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      “See, you cut it like this.” Joel held a clove of garlic between the tips of his giant fingers as he cut it into paper thin wafers. His hands were so big that his fingertips eclipsed the garlic, and I couldn’t understand how he was managing to cut the small clove without slicing his fingers. “You try, Kylie.”

      That was me, Kylie Berry, owner-slash-operator of Sarah’s Eatery. Why my café was called Sarah’s and not Kylie’s was a funny—or not so funny—story, one that involved me returning from the brink of destitution after an eye-opening and life-altering divorce. Turned out my husband of eleven years had defined marriage as sleeping with every woman he fancied. I’d defined it as fidelity, loyalty and mutual respect. As you can imagine, we were unable to find common ground on the matter.

      After that, it was the age-old story of girl leaves boy, boy destroys girl’s reputation, and boy leaves girl penniless thanks to a prenup the girl should have never ever signed.

      Thankfully, while I was falling out of love, my cousin had been Sarah falling into love, and that’s how I ended up owning Sarah’s Eatery. She moved away to be with her fiancé and sold me her café—along with the entire city-block-sized building that it was in. It was how I went from being one-half of a power couple in Chicago to being a small business owner in the sleepy little town of Camden Falls in southeastern Kentucky—even though I didn’t know how to manage an eatery and couldn’t cook (no, really… not at all). But here I was, head chef, chief dishwasher, solitary procurer, planner, accountant, and all the other jobs that happen in an eatery.

      Of course I had help. Some help. There were my waiter and waitress, Sam and Melanie, my newly hired sometimes-baker Patty, and Brenda. But we’ll get to Brenda, and then we’ll cry into a bowl of my terrible cooking.

      Joel stepped back from the stainless steel countertop, and I stepped in front of him. He then moved in close behind and reached around to the counter in front of me. I felt instantly encased within his six-foot-five wall of strength. It took all my willpower not to lean back against him.

      Joel was close to my age, owned one of the two local newspapers, and was built like a defensive lineman with a little bit of off-season padding. He had shoulders as wide as a door and the ability to pick up small cars. Today he was wearing jeans and a loose fitting t-shirt, but the rims of his short sleeves weren’t loose. They were tight as they struggled to stretch around biceps that resembled a football that had been shoved in under his skin. It was the first time I’d ever seen Joel’s bicep. We were on the tail end of winter, and I’d only ever seen him wearing a coat or a long flannel shirt. But now that I’d seen his bicep, I was mesmerized by it. It was all I could do not to poke at it with my finger in awe and curiosity.

      “Be careful not to cut yourself,” Joel said, his voice tickling deliciously at all my senses.

      Giving myself over to focusing on the task at hand, I sighed as I picked up the sharp paring knife that Joel had left on the cutting board. I did my best to duplicate his work, but instead of getting wafer-thin cuts, I got misshapen wedges. “I’ll never get this right.” Joel had made it look so easy.

      I heard Zoey’s stool squeak from where she sat in the corner of the café’s kitchen. She was literally munching on popcorn while watching Joel’s attempt to teach me how to make aglio e olio. It was a pasta dish that I’d never heard of before this morning, and if a person had asked me to make it before now, I would have said “bless you” and handed them a tissue.

      “Isn’t Brenda usually here on Monday mornings?” Zoey asked between popcorn crunches.

      I frowned at the mention of Brenda, worried. She’d been indispensable to me. “She texted this morning. Her mom—or rather her grandmother who raised her—isn’t doing well.” I twisted at the waist and leaned so that I could see past Joel’s massive bicep. It wasn’t human. It couldn’t be. It had to be some alien experiment at making a super human. “She’s not sure when she’ll be back.” And I didn’t know what I was going to do without her. She knew so much more about cooking than I did. She was the fuel that kept my café going.

      “That why you’re getting this Ghost cooking lesson?” Zoey asked. She threw a piece of popcorn into the air and lunged after it with her mouth.

      As always, her honey-tinted skin was flawless. Not as always, her almond shaped eyes looked as if they had been enveloped in a peacock’s colorful tail. She’d even painted her usually black eyebrows a vivid blue. Yet somehow rather than distracting from her natural beauty, the unique makeup made her all the more lovely. Completing the look, she had her thick raven hair was pulled into a messy up-do, and she wore a soft pink, free-flowing cotton A-line dress with faux combat boots that sported three inch soles and five inch heels.

      Zoey was in her early twenties, a tech genius, and was my sidekick in crime. Literally. Or rather I should say, Zoey was my sidekick in anti-crime. She’d saved me from a life behind bars when I was accused of a murder I didn’t commit, and then I’d returned the favor by doing the same for her. Funny how some things could become a habit fast… if you could call solving three murders a habit.

      “Ghost?” I asked, not understanding what Joel’s impromptu cooking lesson had to do with the supernatural.

      “You know… Ghost,” Zoey said. She looked at me as though that should have answered my question, but it didn’t. She finally gave in with more clarity. “You know… Patrick Swayze. Demi Moore. Pottery wheel.”

      The scene of the two lovers from the movie Ghost flashed in my mind and brought a flush of heat to my cheeks. Suddenly, the wall of man that stood all around me was all that I could think about. “Do… Is… um… Do I hear the water boiling?” I stammered.

      Joel’s deep, rich voice chuckled above me, and I wanted to melt. Then, “Oh! It is.” He stepped away, and I instantly missed him.

      Uh oh… Not a good sign. This was not the time to get doe-eyed over a man. I had the café to keep afloat, one that I barely had a clue about how to run. If it went under, I’d go under. I’d been homeless before my cousin had sold the café to me for nothing down. And besides that, the mark on my finger where my wedding ring used to be had barely had a chance to fade away.

      No. Definitely not. I did not need a man…

      “You back here?” Brad’s voice called.

      And I most certainly did not need two men…

      Brad appeared in the kitchen doorway a half-second later. Brad was several years younger than me. He was dressed in crisp, sleek uniform blues. On his shoulder was the insignia of the Kentucky State Police, and on his belt was a gun. He wasn’t as tall as Joel… Nobody was. And he wasn’t as strong as Joel—again, nobody was. But he was put together oh-so-well. He was poetry in motion. When he crossed a room, the room ceased to exist. He smiled, and you forgot to breathe… or at least I did.

      The man made me weak in the knees.

      “Oh,” Brad said, his voice falling flat. “Joel…”

      “Hey, Brad,” Joel said nonchalantly, but as he turned his back on Brad, I saw the corners of his mouth quirk up. He knew exactly what he was doing by not responding in kind to Brad’s irksome mood at finding Joel and me together. It was a very guy thing to do. I’d seen my ex-husband do it a few times. He’d explained it this way: being friendly to a guy who wanted to throttle you had a way of making that guy want to throttle you all the worse. It was passive aggression as a fine art.

      “So, Kylie,” Brad said, standing his ground in the doorway with his arms crossed and his feet planted shoulder-width apart. “How about that date?”

      “What?” I hadn’t seen that coming, and I shot a worried glance in Joel’s direction. It wasn’t that I owed Joel anything. For that matter, I didn’t owe Brad anything either. But both men had taken turns asking me out and something had always come up—or been left dead—that had gotten in the way of any date plans actually coming to fruition. Now to my horror and unending embarrassment, Brad was doing his best to stake his claim of me right in front of Joel.

      I glanced at Zoey. Her eyes were wide with anticipation, she was leaning forward eagerly, and she was scarfing down popcorn so fast that it looked like she thought it would spontaneously combust and go up in a puff of smoke at any second. She was loving this.

      “Yeah, I’m calling in my raincheck. I want my date.” It was Brad who now wore a smirk and Joel  who was scowling.

      I liked Brad—that is, when I wasn’t wanting to put my hands around his neck and strangle him. He had a way of challenging me and sometimes thought he could boss me around. But he also had a way of showing up every day and supporting with his actions much more than his words. He’d eaten every awful plate of food I’d put in front of him from the first day I’d taken over the café. And I do mean awful. The things that poor man had eaten… but he kept coming back. It was for that reason that I didn’t read him the riot act about his cave-man antics, claiming he was cashing in a raincheck for his date. Okay, so we had planned several dates we hadn’t been able to go on, dates interrupted by somebody dying and me possibly being a cold blooded killer.

      Hey, nobody’s perfect.

      “Brad, that’s very sweet,” I said, starting into a delivery line designed to let the guy off easy. I wanted to go out on a date with Brad, but I didn’t want it to happen this way. Problem was, Brad saw the letdown coming from a mile away.

      “No, no. I don’t want sweet. I want a date. You and me, sans the jolly green giant over there.”

      That got Joel’s full attention, and he turned his back on the stove. “I—” he began, but the chime of his cell phone cut his words short. He dug his phone out of his pocket, brought it to life and at the same time started in on Brad again. “You—” But he didn’t get any further than he had before. Instead, he stared at the screen of his phone and then he looked at me. “Kylie, I gotta go.”

      “You gotta go?” My brain flashed with the images of all the ingredients that had been laid out on the kitchen counter. “But—”

      “It’ll be okay. You can do this,” he said, shoving his phone back in his pocket. “I have faith in you.”

      Anger started to well up inside of me as I wondered what other platitudes he’d throw my way, but it was Brad’s chuckle that tossed gasoline on my anger and turned into a flash rage.

      “You’ll be okay… with all of this,” Brad laughed, mocking Joel. “Has he met you?”

      “Out,” I ordered.

      “Wha?” Brad looked shocked.

      “Mind if I go out the back door, Kylie?” Joel asked while pulling on his coat.

      “Out!” I pseudo-yelled. I wasn’t so far gone that I wanted to alert my customers out on the café floor that another murder was about to take place.

      “Sorry, Kylie!” Joel called over his shoulder as he jogged for the kitchen’s back door at the same time that Brad said, “Yes, ma’am,” and disappeared out of the kitchen and back into the café.

      I looked over at Zoey. She was still flipping fluffy pieces of popcorn into her mouth, watching the show. She only stopped when my look turned into a glare. She smiled. “You got this! You can do this!”

      I pointed toward the door. “Out…”
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      “Okay, I can do this,” I said to myself, parroting the not so helpful people I’d thrown out of my kitchen.

      “Garlic in the oil. Check.” The slices were happily bubbling in a frying pan on the stove.

      “Pasta in water. Check.” I was standing in front of a huge pot. I couldn’t see over its top rim without getting on my tip-toes. Inside it was salted water with an oil slick on top plus long strands of pasta. Next to the stove was a minute timer, and I was standing at the ready, waiting for it to go off.

      I bounced on my toes. I looked at the timer. I listened to the water bubble.

      “I’m doing this right, right?” I asked my kitten Sage, who sat curled up in a corner off to the side.

      Ding!

      Go time! I reached for the oversized pot then jerked my hands away. The unprotected handles were too hot. Turning in a circle twice, I spotted the oven mitts and lunged for them. When cooking, timing was everything. I had to get this right.

      Back at the stove, I hefted the enormous pot off the stove with a grunt and then did a pregnant shuffle to the deep, stainless steel sink. Resting the side of the pot against the edge of the sink, I tipped it forward and dumped its contents into the biggest colander I’d ever seen. The milky, starchy water of the pasta drained away, and then I spritzed the remaining pasta with a splash of fresh water.

      I smelled something, something not right.

      “The garlic!” I rushed back to the stove. The once pale slices of garlic were a dark caramel color with blackened edges. I turned the flame beneath the pan down, but the garlic continued to darken.

      “Oh! Water!” I was supposed to dump some of the hot water from pasta into the pan to stop the cook of the garlic faster, but I had drained all the water away. Running, I filled a cup up with water out of the faucet and hurried back to the frying pan where I all but tossed the cold contents in.

      A pillar of flame leaped into the air.

      I screamed and nearly fell over backward. Diving for the collection of lids that were hanging off of a ceiling rack, I grabbed the largest one and threw it over the flaming pan. The fire went out.

      “There. Handled it.” I felt downright giddy with accomplishment. I looked over at Sage. Her previously half-lidded eyes were now wide open. “And I mean flambé, right? Flambé? That’s fancy stuff. Nothing wrong with flambé.”

      I inched closer to the once-flaming pan and gingerly removed the lid that had snuffed out the flame. Nothing happened. No fireball. No sound of fire engine sirens in the distance. Just a pan of garlic, oil and water.

      “This can’t be right,” I said to Sage. “It’s a soupy, oily mess.” It reminded me of a bottle of unshaken Italian dressing with the oil separated out from all the other ingredients. But the recipe wasn’t finished yet. The oily, soupy mess still had to be added to the pasta.

      I transferred the pasta to a bowl big enough to double as a sled for sliding down snowy hills. I poured the oil, water and now blackened garlic over the top of the pasta. The water drained down to the bottom of the bowl while the garlic stayed on top, and the oil made everything glisten.

      I looked over at my other ingredients, and hung my head in defeat. “Pepper flakes!” I’d forgotten to add the pepper flakes to the pan after adding the water.

      But then I lifted my head as new hope sparked within me. “Wait a minute…” I wagged a finger at Sage. “People put pepper on their food all the time without cooking it first.”

      I grabbed up the small bowl of red pepper flakes that had been pre-measured. This was going to be okay, even if only by sheer determination of will.

      Taking a deep breath and squaring my stance with a confidence I was willing to fake until it became truth, I sprinkled the entire contents of the bowl over the pasta. Then I added the heaping mound of freshly grated parmesan cheese and minced parsley. Next, I mixed, just like I would a huge salad with a couple of giant tongs.

      “All right… all right,” I said, surveying my work and nodding my head. Genuine hope was beginning to creep its way back into my synapses. The pasta looked like less of a mess.

      I pulled out a single strand of pasta, wound it around my finger and popped it in my mouth.

      “Oh… Oh… No.” Bitter, salty, scalding heat flooded my mouth. I ran to the sink and spit it out. “Sage, I can’t serve that!”

      But I had hungry customers. People were waiting.

      I paced the kitchen floor, wringing my hands. I’d had to deal with days without Brenda before, but we’d always made plans. She’d made spaghetti and meatballs or lasagna. She’d prepped casseroles that I’d been able to slide into a hot oven and forget.

      While well-meaning, I was sure, Joel’s recommendation that I make aglio e olio was an epic fail. Usually when taking on a new dish, I’d practice it before being faced with serving it to anyone. I’d practice it a lot! But instead, Joel had guided me in making a monstrous amount of a pasta dish that was an epic fail. It wasn’t only an issue of having nothing to serve to my waiting customers. There was also the issue of the cost of the ingredients. High quality olive oil and parmesan cheese were not cheap.

      “I have to serve something, Sage! What do I do?” She did a slow blink in answer and I snapped my fingers. “That’s it! Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.”

      Don’t ask me how I made the leap from aglio e olio to peanut butter and jelly, but I pulled out my cell phone and started scrolling through ideas of how to fancy it up. “Toast bread… I can do that. Ohhh, fresh fruit.” I stopped scrolling and stared. “Bacon?”

      While I hadn’t anticipated bacon as being one of the ways to make a PB&J yummier, I did have a lot of practice making bacon and bacon did always seem to make things better.

      I glanced at the pasta and considered sprinkling freshly crisped bacon over the top of it. “Naw,” I decided. It would be a waste of a good ingredient on an unsellable dish.

      Thirty-five minutes later, I was putting the finishing touches on my first PB&J. I’d made it on toasted slices of artisan bread with peanut butter on one side and raspberry jelly on the other. In between those two layers, I added finely diced fresh blueberries, bananas and strawberries plus a couple of pieces of thick-sliced smoked bacon.

      I looked from the finished PB&J to a single serving bowl of pasta. I’d nuked it to heat it back up. I didn’t generally like to nuke the food I served, but nobody was going to eat it anyway.

      I carried the two plates out to Agatha where she sat at the grill’s bar. Her face was framed by her signature white hair, styled in a fearlessly bold pixie haircut that emphasized her high cheekbones, and dark, laser sharp eyes. She wore a cascade of thin metal bracelets on her arm and dangling earrings from her ears that pulled an onlooker’s eye to her long, elegant neck. Her forest green wrap-around dress had a plunging neckline, and the tail of a pendant necklace disappeared out of sight behind the dress’s fabric.

      At over eighty years old, Agatha was still a stunning beauty. Her most recent beau had been thirty years her junior and had almost made the decision to make a permanent move to Camden Falls rather than go back home to Florida.

      “Sweetheart, are you okay?” Agatha asked before leaning forward and lowering her voice conspiratorially. “I almost came back when I heard you scream, but then the screaming stopped. Goodness knows I’ve had my moments. I didn’t want to interfere in one of yours.”

      “Agatha,” I said with a laugh, “what if someone had been trying to kill me?”

      “Then I’d get you a body bag, help you stash them somewhere and then be done with the whole mess.” She tsked. “Kill you… Please. We both know better by now. Fastest way possible for somebody to make it into the grave.”

      My mouth fell open. “Some of them go to prison,” I countered weakly. “They didn’t all die.”

      “Give them time,” she said and gave me a wink. “Now, what do you have for me?” She nodded toward the two plates of food still sitting on my side of the counter.

      I slid the bowl of pasta across to her. “Tell me what you think.”

      Agatha twirled some pasta onto a fork and took a bite. She just as quickly and discretely spit it back out into a napkin. “Sweetheart, what did I ever do to you?”

      “Mmmm, that bad?”

      “Worse.”

      “Good enough for the Oops board?”

      Agatha thought a moment. “Yes,” she said with great confidence. “With a price of negative ten cents.”

      “Negative? As in I should pay them to eat it?”

      Agatha did a slow nod, clearly in the middle of getting another idea. “You could add on the challenge of a free steak dinner for anyone who finishes a whole bowl… but make them sign a release form first, one freeing you of all responsibility for their continued well-being.”

      “Aggie, you’re breaking my heart.” I tried to keep the whine out of my voice and only slightly succeeded.

      “And you’re teasing my stomach. Show me what you have on the other plate. I’m hungry.”

      I slid the doctored up peanut butter and jelly across to her.

      She examined the sandwich, lifting the edge of the top slice of bread. Her brows arched a little, then they arched a lot.

      Not being dainty, she picked up the offered meal and took a big bite. “Mmmm!” she said, then swallowed. “Kylie, this is wonderful! You should add it to your menu.”

      My menu… My very non-existent menu. I tended to cook whatever was within my capabilities to make or whatever I had a lot of time to practice. I rarely offered more than one dish option at a time.

      “Ohhh, a glass of milk would be perfect with this,” Agatha added.

      “I’ll get you one.” I patted the counter and smiled. Easy requests always made me happy.

      I turned to go but the sound of the café’s door chiming drew my attention back the other way. It was a new customer! Someone who I had never seen before. He was heading for the grill’s bar.

      Not wanting the new customer to feel ignored, I waited for him to sit down. He chose the stool next to Agatha.

      “Can I get you some coffee or possibly my”—brand new—“house specialty, a gourmet PB&J?”

      He glanced at Agatha’s plate. “Looks good,” he said, then looking directly at Agatha, he said in a slightly altered, slightly lascivious tone, “I’ll have what she’s having.”

      I started to step away but did a double take because of his change in tone. I had no doubt that Agatha had the ability to turn the head of a man even as young as my new customer, but I wasn’t sure his interest was welcome. Agatha’s usually warm and approachable demeanor grew stiff and cold.

      “Maybe you would be—” I started to say with intentions of getting my brand new but less shiny customer to move to a different spot, but the café’s door chimed again. Glancing in its direction, all words left me. Standing in the middle of my café’s entryway was none other than my most evil archenemy.

      “Aunt Dorothy,” I said, and then quickly corrected, “Dorothy.” She wasn’t my aunt-in-law anymore, yet that didn’t seem to make a difference to her. Her hatred of me was becoming legendary within the small town that I’d recently started calling home. It was only by a cruel twist of fate that my new home town was my ex-husband’s old home town. When I’d divorced him I’d thought that it would be politely understood that any future interactions with them would be cordial and fleeting, like those you have with your second half-cousin twice removed. But that either wasn’t the case or ex-Aunt Dorothy didn’t have the same definition of cordial and fleeting.

      “You think you’ve got your hooks back into him, don’t you, missy?” she sneered at me, standing like a wild west gun slinger ready to draw.

      Have I mentioned that my ex-Aunt Dorothy might have had an itsy bitsy, burning, I’d-die-for-you crush on my ex-husband… her nephew. I couldn’t think of any other reason she hung on his every word and treated me like a leper who just wouldn’t die.

      “I’m not sure I know what you mean.” Of course I knew what she meant, but I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of thinking I did.

      “Have you no shame? He divorced you. Move on already!”

      I’d divorced him, and moving on was what I was trying to do.

      “Aunt… I mean, Dorothy. Mind if we talk about this at another time?” Like, never. “I’m with customers.” Out of the corner of my eye, I could see my newest customer leaning closer to Agatha. Rather than lean away, Agatha was holding her ground with a ramrod back. There was nothing receptive about her body language, but the man next to her hadn’t seemed to notice.

      “You getting back together with him will happen over my dead body.”

      Oh, really… That felt a little bit like a dare, and I was considering taking her up on the challenge.

      Behind Dorothy, Dan’s parents, Bruce and Maryann Hibbert, rushed in. Before divorcing Dan, I’d never considered Dorothy a fast walker, but now I thought that she must be. Dan’s parents were always having to catch up to her, and it was always when she was ripping me a new one or trying to ruin my new career. She'd told the whole of Camden Falls that I didn’t know how to cook. That had been true. What hadn’t been true was that I’d given Dan food poisoning three times and that I’d give my customers food poisoning, too. Since taking over the café, I had not given one solitary soul food poisoning. Someone dying after allegedly eating my brownies didn’t count.

      As always, Bruce and Maryann took up positions on either side of Dorothy, each looping an arm through hers.

      “Sweetheart!” Maryann gushed, shining a bright smile my way. “It’s so good to see you!”

      “And you two are giving it another go,” Bruce said. He was absolutely beaming with pride. “I knew you two would work it out!”

      “Wait. What? Giving it another go… with Dan?” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my new customer lean over and whisper something into Agatha’s ear. The look of revulsion that came over her had me ready to come across the counter to send the newcomer on his way. But, as always, Agatha had the situation in hand. She simply picked up the bowl of oily, wet noodles and dumped them in the new customer’s lap.

      “Hey!” he said, jumping up. Soggy noodles slopped off of him and onto the floor, leaving a big grease slick all over the front of his khaki pants. “What you gotta go and do that for? I was just being friendly!”

      That was my cue. “Go be friendly somewhere else… to someone else.”

      A small gasp drew my attention back to Maryann. She looked as though she’d just seen a big, brown, bumpy unidentifiable object float by in the swimming pool. With my attention back on her, she quickly regrouped, and soon her happy smile was back in full force.

      “I can see you’re busy, dear.”

      High five to my unwanted, newest customer! I’d be willing to give him a take-out container of all the pasta he could eat for saving me from my in-laws. Ex. Ex-in-laws. I really had to get better about remembering the ex.

      Dorothy, Bruce and Maryann shuffled out of the café just feet ahead of Agatha’s rebuked admirer as he stormed out the door.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Agatha.

      “Honey, I’m just fine. Clear communication is the cornerstone of all meaningful interactions in life. Now… where’s that glass of milk?”

      Agatha. My hero.

      Maybe I could use that wet noodle trick on Dan.
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      “Why are we out here again?”

      Zoey had driven us out into the middle of nowhere. We’d taken Main Street out of town, then driven forty-five minutes on curving, turning paved roads, and then another twenty minutes on a series of gravel roads. We were now standing in the middle of a wet and soggy field surrounded by forest.

      A recent winter storm—the only one since I’d moved to Camden Falls—had left the ground covered in five inches of snow, yet it had almost already melted away. The day after it had fallen, the weather turned inviting and warm, just as it was now. The air was crisp, and the sun as gloriously as any spring day’s sun could ever be. Winter had given way so fast to the coming season that it made my aglio e olio fiasco feel like ancient history. In truth, it had only been seven days.

      But that was the only thing that had changed. Brenda still hadn’t come back to work, and I had made my special version of PB&J the café’s main dish on no less than three days.

      I was a pony in desperate need of a new trick.

      “I really should be getting back at the café,” I said.

      But instead of heading for the car, Zoey planted herself in front of me. “You’re my friend,” she said.

      That was very comforting to know. I suspected Zoey’s enemies rarely fared well. She had a way with a computer. She could make it dance and sing and empty your bank account into a not-for-profit charity, its contents never to be seen again.

      “You’re my friend, too,” I said. I hoped she wasn’t going to pull out a knife next and demand that we cut our pinkies and become blood sisters.

      “I heard about your little incident in the kitchen last week.”

      “The pasta? Yeah, the pasta was horrible.”

      “No. You screamed.”

      I had to think a moment. “Oh! Well… see, there was this fireball…”

      “Agatha said she’d thought that somebody could have been killing you—”

      That was true. She had said that.

      “—but that she hadn’t done anything because she hadn’t been sure that someone was killing you.”

      Again, true.

      “I need for people to be sure when someone’s killing you. I need for you to learn how to scream.”

      I thought back to Agatha’s noodles-in-the-lap moment with her unwanted suitor. She had certainly been very successful in communicating her desires clearly to him. But a girl didn’t always have a bowl of wet, oily noodles on hand when wanting to chase someone away.

      I guessed Zoey was right. If I wanted to be safe, I needed to use all the tools in my arsenal, and one of my best was my voice.

      “Okay,” I said, “I’m in. What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to scream.”

      “Now?”

      “Now.”

      Feeling foolish and awkward, I did as Zoey bid. I opened my mouth and let loose with a holler. She didn’t look impressed.

      “What was that?”

      “It was a scream.”

      “That wasn’t a scream. That was a muskrat gargling. Do it again.”

      I scowled at her, but I was still willing to give this an honest go. Even if no one ever tried to kill me again, having the ability to scream for help could have many useful purposes. I might need help catching a mouse in the café’s kitchen. Not that it had mice. It didn’t. But if it did, they had a way of multiplying. I’d be overrun in no time and I’d get shut down.

      My mind filled with the image of the café’s kitchen turned into a giant playground for mice. Mice diving into soups. Mice falling from the ceilings. Mice having mice weddings in the cupboards.

      Zoey snapped her fingers. “Focus.”

      “Right,” I said, shaking my head. “You want me to scream.”

      “Yep.”

      I sucked in a breath, balled my fists, and released the loudest scream I could muster.

      “That was weak,” Zoey said. “You need to do better.”

      “Better?” My voice was already hoarse from the two tries she hadn’t liked. “How?”

      “Pace a bit. Get yourself worked up. Get mad. Get emotional. Then, let it out.”

      “Get emotional. Okay, I can do that.”

      I started to pace, back and forth across the forest-enclosed field. I thought about the night I learned that my ex-husband was cheating on me. And then I remembered the moment that I realized that he hadn’t cheated only once, he’d cheated throughout our entire marriage.

      I remembered when he cut me off from the bank account that had been in his name, leaving me with nothing to get by on.

      I remembered “our” friends refusing to take any of my phone calls, only to find out later that he’d poisoned the well against me by telling them lies about how awful I was and the horrible things I’d said about them and done.

      I remembered having to sleep one night under some bushes in the park before I figured out how, from whom, and where to ask for help.

      A growl made its way out of me. My nails bit into my palms.

      I yelled.

      “Again!” Zoey barked.

      I paced faster, harder. I stomped the slushy ground with my feet.

      I yelled.

      “That’s better. Again!”

      I turned blindly in a circle. I shook my fists in the air. And then I stopped…

      I screamed.

      “That’s it! Now back here. I’ll teach you how to groin kick.”

      But I stayed where I was, frozen. And the scream kept coming. It tore out of me until my lungs burned and I was ready to fall to my knees.

      Finally, I sucked in air. I found my words. I communicated. “A hand! It’s a severed hand!”

      I turned and looked at Zoey.

      She looked at me. “Again, Kylie? Really? Couldn’t you at least wait a month?”

      “This is not my fault!” I said, pointing a finger at the armless hand.

      “Mmmhmmm.”

      “Zoey!”

      “Just sayin’…”
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      I wiped down the same spot of the café’s grill counter for what felt like the thousandth time. I couldn’t think straight. I’d try to hold a thought but it would slip away; it was like trying to catch a moth that was always just out of reach.

      Zoey and I had had to leave the spot where we’d found the severed hand in order to get back to somewhere with a cell phone signal. The further you got out into the countryside, the weaker cell phone signals became, and we’d been pretty far out into the countryside.

      Then we’d had to wait next to the road and signal the parade of police cars where the turn was before leading them to the field where I’d been getting my screaming lesson. Once we reached the field, we weren’t allowed to get out of Zoey’s car. Instead, we sat, waited and watched as a line of plastic-suit wearing policemen marked forward in a shoulder-to-shoulder line. Finally, a call rang out, all the cops stopped, and then an officer walked over to Zoey’s car and instructed us to go back to town… but not leave town.

      Once I got back to the café, I had to get to work. Me seeing a severed hand out in the middle of nowhere didn’t stop the fact that I had paying customers who wanted food.

      I’d tried to make spaghetti. God knew I’d watched Brenda make it enough times. I was confident that I’d figure it out, but as soon as I opened up that jar of chunky tomato sauce, I was done for. I couldn’t do that. The pale, tangled noodles had been hard enough to look at after seeing that poor hand.

      What was I thinking… that poor hand… that poor person!

      Finally I’d opted to make a tried and true dish that I’d gotten pretty good at. I made a broccoli, cheddar and bacon frittata. To serve with it, I made a potato, onion and bacon hash and homemade biscuits. I’d gotten decent at making biscuits, and they kept well. Everything I’d made kept well, and that allowed me to revert to operating on autopilot once it was all done.

      The bell on the café’s door chimed, and I looked up to see a group of teenage girls snickering as they looked at me on their way out. I glanced around the café, and there were a lot of furtive glances my way, but no one was brave enough to say to my face the thing that was on their mind.

      That is until he walked in…

      Brad glared at the girls on their way out, and their giggles and incriminating looks ceased. Then, he turned his glare on me.

      “Berry,” he barked, and I knew that I was in for it. He tended to only call me by my last name when he was upset. As always, his uniform was crisp perfection. His dark brown hair was cut close to his head, and he had all of the paraphernalia of his position strategically positioned. There was a radio clip on his shoulder, and a gun, pepper spray and handcuffs on his belt, as well as other things I couldn’t begin to name.

      Everything was in its place. Everything was perfect. Everything, that is, but the way he looked at me.

      “Really, Berry? A severed hand this time? What, you working your way up to a whole family of severed heads?”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with that,” I complained as he took a seat at the grill counter. “You should know that.”

      “Uh uh. What I know is that you—you—found a needle in a haystack. You drove over forty minutes out of town, you walked around in some field that I’d have had trouble finding with the help of a master map maker, and you found a dismembered body part. You, Berry. You.”

      I almost pointed that I hadn’t been the one driving, but decided it was better to keep that thought to myself. I didn’t want to unnecessarily incriminate my best friend. It wasn’t like the police didn’t know the facts of who was driving.

      “And Zoey! Don’t even get me started on her,” Brad said.

      So much for not bring up her name. It hadn’t done any good.

      “But forget about Zoey,” Brad said.

      Phew…

      “I want to talk about you.”

      Oh no… “What about me?”

      Brad leaned forward and jabbed the end of his finger at the counter top. “You wanna know where I’ve been for the last hour and a half?”

      I knew it wouldn’t do me any good, but I shook my head no.

      “I’ve been in my captain’s office, talking him out of calling in a special unit that specializes in the investigation and interrogation of serial killers.”

      My eyes got big and my heart skipped a beat. “There’s a serial killer in Camden Falls? Who does he think it is?”

      “You, Berry. You.”

      Oh snap…

      I vehemently shook my head. “But I’m not. I haven’t killed anyone… I mean, no one on purpose, I mean, that one time. You were there. You saw. It wasn’t me.”

      Brad groaned and hit his forehead against the counter. “Uhhhh, I’m getting a headache.”

      “Well of course you are. You’re hitting your head on the counter.”

      He lifted his head and looked at me. “No, Berry.”

      He didn’t need to finish the rest of that thought for me to know that there was an implied “you” at the end of it. It was me who was giving him the headache.

      “Is it true you were acquitted for arson on a technicality?” he asked, his expression pained. “And that you were arrested for prostitution four times, drove the getaway car for a bank robbery, and assisted in the planning of a prison escape?”

      My heart sank. “You looked up my record.”

      “Not me, my captain. He claims that you are an escalating career criminal and that if you aren’t a serial killer, then you’re a hitman.”

      I reached for Brad’s hand and curled my fingers to hold onto him. “Those things were my husband’s doing.”

      Brad’s brows shot up. “Your husband prostituted you out?”

      “No, no! He was mad about the divorce. I think he paid someone off to have an arrest record made on me. He wanted to ruin me, make it so that no one would hire me. But… I didn’t do those things. And I haven’t killed anyone. I haven’t even tried to kill anyone.”

      Brad didn’t say anything for a moment, and I reluctantly released his hand.

      “You stay out of this one, Berry,” he finally said. “You stay clear of it. I got the captain to back off, but if this keeps up…” It was his turn to shake his head. “I’m not going to be able to continue to protect you.”

      I needed him to understand. I needed him to believe. I was innocent. I hadn’t done anything. “Zoey was just—”

      Brad held up his hand, cutting me off. “No, I don’t want to hear what ‘Zoey was just.’” He started back in with the finger tapping. “You wanna know what I did after I got done talking the captain out of calling in a special squad to investigate you?”

      I very hesitantly nodded.

      “I spent another thirty minutes trying to get him to investigate Zoey. You know what he said?”

      I shook my head.

      Brad leaned forward. His eyes were as intense as burning coals. “He said no.”

      “Oh…” I got the impression that the captain’s answer of no wasn’t as shocking to me as it was to Brad. To me, it was really great news!

      “Zoey’s got something on the Captain, I know she does. She’s got him threatened or leveraged in some way.”

      “Just because he wouldn’t call in a special squad to investigate her as a serial killer? Does, um, Zoey have a criminal record?”

      Brad’s face hardened and his lips tightened. “No. None.”

      “None at all?”

      “Squeaky clean.” I hadn’t imagined it possible, but his glare intensified.

      I had to admit, Zoey having a spotless police record was even a little surprising to me.

      I pressed Brad further. “Then doesn’t it make sense that if she doesn’t have a record that he would be less inclined to call a special investigation of her?”

      “You would like to think so.”

      The door chimed, and Zoey clomped in atop her black, platform-heeled combat boots. Brad’s jaw clamped shut, and I could see its muscles bunch.

      He turned to me before getting up. “You stay clear of this, Berry.” Then he headed for the door.

      “Calderos,” Zoey said, greeting him by his surname as the two passed.

      “Jin,” Brad responded in kind.

      Brad headed out the door and Zoey took up the vacant spot he’d left.

      “We gonna investigate this?” she asked.

      I was going to get whiplash. “Brad says I should steer clear of it.”

      “Since when do you do what Brad tells you to?”

      Never, at least not so far. Yet, even if Brad hadn’t told me to stay out of this murder investigation, I wouldn’t have wanted in. “We don’t know who it was, do we? I mean, it’s not someone we know, right?” I had no idea who had even been killed… or if someone had even been killed. “Was there even a murder?”

      “Yeah, there was. I’ve been monitoring the police radio bands. The guy’s wrist was smashed with blunt force trauma until it simply came off.”

