to dislodge her, I froze when I heard a pop. It sounded like celery breaking.

      Max’s arms fell limp at his sides. His face went slack, and like a tilting monolith, he began to fall over backward, right over the fire escape’s banister.

      Sage jumped from his shoulder into my arms, and I watched in horror as Max disappeared over the railing’s edge. He was there one moment, gone the next.

      I rushed through the doorway to the fire escape’s metal banister. Below me, Max lay face up, his eyes open but blank, as blank as they had been before he’d fallen. He didn’t move, but everyone else did. Officers from every part of the parking lot converged on him, and then the medical professionals… and then Zoey.

      Poor Zoey.
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      Kylie, what did you do to these eggs? They’re terrible.” Brad picked at the contents of the bowl in front of him.

      “They’re not eggs. It’s oatmeal!” I said.

      “Oh…” He took a bite. “Not bad. Raisins, nuts and everything. Little soupy.”

      I rolled my eyes and then refocused on the health inspector’s mile-long list of health code infractions. There were so many changes to be made. None of them were large, but I had no idea how I would get them all done in a forty-five days’ time.

      “You know, now that I know you’re not Cam’s killer, we should reschedule our date.”

      “You thought I was the killer?”

      “No, ‘course not. I thought you could be the killer. There’s a difference.” He ate some more oatmeal. “I miss the eggs.”

      I put down the list. I hadn’t killed anybody yet, but I was reconsidering my stance on the issue. “Joel’s the one who showed up with flowers in his hand. I think that deserves a date sooner than you.”

      “Hey, you snooze, you lose. If he’d meant business, he’d have still taken you out after they got done body bagging Max.” He took another bite of his oatmeal, chewed, then said, “You sure you didn’t push him out that window? No one would blame you for it.”

      “Nope, didn’t touch him. It was all Sage. She’s my murderous ninja kitty.” My mind flashed with the memory of how Max had looked before he’d fallen. His expression turned so vacant. And there was that pop.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I wasn’t sure what I should say, or rather what it was safe to say, but I needed to talk to someone. So I decided to take a chance. “I’m not sure that the fall killed Max.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      Brad nodded and his eyes had the look of someone who knew more than what they were letting on.

      “Spill,” I demanded.

      “Hmmm,” Brad said. “Okay, but you didn’t hear it from me. The report’s not official yet, but the coroner’s assistant who did the initial examination said that he believed that Max was dead before he ever hit the ground. Broken neck.” Brad looked me up and down then leaned forward conspiratorially. “What did ya do to him? Hit him with a right hook? Smack him in the head with a baseball bat?” When I hesitated to answer, he said, “Hey, hey… self-defense. Nobody’s takin’ you in for that. He was an intruder in your home.”

      I didn’t know why, but I didn’t want Brad to think that I’d killed Max. I didn’t want to be the person known for ending another person’s life. “He had a screw in his neck.”

      “A what?”

      “A screw. There was something wrong with his neck, and he had a screw in it to… I don’t know, hold it together. When Sage jumped onto him and was hanging off his back, he was throwing his head every which way. Then he just stopped. He stopped trying to throw Sage off of him. Everything about him just stopped. It was like…” I failed to find the words.

      “Like he wasn’t there anymore?”

      “Yeah… Like that.”

      Brad nodded knowingly. “Yeah, the guy was dead.” Silence dragged on between us for a few minutes as Brad ate and I cleaned. Then, he asked with more concern than I thought he’d show for her, “How’s Zoey?”

      The worst thing about what had happened last night was Zoey being front and center to see it all. She’d seen Max fall. She’d seen him dead. Her heart had been through so much. “I haven’t really spoken to her much since last night. By the time the police were done talking to me and the crime scene inspectors had finished inside, Zoey had already gone. I texted her but didn’t hear back. Has the investigation found a link between Cam and Max yet?”

      “Yeah, Zoey led a couple of squad cars out to that abandoned barn. They picked up the vehicle used to transport Cam’s body from where he’d been killed to where he was dumped in front of the café. DNA comparisons haven’t been completed yet, but they found Max’s fingerprints all over the car, and they found blood in the car. That plus surveillance footage of the car at the murder ties it all together.”

      “So Steph didn’t do it?”

      “No, but we have her on various murder charges relating to Zoey, Cam, and you. She shot at you and Zoey and hired someone to kill Cam. She’d thought that her hired guy had been the one to do the job, but it looks like Max beat the hired killer to it. She also confessed to killing her mother and cashing her mother’s Social Security checks. She was paying off a beach-front condo in Florida with the extra income.”

      “Any chance Max was the hitman?”

