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      Welcome to The Berry Home: where the food is to-die-for!

      Life is sweet for Kylie Berry: rebranding Sarah’s Eatery into her very own The Berry Home, tackling new recipes one step at a time, juggling two gorgeous suitors, and surviving near-death experiences by the skin of her teeth!

      When another murder mystery lands smack dab on Kylie’s doorstep—in the most literal way—she swears off her sleuthing in favor of safer pursuits. But then her gorgeous suitor Brad comes calling with a highly unusual request: “I need you to investigate Hank’s murder.”

      Brad’s sister, Samantha, is the prime suspect for the murder of her longtime boyfriend Hank Harrison. Out to prove her innocence at all costs, Brad entreats Kylie and her best friend Zoey to do the legwork that the Camden Falls police won’t…

      But who wanted to see Hunky Hank dead? A fitness nut and purveyor of fine exercise equipment, Hank was well-liked within the tiny community—at first glance, anyway.

      But what about the jealous glares from men envious of his physique? The heated glances from young women he trained with at the gym? Did his business partner stand to make a fortune from Hank’s death? And did Samantha actually have something to gain from her boyfriend’s demise…?

      With tech genius Zoey and police offer Brad by her side, Kylie dives headfirst into the mystery of who killed Hank Harrison—and fingers crossed, she’ll make it back to the café before the dinner rush!
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      I slid a plate of pancakes across the counter to Jack. His expression was normally inscrutable, but once the pancakes were in front of him, that changed.

      Even his thousand-dollar tailored suit couldn’t save him from looking unsure of himself, and the rich ebony skin of his upper lip was dotted with beads of sweat.

      The café’s resident octogenarian, Agatha, leaned in close on one side. Zoey Jin—local tech guru, scary wunderkind, and my best friend—leaned in close on his other side.

      “You don’t have to eat that,” Agatha said. Her multitude of bracelets tinkled as she lifted a supportive hand and rested it upon Jack’s back. Her white pixie cut emphasized her high cheekbones and piercing dark eyes, while her dangling hoop earrings emphasized her long, elegant neck, and her low-hanging necklace highlighted the fearlessly plunging neckline of her gauzy cotton periwinkle blue dress. She had an angelic quality about her.

      “He gave his word,” Zoey countered. Her midnight black hair wiggled and waved around her face, untamed and almost alive. Her flawless honey skin bore brilliant, jewel red eyeshadow and a silvery black metallic eyeliner that was much thicker under her eyes than above and which stretched to a fine tip in a truly glorious cat eye.

      My name was Kylie Berry, owner, operator and mostly inept head chef of The Berry Home, previously named Sarah’s Eatery. And though I wouldn’t go so far as to say Zoey looked demonic, she certainly wasn’t playing Agatha’s angel card.

      I looked at the pancake platter in front of Jack. I’d tried my best. I’d done everything just as he’d shown me. Honest! …Probably. …Okay, possibly.

      “Zoey is right,” Jack’s rich baritone voice intoned. He picked up his fork. “I gave my word.”

      “Guys,” I whined. “Come on! It’s not like I’m asking him to eat strychnine! They’re just pancakes.” Thick grease sponges that were at least three times heavier and denser than anything that I’ve ever seen Jack make. I was starting to feel guilty, but I really wanted Jack to taste them. I was hoping that if he tasted them he’d be able to tell me what I’d done wrong.

      Jack cut a triple-stacked wedge. He put it in his mouth, then chewed. “Oh my God,” he said before he’d even swallowed. “They’re like rubber.”

      Agatha patted Jack on the back, Zoey snickered, and I died a little inside.

      “Can you show me how to fix it?” I asked.

      Jack swallowed. “Coffee,” he groaned.

      “I can fix it with coffee?” Hope filled me.

      “No, I need coffee.”

      I topped off his cup and he drank it down straight without adding any sugar or milk. When he put the cup back in its saucer, he shuddered.

      “I’m sorry, Kylie,” he said. “I’ve failed you.”

      “Failed me? No!”

      “No, I have. There is no saving these pancakes, and as your teacher I can only blame myself.”

      “I’ll keep practicing,” I said in a small voice.

      Jack shuddered again. “Please don’t…”—my heart fell—“…stop trying.”

      “Please don’t? …Stop trying? Or please don’t stop trying?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said. “Any of those will do.”

      Defeated, I topped off his coffee cup again, which he drained right away. It seemed to stabilize him after his harrowing experience with my pancakes.

      He stood and buttoned his suit jacket. “Your coffee is getting close to good.” Then putting on his fedora hat and tipping it to us, he said, “Ladies,” and was gone.

      “Did you hear that?” I asked after he’d gone. “My coffee is close to good!” Abject glee didn’t even begin to touch on what I was feeling. Pure bliss. That was it!

      “And speaking of coffee,” Zoey said, “how about hooking me up with one of those French presses you finally started using?” She glanced over at the menu board that listed my full priced fare, as compared to my Oops Board, which was where all my cooking mistakes got listed at steep discounts. I suspected that the pancakes had no place on either board. “I see you’re not being shy about what you’re charging for a cup.”

      “Nope! Not shy at all.” It was true. That high of a price felt weird at first, but I had sat down and done the math. I evaluated how much ground coffee each serving took, the cost of the French presses themselves, and the quality of the coffee they produced. Then I priced accordingly, and I suspected that they represented the most expensive coffee in town. Yet they were selling. People were loving them!

      I fixed Zoey an individual-sized French press full of a chocolate-flavored roast, steeping the grounds in the hot water. I slid it over in front of her just as the café’s front door chimed with the entrance of a new customer. Rather than make his way to a table to sit, he headed straight for me, where I stood behind the grill’s counter.

      “Good morning!” the newcomer said, as he extended a hand across the counter in offer for me to shake. He looked to be in his later twenties to early thirties, and I couldn’t stop myself from staring even as I shook his hand. I hadn’t known anyone could be more handsome than Brad. I didn’t know that it was physically possible, but I think this man might have actually managed it. He had black hair and a complexion the color of a light mocha latte with olive undertones. His skin was as flawless as porcelain with no signs of age. His cheekbones were high, his lips were full, and his eyes were a luminescent ice blue.

      But his perfection didn’t stop there. No. He was around 6’1”, lean, and sculpted, and though the weather was still cool outside, he was wearing cargo shorts, a form-hugging short-sleeve polo and designer sandals. He looked ready for a trip to the beach. But despite the weather and his light dress, there were fine beads of sweat on his upper lip and his eyes look pinched at their edges.

      “Good morning,” I replied. I did my best to hide my puzzled attention so as not to come off rude.

      “This is a beautiful space,” he said, turning around to take in the café. He had one hand pressed flat against his side, but he had a coffee cup in his other hand. It was a to-go cup from Yancy’s Ground Up, a coffee shop that doubled as a smoothie bar, located right next to the local gym. I’d only been in there once, on a day that I’d gone around to all the local eateries to check out what they offered, their quality, and what they charged. “Is this where you hold all your events?”

      Events… “Um, yeah,” I said. Agatha brought her knitting group here. The Saturday walkers usually stopped by afterward for coffee. I knew that I had some college-student regulars who liked to study here…

      I couldn’t think of any “events” other than those. We did sometimes have a customer appreciation day to highlight Patty’s amazing baking, so maybe he meant those.

      Patty was a previously homeless woman with schizophrenic tendencies and a talent for making pastries fit for kings and queens.  She worked whatever amount the voices in her head would let her.

      “How many people do you think the place would hold with all of the tables and chairs cleared away?” he asked.

      “Uh…” I was like a deer frozen in headlights. I couldn’t help but feel like he was having a conversation that I hadn’t yet caught up with.

      The café’s door chimed open and a small man with wavy black hair rushed in.

      “Roberto,” I said, but the little man of Italian descent ignored me. He only had eyes for the gorgeous man with the to-go cup from Yancy’s Ground Up.

      Roberto Bianchi had once been the chef at my café. The café I now owned had until very recently been owned by my cousin Sarah, and Roberto had been her chef. He’d been my chef, too—for one day. He didn’t come back for day two, but he did eventually come back as the local health inspector to try to put me out of business.

      “Hank!” Roberto exclaimed, throwing up his arms in greeting. His hands were on Hank, directing the bigger man to turn and start moving toward the café door as soon as he reached him. “It’s so good to see you. Come, come. We will find what we need outside.”

      Hank didn’t even get a chance to say anything before Roberto shepherded him out the door. I watched as the pair turned to face the building—my building—and looked up. Hank pointed at the second floor, which would be my apartment.

      “What are they up to?” I said, watching them with growing unease.

      “Who cares what they’re up to?” Zoey said with a dreamy quality to her voice. She was sitting with her chin propped on her hand, staring out the window at Roberto and Hank.

      I was sure that the focus of her fascination wasn’t Roberto. Not that he wasn’t a fine enough looking man. It was just that he was barely noticeable standing next to Hank. And I had to admit, Hank was nice to look at. He looked even more glorious out in the early morning sun. It made the warm color of his skin glow. He was simply beautiful.

      Before I knew it, I was leaning against the counter with my chin propped up in my hand, too.

      “Girls, girls,” Agatha chided. “Trust me, you don’t want him. He’s nice to look at but not nice to play with.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “He’s a womanizer,” Agatha said.

      Now, Agatha might have been in her early eighties, but the woman was no prude. She had nothing against the attentions of a handsome man. I knew that men didn’t come much older than her, and the fellows her age were getting fewer and fewer, but there had been no shortage of younger men who had turned their gaze her way during the short period of time that I’d known her. So if she said that Hank the Hunk was a womanizer, I was ready to sit up and listen.

      “Who’s he womanizing with?” Zoey asked.

      “Brad’s sister, for starters,” Agatha said.

      “Brad’s sister?” I felt my cheeks heat. Brad was a police officer and one of the two men I had been, well… getting to know. I wouldn’t go so far as to call it a courtship. I’d been out with Brad on one official date, and we hadn’t actually gone out at all. We’d stayed in, and he cooked for me before dazzling me with his smooth dancing skills. He’d made me forget all about my lecherous ex-husband. And for a few minutes, he’d even made me forget about Joel, owner of the local newspaper and the other man vying for my affections.

      What had my cheeks heating was that I hadn’t even known that Brad had a sister! It was such a small detail. And truly, it was none of my business. Yet, that I hadn’t known belied how little I actually knew about him.

      That wasn’t a pebble I could throw too far or too hard, though. I hadn’t told him about any of my family, either. He knew a little bit about my ex-husband and how nasty he’d gotten during our divorce. He also knew about my local ex-in-laws. But that was it.

      If I hadn’t been willing to open up and share with him, how could I blame him for not opening up and sharing with me?

      “I think that Kylie should spend some time letting Hank womanize her,” Zoey said. Her comment zapped me out of my Brad-themed reverie.

      “Womanize me? I’ve already got my hands full, thank you very much.” Brad and Joel’s rivalry for my affections had left me questioning my sanity more than once. But I simply couldn’t choose! I liked them both so much. And to be honest, neither one of them had stepped up to do any serious dating. I was pretty sure that winning me had more to do with beating each other than it had to do with becoming the exclusive focus of my heart.

      I turned my attention to Agatha. “What about you?”

      Agatha ducked her chin and bore down on me with her dark, steely eyes. “What about me?”

      I waved a hand out the window. “A handsome man…” Then I waved my hand at her. “A lovely woman…”

      “Ha!” Agatha laughed. “Puh-lease. The boy’s too young for me.”

      I seriously doubted that.

      “What I want to know is why Zoey isn’t out there stealing Hank’s attention away from Roberto.” Agatha’s laser gaze turned on Zoey. “Don’t you think it’s time to tame another bull?”

      Rather than laugh or joke, some of the zestful fun drained away from Zoey’s eyes. “That’s a hard pass for me.” Over the last year, Zoey’s heart had been pulverized in a blender, fed to ducks, had the resulting bird droppings scooped up, told they were wonderful, and then set on fire.

      Agatha tsked. “I’m so sorry, dear,” she said, patting Zoey’s hand. “I didn’t mean to push too hard too soon.”

      It was time to get this love affair of looking at Hank the Hunk back on track. “I wonder what he looks like doing pushups… under a waterfall.”

      Zoey laughed. “Under a waterfall?”

      “Look at him and picture it!” I defended while laughing with her.

      We all turned our gaze to the windows to let our imaginations do what they did best, but mine was witch-slapped—I’ll say witch-slapped rather than the alternative—by who I saw coming in my café’s front door. It was my ex-aunt-in-law, Dorothy, and with her arrival my dreamy morning was at risk of instantly becoming a nightmare.
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      “Aunt,” I started to say but then choked and coughed. I had been married to her nephew, Dan Hibbert, for eleven years, and old habits were hard to break. “Dorothy,” I said, this time without the aunt-in-law label. “What a pleasant surprise.” A little bile rose up in my throat at the terrible, terrible lie.

      My ex-aunt-in-law Dorothy hated me. She always had, from the moment she met me at Dan’s and my wedding. While Dan was nine years older than me, Dorothy wasn’t actually very much older than him, and to say that my ex-husband was her favorite was a little like saying the Easter bunny liked eggs. It was an understatement tantamount to calling Mt. Everest a tall hill.

      Psychotic. That was the word I was looking for. Her affection for him was… psychotic.

      “Hello, Kylie,” Dorothy said in greeting. There was only the barest hint of malice, and her civility made my heart freeze in fear in my chest. Her long, straight hair was pulled back in a bun, and she wore white jeans and a tucked in pastel yellow blouse that washed out her complexion.

      This is it! I’m going to die. She’s going to kill me, and that’s why she’s being nice.

      At least I had Agatha and Zoey there to witness my gruesome end. They could tell the police what happened.

      “What can I do for you today?” I asked, already weighing my options internally. Duck under the bar when she made her move, or risk turning my back on her and running for the café’s back door?

      “I would like a cup of coffee.” Dorothy almost managed not to sneer in disgust as she said it.

      “Clever,” I whispered, and then realized I’d said it out loud. I’d turn my back to her while getting her coffee, and that’s when she’d do… it. Whatever it was.

      “What?” Dorothy barked.

      “Clever!” I said again, covering. “It’s a new coffee I have in. A custom blend.” Lie after lie after lie. “I’ll get you a cup.” My hand shook as I poured the hot brew, and I was thankful for the saucer catching any escape-artist droplets.

      I slid the cup across the counter to her, and then steeled myself. I was sure that she’d throw the scalding liquid back in my face.

      Dorothy grumbled as she picked up the cup of coffee. “Took long enough. How do you even keep one customer? I can’t believe people are willing to pay for swill.” Then she turned the full force of her gaze on me. “I hope you don’t expect me to pay for it!”

      “No, ma’am. Of course not. No.” Please go away. Please, please go. “You can even keep the cup and saucer. Take it right on out the door with you, or… I mean, you know, wherever you plan to go.” I said the word “go” a little too hard, which earned a new venomous glare from her.

      Dorothy took her cup and moved to the table nearest the café’s door. She sat so that she had full view of both me and it. Just like a gunslinger out of the Old West, she made sure no one could get the jump on her.

      But once she sat down, she stared at me, unblinking, with eyes that bulged aggressively from her head. They looked ready to fall out, and I imagined them doing a splash down into the coffee. I suspected that it was the only way that the brew would come into contact with her body, because as she sat there, eyes locked on me, she didn’t bother to even take one sip.

      “Awww, look,” Zoey said. “Hunky Hank is gone.”

      I turned my attention to the window and was immediately crestfallen. “Awwww,” I said in a sing-song whine. I resisted the urge to kick the cabinet with my toe. I plopped my elbows down on the counter and my chin on my palm. “I was having fun looking at him.”

      I looked back at Dorothy and was relieved to see that her attention had shifted to her cell phone. She stared at it with the same bug-eyed intensity that she’d given me.

      “I wonder what Roberto was doing here,” Agatha said. “He certainly swept Hank away fast enough.”

      Dorothy jumped up from her table so fast and hard that it left it wobbling and her coffee sloshing. “What’s your wifi password?” She blinked frantically as she held her cell phone up even with her head. “What is it? I need it!”

      She was so loud that all the other talking in the café ceased as all the attention in the room zeroed in on her.

      “Aunt Dorothy,” I said, not bothering to correct myself, “the wifi is unrestricted. You don’t need a password.” I genuinely felt concerned for her, because I’d never seen her act this way before. I was used to seeing her insane, sure, but she’d always been insane in a very in-charge sort of way. But now she was being insane in a way that made me think she thought—with possibly some authority—that the world was going to end at any second.

      “I need it anyway,” she demanded, shaking her cell phone at me.

      “Well bless your heart,” Agatha asked. “Is everything okay? Is there someone you’d like us to call?” While her tone was pleasant enough, it had a definite patronizing edge. Then her speech slowed down, and she carefully enunciated each and every word. “Do you need some help?”

      “I beg your pardon,” Dorothy said with outraged indignation.

      “No need to beg, sweetheart,” Agatha said. Her tone grew sweeter by the moment, and I had a feeling that wasn’t a good thing. “We’ll pardon you right out that door.”

      Oh. My. Gosh. Agatha was officially my hero. Where was she when my ex-husband had been feeding me lines about his whereabouts when he was out chasing every skirt that caught his eye? She could have saved me years that I’d dedicated to that no good, lying pile of vermin vomit.

      “Well, I never!” Dorothy said.

      “If you’ve never, now’s the perfect time to start,” Agatha shot back. “Get to steppin’, honey. Get yourself right out that door.”

      Dorothy’s mouth contorted but no sound came out. Her gaze shifted back and forth between me and Agatha, and she was giving me looks like she was expecting me to jump to her defense.

      “I noticed you spilled your coffee when you jumped up, Dorothy. It’d be no trouble for me to pour you a fresh one in a to-go cup,” I said.

      Dorothy clenched her jaw and screamed with her teeth bared and clamped together.

      I was honestly worried about her. She’d always disliked me, had always been hateful to me, and had tried more than once to ruin me, but I’d never seen her act so unhinged without a specific objective in mind. That objective was usually trying to convince others to hate me too, but this time her tantrum-like ire didn’t seem to have a specific goal… even though her scream did have my customers fidgeting nervously in their seats. I saw a few reach for their things in preparation for leaving. Dorothy’s out-of-control behavior was hurting my business, and that meant she had to go.

      “Aunt Dorothy,” I said, hoping that calling her “aunt” would soothe her ego, “I do think it’s best if you left.” I coughed, trying to expel some of my discomfort at kicking her out. “Please don’t make me have to call the… uh, police.”

      Dorothy’s mouth snapped shut. She turned and snatched her purse off of the floor, crammed it under her arm and marched out the café’s front door.

      Zoey, Agatha, and I, plus half the café’s customers, watched her go.

      Dorothy looked at her phone again, then turned to march up the sidewalk. She reached the very edge of the café’s windows, then turned back toward the café and made an incredibly unladylike gesture—as a body careened face first into the sidewalk right behind her.
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      The café erupted in screams from about half of the current patrons—the half who had been riveted by Dorothy’s over-the-top antics and who had done their best to watch her until she’d almost gotten out of sight.

      The non-screaming portion of the café reacted in a variety of ways. Some simply looked around. Some threw themselves under their tables. A few reached for handguns in conceal-carry holsters or in their bags.

      I was glad to see that Zoey and Agatha weren’t packing, but then again, they were close enough to the café’s front windows to know that there wasn’t a need. At least not an immediate need.

      Outside, standing mere inches away from where the man had fallen, Aunt Dorothy jumped at what I can only assume was a strong gust of wind followed by a terrible and wet thud. So many things happened all at once. Her arms flailed, she pivoted to see what was behind her, and her body tipped off balance.

      “Ohhhh!” I shouted as I watched her fall face first and land on the back of the body.

      Zoey had climbed on top of her barstool and was standing in a crouched position, presumably to get a better view. Agatha was up and moving toward the door, and I decided to take a shortcut from behind the grill’s counter by climbing over it.

      “You’re going to kill yourself standing up there on those shoes,” I admonished Zoey. She was wearing see-through lace-up shoes with five-inch rainbow-colored platform soles. I had to admit that they were the perfect addition to her belted white tunic dress.

      I raised my hands in offer of assistance. She took them then jumped down from where she stood atop the barstool’s seat, a feat that practically gave me a heart attack.

      “How do you not break an ankle?” Prior to working sixteen-hour days at the café, I’d been known to have a penchant for wearing teeter-tottering stiletto heels. I loved how they made my legs look, but my feet weren’t having any of it and I had to give them up.

      A crowd was already gathering outside the café by the time we got out there. Zoey and I pushed through to the front, and then I stopped cold. Knowing someone had plummeted to their death was one thing. Seeing the aftermath was something else altogether. I didn’t bother to step forward to take a pulse. The view didn’t leave any doubt at all about the person’s death. Terrible and awful, it couldn’t be real…

      “It’s Hank,” I whispered.

      How could someone we’d been talking to less than ten minutes ago already be dead? I wanted to nudge him with the toe of my sneaker so that he’d quit faking and get up. Everyone would have a nice laugh about it, and life could return to normal.

      He simply could not be dead. He couldn’t.

      “How?” Zoey asked.

      I understood what Zoey was asking. She wasn’t asking how it could be Hank. She was asking how he had come to be lying on the pavement like a skydiver whose parachute didn’t open.

      We both turned around and followed with our eyes the path that his body would have fallen. It took us up the side of the building—my building. The enormous windows of my apartment were closed, but that didn’t seem to matter because he had landed in a spot that went beyond where my apartment ended. Hank was technically lying in front of the shop next door, one of the three tenant stores housed in a building that was the length of a city block. He hadn’t come from my apartment.

      But it didn’t look like he’d come from the shop next door either. All of their second floor windows—identical to those in my apartment—were also closed.

      My eyes raised higher, past my makeshift canvas sign covering Sarah’s Eatery with The Berry Home, all the way up to the roof. I could see Zoey looking at the same spot from out of the corner of my eye.

      “Think he was pushed?” she asked.

      “How would he have managed to get up there?” I didn’t know how to get up there, and I was the one who owned the building—well, technically the bank owned it, but it was my name on the papers now. It was yet another reminder of how much I had to learn about my own property.

      I really didn’t want to think about the implications of yet another person’s death being tied to my café. Even if Hank did die by falling off of the roof over the café’s neighboring business, it wouldn’t matter to the townspeople of Camden Falls. To them, the curse of me and my café would have snuffed out yet another life.

      Dorothy was standing on the other side of Hank, her face pale as she stared down at him. A woman was next to her with her arms around Dorothy’s shoulders, and she was talking, but I wasn’t sure if Dorothy was listening. She looked like she was in shock. Her purse hung limply in her hands, and its contents were scattered across the sidewalk from when she fell.

      Dorothy’s cell phone vibrated against the hard concrete a small ways from her left foot. It seemed to be the jolt she needed to break her out of her catatonic state.

      Suddenly and frantically, she fell to her knees. Her hands darted every which way to collect her belongings and shove them back in her purse. When she was done, she stood, turned and pushed her way through the crowd, and the sight of her back made me queasy. Dorothy’s back was covered with tiny droplets of blood spatter from head to toe.

      A large, strong hand closed on my arm and I was pulled backward with a yank. Zoey was still staring at my building’s roof and didn’t notice. I was getting ready to turn, grab, and do a knee hike right into my assailant’s gonads when a wall of chest I had once been very familiar with stopped me in my tracks.

      I looked up. “Dan?”

      My day could not get any worse.
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      “Dan! What are you doing here?” I couldn’t believe my eyes. Dan Hibbert, my ex-husband, was supposed to be in Chicago. It’s where I left him after he told all of our friends and business associates that I was a conniving, thieving, underhanded and untrustworthy snake in the grass. He’d taken everything in the divorce because of a foolish prenup I signed at eighteen, and he was the last person on earth that I wanted to see.

      And yet… seeing him made my palms tingle with the need to lay them on his great big glorious chest. He was like a magnet who pulled me in every time he got near.

      I would get a melon baller and scoop my attraction to Dan out of my brain if I could. It had made me blind to his philandering, and possibly it’s what fooled me into believing that he had been my best friend. The biggest betrayal of all.

      “I need to see you,” Dan said. Even though his brow was pinched with worry, the man looked as good as he ever had. His body was trim and solid, and he wore dark gray slacks, stylish leather loafers, and a long-sleeve peach button-up shirt. His brown hair had a little bit more gray at his temples, but other than that, he looked the same as when we’d been married.

      As for me, I was wearing jeans that really should have made a trip to the laundromat before being worn again, a simple cotton T, and sneakers that bore more than one grease stain. My flame-red hair was pulled back in a bouncy ponytail, and I barely had any makeup on at all. A constellation of freckles that traveled from one cheek, over the bridge of my nose, and over the other cheek were there for all to see. I hadn’t bothered to try to cover them up, as I had done when in Chicago.

      “Dan, I don’t need to see you.” I turned to walk away but instead found my feet with a complete lack of traction as I was lifted into the air. A second later I was lying over my ex-husband’s shoulder and he was carrying me through the crowd.

      The door of the café chimed as he pushed his way in and finally set my feet back on the floor. As soon as I was freed, I grabbed his nose with my thumb and forefinger, pinched absolutely as hard as I could, and then viciously slapped my hand away with my other hand.

      “Kylie!” Dan yelped as he grabbed his nose. “That hurt!”

      I glanced around the café. It had completely cleared out, so Dan and I were alone. Outside, all eyes were focused on Hank’s fallen body. No one would notice me beating the ever-living snot out of my extremely misguided ex.

      “You better start talking or I’m going to rip an ear off next,” I warned.

      “Okay, okay!” Dan said, holding his palms up in front of him. “But let’s sit. Please.”

      “No, not until you tell me what this is about.”

      Dan’s powerful shoulders slumped. “Kylie, I need your help.”

      The man looked defeated. All of his usual bravado was gone. And dagnabbit, I felt the big guy’s desperation pull at my heartstrings.

      I sighed, and it was my turn for my shoulders to sag. “Okay, Dan. Let’s sit.” I led him to a table next to the window with the best view of what was going on outside. Several police cruisers had shown up, and the police were making people back away from the scene. Brad—one of my two suitors—was among them.

      “Okay,” I said, “tell me what it is that you need help with.” I already knew the answer. So many people had already told me about the trouble that Dan’s HVAC company was in. We had built it together from the ground up. It hurt me to know that a business I had poured so much of myself into was now in terrible decline, but Dan had taken that part of my life away from me. It felt rude, like salt rubbed in an open wound, that he would now be asking me to help save it.

      Dan reached into his back pocket and pulled out his checkbook. He then retrieved a pen—one I’d given him as a Christmas present—out of his shirt pocket. Without a word of explanation, he opened the checkbook and started writing a check. When he got done, he tore it down its perforated edge and slid it face down across the table to me.

      “It’s a retainer,” he said, “to cover your consultation fee.”

      I blinked. I didn’t have a consultation fee.

      I turned the check over, and I blinked again. Then I smiled. “This will do.” The check wasn’t enough to make me rich, and it wouldn’t make up for the complete absence of alimony awarded to me through our divorce or the loss of unpaid years that I’d devoted to building our, I mean, his company. But it was enough to afford a new sign for my café. Although the café’s name had been legally changed to The Berry Home, I didn’t yet have the funds to change the original sign. Dan’s “consultation fee” changed that.

      Without looking at Dan, I folded the check and slipped it into my back pocket. I then put my elbows on the table, steepled my hands and laced my fingers together, and looked Dan squarely in the eyes. “What can I do for you, Mr. Hibbert?” I had my pride, and playing the role of his aide stung, but I’d be smiling once the consultation was done and I was getting a brand-new sign for my café.

      My café. Not Dan’s. Not anyone else’s. Mine.

      My smile grew.

      Dan frowned and sat back in his seat. “You’re looking at me strange. Stop that.”

      “Tick tock, Dan. Your payment buys only a finite amount of my time.” And I would decide how long that time was.

      Dan nodded, a look of resigned defeat coming over him again. “Kye, the company’s in trouble.”

      Even though I’d known it was coming, it still hit me hard. The news sat heavy on me like a rock in my gut.

      “What’s going on? Why’s it in trouble?” I asked.

      “Well, first it was the schedule. Employees started missing appointments. Orders weren’t placed on time, and that meant jobs weren’t getting completed by their deadline. I had to hire an office manager!”

      The look on his face told me that he was looking for sympathy for having to hire someone to do a job—that and so much more—that I’d done, unpaid, for years. A job he’d pushed me out of when I left him.

      I felt no sympathy whatsoever. Quite the opposite, actually.

      I stared at him without smiling, without nodding, without doing anything.

      “Do you know how much it costs to hire an office manager?” he continued to complain.

      Oh, he was reaching. He was trying to attain that moment when I would tell him, “You poor baby! How awful of them!” It wasn’t going to happen.

      “Then the office managers were inept. I had to fire three of them before I found one who had a clue!”

      Translation: he hired on the cheap. He got inexperienced, untalented, non-self-starting office managers who didn’t care about the job or the success of the company.

      He slouched in his chair and folded those football player arms over his chest, looking positively sullen. “You wouldn’t believe how much my most recent office manager is costing me. At least they have a clue.”

      “Dan, I’m not hearing any problems I can fix so far. The only thing you’ve done is tell me about a problem you fixed on your own.”

      “Yeah, but…”—he shrugged—“I thought you’d like to know what’s been going on.”

      Petulant child Dan was on his way to making an appearance.

      I mimicked his posture by leaning back in my chair and crossing my arms… under my chest. His eyes flicked down from my face before returning to my silent stare, one that said, “Yep, this is what you lost.”

      I was now the one girl in the world he could never have… again. I hoped it kept him up at night.

      “Get on with it, Dan. I’m not your commiseration buddy.”

      “Right. Yeah, sorry.” He sat up and leaned forward with his arms on the table. “We’ve been losing clients, Kye. We missed some deadlines, had to pay some penalties, a contract renewal renegotiation fell through, and then Rogerton & Smith headhunted my top two system analysts and my top on-site project manager.”

      I sat up and put my arms on the table, just like him. Suddenly I was interested in what he had to say. Rogerton & Smith had been our fiercest competitor. They were ruthless, and had tried to undercut us on every contract we’d won. If they saw a way to sabotage the company, they’d take it.

      “They’ve been running a negative word-of-mouth campaign against us, Kye,” Dan went on. He knew he had me, knew I was interested. “And I know we screwed up some orders early on, but this new office manager is on it. Sharp as a tack. But we’ve still had parts orders come in late or with the wrong item. It’s messing up schedules, and we’ve lost three contracts just since you left. Big ones.”

      “You think they could have someone at a couple of the major parts suppliers that they’re paying to mess up your orders?”

      “I don’t know.” Dan’s expression grew thoughtful. “Could be. It’s weird, Kye. We weren’t having these problems before. It’s like Rogerton & Smith saw a weakness and implemented some master plan. Everything that could go wrong is going wrong. And I’ve double-checked the order requests on our end to make sure it’s not an in-house problem. I’ve caught a few mistakes, but nothing major. Nothing that would have had an impact on the completion schedules.”

      “Okay, so step one, identify the specific parts distributors that you’re getting incorrect orders from and ask them to assign an oversight person to our orders. Talk to the company president to make it happen if you’ve got to.”

      Dan looked uncomfortable. I was describing the type of negotiation that I used to do. Though Dan was all charm in-person, he hated trying to influence people over the phone. I suspected that was because phone conversations never went quite as smoothly or worked as well for him, and the resulting outcome tended to bruise his ego.

      I decided to amend my suggestion. “You could give this new office manager a crack at it first, but if the problem gets pushed to the company president, it would be better if you were the one making the call.”

      Dan nodded. It was clear he didn’t like what I was saying, but he was accepting it.

      “And what about ads? You said that you’ve lost some contracts and that Rogerton & Smith was running a word-of-mouth campaign against you. You doing any ad spend? What are you doing to forge new business relationships?”

      Dan again looked uncomfortable. Again, everything I was talking about were tasks that I had done for the company.

      “Dan, you can do this. And… if you can’t, then you have to hire someone to do it for you.”

      “I slept with Michelen’s wife,” Dan blurted out. Michelen was the president of one of Hibbert Air’s biggest clients.

      My mouth fell open. It felt like I’d just been slapped. I shouldn’t have to relive all of this all over again. It was too unfair.

      “He told Moorland what I’d done and Moorland had already been suspicious of his wife cheating on him.”

      “You slept with Moorland’s wife, too?”

      Dan nodded. His eyes held layers of regret, fear, sadness… and maybe even a touch of loneliness.

      I thought I might hurl. Nausea was spreading through my entire body, but I did my best to keep the tears from filling my eyes.

      Behind Dan, the café’s door burst open, and Zoey came barreling in with Brad and Joel hot on her heels. They didn’t say a word. They didn’t even let the door close. They all just stood and stared. Brad and Joel wore deep frowns. Zoey wore a giddy smile.

      Joel tapped Brad’s shoulder and the three of them hot-footed it back outside.

      Dan hadn’t noticed, and I refocused my attention on him.

      “I don’t have any advice for fixing that,” I said. My voice stayed even and strong. No quaver at all.

      The wheels in my brain turned, the fog of pain lifted from my head, and I regained my center. “Well, no, that’s not true. I do have some advice. Get a frontman. Get a PR person who will shake hands and rub elbows and you stay out of it. Don’t go to the fancy parties and big charity galas to network. Send someone else. Take your face—take you—out of the equation as far as clients are concerned.”

      Dan jerked his head back, like I’d struck him. “Kye…”

      I was asking him to give up the one thing that he loved best about running Hibbert Air. Not only did he love it best, he did it better than anyone I’d ever seen.

      “Dan, you’re the rotten apple in the barrel. You have to remove yourself or you’ll spoil everything. You’ll lose everything.” My nausea surged as I said he’d lose it all. It was so unfair that I was helping him hold onto the company he’d forced me out of.

      I put both hands on the table. His time was up, and I had long ago already given him too much of myself. I started to push my chair back so that I could stand up, and Dan reached for my arm. His huge hand wrapping around my wrist sent electric currents through my entire body, and I froze.

      The café door burst open again, and this time it was Dorothy—Dan’s aunt—who led the charge. Joel, Brad and Zoey followed in her footsteps, and this time they all wore huge smiles on their faces.

      I yanked my wrist free of Dan’s grasp.

      “Daniel Michael Hibbert!” Dorothy screeched. She’d planted her feet shoulder-width apart and, even with her cell phone buzzing and chiming in her hand, she propped her tight fists on her hips. She had never approved of Dan’s relationship with me. She’d cried at our wedding. Great, piteous, mournful wails.

      Dan ducked his head as if dodging a head slap before slowly twisting around in his seat. “Aunt Dorothy,” he said. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “You’ll be out now!” Dorothy jabbed a finger toward the floor as if calling him front and center before her.

      “Aunt Dorothy…” Dan said. This time his tone dropped lower. It was a warning for her to back off.

      “Don’t you Aunt Dorothy me!” She marched forward, grabbed Dan by the ear and lifted him out of his seat. He followed, stumbling after wherever she took his ear, and where she took his ear was toward the front door. Before she reached it, Dan managed to yank his ear loose from her grasp. He stood up straight with his hand covering it.

      “Aunt Dorothy—”

      She cut him off as she stepped up to him, close enough that there was almost no space between them. “Jennifer Malory Higgins,” she said in a hoarse whisper.

      They stood in a stalemate, each doing his or her best to stare the other down.

      Finally, Dan turned to me. “We’ll finish this later,” he said and headed for the door before I could quip back that our time was done. The consultation session had closed. We were done… I was done.

      Dan headed out the door, passing in front of Brad and Joel as he went. They were both standing with arms crossed and shoulders close together, looking like cats who ate the canary. Smug and gloating didn’t begin to cover it.

      Dorothy followed Dan out the door without once looking my way, and then, thankfully, Brad and Joel followed.

      The only one left was Zoey.

      She sauntered over to where I sat, looking more than a little bit smug herself.

      She sat down in the chair Dan had vacated. “So who’s Jennifer Malory Higgins?” she asked.

      I slumped down in my chair. “I haven’t got a clue.”
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      “I’m not going to get involved this time. I won’t do it!”

      Zoey’s grin grew. She wasn’t buying one word coming out of my mouth. “He either fell from inside of your building or off the roof of your building,” she said. “He wouldn’t have had time to go up in a hot air balloon or a plane between when we saw him in here and when he went splat.”

      I cringed and glanced with concern in the direction where I knew Hank’s body lay. In the few seconds of life our paths had crossed, he’d been an upbeat and happy guy. Now he was dead.

      “Sorry,” Zoey said. “My empathy meter gets wonky sometimes.”

      I waved a hand in dismissal of Zoey’s concern. “I get it. We didn’t know him and we’ve gotten into the habit of butting in to figure this stuff out.” I shook my head and refocused on Zoey. “I don’t get it. How would he have gotten on the roof? I don’t even know how to get on the roof.” I sat back in my chair, crossed my arms and stared out the window in Hank’s direction. “He had to have fallen out of one of the windows from the other storefronts in this building.”

      Zoey didn’t say anything, which got my attention faster than if she had.

      “What?”

      She still didn’t say anything.

      “I’m not getting involved!”

      The café’s door chimed, and Brad came in. In his crisp, seemingly tailor-cut dark blue uniform, he was the picture of perfection. There was something about the fit of his uniform that was a glorious combination of straight lines and angles.

      “Detective Gregson wants to see your roof,” Brad said. My heart skipped a beat. I was being pulled into the murder after all. “Want me to take care of it?”