      “Ewwww.” I couldn’t help but make a face.

      “The leading theory is that the guy’s wrist was slammed in a car door and then dragged until the hand separated itself from the rest of the body.”

      I needed to sit. Why didn’t I keep a stool behind the counter? I fanned myself with my hand in the hopes that it would get more oxygen into my bloodstream, and then stared at what I was doing—waving around my hand—and shoved them both deep into my jeans pockets.

      “Do they have a name? Have the found, uh, the rest of him?”

      “Yeah. Word is he was messed up, trapped-under-the-ocean-and-picked-over-by-crabs messed up.”

      “Ohhhh, you can stop talking now.” I was still feeling a little lightheaded. I really didn’t need the images of what the rest of him had looked like. I had seen his hand, after all.

      “Morgan Bleur.”

      “Huh?” I asked, trying to keep up.

      “That’s who it was. Morgan Bleur.” Zoey pulled out her cell phone, scrolled, and then held the face of it up to me. It had the picture of a man on it. “That’s him.”

      “Oh my God. I’ve met him. He’s been here before.” I was having trouble catching my breath. “He came on to Agatha and Agatha dumped a bowl of noodles in his lap.”

      Zoey made a face like she was impressed. “Go, Agatha! I can create a false ID for her—passport, the works—and design a path out of the country. The rest will be up to her.”

      “Agatha didn’t kill him!”

      Zoey humphed. “Whatever you say… So, we investigating this?”

      “No! Agatha didn’t do it. The cops aren’t even looking at her, are they?”

      “Nope.”

      Zoey didn’t say anything more, but I could tell that there was more. Suspicion crawled its way up my spine, giving me shivers. “What?”

      Zoey shrugged. “You’re right. They aren’t looking at Agatha, but they are looking at Joel…”
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      “Thank you for coming today,” I told Patty. She was piping a big swirl of icing on top of red velvet cupcakes. We’d made them together—that is to say that she’d made them and I’d done everything she told me to do along the way. Baking was very different from cooking. Everything had to be so exact! I felt as though I’d just been tutored on how to complete a science experiment.

      “Weren’t nothin’,” Patty said. “Now see here. See how I’m keepin’ firm pressure at the back of the piping bag?”

      I nodded.

      “Okay, now you try.” She handed over the bag.

      I twisted the back of it like she’d shown me, yet it didn’t look the same as when she’d done it. Everything she did looked incredibly easy to do, right up until the moment she’d pass the wooden spoon to me and ask me to do it. That’s the way it had gone all evening.

      “How did you manage to keep your hands so steady?” I asked. My hands were all over the place as I squeezed the bag and tried to hold the tip at just the right height. But I wasn’t holding the bag tight enough, and when I adjusted my grip, I sank the piping bag’s nozzle right into the cupcake. The delicate sponge was torn to shreds.

      Patty handed me a rag. “Wipe the tip clean, then try again. Here. Do a frosting swirl on this wax paper first.”

      I poised the bag over the wax paper she slid in front of me and squeezed the bag. My hands were getting tired and starting to shake. I squeezed with all my might. But I guess I squeezed too hard, at least with the wrong part of my finger and in the wrong place. My fingernail went right through the seam of the bag. When I pulled it out, a thick, angry curl of frosting followed.

      When Patty had told me to pick up piping bags, I’d gotten what had been marked down at a special price at the store. They were made of thin plastic with a seam that looked as though it had been fused together by heat. When I’d shown them to Patty, she’d stared at them with dismay. Now I understood why.

      “Hard to do what you gotta do without the right tools,” Patty said, taking over the bag. She slipped the punctured piping bag inside a second one and tightened up her grip. She was back to topping off the cupcakes and close to finishing them off by the time I finished washing my hands.

      “Patty, any way I could talk you into coming tomorrow?”

      “Mmm, your girl Brenda still not come back yet? I heard her grandma was in a bad way.” Patty was talking to me, but her hands were moving with the sure confidence of a surgeon.

      “No, she’s not made it back yet… and I hate to say it but I’m drowning.”

      “I’d like to help,” Patty said, “but I don’t want to wake the voices. If I don’t bake too much, they stay quiet. They like Aunt Bella. They’re quiet around her.”

      Up until recently, Patty had been homeless. In fact, she’d been homeless for several years, as is what happens to many people who struggle with mental illness. Prior to that, though, she’d worked in an award-winning bakery in New York City. They were closed and gone now, but Patty and I were here, and I was more than willing to put Patty’s talents to use to whatever degree she would rent them to me.

      “I understand,” I said, giving the older woman a rub between her shoulder blades.

      “You need help,” Patty said, “help that’s not me. I can ask around some of my old associates. See if anyone’s got the stuff.”

      “You mean ask some of the homeless people you know?”

      “Yep, them’s the ones.”

      “Uh…” I didn’t want to insult Patty or make her angry and unwilling to work with me by saying the wrong thing.

      Patty stopped piping. “You don’t want to hire no-one that’s homeless?”

      “Uh, it’s that, not exactly. I, um, they gotta be clean. I mean… well, yeah, they gotta be clean, cleanly, but, you know, they gotta be clean, too.”

      “Drugs? Pills?” Patty asked.

      “Yeah. And even if they’re clean, they can’t run drugs out of here.” I knew that at least one person with whom Patty had been friends was an addict. He’d even stolen drugs from a friend of his who had been selling for somebody up the drug chain, even though that theft put his friend’s life in danger.

      “I’ll think on it. Don’t worry. I won’t ask just anybody.” Patty went back to piping. Then she stopped, lifted her head, and stared out in front of her. She grunted like she’d had a thought—or heard a voice—and then went back to piping.

      No way, no how was I going to pressure Patty to give more of herself than she was ready to give. Her creations were heavenly—and they were saving my café. Whenever she came to bake, I got triple the customers the next day and then some. They kept coming until her baked goods ran out.

      “You go to bed. You look bad,” Patty said, never one to mince her words.

      “I do?”

      “Yeah, pale. Shaky. Take that cupcake you ruined with you.” She stopped her work and looked at me. “They want you to fix yourself a chicken breast and some veggies for dinner, then they want you to eat the cupcake. They want you to take it easy. Rest. Read in bed. Wash your dishes tomorrow. And no wine tonight.”

      I got goosebumps. I’d never told Patty that I liked to drink wine at night. It often helped me unwind from exhausting days that went longer than I thought possible. Owning a café was mind-numbing, hard work that never seemed to end.

      “Um, sure, okay.” I took the cupcake she handed over.

      “Drink it with milk if you’ve got it,” she called after me as I headed for the door to the upstairs apartment. “I’ll stay here and bake some more.”

      I paused at the door, holding it open as Sage stretched herself awake before strolling my way. But in true Sage form, she burst into a torrent of speed a few steps in and disappeared through the door and up the stairs.

      “Good night,” I called to Patty, and then added a silent “good night” to the people inside Patty’s head.
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      The next morning was hard. I crawled my way up from my floor mattress with a fatigue headache. I felt rough. I’d been up late for Patty’s baking lesson after the café had closed. Now it was a good hour and a half before dawn, and I was once more awake and forcing myself to push on with my day.

      There was no getting around it. I was worn out. I had no idea how long I could keep operating on four to five hours of sleep a night. I was an eight hours a night girl. But I had a café to run.

      So I stood under the stream of a cool shower, reached down deep, and forced myself to wake up.

      It didn’t work. Instead I sat down in the tub and rested my forehead on my knees. It wasn’t until I slipped sideways into the tub’s cold porcelain that I came to with a start. I’d meant for the cool shower to wake me up, but the only thing it had done was chill me to the bone!

      I staggered to my feet, finished my shower, then got out. When I did a doggie shake to dry, the room kept spinning a couple of seconds after I’d stopped.

      “Meeeow,” Sage said, looking up at me from on top of the sink.

      “I’m okay,” I reassured her, then tickled her behind her ear. She must have been satisfied with that answer because she folded her front paws under her, mostly closed her eyes and did her sleeping purr trick.

      “You do you, babe,” I told her as I finished drying off with a shirt that desperately needed a trip to the laundromat. Next I pulled my long, red tresses back into a ponytail and dressed in a pair of jeans and a baby-blue scoop-neck T.

      I didn’t really have the energy for makeup this morning, but I did it anyway. I put on a super light coating of SPF-proof foundation, a touch of mascara, and a little bit of color for my lips. Even though I still felt awful, I didn’t look like I felt awful.

      “Come on, Sage,” I called and watched as she dashed down the stairs ahead of me.

      I opened the door to the kitchen and almost did a Homer Simpson drooling groan.

      “Sage, do you smell that?” I checked the counters and found where Patty had stashed the cupcakes in covered pans. “She made German chocolate cupcakes, too! Ha!”

      The sight gave me my first big smile of the day, but then it quickly faded. Next to the pans of cupcakes was a note scribbled on a napkin. That napkin sat on top of other napkins. In big block letters, the top napkin said, “HOMEWORK.”

      “Ahhhh!” I complained to sage. “No fair!”

      Patty had left me instructions on how to make muffins and had included the recipes for orange poppy seed and blueberry. Last night we’d made cupcakes, not muffins.

      I looked over the recipes. The ingredients were simple enough, and the process seemed a tad bit simpler than making the moist, light sponge of the cupcakes.

      “Okay, I can do this.”

      I pulled over a kitchen stool, fired up my phone, and spent the next thirty minutes planning out my food day, which is to say that I spent the next thirty minutes looking at pictures and recipes online.

      Grabbing some of Patty’s multi-purpose napkins, I scribbled down my plans. Since I was making Patty’s sweet muffins this morning, I decided to go all in. I’d make savory cheddar cheese egg muffins, using the left over potato, onion and bacon hash as a filler. From what I could tell from the recipes I looked over, it was a lot like making a frittata except instead of baking it in a pie plate, the mixture was baked in a muffin mold. And I’d make a sweet potato, onion and mushroom hash to serve with them.

      I loved the idea of the egg muffins because it was a dish that I could make in advance. I could bake up a good-sized batch and then have them on hand to serve all the way up to lunch.

      Which took me to lunch…

      I searched the web some more.

      “Chicken breasts…” I knew I had some in the cooler, and they needed to be used soon. If I baked chicken breasts this morning, I could serve them sliced over an easy-peasy salad later. I could get all the ingredients ready to go and then just pull it all together as lunch orders came in.

      And that left dinner…

      “Hmmm… Sage, what do you think? Continue with the chicken theme?”

      She responded with a big, toothy yawn, and I took it as a yes.

      I scrolled through a hundred pictures before I saw something that caught my eye. “Oooooh! Bacon!” Bacon-wrapped chicken breasts, to be exact. I looked at several recipes. I had all of the ingredients. Just like lunch, I’d be able to prep them in advance in advance and then cook them at dinner, per order. All my offerings today would be fresh and there’d be less waste.

      Most the recipes looked pretty simple. I picked one that included stuffing the chicken breasts with feta cheese and spinach after reading a rave review for the recipe. Then I settled on a side dish: sautéed green beans and mushrooms with a baked potato. Again, I could prep a big bowl of them and then cook a serving for every dinner order. As for the potatoes, I could pre-salt them and wrap them in tinfoil so that they’d be ready to be put into the oven to bake this evening.

      I had a plan. Now I just had to do it all.

      I looked around the very empty kitchen in which absolutely nothing had been done yet.

      “Sage,” I said, “I could get you an apron. A small one. We’d make it fit. You game?”

      Sage rolled on her side and stretched out.

      She wasn’t game.
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      I heard the bell to the café’s front door ring. I was sitting on the customer side of the grill bar with my head down, and I opened one eye to see who had come in. “Oh, it’s you,” I said, closing my eye again.

      “How come you look so terrible?” Brad asked. I was too tired to be offended. “Somebody didn’t try to break in again, did they? ‘Cause, you know, we trade out Sage for a great big mastiff and all them shenanigans stop. You have enough people break in, you wouldn’t even have to feed the beast so much. All the hoodlums could supplement his diet.”

      “Mmmm.” It was all the response I could muster.

      Brad walked around to what would normally be my side of the bar and started making coffee. His coffee was way better than mine, and his superior coffee-making skills were why I hadn’t already made it. That I was tired and didn’t want to make it didn’t factor into my decision at all. Promise.

      I must have dozed off because before it was even physically possible, Brad had a cup of hot coffee sitting in front of me. I managed to lift my head, and he topped the cup off with some cream and sugar, just the way I liked it.

      I loved that he knew how I liked to take my coffee. It was such an intimate thing to know.

      “So I smell breakfast, but I don’t see breakfast,” he said.

      “Mmmm,” I said, holding the coffee cup up in front of my face with both hands as I steadied my arms with my elbows on the counter. “I’ll go get it.”

      “No, you stay. I’ll get it.”

      He was back a few minutes later with two plates, each with a couple of egg muffins on them. He balanced a third plate on his arm. It was full of sweet potato hash.

      “We can share the hash,” Brad said, setting the plate down between us.

      “It’s not any good. Nothing caramelized like I saw in the pictures.” And the sweet potato was still crunchy, even though I’d cooked it for what had seemed like forever.

      “You probably overloaded the skillet. Overload the skillet and stuff steams instead of browns.”

      “Which platter did you get the egg muffins from?” I asked.

      “The first one. The one on the right.”

      “Good,” I said as he sat down on the stool next to me. “The other platter is the Oops platter. Those are a little soggy in the center, but these are good.”

      We ate in silence, and by the time I’d gotten my cup of coffee drunk and the egg muffins inside of me, I felt renewed.

      “You need help,” Brad said when I’d perked up enough to hold a conversation.

      “I do. I hadn’t realized how much of this place Brenda was carrying. Without her, I’m all used up.”

      “She not coming back?”

      “She wants to,” I said. We’d text chatted the other day. “She just doesn’t know when she’ll be able to come back. Her grandma’s sick… in a not getting better but not gonna die kind of way.”

      “Oooph,” Brad said. “That’s a hard way.”

      “Mmhmm.”

      When Brad left, I sent him off with a couple of the orange poppy seed muffins and a couple of the blueberry as well. I’d done really well with the blueberry muffins, and they were almost all non-Oops Board worthy. The orange poppy seed ones didn’t fare as well, though, but I gave Brad some of the good ones.

      Not long after Brad left, Zoey came in. I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d used some of her surveillance skills to time showing up after he’d left.

      She sat down at the counter, and this time I was behind it instead of dozing in front of it.

      Her eyes channeled Cleopatra today, and her thick black hair was pulled into a messy up-do. She was wearing tapered jeans that resembled leggings, a tucked-in gauzy flowered blouse, and open-toed flat sandals, which cut her height so much in comparison to how I was used to seeing her that the difference was shocking.

      “You got any of those bacon PB&Js?” she asked. “I like those.”

      Hey, bacon. What’s not to like?

      “No, not this morning. I’ve got some egg muffins with some bacon in them, though,” I said as I poured her a steaming cup of coffee.

      “Brad make this?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “Good. And hook me up with that muffin.”

      I brought it out for her a minute later with an orange poppy seed muffin on the side.

      She looked from the muffin to the Oops Board where I’d already listed it at a discount. The blueberry were on the full price menu board.

      “Oh! Sorry. Want me to go get you a blueberry?”

      “Nope. Too boring. I like the Oops Board items. They keep life interesting.” She gave me smile and a wink.

      Joel walked in and I repeated the process, although he wanted to try a blueberry and an orange poppy seed, with ketchup on the side for his two egg muffins. He also got the hash, even though I warned him about its underdone crunchiness.

      Once they’d settled into eating, I pulled one of the kitchen stools out to behind the grill’s counter and sat. It was best to conserve energy where I could.

      Joel was looking a touch haggard himself today. He had dark circles under his eyes, and there was a short growth of scratchy stubble all along his jawline and chin. He was wearing jeans and a long blue button up shirt overtop a T that stretched tight over what seemed like miles of hard muscle. His dark brown hair was a lighter shade of brown than Brad’s, and it was a little longer with a slight touch of natural wave.

      “You doing okay?” I asked, not even bothering to try to keep the concern out of my voice.

      He rubbed his face with his huge hands. “Had trouble sleeping.” He squirted ketchup all over his egg muffin. It looked like a bloody mess.

      I sipped my coffee, determined to let them eat in peace without me forcing idle chitchat on them.

      Joel cut himself a huge bite and devoured a third of the egg muffin in one go. His brows lifted. “Mmm, good. You wanna investigate Morgan Bleur’s murder with me?”

      I choked on my coffee. “What?” Then I said, “No,” at the same time that Zoey said, “Yes!”

      I put down my coffee cup. “Why are you wanting to investigate? You’ve never gotten involved with any of the other murders.” I hated that that was even something I could say: the other murders. It was insane how much my life had changed since I’d left Chicago, and only a small part of it had to do with the change in location and becoming a business owner.

      “You didn’t ask! And I didn’t want to intrude… You and Zoey, you’ve got a rhythm. You zig and she zags. Let’s face it, you two are like the Scooby gang on steroids. I figured I’d just get in the way.” His expression turned sheepish. “But I have to admit, I do have an ulterior motive for wanting to be involved this time. I’m under investigation for murder.” His smile returned. “Plus, I want the scoop on the story for my paper.”

      “A suspect? Why?” I asked, unsure if I could believe my ears.

      Joel’s good humor fell away, and he shrugged as he dropped his eyes to his food. He focused on cutting himself another bite. It was evasive body language. He didn’t want to answer my question, so it surprised me when he did.

      “Morgan was blackmailing me… well, trying to blackmail me. I told him to shove it and things got physical.”

      My desire to ask why Morgan was blackmailing him was so strong that it had me on the edge of my stool, yet my desire to leave Joel his privacy had me desperate to keep my mouth shut.

      “What’d he have on you?” Zoey asked, clearly not held back by the same concerns as me.

      Joel shook his head. “He didn’t have anything on me. He made something up and threatened to tell lies if I didn’t pay him.”

      He glanced at his food again, and I could again see his desire to evade the question, but he went on anyway.

      “He must have found out that I’m sweet on you, Kylie. He told me to either pay him or that he was going to tell you I’d paid him for sex.”

      I guess I’d been sitting just a little too much on the edge of my stool because I fell plum off. Jumping up, I sat back down and quietly pretended it had never happened.

      “Did you do it?” Zoey asked, and then added, “No judgments.”

      “No, I didn’t do it.” He flicked another glance at me. “Morgan wasn’t my type.”

      My cheeks heated at the implication that I was his type, and I took a sip of my coffee in an effort to hide my smile.

      “The cops consider you a serious suspect?”

      “Mmm, I don’t know. Maybe. But if they don’t right now, I think that they will soon.”

      “Why’s that?” Zoey asked.

      “Turns out that dead hand you found, Kylie, had a scrap of cloth wedge in under the death-claw of his fingers. I’m pretty sure that it’s from a shirt of mine. As soon as I learned about it, I turned the shirt over to the police. It’s the one I’d been wearing when he and I fought.”

      “Wait,” Zoey said, wearing a huge grin. “So this guy gets dragged down the road with his hand crushed in the door of a car, and the piece of cloth that they find in that hand is from a piece of your clothing? That’s cold, man,” she said, chuckling. “Total props.”

      “Zoey!” I exclaimed.

      “Hey,” Zoey said, “Joel’s a good guy. If he felt like somebody needed killin’, then they probably needed killing.” She turned to Joel. “So how ‘bout it? Did the guy need killing?”

      Joel shook his head. “Zoey, you are one scary lady.”

      Zoey grinned from ear to ear. “Thank you, Joel. That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      Joel glanced at his watch. “I don’t have much more time before I have to go. You guys in?”

      “I’m in,” Zoey said, and then the both of them turned and looked at me.

      I saw Brad’s crossed-arm glare in my head. He would hate it if I got involved with yet another murder investigation.

      Of course, it was better that I live true to my desires rather than try to be who I thought Brad wanted me to be. If there was ever going to be anything between me and Brad—or me and Joel, for that matter—he would have to accept me as I truly was… a snooping busybody who loved to solve a good puzzle.

      “I’m in.”
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      “This is what I know,” Joel said. He pulled a small flip notebook out of his back jeans pocket. He thumbed through its pages, then stopped, apparently having found what he was looking for.

      For the first time I realized—really realized—that Joel was a reporter. I’d known he owned the Camden Falls Herald, but I hadn’t realized that finding-the-story was who the man was. Yet sitting before me was exactly that.

      I blinked, and Joel looked less boyish. I blinked again, and he looked shrewd and observant. I blinked a third time, and I saw a man and not just someone with a star-athlete’s body.

      “What?” Joel asked, and I realized I’d been staring.

      I grinned, looked down, and felt my cheeks heat. “Nothing.”

      “What?” Joel asked again, this time with laughter in his voice.

      I met his eyes. “I just never realized, you know…?”

      “Realized what?”

      “That you were a reporter, that it wasn’t just a job to you but that it was who you were. I mean, I knew you inherited the paper from your uncle…”

      “And you thought it was just some random inheritance? My uncle’s favorite nephew?” His smile was kind and his bright.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      Joel laughed. “If Uncle Nick could hear you, he’d fly into the biggest lecture. Naw, I worked for Uncle Nick at the paper since I was thirteen. Then after I left for college, I’d come home during the summers and work with him.” He chuckled, clearly lost in memory. “The man was a beast. A tyrant at times even, but he was always right. I rarely saw it at the time, but he was always right.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “He passed away from a heart attack, at work, working late. After college football, I went pro for a year and a half. But when I got the call about Uncle Nick, I knew I had to come home. It’s what he’d wanted. It’s what I’d wanted. So I negotiated myself out of my contract and the rest is history.”

      Hearing that Joel had been a pro football player was like someone dragging a needle across a vinyl record. The world stopped. It broke itself apart and then remade itself. Everything was the same… yet slightly different.

      “You played pro?” An ex-pro football player was sweet on me. On me!

      “I gotta go,” Zoey said, standing up, breaking the spell of shock and awe that had come over me. “Kylie, catch me up later. And I’m taking some more of those orange poppy seed muffins with me. I like ‘em. They’re not as bad as you think. You should move ‘em off the Oops Board.”

      She took off with another three muffins in tow. My waiter, Sam, had made it in, and I knew he had everything covered for now. I’d need to jump back into action when the lunch crowd started rolling in.

      Joel and I got settled at a table, and my cell phone buzzed with a text. It was from Zoey. It said, Three’s a crowd. Have fun. ;)

      I kept my smile to the tiniest curl of the corners of my mouth and didn’t let on to Joel that anything of interest had been said. Truthfully, I was glad Zoey had taken off. This was the most personal conversation I’d had with Joel to date. That we were about to discuss the events leading up to a man’s murder didn’t dispel my joy one bit.

      Ohhh… I think there might something wrong with me. I pushed the niggling thought to the back of my head.

      The long-legged Sam topped off our coffee and brought a couple more muffins that he’d heated up in the toaster oven. He included a few pats of butter on a chilled dish on the side, and I marveled at what an amazing job my cousin Sarah had done training him. “Thank you, Sam.”

      “Sure thing, boss,” he said, and was gone in a flash to take care of another customer.

      “He’s a good kid,” Joel said, watching him go.

      “You can’t have him,” I joked. “Keep your mitts off.” I imagined Joel putting Sam to work at the Herald the way Joel’s uncle had trained him.

      “I don’t think there’s any risk of that. The kid’s happy here.” Joel turned his gaze on me, and I felt very… seen. “Him being happy says a lot about you.”

      My mouth fell open. “Joel Mullen, you are one smooth talking man!” This was starting to feel like a date, but I didn’t want this to be our date. I wanted a real date with Joel, one that couldn’t be mistaken as anything else. When a person went on an official date with another person, intentions were often declared. I liked Joel, and I was liking him more by the minute, but if his interest in me was purely casual and fun-only… well, my heart couldn’t take liking someone more than they liked me. Not yet, anyway.

      I tapped the table near Joel’s notebook. “So what little tidbits of wisdom do you have squirreled away in there?”

      One of Joel’s brows arched. “Just the facts, ma’am,” he teased. He flipped the notebook back open to a page filled with scrawled notes and laid it on the table. Then with his hands free but his eyes studying the notepad, he pulled open a blueberry muffin and spread a pat of butter on its steaming goodness. Everything he was doing was normal, it was common, but as he studied his little notebook, his demeanor changed. There was the slightest of shifts about him. The sweet goofball fell away, and the person left in his place was a focused, keen professional.

      “Remember that day I was showing you how to make aglio e olio and I had to leave?” Joel asked.

      I nodded. I remembered that day very well. Joel had guided me out onto a limb and then abandoned me, leaving me dangling with my culinary life in the balance.

      “I had to leave because I’d gotten a text from Morgan. I’d met him a few weeks ago at a dinner hosted by a buddy I’d gone to college with. As soon as he found out that I owned a paper, he latched on to me. Kept asking questions all night, questions that boiled down to wanting to know if I paid informants for story leads.”

      “Do you?” I nibbled on my blueberry muffin by pinching little segments off the top. Per Patty’s instructions, I’d dusted the tops of the muffins with large-crystal sugar. It made the top crust too delicious for words.

      “Yes, we do, if a lead pans out. And as soon as Morgan found that out, he started negotiating what he could get for what he called “a really juicy lead.” He said it would rock Camden Falls at its core. He played it up big. Said he could provide solid proof… It was all teaser talk. He talked big, but said nothing of substance. But I gave him my contact info anyway, which he used. Again and again. But never for anything solid. His promises were always huge, “world changing,” but vague. Then when we were making the aglio e olio, he sent me a text saying that he was finally ready to tell me everything but that I had to come right then.”

      I’d wanted to strangle Joel when he’d run out that day, leaving me to figure out how to make a pasta dish I’d never made before. But it was a hard lesson best learned early—Joel’s life as a newsman would always come first on his list of priorities. I’d be second, at best.

      That thought made the charming, sweet, handsome man in front of me a little less attractive. A girl didn’t like to think of herself as second to anything when it came to a man’s affections.

      “What happened when you met up with Morgan?” I asked.

      “We bartered a bit, settled on a price range for the story lead, and then he told me what it was. One of Camden Falls’ cops was dirty.”

      Panic flooded me and squeezed on my heart. Not Brad. Tell me it’s not Brad.

      “Not Brad,” Joel said as if he’d read my mind.

      I laughed half-heartedly. “Was I that obvious?”

      “Yeah… But that’s okay. Brad’s a good guy. If I’ve got to be measured against somebody, I’m glad it’s him.” Joel’s affable charm was back at full wattage. The man had a way of making me melt.

      “So the dirty cop…?” I prompted. “It wasn’t a lie? Wasn’t a fake lead?”

      “Nope, not at all. The guy was dirty. Matt Dill. He was taking payoff money from a local drug dealer to warn him whenever the cops were getting too close. The guy would shut the whole operation down, change everything about his method of operations, and the cops would have to start all over again trying to figure out who this guy is.”

      “Was he able to tell you the drug dealer’s name, too?”

      “No, just the dirty cop.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “Last I heard he was suspended without pay pending an investigation, but it’s in the bag. The guy’s as good as gone and there might be some criminal charges added to his troubles, too.”

      “All because of Morgan’s tip?”

      “Yep, it was a good tip. A really good tip. I almost feel bad about following it up.”

      “Why? Because Morgan got killed?”

      “No, because the cop seems decent other than being dirty. It’s a sad situation. The guy is raising his little brother and his wife is pregnant and ready to pop. But what he was doing—allowing a drug dealer to continue a large, multi-pronged operation—was hurting a lot of people. It’s not just about him, his wife and kid and little brother. The life of somebody else’s wife and kid and little brother could be being ruined by this drug dealer.”

      “Do you think that the drug dealer did it?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. I guess it could have been a get-even move. Maybe the dealer felt double-crossed,” Joel said.

      “But if Morgan had had the name of the dealer, wouldn’t he have offered that to you, too? Would that kind of information have been useful to you?”

      Joel blew a low whistle. “Yeah, breaking that kind of story could have put the paper on the map beyond just the boundaries of this town. A story like that probably would have gotten picked up for national syndication.”

      “So it would have been worth something to you, you would have paid him for it?”

      “Yeah, definitely.”

      “That makes me think he didn’t know who the drug dealer was. If Morgan’s driving concern was getting paid for a ‘juicy’ lead and giving you the name of the local drug lord would have gotten him paid, he would have told you who the drug lord was if he’d known who it was.”

      “Okay, I’m following you,” Joel said, folding his arms on the table and leaning forward.

      “If Morgan didn’t know who the drug lord was, it would seem like a bad choice for the drug lord to kill him.”

      “How come?”

      “Because now there’s a big investigation as the police try to sort out who killed Morgan. Drug dealers usually like to avoid drawing police attention to them. Killing Morgan would have risked doing just that.”

      “That’s an excellent point! You’re really good at this, Kylie.”

      “Thanks,” I said, smiling from the pleasure of his praise. When an investigative reporter told you that you were good at investigating, it really meant something!

      “So what do you think about the police?” Joel asked.

      “What about the police?”

      “Do you think that one of them might have killed Morgan?”

      “Oh wow…” That idea gave me a heavy pause for thought. The implications were terrifying. “You think that maybe there’s more than one dirty cop on Camden Falls’ police force?”

      Joel shrugged. “Could be. Or maybe not. Police officers can be a clannish bunch.”

      “How so?”

      “These guys train together. They work together. And they face the risk of death together. There’s a strong loyalty within the police force. If you fail to have another officer’s back, it can put you in serious jeopardy because it means that when the chips are down, there’s a chance that the other officers won’t be there for you.”

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

      “Like I said, officers are trained to have each other’s backs. Unfortunately, that ideology doesn’t always stop at the same place their job stops.”

      “So you think that an officer might have killed Morgan… What? Out of retaliation?”

      “Maybe. His tip did end the career of an officer who had been in good standing with the department and his fellow officers. Someone might have had something to say about that.”

      “Could it have been Officer Dill himself? Could he have killed Morgan out of revenge?”

      “I don’t think so. He’s got an alibi. His wife had labor pains Sunday night—the night Morgan was being killed—and they went to the hospital together. It’s well documented.”

      My fingers itched. I felt a need to jot down Matt Dill’s name and cross him off the list. His wife could be crossed off as a suspect as well, since they’d been at the hospital together.

      “How old is Matt’s younger brother?” I asked. Maybe it was the brother who had wanted to get even with the person who had ruined his brother’s career and put his freedom in jeopardy.

      “Seven,” Joel said.

      Morgan hadn’t been shot. He’d been dragged next to a car. While I supposed a seven year old could have driven a car, I thought it was more likely that the killer was an adult.

      “Oh!” I said and snapped my fingers. “We’ve been overlooking a key point!”

      “What?”

      “Who knew that Morgan was your snitch?”

      Joel sat back in his seat. “I only told Brad.”

      I sat back as well. “Brad…” What a terrible turn of events. “Do we include Brad as one of our suspects?” I knew the answer before I asked, but I had to hear it from Joel.

      “I think we have to,” he said, “at least until we can cross him the list because of an alibi or something else.”

      I took a deep breath and blew it out. “Of course. It’s better not to make assumptions.” And then my gaze squared more firmly on Joel. “And what about you? Where do you come in on all this? Tell me more about why the police consider you a suspect.”

      Joel shrugged. “Unfortunately, I’ve told you about all there is to tell. I got a text from Morgan Sunday morning. He said he had a new lead for me, but he wouldn’t tell me what it was or anything about it. We had to meet in person if I wanted to know more.”

      “Did you go?”

      “I did. We met in the back of the strip mall. Almost no one goes back there, and it tends to be pretty private. Morgan was already there, waiting for me, when I got there. He was smoking a cigarette and looking like he was feeling pretty proud of himself. He didn’t waste any time. He got right to it. He told me that I had to pay him off or he’d go to you and claim that I’d paid him for sex.”

      “That was a good way to put pressure on you. He was threatening your reputation with a claim that would be super hard to disprove. Sew that seed of doubt—sew enough of them—and it takes its toll on a person.”

      Joel grimaced. “I guess you’d know something about that. Dorothy Hibbert has done everything she could think of to ruin your reputation. She even wanted to take out a full-page ad in the paper claiming you were a killer and that you’d given numerous people lethal food poisoning.”

      I was not surprised at all. “I take it you didn’t run it? I figure it would have ended up plastered all over the front of the café if you had.”

      “Nope, didn’t run it. And I called up Andy over at the Tribune”—Camden Falls’ other paper—“and asked him not to run it either if Dorothy showed up on his doorstep. Andy is head of their ad division. He owed me a favor.”

      I chuckled to myself. “You have this way of taking care of me from out of sight, the guy behind the curtains making sure things go right for me.”

      It was Joel’s turn to smile with an oh-so-charming touch of bashfulness. “Guilty,” he said.

      I let my smile grow, and I kept my gaze on him. “It’s a wonderful thing to be guilty of. Thank you.” But then I shook my head to chase away the warm fog brought on by Joel’s affections. I had to think clearly. “You and Morgan. You met. He tried to blackmail you. Then what?”

      “I told him where he could stick it and then laughed at him. It was when I laughed at him that he got mad. Totally lost it. His face went blood red, and he changed from looking smug to someone who wanted to kill me. I started to leave, but he threw a rock at me. I shielded myself from it with my arm.” He rolled up his sleeve and showed me a black and purple bruise that size of a silver dollar. It was a new bruise. It had only the barest halo of greens and yellow at its edges.

      The state of the bruise matched the timeline that Joel had laid out. Today was only Tuesday morning. I’d found Morgan’s hand yesterday morning.

      “What time was your meeting with Morgan?”

      “We met at a little after ten AM. He chose the time, and it was a good choice for someone who wanted privacy. Most of the church crowd, which of course is most the town, would have still been in church.”

      If Joel’s version of events were to be believed, that meant that Morgan had died sometime between ten o’clock Sunday morning and nine-thirty Monday morning. That’s when Zoey and I had arrived in the field where we’d found Morgan’s hand. Morgan would have already been dead when we arrived.

      Of course, I was sure that the coroner would be able to come up with a much tighter time frame for Morgan’s death, but I was not currently privy to that report. I knew that I could ask Brad for the information, but it wasn’t fair of me to ask him to put his career at risk that way… not that he would. He’d tell me in no uncertain terms to stay out of the investigation and wouldn’t share the coroner’s report even if he could.

      “What happened after he threw the rock at you?” I asked.

      “I was still planning on just walking away. I managed to take two more steps to my car, but then he rushed me with a pipe, rage yelling the whole time. I managed to pop him in the nose before he got a swing in on me. He went down, dropped the pipe, and I picked it up and threw it. Then he got up and tackled me. We scuffled but I was able to throw him off. He fell on his butt, cursing up a storm, and I got in my car and left. I didn’t even notice the rip on my shirt until I got home.”

      “Okay… So Morgan had a rage problem. He liked money. And he was unscrupulous in what he did to get money. He didn’t care if he ruined a cop’s career. He also didn’t fear the drug dealer who the cop was tipping off,” I said.

      “That sums it up.”

      “So where do we even start?”

      “I think we start by walking it backward. Morgan sold me a tip on a dirty cop.”

      I snapped my fingers, catching on to what Joel was saying. “So we have to figure out how Morgan knew that Officer Dill was dirty!”