      “Steph’s not giving anything up about the hitman. She seems scared to talk about who she hired or how she hired them. And since Max is dead and she wouldn’t have any reason to be scared of him, that gives us reason to believe that the hired hitman wasn’t Max.” Brad shook his head. “Any way it went, Cam was a dead man walking. At this rate, it’d be surprised if there weren’t a few others out there who’d been planning his death.”

      “And Zoey’s off the hook?”

      “Zoey is no longer a suspect,” Brad said, then wagged his spoon at me. “But that don’t mean she’s not guilty of something.”

      I blew out an exasperated breath and went back to my list of unending fixes.

      The café door opened and the silver-haired Agatha walked through in front of a dapper-looking Jack. His dark skin was a shade off from his expensive brown suit but had a glow all its own.

      “You’re still alive,” Jack said in his rich baritone as he took a seat at the bar.

      “Had you heard otherwise?”

      Jack shrugged. “I’d heard someone had died here. I figured there was a five percent chance it was you and a ninety-five percent chance it was someone else.” He smiled. “I liked the odds.”

      The café door opened again and this time it was Joel. He had the same large bouquet of multicolored daisies that he’d had last night. He took a seat next to the others, although his shoulders towered over everyone. “I didn’t get a chance to give these to you last night.”

      “Thank you! They’re lovely.” My smile was so big that it hurt my cheeks as I took the flowers, but I was fully aware of Brad’s glower and the way he jabbed his spoon at his bowl of oatmeal. I put the flowers in a pitcher and filled it with water.

      “Anybody heard from Zoey?” I asked.

      “I went by her place this morning, right before coming here,” Agatha said. All eyes turned to her. “She’s had better days.”

      “Does she hate me?” I asked.

      “For not letting her ex-fiancé kill you? No, sweetheart. She doesn’t hate you. She hates Max, and she hates herself for having ever thought that he was someone worthy of her love.”

      Brad humphed. “Mussolini would be worthy of that girl’s love,” he said under his breath.

      “Brad Hugo Calderos,” Agatha rebuked, “that girl is a fine young woman who has stood by Kylie’s side more than anybody else has.”

      “Mmm, I’ll give her that,” Brad said grudgingly.

      “You’ll give her nothing,” Agatha said. “Standing by Kylie’s side is something that she has done and it has nothing to do with you.”

      The café door opened again and in walked a man who I had never seen before. He was a bit taller than me, probably closer to sixty than fifty, and had a scraggly beard that reached down past his neck to the top of his chest. He wore khaki slacks, a light blue button-up shirt with rolled up sleeves, a thick gold-banded watch on his wrist, and heavy work boots. Round glasses sat perched halfway up his nose. He had a clipboard in his hand.

      Brad’s expression went from sullen to cocky as soon as the newcomer walked in. He got up off the stool and walked to greet the older man with his hand held out. The two men shook hands. “Good to see you, Art,” Brad said, giving the older man a clap on the back of his shoulder. “Thanks for coming out.”

      “Glad to do it,” Art said. “Now who’s this young lady you want me to meet.”

      “Right over here.” The two approached the grill’s bar. “This here is Kylie Berry, the new owner-operator of The Berry Home. She’s renamed the place from Sarah’s Eatery but hasn’t changed the sign yet.”

      My whole body warmed. Brad had remembered me changing the café’s name, even though I’d been far from being able to make it official yet.

      “Hello,” Art said, extending his hand over the bar. “I understand that you had a run-in with the city’s new health inspector.”

      I shook his hand. “I, uh, yeah…” I was still at a loss for what was going on.

      “My name is Arthur Seymour, and I am the regional health inspector.”

      “Regional…” I said, parroting him as I worked to connect the dots that were being laid out for me.

      “I’ve come to re-inspect your café.”

      “Oh… Oh!” I was finally understanding where this was going.

      “My inspection results will supersede the results of the local inspector,”—he referenced his clipboard—“Roberto Bianchi.”

      I couldn’t quit smiling. I was sure that my face would crack, and I channeled my happy energy into bouncing up and down on the balls of my feet. Brad wasn’t just going to get a date out of this. He was going to get a home-cooked meal… Scratch that. He was going to get carry out from any restaurant he wanted and served up like it had been home cooked.

      [image: ]
* * *

      THE INSPECTION WENT off without a hitch. When it was done, I had five things that needed to be fixed. They were all minor. I’d be able to fix them in an afternoon with an investment of thirty dollars, and Mr. Seymour told me exactly where I could go to get the materials and how to do it. The follow-up would still be in forty-five days but that was now an easy deadline to meet.

      Agatha, Jack, Brad and Joel had long since gone, and as I bid Art farewell, a tired-looking Zoey walked in the door and took up her regular seat at the bar. Without asking what she wanted, I got her a cup of coffee and a piece of the blueberry cobbler that Brenda had made in the wee hours of the early morning before dawn. I added a scoop of vanilla bean ice cream on the side.