      “Really?” My voice went up two octaves from my eagerness at remaining uninvolved.

      “Yeah,” Brad said, smiling. “I’ve got it covered.”

      My knight in shining armor.

      Brad left, and I turned to Zoey. My grin was so big that it was turning painful. “See, he’s got it covered.”

      “Humph,” Zoey said and rolled her eyes. “We’ll see about that.” She got up and headed for the door.

      “Zoey, what are you going to do?” I called after her, but she wasn’t listening. “Zoey!” But it was no good. She was out the door. “That girl is gonna be the death of me.”

      The rest of the day went off without a hitch. I’d thought that business would drop off, but it was just the opposite. People were brimming with morbid curiosity, and they wandered into the café in groups of three, four and five. It was a younger crowd than what I was used to: the college crowd. When a professor brought in his entire class of twenty-two students, I considered throwing them back out. If the café had been filled with my usual clientele, I would have, because the students went around from table to table interviewing my customers. From what I gathered, it was either a psychology or sociology class. They didn’t even order any food.

      When I’d almost had enough of them, the professor approached me at the grill counter. He was handsome in an unconventional way. His face was slender and it plus his nose were very long. He had short wavy black hair, with dark skin, and seemed close to six feet tall.

      “I’m sorry about this,” he said. “These real-world events come along so seldom in a way that can be studied firsthand.” The words flowed forth like liquid poetry off of his tongue. His accent was gorgeous. I guessed him to be somewhere between thirty and forty-five. His deeply golden skin was so flawless that I couldn’t narrow it down any better than that.

      I was still pretty irked by his students pestering my customers, but one glance at my customers told me that they were as into talking about the current “world events” as the students interviewing them.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “Please don’t make a habit of it, but it’s okay today.”

      “I completely understand. I’m Professor Garcia, but please call me Julius.” He extended a hand to shake, and I accepted.

      “Kylie Berry… Kylie.”

      Julius put his hand over his heart. “My humblest gratitude for allowing my students so much latitude. And please, I would like to buy cookies and pastries for the class. They’re all penniless students, and it’s the least I can do for your gracious hospitality.”

      This was his lucky day! I’d been cooking up all of Patty’s leftover cookie dough as an easy offering to all the lookie-loos. I sent him and his class on their way with no less than fifty-six cookies—an assortment of macadamia nut, shortbread, sugar cookies, double chocolate fudge, and coconut macaroons—plus fourteen cups of coffee.

      I let the day wear on a bit before kicking the last of the stragglers out early. People were there to gawk more than to buy, and I could use some extra time to unwind.
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      “Jacques, don’t let that garlic burn! Pierre, what are you doing? The peas are turning to mush! Antoine, the sauce, man. The sauce! It’s bubbling over!”

      I woke from my dream of being the head chef in a Michelin starred French restaurant during the middle of a hopping dinner service, but the sensory details of the dream lingered. I rubbed at my nose to chase away the scent memory of delicious food being cooked to perfection, but nothing changed.

      “Sage? Sage, where are you?” I called out. My bedroom door was ajar, and a soft glow of light was filtering through the opening. But I hadn’t left any lights on in the apartment. Sage was such a feisty kitten. I could imagine her jumping for an imaginary moth and flipping a light switch. But… that didn’t explain why my nose was still being tickled by the amazing aroma of something delectable.

      “Sage, please have learned how to cook,” I whispered as I crawled my way off of my floor mattress before climbing to my feet. I was wearing a sleep shirt that went a quarter of the way down my thighs and had my hair put up in pin curls. Sage was not in her usual spot of curled up on top of me or next to me.

      I went to my bedroom door and inched it open. More light flooded in along with a wave of scents so wonderful that I thought I must still be dreaming. Why was something so amazing coming from my kitchen?

      Getting braver, I peeked my head out the door and looked down the long hallway. Sure enough, light was pouring out from my kitchen.

      I tiptoed back into my room and found my spikiest, scariest stiletto shoe. Then brandishing it as a weapon by holding it up near my shoulder, I crept back out into the hallway and toward the kitchen. Halfway there, a low hum reached my ears. The melody was haunting… but not menacing, and despite my need to find out who was in my kitchen, I stopped and leaned against the wall to listen.

      The hum soon changed to words, and a rich, soft tenor filled the space between us. “And I’m in too deep, I’m such a fool for you. You got me wrapped around your finger. Around your little finger.” The humming returned to pick up where the words left off.

      “Matt’s Band,” I whispered. It was their song “Linger.”

      All sound except for that of a sizzle ceased.

      “Berry?”

      That was Brad’s voice! But not being completely sure of myself, I inched toward the corner of the hall and peeked around it in order to see inside the kitchen.

      Relief flooded me, and I released a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. It was Brad, dressed in an open blue button-up shirt over a white T. He looked as good—okay, better than he ever had, and his eyes were on me.

      “‘Bout time you woke up. The steaks are almost done. Come on. Sit.”

      No hello, how are you, or even an explanation as to why he had broken into my apartment in the middle of the night. At least I knew how he’d broken in. He still had a key that Sarah had given him, one that he’d refused to give back.

      I inched my way around the corner into full view. Brad’s gaze flicked from me to the stiletto shoe that I still had held up at shoulder height. I’d forgotten about it.

      Brad’s wonderful lips stretched in a lazy grin. “Hey,” he said with a shrug, “I thought we’d keep it casual, but if you wanna put those on, I won’t complain.” His eyes fell downward toward my bare legs. I was sure that they were hidden from his sight by the kitchen counter, but the heat in his eyes had me shyly crossing them nonetheless.

      I dropped the shoe to my side before self-consciously slipping it behind my back to hold it with both hands. I wanted to give Brad a hard time about what he thought he was doing breaking into my apartment, but whatever he had on the stove had me second-guessing my desire to complain.

      “Sit,” Brad said again as he started to plate the food.

      “What’d you make?”

      “Sit and I’ll tell you.”

      “I don’t have anywhere to sit.” There was no use denying it. He’d been in my apartment before, just like he was now. He knew I didn’t have any chairs. When I moved to Kentucky, I came with every belonging I had, and they had all fit into one modestly-sized suitcase. The only reason I had a mattress was because my cousin Sarah—whose apartment this had been—hadn’t taken it with her.

      Brad abandoned the food and came around the corner of the kitchen counter. He stopped when I came into full view, and I desperately wished that my sleep shirt were several inches longer. It would have been the perfect length in the sixties, with their micro miniskirts, but we weren’t in the sixties and I wasn’t Goldie Hawn.

      Brad’s hesitation only lasted a moment before he took my hand and led me around to the cook side of the kitchen counter. When he stopped and stepped in front of me––his body close enough to get in trouble at a middle school dance––I forgot about everything but the two of us. The promise of yummy food evaporated from my thoughts. My objections to him showing up unannounced and uninvited disappeared, and even my shoe fell to the floor at my feet.

      There was a moment, the briefest pause as he looked down at me, when indecision stole the usual cocky certainty from his soft blue and green flecked eyes. But the moment was fleeting, and the Brad I knew was back with a lopsided grin.

      I squealed in surprise when his strong hands gripped my sides beneath my arms and lifted me to sit on the cool, smooth granite countertop. My sleep shirt immediately rose even higher, which left me scrambling to yank it down farther. That had my collar stretching and pulling off one bare shoulder, though. It was a lose-lose.

      Brad had his unbuttoned shirt stripped off half a second later, and he slid it over my legs and tucked it around my hips. He’d done it so fast that I hadn’t even had time to embarrass myself with a complete lack of modesty.

      But in the process of covering me, he’d completely bared his own arms. What I’d thought had been a regular T-shirt beneath his button-up was actually sleeveless, like what guys often wear at the gym. His arms were layered in so much muscle that all I could do was stare. Brad wasn’t a big guy. He wasn’t bulky, and I’d had no idea that underneath his officer’s uniform that he was built with a physique that was ready to rush into battle to slay some mythical creature of old. And it would have to be a mythical creature, because someone that looked the way Brad looked couldn’t be real.

      “Let’s get you fed, put some meat on those bones of yours,” Brad said with a wink, grounding me back in reality. He returned to the kitchen island and finished plating. He’d made steak with a beautiful charred crust and something else.

      “Steak and spaghetti?” I asked. I’d never considered the combination before.

      Brad looked affronted. “Spaghetti? This isn’t spaghetti. It’s linguine!”

      “But isn’t linguini just, you know… fat spaghetti?”

      “Oh my God, Berry. You’re killing me.”

      He grabbed a bottle of red wine that was sitting to the side and already open, found a couple of cups I’d swiped from the café below, and poured. He brought the plates and the drinks over to where I was and hopped up on the counter. Toeing off his shoes, he spun to face me as he folded his legs Indian-style in front of him.

      Taking his lead, I did the same, being careful to keep his shirt in place over my lap. The way we were sitting reminded me of that famous scene from Sixteen Candles when Molly Ringwald was about to get her first kiss from the cutest boy in school. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was a kiss in my near future, and the thought made my cheeks heat in a blush and my lips stretch in a shy smile.

      Needing to give myself something to do other than stare at the cutest boy in my world, I focused on the food. I cut a piece off of the steak. As soon as I put it in my mouth, my eyes popped wide.

      “Mmmm!” It had so much flavor! There was a richness to it that made it magically better than any steak I’d ever made. “How did you do this?”

      “It’s butter basted with garlic, rosemary, and thyme… plus some pink salt to top it,” Brad said. He said it like it was nothing, but all it took was one look at him to know that he was enjoying wowing me with his cooking prowess. His satisfied grin had broadened to show some of his perfect pearly whites.

      I shifted my attention away from the steak and took a bite of the linguine next. It was as amazing as the steak but completely in its own way. It looked simple enough with bits of fresh green spotting it and some kind of coating, but other than that, I couldn’t see how he’d managed to pack so much flavor into a bunch of noodles that didn’t even have any sauce on them.

      “And this?” I asked around a second bite, throwing demure out the window in favor of voracious enjoyment.

      “Linguine, fresh chopped parsley, butter, olive oil, garlic, and parmesan.”

      I shook my head as I stuffed yet another bite into my mouth before I’d even fully swallowed the previous one. How was it that a cop could cook this way? “Why aren’t you a chef?” I asked. “This is ridiculous. Someone who looks like you isn’t supposed to be able to cook this good.”

      My eyes flew wide when I realized what I’d said, and I stopped chewing. It was such a sexist thing for me to say!

      I stared at Brad in fear, mortified that he’d be insulted by my unthinking words. Instead, he threw his head back and laughed. It was unfettered, and I was relieved he wasn’t upset about what I’d said, but it did nothing to answer the one question that stood out loudest in my mind.

      “Brad,” I said after his laughter had faded away, “why are you here?”

      The laughter left Brad’s luminous eyes, leaving them more gray than blue. “My sister’s in trouble, Berry. I need your help.”
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      This was a turn of events that I hadn’t anticipated.

      “What’s wrong? How can I help?” I didn’t have much to offer, but I’d do what I could.

      “I need you to investigate Hank’s murder,” Brad said.

      My fork came clattering down on my plate as I stared at him. Brad had always been adamantly opposed to my involvement in any of the murder cases that had, sometimes literally, fallen into my lap.

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “Isn’t Detective Gregson working the case?”

      Brad gave a derisive snort. “I don’t trust him, and I’m not just saying that because he likes my sister for the murder of Hank Harrison. He’s new to our police force, so I haven’t known him long, but I’m starting to think he’s got a real bias against women. First, he was determined to arrest you for the murder of that shoe shop guy even when it didn’t make any sense, but now he’s after my sister, Samantha. It’s only been three days since Harrison did a face dive on the sidewalk but Gregson is absolutely, one hundred percent convinced that my sis did it. He’s got blinders on. He’s not even considering anybody else.”

      “How do they even know it was a murder? Couldn’t it have been a suicide?”

      Brad shifted his feet off the side of the counter and hopped down before retrieving something from the bags he had stashed out of sight on the floor on the other side of the kitchen island. When he got back to me, he handed me a folder.

      I balanced my plate of food on my knees and took the file, leaving Brad free to resettle himself into his original position.

      “That’s what they know so far,” Brad said. “It contains the preliminary report from the coroner listing Harrison’s death as most likely murder. They believe it was poison. The toxicology report hasn’t gotten back yet, though, so they aren’t yet sure which kind. What they do know is that Hank had a lot of internal bleeding.”

      “But wouldn’t he? He fell off a building.”

      “The bleeding wasn’t consistent with what would have been sustained from the fall’s impact. The coroner suspects that Hank was dead before he ever reached the pavement.”

      Well, that was a game changer…

      I fingered through the pages of the report. It might as well have been written in Greek. At just a glance, what I was looking at wasn’t making a whole lot of sense to me.

      “I still don’t understand,” I said. “Why aren’t you clearing Samantha’s name?”

      Brad’s expression darkened. “I’ve been banned from having anything to do with the case.”

      I looked down at the file I held in my hands and then back at Brad.

      “I stole it. Went in late and made a photocopy.”

      “What happens if you get caught for having done it?”

      Brad shrugged. “Maybe suspended, maybe fired? Don’t know. Don’t care.”

      “But if you don’t care what happens to you, then why not investigate the case regardless of them telling you to stay away from it?”

      “Because if they know I’m doing that, I’ll get suspended for sure. But this way, with you investigating Harrison’s murder, I can be your inside man. I can keep you up to date with the latest findings.”

      I fingered through the pages of the report again and shook my head.

      Brad blew out a sigh. “Sorry, Berry. I shouldn’t have put you in this position.” He reached for the file.

      I yanked it away from his fingers and clutched it to my chest. “What are you doing?”

      “You shook your head no.”

      “No, I shook my head wondering what in the world I was getting myself into again. Of course I’ll help!”

      “Really?”

      It was my turn to laugh. “Really, Brad. Think about it. What are the odds that I would have stayed out of investigating this murder case anyway?” I posed that question even though I’d been feeling quite proud of myself for doing just that only earlier in the day.

      “Great! But… you gotta do it right this time.”

      “Huh?” It was time to divide my attention between Brad and the dinner he’d made. It was too good to ignore forever, so I went to work slicing off another bite of the steak.

      “The investigation. You’ve got to do it right this time. No bungling around.”

      I paused with my loaded fork halfway up to my mouth. “Excuse me?” Together, Zoey and I had solved four murders. No, we weren’t professionals, but maybe that was working in our favor. We didn’t get hung up on process. We simply followed our noses.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Brad said, “for a couple of amateurs, you two have gotten really lucky. But with my help, this investigation’s going to go a lot smoother. A lot more organized. We’re going to do it the right way.”

      “If by lucky you mean repeatedly almost killed, okay…” Maybe I had rubbed him wrong with my verbal faux pas a little earlier, but he was well on his way to ticking me off. “What makes you think that your sister’s innocent?” I asked. It was a jab of a question, but I went there anyway.

      “Because she is.” Brad was now cutting into his steak. The muscles of his arm were bunching as he sawed the knife back and forth across the meat, and I was sure he was through it and on his way to cutting through the plate as well. Policeman extraordinaire Brad Calderos had a blind spot when it came to his sister. That made him an unreliable witness. I wasn’t going to be able to trust a word that came out of his mouth.

      But the problem went further than that, I realized. If Brad had a blind spot to his sister’s possible guilt in Hank Harrison’s murder, then he might also have a possible bias against whoever got labeled as a suspect. He might believe they did it without the necessary evidence to back it up. That would mean that Brad was not only unreliable about his sister, but his opinion or viewpoint was also not to be trusted when it came to the potential guilt or innocence of someone else.

      I suddenly understood why he had gotten officially banned at work from having anything to do with the investigation.

      “Brad,” I said, “I’m going to do my best to find out who killed Hank Harrison. I’m going to need your help. You’re going to be invaluable. I’m going to need you to be my eyes and ears at work to let me know what’s said, what’s learned, and what the toxicology report says when it comes in.”

      “Got you covered. All the way.”

      “But you can’t be directly involved in the investigation of Hank Harrison’s murder.”

      Brad gave me a stony glare, and his face flushed to a hot pink. “What?”

      “Do you love your sister?” I asked.

      “Of course!”

      “Did she kill Hank Harrison?”

      “No!”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because she’s my sister!”

      “Okay, okay. So she didn’t kill Hank. Got any proof?”

      “No…”

      “She have an alibi?”

      “No…”

      “Did she have a reason to want Hank dead?”

      He paused. “Maybe…”

      I let the silence drag out between us. We were in a staring match of unyielding wills when Sage jumped up onto the counter next to us. Still yet, my gaze remained locked with Brad’s, until I saw Sage start to nose my food out of the corner of my eye.

      “Nooo!” I shouted. “My spaghetti!”

      Brad fell over backward on the counter with a groan. “Linguine, Berry. Linguine!” The room got quiet again except for Sage’s purr as I stroked her arching back. “Okay, Berry. You win. I’ll stay out of the investigation.”
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      “So did Brad stay for coffee this morning?” Zoey asked after I told her about Brad’s very late-night visit. Her forearms were crossed as she leaned in on the same café table where I’d sat with Dan, and one of her perfectly shaped eyebrows was arched. A mischievous twinkle lit her eyes.

      “No,” I said pointedly, “but he did come back in for coffee this morning. He was a perfect gentleman.” It was not a fact that I was entirely happy about last night, but it was one that came as a relief as I met the dawning of a new day. I didn’t need the complication of getting involved with a man in that way. I was still too new to putting my life back together. And if I were being honest with myself, I liked being a vote of one in a party of one. There was no one to veto my ideas. No one with which to gain consensus before taking action.

      But there was also no one to help navigate uncertain waters.

      It was a heavy tradeoff.

      “I can’t believe he wants you to investigate,” she said.

      “Us… wants us to investigate.” It’s not what Brad had said, but I was sure that he understood that Zoey and I were a package deal. And given that he considered Zoey a criminal who simply hadn’t been caught yet and the fact that he and I were sort of dating, it made sense that he had broken into my apartment in the middle of the night and not Zoey’s.

      I suppressed the urge to shudder. I pitied anyone who decided to break into Zoey’s place. I’d never noticed anything particularly unusual about her apartment, but my imagination ran wild with the hotbed of traps she probably had set in place to ward against such an event.

      Spikes shooting out of the ceiling…

      Electrified door knobs…

      Bubonic plague-laden darts…

      “Tell me again, how did he get in?” Zoey asked.

      She’d already asked me once, and I’d done my best to brush the question off. The truth was too embarrassing. “He has a key,” I mumbled.

      “He has a key… And how is it that he has a key?” She had her hair pulled back in a thick braid today, and she wagged its fuzzy tip at me.

      “I don’t know.”

      The tip of her braid flared upward like the needle of a lie detector. “You don’t know… Are you sure?”

      I glared at her, but Zoey’s grin only grew with lips painted a color that seemed a mashup of pink, black and purple. “I guess Sarah gave it to him.”

      “Sarah… But you’re not Sarah.”

      “I know that!”

      “So why don’t you ask for your key back?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t feel like it.”

      Up went the tip of her hair. I was going to chop the thing off.

      “I didn’t want to be rude.” The darn tip was pointing all the way up toward the ceiling.

      I scowled. “Okay, I did ask for it back.” I’d demanded he give it back after the first time he’d broken in. Of course, Zoey had broken into my apartment, too. I’d opened my eyes in the middle of a bath to find her sitting next to the tub. I didn’t have a clue how she’d done it. Unlike Brad, she didn’t have a key.

      “And, did he give it back?”

      “No.” I slouched in a pout and crossed my arms over my chest. “He refused.”

      Zoey threw her head back in a laugh and then slid down in her own chair, mimicking my position. Her laughter had faded, but the twinkle in her eyes remained. “So where do we start?”

      It was my turn to grin and arch an eyebrow at Zoey. “As if…” I knew Zoey couldn’t stay away from a mystery. There was no way she hadn’t already started looking into Hank’s final hours.

      Zoey’s smile turned toothy. “Yeah, I’ve got some footage,” she admitted. “We’ll get to that. First, I want to know what that saucy sultan of love told you. Why the big turnabout? Why does he want you investigating this case? He’d normally be threatening to throw me in jail about now in hopes that it kept you from investigating.”

      I sat forward and put my arms on the table. It was conspiracy theory time. “The cops—other cops besides Brad—think that Brad’s sister killed Hank.”

      Zoey sat forward, her interest obviously piqued. “How?”

      “Poison.” There was more to it than that, and I wanted to make sure I was getting it right. “Hang on. I’ll be back.”

      I hot-footed it into the kitchen and checked in with Jonathan—my sous chef and all-around kitchen do-it-all—to see if he needed anything. He waved me off, so I grabbed a notebook I’d stashed in an out of the way corner, and then hurried back out to the dining room floor. I sat back down across from Zoey and flipped through the notebook’s pages.

      “A notebook? That’s new.” Zoey said.

      “Yeah, Brad told me everything the cops had figured out so far, and he made me write it all down.” I was quickly appreciating that he had. “Here it is. They don’t know for sure what killed Hank, but they suspect it was poison. The coroner believes that he was dead before he hit the sidewalk, and they found a lot of internal bleeding that didn’t match up with his injuries from the fall.” I looked up from my notes, grimacing. “Brad showed me a picture of Hank’s body. He had bruises everywhere! His arms, his chest, his stomach and the sides of his thighs. Big, swollen bruises. He looked like he’d been beaten to death.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. If he looked like he was beaten to death, what makes them think he was poisoned instead of repeatedly clubbed before being thrown off the roof?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s what the coroner thinks. They haven’t gotten the toxicology report back. Brad’s going to try to find out what it says when it comes in.”

      “Okay, so poison,” Zoey said. “In a drink or in food?”

      “I don’t know, but he did already have a coffee in his hand when he got here. Could be that it was poisoned.”

      “Poison’s a woman’s way of killing.”

      The next words I wanted to say sat full and heavy in my mouth. I didn’t want to give them voice, but there was no hiding from the truth. “Brad’s sister is a woman.”

      “Yep.”

      I flipped to a fresh page of my notebook and wrote “Suspects” at the top. I then wrote “Samantha,” Brad’s sister’s name. “Who else?” I asked Zoey.

      “Don’t know. Agatha said he was a womanizer. Could be there’s a lot to choose from.”

      “How do we figure out who to add?”

      “I’ve put together footage that tracks Hank’s activities on the day that he died. The only social things he did were go to the gym and to the juice and coffee bar next door before heading here.”

      “That doesn’t leave us much to go on,” I said.

      Zoey shrugged. “I don’t know. Could be more than we think. I traced the footage of the gym dating back three weeks. He went to the gym almost every day.”

      “Did he stop by the juice bar every day?”

      “Not every day, but a lot of days. Has anyone else died after getting food from the juice bar?”

      “Oh, good one.” I pulled my phone from my back pocket and texted Brad the question. His response was almost immediate. “He says no.”

      “So not a random attack then,” Zoey said.

      “Mmmm.” There was a distinction I thought we were missing. “Someone specifically targeted Hank. Maybe randomly, but maybe not. We only know that they weren’t out to commit mass murder.”

      “But probably not a random murder,” Zoey said.

      “I think you’re right. People usually kill because they want a specific person dead. And we don’t know for sure that the poison came from the juice bar.”

      “In terms of public places he could have been poisoned, he was at the gym the most.”

      “So we find out who was there with him—”

      “And we get our list of main suspects,” Zoey finished for me.

      Excitement surged through me. We had a lead!

      Then I remembered where it was that Hank had died. He’d died on the sidewalk in front of the building that I owned. And he hadn’t clutched his heart and simply fallen over, either. No, he’d fallen from a height high enough to crack his skull like an egg.

      “But what about here?” I asked. “Were you able to find anything that shows exactly what happened to Hank when he died?”

      Zoey pulled out her phone. She swiped and tapped its screen until she’d found what she was looking for. She handed the phone over to me. “That’s the café in the minutes before Hank’s death. Got the footage from a camera embedded in the traffic light system meant to capture people who run the light.”

      I looked at the images play across Zoey’s phone. I could see the storefront and the temporary banner with the café’s new name, The Berry Home, but nothing was visible beyond the ground floor. My building was two stories tall. There were huge windows on the second floor, and there was the roof. Hank could have fallen from either.

      On the video, I watched as Hank walked down the sidewalk and into my café. He’d come in alone.

      I ran through the exchange of meeting him for the first time in my head. He’d come in and introduced himself. Then he’d started talking almost as if he were picking up where we left off in the middle of some conversation we never had. It had been odd, but it hadn’t been so odd that it had stuck out like a sore thumb within that moment.

      On the video, Roberto—the man who had been my chef for a day—ran into view. Literally. He was running. He rushed right up to the café’s door before dropping to a fast walk. He disappeared inside and then reappeared within seconds, this time with Hank in tow.

      Watching the video was like watching two movies run simultaneously. There was the video on Zoey’s phone, but there was also my memory of what had happened inside the café. I had been in the middle of talking with Hank when Roberto had rushed in and ushered him back outside.

      I held Zoey’s phone closer to my face when I saw what happened next. “Dorothy.” My ex-aunt-in-law hurried past Roberto and Hank. Hank didn’t notice, but Roberto and Dorothy shared a long glance at each other as she ran-walked past them into the café. It had been rumored that Dorothy and Roberto were dating. It was possible that their shared look was a jilted lover’s glance. But that didn’t explain what had happened after that.

      Dorothy had come inside and ordered a cup of coffee. “Dorothy’s never eaten here before,” I mumbled as my brain strained to make sense of it all.

      Of course, she still hadn’t eaten here, at least not since I took over the café from my cousin, Sarah. Yet, she’d ordered coffee… that she didn’t drink. She hadn’t even looked like she wanted to touch the cup.

      “Why did she order coffee?” I mumbled again.

      Outside the café, Roberto and Hank were standing close together and Hank was pointing up the side of the building. He was pointing, I guessed, to the spot from which he’d most likely fallen.

      I paused the video by tapping the face of the phone.

      “Do you remember any bruises on Hank when he was in here?” I asked.

      Zoey shook her head. “His face was fine. I think he had on long shorts. I didn’t notice anything about his legs.”

      “I never even looked at his legs,” I said regretfully. The first time I’d ever had remorse about not ogling a super cute guy from head to toe. “I do remember he was sweating… perspiring. On his face. And he winced once.”

      “It was a cool day.”

      “Think it could have been leftover sweat from having been at the gym?”

      “I had a boyfriend who had to take a cold shower after his workouts or else he’d just keep sweating.”

      I tapped play on the phone’s face again. Hank and Roberto walked down the sidewalk, around the corner of the building and out of view.

      Watching the next several minutes of video had my heart beating faster and heavier. I shifted in my chair, brushed my hair repeatedly away from my face, and resisted the urge to tap stop on the video and put the phone down. Instead, I made myself watch.

      I sucked in a breath when I saw Dorothy storm back out of the café. It happened within seconds of her showing back up on the video. Hank’s body fell in a rapid blur and then immediately made a sudden and hard impact with the ground.

      I closed my eyes and put the phone down. It took me a moment to compose myself, but when I did, I was filled with a new sense of purpose and determination. I’d seen something that I hadn’t noticed before and hadn’t even thought about.

      “Roberto left with Hank,” I said.

      Zoey nodded. “The last person to see Hank alive.”

      I slid my notebook back in front of me and under the heading of “Suspects” I wrote Roberto’s name in big block letters and drew a circle around it.

      I looked up at Zoey. “Let’s go catch a killer.”
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      It only took Zoey a few minutes of tapping her phone to figure out where we could find Roberto. After abandoning his job at the café, he’d gotten hired on as the county health inspector. Given that it was early afternoon on a Monday, chances were we would find him at his office.

      Since I didn’t have a car, Zoey drove, and when we pulled up to the health department, I was once again in awe of how different it was to live in a small country town. Prior to my divorce, I’d lived my entire adult life with my husband in Chicago. There, government bureaus were found in large concrete buildings containing lots of other government offices. But here, in Camden Falls, someone had chucked those rules right out the window.

      “Are you sure this is the right place?” I asked despite the fact that we had passed a sign that read “Camden Falls Health Department” on the way into the parking lot. In front of us sat a building that looked more like a ranch-style house than a government building. It was made of red brick, was the same size and shape as an average house, and even had a modest front porch with a column framing each side of the front door.

      “This is it,” Zoey reassured me.

      Inside there was a receptionist, and she directed us to Roberto’s office. He had just enough time to look up from his computer before Zoey closed his office door.

      “You can’t be here,” he said. There was an edge of panic in his voice. He picked up the receiver of his desk phone. “Turn around and get out or I’ll call security.”

      Zoey and I glanced at each other and then Zoey said, “Call them.”

      “Would a building this size even have security?” I whisper-asked Zoey loud enough that I knew that Roberto would also be able to hear.

      Zoey shook her head no.

      Roberto kept his phone’s receiver gripped tightly in his white-knuckled hand as he got to his feet. He shook it in the air. “Leave now or I’ll call the cops,” he threatened.

      Zoey and I looked at each other again.

      “Does that work for you?” I asked her.

      “Works for me.”

      We returned our attention back to Roberto. He was wearing a crisply pressed white button-up shirt, dark blue pin-striped slacks, and black suspenders.

      “I’m sure that the police would love to hear about how you were the last one to be with Hank before he died,” I said.

      “Why’d you kill him?” Zoey asked.

      “You rushed him out of the café awfully fast,” I added. Then to Zoey, I said, “I guess he didn’t want Hank to drop dead right there in front of everyone.”

      “Poison does tend to have that effect,” Zoey said.

      I looked at Roberto. “You’re a food guy. Especially now that you work here, at the health department, I bet you know all kinds of ways to sneak poison into a person’s food or drink.”

      “I did not ki—”

      “We don’t care,” Zoey interrupted. “But we will make your life hell if you don’t start telling us what happened. Your phone will be tapped. Your credit cards will be canceled. Your credit rating will be destroyed. And… you might be declared legally dead.”

      Roberto blanched. “You’d kill me?”

      “Only legally. On paper. Hard to get a paycheck from the government when their system tells them you’re six feet under.”

      “Hey!” I said. “Can you make Dorothy his life insurance beneficiary? We could frame her for his non-death.”

      “I like that,” Zoey said. “Let’s do it.” She reached for the door. Time to leave and put our plan into action.

      “Stop!” Roberto cried out.

      We gave him our full attention.

      His shoulders slumped, his head hung down, and his once-brandished phone receiver hung limply at his side. He sat down heavily in his chair and put the receiver back in its cradle.

      “Start talking,” I said. I was pretty sure that Zoey would be just as happy working her cyber voodoo on him as she would be hearing his confession. If he didn’t start talking, I was convinced that she really would make his life a lot less fun.

      Roberto lifted his head and focused his weary eyes on us. “I didn’t kill Hank,” he said, “but I was there when it happened.”

      I stepped forward, outraged. “You let that man be beaten to death?”

      Roberto’s head jerked back. “What? No! He killed himself!”

      “He killed himself?” I repeated incredulously. This I had to hear. I couldn’t imagine a scenario where Hank poisoned himself and then threw himself out a window for good measure. I supposed it would be a good insurance plan in the event he survived the fall. Maybe he was being extra thorough to be sure he got the job done. But why? And that didn’t explain the heavy bruising he’d had all over his body on the coroner’s table.

      “I was there with him in the banquet hall,” Roberto said. “He wasn’t looking good and said he needed some air. He went over to one of the windows, opened it and was leaning forward with his hands on the banister. I looked down at my phone for just a second, and when I looked back up all I saw were his feet disappearing out the window.”

      Two things stuck out about what Roberto had just said. I clamped my brain down on the first one and focused on the second one. Roberto had mentioned looking down at his cell phone. When Dorothy had been in the café right after Roberto and Hank had left, she seemed distracted. Actually, she’d seemed absorbed… with her cell phone. She’d kept looking at it. She’d been more interested in it than in insulting me or driving away my customers. That had been an absolute first.

      “You were working with Dorothy,” I said. Then to really stick it to him, I added to Zoey, “Dorothy’s an accomplice to Hank’s murder.”

      “Ohhhh,” Zoey said, her face lighting up. “Two birds with one stone.”

      “Stop it! Stop it,” Roberto raged. “Dorothy Hibbert is a fine woman, and I will not have you speaking about her that way!”

      I turned an equal anger on Roberto. “What was she doing in the café, because I know she wasn’t there for my coffee?”

      “I told you, she has nothing to do with this!”

      I turned to Zoey. “Call the police.” There was no bluff in my voice or my intention.

      “Wait! Wait… please. Just wait,” Roberto said, holding up his palms imploringly. “Dorothy was there to distract you from noticing me with Hank. I didn’t want you to see where I took him.”

      And that took me back to the first thing that Roberto had said.

      I stepped forward and asked my question, my voice low and menacing. “And where had you taken him?”

      Roberto shrank before me. “The banquet hall.”

      “Whose banquet hall?” My head was throbbing with the certainty of his impending answer.

      “Your banquet hall…”

      My eye twitched. I turned to Zoey. “Son of a biscuit!” Next, I was going to find out that I was the proud owner of a dresser that doubled as a magical doorway to Narnia. I really had to get around to reading the sale of property contract I’d signed when I bought the place!

      Zoey put a soothing—and restraining—arm around my shoulders. “Up, little man,” she said to Roberto. “It’s time to show us this banquet hall.”
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      “This place is mine?” I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I was standing in a room that seemed long enough to double as a landing strip for a small plane. It was enormous! Its walls were the same beautiful red brick that comprised the building’s outer facade, and the wall that faced Main Street was lined with huge windows that allowed a tremendous amount of natural light to fill the space. The floor was a pale knotted pine except for in the galley-style kitchen that shared a wall with my apartment. There, the floor was a slate-colored heavy duty ceramic tile.

      We had made our way up to the banquet hall by coming up a door that was a short walk down past the café’s back door that led into its kitchen. I had assumed that the other door back there led into one of the other stores that inhabited my building. In fact, I had thought that the other stores in my building had an upstairs and a downstairs, just like my café. Well, not exactly like it, since the floor above my café was my apartment. I had assumed that the second floor above the other stores was simply a second floor of more store.

      “What exactly was your plan?” I asked, turning to Roberto.

      He cleared his throat before speaking and shuffled his feet. It was obvious that he was not looking forward to any confession that lay ahead of him.

      “You are overwhelmed with the café, yes?” he asked, and I barely fought back the urge to hit him. He was going to try to play this as him doing me a favor.

      “Roberto,” I said with a deadly calm, “are you about to tell me that you were looking out for my best interest? Is that what you’re about to tell me? Can you guess what my reaction will be if that is your answer.” My hand started to ache from how tightly I was clenching my fist.

      Roberto cleared his throat again, and his gaze darted worriedly to Zoey before returning to me. “I thought that you would quit the café, close it and sell it. I thought I was going to be able to haggle you down and get it cheap. I thought you would… give up. I never thought that people would like your food.”

      My heart surged, and I took an eager step forward. “Somebody likes my food? Who?” I wanted to know!

      Roberto scowled. “People… Things have been said. The pastries, people love those. They like the Oops Board discounts. They even like your spaghetti and meatballs.”

      I had made that dish almost as many times as all the others combined. I was shocked that people weren’t sick of it! As for the pastries, no way I could take credit for those. That was Patty’s genius. Or, maybe I should say her geniuses. I wasn’t sure how many people were living in her head.

      Zoey cleared her throat this time. “Get to it, Roberto.”

      He gave her another flickered scowl before refocusing on me. “I thought you would quit and that the café would be mine to take over. But you didn’t quit.” He shrugged. “I had to come up with a Plan B.”

      “And that’s what this is? A Plan B?”

      “I still cook, you know? I’m not just the County Health Inspector.” He said the title with scoffing derision. He tapped his chest. “I opened my own catering business, and this… this place”—he pointed at the floor—“was where I was going to make my mark as a caterer.”

      “But this isn’t your place. This is my place.”

      “You don’t deserve this place!” Roberto screamed, and his face turned red. “I worked at the café for nine years! That café was mine! It was mine, and you stole it.”

      My whole understanding of the universe shifted, and I was no longer the thing at its center. My ego took a step sideways, and I realized that people had lives before, after, and without me.

      When Sarah had given me a tour of the café, she’d introduced me to Roberto and had told me that he was the secret to her success. It had been so naïve of me not to realize his personal investment in the business. To see me—someone who had known painfully little about the food industry—walk in and take over had to have seemed like a cruel joke to Roberto. For me, Sarah selling me the café (for nothing down) had given me a future. For Roberto, it had stolen his.

      “Roberto, I’m so sorry.”

      It was his turn to take an eager step forward. “You’ll sell it to me?”

      “No!” I said it so fast, so emphatically, that any goodwill I’d been creating with my sympathy for Roberto’s situation was wiped clean away.

      “But she will rent it to you,” Zoey said, “but only the banquet hall. Not the café.”

      “Huh? I will?” I asked, my full attention on Zoey.

      She nodded her head and waved her phone at me. I moved to stand beside her and looked at what she had pulled up on her phone. My eyes bugged out, and Zoey nodded at me, smiling. Zoey had pulled up an estimate calculator for what I should charge to rent out a banquet hall of this size.

      It was my turn to smile, right at Roberto. “I will rent it to you, Roberto, for the low, low price of eighteen hundred dollars, per event.”

      “What?” Roberto yelled.

      “And if you want exclusive catering rights to this space for the next six months, then the rental fee is three thousand. Otherwise, I will give preferential treatment to every other caterer out there who wants to rent it. You’ll be lucky if you ever set foot in this place again.”