      “Yep, that’s where we should start.” Joel sat back and popped the last of his muffin in his mouth, his charm once again shining at megawatt volume. “This is going to be such a great story.”
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      “Hey, what’s up?” Brad’s voice sounded over Joel’s cell phone. Joel had it lying flat on the table between us, and the speaker function was on so that we could both hear what was said during the call. “You don’t have another hot tip for me, do you? That last one didn’t work out for you so well.” He chuckled.

      “Hey, Brad. No, no hot tip. I just needed to clarify something,” Joel said.

      What Joel didn’t say was that I was with him, listening to the conversation. We’d talked about it beforehand. If Brad thought that I was getting involved in another murder investigation, he’d clam up and wouldn’t tell Joel a thing.

      “What? You cooking up another story? I don’t want my name attached to anything.”

      “I’ll name you as ‘sources’ only. Promise.”

      “Fine,” Brad said, sounding resigned. “I’ll answer your question if it’s something I can. You know the rules. It’s got to be something that’s not wrong for me to answer.”

      “Got it,” Joel reassured. “What I need to know is, did anybody besides you know about Officer Dill being dirty?”

      “Yeah, I can answer that.” Brad’s voice lacked the usual animosity that I heard when the subject of Joel came up. Without me in the mix, it seemed that Brad didn’t have an issue with Joel, and that gave me a twinge of concern that I was a threat to whatever camaraderie they had with each other. “As far as I know, the only people on the job who knew that Dill was dirty were me, the Police Chief, and IA.”

      Joel mouthed the words “Internal Affairs” to me, letting me know what IA stood for.

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Any chance your captain is dirty?”

      “Man, don’t ask me that,” Brad responded, sounding pained.

      Joel’s brows shot up, and he leaned forward, closer to the phone. When he spoke, there was a new quality to his voice, one that made me think of a dog who was completely engrossed in the moment right before someone threw its favorite toy. His anticipation was palpable. “Do you think he could be dirty?”

      “This call is ending right now.”

      “Okay, okay,” Joel said hurriedly. “Just one more thing I need to know.”

      “What?”

      “Who knew that Morgan was my snitch?”

      “Me.”

      “Not the captain, not IA?”

      “No. Me. That’s it. I passed on the info that he was dirty, that he was tipping off a local drug dealer, and that’s the last I heard anything about it until I heard that Dill had been suspended pending an investigation.”

      Gears in my head started to turn. I opened my mouth to speak, but Joel’s quick glance at me reminded me that I was the silent observer, nothing more. But I had a question, too. I grabbed a napkin and Joel’s pen and scribbled a note on the napkin. I then turned the napkin around so that Joel could read it.

      Joel nodded, and I took that to mean that he understood what it was I was asking.

      “Did they do any kind of investigation prior to suspending Officer Dill?”

      “Yeah… They wouldn’t have suspended him if they didn’t already have something on him. They would have started the investigation prior to suspending him. Now they’re just working through the part of the investigation that they couldn’t do on the downlow.”

      “So is this drug dealer Dill was tipping off, a known person now?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. But that’s above my pay grade. Sometimes they keep that kind of information on a need-to-know basis so they can decide what type of a sting operation they want to run to flush the perp out.”

      “Thanks, Brad. This was a big help.”

      “Yeah, don’t mention it, by which I mean, don’t mention it.”

      “Gotcha.”

      The call ended, and I had Joel’s undivided attention once more.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “Well, we have three people. We have Officer Dill. We have the drug dealer. And we have Morgan. Morgan had knowledge about Officer Dill tipping off a drug dealer, but how? Did Morgan know because Officer Dill knew he was dirty or did he know because the drug dealer knew the officer was dirty?”

      “We’ve already surmised that Morgan probably didn’t know who the drug dealer was since he could have sold that to me as a story lead but didn’t,” Joel said.

      “And that means that he must have found out that Officer Dill was dirty through somebody else, either through Officer Dill himself or someone Officer Dill had confided in.”

      “You think we should try to get Officer Dill to talk to us?” I asked.

      Joel’s gaze became distant as he thought, then refocused. “I think we should bark up some other trees first.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Well, Dill’s got an alibi for the time of Morgan’s death. So does his wife, and we’re not even considering his seven-year-old brother. Dill’s got no incentive to talk to us. Nobody’s looking at him or anyone he cares about for Morgan’s murder. On top of that, there’s nothing positive that talking to us could do for him. It can’t clear his name as a dirty cop. According to Brad, that investigation has already advanced to a point that IA actually has evidence against Dill. And if there’s nothing good that can come out of him talking to us, then—”

      “—then that means that only bad could come out of talking to us,” I said, finishing the thought.

      “That’s right. There’s always the chance that he could incriminate himself further, while nothing he says can get him off the hook and reinstate his career on the police force.”

      Officer Dill was a dead end, at least as far as information gathering went.

      “So tell me about some of these other trees we need to go barking up,” I said.

      “When Morgan tried to blackmail me, he was confident about it. Smug.”

      “He’d done it before,” I said.

      “Bingo. And if I had to guess, he’d done it a lot of times before. And not only that, he was strategic about it. He tried to find the one thing that he thought would give him the most leverage over me.”

      Me, I thought. Joel hadn’t wanted me to think badly of him.

      “My reputation.”

      Oh… Note to self: watch the ego.

      “If he’s blackmailed others,” Joel continued, “he’s made enemies. There’s no telling how many of them.”

      “Enemies willing to kill,” I said.

      “Apparently so.”

      “So what do we do now?”

      Joel sat back in his chair and thought a moment before answering. I knew he’d made a decision when his eyes regained their focus on me. “We need to find the physical trail. We know where Morgan’s body ended up. And since he probably didn’t dismember himself, someone had to go to that location with him.”

      “To dump his body…”

      “Yeah. I haven’t been able to get any info on the coroner’s report yet, but I suspect you’re right. I doubt he died out there in that field. I believe he was already dead.”

      I thought back to that morning when I found his severed hand. What I hadn’t seen was any blood. That fit with the idea that Morgan was killed somewhere else and then taken to that field afterward.

      “So since we know where his body ended up, I say we trace Morgan’s steps backward. If we can figure out from where his journey started, we might be able to figure out who it started with.”

      “Any ideas on how to go about that?”

      Joel frowned and his shoulders fell. “None whatsoever.”

      I sank my hand into my pocket and rubbed my thumb over the face of my phone, contemplating. Zoey had entrusted me with a lot of personal information about herself. I wasn’t sure she’d appreciate me sharing that information with someone else—especially someone whose life pursuit it was to expose everybody’s deepest, darkest secrets to the public at large.

      “I might have an idea,” I finally said, “but it’s going to require you do something you’re not used doing.”

      Joel leaned forward and folded his arms on the table. “Consider me intrigued. What is it that I’ll have to do?”

      “You’ll have to not tell a story…”
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        * * *

      

      “You brought him to my home,” Zoey said, arms crossed over her chest. We were standing in the hallway outside her apartment, and Joel was standing at the far end of the hallway and was hopefully out of earshot of our quiet conversation.

      “I texted first,” I said in defense. “We need help. You were all in on helping when we were at the café.”

      “Yes, all in. As in me at my apartment, alone.”

      I paused before answering, unsure of how far Zoey’s tolerant intolerance could be pushed. Finally I said, “That’s a pretty narrow definition of ‘all in.’”

      “Yes. It’s my definition.” She was still unmoving, her mouth cast in a rigid frown since I’d arrived.

      “Fine. I’ll take him and go.”

      “Why?”

      “Why…? You look like you want to stab my eye out with a fork! Are you telling me that this is your version of a warm and inviting welcome?”

      Zoey shrugged one shoulder, and one side of her mouth twitched up. “I just wanted to make Joel nervous.” The other side of her mouth twitched up as well. “Did you tell him what I told you to tell him before heading over?”

      “What, that you would register his phone number with every national and international psychic hotline in existence for the next ten years if he leaked your private information? Yeah, I told him.”

      Zoey’s smile got a little bigger, and she chuckled. “The phone calls would never stop.”

      Angling my head away from Joel so that he couldn’t see my face, I gave in to my own smile. “That was a good one.”

      “Yeah…” Zoey said wistfully before her smile faded. “Okay, bring him in. But if he shares my personal information, I will tell the whole world his. They’ll know what toothpaste the man uses.”

      “I’ll make sure he understands.”

      Zoey disappeared inside of her apartment, and I waved Joel over. He looked reluctant at first, like a man ready to bolt and run, but he made a good show of walking with a sure and casual gait.

      “She sending us on our way?” Joel asked.

      “No, she’s waiting inside.”

      “Oh…” He coughed and looked like he wanted to be somewhere else—anywhere else. “‘Cause we can come back some other time. Follow some other leads. See if something pans out.”

      “Joel…” I laughed. “It’s not gonna be that bad.”

      He stared at Zoey’s closed door and shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve heard stories. I’m pretty sure she’s blackmailing the police chief.”

      Wow… This was the second time I’d heard that. I’d completely discounted it as part of Brad’s paranoid ranting when he’d made the same claim.

      “Have you been talking to Brad about Zoey?” I asked.

      “No,” Joel said, looking worried. “Should I have?”

      “I wouldn’t recommend it.” I gave him a smile that I hoped was reassuring, despite my words.

      “Right.” He squared his already square shoulders. “Let’s get this over with.”

      I tapped on Zoey’s door and then turned the handle. Per usual, it was dark inside except for the glow of six huge computer screens. They were stacked two screens high, three across.

      “Does she have a superhero suit?” Joel whispered.

      I could see his point. Zoey’s apartment was a techie haven. There were more electronics than Batman was sporting in his cave.

      Zoey sat at her desk facing us. Behind her was a wall of screens. She was deftly French braiding her hair, and that coupled with her ever-bold eyeliner made her look ready to run into battle. Fierce.

      “Kylie, pull up a chair. Joel, you get the bouncy ball,” Zoey said before turning around to face the screens.

      I wouldn’t have minded giving Joel the spare desk chair, but Zoey’s house, Zoey’s rules.

      I rolled my chair next to Zoey and sat down while Joel rolled a huge blue exercise ball into place on her other side and sat down. He bounced up and down on it like a kid until Zoey shot him a glare.

      I knew she didn’t actually care if he bounced up and down on it. I’d seen her do it myself, and she’d snorted beer out of her nose once when I fell over backward off of it. What she did care about was making sure Joel understood who was in charge. She was risking a lot by allowing him to see how deep she was able to hack the city’s management systems.

      Zoey rolled her chair away from her desk so that she could see me, Joel, and her computer all at the same time. “The operational objective is to trace Morgan’s movements backward from the place where his body was found to the first identifiable place and time that he was still alive. Is that correct?”

      “Yes,” Joel said.

      “I’ve been able to tap into the police investigation. They haven’t identified the vehicle that dumped Morgan where he was found, but they did take an impression of a tire track that had a unique flaw.”

      “So you’ve gotten a head start on this?” Joel asked.

      Zoey smiled, the first one she’d let Joel see since he’d arrived. “I’ve been working on this since Monday afternoon. I started as soon as I got home after we helped the police locate the body.”

      “You decided to investigate without me?” I asked, knowing it was silly that my feelings were hurt.

      “I knew you’d come to your senses.”

      “What happens now?” Joel asked.

      “Now you tell me what you both know about the night that Morgan died,” Zoey said.

      Joel looked at me, and I looked at Joel. I knew nothing about what happened to Morgan on the night he died. I only knew what Joel had told me about what had happened earlier that day.

      “I suspect that you know as much as we do,” Joel told Zoey. “I had an argument with Morgan around ten-thirty that morning, but when it was done he left in his car and I left in mine. That was the last time I ever saw him.”

      “What kind of car was he driving?” Zoey asked.

      “A blue Ford Fiesta.”

      “Good. That matches the car he has registered with the County Clerk’s Office.” Zoey crossed her legs and leaned back in her chair. She even steepled her fingers in front of her like an evil genius about to share that details of her plans. “Here’s what I know. The plaster cast of the tire imprint taken from the field matches a possible four different car makes and models. None of them are a Ford Fiesta. That tells us that Morgan did not end up in that field by way of his own vehicle. There was another vehicle involved.”

      It all sounded so simple when Zoey pointed it out.

      “I cross referenced the make and model possibilities against a list of cars that have been reported stolen within the last two weeks. I gave preferential weight to vehicles that had gone missing within forty-eight hours of Morgan’s death. Only one vehicle was a match.”

      Zoey rolled her chair forward so that she was once more sitting directly in front of her computer. A few keystrokes later and we were staring at an old lime green Dodge truck. “These pictures are from Facebook,” Zoey said. “This truck was reported missing at five Sunday afternoon. Its owner worked a combination of construction and farm labor. The tire tread anomaly captured by the tire plaster could have been caused in either environment.”

      “What was the anomaly?” I asked.

      “The tires on the truck had deep treads, but a corner of one of the treads was sliced off, making the groove appear twice as wide.”

      “And a truck like that wouldn’t have had any trouble driving out into that field to dump Morgan’s body.” I remembered how Zoey had parked at the edge of the field and we had walked our way in.

      “Not any trouble at all,” Zoey said.

      “So we know what vehicle transported Morgan to his next to final resting place. What now?” Joel asked. “Who owned the truck? Do you believe him to be a suspect?”

      “The truck was owned by a Jenny Braughman. I haven’t been able to locate evidence to give her an alibi, but I haven’t found any link between her and Morgan. I believe her truck was merely stolen.”

      “And we can circle back to her later if need be,” I said.

      Zoey nodded. “I don’t think she’s got anything to do with this. She’s got two young kids, a husband, a steady job of ten years, and her grandmother lives with them. She works fifty to sixty hours a week, and the family is financially stable. Nothing about her fits this.”

      “Do you have any other leads?” Joel asked.

      “Sort of.” Zoey’s fingers flew over her keyboard before her hand went to her mouse. A short video clip opened of a blue Ford Fiesta traveling down the road. I wasn’t able to get a glimpse of who was inside. “This video was taken from a jewelry store’s surveillance camera. This is the last time date and time that I was able to find a record of Morgan. It was five thirty-eight.” Zoey made a few more clicks with her mouse and a map filled a screen above us.

      “The blue arrow on that map represents Morgan’s car,” Zoey said.

      “It was heading out of town,” Joel said.

      “Right,” Zoey confirmed. “And here’s the last time Braughman’s truck was caught on camera.”

      Zoey brought up an image of the truck. I could just make out the shadow of a person inside the truck, but I couldn’t spot anything distinctive. It was just the indistinct impression of someone’s shoulders and a head wearing what looked like a baseball cap.

      “The truck was last seen at five forty-seven, and here is the location and direction the truck was following.” Zoey brought up the map again. Instead of one arrow, there were now two. The second arrow was a bright red. I assumed it was symbolic for the immense danger that it represented to Morgan’s future at that time. But the two arrows weren’t heading toward each other. Instead the two cars were perpendicular to each other. If they were allowed to drive forever, their paths would have made a “t.”

      I stood up and drew a circle in the empty area of the map where both cars appeared to be heading. “What’s up here? Do any specific places come to mind?” I asked.

      “There’s the old greeting card factory that’s now shut down,” Joel said. “And there’s an access road leading to a deserted strip mining job. There’s the old watermill, and… Oh! There’s Jackson Stone.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Not a who,” Joel said. “A where. Jackson Stone is a stone yard. They sell gravel and other types of stone used for construction.”

      “Construction,” I said. I turned to Zoey. “Did you say that the truck had been used for construction?”

      “I did, and it has,” Zoey said. “That could bring Jenny Baughman back into the running as a suspect.”

      Joel stood up and traced on the map with his finger the landmarks he’d just listed. Zoey followed suit by drawing an electronic circle on the map at each spot he indicated. He named them off again, naming each one as he pointed. “The mining access road. The abandoned greeting card factory. The stone yard. And the old mill.”

      “Two cars went in, one car came out,” Zoey said.

      “If that’s true, that means Morgan’s car could still be at one of those locations,” I said.

      “But which one do we start with?” Joel asked.

      “The old greeting card factory has some closed circuit cameras out there. It’s used as an inexpensive deterrent against looters and squatters,” Zoey said. “The data’s not accessible off-sight.”

      “But if you were going to commit a murder, would you do it someplace where there was surveillance?” I asked.

      “Not if it was premeditative murder,” Zoey said.

      “Which of those places don’t have any surveillance?” I asked.

      “I’m not aware of any surveillance equipment at the access roads leading to the defunct strip mining, but the last time I worked a story up on it, there were huge heavy chains blocking the entrance. It could be a great place for privacy, but it would also be inconvenient to reach. And the road’s not paved. It hasn’t had any maintenance on it in a while. The truck would be able to handle them okay, but Morgan’s blue Fiesta would have struggled.”

      “So the mining access roads and the abandoned greeting card factory are not strong candidates then,” I said. “And the stone yard, it’s an active business, right? I bet they don’t like for trucks to show up in the middle of the night and drive away with tons of their product. That would mean that they probably have some sort of surveillance system in place.”

      “So that just leaves the old mill,” Zoey said.

      “That would be a good spot for a private meeting,” Joel said. “I’m not aware of any surveillance there.”

      “I think it’s patrolled by a large flock of geese,” Zoey said, “but as far as I know, that’s it.”

      I glanced at the time listed on Zoey’s computer. “I’ve got to get back to the café soon. Almost lunch. I’ve got to be there.”

      “Can’t Sam and Melanie handle it?” Zoey asked.

      “It’s just Sam right now,” I said. “I’ve got to go back.”

      Zoey narrowed her eyes at me. “How much sleep did you get last night?”

      “Enough. I did just fine, thank you,” I answered defensively, but I knew that Zoey’s heart was in the right place. Going further than that, I knew she was making a valid point. I hadn’t gotten enough sleep, and I was running on pure adrenaline in order to keep going. “I’ll be okay. Give me until three and I’ll be ready to go.”

      “Three-thirty,” Zoey said. “Get a little power nap.”

      Ah, thank goodness. I could use a nap. “Three-thirty it is!”
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      I woke up from my power nap with a powerful headache. It throbbed in my temples and behind my eyes. If anything, I felt worse than before I lay down to sleep. In fact I felt so bad that I almost—almost—texted Zoey and told her that she and Joel should go without me, but my desire not to be left out of the morbid escapades prevailed.

      I wanted to find out who killed Morgan. I was pretty sure that Joel’s name would end up being cleared with or without my and Zoey’s intervention. But being part of the Scooby gang was addictive.

      So I did my best to put some octane in my step. I downed a cup of strong coffee for the caffeine and scarfed a German chocolate cupcake for the sugar. Then, as a chaser, I popped a couple of Tylenol. By the time Zoey pulled up in the back parking lot of the café, my headache had downgraded from timpani drums to child-sized bongos.

      Joel sat in the back seat, and I slid into the passenger-side front seat. I made it maybe ten minutes into the drive before Zoey’s and Joel’s chatter and the gentle hum of the car lulled me to sleep. I’d like to say that I woke up and stayed awake, but the truth is that I fell asleep at least three times until the gentle shake of a hand on my shoulder finally made me aware that the car had stopped.

      “Wha? Where are we?” I looked around. Zoey’s car was sitting with the engine off in a parking lot. We were surrounded by forest that looked as though it had gone untouched by a chainsaw or an ax for at least fifty years. It had a rich, lush undergrowth that was thick and… slightly foreboding.

      To the right of the parking lot was a small-ish building made of aged, dark stacked logs. It was tall for its size and sat next to a wide stream. The old mill, no doubt.

      In front of us was a large herd of white and gray geese waddling past. Most were tall enough that their heads would reach halfway up my thigh. At the far edge of the crowd, two geese were squabbling over something on the ground. And next to them was a bright blue Ford Fiesta.

      We’d found Morgan’s car.

      I leaned forward in my seat. “What have they got?” I asked, doing my best to see through the slow moving sea of white and gray.

      Joel got out of the car first, and several of the geese nearest us stretched their necks out before them, hissing and honking. They didn’t like the intrusion.

      Deciding I’d climb on top of Zoey’s car if I needed to make a fast escape from getting wing flogged, I got out and Zoey got out as well. I still couldn’t see what now had three of the big birds fussing with each other.

      “We’re going to have to go through them,” Joel said.

      “We could wait ’til they pass,” Zoey said.

      One of the birds managed to get control of whatever they were fighting over and hurried off a full three feet with his treasure before one of the other geese knocked it out of their beak. Waiting until the crowd of geese passed didn’t seem to be an option. If the fussing geese had something important to the case, the evidence could end up getting lost.

      “We’ve got to go in,” I said, moving forward. My step faltered when three geese hissed and then two charged, but Joel clapped his hands and yelled as he walked forward. The geese glared at him with coal black beady eyes, honked and hissed, but sidestepped away from Joel’s advancing steps.

      Zoey and I followed in his wake as the geese parted like an ocean of white and gray.

      “Hey!” I screeched and did a fast high-step when I felt the nip of one of the birds on the back of my calf.

      Joel did a fast lunge toward the squabbling geese, and they scattered, leaving their treasure behind.

      Zoey, Joel and I all stopped, stood and stared. The geese’s object of longing was a man’s shoe. Its leather was badly scuffed.

      “Is that Morgan’s shoe?” I asked Joel. “Is that what he was wearing when you two had your fight?”

      “I don’t know,” Joel said. “I don’t remember. Could have been. That’s not a huge shoe, and he wasn’t a huge guy…”

      “Do we touch it to pick it up?” Zoey asked.

      That was a good question. If we touched it, we’d be contaminating the evidence. But even if we didn’t touch it, the geese had gone to town on it. Even now, the three geese that’d been fighting over it stood at a slight distance, wanting to reclaim their treasure.

      I glanced around us, trying to spot something that we could use to weight the shoe down with or maybe even a bucket that we could use to cover it. “What are all these marks?” I asked, pointing a finger at one of them. I barely saw it beyond the shuffling feet of the geese marching over. “Oh, there’s another one.” I pointed a few feet to the right. The mark looked like a scuff mark or a skid mark across the pavement. It was brown, several inches wide, and a foot and a half long.

      “There’s more over here,” Zoey said.

      Next to us, Joel turned around in place. “There’s more over there… and there too.” He pointed them out in every direction he turned.

      As a realization came to me, my chest tightened, my stomach turned upside down, and my feet froze in place. “We’ve got to get out of here,” I said, my voice thin and shaky.

      “What’s wrong?” Joel asked, his voice full of concern.

      “This…” I said, jabbing a frantic finger at the ground. “This is the crime scene. We’re standing in it!” I remembered Brad’s words. Morgan’s hand had been crushed with a blunt force. His body, when they’d found the rest of him, had been in tatters. They’d suspected he’d been dragged, and we were standing right in the middle of where that had taken place. The rows and rows of brown skid marks… they were Morgan’s blood!
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      It was fifteen ’til six when I made it back to the café, and I sprinted from Zoey’s car through the back door into the kitchen. I’d gotten five texts from Sam that the dinner crowd had started coming in, and people had been getting upset that he only had cupcakes and muffins to offer them. I’d told him to offer them at seventy-five percent off, and to let the customers know that dinner service would begin by seven.

      I barely had enough time to make it happen.

      “Is there anything we can do to help?” Zoey asked as she and Joel appeared in the kitchen’s back door.

      I was tying on an apron, mind racing as my mouth answered all on its own. “No, that’s okay. I’ve got this.”

      Idiot! I berated myself. Of course I needed help.

      “Are you sure?” Joel asked.

      “Yep, yep,” I said, unable to regain control of the gaping hole in my face. “It’s all good. I set things up early this morning so that all I’d have to do is throw things in the oven. You two go on into the café. Take a load off. I’ll send some coffee and muffins out.”

      I sounded so calm, but my heart was racing like a rabbit’s.

      I waved farewell to Zoey and Joel as they headed out into the café, and then I started my frantic prep. I referenced the instructions I’d left for myself that morning on a napkin. Then I turned on both ovens, one for the already tinfoil-wrapped potatoes, and one for baking the feta and herb stuffed bacon-wrapped chicken breasts.

      I then let Sam know that he could start taking dinner orders but to let people know that the wait would be about an hour. The baked potatoes would take at least that long.

      Sam came back a few minutes later. “I’ve got one dinner order.”

      “Just one?” I had prepped for thirty-five dinners.

      Sam’s young face contorted into a grimace. “Sorry. Three customers walked out when they heard it was going to be another hour.”

      Panic filled me. There would be so much loss of goods, and I’d be in the red for Sam’s pay—which I had raised to offset the low offering of tips provided by such a small customer base.

      You can offer everything for lunch tomorrow, I told myself and felt the panic abate.

      “Thanks, Sam,” I said, giving him a sure and confident smile, one that was totally and completely fake.

      He left, and I felt like the room was spinning. My breathing was shallow and fast, but I felt like I couldn’t get any air.

      I leaned over and put my hands on my knees. “One thing. Just do one thing,” I told myself.

      One of the ovens dinged. It was up to temperature. I got the industrial-sized tray of potatoes and slid it in, then set the timer.

      “Done.” I told myself. “Now another thing.”

      The room was settling, and my head was no longer feeling like it was ready to float away.

      Over and over again, I did one thing at a time. I seared one of the bacon-wrapped chicken breasts on each side before sliding the whole pan into the other oven to finish cooking. I tossed a claw-sized handful of green beans mixed with mushrooms into a pan, added butter and the other seasoning I’d listed on the napkin, and let it cook.

      The potatoes finished.

      The chicken finished.

      The green beans finished.

      I put them all together on a plate. I put butter, cheese and sour cream in little ramekins on the side for the potato, and I texted Sam to come get it.

      It went out the door, and I sat down on a stool and rested my head against the cool, solid wall in the corner. At the old mill where Morgan had been dragged to his death, Zoey, Joel and I had sat in Zoey’s car for twenty minutes, waiting for the police to arrive. We’d been questioned for fifteen minutes and chewed out for thirty by the case’s lead investigator, Detective Gregson.

      Brad had thankfully not been among those called to the scene.

      Sam reappeared in the kitchen doorway. His eyes were large and bright and his toothy smile was practically from ear to ear. “I’ve got eleven more orders.”

      I sat up straight. “Eleven?”

      “Yeah! Agatha’s knitting group is in the back corner. When I ran the plate, they called me over and asked what you’d made. They said that it smelled so good that they all wanted to order dinner as well.”

      “No!” I couldn’t believe my ears. Agatha’s knitters didn’t put down their knitting for anything, but they’d have to if they wanted to eat their dinner. This was a huge compliment!

      “Yes! And then on the way back to the kitchen, four more people walked in. They said that it smelled great, wanted to know what was for dinner, and they all ordered before I even sat them.”

      My smile was growing as big as Sam’s. This had a chance of turning into a profitable dinner service after all. “I’ll add two more dinners to the list,” I told Sam. “For Joel and Zoey, on the house.”

      “No need,” he said. “They’ve already ordered, and they pre-paid.”

      It was a struggle not to tear up. They knew that I’d want to feed them. We’d been through so much together tonight, and I knew that they were out there waiting on me to join them so that we could talk over the night’s events. Yet there they were, taking care of me.

      I had good friends, I realized. Really good friends.

      I started cooking, and Sam headed back out to the café floor. Three more orders came in, then five, then two, then two more. By the time the dinner rush was done, only four chicken breasts remained and I’d almost run out of green beans and mushrooms. As for the potatoes, I’d made extra, and I’d have some to work with tomorrow. I’d turn them into something.

      I made two more dinners. One for me and one for Sam. Sam chose to eat his in the kitchen, and I carried my dinner out to the dining room to find Joel and Zoey. They’d been waiting on me for two and a half hours. When I spotted them, they were sitting in the cozy corner with Agatha’s knitting group. But there were a lot more people than what was usual for Agatha’s knitting group. The cozy corner had so many people in it that it almost looked crowded.

      I popped back into the kitchen and loaded up a platter of muffins and cupcakes to take out to the group. I’d seen more than one empty dinner plate among them, and I didn’t want to show up with my dinner without something to offer to everyone else.

      “Oh, how delightful,” Agatha exclaimed when I laid the heavy, food-laden tray down on a nearby coffee table. Sage was curled up inside of Agatha’s satchel of yarn, sleeping. It was such a nice thing for Agatha to let her do, and it endeared the octogenarian to me even more.

      I placed a stack of saucers and a wad of forks on napkins on the coffee table that sat in the center of the group.

      “Honey, you eat!” Nancy encouraged. “You look dead on your feet.” Nancy was in her late sixties and had to be close to six feet tall. Her legs were long and slender, she had neck-length light brown hair, a long neck, a long face, and a long nose. She was one of the knitting group’s regulars, and was always pleasant to be around.

      Zoey was sitting in one of the deep cushioned armchairs on the far side. She’d kicked off her shoes and had her legs tucked up under her to the side.

      Joel sat in a wingback chair, looking comfortable and at home. He had one long leg crossed over his other knee, and his head was resting against the chair’s tall back. I realized that it was probably one of the few chairs with a back tall enough for him to be able to rest his head. Knowing that my café had a chair that fit him gave me the warm fuzzies.

      But there were several other people, too—all of them women of an older generation—tucked in amongst Agatha’s regular knitters. They were people I’d never met before, yet it seemed that their eyes were eagerly, and possibly even expectantly, on me.

      “We were just talking about Morgan,” Joel said.

      Some of my warm fuzzies left me as I glanced around at the group. I was concerned about the effects of such a gruesome topic on the ladies. If they were uncomfortable with the subject matter, they’d associate that feeling with being here. If that happened, they might not come back and I’d lose customers. But to my relief, instead of looking uncomfortable, they looked profoundly interested.

      Agatha’s gentle ladies were as morbidly curious as the rest of us! I should have known, of course, given how many times I’d sat in this very spot talking with Agatha’s knitting group  regulars about other people who had died by somebody else’s hand, but none of those deaths had been quite so messy.

      “Morgan was a pocketbook Romeo,” Prudence said. There was a touch of pride in her voice as she made the announcement, and I wondered if it had been her who had coined the phrase.

      “Pocketbook Romeo?” I said as a way to ask what she meant.

      “Mmhmm, he liked the ladies,” Agatha said. “Older ladies…”

      “Ohhhh…” My memory flashed to Morgan leaning close to Agatha at the grill counter. He’d been a man in his late twenties, but didn’t hesitate to invade her space. She’d gotten him out by dumping my failed attempt at making aglio e olio in his lap.

      “It was when I saw him take my neighbor, Felicity Jameson, out on a date that I became suspicious. I’d already known that he’d taken Belinda Jackson”—she nodded at one of the ladies sitting near—“out on a date. When he’d asked Belinda out, I’d thought, ‘Good for you!’ Every woman could do with the affections of a younger man now and then.” She winked at Belinda. “But then I saw him take Felicity out on a date as well. Now Felicity is a lovely lady, but him dating two different women so much older than him and within such a short period of time of each other… well, I knew he was up to something. And then I heard about Calista Jones, too! It was just too much.”

      Agatha’s recounting of events had me hanging on every word. Zoey, Joel and I had been so absorbed in the idea that someone had wanted to get even with Morgan for being a snitch or a blackmailer. That there was now a third possible motive for his murder was blowing my mind. “So he was taking older women out on dates and… I don’t know, getting them to buy him things?” I wasn’t sure how a Pocketbook Romeo worked. Was it the same as a younger woman finding a “sugar daddy” to pay for all of her living expenses?

      I turned my attention to Belinda, whom Agatha said had gone out on a date with Morgan. I guessed her to be in her mid-sixties. She was tall with long legs and a slender figure. She looked as though she might have been a very athletic woman in her day. I could imagine her on a basketball court or even as a track and field runner.

      “Did he ask you to buy him anything?” I asked.

      “Oh, no. Not at all. In fact, he paid for dinner. He was the perfect gentleman.” She didn’t seem to be shy or wilting about answering, but there was a bit of extra pink in her cheeks. I was sure that she would rather not be the center of attention in this particular line of questioning. Yet there were things that we needed to know. We needed to understand more about Morgan’s life in order to have a better understanding of his death.

      I frowned and looked back at Agatha. “I don’t understand. Where does the pocketbook of his pocketbook Romeo act come in?”

      Agatha’s gaze went from me to Belinda, and I took her cue that I needed to return my attention to her.

      Belinda’s clasped hands parted as she offered a further explanation of events. “We talked a lot during dinner. He shared so much about himself, things that were very intimate. Things that gave him a sense of… vulnerability. I… well, I shared too. He put me at such ease. I felt I could share with him. I… well, I guess I even felt it would be rude if I didn’t share with him.”

      Morgan was very smooth. He was practiced. It sounded as though he’d known exactly how to present himself so that he could gain the upper hand over Belinda, and I was sure that I was going to be hearing the word “blackmail” very soon. I wondered if Belinda would be willing to expose to us whatever private little tidbit she’d shared with Morgan that had given him leverage over her.

      “The evening was very nice,” Belinda continued. “I was a little hurt when I never heard from him again.”

      Oh… I had not seen that coming.

      “He didn’t ask you for money? Didn’t want you to buy him anything?”

      “He paid for dinner and left a nice tip. I never once got the impression that he was hoping I’d spend money on him.” She looked at her fingers, then, before meeting my gaze again. Something about what she was going to say made her feel uncomfortable, but she went on to say it anyway. “You see, I’ve done well enough for myself, but that’s because I have a pension. I don’t have any great savings or anything. I don’t have much money. I have a monthly income that covers my expenses, but there’s not a whole lot left over after my expenses.”

      The lightbulb finally flickered on in my head. “So he asked you out on a date and got personal information out of you about your finances. Then after he learned that there wasn’t any money to be had out of the relationship, he shifted his interest to someone else.”

      Belinda’s lips thinned a little, but she didn’t flinch away from my recounting of what she had said. “Yes, that is what we think happened.”

      But Agatha had mentioned a pattern. I wasn’t convinced yet. I was listening to Belinda’s story, but the reason why Morgan never asked her out again was purely speculation. It was always possible that Morgan hadn’t found her companionship to be something he wanted to make a more frequent part of his life. It might not have been about the money at all.

      “Do you mind me asking how you met Morgan?” I asked.

      “My podiatrist recommended a certain kind of shoe, and Morgan worked at the only store around that carried it.”

      “Sole Support,” Agatha said. “I do believe they specialize in shoes for an older clientele.”

      I was again in a situation of trying to work through a series of mental gymnastics. I knew that what Agatha was saying about Sole Support was very important, but I hadn’t put it all together yet. “Do you think that Morgan got the job there specifically because it catered to older people?”

      Agatha looked at Belinda again, and so did I. Belinda shrugged her shoulders.

      “It’s possible,” Belinda said.

      Agatha laid her knitting needles to rest in her lap. “You said that he shared a lot with you about his life.”

      “He did. He was very open. Of course, the more he shared, the more I shared…” She looked chagrined. “It never once occurred to me that he might be priming the well to get information out of me.”

      “What did he tell you about his life?” I asked.

      “Hmmm,” Belinda said as her gaze shifted out over the rest of the café. She seemed to be collecting her thoughts. Then she refocused on the group. “He was raised by his mother. He was an only child, and she was a single mother. He didn’t get the chance to see her much because she worked two jobs for as far back as he could remember, and when he did see her, she tended to talk to him like an adult. He said that he supposed that was why he tended to prefer the company of older women.”