      I didn’t talk as Zoey ate. I simply stayed near and waited until she was ready.

      “I’m sorry about what he did to you,” Zoey said at last. “He almost killed you, and he messed with your business. This is your livelihood. It’s all you have.”

      “It’s not all I have.” I put my hand over hers and gave it a squeeze. “As for the rest, you didn’t know. I didn’t know. Not even Steph knew. She’d thought she’d been behind Cam’s death. No one but Max knew who Max was and what he had done.”

      “Yeah…”

      Silence stretched between us. “I’m glad he did what he did,” I said.

      “What?” Zoey said in surprise, and I realized how it must have sounded.

      “Oh, no… no. I don’t mean Cam. I meant me. I’m glad he tried to, you know, kill me. It stopped him from being able to weasel his way back into your life. So, it was worth it.”

      Zoey smiled. It wasn’t much of a smile, but it was a start.

      The café’s phone rang, and I answered, “Sarah’s Eatery.” Silence was my only answer. “Hello?” More silence. I pulled the phone away from my ear and was halfway to hanging it up when I heard a voice. It was muffled, but it sounded like my name. “Hello?” I said again, returning the phone to my ear.

      “Kylie?”

      My past flashed in front of my eyes. I didn’t like what I saw. The caller couldn’t be who I thought it was. I didn’t even want to say his name out loud, but I had to. “Dan?”

      “Kylie! It’s good to hear your voice.” It was Dan. My stomach dropped. “Honey, how are you?”

      “I’m good. Why are you calling?” It had better be because he needed to prepay for a surprise dinner for his folks or something like that.

      “I’ve been thinking so much about you, about what great a team we made.”

      Someone might as well have dragged a needle over a vinyl record. Everything in my head came to a halt at the sheer audacity of his words. When we’d divorced, I’d lost my unpaid position with the company I’d helped him build, had become penniless because of the grossly unfair prenup that I’d signed as a starry-eyed, in love eighteen-year-old, and he’d gone far, far out of his way to ruin any chance I had to get any job anywhere in Chicago.

      “Dan, I’m hanging up now.” I lifted the receiver from my ear only to hear him yelling “Wait! Wait!” I put the phone back up to my ear. “What?” I asked.

      “Kylie, I want you to come back to work for me,” Dan said without all the saccharine sweetness that had until now filled his voice.

      “Dan, I never worked for you. I had worked with you. And with no pay, remember? You’d said that paying me would have been like double dipping into the company’s earnings and that your salary was enough for the both of us.”

      “I’ll pay you this time. Thirty thousand a year.” Ten percent of his own salary.

      “For sixty hour work weeks? I don’t think so. Goodbye.” I started to pull the phone away from my ear again.

      “Eighty thousand!” Dan called out.

      I put the phone back to my ear. “No…” I said, and waiting to see if he’d bump the dollar amount up even higher.

      “A hundred and fifty,” Dan said, sounding out of breath. “That’s my final offer. As high as I go.”

      “Three hundred and eighty,” I countered. I was pretty sure that was more than the amount that Dan was paying himself.

      I heard Dan cough and splutter, then to my utter shock and amazement, he said, “Fine!”

      I held the phone away from my ear and stared at it. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. He’d either figured out that he couldn’t run the business without me or he’d been embezzling from the investors and needed to set me up as the fall guy. Either way, I was smiling.

      “That’s a lot of money, Dan. You sure about this?”

      “Yes, yes. I’m sure.”

      “Hmmm, well, let me go wash some pans and scrub the toilets and I’ll get back to you in, oh, I don’t know, six months.”

      “Kylie…” Dan whined.

      Zoey had just gotten rid of a killer ex-boyfriend. There was no way that I was going to invite a narcissistic psychopath with a messiah complex back into mine. “I’m going to pass, Dan, but good luck with the company. Goodbye.”

      I could hear him calling my name the entire time it took to hang up the phone. But when the phone clicked off, feelings of freedom and independence flooded in.

      I turned to Zoey. “You know, life’s not so bad.”

      “How so?” she asked, swirling her spoon in her half-drank coffee.

      “We’re free. Both of us. You’re free of Max, and I’m free of Dan. Neither one of them has any control over either of us anymore. It’s been a long time coming.” I said.

      Zoey pondered this. “It has been a long time since I’ve lived my life for me instead of some memory, something from my past. I haven’t even done any sightseeing. You’re the first real friend I’ve given myself the time make to since I’ve gotten to town.” She smiled and sat a little taller. A weight seemed to be lifting from her. “Maybe life is pretty good… Hey, you want me to mess with your ex-husband, blow up his credit or something?”

      I laughed. Zoey was back.

      “Let me think about it.”

      It was always nice to have options.
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