      “That’s extortion!”

      “And you’re a thief. You kept the keys to a location that you didn’t own and had plans to utilize it for a paying function… illegally.”

      Zoey gave Roberto a Cheshire cat grin. “I bet this is the best banquet venue in town.”

      Roberto said a string of words that had Zoey and I both smiling like Cheshire cats. The angrier he got, the more I knew we had him.

      “Exclusive rights!” he yelled. “No one else.”

      “For six months.” After that, maybe I’d be doing well enough to be able to cater the events myself. Roberto would get squeezed out. He’d tried to sabotage my success at the café more than once. He and Dorothy had done their best to ruin my chances here, and it was the only chance I had left. Whatever life he felt cheated out of, I considered us now square.

      I wouldn’t call the cops on him, and he… well, I guess he’d still be him.

      “Do we have a deal or not?” I asked.

      “We have a deal,” he said, and stepped forward to shake my hand.

      It was the first business deal I’d negotiated since coming to Camden Falls, and it felt good. It felt empowering. I had negotiated multi-million-dollar contracts on behalf of my ex-husband’s HVAC company in Chicago. While this banquet hall wasn’t in that same stratosphere, it was mine, and it was fun to flex those muscles again.

      And I now had an extra revenue stream that would require next to no additional work by me.

      Today was a good day.

      “Now about Hank being beaten to death…” Zoey said.

      My good mood plummeted, and I looked over at the window through which Hank’s future—along with all the rest of him—had done the very same.

      “I told you! Nobody hit him,” Roberto said.

      “Run us through what happened,” I instructed.

      “We came up the stairs, and by the time we got up here, Hank was breathing kind of funny.”

      “Funny how?” I asked.

      “Shallow, like he couldn’t take a deep breath. But he was breathing faster, heavier. He didn’t look good, and I thought he was coming down with the flu or had a stomach bug or something. He looked kind of clammy.”

      “Clammy how?”

      “Pale. Washed out but sweaty too. Like when a person’s got food poisoning. And he started pressing a hand against his stomach.”

      “Pressing it or holding it?” Zoey asked.

      “Pressing, with pressure. Like he had to hold his guts in. I was about to tell him that the bathroom’s at the other end of the hall, but he said he needed some air before I could. I told him the windows opened, and he went over and opened that one.” He pointed at the window that was nearest the wall of the galley kitchen and my apartment. The window was very tall and very wide, so much that the windowsill was below my knees. “He leaned forward with his hands on the windowsill, and I turned away to look at something on my phone. When I looked back, all I could see were his feet disappearing through the window.” Roberto shook his head. “I’d thought he’d jumped.”

      “If he came up here to rent out this space and hire you as a caterer, then why would he jump?”

      “I don’t know! Do I look like a shrink? Who knows why anybody does what they do?”

      “What was the event he wanted to host here?” Zoey asked.

      “Schmoozing investors, I think.”

      “Investors in what?”

      “Nutritional powders. Different stuff. He wanted me to develop a menu using them, develop a cookbook and everything, and he wanted to do a product launch to pull in investors and showcase whatever dishes I came up with.”

      I glanced at Zoey to see if any of this was registering with her. She probably knew his teacher’s name from kindergarten. “Any of this adding up for you?”

      She gave a sideways nod that let me think that it might be. “He sold exercise equipment online. None of it was his brand. They were all established brands, and he just provided the online store. Makes sense that he’d want to expand with a product that was all his own.”

      “Any idea of anyone who might have been upset with that expansion?”

      “Mmm, maybe his partner? His Facebook wall mentioned a partner but I didn’t get a name.”

      I looked at Roberto. “Was anyone else ever involved in any of these talks about launching his nutrition products?”

      “No, only him.”

      “And you’d already started creating dishes using his products?”

      “Yeah, they’ve been in the works for months now.”

      So Hank was possibly squeezing out his business partner from new growth opportunities.

      I walked to the window through which Hank had fallen. I opened it by sliding it up. It was well made and slid easily and didn’t offer to slide back down.

      Doing as I imagined Hank had done, I leaned forward and rested my weight against my hands on the windowsill. It caused me to have to stand with my head lower than my hips. If my hand slipped off the window’s edge, I’d be at risk of falling out just the way Hank had done.

      But was Hank even alive when he fell? Brad had said that the coroner had thought that Hank was already dead by the time he hit the ground.

      I stood and turned toward Roberto. “Was he going to pay you well for developing a cookbook featuring his products and hosting the event here?”

      Roberto gave a small nod of his head. His expression was pained, and he looked like a man who had lost something.

      It wasn’t the reaction of a man who was happy to be rid of a potential client.

      Roberto didn’t have a motive to kill Hank; he had a motive for trying to keep Hank alive.

      Roberto didn’t kill him, and we no longer had a reason to be up here. No reason except for one.

      “Roberto, this deal we have with this banquet hall, it all goes away if you can’t keep your yappy terrier off my heels.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Dorothy, Roberto. Get her to quit terrorizing my customers… and telling lies about me.”

      “No, I’m not a miracle worker.”

      “Zoey, you got the police on speed dial?”

      “They’re just three little numbers away.”

      “Maybe it’s time to give the cops a chance to interview Roberto… last person to have seen Hank alive and all that.”

      Zoey’s phone beeped as she began to dial.

      “You’re nuts if you think I can control that woman,” Roberto said.

      “Hello? Yes, I have an emergency to report,” Zoey said with the phone pressed to her ear.

      “Okay! Okay… I’ll talk to Dorothy. I’ll try.”

      Zoey hung up the phone.

      Roberto threw his hands up in the air and stormed off through the door that led to the stairs that would take him back outside.

      “Who’d you call?” I asked.

      “National weather service. Another Nor’easter’s gonna slam into Maine.”

      “What do you think? Is Roberto innocent?”

      “What if Hank put the moves on Dorothy?”

      I tried to picture it but couldn’t see it. However, the limitations to imagination couldn’t be used as a defense for Roberto. “If that were the case, why kill Hank here?”

      “Opportunity?”

      I looked at the window. “That wouldn’t explain the bruises.”

      “But if Hank had been poisoned, maybe Roberto did it through some of the sample dishes he’d come up with so far.”

      So, Roberto wasn’t off the hook yet after all.

      He really could be the killer.
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      “You didn’t know about the banquet hall?” Joel threw his head back and laughed.

      I scowled. Joel’s laughter died away when I pushed his plate of food across the counter to him, and it was my turn to smile. I didn’t botch his order of French toast on purpose. Despite it being late afternoon, he’d said he had a wild craving for some, and I’d told him I’d do my best.

      Apparently my best was a hill shaped blob of mushy, disintegrated, eggy bread that was burnt at its tip and edges. I’d tried to salvage the whole thing by putting it in a super hot oven. Eventually I took the cover-up route and slathered the whole thing in a river of maple syrup.

      Joel picked up his fork, dug out a hole from the blob’s side, and put it in his mouth. His brows shot up.

      “Kylie, this is good!”

      I frowned. “There’s no way.” Yes, I’d tried to put together a good dish, but I wasn’t blind to how that effort had gone.

      “No, really. Taste it,” Joel encouraged. His handsome face full of boyish charm looked sincere.

      I grabbed a spoon, eyed Joel with distrust, and scooped out a bite. Certain that what I was about to eat was going to be awful, I popped it in my mouth.

      It was my turn for my brows to shoot up.

      “There’s no way,” I said after swallowing. I took another bite. While it was mushy in spots, putting it in a super hot oven had given it body and crunch in others spots. As for flavor, I’d nailed it! It was delicious. “How does that even work?” It looked like such a mess. “Should I put it on the menu?”

      Joel paused with his fork halfway to his mouth. “Maybe give it a few more practice runs.”

      I knew he was right. People did eat with their eyes before they ate with their mouths. While surprisingly yummy to eat, it was downright disturbing to look at.

      “Did you really just come in for French toast?” I asked. Joel and I had been dancing around dating but without a whole lot of progress. I knew he liked me, but I wasn’t sure he liked me enough to deal with the dead bodies that seemed to accumulate around me.

      “I was able to dig up some dirt on Hank. Thought you might be interested.”

      Then again, maybe Joel didn’t mind the dead bodies after all…

      “What makes you think I’m investigating?”

      “Hey, if you’re sitting this one out, I can keep what I learned to myself.”

      I knew he was teasing me, but it worked.

      I leaned forward with my elbows on the counter. “If you tell me I’ll—”

      “Go away with me for a weekend?” he finished for me.

      My face turned hot, and I knew that it had to be scarlet red. “Joel…”

      “To Maine. There’s a bed and breakfast I like. They make lobster twenty-five different ways. I’ll take you out on a sailboat.”

      I was flustered. There was no doubt about it. On top of that, I was sure that Joel was not kidding around. He really did want to take me away for a weekend together.

      “Well, I-I,” I stammered, “I can’t be sure your information is worthy of a weekend away together.”

      His eyes darkened. “Breakfast in bed. Full body massages. Late night walks on the shore.”

      Wow. The man moved from zero to sixty miles per hour in a heartbeat.

      He reached across the counter and laced the fingers of his hand with mine. “And best of all,” he said, “no Brad.”

      I laughed. It was a half nervous giggle. “So that’s your master plan? Put distance between me and Brad and make me your own?”

      “With all these murders, Brad has me at a disadvantage,” he said. “As a cop, he gets to spend more time with you. I’m just leveling the playing field.”

      “Take me out of Camden Falls and take me away from people getting murdered?”

      “No, no… I’ve got no delusions about that. We get to Maine and somebody’s gonna die.”

      I wanted to laugh because the thought that others would die if we went to Maine felt ridiculous, yet I had my doubts. “If people were still going to die around me, then how would anything change?” I asked.

      “No Brad on the police force.” His smile was big and infectious.

      “You’re demented,” I said with a laugh as I pulled my hand away from his. “You promised me information on Hank.” It was an attempt at sidestepping his invitation to go away with him. I didn’t want to say yes… but I wasn’t ready to say no.

      Thankfully Joel went along with the sudden topic change. “I heard that Hank was a womanizer. He was dating Brad’s sister for a while, but on the side, he’d hook up with anyone interested.”

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t new news. Agatha had already told us that Hank liked the ladies and played around. “I think that tidbit might be common knowledge,” I told him.

      “Hmmm, gotta step up my game. Okay. How about that his business was in trouble?”

      My ears perked. “In what way?” Roberto had told Zoey and me that Hank had been working toward launching his own line of nutritional powders. Roberto had also said that no one else had been involved in any of the planning or talks. Hank had excluded his partner from that venture.

      “I think that sales had fallen off. He sold exercise equipment online, but I think that competition had started edging them out.”

      Suddenly Hank wanting to expand his business model made a lot of sense. But there was still nothing to explain why he left his business partner out of the expansion.

      “Hmmm, what else you got?”

      “Oh, not impressed with that last nugget?”

      I smiled. “It helps! It does. It adds to the picture of what we already know.”

      “Already know, huh? How about this? Hank had body dysmorphia.”

      “Body dysmorphia?” I was pretty sure I knew what he meant, but I wasn’t absolutely certain. “Is that where you think you have a giant nose when you really have a tiny nose?”

      “Yeah, that’d be one example. Hank though, he thought that he was physically on the wimpy side. Underdeveloped muscles, that kind of thing.”

      “Wow!” I recalled what Hank had looked like when he walked into my café. The man had had no shortage of muscles. He’d been ripped. “How do you know?”

      “Steroids. Word is that Hank used them pretty heavily.”

      “Well, who is it that’s dropping those kinds of words?”

      “Yeah, that’s the thing,” Joel said with a nod. “Everything I’ve been hearing, it’s stuff where so-and-so heard from so-and-so that yadda yadda yadda happened.”

      I stood up straight from where I’d been leaning on the counter. “So everything we’re hearing—the womanizing, the business problems, the steroid use—rumors, all of them? Nobody knows anything for sure?”

      “Yep, that’s what I’m saying.”

      “Joel Mullen, you do know how to save the best for last!”

      Joel’s grin turned something between sexy and lecherous. “That mean we’re on for our weekend trip to Maine?”

      My mouth opened and I took a breath, but no words came out. I didn’t know what to say. Moving our relationship from casual flirting to a serious weekend away was moving far too fast. But I was standing there in front of him with my mouth open, and he was waiting for me to say something. So… “Um—”

      “You are a jezebel heathen on the fast train to hell!” The words accompanied the bashing in of the café’s front door. Standing with her fists on her hips and her feet planted wide, I couldn’t decide if Dorothy looked like a superhero or a supervillain. She had saved me from having to answer Joel, so for today I was going to go with hero.

      “Dorothy!” I exclaimed. I’d never been so happy to see her in my life.

      “It was a bad enough when you corrupted my precious Dan, but I will not have you putting your dirty moves on Roberto!”

      “Uh…” It was the most eloquent comeback I could think of within the moment.

      “You’re dating Roberto?” Joel asked, his voice full of incredulity and a touch of admonition. “Now I have to beat out two guys?”

      I looked at Joel. My mind was reeling, and I couldn’t imagine what my expression must have looked like.

      Joel threw up his palms. “Hey, not saying you’re not worth it. I’ll go up against as many guys as you’ve got. Wanna throw your ex, Dan, into the mix? Bring him on. I will out woo them all.”

      I really needed to talk to Joel about thinking of me as a prize to be won by playing a game better than anybody else.

      “Joel,” I said, “mind if I have a few minutes alone with Dorothy?” The café only had a few customers scattered along the back wall. Two were throwing worried glances because of Dorothy’s raised voice, but a third had decided we were more interesting than the book she’d been reading and was eagerly taking in the show.

      “Take your time. No judgment here,” he said as he got up from his bar stool. “But I’m taking this with me.” He picked up the plate with the mountain of French toast on it and headed for the kitchen. It was a shorter walk back to his office out the café’s back door.

      With Joel gone, I turned my attention to my ex-aunt-in-law. “Dorothy, there is nothing between Roberto and me other than a business deal. He tried to rent out a space that was not his to rent out—which is illegal—and you were his accomplice.”

      “I am no such thing,” Dorothy fumed, outraged. “Stop trying to turn this around on me. You are trying to trick Roberto into becoming one of your little boy toys, and I’m here to tell you that I won’t stand for it. You will stay away from him or else!”

      “Or else what, Dorothy? You’ll spread rumors about me? Tell people lies and bully people to keep them away from eating here?”

      “I never.”

      “You did! And now I know why! Roberto wanted this place for himself, so you took it upon yourself to make sure I failed. You started out by telling everyone that I’d put Dan in the hospital with my cooking.”

      Dorothy arched one eyebrow and looked me up and down. “People have a right to know the truth. They have a right to know that they’re putting their lives at risk every time they eat your cooking.”

      I lowered my voice, menacingly. “Then I guess that everyone has the right to know the truth about you, that you tried to sabotage my business for the sake of your lover.”

      Dorothy gasped and then fanned her face with her hand. “Blasphemy! Nothing impure is going on between Roberto and I! I will not have you spreading lies saying that I’m a harlot.”

      “I’m not so sure they would be lies, but you don’t want me telling people what I think I know, then I suggest you stop telling people what you think you know.”

      “You cannot hide from the truth, girlie.”

      Oh boy. She called me girlie. If she had a dagger in her hand, she’d be waving it at my throat. Time for the gloves to come off.

      “Dorothy, stop trying to ruin me and I won’t call the cops at midnight tonight. I’ll tell them a complaint that has them knocking on your door, and Roberto’s door fifteen minutes later.”

      It was a bluff, sort of. I could tell the police that Roberto was with Hank at the time of Hank’s death. I could also tell them that Dorothy and Roberto were working together to maneuver Hank up to the empty banquet hall, the place from which Hank had fallen. Both of those things were true, and both could earn Dorothy and Roberto some one-on-one time down at the police station with their very own interrogator.

      Dorothy’s eyes narrowed, and she smiled slyly. “Did I ever tell you about the crush Judge Hammond had on me all through high school? He swore he’d never marry if he couldn’t have me… and he never has. He still sends me flowers on my birthday. So go ahead. Take your best shot. There’s no way Judge Hammond would ever let anything bad happen to me.”

      I narrowed my eyes, too. “Does he feel the same about your maybe-lover? Could be he wouldn’t mind getting Roberto out of the way.”

      Dorothy’s smile flatlined and the color drained out of her face. “He wouldn’t do that. Not again.” Then she gasped as if she’d said too much. Her eyes darted left and right. She turned as if to go, but I had the impression that she was fleeing. “Stay away from Roberto,” she hissed.

      “Stop terrorizing me,” I called after her, but I wasn’t sure she heard. She was too busy dashing out the café’s door.

      With Dorothy gone, the café seemed incredibly quiet and still. I glanced around at my customers. Everyone had gone back to doing their own thing except for the one lady who had decided that Café Berry was her new favorite live-action show.

      She saw me looking at her, grinned big, and gave me a wave so energetic that it had her bouncing in her chair. My return wave was more Queen of England, that is to say demure and understated. When she didn’t look away to go on with the rest of her life, I escaped into the kitchen to start on dinner prep.

      I had a lasagna to mangle into submission.
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      “That’s it,” Patty said as she watched me fold whipped egg whites into cake batter. I was getting an early morning baking lesson. “Rotate the bowl as you do it. It’ll make it easier.”

      Patty was my secret weapon. She was my pastry genius. She was either psychic and could hear random peoples’ thoughts, or she had multiple people living inside her head. I guess at one time in history the doctors might have said she was possessed. All I knew was that she and her internal cohorts could bake like angels. I’d been able to save her from a life of homelessness, and she’d saved the café from almost certain ruin. Now she came in to bake for me and to give me baking lessons whenever the voices in her head were agreeable.

      “Looking good there, boss,” Jonathan said from where he stood peering over my shoulder. He was sixty-something going on sixteen. Tall and slender with white-gray wavy hair and matching beard, Jonathan was my second recruit from the streets. Actually, he was Patty’s recruit. I’d been trying to manage the café on my own, a feat that had led me to the brink of exhaustion. I’d told Patty I needed help, and she’d made Jonathan magically appear. He was my dishwasher, floor scrubber, sous chef, and everything guy. And to my immense frustration, he was rapidly becoming a better cook than me.

      Okay… so that bar’s not set very high. But still. I was here first! It wasn’t fair.

      Patty walked me through finishing the cake and getting it in the oven with strict instructions of what to do when it got out. She then verbally walked me and Jonathan through making chicken, mushroom and wild rice meat pies. She showed us how to make a flaky, buttery crust, talked us through how to prep all the ingredients and how to prepare family-style meat pies versus individual portions.

      And then the traitor left. Out the door she went, leaving us with half the food containers in the kitchen open and scattered on every surface available.

      I was overwhelmed, but Jonathan was exhilarated.

      Flour poofed out in a cloud as he slapped his large hands together and then rubbed his palms. “We can do this, boss. We got this.” His smile was manic.

      It usually took me a good twelve or fifteen tries before I started getting a recipe right, so I didn’t share his upbeat enthusiasm.

      Working side by side, we settled into the business of chopping, mixing, measuring, cooking and then baking. When we were done, we surveyed the results.

      “It’s not so bad,” Jonathan said, slipping a sympathetic arm around my shoulders. Sitting in front of us was his pie and my… well, I didn’t want to call it a pie. It was more like the amorphous glob that crawled its way out of a swamp.

      “I don’t understand,” I whined. “I did everything you did.” Yet his pie looked good enough to grace the cover of a magazine. The pie crust had a glossy, golden sheen. A hole poked in its center released aromatic steam that had my mouth watering.

      In contrast, my pie’s crust went from almost burnt at its edges to being soggy, pale, wet, and collapsed at its center. There was nothing flaky or appetizing about it. I’d smushed a hole through its center to release the steam within, but nothing about it made me want to even taste it.

      “We all got our talents, boss,” Jonathan consoled. “Maybe meat pies just ain’t one of yours. But you’re still good at lots of other things!”

      “Yeah, like what?”

      “Mmm, not getting killed!”

      I looked up at Jonathan dourly.

      “Oh, sorry, boss. Was just the first thing that came to mind.” He shrugged. “People talk.”

      Suspicion rose like hackles on the back of my neck. “And say what?”

      Jonathan shrugged again. “That I should quit.” He’d announced it with all the nonchalance in the world.

      Jonathan turned away to stack some of the dirtied bowls, and I grabbed the counter’s edge as I choked on my own breath.

      “Jonathan, why do people want you to quit?”

      “It’s some of my cousins. They say I’m gonna end up in a body bag just like everyone else around you if I keep on.”

      “And you?” I asked. My voice sounded like a frog croaking. “What do you think about it?”

      Jonathan turned and studied me a minute. “I think this is the safest place on earth for me to be. See, I got a theory.” His smile was becoming manic again.

      “Do tell…” I encouraged.

      “It’s the people who are right outside your circle of connections that bite the big one. But everyone who stays close, they do just fine.” His smile was absolutely beaming.

      I thought about his theory, and then slowly nodded. “I like that,” I said, and truly I did. It was oddly reassuring. A part of me really had started to wonder if I might be cursed, and some small worry had started to grow in the recesses of my brain. I felt guilty for having friends. I was worried the curse of knowing me might extend to them. But if Jonathan’s theory was right, then being my friend was like finding a safe harbor in the storm!

      “You just made my day a whole lot better, Jonathan,” I said. “Thank you.”

      I then looked at the meat pies. His was good enough to list on the full price menu board. I wasn’t sure if mine would even qualify for the heavily discounted Oops Board. “You, um, mind taking over here?” I asked.

      “I gotcha covered, boss,” Jonathan said with his usual easy-going smile. “We’ve got a couple of breakfast casseroles done, and I can always fire up the griddle and make some made-to-order pancakes. In between that, I can get these meat pies prepped for lunch. Go do your thing.”

      And that’s exactly what I did… three and a half hours later. By the time I did leave, I felt a little guilty abandoning Jonathan to take care of the café, but he wasn’t alone. My waitress Melanie had come in for her shift.

      The café was having a good morning with a slow trickle of customers. It was enough to keep Jonathan and Melanie busy, but not enough to overwhelm them. Between the two of them, I knew that they could manage all that needed doing.

      As for me, I headed out as soon as I got a text from Zoey that she was ready to go. What that really meant was that she’d woken up about an hour ago, stood under the shower for at least ten minutes, drank half a pot of insanely strong coffee, and finally figured out what Xena Warrior Princess look she wanted to emulate today.

      She picked me up at the café’s kitchen’s back door. I gave her one of the personal-sized meat pies Jonathan had made and had a second one for myself. They looked like a fruit turnover but were stuffed with chicken, mushroom and wild rice. I’d wrapped both in parchment paper, and they turned into a perfect meal on the go.

      “You ready for this?” I asked Zoey. She was hidden behind dark-lensed Jackie Onassis sunglasses. I wasn’t yet sure if she was zombie-Zoey or awake-and-alert Zoey.

      “Mmm,” she grunted in response.

      Okay… so she was zombie-Zoey. Yet she still looked good. She was wearing black legging jeans with four-inch-heeled ankle boots and a loose gray knit tunic that could have doubled as a sleep shirt. Her shiny raven hair was wild with large curls that went wherever they wanted, and her lipstick was black at the edges of her lips but a bright cherry red at their center.

      She looked amazing.

      In comparison, I felt like yesterday’s leftover ham sandwich. Wispy strands of red hair had escaped from my French braid. My makeup was all but nonexistent, and I was pretty sure I smelled like bleach. I was wearing comfortable jeans—that is to say, loose and unflattering—and I had on sneakers. My blouse was flattering, though. It was a lavender button-up. I had it open halfway down to expose the white shell beneath. Give me some earrings, a fresh coat of lipstick, and a pearl necklace and I’d be downright presentable.

      “Let’s go do this,” I said as I settled into my seat and took another bite of the meat pie followed by a sip of stout coffee.

      “Mmm,” zombie-Zoey said.

      The car shifted into drive, and we were off.
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      Zombie-Zoey had managed to transform into alert Zoey by the time we reached Hank’s gym, Results Gym. It was in a long building that looked as though it might have once housed several small shops. At the far end was Yancy’s Ground Up. Even though the little coffee shop and juice bar was physically tacked onto the same building that held the gym, it stood out from the painted concrete front of the converted strip mall by having brick walls, large windows and a small wooden patio at its side. It looked a little bit like a Starbucks.

      The gym’s entrance was the furthest possible door away from the coffee shop and was marked by a green awning and nice, wide glass doors.

      Across the street from the gym was a bank. I guessed that it was the bank’s surveillance system that Zoey had tapped into to track Hank’s movements. From that footage, we knew Hank had been at the gym prior to coming to my café to meet Roberto. And we knew that going to the gym was part of Hank’s daily ritual. In fact, if he’d still been alive, he would have been at the gym at the very moment we were standing out in front of it. That made our visit’s timing perfect.

      There were bound to be other gym regulars who knew Hank’s schedule. People who could have killed Hank. And they were bound to be in the gym at that very moment.

      We were about to meet Hank’s killer. I was sure of it.

      With a tote the size of Kansas under her arm, Zoey slid her Jackie Onassis sunglasses onto the top of her head as we pushed through the wide glass door that led into the gym. There, we immediately came face to face with the gym’s reception counter, where a tall young man was at his post. He was skinny but didn’t appear to have any muscle tone, and his poor face was ruptured with angry welts from runaway adult acne. His shoulders sloped at a steep angle and seemed perpetually stuck in a rolled forward position, which made him look like he was slouching. He had the jawline and features of a man who could be much more handsome than he was, but his complete lack of confidence stole all his sex appeal away.

      As soon as he saw us, he gave us a smile that contained more teeth than I thought a smile could, while his hands darted across the countertop to straighten items that had already been straight and well organized.

      At the far end of the counter was a portrait of Hank. It was surrounded by lots of baby’s breath, a few white lilies, and a lit white candle. Stuck among the flowers was a tip jar and a handwritten note reading, “All proceeds to go to Suicide Prevention Hotline.”

      The inference was that Hank had thrown himself out that window. Someone was announcing to the world that Hank’s death had been a suicide and not a murder. But was that something a person believed… or was it something they wanted others to believe? It could be that whoever had killed Hank was doing what they could to shift suspicion away from any possible wrongdoing.

      “Good morning!” the young man behind the counter said in a voice that seemed artificially loud. It made me wonder if he had practiced improv in a theater to overcome his social awkwardness and had there learned the importance of projecting his voice. On his cream-colored knit polo shirt was a name tag that read “Andy” and under that, “Assistant Manager.”

      “Good morning,” I said, using a volume easily heard but still on the low side. I hoped that it would nudge the young man into quieting down as well. I smiled and shifted my gaze to the memorial of Hank. “What’s going on here?”

      I hadn’t thought that Andy’s shoulders could slouch any more, but they did. He reached a long-fingered hand made for playing the piano out to Hank’s picture and straightened it unnecessarily. “We lost one of our regulars, ma’am. Hank Harrison.” This time he spoke in a volume that didn’t threaten to burst my eardrums and that wasn’t at risk of alerting all of the gym’s inhabitants of the nature of our conversation.

      “What happened?” Zoey asked.

      Andy gave Zoey a quick glance up and down and seemed to do his best to fight against a shy smile.

      I found myself wishing that Andy was Zoey’s type. He seemed like a nice guy, and she was way overdue for a nice guy. She’d met her lifetime allotment of homicidal maniacs.

      “He jumped from a building down on Main Street,” Andy said.

      I noticed that he didn’t call Zoey “ma’am” the way he’d done with me. Such a small thing, but it made me feel old. But the good news was that he didn’t name the building from which Hank had presumably jumped.

      “You know, that café where people keep dying,” Andy added.

      Dang it!

      First, he inferred I was old, then he spread rumors about the café. My goodwill toward Andy was quickly evaporating.

      “Andy,” I said, and then quickly adjusted my tone to hide my annoyance, “it was awfully nice of your gym to remember Hank with a memorial like this. How is everyone taking his loss?”

      “They’re sad,” Andy said and then winced when the sound of laughter drifted through the overlapping partition that obscured the activities going on inside the body of the gym.

      Zoey reached her arms high over her head in a back-arching stretch. It got Andy’s full attention. With that achieved, she asked in a sweet, sing-song voice, “Andy, did anyone here not get along with Hank?”

      Andy opened his mouth to answer, then shut it again. He tilted his head to the side and had a puzzled look on his face.

      “Hey, moron… Oh, sorry, ladies.” A man who I guessed to be in his mid-to-early sixties appeared from around the partition that obstructed the view into the gym. He was thickly built with what I guessed to be muscle gained in his younger days and then maintained. He moved with an abundance of confidence and energy. His face was craggy with deep grooves that looked as though they’d been earned by living life rather than by simply growing older. His dark blue T-shirt was tight over his chest and arms, and his forearm had a faded tattoo of the world with an eagle on top of it, an anchor going through it, and a pin-up girl leaning against it. I could just make out the letters “USMC.”

      I had the distinct sense that he should have had a chewed, half-burned cigar hanging from one corner of his mouth.

      I was pretty sure that the letters of the tattoo stood for United States Marine Corps. If that was the case and he had been a member, then Zoey and I were looking at a man who had been trained to protect, serve… and kill.

      “Kid,” he said to Andy, “clean up on aisle three. Hot Hannah spilled her drink. Go take care of it.”

      “Yes, sir,” Andy said and disappeared in a hurry behind the partition.

      The newcomer turned his attention on Zoey and me, and he smiled a toothy grin with teeth so white they could have glowed in the dark. He leaned straight-armed with powerful hands on the countertop. “Now, what can I do for you ladies? I’m Guy, owner of this fine establishment.”

      I paused as I contemplated. Tell the truth or lie? My gut said that I should tell the truth, but I was so good at lying!

      “Hi,” I said finally and extended my hand to shake. I was a business owner, and Guy was a fellow business owner. I hoped to find a camaraderie in that fact. “My name is Kylie Berry, and I am the owner of The Berry Home.” I smiled brightly but saw no recognition whatsoever in Guy’s eyes. My smile faltered. “Formerly known as Sarah’s Eatery,” I added.

      “Oh! Oh yeah…” he said with some enthusiasm, but then quickly amended, “Ohhhh… Oh, yeah…” in a commiserating tone. “You’re that broad that keeps killin’ people.”

      My shoulders slumped. I felt like Andy. No wonder the kid didn’t have any self-confidence. With someone like Guy around to tell you such wonderful things about yourself, how could anyone feel good?

      “Mister…” I realized I didn’t know the man’s last name. “Guy,” I said, “I promise, I haven’t killed anyone.” I didn’t know if that was technically true, but it was the stance I was going with. “In fact, as a fellow business owner, I’m here in hopes of… of… doing some spring cleaning of my reputation.”

      “Oh, yeah?” His brows arched, turning his forehead into a sea of cresting skin waves. “How so?”

      If this trained killer had killed Hank, then I was setting Zoey and myself up for potential failure with our attempt to solve the mystery of Hank’s death. But Guy had been trained to kill with firearms or his own two hands, and from what little I’d seen of his personality so far, he was undoubtedly a direct man. He was also a very physical man. If he’d wanted Hank dead, I didn’t think that poison would be the route he’d take. He would have beaten Hank to death with his fists or clubbed him to death with a hand weight. At the very least, he would have been present to personally throw Hank out that window or off a roof. Poison didn’t fit his personality.

      “Guy, it’s like you said. People think of my café and then they think of me—that lady who kills people.”

      Guy grinned and nodded, kind of like it was an association he didn’t consider a drawback.

      “I’d rather them not think of me that way.”

      Guy’s grin fell flat. “Why not? Brings in tourists.”

      “I don’t want to build a business model reliant on tourists. I want a steady collection of customers who I can get to know so that I can provide them with those things that will keep them coming back day after day and week after week.”

      Guy frowned and nodded, a contemplative frown rather than an upset one. “I see what you’re sayin’. What you need me for… or, you know, my business?”

      “Guy, I think we’re in the same boat. Hank was a regular of yours.”

      Guy’s brows scrunched together. He didn’t seem to appreciate the inferred connection I was making between his business and Hank’s death.

      “Hank came here almost every day,” I said. “He was only at The Berry Home once.”

      Guy stood up straight and crossed heavily muscled arms over his chest. “Yeah, exactly. He was here almost every day and never died. He goes to your place one time—once”—he held up a finger—“and he dies. What does that tell you? ‘Cause it tells me my place is safe and yours isn’t.”

      That was a solid argument, but he didn’t have all the information.

      “Guy,” I said, “there’s more to Hank’s death than what’s been said right now. More is going to come out. I can’t say what, but when it does… it’s going to be Results Gym that people are looking funny at. Not my place.”

      “What are you talking about? What’s going to come out? My place didn’t have anything to do with Hank killin’ himself.” Guy’s voice was growing louder. The thought that his gym could be tied in some way to Hank’s death wasn’t sitting well with him.

      Welcome to my world!

      I lowered my voice and spoke in nearly a whisper. “Guy, Hank didn’t kill himself.”

      Guy turned his head to look at Hank’s memorial before refocusing on me and then repeated the pattern several times. A slew of curse words any sailor could be proud of came out a moment later.

      “Okay,” he said, refocusing on me and Zoey. “What’s your game plan? What’s your goal?”

      “Find Hank’s killer,” Zoey said.

      “And you think that you’re going to find Hank’s killer here?”

      Zoey and I nodded our heads in unison.

      Guy turned his head to stare at the partition that separated us from the gym. He looked at it like he could see through it. The sounds of weights clanging together accompanied by the indistinct murmur of voices reached our ears.

      Guy looked back at us. “Okay, what d’you need? Let’s get this done. I ain’t having my gym turned into no house of horrors.”

      Guy was more than helpful. He took us to his personal office, sat us down in front of one of his computers, and turned Zoey loose on his closed-circuit surveillance. Zoey hadn’t been able to access any of his surveillance video because it wasn’t connected to the internet.

      “You guys want anything to eat or drink?” Guy asked. “I can send the kid over to Yancy’s to get you something. My treat.”

      “No,” Zoey and I answered at the same time and then looked at each other.

      “Hmph.” Guy shoved his hands deep into his jeans pockets. “Looks like my place ain’t the only one on the butcher’s block.”

      I guessed that was one way to say it.

      He left us alone after that, and Zoey worked her magic going through the footage with more high-speed efficiency than I’d be able to muster after even a year of practice.

      As for me, I pulled my handy-dandy notepad out of Zoey’s tote bag. I flipped it open to the nearest blank page and started taking notes. Guy kept a huge backlog of video, which I guess made sense. It could protect him from possible negligence lawsuits if anyone claimed they had a latent injury from malfunctioning equipment months earlier.

      As Zoey flew through the video at high speed, she’d stop once in a while and I would write down a description of the person she had paused the video playback on. First, we took note of everyone who had been in the gym on the morning that Hank had died. Once we did that, we searched the days and weeks prior to Hank’s death, moving backward in time. I put stars by the description of each person who turned out to be a regular at the gym. I circled the star if their time spent at the gym overlapped with Hank’s time at the gym. As for random people popping in to work out, I put a big X next to their name. It was super unlikely that a random person had killed Hank. Chances were that it had been someone he knew.

      Zoey stopped the backward search at two months prior to Hank’s death. “What’s the list look like?” she asked.

      “Pretty good. We only have six people who were gym regulars and who frequented the gym at the same time Hank did.”

      “What about Guy?” Zoey asked. “Think he could have done it?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just don’t think poison would be his style.”

      “Me neither.”

      I stuck my head out of Guy’s office, spotted Andy and waved him down. “Mind getting Guy for us?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Andy said and headed off.

      Again with the ma’am! I wondered if I had some gray hairs creeping into my red. I hadn’t noticed any, but then again, I didn’t pay as much attention to my grooming as I once did. With the early mornings I had at the café, I got up, showered, dressed, and put my hair up in a ponytail. If I didn’t have a booger on my nose when I looked in the mirror, then I was good to go.

      “What’d you find? Anything useful?” Guy asked when I came into his office.

      “Can you tell us who these people are?” I asked as I handed over my notebook. “The ones with circled stars next to their name.” Those constituted a very short list.

      “Yeah, sure.” He pulled a pencil I hadn’t noticed from behind his ear and wrote as he talked. As he read, he squinted so hard that his eyes became mere slits. “The pretty blonde is Hot Hannah.” He paused, looked up, then shrugged. “A nickname. We don’t actually call her that to her face.” He refocused on the notebook. “Muscular tall guy with a rash on his back is Vic, and it ain’t a rash. It’s bacne.” The look on my face must have been blank because Guy took pity on me and translated his slang. “Back acne. The guy’s a ‘roid user.”

      “Steroids?” I asked, wanting to be sure I was understanding him.

      “Yeah.”

      I remembered the rumors about Hank that Joel had told me. One of them had been that Hank had been a steroid user. He’d been in such great shape. “Did Hank use steroids?”

      Guy did a hem-haw side nod while he considered the question. “Hard to say with some folks. Some people are genetically geared to look and stay fit. So, yeah, he had the body of a juicer—a steroid user—but I never heard him talk about it and he was a mellow guy. Sure, he was always drinking his supplements, but ain’t everybody nowadays, so that don’t necessarily mean nothin’. But Vic on the other hand”—he tapped the end of his pencil against the paper—“major ‘roid rage. I tell ‘im to keep a lid on the temper in my gym, though. Bottom line, as long as he ain’t peddling the stuff to my other customers or making my gym a place people don’t wanna be, then I don’t care what he does to his body.”