      I felt bad for Belinda in that moment. Morgan had purposely said things to build hope in Belinda that his interest in her could be more than casual. Even now, with Morgan exposed as the kind of person you wouldn’t want to know, I saw a brightness in her eyes and heard a wistful excitement in her voice as she spoke about him.

      “Morgan’s mother died soon after he graduated college,” Belinda said. “She’d been his only family, and at just twenty-three years old, he found himself all alone in the world.” She shook her head as if pondering the gravity of it. “After that, he worked for a hearing aid company. He’d been one of their best salesmen.”

      A hearing aid company… That was the type of business that would definitely cater to an older clientele.

      “When the company opened a brand new store in Lexington, the company offered him the chance to move down from Indiana to lead the sales team at the new store. That’s how he ended up in Kentucky. But after he got down here, the whole company went bankrupt. But he liked Kentucky and the people, so he decided to stay.”

      “How did he end up in Camden Falls?” I asked. Lexington wasn’t an overly large city, not like Chicago or New York, but it was much, much bigger than the sleepy little tourist town of Camden Falls.

      Belinda shrugged again. “He said he didn’t like the traffic in Lexington, that he preferred small town life.”

      “The traffic in Lexington can get awful,” Prudence said. “I won’t go anywhere near Lexington around the holidays. All the shoppers just swarm there.”

      “That’s just what I thought,” Belinda said. “It made perfect sense to me that he’d want to move here.”

      But I wondered why Morgan had chosen to go from specializing in hearing aids to working in a specialty shoe store.

      “Was Morgan a manager at the shoe store?” I asked Belinda.

      “No, I don’t think so. At least that’s not the impression I got. He waited on me like any sales clerk would. In fact, I don’t even think that he liked his manager.”

      “How come?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Belinda said. “He never said anything against the man. I didn’t see anything unprofessional happen while I was in the store, but the store didn’t feel like a happy place. It was all very, I don’t know… sterile. It felt a bit like a starched shirt.”

      “Do you know how long Morgan had been in Camden Falls?” I asked.

      “Hmmm, let’s see. I’m not sure he specifically said, but from the way he talked, I got the impression that it had been somewhere between six months and a year. He was still making friends and getting connected with people. He said that was one of the reasons he asked me out to dinner.” She looked pleased, but then her face fell as if suddenly remembering that he was now dead. Not only dead but murdered by somebody who presumably didn’t like him very much. “Well anyway,” she said, “I knew that something was up after Danielle Stokes called me up all excited. She’d been asked out by this handsome, much younger man…” Her fallen expression turned into a scowl. “It didn’t take much for me to put it together that Morgan had moved on from me to ask another older lady out.”

      “How old is Danielle?” I asked.

      “Sixty-nine.”

      “Does, um, she wear shoes from Sole Support?” I asked.

      “Yes, she does.” Belinda’s lips had thinned and she looked unimpressed. I guessed that it wasn’t fun to find out that the person you thought considered you special or unique hadn’t felt that way at all. I should know. Dan had taken me for granted in so many ways, ways I hadn’t realized until I’d pushed him out of my life.

      Nancy’s knitting needles clicked and clacked without missing a beat. “Me and George went to the Bird’s Nest for our anniversary, and I saw Edith Green there with Morgan. Of course, I didn’t know it was Morgan with her at the time. I’d thought she was out with some nephew I’d never met. I never dreamed she was out on a date with him.” She frowned. “But come to think of it, there were a lot of smiles between them and Edith was laughing like a school girl.” Her knitting needles stopped, and her eyes went wide. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it before! They were flirting with each other.”

      “How old is Edith?” I asked.

      “I never asked her, but I think she’s in her late fifties to sixties.”

      Sounded like Edith Green was younger than the other women Morgan had asked out, but there was still a significant age gap between him and her. And Mrs. Green was of retirement age like the other women. That meant there was a chance that Mrs. Green had retirement savings to live off of.

      “The Bird’s Nest?” Belinda said. “I would have liked to go there.”

      “Is it a nice restaurant?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes. Well, at least that’s what I’ve heard. It’s a little rich for my blood. I’ve heard you can’t get out of there for less than fifty dollars a plate.”

      Oh! I turned my attention back to Nancy. “Did you happen to notice who picked up the tab?”

      Nancy tsked. “Noooo, I’m sorry. We left before they did.”

      Agatha’s needles were hard at work again. “I’m not sure, but I think that he took Felicity to the Bird’s Nest, too.”

      Belinda threw up her hand, exasperated. “Well, now I just feel left out. My dinner cost less than sixteen dollars at the Roadhouse. If he was wanting to swindle me, the least he could have done was take me someplace fancier.”

      I smiled, glad to see that Belinda was keeping her good humor about Morgan testing out whether or not he wanted to try to take advantage of her.

      “Kylie, I want to know once and for all what Morgan’s game was,” she said. “Do you do deliveries? I want to order a dozen of your delicious cupcakes to be delivered to Mrs. Jameson. It’ll give you a chance to grill her on what went on between her and Morgan. And if you don’t find out what you need to know from her, I’ll do the same for Edith Green and Danielle Stokes.”

      “Uh, sure, yeah, I can do that,” I said. I’d never made deliveries before, but there was always a first time.

      “Didn’t take me to the Bird’s Nest…” Belinda continued to fume. She leaned over and talked to the floor. “I hope you’re nice and toasty down there, Morgan.” Then she turned her attention on me. “And sweetheart, dinner was delicious, but next time add a sauce for the chicken. It got a little dry.”

      I gulped. “Yes, ma’am.”

      I hoped that I’d be able to get to the bottom of what Morgan was up to. Ms. Belinda Jackson was not a woman I wanted to disappoint!
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      “What should we do next?” I asked as Joel, Zoey and I huddled together near the grill bar. Agatha’s knitting group, including Belinda, had left.

      It was late, and I was so tired that I felt shaky. Sam still had good energy, though, and he was doing a great job of taking care of any straggling customers. And I’d gotten no fewer than five texts and three phone calls from Dan. I’d ignored them all even though his last text said that he needed help. I felt a niggle of guilt, but I boxed it away, locked it, and shoved it into the same corner of my brain that contained such details as where I’d left my orthodontic retainers when I was fourteen.

      I didn’t have the energy for Dan. Not now. Not ever again.

      I didn’t even have the energy to cook anything else for the rest of the night. Instead I’d put “loaded baked potato” up on the board with instruction for Sam to add cheese and bacon to one of the already baked potatoes if someone wanted more than pastries to eat. I didn’t have it in me to provide more than that. I knew that not offering a proper dinner for the late diners equaled a loss of revenue for the café, but it was the best that I could do.

      “The shoe store where Morgan worked probably has in-store surveillance equipment. I could tap into it,” Zoey said. “But any video that I’m able to access will take hours to comb through.”

      “I could come over,” I offered. “We could make a girls’ night of it.” It was late and I was exhausted, but time with Zoey always seemed to have an energizing effect. I was sure that watching people get murdered and almost getting murdered ourselves had nothing to do with it.

      Zoey looked me over from head to toe. “You’ll fall asleep.”

      “No, no…” I said as I covered my mouth and yawned. “Really, I’m fine.” I was so not fine, but I wanted to have a day where I did more than run myself ragged taking care of the café only to go to bed and then get up and do the exact same thing the next day.

      I had spent a lot of time with Zoey and Joel today, and it had been great, but it had not been relaxing. Falling asleep as we drove out into the middle of nowhere to discover that we’d walked into the center of an active crime scene didn’t rank very high on my fun-o-meter. But spending time with Zoey, relaxing over a glass of wine and getting to talk about how insanely handsome Joel was… well, that was a night I could stay up late for.

      The café’s door chimed. As one, Joel, Zoey and I turned to see who it was. In walked Brad, and he wasn’t smiling. Not at all. Not even his painted on uniform could distract me from the outrage that was written all over his face.

      “I heard what you guys did,” he growled as he reached us. “And you,” he pointed at me, “what do you think you’re doing running around with him?” He pointed at Joel.

      “Excuse me?” Cute or not, a representative of the law or not, Brad had just crossed a very thorn-covered and dangerous line. His pushiness had just gone from cute and endearing to excessive and unwelcome. If he didn’t play his cards right, it wasn’t going to be just his attitude that was unwelcome in my café.

      “Kylie,” he said as everything about him softened, “how many times does somebody gotta almost kill you before you start leaving this stuff alone? Leave it to me. A professional.” He smiled, self-deprecatingly. “Let me be the one who gets shot at. It’s what they pay me the big bucks for.”

      He glanced at Joel and the good humor that had replaced his outrage was instantly replaced by outright anger. He looked as though he wanted to invite Joel to go out back with him so they could have a conversation with their fists. To Joel’s credit, he was the picture of affable and laid back. He had his hands tucked into the back pockets of his jeans, leaving him completely vulnerable to attack by Brad. He wasn’t interested in a fight, but his slow smile and twinkling eyes said he had no regrets about involving me in yet another murder mystery.

      “Kylie,” Brad said, pulling my attention back to him. “This stuff, it’s not a joke. People get hurt. People get killed. Good people. People who don’t have it coming. People like you, Kylie. I’ve had nightmares of being called into a crime scene only to find your dead face staring back at me.”

      He’s had dreams about me… He’s terrified of losing me…

      Every ounce of resentment I’d felt with Brad and his over-the-top bossy attitude drained away. Instead, I wanted to throw my arms around his neck and tell him everything was okay.

      “I want to call in my raincheck for a date,” he said. “Tonight.”

      Oh! “I can’t,” I said, the words rushing out of my mouth before I’d had a chance to think about them. “I’ve got plans with Zoey.”

      “No she doesn’t,” Zoey said. “Not a one. Zilch. Zip. Her evening’s wide open.”

      This time it was Joel shooting the dirty looks, and he was directing them right at Zoey. She was impervious, though. He could have tried to stare her down all day. It wouldn’t have done a bit of good.

      “Let me make you dinner,” Brad said.

      “I already ate.” I really, really had to get control of my mouth! Why did the truth keep tumbling out with Brad when I was so deft at lying all the rest of the time?

      “You had dinner?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Did you have lunch?”

      “Uh…” I had to think. Had I had lunch? Nothing came to mind. My body took over its truth-telling escapades and my head shook itself no.

      “There, see. It wasn’t dinner you had, it was lunch. And that means I get to make you dinner. What do ya say?”

      Zoey had been right. I would have fallen asleep at her place. I was exhausted. Yet I couldn’t bring myself to tell Brad no. I didn’t want to.

      “I’d love that,” I finally said, and was surprised by how much I meant it.
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      An hour and a half had passed by the time Brad’s knock sounded at my apartment door. Since leaving each other’s company in the café below I had taken a quick power nap, showered, dusted on some make-up, and had dried my hair with a brush in front of an open and hot oven.

      I really needed to do something about buying myself a few personal items. I was still using my once-pretty red princess coat as a bed cover, even after it had been set on fire. It was all I had…

      And sometimes all you have is enough, I reminded myself, as I smoothed my hands over my high-waisted, sleeveless emerald green dress.

      The only thing I’d walked away from my marriage with was a suitcase of beautiful clothes, clothes I hadn’t gotten the chance to wear while working in the café.

      This particular dress was one of my favorites. It was flattering without being overly ostentatious. With the right pair of shoes and jewelry, it was at home at a cocktail party, a boardroom, or spending the evening at a neighbor’s backyard barbecue. I’d done them all, and I’d done them in this dress.

      But going out on a date—or in, rather—that was a first. I had not dated in over eleven years. I was more nervous than that first morning I’d walked downstairs into the café to run it without having a clue as to how. But I got through that, and I knew that I’d get through this as well.

      Brad’s knuckles sounded again, and this time I opened the door. That’s when my mind went blank. I didn’t know what I’d expected. I’d always seen Brad in his tight, crisp uniform. I’d never even imagined him in anything else.

      “Wow, I underdressed,” Brad said. He was wearing faded denim jeans that had molded themselves into a perfect fit through what had to have been countless wears. His shirt was a simple, long-sleeve blue button-up with the sleeves rolled up, exposing muscular forearms.

      Every little flex and movement he made shifted the landscape of his arm. It was mesmerizing. And okay, I had to admit, it was beautiful.

      “No, you’re perfect,” I said. Then I realized what I’d said, and my cheeks heated in what I knew had to be a deep red blush.

      “You’re pretty perfect too,” Brad chuckled as he leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek. The paper bag he cradled in his arm crinkled. I could see the stem of a bottle of wine peeking out and other produce I couldn’t yet name.

      “What’s for dinner?” I asked, stepping out of his way to allow him to enter.

      I closed the door behind him and followed him to the kitchen. He knew his way around just fine. There was no telling how many times he’d been in the apartment prior to me moving in. I was a little fuzzy on the nature of his and my cousin Sarah’s relationship, but I knew he had a key to what had been her apartment, so they’d definitely been close.

      “Fresh pasta, shrimp linguini,” Brad said. He set the bag down on the kitchen’s huge center island and started plucking out the contents. “Grab a seat on the counter over there. Take a load off. Let me show you how it’s done.” He winked.

      A shock of worry flashed through me as I wondered if I would have the pots and pans he would need, but then he pulled a big frying pan out of the bag as well. I guessed that it had been standing up on its side to fit in with all the rest.

      Doing as he’d suggested, I went to the counter facing him where he was working at the center island and tried to hop up. If it had just been me there, I would have hiked a leg up and rolled my way onto the counter. But I wasn’t alone, and I was in a dress.

      “Let me help you with that,” Brad said, suddenly near enough for his warm breath to tickle my neck. He turned me around, and then his strong hands were on my waist. “Alley-oop,” he said.

      Alley-oop wasn’t a term I’d heard before, but I took its meaning from his body language and jumped. A little hop was all it took to find myself sitting on the counter. Brad’s strong arms had done most the work, and I missed his touch when he stepped away and returned to his position as my personal chef for the evening.

      He went back to unpacking the grocery bag as I did my best to recover my senses. But then I frowned. “Something’s wrong with your shrimp,” I said. They were gray and looked a little sickly.

      Brad laughed. “They’re raw. They’ll pink up when I cook them.”

      Embarrassment, yet again, at how much I didn’t know about cooking in the face of everybody else’s seemingly effortless expertise.

      “How did I not know that?”

      “Okay, so you didn’t know that, but I bet you know something else in its place. Somethin’ I don’t know.”

      I thought a moment. “Hmmm, I guess so. I do know an awful lot about heating and cooling systems.” I kicked my purple pumps off and let them fall to the floor before crossing my legs at the ankle.

      “That was the business you and your ex ran, right?”

      I cringed, hating that the topic of my ex-husband had come up on my first date with Brad.

      “Oh, sorry…” Brad said, seeming to have picked up on my discomfort.

      “It’s okay. I mean, it’s okay with me if it’s okay with you. I’d just always heard that talking about one’s ex was a big faux pas on a first date.”

      Brad’s expression went a little blank, and I realized that just like he’d done, I’d probably used a term he wasn’t familiar with.

      “Well I don’t know what a big fox’s pa’s got to do with it, but it’s fine by me if you don’t want to talk about him. Just seems that he’s trying to inch his way back into your life—”

      I guffawed and snort-laughed both at the same time, stopping Brad cold. “No! That’s ridiculous. I’m nothing but a smudge on his rearview mirror. He is sooo done with me. The man falsified my arrest record, for Pete’s sake.”

      “Yeah, you oughta have Zoey do something about that.” Then he made a face. “Naw, scratch that. The chief’s done seen your record. You’re on his radar. It suddenly clears up and he’ll want to know what’s what.”

      I stared at Brad in shock and dismay. He wasn’t missing a beat as he went about fixing our dinner, but I couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of his mouth.

      “Wait a minute,” I laughed. “Did you just recommend that Zoey commit a… a… I don’t know. What is it? A felony?”

      Brad grinned. “You don’t see a uniform, do ya?”

      “So wait a minute, when you’re in uniform Zoey is like suspect number one for you. But out of uniform…?”

      “Hey, Zoey’s a real cool girl. I like her. She’s got a lot of moxie, and she helps make sure you’re okay. So, that makes her okay in my book.”

      My mouth was literally hanging open. “You did not just say those words! You tried to forbid me from spending time with her!”

      Brad laughed and put up his hands. “Can’t blame a guy for tryin’.” He refocused on the food prep. “Naw, but seriously. Can you blame me? She almost got you killed.”

      “No, no.” I wagged my finger in the air. “You cannot blame her for the actions of someone else. She is not responsible for the bad decisions of others.”

      “Don’t matter,” he said with a dismissive shoulder shrug as he tossed the shrimp into the now hot skillet. There was an instant sizzle followed almost as instantly by a very heavenly aroma. “Danger is where danger is. Good intentions. Bad intentions. That don’t matter if the end is the same.”

      “You don’t really believe that do you?”

      Brad finished flipping the shrimp over. “Do you know how many times I’ve held my breath when getting a call over the radio that a woman has been injured or killed in an altercation? You wanna know how many nightmares I’ve had with your very pale, very waxy face looking back at me? No. I won’t apologize for nothin’. You spendin’ time with Zoey, she’s the wrong sort.”

      I let the silence linger between us for a few minutes before speaking again. “If what you’re saying is true, then it’s not Zoey who’s the wrong sort, it’s me. Like you said, good intentions—bad intentions. All the same. I got her involved in solving the murder I was accused of. That put her in danger. I did that. Now there’s Morgan’s murder. I’m not sure she was going to get involved, I mean really involved… boots on the ground involved, if I hadn’t.”

      “I knew it! I knew it,” Brad said, shaking his tongs at me. “You’ve gotten involved again. And you know what that means?”

      I shook my head no, and Brad seemed to deflate.

      “It means more nightmares for me.” He shook his head as he went back to preparing dinner. Soon he was building the sauce and then adding the fresh linguini noodles, bought from the store. “I said I’d never get involved with another cop. Said I’d never do it.”

      “But I’m not a cop.” My voice sounded small.

      “No, you’re not a cop. You’re worse,” Brad said. “A cop is trained on how to handle themselves. They’ve got skills. The only skill you’ve got is getting lucky. Really lucky… Where are your plates?”

      “It’s done already? That was fast!”

      “Am I giving you ideas about a new dinner option?” he asked with a wink.

      “Maybe,” I said, smiling. I hopped down from the counter and retrieved a pair of plates and forks. I’d swiped them from the café.

      Brad loaded up both plates, then carried one in his hand and the other balanced on his forearm as he took my hand in his. He led me out to the apartment’s front room, the one that overlooked Main Street. It didn’t have an overhead light and I didn’t have any lamps, but moonlight and streetlight spilled into the room through its enormous windows.

      It was lovely and romantic. It was perfect.

      Brad put the plates on the floor. “You sit. I’ll be right back.”

      He disappeared and then reappeared a minute later with two glasses. “Wine,” he said, handing one of the tumbler-style glasses to me. Then he sat down on the floor next to me, shoulder to shoulder.

      I lifted my glass to him, and he clinked his cup with mine. “Salute,” I said.

      “Cheers,” he said.

      I took a sip of the wine, and then took a bite of the pasta. “Oh my gosh!” I didn’t even bother to swallow first. The food in my mouth was simply too delicious to not say something about.

      “You like?” Brad asked, a chuckle in his voice.

      “I love! You have to teach me how to make it. Was it really as simple as it looked?”

      “Every bit.”

      We ate in amiable silence, and I found myself glad that Brad had wanted to make me dinner. I hadn’t realized how famished I was until I started eating, despite the dinner I’d made for myself a few hours earlier.

      “Brad,” I finally said when my belly was full and the comfortable silence had shifted into a silence ready to be filled, “I’m sorry about the nightmares.”

      He put his plate to the side. “You’re gonna keep investigating murders, aren’t you?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope not. I hope there aren’t any more murders to be investigated.”

      “But if there is one, and it’s attached to you at all, you’re gonna snoop ’til you get it figured out, aren’t ya.”

      It hadn’t been a question, we both understood that, but I answered anyway.

      “Probably.” Silence returned, and I was sure that Brad was thinking up a way to tell me that he couldn’t have anything to do with me anymore.

      “Well then, there’s something I gotta do,” he said.

      “What?” My heart was sinking, heavy and fast. I didn’t want to hear what he had to say next.

      Brad got up, then reached down with helping hands to get me to my feet as well. “I gotta teach you how to defend yourself.”

      “What? Really?” I hoped he couldn’t see the way my eyes teared up. The room was only lit by the outside light after all.

      I threw my arms around his neck.

      “Hey.” Brad laughed. “Whatcha think I was gonna say?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I said, pulling away so that I could look up into his face.

      Brad reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out his phone. He did a couple of taps and then the soft sound of rhythmic music followed. “First things first,” he said, lying the phone down before standing and pulling me into his arms. “We salsa.”

      “Salsa?” I couldn’t believe my ears.

      “Hey, you gotta learn good footwork somewhere.” He pulled me tight against him, and then glided me across the wide, open floor in a series of turns before bending me backward in a low dip. When we were upright again, he brushed a hair away from my cheek. “What do you think of your first defense lesson?”

      Breathless and staring up into his eyes, I said, “I want more.”
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      A mosquito kept dive-bombing my head. It was so loud, so annoying, that I wanted to swat it away, but it felt as though my hands and forearms were encased in putty. It made them heavy and clumsy. I couldn’t lift them to swat the annoying creature away.

      Another sound crawled its way into my head. A jackhammer, but one that was pleasing and nice, that is until wet sandpaper scraped its way up my cheek.

      I jerked awake. The room was dark and my head was pounding with the ferocity of a hangover. But I didn’t have a hangover. Brad and I had only had one glass of wine each last night. No, this headache was brought on by plain old exhaustion.

      I rubbed at my eyes, and Sage head-butted my hand, purring loudly with obvious satisfaction that I was finally awake.

      “Hi, sweetie,” I said, scratching her temple.

      I blinked blurry eyes at my cell phone. Its morning alarm was still going off. I leaned forward to see it better. “Six-thirty!” I’d overslept! Brad hadn’t stayed very long, but our late-evening date had taken precious time away from my already scant slumber hours.

      Rolling myself off my floor mattress, I stumbled my way to the bathroom. I showered, dressed, and got myself downstairs in under fifteen minutes. The whole time, my brain churned over what to make, and I’d settled on scrambled eggs made to order. In addition, I’d make crispy potato cakes with pre-cooked maple sausages cut up in them, crispy bacon, and would offer buttered toast with jelly as a side.

      I got to work, and Sage curled up in a corner and went back to sleep.

      I scowled at her. “That is sooo unfair.”

      In response she lifted her head, gave me toothy yawn and stretched her front legs out before her. Then she curled up and went back to sleep again.

      I was so, so tempted to lie down on the floor next to her. My head was swimming with fatigue. But lying down wasn’t an option, not unless I was willing to disrupt my customers’ habits. I had a few morning people who came pretty regularly, people who weren’t even Brad. If I kept my doors closed and they weren’t able to keep to their routine, I’d be training them to go somewhere else for breakfast. That wasn’t the type of training I could afford to give.

      Somehow, amazingly, early morning turned into mid-morning. People ate and some even paid full price. I baked some more orange poppy seed muffins, and this time I got them right. I also baked some chocolate chip cupcakes, which became an instant addition to the Oops Board.

      Some chocolate chips are great, right? Stands to reason that a bunch of chocolate chips would be even better.

      Nope.

      For lunch, I made loaded potato soup. At first it was too soupy, so I added cream, but then the cream turned lumpy. What exactly happened inside that pot was a mystery I’d have to solve another day. The taste was still okay, so I scrawled its name up on the Oops Board, which was surprisingly gaining its own little fan base. Customers would come in just to see if there was something new and awful—and yes, cheap—that they could try.

      “You ready?” Joel asked from behind me. I hadn’t seen him come in.

      When I turned around, I spotted him and only him. He was dressed in a lightweight sweater that emphasized his muscular build rather than covered it.

      “Where’s Zoey?” I asked. The three of us were going to Danielle Stokes’. I was going to deliver the muffins that Ms. Belinda Jackson had ordered as a gift. Joel was going to make up an excuse about writing a story, and Zoey… well, she was going to just be Zoey. Scary and intimidating. Her intense, silent stare made people jabber on and say the most amazing things. She was better than any dose of sodium pentothal.

      “She texted. Said she had some kind of tech emergency and couldn’t make it.”

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and brought its screen to life. Sure enough, there was a message from Zoey, but it didn’t say anything about an emergency. Instead it said, Have fun! ;D.

      Zoey had bowed out so that Joel and I would have time alone together. That made me wonder, was she rooting for Joel to win in my affections over Brad? But if that were true, it wouldn’t explain why she had told Brad last night that my evening was wide open instead of the truth, that I’d already made plans with her.

      It looked like my dear, sweet Zoey was playing both sides of the fence when it came to my love life. I suspected she was having even more fun with it than I was, and I had to admit, I was having a lot of fun.

      “Let me touch bases with Melanie and Sam, then I’ll be ready to go,” I said. I knew that the café would be safe in their care. When I could finally afford more wait staff, I’d promote them to floor managers.

      Half an hour later Joel and I pulled up outside Danielle Stokes’ house. Belinda Jackson had given us the address when she’d ordered the muffins. The drive had been quiet, and I let the gentle hum of the road lull me into a light sleep. Adrenaline spurred me awake as soon as we arrived, though.

      The door of Joel’s old beat-up truck creaked its complaint when I opened it. And when I closed it, I had to do it twice. The first time, I didn’t slam it hard enough so it didn’t shut.

      “Ready?” Joel asked, and I nodded. I followed behind him on the curving red brick path that lead to Mrs. Stokes’ front door. Her home was a lovely, well-kept ranch. The red brick motif continued halfway up the house’s outer walls before shifting into a cream-colored plaster.

      Joel knocked, and I repositioned the muffin platter in my hands so that the prettiest side faced forward. There was dead silence on the other side of the door. I started to think she wasn’t at home, but then the door opened.

      “Yes?” the woman standing in the doorway asked. She was a little taller than me with a dark complexion and high cheekbones. Her figure was trim, and she wore tan slacks and a cream-colored blouse. Her gray hair was pulled back from her face in a severe bun, but it suited her. She looked good, and I could understand a younger man having an interest in her. But knowing what we did about Morgan, I guessed that his true interest had been less flattering than Mrs. Stokes might have liked.

      “Hi,” I said with more enthusiasm than I probably should have. I was overcompensating for my nervousness. “I’m from Sarah’s Eatery. My name is Kylie Berry, and these muffins are for you. Ms. Belinda Jackson ordered them as a gift.” I held the platter out to her.

      “Oh… Oh.” Mrs. Stokes’ expression changed from cautious neutrality to pleasant surprise. “Why, thank you,” she said, taking the platter from me.

      “This is Joel Mullen,” I added hurriedly. I didn’t want her to wrap the conversation up and disappear inside her house before I got to the next stage of our pitch. “He’s with the Camden Falls Herald and is working on an article. He was hoping for the chance to visit.”

      “Good morning, ma’am,” Joel said, giving Mrs. Stokes a smile that made me weak kneed. Thank goodness he’d been looking at Mrs. Stokes when he flashed it.

      Mrs. Stokes giggled. Yes… giggled. Like a school girl. Joel had that effect.

      “Would it be too much of an imposition to come in?” Joel asked. “I’d love to have a sit down with you to get your perspective on some current events.”

      “Is it about that new bypass they’re talking about putting in?” Mrs. Stokes asked. “That is something that our little town just doesn’t need.”

      “No, ma’am. It’s not that, but it is something that I think you’ll be able to help us with more than just about anybody else. Would it be okay if we came in?”

      “Why, I guess that’d be all right. And please, call me Danielle.”

      She stepped aside and widened the door to let us in. The decor of her home was a lot like her fashion: tasteful and understated. Everything seemed to have a place, and was snugly at home in said place.

      “Follow me into the sitting room,” she said after she’d closed the door behind us, and she led us through to a small room with a fireplace and two large bookcases on either side. The room’s dark hardwood floor was covered by a bright area rug. On it was a small couch facing three deep-cushioned chairs. A coffee table stood in the middle.

      Danielle moved to stand next to the chairs, claiming those as hers. That left the couch for Joel and me to share. “Can I get you some tea or coffee?” she asked.

      I started to say no—I didn’t want to impose—but Joel answered first. “That would be great,” he said.

      Danielle disappeared with the muffins, and we sat down on the couch.

      “Accepting her hospitality will help to get her to talk to us a bit longer,” Joel said in a low voice not meant to carry beyond the room we were in.

      Once again I was reminded that Joel was a professional reporter and not just a businessman. There were so many things that I didn’t even know that I didn’t know, and apparently ways to get people to talk when they otherwise had no reason to was one of them.

      Sitting next to him, the top of my head came up to his shoulder, and the breadth of his chest and shoulders took up close to two thirds of the small couch.

      “How was your date last night?” he asked, and I realized that Joel hadn’t only maneuvered Danielle into a situation of talking to him. He’d done the same with me.

      “You’re asking me this now?” I challenged. He could have asked about the date during the ride over.

      “Conversation leads to conversation,” Joel said. “If Danielle comes back to a silent room, that makes getting a conversation started all the more awkward.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed him, but I decided to roll with it anyway. “The date was nice,” I said.

      “Nicer than the date that I’m going to take you on?” he asked, grinning.

      I laughed. “How would I know? You haven’t taken me on a date yet. Not a real one.”

      “And that is something we’re going to have to rectify.” Joel’s usually joking eyes had grown serious.

      “Why do you want to date me?” I asked suddenly. This situation of being trapped in a conversation went both ways.

      To my surprise, Joel brushed a finger over my cheek. “Because you’re unique,” he said, all humor gone. “You’re a walking disaster, and I find that—and you—beautiful.”

      I’d like to say that I came back with something witty and light, that I regained control of the situation, but that’s not what happened at all. No, I stammered and blinked and then practically yelled “Thank God!” when Danielle walked back in the room.

      “Here we go,” she said as she placed a festively yellow serving tray on the coffee table. It held a porcelain tea pot, three cups and saucers, and a plate of the orange poppy seed muffins that I had brought her. “Earl Grey tea, is that okay?” she asked as she poured the amber liquid into the cups.

      “Sounds wonderful,” I said, accepting a cup from her. I took a sip, and it was refreshing and light.

      “Did you make these muffins?” she asked. “I took a nibble in the kitchen, and they’re delicious.”

      “I did,” I said, happy for the compliment.

      Perching a muffin on the edge of her cup’s saucer, Danielle sat back into one of the deep-cushioned chairs.

      I looked at Joel. He was up to bat. I didn’t have a clue what to say. This woman looked so well put together, so well managed. I couldn’t imagine Morgan taking advantage of her.

      “Danielle, did you hear about Morgan Bleur’s passing?” Joel asked.

      Danielle’s thin brows arched. “I heard about him being murdered. Is that what your article is about, because that’s not something I could help you with. I don’t know what happened to that poor man.”

      “I agree,” Joel said. “What happened to him was terrible, and I know that’s what a lot of people are going to focus on. I know it’s what my competitor, the Camden Falls Tribune, is going to focus on. That’s why I want to know more about Morgan’s life. I’m more interested in the man who died than how he died.”

      I glanced over at Joel, surprised by what he was saying. He sounded so sincere. Yet coming here to talk to Danielle was all about learning more about Morgan’s death. But looking back at Danielle, I realized that Joel was right. If Danielle hadn’t been the one to kill him, then his life was all that she could tell us about. It was the only thing anybody would be able to tell us about—that is, until we found his killer.

      “All I know is that it must have been some kind of accident. Why anybody would want to harm that man, I have no idea.”

      “I hope that you don’t think we’re prying,” I said, “but another person who knew Morgan had seen you out to dinner with him. Were the two of you dating?”

      “Dating?” Danielle said with surprised laughter. “Goodness, no. He was simply a nice young man who wanted a bit of company.”

      “Did he ever take you to dinner anywhere other than the Bird’s Nest?”

      “Sure. We went to dinner at the steakhouse, Bouche,” she said. “We talked about all kinds of things. World events. Art. Music. Even politics and its impact on the stock market.”

      My ears pricked up. “You talked about the stock market?”

      “Ohhh, yes.” Danielle beamed with pride. “Morgan was a wiz with the stock market. He mentioned his interest in stocks when we went out to eat at the steakhouse, but when we had dinner that second time, at the Bird’s Nest, he wowed me with his knowledge.” Her voice dropped and she leaned forward as if sharing something that was a secret. “He even said that he could help me grow my retirement savings.” Her gaze dropped and she frowned, sad.

      “What is it, Danielle?” I asked.

      “Well, when we went out to dinner that second time, he started to tell me about some ideas he’d had for investing some of my money, but then he got a call and had to leave the table.” She shrugged. “When he got back to the table, we got to talking about other things and never got back around to talking about his ideas.”

      “Did he… ask you for money?” I asked.

      “Morgan?” Danielle asked with surprise. “Nooo, no. Not once.” Her gaze fell to the side and lost its focus as she sank into thought.

      “What is it, Danielle?” Joel asked.

      “Well, we later made another dinner date. He’d said he’d gotten a stock tip that he was excited to talk to me about, but then… well…”

      Silence filled the room.

      “He died?” I asked.

      “Yes, he died. I never got to have that third dinner with him. I don’t know what it was that he was going to tell me.” She shook her head. “I keep watching the shows about the stock market, but it’s all just noise to me. In one ear and out the other. Everybody’s got opinions, but none of it makes a lick o’ sense to me.”

      I fell quiet and let Joel carry the conversation from there. From everything that Danielle had said, I was sure that Morgan was going to try to get money out of her the next time that they met, and it sounded like she had been eager to give it to him. The only thing that had gotten between Morgan and Danielle Stokes’ retirement savings had been Morgan’s death.
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      Less than thirty minutes after leaving Danielle Stokes’ house, we were sitting at Mrs. Felicity Jameson’s dining table in her spotless home, drinking her coffee, and eating yet another orange poppy seed muffin.

      Felicity looked to be in her late fifties. She looked like what I would imagine a well-aged stripper might look like. She had bold, purple-tinged hair that fell in cascading curls. She was wearing high heels, silver leggings, and her black wrap-around top showed no small amount of cleavage. A low dangling pendant pulled the whole ensemble together. But just like Danielle, Mrs. Jameson’s personal style looked good on her.

      “Do you know who done him in?” she asked, directing her question to Joel more than me. In fact, I might as well not have been in the room. She hadn’t been rude to me, but her preference for Joel had been unmistakable.

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Ahhh,” Mrs. Jameson said, waving a wrist-flopping hand at him. “You call me Felicity.” She gave him a wink, and Joel smiled warmly in return.

      When Joel spoke next, I had to do a double take to make sure we weren’t in a bedroom. His voice had deepened and softened at the same time. “I really appreciate you taking time out of your day to talk to us.”

      “Anything for you, honey.” She winked again, then her expression turned pained. “That poor man. I can’t believe what they done to him.”

      Since the topic at hand had been Morgan, I could only assume that was who she was talking about.

      “It was tragic,” Joel agreed. “Can you tell us more about the time you spent with him?”

      “Oh, honey, I never saw no one give him any trouble. Everybody liked Morgan.”

      “But if we could know more about the time you spent together, that would be great. Even the most trivial detail.”

      Felicity’s eyes narrowed and she turned her head a little to the side, distrustful. “What’s it matter? The man’s a cold slab of meat in the morgue. What do you care about the time we spent together? He never stayed over, if that’s what you’re implying. We was proper with each other.”

      I decided to jump in. “We’re just trying to make sense of what happened. If we could understand more about what was going on in Morgan’s life, maybe we could understand more about his death.”

      She looked me up and down behind spider-leg eyelashes. “I didn’t kill him. Never laid a hand on him. Well… I mean, not to hurt him. I mean, not more than he wanted.”

      The series of images that flashed through my brain were more than I had bargained for. I didn’t know what to say, but thankfully Joel did.

      “Felicity,” Joel said, reaching across the table to take her manicured hand with sculpted red nails in his. “We want to figure out who did this. Not knowing, it’s going to haunt people.”

      Felicity sucked in a deep breath of air, pulled her hand free of Joel’s and laid it over her heart. “You want the man to be able to rest, that’s it, isn’t it? You want his poor soul to rest instead of wandering around, aimless and upset because the people who killed him haven’t been brought to justice.” Her eyes grew shiny with unshed tears.

      I jumped at what she was saying. “That’s it. That’s exactly it. If we can catch who killed Morgan, then maybe he can rest in peace.”

      She looked at me with adoration in her eyes as she shook her head. “Ahhh, honey,” she said, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand. “I’ll tell ya anything you wanna know.” She shook her head some more. “I know you don’t want no more of them pesky unrest spirits hanging around you.” She frowned and wiggled her fingers in the air. “They’re all around you. So sad.”

      “Wha—”

      “Did you go out to dinner with Morgan?” Joel asked, and then shot me an apologetic look for cutting me off.

      “Oh, sure. We went out a few times. We went to that steakhouse out by the interstate, Bouche. Then he took me to Bird’s Nest. Oh, and then we went to that Indian place, Tandoori Nights.” Her expressive lips turned down at their corners. “He was so excited. He’d just gotten some good news, a tip on a stock. You should have seen him. He couldn’t stop talking about it. It made him so happy!”

      A tip on a stock… That was the exact same thing he’d told Danielle Stokes.

      “When was that?” I asked.

      “About a week and a half ago. He was going to take care of some investments for me. I just needed to get some money moved around to be able to take advantage of it.”

      “What was the stock tip?” Joel asked.

      Felicity’s lips pressed together in a disapproving frown. “He couldn’t say. Said it was regulations and such. Said if he told me that I could go to jail like Martha Stewart. He said it was better if I didn’t know the specifics. He was protecting me. But now I’ve finally got my money out of my retirement fund and he’s dead. He was going to turn it into millions. That’s what he said.”

      Sounded like Morgan had a habit of saying a lot without saying anything at all.

      The sound of Felicity’s front door opening reached our ears, and we turned as one to look in its direction.

      “Robert, that you?” Felicity called.

      “Yeah, babe. Where are you?” a man’s voice called in return.

      “I’m in here, at the dining table. I got some nice people with me.”

      A thick, stocky man about Felicity’s age appeared in the doorway. He was wearing jeans and a pale creamy beige button up shirt. His sleeves were rolled up to expose Popeye-esque forearms. He had deep creases at the corners of his eyes and had the strong look of someone who might have been at home on the docks of a seaport.

      Felicity patted the seat of the chair next to her.

      “Who you got here, babe?” The newcomer sat down in the chair Felicity had patted.

      “Frankie, this here’s Joel Mullen and…” She wagged a finger at me, clearly trying to remember my name.

      “Kylie Berry,” I said with a cheerful smile.

      “Kylie Berry,” Felicity repeated, her attention turned toward Frankie. “She’s the new owner of that café on Main Street.” Then she turned to us, pride-beaming. “Frankie here’s a retired cop.” She rubbed his thigh with her hand. “He says there’s no tellin’ who killed that young fellow.” She turned her attention back to Frankie. “What was his name?”

      I could understand Felicity going blank on my name. This was the first time we’d ever met, and she was starry eyed for Joel from the first second she met us both. I was an afterthought to her. But for her to not remember Morgan’s name…

      Ohhhh…

      The lightbulb went on in my head. The only thing that had changed between her knowing perfectly well who Morgan was and not knowing who he was, was Frankie walking into the room. From the way she touched his thigh and he draped an arm over the back of her chair and rested his hand low on her shoulder, it was clear that she and Frankie were more than casual friends.

      Yet, she’d gone out to dinner with Morgan at least three times. It was clear that her past affiliation with Morgan was a tidbit that she didn’t want her current sweetheart to know about.

      “You two make a lovely couple,” I said. “Mind me asking how long you’ve been together?” That question earned me a sharp look from Felicity.

      “Three years this spring,” Frankie said, beaming as he grinned from ear to ear. His chest seemed to have swollen with pride.

      I suddenly felt a little sorry for Frankie. I wasn’t sure that Felicity was as enamored with their relationship as she was.

      “Did you know Morgan Bleur?” I asked him.

      “Me? Nooo. I just know him from shop talk.” The confusion must have shown on my face, because Frankie continued on with an explanation. “Me and the boys get together at Allegro Takeaway Coffee.”

      “The boys?” I asked.

      “Yeah, other guys retired like me and some of the night retired ones too.” His brows scrunched together, and his gaze intensified as if he was seeing me anew. “Kylie Berry. Café on Main Street. You know Calderos.”

      Calderos was Brad’s last name.

      A pang of jealousy shot through me. Brad was spending time at some coffee shop, some shop not my café. I felt betrayed. Cheated on, even.

      I quickly bundled up those nonsense feelings and stuffed them away in that familiar box, then shoved it to the back of my brain like always. Psycho-possessive did not need to become part of my personality repertoire.

      “I do know Calderos,” I said.

      Frankie grinned, one that reached all the way up to his eyes. He nodded as he looked me up and down. “I get it now.”

      Joel shifted uncomfortably in his chair and Felicity shot Frankie a dirty look, one that said his eyes better go back to being on her.

      “Has there been much talk about Morgan Bleur with the guys?”

      “Oh, yeah! That guy was a mess. Don’t see that kind of thing around these parts too often.”

      “Anybody on the force got a beef with him?”

      “Any cops? Naw, nobody’s sayin’ anything like that. Some of the rookies are pretty stoked to be involved in a case like this, but the older guys, well, it’d be okay to retire without ever seeing something like what was done to Bleur.”

      A thought came to me, and I was sitting in front of the perfect person to ask. “With a death like Morgan’s, do you think that the killer knew him?”

      “Knew him? I’d say the killer hated him! People don’t tend to hate people they don’t know. Sure, people think they hate people they don’t know, but it’s different when you’re looking somebody in the eye. Really looking them in the eye. Takes an extra level of hate to hate someone while you’re doing that.”

      “Any ideas who that might have been?” Joel asked.

      “Naw, not a one. Well… drug dealers. Somebody sending a message. That’s what I think this was about.” Frankie got a muffin and took a bite. His eyes got large. He turned to Felicity. “Babe, where’d you get these?”

      “Kylie brought them,” she said. “They’re a gift from Belinda Jackson. She got some, loved them, and decided to help Kylie out by ordering some up as gifts for me and some other ladies. Spread the love around.” She and Frankie were looking at each other when she said “spread the love around,” and the two of them got doe-eyed and sweet for each other, culminating in a cute kiss.

      A few minutes later, we left Frankie behind as Felicity showed us to the door.

      Standing in the doorway, one foot outside and one foot still inside, I stopped. Joel had walked on back toward the car and was out of earshot. “He doesn’t know about the dinners with Morgan,” I asked.

      “No, and he’s not gonna know. Got it?”

      I didn’t know how Felicity planned to back up the warning, but I wasn’t eager to push hard enough to find out. Yet, there was more that I needed to know.

      “What would he have done if he’d found out? He’s an ex-cop. He’s got a network of people who could have reported back to him that they’d seen you out with another man.”

      Felicity’s mouth pinched. “I was sure to tell people that Morgan was my nephew. Like I said, when we was in public, Morgan was never anything other than proper with me.”

      “And when you weren’t in public?” I asked.

      Felicity shrugged. “He was fun, but only fun. He was the good-time boy. I knew that. He knew that. Nobody was going to be gettin’ their hearts broken. Despite what it looks like, I love that man in there. A girl just needs a little bit of extra spice to keep things interesting. And, well…” She crossed her arms over her chest. “It ain’t the first time I’ve gotten some extra spice. I don’t know if Frankie knows or not, but if he does know, then he’s decided to look the other way and that’s just fine by me.”

      “The other, uh, spice. How’s he doing?”

      “You asking if they found him dismembered in some field?”

      “Yeah…”

      “No, he’s fine. I see him most Sundays at church with his wife.”

      And on that note, I headed back to Joel’s truck. I can’t say I walked back. It was more like I trudged.

      I climbed in.

      “You got it in you to do one more visit?” Joel asked.

      “No,” I said, covering a yawn with my hand. “I’ve got to get back. There’s nothing set up for dinner, and I can’t put everything on Melanie and Sam.”

      “You can’t put everything on you, either. You need help, Kylie. You don’t look good.”

      I shot him a look out of the corner of my eye.

      “You look good… You just don’t look well. You look like you’re a day away from being hospitalized for exhaustion.”

      “Sure I don’t look that bad,” I said haughtily.

      “I’ll be sure to bring you flowers when they’ve got you hooked to an IV on forced bed rest,” he said with a teasing wink.

      That was a sobering thought because while I was in the hospital, the café would grind to a halt. There would be no one to pick up where I left off. It wouldn’t take long for Melanie and Sam to have to move on to new jobs. I’d lose my entire customer base. I’d lose everything.

      “You’re right,” I said. “I need help.”

      I needed layers of help. I needed redundancy built into the café’s management so that no one person could topple what I was trying to build, including myself.
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      The next day I overslept again, woke up with another pounding exhaustion headache and barely managed to get some food made before customers started coming in.

      Opting to make something that would allow me to throw ingredients into a pot and then coast, I made chili. Lots and lots of chili. I made it just like Brenda had shown me. Three pots of the stuff. I burned the bottom of one pot, and it became an instant addition to the Oops Board. The rest got labeled with full price.

      Through it all, I managed to take three cat naps. Literal cat naps. On the floor of the kitchen with Sage sleeping on top of me. By the time I got through the morning crowd—I’ll be generous and call it a “crowd”—I felt grimier than I looked. Despite all of that, I let Joel drag me off to deliver cupcakes to Mrs. Edith Green.

      We picked her brain about Morgan, she got misty-eyed, and then showed us a check that she’d already written out to him. It was for $55,000. This while we sat in her modest home with her husband’s ashes in an urn on the table next to her, a car at least ten years old sitting in her driveway, and carpet that was threadbare in a couple of places.

      I was glad that Morgan was on a cold slab in the morgue. It meant that Mrs. Green’s life savings were now out of his reach.

      Heading in through the back door of the café’s kitchen, I stopped. The first thing I noticed was the absence of burned chili smell. The second thing I noticed was how clean everything was. The third thing I noticed was a man in over-large shabby clothes sweeping the floor at the far side of the kitchen. He was wearing one of my aprons.

      “Henry?” I said, my voice full of disbelief. He was a homeless man I’d met a couple of weeks ago. I accidentally saw more of him than I’d ever meant to when I walked in on him washing himself in a public park bathroom. He’d been using the bathroom as his home.

      The man stopped sweeping, looked up and spotted me. “Henry?”

      I felt like doing a face palm. Henry was the name I’d made up for him when talking about him later, but I actually had no idea what his name was. “Uh, sorry, sorry, um…”

      “Jonathan,” he offered. “Patty hired me.” He was a little taller than me, had white, shoulder-length hair and a trimmed white beard, with a forehead that extended halfway to his crown.

      Patty had hired him? Patty! I was going to have a talk with that woman. Sure, she said she’d talk to some people and try to find me someone to help out. I had not given her carte blanche to actually hire someone. And for me to walk into my café to find him working here without even an introduction first—that was not okay.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” he continued, “but I noticed that one of your pots of chili had burned on the bottom. I ladled most of that pot’s chili to a new stock pot and threw out what was left at the bottom. Took some scrubbing to get the burned parts off, but I did it. And then I added some cut potatoes to that chili, let them cook a while, then took them out and threw them away. I heard that could suck the burned taste out of a stew. Thought I’d give it a try for your chili. Oh, and I added a little sugar, too, to cover up that last bit of bitterness.”

      Huh…

      I glanced around the kitchen again. It really did look great. Really great. Fantastic, even. Henry—I mean, Jonathan—had done all of it. Without me telling him what to do. He’d recognized what had needed to be done and then… he’d done it.

      Giving my would-be newest employee a lot of side eye, I went over to the stockpot that was a size smaller than the other two pots of chili. It had to be the one that contained the transferred, once-scorched chili.

      I bent over the pot and sniffed. Then I sniffed again. I switched over and sniffed another pot for comparison and then went back to the first. It smelled… smoky, but not unpleasant.

      I got a clean spoon and took a bite. I then got another clean spoon and took a bite from one of the other pots. The once-burned chili did taste different, but it also tasted good! I would be able to take it off of the Oops Board and instead charge full price for it!

      “Wow, Jonathan,” I said, “this is great! Thank you!”

      I sized him up anew. He was clean. He was conscientious, observant, a self-starter, and definitely not lazy. If I found those qualities in someone who was not homeless, I’d hire them in a heartbeat.

      But a person didn’t generally end up homeless because their life was sunshine and roses. No, they tended to have baggage and sometimes even some demons. That was the big concern. Would he bring his baggage and demons into my struggling café?

      I leaned forward a tad and studied his eyes. I tried not to be overly obvious about it but there was no mistaking what I was doing. To his credit, Jonathan didn’t shy away. Instead he opened his eyes wide and leaned forward.

      “No drugs here,” he said. “The body’s a temple, man. Gotta protect it.”

      I was glad he’d said that. To be honest, unless someone had tattooed “druggie” across the whites of his eyes, I wouldn’t have had a clue if he was on anything or not.

      That was one hurdle jumped. Time to jump the next. Butterflies did swirling loops in my stomach, spurred on by fatigue and out of control nerves.

      “Jonathan, when would you be available to work?”

      I had—as in, had—Brenda, but she was only available in the early mornings and, at the moment, wasn’t available at all. Her sick grandmother took priority. I understood and supported that.

      I had Patty… when the voices in her head said it was okay for her to come in to do some of her baking magic. And even then, she only baked pastries. She didn’t do anything else.

      I had Melanie and Sam, but they took care of the café floor and the customers. They didn’t have much to do with the kitchen. On top of that, they were juggling their work schedules with their college classes and studying. There was going to come a time when they couldn’t be here. I’d only been lucky so far that they’d been available as much as they had.

      I needed somebody, but I needed somebody who could be here when I was here. And given how much I seemed to get pulled out of the café to chase down one killer or another, I needed somebody who could be here even when I wasn’t.

      Somebody who had the instincts needed to keep the café running.

      Somebody I could trust.

      Maybe… just maybe… Jonathan could be that person.

      Jonathan stood up straighter. He squared his shoulders and lifted his bearded chin. His slender frame seemed bigger. He looked like a man in charge of his destiny. “I can be here anytime you want,” he said. “Rain, sleet or snow. If volcanoes are going off and brimstone is falling from the sky, if rivers of locusts are cutting swaths through the land and raindrops have turned into marshmallows, I can be here. I’m your man.”

      That was the most ridiculous answer I’d ever heard in my life, but its sentiment filled my eyes with tears.

      I stuck out my hand in an offer to shake, and my newest employee took it.

      “Jonathan, you’re hired.” Could I afford him? I didn’t know. But I’d eat ramen for days before giving up an employee who showed that much dedication.

      I headed out to the Oops Board and erased the burned chili from it. I then wrote “Sweet Smoky Chili” under the listing of regular chili on the full priced board. Then I got brave. No, brazen. I priced the Sweet Smoky Chili for a full dollar more than the regular chili!

      My cell phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out. There was a message from Zoey. “Meet me out back. Got a lead on some drug dealers.”

      I groaned.

      Didn’t these people know I had a café to keep afloat!

      Still, I was smiling from ear to ear as I headed for the back door.
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      I slid into the passenger seat of Zoey’s car. The engine was running, and Dave Matthews Band was playing “American Baby” over the stereo. Zoey was dressed in cutoff jeans, a white midriff shirt and a long-sleeve blue flannel shirt with the cuffs rolled up. Her raven black hair was loose and wild except for a thick braid down both sides of her head, and her eyes sported a pallet of fierce, deepening shades of orange with the smallest cat-eye liner I’d ever seen her wear.

      None of that shocked me, though. What did shock me was seeing the very flat flip-flops on her feet.

      “There a beach someplace near that I don’t know about?” I asked. It was a sunny day, even if still a bit cool.

      “Naw,” she said. “I just like dressing against expectations. Keeps people actively seeing you.”

      Fireworks went off inside my head. I’d never in my life thought of that before, but she was right.

      I looked at the café. The café that everyone had been seeing day in and day out for years, much longer than I’d been here. People did like what was comfortable, what they knew, but if I wanted new customers, maybe it would require a new image.

      Spring was coming. Flowers would be in bloom. Trees would be in bloom. People would be getting outside to enjoy the weather. It would be the perfect time to launch with a fresh look.

      Of course, I wasn’t ready for more customers than what I was currently getting. There were only so many times that I could make an impression as a bad eatery before people stopped coming altogether. But with Jonathan on board, maybe I would soon be ready to up my game. Patty had already put me on the map as the go-to place for delicious baked goods—when she had happened to be there. And I was on my way to becoming a better cook.

      With Jonathan’s help in the kitchen, I could take the café from a sometimes okay place to eat to that of a reliably good place to eat.

      “Zoey, you’re a genius,” I said.

      “I know.” She gave me a wink.

      “So what’s this lead you’ve got? Who are we going to go see?”

      “Remember Derek?”

      I nodded my head. Derek was a man we’d recently met when investigating the death of a friend’s landlord. Derek had a serious problem with drugs. He’d even stolen drugs from a friend of his, landing that friend in dire jeopardy with a local drug lord.

      “I know where he is,” Zoey said.

      “That’s brilliant,” I said half to myself and half to her. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it sooner.

      “Now you’re getting the picture,” she said, giving me another wink. She put her car into gear.

      “Where is he?” I asked.

      “Living under a bridge,” she said. “A railroad crossing.”

      Suddenly all the high flying glee I was feeling left me. While his life was messed up with a myriad of bad decisions and terrible addiction, the Derek I had met had been a kind and gentle soul.

      It was a quiet ride as we drove down streets that I had never seen before. The town shifted from middle income homes with well-kept lawns in front of cozy cottages to homes with lawns big enough to land planes and had what seemed like miles of rail wood fences. Interspersed between them all were pockets of homes overgrown by plants, some with broken down cars covering the lawn, places barely bigger than a single room. These were the homes of people who barely had enough to get by from one day to the next, and it hurt my soul that we were on our way to see someone who was struggling even more than them.

      “I don’t think I could find my way back if I had to,” I said after the fifth turn. The new road was only wide enough for one vehicle at a time, even though we’d passed several cars going the opposite direction. Zoey and the passersby had slowed to a crawl to get past each other, and the road itself was riddled with blind curves and blind hills. Every time we reached the crest of one, I was white-knuckled holding onto the car door. I was terrified we were going to have a head-on collision with a car racing the opposite direction.

      I breathed a sigh of relief when we turned off of that road onto what I’d like to call a dirt road but which was really a hard packed dirt path. The field around us was straggly grass that had wintered badly, grass with tall dead weeds.

      “We’re here,” Zoey said.

      I looked around. The field looked flat, and I didn’t see a bridge anywhere. There was, however, a raised bed of gravel on top of which I could see the tarnished gleam of railroad tracks.

      “I thought you said he was living under a bridge,” I said.

      “He is.” Zoey reached behind her seat and pulled out a grocery bag of goods, then got out of the car. I got out, too, and she used her key fob to remote lock its doors.

      She started marching through the tall, dead weeds, and I followed. That’s when the sharp drop of the field became visible. It fell away into a deep V. At the bottom of the V was another single lane road. This one was paved, but it looked like it hadn’t had any upkeep for years. “This way.”

      I followed Zoey to the edge. There was a path worn into the side of the hill that made the trip down smooth but still steep. As we went down, it became evident just how wide the train overpass was. There were support columns on either side of the road and cement slap slanting upward beyond them. The overpass itself was almost four times as wide as the tiny road that it allowed for.

      “Derek,” Zoey called when we reached the bottom.

      Nobody answered.

      “Derek,” Zoey called again.

      Again, nothing.

      “Are you sure he’s here?” I had no idea how Zoey had found out about this place or how she’d learned that Derek had been camping out here, but whatever her source was, maybe it was out of date. Scarier yet, maybe her source had set her up and we were about to be ambushed.

      The sound of a pebble tumbling reached my ears, but I still saw no one. I thought of the self-defense lessons that Brad had promised me, self-defense lessons that I hadn’t gotten yet. I also thought about Zoey’s scream lessons, but who would even hear us out here?

      Then I thought about Derek. Alone. Cold. Desperate. He needed help. I could relate to that, and suddenly I wasn’t ready to leave yet.

      “Derek,” I called. “It’s Kylie and Zoey. Zoey brought a bag of goods from the store.” I could see beef jerky peeking out. There was bottled water, too. She had hand wipes, toilet paper. She had a lot of odds and ends, things a person quickly missed when they didn’t have anything.

      Still only silence met us.

      “We need your help Derek. Please…” I said. Desperation was sinking in, but it was a desperation to know that we’d helped him.

      Another pebble fell, then there was a cascade of pebbles. Finally, Derek emerged from behind a pillar. Compared to the man I’d met before that day in the park, Derek looked like he’d already been to the grave and had decided to come back.

      “Ohhh, Derek,” I whispered.

      “You brought food?” Derek asked. He looked like a skeleton someone had slapped some skin on. “D’you… d’you have anything else?”

      Zoey’s hand disappeared into her pocket and then reappeared a moment later. She handed the small packet over to Derek.

      “Derek, let us help you,” I said, but my words didn’t reach him.

      “This the only thing you got?” he asked. His eyes were sunken and disappointed. His pale skin looked gray.

      “It’s dark chocolate,” Zoey said. “Not laced with anything, but it’ll help take the edge off. And it’ll give you a bit of energy, make you feel better. Try it.”

      “Derek, will you let us take you to the hospital? Please…?”

      “We need information,” Zoey said. “We can help you if you want.”

      Derek sat on the steeply slanting concrete and looked at us blankly. “What do you need help with?” The words came out fine, but I got the impression that he was having to reach for them.

      Zoey continued. “There was a guy killed recently. Morgan Bleur.”

      “I didn’t do that,” Derek said. “I ain’t done nothin’ to nobody. Ain’t hurt nobody but myself.”

      “Do you know who did hurt him?” Zoey asked.

      Derek stared ahead of him as if in a daze for so long that I wasn’t sure he’d heard Zoey, then he spoke. “I know someone who knows lots of other people. I can ask.” His gaze shifted to the bag of groceries Zoey held. “They’ve got lots of ears. I can ask them.”

      Zoey turned around and made as though to head for the car.

      Derek hugged his too-thin legs to his chest and rocked. “You come back. I’ll have answers.”

      “Not made up answers,” Zoey warned, turning back slowly.

      “No, not one. None at all. Honest answers. All of it.”

      “What is it we want to know?” Zoey asked.

      “You wanna know who killed that guy in a bad way,” Derek said.

      “Can we take you to the hospital, Derek?” I took a step forward as I said it, but Derek jerked away, held his arm up as if to guard me off and looked ready to flee.

      “You come back!” he yelled. “You come back! I’ll have answers!”

      “Come on,” Zoey whispered. She put the bag of goods from the grocery store on the ground and started up the hill.

      “We can’t leave him,” I said in a whispered hiss that wouldn’t keep the sound from anybody’s ears.

      Zoey stopped in her climb and turned back to look at me. “And we can’t help him. He’s not ready.”

      I looked at Derek. He was looking at me out of the corner of his eyes, as if looking at me directly would be too much like challenging me.

      “Derek,” I said, “please don’t make me leave you here.”

      But he turned his back to me altogether. He was telling me what he wanted. All that was left was for me to listen.

      “We’ll be back, Derek, okay? We’ll bring more stuff—more food—when we come.” And if I could get Zoey to blackmail a doctor into it, we’d bring one of those, too.

      When we got back in Zoey’s car, my eyes were red. I wanted to be angry at Zoey but knew that I had nothing to be angry at her about. We’d found Derek and he was going to help us get some answers. The rest—whether or not we’d be able to help Derek—that was up to Derek.

      “What next?” I asked.

      Zoey was sitting back in her seat, staring straight ahead of her. I could tell that she wasn’t any happier about leaving Derek behind than I was.

      “My place,” she said. “Wine, food, and watching surveillance video of the shoe store where Morgan worked, Sole Support.”

      I thought about Jonathan back at the café and the spotless kitchen that he’d created. I thought about the oodles of chili and baked potatoes ready for any customers that came in. I thought about Melanie and Sam running the floor, keeping customers happy. Everything was taken care of… everything but me.

      I was massively overdue for a girls’ night followed by a very long night of sleep.

      “You’re on,” I said. “Let’s head home.”
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      “Did you always have a monitor on your ceiling?” I asked. I was lying on my back on top of a huge, overstuffed pillow in the middle of Zoey’s living room. I had a take-out container of Thai fried dumplings on my chest, and I was staring up at an enormous flat-screen TV mounted on the ceiling. Zoey was using it as a computer monitor, and it had been showing us quadruple speed surveillance video of Morgan working at Sole Support.

      “Mmhmm,” Zoey said. She was lying back on another huge pillow right next to me and was slowly munching on pork and crab-filled dim sum. “People almost never look at ceilings. Plus I have my ceiling painted black and the screen is black when off, so it blends.”

      “And you’ve got those glow stars pasted over in the corner.”

      “Yep. If you don’t want people to see something, give them something else to look at.”

      “Morgan has been with that one customer for forever,” I said. He had only helped three customers and the surveillance video was six hours into his shift. They’d all been well-dressed women quite a few years older than him. Of course, that was the primary clientele of the store. But the store had men’s orthopedic shoes, too. Yet anytime a man came in the store, if Morgan wasn’t already busy with a customer, he would make himself scarce by disappearing into the back. Over and over again, his co-worker was stuck having to take care of all the customers that Morgan didn’t want to fool with.

      “Yeah, and that other guy has waited on at least fifteen customers.”

      “You see the dirty looks the guy’s throwing him?” I asked.

      “Yeah. He’s ticked… And speaking of ticked, how are things going with you and your ex?”

      I choked on a bite of dumpling. “Dan?” I croaked as soon as I managed to wash the bite down with a sip of wine.

      “Yeah. You two talking?”

      “Not if I can help it.” And that was true, but I still never seemed to be able to escape the man. There was always his crazy Aunt Dorothy, who hated me and would love to run me out of town. Then there were his parents. They were hopelessly optimistic that Dan and I would reconcile. And then of course, there was Dan himself.

      When I was down and out, barely keeping my tushie above ground, he’d treated me like a serial-killer leper. He’d warned everyone against me and had done his best to strip away every resource I’d needed for my survival.

      He’d tried to ruin me. Thoroughly and completely.

      But now that I was standing on my own two feet—without him, making it, building a life for myself—suddenly he was reaching out to me. He’d called several times. He’d played nice and sweet. And when I’d run into him in person, the earth had moved beneath my feet. He was intoxicating, and I hated him.

      “He’s not doing good, you know.”

      I chewed slowly on the corner of one of the dumplings. It wasn’t the first time that I’d heard he wasn’t doing well. I wanted not to care, but we’d built a heating and air installation and service business in Chicago. We’d built it from nothing into a multi-million dollar something, and we’d done it together. A bonafide team. It was hard not to care.

      “He’ll be fine,” I said. I didn’t know if it was true. I didn’t believe it or not believe it. It was just something to say to dismiss the whole subject so that I could move on with my life without him invading my head.

      “He’s getting sued. Breach of contract. Large companies are backing out of business deals. Not sure, but I think he might be ruined.”

      I stopped chewing but kept the gnawed-on dumpling perched against my lips. Ruined… Dan might be ruined. Dan, instead of me. I wanted not to care. I wanted not to care so badly.

      “He’ll be fine,” I said again, my voice tiny and convincing no one.

      “No, he’s toast… But Joel’s not toast. And Brad, he likes toast.”

      I laughed and plopped the half-eaten dumpling back into the container on my chest. “What’s your game, Zoey Jin?”

      “You’re like that planet over there in the middle of those stars.” I glanced at the glowing constellation she had in the corner of the ceiling. “You have three different men caught in your pull. You have gravity, Kylie.”

      “Gravity,” I snorted. “I have a café. Brad comes by for breakfast and Joel shows up whenever. They like the food. They like the place. And, when it suits them, they like me. But it’s not about me. It’s about their male egos. Joel likes me because Brad likes me and vice versa. As far as Dan goes, he’s Pluto. He doesn’t even count. Nobody even knows what he is. That’s how much he matters in this scenario. He’s irrelevant.”

      “Kylie, they can’t like the food. You’re a terrible cook.”

      And just like that, my entire argument fell apart.

      “Well then, they like the memory of Susan’s food,” I countered. Susan was my cousin and the previous owner of the café.

      “Brad didn’t come in for breakfast every single morning when Susan owned it.”

      I lifted my head and looked at Zoey. “He didn’t?”

      “Nope. And Joel was around, but he was different.”

      “Different how?”

      “He was plain. Flat. There’s a spark in him now. He likes you.”

      And I liked him, too. I also liked Brad. I liked them both a lot, but I didn’t know what to do with it.

      “I don’t trust them,” I admitted, surprising myself. It hadn’t even been a conscious thought before the words came out of my mouth. “I trusted Dan so much. I’d thought he was the guy I could always count on to protect me. I never imagined that he’d be the person I’d need protection from. But he was. Now there’s Brad and Joel, and I like them both. A lot. But I don’t trust them. I don’t know if I ever can.”

      A thought occurred to me then. One that made me happy, but one that worried me, too. “Zoey,” I said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you ruining Dan?” I knew she had the skills.

      “Nope. It’s all him. He’s an idiot.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief and rested my head back against the pillow. Above me the video was rolling at quadruple speed, but there was still a sense that something had changed. Morgan was with a customer he’d been with forever. The exchange was wrapping up. Looked like he got her personal number. His co-worker disappeared into the back of the store, the customer left, and Morgan’s manager came out. He looked upset.

      “Hey, hey,” I said, wagging my hand at Zoey. “Slow it down to regular speed.”

      I heard the clicking of the keys of a computer keyboard, and the surveillance feed slowed down.

      On the enormous screen above us, Morgan’s manager didn’t just look upset. He looked mad. He stood inches away from Morgan, leaning forward so that Morgan had to lean back, and he jabbed his finger at Morgan’s chest. Morgan was wide-eyed and looked scared.

      “Maybe Morgan’s boss did it?” Zoey said, speculating.

      But as we watched, Morgan got the chance to start talking. The more he talked, the less angry his boss got. Morgan was using that silver tongue of his to smooth things over between them. By the time the conversation ended, Morgan’s boss was smiling. He still wagged his finger now and then, but his entire stance was different. There was more distance between the two men, and they were both relaxed.

      “Are they laughing?” I asked, amazed at Morgan’s ability to turn that encounter around. It ended with Morgan’s boss patting him on the shoulder and then walking off. “Wow.”

      “I guess it wasn’t his boss,” Zoey said.

      “Whoever did kill Morgan, I bet they didn’t give him much of a chance to talk. Looks like he might have been able to diffuse the killer if he’d gotten the chance.”

      My cell phone buzzed. I clicked it to life and found a message from Sam. It said, “Homeless guy causing problems. Need you back.”

      “Dang it.” My heart sank. Today was the easiest day I’d had in weeks, and it was all due to Jonathan showing up. He’d taken such a huge load off of me, but now that was going to go away. Tomorrow was going to be just as overwhelming as yesterday, with no end in sight. “I have to go,” I said, getting up from the floor.

      “Problem?” Zoey asked, sitting up.

      “Yeah, my new employee.” I threw my head back and released a full-on whine. “I thought he was going to be so good!”

      “Need backup? Want my taser?” Zoey asked.

      “Naw, it’ll be okay. This stuff”—I pointed toward the ceiling screen with the now frozen video—“is more important.”

      Zoey collapsed back onto her pillow. “Let me know how it goes.”

      Early evening darkness had already taken over the sky, but I jay-jogged across Main Street to get back to the café in a hurry. I flung open the café’s front door, and spotted Sam out in the dining area. He was with a customer, but he pointed toward the kitchen.

      I hurried to the back, ready to lay it all out on the line about how Jonathan had been great but that his trial hire was over. I’d send him on his way with a generous payout from the cash register. But when I got into the kitchen, it was to find him at the sink, up to his elbows in hot suds.

      “Oh, hey boss!” he said with a bright, cheerful smile.

      He was the same energetic, easygoing person who I’d met twelve hours earlier.

      The kitchen was immaculate. It sparkled. Everything was in its place, and it smelled wonderful with the scent of chili that had slow cooked all day long.

      “Jonathan, everything okay?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to be reacting to.

      “Everything’s cool here, boss, but there’s a guy out back needing to talk to you.” He grimaced. “Looks a little green around the gills.”

      Out back… So everything inside the café was fine. Jonathan was fine! My future was not bleak!

      A weight like wet cement lifted off of me, making me lightheaded with happiness.

      I refrained from skipping to the back door like a school girl. I didn’t know what challenge was waiting for me on the other side of that door, and I couldn’t make myself worry about it. I was downright giddy, that is until I opened the door and found Derek waiting for me.

      Green around the gills was right. I didn’t know how the man was still standing. His cheeks were sunken. His eye sockets were sunken too and looked like they’d taken a pounding, but I didn’t think that was it at all. The dark circles there were there because he was so sick. If someone had told me he’d died yesterday, I would have believed them.

      “Derek…” I said as I stepped outside into the chilly night air. He was scratching at a raw spot on his face. If he didn’t stop, he’d have a scar. I didn’t say anything about it, though. That seemed to be the least of his problems.

      “I found some stuff out about your boy,” he said. He sounded parched, and his lips were cracked and pasty-looking.

      “My boy?”

      “Yeah, the guy they found in pieces. It was his neighbor, Neville.”

      My heart missed a beat. Derek had solved the case! “His neighbor killed him?”

      Derek shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. But they’d been fighting. For months. All the time. Hated each other. And Neville, he likes…” He shrugged again. “He likes some of the stuff I like.” Embarrassment had crept into his voice with the admission.

      “You mean like…” I didn’t want to say drugs. It was the huge elephant trumpeting in the corner of the room, yet I didn’t want to be so bold as to point a finger at it.

      “Yeah, he’s like me.” Derek shuffled his feet. “Not as bad, but he’s like me. He sells and uses. People come and go. All the time. I’ve… I’ve made some trades with ‘em. Done some stuff.” It was shame instead of embarrassment that laced his words this time.

      I was a little disappointed. Spats between neighbors weren’t uncommon. Just because Morgan’s neighbor Neville and he fought, it didn’t mean Neville had killed him. Still, Derek had gone out of his way to tell me what he knew.

      My voice was kind when I spoke. “Thanks, Derek. You’ve been a big help. Can I get you something to eat?”