      It wasn’t a sure no, but I would count Guy’s answer on the “no” side of whether or not Hank had been a steroid user. If true, it would support that a lot of what was being said about Hank was pure rumor and speculation.

      Guy squinted at the page again. “Mmm, ‘energetic cheerleader guy’…” Guy lifted his gaze to look at me.

      I smiled apologetically.

      “Nope, that nails him,” Guy said. “He’s our resident trainer, Clive. Sometimes he brings more energy to a workout than his clients do.”

      “So he gets paid to help people figure out how to work out?”

      “Yep, that’s what I’m sayin’.”

      I looked at Zoey and then back at Guy. “We saw a lot of people going to Hank. They’d even interrupt his workout, and he’d always stop what he was doing and help them. The cheerleader guy, um, Clive, he’d be there nearby, but people wouldn’t even look at him.”

      “Explains some of the dirty looks Clive threw him,” Zoey said.

      “They’d just been glances,” I said.

      “Naw, the trainer dude was ticked.”

      “Yep,” Guy said. “Happened all the time. People would look at Hank and would assume he was the exercise expert ‘cause of how he looked.”

      “But Clive is pretty big,” I said.

      “Yeah, but he’s not shredded, and he loves his power squats.”

      I had no idea what Guy had just said. It must have shown in my expression because he went on to explain.

      “Shredded means a person who is muscular with very little body fat, so the muscles are all contoured and pop. Hank was shredded. Clive, not so much. As for power squats, they’re an exercise that builds up the thigh. Hank was very focused on body symmetry, uniformly developing his muscles all over his body. But Clive, again, not so much. Clive likes bulk, the bigger the better. He thinks having a single huge muscle group makes him hot stuff.” He shrugged. “Not everyone agrees. He’s got some muscle groups that are overdeveloped but some that are underdeveloped, so he was bigger than Hank but didn’t look as good as Hank.”

      Some of the things that Guy was saying about Clive was making me think of Vic. Vic had huge muscles and used steroids. Like Vic, having big muscles was super important to Clive. “Does Clive use steroids?”

      “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” Guy said.

      “Huh?”

      “Sorry. It’s a military thing. Was, anyway. I haven’t asked Clive if he uses, and he hasn’t told me he uses. But yeah, I suspect he does.”

      That meant that two of the core gym users were steroid users. Yet they had a gym member in their midst that had as good a body as they did—if not better—who might not have used steroids at all.

      “Were Clive and Vic jealous of Hank looking the way he did?” I asked.

      “I heard some grumbling.”

      Zoey tapped the computer screen with the tip of her perfectly manicured nail. “There was that moment between Hank and Vic.”

      It had looked like an argument, but it had been hard to tell without the context of knowing what they’d been saying.

      “Maybe they’d been arguing about steroids? Or maybe jealous about the way Hank looked?”

      I returned my attention to Guy. He was studying the notepad again. “Slender brunette with waist-length hair. You have a star next to her name, but it’s not circled.”

      That meant that “slender brunette with waist-length hair” wasn’t a regular whose workouts almost always overlapped with Hank’s. The star meant that she’d been there a lot, but not every day.

      “That’s Vic’s wife, Ellen,” Guy said.

      “Oh!” Definitely worth noting.

      “Except that she and Vic are on the rocks.”

      “Getting a divorce?” I asked.

      “Yeah, that’s the scuttlebutt.”

      “They okay with it?” Zoey chimed in, asking a question that I felt foolish not to have thought of.

      Guy shrugged. “Anybody ever okay with getting a divorce?” Sounded like Guy might have been speaking from experience. “You two need anything else?”

      “It cool if we talk to your customers?” Zoey asked.

      “Yeah, knock yourselves out.”

      My mind raced. I knew that there were some questions I wanted to ask. “Oh!” I exclaimed as my brain latched onto one of them. “You mentioned a supplement that Hank took. Did he take it often?”

      “Pfft,” Guy exclaimed by blowing air between his teeth and his lower lip. “All the time. I think it’s part of why people were so hung up on believing he took steroids. Always carrying a cup around with him, and no matter what he had in it, I can almost guarantee that he had a scoop of that nutrition powder of his mixed in with it.”

      Bells went off in my head. My throat felt tight as I asked my next question. So much hinged on it. “Did Hank keep his nutrition powder here?”

      “Yeah, in his locker.”

      I felt like doing a face-palm. Hank’s locker! Why hadn’t I even considered the possibility that the man would have a locker? Of course we hadn’t seen it on any of the videos. People wouldn’t want cameras in there. It would be a total invasion of privacy.

      “We’re gonna need to see that locker,” Zoey said.
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      “Ladies on the floor!” Guy hollered as he pushed his way through the locker room door marked for men. Zoey and I hung back, but Zoey’s toe wedged into the hinged end of it and kept it wide open. Inside, Guy looked down the length of the locker room and then back at us. “It’s all clear.”

      Zoey and I went in and the door swung shut on its own behind us.

      Results Gym was a much bigger place than I had imagined it to be when we’d pulled up outside. The small line of shops that it had renovated to turn into one building didn’t look that spacious, but the building was much deeper than I’d realized. The long locker room was a testament to that. It had bathroom stalls, three sinks, and even had an open shower area at the end. In addition to all of those amenities, it had a dressing area that included benches and stacked lockers, most still in good shape, that took up every inch of available wall space. With a few dents and dings, some were starting to show their age. But everything was spotlessly clean, which made up for any wear and tear there might have been on the equipment.

      I noticed that about half of the lockers had padlocks dangling from their grip-slide handles.

      “Which one was Hank’s?” I asked.

      “It’s down here,” Guy said, and then led the way.

      “What about bolt cutters?” Zoey asked. I guessed that she was thinking the same thing I was. If Hank’s locker had a lock on it, we wouldn’t be able to access the contents inside.

      “Naw, don’t need them,” Guy said. He stopped in front of a locker on the top tier. Sure enough, it sported a big, heavy padlock with a large blue dial face. My eyes went wide when Guy flipped the padlock upside down and looked at its underside. He squinted and leaned down to take a closer look. Giving up, he stood up and asked, “Can one of you girls read the back of this?”

      Woohoo! Score for me! I was back to being a “girl” instead of a “ma’am.” I didn’t care about the feminist red flags one bit: being called a girl made me feel younger than being called ma’am. It made me smile despite the tension surrounding being able to access the contents of Hank’s locker. We weren’t in it yet, and I was nervous about what we would find inside. My worst fear was that it would be nothing and that the killer had already disposed of any evidence.

      I was standing closer to Guy, so I silently volunteered myself to see what might be written on the back of Hank’s padlock. Holding the thing up so that its underside was exposed to me, I could see the thin scratches that had been made in its shiny silver back. They were numbers. I had to angle the padlock from side to side to get the light to catch across the grooved marks. They read, “23-58-07.”

      I let the padlock drop so that I could work its dial. I twirled it right, then left, and then right again, aligning the small arrow with each number that had been etched into the padlock’s back. With the last number reached, I pulled down, and the lock opened.

      I straightened and looked at Zoey. I imagined my expression was grim. If Hank had been poisoned by someone at the gym, then he had given them an express pass to do it.

      “Who else knew about that?” Zoey asked.

      Guy shrugged. “Don’t know. Everybody? It was one of them common knowledge things people don’t bother to mention no more.”

      “Common knowledge to just the regulars or anybody?”

      Guy shrugged again. “Don’t know.”

      “No cameras in here?” Zoey asked.

      “Naw. Privacy issues.”

      That meant it could have been anybody. But it didn’t mean that it was most likely anybody. My gut told me that someone at this gym wanted Hank dead, and they were willing to do something about it.

      I turned my attention back to the locker. I slid the open padlock off the handle that doubled as a lock stop, then I gripped the handle and lifted. Hank’s locker door unlatched with a metallic clang, and then the door swung open. Inside the locker was a hairbrush, deodorant, a razor, shaving gel, a couple of towels hanging from hooks, and a large canister of Hank’s Power Greens.

      My hand lifted to reach out for it, and forcing myself to stop was the weirdest feeling. But this item was one that I couldn’t investigate. This needed to be done by the professionals.

      “Guy, I’m going to have to let the police know about this.”

      Guy peered past me into the locker. “What? Let ‘em know about some dead guy’s leftovers? You think anyone he left behind is gonna want a stinky towel?”

      “It’s the powder, Guy. It could have been tampered with.”

      Guy stared at it like he was looking at a landmine that hadn’t yet gone off. He took a deep breath, then ran a thick hand through his thinning hair. “Yeah, do what ya gotta do. I gotta get back to it. I’ll tell the kid to put a sign on the door telling everybody to keep out. Let him know if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks, Guy,” I said to his retreating back. This couldn’t be an easy situation for him.

      With Guy gone, Zoey and I plopped ourselves down onto the bench in front of Hank’s locker. Looking inside of it was like looking inside a time capsule of his life—the discarded remnants he’d left behind.

      I pulled out my phone and dialed Brad. It rang once, and he picked up.

      “Calderos.” His answer was clipped.

      “Brad?” I could hear people caught in a heated yelling match in the background.

      “Berry, you okay? ‘Cause if you are, we need to keep this short.” The sound of his voice became slightly distant. “Hey! Hey, you two! Knock it off or I put you in the squad car right now and we head into the station.” His voice returned full volume. “Berry, what is it?”

      “They still think Hank died of poisoning?”

      “Yeah. The toxicology report came back, but I haven’t been able to put eyeballs on it.”

      “I think we might have found how Hank was poisoned.”

      Silence met me, except for the yelling in the background. Then, “Berry, d’you touch anything?”

      I thought a moment. I touched his lock. I shouldn’t have touched the lock! But it was on the outside of his locker, and anyone could have touched it at any time. I did not, however, touch what was inside of Hank’s locker, and I thought that that was the most important part. But how to answer Brad’s question?

      “I’m at Results Gym, in the men’s locker room—”

      “The men’s locker room? Berry, come on. If ya wanted a show…”

      “Brad, focus.” At least I knew he was okay even with whatever testosterone-fueled hostile situation he was stuck in. I couldn’t imagine him joking around if he were in real danger. “Hank’s locker is in here. I helped the manager get it open, so I touched the lock, but I didn’t touch anything inside the locker. Brad… Hank was launching his own nutrition product. He kept a container of it here at the gym, and the manager said he was always putting it in whatever he was drinking. Brad, I think that someone poisoned his nutrition powder.”

      “So let me get this straight, Berry. You’re alone, in an isolated back room of a building, looking at a murder weapon, and the murderer is probably someone there right now.”

      He caught on fast.

      “I’m not alone. Zoey’s here,” I said in defense of myself.

      “Of course she is,” Brad said. If possible, he sounded even less happy than he had before.
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      Zoey and I stayed in place until the police arrived. As they swarmed in, the once roomy feeling locker room became claustrophobic. An Officer Speckman was one of the first to enter. He was short and stocky with bowed knees, but he moved like he had a dynamite load of energy under his belt.

      With a hand on my arm, he leaned in and whispered near my ear. “Brad says it’s time to go.”

      That was all the cue I needed. I nudged Zoey, bobbed my head toward the exit, and we were gone. No sooner had we exited the locker room and moved a good fifteen feet further into the gym than we saw Detective Gregson strut past. His eyes were focused forward, and with any luck he didn’t notice us. But then his head swiveled, and our eyes locked. Icicle shards shot through my veins. A half-second later and the man was gone, having disappeared into the short hallway that led to the men’s and women’s locker rooms.

      Detective Gregson and I had a past, and not a fun one. He wanted to arrest me so badly that he could taste it. So far, the only thing that had stopped him was, I think, Zoey. I suspected that she had some dirt on the local police chief and had blackmailed him to force Detective Gregson to lay off of me. If not for that, I was pretty sure Detective Gregson wanted to interview me Guantanamo Bay-style.

      Zoey tapped my arm, breaking the spell that fear had locked me in. “Come on. Let’s talk to the gym members before the cops get to them.”

      “Right.” I turned my back on where Detective Gregson had disappeared and took in the gym. It was mostly an open floor plan, but there were a couple more hallways leading off of it. Almost everyone we had identified as being gym regulars was there.

      Andy, the gym’s awkward assistant manager, was cleaning some equipment on the other side of the room. I waved him over. He’d been here as much as the gym’s owner, and I wanted to pick his brain.

      “Yes, ma’am?” Andy said when he reached us.

      I tried not to grimace at the title.

      “Andy,” I said, “did you like Hank?”

      Andy shrugged with a blank face that bordered on moronic. It made me want to face-palm him out of frustration. Suddenly Guy’s corrosive attitude about the kid became clearer.

      I kept pushing. I was sure that he could tell us things we didn’t know.

      “Andy, hun, is that a yes or a no?” I asked.

      “Uh, I guess it’s a yes, ma’am.”

      That’s a start. Now to get more. “Why did you like him?”

      Andy shifted uneasily. He looked like he was trapped in a difficult test five minutes before school let out for summer, except if he didn’t pass the test, he’d have to go to summer school. If the kid weren’t so frustrating to talk to, I might feel bad for him.

      “I guess ‘cause he never yelled at me,” Andy finally answered.

      “Did Hank ever yell at anybody else?”

      Andy twisted to look around him, then stopped twisting when he spotted Vic. The man was bent over a machine and pulling up on a weight-loaded leaver. The machine was laden with huge discs, and his muscles bunched to an absurd thickness every time he lifted.

      Andy lifted his hand to rub his forehead, which had the same effect as blocking the side view of his face from Vic. “Hank and Vic got into it a few weeks back. They were screaming at each other in the locker room. One of them pushed the other one into the lockers. It bent them.”

      I remembered seeing the dents. I hadn’t thought anything of it at the time.

      “Do you know who pushed who?” I asked.

      Andy crossed his arms low over his chest, tightened his lips and shook his head.

      I glanced past him at Vic. “Andy, are you scared of Vic?”

      Andy’s eyes drifted upward to study the ceiling. It was like he was avoiding answering.

      Okay… I’d ask from the other direction. “Andy, are you scared of Hank?”

      Andy’s eyes went wide, and he shook his head. “No, ma’am! Hank’s dead.”

      That he was. But Vic was alive.

      “Andy, were you afraid of Hank while he was alive?”

      Again with the tight lips. I wanted to pinch and twist the fire out of his arm.

      “Andy, so help me, you start answering these questions or I’m going to start talking really loud about how you may or may not feel about certain people in this room.”

      “You wouldn’t.” Andy’s eyes went round again.

      “I would.”

      His lips tightened again, but this time I could tell that it was out of anger at me and not because he was avoiding answering. “And what if I end up dead next? I bet you’ll feel real good about yourself then.”

      “Andy! Come on! Answer my question!” I was started to think that he played dumb more than he actually was dumb. “Who are you afraid of?”

      Andy blew out an exasperated breath. “Everyone, okay. Any one of these people could have killed Hank.” He held up his hand and started ticking off fingers. “Vic and Clive were jealous of Hank ‘cause Hank looked better than them with what seemed like a fraction of the effort. They kept trying to get him to tell them what he was on and all he’d ever answer was ‘good livin’.’” Next finger. “Then there was Hanna and Ellen and Samantha. Hank loved working out with women. He almost never worked out with any of the guys. And when he did work out with women, it was like he was getting up close and personal with them but in ways that could be explained away if anyone ever said anything about it. And when he’d work out with Ellen, every second of it had me wondering if Vic was going to pick up a weight plate and take Hank’s head clean off.” Next finger. “Then there was the whispering between Hannah and Ellen while they both stared at Hank. Then the heated looks that Hannah would give him when he wasn’t looking. His business partner Pete comes in sometimes, too, and I heard them yelling in the locker room.” He lowered his hand. “And because you won’t leave me alone, it’s going to be me next. They’ll find my body pummeled to death and thrown into a dumpster, but at least you got your answers.”

      Turned out Andy had some things to say after all. My head hurt from all the ping pong accusations he’d thrown out there.

      Zoey spoke up. “If you’re so scared, why don’t you quit?”

      Sage words, indeed.

      I looked at Andy expectantly. He stood up straight, lifted his chin and crossed his arms over his chest. Defiant. “I’m good at my job,” he said. “And I like it here. I’m not going to let some hooligans run me off.”

      It was my guess that Andy had taken his turn with more than one bully in his life. That he was standing his ground had me nodding with respect.

      “Thanks, Andy,” I said.

      While talking with Andy, I had noticed Vic throw us several looks. He seemed calm. Relaxed, even.

      We left Andy to get back to his work and made our way over to Vic. Thankfully the police hadn’t ventured past their work in the locker room.

      “You two reporters?” Vic asked a half second before he looked Zoey up and down. He towered over us both like an un-passable brick wall, too high to even climb.

      “No, no. We, uh, we’re…” I looked at Zoey. I was stumped as to what to tell him.

      “We’re students,” Zoey said.

      Ohhh, I loved that! I thought about Professor Garcia and his overly snoopy class that he’d brought into the café.

      “Yes!” I said. “We’re working on a paper to better understand… suicide.” I practically stumbled over saying the word. But if Vic thought we were here to study a person taking their own life, he might be less guarded. You know, as a potential murderer.

      “Oh… oh, yeah,” Vic said. “What Hank did. Made no sense to me.”

      “How’s that?” Zoey asked.

      “I mean, the guy had a smokin’ hot girlfriend, a successful business, and even had some hokey froufrou product set to hit the market in a few months. The guy was doin’ stuff with his life.”

      “Why’d you hate him?” Zoey asked.

      I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye and then looked at Vic again. Vic had a reputation as a steroid-fueled rage head. He could explode without a hint of warning. I wanted to take a step back, but my feet were frozen. If I moved, it might trigger him to lunge at me.

      Okay. I know my fear-drunk imagination was going overboard. But really, I was afraid. The guy was massive.

      To my surprise Vic threw his head back in a good-natured laugh. “Hank was a competitive guy. So am I,” he explained. “Sometimes men just like to be men.” He winked at Zoey.

      All the men here had seemed to notice Zoey but not me.

      I’m so old! My inner hag gave my ponytail a hard yank, and Agatha popped into my head. She was older than me and my inner hag put together, and men stumbled into doors from staring at her when she walked past. If men weren’t noticing me, it wasn’t because of my age. I needed to get a grip.

      “Is that why you threw Hank into the lockers?” Zoey asked.

      Good one! I gave her a mental high five. I was pretty confident she gave it back.

      Asking the question that way was a calculated risk. Zoey was making a huge assumption that it had been Vic who had thrown Hank into the lockers and not the other way around, but there was a fifty-fifty chance that she was right.

      Vic’s smile faded, and his eyes went cold. I imagined steroids oozing from his pores. He wasn’t going to answer Zoey’s question, and we were about to lose him. It was my turn to get some hard questions in before the opportunity was lost to us altogether.

      “It must have been hard to see your wife spending so much time with Hank,” I said. Okay, not a question but still good.

      Like the shifting of the wind, Vic smiled again. It even crinkled the corners of his eyes. “So that’s what this is all about,” he said. “Somebody told you I was jealous of Hank spending time with Ellen.” He lifted a hand and jabbed two fingers in our direction. “But I’m here to tell you that they were just friends.”

      “But you’re getting divorced,” I said. “How would you know if they were just friends?”

      Vic’s smile stayed locked in place but one eye twitched. “Because Ellen told me so. Marriage is complicated and ours didn’t work out. But life goes on. My life goes on. Ellen’s not my future. I know that. But even so, Ellen told me there was nothing going on between her and Hank, and I believe her. But even if she was lying—which I don’t think she was—it’s none of my business. Not anymore. She’s her own woman. She can do whatever she wants.”

      Wow. Maybe I needed to have him talk with Dan. I was pretty sure that my ex’s thoughts on who I spent my time with weren't as enlightened as Vic’s.

      “Then what was the fight in the locker room about?” I asked.

      Vic’s eyes took in the room around him before focusing back on me. When he answered, his voice was lower. It was like he didn’t want anyone else to hear. “Hank made a comment about Ellen bein’ easy. Even said something like he’d never met a nice girl who liked it that way.” He shrugged his mammoth shoulders. “I lost my cool. I know I shouldn’t have. Hank liked to play the nice guy, but behind the scenes, he got off on pushing buttons. Him talkin’ trash about Ellen that way, it was an easy button for him to push and he went for it. But it didn’t mean they were pressing skin. He was just getting in a poke on me… and I just let him know it wasn’t appreciated. But after that, after we got an understanding of each other, that was that. We put it behind us. No more hard feelings.”

      I studied his eyes and only saw sincerity. There wasn’t even any anger. Vic was a dead end, and not in the way I’d been hoping.

      “Thanks, Vic,” I said.

      “Hey.” Vic’s gaze took in the room once more. “If you’re lookin’ for life triggers that could have pushed Hank over the edge, it wasn’t me. Hank started that argument between us. He knew what he was getting into. He made me lose my cool, and that was exactly what he wanted. So he won. Get me? He’d have been happy about that. But…” He looked around again, and his voice lowered even more. “But if you’re lookin’ for life stuff that wasn’t in his control, you should look at Hot… ah, I mean Hannah. You should look at her. Before Hank, you know, did what he did, Hannah had started getting real possessive of Hank. She’d even started throwing Ellen dirty looks any time they’d be talking. She got weird.”

      “Thanks, Vic,” I said again. I glanced around and didn’t see the pretty blonde from the surveillance video that Guy had identified as Hannah. It didn’t look like she was here, but I could have sworn I’d seen her a little while earlier. “Any idea when she’ll be in?”

      “She’s here now. She’s in the mat room.” Vic pointed a finger at one of the hallways we hadn’t explored.

      Zoey and I left Vic to finish his workout in peace and headed for the hallway that he had indicated. As we approached it, we started hearing dull impact thuds followed by guttural grunts. The sound grew much louder as soon as we entered the funnel of the hallway. At its end was a wooden door with a large glass window as its upper half. The glass was frosted, so it was impossible to see clearly through it.

      Outside the door were two pairs of sneakers lined neatly against the wall.

      Zoey and I gave each other a silent look that said we might as well. I twisted the door’s knob, and it swung open on silent hinges. On the other side of the door were padded mats. Everywhere. They covered every inch of the floor and went two-thirds the way up the walls.

      Hannah was inside wearing skin hugging, thigh-length rose-colored leggings and a light gray halter top that doubled as a sports bra. She had a body that could have graced the cover of any swimsuit magazine. Her silky blonde locks were pulled back into a tight ponytail that bounced and swooped from her quick, sure movements.

      With her was a man we hadn’t seen before. He was wearing loose black running shorts and a sleeveless turquoise muscle shirt.

      They were both barefoot.

      As we watched, Hannah drove her knee into the side of her fighting partner’s rib cage. She hit him so hard that the man lifted onto his toes. He grunted, and Hannah floated effortlessly backward with a couple of graceful hops. Her feet barely left the ground. No excess energy was wasted.

      “Hey,” she pointed an extended arm and finger at us. “No shoes. If you come in, stay against the wall next to the door.”

      Zoey and I dutifully took off our shoes and lined them up against the wall with the others. We then made our way inside the room and stood near the door with our backs against the wall.

      The mats were more thick and cushiony than I’d realized at first glance. The need for that became quickly apparent when Hannah kicked her sparring partner so violently in the stomach that he fell backward with a hard thud. To his credit, he didn’t stay down long. He was back on his feet a moment later, and he got in a sharp jab right at Hannah’s face. She dodged it, almost lazily, and followed up with a kick to his upper arm. He tried to kick her in the head next, but she blocked it with her arm and at the same time punched him in his solar plexus.

      That hit seemed to be his undoing. He tried to grunt or gasp, but the air seemed frozen in his lungs. He staggered backward and then bent over with his padded, gloved hands resting on his knees.

      “Calling it?” Hannah asked.

      The bent man gave a side wave with one hand without bothering to look up. He was too focused on getting his body to breathe again.

      Hannah started stripping off her gloves.

      Zoey nudged me with her elbow, then looked up at the wall behind and above us. I followed her gaze. There was a black metal arm that protruded out of the wall.

      “Camera mount,” Zoey whispered. But there wasn’t any camera. That explained why we didn’t see this room—or any of its activities—on Guy’s surveillance video.

      I glanced around the rest of the room and even turned completely around. Right behind me, taped to the wall, was a schedule sheet. It was my turn to nudge Zoey. When she was turned, I pointed at a line on the sheet. The first column read “Hank Harrison.” The second column read “Hannah Delvy.” The third, longer column listed a day and time. It was the morning of Hank’s death, less than two hours prior.

      I turned back around and stared wide-eyed at Hannah’s sparring partner from today. She’d beat the ever-living snot out of him. Then I remembered the pre-incision autopsy photos that Brad had shown me of Hank’s body. He’d had bruises all over him. Bruises from sparring with Hannah! No one had jumped him or beaten him with a club. He’d willingly faced off with the person who had left his body looking destroyed.

      Hannah’s partner was finally standing mostly upright, and he made his way out of the room. He moved like he hurt. In contrast, Hannah was working through an array of stretches, and she looked as though she wasn’t in an ounce of pain. She didn’t even look winded.

      “You two looking to sign up?” Hannah asked when she paused in her stretches. “I don’t usually spar with noobs, but I could help you run through some of the moves while you practice on each other.”

      Let someone do to me what she’d just done to that poor guy? What she’d done to Hank? Or even me do that to someone else? No way!

      I glanced over at Zoey. She had a maniacal gleam in her eye and an insane person’s smile on her face.

      I took a small step away from her.

      “We’re psychology students,” I told Hannah. It was best to keep our lie consistent with what we’d told Vic. “We’re writing a paper that seeks to better understand suicide.”

      Hannah’s expression was surprised and hurt. She looked like she’d just been slapped.

      “I don’t have time for you,” she said when she’d recovered from the shock. “Get out.”

      The tact of saying we were students studying Hank’s suicide had struck a chord for her, a discordant one that she couldn’t stand the sound of. Keeping up that lie wasn’t going to get us anywhere with her. She wasn’t going to talk to us.

      “Never mind,” she grumbled when neither Zoey nor I moved. “I’ll get out. You two can stay in here and rot.” She headed for the door.

      I stepped in her way. Blocking her. My only explanation was that Zoey’s insanity had rubbed off on me. I had to admit, Hannah gave me a look that said she thought I’d lost my mind. I was inclined to agree with her.

      I held up my hands. “We aren’t students,” I said. Then over my shoulder to Zoey I said, “Get the door.” I heard it shut behind me.

      As for Hannah, she’d gone from looking like I’d lost my mind to looking at me like a threat. Everything about how she stood subtly shifted. Her stance widened. Her knees bent slightly. And she presented one shoulder to me, standing with her chest flush forward. She was ready to fight, or at the very least defend herself.

      “We’re investigating Hank’s murder,” I said.

      And just like that, Hannah’s defenses fell away. She stood up straighter, the tension left her, and a haunting sadness aged her early-thirties face around her eyes.

      “You think he was murdered?” she asked.

      I nodded. “We do. My name is Kylie Berry, and I’m the owner of The Berry Home.” Just like with Guy, there was a total lack of recognition when I mentioned my café’s name. I sighed and tried again. “It used to be called Sarah’s Eatery.”

      Hannah gasped and took a step away. “Where Hank died. Somebody pushed him. I knew it! Do you know who? Who are your suspects?”

      Zoey and I glanced at each other and then looked at Hannah.

      She gasped again. “You think that I’m a suspect? How? Why? I wasn’t with him at that café.”

      “Hank died very soon after leaving this gym,” I said. “We’re just exploring all the possibilities.”

      It was like Hannah could read between the lines. She took another step back. “No, nooo. You think that one of us did it. You think that one of us killed Hank.”

      “We think that there’s a strong possibility.” What else was there to say? She had us. She wasn’t buying any of our lies, or even our half-truths.

      “I didn’t kill Hank,” she said, her voice going higher. It was filled more with panic than conviction.

      I twisted to look behind me at the sign-in sheet taped to the wall. She followed the incrimination that I was throwing at her.

      “No, nooo,” she said and pushed past us. She stood in front of the sheet and ran her finger up its length, stopping at a variety of places. “Look. I sparred with Hank here. And here. And here!” She flipped through the pages, showing us more and more times that Hank had gone up against her.

      I hated to say it, but her proof of past sessions was a good defense that she didn’t kill him. Despite what we’d just seen and despite all of the bruising on Hank’s body, if she didn’t kill him when they’d sparred together all of those previous times, then why would that last time be any different?

      But it had been different…

      Hank’s drink had most likely been spiked with poison, and he’d willingly fed himself each and every dose. He’d killed himself. He just hadn’t known he was doing it.

      I turned to face Hannah. “That proves nothing,” I said. I wasn’t ready to concede defeat. I needed to push her. I needed her to tell us what we didn’t know, whatever that was, because I was sure she knew something.

      “Then you’re an idiot,” Hannah shot back. She’d gotten pushed into a corner, and now she was going on the attack. “And you have no authority in this matter. Where are your badges? Where are your credentials?”

      Yep, she had us there.

      I blew out a deep breath and held up my hands. I was hoping that she’d follow suit on my efforts to calm myself and do the same herself. Her shoulders stayed high and tight, though, and her hands were balled into fists.

      “We don’t have any credentials,” I finally admitted. “But we will figure out the truth about what happened to Hank. You don’t know this yet, but there’s a bunch of police in the men’s locker room right now. You know, the one just across from the women’s locker room…” I let the insinuated implication hang in the air. “They’re there because we called them. What they’re doing is evaluating the possible method through which Hank was killed.”

      Grief filled Hannah’s eyes as she looked in the direction of where the police would be, as if looking through walls. Her shoulders eased as all the fight seemed to leave her. She shrugged. “So then why do you think it was me?”

      Really? We’d already figured out that Andy wasn’t the fool he pretended to be. Surely Hannah couldn’t be overlooking the obvious.

      “Hannah,” I said, “you could have killed him as easily as anyone else at this gym.” In fact, if Hank did die from poison, then the odds were in favor of Hannah being Hank’s killer more than Vic. Poison was traditionally known as a woman’s murder weapon.

      Hannah had access to the locker room. The doors to the men’s and women’s locker rooms were right next to each other. Hank’s locker combination was scratched into the back of his padlock. It would have been easy for her to sneak in, spike Hank’s nutrition supplement and get back out without anyone noticing. She had all kinds of opportunity to pull that off.

      It was true that we still didn’t know what type of poison was used. But no matter what it was, there was a chance that Hannah had easy access to it.

      She could have easily been Hank’s killer. She was still very much on the hook for his death, and I wasn’t hearing anything coming out of her mouth to make us think otherwise. We didn’t yet have a reason that she would have wanted to kill him—or a reason she would have wanted to keep him alive.

      “But I wouldn’t have,” she whined. Even with her superhero ability to kick butt, I was liking Hannah less and less.

      “But why, Hannah? Why wouldn’t you have killed him?”

      “Because I didn’t want to!” She threw her arms up in exasperation with me.

      “But why didn’t you want to?” I pushed. On one hand, the “I didn’t want to” answer was a very good one. The problem was that it gave us nothing to verify.

      Hannah looked at me like I’d grown two heads. Then the whiny little girl persona she’d adopted melted away to leave the butt-kicking superhero once more in her place.

      She shoved me fiercely on one side: it was a shove that used the strength of her whole body plus her upper body weight, and she knocked me out of her path. She was out the door before I even managed to untangle myself from Zoey’s arms.

      “Temper,” Zoey said.

      “Mmhmm, killer temper,” I agreed.

      The murmured sound of officials at work reached my ears. The police weren’t isolating themselves to the men’s locker room anymore.

      “Time to go,” I said. “Think there’s a back door we could sneak out of without being spotted?”

      I hadn’t seen one. I wondered if an emergency door could be tucked behind one of the wall mats. I was pretty sure the building would have to have a fire escape exit somewhere in order to be up to code.

      “Maybe down the third hallway,” Zoey offered.

      Bingo.

      Zoey and I snatched up our shoes without bothering to put them on. No one was paying attention to the hallway we were in, and we were able to reach the mouth of it.

      I peeked around the corner, and then stifled a gasp. Detective Gregson was talking to Andy. Gregson had his back to us, but Andy spotted us. That we were trying not to be seen was obvious from the way we were skulking around.

      Andy narrowed his eyes and his lips tightened.

      Oh, no! Here it comes! The jerk was going to give us up. I’d spend the next forty-eight hours in lockup while Detective Gregson did his best to get the County Attorney behind whatever trumped up charge Gregson could think up.

      Andy turned the back of his shoulder to the hallway and with a long arm in the direction of the gym’s reception area. Detective Gregson turned all of his back on us to look that way, too!

      The kid came through! I owed him a huge apology. I could make him a cake! A great big layer cake with fluffy cream filling between each thin layer. I could just see it, ten layers tall. Beautiful and glorious.

      Then I remembered who I was. My imaginary cake turned into a pudding tower and melted right in front of my imaginary eyes.

      Pancakes! I could get Jonathan to make him a great big stack of pancakes.

      Apology saved!

      Zoey and I slipped out of the hallway and did a wall-hugging run-walk to the next hallway down. Sure enough, a red neon exit sign marked the way to freedom.
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      By the time I made it back to the café, I felt like I’d just pulled off a majestic caper and had left Inspector Clouseau clueless in my wake.

      “Oh, thank goodness! I gotta go, boss,” Jonathan said as soon as I stepped into the kitchen. He was already whipping his apron off. “We had a rush at lunch. They cleaned us plum out of all the chicken pies and I made herbed new potatoes to go with them. They sold out, too. I hadn’t gotten started on fixin’ anything for supper yet ‘cause of all the pots and pans left over to be washed up.”

      I was a terrible, terrible person. I’d taken Jonathan for granted, and now he was running away from me like any sane person would! I’d been gone much longer than I’d meant to. I’d never imagined that the café would get busy at lunch. It rarely ever did.

      A thought floated into my head at the same time a dark cloud of gloominess settled in overhead. The café had done so well while I was gone because I hadn’t been here. I hadn’t been the one cooking. Jonathan had, and the heavenly aroma of his cooking had pulled customer after customer inside until he’d had nothing left to serve them.

      I knew that was a thought that should have made me happy. We’d had a lucrative lunch session! The café had come out ahead on the financial ledger of life. It was a feat to be celebrated. But I just wanted to mope my way over to the far corner, plop down on the floor, and pull little Sage into my lap for some unconditional love with a side order of purring.

      “Are you coming back?” I asked in one of the tiniest, most hopeless voices I’d ever heard come out of my mouth.

      “Oh, yeah, boss! I’ll be here bright and early tomorrow morning. I just can’t be here now. I… well, um, I… I just gotta go, boss. I’m real sorry about this.”

      Jonathan was leaving, and he didn’t want to tell me why. I’d been working him on an insane schedule. Probably more than sixty hours a week. He’d never complained. Not once. He’d always just been here. An endless well of happy energy. He’d only been a part of my café family for a short time, but I’d come to rely on him so much!

      If he had to go, I couldn’t fault him. And I wouldn’t disgrace myself by demanding to know why. I trusted him. He’d earned that.

      “Thank you, Jonathan,” I said, feeling more than a little humbled. It shook me to realize how fast the foundation of my café’s slowly growing success could be shaken to rubble. If whatever it was that was taking Jonathan away decided to keep him for good, there would be no easy bouncing back for me.

      On top of that, I’d really, really miss the ol’ hippie. He’d become a part of my heart.

      Jonathan headed past me for the door, but as he moved past I tackled him in a giant hug. I don’t think I’d ever hugged him before. He was all bone and lean muscle. Maybe I should make him a cake! Forget anxious little Andy from the gym.

      The sound of Jonathan’s chuckle reached my ear where it was pressed against his chest. He gave me a warm hug and pat. “I’ll be back,” he said. “I promise.”

      And that was good enough for me. If Jonathan was promising something, then he would come through. I released him from my hug. I couldn’t stop my cheeks from going red from the truth of what the hug had been about. It had been my way to keep him from leaving.

      No fear of abandonment here!

      “Oh! Oh! Take some of Patty’s cookies with you.”

      Jonathan’s face fell. “All the baked ones sold out.” Then he smiled. “But there’s more batter in the cooler!” That was my Jonathan. The man was a silver lining around any gray cloud. He winked at me. “I’ll get some in the morning, boss.” Then he was gone. I hadn’t been able to think up an excuse fast enough to make him stay longer.

      Sage arched and rubbed her side against my leg.

      “It’s just you and me again, kid. Think you can stand it?”

      She answered with a couple of clipped, chirpy meows that to me said she liked my company just fine.

      And just like that, I was smiling again.

      I clapped my hands and rubbed my palms together. “All right, Sage. Let’s see what I can tackle on my own.”

      I went to the cooler. It was full of fresh produce, all kinds of stuff best served right after it gets done cooking.

      I went to the pantry. “Rice… Beans…” Beans would take too long. I had to come up with something that would be ready by dinner. “Pasta!”

      I could go with my tried and true pasta, meatballs, and red sauce. Or I could face down my arch nemesis.

      Aglio e olio.

      Spaghetti, fresh garlic, parmesan, salt and oil. So simple, yet it’s beat me every time.

      “I can do this. I will do this!” I hoped my pep talk would make a difference, but I had my doubts.

      I looked up the recipe on my phone and read it all the way through. I then looked it up on five other websites and read those, too.

      I looked at Sage as she chased an imaginary butterfly. “I can do this,” I told her, and this time I believed it a little more myself.