      Derek’s gaze flicked from me to the open door I was standing in front of, then he shook his head. “Naw. Thanks.” He went back to shuffling his feet and dropped his gaze.

      “Derek… you want to stay here tonight?”

      Derek stopped fidgeting and looked at me full on. “That ain’t smart.” He said it again, his gaze never once wavering. “That ain’t smart. Be more careful with yourself.”

      I was stunned into silence. A junkie on death’s door had just rebuked me about how I take care of myself—and he’d been right. Humbled didn’t even begin to cover the mix of emotions that filled me.

      Derek turned and walked away with a shuffling gate that made me think that one of his legs or feet weren’t working right.

      I started to call out to him, to call him back, to try to do something for him, but a gentle hand on my shoulder stopped me.

      I turned to find Jonathan standing there, one hand on my shoulder, the other holding a solid wooden rolling pin. I realized that he’d been behind me, ready to clobber Derek if things had turned bad. “Let ‘em go. He’s right. You should be more careful with yourself.”

      I glanced after Derek, but the night had swallowed most of him up. He looked like nothing more than a faint apparition.

      I had to let him go.

      “Okay… okay,” I said, then followed Jonathan back inside.

      “I’ve got this,” he said. “Sam said you live upstairs. He’s going to close, and the kitchen’s good. You can take off. It’s cool.” The worry in his eyes said the rest.

      I knew I didn’t look good. I’d been running on fumes for days. I was so tired. My body vibrated with adrenaline-fueled fatigue.

      “I can pay you, give you some cash,” I said.

      Jonathan shook his head. “I’d rather have a job. Something more than a day. Figured today was my audition.” He smiled, bright, and his easy going nature was contagious. I felt like I could stop running with him around, like I could finally stop long enough to take a deep breath.

      “You’re hired. How often can you work?”

      Jonathan was beaming. “Anytime. All the time.”

      “Can you be here in the morning?”

      “With bells on!” I didn’t think it was possible, but his smile got even bigger.

      We settled the details, then I got my four-legged sidekick, Sage, and headed upstairs. Tonight I was going to sleep long enough to feel like I’d slept.

      Tonight I was going to take care of me.
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      The next morning I woke up without a skull-bursting fatigue headache. I took a shower for more than two minutes, and when I went down to the café, I found Jonathan already there, outside, waiting for me. Just like yesterday, he had a hop in his step and a big smile on his face. He was warm sunshine before the dawn even came.

      I made us simple cheese omelets for breakfast, and we talked about a game plan while we ate. He’d chop and wash and I’d cook. He’d prep plates with food, and just like in the fancy restaurants, I’d double check them and make sure they looked pretty-ish before they went out to the customers.

      And we planned a menu that he could manage even if I had to leave, which I was sure I’d have to. Even if nothing came up with the case, I had to make a big trip to the store soon to restock on meat and produce.

      “I hate to do it,” I said, “but I think that today needs to be a spaghetti and meatballs day.” It was my go-to meal when things got tough, and I was concerned that my customers would get tired of it. But I needed a reliable option that we could make in advance and that Jonathan could serve whether I was here or not.

      “Sounds great to me, boss. Pasta sticks to the ribs.” He patted his non-existent belly and grinned through his white beard. “That takes care of dinner. What about supper?”

      I blinked. Lost. “Huh?”

      “You know, supper.” He paused before saying it again, as if that would help clarify its meaning. “Supper… Breakfast, dinner, supper.”

      “Ohhh!” I said. “Uh…”

      “That’s what we call it around these parts. Evening meal is supper.”

      “Huh, okay… And lunch, it’s…”

      “Dinner.” Jonathan’s smile was making his eyes crinkle at the corners.

      “Okay, you’re havin’ fun with me,” I said, enjoying the good-natured joshing.

      Jonathan’s smile fell away. “No, no! Breakfast, dinner, supper. That’s what my mama always called it.” He turned serious. “And my mama was always right.”

      “Well, uh, you got any ideas for supper, then?” I asked, hopeful. “It needs to be something that can be prepped this morning and finished off without me if I’m not here.”

      Jonathan’s eyes rolled up and roamed around like he was searching the far corners of his mind. Then his brows shot up, and his gaze locked with mine. “Meatloaf!”

      “Meatloaf…” I liked that idea. I grabbed my cellphone and started looking up recipes. There were so many. Everyone had a different take on what made the perfect meatloaf. Finally I settled on one that included slow caramelized onions and a lot of sauce. If we got it wrong and the meatloaf turned out dry, the onions and sauce would add a lot of moisture back into the dish. “Okay! We’ve got a plan!”

      Jonathan lifted his hand high into the air for a high-five, and I didn’t leave him hanging. We slapped one out and then got to work.

      By the time Zoey showed up to drag me away, everything that could be taken care of in advance had been taken care of, and I hadn’t even had to take any naps.

      “Where to first?” I asked as we headed out the kitchen’s back door. Today Zoey was wearing a white blouse and a black and white plaid miniskirt with four-inch-heeled black go-go boots. I was really going to have to get a tour of her closet someday. She made my simple outfit of jeans and lightweight teal midriff sweater look downright shabby in comparison.

      “Let’s hit up Morgan’s work, Sole Support. Time to shake down that boss of his and find out what had him ready to rip Morgan a new one.”

      We got in Zoey’s car, and she was driving by the time I clicked my seatbelt into place. “I’m more interested in knowing what it was that Morgan said to diffuse him. Looked like he wanted to fire Morgan one second and give him a promotion the next.”

      It was a nice trip to the shopping center. The traffic was lazy and yellow spring flowers were popping up all around despite the random bouts of nosediving temps that seemed to slide into the area every other night. But if winter wasn’t completely out the door, you couldn’t tell it from today. The sun was bright, and there were plenty of walkers out on the neighborhood sidewalks.

      When we got to Sole Support, the shop was empty of both customers and service providers, yet the door was unlocked. Inside, the walls were lined with every type of shoe imaginable. I didn’t know how a three-inch pump could be considered an orthopedic shoe, but there they were, shiny, red, and ready to be taken out to the dance floor.

      Zoey picked up a low-heeled mule that managed to be stylish and looked comfortable. They were a stark contrast to her go-go boots.

      “People will fall over if they see you walking around in those,” I teased.

      “What size do you wear?”

      “Huh?” I refocused on the shoe. She was considering them for me, not her.

      She shrugged. “Gotta have some excuse to be here.”

      As if on cue, an out-of-sight back door in the shop opened. A young twenty-something man with black hair and pale skin appeared a moment later. He still had the slender build of a teenager, and there was the merest shadow on his chin where his beard would grow in if he didn’t shave. He was wearing a burgundy knit polo short-sleeve shirt and light tan khakis. I recognized him from Zoey’s tap into the store’s video surveillance. He’d been Morgan’s co-worker, and the name tag on his shirt read, “Aaron.”

      “What can I do for you ladies?” Aaron asked with a smile.

      Zoey teeter-tottered the shoe in the air as she looked at me. “What size?”

      I couldn’t believe she was pressing forward with the shoe ruse. We were there to learn more about Morgan’s life, not try on footwear. But I answered anyway. “Size six and a half.”

      Aaron left to retrieve the shoe in the proper size, and I whisper-hissed, “What are you doing?”

      “Getting you shoes,” Zoey whisper-hissed back.

      Aaron reappeared a moment later, a shoe box in hand. “Here we go,” he said as he led us to a line of chairs that backed against the wall. Zoey and I sat down, and Aaron slid a short stool and sat down right in front of me. Without asking, he went to work untying my sneaker and then expertly slipping it off my foot. After he put the tan mule sandal on my foot, he pressed the tip to find the ends of my toes.

      “Looks like it’s a good fit. Stand up and see how it feels,” he said.

      I did and was amazed at how comfortable the shoe was. But it was time to get down to business. We sort of had Aaron as our captive audience. “Another man waited on us the last time we were in. A guy about your age but a little heavier built.”

      Aaron’s lips tightened and their corners pulled down. “He doesn’t work here anymore,” he informed before directing, “Take a few steps. You can’t tell if a shoe fits unless you walk in it.”

      “Did he quit?” Zoey asked.

      Aaron hesitated. He glanced to his side in the direction of the store’s back door, leading to what I assumed was the stock room. When he looked back at us, some of Aaron’s formalness fell away. His shoulders relaxed, and his voice took on more of a country twang. “You hear about that guy they found in pieces? That was the guy who waited on you. Morgan Bleur.”

      I sat back down in my chair so that Aaron and I could be at eye level. “Noooo,” I said. “Who killed him?”

      Aaron glanced toward the back again before answering. “I think it was somebody’s jealous husband. He was always flirting. No offense, ma’am, you woulda been a bit young for him. He, uh, liked the older ladies. He’d keep ‘em out here flirting for as long as he could, and he never said nothing about it to me, but I’d seen him get phone numbers. I think he was dating some of them. I, uh—excuse me ma’am, I don’t mean no offense—I think he was a gigolo, and I think he slept with the wrong man’s wife.”

      If he thought that Morgan had been a gigolo and that Morgan had gotten killed by a jealous husband, then that was a pretty good indicator that Aaron didn’t know anything about drugs, Morgan snitching on a dirty cop, or Morgan romancing women out of their retirements, not to mention the blackmail he’d tried to pull on Joel. And I doubted that it had been his first time.

      The more we investigated Morgan, the longer the list of people who might have wanted him dead grew. He’d given so many people so many reasons to kill him.

      Zoey leaned forward. “Any angry husbands ever come in here?”

      Aaron gave a non-committal side nod. “Nooo, but he was weird the way he’d pick up all the old women. He had a real thing for ‘em.”

      “Do you ever have any police come by the shop?” I asked.

      Aaron shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Anybody specific come to mind?”

      “Naw.”

      “You know an Officer Dill?” Zoey asked.

      “Who’s that?” Aaron asked.

      Zoey and I looked at each other, then Zoey pulled up a picture of Officer Dill on her cell phone and held it up so that Aaron could see.

      Aaron leaned in, really studying the picture. Then he shook his head. “I don’t know that guy. Am I supposed to?”

      Zoey didn’t bother to answer his question before asking another one of her own. “Did Morgan ever come into work acting weird, like he was on something?”

      Aaron leaned away from us, he sat up straighter, and his brows knitted together. “You guys are asking a lot of questions. If you’re cops, you gotta tell me. Are you cops?”

      “No, Aaron,” I said. “I promise. We’re not cops, but a friend of ours is in hot water over Morgan’s death. The cops are really unhappy with him, and we’re trying to figure out what happened to Morgan so that the cops won’t think it’s our friend anymore.”

      “Oh…” Aaron slumped, relaxed again. “Hey, sorry about your friend, but I can’t help ya. I never seen Aaron come in messed up like drunk or anything. Other than the flirting and taking forever with customers, he did a good job. Weren’t lazy or nothin’. It was just when women came in. He’d flirt and carry on for as long as they’d let him. Didn’t matter how busy the rest of the store got. He’d ignore everybody else and stand there an hour chatting some old lady up.” He frowned. “Like I said, I think it was somebody’s husband.”

      “Any idea whose?” Zoey asked.

      “Naw, sorry.”

      “Mind if we talk to your manager?” I asked.

      Aaron went from relaxed to stressed in a heartbeat. “Why? I can ring you up, get you another size. Want to try a different shoe?”

      “You’ve been great, Aaron,” I said. “You’ve helped us a lot, and we’re hoping that your boss might be some help to us too. Just covering our bases. It’ll help our friend a lot if we get the chance to talk to your boss.”

      “Uh… Yeah, sure.”  Aaron got up and disappeared into the store room. At first we heard nothing, then we heard the distant murmur of a raised voice, then nothing again.

      A moment later Morgan’s manager appeared. He looked to be in his early forties. He had blondish-red hair and thick shoulders. He wore dark khaki slacks and a long-sleeve shirt. His shirt also had a name tag. It read, “Owen.”

      “Ladies,” he said with a bright smile as he rubbed his hands together, “what can I do for you?”

      “We had some questions about Morgan,” Zoey said, standing up. I took her cue, and stood up as well.

      Owen’s cheerful expression fell into one of sadness. “Oh, ladies. I’m sorry. Morgan no longer works here. He… well, how should I say this? He was taken from us.”

      “What happened?” Zoey asked.

      “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say,” he said. “The police are still investigating, and I feel confident that they will find out the truth and will bring justice for poor Morgan.”

      “Were the two of you close?” I asked.

      “No, not at all,” Owen said, “but Morgan was a fine employee. He’ll be missed.”

      A fine employee? I’m not sure that would be the way I would describe an employee who would ignore customers so that he could flirt endlessly with other customers. If Melanie or Sam did that, I’d have to let them go.

      “Did you ever consider firing Morgan?” I asked.

      Owen jerked his head back, surprised. “Fire him? No, of course not. He was my top salesman.”

      “But didn’t you get into a heated argument with Morgan?” I pressed.

      “Didn’t you take a dump this morning?” Owen asked without missing a beat.

      It was my turn to jerk my head back, surprised. “Excuse me?”

      Owen’s entire demeanor had shifted from friendly to threatening without any transition in-between. The change was instant.

      “Exactly. Excuse you.” Owen was getting hot around the collar. Literally. His neck was beet red. “You come into my store and question me about matters you know nothing about. Digging for worms. What are you two?” he looked back and forth between us. “You two murder-hags or something? Got some weird itch to scratch?”

      My mouth fell open and my eyes went wide.

      “I haven’t got time for this,” he muttered and stormed off the way he’d come. “Sicko death tourists.”

      Aaron reappeared a moment later, looking shaken.

      “Is there anything more I can help you with?” he asked, a quiver in his voice.

      “Aaron,” I said, “are you going to be okay after we leave?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ve never heard him talk to a customer like he just did to you. I’d have quit already if he went around talkin’ to women like he did you.”

      We all sat and Aaron exchanged the tan mule sandal for the sneaker I’d worn into the store. When we stood, Zoey gathered the mules’ shoebox into her arms and said, “We’ll take ‘em.”

      A flash of worry went through me. The sandals had looked simple enough, but they had a price tag of well over a hundred dollars. They were out of my price range. I couldn’t afford to splurge on myself. Everything the café made went back into keeping the place operational.

      “I got this,” Zoey said when we reached the cash register. I opened my mouth to object, but a wink from Zoey had me closing it again. When we got out the shop’s door, Zoey added, “A boy’s gotta eat. He probably works partly on commission.” She followed up the comment with a hip bump before handing the bag over to me.

      “So my poor aching feet have nothing to do with it?” I asked, teasing.

      She held her hand up with her thumb and index finger infinitesimally apart. “You might have had a little bit to do with it.” She gave me another wink.

      Back in the car, I sent Joel a text saying that Zoey and I were heading to the Bird’s Nest next. Morgan had taken more than one woman there on a date, and Zoey had found surveillance video showing Morgan getting attacked on one of those dates.

      Joel texted back that he’d meet us there. Said he knew the hostess. But as soon as Zoey and I pulled into the Bird’s Nest parking lot, her phone blew up with chimes from at least a dozen text messages.

      Once parked, Zoey checked her phone. “I have to go.”

      “Oh, uh, okay,” I said, refastening my seatbelt.

      “No, you stay. There’s Joel.” She pointed out my passenger-side window. I turned to look, and saw Joel striding towards us, still twenty feet away.

      The man looked good, movie-star good, and I was surprised when his long, lean form didn’t slip into slow motion. He was that nice to look at and every bit as mesmerizing.

      I sighed, then heard my sigh with my own ears and covered my mouth with the tips of my fingers. With eyes wide, I looked at Zoey. She was grinning like a Cheshire cat.

      “Not a word,” I warned her. “Not one word.”

      “Go on. Get out of here,” she said, laughing. “Just don’t ask me to be a bridesmaid.”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at that one. I was not ready to get married again anytime soon, even if the man asking looked like Chris Pratt’s more handsome brother.

      I got out of Zoey’s car, and she drove off, leaving Joel with a questioning look on his face.

      “Tech emergency,” I explained, hooking my thumb over my shoulder at Zoey’s retreating car.

      Joel smiled, and his eyes got a dreamy twinkle I could stare at for days. “Glad it wasn’t the impending company.”

      “Not hardly,” I said, laughing. “Zoey adores you.”

      Joel raised one speculative brow.

      I laughed again. “Okay, she likes you.”

      His other brow went up, disbelief written all over his face.

      This time I laughed so hard I snorted. “All right, she doesn’t think you’re a mass strangler,” I amended.

      “There ya go,” he said, giving me a toothy grin.

      He gave me his elbow and we walked together across the parking lot toward the Bird’s Nest’s front door. The weight of parked cars had left dimples in the pavement just in front of the restaurant’s sidewalk and water had collected there.

      Without missing a beat in his stride, Joel stepped wide so that he had a foot on either side of the puddle, then put his hands around my waist and lifted me across. It was effortless for him. Nothing. Once done, he was on the sidewalk with me and once again offering me his elbow.

      I caught myself with a sigh in my throat as I looked up at him but covered it by pointing at some tulips that dotted the front of the restaurant. Their yellow was bright against the covering of dark mulch that they’d pushed their way up through. “So pretty,” I said.

      “I think so,” Joel said, his voice low. It sent shivers through me.

      I looked up at him and then just as quickly had to look away. He was looking at me, and there was a heat in his eyes that I wasn’t ready for.

      We reached the restaurant’s large, heavy and ornate wooden door, and Joel opened it. I stepped ahead of him into the softly lit interior and then waited for him to catch up. A moment later we were standing in front of a slender podium at which stood a very pretty girl with brown hair that cascaded over her shoulders. She was tiny. Maybe five foot, but didn’t look scrawny. She would have blended right into a picture of who’s who of jockeys. Her skin was pale, her mouth was small but plump, and her lipstick was a vibrant, bold red. She wore a black flared skirt that had slits in front of both her thighs and a gauzy peach-colored blouse.

      I knew that I had seen her before, and then it came to me.  It was Marla. I’d met her when investigating the death of her ex-boyfriend. She’d been working at a gas station then, but she had mentioned she had more than one job. She’d been ambitious and tenacious, and I’d liked her.

      “Well hey there, sunshine,” Marla said, her eyes traveling up the tall beanstalk that was Joel. Her half-lidded eyes were come-hither, and her tone held a note of familiarity.

      Suddenly I didn’t like Marla so much. In fact, I didn’t like her much at all.

      “Well hey there yourself,” Joel said, and I did a double take looking over at him because of his tone. Familiarity didn’t even begin to describe what I was hearing in his voice.

      Marla’s smile was a sexy, sultry Mona Lisa smile, barely there, yet when her gaze shifted to me and recognition hit, her barely-there smile shifted imperceptibly into a flat line. “Oh, it’s you.” Then, as if another thought hit her, her gaze shot accusingly at Joel and then back to me again. “This is about some dead person, ain’t it.” It was more a declaration than a question. “You need help, you know that?”

      “Marla…” Joel said, placatingly.

      “Don’t Marla me. This your doin’? You bring her here?”

      “Marla,” I said, “we are here because of a dead person. The fellow who was found partially dismembered out in a field. He had dinner here.”

      “Yeah, so. Lots of people have dinner here.”

      Joel spoke again, his tone once more low and inviting. “We were hoping you could help us. We’re trying to learn anything we can about his last days.”

      “Why?” she said.

      Joel shifted uneasily before answering. “The police have me at the top of their list of suspects.”

      Marla gasped and crossed her hands over her heart. “You poor dear!” She gave Joel a big hug, and I didn’t like how his arms completely enveloped her. Pulling away, she said, “Sweetheart, of course I’ll help you.” She returned to her original position next to the podium, and her expression turned all business as she looked back and forth between us. “Now, what can you tell me about him? Do you know when he was here?”

      “We know that he had more than one date here,” I said, “and the women he was with would have been significantly older than him.”

      “Ohhh, ohhhh, yeah…” Marla wagged a finger at me. “Yeah, like weird older. Yeah. And he’d be all into them. Wouldn’t have eyes for nobody else. I do remember him.” She turned around and scanned the floor of the restaurant, mumbling, “Let me see…” A second later she was doing a big, arching arm wave. A waitress halfway across the restaurant spotted her and gave a nod. Turning back around, Marla said, “That’s Tammy. That guy you were asking about always liked to get sat in the same section. Kind of out of sight over there, and it’s Tammy’s section.”

      It didn’t take long for Tammy to make her way over to us. She was plump with an exaggerated hourglass figure. She wore black slacks, a long-sleeve white button-up shirt, black sneakers, and her sandy blonde hair was slicked back into a severe bun. She had an empty serving tray in her hand.

      “You remember that guy who came in with the old ladies?” Marla asked her.

      “Yeah…?”

      “He got himself killed, and these people want to know if you remember anything about him.”

      “Oh…” She turned her attention to Joel and me. “Um, he made the women laugh a lot. He was real expressive, telling stories. The women, they kinda seemed in awe of him. Looked like they were having the best night they’d had in years.”

      That was all good information, but it didn’t point us in a direction of where to go with the case. We needed more.

      “Do you know what they talked about?” I asked.

      Tammy’s gaze shifted up, like she was searching the heavens for the answer. When she had it, she focused on me. “He talked about world events a lot. Stuff that was happening with oil or what Europe was doing with green energy. Oh, and while I was serving dessert, he talked one woman into going out with him again. He wanted to take her to Tandoori Nights, out on the other side of town.”

      “Do you remember what the lady he was with looked like?” I asked.

      “Mmm,” she scrunched up her face. “Older than him. A lot older. Blue hair.”

      “She had blue hair?” I asked, surprised. It sounded like a style choice a much younger woman would make.

      “You know, like a rinse. My grandma used to use one. She had white hair, and she’d put a rinse on it to brighten it up, but it would end up looking kind of blue.”

      We thanked Tammy and Joel got another big, lingering hug from Marla before we headed on our way.

      As soon as we stepped outside, the bright sun I’d loved so much earlier felt harsh on my eyes.

      “Do we know where we’re going next?” Joel asked.

      I texted Zoey and gave her an update. I told her about the woman with the blue hair.

      Zoey texted back, “One sec,” then wrote back, “Found her. It’s Calista Jones. Agatha mentioned her.” My phone tinged with Calista’s address a moment later.

      I flashed Joel with the lit face of my phone. “Found our lead.”
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      Sitting inside the cab of Joel’s old truck, it took thirty-five minutes to drive to Ms. Calista Jones’. That included stopping for directions twice, directions like “turn left at the dogwood that’s gettin’ ready to bloom” and “drive past the fillin’ station, then take the lane with the pond next to it.”

      Through it all, I had two burning questions in my mind: How did Joel know Marla, and what was the nature of their relationship? I was teetering on the fence about whether or not I actually wanted to know the answers. I liked Joel. It was fun. I enjoyed it, and I didn’t want to stop enjoying it.

      And I didn’t know what I was getting so upset about. I certainly didn’t have the right. Joel was an incredibly handsome man. It stood to reason that he would have had his fair share of romantic interludes. I had no idea why Marla possibly being one of those interludes bothered me so much, but it did. It just did.

      Finally, I took a breath, and when I let it out, I let it form whatever words it wanted to. “So you and Marla…”

      Joel chuckled. “I wondered how long that would take.”

      I rolled my eyes, glad that he was focused on the road and unable to see my childish response.

      “I used to date Marla’s older sister,” he said. “Marla will forever be her younger, really cute and super flirty younger sister, but nothing else.”

      “Ohhh…” I hadn’t expected that answer.

      “Her sister died, by the way. Marla’s really only got herself. Tough as nails.”

      So much information was coming at me so fast. Marla didn’t have any family to fall back on, she’d lost a sister, and Joel had lost someone with whom he’d been romantically involved.

      “I’m, uh, sorry,” I said. I didn’t know what kind of sentiment would be enough. Had Marla’s sister been somebody he’d gone out on a few casual dates with or was she the missing great love of his life?

      “It’s okay. A lot’s happened since.” He looked at me when he said it, and he looked for so long that I got nervous that he might drive us off the road. But then faced forward, and I was once again left scrambling to figure out the appropriate thing to say.

      A gas station came into view, and I jumped on it a little overeagerly to fill the void in our conversation. “The, uh-uh, the ‘fillin’ station. We’re almost there.” Sure enough, less than a minute after passing the station we came to a driveway that was indeed a lane. It stretched the length of a football field to a two-story country home with a huge, brightly painted red barn to the side. A tractor was parked outside the barn, and it had a contraption hooked to its back that I couldn’t even begin to name or describe. All I could say is that the thing looked like it belonged in a giant’s kitchen, for use when he wanted to cut fresh pasta sheets into noodles.

      Joel parked, and we went up to a side door off from the house’s garage rather than go around to the front of the house. I thought it was odd but there was a well-worn welcome mat right in front of the door.

      Joel opened the screen door and knocked on the solid door behind it before letting the screen door close back into place. The inner door opened a moment later. Standing where it had once been was a woman slightly taller than me. She was stocky and looked sturdy. There was nothing frail about her, despite looking as though she was in her late sixties to seventies. She wore a floral cotton dress paired with sensible loafers. And, as promised, on top of her head was short, curly, blue-tinted hair that I was sure would be otherwise white.

      “Yes?” she said. “If yer sellin’ something, you can head on. I’m not interested.”

      “Mrs. Calista Jones?” Joel asked.

      “Who wants to know?” she asked.

      “My name is Joel Mullen. I’m Nick Mullen’s nephew.”

      “Oh, well hello,” Calista said. Everything about her changed. Instead of looking ready to grab a broom and chase us off, she smiled and leaned her head forward at an angle. She had time for us now. “I knew your uncle, or rather my husband did. They got drunk one night when they were boys, up in the hayloft of Gerald Smith’s old barn. They’d gotten themselves some smokes and ended up burning the thing down.” Her smile had deep, arching wrinkles at the corners of her laughter-filled eyes.

      Joel’s laugh was out loud and not just in his eyes. “He told me a thing or two, but he never told me that.”

      “Come on in,” Calista said, pushing open the screen door that had separated us, and we followed her through her large kitchen and into her living room. Her kitchen could have housed a small New York apartment, but her living room was a little smaller. It had a couch along one wall and then another couch facing it that was backed by an enormous window that looked out over a gigantic front yard. A coffee table sat between them.

      Joel and I sat on the couch with our backs to the wall, and Calista sat across from us.

      “I buried Thomas just a month after you buried your uncle,” Calista said. “I was glad to hear you took the paper over. I was afraid it’d get shuttered up. People need their jobs, and they need news they can trust.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I totally agree,” Joel said. “I worked a long time learning the business from my uncle. I was sad to have to take it over so soon, but I was glad that I could.”

      “He was a good man,” Calista said.

      “Yes, ma’am. He was.”

      “This your wife?”

      “No, ma’am, just a good friend. She’s Sarah Bradley’s cousin. She took over Sarah’s café when Sarah moved ‘cross country to get married.”

      “Oh.” Calista’s gaze looked me up and down and her lips thinned. There wasn’t even the hint of a smile.

      I thought about asking if she was friends with my ex-aunt Dorothy—who lived to bad mouth me—but decided it was best to leave it alone.

      “What brings you two out this way?” Calista asked. It was clear that the formalities were done. Everybody knew who everybody was, and now we were getting down to the business at hand.

      “We heard that you knew Morgan Bleur,” Joel said.

      Calista’s expression changed. She looked as though she’d just bitten into something sour. “What happened to that poor boy,” she said, shaking her head and leaning on the armrest beside her. “Nobody deserves what happened to him.”

      “It was awful,” I said, testing the waters to see if she would be warm to anything I had to say. She didn’t shoot me any dirty looks, and I took that as a promising sign.

      “Calista,” Joel said, “I don’t mean to offend you, but it’s come to our attention that Morgan had been making investments on behalf of some of the folks he met through the shoe store he worked at. We were wondering if you were considering having him invest some of your money.”

      “I did give him some money to invest for me.” Then she added under her breath, “Won’t be seeing that again.” She didn’t seem personally heartbroken that Morgan had died.

      “Mind me asking how much you gave him?” I asked.

      Her gaze shifted to me, and it was so intense that it made me want to hold a mirror up to reflect it back at her. If one of us was going to be turned to stone, I’d much rather it be her. “I do mind. It's none of your business. I don’t discuss my finances with my children, and I’m not discussing them with you, either.”

      I tried again. “It’s just that he got money from some other women, too.”

      “Well that’s what investors do, innit? They get money from people and invest it. Why shouldn’t a woman invest her money? Why should it only be men making money off of what they already have?”

      “You’re right,” Joel said, scooting forward to sit on the end of the couch. He rested his elbows on his knees. “You are absolutely right. Women should invest. Women should take charge of their own financial future. And I’m sorry we’ve taken up so much of your time, but if you could humor me, please, could you tell me if Morgan took you to dinner at Tandoori Nights?”

      Calista threw her hands down on the couch. “Well for Sam blazes!” she exclaimed, exacerbated. “Now you want to know about my dating life, too!” She shook her head. “Kids nowadays. They think they got the right to know everything.”

      To say that we left soon afterward doesn’t quite do our exit justice. Joel did his best to make nice on our way out, but I still felt the wind at my back when Calista slammed the door shut behind me.

      Standing outside, Joel shoved his hands deep into his jeans pockets. “Well, that went well.”

      I looped my hand through his arm and started us walking back to his truck. “Oh, I don’t know. I think we did pretty good. Calista might hate us, but she still told us that she had given Morgan money. And… she insinuated that her relationship with Morgan had become romantic.”

      Joel gave me a side glance out of the corner of his eye. “How do you get that?”

      “You asked Calista if she’d gone to dinner at Tandoori Nights with Morgan. She didn’t give you an answer, but she did get super upset about being asked, and people don’t tend to get upset about something that means nothing to them. What’s more, when she responded, she’d used the word ‘dating.’ You hadn’t used that word. That was her word, and it’s one that implies romance.”

      Joel was smiling now. “So you think that she did go to Tandoori Nights and that Morgan had started turning up the charm.”

      “I do. And what’s more than that, I think that she’s gotten some flack about it from somebody else. Her reaction to us asking was so strong. I got the feeling that her being upset was some blowback from a fire that somebody else had lit.”

      Joel opened the passenger-side door of his truck, and I hopped up inside of it. But then he lingered, standing in the opening of the door. “No wonder you get keep involved in all of these homicide cases, Kylie. You’re good at it.”

      I started to demur, but Joel didn’t give me enough time. Instead, he leaned in and kissed me right on the cheek… oh so close to the corner of my lips. My heart burst into a hundred butterflies and flew away, leaving tingles in their wake.
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      I was still walking on cloud-nine two hours after I’d gotten back to the café. I couldn’t stop smiling. Thankfully Jonathan simply smiled with me instead of prying into what had me so happy.

      Jonathan had done great during the lunch service without me. He’d sold out of the spaghetti with meatballs and he’d switched over to improvising eggs made to order, served with sausage, toast and jelly. He’d listed the dish on the Oops Board at a discount so that customers wouldn’t mind so much that eggs were all we had to offer as a late lunch, and he’d been afraid I’d be upset about that. Instead I’d been thrilled.

      Together we got the dinner of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, caramelized onions, and peas ready to serve. Having done most of the prep that morning, finishing things off was a snap, especially with Jonathan’s help.

      The mashed potatoes turned out a bit bland and the peas were a little mushy, and the caramelized onions cooked down so much that there wasn’t going to be enough for everyone, but they were delicious. I listed the dinner on the regular priced board, but I did have some day-old cupcakes, and I listed them on the Oops Board at a discount.

      “Jonathan, will you be okay here on your own?” I felt silly even asking it, but I didn’t want to make assumptions. I needed to head over to the local mega store and stock up on things for the café. I was doing my best to emphasize never-frozen options, and that meant going to the store on a pretty regular basis. I hadn’t gotten so bold as to emphasize local grown yet, but I was eyeing a local butcher shop and I was considering starting a garden on my building’s flat roof. But those weren’t solid ideas. They were more “hmmm, maybe…” ideas.

      “Yeah, boss. Good as rain!”

      He’d been waiting outside for me when I’d come downstairs to start the day, and he was still here. I had never had anyone tackle a whole day with me before. It made me want to cry, and this was only Jonathan’s second day.

      “I’m going to head to the store to get some things for the café. Know of anything we need? Are there any dishes that you consider your specialty?”

      “Oh no, boss. Not me. I’m just a chop and wash guy.”

      I already knew that wasn’t true. He’d done everything from cooking to mopping the floors. He was an everything guy.

      I rummaged around the kitchen, making a list of things to get, then called a cab and headed out. Two and a half hours later I was checking out of the mega store, You Name It—as in you name it, it had it—while wrangling three large carts, stuffed to the point of heaping. The bill made my heart beat erratically, but the café was doing well enough that I had the funds to cover it all.

      It felt odd to be so “wealthy” while being so very, very poor. Everything the café made went back into its operational costs. Now on top of the costs that I already had was the new cost of Jonathan’s employment, but he was worth it. Even in his first two days, the work that he had done had earned the café money. He was well on his way to covering the cost of his own employment and he was keeping me from having a mental breakdown or being hospitalized from exhaustion.

      And yet the store’s huge name, emblazoned everywhere I looked—YOU NAME IT—felt like a hammer on my senses, reminding me that I needed to move forward with renaming the café. It was no longer Sarah’s Eatery. It was my eatery, and I had the terribly cooked food, rampant fatigue, and the dishwaterchapped hands to prove it. But I couldn’t do it. Not yet. I didn’t have the time or energy to figure out how to do it, and I didn’t have any extra money to pay the necessary fees.

      I’d have to stick with using Sarah’s Eatery a little while—or lot while—longer.

      Outside, night had fallen, and I tried not to shiver against the chill. I hadn’t replaced my coat after it got set on fire—with me still in it. I used it as a blanket now, but I didn’t want to be seen walking around with huge holes scorched into my clothes.

      With a cab on its way, I slow-walked my three carts down the gently sloping sidewalk to the far corner. We’d have a lot to load and this spot would be out of the way of the steady flow of in and out traffic of shoppers. When I’d reached the corner, I had to park the carts at a cross angle to the slope to keep them from rolling off. Of course, that didn’t stop a huge, round jug of bleach from doing just that. It hit the ground like a runner, its roll picking up speed because of the sloping parking lot.

      “No you don’t,” I said, abandoning my carts. But two steps into my chase, the explosive sound of twisting metal, breaking eggs, and thudding produce froze me in my tracks, and the swooshing air of a car whipping past nearly knocked me off balance.

      I turned in a circle with my hands up protectively near my head, but by the time I got turned around there was nothing to see except for my destroyed basket of goods. A burst bag of flour had dusted me, the air and everything around a ghostly white.

      In the distance, driving toward the back of the You Name It, I could just make out the outline of a car. Barely. It didn’t have its lights on—and it wasn’t using its brakes. In fact, I was pretty sure it was speeding up, and the squeal of its tires confirmed that it had taken a turn at the back of the store at high speed.

      Tires screeched to a stop in front of the sidewalk, jerking my attention away from the retreating car.

      “Lady, you okay?” a man asked as he jumped out of his car. He had his cell phone in his hand, and he was already dialing. “I saw everything. That guy—whoever that was—they would have hit you if you hadn’t stepped away from your baskets. They plowed right into you! Had to jump the curb to do it! I’m calling the police…”

      “No, no…” I didn’t want the police. I wanted to salvage what was left of my purchases, go home and crawl under my blanket coat. So someone tried to kill me. Big whoop. I’d add their name to my growing fan club and cross-stitch them a pillow… as soon as I figured out how to cross-stitch. But I did not want the cops. I didn’t want to see that look of hurt and frustration in Brad’s eyes when he learned that I was once again putting myself in the line of danger.