      I got to work. I was careful to refer back to the recipe I’d opted to follow step-by-step. I got water boiling. I heated a skillet with oil. I added oil to the pasta water to help keep the pasta from sticking. I dropped the uncooked pasta into the water. I stirred. I peeled some garlic, sliced it and dropped it in the pan. I gave it a stir. I checked the pasta. It was almost done. I placed a colander in the sink. I duck-walked the heavy pot of boiling pasta over to the sink, and then I noticed the smell of burning garlic.

      “Nooo,” I whimpered as I hefted the heavy pot up to the sink’s lip. I’d have to hurry if I was going to salvage the garlic.

      “I’ll see you rot behind bars!” a man’s voice bellowed so loud that his words bounced off the walls of the kitchen.

      I screamed and twirled toward the sound. The pot slipped from my hands. Near boiling, oily water and gobs of spaghetti went everywhere. My feet slipped, and I went down flat on my back. It took a half second for my skin to register how hot the water was as it soaked through my clothes. I screeched instead of screamed this time and did a slip-slide jungle climb up the side of the sink while my feet went every which way beneath me. I finally got high enough to roll myself head and shoulder first into the industrial-sized stainless steel sink. With my butt sitting in the colander, I turned the cold water on full blast and screamed for my third—and hopefully—final time.

      Spaghetti stuck to my clothes and hung from my hair. My feet were up in the air, and I was trying to hold my tush up a little so that my more padded parts didn’t get permanently wedged into the colander. Ice cold water cascaded over my shoulders, chest and dripped off my back.

      Yet through it all, I managed to shoot Detective Gregson a death glare.
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      The acrid smell of burnt garlic filled the air. Detective Gregson was wearing a trench coat, of all things. He was standing statue still, and I couldn’t decide if he looked more like Columbo or Castiel from that show Supernatural. When he wasn’t seething with the desire to lock me behind bars, his eyes had a lost-puppy quality.

      My teeth were starting to chatter from the ice-cold water flowing over me. But to turn it off, I’d have to twist and reach to get my hand into a position to work the faucet’s knobs. To do that would mean taking my eyes off of Gregson, and no way was I going to do that.

      I felt like prey caught in a trap when Gregson started walking toward me. He paused next to the stove. Without taking his eyes away from me, he lazily turned the burner off. Then he was walking again.

      I did my best to bore a hole through his head with my gaze. Then I waited with eager anticipation for him to slip on the wet, oily, noodle-strewn floor the way I had.

      His gait never even faltered.

      Damn him!

      He made it all the way to the sink that I’d stuffed myself into. He put his hands on the sink’s lip and leaned.

      I noticed things, okay? I noticed he was two weeks past due for a haircut if he wanted to be able to call his hair short. I noticed he was a good five hours overdue for a shave. The dark stubble outlined how his beard and mustache would grow in if he’d let it. And I noticed the pale outline where a wedding band had recently been on the ring finger of his left hand.

      “You always this graceful?” he asked.

      I was tempted to capture a mouthful of water from the flowing faucet so that I could spit it at him. But knowing him, he’d arrest me on the charge of assaulting an officer.

      Gregson reached past me in slow motion and turned the water off. Then he smiled. It was a look of supreme satisfaction.

      “Where’s your tattletale sidekick?” His smile turned into a sneer. “You’ve got no one to interfere now, do you?” I knew he had to be talking about Zoey and whatever pull she had over the police chief.

      “What do you want?” If he was going to arrest me, I wished he’d just get on with it. At least then I wouldn’t have to look at his face one minute longer.

      “You think you’re hot stuff, don’t you?” He picked a strand of spaghetti off of my head and tossed it away. “You think you can keep playing around in murders, muck up investigations, and never ever have even one bad thing happen to you.”

      Let’s see… Have multiple people break in or try to break into my apartment. Try to stab me, shoot me, run me off the road, hit me with a car, and sell me for parts. The man didn’t have a clue what I’d been through. Okay… so that wasn’t true. He did have a clue because he’d been there for half of it, making my life hell after the fact.

      Gregson tucked his middle finger against the pad of his thumb and then flicked the end of my nose. Hard!

      “Hey!” Outraged didn’t even begin to describe how that made me feel. I wanted to stand up in the sink, grab his face at the top of his forehead, and rip it off.

      “See!” he said in his gravelly voice. “Right there. I bet that’s the worst that’s happened to you since you started acting like you’re Dick Tracy’s sister.”

      I opened my mouth to object. My mind raced in search of some tidbit that would prove him wrong. Then I closed my mouth again. Realization and resentment settled cold in my veins. Bile rose in my throat. Red hazed over my vision.

      Gregson was absolutely right… and that killed me. Him bopping me on the nose was just about the worst thing that had happened to me—so far.

      “You assaulted me,” I said. “Police brutality.” I had to find the upper hand somewhere.

      Gregson blew out an exasperated breath and rolled his eyes. He then reached into the sink, sunk his hands into my armpits and lifted me out of the sink. When he put my feet back on the ground—dry ground, outside the splash ring of oil, water and noodles—I eyed him up and down. He’d lifted me as easily as a child. Either I’d magically lost a lot of weight or Gregson had more heft to him than his trench coat and off-the-rack bargain suit belied.

      “You and your shadow were at the gym today. Why?” he asked. He pulled a small flip top notebook and a pencil out of his pocket.

      “We, uh, were thinking of joining.”

      With the notebook raised and the tip of his pencil resting on the paper, he stopped and lifted his gaze to stare at me. “Uh huh. Try again.”

      “What do you mean try again? That was the truth!”

      Without bothering to put his notepad away, Gregson grabbed me by the wrist and headed for the kitchen door at a strong, long-gaited pace. I was caught off guard so much that I was bent double stumbling along behind him for a good ten feet. Finally I managed to get my feet ahead of my hips, and I planted them.

      I didn’t manage to break his hold on me, but I did get him to stop. I was pretty sure his hand was going to leave a ring of bruising around my wrist.

      He turned back to look at me. “You ready to tell me something more than a load of garbage? I’m happy to take this down to the station if you want to keep giving me the runaround.” I didn’t answer by the next second, so he continued on with his diatribe. “You know, there’s a chance that I might actually be trying to save your life. Do you get that?” His deep vibrato voice got louder as he spoke. “And do you get how lying to me makes that a lot harder for me to do? If it were up to me, I’d leave you rotting in solitary without any human contact for the next three months, all to save your worthless, stinking life. Do you get that, Maggie? Can you sink that through that thick skull of yours?”

      My voice was small when I asked the question. “Who’s Maggie?”

      There was a half-second delay. Then Gregson dropped my wrist so hard and fast that it might as well have burned him. He got in my face next, and the toes of his shoes bumped up against mine. I could see each individual eyelash. I could see where he’d nicked himself shaving a day or two ago. I could smell that he’d been drinking coffee. A lot of coffee.

      His gaze searched my face. It took in my nose, my cheeks, my lips and forehead. Finally, he spoke, low and threatening. “Stay out of this investigation or I’ll bust you for trafficking narcotics.”

      He’d thrown down the gauntlet. Now I had to decide whether or not to pick it up.

      Truth was, I’d have scrounged around on my hands and knees to find that gauntlet to pick it up. No way was he going to pull his intimidation malarkey on me. I wished I could inch closer to him so that I could get up in his face.

      “Bring it on.” Of course, I wasn’t a fool. I was pretty sure that with Zoey, Brad and Joel at my back—the tech genius, the inside man, and the media guy—that Gregson would fail at any plan for ruination he might have against me. Spectacularly fail.

      Gregson’s eyes narrowed, and then he smiled. It was not a nice smile. It was cold, calculating and malicious. “I’ll bust your new hired help—the old guy with the long hair—for”—he shrugged—“something. I’ll make sure that whatever it is makes him real popular with the vendetta guys already doing life without parole. Those poor sods got nothin’ to lose anyway.”

      All my moxie drained away. It was one thing for Gregson to threaten me. I could risk me, but I couldn’t risk Jonathan. I had no idea what events lay in Jonathan’s past that could be used against him in his present. Maybe there was nothing at all. Maybe… But I couldn’t risk that. I couldn’t risk him. I couldn’t put him in a position of paying for my hubris.

      I blinked, literally and figuratively. I stepped back and dropped my gaze to the floor.

      Gregson had won.
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      I barely made it through dinner service. After running upstairs for a fast shower and a change of clothes, I operated in a daze on autopilot. The cursed aglio e olio was ruined, of course. I couldn’t face trying to make it again. If I did, I was sure that an enormous asteroid would crash into earth exactly where my café stood.

      Instead I made hamburgers to order. I kept the price low, the patties mega thick, and served them on thick, butter-toasted cuts of Patty’s sourdough bread. I even made an aioli to go with it, which is just a fancy way of saying that I made the mayonnaise myself. In truth, I made the aioli too bland and buttered the bread too much. A few pieces even ended up soggy.

      For a side I made thick cut potato wedge fries. One batch was undercooked. The next batch was overcooked. But for the last batch, I sat on my knees in front of the oven doors and wept. That seemed to do the trick. Those fries turned out perfect.

      When the last customer headed out at a quarter to eight, I left the café in Sam and Melanie’s capable hands. They could take care of any other customers who came wandering in, do cleanup, and restock anything that was needed out in the dining room. There wouldn’t be much available for them to serve, but there was the cake I’d made that morning, the one where Patty had told me what to do every step of the way. It had turned out pretty good. They could serve it to anyone who came in hungry.

      I just didn’t have it in me to do any more in the kitchen tonight. I was emotionally and physically spent. And I still had to go shopping! I was running low on a few staple ingredients. I never knew when Patty was going to show up to give me a baking lesson or to make some of her scrumptious baked goods, so I tried to have what she would need on hand at all times.

      I got Sage tucked away upstairs, changed into jeans and a pink cotton knit shirt that didn’t smell of eau de fast-food-diner, arranged for an Uber and headed out. Because I was hiring someone to drive me to the store, I went out the café’s front door instead of meeting them in back the way I did with Zoey.

      Night had fallen and the street lamps provided a gentle lighting to chase away the darkness. I had my purse on my shoulder, and I dug around in the bag to make sure I had the café’s business checkbook with me. The café’s bank account had infinitely more money in it than my personal one. If I forgot the checkbook at home, there was no way I’d be able to afford the supplies out of my personal funds.

      I glanced up just enough to register the flash of headlights out of the corner of my eye before returning to the task of making sure I had the right checkbook. I stepped off the curb, heard an engine gun and tires squeal, and looked up into the blinding light of ultra-bright headlights.

      I didn’t even have time to scream. It was patty-cake time, just me and a great big fender.

      Something large and strong snaked its way around my waist, and I was jerked through the air. My flying feet felt the swoosh of air caused by the car zooming past.

      “Watch where you’re going, you moron!” a man’s voice boomed a few inches away from my ear. But it wasn’t just any man’s voice. It was Dan’s voice! And he still hadn’t let me down. His arm was clamped around my waist like a steel band, and his college-football player physique was hard against my back. “That’s right! Keep going, you coward!”

      “Dan!” I hissed. “Let me down!” My fingers pried at his arm, but he was completely unfazed. “Dan!” I said. This time I resorted to slapping at his arm. Meanwhile he was bouncing me around like a rag doll glued to his side.

      “Did anyone get that moron’s license plate?” he yelled. “Anyone?”

      I practically broke my neck looking this way and that in mortification. I didn’t want anyone to see what was happening.

      “Dan!” I yelled again as my feet parodied a running man in midair. “Let me down!” This time I pinched the skin of his arm and twisted.

      “Hey! That hurts!” Dan said, finally releasing me from his grip. “If you’d wanted down, all you had to do was say.” He’d adopted his hurt little boy voice.

      Ahhh! I wanted to strangle him. I wanted to hire someone to strangle him.

      “Dan, what are you doing here?”

      Dan’s hurt look continued. “Someone tries to run you down and that’s what you want to know? Kylie, baby, I saved your life. Everything’s going to be okay now. I’m here.”

      My mouth fell open. I couldn’t believe those words had just come out of his mouth. I didn’t normally consider myself a violent person, but my eye started twitching just like Vic’s had. I didn’t even have his excuse of ‘roid rage. It took every ounce of control not to start walloping Dan with my purse in the middle of the street. The only thing that kept me from it was knowing that it would finally give Detective Gregson something legitimate to arrest me for.

      “Daaannn,” I said as I shook clenched fists in the air. Like a smart man, he took a step back. Right off the curb. Except that he’d forgotten about the curb, which meant that his heel slipped and he fell backward hard enough to crack his head on the asphalt. “Dan!”

      I lunged forward and fell to my knees by his side. I gently lifted and cradled his head in my hands. “Dan, say something.” His eyes were all wonky. His lids were fluttering, and his eyeballs moved around like he was trying to track an invisible fairy who had drunk her way out of a coffee pot.

      Finally Dan’s gaze focused and his eyelids steadied. He smiled. “Baby, I knew you’d come back.”

      I released his head and let it fall against the asphalt with another smack. Dan groaned, clutched the back of his head and rolled on his side, but I didn’t care. He was alive and lucid. My job was done.
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      I did a hot-footed jaywalk right across the street and into Zoey’s apartment building. I was sitting on her living room floor on an enormous floor pillow less than two minutes later. “And then the car just zoomed by. I even felt the wind from it as it whooshed past!”

      Zoey waved her hands in front of her. “Wait a minute. Back up. Let’s talk about what’s important here. Dan was there?”

      I gaped at her.

      “And he grabbed you. That big, gorgeous ex-man of yours plucked you right off of your feet and then didn’t let you go.”

      “Zoey…” I lamented. I couldn’t believe that Dan was what she was fixating on about what I’d had to say. “I was almost killed.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Zoey said and waved a hand dismissively. “And you were almost killed last week and the week before that, too. But this, Dan swooping in to save the day, that’s new!”

      “Augh!” I flopped over backward, throwing my arms wide. Zoey had glow in the dark stars on her ceiling, and I stared up at them. They were so tranquil. “Somebody does not try to kill me almost every week.”

      “Oh, they so do.”

      “You suck.” I kicked her foot.

      “You suck,” Zoey shot back and kicked my foot. She stood up from the floor gracefully and effortlessly and headed for her setup of computers. It would have been at home in Batman’s high-tech cave. “What did the car look like?”

      I thought a moment. “I don’t know. Dan had me glued to his side and turned away from the car so that he could yell at the driver.”

      “Think he’d know what it looked like?”

      “No!” I said it too fast and too forcefully. “He has night blindness.” A total lie. I just didn’t want to face having to go to Dan for help.

      Zoey twisted her chair around to look at me with one brow raised. She wasn’t buying it, but I wasn’t going to recant.

      “Night. Blindness,” I said again.

      She swiveled back around to face her half-moon of computers. Her fingers clacked across the keyboard. The image on the monitor directly in front of her changed to a side angle of the front of my café. She was tapping into the traffic light’s video cam at the intersection just past the café. But the image was too dark. It looked like how nighttime might look when wearing dark sunglasses.

      “What’s wrong with it?” I asked.

      “Don’t know. Camera’s not working right.”

      There was more finger clacking and the monitor got much darker, then lighter, but the lighter version was almost as bad as the dark version. There was no contrast in the picture, so making it lighter just washed the image out.

      Zoey growled and then cracked her fingers. The screen’s image changed some more. She added blues, yellows, reds and a myriad of other hues to bring more contrast to the picture.

      “That’s the best it’s going to get,” Zoey said. She then manipulated the video feed so that she could see what happened in the moments before I ran myself over to her apartment.

      I saw what had to be me coming out of the café. I saw someone large coming toward me as I dug in my purse, then I saw the nose of a sedan appear. It purposefully angled in to hit me as I stepped off the curb. The sight gave me goosebumps as I saw the large man coming toward me make a mad dash to grab me out of the street. Dan had been almost ten feet away. He’d moved so fast. I hadn’t realized how hard he’d had to work to save me, and I hadn’t realized how close I’d come to being killed or maimed.

      My eyes tried to tear up, but I blinked them dry.

      The video played on a few more seconds, and then I saw something I hadn’t seen before. As Dan gripped me to his side and silently yelled at the driver who had sped away, another large man had stepped out through the café’s front door.

      “Who is that?” I asked.

      Zoey paused the image. She zoomed. She tweaked. Finally, the details of a face could be imagined from the contrasting hues that filled the screen.

      “Joel?” I said, disbelieving.

      “I think so.”

      “I hadn’t even realized he’d been in the café. I’d run upstairs to change and then right out the front door. I hadn’t even noticed he was there.” I felt awful about that.

      Zoey backed the video up and froze it as the tail end of the car became visible. She fiddled but eventually shook her head. “I can’t make out the license plate.”

      “Think you could get it from another traffic light cam?”

      More images filled the screen. I recognized them as Main Street, about a half a mile down the road from the café. Zoey ran the video feed back to the time when we should be seeing the car, but no sedan showed up. She checked a few more video locations, but it was the same. No sedan. “They must have turned onto a side street.” She turned to me. “Want to report it?”

      I thought about having to make that call and who might show up to investigate the attempted hit and run. Detective Gregson. The last time he was called in on an attempted vehicular manslaughter that involved me, he’d taken me into the station and held me in an interrogation room where he grilled me for hours. It still gave me nightmares.

      “That’s a hard pass,” I said.

      Zoey got up and offered me her hand to help me stand. “I want marshmallows,” she said. “You should serve toasted marshmallows on a stick at the café. Let’s go get some.”

      That was Zoey’s way of offering to drive me to You Name It, the megastore where I did my shopping.

      I smiled, feeling all kinds of love for the girl. “I’m buying us dinner,” I told her.

      “Just as long as you’re not the one cooking it.” She winked.
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      The next morning had me refreshed and back in the kitchen. Thankfully Jonathan had made it in as well. The need to ask him why he’d had to leave was burning a hole in my throat, but I was determined to let him keep his privacy.

      Jonathan popped his head through the door to the kitchen from where he’d been working the grill. “Another order for shakshuka, boss!”

      “Really?” I was shocked. Of course, I had goofed by adding too much tomato to the potato, bell pepper, and onion base, which had landed it the discounted spot of honor on the Oops Board. I supposed that had helped get people to try it.

      I made a couple of divots in the saucy mixture with the back of a large spoon, cracked a few eggs into a ramekin before managing to get two without broken yokes, and then gently poured an egg into each divot I’d made in the sauce. I then covered the pan and let the eggs stew while I pan toasted slices of baguette that Patty had made that morning. She’d already come and gone, working her magic so that she was ready to leave by the time I’d gotten downstairs. And let me tell you, there was nothing better than walking into the café’s kitchen, pre-dawn, to be greeted by the warm, yeasty smell of freshly baked bread. It was heaven.

      As soon as the eggs were done, I carried them and a generous portion of the surrounding sauce and veggies out to the customer sitting at the bar who had ordered them. Jonathan had three different types of pancakes cooking on the grill for three different orders. Word about his pancakes was slowly spreading, and the café’s morning crowd had slowly grown. It was one of my best earning times. Those early morning hours—when everything came together in the best way possible—were the times when I had the greatest sense that the café could really and truly become a success.

      “Boss, mind taking this plate down to Joel?”

      Joel!

      The memory of his distorted image from the traffic light camera filled my mind. He’d been there for the aftermath of that car trying to run me down.

      I eagerly took the plate of blueberry and walnut pancakes plus sausage on the side from Jonathan and then spotted Joel sitting at the end of the bar on the stool nearest the café’s front door.

      “This too, boss.” Jonathan handed over a condiment bowl full of a mixture of warm maple syrup, butter and a splash of bourbon.

      I barely made it to where Joel sat without sampling his breakfast myself. If he’d ordered bacon instead of sausage, I’d have been a goner.

      I put the plates down in front of Joel. “Want me to freshen your coffee?”

      “Yeah, that’d be great.”

      I topped him off, then returned to stand in front of him after putting the coffee pot back on its heating pad. I wasn’t sure why, but things felt awkward. They’d never felt awkward before.

      Best to dive right in. “I had a bit of a scare last night.”

      Joel paused mid-pour of his maple syrup over his pancakes. I was sure that there was a moment of indecision in his eyes. “What happened?” he asked.

      My heart fell. He didn’t know that I knew he’d been there when the car had taken a go at me, and he wasn’t volunteering the information. I wanted to slink back to the kitchen and have a pity-party for one, but I had to forge on with the conversation.

      “I was right out front of the café, stepped off the curb, and a car almost hit me.” My fingers played with the edges of a napkin. “It was, uh, a little after eight last night.” I just couldn’t leave it alone. I had to poke at his thin veil of not telling me what I already knew. I couldn’t stand that he was keeping something like that from me. He was a man of words, for Pete’s sake. He should be describing what happened to me with more detail than I could do myself.

      “Oh, wow! Were you okay?” Joel’s expression of surprise and concern was flawless. I was getting madder by the second.

      I crossed my arms, tapped my foot and glared at him. “I don’t know, Joel. Was I okay?” Boom! That’s right. I said it.

      A slow, cheeky smile stretched Joel’s lips and his boyish eyes twinkled. “If you knew I was there, why’d you play coy?”

      “I should ask the same, thank you very much.” Indignant—that was my name. Kylie Indignant Berry.

      “How’d you figure it out?” he asked.

      I twirled my finger in the air. “Zoey saw you.”

      “Ahhh, her ol’ eye in the sky trick. Were you able to get a license plate?”

      Wow, he was going to sweep right past the elephant in the room. “Why did you act like you weren’t there?” I wasn’t able to keep the hurt out of my voice. I was surprised when I saw that hurt mirrored in Joel’s eyes.

      “Your ex is still in love with you.”

      My head jerked back. I’d give him credit, Joel did not pull his punch. I knew that what he’d said wasn’t designed to hurt me, but the things that Dan had done to me couldn’t be called love. He’d cheated on me with more women than I had fingers and toes to count, and when I left him after I’d found out, he’d done his best to leave me destitute. I’d been living in a women’s shelter prior to moving down to Camden Falls and taking over the café.

      I was still trying to think of how to respond when Joel spoke again.

      “You two, you have this chemistry…” he said. “It really made me think. I’m not sure you two are done with each other.”

      The words that came out of my mouth next surprised even me. “I had a really great marriage, and I loved every second of it. Dan was a fantastic husband, you know, when he was with me, in front of my face and accountable. He was my best friend, and we were good together. And even more than that, I was happy. Really, really happy. I thought that if there was anyone in the world whom I could trust without a doubt, someone who would always, always, always, have my back, that it was him. He was the center of my universe.”

      Joel’s gaze fell to his plate and his big shoulders seemed heavy.

      “But then he lied to me, abused my trust, destroyed the sanctity of our vows—vows I had believed in—and stripped away everything that I had believed about my life. And when I left him… when I left him”—my voice cracked—“he did everything he could do to take away any chance I had at being able to have a good life without him.”

      Joel’s eyes were back on me.

      “He will never be the person I call my love again. Never.”

      Joel smiled. He even got a dimple in one cheek. “I know that I shouldn’t be happy about Dan being such a cad”—his hand reached for mine to cradle my fingers in his palm—“but I am. You’re quickly becoming one of the best things about my life, Kylie.”

      I wanted to sigh. I wanted to lean across the counter and place a kiss right on his lips, but the murmur and jostle of the line of people next to him kept my feet firmly on the floor. But I did let myself lose myself in his honey brown eyes, and I laced my fingers with his.

      “Aw, to heck with it,” I finally said.

      I leaned across the counter. There was no way I could reach him on my own, and Joel didn’t leave me hanging. He met me more than halfway in a soft and tender kiss that curled my toes. It wasn’t a kiss that would have looked like much to someone else, but it made my heart go pitter-patter.
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      “Are you sure it’s okay?” I asked Jonathan. The breakfast rush had barely finished. We had all the fixins ready to make Reuben sandwiches for lunch, and I was going to be leaving Jonathan on his own to handle all of it. He’d have Melanie to work the dining room, but it would still be a tremendous amount of work to tackle in the kitchen. I’d try to make it back in time to help, but it was hard to gauge how things would go. These murder investigations of mine had a way of taking on a life of their own.

      “I’m good, boss. You go do what you gotta do.” He paused, his expression becoming momentarily stricken. “But then I gotta leave right after lunch. I’m so sorry, boss.” He looked like he’d just told me that my house had burned down and that it was his fault.

      I rubbed Jonathan’s arm in consolation. “Hey, you’ve been my rock. We all have life stuff to juggle.”

      He nodded sagely with a look that said he’d never heard truer words.

      I didn’t know what challenges had been thrown at him, but whatever they were, I hoped that he was doing okay. I’d give it another day or two and then see if I could get him to open up about them. Maybe there was something I could do. If there was, I didn’t want to miss the opportunity to help the man who had made managing the café a dream and instead of a nightmare.

      Leaving everything in Jonathan’s capable hands, I headed over to Zoey’s. There, I found Brad pacing back and forth in front of her door. It was one of the few times I’d seen him out of uniform. He was wearing sneakers, jeans and an untucked blue button-up.

      The man knew how to make casual work for him. If he’d struck a pose, he could have been on the cover of GQ magazine. Yet, he seemed completely clueless as to how devastatingly gorgeous he really was.

      “What are you doing out here? Did you knock?” I asked. We’d decided to meet at Zoey’s for a quick plan powwow before heading out. Brad had the day off, and he’d wanted to have some hands-on involvement in figuring out who had killed Hank.

      At first, I’d considered sticking to my original declaration that he couldn’t be actively involved in the investigation, but then I thought better. If I didn’t let him do some investigating with me, he might feel pushed to desperation and investigate on his own. That could muddy the waters by having too many people questioning suspects and witnesses. So I decided it was better for him to work with me instead of risk the alternative.

      “No, no way am I going in there by myself. That woman, she’s crazy. You know that, right?” Brad didn’t have a very high opinion of Zoey. Or rather, he had a very high opinion of her, just not the type of opinion that was particularly flattering.

      I scowled at him, tried to ignore that I was standing next to someone who could be successful as an underwear model, and knocked on Zoey’s door.

      No answer.

      I scowled again, this time with concern. Zoey knew we were coming. Brad had texted me in the middle of the night to say he wanted in on the investigation today. I’d texted Zoey two minutes later and had gotten a reply one second after that. She was in.

      Brad reached over my shoulder and pounded on her door with the side of his fist. That earned him another scowl from me.

      “You’ll bother her neighbors knocking that loud,” I whisper hissed.

      Brad gave me a look that said, “What?”, shrugged and shoved his hands into his front pockets. “Her neighbors would think nothing of it. I guarantee that they all already know she’s a sociopath. She’s probably got people over here banging on her door every hour of the night and day. And if people don’t know how dangerous she is, they should. There’s got to be someone willing to warn her neighbors about her. Someone has to be willing to put it out there for the sake of the innocent. They have a right to know. They do.”

      I worried about Brad sometimes. His connection with reality seemed to snap in two on all issues relating to Zoey. If I told him that she was the love child of a princess and a ninja assassin, I was pretty sure he’d believe me.

      I eyeballed him. “You haven’t done anything weird like put up some conspiracy theory website about her, have you?”

      “No!” he exclaimed… right before he looked at the ground and shuffled his feet.

      Oh my gosh, he had.

      “Brad, she’ll kill you if she finds out!”

      The door pulled open to reveal a bleary-eyed Zoey. Her usually fierce eyeliner had taken on a raccoon look and her hair seemed to have been the recent home to a rat. “Kill him if I find out what?” she asked before covering her mouth to hide a yawn.

      “Ohhhh! You’re so cute!” She was wearing Snoopy flannel pajamas and was barefoot. For once she wasn’t taller than me!

      “Shut up and come in.” She left the door standing open as she disappeared into the body of her apartment. I followed her in and Brad reluctantly trailed behind. As for Zoey, she curled up into a tiny ball on one of her huge floor pillows. With her eyes closed and looking ready to fall asleep, she said, “Talk.”

      I plopped down on the other huge floor pillow, and Brad sat down next to me. I did my best not to smile like a giddy schoolgirl when he slipped an arm around my back and hip.

      “We need to figure out who to investigate next,” I said. I was quickly figuring out that Zoey wasn’t going to be up to going with us. She’d apparently had a super late night.

      “Hohani,” Zoey mumbled.

      “Huh?”

      She tried again. “Hot Hannah.”

      I thought about it, then pulled my notebook out of my purse. I flipped it open to the page where I’d made notes about our conversation with Hannah at the gym. Other than providing a description about how scarily intimidating the woman was, the page was almost blank. We’d learned nothing from her, not directly. There had been the sparring sign-in sheet with her and Hank’s names listed right there for all the world to see, but she hadn’t pointed it out. Zoey and I had spotted that tidbit on our own.

      “Have you talked to the business partner yet?” Brad asked. “Following the money is always a good direction to go.”

      I flipped a few pages in my notebook. “Pete Hanley. They owned an online exercise equipment business together. Andy, the assistant manager at the gym, said he heard Hank and Pete arguing in the locker room.”

      “Erryone argued in there,” Zoey mumbled.

      “What about Clive?” He was the gym trainer, and he’d resented Hank for his perfect body and the attention he’d gotten from people wanting to learn about fitness. We’d seen him in the videos in the week leading up to Hank’s death but hadn’t seen him the day before or day of Hank’s death. He could have poisoned Hank and then made himself scarce.

      “Noddim,” Zoey said.

      “Not him?” I was getting better at interpreting sleepy Zoey. “Why not?”

      Zoey opened her eyes and gained an ounce of focus. “Hospital. In traction as John Doe. Been there two days. Run over by a logging team of horses. Training running up a mountain, spooked the team. Didn’t have ID on him.” Her eyes drifted closed again, and a sound similar to a snore came out of her. Then she mumbled, “Faregnition.”

      “Whoa,” I said in awe. I interpreted her last word as “face recognition.” Her computer must have dug up where Clive was. I still thought he was a suspect. He could have spiked Hank’s nutrition powder before getting trampled, but I was definitely tagging him as unlikely.

      “Who else do you have on your list?” Brad asked.

      I checked my notebook, but the only other suspect we hadn’t talked to yet was Samantha, Brad’s sister. She’d been Hank’s girlfriend. “That’s everyone,” I said, flipping the notebook shut. I would eventually talk to Samantha but not while Brad was around.

      I decided to change the topic. “Did you get a chance to look at the toxicology report?” I asked Brad.

      “Yeah, I did. It’s confirmed. Hank was poisoned. Somebody fed him a massive dose of anticoagulant.”

      “What? Something to keep his blood from clotting?”

      “Yeah, exactly. The guy bled out on the inside.”

      I sucked in a breath. “The bruises!”

      Zoey opened her eyes. “He sparred with Hannah that morning. She probably whaled on him.”

      If what we saw her doing to that other poor guy was any indication, Zoey was right. Hannah hadn’t pulled any of her punches or kicks.

      “So that killed him…” Hannah had killed him. My brain continued to churn. “Did the coroner say whether or not Hank would have died from the anticoagulant no matter what?”

      “You mean like if he hadn’t gotten beaten up?” Brad asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Brad thought a moment. “I can’t recall the exact words used on the toxicology report, but when I read them I understood them to mean that the dose was a lethal dose with no reference to activity. That makes me think that Hank was a goner even if he’d laid down and taken a nap.”

      “Then Hannah beating him up probably just sped up the inevitable?” I asked.

      “Yeah, that’s what I think.”

      That meant that while Hannah was the one to hammer the final nail into Hank’s coffin, she wasn’t the one who actually put him in that coffin. Somebody else did, and that meant that somebody else was the killer.

      I shook my head. Something was wrong with that logic. I could feel it.

      “Okay,” I said. “What if Hannah poisoned him knowing that she would finish him off during their sparring session?”

      “The gun and the bullet,” Brad said, nodding. “I can see that.”

      Hannah was definitely still a suspect.

      “All right,” I said, “I vote we go talk to Hannah again. We didn’t get anything out of her last time. She got mad and indignant, but she didn’t give us any information we could use to either clear her name or prove that she did it.”

      Brad got up and offered me a hand.

      “You staying here?” I asked Zoey.

      She mumbled something unintelligible and then stretched out on her belly with one knee raised and her forearm draped over her head.

      Brad and I let ourselves out, and I locked the door before closing it. We headed to the back of Zoey’s building and got in Brad’s car. We then went by the gym, but Andy told us that Hannah hadn’t been in that morning. He said we might be able to catch her at work and told us she was a realtor working out of an office on Summit Street.

      Stepping out of the gym, I asked, “Have they tested Hank’s nutrition supplement yet?”

      “They’re working on it. I heard Detective Gregson is hoping to get news on it today. Since they know what poison they’re looking for, it should be pretty quick for the lab to determine if Hank’s supplement was spiked.”

      I turned my head away to hide my grimace at the mention of Detective Gregson’s name. Our last encounter had left me unnerved. Of course, all of our encounters had left me feeling that way. But our last encounter had left me both unnerved and perplexed. He’d called me Maggie…

      I forced myself to focus on the moment I was in. “Yancy’s Ground Up is down here at the end of the gym. According to the surveillance video that Zoey was able to pull from the bank across the street, Hank stopped there almost every day. Wanna check it out?”

      Brad shook his head. “No need. Chances are the nutrition powder was spiked. You guys said he’d dip into that and drink it several times a day, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s what the gym manager told us. He’d add some of the supplement to whatever he was drinking.”

      “If that’s what happened, Hank could have been dosing himself with the poison for a day or two before it reached a lethal dose. That makes more sense to me than Yancy’s slipping in one or two big doses whenever he stopped by. But if the nutrition powder turns out clean, we’ll know to circle back to Yancy’s.”

      That explanation worked for me, and it was a huge relief. Hank being poisoned by someone at Yancy’s would mean opening ourselves up to a lot more suspects.

      Fifteen minutes later, Brad and I were in Greenier’s Realty. We’d asked to see Hannah when we came in and were told to wait while she finished with a client.

      We sat, and I once again found myself sitting next to Brad with his arm around me.

      “Brad, what made you decide to investigate? What if you get caught?” He’d told me he was at risk for being suspended or possibly even fired if he didn’t stay away from the case.

      Brad shrugged. “I can get another job. Can’t get another sister.”

      That was a good answer, one that said a lot about where Brad put his priorities.

      I snuggled into his shoulder and was rewarded by a kiss on the top of my head. Our closeness didn’t last long, though. I straightened up as soon as Hannah came into view. She really was a striking beauty—literally and figuratively. She was wearing a gray pencil skirt with a slit up one thigh that opened and closed as she walked. Her blouse was a sheer cream gauze with a solid cream shell beneath. Her shiny blonde hair perfectly framed her face and bounced with loose curls around her shoulders. She wore only a little makeup, but what she did wear artfully accentuated her natural beauty rather than covered anything up.

      Going by looks alone, she was the one who belonged next to Brad. Not me. I felt downright mousy in comparison. I tried to ignore how uneasy that made me feel, and I did my best not to compensate by inching closer to Brad—even when she flashed him with her dazzling smile.

      “Hi, Hannah,” I said, giving a small wave. Her gaze shifted to me, and her smile instantly fell. She hadn’t even noticed me until I’d said something.

      Her gaze turned venomous, but then flashed with the conflicting need to please when she shifted her gaze back to Brad.

      She folded her hands before her and focused on Brad. Her focus was so intense that I got the feeling that she was purposefully excluding me. She was also smiling again, this time more pleasant than dazzling. “What can I help you with?”

      “We’d like to talk to you about Hank,” I said. I might as well have been a ghost. Hannah gave no indication that she’d heard me speak.

      Brad looked at me and then at Hannah. “What she said,” he said and pointed a finger at me.

      I could have hugged and kissed him for that.

      Hannah blinked. I could tell that Brad’s refusal to play along with her snub had put a chip in the icy wall she’d erected between her and me. Yet, when she answered, she spoke to Brad and only Brad. “I’ve already spoken to the police about Hank. They’ve taken my statement, and I have nothing else to say.”

      My internal lie detector went wild. What she’d said didn’t track with what I knew about the events to date. “You ran out of the gym before the police got a chance to talk to you,” I challenged. As far as I knew, the gym didn’t become a part of the police’s investigation until after we tipped them off about Hank’s nutrition powder. That had been just yesterday, and Hannah had stormed out of the gym after Zoey and I had tried to talk to her. The police didn’t get the chance to talk to her at the gym, and I doubted they’d gotten around to tracking her down at home or work. “You haven’t spoken to the police at all.”

      Hannah’s smile faltered again. She finally looked at me, right at me. “What do you know about anything?”

      I’m sure she’d meant it as a rhetorical question, but I answered anyway. On top of that, I raised my voice so that anyone within easy earshot would hear. “I know you were obsessed with Hank.”

      Panicked, Hannah looked quickly around her. No one else was in sight. “Keep your voice down,” she hissed. “I work with these people.”

      Exactly…

      “I know that,” I said in an even slightly louder voice than I’d used before. “Now, what were you saying about Hank?” If she didn’t start talking, I was going to start making stuff up. I’d have all her coworkers gossiping about her and wondering for themselves what connection Hannah had to a murdered man.

      Anger had Hannah baring her gritted teeth. She grabbed my arm with a force that brought instant (but unshed) tears to my eyes, and marched me out the realtor’s door. But she didn’t stop there. She dragged me into the nearby parking lot, a good twenty feet away from the door. When she let go, I was sure there’d be a bruised outline of where her hand had been.

      The one thing she hadn’t done was hit me. That fact was not lost on me. Of course, Brad was nearby and having a witness might have deterred her.

      As for Brad, I was a little surprised that he didn’t intervene on my behalf. But I hadn’t done anything to show distress, and I supposed that, just like me, Brad wanted to see how far Hannah was willing to take her physical outburst.

      “Do you think this is some game?” she asked, seething.

      “I don’t know,” I said, nonchalantly. “Do you think that murdering men is a game?”

      “What are you talking about? I didn’t murder anyone!”

      I shook my head. “I don’t believe you.”

      Hannah calmed into a deadly stillness and stepped within an inch of me. “I don’t care if you believe me or not. You’re nobody.”

      Brad cleared his throat. When Hannah and I both looked his way, I saw that he’d taken his badge out of his pocket and was holding it down near his hip. “What about me? You care what I think?”

      Hannah backed away from me but never took her eyes off of Brad’s badge. She shook her head. “I didn’t kill him.”

      “Why?” Brad asked. “Why wouldn’t you have killed him?”

      Hannah threw her hands up, exasperated. When she spoke, her voice was full of sarcasm. “I don’t know. Because I’m not a killer?”

      “That reason doesn’t do anything for me,” Brad said. “You know how many people kill because they think of themselves as killers? Not very many. So why don’t you give it another try. Why wouldn’t you have killed Hank?”

      “It’s none of your business!”

      “Okay, okay,” Brad said. “I’ll fill in the blanks for you. You killed Hank because you wanted all of his attention for yourself but he wouldn’t give it to you.”

      “No!”

      “Or maybe it was because he’d found something out about you that you didn’t want anyone else to know.”

      “Stop it!”

      “Or maybe it was because he was a man and it was Freud and that whole penis envy thing.”

      “You’re insane!”

      “Don’t matter if I’m insane or not. It matters whether or not I can get the District Attorney to believe in my reasoning. You killed Hank. We already know that. You killed Hank. All that’s left to do is to come up with a reasonable motive, one that a jury could get behind.”

      “What are you talking about? I told you, I didn’t kill Hank!” Her voice had become pinched as worry started to override her bluster.

      “Ahhh, but you did. You beat him to death. We’ve already determined that. It’s fact. Not up for debate. You killed Hank.”

      Hannah’s eyes were as big as saucers as she stared at Brad. “No,” she said weakly. “No… No.” Huge tears fell down her cheeks. “No.”

      She was stuck in a loop of disbelief.

      “Hannah,” I said gently and stepped forward to take her hand in mine. She switched her pleading attention from Brad to me, and for the first time I didn’t see contempt on her face when she looked at me. “Something terrible was done to Hank. When you sparred with him, it damaged his body in ways he couldn’t recover from.”

      Hannah’s hand slipped from mine as she backed away. She covered her mouth and her strangled, almost silent scream as she crumpled to her knees. “Nooo, noooo,” she said over and over, shaking her head back and forth.

      She was either a world-class actor or she was innocent.

      She didn’t bother to try to hide her face as she wept. “I wanted a baby.”

      “Huh?” I said it more out of surprise than to her.

      “We’d wanted a baby,” she cried.

      Brad squatted in front of her. “You and Hank wanted a baby?” Brad asked gently.

      “No.” She shook her head as she rocked back and forth. “Angelica and me, we wanted a baby. Hank said he’d help us.”

      Ooooh!

      “Hannah, who’s Angelica?” Brad asked.

      “My partner. We’re getting married next month.”

      Suddenly the whispered exchanges and obsessive looks that Andy had mentioned she’d given Hank made sense.

      I knelt down next to Brad in front of her.

      “Hannah, how long did it take for Hank to give you an answer after you asked him if he’d help you have a baby?”

      Looking defeated, Hannah shrugged and shook her head. “A few weeks?”

      Waiting so long to find out something so important must have been terrible.

      Brad spoke next. “And Hank said he’d help give you a baby?”

      Hannah nodded.

      “And, uh, had he started helping yet?”

      I guessed that was one way to put it.

      Hannah shook her head. “No. We had an appointment at the doctor’s scheduled. We were still working out details.”

      “What was the doctor’s name?” Brad asked.

      Hannah told us, and I grabbed my notebook and jotted the name down. Because of privacy issues, I doubted I’d be able to confirm that any appointments had been made with the doctor, but Brad might be able to work the tidbit into the investigation that Detective Gregson was running.

      Brad helped Hannah to her feet, and she swiped at her eyes to clear away her tears. Then she reached for Brad’s hands again. “We still need help,” she said as she looked soulfully into Brad’s eyes. “Angelica and I would be wonderful mothers. We’d give the child the best life we could.”

      All righty then…

      “Brad,” I said hurriedly in a voice that was a full octave higher than my normal. I’d had no idea what I was going to say next. I just knew that I didn’t want that particular conversation to go on one second longer. Call it jealousy. Call it selfishness or insecurity. Call it anything you want. I needed Brad to leave with me and leave now.

      And that gave me another thought. What if Samantha—Hank’s girlfriend—had known about Hannah’s request? What if her reaction had been like mine? Maybe she hadn’t wanted to share Hank, not even his DNA. And what if she’d voiced her concerns and he’d dismissed them? Would it have caused an emotional wound in her that would have made her want to kill Hank in order to get her way?

      Or what if Hank was secretly rich? If he had a child with Hannah, would that knock someone out of an inheritance?

      There were so many things to consider, but the one fact that I was now sure of was that Hannah had not knowingly or willing caused Hank any permanent harm. She was innocent.

      I gave a head nod to Brad that I wanted to leave. He took the hint. He gave Hannah a consolatory pat on the shoulder and turned to go.

      “Wait!” Hannah cried after us.

      Brad stopped and turned back, and I hung my head in frustration. Hannah wasn’t accepting a non-answer to her inferred yet unasked question: would Brad be the sperm donor for her baby?

      I hated to do it, but I turned back, too.

      “Hank slept with Ellen.”

      Ohhh, again! Hannah definitely knew how to take left turns during a conversation.

      “Vic’s wife?” I asked just to be clear we were talking about the same Ellen. Hannah nodded yes. “Do you know that for a fact?”

      Hannah hedged with a side shoulder lift and a side nod. “I think so. Something changed between the two of them. Call it women’s intuition, but they got a lot closer real fast.” Her voice got softer. “It’s what got me worried that Hank was going to back out of our agreement. I figured Ellen wasn’t wanting Hank to go through with it.” Her eyes flicked toward me, and that was all it took to fill me with shame for my own reaction to her interest in Brad for the same purpose.

      “Can you think of anything else that might help us?” Brad asked.

      Hannah shook her head. “No, that’s it.”

      I gave her my cell phone number in case she thought of anything else, and then we left—with my hand slipped into Brad’s as we walked away.
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      We made it back to the café about thirty minutes into the lunch rush. I jumped headfirst into helping Jonathan, and Brad camped out at a spot out of the way on top of one of the kitchen’s stainless steel stools. He stole shreds of coleslaw and a pickle off a plate being prepared to serve until I slid a Reuben sandwich with all the fixings in front of him.

      Before the lunch rush was even done, Jonathan started looking anxiously at the clock. Whatever life matter was pressing on him, it was worrying him hard.

      “I’ve got this,” I told him.

      “You sure, boss?”

      “Yeah, you take off. Wanna take a couple or three Reubens for the road?”

      “Great idea, boss!” He fixed the sandwiches and I wrapped them up with all extra yummies on the side.

      “That guy’s great,” Brad said after Jonathan had gone. “Whatever you’re paying him, you should double it. He works like a fiend.”

      Hearing Brad’s description of why Jonathan was so indispensable to me made my stomach knot. And he was right. I did need to talk to Jonathan about a raise. He’d earned it. Actually, he’d more than earned it. His skills in the kitchen had grown the café’s bottom line by increasing the number of customers who regularly came through the door. But sadly, I suspected that whatever life challenge Jonathan was facing couldn’t be solved with the type of paltry raise I could throw at him.

      But there was no time to think about any of that now. I had to take care of some cleanup, figure out what to serve for dinner, and then begin the prep.

      I got to work.

      “What are you doing?” Brad asked. “You haven’t even eaten. I bet you didn’t eat any breakfast either.”

      I had to stop and think. “I had scrambled eggs,” I said, then paused, frowning. “No, that was yesterday.” What I’d had for breakfast this morning was coffee with some more coffee.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You had nothin’.” He got up from his stool. “I’m making you lunch, and you’re going to eat all of it. I’ve watched you and your 60s flower-power buddy do it enough times. I’ll make you a Reuben.”

      I didn’t realize how much my feet hurt until I sat down. I clasped my hands together then stretched my arms high over my head and arched my back, popping my spine in several places.

      “Whoa,” Brad laughed and smiled. “I heard that from here. You need some oil on them joints or you’ll wear them out.”

      “I’m not a car,” I said, teasing him back.

      Brad stepped close and slid the finished Reuben in front of me, complete with pickle and coleslaw on the side. If a voice could be said to sound like a bedroom, his did. “No, you’re not a car, but you still need fuel.”

      When he leaned in for a kiss, I didn’t stop him. Instead, I kissed him back. It was slow and tender, and it made me want more. Yet when Brad pulled away—a sly smile on his face—I didn’t stop him from doing that either. I might have wanted more, but I wasn’t ready for more.

      “Eat,” Brad ordered before turning away and heading for the pantry. “You got any potato chips in this place? A good Reuben needs some potato chips.” To my surprise, he managed to find some, and he added them to my plate before picking a few off for himself.

      He leaned his back against the counter and crossed one foot over the other. “I can’t believe you do this every day, day in and day out. It’s a lot. You ever get tired of it? Burned out?”

      “Mmm.” I’d taken a huge bite of my sandwich and swallowed it down before answering. Hunger had made it one of the best sandwiches I’d ever had. “I can’t believe you do what you do every day, day in and day out, dealing with the worst moments in people’s lives. You ever get tired of that? Burned out?”

      He flashed me his brilliant smile and stole another potato chip. “I asked you first.”

      I smiled. “This is all still kind of fun to me, to tell the truth. Don’t get me wrong. It’s hard. Real hard. And the hours are sooo long, but it’s still really new to me, so it feels more like an adventure than being trapped on a hamster wheel.” I took another bite before I thought and then covered my mouth to mumble out, “Now you.”

      Brad’s eyes seemed to age a little as he thought. “Yeah, it’s hard. It is that, but it’s great, too. Yeah, I see people when they’re at their worst or, you know, their most messed up, but there’s other times when I get to see people at their strongest. And, well, I like getting to help people. I like taking somebody’s worst moment and doing something—anything—to help them. Makes me feel better. I can’t stop the world from being crazy, but I can make living in it a little better for some.” He shrugged and stole another chip. “I figure it’s better than nothin’.”

      Brad was a good man. A genuinely good man who wanted to do good things, not just think about doing good things. I felt like I was looking at a unicorn.

      And that unicorn was standing in a very messy kitchen…

      I gulped down the last of my sandwich, then got up and got back to work. I stacked dirty bowls, pans, plates and glasses in the sink, washed some by hand and put others in the industrial sized washing machine. Brad rolled up his sleeves and helped. The silence between us was comfortable and companionable. Being with him was like sitting in a favorite chair with a favorite afghan, a cup of cocoa and an amazing book on a cold winter evening. It felt right.

      “So how are things going with you and Dan?” Brad asked. The question jolted me out of my happy place.

      “In what way?” I asked.

      “In the way that a man still in love with his ex-wife wants to get back together with her.”

      Wow… Brad was not shy about getting right to the core of his question. It left my head reeling.

      “Brad, Dan’s not in love with me.”

      Brad gave a disbelieving snort-laugh. Then he looked at me. His smile fell. “Oh! You really believe that.”

      “It’s the truth,” I said.

      “Honey, a lot of things are the truth, but thinking Dan isn’t still in love with you is delusional.”

      “What makes you think he’s still in love with me?”

      “He’s in town, all the way down from Chicago.”

      “He’s got family here.”

      “Word is that his business isn’t going well. He came to visit family while his business is struggling?”

      I hesitated. Brad had a point. I wasn’t sure there was anything in life more important to Dan than his company. “He’s been calling trying to get my help on some business matters but I haven’t been willing to talk to him. He came down to hire me in person for a consultation.” I didn’t know if that was the only reason he’d come to town, but it made sense.

      “And he needed to hire you because there weren’t any other specialists in the whole of Chicago who could help him?”

      I puzzled over what Brad had said as I handed him a pan I’d just washed. He rinsed it and put it in the drain. Brad was right. There were consultants in Chicago who could help Dan turn things around. He hadn’t scrimped on what he was willing to pay me for our short consultation, so I didn’t think that coming to me was purely a matter of pinching pennies. In addition to that, coming down to Camden Falls to get my advice actually took him away from the daily operations of his company. That couldn’t be a good thing, not while it was struggling.

      Could it be that Dan cared more about me than he did his company?

      The whole world shifted on its axis, suddenly becoming something slightly different than it had been a moment before. If you’d asked me while I was married if Dan cared more about me than the company, I would have answered with a definite yes. But after we split up, he’d unequivocally proven to me that I meant next to nothing to him.

      The things I knew about him, the company, and me simply weren’t adding up. I no longer knew what to believe. But that was okay. In the end, it really didn’t matter how Dan felt about me because I was done with him. Whether he wanted me back or didn’t want me back, nothing changed for me. We were done.

      “I’m not sure why Dan is in town, I just know that it doesn’t really matter. Not really. Dan and me, there’s only a past. There’s no future. None. Someday he’ll just become that guy I was married to once upon a time.” It caused an ache in my heart to say that, but I had to trust that it was true.

      Brad had asked me an uncomfortable question. Not to be mean, but he had. It was time for me to do the same. “How do you feel about me and Joel?” I handed him over another pan to rinse.

      “What about you and Joel?”

      He wasn’t going to make this easy for me.

      “Well, he, uh, likes me.”

      “Do you like him?”

      Big pregnant pause. I knew the answer. I just felt weird admitting it to Brad. I really, really liked Brad, and I didn’t want to do or say anything to jeopardize what was developing between us. But that didn’t change the feelings I was developing for Joel.

      Brad hip bumped me. “Do you?” he asked again.

      I started my answer with a simple nod but eventually worked up the courage to say it as well. “I do like him. I, uh, like you, too. I like you both.”

      My heart beat unevenly in my chest as I wondered if Brad would walk out and be done with me. Instead, he kissed the top of my head.

      “I like you, too, Berry.”

      I waited for him to say something more, something about Joel, but it never came. Eventually I relaxed, and then I teased. I gave Brad a hip pump and then smiled at him as I handed him a large mixing bowl.

      Inside I reached a new level of security with Brad. He wasn’t the magic genie who was going to disappear in a puff of smoke. He was here, in my life, and it looked like he was prepared to stay a while.

      My mind drifted to other things—to being almost run over by a car, to narrowing my list of suspects, a list that still included Samantha’s name. I wondered if Brad would still be in my life if I discovered that Samantha was indeed Hank’s killer.

      “Brad, you said that the poison used to kill Hank was identified as an anticoagulant.”

      “Mmhm.”

      “Where does a person find an anticoagulant to kill someone with?”

      “Mmm. I’m sure there’s more ways to get it than this, but the two sources that come to my mind are medicine and rat poison.”

      Wow… One source designed to heal and the other one designed to kill. If rat poison provided a dose of anticoagulant that was meant to kill, that would make it the easier source. I imagined a person would have to dose Hank with a lot of medicine to get the same effect.

      “I think we must be on the right track for catching Hank’s killer,” Brad said. “I got a call last night from an unlisted number. They said to stop investigating.”

      That was new! “Was it a man or a woman?”

      “Couldn’t tell. They were using a voice distorter. They kept the call short.”

      “Did they threaten?”

      “They just said to stop ‘or else.’”

      That was pretty vague. Stop or else I’ll buy you a hot fudge sundae? Stop or else I’ll mow your lawn for you?

      “Were you able to trace it or anything like that?”

      “Naw, but I did tell Detective Gregson. I reassured him that I wasn’t doing any investigating and that I thought it was a prank call and not worth following up on.”

      “And Gregson believed that?”

      Brad shrugged. “Eh. He grunted and walked away. I left it at that.”

      “Detective Gregson, um, visited me here yesterday.”

      “Yeah, how’d that go?”

      “Terrifying. Infuriating, and then… weird,” I admitted.

      “Weird, how?”

      “He got super mad at me, grabbed me by the arm and started marching me out of the kitchen. I thought he was going to take me into the station again.” I felt Brad stiffen. He apparently didn’t like the description of Gregson manhandling me. My arm was still sore where he’d grabbed me. “He was raving mad, saying stuff… he called me Maggie.”

      Brad stopped rinsing the pot he had in his hands and fully turned to face me.

      “Maggie?”

      I stopped washing and turned to face him as well. “Yeah. He didn’t even know he’d done it. Then when I asked him about it, he just let my arm go and left.”

      Brad’s jaw clenched and unclenched. “I don’t know the whole story. Just rumors. Maggie was his wife.”

      Was… I remembered the faded band of skin on his finger where a wedding ring had recently been removed. “What happened?”

      “Word is that she was murdered a couple of years ago.” A jolt shot through me at hearing what had become of her. “He got called in on a dumpster murder of a Jane Doe prostitute. She’d been there a few days, and it took him several minutes to realize it was his wife.”

      I felt sick. I couldn’t imagine.

      Brad continued. “Things got messy after that. Rumor is that Gregson went vigilante, but no one could prove it. That was up in Louisville. They reassigned him down here after that.”

      “Put him out of the way, some place quiet,” I surmised.

      “Yep.”

      “Did he remarry?” I asked. There had to be an explanation for that missing wedding ring.

      “Not that I know of. He still wears his wedding ring from when he was married to Maggie.”

      I shook my head. “Not anymore. He’s taken it off.” I felt awkward asking this, but I did anyway. “Why was she prostituting herself?”

      “That’s the thing. She wasn’t. Well, I guess she could have been. Who knows where she drew the line? She was an investigative reporter, and she’d gone undercover to expose a sex trafficking ring.”

      I turned back to the sink and sank into my own thoughts. “And they killed her…” Why had he called me Maggie? Maybe I looked like her or reminded him of her. Gregson knew I’d been investigating some of Camden Falls’ recent murders. Maybe he was afraid I’d end up like Maggie. And maybe that made him mad. He sure did hate me.

      He’d taken every opportunity to show me just how much.

      Brad was talking again, and it took me doing a bit of mental gymnastics to catch up. “Pete’s our guy,” he said. Pete had been Hank’s business partner. “Follow the money, Berry. It’ll never steer you wrong.”

      But I thought about how jealous and possessive I’d felt when Hannah had insinuated that she’d like for Brad to become her baby daddy. Then I thought about Samantha and Hank. Hank had told Hannah yes, that he’d father her child, but maybe that was one yes that Samantha couldn’t accept.

      Love and hate were interesting bedfellows, but they were bedfellows that knew each other well. Unfortunately, that kept Samantha’s name at the top of my suspect list, written in great big block letters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      Dinner went well. I made steak with the option of a blue cheese crumble along with herb roasted new potatoes and sautéed zucchini. The new potatoes turned out too crunchy and the zucchini turned out too oily and mushy, but I nailed the steak. I listed the dinner on the Oops Board but priced it with only a slight discount.

      For dessert, I found an ice cream maker stuck in the back behind a mixer and a food processor. So, going out on a limb, I made peach and bourbon ice cream with candied pecans given some heat with a pinch of cayenne pepper. I burned the pecans and thought that the ice cream was going to turn out like a sweet, creamy alcoholic soup, but it turned out amazing. I served it at full price with some sea salt sprinkled on top.

      By the time eight-thirty rolled around, the dinner crowd thinned to a couple of customers and they had already been served. I made a few extra steaks and cut them into strips and gave Sam instructions on how to throw together a steak salad, if needed. There was still a little bit of ice cream left, and there was some chocolate chip cookie dough in the walk-in cooler that could be baked in a jiffy. I knew that he and the café would be fine without me. After all, he’d worked there a lot longer than I had!

      I then headed out to Zoey’s. I knocked on her door, and instead of being greeted by the blurry-eyed sleep monster who had faced Brad and me earlier that day, Zoey answered looking as fresh and rejuvenated as a morning person greeting the sun. As for me, I was already counting down the minutes to when I’d be able to go to bed.

      “Did you tell Brad the plan?” Zoey asked. She was wearing a shapeless orange tunic dress. On me, it would have looked like a dyed potato sack. On her, it was stunning. Her lids were lined with a dark smoky gray that accentuated the size of her eyes and made her look as though she had a secret to tell… that she wasn’t telling. And on her feet were black strappy sandals with a heel that made her several inches taller than me.

      I was wearing jeans, a green scoop-necked T and sneakers, but I might as well have been naked. Standing next to Zoey, no one was going to notice me.

      “I haven’t told him a thing. Did you set it up with Samantha?” I asked.

      “Yeah, she’s expecting us.”

      Zoey grabbed her purse, and we headed out. It was a twenty-minute drive to the short rows of townhouses that dotted the edge of town, right in front of the railroad tracks. Samantha was in the second townhouse of the first row that was closest to the road. Her stoop was clean and tidy with a welcome mat, and her door was adorned with a spring twig wreath filled with tiny white and yellow flowers.

      I knocked, and the door opened a moment later to reveal a slender, fit woman who I guessed to be in her early twenties. She had straight black hair that was longer in front than it was in back, and the strands that framed her face were dyed a silvery gray that made her pale blue eyes hauntingly beautiful. She was wearing a light blue short-sleeved men’s button-up shirt and black leggings.

      “Samantha?” I asked. I was sure it was but didn’t want to assume.

      She smiled and everything about her went from hinting at gothic to rainbows and daffodils. The effortless transformation was striking. “Yes, but call me Sam. Come on in.”

      We followed her through to her living room. Zoey and I sat on a couch sporting a fitted green tweed cover, and Samantha sat in a wicker rocking chair with one bare foot propped up on the chair with her.

      “Brad told me you’d be coming around to see me at some point,” Sam said. “But he said he’d be with you.”

      She stared down to where her fingers played with the hem of her shirt. Her shoulders were slumped and there was a distinct lack of joy about her.

      “Zoey and I thought it best if we came on our own. We figured sometimes it’s easier to talk to people you don’t know all that well than to people you’ve known all your life.”

      She glanced up with her large pale eyes and smiled. It seemed to be a smile given out of politeness rather than happiness.

      A thought struck me like a slap to the face. Sam was grieving, actually grieving, and seeing her made me realize what I hadn’t seen in anyone else. She had loved Hank.

      “We’re sorry for your loss,” I said, feeling foolish that I hadn’t said it sooner. I fought the urge to get up and leave. To be here now—to question her guilt or innocence in the wake of Hank’s death—felt ridiculously wrong.

      Sam bravely gave us another smile, but this time her lip trembled. “Thank you,” she whispered in a voice that did its best not to break.

      I glanced at Zoey and rubbed my palms on the thighs of my jeans. Being so close to someone in genuine pain transformed Hank from a deathly puzzle to be solved into a person with a rich life that now had a hole in it where he had once been.

      “Were you and Hank planning on getting married?” Zoey asked.

      Sam laughed. “We talked about getting married as often as we talked about breaking up.” She sobered and studied the hem of her shirt again. I wondered if it had been Hank’s shirt. It looked like it could have been, but I didn’t want to ask.

      “Why didn’t you break up?” I asked with a gentle, soft voice.

      Sam’s brows raised as she shook her head. “I don’t know. We… we weren’t ready to commit, but…” She leaned her head back, stared at the ceiling and blinked several times. She seemed to be fighting a flood of emotions trapped behind a dam of her own creation. She cleared her throat when she looked at us again. “We didn’t know how to give each other up.”

      “Did you want to give each other up?” I asked with as much gentleness as I could.

      “Yeah, I did. I did want to give him up.” A tear escaped down her cheek. She laughed without mirth. “He wanted his life to be his way, and I wanted my life to be my way. Neither of us wanted to compromise. Not being able to give him up made me feel trapped. It made me wonder who else I was missing out on, people who fit my ideas about life better than he did.”

      Zoey spoke up. She was direct but not harsh. “What did he want that was different than what you wanted?”

      Sam smiled with her lips but her eyes looked heartbroken. Her voice was breathy when she answered. “He wanted a wife.” She cleared her throat again. “He wanted a homemaker, someone to raise his children, someone to make his life… cozy.”

      “And what was he going to be doing while you did all that?” I asked.

      “He was going to be pursuing his dreams, his businesses, his independent ideals of who he wanted to be.”

      Ouch.

      “While you lived a life creating the other half of his vision, the part of his vision that he didn’t want to give any time or energy to creating…” I felt sick for her.

      Another tear slipped down her cheek as she nodded. Her eyes dropped to where she played with the hem of the shirt again, and her lips pulled downward into a trembling frown.

      Sam could have killed him. She could have done it in order to escape the trap her heart was holding her in.

      “Did Hank know that you didn’t want to spend your life doing what he wanted from a partner?”

      Sam nodded.

      “Do you know if he was looking for someone else who wanted to make that life for him?”

      Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. I guess he could have.”

      “But did he ever say he was or do anything that made you think he was?”

      “No.” She looked down again. “I went out on a few dates with someone else. Hank knew about it.”

      “He didn’t leave you?”

      She shook her head. “I think he hoped I’d get it out of my system and be happy making a life with him. He really was a great guy.”

      In her ever direct way, Zoey challenged her. “Just not a guy you wanted to play Holly Homemaker for.”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head.

      “What is the life you want?” I asked.

      She focused on me with an intense gaze. “I want to go to Tibet. I want to travel down the Amazon river. I want to go parasailing and travel halfway around the world on a sailboat. I want to take pictures and write books about the places I go, the things I see, and the people I meet.”

      “You don’t want children…”

      “No… at least not right now. Maybe when I’m fifty or something. Maybe once I’ve got more life experience to share. But not right now. No. I don’t even want a kitchen or an address. I just want to go.”

      “But that’s not what Hank wanted?”

      She shrugged. “I think that Hank would have loved doing all of that, but he didn’t want to make a life out of it. He wanted to be able to go home—to a home—when his travels were done. He wanted to have a home and a family to come back to.”

      “To have his cake and eat it too,” I said.

      “Yeah…”

      I knew that would have made me want to kill him.

      But I wasn’t Sam. She had loved Hank.

      Then again, people were killed every day by people who “loved” them.

      I hated to say it, but I wasn’t hearing anything from Sam that would make me feel sure that she didn’t kill Hank. She had a reason to want him out of her life. She wanted to break free of him so that she could move forward with living her own life.

      “Sam, what if Hank had been seeing someone else?”

      She laughed, looked up, and blinked tears from her eyes. “I would have been relieved. I’d have been crushed but happy, too.”

      “Not jealous? Even if he’d wanted to have a baby with them?”

      Sam focused on me again, and her expression darkened. “You’re talking about Hot Hannah, aren’t you? That skank.”

      Okay… Found some jealousy in her after all.

      Her anger continued to heat. “You know, you should take a close look at her. She didn’t want Hank’s baby. She wanted his money. I read over the contract she gave him. There was a clause that was referenced by a clause that had been referenced by another clause—three clause calls removed—that had said if she found herself without an income that he would assume financial responsibility for both her and the child until the child was twenty-five years old!”

      I heard the sound of tires screeching as my mental brakes locked into place. “What?”

      “Yeah! It was hidden in this contract that was written in legalese out the butt and fifty-five pages long. That woman saw him as a means to give up having to work while not being saddled with a binding marriage.”

      “What about Ellen?” I asked. Ellen had married Vic. That showed that she had been willing to be someone’s wife. Maybe what she wanted in life lined up with what Hank had wanted in life. That wouldn’t be a reason for Ellen to kill Hank; but maybe Sam’s inability to walk away from hank extended to her not being able to face him moving on with someone else.

      Sam’s anger seemed to ebb away, and she studied her hand again. “Ellen’s nice. I’m glad she got away from Vic. Vic’s an overbearing tool.”

      “Was there anything between Hank and Ellen?”

      Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, yeah, there was. They were friends. Hank would tell me about what was going on with Ellen. She’d been unhappy with Vic for a long time, but it’s like it hadn’t occurred to her that she could leave him. Vic had browbeaten her so much, had her thinking she was nothing. Hank co-signed an apartment lease so that she could get a place of her own and finally move out. He was like her cheerleader.”

      “Any chance that Hank might have gotten together with Ellen?”

      “While he and I were still together?” She shook her head. “Hank talked to me a lot. He shared what was going on in his life. He was great that way.” She stared blankly into space as she thought a moment. “Maybe they would have had a chance someday, if Ellen got her self-confidence back. Hank was great, supportive and all, but he wanted to be with someone he didn’t have to babysit. You know? He wanted to be with someone with a strong, independent mind who could make decisions without him… so that he wouldn’t have to be bothered with the daily stuff. He wanted someone who could manage the home side of life and all the decisions that went with it.” She shook her head. “Vic didn’t like Ellen making any decisions on her own. He hadn’t even let her have a checkbook.”

      Suddenly Dan was sounding like one of the best husbands ever. A truly shocking revelation. Holding me back or micromanaging me were things that Dan had never done.

      Zoey spoke up. “What can you tell us about his business partner, Pete?”

      She shrugged. “Pete’s okay. Pretty easy going, actually.”

      “Did Hank and Pete ever argue?” I asked.

      She frowned as she thought. “Sometimes. I think they’d started getting on each others’ nerves. Early on, their vision of what they wanted the online exercise equipment company to be was really in line with each other. But then the company started doing pretty good and Hank wanted to grow it. He was always looking at what his next two or three steps should be to get him to the next level of growth. He wanted to increase prices and offer specialty equipment, but I think Pete wanted to offer discounts and increase profit by increasing the number of sales.”

      She paused, looking like she had something more to say, so I stayed quiet to let silence drag it out of her. It worked.

      “I think that Hank was planning on using his buyout option to break their partnership. He was going to sell it to Pete, or if Pete didn’t have the funds, he was going to find someone else to buy out his half of the business. He was then going to take that money and sink it into another company.”

      “What kind?” I asked.

      “Nutrition supplements made from whole foods. Sustainable growing practices and all like that.”

      “Had you even seen the product?” Zoey asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” she said, hooking a thumb over her shoulder. “I’ve got five different formulas of the stuff in my cupboards right now. He was obsessing over it, figuring out which mixes he wanted to go with and which one to do most of his product launch focus on.”

      Maybe one of those was poisoned. Maybe it wasn’t the one at the gym.

      “Do you ever use them?” I asked.

      “About three or four times a day. They give a nice energy boost. Clean energy, not jittery, you know?”

      “How long have you been using them?”

      “Two or three months.”

      So maybe the supplements she had weren’t poisoned.

      “Who inherits?” Zoey asked.

      Sam went back to watching her hand as she played with the hem of the shirt again. “I do,” she mumbled. “Heard from his lawyer today. Everything goes to me.” She looked up. “I didn’t know he’d done that.”

      “Is it enough money to travel on?” I asked, my brain getting ahead of my mouth.

      Sam’s expression went flat. “It is,” she said. She lifted her chin defiantly. “If I lived simply, I’d never have to work again, at least not for a long time.”

      So, Hank’s death gave her freedom in two ways and not just one.

      I’d like to say that when we left I was able to mentally cross Sam off my list of suspects, but instead I drew a box around it with flashing arrows pointing at it.

      Brad’s sister was suspect number one.
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      “Hang on. I’m coming,” I said to Sage. She was at the bottom of the stairs leading from our apartment to the café’s kitchen. She was standing on her hind legs and reaching up to the door’s knob with her front paws. She was poking and slapping at it, trying to intimidate it into turning for her, but that wasn’t getting the job done. “Let me,” I said and turned the handle for her.

      With a chirpy mew, she bounced her way through the open doorway and into the kitchen. It was pre-dawn, and the first thing I did was get some coffee brewing. Jonathan arrived before I’d even poured my first cup, and we got to work.

      I made shakshuka again and was careful to use fewer tomatoes this time. But the sauce got too thick, I didn’t stir it enough and the bottom of the mixture scorched. I tried again from scratch but rushed it, and this time the potatoes turned out underdone and crunchy.

      It was destined to spend another day on the Oops Board.

      In contrast, Jonathan prepped the grill to make French toast. He even sliced and soaked the remaining peaches in bourbon, vanilla extract and brown sugar, which he gave a quick cook on the grill per order. When customers came in and sat at the bar, they got the opportunity to watch him make their breakfast from scratch.

      All of his food went on the full price board.

      Breakfast went smoothly and we prepped a hearty chicken chili to serve for lunch. It was a dish that would be easy for Jonathan to serve without me in case I didn’t make it back in time to help.

      “You’re sure it’s okay if I leave right after lunch again, boss?” Jonathan asked. He looked worried.

      “Of course!” It made my stomach hurt to tell him that, but it wasn’t like I had much choice. He was too valuable for me to lose. I’d take whatever hours he could give me.

      To my surprise, the shakshuka sold out with more orders for it than the day before. Of course, it didn’t compare to the number of orders for French toast that Jonathan got. He had people coming in just to get some to go, but that crowd had died down by the time I left.

      “Did you find out where Ellen works?” I asked Zoey as I climbed into her car. She’d parked and waited for me right outside the kitchen’s back door.

      “She works at an open-air market for fruits and vegetables out near the interstate.”

      “Nice!”

      “No,” Zoey said.

      “What?”

      “We’re going there to investigate, not add to your culinary demise.”

      “Hey! I resent that remark!”

      “You mean you resemble it,” she said, flashing me a brilliant smile with a wink.

      We got there less than twenty minutes later, and I marveled at the selection of produce. It wasn’t as pretty as what I could get at the grocery store, and it wasn’t as clean, but wow was it fresh.

      I picked up a bundle of radishes and smiled at the fresh dirt that dusted the small red bulbs. Then I scowled and narrowed my eyes at Zoey and her orders for me not to turn this into a shopping trip. So, trailing behind, I picked as I walked, loading up my arms with fresh butter lettuce, baby kale, sugar peas and eggplant.

      It was the eggplant that was my downfall. My eyes got too greedy. I loaded up five of the purple beauties on top of everything else I had in my arms.

      “Can I get you a basket, ma’am?” asked a young woman wearing a heavy green cotton apron.

      “No, no. I’m fine. Not really shopping.”

      She eyed all the stuff I had in my arms.

      “Just gonna grab one more,” I hoarse-whispered conspiratorially. I leaned back to provide a makeshift shelf for all the stuff that I was carrying while grabbing another eggplant. But the one I got caused another one of the stacked beauties to roll over the table’s raised wooden railing.

      “Oh! I’ve got it!” I proudly caught the runaway with my hip. From there, I’m not sure what happened. I guess I pressed too hard because I heard a click, and then when I shifted to try to maneuver the eggplant back up onto the table with all its siblings, the railing dropped forward on hinges and half of the table’s contents cascaded over me and onto the packed dirt floor. They bounced, tumbled and rolled everywhere.

      The girl standing next to me went stiff as a board and squeaked.

      I wanted to run away, but I was trapped in a sea of purple.

      Zoey waded in, took everything in my arms, laid it on the table, then took me by the hand and waded out. “You’re like Calamity Jane. How have you lived this long?”

      We found Ellen a few minutes later. She was working one of two registers at the far end of the market. She had shoulder-length, mousy brown hair and big, doe-like brown eyes. Her nose was small and turned upward at its tip, and her skin bore a warm tan. She wore no makeup that I could see, and I guessed her to be under twenty-five years old.

      She smiled, pleasant and bright, when we approached her, but confusion quickly set in when she saw that we’d picked out nothing to buy.

      “Are you Ellen, Vic’s ex-wife?” I asked.

      “His soon to be ex.” The look of confusion on her face intensified and mixed with concern. “Is something wrong?”

      I glanced around. The market had a few shoppers, but no one was heading our way to check out with their goods.

      “Do you have a few minutes?” I asked. “We could really use your help.”

      She perked up when I mentioned needing her help.

      “Oh, sure! What can I do to help you?” Her smile was back at full wattage, and her concern and confusion were gone.

      “We’d like to ask you about Hank,” I said.

      Ellen instantly took a step back and her smile fell. “I can’t help you with Hank,” she said. “He’s dead.” She looked like a scared rabbit, ready to run.

      I couldn’t tell if Ellen had simply been incredibly sheltered and was super naive or if she wasn’t as bright as her smile.

      “Ellen, did you have anything to do with Hank’s death?” I asked, speaking with a gentle tone.

      Her expression was one of complete incomprehension. “No, I wasn’t there when he jumped. I didn’t know he was going to do that. I would have tried to stop him if I had.” Worry lines gave character to her otherwise perfectly smooth skin.

      “Ellen, honey,” Zoey said, “how long had you and Hank been sleeping together?”

      Ellen’s mouth fell open and her eyes got huge. “Who told you that?” she asked in a panic. She looked around us, and then stepped closer. “Whoever told you that was lying! Hank was a friend, a really good friend, but that was it.” Worry and fear took over her lovely features. “Did Vic send you here to question me? Because I wasn’t sleeping with anyone. I never cheated. Not once!”

      “Ellen,” I said, “I’m sorry.” Her fear at thinking Vic had sent us seemed on the edge of hysteria. Her hands were shaking and she’d grown pale. I tried not to let my pity for her show. “I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Kylie Berry, and I own The Berry Home.”

      “That café that used to be called Sarah’s Eatery?” she asked.

      “Yes, yes,” I said excitedly. I had to clear my throat and calm my exuberance at somebody finally recognizing the name of my café. “You see, Hank jumped… I mean, Hank fell out of the second-floor window of my building.”

      “He fell?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “It was an accident, then?”

      Oh, how to say it?