      “Hello? 9-1-1? Yes. I just witnessed an attempted hit and run. Injured? Hang on…” He turned to me. “Are you hurt?”

      “No, no… and I’m going to just go. Tell them they don’t need to come.”

      The thirty-something man dressed in a middle-management suit looked at me like I had lost my mind, then he returned his attention to his phone and whoever was on the other end of the call. “She doesn’t appear to be physically injured but I think she’s in shock. Best to send medical help.”

      Nooooo! I did not want an ambulance. I didn’t even have health insurance. Adding medical bills to everything else could ruin me.

      “I’m fine. I promise,” I said, but the man wasn’t listening. He’d completely tuned me out as he was giving instructions to the 9-1-1 operator as to the location and the details of what he’d seen.

      Thirty minutes later there were three squad cars parked around the scene, the cab I’d called had come and gone, and I’d been looked at by a paramedic. Brad wasn’t anywhere in sight, but Detective Gregson—the lead investigator of Morgan’s death and the person who had chewed Zoey, Joel and myself out for trekking all over a newly discovered goose-riddled crime scene—was waiting with arms crossed to talk to me.

      “She fine?” he asked. It sounded more like a bark.

      “She’s fine,” the middle-aged female paramedic with short brown hair said as she turned her attention to packing up her supplies.

      “Good. You”—he jabbed a finger at me—“you’re with me.”

      Suddenly I wasn’t so keen to leave the embrace of the soft glow of the ambulance’s interior, but there was nothing for it. I had to.

      “Thanks,” I said to the paramedic and then stepped away into the busy mess that was the crime scene left behind by whoever had tried to run me down. Officers were interviewing everyone around, studying the crime scene, and taking pictures. No one had taken my statement yet. Detective Gregson had wanted me medically cleared first.

      “State your name,” Detective Gregson said.

      “Kylie Berry.” He didn’t have a notepad out. I didn’t have much to tell about what had happened, but I would at least have thought he’d take some notes about what I did remember.

      “Ms. Berry, you are under arrest for the murder of Morgan Bleur.” He twirled me around, lifted one arm behind my back and started putting me in handcuffs.

      “Wait! What?”

      “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”

      His litany continued as my head buzzed in its attempt to retain its hold on reality, because I knew that this couldn’t be real. I couldn’t be getting arrested.

      I hadn’t tried to kill anyone.

      Someone had tried to kill me!
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      Dawn was turning the sky from inky black to midnight blue by the time I got back to the café. Gregson—I now refused to give him the respect of calling him detective—had kept me locked in an interview room for five hours. Someone or other kept coming in to say that it would be just a little while longer… just a little while longer. Again and again and again.

      I had wanted to get up and walk out, but I was scared. I’d wanted to ask for a lawyer, but no one was sitting down to talk to me yet. The only thing that happened for hours was someone asking if I wanted a soda or a pastry. Everyone was incredibly polite. And then Gregson had come in, and polite was not part of his repertoire.

      Gregson was all intimidation and scare tactics. He verbally hammered me for hours. He told me that he’d looked at the reports on the other recent murders and had determined that they’d had one thing and only one thing in common—me. I wasn’t for a second going to point out that Zoey had been a part of all of them, too.

      Finally he’d let me go. No charges filed.

      I wanted to kill him.

      My hand trembled as I fought to get the key into the café’s front door, and I staggered back when it was jerked open instead.

      “Kylie!” Brad exclaimed. He barreled through the now-open door and wrapped me in his arms. He pulled away and held my face in his hands. “What happened? I thought I’d lost you. I thought someone had nabbed you.”

      For the first time that night, tears burned in my eyes and my throat swelled with emotion. “I got arrested,” I wailed.

      “You what?”

      “I got arrested! I went shopping, bought hundreds of dollars of stuff, someone tried to run me over, and so Gregson arrested me. I don’t even have my stuff!” I was a wreck of big, messy, inelegant and very unladylike sobs. An engine could have been lubed with the snot that was coming out of my nose.

      Amazingly, Brad didn’t seem to care.

      “Oh, honey,” he said, pulling me in for a big, warm hug. “Everything’s going to be okay.” He pulled away and cupped my head again. Looking me straight in the eyes, he said, “We’ll get you more stuff, and then I’ll kill Gregson.”

      More snot, but this time it was because of a laugh. “Stop it,” I said through my tears.

      “Come on. Let’s get you inside.” Brad swung an arm around my shoulder, and I wrapped mine around his waist and snuggled my head into his shoulder. “That new guy you hired was ready to call in the Marines when you didn’t make it back. He managed to get hold of Zoey and Zoey got hold of me. Of course, I suspect she’s better than the Marines so I suppose I’m more of a consolation prize.”

      “You’re the best prize,” I told him and meant it.

      Jonathan had been there all night but insisted that he’d stay the whole next day anyway. He also insisted that I go upstairs and get some rest, and Brad was the guy to make sure I did it.

      He hung out in my apartment’s insanely large kitchen while I showered to wash the grime of the police station off of me. I dressed in shorts and an oversized t-shirt for modesty, and Brad tucked me into bed under my charred red princess coat.

      “We gotta do something about getting you some furniture,” he said as he sat perched on the edge of my floor mattress. He was smiling looking down at me, a dreamy smile. The smile of someone who had discovered that they hadn’t lost something dear to them after all.

      The care I saw in his eyes made me suddenly sad, and he must have seen it.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You know I’m not going to stop looking into who killed Morgan, right?”

      Brad did a slow head nod, but the care in his eyes didn’t change. “My mama told me sometimes you gotta accept people for who they are, that they aren’t the same person if they try to be who you want them to be. And Berry…”

      “Yes, Brad?”

      “I wouldn’t change who you are for anything.”
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      I slept all the way through the breakfast service.

      I slept well into the lunch-time service.

      When I finally woke up and headed downstairs to the café, I didn’t know what to expect, but I had not expected what I found.

      The café was bustling with activity, and the aroma was heavenly.

      “You haven’t eaten, have you?” Patty asked as soon as I stepped through the door from my apartment into the kitchen. It wasn’t so much a question as it was an accusation. “Go out front. Sit. We’ll bring you some food.”

      “Well hey, boss!” Jonathan exclaimed. He was the “we” in Patty’s statement, or at least I hoped he was. It was hard to tell with her since she had more than one voice in her head.

      Jonathan came over and gave me a hug. “You’re looking so much better than when you came in. You gave me such a fright! Now, what do you want to eat? I made spaghetti and meatballs for lunch, just like you did it yesterday, and Patty has ten different types of muffins and cupcakes to choose from. And your friend Jack is out on the grill making breakfast to order. He could fix you up a big stack of pancakes and a side of eggs. He even made some warm maple syrup with some butter and rum stirred in. Never tasted anything better in my life.”

      I wasn’t sure that Jonathan had taken a single breath as he spoke. I felt as though I should be worried about him. He’d been here since yesterday morning before the sun had come up. And he’d still been here this morning before the sun had come up, when Brad had shuffled me up to go to bed.

      “Pancakes sound wonderful,” I said. “But are you okay? Do you need to go… home?” I wasn’t sure where his home was or if he even had one.

      “I’m fit as a fiddle and happy as a clam,” he said. His smile was contagious and so was his joy. There was no way to feel down around him. “I got in a few naps here and there, and with the café so busy, I haven’t even had a chance to feel tired.”

      Busy… The café?

      I felt as though I was gliding through a dream as I walked out of the kitchen and into the area behind the grill’s counter. As promised, there was Jack. His tall, fit frame was decked out in a pale lavender dress shirt that perfectly complimented his rich brown skin. I was pretty sure it was a cotton-silk blend and worth more than I’d be able to pay myself in a Sunday worth of months. His dark slacks fit him as perfectly as the shirt and were no-doubt twice as expensive. Over all of that he wore one of my white aprons.

      The grill’s counter nearest the café’s door was home to a slew of artfully arranged cupcakes and muffins, and the café’s floor had customers sitting at just about every single table.

      Just as Jonathan had said, the café was… busy.

      “Kylie, you’re up. Good. Take a seat,” Jack ordered, and I obeyed.

      Still in a daze at the amount of activity in the café, I climbed up onto the nearest stool in front of the bar.

      Jack twirled a stainless steel black-handled spatula in his hand. On the chalkboard menu for regularly priced items behind him was listed an array of options, and they were priced far more than I would have dared price them. Yet I’d spotted quite a few customers with happy stacks of pancakes.

      The ingredient choices listed on the menu board were blueberries, walnuts, chocolate chips, strawberry, banana, peanut butter and a whole slew of other options. To back up the offering were bowls overflowing with fresh blueberries, strawberries and all the rest—things that I was sure I didn’t have in stock as of last night. I knew that I hadn’t bought them. Well, I had bought some of them, but everything I’d bought last night had been left abandoned outside You Name It. So that meant that someone else would have had to buy all of this produce for me.

      “Jack, what have you done?”

      “Kylie, did I ever tell you that I worked my way through college by working in a gourmet pancake bar?”

      I shook my head no.

      “Well, I did. Gained thirty pounds doing it, but it was worth it.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Do you know why it was worth it?”

      I shook my head no again.

      “It was worth it because I can now make pancakes better than anyone I know.”

      A shy smile from me earned me a glorious smile from him.

      “Now what can I get you?” he asked in a booming voice, sweeping his arm past all the ingredients on the counter.

      I stared at them all. They looked amazing, and my stomach chose that moment to rumble. “Chef’s choice,” I finally said and was thrilled to watch Jack swing into creative mode as he put together the best stack of pancakes I’d ever had, filled with cut banana and chocolate chips and then drizzled with a silky smooth peanut butter sauce.

      “I can’t thank you enough for doing this,” I said as Jack sat down a plate of scrambled eggs that I could only describe as southwestern style, containing ham, diced tomato and sweet bell peppers. I know that I had not had any bell peppers in stock yesterday.

      “Seeing a person wrongly persecuted or badly handled by the established law is a pet peeve of mine,” he said. “And I would gladly stand in support of someone like you, someone ready to stand in support of others. These moments matter, and they are the moments that keep a community strong.”

      As always, Jack had me in awe of him. If he were a college professor, I would have been one of the fangirls sitting at the back of the auditorium-sized classroom with stars in her eyes.

      More customers came in, filling the grill’s counter and taking Jack’s attention away from me.

      I texted Zoey and let her know that I had a few minutes, and her and Joel walked in the café’s front door a few minutes after that. I collected my dishes of food and joined them at one of the few empty tables.

      Joel was wearing his tried and true jeans and plaid shirt combo, and Zoey was wearing a blue-gray baby doll tunic over black leggings with stylish yet sturdy-looking lace-up boots. Her makeup was extra warrior-princess fierce, and I was glad to see her without a huge bladed weapon at the ready.

      “What happened last night?” Zoey asked after we’d gotten seated. “I heard that you didn’t make it back from the store until early this morning. Jack said that Brad said that you’d been arrested and detained.” She looked both concerned and ready to fight.

      Joel mostly just looked concerned. He was sitting in his chair, leaning back with his arms crossed over his thick chest.

      There was no way I was going to stop eating the amazing meal Jack had made me, so I did my best to fill them in between bites. “Joel and I got back. Jonathan and I got the dinner service set up, and then I left to go get more supplies. I got done shopping and went outside to the bottom of the walkway to wait for a cab. Something fell off the cart, I went to grab it, and a car plowed into my shopping carts.”

      “I don’t get it,” Joel said. “What’s any of that got to do with you getting arrested?”

      I scowled. “A Good Samaritan was there and saw it all. He called the police, and Detective Gregson came. He didn’t even ask me what happened, but they asked everyone else.”

      “I’m still not getting where the arrest came in,” Joel said.

      I shrugged. “As soon as the paramedic cleared me as being okay, Gregson arrested me. Didn’t even talk to me. Just arrested me.”

      Joel’s face turned red. I wasn’t sure he was still breathing. After what felt like half a minute, he said, “Someone tried to run you down with their car, and you got arrested.”

      “Yep,” I said as discreetly as I could from around a mouthful of food.

      “That’s it. I’m pulling the plug on this,” he said. “This investigation is done.”

      My fork finally hit my plate. “What?” Zoey and I said in unison.

      “We started looking into this because the police were considering me a suspect in Morgan’s murder, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t want you involved in this anymore. It’s too dangerous.”

      “We’re not stopping,” I said, and glanced over at Zoey to make sure she was on board.

      “You can quit if you want to,” she said, “but we’re going to figure this out. You do not decide what it is that we do or what risks we take.”

      I felt like giving her an “Amen, sister,” but kept it to myself.

      “But this started all because of me,” Joel said. “I don’t want to have to post your obituaries in my paper. I want this to stop.” He pounded the table with the tip of his finger.

      “Poke a hole in it if you got to,” Zoey goaded him. “We’re not out.”

      Joel looked me, his eyes pleading. “Be sensible, Kylie.”

      “No, no, no, no, no…” I said, waving my retrieved fork in the air. “Uh-unh. I spent a lot of years being the person I was expected to be, and those days are gone. Sensible Kylie has left the building.”

      Joel rolled his eyes. “Not the best defense of your reasoning.”

      “I’m not defending anything. We’re telling you. Zoey and I are going to continue to investigate this murder until it’s solved.”

      Joel’s lips thinned, but I saw resigned acceptance in his expression. “Fine.”

      I didn’t bother to point out that his acceptance of “fine” didn’t have any bearing on the matter.

      “But at least put off any more investigating until tomorrow,” he said. “I have some meetings scheduled for today that have to happen. I’m going to be tied up, but I can clear my whole schedule for tomorrow.”

      I took the biggest bite of pancakes that I could possibly fit inside my mouth. I didn’t want to lie to Joel, but I wasn’t willing to put off investigating Morgan’s murder for one second longer than necessary. Joel could put whatever priorities he wanted to before continuing the investigation, but that didn’t mean I had to. Someone had tried to kill me, and I wasn’t letting them get away with it.

      “We’ll review surveillance video today,” Zoey said with a light pat on Joel’s shoulder. “We’ll catch you up tomorrow on what we find out.”

      Joel blew out a breath and even smiled as he slouched in his chair. “Thanks girls. I really appreciate you holding off. We’ll be back in the swing of things tomorrow.” He looked at his watch, an old one with a leather band. “And now I’ve got to go. I’ll catch up with you both later,” he said as he got up. He kissed the top of my head and was gone a moment later.

      “We really reviewing surveillance video today?” I asked Zoey.

      “For the next five minutes. Then we’re gonna go track down a killer.”
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      I leaned forward to more closely see the images that were playing across the screen of Zoey’s phone. There wasn’t any sound, but the image quality was good.

      “This is surveillance footage from that restaurant, Tandoori Nights,” Zoey said.

      “Is that Calista Jones?” I asked. A woman with bluish hair was sitting at a half-moon-shaped booth table with Morgan, except this woman didn’t look like the woman who Joel and I had interviewed. I mean, technically, yes, it looked like her. There was the bluish hair, the stocky, sturdy build, and the no-nonsense vibe, but that’s where the similarities stopped. Instead of looking like a farmer’s aged housewife, this woman was wearing a beautiful blouse with a plunging neckline and a dangling necklace for emphasis. And she owned it. She looked as good and confident as a model walking down a catwalk.

      Calista had layers.

      “Yeah, that’s her,” Zoey said. “Wait for it.”

      I watched the video for another minute before a hulking fifty-something man came into view. The man looked big enough to wrestle bulls—and win.

      The newcomer reached Calista’s table and appeared to start yelling, gesturing wildly with his arms. The restaurant workers in the background scattered, no doubt to fetch management.

      Morgan sank down and pressed himself back as far as the booth’s bench seat would let him. He was already seated as far away from the booth’s entrance as he could be, putting the maximum amount of table possible between him and the enraged Hulk-wannabe.

      Calista didn’t look scared at all. She looked irritated and mad, that is until the Hulk dude grabbed the table by both sides and started twisting and pulling. Then she looked alarmed.

      “Oh my God…” I murmured, then, “Oh my God!”

      The Hulk had ripped the table free from its moorings and tossed it to the side like it was nothing. The dinner plates and drinking glasses scattered and broke.

      Calista stood up and positioned herself between the raging Hulk and her cowering date. She had one hand on the Hulk’s chest and another one behind her to act as a stopper against Morgan. She was trying to talk to the Hulk, but it wasn’t doing any good. But when the big guy bent to retrieve a steak knife that had fallen to the floor, her answer was swift and harsh. She slapped the big guy across the face so hard that my brain filled in the sound of the resounding smack. She then yanked the knife free from his hand and threw it on the floor.

      The giant of a man towered over her, leaning forward with his fists bunched at his sides, but it didn’t faze Calista at all. She stood her ground fearlessly. Her arm shot out to the side with her finger pointing the way out.

      The two stood still, staring each other down, an impasse, but then the big guy turned and left.

      Zoey clicked her phone off.

      “Wow,” I said. It felt like such an inadequate thing to say.

      “I don’t know who that guy is,” Zoey said. “You have any idea?”

      “No,” I said, but Calista sure did. The way she faced the big guy down, she knew exactly who he was.

      “Did Calista mention anything about that fight when you and Joel talked to her?”

      “No, nothing. And that guy”—I pointed a finger at Zoey’s now sleeping phone—“that guy looked ready to kill Morgan.”

      “And if he did kill Morgan,” Zoey said, “that means Calista knows the killer—”

      “And could be protecting him,” I finished for her.

      Zoey nodded. “We need to go talk to Calista.”

      “I agree.”

      And we weren’t going to wait for Joel to go with us.

      Not owning a car was a big pain in my tushie most of the time, but sometimes I was glad someone else was at the wheel. I was still not used to navigating rural Kentucky’s country roads. In Chicago, getting around the city had been all about direction. East. West. North. South. Those directions would get you to where you wanted to go. But in Kentucky, it was all about landmarks. And when people gave you directions, they didn’t say turn East or West on such and such road. They said turn left or right.

      I didn’t know how anyone managed to get anywhere.

      Thankfully, Zoey didn’t seem to have my navigational hang-ups, and we pulled into Ms. Calista Jones’ driveway in record time. Zoey parked her car catty-corner to the house and barn, and we walked to the home’s side door. Zoey opened the screen door, knocked on the solid wood door behind it, and then let the screen door shut back into place.

      Calista answered a moment later. She was back to wearing country housewife garb instead of the fashion-forward outfit that she’d worn out to eat with Morgan.

      Calista’s brows crinkled the tiniest bit, no doubt wondering why she was getting yet another visit. Then her eyes took in the space behind Zoey and me in the direction of the car.

      “Hi Mrs. Jones,” I said. “Joel wasn’t able to make it today because he had an emergency come up at work.” I figured that was who she’d been looking for when she looked in the direction of the car. I then did a Vanna White-wave to my side. “This is my friend Zoey. She’s working with me and Joel.” I hoped that throwing Joel’s name into the mix would help to soften Calista to our unannounced and uninvited visit.

      “Oh,” she said, and I could hear the disappointment in her voice. Her expression hardened into something akin to let’s-get-this-over-with, and she stepped outside her house and let the screen door swing shut behind her. She then crossed her arms over her ample chest.

      I noticed that we weren’t getting an invitation inside her home this time, but I was glad that she was at least willing to talk to us.

      “I’ve got some chicken frying on the stove. If you’ve got questions, you best ask them fast.”

      Zoey fiddled with her phone and then held it up for Calista to see. “Can you tell us who this man is?”

      As Calista watched the surveillance feed captured during her dinner with Morgan—and their subsequent attack by what had to be Hulk Hogan’s cousin—her mouth tightened so much that her lips completely disappeared.

      “Not an ounce of privacy left in this world,” she said when Zoey stopped the video and put her phone away in a hidden pocket beneath her baby doll tunic.

      I wasn’t sure what made Calista think that privacy would even be on the menu when going out to dinner in a public restaurant.

      “We need to talk to the man in that video,” I told Calista.

      “No, you don’t. He didn’t have nothing to do with what happened to Morgan.”

      I couldn’t yet say that Calista was trying to protect the man on that video, but her response was definitely an attempt at minimizing his involvement.

      I decided to push. “Mrs. Jones, we need to talk to him. We can get his name from you now, or we can call the police and let them get it from you.” It was a bluff. No way was I going to call the police, especially not after what had happened last night. With my luck, I’d get arrested for trespassing.

      Actually, I supposed Calista might have a valid argument for that.

      I started to rethink our decision to come out here without Joel. He was so good with people. But if Calista called me on my bluff and refused to name her and Morgan’s restaurant attacker, Joel could always come back out without us and sweet talk his way into the information.

      Calista threw a hand up into the air. “Well, he ain’t no count anyway. If you want to talk to him, talk to him. That there is Bobby Randalls. He and I dated a spell, and he got more serious about me than I got about him.” She crossed her arms again and half-mumbled, “The damn fool don’t know when to leave well enough alone.”

      Zoey pulled out her phone, and I saw her make a note of Bobby’s name. “Do you know where we could find him?” she asked Calista.

      Calista shook her head and looked out into space. “He don’t have nothing to do with this. He’s dumb, he’s ignorant, and a hothead, but if he’d meant to kill Morgan he would have done it right there in the restaurant. He wouldn’t’ve cared who’d seen him.”

      I remembered the knife that Bobby had pulled in the restaurant. It looked like Bobby had been ready to kill Morgan right then and there but Calista’s hard face slap had stolen some of his determination—at least in that moment.

      “It’d be a big help to talk to him,” I said. “If he didn’t do it, I’m sure we’ll figure that out really fast, and then we’ll be able to leave both him and you alone.” The promise of leaving them both alone was the carrot on the end of my stick.

      Calista took a deep breath and blew it out. “He’s a good man. He’s just got rocks in his head is all. You can probably find him at the lumber yard, the one out toward the falls.” I guestimated that she was referring to Camden Falls, the waterfall for which the town was named—or vice versa. “That’s where he works.” She glanced at her watch. “You best hurry, though. His day will be ending soon, and I’m not tellin’ you where he lives.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Jones,” I said followed by a “thank you” from Zoey, too.

      We hotfooted it to the car. Zoey slipped in behind the wheel, and I buckled myself into the passenger side.

      “Do you know where she’s talking about?” I asked.

      “Not exactly, but I’ve got a general idea. We’ll start seeing signs when we get close.”
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      “There it is,” I said as I spotted a wooden sign twenty feet back from the road. It read “Hannigan’s Mill & Lumber Yard.” The sign was weathered and the letters were faded, barely readable, but the huge fenced lumberyard behind it gave the sign some of its missing clarity.

      Zoey slowed and turned onto the dirt lane that led through a wide gate and then pulled into a gravel parking lot. The lot held around twenty vehicles, at least half of them trucks.

      True to what Calista had said, people were leaving. It was quitting time.

      Zoey and I got out of her car, and I intercepted the nearest person—a slender-built man in his mid-twenties with pitch black hair, a warm tan, and pale blue eyes. He wasn’t the man who we’d seen accost Calista and Morgan on the surveillance video, but I was hoping that he’d be able to point us in the direction of where we could find him.

      “Excuse me,” I said. “We were looking for Bobby Randalls. Do you know where we can find him?”

      “He’s probably over near the stacks if he hasn’t left yet,” he said, then pointed in the direction of what I assumed were “the stacks.” In the distance I could see wooden pallets with what looked like five feet worth of cut lumber stacked on top. Then the loaded pallets were stacked on top of each other, making enormous towers of wood.

      We headed off in that direction, keeping an eye out for anyone who could have been the man we’d seen on the video.

      Zoey gave me a nudge with her elbow and pointed.

      I followed the line of her finger and spotted the man she was pointing at. He was big—really big. He was heading toward the parking lot by a different route than Zoey and I had taken, and we changed course to intercept him.

      “Hi Bobby,” I said when we got close enough. I didn’t ask him if he was Bobby Randalls because I didn’t want him to say that he wasn’t. I let him assume that I knew for sure who he was.

      “Hi,” he said. His puzzled gaze searched my and Zoey’s faces, as if trying to place who we were. He was dressed in a lightweight leather jacket, a blue button-up, jeans, and scuffed leather boots with a thick tread. He smelled like wood, in a good way. His face was weathered, and his hazel eyes had deep creases at their corners. I gauged him at being close to sixty, but he was an extremely muscular and fit almost-sixty.

      “We’d like to talk to you about what happened at Tandoori Nights,” Zoey said.

      “Hey now!” Bobby said, “I talked to the manager and worked it all out. She said no charges would be pressed, and I’m paying them back for the damage I done. If you’ve got issues, you need to go take them up with her.”

      “We don’t care about the restaurant itself,” I assured him. “Our question is about Morgan Bleur.”

      Bobby took a beat before saying anything, then asked, “You two cops?”

      Zoey and I looked at each other. I was pretty sure that impersonating an officer was against the law, but it was sooo tempting. Thankfully Zoey stepped in to save the day.

      “We are private investigators hired by the police department to assist in the investigation of Morgan Bleur’s death.”

      “You mean murder,” Bobby corrected. Distrust showed in his narrowed eyes, and the heavy creases at their corners made the expression more ominous.

      “Yes, sir,” I said. “Murder. We want to know if you aided Calista in murdering Morgan or if she did it on her own.”

      “Now you look here. Don’t go playing your little tricks with me. Calista didn’t murder Morgan and neither did I. Now I hated the guy. I did. And I was happy when I heard some of his wrong doings caught up with him. He was a grifter. I seen it from the start. Me and Calista were fine until he came along. We were better than fine. We were doing good. I was going to ask her to marry me! Then he showed up, throwing her all kinds of attention. But it weren’t nothin’. It was meaningless. But he was young and handsome, and she ate it up.”

      “You wanted to kill him,” Zoey said.

      “Yeah, I wanted to kill him. I want to kill a lot of people. My boss can stand right at the head of that line. Then there’s the waiter who messed up my order so bad that I had to send my dinner back three times. Or the jerk-off who nearly took the nose off my truck. And Dorothy Hibbert, she ruined my life.”

      I got cold shivers at the mention of my ex-aunt-in-law.

      “A few years back, my wife fell on ice and blacked her eye real bad, and that nosy, good-for-nothing hag told everyone I done it to her. Then when my wife died of pneumonia, she went around telling everyone it was a cover-up for me beating her to death. I never laid an ill-hand on my wife in the whole time we were married, but that Hibbert woman had half the town believing I’d done my wife in.”

      “Bobby, I am so sorry to hear about your wife. We won’t take up any more of your time,” I said.

      Bobby seemed as surprised by this fast shift as Zoey did.

      “What are you doing?” Zoey asked as soon as Bobby was out of earshot. “He was getting worked up. We could have pushed him some more. He might’ve cracked.”

      “He didn’t kill Morgan,” I said.

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because my ex-aunt-in-law Dorothy would’ve already been dead. If he’s not going to kill her, he’s not going to kill anybody.”
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      “Where to next?” Zoey asked once we’d made it back to her car. We were still sitting in the lumber yard’s parking lot, and most of the vehicles around us had already left.

      I leaned back in my seat and closed my eyes, thinking. “Derek told me something.” I really, really needed to start keeping a notebook if I was going to continue getting involved in these types of capers.

      I opened my eyes and snapped my fingers. “He told me that Morgan’s neighbor had major problems with him, said they’d been fighting for months.”

      “I still think we should follow up some more on Bobby. That guy’s got rage issues.”

      “Yeah, but anybody with rage issues that doesn’t kill Dorothy has got to be okay.” Zoey didn’t look convinced by my logic. I couldn’t blame her. “How about we go hunt down Morgan’s neighbor and then circle back to Bobby if we don’t get anywhere?”

      Zoey started the car. “Sounds good to me. I know where Morgan had lived. We can be there in about thirty-five. It’s on the other side of town.”

      It never ceased to amaze me how long it could take to get from one spot to another in such a small town like Camden Falls. Everything was so spread out. But the drives were infinitely more pleasant than in Chicago. Here they were downright peaceful.

      I sat back and closed my eyes. I was pretty sure I dozed off a time or two because the radio turned into Det. Gregson interrogating me and I jerked awake with a start.

      Eventually we turned down a little road named Stinking Ridge. I was nervous about what that would portend, but the air in the car stayed fresh and pleasant. A few minutes later we drove past a house that was pristine and well-kept on the outside.

      “This was Morgan’s place,” Zoey said.

      I shifted my gaze to the house next door to it. The winter-dead grass looked like it hadn’t been cut from two years ago, the lawn was a graveyard to old cars and motorcycles, and the house had big paint chips flaking off, exposing the weathered, damaged wood beneath.

      If Morgan had wanted to bring any of his potential investors home with him for some additional schmoozing, I guessed that the state of his neighbor’s home could be a huge embarrassment and even an impediment to being taken seriously as an investor who knew what he was doing. After all, if he was really as good at investing money as he claimed to be, why would he be willing to live next door to such an eyesore of a place?

      Zoey parked her car in the neighbor’s yard on an unoccupied patch of grass. We got out and weaved a path through the yard debris to Neville’s front door. It wasn’t so much a front door as it was a screen door leading into a walled in front porch.

      Not wanting to step foot into the home without an invitation, I knocked on the closed screen door. The jiggling bang of the wooden screen door against the wooden door frame made more noise than my actual knocking.

      After a minute of waiting, Zoey gave it a try and pounded the screen door’s frame with the side of her fist.

      “Hold on already,” a voice much closer than it should have been said. It sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

      The sound of creaking wood and chest wracking coughing followed, then the scuffle of feet. Derek came into view on the other side of the screen door a second later. He looked slightly less dead than he had when I’d seen him last time, but his cough had been wet and awful.

      “Derek, what are you doing here?”

      Derek blinked a bunch of times like he was having trouble getting his eyes to focus or was unaccustomed to the light. “Sleeping.”

      That wasn’t helpful.

      “I mean, what are you doing at Neville’s?” I asked.

      “Sleeping. He let me crash on his porch swing… and he’s got my medicine.”

      Medicine! My heart soared. Derek was getting help!

      Then my heart sank as I looked around me. We were at a drug dealer’s house, and drugs—the illegal kind—made Derek feel temporarily better. That was the “medicine” that Derek was referring to.

      “Is Neville here?” Zoey asked.

      “Yeah…”

      I wasn’t convinced that Derek wasn’t sleepwalking.

      “Can we talk to Neville?” Zoey asked.

      “Yeah…” He continued to stand where he was, his eyes mostly closed, his lifted elbow resting against the inside of the doorframe, and his head propped against his hand.

      “Derek,” I said, “please go get Neville. Tell him there are people here to talk to him.”

      “Yeah…”

      “Now, Derek. Go.”

      “Yeah,” he said, but this time his answer was accompanied by actual movement. He turned around and did a sleepy shuffle toward the house’s front door. When he got there, instead of going inside, Derek knocked and waited.

      It didn’t take long for the door to open and a tall, lanky man with light brown curly hair to appear in its place. The bottom part of his blood-shot, glazed eyes seemed to droop, he was as pale as a ghost, and his red lips wore a silly, happy smile.

      “Yo, Derek. Need to take a deuce again? You clogged the toilet up last time.”

      “No,” Derek said as he turned away and hooked a thumb over his shoulder in my and Zoey’s direction. Derek shuffled back to his swinging porch swing and cocooned himself once more in the covers piled on it.

      “Whoa,” the tall guy said, looking at us. “We’ve got some class in the joint. Mi casa es su casa.” He stepped through the door and into the closed in porch. “Come on in. I’m Neville.”

      Zoey and I stepped into the cluttered enclosed porch. His smile was getting goofier and friendlier, and I couldn’t align the thought of him as being the angry, vengeful neighbor in my head.

      “What can I get you ladies? I’ve got some home-brewed beer. I could do some tokes and the three of us could have a par-tee.” His hand ran up and down the length of his potbelly and he looked back and forth between the two of us. He had actual hope in his eyes that we were going to hang out and have fun with him.

      “We wanted to ask you some questions about Morgan,” Zoey said.

      Neville’s face screwed up like he’d bitten into a lemon. “Whoa, man, that guy was messed up!”

      “He did die badly,” I offered, hoping to get the very high Neville to talk about what had happened. If we got lucky, he’d claim to have done it without ever being fully aware of what he was saying. Then Zoey and I could leave and call Brad to tip off the police.

      “Noooo, I’m not even talkin’ about how he died,” he said. He turned a bucket upside down and sat on it. His fingers randomly tapped it like a drum down between his open legs. “I’m talkin’ about how uptight he was. He came over a few times, we laughed a bunch, then he tried to start working me. Get me to do stuff for him. He thought if he could get in good with me that he could get me to get rid of my collection.”

      “Collection of what?” Zoey asked.

      “All my cars and stuff! Did you see everything when you came in? It looks dumb, I know, but that stuff keeps my house safe. There are sooo many places to set up booby traps.” He made a pained face. “Harder to remember where they all are, though. But! I got ginseng out there! Yeah…” He nodded like we’d said something. “That’s right. All that green space out there between all the stuff, I got ginseng planted. That’s my retirement plan right there. Mountain gold is what that is. I gotta protect it.”

      Neville gasped, his eyes got wide and he looked all around him. “I shouldn’t said nothin’ ‘bout my mountain gold. You’re not gonna tell anybody, are ya?”

      I grabbed a wicker ottoman, pulled it over and sat down on it. The thing looked half rotted, but it held me. It had the benefit of putting me at eye level with Neville, and I sat mirroring how he sat. “We need your help, Neville. We need to know what happened between you and Morgan.”

      “You don’t wanna know about him. I’ve got some kush in the back. We could light up.” His smile was big and his expression was optimistically hopeful.

      “We really gotta know, Neville. It’s super important.”

      Neville nodded his head as his shoulders sank. “Well, if it’s super important, I’ll tell ya, but he wasn’t a nice guy. Like I said, Morgan tried to cozy up to me first, act like we were besties, then came the manipulation. My mom was a psychiatrist, and she could manipulate me up one side and down the other, so I recognized it right off when he started trying to work me.” Neville laughed. “Damn amateur. I was tempted to send my mom over to talk to him, but I didn’t think I could get her to come all the way down from Delaware.”

      “What did he do?” I asked. I wanted to get Neville back on track.

      “Well, he tried to work it like I was his friend and that I’d want to get rid of all my yard trophies to make him happy. Then he worked it that I’d want to do it to keep him from getting mad.” He snorted. “I laughed at that one. Anyway, when he couldn’t get his way, then the tantrums started. I knew they were comin’ before even he did. He started throwing massive fits, ruining my groove. Threatened to call the cops on my entrepreneurship, and then threatened to pay someone to haul everything off and then set my yard on fire.”

      “Set your yard on fire! But that would have destroyed all your ginseng. It would’ve ruined all your plans.” I did my best to make Neville feel that I was on his side, not that I was in favor of anyone setting his yard on fire. So I guessed I actually was on his side. It sure made building camaraderie easier.

      “Exactly!” He threw his arms up in the air so fast that he almost tipped off his bucket.

      “So what’d you do to him?”

      “I called my mom and told on him.”

      The breaks of my brain screeched to a halt. “You told on him? To your mom?”

      “I know, I know. Harsh, right? But he left me no choice!”

      “Uh, what did your mom do?” Hire a hitman? Call her mob-boss uncle?

      “She sent a lawyer.” His eyes were large, and he was being dead serious. It was like he didn’t see any of the absurdity of what he was saying.

      “Was the lawyer Jason Statham?”

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind,” I said, glad that the mention of the villainous superhero from the movies went over his head. “What did the lawyer tell him?”

      “Told him to cease and desist or mom would hire a private detective to dig up all his dirty skeletons. I never heard one more peep out of him after that. In fact, he got downright friendly again, but always from a distance. Would wave hi and bye, that kind of stuff.”

      I was starting to really like Neville’s mom. She had moxie.

      “What about you guys getting into a physical fight?” I was reaching. I hadn’t heard any such thing.

      “Well, he took a swing at me that one time, but I just put him in a headlock ’til he passed out and then carried him over to his house and left him leaned up against his door. I even put a blanket on him. It was cold but it was a sunny day. Didn’t want the little dude to freeze to death or nothin’.”

      I was calling it. Neville wasn’t Morgan’s killer.

      “Neville, Morgan snitched on a dirty cop involved with a drug dealer, and we think that might have been what got him killed.”

      “So now you want me to snitch and get killed?”

      Neville wasn’t as stoned as I thought. “We don’t want you to get killed,” I reassured him, “but we do need help. The cop that Morgan snitched on was Officer Dill. Officer Dill was dirty. He was tipping off a local drug dealer any time the police were getting ready to do a raid on… well, anywhere they do drug raids. Do you have any idea who Officer Dill might have been working for?”

      “Ohhhh, it wasn’t me. I’m small time. Mostly the Mary Jane. A few pills here and there. All the dealing I do is from here, and I ain’t had no raids done on my place. Besides that, I couldn’t afford to have a cop on my payroll. Would be nice, though.”

      “Do you know of any drug dealers who would be big enough to have a cop on their payroll?”

      Neville sat back, crossed his arms over his chest and pressed his lips together. He wasn’t going to say anything.

      “Jimmy.”

      The name hadn’t come from Neville. I looked in the direction of the pile of blankets that Derek was lost inside of.

      “Shut up, man!” Neville said, turning to look at the far end of the porch enclosure where the porch swing hung. “Mom can’t send a lawyer to that dude. He’d kill the lawyer!”

      Derek sat up, still wrapped in blankets. He looked like a moth that hadn’t come out of its cocoon. “Jimmy,” he said again. He wasn’t backing down.

      “Hey man, you keep talking smack like that, you gotta go,” Neville warned him.

      “Don’t matter. I ain’t got much time left anyway.”

      While Derek didn’t look as bad as he had the other day, he did look far from good. Far, far from good. I wondered if he was right—if maybe his time was running out.

      I wanted to get him help, but I didn’t know where to start.

      “Where can we find Jimmy?” Zoey asked.

      “I can take you,” Derek said, and Neville threw up his hands, got up and walked back in his house. His door slammed shut hard enough to shake the whole porch.

      Looked like our chat with him was firmly over.

      “Derek, if you take us to Jimmy’s house, will he try to kill you?”

      “Probably.”

      “Will he try to kill us?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. You guys aren’t homeless. Too much property to explain away if you go missing. People would notice, and Jimmy don’t like when people notice.”

      I frowned. “Has Jimmy killed before? Do you think he killed Morgan?”

      “Oh, he’s killed. Don’t know who, but he brags. Wants to make sure people don’t think he’s a pushover. He don’t name names. You still wanna go?”

      I thought about it a moment. Zoey had been living here longer than me, but she wouldn’t know the history of the place as well as someone like Derek. “Do you remember anyone else getting killed like Morgan did?”

      “No,” he said with a shake of his head.

      If that was true and if Jimmy had killed people before, it was unlikely that Jimmy had killed Morgan. If Jimmy had killed Morgan, he probably would have done it in a similar fashion to whomever he’d killed before. But since Morgan died in a way that was different than anybody else around, then Jimmy probably didn’t do it.

      “Still wanna go?” Derek asked.

      I looked at Zoey. She knew the risks, and I needed to know if she was still on board. She nodded at me, and then I nodded at Derek. “Yes, let’s go see this mass murdering Jimmy.”

      If things went well, we’d get a lead that would take us to Morgan’s killer. If things went badly, we wouldn’t have any more life worries ever again.

      Win-win.

      I really needed a therapist. I wondered if Neville’s mother was available.
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      Zoey was in the driver’s seat. I was in the passenger seat, and Derek was slouched in the backseat. It seemed as though he was shrinking. Every time I saw him, he seemed smaller. Not just skinnier, but smaller. Almost like he was fading away.

      “Derek, want us to stop some place and pick up some food?” We had skirted back into town on our way to heading out into the country to get to Jimmy’s. Derek had said that Jimmy’s place was “tucked up in a holler.”

      I’d had to ask Zoey on the sly what a “holler” was. She’d said it was a little valley between two hills. Then she offered a tidbit I hadn’t thought to ask about. She said that “tucked up” meant that Jimmy’s place was located toward the back of the holler.

      “No, I’m fine,” Derek said. But nothing about him was fine.

      If we took him to a hospital, I wondered if we could force him to stay. It would mean he’d have to go through a detox of whatever drugs were in his system, and I didn’t get the sense that he’d be willing to do anything of the sort. From everything he’d done and said, he seemed more ready to die than face going through the horrors and struggles of giving up drugs.

      It was a long drive to Jimmy’s, and we did it mostly in silence, with the exception of Derek providing occasional proof-of-life by offering directions at the necessary moments.

      I had gone on a variety of trips out into the countryside, but this felt like an entirely different world. There were trees and hills everywhere. Steep drop-offs on the side of the road. Snaking, narrow roads with no center paint line or lines on the side. Occasional houses that looked more like shacks. And an eerie feeling that I was going to start hearing banjo music at any second.

      “Turn here,” Derek said, and Zoey slowed to make a right turn onto a road that was only big enough for one vehicle at a time. It crossed a cement bridge over a stream, and then wove its way between hills. It wasn’t a straight shot. The road curved with the shape of the hills as the “holler” reached further and further away from the rest of civilization. There were trailers or house shacks on either side of the road, with stretches of land between them. Anyone out of their home stopped whatever they were doing to watch us pass. Homes without someone outside had eyes peering out of windows.

      “Derek,” I said, “what are the chances that we’ll make it back out of here?” I wondered if the folks of this holler would flow together in our wake to create an impenetrable sea, barring our escape.

      “I been here before,” Derek said. “I left. Don’t be startin’ no fights with no one. Don’t go killin’ no one. We’ll prolly get to leave.”

      Wow. Just wow.

      I wanted to turn to Zoey and tell her how sorry I was for getting her into this, but I didn’t want her to know how scared I was.

      “That’s it,” Derek said, reaching between the driver and passenger seats to point to where he was meaning.

      It was a shack-like house on top of a steep hill. It had a gravel driveway that looked like it hit fifty degree angles in spots. It was narrow, curving, had incredibly deep and irregularly spaced ruts and a sheer drop away on one side once you got about a third of the way up.

      “How do you get up it?” I asked.

      “You drive,” Derek said.

      Zoey rolled her shoulders, stretched her neck, tightened her jaw, and turned onto the narrow driveway. There were spots where the tires spun on loose gravel. The car pitched sideways at a heart-stopping angle that had me think we were going over the side at one point, but then we reached the top.

      I blew out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, and Zoey rewarded me with a dazzling smile and a wink.

      The girl had skillz.

      For the first time I focused on the shack instead of the drive up and saw a man standing at the edge of his porch. The steps leading up to the porch were wide, made of paint-chipped wood, and extremely steep. The man himself looked to be in his late twenties, dark hair, was in the upper range of five feet tall, and had a wiry build. He was shirtless with belted jeans and sneakers. He had his arms crossed over his chest, without a smile on his face.

      Derek was the first to get out of the car. He got out immediately. He called out a greeting to Jimmy as soon as he stood up, before he’d even stepped out of the way to close the car door.

      “Hey, Jimmy,” he said.

      “Derek. What’s up?”

      I saw Jimmy’s eyes shift to us when he asked the question.

      “This here’s a couple ladies from town. Kylie here owns Sarah’s Eatery, but don’t eat there. She’s a terrible cook.” He followed up his poke at me with a laugh.

      Jimmy smiled. It didn’t reach his eyes.

      “This other lady… well, I honestly don’t know what she does, but she’s good friends with Kylie, and Kylie’s been a good friend to me. They’re okay.”

      “They lookin’ for somethin’?” Jimmy asked before giving a swipe to his nose. I guessed that he was inferring a drug that’d be snorted.

      “No, no, nothin’ like that. They had a friend that ended in a bad way. Was hoping you could help them figure some stuff out.”

      “How ‘bout you? You needin’ somethin’? You ain’t lookin’ good, Derek.”

      Derek hesitated. “If you got some work for trade I could do, I could be interested.”

      Zoey and I got out of the car. We got out slower than if we were hopping out to run into the store. We got out a lot more slowly. It felt like exposing myself to a feral dog I was wanting to make friends with—neither one of us knowing yet if he’d bite.

      I walked around to the front of Zoey’s car as a show of faith.

      “Mind if we come up?” I asked.

      Jimmy’s eyes got wide with surprise, and he followed that with a short scoffing laugh. “Yeah, yeah. Come on up,” he said, giving a wave hither.

      The three of us climbed his stairs. There were no side railings, and the steps themselves were shallow. It’d be easy for a person to lose their balance, and it’d be a hard tumble down. When we got up to the porch, it didn’t have any railing on it either, and it dipped and slanted in spots. Falling off of it offered an even harder tumble.

      “Thanks for having us up,” I said, giving Jimmy my friendliest smile. Up close, I could see the pockmarks in his face, almost like little scars he’d scratched into his skin.

      “You had somethin’ you wanted to ask me?”

      “Yeah, we wanted to know if you killed Morgan Bleur.” I was pretty certain he hadn’t. I was really only asking him the question so that I could see his reaction.

      Jimmy threw his head back and laughed. It wasn’t a nervous laugh. It was the kind of laugh a person gives a toddler who has said something a forty-year old might. There was nothing about it that contained any fear, worry or even malice.

      Now I not only thought that Jimmy didn’t kill Morgan himself, I was also pretty sure that he’d had nothing personally to do with Morgan’s death.

      “We were hoping you might point us in the direction of a drug dealer who might have had a cop on his payroll.”

      Jimmy’s laughter stopped, his smile fell flat, and all humor left him.

      “What do you know about any cop on somebody’s payroll?” His stare was intense, and I felt as though he’d moved closer to me without him actually having moved.

      “We know that Officer Dill with the Kentucky State Police was fired because he’d been on a drug dealer’s payroll. Any idea whose payroll he’d been on?” If we found that out, we’d probably found Morgan’s killer. All the financial romancing he’d done had come up to dead ends, no pun intended.

      After a pause, Jimmy laughed again, but there wasn’t much humor in it. “Can I get you ladies something to drink? Mountain Dew? Beer?” He smiled big with teeth that weren’t horrible but had seen better days. “I even got some moonshine for the adventurist.”

      I smiled, embracing his levity. “Sounds tempting, but I’d better pass.”

      He winked. “Prolly for the best. I use it to strip paint more than for drinkin’.” Then he shifted his attention. “Derek! How you doin’, buddy? I ain’t seen you around here much lately. You’re looking good.”

      Okay, now we knew that Jimmy was more than willing to lie—a blatant one at that. Derek looked awful. He looked like his organs were a day and a half from shutting down. His skin looked waxy, and his balance always seemed unsure.

      “Ain’t had any funds,” Derek said.

      “Funds? You don’t need no funds. Let me run back here and hook you up with somethin’.” He winked at me. “I gotta dip into my safe, so it’s gonna be a minute.”

      Jimmy disappeared inside his home, letting his screen door slam shut behind him.

      Derek waited two ticks of a clock, and then his hand was on my arm. “Let’s go,” he whispered.

      I balked. Taking Derek’s cue, I kept my voice to a whisper. “We haven’t finished talking to him.”

      “We gotta go,” Derek said. “Jimmy don’t give nothin’ away for free. We gotta go. Now.” Derek started down the stairs. He moved fast with a light step, not making much sound.

      Zoey and I followed suit and did the same.

      Zoey and I reached the car before Derek, and were getting in by the time Derek got his backseat car door open.

      The front door to Jimmy’s house burst open with a bang similar to when it had closed.

      “Hey! Where you guys think you’re goin’?” Jimmy called. He didn’t look happy. There was a pistol in his hand down by his thigh. At least he wasn’t pointing it at us.

      Zoey started the engine at the same time that Derek called back. “Kylie needs her insulin. We gotta hurry, but Zoey and I’ll come back.”

      Jimmy’s gun hand twitched, but he didn’t lift it. He looked right on the verge of doing so, though.

      Derek got in, and Zoey gave me my second near heart attack by backing down Jimmy’s drive instead of taking the time to turn around. Amazingly we made it to the bottom intact and mobile.

      Zoey backed up onto the road so that the nose of her car was pointing in the direction of the way out, and the gravel flew.

      I spent the first five minutes of our getaway checking the rear window to see if Jimmy might be coming after us, but when we emerged from the holler and got back on the paved, one-lane road, I breathed a sigh of relief and sank back into my seat.

      I was feeling guilty. I had just put Zoey and Derek into a heap of danger, and we’d walked away with nothing to show for it.

      “He knows who Officer Dill was working for,” Zoey said. “Everything about him changed when you asked about him knowing a drug dealer with a cop on payroll.”

      “I saw that, too.” But I didn’t know what to do with it. He didn’t tell us who that drug dealer was. And, given that Jimmy knew the drug dealer who had had Officer Dill on payroll but hadn’t reacted to questions about Morgan’s death, Jimmy hadn’t known that the other drug dealer had offed Morgan—if that was in fact what had happened. Jimmy put it all together during our conversation, though. He knew who Morgan’s killer was.

      “Why would he want to kill us?” I asked suddenly. He’d come back out armed.

      “He didn’t want to kill us. He’d have done it right then. He’d have shot the car up,” Derek answered.

      “Then what did he want?” Zoey asked.

      “My guess?” Derek said, “He wanted to keep us there a spell.”

      “…Keep us there while he called the other dealer to show up?” I asked.

      “Or keep us there until he got word back from the other dealer about what to do with us. Kill us or wait.”

      I looked over at Zoey. What had I done? She was my best friend, and I was doing a really good job at almost getting us killed.

      But if I were being honest with myself, that wouldn’t actually be anything new. We’d had a bunch of people try to kill us, but no one who’d had much practice at it. I guessed that was the difference and why the situation I’d put Zoey in felt so wrong.

      Zoey was completely focused on taking the narrow road’s curves at mach speed. But saying this couldn’t wait.

      “I’m sorry, Zoey.”

      Zoey gave me a side-eye glance before refocusing completely on the road. “Uh-uh. You’ve made life fun again. Nothing here to feel sorry about.”

      God, I loved her.

      We rounded the corner and came face to face with an enormous truck barreling down on us. It was so big that it could have eaten Zoey’s car as a snack.

      The truck was at best thirty feet away. It was speeding, Zoey was speeding, and there wasn’t any road shoulder to work with.

      Zoey slammed on her brakes, but the truck appeared to speed up.

      I screamed and threw my arms over my face, sure that I was about to eat the grill of that truck, but instead I got thrown into the tumble cycle of a washing machine.

      Zoey’s car was off the road and doing a forward skid as it rolled down a steep embankment. It came to rest on its driver’s side but at a slanted angle. The front windshield was gone, and tiny pebbles of glass filled the car. It was in my hair and clothes, but it didn’t have sharp edges.

      “Zoey… Zoey!” She was slouched against her door, and she wasn’t moving.

      I reached a hand toward her but was afraid to touch her. If she was alive and had a broken neck or a broken back, moving her at all could make her injuries so much worse.

      She groaned, then moved on her own, and I almost fainted with relief.

      “Zoey!”

      “That’s my name. Don’t wear it out,” she groaned. “You alive?”

      “I’m alive.” My seatbelt was holding me in place, but I did my best to twist so that I could see into the back seat. “Derek?”

      His body looked like a crumpled pile of rags. There was a heavy trickle of blood from a gash on his forehead. His head was higher than the rest of his body, so it wasn’t gravity pulling the blood from him. It was getting pumped out by his heart. He was alive, but unconscious.

      “Truck ran us off on purpose. Gotta get out of car,” Zoey groggily mumbled. “Not safe here.”

      She was right.

      I positioned my foot against the dashboard near the steering wheel, then released my seatbelt and pushed open my car door. I started to climb up and out, but the shift of my weight teetered the car’s balance and it came crashing down onto all four tires.

      There was no time for me to pull myself back inside the car. I had to go with it, and ended up on the ground several feet away from the car.

      Inside the car, Zoey had her seatbelt off and was trying to open her car door, but it was jammed. I gave her a hand with sliding out the passenger side door.

      Derek was still in the back seat. I could see his chest moving to take shallow breaths, but other than that, he wasn’t moving.

      The embankment we’d rolled down was a fifteen foot drop. I couldn’t see anyone up on the road.

      “Do you think whoever it is has gone on?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” Zoey said as she dug her cell phone out of her back pocket. “It’s not busted, but no signal. We got to get up to the road. We’re in a dead spot down here.”

      I flinched at her choice of words, then I looked at the steep hill. It was going to require a foot and hand climb.

      I stepped my way over uneven ground, falling to one hand at one point, but eventually making it to the top of the hill. Zoey was close behind. Together, we crawled our way up the embankment of dead weeds and early spring grass. My foot slipped and I skidded down a few feet, but I steadied, got my footing, and continued my crawl to the top.

      I stood up a second behind Zoey, just in time to come face to face with the business end of a gun. “Owen?”

      If anyone had tracked us down ready to shoot us, I had thought it would be Jimmy. But instead it was Morgan’s former boss from the shoe store. He was wearing an identical outfit to what we’d seen him wearing in Sole Support, dark khaki pants and a long sleeve shirt. His hair was reddish blond, and his face was ruddy. Everything was the same except for his size. He seemed to have grown, to have gotten bigger and more sinister. His eyes glinted with a remorseless meanness I hadn’t spotted before.

      “The death tourists,” he said. “I should have known it was you when Jimmy called. I told the idiot to keep you there.”

      “You’re a drug dealer?” I asked. I’d pegged him for a hot head, but I had not pegged him for a criminal mastermind.

      “Duh… You think that shoe store could stay in business on its own? I give unofficial discounts left and right to keep customers coming in. It’s how I launder the money. Keeps me looking like a respectable businessman—which is what I am and what I’ll continue to be.”

      The last was said like a threat rather than a statement.

      “Now get a move on.” He wagged the end of the pistol in the direction his truck had been traveling. “I’m parked around the curve. We’re going to go for a ride.”

      We didn’t move right away, and Owen pulled back his huge fist in preparation to hit me.

      I threw my hands up. “Okay!”

      Zoey and I did a side shuffle so that we were standing on the road instead of on the edge of the embankment. Zoey walked facing forward, and I walked next to Zoey, facing Owen.

      “I don’t get it,” I said. “If you were going to kill us, why not just kill us right here, right now?”

      Maybe it wasn’t the smartest question to ask of the person pointing a gun at my face, but I wanted to know his plans. If he was planning on feeding us feet first through a wood chipper, I’d much rather him pull the trigger and get it over with.

      “I got a buyer up north. You two look healthy. It’ll add a good penny to my quarterly earnings.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “Sex slaves?” I exclaimed.

      “No!” Owen said with a look of disgust on his face. “What kind of man do you take me for? I got a sister, you know.”

      “Then what? House maids?”

      “Don’t be dim. Organs, woman. You’re a walking flesh bag of organs.” Then a curious look crossed his face. “What blood type are you?”

      I hesitated but the nozzle of the gun getting closer to my face was good incentive to talk. “O neg.”

      His brows lifted, and he looked pleased. “Good! Very good. I heard there’s a lady he’s got needing a face transplant. You might be just the ticket.”

      My stomach did its best to climb its way up my throat. I seriously thought I might get sick. That’s when I spotted Derek cresting the top of the embankment several feet behind Owen. That gash in his head was gushing. He was blinking like he might pass back out at any second. And he had the complexion of someone who’d died two days ago.

      I decided to buy the boy some time.

      I stopped fighting my stomach’s desire to hurl, and I bent over and wretched. I wretched so hard that I fell to my hands and knees.

      With vomit still on my chin, I looked up at a stunned Owen. He was holding his breath, and his cheeks were puffed out. He looked like he was doing his best to not hurl right there in the middle of the road with me. That’s when the loop of Derek’s belt slipped over Owen’s head. With a fierce yank of his arm, with more strength than I thought he had in him, Derek pulled his belt tight.

      Owen reared back. He dropped the gun as both his hands reached for his neck. His fingers were bent like claws, and his nails scraped red welts on the skin of his neck.

      When Owen fell backward, he fell right on top of Derek, but that probably helped Derek more than hinder him. Derek held onto the tail end of that leather belt with both his hands and pulled back with all the strength that his body and gravity gave him.

      I was still down on all fours, doing my best to get my stomach to stop trying to convulsively heave. My big focus was just breathing. Of course, I was sure that was Owen’s big focus too.

      Zoey lunged for the dropped gun. Her foot slipped in my vomit, she fell back onto me, and I fell face forward into all the contents that had recently been in my stomach.

      I lost the fight and wretched some more. Thankfully that didn’t get in Zoey’s way of pushing herself up off of me and getting that gun. And it was just in time. Derek had passed out, and Owen’s clawing fingers finally gave him the slack he needed from the belt to take a huge, gasping breath.

      Rolling off of Derek, Owen coughed and dry heaved. When he stopped, he looked up at Zoey standing over him with the gun.

      “Shoot me,” he said.

      “No,” Zoey said. “I like to watch a man slow-rot.”

      The jig was up. Owen would go down for Morgan’s murder, money laundering, drug dealing, bribing a police officer, and attempted black market organ trading, just to name a few of his crimes.

      Today was a good day—even if I was covered in my own vomit.

      It took us ten minutes to get a call put through to 9-1-1 without the signal dropping. It took another fifteen minutes for the police to come and five minutes more for the ambulance to arrive.

      The paramedics were more intense than I’d ever seen them when they lay their eyes on Derek and got to work. Within minutes, they had him pronounced still alive, on a stretcher and inside the ambulance.

      I had to hold back a tear of thanks. If Derek survived long enough, he was finally going to get some of the help he so very, very desperately needed. Without ever meaning to, Owen had probably saved Derek’s life.

      All of that happened while I was being handcuffed by a gloating and maniacally happy Det. Gregson. He had me down on the road again, thankfully this time not in my own vomit. His knee was pressing so hard into my lower back that it was hard not to pee myself, and I was tempted to let loose with it. I wanted to see if I’d be riding back in his car first, but I suspected it would be a black and white squad car instead. It wouldn’t be right to put a poor uniformed officer through something like that just because their lead detective had a gleeful aneurysm every time he got the opportunity to charge me with something. Anything.

      Zoey had walked off down the road, and I was afraid that she might be in a state of shock. I wanted someone to go check on her.

      “Can someone—”

      “I recommend you shut your whore mouth,” Gregson hissed. “We’re doing this right.” And he proceeded to start reciting the Miranda warning. “You have a right to remain silent…”

      It didn’t matter if I had a right to remain silent or not! That little comment he hissed into my ear had me seeing red. It was a good thing he had me handcuffed because he would otherwise need to be digging his family jewels out of his scrotum.

      “Call for you,” Zoey said from somewhere outside of my limited field of vision.

      “Get that phone away from me,” Gregson said before barking the order, “Someone get this woman away from me!”

      A uniformed officer materialized next to Zoey, though all I could see of him was his shined shoes. “Sir,” he said, “there’s a call for you. It’s Chief Mackey.”

      “Don’t be an idiot!” Gregson bellowed.

      I twisted my neck so that I could see up the uniformed officer’s body. He had Zoey’s phone at his ear. He looked young, but he looked undeterred by Gregson’s tantrum-esque behavior.

      “Yes, sir,” the uniformed officer said into the phone with a nod. “Yes, sir,” he said again. He extended the phone to Gregson. “Sir, Chief Mackey says that if you refuse to take this call that you will be placed on immediate indefinite suspension… without pay.”

      Gregson didn’t say anything at first. He didn’t move either. Then he reached for the phone. He put it to his ear. “Yes, sir.” I could barely make out the sound of an irate, raised voice coming through the phone’s tiny speaker. Then Gregson ground out the words, “Yessss, sirrrr.”

      Gregson handed the phone back to Zoey and immediately went to work unlocking my handcuffs.

      Zoey bent into my field of vision and gave me a wink. I put together what she’d done. She’d given a yank on whatever leverage she had on the Chief to get him to call Gregson back into line.

      I smiled, closed my eyes, and rested my cheek against the rough asphalt.

      God, I loved that girl.
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      I woke up with a vibration on my chest and a tickle on my nose. I opened my lids to see the prettiest gold-green eyes staring back at me. Sage was purring happily and had the tip of her cool nose touching mine.

      It had been a few tired and sore days since surviving the tumble cycle of Zoey’s car. When I’d come home that night, I was bruised, exhausted and sore, and sweet little Sage must have sensed what I’d been through. Ever since she’d attached herself to me like velcro.

      “Come on, little girl. Let’s get our day started.”

      She followed me to the bathroom and sat on the edge of the tub while I showered. I tripped over her three times while trying to get dressed. And when I went down to the café’s kitchen, she rode on my shoulder like a mascot. Her front paws were hooked over my shoulder, the nails of her back paws dug into my shirt on my back, and her whiskers tickled my ear as she hummed and cat-chirped her happy tune of squeaks and half meows.

      She was talking to me. I knew it. Now I just had to figure out what she was saying. I’m pretty sure it had something to do with what kind of special treat she wanted to have today. With all that there was to choose from in the café, she usually got something. A little yogurt. A pinch off a meatball. A flake of salmon.

      But none of that seemed to matter as soon as I opened the door into the café’s kitchen. A mouthwatering aroma flooded over me, and a humming other than Sage’s reached my ears.

      “Brenda!” I exclaimed at the same time that Sage launched herself off me to run to her. Her loyalty was as fickle as her palate.

      “Get over here, child,” Brenda said, leaving what she was doing to give me a big, snuggly hug. It was the best.

      All around me on the stainless steel countertops was delectable, incredible food.

      Brenda must have been here working for hours! It was so good to have her back!

      “Brenda, how’s your grandma?”

      “Mmm,” Brenda said, shaking her head. “Mammaw’s seen better days. There’s no real getting better for her. I just have to help her have the best care I can manage.” She squeezed my hands. “But let’s talk about all that later. I’m not back for long, just this morning, so let me show you what I done.”

      What she’d done was make five different kinds of quiche, a tray of golden brown yeast rolls, four bread pans worth of prepped meatloaf, and three large casserole dishes of lasagna. It was enough to keep the café’s patrons fed all day!

      “Now look here,” she said. “This here’s a meat lasagna, a vegetarian lasagna, and a low-carb lasagna. It’s got zucchini slices instead of pasta. And this tray of rolls is cooked up, but I’ve got three more trays ready to put in the oven. They’ll cook up fast. And the meatloaf is good to go whenever you decide to use them. Fix ‘em tonight, fix ‘em tomorrow night. Don’t matter.”

      I gave her another hug and fought against tearing up. But it wasn’t any use. Running the café without Brenda had been so difficult. I knew she couldn’t stay, and I would miss her terribly when she left again.

      “I’ve got to go let Jonathan in,” I said, swiping under my eyes to brush away the not-yet fallen tears.

      “Don’t you worry about him,” Brenda said. “Jack’s learnin’ him how to make those fancy pancakes of his out on the griddle.”

      “Jack? But it’s… it’s barely six AM!”

      “Well when else is a busy businessman like him gonna give cooking lessons?” Brenda said with a heartwarming smile and a wink. “And it’s not just Jack. They’re all out there.”

      “All of them?”

      “Yep, Joel called me last night and asked if I could come in and let everyone in before you got up. Come on. They’ve got a surprise for you.”

      She took me by the hand to lead me out of the kitchen, and I was honestly shaking. I couldn’t imagine what was up. I’d never in my life had people be so good to me. Then I walked through the door and into the grill section, and dumbfound it all, I burst into tears right then and there.

      Just like Brenda had said, they were all there—Jack, Agatha, Jonathan, Brad, Joel and a very, very sleepy Zoey. But that’s not what had made me burst into tears. What had done that was the huge canvas sign declaring this “The Berry Home.” It was the name I’d chosen for the café, to make it my own. But I hadn’t had the time or the money to cover the fees of legally changing the name, let alone change the café’s sign. I knew that this banner was none of those things, not really, but the gesture filled me with more love than I knew what to do with.

      Joel stepped forward. He had a thin stack of papers in his hands. “This is all that you need to make the name change of your café official. I’ve filled out all the paperwork except for a few tidbits that we can sit down and finish together, and I’m covering all the fees.”

      “What? No…”

      Joel laughed. “Yes,” he said, then grew somber. “I was in trouble and you came through for me. The cops thought I’d killed Morgan, and you risked everything proving otherwise. Let me do this for you. I’ll even hang the banner outside.”

      I took a breath. I started to say no again, but then my head nodded yes and I reached up to hug his neck. It was important to know when to accept a person’s generosity… and this was definitely one of those moments.

      When the hug ended and he pulled away, Joel turned his sights on Zoey—even though she was sitting with her head on the counter and her eyes closed. Her outfit was… it was pajamas! Dark blue flannel with Snoopy and hearts on all of them. She wasn’t even wearing any makeup.

      I hid my chuckle behind my hand. This was Joel’s show, and it was clear that he wasn’t done yet. He pulled a rectangular box out of the back pocket of his jeans, put it on the counter, and did a slow slide to in front of Zoey.

      Zoey opened one eye. “What’s this?” she mumbled.

      “It’s for you,” Joel said. “It’s a thank you. I know that you went through everything that Kylie went through, and I just want you to know how much that means to me.”

      Groaning, as if from the effort of having to move, Zoey flipped the hinged top of the box open. “They’re glasses.” She flipped the lid closed and laid her head back down on top of her hands. “I don’t wear glasses.”

      Joel leaned forward and whispered loud enough for us all to hear. “They’re smart glasses.”

      Zoey opened an eye. “They’re what?”

      “They’re smart glasses. You can see computerized readouts on the lenses.”

      Zoey opened up her other eye and lifted her head. She opened the box again, and a slow smile grew on her unpainted lips. “I can work with that.”

      “Sit. Eat,” Jack ordered. He put a plate of stacked walnut and blueberry pancakes in front of me. It was dripping with maple syrup that smelled of rum and butter. I had to swallow to keep from drooling.

      Jack’s smile was dazzling against his dark complexion. “Jonathan made that for you himself. He’s a good student, and it feels good to pass on the secrets to a perfect pancake.”

      Jonathan brandished a slender steel spatula in the air and then twirled it in his fingers. His beard was as scraggly as ever, his face was just as aged, but his smile was like that of a kid’s.

      “Thank you, Jack,” I whispered. I was so overcome with emotion that it was the best I could do.

      I walked around to the front of the grill’s bar and sat down in front of the stack of pancakes, right next to Agatha. I was about to dig in when I heard the tinkle of Agatha’s many bracelets. Then I felt her slip a knitted afghan on my lap. It was made of dark, bright, and pale greens interspersed with splashes of sunshine yellow.

      “Agatha…”

      “That’s for you, sweetheart. I’ve already given Zoey her gift. I’ve had them in the works for a while, and this seemed like the perfect time to give them to you both.”

      I leaned back so that I could see Zoey, and Zoey turned on her seat, stuck out a leg and pulled up the pants leg of her Snoopy pajamas. Underneath she was wearing hand-knitted black lace stockings.

      They. Were. Stunning!

      “They’re thigh highs,” Zoey said, smiling like a Cheshire cat.

      I pulled my afghan up close to my chest. It was unbelievably soft and beautiful. “Why, Agatha?” I had to ask even though there was no way she was getting the thing back. She’d have to pry it out of my cold, dead hands. I loved it!

      Agatha looked at me with her dark, aged and wizened eyes. “You take care of us, and I believe it’s good to take care of the people who take care of you.”

      I wondered if she would adopt me, and I mentally dubbed her my brand new godmother. I’d fill her in on her new title when the time was right. It didn’t matter whether or not she felt the same way. It was only important that that’s who she was to me.

      Brad slid onto the seat on the other side of me and said, “I don’t know… I kind of wish ol’ Aggie here had knitted you up some of those fancy stockings like she did Zoey.” He took the fork out of my hand and slid my as-of-yet untouched plate of pancakes over in front of him. He cut off a big bite and had it stuck in his mouth before I could even do more than squeak in complaint.

      Brad smiled after he’d swallowed. “Snooze you lose, Berry. You outta know that by now.”

      I was trying to decide whether or not to wrestle the plate and fork away from him or strangle him instead when Jonathan slid another plate of pancakes in front of me. This one had whip cream mounded on top with little nuts sprinkled, just like a sundae, and I felt instantly placated and happy.

      I shot Brad a dirty look as I picked up my new fork and dug in, but any animosity I felt melted away as soon as the scrumptious pancakes reached my mouth. “Mmmmm.” I closed my eyes and chewed.

      Something cold and metallic clicked into place around my wrist. I opened my eyes with a fright, more than half expecting to see my wrists in handcuffs yet again. Instead what I saw was a lovely, slender white-and-gold bracelet with a flat, turquoise stone at its center.

      I looked, stunned, at Brad. He gave a nonchalant shrug.

      “It’s a lo-jack,” he said. “It’s got a chip in it behind the stone. You go missing, all I gotta do is find that stone.”

      I thought about Owen’s plans to sell our organs on the black market. We would have been kept alive until the optimal time to cut all our necessary parts out. If Derek hadn’t crawled his way up that hill to foil Owen’s plans of kidnapping us, Brad’s gift might have been our only other hope.

      I was floored by Brad’s gift, by how perfect it was… and how much he must care to have thought of it.

      I guessed my expression gave my thoughts away, because Brad’s smile quirked up in a lopsided grin and he shrugged. “Just doin’ me since I can’t stop you from you doin’ you.” He put an arm over my shoulders and kissed my temple, and I found myself wishing he’d kissed me somewhere else.

      Then he returned his attention to his food, and said more to it than to me, “At least maybe now I’ll be able to get some sleep.” He had another big bite of pancakes in his mouth before I could ask him to elaborate.

      I traced the tip of my finger around the stone’s edge. Being a police officer, Brad saw a lot more of the realities of life than most of us. A lot more of its harshness. That he had trouble sleeping because of thoughts of what might happen to me made me want to hug him and hold him tight.

      I looked around me. These people were my new family as much as The Berry Home café was my new home.

      I had never been more blessed in my life.

      “Cheers to all of you!” I said, holding up a big wedge of pancake and got a chorus of hear-hear in return. “I’m going to make a dinner, just for all of us. Something special!”

      Groans followed.

      “Hey! Come on! I’m getting better!” I exclaimed.

      Everyone laughed, but I didn’t care. I’d cook. They’d eat. And we would have ourselves a great big family-style meal.

      Together… The moments that mattered.
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