      “It wasn’t so much of an accident as someone hurting Hank.”

      “He was pushed?”

      I inwardly groaned. I hadn’t told any of the suspects that Hank had died of poisoning, and I didn’t want to start now. “Not exactly,” I said. “It’s more like someone did something to make him awfully, terribly sick.” Ellen was getting a whole lot of information out of me, I realized, and I was getting none out of her. It was time to turn the tables. “Ellen, how long had you been having an affair with Hank?”

      Ellen’s face scrunched up in slow motion and then she hid it in her hands. She shook her head violently. “No!” she finally said, dropping her hands. “Hank wasn’t like that. He was good and decent. He never tried anything with me. We were just friends. Only friends.”

      “Was Hank sleeping around with anybody?” Zoey asked. I could hear the exasperation in her voice. We’d heard about Hank being a big ladies’ man, but so far only one person had claimed to have been in a relationship with him. That had been Sam, his actual and publicly known girlfriend.

      Ellen shrugged. “I don’t know. He never said anything about it. He just mostly listened while I talked.”

      “What did you talk about?” I asked.

      “Vic.”

      “And what kinds of things did you say?”

      Ellen pressed her lips together like she didn’t want to say, but then she told us. “I said I wasn’t happy. I told Hank what life was like with Vic and that Vic had said it was normal, but Hank told me it wasn’t normal.”

      “Not normal how?”

      She shrugged. “I guess all the control Vic had over me and how little say I had over stuff. Vic wanted everything his way. Everything. If he didn’t like an outfit I had on, he’d make me change clothes. He’d give me cash to go to the store, but then he’d check the change against the receipt when I got home. I didn’t have keys to the car even though there was more than one set. He kept one for himself and locked the other one up.”

      “Did Vic ever hit you?” I asked.

      “No, nothing like that. He put a bunch of holes in the wall and sometimes threw stuff, but he never hit me.”

      “Then why are you so afraid of him?”

      Her eyes traveled left and right. She looked embarrassed. Finally, she answered. “I left Vic a couple of times before and he always just came and got me.”

      “How do you mean?”

      She shrugged. “I was staying with a girlfriend once. He broke the door down, put me over his shoulder, and took me back home. He did the same thing when I went back home to my parents. He just came and got me.” She looked around. “I keep thinking he’s going to show up and do it again. I keep a broom handle wedged against my apartment door so that it won’t open even if it’s unlocked. I wanted to get a big dog, but the landlord wouldn’t let me.”

      She seriously wanted out of that relationship, and she had earnestly tried to get out of it in the past. If she was at risk for killing someone, I’d say it was Vic. All Hank had done was be a good friend.

      “Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to hurt Hank?” Zoey asked. “Did he ever say anything about his business partner, Pete?”

      “Pete…” Her expression was blank before turning brilliant with an aha moment. She puffed out her chest with pride, presumably because she was able to answer the question. “He said Pete was a nice guy.”

      “What about Vic?” I asked. “Did Vic want to hurt Hank?”

      “Nooo! I even saw Vic shake Hank’s hand after I’d left him. Vic told Hank he appreciated someone being so good to his girl.” She paused. “He meant me. He was calling me his girl.”

      “Has Vic done anything to try to force you to go back with him this time?” I asked.

      “No, not this time.” She smiled. “I think he finally sees that I wasn’t happy, and I just want to be happy. Vic loves me, you know. He was just slow on picking up that I could be okay on my own. He thought I needed him taking care of me, but I’m good.” She smiled brightly.

      A customer with a basket loaded with produce approached, and Zoey and I stepped aside.

      “What do you think, she the killer?” I asked Zoey.

      Zoey looked her up and down. “I’d be less surprised if birds started singing on her shoulder and woodland creatures followed her everywhere.”

      That was my thought, too.
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      I gave Jonathan a call from the passenger seat of Zoey’s car. “How are things? You okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah, boss. I heard the volunteer fire department is having a big potluck dinner fundraiser. They’ve got some big raffle prizes and got someone who used to be famous to come in and sing. I don’t think we’ll have many folks out this way.”

      The lunch service was going to be a ghost town. That worked for me.

      “Did Melanie make it in?”

      “She sure did, boss.”

      “Okay, stay as long as you can and then leave everything in Melanie’s hands. Tell her I’ll be in as soon as we can but that it will be a little after the lunch rush. With any luck, she won’t be on her own more than an hour.”

      “Will do, boss. You getting close to figurin’ out who done that guy in?”

      I sighed. “I think so.”

      I honestly didn’t know if I was lying or telling the truth. I clicked to end the call.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” I asked Zoey.

      “One way to find out,” Zoey said as she put the car into drive.

      Instead of heading back the way we’d come, Zoey went past the interstate and out of the city limits. The road narrowed from two lanes going in each direction to a narrow country road with no shoulder. We were on our way to see Hank’s business partner, Pete, and the drive was taking much longer than I’d thought it would.

      The heavy rumble of an engine reached the periphery of my hearing but quickly grew in intensity. I twisted in my seat to see a pickup truck coming up fast behind us. Its wheels were larger than normal, exaggerating its height, and its front bumper looked as though it could plow right through Zoey’s back windshield.

      “They’re not slowing down,” I said. “Is there a spot for them to pass?”

      “Maybe after this curve.” Zoey gave her car some gas, but rather than put space between us and the oncoming truck, the truck’s engine gunned and it surged closer.

      Zoey said a few colorful words, and I sat myself forward in my seat and pulled the seatbelt tighter across me. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop my head from snapping back and then whipping forward when the truck hit the back of Zoey’s car. The nose of her car jerked to the side and the rear fishtailed, but she was able to steady it.

      The trees, bushes, and little country homes blurred together as we sped by.

      “How fast are you going?” I asked with increasing concern.

      “Ninety.” Zoey was so calm that she sounded bored, but I was ready to have a heart attack. A sharp turn was coming up way, way too fast!

      I gripped the sides of my seat, did my best to push my feet through the floorboard in a sympathetic attempt to slam on the brakes, and tried not to scream. The huge truck was riding her bumper, and there was no way it was going to let us slow down without running us over.

      “Oh God!” I said with thirty feet between us and a curve that might as well have been a gigantic horseshoe.

      “Hang on,” Zoey warned.

      My shoulder slammed into the passenger side door as Zoey shifted into the oncoming lane and slammed the brakes. Her tires screeched, but the truck whizzed by. It then tried to put its brakes on, too, but the heavier truck wasn’t able to stop fast enough to avoid the effects of the curve.

      “It’s going to roll,” I said, but it didn’t. Instead the truck careened off the road and hit uneven earth that catapulted it a good fifteen feet into the air before it slammed back down. Its tail end slid to the side, and the truck came to rest on top of a destroyed barbed wire fence. In the field beyond, cows stopped their chewing.

      “Can you see who’s inside?” I asked. I squinted but could only make out a baseball cap, sunglasses and a jacket that covered the person’s arms. It had to be a man or else it was a very stout woman.

      “Can’t tell,” Zoey said.

      The truck gunned its engine and lurched forward, but it stopped when yards worth of barbed wire and unearthed fencing posts were pulled along with it.

      “Time to go,” Zoey said. She put her car into reverse, did a three-point turn, and then gunned it to ninety miles per hour again until she spotted a side road. She took it practically balanced on two wheels.

      “We can take some backroads to get to Pete’s,” she said.

      My thumb itched with the desire to call somebody—anybody with a gun and a badge—about the truck-driving maniac, but I didn’t want the resulting landslide of trouble that would follow. Brad would probably have to tell Gregson, and God only knew what Gregson would do to me. I was pretty sure he’d be willing to pull strings to get me committed to a psychiatric facility. Logic and reason were not part of his mental processing when it came to me. Me being locked up was all that seemed to matter to him.

      I was more than a little bit lost by the time we got to Pete’s. We’d taken two gravel roads, a one-lane road, and a short trip through somebody’s pasture in order to get to Pete’s without returning to the road where we had our encounter with the homicidal truck.

      I scanned every inch of available space as we pulled up the lane to Pete’s two-story home with white siding and an end-to-end front porch. “I don’t see a truck anywhere.” There was, however, a Dodge Journey SUV parked in front of his house.

      “You think it could have been him?”

      “No… Yes.” I sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe? Did he know we were coming?”

      “Yeah, I called ahead. He seemed cool with it.”

      Could have been a cover.

      “He’s got a tin utility shed over there,” I said. “Might be deep enough to park a truck in.”

      Zoey parked, and we got out. We walked in the direction of the shed, but I stopped when Zoey stopped.

      “There’s grass here,” she said when the gravel driveway gave over to the green stuff.

      “Yeah…” I wasn’t following what she was getting at.

      “None of it’s smooshed down.”

      I looked anew at the grass, seeing it through her eyes this time. I frowned. “No tire tracks through it.” At least we weren’t going to have to come up with an excuse for why we were breaking into Pete’s private property.

      “He could have parked it somewhere else,” Zoey offered.

      At this point I think she was just throwing me a bone.

      We headed over to Pete’s house, climbed the stairs to his porch, and knocked on the wooden frame of his screen door. The solid door behind the screen door opened a moment later to reveal a man in his late thirties to early forties with silvering hair at his temples. He was around five ten and had a slender, fit build. He looked like someone who enjoyed long runs.

      “Pete Hanley?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m Kylie Berry and this is Zoey Jin. I believe you spoke to Zoey?”

      “Yes, and whose kin are you?”

      My ears heard the words, but they were a complete disconnect for my brain. The resulting pause became awkward, and I looked at Zoey. Thankfully, she stepped in.

      “We both moved into the area,” she said. “Our families aren’t from around here.”

      “Oh…”

      I could hear the disappointment in Pete’s voice and spotted the sudden reluctant distrust in his eye.

      “But,” I said hurriedly, “we are good friends with Joel Mullen. He took over the Camden Falls Herald when his uncle died.”

      “Oh!” Pete said, and this time he opened the screen door and stepped out onto the porch with us. The smell of something wonderful cooking came out with him. My guess was fried chicken. “His uncle, Nick Mullen, he was a good man. Tell Joel I said hi.”

      “I’ll be sure to.” I’d have to thank Joel later for the instant in he’d given us with Pete.

      “So what brings you out here? You didn’t say on the phone.”

      “It’s about Hank,” I said. I knew we’d have to tread lightly. Pete could very easily go back inside his house and close his door, conversation over. “Would you mind talking to us a little bit about him?”

      “Well, I guess I could,” Pete said. He walked down the length of his porch to a high-backed wooden rocking chair and sat down. It was next to a wooden bench swing that hung on chains from the porch ceiling. Zoey and I sat down on it. I gasped when the swing tilted backward a little, but then relaxed when it stabilized. It was actually incredibly comfortable, and I became a quick convert of its appeal.

      “Have you lived here long?” Zoey asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” Pete said, crossing his legs. “My great grandparents actually homesteaded this land.”

      Pete wasn’t that old, but there was something about him that felt old-fashioned. He spoke with a slow easiness that made one think that the world moved at a much slower pace through his eyes.

      “How was it that you ended up going into business with Hank?” I asked. After meeting and talking with Pete, it felt odd that he’d go into a web-based business, one that definitely was not old-fashioned.

      “Well,” he said, “my grandfather made it to the Olympics as a sprinter and a long jumper. My father tried to follow in his shoes, but, well, my grandfather was just one of them flukes of nature. There was no rhyme or reason for it. His parents weren’t athletic in the slightest.”

      He paused in his speech. I found myself leaning into the empty pause in anticipation of the words to come. It had the same sensation as holding my breath. I simply knew that there had to be more to the story because I couldn’t fathom how his grandfather going to the Olympics could be a conclusive answer to my question about how he ended up in business with Hank.

      Sure enough, Pete uncrossed his legs, then crossed them again from the other direction before continuing with his tale. “Just like my father, I took to running too. I guess we all had something to prove. It didn’t help me and Dad, though, because neither of us could hold a candle to the speed and ability of my grandfather. But I did show a talent for distances. I couldn’t run fast, but by golly I could run for a long, long time.” He was smiling like Andy Taylor, big and goofy without an ounce of malice. “I even made a name for myself on the marathon circuits. Not one you would know if you weren’t in the lifestyle, but I was… am… a downright celebrity to some.”

      Ohhhh… I was starting to see a connection.

      “When Hank approached me about starting an online exercise equipment business, I’ll be honest, I didn’t see why anyone would want to buy equipment that way. But he kept talking to me. He wanted my name associated with the business to help drive customer trust.” He raised his hands in a there-you-go gesture. “What can I say? Hank was a good talker, and he brought me around to seeing things his way.” He got quiet and his eyes fixed on the distance. “He was a good man. I’ll miss him.”

      I pictured the truck that had chased us down the road. I reimagined Pete sitting behind the wheel with a maniacal gleam in his eyes and a Joker-esque smile on his demented face. But I couldn’t hold the image. It kept wanting to morph into Pete playing with grandkids and asking me if I wanted a cold glass of sweet tea. Besides that, there wasn’t a truck in sight.

      It would have been convenient if Pete had been the one who had tried to kill us, but I couldn’t see it.

      “Were you happy in your business arrangement with Hank?” Zoey asked.

      Pete nodded. “Mostly.”

      He didn’t say anything more.

      “And that bit beyond the mostly,” Zoey prompted, “how was that?”

      Pete lifted his hands again. “Not like what I wanted it to be.”

      Again with the silence. I wanted to feed him ipecac so he’d get on with it and spit out the information we needed.

      “What was the problem?” I asked.

      “Now, I didn’t say there was a problem,” Pete responded with a slight edge to his voice. From that I gauged that he didn’t like the less than harmonious situation being insinuated upon him.

      If he was putting up a wall, it was time to push.

      “There was yelling between you and Hank at the gym,” I said. “We learned about it from witnesses.” I let the word “witnesses” hang in the air. It put pressure on him to tell us the truth because it said we already had part of the information. If he lied, he couldn’t be sure it was one he wouldn’t get caught in.

      His lips thinned, he uncrossed and crossed his legs, switching sides, and he folded his arms over his chest. “Sounds like you’ve got everything you need if you’ve got witnesses.”

      Oh, well played! If I’d had a hat, I would have tipped it to him.

      “It’s important to get your version of events,” I countered, lobbing the ball back at him. Then when he didn’t say anything right away, I added, “Some of what was recounted wasn’t… flattering. But we understand that situations can be nuanced. Possibly there was something about the moment that others missed.”

      His eyes narrowed. Everything I’d said was a big, huge bluff. I could tell he was considering calling me on it.

      This was not a man I’d want to be pitted against in a high stakes poker game.

      Pete smiled, but it was tight, not friendly. “Hank wanted to grow the business by adding to the line of equipment we offered, but he wanted to capitalize on gimmicks and fads with the use of more celebrity faces to push them. I wasn’t interested in going that direction and wouldn’t agree to it. Hank kept pushing the idea, and I got frustrated. I lost my temper the last time I told him no.” He paused and met my eyes with a sharp gaze. “That’s probably the incident you heard about.”

      There was no way I could refute him. The only information I had to go on was Andy’s report that Hank and Pete had argued in the locker room. I’d have to take Pete at his word.

      Besides that, I didn’t have a reason not to believe him. Pete was probably not the killer. The truck that had tried to run Zoey and me off the road wasn’t here, and the smell of freshly cooked food had greeted us when we’d arrived.

      “Were you disappointed to learn that Hank didn’t leave you his half of the business in his will?”

      Pete’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t heard. Have you seen the will?” Then he waved his question off before Zoey even had a chance to answer. “It doesn’t matter. You asked about me inheriting his half of the company. Never in a million years did I expect to. That wouldn’t make any sense. That’d be like saying, ‘Hey, did you hear he didn’t leave you his car or his house?’ I never expected him to, and he’d have no reason to. Ladies, I had nothing to gain from Hank’s death… and nothing to lose, nothing that is except for a good friend. But if that’s all, my lunch is getting cold…”

      That was our cue. Our chat was officially over. But I needed to get in one final question.

      “Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to hurt Hank?”

      Pete took a deep breath and thought a moment before answering. “Guy, the owner of the gym where Hank and I would work out, he was looking at starting his own online exercise equipment company. His business model was going to be a little different than ours. It was going to have a stronger focus on local folks. But we already gave a steep discount to locals, and that wasn’t sitting well with Guy. He felt it was going to interfere with the success of his own business plans.”

      “Does Hank’s death do anything to change that situation?” Zoey asked.

      “No, but I’m not sure that Guy understood that. I think he thinks that I’m easier to sway.”

      That meant that Guy might have killed Hank in order to give his own business a boost. Guy also knew how to get into Hank’s locker and was aware of Hank’s habit of adding his nutritional supplement to anything he was drinking.

      Motive and opportunity. That made Guy the most likely suspect.

      But Samantha had motive and opportunity, too. She had access to his nutritional supplements, and she’d inherited Hank’s half of the business. She was free of being trapped in a relationship she couldn’t bring herself to leave, and she could now afford to travel the world. She had everything she’d been wanting.

      But did Samantha own a killer truck? Did Guy?

      I didn’t know the answer, but it was one we had to find out.
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      “You going to make your tech call okay?” I asked Zoey when she dropped me off behind the café, but I shouldn’t have worried. Zoey was already popping in her earbuds.

      “This is Zoey Jin,” she said in a smooth, melodious tone sweet enough to go to sleep by. It had me doing a double take. She slipped into an easy flow of Russian next that had my jaw dropping open. The girl had talents. I knew I shouldn’t be surprised, yet she never ceased to amaze me.

      I shut her car door and watched her drive away before heading in through the café’s back door. The kitchen was empty, which didn’t surprise me. Jonathan would have had to leave more than an hour ago. What did surprise me was the empty stillness of the place.

      I went through to the café, suspecting that the whole place was empty, but what I saw instead made me gasp as shards of ice scraped through my veins. My eyes couldn’t tear themselves away from the horror, the incomprehensibility of what was before me.

      Joel was sitting with Dan.

      But that wasn’t the worst of it. They were laughing! Joel was patting Dan’s back like he was some ol’ drinking buddy.

      “Kylie!” Dan called out as soon as he spotted me. “Baby, get over here.”

      I studied Joel’s face after Dan called me “baby.” His smile never wavered and his eye didn’t so much as twitch. Instead he hid a smug, knowing grin behind taking a sip of his iced tea.

      “What are you doing here, Dan?” I asked, full of hesitation and suspicion. Dan was not above torching my bridges for me. After our divorce, he destroyed every couples friendship he and I had shared by calling them up and telling them terrible deeds that I had done against them—mean, hurtful things that weren’t remotely true.

      “We didn’t get the chance to finish our… conversation.” He turned and gave Joel a salacious wink, one that made me wish for a rusty spoon so that I could dig his eyeball out of his head.

      I racked my brain for what conversation he might mean, and then it came to me. “Oh! Do you mean that conversation where you were asking me for advice on how to save the company we built together because it’s now circling the drain because of your ineptitude?”

      Yep, that did it. Dan’s smile was gone. But Joel’s was bigger than ever.

      To Dan’s credit, he raised his own iced tea in salute to me and said, “That’s the one.”

      His lack of self-defense made me blink. Who was this person?

      I dropped some of my prickly guard and moved behind the grill’s counter to stand before where they both sat. “I’m not sure there’s any more to say on the matter, Dan, not until you implement some of the changes we talked about. The situation can be reassessed then.”

      “Masterson and Montgomery have offered to buy me out,” he said in a quiet voice. For a moment he looked like my Dan again. Handsome and vulnerable, the way I knew him when it was just him and me. “We’ve gone through initial negotiations and the lawyers are hammering out a deal right now.”

      I thought about how much the buyout offer would have to be for Dan to even consider it. It would be a number followed by a lot of zeros. I was surprised to find a lack of bitterness in me about it. Dan hadn’t built Hibbert Air from almost nothing–we had built Hibbert Air from almost nothing. It would not have been nearly as successful without both of us pouring every ounce of ourselves into it. Now he would reap all of the rewards, and I’d have none. But I didn’t care. I had something better. Complete and absolute autonomy. The only one pulling my strings was me. I was free of him and the second-guessing of any man.

      “Are you sure that’s what you want to do?” I asked.

      “Only if I can’t talk you into coming back, Kylie.”

      I heard the sound of a sharp crack. It wasn’t loud, but it was near. I glanced around and then froze when I saw the thin line that traveled up the side of Joel’s glass of iced tea. It was cracked, and the cold liquid within was seeping out between Joel’s clamped fingers. He wasn’t looking at me. He wasn’t looking at anything. He was just staring straight ahead.

      “Let me get you another glass,” I said as I gently coaxed the glass from his hand.

      I escaped into the kitchen where I found Melanie filling a bowl with steaming white chicken chili. Her lovely heart-shaped face was framed by her loose, bouncy curls. She gave me a shy smile.

      “What’s that about?” I asked with a laugh as I dumped the contents of Joel’s cracked glass before throwing it away.

      “You,” Melanie said. “How do you do it?” She put the bowl on a plate and positioned crackers around it.

      “Do what?” She had me genuinely at a loss. I didn’t have a clue as to what she was asking about.

      “All those men, how do you make them like you so much?” Her pretty mouth pouted down at the corners. “I can’t even get Sam to notice me.”

      I gasped then grinned like a silly goose from ear to ear. “You like Sam?” He was the other half of my waitstaff. He and Melanie were all I had.

      Melanie blushed, but her smile returned to pull at her lips. Her eyes were large and her lashes long, and everything about her face telecasted the thoughts and emotions bubbling inside of her. “Don’t you tell him,” she said.

      “I won’t,” I promised. Then I remembered her comment about “all those men.” I had to set the record straight. “And those two out there, there’s only one of them that I have fond feelings for, and it’s not the guy I was married to.”

      Melanie playfully rolled her eyes. “Maybe you’re not wowzing for him anymore, but he sure is for you.”

      She had her chili and was out the kitchen door before I could think of anything to say. I knew she was right. I knew that Dan was hoping I’d forgive him and give us a second chance, but there was no way. Even if I could forgive him for all the cheating, I could never trust him to protect and care for me. When we split, he turned on me. He went from my best friend to my worst enemy. If that was his way of expressing his love, then I wanted no part of it.

      I got Joel a fresh glass of iced tea and headed back out to the grill. What I saw when I went out was almost as jarring and chilling as finding Joel and Dan together, hanging out as friends. I had a newcomer, one that haunted my dreams to turn them into nightmares.

      “Here comes the hussy of the hour,” my ex-aunt Dorothy said. She held her mouth in its usual pinched state, adding to the deep grooves that feathered from her lips. She was wearing flowered capri pants and a short-sleeved lavender button-up shirt.

      “Aunt Dorothy,” Dan chided.

      I gave Joel his glass of tea.

      “Don’t Aunt Dorothy me. You’ve got no business bein’ here, Daniel Michael Hibbert. Every time I turn around, you’re sniffin’ up her skirt. Quit bein’ such a useless hound dog before you get castrated.”

      Well… Aunt Dorothy. Don’t hold back. I didn’t know whether to be pleased or insulted by her speech. If she got Dan to leave me alone, I’d opt for pleased.

      “Kylie,” Dan said, turning his focus on me and ignoring his aunt, “Mom’s invited you to dinner tonight.” He wagged his phone in the air to let me know that’s how he’d talked to her. “You’re not going to make me have to break her heart, are you?”

      Emotional blackmail. That always was Dan’s go-to move. Sadly, it was one that almost always worked on me.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but it was Dorothy’s voice that came out.

      “I’d like to talk to you. Alone. In the”—she pointed toward the kitchen. “In there.” It was like she thought she’d get food poisoning just from saying the word.

      “I’m busy right now.” The woman was a witch badly in need of a house to fall on her. I wasn’t interested in spending time alone with her, but that didn’t stop her from marching right into the kitchen without me.

      No way was I leaving her in there by herself. She’d pour a pound of salt into the chili to ruin it out of spite.

      “What’s this about?” I asked as soon as I stepped through the door.

      Dorothy planted her feet wide and crossed her arms over her chest. “Roberto hasn’t been visited by the police.”

      I felt like there should be a question in there somewhere, but I wasn’t seeing it. “So?” My mind drifted… if I stuck her head in the pot of chili to drown her, would anyone hear?

      “So, I want to know what your game is. If you think you can hold this over him and make him your toy, then—”

      “What do you want, really?” I asked, cutting her off. “Get to it or get out.”

      I thought that Dorothy would be aghast and indignant at being spoken to that way. Instead her lips stretched in a minuscule yet evil smile and her eyes narrowed. If anything, she seemed pleased to have an adversary stand up to her. “Stay away from Dan and don’t mess with Roberto.”

      “That it? You plopping down orders or are you bartering something?”

      Her smile got bigger, less evil and more saccharin. Made me think of the smile on a snake’s mouth. “I’ll call a truce.”

      “A truce? And what will that look like?”

      “I’ll leave you—and your customers—alone.”

      “Ha!” I croaked out a laugh. “That’s not a truce. That’s a ceasefire. This little war you’ve been waging against me, it’s all been one directional. You against me.”

      She shrugged one shoulder, cool as a cucumber. “And wouldn’t you like it to stop?”

      I paused. She had me there. I would like it to stop. Plain and simple. “And all you want is…?”

      “No charges against Roberto for trying to use the banquet hall, and stay away from Dan.”

      “No,” I said.

      Dorothy’s mouth hardened in response to my reply.

      “No charges against Roberto, you keep Dan away from me, and not one more ill word about me passes your lips.”

      Dorothy tilted her head, considering my counter offer, and then she stuck her hand out for me to shake.

      “And not one more ill word about my food, either!”

      Dorothy’s lower jaw worked itself from side to side and her hand trembled in the air before falling to her side.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and punched in the numbers 9-1-1, but I didn’t hit send. “I wonder how long it would take for the police to show up at Roberto’s place of work.”

      Dorothy’s hand shot back into position.

      I slapped my palm into hers and squeezed in a tight, hard shake that she returned with surprisingly bruising strength. I knew I should let go, but it felt too much like crying uncle, so instead I stepped closer and clamped my hand harder around hers. She did the same, and my eye twitched as I felt my bones shift painfully in her powerful grasp. I was ready to let go, then I saw her eye twitch, too.

      Ha! In your face! I didn’t even know what that meant, but it was the battle cry of triumph that filled my head.

      “Do we have any more of that peaches and bourbon ice cream you made?” Melanie’s sweet voice asked as she entered the kitchen. “Somebody’s asking for it.”

      It was the white flag that Dorothy and I had needed to let go in unison. I resisted the urge to rub my sore hand as I stepped away.

      “No,” I told Melanie as Dorothy disappeared out the kitchen door. “Tell them I’ll make some more when I get some more fresh peaches in.” I was too busy fuming over Dorothy to even celebrate that someone was asking for a dish that I had made myself.

      I headed back out of the kitchen to find Dan and Joel on their feet, heading for the café’s front door. They were still talking, still buddy-buddy, and my overwhelming sense of panic returned. If Dan figured out that Joel and I liked each other, he’d do everything he could to ruin it. Joel was one of the first friends I’d made when I moved here. I didn’t want to lose him.

      Dorothy was nowhere to be seen.

      Dan lifted his hand high in the air as a wave goodbye. “Sorry you can’t make it to dinner, Kye. I’ll let Mom know.” Joel was right behind him as they neared the door.

      “Joel, can I see you a minute?” I called after him, but Dan’s arm slapped down around his shoulders.

      “Sorry, Kye,” Dan answered for Joel. “Bro night! Catch ya later.”

      And just like that, they were gone. I looked around me. The café was almost empty. There was still a murderer on the loose, and one of the nicest guys I’d ever met was going out for a “bro night” with my conniving, cheating, no-good ex-husband.

      I wanted to go to bed. I could pull the fire-battered princess coat that I used as a blanket up over my head and pretend that the world didn’t exist.

      Sage jumped up onto the barstool nearest me, stepped to its very edge and then stretched a paw out toward me.

      “I still got you, kid,” I said, finally smiling again. I nuzzled the top of her head with my nose as I stroked her cheek. “Let’s go make dinner.”
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      Getting the café up and running the next morning went smooth as silk—as smooth as a chocolate silk pie, that is. Patty had come in to whip up some macadamia and white chocolate cookies, and I talked her into making a pie, too. Her inner voices were talking nice to her today, and she was in a smiling and chipper mood.

      I made biscuits from scratch and plenty of sausage gravy to go with them. It was a dish I was actually good at. But I made scrambled eggs to go with the biscuits and gravy and added too much milk, which made them runny. Then I cooked them forever until they dried up. The result was rubbery, so straight to the Oops Board they went.

      As for Jonathan, I had him work with Patty. I wanted him to soak up all the knowledge he could from her. He was a natural in the kitchen and managed to nail recipes on the first try, instead of the seventh or eighth try like me. Since Patty was only with us on days she felt good, it made sense to have Jonathan work with her so that her skills could be here through him even when she wasn’t.

      “Two more orders,” Sam said as he came through the kitchen door. He was tall and lanky with hair that got thicker and taller instead of longer. He was nerd-cute, hardworking, and an all-around nice guy.

      It was everything I could do not to pull him to the side and gently pick his brain with a sledgehammer to find out what he thought of Melanie. They were close to the same age, both in college, and both amazing, smart, and lovely to be around. But I didn’t want to ruin things for Melanie. As fun as it would be to meddle in their potential forever-love, I’d have to settle for being a spectator.

      “Joel’s out at the grill bar,” he said. “Want me to serve him?”

      My heart actually went pitter patter, I kid you not. “Joel’s here?” I sounded like a giddy school girl asking about her big crush.

      Patty, Jonathan and Sam all stopped what they were doing and looked at me.

      Heat flooded my face. “I mean, yeah, sure. I’ll take care of him. Don’t worry about it.” They all continued to stare. They weren’t buying my nonchalant act. I gave up all pretense. “Oh! Like none of you weren’t ever sweet on someone!”

      Sam snickered and left. Patty and Jonathan smiled and went back to work.

      Biscuits and gravy was the one dish I could make that Joel really loved. Without even asking if that was what he wanted, I loaded up a plate to take out to him. I even got Jonathan to fry a sunny-side-up egg to go on top, since I didn’t quite trust myself to fry it up right.

      Yes, yes. I’d made the biscuits and gravy on purpose. I’d hoped he’d come in. But the truth was, I had a secondary agenda besides wooing Joel’s heart through his stomach. I was burning with the need to know what had happened between him and Dan last night.

      Armed with a plate brimming over with delicious food, I headed out the kitchen door to the grill’s bar… and faltered in my step. Joel was sitting at the far end of the counter. His head was hung low, his broad shoulders were slumped, and he was wearing dark sunglasses. His hair was mussed, and I wasn’t sure he was actually awake.

      I approached him with a gentle step and slid the plate in front of him.

      “Coffee,” Joel groaned.

      I got him a cup of the hot brew with a chilled container of cream and a side dish of sugar.

      Without bothering to put anything extra in the coffee, Joel picked up the cup and took a sip. Then he groaned again.

      Moving with care, I slipped his sunglasses off his face. Joel’s eyes were bloodshot.

      “Why didn’t you tell me that Dan could drink like a Russian sailor?” Joel asked in a hoarse whisper.

      I gasped. “You tried to outdrink Dan?” If that was the case, I was surprised Joel was even able to get up and walk around this morning. “Why aren’t you still in bed?”

      “Haven’t been.”

      “You’ve been up all night?”

      “Mmhm…” He took another sip of coffee, then looked down at his plate of food.

      “Want me to take it away?” I asked sympathetically. I imagined that his stomach might feel queasy after last night’s debauchery.

      He studied the plate a moment, then picked up the fork, cut off a section of gravy doused biscuit and stuck it in his mouth. He chewed slowly, then perked. “No,” he said with surprise in his voice. “This is good. It can plaster up the hole the whiskey ate in my gut.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. Dan had been famous at frat parties in college. Those had been before the days that he and I had been together, but I’d seen the pictures and had heard his fraternity brothers recount the stories. “I can’t believe you tried to outdrink Dan.”

      Joel’s gaze lifted and his lips stretched in a lazy smile. “I did outdrink Dan.”

      “Noooo,” I gasped again. “How?”

      His smile got bigger. “I tipped the bartender at Madame X to water down my drinks.”

      I threw back my head and laughed, then noticed Joel’s pain filled wince. “Sorry,” I whispered, hoping it was easier on his hungover eardrums. “But why did you do it?”

      He stared at me for a long minute. His bloodshot eyes focused on mine in a way that made me want to look away, or at the very least blush. Then he reached across the counter to hold my fingers in his. “Just figured Dan needed some reminding of reasons he wouldn’t want to stay here… like a DUI.”

      My eyes went wide, and I pulled my hand free from Joel’s. “You let Dan drive drunk? What if he’d killed himself? What if he’d killed somebody else?”

      Joel reclaimed my hand. “He barely made it out of the parking spot before Brad swooped in for part two of Operation Vámonos.”

      It was my turn to smile. “Brad was in on it, too?”

      Joel wove his fingers into mine. “Of course, babe. No way I was going to let that idiot out on the roads drunk.”

      My smile grew. “And now Dan has a DUI?”

      “Yep. He’s been stuck down at the police station all night in the holding tank. According to Brad, Dan’s bellowed all night about how he can’t wait to blow this town and get back to Chicago.”

      I was smiling from ear to ear. Brad and Joel had conspired together to get rid of the one man I’d be okay to never see again. Then my smile flatlined and my eyes narrowed. “And what about you? How did you get home?”

      “I didn’t. I called a cab to take me to the office.”

      I smiled again and this time leaned over the counter to give Joel a small smooch on the lips.

      The breakfast “rush” came and went, and Joel headed home to catch up on some desperately needed sleep. Patty left after showing Jonathan how to make three different kinds of cookies and a chocolate silk pie.

      We had plenty of white chicken chili left over from yesterday, so I put Jonathan to work making more cookie dough that could be stored in the cooler, to be baked fresh when needed. And when Zoey showed up at the back of the kitchen to pick me up, I abandoned ship for the sake of finding Hank’s elusive killer.

      So far, the facts were pointing to Guy, the gym’s owner, and Samantha, Brad’s sister, as the most likely suspects.

      Slipping into the passenger seat of Zoey’s car, I tapped out a text for Brad. “Toxicology report back on Hank’s supplement from the gym?”

      My phone dinged almost immediately with a reply. “The report’s in. Give me a few to sweet talk Martha into letting me see the results.”

      I had no idea who Martha was, but if Brad could get the results out of her then I honestly didn’t care.

      Zoey reached the gym before the phone dinged again. I glanced at it then held it up for Zoey to read.

      “So it was poisoned,” Zoey said after she’d read Brad’s text.

      Hank had been killing himself by way of his own nutrition supplement, scoop after scoop. He just hadn’t known it.

      “That means the killer really is most likely someone at the gym, someone with access to Hank’s locker,” I said.

      “And everyone had access to his locker.”

      “Yeah.” I stared at the gym’s front door. “Do you think it was Guy?”

      “He didn’t have anything to gain,” Zoey said, “but he didn’t necessarily know that.”

      I really, really didn’t want Samantha to be Hank’s killer, yet it didn’t feel right to hope that Guy had done it. When he was caught—and he would get caught—murdering Hank would ruin his life.

      I unbuckled my seatbelt, and we headed in. I eyeballed Andy on the way in. He was at the front desk looking as clueless as ever. His shoulders were slumped, his head hung lazily forward, and his eyes were blank, but I had his number. He was a not-so-dumb guy behind a dumb-as-rocks persona. He could have been the killer. He had the opportunity, but what would’ve been the motive? He’d said that Hank had been nice to him. There was nothing financial for him to gain. He’d blushed when he’d looked Zoey up and down the first time we’d met him, so it wasn’t a situation of unrequited love. Unless he liked to kill for kicks, he wasn’t our guy.

      “We need to talk to Guy,” I told him.

      “He’s in his office.”

      “We’ll show ourselves back,” I told him. He opened his mouth to object, but we didn’t hang around to hear it and went on our way.

      We didn’t find Guy in his office. Instead we found him spotting weights for Hannah as she lay on her back lifting a bar filled on both ends with large disks. Guy stood at the top of her head and kept his fingers barely touching the bar as Hannah lifted. Guy was wearing long jean shorts and a T-shirt that pulled tight enough over his chest to show off that his old bones still had a good deal of muscle on them. Hannah wore splash colored yoga leggings under running shorts and a pink sports bra that doubled as a halter top.

      “Not you two again,” Guy said when he spotted us.

      Hannah spared us a glance and then let the bar fall onto its high mount with a clang. She sat up and wiped her face with the small towel that was around her neck.

      “Mind if we talk to you a few minutes, Guy?” I asked. I didn’t think he’d like to be questioned about murdering one of his customers in front of another one of his customers.

      “Nope, whatever you got to say, say it here. I’ve got work to do, and the two of you have already taken up too much of my time.”

      Well, this was awkward.

      “Why’d you kill Hank?” Zoey asked. One of these days she was going to get somebody to crumble and confess right then and there.

      “You’ve got some nerve,” Hannah said, looking at me. “First you and that pretty boy accost me at work, and now you’re here hounding poor Guy.” She turned to Guy. “We should call our lawyers and file harassment claims against them.”

      Thankfully, Guy wasn’t biting. He looked just as annoyed at Hannah’s suggestion as he had at me and Zoey showing up.

      “What are you talking about?” he asked Zoey. “I already done told you. I didn’t kill Hank. Why would I want to?”

      “Because you were ticked that Hank wouldn’t change his business model for his online exercise equipment store,” I said.

      Guy put his hands on his hips and squared his feet. “Yeah, you’re right. Hank refused to play ball, but do you know what he did do?”

      I shook my head.

      “He walked me through how to set up an online store of my own. We’re talkin’ the works. He helped me every step of the way, and he never asked for nothin’ in return ‘cause that’s the kinda guy he was. I didn’t kill Hank and if I knew who did, I’d put their head right through a brick wall.”

      Dang it. I believed him. And if Guy was innocent… that only left Samantha.

      My stomach felt like someone had dropped a big rock in it. It felt awful.

      “If you’re wantin’ to pin his death on someone, you should be lookin’ at all them women he was sleeping with,” Guy went on to say.

      Hannah looked up at him where she still sat on the weightlifting bench. “What women?”

      “The women!” Guy said, throwing up his hands.

      “That doesn’t answer the question,” Zoey pointed out.

      Guy rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Do I gotta spell it out? Hank was a dog. He was sniffin’ up every skirt that walked by him.”

      I glanced at Hannah. She looked confused.

      “Hannah, did Hank ever try to sleep with you?”

      “No, and that was on the table.” Guy turned and looked at her, and she took a turn at throwing her hands up in the air. “You might as well know. Before Hank died, I’d been talking to him about fathering a child for me and my partner.”

      “Your partner?” Guy asked.

      “Yesss, my partner.” Hannah reached down, picked up her phone off the floor next to the bench and clicked it to life. A picture of her with a beautiful woman with mocha skin filled the screen.

      “I never knew you was like that,” Guy said.

      “Like what?” Hannah asked, her sharp voice a clear warning that he should choose his next words carefully.

      Guy eyed her leerily. “Family oriented.” He put intense emphasis on each syllable.

      “Humph,” Hannah responded.

      “Did you ever see Hank come on to any women?” I asked Hannah.

      “No. He was always friendly—real friendly—but I never saw him cross the line.”

      “Did his friendliness ever make any of the women uncomfortable? Or did you ever see any women start trying to avoid him?”

      She shook her head. “I never saw him be anything other than… gracious. Well mannered. I mean, he was attentive and I think women got crushes on him easy, but I never saw him get handsy or get up in someone’s space.”

      “Did you ever see him do anything?” I asked Guy.

      “Well he was always with a woman. Always talkin’. Always standin’ close.”

      “And you thought that meant he was sleeping with them… or trying to get them to sleep with him?”

      Guy ran his hand through his hair. “Now you’re just makin’ me feel dumb.” He shrugged. “I guess I just assumed.”

      Zoey and I looked at each other and then looked back at Guy.

      “Who else assumed?” Zoey asked.

      It was Guy’s and Hannah’s turn to look at each other. When they looked back at us, they answered in unison.

      “Vic.”

      “Hank and Vic’s ex spent a lot of time together when Ellen would be in the gym,” Hannah said. “Vic asked me if she’d said anything about Hank.”

      “Had she?” I asked.

      Hannah shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. She might have. Nothing stands out. The only vibe I ever got from them was that they were friends. Besides, Hank was dating Sam. He might not have advertised it, but he didn’t hide it either. We all knew. The way he was with Sam when she was here working out with him was different than the way he was with other women.”

      “Different how?” I asked.

      “More… intimate. There was a shared body language between them. A shorthand. They were tight.”

      “And you didn’t see that when he’d be around other women?”

      “No,” she shook her head.

      “Vic ever say anything to you about Hank and Ellen?” I asked Guy.

      Guy looked like he wanted to hedge on the answer, but then he spoke. “Yeah, he said that if she wanted to get on with other men then that was her business but that she was being disrespectful to him to do it here in front of him.”

      “So Vic was convinced that Hank and Ellen were having an affair,” I said.

      “No, no…” Guy said, waving his hands. “Vic’s a good guy. Never been no trouble, and he’s been through it with the divorce. He was over the moon for Ellen. It’s been hard on him to see her move on, but he’s handled it.”

      I wasn’t hearing anything in what Guy just said to make me think that Vic wasn’t the killer.

      “I think it was Ellen,” Hannah said.

      “Ellen? How’s that?” I asked. Her throwing Ellen’s name into the mix didn’t make sense.

      “Ellen tried to leave Vic several times, and he’d go after her and get her back. But this last time she left him, he ended up in the hospital with food poisoning. He didn’t look good for weeks.” She looked at Guy. “You remember that?”

      “Yeah, I do,” Guy answered with his brows pressed close enough to each other to almost become one. “He was downright green around the gills. Looked bad. Real bad. Was that when that was, when she left him?”

      “Yeah,” Hannah answered.

      It was time to go have a chat with Vic. We needed to know more about his black widow ex.
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      I called Jonathan as soon as we made it out to Zoey’s car.

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah, boss. Everything’s good. I fried up some cornbread. It’s got that white chicken chili of yours flying out the door. Couple people even got some extra to go.”

      I was sure that was a testament to Jonathan’s cornbread and not my chili.

      “You gonna be a while longer, boss?”

      “I am.”

      “You’ve got the scent now, don’tcha?” he asked, sounding excited.

      I laughed despite the fact that we were on the trail of a woman who had possibly poisoned twice, meaning she wouldn’t be shy about poisoning again. “We’re definitely narrowing it down.”

      “Well I’m good today, boss. You go do what you gotta do. I can stay as long as you need.”

      A weight I hadn’t realized I was carrying lifted off my chest. Hearing those words come out of Jonathan’s mouth was like nirvana. Despite that, I knew that I couldn’t take him for granted. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I said.

      “Want me to prep some lasagna for supper?”

      I wanted to reach through the phone and hug the man, but I settled for saying, “That’d be great!”

      I clicked off and watched as Zoey typed Vic’s address into her phone. Guy had been more than happy to give it to us, despite privacy rules that forbade him from doing just that.

      “Got it,” Zoey said when the directions on how to get to Vic’s house came up on her phone. “Take about twenty minutes to get there.”

      “Think we’d be better off catching him at work?”

      “Naw,” Zoey said as she tapped some more on her phone. She flashed me its face. It was Hank’s Facebook wall, and a bunch of people were consoling him on getting laid off from work.

      “Ouch,” I said. His wife left him and he lost his job. There weren’t very many blows to the ego that were harder to take than those.

      I buckled up, and Zoey put the car in drive.

      Like so many other people in town, Vic lived outside the city limits. But unlike many others, he lived in a sprawling housing community. The houses were nice enough, though nothing close to palatial, but the yards were enormous by Chicago standards.

      “This is it,” Zoey said, pulling into the driveway of a cream-and-red-colored bungalow with a long covered porch and four railing-to-roof columns.

      We got out, and I peeked through the high window of his attached garage. “His car is here and something big with a tarp over it. Can’t tell what.”

      “I could see Ellen living here,” Zoey said as she looked over the front of the house and the stepping stone walkway that lead through the yard to the porch. “This place is nice. Girly, even. Vic’s a Neanderthal. Doesn’t fit him.”

      I thought of Vic standing next to Ellen in front of the house. They looked good. Then I considered each separately, standing alone on the porch. Ellen looked right at home; Vic looked like a cold sore on a supermodel’s lip.

      Zoey was right. He didn’t fit.

      We walked the path to the front of his house, climbed the steps of his porch and knocked on his door. Vic had a beer in his free hand when he opened the door. It was barely past noon. I plastered a smile on my lips and pretended not to notice.

      “Vic! Just the man we were hoping to see.” Lamest opener ever considering that we were the ones who had shown up at his house in hopes of seeing him.

      “What do you want?” His speech wasn’t slurred, but his eyes were reminiscent of Joel’s from earlier that morning. I suspected he’d been drinking for hours. He was wearing jeans and a sleeveless muscle shirt, and boy-oh-boy did he have muscles. His arms looked reminiscent of a blowup muscle costume someone might wear on Halloween.

      He didn’t look pleased to see us. He wasn’t going to let us in the door unless we gave him a reason to care about us coming in.

      “Ellen’s in trouble,” I said. For once, I wasn’t telling a lie.

      Vic pulled back his head and knitted his brows in confusion. Then, stepping out of the way of the door, he waved us in with his beer holding hand.

      Stepping into the house, it wasn’t what I’d expected. Framed, happy pictures of Vic and Ellen dotted the wall in an artful design that had taken care and time to create. A decorative plate hung over an open doorway that led into the dining room. And a vining ivy traveled a trellis fixed into place along the ceiling’s edge. There was a gold and green throw on the back of the couch that mirrored the colors in the area rug beneath the pastel yellow painted coffee table. Nothing about the place gave any indication that it was being lived in by a bachelor.

      “Vic,” I said with a light-hearted laugh, “I never imagined you had such a way with decorating.”

      “Oh,” Vic said, rubbing the back of his neck. He smiled a toothy grin that made him look charming despite the mid-day beer in his hand. “Ellen’s got a real eye for this kind of thing.”

      “Did she help you redecorate after she moved out?”

      “Huh? No,” he answered with a sharpness in his tone.

      No furniture seemed to be missing. No stylishly feminine knickknacks were out of place. The home was picturesque… and most likely just the way Ellen had left it. It seemed odd that the man would want to keep her around in spirit after she’d tried to kill him. Of course, it was possible that he didn’t know she’d tried.

      “You said Ellen’s in trouble?” Vic prompted as he sat down on a chair adjacent to the couch.

      “Can you tell us about when you got sick and ended up in the hospital?” I asked.

      “What’s that got to do with Ellen being in trouble?” He sat back and crossed his ankle over his knee. “She didn’t have anything to do with that.” He took a long swig of his beer.

      His mouth had become tight and his eyes glinted. I didn’t believe him. Whether or not Ellen had something to do with him ending up in the hospital, he thought she did.

      Wanting to put him at ease, I moved to sit on the couch and Zoey followed my lead. I sat forward on the end of the cushion with my elbows on my knees. “What did put you in the hospital? You were in there for several days, weren’t you?”

      “I’ve got an ulcer. It ruptured.”

      He’d bled. Internally. Just like Hank, except that Hank had died.

      “Do they know what caused it?” I asked.

      “The rain in Spain. They don’t know Jack.” He was getting irritated, and I wondered how drunk he was.

      I sat back on the couch and crossed my legs. From where I sat, I could see through the dining room and into the kitchen. I let my brain wander and race at the same time. We needed more information. If we were going to prove that Ellen killed Hank, we needed proof that poison was her go-to method for knocking somebody off.

      “Had your stomach been hurting for a while before the ulcer ruptured?” I asked.

      Vic looked at me like an idiot. “What do you think? It’s an ulcer.”

      I couldn’t help it. My gaze shifted to the half-empty beer he had in his hand. I didn’t know if it would hurt an ulcer, but I couldn’t imagine it would help.

      Vic didn’t miss the change in my attention. He sat forward in his seat and wagged the can. “You two want one?”

      I wasn’t sure if he was sincerely offering or if he was taunting us.

      I opened my mouth to answer but Zoey’s “Yes” is what came out. I looked at her, giving her a what-are-you-doing look when Vic got up and headed into the kitchen.

      “Brad said that Hank died from an anticoagulant, right?” she whispered.

      “Yeah…?” I mouthed.

      “So we need to see his medicine cabinet.”

      “If he’s got a bleeding ulcer, why in the world would the doctors put him on an anticoagulant?” I whispered.

      “Who says they did!”

      She had a point. “You think Ellen might have switched out some of his meds?”

      “Could be. I could take pictures of them and look up the pill shapes, colors and all the rest to compare against the drug name later.”

      I wanted to say more. I wanted to tell Zoey that I thought Vic knew more about Ellen than he was saying, but the sound of his feet treading through the dining room cut me off.

      “Here you go,” he said, handing a beer can to each of us. They were cold. Fresh from the fridge, and Zoey didn’t hesitate in cracking hers open and tossing it back for a long chug. The girl was bold.

      Not wanting to look out of place, I opened my can and took a sip. Ah, peer pressure.

      “Vic, is Ellen a jealous woman?” Zoey asked after Vic sat back down.

      “I don’t know. Never gave her anything to get jealous about. Since the day we met, she’s always been the only girl for me.”

      Considering the state of Vic’s home, I was inclined to believe him. Vic and Ellen hadn’t been a “them” for a while now, but it didn’t look like any other woman had spent time in Vic’s home. I couldn’t imagine him bringing a date home when he had photos of his ex all over his living room wall. It wasn’t the best way to convince a future love that you were over your past.

      A giant, flashing, neon sign saying “Duh!” smashed into my forehead. Vic wasn’t over Ellen. Not one little bit.

      It was time to go out on a limb.

      “How long do you think it’ll take for her to come back to you?”

      Vic’s beer can didn’t even make it all the way to his lips. With his bloodshot eyes wide, he lowered the can. “You really think she will?”

      “I don’t see why not.” Other than the fact that she’d tried to leave him multiple times and this was the only time she’d managed to keep him from coming after her. “She’ll cool off. She’ll miss what you had together, and she’ll come home.” I pointed at the photos on the wall near the front door. “All a person has to do is look at those to see just how incredible you two are together. You don’t throw a connection that special away.”

      “You get it!” Vic sat forward, smiling from ear to ear. “We’ve had our rough times, sure, but you work through them.”

      “But she was pretty determined to leave you this last time, wasn’t she?”

      Vic sat back and took another swig of his beer. “Yes, she was,” he said with pride. “But that’s my girl. I got a thick skull, and she did what she had to do to get through to me. That’s how much she cares.”

      Delusional much? He was blindly in love with his abuser. Seemed that Ellen hadn’t shared the same affliction, not if she’d been willing to put him in the hospital with a life-threatening ailment.

      “Mind if I use your bathroom?” Zoey asked, standing.

      “Sure.” Vic twisted to a point behind him. “Down that hall, then take a left. Second door on your right.”

      I watched Zoey go on her private fact-finding mission.

      Vic knew that Ellen had tried to kill him. I was sure of it. But he wasn’t willing to give her up.

      I took a long draw on the beer without thinking about it as my mind looked for weaknesses in his infatuation. I needed something that could work to my advantage.

      My brain felt like a mouse running a maze. If Ellen had tried to kill Vic in order to get away from him, then why did she kill Hank? They hadn’t been together, and we hadn’t been able to uncover any evidence that Hank was anything less than faithful to Samantha. But maybe that was the problem. Maybe this time instead of trying to be rid of a person, Ellen had killed Hank in order to exorcise the pain of her unrequited love? She hadn’t wanted to feel that way anymore.

      But who tried to run us down in the truck?

      My gaze refocused with laser sharpness on Vic. The person in the truck had been someone big, someone with broad shoulders. Vic was big, and his shoulders were huge.

      Whoever had been in the truck had been willing to kill Zoey and me. They’d tried to make us wreck while we were going ninety miles an hour. That speed was plenty fast enough to kill.

      Maybe Vic hadn’t killed Hank, but I was pretty sure he was willing to kill Zoey and me in order to protect Ellen from going to prison for murder. It’d be pretty hard for her to come home to him if she was trapped behind bars. All he wanted was a life with her, and Zoey and I were in his way.

      I did my best to smile like I wasn’t suddenly terrified. “I can’t imagine what’s taking Zoey so long.”

      Vic frowned, tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair and looked in the direction of the bathroom. “The commode’s got a trick flusher. Gotta jiggle it right.”

      When he got up and headed off down the hall, I almost cried out for him to stop. Panic and guilt flooded through me. I’d just thrown Zoey under the bus!

      I grabbed my phone out of my pocket with shaky hands. Swiping it to life, I tapped in a message to Brad. “At Vic’s. In danger… maybe.” Then I felt guilty again when I hit send. I’d feel like an idiot if I’d figured out the situation all wrong. But, at least I’d be alive.

      In response to my attempt at texting Brad, my phone flashed: Failure to send.

      “No!” I hissed. The phone had only one bar and it was flashing in and out.

      I leaned to the side and peered down the hallway where Vic had disappeared. The coast was clear, and I couldn’t hear him. Of course, maybe he didn’t want me to hear him. Maybe he was in the bathroom with his hands wrapped around Zoey’s neck, crushing it and killing her, all while I sat on my duff doing nothing!

      I jumped up, but then bounced on the balls of my feet, rooted to my spot.

      What do I do? Vic had Hulk Hogan muscles. If I went into the bathroom to save Zoey, he’d swat me off like a fly. He’d finish killing her, then he’d turn around and do the same to me.

      I strained my ears to hear something, anything, but heard nothing. No fighting. No struggle. Maybe Zoey was already dead.

      I had to get a message out to Brad, and I had to find a weapon. If Zoey was anything, she was a survivor. She couldn’t be dead, and that meant I had time to come up with a way she and I could both walk out of this place alive.

      I practically tiptoed my way through the dining room into the kitchen. I moved swiftly to the window at the kitchen sink and held my phone up. My one bar stabilized. I hit resend on my text message to Brad, then added: “Hurry!”

      I didn’t have time to add an address. Brad would have to figure it out for himself. What I needed now was a weapon.

      I looked around. A couple of cast iron skillets hung from the wall. There wouldn’t be a lot of muscle protecting Vic’s head. I could bash in his skull.

      There was the magnet strip full of knives, too. But if I wasn’t good with a knife when cooking, then I certainly wouldn’t be any good with a knife during a fight. He’d have it out of my hand in two seconds, and he’d use it to slit my throat.

      But there were the glass jars set out on the counter. They looked half-full of a homemade brownie mix, but they could still be broken over Vic’s head. Laid out next to the jars were the lids. They were each labeled with a strip of tape with a person’s name handwritten on it: “Michael. Chet. Lisa. Vivian. Frank. Angela.”

      I took a closer look. A brownie recipe was printed out and all of the dry ingredients in the recipe were laid out on the counter. There was flour, brown sugar, chocolate chips, salt, cocoa, rat poison, baking powder…

      My brain halted and refused to move forward. I let it back up a step. Chocolate chips, salt, cocoa… rat poison. The canister was open, and a dusty measuring spoon lay next to it.

      Vic was making brownie mix to give to people with the added bonus of poison. He was poisoning people. Not Ellen. It was Vic!

      “You shouldn’t have come in here.” Vic’s voice was a low rumble behind me. I turned to face him, and he put his beer can down on the counter next to him. He was between me and the way out of the kitchen. My only hope was if I could bust through the window in a desperate leap like Rin Tin Tin. Except Rin Tin Tin always did heroic feats to save others. I’d only be trying to save myself.

      “Where’s Zoey? What did you do to her?”

      “This is your fault. Not mine.”

      “If you’ve hurt her—”

      “You’ll what? You’ll hit me?” He took a step closer. It was like watching a brick wall move. “Go ahead. Hit me. I’ll give you the first shot for free. Won’t even try to stop you, but after that…”

      I was going to pee myself. Why hadn’t I grabbed one of those cast iron skillets?

      “Why’d you kill Hank?”

      “He was a distraction that Ellen didn’t need. Her focus should be on me, not some pretty boy too self-absorbed to see past the end of his nose. She needs a better man than that. A stronger man than that.”

      “You…”

      “That’s right.”

      Moving slowly so as not to trigger Vic into moving fast, I inched my way over to where the cast iron skillets hung. Without taking my eyes off of him, I lifted the larger skillet down from the nail it hung from. I instantly realized that I should have gotten the smaller one instead. I wouldn’t be able to wield it with one hand. It was too heavy. That meant if I didn’t have both hands free, the skillet would be useless to me.

      Swallowing down the frog that was doing its best to crawl its way up my throat, I used both hands to heft the enormous skillet by its handle. I held it up next to my shoulder like a baseball bat. Touching its cold surface made my flesh want to retract from it because I was absolutely positive that Vic would be beating me to death with the thing in less than sixty seconds.

      I widened my stance, Babe Ruth-style. “You said I could get in the first hit and that you wouldn’t try to stop me…”

      Vic grinned. “I like you.” But then his smile slipped into a disdainful sneer. He picked up his beer, took another swig, and then like a pitcher from the mound, he hurled it at my head.

      I screamed like a girl. That’s right, like a big ol’ girl, ‘cause that’s what I was.

      I’d like to say that I went into Zoey-esque badass mode and used the frying pan to slam a beer can home run right into Vic’s head, but that’s not what happened. What did happen was that the beer can slammed into my forehead. My head snapped back, my grip on the frying pan slipped, and the mammoth-sized thing fell on my foot.

      My eyes nearly popped out of my head, and I screamed all the way up from my belly button.

      Vic lunged at me with a hand poised to slap over my mouth. I guess he didn’t need his neighbors telling the cops later that they’d heard a ruckus. But I didn’t care about his neighbors. I cared about the pulverized bones in my foot and the fact that Vic would probably bury me and Zoey under a rosebush in his backyard. At least I’d be in good company. If I had to be left in an unmarked grave, Zoey was the girl I’d like to be left there with.

      Okay, I hadn’t meant to just wish Zoey dead…

      I tried to dodge Vic’s hand by twisting my face out of reach, but he fish-hooked my mouth with his finger. That’s when I bit, and I bit hard.

      Vic screamed. My teeth ground down on his finger’s middle knuckle. It didn’t feel like flesh and bone. It felt like more. It felt like flesh and bone and cartilage… and something was giving way. My teeth were getting closer together.

      Vic’s free fist punched me in the temple, but then it was his turn to scream like a girl, a big ol’ girl. The pitch of his voice went up two octaves, because I didn’t pass out when he punched me. My head jerked, my jaw tightened, and I didn’t let go of his finger. Instead I was pretty sure I felt tendons tear.

      His efforts to break loose from me went into overdrive. He grabbed my throat and squeezed with his thumb digging against my windpipe. I couldn’t help it. I gagged, and when I did I let go of the one piece of leverage I had over him—his finger.

      Another shot to my temple with his damaged hand had me going to the floor. He tried to maintain his hold on my neck, but thankfully I slipped free. I landed on my side, pulled my knee up and rammed the heel of my foot at the side of his knee.

      My foot slipped past him without doing any damage, and I felt my last hope of surviving slip out of my reach.

      “I’m going to enjoy this,” he growled.

      I did my best to shrink away into the floor, and I pulled the huge cast iron skillet over my chest for protection. My rational brain told me that I was handing the thing over for him to use against me, but that didn’t stop my body from putting anything it could between him and me.

      He bent and reached with his mangled finger in the lead.

      I punted at his hand with a quick jab from the back of the skillet. It connected, and his poor finger bent in a direction that had my eyes bugging out and me screaming for him.

      Vic stared in shocked disbelief at his hand. He didn’t scream. In fact, he didn’t breathe. His face turned purple, and his veins bulged from his neck. Then his eyes locked on mine and he lunged, but he missed. He missed bad. His forehead slammed into the counter. His hand flew up, his mangled finger hit the underside, and then he fell over backward on the floor. Passed out cold, which was good because his damaged finger was sticking up at a ninety-degree angle to the rest of his hand. I was pretty sure he didn’t want to be awake for that.

      I sat hyperventilating, working up the courage to go check on Zoey. If she wasn’t okay, I was going to come back and give Vic a full set of backward-saluting fingers.

      “Vic,” Zoey called from the other room. “Sorry. Couldn’t get your toilet to flush.”

      I was on my feet and throwing myself into Zoey’s arms the second she came around the corner of the kitchen. “You’re alive!”

      She hugged me, then got me to let her go. She pointed at the floor. “Did you do that?”

      “Uh… Not all of it.” It would have been nice to take credit, but it was more like Vic had done it to himself while I had tried desperately not to die.

      Police sirens echoed from outside.

      “Brad is going to be so mad at you.” Zoey grinned, her eyes twinkling.

      That he was… Oh, well.
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      “Kylie Berry of The Berry Home has done it again. When faced with the unthinkable, she’s uncovered the truth that others prefer to keep hidden.” Sitting at the grill’s bar, Brad continued to read Sunday’s edition of The Camden Falls Herald article written by Joel. It was one of the rare days that I got the chance to see Brad in plainclothes instead of his police uniform. He looked good in a gray cotton T and faded jeans. His shirtsleeves pulled snug on his biceps and his jeans looked as though they had been crafted just for him.

      I didn’t know whether or not to be happy or upset about the article. Joel had written it without asking my consent, but it publicly cleared both me and my café of any responsibility in Hank’s death. On one hand, it broadcast to the whole town that yet another person had died here, but on the other hand that wasn’t exactly new information for most. So overall, I guessed that an article absolving me and the café of any wrongdoing was better than the rumor mill filling in the blanks with speculation and gossip.

      “I can’t believe he was planning on poisoning his coworkers who hadn’t gotten laid off from work,” I said. That was why Vic had set jars out with people’s names written on labels. He’d planned to give the poisoned homemade brownie mix as gifts. “There was no way he wouldn’t have gotten caught after that. Everything would have been traced back to him.”

      “But if it hadn’t been for you figuring things out before then, a lot more people would have gotten hurt. Maybe even killed.” Brad folded his newspaper and shifted his attention to me. His gaze focused off center from my eyes, and I knew that he was looking at the bruise that lingered from where Vic had slugged me. He reached across the counter and brush my hair behind my ear.

      Brad’s smile was gentle and his eyes kind. He was cool about it now, but he’d been ready to rip Vic’s head off when he’d burst through the door of Vic’s house. “He never stood a chance against you, did he?”

      He was giving me all the credit, but it was the police who would be sending Vic away to prison for a very long time. They did a thorough search of Vic’s place and found everything. Poison. Notes about Hank’s gym schedule. Even the pickup he’d used to try to run Zoey and me off the road.

      Brad’s touch and the way he looked at me was so tender that I didn’t know what to say. Needing to fill the silence, I blurted out, “How’s Sam?”

      Brad’s hand fell away from my face, and his expression saddened. “She’s struggling. Survivor’s guilt. She’s considering giving the money Hank left her away to charity, but I’m trying to talk her into keeping it. He wanted her to have it, to go live her life. I think that’s what she should do.”

      “She have plans?”

      He nodded. “She’s going to take Hank’s ashes on a sailboat trip. They’d talked about taking a long vacation at sea. She’s considering doing it for them both.”

      Brad’s sister sounded like a woman I wanted to know better someday. I hoped I’d get the chance.

      “How about you? Anything new or different in your life?” His eyes had a knowing look and his lips were pulled in a lopsided grin. “One less complication maybe?”

      “Maybe…” I was pretty sure I knew where this was going. “Dan went back to Chicago.”

      Brad’s smile was big and toothy. He looked more than a little pleased with himself. “All in a day’s work.”

      I had to laugh at his cheeky, over-the-top reaction to the news.

      Tricking Dan into getting a DUI hadn’t been the most ethical maneuver by Brad and Joel, but it sure was appreciated by me. He’d left town without so much as bugging me for more help with his failing company.

      A part of me felt bad about not helping Dan out more than I had, but I was finally willing to accept and embrace that Dan was a big boy. He didn’t need me solving his problems, even if I was pretty sure he’d flop on his face when trying to solve them himself. No matter how foreign the idea felt, Dan’s drama was no longer a burden I had to carry.

      The café’s front doorbell chimed as Zoey came in. She was wearing huge sunglasses, a white spaghetti strap sundress with black polka dots, and combat boots. She sat on the stool next to Brad and grunted. I’d gotten good at early morning Zoey speak, though.

      “Coffee and breakfast coming up.” I got the coffee first, dark and bold. Then I heated her up a sausage, egg, and cheese muffin and a cornbread muffin, both made by Jonathan that morning before he had to head out. He still hadn’t told me what was turning his life upside down, but I was sure that he would as soon as he was ready.

      I slid a plate in front of Zoey with a side dish of butter, a honey pot, and a choice between boysenberry, strawberry and raspberry jelly for the cornbread muffin.

      She doctored her coffee until it was the way she liked it, took a sip, and sighed. Finally, the huge sunglasses came off. Her eyes were sporting some Cleopatra eyeliner but were otherwise bare.

      “Why are you in so early?” Nine AM was practically pre-dawn for Zoey. Then a thought occurred to me. Joel had extolled my virtues in the article he’d written about Hank’s killer being discovered, but he hadn’t even mentioned Zoey. “Have you seen the Sunday paper yet?”

      “Mmhm. Nice story,” she said as she drizzled honey over her buttered corn muffin.

      “I’m sorry that it doesn’t mention you. Want me to say something to Joel?”

      Zoey stopped what she was doing and gave me a stare a zombie could be proud of. “Joel has good survival instincts. It’s why he didn’t include me. You have none.” She squinted. “How is it that nobody’s managed to kill you?”

      “I have survival instincts.” I’d meant it as a counter to her statement, but it came out as a wimpy whine. “Tell her,” I said to Brad.

      Brad shook his head and raised his palms. “Berry, I adore you, but you have the survival instincts of a blind bullfrog.”

      That wasn’t a fair assessment! “But if that’s true, then why am I still here? Why hasn’t somebody knocked me off?”

      Brad and Zoey looked at each other, then looked at me. In unison they answered, “Luck.”

      Zoey shrugged as she went back to drizzling honey. “Some people win the lottery. You don’t die. Luck.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and tapped my foot. “Well if I’m lucky, then so are you.”

      This time Brad and Zoey broke out in laughter together.

      “What?” This time petulant snuck in to join whiny.

      “If you were my partner, I’d retire early,” Brad said. “I’d fake breaking my leg or needing to go under psych eval.”

      I was devastated. I’d thought that Brad believed in me. “You wouldn’t partner with me?”

      “Not for long,” Zoey snickered. She hadn’t spelled it out but I got her meaning. She thought I’d get Brad killed if we partnered up.

      “Hey, your time’s coming,” Brad said to her.

      Zoey’s grin flatlined, and I started to worry in earnest when she didn’t have a comeback ready with which to zing Brad. Maybe Brad was right. Maybe I was being selfish by pulling others into solving my problems. I suddenly felt like Dan, and that made me feel even worse.

      “Maybe there’s a proximity effect,” Zoey said.

      “What, you mean like being near Kylie protects a person from ending up six feet under?”

      It was just the olive branch I needed. “That’s right,” I exclaimed. “You’re both here right now and nothing’s happened to you.”

      Sage jumped up on the stool next to Zoey’s and shoved her nose under Zoey’s arm. Zoey complied by stroking her head.

      “And look!” I said, pointing at Sage. “Sage has been living with me for weeks and she’s still alive.”

      “I suppose,” Zoey said.

      “No, no, no,” Brad broke in. “That cat’s a menace. Whatever mojo curse you got working against you, Berry, this cat is right in it with you. We’ve all seen the aftermath…”

      “I thought you said it was a blessing, not a curse,” I said.

      “No, what we said was that it was luck—as in lucky you haven’t gotten killed by the curse of having people fall over dead around you every other day.”

      My bottom lip stuck out in a pout. “You guys haven’t fallen over dead.”

      “Give us time,” Zoey mumbled before taking a big bite of her doctored cornbread. She half closed her lids as her eyes rolled back in taste ecstasy. “Mmmm.”

      The door chimed and Jack and Agatha came in. She was ancient wisdom personified, graceful with a dream-like, soft and flowing dress. He was tall, dark and imposing in a suit designed to intimidate in high stakes boardrooms, but their differences did nothing to stop the pair from walking arm in arm to take stools at the counter.

      “I’ll have what she’s having,” Jack said with an eye toward Zoey.

      “Give her time,” Agatha chided him. “Can’t you see she’s in a moment?”

      Agatha was right. I was in a moment. It was time to turn the tables and use what Zoey and Brad had been saying about me to my advantage. “You know, if all this is true—that the people around me are at risk of dying—then you two don’t have any time to waste,” I told them. “You’re going to have to seize the day and all that. Live every minute to its fullest.”

      “That’s what I’m doing,” Zoey said around a mouth full of food. “This is good! You didn’t make it, right?”

      I didn’t even dignify that with an answer. Everyone here knew I hadn’t made it. If I’d made it, the muffins could have doubled as hockey pucks.

      I put my elbows on the counter and leaned in. “I think it’s time you start dating again,” I said.

      “Too much risk of collateral damage. I think it’s time you admit that you still care about Dan.”

      Oh! The girl did not pull her punches. And right in front of Brad, no less. Thankfully he was too busy glowering at Zoey to notice the panic in my eyes. I was barely out of a marriage that had taken up one-third of my life. I’d been happy—really happy—until I’d figured out that everything I’d thought I’d known about my marriage had been a lie. Of course I had feelings, but that didn’t mean they were worthwhile.

      That aside, I wasn’t going to let Zoey’s magician’s trick of distraction get me off course. I slid Zoey’s plate of food back across the counter to my side, then delicately took the half-eaten corn muffin from her hand.

      “Hey!” she complained after swallowing the bite that had been in her mouth.

      “You’ll get it back after you talk to a boy,” I declared.

      “Sweetheart,” Agatha said, “I spotted a lovely one right back there. He has hair like the morning sun.”

      “Aggie,” Zoey lamented, “You too?”

      “I did not get to be as old as I am by simply sitting on my backside waiting for the next day to come. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll do something with today. Now go talk to the boy or I’ll eat your breakfast myself. It’s clear that Kylie’s refusing to get me a plate of my own until you do.”

      “I’m impatient,” Jack said. He reached in front of Agatha and plucked Zoey’s cornbread muffin out of my hand.

      Zoey glared at him. “Hey! I just got that perfect! It has just the right ratio of butter to honey.”

      “Thank you,” Jack said with his mouth full and half of Zoey’s muffin gone. “You do excellent work.”

      Scowling, Zoey pivoted on her seat and looked at the young man Agatha had pointed out. He was sitting at a table that was next to the wall. Sun streamed in through the window nearest him, making his blond hair shine like spun silk. His body was athletic and lean, and his head was bent as he read a book. An actual book. Not something off of his phone. And a hard shell guitar case leaned against the wall behind his chair. “How’d you even notice him? You walked in like two seconds ago.”

      “There is always time to appreciate beauty, young lady. Besides, I’m old, not blind.” She turned and looked at him, then sighed. “Reminds me of someone I toured with in my fifties.” She then took the rest of Zoey’s muffin from Jack and took a bite before licking the tips of her fingers free of the dripping honey.

      Someday I really was going to have to ask Agatha about her life.

      Zoey turned back to me. “I want a new muffin waiting for me when I get back, already buttered. I’ll add the honey.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      We all watched Zoey go. She was like apples to his oranges. Everything about her said harsh and brash while everything about him said laid back and easygoing. If someone had asked me to bet against Zoey having a knife stashed somewhere on her body, I wouldn’t have done it. In contrast, I was willing to bet that the cute guy’s guitar case actually held a guitar. I would never make that assumption about any guitar case Zoey had. Ever.

      “She’s talking to him,” I whispered. “I wonder what they’re saying.”

      “Mmmm,” Jack said. “She just told him how his book ends.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Read lips. Handy during business negotiations. He’s annoyed that she told him how it ended.”

      My hopes flagged and guilt inched its way in. I’d pushed Zoey to do something she wasn’t ready to do, and she was going out of her way to alienate herself because of it.

      “Ohh… That’s interesting,” Jack said.

      “What… What?” I had to know!

      “She just told him that he doesn’t have the mettle to ask her out on a date.”

      “Nooo…” I needed popcorn!

      I watched as the young man sat back in his chair with a smug smile of overconfidence on his lips, then it disappeared to be replaced with uncertainty.

      “Jack! What did she say?”

      “Mmm, something about needing to make sure he has a burial plot selected and having all of his affairs in order.”

      Ugh! She really was trying to tank it.

      Then something amazing happened. Cute guy stood up… and up. It was all I could do not to bite my knuckle. He had the face of an angel on gold medalist Michael Phelps’ body. And he was smiling again. He said something and then reached behind him to pick up his guitar case. He didn’t even use the handle. He just palmed the top nob and lifted it to set it back down in front of him.

      “What’s happening?”

      “He’s playing a set at a bar downtown tomorrow. He’s asked her to come and… oh. Yes. He wants to take her out on a proper date afterward.”

      “Yes!” I yelled.

      Everyone—and I do mean everyone—stopped what they were doing and turned to look at me.

      I waved at Zoey and her new friend before doing my best to shrink away to nothing.

      “Smooth, Berry,” Brad teased, and then added, “Hey, I’ve got it on good authority that there’s gonna be a show downtown tomorrow. I want to take you… on a date.”

      I opened my mouth to say that I couldn’t, but when I looked at Brad, I saw my whole speech to Zoey reflected in his eyes, and his own smug grin told me that he knew it.

      Seize the day…

      “You’re not afraid?” I asked.

      “Of being with you? Never.”

      He was either a brave man or a fool. Considering he’d very recently broken down a killer’s door to get to me, I’d give him credit as the former. But if he were brave, that also meant that he knew there was something worth being afraid of. Only a fool didn’t recognize when he was in danger.

      “And if Dan shows back up?” I asked.

      Brad smiled. “Dan who?”

      “And if someone falls on a fork fifty-seven times at the show?”

      “It’ll leave more space for me to get you out on the dance floor.”

      “No downsides?” I asked.

      “Not a one—not with you.

      I slipped my hand into his. “Even with Zoey there, too?” He’d just invited me out to the same show that she was going to.

      His eye twitched. “Nope,” he said in a voice a full octave higher than it had been a moment before. “Even with Zoey there.” He shot her a side glare.

      I heard the words again—seize the day—and thought about what Agatha had said about not simply waiting for a string of tomorrows to come.

      “Is it a date?” Brad asked with a gentle nudge.

      I held my breath while waiting for lightning to strike somewhere in the near distance, or at the very least a minor earthquake. Nothing happened.

      I smiled. “It’s a date.”
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